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   CHAPTER ONE 
 
    R uth’s mother fluttered around the room as the maid fixed her hair, going on about the lords who were rumored to be attending the party that evening. Ruth met the maid’s gaze in the mirror and rolled her eyes as the girl smiled at her. Ethel had been working as Ruth’s maid for the last several years, helping her dress, styling her hair, and doing anything else Ruth needed. Ruth’s mother liked Ethel for her efficiency but Ruth liked her for her smarts and quick wit. The two couldn’t have been more different. Where Ethel was tall and lithe, Ruth was short and round. Ethel’s clear blue eyes shone with brightness while Ruth’s brown ones squinted through a pair of glasses her parents had to purchase for her. As Ethel pulled back her brown locks, Ruth wished for the millionth time that she had golden hair like Ethel or the darker color her younger sister had been blessed with. With a pert nose and small mouth, Ruth was considered more plain than anything else.  
 
    Her mother’s voice finally pulled her back into the conversation. “Your sister is bound to find a husband this season, do you not think so?” Her mother beamed at her, excitement giving her cheeks a healthy flush. Ruth’s mother had been flitting about the house with joy since her sister had come out to society. After Ruth had failed to marry over the last several years, her mother had started looking to her sister to satisfy that need. 
 
    Ruth suppressed a sigh. “Yes, Mama, she most likely will.” There was no doubt in Ruth’s mind that her little sister, Sarah, would find a husband. Where Ruth was plain, her sister shone, her hair a glistening black, her eyes the color of the sky on a clear summer day. Taller than Ruth, her sister had the kind of curves that attracted attention. Compared to her younger sister, Ruth felt rather dull.  
 
    Ethel stepped back, her job complete. She winked at Ruth before leaving the room, allowing Ruth to stand before her mother for a final look over. Her mother gave a critical eye to the dress, a simple green gown with few frills or lace but said nothing, knowing that convincing Ruth to wear anything else would be useless. She nodded at Ruth, then turned to leave the room. Ruth grabbed the book she was reading, hiding it among her skirts as she followed her mother out. At least it would give her something to do during the ball.  
 
    They arrived among the other guests, Sarah practically jumping in her seat in the carriage. Ruth raised an eyebrow at her but kept quiet. Sarah loved the parties, loved dancing, and loved to talk to the other guests. Ruth preferred to be left alone, and everyone knew it. It wasn’t Sarah’s fault that Ruth didn’t get the same pleasure she did. A footman helped them from the carriage, smiling at Sarah as he did. Ruth barely contained her eye roll. Men were always smiling at Sarah. A pang hit her chest as she imagined, for the hundredth time, what it would be like to have someone smile at her like that. Shaking her head at the silly thought, she followed her sister into the ball, stepping off to the side as soon as they entered.  
 
    The lord whose house they were in had gone all out, the room decorated with every kind of rose one could find. The interior looked like a garden. Servants walked from group to group, offering food and drink. Garlands wound around pillars in the room, the cloying smell of roses filling Ruth’s nose. She wrinkled it, glancing around. There didn’t seem to be anyone of interest to talk to and her sister had already disappeared into the crowd. Letting out a sigh, Ruth slipped past people who barely gave her a second glance. The marble of the floor caught her attention. This particular lord had certainly spared no expense.  
 
    She slipped through the ballroom door, heading down a hall. A servant stopped her halfway, a confused look on his face. “Milady, are you lost?” 
 
    Heat crept up her neck but she kept her composure. “Yes, um, where is the library?” 
 
    The servant, a young man with red hair and kind brown eyes set above a crooked nose, gave her a knowing look. “Need a break?” 
 
    She smiled, pulling her book out from among her skirts. “Yes, please.”  
 
    He turned on his heel, indicating she should follow him. He led her down the hallway and took a left, stopping at the first door they came to. “Here you are, Milady. I hope you enjoy your time here with us.” He gave her a small bow before disappearing, leaving her alone. She slipped inside, closing the door behind her and letting out a loud sigh.  
 
    The smell of books, leather, and paper filled her nose as she walked farther into the room. Several lamps had been lit, so she could see the shelves filled to the brim. In the corner, near the large windows, she found a chair. Sitting, she opened her book, losing herself in the world of pirates and maidens, the hours disappearing as she turned the pages.  
 
    A door opening pulled her away from her book, making her blink in the dim light. Glancing up, she found her father, the Viscount Shevington, before her, a small smile on his lips. “There you are.” 
 
    Ruth closed her book, then stood and brushed at her skirts. “Is Mother looking for me?” Glancing through the window, she could see the moon high in the sky, indicating that it was late indeed. “Is it time to head home?” 
 
    He chuckled, offering her his arm. “That she is.” He paused at the door, looking down at her. “Hiding in here will not help you find a husband.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, her cheeks heating. “You and I both know I will never find a husband. It is best to accept it and look toward Sarah’s prospects instead.” 
 
    Her father frowned but said no more, leading her from the room. Ruth knew he meant well, that everyone meant well but she had accepted her fate as a spinster long ago. After her second season, when most of the lords and other eligible sons stopped dancing with her, she realized that her chance of marrying had plummeted to zero. No one wanted a wife who knew more about history than they did or who got lost in a book so easily. Especially if that girl was not as pretty as the others. She prayed that the man her sister eventually married would be a nice one, as her sister deserved the best. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TWO 
 
    T he talk the next morning at breakfast was all about the Duke of Kensington and his return to society. “That poor man,” her mother commented, taking a bite of a biscuit. “To have lost two wives in such a short amount of time.” She tsked like it was the man’s fault. 
 
    Ruth frowned, squinting at her mother through her glasses. “What happened?” 
 
    “Both died from childbirth complications. They did have their children rather close together.” 
 
    Sarah leaned forward, her eyes sparkling. “They say he’s looking for a third wife. He wants a son something awful.” 
 
    Ruth sat back, losing interest in the conversation. Just another lord who would ignore her once he met her. She ate her breakfast in silence, listening as her mother and sister discussed the next upcoming ball, which apparently the duke himself was hosting. “He has a maze in his garden that I have heard is spectacular.” Sarah sounded excited to see it.  
 
    The maze piqued Ruth’s attention but for other reasons. A maze was as good a place to hide as a library. No one would bother to come looking for her and she could find a corner in which to sit and read. The party was starting to sound more interesting by the moment. Her mother would be disappointed but she always was. Ruth had become used to it. 
 
    The ball took place the following night. The duke spared no expense. His daughters made an appearance, all close in age, their reddish-gold curls glistening in the light in the ballroom. He sent them off to bed shortly thereafter, laughing as they curtseyed the whole way out of the room. From afar, he seemed like a proud father. Standing tall, with broad shoulders and dark red hair, he was quite the male specimen. Ruth admired him from a corner of the room, trying to stay out of other people’s way. In the middle of the room, the duke had set up a fountain of sorts that flowed with wine. Glasses sat nearby so that guests could get their own. Tables were set against the walls, laden with food. The smells called to Ruth and her stomach grumbled. It was different, gathering your own food instead of sitting at a large table to eat, but Ruth liked the convenience. Her mother would frown at her for eating before dancing but Ruth didn’t care. No one was going to ask her to dance anyway.  
 
    Once she had a small plate of food, Ruth escaped to the garden, using the light of the almost full moon to find her way to the maze. She didn’t know where it went but that didn’t matter. She didn’t need to go far to hide inside. Finding a bench near a naked cherub holding a pot, she sat and took several bites of her food before setting down the plate and opening her book. A cool breeze tugged at her hair as she read, the noise from the party drifting her way.  
 
    She was so lost in her book, she didn’t hear the footsteps as they approached. Only when a throat cleared did she glance up, surprised to find the duke himself standing before her. Up close, he was even more handsome, his dark eyes shining in the moonlight, his high cheeks and square jaw giving him a regal air. “Well, what a surprise. I did not expect to find anyone out here. Is the party really so bad that you must hide from it?” The smile on his face calmed her nerves as she looked up at him. 
 
    Setting down her book, she twisted her hands in her lap. “No, my lord, the party is wonderful. It is just that not many opt to dance with me. I have found it easier to slip away and read instead of waiting around for something that will never happen.” 
 
    He glanced at the space next to her and she scooted over, giving him room to sit. His white stockings shone brightly against the dark of the night, his dark trousers tight against his legs. His tailcoat was a dark green, a vibrant contrast to the rest of his outfit, especially the white waistcoat. As he leaned toward her, she could smell the wine on his breath. “Why would no one want to dance with such a lovely young woman as you?” 
 
    Heat rose to her cheeks and she bent her head to hide it. No one ever used the word “lovely” to describe her. “You are too kind, my lord. I am not as lovely as you seem to think. I am just a plain girl, in a plain dress. I am well past the age when anyone would be interested in marrying me.” 
 
    He frowned, his forehead wrinkling in confusion. “That cannot be. You are still young.” 
 
    She chuckled, glancing toward the sounds of the party. “That may be but not as young or as pretty as the rest of the girls.” She raised her chin. “I have accepted my fate, such as it is.” 
 
    “And so you hide and read instead?” He glanced at the book, his eyes scanning the title. “I have read that one. I enjoyed it.” 
 
    Excitement coursed through her. Talking about books always made her happy. “I am enjoying it very much. The descriptions are wonderful.” They fell into easy conversation, discussing the book at great length. For the first time in her life, Ruth felt at ease, warming up to the conversation.  
 
    The duke sat back at one point, watching her. “You should see yourself.” 
 
    She paused, her heart plummeting. Had her hair come undone? Was she disheveled? “Why, my lord?” 
 
    “You are beautiful when you are so passionate.” His words washed over her, causing her heart to race. 
 
    She glanced down at her clasped hands. “I do not know about that, my lord.” 
 
