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CHAPTER ONE

IF IT’S THE last thing I do, I will free myself of that scoundrel. Sipping her third glass of champagne in an absentminded motion, Cecily Nottingham, the new Countess of Kensington, glared daggers across the crowded ballroom at the man she’d pledged to love, honor, and obey in a church of God, less than one month ago. Even if I have to kill him.

Tonight, her husband’s hand caressed the delicate arch of another woman’s back as he guided the lady across the parquet dance floor and outside to a romantically lit terrace.

Cecily wondered if anybody present did not know that that woman was his lover. For since their nuptials, Flavion had exhibited no discretion whatsoever. All too late, Cecily realized that she’d married a narcissistic, good-for-nothing, parasitical bastard.

Both Cecily and her father had been fleeced.

Swindled.

Duped.

The villain, Flavion Nottingham, the Earl of Kensington, stood at above-average height and was slim with blond hair and gloriously cobalt eyes. In addition to being inordinately handsome, he possessed an uncanny ability to charm any lady he so desired. One might call it a gift.

His lady love, Miss Daphne Cunnington, nearly equaled him in beauty. A twinkle caught Cecily’s eye and curdled something ugly in her stomach. For Miss Cunnington’s dark ringlets were being held in place by a heavily bejeweled barrette purchased with the money from Cecily’s dowry.

Which now belonged to Flavion.

It was not the first gift he’d bestowed upon his lover since his windfall.

A fleeting urge gripped Cecily, to run across the ballroom, slip outside and rip the barrette off Miss Cunnington’s head. Cecily would not be sorry if she pulled a few strands of hair out as well. In her mind, she could picture the scene — Miss Cunnington’s high-pitched wails drowning out the sounds of the orchestra as she clutched at her ruined coiffure, her face pinched and red. The thought could almost make Cecily smile.

Almost.

Instead, she lowered her gaze from their retreating figures to watch the bubbles in her champagne glass. She would not give in to boorish behavior. Cecily was a lady now.

It was not Miss Cunnington, anyhow, who vexed her most; her degenerate louse of a husband deserved that honor.

And herself for being so gullible.

“I had no choice but to court you. I have responsibilities – quite noble of me, really,” he had told her, with not even the tiniest trace of regret in his voice. “The earldom needed the blunt.”

He had explained this to her approximately two minutes after consummating their vows.

That had been twenty-four days ago.

Every night since then, she’d locked the connecting door between their chambers and wrapped herself in a cocoon of icy anger. Based upon his persistent requests to enter, he still expected her to present him with an heir. His sense of entitlement knew no bounds. Cecily, however, would not allow him to touch her ever again.

During mealtimes and in passing, the bounder impudently assumed that she would be a cordial and biddable wife. He expected her to peaceably accept her circumstances as though she were any other lady of the ton. But she was not, never had been, and never would be. As the only daughter of the well-known, self-made millionaire, Thomas Findlay — an orphan who had created his own wealth from nothing but cunning and determination, she could not settle for intolerable circumstances. She would not.

“But we live amongst the haute ton,” Flavion had told her. Had she truly expected his undying love and flattery to continue indefinitely? “You ought to be grateful to me! You are now the Countess of Kensington, for God’s sake. You have duties, my lady.”

Impossible.

Absolutely not.

Flavion, apparently, had comprehended to know her no better than she had thought she’d known him.

Despite all the lessons and training she’d received from her governess, her middle-class notions of marriage could not be so easily relinquished. She’d married believing she’d found a love match. Instead, she was the pawn of a horrific business transaction.

She wished her papa had not sailed for America so soon after the ceremony. He would never have allowed this farce of a marriage to stand.

A gust of wind blew, causing the gauzy curtains to billow out from the panes of glass along the ballroom. Cecily could barely make out the outline of her husband and his lover standing scandalously close to each other. Were they in fact touching one another? By God, they were — from hip to chest.

A man possessed of even a morsel of honor would at the very least have feigned affection for his new wife whilst in public. Instead, Flavion’s unrepentant disregard laid her open to scorn and ridicule. And as each day passed, the situation grew more unbearable. Making matters worse, but unable to help herself, Cecily could not pretend to be anything other than a lady scorned. She had fallen from the pinnacle of happiness to the depths of despair. Her dreams were shattered.

She was trapped in a loveless marriage.

Furthermore, in the perverse way of the ton, despite outwardly flaunting his infidelity, Flavion continued to be well-received and even revered. For he was one of them. Our poor, dear Lord Kensington, stuck with a lowborn wife! They’d understood his action to be perfectly acceptable. Their precious earl was a martyr, a hero, a victim! What did Lady Kensington expect?

She’d gotten her title, after all. Good lord, Miss Cecily Findlay had been elevated to the title of countess. Amazing, what money could buy these days!

“You are clenching your jaw again, Cece.” Her friend Emily’s voice broke into Cecily’s bitter thoughts. “You’ll grind up all of your teeth if you keep doing that. Here, I’ve brought you another glass of champagne.” And then, turning to follow the direction of Cecily’s gaze, Emily sighed. “I know. I saw them leave, too. He ought to have two horns and a tail instead of well… looking like such an angel, rather.”

Cecily dragged her eyes away from the terrace doors toward her friend and attempted a smile. The image of Flavion with horns protruding from his head and a tail shooting out behind him nearly caused her to laugh out loud. But she did not. For if she were to begin laughing, she very well might become hysterical.

The alcohol made her more than a little fuzzy. Since her wedding night, she’d acted with reckless disregard for her reputation. But did it matter? She’d followed the rules of etiquette diligently when she’d first been introduced to Society, and look where that had gotten her. Now, ironically, as a countess, she received the cut direct nearly everywhere she went. No one but her dearest friends ever met her eyes anymore. She was not one of them. She never would be. She wished her father had not set his sights so high for her.

But, in all fairness she could not lay all the blame for this catastrophe at her father’s door. For she herself had been swept up in the intoxication of Flavion’s romantic declarations.

When she’d said, “I do,” returning his loving gaze, she’d thought she had finally found her happily ever after — her fairy tale prince. But, nay, that had been a fantasy.

She had become a countess, but she’d also become an object for ridicule.

Thank God for Emily, Sophia, and Rhoda, (short for Rhododendron). The three of them had been marginalized to the periphery of the ballroom by diminutive dowries; Cecily by low birth. The bonds of mutual rejection were apparently stronger than one would have thought.

In spite of their respective parents’ disapproval, the small group of friends had stood by her through it all. They’d rejoiced with her when they thought she was making a glorious love match with Flavion, they’d cried with her when she left her wedding breakfast, and then they’d cried with her again when she broke the news to them that it had all been a charade. He only needed her money.

Since then, daily and with unabridged enthusiasm, her three friends now concocted elaborate plots for her to escape her despicable marriage. Alas, all they had been able to come up with to date were methods for murdering him. The law did not allow a woman to divorce her husband. This being the case, their suggestions encompassed poisonous herbs, carriage accidents, and outright shooting the louse through the heart.

And eventually, they’d succeeded in making her smile again.

Fixing her gaze on a distant candle, Cecily wished for the thousandth time that her father was still in London. He would hopefully receive her letter soon. And then, return to England on the next ship. The last time he’d crossed, it had taken thirty-two days to do so. He would likely be unable to return to London for another month — or longer. But even then, could he do anything to help her? His wealth had gotten her into this marriage; surely it could buy her way out of it.

“Perhaps you could get Flavion to divorce you!” Sophia sidled up beside Emily. “You could do something so very terrible that he could not help but begin divorce proceedings.” With Sophia being the most timid and shy of her friends, this suggestion came as a bit of a surprise.

Emily pushed her spectacles up higher onto the bridge of her nose and grimaced. “It would have to be truly horrible. The cost of a divorce is exorbitant! He would end up spending a huge part of your dowry on legal fees. And if he divorced you, Cece, your reputation would be beyond repair. The scandal would be horrendous.”

By this point, Rhoda had returned from the ladies’ retiring room and picked up on the last part of the conversation. As the four had continuously discussed methods to free Cecily from her marriage for several days now, she had no difficulty in picking up on the train of thought. “What could possibly make him angry enough to do that? Cece’s dowry was his sole purpose for marrying her after all.”

Cecily closed her eyes and pressed her fingertips to her temples. She could barely organize her champagne-muddled thoughts. After a few moments, she picked up the idea again. “He is growing quite angry with me for locking my chamber door at night. Despicable man. I’m not sure how much longer I can hold him off. I find it reprehensible that he still expects for me to… that I will… well, that I would present him with an heir — the lying, snake-in-the-grass, scum-sucking rat.”

“You could make him into a cuckold. Present him with another man’s child,” Sophia suggested breathlessly.

Three sets of widened eyes turned on her at the same time.

“That’s perfect!” Rhoda said.

“She’d be an outcast,” Emily stated.

A shiver ran down Cecily’s spine as she imagined Flavion’s reaction to such a scandal. “I’d be free,” she whispered. “But how would I go about doing such a thing? I know nothing of seduction, and if I did, who on earth would I seduce?”

In that moment, a commotion arose by the doors where a man bearing an eerie resemblance to Flavion Nottingham stood. Instead of being fair and blond, this man’s skin was bronzed and his hair more of a tarnished golden color — but the eyes were the same, the features nearly identical. And as several ladies swooped in on him, it quickly became apparent that he also possessed the same lethal magnetism.

“What about him?” Emily asked with a wicked glint in her eyes.
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IT HAD BEEN over eight years since Stephen Nottingham had last set foot in a London ballroom. He’d left England at the age of one and twenty with a resolve to find his own place in life, and had finally returned, having done so. He’d established a fortune, a rather convenient set of circumstances, considering the letter he’d finally received from his cousin. News was that the family coffers were in dire need of funds. Stephen vowed this would be the last time he would bail out his cousin, now the earl. He only hoped he wasn’t too late. As the second in line to the earldom, and having been virtually raised by his uncle, Stephen felt more than a little responsible for the family estate and holdings.

He was in a position to save it, and save it he would. But there would be conditions. He would not offer his assistance without oversight.

Upon the death of Uncle Leo, Flave had most likely relinquished full control to the stewards who had worked under his father for years. There would have been no control, no guidance, and no innovation.

Stephen tried to ignore the niggling of guilt that assaulted him whenever he pondered his uncle’s death. He had not returned home for the funeral. He’d stayed away intentionally, still feeling the sting of his family’s betrayal. He had left Flavion to cope alone.

And Flavion had always been a spendthrift. Who knew what had transpired over the past five years or so? Nothing lucrative, for certain.

Stephen would be damned if he would sink his hard-earned funds into the properties and then allow them to be mismanaged. Flave must learn to put in some effort.

Narrowing his eyes, he scanned the ballroom, hoping to locate his erstwhile, younger cousin. But he wasn’t quick enough. Before he could take more than a few steps, he found himself surrounded by an army of mamas and debutantes. Oh hell.
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“HE MUST BE Lord Kensington’s cousin. The resemblance is eerie,” Cecily said as she warily watched the familiar, yet not familiar, gentleman attempt to extricate himself from the more aggressive Mayfair mothers. The man’s similarity to her husband was uncanny, and yet… not. Whereas Flavion drank in adoration greedily, this man looked irritated and a bit uncomfortable. He pulled at his cravat a time or two and scowled.

Handsome, indeed, drat him.

Cecily attributed the zing of awareness flowing through her to the man’s likeness to her husband. Until her wedding night she’d thought herself in love with Flavion. Of course, a man who looked so much like him would cause her heart to race. Wouldn’t it?

“I think he’s even more attractive than Flavion,” Emily said. “Sturdier, manlier somehow.”

Emily had the right of it. Cecily did not believe, in truth, that she could seduce any man, let alone this one. He seemed far too worldly, untouchable — almost. Her friends’ outlandish ideas were getting more and more preposterous.

Sophia shook her head, her blond ringlets dancing about her petite shoulders. “He doesn’t look like he would be as fun as Flavion is — was,” she said with a pout. “He seems overly serious.”

“Could you do it, Cecily? Could you seduce your husband’s cousin?” Rhoda asked daringly.

Cecily thought about the kisses she had shared with Flavion during their courtship. The compliments, secret smiles, and elicit touches. It had all been coldly calculated to lure her into falling in love. And she had believed in him. He’d made her heart dance. He’d caused the sun to shine inside of her on the rainiest of days.

None of it had meant anything to him.

And now she felt more powerless than she had in her entire life.

Her father hadn’t raised her to be an empty-headed miss, well, not until the last couple of years, anyhow. As a child, she’d sit with him in his office while he made decisions affecting hundreds of people. He’d allowed her to remain in the room during sensitive negotiations and then later explained his strategies and techniques. Although a female, she had been, nonetheless, his favorite protégé. He’d expounded the importance of knowing every detail, no matter how minute, before entering any contract. “And always remember,” he’d told her, “once money has exchanged hands, consider the deal final.” Cecily could not deny the direness of her situation.

For the payment of her dowry, had indeed, been delivered in full

If she were going to free herself, she would have to do something drastic.

Could she do it? Could she seduce her husband’s cousin?

Her cold anger turned into a steely resolve. “If it will make him angry enough to divorce me,” she said through clenched teeth. Perhaps then she would stop feeling so mad all of the time. Perhaps her hurt would go away if she could hurt him. She tamped down the part of her conscience that told her it wouldn’t work, it wasn’t right. But the scars of betrayal were now a part her. He had done this to her! She handed her empty glass to a passing waiter and accepted a new one.
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AFTER LITERALLY PUSHING himself free of the clinging debutantes, Stephen strode across the ballroom, scanning the guests for his cousin amongst the crowd. In doing so, he saw a some vaguely familiar faces. He merely inclined his head toward the few who managed to catch his eye and moved onward. Where the hell was Flavion? Having just arrived from the Continent, Stephen had first presented himself at his uncle’s townhouse, Flave’s now. The servants had told him that the earl and the countess — surely not Flave’s mother? – were out for the evening attending one of the Season’s more elaborate balls. Rather than cool his heels at Nottinghouse, Stephen felt compelled to clean up, don his eveningwear, and seek out his cousin to discover what the devil he’d been up to. It had been nearly two days since he’d had any sleep, however, and his temper frayed.

Stepping onto the terrace, he immediately spied his cousin, only partially hidden by ornamental shrubs, in a passionate embrace with a dark-haired, sweet little English rose. Stephen ought to have guessed. Ever since the age of twelve, Flavion had single-mindedly developed this particular skill with unusual persistence.

“Flave!” he said firmly.

The younger man took his time looking up, but once his eyes lighted upon Stephen, he pushed the young woman aside and rushed over with both hands outstretched.

“Cuz!” he exclaimed before pulling Stephen into a tight hug. “Where have you been? Oh, it’s good to see you! I’ve been trying to track you down for years. Did you not receive my letters?”

“Not until recently.” He shot a meaningful glance in the direction of the lady Flavion had abandoned so casually.

Flavion laughed heartily, oblivious to his slight. “Well, the joke’s on you! I have taken care of matters myself and married an heiress! Largest dowry of them all.” His cousin’s blue eyes twinkled as he toggled his eyebrows.

At this point, Stephen turned and made a slight bow to the lady who held herself back, arms crossed in front of her. “Felicitations, my lady. Won’t you introduce me to your wife then, Flavion?”

At his words, a hard glint appeared in the lady’s eyes, and she tittered into her hand. Her giggles caused the curls about her head to bounce somewhat comically.

Flavion ducked his face before grinning back up at Stephen. “Ah, well, about that… We’ll have to go back inside the ballroom to find her.” Tilting his head with a shrug, he added, “A man must do what a man must do.”

Stephen squeezed the bridge of his nose to ward off what he was sure would become a massive headache. Somehow, he’d known the matter of Flavion getting married would not be a simple one. “Exactly when did this wedding take place?” His imagination conjured up all sorts of women who would have happily purchased the title of countess… incomparables, widows, antidotes, conniving bitches. In almost all of the scenarios, Stephen knew there would be complications.

There were always complications when a woman was concerned.

Flavion furrowed his brow and appeared to be counting back mentally. “A few weeks now, what does it matter? My pockets are flush again!”

“Perhaps I ought to escort your, er… friend, back inside to her chaperone, and then you may introduce me to your fortuitous bride,” Stephen suggested, already fearful that Flavion had walked into a disaster of his own making.

“Not necessary. Is it, sweetums?” Flavion said, looking back at the lady he’d been thoroughly absorbed with only a few moments before.

Sending him a worshipful look, she shook her head and gazed back at him. Flavion placed a quick kiss on her lips before turning her, patting her bum, and shooing her away. She did just as he asked without any protest whatsoever.

Ah, nothing had changed.

After she’d disappeared, Flavion looked over at Stephen. “Er, yes, I suppose you ought to meet the old ball and chain.” Then he paused. “But Stephen?” He shuffled his feet, looking at the ground like an overgrown schoolboy who knew he’d misbehaved.

Stephen feared Flave’s next words. “Yes?”

“She’s rather out of sorts with me at the moment. A temporary matter, I am sure, but I am currently not one of her favorite people.”

“A lover’s quarrel?” Stephen asked already knowing it could not be that simple.

“Well, rather more than that, I’m afraid. You see, she didn’t take it very well when I told her that I married her for the money.”

“You did what?”

“Well, after I had, ah, finalized our contract, so to speak, I couldn’t really have her hanging off me and whatnot. You know, expecting me to carry on with all of the doting and fawning. Daphne wouldn’t like that at all.”

“I’m not following. Daphne, your wife, wouldn’t want you to remain a doting husband?” Stephen asked, confused.

“Oh, heavens, no. Daphne is not my wife.” Amusement took over his demeanor. “I’m in love with Daphne. My wife is Cecily.” And with a wink he added, “Daphne is that fine bit of muslin I had in my arms a moment ago.”

“And by ‘finalizing the contract’ you mean…?” Could Flavion truly be that stupid? Oh, hell, could he have been that insensitive? Of course he could!

“Well, I couldn’t give her cause to seek an annulment. Her dowry will keep me in blunt for years to come! I couldn’t risk losing that, now could I?”

Feeling as though he had waded into quicksand, Stephen asked, “How much is this dowry?”

Jerking his chin up, Flavion responded, “Over one-hundred-thousand pounds!”

Stephen took a deep breath. “And who, might I ask, is her family?” Any lady with such a large dowry would be from a well-known and successful family.

“She’s middle class, I’m afraid, rather low birth, actually. Her father is a rags-to-riches sort of fellow. Mr. Thomas Findlay. Not even a gentleman, really, let alone nobility.”

At that particular name, Stephen flinched. Findlay Shipping and Manufacturing was one of his own company’s largest competitors. And Thomas Findlay was known to be ruthless. If Flave’s wife took her grievances to her father, Stephen wouldn’t put it past the industrial giant to put a violent end to his cousin’s life. Lucky for Flave, Stephen knew that Thomas Findlay had left for America on business a few weeks ago. He must have left right after the wedding.

“Have you already invested the dowry?” Stephen asked, his mind straightaway working a mile a minute.

“It’s sitting in the bank, Stephen. Well, most of it anyhow. I’ve been celebrating lately, as anyone would do! Not every day a man creates such a grand windfall for himself.”

Flavion’s words reverberated around Stephen’s head. Only a complete and utter idiot would allow that much money to languish in the bank, uninvested. Before he could complete that thought, Stephen wondered exactly how much of it Flavion had already frittered away. “We need to review your marriage contracts, Flave. Meanwhile, why don’t you introduce me to this new wife of yours?” Then, after further thought, he added, “Do make an attempt to be doting, Flavion. Your life may very well depend upon it.”

Flave glanced at him with a surprised look on his face.

Stephen merely grasped Flavion’s arm and said, “Lead the way, cuz.”

 


CHAPTER TWO

CECILY SMOOTHED DOWN the skirt of her gown, unlike anything she had worn as a debutante. As a married woman, Cecily’s obligation to wear debutante pastels and whites no longer applied. Surprise, surprise! There were benefits, after all, in becoming Lady Kensington. Cecily could thank Rhoda for pointing this fact out. After watching Cecily weep continuously for nearly two whole days, Rhoda had decided that Cecily needed to shop — shop like she’d never shopped before. This splendid wardrobe was the one redeeming asset she had acquired through this fiasco of a union.

Her friends had scheduled Cecily an appointment with Madam Chantal, London’s most expensive dressmaker, and quickly endeavored to commission Cecily an entirely new wardrobe. She had since spent millions of hours in the French woman’s boutique being measured, pinned, dressed, and fussed over. She’d even shared some of her own design ideas with the modiste, and together she and Madam Chantal were integrating them into her new apparel. In between these lengthy appointments, the young ladies had patronized numerous other shops to purchase all manner of accessory. It was in one particularly pricy jewelry store where Cecily had come across Flavion making the purchase for Miss Cunnington.

He’d not been embarrassed or sheepish at all! In fact, he’d had the gall to ask her opinion of that blasted barrette. Ignoring him, Cecily had narrowed her eyes and deliberately chosen a more expensive piece for herself.

As much as Flavion had spent since their marriage, Cecily presumed she’d most likely spent twice that amount. At the rate they were going, the two of them ought to be broke within the year. It was a rather exhausting undertaking.

At least, Cecily thought bitterly, she would have a terrific collection of gowns to show for it.

Tonight, she wore a dress made of scarlet chiffon, partially draped with expensive silver lace. The bodice was cut daringly low, and the skirt flowed about her legs in a most tantalizing way. She wore her amber tresses up, pinned with her own barrette, filigreed silver entwined around multiple rubies. And, for the record, this barrette cost considerably more than the diamonds her slithering husband had purchased for his mistress.

Cecily looked far better than she ever had as a debutante. Sophia, Emily, and Rhoda bemoaned the fact that Society allowed her to dress freely while they were still forced to wear the pastels and whites their mothers insisted upon. Cecily subdued their complaints by offering to exchange places with any one of them, at any time, happily.

A sobering thought, indeed.

For Cecily was only grudgingly received due to her title and her fortune — now her husband’s. But she would not hide away while Lord Kensington cut a wide swath through town. She would not allow him to pretend, now that he’d laid claim to her dowry, that she no longer existed. She was not a little girl nor a simpering wife. She was a woman of means. She was a countess.

Her confidence wavered, however, when she glanced up and spied Flavion approaching with the man who certainly must be his cousin. Seeing them together, Cecily was jolted by both the similarities of the two men as well as their differences. She shivered inwardly and lifted her chin a notch. The effects of the champagne dulled some of the hurt that persisted despite her anger.

Lord Kensington tugged at his cravat before speaking. “Cecily, may I have the privilege of presenting my cousin, Mr. Stephen Nottingham? Stephen, this is Cecily… er, Lady Kensington.” His discomfort was unusual for him. What was he up to?

Wary of her husband’s changed demeanor, Cecily did not offer Mr. Nottingham her hand. Instead, she kept both occupied by cradling her champagne glass. She trusted neither of them. Flavion smiled, masterfully summoning the device he used only when convenient. Mr. Nottingham appraised her thoroughly, as though he could know her deepest secrets by a thorough examination of her appearance.

She boldly dared to make her own assessment.

This man’s eyes were lighter than Flavion’s, or perhaps they only appeared that way because his skin was darker. And his hair wasn’t really blond at all, rather different shades of light brown. He carried an intensity about him which Flave lacked, making him appear older than her husband. Tiny lines creased the outer edges of his eyes, and his evening dress was not nearly as elegant as Flave’s. Whereas Flave appeared to be angelic, this man seemed… rather earthly.

“Mr. Nottingham,” she replied, trying to sound haughty and sophisticated. As she tipped her head forward in acknowledgement, she wondered if Flave’s cousin had participated in the plan to secure her dowry. Most likely, he’d constructed the plot himself. She knew the cousin was, in fact, older by a few years. She would not be surprised if he’d masterminded the entire charade. He was a Nottingham, after all, and no doubt would wish to poach on some of her exorbitant dowry for himself.

Except she remembered hearing Flavion complain that his cousin had been out of the country for the past several years with a shocking absence of correspondence. Flavion had even wondered once to her if his cousin yet lived.

So why show up now? Had he become aware of Flavion’s windfall and come to implore him for funds? He didn’t look the type, but then Flave hadn’t appeared to her to be an opportunist either.

None of that mattered. He was Flave’s relative, and thereby, not to be trusted. “The long-lost Mr. Nottingham. Have you just recently arrived back in England?” she asked, wanting to satisfy her curiosity.

“Call me Stephen,” he said, barely tilting up the corners of his mouth. One could not quite deem the expression a smile. “We are cousins, now, after all. And yes, I arrived home today.”

Feeling an inexplicable need for reinforcements, Cecily reached behind her and pulled Sophia away from her conversation with Emily and a few of the other wallflowers. “And this is my good friend, Miss Sophia Babineaux. Sophia, meet Mr. Nottingham, Cousin Stephen,” she said mockingly. “He’s just arrived back in England.”

Mr. Nottingham bowed in Sophia’s direction and nudged his cousin.

Surprised for just a moment, Flave faltered and then moved closer to Cecily. He attempted to place her hand on his arm, but she would have nothing of it. Emboldened by the champagne, she brushed his hand away. Seeing him scowl, satisfied that cold place which had formed inside of her.

He recovered quickly, however. “Stephen will, of course, be staying at Nottinghouse with us, my dear, while in London,” he informed her as though she were a child. And then again turning toward his cousin, asked, “How long do you plan on staying, Stephen? Indefinitely, I hope.”
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FLAVE WAS NOT in favor with his wife, even a fool could see it. She spurned his touch and bristled at his words. Yes, Lady Kensington hated her new husband.

And, in all honesty, Stephen could not blame her. In order to revile her husband now, she must have loved him once…

Flave had been heartless. Nobody deserved to be used and discarded as his cousin had done with this young woman. The entire situation was disturbing. If only he’d arrived back in England one month earlier, Stephen could have stopped Flavion from making such a stupid error of judgment — or several of them. He needed to get Flave out of this pickle.

He turned to his cousin’s wife and bowed. He would bestow respect, as a countess was due. “My lady, I hope it is not an imposition?”

Although her face was young and innocent, a hard glint in her eyes warned him to proceed cautiously. It reminded him of a wounded tiger he’d come across several years ago while in India — and nearly not lived to tell the tale. Her gaze flickered over him. Stephen could see that she didn’t trust him. She must presume that, as a Nottingham, he’d been in on Flavion’s betrayal.

An arctic smile formed on her lips. “It’s Flavion’s house. Why should I mind? If my weasel of a husband wants you to stay, I expect you can stay. I’m afraid you’ll simply have to ignore all of the cooing and coddling we engage in. We are newly married, you see, and our love cannot help but overflow onto those around us.”

At this, Stephen couldn’t help but grin. Flavion was an idiot. He’d married an attractive and wealthy woman and then created a hornet’s nest for himself. Stephen hoped Miss Daphne Cunnington was worth it.

It was not unheard of for a ranking gentleman of the ton to marry beneath himself for money these days. And many of them discreetly engaged in affairs despite their married state.

But they did it quietly, slowly.

Not Flave. No, Flave had taken the lady’s money, her dreams and her virginity and then kicked her in the teeth. Stephen empathized with Lady Kensington. “I appreciate your hospitality, my lady. And I believe the, er, weasel, would be happy for my company.”

“I’m right here,” Flave interjected.

Miss Sophia Babineaux giggled quietly into her hand. At least the lady had a friend.

Lady Kensington’s shoulders seemed to relax ever so slightly upon Stephen’s jab at Flave.

She tipped her chin down in as regal a nod as Stephen would expect from a queen. “Very well, it’s settled then. We’re certainly not lacking in rooms. Stay as long as you like.”

As couples moved toward the dance floor to take up the next set, Lady Nottingham’s friend, Miss Babineaux, let out a wistful sigh. Flave obviously took this as his cue for escape.

“My dear Miss Babineaux,” Flave said, bowing in the chit’s direction, “I’d wager such a sorrowful sigh is indicative that no gentleman has yet claimed your hand for this dance? May I have the honor? And, Stephen, you may partner Cecily.” Then, looking at Miss Babineaux again, he added, “I beg your pardon. That is, if you are not already promised for this set?” Even though the young woman was the countess’ friend, Stephen watched as Flavion’s charm bowled her over.

She blushed slightly and placed her hand on Flave’s arm. Flavion had always been able to get exactly what he wanted from women. This was nothing new. But as Stephen turned toward the countess, he caught sight of her rolling her eyes heavenward. She did not appear to be disappointed in her friend; rather, exasperated at Flavion’s unwavering charisma. She’d most likely experienced it herself, only to be treacherously disappointed.

Stephen took a step closer to the countess and spoke near her ear. “My lady?” Would she dance with him? He was caught unawares by the heightened awareness he suddenly had of her as a woman, as a very feminine creature that he might hold in his arms.

An almost unnoticeable tremor shook her at his words.

Lady Kensington regarded him warily. It would be the height of rudeness for her to reject him. He looked back at her innocently, daring her to make an excuse. He stood considerably taller than she, and his proximity made it necessary for her to tilt her head back in order to look him in the eyes.

“We are not a happily married couple, you know,” she said. She seemed to struggle with her words.

Stephen wondered if the champagne she’d consumed had caused this, or the notion itself.

He took the drink from her hand and set it on a nearby pedestal. Without waiting for an answer, he led her onto the dance floor. The positioning of the other dancers signified a waltz.

Stephen hadn’t danced the intimate steps since he’d left London.

He took one of her hands in his and placed his other on the small of her back. For all her anger, for all her resentment, she seemed amazingly complacent now.

Until the music began.

Stephen felt Lady Kensington stiffen. Her breathing quickened, and her hand grasped his so tightly that her knuckles turned white. At first, he wondered if she did not know the steps to the dance. But of course, she would! What debutante would not? Was she merely being perverse? Would she set out to embarrass him, to get back at Flavion somehow?

For her legs moved woodenly, showing no grace or skill whatsoever.

But then he saw her face. Her bottom lip trembled, and her eyes were pinched shut.

This had nothing to do with anger, or revenge. She was terrified of something. Of him? He didn’t think so.

Of enjoying herself? Of allowing her anger to desert her for even a moment? Of surrendering herself to even a dance? Instinctively, he pulled her closer to him.

He could not help but smile down at her. He shrugged. “It’s only a dance, my lady.” At that, she let out a deep breath.

“Of course,” she said.

And then she finally relaxed into him so that he could get her feet moving synchronously with his.

The tops of his thighs brushed against hers. He breathed in and caught the freshness of her soap and perfume — citrus and something floral. He could not quite identify it. She looked up at him, and in her gaze, he saw a multitude of emotion.

Flave was in big trouble.

He’d swindled one of England’s most powerful men and then gone on to cause deep hurt to the man’s daughter. She’d been a trusting innocent, and Flave… well, Flave had been a bastard. Which ought not to surprise Stephen. Flave could be merciless when he wanted something. Stephen knew this first hand.

Releasing his hold only slightly, Stephen allowed a little more space to open up between himself and his cousin’s wife. He needed her to be comfortable. He needed her to trust him. Surely, she had sent word of Flave’s villainy to her father. Flave would need her to recant her complaints to avoid Thomas Findlay’s wrath.

Stephen twirled her around a few times, not too much though. For he’d wager that the glass of champagne he’d removed from her hand had not been her first. Once confident she would not stumble, he spoke again.

“Flave’s a lucky man,” he said.

At this, she looked up at him and rolled her eyes again. Oh, hell, but she was a delight.

She would not be susceptible to flattery. Clever girl. Even three sheets to the wind, she’d learned her lesson well with Flave.

But he needed her to trust him. He quickly surmised the best way to do this called for drastic measures. He would attempt some honesty.

Stephen waited a few moments and then tried again. “I am acquainted with your father. I was unaware until tonight, however, that he had a daughter.”

Lady Kensington frowned. “How would you know him? My father is not an aristocrat.”

“I spend most of my time tending to my own business, my lady. I was born into the aristocracy but to the younger son. I do not live an idle life.” Even when he’d lived with his uncle, he’d never approved of the indulgent lifestyle he’d been exposed to. He’d applied his energy toward his studies, and later, his uncle’s business and responsibilities.

He steered them around another couple and then twirled her again. He had been taught to dance. He was a gentleman, after all, even while buried up to his eyeballs in trade.

As was her father.
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CECILY CLOSED HER eyes and allowed Flave’s cousin to expertly lead her around the floor. He smelled nice. And beneath her hands he felt firm… solid. Yes, this cousin of her husband would have no need of padding. Apparently, Mr. Nottingham was more different from Flave than one would guess. She couldn’t imagine Flavion actually working. In fact, he had quite expertly mastered the art of playing. “You are in shipping as well? And imports?”

“Essentially, yes. Your father is one of my toughest competitors. I must admit to you, however, that most of our meetings have not been of an amicable nature.” He paused a moment and then added, “Your father can be an extremely ruthless man.”

Cecily shrugged. This was not news to her. “My father will not be happy when he learns of Flavion’s treachery.”

Cecily could sense Mr. Nottingham nodding slowly. “Ah, so you will run to daddy to fix things for you?”

She stumbled and jerked away before he pulled her close and continued leading them through the steps of the dance. She did not like his implication that she was a weak-willed, dependent little girl. With her father half-a-world away, he could do nothing to help her.

Perhaps she would take matters into her own hands.

Not by truly murdering Flavion, of course, but Sophia’s seduction idea — dishonoring Flave so that he’d demand a divorce — was growing more and more attractive. And Mr. Nottingham, well, he was looking more and more seducible. Being held by him was somewhat… comforting. She had to fight the ridiculous urge to lay her head upon his shoulder. Perhaps she’d had a wee bit too much to drink.

No, as emboldened as she felt, she knew there was no perhaps about it.

She looked up and studied Mr. Nottingham’s eyes. They were fringed with dark blunt lashes that contrasted with his lighter-colored hair. His face wasn’t perfect, like Flave’s, but this perhaps added to his attractiveness. Emily had the right of it. He was manlier than Flave, more like her father. Was he ruthless like her father, as well?

Whiskers darkened his strong jaw as though several hours had passed since he’d last shaved. His lips looked firm, but soft. What would it be like to be kissed by this man?

Could she do it?

Flavion’s betrayal had changed her forever, shockingly so. Suddenly, she found herself numb to the rules of Society. Painstakingly drilled into her over the past few years, the dictates of the ton held little to no meaning for her now. She no longer cared if she curtseyed properly, ate with the correct utensils or eluded gossips. Apparently, she would shun the imperatives of morality as well.

How did one go about seducing a gentleman? She was not a practiced courtesan by any means, but Mr. Nottingham, she believed, was not immune to her. On the marriage mart, her looks had never been a problem. Her low birth, her lack of gentility had. Even with a large dowry, most gentlemen had refused to consider her for matrimony.

Until Flavion.

He had made her feel like she was the only woman in the world. He’d touched her tenderly, secretly whispered romantic poetry in her ear, and gazed longingly into her eyes.

She pulled back and looked contemplatively at Mr. Nottingham. He watched her closely. Cecily smiled and tilted her head to the side. “What else would you suggest I do?”
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STEPHEN WAS CAUGHT quite unawares by Lady Kensington’s smile. Years had passed since he’d last danced with a true Englishwoman. There were beautiful women all over the world, but none of them were quite as fresh and wholesome as the women of his own country. And this one was no exception.

What had he suggested to her? He’d accused her of running to her father to fix things, and she, in turn, had asked what other alternative she had. Ah, yes.

“Well, firstly, you might consider what you can do to improve the circumstances of your marriage. You are a beautiful woman. Surely you can imagine numerous ways to recapture your husband’s attention?” Something inside him resisted encouraging her thusly, but he persisted nonetheless. “Is it Flavion’s attraction to Miss Cunnington that’s giving you trouble? Well, in the few moments that I’ve had a chance to discuss it with him, it is fleeting, at best. He is no more in love with her than he is in love with—”

“With me?” Lady Kensington interrupted before he could complete his sentence.

“Well, yes, but…” He staved off another interruption with a stern look. “…she is not his wife. She does not have access to his bed every night. You,” he said very pointedly, “do.” He did not consider himself to be telling her an untruth. For he knew of no one more fickle than his cousin.

Lady Kensington took a deep breath and then let out a considerably heartfelt sigh. “I do comprehend what you are suggesting, but I am afraid that neither of those two things gives me much of an advantage at all.” She looked up into his eyes and pouted. “I, well…”

“Yes.” Stephen encouraged her to continue. It seemed perhaps he could clean up this mess easier than he’d first thought. If the countess were willing to give Flavion another chance, surely Stephen could convince Flave to treat his wife with some affection and respect. In addition to that, Flave must give up Miss Cunnington, for now at least. A murderous father-in-law ought to be incentive enough for Flavion to adjust his current lifestyle.

“Mr. Nottingham, Stephen, I am very much afraid that I do not know how to please my husband in… in the boudoir.” Her eyes took on a shining quality, as though they had filled with unshed tears. “I don’t have any idea as to what to do to… well… to satisfy him.”

Lady Kensington’s words swiftly cut into his train of thought. “Excuse me?” he asked, thinking he had misheard her.

No respectable lady would make such a confession to a virtual stranger! But… he was not, really. He was her husband’s cousin. He’d made it a point to recognize that they were now family. And yet, they were in a ballroom. Her words could have been overheard by anyone.

Brushing his shock aside, he focused his attention on contemplating exactly what she was suggesting. All for the greater good of his foolish cousin, once again.

But no, he had not misheard her. She had openly admitted to a lack of knowledge and experience sexually. Really, she ought to be discussing this with Flavion.

“I’m sure it would be more befitting of you to discuss this with your husband. Perhaps he simply requires some… encouragement?” he suggested. She ought not to be having this conversation with him. It was far too personal and far too fast for a London ballroom. But it seemed such restrictions were to be discarded tonight between the two of them. He and Lady Kensington had quickly moved beyond any semblance of small talk whatsoever.

The countess shook her head. “He has no patience with me.” And then she brightened. “Perhaps you could teach me?” she said hopefully. “If you could give me some pointers… then perchance…”

She trailed off without completing her suggestion. She licked her lips slowly, and he felt an unbidden tightening in his groin. He purposefully shifted his attention to her eyes and considered her words. Her gaze was unreadable, but she appeared quite serious.

It was a sad shame, but apparently Flavion had convinced this girl that she was not sexually appealing.

Preposterous!

What exactly did she want from him? This time it was Stephen who missed a step. After regaining his footing, he studied her intently. “Surely you are not asking me to… tutor you… in the verses of lovemaking?”

What Lady Kensington needed was somebody to bolster her confidence. If she were more confident in her sensuality, perhaps it would give Flave additional motivation to make something of this marriage. But surely, Stephen was not the person to do so!

