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        This is where it all started. One family defining honor, finding love, and building a family.

      

        

      
        Miss Amelia Lands a Duke, the prequel novella ~ Spinster Amelia is a companion to her aunt when she finds herself deflecting a potential scandal by accepting a marriage proposal from the widowed eighth duke of Caversham. The affection and love that blossoms between them creates the foundation for their family to thrive for generations.

      

        

      
        Caversham’s Bride ~ Desperation brings together Ren and Lia, two strong-willed lovers who will both have to learn to compromise if there is to be any hope for a future for them. Once love conquers their stubbornness there is no limit to the depth of passion they share.

      

        

      
        Already His ~ Honor and trust are lessons that are not easily come by when they pertain to Elise and Michael, lovers who are both too proud to give quarter. But even the mighty fall when love finally brings them together. Once they realize they were both wrong about the other and they are free to love each other, they become the lovers they were meant to be all along.

      

        

      
        Loving Sarah ~ Impulsive and adventurous Sarah never intended to turn her handsome captain’s life upside down by landing aboard his boat. Ian was running from his destiny while hiding aboard his ship and sailing the world. But when they are forced to marry to save their reputations, they both have to grow into their new roles as husband and wife, and becoming a family.

      

        

      
        Lucky’s Lady ~ Lies, deception, forgiveness, and redemption. Encouraged by her dying husband to seek a sire for the child she desires, Mary-Michael decides who better to use for her purposes than Lucky, the handsome captain who will leave once his business with her husband’s shipyard is through. But neither of them counted on their instant passion leading to love.

      

        

      
        Plus a special bonus transitional short story, WHAT THE FATES DECREE, introducing the next generation. Look for the first book in the new sub-series, The Titans of the Revolution, where the children of The Caversham Chronicles navigate their way in the changing world of Victorian England.
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        July, 1812

      

      

      “So, you’re saying we do not have an actual invitation to this house party?” The vise tightened around Miss Amelia Manners-Sutton’s chest, squeezing the breath from her. Aghast and suddenly ashamed that she had accepted this position as companion to her aunt, she could only stare in disbelief at her mother’s younger sister. “Aunt Katherine, we are in Lord and Lady Merivale’s drive.” Amelia stated the obvious while her aunt turned a peculiar shade of tomato red. But Amelia was not giving in. “A footman is about to open this door and now you say we do not have an invitation?”

      Her Aunt Katherine, the Viscountess Rawdon, was attired and coiffed in the absolute height of fashion, as usual. She always made the most perfect appearance no matter where they went. They’d left London before the sun rose yesterday and spent the night at a shabby inn, leaving again this morning before dawn. Twenty minutes back, they’d stopped at a fork in the road where her aunt had her pretend-French maid Marie touch up her hair before she evicted the woman to sit outside the coach with the groom.

      For Aunt Katherine it was all about appearances.

      “That is certainly not what I said you piteous creature,” the woman hissed.

      “Despite your great-grandfather being the previous Duke of Rutland, you understand nothing of society. For that, I blame my sister. She should have instructed you better.”

      “I was a child when she died, as you well know. Regardless, I beg you please leave my parents out of this conversation. Before we left Town, you said we were invited here. Now I discover we were not! How else do you expect me to react?” Amelia hated that this is what her aunt had reduced her to. She’d always prided herself on her honest, straightforward presentation, now she was going to surrender to her aunt’s web of lies because it was now too late to turn around and return to London.

      “I expect you to behave as a lady’s companion. Do not make me sorry I’ve brought you along.” Her aunt gave her a peevish look.

      Amelia might have kept quiet, but the look her deceiving relative gave her, made Amelia want to cut her Aunt Katherine’s lying tongue directly from her mouth.

      Aunt Katherine held her back ramrod straight and her head high—so high her coiffure nearly touched the roof of the borrowed coach. And that woman’s cold gaze shot daggers at her. “Lady Merivale was in her cups. She invited everyone at the table.”

      The coach lurched as the driver dismounted to hold his horses. Voices could be heard as someone drew closer to their trunk-laden conveyance.

      “But you said…” Amelia could not summon words to express her horror and humiliation. “You were not… Oh, dear Lord. You were not even sitting at the same card table!”

      Aunt Katherine cocked her head at the sound of crunching gravel. Before plastering a smile on her slightly-weathered face, her aunt gave Amelia a wicked stare and hissed, “She will never remember that. Now speak no more. You are mute for the duration of this visit, or I will send you to Mrs. Wallace’s Workhouse in Birmingham. Do you understand me?”

      Oh, Amelia understood all right. Her aunt would stop at nothing to land herself another husband, and this time she had her sights set on His Grace, the Duke of Caversham. The same duke, she’d just informed Amelia, who had recently let his mistress go. The man supposedly had a broken heart over it—though why he’d let the woman go if he was still enamored of her, Amelia did not understand. And her aunt was acting no better than a scavenger after a carcass—swooping in to pick his aged bones clean. Just as she had with her previous two husbands. Aunt Katherine’s behavior was shameful and embarrassing, and Amelia began to think again about any possible way out for her. Even though she was beyond the prime for marriage, at twenty-eight, Amelia still had hopes of finding an honorable man and marrying after she paid her father’s debts. But if a potential husband ever met her aunt he might paint Amelia with the same brush, and she was nothing like this woman she was related to.

      She gave her aunt a curt nod and turned away. This event was surely the last straw. She had to quit. Amelia could tolerate the woman’s insults and not paying her salary. There was always food on the table in Aunt Katherine’s home and Amelia had a strong sense of self and her place in the world, so the insults just rolled off.

      But Aunt Katherine’s house would be the first place her brother, Harry, would look should he make his way home. Though that was unlikely to happen any time soon now that their country was fighting two wars.

      Immediately upon her father’s death, Amelia was forced to sell all the tools and equipment for his book binding business and pay it all toward his debt for Harry’s education. There had been nothing left for Amelia to purchase even a crumb to eat. In fact, she owed Mr. Simpson, her father’s lender, a moderate amount of money yet. She’d been evicted from the house she shared with her father and younger brother, and she’d lived off the generosity of friends in the district for a week, until her aunt hired her as a companion—a position for which she was supposed to receive a quarterly salary so she could repay Mr. Simpson. Her aunt had agreed, and Amelia had snapped up the opportunity. And while she received her salary once, when it was time for her second quarter salary, she received a letter of intent to pay. Without even needing to ask, Amelia knew her aunt’s card habit ate into her pay.

      Stepping out of the coach, Amelia followed in the wake of her aunt up the wide, sweeping limestone steps, Aunt Katherine’s maid trailing behind. She found herself standing in the grand foyer of a Tudor-styled manor house that looked as though there might have been an abbey attached to it at one time. Amelia turned her mind away from her aunt’s outlandish explanations to her hostess, who came to greet them. Amelia didn’t want to hear the fabrications her aunt was creating.

      Aunt Katherine was an amazing liar when need be. Amelia thought she could have had an astounding career on the stage had she been so inclined. Instead, the woman was wheedling her way into a two-week long stay in the country.

      “We would have arrived yesterday, Caroline, but I had to give instructions to my staff for removal from London back to Surrey.” Aunt Katherine patted her hair after removing her hat and handing it to the closest footman, making herself quite at home from the moment she set foot into the place. “When we leave here, we will be going directly to Greenwood Manor because while we were in Town, I had some rooms redone and…” She brought her gloved hand to her breast in an act of false sincerity.

      Lady Merivale appeared confused. Amelia didn’t blame her, given that every word out of her aunt’s mouth was total rot.

      “I told you, don’t you remember?” Aunt Katherine said. “Then we spoke about how the house wasn’t ready, as the painters were working in my suite and—well, you know how noxious the smell of paint is. Gives me crushing headaches. You then invited me here for a few weeks, as you said you had a few guests coming anyway.

      “It took a little reworking of my schedule, for Lady Sylvester had invited me as well.” Aunt Katherine leaned in toward Lady Merivale as if sharing a secret, but Amelia could see that the other woman was trying to place this conversation in her mind. Poor Lady Merivale was putty in the expert’s hands. Of course, it probably didn’t help that she was a little worse for her “afternoon toddy.”

      Aunt Katherine followed through with the coup de grace. “You know I’d rather be here with my dear friends than in Gloucester with Henrietta Sylvester! But never tell her I said that, because it would break the dear woman’s heart. Too, I hear she invited Baroness Hopken, and I will not lower myself to be under the same roof as that woman. She is the most notorious social climbing flirt I have ever met.”

      The woman knew exactly how to flatter her social betters. Amelia coughed delicately and she hoped her aunt got her message.

      The housekeeper arrived and Lady Merivale asked Aunt Katherine how many rooms she’d require. “Just one. My niece can share with my maid. Though I could just as easily send her back to London, if it’s a bother.”

      It seemed Aunt Katherine understood her message loud and clear, and wasn’t too pleased with being taken to task.

      “No, it’s no bother at all. We should easily be able to manage another room for the dear girl.”

      Amelia returned her slightly dotty hostess’s shy smile, while Aunt Katherine silently fumed inside. She hadn’t lived with her relative for the past six months and not learned a thing or two about the woman!

      “It needn’t be much. She is used to modest accommodations.” Aunt Katherine leaned in toward their hostess again, and whispered loud enough for Amelia to hear each word. Deliberately, she was sure. “My dearly departed older sister didn’t marry as well as I did.”

      That did it. When this fortnight was over, Amelia was leaving her aunt’s employ. Sooner if she could manage it, because she didn’t wish to set foot in Aunt Katherine’s extravagant home ever again. She’d have to ask the servants to inform Harry of her new address when she got one, because Amelia couldn’t trust her own aunt to do the right thing.

      With that decision made, she had two weeks in which to find gainful employment. She wondered if Lady Merivale subscribed to Mrs. Petersham’s Weekly. If so, Amelia would love to borrow a current issue. Then she wondered how likely it would be that she found a job without a letter of reference because she seriously doubted Aunt Katherine would write one for her.

      She was soon shown to a room on the nursery level. It was modest, yet clean and rather spacious with a small sitting area. It likely was once the governess’s room, and Amelia got the impression that it had been unoccupied for many years. Too, she noticed there were no children or other guests on this floor.

      The young maid-of-all-work told Amelia about the meal times for the servants. Amelia informed the girl that she wasn’t a servant, and asked for a tray to be brought up for her meals. Because she’d pushed her aunt too far, the woman was punishing her. Amelia wasn’t invited to the dining room, nor did she belong in the kitchens with the servants. She felt like a misfit. The girl seemed to ignore what she’d said, and continued on about the routine of the staff. As the maid was leaving, Amelia made sure there was a key in the lock on the door. She thanked the girl then locked the door behind her.

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Amelia felt tears of frustration and humiliation burning behind her closed lids. But Aunt Katherine had far exceeded the limits of propriety and familial bonds. Amelia could tolerate her aunt’s snobbish behavior and vanity. It was clearly obvious their hostess knew nothing of an invitation to Aunt Katherine. Common courtesy meant a hostess did not turn away someone even though she might not be exactly certain whether she had or had not extended an invitation. Amelia let herself cry for a few minutes, not just because of her situation but also because she missed her father and her brother. One she knew was dead, the other she prayed still lived.

      Six whole months and three days since the death of her father, and Amelia still couldn’t help but think that if Harry hadn’t been abducted by the press gang, her father would still be here. He’d died in his sleep just a week after they’d been notified of Harry’s disappearance, likely from a broken heart. That was in January.

      It was now July and Amelia still cried over how different and happy her life would have been had she been allowed to continue helping her father in his book bindery. Initially, her father had wanted her younger brother to apprentice with him, but Harry wanted to study anatomy, Latin, and medicine to become a physician. So both Amelia and her father had worked to pay for Harry’s university classes.

      A week before the start of the new term, Harry and several of his classmates had stopped en route to Cambridge to overnight at an inn where he’d stayed several times during his travels back and forth. The young men had eaten dinner at a tavern near the inn and upon leaving the tavern they’d simply vanished. The tavern owner thought perhaps they’d gone to jail because there seemed to be a scuffle outside his establishment, but there was no record of the local sheriff having gone to the tavern.

      Amelia had heard of the press gangs and the ruthless way in which they rounded up men to work on naval vessels. But they usually stayed within a certain radius of a major port. Cambridge was nowhere near a port, though it was on a river. And with two wars and a shortage of men, she’d heard the gangs were growing desperate. With no clue as to their disappearance, it was as though all four of the boys disappeared with the morning fog. And while she wasn’t exactly certain they had been press-ganged, she rather hoped so. The army or navy was better than murder for their money or clothing. So far there was no proof that a homicide occurred, and knowing the gangs had been active led her to the conclusion they’d been forcibly taken to serve in the military.

      She prayed daily for Harry and his friends’ safe return. If her brother was dead, then she truly had no one left in the world.

      Amelia splashed cold water on her face and re-pinned the fallen locks of hair. Taking her shawl, she exited the room, looking for a back staircase and a way out of the house without using the main staircase and front door. She needed fresh air and an invigorating walk after almost two full days cooped up in a coach with her conniving aunt and the woman’s annoying fake-French maid.
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        * * *

      

      Marcus Renfield Halden, II, eighth Duke of Caversham, wanted only respite from the crazed world outside this garden maze. A world in which a madman with a pistol could enter the main hall of the House of Commons and kill a good man.

      As he sat on the carved stone bench, he wondered again if anything could have been done differently, some security measure set in place that would have spared the life of his political opponent and very good friend, Spencer Perceval. While they had been sometime rivals, Cav respected the man for his beliefs, most of which were not too far off the mark from his own. Many nights they’d debated issues they felt passionately over, with Perceval always the more eloquent of the two. Cav had something of a reputation among his peers as a man who got what he wanted, but Perce could talk the horns off the devil himself.

      After seeing his friend interred at his final resting place, all he could do now was make certain the man’s wife and children wanted for nothing. And that is exactly what he and Merivale were going to do, though now that he knew of Lady Merivale’s plans, he should suggest to Merivale that they retire to Haldenwood for a few weeks, where it was quiet. Merivale’s wife, it seemed, had invited a small group of guests for an impromptu summer house party. Cav was in no mood to socialize just yet. If it didn’t appear the height of rudeness, he would have left immediately upon learning what Lady Merivale had planned.

      Right at that moment, he hated being a gentleman. He wished he had the courage to leave this place because he knew Merivale’s wife planned this party the moment she learned he was coming out to Somerhill with her husband for a rest. Episodes like this were what made him wish he could retire from public life. If Perce’s death taught him anything, it was that you never knew when your own number was going to be called.

      And there was the other matter he’d yet to deal with.

      Clara. While he’d effectively dismissed her that night three weeks earlier, when he arrived at the home he rented for her, to find her in the arms of a young lover, he’d yet to make the break clean. Her betrayal had been a blow to his ego, and his manhood. Had he been his normal, intuitive self, he would have known something was amiss. As it was, he had no idea how long she’d been playing him for a fool. The only excuse he had was that he was still disturbed by his friend’s murder.

      When he returned to town he’d have to get his secretary to settle Clara’s bills and release the house. He had no need for it any longer. If he took another mistress, which he would likely do one day, he’d get her a different house.

      He watched a rabbit enter the path ahead of him, then suddenly recognize it was no longer alone. It wrinkled its nose as it stood on its hind legs, unmoving for a long moment while staring at him, then perceiving him no threat, it returned to nibbling at the manicured grass pathway. Cav didn’t know how long he’d been sitting on the bench outside the pavilion in the center of the intricate maze, basking in the summer sun, but long after the rabbit had moved on to tastier greens, he heard the crunch of gravel beneath slippers. Singular, delicate and not heavy enough to be a man, it was a determined stride, with a definite staccato rhythm to the steps.

      Then he heard someone—a lady—speak softly, as though to herself. “Why do these things happen to me, Lord? What have I done to deserve this?” As she drew closer to the center of the maze, Cav knew he’d be discovered, so he stood, ready to greet her as the lady rounded the corner.

      She kept talking, still out of sight. Apparently she had much to say. “If anyone in polite society discovers what she’s done, I’ll never find respectable employment again.”

      Not a lady, but a servant. A servant with the diction of a lady. Definitely an upper servant. And, he wasn’t sure if it was the summer night, or the fact that his cock was reminding him it had been a while, but he found her voice sultry and almost… melodic. He could listen to her speak all night long.

      “I should have taken that into consideration before accepting her offer—no matter that she’s the only relative I have now. And while that might be water under the bridge, the thing to do now is leave. Get as far away from her as fast as I possibly can because….” Finally she rounded the corner and came into the clearing and he got his first look at the voluptuous body that housed that sensual voice. She was in mourning garb but it far from detracted from her looks. Rather the opposite, she had remarkable green-gray eyes under arched brows the color of autumn leaves. Her light brown hair was coiled into a loose, heavy knot atop her head, and with the few wisps that had escaped, Cav knew it was curly as well. He had a fleeting image of waist length curls fanned across his pillows and he fought the stirring sensations in his breeches.

      She was simply breathtaking. They stared at each other for what seemed minutes, though he was sure it was just a few seconds.

      “Well, I hope you have a fast enough horse,” Cav said, keeping his voice droll and knowing as she entered the clearing. “Because I’ve discovered that trouble tends to nip at the heels of the most determined of us.” And how well he knew it.

      She appeared surprised to have been caught talking to herself.

      “Don’t worry.” He smiled in hopes of putting her at ease. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      She still looked utterly shocked. Either she recognized him or was afraid she’d leaked state secrets.

      “In truth, I don’t know who you were speaking of, just that you are planning to flee as soon as you have another arrangement.” He wondered who she mourned. A husband perhaps? It was very likely. She was beautiful enough, surely someone had captured her heart. And now? Now that he was gone, she was fortunate to have a relative take her in.

      She was a woman full grown, with an ample bosom and softly rounded curves hiding beneath the empire waist of her mourning clothes. She appeared prim and her outfit dated. Certainly nothing his former mistress would have worn if she were to mourn anyone. But then, this lady was no man’s mistress. That much was obvious. She didn’t present or carry herself as a woman with a benefactor.

      But she could be, given the right clothing and maid. Madame Celeste could fit her and she’d be just the ornament to replace Clara. With a lower lip that appeared just a little more plump than the upper, her heart-shaped face was fresh and rosy from her walk. This luscious creature, with the right attire and jewels, would be stunning. He could envision her in deep green silk, to bring out the green hues in her gray eyes and diamonds for the shards of ice in her stare.

      Didn’t he just hear that she was wanting new employment? Much as he couldn’t abide infidelity in a mistress, Cav missed his weekly appointment with her, a more energetic lover he’d never met in his fifty-two years. But her eagerness to please him, he now knew, was to get him out of the house so she could play with her other lovers.

      “Please, do not be afraid. I’m relatively decent at keeping secrets.” He hoped he sounded reassuring enough to entice her to stay.

      She searched his expression for sincerity and apparently found him honest enough not to be afraid of him. Probably not wise on her part. If she only knew what he was thinking.

      “I’m sure you are discreet,” she said, “up until the moment you let it slip, accidentally, of course. I would rather avoid the calamitous events that would then ensue. So, I believe I will keep my own counsel for now. Thank you.”

      Her eyes held a depth of astuteness he’d not seen in a woman in a while. The curls that broke free from the knot atop her head blew in the light breeze and she wiped them off her face as she looked up at him.

      “I don’t believe we’ve ever been introduced, Lady…?” Was she a lady? He needed to know now if his hopes were futile.

      “Miss.” She glanced around the center of the maze. Was she looking for someone?

      “Miss?”

      She looked back at him and appeared to consider her words—whether to divulge her name, or no. Cav knew he was not wearing anything that would denote his position or title, though his clothes were quality, of course. He wondered if she would be more forthcoming with her identity if she knew who he was.

      After several moments with no reply, he finally couldn’t stand the silence any longer. “Fine. We shall be nameless. You will be Miss. I shall be Sir.” He motioned for her to sit on the bench. When she did, he leaned against the stair rail of the gazebo next to her. “Perhaps I can be of assistance, Miss. I gather you are seeking to leave the employ of your current mistress.”

      Still she examined him. Apparently she found him honorable on some level, for she spoke at last. “You mistake me, Sir. She is not my mistress. She is my aunt. And I am her companion. Much as I might bemoan my situation, she is the only family I have left.”

      Cav felt the prospect of a new mistress slipping from his grasp with each word from her lips. She was a lady, as shown by her speech. And he’d become so set on the idea of a mistress that the disappointment was difficult to hide. “You mentioned leaving her employ? Is she a cruel aunt?”

      “Not particularly, no. Single-minded? Perhaps. Devious? Sometimes. Thoughtless and not particularly kind? Often.”

      He watched as she took in the entirety of the small clearing, the octagonal Greek pavilion made of cut stone, the garden in full bloom on each side, and two wooden benches on opposite sides of the structure. Her attention turned back to him, and again he thought her eyes striking.

      “But she’s still my aunt,” she said, “and I’ll not have anyone else speak wrongly of her. The relationship I have with her is different from the one she has with her peers. To them, she is… an amusing companion who enjoys a good card game.”

      “Likely why she was invited. Lady Merivale is a hostess who knows how to keep her guests entertained. And cards? The woman loves her gaming.”

      The girl turned and he caught her profile for a moment. She looked young, her cheeks plump and smooth. By her looks, Cav would guess her maybe a few years older than his son, but not by much. And that made her young enough to be his daughter. God, he should leave her be. Allow her to continue on her walk. But her lower lip was full and glistening and for some reason he wanted to taste it.

      He should quit talking to her and send the chit on her way. And yet he found himself asking, “Who is your aunt?”

      She gave him an impish little grin. “Ah… I prefer to remain Miss, and you to remain Mister.”

      “Sir,” Cav reminded her. “I prefer Sir.”

      “Fine, then.” She gave him a regal little nod of the head. “Sir.”

      “But that still doesn’t solve my current dilemma,” he said.

      “What’s that?”

      Now that he’d met her, he wanted to get to know her better. She gave him the impression she would make a wonderful dinner companion. “How shall I request our hostess to seat you next to me at dinner if I don’t know whom to ask for?” Where he’d been thinking of finding a polite way to leave Somerhill only minutes earlier, he now found a reason to stay. Even if she wasn’t likely to become his mistress.

      Suddenly her face paled, her mouth forming a perfect “O,” and she began to stutter. “P-please, I beg you, do not do that. My aunt will think me most impertinent. Especially since we have not had a formal introduction. Besides—” She closed her eyes a moment and took a calming breath. “Besides, it can never come to pass. She’s had me relegated to the upstairs servants’ quarters. Likely as retribution for speaking my mind to her earlier.”

      “So, you are not a servant?” Cav was confused. A frequent condition when dealing with the fair sex.

      She gave a short burst of laughter. It was a delightful and hearty sound. Then, as if suddenly remembering where she was, she glanced back at the entrance to the center of the maze. “No. I am not. My great-grandfather was a duke, and my uncle is….” She stopped, her head cocked as she contemplated releasing information that might place her family in his mind. “My uncle is… in the church, and my other uncles are notable nobles as well.”

      “But you will not tell me who you are? Or who your aunt is?”

      “I’m afraid not. There are many things I realize about this world. The first is, I know I was not born to grace the table of a noble husband. My father was the youngest son and he fell in love with the daughter of a country vicar, so while one uncle is a viscount, and another is in the church, I am a mere Miss.”

      He wanted to tell her there was nothing “mere” about her. This chance encounter in a maze while she walked off her frustrations was enough to captivate him. She was charming as well as attractive and if he were twenty years younger, he’d ask to court her. And the way his body instantly responded to her told him she’d make a perfect wife.

      “Whom do you mourn?” He wanted to know everything about her, foolish as that was. He could not resist her.

      Just as she was about to answer, her eyes widened and she paused. “Did you hear that?” She whirled toward the place where she’d entered.

      He’d heard nothing and shook his head. “I was wondering who you…” Cav could get nothing else out before voices drew closer and his new friend quickly disappeared through the opposite entrance from which she came. Almost simultaneously, a pair of lovers looking moon-eyed at each other entered the clearing. Glancing at Cav, they turned around and left with barely a greeting.

      Cav followed his young lady but was never able to catch up to her. It was as if she disappeared. Vanished into the sunset.

      He looked at the low-hanging sun perched just over the horizon, and chose to return to his suite to ready himself for the evening ahead—late dinner and an evening of music and singing. If Miss was not allowed to come down to dinner with the rest of the guests, she likely would take her meals in her rooms for the duration of her stay, because it was highly unlikely she would eat with the servants. Remembering her full, moist lower lip, he decided to instruct his valet to find out her identity.

      Cav didn’t know what it was about her exactly, but… she intrigued him. From her voice to the way she moved, she fascinated him. She had confidence and intelligence, patience and mettle. If she knew who he was, she was unfazed. And that interested him most of all. Did she know? Would she change if she did?
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        * * *

      

      Amelia ran through the ornate maze with its carved boxwood hedges easily hundreds of years old. The sweeping curves and twists in the design, brought to mind the words of the kitchen maid she’d seen cutting herbs in the garden. “On yer way out from the middle, at every fork ye come to, keep to the left.”

      So she ran, intending to stop only after she reached the solitude of her tiny suite of rooms on the fourth level, but she encountered the housekeeper, Mrs. Lane, as the other woman exited the room across from where Amelia was staying. “Did you enjoy your walk, Miss?”

      Amelia smiled and removed her shawl, flushed from the exertion. “Yes, it was pleasantly invigorating, thank you.”

      “When would you like your dinner tray, Miss?”

      “At eight, please,” Amelia replied. “Until then I shall rest. It’s been a long day. And after dinner, I should like to explore the library if it’s alright with Lord and Lady Merivale. Hopefully there are no planned activities in there.” Amelia hated the thought of running into the true guests during their festivities.

      “I will find out for you, though I am certain it would be no problem.”

      “Thank you,” Amelia said, then entered her rooms. She tossed her shawl across the foot of the bed, sat in the cushioned window seat, and stared down at the maze. Its interesting circular design had beckoned her earlier. The man in the center held her fascination now.

      Sir. She wondered if he was still there where she’d left him, where she’d interrupted his privacy by barging into the clearing in the center of the maze. Who was he? All she could presume was that he was a lesser noble, a “Sir.” He’d admitted as much. He was a handsome sir, Amelia thought. Certainly older than she. Probably on the high side of forty and at his age, likely married.

      She kicked off her shoes, brought her feet onto the cushion, and hugged her knees. Resting her chin on them, she sighed. It was just as well she didn’t participate in the festivities. To begin with, she and Aunt Katherine weren’t actually invited, were they? And it would do no good to dream of meeting a potential husband now, at her age. She had a debt to repay first. No one would want to take that on. And besides, no gentleman wanted the impoverished daughter of a younger son. Her mother, while a lady in Amelia’s eyes, was merely the daughter of a country parson in a small parish in Surrey. Her father had met her when he was passing through on his way back to London. They met, fell instantly in love, and married, staying in the area afterward.

      If she had been given to tears over her situation, she would have cried long ago, when she realized her plain looks and lack of dowry would never attract a man. Marriage was not the be all and end all of a woman’s existence. She’d chosen to use her intelligence and abilities to help her father in his business and help pay for Harry’s university fees. Except she’d had no idea that her father had borrowed against the business to pay for Harry’s education and living expenses.

      Her brother’s disappearance broke Papa’s heart. Literally. And it had come near to breaking her own. Amelia closed her eyes and fought the tears that came forth. Harry was alive out there, somewhere. She knew it, and before she left her aunt’s home, she’d have to make sure that he had a way to find her.

