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      “I will be a perfect husband for a month. Then we will lead separate lives.”

      Nancy’s dreams of a love match are shred to pieces when she is accidentally caught in a scandal with London’s biggest scoundrel.

      Adam, sworn to never become his father, was certain he would never marry. Until he unintentionally ruins an innocent lady.

      Forced into a marriage of convenience, Adam knows he cannot commit to her. But he offers her a deal she can’t refuse: they will be husband and wife for only a month. Then, they will lead their separate lives. But as their time comes to an end, he realizes he would do anything to taste her lips again…
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      “Come out, come out, wherever you may be,” Adam Robins whispered into the thick silence of the shadowed gardens, stalking down the pathways like a beast on the prowl. “This fox is eager for a bite of something plump and juicy.”

      

      Soft laughter rippled from the nearby hedge maze, stoking his appetite. He could think of nothing more delicious than a breathless chase through darkened avenues, ending in the capture of his prize. And he would reward them both until her gasps filled the night air.

      

      “Where are you, my little vixen?” he purred, listening for her voice, her footfalls, to mark the beginning of the chase.

      

      Stifled laughter stirred up the embers within him, fueling his desire. He had never encountered a young lady so daring, and though the thrill of her would not last—it never did—the excitement of his latest conquest was still ripe.

      

      “You shall have to catch me,” she murmured from somewhere in the dark, close to the yawning mouth of the hedge maze entrance.

      

      Her voice tugged on the muscles of his stomach, priming him for the very different race that would greet him when he found her. A race to the highest heights of pleasure.

      

      “I hope you are surefooted,” he said, grinning as he crept toward the beginning of the hedge maze. “If you fall, I will show no mercy.”

      

      “Perhaps I shall fall on purpose,” she cooed in reply, her words laced with the potent intoxicant of seduction. “But I do not think you will catch me, my fox. I fear you lack the stamina.”

      

      He smirked. “Is that so? Well, we shall see who tires first.”

      

      “Yes, let us see,” she mewled.

      

      A second later, he heard his cue: the snap of a twig underfoot as his paramour began her race through the maze, her sultry giggles making him all the more ravenous as he took off after her.

      

      In the daylight, the maze might have been simple enough. In the dark, Adam could not see a thing, not even the lights of Lord Bainton’s manor piercing through the high, dense hedges. Yet, somehow, it distorted sound, sucking the orchestra’s music into the long avenues and pathways, until it sounded like the orchestra was somewhere in the maze with Adam. It all but smothered the faint scuffle of his paramour’s footfalls, as did the rustle of nearby trees and the laughter that swept down from the terrace, making him feel crowded, though he was almost entirely alone.

      

      “Where are you, my little vixen?” he called, rounding a left-hand corner and finding himself staring at a blocked path. A dead-end. His third, so far.

      

      “Right here, my sweet,” came the honeyed reply as the hedge beside him rustled.

      

      She was on the other side of it. How she had managed to get there, he did not know.

      

      I fear I shall tire of this before her.

      

      Although Adam relished games, he was not too fond of losing.

      

      “Are you surrendering so soon?” his lover asked as her finger slipped through the tightly packed leaves, beckoning to him.

      

      He dipped his head to kiss the proffered finger, but she drew it back quickly, taunting him.

      

      “I do not surrender,” he told her, his eagerness restored. “But I might have to punish you when I catch you.”

      

      “Oh, I do hope so,” she replied, her footsteps retreating.

      

      Doubling back on himself, he decided that the mythical rule of only turning left was utter nonsense and went where his instincts took him. Like a true hunter, he followed his senses, feeling for the vibrations of his prey in the hedge and the earth, scenting her on the breeze—or rather he would have done, but the boxwoods were fragrant that night, drowning out her rich perfume.

      

      I should have insisted on meeting at my carriage instead.

      

      He felt grumpier with every wrong turn and dead-end he ran into. But Miss Eastleigh had enticed him to venture beyond his usual exploits, challenging him with a letter that had arrived that morning. He remembered every word, like the most divine poetry.

      

      Tonight shall be a night to remember, my sweet. The first ball of the Season requires a special celebration. I will wait for you in the gardens of Bainton Manor. Come and find me… if you can.

      

      How could he have possibly resisted?

      

      “I am close, my little vixen,” Adam said, though he had no notion of where she was.

      

      She could have been back at Bainton Manor, sipping from a cup of punch, laughing at his entrapment in the maze, for all he knew.

      

      “Are you? Then why do you sound so far away?” Miss Eastleigh asked.

      

      His head whipped around, a lull in the music and chatter giving him her location. Vaguely, at least. He smiled, pleased with himself, and broke into a sprint, hurtling in the direction of his lover, his excitement rising higher and higher with each step he took.

      

      “I hear you,” he whispered, satisfied by the crunching sound of her footfalls somewhere up ahead.

      

      “Yet, you have not caught me. How disappointing,” she teased.

      

      He prowled on, halting sharply as he saw something on the ground. A flash of white. Puzzled, he bent to pick it up, his nose struck by a waft of Miss Eastleigh’s potent perfume. It was a silk handkerchief, doused in her scent.

      

      “Are you leaving gifts?” he called, drawing the silk across his upper lip, smiling against the cool stroke of the fabric.

      

      “Breadcrumbs, my sweet,” she replied, “or you shall never find me.”

      

      In truth, the entire chase was beginning to bore him, but to admit that would have been admitting defeat, and that was something he could not do. Not until he had received his prize. One last taste of Miss Eastleigh. After that, perhaps it would be better if they did not see one another again, for though she was daring and that thrilled him, he was not fond of being under her control, allowing her to take the reins. That was his territory.

      

      So, he ran on, playing her little game, whispering sultry words to figure out where on earth she was. All the while, he wondered what delights he might be missing in the ballroom of Bainton Manor. What coquettish glances were being offered to another in his absence? Which ladies might fall for the temptation of another rogue like him, while he was haring around a ridiculous maze in the dark, half-blind and increasingly irritated?

      

      At length, he reached the center of the maze. In the middle of the gravel circle, draped over the wall of the fountain that spouted there, was something that gave him pause, making his efforts seem more worthwhile. A pair of stockings, ribbons gleaming.

      

      “Another breadcrumb?” he asked.

      

      There were “entrances” at each point of the compass in which he stood, but the gravel hid any traces of the path Miss Eastleigh had taken. Unless her stockings were a clue.

      

      A bare leg appeared from the western entrance, a slender hand pulling skirts and petticoats up to the thigh. Adam bit his lower lip, his temperamental furnace of passion fully burning now. He might have been infuriated and doubted he would entertain Miss Eastleigh again, but he had to admit she knew how to keep him on his toes.

      

      “I shall not grant you another,” Miss Eastleigh said from behind the hedge.

      

      A moment later, her milky white leg disappeared, and Adam heard her running. He took off without hesitation, hungry once more for the challenge she had set before him, and certain that he would catch her within minutes.

      

      But either she could somehow walk through hedges, she was hiding underneath the hedges as he passed by, or she was unnaturally quick, for she had vanished into thin air. Now and then, he could hear her footfalls hurrying this way and that, but as for a glimpse of her, there was nothing. She was like a specter that he had imagined, tricking him into this wild goose chase.

      

      Harry tried to stop me.

      

      Harry was his best friend. More of a brother, really. The moment Harry had heard about the letter, and what Adam had intended to do in Lord Bainton’s gardens, he had tried to talk Adam out of it, claiming it sounded like trouble. But Adam liked trouble. Relished it. Welcomed it.

      

      Now, Adam wished he had listened, for he was just embarrassing himself.

      

      “My little vixen, where are you?” he called, struggling to hide the vexation in his voice.

      

      “Not much farther,” she crooned.

      

      You have said that ten times already.

      

      He grumbled inwardly, stuffing her stockings into his waistcoat pocket as he plowed on. After all, even if nothing came of the chase, he still had to find his way out of the maze.

      

      Just then, his eyes fell upon yet another “breadcrumb.” A gossamer-thin petticoat, pooled on the ground. And right beside it, a narrow gap in the hedge. It appeared to be either a secret entrance or a secret exit, so overgrown that he might have missed it had it not been for the petticoat drawing his attention to the area. Indeed, eyeing the gap, he was not certain if it was a mistake in the design, or if it was supposed to be there.

      

      “I almost have you,” he said, convinced she had used the narrow passage to her advantage.

      

      Perhaps she had been using them all along, and he had not seen these secret gaps in the hedges. It would certainly explain how she had gotten so far ahead of him and kept evading him.

      

      She did not reply, making him even more certain that she had slipped out through the gap.

      

      You cannot play games with me and expect to win.

      

      He squeezed himself between the hedges and half stumbled into unknown territory. Only, it was known to him. He had escaped the maze, emerging onto the sloping lawn that led down to the lake… and his reward was waiting.

      

      She stood at the water’s edge, gazing out with her back turned to him. He grinned and stretched his arm back through the hedge, swiping up her petticoat so he could return it—once they had enjoyed one another, of course.

      

      With the petticoat draped over his arm like a waiter serving wine at one of the beau monde dinner parties he was often invited to, he approached his paramour with cat-footed stealth. She had made him chase her, so it was only fair that he should end their game with a surprise capture.

      

      Perhaps she thought I would not see the secret exit.

      

      His blood rushed in his ears as he edged closer. She did not turn to face him, did not give any indication that she knew he was there, and the realization pleased him greatly.

      

      Half a step away from her, and she still had not moved. The wolf in him wanted to howl out his victory, for the soft grass had covered the sound of his advance; she had no idea that she had lost the chase already. Or, if she did, she was very good at pretending. He liked that about her.

      

      Maybe another fortnight or so in her company would not be so bad.

      

      He was curious as to what other challenges and bold encounters she might suggest.

      

      At last, he lunged, wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing his lips to the curve of her neck, just the way she liked it. He waited for her to start writhing in his arms, relishing every moment, but instead of moans of pleasure and her acceptance of his victory, a very different sound erupted from her throat.

      

      A scream, so bone-chilling and blood-curdling that he froze. His arms, locked around her waist, would not budge, and it only seemed to be making her scream pierce louder.

      

      Miss Eastleigh twisted around in his startled embrace… but there was nothing familiar about the woman staring up at him. He blinked, baffled by the changeling in his arms. She should have had a somewhat round face and light blue eyes, so why were there two fierce, terrified hazel eyes burning into his soul?

      

      “Fire!” the stranger shrieked at the top of her lungs. “Fire! There is a fire!”

      

      Adam blinked again, idiotically gazing around for the fire she was wailing about. But there was nothing but the still night and the glittering lake, unless she was referring to the handful of torches that lit the path back up to the manor.

      

      “I—” he stammered, preparing to explain that there had been a misunderstanding.

      

      But before he could say a single word more, and before he could truly understand what was happening, the woman drew her arm back past the peak of her shoulder.

      

      He stared at her curled fist as it grew larger and larger, too stunned by the scream still ringing in his ears to figure out why… and then, it hit him.
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      “He is watching us again,” Nancy Swinton whispered, taking a seat at the edge of the ballroom.

      

      Her cousin, Marina Wilkins, squinted at the crowd that ebbed and flowed throughout the majestic room, some dancing, some retiring, some trying to catch the attention of a potential prospect, some taking a pause as Marina and Nancy were doing.

      

      “I do not see him,” Marina said, chewing on her lower lip. “Are you certain?”

      

      Nancy nodded. “I felt my skin crawling, and then I saw him.” She lowered her voice further. “He is standing over there by the orchestra, next to the pillar with—I think it is supposed to be a cherub, but it is a rather ugly one. Whatever it is, he is there, watching us.”

      

      “I see him!” Marina hissed, the color draining from her face. “What manner of wretch is he, to stare so openly at two young ladies? And where the devil is my mother?”

      

      Nancy shuddered. “I do hope nothing has happened to her.”

      

      “Oh, she is likely gossiping with some old acquaintances she has stumbled upon while fetching her tenth cup of punch, and has quite forgotten that you and I exist,” Marina grumbled. “What should we do? Do you see anyone we might claim sanctuary with?”

      

      Nancy pursed her lips and shook her head. “The entirety of the ton must be here tonight, yet I do not recognize a soul. How can that be?”

      

      “You have grown too accustomed to northern gatherings,” Marina teased lightly. “The northern contingent of the ton rarely venture south unless it is to attend balls in London or Bath, and the southern contingent are forever making excuses not to venture north. Then, there is the matter of the debutantes to consider—a fresh batch to halve our chances of finding husbands.”

      

      Nancy reached for the teapot in the center of the table and poured a cup for herself and her cousin, to steady their nerves. As she took a sip, she contemplated her cousin’s words. It was true that she had spent most of her time in the North over the past year or so visiting her beloved sister, Joanna, at Bruxton Hall. And her sweet nephew, Bernard.

      

      Indeed, she was beginning to think she preferred the northern balls and gatherings, for no one had ever harassed her there, and if they did, the northern gentlemen were quick to defend her honor.

      

      “If my sister were here, she would chase that beastly man away,” Nancy mumbled, wishing she was half as brave as her older sister. “Indeed, that fellow would not dare to approach me, if he knew who my brother-in-law was.”

      

      Marina smiled. “How is your sister?”

      

      “Very pregnant,” Nancy replied. While she was fast approaching her twenty-second birthday without so much as an offer of courtship from a charming gentleman, Joanna would soon give birth to her second child. “Apparently, she is furious with everyone for making her stay in bed, but it seems that her condition has improved.”

      

      There had been some sort of complication in the pregnancy, though Nancy did not understand what, which had driven her mother and father to Bruxton Hall to take care of their eldest daughter. Nancy had been invited to join them, but not wanting to delay her own future happiness, she had chosen to stay in the South with her mother’s sister and cousin. She and her aunt were rather distantly acquainted, for they had fallen out of touch some years prior and only recently resumed contact.

      

      My father’s fault.

      

      Though, her father was making amends for it now, doing his best to be the father and husband that he should have been all along.

      

      “Well, I am pleased you have not absconded to the North with your mother and father,” Marina said shyly. “It is nice to have company my own age.”

      

      Nancy smiled. “You have been a revelation, Marina. I do not think I could endure this Season without you.”

      

      Marina was no replacement for Joanna, but as they continued to get to know one another, Nancy was becoming exceptionally fond of the cousin she had only met a handful of times over the two decades of her existence.

      

      “Neither could I,” Marina admitted, gesturing to the ballroom entrance. “For one thing, I would be sitting here entirely alone, absolutely burning with embarrassment at the disapproving looks. Although, I suppose they are preferable to the looks that come when my mother is in her cups, wailing inappropriately.”

      

      Nancy stifled a laugh. “Well, we have one another now.”

      

      “Indeed, we do.” Marina glowed with happiness, sipping her tea.

      

      They might have enjoyed a pleasant hour or two, drinking tea and waiting for Nancy’s aunt to return, had it not been for the thorn in their contentment: a wastrel who had set his gaze upon them ever since their arrival and had not stopped hounding them since. Every time they thought they had lost him, he reappeared like a bad penny.

      

      At that moment, the bad penny showed up at the side of their table, having approached without either of them realizing it.

      

      “Good evening, ladies,” he purred, running a hand across thinning hair that had been oiled to such an extent that the liquid oozed down the sides of his face. Either that or he perspired excessively.

      

      Nancy shot him a glare. “As you can see, we are awaiting the return of our chaperone. Please, leave us be.”

      

      “There is no need for a chaperone,” the man replied, almost vibrating with vile excitement. “I shall accompany you to the dance floor, Lady Nancy. Your… friend can be your chaperone.”

      

      Nancy sucked in a sharp breath. “My cousin cannot be my chaperone. She is unmarried.”

      

      “All the better,” the man said, licking his dry lips. “I will dance with you both, and you can pretend to be one another’s chaperones. I will not breathe a word.”

      

      Nancy stood sharply, clutching her cup of tea as if she meant to hurl the hot contents at him. “Mr. Colby,” she warned, trying to emulate her sister’s strength, “if you do not leave us be, I shall summon Lord and Lady Bainton here and have you explain why you think it appropriate to approach two young ladies who have already—rather too politely, I should add—asked you not to.”

      

      “Ah, so you are one of those, aren’t you?” Mr. Colby grinned, undeterred. “You reject a gentleman to stoke his interest. Makes it all the sweeter when you finally relent.”

      

      Marina stood with her cousin. “No, Mr. Colby. Our rejection is not to stoke your interest, it is to douse it entirely. This is unseemly, sir.”

      

      “Your opinion does not concern me,” Mr. Colby said, turning his nose up at Marina. “It is Lady Nancy I wish to entice.”

      

      “And as her temporary chaperone, regardless of my lack of legitimacy in that realm, it is my duty to inform you that you must cease at once, or you will be marched from this ball,” Marina shot back, trying to catch the eye of the ladies and gentlemen at the neighboring tables. But they were too involved in their own conversations, or too unwilling to involve themselves in the plight of two unchaperoned ladies.

      

      Mr. Colby took a step back. “There is no need for unkindness. I am merely revealing my pursuit.”

      

      “You need not reveal anything, thank you,” Nancy retorted.

      

      “Is that not what a ball is for?” Mr. Colby’s lip curled. “And neither of you are debutantes. You ought to be grateful for the attention, and at the first ball of the Season too!”

      

      He had turned rather pale and waxy, with two livid blotches on his cheeks. The sign of a gentleman who did not like to be refused.

      

      “Enough, Mr. Colby,” Nancy repeated as she took hold of Marina’s hand and led her around the table, putting it between them and the sour-face man. “If you follow us again, if you approach us again, I shall not hesitate to scream for help. Indeed, my dear Marina, I do believe I saw Monty heading out into the gardens. We must tell him, at once, what has occurred here, and see what he thinks of it.”

      

      Mr. Colby blanched, losing what little color he had left in his face. Montague Harding was a decorated captain of the British cavalry and a renowned defender of helpless ladies. His name had appeared countless times in the newspapers and scandal sheets, having caused a great deal of harm to any gentleman who had so much as looked at a lady the wrong way. Yet, he was never punished, for those he punished were too afraid to try and prosecute a cavalry captain who glittered with medals.

      

      “You know Mr. Harding?” Mr. Colby wheezed.

      

      “Certainly, I do,” Nancy lied. “He is a friend of my brother-in-law.”

      

      Before marrying Joanna, Nancy’s brother-in-law, Edwin, had been a known recluse among the ton, falsely suspected of murdering his brother and father, so it was fairly safe to make up friendships between him and others. Who would know any different?

      

      “I see,” Mr. Colby muttered, retreating.

      

      But Nancy was not content to remain in any room where he might suddenly muster up the desire to approach her and Marina again.

      

      Nancy waited until she had seen Mr. Colby exit the ballroom and immediately guided Marina toward the doors that led into the gardens. It was likely the safest place for the pair until Marina’s mother returned from her attempt to drink as much punch as possible.

      

      “I feel as if I need to bathe for a week,” Marina said as the two women wandered across the terrace and down the shallow steps into the main body of the garden.

      

      For a while, they walked at their leisure, enjoying the manicured lawns and neat flowerbeds and the torchlight that gave the gardens a mystical feel. They reminded Nancy of the gardens at Bruxton Hall, and her heart ached to be near to her family again.

      

      I should have waited until next Season.

      

      But who was to say that her sister would not be with child again by next year? Nancy could not keep delaying, for the only reason she was not trapped in a marriage she did not want was because of her sister’s bravery.

      

      Joanna had stepped forward when Nancy’s hand would have been offered to Edwin, and though it had worked out well for the happy pair, the fear of what might have been still plagued Nancy. And the fear of what could be if she did not find someone herself—an arranged match. No, she could not waste the gift that Joanna had given her, to find the romance, the all-consuming, timeless love that she had always dreamed of.

      

      “Nancy, look!” Marina squealed suddenly as they came to the edge of the lake.

      

      Nancy frowned. “What is it, Cousin?”

      

      “There are cygnets!” Marina said, breaking away from her.

      

      Nancy watched, bemused, as her cousin hurried along the water’s edge, toward a pagoda that partially tongued out into the lake.

      

      Weary from the exceptionally infuriating evening she had already endured, Nancy saw no reason to follow; she could see Marina well enough from where she stood.

      

      She is peculiar, but I rather like the strangeness.

      

      Nancy turned her attention to the lake itself. Ever since she had been a little girl, she had been terrified by water like this—rivers, lakes, ponds, the sea—though she could not understand why. She had never fallen in, nor could she recall any incident of almost drowning, but it scared her, nonetheless. It was, perhaps, the fear of not knowing what might be lurking beneath, out of sight.

      

      However, the lake looked astonishingly beautiful in the moonlight, the tiny wavelets glittering as they caught the silvery glow. And the night world had come alive, filled with sights and sounds that were forbidden in the daylight—the hoot of owls calling to one another, the shriek of foxes, the cooing of doves that were trying to slumber through the noise of the ball, and the rustle of hedgehogs creeping out of their hideaways to sip from the lake.

      

      Every now and again, the sparkling surface rippled at the jump of a fish, startling her.

      

      “Marina?” Nancy whispered, catching a glimpse of something moving toward her in the water. “Marina, come here.”

      

      Marina was fond of all creatures and knew the Latin names of almost everything, waxing enthusiastic about different species of birds and insects. And, at that moment, Nancy really wanted to know what was moving through the water, headed right for her. It did not resemble a fish, its body longer and slimmer, and it moved strangely, undulating sideways.

      

      Immediately, Nancy’s mind conjured visions of terrible creatures—sharks and snakes and crocodiles—but she could not step away from the water’s edge. Her body had frozen stiff, her fear anchoring her to the grass. Of course, part of her knew it could not be a shark or a crocodile, for this was a boating lake in the south of England, but the darkness had a way of making the impossible seem plausible.

      

      “Marina,” Nancy whispered again, her throat tight.

      

      Where had her cousin disappeared to? Marina had mentioned cygnets, but Nancy could not see any. Nor could she see even a glimpse of Marina.

      

      The creature rippled closer, barely stirring the surface of the water, though Nancy was convinced she could see two beady, red eyes glinting at her. And ravenous fangs, ready to bite down.

      

      All of a sudden, something grabbed her from behind, locking around her waist in a vice-like grip. At the same moment, she felt something tickle the curve of her neck, like a reptilian tongue flicking. For a fleeting, foolish second, she thought the creature had leaped from the water and wrapped itself around her, determined to squeeze the life out of her, but as she glanced back at the lake, the creature—a simple eel, as it turned out—had been startled by the sudden movement, diving down into the deep.

      

      Panic seized her as she finally looked at the masculine arms around her. One thought flared in her mind like a warning beacon: Mr. Colby. He had followed her outside. He had seen her alone. He had leaped at the opportunity to take what he desired.

      

      A scream erupted from her lips, pushed up her throat by terror itself. She writhed, twisting herself around to face Mr. Colby. In the dark, her eyes blurred by sudden tears of fright, she could not fully see who had grabbed her. Not that it mattered. No one should be grabbing her, scaring her out of her skin.

      

      “Fire!” she yelled, remembering what her sister had told her years before, that she should always scream “fire” if she was in trouble, for people would always come running. “Fire! There is a fire!”

      

      Without thinking, she drew her arm back, and with all the force she could muster, she drove her fist forward, into her attacker’s nose.

      

      The man let go of her, staggering back as his hands flew up to protect his nose, two seconds too late. And as he groaned and winced, glaring down at her above his steepled fingers, she realized her mistake.

      

      It was not Mr. Colby, but another gentleman entirely. An exceedingly handsome, thoroughly furious, blue-eyed treat of a man. Perhaps the most handsome gentleman she had ever seen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Nancy supposed she should have guessed it was not Mr. Colby by the height of the person who had grabbed her from behind. The man muttering under his breath, in front of her, towered at well over six feet, while Mr. Colby and his unfortunate hunch made him resemble a squat sort of goblin. And this gentleman had broad shoulders and powerful arms that made his tailcoat sleeves strain, especially as he sought to see what damage she had done to his nose.

      

      Arms that held me.

      

      He had dark hair that fell to his shoulders in silky waves, reminding her of the fairytale princes she used to read about when she had been a child. Still read about, in truth, for she liked the comfort of those old books, using them to restore her faith in romance. Of course, she did not tell anyone she still adored those books, for they would have called her childish.

      

      His entire face was a work of art, so sculpted and angular, that he did not seem real, particularly as the moonlight turned his pale skin silver. Had he not been grunting and groaning and saying all sorts of unpleasant things in hissed breaths, she might have thought she was daydreaming.

      

      He seized you against your will!

      

      With that thought, she snapped out of her momentary daze.

      

      “What is the meaning of this?” she gasped, clasping a hand to her chest. “How dare you touch me!”

      

      “I did not know it was you,” the man replied, gritting his teeth. “I thought you were someone else.”

      

      “And you just wander around darkened gardens, grabbing innocent ladies, don’t you?” she retorted, outraged. “Goodness, I am glad I punched you, for if your nose is broken, other ladies like myself will be able to hear you coming whenever you breathe through it!”

      

      His bright blue eyes watered as he gingerly prodded his nose. “You had best hope it is not broken, or you shall be receiving a request for a rather large payment from my physician.”

      

      “Are you threatening me, when you have just grabbed me around the waist and… licked my neck?” She shuddered, trying to figure out if that was what she had felt against her skin when he had taken hold of her.

      

      She thought it a very strange thing to do, licking someone, but he could not have been quite right in his mind if he prowled shadowed gardens in search of helpless women.

      

      Not so helpless.

      

      She shook out her sore fingers. The middle one throbbed with a dull sort of pain.

      

      He scoffed, “Licked your neck? Do I look like a dog to you?”

      

      “You have behaved like one,” she shot back.

      

      “I did not lick your neck,” he insisted, scrunching and relaxing his nose. “It was… It does not matter what it was. It was not intended for you.”

      

      At that moment, Nancy saw two peculiar things that prompted her to take a step back: a gauzy stocking sticking out of the man’s waistcoat, and what appeared to be a petticoat draped across his forearm.

      

      “Where are they?” she gasped, jabbing an accusatory finger at the offending articles. “What have you done with the ladies they belong to? What manner of monster are you? Fire! There is a fire! Someone, please, there is a fire!”

      

      He stalked toward her and clamped his hand over her mouth, glowering down into her eyes. “Would you cease yelling about a fire!” he growled. “This is a misunderstanding, nothing more, and these garments belong to someone who does not mind that I have them. A lady who is alive and well and has come to no harm.”

      

      “I do not believe you,” Nancy mumbled against his hand, wondering if she ought to bite into the fleshy part of his palm.

      

      He rolled his eyes. “I have neither the patience nor the inclination to explain everything to you, particularly as you seem to be the sort of lady who would faint, or punch me again, if I did.” He loosened his grip slightly. “I apologize for grabbing you like that. As I said, I did not know it was you. I do not know you, so why would I think it was you? I thought you were a… friend of mine. She is dressed similarly, and she is wearing her hair in the same fashion.”

      

      “A likely story,” she muttered, throwing his hand off her.

      

      “Besides, what are you doing out here by yourself?” he asked, turning the blame on her. “Where is your chaperone, if you are so righteous? I do not see anyone.”

      

      She puffed up her chest, so infuriated by the fellow that she could have easily punched him again. “Where my chaperone is or is not is none of your concern, nor are you in any position to lecture me. Perhaps I was waiting for my husband. Perhaps I am the chaperone and I was watching my charge from afar. Whatever my reason for being alone, it does not give you the right to-to… paw and lick me!”

      

      “I did not lick you!” the man practically roared, his pale cheeks darkening slightly as he swept a hand through his silky hair. “Neither did I paw you. Goodness, you really are making me sound like a beast. Admittedly, I… put a mistaken arm around you, but you need not make such a fuss. I imagine it was the most thrilling part of your evening.”

      

      “Excuse me!” She gawped at his audacity. “I shall have you know that I have had a very… diverting evening and was watching a rather interesting eel before you crept up on me like a thief in the night.”

      

      He chuckled tightly. “Come to steal away your boredom?”

      

      “You are quite wretched, do you know that?” Nancy said sharply.

      

      “Apologies. Should I ask what manner of eel it was, out of politeness? Would that make this conversation more appealing to you? Or when you say eel, do you mean something else?” He wiggled his eyebrows in a way that made her insides squirm. “Are you only wailing at me like a banshee because I was not the eel you were waiting for?”

      

      Nancy folded her arms across her chest and straightened up, hoping to make herself seem as intimidating as possible. “I am an honorable lady of the ton, sir, unlike whatever barrel you have been scraped from. I would not wait alone in the dark, in another Lord’s gardens, for a gentleman, for that would make his position as a gentleman rather debatable. I am a lady to be wooed properly, in a formal courtship. I would never indulge in a secret tryst with anyone, much less a scoundrel like you.”

      

      “Ah, so you would wait alone in the dark, in your Lord’s gardens?” The man took a good look at her, making her wish she had a cloak she could shroud herself with. “Pray tell, who is your Lord?”

      

      Nancy swallowed thickly. “My father is a Lord, and he would not be happy if—”

      

      “As are everyone else’s inside that manor,” the man interrupted. “What I meant is, as you well know, who is your husband? I should like to speak with him directly, to explain the misunderstanding. Being a gentleman, he will understand the situation far better than you. Ladies rarely comprehend such things unless they are part of the fun.”

      

      Nancy unfolded her arms and rested her hands on her hips. “I have no husband, but my cousin is—”

      

      “You are to marry your cousin?” The man pulled a face.

      

      “Would you let me finish my sentence!” Nancy cried, her face hot with frustration, though a little of the warmth had to be blamed on the way he was looking at her, as if he had seen a delicious delicacy in the window of a sweet shop and had a sudden craving for sugar.

      

      He shrugged. “Be my guest.”

      

      “My cousin felt unwell. She is over there at the pagoda. I was waiting for her because our chaperone—her mother, my aunt—is otherwise engaged, trying to arrange a match with Montague Harding.”

      

      The lie felt clumsier this time, but Nancy was certain this rough fellow would believe it.

      

      The man grinned. “Monty? You would have a greater chance of arranging a match with his beloved horse.” He paused, pretending to be in deep thought. “But if you would like me to say a good word about you or your cousin, so we might forget this whole debacle, he is a great friend of mine. I would be happy to oblige.”

      

      Curses.

      

      Nancy had not expected such a wretch to be acquainted with Mr. Harding. Unless this fellow was a gifted liar and consummate performer.

      

      “No, thank you,” she said.

      

      “Still, I hope you heed my warning. You see—and I trust you can be discreet—Monty has a temper. Generally, he uses it for good, but even he knows he cannot be trusted with a wife,” the man explained. “Although, you also seem to have a temper… and a rather impressive punch. Where did you learn to hit like that?”

      

      Nancy scowled at him. “I do not have a temper. I have an instinct to protect myself when I am being attacked.”

      

      “It was not an attack,” he said. “If you had been the intended recipient, you would have welcomed what I had planned.”

      

      She snorted. “If that were true, the ‘intended recipient’ would have made herself known by now. As she has not, I have no choice but to believe that you are a common, lecherous rogue who delights in the fear of lone women.” She felt somewhat satisfied by the brief flit of his gaze, as if it had only just occurred to him that no one else had appeared. “As for my punch, my sister taught me. She used to brawl with the boys from the village, and though I never joined in, I did learn a thing or two.”

      

      “Goodness, a brawler. Are you certain your father is a Lord and not the landlord of an unsavory inn?”

      

      “And what manner of man are you, hmm?” she challenged. “Is that how you managed to weasel your way into this ball? By Mr. Harding’s invitation?”

      

      The man laughed, smoothing his hands down his lapels, drawing Nancy’s eyes to his broad chest and the loosened cravat beneath the collar of his shirt. An exposed triangle of sun-tanned skin glistened with perspiration, revealing a deep, muscular line down the center of his chest. Indeed, if he had undone one more button, she was convinced she would have been able to see the top of his abdomen.

      

      “Unseemly!” her mind chided, while a little voice in the back whispered, “But not unpleasant.”

      

      “Do I seem like a commoner to you?” he asked.

      

      She sniffed, forcing her gaze away from that exposed flesh. “You seem very common, yes.”

      

      “Then allow me to introduce myself, and let us see if we cannot dull the sharp edge of your tongue,” he said, smirking. “Nameless waif with the punch of a brawler, I am the Duke of Stapleton. I would say it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, but my nose cannot allow it.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open in horror.

      

      The Duke smiled and lifted his fingertips to her chin, pushing her jaw up until her mouth closed. “I do not want you to catch flies, Miss, lest you choke on one.”

      

      At that unwarranted touch, a bolt of alarm splintered through Nancy, sending her stumbling backward before he could attempt to touch her again. In her haste, she had forgotten that she was standing on a slope and had not realized that the hem of her skirts had caught under her feet.

      

      All at once, she was falling toward the treacherous water that hid monsters beneath the surface, her arms flailing in a vain attempt to keep her balance. She stared wildly at the Duke, torn between needing help and not wanting him anywhere near her.

      

      His arm shot out, his hand grabbing one of her flailing wrists. With a powerful tug, he pulled her toward him, doing the very opposite of helping her to keep her balance. She fell into his hard, broad chest, bumping her chin and knocking her teeth together. And as she struggled to find her livid voice, too shocked to do anything but suck in ragged breaths, his arm slipped around her waist, teasing her.

      

      “I sense you might be one of those clumsy girls,” he purred. “Do you trip in front of gentlemen in the hopes they might sweep you off your feet and fulfill your every innocent desire?”

      

      She glowered at him. “And you seem like one of those gentlemen who enjoy startling people for their own amusement.” She lowered her voice and grasped his lapel, curling the fabric into her fist. “If you touch me again, even the slightest accidental graze, I shall reveal the other things my sister taught me about combat.”

      

      In truth, she still did not know how she had managed to punch him so hard and so well, for she had never hit anyone in her life. And when her sister used to fight with the boys from the village, she could never bring herself to watch, terrified by the mere thought of blood. So, if the Duke did touch her again, she had nothing left in her arsenal.

      

      And the screaming did not work. Not even Marina was drawn by the sound—Where is she?

      

      Glancing toward the pagoda on her left, Nancy’s gaze skimmed the lakeshore, her heart twinging in fear that something might have happened to Marina. A second later, her heart lurched into her throat, for there was someone standing there, a short distance away, half-hidden by bushes, but it was not Marina.

      

      “Mr. Colby,” Nancy rasped, her throat choked.

      

      She would have recognized the cretin anywhere, even without the glint of oil upon his thinning hair, shining like a beacon.

      

      The Duke snorted. “That is not my name.”

      

      “No, Mr. Colby!” Nancy hissed, jabbing a finger in the direction of that wormy little wretch.

      

      The Duke followed the tip of her finger, and as he laid eyes on Mr. Colby, the slimy devil ducked back into the bushes with a violent rustle of leaves and branches. A low growl rumbled in the back of the Duke’s throat, and though the moonlight had already made him very pale, indeed, his face turned ashen.

      

      “We have been seen,” the Duke said, grimacing. “Find your cousin, if there is a cousin out here, and gather your chaperone. You ought to leave. Immediately.”

      

      Nancy gulped. “What?”

      

      “Duck your head in the lake if you need to wash out your ears. You heard me,” he said curtly, before releasing his hold on her. “Forgive me, Miss Brawler, I have a snake to catch.”

      

      With that, he sprinted off, charging into the same bushes where Mr. Colby had disappeared. And as she watched him go, Nancy clasped a trembling hand to her heart, praying with all her might that the overly familiar stranger with the surly attitude would take Mr. Colby down like a hunter diving upon a stubborn boar.

      

      For if the Duke could not, Nancy dreaded to think what tomorrow might bring, if not the rest of her life.
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      If Adam never saw another hedge maze again, it would be too soon. That Mr. Colby fellow had vanished through the same gap through which Adam had exited, before he had made what might have been the greatest mistake of his life, and though Adam had been running and running in circles, he could not catch up to the Peeping Tom who had definitely misunderstood the situation.

      

      “Stop where you are!” Adam called out. “I am a duke, and if you do not obey me, you shall receive due punishment for your insolence!”

      

      He cringed, hating the words as they came out of his mouth, but he was desperate.

      

      Up ahead, he thought he heard footsteps slowing to a halt. Listening more closely, he could definitely hear heavy breathing. The bastard had stopped.

      

      Thank goodness.

      

      Adam held his sides and proceeded toward the sound of labored breaths. He liked to think of himself as an athletic sort of gentleman, but it had been a long time since he had been forced to run so much. Usually, he preferred to take his exercise in the bedchamber.

      

      Finding himself back at the center of the hedge maze, he squinted into the gloom, realizing that Mr. Colby must be hiding somewhere. After all, he could still hear the ragged breathing.

      

      “Come out, this minute!” Adam demanded, too tired and anxious to bother with politeness.

      

      Shamefaced, a half-dressed figure emerged from a recess in the hedgerows, followed by an equally disrobed gentleman. A fellow that Adam vaguely recognized from the gentlemen’s clubs of London.

      

      “Bloody hell, Catherine!” Adam groaned, clenching his hands into fists. “You are not who I am chasing. Pray tell, have you seen a rather toady-looking fellow run this way?”

      

      Miss Eastleigh clutched her gown to her chest. “My sweet, you must allow me to explain,” she tried to say, but Adam did not wish to hear it.

      

      “You found another slice of entertainment while you were waiting for me. I understand, Catherine, and I neither mind nor care, but I really, really must find this man!”

      

      Miss Eastleigh looked somewhat wounded as the gentleman who had stolen her affections hurried to fasten the buttons of his trousers. “Mr. Kingston and I have known one another since we were children. We had not seen one another in years. I—”

      

      “I do not care, Catherine! Enjoy one another. I approve, I give my blessing,” Adam snapped. “Now, did you, or did you not, see a squat, little man running this way?”

      

      The gentleman, Mr. Kingston, cleared his throat and pointed toward the southernmost entrance back into the maze. “He ran that way, Your Grace, not a moment ago.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      Adam huffed out an exasperated breath and hurtled on, wishing more than ever that he had just instructed Miss Eastleigh to meet him at his carriage. Better yet, that he had not gone to the first ball of the Season at all.

      

      Though, she was amusing.

      

      He ran, his ears pricked up for the sound of that spying worm’s footfalls.

      

      Beautiful, too.

      

      She was not the sort of lady he would normally approach, which made the situation all the more ironic. Generally speaking, he found that exceptionally pretty ladies tended to be either quite mad or lacked any thought or intellect between their petite ears. Yet, the lady by the lake had not just been exceptionally pretty, she had been one of the rarest beauties he had seen in many, many years. And rare beauties were dangerous, especially if they possessed wit and intellect.

      

      “Mr. Colby!” Adam barked, chasing the lady by the lake out of his mind.

      

      Her golden hair, like a halo around her head, and her fiery hazel eyes, the color of summer meadows, could not distract him. Nor could the plump, pink bow of her lips, or the smooth perfection of her skin, glowing in the moonlight. And he certainly could not allow himself to think of her narrow waist, which his arm had slipped all the way around with room to spare, or the firm swell of her frankly outstanding backside as she had bumped against his loins when he had first pulled her to him, not knowing who she was.

      

      You still do not know who she is.

      

      And it would be better for everyone if it remained that way. He spurred his legs to run faster, for if he did not catch Mr. Colby and threaten him into silence, he would have a nightmare to contend with instead of the bittersweet daydream of meeting a beautiful stranger by the lake… and getting punched in the nose.

      

      A dangerous woman, indeed.

      

      His stomach dropped as he spotted Mr. Colby up ahead. Lights glowed beyond him, the maze giving way to the stretching lawns that led up to the house, and he had just broken free of the labyrinth.

      

      The little toad was headed straight for Bainton Manor.
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        * * *

      

      “What were you doing?” Nancy muttered, dragging her cousin around the side of the manor, stumbling her way along the darkened path that would, hopefully, lead them to the front of the house.

      

      Marina cursed under her breath as she nearly tripped on a stone. “I was watching the cygnets, as I told you. Why did you not follow me?”

      

      “I had no desire to see sleeping birds,” Nancy replied, knowing she only had herself to blame.

      

      After the punch, she should have returned to the manor or gone in search of her cousin and then returned to the manor. She should not, under any circumstances, have lingered in the company of a ridiculously handsome gentleman who had just accosted her, thinking she was someone else.

      

      A lover…

      

      If she could have struck her brain, she would have done, for it had been acting foolishly ever since the Duke had fled the lakeside.

      

      Marina cast a sideways glance at her cousin as they struggled on. “Has something happened, Nancy? I suspect, though I may be wrong, that you have not suffered a sudden headache.”

      

      “No, but I am at risk of causing my family one,” Nancy replied, shaking her head.

      

      It had been a feeble excuse to begin with when she had finally gone in search of Marina and found her halfway underneath the pagoda, but she had not been ready to admit the truth.

      

      Marina brought Nancy to a halt at the corner of the manor’s eastern side. The torches that illuminated the long driveway flickered up ahead, casting silhouettes of the waiting carriages.

      

      “What happened?” Marina asked, holding Nancy by the shoulders.

      

      Nancy bit her lower lip. “Did you not hear me calling for help?”

      

      “I heard someone shout ‘fire,’ but I was by the water. No fire could reach me there,” Marina replied. “Nor did I smell any burning, so I assumed it was a jape of some kind.”

      

      Nancy sighed, realizing her mistake. “I think… I think I might be in some trouble, Cousin,” she said, before diving into the rest of the story. She spoke quickly, fearful that she might not be able to finish the tale, with her body shaking so violently. “The Duke is athletic. I am certain he has caught up to Mr. Colby, but…”

      

      She could not continue, for if she spoke her worries aloud, it might conjure them into being.

      

      “You are certain it was the Duke of Stapleton?” Marina’s voice was grave, her expression even more so.

      

      Nancy tilted her head from side to side. “I am not certain of anything, but that is the introduction he offered.”

      

      “Oh, Nancy,” Marina whispered, gripping her cousin’s shoulders tight. “If it really was him, and Mr. Colby breathes a word of what he saw, I fear you are in more trouble than you know.”

      

      Nancy swallowed thickly. “Why? Who is this man?”

      

      “The bane of society,” Marina replied, her tone chilling. “Have you never read a single scandal sheet?”

      

      Nancy shook her head. “I was never allowed. My mother and sister would hide them from me.”

      

      “You could read any one from the past decade, and you would find his name there,” Marina went on, every word adding weight to the rock of dread in Nancy’s stomach. “There has not been a Season in all that time where he has not ruined the reputation of several ladies—older, younger, married, affianced, no woman is safe from him.”

      

      “And I… was just caught with him,” Nancy murmured in a daze. “They will not believe the truth. They will think me another one of his… conquests. Oh, Marina, what shall I do?”

      

      Marina ushered Nancy toward the driveway and the carriages. “We shall hope, and we shall pray, that the Duke has silenced Mr. Colby. If he has not been able to, then we shall… think of something. My mother has many powerful connections, she will be able to silence any rumors once she has sobered up.”

      

      “I will have to tell her?”

      

      Marina smiled. “I shall tell her for you. First, I must find her.” She opened the door to their carriage, not bothering to wait for the footman. “Stay here and do not move until I return with Mama. Wrap yourself in blankets, try to stay warm, for you are shivering, my dear cousin.”

      

      “I will not move a muscle,” Nancy promised, slipping a blanket around her shoulders.

      

      With another encouraging smile, Marina hurried back to the manor as if there were snarling hounds on her tail, leaving Nancy alone with her increasingly dismal thoughts.

      

      I vowed to find love of the rarest kind. I owe it to Joanna to find it. I cannot waste the gift she gave me. Oh, please let this all be a terrible dream.

      

      She squeezed her eyes shut and curled up in the corner of the carriage, her heart jolting every time she heard voices or footsteps nearby.

      

      “I miss you,” she whispered, sending the message out into the night, where it might reach her sister and her mother, so many miles away from her. “I should never have stayed behind.”
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        * * *

      

      Nancy was drifting somewhere on the brink of sleep when the carriage door finally burst open and Marina appeared, shoving her mother up the steps and into the interior. Her aunt Eliza collapsed onto the squabs with an almighty sigh, a drunken grin on her face as she spread out across the velvet upholstery.

      

      “What a glorious ball!” Eliza crowed, folding her hands across her stomach as she stared up at the carriage roof. “I cannot fathom why we are leaving so early, for I have not yet had my fill of amusement.”

      

      Marina clicked her tongue. “You have had your fill and everyone else’s,” she chided as if she were the mother. “I imagine the other guests were relieved to have some peace from your caterwauling.”

      

      “Nonsense. I was a revelation,” Eliza insisted, giggling like a debutante. “Lord Bainton himself was looking at me very appreciatively.”

      

      Marina groaned. “Silence, Mama. You are embarrassing Cousin Nancy, and yourself.”

      

      “Why should anyone be embarrassed?” Eliza said, snorting. “I am a widow of means, with enough youth left to hold a man’s attention. Where is the embarrassment?”

      

      “Lord Bainton is married, and Lady Bainton was standing right at his side while you were fawning over him,” Marina scolded. “And every time poor Lord Bainton tried to escape you, you continued to corner him. I do not imagine either of us shall ever receive an invitation from them again.”

      

      Eliza crinkled her nose. “So, am I to remain alone for the rest of my days? I will not do it, Marina. Why, I might even snare myself a gentleman before either of you do!” She cackled as if the thought delighted her. “Indeed, where were the two of you?”

      

      “Evading trouble of our own,” Marina said, casting Nancy a pointed glance.

      

      “Is it too late?” Nancy mouthed, tapping her ear to say, “Did you hear something said about me?”

      

      Marina’s brow furrowed, her expression sorrowful. “Time will tell,” she mouthed back, though they need not have worried about speaking aloud, for Eliza was already fast asleep, snoring loudly.

      

      Besides, by tomorrow morning, there was a good chance that all of Society would know what Mr. Colby thought he had seen by the water’s edge.
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      Holding the offending scandal sheets in her hands, gripping them so tightly that the edges had creased and crumpled, Nancy’s heart lifted slightly as the familiar sight of Tillington House came into view.

      

      “It looks more beautiful than I remember it,” Marina said softly, sticking her head out the window.

      

      Nancy could not speak, could not think, with the incendiary papers clutched in her hands. How could she talk about the architecture of the manor and its merits when her entire life was crumbling away at the foundations with every passing hour?

      

      “Sorry,” Marina mumbled, seeming to realize that her comment was not appropriate.

      

      It had been three agonizing days since the ball at Lord Bainton’s manor, and the news that Nancy had dreaded had appeared on the morning of the second day—her name, plastered across the scandal sheets, beside the Duke’s. Fortunately, or unfortunately, she had decided to try and charge ahead of the gossip stampede that threatened her future and had sent word by express messenger to her mother and father the morning after the ball.

      

      “I hope they are here,” Nancy whispered, closing her eyes.

      

      Her letter to them had been short and to the point.

      

      I am in dire need of your help. It is an emergency. Come as quickly as you can to Tillington.

      

      And she was heading there with the good faith that they would, indeed, come to her aid as swiftly as possible.

      

      “They will not abandon you,” Marina assured. “And Mama is doing all she can from London, to minimize this injustice.”

      

      “And if nothing can be done?” Nancy asked, crestfallen.

      

      “Do not think that way.” Marina took hold of her hand. “My mother might relish a sip of brandy or two, but when she has her wits about her, she is rather formidable. She will not cease until she has made this unpleasantness disappear.”

      

      The moment Eliza had been sober enough to hear about the events of the ball, she had leaped into action, sending correspondence to all of her most influential friends and acquaintances. Perhaps it would lessen some of the damage in some circles, but Nancy was holding the opposite evidence in her hands.

      

      Society reveled in gossip, and they would believe every awful word that had been written about her, leaving her reputation in tatters. Indeed, that was part of the reason she had asked to meet her family at Tillington House—her family’s seat—for she could no longer bear to be anywhere near London.

      

      “At least it will be a familiar exile,” Nancy said as the carriage came to a halt by the front steps of the manor. “I might even ask to reside with my sister in the North. Perhaps the scandal will not have reached that far, and I will find a pleasant northern gentleman who will love me.”

      

      Marina smiled. “That does not sound so awful.”

      

      A footman came down the stairs to open the carriage door, but a vision in white swept past him, beating him to it. The door flew wide, and there, breathless and holding her swollen stomach, was Nancy’s sister, Joanna.

      

      “You are here,” Joanna gasped. “You are safe now.”

      

      Nancy stared at her sister. “What are you doing here? Are you not supposed to be resting until the baby comes? I thought—”

      

      “Nothing could have kept me away,” Joanna insisted, opening her arms wide. “And the baby won’t be coming anytime soon. If anyone thinks I am going to be bedridden for months, they are sorely mistaken.”

      

      Relief flooded Nancy’s chest as she fell into her sister’s embrace, hugging her tightly. “I am glad you are here. Gladder than I can say.”

      

      “All will be well,” Joanna reassured. “I promise, all will be well.”

      

      There was something in Joanna’s voice that made Nancy pause. She peered up at her sister. “You know already, do you not? Does that mean Mama and Father know? Have they read all of those horrible things that are simply not true?”

      

      “I alone have seen the scandal sheets,” Joanna admitted. “You see, we arrived late last night, and the housekeeper passed them to me. I do not think she wanted Mama to see them, but I have informed Mama and Father of the gist. I thought it might be better that way.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes filled with stinging tears. “Are they terribly disappointed in me?”

      

      “Not in the slightest. They are incensed.”

      

      “With me?” Nancy yelped, her heart breaking.

      

      “No, no. Goodness, no!” Joanna assured in a rush. “They are incensed that this has happened to you and that such lies have been told. We know you, Nancy. We know that you would never do such a thing and that there has obviously been a misunderstanding. Everyone is gathered in the drawing room, so let us hear what actually happened, and then we can proceed with a plan to squash these wretched rumors.”

      

      Nancy hesitated. “Is Bernard here?”

      

      She adored her nephew, but the thought of that sweet child being in a house of ill repute made her uneasy.

      

      “He is at Bruxton Hall, being spoiled rotten, no doubt, by Peggy and Mrs. Hislop,” Joanna replied. “I have never seen two people leap more ferociously at an opportunity to send a mother away. I believe I shall have to pry my son out of at least one of their arms when I return.”

      

      Nancy exhaled. “I am sorry you have had to make arrangements.”

      

      “Nonsense. I am happy to, and so are Peggy and Mrs. Hislop,” Joanna said with a chuckle. “They are both practically grandmothers to Bernard, and he adores them as much as they dote on him. I promise, Bernard will not even realize that Edwin and I are gone. Now, let us get you inside.” She paused, no doubt realizing that Nancy was not alone in the carriage. “And you, Marina. My goodness, I apologize for prattling away as if you were not there. It is a delight to see you again, Cousin. I only wish it could be under better circumstances.”

      

      Marina seemed pleased to be remembered, at last. “As do I, Your Grace.”

      

      “Joanna, please!” Joanna grimaced. “You are family. I struggle enough when strangers refer to me that way.”

      

      Marina smiled. “Very well, Joanna.”

      

      With that, the three ladies headed into the manor, where Nancy’s small band of eager, incensed helpers awaited.

      

      “Oh, darling!” Nancy’s mother, Fanny Swinton, wailed as the three women entered the drawing room. She ran to Nancy, throwing her arms around her and making soft, hushing sounds to soothe her.

      

      Nancy held her mother tightly. “I am so very sorry, Mama.”

      

      “For what, my cherub?” Fanny cried. “You have done nothing! You are innocent, and if I must find the vile weasels who operate the scandal sheets and throttle them with my own bare hands to get them to print a redaction, I shall do it!”

      

      Nancy smiled sadly, bolstered by the unwavering faith of her mother and sister. Not once had they asked if there was partial truth to the story, or if something similar had occurred. They knew her, they trusted in her, and if anyone could fix this, it was them.

      

      Now, if only she could get the rest of Society to believe the truth of that night so easily.