This should not be a problem for any red-blooded male. Cecily Nottingham possessed a very feminine appeal.

She shrugged prettily. “Perhaps you are the key to saving my marriage.”

Stephen smelled a rat. Well, he thought he smelled a rat. Hadn’t his first impression of the countess been that she hated her husband? Now, he wasn’t so sure. She appeared to be something of an innocent. Could this be an illusion? He pondered the look of artlessness in her expression. Hmm… perhaps he needed to learn more about the new Lady Kensington. She was Thomas Findlay’s daughter, after all.

She missed a step, and Stephen pulled her close once again.

Maybe some experience would benefit the newly married couple. If she had any willingness at all to regain Flavion’s affections, then that was definitely a step in the right direction. Yes, this made the most sense.

And then the music stopped.

Stephen held her for just a moment after the music came to a halt and narrowed his eyes at her.

“I’ll think about it,” he said.
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AFTER MR. NOTTINGHAM returned Cecily to her friends and then disappeared, she could hardly keep herself from shaking. She could not believe what she had done. How had she found the nerve to speak thusly to a virtual stranger? Oh, she ought not to have had that last glass of champagne. Were all of the morals her governess had instilled into her over the past few years gone? Never in her wildest imagination would she ever have thought she would talk to a man so boldly. Oh, God, she felt sick.

Flavion had done this to her. She leaned into Emily’s ear and whispered, “I need to get out of here… now!”

Emily did not hesitate, but signaled for both Sophia and Rhoda’s attention.

“Let’s go outside,” Emily said. “It’s too hot in here.”

“It’s not that warm,” Sophia said.

But Rhoda had understood. “No, Soph, it’s too warm. Let’s go onto the terrace. If it is crowded, we can stroll down to the gardens.” She lifted the hem of her dress and led the way. Emily took Cecily’s hand and dragged her behind them. Sophia followed.

Once outside, Rhoda managed to locate a very private area behind several potted plants.

“What is it?” Emily asked Cecily, sounding like a schoolteacher. “What did he say to you?”

Cecily drew in a deep breath and then held up her right hand. “I’m shaking. I cannot believe what I have done, and now look at me. I’m a mess!”

Rhoda raised her brows and met Emily’s eyes before returning her attention to Cecily. “Blast, Cecily, tell us what you said to him!”

The three girls waited in silence, none of them willing to miss a single word of what Cecily had to say.

“At some point, while we were dancing, I sort of, um, decided I would go ahead and follow through with the idea of seducing him, you know? Where I cuckold Flavion and…”

“Oh, dear,” Sophia said. “Have you arranged a tryst already?”

Shaking her head, Cecily continued, “Well, when Mr. Nottingham suggested that I ought to use my feminine wiles to try to gain Flavion’s love and save our marriage, I—”

“Oh, good Lord! That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Emily interrupted. “You aren’t the one who ruined it. In fact, according to Flavion, it wasn’t even meant to be a real marriage to begin with.”

“I…” Cecily looked at Emily in exasperation. “…I told Mr. Nottingham that I don’t have any feminine wiles. I told him I needed somebody to teach me what to do in…”

“In…?” Rhoda prompted her.

“In the marriage bed,” Cecily said and then covered her face with both of her hands. “Oh, my God, I cannot believe I said such a thing to a man I’ve only just met.”

The three girls reacted similarly. Up until Cecily married, none of them, except for Emily, who had read about it, had had any idea as to what took place between a woman and a man in their marriage bed. When Cecily described her wedding night to the girls, they’d all been both scandalized and intrigued. And now Cecily had discussed it with a man! A man she was considering seducing in order to beget a child!

Rhoda recovered first. “What did he say?”

Cecily forced a tremulous smile. “He’d think about it?” She wasn’t quite sure what that meant.

The girls became quiet again. In the breeze, a hint of cigar smoke floated over from the terrace. This night felt unreal to Cecily. Her life would never be the same again. She suddenly didn’t feel so well. Her head was spinning, and the scent of the cigar smoke caused her stomach to lurch quite ominously.

“Maybe he’d consider a group lesson for all of us.” Rhoda’s eyes danced. “That way we would all know what to do on our wedding nights.”

“Oh, dear,” Sophia finally said.

“Well, that’s a step anyway,” Emily stated baldly. “I still think we ought to go ahead and have Flave murdered. Much simpler, not nearly as messy.”

And on that note, Cecily turned into the hedges and proceeded to empty the contents of her stomach into a carefully tended row of rosebushes.

Rhoda held her hair away from her face, and Emily attempted to block the spectacle from any would-be onlookers. Sophia patted her on the back soothingly and said, “Not to worry, Cecily. Everything will be fine.”

 


CHAPTER THREE

MUCH LATER THAT night, Stephen reclined into the worn leather chair in the study he’d always associated with his uncle. On this night, however, it was Flavion who sat behind the large oak desk, his handsome face twisted into a scowl. Stephen could not help but be irritated by the general disorganization, evident by the strewn scraps of paper littering the desk and bookshelves behind it.

“I might have a problem, Stephen,” Flavion said, somewhat surprisingly. Stephen raised his brows. He’d thought he was going to have to convince his cousin of this seemingly apparent fact himself.

“Indeed?” he asked mockingly, although not enough to distract the younger man.

Flavion rose and took a few steps toward the window. As he did so, a few smaller pieces of paper floated unheeded to the floor. Stephen itched to pick them up. “Daphne told me something disturbing. She said that when she was outside, she overheard one of Cecily’s friends tell her that she ought to have me murdered! That cannot be possible, can it, Stephen? Cecily isn’t that type of chit. But her friends…” He jammed his hands down into his pockets in frustration. “I wouldn’t put it past the tall one — the one named after a flower.”

Stephen drew in a deep breath. Utter tripe! The idea that the countess would attempt to take Flave’s life was utter nonsense. It was her father who Flave ought to be wary of. Stephen had hoped his cousin had had an epiphany of sorts and realized the dire nature of his circumstances, Instead, he was giving into the paranoid delusions of his lover.

Stephen had only met the one friend, Miss Babineaux, and she’d seemed harmless, quite innocuous, in fact. She was a pretty little thing but without the substance and vitality Lady Kensington possessed. Cecily Nottingham was like a shiny new instrument, begging to be tuned and played. But a murderess? Hardly.

“I wouldn’t worry about that, Flave. What you ought to be worrying about is what Thomas Findlay is going to do to you once he returns from America and discovers you’ve broken his daughter’s heart.”

Flave waved Stephen’s words away with a flick of his hand. “What would he be upset about, Stephen? I’ve taken his daughter off his hands, right enough. Isn’t that what any father would wish for? Bloody hell, I’ve made a mere merchant’s daughter into a countess.”

“Obviously, Flave, you don’t know Mr. Findlay as well as I do.”

“How do you know him?” Flave looked up in surprise. Stephen was gratified to finally have his cousin’s full attention.

“I’ve been up against him in a number of business deals, Flave. Believe me when I tell you he is unscrupulously protective of his property. You can wager his daughter merits even further consideration. It’s rumored that he’s killed men who’ve betrayed him. I think your actions can be construed thusly.”

Flave sat down on the edge of the desk and looked thoughtful. “You think?”

Squeezing the bridge of his nose yet again, Stephen nodded. “Yes, Flave, I think. And that leaves it up to you to do everything you can to regain Lady Kensington’s affections.”

Flave puffed up his cheeks and then let out a long breath. In spite of being a grown man, he resembled a petulant child. “But what about Daphne? I made a vow to her that she was my one true love. I told her nothing would change between us after the transfer of Cecily’s dowry.”

Shaking his head, Stephen dashed Flavion’s hopes. “Tell her your life depends upon it, by God. Surely, if she loves you, she won’t wish to see you laid out in the parlor. It’s imperative that you do what is necessary to repair your marriage, Flave. A man who dowers his daughter with a hundred-thousand pounds expects the groom to make an honest effort. Give it a few years, then you can have as many Daphnes on the side as you wish.” For some reason, Stephen could not see Flavion holding his wife’s interest for much longer than that. Flave was entirely too one dimensional for her. Once she discovered Flave was all flash and no substance, as charming as he could be, she’d tire of him. The thought was oddly satisfying.

“Daphne is the one, Stephen,” Flave said, looking far too dreamy. “You’ll understand someday.”

Stephen dismissed an intrusive memory of Flavion speaking these exact same words to him years ago — in regards to Stephen’s own betrothed.

Not willing to let Flave ramble along on a lovesick tangent, Stephen interrupted him. “But you must set Daphne aside, Flave. You are my closest living relative, and I’m not inclined to carry on the Nottingham name alone. Do you understand?” Stephen held his cousin’s eyes unwaveringly. “You must do whatever is necessary to repair relations with Lady Kensington.”

After holding Stephen’s eyes for a moment, Flave looked down at the floor in defeat. “You really think her old man would come after me? You’re not just being paranoid, are you?”

“I wish I were.” And then walking around to the other side of the desk himself, Stephen sat down in the chair Flavion had vacated. Ignoring the headache that had begun to settle in, he absently began sorting through various receipts and bills in front of him. Ah, here’s what he was looking for. “Now, let’s assess these contracts to see what stipulations the old bastard has put on all that money. Best to know what we’re dealing with.” Flavion flung himself down in the sofa on the other side of the room and, with one leg hooked over the cushioned arm, looked petulantly bored as he waited.

Like old times.

It took Stephen less than ten minutes to realize that Thomas Findlay had most definitely not relinquished his daughter and her dowry as handily as Flavion had assumed. Flavion was already nearly in default. He’d been given one month to put together a plan in which the first third of the dowry was to be put in trust for Lady Kensington and any children, a third could be used to buttress the properties under the earldom, and the remaining third was to be invested so that the proceeds could then be used to provide his daughter and new son-in-law a small allowance.

A cold chill ran down his spine as he began adding up bills and receipts the couple had accumulated over the past few weeks since their wedding. Holy hell, between the two of them, they’d managed to spend nearly twenty-thousand pounds! And that was just what he could see from the haphazard pile of receipts in front of him. When he looked up to address Flavion with the bad news, he wasn’t surprised to see that Flave had nodded off.

It seemed that his cousin was going to need some financial assistance, after all. Stephen poured himself a few fingers of scotch and then sat down again to process and absorb the situation before him. A part of him was of a mind to walk away and leave Flave to face the music alone for once in his life. In the past, on more occasions than Stephen could remember, either he or Uncle Leo had dug Flavion out of holes he’d gotten himself into. Unfortunately, in this instance, the repercussions were too dire for Stephen to abandon his cousin. As much of a wastrel as Flave could be, Stephen did not wish to see him dead.

Flogged, perhaps, but not dead.

So.

First things first. Hopefully, Flave would heed Stephen’s advice and patch things up with Lady Kensington. A remote possibility existed that the lady might be willing to make another go at the marriage. Perhaps it was true that love and hate were opposite sides of the same coin, for Flavion’s sake anyhow. Because last night it had seemed as though Lady Kensington hated her new husband. Passionately. And yet she wanted to learn how to seduce him.

Tomorrow, Stephen decided, he would spend a bit of time telling Cecily Nottingham what she could do to entice her husband. Under no circumstances, he’d decided firmly, would he show her anything. Perhaps he could find a book… Although…

Leaning back, with closed eyes, he inadvertently remembered the feel of her, soft and warm, in his arms as they’d danced. Without being petite, she was delicate nonetheless. She had an enticing coloring, what with hair the color of a sunset and eyes that flashed her every emotion. Made a man wonder…

If it were his task to unlock her carnal sensuality, he’d not find it an unpleasant one. She was a tantalizing minx, nearly bursting with simmering passions. For the thousandth time that evening, the words, “Flave’s a fool,” danced through his mind.

But this type of thinking was all to no avail. After a few moments of searching, he found several steward reports and unopened bills in the top drawer. He spent much of the night addressing estate problems and making notes about where Flave needed to begin buttressing the earldom. A good deal of the money from the dowry was going to be required to pay off old bills. Hells bells. Flavion was going to need every penny of that dowry. He’d damn well better begin earning it.
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WHEN CECILY AWOKE the next morning, she groaned and then buried her face back under the covers. Her head hurt, her mouth felt like cotton, and her stomach was queasy. The gloom that had settled on her every morning since her wedding, though, wasn’t quite as heavy as it had been before. No, it was now replaced with an onslaught of embarrassment and shame for the way she’d spoken to Flavion’s cousin. Last night’s decision to seduce him, seemed laughable this morning. She hoped he would ignore her request, and that neither of them would ever have to discuss the subject again.

Except that her enthusiastic friends would not let her get away with any such thing.

Argh! What had her life come to? She needed to pull herself together.

After sitting up, she reached for the tea that would have been brought in earlier. It must have been over an hour ago, as it was not even slightly warm.

She drank the liquid anyway and then climbed out of bed. Ignoring her dressing gown, she reached for the bell pull to summon her maid. She wanted to look her best before facing Mr. Stephen Nottingham again. Flavion had always spoken of his cousin with a sort of hero worship. Apparently, the man held considerable sway with her husband. She was curious what he planned to do with it.

All thoughts fled from her mind at that moment, however, when a loud shout and a thumping and crashing sound broke the peaceful quiet of the morning. Startled into action, she flew out the door of her room in her nightdress and came to stand at the top of the long stairway looking down.

Flavion lay on the polished marble floor at the bottom with a large gash on his forehead, drops of splattered blood staining the lace at his wrists.

He was not moving.
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THE SHRILL OF a female scream awoke Stephen from the brief slumber he’d eventually given in to near dawn. Rather than wake up his valet, he had decided to sleep, instead, on the leather couch in the study. Instantly alert, he leapt up and followed the alarming sound. As he arrived in the foyer, he was met with the sight of his cousin, unmoving at the bottom of the stairs and his cousin’s blushing bride peering down from the balustrade above, looking terrified — and perhaps a little guilty.

Had she pushed Flavion down the stairs? Had he been wrong in advising Flave to ignore Daphne’s warning? Stephen rushed forward, bent down, and touched his hand to the side of Flavion’s neck.

With relief, he found a pulse rather quickly. At the same time, Flave began stirring.

“Is he all right?” Lady Kensington called anxiously from above. Her voice echoed in the large foyer. She sounded more curious than concerned, as in Was I successful? He glanced up to assess her demeanor visually.

Aggravated with his baser urges, Stephen ignored the stirring he felt at seeing the woman in a somewhat transparent scarlet negligée. The gown, obviously from her wedding trousseau, would have been purchased before she’d learned of her husband’s betrayal. It was most definitely not designed for a debutante. The bodice of the gown was comprised of more lace than fabric, and the flimsy skirt caressed and hinted at the lovely curves beneath. Much of her reddish gold hair had escaped the long braid she’d obviously worn to bed and now softly framed her pale face. Her green eyes looked darker this morning as she gazed down at her motionless husband.

“Flave? Are you injured?” Without waiting for an answer, with one hand on the polished balustrade, she ran, barefoot, down the stairs to join Stephen. The silky material of her gown floated around both gentlemen as she knelt on the floor. When Lady Kensington leaned forward to look into Flavion’s face and hold his head, Stephen couldn’t help but let his eyes wander to the gap at her bodice. In a somewhat detached observation, he decided that her bosom was perhaps the perfect size; not too small, but pert and firm. Her skin, creamy and flawless.

“Daphne?” Flavion said. “Daphne, love?” In his dazed confusion, he reached up, grasped the countess, and went to pull her down towards him. “Come here, darling, and give us a kiss.”

Stephen groaned.

As though burned, Lady Kensington recoiled and allowed Flavion’s head to drop with a thud on the hard floor. At that, his eyes flew open, apparently realizing he’d been attempting to fondle the wrong woman. Well, not the wrong woman, in truth, but not the one he’d hoped for. The countess sprung up and stepped back.

She didn’t look hurt or even angry. She mostly looked disgusted. Had she jumped back because Flavion had spoken another woman’s name or because he’d spoken at all? Had she been hoping her husband was dead? That would certainly have been an effective revenge.

Stephen looked over at her suspiciously, annoyed again with himself for feeling even slightly aroused by the sight of her.

“Blazing bollocks!” Flavion grunted. “What in damnation happened?”

Stephen frowned. “Language, Flave. There is a lady present.”

“You must have tripped on that carpet at the top of the stairs, my lord. The corner is beginning to unravel. I nearly did the same thing a few days ago.” Suddenly looking contrite, Lady Kensington added, “I ought to have had one of the footman roll it up and move it. I didn’t think…” She bit her lip anxiously. “I’m sorry, Flave. I really am.”

Stephen, more confused than ever, was going to have to rethink his opinion of Lady Kensington. He wasn’t quite sure what he thought of her. Had she left the tattered carpet intentionally? Was she pretending remorse? If so, she was a damned good little actress.

Stephen helped Flave to his feet, who then stretched and flexed his arms and legs as though testing their functionality. Except for the blood dripping from his nostrils, he seemed mostly unharmed. He must have banged his nose into something when he’d taken his tumble. Yes, a large bump was already beginning to appear.

Flave eyed his wife suspiciously. “I’m quite all right, Cecily. You are speaking with me again, then?”

Stephen watched in wonder as Cecily’s countenance changed from compassion and concerned to defensive and haughty. Again, he sensed the sizzling that burned just beneath her outward calm.

“Only for a moment, to make sure you weren’t dead,” she said in a clipped voice. “Now, if you’d both excuse me, I’ll return to my chambers.” With that, she deliberately lifted her nightgown and carefully ascended the stairs, the transparent crimson material wrapped tightly around her slim thighs and backside.

She was naked beneath her gown.

Both men’s eyes trailed her every step until she reached the top and disappeared down the hallway. Afterward, they each glanced over at the other. But whereas Stephen had been admiring the sight of Cecily climbing the staircase, Flavion’s eyes were narrowed with an expression of blatant distrust.

“I think she pushed me,” he said suddenly. “Damn, Stephen. Daphne was right.”
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CECILY, EAGER TO avoid a meeting with either Flavion or his cousin, donned one of her new day dresses and arranged to meet Rhoda and Sophia for some shopping. She was buttoning the top of a pelisse that had been delivered earlier that morning just as Mr. Nottingham stepped into the foyer from the study.

He’d obviously spent some time with his valet since she’d seen him earlier this morning. Although not elaborate, his cravat had been neatly tied and his face freshly shaven. His eyes were shadowed though, as if he hadn’t much sleep the night before. His jacket was clean and pressed but well worn. He wore no lace, and his waistcoat was a solid color — no golden embroidery as Flave always insisted upon.

Suddenly nervous and more than a little embarrassed, Cecily gave a great deal of attention to sliding her fingers into the matching kid gloves she’d purchased the day before. “Your cousin is not suffering any lingering discomfort from his fall this morning?” she asked casually, concerned for Flavion’s health despite herself.

Mr. Nottingham stood with his legs firmly planted, his hands behind his back, and watched her intently. He seemed to lack any of the nervousness that had attacked Cecily. “He appears to be the same as ever. I can’t imagine a knock on the head doing much damage to Flave,” he said with a vacuous expression on his face.

Cecily was uncertain as to whether or not he was taking a jab at Flave again. She liked when he did that.

Nonetheless, she had been after a quick escape, and his rather imposing personage blocked her way effectively. “If you will excuse me, sir, I have an appointment this afternoon, and I do not wish to be late. I won’t be here to hold tea for you, but I shall return for dinner. Do you have plans to go out this evening?” she asked hopefully.

He didn’t seem to be paying much attention to what she was saying; rather, he was looking her over from head to toe. “Is that a new ensemble, Lady Kensington?” His expression did not bode good tidings.

“It is,” she said proudly, “and my appointment, in fact, is with my modiste, who happens to be much sought after, and very dear. So again, if you’ll excuse me, I must be leaving now. Madam Chantal holds appointments open for no one.” She took a step toward the door, but he still refused to move. Suddenly she stood very close to him and was forced to look up in order to see his expression.

“I’m afraid, my lady,” he said in a dreadfully serious voice, “that you’ll have to allow another customer your allotted time, after all. Would you spare me a moment and come into the study? I’d like to discuss a rather worrisome situation with you.”

Without her consent, Mr. Nottingham took her arm and steered her through the large double doors that led into the study. Cecily was too stunned to do anything but traipse alongside him.

“Please have a seat,” he said, gesturing to the chair that sat across from the desk. Then he seized a large stack of papers from a nearby shelf and returned to stand directly in front of her. Seated as she was, he appeared somewhat menacing. She jumped, startled, as he dropped the entire bundle of them into her lap. Without saying a word, he strode away from her toward the empty hearth and stood stiffly, hands behind his back. Giving her some time, apparently, to glance at what he’d given her, he waited a few moments to speak.

“I assume you can read, and I assume you can add,” he said caustically before pivoting around to face her again. “But I won’t force you to do the math, as I’ve already taken care to do so myself.” He then walked back behind the desk and sat down in Flavion’s chair as though he were the Grand Earl himself.

Cecily shrugged, indicating a nonchalance she did not feel. “As have I,” she said. “I believe it is right around 12,672 pounds.”

Mr. Nottingham stilled. “Ah, so you are your father’s daughter, after all.” An uncomfortable silence fell as their eyes locked. His changed slowly from admiration to accusation. Had he thought she was just another empty-headed dimwit?

Had he thought her father would not inform her of the terms within her own dowry?

“You are spending Flave’s allotment.”

Cecily shrugged. “As is he.”

For a moment, she thought she saw amusement on his eyes, but it didn’t last for long.

“My lady,” he began, “this elaborate spending is over. I’ve sent Flave to meet with my lawyers and have the money allocated as specified in your marriage contract. I’ve also designed the investment accounts to make available an allowance for each of you, which will begin disbursements next month. Meanwhile, you’ll have to make do with what you have. If necessary, I shall have Flave give notice to the vendors that you patronize and tell them to withhold credit from you. I sincerely hope this will not be necessary.”

How deliciously commanding!

Contrary to what Mr. Stephen Nottingham must be thinking, Cecily was not at all angry with him for curtailing the reckless run she and Flave had put on her dowry. In fact, she was slightly relieved.

Her father had worked his entire life and would be extremely disappointed in her for the thoughtless spending she had done over the past few weeks. Not that she was thrilled with the arrogance Mr. Nottingham displayed while doing so, but she understood arrogant men. He had laid down a gauntlet and now obviously expected her to cry and pitch a fit so that he could exert his authority over her.

She would not give him the satisfaction. Besides, she possessed personal funds that she could draw on at any time, of which Flave had no knowledge. This mandate of his cousin’s would cause Flavion far more discomfort than her.

And yet, this entire situation brought her anger flaring back to life again. Her father’s hard-earned money would not have been squandered away if her husband hadn’t used her so callously.

“You think to save him from my father,” she finally said.

“I do and I will.” Mr. Nottingham’s eyes narrowed slightly. His tone was matter of fact but unyielding.

“He does not deserve it.”

The inscrutable man shrugged. “Perhaps not. But he is the only family I have, and I would wish to see him grow into an old man.”

Cecily turned her head and gazed unfocussed out the window.

“I did not foresee that a person could be so calculating and cruel,” she said. “Especially a person I loved. That is the very worst of it, you know. The fact that I believed him to be in love with me. And that I believed myself in love with him.”

Stephen frowned, looked down at the desk, and cleared his throat. “That was not well done of him.”

Cecily still gazed out the window. “I would rather he had pointed a gun at my heart and stolen my dowry in an outright robbery. I could then have preserved my self-respect.”

Apparently, Mr. Nottingham had no response to her proclamation. He seemed a decent-enough sort. But his physical resemblance reminded her that Flave was his cousin.

One, unfortunately, did not have the benefit of choosing one’s relations.

“What would you have now?” he asked suddenly. “What can be done to convince you to call your father off?”

At his question, she jerked her face away from the window and studied him. There had been enough deception. “I would have my freedom. I would have my self-respect, my dreams… my innocence.” With a self-deprecating laugh and a flip of her hair, she added, “Flavion’s head on a platter would not be unappreciated.”

Cecily watched as he seemed to mentally catalogue her demands. Freedom, self-respect, dreams, innocence, and Flave’s head.

“What if Flavion apologizes? Mends his ways and realizes that he loves you after all?”

Ah, but Cecily knew the truth of Lord Kensington. He would never apologize and mean it. He would never mend his ways, and most of all, he would never love her.

Which was a moot point anyhow, she realized with a start. She no longer wanted his love.

“Fool me once, shame on him. Fool me twice, shame on me. I shall not be a fool twice, Mr. Nottingham. I do not even believe that Flave loves Miss Cunnington. The only person my husband loves is my husband.”

At her words, Mr. Nottingham changed tactics. Perhaps he knew the truth of his cousin’s character as well. “Your freedom. What of an independence? You can have your own home, your own staff and never see Flavion again. Would that be freedom enough?”

“It sounds more like a life of exile than a life of freedom. I am sent away to the country while Flavion gallivants about London as he always has? Come now, Mr. Nottingham. You can do better than that.”

Mr. Nottingham’s jaw tightened somewhat at her words. She had not meant to goad him. But really, she’d lost everything when she’d married. Most of all, her hope for the future. She would not be sent away and forgotten. Cecily would have thrown something at Mr. Nottingham if she weren’t such a lady now.

Ignoring her taunt, he continued. “Self-respect. You say you want your self-respect. Now tell me, how does a woman scorned regain her self-respect? Does she fritter about from ballroom to ballroom drinking excessive amounts of champagne? Does she heedlessly spend the hard-earned money her father worked for to provide her dowry? Does she never cease her endless pouting and bouts of self-pity?”

She swiped one hand at her eyes. “You don’t know anything.” She would not cry in front of this brute!

Mr. Nottingham grimaced. “I may know more than you think.”

Something in his tone caused Cecily to look up at her husband’s cousin. His eyes shuttered, as he made himself busy shuffling a few wayward papers. Worry etched his forehead, and his jaw clenched again. This was not a person at all pleased with the situation he had found upon returning home.

“Why are you so determined to help Flavion?” she asked. It wasn’t his responsibility, after all. “You are not the earl.”

He stilled his hands and returned her regard. “I told you, he is my only family. I was absent from England when my uncle died, when Flavion needed me most. And now that I’ve returned, I find it nearly too late to assist him. I cannot allow my uncle’s heritage to fall to ruin. Nor can I allow Flavion’s actions to bring about his own demise.”

Cecily tilted her head. This man had an extremely strong sense of responsibility. “You will not always be able to save him. He is a grown man.” She couldn’t help but feel respect for Mr. Stephen Nottingham. Why couldn’t her husband exhibit such strong integrity as his cousin?

Pushing his chair back, he then stood up. He walked around, propped one hip against the side of the desk, and looked down at her. “Flavion’s father, my uncle, took me in as a child. He raised me at though I were his own son. I won’t turn my back on my cousin.” He paused before continuing. “Does that leave us at cross purposes, or can we find some common ground?”

Cecily did not want to let go of her anger — of her hurt. But this man was starting to get to her. “He ought to be punished for his actions,” she said.

Mr. Nottingham nodded slowly, his gaze not wavering from her face.

“He is no longer going to have free access to your dowry. Your father’s stipulations have already seen to that.”

But that wasn’t what bother her the most. “It isn’t about the money,” she said softly. “It’s about… taking what he wanted with no regard for anybody else, with no regard for my feelings or those of Miss Cunnington. No one has ever done that to me before. I know my father can seem very heartless where business is concerned, but I’ve never seen him do to a person what your cousin did to me. And quite honestly, he has done a considerable wrong to Miss Cunnington as well. If he loved her, he ought not to have married another lady, for any reason.” She raised her fist to her heart and spoke fiercely. “I cannot abide him getting away with it.”

“But he does not deserve to be killed.”

This man was proving to have a most annoying habit — that of being right.

“No,” Cecily agreed half-heartedly, feeling as though all of the fight were leaving her. “I will not allow Papa to have him killed,” she admitted. “I wouldn’t have anyway, and my papa knows this.”

At this statement, Mr. Nottingham’s shoulders relaxed ever so slightly. “Well then, since I won’t be required to deliver his head to you on a platter, we shall simply have to find some other appropriate punishment for him. But will you allow me to assist you in this? Will you send word to your father that you are well, that you are content?”

Cecily searched his eyes. He’d joked about Flavion’s head, but other than that, he clearly was not mocking her. His expression was frank, forthright. His eyes were not the same as Flavion’s. After several moments of hesitation, she spoke grudgingly.

“I will send word to my father that matters are improving.”

But that was not enough. “And you will allow me to assist you in avenging Flavion for his actions?”

Cecily leaned forward and placed the receipts and bills he’d dropped into her lap back onto the desk. “Conditionally.”

“The punishment must be subject to your approval?” he asked.

Cecily had remembered something else, though. “Earlier you said that you understood more than I might know. Tell me what you meant.”

Mr. Nottingham glanced down at the receipts she’d placed upon the desk, and she could no longer see his eyes. “You are not the only person in the world to have been betrayed by someone you love.” And with that, he pushed himself away from the desk and walked over to the door, his face suddenly like granite. “I have detained you long enough already, my lady. Perhaps both of us can do some thinking and meet again in a few days’ time to discuss this further.”

Knowing she was being put off, Cecily walked over to the door but paused in the threshold. “Well…” she said knowingly, “…perhaps you might use that betrayal as inspiration for some of that punishment we’ll be doling out.” She turned with a flourish. “Good afternoon, Mr. Nottingham.”

 


CHAPTER FOUR

DESPITE BEING ORDERED to cease visits to her modiste, Cecily made her way to Madam Chantal’s shop the very next day. Madam was currently working on a few new gowns, which Cecily would not give up. They were her own designs, and she was most excited to see them come to life.

She spoke privately with the dressmaker and instructed that her bills be sent to a Mr. Niles Waverly, her father’s man of business, rather than to her husband. She’d known Niles her entire life, and as the trustee of her personal funds, he would, as always, handle matters discreetly. She felt rather satisfied with herself upon leaving the Frenchwoman’s quaint little shop. She didn’t need Mr. Nottingham to pay her bills. Thank you, Papa!

Once she’d completed her business with Madam, Cecily strolled over to Bond Street, where she met both Sophia and Rhoda at one of their favorite milliners. After showing off their respective purchases, Cecily handed off her packages to the footman who had escorted her, and the three ladies made their way to Gunter’s on foot.

“My Aunt Gertrude is visiting from Bath. It seems she has a lengthy acquaintance with the Nottingham family. I wish I had spoken to her before you married, Cece. Flavion’s mother spends a great deal of time taking the waters, and Aunt Gertrude has known her for years.” Rhoda twirled a parasol on her shoulder and fluttered her lashes as a handsome gentleman stepped aside for the three of them.

Cecily looked at her curiously. “And?” Knowing her friend all too well, Cecily urged Rhoda’s attention back to the matter at hand. “They were good friends?” She’d only met the dowager on one occasion and had been quite put off by her. Thank God, the dowager countess had returned to Bath immediately following the wedding. A cranky mother-in-law was the last thing Cecily wanted to deal with.

Rhoda pursed her lips before speaking. “Oh, no. Aunt said she barely tolerated the countess. But she had a wealth of information to share. She said that Lady Kensington often complained about Flave’s cousin. Mr. Nottingham was only ten when his parents were killed. She said her husband insisted they care for his brother’s orphaned child. She often told anyone who would listen that the earl favored him above his own son. She wanted nothing more than to send the boy away to school, but the earl refused.”

“Then why would Mr. Nottingham leave England?” Cecily pondered.

Rhoda had more to say. “Mr. Nottingham fled England when he and Flave fought over a woman — Mr. Nottingham’s fiancée! Flavion won the lady, and Mr. Nottingham left. Aunt Gertrude said that the countess never spoke of him after that.”

Cecily let out a very unladylike snort. Knowing what she did of her husband, she was not surprised that the fallout had occurred over a woman. She only wished she knew more details. Most likely Flavion had turned the charm on and stolen the lady away. Cecily understood how potent his appeal could be — all too well.

And now Mr. Nottingham was back in England feeling responsible for the safety of the cad, of all the ironies.

“Is that all she said, Rho?” Cecily asked.

Rhoda took several steps before answering. “She mentioned that she thought there were other troubles with Lord Kensington but didn’t say what.”

“Oh,” Cecily responded.

The girls walked in silence for nearly half a block. They could all only imagine what sort of troubles Flavion had gotten himself into growing up.

“I am not going to seduce Mr. Nottingham,” Cecily announced rather abruptly. She liked him. “He is innocent of having any previous knowledge of Flavion’s deception.”

Rhoda waved the concerns away with her hand. “He is a man of the world. It’s most unlikely that he is innocent, and please remember that he had the effrontery to suggest that you might make some effort to repair your marriage — as if it were your fault it was damaged in the first place. No, Mr. Nottingham is merely trying to protect Flave and your dowry from your father.” As Gunter’s came into view, she increased their pace considerably. “There’s Emily. Let’s see what she thinks about this.”

Her friends were going to be disappointed in her, Cecily thought, as they stepped into the popular little parlor, when she told them of the bargain she had struck with Mr. Nottingham.

After choosing each of their favorite flavors of ice and finding a relatively private table near the back corner, the four ladies resumed their conversation. Cecily explained her change of heart regarding revenge on Flave by telling them that Mr. Nottingham had realized the situation the dowry was in and had already taken measures to assure its preservation.

“He’s a smart one. I’ll say that for sure,” Emily interrupted, after savoring a bite of her ice. “Might be best to leave him be. Oh, by the way, Cecily,” she added as an afterthought while reaching into her large book bag, “I picked these up for you. Do study them within the next few days as they are on loan from the library.” Her eyes twinkled with humor as she handed them over. “Perhaps there’s something here that we could use.”

Cecily read the titles of each book out loud. “A Guide to the Poisonous Plants Found in England, A Beginner’s Handbook on the Care and Handling of Firearms, and, oh Lord, Emily, A Treatise on the World’s Most Diabolical Murderers?” Placing the books into her own bag, she laughed. “You truly are going to have to stop encouraging me. I just may do it one of these days. But thank you for thinking of me. I’ll return them to the library tomorrow. I plan on going this week anyhow, and what with being ordered to stop spending so much of my husband’s — no — of my father’s money, I’ll need to find some other way to occupy my time.”

Emily looked sympathetic. “Any word from your father yet?”

“Nothing,” Cecily said. “And I am beginning to wonder if even he can get me out of this marriage. Regardless of where I go, I will be ruined. Even if he took me to America, I could not participate in Society. I’ve heard that our scandals are discussed over there nearly as much as they are here.” She suddenly felt weary. “I cannot imagine being married to Flavion for the rest of my life, though. I was such an idiot to fall for him! And now I’m tied to him forever!” Saying the words again, she realized she was becoming something of a whiner. But she did not know what to do. She could never come to terms with her situation and ‘make the best of it.’ That simply was not within her nature.

“You won’t be,” Rhoda said firmly. “You are going to seduce Mr. Nottingham, get with child if necessary, and obtain that divorce you want so badly.” She put one hand over Cecily’s. “We will all do anything we can to help you.” Looking around the table, she added, “All in?”

Emily put her hand atop Rhoda’s, and then Sophia added hers to the pile.

“All in,” they said in unison.

Blinking back tears, Cecily smiled. She had the best friends in the world. They truly were going to be disappointed when she failed to follow through with their plans.
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LEAVING GUNTER’S THAT afternoon, Cecily ought to have felt reassured and comforted. In actuality, she was more confused than before. The plan to seduce Mr. Nottingham, although sound in logic, had caused a knot to form in her stomach. Even so, his compulsion to protect such an utter scoundrel as his cousin, he seemed a decent man. And in truth, she did not think she could do such a thing.

Perhaps… perhaps…

An idea was growing in her mind. If she told Mr. Nottingham that they could punish Flavion by pretending to have an affair, Flavion would be punished, and her friends would be appeased. Perhaps the appearance of an affair would anger Flavion enough to begin divorce proceedings…

She could not spend her entire life tied to Flavion Nottingham. Despite Society dictates, she simply did not have it in her to endure a marriage such as this. And Flavion would eventually insist upon an heir.

She knew the nobility had little sentimentality when it came to the raising of children. At first, she’d been shocked to hear that many of the ladies of the ton left them with nannies and governesses for weeks at a time. She herself had been raised by a governess, but there had not been a mama to step in and do the job herself. Furthermore, her father had kept her with him often. Not having known her own mother made it more important than ever to nurture any children she might have. A loving father had always been a part of her expectations. She positively did not wish to try to raise children with such a man as Flavion Nottingham.

Which increased her conviction that she must find a way out of this marriage!

Perhaps this new idea, this adjusted plan, would prompt Flavion to divorce her. Impatient to present it to Mr. Nottingham, Cecily was suddenly eager to return to Nottinghouse. Would he do it?

Did he have a choice?

Standing upon the pavement, she looked up and down the street, wondering what had become of the Kensington Carriage. Coachman John had surely told her he would wait right here, just outside of Madam Chantal’s. She shivered and suddenly felt a little vulnerable. She ought to have brought her maid along with her.

She began to twirl around to recheck her location when a strong shove from behind caused her to drop her packages and trip toward the cobbled roadway. Unable to halt her momentum, she was flabbergasted when she landed softly, somewhat cushioned, by an odiferous rock of fluff and fur. Something had prevented her from tumbling head over heels onto the street.

Sprawled on the ground and startled, Cecily found herself beside a disproportionately large dog who was enthusiastically greeting her with swipes of his equally disproportionately long tongue. Her packages! Her new bonnets!

And then all thoughts of those fripperies flew out of her mind. For in a burst of dusty wind and straw, a produce cart careened along the road, far too close for comfort. There had been mere inches to spare between her person and the hooves of livestock as the team and conveyance rushed past. She’d been lucky.

Good lord, what a fright!

It took a moment for her to realize that she had, quite fortuitously, been saved from certain death by the solid presence of this rather large mangy-looking canine.

Dazed, but curious, Cecily glanced around to see who had stumbled into her so recklessly. It was impossible, however, for the people who had been in her vicinity had either disappeared along the walk or were approaching to assist her and assure themselves of her well-being.

“I’m safe. I am fine,” she said several times as she allowed one of the passing gentlemen to assist her to her feet. “Really, I’m fine.” She brushed at her new dress and winced when she saw a large rip near the hem. Madam Chantal would not be happy. She grimaced further when her hands transferred streaks of grime and blood onto the fabric. She’d not realized the extent to which the road had torn her soft gloves and scraped her palms when she’d fallen.

“Oh, I say,” a familiar-looking gentleman said. “Aren’t you the chit Kensington married recently? The cit’s daughter?”