    “Please, call me Roger.” The smile he gave her melted her insides.  
 
    “Roger. You can call me Ruth.”  
 
    He loosened the cravat at his neck, blowing out his breath. “I wish I could stay here with you all evening and discuss books, Ruth. You would laugh to learn that every mother in there has her sights set on me.” 
 
    “I had heard you were considered the most eligible bachelor in the ton.”  
 
    “Had you, now? Well, that is not surprising.” He leaned forward. “Want to know a secret?” At her nod, he continued. “I am not sure I want to marry again. I keep losing wives. It is heartbreaking every time and I am not sure I can survive another such heartbreak.” 
 
    Sorrow and pity filled her. “I am sure you would not be so unlucky as to lose a third wife. The Lord wouldn’t be that cruel to you.” 
 
    A small smirk appeared on his lips. “You would think so, would you not?” He stood, adjusting his cravat and brushing off his trousers. “I must get back in. Are you sure you want to stay out here alone?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, smiling as he walked away. While the other girls would undoubtedly dance with him, she had spent real time with him and had a real conversation with him. None of the other girls could say that. And he hadn’t shied away from her love of books like most of the other young men did. Maybe, as a man who had been married before, he knew what he wanted and it wasn’t some vapid girl with no opinions. Hope surged in her chest as she stood to head back inside, knowing her father would come looking for her soon. Maybe the duke would be interested enough to pursue her. 
 
    *** 
 
    At breakfast the following morning, her father frowned as he held a letter in his hand. “Ruth, this one is for you.” He passed it to her, noting the seal on it.  
 
    Ruth tucked it away, wanting to read it once she was alone. She had a suspicion about who it was from but didn’t want to let anyone else know yet. Her mother and sister barely noticed, so engrossed were they in talking about the party and the Duke of Kensington.  
 
    “Did you see how many girls he danced with last night?” Her mother’s excitement was clear. 
 
    “Almost all of them. He danced with me twice.” Pride shone in Sarah’s eyes.  
 
    Ruth shook her head, not bothering to comment.  
 
    Her mother caught the movement and narrowed her eyes as she glanced at Ruth. “And where were you last night, young lady? I suspect the duke would have danced with you had you been present.” 
 
    “I was in the maze, Mama. It was a beautiful night out.” She thought about saying more but decided against it. They would never believe her anyway. Why gloat about the conversation she’d had with the duke? Nothing would probably come of it. She left the table with her head bowed, the hope she had felt the night before fading away.  
 
    In her room, Ruth pulled out the letter, broke the red seal, and scanned the page. The handwriting flowed, the words a balm to her soul.  
 
    Dearest Ruth, 
 
    Last night in the maze, I felt a connection I have not felt in a long time. When I left you to return to the party, I could not stop thinking of you. You invaded my thoughts so that nothing any of the other girls said mattered. Your smile filled my mind. I want to see you again, talk to you again. Please say you will attend the next party.  
 
    Your admirer, 
 
    Roger 
 
    Ruth sat back, clutching the letter to her chest. He couldn’t stop thinking of her? Even while he danced with girls like her little sister? Tears flowed from her eyes. No one had ever been consumed by her before. Men met her, got to know her, and then went off and married someone else. She couldn’t believe that, for once, someone was more interested in her.  
 
    She called Ethel to her room, wanting to discuss what she would wear to the next party. Going through her wardrobe, she sighed. It had been so long since she had bothered with her appearance that most of her dresses were plain or out of date or both. Glancing at Ethel, she smiled. “I think we need to go shopping, do you not?”  
 
    Ethel tried to hide her surprise but Ruth caught it. It had been several seasons since Ruth had cared about the latest fashion. Once Ruth realized that none of the men were going to offer for her, she had given up trying. There had been no sense in setting herself up for disappointment. 
 
    Ethel grinned, excitement brightening her face. “Yes, miss, we should. I will let them know to ready the carriage.” Ethel scurried from the room, leaving Ruth to get ready for her trip to the dress shop. Her father wouldn’t begrudge her a few new dresses. He let Sarah get new dresses all the time. Maybe her mother would finally stop harping on her about her appearance and her need to find a husband if she thought Ruth was putting a bit of effort into it. And, just maybe, her new dresses would catch the eye of a certain duke. Pulling on her gloves, she headed out the door, a spring in her step. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER THREE 
 
    R uth walked through the dress shop, running her hand along the fabrics. Many of the colors would never look right on her, leaving her with a small number of options. Ethel walked next to her, pulling Ruth’s attention to fabrics that would compliment her skin. “What about this grey one, miss? Or that green there?” Ethel had an eye for what looked good on Ruth, so Ruth let her do most of the choosing. 
 
    In the end, they ordered five new dresses—more than Ruth had ever ordered at any given time. The dressmaker promised to have them ready as quickly as possible, setting her daughter to work immediately. Ruth smiled at the girl gratefully. She had seen her in the shop before and Ethel had informed Ruth that the girl planned to take over the business one day. Ruth watched as she started on the first dress, her wispy brown hair falling across her forehead as she worked. Her fingers were nimble, giving Ruth hope. “With those fingers, she will do well.” Ethel nodded in agreement and they left, heading over to the newly opened tea shop. 
 
    They sat in silence in the shop for several minutes, sipping tea and glancing around before Ethel finally leaned forward, a smirk on her pretty face. “Okay, Miss Ruth, no one is around. You can tell me now. Who is the young man who has caught your fancy?” 
 
    Heat rose up Ruth’s neck as she tried to avoid Ethel’s gaze. The girl was way too observant. Sighing at the futility of hiding it, Ruth said, “You must never tell anyone. Promise.” Ethel nodded her agreement, so Ruth continued, “The Duke of Kensington.”  
 
    Ethel’s eyes widened. “Oh, do tell. He is all your mama is talking about right now.” 
 
    Ruth raised her chin, pride filling her. “He spoke to me last night. Came into the maze while I was there and discussed the book I was reading. Talked to me like he cared about what I was thinking. He was so kind and sweet. I could have sat there all night speaking to him.” She sighed. “Then he sent me a message this morning. He claims that he could not stop thinking about me and begged me to come to the next party.” She shrugged. “I realized that I had not updated my wardrobe in some time and decided to do it now.” 
 
    Ethel raised a single eyebrow at her. “To impress him, yes?” 
 
    Ruth laughed, the sound ringing out. “Yes, I am ashamed to say, to impress him. If he is taking an interest in me, I want to be worthy of that attention.” 
 
    Ethel clapped her hands together. “Imagine the look on all their faces when he officially announces his intentions. They will be positively shocked.” 
 
    Ruth nodded her agreement, unable to keep a smile off her face. For years, there had been gossip around the ton about her, how no man wanted to marry her. Her mother was pitied by the other mothers for Ruth’s inability to get a husband. It had caused some resentment from her mother, straining their relationship. Maybe once Mama learned that the duke was interested in her, they could repair the relationship, go back to being close like they used to be.  
 
    Ethel pulled Ruth out of her reverie, standing and pulling on her gloves. “We best get back, miss. There are things to be done.” 
 
    Ruth nodded, joining her and gathering her things. “Do you think at least one dress will be ready by the next party?” 
 
    Ethel smiled down at her. “The way that girl’s hands were working, I expect so.” They stepped out into the street, hope shining in Ruth for the first time since she had come out into society. She had caught the eye of a smart and handsome man. She couldn’t wait to see his expression when he saw her in one of her new dresses. 
 
    *** 
 
    Her mother’s mouth hung open as Ruth stood before her in the newly arrived green dress. The back bowed out to give her more padding there, and the corset that Ethel had tied her into was less constricting than the one Ruth had been wearing for the last several years. The green silk met at her hips, then fell over her white petticoats. The sleeves stopped at her elbows, with white lace embroidered at the cuff. Ethel had teased curls into Ruth’s hair, letting a few hang loose. “Ruth, you look stunning.” 
 
    Ruth smiled, knowing that she would never be as pretty as Sarah but at least she could try. She did a slow turn, running her hands along the silk. “It is much lighter than my other dresses.” 
 
    Her mother grabbed her arm, pulling her from the room. “I am so glad you are making this effort. You will certainly have many dances tonight.” 
 
    Ruth frowned, wanting to tell her mother there was only one man she intended to dance with. However, she kept her silence, knowing her mother would never believe her. Instead, she climbed into the carriage, for the first time in a long time not bothering to bring a book with her. As they rode to the party, she thought of all the things she wanted to say to the duke and hoped that he would ask her for most of her dances.  
 
    As she followed Sarah into the room, Ruth scanned the sea of faces, looking for his. She spotted him near the refreshments and headed that way, excitement and nerves making her lick her lips several times. She walked past him, wanting to catch his eye but not be obvious about it. She took a glass of wine and drank it in three gulps, trying to calm her nerves. Ruth looked in his direction, watching as his eyes wandered to meet hers. She smiled at him, earning a wink. That single action sent warmth through her. She clutched the glass, hoping he would ask her to dance.  
 
    As the music started, she took in the room, noticing the simplicity of the setup. Compared to the duke’s lavish ballroom, this one was more conservative. Several doors led outside, all open to let the cool night air into the room. Tapestries hung on the walls, the blues and greens shining in the light. Couples paired up in the middle of the room and Ruth noticed, with worry, that the duke had asked another young lady to dance. She watched as they moved, her heart sinking lower at the smile he gave the woman. Ruth couldn’t blame him. The woman was stunning with her blonde curls and curves that Ruth could never compete with. When they danced another set together, Ruth gave up. Maybe she had misinterpreted everything that had transpired between her and the duke. She set down her glass, turned, and escaped from the room. She walked blindly, tears streaming down her cheeks, all her hopes dashed. The duke had simply been nice to her. That was all. She had gotten her hopes up for nothing.  
 