      But that was putting the cart before the horse now, wasn’t it? Much as she wished she could leave her situation right at that very moment, she would have to stay until another opportunity presented itself, and she would have to be that annoying woman’s unpaid companion as long as that took. If there was any one thing to be grateful for, at least she had a roof over her head and food in her belly when so many others in her situation did not.
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      The next night as Cav dressed for the evening festivities, the image of the lovely young woman he’d met in the maze returned to his mind. It still irked him that she had refused to reveal her identity, though he supposed he didn’t blame her. He should feel a cad for desiring a woman so young, but he didn’t. In fact, he hadn’t felt this randy in years.

      Thinking back, he couldn’t say he’d been this attracted to Clara. Perhaps because he knew she was a mistress before they met, and always would be someone’s mistress. This Miss made him wish he were twenty years younger. He could envision interesting evenings with her. She’d given him enough information that he could have ascertained her identity with just a few questions of his hostess, but that seemed unsporting somehow. And where before he’d thought to leave for Haldenwood as soon as possible, he now wanted to stay.

      All during the day he’d kept an eye out for her, but had never come across her. That was likely the reason his desire for her continued to grow. He just needed to see her again and reassure himself that she wasn’t the image of perfection he’d built up in his head.

      His valet, Foster, arranged the fabric in his tie again after he placed the ruby stock pin in its folds. Cav made up his mind. He needed to know who she was, sporting or not. And Foster was far better at extracting that type of information from the maids than he would be with Lady Merivale.

      “Foster, I have a little task for you. I need the name of a young Miss occupying a room on the fourth floor,” Cav said.

      “To my knowledge there are no ladies upstairs, Your Grace. Only a few personal maids and companions.” The man helped Cav with his fitted jacket. For nearly twenty years, Foster had impressed Cav with his skills of deftly extracting the information he’d asked of him. If Foster wasn’t born to be a man’s man, he could easily have worked for the gossip rags or even been a spy.

      “The young lady I am interested in says she’s a companion to her aunt, but I don’t know the name of either woman.”

      “Ah.” The man’s increasingly stiff fingers took him longer to perfect the knot than it used to. “And when I find her shall I bring her to you, Your Grace?”

      “No, I’d simply like to know her name and the name of her aunt.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” Foster said. “I shall go to the housekeeper for this information, and I will be discreet.”

      “Please do.” Cav left the room for the saloon where the guests were to meet for an aperitif before dinner.

      His silver-haired valet was the only man Cav could trust with a mission of this nature. He needed to learn what the young woman’s situation was. That would determine whether he could offer for her. He smiled as he recalled her very appealing look, and their easy repartee. There was also a quick wit hidden behind her fear of being discovered.

      Initially, he hadn’t been in the market for another wife. He had an heir who was almost of age to marry himself, if he could keep him in the country long enough, and a daughter who was the spitting image of her mother, his deceased wife Elizabeth. A daughter who needed a mother’s guidance.

      If Cav married again, he imagined a new wife would want to secure her position with a child or two. And while that was not necessarily an unpleasant thing to imagine creating with this Miss, Cav didn’t fool himself one minute to think he’d be around to see children of a possible second marriage settled into adulthood. This made marriage a serious consideration.

      “Your Grace!”

      Cav glanced at the woman who’d called to him from a few feet away, near the entrance of the saloon. Lady Katherine… Rawlins? Rawdon? Rawdon. That was it, Rawdon. A widow recently out of mourning, with a knack for losing at the card table. Not a completely unattractive woman, she was more forward than he liked.

      She raised her hand and beckoned him over to where she stood in a group of three women, all of middle-years, each one more audacious and gossipy than the next. He plastered on a smile, determined to discover the identity of the woman fixed on his mind. It was quite possible she was the niece of one of these three. He didn’t know any of them well enough to know to whom they were related.

      The only thing he knew of this group was that they all played the same card game as his hostess, and with the same keen eye and skill, or else none would be here. He’d witnessed their matches at virtually every gathering he’d been to the past few years, had even played with Lady Merivale a few times at some of the more intimate settings, such as this one.

      “We were just discussing tomorrow’s amusements, Your Grace,” Lady Katherine said as he approached them.

      Another woman, Mrs. Upton, whose husband was a mine owner, chimed in, “I believe the weather will be nice enough for a shopping trip into Swindon. We’re taking several open carriages for the short ride into the village.”

      The third woman, a gossipy, turban-headed matron named, Lady Atherton, added, “We were hoping you’d choose to ride with us and you would be our fourth for the carriage. You could keep us entertained with the goings on in Parliament.”

      “Oh, yes.” Lady Rawdon leaned in closer to him. “Heaven knows Lord Rawdon never shared any juicy tidbits with me while he lived.”

      Cav truly didn’t want to go into town on a shopping trip. He wasn’t a young buck trying to win affections of a woman, nor did he especially enjoy shopping. His staff shopped for him. They knew his tastes and his tailor and cobbler knew his sizes. There was no need to amuse women on an excursion into the village.

      “I’m afraid I will be ensconced in Lord Merivale’s office going over some important issues coming up in the next term.” He smiled, determined to keep from letting the women wrangle a commitment from him. “It might surprise you ladies to learn that even though we are not currently in session, the business of the Crown still goes on. We are fighting two wars now, and neither threat should be taken lightly.”

      The women nodded. “Well,” said Lady Katherine, “if you change your mind, Your Grace, we will hold our empty seat for you.”

      The three ladies smiled, but Lady Katherine’s eyebrow cocked and she had this almost predatory gleam in her brown eyes. The tilt of her head, the upturned corner of her smile, and the way her eyes narrowed just a fraction told him this woman was ready for a lover, much like a mare in heat. But he had no use for someone like her, he wanted a wife he could cherish, not a woman on the prowl for another titled husband.

      Now was a good time to mention companions and see who reacted. “You could always invite your companions along. Surely one of them would love a chance to escape into town.”

      “Bah, they have something planned,” said Mrs. Upton

      “They’ve their own excursion tomorrow,” explained Lady Atherton. “My Ruth asked permission and I approved. They’re headed south to Stonehenge. Seems one of them has a travel guide.”

      “That sounds like the companion I just hired. She won’t last long, I can tell already. I cannot abide her impertinence.” This came from an exasperated Lady Rawdon. “And she always has her nose in a book. Said that Lord Merivale was going to loan them a coach, driver and two grooms for their excursion. There are five of them going.”

      That was fruitless. There was no way of knowing just from this conversation if his Miss was related to any of these three. He moved on to conversing with a few of the other guests, but couldn’t discern from them either who might be related to the young woman he saw. Of course not all the ladies had companions, just a few. Intelligent man that he was, one might think he could figure this out. Alas, no. Not unless he wanted to attract attention to himself.

      Soon dinner was over and the evening’s real entertainments began. While they dined, the staff had arranged card tables with chairs in the same saloon, and thus began another night of whist. Cav played two hands and watched as Mrs. Upton lost a large sum at the turn of one card.

      Lady Katherine, the winner, gave her friend a rather gloating smile. “That’s all right, Cecily. Tomorrow might be your night and you’ll win most of this back, so I’ll try not to spend too much of it shopping tomorrow.”

      One of the female guests began to play the pianoforte and another to butcher a wonderful Italian aria. Cav decided he’d had enough after two hands. He stood, thinking to make his getaway while the others began to listen to the two musicians. But as he excused himself from the three ladies he’d sat with, so did a few of the other guests in the room. He really didn’t wish to be the tired sport whose departure ended the evening for everyone. All he wanted was to find his bed.

      Lady Katherine approached him, and when she touched his sleeve, Cav could almost feel the woman’s talons latch onto his arm. Or was it his imagination? “Perhaps you might like to come to my suite later for a glass of wine?” She gave him a seductive smile and batted her lashes at him. “It would be a perfect way to end the night, don’t you think?”

      “I am sorry, Lady Katherine.” Never mind that she was a passable handsome woman, her audacity repelled him. “Merivale and I have a day filled with meetings tomorrow, and I would like to prepare for the discourse.”

      He made eye contact with Merivale and lifted his hand to keep the man from leaving the room. He politely excused himself from Lady Katherine’s company and went to his host seeking shelter from the clutches of yet another widow. “If anyone asks, you and I are in a meeting all day tomorrow.”

      “So they asked you to accompany them shopping, did they?” Merivale chortled.

      Cav nodded.

      Merivale began to walk with him as Cav made for the door. “I turned down my wife as well. I think I’d rather have teeth pulled.”

      “Business it is then.” Cav tossed back what was left of the wine in his glass. “I’m for bed. It’s been a long day.”

      No sooner had Cav mentioned seeking his rooms than several from his card table began to follow him out, Lady Katherine hot on his heels. When they reached the landing, she said, her voice the merest whisper, “My invitation still stands, Your Grace. I should love for you to visit. We can share another glass of wine. More if you’re interested?”

      “Thank you, no,” He moved closer to the doors of the library and a footman didn’t know whether to open the door for him or not. Cav nodded at the man. “If you will excuse me.”

      “I can think of something better to do than read,” the woman’s breath was laced with the scent of their host’s best brandy. Frankly, the woman was beginning to wear on his nerves.

      “As can I, Lady Katherine, except the person I wish to share that event with is not in this hallway.” Her expression changed from seductive to barely restrained anger. Cav wasn’t sorry he’d upset her. It was the only way to be rid of her.

      The thought of any sort of liaison with this woman caused a strange revulsion in him. Thirty years earlier and he would have taken her up on the invite. But today? Tangling with a clinging widow wasn’t high on his agenda. Besides, he was getting too old for this. That thought frightened him. Was he getting too old for this sort of thing? Funny, he didn’t feel this way the day before, in the maze when he’d come across Miss. Either way, he needed to avoid this predator. He’d hate to leave Somerhill because of her when he’d yet to discover who his Miss was.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia’s dinner tray had come and gone, and when it was too dark outside for the guests to linger on one of the terraces or in the gardens, the entertainments moved indoors. Her room was near the top of the staircase and the sounds of merriment drifted upward from two floors below, a reminder that she was unwelcome among them. Not allowed. She tried to filter out the tittering voices of women as they carried up the open gallery area and stairwell. There was a horrendous rendition of a Mozart piece on the pianoforte and one woman attempted to sing Scarlatti only to quit part way through with giggles when she couldn’t reach the upper ranges.

      They were all well into their cups down there and Amelia wished there was a way to escape the noise. Remembering she still had a book to return to the library, she threw her gray silk wrap about her shoulders, lifted the book and went down the back stairs. The evening before, she’d found the grand library, encompassing two stories of this immense home. The books were all well bound and lovingly cared for, which soothed her book-binder’s soul.

      She made her way down to the second floor, the residence level, while the chatter continued below on the first floor. A footman in the hallway was kind enough to open the door and light a candelabra for her at the table near where she’d sat the night before.

      “I’ll be right outside the doors, Miss, if you need me to fetch you one from the top shelves,” he said.

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      With the book from yesterday in hand she went directly to the shelf she’d taken it from and replaced it, then began to scan the contents of the bookcase, looking for another guidebook or book on the local history of Wessex, to find something explaining the stone circle near Somerhill. Once she spied one, she took it to the table in the corner and began to inspect the stability of the aged binding. She carefully turned the pages and began to read the history of the area starting with the arrival of the Romans. An hour later, before she even reached the Norman invasion, she was already bored with the book. Normally she enjoyed history, but tonight found her mind wandering. Closing it, she debated whether to get another or just return to her room.

      Looking at the closed door, she heard people talking as they walked up the steps, and decided to stay put until the revelers had found their beds. She heard ribald conversation of the men and women strolling down the hallway to their various doors. The ladies giggled, tipsy from all the alcohol they’d consumed, while giving blatant invitations to the gentlemen. In the hallway, where anyone could hear them. Amelia heard that this sort of thing occurred at these aristocratic house parties, but she’d only half-believed it. To hear it going on so… so out in the open shocked her.

      Among the voices, she recognized her aunt’s. “Your Grace,” her aunt cooed, “are you certain you wouldn’t like to come to my room for a glass of wine?”

      Amelia stared at the door, horrified. Her aunt was inviting a man to her room! And not just any man either, but the very duke she’d set her cap on. It seemed she’d met and charmed her duke after all. Amelia felt a deep shame for the woman. For herself too, as she was related to her and living under the same roof.

      “Perhaps another night, Lady Katherine,” the man said. “I am tired and have a long day ahead….” His voice trailed down the hallway as they went toward their rooms.

      That voice too sounded familiar, though she couldn’t exactly place it. For a moment it sounded like Sir, the man she’d met in the maze. But surely not. He didn’t impress Amelia as having a title so lofty as a duke, and Aunt Katherine clearly called this man Your Grace. Too, dukes didn’t go around behaving in such a familiar manner with lowly companions either. Why, according to Aunt Katherine, her father’s family wanted nothing to do with her because of her low birth. And they shared the same ducal relative!

      Since she knew she would not be crossing paths with her aunt, Amelia decided it was time to leave her hiding place in the library and return to her tiny suite on the nursery level.

      The footsteps in the hallway faded, and when all was quiet she stood and made her way to the door. Before she could reach it, the handle turned and she dove into a darkened corner behind a tall suit of armor. She did not wish to be accosted by a drunken guest as happened at Lady Thetford’s musicale a few weeks earlier. On that particular evening, she’d just been able to evade the clumsy male guest who walked into the ladies retiring room as she was leaving. When he’d grabbed at her, she’d shoved at his shoulders hard, knocking the blundering oaf off balance and sending him to the floor. Amelia ran from the room and back to her seat along the wall of the ballroom where she watched the remainder of the program without incident. She had no idea what happened to the man, and didn’t care.

      Her heart raced as she stood with her back pressed against the wall behind the armor of some medieval relative of Lord Merivale’s. Footsteps entered, heavy, masculine-sounding, stopping nearby. She heard him take a seat near the table where she’d been reading. And here she was, trapped until he left! She wondered who it was. Though the armor was shorter than she, mounted on the pedestal base, it was of an equal height to her and she couldn’t see over it or around it without calling attention to herself.

      It sounded as though only one person had come in, so it wasn’t lovers looking for a place to have a tryst. Lovers could be hours. She heard the man turn the pages of the book she’d just been reading. As silently as she could, she dared take a peek from behind her sheltering armor and noticed the back of the man’s head. He wasn’t facing her direction and inwardly she rejoiced that she might be able to escape without notice.

      Amelia decided it would hurt nothing for her to just leave. As close as she was to the door, she could be in the hallway in a trice. If she remained silent, he might even believe she was a maid. But if the man made eye contact with her or greeted her, she would be obliged to return the greeting before continuing to the exit where hopefully a footman would escort her safely up to her room.

      She didn’t want any of the male guests stumbling their way into her rooms. She had to trust the lock would be enough to keep unwanted strangers from nefariously turning her doorknob. Stepping out from behind the case, she held her eyes cast downward to avoid eye contact and quickly made for the door.

      “Miss!” It was the voice of the man from the garden. “How long have you been hiding there?”

      Wearing a burgundy sateen jacket with black breeches and black boots polished to a mirror perfection, Sir’s gray eyes shone as silver as his waistcoat. He turned in his chair, facing her now that he’d recognized her. The relaxed manner in which he rested against the chair back told her he was at ease in this room, as though he’d been here many times.

      “I haven’t been hiding, Sir. I was reading a book and just put it away.” She looked at the hide-bound tome on the table and felt her cheeks burn as though she were under a microscope. Caught fibbing.

      “I hope it was more interesting than this history of the region I found.”

      “It was.” She tilted her head to the side, in a bob, preparing to leave. “If you will excuse me.” Amelia wanted to get out of there before they were caught, or worse. Though she knew she wasn’t of the same class as this guest, her reputation could be ruined if he accosted her, not his. It would behoove her to leave his company quickly.

      Before she could reach for the door handle, he rose and came to her side. “Don’t go,” he said. “I looked for you today. I thought we could continue our conversation. Before you disappeared you were going to tell me who your aunt is.”

      Muted footsteps sounded in the hallway but Amelia ignored them, presuming more guests were seeking their rooms. Then the door opened and with the swish of skirt and petticoat, they both heard the voice.

      Dread swept up Amelia’s spine just as her aunt asked, “Your Grace? I thought I saw you come this way.”

      Sir groaned and took it upon himself to push Amelia back into the gap where’d she been hiding behind the armor. He followed, hiding her behind his masculine bulk.

      His broad, hard body shielded her from view, and his scent—a faint bergamot and spice—caused her to weaken in his embrace. And it was a firm hold, unlike how she’d ever been held before. She opened her mouth to warn him that her aunt was in the room, in case he hadn’t heard. The witch was sure to sniff them out, and when Aunt Katherine realized where she was and that she was with a man, her temper was sure to send Amelia straight to a women’s work house.

      Then he kissed her.

      His body pressed against hers, his lips firm yet soft. He dominated her with them, keeping her from crying out in surprise or fear. One hand braced against the dark paneling to support them, while the other held her close, unwilling to let her flee. Of course he could not know it, but running from him right then was the furthest thing from her mind. And when his tongue touched her lips she sighed, then parted and allowed him entrance. This was her first kiss and she was melting beneath the sweet heat of it.

      She had no idea who the man was, other than Sir. And her aunt was on the verge of finding them, which would ruin her. But Amelia gave herself up to the man with the expert lips and manly scent, for he certainly knew how to keep a woman quiet. After a while he abandoned her lips, kissing his way over her jawline toward her ear.

      Amelia wanted nothing more than to continue what they were doing, but Aunt Katherine’s footsteps grew closer as she came back toward them. She called out for the duke she’d been looking for and Amelia wanted to tell her the man was not in here. It was just she and her Sir from the garden. A bare finger pressed against her lips as he shushed her, then whispered, “I will protect you.” His fingers twined into the fallen curls at the nape of her neck and his thumb ran along the column of her throat. He had to feel her pulse there, beneath his palm, racing wildly. She had lost all her senses. Amelia had never behaved like this before.

      Then Aunt Katherine saw them. Or rather, she saw Sir, for Amelia was hidden behind his massive breadth of chest. His hips pushed her into the wall as his head came down and kissed her again. This time there was something rigid pressing into her that hadn’t been there before, and it continued to rise. Having read some of the books on anatomy that her father had bound for a physician client, Amelia remembered the drawings. This, she felt certain, was the man’s rigid manhood pressing into her lower belly causing her entire body to tremble. She melted further into him, as her hands rose up the smooth fabric of his waistcoat, under the open jacket.

      “Your Grace? I didn’t want our evening to end and I thought to….” Aunt Katherine’s voice sounded almost hurt as she took in the scene before her, and Amelia felt a twinge of pity for her.

      She pushed at his immovable shoulders with all her might. Oh dear heaven! Aunt Katherine could not find her here, like this, and with Sir!

      He lifted his head and pressed a kiss on her temple before turning from her, using his great mass to hide her. Doom. Amelia was doomed. She was surely going to that workhouse now. Those threats were going to be her reality.

      “All you had to do, Your Grace, was say you had plans. Though with whom, I cannot venture a guess as you were with us the entire evening.” Aunt Katherine’s voice grated on Amelia’s nerves. “Your actions led me to believe…”

      He lifted his head, and replied while looking into Amelia’s eyes. “Nothing, Lady Rawdon, I led you to believe nothing. You made an assumption and you were wrong.”

      Lady Rawdon? Her aunt? Sir knew her aunt? Not Sir… He’d responded to… Your Grace? Amelia’s mind reeled. This man was the duke her aunt had been stalking all season?

      A rage rose inside her. Amelia had begun to think of her Sir from the maze as someone within reach of her reduced status. But he’d been using her all along. From where she stood with her back against the wall, Sir’s massive breadth hiding her from her relative, Amelia reached up and slapped him. He backed away a few steps, his hand to his face. She stepped out of the shadowed corner, feeling lower than a Covent Garden strumpet. She advanced on him, jamming her finger into his chest as she hissed at him. “How dare you use me in such a manner? You were hiding from my aunt, so you think to play me for a fool?”

      Neither of them saw her aunt close in on them, and just as Amelia raised her hand to slap the man again, her arm was yanked back. The face of her enraged aunt was all she saw as the woman’s palm cracked across Amelia’s cheek. She put the back of her hand to her face to cool the sting.

      “You foolish child,” Aunt Katherine hissed. “Do you know who this is? You aren’t fit to wipe the dust from his boots. What have you done to lure him to one as wicked as yourself?”

      She turned to Caversham and curtsied deeply. “I apologize for the inappropriate and vulgar behavior of my niece, Your Grace. I have tried to be a model of propriety for her and guide her in learning to behave in a ladylike fashion, but she doesn’t wish to learn. Will never learn.”

      She whirled on Amelia, her eyes glaring and her voice so filled with venom she couldn’t help but flinch. “Go to your room and pack. I will have a driver take you to Mrs. Wallace’s Workhouse for Women at first light. You have been nothing but a great disappointment to me since I allowed you under my roof. I warned you.”

      Amelia burst out with a cut-off laugh. “How do you do it? Lie so readily? Every word out of your mouth is a lie, so of course you assume everyone else lies like you. I’ll have you know, I had nothing to do with what you just witnessed. This beast accosted me.” She threw an angry stare at the duke. “Tell her I speak the truth, you… you… fiend!”

      Insanity must run in the family Amelia thought. First Aunt Katherine and now her. Dear Lord, could she sound any more like a victim from one of those horrid Gothic novels? She’d never used the word fiend before, and here she was calling the most handsome man she’d ever had the good fortune to meet, much less kiss, a fiend! And to top it all off, the man was a duke.

      “She does speak the truth, Lady Rawdon. And she’ll not be going to a workhouse, but to my house.”

      Amelia gaped at him. “You’re no longer in command of your senses. It must be your age, Your Grace.” Amelia pushed past Aunt Katherine and the duke, intending to leave. “I’ll go nowhere with you!”

      “My niece is not marriage material, Your Grace,” Aunt Katherine’s voice became unusually sweet and she spoke of Amelia as though she were not in the room. “She is not gently born, you see. Her father was in trade and she comes with no dowry. She can be of no use to you.”

      “Not marriage material?” Amelia turned back around and bore down on her aunt, and wagged her finger in the other woman’s face. “I’m more of a lady than you were when you married your first husband. I’m more of a lady than you are to this day! And I have no intention of marrying, or doing anything else with this…”

      She waved a hand back in the duke’s direction, just now noting the jeweled stickpin in his expertly tied cravat and the burgundy coat over the silver waistcoat and blue trousers. “This overly-garnished peacock. I’ve told you I have no desire to marry.”

      “I wasn’t going to—” Amelia swung back and slapped him again, quite effectively silencing him.

      “Do not even insult me by thinking I’d consider anything less than a respectable position as a wife.” She wagged her finger in his face. “Of course, it will never be with the likes of you!”

      Spinning on her heel, she strode from the room, leaving behind both her aunt and that handsome devil who had kissed her. Curses be heaped on both their heads, she thought. They deserve each other.
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      He was going to be a bridegroom again. After all these years. And all because he couldn’t keep his lips off his Miss from the maze.

      In all fairness, those lips were full and sweet, and her kiss was filled with innocent promise—at least until her aunt spoke. Cav had felt the precise moment her body went rigid in his arm. It had been when her aunt called out his name and he’d replied.

      “Your Grace, you needn’t think you must make an offer for the girl,” Lady Rawdon said. “I will see she is gone quietly by morning. No one need know of this.”

      He wondered why she kept repeating that her niece wasn’t worthy of an offer from him? Unless the lady he’d kissed lied about her connections, why would the aunt say this? What did the conniving woman have up her sleeve? Or was the plot played out by both women, and he was the fool?

      No. The woman he’d met in the maze the day before, and again tonight, was not the scheming type. He would have sensed something disingenuous in her. If this had been a trap, there would have been screams from both women, with the aunt insisting he marry the girl. This wasn’t happening.

      “She’s related to a peer and I knew this before I kissed her. Who is her family?”

      “Manners-Sutton. Her uncle is the Archbishop of Canterbury. Her great-grandfather was the third Duke of Rutland.”

      Bloody hell. One of the worst complications. Besides being related to the archbishop, another of her uncles, Thomas, was one of Cav’s best friends. “And she is living as a pauper? With no income, no dowry?”

      “Her father was the youngest of the sons and the scholarly type. He married my older sister and had two children. My sister died a few years back, and my brother-in-law died this past January. He was in trade—had a book bindery, and no wealth.”

      “How old is she and has she been presented?”

      “Never, Your Grace, and I believe she is twenty-eight years.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Someone related to a family such as the one she was from should have had at least one season to find a husband. Dowry or not, her connections were impeccable. Many a man would want a connection to a family such as hers.

      “We will be leaving tomorrow. You and your niece return to Town immediately. I have a stop to make before returning there myself. She and I will be married in one month’s time. Get her trousseau and a gown fit for a duchess to be married in. Understood?”

      He turned his face upward and smiled in the dim library. A bride. After all these years, he would take another bride. Lizzie must be laughing up there in heaven after causing this mischief for him. His wife had never wanted him to remain alone, and on her death bed had begged him to remarry for their children’s sake. But he’d never cared to, and frankly, the children had done well enough with just him and the legion of tutors, nurses, and governesses he’d provided. Not that he’d been looking, but in the years since Lizzie’s death, Cav had never found a woman who intrigued him enough to consider spending the remainder of this life with her.

      Until he’d met his Miss in the maze.

      “Yes, Your Grace, but truly, it is not necessary. She is not worthy of a man of your stature and…” Lady Rawdon was beginning to sound desperate and Cav couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      Was the woman truly so shallow, or just stupid? He wanted nothing more than to wring her neck for the treatment of her niece. When she opened her mouth to say something more, he cut her off. “If you say one more word, I will…”

      “She is a mere Miss. A nobody!” Lady Rawdon must have had a few glasses of wine too many, for she appeared emboldened enough to act and speak foolishly. She took a step closer to him and raised her hand to touch his lapel. Cav frowned at her audacity.

      “I would make a more appropriate match for you.” Her voice sounded as smooth as a glass of fine port. “In experience, temperament, and class. She has nothing to offer a man such as yourself. I would run your homes as efficiently as if they were my own.”

      He could stomach no more. He’d never led this woman to believe he had even a bit of interest in her. However, he thought that if she felt humiliated, or even merely rebuffed—which he was definitely now doing—she might influence her niece against him. The best option for him was to get this woman out of the picture entirely.

      “I have heard enough. Consider yourself relieved of any duty or obligation to the young lady. She is now, and will forever after, be my responsibility. If you speak one derogatory word about your niece, now or in the future, and I learn of it, I will ruin you. Understood? There isn’t a door in all Britain that would open for you.”

      That said, he strode from the room and went to his own suite. He wrote several notes, the first to Lady Merivale asking her assistance with the hiring of an experienced maid for the young lady who had arrived as Lady Katherine’s companion. The second letter was to his secretary, telling him to make preparations for a wedding at Haldenwood in exactly one month. But as he drew out the next sheet to compose the third letter to his friend Thomas, Cav realized something of great importance.

      He had no idea what the young lady’s name was, other than Miss Manners-Sutton. Being as familiar with the family as he was, Cav knew Thomas had several nieces who went by that appellation. How was he to identify this one when he didn’t know her name?
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      Amelia woke to a soft knock on her door in the gray light of dawn.

      She had no idea who would be coming for her so early, except…. After last night’s fiasco in the library, she was now likely evicted from the property and to be escorted from the house. And after all the planning she’d done to get her group out to Stonehenge and back today!