Cecily bent to retrieve her reticule and packages and then stood tall, straightening her spine. “I am Lady Kensington, yes,” she said, attempting to escape the smothering well-doers who now surrounded her. For the first time in ages, she experienced a small amount of fear. It was one thing to be snubbed in a ballroom, another all together to find oneself hemmed in on a public street.

“And I suppose this here is your noble dog!” a different voice mocked, sounding vulgar and a bit menacing.

She glared in the direction of the second man just in time to see him land a swift kick on the animal’s hindquarters.

“Oh, no, you don’t!” A red haze abruptly clouded Cecily’s vision. No longer considering the precariousness of her situation, nor the fact that she was a woman alone in the midst of an unfriendly crowd, she leapt forward and then crouched down by the maligned dog. She didn’t have far to bend, though, as he really was rather gloriously proportioned. “You will not hurt this animal! How would you like it if somebody did the same to you, you good for nothing wastrel!”

Upon her defense of the animal, the crowd tittered and smirked. A few ladies stood some ways back, satisfaction on their faces. Cecily ought not to have been, but was, nonetheless, disconcerted to note that one of them was Daphne Cunnington.

“Well, that’s a fine pet for a lady,” one of the men added maliciously.

“Why, that’s no lady,” another said. “That’s Lord Kensington’s wife!” At this, many of them broke into gales of laughter.

Cecily grasped the hair on the back of the dog’s neck and attempted to pull him away with her. “Come on,” she said when he resisted. She could not leave him to the mercies of this lot. He had saved her life, after all. In her struggle to pull at the beast, her hold on her possessions loosened. She needed away from here. If only she could get back to Madam’s shop.

Barely had she attempted to drag the dog along with her when a strong arm wrapped around her middle. She nearly elbowed the person in the gut before his voice stopped her.

“My dear Lady Kensington…” Stephen Nottingham’s voice was gentle yet firm. “…you look as though you are in need of assistance. Are these fine gentlemen troubling you?”
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LADY KENSINGTON WAS making every attempt to appear unafraid, but Stephen felt small tremors going through her as he grasped her around the waist.

At the same time, she tugged fruitlessly at one of the largest and most unkempt dogs he’d ever seen.

He could not recall a recent situation in which he had felt as justifiably angry as he did at that moment. He was acutely angry at the crowd nettling her, but even more furious with his cousin for putting her in this position to begin with. Not hesitating in the least, he turned his fury toward the crowd that had gathered. “This is how you assist a lady?” he said through clenched teeth.

A few of them hesitantly stepped backward.

“Simply having a spot of fun,” one of the braver ones murmured feebly.

“No need to be hasty,” another said.

Lady Kensington was doing her best to escape them all, himself included, but the dog impeded her attempts. Releasing the lady momentarily, Stephen reached up and untied the cravat his valet had so expertly done up a few hours ago.

The men, thinking he was in mind of fighting them all, dispersed even more quickly.

“Damned bullies,” he growled under his breath before turning back to the dog. “I take it, my lady, that you wish to bring this mongrel home with you?”

With a slight nod, not looking at him, she answered, “I do.” She gave another tug. “But he bloody well isn’t letting me!” She nearly toppled over as she pulled at the dog. “I cannot leave him here all alone. If it weren’t for him, I’d be splattered all over the roadway right now. What kind of person would I be if I left him to fend for himself now? I ask you that. What kind of person would do that?” Her voice wavered somewhat. She used one arm to swipe at her eyes, her packages and reticule forgotten at her feet.

Stephen stepped between Cecily and the dog and tied a loose knot around the dog’s neck with his crisp white cravat, leaving a longer section for holding it. “Of course we won’t leave him here, my lady. How, might I ask, did this dog save your life?” His voice was calm, but her casual declaration caused his heart to miss a beat. Now that he took a moment, he noticed that her dress was torn and dirty, and she looked more than a little disheveled. En route to one of his manager’s offices, he’d barely caught sight of the ruckus surrounding her before rushing over. He’d missed whatever had incited the mob initially.

She stood up straight, apparently satisfied that Stephen had secured the dog right enough and then sniffed. “The sidewalk was crowded, and somebody pressed into me, causing me to stumble out into the road. If the dog hadn’t been in my way, I would have landed in front of an oncoming cart. The driver never could have stopped in time.”

Processing this disquieting information, Stephen looked back to the animal and gave him a hearty and somewhat affectionate pat. “Good job, old boy,” he said in as calm a voice as he could muster. Turning back toward Cecily, he handed a few of her belonging to her and then offered her his free arm. “Shall we find your carriage, my lady?”

Had this, too, been an accident? Did somebody want to kill Lady Kensington? Stephen didn’t believe in coincidences. He needed to have another talk with Flavion.

They found the carriage parked not even a block away. Seeing them, Coachman John gushed with apologies. He explained that he’d thought he was to await the countess at the milliners. Stephen would have liked to rip into the coachman but knew it was not really the man’s fault. Lady Kensington reassured the servant and handed over her packages.

Feeling an urgency to return the countess home, Stephen assisted Lady Kensington into the carriage and then hefted the malodorous dog up from behind — much to the consternation of Flavion’s driver. He understood the servant’s chagrin when he noted the opulent and plush upholstery that made up the interior. The dog settled himself across from Lady Kensington, leaving the only available accommodation for Stephen beside the lady.

She seemed to have regained her poise considerably by the time Stephen sat himself beside her. “I thank you,” she said stiffly, “for your assistance back there.”

Stephen turned so that he faced her. “Does that sort of thing happen often?” Would she admit to it if it did?

She chuckled without even a trace of amusement. Her laughter was brittle, her eyes far too bright. “Only since I’ve become a countess. There are many who resent one such as me to have reached so high. Trying to be something I’m not, they say.”

She had a streak of dirt across her cheek, and her hair was falling from its pins. She’d removed her hat and now held it nervously in her lap.

“Was it something you sought, something you wished for? A title?”

She glared at him upon this impertinent question. “I could care this much,” she said, releasing the hat and snapping her fingers deftly, “about a title. My pa wanted it for me, and I was happy to see him get his way, but I tell you for myself, if I had fallen in love with a blacksmith, it would matter not. Rather ironic, wouldn’t you say? A blacksmith wouldn’t have caused me all this trouble. I had thought things would be different once I married. But I am quite aware now that I shall never be one of you.”

“You wish to belong,” he said, having a sudden insight into this hapless woman who had married his cousin. “You wish to be accepted.”

“Doesn’t everybody?”

Stephen thought back to when his uncle had first taken him in. Even as a boy, he knew his aunt resented his presence. Her bitterness caused problems for the uncle who loved him. He’d overheard more than one argument between Uncle Leo and Aunt Edith. At first, Stephen tried to win his way into his aunt’s good graces, but her objection to his presence had been unyielding. Stephen had wanted to belong. He’d wanted to be accepted.

But he’d left all that in the past. He was his own man now and didn’t need anyone’s approval but his own.

“You were not received before your marriage?” he asked.

Cecily plucked at her gloves. “I was tolerated but invisible for the most part. If a gentleman looked at me, all he ever saw were the piles of my father’s money.” Stephen doubted this. Any red-blooded man would see her appeal, her beauty, but he did not interrupt her to say so. She gave an elegant shrug. “The irony of it all is I believed that Flavion saw me, Cecily Findlay, not merely my dowry. I thought him different. I don’t know how he did it.” And then, in answer to his question, she explained further. “Nobody shunned me outright. But I was an interloper. I have lived in London all my life, and yet never have I felt more of an outsider than when I mingled amongst the ton. I thought that after marrying Flavion I would be accepted, respected even. I was foolish to allow my father to have me introduced to Society. I believed him when he told me that with his wealth my lack of gentility would be overlooked. I believed myself good enough… I wish I’d never believed that. I wouldn’t be so disappointed now.”

She shrugged sheepishly. “And yes, you are witnessing another one of my pity parties. If you’d like, I can have Coachman John set you down here. That way you won’t have to endure my whining.”

Stephen curbed the instinct to reach out and place a hand over hers, which again sat upon her lap. An unfamiliar tenderness welled up inside of him when he noticed her gloves had been torn. “Whine away, my lady. I think I can handle it. Besides, what kind of gentlemen would I be if I left you alone with this beast?”

As though the mongrel knew he was being maligned, he whimpered pathetically.

“Don’t call him that,” she gave the dog an apologetic look. “He’s a hero! I’m going to call him Chadwick.” And sure enough, Chadwick let out an approving bark that echoed painfully throughout the carriage.

Wonderful.
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AS LUCK WOULD have it, locating Flavion that afternoon proved to be easier than Stephen had thought. His erstwhile cousin was chatting up some other fellows and contemplating the betting books at White’s. Flavion, dressed in the height of fashion, looked to be very popular, but upon closer inspection, Stephen realized the gentlemen surrounding his cousin were not exactly of the finest ilk. It was surprising that some of them were even given admittance into the prestigious gentleman’s club. Brookes, perhaps, but not Whites. Perchance the acquaintance of an earl had something to do with their reception.

“A word, if I may,” Stephen said quietly behind his cousin. “In private.”

Flavion frowned and then allowed Stephen to lead him off into a quiet corner. “What is it now? You’ve become such an old sobersides,” he said, somewhat broodingly. “I’ve done everything you told me to do. I delivered the instructions to the lawyers, I’m curtailing my spending, and I’ve told Daphne it’s over. She was mad as hell, by the way, until I told her it was your idea. When I told her my life was in danger, she changed her tune, all right. Then… well, then, she gave me quite a goodbye, if you know what I mean.”

“And when will you be seeing her again?” Stephen asked with an inward sigh. He hated that even to his own ears he sounded overly fastidious.

“Tonight, after the Chattering’s Ball.” Flavion grinned.

“So you did not really terminate your relationship, then.”

Flavion opened his eyes wide, innocently. “Of course I did, Stephen! I just told you I did.”

Stephen was disappointed. Disappointed, but not surprised. “I take it there have been no further attempts on your life, then?”

Flavion considered the question but a moment. “Well, none successful anyway,” he said before laughing at his own joke. “Not to worry about me, cousin. I’ll be sure to watch out for myself. I’m not a dandy, you know.”

The reference to a dandy reminded Stephen of the attack on Lady Kensington earlier that day.

“And what of your wife?” Stephen asked quietly with a stern tone in his voice that Flavion ought to have recognized. “What provisions have you fashioned to protect her? To protect her person as well as repair her reputation?” In his mind’s eye, he could not help but remember the sight of Lady Kensington and Chadwick, surrounded by a group of rabid aristocrats.

Flavion shrugged. “I can’t be responsible for her. She’s the one who wanted to become a countess.”

Stephen stared into his cousin’s eyes and saw… nothing.

They were empty, flat.

Utterly unconcerned.

With a heavy heart, Stephen wondered how Uncle Leo had managed to ignore this aspect of his only son. His uncle had been a good man. An honorable gentleman who had taught Stephen integrity, compassion, and fairness. Why hadn’t these traits extended to Flavion’s character?

As a boy, Flavion’s thoughtless pranks, which had exhibited a complete lack of empathy, had been casually disregarded as harmless tomfooleries and chalked up to the randiness of youth. This was no longer possible.

As a grown man, a gentleman, they were unforgivable. They were ugly and showed a complete and utter lack of character. A man did not allow his wife to be ridiculed in public. A man did not steal his cousin’s betrothed, ruin, and then abandon the girl. A man protected his own.

Stephen pulled back his arm, made a fist, and slammed it as hard as he could into his cousin’s face. It was about time, damn it.

And it felt good.

For all of ten seconds.

After pulling out a handkerchief and dabbing at his nose, Flave looked up to Stephen from the floor where he’d landed. The look in Flavion’s eyes wasn’t so empty now, nor so flat.

The expression he shot Stephen was hurt and confused. For the second time that day, Stephen found himself the object of far more attention than he would normally invite. Other chaps who had been lounging about the club now rushed over to interject themselves into the altercation.

One of the managers stepped in as well. “Listen here, gents. If you need to settle up accounts with each other, I’m going to have to insist you take yourselves off into one of the back rooms. Or perhaps better yet, on over to Gentleman Jackson’s place. But not in here.”

Neither of them spoke a word, but Stephen reached out a hand to assist Flavion to his feet. “No worries, gentlemen,” he said. “Right, Flave?”

Flavion looked at Stephen’s hand suspiciously before grasping it and allowing Stephen to pull him to his feet. “I suppose.” He brought the handkerchief up to his nose and winced.

Not only did it bleed profusely, but it bent at a slight angle now. Stephen handed his cousin another handkerchief. He was disgusted, not only with Flavion, but also with himself. This was not the way to handle disagreements. But, God damn it, Flavion had made a hash of things, hurting other people in the process. What else could Stephen do?

As they left the club, walking in the direction of Nottinghouse, Stephen broke the silence. “You do understand, don’t you, why I planted you with that facer?” What good would the punishment do if Flavion failed to comprehend why it had been dished out?

Flavion moaned slightly. “I’m displeased with you right now, Stephen. I think you’ve broken my nose!”

And a perfect nose it had been.

Stephen’s nose had been broken on more than one occasion. The cartilage would heal. It always did.

“You cannot persist with this cavalier attitude toward your wife.” He spoke firmly, reminding himself of his uncle. “You have wounded her considerably, and your actions are merely compounding the problem.”

“I don’t know if I can appear in Society tonight. Blast, Stephen! What with this bruise you’ve given me. It’s going to swell and most likely turn all shades of purple and blue.” Flavion ignored the reprimand completely. “Good Lord, whatever will Daphne think of this?”

“Damn Daphne, Flavion. Did you not hear a single word I’ve said?”

“Damn Cecily and damn you, I say. First, my cit of a wife pushes me down the stairs, causing me excruciating pain, might I add, and now my own flesh and blood takes a most unjust swing at me.” Flavion was working himself up into a self-righteous fit. “Since you’ve returned, you’ve done nothing but harangue me about my affairs. Well, I’m not a child, Stephen! I will make my own decisions and treat my wife however I please. If you don’t approve, feel free to go back to wherever you came from. A fat lot of good you are, anyhow. If you’d been around when father died, none of this would have happened. I wouldn’t have needed Cecily’s dowry, and I could have simply married Daphne. Thanks for nothing.” And with that, he spun on his heel and marched off in the opposite direction.
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DINNER AT NOTTINGHOUSE that evening, although beautifully set, was strained.

The table, capable of seating twenty, featured Flavion at the head, Cecily at the foot, and Mr. Nottingham smack dab in the middle. The candelabras and floral arrangements, not to mention the distance, made conversation difficult, if not impossible.

Cecily was tempted to stand up and request her meal be served in her room, but then Mr. Nottingham would have been left alone with a morose, not to mention, swollen and bruised Flavion. She didn’t know how Flavion had come by the broken nose, but based upon the sudden chill between the two cousins, she assumed they’d skirmished over something or other.

She leaned to the side, peered around the table decorations, and sent Mr. Nottingham an encouraging smile. “You will enjoy the soup, Cousin Stephen,” she spoke innocuously. “This particular recipe is one of Flavion’s favorites. Isn’t that right, Flave?” She called out more loudly, causing her husband to glare at her.

Cousin Stephen merely nodded. Any conversation to be had that evening was going to be up to her.

“Such glorious colors you’re wearing tonight, my lord.” She could not help but to remark upon Flavion’s marred appearance. “Face paints can hide most of the bruises if you don’t wish Miss Cunnington to see you looking… less than perfect.” She fought to hide a smirk, which she knew would not be very ladylike.

Flavion’s lip curled, and he growled. “I would have you refrain from speaking her name to me, my lady.” He ignored his soup in favor of the wine. “Your lack of discretion merely reminds me of your common roots. That which I would forget if you would only allow me.”

“Flave.” Mr. Nottingham seemed to chastise him by only speaking his name.

“My lack of discretion? Mine, my lord?” She knew it was impolite to have this discussion with Mr. Nottingham present, but her husband had a most absurd perception as to the true nature of reality. “But that I never knew her name, then I would refrain from speaking it.”

Lord Kensington did not appreciate being challenged. “Forgive me, Stephen,” Flavion addressed his cousin. “I’m afraid I have a prior engagement of which I’d forgotten. Perhaps you and I can take port together later. After my wife retires to her chamber.” Giving up on the dinner entirely, he pushed back his seat and stood, his abrupt movements causing the candles to flicker erratically. He then stormed out of the room without a single word to Cecily. Ah… the joy of marriage.

Flave’s cousin looked over at her with narrowed eyes. “Must you, my lady?”

She ought to feel ashamed. She’d deliberately goaded Flavion while a guest was present. Mr. Nottingham did not deserve such disrespect. And yet, it would have been quite unlike her to sit meekly at the table without mentioning the proverbial elephant in the room. Flave’s bruises had been rather spectacular. “I never said I would be nice to him, Mr. Nottingham.” She finally answered his question. “I only promised not to have him killed.”

“Ah, yes, of course,” he said. And then she thought she saw him smile, causing her insides to flip over for just a moment.

She could not help but remember the comfort she’d felt when he’d escorted her back to Nottinghouse this afternoon. He’d been protective and kind and fearless. Why, he’d been exactly as she’d always pictured a true hero, rushing in to save a maiden. When she’d realized that it had been his arm reaching out to assist her, she’d wanted to cry in relief. Not only had he chased away her tormentors, he’d assisted her with Chadwick.

Perhaps she ought to feel somewhat ashamed for picking the fight with his cousin tonight.

Only somewhat.

“Please, Mr. Nottingham…” She took on a more conciliatory tone. “…do allow the footman to move your dinner this way. This is ridiculous for us to be sitting with miles between us. We are not enemies, after all, in spite of your unfortunate family relations.”

This statement did not seem to set well with Flavion’s cousin either. His head snapped up and he sent a tempered glare in her direction. “I am neither an enemy to my cousin nor to you, my lady.”

She could not see his face very well, cast in dark shadows by the numerous candles in the sconces along the walls. During their brief acquaintance, Mr. Nottingham had appeared mostly staid and serious-minded, but she knew he had a sense of humor by the slight jokes he’d made at Flavion’s expense. Except that he hadn’t stated them callously; rather, he’d had a hint of affection in his voice on each occasion. It was as though Flavion were more of a younger brother than a cousin to him.

Hmm, perhaps she ought not to insult her husband’s character if she did not wish to offend Mr. Nottingham.

“Please, won’t you join me so that we can speak civilly throughout our meal? I will abstain from disparaging your cousin this evening. I promise. Let us have a truce for now.”

Acquiescing, he nodded and then actually assisted the footman in moving his place setting toward the end of the table where Cecily sat.

Cecily smiled gratifyingly and took a sip of the soup — and then scrunched up her nose. “Perhaps he left because of the soup. It does taste somewhat off.” She pushed it away and leaned back, eyeing him as he arranged his cutlery in a perfect line. “That’s better, don’t you think?” she said once he appeared to be settled.

He took a spoonful of soup and grimaced as well. “Good God, what’s in this?”

Waving her hand, Cecily was unconcerned. “Don’t eat it. I think the meat may have turned.” She gestured to the footman again. “Peters? Will you remove the soup and bring in the next course, please?”

But Mr. Nottingham was not dissuaded. Pushing back the seat he’d only just occupied, he quickly stood. “Wait a moment.” He held off the servant with his hand then strode down the length of the table. He dipped a spoon into the soup Flavion had been eating and lifted it to his nose. “Flavion’s eaten quite a bit, but his smells fine. Do not eat anything else,” he ordered her before turning toward the footman. “Will you take me to your cook, good man?” Without consulting Cecily any further, he disappeared after the servant with a fixed determination.

Cecily leaned forward and smelled the soup again. It really was rather revolting.

Several minutes passed before Mr. Nottingham returned to the dining room, looking even more grim than usual. As this seemed to be his natural demeanor, Cecily wasn’t really fazed. “Did you chastise Flavion’s cook for the bad soup?”

Mr. Nottingham did not look amused. “I believe it has been doctored intentionally, my lady. By whom, I know not. Your cook says she has had various maids and tradesmen in and out of the kitchen all day and cannot be certain as to who has had access to the dishes being prepared for this evening’s meals.”

“It’s scarcely nothing more than bad soup.” Cecily tried to reassure him. Really, this man needed to learn how to relax. His brow furrowed, and his eyes looked troubled as he sat back down at the table. Although, a little voice whispered inside her, he really was adorably handsome when he scowled and bristled about. And, in contrast to the past month, it was nice to feel as though someone other than herself would tend to her wellbeing.

“No,” he said, casually donning a pair of spectacles that she had not yet seen him wearing. He leaned forward and cautiously dug around the bowl with a fork. “See these leaves? They are wilted and soaked, but I think they were purple. From their shape, I believe them to be monkshood.” He looked up at her meaningfully. “There were not any of them in the pot in the kitchen.”

“Monkshood? You mean wolfsbane?” She’d heard of it as a child, as there had been a few pockets of it growing on her father’s estate up north. It was very poisonous. She began licking her lips to ascertain that she did not experience any numbness. She knew that to be the first symptom. “But there is none of it in Flavion’s soup?”

He stood up again and retrieved the soup bowl from the far end of the table. There were no purplish flowers in Flavion’s bowl. Both sat silent, considering the possible ramifications.

“Were you quite certain that whoever pushed you into the road did not do so intentionally?” Mr. Nottingham asked her, surprising her with his change of subject.

A chill rolled through Cecily as she recalled the satisfaction on Daphne Cunnington’s face while observing her predicament. “I assumed not. I appreciate that I’m nobody’s favorite countess, but is that motivation enough to do me bodily harm? Would a member of the ton actually act upon their disapproval so violently?”

“Most likely not,” Stephen said thoughtfully as he removed his spectacles and returned them to his pocket. “Are you quite certain nobody in your father’s employ has discovered the nature of your marriage? Could there be somebody out there who has been given directions to punish your husband for you?”

“But Flavion’s soup was not poisoned,” she pointed out.

“This is true. However, it very easily could have been meant for myself and Flave. You may have been served Flavion’s by mistake. Whoever has done this was careless to the extreme. Anybody who consumed the soup would have been violently ill and most likely have died. There is something going on here, and I am going to find out what it is.” He shot her a menacing look.

Was he warning her? Was he seriously warning her? “I thought we were friends,” she said sulkily. “I promised you that I would not allow my father to kill Flavion. Why are you looking at me like that?”

He seemed to consider his next words carefully but exploded with them nonetheless. “Because, damn it, you left some books in the foyer this afternoon. The titles are not exactly a tribute to the innocent nature of your research.”

Cecily threw her head back and rolled her eyes. God save her from her friends. “Those were given to me as a joke.”

“A guide to poisonous plants found in England? And now monkshood in the soup? If you are the culprit who did this, my lady, it was rather clumsily done. You nigh well could have killed yourself in the process.”

“Well, it wasn’t me. I may not be very popular around here, but neither am I an idiot, nor a murderess for that matter!”

Mr. Nottingham studied her intently for several moments. Then, tossing his napkin onto the table with a heavy sigh, he said, “I know that. I know that you are neither idiot nor murderess.”

This mollified her somewhat. “Thank you.” She sniffed. “I’d appreciate it if you’d remember both of those sentiments in the future.” She didn’t like that he had thought it for even a moment. She’d thought he was on her side.

“The remaining courses in the kitchen appear to be untouched, but something like this kills the appetite, I’m afraid.” He raised his eyebrows questioningly. “Would you care to stroll in the garden? Perhaps some fresh air would do us both some good.”

Cecily nodded. The events of the day were beginning to take their toll on her. The cool of the outdoors was a welcome thought. She stood up and took the arm he offered. He obviously knew the house quite well as he found one of the more obscure exits with no hesitancy whatsoever.

“When I first became acquainted with Flavion, he told me all about his famously successful, cousin, Stephen. But I realize that, in truth, I know very little of you. Did you spend a great deal of your time as a child here in London?” She suddenly craved a normal conversation — one that didn’t revolve around her marriage, nor poison, nor despicable acts on city sidewalks.

Mr. Nottingham drew her away from a thorny branch dangling in her path before answering. “Whenever my uncle came to Town, my aunt sent me with him. Flave came up sometimes as well, but she preferred to keep him at home, with her.” He glanced up from the pathway. “The seat of the earldom is in Surrey, in case you didn’t know that.”

“I did,” she said. “Why didn’t you stay in the country with your aunt and Flavion? Wouldn’t that have been easier? I cannot imagine what a small boy would do in town while your uncle served in parliament.”

“My aunt,” Mr. Nottingham said, “never really took to me.”

He said the words casually, but she heard a world of meaning behind them. Suddenly, Cecily understood a little more of why Stephen Nottingham was so very loyal to his uncle.

“Your uncle treated you like a son,” she surmised. “She cannot have liked that.”

Mr. Nottingham steered her along the earthen path. “She did not.”

He had wanted to be accepted. He had wanted to belong. But his aunt had made certain that it had never happened. And in doing so, perhaps she had harmed her son as well.

When they reached the small gazebo that was the focal point of the garden, Mr. Nottingham indicated she sit down on one of the concrete benches encircling it. Releasing his arm, Cecily did so and watched as he paced in front of her. “What have you done with Chadwick?” He looked around as though expecting to see the very large animal lurking in the garden.

Which Cecily supposed was a possibility. Except that Chadwick had discovered an endless supply of food.

“I took him into the kitchen earlier and despite Cook shooing him out several times, he’s taken up temporary residence there.” Cecily imagined the poor thing was making up for missed meals from his days on the street. “I’ll have to work with him. He tends to do what he wants and being so large… he tends to get away with it.”

Mr. Nottingham’s lip twitched. He was amused for all of twenty seconds before resuming his pacing.

He took precise steps, eight in one direction and then eight in the opposite. He was obviously contemplating the origin of the monkshood again. That little crease had appeared on his forehead, quite noticeably giving his thoughts away.

“You worry too much,” Cecily said gently. “Come over here and sit.” Sensing his stubbornness, she rose, grasped his arm, and urged him to take the seat she’d just vacated.

She then went behind him and put both of her hands upon his shoulders. His muscles were coiled and tight. Instinctively, Cecily moved her hands along his neck and began to knead and massage the cords there. She’d done this many a time for her father when he’d spent too much time examining paperwork at his desk.

Using her thumbs, she pressed hard, small circles into the tense muscles until they began to relax. As they loosened, her hands continued their exploration. Too late, Cecily realized, this was quite different than touching her father.

When she slid her fingers up the back of his head, into his crisp clean hair, he sighed deeply. The scent of his soap or cologne, she wasn’t certain which, tantalized her senses. The spicy warmth tugged at her to lean forward and inhale deeply.

With each stroke of her hands, the garden seemed to grow smaller and smaller. Merely intending to help Mr. Nottingham relax, she was surprised at how much touching him affected her.

Reaching forward, placing her hands on both sides of his neck, she could barely make out the flutter of his pulse.

His chin fell forward. At last, he’d surrender to her touch.

She would stop, but not yet. Just a little longer…

It ought not to, but touching him… made her feel, somehow, alive again — for the moment anyhow.

Working behind him still, she smoothed the skin on his brow. With his eyes closed, he shifted on the bench and relaxed into her. Cradling him now, she continued tracing and massaging the contours of his face, and then… her hands slipped beneath the fabric of his cravat.

Whereas his jaw was rough from a day’s worth of stubble, the skin around his shoulders was warm and smooth. She wondered what it would feel like against her lips.

All of a sudden, this did not feel so innocent.

As though he had read her mind, he tipped his head back, forcing her ministrations to a halt.

Stormy blue eyes gazed at her with a myriad of sentiments. Passion, guilt, accusation, and confusion. He reached up and stilled her hands. This was madness, but neither of them seemed willing to move away from the other.

“Stephen!” A voice from the terrace jerked them both out of the trance they’d fallen into. “Stephen!”

Ah, yes. Flavion.

Mr. Nottingham sat up, unhurried, and used his hands to smooth down his hair. “We’re over here, Flave,” he called back, “by the gazebo.”

Cecily stepped away from the bench and made herself appear preoccupied by a raised flowerbed nearby. From the constricted feeling in her chest, she could not deny the extent to which she’d been disturbed by that moment of intimacy. Mr. Nottingham, Stephen, appeared unaffected, however, as he brushed a speck of dust from his jacket.

“Damn rosebush.” Cecily heard Flavion mutter before bursting out from the walkway and catching sight of them. “Oh, you are with her.” He sounded disappointed. “Cook told me about the soup. You are not ill, are you Stephen?” The annoyance on his face was replaced with concern for his cousin.

“I’m fine,” Mr. Nottingham answered, “and so is your wife. The plant was in both of our bowls, but not in yours.”

“Cook informed me of this.” Flavion blinked in confusion. “If somebody is trying to kill me, then why would they not put the poison in my soup? It’s my favorite kind, you know.” He snapped his head around and then added, “Did you know there is a monster in the kitchen? Practically as big as a horse. Damn near gave me an apoplexy!”

“Language, Flave. And the dog’s name is Chadwick. Lady Kensington has adopted him.” He made the statement matter of fact before bringing his cousin’s attention back to the subject at hand. “We are discussing poison in the soup. Poison in the countess’ soup.” He did not look at Cecily as he spoke.

Flavion finally glanced over at her. It was obvious he resented her presence.

Then, placing one hand upon his cousin’s shoulder, Flavion admitted, “I was frightened that you had come to harm, Stephen. Are you certain you are well?”

Cecily watched them curiously. She’d been wrong. Her husband did not love only himself. He loved his cousin. Flavion was genuinely concerned for the other man’s welfare.

Mr. Nottingham gestured toward Cecily.

“I’m fine, Flave. But Lady Kensington’s bowl was poisoned as well.”

Flavion turned to look at her, finally. She knew she was partially hidden by the darkness. “Well, of course I’m concerned. You’re all right, aren’t you, Cecily?”

She shrugged, confused to see anything good in her husband “I’m fine. How are you? Did you take some willow bark? That might help with the swelling.” This was the most cordial exchange they’d shared since their wedding night.

He cautiously touched his swollen nose before turning back toward his cousin. “I took some earlier. Shite, Stephen. Why’d you have to hit me so hard? It’s not fair to take a fellow by surprise like that.” He glanced back toward her. “He’s angry with me. He thinks I’m not doing enough to protect you. Told me you require my protection while out in Society.” Her husband sounded like a petulant child.

Cecily raised her eyebrows at this information. She had not realized Flavion had been injured because of her.

Why would Mr. Nottingham think Flavion wasn’t doing enough? Oh, it must have been because of her fall near the produce cart. “Because of the incident on Bond Street? It never would have happened, Mr. Nottingham, but for my own carelessness. It was my fault for sending the footman away with my purchases. Otherwise I would not have been alone.”

It was a noble gesture, upon the part of Mr. Nottingham, but she knew that nothing could affect her husband’s indifferent feelings toward her. And if Flave didn’t care for her, he would not change the way he treated her — in public or otherwise.

Flavion did what Flavion wanted to do.

“See, Stephen.” He pounced upon her explanation. “Even she concedes her troubles are not my fault.”

Well!

Flavion didn’t have to be such a blockhead about it! “Don’t bother… darling. I wouldn’t want to distract you from your regular… entertainment.” She didn’t intend to sound churlish, but she was being reminded that she did not like her husband at all. The more she got to know him, in fact, the more she wondered at how gullible she had been. He was not a nice person at all. How had he hidden his true nature from her for so long? Had she been so shallow as to be blinded by dashing good looks and romantic overtures?

Apparently so.

Again, they were arguing in the presence of a guest. “Do forgive us, Mr. Nottingham.” She sighed. “It’s just that…” She found herself at a sudden loss for words. What could she say? It’s just that I hate this man for ruining my life? It’s just that your cousin is a bastard of the worst kind? It’s just that… all I want is to be free of him?

When she didn’t complete her sentence, Flavion turned back toward Stephen. “I do hate it when we are out of sorts with each other, Cousin. How can I get back into your good graces?” His words seemed sincere.

Cecily was amazed by the strange sort of hero worship Flavion held for the other man. It was touching, somehow.

Mr. Nottingham gestured toward Cecily again. “I should think an apology is in order for the countess. That would be a noble gesture on your part, anyhow.” His voice was gentle but firm.

Suddenly Cecily wanted to cry. It was stupid, really. An apology wouldn’t change anything. Would it? It might be nice though, to hear it out loud. It would be nice to hear even a trace of remorse in Flavion’s voice for the way he had treated her. It would validate this pain, somehow, for him to acknowledge the ruthlessness of what he’d done.

Flavion rose to his feet and stood before her. Like an actor, his eyes transformed. They were once again the eyes of the man she’d been courted by, the eyes of the man who had professed to love her.

“Cecily,” he said in all seriousness, “my lady… I am sorry for any pain that I have caused you. When I decided to marry you for that stupendous dowry of yours, I did not stop to think that you would engage such great affection for me.” He ran a hand through his beautiful golden hair and grinned sheepishly. “I did not realize that the removal of my attentions would cause you such heartache. Will you forgive me?”

What did one say to such an apology?

“Flavion, all I want is to be free,” she said earnestly. “I can forgive you, but won’t you divorce me? Please, please? Or can we consider an annulment? I’ll do anything.”

Flavion turned to regard his cousin as though he would have a solution. But Mr. Nottingham merely shook his head, leaving Flave no choice but to formulate his own answer. He frowned deeply. “I can’t. I’m sorry, Cece, but I really cannot.” And with that, he backed away from the gazebo before turning on his heel and going back into the house.

 


CHAPTER FIVE

AFTER FLAVION’S DEPARTURE, Stephen watched Lady Kensington’s profile as she gazed off into nowhere. She was something of a fighter, he was coming to realize, but on the heels of Flavion’s bald statement, she looked defeated.

“I am feeling sorry for myself again,” she said with a voice that trembled slightly. “You will wish to run far away from me before I do something silly, like cry.”

When Flavion had looked to Stephen for a satisfying answer to give his wife, Stephen had felt utterly helpless. Helpless for them both. Helpless that he couldn’t inspire Flavion to be a better man and even more helpless in that he could not free Flave’s countess so that she could recapture her dreams.

It made one think long and hard about committing to marriage; that was for certain.

“Did you cry much as a child?” he asked her abruptly.

She looked over at him and blinked a few times before answering. “Oh, no. My father would not abide by it.”

“And what of your mother?”

“I never knew her. She died in childbirth.” And then, as though remembering, she fell silent for a moment. “Papa gave me a good childhood though.” The countess lifted her chin. “I never lacked for anything — food, clothing, even attention. If I ever felt lonely, I could go into my father’s office and he would hold me on his lap and include me in whatever discussion he was having at the time. He encouraged my opinion and ideas. He always said it was only a shame that I wasn’t his son. That if I were, I would do well to take over the business from him.”

“But you could not do that as a woman,” Stephen said. It was not a question. A woman would not be taken seriously in the male-dominated world of shipping and industry.

“No,” Lady Kensington agreed solemnly. “And then, one afternoon when I joined Pa in his office, an elderly couple was with him. The woman suggested that I ought to be at home, learning how to be a lady. She gave Papa the names of a few governesses that she recommended, and within a week, my life turned completely upside down.”

“How old were you?” Stephen didn’t want to picture her as a young sprite of a girl. For in his mind, that young girl was laughing and smiling. She seemed not to have a great deal to be happy about recently.

She lifted one side of her mouth into a halfhearted smile. “Fifteen… My first governess, Mrs. Crump, discouraged me from visiting Papa’s offices after that. She threw out all of my old clothing and dressed me in muslin and lace from that point forward.”

“Did you hate it?”

She shrugged. “I liked some of the new clothes. In case you haven’t noticed, I do appreciate a well-designed dress.”

Her eyes sparked with mischief. She was joking with him. For some strange reason, this put a lump in his throat.

“But,” she continued, “I did not like being told what to do every second of every day.” Holding up her hand, she began making points for each finger. “I do not crochet. My singing is atrocious and only slightly better than my playing of the pianoforte. I cannot draw, paint or sketch, except for dress designs, and I shall never, ever understand why a gentleman would prefer to talk with a lady who has no opinions.”

“An utter failure then?” Stephen teased. “What can you do, my lady?”

And then, ah, yes. A very real smile. A smile that was simply, incredibly… Cecily Nottingham, or perhaps, in truth, Miss Cecily Findlay.

“I design gowns. For all occasions; daytime, evenings, riding, even for sleeping. When I am not devising methods for killing my husband, I am imagining new ensembles that I would draw. I assisted the modiste in almost all of my trousseau. Half the designs were mine, and I ordered the fabric for my negligees shipped all the way from China.”

Stephen had every intention of mentally picturing her in a day dress, but his baser urges were stronger. Instead, he’d somehow conjured up an image of her in that red nightgown she’d worn the other morning, sitting astride him, the skirt pushed up to her waist. In his imagination, her hair, the color of a setting sun, was unbound and cascading down her back. And those lush lips, mmm… soft and open. The memory of her touching him earlier did little to help cool this unwanted stirring.

“What else can you do?” His voice sounded gravelly to his own ears.

“I am quite clever with numbers. Occasionally, Papa still brings me the books to look over when they don’t balance. I understand contracts and negotiations and — hmm… let me see, oh yes, I am an excellent dancer.”

At that, he laughed. “Ah yes, as I was witness to the other night.”

She pouted at him. She really was something of a flirt. And then, after blinking a few times, her eyes dropped. When she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper. “I hadn’t danced since the wedding.”

Considering why she hadn’t danced, Stephen nodded solemnly. “If your papa were here right now, what do you think he would tell you to do?”

“Seriously?” she asked.

“Profoundly,” he said. “In your situation, what advice would he give you?”

“My papa,” she began cautiously, “would tell me that if I really wanted out of this marriage, I could find a way. He would tell me,” she continued with growing conviction, “that I would probably have to make some sacrifices… nonetheless… if I truly wanted to be free of Flavion. My papa would remind me that I always have choices.”

Stephen raised his eyebrows at this, although it didn’t surprise him to hear that Thomas Findlay would teach his daughter thusly. The man himself had beaten all odds by raising himself to phenomenal wealth and power.

“What would your choices be?” He enjoyed watching her think, which was odd, because in the past he’d been annoyed by women who took it upon themselves to think.

“I could resign myself to my predicament and make the most of being a countess. I’m certain this is what Flave would wish me to do… and I could use my money and position to punish those who did not give me respect or I could remove to the country and ignore them all or I could remain a victim and continue allowing those who disapprove of me to dictate my attitude.”

“All valid options,” Stephen said.

“Or…”

Uh, oh. The tone of her voice warned him as to something outrageous. Stephen did not like outrageous. He preferred normal and proper and methodical.