    She found the library and huddled down on a settee, a random book clutched to her chest. How foolish she had been to think that things would be different, that someone would take an interest in her. She opened the book, determined to lose herself in the words. This library wasn’t very big but a warm fire was crackling in the hearth and no one was around to bother her. Soon, Ruth lost herself in the world of the book, her tears drying on her cheeks. 
 
    So lost was she that she didn’t hear the door open behind her or the footsteps as someone approached her. It wasn’t until a voice reached her ears that she was pulled from the book, looking up to find the duke smiling over her. “I had wondered where you had gotten to.” 
 
    Heat rose up her neck as she closed the book and looked up at him. “I felt the need for a break.”  
 
    He knelt next to her, taking one of her hands in his own. “I know you saw me dance with that other girl.” 
 
    Ruth nodded, unable to deny it.  
 
    “It is all for appearances. The entire time I held her, I thought of you. Her father is someone with whom I would like to keep on friendly terms, so I dance with his daughter to do that. It means nothing.” He brought her hand to his lips, which he brushed across her fingers. The action sent a tingle up her spine, making her shiver.  
 
    “I had looked forward to seeing you. When you did not ask me to dance, I assumed I had misread your message.” She glanced down in embarrassment. 
 
    He reached out, tilting up her chin. “You did not misinterpret anything. It is you whom I have been looking forward to seeing.” He moved to sit next to her, still holding her hand. “You are all I have been thinking about.” He glanced at her book, a smile spreading across her face. “And you have managed to find another of my favorites. Tell me, do you enjoy it?” 
 
    As they lost themselves in discussing the book, warmth spread through Ruth. This was all she had ever wanted, someone to take an interest in the things she liked, someone to have discussions with. The duke didn’t hesitate because she was a woman. All he cared about was that she enjoyed the story as much as he had.  
 
    Finally, he stood, straightening his jacket. “Would you honor me with a dance before I head back to the party?” He held out his hand to her, making her eyes widen. 
 
    “In here?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Why not? Come, dance with me.”  
 
    She took his hand, letting him pull her up. As they moved across the floor, he said, “I love that color on you. It brings out the green in your brown eyes.” 
 
    She smiled. “My mother was quite surprised when I put on a new dress. I never saw the point before.”  
 
    He frowned. “Those other men are fools to not realize what a prize you are.” Their dance came to a close and she stepped back. However, instead of bowing to her as was custom, he pulled her against him, pressing his lips to hers. Shock ran through her, then happiness as he explored her mouth. No one had ever kissed her before and now she understood how enticing it could be. He cupped the back of her head, holding her close against him.  
 
    When he pulled back, she searched his eyes, worried she had done something wrong. “That was unexpected.” She kept her tone light, hoping he had enjoyed it as much as she had. 
 
    He reached out to run a finger along her lips. “But not unappreciated, I assume?” 
 
    “Oh no, I appreciated it very much.” Her cheeks felt flushed and she was sure they were bright red.  
 
    “I would like to kiss you again, if you will let me?” 
 
    “Yes, please do.” She leaned toward him this time, closing her eyes to soak up the sensations as his lips met hers. This time, he used his tongue to part her lips, tasting her in a way she had never thought possible. His smell of cinnamon and cigar smoke surrounded her, the taste of the wine offered at the party on his tongue.  
 
    Far too soon, he pulled away again, giving her a small smile. “I must return to the party. There are other daughters I must dance with. But know that the entire time I am with them, you are all that I think of.” He strode from the room, leaving her shocked and shaking. What had started as a terrible night had ended on such an unexpected note that she didn’t know what to think. What would her parents think if she told them? Would they even believe her? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FOUR 
 
    H e sent her three letters before the next party. Each contained words of admiration for her beauty and her smarts. He talked of the kiss, how he dreamed about her at night. For Ruth, a girl in whom no one had ever shown an interest, it was all so new and exciting. She hid his letters, pulling them out to read at night when she was alone in her room. Her mother always looked at her curiously when her father handed her a new letter but she never asked her any questions. For that, Ruth was grateful. How would she explain what was developing between her and the Duke of Kensington? 
 
    When the night of the next party arrived, Ruth could barely contain her excitement. Roger had agreed to meet her in the library of the house where the party was being held and she couldn’t wait to spend time with him. Ethel smiled at Ruth in the mirror as she did her hair, a questioning look in her eyes. Ethel wanted to ask if Ruth was going to see him again but she couldn’t, given that Ruth’s mother was hovering in the room, watching their every move. “Now, Ruth dear, do not go running off as soon as we get there. In your lovely new gown, I am sure someone will want to dance with you.” 
 
    Ruth brushed her fingers against the grey silk of her dress. The dressmaker had outdone herself, delivering the rest of the dresses shortly after the last party. Ruth couldn’t wait to see the duke’s expression when he saw her. Once again, she left her book behind, knowing that she would be spending most of her time in the duke’s company, not reading. 
 
    Ruth didn’t even notice the decorations when she arrived at the party. She had eyes only for one man and he stood near a pillar, a drink in hand. The duke glanced up as she walked by, his eyes raking over her body, sending tingles through her. He winked, causing a shiver to run down her spine. She grabbed a drink and stood back to watch other couples dance. The duke danced with two other ladies, then stopped before her, a grin on his face. “Are you free for a dance?” His eyes twinkled with mischievousness. 
 
    Ruth took his hand, excitement coursing through her. He pulled her onto the dance floor, smiling at her as the music began. Ruth went through the movements, worried that she would make a mistake, feeling the eyes of the room upon her. However, when she met his steady gaze, everything else disappeared except him. When the dance ended, he bowed, then smiled up at her. She curtseyed before stepping away, heading out of the room. Maybe now her mother would leave her alone about staying and dancing. 
 
    She located the library easily enough once she had found a servant to take her. The room was cozy, with lots of chairs and settees. This one didn’t contain as many books as some of the others she had been in but she managed to find an interesting book on history to occupy her until the duke arrived. She knew that he had to stay and dance a few more dances before he could slip away. He had to keep up appearances. Ruth turned the pages, having chosen a settee near the fire, the light throwing shadows around her.  
 
    She heard the door open but didn’t look up, listening as his footsteps neared. A warm hand appeared on her shoulder, causing the skin underneath to tingle. He bent over her shoulder, his eyes scanning the book in her hand. “History?” 
 
    She smiled up at him. “It was the most interesting book I could find.” 
 
    He chuckled and settled into the chair next to her. “Thank you for dancing with me.” 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and she blinked a few times to clear her thoughts. “I was surprised you asked me in front of all those people.” 
 
    He leaned forward, a frown marring his handsome face. “And why should I not? Those other men are fools for not seeing what I do.” He reached out and ran a finger down her cheek, along her neck, and across her collar bone. Goosebumps popped up as he did.  
 
    “I guess to most of them I am just an old spinster.” She cringed at the words, even if they were true. 
 
    He landed on his knees before her, cupping her face in his hands. “I do not see you as such.” He kissed her, his lips gentle against hers. As he slid his tongue into her mouth, she moaned, her body responding to his. He ran a finger along her collar bone again, then lower, the tip brushing against the top of her breasts.  
 
    Another moan left her mouth as he pushed her back against the settee, settling himself between her legs. His finger continued its exploration, brushing against her nipples inside her corset. Then it moved down her bodice, pressing against the fabric. His kisses became more urgent as his hand reached the warmth between her legs, pressing through her skirts. She gasped, feelings coursing through her body she had never felt before. He trailed kisses to her ear, nibbling on it as he continued pressing his hand to her center. Before she knew what was happening, she was overwhelmed with sensation, her body writhing beneath his. With a final gasp, she fell back against the settee cushions, staring up at him with wonder. “That was amazing.” 
 
    He smiled down at her, planting one more kiss on her lips before pulling away and standing, straightening his clothing as he looked at the fire. She sat and reached up to pat her hair. She had never realized that a man could make her feel that way. None of her books had ever described it that way. He settled into the chair next to her again, leaning toward her. “That is only a taste of what we can do together.” 
 
    Her cheeks flamed, embarrassment wracking her body. Her parents would be horrified. But instead of caring about what they thought, she glanced over at him, licking her lips. “Really?” 
 
    He chuckled, shaking his head. “Not tonight, my love. We do not want to be caught in a compromising position.” He winked at her, sending those tingles coursing through her again, her center warming at the thought of his touch.  
 
    He spent the next ten minutes or so discussing the book with her, asking what she thought of what she had read so far. He listened, never interrupting her, and agreeing with many of her points. Finally, he stood and bent down to kiss her one last time before heading back to the party, promising to write her the very next day. She watched him leave, her heart full of an emotion she didn’t recognize. She didn’t want to say she was in love just yet but she was sure that was what she was feeling. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER FIVE 
 
   M y dearest love, 
 
    I cannot get last night out of my mind. The look on your face when you reached your release was one of wonder. Does that mean you have never done that before? Not even to yourself? If that is the case, you should give it a try. Think of me as you do so and it will make it that much better. I cannot wait to see you again. You consume all of my thoughts. I daresay I think that I am in love. I have never truly been in love before.  
 
    Write me as soon as you can. I want to hear about how you liked our time together. Until the next party. 
 
    Forever yours, 
 
    Roger 
 
    She sat in her room late that night, clutching the letter to her chest. The words brought a flush to her cheeks. He wanted her to do what he had done to her and to think of him as she did. She stared into the fire, wondering if she wanted to. The thought of him made her center throb. She set the letter by her bed, then laid herself upon it. She slid a hand down her body, closing her eyes as she imagined his hands on her, his lips against her own. She touched herself, gasping at the sensation. As she pressed harder, the feeling built, higher and higher. When she came crashing down, her breaths came out as ragged gasps. She fell asleep with him on her mind, the feelings he gave her ever-present. 
 