      Wrapping her robe around herself and tying the belt, she padded to the door with bare feet, the floor cold and bare up here in the nursery. She turned the lock and peeked into the hallway to see a maid standing on the other side.

      The young woman bobbed a curtsy. “Miss? My name is Gertie. I’m to be your maid, and we’re leaving in an hour for London, per His Grace’s order.”

      Amelia struggled to clear the fog from her brain. The lack of sleep and the early hour weren’t the only cause for her muddled state. She wondered why the duke was ordering her to London, especially after how horribly things went the night before. “What?” She opened the door, wide enough for the girl to enter.

      As she breezed cheerfully in, she said, “We haven’t long to get you dressed and packed.”

      Amelia rubbed her eyes, thinking surely the girl had the wrong room. “You must be mistaken. I’m not going to London. I’m going to see the stone circle today with the other women companions. We planned this yesterday.”

      “No. I’ve got the right room. Mrs. Lane sent me. Have you met her? She’s the housekeeper. Anyway, she said to go to the top of the steps, first door on the right. You’re the one that’s going to marry His Grace. I’ll be with ye until ye hire your own maid.”

      “I’m not marrying that man. You can go down and tell that to His High-and-Mightiness. My aunt, too, for that matter.”

      She was marrying no one. The least of all the man who lied to her—albeit by omission—about who he was, stole a kiss from her in a dark corner of a library, then said he wasn’t offering marriage.

      Amelia wondered what happened to change his mind. Her best guess was either an attack of conscience, or threats from her aunt. No man who says he’s not getting married suddenly becomes marriage-minded. And even if he was, she wasn’t! It didn’t matter that she’d enjoyed his kiss. And the way he smelled. And the way he felt against her—all masculine and strong. She wasn’t a small woman and he towered over her and his breadth enveloped her. Being held in his embrace was like being protected and cherished at the same time.

      But that didn’t matter… she was not marrying him.

      The woman began opening drawers and cabinets, likely taking stock of what she needed to pack. Amelia stopped her. “No. Pack nothing, Gertie. Please go tell my aunt that I go nowhere with that man. I don’t even know him!”

      “Oh, you’ll have the rest of your lives to get to know each other,” she said as she found Amelia’s one valise and lifted it. “I believe His Grace wanted to get to Town today and…”

      She was getting nowhere with the maid. Amelia couldn’t fault the girl. She was just doing what she was instructed to do by the housekeeper and those above her—Lady Merivale, Aunt Katherine, and even the duke. Amelia had to put a stop to this nonsense. She was not going anywhere with a complete stranger. Even if his kiss made her forget her singular life for a while. Because it did. For that moment, she felt desired.

      But she still didn’t know him. Amelia reached out a hand to stop the maid from her task. “Gertie, please help me dress.”

      Minutes later, wearing her best gray dress, Amelia descended  the steps to the third level where she intended to wake her aunt and find out what was going on. If she knew her Aunt Katherine, there was likely something in it for her if she was forcing her into marrying this lofty-titled stranger. There had to be a reason for her to back off her own idea of having an affair with the duke. Perhaps she thought if Amelia married the duke it would give her better access to him.

      “Sir!” Amelia whispered to herself. “Ha!”

      As she strode down the hallway, her mind worrying over how exactly she was going to get out of this mess, she met His High-and-Mightiness on his way to… wherever High and Mighty ones go at this hour of the morning. The man looked as though he were prepared to ride with his coat, jodhpurs and tall boots that fit his muscled calves to perfection. From this distance, his gray eyes sparkled like diamonds in his handsome face and his mostly black hair was smoothed back as though he was fresh from his morning ablutions.

      If it weren’t for the high-handed manner in which he was dictating her removal to London with him, Amelia would think him a handsome specimen, even with his advanced years. The kiss they’d shared last night was spectacular, even catching her off-guard as he had. Both his hard body pressed against hers, and his enthusiasm, had engaged her senses. In the dark of her room last night, she fantasized that it was what he’d intended to do, rather than something to keep her from calling out or replying to her aunt.

      This man and his kiss was the sole reason she hadn’t fallen asleep until the wee hours of the morning.

      He was an experienced kisser. And a master manipulator, for he’d made her agree to keep silent that moment just before his mouth came down on hers. She relived those incredible minutes as his lips moved over hers so expertly. Right up until they’d heard her aunt’s voice call for him while they attempted to hide from her.

      But none of that mattered. Whatever possessed this man to think she was now leaving with him was madness. His madness. The maid, Gertie, had mentioned Amelia was to marry him. She certainly was not, and Amelia was determined to find the source of the rumors. Whomever was spreading them had to stop. In addition to the fact that she did not know the man, she didn’t want to leave the district in case Harry returned and looked for her—something she prayed for daily. If heaven answered her impassioned pleas, her brother might be at Aunt Katherine’s home that very minute, asking her aunt’s cook for a biscuit or sweet. Her aunt was not about to hand her off to a complete stranger, not if Amelia had anything to say about it. Even if no one seemed inclined to listen to her.

      The duke could never understand her reasons for refusing him, but refuse him she must. They came from different worlds. He would never know her fears. He had never had to worry about his family, or how the butcher’s bill was going to get paid, not one bit. He had servants and likely more than one roof over his head. She was living on the good graces of her self-centered aunt who would use anyone if it gained her what she wanted.

      When they were close enough to speak, His Grace stopped to greet her in the carpeted hallway, but Amelia walked past him toward her aunt’s room. She wasn’t speaking to him yet.

      “Your aunt is unable to help you avoid your future, Miss Amelia. You are no longer in her employ and she has no say in what you do from now on.”

      His voice halted her in her tracks. She spun around and stomped over to him. His tall frame, broad shoulders and regal bearing made her want to cower, but she refused, despite the fact that he was far too imposing for the likes of her. And handsome, too. He was only doing this because he’d been caught kissing her. If she could make him think it meant nothing to her, perhaps she could still return to Surrey with Aunt Katherine.

      “You know nothing about me. Why in heaven’s name would you want to marry me?” Nor did she know anything of him, except his tendency toward high-handed behavior. And that his kiss aroused her senses. Still, there was no friendship, no intimacy between them. They’d encountered each other in the maze and in the library. That was all. “I have no desire to leave my aunt’s home. I wish to remain in my situation.”

      “Your aunt has given her permission for us to wed.”

      “I do not need her permission. She has no say whatsoever in whether I do or do not wed,” Amelia hissed, afraid to waken the other guests. “I am several years into my majority. You could have asked me directly.” She lowered her gaze as her face burned with embarrassment as she remembered the night before and how she’d fantasized about him after she’d gone to bed.

      “Since you have not, I do not consider us in any way betrothed. Now, please excuse me.” She turned to walk away but his voice stopped her. She looked back at him.

      “Regardless. Lady Rawdon will soon be on her way back to her home. I warned her against spreading gossip as to what happened last night. So your modesty is protected.” The look in his eye softened and the tension around his lips relaxed as well. It made him look less imposing, and more likable. “We shall be leaving for Town as soon as you get packed. There is much to do before our wedding in one month.”

      “I cannot marry you, Sir.” Amelia reinforced the title he’d asked her to use. “I will not.”

      “After you speak with your aunt, you will find me in Lord Merivale’s study, waiting.”

      The man was infuriating. Did no one ever refuse him? Did he ever listen to anyone other than himself? Amelia nodded, bobbed a quick curtsy, and went to her aunt’s rooms.

      Aunt Katherine’s maid let her in. Her aunt’s trunks were open and the maid went back to packing. Her aunt was seated at a small table buttering her toast.

      “Is it true? Are you leaving?” Her aunt seemed to ignore her as she continued spreading the butter. Frustrated at her aunt’s lack of response, she began to pace the area near the table. Amelia firmed her voice, hoping her fear did not come through with her words. “I am not going anywhere with that man,” she stated. “I do not know him, and I refuse to marry him.”

      Her aunt turned tired eyes up to her, and she began to speak. “I have admired and desired Caversham since I met him several years ago.” Her voice sounded hollow, defeated, and sad, and Amelia knew she was truly in pain. “I knew eventually Rawdon would die, drunken pig that he was, and as soon as I was out of mourning I would make myself known to His Grace. All season long, I have watched and waited for the opportunity to have an introduction. I have finagled, bribed, and lied my way into this party. And now you have ruined all my chances with one stupid meeting in a library.”

      At one time she might have had some sympathy for her aunt, but her actions since arriving here at Somerhill were so shameless and repugnant that any compassion she had for the woman was long gone.

      Amelia straightened her spine. She recognized it as a defensive action as she readied herself for an argument with her kin. She didn’t want to think she had to defend herself against her own aunt. She spoke softly, wanting to explain, but not willing to be cowed into this scheme of theirs. “We actually met while I was out walking the day we arrived. I had no idea who he was. We spoke but a few…”

      “Shut up!” Aunt Katherine’s eyes—no, her entire being—radiated hatred. Derision laced her acid voice. “You are so very unprepared for the role you have been offered, you will be a laughingstock.” She lowered her gaze back to her bread and methodically continued spreading butter on a piece that had already had a generous amount on it.

      Amelia had never seen her aunt in such a state. Controlled fury simmered behind her outwardly cold mien. Amelia realized right then, she didn’t fear her aunt. She pitied her.

      “It is completely outside of my comprehension that someone of his breeding and ton would select someone as pitiable as you to be his bride.”

      A strange feeling, disbelief mixed with a numbing fear, coursed through Amelia. Not only was the man she was commanded to marry a complete stranger to her, so was the woman to whom she was related to by blood. “I have told you that I did nothing, absolutely nothing at all, to encourage the man’s attention. In fact, I want none of it. And you treat me as though I stole him from you!”

      Aunt Katherine paid no attention to her, or her words. It was as if Amelia had never spoken. And when her aunt turned to look at her, her eyes glittered with an uncanny rage. “If you marry the duke, you will be dead to me. As though you’d never been born. You are my goddaughter. My sister’s only daughter. I took you in when your father’s family wanted nothing to do with you, and this is how you repay me? By playing the little harlot and stealing the man you knew I wanted for myself?” Her aunt’s voice grew louder in volume, until she was nearly screeching at Amelia, but Aunt Katherine caught herself before she drew attention to their argument and staff came running to her defense. Amelia knew the woman didn’t want or need any negative gossip about her floating through society, else how would she catch herself another husband?

      “If I remember correctly, you invited me to come stay with you, so do not play the charitable relative. I may have had nothing, but I am quite competent and willing to work. My friend and her mother are two perfectly respectable widows in our village. Together, we would have muddled through.”

      “I could not allow you—my sister’s only surviving child—to live on the edge of destitution, Amelia! My good Christian heart would not rest knowing you had nothing.”

      “Good Christian heart?” Amelia mumbled. What was wrong with her aunt? Her behavior was startling and becoming more bizarre by the minute.

      “I should go speak to the duke. He is waiting for me below.” Amelia noticed her own voice was starting to quiver just a bit. It would only make sense that the circumstances frighten her. They would scare even the most strong-minded of women. It seemed that the only relative she had at the moment—not that she was giving up on her brother’s return—was going mad.

      But she also didn’t want to leave with a total stranger. Even if his kiss made her insides turn to marmalade. She didn’t know him. What if he turned out to be a cruel husband? She had friends with husbands who were less than kind. That was something she could learn about him if they could have a proper courtship.

      “Perhaps this is just a big misunderstanding. I will speak to him, get him to see reason. Then I can return home. I must be there if Harry….”

      Her aunt looked up at her and Amelia could see her think as a slow smile began to spread on her face. Her eyes widened, almost appearing maniacal, the whites showing completely around her brown orbs. “No, Amelia. Do not speak to the duke ever again. Leave now and never darken my doorstep again, you disrespectful wretch of a girl.” Her aunt continued to make plans in her head, and Amelia felt the ground beneath her start to give way.

      “I will tell him you were uninterested in his offer and I will console him as best I can,” her aunt continued. “Perhaps I can still salvage a relationship with him after all.”

      Amelia stood there, shock registering in her brain as she listened. Aunt Katherine first told Amelia her plan to marry the duke, then she went on to say that Amelia could not be invited to stay with them because she feared Amelia luring the duke to her bed.

      Every word from the woman’s mouth was madness. Madness rooted in jealousy, anger and fear. Amelia had done nothing at all to encourage her aunt’s wrath except call her out on her behavior for lying about the invitation to this house party. Before this, their relationship had been tolerable. Not amiable, but not unbearable either. She never suspected these depths.

      “Leave here,” her aunt screeched. “Leave now, you wretched and morally corrupt temptress! Never, ever show your face at Greenwood Manor again. Do you hear me?”

      She never replied to her aunt. Turning, she stomped out of the room, her own anger and fear at the situation she found herself in forcing a few tears from her eyes. Once in the hallway, she ran for the stairwell and her own rooms where she asked Gertie to please give her some privacy while she collected herself. When the maid left the room, she threw herself on the bed and gave in to the torrent bursting from her soul.

      She had no place to go. No home. She couldn’t go back to Greenwood, her aunt didn’t want her there. Her father’s bindery didn’t exist any longer that she could beg for a job from the new owner. If she returned to her friend Carolyn’s home and asked to take shelter there until she found employment, would her mother, Mrs. Goddard, allow her?

      And who would employ her? She had no recommendations. None. Not even her father’s family acknowledged her enough to write a recommendation for a position as a maid or companion. She would be truly destitute.

      Unless…

      Amelia thought about the man waiting below. She didn’t wish to marry because she’d have to leave her county, it wasn’t that she had an opposition to the bonds of matrimony. Over the years, she’d rather grown to cherish her independence, and that would go away. She wasn’t certain what the man’s temperament was. Was he a heavy drinker, as her aunt’s last husband, Lord Rawdon? Or cruel, as Carolyn’s father, Mrs. Goddard’s husband, had been?

      The duke showed no partiality for her aunt, so she wasn’t going to upset any affections on that front. And for all intents and purposes her aunt wanted nothing more to do with her, so whomever she married was her own choice. Her own decision.

      Amelia turned over, sat up, and called for Gertie. If she was going to meet the duke below and ascertain whether he was serious about the offer, she would need to look her best.
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      Cav waited in Merivale’s study for Amelia to arrive. He stared out over his friend’s private garden and tried to pinpoint what it was exactly about her that drew him to her. Made him want to take her to his bed and love her until neither could move any longer. Until they were both sweaty and sated from their sexual play.

      While Amelia looked nothing like his Lizzie, they had many things in common. Both had a strong independent streak, as neither woman enjoyed being told what to do. Neither was afraid to remind him when he was being a boor. And neither feared him, or groveled before him.

      He prayed her aunt was minding that waspish tongue of hers. Lady Rawdon, as the young woman’s aunt, had failed miserably in her responsibility to her niece, and Cav had told her so. She should have seen the younger lady presented at court and given a season or two to allow her an opportunity to marry within her station. He knew the young lady’s family well, and even if her father was a lesser son who married a country vicar’s daughter, the girl was still descended from one of the oldest bloodlines in all of England. She had a right to be more than that harridan’s paid companion.

      He was angry, both with Lady Rawdon and himself. She’d told him she had noble connections when they met in the maze, but he’d still let the baser side of his personality take over and he kissed her. He hoped it had been as momentous for her as it had been for him. It wasn’t until he’d pressed his lips on hers that he realized he couldn’t allow her to return to the home of her unstable and abusive aunt.

      Now he was about to enter into the bonds of matrimony—something he hadn’t thought to ever do again. All because he couldn’t keep his hands from touching her or his lips from ravishing hers.

      While many men his age did remarry, it was usually for children to carry on the bloodline. Cav had his heir and his daughter. He didn’t need others. Yet he wanted this young woman in an elemental, almost carnal, way. Since meeting her, he’d thought of nothing else but taking her to his bed. And from the moment he discovered who she was, his fate was sealed—not because he feared any retribution from Thomas, after all he was willingly offering the lady marriage—but because he didn’t know how much longer he could control this desire to make love to her.

      There was still Lady Rawdon and her gossipy ways to monitor. The woman had much to lose if she so much as spoke a cross word about her niece in public. One such as she thrived on the quality of invitations received and would only accept those that would better her station. Cav had the ability with a few well-placed words in the right ears to cut Lady Rawdon from society altogether, and he’d made her aware of it last night.

      Granted he’d not known who Amelia was when he kissed her, but the fact that he had kissed her sealed their fate when he discovered her connections. And for some inexplicable reason, he found that he was pleased.

      When he’d kissed her it stirred something—a sense of protectiveness maybe—in him he’d not felt in years. When Cav leaned in to press his lips to hers, he felt her breathing quicken. Her pulse raced beneath his fingers when he touched her neck where the vein rested beneath her skin.

      He was a man of more than fifty years and this untried girl had him hard as a blacksmith’s anvil with just two innocent kisses. That had happened only once in his life. He was sure that if her aunt hadn’t intruded, he would have had her on the couch within minutes—especially after she opened for him like a flower when he coaxed her lips apart.

      The succession of mistresses he’d kept in the years since his Lizzie’s death had all served his needs, but they’d never stirred his emotions. Amelia had, and Cav smiled at the thought of never needing to search for a mistress again.

      He heard the door open and directed the maid to place the tea cart near the windows. As the servant poured for him, Miss Amelia Manners-Sutton, his future wife as of last night, entered. She appeared defeated, and he’d hoped that her aunt’s news would have had her smiling. It wasn’t every day a lady was asked to become a duchess.

      She was an attractive young lady. Very attractive. When he’d first spied her coming toward him in the hallway earlier, with her hair hastily brushed off her face, fresh from bed, he’d thought her a beautiful vixen. Evidently, she’d gone to her room before coming down to see him, for her hair was properly arranged and she had a shawl draped over her arms.

      “Miss Manners-Sutton.” Cav motioned to the tea tray. “Would you like a cup?”

      “No, thank you, Your Grace.”

      Cav could tell she’d been crying and felt completely responsible for the events of last night. She had no part in what was happening to her. If he didn’t think she had at least a small chance of happiness with him, he would never have considered pursuing this. There was still the off chance he might be wrong, but he didn’t think he was mistaken. He truly believed the attraction between them was not one-sided.

      “Was Lady Rawdon at least kind?” He wanted to know if her aunt was staying true to their agreement.

      “As kind as my aunt can be when…” His bride-to-be cleared her throat of the emotion building in her. “She feels as though she lost in a competition that I was not aware of. And now I am back in the same situation I was in when papa died. No home. No family.”

      “You will never have to worry over that again.”

      “No, you don’t understand. When no one would have me or even give me a reference, Aunt Katherine took me in. While she was never an easy person to live with, she was my family. And you…”

      Amelia’s voice cracked, as though she was fighting to keep herself together. Her strength under the circumstances was notable.

      “You treat me as though I am a lost puppy in need of rescuing. I do not, Your Grace, need rescuing. I do not want it.”

      Cav stared at her, wondering how he could explain his actions without sounding ill-mannered. He didn’t think she needed to hear the truth, so he said what he thought every woman wanted to hear. That she was desirable and he didn’t think he’d be happy living without her for the rest of his life.

      “What utter malarkey, Your Grace,” she scoffed. “You no more know me than you do the scullery maid at any one of your estates. I’m not believing a word of your colorful, yet dispassionate, plea for my hand. You don’t want me. It is obvious. You’re being forced now that my aunt found you kissing me.”

      “I do not make a habit of asking ladies to marry me. You are, in fact, only the second woman to ever receive such an… invitation.” He stepped a little closer, until he stood so close he could see the faint quiver in her delectable lower lip. “And you returned my kiss, Amelia, do not pretend you didn’t.”

      He saw indecision, fear, and even… desire in her upturned face. Cav wanted to kiss her again, but feared frightening her. As if reading his thoughts, she backed away, toward the open doors overlooking the garden. “While I might not have wished to marry before last night, I do now.”

      “There! You just admitted that you do not wish to marry me,” she surmised. “And I will not marry a man because he was caught kissing me. Why… You might as well tell me straight out that I was forced upon you.”

      Cav tried to get her attention as she paced the space between the tea service and the French doors. But she was paying him no mind as she went on.

      “I don’t want to be forced upon any man. Or be any man’s second choice. I want—no deserve—to be a man’s sole desire.” She stopped, looked up at him and added, “Because of that I must refuse your generous offer, Your Grace.”

      He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Any other woman would have accepted his offer of marriage and the only two women he’d ever actually asked refused him. Oh, he had no doubt he’d get her to agree. Cav knew all he had to do was kiss Amelia and she’d say yes.

      But this was different. Amelia was different. Independent. She’d likely been caring for her family even while her father lived. She didn’t know any other way. How was he going to convince her that she, Miss Amelia Manners-Sutton, was his desire? He brushed a stray wisp of hair away from her face and when his fingers touched the warm skin of her cheek, he felt a shock course through him, waking up long-dormant sensations.

      “Amelia, I am no young buck. I play no games. I desired you the evening we met in the garden maze, just as I desired to kiss you last night. Right now, I desire you so much that a certain part of me is in constant agony because I want you naked, in my bed. Under me. On top of me. Beside me.

      “And, I will not give up in my pursuit of you, until you say yes.”

      She took a shaky breath and threw back her shoulders, holding her head high. “Why are you doing this? You do not know me. Is this because of last night?  If so, I absolve you of any guilt over your actions.”

      He shrugged. He didn’t have a good reason. Reason had fled his mind the moment he kissed her. When he’d arrived here four days ago, getting married again was the furthest thing from his mind. And now? It was all he wanted with this young woman who stirred his heart and his manhood, but something else as well.

      Cav stroked her cheek with the back of his fingers. She was so soft. So fresh and unspoiled. He loved the way she moved, her sense of humor, her pride and strength. He found her manner engaging—when not in fear of discovery by her aunt. Remove that oppression from her life and everything about her told him she would make a perfect duchess.

      His perfect duchess.

      She ducked away and he let her go. Whatever she wanted to say seemed to be important to her, so he gave her his attention. “After my mother died, I decided I wouldn’t wed because my father and brother needed me. Now I must repay my father’s debt before I can settle down. I am almost twenty-nine. My prime years have been spent working to support my brother through university. He is almost finished. And—” Her voice cracked as she became overwrought with emotion. “And if Harry returns to Guildford, I want to be there.” Her gray eyes widened at a sudden thought. “Good God, if he tries to send word to me, how will his letter find me? Aunt Katherine will never forward them just to spite me.”

      Cav had never felt this odd sensation—a possessive jealousy—before the very moment his future wife mentioned another man’s name. Before now, possessiveness had always been about possession. Now an indescribable, almost painful feeling grew inside him. Who was this Harry? A man she’d betrothed herself to?

      Trying his best to keep his voice strong and authoritative, he asked, “And Harry is?”

      “My brother.” She worked to control her feelings. “He disappeared the week before my father’s death, en route back to university.”

      Cav felt a heel for automatically presuming the worst and instantly understood her pain. He feared daily for the safety of his own sailor son, especially after several crewmen from some of his own ships disappeared from the docks just a few months back.

      “He did everything we told him to do to protect himself. He traveled in groups, didn’t encourage the anger of strangers, and still the press gangs found him. The gangers took their whole group from the pub they’d visited for a meal the night before they would have arrived in Cambridge. One more day and they would have been back in their lodging.” Her voice had an eerie, hollow quality to it. “It was his last term. His last one.”

      And in her tale was the deepest darkest fear he had for his own son. It was the reason Ren was angry with him at that moment. Cav had ordered him to remain at home until this latest rash of abductions passed over. With two wars now being fought, there was a scarcity of willing sailors to man His Majesty’s fleet of ships. The press gangs were providing a service. He understood this, had even voted for it all those years ago. But back then, he never thought they would be at war this long, and now on two fronts.

      The impressment gangs’ manner of abducting young men repulsed him, because some of the men charged with the power to impress had no care for whom they took. Which was why his son was going to remain where Cav could at least protect him. With his sailing skills, Ren was a prime candidate for impressment. And Ren was his only son and heir to the dukedom. Just as Harry was all the family Amelia had left.

      “I am sorry for… everything. If there was a way I could bring your brother back, I would.” Perhaps he could at least discover which ship the young man was on, and whether he was still alive. Cav, with his connections through his shipping company, had men with eyes and ears all over the various docks in London.

      “My father was so upset when the investigator returned with the details of what had happened that he was dead within days. You see, the boys fought back and Harry was unconscious—but alive—when he was carried away.”

      “If you can give me the date and location from which your brother was taken and any other information the investigator presented to your father, I will see what my connections can discover.”

      “You can do this?”

      The surprised awe in her voice made him wish with all he had that he could make this miracle happen for her. So many families never saw their loved ones again. “I will try. I cannot promise anything.”

      “But how?”

      He gave her a wry smile and shrugged his shoulders. “I know some people in that world.”

      Cav thought he witnessed the weight of all her worries fall away from her shoulders and a small, heartfelt smile formed on her beautiful face. He could never tell her that some of the people he knew were the ones, who on occasion, did the abducting. The men were not friends, but they respected Cav enough to warn him to keep his only son away from certain areas at certain times. Too, he had connections at the Admiralty. Eventually impressed sailors got listed on a ship’s roll because even impressed sailors were paid and collected their prize shares. Both were resources he could press upon to search for his soon-to-be brother-in-law.

      “I would appreciate nothing more in the world, Your Grace.” She seemed to consider her words carefully before speaking again. “You never answered me when I asked why you are doing this—demanding we marry. I obviously have nothing to give you in return. I have no dowry, no property or even servants. Why do you want me when so many others are a much better match for you?”

      “The other day in the maze, you didn’t know who I was, friend or foe. And you spoke to me as an equal. I was intrigued. Only one other woman treated me as an equal in my entire life, without speaking to me in that deferential tone everyone else uses. She called me to task when I needed it. I didn’t realize how much I needed her until she was gone.” Cav wondered how it was possible that two women who were so similar in personality, behavior and attitude could possibly have crossed his path during his lifetime. How could a man be so lucky? “Last night you knew I’d been hiding from your aunt. While I might have initially kissed you to silence you, there was so much more in that kiss.”

      While he and Lizzie might not have started off with a deep affection, it quickly grew into one. With Amelia, Cav knew there was the potential for more than just affection almost immediately upon meeting her. This didn’t mean he loved Amelia more, he felt he could love her differently. And he knew in his heart that Lizzie would understand.

      “Then you slapped me. You called me on my unconscionable rudeness, just as Lizzie did when I needed to be brought back to my senses.” He met Amelia’s gray-green gaze and knew he was quickly losing his heart to her delicate strength. “Sometimes, I feel as though everyone is one sentence away from asking me for a favor, or else they’re hangers-on wanting to be in an inner circle of some sort. For that reason, I don’t allow many close to me.”

      His future wife gave him a sympathetic half-smile and it warmed his heart. These were things he hadn’t said, hadn’t even thought about, since before his wife’s death. And they were topics he wanted to bury before they wed. He needed to enter a relationship with Amelia free of any mental encumbrances remaining from his previous marriage and his extended bachelorhood.

      “You ran away from me, wanted no part of me, and I realized I had to have you.” He stepped forward and lightly traced the backs of his fingers over the satin-soft skin of her cheeks. “I would take you as my bride today but I have no license, and you deserve more than a hasty marriage with gossips whispering as to the reason why.”

      “Thank you. Your offer is very generous. But…” The quaver in her voice told him yet again how vulnerable she was. It made him feel needed, and he wanted nothing more than to protect her, though her hesitation was beginning to cause some concern.