“…I could do something that would force Flavion to divorce me. Something so horrendous his pride would not allow him to stay married to me.”

Oh, hell. She faced him full on now. In her eyes, her face lit up with an excitement he hadn’t seen there before. It concerned him, and yet his heart lifted at her sudden animation.

“There would be a considerable price to pay if you were to become a divorced woman. Have you considered what all it would include?” He tried to sound stern but found himself instead noticing that her lips looked plump and inviting when she pouted.

“Of course I have.” She pushed her bottom lip out even farther.

“And?”

“It is my opinion that the benefits outweigh the other consequences.” She smiled weakly before speaking again. “We are talking about the same thing, aren’t we?”

“Cuckholding your husband?”

The minx blushed. “Well, not in truth.” She rushed to get the words out. “But if he thought he had been cuckolded, and the whole of the ton thought the same thing, then there is a good chance, don’t you think, that he would divorce me?”

Stephen turned and fell backward onto the concrete bench. Lying on his back, he found himself looking straight up into the sky. Unconsciously, his mind began noting the various constellations. He’d done a lot of sailing, even captained his own ship for a while, and a clear sky such as tonight’s was generally very soothing. Bending his knees, he lifted his booted feet, planted them on the end of the bench and sighed. Even the stars could not soothe him tonight.

And then she was kneeling beside him, imploring. “You did say you would help me.”

“I know.” He wanted to help her get out of her marriage, but at the cost of his relationship with Flavion? What was that relationship worth, anyhow? He was beginning to wonder if Flave’s life could ever be brought to rights. Stephen brought up one arm and laid it across his eyes, blocking her from his view. He wished he could either hate Flave or love him. Why must he feel both?

“Why did you leave before? Why did you leave England?” she asked. It was almost as though she read his mind.

“What does that matter? What does that have to do with any of this?” She could certainly be annoying. He pulled his arm off his face and scowled at her.

“Well…” she said hesitantly. “…you seem to be very… protective of Flavion, and yet you did not return when his father died, at a time when I think he probably needed you most. I think you must have quarreled horribly for you to have left the country for so long.” And then she shrugged, that pretty little shrug of hers that was so unaffected. “I just wondered… that’s all.”

Stephen pulled his arm back up to cover his eyes. She was a pestilence. “Its ancient history,” he said in hopes that she would leave it be.

“I love history,” she responded patiently, her voice sounding closer than it had before.

He lay completely still. A wind rustled through some nearby trees and an owl hooted. He could feel her beside him, kneeling on the ground, patiently waiting for his answer. What woman did that? What woman could remain silent for this long?

“I left after my betrothed jilted me to become Flavion’s countess — which she nearly did — but Flave would not be caught.”

“Oh.”

“I told myself it was because of the title, but I don’t really think it was. Flavion has a certain, je ne se qua, so to speak. He’s always possessed a special charisma. The lady’s romantic soul was caught up by Flavion’s fearless lifestyle… curricle races, fisticuffs, gambling. He was much more exciting than I… She liked him better.” And just when he thought he’d finished telling her all this tripe, he added, “I tried to remain with my uncle… and with Flave, but it grew increasingly uncomfortable. My uncle chose to completely ignore what happened. He told me it was simply the way of the world. The way of our world, anyhow. Flave would someday be the earl. It was my duty to stand by and assist him. Always.”

“How long did it take before Flavion threw her over?” Yes, she understood Flavion Nottingham, the fifth Earl of Kensington, all too well now.

At this question, Stephen turned his head and looked at her from under his arm. “Barely long enough for me to have left the country.” He grimaced. “My uncle wrote to me and begged me to return. He said he needed me to provide a steady presence for Flavion. He said he realized Flavion was not going to be diligent with the properties. It was my duty to keep ‘the boy’ in check.” He let out a long, pent-up breath. “But I was bitter and angry with both of them. I never wrote back.”

“And when your uncle died, you still did not return,” the countess said.

“Right.”

“And, having ignored your guilt for so long, you think to atone by helping Flavion now.”

“Perhaps.”

She rose from her knees and made to sit down on the bench. Stephen bent his knees further so that she had room, but still, her skirts fell on and around his boots. She turned toward him and rested one of her arms atop his knees. “So you will not do it?”

Her nearness surrounded him. “I have not said that. You are certainly quick to put words in my mouth.”

She began drawing invisible circles on his knee with one of her fingers. Stephen had to force himself to think. This plan of hers, in reality, was quite innocent. The repercussions were not. He was not even certain it would work. If Flavion’s lack of affection for his wife was anything to go by.

And yet, Flave would not appreciate being made to look a fool before all the ton.

“But you have given yourself the task of watching out for Flavion, of protecting him.” Was she now attempting to talk him out of helping her?

“Perhaps that includes watching out for Flavion’s wife, protecting her,” he said quietly. And then he sat up, putting one foot down on each side of the bench, straddling it and facing her. He reached up a hand and gently tugged at a wayward curl. “I have the feeling that if I do not assist you with this plan, then you will find some poor devil who will. And I prefer to have at least a modicum of control where you are concerned.”

She closed her eyes for a second before opening them again. “Thank you! Oh, thank you, Stephen.”

His name, on her lips, had an odd effect upon him.

“I suppose you have some ideas already brewing as to how you’d like to go about this?” he asked, realizing his voice sounded a bit gruffer than usual.

This must be what purgatory felt like. All the wonders of heaven, right before him, but quite out of reach. She was Flavion’s wife, and yet… she was not.

She dropped one of her hands to his leg, resting it on the stretched material of his breeches. Every particle of his being screamed out for him to kiss her. She still hadn’t answered his question. Not only was she unchaperoned, but she wanted him. Or was she still attempting to be persuasive? Or was she simply resting her hand upon his thigh because there was nowhere else to rest it?

“You don’t have any ideas?” he asked, laughing at himself. God, he’d been too long in his own company.

“Oh, no, I mean, yes, yes I do.” They continued sitting in very close proximity to one another “I had thought that it would be effective for Flavion to find me in bed with my lover… with you… well, not my actual lover… Anyhow, I had thought I would leave my door unlocked, and when he attempts to enter my suite, he will see what appears to be evidence of my infidelity.” Even by moonlight, he could see the telltale signs of her blush.

“Ah,” Stephen said. “Very effective.” His hand found hers, and he turned it over on his leg thoughtfully. “So, all we have to do is… ahem, both of us, sleep together, that is, in your bed, and await Flavion’s entrance?” While talking, he’d begun drawing soft little lines from the ends of her fingers to her palm with his thumb. Her hands were tiny compared to his… and white… and soft.

“The more incriminating the circumstances, the better,” She said. “You will do it?”

Stephen lifted her hand and pressed his palm against hers. Again, he was affected by how fragile and small she seemed.

Up until recently Flavion’s life had been charmed. Even though he’d lived the life of a selfish aristocrat, his cousin had managed to be cherished and beloved by those around him. He’d never been forced to deal with the consequences of his callous actions. And now the wife he’d scorned was determined to make him pay for the wrong he’d done her. God knew Flavion deserved it.

And perhaps…

Perhaps, by helping Lady Kensington, Stephen could put some of his own anger to rest.

And then he stared boldly into her eyes. “What time shall I come to you?”
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HE WAS GOING to do it. He was going to help her.

She’d barely had any time to know him, and yet suddenly her life didn’t seem so recklessly out of control. What was it about him? Stephen Nottingham could not be any more different from Flavion. Perhaps that was his attraction.

Cecily returned to her room feeling a mixture of elation and sheer terror. Would it work? Of course, Flavion would come to her room. He’d not missed a night since their wedding. It was a shame he was not as dependable where other areas of their marriage were concerned.

Except… perhaps it was not.

Uncertain as to what Stephen would consider necessary in order for the encounter to be incriminating, Cecily chose one of her newer nightgowns and then requested that her maid draw a bath.

Her preparations were ironically reminiscent of her wedding night.

Only then, she had been full of hope. She had been excited to give herself to the man she had vowed to love, honor and obey till death do they part. Tonight, she prepared herself for an ending.

A very foolish, very naïve part of her wondered what her life would be like if she had shared a wedding night with Stephen Nottingham rather than Flavion.

Mr. Nottingham, Stephen, possessed all of the qualities she’d assumed Flavion had possessed when she’d accepted his proposal.

Or she presumed Stephen did, anyhow. How could she know when she barely knew him? How could she ever trust her emotions again?

And yet she felt she did know him. The part of her heart that had been frozen since Flavion’s betrayal seemed to have slightly thawed since she’d met his cousin.

When her bath was prepared, she requested champagne be chilled and brought up to her room.

It was important the servants were as aware of this affair as Flavion would be. For servants were the backbone of tonnish gossip. They would tell their counterparts in other aristocratic houses, who would then tell their mistress or master and so on and so forth. And it was vital to her plan that the ton knew. If the ton were not privy, then Flavion’s pride would not be tested. Everybody who was anybody in London would need to know of Cecily’s infidelity in order for Flavion to consider divorcing her.

That was the terrifying part.

Having Flavion think her an adulteress was one thing, but spreading such information to all of society was another thing altogether. Good Lord, what would her father say?

Cecily shivered and slid down farther into her bath. The water was hot — almost too hot. Would her father be angry with her or proud? He’d always told her to go after the things that she wanted. He’d told her not to be any man’s pawn. Well, she was taking action tonight. Even submersed in the hot bath, she shivered again. By the time her maid washed and rinsed her hair, Cecily was shivering uncontrollably.

Sally, the lady’s maid she’d acquired upon marrying Flavion was quite concerned that her mistress was taking a chill. “Come out of there, my lady, and sit by the fire.”

Once Cecily had done so, the maid went to work drying and braiding her hair into one long single rope. The shivering hadn’t stopped, but it was less violent.

Pulling the counterpane down, Sally urged Cecily to climb into bed.

Cecily merely shook her head and poured herself a glass of champagne. “I’m fine, Sally. Please, don’t worry about me.” And then she gave the maid as normal of a smile as she could. It wouldn’t do for the servants to think she was taking a chill when she wanted them to believe she was taking a lover.

Shaking her head disapprovingly, the maid gathered together the wet towels and linens and followed the footmen as they moved the tub out of her room. When the door finally closed behind them, Cecily let out a sigh of relief.

And then began shivering again.
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STEPHEN HAD SEVERAL tasks he wanted to take care of before he would be ready to retire for the evening. He did not wish to consider the ramifications of the promise he’d made to Cecily.

Sitting at his uncle’s desk, Stephen’s first task was to arrange for Cecily to have what would essentially amount to a bodyguard. After seeing firsthand the harrowing circumstance she’d found herself in that afternoon, he was not about to let her go another day without full-time protection.

A business associate who had assisted him with delicate matters in the past would be well suited to the task. He had a missive delivered to them that night.

Next, he read through the day’s mail, which included estate reports, invitations, and yet more bills that had accrued before he’d imposed the spending moratorium on the newlywed couple. When he’d dispatched with these, he located some law treatises in the library and did some light reading on the British Parliamentary steps required to obtain a divorce.

Stephen was fairly certain that if Flavion were to petition for a divorce, he’d likely still be received by the ton.

Maybe.

Would it be for the best? Didn’t Flavion deserve to experience some repercussions, some uncomfortable consequences for being so heartless? For on more than one occasion, Flavion had acted without thought or consideration for those hurt by him — for those who loved him.

He’d always managed to emerge smelling of roses.

Perhaps Flavion would learn something from this. Perhaps Cecily was right in that he needed some punishment. For God knew, Uncle Leo hadn’t meted any out, and look where that had gotten Flavion.

Satisfied that he’d researched the topic thoroughly, Stephen returned his spectacles to his pocket and rose from the desk. He would do this favor for Cecily. But he would also do it for Flavion. And for himself.

While washing up and changing into his dressing gown, he considered what Flavion’s probable reaction was going to be. Would he hate Stephen? Most likely not. His own relationship with Flave would not be in peril. Since Flavion was not in love with Cecily, Stephen was confident that Flave would eventually forgive him for his part in it all.

Would Flavion become interested in Cecily again?

That was possible. In the past, Flavion had only ever wanted something after he knew Stephen desired it. Hopefully, this would not be the case. For at this point, Cecily did not want for Flavion to want her. At least that was what Stephen thought. He did not think she was in love with him anymore. She was quite adamant about wanting her freedom.

It was also conceivable that Flavion would respond exactly as Cecily hoped.

Flave was a particularly proud man. The publicity of the affair was prone to make him angrier than the affair itself.

And then Stephen considered another possibility. Flavion, being Flavion, might very well be completely apathetic to the entire charade.

Oh damn, the latter scenario was highly likely. He hoped, for Cecily’s sake, that Flave would become mad as hell.

And if that were the case, Flavion would spend thousands of pounds of Stephen’s money on the divorce, Cecily would be shunned by all of Society, and Stephen would be left to clean up the mess. Ah, well, what else did he expect?

With these thoughts plaguing him, he pulled back his shoulders and knocked softly on the door to Cecily’s suite. Hearing nothing, he turned the knob and pushed inward.

Her sitting room was opulently appointed with a velvet chaise lounge, ornate tables, and gilded mirrors. Somehow, he did not think the décor was done with her approval. It was all too… plush… too garish.

He walked over to another door and then again knocked softly.

Still no response.

He pushed this door open slowly and realized he had waited until it was indeed very late before coming upstairs.

He hoped she hadn’t been waiting up for him.

A few lit candles had burned down considerably, and the coals in the hearth glowed hotly from behind a grate.

Cecily was fast asleep, bundled up in a blanket on a large brocaded chair.

Looking at her thoughtfully, Stephen rubbed his chin in contemplation.

She looked all of sixteen. A rope of her amber hair fell softly over her shoulder all the way down to her waist. He wondered if she wore the gown he’d seen her in the other morning. All he could do for now was wonder, however, as she was currently wrapped from head to toe. Stephen knelt beside her and touched her cheek with the back of his fingers.

“My lady… Cecily? It’s me, Stephen.”

Her eyelids fluttered open, and she looked at him in confusion for only a moment.

“I thought you’d changed your mind,” she said.

“I’m sorry to be so late. I was reading through some paperwork… Time got away from me.”

Cecily pulled herself up to a straighter position now that she was awake. When she pushed the blanket away, Stephen realized she was not wearing the red negligée.

She wore a black one.

It had thin little straps and appeared to be as equally transparent as the red one.

“You have not changed your mind then?” she asked.

“Have you?” he countered.

“I admit to having second thoughts… and third ones… and fourth ones… but, no, I have not changed my mind.”

They both sat looking at each other somewhat awkwardly. Finally, Stephen stood up and reached out a hand to her. “Well, then, I suppose we ought to set the stage for this affair. Flavion could be home anytime now.” Her hand felt warm and fragile.

“Will you check the door to Flavion’s room?” she asked him as she climbed onto the large canopied bed. “This will all be for naught if the door remains locked.” At that, she gave him a wan smile.

Stephen opened the door, checked the lock, and then closed it again. For good measure, he opened it again and left it slightly ajar.

Cecily had climbed into the covers but had not pulled them up around her yet. Large green eyes watched him uncertainly. Her slender calves and knees were exposed as the nightgown rode up slightly. Hints of what lie beneath the gown were revealed by the thin fabric.

“You might wish to avert your eyes, my lady. I don’t wear anything when I go to bed. I cannot imagine Flavion would believe anything were going on between the two of us if I suddenly took to wearing a nightshirt.”

Turning to look anywhere but at him, Cecily tucked her legs into the blanket. “Of course. Oh yes, of course.”

“Ought I to put out the candles?” he asked after discarding his dressing gown.

Flave’s countess glanced over at him. When he turned back toward her, he was caught by her stare. She did not avert her eyes as he’d suggested. No, she seemed entranced as she looked him over thoroughly.

The platonic nature he’d intended to impose upon this encounter suddenly lost its appeal completely. Why were they only going to pretend to have an affair?

Oh, yes. Because Flave was his cousin.

And Cecily’s husband.

Stephen tried to take a deep breath, but his lungs felt very tight indeed. Cecily was looking up at him with her soft pink lips parted and a small flush on her normally delicate porcelain skin.

“I already thought of that,” she said, shaking him out of the trance he’d fallen into. “It would be best to leave them lit so I’ve placed them on larger platters. They can simply burn themselves down. I’ve placed the grate in front of the fire, as well.”

Cecily turned away and made a good show of fluffing her pillow and pulling the covers up to her chin. Stephen climbed in on the other side and then looked about the bed, a bit disgruntled.

“This bed is large enough that we might as well be in entirely separate chambers.” On that note, he crawled over to her side and relaxed behind her. “If Flavion is going to believe you and I are actually having an affair, we will have to look like lovers, my lady.”

Once embarked upon a task, Stephen would not address it in half measures.

When she was within reach, he pulled her back up against him. She didn’t protest, but he felt her tense beneath his touch when he untied the ribbon at the end of her braid. He’d not thought any of this through earlier, but as the necessary details of this charade came to him, he was not reluctant to put them into place. Mesmerized, he used his fingers to gently unplait the silken strands and draw them out about them both. “No man worth his salt would allow you to keep this bound up while he made love to you.”

He felt her breathing change, her back pressed against his bare chest. His hands continued moving down her arm, along her hip, a soft caress of her thigh. Everything logical inside of him screamed out that this was definitely not part of their pact. Another part of himself reasoned that if he were going to play the role of her lover, he ought to put his best, er… foot forward. He could stop before it went too far. What would it hurt to take some pleasure from each other first?

What he hadn’t bargained on, however, was the unpredictable nature of Cecily Nottingham.

For as he lifted his hand to bring it back up to her hair, she twisted in his embrace and faced him.

Her lips looked soft, moist, welcoming. Her eyes were partly shuttered, and her hands had slid up his abdomen to rest against his chest. Her fingers plucked gently at the smattering of hair she discovered there.

And then she tilted her head back and gazed into his eyes.

With a groan, he gave into the desire he only just now would acknowledge to himself.

He wanted Flave’s wife.

He caught her lips with his own and tasted her as though a man starved.

 


CHAPTER SIX

CECILY FELT A tug behind her as Stephen twined his hand inside her hair, his mouth exploring hers with an almost feverish intent. Although she’d felt chilled earlier, she was now hot all over. Hot and surprisingly aching. And the only thing that could soothe her was to be closer to this man. They were barely acquainted, and yet her body, nay, her soul, begged to be closer to him.

Was this merely a betrayal of her flesh, which had been newly awakened and then denied upon her marriage?

She pressed herself into his chest and hips. Instinctively, her free leg wrapped around his thighs and she thrilled when she felt his arousal. Tilting her head back, she gave him better access to the tender inside of her mouth. He tasted of brandy and mint.

She groaned in protest when his lips abandoned hers to instead trail along her chin and then her neck. This was so very different from her wedding night.

Of course, it was different. They were not truly going to make love.

Except that this felt much more like making love than what Flavion had done. This touch was tender, exploring, and well… it felt… loving.

Stephen devoured her with his mouth at the same time he memorized her with his hands. His attention to detail was a very attractive characteristic in that moment.

With each kiss and lick and touch he sent sparks of desire shooting around inside, not only her body, but her brain. He wanted her. He wanted to make love to her.

Suddenly she realized that her wedding night had been even more of a travesty than she had originally thought.

For Flavion had not wanted to consummate his marriage to her. He had taken her body as though it had been an unsavory chore — an item to check off a list. The realization was like a slap in the face.

But Stephen was touching her, caressing her, consuming her like a man possessed.

The contrast was overwhelming, and although she tried to hold it back, she could not contain the sob that rose up inside of her.

He did not ignore her cry. It was apparent she’d not stifled the sound adequately when his lovemaking came to a vexing halt. His hands stilled. He tilted her chin and peered into her eyes. “Hey, what’s this?” He rubbed her back in a soothing motion and caught one of her tears upon his fingertip.

But she hadn’t wanted him to stop. She’d been exalting beneath his touch.

He pressed her face into his chest and smoothed her hair down her back. “Hush, hush,” he said. “God, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you. I’m sorry, Cecily.”

She heard remorse in his voice. But she didn’t want for him to be sorry!

Trying to speak in between the sobs she was trying to silence was not very easy. “No, it isn’t what you think. You aren’t scaring me.” She needed to explain it to him but had no idea what she would say. She could barely understand herself, this wash of emotions coursing through her.

Stephen pulled back, and she studied his face again. His hair appeared darker in the candlelight and was mussed where her hands had been. In his eyes, she saw concern, but desire still lurked there, too. “I will not take advantage of you. You’ve been through too much this past month as it is.” His breath fanned her heated cheeks as he spoke. The scent of it only reminded her of how he had tasted. She wanted to savor him again.

She slid her hands back up around his neck and pulled his face down to hers. This time it was her mouth that was seeking, demanding. She tasted his lips, his chin, and then inside. She explored his teeth, the roof of his mouth, all around his tongue.

He held her loosely and allowed her to explore. She had somehow pushed him onto his back and was leaning over him, pressed atop him. Her hair shrouded them both while she discovered the heady sensation of kissing Stephen Nottingham.

When she finally realized that he lay passively beneath her, she pulled back and frowned at him. His lips were swollen from her kisses and his hooded eyes, lazy and sensual. His hands rested loosely on her hips.

His arousal was blatantly thrust between her thighs, but was impeded by the fabric of her gown.

And then he smiled boyishly. “Do you think this is incriminating enough?”

He was joking!

Staid old sobersides himself was joking!

She felt his stomach begin to shake a bit and realized, that yes, God help her, he was laughing!

“You are laughing at me,” she said, not seeing the humor in the situation at all.

“Ah, Cecily,” he said. “I want to. I really want to. But I will not make love to my cousin’s wife in his own home.” His countenance had become serious again.

Perversely, she wished he would go back to laughing. It was the first time she’d heard him laugh. He needed to laugh more often.

“You will only pretend to,” she said, and then she moved her hips slowly against him.

His eyes darkened, and his hands grasped the tops of her thighs tightly, pressing her down against him.

“It would be the height of dishonor. I could not forgive myself.” His eyes were grim.

She could see he fought a war with himself.

Cecily leaned forward and allowed the straps of her gown to slide off her shoulders. She watched as his eyes flickered to her bodice. It gaped open, and she knew he could almost see all of her breasts. Almost, but not quite.

She shimmied a little, and the front of her gown slipped even lower.

His hands clenched and unclenched. His entire body was coiled with tension. The electricity between the two of them held a world of promise. She’d had no idea she could act so boldly. She had no idea she would ever want to!

She leaned forward even farther and allowed the full weight of her body to rest upon him. She then straightened her legs out behind her and slid them along the top of his hard and sinewy thighs and calves. The roughness of his hair made her feel incredibly soft, incredibly feminine. Feeling utterly safe, she relaxed there, as though his body were her mattress.

When she laid her head upon his chest, she could both hear and feel the strong beating of his heart.

His hands had come up around her, and he rubbed lazy circles on her back. “Thank you, Stephen,” she whispered before kissing the smooth skin on his shoulder.

“My pleasure,” he said with a chuckle.

Even better than watching him laugh was feeling him laugh beneath her.

Closing her eyes, her last thought before she fell asleep was that she wouldn’t mind terribly if Flavion didn’t discover them tonight, and they had to do it all over again tomorrow. No, she wouldn’t mind at all.
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STEPHEN WAS NOT a deep sleeper. He didn’t require a great deal of sleep, and when he did eventually drift off, he came awake easily. Lying in Cecily’s bed with her tucked in beside him, he was acutely conscious of the fact that Flavion was likely to burst in upon them at any moment.

That being the case, he only managed to drift off intermittently throughout the night. And he slept only lightly, keeping his senses alert for any intrusion.

Although there was a certain painful aspect to not being able to satisfy either himself or Cecily, he experienced a sweetness at having her sleep beside him.

It was odd. He’d barely known her for twenty-four hours, and yet… he liked knowing he could reach out his hand and touch her anytime throughout the night. And he did so, often.

He’d find himself threading his fingers through her hair, grasping her hand in his and, on one occasion cupping a firm, full breast through her gown. And then an annoying voice would taunt him. “This is your cousin’s wife!” The battle persisted for most of the night.

Through all of this, his restlessness went completely unnoticed by Cecily. Even when he got out of bed once, to check in Flavion’s chamber, she didn’t stir an inch. Stephen found himself astonished that she could sleep so deeply.

And so, at the break of dawn, Stephen lay awake on the bed looking up at the canopy when he heard a loud pounding downstairs. Unwrapping Cecily’s arms from his waist, he slid out of bed and donned his dressing gown.

When he arrived in the foyer, Flave’s butler, Mr. Sherman, was just himself coming up behind him. “I’m sorry, Mr. Nottingham,” he said tiredly as Stephen cautiously opened the large front door.

Stephen did not open the door all the way but merely peered out at the irate-looking gentleman who was gradually drawing the attention of a few early-rising neighbors.

“What is the meaning of this?” he growled at the unfamiliar man who had been pounding voraciously for all of about ten minutes now. “What is your business, sir?”

“I’ll have satisfaction,” the man bellowed. “That’s my business! Are you the Earl of Kensington? Are you Lord Kensington? ‘Cause, by God, if you are, then you and I have a date in the park with a couple of pistols!”

What in God’s name had Flavion done now?

“I am his cousin, good man.” Stephen held the door open wider and beckoned the man in. “I do not currently know the whereabouts of my cousin, but if you don’t mind waiting while I dress, we can discuss this like two civilized gentlemen.”

The man harrumphed, and then Mr. Sherman led Flavion’s guest off into one of the salons while Stephen retreated to his own room.

Damn, but where was Flavion? He hadn’t returned last night; Stephen was certain of it.

And who was the spirited old chap downstairs? What had Flavion done to draw a challenge of a duel from such an unlikely looking gentleman?

Stephen’s valet, Hamilton, was already awake and pulling out clothing for Stephen to don. “I didn’t think people came visiting this early in London,” Hamilton commented stoically as Stephen began washing up. “I thought they all slept into the noon hours.”

Stephen spit into the washbasin, and then a thought occurred to him.

Not a single person had witnessed Stephen going, sleeping in, or leaving Lady Kensington’s room. And his own valet, who was the only servant likely to have realized Stephen hadn’t slept in his own bed that night, was the soul of discretion.

Blast and thunderation! Was anything going to go as planned?

He shoved this problem to the back of his mind and refocused on the more immediate problem awaiting him downstairs. Who had Flavion insulted this time?

Considering the possible offenses his cousin could have dealt, Stephen hastily threw on the jacket Hamilton held out for him and then touched the skin on his face. He needed a shave, but that would have to wait until later.

Best not to let the gentleman downstairs stew in his anger for too long. Who knew what might transpire if Flavion were to come sauntering in this morning?

With Hamilton’s assistance, Stephen swiftly pulled on his boots and then made haste to return downstairs.

Mr. Sherman had provided tea and pastries for the guest, who was partaking of the generosity heartily when Stephen found him waiting in the salon.

The man stood up when Stephen entered, brushed the sides of his breeches, and then reached out a hand. “I am Philbert Cunnington, the Baron of Griffin. You might be acquainted with my daughter, Miss Daphne Cunnington.”

“Ah, yes,” Stephen said, not allowing any expression to cross his face. He ought to have seen this coming. Miss Daphne Cunnington was a lady, after all. “What can I do for you?” he asked respectfully.

The baron sat back down and suddenly looked lost. All of the wind and bluster he’d come charging over with had deserted him, and he seemed not to know where to begin.

Stephen waited.

“Your cousin,” the baron finally said, “has compromised my daughter. He, being a married man now, can do nothing about it. And by God, I’m going to make him pay.”

There it was. He’d found that bluster again.

Stephen leaned forward, poured himself a cup of the hot tea, and took a long, fortifying sip. He normally preferred coffee but would make do this morning with tea. Nothing like starting the day with yet another of Flavion’s messes to clean up. Stephen pondered. If a married man compromised a woman, did honor demand that said married man’s cousin marry the little twit in order to protect her from scandal? A scandal that she’d happily jumped into? God, he hoped not, but his own guilt had compelled the thought. He’d nearly swived Flave’s wife last night, after all!

“Was this a public compromising?” Stephen asked calmly, as though for all the world they were discussing the weather. He supposed he ought to be more alarmed for Flavion’s sake, but he just couldn’t seem to summon any up — alarm, that was. His normal sense of responsibility was beginning to flag somewhat, it seemed.

“No, but my daughter has informed me. She said he took her virtue. What’s a father to do about that I ask you? She’s ruined now. Pretty little thing, but without much of a dowry, I’ll never get her married off.”

Remembering the blushing lady he’d met two nights ago, Stephen wondered at how some men could treat their daughters as though they were prize stock to be auctioned off.

“When did your daughter come to you?”

“Early this morning,” the man said, turning his attention to one of the pastries that remained on the tea tray, setting it on a smaller plate. “She told me she waited up for Lord Kensington all night. He had said he would come and take her away, but he never appeared.”

At this information, Stephen frowned. He’d assumed that Flavion was with Miss Cunnington when he’d neglected to return last night. But why would he tell Miss Cunnington he was going to run away with her? Earls did not run away. They travelled. They toured. They kept mistresses in houses just outside of Mayfair.

They did not run away with chits who were not their wife.

“When he failed to arrive, she came and woke me and my baroness up. She was nearly hysterical, saying, ‘He promised’ and ‘How could he?’ She was all pink and puffy from crying and, well, I ask you again, what’s a father to do?”

“Are there any, er, consequences from the affair?” Stephen asked politely.

“Consequences?” the baron asked with a glower.

“Yes, consequences, Griffin. Is she in a family way, expecting, enceinte — knocked up?” Stephen was already losing patience with this new glitch. Suddenly Flavion had too many problems for even Stephen to resolve… even if he did feel guilty for lusting after Lady Kensington.

But the baron shook his head. “Not that she has said, but these things take a while to er… become apparent, you know?” The blushing man obviously wasn’t used to discussing such female matters.

At this, Stephen stood up. “Well, then, as my cousin is conveniently away from home this morning, I’m afraid you shall have to wait until a later date to obtain that satisfaction you are seeking. If there is a babe on the way, simply apply to my cousin, and I’m certain he will allocate a portion of my money for your daughter. A small cottage in the country always seems to be appropriate for these types of situations. Perhaps in time she can even return to Society. That is, if she hasn’t shared the nature of her indiscretions with any well-meaning gossips.”

The baron rose to his feet on cue while staring longingly at the last pastry left on the tray. Stephen scooped it onto another small plate and handed it to the man.

“You might also consider finding a new chaperone for your daughter. The present one obviously lacks the skills to keep her out of trouble.” Stephen nodded. “I’m sure you’ll have no difficulty finding your way out. Good day to you, sir.” Without looking back, he exited the room himself and went looking for Hamilton. He really was in dire need of a shave.
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CECILY AWOKE TO the sounds of birds chirping happily outside her window. Sally had already been in, left some tea — which, upon investigation, was actually still hot — and had opened the drapes wide.

After taking a sip from her dainty cup, Cecily returned it to the tray and then lay back on the disheveled tangle of sheets and blankets on her bed. Rolling over to where Stephen had been sleeping, she inhaled. Some of his scent remained.

She breathed in and then pressed her face into his pillow. Nothing was going the way she had planned, and she was absolutely giddy.

Which she knew to be foolishness in the extreme, but really, when one considered her situation, she ought to enjoy any giddiness she could feel now, for most certainly the future held an abundance of sorrow and recriminations.

She’d loved, loved, loved sleeping beside Stephen Nottingham — her husband’s cousin.

Of course, she’d wanted to experience the full extent of his lovemaking, but he’d been quite right to bring a halt to things before they’d gone too far. For she did not, in truth, wish to present Flavion with a child that was not his own. She did not want for any child to endure the stigma of divorce that she, herself, would carry for life.

If Stephen had gone ahead and actually, well, fornicated with her, there would have been some chance of her being gotten with child. The timing would have been right, for she’d had her courses a few weeks ago, twelve days after her wedding night. When she’d discovered the evidence of them, she’d nearly fainted with relief. In either case, her life did not make for a happy situation in which to bring a child.

Stephen had done the right thing.

Cecily was beginning to realize that he was the sort of man who would always do the right thing. Which was nearly as appealing as it was annoying. No, it was more appealing than annoying. Stephen was appealing.

Cecily bounded out of bed and called for Sally to attend to her. Today, she was happy to be alive. This was a nice feeling to have again. She hoped it was not fleeting.
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BY THE TIME Cecily was dressed and went downstairs for breakfast, Stephen was already finishing up in the morning room. He’d obviously, by this time, been quite busy as he was perusing through some paperwork and sipping a hot cup of coffee.

Cecily daintily placed her usual piece of toast and one slice of bacon on a small but ornate plate and sat down casually, as though she spent the night with gentlemen who were not her husband, all the time. “I, too, prefer coffee to tea with my morning meal,” she said before taking a small bite of her toast.

A simple thing to know about him but comforting somehow, nonetheless.

Stephen took a deep sip and then gave her his full attention. “I’ve made arrangements for an associate of mine to provide you with protection if you plan on leaving the house today. A bodyguard of sorts. I didn’t like the way you were harassed yesterday. Having Salaam with you ought to eliminate similar situations in the future.”

“Salaam,” Cecily said, testing the unfamiliar name on her lips. She then looked around curiously. “Where is this person? As much as I don’t relish the idea of dragging somebody along with me, I must admit it will be a relief. I didn’t like the way I was harassed either.” She dabbed a bit of jam onto her toast and then took another refined bite.

“Salaam is in the study. After breakfast, I will present him to you.” Stephen turned his head and looked out the window. “Flave failed to return last night,” he said and then turned his gaze back upon her.

Cecily looked down at her napkin and sighed. “Ought we to be concerned?” she asked. “Since our wedding night, he is yet to have spent an entire night from Nottinghouse. He’s come and knocked upon my door with a rather annoying regularity, actually.”

Stephen pursed his lips. “I will track him to ground this afternoon.”

“We have plans for this evening. A few of my friends are joining us for dinner and then the theatre afterward, but if Flavion does not return, I am not certain we can attend without an escort. Do you think I ought to cancel tonight’s entertainment?”

Stephen was stacking his letters neatly in front of him. She wished he would give her some indication that he didn’t completely regret the closeness they’d shared the night before. He seemed like even more of a stranger today than he had yesterday. She really needed to become a better judge of character where men were concerned.

“Oh, no. I will escort you,” he said. And then he tilted his head questioningly. “That is if you do not mind having a mere mister as your escort?”

Was he feeling embarrassed, too? Cecily smiled cheerfully over at him. “I would be glad to have your escort… Mr. Nottingham.”

He did not return her smile with his mouth, but he did with his eyes.

And that was when she could see that he did understand what she felt this morning, perhaps even shared it. He was merely doing what he could to keep her from being embarrassed. “It will be an honor, my lady.”

His look warmed her inside. He was not a stranger at all.

“One other thing,” he said as he stood up to leave the room. “Since last night’s plan did not pan out, should we give it another go tonight?”

Give it another go? Oh, yes! “Absolutely,” she said.

And with that, he excused himself and left her to finish her breakfast alone.
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CECILY DIVIDED THE portions of bread equally and handed them out to her three friends. Today was the girls’ morning to feed the waterfowl and her turn to bring the food. Being well into the afternoon, the walk along the Serpentine was already quite populated with preening ladies and gallant gentlemen.

Emily held up the bread and a few of the braver ducks waddled toward them. Ignoring them, Rhoda continued looking over Cecily’s shoulder at the very large, black-clad gentleman who hovered off to the side, keeping close watch of Cecily. “Who is… that, and what on earth is that animal with him?” she asked curiously.

Cecily smiled and threw a piece of bread at one of the smaller ducks who was having difficulty wading over to shore. “They,” Cecily said with a grin, “are my bodyguards. The taller one is named Salaam, and the furry one is Chadwick.” And then she let out a bubble of giggles. “Stephen, ah… Mr. Nottingham, has arranged for Salaam to follow me whenever I am away from home. I decided myself to add Chadwick to the team. Mr. Nottingham doesn’t like that Flavion hasn’t afforded me more… protection.”

All three friends gaped at her, ignoring the increasingly voracious ducks to instead stare at their quite-satisfied-looking friend.

“Why, Cecily Nottingham,” Emily said, “is there something you are failing to share with us?”

Cecily raised her shoulders and shrugged. As heady as her night had been, she suddenly didn’t want to share it with anybody — her good friends included. “He is rather kind. He made Flavion apologize to me.” And then, changing the subject, she asked, “How was the ball last night?” Cecily had not been invited. The invitation delivered to Nottinghouse had been addressed solely to the Earl of Kensington. She supposed she could have attended anyway but was growing tired of it all…

“It was livelier than usual,” Emily said while looking rather pointedly at Sophia. “Soph, here, danced three times with Lord Harold!”

At this statement, Sophia blushed rather profusely. Lord Harold Brooks was the second son of a duke, a pleasant fellow but somewhat standoffish.

“Was one of them a waltz?”

Sophia shook her head, causing her blond ringlets to dance about her shoulders. Whenever they fed the ducks, Sophia was kept busy with her little dog, Peaches, who would much have preferred to eat the ducks. But Sophia never left Peaches at home alone. Today Peaches was equally interested in Chadwick.

After scooping the short-legged little dog up into her arms and shushing her, she tucked the pup’s head under her chin. “Not a waltz, but the first one was the supper dance. And he was very attentive and kind. He made a plate for me with all of my favorite foods. I don’t know how he knew which my favorites were, but he did.”

Such good news heartened Cecily. Sophia needed somebody kind and gentle in her life. Lord Harold seemed to fit the bill perfectly.

“Oh, that’s lovely,” Cecily gushed. “But why aren’t you having an at home with your mother today? What if he were to call on you, and you are away at the park with us?”

Sophia blushed, if possible, even deeper. “He sent me the most beautiful bouquet. In the note, he invited me and my family to attend the theatre with him and his brother and parents in their private box.” Lord Harold’s father was a very powerful and wealthy gentleman. Sophia’s parents must have been in raptures over the possibility of a connection.

“Oh! This is cause for celebration!” Cecily felt cheered as she tossed more scraps of bread toward the increasingly ravenous ducks. “So you will not be joining us tonight, I take it?” She teased her friend a little but softened it with an encouraging smile. “Rhoda and Emily, you are still planning on attending with me, aren’t you? Mr. Nottingham said he will escort us if Flavion fails to follow through with his commitment.”

Her friends nodded, but she realized they were not as exuberant as she. “What’s the matter?”

“We missed you last night. Flavion was there, albeit late,” Rhoda said “Were you ill?”