      

      “My aunt Peggy knows a great many people and has an alarming amount of those people’s secrets stockpiled for just such an occasion,” Edwin said from the writing desk at the far side of the room, where he appeared to be in the middle of some correspondence. Nancy’s father stood beside him. “I will send word to her and let her know of the situation. With her help, I am certain all of this will be forgotten by next week.”

      

      Nancy’s heart warmed at the sight of her entire family coming together to defend and protect her from the scorn she did not deserve. More than ever, she wished she had gone north to stay with them all instead of insisting on enduring the Season by herself.

      

      “Sit down, little one,” Joanna said, ushering Nancy to the settee. “Tell us everything that happened, as it happened. Leave nothing out.” She added a small wink as if to say, “But if you do leave something out that you do not want Mama and Father to hear, tell me later.”

      

      And so, Nancy began her story, closing her eyes and remembering it all as she spoke. Her muscles clenched as she recalled the Duke grabbing her roughly, her neck tingling as she thought of that strange, brushing sensation against her skin, and her heart started to race as she recalled the way he had caught her when she had stumbled.

      

      Of course, she blamed her pounding heart on the fear she had felt at that moment. She had to, for she was in no position to indulge in foolish notions, no matter how hard the whispers in her head tried to make her swoon.

      

      It was not romantic. It was terrifying. And he is not a fairytale prince. He is an infamous rogue who had another lady’s petticoat draped over his arm and one of her stockings sticking out of his waistcoat!

      

      That served its purpose, quieting the idiotic voices in her head.

      

      “Mr. Colby followed me, I believe, and likely for nefarious reasons,” Nancy concluded. “He must be the one who informed the guests at the ball, and someone there must have informed the scandal sheets. So, while it was wrong of me to wander in the gardens without a chaperone, and not to follow Marina, that is my only transgression. I did not do what they are saying I did.”

      

      She flinched as she thought of the awful words written in the scandal sheets, detailing a tryst that had never occurred, calling her all sorts of nasty things—brazen harlot, weak-willed, a dishonor to her family, a ruined woman. All because she had been trying to escape another scoundrel’s unwanted advances, and because her aunt could not resist the call of potent punch.

      

      “You hit him?” Joanna’s eyes were wide, her tone impressed. “Might there be a bruise to prove it?”

      

      Nancy shrugged. “I do not know, for I have not seen the wretch since.”

      

      I cannot believe that I trusted him to catch Mr. Colby!

      

      She wondered if she might have been able to talk Mr. Colby into silence if she had remained at Bainton Manor instead of running away, as the Duke had instructed.

      

      I should not have listened to him.

      

      “That is worth investigating,” Edwin said, coming to sit on the opposite settee. “If there is a bruise, and we can insist on the Duke telling the truth, then I believe we may have our solution. After all, it is not as if a known rogue like that would have any reason to lie. He has graced the pages of the scandal sheets a hundred times or more, so it might actually hold weight if he were to state that you were not one of his… um…” He blushed slightly.

      

      Joanna nodded. “Exactly! That shall be our plan.”

      

      “You might not be able to find him,” Nancy’s father, Nicholas Swinton, said quietly. He looked somewhat shamefaced. “If he is aware of the scandal, which he undoubtedly is, he has likely hidden himself away. After all, it is not his reputation that will be smeared by it. He will just take cover, wait for it to blow over, then continue as if nothing happened.”

      

      His was the painful voice of wisdom, for he had weathered enough affairs and indiscretions of his own, until almost two years ago. Since then, he had done his best to be the father and husband that he should have been all along, but that did not mean he had forgotten what it was like to be a scoundrel.

      

      “And where would such a man hide?” Joanna prodded.

      

      Nicholas shrugged. “I would not know. His residence seems unlikely, but perhaps the residence of a friend.” He cleared his throat. “If memory serves, the Duke of Stapleton is firm friends with Mr. Harold Armitage, otherwise known as Wild Harry. They were rarely without one another at the gentlemen’s clubs.” He offered an apologetic, sideways glance to his wife, who reached for his hand and squeezed it.

      

      “If this can help us to help Nancy, all is well,” Fanny told him softly, repeating her forgiveness.

      

      Joanna pursed her lips. “Might you venture to London to find out his whereabouts?”

      

      “If it is asked of me, I will do it,” Nicholas replied, smiling encouragingly at Nancy, who sat there, listening and observing and feeling thoroughly overwhelmed by it all.

      

      How could one evening have changed her life so dramatically?

      

      She sat back against the cushions as her family continued to discuss what sounded like a military intervention, talking across her as if she was not there at all. She preferred it, in truth, for she rather wished that she could just disappear for a while and that, when she came back, her predicament would be over and all would be well again.

      

      “It goes without saying that one of us ought to pay a visit to Mr. Colby,” Joanna continued, her tone sour. “I might echo my sister’s sentiments and punch him in the nose, see if that is not enough to get him to undo what he has done.”

      

      Nancy winced. “I really am sorry for causing all of this trouble.”

      

      “Nonsense! It is the Duke and Mr. Colby who ought to be sorry,” Joanna replied sternly. “And Aunt Eliza. But at least she is trying to make amends.”

      

      Fanny pressed a handkerchief to her nose and blew into it. “I am very disappointed in my sister. I should never have put you into her care, Nancy.” She glanced at Marina. “Apologies, Marina, I do not mean to speak ill of your mother, but… I cannot deny that I am exceedingly vexed.”

      

      “Do not apologize,” Marina insisted. “I quite agree with you. Perhaps this will be a harsh lesson for her, though I am also sorry that I wandered off to look at those cygnets. I truly thought Nancy was nearby.”

      

      Joanna shook her head. “Every lady should be safe to walk anywhere alone if she wants to, without fear of being accosted or pursued or hounded by unwelcome intruders.” She puffed out a breath. “I know society will never agree with me, but still… neither one of you is at fault for this.”

      

      “Nevertheless,” Nancy murmured, her heart sinking, “what if this cannot be fixed? What if I am shunned forev—”

      

      The jangle of a bell paused her downward spiral into doom and gloom, snapping everyone’s attention toward the drawing room door, as if they were expecting someone. But Nancy only had to glance around to know that everyone who should have been there was already in the house. Surely, no one would be visiting the Swintons during such a tumultuous time, not unless they wished to offer commiserations.

      

      Or marriage…

      

      Nancy’s stomach churned with unease, her thoughts darting toward Mr. Colby. After all, what else would that vile man have to gain from ruining her reputation? If he could succeed in making her unmarriageable, he could make an offer to “save” her from perpetual spinsterhood and Society’s scorn.

      

      She did not know why she had not thought of it before. Likely, because it was much too horrible to consider.

      

      A few moments later, the butler entered. “There is a gentleman at the door, My Lord,” he said, addressing only Nicholas.

      

      Nancy’s heart lurched. “What sort of gentleman? Did he give his name?”

      

      “He did.” The butler paused. “But he asked to speak solely with His Lordship. I have shown him into your study, My Lord.”

      

      Nicholas stood, frowning. “Leave this to me, Nancy. Whoever it is, I shall ensure they are quickly sent away.”

      

      But as her father walked to the drawing room door, Nancy shot up and hurried to follow, her troubled mind swirling with awful thoughts of Mr. Colby.

      

      “I shall tend to this,” Nicholas insisted, trying to block her path.

      

      She pushed past him. “Not until I have seen who it is.”

      

      And if it is who I think it is, I shall be the one to send him away with his backside stinging from the whipping I intend to give him!

      

      She was already imagining all the things she hoped to say to that toady, disgusting, little man. Even if her reputation could not be salvaged, she would at least have that satisfaction.
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      “I suppose you have come to gloat or blackmail me? But if you think I shall consider you because you believe yourself to be my very last option, you may think again!” a familiar voice burst into the stuffy study, at the same moment that the door swung wide open.

      

      Sprawled across the wingback chair that the Marquess of Tillington had spent hours occupying, judging by the dent in the leather seat, Adam could not resist a smirk as the mysterious Lady of the Lake blustered in… and immediately had all the wind taken out of her sails. Her eyes widened to the whites, her mouth falling open, just as it had done on that fateful night.

      

      Clearly, he was not whom she had been expecting.

      

      “I would close your mouth for you, but you might keel over again,” Adam teased, and not a moment too soon, for the girl’s father had just walked in.

      

      Adam sat up a little straighter, though he made no move to vacate the Marquess’s chair. “Good afternoon to you, Swinton. I must say, it has been a long while since our paths have crossed, has it not?”

      

      “It has, Your Grace,” Nicholas replied stiffly.

      

      “None of that nonsense, Swinton,” Adam insisted. “Robins shall do just fine.”

      

      Nicholas sniffed. “No, I rather think that Your Grace will suffice, considering the situation we are in.”

      

      “As you prefer.” Adam shrugged, concentrating on Nancy. She had not said another word, her lips pressed tightly together. “I hope your silence does not mean you are preparing to punch me again?” He had meant it in jest, but no one seemed amused. “Goodness, must we all be so very serious?”

      

      Nicholas sat down in the opposite chair and slammed his fist down on the desk. “Yes, Your Grace, we must all be so very serious because of what you have done. Indeed, we were just thinking of ways we could seek you out, for I would have wagered good money—if I were still a betting man—that you had gone into hiding.”

      

      “Then, should you not be glad, for I have spared you the effort?” Adam smiled, unable to resist the particular pleasure that goading others brought him.

      

      Nicholas shook his head. “I am in no position to judge the antics of other gentlemen, Your Grace, but you have involved my daughter in this instance, and, as such, you must speak the truth of what happened. You must save her, Your Grace.” He gestured to Adam’s nose. “Looking at you, I can see that Nancy’s account was honest.”

      

      “And painful,” Adam quipped. “You will be pleased to hear that you did not manage to break my nose, Lady Nancy, but I shall wear this fetching bruise for a week or so.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes widened even further, to the point where Adam feared they might bulge right out of her exquisitely beautiful face. “How… do you know my name?”

      

      “Have you not seen the scandal sheets?” Adam replied. “Our names are entwined there, dearest Nancy, as they have never been entwined in reality.”

      

      Nicholas slammed his fist down again. “Enough of that, Your Grace! You will not speak coarsely or uncouthly while you are in this manor. Is that understood?”

      

      “Ooh, I thought my father had risen from the dead for a moment there.” Adam chuckled, pretending to shudder. “But fair is fair. I shall behave. Indeed, I mean no harm at all in coming here. Quite the opposite.”

      

      Right up until the sun had risen that morning, Adam had warred with himself over how to proceed. Nicholas had been right to assume that he would go into hiding, for that had been his plan, and arrangements had already been put in place for him to reside at Harry’s winter cottage until the fuss died down.

      

      But a sharp voice in Adam’s mind had other ideas, whispering “coward” at every opportunity. His conscience, perhaps, though he had not realized he still possessed one. And that voice would have plagued him, he knew, if he had not changed his mind at the last moment.

      

      “Whatever do you mean?” Nicholas asked while Nancy padded over to the bookshelves, keeping her back to Adam as she thumbed the worn spines.

      

      To Adam’s disappointment, it appeared there would be no repeat of their fiery banter the other night.

      

      “I will not lie to you, Swinton. I intended to flee, as any gentleman in my position might,” Adam began, admiring the elegant curve of Nancy’s neck and the semi-circle of bare skin at the nape, where the top edge of her dress had been cut quite daringly. “The trouble is—and you will forgive me for being coarse for a moment—the situation is not my usual situation if that makes a jot of sense?”

      

      Nicholas nodded. “I believe so.”

      

      “Your daughter did no wrong. I cannot deny that the story was a thrilling one, and likely had many a heart racing across the country, but not a word of it was true. She is innocent and entirely undeserving of what was written about her, in more ways than one.” Adam tried to catch her eye, but she refused to look at him. “I am wholly to blame, and worse still, I was unable to catch the cretin who spilled these vile lies to the scandal sheets,” he went on, hardly able to believe that he was about to say what needed to be said. “If I had captured him, none of this unpleasantness would have befallen your daughter.”

      

      “If you had been raised properly, none of this would have happened,” Nancy finally shot back, biting at the last morsel of bait on the hook. “If you were not a woefully improper gentleman, none of this would have happened. There are many reasons why none of this would have happened, and Mr. Colby is just one tiny part.”

      

      Adam nodded. “He is rather small, but most rats are.”

      

      “You realize that an apology to just my father and I will do nothing, do you not?” Nancy folded her arms across her chest, drawing Adam’s eyes to her ample bosom.

      

      Even simply attired, with bruised half-circles beneath her eyes and a disheveled appearance, she was astonishingly beautiful. Unfairly beautiful, in truth, for who had any right to look remarkable when their life was in the midst of crumbling to dust?

      

      Adam laughed. “Of course. If I intended to offer just an apology, I would have written a note and sent flowers with it, wishing you all the best in the barren wilderness of your imminent spinsterhood.”

      

      “Your Grace!” Nicholas growled a warning, but Adam could not relinquish his humor, not if he was going to endure what came next.

      

      “What I mean to say is,” Adam continued, more carefully, “I am not here to merely offer an apology. If you were one of my… distractions, you would understand the rules and consequences and risks, for they are things that I make abundantly clear before… Well, we need not discuss the minutiae of that.”

      

      His throat had tightened, his heart beating out of rhythm, his stomach twisting into anxious knots as he approached a verbal precipice. It was obvious that he was trying to buy himself some time, and judging by the deep creases upon Nicholas’s brow, the older man had an inkling of what Adam was about to say. And he appeared to be as surprised by the possibility as Adam felt.

      

      “In a nutshell, I cannot let you take any part of the fall for this,” Adam said, clearing his throat. “And so, I should like to do the proper thing, though you deem me the very pinnacle of impropriety.”

      

      Nicholas leaned all the way forward in his chair, his eyes bulging. “The proper thing?”

      

      “Indeed.” Adam gulped. “I am here to make an offer of marriage to Lady Nancy.”

      

      A shiver ran through him, the knots in his stomach melting into balls of acid that bubbled and popped, his thigh jigging up and down with the nerves he could not displace. He had said it now. The proposal was out of his mouth and into the world, where it could not be taken back. Not unless he wanted to make an even greater wretch of himself, anyway.

      

      What am I doing?

      

      Half of his mind screamed while the other half applauded.

      

      It was Harry’s fault, really. After Adam and Harry had left the ball, amidst the first wave of whisperings about what might or might not have occurred in the gardens, they had gone to a nearby inn to drink themselves into a fresh stupor.

      

      Adam had explained the events to his dearest friend, and Harry, filled with the wisdom of strong liquor, had declared, “Why, then you must marry her! She is the exception, my good man!”

      

      Adam had asked, “The exception? What do you mean?”

      

      “You have always said that if you ever made a mistake, you would do the honorable thing,” Harry had slurred in reply. “I rather think this is the most catastrophic mistake you have ever made. So, it must be the exception. You must take responsibility, old boy!”

      

      Adam had tried to insist that he was referring to children of the illegitimate kind, of which he had, thankfully, sired none. But Harry had been too inebriated to accept the nuances, continuing to cry out for the “Lake Lady’s” justice. And though they were just the ramblings of a drunken fool, forgotten by Harry when the morning had come, they had lodged in Adam’s skull like shards of glass.

      

      I cannot be cowardly. She must be the exception, for it is all my fault.

      

      He was awaiting some kind of response from either Nicholas or Nancy. Both had paled, and both seemed to have lost their ability to speak.

      

      “Should I say it louder? In French, perhaps?” Adam mustered a laugh, but it rang hollow.

      

      Nancy shook her head. “A proposal is not necessary,” she squeaked. “All you need to do is announce the truth and use your bruise as evidence. Explain the misunderstanding. As you have never asked for a redaction for any of your previous… indiscretions, it ought to be believed.”

      

      “Who suggested that to you?” Adam softened his tone, noticing the fear in her eyes and the tremor in her voice.

      

      Nancy pointed to the door. “My brother-in-law.”

      

      “Has he ever been a rogue like me?”

      

      “No, but Society once speculated that he killed his brother and father,” Nancy replied, moving to a nearby chair to sit down. Her legs could no longer hold her up, it seemed.

      

      Adam smiled. “Then he does not understand the nature of these things. If I ask for the truth to be published, it will read as doubly guilty. Society will think that I have been coerced or blackmailed into it, not realizing that everything I could be blackmailed with has already been published in the scandal sheets.” He chuckled lightly, hoping his levity might ease her stress. “What I am saying is, it will not work. My marrying you is the only way to shield you from ruin.”

      

      Believe me, I have contemplated every possible alternative since the moment I told you to depart Bainton Manor immediately.

      

      But he didn’t voice that thought, for he did not want her to think he had thought about her too often since their last fateful encounter.

      

      “That cannot be,” Nancy whispered, breathing hard. “Father, that is not true, is it? There is… another way, is there not?”

      

      Adam was accustomed to hearing that sort of desperation in the opposite fashion, bombarded with shrill pleas for him to marry whoever was pleading, or for him to at least be faithful—a cavalier servente, loyal to one married woman who was not his wife. So, it bemused him somewhat to hear Nancy begging to avoid a union that would make her a duchess.

      

      “Nancy, I think this is your only—” Nicholas began to say when the study door blew open and a horde of infuriated ladies barreled in.

      

      “Excuse us,” said a woman with a rounded belly as she muscled through the study and grabbed Nancy’s hand. “Nothing is being decided without discussion.”

      

      Adam shrugged. “Discuss whatever you desire, for as long as you please. It will not change the state of things.” He got up and went to the chair that Nancy had vacated, picking up the papers she had dropped. “The words written in here are like a curse or a contagion for women. It spreads quickly through Society and does not relent, lingering for decades. It does not matter what is said now, by me or by anyone else. This is what the ton will choose to believe. Actions, however, have power, but only if we act swiftly. So, either I can save Lady Nancy from ruin, or she can wait for someone else to offer marriage.”

      

      “Someone else?” Nancy finally met his gaze.

      

      He gave her a pointed nod, hunching over and pulling the most grotesque face he could. “The fellow you thought had already arrived to make his offer,” he said. “I imagine he would not hesitate.”

      

      For a moment, Nancy looked like she might be sick. “I need a moment.”

      

      “Take a hundred,” Adam replied. “I have nowhere else to be.”

      

      The pregnant lady flashed him a disapproving scowl as she led Nancy out of the study, flanked by the rest of her family. Only Nicholas did not follow, frozen in the chair opposite Adam, like a hesitant investor trying to decide whether or not to scratch his signature upon a contract or leave before he coughed up a single coin.

      

      It is more or less the same.

      

      Adam drummed his fingertips on Nicholas’s varnished desk. “You know what will become of her if she does not agree,” he reasoned, smiling sadly at him. “I am not known for my altruism, that is true, but I have no selfish motive in this proposal. I only wish to make amends. She can keep the entirety of her dowry, to do with as she pleases. And after a year or two has passed, to make it seem like a believable union, she can even return to live here if she wants. Indeed, I suspect she will be freer with me than she would be with anyone else.”

      

      Nicholas raised his gaze, and with it, he extended his hand toward Adam. “There is no other choice,” he said grimly. “I would protect her, however I can, and if that means entrusting you with her, then so be it. But if you harm her, if you hurt her, if you break her, I will personally remove a part of you that you will assuredly miss.”

      

      Adam smirked. “And I believe you.” He leaned forward, closing his fingers around Nicholas’s hand. “But think of it, Swinton. From a household without sons, and no illegitimate ones either, you have managed to make both your daughters into duchesses. If that is not undeservedly good fortune, I do not know what is.”

      

      “There is one difference,” Nicholas said, gripping Adam’s hand as if he meant to break it off. “My son-in-law is not like me and you. He is good and loyal and would do anything to ensure Joanna’s happiness.”

      

      Adam squeezed back just as hard. “Yet, you have managed to change. Perhaps I shall too.”

      

      “We both know that is not possible,” Nicholas said, swallowing thickly.

      

      Growing weary of the encounter and the bravado, Adam narrowed his eyes. “I am confused, Swinton. Are you accepting the offer or rejecting it? I must warn you, if it is refused today, it will not be offered again.”

      

      It is a miracle I am offering it at all.

      

      Nicholas relaxed his hand, beginning to shake Adam’s in a more polite fashion. “I am accepting,” he replied. “She might resent me for a while, but I know she will thank me later, when she finds she can still enjoy everything that used to delight her, without fear of being shunned. Nothing would pain me more than seeing her truly suffer Society’s wrath.”

      

      “I quite agree.” Adam forced a smile, the handshake making everything all too real.

      

      Over and over, his mind hissed, “This is insanity. Take it back. Flee this place and never return.”

      

      “But this does not make us friends,” Nicholas added in a darker voice. “Your inability to be discreet has caused this and, as a result, stolen so much from her. For that, there shall be no forgiveness, for I do not trust you and I shall not trust the weight of this handshake until I have seen my daughter married to you.”

      

      Adam nodded. “Wise. But you have nothing to fear, for I intend to hold true to my word.”

      

      Though I have not the foggiest notion of why…

      

      That was not entirely true, for layered on top of Harry’s drunken words and Adam’s own remorse, there was another motivation, far older and more ingrained than anything else. A woman. A woman who had once been where Nancy was, with a far less favorable outcome.

      

      Adam’s mother. She would have wanted him to do the right thing, and, for once, he did not want to disappoint her.

      

      “Father?” a small, frightened voice whispered from the study doorway. Nancy’s eyes were fixed on the entwined hands of the two men. “Father… no. What have you done?”

      

      Even Adam felt a little guilty, for that was no way for Nancy to find out that she was going to be married off to the very person who had gotten her into this mess in the first place. Soon, too, for with the rumor mill churning against them, they could not afford to delay.

      

      “What I must, my darling girl,” Nicholas replied thickly. “What I must.”
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      “You promised you would be better,” Nancy choked out, clinging to her father’s arm as he came back in from the rain that had begun to fall. “You swore you would not do this again! You promised I would have the freedom to choose my own husband!”

      

      Through the still-open doorway, Nancy watched the Duke’s carriage turn around and trundle back toward the gates of Tillington House. The Duke had barely said another word to her after she had walked in on the handshake that would seal her fate, and what he had said had made her want to kick him in the shins.

      

      “Adieu, Lady Nancy. I look forward to seeing that scowling face when you walk down the aisle toward me.”

      

      He had even had the audacity to grin at her before making his way out of the manor. Even if he had been trying to soothe the situation with some humor, he sorely needed to educate himself in the art of timing.

      

      Her father pried her fingers from his arm and held her hands tightly in his, his eyes misty as he said, “It could not be helped, my darling. I know this is not your fault, I know this is not what you desire, but when I tell you that the alternative does not bear thinking about, you must believe me.”

      

      “Because you have seen the way Society treats ruined women? How many of yours have been spurned by Society, hmm? Is that why you are so familiar with the consequences?” Nancy regretted the words as soon as they left her lips, seeing her father flinch.

      

      “My angel,” Fanny interjected, coming to her side, “I do not blame you for being angry, but we have all agreed to put your father’s past behind us. Do not dredge up old wounds, otherwise, we shall never heal.”

      

      Joanna tutted loudly from where she leaned against the post at the bottom of the stairs. “Nancy is suffering from a fresh wound, Mama. If she should throw a sharp word at Father, then so be it.” She smoothed a hand across her rounded belly. “Just because you have agreed to forgive does not mean we are able to forget.”

      

      “No, Mama is right,” Nancy said quietly. “I should not have spoken to you like that, Father. I am sorry. I just… I just thought I would… I…” Her voice failed her, cracking under the strain of what had been promised, and what had been taken from her.

      

      Joanna swept in, taking her by the arm. “Come, sweet one. Let us have some tea in the Rose Room. There is nothing that an excellent cup of tea and some cake cannot remedy—Mrs. Hislop taught me that.” She beckoned to Marina, who was loitering awkwardly a short distance away. “Join us, Cousin. Everyone else, we shall see you when we are all calmer.”

      

      “Even me?” Edwin asked, smiling.

      

      Joanna blew him a kiss. “Even you, my darling.”

      

      “I shall still send that letter to Aunt Peggy, to inform her of the situation and see if she cannot work some manner of miracle,” Edwin said, looking at Nancy. “I will not tell you to hope, but if anyone can find a way to make this disappear, it will be her.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes brimmed with tears. “Thank you, Edwin.”

      

      He bowed his head, and, offering an encouraging smile, he headed back across the entrance hall to the drawing room, to finish his correspondence. Fanny and Nicholas stayed where they were, Fanny’s hand holding onto Nicholas’s elbow in a gesture of solidarity… or restraint, Nancy could not decide which, as Joanna led her away.

      

      Is that what my life will become?

      

      Nancy thought back to the long days and nights that her mother would spend locked in her bedchamber or staring blankly out the window at the driveway while her father had been away in London. At the time, Nancy had been sheltered from all of her father’s misdeeds, but the truth had trickled out after Joanna and Edwin had gotten married, allowing her to put together the missing threads in her memory to create the full, heartbreaking tapestry of her mother’s years as a neglected wife.

      

      “That will not be you,” Joanna said as if reading her sister’s mind. “Once upon a time, I thought the same thing. When I married Edwin, I was convinced that I would end up in a hollow union, unloved and dismissed and miserable. But I could not be happier if I had chosen Edwin myself, from the very beginning.”

      

      Nancy mustered a smile. “But you and Edwin were lucky. You are an exception.”

      

      “Not necessarily,” Marina interjected shyly. “My friend Olivia got married a year ago to a gentleman she was matched with. She had met him only a handful of times and had been dreading the union, but now they are both besotted with one another. She has said the same thing Joanna just did—that she could not have been happier if she had chosen him herself.”

      

      Joanna squeezed Nancy’s arm with her own. “You see. It is more common than you think, to fall helplessly in love with the gentleman you are matched with.”

      

      “Indeed, I have known the opposite to be true,” Marina said eagerly. “My mother and father were in love with one another from the very first moment they met, and they went to great lengths to be allowed to marry. Everyone I have spoken to told me that it was true, that my mother and father were the envy of Society when they got married. But all I can remember of them together is them screaming at one another, despising each other, unable to be in the same room without sniping. It is why my mother imbibes, and that did not cease when my father died. If anything, she drank more, cursing him for dying so she could not screech at him anymore.”

      

      “Oh, goodness,” Joanna whispered. “I am so very sorry to hear that, Marina. I had no notion.”

      

      Marina shrugged. “Why should you? They were discreet about their distance from each other until my mother had sipped too many cups of punch. Even now, she still spurns him when she has imbibed too freely, but they did love one another once, long ago. It just… soured one day and could not be sweetened again.”

      

      “So, whether in love or forced together, there is no certainty of a happy ending,” Nancy murmured miserably. “And besides, there is one thing you are forgetting.”

      

      Joanna frowned, ushering the two younger women into the Rose Room, a pretty, secondary drawing room that overlooked the majestic rose gardens. “What is that, my dearest?”

      

      “That my betrothed—” Nancy faltered, her heart sinking, “—is an infamous rake who, apparently, cannot go a week without finding his name in the scandal sheets. I cannot understand Father’s reasoning that this is the best course of action. How can it be? Either Society will believe what was written about me and take this marriage as evidence of my guilt, or they will pity me for being bound to such a wretch. How is marrying him any less shameful or mortifying than refusing this awful proposal?”

      

      Joanna helped her to sit, before ringing the bell for tea. “Society is strange. For them, it is better that you marry such a man, so they feel they can honorably associate with you again.” She shook her head. “I admit, it makes no sense whatsoever, but that is the way of things.”

      

      “Perhaps this Aunt Peggy will be able to conjure a miracle, and you will not have to worry about any of it anymore,” Marina added hopefully, but Nancy was beyond believing in the impossible.

      

      “She is powerful, I do not deny that,” Nancy replied, “but I doubt there is anything she can do. With more time, perhaps, but I do not have that luxury. A special license will be acquired, and that will be that. I shall be the Duchess of Stapleton, attached to a man I do not even like.”

      

      Joanna laughed softly, gaining a sharp glare from her. “Do you remember me saying, while half-asleep, that you should find yourself a very rich, very handsome gentleman, but not a duke?”

      

      “You said that you should get to win once.” Nancy nodded, but the memory did not amuse her as it once had. “Perhaps that was an omen, spoken aloud by Sleepy Jo.”

      

      “Sleepy Jo?” Marina asked.

      

      “She is who I become when I am not quite asleep but not quite awake,” Joanna explained sadly. “And she has been known to make some rather remarkable predictions, but… Oh, Nancy, I would give anything to undo this for you. I am sorrier than you could possibly know that I was not there to protect you this time. I let you down. I still have months before this child comes. I should have pulled myself up by my stockings and chaperoned you through the Season, as I have always done.”

      

      Nancy stared at her sister in disbelief. “You were poorly, Joanna! You were instructed to keep to your bed, for the safety of your child. How could you have, in any way, let me down?” A great sob wracked her chest. “It is I who has let you down. Now, your original sacrifice means nothing. I have… squandered it.”

      

      “Nancy, my sweet girl, no.” Joanna took hold of her sister’s hands. “Do not blame yourself, and do not, for a moment, think that you have let me down.”

      

      “But I was supposed to find true love. I was supposed to find the husband I have dreamed of since I was a child, reading my beloved stories. I was supposed to be different from Mama and Father. I was supposed to… be one of the fortunate ones.” Nancy wept, veering toward the brink of being inconsolable, as the true enormity of everything she was losing hit her at once. “You stepped in and saved me so that I could have that dream, and now… and now it is… it is gone!”

      

      Joanna wrapped her arms around her sister, holding her close as she stroked her hair, making gentle, soothing sounds that were not nearly enough to hold back the tide of terror and dread. From the other side of Nancy, Marina put a hand between her cousin’s shoulder blades and rubbed in slow circles, trying to calm that which could not be calmed.

      

      “You will survive this,” Joanna insisted, whispering close to Nancy’s ear. “I have found happiness beyond my wildest dreams, and you shall find it too, even if it is not because of your husband. This is not the end of your life, my sweet sister.”

      

      “Then why does it feel like it is?” Nancy gasped in reply, clinging to Joanna.

      

      “Think of it,” Joanna replied. “The Duke is a reprobate, but there is some merit in that.”

      

      Nancy choked on the lump forming in her throat. “In what way?”

      

      “He will not want to give up life as he knows it. He is dependent on his way of existing,” Joanna explained haltingly as if she was just considering it. “If he was not, he would not have made such a public nuisance of himself for a decade or more. Now, I cannot profess to understand why he has made this offer of marriage, but it might just be the most decent, honorable thing he has ever done.”

      

      Nancy pulled back, shaking her head. “I… do not understand.”

      

      “It is not exactly your dream, my dearest one,” Joanna continued, “but I suspect that he will grant you your freedom. Not only that, but I believe he will give you permission to find the true love you have longed for. You will be his wife in name only, living however you please. You might even find that you are more liberated than you would have been if none of this had happened.”

      

      Nancy frowned, at once appalled and intrigued by her sister’s words. Of course, she had assumed that the Duke would carry on with his wretched antics after they were married, but she had not considered how it might benefit her. She had merely envisioned herself as another iteration of her mother, left to bear the sting of constant betrayal.

      

      “But… I would not be able to marry someone I loved, even if, by some chance, I were to find him,” Nancy said as the bubble of possibility burst once more.

      

      Joanna puffed out a breath. “No, you would not, but… perhaps an arrangement could be made. I do not know. I wish I could see into the future, but, for now, all we can do is have faith that things will turn out better than you think they will.”

      

      “Children might be your blessing,” Marina said. “My mother has always said that I was the greatest gift she gained from her marriage.”

      

      Joanna nodded. “Mama used to say something similar. She said we gave her the purpose and love she had always hoped for.”

      

      “Children?” Nancy’s throat tightened, for though she knew her sister and cousin meant well, they had overlooked one thing: how children were made.

      

      Indeed, until her nephew arrived, Nancy herself had been somewhat ignorant of how children were created. But, in a moment of curiosity, she had asked Joanna to explain it to her, and Joanna had obliged in far more detail than Nancy had anticipated.

      

      Now, Nancy wished she had never asked. She wished she had remained oblivious, for if she was to be married to the Duke of Stapleton, he would undoubtedly have expectations of her. Expectations that she fully understood.

      

      Her stomach churned.

      

      Is that why he has done this? Am I to be the vessel for a legitimate heir?

      

      It was the only reason she could think of, now that her mind was clearer. Why else would such a man willingly take a wife? Indeed, how many children had he already created, children that could never take his name or title or gain from his legacy?

      

      “Excuse me,” she said, jumping up and running for the doors that led out into the rose gardens, “I think I might be sick.”
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      In the peace and tranquility of his London townhouse, Adam wandered from room to room with a half-empty bottle of brandy clutched in his hand, swilling down another mouthful whenever a concerned thought popped into his head. As he went, he lamented the delights and pastimes he was about to give up, however temporarily.

      

      “You shall never wrap yourself around a mysterious stranger again, giving her warmth while I steal away to my own chambers,” he accused the bedlinens in the guest room, his throat burning as he took another sip of brandy. “You shall never hear the sighs of bliss again! Goodness, I would not be surprised if I must become a monk, flagellating myself when temptation bites.”

      

      He grumbled obscenities under his breath as he turned and made his way back down to the lower floor, startling one of the maids who was coming up to change his basin of water.

      

      “Apologies, Your Grace,” she said quickly, blushing. “I did not see you there.”

      

      He sniffed. “No, I am the one who should be sorry.”

      

      “Your Grace?” The maid seemed confused.

      

      Adam waved a dismissive hand. “Never mind. Continue as you were.”

      

      In his townhouse and in his country residence, Stapleton Court, he had made a solemn vow to not even look at his young female servants with an appreciative eye. Now and again, one would attempt to seduce him, but rather than give into temptation, he terminated their employment. Word had spread, and since the last dismissal a few years prior, there had been no mishaps in any of his residences.

      

      “Yes, Your Grace.” The maid curtseyed awkwardly with the bucket of fresh water in her hands and hurried up the stairs as if he might chase her. For though he would not have touched her, she undoubtedly knew of his nature, and the fear of what a rake could do was difficult to shake.

      

      Staggering down the stairs, Adam was about to retreat to his front parlor for the rest of the evening, hoping to finish off the bottle of brandy, when the bell rang.

      

      “Oh, what now?” Adam growled, padding to the front door himself.

      

      He wrenched it open, not at all surprised to find Harold ‘Wild Harry’ Armitage on his doorstep.

      

      “Come to pick the bones clean of gossip, have you not?” Adam said, stepping back to let his friend into the house. “One of these days, you are going to have to tell me where you get your information, for I am beginning to think you are the ringleader of a powerful group of spies. Indeed, you do imbibe as if you are French.”

      

      Harry laughed and clapped his friend on the back. “I cannot, and will not, give up my secrets.” He took the bottle from Adam and gulped down a mouthful. “Are we celebrating or commiserating?”

      

      “You tell me.”

      

      “I thought I did that already?” Harry grinned, heading for the parlor without waiting for Adam.

      

      “Indeed, you did,” Adam called after him. “This is all your fault, you know. You put doubts into my head and made me all… righteous for a moment, and now I am to be married.”

      

      Harry poked his head out of the parlor door. “You should know not to listen to a word I say when I have had too much to drink, Robins.” He ducked back into the room, followed by the sound of glasses clinking and drawers clattering. “Where is your good brandy? I refuse to join you in drinking that pigswill.”

      

      With a weary sigh, Adam made his way into the parlor, to find Harry pouring some of his best brandy into a glass.

      

      “Well, I hope you realize that this is the end of our carousing,” Adam said, retrieving his own “pigswill” from a nearby side table. “From now on, I shall have to be a pillar of society, doing whatever it is that dull husbands do. Mercy, do you think I will have to talk about the weather and the price of coal, and never anything more?”

      

      “Nonsense,” Harry replied, sinking down into one of the large armchairs. “I shall find myself a wife, they shall be firm friends, they shall invite all of their friends and their friends’ husbands, and we can carouse in a more respectable fashion, hosting dinner parties and hunting expeditions.”

      

      Adam pulled a face. “Is that why you put those notions into my head? So that you could finally give up your bachelorhood and find someone to make an honest man out of you? If so, you should have kept me out of it.”

      

      “It cannot be that bad. I hear from my sources that she is exceptionally beautiful and known to be quite witty. What is there to complain about?”

      

      “It is the opposite of what I have pursued for years,” Adam replied, his thoughts drifting to that night by the lake—the moonlight catching the gold in her hair, creating an angelic halo; her ferocious eyes, the color of summer leaves; the pillowy pink of her lips, slightly parted; the way she had gripped his lapel, pulling him closer.

      

      He shook the memory away, blaming the brandy.

      

      “Well, yes, there is that.” Harry sipped his drink. “But I did warn you to ignore the letter that Miss Eastleigh sent. If you had heeded me, you would not be in this predicament. Not right now, anyway, though it was only a matter of time until you made a mistake. You have become too bold in recent months.”

      

      Adam stared at him. “Are you not supposed to be my friend? When did you become my tormentor? I am aware that I made a terrible mistake. Am I not paying for it handsomely?”

      

      “Apologies.” Harry grimaced. “I already had several glasses of brandy at Smithson’s. My tongue is too loose. Of course, I am your constant ally and support, my good man. And you pay for everything handsomely, you beautiful devil.” He stifled a snort. “But you have proposed marriage to her, have you not?”

      

      Adam nodded. “It has been accepted. Swinton could not shake my hand fast enough.”

      

      “That is preferable to him putting a dueling pistol into your hand,” Harry pointed out, chuckling. “Still, if you are having doubts, it is not too late for you to rescind the proposal. The damage is already done, either way, so it depends on the fate you wish to inflict on Lady Nancy. Throw her to the wolves to save your skin, or don sheep’s clothing for a while. It is entirely your decision.”

      

      Adam stared down at his brandy bottle, unused to feeling so somber. He preferred joy and laughter and noise and revelry—anything that could help push back creeping shadows of pain and bitter memories. Among others, with a drink in his hand and a beautiful woman in his lap, he never had to feel small or insignificant.

      

      “As you already know, or you would not be here, my decision has been made,” he said firmly. “I will not make her suffer for my mistake. And though you were inebriated when you said it, you were right to remind me of the vow I made. She must be the exception, there is no escaping it.”

      

      Harry raised his glass. “So, this is a partial celebration?”

      

      “More of a last hurrah,” Adam replied, with a gruff laugh.

      

      Harry sat up straighter, tilting his head to one side. “You truly mean to be loyal to her?” He set down his glass. “I was jesting before. I mean, you would not be the first husband to indulge in a few affairs. No one would scold you for it.”

      

      “For a while, at least, for the sake of appearances,” Adam said. “But it will be just a marriage of convenience. Nothing more. After enough time has passed, we will lead our separate lives, and I will learn how to be more discreet. I will not change who I am, but I shall not embarrass her.”

      

      Harry expelled a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness! I really thought you were abandoning me for a moment there.” He took up his glass. “Do you think she is the sort of lady that will take lovers?”

      

      “I cannot say,” Adam replied, reclining on the settee. “She seems chaste, but how often have we encountered similar ladies and found them to be anything but? Perhaps she shall relish in her newfound freedom, once our confinement is concluded.”

      

      Harry grinned. “I shall toast to that.”

      

      “As shall I.” Adam raised his bottle and took a long swig, still uneasy about the future.

      

      Having never been betrothed before, he did not know how he was supposed to feel about his soon-to-be bride. He doubted there could be many gentlemen out there who were willing to allow their wives to seek lovers outside their marriage, and as he sat back and contemplated it, he was not entirely sure how he felt about it either.

      

      “It is different for them, I suppose,” Harry said, as if to himself. “There are greater risks.”

      

      Adam shrugged. “Those risks do not concern me. If she wishes to seek a lover, I shall not stop her.” As the words left his mouth, he found that he meant it. “Why should she be denied affection, just because she has been saddled with me? No, because I have saddled her with me.”

      

      “But what of children? If she carries another man’s child, would you raise it as your own?” Harry raised a curious eyebrow as he swirled the brandy in his glass.

      

      A broad grin spread across Adam’s face, his unease suddenly softened by a honeyed wave of satisfaction. “My dear friend, I would be delighted to. Indeed, I doubt anything could make me happier.”

      

      “A child of your own?” Harry said with an awkward laugh.

      

      Adam shook his head. “Not if I can help it.”

      

      “What if you cannot?”

      

      “Cannot what?”

      

      Harry smirked. “Help it.”

      

      “I have more restraint than you think,” Adam replied, a note too quickly, for if thoughts of her beauty and her intriguing charm and her shapely figure kept sneaking into his head when she was not near him, what might happen when she was?

      

      How ironic.

      

      He brought the rim of the bottle to his lips, and as he took another sip, thinking of her, he wondered if he might be the first husband in the history of husbands who would have to do everything within his power to resist his wife.
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      The bright, sunny morning could not have been more at odds with Nancy’s mood as she sat in the Rose Room of Tillington House, refusing to move. She had a cup of tea in her hand, half filled with brandy that Joanna had poured for her in secret. The trouble was, Nancy could not abide the taste, coughing every time she took the smallest sip for courage.

      

      “Nancy, do not make this more difficult,” her father said from the doorway, running an anxious hand through his hair. “The carriage is here. If we do not leave now, we will be terribly late.”

      

      Nancy forced down a small mouthful of the brandy, wincing. “Let him wait. It is the least he can do.”

      

      “It is not a matter of his willingness to wait, my dear,” her father continued in earnest. “The reverend has other engagements to attend to and has only agreed to perform this marriage ceremony as a favor to me. It must be now or—”

      

      Nancy turned to look at him. “Never?”

      

      “Nancy, please.” Nicholas sighed, his face having aged at least a decade in the week that had passed since the engagement had been sealed with a handshake… and a great stack of documents to obtain a special license, but that had come afterward.

      

      Fanny stepped forward, resting a hand on Nancy’s shoulder. “If there was any other way, I would have moved heaven and Earth to gain it for you. Peggy has exhausted all of her connections, and the best she could do was make certain that Mr. Colby is never permitted in polite circles again. My sister has knocked on every door in Mayfair and followed every potential lead to the writers of those scandal sheets, but it has come to naught.” Her breath hitched. “Had it not been the first ball of the Season, I do believe we could have averted disaster. But… there were so many people there. So many influential people. So many ravenous devourers of gossip and rumors.”

      

      “Vultures,” Joanna hissed, her face pale and drawn. She had not slept all week, writing endless letters to anyone who might have been able to help. “I know it seems hopeless, Nancy, but if you cannot do this, if you cannot get in that carriage and marry him, I will protect you. You can live with us forever, in the blissful North, where the hunger for gossip does not seem nearly as voracious.”

      

      Nancy downed the contents of her cup, forcing herself to swallow, though her eyes bulged and her throat burned. For a moment, she thought she was going to eject it all again. But as heat slithered down into her belly and the urge to cough receded, she took a long, hard look at her beloved sister and what the past week had done to her.

      

      Joanna was putting her health and the health of her unborn child in peril because of her.

      

      And if I do not do this, then my sister and her family will be spurned, too. The curse of my “indiscretion” will shadow my nephew and this new child, and any that might come after.

      

      Joanna had spared her from an unwanted match once, but no one could save Nancy from this one. Though she hated to admit it, she understood that it was, indeed, the only way to save herself and her family’s reputation.

      

      “I am ready,” Nancy croaked.

      

      Her father breathed a sigh of relief. “Very well. Let us depart at once.”

      

      Joanna and Fanny moved to help Nancy to her feet as if she were a damsel in waning health, but she could not have made it to the carriage without them. Her legs were too shaky, refusing to do as they were told. Or perhaps they were trying to keep her at Tillington, defying what had to be done.

      

      “Are you certain?” Joanna whispered, her eyes glimmering with tears.

      

      Nancy nodded, trying to keep her chin up. “I have always believed in fate, dear sister. His Grace is not the man I hoped for, in any way at all, but that does not mean that my true love will not find me. As you told me, perhaps I will be freer in this marriage than I would have been without it.” She lowered her voice further, so her mother would not hear. “Perhaps my true love is a gardener, or a baker, or a sailor, or a poet without a penny to his name—someone who would have been forbidden.”

      

      “Whoever he is, I know he will find you,” Joanna assured her, a tear rolling down her cheek. “But, until you have found him, promise me that if the Duke is unkind to you, even a little bit, you will come to me at Bruxton Hall without hesitation.”

      

      Nancy mustered a smile. “I swear it. Indeed, if all goes the way I hope it will after this wedding, I might even return to Bruxton with you all.”

      

      “I shall steal you away,” Joanna vowed as the women reached the waiting carriages. The carriages that would take Nancy to her betrothed, transforming her from a once-eligible maid to an unwilling bride before the clock struck noon.

      

      “It is not too late. Turn around, lock yourself in your chambers,” her mind urged as a footman opened the carriage door.

      

      But Nancy stepped into the sweltering interior anyway, knowing full well that it was too late. It had been since the moment she had chosen to stay and squabble with the Duke instead of departing at once.
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        * * *

      

      Clinging to her father’s arm in a way she had not done since she had been a child, Nancy entered the church. Her mother, sister, and cousin had gone ahead of her, making up the majority of the meager congregation. On the Duke’s side, there was but one gentleman standing beside the Duke himself.

      

      “I am sorry,” Nicholas whispered, leading her toward the altar. “I truly am. I pray that one day, you will be able to forgive me.”

      

      Nancy swallowed thickly. “There is nothing to forgive. You did what you thought was right.”

      

      At the altar, her father’s breath hitched for a moment as he passed her hand to the waiting Duke—a symbolic gesture of passing on the duty of care to her imminently lawful husband. The wretched man wore his customary grin as if the wedding were the most amusing thing in all the world.

      

      “Not even a half-smile?” the Duke quipped, putting one hand over hers, trapping it against his other hand. “Is this not the day you have dreamed of since you were a little girl with bows in your hair?”

      

      Nancy scowled at him. “I will smile only when you are worthy of seeing it, so I imagine it shall be a rather dismal rest of our lives. I might even forget how to smile.”

      

      “I imagine you are even prettier when you smile,” Adam said, surprising her. “I have seen plenty of brides in my time, dear Nancy, but I have never witnessed one as breathtaking as you. You have my sincerest apologies that you are wasting your beauty on me.”

      

      She blinked at him. “Pardon?”

      

      “Nothing.” He grinned, turning to face the reverend. “Come on then, my good man. Let us be married before a horde of heartbroken women come crashing through the doors, wailing about the injustice of it all.”

      

      The reverend frowned, evidently confused. “Excuse me?”

      

      “I jest when I am uncomfortable, Reverend,” the Duke replied. “And my collar is itching intolerably. I think the laundress starched it in hogweed sap.”

      

      The reverend just shook his head and continued in a dull, dry voice, welcoming the pitiful congregation to the “happy occasion” and the “joyful uniting of two great families.” Indeed, he had such a droning voice that Nancy found herself lulled into a daze, barely able to hear what was being said.

      

      If it had not been for the Duke giving her hand a squeeze, to let her know she was supposed to speak, she would have endured the ceremony without uttering a single word. She might even have fallen asleep, and she was not the only one. The Duke’s sole guest was already dozing in the front pew.

      

      “Forgive me, as I have never done this before—have done my best to avoid it, in truth—but I believe that means we are married,” the Duke whispered, knocking Nancy out of her stupor.

      

      “Hmm?”

      

      “The reverend has declared us married,” the Duke replied, staring at her as if she were a madwoman on her way to an asylum. “Are you quite well? You have turned the color of sour milk.”

      

      Nancy looked at the reverend. “Thank you.”

      

      “Thank you?” The poor fellow scratched his head.

      

      “Yes. You have been very kind to accommodate us at such short notice. Now, I should like to leave.” Nancy let go of the Duke’s hand and started off up the aisle alone, pressing a palm flat to her stomach to try and stop the rising nausea.

      

      Her mother, sister, and cousin rushed out of their pew, pushing past the Duke in their hurry to catch up with her. Nancy did not bother to look back and see what her new husband thought of the abrupt departure. He was probably grinning through it all, thoroughly entertained and wondering when he could politely excuse himself to continue his rakish way of life.

      

      “I must not faint,” Nancy told her sister, who caught up to her first. “Do not let me faint.”

      

      Joanna slipped an arm around Nancy’s waist, holding her up. “I promise, I will not.”

      

      “At least the difficult part is over,” Marina said, looping her arm through Nancy’s. “Once the honeymoon is finished, you can carry on as you were before, and I shall visit you so often that you will be sick of the sight of me. The Duke’s residence is not far from our country house, and I think Mama is ready to retreat from London, so I will be nearby.”

      

      Nancy sucked in deep breaths, looking to her sister for help. “Was that the difficult part?”

      

      “I dearly hope so,” Joanna replied. “For now, let us return you to Tillington so you can eat something and refresh yourself. You might even nap for a while. It is only a small congregation; no one will mention your absence if you steal away for an hour or so.”

      

      Nancy nodded. “I should like that.”

      

      “Conspiring, are we not?” A sultry voice made Nancy stand up straighter, wanting to seem unbothered.

      

      She sniffed. “We were just discussing what might be served at the wedding breakfast. I am famished, though I thought I might rest for a while beforehand. This past week, particularly this morning, has been rather… tiresome.”

      

      “I am sure your poor father would agree. He has been running around like a headless chicken, arranging the correct documents to ensure our future happiness.” The Duke smirked. “You will be happy, you know.”

      

      Nancy folded her arms across her chest. “Is that a threat?”

      

      “There is a remark I have never heard before.” He laughed, his eyes infuriatingly enchanting as they gleamed with mirth. “In what world is the promise of happiness a threat?”

      

      “Well, it rather sounded like you were commanding me to be happy,” Nancy replied defensively.

      

      The Duke shrugged, mimicking her crossed arms and tilted chin. “In all my life, I have never commanded any woman to do anything she did not want to do. But we can speak in more detail about that tonight, my darling wife.” He chuckled—a rich, magical sound. “Until then, rest well. You shall need all of your strength for all of the talking that we shall do.”

      

      He strode off toward his horse without another word, still chuckling to himself, as the four ladies’ jaws dropped in unison. It was obvious what he had been referring to, though to do so in front of his wife’s mother was beyond the pale. Nancy was too shocked to even think of retorting, despite him deserving a severe scolding.

      

      “I shall keep you at my side all night if I have to,” Joanna whispered, a note of fear in her voice that she could not quite hide.

      

      And that, in turn, struck a chord of dread in Nancy, who realized that every assurance that her cousin and sister had made had been mistaken.

      

      She was not going to be free to do as she pleased. Her husband did have expectations, and it seemed she would begin satisfying those expectations that very night.
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      “My father’s funeral was a cheerier affair than this,” Adam groaned, puffing out a plume of tobacco smoke.

      

      Harry cast him a pointed look, lighting his own pipe. “That is because you hated your father, and so did almost everyone who knew him. It was a day for rejoicing, as this one should be. Obviously, for very different reasons.”

      

      “She looked pretty,” Adam admitted, sitting back in his chair. “Exceptionally pretty.”

      

      “Perhaps this will be the first time that ‘pretty’ is enough to hold your attention,” Harry teased.

      

      They were the only two people left in the dining room, for while it was customary for the gentlemen to stay behind and talk of gentlemanly—or not so gentlemanly—things while the ladies ventured to the drawing room for their own gossip, everyone on Nancy’s side of the wedding party had departed together.

      

      Adam smiled. “It does not matter if she holds my attention or not. I am stuck with her, either way.” He paused. “Did you think she looked pretty?”

      

      “Radiant,” Harry agreed. “I doubt I have ever seen a more beautiful woman, and I am still deciding whether to be green with envy, jealous of your undeserved good fortune, or pitying toward the poor girl.”

      

      Drawing the hot, earthy smoke into his mouth, Adam’s thoughts drifted back to the church. He had expected to feel nothing but regret when his wife walked down the aisle toward him, so the brief inability to breathe, the awe at her presence, had come as quite a shock. He, too, had never seen a more beautiful woman, nor had he ever pitied one more.