      Quickly Cav took any choice she might make away from her. He wanted her to know he was not going to take any refusal of his proposal. “I would like to leave for London today.” He reached for her hand, lifted it, and kissed her palm. “There is much to do to prepare for a wedding in one month.”

      She looked as if she contemplated the greatest problem in all the world, the way her eyes squinted and her lips scrunched into a tight little line.  “I cannot leave for Town yet,” she said. “You see, I made plans to go with some of the other women today.”

      Cav smiled. “Are you the ape-leader of that excursion?”

      She gave a soft chuckle. “I’m no ape-leader. I merely arranged an outing for the rest of us—all companions not required to accompany their employers—to see the stone circle. We thought it sounded like an interesting outing for a summer day. Mrs. Harlan has asked cook to pack us a picnic luncheon and if we hurry, we can be back before our employers return from their excursion.”

      Cav didn’t understand. He offered her the world and she wanted to picnic with servants in a cow pasture with standing stones.

      “And I never agreed to marry you, Your Grace. You assumed I would, but I have not yet decided.”

      “What is there to decide?” He couldn’t believe what he was hearing. Why would she refuse? Surely she wouldn’t humiliate him like this, in front of his friends?

      “Whether I should give up my independence.” She turned away, as if to leave. “However, if we could leave tomorrow, that would be preferable to me. And while I am with the other women today, I will think of nothing but your assumption that we will marry.”

      “Why do you call it that?” He was beginning to become annoyed. He was not used to having things go against him, either in a relationship or anywhere else.

      “Because you have not asked me, Your Grace.” The smile on her face told him she was teasing him.

      Admittedly he was somewhat embarrassed that he’d not asked the lady yet. She must think him dim-witted. He had to rectify this soon, though he wanted it to be memorable for her. The proposal would have to be as special as the lady.

      If remaining behind one extra day would please his new wife, Cav would of course wait. With one concession. She would dine with him tonight. Alone. When he told her his price for waiting an extra day, she simply smiled and left him there in Merivale’s study. And Cav could have sworn she swung her hips a bit more than normal as she walked away from him.

      With his mind made up, Cav decided he would ask Amelia to marry him tonight—after first seeking Merivale’s help with making it a special evening. One his new wife would never forget.
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        * * *

      

      After a delightful excursion to the standing stones nearby, Amelia arrived back in her suite of rooms just in time to find her temporary maid Gertie waiting with fresh hot water in a hip bath. “His Grace has sent word that you will share dinner with him at the pavilion in the maze, one hour after your return from your outing. He has seen to all the arrangements.”

      “He does appear the type to make those kinds of decisions and expect them to be carried out, doesn’t he?” She thought back to the groom wearing Caversham livery who accompanied them during their outing today. The man stayed an appropriate distance behind them, but always within a reach should there be an emergency of any sort. She’d asked the other women if the man was a sweetheart of one of them, and they’d all said no. Amelia knew then that His Grace had sent a protector to watch over them—as if Lord Merivale’s grooms were not sufficient protection.

      “I cannot say, Miss,” the young maid said. “I am Lady Merivale’s personal maid’s assistant. I am unfamiliar with the duke’s habits.”

      “Gertie, it was a rhetorical question,” Amelia said. Gertie gave her a curious tilt of the head, and she explained, “I really wasn’t expecting an answer.”

      The maid helped Amelia shed her walking dress and damp boots, then her undergarments. Her feet were chilled to the bone after having walked through a damp pasture to see the ancient stone circle in Stonehenge, and she couldn’t wait to step into the tub to warm them. The arrangement of cut stones was worth the trek—and the cold feet—though in her opinion it was rather underwhelming in appearance. They were just stones. Some standing, some not. They were enormous stones in a cow pasture as the duke had said.

      “Gertie, do you know if my aunt has gone?”

      “Yes, Miss. She and her maid left right after breakfast.”

      Amelia frowned as Gertie helped her bathe, realizing she was truly alone here. Her aunt had actually left. Left her here, with a stranger who said he wanted to marry her. How could she trust his word when she didn’t know him?

      Perhaps that second slap had knocked some sense into him.

      Only now she worried about upsetting him or alienating him. What would happen to her then? Where would she go? The only person aside from Gertie who knew His Grace intended to marry her was Aunt Katherine, and she was no longer here to support her. Not that it was likely she would have supported her anyway. Caversham could change his mind and it would leave her ruined, and her aunt would never accept her back in her home, nor would any upstanding family should she seek new employment. Not after word of what happened in Merivale’s library got out.

      And word always got out. Gossip such as this—the nobody who landed a duke—was too juicy a tidbit to keep quiet for long.

      She could refuse to marry him. After all, he’d not asked her. She could return to London and try to eke out a quiet living as a book binder. Surely some of her father’s former colleagues could use an assistant in their shop.

      That might work.

      She decided to tell His Grace that she was grateful for his offer but felt uncomfortable accepting it. No matter that she was attracted to the man, becoming his duchess would change her life significantly, and some of it not for the better. As her aunt had reminded her this morning, that life was something she had never been prepared for.

      People would laugh at her every misstep and foible, and they were likely to happen. She wanted to return home, but didn’t think that was possible either. And if she could get work in London, then she could put the word around on the docks for Harry, should he return. This might be the better way for her—even as unfamiliar with the city as she was.

      “Miss, His Grace will be waiting.” Gertie held a towel out to hurry her along.

      Five minutes past the hour His Grace set for their dinner, Amelia arrived in the center of the maze, escorted by a footman who apparently thought she might lose her way in the evening twilight.

      She smiled at His Grace, who returned the unspoken greeting and dismissed the footman. Standing near the outdoor bench, she lifted her gaze into the pavilion and saw two servants near the sideboard laden with covered platters and two bottles of wine. A small round table set for two was in the center, and colorful, cut, hot-house flowers filled the outdoor room everywhere with their scent. Four candelabras lit the inside of the marble structure with just enough candlelight.

      “Would you like a drink?” His Grace asked, looking far too elegant for her own good. After greeting him and meeting his gaze, her eye was immediately drawn to the diamond and ruby pin in his cravat. Clearly it was worth more money than she could ever hope to earn in her lifetime.

      Even though she wore her finest mourning dress, it was old, as it had been one of Aunt Katherine’s hand me downs. Amelia wore no jewelry at all as she didn’t own any, having sold it all to help pay her father’s debt. She felt so far beneath him, so far from elegant, that she wanted to sink into the earth.

      Amelia needed the fortification from a glass of wine and nodded. If she couldn’t bring herself to speak, it would be a long, silent dinner. Hopefully the wine would help loosen her.

      “How was your picnic among the standing stones?”

      “Lovely. Thank you for asking, Your Grace.”

      “Cav, please. It’s what my friends call me.”

      The footman brought them two glasses and Caversham handed her one. “This is one of Merivale’s best. He wasn’t keen on letting me have this bottle.” The duke took a sip and smiled. “Until I reminded him where he got his supply.”

      Amelia relished the instant warming power. She went right into her argument against their marriage, telling him that she was uncomfortable calling him by the more informal, shortened abbreviation of his title, and having presented her case, she finally asked his grace for a reconsideration of his plan.

      “Give me one night to make you see that I am right about this,” he countered.

      She wanted to roll her eyes in exasperation that he could not be sensible, but managed to refrain. “Very well. You shall have one night, but I cannot see how it will change anything. I will still be the poor, distant relation of a peer and you one of the most powerful men in the country. Aunt Katherine is right—people will be expecting me to fail, at which time they will smirk behind their gloved hands and say I was not your equal.”

      “Ah… your aunt. A more shallow and self-centered woman I don’t believe I’ve ever had the displeasure to meet.” The duke offered his arm to walk with her up the steps to the pavilion where their meal awaited them.

      “Aren’t you worried what your peers might think, marrying a woman who is not your social equal?” Surely he had at least some reservation about this match, after all he initially didn’t wish to marry her. He’d said so to her in the library.

      He seemed to think on it a moment, then asked, “Aren’t you worried what your friends might think, marrying a man who is not your social equal?”

      “But I will have landed a man so high above me as to be unreachable for most young ladies. They will think me clever or lucky. Maybe both.”

      “And I will have landed a young woman so bold, intelligent, brave, sensible, and attractive, as to make me feel truly alive for the first time since my wife died ten years ago. I just hope you will not be disappointed with the short number of years we have remaining, as I am so much older than you.”

      A tear stung Amelia’s eye as he spoke. Aunt Katherine was right, he was besotted with her. With Amelia Caroline Elizabeth Manners-Sutton, the plain-spoken, plain-clothed, bookish daughter of a gentleman who worked in trade.

      She felt a warm rush of emotion toward him. It must have taken a man as powerful as he a great deal of strength to open himself up to her, to potentially face her rejection. He didn’t appear the type of person who would presume she would agree to his proposal simply for who he was. And after the night in the library, he must know she wasn’t the kind of lady who would marry a man for his money, power, or position. Her pride prevented her from selling herself in such a manner.

      Without a doubt she was attracted to him, and she felt he was to her as well or else why would he press the matter? How could she not accept the gift of this man’s time for whatever time God had planned for them?

      She looked up into his gray eyes, brighter than her own, and smiled in return. “Is this your proposal, Your Grace?”

      “And if it is?”

      “Then I shall think on it.” She looked at the two empty place settings on the small table. “And, if you are serious, you should know I cannot think while I’m hungry.”

      Her future husband nodded to a footman who began to remove covers from the platters on the sideboard, while he held out her chair. The footmen served them course after course, and throughout their meal, the duke was as charming as he’d always been. He asked her questions about the work she’d done restoring books with her father, and he gave her free rein to do what she would in his library which had books several hundred years old, he said. After dinner, as they sat opposite each other in the open pavilion, he told her about his son, and how proud he was of him. Then he told her about his daughter.

      “Your biggest challenge I fear, will be gaining the acceptance of my daughter, Elise.” He gave a pensive sigh. “When I was last home, she told me she was going to develop a breed of horses with wings so she could fly away. She plays with the children of the servants as there are no other children around, and has some rather peculiar habits which I have not put a stop to, though I probably should have after she frightened away the last governess.”

      Amelia first wondered if she should be concerned for her own safety, then wondered if the man was marrying her to give his out of control young daughter a mother. Of course she knew without a doubt she could handle whatever the girl threw in her direction. Almost seven years older than her brother, Amelia had practically raised Harry after her mother died, and her brother was no easy boy to manage.

      At Amelia’s curious gaze, he went on to describe those habits. “She has been known to wear boys’ clothing, ride astride, and climb trees. She can swim like a fish and fish like a man. As intelligent as she is, if Elise spent half as much time at her lessons as she does in the barn with the horses or playing chess with my head groom, she would have one of the most well-rounded educations a woman could ever have.”

      She tucked her chin and turned away, trying to hide her smile behind her hand. When she composed herself she met his gaze with a cheerful grin. “I believe your daughter and I shall be great friends, Your Grace.”

      “Cav.”

      “But, I⁠—”

      “You will be my wife.” The whispered word caressed her heart and for a moment, she thought she might really be happy with Cav. Thought perhaps they might have a future together.

      He appeared pensive a moment as he stared at the bottom of his empty wine goblet, their dinner plates having long-been removed. “Lizzie used to call me by my Christian name. I think… to keep our relationship separate from my previous one… for now, I’d prefer Cav.”

      To Amelia, it was tantamount to placing a divider between them, though she could tell he was trying to make an effort. For that reason alone she ceded to his request. For now.

      “If you wish for me to address you as Englebert, I shall, because you ask it of me.”

      He laughed, a true and hearty sound that warmed her soul. “Who is Englebert?”

      “No one. A name I pulled out of my head.”

      “Hideous name, Englebert. I’d much prefer Zeus or Odin. They have a nice, manly ring to it, no?”

      Now it was her turn to laugh. “Gods? You probably were better off to marry my aunt.”

      He reached a hand across the table and took one of her hers in his big, warm one, sending tiny tremors coursing through her, coming to an end in her sex, making her wet with desire. “It was you I wanted from the minute you tried to defend your aunt’s horrible behavior the day we met here, outside this pavilion. Then last night, in the library. The kiss. The slap, not just once but twice. I deserved both. You were brave enough to demand respect, not just from me, but also from your aunt. Like Lizzie, you called me on my behavior and for that behavior I am so sorry. I realized after speaking with Lady Rawdon that you are exactly what I need in my life.

      “All night long I kept thinking about our kiss and how you made me feel. I knew it wasn’t because we were caught or because you were compromised. It was because I wanted more of your kisses and more of you.”

      How could she tell him that she, too, had thought of nothing else since the night before? All day, as she walked about that grassy field amongst those ancient stones, her emotions bobbed back and forth like a teeter-totter. Yes, she was undeniably attracted to the man, but she didn’t want him marrying her out of some sense of chivalry or honor. She wanted to be desired by him, because this man’s touch, and his kiss had aroused her as no other had. And now that she was satisfied that he truly wanted her, she was willing to become his wife. But one thing was bothering her still, and it was important to their future.

      “I want children,” she said. “Do you think that’s still possible?”

      He turned red as he coughed, then barked out in laughter. “I will give it my best effort. In fact, you may—um—test the goods and if you find them… ah, satisfactory, you can make a decision.”

      A warm flush of embarrassment rushed to her face. She wasn’t exactly sure if it was the wine they’d consumed or the intimate and romantic setting with the scent of blooming flowers in the manicured garden around the pavilion steps, but Amelia found herself desiring more of this man and his touch. She wondered what he’d say, or even do, if she were to take him up on his offer. Would it shock him? Would he cry off thinking her too bold, even after telling her that he’d admired that about her?

      Amelia decided she had nothing to lose, and everything to gain. With as straight and determined a face as she could manage she had to clarify. “You’re saying that I can, ah… test the goods, and see if they work? And if they are to my… satisfaction, I can then decide whether or not we marry?”

      He stared into her eyes, his expression perhaps a tad serious for the light-hearted teasing they’d been sharing.  “I am saying exactly that, my lady.”

      Amelia looked away, nervous and excited at the same time. She wanted this man as she had never physically wanted another in her life. She craved this man’s kiss again. Just as her married friends said would happen when she met the right man.

      Tilting her head away, she gave him a coy look from under narrowed, skeptical eyelids. “You have me at a great disadvantage, Your Grace. You know that I have no experience in this… realm. So how will I know if I am… satisfied?”

      He leaned back in his chair and gave her a grin that could be called self-satisfying. “Believe me, my dear, you will know. I promise.”

      “Then let us get on with it.” The words just tumbled from her mouth. Amelia didn’t know if it was the wine talking or her wanton body, but she thrummed with sensual excitement as she tried to say the words that would seal her fate about the thing she’d waited her entire adult life to experience.

      “I have a decision to make and would rather not waste any more of our time contemplating.” She could not believe how brazen she felt as she held his gaze. “I’d rather be doing.”
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      Cav led Amelia through Merivale’s study and up the servant’s stairwell to the floor where his rooms were. He was thankful for the dimly-lit hallway and dark staircase. It wouldn’t do for his bride-to-be to discover that he was just as nervous as she. His cock strained against his breeches, eager to please her. It had been years since he cared about a woman this much. And this one made him feel more alive than any mistress or widow with whom he’d ever consorted.

      She tried to continue up another flight when he stopped her. “We would be more comfortable in my room, don’t you think?”

      She gave him a look that could only come from a virgin unsure of what she was about, then she gave him a nod and allowed him to lead her the rest of the way down the blue and gold carpet to his rooms. He had to make this experience for her pleasurable, make her want it as much as he. Only when the door was shut, did she speak. “I’m glad we didn’t run into anyone. It would have been awkward.”

      Cav agreed then went to the sideboard and poured another glass of wine, this time a sweet red that seemed to be her favorite. He handed her the glass. “Do you have any reservation about what we are going to do?” She shook her head. “Good. Merivale and his wife know we are about to wed. You need not fear I will abandon you after tonight.”

      “I am not afraid,” she said softly, yet without reservation.

      “Good,” he replied.

      Cav watched her raise the wine to her lips and sip. When she lowered the glass, she licked her lips. Their gazes met and the erotic image was beginning to pain him. He wanted to kiss the flavor of the wine from her lips, to taste her sweet innocence and worship it.

      Foster, his valet for most of his adult life, entered from the side door and Cav waved him away. He would have warned the man away tonight, had he known this is what they would be doing.

      Amelia was staring at him. “I’m surprised you told our hosts about me already.” The slight quiver in her voice told him she was nervous, even if she didn’t admit it.

      “I had to.” He hoped he sounded reassuring to her ears. He didn’t want her to fear him, or worse, to flee. “I needed his help getting some messages out and you needed a maid. I would have moved you down here where you belong with the other guests, except that we’re leaving tomorrow. And I’d like to do so without drawing suspicion.”

      She held out the glass for him. He set it back on the sideboard and came to stand before her. “I desire you, Amelia,” he whispered as he pushed a tendril that had fallen from her chignon behind her ear. He’d wanted to do that since the wind caught it earlier in the pavilion and blew it into her face. Taking one of her hands in his, he kissed the palm.

      Her hand was soft, with tiny calluses on two fingers of one hand. He looked at them closer.

      She pulled them away, tucking them at her side. “They’re from sewing pages together before we bind on the covers.”

      He lifted her chin, and gave her a reassuring smile. “I’m not judging, Amelia. Never that.”

      He stared down at her full, moist lips. His cock stirred in his breeches each time she ran her tongue over them. He could wait no longer.

      “I’ve always believed if you have a passion, you should live it.” Taking his own advice, he bent his head and kissed her. Living his passion for the first time in years. Tasting her sweetness, Cav felt more alive with desire than he had during his weekly visits to any of his mistresses. In fact, he’d not felt this way since Lizzie. That was how he knew it was right.

      As he kissed her, his hands began to work the tiny buttons on the back of the worn black dress, making a mental note to find her a proper modiste. Buttons on the back of a lady’s dress should not come undone so easily. Then again, given the antique style, he realized the thing was likely almost as old as she. Cav peeled the bodice away and began on the laces of her stays. Once those were removed, it was just a matter of a few more buttons and the dress and stays fell away, leaving his bride-to-be standing in her threadbare shift. She was beautiful—with womanly curves and an innocent expression at the same time. And soon she would be his.

      She held his gaze as she began to remove the pins in her hair. When the dark honey blond mass cascaded down the slope of her back, his breath hitched. She was captivating. He began to remove his coat, a great feat to accomplish alone, but he was properly motivated and determined, and within minutes he was in his smallclothes. He felt a little awkward now. He hadn’t done this in a well-lit room with a lady in many years and with a virgin only once. Devil take him, but he wasn’t sure how to proceed. She was going to be his wife for heaven’s sake, he should feel more comfortable baring himself to her. But he was much older than she, and his body wasn’t what it once was. Would she find him unattractive?

      He took her small, delicate hand in his and placed it over his heart. “Touch me, Amelia. Feel how I tremble.” The warmth of her palm seeped through his shirt, jolting him, making him feel alive.

      “Why are you the nervous one? I’m the one who’s never done this before.”

      “I’ve never done this with you.”

      Her eyes sparkled with unshed tears. “I’m not unlike other women, Your Grace. And you are so kind to take my considerations into account, that I think we shall get along very well.” She stepped away from him and lifted the chemise over her head, baring herself to him in the candle-lit room. “Remember, your mission is to make me say yes to marrying you.”

      Her full breasts were high and firm, the hard peaks of her nipples beckoned to be laved by his tongue. He scooped her up in his arms, carrying her the short distance to his bed. She was soft all over and he wanted to just drive into her and take what she was offering him, but he knew that he had to go slow if he wanted to have a chance at a happy marital life.

      “I believe,” he said as he laid her on the bed, “I have enough experience to make that happen tonight.” Stepping away, he extinguished all but one candle and removed the remainder of his clothing. He joined her between the cool sheets and turned onto his side facing her. “What we’re about to do might be a bit uncomfortable at first, but I promise if you can get beyond the initial discomfort it will get better.”

      He lightly stroked her upper arm. “I will do everything possible to prepare your body for mine and to make this pleasurable for you.”

      Cav felt a tremor pass through her, shaking him. He’d only had one other virgin in his life, and his bride-to-be was behaving incredibly brave for a woman about to give her innocence to a man. It made him proud to have her. Of course, if she wished to back out now, it would pain him terribly. And as difficult as it would be, he would respect that decision. He had to know she still wanted this. “Are you certain?”

      She pushed the sheet away that she’d covered herself with and rolled onto her back. “I… feel things when I am with you. I cannot explain except to say that I want more.”

      A low growl slipped from him as her words exploded in his mind. He couldn’t touch her enough, couldn’t kiss her enough, and couldn’t love her enough. He wanted to possess her—not just her body, he wanted her heart, her mind and even her very soul as he didn’t think he could be complete without her.  He bent to take one of her hardened nipples into his mouth as his hands roved over her smooth, soft flesh, stroking, grasping, squeezing. He felt things with her, too, erotically hedonistic things, but was afraid if he performed some of them she would be repulsed. So he would save those acts for later. Right now this ripe woman, this virgin, was in his bed begging him to make her accept his proposal, and he knew just how.

      He raised his head and blew across her wet nipple, making the bud even tighter. He traced a finger down from her chin, between her ample breasts and over the soft planes of her belly to rest below her navel. “Have you ever touched yourself?” His palm cupped her womanhood. She sucked in a breath, held it. “Here?” Cav felt her heart racing as he slipped a finger into her wetness and slid it upward to touch her tight bud. Her body arched upward into his hand.

      She gave a little mewling cry that told him she enjoyed his touch. “Have you, Amelia? Have you pleasured yourself before?” She nodded. “Say it. Tell me ‘Yes, I have touched and pleasured myself.’”

      When she did, he smiled. Her admission pleased him immensely for some reason. “Good.” He stroked her gently, adding another finger and spreading her juices over her clitoris so his finger could slide easily. “When was the last time?”

      She moaned as he pleasured her. When it was obvious to him she would not answer, he stopped. “When, Amelia?” Her eyes were squeezed shut and her lower lip was between her teeth. “When?” Cav pushed for a reply only because he wanted to know if she had any idea of what to expect when she climaxed.

      “Last night.” The reply came on a breathless plea for more of his ministrations.

      “After I kissed you.” Cav began to stroke again, this time inserting one, then two fingers into her tight sheath. He drew more of her juices forth and leaned into her and kissed her again, parting her lips with his tongue. She was innocent yet bold, untried yet knowledgeable of her body. “I pleasured myself as well. The entire time I dreamed of this. With you.”

      He kissed her again and began trailing a line of tiny little nibbling kisses down the column of her neck. Farther down he went and after suckling each nipple for a moment, he licked and kissed his way lower still, stopping only when he smelled her musk. It had been so long. Too long. He was so hard, so ready, but he’d told her before the night was through she would say yes. He wouldn’t become a rutting boar now.

      He parted her with his fingers, exposing her tight little bud for his kiss. His tongue reached out and with his first stroke she bit back a cry. Then inhaled a shaky breath. “Cav, no!”

      Without lifting his head, he pressed his palm over her womb to keep her in place. “Oh, yes.”

      Her scent and taste intoxicated him and as he made love to her with his mouth, he inserted his fingers again to prepare her for his invasion. Within minutes he felt her inner walls tighten and her entire body tense. The low moan he’d heard became a soft keening cry as she reached for him and caught hold of his hair. A flood of liquid drenched his hand and he slid over her, placing his cock at her entrance. “Remember what I said about some discomfort?”

      She nodded, catching her lip between her teeth

      “It cannot be helped.” He pushed into her partially, awaiting her reaction. She moaned. God help him he didn’t want to hurt her. She took a deep breath and began to relax under him.

      “That wasn’t so bad,” she said, giving him a slight smile.

      “We’re nowhere near done, love.”

      “Oh.”

      He pushed a little deeper. He could tell she was uncomfortable, but still she said, “That’s… nice.” Her breathing began to get shallow and he knew he had to go the rest of the way now. He seated himself fully and held still a while for her to acclimate to him. His baser side wanted to rush to the finish, now, and bring her with him. But he had to force himself to be patient, to initiate his new lover gently. He kissed her temple and her cheeks before taking her lips and sharing the taste of her.

      When he heard that deep breath and felt her body easing under him, he began to move. It wasn’t long before Cav felt Amelia moving with him, racing with him to reach that pinnacle he sought with each thrust. His body took over and set the rhythm for their passion. Instinctively, her legs wrapped around his, giving him deeper access and she sighed as he thrust deeper and deeper.

      Her sighs soon became panting as she began to tense beneath him. Her sheath tightened around him with a rhythm that was soon to send him over the edge toward his own orgasm. With a Herculean effort he didn’t think himself capable of, Cav forced himself to hold back. He wanted to see the wonder in her eyes as Amelia experienced her climax. He opened his eyes and gazed down on her, watching as she cried out for him, arching upward. And with several final deep thrusts, his body gave her his seed.
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        * * *

      

      Amelia felt herself shatter, leaving her breathless and without the strength to lift even a finger. She’d been so thoroughly loved that she couldn’t move. And even if she could, she knew there was no place else she wanted to be than in Cav’s arms. Not right now, not ever. As her body still trembled inside from the intensity of their lovemaking, Cav kissed her temple, then collapsed on top of her. Amelia said a quick prayer that he hadn’t died from the exertion. Why, she’d just found the man she wanted for the rest of her life, he’d better not die on her!

      Rather than speak his name, she kissed his cheek, slid her hands down his sides, and rested them on his lower back. He lifted his head and smiled at her, his straight teeth barely showing under parted lips.

      This was what she would miss out on if she never married, and she couldn’t see not sharing this with Cav. She’d heard stories of younger women than she—her own aunt one of them—marrying men much older than Cav, and having to tolerate unpleasant, sometimes even painful, marital relations. And she felt sorry for those women. Truly, she did, because every woman should have a lover as kind and gentle as this man. One who took the time to prepare his wife for what was to come.

      Her lover rolled off her, taking her with him. She leaned into him, relishing the feel of their heated, sweat-slickened bodies. When she shivered, Cav reached down and lifted the covers over them both. “Better?”

      “Mmm.” She wanted to tell him everything was wonderful, spectacular, and she couldn’t believe a man such as he wanted to marry someone such as her. But she didn’t. A part of her was afraid that Cav might realize he could do better and change his mind.

      “How do you feel?”

      “For a woman who woke up this morning thinking the world was about to end for her, I feel remarkably… perfect.”

      “How was the world about to end?”

      “Remember, I went to bed thinking my aunt would have me forcibly evicted from the property for having bewitched you.” She gave Cav a sheepish sideways glance. “She wanted you for her own, you know. I was fully prepared to pack my dresses in my bag and go to the workhouse for women that she was always threatening to send me to.”

      “What a miserable woman,” he muttered. “How did you tolerate her?”

      Amelia moved to sit beside him, wincing at the soreness between her legs as she rose onto her knees and wrapped the sheet around her. “Please, I beg you, let us leave Aunt Katherine out of the discussion.”

      She squeezed her eyes shut, memories of rejection welling up. She really didn’t want to say that she had no other family that wanted her. Even though it was the truth.

      “What kind of relationship do you have with your paternal family? Did you write them to notify them of your father’s passing?”

      She took a breath and dove in to her explanations. He needed to know of her lack of familial relationship with her other kin. “Yes, I sent three letters, one to each uncle, informing them of my father’s death, and the cause. In each letter, I advised that I was now alone with no husband, no prospects for a spouse, and no employment. I asked if they might be willing to write me a letter of recommendation that might give me entree into gainful employment commensurate with my station and education. I specifically did not ask for a hand-out, or a position in their home. I can take care of myself, given the opportunity.”