Her husband had told her he was not going to go to the ball that evening. And then he had attended anyway. Cecily bit her lip at this information. “Flave did not return home last night.”

None of the girls met her eyes directly. Instead, they were all suddenly quite distracted by the ducks.

“He was not with Miss Cunnington last night. He danced with Colonel Harris’ daughter,” Emily said in a clipped tone.

“Twice,” Sophia added.

“And then disappeared outside with her,” Rhoda said.

Cecily was not surprised. Or outraged. Or even insulted by his behavior.

He could do whatever he pleased and then go to hades for all she cared.

“They left together,” Emily said. “Your husband snuck out of a ball with one of the Season’s incomparables, and then neither of them returned. Everyone is talking about it. The colonel was livid.”

Cecily tossed her last chunk of bread to the rather large duck that had nudged at her skirts a few times already. “Well then,” was all she could come up with. Did Flavion have a death wish? “Perhaps, Emily,” she said, “we won’t have to kill him, after all.”

And then feeling as though they weren’t as alone as she had thought, she looked over her shoulder and caught the piercing glare of Miss Daphne Cunnington.

Poor Miss Cunnington.

The lady seemed to have come to some sort of a decision and began walking purposefully toward Cecily. As she drew near, she glanced hesitantly over at Salaam and Chadwick but trudged forward nonetheless. Brave girl, Cecily thought, brushing the crumbs from her hands and turning a smiling face toward her husband’s lover.

Peaches yelped twice at Miss Cunnington, but Sophia quickly shushed her again— not the lady, the dog. “No barking, Peaches,”

“Miss Cunnington, this is a pleasant surprise.” Cecily turned to her husband’s mistress with a cool smile. Her expression didn’t feel as forced as it might have a few days prior. Cecily was feeling, in fact, quite magnanimously toward Miss Cunnington.

For a few weeks following her wedding, Cecily had hoped that Flavion would recant his words from their wedding night. She had wished it was all a grand mistake, and they could begin anew. With those thoughts in mind, she had resented Miss Cunnington enormously.

But a shift had since occurred inside of her.

With a surprising jolt, she realized that she no longer pined for her husband. Her love for Flavion had been nothing more than an illusion.

His mistress could have him.

Right now, Miss Cunnington looked less than her normally confident and catty self. “Might I have a word with you… Miss Findlay?” she said, quite purposefully forgetting that Cecily was no longer a mere miss.

Miss Cunnington was quite welcome to have Flavion, but Cecily was done being disrespected. With a lift of her chin, she sent the other woman as icy of a stare as she could muster. Emily, Rhoda, and Sophia all glared at her with equal disdain. Peaches barked sharply.

“Pardon me?” Cecily said coldly and then raised one eyebrow and glanced toward Salaam.

“I mean Lady Kensington.” Her eyes shifted anxiously toward Salaam as well and then back. “Could I persuade you to walk a quick turn with me? I only require a moment of your time.”

Cecily was more curious than anything else. What would this woman possibly have to say to her? “Very well.” She looked over at her friends. “Will you ladies mind if I excuse myself for a moment?”

Emily answered for all of them. “Not at all, my lady,” she said with barely a hint of the curiosity that Cecily knew she suppressed.

Salaam went to fall in line behind her and Miss Cunnington, but with a gesture of her hand, Cecily indicated for him to stay back. She would hear what Miss Cunnington, had to say on this fine afternoon.

And so, Cecily, clasping a parasol in one hand and her reticule in the other, turned and strolled casually toward the bank of the Serpentine. Miss Cunnington moved quickly to catch up with her. Once Cecily arrived at the water’s edge, she stopped and gave the other woman her full attention.

Miss Cunnington fidgeted with her gloves, and her brow furrowed deeply. If she made this expression often, Cecily thought observantly, the pretty young miss would have wrinkles to show for it before turning thirty. Finally, Miss Cunnington spoke.

“He is mine. He has always been mine, and he will be mine forever.” The words came out in a rush. “He doesn’t want you. You can try to keep him at home in your bed but I promise you, he’ll never love you.”

“I presume you are referring to my husband,” Cecily said and then waited. Quite often, the best way to procure information from another person was to simply wait patiently. This was an elementary rule of confrontation. She was of a guess that Miss Cunnington would not disappoint.

“Keep your hands off him. Do you understand?”

Good Lord! Cecily wondered at the lady’s impudence. She refused to answer her, however. Instead, she lifted one eyebrow sardonically. She had worked diligently to affect this talent at the age of twelve after seeing one of her father’s business associates utilize such a contrivance quite effectively with an impertinent client.

“You should never have come on the marriage mart. All the money in the world doesn’t a lady make.” Miss Cunnington was beginning to look rather pinched in the face. “You should return to your father’s home. You would do well for yourself to leave London before the Season is over.”

Cecily narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “Are you threatening me, Miss Cunnington?” She was not afraid. Even if not for Salaam and Chadwick, Cecily would not be frightened by this little harpy.

Miss Cunnington pulled her shoulders back and looked Cecily directly in the eyes. “Why don’t you consider it a promise? One way or another, you will not be the countess for much longer. Mark my words, Miss Findlay.” And with those words, she sent Cecily one last scathing glance and then pivoted in haste to take her leave.

Unfortunately, the placement of her foot was on a slimy patch of the shore, and before anybody could do anything to stop her, Miss Cunnington slipped and, with arms flailing, went sliding into the water with a significant splash.

Oh, this was delightful! Utterly delightful!

But Cecily only enjoyed it for a moment. Although it was early summer, the lake would be freezing. Stepping forward cautiously, Cecily crept down to the water’s edge and offered help in the form of one end of her parasol. She would assist her husband’s mistress out of the murky soup.

It was rather satisfying to behold the dear lady, legs outstretched, unable to regain even an ounce of dignity. Splashes of murky water dappled her hair and face.

Miss Cunnington glared up at Cecily with what could only be thought of as murderous rage. “Are you laughing at me, Cecily Findlay?” she shouted. “How dare you! Why, you’re not fit to polish my shoes!” And then, in anger and frustration, Miss Cunnington grasped the parasol and gave it an extraordinarily powerful tug.

What with Cecily holding tightly to her end of it, she was launched unsuspecting into the lake as well.

Cecily hit the surface, head first.

She had been right. The water was freezing! And in spite of being an excellent swimmer, it took a moment for her to find her bearings as she clutched at the muddied lake bottom. Crawling to her knees, Cecily threw back her head, sputtered and wiped at her eyes.

Had Daphne Cunnington really done that? Had that woman actually pulled her into the water? What had Cecily ever done to her?

The other woman reclined placidly in the muck, closer to the shore with a rather smug look on her face.

Miss Cunnington had landed bottom first and therefore hadn’t experienced the pleasure of her face going underwater, unlike Cecily. In fact, with only a little water and mud splashed above her waist, the lady’s coiffure remained intact.

Cecily would remedy that situation without any further ado. Not stopping to think of what all the ton would say about her tomorrow, she grasped a handful of muck and lobbed it as hard as she could so that it hit Miss Cunnington right between the eyes.

Things deteriorated significantly after that.

 


CHAPTER SEVEN

STEPHEN WAS SOMEWHAT reassured knowing that Lady Kensington would not be gallivanting around Mayfair without protection. He would have afforded it for her, himself, but perhaps extended time in that particular lady’s proximity wasn’t the best idea.

Unfamiliar with such conflicting emotions, he methodically organized various estate reports and contracts that required Flavion’s signature. The first pile was urgent, the second less so, and the third could be disposed of if necessary. Just as he thought he ought to go out and see if he could find his conspicuously absent cousin, sounds of the front door being thrown open, and then slammed, interrupted his musing.

“Patterson!” Flavion bellowed loudly for his valet. Stephen closed his eyes. “Patterson, prepare me a hot bath immediately! And bring me some laudanum!”

At these words, Stephen opened his eyes, pushed himself away from the desk, and went to intercept his cousin before he could disappear again.

Stephen was shocked at the sight that met him. “Flave! What happened?”

Flavion was a mere shadow of the man who’d disappeared the day before. His normally impeccable clothing was soiled with blood, dirt and, if one were to apply all of one’s senses, other unmentionable bodily fluids. In addition to that insult, Flave looked to have suffered two blackened eyes to go along with his recently broken nose. His matted hair was unrecognizable, and he held his right arm as though it pained him greatly.

“Who did this to you, Flave?” Images of irate papas as well as vindictive women arose in Stephen’s imagination as he comprehended that his cousin had been quite thoroughly roughed up.

Flave stumbled over to the large looking glass in the foyer and moaned tragically at the rather unimpressive reflection gazing back at him. “Oh, Stephen. What have I ever done to deserve treatment such as this? It was Cecily. I am certain of it. One of her father’s thugs, most likely. I think you were spot-on in your prediction that her father would come after me.”

Stephen wrapped an arm around Flavion’s waist and proceeded to assist him up the long flight of stairs.

Patterson stood at the top of the landing and fretted as he watched his master. “I’ve a bath being prepared for you, my lord.” And to Stephen, “Should I call a doctor?”

“I think that would be in Lord Kensington’s best interest, Patterson. Thank you.”

Flave groaned as Stephen urged him to keep moving.

“A few more steps, Flave,” he said, feeling some renewed affection for the man who was for all intents and purposes a brother to him. “You’ll be right as rain in no time at all. You know I’ll help you sort this out. Haven’t I always?”

“You’re the only one, Stephen,” Flave said in a somewhat-hoarse voice. “I knew I could always count on you.”

“Of course you can.” Stephen felt hollow as his conscience reminded him that he’d spent the previous night fondling his cousin’s wife.

By the time they reached Flavion’s room, the footmen were pouring the last few buckets of heated water into the tub. When Patterson returned, looking flustered, Stephen sent him to await the doctor and locate some laudanum. Stephen thought that perhaps Flavion might be somewhat more forthcoming if there weren’t any servants present for his interrogation.

Playing valet to his cousin, Stephen supported Flave as he climbed into the large copper tub. After handing over a cloth for washing, Stephen pulled up a stool and sighed heavily.

“Tell me what happened last night,” he said as Flave lay back and rested his head.

Opening his eyes only slightly, his cousin looked sideways at Stephen a bit warily. “Well, after I left the dining room last night, Daphne was waiting for me, in the corridor… but she was…”

“Yes?” Stephen urged. Good lord, the chit had shown up on Flave’s doorstep!

“She’s quite displeased at your mandate. She started crying and begging me to run away with her. What is a man to do when a chit gets all demanding and hysterical like that? I tell you, Stephen, if you ever had a mind to marry and settle down with one woman, I would advise you to reconsider. Women are trouble.”

The irony of Flavion’s words was nearly enough to cause Stephen to laugh, but with his cousin all bloodied and bruised, he did not have the heart.

“So, what did you tell Miss Cunnington?” he asked instead, although he already knew the answer.

“Well, I told her I’d think it over, promised I would come to her later and then I escorted her outside to her carriage. Good God, I started to believe she might actually go to her father!”

Stephen would discuss the details of the baron’s visit with Flavion when he was in better spirits. For now, he merely asked, “And then where did you go?”

“I decided that since Cecily was at home, I might as well attend the Chattering’s ball. Met a lovely little deb by the way. A colonel’s daughter.”

At this, all Stephen could do was raise his eyebrows somewhat incredulously.

“She was not your typical deb, Stephen. Let me tell you. She could be a showgirl if she chose to do so. Legs that go on forever and the perfect hourglass shape.” Flavion tipped his head back, closed his eyes again, and continued the recitation of his most recent conquest’s charms. “Thick red hair and the most gorgeous cherry-red lips. I think I’m in love.”

Years ago, before reaching his majority, Stephen would have been amused by Flavion’s unflagging appetite for different women. On this day, however, he was not.

“How long did you stay at the ball?” he asked instead of offering his opinion on his cousin’s infidelity. And God, how pompous and self-righteous his thoughts sounded, even to himself, for a man who had spent the night in a married woman’s bed.

“At the ball?” Flavion roused himself enough to toggle his eyebrows at Stephen. “Enough to get the chit to agree to leave with me. The rest of the evening was spent outside in my carriage enjoying said long legs and perfect hourglass shape… hey, hey.” Except then, Flavion frowned. “And then, just after Alice climbed out, a couple of bruisers climbed in and hijacked my carriage. Not well done at all. I had barely gotten my breeches back on.”

“Had you ever seen them before?” Stephen asked, thinking that if Flavion had spent much time with the Findlays before his marriage, he might be able to recognize some of the industrial giant’s hired thugs.

“Lord, no,” Flavion answered with his eyes closed and head tipped back again. Stephen reached for a nearby pitcher the footmen had left, stood up, and tipped it over Flavion’s head. It was slightly satisfying that the water in this pitcher had not been heated.

Flavion jumped forward, sputtering and gasping. “Hell, Stephen. Tell a man before doing something like that.” Reaching out with his good hand, eyes pinched shut, he ordered, “Hand me my soap, will you?”

Stephen did so, along with another washcloth.

“Where did these thugs take you?”

Flavion did not answer. Instead, he was examining his injured hand with a bewildered look in his eyes. “Do you think it’s broken, Stephen? Where is that blasted doctor?”

Stephen peered closer at the swollen appendage. “It doesn’t appear to be, but we’ll let the doctor decide. Did they twist it behind you?” Stephen had, before his more successful days, been on the receiving end of similar attacks more than once. He hadn’t always had the blunt to frequent the finer establishments while traveling.

“Yeah, I think that’s what they did. Damn near killed me and then left me lying in the street. I’m lucky nobody else came along to finish the job.”

“So robbery was not their intention. It was punishment,” Stephen said baldly.

Flavion let out a deep sigh and then looked over at Stephen again. “I suppose. Do you think it was Cecily’s father’s men?”

Stephen was bothered by this, but yes, he did. It sounded exactly like something Findlay’s employees were capable of. “I’m not sure, Flave. I’ll have to investigate the matter.” And on that note, following a quick tap, the door pushed open, and Patterson timidly entered with the doctor following behind him.

Stephen stood up and patted his cousin on the shoulder. “Get some rest, Flavion. Do as the doctor tells you.”

In an absentminded manner, Flavion agreed with a nod before handing over the soap and washrag to his valet. Patterson efficiently lifted one of Flavion’s arms into the air and began eagerly scrubbing his lovely master. Stephen closed the door behind him and frowned. Where was Cecily? He needed to speak with her about this. God in heaven, if that minx was behind this, he would throttle her himself.

We had a deal.

Mr. Sherman informed Stephen that Lady Kensington had left a short while ago in order to take a walk in the park with her friends. He gave him directions as to the approximate place she normally went to on the days when she liked to feed the waterfowl.

With no patience to await her return, Stephen set off on foot toward the park. His adrenaline carried him quicker than he would normally stroll, and as he passed other pedestrians, he received a few curious glances. But he could not be bothered by them.

In his mind, her words replayed themselves over and over again, making him feel like a fool. Women be damned. He ought to have known better.

As he reached the park, he peered across the lawn, hoping to see the object of his wrath without wasting too much of his time. Would she admit to knowing about the attack? She was a woman, after all, and therefore not to be trusted. Where the hell is she?

He did not slow his stride until he noticed some sort of an altercation taking place along the banks of the water up ahead. The normal peaceful atmosphere of the park had been transformed into a carnival-like scene with jeering, cheering, and splashing.

His mind noted a very large man dressed all in black, suspiciously familiar, and an oversized mongrel, also suspiciously familiar, barking encouragingly at the melee. Another smaller, but louder dog yelped frantically as well. Stephen lengthened his strides and rushed over to assure himself that the spectacle was not being created by the person he suspected.

He was to be greatly disappointed.

Realizing immediately that Cecily was one of the mud-covered ladies wrestling in the water, he rushed past the onlookers to pull her off the other nearly unrecognizable creature. Salaam was doing likewise with… Was it? He took a closer look. Yes, it was; Miss Daphne Cunnington.

Cecily was like a woman possessed, though, as she struggled to free herself from his hold. He wrapped one arm tightly about her sodden waist and spoke into her ear. “Relax, Cecily, sweetheart. Let it go. She isn’t worth it.” In spite of the mud, he could see that tears streamed from her eyes. It was impossible to stay angry with a woman when she was so obviously distraught. Oh, hell.

At his words, she ceased her protestations.

He pulled her farther away from the onlookers and up onto the shore. His boots were most likely ruined, and his clothing now nearly as wet as Cecily’s. Struggling to remove his jacket with only one free hand, he used his other to turn Cecily and press her face into his chest all the while mumbling reassurances to her. He didn’t want anybody else to see that she was crying. As if the altercation itself wasn’t enough, he knew she would be mortified for the ton to see that she had allowed the situation to reduce her to tears. Somehow, he knew this would bother her more than anything else.

When he’d freed himself from his jacket, he placed it upon her shoulders protectively and, with a slight jerk of his head, sent Salaam to retrieve the lady’s carriage. A companion he assumed to be Miss Cunnington’s stepped over to assist the other combatant.

The wet bedraggled form in his arms began shivering. Whether from the cold or the aftermath of released violence, he knew not. “Decided to take a swim, did you?” he cajoled jokingly. And then without thinking it over, he swept her up into his arms and carried her to the arriving coach. “Come along, let’s get you home.”

She wrapped her hands around his neck and clung to him, continuing to bury her head in his neck. “I didn’t start it. Oh, my God, what have I done?” She was apparently coming to her senses somewhat.

Realizing that the eyes of several bystanders watched them curiously, Stephen logically surmised that if maneuvered properly, this situation could be utilized to further Cecily’s campaign for Flave to divorce her. Again, without allowing himself to consider his actions further, Stephen turned his head so that he could find Cecily’s face.

And then he kissed her.
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STEPHEN’S KISS WAS delightfully unexpected, but that didn’t stop Cecily from relaxing her lips and allowing him to carry on. She did not think about the people watching. She did not think about their bargain. In fact, she did not think about anything except that being held and kissed by this man felt utterly right. His taste was familiar and his embrace full of relief and protection.

He was a bedrock of security and comfort. She welcomed his kiss and his touch without any reservations whatsoever. Ah, to belong…

When Stephen ended the kiss, she realized that they had arrived at the street, and the carriage had been pulled around for her. Not revealing any emotions whatsoever, Stephen set her down on her feet and then assisted her in. The driver looked at them askance. Yesterday it had been the dog, and today it was this. Coachman John was never going to forgive her for getting mud all over the interior twice in as many days. The man was fastidious about his care of Flavion’s conveyances.

Cecily sagged into her seat and then watched as Stephen climbed in, closed the door behind him, and pounded his fist on the ceiling. Neither of them said a word until the carriage swayed into traffic.

“What about Salaam and Chadwick?” she asked, realizing they’d left her bodyguards to fend for themselves.

“They will find their way back to the house,” Stephen said in a clipped tone. “I need to ask you something.” His demeanor had turned quite serious, his brows beginning to furrow again.

Where was the man who’d just kissed her senseless?

Was he to blame her now for this confrontation with Miss Cunnington? “I did not push her in.” Cecily lifted her chin, ready to defend herself. “She slipped on her own, and when I went to assist her, she pulled me into the water. That woman belongs in Bedlam. She thinks I am a threat to her. I do not want him. Does she not realize that?”

More than a little suspicion was behind Stephen’s glare. “Are you certain that you mightn’t have… accidently pushed her?”

“Of course I’m certain! Why would you not believe me?” He was a most untrusting gentleman! She’d given him no reason not to trust her, and yet he persisted in questioning her motives at every turn. “If you don’t trust me, then come right out and say so.”

He leaned toward her, resting his arms on his knees, and looked directly into her eyes. “I. Don’t. Trust. You.”

With those words, Cecily leaned back into the plush upholstery and then folded her arms in front of her. The motion would have been a bit more effective if her arms didn’t make a squishing, bubbling sound as they pressed against her bosom, forcing water to gush outward and upward.

“Oh, holy hell,” she cursed. This really was too much! She tried to continue glaring at Stephen but felt a smile tug at her lips.

If she was not mistaken, a glimmer of mischief appeared in his eyes at the absurdity of her condition. And then one corner of his mouth pulled up to crease his cheek. He was laughing at her, the dratted man.

But he had said he didn’t trust her. The thought sobered her again. “Why not?” she said, pushing out her bottom lip.

He shook off his laughter and leaned forward again. “Flavion was set upon last night. Some thugs hijacked his carriage and roughed him up pretty badly. He’s at home resting now. In light of our earlier agreement, I am compelled to ask. Do you know anything about this?”

Cecily bit her lip. Was it possible?

“Did they shoot him? Did they use knives, any weapons whatsoever? Did they rob him of his belongings?” The answers to these questions were important. Her father’s employees had very specific techniques and adhered to them proudly. They did what was necessary while following their own tightly held moral code.

“No weapons. No robbery.” Stephen watched her closely. Oh, double drat and damnation! She needed to speak with Niles. But she had promised Stephen she would not allow her father to harm Flavion.

“I did as I promised. I posted a letter to my father yesterday.” Regardless of the relationship of sorts that had arisen between her and Stephen, she did not want either of them to know of her transactions with Niles Waverly. She could not be sure that Stephen wouldn’t assist Flavion in attempting to confiscate her personal funds — even though they were carefully tied up in trust for her by her father. Stephen was obviously very astute when it came to business and might be ruthless in spite of… whatever was going on between the two of them.

He continued to display an increasingly annoying level of loyalty to Flavion.

“I know of no plans to harm Flavion,” she said with as much conviction as she could muster. For in truth, she did not. She only suspected… In an attempt to change the subject, she looked down and pulled her water-laden skirts up and away from her thighs. “Oh, this is beyond the pale. This dress was only just delivered from Madam Chantal’s this morning.”

Stephen did not comment. He merely watched her suspiciously.

“Are you dissembling with me, my lady?” he finally asked.

Cecily looked up at him and opened her eyes wide. “I would never dissemble with you, Mr. Nottingham.” And in his eyes, she could see that he knew she was lying. And she could also see that he knew that she knew that he knew.

“I will find out eventually, Cecily. And when I do, all bets are off.” Suddenly he didn’t look like the safe and serious Stephen she’d known up until now. He looked a little dangerous. And with his hair disheveled, his appearance had taken on a bit of rakishness.

“I’ve given you my word. And what do you mean by bets? Are you referring to our bargain?” Oh, dear lord, their bargain! That was why he had kissed her in the park! Not because he’d been overcome with affection for her. He’d done so to further their efforts in angering Flavion. The thought was rather deflating.

Stephen leaned back and rested one muddied boot atop his other knee, not quite crossing his legs. His breeches, which were as wet as Cecily’s dress, clung tantalizingly to his rather muscularly impressive thighs.

Just then, the carriage pulled up in front of Nottinghouse and lurched as the driver and footmen jumped off.

“You know what I mean,” he said. And then the door opened, and she was being helped down to the pavement with Stephen emerging behind her. She rushed inside without any further assistance. She needed to get cleaned up and then go to Nile’s office.

Before anything else happened to Flave.
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NILES WAVERLY BARELY glanced up as Cecily let herself into his rather run-of-the-mill office a few blocks off Fleet Street. He really was a very ordinary-looking man. He’d appeared to be somewhere between the age of forty and sixty for as long as she’d known him. He’d worked for her father forever, it seemed, and her father trusted him unquestioningly.

He had set up her personal accounts and investments in a fashion that they were not accessible to anyone but Niles, her father, and herself. Niles was right-hand man to her father. If Papa had left instructions for Sixtus and Brutus, Niles would know of it.

Cecily closed the door to the office behind her and waited for Niles to realize she’d entered. It would take a moment. She knew this from experience. She’d luckily managed to slip out of the townhouse without Salaam’s escort since he’d taken Chadwick into the back gardens for a quick canine bath. That had given her the just enough time to make a hasty visit with Niles before Emily and Rhoda arrived to dine with them. Hopefully, she would not be delayed. She would want to have plenty of time upon her return to dress in something elegant for the theatre. If not, oh, well. Women were allowed, nay, expected to be late.

Not that she ever felt comfortable with this, but it came in handy on this day.

After he finally set down his pencil and looked up, a smile broke out on Nigel’s normally somber features. It was very quickly replaced by a concerned frown. “Is everything well with you, my lady?” he asked formally as he rose to his feet.

“That’s Cece to you, Niles,” she said, coming around the desk to place a buss upon his cheek.

“No, I won’t have it, my lady. You being the only person of quality of whom I have the benefit of an acquaintance, I will give you all of the respect that is due.”

Cecily clucked her tongue before taking a seat. “I need to know if Papa left any instructions for Sixtus and Brutus regarding Lord Kensington.” Seeing Nigel’s features shutter and his lips tighten, Cecily was certain that he knew something. “I must know, Nigel. All is not as it seems. I do not wish for Lord Kensington to be harmed any further.”

“The earl could have been set upon by anyone!” He confirmed her suspicions. “

“But it was not just anyone last night. As much as I appreciate the sentiment, you must call them off for me. Tell them I have sent word to Papa, and he will be very angry if they do not do as I wish.”

Nigel pushed his spectacles up from where they’d slipped down on his nose. “Are you quite certain of this, Ce— my lady?”

“I am,” she said, and then for effect added, “quite.” Feeling grateful and a little melancholy, she rose to take her leave. She really must hurry!

Before she would return to her Kensington world, however, she slipped around the desk and placed another kiss on Nigel’s cheek. “I haven’t time to stay and chat, but please, please contact them immediately. Promise me that?”

“Very well, my lady,” he said with a frown. “But I’m not at all pleased with what I’ve been hearing. Is there anything else I can do to be of assistance to you?”

With one hand on the doorknob, Cecily scrunched up her nose. “Would you mind having them keep an eye on Miss Daphne Cunnington? I think she’s been up to some mischief, but I haven’t any evidence. Anyhow, the lady does not hold a favorable disposition toward me, and I wouldn’t put it past her to act upon her feelings.” Perhaps the lady’s threats had merely been all bluster, but what with the strange happenings over the last couple of days along with the suspicions Stephen had managed to plant in her mind, she thought having Sixtus and Brutus keep an eye out couldn’t hurt.

“Very well, my lady.” Niles stood up from the desk and now made a small bow in her direction. Charmed, Cecily could not help but grin. Even if all of the ton did not recognize her rise in society, the people she had known all of her life did. And they were the ones she loved. They were the ones who deserved her loyalty. Just as she didn’t want her father’s employers to harm Flavion any further, she did not wish for Stephen to catch wind of their actions and bring any harm to them.

There were considerable penalties for attacking a member of the aristocracy. She did not wish to see any of the people she’d depended upon for most of her life find themselves in trouble with the law.

She left the office hurriedly to return home and change. She had an absolutely gorgeous new emerald dress made up of chiffon that she wished to wear this evening. She’d likely need another bath as well.

Back in the carriage, she mulled over the events of the past few days. So much had happened that she could hardly make sense of it all.

She was taking matters into her own hands hoping to compel Flavion to divorce her.

Someone was attempting to harm her, or possibly Flavion, or even Stephen, and that person had had access to the kitchens at Nottinghouse.

Miss Cunnington was not only without scruples where married men were concerned, but she was also somewhat deranged.

And…

Most of all, she looked forward to seeing Stephen at dinner this evening with an alarming level of anticipation.

Her anticipation was greater still, for the night that lay ahead.
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AFTER CLEANING HIMSELF up and then checking in on Flavion to see him fast asleep, Stephen returned to the study. Here, amongst the books, papers and old leather of his uncle’s office, matters made sense. One could tally columns of sums, or untangle a troublesome contract without any of the chaos that had peppered the unlikely few days he’d spent since arriving home. More calming than a snifter of brandy was the contentment Stephen found completing self-imposed tasks methodically and checking them off one at a time.

He proceeded to ease himself thusly for the few hours that remained before dinner, and so was only partly annoyed when Mr. Sherman reminded him that the countess had invited guests for the meal. It would be necessary for him to dress formally.

A mere quarter of an hour after the unwelcome news, the butler knocked again, opened the door, and informed him that he had a visitor. Just as Stephen was about to release a long string of expletives, he looked up to see the familiar and welcome face of Marcus Roberts. Marcus, who went by the courtesy title of the Earl of Blakely, was the heir to the Esteemed Duke of Waters. Something of a rebel, his old friend refused to live the life of the privileged. Since graduating from school, Stephen had chanced upon him occasionally while transacting business in India and China. Their friendship went all the way back to their boyhood days at Eton. Marcus was one of the few people who knew of Stephen’s history with Flavion.

He’d often urged Stephen to stop pandering to Flave. Marcus had most likely seen the right of it.

Today, he was a sight for sore eyes.

Stephen rose enthusiastically before stepping forward and grasped his friend’s hand in a hearty greeting.

“I heard you were back in England, and I’ve taken it upon myself to call upon you uninvited,” Marcus said sardonically, forgoing the normal exchange of polite inquiries. “Having heard you requested assistance in the way of Salaam, I presumed you might be in need additional support. If the rumors are true, Flave and his countess are brewing more scandal than the gossips can manage.”

Stephen gestured for Marcus to have a seat before pouring some of Flavion’s best scotch into a couple of tumblers. He didn’t normally imbibe before evening but had been making quite a few allowances for himself lately.

Not one to share his burdens, Stephen, nonetheless, reluctantly told Marcus of some of the events of the past few days.

He did not discuss what had occurred between himself and Cecily.

Marcus interrupted only a few times to have Stephen briefly clarify a few facts, but withheld his assessment until Stephen finished.

His analysis aligned perfectly with Stephen’s: Flavion had made a hash of his life, his marriage and all of the responsibilities that came with inheriting an earldom. If the title was going to be preserved, Stephen must continue interfering.

On that note, Stephen asked Marcus to stay for dinner, and even join them at the theatre that night. Marcus accepted outright. As Stephen poured out more scotch, he delved a bit into Marcus’ present circumstances.

“Is your father’s house opened up to you for the Season then?” Stephen asked to assure himself that his friend was not in want of a place to stay. Last time they’d spoken, Marcus had told him he’d been cut off financially. Although Marcus was the heir, he and his father’s relationship had come to a stalemate over Marcus’ refusal to marry a bride of the duke’s choosing.

When he’d first been informed of the betrothal, Marcus had been twenty-two and the girl all of sixteen. Stephen did not know for certain whether it was still in effect. Marcus was never keen to discuss it.

His friend’s jaw clenched. Ah, so matters were still unsettled then. “I’ve taken lodgings at a house on Curzon Street. I will not apply to my father for anything.”

Stephen nodded his head. “How long have you been back in London?” He wondered how long such a feud could continue. He now found himself wishing he’d reconciled with his uncle. It was too late for that now. As cliché as such a sentiment was, he felt it strongly, nonetheless.

“Too long, my friend. Too long.”

“Does your father still consider you… betrothed?” The girl must be about Cecily’s age now. But he knew Marcus Roberts. He was not a man who would be told how to live, and that included being told who to marry.

“I refuse to abide by an agreement made while I was still in the nursery. My father’s marriage was an arranged match, and I spent much of my childhood trying to avoid their bloody silences.”

Setting his half-empty glass down, Stephen sighed. “It behooves a man to remember marriage is forever. Flavion’s wife certainly regrets her decision to marry, and I can’t say that I blame her.”

He wondered what Cecily had been like before all of this. Had she been as fearless and intense? It would have been lovely to have met her as a shy debutante. He would not have minded drawing her out for himself…

And yet, she was lovely as she was. He knew he ought to see all that was wrong with her plan to ‘cuckold’ her husband. She would become an outcast from Society for the rest of her life. And yet, he could not help but admire her conviction. Her unflagging determination reminded him of himself when he’d first set out to make his fortune.

“Till death and all that, forsaking all others…” Marcus said into the bottom of his glass. “If more fellows took their vows to heart, there would be considerably fewer dynastic marriages.” And then, as though a novel thought struck him, Marcus looked over at Stephen. “What of you, old man? Any females in your sights?”

Stephen allowed a very sensual image to drift into his memory. “Not since Zelda,” he said wryly. Zelda had been his mistress for much of the time he’d been in India. Their on again, off again relationship had been passionate but lacking in any real affection. She’d been the widow of a wealthy embassy official and had chosen to remain in Mumbai after her husband’s death. Stephen had taken her with him for a very memorable holiday in Ceylon. It had been nearly a year since he’d wished her farewell.

“Aside from the obvious, being her stunning beauty, I never took her to be your type,” Marcus said. “You have always been so… self-contained… and she, well, Zelda was something of a hell cat.”

Stephen flashed Marcus a grin. “She was, wasn’t she?” Upon a few moments of reflection, he added, “I suppose when I met her I was looking for somebody… different.” At the time, he’d sworn off both marriage and all English women. She’d been the perfect cure.

Before Marcus could comment on this, the dinner bell gonged. Stephen looked over at his friend. “The countess expects formal dress for dinner. Would you care to borrow something from my wardrobe?”

Shaking his head, Marcus rose. Taking up the pen Stephen had been using earlier, he dipped it into the inkwell and leaned over the desk to write something. “No, my lodgings are not far. I can change and be back in no time.” Then, handing the scrap of parchment to Stephen, he added, “This is my direction if you find the countess isn’t amiable to upsetting her table. Otherwise, I shall return within the hour.”

Stephen studied the address and then looked back up at his good friend.

Marcus had circles beneath his eyes, and he appeared paler than usual. Stephen suspected the breach within his family was more trying than either would let on. “I’m quite sure the countess will have no objections to another guest. I’m not even sure Flavion will be joining us. I suspect not, as he took a good dose of laudanum earlier.”

And with that, Stephen walked his friend to the front door. He appreciated the normalcy that Marcus brought with him. God knew he wouldn’t get any of that from Flavion.

And not from Cecily either. She created an entirely different upheaval to his equilibrium. His gut instinct told him she was innocent of any wrong doing, but she’d appeared unsettled when he’d mentioned Flave’s attack. She’d gone somewhat quiet, as though she did, in fact, know something. This bothered him. He’d been coming to esteem her somewhat and did not like to think she was playing him. No man enjoyed such a sensation.

And then there were all of the other sensations she evoked within him. Remembering that she’d been covered from head to toe in mud earlier that morning, Stephen couldn’t help suppressing a grin.

And he had kissed her in public! Had he done this merely to create some gossip amongst the beau monde? Or had he been giving in to another desire completely? Was it merely his protective instincts that had caused him to lift her into his arms and carry her bodily to the carriage?

This would make perfect sense because Cecily not only needed protection from outside forces, but she also needed protection from herself! She was an interesting combination of naïveté and cynicism. On one hand, she brought stray dogs home, but on the other, she read treatises on how to get away with murder.

Exactly how far was she willing to go to be free of Flave? Did she have a backup plan in case cuckolding her husband was not effective? What was she hiding? Shaking off these worries, Stephen turned his attention to the evening ahead. The answers to his musings could not reveal themselves soon enough.

On that thought, he went in search of his valet.

It was probably a good thing Marcus had refused his offer for eveningwear. Stephen wasn’t sure Hamilton would have appreciated the last-minute request. He could be somewhat picky about those sorts of things. It was as though the clothing belonged to the valet rather than Stephen. With a grim chuckle, Stephen mounted the stairs two at a time. Hopefully this evening would be as uneventful as the last two hours had been.

Hopefully, but somehow he doubted it.

 


CHAPTER EIGHT

CECILY EXPECTED THIS evening’s dinner courses would be considerably more appetizing than the previous night’s had been. She had consulted with cook earlier that morning regarding the menu, and they decided on all of six courses, which included fish, game, poultry, and beef. The table was set with elaborate fresh flower arrangements, and the very best silver. When Stephen informed her of the invitation he’d extended to the Earl of Blakely, there hadn’t been any problem in adding one more setting. The party was to be a small one, after all. Most likely, the Kensington Countess’ dinner parties of the past had consisted of upwards of twenty guests. Cecily would not dwell upon this fact.

Surprising them all, Flavion roused himself and dressed for dinner. His valet had done wonders by carefully disguising most of Flavion’s cuts and bruises, and he nearly looked as breathtakingly handsome as usual when he took his seat at the head of the table.

With equally spaced dinner settings, Cecily sat Lord Blakely to Flavion’s right and Rhoda to his left. She’d then placed Emily on Lord Blakely’s other side and Stephen beside Rhoda. Cecily was able to watch everyone from her position at the foot of the table. She only wished the damn thing weren’t so incredibly long.

If she were planning to remain married, she would have had the table removed and replaced with something a bit cozier.

But she was not going to remain married, so this was not her problem.

Except for tonight. Guests would need to speak loudly. About five feet separated each of them.

As the first course was served, Cecily attempted to initiate appropriate supper conversation by commenting on the weather, but Emily, dear, sweet, alarmingly honest Emily responded as though they were not in mixed company. “Good thing for you it has been so warm, Cecily. Otherwise, it is likely that both you and Miss Cunnington would be nursing a chill this evening.” And then, seemingly oblivious to the faux pas she had made, she dipped her spoon into the turtle soup and sipped at it prettily.

At the sound of Miss Cunnington’s name, Flave lifted his head from his soup and stared down the table at Cecily. “Why is that? When did you see Daphne?”

Biting her lip, Cecily glanced along the table toward Stephen. “Well…”

“Miss Cunnington and Lady Kensington had an unfortunate accident this morning, and both of them ended up taking a swim in the Serpentine,” Stephen finished for her.

Lord Blakely was to be of no assistance either. “That is not the story I heard,” he said, expressionless, although there appeared to be a glimmer of something mischievous in his eyes.

Both Stephen and Rhoda flashed him a frown.

“And what, may I ask,” Flavion said indolently, “is the story that you heard, Marcus?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake,” Rhoda said, setting her spoon down and glaring at Lord Blakely. “Miss Cunnington fell into the river. When Cecily attempted to assist her out of the water, that woman pulled Cecily into the water as well… not very sporting of her, might I add.” And then she picked her spoon up and went back to concentrating on the contents of her soup.

Oh, dear! Cecily had so hoped to have a normal dinner party! This was not a very auspicious beginning.

Flavion would not allow the subject to rest. After glancing around the table at all the other guests, all very intent upon the bowls in front of them, he eventually pinned his stare on Cecily.

“What of Daphne?” he asked abruptly. “Please assure me that she has not come to any harm?”

The room fell uncomfortably quiet. Cecily bristled in that Flavion was discussing his mistress with his wife at his wife’s dinner table. Of course, Flavion would not be bothered by the impropriety of his behavior.

Cecily was not going to let it bother her tonight, though. She sent a dazzling smile toward Flavion before answering. “Miss Cunnington can only be thankful your cousin came along.” After taking a leisurely spoonful of soup, she finished her statement by adding, “Or I quite likely might have drowned her.”