      

      “I must have saved the country in a past life,” Adam said, blowing a smoke ring. “It is the only reasonable explanation for my enduring luck.”

      

      Harry nodded. “But what are you going to do about the wedding night? If you even attempt to kiss her, I am quite certain that you will be found dead in your chambers tomorrow morning. Blind, at the very least—your eyes scratched to ribbons.”

      

      Adam chuckled. “I am not going to do anything, my good man. I will drink plenty this evening, sleep like a babe, and awaken in the morning with a roaring headache and a churning stomach, ready to journey home with my wife in tow.”

      

      “You will not even try to seduce her?” Harry sounded disappointed as he plucked a fragment of tobacco from his tongue.

      

      “Did you not just say that it would result in my untimely demise?”

      

      “Well, yes, but I thought you were more sporting than that. A little risk for a great reward—that sort of thing,” Harry muttered.

      

      Evidently, he had been looking forward to hearing all about it the following day.

      

      Adam tapped out what was left in the bowl of his pipe, cleaned it with a napkin, and stowed the item back in his waistcoat pocket. “She is not a prize, nor is she quarry to be chased. She is that… rare kind of deer that you stumble upon in a forest while hunting, and you know she has not heard you approach, and if you were to take aim, you would have her without fail. But you cannot fire the rifle. You cannot explain why, but you cannot do it, and so you just watch her, admiring her beauty and grace until she wanders off, safe from you and anyone else who might be stalking her.”

      

      “Are you soused already?” Harry arched an eyebrow, smirking.

      

      “It is the only way I can explain my… thoughts about her,” Adam replied. “She is too pure for me. I intend to leave that innocence intact for a worthier gentleman. Of course, I shall have to judge his worth, whoever he may be, but I hope that Nancy and I shall be good friends by then, and she will have learned to trust my judgment when it pertains to gentlemen.”

      

      Harry stared at his friend, open-mouthed. “You are going to be friends with her?”

      

      “Whyever not? I am friends with plenty of my former conquests. And as we are going to have to live with one another for at least the month of our honeymoon, I see no reason not to be acquainted,” Adam said. “She may not agree, but those are my intentions.”

      

      Harry nodded slowly as if trying to make sense of it. “What of Miss Catherine Eastleigh? Have you spoken to her since the incident?”

      

      “Ah, well, it appears I am quite the accidental matchmaker,” Adam said, relieved by the easier topic of conversation. “She is engaged to Mr. Kingston—that fellow I told you about.”

      

      “The one hiding in the bushes with her, the night all of this happened?” Harry gestured around the empty room.

      

      “Not just hiding,” Adam drawled, grinning. “I wish them all the best. I have no doubt they will be gloriously happy. Indeed, I believe I shall remain friends with Miss Eastleigh too—Do you see how simple it is to maintain these friendships? Nancy will be no different, once she realizes I am no threat.”

      

      Harry smiled, tilting his head to one side. “But you are thinking about her, are you not? I saw the way you glanced at her during the wedding breakfast. I saw the way your eyes widened when she walked down the aisle toward you. I saw the way you pressed your hand over hers as if she was already something you wished to possess.”

      

      “I glanced at her because she looked as white as that awful cream sauce we were eating with the fish. My eyes widened in the church because I was about to be married, and it all became too real. And I pressed my hand over hers to soothe her nerves, not for possession.”

      

      Adam knew he was protesting too much, but he could not allow his best friend to think there had been anything more to his actions.

      

      I am not the animal everyone thinks I am. I have restraint when it is necessary. I will not scare Nancy or take advantage of her, merely because she is bound to me by marriage.

      

      Yet, traitorous memories of the lakeside played in the back of his mind, reminding him of how exhilarating it had felt to hold her in his arms and to feel her pull him closer.

      

      Adam stood up. “We ought to join the family.”

      

      “I thought you just did that?” Harry teased, getting to his feet.

      

      Adam smiled. “You ought to save your wit for Nancy’s cousin. She is a pretty thing, too, and if I am to be shackled by marriage, then the friendly thing to do would be to put yourself in the same situation.”

      

      “Then I shall have to reconsider our friendship entirely, for I have not yet made a mistake, and until I do, I shall continue to enjoy myself.” Harry smiled back and, together, they headed out in search of Nancy’s family.

      

      Following the quiet sound of music that lilted from the half-closed door of the drawing room, Adam took a breath and entered. The music ceased immediately, and startled eyes, the color of Spanish olives, flashed up to meet his. He blinked, his breath catching, for every time he saw her again, even after the briefest absence, it was like seeing her for the first time. A beauty like no other.

      

      “We thought we ought to join the revels,” Adam said, recovering quickly. “Were we thinking of dancing, or was my dear wife just playing an accompaniment to everyone’s… evening amusements?”

      

      The room was as cold and lifeless as a mortuary. No one smiled, no one laughed, and it did not appear as if Adam had intruded on any excitable chatter. Only the playing of the pianoforte had halted upon his entry.

      

      Has everyone been sitting here in silence all this time?

      

      It was worse than he had thought, and as a renowned rake and merrymaker, his reputation could not have borne it if he was unable to change the mood of the evening.

      

      “Who else can play the pianoforte?” Adam surveyed the room.

      

      From the far corner, looking up from a book, Nancy’s cousin raised a shy hand. “I can play a little, though I do not profess to be as gifted as Nancy.”

      

      “Excellent!” Adam clapped his hands together. “Might you take the place of my wife?”

      

      The young lady blushed furiously, almost dropping her book in her rush to comply. “I… I should be delighted, Your Grace.”

      

      “I am certain she would,” Harry whispered close to Adam’s ear, clearly expecting a snort of laughter. Instead, Adam batted him away like a fly that had snuck in.

      

      “Actually, no. That will not do.” Adam raised a finger to his lips, thinking, while Marina froze halfway between the corner table and the pianoforte. “Duchess, do you play? I confess, I will not believe you if you say you do not. I heard you speak of how you relish playing when you are at Bruxton Hall.”

      

      Joanna narrowed her eyes at him. “What would you like me to play? I have a very small repertoire.”

      

      “Something lively, but not too vigorous,” Adam decided. “Something that your sister prefers, perhaps.” He walked to where Nancy was sitting at the pianoforte and offered her his hand. “Might you do me the tremendous honor of dancing with me? I know these are not the festivities you might have hoped for, but I have often found that dancing leads to more dancing, and I should like there to be some joy in the air tonight. A morsel, at least.”

      

      Nancy stared at his proffered hand. “One dance,” she said, after a pause.

      

      “Thank goodness.” He put on his best smile. “I am too weary for a second.”

      

      She eyed him, taking his hand. “You are weary?”

      

      “Exhausted.” He led her to the middle of the drawing room, where there was enough space for dancing. There, he lowered his voice so only she could hear. “When I retire, I shall be asleep the moment my head hits the pillow.”

      

      Her brow creased slightly as if trying to understand. “Then perhaps we should dance twice, to ensure you are absolutely fatigued.”

      

      “If that is your wish.” He bowed his head in respect as Joanna began to play a cheerful tune befitting a country dance.

      

      The only trouble was, a country dance felt rather limp with just him and Nancy partaking.

      

      Nevertheless, they proceeded, hopping gracefully from foot to foot, circling around one another, stepping forward and ebbing backward, their hands lightly pressing in a teasing kiss of palms. It struck Adam as strange, how such a hesitant caress could feel so charged, so intimate, so… forbidden.

      

      Perhaps it was the amount of watchful stares that burned into him, or perhaps it was the fact that Nancy was the one woman he could not touch beyond that chaste press of hands. He had promised.

      

      “This is awkward, is it not?” he whispered as she stepped in beside him, their hands clasped together.

      

      The faintest smile turned up one corner of her plump lips. “Exceedingly. I did not think you had noticed. You seemed to be enjoying yourself.”

      

      “My dear, I never enjoy country dances. All of the jumping and hopping and promenading makes me feel quite seasick,” he replied, chuckling. “Then again, I usually observe. I rarely partake.”

      

      She cast a sideways glance at him. “Is that true?”

      

      “Quite true.” He nodded. “Considering my reputation, most young ladies and their mothers believe it would be unbecoming if they were seen dancing with me.”

      

      She frowned. “Then, how do you… I mean, how is it possible that… I…” She shook her head. “Mama, do you not think that others should dance with us? It is too peculiar for us to be dancing alone while you all watch.”

      

      Clearly, talk of his reputation had made Nancy uncomfortable. Adam understood it well enough, for she was not one of his lovers perfectly accepting of the parameters of any intimate encounters. This was all new and unfamiliar to her, and he figured that no new bride wanted to think of her husband’s colorful past, especially not one as colorful as his.

      

      “Miss Wilkins.” Harry jumped in to save the day. “Might you do me the honor of dancing this set with me?”

      

      Marina looked like she might faint. “Mama, might I?”

      

      An older lady, presumably Marina’s mother, gave a sloppy sort of shrug, seeming rather tipsy. “Of course. Dance as much as you please, my darling!” She hiccupped, covering her mouth. “When you are young, you must dance as often as you can. When you are married, all joy and revelry cease.”

      

      “Forgive her,” Marina whispered, turning a rather alarming shade of purple.

      

      Harry laughed amiably. “I am quite deaf when it comes to the utterances of those who have imbibed too freely.” He offered her his hand. “Shall we?”

      

      “You must dance too, Mama!” Nancy urged, capturing Adam’s attention once more.

      

      Adam followed her gaze to Fanny and Nicholas, who glanced at one another shyly as if they were just beginning a courtship or the suggestion of one. To his surprise, his heart warmed at the bashful scene, a tender smile forming on his lips as he watched Nicholas stand and bow to Fanny before offering her his hand. She took it with a wide-eyed, flushed expression on her still-beautiful face, growing younger by the second.

      

      So, even when all is beyond repair, there is hope.

      

      No one would have expected the old Marquess to give up his London exploits and paramours. Yet, just two years prior, he had vanished from the gentlemen’s clubs, and the gossip therein, altogether.

      

      Adam had not believed it when he had heard that Nicholas had devoted himself to making amends with his wife and daughters, forgoing everything else in order to be loyal, at last. Yet, there it was, the evidence of a reformed adulterer. What was more, it truly seemed as if Nicholas and Fanny were falling in love with one another decades after they had gotten married.

      

      “Are they happy?” Adam asked, thinking aloud.

      

      Nancy seemed surprised by the question. “Who?”

      

      “Your mother and father.”

      

      “Oh.” She observed the pair, her expression softening into a nervous sort of smile. “I hope that they are. They… seem to be. It is all Bernard’s fault.”

      

      Adam arched an eyebrow. “Bernard? Did your mother—”

      

      “Heavens, no!” Nancy hissed, cutting him off. “Bernard is my nephew. The moment he arrived, everything changed. It was as if my father became the person that we always wanted him to be overnight.”

      

      “I suppose he realized what he might have missed or been pushed away from if he had continued with his… um… behaviors.” Adam nodded as everyone took their places for a proper country dance. All except Joanna, who remained at the pianoforte with her husband sitting on the bench beside her, one arm protectively encircling her waist.

      

      Nancy peered up at him. “May I ask you something?”

      

      “Of course, but I may not answer,” Adam replied as they stepped toward each other, pressing palm to palm and turning in a slow circle.

      

      She rolled her eyes. “It can wait.”

      

      “Are you certain?”

      

      She hesitated. “Yes, I am certain.”

      

      “You do not seem certain,” he said as they came back to their original positions.

      

      They stood there, no more than half a step apart, and as he gazed down into her enchanting hazel-green eyes, listening to the soft rasp of her panting breaths, he knew he had never wanted anything more. He longed to take her in his arms and waltz around the room, holding her close, feeling her pressed against him, daring himself to dip his head and catch her mouth with his. He felt his own breath quicken at the very thought.

      

      Perhaps Nancy saw the hunger in his eyes and heard the shift in his breathing, for she immediately took a further step back, putting deliberate distance between them.

      

      And as she held his gaze, it was as if he could see a wall being built, stone by stone, around her heart.

      

      “My curiosity was fleeting,” she said thickly. “What I had intended to ask is something that, maybe, I do not want to know the answer to. Indeed, I am certain I do not want to know the answer.”

      

      She dropped her gaze and moved around him in a horseshoe, denying him any closeness… and leaving him utterly desperate to know what the question had been.
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      All in all, it had not been the most pitiful, miserable wedding in the history of weddings. After the dancing had begun, it had not ended for several hours, the mood of the small party becoming so cheery that Nancy had almost forgotten the reason behind it all. She had danced with Adam and Harry and her father and Edwin and Marina, for there was no one to cast judgment on the peculiarity of the pairings. Indeed, though she did not dare to admit it, she had rather enjoyed herself.

      

      That was until it came time for everyone to retire.

      

      Eliza had already been escorted to her chambers by her lady’s maid, Fanny and Nicholas could not hide their yawns any longer, and Joanna had fallen asleep on Edwin’s shoulder as he continued to play the pianoforte for the remaining party’s revels.

      

      “I shall stay awake with you if you wish it,” Marina whispered as the two young women took some fresh air on the terrace.

      

      The hour was late, and an owl hooted somewhere in the distance, like a command for Nancy to retire to her bed.

      

      Nancy puffed out a breath. “He will not pursue me. I do not think.”

      

      She thought back to her earlier conversation with her husband, and his insistence that he was exhausted. It had seemed like an odd thing to say, especially from a gentleman who was famed for spending all night in the gambling halls and gentlemen’s clubs and music halls and who knew where else. Though she was not entirely sure, it had seemed like a comforting assertion that she was safe from him.

      

      “Dear wife,” his voice called from the doorway to the terrace.

      

      Nancy turned, her heart leaping into her throat at the sound of that term of endearment. Despite herself, despite him, it thrilled her. And standing there, silhouetted by the glowing lights of the drawing room, his hair mussed by the evening’s dancing, his eyes warm and his lips curved into a sweet smile, he had never looked more handsome. Too handsome. Unfairly so. A man like that should have had the nobility of character to complement his beauty.

      

      “At least you responded,” he teased, his laughter like the first sunny day after a brutal winter.

      

      Nancy gave her head a small shake, trying to dislodge any fanciful thoughts about the rake she had just married. “An accident, I assure you.”

      

      “Ah, well, I am certain you shall grow accustomed to it.”

      

      His laughter faded, and she wondered if he meant himself, too—that she would grow accustomed to him, in time.

      

      Nancy straightened up. “Did you want to speak with me?”

      

      “I just wanted to inform you that I mean to retire, and while I understand that it is customary for us to retire together on the first night of the rest of our lives”—he flashed a more mischievous grin—“I shall leave it at your discretion. I believe there is an adjoining door between our chambers. Knock if you are bored.”

      

      Nancy’s throat tightened. “I doubt I shall be bored, Your Grace.”

      

      “No, that will not do.” His voice sharpened slightly. “I cannot have you refer to me like that. I do not make demands often, but this is one that I must make. Either call me husband, the apple of my eye, my beloved, my exquisite darling, or plain Adam will suffice.”

      

      Nancy snorted, struggling to hide her amusement. “Sleep well, Adam,” she said, finding the name ungainly on her tongue. “I shall not disturb you with any knocking.”

      

      “A pity.” He heaved a dramatic sigh. “Sleep well, my exquisite darling.”

      

      She rolled her eyes, folding her arms across her chest. “You cannot call me that!”

      

      “Then what should I call you?” He leaned against the doorframe, the curve of his body prompting every seam to strain against his athletic physique.

      

      Now that they were married, Nancy thought it might be wise to find a new tailor for him, for the way his garments clung to every muscle and contour was far too distracting.

      

      She cleared her throat, forcing herself to stare only into his eyes. “Nancy.”

      

      “Not my cherub or my little pamplemousse or something sweeter?” He bit his lower lip, drawing her attention to his mouth.

      

      She could not explain it, but there was something about that seemingly innocent bite that made her stomach tighten and her heart race.

      

      “I shall be as sour as a little grapefruit if you call me anything but my name,” Nancy replied, her breath hitching.

      

      In truth, being called someone’s little pamplemousse sounded rather charming, indeed, but not if that someone called a thousand other women by such a nickname.

      

      Adam shrugged. “As you wish, my dearest Nancy.”

      

      “No!” she gasped, breathless. “Just Nancy. No additions.”

      

      “Very well, just Nancy. I shall retire, and though you say you will not knock, I shall wait anyway,” he told her, pushing off the doorframe. “I can never sleep when I am away from my own residences.”

      

      Nancy held her nerve. “You mean, you do not sleep when you are away from home. That is a very different thing.”

      

      “Perhaps.” Adam sighed. “Before I depart, I should gently remind you of one thing. This is as new to me as it is to you. I like to think that I have offered you nothing but respect and courtesy, except the debacle that brought us here in the first place, of course. So, maybe you might find it within you to offer me the same grace.”

      

      He walked away before she could respond, leaving her open-mouthed and astonished as she watched his broad shoulders and straight back and shapely buttocks and muscular thighs retreat to the drawing room door, where he promptly disappeared.

      

      “The… the… the gall of him!” Nancy rasped, outraged and confused in equal measure.

      

      Somehow, despite everything he had done, he had made her feel guilty.

      

      Marina made a noise of disgruntled agreement. “Does he expect you to be grateful?”

      

      “I do not know what he expects.” Nancy fumed. “I have been civil, have I not? If I had not been, I would not have gone to the church, or I would have caused a commotion, at the very least! I even danced with the wretch, though I would have been within my rights to refuse. Goodness, who does he think he is? Does he not realize that he has stolen every possible happiness from me? Does he not understand that I am not grateful?”

      

      Marina put a hand on Nancy’s shoulder, but before she could utter a word, Joanna appeared in the terrace doorway.

      

      “I think it is a trick,” Joanna said. “A means to lower your guard.”

      

      Nancy frowned at her sister. “What do you mean?”

      

      “If he makes you feel guilty enough, he probably thinks you will knock on his door to apologize, and if you do that, then who knows what other tricks he might use from his repertoire of seduction,” Joanna replied, covering her mouth as she yawned loudly. “When a gentleman treats a lady unkindly, some ladies will increase their efforts to gain that man’s affection. Do not let him think you are that sort of lady.”

      

      “I am not that sort of lady,” Nancy confirmed. “I am… furious! If he were still standing there, I would smack him for his audacity.”

      

      Joanna’s expression relaxed, her hand pressing to her heart. “Keep that fire of fury burning, my dear sister. I fear it is the only way you will be able to protect yourself from him, for I now entirely understand his success with the fairer sex. He is absurdly charming, endlessly amusing, an expert at lightening the mood, and he looks… well, he looks like that.”

      

      “It is most… unjust,” Nancy replied, her skin tingling with heat as she recalled the intensity of his eyes when they had danced together.

      

      It had been nothing short of magic, for while he had gazed at her, it had felt like they were the only two people in the room. The man was a sorcerer, he had to be.

      

      Marina nodded. “As girls, we are told that the most handsome princes are always the kindest, most generous, most noble gentlemen. I have half a mind to hunt down the authors of those stories and punish them for their lies.”

      

      “Alas, most of them are dead, but we could all curse their names together so they can have no peace in their eternal rest,” Joanna quipped, smiling. “Now, everyone here is retiring for the night. Shall Marina and I escort you to your chambers?”

      

      “I should like that,” Nancy replied, for though she did not believe that Adam would be waiting for her, she knew she would feel stronger with her sister and her cousin by her side.
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      It had been over an hour, according to the jarring clangs of the carriage clock on the mantelpiece, and Nancy still could not sleep. The door that connected her bedchamber to the guest bedchamber where Adam slept had become a living entity, lurking in the shadows opposite, taunting her through the gloom.

      

      She squeezed her eyes shut and pulled a pillow over her head, pressing the edges against her ears to try and block out the inexplicable noise of that adjoining door. It was like someone breathing down her neck, urging her to turn around.

      

      I was pleasant enough to him, was I not?

      

      Her racing mind decided to play the forbidden scenes of that night by the lake. Though she had tried to scrub it from her brain, her body still remembered his intimate embrace, her chest tightening at the memory of his arms pulling her against his ridged abdomen, her shoulders bumping against his broad chest. And that graze of something soft and rough, all at once, against her neck.

      

      His lips, she had come to realize. A stolen kiss not intended for her. And though she should have been furious that he had kissed her at all, considering no one had kissed her before, there was a part of her that was angrier that it had not been meant for her.

      

      I shall never have a first kiss again, and you did not even want to kiss me.

      

      She jammed the pillow harder against her ears to try and quieten her thoughts.

      

      Now, if any man should ever kiss my neck again, I will know that you have already claimed it. I will think of you.

      

      She launched the pillow across the room, throwing back the coverlets and rocking up into a sitting position in one smooth movement. Panting hard, her mind and heart and body in a tense conflict, she stared over at the adjoining door. Was he listening? Was he reveling in her discomfort? Did he know what he had done to her mind, filling it with unwanted memories of him?

      

      Incensed, she scrambled off the bed and stalked toward the infuriating door, where she proceeded to pace back and forth like a sentry for at least five minutes. Her ire did not ebb, but nor did she know what to do now that she was standing in front of the door that was preventing her from sleeping.

      

      “Did you want to speak with me?” Adam’s voice drifted through, mimicking what she had said to him on the terrace.

      

      Her eyes grew wide, her body freezing.

      

      “I know you are there, Nancy,” he said softly. “At least, I hope you are, or I shall appear quite mad, talking to a door.”

      

      She swallowed, all of her anger transforming into embarrassment. What was she doing, marching back and forth in front of the door? Why was she not sound asleep, unaffected by anything he had said to her?

      

      “I wanted to apologize,” he continued. “I should not have accused you of being discourteous. I can be awfully grumpy when I am tired and recently married, carrying the entertainment of an entire wedding party on my shoulders.”

      

      Nancy forced herself to breathe, saying nothing.

      

      “But I meant it when I said this is as new to me as it is to you,” he carried on. “You are a mystery to me, Nancy. One I cannot solve. Yet, I should like it if we were not entirely estranged.”

      

      Nancy found her voice, though it came out an octave too high. “I will not be opening this door, if that is what you mean. I know of your tricks and games, Adam.” His name still sounded peculiar on her tongue. “I shall not be playing along.”

      

      “Not even shuttlecock or Pall-Mall?”

      

      She clamped a hand over her mouth to stop a chuckle from escaping. “No games.”

      

      “Whist? I have cards with me. We could slide them under the door.”

      

      Nancy drew in a steadying breath. “You know those are not the games and tricks I am referring to.”

      

      “I do know, but I was hoping to distract you,” he replied, mirth sparkling in his smooth, deep voice. “I am not exactly what you think I am. If I was, I would not have married you. I think that is something you know.”

      

      She hesitated. “I do not trust you.”

      

      “Nor should you,” he told her, that amusement still brimming in his words. “I do not trust me, and I am the very best judge of character when it comes to myself.”

      

      She smiled a little, slowly sitting down on the cold floorboards. “Can I ask you something?”

      

      “Is it what you were going to ask me before?”

      

      She nodded, then realized he could not see her. “In part, yes.”

      

      “Then, please, proceed. It has been killing me, not knowing what you were going to say. I do so hate not being involved in a conversation. It is akin to when someone says they have a secret, and they send you into a frenzy of intrigue, only to tell you nothing at all.”

      

      “Perhaps that is because people do not trust you,” she teased, feeling bolder with the door closed between them.

      

      “A-ha! Touché!” He made a strange noise as if he had been skewered by something. “A hit. A very palpable hit!”

      

      She stifled a giggle. “You are very silly for a duke.”

      

      “You do not favor silliness?”

      

      “I did not say that.” She smiled and immediately remembered herself. “Of course, I do not favor you, so it really does not matter if you are silly or not.”

      

      “Of course,” he replied, and though she could not see him, she somehow knew he was smiling. “Now, I beg of you, do not keep me in suspense any longer. What were you so desperate to know?”

      

      Nancy narrowed her eyes. “I was not so desperate to know it, and I still am not sure if I wish to know the answer, but… might you tell me what leads a man to be what you are?” She paused. “What makes a rake? I have always wondered since I found out about my father’s indiscretions.”

      

      For what seemed like an eternity, punctuated only by the ticking of the clock, Adam did not say a word. Nancy strained her ears to see if she could hear him breathing, but either the door was too thick, he was holding his breath, he had fallen asleep, or he had left her sitting there alone, her question unanswered.

      

      “That is like asking someone why they have a freckle on their forearm or a scar on their hand or why their eyes are blue and not brown, or brown and not blue,” he said, at last, in a voice that harbored no cheer whatsoever. “It is different for us all.”

      

      “It is?”

      

      “Some gentlemen crave affection the way lungs crave air,” he continued haltingly. “If they are in marriages of convenience, they might only be able to find that affection outside of their marriage. Of course, I am of the belief that ladies should also be able to seek their deserved affection wherever they please if they are trapped in such unions, so do not think I believe there is one rule for men and one for women. I do not.”

      

      Nancy chewed on her lower lip, considering his words, wondering if he was inadvertently explaining her own future to her. “But… my mother loved my father, from the moment they met. She did not think it was a match of convenience.”

      

      “I cannot speak for your father’s actions,” Adam said, “nor shall I. If you want to hear his motivation, you will have to ask him yourself. I suspect he was young and foolish, and thought he was trapped. He likely found it easier not to even attempt loyalty—having his cake and eating it, I suppose. Gentlemen like that are common enough, but it does seem as if he has changed. I admired the way they were together this evening, as if they were just beginning a courtship. It was charming to behold.”

      

      Nancy had to laugh, or she might cry, for she had also cherished the sight of her mother and father dancing together that night.

      

      “I thought you said you were not going to speak for my father’s actions?”

      

      “Just a tidbit.” He chuckled.

      

      “What other reasons are there?”

      

      On the other side of the door, Adam puffed out a breath. “Some gentlemen are born rogues. They relish variety, but they do not respect their… um… conquests. They toss them aside without care.”

      

      “Are you that sort of rake?”

      

      Adam scoffed, “Certainly not.”

      

      “Then what sort are you? Why are you the way you are?”

      

      Nancy drew anxious circles around her heart, uncertain of why she felt so uneasy. It was not as if she could pretend that he was an honorable gentleman, as her mother had been able to do. So, why did she suddenly wish that Adam was honorable, eager to hear some excuse that she could accept?

      

      “There are not enough hours until morning,” Adam said after a lengthy pause, his voice sadder than before. “I am tired, dearest Nancy, and we have a long journey ahead of us tomorrow. Let us leave this conversation for another day.”

      

      Nancy sat up straight, glaring at the keyhole. “But you said you wanted to hear my question. You wanted me to knock and distract you from your boredom. Surely, there is a short version of why you are the way you are?”

      

      “There is, but I doubt it would satisfy you,” he said softly, “and I should hate to leave you unsatisfied on our wedding night.”

      

      His words winded her, her eyes bulging as she forgot to blink.

      

      “You… really must stop saying things like that,” she chided, but even she could hear the lack of conviction.

      

      “If you open this door, I promise I shall stop saying things like that.”

      

      She thought she heard his fingertips grazing the wood on the opposite side, and before she could prevent it, her skin remembered the feel of his lips on her neck—a sensation so unfamiliar, so strange, so… brazen that she had not known what it was until afterward.

      

      “If I open this door, you might try to lick me again.”

      

      Laughter bubbled up from his former sadness, making her frown. “Oh, my darling wife, you have no idea.”

      

      “Why are you laughing?” she demanded to know, feeling embarrassed, though she could not explain why. “I did not say anything amusing. You are the one who licked me. I ought to be laughing at you.”

      

      “No, you are quite right, it is not amusing,” he replied in that deep, silky voice that made her stomach feel strange and fluttery, while her chest twisted into tight knots. “It is unexpectedly frustrating.”

      

      Nancy’s frown deepened. “Frustrating? I know it was not really a lick. Are you truly that insulted that I thought that was what you did?”

      

      “Not at all.”

      

      “Then why are you frustrated?”

      

      “That is something else I cannot answer,” he told her, “for it is not something to be said. It is something to be experienced. And as we have both established, I am not to be trusted.”

      

      Nancy heard movement, and the slightest creak of the door, as if he was leaning against it, or pressing a hand to it. Her own hand went to the door’s surface as if she might be able to feel him through it.

      

      “Rest well, Nancy,” Adam murmured. “Forget all I have said. I am tired. I say foolish things when I am tired.”

      

      “Goodnight,” she replied, knowing full well that she would not be able to forget a word.

      

      Indeed, he was quite right. He had left her unsatisfied. Unsatisfied and deeply frustrated in her own way, with even more questions and even fewer answers.

      

      But there was one particular question that weighed heaviest on her mind, refusing to be quiet.

      

      If I had opened the door, Adam, what would you have done?
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      “I suppose this is farewell for a month,” Harry muttered, sweeping a hand through hair that was in dire need of a wash.

      

      He stifled a yawn, his breath sour with the scent of the wine and brandy he had consumed the previous night, at the height of the unexpected festivities.

      

      Adam smiled, leaning against the door of the carriage. “I suppose it is. You could return with us if you want. I am not certain you are in any condition to ride your horse.”

      

      “I have ridden my horse while utterly intoxicated and never caused myself, or anyone else, so much as a scratch,” Harry insisted, smiling. “Nor would I want to intrude upon lovers’ paradise.”

      

      “Hardly.” Adam snorted, thinking of last night.

      

      It had taken every shred of willpower he possessed not to turn the handle, step into Nancy’s bedchamber, sweep her up in his arms, and teach her everything she did not know about passion, intimacy, pleasure, and anything else her body and mind and heart desired to know. A true wedding night of first discoveries for her, and of delicious exploration for him.

      

      The door was open. I could have turned the handle and come to you at any moment.

      

      But he had not wanted her to be afraid, and for as long as he lived, he vowed never to tell her that the door had not been locked at all.

      

      “If I open this door, you might try to lick me again.”

      

      He groaned inwardly at the memory of her words, for nothing would have delighted him more than to taste her and tease her, to hear her sighs and moans of bliss as he elevated her to the secret realms of womanhood.

      

      Even now, his body thrummed with the need to please her and to know her intimately as two people could. So much so that he had already decided to have a steady stream of ice sent up from the icehouse at Stapleton Court so he could cool his desire whenever she stirred it up into a maddening inferno.

      

      “Are you well?” Harry asked, holding his stomach. “You have a redness in your cheeks. It is not a fever, is it? You might have a month of nothingness ahead of you, but I cannot afford to miss a single social occasion.”

      

      Adam touched the back of his fingers to his cheeks. They were, indeed, rather hot. “It is merely fatigue, my good man. You know when you have not slept in days, and you feel all warm and uncomfortable—that is my ailment, nothing more.”

      

      “I am beginning to feel that myself,” Harry replied, his eyes widening as he looked toward the front porch of Tillington House. “Ah, here she is. The terror that has taken you away from me.”

      

      Adam chuckled. “I can think of no one less terrifying. She is like a fieldmouse.”

      

      “I have never seen a fieldmouse as beautiful as that.” Harry pointed with his chin toward Nancy, who had just emerged from the house, looking angelic in a flowing dress of white muslin, the curve of her waist hinted at by a light blue ribbon beneath the bust.

      

      An immaculate bust, in Adam’s humble opinion. Milky white and plump, pushed up in a pleasing manner.

      

      “Do not forget me, Adam,” Harry said, though it sounded more like a warning.

      

      “As if I could.”

      

      “I do not know. I am beginning to worry that you have put yourself in far graver danger than you realize,” Harry insisted.

      

      “In what way?”

      

      Harry shook his head. “I cannot say for certain, but there is something in the way you look at her. I do not think I have ever seen you look at a lady like that, in all the years—and all the women—I have known you.” He paused. “It troubles me.”

      

      “It should not. The look you are referring to is… surprise,” Adam explained, trying to convince himself too. “Every time I see her, I remember that she is my wife. You would look at a lady rather strangely if the same were true for you.”

      

      It is because I have vowed not to have her that I look at her that way. It is like being presented with the juiciest peach you have ever seen, and then immediately being told you cannot, under any circumstances, eat it. You cannot even have a nibble.

      

      Harry scratched his stubbled chin. “I suppose. Just… be cautious, that is all I shall say. It might seem exciting, but I know you, Adam, and the novelty will wear off soon enough. If you have involved yourself with her, she will be the only one with a broken heart when you decide you have tired of her.” He hesitated. “When the lady in question is of little concern—a passing fancy—that is to be expected, but she is your wife, as you said. It is a different kettle of fish.”

      

      “As soon as she is settled at Stapleton Court, I will present the terms of our arrangement,” Adam said firmly. “There is no cause for worry. By this time next year, I imagine we shall be living separate lives quite happily. No harm done.”

      

      Harry narrowed his eyes, clearly dubious. “Very well.” He clapped Adam on the back. “Enjoy your honeymoon. If you get too bored, send word, and I shall come and commiserate with you.”

      

      “I will.”

      

      Adam smiled as his friend went on his way, heading for the horse that waited impatiently on the side of the driveway, snatching up tufts of grass.

      

      Yet, as he watched his wife say farewell to her family, her chin raised as she tried to be stoic through what was undoubtedly an agonizing goodbye, he sensed she was not someone who could easily bore him.

      

      Then again, he had been wrong before.
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        * * *

      

      Having chosen to ride alongside the carriage to allow Nancy some privacy to rest or weep or curse her bad fortune, Adam’s backside was rather numb by the time Stapleton Court came into view, just as the early evening had begun to bleed into the sunset.

      

      The couple had stopped several times to feed and water the horses, but Nancy had not emerged from the carriage. Indeed, Adam was beginning to wonder if she might have snuck out during one of their brief stops, running back to her family before ever having to set foot inside her marital home.

      

      He passed through the tall gates of his family seat.

      

      What would I do? Would I have to go back and retrieve her? Or would I just let her be?

      

      He had no answer, though he supposed it might be better for them both if she had slipped out of the other side of the carriage and gone back to her family.

      

      “Have we arrived?” a small, sleepy voice drifted toward him from the half-open carriage window, letting him know that his wife had not, in fact, absconded.

      

      Adam drew his horse level with the window. “We have.”

      

      “Can we halt so I can see it from afar?”

      

      Adam hesitated. “I do not see why not.”

      

      He gave the instruction to the driver, who looked equally puzzled as he brought the two large draft horses to a standstill. Having brought no footmen with him, Adam climbed out of the saddle of his own thoroughbred and opened the door for Nancy.

      

      “Go on without us,” he told the driver, who tipped his hat and urged the draft horses back to their plodding walk.

      

      Rubbing her eyes, Nancy took Adam’s proffered hand and allowed him to help her down from the carriage, though she quickly withdrew her hand as her feet landed on solid ground. He noticed the way she crossed her arms over her chest as if she was cold, though the evening was balmy, and understood the warning well enough—keep away from me.

      

      “Would you like a blanket?” he asked.

      

      She frowned. “Whatever for?”

      

      “You look cold.”

      

      She shook her head shyly. “No, thank you. I am quite warm. I am just shaking off the weariness of the journey. I did not realize it was… so far.”

      

      “It is not as far as your sister is from Tillington House,” he pointed out, though he did not know why. He supposed he was trying to make her feel better about being so far from her family.

      

      She shrugged. “I suppose not.”

      

      Her eyes fixed upon the grand manor in the near distance, illuminated by the bronzed light of sunset. Adam had to applaud the heavens for putting on such a gorgeous display, for even he had never seen Stapleton Court look so otherworldly in its beauty.

      

      The hazy glow caught the sandstone, making it gleam almost golden, and the windows twinkled a warm welcome, while the four square turrets waved their flags like ladies waved handkerchiefs while bidding farewell to their loved ones.

      

      Two of the flags were the red and white of England, while the other two bore the crests of his lineage: the black lion of Stapleton, and the three unicorn heads of Wilkinson—his mother’s coat of arms.

      

      “My goodness,” Nancy whispered. “It is… vast.”

      

      “Offensively large,” Adam agreed. “I assume, long ago in our history, it was filled with soldiers and nobility and servants aplenty. Now, even if every inhabitant were to stand in one room, that one room would seem too big.”

      

      Nancy glanced at him. “Is that why you choose to reside in London?”

      

      “The townhouse does not feel as empty,” he conceded. “I have often thought about selling the manor to a large family, or renting it at least, but my mother would not like it. She is not fond of company.”

      

      A wave of panic washed over Nancy. “Does she know about me?”

      

      “Not yet.”

      

      Adam put on one of his most irreverent grins and, taking her by the arm, began to lead her up the long, winding driveway to the house.

      

      As they walked, they were hit with the potent aromas of the immense gardens. At least four acres of manicured lawns and landscaped gardens of every kind—rose gardens, winter gardens, ornamental gardens, wildflower gardens, kitchen gardens. There was even a large pond in the center, traversed by a red and green bridge that was supposed to emulate an oriental garden, though Adam had never been to the Orient to confirm the authenticity.

      

      Either way, it was one of his favorite parts of the garden, where he had spent many an afternoon watching the fish slowly swim through the water while dragonflies skimmed the surface and frogs cooled themselves. In the winter, when the pond froze over, it was perfect for ice skating, though it had been years since he had indulged in the pastime.

      

      “And I… am the duchess of all of this?” Nancy gasped, breathing too quickly.

      

      All of the color had drained from her already pale face, prompting Adam to hold her arm tighter, pulling her closer.

      

      It was a mistake. The sweet scent of her hair hit him like a punch to the gut, his breath catching in his throat as he inhaled. He liked to think he was an expert when it came to perfumes, but hers… hers was unique—sugary and earthy and spicy, all at once.

      

      “You are,” he choked out, wishing he could clog his nostrils.

      

      Nancy nodded slowly, pulling away from him. “It is a beautiful… um… Goodness, manor does not seem like a large enough word. It is a castle, by any other name.” She swallowed loudly, pressing on toward the cloistered walkway that shrouded the entrance. “I am sure I shall grow accustomed to it.”

      

      He frowned, remembering when he had said those exact words to her, after she had responded to him calling her “wife.” But as he followed her, he began to wonder if either of them would ever grow accustomed to this. He was not used to such stilted, awkward conversations, nor had he ever introduced anyone to his mother or his country residence before.

      

      All at once, the enormity of what they were doing struck him, far harder than her perfume or the scent of the gardens or a donkey kick to the chest.

      

      “I shall leave you with the housekeeper,” he said, rushing past her to reach the front door first. He opened it without ringing the bell. “She is a kindly woman. She will show you everything that the manor has to offer, and if you have any questions, I am certain she will be happy to answer them for you.”

      

      Nancy halted. “You are not going to show me around the house?”

      

      “I have business to attend to,” he lied, already halfway across the grand entrance hall, striding toward the first of many staircases that would take him to his private study in the western turret. His sanctuary. “Mrs. Holloway, there is a visitor!” he called as he made his way up the steps.

      

      The housekeeper, Mrs. Holloway, bustled out of a nearby corridor with a startled expression on her weathered face. “Your Grace, what are you doing here? Not that you can’t be in your own residence whenever you please, but you weren’t expected! You’re supposed to be in London.”

      

      “I am married, Mrs. Holloway. Quite the surprise, I know,” Adam replied, gesturing toward Nancy, who stood as still as a statue on the threshold of the manor. “Please, show my wife around the house. I have some correspondence that cannot wait. I am not to be disturbed until I am done, so please inform everyone not to bother me.”

      

      With that, he took the rest of the stairs two at a time, running from the crashing wave of his sudden responsibilities as fast as his legs could carry him.
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      Nancy glared at the balustrade of the upper floor, hoping her anger would chase Adam to wherever he thought he could hide. She had not come all that way just to be abandoned in the first five minutes of arriving, and certainly not without some manner of discussion.

      

      Does he think he can just… keep me here like a possession, now that I have walked willingly into his domain? An object to be remembered every so often.

      

      She balled her fists, digging her fingernails into her palms to help fight back the hot tears that threatened to spill down her cheeks. For though she was furious, she was also hurt, and she could not allow him, or anyone, to see that.

      

      “Did His Grace say that you were… his wife?” the older lady asked, approaching with caution.

      

      “Unfortunately, yes,” Nancy replied, no longer concerned with minding her manners. “We were married just yesterday, though it appears that no one has been invited to share in the happy news.”

      

      Mrs. Holloway nodded slowly. “Well, I can’t say I’m not so shocked I feel I might faint, but it wouldn’t do to have the both of us fainting in this entrance hall, now, would it?” She smiled. “You look pale, dearie. Would you like to sit down? I can have a tea tray and something sweet fetched from the kitchens. Anything you prefer—if we don’t have it, we’ll either make it or send someone to buy it.”

      

      “Tea, please,” Nancy said quietly, her body shaking.

      

      “Of course. If you’ll follow me, dearie.”

      

      It went against every facet of a housekeeper’s duty to refer to a duchess by such a sweet nickname, but Nancy was glad to hear that morsel of kindness. For a moment, it made her feel less alone.

      

      The housekeeper led her down a narrow passageway that branched off from the enormous entrance hall, then guided her up a winding stairwell with a creaky iron railing, until they emerged from a curved doorway. Beyond lay a long hallway, the sunset pooling in through the most exquisite stained-glass windows. Rainbows danced across the wooden floors, while patron saints, gentle creatures, and kindly-faced women smiled down upon Nancy.

      

      “This way,” the housekeeper urged, taking hold of her hand.

      

      A few moments later, they arrived outside another of the small, curved doorways, the kind that made Nancy think of medieval castles and ancient banquets, studded with black iron.

      

      “You are not going to imprison me, are you?” she croaked, her eyes wide with fear.

      

      The housekeeper stared at her as if she was quite mad. “Imprison you? Whyever would I do such a thing as that?” She picked a key from the chatelaine that hung from her waist belt and removed it from the chain. Slotting it into the lock, she pushed the door wide open, revealing a quaint little study that possessed an unbroken view of the endless gardens and the equally endless fields beyond. “I thought you would prefer somewhere smaller for your tea tray, dearie,” she explained, handing her the key.

      

      “But… why?” Nancy swallowed. “You do not know me.”

      

      “No, but I know a frightened young lady when I see one,” Mrs. Holloway replied, “and I know that His Grace isn’t always the easiest of fellows to contend with. So, you rest yourself here for as long as you please, and when you’ve had your tea and refreshments and serenity, we can think about showing you the rest of the house.”

      

      She turned to leave, causing a jolt of panic to rush through Nancy.

      

      “You are not going to stay with me?” Nancy asked, hearing the desperation in her voice.

      

      Mrs. Holloway raised an eyebrow. “No, dearie, or there’ll be no one to fetch your refreshments. And as His Grace didn’t think to inform us of your arrival, there isn’t a suitable chamber prepared for you. I’ll see to that while you soothe your nerves here.”

      

      “Will I have my own chambers?”

      

      Nancy sat down on a velvet chaise-longue, the color of claret. But rather than relax, she perched on the edge of it as if she would not be staying long.

      

      Mrs. Holloway nodded sympathetically. “Of course, dearie. A lady should always have her own chambers, for there are things that no woman needs to know about her husband, and there are things that no man needs to know about his wife.” She chuckled—a warm, comforting sound. “For example, even the prettiest ladies and the most handsome of men break wind in private.”

      

      Nancy’s cheeks flushed with heat, her throat constricting as she struggled to decide whether to splutter or burst out laughing. Either way, the jest was precisely what she had needed to hear, dragging her out of the pit of terror and despair and anger that had gripped her.

      

      “I shall do my best to be comfortable,” Nancy said. “And thank you for being so considerate. If I had to drink tea alone in a drawing room the size of the Royal Court’s ballroom, I really might have fainted from the stress of it all.”

      

      Mrs. Holloway smiled. “I shan’t be long. There are plenty of books there if you’re an avid reader. If not, there’s the view. If that still doesn’t please you, there’s paper and ink, should you wish to write to your loved ones. We have a rider come to collect letters twice a day—at seven o’clock in the morning and four o’clock in the afternoon.” She gestured to a small writing desk. “You just let me know what you’d like, dearie, and I’ll see it done.”

      

      “Thank you,” Nancy rasped, overcome with gratitude. Writing a letter to her sister would surely lift her spirits.

      

      Mrs. Holloway bowed her head. “Not at all, dearie. It’s my pleasure.”

      

      Turning, she left the study and closed the door behind her, and though Nancy listened for the sound of a key turning in the lock—a trick to trap her—she heard nothing but retreating footsteps.

      

      Nevertheless, Nancy went to check that the door really was unlocked, turning the handle and sticking her head out into the hallway, glancing up and down. The housekeeper had vanished, and the manor, in all its vastness, felt much too quiet.

      

      Ducking back into the study, Nancy crossed to the writing desk and sat down, comforted by the familiar practice of cutting a piece of paper to size and trimming a feather into a quill with a pocketknife so it would write smoothly. That done, she paused and gazed out at the immaculate gardens, her eyes following every pathway and hedge and trail until her head began to spin. Beautiful as they were, the gardens were rather too much like a maze.
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        * * *

      

      “I expect the Dowager Duchess will want to meet you, once she hears of your presence. Indeed, your existence,” Mrs. Holloway said with a wry laugh as she bustled around the study, collecting the empty plates of tarts and dainty cakes that Nancy had demolished. “Though, of course, it’s not my place to do the informing. I’ll leave that to His Grace. Then again, she’ll need to be told before dinner, or she might keel over from the surprise of it, and we don’t want anyone falling face first into their soup.”

      

      Nancy blinked, wondering if the housekeeper always spoke so quickly, or if it was merely to get ahead of any uneasy silences. “I have a letter for the morning post,” she said. “As for dinner, if it is too much trouble, then I shall continue to make myself scarce. I do not want to startle anyone and become the cause of any untimely deaths. Drowning in soup is assuredly not the way anyone wishes to depart this earth.”

      

      The housekeeper ignored the remark. She did not appear to be without a sense of humor, but nor did she seem to entirely appreciate Nancy’s.

      

      “I’ll see what His Grace decides,” Mrs. Holloway said, taking the letter. “And I’ll see to it that this is sent with the morning letters. Did it help much?”

      

      Nancy nodded. “Enormously.”

      

      “I’m glad.” Mrs. Holloway smiled. “You’ll have to invite your family to Stapleton. It’ll be a grand thing to have the hallways and rooms filled with people again. Goodness, I don’t even know of your family, dearie. Are you from… um… a good family?”

      

      Nancy knew the housekeeper wanted to ask if she was from good stock, a noble family with a title and a long lineage, but she appreciated the older woman’s heedfulness.

      

      “I am the youngest daughter of the Marquess and Marchioness of Tillington,” Nancy replied. “My older sister—my only sister—is married to the Duke of Bruxton, so I should say I am surrounded by a good family.”

      

      I was, anyway…

      

      The housekeeper’s tense expression relaxed, and she expelled a quiet sigh of relief. Perhaps she had thought that Nancy might be one of Adam’s less highborn conquests who had somehow managed to weasel a wedding out of him.

      

      “The Dowager Duchess will be pleased to hear that,” Mrs. Holloway said. “What I can’t fathom—and you’ll forgive my boldness—is why we’re only just hearing about you. If you are married, you must have had something of a courtship.”

      

      Nancy heard the subtext in the housekeeper’s words.

      

      What are you to him, and how have you come to be here? How have you managed the impossible?

      

      It was as baffling a question to Nancy herself. The first part, at least. After all, it had been almost two hours since her arrival, and though she felt calmer and fuller, thanks to the cakes and tarts, Adam had not returned. He had not even stopped by for a moment to see how she was faring.

      

      “It is a long story,” Nancy replied. “I am certain you will hear it all in due course, but, if I may, could you tell me where Adam is?”

      

      The housekeeper gasped. “Adam?”

      

      “Yes, I believe you know him.” Nancy mustered a grin, but Mrs. Holloway looked as if she had been slapped with a wet fish. “The gentleman of the house. The Duke of Stapleton. The man who brought me here and then swiftly abandoned me. Could you tell me where I can find him?”

      

      For if he thinks he can leave me in this manor to rot, he is sorely mistaken.

      

      Nancy was roused by a fresh wave of irritation.

      

      I will not be ignored. I will not be a mere decoration, silent and useless.

      

      If the manor had been smaller, quainter, like Tillington House, then perhaps she could have accepted a month-long exile to keep up appearances of a honeymoon. But there was no possible way she could be by herself for a month without feeling the cold creep of loneliness, not at this drafty castle. Indeed, there was every chance she would get lost and never be found.

      

      “I believe he is in his study, dearie,” the housekeeper replied. “But he said he wasn’t to be disturbed.”

      

      Nancy smiled. “And you and I both know that he has no business to attend to. He is avoiding me, Mrs. Holloway, and I do not want to be avoided, for there is too much for us to discuss. Namely, informing his mother of our marriage immediately, so she does not suffer a paroxysm over dinner.” She paused. “So, please do tell me where his study is.”

      

      Mrs. Holloway looked torn.

      

      “If you will not tell me,” Nancy continued, “then I shall have to find it myself, and I do not know these hallways. If I were to lose my way, or take a wrong turn, or fall and injure myself, I think that would be deemed very unfortunate.”

      

      The housekeeper adjusted the knot of her high collar. “Of course, dearie. I’ll show you.”

      

      Ten minutes later, heaving out every breath, holding her sides, her legs burning from the strain of about a million staircases, her brow glistening with perspiration, Nancy came to a halt in what appeared to be one of the turrets. There was just one door ahead of her, and the suffocatingly narrow staircase behind her.

      

      “It’s there,” Mrs. Holloway said, as if it were not obvious.

      

      “Thank you,” Nancy wheezed, heading for the door.

      

      She paused with her hand on the iron ring that served as a handle. Sucking in breath after breath, letting her burning muscles and tight chest fuel her ire, she burst into the room beyond, half expecting to see some other woman in there with him.

      

      But he was alone, sitting bolt upright at the unexpected intrusion. By the looks of it, he had been asleep on the chaise-longue, not tending to any business at all, except the business of making his wife feel as isolated as possible.

      

      “Nancy, I—” he began to say, but she cut him off, doing her best to ignore the fact that he was wearing only his shirt… and his shirt was unbuttoned.

      

      “No, Adam. I shall be doing the talking,” Nancy said coldly, “and you shall be doing the listening. But first, I suggest you make yourself decent. I am not one of your paramours. I do not want to be staring at… that as I try and hold a serious conversation.”

      

      By “that” she meant the rippling muscle of his broad chest, dusted with light brown hair, and the ridges of his abdomen that she could see as his blanket fell down to his hips. Her gaze rested for a moment on two defined lines that cut down from those hips and disappeared beneath the blanket, relieved—in part, at least—that she could see the top edge of his trousers. She was not certain she would have been able to get another word out if she had suspected he was naked under there.

      

      I should have stayed in that little room.

      

      She was feeling hotter than she had done after climbing a thousand steps. He had to be some kind of sorcerer, for the more she stared at his sun-tanned skin, the more her resolve to be stern faltered.
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      Adam had not meant to fall asleep, but after retreating to his study, he had not known what to do with himself. There had been no correspondence to write, all the ledgers and contracts and letters already dealt with from his townhouse in London, where he spent the majority of his time. Indeed, he had almost no personal effects at Stapleton Court at all, for he never stayed long.

      

      Somehow, being caught napping by his wife was worse than if she had caught him doing something else. He felt as if he had regressed to childhood, waiting to be punished.

      

      At least she likes what she sees.

      

      He noted the blush on her cheeks as she tried to look anywhere but at his half-bare chest.

      

      Clutching the blanket to his exposed skin, for the sake of her blushes, he turned his back and quickly buttoned up his shirt. Though if she thought he was going to put his waistcoat and tailcoat back on, she was woefully mistaken.

      

      “What did you wish to discuss?” he asked, turning back around to face her.

      

      She closed the study door but made no move to come nearer. Adam supposed it would take her a while to come to terms with the fact that they were allowed to be alone together.

      

      “Would you like to sit?” he said, patting the empty spot beside him.