      “Have you ever met them? Your uncles?”

      She thought back to the only clear memory she had of one uncle. “Well, I remember meeting one, an Uncle Thomas, I believe. I recall that he was the next oldest male to my father. This was many years ago, and after that, never again. My father never spoke of his family. I think it was a painful subject for him. I overheard him and Mama speaking when I was very young, and I think his family did not approve of their marriage and cut off all support. Papa and Mama were very young when they met, he seventeen and she fifteen. I was born shortly after they wed.

      “He was supposed to go to university, but never did. My maternal grandfather was the vicar of a small parish, but he also was a book-binder. Father apprenticed with him because he now had a family to care for, and grandfather’s sight was failing. We lived with my grandparents until their deaths. Being a vicar, we had to leave the cottage when grandfather died so the new vicar might have a home. By this time, Papa had opened a shop in Elmbridge. We lived above—my parents, my brother and grandmother.”

      Amelia closed her eyes as she remembered her grandmother’s passing, then her mother’s. Tears began to well and she wiped them away before they spilled over. “Harry wanted to study medicine and Papa made sure that he could. Only Papa was not telling anyone that his own eyesight was beginning to fail. The physician prescribed spectacles and they worked for a while but his vision continued to deteriorate. He needed my help for some of the finer details.”

      “Is that why you never married? So that you could help your father pay for your brother’s education?”

      Amelia nodded.

      “Did any of your uncles acknowledge your letter?” His line of questioning was reasonable for someone who didn’t know the woman he was about to wed, but it was his tone that was beginning to bother her. It was accusatory.

      Was she perhaps not reading him correctly? Perhaps that tone wasn’t aimed at her, but rather her father’s family. He likely knew them. After all, she had one very notable uncle—one of the most notable personages in the country—though she’d never met him.

      “Never. And Aunt Katherine said she was soon to come out of mourning for her husband. She wanted to return to her circle of friends in Town and resume her previous activities. She thought a companion would lend her the air of respectable sophistication needed to land you as her next quar… I mean husband. She does tend to like them older.”

      “I’m not that much older than she,” he said, and Amelia realized she’d offended him. Before she could apologize, he added, “A year or two at most.”

      Amelia just gave him a knowing little smile. Yes, she knew he was older, but when she was with him, he didn’t behave as the stodgy old men she knew. Cav wasn’t like them at all. Of course, she didn’t know what he was like while dealing with his business and political affairs. She’d only read about him in the papers on the rare occasion. From what she recalled, her future husband was a ruthless Member of Parliament, very conservative, yet compassionate to those less fortunate.

      “Aunt Katherine is forty-one years old, and was born several years after my mother. Each of her marriages was to a man above her station, either in title or wealth, and you happened to have both. That’s why you were her target for husband number three.”

      The sole candle in the room sputtered and went out just as Amelia began to yawn. Her future husband patted the mattress next to him, holding his arm up for her to lie on his chest. When she was nestled against him, she thought again about how truly lucky she was that he chose to marry her. She wanted to twirl around in circles and giggle aloud because she, Amelia Caroline Elizabeth, was soon to be a duchess.

      Cav’s slow and steady heartbeat beneath her cheek and his relaxed, deep breathing were a comfort to her. Suddenly a wave of emotion washed over her as the impact of what she was about to do hit her. She was about to marry a man so far above her that it was sure to get the gossips’ tongues wagging. She was about to be thrust front and center into a world that was completely unfamiliar to her. And when she realized there was no way out of it for her, she could no longer contain those tears.

      Gentleman that he was, her husband-to-be stroked her back and let her have her upset. When she was done, he pulled her a little closer and kissed the top of her head. “So, is it a yes, then?”

      She was slowly falling in and out of slumber and wasn’t prepared to reply to a question when she didn’t know what the question was. And she was far too tired to get into another lengthy discussion regarding her family. Amelia mumbled something akin to she would tell him in the morning, though she wasn’t sure that was what actually came out.
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      Cav’s future wife rested against him as their coach rolled into London proper. Amelia had been napping off and on for the last two hours, while Cav read over some important paperwork regarding his business ventures. Before that?

      A slow smile spread on his face. He’d introduced her to lovemaking in the carriage by bringing her to straddle his lap, dropping the front of his breeches and entering her through the slit in her drawers. Only after he saw to her pleasure, bringing her to the first of two orgasms, did he give her his.

      He’d been so content in the monotonous sexual relationships with his mistresses over the years that he’d forgotten the joy that could be had in making love with someone you genuinely, deeply cared for. And Cav already cared for Amelia more than was logical. He’d met her less than a week earlier and without a doubt, he was falling in love with her.

      Now, as she stirred, he took the opportunity to let her know what was about to happen. He didn’t want the events of the next few weeks to come unexpectedly and overwhelm her. His lifestyle, while not as ostentatious as others of the nobility, was far different from the one she’d experienced. He wanted to prepare and protect the lady who was to be his wife.

      “When we arrive at my home, we shall enter from the rear of the property, as you do not have a proper chaperon yet. I have made arrangements for one, though it may take her a day or two to arrive from the country.” She gave him an inquisitive look, but he wasn’t ready to answer her just yet. He’d rather she meet the woman he’d asked to have brought to town first. There was the off-chance that she might not get along with her, but he doubted it. Though her grandmother had a strong personality, the woman would be delighted to have a grandchild from the son she’d lost contact with so many years ago.

      “If she does not take you to her home in Hanover Square, you will remain here and we will find someone else to be your accompanier. Until she arrives or you have a proper lady to chaperon you, you cannot leave the house, I am sorry.” Her look of bewilderment made him want to smile, but her reputation was his to protect now.

      “I will have some things quietly moved to my son’s apartments. I can reside with him for a short time.”

      “Why do I need a chaperon, Your Grace?” Her gray-green eyes sparkled with amusement. They were sure to radiate emerald and golden hues given the right color clothing. Black and gray did absolutely nothing for her natural skin tones and expressive eyes. “I’m a veritable spinster, well beyond the age of majority.”

      He gave her a cocked brow. “It’s to protect you from the gossips. You are about to enter a world unlike that of your small village in Surrey. People are not as kind as they would have you think.” Kissing the top of her head, he added, “Believe me, my sweet, it’s for your own good.” He went on to explain his plans. “We shall post the banns as soon as possible. I’d like to marry at our seat, Haldenwood. It is where my family has lived for centuries.”

      She wrinkled her adorable nose, but was it at his words or at the odors of a hot, muggy city beginning to suffuse the carriage?

      “I spend as much time out of London as possible in the summer,” Cav assured her. “After we settle a few things and I handle a few business matters, we can leave for the country. Hopefully as soon as next week. The first thing we will do for you when we arrive is to find out who the current, fashionable modiste is for ladies. You will need to spend time getting fitted by someone who can outfit you as befits my duchess.”

      “It’s been almost six and a half months that I have worn black. While I did keep a few of my old dresses, they are at my aunt’s home.”

      “I can afford to get you an entirely new wardrobe, you know.” He wanted to see her properly attired. Not because his duchess was required to dress like one, but because he wanted the pleasure of giving Amelia things that would delight her, as her delight was fast becoming his own.

      Amelia laid her cheek on his breast and her warmth soaked through the layers of fabric he wore. She was tempting and innocent, beautiful and strong. “I know.”

      “You never did say yes,” Cav whispered into the curls piled atop her head. It bothered him that she hadn’t.

      “You have never asked me. You’ve said we will do this, go here, and marry in this time.” She lifted her head to look him in eye and he realized she was right. “Not once did you ask me. You kissed me senseless in the Merivale’s library and made love to me as if you thought I would leave you if you closed your eyes. But, Your Grace, if you want me to answer a question, you must first ask the question.”

      He stared out the carriage window, beginning to recognize the streets, and knew they’d be at Caversham House soon. Did he ask her here, now, in the carriage? Or this evening at dinner?

      Cav thought it would be the height of cruelty to make her wait.

      “Do I not deserve to be asked? Or am I booty claimed and taken?” Cav heard the hurt in her voice. It was layered under that teasing tone she attempted. He wanted to tell her, to change that sadness to the joy she should be experiencing at this momentous time in a young lady’s life.

      He scooted away from her and placed his papers on the opposite seat. Pushing his boots aside with his stockinged feet, he knelt on the floor of the carriage as it rolled through London’s traffic at a snail’s pace.

      He grasped her hands together in his and looked up at her—all peachy complected, with her intriguing, expressive eyes and dark blond curls that escaped the pins during their lovemaking earlier. She’d touched his heart from the moment they met in ways he hadn’t experienced since before Lizzie died. Though she was young compared to him, she had a spirit that was sensible and settled and it beckoned him to come rest a while with her.

      “Please, Amelia Caroline Elizabeth Manners-Sutton, will you do me the greatest honor in the world and marry me? I know I am not a young man that will have many years ahead, but the years I offer you will be happy ones. For not one day will pass that I will not cherish you. I will make it my highest priority to make you smile daily, and to give you all my heart. I also promise to care for you and any children we shall conceive for all your days.”

      He watched her glorious eyes fill with tears and before she took her hands from his, he reached up and wiped the first ones to spill. “Don’t cry just yet. I’m stuck here on the floor and need you to give me a hand up.”

      Then she laughed, and it was the most glorious sound he’d heard in years. At least until she gave him his answer.

      “Yes, Your Grace. Nothing would make me more happy or proud than to spend the rest of my days as your wife.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, Amelia stood on a stool in her sitting room, in the duchess’s suite at Caversham House, feeling much like a child’s doll—all dressed up, arms akimbo and unable to move. The muscles in her arms burned and her shoulders ached while her ribs itched from the fabric she’d selected for the gown she was to marry in. The cream-colored heavy silk brocade was shot through with gold thread, adding an untold amount of weight to the garment, and making it incredibly scratchy against her skin. But the color, according to the modiste most-in-demand among the ton, was a perfect match for her complexion, hair, and eye color. And the style, said the woman, with no beading at all on the bodice or skirts, would hide her ample bosom and hips.

      “Madame, I must step down and have a cool drink before I faint from exhaustion.” Amelia waited for her to place the pin in the hem before she moved. She checked the stool she stood on for any scissors or needles, when she saw none she lifted the skirts high and sat upon it, relieving her of carrying the weight of the gown on her frame.

      “Mademoiselle, you cannot stay seated for long or the fabric will take a crease which will be difficult to remove. Please, I will have a girl hold your drink if you will stand and let me finish these last few pins.”

      Amelia wanted to remind the woman that she’d said she was almost done an hour ago, but she didn’t want to appear rude or unappreciative of her efforts. Footsteps entering her dressing room prompted her to turn carefully to see who was coming. Her maid brought her a note. “Thank you.” Amelia unfolded it to read a message from her husband-to-be. She hadn’t seen him since dinner the night before, as he’d been staying with his son at the marquess’s bachelor apartments until time to leave for Haldenwood.

      “Dinner tonight with friends,” he wrote. “I will pick you up at seven.”

      She would have to teach the man about asking for a lady’s company. He had this habit of dictating and assuming all would go as he desired. She wasn’t quite sure how she was going to do it, but the man was going to learn how to ask. She’d seen with her own father and brother that the son often reflected the habits of the father, be they good or bad. It wouldn’t do for Cav’s son, whom she’d met the previous night, to become overbearing and demanding of a woman.

      She stood, accepting the glass from the seamstress’ assistant, and drank the cool lemonade. “Madame,” she said, stepping back onto the cushioned stool again, “I am ready to continue.”

      Several hours later, Amelia checked her appearance once more before leaving her room. The pale mint color of the dinner gown she’d accepted this afternoon from the modiste hired by her husband-to-be, gave her cheeks a healthy pink tint, and the dark green piping accentuated her eyes—all this according to the woman who dressed everyone of importance in London. Amelia just wanted everything to be perfect tonight and she hoped Cav liked the gown. It would be the first time he would see her in something other than black or gray, and she wanted him to see her as a lady equal to the task of being his wife in both the bedroom and in the social arena.

      The bedroom. They’d not shared a bed since arriving in town two days earlier. If she had her way, that would end tonight. Yesterday she’d told him it didn’t matter if he stayed here because they were soon to marry. But her future husband wanted all proprieties taken to preserve her reputation. To him, it didn’t matter that she was an almost twenty-nine-year-old spinster, he thought only to protect her from the gossips.

      Meanwhile, she craved more of his touch. From their first kiss in the library at the Merivale’s, Amelia knew lying with him would be special. He’d made her desire his lovemaking, and untried virgin that she was, that frightened her. Until she gave in to his promise of pleasure. Each time he touched her, she wanted more of him, of his touch, and the way she felt with him. And she couldn’t tell if he felt the same.

      She knew he wanted her, he’d told her this many times in the throes of passion. But did he get the same quivering feeling she did when they were about to make love?

      The night before they came to London and during the trip, he’d explored her body in ways only a husband should. She smiled as she remembered telling him, then showing him, how she touched herself. Then he’d showed her how to touch his rigid shaft and he enjoyed her stroking as much as she did his. She wanted more of that. Tonight. To that end she went back into her dressing room and removed an item of clothing.

      Tonight she would make Cav forget going back to his son’s bachelor apartment. If this didn’t work, she didn’t know what would.

      Twenty minutes later and all of ten minutes late, Amelia entered the saloon and Cav grinned at her. He couldn’t possibly know what was on her mind. And how deliciously sinful she felt leaving her drawers in her dressing room.

      “Good evening, Your Grace,” she purred as she drew nearer him. He was incredibly handsome and distinguished-looking, standing there in his full ducal attire. His black trousers clung to him and his burgundy and gold waistcoat showed his broad chest to perfection. The black dress coat with the tiny, embroidered ducal arms over his left breast made her heart race, not because it showed off the fact that he was a duke, but because it looked so good on him. She truly could not believe this man wanted to marry her. The bookbinder’s daughter from Elmbridge.

      She approached him on wobbly legs, though he likely could not see them beneath her dress. He kissed her cheek and gave her an appreciative smile as she turned before him to show him the gown. “You are stunning, my dear. You will of course be the most beautiful woman at dinner this evening.”

      “And likely the youngest as well,” she quipped through her smile. She had to remember to keep a serious face and smile as infrequently as possible throughout their dinner. Amelia didn’t want Cav’s friends to think her too young or inexperienced for her husband-to-be.

      “Aye, that too.” Cav’s silver eyes devoured her, as his smiled turned serious. “I had my valet ask your maid which dress you selected for tonight.” His hand reached behind her.

      “Where are we going?”

      “To meet more family, my sweet.”

      “Oh.” She watched as he lifted a case she’d not noticed on the sideboard. “What is that?”

      “Something that pales to your beauty, for certain.” He removed a diamond choker from the bed of black velvet. “But it’s something that will complete your outfit.”

      “Cav.” Her voice was a whisper. “They’re splendid.” She turned to allow him to place the diamonds around her neck.

      “While there are many more Caversham jewels,” he said, “this is new. For you. I picked it up today, along with these earrings.” He retrieved another, smaller black case. With her light brown curls piled high on her head, she easily removed the earrings she’d selected earlier and placed the new ones in her lobes, then turned to face the mirror over the sideboard.

      Amelia couldn’t believe the image of the sophisticated woman staring back at her. She appeared far too elevated from that which she’d come, and a little part of her was saddened. Perhaps it was knowing her parents and brother were not present to share in her happiness. She’d given Cav every detail of the investigator’s report regarding her brother’s disappearance. Though her belongings had yet to arrive from her aunt’s home, she knew every word of it, having read it a thousand times. She prayed daily he might be successful in returning Harry to England’s shores.

      They entered the foyer and the footmen helped them with their cloaks. Cav fastened hers for her and the butler did the same for him. Soon they were in the Caversham-crested carriage en route to wherever this dinner was. The dinner where she was to meet more of his family, which she was beginning to believe was quite large.

      During the ride to their destination, Cav amused her with tales of sharing the apartment with his son. She quickly reminded him of the massive unused bed next door to her.

      “We shall have plenty of time for that in the future, my dear. I would not want to tire you of the marital bed.”

      “Why do you say that, Cav? I assumed you enjoyed our lovemaking as much as I.” She didn’t think he was faking his eagerness to be alone with her, making love with her. But there was something in the words he’d used that told her he wasn’t expecting her to remain content and satisfied.

      “I did… I mean, I do. But…” He sounded unsure. As though he thought it inappropriate to share this information with his future wife.

      “But what? If we enjoy being together, do you think one month will matter? Are you afraid I will get with child? Because I pray I do.”

      “The gossips can destroy a reputation before it even begins. I worry that they would taint you in a way that is unrecoverable, in light of the way we met and the speed at which we decided to marry.”

      “What do you mean, ‘in light of the way we met?’”

      “I’d rather not get into it right now. As we are about to have a lovely dinner with your new family.”

      Amelia wasn’t going to let that subject drop altogether. She would have to remember to ask him about this gossip later. Perhaps after they made love again. The carriage came to a stop in front of their destination, and she smiled to herself. If he feared her desire for him would wane after their marriage, she had to assure him this was not the case. She needed him to know how much she wanted him.

      “Why the smile?” Cav looked at her with unmistakable admiration. She hoped she could live up to his expectations of her.

      “Because I wish to make quick work of this dinner, Your Grace. You see, I have plans for this evening myself.”

      He smiled as the carriage steps were lowered. “I’m well-known for my steely resolve, my bride-to-be.”

      “As am I, Your Grace.”

      The carriage door opened and Amelia leaned forward to whisper into Cav’s ear. “I am not wearing my drawers. And when you look at me this evening, remember how much I want to feel you inside of me.”

      Before her future husband exited the coach, she saw him make a slight move to adjust a growing erection. The expression on his face told her he was a little shocked by her words, and she began to blush fearing she might have been out of line. But his actions just then told her she was wrong. Very wrong.

      Taking her arm to escort her into the home of their hosts for the evening, Cav gave her a seductive grin and leaned in toward her. When he spoke, his warm breath caressed her neck, sending a shiver of desire through her. “You have no idea how much I want to be there, my darling.”
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      Cav led his grinning betrothed up the steps to the London home of his friends, the Baron Manners, Thomas Manners-Sutton, and his wife Anne. Cav was lucky to catch them still in England as they had planned to return to Ireland when he’d stopped them with a note two days ago. Now, if all was as he’d planned, Thomas’ elderly mother and his sister Charlotte would be inside. Both widows, they would be excellent chaperonage for his bride-to-be for the duration of their betrothal.

      When he’d left Thomas’ office the day before, his friend had wanted to rush over to meet this daughter of his youngest brother, Harold. He’d not seen her since she was a girl according to both Amelia and Thomas. Cav had warned Thomas that Amelia might not be as open to a reunion as his friend had hoped because she felt abandoned by them when she’d heard nothing from her father’s family after her letter informing them of his death.

      “As God is my witness, Cav, none of us ever received a letter from my niece or her aunt.” Because Cav had known Thomas since they were both in short pants, if his friend said the family never heard from her, Cav believed him.

      Cav stared at his friend over the tea cart the servant rolled into the office.

      When the man left, Thomas leaned back in his deep leather chair and explained further. “We had no idea that Harold had died until a month after his passing. We learned of it when a vicar from Surrey had come to Charles’ office on a church matter. Imagine Charles’ reaction—receiving condolences on the sudden demise of his very own youngest brother! When the man left, Charles sent an investigator out and sure enough, Harold was gone and buried. Our niece was living with her maternal aunt, in a supposedly comfortable situation as the woman’s companion. At least that is what the lady told the investigator when he visited Greenwood.”

      “The Lady? As in your niece or Lady Rawdon? Because, I assure you if it was the latter, that woman is not to be trusted. In fact, I wouldn’t have put it past her to have withheld those letters to keep her niece under her thumb.”

      “For what reason?” Thomas asked.

      Cav really wanted to believe Katherine Rawdon was merely manipulative and not vicious or cruel. “As hard as it is to imagine having met her, I honestly believe it was genuine companionship. The woman does live alone and has no children of her own despite two marriages.”

      Cav had stirred the sugar in his cup as he thought on his luck in escaping that woman’s clutches. “She is a self-absorbed, vituperative, conniving witch.”

      “Perhaps it is best she had no children,” his friend replied.

      Now, as he handed Thomas’s butler his cloak, his thoughts were on Amelia, and those words she’d whispered as they exited the carriage. He’d had to forcefully will his erection away before entering his friend’s home.

      If this wasn’t an important dinner party, he’d take his bride-to-be and leave. How he’d love to show her the consequences of teasing him in this way—in the privacy of his bedroom.

      Their hosts stood in the grand saloon, their eyes focused on him and Amelia. Behind them, Cav could see the two women seated on the sofa inside.

      Cav covered Amelia’s gloved hand with his own, his warm one covering her cold one, and led her into the room. Lady George and her daughter Charlotte stood as they entered, smiling at them both. Amelia grinned and looked at him curiously with those expressive eyes of hers. He gave her a reassuring grin in return, and stopped in front of Thomas and Anne.

      “Thomas, Anne,” he said, then turning to Thomas’s mother and sister he added, “Lady George, Charlotte, may I present my betrothed, Miss Amelia Caroline Elizabeth Manners-Sutton.”

      “My dear,” Cav said with a wave of his hand, “meet your paternal family.”

      Immediately, Lady George collapsed onto the red damask sofa behind her in a fit of vapors, and while Charlotte fanned her mother, Thomas’s wife quietly asked the footman for her smelling salts. The two older women worked to revive Lady George, as his bride-to-be clung to his arm, eyes wide and fearful.

      “Oh my,” Amelia said as she clung to his arm. “Have I worn the wrong gown for this particular dinner party? The modiste said this was considered respectable.”

      Cav was so proud of her, trying to lighten the mood after springing this surprise on her. He’d almost expected a little anger directed at him, but he got none.

      A grinning Thomas stepped forward, took Amelia’s hand and kissed it. “My dear, we are so very pleased to make your acquaintance after all these many years. I’m sorry my other siblings could not be here, they’ve left the city by now, and…”

      They all turned at the sounds coming from the sofa where the elderly woman struggled to stand against her overly-cautious daughter’s wishes. The daughter reached out to stop her mother but the woman escaped her grasp, moving with a spry step to where her son, Amelia, and Cav stood. Both her daughter and daughter-in-law followed close behind, their arms outstretched to catch her if she fell.

      “Mother, careful,” Charlotte said.

      “I’m fine,” the older woman growled, swatting off her daughter and daughter-in-law’s hands. “Quit treating me as though I am half-dead. I have more life left in me than the two of you combined.”

      The purple-turbaned Lady George stopped next to her son and, raising her monocle, stared at Amelia. Cav could tell it made his future wife more than a little nervous though she hid it well.

      “What game do you play, gel? Has that over-reaching, deceitful relation of yours convinced you to mine deeper pockets than the local yokels in Surrey? Because if that is the case…”

      “Mother,” Thomas said in a tone Cav had heard his friend use only in Parliament, “mind your tongue.”

      Amelia began to laugh. A deep laugh Cav had only heard a few times in their short engagement.

      “Oh, ma’am. If that isn’t indeed an appropriate description of my aunt, I don’t know what is. My father used to call her a praying mantis after he read about that particular insect in one of the books he’d restored. He was incredibly well-read.”

      Cav watched the emotion play across Amelia’s face and was moved when she realized with whom she was speaking.

      “Of course he was well-read,” Lady George said, “he was also very intelligent. Why, if he had gone…”

      Thomas cut his mother off yet again. “But he didn’t mother. Harold married a young lady he loved, and had two wonderful children that our father refused to acknowledge because he hadn’t made the match for Harold.”

      “Your father only wanted what was best for you all. But yes, you are right,” the elderly woman said. Turning to Amelia, she said, “You look like my eldest daughter, Louisa, God rest her. Doesn’t she look like Louisa, Thomas?”

      “Yes, Mama, I believe you are correct,” Thomas said.

      Amelia smiled as she replied to Lady George. “And all this time Papa said I looked like you. And, you know, I could never tell if he was teasing me, or being kind.”

      “And now?”

      “Now I see he was merely being truthful, ma’am.”

      Lady George hooted with laughter and soon the entire saloon was laughing. As proper introductions were made all around, Cav realized he was proud to the point of bursting of his soon-to-be wife’s wit and charm. He knew, of course, that he would have to apologize on the way home for bursting this upon Amelia as he did. In all honesty, he worried that she would not want to attend tonight’s dinner and meet his friends, who also happened to be her family. He and Thomas agreed earlier that day that Thomas must inform his family before he and Amelia had arrived so as not to shock Lady George so terribly. Even though she had been expecting them, the older woman still had been overcome at the sight of her granddaughter.

      As the evening passed, he realized he’d done the right thing in bringing Amelia here. Now her grandmother could dote on her—the child of the son her husband had refused to allow back into the family fold.

      He watched as she met the relatives she’d never known and the rush of emotion upon learning the story behind her father’s self-imposed exile from the family. Her father had chosen love over duty, and in their world, duty and honor was of primary importance. If you were fortunate enough to find love, you were indeed a lucky man.

      He was beginning to feel supremely blessed to have been struck by love twice in one lifetime. Amelia was intelligent, charming, pleasant mannered, and beautiful. She was also easy to talk to, got along with his son, and had a wit and sense of humor that always surprised him and kept him laughing. He hadn’t been so happy and comfortable in the company of a woman in many years. And, while Cav had Ren and Elise, Amelia had no children of her own. In the hours before sunrise a few nights earlier, she’d made it clear to him that she wanted children. Because of Amelia’s eagerness to become a mother soon, Cav was thankful their wedding would take place in less than a month.

      Thinking back to their exchange upon disembarking the carriage, he knew his future wife wanted him as much as he wanted her. And to think, a week ago he didn’t even know she existed. Now he was about to marry this woman who was unafraid of the future and wanted to share in it with him. For whatever amount of time remained for them.

      His friend Thomas came to where he stood at the far side of the parlor after their port and cigars, and the two men stood watching Amelia charm her grandmother and aunts with tales of her and her missing brother when they were children.

      “She is indeed charming,” his friend said. “And Harold was right. She has the look of our mother about her.” Cav raised a brow at that comparison. There was nothing similar about them in his opinion. One lady was well-preserved, the other in her prime. “Well… Mother in her youth,” his friend added sheepishly. “I’ve seen the portraits and miniatures. She was a diamond in her day. And a more pleasant and sweet-natured lady you’ve never met than my mother. Spoiled all nine of us equally.”

      Cav coughed politely. He remembered Lady George, his friend’s sweet mother dragging him by his ear from the kitchen garden when the cook had complained of the children eating the berries he needed for the evening’s desserts.

      For some reason, Cav was unable to stop grinning. The woman across the room with Thomas’ wife, sister, and mother was soon to be his duchess. A feeling passed through him just then, and he knew that from up in Heaven somewhere, Lizzie was smiling down, pleased that he was getting on with his life after all these years.

      “You look like a green lad with your first love,” his friend chided. “You should see yourself.”

      He knew he looked like an old fool. At least he was among his friends, and Amelia was their relation.

      “Mother would like me to ask why the rush to marry,” Thomas said. “She wants to have some time with her new-found granddaughter.”

      Cav gave his friend a look. “I will marry her in one month, at Haldenwood. And to that end, I have an appointment with the Archbishop’s secretary in the morning to see about an opening in his schedule that will allow him time to come to the country to officiate. My own secretary has already hired help to begin with the preparations.

      “Charles?” His friend looked surprised. “Good God you are serious if you want him to officiate. But why the rush, old man?”