    Her mother eyed her at breakfast the following morning, her scrutiny making Ruth blush. “So, that duke danced with you last night. How did you manage that?” It had taken her only two days to bring it up. 
 
    “Mama!” Sarah jumped to Ruth’s defense, shock on her pretty face. “The duke probably noticed that no one had danced with her yet and asked her. He is such a gentleman.” She paused, winking at Ruth. “Besides, with her new dresses, how can anyone miss Ruth? She looks so pretty.” 
 
    Gratefulness filled Ruth. She and Sarah didn’t see eye to eye on many things but it was nice to know her sister supported her. “He was just being a gentleman, as Sarah said.” 
 
    Her mother frowned, looking between the two girls. “I see. Do you think he will ask you to dance again?” 
 
    Roger’s hands on her body flashed in Ruth’s mind but she pushed away the image. “As long as he is still looking for a wife, I assume he will ask all of us to dance.” 
 
    Her mother looked at Sarah. “Do you think he has shown any preference for any of the girls?” 
 
    Sarah shrugged, taking a bite of food. Ruth barely tasted it as she put it in her mouth, washing it all down with tea. “He danced with that pretty blonde several times, did he not?” 
 
    Ruth glanced up, confusion filling her mind. “Pretty blonde?” 
 
    Sarah waved a hand. “Yes, she is some viscount’s niece, I believe. This is her first season.” 
 
    Nerves coiled in Ruth’s stomach as her father scanned the letters before him. He paused at one, smiling at Ruth as he handed it to her. She took it, clutching it to her chest as she stood. Then Ruth scurried to her room, closing the door behind her and ripping open the seal. Roger wrote more about how he felt about her, claiming that the letter she had sent describing what she had done to herself made him desire her all the more. She sat on the bed, letting out a breath. Desire. He said he desired her. 
 
    She sat there, imagining for the first time what that might mean. If he desired her, that meant he wanted to marry her, right? Otherwise, he wouldn’t be doing the things he was doing with her. It didn’t matter that he had danced with some viscount’s niece twice in one night. He had searched her out and spent time with her when he could have been anywhere else. He had touched her in places that no one else had. As she read the letter again, hope bloomed. Surely this meant he wanted to marry her. He would make her his wife. She would be a duchess, something she had never considered. She would raise his girls like her own, being the mother they had all lost. And maybe, just maybe, she could provide him with the son he so desperately desired.  
 
    Her thoughts swirled as she considered what all this would mean. She would have a lavish wedding, she was sure of it. She had never let herself dream of such things before. In her first season she had been hopeful but as she danced less and less and stood on the side more and more, she had let go of those dreams. Now they were revived, springing to life thanks to the sweet love notes Roger sent her. She looked forward to the next party, to their next meeting, something she hadn’t done in years. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ruth walked through the garden, the sounds of the party flowing toward her. She found a bench near a neatly trimmed hedge and sat, adjusting her skirts around her. Roger had asked to meet her in the garden instead of the library. The full moon shone on her, making her feel like a glowing beacon in the garden. In the distance, she could hear the splashing of water in a fountain. The sound soothed her as she waited for him to appear. 
 
    When he did, he stood before her in all his glory. Ruth bit her lip, wishing he would kiss her but not wanting to seem desperate. He sat next to her, taking her hands in his own. His eyes searched her face, worry wrinkling his brow.  
 
    She reached up, placing a hand on his cheek. “What is it, my love?” 
 
    “Someone is trying to force my hand. It is nothing to worry about. I will handle it.” He pulled her hand to his lips, kissing her fingers. He moved from her fingers to her mouth, capturing her lips with his. She leaned into him, enjoying the feel of him.  
 
    He pulled away, stood, and held out a hand to her. “Come with me.” She took his hand and followed him as he led her through the garden, past hedges and flowers whose sweet scent filled the night air. He stopped before a large marble fountain and smiled down at her. “What do you think?” 
 
    She took in the monstrosity, noticing that the woman in the fountain stood naked, a jar clutched in her arms. “It is different.” 
 
    “I thought so as well. So majestic.” He turned to her. “I purchased it from the owner. I will be adding it to my maze.” 
 
    Ruth schooled her features into something of a half-smile, hiding her true feelings. She didn’t like the fountain at all but decided not to say so. “It will look marvelous there.”  
 
    He pulled her to him, pressing his body against hers. “It reminds me of you and your beauty.” He kissed her, pressing his lips hard against hers. Unlike their previous kisses, which had been gentle and sweet, this one was bruising, making her pull away. She reached up to touch her lips. 
 
    “Are you alright, Roger? You are not acting like yourself.” He had told her not to worry but something was clearly wrong. 
 
    He shook his head, stepping away from her. “I am fine. It is nothing.” 
 
    She reached for him, worried that she had hurt his feelings when she pulled away from him. “You know you can tell me anything.” 
 
    He smiled down at her, patting her hand. “I know. It is one of the many things I love about you.” His words made her pause but he pulled her along, not giving her time to contemplate them. He walked her back to the party, dancing with her before releasing her to go to the smoking room with some of the other men. Several clapped him on the back and laughed, making her stomach roil with nerves.  
 
    She didn’t have to wait long before she discovered the issue. Her mother and sister discussed it the next morning at breakfast. “Apparently, the viscount is demanding that the duke marry his niece,” Sarah said. 
 
    Ruth scrunched her forehead in confusion. “Demanding?” 
 
    Sarah sighed. “Not really demanding. More like insisting. He thinks the match is a good one and is telling anyone who will listen.” 
 
    “What if the duke is in love with someone else?” Ruth clamped her mouth shut, surprised she’d had the nerve to ask the question. 
 
    Sarah smiled softly at her, making Ruth worry that she knew something. “If he does, he has been very quiet about it.” 
 
    Her mother shook her head, not paying attention to either of her daughters. “The duke will probably give in. She is a pretty girl and has much to offer him.”  
 
    Ruth stood, almost knocking her chair back in her haste. She stumbled from the room, fighting to keep her tears in check. He could whisper all the pretty words in the dark that he wanted but at the end of the day, it seemed he would pick someone else. She threw herself onto her bed, letting her sobs fill the room as her heart shattered in her chest. Of course he would break her heart in the process.  
 
    Once her tears had dried up, she went to her desk and took out parchment and a quill. She wrote to him, putting her whole heart into the letter. 
 
    My dearest heart, 
 
    I heard the troubling news at breakfast this morning. The viscount wants you to marry his niece and is quite insistent on it. I know this is a good match for you. She comes with a substantial dowry and is younger than me by some years. I love you but I will not force you into a decision. If you choose her, I will understand.  
 
    Forever Yours, 
 
    Ruth 
 
    Ruth sent the letter with one of her father’s footmen, paying the man extra from her penny money to be discreet. She didn’t want the whole ton to discover her feelings for the duke. She asked the footman to wait for a response, in case the duke wanted to profess his love for her and pledge to never leave her. She could only hope that would be his response.  
 
    The footman arrived back before dinner, giving the duke’s response to Ethel as she headed up to ready Ruth to go down. Ruth took the letter and asked Ethel for a moment of privacy. She broke the seal, her heart hammering in her ears. Her fingers shook as she scanned the letter, his words blurry through her tears.  
 
    My heart, 
 
    If I were free to choose who I wanted, it would be you. As it stands, ostracizing someone of the peerage would be a bad look. The young lady in question is quite accomplished and well-read, something you know I admire. If there were a way I could keep you and marry her, I would do it. But I could never ask you to soil your reputation in that way. Just know that my heart is breaking as much as yours.  
 
    Forever Yours, 
 
    Roger 
 
    Ruth let the tears fall on the letter, unable to contain them. Ethel quietly let herself into the room, took the letter, and put it on her desk. She crouched in front of Ruth, taking her hands. “Come, miss, let’s get you sorted out.” Ruth let Ethel lead her, the soothing sound of Ethel’s voice a balm to her broken heart. Ethel redid Ruth’s hair and helped her pick out a comfortable dress for dinner. She dried Ruth’s eyes, then gave Ruth a sad smile. As Ruth stood to head downstairs, Ethel stopped her, pulling her into a hug. “It will work out, you will see.” Ruth thanked her, grateful for her kindness. It helped to have someone who noticed her pain. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SIX 
 
    
     R 
 
   
 
    uth stood near one of the doors to the ballroom, a book clutched to her chest as she watched the dancers twirl around each other. She had seen the duke as soon as she had come in with her sister but had avoided him, walking away any time he neared her. If he had to choose the other woman, then he could go dance and spend his time with her. Ruth would not be tortured by something she could never have. Tonight she wore a dress of yellow, almost gold in the light. The ball was lively, with music and laughter filling the room. Ruth glanced around, taking in the flowers and garlands used to decorate the room, the shining brass trimmings, and sighed. She slipped out the door, finding her way to the library down a hall whose plush carpet hid the sound of her footsteps.  
 
    She curled up near the fire, her book lying open in her lap. Ruth was happy she had brought her own, for this particular library was full of nautical books, something in which she had very little interest. She read a line three times, the words not sticking in her mind. All she could think about was him, how handsome he looked, how much she wanted to be near him. Anger filled her and she wanted to punch something, anything, to make herself feel better. 
 
    A hand on her shoulder made her look up and her breath escaped in a whoosh. He stood above her, a sad smile on his lips. “You have been avoiding me.” 
 
    She moved away from his touch, closing her book. “It is painful to be near you.” 
 
    He sighed, sinking into the settee next to her. “I know it is. I feel it like a sharp knife to my chest.” He reached out, touching her hand. “But I find I cannot stay away. I do not want to stay away. I want to be with you even if it is just for tonight.” 
 