      

      She shook her head. “No, thank you. I shall not be staying long.”

      

      “At Stapleton Court or in this room?” He smiled, though his heart sunk, wondering if she might actually leave the manor if that was what she had come to say.

      

      “That remains to be seen,” Nancy replied coolly. “I do not expect much from you, Adam, but I will have respect. Indeed, you once accused me of not being respectful, so I can only assume that you are either a hypocrite or you had a momentary lapse in integrity.”

      

      Adam could not help smiling. “You are particularly beautiful when you are angry. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      

      “Do not employ your games and trickeries, Adam! This is important, and you will not distract me!” she huffed, marching over to the study window and turning her back to him.

      

      She could not have known that the fierce bronze light of sunset streaming in through the pane pierced through the delicate white muslin of her dress, revealing the secrets of the figure beneath. Adam tilted his head to one side, admiring the private view, his gaze truly respecting the hourglass curves of her waist and hips, and the shapeliness of her thighs and calves.

      

      But it was the bare skin between the top of her dress and the bottom of her hairline that he could not look away from—the smooth, inviting flesh on the nape of her neck.

      

      He licked his lips, wondering how hard she would punch him if he were to place a soft kiss on that spot. After all, he still wore the bruise from her last blow.

      

      “Are you going to continue, or are you thoroughly distracted?” he teased, his throat tight as he fought to swallow his desire.

      

      She glanced back over her shoulder, scowling. “You will not run off like a naughty schoolboy again,” she chided. “You will not leave me to find my own amusements in this huge place, nor will you leave it to the housekeeper to entertain me. I do not profess to know what your plan is for our future, but for the month of our honeymoon at least, we will eat our meals together, we will have honest and constant communication, and you will keep any mistresses an absolute secret from Society and the scandal sheets that your name has graced for a decade. Now that you are my husband, you will not embarrass me, not ever.”

      

      The words poured out of her in a torrent, spoken in one breath. “Oh, and you will show me around the house, until such a time as I am comfortable here.”

      

      “Is that all?” He smiled, lounging back as if her requests were as simple as breathing.

      

      Her scowl became a glower. “Do not mock me, Adam, and do not pretend that you will find what I have asked easy.”

      

      “Why should it not be easy?” he asked. “I confess, I came to my study because I did not know what to do with you.”

      

      She turned around fully. “Excuse me? I am not an ornament that you must decide what to do with.”

      

      “You are twisting my words, dear Nancy,” he said, softening his tone. “What I meant was, I did not know how to introduce Stapleton Court to you, nor you to it. You see, I have never brought anyone here before. Even in my younger years, no friend has ever crossed the threshold of this place, including Harry.”

      

      Her expression shifted from annoyed to confused. “I find that impossible to believe.”

      

      “Perhaps, but your disbelief does not make it untrue. You are the first ‘outsider’ who has set foot in this manor in decades,” he insisted, needing her to understand, to some degree, why he had abandoned her in the entrance hall. “I did not know where to begin, with regards to showing you around the house. Nor do I know how I shall tell my mother about you, though the irony is, she will be thrilled however I do it.”

      

      Nancy edged toward the chair before his writing desk and perched upon it, half hidden by the high back. She stared down at the floor for a long while, as if searching the scuffs and chipped varnish for answers. All the while, Adam waited for her to speak again, but as the silence stretched between them, growing as unbearable as a stifling carriage on the hottest day of the year, he could not stay quiet a moment longer.

      

      “As for your remark about mistresses,” he said, “you have no reason to concern yourself.”

      

      She peered around the high back of the chair, one eyebrow raised. “I also find that impossible to believe, considering your reputation. Are you trying to tell me that you are a changed man overnight? You forget, I have heard that sort of thing before. Or rather my mother heard it from my father, time and time again, and it is only recently that he has meant it.”

      

      “I did not say that,” Adam corrected, with an apologetic smile. “As you said yourself, I do not know what the plan is for our future, but as we are both here, we ought to discuss the terms of our union.”

      

      Nancy blanched, looking away quickly. “We will not be sharing bedchambers if that is what you are referring to.”

      

      “I was not, but I am pleased to hear that it has been weighing on your mind,” he half-teased, gaining a sharp glare for his efforts. Still, that would not stop him. “Was it the open shirt that made you think of it? I could remove it altogether if that might make you more comfortable with the arrangement. Or, you could remove it for me if you prefer.”

      

      “That will not be part of the arrangement,” Nancy squeaked, withdrawing into her sheltered shell. A fieldmouse once more.

      

      Adam chuckled. “Very well.”

      

      “Very well?” She frowned. “It is as easy as that?”

      

      He shrugged. “We are equal partners in this marriage business, my darling Nancy.” He paused for half a second, realizing that the terms of endearment had started to feel real, no longer jests for his amusement. “What I mean is, you have requests, and I have requests, and it would serve us both well if we were to respect one another’s wishes.”

      

      “And what are your wishes?” she asked quietly, folding her hands in her lap.

      

      “Let me give my answers to yours, first.” Adam tilted his head from side to side, loosening a knot in the back of his neck. “I agree, I shall not run from you again. If I do not know how to contend with something, I shall seek your opinion. I also agree not to leave you to find your own amusements, but I also cannot promise that I will be at your beck and call at all hours of the day. There will be some occasions where you will have to find your own entertainment, but I doubt you shall have any trouble, for there are plenty of distractions here.”

      

      “Like the gardens?”

      

      He nodded, smiling. “Yes, if they are to your liking.”

      

      “How could they be to anyone’s disliking?” She glanced out of the window, her skin catching the golden hue of the sinking sun, giving her fair hair a halo as the moon had done on the night they had met.

      

      Adam’s breath caught in his throat, for he was certain he had never seen anyone lovelier. A true angel, right there in a devil’s study.

      

      “As for your comments about the housekeeper, Mrs. Holloway has been with this family since I was a boy, and though she might seem severe at times, she will be your greatest friend, I am sure of it. My having a wife has been her fondest dream for years, and though she claims she does not read those ‘awful rags,’ I know that she has glimpsed a few and been crushed by the stories. So, you are already a heroine to her for achieving the improbable—making an honest man out of me.”

      

      “Honest?” Nancy scoffed, looking back at him.

      

      “Oh, dear Nancy, I am nothing if not honest. Too honest, at times. Indeed, I might have a reputation, but lying is not one of my shortcomings,” Adam told her. “For example, I was just thinking how beautiful you looked gazing out of the window just now with the sunset glow on your face. I have never seen anything or anyone more exquisite.”

      

      Her mouth fell open, her eyes so wide he feared they might never blink again.

      

      “I consent to us eating our meals together,” he went on, enjoying her bashfulness. “And I can promise that I will not embarrass you. I know the writers of the scandal sheets very well, and while I have not minded their wicked tales about me until now, they do owe me many, many favors. My name will not be seen among their tawdry gossip any longer, as far as I can help it. For though you might not believe me, I have the capacity to be discreet. If I did not… well, let us just say that there would be a thousand more stories about me.”

      

      He watched her throat move as she swallowed.

      

      “A… thousand?”

      

      “Not all of the same ilk,” he assured her, feeling a strange spike of something unfamiliar in his chest—a cold blade of shame, twisting. He blinked at the sensation, putting a hand to his heart to try and rub away the uncomfortable feeling. “I drink too much, I enjoy too many parties, I gamble too much, and I have friends in all manner of circles. Circles that would be frowned upon by Society.”

      

      She nodded slowly. “I see.”

      

      “To conclude, I will not disrespect you or speak to you as if you are not my equal,” he said, his breath shallow. “I will show you around the house and ensure that you are comfortable here, though it is my hope that you might join me at the townhouse in London in the future. As friends, at the very least.”

      

      She let out a long breath, her body relaxing. “I can accept all of that.”

      

      “I am not done.” He paused. “I will not disrespect you or abandon you, but I cannot love you either. Do not hope for it. That is impossible.”

      

      Nancy tilted up her chin in defiance, her beautiful face taking on a haughty expression. “As if I would hope for such a thing! Evidently, you are forgetting the circumstances of this marriage. I never desired you, never asked for this. Honestly, the gall of you. You must be so accustomed to ladies falling hopelessly in love with you, but you can take comfort in the fact that I shall never be one of them.”

      

      “Excellent,” he replied stiffly, his chest clenching as though something—or someone—were tugging on his insides. “And that leads me rather nicely to my final point.”

      

      “That was not it?”

      

      “No.” He forced a smile. “Once our honeymoon has passed, you will be free to do as you please. Your life will be your own, to live as you see fit, as long as you remember to show the same discretion that I intend to show. I shall live my life in the same fashion, but, at least for now, please rest assured that there will be no one but you.”

      

      She gripped the edge of the chair’s high back, almost shuffling right off the chair itself as she met his steady gaze. “What do you mean?”

      

      “I will be a loyal husband for this month of our honeymoon,” he explained. “There will be no mistresses, no lovers, no paramours, no lady who could even catch my eye. I will see only you, be with only you, and care for only you.”

      

      He did not know what he was saying or why he was saying it, but the words tumbled from his lips, and he was helpless to stop them. All he could do was hold Nancy’s gaze, watching a flurry of emotions shifting across her face—bewilderment, anxiety, something like pain, something devastatingly like hope, and everything in between.

      

      Gradually, her expression slowed to a look of… nothingness. A blank look that he could not read.

      

      “For a month,” she said, with a choking laugh. “Just do not forget my most pressing request.”

      

      He arched an eyebrow. “Not to wander around half-clothed in your presence?”

      

      “Well, that too,” she replied, fidgeting. “Indeed, it is related.”

      

      He nodded, understanding. “You are safe from me, Nancy. I shall endeavor to behave myself.”

      

      “I should hope so.” She stood up and walked to the door, allowing him an exemplary view of her shapely figure as her hips swayed from side to side. “Now, if you please, show me everything that Stapleton Court has to offer.”

      

      Not everything. For you have forbidden it.

      

      Indeed, he had a feeling that the next month would be the longest, most arduous, most frustrating month of his life.
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      Nancy did her best to concentrate on everything Adam was saying as he guided her through the veritable labyrinth of Stapleton Court, but her mind was still back in his study. She could not rid her mind of his bare skin, nor his soft, bewitching voice as he had said, “I will see only you, be with only you, and care for only you.”

      

      For a sweet moment, she had believed she might be as lucky as her sister, falling hopelessly in love with the gentleman she had been forced to marry. Then, just as quickly, she had remembered that Adam was not Edwin. Adam had not been a hermit for a decade, shunning everyone.

      

      Adam had been quite the opposite, and Nancy had no doubt that she was not the first to hear such sweetly spoken words from his equally sweet lips.

      

      But I am the first to come here.

      

      “And this is the former banqueting hall, where almost every monarch has feasted for as long as this manor has been standing,” Adam said, opening the grand double doors to an empty room twice as large as any ballroom Nancy had ever danced in. “As you can see, it is somewhat depressing now. We used to store furniture here, but even that has gone. Now, it is merely a feasting ground for the mice and the spiders.”

      

      Nancy stared wide-eyed at the beautiful room. The entire far wall was made up of windows that looked out on the incredible gardens. She could imagine noblemen and noblewomen from all across the country gathered together in their finery, spoiled for choice as they picked from the feast that would have been displayed, drinking their fill of good wine and joyful company. And when they had feasted enough, she pictured them all stepping out onto the terrace to enjoy a warm evening.

      

      “Do not speak of spiders,” she said, realizing what he had said. “I cannot abide them.”

      

      He chuckled. “Then I fear you will not favor this manor much. They are everywhere, though mostly friendly.” He gestured upward. “There is a particularly large one in my bedchamber. I call him Big Franklin. He is harmless enough.”

      

      She shuddered. “As if I needed any other reason not to join you in your bedchamber.”

      

      “I could ask him to allow us some privacy,” Adam teased, and Nancy’s heart jumped.

      

      She was in two minds about telling him to cease with his improper remarks, for they made her blush furiously and left her tongue-tied. Yet, they also sparked something in her that she had never experienced before—little flutters of pleasure that tingled within. And though she knew he should not be saying such things to her, there was a part of her that did not want him to stop. A part of her that was beginning to scare her.

      

      “I shall never make sense of this manor,” she said, refusing to bite. “I am quite certain that I will get lost every single day that I reside here.”

      

      Adam smiled. “You will soon know it well, I promise.”

      

      He closed the double doors and led her down a cavernous hallway, opening up another set of double doors a short distance away. “This is the Royal Ballroom. I have no notion of why it is called that when no royals live here, but I suppose it speaks for itself.”

      

      He stepped aside to let Nancy see, and as she poked her head around the door, a gasp slipped past her lips. If she had thought the banqueting hall was beautiful, it was nothing compared to this. Every wall was adorned with gilt mirrors that gleamed from floor to ceiling, with cream and gold silk wallpaper in between. Some of the mirrors were showing signs of age, beginning to bubble and tarnish, but the essence of their former glory remained.

      

      “Goodness,” she whispered, tiptoeing further inside. “I imagine your ancestors were favorites of the Royal Court.”

      

      Adam laughed. “Or they knew a lot of royal secrets.”

      

      “I have never seen anything like it.”

      

      She gazed up at the five huge, ornate chandeliers that must have held at least a hundred candles each, though the sconces were now empty, like the rest of the room.

      

      The glint of so much gold drew her deeper into the old ballroom, the floorboards creaking beneath her feet as she made her way to the center. There, she spun in a slow circle, looking at each one of her countless reflections. And once she had started, she found she could not stop, turning around and around until her skirts whirled about her legs and the room became a blur of gold and silver and bygone balls that must have been the talk of the country.

      

      So, it came as quite a shock when a hand caught hers, and she found herself spinning into the solid chest of her husband. His arm slipped around her waist, a grin on his tempting lips as he began to move around the ballroom with her, guiding her in a dance she did not know. All she could do was cling on, feeling as if she might trip over his feet at any moment. They were so close to one another.

      

      “What are you doing?” she asked, breathless, as she grew accustomed to the whirling motion of the dance.

      

      “Is it not obvious?”

      

      She shook her head, moving with him as she called upon the ghosts of every ball that had ever taken place there.

      

      “We are waltzing, dear Nancy,” he told her, bringing his lips close to her ear as he whispered the words. “And you are doing very well, I must say. Is this not your first time?”

      

      At the sound of the word waltz, she stepped away from him, removing herself from his embrace. “I have never waltzed, nor would I. It is a vulgar dance.”

      

      Adam chuckled. “Only because it allows two people to be close to one another. Is that such a terrible thing?” He paused. “I could show you how to waltz properly if you would allow me. I think you might find it enjoyable.”

      

      “I was enjoying myself,” she shot back, flustered, “until you cut in.”

      

      All of a sudden, his mischievous demeanor vanished, replaced with something akin to concern. “I have upset you,” he said. “I did not mean to. Truly, I just saw you twirling there, and I wanted to join you. I cannot recall the last time anyone danced in this ballroom, and I forgot myself. Please, come to me. I am sorry.”

      

      He held out his hand, and though Nancy knew she should not accept, she found herself reaching for him in return.

      

      “No waltzing.”

      

      He nodded. “No waltzing. I shall add that to the list of things I must not do.”

      

      “It is becoming quite an extensive list,” Nancy said, struggling to hide the breathlessness in her voice.

      

      She wished she could say it was just from the twirling, but that would have been a lie.

      

      With her hand resting more appropriately on his, Adam escorted her out of the ballroom, but she suspected that the memory of it would linger longer.

      

      How often did a lady get to waltz with an extraordinarily handsome gentleman in a ballroom that looked as if it had been plucked from the pages of a fairytale?

      

      I must not desire it. I shall not sully myself by becoming uncouth, simply because I am in the company of a rake.

      

      But as Adam showed her the rest of the manor, explaining the purpose—or former purpose—of each dusty study and empty room, Nancy began to long for the ballroom again. There was no room quite as marvelous in the entire manor nor as magical.

      

      But why should I not make use of it while I am here? There is no one to see me. No one would know, and it is not exactly breaking the rules of our arrangement.

      

      However, she could not deny that those fluttering sparks had riled themselves into a frenzy when Adam had held her like that, whirling her around the room, his arm securely wrapped around her waist to stop her from falling.

      

      “Are you well?” he asked as they paused to observe the Dining Hall. “You have been rather quiet.”

      

      Nancy blinked. “I am quite well. Just trying to remember it all.”

      

      “It is not so difficult,” he assured. “I did not mention it before, but these days, we only really make use of the northern and eastern wings. The western and southern wings are more for show when the manor is open to visitors.”

      

      “Visitors?”

      

      He smiled wryly. “People are, by nature, inquisitive. And they cannot resist a manor such as this one when they happen to be passing by, though there are plenty who come here specifically to pry. That is why we only let them see the wings we do not use.”

      

      “Goodness! Do you think we shall be inundated once news of our marriage reaches Society?” Nancy joked while a very real shiver of trepidation crept down her spine.

      

      She did not want to be gawped and gawked at like an animal in someone’s menagerie.

      

      Adam laughed. “If they come, we shall bar the doors and really give them something to gossip about.” He hesitated. “Or perhaps we could have a ball to show everyone that our marriage is not a farce. We could put on a performance of being the most smitten couple in the whole of the ton, to guard our privacy for years to come.”

      

      Would we waltz? Would we be the envy of everyone present? Would ladies swoon at the sight of us, wishing they were in my place? Would he proudly present me, keeping to his promise of not even looking at another woman?

      

      “I think not,” Nancy said quietly, feeling suddenly shy.

      

      Before he could make any other outlandish suggestions that would surely make the butterflies in her stomach grow ever wilder, footsteps clattered down the hallway, coming toward the pair at a swift pace. Nancy turned to find Mrs. Holloway hurrying along, her chatelaine clinking at her waist.

      

      “She is coming!” the housekeeper said, skidding to a halt on the worn floors smoothed by countless feet.

      

      Adam canted his head. “Who?”

      

      “Who do you think, Your Grace?” Mrs. Holloway rolled her eyes. “The Dowager Duchess has decided to take tea in the ballroom courtyard, for reasons beyond my comprehension, and she knows you are here, which is also beyond my comprehension, considering she has been in her bedchamber since yesterday. She wants to see you, Your Grace, so I suggest you have the details of your marriage in order.”

      

      All the color suddenly drained from Adam’s face. “Might you—”

      

      “No, Your Grace, I shall not pretend that you have ventured out for the evening, and I shall not hide Her Grace from her,” the housekeeper interjected, looking harried as she turned her attention to Nancy. “Dearie, I apologize for being so abrupt. There is nothing to fear. The Dowager Duchess is a lovely woman. It is only His Grace who ought to be worried.”

      

      Nancy glanced at Adam. “Why is that?”

      

      “Because I promised I would return a fortnight ago, and I did not,” Adam replied, huffing out a breath. “Still, I am sure she will forgive me once she meets you, dearest Nancy.”

      

      Every time he said that, every time he put “dear” or “dearest” in front of her name, Nancy’s heart trembled. Of course, she knew it was just his way of teasing her, but that did not stop it from affecting her, especially as her mind seemed determined to cling to its long-held fantasy of romance.

      

      “The ballroom courtyard,” Mrs. Holloway insisted. “Now.”

      

      Adam waved a dismissive hand. “Very well, but might you ensure that something more substantial is brought with the tea? My wife and I have not eaten since luncheon.”

      

      “Now you tell me!” Mrs. Holloway swept a hand across her silvery hair, which was pulled back in a tight bun. “Of course, I shall bring sandwiches and whatever else I can muster, though the cook will not be pleased. She relishes her rest, and I’m going to have to wake her up.”

      

      Adam flashed her a grin, but it did not reach his eyes. “Give her my apologies.”

      

      “I will, though much good it’ll do me.” The housekeeper groaned. “It’ll be me who gets it in the neck.”

      

      She marched off without another word, heading back the way she had come, while Adam quickly caught hold of Nancy’s arm and steered her through the maze of hallways to the ballroom she had not ceased thinking about.

      

      “There is time for a waltz if you would indulge me?” he offered, with a lopsided smile, as they entered the astonishing room together.

      

      “The only thing I wish to indulge is my stomach when those sandwiches arrive,” Nancy replied, catching her reflection in the multitude of mirrors.

      

      She was not a vain woman and rarely looked at herself unless she was making final adjustments before a ball, but with Adam standing at her side, she could not help staring. Even though he was wearing only his shirt and trousers and hessian boots, and she was wearing the white muslin dress that she had traveled in, her hair somewhat messy, there was no denying they made a handsome pair. Indeed, in the reflection of so many mirrors, they did not look real. They looked as if they had been painted.

      

      What a pity. Indeed, what a waste.

      

      For if his character had matched his beauty and his amusing wit, she was quite certain that she would have been the envy of Society. And she was even more certain that she would have fallen hopelessly in love with him.
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      Bathed in the soft glow of the torches that had been lit in the ballroom courtyard—an opulent, quiet square of white marble and blossom trees—Nancy patiently awaited the arrival of the Dowager Duchess, while Adam paced back and forth beneath the darkening dusk. He knew his mother was going to be furious with him, even after he informed her of his marriage.

      

      She has always wanted to see me wed, has spent years arranging fruitless potential matches, and I did it all without so much as a letter.

      

      “You should sit,” Nancy said. “Your marching is beginning to make me feel queasy.”

      

      Adam halted for a moment, plucking one of the blossom petals from a nearby tree, but the impulse to pace soon returned, and he could not resist it. More and more, he was beginning to wish he had locked the door to his study and stayed there until morning, when his mind would be clearer.

      

      At that moment, the door to the courtyard opened, and Mrs. Holloway led Adam’s mother, Dorothea, out across the marble to one of the wicker peacock chairs.

      

      Adam watched, his heart in his throat, as his mother shuffled across the slippery floor, clinging tightly to Mrs. Holloway’s arm. Every time he went away, he forgot just how weak and fragile his mother had become. And every time he returned, it shocked him tenfold to see the skeleton draped in fine fabrics, devoid of any health or color or vitality.

      

      Even Nancy looked alarmed, glancing at Adam as if to say, “Should she be out here? Is she well enough?”

      

      He cast her a discreet nod to reassure her.

      

      “Good evening to you, Mother,” he said, moving to take Dorothea from Mrs. Holloway’s care. “You seem sprightly today. Once we have finished our tea, perhaps we should have a country dance in the ballroom?”

      

      “Either you are teasing, or you have lost your sight while you have been away,” Dorothea replied in her breathy, rasping voice. “I could not dance, even if I wanted to.”

      

      He helped her to the chair beside Nancy’s. “I could gather you up in my arms and dance with you if you prefer.”

      

      “Silly boy,” Dorothea said with a croaky laugh. “Although, I have dreamed of the ballroom a great deal in your absence. Is it not ridiculous that I once thought I would hold the finest ball of every Season in that room, certain that I would be celebrated for my efforts?”

      

      Adam crouched down in front of her, pulling a blanket around her shoulders. “It is not ridiculous, Mother. You did not know.” He resisted the urge to look over at Nancy, hoping she would not become too curious about what went unspoken between mother and son. “And it might yet become a place of celebration, for I have good news for you.”

      

      “If it has anything to do with one of your… acquaintances being with child, I do not wish to hear of it, and I shall certainly not celebrate it,” Dorothea muttered, her bony hands clawing at the edges of the blanket, attempting to wrap it tighter around herself. “You should have married that lovely Hewson girl when you were told to.”

      

      Adam drew in a steadying breath. “That was almost half a lifetime ago.”

      

      “Not half my lifetime,” she pointed out.

      

      He dropped his chin to his chest, realizing this would be more difficult than he had anticipated. But before he could say another word, Nancy’s voice drifted through the still night air.

      

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Your Grace,” she said, rising from her chair and curtseying to Dorothea.

      

      Dorothea squinted at Nancy. “And who might you be?”

      

      “I am your son’s wife,” Nancy replied.

      

      Adam’s heart did something unusual as those words sank into his consciousness. It leaped a little, like a fish jumping out of the water of a mirror-still pond, causing everything to ripple.

      

      “Pardon?” Dorothea’s thin eyebrows rose up.

      

      “We were married yesterday at St. Andrew’s Church, close to my family’s residence, Tillington House,” Nancy continued as Adam held his breath, uncertain of how much she intended to tell of the truth. “The arrangement was struck between my father, the Marquess of Tillington, and your son after he rescued me from a terrible wretch at Lord Bainton’s ball. I am very grateful to him for saving me, and for vowing to spend the rest of his life with me. It was… unexpected, but I am glad of it.”

      

      To Adam’s surprise, Nancy came to his side and slipped her arm through his, putting on a display of unity. All the while, Dorothea observed the pair as if observing a foreign ritual that her eyes could not comprehend.

      

      Dorothea squinted harder. “Come closer. I cannot see you properly in this dim light.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace,” Nancy said, dragging Adam with her as she took a step forward.

      

      Though Adam was not looking at his mother, he knew the exact moment that Dorothea had seen Nancy properly, for he heard the soft gasp slip from her mouth. It was the same reaction that he knew he might have had if he had met Nancy in a more traditional fashion—catching a glimpse of her across a crowded ballroom, seeing her in Hyde Park on a Sunday afternoon, admiring her from afar, from the other end of a dinner table. Any other way but the way they had met.

      

      “You are… my son’s wife?” Dorothea mumbled. “But you are so beautiful!”

      

      Nancy bowed her head. “You are too kind, Your Grace.”

      

      “Oh, goodness!” Dorothea clamped a hand over her mouth. “Forget whatever I said about acquaintances being with child. I am not well, dear girl, and I did not mean it. My son is a righteous gentleman. I mistook him for… for a… for a brother of mine, long dead now, who was rather lascivious. But not my son, I assure you.”

      

      Nancy smiled, though she tried to conceal it. “I am aware of the awful rumors about your son, Your Grace, and I know that not a word of it is true. A gentleman of such ill repute would not attempt to rescue a young lady like me if he was what they say he is. So, I have chosen to trust in him and respect him for what I know him to be.”

      

      “Quite right!” Dorothea relaxed in her chair, breathing more easily.

      

      Oh, Mother.

      

      Adam wanted to shake his head at her gullibility or laugh at the ingenuity of his wife, but he could not ruin the moment. Not when Nancy was slowly wriggling him free of the hook he might otherwise be on.

      

      “And you say you got married yesterday?” Dorothea asked, shooting Adam a glare.

      

      “Yes, Mother,” he replied. “It was a small ceremony, and I did not want to bother you with such a journey. Instead, I thought you might like the surprise of meeting her after the wedding.”

      

      Dorothea sniffed. “It is not an unpleasant surprise.” Her brow furrowed. “But why were you married so quickly? You did not inform me of any courtship, unless I have forgotten it?” Her gaze drifted toward Nancy’s stomach, her eyes pinched in suspicion.

      

      “The fellow that your son saved me from is not a nice man,” Nancy explained without hesitation as if she had been practicing the story. “He threatened to spread vicious lies about me unless I agreed to marry him, which is when Adam stepped in. However, nothing could prevent those vicious lies from being written in the scandal sheets. The marriage had to be performed in haste, to spare me from any unwarranted scrutiny.”

      

      Dorothea tucked her chin into the top of the blanket, nodding slowly. “If I still had some vitality in my old bones, I would ask for the address of this unpleasant fellow and give him a stern scolding.”

      

      No, Mother, you would not.

      

      Adam held his tongue, knowing that his mother’s illness made her say things that were not true. Indeed, though the sickness had weakened her body, it had somehow made her mind and resolve stronger, too many years too late to be of any use to him.

      

      “Oh, he has been dealt with,” Nancy assured.

      

      Dorothea managed a smile—the first Adam had seen in years. “I am pleased to hear it.” She paused. “Did you tell me your name? I cannot remember.”

      

      “Nancy.”

      

      Dorothea’s smile widened. “Such a pretty name. I knew a Nancy once. She was a lady’s maid of mine. A favorite for a long time, until she—” Her face scrunched. “She was… um… sent away from Stapleton Court, though I cannot remember why. I adored her. My boy, can you remember why?”

      

      “She burned Father’s tailcoat with the iron,” Adam said stiffly.

      

      He hated thinking about those days almost as much as he hated talking about them.

      

      Dorothea’s expression darkened. “Ah, yes. I remember now.” She shook her head as if to rid herself of the terrible memory. “But you shall find no cruelty here, Nancy. Have you settled in well? Is everything to your liking?” She reached for Nancy’s hand, and Nancy gave it willingly.

      

      “I have not even seen my bedchamber yet,” Nancy admitted, with a pointed smile at Adam. “But everything I have seen, I have admired. The gardens are so very beautiful, and the ballroom is… I have no words to describe how remarkable it is. I can understand why you wanted to hold tremendous gatherings.”

      

      Dorothea sniffed. “Wanted to. I was not permitted.”

      

      “No?” Nancy frowned.

      

      “You will be more fortunate than me,” Dorothea said, gripping Nancy’s hand tighter. “You will be happy here, I am sure of it. I can sense that you are the sort of lady who will bring such life back to these tiresome halls. You will enjoy everything I could not. Yes, that is my hope for you, Nancy. I hope that you will be gloriously happy here, living in peace and harmony with your husband in a way that I was not allowed to.”

      

      Adam gulped. “Mother, do not scare the poor girl.”

      

      “Why should she be scared?” Dorothea shot back. “She is not married to a brute.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes widened, her expression startled.

      

      “Mother, that is enough,” Adam said softly, not daring to fix his attention on his wife.

      

      He did not want to see even a hint of pity in her eyes, for if he did, the ripples she had already begun to cause inside him would transform into a flood, washing away the sturdy foundations of strength that he had forced himself to build brick by painful brick.

      

      Dorothea pursed her lips. “Apologies, Nancy. I do not know what I am saying most of the time. Forgive me. My son is quite right, this is not the time for dwelling on the past, but for looking toward the future.” She relaxed her grip on Nancy’s hand. “You are welcome here.”

      

      “Thank you,” Nancy murmured.

      

      “As for you, my boy,” Dorothea continued, eyeing Adam closely, “I trust you will give your wife the loyalty and affection that she deserves. That every wife deserves. Cherish her, Adam. Love her. Do not forsake her and do not hurt her, for if you do…”

      

      If I do, I will be just like him?

      

      Adam lowered his gaze, staring at the dark veins that meandered through the white marble. Ingrained. And he had to wonder if the same was true about him.
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      Sitting back in the wicker peacock chair with a thick woolen blanket wrapped around her, to stave off the chill of night, Nancy was struck by an odd feeling. She was far from home, married to a gentleman she had not wanted to marry, in a huge manor that should have felt daunting, but she felt… content. She could not explain it.

      

      It is the sandwiches and cakes, surely.

      

      She tucked her chin into the top of the blanket. Mrs. Holloway and one of the maids had brought a hearty feast to the courtyard, and with the Dowager Duchess’s encouragement, Nancy had eaten a veritable mountain of delicacies, washed down with endless cups of tea. A perfect dinner, in her opinion.

      

      “I am as stuffed as a Yuletide goose,” Adam declared, smiling and patting his stomach, which could not have been flatter if it tried.

      

      The Dowager Duchess flinched, her eyes blinking slowly as if she had been dozing. “Hmm?”

      

      “I said I am quite full,” Adam repeated softly, rising from his chair. “Shall I take you to your chambers, Mother? You look weary.”

      

      The Dowager Duchess snorted. “I always look weary. I have not been well-rested since before your birth, my boy.” She glanced at Nancy, frowning. A moment later, the frown became a flicker of recognition that grew into remembrance. “Have you eaten enough, dear girl? I apologize for falling asleep. You must think me a terrible bore, or terribly uncouth, for slumbering in company.”

      

      “Not at all,” Nancy replied. “My own mother is fond of napping and cannot stay awake during summer afternoons no matter how hard she tries. Once, we visited the botanical gardens, and she fell asleep on a bench in the butterfly house. She was utterly mortified, but I have always thought that one must sleep when one is tired, regardless of the place.”

      

      The Dowager Duchess seemed pleased by the reply. “You are a sweet girl, Nancy. Sweeter than my dear boy deserves, but precisely what he needs.” She put her hand out to Adam. “I think I shall retire now, after all. Might you send for Mrs. Holloway? I will not trouble you to take me to my chambers when your lovely wife is here.”

      

      “I do not mind,” Adam said.

      

      The Dowager Duchess smacked his hand lightly. “What an unkind thing to say! Of course, you must mind.”

      

      “What I meant was, I can take you to your chambers and return to my lovely wife. I am stronger than Mrs. Holloway, and if you should fall on the stairs, I would never forgive myself,” Adam urged.

      

      My lovely wife…

      

      Nancy’s heart fluttered, her chest warm as if she had sipped a mouthful of brandy.

      

      Just then, the housekeeper appeared, making Nancy wonder if she had been hiding somewhere nearby all along. Nancy’s father had once said that the test of a good servant was how well they could anticipate one’s needs, and though Nancy did not like to think of what needs her father might have been referring to, Mrs. Holloway was clearly a dedicated cornerstone of the household.

      

      “I am here, Your Grace,” Mrs. Holloway said, taking hold of the Dowager Duchess’s arm.

      

      The Dowager Duchess smiled. “What would I do without you, Bess?”

      

      “Oh, I am certain you would manage,” the housekeeper quipped, smiling back.

      

      There was a sweet fondness between the two older women that warmed Nancy’s heart, for there seemed to be a friendship there, likely forged over decades. Perhaps it was inevitable that two women who had been in one another’s lives for so long would become friends, even if they had begun as mistress and servant.

      

      I wish Mama had someone like that.

      

      Fanny had only recently started to try and rekindle old friendships that Nicholas had ruined. According to her, it had not been easy to try and persuade her friends to take her back after years and years of silence.

      

      “Don’t you worry, Your Grace,” Mrs. Holloway told Adam. “You enjoy the evening before autumn comes and it gets too cold to sit outside.”

      

      Adam pressed his lips together in disapproval, but the two older women were already making their way through the nearest door, heading back into the manor and leaving the young newlyweds to enjoy each other’s company… or sit in awkward silence, whichever came first.

      

      “How long has she been unwell?” Nancy asked once the ladies had gone. She figured she would get ahead of any uncomfortable silence.

      

      Adam returned to his chair, gazing out across the courtyard to where it opened out into a shadowed garden. Lavender drifted on the breeze. The torchlight reflected in his eyes, making it seem as if they were burning.

      

      “Adam?” Nancy prompted.

      

      “Since my father died. A slow, wasting sickness.”

      

      “When did he die?”

      

      “Ten years ago, next week,” he replied. “He died on her birthday.”

      

      Nancy nodded slowly. “Was that a gift of sorts?”

      

      She had made certain assumptions from the Dowager Duchess’s limited words—primarily one word: brute—about the man in question, and Adam’s cold grimace only confirmed them.

      

      “It should have been,” Adam replied, “but he left her with this parting sickness that has plagued her for a decade. Physicians of every kind have come to investigate her malady, yet none have been able to give a diagnosis. It is a mystery illness that takes more of her every year, so one can only assume it is a curse.”

      

      Nancy raised an eyebrow. “You do not believe in such things, do you?”

      

      “Not really.” He smiled. “I believe she has an ailment that has not yet been discovered, but it is far more dramatic to call it a curse. Indeed, it rather paints my father in the light I would prefer him to be painted in.”

      

      “You did not have a good relationship?”

      

      Adam laughed tightly. “No, I would not call it good.”

      

      “Might I ask why not?”

      

      Adam turned his head to meet her curious gaze. “You can ask, but you will not receive an answer. It is not something I discuss, for speaking of it is a thief of joy, and it has been my solemn vow to seek joy in everything.” He got up, offering her his hand. “Dance with me instead.”

      

      “I cannot dance with you,” Nancy replied, staring at his proffered hand, thoroughly tempted. “There is no music, there is no one to call the dance.”

      

      Adam tutted. “The trouble with you, darling Nancy, is that you lack imagination. I thought I saw a glimpse of it in the ballroom earlier, but I must have been mistaken.”

      

      “I have ample imagination!” she protested, for it was the one thing she had in abundance.

      

      Indeed, it was her vivid imagination that had made her believe she could find the gentleman of her dreams and live happily ever after in a romance that never ended. He was the one who had limited her imagination.

      

      “Then dance with me,” Adam repeated, wiggling his fingers. “Let me show you how to waltz, the way I learned it in Vienna.”

      

      Nancy’s eyes widened. “You have been to Vienna?”

      

      “I have been everywhere,” he replied, chuckling.

      

      She smiled wryly. “Indeed, they do say that about you.”

      

      “Her aim is true.” Adam clasped a hand to his chest, wincing. “She never misses. A hit. Another palpable hit!”

      

      She batted him lightly on the arm. “You are being silly again.”

      

      “One must be silly. It is required in life, for when one takes oneself too seriously, one becomes an utter bore. Now, will you waltz, or will you not?”

      

      She swallowed thickly and, with a breath, took his hand. “I shall… attempt to waltz.”

      

      His skin was rough against the softness of hers, for she had quite forgotten to put her gloves back on after removing them to eat her sandwiches. And though she knew she should insist on putting them back on, she rather liked the warmth of his hand on hers and found she did not want to spoil the moment.

      

      “You are not a gifted dancer? I find that surprising, for you have the figure and form of a prima ballerina, and you move with such grace.”

      

      She blinked. “And I am surprised that you have made such an observation of my… figure and form. You should not have done.”

      

      “I cannot help it.” He grinned and, without so much as asking for permission, scooped her up into his arms.

      

      She yelped, pummeling her fists against his shoulder, kicking out her legs in protest while her cheeks flushed with embarrassment. “Put me down at once!” she cried. “This is most unseemly! My skirts are… where they should not be!”

      

      “Who is here to see?” he replied, carrying her to the ballroom, beaming through every feeble blow she landed. “And if your husband does not faint at the sight of an ankle, you should not worry.”

      

      Nancy did not know whether to laugh, punch him, or enjoy the sensation of being carried. Somehow, she managed to do all three as he carried her into that resplendent room and put her down in the center of it, where the mirrors reflected her unexpected mirth and her red cheeks and her wild hair, tossed by the breeze and the hours of traveling that she had not yet had the opportunity to shake off.

      

      “You are exceedingly naughty,” she chided as he finally put her down.

      

      He grinned. “Of course, and you would not be laughing like that if I was prim and proper.”

      

      “I am not laughing. I am wheezing. You squeezed me too hard.”

      

      He closed the gap between them while she was in the midst of catching her breath, and slipped his arm around her, taking hold of her hand, interlacing their fingers. She stood frozen, any hope of breath abandoned. Her heart thundered in her chest as her eyes met his.

      

      “Put your hand here,” he instructed in a deep, sultry voice that bewitched her as he tapped the side of his ribcage.

      

      She was certain she would have walked off the edge of a cliff if he had asked her to in that exact same voice.

      

      Her hand rested hesitantly on the spot, feeling the indents of his ribs and the way the muscles flexed and loosened as he breathed.

      

      “Very good,” he said, then placed his hand on the curve of her waist. Her breath hitched at the intimate touch, and in the mirrors that surrounded them, she saw her nerves reflected. “Now, we raise our arms like this,” he continued, their arms forming a circle of sorts, their hands joined above their heads. “I shall teach you the steps another time. For now, stand on my feet.”

      

      She gulped. “Pardon?”

      

      “Stand on my feet. I shall guide you.”

      

      Gingerly, she obeyed, stepping up on his boots, hoping she would not crush his toes with her weight. But she had little time to fret about such things, as he suddenly pulled her closer, her bosom pressed flush to his chest, his arm tight around her waist. And as he gazed down at her with mischief in his eyes, their faces were so close that one tilt of his head would have brought his lips to hers.

      

      “Hold tight,” he told her as he began to move, turning in slow circles around the room.

      

      Fearful that she might topple over, despite his powerful arm around her waist, she did as she was told, gripping a fistful of his shirt as if her life depended on it. All the while, he moved in those slow, steady circles, sweeping her around the ballroom with the ease and grace of one of her fairytale heroes.

      

      Gradually, the fear disappeared, replaced with the thrill of whirling and twirling around the magnificent ballroom. Nancy threw her head back, laughing and yelping every time he moved too quickly or caught her off balance while she watched them together in the mirrors. The reflection did not seem real. It was as if she was watching performers in a theatrical, marveling at the beauty of them, wishing she were inside the mirrors, partaking.

      

      Soon enough, giddy and overwhelmed by the thrill of it all, she decided to step off his feet and dance for herself. The steps themselves were simple enough, and she was a quick study.

      

      “Forgive me,” she mumbled as she floundered through the first couple of steps, trying to make her feet do what she had seen his feet do in the mirrors.

      

      “Take your time,” he whispered, slowing the rotations so she could catch up.

      

      A moment later, she had it, the movements slotting into place in her mind and body as she moved with him, safe in his arms. She peered up into his eyes, the mirrors and their reflections fading into nothing as she concentrated on him and only him. She did not even need to glance down at her feet; they were doing what they were supposed to. She could feel it, letting herself become one with the dance.

      

      Magic seemed to thrum through the magnificent ballroom as they danced together, unspeakably close, twirling around through pools of light and dark. Only a few lanterns had been lit in the side sconces, while only one chandelier cast down any light to see by, half-filled with candles. And as they had lost the sunset’s glow that had previously streamed in through the far windows, it transformed the ballroom into a strange and beautiful underworld, where Adam and Nancy pulsed in and out of the light, as if glimpsed through hedgerows or cracks between worlds.

      

      “Are you not glad that you danced?” Adam asked as he suddenly stopped and twirled her.

      

      She spun back to face him, breathless and exhilarated. “I am, though that still does not mean a waltz has any place in society.”

      

      “Who said I want to see it in society?” he purred. “Here is far more delightful. Alone. Just the two of us.”

      

      He pulled her to him once more, though he did not try to raise their arms in the circle from before. Instead, he held her hand against his chest, while his other arm wrapped around her waist again. She waited for him to move, believing it was some unknown part of the dance—a second movement, perhaps—but he did not. He just held her, his gaze flitting down to her parted lips.

      

      “Why must you be so beautiful?” he asked thickly. “Who sent you to torment me, hmm?”

      

      Nancy’s confusion transformed into alarm. “What do you mean? In what way am I tormenting you?”

      

      “I cannot say, for if I do, you shall hate me for it,” he replied, grazing his teeth over his lower lip. “I should… take you to the bedchamber.”

      

      Panic seized Nancy’s heart in a vice-like grip, though she could not ignore the small tremor of intrigue that vibrated beneath the fear. “I told you, that is not permitted. There is to be no… bedchamber tomfoolery.”

      

      “Your bedchamber, you silly goose,” he said softly, almost regretfully. “I must take you to your bedchamber before I do something that you shall undoubtedly punch me for, and I cannot risk my nose breaking this time.”

      

      She relaxed and found the faintest echo of regret in her own heart. “Are you saying we should not dance again?”

      

      “Not tonight,” he replied, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. “There is too much magic in the air tonight.”

      

      Her eyes widened. “Magic? You… felt it too?”

      

      “You felt something?” His arm pressed her closer to him, his hand cradling her cheek. “Now, that is interesting. Perhaps we could continue to dance if something has been stirred with—”

      

      “I meant the ballroom,” she blurted out, suddenly embarrassed by whatever she had been feeling. Indeed, she wished she had kept her mouth shut, not indulging in whatever games he was playing with her. “The magic of the ballroom. It was like I could feel the history and all the dancing that had come before. That is what I was referring to.”

      

      He smiled. “I see.”

      

      “I am telling the truth!”

      

      His smile widened. “I never said I doubted you.”

      

      “No, but you are staring at me with that of course expression. All haughty and superior and amused with yourself,” she huffed, her cheeks on fire. He must have been able to feel the heat of them. “Indeed, one might ask what magic you were referring to.”

      

      He shook his head and took hold of her hand, lifting it to his lips. “I dare not speak of that either.”

      

      “For fear of being punched?” she scoffed, struggling to keep up the appearance of a woman who had control of her emotions.

      

      He sighed. “No, dearest wife. For fear of something far more concerning.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Her heart pounded wildly, the little hairs on the back of her neck standing up as if a storm was coming.

      

      “I cannot say, for you will surely hate me for it,” he repeated, then kissed her hand softly, his lips caressing her bare skin. “Come, let us retire before your curiosity gets the better of you.”

      

      But it was much too late for that. Her curiosity, like a sickness, was already sweeping through her, refusing to be ignored.

      

      “What magic did he feel?” the foolish, girlish, romantic part of her mind screamed, but he was already walking away, and she doubted she would receive an answer she could bear.

      

      For there was nothing he could say to her, no promise he could make or confession he could declare, that she could ever trust.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 19

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “To what do I owe this rare sight?” Dorothea asked as Adam entered the breakfast room the following morning. He felt how she looked.

      

      “I might say the same to you,” he replied, taking a seat at the small table that looked out on the lily pond. “It has been years since you left your bedchamber for breakfast.”

      

      Dorothea sniffed. “How would you know? You are never here.”

      

      “I am here as often as duty allows,” he insisted. “And I am to remain for an entire month, this time, so you cannot possibly complain.”

      

      Dorothea took a pointed bite from a triangle of toast. “What is the truth, my boy?”

      

      “Pardon?” Adam took some toast for himself, buttering it.

      

      “What is the truth of this marriage? There is no possible way you have managed to capture the heart of such a charming, sweet girl. She is not the kind to be so easily swayed. So, how have you swayed her?”

      

      Adam feigned outrage. “What if it is my heart that has been captured? What if I have changed my ways for someone, at long last? Is that not what you have desired all these years? Again, you cannot possibly complain. I am doing everything you have hoped I would.”

      

      “But why?” Dorothea pressed.

      

      Adam met her keen eyes, knowing he had been foolish to think he could hoodwink her. “Because I made a mistake, Mother, and marrying her is my penance.”

      

      “What?” Dorothea gasped.

      

      “I will not elaborate, but all you need to know is that you are right. She is sweeter than I deserve and is not like anyone I have ever met before,” Adam replied. “She is chaste, she is honorable, she has done nothing wrong, and she is stuck with me. So, please, continue to make her as comfortable as possible here, and let us all pretend that the story she told you is the whole truth, without embellishments. It is not far from the truth, she merely left out the mistake that I made, so let us leave it at that.”

      

      Dorothea nodded. “Very well.”

      

      “Thank you.”

      

      Adam bit into his toast and poured some weak coffee, wondering if he ought to return to his bedchamber after breakfast. He had barely slept a wink last night, thinking of Nancy and how perfectly she had fitted in his arms as they danced, and how beautiful she had looked with her cheeks flushed and her eyes bright.

      

      One more moment, and I would have kissed her.

      

      He would not have been able to resist, for there had been magic in the ballroom the previous night, and she had been the conjurer, weaving wicked spells around his heart and mind. Deliciously wicked spells.

      

      “You complement one another,” Dorothea commented, sipping her tea. “Far better than that Hewson girl.”

      

      Adam laughed. “That Hewson girl that has been married for a decade?”

      

      “Yes, and I am saying I am very glad you did not marry her,” Dorothea retorted. “Nancy is a much greater delight. I shall look forward to getting better acquainted with her. I always longed for a daughter, you know, but it was not to be. I was not destined to have any more children after you were born. A blessing, probably.”

      

      Adam picked up his cup and stared into the dark brown liquid. “Certainly, a blessing. Not a kind one for you, but a necessary one.” He shuddered. “I dread to think what might have befallen a sister if I had had one.”

      

      “As do I,” Dorothea replied, her hand trembling slightly.

      

      An uncomfortable silence stretched between mother and son, both lost in their own sorrowful memories.

      

      “So, I suspect we have both come down to breakfast for the same reason,” Adam said, unable to bear that pensive quiet any longer.

      

      Dorothea frowned. “Whatever do you mean?”

      

      “We both wish to see my wife,” he teased, putting on a show of humor once more. It was an easy mask to slip on.

      

      Her frown deepened. “I assumed you would have—”

      

      “No, and we shall not,” he interrupted. “And you are not to mention it.”

      

      “I… do not understand.”

      

      He took another mouthful of his coffee to wet his dry throat. “I am biding my time with my wife, Mother. There is no rush, and I would not frighten her.” He paused. “We shall be friends first.”

      

      “Oh…” Dorothea smiled, her expression somewhat faraway. “That is a pleasant thing, indeed. I imagine there would be more successful, happy marriages if that were true for everyone—befriending one another before anything else, being one another’s confidantes above all else. Yes, that sounds like a very fine thing.” She hesitated. “But children can be a very fine thing, too.”

      

      Never.

      

      Adam shuddered inwardly, for though he had often risked the possibility of children, he knew he could not be a father. He did not know what it took to be a good father, for he had never experienced it. And the thought of failing was more terrifying to him than the thought of dying alone, without heirs or legacy.

      

      Just then, Mrs. Holloway spared him from his discomfort, bustling into the breakfast room, bringing a dark cloud with her. “Your Graces, I’m sorry to inform you that Her Grace won’t be coming down for breakfast this morning.”

      

      “What do you mean?” Adam was halfway out of his seat before he had an explanation.

      

      Had Nancy fled in the night? Had his actions in the ballroom sent her away from Stapleton Court? He had almost gone too far, he knew that, but it was her magic that had made him think for a moment that he might like to be a proper husband to her.

      

      The housekeeper held up her hands as if to block him from getting past her. “She’s not well, Your Grace. She’s been awake half the night with a fever, by all accounts, though she didn’t want to trouble anyone.” She tutted under her breath. “One of the maids found her this morning collapsed on the floor.”

      

      “What?” Adam straightened up. “Why was I not summoned at once? When was this discovery made?”

      

      “Not five minutes ago,” Mrs. Holloway replied. “All is well, Your Grace. She is being tended to, and I’ve sent Mr. Grealy to town to bring back the physician for her. But I have spoken with her, and though she is much too warm, and she says her head is pounding, she is not in any immediate danger.”

      

      Adam marched past the housekeeper, regardless of her words, and broke into a run as he reached the entrance hall. He did not stop until he came to the fourth-floor turret that he had earmarked for her bedchamber, for it was usually reserved for visiting monarchs and was kept clean and neat at all times, just in case royalty did decide to visit. It had seemed like the only room worthy of his wife.

      

      He was about to knock when a maid opened the door and almost ran into him. “Goodness! I’m sorry, Your Grace!” She staggered back, the water in the basin in her arms sloshing. “I was just going to fetch more for Her Grace, to cool her brow.”

      

      “As you were,” Adam said, gesturing for her to step aside so he could enter the bedchamber.

      

      The rules that applied to the servants at his London townhouse also applied at Stapleton Court. He did not touch them, tolerate flirtation, or put himself in any potentially precarious situations.

      

      The maid nodded and hurried along, vanishing down the hallway.

      

      “Mrs. Holloway?” a voice croaked from within the bedchamber.

      

      “Not unless I have aged several decades, pulled my hair back so tight that I look permanently startled, and have grown the attributes of a lady,” Adam replied, stepping inside. “Our voices, however, are not too dissimilar. I understand the confusion. She has an exceedingly masculine manner of speaking.”

      

      Nancy was lying in the comfort of a four-poster bed as wide as at least three people, the solid oak frame draped with gauzy purple fabric. An enormous fireplace took up most of the opposite wall to the bed, and a fire was roaring in the grate, warming the side of a giant copper bathtub that had been dragged from its usual spot in the far corner, behind a triptych screen. Cloths had been arranged around the inside of the bathtub, spilling over the edges, so Nancy would not burn herself when the tub was filled.

      

      “I apologize,” she said in a raspy voice. “That was a very amusing jest, but I cannot laugh without coughing, and it hurts to cough.”

      

      Adam went to her bedside, but instead of sitting in the chair beside it as he likely should have done, he decided to climb right up onto the soft mattress. He perched there for a moment, uncertain of what to do next, until instinct told him to damn propriety.

      

      He swung his legs up onto the bed and lay down beside her.

      

      “What are you doing?” she asked, her cheeks a violent shade of red.