      Cav thought a moment, and gave his long-time friend his most heart-felt reply. “Because when I am with her, I don’t feel old. I feel young again. I feel desired in a way a mistress could not satisfy. I feel needed and useful.” Cav glanced from his friend to Amelia and back, giving Thomas a contemplative smile. “From the moment she walked into my life, I realized I had been missing that. Amelia filled a void I didn’t know was there.”
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        * * *

      

      The ride from the home of her uncle and aunt to Caversham House was a short one. Sitting across from the man about to be her husband, Amelia was still reeling over all that she had learned tonight. Her betrothed was old friends—schoolmates in fact—with one of her uncles. As Cav had explained it to her, he knew his friend had an estranged younger brother, but had never known that man was her father.

      And Aunt Katherine! Did she really withhold her letters to her father’s family? What about her uncles’ investigator? Amelia never knew a man had come seeking information on her father’s passing or her own condition, for her aunt had hidden that information from her. Why? She could not fathom any reason why a person would do such a thing. Not one. It amounted to outright cruelty!

      Thinking back on her time with her aunt, it all made sense to Amelia now. Aunt Katherine had been making plans for her re-emergence into society before her mourning was done. Everything was calculated with one ultimate outcome in mind: marrying the Duke of Caversham. She could only assume that was why her aunt had wanted Amelia as a companion—to use her connection with her uncle, Cav’s friend, to garner an introduction. Amelia had already witnessed her aunt’s brazen invasion of a party to which neither of them were invited, so she wouldn’t put it past her relative to have done this as well.

      “I had not thought to ever remarry,” he said, breaking the silence of their ride.

      “And I thought I was too old to wed, so wasn’t looking.” She stopped him with the lift of a finger when he tried to interrupt. “It’s true. I have no single friends left back at home. I wasn’t looking and I’ve obviously landed one of the most elusive men in all of England.”

      In the dim light of their enclosed carriage, Amelia swore Cav blushed.

      “Not elusive,” he whispered. “Just busy.”

      “Not according to my grandmother. She wanted to make certain I knew what an enormous catch you are.” They both grew quiet again. Amelia thought about her grandmother’s words about how their family is always dutiful and honorable, in service to both the country and their church. The woman then went on to remind Amelia of her duty to her husband and her country to give Cav more children.

      “I will not lie to you. I am still reeling from the shock of the entire night,” she told Cav honestly.

      His gray eyes penetrated her heart, leaving her feeling vulnerable in ways she’d never felt before—not when her brother disappeared, nor when her father died. And it was a different fear.

      “If I had told you about them, would you have come with me?”

      Amelia thought about it a moment and shook her head. “Remember, there was no overture from them to make me feel as though any meeting with me would have been receptive on their part. But…,” Amelia looked away and swallowed hard. “What I’m feeling right now has nothing to do with meeting my father’s family.”

      “You must have a great deal to process emotionally. I won’t come in if you’d rather have the time alone to mull over all you’ve discovered.”

      How did she tell him? How did she say that everything she learned about him tonight only added a sense of… urgency to her desire for him?

      “You don’t understand. I want you to stay with me tonight,” Amelia said. “Please don’t leave me alone again. For the past two nights, I have been essentially alone in an unfamiliar home because you worry about propriety.” He was silent. Likely warring with himself over the possibility of gossip. Well hang the gossip! She wanted to be with the man she loved. “I don’t want to be alone. I am a woman grown. I know my own mind and I don’t wish to be apart from you. Ever again.” She inhaled a fortifying breath and asked him something that had bothered her from the time she’d agreed to marry him two days earlier. “And I want to call you by your name, not your title. I love the man you are, not the title you inherited, or your position in Parliament.”

      Amelia could see the conflicting emotions warring in his eyes. He was an honorable man, a true gentleman, and for him to deviate from societal mores went against his morals. And while she loved that about him, she also wanted to bring some spontaneity and vibrancy into his life. He’d admitted to living a fairly regimented life, where his days were scheduled in fifteen minute blocks of time from the moment he awoke in the morning. And while he told her this, he sounded saddened by the mundane routine his life had become, as though he wanted to change that.

      The gold-crested Caversham carriage crept through traffic and Cav remained silent. She began to wonder if he’d ever done anything unconventional in his life. Was every day really scheduled to the quarter-hour? She’d lived most of her life from day to day, relishing the uniqueness of each one and living it moment by moment. And here was this man—much like her father—who needed change and spontaneity in his life as much as she needed stability and protection.

      “We have already shared a bed, Your Grace.” She gave him a slow, sensual smile. “And a coach from Somerset. You and I have had more physical intimacy than most newly married couples. Don’t deny us the pleasure of each other’s company and sexual satisfaction merely because we are in town.”

      “You don’t know how vicious people can be. They’ll talk. Perhaps even shun you if they knew.”

      Amelia dropped the curtains on the doors for privacy, then crossed the carriage. Lifting her skirts, she straddled the man who was soon to be her husband, and hopefully the father of her children. She met his dark silver gaze and drank in his appearance—the fine lines at the corners of his eyes and the furrow between his brows. She wanted to kiss each one but realized she’d never finished what she wanted to say.

      “Let them talk. It will not affect me. Talk never has. I do not look to others for approval. I make my own decisions. Nor do I need those same others to tell me who I should or should not love.”

      Cav crushed her to him, and Amelia kissed him, offering herself up to him for his pleasure, because only in his pleasure did she find her own. She opened for him and when his tongue invaded her mouth she moaned. She tasted him and teased him with her tongue as well, then nipped his lower lip in the heat of the moment. The fabric of his trousers rubbed against her naked thighs and she remembered her bare state beneath her skirts.

      Amelia wanted this man. Needed him. He was her friend and her lover. Yes, he was older than her own father, but she didn’t notice it when they were together. All she knew was that with him, she felt freer than she’d ever felt before and wanted to share parts of her life and her body she’d never shared with another man. He made her smile when he shared his day with her at dinner these past nights, and she couldn’t envision a future without him.

      The carriage rolled to a stop in front of Cav’s home, and Amelia pleaded with him to come upstairs with her. “Please come inside with me and let us begin living the life we have now. I don’t wish to wait any longer.”

      “Are you certain?” He sounded hopeful, as though he really wanted this as well.

      She nodded once. “I am very certain, Marcus. We are going to be married in less than one month. I doubt anyone would care.”

      He was still unsure, she could tell. “Your grandmother?”

      “I told her I was comfortable where I was and would not move for what would amount to a few days before we left for Haldenwood.”

      The door to the carriage opened. Cav stepped out first and held a hand out for Amelia. She grasped it and refused to let go while they walked up the steps. They handed their cloaks to the footman, Amelia reached for his hand once more, and together they went up to the duchess’s rooms. Her rooms, though she was not yet his wife.

      “Marcus.” Her voice cracked when they were alone in the room. She looked up into his gray eyes and told him what was in her heart. “I don’t know how it happened that I have come to love you, but I do. I love everything about you. And while you might feel awkward about this because we are not yet married or because you are older, I don’t. I don’t because I have fallen so very deeply in love.”

      He kissed the top of her head, then raised her hands to his lips and kissed the backs of her gloved hands as well. At the soft knock on the door connecting the two rooms, Cav opened his mouth to call out but he was again stopped by one of her slender fingertips to his lips. Amelia held his molten metallic gaze as she called out, “I can undress the man I love, Foster. Go to bed.”

      Amelia tossed her gloves on the floor behind her while Cav began working at the many pins holding her hair up.

      She giggled as she tugged on his coat sleeves and after removing the snug-fitting thing from his body, she dropped it to the floor and kicked it aside. She then held his gaze as she worked free each button on his waistcoat and began to pull that thing from his taut frame. It too got tossed aside to land somewhere along with her gloves and his coat. “I’m sorry if I’m overstepping my boundaries, but I can get you ready for bed a great deal faster than your valet.”

      Her hair cascaded down her back at the same time as she splayed her fingers across the heated flesh of his hard-muscled abdomen. He was so firm and muscled, she wondered what he did for exercise. She tugged the shirt from his trousers and as his skin was bared to her she began to kiss it. He sucked in his breath as her bare hands roved upward, drawing his shirt over his head and throwing it behind her. His skin was so hot and damp, its light dusting of masculine hair lay flat against his flesh.

      She pressed her face into his chest and inhaled the scent of him, a clean masculine spice and sandalwood scent she found wildly arousing. She pressed her lips to his flesh and kissed her way up the curve of his neck to his jaw. The light growth of stubble was rough to her delicate face.

      While she kissed him, his fingers made progress working the laces down her spine and when she finally felt his hands on her bare back, a tremor ricocheted throughout her entire body, and warm juices drenched her sex, telling her she was more than ready for him.

      This man grounded her, made her feel like a woman desired. She burned for him. Yearned to have him fill her and give her the satisfaction they both desired.

      Soon her dress, corset and chemise all slid down her body, pooling at her feet. His heated gaze raked up and down her body, naked but for her stockings that ended above her knees. “All night, I was imagining what you looked like without your drawers under those petticoats.”

      Amelia smiled and lifted a foot to the bench next to the bed. “Now you know.” When she began to untie her stocking he stopped her with a large, masculine hand on her knee. The heat of his palm seared her flesh, branding her soul as his.

      “Let me,” he growled as he knelt before her. Taking the stocking, he rolled it down, while he kissed the sensitive flesh of her thigh, his tongue moving higher as he removed the sheer cream-colored silk from her feet.

      Amelia nearly collapsed onto him as his fingers found and parted the curls at her apex. His tongue found her nub and she gave a silent scream of pleasure when he began to lick her slit.

      Her arms over her head, she clung to the bedclothes hanging behind her, as she lost herself in the sweet torture he performed on her. She cried out with pleasure, begging him to finish her off. She was so near to a climax that she was in pain for completion. Then he stopped.

      Confused, she looked down and saw him rising. “Please, Marcus. Please.”

      “Soon, love.” He kissed her then backed away from her. Her body felt the chill of his absence as she dropped her arms and tried to cover herself.

      “No. I want to see you.” She dropped her hands, and waited for his next command. He began to unbutton his trousers and his manhood instantly sprung free of it and his drawers. Taking it in his hand he began to stroke himself. “Get on the bed and spread your legs,”

      Amelia climbed onto the bed, so eager to feel him on her and inside her that she would do anything he asked of her. Once her legs were spread, and he could see her swollen, wet core, she begged him again to come to her.

      “Bend your knees and stroke yourself.”

      “But… I need you, Marcus!”

      “And you shall have me.” He climbed onto the bed, between her feet and rested back on his heels, slowly stroking his erection. “You teased me with that comment as we were stepping out of the carriage because you knew all night I would know you wore nothing under that dress. And all night long I thought of little else. That was pure torture for me. Now, I want to watch you bring yourself to your first climax tonight.” Amelia moved her hand to cover her mound and dipped into her sopping sheath to spread her wetness over her clitoris. Then she began to move them over her hard, sensitive nub, giving herself that sinfully delicious pleasure as she had so many times before.

      The familiar sensations began to take over and Amelia felt herself tense. Knowing he watched her heightened the erotic experience for her, and she soon tensed and gave in to the orgasmic cry that erupted from her.

      Cav kissed her, then lay next to her, his erect penis standing proud. “Ride me.” Amelia rose upon her knees and straddled him, knowing he preferred this position more than the others.

      She squealed when he caught her off guard, pulling her down onto him. His lips traced burning kisses over her cheek to her mouth, where he parted her lips with his tongue. Amelia opened for him, tasted his wine and cigar sweetness, mixed with her musk, and gave him access to all she was. Cav’s hands grasped her bottom and eased her into position.

      “You feel so good, my darling,” he whispered into the hair at her temple. The simple act caused her to shiver. Sitting up, she guided his thick shaft into her wet recess and sighed when he was fully seated within. His hands reached up for her again and he drew her down where he worshiped her breasts. Her body reacted by tensing and clenching around him. Then he pushed upward and began moving, the act driving them toward mutual completion. Amelia felt her walls tighten around him, grasping him, as though her body knew she never wanted to be parted from this man.

      He set a rhythm for them, and she rode until she felt that now-familiar pressure building within her. She needed the sexual release he alone could give her, and wanted the seed that would hopefully give them a child.

      Cav growled and rolled her over onto her back, driving into her, pushing her further, taking her higher than he had before. She grabbed his buttocks and when she could take no more, she arched into him, her entire body tight, ready to burst if he only….

      She cried out his name as she climaxed, bursting into thousands of tiny shards of color and light, her fevered body milking Cav of his seed.

      Amelia fought to control her breathing as her lover did the same. A tear fell from the corner of her eye, and she had no explanation for it.

      It was a joyful tear, she thought, filled with the promise of hope and an infinite number of tomorrows.

      “I love you, Amelia,” he whispered into the damp curls at her temple.

      “And I love you, Marcus.” She sighed as she snuggled into his side with his arm loose around her, sleepy now that she’d had two climaxes within the past hour. “Forever, I will love you.”
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        9 November, 1812

      

      

      
        
        To His Grace, the Duke of Caversham

        Caversham House

        London

      

        

      
        We have him located on the HMS Southampton. In August, the ship lost a mast and ran aground during a hurricane off the coast of Mississippi. After repairs she is back in service in the Atlantic off the coast of Florida and Georgia.

      

        

      
        I spoke with the lad myself whilst ashore in Nassau. He is not willing to come home because he says the men need him. He is the only sawbones on the ship of two-hundred and seventy men.

      

        

      
        What do you direct now?

        Flynn
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        * * *

      

      
        
        11 November, 1812

      

        

      
        Mr. Harold Manners-Sutton

        HMS Southampton

        Nassau, Bahamas

      

        

      
        My Dearest Harry,

      

        

      
        I hope this letter finds you well. The days since your abduction have been difficult ones for me. Papa died from grief not a week after you disappeared. He is resting now next to Mama in the parish cemetery. I went to live with Aunt Katherine and accompanied her to London for the season as soon as she was out of mourning for Lord Rawdon. She then brought us to a house party in Wessex, where I met a gentleman and we have since wed.

      

        

      
        He is a kind man and very powerful. He’s had his agents searching for you since I told him our story. I understand that you have grown to love your new position on the ship and the responsibilities you have tending to the wounded and sick, but please be careful. My fondest wish now is to see you return from this war alive so that you can meet your new niece or nephew after he or she is born.

      

        

      
        I do believe that, had he lived, Papa would be very proud of you, Harry. I know that both Mama and Papa are smiling down upon us from heaven, as is evidenced by both our good fortunes, you practicing medicine and me, wife to a wonderful man.

      

        

      
        I pray we see you soon.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Your sister,

        Amelia

        Duchess of Caversham
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        * * *

      

      
        
        27 January, 1813

      

        

      
        Her Grace, Amelia Caroline Elizabeth Halden

        The Duchess of Caversham

        Caversham House

        London

      

        

      
        A duchess, Amelia? How did you manage that? I suppose he has an enormous library for you to tend to or you would never have married him!

      

        

      
        In all seriousness, Sister, while I might have been angry and fought the abduction at the hands of the press gang, Charlie, Wally, Jerry, and myself are all together on the HMS Shannon now. I am gaining invaluable medical experience performing surgery. While not an actual doctor, I do believe I am doing what I am meant to do as I am saving lives. When I return home, I wish to finish the remaining hours of my education and become an actual physician.

      

        

      
        Papa’s passing comes as a sad surprise. I will forever miss him. But in his raising of us, he instilled in me the characteristics that have served me well thus far on this ship. Patience and compassion are what I need most often when I’m frustrated over how to best treat a man who’s had an injury.

      

        

      
        Pray for me to continue to have plenty of both because we sail again into battle after resupplying our stores. Those Americans are a tenacious lot.

      

        

      
        Love,

        Your brother,

        “Sawbones” Harry

      

      

      

      
        
        THE END
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        Genoa, Italy, December 1818

      

      

      The footsteps following her were not her imagination. Lia quickly glanced over her shoulder, but saw no one behind her as she wound her way down the narrow side street which led to her destination. The cold, light mist that had fallen all evening now became a slow, steady rain. She pulled her black woolen cloak tighter around her, but the chill she felt came more from within. Lia halted, and heard the footsteps also stop. Every nerve in her body tensed, and the baby-fine hairs sprinkling her arms stood on end. Quickening her pace, she resumed her trek toward the chemist’s shop, praying she’d find help there.

      Why didn’t she question being sent on this errand? She should have seen for herself if Julianna was really as sick as her aunt said. She knew her cousin was plagued by painful monthly courses, but to her knowledge, no one had ever died from their monthly flux. Tonight, as she was getting ready for bed, her aunt entered her room and told her that her cousin was in need of a large vial of laudanum to help her through the week ahead. The woman then orders her to go out and get it.

      Now Lia wished she had thought about the foolishness of going on such an errand alone, and at this time of night. If she had, she would have refused.

      The footsteps behind her moved faster. The heavy thud of large boots on the pavement told Lia her pursuer was a man.

      Picking up her skirt, she ran. Another hundred yards or so and she would reach Signore DelPonte’s. Her aunt assured her he would still be there. If not, dear God, what would she do? She knew the chemist resided above his place of business. But, would he hear her if she pounded on his door?

      A cat scurried out from a recessed doorway. Lia nimbly jumped over it and continued running. The man chasing her tripped over the animal and fell. The creature’s loud screech pierced the deathly quiet, sending a flurry of curses erupting into the damp night. A cold shiver raced up her spine when she realized her pursuer continued his chase.

      Her heart pounded out her every step as she rounded the corner and saw no lights in Signore DelPonte’s shop. Lia ran past it now looking for a place, any place, to hide. Her stalker quickly closed the distance between them. Crossing the narrow street, she dashed into an alleyway, hoping to lose him.

      A dead end!

      Turning back to the street, she crashed into her follower, the impact knocking her to the ground. Dim moonlight revealed a brawny man, his dark-bearded and scarred face grimaced while his dirty hands reached out to grab her. With every ounce of energy she had, Lia pushed him enough to throw him off balance. She scrambled along on her hands and feet until she recovered her footing to continue her flight.

      Suddenly, Lia was yanked backward, choked by her own cloak. As she reached for the clasp to release it, the man grabbed her arm and jerked it behind her. The burning pain in her shoulder brought tears to her eyes and she screamed. She screamed as loud and as long as she could—until something hard crashed down onto her head, rendering her mute for a moment. Even so, still she fought for her freedom, kicking back with her right foot, hoping to reach the man’s leg or knee.

      “Che testa dura,” her gravelly-voiced attacker said. Lia screamed again, just before he hit her on the head once more. This time his blow sent her tumbling into oblivion.
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        * * *

      

      Voices. One of them familiar. Lia stirred and tried to raise herself, but the intense pain throbbing in her skull prevented her. Forcing the fog from her head, she concentrated on the muted sounds she heard through the scratchy produce sack enveloping her. She lay on a cart of some kind, most likely a farmer’s cart, as the hay beneath her reeked of the pungent aroma of green olives.

      Nearby, a donkey brayed, and the voices drew nearer. A man and a woman. Lia sensed their presence beside the cart. Someone poked her in the ribs with a hard, pointed object. White-hot pain shot through her entire body, but she didn’t move or make a sound, lest they hurt her worse. Again she was jabbed, and this time she bit her lip to keep from crying out.

      “So far, so good.” The woman chuckled. “If she isn’t dead yet, finish her off. Then take the body and toss it into the sea. Remember, weight the bag so it won’t be found.”

      Ottavia! Her aunt’s housekeeper. The despicable old woman spoke of her dead body so casually, without a bit of remorse or care. Her aunt was behind this. She should have known.

      “Sì, signora,” the male voice answered.

      The cart rocked beneath Lia as the man took his seat on the bench. She heard the clink of coins as Ottavia counted them out.

      “This is what we agreed to, is it not?”

      “Sì,” the man answered.

      “In a few months come back for another one. La Contessa wants them all out of her house.”

      Blessed Virgin in heaven. The men were coming back for her brother and their old nurse, too!

      “We’ll gladly take care of it for you,” said another voice. “For a price, of course.”

      Another man. There were two of them. God, her head hurt. Lia had thought she might at least have a chance fighting off one kidnapper. Her odds stood far slimmer with two, but she wasn’t going to die without a fight. And now, she needed to rescue her brother and Maura as well.

      The cart swayed again, as the second man climbed up on the seat. She heard the reins slap against an animal’s back and the cart jolted forward. After a few minutes, the two men began to talk. Lia listened intently.

      “You know, she’s got a decent enough face, and her body ain’t none too bad either.” One of the men spat. “I’m thinking we sell her to Najjar and make ten-fold the money that old witch paid us.”

      “Who is he?”

      “Some Arab trader that collects women and sells them over there as slaves. If they’re virgins, they get sold straight to a harem of some sultan.”

      “It’d be a shame to let sta bellezza go to waste as a slave. Let’s have a tumble or two while we got her.”

      “Didn’t you hear what I said?” The first man shouted. “She’s pretty, and if she’s a virgin, she goes straight to a harem.”

      “So? What’s that do for us?”

      The second man didn’t sound too bright, Lia thought. Even she knew what this meant. They weren’t going to kill her. She still had a chance to escape, to save Luchino and Maura.

      “So? They pay double or better for a virgin!”

      “How do we know she is one?”

      “Just a hunch,” the first voice said. “You weren’t there when I caught her. Sta puttanesca fought me like a wild animal. She couldn’t have known I was out to kill her. No, she was protecting her virtù. I’m sure of it.”

      The second man was silent a moment. “You might be right. How much would this Arab pay for one such as her?”

      “Well, it’s been a while since I had unused goods to sell, but that one brought two thousand lire. I’m thinking with this one’s background and looks, she’d bring three to four thousand easy.”

      Lia heard the second man whistle at the amount. How dare they consider her no more than cattle? Angry though she was, she didn’t have long to think about it. She had to figure out a way to escape before they met with this Najjar person. Her chances for success were greater now, because the men currently holding her sounded as though they were a pair of bumbling idiots. Large, but dimwits nonetheless.

      She worked the leather strap binding her wrists until it was loose enough to pull one hand free. After rubbing the life back into her hands, she tested the knot at the top of the canvas sack. This one was tighter than the other. More difficult, but not impossible. Lia squeezed a finger through the opening. Then another and another, until she hooked the rope with a finger.

      She waited a moment to make sure no one paid attention to her, then pulled the ends of the rope through the top of the sack and began loosening the knot.

      Lia felt the cart leave the smoother, brick-paved road of the city for the softer, rutted dirt road leading into the countryside. This was her chance to escape. As soon as they were well away from the sounds of town, she moved cautiously toward the back of the cart. Each time the cart bounced over a rut, she scooted back a little further so it would appear the sack was being jostled about.

      As she expected, the rear of the cart had no rail to prevent her from falling off the back. Bracing herself for the drop to the ground, she rolled off the edge. The fall itself wasn’t too bad, and she was fortunate to land on squishy mud. Still, it knocked the wind from her.

      Lia waited a moment before making a move to open the sack. She wanted to be sure the cart continued traveling down the path and the two men were far enough away for her to get a head start.

      Pushing her way out of the sack, she looked down the path for the cart. A sliver of moon in the sky gave her just enough light to make out the back end of the cart and its two passengers some thirty yards away. With her black dress and cloak, it would be easy for her to slip into the trees and disappear. Lia reached over to grab the sack to take with her so as not to leave a trace of where she disappeared.

      Then she heard a voice cry, “She’s fallen off the back, and is running for the woods!”

      “Get her, you big oaf,” the first man shouted. “Don’t let her get away. That one’s going to make us rich.”

      Dropping the sack, Lia ran into the heavy brush along the road. Winter-dried vines clawed at the exposed skin of her face and hands, tearing at her clothes. The thorny brush pulled at her cloak as she continued her way into the woods. Working the clasp at her neck, she let the cloak fall away, hoping to move faster without it.

      A clearing ahead looked to be a farmer’s pasture. She lunged forward. If she could reach it, she could lift her skirts and run.

      “Minchia.”

      She heard the curses of the man chasing her as he, too, was scratched by the prickly barbs. Her heart racing, Lia glanced over her shoulder. How close was he? Oh God, too close. And getting closer. She screamed, batting at the vines in her path.

      “No!” she shrieked. She reached the pasture, snatched up her skirts and ran. Ran for her life.

      Her hair had long ago loosened from its coil and now flowed freely down her back, making it too easy for her captor to… Lia’s head snapped back, the burning in her scalp ripping a scream from her. She fell onto her pursuer as his beefy arms grabbed her about the waist, his other hand, still holding her hair, covered her mouth.

      Struggling and kicking, she fought furiously. The heel of her boot connected with his leg, forcing a string of foul curses from his sour, stinking mouth. He released her in an attempt to readjust his grip, and she pulled away to run, only to be caught by the first man, who’d arrived with more rope and the sack she’d dropped by the road.

      The stinky one, the bigger of the two, held her while the shorter one, obviously the leader, grabbed her dangling, kicking feet and tied them together. He then jerked one arm behind her back while the big smelly one attempted to keep her still as she struggled. The short guy succeeded with one arm, but when he reached forward to get her other one, Lia bit into his hand hard, drawing blood and more curses from him. She spat the salty filth onto the ground as the big smelly one grasped for her free hand to help his friend. Lia slammed a fist into his face. Instinctively, he reached back to punch her, but was stopped by the short one.

      “Non tocare,” he said, clutching his wounded arm to his chest. “Don’t touch her. If you ruin her looks, we don’t get as much for her.”

      He shoved Lia into his partner’s arms, then turned his fury on her. “Listen you crazy bitch, I could have thrown you in the sea like the lady asked, but I thought I’d give you a chance to live the good life in some cozy harem.”

      Anger seethed from every pore in her body. “You think only of your own purse!” She spat at his dirty, toothless grin.

      He slapped her. “Another word out of you and you’ll be fish food for sure,” he told her as he tied a gag in her mouth.

      Wrenching her arms nearly from their sockets, he bound her hands behind her back, thrusting her chest forward. Pain ripped through her body, but Lia refused to flinch. She would not shed a tear of fear or pain in front of these men.

      The giant who held her began to pant heavily onto her neck. His wet tongue moved over her skin, and Lia felt bile rise in her throat. His hands came forward to grab her breasts and squeezed. It hurt, but the pain was secondary to the revulsion boiling within her. How dare these filthy animals touch her?

      “You can’t do much to fight us now, can you, Signorina?” One of his hands traveled down to cup her most private place. He tried to raise her skirt but it was tied down around her ankles. He tugged harder, but the first man stopped him.

      “We don’t got time for that. If we hurry we can catch the Arab before he leaves Genoa. I hear he’s waiting on the tide.”

      The sack came down around her head and instead of stuffing her whole body in, the smaller man tied it around her waist. “Carry la signorina back.”

      The giant lifted her effortlessly over his shoulder. The pain in her arms was excruciating, but Lia still refused to cry out. She seethed with intense anger as his hands rubbed over her backside and stroked the back of her legs. He tried to pry between her thighs but she gave him a swift, well-placed kick, then grinned under her gag at his curses when she realized she’d hit her mark.

      Satisfaction was only short-lived as he tossed her into the cart like a bag of rocks. Her head hit the back of the bench and she sank into the murky blackness that opened before her, forgetting how uncomfortable she was, forgetting the pain in her body, and even forgetting her plans of escape.
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        Tangier, Morocco, February 1819

      

      

      Marcus Renfield Halden, ninth Duke of Caversham, stepped off the gangway and onto the pier just before sunset, expecting to be greeted by someone, as arranged, from Hakim’s household. The crowded red-tiled roofs of terra cotta buildings and the smell of spices and leather from Tangier’s port greeted Ren with the familiarity of an old friend. With his ships unloaded and secured, he forwarded his trunk to the palace and arranged for the watch on each vessel.