Another very uncomfortable silence.

Emily, most likely in an effort to bring the conversation round to a more civilized topic, interrupted the silence. “I’ve been looking forward to this evening all week. Hamlet is my favorite of all of Shakespeare’s plays.” She turned toward Stephen and asked, “Were you able to attend the theatre while abroad, Mr. Nottingham?”

Glancing at Marcus before answering, Stephen shook his head. “I’m afraid I did not, Miss Goodnight. But between both Eton and Oxford, I’ve somehow managed to read almost all of the old Bard’s plays, and I must agree with you about Hamlet. It’s one of my favorites as well.”

“There is something absolutely delicious about the treachery portrayed amongst familial relations,” Rhoda added nonchalantly, but with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Everybody mistrusting each other, husband and wife, father and son, cousins and lovers… Shakespeare managed to weave a little bit of everything into that story.”

Allowing a footman to remove the bowl in front of him, Marcus commented as well. “Art mimicking life?” He looked at Rhoda with more interest than he’d shown toward either of Cecily’s friends as of yet. “But in life, do we prefer to embrace it as a tragedy or a farce?” he asked philosophically.

“Farce,” Cecily answered.

“Tragedy,” Stephen said at the same time. And then he caught her eye and smiled sheepishly.

Cecily hoped she wasn’t blushing. How was it that a mere smile from him caused her to feel so flushed?

“I believe it is a farce when it befalls another human being, but a tragedy when it befalls oneself,” Emily offered. “Take Lord Kensington’s present physical appearance. If I were to have suffered such an attack as he most obviously has, I would consider it a definitive tragedy, but for it to have been exercised upon a man of whose fine appearance is tantamount to his existence, I cannot help but find it somewhat farcical.”

At that, Cecily was glad they were between courses, otherwise she most certainly would have choked. This was why Emily had become something of a wallflower. She completely lacked any ability to recognize which conversation was and was not acceptable in polite Society. It was part of what made her so lovable amongst her friends.

The next course was then paraded into the dining room and served up ceremoniously by all of six uniformed servants. Her guests apparently welcomed the distraction as plates of steaming salmon served with capers and a creamy sauce managed to distract Flavion from the comment Emily had made.

Cecily wondered if he knew he’d been insulted at his own table. He seemed not to; rather, instead he groused at being unable to use his injured hand. He ordered the footman over to cut his fish into bite-sized pieces.

Looking down at her own plate, Cecily pressed the edge of her fork into the tender fish, and it separated easily. So far, Cook had done very well. Cecily guessed that the prideful woman had been mortified yesterday and was doing her best to make up for it.

Taking a small bite, she felt Stephen’s eyes upon her. Amusement flared in his gaze that contradicted his otherwise solemn demeanor. But she knew.

He was laughing at Emily’s comment.

“How are you feeling tonight?” Marcus turned toward Flavion. “You seem to be recovering quickly enough from your harrowing experience. Do you think you’ll be up to attending the theatre?”

Flavion scooped one of his carefully sliced pieces of fish onto a spoon. “I’m right enough… I’m not going to be frightened away from living my life, Marcus, but that’s probably something you wouldn’t understand. Oh, yes, both you and Stephen left London for a rather long period of time. Explain to me the difference between hiding at home and running away to live in another country.”

Oh heavens! Cecily smiled brightly at the first footman. “Peters, could you please bring out the white wine? I think it will complement the salmon brilliantly.”

Looking flustered, he nodded. “Of course, my lady,” he said and left quickly.

“This sauce is simply sinful,” she added in an attempt to get past Flavion’s slight to both Lord Blakely and his cousin.

Stephen scowled at Flavion, as did Lord Blakely. Rhoda grinned at her entrée. Emily grimaced painfully toward Cecily. Even Emily was aware that this conversation was not exactly normal.

“Lord Blakely,” Rhoda interjected. “How did you come to be acquainted with Mr. Nottingham? Did you meet during your travels?”

“We’ve been close mates since school, of course,” Lord Blakely said cordially, “but came to know each other even better during his engagement to my sister.”

Stephen stiffened, compressing his lips with a soft grunt, and Cecily would swear he suppressed a groan. This was obviously not one of his favorite subjects. If they, by the grace of God, managed to make it all the way through this dinner without two or more of the participants breaking out into fisticuffs, she would be surprised. And grateful. She would be ever so grateful.

Judging by the expression on Lord Blakely’s face, Cecily realized that it must have been his sister who had caused the rift between Stephen and his cousin all those years ago. And apparently, Lord Blakely did not appear to have been happy with Flavion’s treatment of the lady in question.

“And how is Lady Corinne?” Flavion asked Lord Blakely.

“Lady Corinne is now Lady Hartley, and she fares very well, thank you, at her husband’s principal seat near Surrey.”

“Does your sister have any children?” Rhoda asked, apparently gleeful in the undercurrents traveling between Flavion and Lord Blakely.

Marcus did not look at Rhoda when he answered. Instead, his glare sent daggers flying toward Flavion’s end of the table. “She has three delightful little girls, Miss Mossant,” he answered gratifyingly, “aged seven, four, and an infant.”

Which, after some quick mental math on Cecily’s part, was a very revealing statement indeed.

It had been nearly eight years since Stephen left England.

Flavion had been carrying on with Lady Corinne for a few months after that.

Lady Corinne had been lucky to find a husband so quickly.

Flavion did not look up from his food.

So… Flavion had planted a cuckoo in another man’s nest. No wonder Lord Blakely was not very pleasant toward Flave. It was a miracle he endured Flavion’s presence at all. She wondered what other little secrets Flavion might have tucked away. Suddenly the idea of cuckolding him was not as diabolical as she’d thought.

Stephen pushed his plate away from him but continued to hold his knife. It was a rather sharp knife. Belatedly, Cecily wondered if she ought to have allowed her guests to be given such sharp objects.

Shortly after the white wine was poured, the mostly empty plates of salmon were removed.

The third course was a peppered roast beef. It went quite well with the red wine that had already been served. The guests dug into this course with a purposeful enthusiasm, most likely fueled by a strong desire to finish the entire meal as quickly as possible.

And then there was the herb-crusted fowl. And the delicately breaded shrimp. And then the citrus garnished venison… By the time dessert was taken away, the various faces about the table were either flushed or pale.

Every drop of wine was consumed.

It was as though a great sigh of relief spread through the room when Cecily rose to indicate that the ladies retreat and prepare to leave for the night’s entertainment. She nearly tiptoed out of the room. It felt, after all, as though she were navigating her way through a theater of war, moments before the trumpet sounded.
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TWO CARRIAGES WERE brought around to transport the small group the relatively short distance to the Theatre Royale on Drury Lane. The gentlemen rode in one while the ladies followed in the second. By the time the ladies alighted from their carriage, the men already awaited them on the carpet leading into the theatre. The footmen assisted both Emily and Rhoda out, but Stephen leaned in when it was Cecily’s turn.

Taking advantage of a moment of privacy, Stephen clasped Cecily’s hand in his and looked at her with concern. “Are you holding up all right?”

Cecily rolled her eyes heavenward and exhaled loudly. “That, by far, has to have been the most dismally uncomfortable dinner party ever hosted. Why ever would you invite Lord Blakely when he and Flavion are at such odds with each other? Not that any of this is your fault, really. But good heavens, I never thought to discover proof of my husband’s fertility while hosting a dinner party.”

Stephen’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know she had a child, Cecily! Marcus never told me.”

The innocent look on his face was convincing enough for Cecily. How could she not believe him?

“And,” Stephen added, grasping her hand and assisting her onto the pavement, “it’s not every dinner party where the hostess casually admits to nearly drowning her husband’s mistress.” The corner of his mouth twitched ever so slightly, but the rest of his face remained impassive.

Cecily was beginning to comprehend that Stephen Nottingham had a sense of humor. He simply didn’t want anybody else to know about it.

She gave him a wry, sidelong glance. “Talk about farce…” And then they joined the rest of their party and began to make their way into the theatre.

Cecily had forgotten about the very public kiss Stephen had given her earlier that day.

The gossips had not.

As accustomed to being on the receiving end of vicious gossip, she immediately sensed something different. The women, of course, would never look upon her with approval, but dared she believe she saw a hint of respect along with their general disdain?

And something was different amongst the male members as well. An… interest that had been absent before this evening.

Stephen grasped Cecily about the waist and steered her quickly through the lobby as they ducked through a gauntlet of raised eyebrows and lascivious sneers. Once in Flavion’s private box, the gossipmongers were only slightly easier to ignore. Cecily sat in the back, between Stephen and Flavion, and Lord Blakely was flanked in the front by both Emily and Rhoda.

Cecily was thankful that they had not arrived much earlier. It had taken more than a little courage to stride through the lobby with her chin held high, as though the gossip around her was of no matter. And she was going to have to get used to this!

But of course, after the divorce, she would eventually be shunned altogether. And then she would have no need to worry about what the ton thought at all.

The thought was both freeing and depressing. She would not have imagined she would feel the latter.

She pulled out her opera glasses and made a show of looking below at the gathered crowd and then over into other occupied boxes. Every seat was full. This production had received glowing reviews, and tonight’s performance was obviously sold out.

As unobtrusively as possible, she surveyed the people around her.

Of course, Miss Cunnington was present. She appeared to be a guest, along with her mother, in the box directly across from theirs. Cecily noted with a very small, very tiny amount of satisfaction that the lady’s eye appeared to have been blackened. She had attempted to cover the bruises with face paints, but Cecily knew where to look, and thereby noticed what somebody else perhaps might not.

Stephen, ever the protector, was observing their surroundings as well. When he leaned back comfortably into his seat, Cecily could feel the heat of his body all along her right side. On her left side where Flavion sat, she felt nothing.

Why should a woman’s body respond so differently to one man’s than to another’s?

Stephen leaned over to her and whispered, “Marcus’ parents are here. He hasn’t spoken with them in years.”

“Where?” Cecily said, giving into the spirit of people watching completely.

“Two boxes to the left,” he said without pointing or looking. “Marcus’ father betrothed him to a friend’s daughter years ago. Since she was in the nursery, in fact. Of course, Marcus refuses to give in to his father’s wishes. The standoff has gone on for over five years now.”

“Poor Lord Blakely,” Cecily said. “Do you know who the lady is?” She liked that Stephen shared secrets with her. This was how she had imagined having a husband would be. His cologne was the same and yet different. Perhaps the texture of his clothing changed the scent of it. It had smelled warmer last night… in her bed…

“I do not. Although I gather she is one of his father’s friends. Could be the young chit in the box with them, for all I know. In fact, that’s a distinct possibility.”

Cecily glanced over slyly. “Oh, but she is lovely. Why won’t he come up to scratch?”

Stephen laughed. “Would you wish to marry somebody merely because you were ordered to do so?”

At that, Cecily laughed as well. “Well… when you put it like that…” She smiled and then pointed out another box as discreetly as possible. This one was filled with what looked to be very prominent looking nobility. “Oh, look, Sophia is in the Duke of Prescott’s box beside Lord Harold. I do hope he realizes how lucky he is to have her company this evening. Sophia missed my utterly magnificent dinner party to instead mingle with such lowly personages as his and her grace and whatnot. Poor, dear Sophia.”

Rhoda turned around to capture Cecily’s attention. “Cece,” she mouthed and then gestured with her fan to a suite across and over, “that is the colonel’s daughter.”

But Stephen had understood as well.

As had Flave.

The lady was quite lovely and appeared to be seated in between her father and mother. And then the father caught sight of Flavion.

Without removing his eyes from Cecily’s husband, the man stood and made his excuses to the ladies before stealthily exiting the private box. He obviously had some urgent business to attend to.

Cecily looked over at Flave and saw more than a little concern beneath all of his bruises and swelling. He quickly stood up and, without making any excuses, abruptly departed as well.

Out of the corner of her eye, Cecily noted that Miss Cunnington, having seen Flavion exit, was sneaking out of the back of her box. Cecily leaned back and wondered at the drama that might take place in the lobby…

Lord Blakely purposefully ignored his father, the duke, and gave both Rhoda and Emily an inordinate amount of attention.

As the lights were doused, Cecily reached over and, without thinking, grasped Stephen’s hand. After a moment’s hesitation, he laced his fingers through hers and then rested both of their hands in her lap, amongst the folds of her dress. She wished she could tilt her head and rest it on his shoulders. In darkness now, the day’s events would finally catch up with her.

The curtains were drawn to reveal a mystical castle scene. An actor stepped out, Bernardo, of course. “Who’s there?” he cried out…

Cecily let her eyes droop shut as the actor’s voices soothed her muddled mind.
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STEPHEN WAS TORN.

A part of him, an old familiar part, urged him to follow Flavion and make sure his cousin made a quick enough getaway to evade the colonel. The colonel had looked murderous. Unlike Miss Cunnington’s father, this man could in no way be described as feeble. Based upon what Stephen knew of the colonel’s military accolades, Flave did not stand a chance if the man challenged him to a duel.

The other part of Stephen wasn’t feeling so very loyal to his cousin. The only person who could possible save Flavion at this point, was Flavion. Sure, Stephen’s money and some of Cecily’s dowry were helpful, but Flavion had need of something altogether different, something he had neglected for a great part of his life. He had need of honor.

And no amount of money could purchase this.

Thinking of honor made Stephen somewhat ill-at-ease about the bargain he’d made with Cecily. It also made him a little less comfortable about the fact that she had fallen asleep and her head now rested upon his shoulder. He knew she’d fallen asleep by the deep even rhythm of her breathing. Smiling, he thought about how deep of a sleeper she had proven to be the night before. He wondered what it was going to take to awaken her when it came time for intermission.

Except he didn’t want to awaken her.

Again, that protectiveness emerged strongly for a lady he ought not to have strong feelings for whatsoever.

He still held her hand in his, tucked into the silky material of her dress.

Her hand felt fragile and soft and… trusting…

Odd that she could trust him so much in some matters but continued to keep other affairs from him.

He would have preferred knowing where she’d gotten off to that afternoon. Stephen watched the stage, not really following the story, as Hamlet’s characters came to life. What was she keeping from him? If she told him, did she not think that he would act in her best interest?

And then the thought occurred to him. Regardless of their bargain, she thought he would consider firstly, Flavion’s interests. He’d adamantly told her that he would do anything to aid and abet the only flesh and blood relation he had left. He’d told her about his uncle… He’d told her more than he had thought…

Did she have some more money tucked away, protected from Flavion? Was that what she hid? She had trusted Flave, and he’d taken her money and then betrayed her. Did she think that he, Stephen, would do something similar? By God, he would never do anything to help his cousin get his hands on her personal funds!

Considering her lack of protest at the spending limitations, Stephen began to believe this might be the case. And if she had funds tucked away, it was likely she had a man of business who handled it for her — or for her and her father. And if there was a man of business working for her father, that person would know of any instructions her father had left to his employees regarding his daughter and her newlywed husband.

Of course, Thomas Findlay would no more leave his daughter unprotected than he would allow one of his ships to sail without a captain.

No sooner had this thought taken shape when Cecily turned sleepily and let out a soft moan. Luckily a great deal of action was taking place on stage at that moment, and the other members of their box did not seem to hear her.

She had tucked herself quite cozily into his side, forcing Stephen to release her hand and place his arm around her shoulders. As he did so, he silently wished the armrest to perdition.

Without even considering where they were, his fingers began drawing small circles on the soft, delicate skin at the top of her arm. Her sweet, feminine scent was difficult to reconcile with the girl who’d been flinging mud in the Serpentine earlier that day.

Why was he so drawn to her? Was it because she was Flave’s wife, or was it more complex, more fateful than that? If he had met her anywhere else, away from London, would he have felt this same irresistible pull? He tried to imagine any situation where she would not capture his attention immediately, but could not.

Perhaps it was simply her.

Which, had it been the case for anybody else, he might have considered it something of a farce. Except facing such an untenable situation himself, it rather felt more like a tragedy.

 


CHAPTER NINE

THE REMAINDER OF the evening, thankfully, was comparatively uneventful. Marcus insisted on relaying both Emily and Rhoda in his carriage to their respective homes, leaving Stephen and Cecily alone for the short ride back to Nottinghouse.

Flavion had not returned to the theatre, nor his box.

Once deposited in the Kensington Coach, Cecily leaned back lazily and stifled a yawn. “I cannot believe I missed most of the production. And I had been so looking forward to it.” Stephen sat across from her, but did not recline; instead, he looked rather proper and formal. “Did you enjoy it?”

That corner of his lip twitched, in what Cecily was coming to realize was something of a smile for him. “It was a good performance, but I admit I am no aficionado.”

“But you said you’d read his works in school,” Cecily reminded him. “You quite possibly understand more than most.”

“In school,” Stephen began tentatively, “the study of Shakespeare devolved to that of what was most interesting to the imaginations of adolescent boys.”

Cecily felt her brows furrow and then mentally relaxed her eyes. She did not wish to cultivate wrinkles before she was thirty, after all. “And what was that?”

Again, that twitch at the corner of his mouth. “Well, Shakespeare sneaks in some interesting concepts… interesting to curious lads, that is.”

“Oh, wonderful!” Cecily was intrigued. As a married woman, she was privy to much more stimulating conversation than she had been as a debutante. “Give me an example.”

“I oughtn’t,” Stephen said.

“Oh, pish!” Cecily rejoined. “Come now, I’m not an innocent anymore. I won’t be offended.”

Looking out into the darkness beyond the window, Stephen let out a long sigh and then slanted his gaze toward her. “Often words have two meanings. One of Shakespeare’s favorites was ‘nothing.’”

“Nothing? So, besides the obvious, what is the secondary meaning?”

Without taking his eyes off her, he spoke in a deadpan tone. “In Elizabethan times, the word was also used to indicate a lady’s very private attributes.”

As comprehension dawned, Cecily covered her opened mouth with one hand. “Oh, that is scandalous! Tell me another!”

“To this day, I think it is one of Shakespeare’s finest qualities. The fact that there can be so many different interpretations of his writings. Most of polite Society is none the wiser and perhaps they are the better for it.” Stephen grinned at her, and his eyes twinkled. “Perhaps it was just us lads. Our minds were in such low places. We could not help but find innuendo in the Bard’s words. As a horde of randy youths, I’ll imagine you can guess that there was a great deal of snickering during classroom readings.”

Cecily liked to think of Stephen as a very young man, joking and laughing with his schoolmates. She admired his dependable and responsible nature but sensed that deep inside of him was a less rigid soul — an aspect that yearned for whimsy, for fun.

Although elegant and neat, his attire lacked any flamboyancy whatsoever. His cravat, of a pristine white, was starched and tied into an elegant but simple knot. He wore a white waistcoat., black double-breasted tailcoat, and a matching top hat. His conservatively cut breeches somewhat disguised the muscles beneath them. All in all, he truly was almost the perfect gentleman. And she added the qualifier of almost as a compliment. Any man who could be called a perfect gentleman would also most likely be an incredible bore.

The only unkempt part of his person were the ink stains on the thumb and forefinger of his left hand. His valet most likely had not been happy in that fact, but ink was difficult to remove.

“Do you remember any of the verses?”

“In Much Ado about Nothing,” Stephen said, pausing while Cecily translated what she now knew about that word, “Act Five, I believe, Benedick, speaking to his lover, says, ‘I will live in thy heart, die in thy lap, and be buried in thy eyes.’ In the Elizabethan times, the words ‘to die,’ also referred to sexual climax. So, taken that way, the line is really very suggestive indeed.”

Cecily sighed dreamily. Based upon the brief lovemaking she had experienced the night before, she found the entirety of the line stunningly beautiful. “I think it lovely,” she said softly. “Will you quote it again?”

“Of course.” Stephen shifted and leaned toward her. With his feet firmly planted on the floor of the carriage, he rested his forearms upon his knees, his hands loosely clasped between them. And then he looked deeply into her eyes.

“I will live in thy heart…” he said softly, his voice wrapping around her like velvet, “die in thy lap…” Suddenly the carriage felt much smaller than it had a few moments ago. “…and be buried in thy eyes.”

After a moment of fiery tension, Cecily reached next to her, picked up her fan, waved it slowly in front of her face, and then, having closed it, touched it to her heart.

Stephen, watching her motions with the fan, tilted his head, puzzled. “You are saying something. I’ve heard of the fan being used for words, but I do not know the meanings.”

She had made the motions unconsciously. But her last etiquette instructor had spent hours teaching her the language of the fan. Had she known what she was saying with those small motions?

Cecily opened the fan slowly this time, hesitated a moment, and fluttered it before her face. “This means I am married.” And then, folding the fan and touching it to her heart, she said, “But this means that you have touched my heart.”

Stephen frowned and stared at his fingers. Had she unburdened her emotions on him inappropriately? Before she could apologize, he reached out and enclosed both of her hands in his much larger ones.

Looking down, Cecily could not help but be mesmerized by the contrast of his tanned, strong, very masculine hands with hers, smaller and covered by the white silk of her long evening gloves. And then he bent his head down and pressed a kiss to each of her palms.

“My lady, Cecily…” He paused with his head still bent, seemingly at a loss for words. “…I wish…” But he did not finish.

His head was very nearly in her lap. She wanted to remove her gloves and run her fingers through the thick crispness of his hair as she had the previous night in the garden. But he still clasped her hands in his. A curious lump formed in her throat.
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WHEN CECILY TOLD Stephen that he touched her heart, he’d felt as though all of the air had been sucked out of his lungs. Being with her somehow managed to fill his heart with joy… and yet, at the same time, his conscience with guilt.

Now, bending over her hands, it took all of his self-control not to sweep her into his arms and hold her in his lap.

She had been sitting there, elegantly dressed with her hair elaborately curled and pinned, plying the delicate fan with more allure than the most experienced of courtesans – the sweetest flirt he’d ever encountered.

And yet he knew that what she wanted was her freedom more than anything else. She was willing to sacrifice any chance at ever being accepted socially in order to obtain it. He just hoped he could help her weather the storm when it happened, if Flavion did actually take up divorce proceedings against her.

Sometimes in life, one encountered situations that were utterly wrong. What he had come back to London and found here was one of them. He pressed his lips against her hand a moment longer before sitting back up.
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AS CECILY AND Stephen stepped into the foyer of Nottinghouse, Chadwick came careening through the hallway and welcomed Cecily with a big slobbery kiss. Cecily hugged him back, glad he’d been given a thorough bath and something of a haircut. “Did you miss me, buddy?” She smiled and then looked over at Stephen teasingly. “And did you miss Cousin Stephen?” she asked Chadwick, turning the dog in Stephen’s direction. Chadwick was quite indiscriminate, really, as he then put his paws up on Stephen and proceeded to greet him with an equal amount of enthusiasm.

Stephen frowned, but Cecily noticed that he rubbed the dog’s head affectionately before setting his paws back to the ground. Chadwick must have been lonely during the evening, as he now displayed his pleasure at her return by wagging his tail rapidly.

Preparing to go up to her room, she suddenly felt awkward and uncertain. Stephen removed his hat and handed it to Mr. Sherman. Once the butler disappeared, Stephen caught her gaze and raised one eyebrow enquiringly.

“I was wondering,” she began, feeling like a great idiot, “if you were still willing to, er, assist me again tonight? In the hopes that Flavion actually returns this time?”

At once serious, Stephen looked down at his hands. “We were not noticed by any of the servants. It isn’t too late if you wish to change your mind. The kiss this afternoon may be forgotten, but once one of the more talkative servants discovers our affair, there really will be no turning back.”

Oh, no! “Have you changed your mind then? Because I have not,” she said nervously. And then, deciding that she did not wish to suffer his rejection any further, she turned clumsily, nearly tripping over Chadwick, in order to climb the stairs.

But Stephen caught her elbow. She did not turn to look back at him.

“My lady… Cecily, I have not changed my mind. But I am concerned. I’m not sure you realize how devastating it will be publicly if Flavion divorces you.” He paused and swallowed. “I don’t want to see you hurt.”

Cecily looked over her shoulder at him, abruptly thinking that what would hurt more than anything was something she did not wish to contemplate. For being alone, away from the ton, was not something she feared, but perhaps being alone, away from Stephen, would be her greatest tragedy. “I will be fine, Stephen. I would be grateful for your assistance.” She shrugged, not wanting to seem too needy. “But if it is you, rather, who does not wish to become involved in something as tawdry as divorce proceedings, then I will not hold you to your promise.”

She realized she was holding her breath.

“Very well, then,” Stephen said, after a barely audible sigh. “I will come to your chamber in one hour’s time. Don’t feel you must wait up for me. I will make sure the door to Flavion’s room is open.” Without another word, he turned on his heel abruptly and disappeared in the direction of the study.

Feeling the weight of the evening, Cecily slowly ascended the stairs to her chambers with Chadwick impatiently making multiple trips up and down the steps in front of her. She couldn’t help but smile half-heartedly at the animal; he was so very pleased to see her again.

“At least I have you,” she told him quietly as they arrived at the landing, and she headed toward her suite. Upon entering, she found Sally awaiting her with some hot tea and biscuits. Not in the mood for inane conversation, Cecily had the maid let down her hair and help her undress before sending her away for the night.

Taking a brush, she sat in front of the hearth and began the task of braiding it herself. “Come over here, Chadwick. I’ve set up a bed for you.” She beckoned her new friend, but he would not be enticed.

For something had caught his attention. Something about her bed.

Standing up, Cecily wondered if perhaps someone were hiding beneath it. Feeling a chill run through her, she reached above the fireplace mantle and removed the large saber that hung over it for decorative purposes. She hoped it would be as effective as it looked, if there was, in fact, a thief or worse, hiding under her bed.

Holding the saber defensively, she walked back toward the bed.

Except, Chadwick was not interested in something beneath the bed. He was emitting a low and menacing growl but was fixated on something under the counterpane.

Reaching forward, she grasped the heavy material and flung it back.

Nothing.

Except something was moving beneath the sheets.

She grasped the material under one of the pillows and pulled with all her might until it gave way and flew onto the floor.

It was the last thing in the world that she’d expect to see.

In her chamber, let alone in her bed!

A very large snake slithered about on the mattress and was suddenly quite interested in the growling dog threatening to pounce. And then, as Chadwick drew near the snake, it suddenly coiled up and lurched at her brave but naive pet.

Without taking any time to think, Cecily, still grasping the antique saber, slashed at the snake and flung it away from Chadwick. Brushing aside the stinging sensation in her left wrist, she dashed around to the other side of the bed. There, the bullying reptile slithered menacingly across the floor toward the barking dog.

Not giving the snake another chance at Chadwick, Cecily took the saber and slammed it down so hard that it went right through to the floor. Even with the white and black zigzagged striping, the shadows in the room made it difficult to keep track of where the snake had gone, if he’d gone anywhere at all. But she still saw movement. Good lord, there were two of them now!

And so, Cecily slammed the saber down again.

And again.

And again.

She pummeled the floor so many times, her hair tangled about her face, that she did not realize anyone else had entered the room until she felt strong arms around her.

“Relax, Cecily!” Stephen said from over her shoulder for the second time that day. Had it really only just been earlier that morning that she’d walloped mud at Miss Daphne Cunnington? And now, here she was, bludgeoning a snake to death in her bedchambers.

Stephen must think her a complete harridan. She dropped the saber, threw her arms around his neck, and made a mad effort to climb him. For she was barefoot, and there were most likely snake parts slithering about in the shadows created by the hearth and the candles.

“He took a strike at Chadwick,” she said, her bare feet standing atop his shoes, her arms locked now around his nape. “I don’t know where he went. I don’t know if I killed it!”

Stephen set her aside behind him. Grasping a candle with his other hand, he then walked toward the bed.

“Oh… my God,” he said.
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SHE HAD CUT the snake up into several varying lengths.

“Is it an adder?” she asked meekly from across the room.

Stephen, fighting the shock he felt at seeing a mutilated snake in Cecily’s room — mutilated by Cecily — looked at the saber and then back over at the shrinking and fragile woman he’d parted with a short while ago.

“It was,” he said finally.

With cautious fingers, Stephen picked up the weapon and touched the blade. It was incredibly sharp for all the appearance it had of being an antique. “We’re going to need somebody in here to clean up this mess.”

“It’s dead?” she asked.

He nodded and raised his brows. “Yes, all twenty pieces of it, I’d wager.”

Cecily raised one hand to cover that pretty mouth. “So, the saber was not blunt? It was sharpened?” She strained forward as though to peer around Stephen and take in the evidence of what a panic-ridden lady could do when feeling threatened… and when armed with a sharpened saber.

He did not think the sight would benefit her sleep.

Stepping toward her, he removed the illumination of the candle from the carnage and placed a hand upon her waist. “Let’s get Chadwick out of here before he decides to make a meal of the poor fellow.” And then, steering Cecily and Chadwick toward his own room, he caught sight of a footman. “Peters, if you would be so kind as to find some help and clean up the mess that is in Lady Kensington’s chamber. Best not to take a maid, though, as the scene is a bit ghastly.”

At the footman’s raised eyebrows, Stephen suppressed a grin. “You’ll see for yourself, Peters. Lady Kensington had an unwanted visitor this evening and… well… there is quite the mess in there.”

He waited for the footman to disappear before holding the door to his chamber wide for Cecily and the dog. As though in something of a trance, Cecily found a comfortable chair and sat down quietly. Chadwick lay down on the thick rug by the fire, unconcerned and peaceful.

Stephen decanted the bottle that sat atop his dresser and poured a splash of scotch into a snifter. “Sip it slowly and let it warm you inside.” He kneeled before her somewhat anxiously and wrapped her fingers around the smooth, cool glass.

With no hesitation, Cecily threw back the entire contents in one swift motion. He watched her close her eyes and then shiver slightly. Obviously, this was not her first taste of strong spirits.

Once the liquor had settled, she opened her eyes and looked directly at him. She was not in shock; she was not crying or even shaking. No, Cecily Nottingham had been thinking.

“Adders,” she said with an edge to her voice, “do not climb the stairs in townhouses situated in the middle of London.”

Oh hell. She was right. “Where did you discover it? Was it on the floor?” Which was now covered in snake slime and intestinal material.

“It was under the covers in my bed,” she said with more than a little bit of anger in her voice. “Somebody put a bloody snake in my bed!”

At which point she did begin to shake. Stephen could not leave her sitting alone any longer. He pushed himself up from the floor, scooped her into his arms and then sat back down in the chair, this time with her in his lap. He pressed her head into his chest with one hand, abstractly enjoying the satiny strands of her unbound hair.

“You are so brave. You did not scream out and run away.” Closing his eyes, he leaned his face down upon her head. “You saved Chadwick all on your own.” She was unlike any lady he’d ever met. Each day he found himself more and more intrigued by her.

“An adder bite would have killed him,” she said, somewhat tremulously.

Nodding, Stephen agreed. Adder bites were rarely fatal to humans, but to animals and small children, they posed a very real danger. “You acted marvelously, Cecily,” he soothed. “Remind me not to ever attack you in the dark.”

She lifted her head and looked into his eyes. Ah, there were a few tears there now. “Don’t ever attack me in the dark,” she said, sounding forlorn.

“I was only joking, love.” He tilted his head forward the couple of inches separating their lips and closed the distance completely. “I would never hurt you,” he said softly against her mouth.

She tasted like scotch; soft and sweet, and was wearing the most demure nightgown he’d seen her in yet. And he could feel every single one of her lush curves as he secured her in his arms and pushed himself up to his feet.

She hesitated only a moment before once again wrapping her arms around his neck, this time not in fear but trustingly. She uttered not a word as he carried her over to his bed and then lay her down upon it.

In a moment, he would later attribute to complete and utter madness, he decided to take her mind off the adder — off her marriage — off everything but himself and the fact that she was a glorious and sensual woman. He would not make love to her, in truth, but he would give her pleasure. He would give them both pleasure.

After slipping his shoes off and removing his cravat, he slowly climbed up onto the bed with her. Although not quite as large as Cecily’s bed, it was something of a monstrosity, nonetheless. She had scooted over to the other side, just a hint of uncertainty in her eyes. Stephen pinned her with his gaze and, on all fours, crawled toward her. When he reached her side, he gave a low growl and began kissing her again.
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CECILY LET OUT a surprised squeal just as Stephen pounced on her. She’d seen, mixed in with his blatant sensuality, a playful glint in those beautiful eyes of his. When he had crawled over on top of her, she could do nothing other than revel in his closeness and kiss him back enthusiastically.

She freely allowed him to taste her as he stroked his tongue behind her teeth. The play was heady and caused tension to build in other areas of her body. Specifically, and surprisingly, down there.

When he withdrew his mouth from hers, it was to nip and lick and kiss his way around her chin and down her neck. Cecily clutched her hands in his hair and marveled at the sensations he caused not only with his lips and tongue, and teeth, but with the roughness of his beard, which must have been shaved several hours before.

And at his hands, which had launched their own expedition.

Her nightgown, not one of her special married lady’s ones — ironically — had worked itself up to her waist, and Stephen’s hands were caressing her stomach and hips and thighs…

Cool air drifted onto her heated skin as her gown was slowly edged even higher.

Quite methodically, and with an alarming ease, he pulled it over her head and worked her arms free.

She lay before him completely naked and felt no embarrassment whatsoever. How this was so, she didn’t know. But it was Stephen. She felt beautiful and womanly with him.

He had a look in his eyes as primitive as it was playful.

And then, being careful not to rest his full weight fall upon her, he buried his face between her breasts and lazily kissed and licked his way around them. Finally locking upon one ruched nipple, he, in all fairness, brought his hand up to pinch and rub the other one.

Stephen, being Stephen, was inherently thorough.

Cecily felt utterly wanton.

The sensations of this man, fully clothed, wanting her, loving her, rubbing and tantalizing her naked skin, persuaded her to let her legs fall open so that she could cradle his hips and thighs. Oh, God, I want him everywhere.

His mouth worked its way down her breastbone, past her navel, and lower still.

“Stephen!” she gasped, quite shocked by what he seemed intent upon doing. “What on earth are you doing?”

He stopped and looked up at her, smiling lustily. “Nothing.”

And then he went about his business.

Not in a million years had she ever imagined allowing a man do… this! And with his mouth no less!

“Oh, my God! Stephen, you are wicked,” she said, feeling quite wicked herself as she reached down with her hands and grasped the sides of his head.

He was not to be deterred. His tongue stroked and sucked in much the same way he’d done with her mouth, causing a new multitude of sensations to spiral inside of her.

He paused only a moment to look up at her. “Surrender, Cecily.” Giving her a lazy, sensual smile, he added, “And prepare to die.”

Cecily could not help but laugh. But only for a few seconds. She relaxed her hold on him and reached up to cover her eyes with one arm. This truly felt glorious, but at the same time, excruciatingly mortifying.

Stephen pushed her knees up and lifted her closer to his mouth, presumably for better access. He was doing things now, which gave her no room for anything but acute excitement and arousal. Embarrassment, be damned. This was too good to be tarnished by shame.

She found herself writhing and thrusting in perfect accord with his ministrations. She reached for something, so close, so close. Whimpering and panting, she could not help but give in completely to this madness.

Oh, but there was more. Oh, God! He was stroking the inside of her with his fingers now, while his tongue flirted about other places.

She came apart completely.
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FEELING HER RELEASE, Stephen clutched her hips and slowed his mouth. He could feel her pulsing beneath his lips. Hearing her uninhibited release was nearly as satisfying as if he were to find his own.

Nearly.

As the waves passed, she gradually quieted and lay still. Stephen pressed in another long slow, wet kiss before kneeling back onto his heels again. He ought to have known how much this would affect him.

He was quite painfully aroused himself.

Looking at Cecily, all flushed and soft and relaxed with her hair tousled around her, her lips swollen and a hint of pink on her neck from his beard, one thought pulled into his mind and took up residence.

She is mine.

She stared down her body at him with a very heavy-lidded gaze. “You wicked, wicked man,” she said teasingly, whereupon he caught his breath.

How had they come to this? Crawling back up the bed, he lay on his side, adjacent to her.

“Cecily,” he whispered into her perfectly delicate ear.

“Yes?” she answered sleepily.

“Just that. Just Cecily,” he said, nuzzling her. She wasn’t a tiny woman but holding her like this she felt utterly fragile, igniting in him an overwhelming urge to protect her at all costs.

Except he had not protected her today. She had been pushed into the Serpentine and then later fought off a snake that had been planted in her bed.

How was it that she was not even safe in her own home?

“Have you noticed any new servants? Anybody particularly who seems to not belong in the household?” His mind had begun churning. He needed to put an end to these dangerous and deadly pranks. Whoever was causing this mischief needed to be stopped before somebody was hurt, or worse.

Cecily sighed. “I haven’t paid much attention to the household. Since Flave told me of the nature of our marriage, I haven’t taken the time to familiarize myself with the staff. I know Sherman, Sally, Peters, Peterson, and Mrs. Taylor, and I ought to know more of them by now, but I haven’t had the heart to even attempt settling in as Flavion’s countess.”

And then she chuckled, a low sexy sound that heated his blood. “So, you no longer suspect me? Am I to be absolved of any new mischievous events that take place?”

Stephen’s hand rested on her bared midriff. He marveled at how soft and warm she felt, and yet he needed to concentrate. Pressing a kiss to the top of her head, the image of the mutilated snake came to mind. “After what you did to that snake, I think that if you wanted to kill someone he would be dead and buried by now.” And then another kiss. “No, love, I do not suspect you any longer.”

“Do you think it could possibly be Flavion? I have thought that if he truly did not wish to be married to me, it would be convenient if I were to depart from this world. You know him better. You grew up with him. Do you think he is capable of such deviousness?”

Stephen grasped a blanket folded near the base of the bed and pulled it up to cover her. “You are most definitely not going to depart from this world anytime soon.” After another pause, he answered her question. “Flavion is selfish and vain and controlled by his own lust much of the time, but I do not think he is capable of murder. If backed into a corner, perhaps, but not in a premeditated way. He, by the way, thinks you are attempting to murder him.”

“Oh,” she said, surprised. “Not that I hadn’t thought about it as you well know.” She turned her head slightly and gave him a sidelong glance with a smirk. “But I cannot even put a worm on a fishhook. I don’t think that I have the fortitude to murder my own husband.”

“So,” Stephen said, chuckling again, “if the adder had been a mere earthworm, he would not have been severed into twenty or more different pieces?”

Cecily laughed again. “No, I suppose not. And do not forget he tried to harm Chadwick.”

Cecily turned and burrowed closer into his chest. “So, if we eliminate both Flavion and myself, we must look outside of the family to identify new suspects.” She was unbuttoning his shirt and playing with the downy hair that curled along his sternum. Having her touch him thusly was more than a little distracting.