    She bit her lip, her eyes searching his face. She knew, deep in her heart, that he might be the only man to ever show any interest in her. If she turned him away, she would probably never know what a lover’s touch truly felt like. Making a decision she hoped she wouldn’t regret, she moved closer to him, resting her hand on his chest. “Then, for tonight, let us be together.”  
 
    He pulled her to him, holding her tightly against his chest. He kissed her lips, his tongue probing her own. His hands moved down her body, setting it on fire. He pushed her into the settee, pressing his body to hers. His hand slipped between them, pressing her beneath her skirts. She gasped, the sensation sending warmth through her whole being. Then he was pushing her skirts up and out of the way, his fingers finding her center and rubbing her with an urgency she had never felt before. Moans left her mouth, filling the room. Then his hand was gone, replaced by something bigger and harder at her entrance. He met her eyes, holding himself above her with one arm. “Are you sure?”  
 
    She nodded, unable to speak.  
 
    He kissed her as he entered her, absorbing her cry of pain. He moved slowly, thrusting deeper each time. She whimpered, clutching at his coat with her hands. He started to pick up speed as her whimpers turned to moans and she felt herself reaching the peak as he pressed into her. With a loud shout, she reached it, shaking as she came down. He finished shortly after with a sigh, falling against her. She held him as he lay on top of her, running her fingers through his hair.  
 
    “So, that is what it feels like.” 
 
    He propped himself up again, looking down at her. “It gets better each time. There is usually no pain the second time around.” He kissed her, sucking on her bottom lip. 
 
    As he sat, she adjusted her skirts, looking at him with sadness in her heart. “Unfortunately, I do not think we will be able to do that again.” 
 
    He grabbed her hand, holding it to his chest. “Now that I have had you, I do not want to let you go. We will figure this out.”  
 
    She nodded but didn’t believe him. He was going to marry the viscount’s niece, she was almost sure of it. The most she could hope for from him would be a few stolen moments in the dark. She decided she would treasure them, however many there were. 
 
    She woke the next morning sore but content. She barely paid attention at breakfast as her mother and sister discussed the duke and his plans to marry the viscount’s niece. She barely heard her father comment, barely registered the food on her plate. All she could think about was him and when she would see him next. Her father finally snagged her attention when he handed her a letter, watching as she tucked it away without looking at it.  
 
    Ruth waited until she was alone in her room to read it. Her heart warmed at his words, his need for her. He begged her to meet him. He would bring his carriage and they could be together for a little bit. She called for the footman she had used before and sent her reply with haste. Then she called in Ethel to help her dress. “I think I shall go for a stroll today, Ethel.” 
 
    Ethel eyed her, noting her rosy cheeks but saying nothing. “Yes, miss.” Ethel helped her dress, handing Ruth her gloves as she stepped out the door. Ruth barely noticed, her body humming with the excitement of seeing him again. She walked away from her home, down the street, and around a corner, where his carriage sat waiting. The driver tipped his hat at her as a footman pulled the door open and helped her inside. Roger sat there, his eyes taking her in as she settled next to him. The carriage started moving, jostling them against each other.  
 
    He turned to her, touching her face gently. “I could not stop thinking of you.” 
 
    She smiled, searching his eyes. “Nor could I. You have consumed my thoughts since last night.”  
 
    He leaned toward her, kissing her and pressing her against the side of the carriage. It didn’t take long for him to make quick work of her skirts, moving them out of his way so he could reach her. He had been right. The second time didn’t hurt as much as the first and she found that she enjoyed the sensations coursing through her as they joined.  
 
    When they were finished, he dropped her off near the tea shop, promising to write her as soon as he could. She watched him go, her heart soaring. Maybe there was a chance for them, even if it was a small one. She went inside, her steps light. Things just might work out the way she wanted them to. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
    
     T 
 
   
 
    he next two months flew by. Ruth met with the duke whenever she could. They snuck off together at parties or he picked her up in his carriage. Neither could get enough of the other, unable to stay apart when they were near. Ethel looked at Ruth with worry and tried to caution her but soon realized that Ruth wasn’t listening to anything she had to say.  
 
    When the banns were read for the duke’s upcoming marriage to the viscount’s niece, Ruth ignored them. To her, they meant nothing. Nothing had to change after he married. They could still see each other and be discreet about it. He talked about setting her up with her own cottage, somewhere near his country estate so he could visit her as often as he wanted, and Ruth warmed to the idea. It wasn’t what her parents would want for her but she would be happy and loved and that was all she cared about.  
 
    The first time she missed her course, she paid no attention. Her courses were spotty sometimes and she had been known to miss a month here or there. She thought nothing of it, continuing as if a shadow wasn’t looming over her life. More than once she had caught Sarah staring at her, a look of curiosity on her pretty face but she never bothered to ask what Ruth was thinking. Ruth was sure that, soon, the duke would come for her and set her up as he had promised.  
 
    Then came the news that his new wife was with child. Ruth felt numb, her stomach almost refusing to keep down any of the food she had just eaten. Her mother didn’t notice her face but Sarah did, her brow wrinkling with concern. As soon as both girls were excused, Sarah grabbed Ruth, pulling her into another room and shutting the door. “Ruth, whatever is the matter with you?” 
 
    “She is with child?” Ruth clutched at her skirts, her heart racing. She had known they were married but it had never occurred to her that he would actually consummate the marriage. He was supposed to be hers. Nausea overtook her and she found herself retching into one of her mother’s planters in the corner. Sarah stood behind her, rubbing her back.  
 
    “Oh, Ruth. Did you fancy him? All this time?” 
 
    Ruth stood, wiping her mouth, the bitter taste of bile doing nothing to stem her nausea. “Fancy him? I more than fancied him.” She rushed from the room, her heart shattering.  
 
    In her room, she penned a letter, her hands shaking as she wrote.  
 
    My love, 
 
    Word has spread that your wife is with child. I will not lie and say I am happy for you. My heart is broken at the news. I do not know why but I had assumed that you had married her only for show. Now that I know otherwise, I do not know what to do. I am shattered. 
 
    Yours, 
 
    Ruth 
 
    She sent it with the trusty footman, her breath coming out in gasps as she waited for a response. As the night went on and nothing came, she didn’t know what to think. Would he even want to see her anymore? She curled up in her bed, sobs wracking her body. They had plans, or so she thought. What would come of them now? 
 
    The following morning, Ethel found her huddled in her bed, eyes red-rimmed. She pulled Ruth into a hug, rubbing her back. “Miss, I have a question.”  
 
    Ruth nodded, not trusting herself to speak.  
 
    “You are late for your course. Did you and he have relations?” 
 
    Ruth sat back, ready to lie. But why should she? She was a spinster. She would never marry. Admitting that she was not pure would only hurt her reputation and she didn’t really care about that anymore. “We did.” 
 
    Ethel took her hand. “I think you are with child.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “No, I miss courses sometimes. It is normal.” 
 
    Ethel’s concern didn’t disappear. “Normally I would not say anything. But I have been tying up your corset for years. In the last month, I have not been able to tie it as tightly as normal. You can deny it now but there will not be much denying once it is here.” Ethel stood, pulling Ruth to her feet. She sat Ruth down in front of her mirror and set her hair while Ruth sat and stewed. Ruth banished the thoughts that Ethel had provoked. She was not with child. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
    T wo more months and Ruth couldn’t deny it any longer. She most certainly was with child. Ethel gave her knowing looks but said nothing, helping Ruth hide her condition as best she could. Ruth’s mother commented on her weight but did nothing more, not even noticing her increased appetite or weird cravings. Sarah watched her with some concern but also said nothing. As for the duke, Ruth had yet to tell him. He had not responded to her pleading letter and she was unsure how he would react to finding her with child as well.  
 
    The matter was taken out of her hands the day she ran into him on her way to the tea shop, his wife on his arm. Sarah had convinced Ruth that a walk would do her good and so they had gone, arm in arm. The duke and his wife alighted from their carriage, her smile large as he helped her down. Even with child, she looked beautiful and Ruth couldn’t blame him for being with her. When their eyes met, surprise rose in his. He bowed to them, giving them both a smile before heading into the shop. Ruth stopped to watch, her heart in her throat. Sarah tried to tug her along but deep down Ruth knew she needed to speak to him, whether he wanted to speak to her or not. “I have to take care of something, Sarah. Go on without me.” 
 
    Sarah started to protest but Ruth pushed her along, promising to catch up with her. She went inside the tea shop, scanning the room until she found the duke in a corner, holding his wife’s hand. The shop wasn’t very large, with a counter near the wall that led to the kitchen and ten tables set up around the room. Large windows let in the sunlight, which made the place bright and cheery. The large man looked out of place in the delicate setting. He looked up as Ruth approached his table, his eyes creased with worry. “Milord, milady.” She turned her steady gaze to just him. “Milord, may I have a word?” 
 
    He glanced at his wife, squeezing her hand. “Can it wait?” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “I am afraid it cannot.”  
 
    He sighed, stood, and kissed his wife’s cheek before following Ruth out of the shop. He gestured to his carriage. “We can talk in there.” Ruth nodded, taking his hand as she climbed in. She settled near the far side, keeping space between them. He closed the door, turning to her with a frown. “What is it?” His abrupt tone surprised her but she brushed it aside. She had to say her piece.  
 
    “I am with child. I would have told you sooner but as soon as your wife announced her own news, you ceased communication with me. All communication. I do not know what I did wrong and now I do not care. But I will be keeping and raising our baby.”  
 
    Instead of the anger she thought she would see, he smiled, his eyes lighting up. “You are with child, too?”  
 
    She nodded.  
 
    “This is joyous news! I cannot believe my luck.” He leaned close to her, his breath hot on her cheek. “I promise I will make this right. I will explain everything.” He left the carriage, leaving her sitting on the cushion in utter confusion. What could he possibly do to explain everything that had happened? Or, better yet, everything that hadn’t happened? 
 