      He scanned the crowded pier. Hundreds of dockworkers and sailors of all nationalities were transferring cargo to and from the ships docked alongside his, with more resting at anchor in the bay. Everyone seemed to have a purpose or destination. Everyone except the pathetic creature leaning lazily against a building across the wharf, his dirty white turban knocked askew. Ren didn’t know why this particular vagrant stood out in the crowd, certainly this man garbed in a stained, coarse kaftan and worn-through babouches, was not his escort to the palace of Prince Hakim. His friend’s servants were always impeccably groomed.

      Sure that Hakim had simply forgotten him, Ren drew one last puff from his cheroot and tossed the stub into the water. He started to walk, intending to hire a cart to take him to the palace outside Tangier. He hadn’t gone a quarter of a mile when he sensed someone following him. Every instinct in him told him it was the vagabond. With his hand on the pistol beneath his jacket, Ren turned to face his stalker.

      The man’s stooped posture indicated a life of hard work, and Ren was sure the beggar simply wanted coin or food. As the poor wretch drew closer, he noticed the filth on the other man’s hands and face, and the foul odor of his body. He pulled a coin from his pocket, meaning to toss it his way once the other man was near enough.

      With his head bobbing, the man began to speak in an unfamiliar tongue. There was something about the scrounger—he couldn’t quite place it, so he shook off the feeling. Knowing most Arabs in this part of Morocco spoke fluent Spanish, Ren asked if he did.

      His follower shook his head.

      The possibility was remote, he knew, but he tried French.

      Again, the hunched-over man shook his head, his turban falling to the side, threatening to come unwound. Something wasn’t quite right, Ren knew, because a Muslim man’s turban was always wrapped tight. Ren held out his hand with the coin, ready to toss it, when he got a most unusual response from the man.

      “I speak English, Your Grace.” The miscreant stood straight, nearly as tall as he, and his laughing cocoa-brown eyes met Ren’s, his brows arching. “Almost as well as you.”

      Ren’s eyes narrowed, then he recognized the man. He was momentarily stunned, but not completely surprised, by the garb his friend was wearing. He reached out to greet Hakim in an embrace, but the noxious odor made him cringe and step back. Ren held out his hand to shake instead.

      “I know,” Hakim said as they shook hands. “It offends me as well. Let’s go to the palace so I can bathe this stench from my person.”

      “What was the purpose of the disguise? A joke?”

      “When I heard you came alone, I wanted to surprise you. Did your bride not make the voyage with you?”

      “There is no bride,” Ren said tersely. He ignored the topic and continued walking, not wanting to think about, much less talk about, his aborted engagement and his own cousin’s role in the whole nefarious and villainous plot. The pain from the betrayal was still too new, the wound still too fresh. “Have you waited long?”

      “I arrived just after noon prayers.” The Prince fell in alongside Ren. “I take it you will tell me later why you arrived alone?”

      “Maybe. We’ll see if your smell at that time doesn’t irritate my nostrils.”

      Ren and Hakim traveled another half of a mile, leaving the docks and entering the souk market area. Here they blended into the crowd of multinationals, all eager to bargain for the fine Moroccan produce and exquisite handiwork. They reached the booth of a fish vendor where a cart and donkey waited at the rear of the man’s stall. Behind a curtained partition, Hakim pressed a gold coin into the vendor’s hand and thanked him. The man bowed and praised him as though he recognized his prince. Ren looked at Hakim curiously. The two men climbed into the back of the donkey cart, and after it began to move, he explained, “My driver is the brother of a faithful servant. He has helped me before.”

      The cart proceeded slowly through the throngs of pedestrians. The trio watched as a skirmish ahead halted their progress. Hakim said something to his driver, and the man scanned the crowd for a way around the mass of people.

      Then he saw her. Garbed in flowing black robes, her face covered by a sheer gray veil, a woman frantically pushed her way through dense foot traffic. As she neared their cart, Ren saw a bald hulking beast of a man plow his way through the crowd, obviously in pursuit of the veiled female.

      The hunted woman lifted her gaze to Ren. A knot formed in his chest, preventing him from breathing. She possessed the richest emerald-colored eyes he’d ever seen—eyes filled with desperate fear.

      Ren made a move toward her, but Hakim’s hand on his arm stopped him. “It is not wise to interfere in the business of others. She is most likely a run-away slave, and must be dealt with accordingly.”

      “She is in need of our assistance,” Ren argued, as she was captured by the giant. The woman screamed as the beast held her in a vise-like grip, dragging her away.

      “’Tis our way,” Hakim stressed.

      Ren slumped back in the cart, unwilling to offend his good friend’s hospitality by causing a scene. But the terrified look in the woman’s eyes haunted him. Then he thought of a possible solution.

      Vaulting from his seat, Ren pursued the bald giant and the woman he dragged with him. Somewhere in the scuffle she’d lost her head covering and veil, leaving her mahogany tresses to flow behind her. He picked up the material and continued on his mission through the crowded souk. He followed them to an empty warehouse, but neither the woman, nor her captor, were in sight.

      Ren pushed at the wooden door and entered the dim, cavernous room. An old man rounded a corner, leaning heavily on a cane, a look of surprise came across his face as Ren stopped directly before him.

      “I am looking for a woman,” Ren stated in Spanish, unsure if the man spoke English.

      “Every man who comes to me is in search of a woman,” the gray-bearded man replied.

      Ren held up the opaque material. “She lost this.”

      The old Arab reached for the cloth, but Ren snatched it back. “Not until I have some answers.”

      “To what questions, señor?”

      “What crime has she committed that she was so cruelly hunted down and dragged away?”

      “She escaped. A woman is a valuable possession to a man such as myself.”

      Ren reached into his coat pocket. “How much for her?” he asked as he took out a bag of coins.

      “If you wish to purchase her, you must do so tonight,” the old man said. He looked over Ren’s appearance before turning from him. “When there are others to bid against you.” The old man ambled toward a curtained alcove, where a guard waited for him. He stopped, turned and leveled his rheumy gaze directly at Ren. “My wares draw men from the upper-most echelons of power. Men who pay the highest prices, for I have the finest selection available.”

      He pounded his cane twice, and a guard came forward. “Now be gone. Return after Isha, our evening prayer, if you are so inclined.”

      Ren stood, shocked at the old man’s curt dismissal of him, then reluctantly left the building. He found Hakim sitting in the cart, a few yards ahead, waiting.

      “It was as I said, was it not?” Hakim asked.

      Ren nodded, and glanced back toward the door. “I’m returning tonight. Something about her—the pleading and fear in her eyes perhaps. I cannot stand by and do nothing to help her.”

      “And will you purchase the freedom of every other woman up for sale?” Hakim shook his head, holding on to the falling turban “Most start off this way, you know, not accepting of their fate. But that changes once they are safely ensconced in a harim. They realize what they give up is little in comparison to the luxuries they receive.”

      He listened to Hakim’s words, and tried to interpret his explanations as truth, but was unable to do so. Terrified emerald eyes haunted him.

      Later, as the two men crossed the enormous and ornate palace courtyard, Hakim snapped his fingers and a servant appeared from the shadows. “I hope your accommodations are satisfactory.” He ordered the man to show Ren to his rooms, then turned back to him. “After you rest, a servant will escort you to the dining hall. An old friend of mine, a physician, will join us for dinner.”

      Ren nodded and followed the turbaned servant who led him to his suite. In the center of the enormous room was a massive bed, low to the ground and covered in a mountain of silk pillows in pale blues, rose and silver. Ren instructed the servant to prepare his bath. While he waited, he surveyed the room, which was easily as large as his suite at his main residence, Haldenwood, or at any of his other homes. Fine gauze curtains blew gently from the wall of arches that led to the courtyard beyond. The solitude of that private garden beckoned him.

      He walked outdoors and tried to remember how long it had been since his last visit to Morocco, and this very palace. Three, four years? Surely before his father and stepmother’s death two and a half years ago, and before he ascended his title, when life was far less complicated. Spying a bench, he took a seat in the early evening shade of a large date palm. This time of year, the weather in Tangier was near perfect, though he was sure in the summer months what little shade the tree provided made an enormous difference to one seeking relief from the heat. The top of the high wall around the garden was carved stucco, intricately worked into a delicate pattern similar to the main gate and courtyard, but not quite as grand. In the center of this outdoor haven, a small fountain gurgled with the gentle sound of flowing water, creating a relaxed, almost serene atmosphere.

      The sturdy bench where he sat was crafted of the finest mahogany, and surrounded by blooming plants. The secluded corner provided a magnificent retreat for his weary soul. He hoped that remaining here a few days would revitalize him and help him exorcise the recurrent demons plaguing him of late.

      The questions about his failed betrothal were inevitable, and he didn’t think he could avoid answering them as easily a second time. So how was he going to mask his anger and pain from his friend? Even now, several months later, whenever he thought of it, bitter bile rose from his knotted gut. Thomas and Margaret had betrayed him in the worst possible way. Because if he was correct in his assessment of events over the past few months, his cousin attempted to kill him to gain his title and fortune. Now he had to protect himself, his family, and all he owned.

      Ren took a deep breath and reentered his room. The servant had finished filling the tub in the adjacent dressing room, and another had laid fresh clothes on the bed. Ren dismissed both servants and prepared himself for the evening ahead, dreading his friend’s interrogation.
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        * * *

      

      The opulent dining hall was devoid of guests when Ren entered. The servants were still setting out a large bowl of tajine and a platter of couscous, arranging them in the center of the low, round dining table.

      Hakim soon arrived wearing a jallaba of royal purple silk with threads of silver woven through it, and a jeweled turban that befit his status as a prince of Morocco. Another man accompanied Hakim. Instead of wearing a turban, he wore a yarmulke, and his kaftan was belted at the waist. Draped around his neck were the cords that signified his status as a physician. Hakim’s friend stood slightly taller than he, but was thinner in build, and also had dark brown eyes, except under thick dark brows. Ren nodded at the man, who returned a smile in earnest.

      “Ren,” said Hakim, “I would like you to meet Ismael Ben Sabir, Royal Physician, and very close friend. Ismael, this is Marcus Renfield Halden, ninth Duke of Caversham. He also holds many other titles, which I cannot remember, and bears wealth equivalent to, if not greater than, the King of England.”

      “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Your Grace,” said Ismael, his English spoken with a lilting Arabic accent. “I have heard a great deal about you.” He bowed to Ren, then extended his hand.

      “Please, I would be honored to have you call me Ren.” Shaking the newcomer’s hand, Ren continued, “I implore you not to believe all you’ve heard.” He turned a devilish grin on his old friend, Hakim. “Regardless of what he’s told you, Hakim is equally responsible for the scrapes we got into when we were younger.”

      “I believe your words to be true. The same occurred when we were children.”

      “It is amazing, is it not,” Hakim said while inspecting his nails with bored affectation, “how the years seem to mellow one’s life and retard one’s adventures through it?”

      “If this afternoon was any indication, your adventures haven’t been hindered by your age in the least,” Ren replied.

      “Do you know how difficult it is for someone such as myself to leave my prison home? I long to go about among my people without being considered a threat to my brother, the sultan.” Hakim motioned for his two guests to join him at the table. “And I have two other brothers and several nephews before me in succession to the crown! Thank Allah I was born when I was. A mere hundred years ago, I would have been killed when my brother ascended his throne.”

      Ren waited for the prince to be seated and sat on the cushion next to his.

      Hakim bowed his head over the table and gave thanks for their dinner. “Bismillah er-rahman er-rahim.” He translated it for Ren’s benefit, “In the name of God, the clement and merciful.” As custom dictated, Ren waited until the prince broke bread before taking any of his own.

      “Ismael and I were childhood friends,” said Hakim. “His father and his father’s father before him were also royal physicians.” Tearing off a piece of bread, he continued, “Where you and I went to Oxford, Ismael went to Cairo to study medicine. Since his return, we have resumed our friendship.”

      “Hakim tells me that you have been friends since your university days,” said Ismael. “You must have had some good times together. I know Hakim to be one who enjoys life to the fullest.”

      “That he does,” Ren replied laughing. “Many times a bulldog dragged us from a pub when we should have been in our scheduled tutorials.”

      Later, when dinner was done, and the mint tea served, Hakim turned to Ren. “So, tell me why you did not marry? The last letter I received from you said this was to be part of a wedding trip for you and your bride. I did not think you sailed your ships any longer.”

      Ren looked at the empty cup in front of him. If he was to tell his tale, he needed something more substantial than tea. He pointed to his cup. “Do you have anything stronger?”

      Hakim motioned to a servant and ordered him to bring a bottle of his best port and a box of cigars. “My years in England left me with an appreciation for your custom of port and cigars after dinner. But for religious reasons, I reserve this indulgence only for special occasions. My friend, this appears to be one such occasion.”

      After dismissing the musicians, the men drank wine and lit up several of Hakim’s best Turkish cigars. In the relaxed atmosphere, Ren opened up to his old friend, and his new friend about the treachery of his own cousin.

      “You know I never liked him,” Hakim said, “and I told you as much when we were in school.”

      Ren sighed. “We had been close childhood friends until his mother remarried and moved to Cornwall. His father, my uncle, was never the same after coming home from war and died shortly after his return. Thomas was very young when he found his father dead in his office. I know Thomas went through a difficult time adjusting to Admiral Linley as a stepfather, God knows he was a cruel man,” Ren paused to draw from his cigar, “Thomas didn’t live under the man’s roof but a few months of the year because we were at school. That is, until he quit attending his classes.” He puffed hard on the cigar until it glowed. “I don’t understand. If things were so bad, why not stay with me? I would have shared my bachelor apartment with him.”

      “Perhaps he thought of you as part of the problem,” the physician said.

      Hakim nodded and motioned to a servant to refill his glass. “So what did he do, exactly?”

      Ren gave a sardonic chuckle. “Where do I begin?”

      “Start with the affianced bride,” Hakim said. “Did you love her?”

      “He had to have cared,” replied the physician, “else he’d not be in this mood.”

      “Lady Margaret was a diamond for the past two seasons. Beautiful and well-connected, she would have made a fine duchess.”

      “But you didn’t love her,” Hakim stated.

      “What is love but an emotion to render a man weak,” Ren replied. “Lady Margaret would have been pleasant enough to create the required heirs upon, and well-educated in the duties of the station. I would have provided very well for her, and after a few years and a few children, she could have gone to the continent and taken a lover or two or whatever.”

      “My friend, that is why you lost her to another. You didn’t love her, and she sensed a lifetime of drudgery, albeit a gilded type of drudgery, with you.”

      “You do not understand our culture,” Ren replied, “for all that you studied in my homeland for five years.”

      “And you, my friend, do not understand women,” Hakim stated, already starting to slur his words. “When you have as many as I do, you learn that to keep the peace you must love each one for who she is. Never take her for granted, or compare her to another. Else jealousy sets in and your life is miserable thereafter.”

      “So,” the physician said getting back to Ren’s aborted marriage plans, “the pain you are experiencing obviously does not come from losing the bride. So it must be from losing the relationship with your cousin. Is that right?”

      Ren nodded. “He and I were close as children. By the time you joined our group at school, he’d already begun his downward slide.

      “When he left University prematurely, he began to live a life of debauchery and gambling.” Ren rubbed his forehead in frustration and glanced at Ismael. “It is not as though we didn’t have our fun, too,” he turned to Hakim and asked, “is that not right?” Turning back to the physician, he added, “But his was excessive. He’d disappear into the bowels of Town and not surface for weeks, months even. And when he did, it was to ask my father for an advance on his allowance.

      “After school, I began to sail with my uncle, and didn’t see Thomas for a few years. It was while I was at sea that my father and stepmother died in an accident that many said was suspicious, but there was never any proof of foul play. Their carriage went off the road into a deep ravine.” He cleared his throat, the lump growing somewhat painful with the telling of the tale. “My stepmother was carrying another child. They were both wishing for a second son.”

      Ren thought back to the pain of losing his father and stepmother, it wasn’t something he wanted to ever go through again. Unlike most of his set, he actually loved his father and respected him.

      “All was going fairly well until a few months ago. Thomas sent a note that he needed to speak to me. I invited him to come to Haldenwood, and asked him to stay for the holidays because I was planning to announce my betrothal over Christmas. According to his letter, I expected him to arrive on a Thursday afternoon. He didn’t appear. I thought he was just delayed, and that surely he’d come. Two days later, he’d sill not arrived, and I went out on a stag hunt with a few of the local gentry. Someone shot at me as I rode through a field. I was not hit, but my horse was. I had to finish off my favorite stallion right there.

      “My game-keeper immediately went to where the shot came from, and gave chase. He got a good look at the man as he rode away.”

      “Tell me no,” Hakim whispered.

      Now feeling a surprising lack of emotion, Ren nodded. “A few weeks later, as my grandmother was preparing for Lady Margaret’s family to descend upon Haldenwood for the holidays, we receive word that my soon-to-be-bride is very ill and unable to attend. I sent my family physician to see to her, and he returns with a most shocking tale. It seems she miscarried a child that was not mine. And what’s worse, in her fevered delirium, she called out for my cousin.”

      The three men sat in silence for several long minutes, digesting the tale Ren had just relived for them. It felt good to actually speak of it all, knowing the men he told would never betray his trust. He’d not been able to speak of it so thoroughly before, because not long after the incident with Margaret, Ren had left England, without speaking of his emotions to anyone. Including his closest friend, Michael.

      He inhaled deeply from his cigar, and exhaled as he spoke. “If something were to happen to me, Thomas is next in line to inherit.” He raked a hand over his face to wipe away the growing emotion. Once he had that under control, he continued, “I have my grandmother, and sisters, Elise and Sarah, to think of. Now I must see to finding another suitable bride to make a duchess. She must be pleasant to look upon, and accomplished in the skills necessary to do the job.”

      Hakim laughed. “You sound as though you were purchasing a horse or hound. Was there no affection? I desire my wives a great deal, all six of them, as well as the thirty-two other women in my harim.”

      “Even a man of your position should have a wife he desires. Not one that ‘will do,’” said the physician. “Find a woman you desire, take her to wife, then see to creating the heir. That is the order of things.”

      “I have to agree with him there.” Hakim stated. “We are fast approaching thirty years. I’ve known younger men to die of natural causes.” He took another long swig of his wine. “Is there no other suitable female in all of England who is still virtuous?”

      “If there are, they must still be in the schoolroom,” Ren replied sarcastically, exhaling a cloud of smoke. Spontaneous laughter erupted as Hakim re-filled his glass, and then Ren’s, finishing off the bottle.

      “I dread going through all the pretense again to find the proper wife. You know I do not do the social games well.” He lifted his glass, and stared into the contents. “Yet, it seems I must again play the town dandy to find a bride. It tires and bores me.” Pushing back from the table, Ren prepared to rise. “But, ’tis just one of the necessary evils a man must endure, I suppose, to continue the family line.” Fed up with the topic, Ren turned to the men. “Excuse me, please. I must leave now, if I am to assist a certain green-eyed waif.”

      Ismael looked puzzled and Ren explained.

      Afterward, the physician turned to Hakim. “You know,” he said casually, “if he were Muslim he could buy his way out of his current predicament.”

      Hakim and Ismael exchanged foxed grins, Hakim’s eyes becoming mischievously bright. “Of course! There’s your solution!”

      “That is not an option,” Ren countered flatly.

      “Your options,” Hakim asserted with a flourish of his hand, “are limitless. You are the Duke of Caversham after all. Think anyone would go against you should you legitimize a bastard born of a mistress?” Hakim took a sip of his wine, and made sure Ren understood him before continuing. “I think not, my friend.”

      “Impossible. There are others to consider, my responsibility to my family, my duty to my title, my heritage, and social mores.”

      “The Ren I know would not be concerned with the opinions of others,” Hakim replied.

      “I simply wish to secure the release of a woman I’m sure was illegally procured.” Remembering the desperation on her face, Ren added, “If you had seen the look in her eyes you would agree.” He stood to leave. “She probably has a family at home desirous of her safe return, and I would take her back. If she were one of my sisters, I would hope for the same.”

      Hakim and Ismael stood, intending to accompany him.

      “If you come with me,” Ren lectured, “there will be no such discussion again. I am only about freeing a despairing waif.”

      “I promise to be on my bess behavior, Your Grace,” the prince drawled. A servant filled a large flask with the port as Hakim instructed and handed it to him.

      “You are going to have a hell of a cracked skull tomorrow.” Ren tossed back the remaining contents of his glass.

      “Only because I have not imbibed since your last visit.”

      Ren quirked an eye to Ismael for confirmation, and the physician nodded knowingly.

      “Mayhap your green-eyed runaway will turn out to be a fantasy in the flesh,” Hakim said, linking arms with Ismael, as the two headed from the room. “A woman to stir the loins,” Hakim paused, exchanging a look with the physician, “and possibly the heart.”

      “Oh, I doubt that,” Ren muttered, following the two from the dining hall.
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      The crush of men packed into the plain stucco building on the outskirts of the souk made the large room uncomfortably warm, humid, and stuffy. A heavy cloud of smoke hugged the ceiling, and appeared as a solid mass which threatened to fall onto their heads. Ren, Ismael, and Hakim stood at the back of the room, all seats long ago taken by early-comers.

      Wishing to remain anonymous, they’d changed clothing, with no outward signs to denote their positions. During the ride, Ismael and Hakim informed Ren that because of his status as a foreigner he was unable to bid. Ren then delegated Ismael to transact in his stead.

      “Understand, my friend,” Ismael said, “that selling concubines is an ancient custom. It existed long before you or I, and likely will forever. Most still practice the old ways. They do not take kindly to foreigners intruding and attempting to change their world, and that is how they view you.

      “If it were common knowledge that you purchased a prepared concubine, only to liberate her, it would serve to stir the newly settled hostilities. Not to mention that the whoremaster, Ashraf, will have wasted his considerable knowledge educating the girl. He will feel disgraced, and he holds great power among the merchant and military classes. With little effort, he could hinder trade relations with your country.”

      Ren inhaled from his cheroot, exhaled, then turned to Ismael and Hakim. “That is a good thing then, because I cannot have my name connected to the purchase of a woman,” he stated. “If such information should ever become public knowledge amongst the ton, it would create a tremendous scandal. I must think of the others in the family, not only myself.”

      His friends nodded in agreement. Ren turned back toward the curtained dais to await the beginning of the sale. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Hakim nod knowingly to Ismael.

      Ren leaned back and took another drag, confident that no scandal could occur, if he kept in mind that he had a title to uphold, and a family who depended upon him to behave with honor.

      And he would do just that. He would return the desperate runaway to her family once he secured her freedom.

      The three men held minimal conversation as one by one, Ashraf’s women were brought out, relieved of their robes and turned about for inspection. Each one sold quickly. Snapped up by merchants, military officials, and other men of means establishing their harems, or adding to them.

      “Your brother’s secretary and the general are together near the front,” Ismael whispered to Hakim.

      “I cannot let him recognize me.” Hakim slid behind Ren. “I must stay out of his view, lest he tell my brother that I move among the commoners. That man has tried for years to fill my brother’s head with lies, and the last thing I need is for him to tell my brother that I am looking to secure the favor of the other tribes.”

      “I was called to the general’s harim a few nights ago,” Ismael said, “to find another of his women beaten for failing to please him. This one was lucky, she didn’t die from the beating. The last woman died before I arrived.”

      “Did the general kill her?” There were certain differences in their culture that still had the ability to shock Ren. The treatment of their women was one. He was amazed that the man faced no repercussion at all for beating one of the weaker sex to death.

      “Likely so,” replied Ismael. “He has some peculiar fetishes and likes young virgins, particularly. Disgusting man either doesn’t realize, or doesn’t care, that they are the ones most frightened by, and least experienced in, the practice of his habits.”

      Hakim said from behind Ren’s left shoulder, “Don’t worry, my friend. Your green-eyed beauty will not fall into his hands. We—” he looked to Ismael then back at Ren, “—will not allow it. I will be right behind you.” He motioned to a corner several feet away and slid into the crowd, needing to remain incognito.

      Ren and Ismael had come up with a plan where, hopefully, the woman would not have to endure the humiliation of baring herself as these others were. Once he recognized her, he’d place a bid so exorbitant that no one would dare bid against him, especially the General. Perhaps by doing so, the old man on the dais would declare her sold without forcing degradation on her.

      “Have you seen her yet?” Ismael asked.

      Ren shook his head, and took another long swig from the flask. Where was she? He shifted, trying to get a glimpse behind the curtain.

      “Where the bloody hell is she?” Ren hissed several minutes later after yet another young woman stood on the dais. He wasn’t sure why yet, but finding and saving that particular woman felt important for some reason. Perhaps it was her soulful, keen eyes. Because Ren got the impression she knew he understood her urgency.

      He wouldn’t let her down.

      “Relax, my friend, there’s still time,” Ismael said. “The truly great selections are saved for last. That, too, is where you are more likely to find a woman of noble blood, if she is one.”

      Ren nodded while he contemplated his friend’s words. If the girl were a noble, there was more at stake. He would not simply be returning a peasant’s daughter to her family. If she were a peer, once she returned home, she faced a lifetime of ostracism and prejudice. But at least she would be free, his conscience reassured.

      The woman up on the podium was sold after the bidding reached the highest it had all evening. Finally Ashraf announced his personal favorite, and the final selection for the evening, Kamilah.

      His focus heightened at the sound of her name. A sense of urgency washed over him and he straightened. Some disturbance erupted behind the curtain, but was quickly silenced. Then, a moment later, a eunuch led the woman out onto the dais.

      His heart fell to his gut. Without seeing the one discernible feature he would recognize—those haunting green eyes—he knew without a doubt it was her, as did Hakim, who came to stand behind him once again.

      Wrapped in a dark robe that dragged the ground, the young woman’s head hung forward, her long dark hair prohibiting the audience a view of her face. Ren agonized for the poor thing, but there was nothing he could do lest he create a commotion. The eunuch yanked her head back, forcing a cry from her.

      Ren lurched forward, intending to beat the man to a pulp, but was held back by Hakim’s hand on his arm. Ashraf swung at the slave with his cane hitting him on the back, cursing angrily in Arabic. The servant left the dais and the old man stood next to the woman called Kamilah, speaking softly to her, soothing her. She settled somewhat, enough for him to back away from her. Again, she hung her head, clutching the robe tightly about her.

      Ren leaned over to Ismael, instructing him to enter his bid immediately. The physician choked at the amount Ren ordered he offer.

      When bidding began, Ismael voiced Ren’s bid, creating an uproar in the audience. Another man countered loudly, and still another protested that they had not seen the wares. Before Ren could reply, the audience had been silenced by the old man.

      Once the noise settled, Ashraf again spoke to the girl, but Ren could not hear what he said. It took several long moments before she reluctantly dropped the robe. The black material slid to the floor, pooling at her feet, and Kamilah lifted her head.

      She stared at the ceiling, and Ren saw a dried trail of tears on her face. His heart clenched for her. Long, dark brown hair fell in a wavy mass over her shoulders, covering her breasts and falling to her waist. Ashraf stepped forward and gently moved the woman’s hair behind her, revealing her bounteous dark-tipped breasts.

      Ren felt as though he’d been kicked in the chest, forcing a breath he hadn’t realized he’d held.