      

      “Come here,” he said. “Rest against me. Let me give you my warmth, to break your fever more swiftly.”

      

      She frowned. “Are you a physician now?”

      

      “No, but it was something we learned in the militia.”

      

      He slipped one arm beneath her and gathered her to him as carefully as he could, his broad shoulder supporting the weight of her head. He could feel the heat of her fever even through his shirt, and her beautiful fair hair was drenched in sweat.

      

      “You… fought?”

      

      Either she was delirious, or she had decided that the warmth of his body felt nice, for she nestled into his side and let her hand rest on his chest.

      

      He laughed drily. “Briefly. Until my father had me hauled back to fair England. I had lied about my age, you see, and though they would not have minded if I had been a farmer’s son or a miller’s child, it was a rather different story for a duke’s heir.”

      

      “You should go,” she mumbled, her forefinger delicately stroking the ridge of his collarbone. “You will get sick if you stay.”

      

      He snorted. “Ridiculous. I have not been poorly in thirty years, and I shall not begin now. I have the hardiest constitution of any gentleman I know.”

      

      “Someone will… smite you for making… such grand claims,” she wheezed.

      

      He eased the blankets up to her neck, worried she might get cold. “Then let it be you, when you are recovered.”

      

      “That shall give me strength,” she said with a sigh, her eyelids flickering. “It is… unfair how warm you are. You are like… a giant bear.”

      

      “Not so hairy, I should hope.”

      

      She made a soft, amused sound. “No, not so.”

      

      “You rest, dear Nancy,” he told her, gazing down at her pale face and red cheeks, the dark crescents under her eyes.

      

      She could not have looked more opposite to the essence of health and life she had been the previous night, twirling around the ballroom with him.

      

      Did I do this to you? Did I make you sick, somehow?

      

      “I will dream of… waltzing,” she mumbled, her eyes fluttering shut.

      

      He lay there, holding her while the maids scurried in and out, filling up the bathtub with steaming water heavily scented with medicinal oils. Mrs. Holloway and Dorothea poked their heads in, too, but he barely noticed. All he could do was concentrate on his wife as if his undivided attention might be enough to cure her faster.

      

      I have… never cared before.

      

      Of course, he had taken care of his mother and had worried over her condition often enough, but he did not mean family. When his lovers and paramours had been unwell, they had been someone else’s problem, for that had been the nature of their arrangement. They had been tended to by husbands, mothers, friends, or sisters. Adam had shared only the good with the women who had passed through his life over the last ten years, sticking to his vow to seek joy and nothing else.

      

      But holding Nancy, watching Nancy, listening to the sound of her breathing, observing the steady rise and fall of her chest, panicking a little each time it took longer for her to exhale, he knew he would have lain there beside her for a week if he had to, unmoving. Indeed, if he could have taken the sickness for her, he would.

      

      What in heaven’s name…

      

      Perhaps he had unwittingly caught an affliction the previous night, too. An affliction so devastating that it would turn his entire world, his very nature, on its head, killing the man he had been over the last decade in one fell swoop, leaving behind something—someone—he would not recognize.

      

      “Mrs. Holloway?” he called, the next time the housekeeper entered to check the bathwater.

      

      She looked up, smiling at the sight. “Yes, Your Grace.”

      

      “Might you do me a favor?”

      

      “Certainly, Your Grace.” She clasped her hands together as if she were expecting some sweet request from a husband for his wife.

      

      “Can you send word to Nancy’s cousin, Marina Wilkins?”

      

      The housekeeper tilted her head. “For what purpose?”

      

      “Nancy will need someone to take care of her, someone to stay at her bedside until this sickness abates,” he said firmly. “It cannot be me—I have other things to attend to. But I know that Miss Wilkins has nothing to occupy her. I would send for Nancy’s sister, but she has her own concerns.”

      

      Mrs. Holloway seemed disappointed. “You don’t intend to care for your wife?”

      

      “Intermittently,” Adam replied, not wanting to seem like an utter wretch. “But friends and family are better suited for this sort of thing.”

      

      The housekeeper shrugged. “Very well. I’ll see that it’s done just as soon as this bath is ready. I suppose you won’t be wanting to help your wife with that either?”

      

      “No. It would be best if I did not.”

      

      “Will you at least stay where you are until the bath is ready?”

      

      Adam nodded, watching his wife sleep. “I can manage that.”

      

      But this slowly burgeoning affection had to cease, and playing the part of doting husband would not help matters. They could be friends, he would relish that, but he could not be what Nancy had dreamed about since she had been a little girl. He would not give her the hope that he could be that fantasy, for it would only hurt them more in the end.

      

      “I will not see you hate me,” he silently vowed, knowing that his own heart would break just a little bit if she did.
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      “Marina?”

      

      Nancy blinked through foggy eyes, unable to trust her sight. The woman at her bedside looked like her cousin, but that was impossible. Marina and her mother had returned to London after the wedding.

      

      “Oh, thank goodness! Everyone has been so worried!”

      

      The woman sounded like Marina, too.

      

      “Is it… really you?”

      

      Marina dipped a cloth in a basin and climbed up onto the bed, laying the cloth across Nancy’s forehead. “It is. I was summoned to help you, and though my mother complained that I would miss countless balls, I knew I could not refuse the request. So, I am here until you are recovered.” She smiled. “How are you feeling?”

      

      “Swampy,” Nancy said, rubbing her eyes. “I feel… unpleasant.”

      

      Marina chuckled. “You have been bathed frequently, though you have been asleep.”

      

      “I have?” Nancy froze as a vague memory pierced the haze in her mind. A memory of Adam lying beside her in the bed, holding her close, sharing his warmth with her as she shivered through the chills and heat of her fever.

      

      Was he the one who had bathed her? Indeed, where was he? Why was he not beside her, where she remembered him being?

      

      Marina nodded, plumping the pillows behind Nancy as she helped her to sit up. “Mrs. Holloway has been tending to you as if you were her own daughter. I have been scolded more times than I have ever been scolded in my life for interfering, or for applying compresses the wrong way, or for not letting the medicinal tea cool enough before helping you sip it, though I know she means well. She has been so terribly worried about you.”

      

      “And what about Adam?” Nancy could not help it, she needed to know.

      

      Marina hesitated. “He was the one who sent for me. He thought you would prefer familiar company.”

      

      “Oh…” The explanation soothed Nancy somewhat, her heart warmed by the kind gesture. “When did you arrive?”

      

      “Two days ago.”

      

      Nancy stared at her cousin in disbelief. “Two days ago? How long have I been asleep?”

      

      It had seemed like minutes since she had been in her husband’s arms, though the memory was fuzzy.

      

      “Four days or so,” Marina replied. “The physician could not explain the cause, but he said you would recover soon enough, being young and otherwise healthy.”

      

      Nancy expelled a frustrated breath. “Well, this is not how I thought I would spend the first week of my honeymoon. I have not yet explored the grounds, nor have I dined with my husband.”

      

      “I wonder if you would be able to eat at all, sitting across from him,” Marina said shyly. “He might be a rake, but there is no denying that he is extraordinarily handsome.”

      

      Nancy laughed, ignoring the small stab of jealousy that pierced her ribs. “He is, is he not? There are times when I see him, and I cannot believe that he is real. I have to pinch myself to ensure that I am not dreaming.”

      

      She was about to dive into the magical tale of their ballroom waltz, when deep, throaty laughter rumbled through the half-open doorway, heralding the arrival of the very man she had been waxing poetic about.

      

      “You are too kind, ladies,” Adam said, wearing his most mischievous smile. “But I assure you, I am quite real.”

      

      Nancy’s cheeks flooded with warmth, adding to the heat of her receding fever. Embarrassed, she chose to glare at him. “You are not a schoolboy, Adam. You should not be hiding behind doors, eavesdropping on conversations.”

      

      “Ah, but you would not have said such sweet things if you had known I was there,” he replied, chuckling. “And I was not deliberately eavesdropping. I was on my way to see how you were faring when I heard your delightful compliments. I cannot say I am sorry that I heard them. Now, how are you faring? It is heartening to see you awake, at last.”

      

      Nancy touched the back of her hand to her cheeks. “I am much improved.”

      

      “I am pleased to hear it,” he said, walking over to the other side of her bed. He leaned over and took her hand in his, bringing it to his lips. “How can it be that you have been asleep for days, and yet you do not look rested?”

      

      She scowled at him. “That is not very polite. I am certain you are supposed to lie to your wife when she does not look her best.”

      

      “I do not lie,” he reminded her. “You do not look your best, but your worst, my dearest, is most ladies’ best. You say you do not think I am real sometimes, but I find myself gazing at you, and I wonder if you have been sent from the heavens to punish me for all my former wrongdoings. A vengeful angel, tormenting me with kindness and sweetness and beauty, until I have seen the error of my ways.”

      

      Nancy dropped her gaze, feeling suddenly shy. “And have you?”

      

      “Have I what?”

      

      “Seen the error of your ways.”

      

      He smiled and kissed her hand again, but before he could answer, a knock sounded at the bedchamber door.

      

      “Am I missing a party in there?” It was a vaguely familiar voice.

      

      “Just a moment, Harry,” Adam replied, setting Nancy’s hand gently back down on the coverlets. “I promised him we would ride today. He has been terribly bored without me, so I thought I would alleviate his monotony for a few days while Marina is here to entertain you.”

      

      Nancy frowned, struggling to hide the small twinge of hurt that pinched her heart. “I see.”

      

      “I do not know why we did not consider it sooner,” Adam went on, making it worse. “We should have invited the two of them to join us on our honeymoon from the beginning, for they both know the situation, and I imagine it would have made your arrival here much easier. Indeed, I want you to feel comfortable enough to invite whomever you please, whenever you please, for this is your home now.”

      

      Nancy turned her gaze away, terrified he might see the hurt he was causing. “I am glad to have Marina here.”

      

      “Excellent.” He made his way to the door. “Rest well, dearest Nancy. I shall visit again when we have returned from our adventures.”

      

      “Are we not going to dine together this evening?” Nancy asked in haste.

      

      He paused. “You are not yet well enough, my dear. You have awoken, yes, but you should remain here until you have regained some of your strength. I do not imagine it shall be long, for Mrs. Holloway will assuredly feed you until you cannot manage another bite.” He smiled, but it did not reach his eyes. “Soon, we shall dine together, and as we now have our friends here, it shall be a merrier dinner for it.”

      

      “Of course,” Nancy said, wondering what had happened in the four days she had been asleep.

      

      She was certain she had not imagined him lying beside her, holding her close, telling her to rest on him, encouraging her to steal his heat so she could break her fever more swiftly. And he had all but told her in the ballroom that he had felt something growing between them—magic that he did not dare speak of, in case she hated him for it.

      

      Is that why he has changed? Is that why he must surround himself with others? So he does not get too close to me again?

      

      She watched him leave, baffled by his behavior, and baffled all the more by her own.

      

      Why did she care if he had friends in residence? Why did she care if he no longer wished to be alone with her? Why did she care if he had cooled toward her?

      

      He was her husband in name only, and she would do well to remember that.
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      Nancy glanced over at the clock on the mantelpiece, trying to make out the time, trying to remember how many chimes she had heard previously. But the bedchamber was too dark, and the sky outside her chamber window was almost moonless, just a sliver of silver. Not enough to see by.

      

      “I am glad someone is having an amusing evening,” she grumbled, angrily sipping some water to wet her dry throat.

      

      Somewhere in the manor, it sounded like a ball was in full swing. Lively music drifted out into the gardens and up to her windows, accompanied by explosive bursts of laughter and the babble of animated chatter, though she could not make out any words. There was feminine laughter and feminine voices among the noise, too, each high-pitched giggle or fawning sigh making her stomach roil and her heart sink lower.

      

      “Not even a week,” she said softly, sadly. “Not even a week, and he has broken his promise to me.”

      

      “I will see only you, be with only you, and care for only you,” she heard his silky voice say in the miasma of her memories, each phrase like a dagger to the chest.

      

      Indeed, it was the second promise he had broken, for he had not cared for her either. He had summoned Marina to do it for him, and while Nancy had lain in bed suffering, he had been gallivanting across the country, doing whatever he pleased with his friend Harry. At least, that was her suspicion.

      

      “And what of it?” she muttered to herself, apparently turning through a fast-moving carousel of emotions—jealousy, anger, irritation, regret, nonchalance. “I shall not lie here and listen.”

      

      Throwing back the coverlets, she winced as her feet touched the cold floor. But no slippers had been left for her, and she did not know where any of her belongings might be. Mrs. Holloway had been a militant custodian, using Nancy’s sickness to tidy away everything Nancy had brought with her.

      

      Creeping around the room on tiptoe, Nancy searched the grand armoire—so large it spanned almost an entire wall—and found a suitable housecoat and a pair of peach silk slippers. Neither belonged to her, but she assumed that they had once belonged to Dorothea and that her mother-in-law would not mind her borrowing them.

      

      Now, to make my own entertainment.

      

      Nancy plucked up a lantern and headed out of the extravagant bedchamber.

      

      She had intended to seek out Marina, certain that her cousin would not be joining in on the festivities below, but what she had not remembered, until it was rather too late, was how vast the manor was. Within a matter of ten minutes, she was utterly lost, the hallways too gloomy for her to be able to notice any distinguishing markers that might lead her back to her bedchamber.

      

      “What a bloody nuisance,” she hissed, furious with herself.

      

      The music had faded to a distant mumble, letting her know she was, at least, nowhere near her husband and his guests. But holding the lantern up, she did not recognize anything at all. She was in a long hallway, having just come down her fourth staircase, and all the doors looked alike, while very few candles and lamps had been lit. Likely, because it was two o’clock in the morning and most of the servants had retired for the night.

      

      Nancy had heard the chimes of a clock not a moment ago—two strikes.

      

      “No matter,” she told herself, feeling more comfortable in the eerie gloom if she spoke aloud. “I shall explore. It is my home too, after all. He said so himself.”

      

      And I am stuck here until the month is over.

      

      She wondered if she ought to cut her losses and leave. If she was discreet, no one would know that she had returned to her real home. Everyone could pretend she was still at Stapleton Court, and no one would have to pretend there was any hope of any kind of future for the married pair.

      

      Steeling her resolve, Nancy walked the entire length of the hallway, opening every door that would open and peeking inside. There were studies, storage rooms, and small parlors, but there was one room that left her uneasy, the hairs standing up on the back of her neck.

      

      At first glance, it appeared to be a study like any other, until she realized that the desk was not a desk, but a table with a heavy marble slab on top. On the walls, there were hooks that might once have held tools, though everything had been removed. And the bookshelves were not filled with books, but boxes of various shapes and sizes. Strangest of all, everything was covered in a layer of thick dust, though every room prior had been spotlessly clean.

      

      As curiosity got the better of her, she approached the nearest bookshelf and took down one of the boxes. It was a beautifully made thing, with the initials ‘BR’ embossed on the top. The hinges squeaked as she lifted the lid, her breath held as she half-expected a mouse or spider to leap out and nip her.

      

      “Goodness!” she yelped, jumping back so violently that she almost lost her footing.

      

      There was something inside the box. Something long and coiled and sleek.

      

      “It cannot be what you think it is!” her mind argued, for it looked very much like a snake.

      

      And that snake brought back memories of another swimming toward her across the lake, just before Adam’s arms wrapped around her, constricting her, his tongue tasting her neck. She had been mistaken about that snake, too, for it had been nothing more than an inquisitive eel. But there was one snake she had not been mistaken about.

      

      “A snake in a garden, tempting me,” she whispered, wondering how she had not seen the comparison before.

      

      Adam had stolen her innocence in Society’s eyes, cast her out of the paradise she had once known, robbing her of the chance to be happy.

      

      Anger simmered in her belly, boiling away her fear until she could approach the box again. She reached in and touched the strange object. It was cool and certainly not alive.

      

      “What the devil?” she gasped, realizing what it was. A whip.

      

      She dropped the object as if it were alive, and slammed the lid shut, stowing the box back in its place with a shudder. Her gaze skimmed the rest of the shelves, wondering what on earth might be hidden within, but she was no longer curious. She just wished to leave the unsettling room at once.

      

      “You are not supposed to be in here,” a throaty voice growled from the doorway behind her.

      

      Nancy froze, her fingertips still resting on the box. Caught red-handed. A thousand excuses swirled in her mind, but before she could utter any of them, he continued.

      

      “You are supposed to be in your bed, fast asleep,” Adam slurred slightly. “I made certain that Mrs. Holloway tucked you up like a lamb in winter, all cozy and snug. You should not be wandering. Do you not know that you might get lost, finding yourself in places you should not be?”

      

      Nancy chose confrontation. She whipped around. “And you are supposed to be playing the part of loyal husband, taking care of me,” she shot back. “You are not supposed to be throwing obnoxiously loud parties. Indeed, that is the very opposite of caring for me, for it was the bawdy laughter and music that woke me.”

      

      “It was?” Adam lifted a finger to his lips and made a soft shushing sound. “I am terribly sorry, my darling Nancy. We were being rather loud, were we not?”

      

      She narrowed her eyes. “You are not even sorry!”

      

      “I am!” he insisted, grinning. “Truly, I am as much a victim in this as you.”

      

      “Balderdash!”

      

      “Mind your tongue, or people might begin to think you are not as proper as you appear to be,” he teased, swaying a little. “Goodness, how beautiful you are. If you tell me that you are wearing naught but your nightdress under that housecoat, I shall collapse right here and never rise again, for the torment will be too much.”

      

      His words stunned her for a moment.

      

      “You forget yourself, Adam.”

      

      “I wish I could,” he lamented, stepping further into the room. “I wish I could be a different Adam altogether, and I have never wished that before. This is all your fault, Nancy. I was perfectly happy before. Why, even tonight, Harry brought along three filles de joie to partake in the revels, and I have avoided them like the plague. One of them is particularly pretty, and she invited me to a private ‘dance,’ but I refused because all I could think when I looked at her was that she is not as beautiful nor as amusing, and definitely not as intelligent, as my wife. Do you see what you have done to me?”

      

      Nancy stared at him, noticing the glassiness in his eyes and the slur in his voice and the unsteadiness of his body as he tried to stand still. He was quite obviously drunk, and though that would have ordinarily displeased her, there was something rather endearing about his pouty complaints.

      

      “You mean, despite all that ruckus, you were not enjoying yourself?” she prodded.

      

      “No. I am actually quite furious with Harry,” Adam insisted, jumping up onto the marble-slabbed table. “It was only supposed to be a few glasses of brandy between two old friends, but he had other notions. Invited half of his old brigade and their tedious wives, and then those other young ladies.”

      

      Nancy folded her arms across her chest. “And during our honeymoon, too.”

      

      “Precisely!” He jabbed a finger at the air. “Oh… you are not worried, are you? They are discreet if that is your concern. Indeed, they do not involve themselves with Society at all, so there is nothing to worry about.”

      

      Nancy mustered a smile. “I had my concerns, but they have gone now.”

      

      He did not host this party, nor is he happy about it.

      

      She was relishing his accusations that she had done something to him. Perhaps it was that magic he had felt in the ballroom weaving its spell once more.

      

      “And Mrs. Holloway and my mother will soundly murder me tomorrow for even allowing the party to continue, for if you have been awakened, so will they,” Adam went on, running a hand through his hair. “But I could not send them away, even if I do not want them here, because Harry would have killed me. It was an impossible situation, my dear, sweet wife.”

      

      “Might I ask why you are no longer entertaining them?” Nancy tilted her head to one side. “What brought you all the way here, so far from the party that I cannot hear it anymore?”

      

      Adam pointed to the doorway. “I was hungry. The kitchens are that way.” He jumped off the table and hurried to Nancy, grabbing hold of her hands, wearing an expression of boyish earnestness. “Are you hungry? You must be, after days of nothing but medicine and tea. Shall I feed you? I know where Cook hides all the delicacies, though she thinks she can outfox me. No one can outfox the fox!”

      

      “You are a fox?” Nancy laughed, unable to help it.

      

      He nodded proudly. “It is my nickname.” He paused, frowning. “My former nickname. You must never call me that. Promise me you will never call me that.”

      

      “I had no intention of doing so,” she told him.

      

      “Good.”

      

      His grin returned, and in one sweeping motion, he caught her in his arms and hurried out of the door of that strange, unsettling room.

      

      Nancy pretended to kick and protest, but, in truth, she rather liked the sensation of being held in his powerful arms, her arms wrapped around his neck. It was the way she had dreamed of being held since she had been a little girl, having read too many fairytales, and though Adam was not the perfect hero, by any means, he was certainly growing more charming with every encounter.

      

      A short while later, she sat on a high stool in the expansive kitchens while Adam ran around like a madman, ransacking the cupboards and larder until he had a veritable feast laid out on the long, wide workbench. Eating small pieces of cheese and meat as he went, he set to work, making the most enormous sandwiches Nancy had ever seen, hacking at the bread and the joints of roasted meat with a vengeance.

      

      “I hope you are not expecting me to eat one of those,” Nancy said, smiling. “I am still recovering, and I do not wish to break my jaw trying to bite into that.”

      

      He looked up from his work, furrowing his brow. “You do not want a sandwich?” He smacked his forehead. “Of course, I should have asked what you desired! What would my darling wife prefer?”

      

      Abandoning his own monstrosity, he set little morsels of each thing on a plate—cheese, fruit, meat, soft bread—and sauntered over to Nancy, holding the plate aloft like a waiter at a fine establishment.

      

      “The raspberries are very good,” he told her, picking one up. “Unimaginably sweet. And if you eat one with some of this salty cheese, I promise your tongue will thank me.”

      

      She canted her head. “Is that so?”

      

      “I never lie,” he said, moving closer.

      

      Sat on the stool, there was not much that Nancy could do to escape his proximity, and as she peered up into his eyes, she found she did not want to. He stood directly in front of her, the tops of his thighs pressing against her bent knees. But he seemed to want to be even closer, as he took another half-step forward, her own thighs parting for him, almost flanking his hips.

      

      “Here,” he murmured, plucking up a raspberry and a small square of the buttery, white cheese. “Open your mouth.”

      

      Nancy gulped and did as he asked.

      

      Carefully, he slipped the sweet fruit and the salty square past her lips, the raspberry’s vivid juice trickling down the side of his thumb. As Nancy began to chew, savoring the sweet and salty tastes that mingled in her mouth, she almost choked as Adam drew the tip of his thumb into his mouth and sucked away the red juice. His eyes never left hers.

      

      “What do you think?” he asked, pushing a lock of hair behind her ear as if he had done it a thousand times before. A casual gesture that made her skin tingle and her heart leap.

      

      Nancy did not know how, but she managed to swallow the mouthful. “Delicious.”

      

      “I told you.” He smiled, stroking his thumb across the apple of her cheek. “You should trust me more.”

      

      She paused. “Should I?”

      

      “Why not?” His hands cradled her face, tilting it up gently. “What harm can it do?”

      

      “A great deal of harm,” she replied, wishing it were different.

      

      Indeed, even at that moment, she knew she could not trust a word he said, considering his inebriated state.

      

      He pouted his lips a little. “But I behaved myself. I kept my promise to you. Surely, that means I am permitted some trust?”

      

      “Tonight, you did.” Her heart twinged. “But who is to say that tomorrow you will be so well-behaved?”

      

      Adam turned and pulled himself up onto the edge of the workbench, his leg nudging hers. It was a safer distance, but Nancy found herself missing the feeling of him standing there, his thighs holding hers apart.

      

      Perhaps I am not as recovered as I thought.

      

      “That room where I found you,” he said, staring down at the floor. “Do you know what it was?”

      

      Nancy shook her head, confused by the sadness in his voice. Where had his cheerful mood gone?

      

      “That is where my father punished me and my mother and anyone else who crossed him,” Adam explained. “In the old days, brutes had the decency to keep their torture chambers underground in dungeons and cellars. But not my father. To him, punishment was as ordinary as reading a book in a study, so why not have his torture chamber somewhere just as ordinary?”

      

      Nancy swallowed thickly. “Why are you telling me this?”

      

      He lifted his gaze, his eyes shining with regret. “To help you understand, my dearest Nancy. To help you see what sort of wretch you have married.”
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      It was not an easy story to tell, and not one that Adam had ever told anyone beyond the walls of Stapleton Court, other than Harry. But it was not Adam’s own punishments and peculiar tortures that pained him the most. It was the suffering his mother had endured that would always sting more deeply.

      

      “I used to blame her for not protecting me,” he explained, taking bites of his sandwich as he trudged through his past. Each bite gave him enough pause to gather himself, so he could continue on to the next atrocity without his voice wavering. “Foolish, really. What could she have done against a man like him? He was taller and broader than I am now, and no one would have dared to help my mother if she had wanted to fight back or protect me.

      

      “But I was just a child, and I thought that mothers were invincible,” he continued with a tight laugh. “I thought she was choosing not to help me when he dragged me away and beat me black and blue for the smallest transgression. That was why I ran away when I was three and ten. I looked older, or the militia did not care that I was younger—I do not know which.”

      

      “That was when you went to war?” Nancy’s voice hitched as she reached for a napkin and dabbed her eye.

      

      Adam nodded. “I dressed in clothes I had stolen from the stableboy, I spoke in the accent of the village boys, and I did exceedingly well in the tests that the captains set for me when I asked to be sent away to fight. I claimed that my father—a poacher—taught me to shoot, and I cannot remember the tale I conjured to explain my excellent horsemanship. I think I told them I rescued a foal from the river one winter and raised it myself.” He chuckled at the memory. “By the end of that week, I was on my way to the Continent to fight.”

      

      “How were you found?” Nancy chewed slowly on the raspberries and cheese, transfixed by the story. “Your mother must have been beside herself with worry when you vanished, though I cannot say I blame you for fleeing. I wish she had fled with you, too.”

      

      Adam swallowed, almost choking on his mouthful of sandwich. “I would have taken her with me had I known that she was not choosing to let my father beat me. He was… an expert in discretion, my father, and in all those thirteen years, I had no notion that he was beating my mother, too.” He cleared his throat. “She was… so impossibly strong, in so many ways. You would never have known she was in pain throughout my childhood. I did not know, and I must live with that.”

      

      “I was not chastising you for not helping her,” Nancy said softly, resting her hand on his forearm. “Come, tell me the rest.”

      

      He sighed. “A friend of my father’s spotted me. He was a Brigadier General at the time, and I had done my best to avoid him when I knew I was being assigned to one of his cavalry regiments. I can only assume that he sent word to my father, likely to ask why his son had become a Cornet in the British Cavalry.” He picked up a strawberry and passed it to her. “This friend did not realize I was not of age, I do not think, but anyone who knew my father would know that he would not send his son to war as a mere Cornet.”

      

      “A Cornet?”

      

      “The lowest rank you can be in the cavalry,” Adam explained. “If I had chosen to be a military man, my father would have blackmailed and manipulated every high-ranking officer he knew to ensure a high position for me. A matter of honor, you see, not for me but for him.”

      

      Nancy nodded in understanding, biting into a raspberry. And as a trickle of juice escaped her mouth, Adam could not help but brush it away, stroking his thumb across the plump flesh of her lips. A softness to balance the sharpness of the tale.

      

      “The Brigadier General sent me home,” Adam went on, licking the juice from his thumb. “I was escorted the entire way to the ship and collected on the other side by acquaintances of my father who had been handsomely paid to return me to this manor. I have often wondered if I should have jumped into the sea and taken my chances with the swim to shore, but here I am.”

      

      Nancy clasped her hands together. “And your father… he hurt you when you returned?”

      

      “No, he was wilier than that.” Adam took a shaky breath. “He hurt her. He let me know that he had been hurting her all along. Indeed, he made it clear that if I disobeyed or upset him or embarrassed him or so much as looked at him in a way he did not like, she would suffer for it.” He let out a breath, forcing it into a stiff laugh. “Goodness, I feel disgustingly sober now.”

      

      Nancy reached for his hand, squeezing it gently. “I am so very sorry, Adam.”

      

      “There is no need to be sorry,” he told her. “The bastard is gone, and no one mourned him. And though my mother has been unwell since his death, she has known peace in his absence. I only wish that I had been a better son these past ten years. I tried to be, but being in this house for too long does peculiar things to me. I become melancholy, and I have vowed never to be gloomy again, so I leave as soon as I can, and… I leave her behind.”

      

      Nancy’s breath caught in her throat. “She does not reside in London with you? Ever?”

      

      “She cannot abide London,” Adam replied, snorting. “Hates it with a vengeance. It is not good for her health either.”

      

      “Do you know what caused her sickness? Is there a physician who might help?”

      

      Adam shook his head. “I have tried every physician in the country and beyond, but none of them can give me an answer. A few have accused her of pretending, but I do not believe that.” He shrugged. “In truth, I think he is still sapping her of her strength from beyond the grave, but the physicians would likely lock me up and throw away the key if I were to admit that to them.”

      

      “It sounds reasonable to me,” Nancy protested.

      

      He arched an eyebrow. “It does?”

      

      “I have seen how women can become small and how they can… disappear almost, because of the actions of a man,” Nancy explained. “My own mother had become a shell of herself until my sister’s marriage. She had taken to spending days alone in her bedchamber, refusing to eat, refusing company. And she was poorly more often, though there seemed to be no obvious cause.”

      

      Adam rubbed his chin, intrigued. “And she is better now?”

      

      “Oh, immeasurably so. Of course, she did not suffer as your mother did, so perhaps the effects did not linger as long,” Nancy hastened to say. “My sister’s marriage and the birth of my nephew seemed to give Mama the strength that she had been missing. It also helped that my sister told my father that his behavior had to cease, or he would not see any grandchildren that were to come. But my sister’s strength bolstered our mother’s. I do not know if that makes sense, but that is what I witnessed.”

      

      Adam nodded. “That makes a great deal of sense. Indeed, that is what I hoped would happen after my father died, but… she simply has not improved, only worsened.” He paused, dusting the crumbs off his hands. “Anyway, let us not speak anymore of bad tidings and bad memories. You are much improved, and that is something to celebrate.”

      

      “You are not going to begin imbibing again, are you?” Nancy laughed softly, the sound a balm to his raw heart.

      

      “Would you care to partake? We have some excellent wine that I think you might like.”

      

      Nancy seemed to hesitate, but as she lightly squeezed his hand again, she said, “Very well. One small glass. My sister has always insisted that wine is medicinal, and I have no reason to doubt her.”

      

      “Splendid!”

      

      Adam hopped off the workbench and sprinted to one of the cupboards by the rear door, which looked innocuous enough, but he knew that was where the cook kept the best wines. Mainly so he could not steal them before she could serve them with dinner.

      

      Pouring out two glasses, he went to the rear door and whistled for Nancy. “Let us drink them outside,” he urged, holding both glasses easily in one hand as he turned the key in the keyhole. “You have not yet seen any of the gardens, and the one right outside this door happens to be my favorite.”

      

      “Is it not too cold?” Nancy slipped down off the stool, pausing.

      

      “If you begin to shiver, I shall warm you,” he promised, beckoning her to follow him. “Bring that lantern with you!”

      

      Glancing back at the main entrance to the kitchens, Nancy seemed to make her decision and, with a breath, followed him out into the darkness, clinging tightly to the lantern.
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      Nancy did not know what to make of the story Adam had told her. She had assumed there had been some conflict between father and son, and between his parents, but nothing could have prepared her for the truth. Indeed, it made her feel almost guilty for the lingering resentment she harbored toward her own father, for though he had caused her mother pain, at least there had been no violence.

      

      He vowed never to be gloomy…

      

      She dwelled on those words as she followed Adam out into the gardens, her nostrils filling with the heady aroma of slumbering herbs and flowers.

      

      Is that why he has behaved the way he has all these years? Or was it the house itself, and the knowledge that if he were to marry, he would be expected to reside here?

      

      “These are the kitchen gardens,” Adam explained, taking her by the hand and leading her to a small bench that rested beneath an apple tree. “I used to hide here when I was a child, stealing berries, learning the names of things, digging up carrots and radishes for my luncheon. There was not much in the way of happiness when I was a child, but this was bliss to me. And the cook would sometimes leave a slice of pie on the step, risking her employment and a beating to ensure I was not hungry.”

      

      Nancy sat beside him and observed the darkness-shrouded garden, imagining how beautiful it would look in the daylight. There were white gravel pathways that cut between neat, rectangular raised beds filled to the brim with herbs and vegetables and berry bushes. Even in the dark, she could see the gleam of rounded tomatoes.

      

      “Here.” Adam passed her one of the wine glasses. “Let us toast to your better health… and to my mother’s, I suppose. And to our marriage, such as it is.”

      

      Nancy paused. “Such as it is?”

      

      “What I mean is, I am… enjoying your company, far more than I thought I would,” he said, gazing out at the new life that grew upon the plants. “And I was… very worried when you became ill.”

      

      “You were there beside me. I remember it.”

      

      He dropped his chin to his chest. “I was, but I knew I was not capable of tending to you. I am notoriously clumsy. You would have slipped in the bath and drowned or choked on a mouthful of tea that I poured too quickly. It was better for Mrs. Holloway and your cousin to take care of you.”

      

      “And it reminded you of your mother, I suppose,” Nancy said, prodding a little at the wound of his past, trying to learn more why he was the way he was.

      

      He shrugged. “Perhaps. Or perhaps it reminded me too much of me.”

      

      “Of you?”

      

      “Tending to my injuries, being tended to… I told you, this manor does peculiar things to me when I am here for too long,” he replied, forcing a smile. “Goodness, there we go again, speaking of gloomy things. Let us drink, my darling. Let us toast to happier things.”

      

      He clinked his glass against hers and, holding her gaze, sipped the deep red liquid. Nancy had never seen anything more tantalizing, wondering how on earth it was possible that the simple act of sipping a drink could make her stomach flip and her heart race, but there was a seductive slowness to the way he did it, as if he were kissing the rim of the glass.

      

      She sipped her own wine, feeling the warmth trickle down her stomach, though it did nothing to calm the butterflies there.

      

      As they drank in a comfortable sort of silence, Adam slipped his arm around the back of the bench, turning his body toward her. Her heart leaped into her throat as he casually took her glass from her and set it down on the ground, leaving his own beside it.

      

      “Why did you have to be so beautiful?” he asked thickly, bringing his hand to her cheek, encouraging her to look at him. “No, that is not even the worst part. If you were merely beautiful, I could manage to ignore you and quieten any thoughts I might have of you. But you are… bewitching, Nancy. I catch glimpses of different sides of you every time we speak, and it leaves me ravenous to know more, to know every side of you, to know every part of you. And though you may scoff when I say this, I have never felt like this before.”

      

      Nancy did scoff, but only to hide the pleasure that his words sparked. “Is this your usual seduction technique? Is this how you make them all fall hopelessly in love with you?”

      

      “Not at all. I am much more direct.” He smiled tightly. “But do not speak of others, I beg of you. Allow me to pretend that I am not a scandalous rogue. Allow me to pretend that I am just your husband, enjoying the gardens with you in the middle of the night, where we can believe that we are the only two people in the world.”

      

      Nancy wanted to tell him that he could just be her husband if he desired it, that he did not have to be a rake anymore, but something held her back—a fear that he might laugh or tease her for the suggestion. Indeed, even the arrogance of the suggestion made her cringe inside.

      

      Who do I think I am, to change him so swiftly, if at all?

      

      They had been married barely a week, and she had been in a feverish slumber for most of that.

      

      It has all felt like a dream.

      

      She gazed up into his blue eyes, the color of forget-me-nots. “Perhaps I could pretend to be just your wife for a moment,” she whispered, losing herself in those two gleaming pools.

      

      Adam flinched as if she had struck him, though the bruise on his nose had faded to nothing more than a slight patch of yellow. “Do not tempt me,” he growled in the back of his throat. “I am… damaged, Nancy. I cannot be fixed. And I should hate to break you too.”

      

      “There are very few things in this world that cannot be fixed,” she told him. “And I am stronger than I appear.”

      

      He smiled. “I am aware.”

      

      With a shaky breath, his throat bobbing, he brought his other hand to her face, cradling it. And though she knew she should pull away and should not allow herself to be drawn into the magic of him and those beautiful blue eyes, she was helpless to resist. In truth, she wanted to know what came next, just as she had skipped ahead to the next page in her fairytales and romance novels, jittering with anticipation.

      

      “I should not,” he whispered, his lips a breath away from hers.

      

      She did not agree, pressing her hand to his chest, feeling the quick thud of his heart. Surely, that could not be feigned? No one could make their heart race without due cause.

      

      “And yet…”

      

      His lips grazed hers in a tingling caress, soft and somehow powerful, the slow movement tugging on the strings of every muscle and nerve until her body felt as if it were being tightly wound like a spring. It was unlike anything she could have—and had—imagined, the reality far better than her daydreams.

      

      Am I supposed to kiss him back?

      

      Nancy tried it, emulating him. He smiled against her mouth and tilted his head, kissing her again, letting her grow accustomed to the rhythm of this new and thrilling dance.

      

      And as she sank deeper into the kiss, learning the steps and discovering fresh delights in the slowness and quickness, the softness and eagerness, the surprise of how he might kiss her next, she let go of her fears and doubts and allowed the fantasy of what could be to take over. As long as they did not cease kissing, she would not have to consider the reality of their future. Just for that moment, they were husband and wife, the only two people in the world, just as he had said.

      

      Like any lesson, whether it be dancing or singing or painting or arithmetic, the more she learned, the more confident she became. Soon enough, she was breathless in his embrace, kissing him with a ferocity that scared her as much as it thrilled her. She had never known what it meant to feel sweet abandon until that moment, guided by his expert lips and his tender touch. Even the brush of his fingertips against the bare skin of her neck was intoxicating, as powerful and potent as the press of his mouth against hers.

      

      Truly, he is a sorcerer, for there is no other explanation for his talents.

      

      “Are you certain you saw him in the gardens?” a loud, distinctly feminine voice complained, cutting through their blissful gasps.

      

      Adam froze, his hand replacing his mouth on Nancy’s lips.

      

      “I swear to you, this is where I saw him!” came Harry’s reply.

      

      “If this is a trick to corner me alone, it shall not work,” the feminine voice taunted, laughing. “I have no interest in you.”

      

      “I am not tricking you, nor am I lying. I am certain this is where I saw him,” Harry insisted, sounding somewhat disappointed.

      

      Adam peered down into Nancy’s eyes and whispered, “Retire to your chambers. I shall contend with this.” He tilted his head toward the kitchen doors. “Go that way. No one will see you, but you must go now.”

      

      “Who is that?” Nancy whispered back, her heart twisting.

      

      “The lady I rebuffed,” he explained in earnest. “You must retire, now.”

      

      Nancy considered holding her ground, but one look at her state of undress, and she realized she would only be mocked for wandering the gardens in nothing but her nightdress and housecoat.

      

      “Is she… someone you know?”

      

      Nancy had assumed that the ladies Harry brought were unfamiliar to her husband.

      

      Adam winced. “An old acquaintance. No one of any importance whatsoever. Indeed, she is recently engaged and should not be here at all. I told her as much.”

      

      “I see.”

      

      Partially comforted by his words, Nancy got up and, glancing back, made her way to the kitchen door.

      

      Indeed, she had only just made it inside when figures appeared in the kitchen gardens, and though she knew she should not, she left the door open a crack, peering out into the gloom. She wanted to see this “old acquaintance” of Adam’s.

      

      “There you are!” the young lady crooned, running toward Adam as if he were more than an acquaintance. Reaching him, she flung her arms around him. “I thought Harry was lying, but you are right here. Now, what in heaven’s name are you doing? There is a party to be had, and you are the guest of honor.”

      

      Adam took the woman’s hands and held her away from him. “I desired peace and quiet. If I had wanted to be found, I would have informed Harry of where I was going.”

      

      “You are very pouty this evening,” the woman complained. “What is the matter with you, my dear fox? Have you tired of the chase already?”

      

      “I am tired,” Adam replied firmly, holding her at arm’s length as she tried to wrestle him back into some kind of embrace.

      

      But Nancy barely noticed, her mind fixated on those three words—my dear fox. The nickname Adam had asked her not to use.

      

      I cannot bear this.

      

      Turning on her heel, she ran, unwilling to witness a single minute more of that crushing encounter.

      

      It seemed they could not pretend to just be a happy husband and wife, after all, for even though they were supposed to be on their honeymoon, away from other people, Adam’s past was determined to creep back in.
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      Despite what she had seen and heard in the gardens, it did not take Nancy long to fall asleep, for she was still weakened by the waning sickness and still floating on the memory of what had just happened.

      

      That woman, whoever she was, might have tainted the moment somewhat, but each time Nancy repeated the scene in her head, she felt the joy afresh, able to briefly forget the unpleasantness afterward.

      

      Adam was firmly in her thoughts as sleep claimed her, so it was little surprise when he entered her dreams. She had always been a vivid dreamer but had never known the possibilities of such a gift until that night.

      

      She found herself on the edge of a lake that looked so very like the one at Lord Bainton’s manor, though it gleamed bronze beneath a reddish-hued moon. Sweet music drifted across the grounds—not music for dancing, but music for admiring. Music that lifted the heart and stirred the soul and brought a faraway smile to those who heard it.

      

      Glancing down, she noticed she was wearing a gown of garnet red, not cut in the modern Empire style but in an older, more romantic fashion. The capped sleeves were puffed, and the neckline was lower than might have been considered appropriate for the time, her waist held in by a tight corset, while her skirts flared out, trailing across the grass in a long train. The precise sort of gown reserved for dreaming.

      

      It is a pity that no one wears such gowns anymore, except for costume balls.

      

      In the distance, something began to move, rippling the water. Wavelets danced in the wake of the creature beneath, making the lake glitter under the strange moonlight.

      

      It is just an eel. There are no snakes, no sharks, no crocodiles.

      

      But her heart began to race regardless as the ripples grew nearer, a warning sounding in her mind that she could not heed. Her legs would not move, her feet refusing to budge.

      

      All of a sudden, something broke the surface of the water, sending up a firework of droplets that arced through the air before dropping back down to the lake. But the creature that had broken the surface was not a creature at all—at least, not the kind she had expected.

      

      Adam emerged from the lake, clad only in his trousers, sweeping his wet hair back from his face as he walked toward her. And as he came up onto the shallow bank at the water’s edge, she noticed his feet were bare too. More glistening droplets raced down his naked chest, his skin gleaming as if he, too, was made of cast bronze, like the lake he had emerged from.

      

      “Now, there is a sight for sore eyes,” he said in that throaty, silky voice that never failed to stir her insides.

      

      “What are you doing, swimming in the lake at such an hour? And at a ball, too!” Nancy chided, in awe of his athletic physique. There was not a line or contour or muscle wasted, every part of his flesh carved by a divine hand. “You might be seen, husband!”

      

      He paused. “Husband?”

      

      “Have you forgotten our marriage already?” she asked shyly, fearing that the dream might have taken on a mind of its own.

      

      He walked the rest of the way to her until he stood not half a step away. Even in dreams, warmth radiated from his inspiring figure, and her hands itched to touch him, to see if his skin felt as smooth as it looked. Nancy wanted to brush her fingertips across the curls of hair that dusted his chest, imagining how they might tickle her own skin. Indeed, although she knew gentleman came in all shapes and sizes, she doubted she had ever met—or dreamed of—anyone who oozed more potent masculinity.

      

      “I had not forgotten,” Adam told her, smiling, “but you have never called me that before. Indeed, you have never used a term of endearment for me. As to why I was swimming in the lake at such a late hour, I say, why not?”

      

      She gasped. “I certainly have used terms of endearment.”

      

      “No, my darling, you have not,” he insisted, closing the gap between them. He made to embrace her, but she put up her hands to stop him.

      

      “You will get me all wet,” she protested.

      

      He chuckled. “Why is it that you hate water so much? Can you not bear to be soaked for a moment, even if it means being held in my arms?”

      

      “You ought to dry yourself first.”

      

      His eyes glinted with mischief. “Very well, then let us make a game of it.”

      

      “A game?”

      

      He nodded, lifting his hand to her cheek, and running his fingers through her hair. She wore it loose, the shiny waves falling to her waist. “Do you see that maze behind you?”

      

      She turned, peering up at the tall hedges. “That is a bush, husband.”

      

      “It is a hedge maze,” he insisted. “If you do not wish to be embraced while I am wet, then you must try to escape me. I shall allow you to go first, counting to… let us say twenty, and then I shall chase you. If you can outrun me, you shall remain dry and untouched. If you cannot… well, I shall ensure that everyone in that stuffy manor hears the sighs of your pleasure, my darling wife.”

      

      She blinked, vaguely aware that this was not her usual sort of dream. “But how I am to outrun you?”

      

      “You must be wily, my darling,” he told her.

      

      She frowned at him. “As wily as a fox?”

      

      “Oh, wilier than that.” He grinned and took a step back. “One, two—”

      

      “That is not fair!” Nancy yelped. “I was not ready for you to begin counting!”

      

      He shrugged, laughing softly. “Three, four…”

      

      Whirling around and hoisting up her skirts, Nancy ran for the towering maze, darting through an archway cut directly into the fragrant privet hedges. She froze there for a moment, uncertain of which way to turn, or why she was bothering to run at all when she dearly wished to be caught.

      

      With the moonlight illuminating her path, she veered left and hurtled on, a pleased smile forming on her lips as she turned right, then left, then right again, and found herself running down a straight path. All the while, she listened out for the sound of someone pursuing her, but she could hear nothing.

      

      There were several arches and recesses cut into the hedge, and as her legs began to tire and her long train threatened to trip her, she decided that the best course of action would be to hide. So, at the next recess to appear, she dove into the protective darkness and pressed herself as far back into the shadow as possible.

      

      Something hard bumped up against her spine, but she paid it no mind as she watched the stretch of the maze beyond the recess’s opening, waiting for him. Waiting for her husband.

      

      “Come to me, my love,” Adam purred, a few moments later. His tiptoeing footsteps accompanied his voice. “Let us forget the game and enjoy the prize together. You must be finding it hard to breathe in that corset, my darling. Allow me to liberate you so that you may gasp and moan as loudly as you please.”

      

      Nancy’s cheeks flushed with heat, but it was not the prickly warmth of embarrassment. Far from it.

      

      “I can sense you, my love,” he called out as he appeared at the opening to Nancy’s hiding place.

      

      She had to clamp her hand across her mouth to silence the gasp he had predicted. How was it possible that he could look more exquisite every time she laid eyes on him? He resembled a much-revered statue, standing there in the reddish moonlight, his skin still damp, his wet hair slicked back, his trousers clinging to him so tightly that she could see everything—every line of muscle that defined his powerful thighs, though it was the most unmentionable part of him that caught her dreaming eye.

      

      I blame you for this, Joanna!

      

      Joanna was the one who had told her all about the acts that occurred between a husband and wife who adored one another. And Joanna had not been shy about the physical details, deeming it an important lesson for all women to know.

      

      All of a sudden, Adam turned around, his keen blue eyes looking directly at Nancy. “There you are,” he said softly. “I hoped it was the thought of me that had you panting like that, but I fear it was the running.”

      

      “You have not caught me yet,” Nancy replied, grinning, and as she pressed further back into the shadows, she realized what the hard nudge against her spine was—a doorway.

      

      Perhaps it had not been there before, her mind dreaming it as required, or perhaps she had already thought of it. Either way, she twisted the iron ring that served as a handle and stumbled into a new realm entirely.

      

      She turned, awestruck, as Adam hurried to catch her. They were in an ethereal, circular garden, where willows and cherry blossoms rustled in a warm breeze, the soft petals of the latter drifting free like pink snow. Fireflies glowed in the trees, and paper lanterns were hung upon strings, turning the garden into a fairy glen. And in the center, on velvety lawns, blankets had been arranged with picnic baskets aplenty.

      

      “It looks as if you found us the perfect spot,” Adam whispered, his arms slipping around her waist from behind.

      

      She smiled. “I believe I was leading us here all along.”

      

      “Indeed.”

      

      He dipped his head, kissing the curve of her neck. And when his tongue tasted her skin, she no longer thought of it as strange and vile. A shiver of delight coursed through her.

      

      “Are you cold?” he asked.

      

      “No.”

      

      “Then why are you trembling?”

      

      She turned slowly into his arms, pressing her palms to his chest. “Because of you.”

      

      “Did I scare you?” he asked, pulling her to him.

      

      She tilted her head from side to side. “You scare me sometimes.”

      

      “I do?” He looked worried for a moment. “I do not mean to frighten you. What is it that scares you?”

      

      She smiled. “This. Us. You. All of it. I am like a foal, stumbling through the first moments of its life, not knowing a thing.”

      

      “Do not be afraid,” he told her, catching her mouth with his. A soft caress, just like the last time—the real time.

      

      But Nancy understood the power of a kiss now, and even in her dream, she carried that confidence. And she could not suppress her hunger to know more, kissing him back with a fervor that might have startled her if she had been in the kitchen gardens, under the apple tree. In her dreamland, however, there were no rules and no consequences.

      

      She kissed him hard, and he kissed her back with equal desire, his hands exploring the curve of her back, smoothing over the swell of her buttocks. And as his hands settled beneath her backside, he hoisted her up in one powerful motion, her legs locking around his waist.

      

      “I will never hurt you,” he promised, kissing the hollow at the base of her throat, trailing his lips down to the plump rise of her bosom as he carried her toward the picnic blankets. “Never fear me, my love.”

      

      Kneeling with her still in his arms, he slowly bent forward, taking her with him until she lay on her back with him above her, his weight pressing down. He paused there for a moment, gazing deeply into her eyes, his fingertips brushing a wayward strand out of her face.

      

      “Why did you have to be so beautiful?” he whispered. “I never thought anyone could change me, and then… there was you. My medicine, my cure, my love.”

      

      Her heart sang, her hands reaching for him, pulling him closer so she could kiss him once more. As their lips danced together, their tongues caressing, she felt his hardness pushing against the most secret part of her. A straining, as intense and overwhelming as the crush of his lips on hers.

      

      And as it was her dream, she controlled it all. In the blink of an eye, she was no longer attired in a cumbersome costume gown, but the white nightdress she had gone to sleep in.

      

      “You must not tempt me,” he warned in a soft, teasing voice, his fingertips making quick work of the pearl buttons that held her nightdress closed.

      

      “What if I want to?” she challenged.

      

      He grinned. “Then I am helpless to resist.”

      

      He gently pushed aside the two sides of her nightdress and dipped his head, trailing kisses across her tingling skin before he unfastened the buttons of his trousers and peeled them off his muscular legs. Unable to imagine what the unmentionable part of him might look like, Nancy closed her eyes and reveled in his kisses, listening to the sound of his shallow breaths that whispered across her skin.

      

      She knew what came next, in theory, but as she waited for the moment to come, her heart fluttering wildly in her chest, the sound of his breathing vanished. Confused, she opened her eyes… and found herself in her bed, in the turret chamber where she had retreated after that harpy had arrived.

      

      The bedclothes were twisted around her, and her skin was flushed with a heat far greater than her recent fever, but she was entirely alone. Worse still, she did not know where her husband was, nor who he might be with… and that was precisely why any hope of her dream becoming reality was dashed.

      

      He already warned me. He told me not to expect love.

      

      She had not believed she was in danger of that, not then. But as her heart ached for what she could never have or even long for, thinking of their kiss beneath the apple tree, she began to realize that she should have heeded his warning more carefully.
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      For a whole week—the longest of his life—Adam waited to find out just how much his wife hated him. He had expected to see her the morning after his drunken silliness so he could apologize profusely for everything that had happened, but Nancy had not emerged from her chambers. Marina, Mrs. Holloway, and his mother were permitted entry, but not him. He had tried.

      

      “I cannot be sorrier,” Harry said, climbing up into the saddle of his horse.

      

      Adam glanced at him. “So you have said, at least a thousand times.”

      

      “I know, but I must say it a thousand times more,” Harry insisted. “It is my fault she will not see you, and I would not mind freeing you from that burden if you did not have a face on you like a slapped puppy.”