    Mere moments passed before he was back, closing the door behind him. The carriage started to move, leaving the tea shop behind them. Ruth looked from him to the door, shock coursing through her. “What about your wife?” 
 
    “She will be fine. I will go back for her in a bit.” He leaned toward her, reaching out to caress her cheek. “I missed you so much.” 
 
    Ruth leaned away from him, uncertainty warring with her desire for him. “Did you, really? You cut off communication entirely. I wrote to you several times and got nothing in return.” 
 
    He sighed, reaching up to run a hand through his hair. “It was my wife. Shortly after we learned she was with child, she opened one of your letters. Her distress over the words you had written sent her into a depressive state. She refused to leave her bed for days on end and the doctor worried that she would lose the baby. I had to promise that I would stop communicating with you to protect the baby. You must understand that if she is carrying my son, I must do everything in my power to ensure he is brought into this world.” He reached for her hands. “But now, given that you also are with child, my chances are doubled. This is a blessing.” 
 
    Ruth pulled her hands away, his words ringing in her ears. “You were worried about the baby?” The genuine concern in his eyes warmed her heart.  
 
    “Of course I was. I love my children.” He smiled at her, keeping his hands in his lap. “I will provide for you both, of course. Set you up in a cottage on my estate. You will have everything you ever desired.”  
 
    She licked her lips, worry filling her. “That sounds like you plan to make me your mistress.” She had considered the possibility before, especially once he had married. The idea of living without him plagued her, even now as she realized what this would do to her reputation and that of her family. She rested a hand over her stomach, realizing that she only wanted the best for her child.  
 
    “I simply want to provide for you and the child. No strings attached.” He gave her a winning smile, sending shivers through her.  
 
    “I think that may be best. I will not be able to hide this much longer from my parents.” The carriage stopped. She glanced out the window to find they had stopped in front of her home.  
 
    “Go pack. I will take my wife home, then come back to get you. The sooner I get you settled, the better for you and the child.” A footman helped her out of the carriage, nodding to her as she stepped down. She turned to watch the carriage drive away before heading inside, her heart fluttering with excitement.  
 
    Ruth rushed to her room, dropping her gloves and bonnet on her bed. She went to her wardrobe, flinging it open and scanning her dresses. She assumed she wouldn’t take much with her, given that it wouldn’t fit her much longer. She pulled out her travel bag, stuffing necessary items into it before turning back to her wardrobe.  
 
    A rustling drew her attention to her window, where Sarah sat, a pile of letters in her hand. “Ruth, how could you?” 
 
    Ruth blinked, surprised to find her sister in her room and even more surprised to realize she hadn’t seen her when she first walked in. “Sarah, what are you doing in my room?” 
 
    “I have suspected for some time that you were up to something. Your moods seemed to swing one way, then the next. I thought maybe you had a secret lover, maybe you were in some sort of trouble. Whatever it was, I wanted to help you. But this? Ruth, I cannot help you with this.” She tossed the letters at Ruth’s feet, disappointment marring her pretty face. 
 
    Ruth bent down, gathering up the letters and scanning them. They were the love letters Roger had sent her, the ones she had kept hidden. Sarah had found them and read them. Ruth knelt before Sarah, unable to keep the pleading note from her voice. “Please, Sarah. Say nothing. I will be gone shortly and none of it will matter. Mother and Father need not know.” 
 
    “Gone? Gone where? What is he making you do?” Sarah leaned forward, her forehead almost touching Ruth’s. “He’s a married man, Ruth.” 
 
    “But he was not married when we first fell in love. He was single and available and mine. He was forced into the marriage, a marriage he did not even want. He wanted me.” Tears streaked down her cheeks, her anger and frustration pouring out. “For the first time, someone saw me and liked me and wanted me. That was all taken away.” 
 
    Sarah took her hands, rubbing the backs with her thumbs. “What did he tell you? Because I know the truth, not the lies he has been filling your head with.” 
 
    Ruth frowned. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “He was not forced to marry her. He wanted to. Told anyone who would listen that he had his sights set on her. He courted her properly. He has been fooling you this whole time.” 
 
    Ruth sat back on her heels, her heart a stone in her chest. He had tricked her? That was what it sounded like. “Why?” 
 
    Sarah shrugged, her eyes shining with unshed tears. “Who knows? Because he could play with your feelings?” 
 
    Ruth stood, moving away from her sister, dropping the letters on her bed and wrapping her arms around herself. “But he has promised to take care of us. He swore it. That is why I am here now. I am packing so he can take me away.” 
 
    Sarah stood, holding out a hand. “Us? Who is us?” 
 
    Ruth met her sister’s eyes, knowing she couldn’t lie to her. “Mine and my child’s. I am going to have his child, Sarah.” 
 
    “Oh, Ruth.” Sarah pulled her into a hug, holding her tight.  
 
    Ruth rested her head on her sister’s shoulder, glad to finally have it out. Sarah wouldn’t judge her. Maybe Sarah could even help her. Ruth stepped back, resting a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “It will be fine. I will leave and nothing more need be done.” 
 
    Sarah moved toward the door, shaking her head. “No, Ruth, it will not. You cannot do this.” 
 
    Ruth rushed toward her, hands reaching for her dress. “No, Sarah, you do not understand. He loves me. I will be happy with him, in whatever capacity I can be.” 
 
    Sadness filled Sarah’s gaze as she pulled open the door to reveal their parents standing outside, matching looks of horror on their faces. “You are worth more than this, Ruth. I wish you believed that.” She marched past their parents, not looking back as they stepped inside the room and closed the door.  
 
    Ruth turned to her parents, her mouth going dry. “Mother, Father, I can explain.” 
 
    Her mother stood near the door, holding a handkerchief to her mouth and sobbing, barely able to look at Ruth. Her father stepped close, resting a warm hand on Ruth’s shoulder. “Ruth, you cannot go with him. You cannot lower yourself in that way.”  
 
    “But Father-” 
 
    He shook his head, silencing her. “No. You are going to the abbey. They will care for you and your child there. I will make the arrangements.” He moved away, back toward the door. “Until then, you are to stay here in your room.” He ushered her mother out, closing the door behind them and locking it, leaving Ruth trapped in what was once her home. She fell onto her bed, gathering up the letters and holding them to her chest, unable to cry or shout, her whole world crumbling around her. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER NINE 
 
    I t took her father less than a day to prepare everything. Ruth stayed locked in her room, unable to leave. Ethel brought her meals, refusing to make eye contact as she dropped them off and collected them. At some point, Ruth heard a carriage and rushed to her window to see Roger running up to her front door, banging on it and demanding to see her. She held her breath, praying he would come to her but then she heard her father yelling, shouting as Roger ran back to his carriage like a dog with his tail tucked between his legs. Roger glanced up at her window but upon seeing her there, he climbed into his carriage, not looking back. Ruth crumpled in front of the window, sobs racking her body as she realized that her life was completely out of her control.  
 
    The following afternoon, she and her father sat in a carriage that was to take them to the abbey. Neither spoke. Ruth stared out the window at the passing scenery. Her thoughts swirled but she had no idea how to tell her father how she felt. Not that he would listen to her anyway. Her mother had refused to see her before she left and Sarah, well, Sarah had hugged her fiercely, tears coursing down her cheeks.  
 
    When the carriage pulled up to the abbey as the sun was setting, Ruth sighed, knowing that nothing she said could make this situation better. Her father had made his decision, had decided to send her away. She started to gather her skirts when her father’s hand on hers made her stop. She met his eyes, surprised to find his full of love. “You will not be here forever. I promise. After you have the baby, I will come to collect you and bring you both home. I am sorry I let that scoundrel get to you. If I had paid better attention, protected you better-” 
 
    “He did not do anything that I did not agree to, Father. I love him. He loves me. There was nothing for you to protect me from.”  
 
    His look of love changed to one of pity and Ruth’s heart sped up. “I wish I could show you the truth. But you will learn it in time. Write us as much as you can.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek, the smell of cigar smoke and lemons filling her nose. It was a smell she had been around all her life, like a comforting blanket.  
 
    A footman helped her from the carriage, where a woman in the dark brown robe of a nun stood waiting. Ruth stopped, her hands clenched in front of her. The woman tilted her head, her hair hidden by her white coif and black veil. Her eyebrows were light, maybe blonde in color. Her grey eyes were kind, laugh lines appearing around them. “Milady, I am Sister Helen. Let me show you to your room.” 
 
    Ruth tried not to stare as she followed the nun inside the large stone building. It was unlike anything she had ever seen. On a wall in the front entrance sat a cross with Christ upon it. Stairs led up to a second level, where Sister Helen showed Ruth to her room. After letting Ruth change out of her traveling clothes and into something more comfortable, Sister Helen led her back down the stairs to a room farther down the hall from the entrance, where the kitchens were. The dining hall sat off the kitchens, which would make bringing food into the dining hall a quick and easy process. Sister Helen offered Ruth a bowl of warm stew and some bread, letting her sit in the kitchen to eat. “I apologize for the staleness of the bread. It tastes better dipped in the stew.” 
 
    Ruth dipped the bread, surprised to find the nun to be correct.  
 
    Sister Helen glanced around the room, making sure no one was paying attention to them before asking, “Are you really with child?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, clutching the bread in her hand. “I am.” 
 
    “And the father?” There was no judgment in Sister Helen’s voice. No anger. All Ruth could detect was curiosity. 
 
    “He is married. He made certain promises to me but I am now beginning to think they were empty.” 
 
    Sister Helen frowned. “What sort of promises? Did he expect you to be his mistress?” 
 
    Ruth’s shoulders slumped as she thought of how Roger had wanted to set her up on his estate, within reach. “I think he did. He did not explicitly say it but it was there, under the surface. And I loved him so much I would have agreed to it if it meant being near him.” She looked up at Sister Helen. “Roger is the first man to ever pay any attention to me. He is the first I have ever loved.” 
 