“I know that your father is a ruthless businessman, and you have admitted to being aware of this. I’m curious whether or not he perhaps has some enemy out there who might be seeking revenge by frightening you, by making attempts on Thomas Findlay’s daughter?”

Cecily stopped her playful touches and rubbed her nose thoughtfully. “It is always possible… but…”

“But? Do you have some other suspect in mind?”

“Well, Daphne Cunnington. She really — I mean really — does not like me and has said as much to my face. It is possible that she is the one attempting to get me out of the picture. That way Flavion would be free to marry her, regardless of her small dowry.”

Stephen moved his hand around to grasp Cecily’s derriere. Giving her a subtle squeeze, he leaned forward and touched his lips to hers. “I like you. I mean, I really like you,” he said huskily. He did not think Daphne Cunnington capable of attempted murder. She was an empty-headed debutante. Based upon the few times he’d observed her, he was quite willing to wager she did not possess the fortitude to kill another person, even if that person was her lover’s wife.

Cecily had unfastened all of the buttons down the front of his shirt. Sitting up, Stephen struggled to free himself from his jacket and waistcoat. As he went to lie down again, Cecily reached toward him and took hold of his falls. Her fingers were surprisingly nimble as she unfastened them and then gave a downward tug. He had neither the heart nor the willpower to stop her. Instead, he assisted her and kicked them off the bed.

She had seen him the night before but not so boldly aroused. She let out a small gasp as she took in the full sight of him. He gave her a wry grimace and then shrugged. “I told you — I really like you…”

And then he was back under the covers, holding her again. This was madness.

When Cecily reached down to take him in her hand, Stephen agonized that he should stop her. Closing his eyes, he nearly groaned aloud when she began rubbing her hand up and down his length. It was too late for him to decide to be gentlemanly, wasn’t it? Wasn’t it?

“Cecily,” he said, grasping her hand quickly and stilling her flirtatiously naughty hands. She fluttered her lashes at him and pouted prettily.

“You think we should not…?” she asked quietly, relaxing her hand and attempting to pull it away from him.

But he stopped her.

“I feel as though I am taking advantage of you — of your situation. I could not forgive myself it this was the case.” He didn’t want her to feel rejection from him. She’d had enough of that from her husband to last a lifetime.

“And I,” she began, “would wish that you could make love to me in a way that you wash away the memories of my less-than-satisfying wedding night. In fact, I would wish that you could work your own body upon mine so as to obliterate it.”

Stephen was rather shaken by this statement. It held a misery of disappointment and bitterness. “Did Flavion harm you? Did he force himself upon you?” He could not think this would be the case but felt it imperative that he ask, nonetheless.

“No,” Cecily said. “He did not. I would almost wish that he had, though. For when he… consummated our vows, he did so as though it were a nasty chore.”

Upon these words, she buried her face into his chest. Was she embarrassed? Ashamed? Surely, she had nothing to be ashamed of. His cousin, however, deserved to be drawn and quartered.

“Surely not, love. Perhaps you are merely remembering his words from later and attributing feelings that were not there?”

But she shook her head in denial. “Oh, no, last night I realized it when we were together. That was why I cried. I realized how very different your lovemaking was from what I had experienced that night.”

Stephen lifted her chin up and studied her eyes. “You wish me to wash it away? To obliterate it?” Feeling as though he ought to make one more protest, he asked, “Is that not what I did a few moments ago, in this very bed?”

She smiled. “That was lovely. But it was not the act of lovemaking really, was it?”

Enjoying her naiveté, Steven kissed her on the temple, and then on her closed eyes, and then around the gentle curve of her cheek. “It was a manner of lovemaking,” he finally whispered to her. “But I do take your meaning.”

Tilting back her head, her lips parted and her eyes dilated, Cecily brought him to full and complete arousal when she whispered to him boldly, “I want you to die in my lap, Stephen.”

He needed no further reassurances.
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CECILY DID NOT understand how she could ever be so bold. It was as though there was nothing she would hide from him. Nothing she needed to hide from him. Thinking these words and Shakespeare’s use of them caused her to smile to herself.

“You ought not to laugh, my love, when you are about to be swived.” Stephen was both touching her and kissing her in the most surprising places. It was amazing the way he could multitask while making love to her. He was like a one-man band, everywhere at once, causing all of her bells and whistles to go off.

“Not laughing at you,” she said throatily. “Well… thinking about Shakespeare, actually.”

At this, Stephen stopped and looked at her with a startling amount of consternation on his face. “Good Lord, if you have the presence of mind to contemplate the Bard right now, then I’m obviously failing miserably at this obliteration you seek.”

She then placed her hands on both sides of his face and kissed him, closed mouth on the lips. “Not failing. I was just thinking about…” She let a smile come into her eyes. “Nothing.”

As understanding dawned, the look of consternation was replaced with one of agreement. “Oh, well,” he said. “If that’s the case, then perhaps I’m not such a failure after all.”

“I cannot imagine you failing at anything you’ve set your mind to,” she said and then moved her hands down to flutter over his flat, taut abdomen. She loved the feel of the soft tufts of hair on his chest tickling her own naked skin. In such proximity to him, her senses were surrounded by everything that was Stephen Nottingham. She took advantage of their closeness to explore and learn for herself.

There were no promises between the them. There never would be. Therefore, she must make the most of these moments. Her heart rejoiced and yet wept in sorrow at the same time.

She pushed the sorrow away. There would be plenty of time for that later.

He smelled of leather and sandalwood and something clean, a soap. The textures of his skin and hair were markedly different from her own. His skin was not as smooth as hers, and it was darkened from the sun. He had calluses on his hands, reminding her that he did not live the life of most gentlemen.

Feeling a need for even more closeness, she arched her body into his.
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STEPHEN RESPONDED BY putting his hands under her and pulling her hips against his. Skin against skin, a part of him bemoaned the fact that he had finally gone over the edge. This situation between Cecily and himself and Flavion had warped him into a madman.

For what other reason could there be for the fact that he was on the brink of making love to his cousin’s wife? In his cousin’s home, no less?

And then she was twisting and writhing against him, her breaths coming short and fast. “Please.” She urged him on, her long luscious legs wrapped around his thighs. She opened up to him as though it were the most natural thing in the world.

“Relax, love,” he said in between kisses. With no further hesitation, he pushed at her opening and slid into her wet and silky warmth.

Rather than giving him reason to pause, she demanded more, rocking against him, lifting her hips and pressing her head back into the pillow. Bursting with his own need, Stephen wasn’t sure how much longer he could hang on.

And then he stopped even trying.

Her nails clawed at his back, and her inner muscles clutched at him from inside of her body. This was no longer a carefully choreographed lovemaking. It was something all its own, like riding a giant wave in the ocean. Feral instinct and unchecked desire took over, and he became a man unleashed. Stroking and rocking, he brought them both to a fevered pitch.

She clung to him as though he were her only lifeline in the middle of the sea. “Stephen,” she said in a combination of wonderment and uncertainty. “Stephen.” Their bodies slid against each other, slick from their own sweat.

As he felt her begin to shudder, Stephen gave up any last vestige of control and pounded relentlessly into her, higher, deeper, harder. She met him thrust for thrust. And finally, with a shudder of his own, he abandoned his last vestige of control before collapsing. As the final clutches of his climax faded, he realized he’d done the unthinkable.

He’d released his seed inside of her.

Cecily squirmed. “As much as I love how this feels,” she said with a gasp, “I cannot breathe.”

Stephen slid onto the bed and cuddled her next to him. “Is that better?” he asked, more than a little shaken by what they had done.

“Oh, it was perfect,” she said. “I consider myself… obliterated.” And then with a little mewling sound, she said, “Thank you.”

A couple of minutes after that, he heard her breathing evenly. Her breaths gradually deepened into some very feminine, sweet and soft, gentle snores. Stephen kissed her on the forehead and attempted to let the sounds of her beside him lull him into his own dreams.

 


CHAPTER TEN

LATER THAT NIGHT, Stephen still lay awake, angry that any person had found such easy access to Cecily’s room, and with a snake no less! The more the thought taunted him the more restless he became, until finally he gave up on sleep completely and climbed out of bed.

Cecily didn’t stir as Stephen lit a candle, pulled on his breeches, and located his shirt. Having already decided he needed to make a quick check of Cecily’s room, he dressed quickly, not bothering to button his shirt nor don any shoes. He must eventually return her to her chamber, but he did not want any more surprises left there for her.

He realized the mistake he’d made the moment he pushed open the door to her suite. He’d wanted to erase the gruesome carnage that had taken place there but realized now that any evidence the intruder may have left was very likely not only disturbed, but obliterated.

The word jolted him momentarily.

Shaking it off, he checked the windows and made a note to himself that there hadn’t been any forced entry there. None of the locks on any of the doors accessing Cecily’s chambers had been disturbed either. His first instinct was most probably right. Whoever had left the snake had been given legitimate access to the house.

He walked around the bed, still astonished at what Cecily had done to the snake; his eyes sought anything out of the ordinary. As though nothing untoward had occurred a few hours earlier, the saber was once again safely displayed above the fireplace. The floor was cleaned and polished. Finally, as he knelt down and looked under the bed, something caught his attention.

A burlap sack was stuffed behind one of the chairs. Examining it thoughtfully, he was quite certain that this most likely was what had been used to transport the snake. There were a few pieces of straw… and…

Three long strands of ebony hair.

“The snake’s body has been cleared away?”

Cecily stood in the doorway, holding her own candle. She had donned her nightgown again, but her hair tumbled about her shoulders. Her toes barely peeked out from beneath the white gown.

Stephen set down his own candle and the burlap bag before walking across the room to wrap her in his arms. It was as though she were his touchstone. He took a strange sort of comfort from the mere act of holding her. “I didn’t want to wake you,” he said, kissing the top of her head. “I merely thought to take a look around and see if I could find any clues that might lead us to whoever brought in the adder.”

Cecily squirmed a little and pulled away. “I don’t think they disturbed anything but the bed when they released the snake.” She said after eyeing the area.

“So, the snake was under the coverlet? Had the maid not pulled it back for you?”

Tilting her head and narrowing her eyes in thought, Cecily walked over to the bed. “Chadwick was agitated by the bed. He knew something was amiss.” Smoothing down the counterpane with one hand tentatively, Cecily peered back at him. “The coverlet had been pulled back. The snake was under the sheet. It all happened very quickly, and Chadwick was making a horrible ruckus. The sheet did not come off easily. It had been tucked under the mattress nice and snug. Would it not have been difficult for one person to get a snake under the sheet and then make the bed up tightly? Would the snake have cooperated in such a way that this would be a simple task?”

“I’m not sure… but definitely worth considering.” Stephen reached out and pulled both the sheet and coverlet down all the way. “No more snakes, sweetheart. Will you be able to sleep in here?”

Hugging her arms to herself and rubbing her elbows nervously, Cecily looked about the room. “Did you look in the closets? Under the furniture?”

Feeling somewhat useful, Stephen methodically checked every crevice or nook where something devious might have been left until Cecily indicated that she felt safe.

In a quieter voice, Cecily asked, “Do you know if Flavion ever returned?”

Shrugging, Stephen went to the door of their adjoining rooms and disappeared for a moment. He returned quickly, shaking his head. “He’s not in there. I’m surprised, what with his injuries from earlier this morning — yesterday morning,” he corrected himself, glancing at the clock.

Cecily had climbed up onto the bed and was looking somewhat reluctant to put herself under the covers.

“Shall I stay a while longer?” He could hold her until she fell asleep and then return to his own room and call Hamilton to dress for the day. It was not yet dawn, but he didn’t think he could sleep. He would use these early hours to study the estate documents and reports and then later, consider who might have left the snake for Cecily to find.

Cecily nodded, and he climbed back onto the bed. She apparently had less noble thoughts, however, as she reached down and drew her nightgown up over her head before curling up next to him.

Stephen did not make it back to his own room as quickly as he’d planned.

Cecily had a way of doing that… obliterating his plans, that was…
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WHEN CECILY AWOKE, she did not feel as gloriously wonderful as she had thought that she would. In fact, she felt downright horrible. She felt tired, achy, and a little bilious. In addition to those complaints, her left hand was slightly swollen. Making a fist and turning it side to side, she surmised that she must have strained some muscles while slamming the saber into the hard floor.

Forcing herself to climb out of the bed, Cecily groaned when her feet landed on the cold floor. Only then did she remember that she was completely nude. Oh, Lord, she was a heathen! Vulnerable and exposed, she hurried to locate the nightgown she’d happily shed the night before and covered herself modestly. When she’d done up the final button, she tugged at the bell rope and awaited Sally’s assistance.

Resolved to notify Nigel of last night’s attack, she wrote out a simple missive. Perhaps her father’s employees had discovered something about Miss Daphne Cunnington. She was the main suspect as far as Cecily was concerned. She wished Stephen hadn’t dismissed her suspicions so handily.

After dressing and taking tea, Cecily felt no better than she had upon waking. Drat, she hoped she was not coming down with something. This was not a good time for her to take to her bed! She had plans to return Emily’s books to the lending library and then meet up with Madam Chantal for a final fitting on a few more of her new dresses. She hoped that whatever was sickening her would pass quickly so that she could perhaps meet up with Rhoda, Sophia, or Emily later on that day. She was curious as to how Sophia’s evening with Lord Harold had gone. She felt guilty that her friends were giving so much of their time to her problems as of late. It was not as though they all didn’t have equally important lives. Yes, Cecily was determined to spend quality time with at least one of them after her fitting with the madam.

Salaam waited patiently for her outside of her chamber, and Chadwick was planted right beside him. “Do you plan on going out today, my lady?” Salaam asked after a deep bow. “Mr. Nottingham has given me strict orders to watch over you both while you are at home and in public. I shall do my best to remain as inconspicuous as possible.”

Thinking about the long fitting she had planned, she smiled at Salaam. However would this giant, foreign-looking man be inconspicuous in such a feminine setting?

She informed him of her plans and resigned herself to having less privacy than normal. As she reached the bottom of the stairs, catching sight of Peters, she beckoned to him and requested he take her missive to Nigel’s office. She winced slightly as she pulled it from her reticule and handed it over but was not going to let her plans be foiled for the day. Perhaps a brisk walk would help.

Waving off Sherman’s attempt to have the carriage brought around, Cecily stepped outside into the sunshine and headed toward the library. Salaam and Chadwick followed stealthily behind her.
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AFTER RISING EARLY, Stephen interviewed most of the staff in regards to any strangers who may or may not have had access to the house the previous evening. Completing his notes, he heard Cecily leaving but did not step out in time to catch her. He did, however, catch Peters as the servant was departing to perform the errand the countess had given him. This was most fortuitous indeed.

Stephen opened the door to the study and indicated for Peters to enter. Once inside, Stephen closed the door and addressed the servant. He used a conspiratorial tone. “I am sure you realize, Peters, that an adder of that size did not arrive in Lady Kensington’s room by accident.”

Nodding solemnly, the footman looked earnestly serious. “I did at that, sir.”

Stephen frowned. “Then I think, perhaps, you realize the necessity of investigating the identity of the person who is threatening the countess.”

The footman nodded again.

“She has given you a missive to deliver.” Acting on instinct, he added, “To her man of business. I need to have a word with him, and am of mind to deliver it myself. We must discuss her safety.”

“Yes, sir,” Peters said, handing over the missive a bit doubtfully.

Stephen glanced down at it and was relieved to see that the direction was written clearly on the outside of the envelope. “My thanks then, good man. I shall inform the lady of any response the gentleman has.”

Peters withdrew, and Stephen tapped the envelope on his desk thoughtfully. He was tempted to open the envelope and read the contents but could not quite bring himself to invade her privacy to that extent. With that, he grabbed his hat and departed to finally have a meeting with Cecily’s — and thereby Thomas Findlay’s — man of business.

The building he arrived at was rather unremarkable, a dull red without any noticeable signs or distinctive ornamentation. It was the perfect place to set up when one had no wish to draw attention to himself.

He entered and climbed to the second floor. The office was marked only by a number. Without knocking, Stephen let himself in.

He ought to have known! “Niles Waverly, as I live and breathe. How the devil are you?” Stephen was surprised and pleased when he recognized the man behind the desk. He had met Niles in India years ago while negotiating with some rather slippery suppliers. Ah, yes, Waverly had been there at Findlay’s request.

Standing up with as much of a smile as Waverly ever cracked, Nigel reached over and grasped Stephen’s hand heartily. “Nottingham, I’m doing well. So you’ve finally returned to England then? I suppose a man can’t stay away from his homeland forever.”

After dispatching with the normal requisite exchange of platitudes, Stephen sat down in the chair in front of Nigel’s desk and leaned forward.

After a moment’s hesitation, he finally spoke, “I’m here on behalf of Cecily Nottingham.” Stephen handed over Cecily’s missive and waited while the other man read through it quickly. After a moment, Stephen continued, “There have been a few bungled attempts to harm her. Upon discovering that some of her father’s men were, in fact, watching over her, I thought it might be a good idea to put our heads together to discuss what, by Jove, is going on.”

The nondescript, solemn solicitor pondered Stephen’s words before speaking.

“Mr. Findlay will not be happy when he returns. His daughter is everything to him.”

Stephen swallowed hard. He’d begun to feel this way himself. “She is… a very special lady indeed.

These words drew a slight lift of one eyebrow from Nigel. “I would not normally discuss Findlay’s business, Nottingham, but knowing of your solid reputation and character, I believe collaborating with you would be in Lady Kensington’s best interest. We have been watching the situation and are concerned as well. Am I correct in the understanding that an attempt was made on her life just last night?”

Stephen explained the incident in detail. “We haven’t any solid evidence whatsoever, and after interviewing the staff earlier this morning, I’ve learned nothing that can be considered useful. Did your men see anybody unusual entering the house yesterday? We think it may have been two people, rather than one, based upon the placement of the snake.”

Nigel nodded. “Sixtus said there were two people seen entering the house who did not appear to be servants. One was a man, similar height to you, and the other appeared to be a woman. But they were dressed in unrelieved black from head to toe. My men thought at the time that they must be a couple of beggars.”

“Did they say what time the two entered?” Stephen asked.

“Late in the evening before darkness fell, they departed about thirty minutes later. I’ve given my men orders to follow and question them if they appear on the scene again.”

Stephen took in this new information and found it rather helpful. He would implement a few new rules at Nottinghouse. Deep in contemplation, he rose somewhat absentmindedly and then reached out to shake Nigel’s hand once again. “I appreciate your assistance. If I discover anything further, I’ll send word immediately. I am glad to know that Lady Kensington’s father hasn’t completely abandoned her to my cousin’s protection.” At these words, he made a wry grimace and then took his leave.

Was it possible that Flavion was somehow involved in this? Good God, he hoped not. He could handle having a cousin who was a foolish, no-good womanizing fortune hunter, but he could not find himself nearly as accepting of him if he was a murderer.

After checking in with several of the gentleman’s clubs and even venturing over to Tattersalls, Stephen was unable to locate his cousin. He did, however, stumble across Marcus, who was looking over a matched set of bays. Running his hand along one of the horse’s forelocks, Stephen told Marcus about the adder as well as his discussion with Niles Waverly.

“I think you were right in tracking down this Waverly fellow,” Marcus said grimly. “This type of mischief can turn up deadly if allowed to continue.”

Turning away from the corral, the two men made their way toward the exit.

“Are you going to put in a bid for them?” Stephen asked with a glance indicating the matched pair. “They aren’t very large but look like they might have considerable speed.” Marcus rarely gambled or drank heavily. But when it came to racing across the countryside in one of his more sporting vehicles, he held nothing back.

Marcus shrugged. “I’ll have to take them out. It’s impossible to tell if they’re a good match without watching them work together.” Frowning slightly, he changed the subject. “You were unable to locate your cousin, then? Because in my objective opinion, he ought to be your first suspect.”

Stephen was shaking his head. He did not believe Flavion would do something so sinister as to purposely harm his wife.

“He has all the motive in the world,” Marcus persisted. “Now that he’s in possession of Lady Kensington’s dowry, he has no further need of her. Past experience has shown me that if he’s truly in love with this Miss Cunnington, and if Miss Cunnington is expressing impatience, he’s very likely being pressured into appeasing his lady.”

Stephen had, in fact, considered all of this. He still did not believe that Flavion could be dangerous to Cecily.

But if he was.

By God, if it had been Flavion…

The edge of Stephen’s vision turned red at the thought.

“I’m heading back to Nottinghouse presently. Will you join me? Hopefully, Flavion’s returned, and we can question him. After that, you can tell me if you hold the same opinion.”

“Very well.” Marcus gave Stephen a sidelong glance before adding, “But beware. You likely will not appreciate my estimation even then.”

As the two men rode back toward Nottinghouse in Marcus’ carriage, Stephen was impatient to handle all of these matters and put them to rest. Too much real work awaited him. Not only throughout the earldom’s various different properties, but his own company as well. One of his ship captains had given him notice and needed replacing, new distributers required some wooing, not to mention a slew of various other general housekeeping matters that required his attention. His top priority right now was to put an end to these dangerous occurrences plaguing Cecily… Lady Kensington.

When he returned today, he intended to sit down with both the housekeeper and Mr. Sherman in an attempt to flush out any additional information. People dressed as beggars didn’t simply enter aristocratic houses unnoticed. Somebody had to have seen something.

He pulled the door open purposefully with Marcus behind him, but before he could even remove his hat, he saw that both Sally, Cecily’s maid, and Sherman were anxiously discussing something in a manner that indicated uncertainty and a bit of panic.

It was Sally who broke away and rushed toward him imploringly. “Mr. Nottingham, my lord,” she said, barely glancing at Marcus. “Lady Kensington is not well. I have sent for the doctor, but she is in such pain and so uncomfortable that I can hardly bear to look at the poor thing.”

Before she could say another word, Stephen was running up the stairs, taking two steps at a time, and rushing toward her suite.
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AFTER HASTENING THROUGH Cecily’s sitting room and bursting into her bedchamber, Stephen was shocked by the sight that met him. She had seemed perfectly fine early this morning. What in God’s name had happened? Clutching the bed post with one hand, she was leaning over her bed and seemed to be having difficulty breathing. What he could see of her face was pale and pinched. Reaching her side, he pushed her hair out of the way and touched her forehead with his hand.

Her skin was cold and clammy. Some escaped tendrils of hair stuck to her forehead where tiny beads of perspiration had appeared. His first thought was that she’d been poisoned again… this time, successfully.

“What’s the matter, sweetheart? When did you start feeling ill?”

She opened her eyes and gazed up at him pathetically. A few tears had escaped onto her lashes. “I didn’t feel very well this morning but thought it would pass.” She paused and took a few shallow breaths. “I was… going to see Madam Chantal, but… it was fortunate… Salaam was with me. He and Chadwick… got me home quickly when… he realized I was not well.” She’d had to pause every couple of words in order to take in a breath. Her face was tense and drawn as she struggled to breathe deeply.

Sensing her fear, Stephen moved his hand down to her back and massaged her gently in a circular motion.

“And to top it all off,” she added, holding up her free hand, “I injured… my hand at some point… last night. I think … when I was… beating up the snake.”

Her hand was puffy and swollen. “Let me see it, Cecily.” Examining it gingerly, he quite quickly found little marks that indicated a bite. They looked so innocuous, but he was nearly one-hundred-percent certain that the bite was the cause of Cecily’s illness. “You were bitten by the snake, love. Didn’t you feel it? It is the venom that’s making you so ill.”

“I’ve never been bitten… by a snake before. How… can one little bite… make me feel so ill?” She was pale, and the skin around her lips had a bluish tint to it.

“Let me see in your mouth, sweetheart. Does your tongue feel swollen?”

She stuck her tongue out and shook her head. “No, but my lips are numb… They feel fuzzy.”

Why had he not discovered this last night? He ought to have asked her more about her encounter with the adder. Instead, he’d allowed lust to take control. And now she suffered for his carelessness. Had he known earlier, she could have begun taking the antidote sooner and perhaps not become so very ill.

And she had been out in the streets. Thank God, he’d sent Salaam with her!

Stephen touched her waist and felt the stiffness of the corset she wore beneath her gown. What the hell had Cecily’s maid been thinking? When a person could not breathe, one did not leave them bound up tightly. “I’m going to undo your corset,” he told her as he began unfastening the back of her dress.

She didn’t protest at all, merely turned slightly so that he could have better access to the buttons and ties.

“The adder bite injects enough venom to make an adult ill, but it should pass soon.” He’d successfully unfastened the dress, and after allowing it to fall to the floor, attempted to untie the knots of the unyielding corset.

“I suppose that old snake is going to get the last word after all.” He attempted to keep her calm; panicking would only exacerbate her difficulty breathing.

The damn ties were knotted so tight that he was having no success at all in loosening the torturous device. Growing more frustrated by the second, Stephen reached into his boot and pulled out a small knife. In less than three seconds, the garment fell away from her body.

As the material loosened, Cecily took in a few deep breaths.

“That’s better,” he said. “In and out, in and out.” He rubbed his hand on her chest now, over her breastbone. Her face wasn’t as pinched as it had been when he’d first walked in. “Poor Cecily,” he said softly by her ear.

She tilted her head and leaned it on the bedpost. “I didn’t know what was wrong. I have never felt this miserable before. And I kept thinking that I needed you. Silly, I realize. I’ve only known you for a few days, but there you have it.” A few tears rolled down the gentle curve of her cheek. “My papa is gone, and I was afraid, and all I wanted was you.”

With these words, Stephen turned and pulled her into his arms. “You’re safe, sweetheart. Come now, don’t cry.”

“I know I’m foolish. You must think me very foolish. I’ve never been such a watering pot as this.”

Stephen tilted his head down so he could look her in the eyes. Raising one eyebrow, he attempted to lighten her mood a bit. “It’s just my charming company that brings it out in you?”

She chuckled softly and then buried her face against his chest again. “I imagine so. That and your blinding good looks.” She leaned fully against him now, and he felt her softness all along his body. Memories of being entangled naked with her only hours before began to physically arouse him. God, he was an animal!

He cursed his traitorous body and gently pushed her away.

Not wanting to delay her recovery any longer, he helped her onto the bed. “The antidote for an adder bite is horrible tasting, but it ought to reduce your discomfort.”

She looked up at him and nodded trustingly. She looked so heartbreakingly miserable, curled up with the coverlet pulled up to her chin. Not wanting to leave her, he kissed her briefly on the forehead and then pulled himself away to go in search of Mrs. Taylor.

As he moved toward the door to leave, Cecily’s maid entered. She glanced at the ruined garments on the floor and shot Stephen a disapproving glare before shooing him out. What had she expected when she’d summoned him to help her mistress? No matter. He needed to get his hands on some clivers.

He hoped the household kept some stocked but was somewhat doubtful. Adders were a country danger, not something one encountered in the middle of London. He would probably have to send someone to an apothecary.

As Stephen descended the stairs, he found Marcus waiting in the downstairs foyer wearing a grim expression. “Your housekeeper said she doesn’t keep any clivers on hand, so we’ve already sent Peters after some.”

“How did you know?” Stephen asked. Marcus had often surprised him in the past with his vast memory of unusual scientific facts and information, but he hadn’t even seen Cecily.

“Your housekeeper described the countess’ symptoms, along with the swollen hand, and having learned of the incident with the adder, I merely put two and two together…” He shrugged as though his guess had been a natural one.

Stephen knew he should learn to never be surprised by his friend’s efficiency. “Of course,” he said, “Your aid is greatly appreciated, Marcus.” He suddenly felt helpless. He would have liked to return upstairs to Cecily, but her maid was with her. To hang about inside her chambers wasn’t something he ought to do.

He oughtn’t to ever have even set foot in them. But he had.

Impatience gnawed at him. The sooner Cecily could begin taking the clivers, steeped in hot water, the sooner she would begin to feel better. They were said to prevent the venom from getting to the heart. He’d also seen a poultice made of the herb and then placed on the actual bite. Waiting frustrated him, for not much could be done until Peters obtained the medicine.

She must be feeling like hell.

Why hadn’t he noticed anything last night? Why hadn’t he made certain that she hadn’t been bitten? The snake must have attacked immediately. If he’d only taken a moment to check her over, he would most likely have recognized the bite right off.

Oh, he’d checked her over all right. He’d just been too damned caught up in his own needs to have noticed something as unimportant as a snake bite. What the hell was I thinking? As he and Marcus waited in the study, he continued mentally chastising himself for all the things he ought to have done differently by her.

“I told your housekeeper how to prepare the clivers when Peters returns,” Marcus said nonchalantly before taking a seat by the empty hearth. “Her airway wasn’t swollen, was it?”

“No,” Stephen responded. “But she’s in pain and deuced uncomfortable. I should have considered the possibility she’d been bitten last night. I don’t know what the hell I was thinking.” He slumped down in the chair opposite Marcus. Leaning forward, he dug his fists into his forehead and then his temples. Another headache, wonderful.

“And, knowing you, I imagine you consider you ought to have been able to prevent your cousin’s wife from being bitten by the adder as well. Because, when it comes to your Uncle Leo and Flavion, everything is ultimately your responsibility.” Marcus mocked him in the gentle way that only good friends can get away with. “As long as I’ve known you — hell, since we were both fourteen — you were always helping Flavion so as not to disappoint your uncle. I’d thought you would see things more clearly by now.”

Stephen didn’t respond for a few seconds. He knew Marcus spoke logically, but Stephen could not change how he felt. He owed his uncle everything. Uncle Leo had treated him as a son, even to the detriment of his marriage and his relationship with his true son. It ought not to have been that way. Uncle Leo ought not to have neglected Flavion on account of his preference for his nephew. Stephen dropped his hands and looked up at Marcus.

“I didn’t know about Corinne… about the child,” Stephen said. “Why didn’t you tell me before?”

Marcus looked down at his hands, his brow furrowed. “I knew you’d probably blame yourself — take responsibility once again. Lord Hartley always worshiped her from afar, and when she needed a husband, he was willing to step up. It isn’t a love match, but I think they are both happy. Corinne’s a wonderful mother, and Hartley dotes on her. I can’t say I’m not glad that Flavion abandoned her. She’d have been miserable married to him.”

Stephen thought of Cecily. He could not disagree with Marcus’ statement. But he felt badly nonetheless. And Marcus was also right. Had Stephen known about his ex-fiancée’s condition, he most likely would have returned. He would have taken over the responsibility.

He would have resented the hell out of both Corinne and Flavion. Would he have resented the child?

An unappealing pattern was becoming apparent to him. Was he the weaker for it? He’d thought it had been honorable to step in and fix Flavion’s problems, but had he harmed him by doing so? He knew Flavion was flawed. But he was like a brother.

“I’m not helping Flavion now.” Although tempted to confess that he’d made love to Cecily, he could not dishonor her that way. So instead, he said, “I’m tempted by his wife.” More than tempted, by God.

“I had thought so but wasn’t certain until I saw the look on your face when the maid informed you of the countess’ condition.” Marcus crossed his foot over one knee and leaned back. “There are many men of my acquaintance for whom this would not pose a problem, but knowing you, it’s most likely damned inconvenient.”

“You could say that,” Stephen said. He met Marcus’ gaze.

Marcus shrugged. “It’s early yet, but does your cousin have any more of that marvelous whiskey? I don’t know about you, but I’d welcome a drink while we consider your predicament.”

“He does,” Stephen answered, turning to the shelf that held the decanters and glasses. If he remained in England much longer, he was likely going to pickle himself. Pouring one out for his friend, he pondered where to begin. “I instructed Salaam to keep an eye on Flavion as long as Cecily is confined to her chambers, for at least the next couple of days. There are two very irate papas on the lookout for my cousin, Lord Griffin and Colonel Benning.”

At this information, Marcus nodded approvingly.

“I have also hired a detective to investigate Flavion’s actions before his marriage. There is something… I cannot put my finger on it, but Miss Cunnington is disproportionately possessive of my cousin, and I wonder… Perhaps Flavion has made her some promises that can only be fulfilled if Lady Kensington is out of the picture. Therefore, I think it wise to have a greater understanding of that situation. And then…”

“Yes?” Marcus encouraged him.

“If I can assure myself of both Flavion and Cecily’s safety, as well as the solvency of the Kensington properties, then I can return to managing my own affairs.”

“Affairs?” Marcus raised his brows.

Stephen scoffed. “I am expecting some important shipments to come in any day, and one of my ships’ captains has given notice. I’ll need to replace him as well as renegotiate some contracts due to expire. It is not as though I live the life of an idle gentleman, as you well know.”

“But what of your… attraction to the delectable Lady Kensington?” Marcus would not let up. Though a good friend, he could be relentless when he so desired.

Stephen placed his fist against his mouth and turned his head to admire the view outside the window. It did not make sense to him, the tumult of feelings he was coming to have for her. It had only been a few days. How had he come to feel as though her presence in his life was so… necessary?

The situation was impossible.

Even if Flavion were to divorce her, it would take years. In spite of their lovemaking the previous night, Stephen could not permit himself to have an affair with his cousin’s wife.

Oh hell and damnation, he already was. But it could not continue. The notion was abhorrent to him. His conscience already warred with him on an hourly basis. He needed to talk with her. He needed to explain to her that he could not continue exploiting this situation for his own gratification. Because, apparently, that was what it had come down to most recently.

Only last night he had buried himself in her — in her softness. She’d allowed him to intimately explore every inch of her petal-soft skin. The mere thought compelled him to go to her now. Which was ridiculous. She was injured, ill. Shifting uneasily, he dropped his hand and looked back over at his friend — his friend whose eyes were all too knowing.

“It is impossible,” was all he said. “I have considered a number of scenarios, and in none of them do I feel that it would be appropriate for me to allow my affection for her to rule this situation.”

Marcus watched him closely. “No scenarios at all?”

Setting his jaw, he nodded firmly. “None.”

Marcus took a sip of his drink and then sighed loudly. “Well then, at the risk of adding to your burdens, would it be possible for you to advise me on my own investments?”

Ah, this was something he was comfortable with. Something he could be sure of. “Most definitely, my friend.”

As Marcus left to retrieve his portfolio, Stephen hoped that things would become less complicated soon.

And to think he had considered that his return to England would be a holiday of sorts…
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THE DISCOMFORT FROM the venom hadn’t faded as quickly as Cecily had hoped. After experiencing some relief from the medicine and the poultice Stephen had sent up, Cecily slept, but only in small increments and not very satisfactorily. Alternating between achiness, nausea and a fever that came and went, she was acutely uncomfortable for the next couple of days.

And once she did begin to feel better, she continued to be plagued by a relentless fatigue, which kept her from resuming her normal activities and plans. Sitting in her room, she had far too much time on her hands. Unable to read, because of the nausea, all Cecily could do was ponder her situation — ponder what she had been doing and what she ought to do from now on.

She’d made love with Stephen and now feared that she might actually be falling in love with him. Stephen was everything that Flavion was not. And Flavion was everything that Stephen was not — most ironically, her husband.

Might Stephen feel similarly toward her?

She knew that he was physically attracted to her. He’d shown her… He’d made her feel… special, desirable… And it seemed as though he cared about her. But she could not forget what he’d told her that night in the garden, that he felt it was his responsibility to watch out for and protect Flave’s wife.

Ah, yes, that gigantic sense of responsibility would rear its ugly head once again.

Was that what his actions were all about? Was he merely taking care of her for Flave?

Cecily dismissed that thought.

He was also an honorable man. He was not a man to consider adultery lightly.

Was he, even now, feeling a great deal of remorse over making love to her, his cousin’s wife?

Sighing up at the ceiling, Cecily speculated that this, most likely, was the case. For since she’d taken ill, he’d only visited while her maid was present, and on each of those occasions, he had acted with the utmost of propriety.

Which was the appropriate thing to do.

Damn it.

Cecily rolled over and groaned into her pillow.

Oh, she wished she’d had a mother to guide her where matters of the heart were concerned. Cecily had never met her mother, who’d died upon her birth, but in her imagination, she conjured up a pretty, understanding, and comforting woman. Someone who could have helped her now.

Perhaps her mother would have seen through Flavion’s lies and helped guide her toward a more sensible choice. Surely, her mother would have recognized Flavion’s charm and flash for what it was. A mother would not have allowed Cecily’s father to post such an exorbitant dowry, which had only succeeded in attracting the most greedy and desperate of fortune hunters. If only…

On the other hand, a mother would perhaps not approve of Cecily’s behavior with Stephen. But could a mother help her to understand these feelings she had for him?

She felt a little forlorn. He’d not shown her any affection since the day she’d fallen ill.

Oh, fiddlesticks!

In frustration, she punched the pillow with her good hand.

Surely he didn’t wish to scrap their plan! To heck with their plan. Why had he made himself so scarce?

Unable to bear her confinement one moment longer, she kicked the covers off and threw her legs over the side of the bed. She would bathe, dress in one of her prettiest new morning gowns, and have Sally fix her hair.

She stood up abruptly, swayed for a moment, and then pulled on the bell rope. Although disapproving, her maid drew her bath and then assisted Cecily in dressing.

It did help, as she felt somewhat more herself afterward. Admiring the gown in her looking glass, she dismissed the maid and reached for her reticule. The swelling on her left hand had diminished mostly, but it had been enough of a hindrance that she’d not written any notes to her friends. Sally could not write, and Cecily did not wish to upset the household by demanding one of the other servants pen her notes for her. She also didn’t wish to share her thoughts with someone whom she was not all that well-acquainted.

Therefore, she’d had no contact whatsoever with any of her friends since the adder attack. She didn’t even know if they were aware of what had happened!

If she remembered correctly, Emily’s mother normally hosted an at home on Tuesday afternoons. It was early still and, if Cecily was quick about it, she could arrive just in time to catch up with her friends.

So, with her reticule in hand, Cecily exited her room for the first time in nearly a week. She would ask Mr. Sherman to order the carriage brought about.

She wondered how Sophia was making out with Lord Harold. And what had Rhoda and Emily been up to these past few days? What must they think had become of her?

Cecily made her way very slowly down the corridor, a little perplexed with herself that she could tire so easily. Coming upon a bench, which she’d never before considered to be very useful in its placement, Cecily gratefully sat down upon it.

Only for a moment, she thought, closing her eyes.

Only for a moment.
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STEPHEN’S WEEK HAD not been nearly as restful as Cecily’s.

Continuing to prove elusive, Flavion had not only managed to dodge the irate papa’s chasing him, but Stephen as well. Salaam reported that Lord Kensington had made brief appearances at both of his clubs, and once at Tattersalls. Stephen was reassured by this but concerned to hear that his cousin was spending his nights at bawdy houses.