      

      Adam snorted. “I do not.”

      

      “You do.” Harry twisted the reins around his hands. “I have never seen you so morose. It does not become you. Indeed, I am becoming rather worried.”

      

      “And that is why you have chosen today to return to London?”

      

      Harry pulled an apologetic face. “My acquaintance from France is in residence, and I do not know how much longer she will be there. I cannot let her leave for France again without reminding her of why Englishmen are the finest in the world.”

      

      “Go. Enjoy yourself. I shall be quite well,” Adam told him, though the truth could not have been more opposite.

      

      He had been gloomy, and he hated every moment. Yet, each time he attempted to see his wife, to make amends for kissing her in his intoxicated condition, he was shooed away by her small but mighty army of women.

      

      Harry frowned. “Are you certain?”

      

      “It would not make a difference, either way. You have just said it yourself, you cannot miss this opportunity with your French mistress,” Adam replied. “So, go, and forget my sulky face. I am only out of sorts because everyone has decided that my wife is the new favorite, but I shall recover from the jealousy soon enough. All I need to do is venture to the kennels, where the dogs will give me all the attention I need.”

      

      Harry’s face broke into a grin. “That is more like the Adam I know. And I am sorry, once again, for bringing Miss Eastleigh here. I thought you would appreciate the distraction, but I forgot that you are terribly stubborn when it comes to promises you have made.”

      

      To avoid further interrogation, Adam had informed his dearest friend that he had merely rebuffed Miss Eastleigh’s advances because he had vowed to Nancy that he would be loyal for at least the month of their honeymoon. He had not, however, told his oldest friend that it was because he had not wanted the distraction of Miss Eastleigh at all. He had just wanted to be in his wife’s company. Even now, he did not know why he was keeping the truth from Harry.

      

      Perhaps because he did not fully understand what the truth was, yet.

      

      “It was as much for Miss Eastleigh’s sake,” Adam insisted. “She is to be married soon, and I certainly do not want a disgruntled betrothed knocking on my door, nor would she want to lose that security. Not really.”

      

      Harry nodded. “Quite right. I shall tell her that when I undoubtedly see her this week.”

      

      “Are you actually leaving, or are we going to chatter away like gossiping fishwives until sunset?” Adam half teased, for his friend’s presence this past week had made him oddly uneasy.

      

      He had never not trusted Harry before, but it really did seem as if Harry was trying to get him to break his marriage vows before the honeymoon was over. Why else would he have brought so many guests that night?

      

      Harry rolled his eyes. “I am leaving. I swear, I am.” He wheeled his horse around. “Be well, my good man. I shall see you in a fortnight, to liberate you from this prison you have made for yourself.”

      

      “I shall be waiting,” Adam replied, raising his hand to his brow in a salute as Harry rode off.

      

      The moment his friend passed through the gates and disappeared, Adam glanced around him, wondering what he was supposed to do to entertain himself. He had spent the past week catching up on estate matters and his duties to the dukedom, which he had planned to leave until he returned to London, but as his wife would not see him and his mother had decided to keep her company, work had been his only source of distraction. Now, however, with all of that completed, he was entirely at a loss with what to do with himself.

      

      A walk, he decided, hoping that the exercise might tire him of his thoughts of Nancy and the kiss he could not forget.

      

      He had been somewhat merry, that was true, but by the time his lips had touched hers, he had been entirely sober, knowing full well what he had been doing. Yet, he wished he had been roaring drunk so he might have used it as an excuse for his actions.

      

      She will never forgive me. Why else would she be avoiding me?

      

      For Nancy likely thought he was playing games, trying to seduce her as he had seduced countless others, certain that he could not be trusted.

      

      It was a warm day, the sun beating down on the expansive gardens, the air filled with the thrum of bees and the scent of flowers in bloom—a gorgeous day that should have been relished—but the longer Adam walked, the more he wished he had his wife walking at his side. There was so much he wanted to show her.

      

      Stooping under a low stone archway to enter the Oriental Gardens, intending to sit on the curving bridge of the ornamental lake until he felt better, he halted at the sight of someone up ahead who had, apparently, had the same idea as him.

      

      A woman stood alone in the middle of the bridge, her back to Adam, at a gap in the balustrade that was supposed to be used for fishing. She gazed out at the sparkling surface, where fish leaped to catch the low-flying insects.

      

      Nancy…

      

      He would have known her silhouette and that halo of fair hair anywhere.

      

      Steeling himself, he made his way to the bridge, hoping she did not try and run down the other side, away from him. But Nancy must have been in a deeper trance than he thought, for as his footsteps echoed on the rickety wood, she did not move or seem to notice.

      

      “You do not look sick,” he noted, trusting in humor to thaw any frost between them.

      

      It was as if a bomb had exploded right beside Nancy. She started violently in fright, her hand jolting up off the balustrade she had been holding. And as she whirled around to see who had spoken, her eyes wide and wild, her foot caught in the hem of her skirts.

      

      Adam knew what was going to happen before it did, his legs powering forward in a desperate sprint, his hand reaching for her as she toppled backward, her arms flailing in a vain attempt to grab onto the balustrade.

      

      But he was too late.

      

      His fingertips skimmed hers as she fell, and though he lunged to seize hold of her skirts, the fabric tore in his hand. Down she tumbled, hitting the water with an almighty splash, sending every creature skittering in fright.

      

      Oh, she really will not forgive me now.

      

      Adam grimaced, staring down at the water, waiting for her to emerge. The ornamental lake was deep, but there were no currents or tides that might prevent a person from swimming. Yet, as he continued to wait, there was no sign of Nancy. In the spot where she had fallen, bubbles burst on the surface, and he could faintly make out the white of her dress somewhere below… but she was not coming up.

      

      He did not hesitate. Bracing his feet against the wooden slats of the bridge, he dove into the lake, arcing through the air before piercing the murky surface. The cold hit him like a kick to the chest as he twisted around in the water, peering through the murkiness to find his wife.

      

      There!

      

      He spied a tendril of floating white and swam toward it, his hands bumping against solid flesh. Grabbing her any way he could, he swam upward, bringing them both back to the trusty sunlight and the fresh, warm air.

      

      Once they had broken the surface, he realized she was not gasping for air as he was. Adjusting his position, holding her underneath her armpits so that she lay on top of him, her back against his chest, he swam toward the safety of the shallow bank.

      

      As soon as his feet touched the lakebed, he pulled Nancy into his arms and lumbered toward solid ground, laying her down on the soft grass. Her head lolled, her eyes closed, her chest unmoving.

      

      “Nancy!” he called, shaking her. “Nancy, take a breath! You must!”

      

      Remembering a trick that he had been taught by a fellow Cornet on the Continent, on the fighting fields, he pulled Nancy up into a sitting position, tipping her head as far forward as he could without her toppling, and struck her back with his palm as hard as he dared. He repeated it three times, before laying her back down on the grass and, drawing in a deep breath, bringing his mouth to hers to breathe air into her lungs.

      

      On the third kiss of life, her eyes flew wide, and her body surged upward, her forehead connecting with the bridge of his nose. Adam hissed at the immediate pain, his eyes watering, as Nancy bent to the side, her chest wracked with violent coughs, and spluttered up all the water she had swallowed.

      

      “You… you kissed me!” she croaked, banging on her chest. “I did not give… you permission… to kiss me!”

      

      Pinching the bridge of his nose, Adam narrowed his watery eyes at her. “I was saving your life. I was not kissing you, I was giving you my breath.”

      

      “What?”

      

      “A kiss of life, I suppose, but not a kiss,” he replied. “You were about to drown.”

      

      She blinked in surprise. “Well, perhaps, but… but… only because you startled me!”

      

      “I thought you had heard me and were ignoring me, as you have been doing this past week,” Adam huffed sullenly, his nose smarting. It throbbed all the way into his skull.

      

      “I have not been ignoring you. I have not been well,” Nancy protested, but her gaze betrayed her, flitting guiltily elsewhere. Her cheeks had turned a pretty shade of pink, too.

      

      Adam arched an eyebrow. “We both know that is not true.”

      

      “Either way, you should have announced yourself instead of… creeping up on me. I would not have fallen if you had said something first,” she argued, drawing her knees up to her chest, her wet dress turning transparent.

      

      “I did. I said that you did not look sick, and then you jumped as if I had fired a musket beside your ear.” He shook his head, infuriated. In all his years, he had never met a more frustrating, intoxicating woman. “Can you not swim?”

      

      Her eyebrows shot up. “Pardon?”

      

      “I waited for you to swim back up, but you did not. Can you not swim?”

      

      She gulped loudly. “I never had any cause to learn, for I have never lived close to the sea. Besides, swimming does not interest me. It seems a peculiar pastime.”

      

      “But it can save your life,” he chided lightly. “And you might not have lived near the sea, but this is the second lake I have seen you near, and you almost fell into the first lake, too. You must learn to swim, Nancy. I insist upon it.”

      

      Nancy shook her head, hugging her knees tighter to her chest. “I will not.”

      

      “Why? There is nothing to be afraid of if that is your concern.”

      

      She met his gaze, her expression very frightened, indeed. “I have… always been afraid of water. I do not know why. I have a friend who fears it because she fell into a pond when she was a child, but I have no memory of a similar thing happening to me. I have just… always been deathly afraid of water of any kind. The fact that you encountered me at the lakeside the first time is nothing short of a miracle because I never approach water.”

      

      “Then why were you standing on the bridge today?” Adam cocked his head, trying his best not to look at the limbs and sweet flesh that were revealing themselves through the sodden white fabric of her dress.

      

      Nancy shrugged. “I was trying to be brave, and I would have been fine if you had not approached me like that.”

      

      “It is fortunate I did approach you, for what if you had slipped and no one was here? You would have drowned, and I shall not risk that happening again,” Adam said, more firmly. “You will learn to swim, and I shall hear no complaints about it. As soon as I have carried you inside, I shall venture into town to buy you suitable swimming attire, and then we will begin our lessons.”

      

      Nancy stared at him as if imploring him to change his mind. “What if I promise never to go near the lake again?”

      

      “It is too late for that.” Adam scooped his arm underneath her already bent knees and, wrapping his other arm around her, hoisted her up before she could argue. “You will thank me for it, one day, for it is a valuable skill to learn.”

      

      Instead of protesting, Nancy slipped her arm around his neck, dipping her chin to her chest as he carried her back to the manor. All the while, he struggled to ignore the sight of her stays and the bare stretch of skin between that and the top edge of her petticoats. It was as if a rare flower had bloomed for him, but he was not allowed to touch it or inhale its sweet perfume.

      

      “Thank you,” she murmured as they made their way out of the labyrinth of gardens and up a shallow, grassy slope to the house.

      

      “For what? I have not yet taught you to swim.”

      

      She shook her head. “For saving me.”

      

      “Oh…” He swallowed thickly. “You are most welcome.”

      

      “And I am sorry for ignoring you this past week,” she added. “I… felt terribly homesick, and I did not wish to leave my chambers. But I was still recovering from my ailment, too. You can ask your mother if you do not believe me. She can attest to the fact that I was still under the weather. I did not think you would mind, considering you had guests.”

      

      Adam snorted. “I had Harry. He is not a guest. He is a… wastrel.”

      

      “You have quarreled?” She sounded surprised.

      

      “No, not a quarrel, but he has been rather badly behaved of late,” Adam replied, smiling down at her. “I suppose he is worried that I might actually like being married, which would ruin his entire way of life. You see, my old friend is not exactly wealthy or well-stationed, so I am his recreational benefactor.”

      

      Nancy gave a small nod as if something had just slotted into place in her mind. “And do you?”

      

      “Do I what?”

      

      Her breath caught in her throat. “Do you like being married?”

      

      “I would not know,” Adam replied, unwilling to set so much as a toe into that realm of conversation, “for my wife has been absent for most of our first fortnight together.”

      

      Nancy gasped softly—an endearing sound. “Ah… yes, I suppose I have.”

      

      Adam could not admit that the past week without her had been a peculiar sort of torment, as if his entire life had been suspended until she had decided to leave her chambers again. There had been so many experiences he wished to share with her, to know her better, and yet he had been forced to go through them alone until even eating breakfast had seemed like a lonely affair. And for a man who was not used to waiting, or accustomed to being alone, it had left a rather sour taste in his mouth.

      

      I care about you, and I do not know what to do with that information.

      

      He was surprised by how protective he felt toward her. Indeed, he could not even consider what might have happened if he had not been there. It was too painful to think about, sending his nerves into a frenzy he did not like.

      

      But that, in and of itself, begged a worrisome question: if he was already fretting over her safety now, what would that be like when they were supposed to part ways after the month was over?

      

      Truly, he was beginning to think he could not be parted from her at all, and that terrified him.

      

      Perhaps Harry is right to be worried…

      

      For though Adam could not speak on what married life was actually like, he did know that he had never felt so much for any woman before. However, it was not necessarily the feelings themselves that scared him, but the possibility of them fading, leaving his wife heartbroken as he picked up old habits, abandoning her the way he promised he never would.

      

      I cannot trust myself, and she would do well to follow suit.
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      “Must we do this again?” Nancy complained, trailing after Adam through the gardens. “It is hopeless! I do not imagine you could teach me to swim, even if you were a fish!”

      

      Adam walked on, ignoring her.

      

      She hated when he did that, though she supposed she deserved it somewhat, considering her recent avoidance of him. It had been three days since her intimate encounter with the ornamental lake, and Adam had remained true to his promise. Every day, he had marched her to the same lake, beginning the very slow process of getting her comfortable with the water. And every day, despite herself, she had progressed a little more.

      

      “Husband!” she shouted, freezing.

      

      Adam turned toward her. “Now, there is something new.”

      

      “What is?”

      

      Nancy knew exactly what, but she was not going to let him know that.

      

      “You have never called me that before,” he said, smiling.

      

      “I thought it might be the only way to draw your attention,” she replied, remembering her dream.

      

      Indeed, there were times when she forgot that her dream had not been real, and that things and words had neither been done nor said, though she thought of them often.

      

      He chuckled. “Well, it certainly did that, but it will not exempt you from today’s lesson.” He began to walk back toward her. “Must I carry you, as I have done every other day, or will you go willingly today?”

      

      “I think you might have to carry me. My legs are too shaky,” she said, already looking forward to the sensation of being in his arms, embraced so closely.

      

      It was the closest she could get to him, in truth, for he had not attempted to repeat their kiss.

      

      That is my fault, for why would he want to kiss me again when I had vanished for a week after the last time?

      

      Nancy had intended to explain that it had been partially due to the sight of that other lady and the familiar nickname, but she had not wanted to sound jealous or petulant, considering everything he had told her when they had been first getting to know one another.

      

      But her week away from him had given her some perspective. Adam had pushed the lady away, after all.

      

      He grinned and obeyed, sweeping her up into his arms. “I must say, it is nice to have the manor to ourselves again.”

      

      “Whatever do you mean?” Nancy laughed. “Marina is still here and is, in fact, exceedingly bored now that you are determined to steal all of my time with this swimming nonsense.”

      

      He shrugged. “Can she swim?”

      

      “I believe so.”

      

      “Well, when you have managed at least half the length of the lake without risk of drowning, perhaps she can join us. Until then, I would spare your dignity,” he teased.

      

      She smacked him lightly on the chest. “How is your nose?”

      

      “Destined to never be without a bruise,” he quipped. “Surprisingly, your fist was harder than your head.”

      

      Nancy still felt guilty about butting his head with hers while he had been trying to save her life, but there was something about the bruise that made him seem more protective, as if he could fight off a horde of villains if he had to, in order to defend her honor.

      

      They talked about everything and nothing as they continued on toward the ornamental lake, though she noticed they never touched upon the kiss or the appearance of that woman. She did not know if she was even allowed to mention such things.

      

      “Who was that lady in the gardens?” Nancy finally asked as they cut through a garden that bloomed with wisteria and lavender and violets and thistles, aptly named The Purple Gardens.

      

      Adam’s brow creased for a moment. “No one of any import.”

      

      “You said that before, but I would still prefer to know who she was,” Nancy insisted.

      

      He sighed wearily. “I do not want to upset you, Nancy, nor do I wish to speak of her. She is… a memory, nothing more.”

      

      “Memories can be powerful things.” Nancy’s stomach churned with jealousy, her mind beginning to conjure all sorts of awful images.

      

      Adam shook his head. “She was a passing amusement, and I was the same for her.” He grimaced. “Must we speak of this? You are certain?”

      

      “It is of great importance to me.”

      

      “So you can be convinced, once and for all, of what manner of scoundrel I am?” He sounded oddly sad, dropping his gaze as he carried her into the Red Gardens.

      

      Nancy shook her head, lightly touching the underside of his chin to make him look at her. “I do not think you are a scoundrel, Adam. I think you are someone who carries a great burden around with them, and it takes an enormous amount of distraction to stop you from thinking of that burden.” She paused. “You said you were damaged. While I do not disagree entirely, I think it is more like you are… wounded. And you have not allowed yourself time to heal.”

      

      “What do you mean?” He frowned at her.

      

      “You were denied affection throughout your childhood, and you thought your mother was complicit in your father’s dastardly actions. That would have made it difficult to trust anyone, and when you learned the truth of your mother’s suffering, you must have thought that attachment—your attachment to her—was a curse. Because you were attached to her and loved her, your father was able to manipulate you with that. Even though he is dead, I do not imagine that fear has gone, that allowing yourself to become attached to someone means, inevitably, their suffering.”

      

      Adam tried to chuckle, but it echoed hollow. “Goodness, did you hit your head when you landed in the water the other day? Where did such a detailed assessment come from?”

      

      “I have had a long while to consider it, and though you may attempt to deflect with humor, I do not think I am mistaken,” Nancy replied. “Perhaps if your mother had been free to live her life in good health and happiness after your father’s death, you would not be carrying this burden and fear around. Instead, her health has declined, almost as if your father is still manipulating her from beyond the grave. So, as I say, you have never had the opportunity to heal.”

      

      Adam blinked. “Mercy, you are extraordinary. I am not saying I believe you or agree with you, but you are still quite extraordinary.”

      

      “You do not have to agree with me,” Nancy replied, smiling, “but that does not mean I am not right.”

      

      Passing through the low archway that led into the Oriental Garden and the ornamental lake therein, Adam burst into brighter laughter, mumbling “quite extraordinary” under his breath.

      

      “I shall take that as a compliment,” she said, grinning.

      

      He grinned back. “Oh, you must, for it is.” He set her down at the water’s edge. “Now, enough of my dismal past. It is time for your future as a swimmer. You cannot avoid it by trying to explain the way that I am. I shall not allow it.”

      

      “But you have not yet told me who that woman was,” Nancy protested, shuddering at the notion of wading into that icy water, though the late morning was already baking hot.

      

      Adam removed his hessian boots. “I did tell you. She is nothing to me.”

      

      “You are avoiding the question,” Nancy said, already dressed in her swimming attire—an ordinary-seeming dress made of thicker material so she would be able to maintain her dignity in the water.

      

      Her bodily dignity, at least.

      

      Adam groaned. “If I tell you, will you go in so deep that your feet cannot touch the ground anymore?”

      

      “I will,” she promised, hoping she would not regret it.

      

      He peeled off his tailcoat and waistcoat, stuffing the edges of his shirt deeper into the waist of his trousers. “She is… the woman I mistook you for at the lakeside, at Lord Bainton’s ball,” he said, his voice stiff. “The stockings and the petticoat belonged to her.”

      

      Nancy’s stomach dropped. Immediately, she wished she had not pressed the matter.

      

      “But she is known for her promiscuity in certain circles,” Adam continued in a rush, “and has indulged in affairs with… goodness, I would say at least a quarter of Society’s gentlemen. I was not special to her, and she was not special to me. Nor did I actually indulge in anything with her.”

      

      Nancy choked out the words, “Because it was to happen that night?”

      

      “No. Because she was a tease, and I was becoming bored of her games,” he replied in earnest. “Why, that very night, I found her in the arms of another. It was while I was chasing Mr. Colby that I happened upon Miss Eastleigh with the poor gentleman she has recently become engaged to. A childhood acquaintance, I believe, who likely has no notion of the chaos he is marrying.”

      

      Nancy’s throat constricted, robbing her of her ability to speak. She did not know what she had expected by asking such a question of him, nor why she had expected delving into his sordid past not to hurt. It did, badly. Her heart felt as if it was being stretched and twisted, her insides knotting into tight balls, while her skin prickled with a cold sweat.

      

      “My dear Nancy,” Adam asked softly, coming toward her, “might I say something?”

      

      She gave a small nod.

      

      “I made a grave mistake when I put my arms around you that night, but I have not regretted it since, not even for a moment,” he told her, slipping his arms around her waist, and pulling her to him. “I have never cared before. I have never waited eagerly for the company of any woman. I have never felt the absence of any woman. I have never brought any woman to this manor and discovered it to be a happier place because she is here. I have never felt anything at all, not really, until you.”

      

      Nancy rested her hands on his forearms, uncertain of whether to push him away or draw him closer. How could he be blamed for telling the truth, when she had asked him? It was she who was not ready to hear the truth, her mind too naïve to truly contemplate what he had done in his past.

      

      He cares about you! He is telling you that you are special, and you are not listening!

      

      She peered up at him cautiously. “You are a liar.”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      She mustered her most courageous smile. “I do not believe that you have not regretted what you did that night. After all, you never wished to marry, yet you found yourself married to me.”

      

      “And I maintain that I have no regrets.” Adam stroked his fingertips up and down the curve of her spine. “Well, perhaps I have one.”

      

      She squinted at him. “What might that be? That you did not catch Mr. Colby?”

      

      “Heavens, no.” He chuckled. “It is that I was not pursuing you in the first place. Or rather that we did not meet in a more ordinary fashion.”

      

      Nancy tutted playfully. “If we had encountered one another the way people usually do, I doubt we would have spoken. My sister would have informed me of who you were, for there is little she does not know about Society, and I would have avoided you as if you were riddled with pox.” Her heart sighed, bringing her flush against him. “So, perhaps it is for the best that we met the way we did.”

      

      “Indeed, for if we had not, you would not have learned to swim,” Adam said slyly, flashing her a wink.

      

      Before Nancy could properly absorb his words, his hands smoothed over the swell of her buttocks and hoisted her up into his arms, just as he had done in her dream. Instinctively—or, perhaps, remembering—her legs locked around his waist, her arms looping around his neck as he carried her into the water.

      

      “Please, do not think of Miss Eastleigh again,” he told her, the cold water rising higher.

      

      Nancy nodded. “I promise I shall not, as long as you never mistake me for her again.”

      

      “My darling, how could I?” he purred. “There is no one in this world like you.”
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      “Nancy, my dear, as much as I am relishing your legs around me, you must let go,” Adam urged, laughing.

      

      It had been a long while since they had entered the water together, yet Nancy refused to loosen her grip.

      

      Truly, you must release me, or I do not know what I shall do.

      

      Adam struggled inwardly, for where else could a husband’s mind wander when his wife was soaked to the skin, clinging to him, her ripe breasts pressing against him, her thighs locked tightly around his waist?

      

      “I cannot!” Nancy protested, clinging tighter to him. “It is too deep.”

      

      “How can it be? My feet are still touching the ground.”

      

      She shook her head. “You are taller than I am. If I let go, I will not touch the lakebed.”

      

      Torn between keeping her in his arms, his hands settled rather pleasingly on the swell of her backside, and actually helping her to swim, Adam stared up at her for a moment. She looked genuinely scared, her eyes flitting this way and that in a panic, her teeth anxiously grazing her lower lip.

      

      If I were to lose you, it would devastate me.

      

      His heart squeezed painfully as he thought of her below the surface, unmoving—just a shadow and a few tendrils of white.

      

      “Very well, then we must both go in deeper,” he threatened, slowly walking backward.

      

      She had to learn how to swim. That way, he could cross at least one risk from his list. He could not, however, cross himself from that list, though he was proving to be the greatest danger.

      

      I cannot stay away from you, my darling. I simply cannot, yet…

      

      Their earlier conversation had drained him of his neutrality. Forced to watch fear and heartbreak and pain flicker across her beautiful face, etched there by his brutal honesty, all he had wanted to do was soothe her anguish. But he had not expected his own tongue to betray him, pouring out a partial confession of affection.

      

      I have never felt anything at all, not really, until you…

      

      He cursed himself silently, wondering what in heaven’s name he had been thinking. Yet, that seemed to be the trouble with Nancy. Whenever he was around her, he took leave of his senses. He became a different Adam, one who felt ashamed of his sordid past, one who no longer wished to be that man, but one who was terrified that he could not change. Not permanently.

      

      “Adam, no!” Nancy yelped. “Adam!”

      

      The water rose higher and higher until it was up to his shoulders, prompting Nancy to try and climb him like a tree, pulling herself further above the surface… and pushing him down as she did so.

      

      “You… will drown me!” he spluttered, kicking his legs like a frog as he lost his footing. “Nancy, you have to let go, or you… will drown… me!”

      

      Her swimming dress was weighted at the hem so the skirts would not billow up, but they swept around his legs like tentacles as she fought to stay above the surface.

      

      “I cannot do it!” she cried. “Please, I cannot!”

      

      “You can!” he urged. “I am… here. I will not let… anything bad… happen to you, but… bad things… will happen to me if you—”

      

      His head sank below the water, his arms releasing her. All Nancy had to do was release him in return, preferably before he ceased to breathe.

      

      All at once, Adam felt her grip slacken, her body floating away from him. And as his feet touched the slippery lakebed, he propelled himself upward, breaking the surface with an almighty gasp.

      

      Sucking in deep breaths, sweeping the hair and water out of his eyes, he searched for her… and found her just ahead of him, floating on her back, moving her hands the way he had taught her the previous day.

      

      Of course, yesterday, he had been holding her up, steering her this way and that so she could grow accustomed to the feeling, but now, she was doing it all by herself.

      

      “My darling!” he whooped. “My darling, you are a wonder! I told you, you could do it!”

      

      “I cannot look at you,” Nancy replied. “I am concentrating on not sinking.”

      

      He chuckled, tipping himself onto his back to join her. “Well, I cannot look at you either. I am sculling.”

      

      “But you must look at me, or how shall I know if I am doing it correctly?”

      

      Adam laughed so hard that he almost began to sink again. “You know you are doing it correctly because your mouth is not full of water, and there are no fish swimming in front of you, wondering what on earth you are.”

      

      “Do not make me laugh!” she warned, splashing a little to right herself. “I cannot spare the breath. I am holding every last speck of air until I reach shallower water.”

      

      He glanced over at her. “You are going the wrong way.”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      “You are heading into deeper water,” he told her.

      

      “Please, tell me you are lying!” Her voice sounded panicked, and he did not have the heart to tease her any longer.

      

      “I am lying. You are on your way to the shore, my dearest Nancy.”

      

      She snorted. “Pest.”

      

      As he watched her make her way toward a spot where she could put her feet down, his heart twinged. It had been doing that a lot as of late, against his will. Indeed, as much as he tried to tell himself that he did not want this to continue beyond their honeymoon, moments like this reminded him of what he would be missing if he parted ways with his wife.

      

      You are wounded, not damaged. Maybe she is the cure you did not realize you needed.

      

      Staring up at the blue sky dusted with wispy clouds, Adam contemplated all the observations she had made about him. In all the years he had spent gallivanting, he had chosen to surround himself with shallow people who would not ask too many questions, and ladies who did not actually care about who he was, just his body and what he could do for them. In doing so, he had never really allowed himself to think too deeply about what motivated him to spend his days, weeks, months, years in a constant state of wild abandon, giving the scandal sheets all the gossip fodder they could ever need.

      

      “You must have thought that… your attachment to her was a curse. Because you were attached to her and loved her, your father was able to manipulate you with that… I do not imagine that fear has gone, that allowing yourself to become attached to something means, inevitably, their suffering.”

      

      His heart ached to even consider that her assertions might be the truth, yet he could not deny the truth in her assertions. To him, loving someone meant watching their pain, feeling their torment, wishing he could protect them but unable to do anything.

      

      “Adam!” Nancy’s voice snatched him out of his conflicted reverie.

      

      He lowered his legs, treading water as he looked for her. She stood on the grassy bank, grinning with such pride that he could not help but feel it in his own chest.

      

      “You made it!”

      

      “I told you I could!” she teased, resting her hands on her hips.

      

      Adam took a good look at her, admiring the way her sodden dress clung to every curve like a second skin. He had imagined her figure often enough when he retired to his chambers for the night, alone and doing his best to behave, but nothing could have compared to reality.

      

      Her waist was narrow, sweeping out into shapely hips that begged to be gripped, while her bosom was high and full and pert, the top of her pillowy breasts glistening with the diamonds that the lake had left behind. Her thighs were ample and inviting, his teeth longing to sink into the soft, supple flesh—not to bite, but to tease.

      

      If someone told me she was a goddess, I would believe them.

      

      Indeed, he already believed she was an angel sent from the heavens to either punish him for his sins or to try and redeem him.

      

      “That is the easy part!” he said, grateful for the cold water, for his loins were ablaze. “Now, swim back to me the way I taught you!”

      

      She hesitated. “But… I might catch a cold.”

      

      “I will keep you warm,” he promised, beckoning to her with his hand. “Come to me.”

      

      Adam watched her bosom rise and fall as she took a steadying breath, observing the muscle of her shapely thighs as she took tentative steps back into the water. She gasped as she waded deeper, the sound of it doing things to him that he was unprepared for. His chest seized, his stomach tightening, his hands itching to touch her, to caress her, to make love to her without further delay.

      

      She would not, even if you desire it.

      

      He recalled her crushed expression when he had mentioned Miss Catherine Eastleigh. Even with his explanation, there was no possible way that Nancy had forgiven him, and certainly, she would not have forgotten the “other woman” so soon.

      

      Still, as Nancy’s gasps filled the air with every step she made toward him, his body tipped closer to the edge of maddening need. He longed to hear her gasps of pleasure, her moans of bliss, her whimpers of ecstasy, and his name cried out as she crested wave after wave of bodily paradise.

      

      He wanted to move with her as if they were waltzing in the ballroom once more, attuned to one another, their bodies in perfect harmony. He wanted to be a true husband to her, sealing their union at last in a way that she would never forget, in a way that would chase away any thoughts she had of other women and everything that had happened before their marriage.

      

      Calm yourself…

      

      “I shall be here until dinner is served if you continue like that,” Adam called, swimming a little further back, giving her more of a challenge.

      

      “It is slippery!” Nancy protested, the water rising to her thighs, to her hips, to her waist, to every part of her that he longed to touch.

      

      Indeed, he doubted he had ever been more jealous of a lake.

      

      At last, she had no choice but to begin swimming. Bending forward slowly, pushing her head and neck out first before letting the rest of her body join the movement, she circled her arms, just as he had taught her. Her legs kicked powerfully behind her, somewhat ungainly but pushing her through the water all the same.

      

      “Perfection!” Adam shouted.

      

      He noted the proud grin upon her face, his own lips curving into a delighted smile as she proceeded on toward him.

      

      “Stop moving backward,” she spluttered, her movements somewhat panicky.

      

      He chuckled. “Apologies. I was testing you.”

      

      “This is testing enough.” She fixed her gaze upon him, kicking the rest of the way.

      

      The very moment she came within arm’s reach, Adam grasped her, dragging her across the last short stretch and into his embrace. He had found his footing on a patch of spiny rocks, but he ignored the pain that jabbed into the soles of his feet as he held her close, nuzzling her neck.

      

      “I am so very proud of you,” he whispered, his hand sliding up her spine to cradle the back of her head. “You have done so well, my darling. I thought it would take us at least to the end of our honeymoon before you swam alone.”

      

      “I am not alone,” Nancy murmured, hugging him back. “You are here, guiding me through it all… and though I am loath to admit it, this swimming lark is rather wonderful. Liberating, in a way, even if you did not allow me to swim the last part by myself.”

      

      He smiled against her skin. “I could not help myself.”

      

      “Did you think I needed rescuing?” she teased, her fingertips curling around the back of his collar.

      

      He shook his head lightly. “No, my darling, I think it is I who needs rescuing.”

      

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      

      He pulled back, gazing deeply into her eyes. There were a thousand things he wanted to say, and a thousand more that he wished to do to please her, but as his attention flitted to her lips, he let his kiss say all that he wished to say.

      

      He caught her mouth with his in a hungry crush, giving in to the desire that had seized him so desperately. His arm encircled her waist, while his hand ran through her hair, the blonde tendrils falling loose thanks to the water untangling the ribbon from her locks. And as he kissed her hard, she kissed him back with equal fervor as if she too had been waiting for the opportunity.

      

      “Oh, Adam,” she murmured, her hands clasping the sides of his face. “I thought you would never kiss me again.”

      

      He dipped his head, grazing his lips against the curve of her neck as he whispered back, “I thought the same, my darling.”

      

      Not once in the past decade had he felt shame about his exploits, not caring for anything that anyone said about him. But in meeting Nancy, in growing attached to her, he had begun to wish that he could somehow wipe the slate clean and begin again, with her. Only her.

      

      “Let me take you to the shore,” he said, his heart pounding. “I must warm you before you fall sick again. Indeed, I do not want you to disappear for another week. I would not bear it.”

      

      Nancy ran her fingertips through his hair, kissing him. “I do not want to leave the lake yet.”

      

      “Trust me,” he urged, his body burning with desire. “Just this once, trust me.”
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      Nancy clung to her husband as he walked her backward up the four wooden steps that led into the small pagoda on the north shore of the lake. His lips never left hers, his hands gripping the dripping wet fabric of her swimming dress, his body pressing against hers, nudging her in the right direction. And though she was no longer in the water, she was utterly breathless.

      

      “Should we not… dry ourselves in the… sun?” she gasped, for the pagoda was shady and cool.

      

      Adam ran his palm up the curve of her waist, skimming past the side of her breast on its way to her neck. For a strange moment, she thought he meant to strangle her as his hand curved around her throat, but there was no pressure, only the gentle massage of his fingertips before his hand moved around to the back of her neck. His thumb remained, stroking a line down her throat.

      

      “We do not need the sun,” he told her, dipping his head to kiss the other side of her throat while his other hand grasped the material at her hips, urging her closer to him.

      

      Melting into his embrace, Nancy arched her neck, biting her lower lip as his tongue tasted her skin. And as his hand caressed down from the nape of her neck to the swell of her breast, she shivered at his touch, though not out of fear—she had learned to swim, she could overcome anything without trepidation now.

      

      All of a sudden, the hand that had gripped her waist slipped down to her thigh, lifting it until her leg curved around his. Nancy grasped at him in a panic, worried she might fall, her hands grabbing fistfuls of his shirt as he bent her backward. But as his lips caressed her neck once more, his body bending with hers, her doubts vanished into the humid air.

      

      Adam knew what he was doing. All she had to do was trust him.

      

      He bent his knee, and he lowered her gently to the floor of the pagoda, laying her down as if she were the most precious thing in the world. And as he lowered himself on top of her, she remembered her dream. A dream that had stopped where her knowledge did. Yet, she had a feeling she was about to learn more than she had ever anticipated.

      

      “You are my greatest torment,” Adam said silkily, gazing down at her. “Do you know that?”

      

      She smiled. “I do now.”

      

      “There you go, tormenting me again.” He chuckled, and she felt the vibrations in her chest. “Now, do you know the first rule of warming yourself after you have been in cold water?”

      

      She shook her head.

      

      “You must remove your wet clothes.” He rolled onto his side, robbing her of the delicious weight of him, and the feel of his loins between her thighs.

      

      Propped up on his elbow, his eyes never leaving hers, Adam began to undo the buttons of her swimming dress. They lay in a neat row from neckline to hem so the dress could be worn over the top of other dresses and petticoats for added opacity, and he unfastened them as if by magic. One by one, they released to his skilled touch, his hand easing further and further down her body.

      

      Her breath caught in her throat as his palm smoothed over her flat stomach and paused at the mound where her thighs met. His tongue rolled over his lower lip as he took a few seconds longer to undo that particular button, his fingertips sliding lower, adding pressure to a part of her she had not known existed—a powder keg, and his touch was the spark.

      

      “Oh…” Nancy swallowed thickly.

      

      But just as quickly as he had ignited something, he moved his hand onward, undoing the last of the buttons until the two sides of her dress lay open. As if she were a longed-for gift, Adam drew his gaze from hers and let it wander down the thin line of flesh and undergarments that peeked through the gap.

      

      “Extraordinary,” he murmured, lowering his head to kiss the spot just above her navel.

      

      His tongue seemed to desire a taste too, as he ran it down the line of her stomach, pausing between her breasts to steal a kiss. Wherever his lips wandered, his hands followed, peeling aside the damp fabric of her dress, pulling it free of her shivering limbs and glistening skin.

      

      Considering they were supposed to be swimming and nothing more, Nancy had not bothered to wear stays or petticoats, certain that the thicker fabric of the dress would be enough to conceal any bare skin from him. A foolish notion, she realized, as she lay there naked on the floor of the pagoda, dressed only by his kisses and the roughness of his palm’s caresses.

      

      “What if someone… comes this way?” she panted. “Perhaps we ought to go ins—”

      

      Her back arched, a sharp breath cutting off her suggestion, as his mouth closed over her pert nipple. And as he sucked gently, any complaints abandoned her, her mind swirling as fireworks exploded across her chest and pulsed down into her belly. There, a warmth gathered, more potent than the wine she had sipped beneath the apple tree.

      

      Adam kissed between the valley of her breasts and closed his mouth around her other nipple, her body responding to him in ways she did not know it could respond. Her hips bucked as he sucked on her, her muscles tightening, her limbs shaking slightly, though she was no longer cold.

      

      “Oh, Adam,” she breathed, every sensation new and exciting and strange and wonderful, all at once.

      

      She felt him smile against her skin as he kissed back down the path that his tongue had forged earlier, his hands following the contours of her waist and hips, sparking fresh bursts of bliss with each touch and kiss and taste.

      

      But as he drew closer to the apex of her thighs, she had to wonder what came next. She thought she knew, but this was nothing like the act that her sister had detailed. For one thing, he was still wearing his shirt and trousers.

      

      “Oh… Oh, Adam…”

      

      A soft cry escaped her lips as his tongue slid down between her thighs, rolling against that intimate part of her. A slow, teasing taste that held her entire body frozen.

      

      He lay down on the wooden floor, scooping his arms underneath her thighs and curving them back over her hips. All she could do was allow him to guide her, eager to discover what surprises he had waiting.

      

      His tongue rolled against her secret spot once more, before he parted her lips and sucked on her, sending her spinning into a frenzy of bewilderment and bliss.

      

      Indeed, there was nothing of this nature in her beloved fairytales and romance novels, and as his tongue stroked her swollen bud in measured circles, teasing that frenzy into a powerful storm of untold pleasure, she rather thought they were missing a valuable part of the story.

      

      “Oh, goodness!” she cried, arching her neck back. “Oh, my darling… Adam…”

      

      His tongue never paused in its lavish attentions while he drew one arm from under her, tracing his fingertips up and down her inner thigh until her legs were shaking. And once he had her trembling, he trailed his fingertips higher, pausing at the entrance to her sex.

      

      It was akin to what Nancy had been told by her sister, yet nothing at all like it. Indeed, she doubted she could ever have imagined her body being a vessel for so many sensations at once, all thrumming and throbbing and pulsing as if she had become lightning itself.

      

      Slowly, Adam eased his finger inside her. Her fingernails scraped at the wooden floor, her hips bucking at the delicious intrusion. And as he urged a second finger into her hidden depths, she thought she might truly explode from the bliss of it all, her body writhing, no longer caring if anyone were to pass by.

      

      In truth, she imagined her gasps and moans could be heard all across the vast gardens.

      

      Taking his time, Adam drew his fingers in and out of her silken depths while his tongue continued to tease her secret bud toward unknown heights of pleasure, every tortuous lash sending shivers up into her abdomen, where something was growing—a sensation like the prelude to a sneeze, but ten times as intense.

      

      “Oh my… Adam… Adam!”

      

      Nancy writhed and strained as if her body could not bear the power of what was happening within her. Every muscle tightened, every vein white-hot, every nerve pulsing, every inch of her skin tingling with a swelling heat as if she had succumbed to a fever once more. Only, she did not feel sick. Far from it. She had never felt more alive.

      

      And just when she did not think she could endure anymore without fainting or burning up into nothing but glowing specks of raw pleasure, that strange and glorious sensation in the depths of her abdomen finally detonated. A blast of pure paradise ricocheted through her, and as she squeezed her eyes shut, golden lights erupted, her mind swirling as her body braced against the force of her ecstasy.

      

      Her back arched off the floor, her neck arcing, her hands balling into tight fists, while her legs trembled with such violence that she did not know if she could ever walk again. Her stomach pulled tight, feeding the wave of bliss that thrummed through her every vein, and as it reached its most powerful peak, Adam’s name peeled from her throat in a desperate cry of passion.

      

      But like a sudden summer storm whipping an ocean into chaos for a short while, the intensity of it had no choice but to ebb. And as the tide of her euphoria withdrew, the lightning of bliss becoming no more than dancing sparks, she collapsed onto the hard floor, panting as if she had been swimming for her life.

      

      “Do you feel warmer?” Adam asked, his tone amused, as he slowly drew back his fingers and placed one last kiss on her swollen bud.

      

      Nancy jolted at the light touch, a smile turning up the corners of her lips. “Much warmer,” she gasped.

      

      “Good.”

      

      He kissed his way up her thighs, over the flat of her stomach, and across the peaks of her breasts until he found his way back to her bruised and eager lips.

      

      But before he could kiss her mouth, she pushed on his chest, keeping him at a small distance.

      

      “What was that?”

      

      “What was what?” he asked coyly.

      

      “What just happened.”

      

      He grinned. “Pleasure, my darling, in abundance.”

      

      “But that was not…” Nancy trailed off, suddenly embarrassed, which seemed rather ridiculous, considering her current condition. Still, she had not been raised to talk about the acts between a man and woman openly, and she was not entirely certain if she was still a virgin or not. “Am I… deflowered?”

      

      Adam shook his head. “No, my dearest Nancy. That was but one of the many things I can do to pleasure you.”

      

      “Many things?” She smiled.

      

      He grinned and dipped his head, catching her mouth with his. “Many,” he murmured against her lips. “As long as you continue to swim.”

      

      “You have tricked me,” she said, pulling him closer by the front of his shirt.

      

      “Never,” he replied, kissing her hard.

      

      And though she did not dare to believe it, it felt like the beginning of something. A marriage of true joy and affection and love and passion that she would not have thought possible when he had first put his arms around her by that fated lakeside.

      

      But as she kissed him, a few words slithered into her mind, spoken by the lips that were kissing her in return.

      

      “I cannot love you either. Do not hope for it. That is impossible.”

      

      There were things Adam had said, and things he had done, that made Nancy think that was no longer true. After all, he had confessed that he wished they had met in a more ordinary fashion, and that she was the one he had been pursuing that night by the lake. Perhaps that was now what his heart desired—a more ordinary life, with his wife at his side, enjoying the rest of their days together in love and loyalty.

      

      Or perhaps she was just fooling herself.
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      That evening, Adam sat in the comfort of his study, listening to the muffled chatter of the household that drifted up to the turret window. Nancy was down there somewhere, keeping Marina company, and though he wished she was there with him, he knew he could not be selfish.

      

      Nancy needed more than him if she was going to survive her new life.

      

      He had just turned back to his book when a knock sounded at the door.

      

      “Who is it? I am exceedingly busy,” he called.

      

      The door opened, and his mother entered. She was carrying a tray in her hands.

      

      “I thought you might be in need of some nourishment, as you did not eat much at dinner.” She paused. “Are you well? You have not caught Nancy’s sickness, have you?”

      

      “I was not hungry,” Adam replied, for he had been nourished by something else entirely—the memory of Nancy’s pleasure. “But I suppose I am somewhat peckish now.”

      

      Peckish for more of my dear wife.

      

      “You seem happy,” Dorothea observed, setting the tray down on the low table in front of his chaise longue. “I cannot remember a time when I have seen you more joyful.”

      

      “That is because I am rarely here,” Adam reminded her, chuckling.

      

      She rolled her eyes and sank down beside him. “You know what I mean, darling. I am aware that you are always enjoying yourself in London and beyond, but the happiness I have seen lately is of a more… genuine kind. It radiates from you, whereas before, if I may be frank, you always seemed tired. As if you were trying too hard to prove you were happy.”

      

      “Everyone seems to be making judgments about me, of late,” he remarked, closing his book. “Indeed, Nancy made a keen observation about me, but I am still contemplating whether or not she has found a nugget of truth.”

      

      Dorothea frowned. “What observations did she make?”

      

      Lounging back against the chaise longue, his gaze fixed on the window where the sounds of laughter fluttered up, Adam told his mother what Nancy had said about his potential fears and old scars and why he had been living as a Casanova for the past decade. He tempered the latter part, though he was aware his mother already knew, and waited for her to tell him that Nancy was mistaken.

      

      After all, who had known him longer?

      

      “Goodness, I think she is right,” Dorothea said, making him sit up straight. “I had not thought of it like that, but… it makes a good deal of sense, does it not? Why, whenever you would kiss my cheek or embrace me when you were a boy, and your father saw, he would strike you and call you weak. So, I withdrew my affection for your sake until it became a… strange sort of secret. Do you remember?”

      

      Adam nodded uncertainly. “I think so. I was only allowed to hug you when he was away from the manor.”

      

      “Affection and attachment must have seemed like something that needed to be kept secret,” Dorothea continued, furrowing her brow as if she, too, were putting together the pieces of their joint history. “A forbidden thing, almost.”

      

      “Perhaps, but I do not see how it relates to me.” Adam shrugged, none the wiser.

      

      Dorothea sighed. “Oh, Adam, it all relates to you. You have sought shallow encounters with women because they are easy to escape and require no emotional attachment on your part.”

      

      “Can we not speak of my shallow encounters?” Adam’s cheeks flushed with warmth. “It is not an appropriate discussion between a mother and her son.”

      

      “Well, you shall have to endure the embarrassment, for this is something that should have been discussed a long time ago,” Dorothea shot back, fiery even in her frailty. “You have engaged in these behaviors because they are simple and there is no risk of attachment, either because the lady in question is married or would be ruined if the encounter was discovered. Yet, you have been able to draw something akin to the affection you have craved from these women. It has been enough for you, and might have continued to be if you had not met Nancy.”

      

      Adam shook his head. “I cannot be what she wants me to be.”

      

      “You can, and you will,” his mother replied more gently. “Tell me this. Why did you marry her in the first place?”

      

      He dropped his chin to his chest. “I felt… guilty. Responsible.”

      

      “Why?”

      

      “Because she was not one of my… shallow encounters. She was an innocent victim who would suffer if I did not do something, and do it swiftly,” he replied, hearing the reflection of his own past in his words as he spoke. It was like a flame flaring in the darkest cavern, revealing the exit. “I… wanted to save her. I wanted to save her because no one else could.”

      

      Dorothea smiled. “Do they sound like the actions of an irredeemable, emotionless, indifferent rake?”

      

      “No, but—”

      

      “She is your gift, Adam. Your redemption,” she interrupted. “She is your cure and your medicine, and your healing began the moment you made that decision to save her. You are not what you think you are. You never have been. You were just… lost for a while.”

      

      Adam snorted. “Ten years is a long while, Mother.”

      

      “So? Was I not married for far longer than that, too afraid to speak aloud a single thought of my own? And am I not now healed in my own way, able to say what I am thinking, able to be free, able to wake each morning without fear?” Dorothea shook her head as if she despaired of her only child. “Just because one has grown accustomed to something does not mean it must be permanent.”

      

      “You are sick, Mother. You are not free. He has his claws in you, even now,” Adam said, his voice tight with a pain that rose up from the very depths of him—the caverns and catacombs of his youth that he thought had been long buried.

      

      His mother chuckled. “I am not sick because of him, my darling. He does not have any control over me anymore, nor is he somehow haunting me from the grave.” She put her hand on his shoulder. “I have always had a weak heart. As a child, the physicians did not think I would live, yet I did. I have lived decades longer than I was supposed to, and that, my dear boy, is my gift.”

      

      “What?” Adam gasped, for he had never heard his mother speak of a weak heart before.

      

      Dorothea nodded. “I was told I should not have children either, for I would surely die in the process. But I did not listen.” Her smile widened, her eyes gleaming with happy tears. “I had strength and defiance when it came to you, even before you were born. And I enjoyed the satisfaction of proving them wrong and having something that was wholly mine, to love and cherish, in a marriage that was otherwise dire. I loved you more than him, that is what he could not stand. That is what brought the very worst out of him. But if I was given the choice again, I would still have you and love you with all of my heart.”

      

      “You… loved him?” Adam’s mind felt as if it were about to explode, listening to things he had never known. Things she had never spoken of, even after his father’s death.

      

      Dorothea shrugged. “He thought I did, and maybe I did love him in the beginning, but when one suffers as much as I did at his hands, one forgets any love there might have been.” She gave his shoulder a squeeze. “What I am saying is, we can change who we are. We can change our future, our destiny, if we just have the strength.”

      

      “You did not leave him, though,” Adam pointed out, not unkindly. But it had to be said.

      

      Dorothea’s expression became pinched, her hand pressing against her chest. “I could not.” She met his gaze. “He said he would kill you if I did, or that he would kill me and make you watch. Perhaps you think that is not good enough. Perhaps you think I should have tried anything and everything to get us both out of this manor, away from him. But he locked me in my chambers each night, he had his men following my every move, and even if an opportunity had presented itself, he would have found us. He was nothing if not determined. But, above all, staying was the only way I could protect you—not from all of his punishments, though I did try, but from him separating us forever.”

      

      “I… had no idea,” Adam rasped, realizing that his mother had endured far more than he had known, and what he had known had seemed unbearable enough.

      

      “I saw no reason to trouble you with it,” Dorothea murmured. “And, besides, I did find the strength in the end. I believe it was after you returned from your second year at Cambridge, in the summer, when you were so happy, telling me everything about your friends and your studies and your new lodgings.”

      

      Adam swallowed. “He shot at me.”

      

      “He did.” She smiled tightly. “Not to kill you, I am certain of that, but to frighten you. The lead ball shattered a vase my mother had given me on my wedding day, do you remember?”

      

      He nodded. “Vaguely.”

      

      “It was the last relic I had of my family, for your father had sold or destroyed everything else to punish me,” Dorothea said in a voice so eerily calm that it sent a shudder up Adam’s spine. “And that, my darling, was the moment I snapped. After so many years, that shot and that broken vase became the last straw.”

      

      Adam peered at her. “What do you mean?”

      

      “Poison, my dear. I had acquired it years prior, though I do not know why—for myself, perhaps, if he ever followed through with his threat to kill you,” Dorothea explained. “I put it in his evening brandy, drop by drop. Watched as he drank it down each night. I knew I had to be patient. Gradually, he became unwell, and the physicians suspected a cancer of the stomach. He died months later, as you know, just as the seasons were changing.”

      

      Adam gaped at his mother, not sure whether to be impressed or appalled. But all he had to do was remember the cruelties his father had inflicted on them, and he knew he could not blame her or reprimand her for doing what she had done. In the end, it had been survival—hers and her son’s, or her husband’s.

      

      “We are not all what we appear to be,” Dorothea said softly. “We can all change, and we can all become something different. I chose my freedom and yours so we could be happy and at peace. I hope you will choose happiness and peace, too.”

      

      Adam had almost forgotten why the conversation had begun, his mind overwhelmed with the knowledge of his mother’s courage.

      

      “But you knew how to be strong, Mother. I do not know how to be a good husband to Nancy.” He paused. “I… feel things for her that I have never felt for anyone, but what if it fades? What if I hurt her more later? What if I regret not parting ways when we had the chance?”

      

      “We can change our future, darling, but no one can predict it,” Dorothea replied. “But if you keep making the choice to be a better man, I am certain your future will be a bright and content one. She is lovely, Adam. She is precisely what I would have picked for you if you had given me any say in the matter.”