    Sister Helen bent down in front of Ruth, meeting her eyes. “He is not the first to ever love you. God loved you first. Remember that.” She stepped back, giving Ruth a chance to eat in peace. Once she had finished, Sister Helen led her back to her room, advising that she get some sleep given that she had been traveling all day. Ruth thanked her, waiting until Sister Helen had left to change into her nightshift and climb onto the cot. At least the blanket was warm and there was a hearth with a fire in it, crackling in the night. Ruth closed her eyes, exhausted from the day of travel and all the feelings that had been roiling through her. Sleep claimed her, giving her little time to think of anything else. 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER TEN 
 
    T he months passed quickly. Ruth learned more about the abbey than she had ever expected. She helped out where she could, cleaning dishes and learning to cook. She found calmness in the garden, pulling weeds with the sun beating down on her head. The abbey had a small barn that housed several goats and chickens, the likes of which Ruth had never seen. She learned to care for all of them, enjoying the chores and how they occupied her mind. 
 
    She wrote to her family frequently, letting them know she was doing well. Her father and sister wrote back, mostly with news of the ton. Her mother refused to write, still distraught by what Ruth had done. Sarah begged Ruth to understand and promised to continue working on her mother. So far, no one had figured out what Ruth had gotten herself into, most believing the story that she was visiting family in France for the foreseeable future.  
 
    One thing Sarah did mention was that Roger had been by several times, asking after Ruth. When their father had told him to leave, had said that he was ashamed of what the man had done to his daughter, Roger had laughed in his face, claiming he hadn’t done anything Ruth hadn’t wanted him to. Then he reminded their father that the child was his and he would get what belonged to him, one way or the other. Sarah also mentioned that Roger’s wife was doing well, the child inside her growing as it should. Roger claimed it was a boy to any who would listen. In her heart, Ruth prayed it was a girl and that her child was a boy, just so she could see the look on his face.  
 
    The night the baby came, Ruth had spent the day in the garden, tending to the plants. The pain had started slowly, building up throughout the day until she could no longer bear it. Sister Helen had seen the distress on her face at supper that evening and had rushed Ruth to her room, calling for blankets and water. Several other nuns had joined her, stoking the fire and keeping the warm water coming. Sister Helen had stayed by Ruth’s side the entire time, encouraging her as best she could.  
 
    When the baby arrived, all the pain Ruth had suffered faded away. Sister Helen placed the small bundle in her arms. As Ruth looked down into the most beautiful eyes she had ever seen, Sister Helen whispered, “It’s a boy.” 
 
    Ruth’s heart surged, happiness filling her. “A boy? Really?” Sister Helen had nodded, taking a step back to let Ruth have a moment. She had prayed for a son but she had never actually expected to be given one. Roger had several daughters but hadn’t had any sons. Ruth had done what none of his wives had been able to do as of yet. 
 
    Sister Helen ushered the other women out of the room, staying behind to help Ruth clean up before tucking her into bed with the baby. “Get some sleep.” She left them alone, Ruth barely noticing as she drank up her son’s face, memorizing every feature as best she could, from his tiny pointed chin to his fully rounded cheeks. A shock of golden-red hair shone in the light of the fire, making Ruth smile. He was definitely his father’s son. 
 
    Ruth wrote to her father the following week, letting him know that the baby had arrived and that they should be able to travel soon. She couldn’t wait to show him to her family, to see her father hold him. She fed the baby herself, enjoying the bond they had. She was sure the baby would bring her mother around, especially now that Sarah had managed to become engaged to a lovely young man. Ruth imagined that within the next few years, Sarah would have children of her own and they could raise their children together.  
 
    Three weeks later, as Ruth sat in the garden with the baby, Sister Helen approached, a look of concern marring her normally happy features. “Ruth, a gentleman is here to see you.” 
 
    Ruth looked up, the baby sleeping in her arms. “A gentleman? Who could it be?” Puzzled at who would even know where she was, Ruth stood and followed Sister Helen inside the abbey.  
 
    When she reached the entryway, Ruth stopped, her heart pounding. Roger stood near the door in all his glory, his red hair shining in the sunlight of the opened door. He had worn his best clothes, his hose a blinding white, his coat of red and gold. When he saw her, he smiled, though the expression didn’t reach his eyes. “Ruth, my love, there you are.” He rushed to her, reaching out his arms. She let him envelop her, unsure how else to react. In the months since they had been separated, she had come to realize he might not have been as truthful with her as she had once believed.  
 
    He stepped back, looking down at the bundle in her arms. “Is that the baby?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, at a loss for words. How had he found her? Her father had brought her here in secret. She licked her lips, gathering up her nerve. “He is healthy. See?” She pulled back the blanket to reveal the baby’s face. 
 
    “He?” Excitement filled his tone and hunger filled his eyes. 
 
    “Yes, he. I have named him Howard. He is such a sweet baby.” 
 
    Roger frowned. “Sweet? Does he cry often?”  
 
    Ruth shook her head. “Not unless he needs to.” She took a step back, distancing herself. “I am not sure what you are doing here, Roger. How did you find me?” 
 
    “It was not very hard, my love. I had your letters intercepted and copied, then I read the copies. You did not mention where you were until you wrote about the birth of the baby. To say it has been frustrating is an understatement.” He clapped his hands together. “But I am here now. I will take you away from this place. Set you up on my estate as we discussed. Raise your son as he should be raised.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, taking another step away. “No, Roger, I think not. I have had time to consider your offer and I do not accept. I will go back home to my parents. I will live with them, raise Howard there.” 
 
    A hardness came to Roger’s eyes, one that Ruth had never seen before. He took a step toward her, his face reddening. “You will do no such thing. He is my son. I will raise him.” 
 
    Ruth clutched the baby against her chest, fear burning inside her. “He is my son, too. I have a say.” 
 
    Roger smirked. “In this instance, I am afraid you do not. You see, if you do not hand him over to me, I will make life very difficult.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, not understanding what he was saying. “How do you plan to do that? What could you possibly do to me?” 
 
    His eyes hardened. “You do not understand the reach of my power. I would not have to harm you in any way but everyone you cared about would suffer because of you.” He grinned, a crazed look in his eyes. “Or, better yet, I could kill you all in your sleep and take the baby. No one would ever think it was me. Now, hand over my son.” 
 
    Ruth gulped, scanning the room only to realize that his driver and footman had stepped inside, surrounding her. He would take the baby by force if he had to. She looked down into the sleeping face, one she had spent hours memorizing, and kissed his forehead. She stepped toward Roger, her heart in her throat. She handed the baby to him, swallowing the sob that wanted to consume her.  
 
    Roger nodded to her, handing the baby to his footman. “The offer still stands. You could come with me. I would take care of you.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, unable to contain her tears as her heart broke. “Never. I would never go with you.”  
 
    Roger frowned, uncertainty showing on his face before he shrugged and strode back outside, the driver and footman following him. Ruth crumpled to the floor, her sobs filling the room as she heard his carriage leave. Her baby, her precious baby boy, had been taken from her. What was she to do now? 
 
    After what felt like years, warm hands pulled her from the cold stone floor and led her to her room. Gently, they tucked her into her bed and brushed the hair from her face. Soothing sounds washed over her as someone sat with her, holding her hand as she cried her heart out. She could not understand how she had ever fallen in love with that man. She now realized, much too late, that he had been using her all along to get what he wanted.  
 
    When she had no more tears to cry, she sat up and pushed away the blankets. Sister Helen sat next to her bed in a rickety chair, sadness in her eyes. “I am sorry we could not stop him. He is a lord, they do as they please.” 
 
    Ruth sniffled, feeling crushed under her despair. “Did you know he had come to take my baby?” 
 
    “I suspected. It is well known that the Duke of Kensington has only daughters and desperately wants a son.” Sister Helen sighed. “With more warning, I might have been able to hide you both but I did not have any notice that he was coming here.” 
 
    Ruth pulled her knees to her chest, hugging them. “He was not supposed to know I was here. My father had no intention of telling him. The duke has been intercepting my letters and reading them before sending them on to my family. In one of them, I wrote about where I was.” Fresh sobs threatened to overwhelm her. “Oh, Sister Helen, what am I to do?” 
 
    Sister Helen patted her shoulder. “For now, rest. You need it.”  
 
    Ruth agreed, lying down and curling into a ball. Her breasts were starting to ache, full of milk and ready to feed her child. Who would feed him now? 
 
    

  

 
   
    CHAPTER ELEVEN 
 
    T wo days later, Ruth was bent over in the garden, trying to distract herself from her sorrow, when Sister Helen came running out, her robes held up to keep her from tripping. Ruth straightened, shading her eyes to see what all the fuss was about. Sister Helen stopped before her, gasping for breath. “There is something you must see.”  
 
    Ruth followed, worry eating at her. Ever since Roger had taken her baby, everything seemed to worry her. “What is going on?” 
 
    Sister Helen shook her head, refusing to answer. She led Ruth through the kitchen and to the front entrance, where the door sat propped open, a basket sitting before it. A gurgling sound made Ruth rush forward. She bent over the basket to find a baby inside, waving its tiny arms in the air. “Howard?” She looked back at Sister Helen, who shook her head.  
 
    “I am afraid it is not your son. It appears to be a girl.”  
 
    Ruth picked up the baby, noting the shock of red hair, the clear blue eyes, and the pointed chin. “She looks so much like him.”  
 
    Sister Helen chuckled. “I personally think all babies look the same.”  
 
    Ruth shushed the baby, holding her close. “Where did she come from?” 
 