      She’d been driven beyond decency by the old man, and though he had intended to prevent her exposure, Ren found himself aroused by her ethereal loveliness. His palms burned with want to touch her, to feel if her skin were as satiny soft as it appeared. He wanted her, and hated himself for it.

      Ashraf stepped forward and assisted the woman in turning around. Lifting her heavy curtain of hair, the old man began to speak in Arabic. Ren looked to Hakim for translation.

      “Kamilah is a virgin. A true beauty, unscarred and shapely.”

      Turning her again to face the crowd the whoremaster added, “She is an intelligent girl, of fine breeding—but a spirited one, in need of a firm hand. She has learned the skills of pleasure well, and will make her master proud, bearing him many children.”

      Bidding began in earnest, fast and furious. At Ren’s insistence, Ismael created a bidding war with the general that had quickly exceeded the amount paid for the last three sales combined.

      Ren closed his eyes, wanting to banish her image from his memory, knowing he had to return her to her family. Instead, he envisioned his waif in a stylish, ivory silk gown with one of his mother’s diamond necklaces about her throat. She turned luminous, expressive emerald eyes up to him, and smiled. The powerful vision shook him to his very core.

      The bidding war had slowed as Ismael waited for further direction from him. Ashraf was near to declaring the woman sold to the general, and Ren took a close look at his opposition. The man turned a hardened expression in their direction. He had narrow slits for eyes, and a thin mustache with a short-trimmed goatee which surrounded lips that were pressed into a straight line. Determined not to let the runaway go to the likes of him, Ren signaled Ismael to continue. The physician raised his voice, and did as instructed.

      The woman faced forward now but her eyes were shut. Ren thought he saw a tear escape and create a new path down her cheek. His heart wrenched for her, while his body longed to possess her.

      His opponent increased his bid substantially, drawing gasps from the crowd.

      “Shall I continue, Your Grace?”

      “Until she is mine, Ismael.” Ren had no idea how high the current bid was, nor did he care as he sat there, listening to Ismael and the general haggle over the woman. The bidding slowed again, as the military man considered his next move.

      “Double the current price,” Ren told Ismael, unwilling to see this beauty go to the likes of his opponent. “I need this to be over.”

      Ismael did as requested—eliciting gasps from the crowd that had gathered from the street to watch the battle taking place inside. As he suspected, Ismael’s opponent backed down, unable to beat Ren’s offering.

      With the pounding of his cane on the dais, Ashraf declared the woman sold. The old man led her behind the curtain again and Ren discreetly handed Ismael his purse. Ismael stood to go but first asked, “Is a physical exam necessary?”

      Ren shook his head, not wanting to subject the woman to further humiliation, then turned to Hakim.

      “So,” Hakim said. “Now you have her. She is a beauty my friend.”

      Ren grunted, uneasy with what had just transpired.

      Several minutes later, Ismael emerged from the building. The woman Kamilah, cloaked in her black robe and now veiled, followed him. Ren led Kamilah forward. As he took the woman’s hand to help her into the cart, she collapsed onto him.

      “I was afraid that might happen,” Ismael said.

      Ren lifted her easily and sat on the back of the cart cradling the woman. Hakim sat next to Ismael on the bench seat, and took the reins. Signaling for the donkey to move, the cart jerked forward and pulled away from the souk, headed back to the palace.

      “I’m concerned about her Ismael. Will she live?” Ren looked at the wrapped bundle on his lap. He longed to pull the pins to remove the veil and let her hair cascade about him, but local customs forbid it.

      “I have seen this before,” said the physician. “She has been drugged to make her more acquiescent.”

      “I’ll wager that’s what the disturbance was behind the curtain,” Hakim muttered.

      “These women are kept mildly drugged from the time of their arrival at the whoremaster’s compound until the time of sale,” Ismael explained. “Opium is used as a tool in a concubine’s training. Once addicted, it is withheld until the woman earns more by perfecting certain—ah—lessons.

      “Ashraf said this one was very defiant unless medicated. While drugged, she was more biddable, so they kept her that way. As I paid the old man, the guard laughed and said he had to give her a large dose just before she was brought out. If so, this evening will be difficult for her.”

      Ren looked at Ismael, concerned for his new charge.

      “She is likely addicted to the opium, as most are,” the physician continued, “which will make for a dangerous and frightening withdrawal process. Depending on how much opium she has been given and when, she will have to be watched closely, especially tonight to make sure she continues to breathe. Then for the next ten days, as the drug leaves her body, she’ll have nightmares, hallucinations and may even become violent. I’ve seen women jump from upper balconies to ease the pain of it. Should this happen, take my advice, lock her in your room and tie her to your bed until she comes out of it. It shouldn’t take longer than a fortnight. Then, you can return her to her family if that is still your wish.”

      A short while later, their cart entered a small side gate of the palace compound and Hakim stopped the donkey before a servant. Ren alighted from the cart, carrying his bundle.

      “Would you like to place her in the harim?” the prince asked.

      Ren shook his head. “I will care for her.” He didn’t know why he felt the need to do it, but for some inexplicable reason, he did. “Shall I wake her at regular intervals?”

      “That is not necessary as long as you make sure she breathes,” the physician said. “You’ll need help with her tomorrow. She will either need more opium or she will start to have fits until her body is free from the drug.”

      “I shall see that she has the best care,” Ren replied.

      Ren carried his acquisition into his room as the door opened for him on silent hinges. Another servant appeared from nowhere to turn the bed down for the woman in his arms. As he laid Kamilah down, the same servant lit more candles and gave orders for another to bring a basin of water. Ren dismissed them both once the water arrived.

      After seeing to his own needs, Ren turned his attention to the woman in his bed. He knelt next to her and unpinned the veil. Behind the sheer gray scrap of fabric her skin was a translucent light olive. She had a straight nose above a sensuous mouth, and her lower lip was just a bit fuller than her upper lip, giving her a natural pout. For some reason, he wanted to kiss those lips, to see if they would mold themselves to his as he awakened passion in her.

      Her eyebrows were gently arched as she relaxed in slumber. He raised a hand to her hair and smoothed a strand on the pillow behind her. Her hairline came to a peak high in the center of her forehead. It intrigued him and beckoned his touch. He resisted though, for fear of waking her.

      His eyes drifted down to the robe that she held clasped shut with both hands, even in her slumber. Ren knew she would rest easier without it, and moved her hands to undo the knotted belt at her waist. When that brought no response, he began to carefully slip the material away from her. She stirred a moment, but was quickly back asleep. Once he had the covering removed he stared at her, knowing it was wrong to do so as she’d not given him permission to gaze upon her nakedness. But, heaven help him, she was exquisite.

      This woman had skin as smooth and flawless as his Sèvres porcelain. Except each wrist bore angry red welts, from where she had obviously fought against bindings of some sort. He glanced down to her ankles and saw similar marks encircling them. The revulsion he felt at her treatment was hard to contain. His only consolation was in knowing it would never happen to her again. At least not while she was his responsibility.

      Again she stirred, taking a deep, shaky breath, and Ren’s gaze settled on her full breasts. The dark peaks had the texture of raw silk. He hated that his body was responding to an unconscious woman, beautiful though she was. Likely it came from the fact that he’d not had a woman in his bed in more months than he cared to remember. His mouth watered in anticipation of drawing one tip into it, laving it with his wetness. He could feel his erection pushing uncomfortably toward her against his breeches. Leaning over, he gathered the blankets to cover her, inhaling her musky rose perfume, and something inside of him snapped. God help him, he desired her with an intensity he’d never known before.

      This was crazy. He was mad to think he could see to her care. He backed away from the bed, shoving his hair back in frustration with nervous, shaking hands. His body ached with wanting her.

      He had to remember that she was someone’s daughter or sister, and he must do what he knew was right. For some odd reason, perhaps having to do with this damned sense of honor he felt toward the fairer sex, that was more important than satisfying his need for her body.

      His breathing and pulse quickened. He had to control his baser instincts. That was the only way he could stay the entire night with her and maintain sanity. Stepping out onto the private courtyard, he lit a cheroot and sat on the bench facing the fountain. Then a thought entered his mind. What if?

      No. The idea was beyond mad. Or was it?

      She could be the answer to his problem.

      Could he pull off introducing a woman such as her as his wife? What of her past? How would he respond to all the questions sure to be asked? More importantly, how would she respond? The woman likely didn’t speak English, or any language he did, and he spoke four fluently. Certain facts had to be corroborated in order to make for a credible story. How would they explain their meeting, courtship and marriage? And, where could a Christian marriage take place in this Islamic country?

      Ren shifted on the seat as he contemplated his situation. If he followed through with this insane idea, sometime between now and their return to England, he would have to create a plausible story that wouldn’t stir suspicions or cast doubts as to the legitimacy of a potential heir. Before contriving the perfect tale, communication with Kamilah was imperative. He needed to know more—a great deal more—in order to craft a tightly-woven story even the ton could find no fault with.

      He chuckled softly as he puffed at his cheroot. In a society where married women freely and openly took lovers after the requisite heir had been provided to their husbands, the thought of a trained concubine taking a place amongst polite society seemed minor to Ren. It was more important to him that a wife, or betrothed, remained faithful to her vows. The hypocrisy of it all, and the enormity of the ramifications should he be discovered, made it an irresistible challenge.

      Exhausted from his long day, he ground out his cheroot and stepped back into the bedroom. He placed a hand lightly over her mouth to make sure she was still breathing. He waited until he felt the warm, moist air waft against his palm. Satisfied that she still lived, he lit another candle and brought a chair over to the bedside. He wanted to be here when she awoke, so he settled in for the long night ahead.

      He smiled. The austere lady patronesses of Almack’s would have apoplectic fits if they knew what he was considering.
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      A soft thud sounded through the chamber, stirring him. Ren opened his eyes and rubbed his stiff neck, wondering momentarily why he’d slept in the uncomfortable chair. Then he remembered.

      His gaze flew to the vacant bed, and he sprang from his seat to search for his charge. He found her naked, curled in a ball on the floor, rubbing her legs.

      “Here, let me help you,” he said, leaning forward to lift her. “You must have fallen after I nodded off. I’m sorry…”

      She turned to stare at him with wide, frightened eyes, then swung at him, the blow landing on his ear.

      He sprang backward to avoid further pummeling. “Damnation woman! I’m only trying to help!” He stared at the wildly thrashing, naked creature, writhing about on the floor, who succeeded only in tangling herself further in the fallen bed covers.

      Ren called for a servant to find Ismael and bring him. Whatever evil this Kamilah fought was a formidable foe. He gently, yet firmly, lifted her onto the bed, and sat next to her. At first he held her as her arms and legs flailed about. Throwing a leg over her, he straddled her, trying to prevent her from doing harm to herself or to him. His fingers twined with hers to grip her hands. The woman had incredible strength. Even for all of his height and weight, he had trouble holding her down. She both trembled and fought him at the same time, and her body perspired while her skin was cold to the touch.

      She mumbled incoherently at some unknown person, in Italian, and she wasn’t pleading. His Kamilah was cursing. Fluently. Her voice grew stronger and louder until she screamed at him. Her profanity reached beyond even his knowledge of her language.

      Her fingernails caught the skin of both hands just above the knuckles, scratching him so deeply he bled. He brought her wrists together and held them tightly with one hand. With the other he caught her hair at the crown of her head and pulled it back to stop her struggling.

      “Stop it!” Ren shouted at her above her cursing. “You’ll hurt yourself.”

      Suddenly the thrashing and swearing stopped, and her eyes flew open. What he saw in that instant made him regret his decision to purchase the woman whose plight had touched the deepest chord in him last night. He had gone so far as to convince himself she had been forced into such a shameful position, and that he would be her rescuer—her hero come to save her honor—when in actuality she was a madwoman.

      The hatred which spewed from her fiery emerald stare scalded him so that he couldn’t stand to be near her, much less touch her. And to think he’d found her desirable last night. The mere thought now repulsed him.

      Ismael entered the room, took a close look at her eyes, and felt her clammy skin. “It is as I described,” the physician said. “Her body is withdrawing from the opium. For the next two to three days you can sit atop her and hold her down, or you can take my advice and tie her to the bed. She’ll not sleep a great deal, and when she is awake, she will be as she is now. Eventually, she’ll sleep from exhaustion.”

      Both men stared at the wild-eyed hellion that Ren held down. They could tell she knew they spoke of her as her thrashing began again in earnest. When he saw her prepare to spit at him, Ren reached for her hair again, forced her head back and stared into her eyes. He spoke to her in her own tongue, warning her, “Don’t even dare.”

      She spat in his face.

      A servant came to take over his restraint of the woman. He turned to Ismael and said, “Do what you must to save her from herself. I will go to my ship.”

      “It is the drug causing this behavior, you must believe me.”

      “I believe you. I do,” he said as he raked his hands through his hair. He felt disgusted with the entire situation, and said as much to the physician. “It’s just that… I thought perhaps if… if I explained to her that I would return her to her home…”

      He went into the garden, unable to watch the woman’s struggles and hear her cries. Ismael issued orders to the servants to have Kamilah tied to the bed with silken ropes so she would not hurt herself further, then he joined Ren on the bench before the small fountain. The sound of the woman’s screams soon subsided as the servants tending her gave her a tonic of some sort. The two men sat on the mahogany bench as sunlight crept over the walled garden.

      “I want to be rid of her,” Ren said. “How soon before I can take her to her home?”

      “Suppose she has no home to return to? Have you thought of that?” the physician asked. “I know you think our ways barbaric, and I agree that some are. But, many times these women have nowhere to return. It may have been her father who sold her because he had too many daughters, or needed the funds for some reason.”

      Ren considered his friend’s words. “If that is the case, I will place her somewhere, a convent perhaps. Or an asylum for the insane.”

      “Hakim and I discussed something last night,” Ismael divulged, “and I think you should hear our solution.”

      Ren arched a brow with skepticism, remembering what state the three of them had been in the night before.

      “Consider keeping her,” Ismael stated flatly.

      Ren choked back a laugh. “Impossible. I have a family to think of. I desire a wife and children one day, not an insane mistress.”

      “I’ll not tell you tales, Ren. I consider you a new friend. She is going through the worst onset of withdrawal I’ve seen in a while. What you see is common, only the intensity differs. Her glazed feverish eyes, the shaking, perspiration, fighting—it’s all a part of it. And the sickness will get worse before it gets better. But trust me, the drugs will be purged from her body in ten to fourteen days. She will seem a different person then.”

      Ren stood and paced a geometric path in the tiled floor letting Ismael’s words sink in. He moved before the physician, glaring down at him. “What are you getting at? Are you saying I should keep that crazy woman? Take her back to England? As a mistress? As my wife?”

      “I’m saying you should wait until she’s back to normal before you decide.”

      “What you suggest is preposterous. I’ll admit last night such thoughts may have crossed my mind.” Raking his hands through his hair again, he met Ismael’s eyes. “But I was wrong to think that she could… Good God, man, you saw her. She’s… She’s…”

      “Your skepticism is obvious, and appropriate given the situation. But, as a physician, I assure you that what you just witnessed was her body’s reaction to being deprived of a drug to which it has become accustomed. I shall have her moved to the harim. There are women there who know how to care for her, and she will be fed herbs to ease her pains of withdrawal.”

      “How can I know for certain that she will be different once she has finished with this withdrawal process? Suppose she is a candidate for Bedlam even then?” Ren saw the other man’s questioning eyes, and he clarified. “What if she really is insane? She would be beautiful to look at, but permanently insane. I cannot keep one such as that.”

      “There are never any guarantees in life,” Ismael said. “All I am suggesting is that you wait fourteen days. I can assure you her true personality will have returned by then.”

      Ren continued to pace, and considered Ismael words. As he saw it, he had two weeks to make a decision on what to do with the woman. He shook his head yet again at the thought of her. Why had he done it?

      Ren could come to one conclusion: his need to feel needed. Even if only for a while. When he’d seen her yesterday afternoon, her desperation reached depths of his soul he’d thought forever locked away due to the treachery of his own cousin and the obvious infidelity of his fiancée. Then, one glimpse of her terrified eyes as she ran through the market, had been enough to spur him to save her; her undeniable beauty had been nearly enough to drive him insane with desire last night. For that reason alone, Ismael’s plan was worth considering.

      He stood and looked into his now empty room, the servants having taken his charge away to the harem. He turned to Ismael. “I will wait the fortnight you say is necessary. But I cannot guarantee what my decision will be.”

      “I ask no more than that,” Ismael replied.
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        * * *

      

      Lia awoke with a start. She’d had the dream again. Luchino struggled to free himself from a weighted sack as it sank lower and lower into the sea.

      Sitting up, she called for Maysun, a native of her country who now lived in the harem of the Prince.

      “I am here, Kamilah.”

      The woman was soon at her side, and wrapped her arms about her charge.

      “Please call me Angelia,” she requested yet again. “It is the name my parents gave me.”

      Her friend shook her head. “I thought you understood. That part of your life is over,” the dark-eyed woman replied. “You must accept this. You are no longer the girl who left Genoa.”

      “I cannot. My brother still lives. I would know otherwise.” She pounded her heart with her fist as a lump formed in her throat. “I would feel it here.” Lia began to cry again and Maysun gently rocked her until the tears ended.

      “You are still alive, Kamilah. You have a long, long life ahead of you, and it can be as good a life as you allow it to be.” She backed away and took Lia’s chin firmly and raised it. “Look at me,” the woman commanded. Lia obeyed, opening her sore, burning eyes. “Look all around you. See this wealth?”

      Lia looked beyond the open doorway to a lush tropical garden with citrus, date, pomegranate, and fig trees of various sizes and shapes providing shade for several women seated around a large fountain. More women tended the flowering shrubs bordering their walled garden. Delicate curtains billowed in the soft breeze that came from the ocean just beyond the palace walls. Tall brass candle holders stood intermittently spaced against the stucco and tiled walls. The floors held rich, plush carpets. Her clothing was of the finest silk, some outfits being indecently sheer, but comfortable nonetheless, and she wore the softest leather sandals she had ever felt. Servants catered to her every wish, night or day, and she was never without food or drink as she had been when she first arrived in this country. Wealth? Yes it was all around her in abundance. But was that enough to compensate for the loss of her only remaining family?

      “The prince is good to us,” Maysun said. “We do not hold any hope for marriage, for he already has six wives and many heirs. But he treats us well and doesn’t ask much of us. He is not perverse as some masters. He is a gentle lover and pleases us all immensely. If we are blessed, we give him another child without fear for that child’s life, for there are many in line to the throne before our children.

      “There is no bickering or back-stabbing in this harim. We are all content with our lives.” Maysun looked toward the women in the garden. “For most of us, life here is better than what we had before.”

      Lia contemplated Maysun’s words. Still, she could not resign herself to a life anywhere as long as her brother still lived. And he did. She knew it as surely as she knew she breathed when she slept. Something inside her would have told her if Luchino were dead.

      Escape. It seemed her only option. The harem in which she was confined was guarded by eunuchs both within the walls and out. Lia knew she could not involve anyone else in her plans. To do so meant certain death for her accomplice as well. And, though escape would not be easy, it was better than doing nothing.

      Then another thought came to mind. If it was not possible for her to save her brother and Maura, then perhaps the prince could.

      Yes, that was it. Surely once he understood her plight, he would want to help her.

      “I must speak to the prince,” Lia blurted out. “If he is as kind and generous as you say, then I will beg him to send someone after my brother and our old nurse. I will offer him anything to save my brother’s life.”

      “There is but one thing you have,” Maysun replied, “and it already belongs to him.”

      Lia bit her hand, choking back a sob.

      The other woman added, “I cannot say that Prince Hakim will not hear your plea. I have known him to be a fair and understanding master. Perhaps he will even help you.

      “But consider this,” she continued, “if your brother lives and our prince sends for him, you’ll not be able to keep him with you. Regardless of our trappings, we are slaves, not free women. Your brother, too, will be a slave. You will not have access to him. The only men we are allowed to see are the prince, the royal physician, and eunuchs. And the eunuchs are only half men. Are you so selfish that you would have that done to your own brother? Simply so you can see him?”

      Lia knew she would find a way to keep her brother from harm, if she could only get him away from her Zia Claudina and her maid, Ottavia. He was just a child. He could not care for himself yet.

      Her resolve intact, she asked, “How soon can I see the prince?”

      Maysun shook her head, her long dark hair falling forward. “We must wait for the prince to ask for us. We are not allowed to request his presence.”

      Having no other option, Lia knew she must wait. She hoped the prince would not be long in asking for her. After all, as Maysun said, she had something the prince wanted. She would gladly give it to him for her brother’s life.

      For Luchino, she would give anything.
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      Two days later, Lia clipped blooms from the fragrant damask rose bushes in the garden, leaving stems long enough so she could later place them in a vase along with the rest of her cuttings. She carried the armload of flowers back into her room and laid them carefully on the round table in the corner. Maysun returned with a large crystal vase, and a servant behind her carried a pitcher of water.

      “Thank you, Maysun.” Lia took the container from her. “This should be perfect.”

      “There is someone waiting outside to see you, Kamilah.” Maysun glanced toward the closed door.

      “The prince?” Lia smoothed her unruly hair, then began doing the same with her kaftan.

      Maysun smiled. “No, not our prince. The royal physician would like to see how you are doing.”

      Lia knew she had to convince the physician that she was well. Only then would the prince come to her. Perhaps even tonight. The sooner she saw him, the sooner she could ask him to send someone after her brother and Maura.

      “Send him in,” she replied in a calm voice that belied her real emotion.

      The massive oak door opened quietly, and the royal physician entered followed by a servant. Lia recognized him as the one who tended her while she was recovering from the drug. A kind man, with gentle brown eyes and a ready smile, he always spoke in a soft voice, and appeared genuinely concerned for her well-being.

      With Maysun as a translator, the physician asked Lia questions about how she felt, and if she was sleeping well at night. Lia told the man everything she thought he wanted to hear. She hid the nightmares from him, though Maysun caught this and questioned her in Italian so the doctor couldn’t understand.

      “You should not keep information from him,” Maysun scolded.

      “If I told him of the nightmares, the prince will think I am still ill and may not come to me until he,” Lia nodded toward the physician, “feels I am well. And no one knows when, or even if, the nightmares will go away.”

      The interview lasted only a few more minutes, and at the end he proclaimed Kamilah to be in fine health. Ready, he said, to meet her master.

      “Do you know when that will be?” Lia asked eagerly.

      “He said he would come to you tomorrow,” Maysun translated.

      Tomorrow! Lia’s heart leaped in her chest. Tomorrow she would ask him. She turned away, hiding her excitement by feigning interest in her work.

      The physician turned to leave, and almost as an afterthought, turned and began to ask Maysun a few questions in Arabic. Lia continued arranging her flowers in the vase and was nearly done when the physician spoke to her in a familiar, but foreign, tongue.

      “You speak English, Kamilah?” he asked, sounding surprised.

      Lia smiled. “Yes, and several other languages as well.” Embarrassment burned in her cheeks, unsure if intelligence in a woman was a desirable trait in this culture. “I am also learned in classic literature, maths and sciences.”

      “You are an educated woman?” The man seemed astonished at that fact.

      Maysun excused herself from the room, leaving a servant as chaperon with Lia and the physician.

      “Both my parents were scholars.” Lia felt a knot form in her throat, and tears begin to burn her eyes, but she fought the weakness. Her tears were saved only for her solitude. She would not allow anyone to feel sorry for her—least of all a potential new friend. “It was the profession I wanted to follow as well.”

      “I, too, followed my father’s footsteps,” replied the physician.

      Lia rearranged some of the blooms, breaking several and discarding them completely in her agitation. “Do you think the fact that I am educated will upset my master?”

      “Not at all. In fact, this is wonderful. It will make your life with him much easier.”

      “You mean the prince will not be repulsed by me?”

      “Definitely not! I believe that if your master does not want you, the prince will keep you for his own.” At her questioning look, he replied in a quiet voice, “You did not know this, did you?” It wasn’t really a question, more of a statement of fact.

      Lia dropped the flowers on the table and lowered herself into the nearby chair. “Prince Hakim is not my master?”

      He shook his head.

      She dropped her face into her hands. “Oh, Dio! Come fare ora?” Lia whispered.

      “What?” the physician asked.

      “Nothing,” Lia lied, and he looked at her curiously. “I said a prayer for strength.”

      The physician nodded.

      “Who is the man I am to call master?” She had been prepared to meet the prince, and even knew what to expect of his temperament and reactions. She had spent the last few days talking with the other women and acting the nervous virgin to learn how he might respond to a personal request.

      “I am not at liberty to say,” the physician said. “Though I can tell you it is not Prince Hakim.”

      “When can I meet this man?” For Lia, the plan stayed the same. It was the person she had to ask for help that was different now.

      “Tomorrow. But you have nothing to worry about, I assure you. You are a lovely young woman, and I am certain you will charm him as you have me and all the women in the harim.”

      He walked out, and the servant followed behind. Lia could do nothing until tomorrow.

      “Hold on, Luchino, stai venento,” she whispered to her empty room. “I am coming!”
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        * * *

      

      Lia stretched and yawned. Her eyes were still closed, but she was gloriously awake. The sounds of birds chirping and singing drifted to her on the light breeze from the garden. This spring morning signified more than just rebirth and a new beginning. Lia smiled because last night, for the first time since she’d been abducted, the nightmare had not come. In fact, she dreamed that she, Luchino, and Maura were reunited and living in a grand home with hundreds of servants. A home as enormous and grand as the palazzo belonging to King Ferdinand.

      In her dream, she and Luchino ran through a meticulously tended garden and played hide-and-seek in a sculpted hedgerow maze. They picnicked, as they’d often done with their parents, near a lake within sight of her dream home. She heard his little-boy laugh as clearly in her dream as when her parents were still alive. This was definitely a good omen. She felt it, and believed it with all her heart.

      Sitting up, she let the sheet fall as her serving woman held out a robe for her to slip into. Lia pulled her mussed hair back, wrapped it into a loose knot, then secured it with a pair of polished, thin sticks, getting it out of her way as Maysun had taught her. Another servant entered carrying her breakfast of fruit, bread, and a pot of coffee, leaving the tray on her round table. She had just taken her first bite of melon, when someone knocked at her door.

      “Entra,” she called out, her mouth full.

      Maysun entered, her brown eyes glowing with happiness. “Well, my friend, it seems you will get your wish. I have received orders to ready both of us for this evening. You and I will dine with our prince and his guest.”

      Lia swallowed. “Who is this guest?”

      “All I know is that he is an old friend of the prince.”

      “How old is old?”

      “I do not know.” Maysun took a seat next to her, “Since coming here, I have never seen a man other than my prince or the physician, this guest will be the first. Why do you ask?”

      Lia pushed the fruit around on her plate, then separated them into sections. “Yesterday the physician revealed that another man, not the prince, purchased me, but he would say nothing more. All he said was that I would meet this man today.”

      “This would be the one,” Maysun muttered pensively. Raising solemn brown eyes to Lia, she added. “I wish you good luck, Kamilah, but remember what I have told you. If you continue to live with the pain of the past shielding your heart, you keep the sorrow in, and the happiness out.”

      “Is that how you have become so content and serene here, even though you know your family yet lives?”

      “It was someone in my family who did this to me,” Maysun said wistfully. “I am content because I know one day they will have to atone to our God for their actions, and I live knowing that they will pay for what they have done.”

      Maysun took a deep breath and continued. “Meanwhile, I live in a palace, with Prince Hakim of Morocco as my lover. He cares for me and treats me well. The best any of my sisters could hope for is a local peasant farmer who didn’t beat her. I ask you, who came out ahead?”
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