      

      Adam had to laugh. “It was a surprise to me too, remember.”

      

      “Love her, my boy,” Dorothea said, groaning as she rose to her feet. “Be what you both need, and you will not go far wrong.”

      

      She stooped to kiss his brow, and he reached out to grasp her hand, squeezing it tightly. “Thank you, Mama.”

      

      “Mama?” Her breath hitched, her eyes watering. “You have not called me that in… so very long.”

      

      Adam nodded, kissing her hand. “Too long.” He hesitated, flashing her his best grin. “Had I known everything you had just told me, I think I would have visited more often.”

      

      “Oh, you scoundrel!” She laughed, patting his cheek.

      

      “I shall try not to be, from now on,” he said. He meant it.

      

      With some color in her cheeks and a lightness in her step, Dorothea made her way to the door and, offering a shy wave, stepped out and closed the door behind her, leaving Adam with a million new things to think about.

      

      In all his life, he had never expected to hear a confession of murder, nor had he expected to be gladdened by it.

      

      She chose to protect her future happiness. I must do the same before the month is over. A fortnight. A fortnight to do the right thing.

      

      But his mind was already made up, and he had never been more certain of anything.

      

      Just then, a knock sounded at the door.

      

      “Have you come to tell me that you poisoned Father’s henchmen too?” Adam called out.

      

      The door opened, and Nancy poked her head around, her expression worried as she asked, “Who poisoned your father’s henchmen?”
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      As it turned out, the more intimate side of marriage happened to be rather like swimming. Once Nancy had dipped her toe in the water, she found herself wanting to go deeper. It scared her, as the lake had, but anticipation and possibility outweighed the fear.

      

      So, after leaving Marina to her embroidery and hot cocoa in the library, claiming she was retiring after a long day of swimming, Nancy had decided to sneak up to Adam’s bedchamber to finish what they had begun earlier. But he had not been in his chambers, and the prospect of searching the entirety of Stapleton Court had seemed much too daunting.

      

      Fortunately, Mrs. Holloway had come to the rescue. “Are you lost, dearie?” she had asked. “Your bedchamber is up the western staircase. Should I escort you?”

      

      Nancy had informed her that she was looking for Adam, and the housekeeper’s entire demeanor had shifted to one of barely concealed excitement.

      

      “He’s up in his study, dearie. Just this staircase here.” The housekeeper had gestured to the doorway up ahead, which led to the first of four spiraling staircases. Then, she had added, with a knowing smile, “Shall I send a tray up for the pair of you? Some refreshments?”

      

      Nancy had hurried away with a “Thank you, that will not be necessary.” But as she had headed for Adam’s study, she had paused to wonder how much the housekeeper knew.

      

      Had Mrs. Holloway somehow seen them in the pagoda, or was it just the knowledge of a servant who had been in a household for so long that nothing escaped her?

      

      But nothing could have prepared Nancy for Adam’s welcome as she slipped inside the square turret.

      

      “I must know,” she said now, crossing her arms. “Who poisoned your father’s henchmen?”

      

      Adam smiled, rising from the velvet chaise longue. “I thought you were someone else.”

      

      “Whom would you be saying such a thing to?”

      

      He chuckled, making his way toward her. “It is a long tale, and one I shall tell you tomorrow over breakfast.” He brought his hand to her cheek, stroking his thumb across the still-flushed skin. “But, what brings you here at such an hour? I assumed you would be gossiping with Marina, revealing all of the details of your swimming lesson.”

      

      “I have said nothing,” Nancy protested, sinking into his embrace. “And I came here to see you. I have decided that I would like another lesson.”

      

      Adam raised an eyebrow. “Oh, you have, haven’t you? Well, I apologize, but it is much too cold outside for us to swim in the lake. You really might get sick.”

      

      “You know that is not what I mean,” Nancy said coyly.

      

      She was losing her nerve a little bit, uncertain of how to proceed. How did a woman tell a man that she was ready to discover everything? How did a wife tell her husband that she no longer wished to remain a virgin and that even if he could not promise her love, he was the only man she trusted to make love to her?

      

      He laughed softly. “I know, but… I do not think another lesson is wise.”

      

      “Why not?”

      

      His brow furrowed, his thumb stilling in its gentle caress. Yet, as the seconds passed, he did not answer her. And with each tick of the clock on the mantelpiece, her embarrassment bloomed.

      

      Had she misjudged his affections so entirely? Did what they had done in the pagoda mean nothing to him? Perhaps it did not. Perhaps, to him, it was nothing more special than sneezing.

      

      “You are regretting what occurred by the lake,” she said as she shook her head. “I am so foolish. You told me the parameters of our marriage. You warned me that—”

      

      “Cease, please,” Adam urged, smiling. “Am I not permitted a moment to think?”

      

      Nancy shrugged. “If you are thinking of how to rebuff me gently, then no. Be direct, as you have always been.”

      

      “Nancy, my dearest Nancy, do you have any notion of how much you stir me, move me, affect me with everything you do and everything you are? Do you have any notion of what you mean to me?” he asked, his eyes gleaming with something akin to amusement. “I am not thinking of ways to rebuff you. I am thinking of reasons not to proceed.”

      

      “No, my dear Adam, I have no notion of what I mean to you,” Nancy wanted to say, for she did not dare to speculate.

      

      She swallowed thickly. “Is that not the same thing?”

      

      “No, it is not.”

      

      “And… what reasons have you conjured?”

      

      He skimmed his tongue across his lower lip. “Thus far?” He bent his head, whispering so close to her mouth that it was almost a kiss, “None.”

      

      His lips pressed against hers, his arms wrapping tightly around her until they were flush against one another. Indeed, it took her a moment to realize he was not sending her away, but as she understood, her lips rushed to catch up, crushing against his with a hunger that frightened and exhilarated her in equal measure.

      

      Slowly, he walked her backward to the chaise longue, his lips never leaving hers. She went with him, allowing him to take the lead, for she was entering unknown territory. But if it was anything like their moment in the pagoda, she knew it was not something to be afraid of.

      

      As Adam’s legs bumped into the edge of the chaise, he twirled Nancy around like they were back in the ballroom, dancing a waltz that would assuredly shock the gossipmongers of high society. They continued the dance, moving around the room in a whirl of kisses and caresses and clothes being loosened and unfastened, until the pooled garments became an additional challenge to the dance, the pair sweeping left and right to avoid tripping.

      

      Soon enough, Nancy stood almost naked before him, wearing nothing but her stays and a shy smile. Meanwhile, Adam had managed to keep his trousers on, considering he really might have toppled over if he had tried to remove them while dancing.

      

      “That is hardly fair.” Nancy pouted as they twirled back to the chaise longue.

      

      He chuckled. “Surely, you do not expect me to do everything?”

      

      “What is that supposed to mean?” She feigned outrage, while her fingertips reached for the fastenings of his trousers. At the same time, he reached behind her, making swift work of the ties that held her stays together.

      

      There was unexpected laughter as Nancy helped Adam ease the trousers down his powerful thighs, for she had assumed that making love was a very serious affair. Yet, the laughter comforted her, raising her confidence as she saw, for the first time, what it was she was contending with. Adam’s manhood, springing free—a majestic and somewhat daunting sight.

      

      But he barely gave her a chance to observe his hard length as he hoisted her up into his arms, his eyelashes fluttering as her legs locked around his waist. Kissing her neck, he laid her down on the chaise longue, sliding out of the vise of her thighs as he followed a remembered path downward.

      

      “Exquisite,” he purred, drawing her nipple into his mouth and sucking until she bucked against him, her hands clawing at the blankets draped over the chaise.

      

      Now that she partially knew what to expect, her senses heightened with anticipation. Her eyes closed as she felt each kiss he was tracing on her skin, moving toward that sweet spot between her thighs that had brewed a storm within her the last time. And when his tongue finally tasted her, the explosion was instant and earth-shattering.

      

      “Oh, my darling,” she moaned. “Yes, my love!”

      

      She thought she felt him stop for half a second and realized what she had said. She had been too bold, and he was surely going to stop and tell her he could not continue. But just as her worries were about to peak, his tongue rolled against her, stirring up that bottled lightning that she had not stopped thinking about ever since their tryst in the pagoda.

      

      Satisfied that she had not said something unwelcome, she writhed on the chaise at every gifted stroke of his tongue, her bliss rising to a feverish summit when he slowly pushed his fingers inside her.

      

      Soon enough, she felt that strange and marvelous sensation, like the cusp of a sneeze. It branched through her body, following the roots of her veins, tingling and tickling and pulsating until she feared she might burst into flames, for the heat within her was too intense and growing hotter by the second.

      

      The pleasure hit her like jumping into cold water, her breath lodging in her throat as her back arched off the chaise longue, her mind no longer in control of her quivering legs and shuddering body.

      

      “My love!” she cried out, clawing at the velvet blankets. “Oh, my love!”

      

      If she had thought her pleasure had reached its limit in the pagoda, she realized she had been mistaken. He had transported her to a new realm of bliss, her mind foggy with lust, her entire being both drained and revived by the rush of absolute euphoria.

      

      As the trembling ebbed, her body thrumming with the magic of his talented tongue, he kissed the inside of her thighs and set her legs shaking once more. She gripped the blanket beneath her in an attempt to anchor herself back in reality, but there was no such thing—the turret had become paradise itself, belonging to only the two of them.

      

      “Are you still uncertain of how you stir me?” Adam asked slyly, trailing kisses up her thigh and over her hipbone.

      

      He paused at the softness of her stomach, running his palm across the smooth skin as if committing it to memory. He dipped his head, pressing a firm kiss to the spot below her navel, before his return journey began, his kisses following a well-detailed path up to her breasts. There, he paused again, sliding his hand over one bare breast as his mouth closed around the other, drawing her nipple into that wet warmth. As he sucked, he lightly pinched her other nipple, jolting her body into a gasping spasm of renewed need.

      

      “I am,” Nancy lied, stroking her fingertips through his hair as he kissed his way back to her mouth, taking the long road up the curve of her throat and along her jaw.

      

      Adam laughed softly against her mouth as he kissed her. “Well then, we shall have to remedy that.” He pulled back slightly, gazing down into her eyes in earnest. “But you must be certain that this is what you want.”

      

      “I want it,” Nancy murmured, slipping her arms around his waist, holding him close.

      

      All the while, she was aware of his manhood pressing against her, and though she knew what purpose it served, she did not know how something so large could possibly fit inside her. Yet, that was her only fear, and she could bear the burden of that if there was a world of bliss awaiting her.

      

      “If there is any pain, you must tell me,” Adam said, quite serious for a moment. “We can halt whenever you wish it. All you have to do is say it.”

      

      She nodded, refusing to allow her nerves to get the better of her. “I am aware that there will be some discomfort, but I am not afraid. This is what I desire.”

      

      “Very well,” he replied, smiling.

      

      Adam kissed her slowly, sensually, taking his time to build her rush of bliss once more, his lips curving into a smile with every gasp he coaxed from her lips and every moan that tumbled from her throat.

      

      As he kissed her, lavishing his affections upon her neck, her throat, her breasts, her collarbone, her shoulders, her arms, and even her wrists, she began to wonder if he was toying with her, making her desire unbearable in its power.

      

      He ran his hand down the length of her body, from the hollow at the base of her throat to the juncture of her thighs, his fingertips lightly brushing her swollen bud to spark the furnace of her passions once more. As he rubbed slow, teasing circles, his teeth grazed the soft flesh of her earlobe, his breath whispering in her ear.

      

      The response was immediate, her stomach tightening at the sound of his desire.

      

      For a brief moment, his touch drew away from her hidden pearl, leaving her desperate for more. But more arrived in the sudden pressure of his manhood resting against her entrance.

      

      “My darling,” Adam rasped. “Are you certain?”

      

      Nancy nodded, breathless, her burning lungs robbing her of the ability to speak.

      

      The pressure built, his manhood pushing forward until, with a cry, her walls opened for him. He stilled, gazing down at her. But as his mouth opened, likely intending to ask if she was all right, she nodded vigorously and grabbed his muscular backside, urging him to continue.

      

      A mischievous smile turned up the corners of his lips as he eased himself inside her, slow enough that she could feel every inch of him.

      

      Holding his gaze, digging her fingernails into the muscles of his buttocks, Nancy endured the slight sting that came with the unfamiliar, life-altering sensation. And as he paused once more, allowing her to grow accustomed to the feeling, she smiled in satisfaction as the sting ebbed away to nothing but an ache that got lost in the throb and pulse of her pleasure.

      

      So, this is what I could not imagine.

      

      She smoothed her palms up the lines and contours of his back, hooking her hands over his shoulders. Indeed, it was beyond anything she could have imagined, even with the wisdom that her sister had imparted.

      

      “Are you well?” Adam asked, his breath ragged.

      

      Nancy nodded. “Yes, my love.”

      

      “I am pleased to hear it,” he purred. “More pleased than you know.”

      

      His moan vibrated against her chest as he slowly drew back his hips, the sound the most potent aphrodisiac she had yet encountered. Somehow, the music of his pleasure fueled her own, the blood rushing hot through her veins as she pulled his face to hers, kissing him fiercely.

      

      As Adam rocked his hips forward, sinking back into her depths, she gasped against his cheek, his lips pressing hungry kisses to her throat. It was as if she were no longer earthbound but floating up into a particular sort of heaven, where two people could move as one, joined beyond the physical.

      

      Her gasps were his gasps, her moans were his moans, her sparks of bliss were his, and his thrusts were hers, her hips moving with an ancient guidance, meeting his every slow stroke.

      

      “Mercy,” he panted, sliding his arms beneath her. “Mercy, you are… everything.”

      

      It was as close to “I am falling in love with you” as Nancy could hope for, her ecstasy charged by those words. She clung to him, wrapping her legs around him, tugging gently at his hair, clawing at his back as he thrust inside her.

      

      “Oh, my love,” she whimpered, peppering his skin with her kisses.

      

      Each rock of his hips was a fresh bliss, rubbing a delicious friction against her swollen bud, but he did not seem content to let his hips do all the work, as his hand slid between them.

      

      The moment his fingertips touched her hidden pearl, she lost all sense and reason, her mind swimming in the most exquisite delirium. Indeed, she had not realized that she could feel that gathering storm more than once in one encounter, but this was an education, after all.

      

      Adam strummed her bud, the ebb and flow of his hips never ceasing, his lips never abandoning their duties to her flesh—a truly gifted juggler of untold, unexplored pleasures. As such, it was not long before the rising fever of her ecstasy began to soar toward its peak.

      

      Adam must have heard the change in her breaths and sounds of delight, for he began to quicken his pace, his manhood plunging deeper with wilder abandon. Meanwhile, her hands smoothed down the muscles of his back until they found his firm backside. She gave his buttocks a mischievous squeeze and urged him deeper still, each thrust pushing her toward the edge of bliss.

      

      “Oh…” Her breath caught as ecstasy cascaded over that brink of pleasure, pummeling through her in a torrent that seized every muscle, her fingernails sinking into his flesh as she bucked against him. “Oh, my love… my love!”

      

      She screamed her bliss as the wave roared through her, thrumming with an intensity greater than ever before.

      

      A few moments later, his own cries joined hers.

      

      “My… love. My sweet… sweet wife. Oh… mercy.”

      

      Nancy held Adam tight as they rode their tides of euphoria, his hips thrusting twice more before he stilled inside her. Her body shuddered and shivered against him, her muscles pulsing as the sensation began to slow, transforming into pockets of still-warm embers that made her want to sleep and dance and make merry, all at once.

      

      “You are… everything,” Adam murmured, lowering the rest of his weight onto her.

      

      She relished the feeling, hugging him. “No, you are everything.”

      

      “You are too modest.” He chuckled and nuzzled her neck, pressing a kiss to her flushed skin. “But are you hurt?” He raised his head to look at her. “Are you in pain?”

      

      She shook her head. “None, my love.”

      

      “My love…” He whispered the words as if they were foreign to his ears and wished to know what they meant, for he rather liked the sound.

      

      “I am falling helplessly in love with you, after all,” Nancy wanted to say, half in jest, half in overwhelming truth, but as she peered up into his warm eyes and saw his smile, she could not muster the words.

      

      Everything had been perfect, and she did not want to ruin the moment by saying too much too soon.

      

      Adam rolled onto his side, bringing her with him. His arms wrapped around her, holding her close as they lay together, and though they did not speak for a while, Nancy grew even more convinced that there was love in the air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 31

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Adam sat on the lip of the cloistered terrace that ran along the front of Stapleton Court, sipping a modest measure of brandy as he watched the stars twinkle in the night sky. He closed his eyes and drew in a breath of the crisp air, the faint scent of Nancy still lingering on his skin. A smile spread across his face, for he knew without doubt that he was the most fortunate, and certainly the luckiest, man in the world.

      

      “My love,” he whispered to the darkness. “My love, my love, my love.”

      

      He knew he did not deserve her, but nor could he resist her. His mother had been right. Nancy was a gift that had been sent to him by some divine intervention, and he would not disrespect the heavens by sneering at it. He knew he had to cherish Nancy and love her well if he was to have any chance of paying back the forces that had sent her to heal him.

      

      He raised a glass to his fortune.

      

      What was I so afraid of?

      

      He had just taken a sip to seal his gratitude when a sound drew his attention toward the gates of the estate. Hooves were approaching, and fast, too.

      

      Adam peered into the gloom, putting his hand above his brow as if that would help him to see better, but all he could make out was the shape of a horse and rider barreling toward the spot where he sat.

      

      He stood to greet the rider, assuming it was a messenger of some kind. But as the horse came to an abrupt halt and the rider leaped down, he realized he knew the man.

      

      “Harry? What is the meaning of this?”

      

      Harry stooped to catch his breath. “I came as… quickly as I could. There is… a letter following me, and… perhaps an angry horde, though… I am not yet certain.”

      

      “Take a breath, my good man,” Adam urged, clapping his friend on the back. “Take your time and explain to me what is happening.”

      

      Harry reached for the glass of brandy in Adam’s hand and drained it in one gulp. “There is a letter following me,” he said, still breathing hard. “I went to prevent it from being sent, but the message had exchanged hands already. I could not stop it, but I can be the bearer of bad news so that we might discuss a way to solve it.”

      

      “What letter?” Trepidation clawed at Adam’s chest.

      

      “From Miss Eastleigh. She is… with child, Adam, and she is claiming that it is yours,” Harry wheezed. “I discovered it from her friend, whose company I happened to be enjoying. Needless to say, I left her friend and rode straight for Miss Eastleigh’s residence. There, she granted me a brief audience and told me it was useless, that she had already sent the letter and would be pursuing patronage for her child. I believe the letter will be blackmail, old friend, though I do not profess to know the contents.”

      

      Adam’s heart threatened to stop. He should have known he could not be that lucky.

      

      “She is lying,” he hissed. “She and I never coupled.”

      

      “I believe you, my good man, but who else will?” Harry replied, grimacing.

      

      Adam glanced back at the manor, his stomach twisting into knots. “Give me a moment. I must fetch my horse and a fresh mount for you.”

      

      “Pardon?” Harry blinked.

      

      “We are riding to London. We must remedy this at the source, and I shall not wait for a poxy letter from a lying vixen.” Adam cursed under his breath. “I should have listened to you, Harry. When you told me not to meet with her, not to engage with her, not to play any games with her, I should have bloody listened!”

      

      Harry pointed toward the house with his chin. “Are you not going to inform your wife?”

      

      “I will not upset her over something I can fix,” Adam replied firmly. “Nor will I wake her just to worry her. I shall leave a note for Mrs. Holloway before we depart, but no, I will not inform my wife unless there is something to tell her. She is sleeping too peacefully to be woken by my mistakes.”

      

      He had left her in her bedchamber after carrying her there. She had fallen asleep in his study, looking so serene and beautiful that he wished he was a painter, so he could capture that moment. And as he had tucked her into her bed, he had kissed her brow and watched her stir slightly, waiting until she was still again before he had whispered, “I am falling in love with you.”

      

      I will not let that harpy ruin this.

      

      He turned on his heel and ran toward the stables, leaving his friend standing on the gravel in a state of utter confusion.
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        * * *

      

      Nancy floated down to breakfast the following morning, her heart full to the brim, her mind still warm with thoughts of the night before. And though parts of her ached slightly, they served as a blissful reminder that she had not dreamed up the delights of consummating her marriage, at last.

      

      So, the ashen faces that surrounded the breakfast table came as something of an unpleasant shock. Marina and Dorothea had not touched their eggs and toast, and the sight of Mrs. Holloway sitting with them jostled the worry that began to grow in Nancy’s stomach. The housekeeper never sat down to eat with the family.

      

      “Is all well?” Nancy asked, taking her usual seat.

      

      She noticed Adam was not there, but that was not so strange. He did not always rise early enough. Indeed, that was why she had not paused at his bedchamber on her way down, wanting to let him sleep after all of their exertions the previous night.

      

      It was then that she noticed that Dorothea was holding two letters.

      

      “You are scaring me,” Nancy said, gulping.

      

      “There has been some troubling news, my dear.” Dorothea paused. “I would show you the letter myself, but I do not think you ought to see it. So, I shall give you the gist of it. However, before I tell you, I should warn you that I do not think it is the truth.”

      

      “A letter?” Nancy clasped her hands together and pressed them between her thighs to stop herself from fidgeting.

      

      Marina hiccupped, dropping her gaze. But she could not hide the tear that rolled down her cheek.

      

      “My son has journeyed to his London townhouse to take care of… an unpleasantness,” Dorothea continued, her voice wavering. “He left last night with Harry, who brought the news that is also present in this letter.” She scrunched the edges of the paper as if she wished she could crush it entirely.

      

      “What news?” Nancy gasped. “I beg of you, please cease delaying. I cannot bear this.”

      

      She had been in a paradise of Adam’s making not two minutes ago, and now it seemed as if the ground beneath her feet was about to crumble to dust, bringing her world down with it.

      

      “Oh, for goodness’ sake,” Mrs. Holloway muttered, puffing out a violent sigh. “Some wretched girl has woven a story about His Grace in order to secure her own future. I saw the scandal sheets this morning. She has been cast aside by her betrothed and, being with child, likely could not think of any other way to protect herself and the fortune of her unborn child.”

      

      With child?

      

      Horror slithered up from the depths of Nancy’s stomach, slinking in tight coils around her heart, ready to squeeze it until it shattered. “Is it… Miss Eastleigh?”

      

      “What?” Dorothea gasped.

      

      Mrs. Holloway looked equally astonished. “You know of the girl?”

      

      “Who is she?” Marina cried, clenching her hands into fists as if she meant to box the girl’s ears.

      

      Nancy nodded slowly. “She came to this house not long ago—just over a week. Harry invited her.” She paused. “I saw something that upset me, and I asked Adam who she was. He explained that Miss Eastleigh was the woman he mistook me for at the lake—the mishap that caused all of this. All of this being our marriage, I mean.”

      

      “Which one?” Marina asked. “I briefly attended the festivities, but they were all much too rowdy for my tastes. I retired soon after, but I saw them all. Can you recall her face?”

      

      Nancy stared at her cousin. “You were there?”

      

      “Briefly,” Marina repeated, looking somewhat shamefaced.

      

      “Miss Eastleigh is… pretty. Blonde hair, paler than mine. I could not see the color of her eyes, but she was slight of build and wore a light-colored dress. Yellow, I think, though it was dark when I saw her,” Nancy said. She clenched her thighs tighter against her clasped hands, willing herself to remain calm.

      

      Marina’s eyes widened. “I know the beast!”

      

      “You do?” Dorothea sat back, blinking in astonishment. “Is everyone aware of this woman except me?”

      

      Marina shook her head. “I saw her attempt to dance with His Grace on three occasions, but he shunned her each time. I witnessed her trying to flirt with him, too, but again, he rebuffed her. It was after the last approach from her that His Grace disappeared, and that is when I also retired.”

      

      “I also witnessed him rebuffing her advances,” Nancy said, fighting to draw hope from that knowledge.

      

      But what had happened after their affair might make no difference, she realized. Yes, Adam had informed her that there had been no “indulgences” with Miss Eastleigh, for the first intimate encounter had been supposed to happen the night he had mistook Nancy for Miss Eastleigh. What if he had lied to spare her feelings? What if there had been an encounter, and that encounter had resulted in a child?

      

      Nancy glanced down at her own belly, her cheeks flaming as she thought of the previous night, and the wonderful thoughts she had awoken with that morning. She had looked forward to their future together, imagining all the nights they would share together and all the children they might have together.

      

      Nancy adored her nephew with all her heart and knew that a child of her own would be the greatest blessing… but if there was another child, an illegitimate one, conceived before their own, she did not know if she could bear it.

      

      “Why do you think she is lying?” Nancy had to ask, her gaze flitting between Dorothea and Mrs. Holloway.

      

      Mrs. Holloway’s cheeks turned a livid shade of red. “I don’t wish to be so blunt in front of you, dearie, but I must.” She sucked in a breath. “I know she is lying because there has been no accidental child in ten years, yet one suddenly appears at the exact moment that this Miss Eastleigh has been cast aside by her betrothed. No, it is even simpler than that!”

      

      “It is?” Nancy’s heart yearned for solid reasoning.

      

      Mrs. Holloway nodded, smiling now. “Before you, dearie, His Grace never entertained the company of a lady for more than a week or two. I know because I read those awful scandal sheets, and because Harry keeps me informed when I ask for information about His Grace.” Her smile widened further. “His Grace could not have begun a… um… pursuit of Miss Eastleigh more than a week before that night by the lake that you spoke of. And a baby cannot be detected that early, not even by the most gifted physician!”

      

      “Mrs. Holloway, if I could rise from this chair, I would embrace you!” Dorothea cried, pressing a hand to her chest. “Of course, you are right! But… since when have you had Harry as your informant?”

      

      Mrs. Holloway shrugged coyly. “For a decade. I needed to know His Grace was safe, for your sake, Your Grace, and Harry will do anything and spill any secret for a fair sum.” She bowed her head. “I have only made inquiries when His Grace has been absent for a while, to ensure no harm has come to him, but I have heard the same pattern repeating—he has never pursued a lady for more than a fortnight and never returns to the same lady.”

      

      “Until you, Nancy, of course,” Marina chimed in, and the two older ladies nodded vigorously in confirmation.

      

      Nancy appreciated their attempt to nip any jealousy or bitterness in the bud, but they need not have bothered. She had decided last night that the Adam she knew, the Adam who had married her, the Adam who had whispered “I am falling in love with you” when he had thought she was asleep, had been created the very moment he had barreled through his own discomfort and decided to save her reputation. The Adam who had existed before was not the same man, so his exploits belonged to someone else.

      

      I have forgiven him for his transgressions, but I cannot forgive this.

      

      She rose from her chair without touching a single bite of breakfast.

      

      The rest of the table stared at her, their expressions anxious.

      

      Drawing in a calming breath, Nancy looked at Dorothea and asked, “Dorothea, might I borrow your carriage?”
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      “Where the devil is she?” Adam paced back and forth across the parlor of his London townhouse, sipping mouthful after mouthful of brandy as he went to the window, found no carriage waiting, and stalked back to the chair of his writing desk, where he would promptly rise and begin the circuit again.

      

      Harry, who was lounging on the settee, shrugged. “Clearly, she is hiding from you.”

      

      “I know that!” Adam snapped. “But she cannot ignore the last note I delivered to her lodgings. She simply cannot.”

      

      Harry thumbed toward the window. “It seems she is.”

      

      “Are you just going to lie there and continue to point out the bitterly bloody obvious?” Adam snarled, his patience gossamer thin.

      

      Harry pulled a face. “Apologies, my good man. I am just trying to amuse you in this dismal moment of your life.” He patted the vacant spot beside him. “Come and sit and drink with me and forget all your woes. They will be waiting for you tomorrow, and there is little else you can do tonight.”

      

      “But I demanded an audience with her tonight,” Adam shot back, swaying slightly as he began his thousandth lap of the parlor. “If she has not appeared by midnight, I shall ride to her mother’s house and see if that will inspire her to crawl out of whatever hole she is hiding in.”

      

      Harry shook his head. “I would not do that. It will only confirm her lies if you are seen knocking on her mother’s door.”

      

      “Why are you so calm?” Adam grumbled, settling in his armchair, though he itched to be up on his feet again. “Why are you not as livid as I am at this… this… this gross injustice?”

      

      Harry groaned. “Of course, I am furious on your behalf, but I do not see the use in worrying. It will be resolved easily enough with a sum of money and a promise to have the child educated if it is a boy and married well if it is a girl.” He paused, raising an eyebrow. “Unless it is your wife you are worried about? Do you think she will denounce you if she hears about it?”

      

      Adam squeezed his eyes shut, his heart aching at the very thought. “I hope not, but I do not know if I have earned enough of her trust to be believed.”

      

      “Did you really not enjoy her?”

      

      Adam cracked an eye open. “Who?”

      

      “Miss Eastleigh, of course.” Harry’s eyes widened. “Unless… Have you?”

      

      Adam closed his eyes again. “That is no one’s business but my own. I am certainly not going to discuss it with you while you are indifferent to my misfortune.”

      

      “I am not indifferent,” Harry protested. “But I do not understand why you are so concerned. You and Nancy were to part ways at the end of the month, anyway. I am certain she will remain at Stapleton Court for the remaining time, to keep up appearances, but then you will be free again. Should we not be rejoicing?”

      

      “Rejoicing?” Adam had to grip the armrests to stop himself from exploding out of the chair. “This is the very last thing I want!”

      

      Harry sat up, furrowing his brow. “I thought marriage was the very last thing you wanted.”

      

      “My desires have changed,” Adam replied.

      

      Harry snorted. “Balderdash! You will tire of her, as you tire of them all. The only difference is, you will be stuck with her as a wife, funding whatever exploits she chooses to partake in.” He grinned. “And Society ladies are less inclined to indulge in a temptation with a married gentleman, for they want to feel like the only lady in your life, for however long it may last, so I imagine you shall suffer doubly.”

      

      “You are enjoying this,” Adam said. It was not a question.

      

      Harry rolled his eyes. “I am not, but you are beginning to bore me.” He got up and walked to the decanter of brandy on the side table, pouring two hearty measures. “Here, drink this, and remember the sort of gentleman you used to be—someone who did not cower over the words of a pitiful woman. Miss Eastleigh will arrive when she is ready to, and your demands will not change that. All you can do is wait, so you might as well wait with a belly full of brandy.”

      

      Adam eyed his friend suspiciously as he took the proffered glass and sipped. Something had changed in Harry, but he could not figure out what it was.

      

      Harry smiled and laughed and jested the same as he always had, and let nothing perturb him as always, breezing through life with a devil-may-care attitude, but the nature of him irritated Adam in a way it had not done before.

      

      I cannot have changed so much that I no longer hold affection for my oldest friend. That is not possible.

      

      Adam wondered if it was just a passing annoyance, fueled by the unfortunate business with Miss Eastleigh. Indeed, perhaps he just wanted his friend to be serious, for once.

      

      “Remember, you were the one who told me to marry her, so you are the one to blame for me falling in love with her,” Adam said, taking a larger gulp of his drink.

      

      He needed the courage, for he had just said it aloud for the first time, and sadly not to the person he wished he could say it to.

      

      Harry’s eyelids flickered. “You love her?”

      

      “I am falling in love with her,” Adam repeated, his heart heavy.

      

      Harry sniffed. “Well, stop it.”

      

      “Pardon?”

      

      Harry narrowed his eyes. “Stop falling in love with her. None of it is real. You are merely trying to make the situation easier for yourself, convincing yourself of love when, in truth, you are not capable of it.”

      

      “What is the matter with you?” Adam stared at his friend, evermore certain that something was amiss. It was akin to a word puzzle, the answer on the tip of his tongue.

      

      Harry sank back into the settee. “You were supposed to be miserable. You were supposed to make one another miserable,” he said darkly. “For at least a month, I knew I would not have to compete with you for the attention of ladies. And even when you were freed from your marital prison, you would not be able to compete with me. Ladies would be certain to avoid you, your charm faded, until you were the one scraping the barrel or taking second place. That is what was supposed to happen. But you had to go and… like her. You had to start having feelings for her. You have ruined everything, Adam, not Miss Eastleigh. She is merely trying to protect herself.”

      

      “Did you… orchestrate this?”

      

      Adam felt the figurative word puzzle shifting into the right order, before his very eyes.

      

      “We have already established that,” Harry replied, waving a dismissive hand. “I told you to marry that girl for my own benefit. In truth, I never expected you to actually do it, but you have always had a weakness for the vulnerable. So, I encouraged it because I saw how my own luck would change while yours floundered. But it did not, did it?”

      

      Adam blinked, his eyes becoming blurry. “Are you jealous of me?”

      

      “Not of your marriage, if that is your meaning,” Harry scoffed. “I intend to remain a bachelor for the rest of my days. I had hoped you would join me in that lifelong endeavor, even with a wife, but you have betrayed me. I should have known you would. You have only ever served yourself.”

      

      It was Adam’s turn to scoff. “Are you quite serious? If it were not for me, you would be destitute at best, dead by the hand of some lady’s husband at worst. I have defended you, I have protected you, I have vouched for you, and I have paid every penny of your chosen way of living. You would not get past the door of the gentlemen’s clubs if it were not for me, nor would you have a single coin to buy the affections of a harlot. You would not have enough to even buy yourself a cup of ale to numb your misery.”

      

      “Tell me, would you continue to pay, now that you have fallen in love with your wife?” Harry shot back. “Now that you have changed your ways, were you still intending to be my benefactor?”

      

      The word puzzle finally revealed itself. Greed.

      

      “You did orchestrate this,” Adam growled. “Miss Eastleigh’s letter—that was your idea, was it not? Did you hope it might encourage my wife to hate me? Did you think she would leave me, thus ‘freeing’ me to return to our former debauchery?”

      

      Harry grinned. “I had to find a way to keep the stream of coin flowing.” He shrugged. “A hearty sum. Part for the child, part for me. Everyone would benefit.”

      

      “Everyone but me,” Adam replied, wondering who this stranger was, sitting in his townhouse, drinking his brandy, behaving as if it was all his already. “Wait. There is a child?”

      

      Harry groaned. “You really are quite dense for an educated gentleman, Adam. Of course, there is a child, and of course, it is not yours. Even I know a baby cannot grow that fast, especially when there has been no act to create said baby. But when I suggested it to Miss Eastleigh as I comforted her through her loneliness, after Mr. Kingston so cruelly dismissed her, she leaped at the prospect. You see, Mr. Kingston was supposed to be the cuckold, but he was cleverer than anticipated. He knew the signs of her pregnancy and put two and two together.”

      

      “The cuckold for whom?” Adam felt another answer dancing on the tip of his tongue, hiding in Harry’s sly smile.

      

      “Me, of course.” Harry’s wolfish grin twisted into a grimace. “For once, I was not the second choice, but the first. Then, the fickle wretch pushed me aside in favor of you. Why do you think I warned you not to act on her invitation to meet in Lord Bainton’s gardens? She was mine, Adam, and you would have taken her from me had it not been for your extraordinary mishap.”

      

      Adam shook his head, his mind fogging. “Do you love Miss Eastleigh?”

      

      “Behave yourself.” Harry stuck his nose in the air. “Love is for weak men, Adam. But, nevertheless, she was mine.”

      

      Adam blinked at his transformed friend, his vision muddled as if someone had smeared butter over his eyes. His throat felt strangely itchy, his limbs leaden, his head so heavy that he did not think his neck could hold it up. Indeed, there was something very wrong afoot, his tongue feeling two sizes too big in his mouth.

      

      “What… have you done?” he wheezed, the blur in his eyes beginning to darken.

      

      “Insurance, my good man,” Harry said, though it sounded as if he was speaking through deep water. “My dear friend Mr. White at the Tattler is eager to capture the scene of a weeping, desperate Miss Eastleigh being welcomed into your London townhouse, delivered here in your own personal carriage. He is even more eager to witness the tryst between you, spied through the drapes of your rear parlor. I gave him the key to the back gate.”

      

      Adam tried to shake his head, but his neck would not cooperate.

      

      “As I said,” Harry added, “Miss Eastleigh will arrive when she is ready. It should not be long now. Perhaps you ought to rest and conserve your strength, for your future is about to change considerably.”

      

      Adam willed himself to stand, urged himself to do something to get himself out of the chair, out of the townhouse, away from Harry, but it was like his body belonged to someone else. It would not listen. He could not even blink to prevent his eyelids from closing as he slumped into the armchair, the darkness descending like a black fog over his eyes and everything he had hoped for.
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      The carriage came to a standstill outside the Mayfair townhouse that Adam had spoken of so often but Nancy had never visited. It seemed a shame that she had to see it for the first time under such unpleasant circumstances, but perhaps there would be happier occasions, once all of this was behind them.

      

      A footman came to the door and helped her out.

      

      “Thank you,” Nancy said quietly, the street deathly silent. It was long past midnight, after all.

      

      Indeed, Dorothea had refused to allow Nancy to take the carriage until the plan had been thoroughly mapped out, the four ladies—Marina, Mrs. Holloway, Nancy, and Dorothea—covering every possible situation over the course of several animated hours, Nancy’s departure ending up closer to dinner than breakfast.

      

      Nevertheless, it had been enlightening for Nancy to see how his mother and the housekeeper he had known since he had been a child had rallied to his aid, trusting in him entirely.

      

      I must have faith in him, too.

      

      However, a small doubt lingered in the back of Nancy’s mind. She had also come to realize that Miss Eastleigh’s child could not be Adam’s, but the fact that he had gone to London, presumably with the belief that it was his, gave her pause for thought. It meant he had lied to her. The new Adam, the Adam she could see herself spending the rest of her life with, had lied, and that lodged like a fishbone in her heart.

      

      Drawing in a deep breath, Nancy approached the house. She glanced up and realized that there were no lights at the front porch.

      

      Did he venture out to meet with Miss Eastleigh?

      

      She knocked lightly on the door, her heart in her throat.

      

      It opened a moment later, but the figure was not the one she had hoped to see. And he was half turned, staring down the long entrance hall, where soft, sultry laughter tinkled in the near distance.

      

      “I thought I told you to go around the—” Harry halted sharply, his face twisting into a scowl as he finally turned and saw whom he was talking to. “Your Grace, this is an unexpected surprise. Might I be of service?”

      

      Nancy frowned at him, wondering who it was he had thought she was. “I should like to see my husband, so if you might stand aside, that would be greatly appreciated.”

      

      “I am afraid I cannot do that,” Harry replied, closing the door slightly so only his face showed in the gap. “Your husband is not here. He has gone to Smithson’s for the evening.”

      

      That high-pitched, grating laughter echoed down the hallway once more, sparking a memory in Nancy’s mind. She knew that laughter. She had heard it in the gardens. It was one of the sounds that had torn her husband away from her after their first kiss.

      

      “I do not believe you,” Nancy said coldly, her heart thundering in her chest.

      

      Why was Miss Eastleigh laughing like that? If Adam was seeking to resolve the situation, she would not be laughing. Indeed, she should be crying or wailing or screaming, doing everything in her power to demand financial support from him.

      

      Harry shrugged. “Nevertheless, you cannot enter. I have guests, and, as I said, your husband is not here.”

      

      “As the Duchess of Stapleton, you cannot deny me entry,” Nancy said, surprised by the authority in her voice.

      

      Harry smiled. “I have been asked to deny you entry by the Duke of Stapleton, so I am afraid I can deny you, and I am doing exactly that.”

      

      He closed the door without another word, leaving her fuming on the porch step, her hands curling into fists that she dearly wished to punch into his smug face. She had never much cared for the fellow, and once this was over, she hoped she never had to see him again.

      

      Perhaps I shall see neither again.

      

      Her ears were ringing with the sound of that awful, shrill laughter. It made no sense for Miss Eastleigh to be there so late, and it made even less sense for her to be in high spirits.

      

      Maybe Nancy had misjudged the entire relationship between Adam and Miss Eastleigh. Maybe Mrs. Holloway and Dorothea were mistaken about Adam never entertaining a woman’s company for longer than a fortnight. Maybe Miss Eastleigh had been the exception, and now that she was with child, he had made his choice—a choice that put Nancy back where she had begun, as a wife in name only.

      

      There was every chance that he wished to be a father more than he wished to be a husband.

      

      Nancy made her way down the steps and was about to admit defeat, stepping back into the carriage, when something made her stop.

      

      “I thought I told you to go around the—”

      

      How was that sentence supposed to end?

      

      “I thought I told you to go around the… back?” Nancy whispered to herself, her suspicions rising.

      

      She turned and observed the townhouse, spotting a narrow alleyway to the left. There was a gate at the mouth of it, but even from a distance, she could see that it was slightly ajar.

      

      I will not be sent away as if I were no one. If my husband has abandoned me, I will be told directly. I will not wait to be heartbroken like my mother before me.

      

      She marched toward the open gate and slipped down the side of the house, stalking through the dark like a cat until she reached a second gate. That, too, had been left ajar, opening out into a long rear garden where cherry blossoms shed their snowy petals and boxwoods bordered the back terrace, to prevent prying eyes from seeing through the windows.

      

      Finding a gap in the boxwoods, Nancy crept through, the fronds scratching at her face and arms as if to hold her back. A narrow strip of flagstones sat between the boxwoods and the only window that spilled light out into the darkness.

      

      Ducking down, she approached the pane, peering over the sill like a creature that had scented a cooling pie.

      

      Her heart dropped into her stomach.

      

      Adam was sitting in an armchair, angled away from the window. Miss Eastleigh was draped in his lap, his arms around her, laughing as if she had not just stolen the world from Nancy.

      

      Miss Eastleigh held a glass of wine in her hand and brought it to Adam’s lips before taking a sip for herself, and though Nancy could only see the back of Adam’s head, it seemed fairly clear that he was enjoying himself and not thinking at all of his wife.

      

      Her heart cracked.

      

      No… You told me you were falling in love with me. You… lay with me!

      

      Tears blurred her vision as she watched Miss Eastleigh extricate herself from Adam’s arms and saunter off toward a side table stocked with decanters of all kinds of liquor and wines. But Nancy wiped her eyes and squinted at Miss Eastleigh’s belly, noting the obvious roundness.

      

      Indeed, Miss Eastleigh must have been several months into her pregnancy, or had eaten an exceptionally large meal, to have a belly like that.

      

      This has been going on for months?

      

      Nancy should have felt crushed, but a voice in the back of her head whispered, “Even you know that is unlikely.”

      

      It was at that moment that Nancy noticed Adam’s arm hanging limply past the armrest, his head lolling back against the top of the armchair as if Miss Eastleigh’s arm around his shoulders had been the only thing holding it up.

      

      Puzzled, Nancy edged further along the windowsill, craning her neck to get a better view. Sure enough, Adam’s eyes were closed, his mouth slack. He was asleep… or unconscious.

      

      It is a charade!

      

      Nancy’s hopes soared, bringing forth a sudden spike of rage toward Miss Eastleigh and Harry. But before she could hammer her fist against the glass to let Miss Eastleigh know she had been caught, a loud gasp whispered up from a nearby cluster of boxwoods. A rustle followed, and in the darkness, Nancy saw a blur darting past, heading for the gates of the garden.

      

      Without thinking, she gave chase, pursuing the figure down the alleyway. Up ahead, the figure skidded to a halt, grappling frantically with the gate that must have closed shut behind Nancy when she had passed through it. Hands rattled at the locking mechanism, panting breaths filling the air.

      

      “Who are you?” Nancy demanded to know, catching up.

      

      The figure froze. “Uh… a thief.”

      

      “A thief in a fine greatcoat?” Nancy snorted, noting the excellent tailoring. “I think not.”

      

      From the other side of the gate, a shadow moved, stepping out from behind a short pillar that ended the dividing wall between Adam’s townhouse and the next. Swathed in a hooded cloak, the figure walked right up to the gate, wrapped their hands around the iron bars, and stared down at the supposed thief.

      

      A grim expression wrinkled the nose of the cloaked figure. “I know who you are,” she said as another person emerged from the opposite pillar. “Your Grace, I think we ought to take this gentleman into our carriage to have a few words with him.”

      

      “Who is he?” Nancy asked.

      

      The lady dropped her hood, revealing herself to be Mrs. Holloway. “This is Mr. Kingston, Miss Eastleigh’s former betrothed. Or do you prefer Mr. White, the infamous writer for the scandal sheets?” She caught hold of the man by the wrist. “I am right, am I not?”

      

      “How do you know that?” the man hissed.

      

      “I watch and hear everything,” Mrs. Holloway replied. “You were at Stapleton Court the night young Harold decided to have a party. Hiding in the bushes like a Peeping Tom. Do you remember me?”

      

      The man frowned. “You… came outside.”

      

      “I did, and you fled,” Mrs. Holloway said, chuckling grimly. “But you left your satchel behind. Were you aware of that?”

      

      The man paled, even in the faint light of the moon. “You have it? That is my property. I demand its immediate return.”

      

      “Oh, I torched it all, Mr. White, Mr. Kingston—whoever you are.” Mrs. Holloway grinned. “But not before reading every page and discovering your identity. Rather cruel of you, though, to write a story about a woman you professed to have loved since you were a boy. It was an ugly piece. I much preferred the one that was published—less vindictive, I feel. A simple severing of an engagement. Did you have someone else write it?”

      

      Mr. Kingston curled his lip. “I made those notes to protect myself. What was published was all I had the stomach to write, in the end.” His breath caught. “I knew of her pregnancy. I told her I would raise the child as my own if she would swear her loyalty to me and love me as I have loved her all these years. She promised to, but then I followed her to Stapleton Court and watched her cavort with him, betraying me, though I would have moved heaven and Earth to save her from scorn.”

      

      “She did not cavort with my husband! I saw him shun her with my own eyes,” Nancy shot back.

      

      Mr. Kingston whipped around, glowering at her. “She was not cavorting with your husband, you dolt! She was cavorting with Harry, the blasted father of her child! The one man I was insistent upon her never seeing again!” He sucked in a breath. “Your husband was merely meant to be the scapegoat—the man to fund my Catherine and that wretched Harry’s life, henceforth.”

      

      “Then why were you in the bushes just now?” Nancy pressed a hand to her chest, realizing that the situation was far more twisted than she had thought.

      

      “Harry does not know that I am Mr. Kingston. He knows me only as Mr. White—the infamous writer, as this lady just said. He asked me to come to the townhouse tonight to witness something sordid, and to write about it for the next scandal sheets,” Mr. Kingston explained, tears in his eyes. “He mentioned that my Catherine would be here, not realizing my attachment, and I wanted to see how far she would stoop, but… I intended to write the truth.”

      

      Nancy nodded slowly. “You mean to write of Miss Eastleigh and Harry?”

      

      “But then I saw you. You were so close to me, and I did not wish to be caught, in case you knew who I was, so I ran,” Mr. Kingston said. “I am sorry for calling you a dolt. I am… rather upset, as you can imagine. I would have saved that girl from ruin, and she… betrayed me.”

      

      Nancy put her hand on his shoulder. “Write what you intended to write. Expose everything about Harry and Miss Eastleigh. Be as vindictive as you please, as long as you paint my husband in a benevolent light. Tell the world that my husband rejected her, that he had no involvement with her, and he was merely her chosen target for blackmail. Ensure you use the words, ‘Who would believe him, given his reputation.’ But ensure you write that he has changed, that he is beloved and in love with his wife.”

      

      “They… drugged him. I saw it,” Mr. Kingston added sheepishly. “Harry did, at least. My Catherine arrived soon after.”

      

      Nancy nodded. “I know. Make sure you write about that, too.”

      

      “My boy has been drugged?” Dorothea gasped, throwing back her hood.

      

      “He will not come to any harm,” Mr. Kingston hurried to say. “It is for the deception, nothing more. I suppose Harry wanted me to think it was real, not realizing who I am, but I was already here waiting when he put the powder into His Grace’s drink.”

      

      Nancy looked at her mother-in-law and the housekeeper. “We must force our way inside, immediately.” She glanced back at Mr. Kingston. “As for you, you are free to leave and write the most damning piece of base literature that has ever been written. But if you should betray me and my generosity this evening, I shall find you, and it will not be pretty when I do. Am I understood?”

      

      “You are,” Mr. Kingston replied, nodding vigorously. “I am… terribly sorry that you have been dragged into this mess. Indeed, I had heard that you and His Grace were exceedingly happy. I hope that you may continue to be and that I shall play a small part in that. I will not betray you. I will not allow you to suffer as I have done—as I am suffering, I suppose.”

      

      Nancy reached past him and lifted the locking mechanism, pulling the gate open. “Then you may leave.”

      

      “I swear, I will not defy your wishes,” Mr. Kingston assured, ducking through the gate. He tipped his hat, bowing his head for a moment, before darting off down the street and into the darkness.

      

      As Nancy watched him go, she prayed she had not just made a grave mistake by believing him.

      

      “He is inside,” she said, beckoning for Dorothea and Mrs. Holloway to follow her. “I think we shall stand a greater chance of getting in if we use the rear entrance.”

      

      Mrs. Holloway put her fingers to her lips and whistled. Almost immediately, Marina appeared, running fast and nearly missing the spot where the three other women were standing. She veered at the last moment, bumping into the pillar, and as she held her bruised arm, she whispered, “Sorry. I was keeping watch. There was a man. He just ran away from here.”

      

      “We know,” Nancy said softly. “Now, let us save my husband.”

      

      Dorothea pulled a grim face. “I never did like that Harold fellow.”

      

      “Neither did I,” Mrs. Holloway agreed as the quartet marched down the alleyway in single file, each fully prepared to batter down the door if they could not gain entry any other way.
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      Adam awoke to the weight of someone in his lap and the strangling sensation of an arm around his neck. Something wet fluttered against his cheek, his hearing agitated by the shrill sound of someone cackling.

      

      “Do you think he has seen enough yet?” a grating woman’s voice asked, so close to him, it was like a razor in his ear.

      

      “Best carry on for a few more minutes,” came the reply, spoken in an all-too-familiar voice. “We want Mr. White to believe it is legitimate.”

      

      The woman huffed out a sigh. “This is humiliating, Harry, and I rather think you are enjoying yourself too much.”

      

      “Do you want Mr. White to hear your complaints? Just do as you have been told,” Harry snapped. “The windows are not very thick.”

      

      “You are the one shouting,” the woman muttered, her voice becoming familiar.

      

      Miss Catherine Eastleigh.

      

      So, she arrived at last, didn’t she?

      

      Adam urged his senses and limbs to begin working again. His legs and arms felt weighed down, but he could just about wiggle his toes and fingertips again, and he could hold his neck up by himself once more.

      

      “But, what if it does not work?” Miss Eastleigh grumbled. “What if His Grace denies it all? I have not exactly been innocent these past years. You say no one will believe him, but what if no one believes me?”

      

      “They will,” Harry insisted. “Mr. White is a man I trust to tell the juiciest gossip. He will write a piece so shocking that Society itself will be in uproar. Only for a short while, of course, and then we can begin our lives together in some far-flung corner of the world where the liquor is strong, the food is exceptional, and the women are eager to please.”

      

      The weight lifted off Adam’s lap, and through blurry eyes, he saw Miss Eastleigh walk to the center of the parlor. “You do not care for me at all, do you? Why would you want him to write a piece ‘so shocking that Society itself will be in uproar’? All we need is Adam’s money. That is what you said. You said nothing about my name being dragged through the mud so viciously that I will likely never be able to show my face in Society again.”

      

      “I was exaggerating,” Harry hurried to say. “Mr. White will make it seem as if you are a mostly innocent victim. What I meant was, they will be in uproar over Adam, not you. He will lose his wife, any respectability he had managed to cling onto, and all of his business associates. Indeed, no one will want to be associated with him. That is where we shall thrive, my darling, for I have a list of his associates, and with his money, I can take over where he left off. We shall be wealthy, indeed, my love.”