    Sister Helen handed her a piece of parchment, the writing cramped. “Left here. The letter is vague but it says the master ordered the child to be taken away. It seems she was unwanted. Poor thing.” 
 
    The baby started to cry and Ruth winced, the sounds making her breasts ache. “Do you think I should feed her?” 
 
    Sister Helen took a step forward, placing one hand on Ruth’s shoulder. “I think you should. She will not replace your son but maybe, together, the two of you could heal each other.”  
 
    Ruth nodded, placed the baby back in the basket, and carried her up to her room. She didn’t comment on the fact that the clothes the baby wore were of fine quality or that the basket was made well. She didn’t need to. Sister Helen hadn’t said it but Ruth knew she probably thought the same as Ruth did. Roger’s wife had had a daughter and Roger had replaced her with Ruth’s son. The big question was whether the wife knew it.  
 
    Pushing aside those thoughts, Ruth settled into the rocking chair that Sister Helen had given her after Howard was born. Then she brought the baby to her breast. Relief filled her as the baby drank, the aching finally subsiding. The baby drank greedily and Ruth wondered how long the poor thing had gone without food. She rocked until the child fell asleep, then placed her back in the basket for safekeeping. Thankfully, Ruth hadn’t been able to part with any of the baby things the nuns had given to her for Howard, so they were still in her room, ready to be used. Ruth made sure the baby was secure before leaving her room and heading down to the chapel located next to the main building of the abbey.  
 
    Stained glass had been used to decorate the windows of the chapel, with a crucified Jesus hanging above the altar. Candles burned throughout the room, sending a smoky scent into the air. The pews faced the altar, made of dark wood with red cushioned seats. Ruth slid to her knees before the altar, staring up at the Jesus on the cross, her heart full. “Thank you for bringing her to me. I pledge myself to you. I will care for her as if she were my own.”  
 
    The sound of a throat clearing behind her made Ruth turn to find Sister Helen. She held out her hands, giving Ruth a small smile. “I am sorry, I did not mean to intrude. I saw you walk over here and wanted to make sure everything was alright. The baby?” 
 
    “She is sleeping.” Ruth stood, clutching her hands before her. “I want to join, become one of you.” 
 
    “You realize this is not an easy life? You will have to make vows, give up things?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, her chin held high. “As long as I can keep the baby, there is nothing else I need to keep.” 
 
    Sister Helen waved at hand at Ruth’s clothes. “All your clothes, your jewelry, everything. Is your father able to pay a dowry?” 
 
    “I have one. I am not sure he ever expected me to use it. At least, not like this.” She sighed. “I will write him, tell him of my decision. He will support me.”  
 
    Sister Helen raised an eyebrow. “Are you sure of that?” 
 
    Ruth smiled. “He wants me to be happy. Of course he will.” Ruth didn’t let herself ponder what her mother or Sarah would think. All she cared about now was caring for the child she had been given and repaying the debt she owed to the One who had made it possible. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ruth wrote her father, leaving out any mention of the baby. If Roger was still intercepting her letters, she didn’t want him to know that his daughter had ended up in her care. She didn’t want whoever had dropped off the baby to get in trouble and she certainly didn’t want him barging back in, demanding his child back. She hoped her father would understand her decision without needing a full explanation.  
 
    When the sound of a carriage brought her from her room early one morning, Ruth had no idea that her family would be stepping inside her new home. She went to the door, the baby in her arms, and pulled it open, stepping back in surprise to see her father standing before her, dark circles under his eyes. “Ruth.” He pulled her to him, crushing her against his chest. “I have missed you, daughter.” 
 
    She pulled back, looking behind him to see Sarah and her mother alighting from the carriage. “You all came?” 
 
    He nodded, turning to reach for her mother’s hand. “We had to try to convince you.” 
 
    “Convince me of what?” Ruth held the baby closer to her. She had already lost one child. No one would take this one from her.  
 
    “To come home with us. Let us take care of you. Maybe, in time, you will find a husband.”  
 
    Sarah’s eyes fell on the bundle in Ruth’s arms. She lit up at the sight. “Is that the baby?” 
 
    Ruth shook her head, refusing to cry in front of them, shoving the sorrow down deep. “No, my baby was a boy. This is a girl, abandoned on our steps. I care for her.” 
 
    Her mother frowned. “Was? Did something happen to your son?” 
 
    Ruth took a deep breath. “He was taken from me. In his place, the Lord gave me another child.” She pulled back the blanket to let them see the baby. “Is she not the most gorgeous thing you have ever seen?” 
 
    Her mother and father exchanged a worried glance but Sarah ignored them, stepping forward.  
 
    “May I hold her?” Sarah asked.  
 
    Ruth nodded, handing the baby over.  
 
    Sarah bounced her, smiling down at the child. “She truly is something, Ruth.” 
 
    Their father cleared his voice. “We need to discuss you coming home, Ruth.” 
 
    Not wanting a confrontation so early in the morning, Ruth pulled her parents inside and closed the door. “You both must be tired from travel. Let me take you upstairs, where you can refresh yourselves. We can discuss everything after breakfast.” She led them away, Sarah trailing behind with the baby. Once her parents were settled in a room, Ruth pulled Sarah into her own room, then closed the door behind her. Sarah handed the baby back, glancing around Ruth’s room with interest.  
 
    “It is cozy in here.” She stepped toward the fire, holding out her hands.  
 
    Ruth sat in the rocking chair, clutching the baby. “I cannot go back, Sarah. I made a vow.” 
 
    Sarah turned, surprise on her face. “You did what?” 
 
    Ruth sighed. “He came here, Sarah. He took my child from me. There was nothing I could do to stop him. He threatened all of us. I had no choice. When he left, he took my whole world with him. I love my son, I would do anything for him. Then, two days later, someone dropped this baby off here, claiming the father had ordered them to get rid of her. Her clothes were of good quality, as was the basket. I can only assume that she is his other child, the one birthed by his wife. Which means she has my son and I have her daughter.” Ruth looked down at the child, her heart full of love. “She is not mine by birth but she is mine in my heart. The Lord gave me another child to raise and care for. I am forever thankful for that. To show my thankfulness, I plan to stay here, become a nun, and serve Him.” 
 
    Sarah moved to the cot, sinking down on it. “So, you intend to stay here? Father will never allow that. And as for what Roger did? Father will storm his estate and demand your son.” 
 
    Ruth shook her head. “And Roger would retaliate. Where would it end? Let it go, Sarah. It is done. I will be happy here, with this child.” 
 
    Sarah sighed, biting her lip. “Are you sure this is what you want?” 
 
    Ruth nodded. “I am.” 
 
    Sarah nodded, setting her shoulders with determination. “Fine. I will not tell Father what Roger did. But you must promise to write me as often as you can. Stay in touch. I miss you.” She leaned closer, looking down at the baby. “Have you named her?” 
 
    Ruth smiled. “Yes. I called her Madeline.”  
 
    The two sisters talked until their parents entered the room, looking much better after having had a chance to clean up. Ruth led them down to breakfast, telling them about the abbey as they went. Neither parent said anything as they ate, nor did they ask to hold the baby. Ruth didn’t mind. She knew they didn’t view her as their grandchild no matter how Ruth felt about the situation. 
 
    After breakfast, Ruth took them to the garden, showing them her domain, where she spent most of her days. Her father glanced around before looking back at her. “Is this truly where you want to stay?” 
 
    Ruth nodded, smiling up at him. “I am at peace here. I fit here. You know I have never fit in your world.” 
 
    He frowned, clenching his jaw. Ruth knew she was right, whether he wanted to believe it or not. Here at the abbey, she could truly be happy. “So, you will stay here, with the child?” 
 
    “I will. I intend to raise her as my own.” 
 
    He nodded, turning on his heel. “I will go speak to the abbess about making arrangements.”  
 
    Her mother moved closer, resting a hand on her shoulder. “Ruth, I am so sorry I reacted the way I did.”  
 
    Ruth glanced up, surprised at the apology. After all this time and silence, she hadn’t expected anything from her mother.  
 
    “I was shocked and angry and hurt. I took it out on you, not realizing that the real culprit was the man himself. Then I was ashamed that I had not protected you as I should have. Your father and I both feel responsible.” Her hand moved to rest on top of the baby, her eyes soft. “Can you ever forgive me?” 
 
    Ruth smiled at her, pushing the baby into her arms. Her mother took the child, smiling down at her. “I already have, Mother.” They stood together, Sarah with them, in companionable silence until her father returned.  
 
    “It is done. You will be well cared for here, Ruth. You and the child.” 
 
    Ruth glanced up at him, her heart warming. “You were assured I could keep her?” 
 
    He bent down to kiss her forehead. “For all intents and purposes, she is yours.”  
 
    Ruth’s heart soared with happiness. Yes, Roger had destroyed her world but God had managed to give her something in return. She would be forever grateful. 
 
    Her family stayed the night, then had breakfast with her in the morning before taking their leave. Her mother and sister hugged Ruth repeatedly, cooing over the child before finally climbing into the carriage. Her father stood before her, the early morning sun glinting in his eyes. “If there is ever anything you need, all you need to do is write.” 
 
    She smiled up at him, happy he had accepted what she wanted to do. “There is one thing. If there is a way you could get me some bees and someone to teach me how to care for them, I would be forever grateful. Fresh honey would do wonders here and bring in extra income.”  
 
    He chuckled, pulling her in for one last hug. “Always thinking ahead.” He released her, then climbed into the carriage and closed the door. She saw him watching her from the back of the carriage until it was out of sight, his eyes never leaving her face. Ruth waved, content to be in a place where she felt safe, loved, and happy. She looked down into Madeline’s face, smiling at her. It wasn’t the perfect life she had envisioned but it was a happy one and she was grateful for that, regardless of what had happened to bring her here. She went back inside, her steps light, ready to start on the path the Lord had set for her. 
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