      

      Miss Eastleigh folded her arms across her chest. “If it had not been for that woman, I might be married to the Duke in her stead.” She pouted. “Goodness, why did I hide so well from him?”

      

      “Do not say that,” Harry barked, entering Adam’s line of sight. He had a glass of brandy in his hand, filled almost to the brim, and it did not look like his first. “After all I have done for you, all I have orchestrated on your behalf, do not say that. Indeed, once we have his money, you are never to utter his name again.”

      

      A cold smile crept onto Miss Eastleigh’s face. “You are not jealous, are you?”

      

      “Of course not!” Harry snarled. “Why would I be jealous of a man who is just like every other man I have ever met? He claimed he would never marry, boasted about his bachelorhood from the top of his lungs, and then fell in love with the wretched creature he was forced to wed. It’s… it’s pitiful!”

      

      Miss Eastleigh’s smile softened, turning sad. “Love does not sound like such a terrible thing.” She glanced back at Adam, who squeezed his eyes shut, pretending to be unconscious still. “I almost feel sorry for what I have done. Why, he encouraged me when he found me with Mr. Kingston, when you would have been furious, letting loose the green-eyed monster.”

      

      “Well, you did behave despicably,” Harry huffed. “And where did it get you? Humiliated in the scandal sheets—engaged and cast aside in a matter of weeks. That is pitiful.”

      

      Miss Eastleigh scowled at him. “What choice did I have? You vanished when you heard about the child, and I knew I could not persuade His Grace that the child was his, for we had not lain together. What is worse, I had to keep delaying an encounter with him because of you.”

      

      “Because of me?” Harry scoffed.

      

      “You were at every ball and gathering that His Grace attended. You would not speak to me, nor would you leave His Grace alone. I could not get him by himself without you appearing at his side and steering him away like a jealous schoolboy with unrequited feelings.” Miss Eastleigh straightened up. “Nor could I guarantee that you would not tell His Grace that the child was yours. So, when I happened upon Mr. Kingston, I seized my opportunity. I knew he would stand by me. Then, as soon as you heard of our engagement, you came crawling back to me! You… tempted me away from security and comfort.”

      

      Harry laughed coldly. “Mr. Kingston was no loss, Catherine. What could he have offered you that I cannot? A parsonage in some dull village? A lifetime of boredom?”

      

      “Love,” Miss Eastleigh replied, her voice catching. “He offered love so strong that he would have raised a child that was not his. He agreed to it, as long as I did not see you again. But I thought I loved you, and now, I have ruined it all for myself. This is what I have come to, because of you.” She gestured back to Adam, turning up her nose. “So, yes, perhaps I am pitiful, but this is the only choice I have left if I do not want my child and me to be destitute.”

      

      It was at that moment that Adam saw his opportunity.

      

      “You will receive nothing from me,” he said, slowly sitting forward in the armchair. “Miss Eastleigh, I might be persuaded to offer your child a small sum, for I believe you are something of a victim in this, but there will not be a single coin offered if you maintain any sort of company with Harry here.”

      

      “Your Grace!” Miss Eastleigh stifled a scream, falling to her knees. “Oh, Your Grace, please forgive me! I had no choice! I did not know what else to do!”

      

      Adam put a finger to his lips. “Be silent. My head is pounding.”

      

      “Of course, Your Grace,” she whimpered. “I am sorry, Your Grace.”

      

      Adam squinted at Harry. “Your revels, at the expense of my coin, have come to an end, Harry.”

      

      “I think not.” Harry grinned. “You forget, I am the one holding the reins here.”

      

      Adam shook his head. “No. Rather surprisingly, Miss Eastleigh is the one holding the reins.” He nodded to her. “She can tell the truth whenever she pleases, and I am certain that an offer of seeing her child educated and well-respected will be enough to loosen her tongue.”

      

      “But I can prevent the story from being published,” Harry hurried to interject, shaking slightly. “You can return to your pristine marriage and be happy, but it will cost you. How much is your wife’s good opinion of you worth? How much is your happiness with her worth? How much would you pay for my silence?”

      

      Adam smiled. “I will not pay you anything. My wife will believe me because we have promised to trust one another. She knows that I am not the rake that I once was, now that I have her.” He chuckled, banging on his tight chest. “Moreover, she is a woman. She is aware that it is impossible to know you are with child so soon after the act.”

      

      “I told you!” Miss Eastleigh jabbed an accusatory finger at Harry.

      

      “And I told you it would not matter. No one will believe that you two did not engage in an affair, and they will not be searching for the details of when an affair might have taken place,” Harry shot back.

      

      Adam gripped the armrests and rocked himself up onto his feet. “Still, you will get nothing from me. I am quite serious.”

      

      “Well, what if I told you that I could explain everything to your wife,” Harry said, speaking too quickly, falling over his words. “She was here not long ago. She knocked on the door, and I answered, thinking it was Mr. White. She heard Catherine laughing and knew you were here. Do you think it will be so difficult for her to put the pieces together, especially after reading the letter I had Catherine send? I addressed it to your mother, Adam, not you. Your mother will have informed her. She would have felt dutybound to, to protect your wife from suffering a similar fate to hers.”

      

      All the authority and strength drained out of Adam, his hand gripping the armrest to keep himself from crumbling. “She… was here?”

      

      “I imagine she has fled to her parents’ house by now,” Harry replied smugly. “But I can explain the truth, so you can still have your happy ending. It depends how much that is worth to you.”

      

      “He already told you, you will receive nothing from him, and I have not fled anywhere,” a voice interjected, accompanied by what sounded like a stampede.

      

      Adam, Miss Eastleigh, and Harry all turned at once, their attention fixed upon the four women who had just entered the parlor room. Adam rubbed his eyes, wondering if it was the lingering effects of whatever he had been drugged with, but his eyes were not deceiving him. Nancy, Marina, Mrs. Holloway, and his mother were all standing there, glaring at Harry as if they wished to collectively pummel him.

      

      “I thought I told you to leave,” Harry hissed, rolling his jaw.

      

      Nancy put on a saccharine smile. “You did, and I told you that, as the Duchess of Stapleton, I would not be denied entry.”

      

      “You said that?” Adam did not know whether to laugh or wobble across the parlor to embrace her—his legs were still unsteady.

      

      Nancy flashed him a grin. “I did. I was rather surprised by myself, too.” She gestured to the window. “But the gate to the garden was open, and you know I relish a garden. I could not resist creeping in to see what was afoot. Fortunately, the back door to the townhouse was more obliging than Harry. Indeed, my love, I am grateful that whoever runs your household here is rather more forgetful than Mrs. Holloway.”

      

      “I could not agree more,” Mrs. Holloway chimed in.

      

      Nancy wagged a finger at Harry, who had turned very pale, indeed. “What a merry mess you have made of this, Harry. You would have been better served if you had simply remained friends with my husband. I might not have liked it, for you are clearly a terrible influence, but I would not have forbidden him from seeing you.” She paused. “And you, Miss Eastleigh… well, I think we all know that you have placed your wager on the wrong horse. I think you know it, most of all.”

      

      At that, Miss Eastleigh promptly burst into tears, hiding her face in her hands as she remained kneeling on the ground, her shoulders shaking violently. “I h-have been a fool,” she whispered, apparently more to herself than to anyone else.

      

      “Oh, and you need not concern yourself about Mr. White’s literary talents showing up in the next scandal sheets,” Nancy added, smiling at Harry. “I met him in the gardens. A very pleasant gentleman, in truth. He has been paid for his silence and will be passing the message to his associates. No one will be publishing your falsehoods, Harry. No one.”

      

      Harry began to back away, but, of course, there was nowhere for him to run. Adam blocked the French doors that led into the gardens, while the ladies blocked the main entrance.

      

      “Adam,” Harry said, clasping his hands together, “show mercy. Have I not been a good friend to you until this… unpleasantness? You are my oldest and dearest friend, even now. I let jealousy get the better of me. Please, Adam, show mercy. If not for me, then for the sake of my unborn child.”

      

      Adam laughed softly, looking at Nancy. “What do you think, my love?”

      

      “It is your choice, darling,” she replied.

      

      “A small sum will be put in trust for the child, to be received when the child comes of age,” Adam said. “That is all I can offer, considering what you had planned to do to ruin the happiness of my wife and me. That goes for both of you, Miss Eastleigh.”

      

      The wretched woman continued to sob into her hands, mumbling, “Thank you. You are too gracious.”

      

      “Harry,” Adam said, staring unflinchingly at his former friend, “I suggest you leave and take Miss Eastleigh with you. It would seem that only the two of you can save one another now, so why not make the best of it? Marry, raise your child, and live as happily as you can. See if you cannot also change your ways for the sake of this child.”

      

      Harry scurried forward and hoisted Miss Eastleigh up by her arm. She dragged her feet, still sobbing as he hauled her out of the room as fast as his legs—and her resistance—could carry him. At the door, he glanced back and opened his mouth as if he was about to say a parting word, but he seemed to think better of it. With an almost sad shake of his head, he exited the parlor, with Miss Eastleigh weeping at his side.

      

      “Are you well? Are you hurt?” Nancy raced toward Adam, throwing her arms around him. “Are you sick? Does your stomach hurt? Can I fetch you something to drink?”

      

      Adam slipped his arms around her, holding her close, letting his chin fall on her shoulder. “Let us go home,” he whispered. “That is all I desire. Let us both go home and never be parted again.”

      

      “I think we can manage that,” Nancy replied, hugging him.

      

      Strange tears pricked his eyes. “Thank you.”

      

      “For what, my love?”

      

      He held her tighter. “For believing in me.”

      

      “I made my choice the night you danced with me in the ballroom,” Nancy told him gently. “You are stuck with me, my darling.”

      

      Adam mustered a chuckle. “There is no one I would rather be stuck with.” He closed his eyes, inhaling her scent. “I love you, Nancy. I do not care if it is too soon. I love you. Tonight has proven it beyond a doubt. I love you.”

      

      “As I love you,” Nancy whispered back, kissing the top of his head.

      

      He did not know if it was the residual effect of whatever Harry had put in his drink, or if it was just the swelling warmth in his heart, but as Adam held his wife, he felt as if he were floating on air. Lighter than he had been in a decade. And for as long as he lived, as long as they both lived, he knew no words would ever be sweeter than those four—As I love you.

      

      Nancy was his medicine, his cure, his reason, his purpose, and though there would always be scars on his heart and body, he could already feel them fading. All because he had mistaken her for someone else, on one fateful night that had changed everything. Forever.
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      “Have you decided you are repulsed by me, after all?” a shy voice asked from somewhere close by as Nancy leaned on the balustrade of the pagoda, gazing out at the beautiful lake.

      

      She had sought refuge there after the long journey back from London, hoping to watch the sunrise, though dawn had not yet broken.

      

      She turned to find her unfairly handsome husband walking up the steps to the pagoda. “What? Why would you think such a thing?”

      

      “You vanished,” Adam said simply.

      

      “I needed a moment of peace. My mind was racing, and I knew I would not sleep if I attempted it in such a state of unrest,” she explained, holding out her hand to him. “I did not mean to run off.”

      

      Adam pulled an apologetic face. “Nor did I. I should have woken you before I departed for London, but you looked so peaceful that I could not. Foolishly, I thought I could resolve everything and return to you without you ever knowing I had left.”

      

      “It is all resolved now,” Nancy assured him as he took her hand and came to stand beside her, his arm around her shoulders. “Is this not one of the steps for the waltz?” she teased, remembering the unusual arm positions. That moment in the ballroom seemed like it belonged to another lifetime.

      

      Adam chuckled. “We could waltz again if you like. That might help you fall asleep.”

      

      “Goodness, no. I would hate to have to look at my reflection in all of those mirrors.” Nancy grimaced. “But… we should have a ball here soon. I think it would please your mother, and I know it would be the grandest ball of the Season, for there is nothing Society relishes more than curiosity and scandal. They will not be able to resist coming to our ball.”

      

      Adam breathed out a sigh of something like relief. “So, you are not intending to leave me once our honeymoon is over?”

      

      “Certainly not,” she told him, leaning into his side. “Were you not listening at your townhouse? You are stuck with me. This is my home.”

      

      He peered down at her. “Does it feel like your home?”

      

      “It is beginning to,” she replied, smiling up at him.

      

      “I love you, my dearest Nancy,” Adam murmured, bringing his hand up to cup her cheek. “I shall do everything in my power to be the man you believe me to be.”

      

      Nancy closed her eyes, savoring his words. “I love you, too. And as there is nothing I need to improve upon, I shall stay exactly the same.” She chuckled. “No, that is not quite true. I was… not strong before I met you. I relied on others to be strong for me—my sister, primarily. So, I shall endeavor to continue to be strong, for you and because of you.”

      

      “My medicine,” he whispered, pressing a kiss to her lips. “My cure.” Another sweet kiss. “My future, my love.” He caught her mouth with his, his last kiss the hungriest of all.

      

      And as she kissed him back with equal fervor, the fatigue that had weighed her down since London quickly began to lighten as if he was taking the burden from her with his love and his promises.

      

      Turning into his chest, Nancy wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him harder, wanting him to know how awake and alive she felt. He smiled against her lips, receiving the message loud and clear, his arms wrapping around her waist as he pressed her up against the pagoda’s balustrade.

      

      “Have I thanked you already?” he purred, lifting her up and setting her down on the wide plane of the balustrade.

      

      She grabbed him tighter, fearing she might fall. She need not have worried, for in his arms, she was perfectly safe.

      

      “You have,” she replied, chuckling. “Many times already.”

      

      “But I have not thanked you properly,” he told her wryly, his palm sliding down her thigh to her knee. There, he grasped a handful of her skirts and gathered them up, before allowing his hand to sneak beneath the layers to her bare flesh.

      

      “Ah, yes, I forgot you had not,” she said, biting her lower lip as his fingertips caressed the inside of her thigh, his head dipping to kiss the curve of her neck, while his free hand held her steady on the balustrade. “You had best remedy that swiftly,” she added, her breath catching as his fingertips caressed a particularly sensitive patch of skin. Her “tingles,” as she called them.

      

      His tongue tasted the hollow at the base of her throat. “I intend to.”

      

      Nancy gasped, her fingernails sinking into the muscle of his broad shoulders as he lightly touched her hidden pearl, teasing her with a slow strum that became tortuous circles, each revolution blowing on the embers of her unyielding desire.

      

      Soon enough, he had the flames of her passion licking higher, tonguing through her veins in white-hot streams, her skin flushing with that delicious, delirious fever of need. Her breathing shallowed, her lungs ablaze, her stomach tightening as his expert touch tipped her closer and closer toward the most exquisite explosion.

      

      “Oh… oh, my love!” she panted, clinging to him as the sparking fuse raced toward the powder keg of her bliss. “Yes, my love! Oh… oh, yes!”

      

      Her body erupted with light and pleasure, her head swimming as she arched back, forgetting there was a balustrade she could fall off. But Adam’s powerful arm held her tight, allowing her to revel in her bliss however she pleased, even if that meant leaning over nothing at all, like she was flying on the storm of her almighty peak.

      

      “Oh, my love,” she moaned, her legs shaking violently, her breaths ragged, every muscle pulled tight to hold her together through the rush of ecstasy.

      

      But all too soon, the feeling began to fade, her muscles loosening, her body relaxing. She smiled gleefully, allowing Adam to pull her back into his chest, where she pressed her palms against the broad muscles. His heart beat hard beneath her hand, his eyes gleaming with passion.

      

      “Is that apology enough?” he asked, grazing his teeth across his lower lip.

      

      Flushed and content, Nancy shook her head. “Not quite.”

      

      “I thought not,” he said as he moved his hand down the length of her thighs, urging her to lock her legs around his waist.

      

      She obeyed, her eyes widening as he lifted her up and tugged her skirts up to her hips in one swift movement. When he set her back down on the balustrade, she understood why. With a coy smile, she raised her arms up, her heart warmed by the sound of his soft laughter as he drew her dress up over her head.

      

      “You are very obliging,” he told her, grinning.

      

      “I am too weary from saving our future happiness to wrestle with garments,” she replied, relishing the laughter that seemed to always be present whenever they made love.

      

      She hoped it would always be that way.

      

      He chuckled and made swift work of her stays while she reached for the buttons of his shirt and the fastening of his trousers, until they were naked before one another—her perched on the balustrade, him standing between her thighs, his manhood straining for her.

      

      Curious, she let her hand encircle the impressive length… only for him to take hold of her wrist gently and shake his head.

      

      “If you do that,” he warned, “this shall be an exceedingly quick apology, and you may feel somewhat disappointed.”

      

      “I shall bear that in mind,” she said, smiling.

      

      With her hand still on him and his hand on her wrist, she guided him toward her entrance. As she felt the pressure of him against her, she forgot to breathe, her eyes closing in anticipation as he slowly eased himself inside her. Feeling every teasing inch, she drew in a small breath with each increment, until her lungs and her silken depths were entirely full.

      

      “Oh…” she moaned, locking her legs tighter around his waist to just hold him there for a moment, enjoying the sensation of them entwined and connected.

      

      But she could not bear the stillness for long, eager to feel the glorious friction that would ignite her bliss and blaze her toward another fiery peak.

      

      The moment she relaxed her legs, he slowly drew his hips back, her breath lodging in her throat as she braced for the first exquisite thrust. There was no sting this time, she noticed, her body prepared for the tide of pleasure that was coming her way. A pleasure that could not be spoiled, not even a little bit.

      

      As the dawn broke around them, the sun beginning to rise into what would be a clear blue sky, hazy with the heat of summer, they moved as one in their own private realm of the pagoda. While the world continued to sleep, they were utterly alive, the air crackling with the lightning of their lovemaking, their gasps and moans and murmured declarations of love whispering through the gardens.

      

      Bracing her hands against the balustrade to hold herself in place, while Adam held her by the waist, his free hand slipped between her thighs, his skilled fingertips strumming her swollen bud. All the while, their lips danced in set after set of ravenous kisses, their tongues dueling, their mouths sure to be bruised when they returned from their paradise.

      

      But Adam made certain to lavish his attentions upon as much of her as he could reach, too, straying from her lips to kiss her neck, her throat, her shoulders, her breasts, his mouth driving her into a frenzy as he drew her nipples into his wet, warm mouth, sucking gently until she bucked, adding layer upon layer to the strength of her euphoria.

      

      “Yes, my love,” Nancy urged, feeling that now-familiar rise of pure magic within her. “Oh… yes, my love!”

      

      Adam responded to her words and the change in her breath, his fingertips attuned to the sound of her body, pleasuring her precisely as she needed to be pleasured. When her moans grew louder, he did not stray from his concentration, maintaining the pace and pressure until her entire being was a trembling, shivering, gasping mess of raw, blissful feeling. And though his moans betrayed his own desires, Nancy knew he would not race ahead without her.

      

      Just as the sun’s light touched upon Adam’s face, gracing him with an ethereal glow that only made her more convinced that he was divinely blessed, her pleasure bolted through her. It ricocheted up her abdomen, pulling every muscle tight, her back arching as it shuddered through her veins, her limbs, every part of her. Her eyes squeezed shut, her mouth parting in a cry of ecstasy, her hands gripping the balustrade until she was certain she would break the wood with the intensity of her orgasm.

      

      “My love!” Nancy gasped, and Adam seized the opportunity to suck on her nipple once more as she stretched back. “Oh… oh… oh, my love!”

      

      As her head spun with the power of her orgasm, Adam quickened his pace, his breaths growing ragged as he plunged into her depths, chasing his own pleasure to its blissful conclusion. And just as hers was beginning to ebb, he pulled her to him and stilled, a moan slipping past his throat as he held her tight.

      

      “My… Nancy,” he rasped. “My love.”

      

      He thrust once more and slumped against her, burying his face in her neck, and trailing lazy kisses down her skin.

      

      Breathing hard, Nancy mirrored his kisses, smiling against his neck as she held him close.

      

      “I love you,” she said softly, reveling in the freedom of being naked and entwined with him in the first of the morning light.

      

      Adam pulled back slightly and pressed a kiss to her lips. “As I love you,” returned, smiling.

      

      Gazing into one another’s eyes, it was as if they were both harboring a shared and precious secret, for neither had expected to find love with the other. Neither had expected their marriage to be a happy one, or to even have the hope of being a happy one.

      

      Yet, the marriage that was supposed to be in name only now held the promise of forever, and Nancy had the most wonderful feeling, while wrapped up in her husband’s arms, that even her favorite fairytales and romance novels could not have a happier ending than their story.

      

      
        
        The End?
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        Would you like to know how Nancy and Adam’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/Mtp2eD6d directly in your browser.

      

        

      
        I guarantee you, that you won’t be disappointed ♥
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      “William, what are you doing here, young man? You should be in bed!”

      The young boy smiled up at his mother’s gentle, yet exasperated, expression. The Duchess of Barrington was already three decades old, and yet, she looked no older than a young woman who had just made her bow. However, when she regarded her young son just so, William could not help but feel much younger than his nine years of age—no matter how much he liked to claim that he was only a month shy of being truly a decade old.

      “I…thought you might need my presence,” he grinned affably at her, trying to project a brave image.

      The truth was that he could not sleep that night. For some reason, he just lay in bed, his heart pounding.

      Of course, he did not want to tell his mother that he had been afraid. He was already nine years old. How could he be afraid of the dark still?

      But his mother’s soft laugh and twinkling eyes were the most beautiful things in the world, and he found his heart easing up in her presence. His father, the Duke of Barrington, always told him that his mother was the most beautiful woman in all of London, and if his father believed it to be true, then William knew it had to be a fact.

      “Well, young men like to sleep in their own rooms,” the Duchess confided in him, her soft silken robe a shimmering pool around her as she talked to him at his eye level. “And you need not fret so much about me, dearest boy. Your father is right here to protect me.”

      “Father could always use some help,” William supplied. “He told me that the best men are those who knew how to co-co…” He scrunched up his nose as the word eluded him.

      What was it his father said? Oh yes! Collaborate.

      “Collaborate!” he finally burst out.

      His mother smiled at him. “Your father is a very wise man, and it is lovely how you are learning so much from him. You will make a fine duke someday, William, as long as you take his counsel to heart.”

      “But I do not want to be a duke!”

      “Why ever not, dear boy?”

      “Because to be a duke, that would mean that Father…that Father is no longer a duke.”

      He could not say what he feared the most. The thought of his dearest father dying was absolutely terrifying to William.

      The Duchess of Barrington smiled sadly at him. “You are much too somber for your years, William. Now, off to bed with you—”

      She had scarcely finished her admonition when the door burst open, causing William to jump at the suddenness of it all.

      “George!” the Duchess exclaimed. “Whatever is the meaning of—”

      His father’s eyes fell on William, and the young boy saw an emotion in them that he had never before associated with his brave, wonderful father—fear.

      “No time to waste!” he urged her. “Take William and go. I’ll try to hold them off.”

      William was barely aware of his mother’s gasp, her gentle hands becoming frantic as she pushed him away from the bedroom she shared with his father and into the adjacent suite that linked to the Duchess’ room.

      They had barely managed to get into the suite. His eyes snagged on the vanity mirror, where he had watched his mother get ready for countless engagements. Now, it only seemed to magnify the tension that hung thick in the air.

      “Mother, what is wrong?” he asked, his young eyes widening in fear when he heard the door burst open, accompanied by loud, angry voices.

      “Shh!” the Duchess admonished him, her beautiful features filled with terror. “Get in here, William. Quick! And whatever you do, do not make a sound!”

      “But where are you—”

      But she had already pushed him into her armoire, his fall softened only by the crush of silks and satins and velvets. He watched in horror as his mother shut the doors of the armoire, just as the suite door was forced open.

      From the slit between the doors, William could see his father being restrained by two men in familiar livery. They wore the official uniform of the servants of Barrington Estate, but the young boy was certain that he had never seen them before.

      Unlike the other members of the aristocracy, his parents had never reprimanded him for engaging with the servants, so he knew them all quite well. He even played with their children on occasion.

      One of these men had a dirty brown beard that looked like he had not washed it in days. Another had bright red hair and what looked to be a lazy eye. One of them—the leader of the bunch, it appeared—had a terrifying scar that slashed from his right eyebrow to his cheek.

      These men…they were not from Barrington Estate. How did they get their hands on the servants’ livery?

      “How dare you barge into Barrington Estate in such a manner!?”

      His mother’s voice rang out with the full authority of the Duchess of Barrington, a noblewoman from a long line of aristocrats. And yet, there was faint tremor in her voice as she was met with gales of laughter.

      “Ye are a beauty, I give ye that!” One of the men grinned lasciviously at her, his eyes roaming greedily as he took in her thin robe. “How ’bout I—”

      “Keep your filthy hands off my wife!” the Duke growled.

      “Who’s gonna stop me? You?” William watched as the man brutally hit his father’s head with the butt of his pistol, and the Duke let out a pained groan.

      “What do you want? Money? Jewels?” his mother cried out. She took out her jewelry box and flung it at them. Pearls, rubies, sapphires, and diamonds spilled out as it crashed onto the floor. “Take it and go!”

      “Why, thank ye, ma’am!” they guffawed in reply. “We’ll be takin’ these as well!”

      William felt like he was going to be sick. What were these men doing in his home in the middle of the night? And why were they hurting his father?

      Suddenly, another man joined the group.

      “We can’t find the boy!” he complained. “And I’ve searched up an’ down an’ back!”

      The leader regarded him as if he was an imbecile. “Well, he couldn’t have gotten far! Find him!”

      “But I’ve already looked everywhere, and still no sign of that damned boy!”

      “Yeah! The boss did say that he tended to go explorin’ an’ all that…”

      “In the middle of the night? Aren’t children supposed ter be in bed already?”

      “I don’t care! Find him, or I’ll make sure ye regret it!”

      As the men argued amongst themselves, William heard something else—footsteps. Many more footsteps!

      Were there more of them? He certainly hoped not!

      There was a loud knocking on the door, and William feared that whoever was on the other side would knock the doors down.

      “Your Grace!” he heard someone calling from outside. “Your Grace, is something amiss?”

      William’s heart soared crazily in relief. Hopkins! It was Hopkins, their faithful butler! He had come to their rescue, and from the sound of it, he had brought men with him as well!

      The young boy could hardly contain his yelp of happiness, clamping his hands over his mouth when he remembered that he had to stay quiet.

      That he must not get caught.

      Fortunately, the men were far more preoccupied at the prospect that the staff had been alerted to their presence and that they were quite likely surrounded.

      “Drat! We’ve been caught!” the man with the dirty brown beard groaned. “And we still haven’t found the boy!”

      “Never mind that!” their leader said hastily. “We got His Grace and the missus here.”

      “No!” William heard his father scream. “Not her. Leave my wife alone, I beg you!”

      “Ooh! I like that—a fancy Duke beggin’ us for mercy!” Dirty Beard snickered.

      The pounding at the door continued until it stopped, and then, there was the unmistakable jangle of keys.

      Of course, William knew that Mrs. Watts kept a ring of keys to every room in the house. Aside from the Duchess, the head housekeeper was the only one with such access to Barrington Estate. Hopkins must have summoned her.

      In a moment, they would open the door and—

      A loud shot rang out followed by a woman’s piercing wail.

      “You monsters!”

      Three more shots pierced the night air, and he watched in horror as his beautiful mother crumpled into a bloody heap in front of his father, her scream dying in her throat. Her arm stretched out before her as if she was trying to reach for her husband even with her dying breath.

      At that moment, the door burst open, and there was a stream of curses as Hopkins and a group of footmen barged in. The intruders, seeing that they were about to be caught, scattered in several directions. William barely noticed their scarred leader jumping out of the window.

      I hope he perishes on the way down, the young boy thought.

      The intruders tried to escape, but they were quickly overpowered by the stronger footmen. One of them tried to fight back and was immediately clobbered into submission.

      “Your Grace!” the butler cried out in alarm as he looked upon the prone bodies of the Duke and his Duchess, their blood soaking into the carpet beneath them. His normally stoic features went pale.

      “God in heaven, no!” Jeremy, one of the footmen, cried out, his grip tightening on one of the men’s necks. “You sick bastards!”

      Hopkins turned around, looking wildly. “Where is the young master?” he asked frantically. “If you have hurt the boy, I swear to God—”

      “We couldn’t find him,” one of the men groaned. “Damn kid—”

      “Be quiet!” Harold, another footman, punched him. “You have no right to speak his name!”

      “We don’t even know who the hell he is or where he’s gone!”

      William could not move, could not breathe. He could only slump against the fabrics, nestled in the clothes he knew his mother would never again wear.

      He was only vaguely aware of Hopkins walking over to the armoire. With an uncharacteristic slowness, the butler pulled the doors open.

      The young boy looked up at the butler with dull eyes. The older man had tears streaming down his cheeks.

      “Lord Will—no, Your Grace,” he amended in a trembling voice. “I am so sorry. I was too late.”

      Your Grace.

      But William did not want to be the Duke of Barrington—he had told his mother that very same thing not long ago. He did not want to inherit the titles and the estates and the power and the prestige…

      Because all of that could only mean one thing—his father was dead.

      But they were dead—his father and mother both. Murdered in cold blood in their own rooms.

      His father had tried to hold them off, to buy some time for his family to escape. His mother had ensured with her final, desperate actions that they would not be able to find him.

      And William was now truly the Duke of Barrington.

      Not his brave, strong, wise father. Not anymore.

      The young boy sank to the carpeted floor and screamed in anguish.
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      “I heard that Lord Carrington has just returned to London after his Grand Tour, and from all accounts, he is absolutely divine!”

      Under the bright lights of the chandeliers, Selina Walford’s green eyes twinkled with mischief. “Divine, you say? How so?”

      “Well, if one has a yearly income of at least five thousand pounds, he ought to be!”

      “So…it is not his looks that are absolutely divine, but rather, it must be his wallet,” Selina teased her friend.

      Julia Lewis, the eldest daughter of Lord Powell, flushed a delicate pink that was at odds with her flaming red hair. She delicately swatted at her friend. “Oh, you would never understand! But even without Lord Carrington, there are still a great many eligible bachelors in this room—”

      “—and all of them probably look just as divine,” Mary, her younger sister, drawled, casting a hapless smile at Selina. “Last week, you claimed that Lord Haversham was the handsomest man you had ever seen. The week before that, it was Lord Bentley.”

      The redhead winked at her. “Why, I believe that Lord Crowley will be asking me to dance tonight, so it is not such a loss. He already made me promise three days ago to reserve one of my dances for him.”

      “Lord Crowley? Hmm…” Selina mused. “I did hear he lost a considerable sum at White’s the other night…”

      “Who told you that? Your brother again?”

      Selina shrugged delicately. “I believe Andrew might have mentioned it.”

      “And I suppose your dear brother has just about disparaged every man in London?”

      As much as Selina loved her brother, he never quite got along well with her best friend. Sometimes, it was quite entertaining to watch their bickering matches. There were times, however, that being caught between the both of them could get quite exasperating.

      But as much as Julia was biased against Andrew, Selina could not deny that her brother had done precisely that—disparage most of the eligible bachelors that might have been her prospective suitors.

      Andrew, she realized with a dismal sigh, was far more overprotective than their own father, Lord Towbridge. In fact, Selina was of the opinion that the Marquess of Trowbridge could not wait to marry her off to the first man who showed an interest in her—even if he should be three times her age or as odious as Lord Huxley, who had offended half of the ladies of the Ton.

      Thankfully, her brother had stepped in before Lord Huxley could even ask for an introduction.

      It was a sad fact of life that marriage could dictate her future happiness—and that she had very little say in it.

      “I know that look in your eyes, Red, so you might as well cease whatever mischief you have planned,” a deep voice intoned. “Or if you must carry on with your shenanigans, then leave my sister out of it.”

      “Speak of the devil, and he appears,” Julia muttered under her breath.

      Selina turned around to find her older brother, Andrew Walford, the Earl of Rowley, regarding Julia with a warning glare.

      “Andrew!” Selina greeted him brightly. “We were just—”

      “I heard that your friend intends to dance with the entire male population in London,” he retorted icily. “A grand feat, I must say.”

      “Except you, of course,” Julia piped up. “You would not do. You are not exactly an eligible bachelor.”

      Of course, nothing could be further from the truth. Selina knew for a fact that if it was not for her sake, Andrew would never make an appearance in a ball such as this which was overflowing with Society mothers with daughters of marriageable age.

      “And even if I was an eligible bachelor, I would not consider marrying you,” the Earl shot back.

      “Then, thank heavens that not everybody in London is as tasteless as you are!” Julia crossed her arms over her chest. “What is wrong with wanting to dance with a nice gentleman, anyway? Maybe it truly is for the best that you will be going away. Maybe then, Selina will finally be able to stand within two feet of a gentleman and have a chance at being courted!”

      Selina flushed at the reminder of just how overprotective her brother could be, and his tendencies had only increased as his upcoming trip drew ever nearer. To provoke him at this point would be most unwise, but Julia had always been one to tempt fate.

      Or her brother’s temper.

      “Julia, please!” she admonished her friend. “If you antagonize him further, it will only make things worse.”

      It was true that Andrew’s presence had been an effective deterrent to prospective suitors—some of them were even genuinely nice young men that Selina herself would not mind talking to. Unfortunately, her older brother always had something to say about each and every one of them.

      He has been like that ever since that whole affair with Daniel, she sighed inwardly.

      But was every gentleman—and she used that term loosely—just as bad as Daniel?

      He had only been courting Selina for a brief two weeks when he was found in a compromising position with a certain courtesan, who was famous for her liaisons with married men.

      Fortunately, Selina was yet to marry him although he had hinted at it on several occasions. It was one thing for a man to be discreet with his affairs and another thing to be caught flaunting it before the whole Ton.

      Selina, of course, had been a bit let down but not exactly devastated. Andrew, on the other hand, was furious, and it had taken all of her effort to convince him not to harm her erstwhile suitor in any way.

      If he did, she warned her brother, it would only drag her name into the mud. It was better to cut the courtship and say nothing more of it so as not to provoke the gossips.

      But if Julia and Andrew carried on much further, they might inadvertently bring up some issues that had long been buried in the past…

      Besides, Lady Canterbury was already beginning to eye them, and Selina knew that the older lady was a dreadful gossip. It simply would not do to capture her attention.

      “You better keep your ideas to yourself, Red, because even when I leave, I will make sure that my sister will not be tainted by the likes of you,” Andrew declared with a certain smugness.

      Selina looked at her brother in surprise. “What do you mean?”

      “You truly did not think I would leave you defenseless, did you?” Andrew looked visibly affronted by the mere thought of it.

      She was about to demand an explanation as to what her dear brother meant exactly by that when she caught sight of a familiar, tall, dark-haired man striding towards them with the assured gait of someone who was supremely confident of his place in Society.

      And with his looks, who could blame him? Selina wondered. If there was anyone that ought to have been referred to as “divine”, it would be him.

      His was a face that would not have been out of place on a fallen angel. His icy blue eyes regarded their small group coldly. He was quite possibly the handsomest man Selina had ever seen—and she had seen a lot in her two Seasons. The only thing was that his sensuous lips appeared to be fixed in what seemed like a permanent scowl.

      That immediately put Selina off.

      He looks like he would be dreadful company, she sighed inwardly. He looks like nothing in this world could ever make him happy. Or excited. Or anything at all, really.

      No, the man before her looked like the entire world had disappointed him three times over, and he expected nothing more from it but more of the same.

      “Rowley.”

      And his voice sounded positively sinful, too. Like rich, dark chocolate.

      All of that was wasted on His Grace, William Gillingham, the Duke of Barrington.

      From the corner of her eyes, she saw Julia batting her eyelashes at the Duke. Selina would not be surprised if the embodiment of masculine perfection before her acknowledged her friend. If there was anybody who could draw a reaction from the Duke, it would be her best friend.

      With her gorgeous locks of flaming red hair contrasting against her alabaster skin and her blue eyes twinkling vibrantly, Julia Lewis was like a human flame, and instead of dampening her vivid coloring to fit with the fashions of the Ton, she embraced it wholly. It was her confidence that made her impossible to resist.

      Well…almost impossible to resist because there was still not even a flicker of emotion on his face, and Selina did not find that very attractive.

      At all.

      Well, maybe a little.

      “A good evening to you, Your Grace,” the redhead greeted him, her voice dropping to a sultry register. “You are looking extremely…wonderful tonight.”

      She lingered over her words as if she was tasting them on her tongue.

      The Duke, as usual, did not even deign to acknowledge her presence.

      “Please do not embarrass yourself.” Andrew rolled his eyes at her, adding, “You look absolutely ridiculous.”

      Selina watched as the Duke whispered something into her brother’s ear, half-mesmerized by even the smallest of his actions. Truly, if he was not quite so unlikeable, she could admit to him being the most good-looking man in the entire Ton.

      However, she had the rather fortunate tendency to look beyond a gentleman’s features and his annual income, and when it came to his attitude, the Duke of Barrington fell drastically short in her estimation.

      In all honesty, she could not stand him.

      Even if he was one of her brother’s closest friends.

      “Ah…you will have to excuse us, Selina,” Andrew turned to her apologetically. “There is something we have to discuss.”

      Selina was well-bred enough to keep her expression neutral. She knew her brother’s reputation with the ladies as a charming gentleman at best and an unrepentant rogue at worst. Whatever it was he discussed with his friends, she wished to hear none of it.

      It was one thing to hear about a man’s peccadilloes through the gossips of the Ton. It was an entirely different thing when the gentleman in question was your own brother.

      “Very well, then,” she smiled thinly at them. “I shall see you…later, I suppose?”

      “Of course. I shall be back as soon as possible.”

      “Take as long as you like. We shall not miss you!” Julia piped in, to which Andrew once again shot her a warning glare before leaving with his best friend.

      And as much as Selina wanted to kick herself in the behind, she could not help watching the broad back of the Duke as he disappeared into the crowd with her brother.

      “That truly is a waste of a fine male specimen,” Julia sighed dramatically. “From the moment I found out he was your brother’s friend, I knew he had to be flawed in some way.”

      “His attitude does put some people off…” Mary frowned.

      “That,” Selina agreed, “is putting it rather lightly.”

      “No. It is his choice in friends that is his greatest character flaw.”

      “You are just biased against Lord Rowley.”

      “What is there to like about Lord Rowley?” Julia muttered, fluttering her fingers dismissively. “Anyway, why are we wasting our precious breath discussing Lord Rowley when we are in the middle of a ball, surrounded by eligible bachelors all vying for our attention.” She grinned and winked at them. “Come, let us enjoy the night, ladies!”

      “You mean that they are all vying for your attention,” Mary pointed out with a soft sigh. No sooner had the words left her lips then a debonair young man approached their small group and asked Julia for a dance.

      “It would be my pleasure, Lord Engelbert,” Julia smiled brilliantly at the man.

      Selina and Mary could only look on as his cheeks turned a delicate shade of pink, and he stumbled over his next few words before he managed to lead Julia out onto the dance floor. Julia flashed them a wink over her shoulder before proceeding to charm the young lord to within an inch of his life.

      “Are you sure you do not want to dance, Selina?” Mary asked her with a soft smile. “You do not have to worry about me, you know.”

      “Oh, I know very well that you can manage yourself,” she grinned at her friend, “but I think I shall stay here for a bit more. I do not actually feel like dancing right now.”

      “Now is your chance with your brother gone.”

      Selina let out a sigh. “Andrew can be a little too much at times, but it has only gotten worse since…you know.”

      Mary was a good enough friend to not even acknowledge Daniel.

      “You did hear what he said earlier, right?” she asked instead.

      “That he was not going to leave me defenseless in his absence?” Selina chuckled. “As if he needs to worry about that when we have Julia with us.”

      “That is the truth.”

      Both young ladies shared a look before bursting into giggles. While Julia could be charming and dazzling on the dance floor, she could be absolutely difficult to deal with if she chose to—as Andrew could attest to.

      “You…do not think it has something to do with whatever it is he and His Grace are discussing, right?”

      “What? No!” Selina laughed nervously. “I’m pretty sure it has nothing to do with that.”

      “Oh, well…I did hear that His Grace will be staying in London longer this time.”

      “He probably just has business here.”

      “Yes, but have you ever heard of him staying here for longer than he wants to?”

      Selina paused. “You do have a point. But whatever his business, I am sure that it has absolutely nothing to do with me.”

      The only thing that she and the Duke of Barrington had in common was Andrew, and when her brother left for his trip, Selina was counting on not seeing the surly Duke for an extended amount of time.

      And as much as she loved her older brother, he could be overbearing at times, so she was actually a little glad for this reprieve. After all, this was already her second Season, and she was not the naive débutante her brother seemed to think she still was.

      What could possibly go wrong this year?
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      “Upon my word…I never thought I would see the day when the Duke of Barrington would be at an event such as this.”

      William felt his lips curl in derision at the sound of the sultry voice. To a casual onlooker, it could pass for a smile, but it truly was an expression of distaste.

      The Ton never lacked for women who either wanted to jump in his bed, marry him for his money and titles, or both.

      He had never had much patience for them although he had to admit that bolder women—young widows, dissatisfied wives, and the like—were regularly welcome in his bed for as long as they did not expect the type of sweet nothings and lovemaking that he was incapable of.

      But for all it was worth, the lady before him probably expected those things. Maybe even more.

      Like an offer for her hand in marriage.

      The thought of it made his blood curdle in his veins.

      It was for this reason that William had always reserved a particular hatred for the fancy social events of the Ton. When at all possible, he avoided them like the plague.

      Not only that, Society mothers with marriageable daughters were the bane of an eligible bachelor’s existence, and sadly, there were far too few criteria for a bachelor to be considered ineligible.

      “Are you not going to…indulge in something stronger, Your Grace?” the woman before him purred.

      William shook his head with a slight smile. “I am here merely on business.”

      She chuckled. “How could you think of business in an event such as this?” She gestured at the broad expanse of the ballroom and then peered up at him from beneath fluttering lashes. “Are you truly so cold as they claim you are, Your Grace?”

      Oh, you have no idea just how much…

      “Ah! William!”

      William inclined his head and found Andrew walking back towards him with a smile that hid his uneasiness at the sight of the Duke talking to a woman. His friend was well aware of the fact that William had no patience in dealing with small talk and that he had absolutely no compunction at all about offending those who were unfortunate enough to cross him.

      “You will have to excuse me, My Lady,” he rebuffed her, coldly walking away from the gaping woman.

      No doubt, she thought that she could successfully seduce him with her voice and a few well-placed touches, but William wanted none of what she was offering.

      He wanted nothing of what anyone this ballroom had to offer.

      However, there were some who thrived in the social scene—like his best friend, Andrew Walford, the Earl of Rowley, who had just adeptly managed to extricate himself from yet another ambitious mother who was ready to foist her unmarried daughter on him.

      But William knew better—his friend might feign some polite interest, but no gentleman in his right mind would entertain such “offers” unless one wished to be trapped in unholy matrimony with a vapid young woman, who only knew how to converse about the weather and the latest fashions.

      Of course, there were some exceptions to this particular rule.

      His eyes swung over to the other side of the room where Selina Walford was happily conversing with Lord Powell’s wallflower of a daughter. Her hair shone a deep honey under the lights of the chandelier, her eyes brighter than any illuminating fixture. She smiled genuinely, and the sight of it made him unconsciously squint, almost as if it was blinding him.

      Unlike other young ladies, she did not overtly try to flirt with him or regard him with fear.

      No, she regarded him with a mild distaste—almost as if she barely tolerated him on account of him being her brother’s friend—and William decided that he liked it better that way. He would not want to have any extended conversations with his best friend’s younger sister at all.

      If there was anything worse than vapid conversation, it was her boundless optimism that bordered on naivete.

      Or stupidity.

      William found neither trait to be attractive.

      “You owe me a big favor for coming here tonight,” he growled at his friend, who finally managed to fend off the lady’s advances. “This bloody place is crawling with women foisting their daughters or themselves on me…”

      Andrew only let out a laugh and shrugged his broad shoulders. They might be the best of friends, but they could not have been any more different. Where William disdained frivolous social interactions, the Earl of Rowley thrived in them.

      “And Lady Farthingale seems determined to be part of your roster,” his best friend chuckled.

      His roster—of course, he kept a list of women who satisfied his physical needs without demanding anything more than a diamond bracelet or a pair of sapphire earrings. William was certainly generous as long as those ladies respected his boundaries and his abhorrence for fostering any sort of relationship beyond the physical.

      Andrew was well-aware of such a list—he probably had one himself although William doubted his friend was as cold and transactional about it as he was.

      It was also probably thrice as long.

      “She will not do at all,” he quickly retorted. He nodded his head subtly in the direction of the lady in question. “Besides, she has already moved on.”

      Andrew followed his line of sight to where the fair Lady Farthingale was successfully wrapping the young Lord Hollingsworth around her little finger with a few well-placed looks and a smile that could reduce men to blathering idiots.

      “She does move fast,” he admitted with a smile and a shrug. “Poor man would not know what hit him.”

      Man? William thought in derision. If he could improve his standards, he just might be worthy of being called such.

      Unfortunately, the London social scene was filled with entitled dandies just like Lord Hollingsworth.

      “You say it like it’s such an awful thing for you,” William muttered. “As I recall, the Viscount of Alverton nearly called you out for besmirching his daughter’s honor just last month.”

      “A minor misunderstanding,” his friend laughed carelessly. “And one that could be resolved with a nice, long conversation about his daughter and his wife’s antics.”

      Indeed, Andrew might look the part of the harmless, charming gentleman, and many Society mothers had indeed mistaken him for such; however, William was quite aware just what a shrewd mind lay behind that smile.

      “I gather that you did not invite me to come here to this bloody ballroom just to discuss your travails,” he commented curtly.

      Andrew laughed. “Straight to the point as always.”

      “Going around in circles is more your forte.”

      “Well, I have to find some way to let the ladies down easily after they have been crying over you.”

      William snorted inwardly at that. His friend never lacked for attention from the ladies of the Ton. In fact, they absolutely fawned over him.

      “You would not survive two months away from all this,” he pointed out.

      “Why do you have such little faith in me?” the Earl grinned before his expression took on a more serious note. “Actually, that is what I wanted to talk to you about—me leaving.”

      William’s brow furrowed. “Are you getting all sentimental on me now?”

      “What? Bloody hell, no! I am not stupid enough to solicit any sort of sympathy from the likes of you.”

      “Then, what is it?”

      His friend grew silent, and William followed his gaze across the ballroom and landed on Selina Walford. Tonight, she was dressed in a vivid green that brought out the dewy creaminess of her skin. She smiled genuinely at her friends, and William knew there was not a bone of artifice in her entire body.

      Andrew and his sister were quite close which was a rarity in itself in the Ton. Like most heirs, Andrew had been raised to follow in his father’s footsteps while Selina—well, from all accounts, she was sufficiently educated on her role in Society with the expectation that she find a suitable enough match before she faded into spinsterhood.

      Looking at his friend, William had a sinking feeling in his stomach. Oh no…

      “I am worried about her,” Andrew finally admitted softly. “You know how Selina is—she wears her bloody heart on her sleeve. She might not talk about it, but I know that she is still bothered by that bastard—”

      “She has her friends with her,” William cut in. “She will not be totally alone.”

      He looked over to where Julia Lewis had joined them after leading the poor Lord Engelbert in their last dance. Lord Powell’s eldest daughter was a force to be reckoned with, and she often went into ballrooms like these like a hurricane, leaving a trail of forlorn hearts in her wake.

      “Are you talking about Julia Lewis?” Andrew’s scorn could not have been more apparent. “I am far more worried she will drag Selina into her shenanigans. And her sister? She is just as vulnerable as Selina.”

      “There is also Lady Powell to keep them all in line,” William pointed out.

      “Yes, but I would feel better if someone else was looking out for her. Someone whom I trust.”

      “I am not exactly the sort to be trusted with impressionable young ladies like your sister.”

      Andrew burst out laughing. “True. But impressionable young ladies are not exactly the sort of women you like, and that is why I trust you.”

      William felt like he was losing control of the situation more and more with each word. It was true that he and Selina hardly got along—he was well aware that she disliked him for lack of a better term.

      “Vermont has also not been taking everything as lightly as he appears to.”

      The name was uttered with such derision that William briefly wondered how Lord Daniel Vermont could still be alive at the moment. He had a feeling that it was Selina who probably held back her brother’s hand, and he somewhat admired her for it.

      If Andrew had been allowed to enact some sort of revenge, maybe call out the bastard who dared to humiliate his sister during their courtship, it would have caused a bigger scandal.

      What Selina accomplished by quietly sweeping everything under the rug was to let the whole issue blow over until the Ton found something far more diverting than her own unsuccessful courtship.

      It was rather unusual for a young lady, but then again, she had never been like the other debutantes he had known.

      “I know I am asking a lot out of you—”

      Oh, you have no idea…

      “—but Vermont is a sneaky bastard, and Selina…well, you know how she is.”

      Of course, William was aware of just what Selina Walford was like. She was like sunlight personified—so bright and cheerful that it hurt to look at her for too long.

      Especially for one who had been in the darkness for most of his life.

      No, the last thing Andrew really wanted was to appoint him as some sort of guardian for his younger sister.

      Selina would probably agree with him on that account.

      “Did you even consult her on this?” he sighed.

      “Of course not. You know she would never agree to such a thing!”

      Which made what Andrew was asking of him even more daunting. Temporary guardianship was one thing. Temporary guardianship over an unwilling ward was a whole other thing.

      He could have argued that she was quite honestly the responsibility of her mother, the Marchioness of Trowbridge, but he was all too aware of the genteel neglect that Selina had to grow up with. If it had not been for Andrew looking out for her at every turn, she would probably not have grown up to be as gratingly optimistic as she did.

      “I know I am asking a lot of you, but she is my only sister,” his friend said softly.

      William knew he had already lost half the battle even before he had stepped into the Manderley ballroom. No doubt, Andrew had already planned everything out, and as much as William hated being coerced into doing something, he had to agree with his best friend.

      Selina Walford did need watching over, if only because she still believed in the innate goodness of people.

      Well, except him, of course. He did not have much good left in him.

      Left to her own devices, she probably would not survive in this cruel world. The gossips in the Ton would tear her apart. Gentlemen would be all over themselves trying to take advantage of her kindness.

      He closed his eyes and sighed inwardly.

      “Fine. But in exchange, I want something, too…”

      

      
        
        Want to know how the story ends? Tap on the link below to read the rest of the story!

      

        

      
        https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CG3GNQB4/

      

        

      
        Thank you very much!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALSO BY SALLY VIXEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading The Traumatized Duke!

      I hope you loved the story as much as I loved writing it! If you did, may I ask you to please write a review HERE? It would mean the world to me. Your feedback means the world to me!

      

      Some other stories of mine:

      My Heartless Duke

      Tempting the Rakish Duke

      The Cruel Duke

      Tempting the Broken Duke

      A Spinster to Tame the Duke

      The Duke and His Bluestocking

      

      Your support means the world to me!

      Thank you for being my reason to smile today,

      Sally Vixen

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      Born and raised in Pennsylvania by a mother of British ancestry, it is no wonder Sally developed a love for British culture. An avid reader since she was a child, it wasn’t long until she stumbled onto the Regency classics, and the rest is history.

      A couple of years and a Creative Writing degree later, Sally has truly found her calling. She is rarely found without a book in her hand, but when she isn’t reading or writing, she likes taking walks in nature, traveling and spending quality time with her very own happily-ever-after, her wonderful family of four.

      So, allow Sally to take you on a majestic trip, full of passion, boundless romance and glamorous balls, and let your heart be stolen by the dashing Lords and seductive Ladies of an era where fairytales came to life...

      
        [image: Facebook icon] Facebook

      

    

  

cover.jpeg
» BRIDES OF CONVENMSNE F

SALLY VIXEN







images/00004.jpeg





images/00003.jpeg





images/00006.jpeg
Trau£
Cl)uké“\} X

SALLY VIXEN'





images/00005.jpeg