Both Lord Griffin and Colonel Waters had called at Nottinghouse more than once, professing a desire to meet with Flavion on a field of honor. These visits were growing in persistence and frequency.

Which was most likely why Flavion had not returned to Nottinghouse.

Stephen had spent the week taking care of estate business in addition to addressing matters to do with his own company and investments. As he dealt with several problematic issues, he’d realized he would be unable to spend much more time in London. He needed to visit a few of the estates personally, and there were some issues he needed to take care of in Calais as well. His managers could only do so much without him.

Meanwhile, he’d avoided spending time alone with Cecily. As much as he desired her company, her touch, his conscience berated him more and more as each day passed.

His visits with Cecily were bittersweet. Watching her smile, hearing her voice, and looking into her eyes only taunted him as the maid looked on disapprovingly.

He learned a great deal more about her childhood, and he’d shared memories of his own. They’d discussed some politics and how they affected business. She had apparently learned a great deal from her father.

She also told him about each of her friends.

About Rhoda, the strong-willed, outspoken one; Emily the well-read, logical one; and Sophia, who at times seemed empty-headed, but was creative and courageous. All of them had been her staunch supporters throughout her ordeal. He hoped they would remain at her side… afterward. He hoped they would not abandon each other.

And despite her infirmed condition, Cecily hardly complained at all.

It continued to astonish him that his cousin had been capable of marrying Cecily in such a coldhearted manner. She was a delightful person, a warm, living, charming lady who had feelings and dreams and a surprisingly sharp mind. He could no longer deny that she’d already engaged his affection.

In light of this personal revelation, he intentionally did not permit himself to spend any time alone with her. He could not allow himself to continue pursuing this affair.

No matter how much Flavion deserved it.

Stephen waited until he felt that Cecily would be in high-enough spirits to tell her he was not going to follow through with her plan. He’d been putting this off. As much as it bothered him to break his word to her, it bothered him more to betray his cousin, to betray his own code of honor.

He’d barely reached the upstairs landing, however, when he caught sight of Cecily sitting on one of the benches that lined the lavishly decorated corridor.

She was asleep.

Conflicting emotions immediately came to the forefront of his conscious thought. She looked so very innocent, and yet those pouty lips had wreaked havoc upon his hard-fought control. She had a very sensual power over him. No one else in the entire world could be less appropriate for him to take as a lover. And yet, he had never known any other woman to tempt him as she did. Every instinct demanded he scoop her up and carry her to bed — his bed. He adjusted his coat and then knelt down in front of her.

“My lady… Cecily…?” He touched her cheek lightly with the backs of his fingers.

Her lashes fluttered and then opened slowly. “I was only resting,” she said defensively, “before I go out.”

“You cannot go out, Cecily,” he said tenderly. “We have yet to discover who was attempting to harm you, and in addition to that, you are not yet fully recovered.”

She looked disappointed.

“But I would be more than willing to escort you for a walk in the gardens if you would be amenable to that?” He wanted to see her smile. He needed to see her smile.

She tilted her head to one side. “The two of us alone, or must we summon Sally to chaperone? I fear you have regrets regarding… well, qualms concerning our…” Blushing prettily, she turned her eyes away from him.

“I feel that I must apolog—”

“Oh, please, please, do not apologize. Unless you are most earnestly sorry that it happened.” She turned those green eyes once again on him. “Are you sorry? Was it truly something you regret?” She was so damn vulnerable — so damn trusting of him!

Did he regret it? Remembering the candlelight as it had cast erotic shadows on the curve of her spine, the sensations of being overwhelmed by her sensuality, and the look in her eyes as they’d found a perfect rhythm, he could not feel regretful. He only wished he could repeat it… again and again…

“I am sorry for betraying my cousin,” he said, remembering why he’d come to speak with her. He could not return her gaze and so got up from his knee before taking the space on the seat beside her. “I cannot be that man… that man who takes what he wants regardless of circumstances.” Pausing, he took a deep breath. “I know that it already appears that I am without honor. Our actions have plagued me for nearly a week now.” He stared at the painting on the wall in front of them, a landscape of his uncle’s manor in Surrey. It had been the closest thing to a home he could remember. “I admit that I have… feelings for you. But I cannot live between two people who are legally, eternally bound. I fear that it is best for us to step away from what we have done and attempt to continue on as cousins… hopefully, as friends.” He glanced down. Unbeknownst to himself, he had taken her hand in his. Turning to look at her, he raised her hand to his mouth and placed a kiss upon the back of it. “And I am sorry if I have caused you even more pain than you have already experienced through your marriage to my cousin. It was never my intention. I promise you.”

She looked at him for just a moment before snatching her hand away. “Why would you think you could hurt me?”

Ah, so he had hurt her. He fought the urge to take possession of her hand again.

“It was good, was it not? The sex? I will admit to a certain satisfaction in knowing that my husband is not the only one finding pleasure outside of this marriage. It’s only a shame he never walked in on us. Oh, that would have been priceless!” Standing up slowly, she turned back to look down at him. “Perhaps Lord Blakely will be willing to assist me.” Her lips were pinched, and her eyes had turned hard and cold.

He hadn’t seen that look on her face since the night Flavion introduced them – and then it had been directed at Flavion.

“I am sorry to withdraw my assistance in that matter, Cecily, but I think it is for the best.”

“Very well, then,” she said and began walking toward the stairs. She did not look all that steady, and he could not bear to see her walking away from him looking so frail. He quickly stood up so as to assist her. While giving her his arm, regret and a new guilt attacked him. The pain in her eyes belied her words, the betrayal. For he knew it had not just been sex between the two of them. It had been much more than a physical act.

She took his arm, albeit a bit reluctantly, and leaned upon him slightly.

“What is your destination, my lady?”

She paused again. “If you would be so kind as to fetch me Salaam and Chadwick, I had planned on visiting Miss Goodnight at her home this afternoon.”

The large clock in the foyer began to gong, causing her to jump slightly. It was five o’clock. “Oh, damn,” she said softly. “Never mind. Please, just leave me alone, and I shall return to my chamber.”

She pushed him away from her and turned back from the stairs. “Please have Salaam bring Chadwick up to me. It would be nice to have some civil company for a change.” And with that, she disappeared.

 


CHAPTER ELEVEN

STEPHEN’S CHEST CONSTRICTED as Cecily disappeared into her chamber. He had accomplished the one thing in the world that he would have avoided at all costs. He had hurt her. And for what? For whom?

Sounds downstairs of the opening and subsequent slamming of the large front door pulled him from his sentimental musings. Good God, given much more time to contemplate Cecily Nottingham, and he would likely begin writing poetry or some other such nonsense.

“Stephen!” It was Flavion’s voice bellowing from below, shattering the relative peacefulness the household took on during his absence. Well, it was Flavion’s house, Stephen supposed.

“I am right here,” Stephen said calmly as he came down the stairs leisurely. But he bristled inside more than usual. What now? Trouble, most likely. “To what do I owe the honor of your presence today?”

Flavion peered up and made a face at Stephen’s sarcasm. “I am in need of you, Stephen.” His voice was no longer demanding. It had taken on a desperate, pleading tone. Flavion looked as though he had lost nearly a stone. His eyes were shadowed, his face gaunt and unshaven.

When he reached his cousin, he placed a reassuring hand upon his shoulder. “Come into the study, Flavion. You know I will help you if I can.” He assumed this had something to do with either Lord Griffin or the colonel. Most likely one or the other of them had finally caught up with his cousin.

Flavion allowed Stephen to steer him into the comfortable setting that the study provided, and then he sat down in the chair closest to the unused hearth. “I have been challenged, Stephen. By not only one angry gentleman, but two. I am to meet with Daphne’s father tomorrow morning and Colonel Benning the morning after.” Looking haggard and uncertain, it was Flavion who squeezed the bridge of his nose this time. The tension emanating from him was profound.

Flavion was afraid.

Cautious of his cousin’s unusual mood, Stephen sat down across from him. “What weapons have you chosen?”

Flavion looked up tiredly. “I haven’t yet, Stephen. I need your help. Will you be my second?”

Reaching over and patting the younger man’s knee, Stephen felt a fission of fear himself. Griffin was an older man with a bit of a paunch, but the colonel had been a fighting man all his life. If he wished to see Flavion dead, Stephen did not hold out a great deal of hope Flavion could do much to prevent it. “Of course. I have been accumulating some information on these gentlemen since they first attempted to call you out several days ago. Have you spent much time over at Gentleman Jackson’s lately?”

Flavion ran a hand through his golden-blond hair. “I haven’t really, not since before father died. I think my chances will be best with swords.”

“You are in practice? You have practiced often?”

“Somewhat…” Flavion left off. “Daphne’s father… I could prevent it, but… He is adamant that we meet on a field of honor. He is not very physically fit, and I believe that I can beat him easily, draw first blood, and put an end to it. But the colonel…”

“Is fit and skilled,” Stephen supplied, “and mad as a hell.”

Flavion chuckled. “Right.”

Stephen stood up. “As your second, I’ll do all that I can to negotiate a truce for you. But you first must be willing to leave the chits alone henceforth. You dishonored both of them. Did you not think something like this would happen?”

“Don’t start, Stephen, please.”

“But what am I to tell these fathers? In exchange for a truce, I’ll likely have to give them my word that you will leave London, perhaps England. Are you willing? Will you honor any concessions that I make on your behalf in order to avoid the duels?”

Flavion’s head was in his hands again. “I’ve made a hash of everything, haven’t I? The estates? The dowry? Daphne… Alice…” An abrupt sob caught hold of him for a moment before he could continue speaking. “Of course I will honor any concessions. But — God, Stephen, don’t make me go to the Colonies. I can’t live in the wilderness. Paris maybe… since the wars are over…”

“Very well,” Stephen responded, resigned to this very unfortunate of tasks. “You are certain you wish to fight with swords?”

Flavion thought for a moment. “Swords with the baron and pistols with the colonel. Bloody hell, Stephen, if I’m going to take a hit, it might as well be a quick one.”

Stephen raised his brows and stared his cousin in the eyes. “You mustn’t think like that.” At his cousin’s silence, he rose. “Get over to White’s and do some light sparring. Nothing strenuous, but reacquaint yourself with the feel of the sword in your hand. And when you are done, return here. Tonight we’ll discuss the negotiations, and hopefully you can avoid either one or both of these challenges.” At Flavion’s nod, Stephen turned on his heels and called out to Sherman for his coat and hat.

It seemed the day’s work had barely begun.
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CECILY WONDERED THAT she had still had a heart to break. She’d thought she’d experienced pain when Flavion hurt her, but that had been very different from what she felt now. With Flavion, she had experienced the death of her girlhood dreams. The fantasy of love she’d believed she’d felt for him had been shattered. She’d been betrayed, cheated, and humiliated. She now realized that she hadn’t, in fact, been heartbroken.

That experience had been saved for today.

Stephen’s withdrawal from her caused a different devastation altogether. When one’s heart broke, one could hardly breathe. She didn’t even want to breathe. Why would she want to carry on in a life without Stephen Nottingham?

Flopping onto her bed, she closed her eyes and allowed the pain of his rejection to seep through her body. It was in her chest, her throat, her arms, her fingertips. She felt it all over.

She wished she’d never heard the name Nottingham.

No, that wasn’t strictly true. As much as she experienced the loss of him now, she would not sacrifice her memory of what they’d shared.

This was love.

Having come to understand Stephen Nottingham, she knew in her heart that he would haunt himself with guilt over what they’d done for years to come. He believed he owed his uncle a debt — a debt he’d never be able to fully repay.

And now he probably imagined he owed one to his cousin as well. For he had made love to Flavion’s wife.

Except that she did not feel like a wife. Especially not to Flavion. He’d discarded her far too quickly for her to have even begun to feel like his wife.

Legally, though — technically — she was an adulteress.

This thought caused her to sit up. She did not feel guilty in the least. Well, except for where Stephen was concerned. Because she knew that he felt guilty, and that was because of her.

And then another epiphany hit her.

She was no longer angry with Flavion.

She stood up and walked over to the door adjoining her suite with Flave’s. He hadn’t been around at all this past week, but there were sounds within his chamber now.

She knocked softly and then pushed the door open. Flavion was lying down on the sofa in his sitting room. He looked horrible.

“Flave?”

He lay with one arm covering his face. He did not look at her. “Hello, Cecily,” he responded without any real emotion.

It was very rude of him not to rise when she’d entered, but she supposed they were beyond that courtesy. He’d not really treated her like a lady since their… wedding. Why would he start now?

She tentatively stepped in and took a seat on the edge of a velvet-covered chair.

“I wanted to let you know…” she said quietly, “…I forgive you.”

At this, Flavion turned his head and regarded her with shadowed eyes. He looked even more handsome than when he was dressed to the nines. His beard and sullenness brought out a rakish look in him she hadn’t known him to possess before.

It had little effect on her, if any. She merely felt sorry for him.

“So you’ve heard about the duels then?” he said.

At this, her eyebrows rose in concern. “Duels? I haven’t heard any such thing.” And then comprehending that he’d said duels, plural, she asked, “What do you mean, duels?”

Flavion swung his feet to the ground and sat up in one easy motion. “Your wishes are all about to come true. I am set to duel Daphne’s father tomorrow, and another chit’s angry papa the day after. The odds are against me. It’s highly likely you’ll be free of this marriage, free of me, within forty-eight hours. Less, if you’re lucky.”

She’d covered her mouth with one hand when he’d begun speaking.

“Oh, no! Flave! You cannot truly think that I would wish for you to die! What kind of a person do you think I am? I do not wish to be married to you, but not at the cost of your life! Oh, Flave, what have you done?”

He shrugged. “Nothing new, really. It just all seems to have caught up with me.”

“The first duel is tomorrow? Tomorrow morning?” She did not wish for Flavion to die. Although not her favorite person in the world, he was precious to Stephen. Stephen would be devastated to lose his cousin.

“At dawn, I believe. Stephen is handling the details now. If I’m lucky, he will negotiate a truce, but I am not very hopeful.”

Of course, Stephen would be Flavion’s second.

“Weapons?” she asked.

“Swords tomorrow and pistols the day after.” He looked utterly hopeless. This could not be good.

“You must prepare! I believe Lord Blakely said he would be at White’s this evening. Why don’t you go over there and practice?” Hopefully, the earl would be helpful. With Flave’s present mindset, he was certain to lose. He needed to find some confidence somewhere.

He would not meet her eyes. “That’s what Stephen advised. I suppose you are both right.” At his words, he rose to his feet. Before stepping toward the exit, however, he turned and looked down at Cecily. “Thank you.” His voice sounded gravelly — strained. “I am grateful for your absolution.” He looked as though he would say more but instead pivoted and abruptly left. She did hope that this was not the last time she would see him alive. Blasted husband or not, she was not as bloodthirsty as she had thought she might be a few weeks ago.

It was quite possible she would be a free woman again, but this gave her no satisfaction. For she was also quite free of Stephen. And that was not what she wanted at all.
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IT WAS AGREED that each combatant would bring his own sword. The seconds had settled on a remote clearing deep within Hyde Park for the location of the duel, which was to take place at dawn.

The morning was a cool one for late in May, but the air felt good as Stephen and Flavion urged their mounts along the path toward their appointment.

Stephen had arranged two surgeons be present. He’d been unable to persuade Griffin’s second to convince the man to withdraw the challenge, but he had obtained a concession that it only be fought until first blood was drawn.

He sincerely hoped for Miss Cunnington that first blood did not amount to a fatal wound. For it was Miss Cunnington who stood to lose, regardless of the outcome of the duel. It would either be her father or her lover. According to Flave, she had gone to her father with her grievance against Flave when he had tried to break things off. Not a wise move on her part.

As they stepped into the open field, Stephen was both gratified and disappointed to see the other parties had all arrived as promised. Marcus awaited them as well.

Stephen dismounted and then left Flavion alone with Marcus to consult with Griffin’s second. He would make one final attempt at a reconciliation. He carried Flavion’s sword over to be inspected and measured along with his opponent’s. They were to be of exactly the same length. He would inspect Lord Griffin’s. They were to fight with sharpened blades. No foils today.

There would be no reconciliation.

The challenger appeared loose and ready to fight. Stephen was glad that Marcus was in attendance. He’d taken it upon himself to keep Flavion from tensing up, giving him pointers and encouraging him to stretch and loosen his muscles. When Stephen rejoined them, it was time for the duel to begin.

Placing one hand on Flave’s shoulder, he met his gaze directly and spoke with great conviction. “You can do this, Flave. I have every confidence in you.”

Flave nodded. He seemed slightly more confident than he had last night. Stephen wondered if his cousin felt any guilt for his dishonorable actions. He hoped so. If Flave lived through this, perhaps he would reexamine his character. “Come along then.”

Flavion removed his coat and handed it to Marcus before taking the sword Stephen held out to him. He’d wrapped a handkerchief around his fighting hand, as had Lord Griffin.

Stephen and the other second marked off the standing spot for each combatant and then stepped away. Flavion and the baron, both with their left hands behind their backs, held their swords to the ground and awaited the signal to fight.

Glancing at the other second and receiving a nod, Stephen gave the signal. “Allez!” he shouted firmly.

Both men tarried at first, testing each other with experimental lunges and thrusts. But as the fighting continued, the engagements gradually became more and more aggressive. And although Flavion had been somewhat tentative at first, he seemed to gain confidence as the fighting went on. His parries and passes became more and more agile, his attacks stronger as the older man began to tire.

And then, with swords clashed tightly against each other, Flavion made a quick motion with a strong twist of his wrist and threw the other man’s sword off to the side.

Griffin was without his weapon. Stephen held his breath and hoped against hope that his cousin was not too caught up in the fighting to do anything dishonorable now.

Flavion held the tip of his sword just below the baron’s chin and then, with a smooth flourish, swiped it upward, barely nicking the man, but drawing a very small amount of blood.

Griffin’s second held his cane in the air to indicate the end of the fighting.

The baron, breathing heavily and backing away, glared at Flavion.

Flavion laughed. “Next time, old man, you might wish to at least make a fight of it.” Turning his back on Griffin, he sauntered toward Stephen and Marcus to receive his congratulations.

As relieved as Stephen was for his cousin, he was once again disappointed in him and worried.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Flavion said jovially. He had thoroughly recovered his swagger and confidence. “I wish to fight the colonel with swords as well. You haven’t yet arranged for pistols, have you?”

“I spent all of yesterday with Griffin’s second. I will be meeting with the colonels second this afternoon.” Stephen had not arranged for pistols, yet. He wasn’t certain which weapon could be most favorable for Flave. From all he’d heard of the colonel, the man would have an advantage regardless.

Taking a few swipes at the grass with his blade, Flavion was quite full of himself suddenly, like an overgrown puppy, exuberant and rambunctious. “Swords it is then!”

Stephen could not help thinking that such an easy victory had not been a good thing for his cousin. He also had a grudging admiration for the older man, for making the challenge in the first place. He did not like Flavion’s attitude upon winning. Griffin had been defending his daughter. Flavion had been in the wrong.

As Stephen easily swung into his saddle, he sought the right words to contain Flavion’s celebration. “Your fitness did well for you, cousin. Your reposte was efficient but you were slow with your redoublement. You will have to be quicker with the colonel. The man has been a killer all his life. You would do well to remember that.”

“The colonel is old,” Flavion said. “I should not have been so worried this morning. I shall have to find Daphne and assure her that all is well.” Steering his horse away from Stephen, he tipped his hat jauntily. “I shall see you late this evening at Nottinghouse then. Wouldn’t it be a coup if the colonel called off upon hearing of my victory this morning?” With a wink and a laugh, he turned his horse and headed off to God knew where.

A cold knot of fear took hold of Stephen. Overconfidence was the last thing in the world his cousin needed. Flave had shown some proper technique and a good amount of fitness and strength with Lord Griffin, but that would not be nearly enough to defeat the colonel. In addition to these concerns, Stephen was doubtful the colonel’s second would agree to a fight to first blood. The colonel was out to avenge the dishonor Flavion had done his daughter. A nick to the skin was not going to accomplish that.

Fatigue settled on him. He urged his horse onward in the hopes that he could catch a few winks before his scheduled meeting that afternoon. He’d only managed to lie abed a few hours before it had been time to alight that morning. And much of that time had been spent conjuring up his memories of a night spent with Cecily.

If he found her awake when he arrived at Nottinghouse, Stephen would inform her of Flavion’s success that morning. It would have been unlikely for her not to have heard of it, what with all of the servants privy to the information. It was nigh impossible to keep word of a duel quiet. In fact, he was surprised more of an audience had not shown up to gawk this morning.

Yes, a meeting with Cecily was called for. She would wish to be informed that she was not yet a widow. She was still a wife.

 

[image: ]

 

UNABLE TO LIE in bed awaiting news of the duel, Cecily summoned Sally to assist her in dressing. She wore one of her new dresses, a floral print on ivory linen with a tight bodice, long sleeves slightly off the shoulder, and a full skirt with a gathered waist. She and Madam Chantal had worked on the design together, and the overall effect raised her spirits.

But not much.

For her imagination would not allow her to rest easy. Until she knew the outcome of the duel she could hardly think of anything else.

What would they do if Flavion got himself injured, or worse? What would Stephen do? She cursed Flavion and then the next moment said prayers for him. Her churlish, ungrateful husband did not deserve her entreaty, but his loyal cousin did.

She sat in the morning room sipping coffee, attempting to pen a few brief notes to Sophia, Rhoda, and Emily when she heard the front door open and close. Pausing in order to listen intently, she heard Stephen’s voice inquiring as to her whereabouts. As he entered the room, she feigned a nonchalance she was nowhere near feeling.

His steps were heavy, his brow stitched with worry. He looked even more strained than usual as he bowed stiffly before her. “My lady, I have news of your husband’s success.”

His words afforded her some relief, but watching Stephen, she could see that his mind was already on the duel scheduled for the following morning. His brow was creased, and there were circles under his eyes. “Please, sit down, Mr. Nottingham,” she said with equal formality. “You need to eat something.“

After a moment’s hesitation, he took a plate from the sideboard and piled on some eggs, bacon, and toast. Cecily dismissed the footman who had stepped forward and then poured Stephen a cup of coffee. She felt the tension from him even more acutely as he sat down beside her.

“This was the least dangerous of the two duels, I take it?” Cecily asked cautiously.

Stephen swallowed the bite he’d taken and set his fork down before answering her. “Every duel is dangerous… but yes, I had deemed it to be the easier of the two. And now… and now Flavion is quite confident in his ability to annihilate the colonel tomorrow.”

“The second duel is with a military man? A colonel? Did Flavion dally with Miss Alice Benning?” At Stephen’s silence, she presumed this to be the case. She’d met the lady in question and her father as well.

Flavion didn’t stand a chance.

Feeling her mouth go dry at this revelation, she could not keep herself from asking, “Is it a duel to the death?”

Stephen picked up his fork again but then seemed to lose much of his appetite as he only took one small bite and sat it back down. “I haven’t negotiated the terms yet. I’ll attempt to minimize the danger for Flavion when I do so later this afternoon.”

He nearly broke her heart all over again when he pushed his plate away, put his elbows on the table, and rested his forehead in his hands.

“He is overconfident now, and I fear he is not…”

Seeing this stalwart of a gentleman at a loss for words caused her to push back her own seat and walk around behind him.

His head must be pounding again; she could tell by the strain in his eyes. He was anxious, and afraid for his cousin’s life. She put her hands on his shoulders as she’d done before and massaged the tight muscles there. “You are only one man.” she said softly by his ear. “All you can do is your best. No one can be responsible for the actions of another adult. Flavion is lucky to have you for his cousin. I cannot imagine many men would be so forgiving, nor so loyal.”

Stephen groaned and leaned back into her hands. “For Christ’s sake, Cecily,” he said in tight voice. “You cannot touch me like this.” Turning in his chair, he pushed her hands away and grasped her wrists.
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LOOKING INTO HER eyes, he could see that he’d hurt her again.

And yet she stood there, innocently tempting him in a delicate floral gown. The sleeves were slightly off her shoulders, showing off the fragility of her collarbone and the creaminess of her skin, and yet the material covered the entire length of her arms. Golden red hair was piled high atop her head, with wispy tendrils caressing her chin and neck. And her eyes. Her eyes offered him sanctuary.

Suddenly everything in his life took on a new meaning. Family, money, health… all of it was vulnerable. None of it could be counted on to offer security and comfort indefinitely. He’d not known true joy, true happiness, until he’d let himself love Cecily Nottingham.

And what of passion? Of passion and love? Would he ever feel this way again, for some other woman far in his distant future?

He doubted it. Considering that it had taken him thirty years of living to find Cecily.

Unable to stop himself, he pulled her into his lap and turned her face toward his. He did not give her the chance to pull away; instead, he covered her lips with his covetously.

He’d said he would not. He’d told himself it was impossible, immoral, and yet he was like a starving man, feasting on the only person who could assuage his hunger. “Cecily,” he murmured into her mouth.

She’d entwined her hands around his neck and pressed her body closer to his. Her mouth was warm and inviting as he tasted all around inside of it. He had a few hours before his appointment with Colonel Benning’s second — just a few hours before he must dedicate himself once again to his uncle’s son.

But this moment was his.

Settling her securely in his arms, he rose and lifted her with him. He would be utterly selfish. He was going to take what Cecily would give him and create a reservoir of memories before walking away from her forever. For regardless of what happened to Flavion, Stephen could not stand himself otherwise.

Pushing the door open with his hip, Stephen had no difficulty at all carrying this little minx up the stairs and into his own chamber. Having broken their kiss when he’d first stood up, Cecily buried her face in his neck. The warmth of her breath brushed the sensitive skin behind his ear.

“One more time?” Cecily asked as he lay her down upon his bed.

She was either a present from heaven or temptation sent by the devil himself. Stephen imagined she most assuredly was a little bit of both.

Nodding, he watched as she reached behind her head and removed the pins used to keep her hair in place. With each motion, he watched, mesmerized, as long silky lengths fell past her shoulders, over her breasts, and all the way to her waist.

When she stopped, a pile of jeweled pins sat beside her on the dark blue satin counterpane. Stephen scooped them up, and placed them upon the bedside table.

“Surely, we shall both go to hell for this.” He could not silence his thoughts. She was his siren. A siren he would gladly die for, but for whom he could not sacrifice his honor indefinitely.

She rolled off the bed, stood and presented her back to him. Wriggling her shoulders a little, she lifted one hand to show him where the buttons were. As his fingers began unfastening the long line of pearls, she finally said, “There is a certain hell awaiting both of us anyhow. Let us experience heaven while it is in our grasp today.”

She was glorious.

All traces of his earlier fatigue left him as he slowly revealed, inch by inch, her petticoats, corset, and chemise. The material of her clothing floated down to the floor as he unbuttoned, unhooked, and untied this most precious of gifts. As he revealed her skin, he pressed his open lips to her shoulder and tasted. She stood naked before him, while he was fully clothed.

He wore his superfine dark green jacket, perfectly tailored waistcoat, buff-colored breeches, and his newest Hessians. He’d been quite somber as his valet had assisted him in dressing that morning.

God, how she took away the feelings of powerlessness he’d had since the duel. He stepped back and drank in the sight of her. But not for long. Parts of his anatomy demanded he divest himself of his own clothing now. His desire had flared into a fully raging fire. Not capable of waiting even a second longer, he went to remove his jacket, only to find that it was too snug for him to do so without assistance. Trapped by the fashions of the day, he could only tilt back his head and groan.

“If I don’t receive a bit of assistance over here, sweetheart, I’m afraid this will all end far earlier than either of us has in mind.”

Giggling, she stepped around her own clothing and went behind him to tug on the extremely tight-fitting jacket. The harder she tugged, the more she giggled.

“And I thought a lady’s clothes were preposterous,” she finally managed to say once she’d freed one of his arms.

As she went to release his other arm, he could not help but to pull her closer to him and cover her mouth with his once again. He loved the feel of her giggling against his lips.

She’d loosened the sleeve enough so that he could shake it off and wrap both arms around her without tearing his mouth away. “What a delightful valet you make, my lady,” he said, feeling rather rakish.

Unable to stifle her giggles, she pulled away from him and began unbuttoning his waistcoat. “Surely, this cannot be as fitted as the jacket,” she said, examining the garment curiously. When she finished divesting him of his waistcoat, she looked down at his boots and laughed outright. “Perhaps in the future, Mr. Nottingham, it would be best to remove your clothing first. There is very little dignity, I’m afraid, to be had by a person while removing a gentleman’s boots…” Getting down on her knees before him, she grasped his Hessians. “…unclothed, might I add?’

Watching her kneeling before him, he felt himself growing harder, if that were possible. As demurely as could be, with her knees together, and her hair covering her breasts, she tugged determinedly at one snug leather boot.

“Come. Off!” she said as he felt the boot begin to give way.

Reaching down to give her some assistance, he braced her arms, and the offending Hessian finally came free.

Tossing it over her shoulder, she pushed her hair away from her face and hastily set to work on the other one. When she gave a mighty tug on this one, and it came free quite easily, she toppled backward into the pile of clothing on the floor.

At this point neither of them could contain their laughter any longer. Feeling quite feral, Stephen dropped to the floor and covered her with his body.

“I’d imagined a more romantic scenario than this, Cecily,” he said, with mock sternness, gazing into her eyes.

She shook her head and furrowed her brows. “I don’t need romance today, Stephen,” she said a bit breathlessly. “As long as I have you.”

He was in awe. Painfully aroused, but in awe, nonetheless.

“Then have me, you shall.”

He’d intended to draw out their lovemaking. He’d intended to flirt, play, and seduce. He’d thought he would bring her to completion several times before burying himself in her sanctuary.

But that was before he’d had her naked and on the floor.

Reaching down to unfasten his falls, he did so without once taking his eyes from hers.

“And you shall have me,” she said as she cradled him between her thighs. “If you can manage to remove your breeches without the assistance of a valet.” Her words were accompanied by a devious grin.

Growling, Stephen tugged at his breeches and buried his head on her breasts. “I’ll remove them myself, you lusty wench.” He could not believe he was laughing.

Making love to Cecily today was to have been one of the most bittersweet events of his life, and here they were, lying on the floor, laughing.

And kissing.

And fondling.

Until he could hold back no longer. Moving his mouth back to hers, his hunger changed to tender affection. His hand was between them, his cock poised to enter her soft opening. “Oh, God, Cecily.” He breathed into her. And then with one hard thrust, he slid into her welcome warmth.

Her head thrown back, she wrapped her legs around his waist as he began moving slowly, surrounded, reveling in her wet velvety softness. As he pushed into her, each time deeper, he could not get quite close enough. He watched her lips as she gasped, feminine little mewling sounds. He hadn’t noticed that before. She was adorable, and amazing, and he could… Not. Get. Close. Enough!

And then he was.

And she was there.

And they shattered into a thousand pieces together.

Her inner muscles clutched at him, even as he spent himself completely. Both of them were slick from their efforts. With a shift of his weight, he slid onto the floor beside her. She turned with him, not yet willing to be separated.

“Rather silly,” she said, catching her breath, “to do this on the floor when there is a perfectly fine bed a mere step or two away.”

Stephen placed a kiss in her hair, somewhere behind the ear he had been nuzzling. “I could wait not a second longer,” he whispered. “It took my valet damn near forever to get me undressed.”

He felt her chuckle beside him. “Ah, so it is the fault of the valet…”

He continued to nuzzle that sensitive spot below her ear. Apparently, she could not think properly while he did this. Quite gratifying, indeed.

“Shall I move you to the bed, lady of mine?” He had every intention of making the most of this time he was stealing. He wasn’t sure which of them was more surprised when his arousal rose to demand an encore, still nestled inside of her. It was a first for him, though.

 


CHAPTER TWELVE

THOROUGHLY REFRESHED, STEPHEN walked into the private room reserved at White’s for his meeting that afternoon. He’d made love to Cecily two more times upon the comfort of the bed and even caught a few winks in between. The second and third time, he remembered to withdraw before finding his release. He’d been careless twice now.

If necessary, he’d contemplate possible consequences at another time.

But he could not dwell on this right now.

Upon awakening, he had feared he was going to be late, but Cecily had proven herself an equally efficient gentleman’s valet in helping him dress quickly. He had not summoned Hamilton.

He’d helped her don a few of her own garments and then escorted her, unseen by any servants, back to her own room. As he’d kissed her goodbye, his heart would not admit that what they had was over. He’d never experienced such a feeling of rightness as when he held her in his arms. Like a heady drug, she had the ability to make him euphoric. The removal of her from his life would likely bring despair. She was probably right when she’d said they had plenty of hell to face in the future.

Captain Devlin Brooks had already arrived and awaited him with two snifters and a decanter of what looked to be some fine brandy. Brooks, a military comrade of the colonel’s, was nearly more intimidating than the colonel himself. He had black hair and piercing black eyes. When he stood to shake hands, Stephen noted that the man was well over six feet tall.

“Brooks,” he said as they both took their seats. The other man poured Stephen a splash of liquor and pushed the glass toward him.

“Nottingham,” Brooks said casually. “Your cousin is a blackguard. I’m surprised a man such as you would champion him.”

His words were irritating — true, but irritating nonetheless. “You have family, Captain,” Stephen responded with equal nonchalance.

Brooks was a distant heir to one of the most powerful dukedoms in England. In fact, Stephen realized. He must be a cousin to the fellow who was courting Cecily’s friend, Sophia.

“One doesn’t turn his back upon his own blood.” Taking a sip of his drink, Stephen leaned back into his chair and regarded the other man thoughtfully. “Shall we get down to business then?”

The room was excellent for serious conversation. There were no windows, and the door effectively shut out any noise that might have drifted in from other rooms within the club.

Nodding, Benning’s second took a deep breath. “Your cousin has ruined my comrade’s daughter. And to compound his deviousness, he has run from the colonel’s challenge for over a week. Might I inquire as to which weapon your cousin wishes to die by?”

Stephen was not going to be intimidated by this man. “Die by? Captain, I had rather thought it would be sufficient for my cousin to merely leave England for, what say, two years? I hesitate to point out that the lady in question was not taken against her will. Rather, she quite willingly participated in the activities that led to her ruination.” He would never say these words to the colonel, but Brooks had been known to be something of a rakehell himself. Perhaps a bit of empathy could be found there.

A grim smile twisted the captain’s lips. Covering his mouth, he cleared his throat self-consciously. “That may be the case, but I can assure you, Nottingham, the colonel demands satisfaction. The facts remain that Kensington disappeared with the girl in the middle of a ball. Since the earl already has a wife, he obviously cannot repair her reputation by marrying her. The colonel will settle for no less than his death.”

“And… might I add, strictly between the two of us…” Stephen continued daringly, as though Brooks had not spoken at all. “…my cousin has informed me that the experience was… not the lady’s first.” Swirling the dark liquid patiently in front of him, Stephen waited a moment before finishing quietly. “If it must be a duel, I think a duel to first blood ought to be more than satisfactory to settle this matter.”

Brooks stared intently into his own glass, which sat untouched upon the table. Finally, taking a deep breath, he responded cautiously. “This information…” He paused. “…will remain confidential, then.”

Stephen nodded.

“And the weapons?”

“Swords,” Stephen stated, informing him of Flavion’s choice. He would have preferred Flavion fight with his fists, and rather than a field, a boxing salon. And being the challenged party, Brooks would have been forced to agree on behalf of the colonel. That being said, he could not make this decision for Flavion.

“Very well.” Pulling out some papers and reaching for a pen and some ink, the two men went about finalizing the less important details to make it all official. Stephen had accomplished all that he could to assist Flavion in defending his person. He was not so hypocritical to believe, even for a moment, that this duel had anything to do with Flavion’s honor. At this point, it was merely about survival.

Resigned, he returned to Nottinghouse to relay the details to Flave. Stephen was also keen to see Cecily again. She had managed to take up a permanent residence in his thoughts. It was odd, but as he had finalized the details with Brooks, he’d been wondering what Cecily had chosen to do with the rest of her day. When he’d realized this later, he was more than a little disconcerted at their inevitable separation.

What choice did they have?

If, by God, his cousin did not survive the duel, Stephen knew in his heart he could not simply step in and take possession of Flavion’s wife. Lord Almighty, he would already be duty bound to take over the earldom. How could he find any benefit — any pleasure — in the death of his cousin?

The only possible opportunity he could have to spend his life with Cecily would be if Flavion would begin divorce proceedings. This concept did not sit well with Stephen either, however, as he knew it would mean utter ostracism for her. And further betrayal to his uncle. Was this attraction, this need he felt for Cecily strong enough to endure a lifetime of guilt? Even more uncertain were the lady’s feelings. She adamantly wanted to be free from Flavion. Why ever would she then choose to turn right around and wed another man?

The longer his thoughts wrestled with both reason and emotion, the more hopeless it all seemed. By the time Stephen reached Nottinghouse, the optimism he’d felt earlier that day was considerably eroded.

Again, the thought taunted him. They both were bound to face a great deal of hell in the future. Was he willing to sacrifice his honor further by allowing them a bit more heaven in the here and now?
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CECILY WAS HAPPY to finally be well enough to venture out and meet with Emily and Rhoda. After a bit of half-hearted shopping, the three ladies settled in comfortably at their favorite teahouse. Lord Harold, Cecily was happy to hear, was quite actively courting Sophia. His family, the duchess and some aunts, were squiring her about for the day. From what Rhoda said, an offer was most definitely in the making.

Finally able to relay all that had occurred since she’d last seen them, she could not believe it had been only one week since the night of her dreadful dinner party. Once she was done with her recitation, all three of them sat silently considering who might be the culprit.

“I think,” Rhoda finally said, “I would have expired on the spot if I were to have discovered a snake in my chamber. And I would never sleep in that bed again.”

Emily shrugged. “It was only an adder. It is rare for a person to die from an adder bite. There are other reptiles that would have been far more deadly. Why an adder? Either the person who put it there did so only to scare you, or he is a complete ninny-hammer.”

At the word ninny-hammer, the image of Daphne Cunnington straightaway came to mind. Cecily had contemplated more and more lately that all logical deduction pointed toward Daphne Cunnington as the one person who would benefit most greatly by Cecily’s death. Flavion would benefit as well, but in spite of his duplicity, she considered him an unlikely suspect. Although casually inconsiderate and hurtful, he did not seem to have the nerve it would take to intentionally end another person’s life. Remembering the look in Miss Cunnington’s eye as she’d pulled her into the water, Cecily thought that perhaps his mistress did.

But she and Stephen had surmised it must have taken two people to place the snake under the sheets.

“The bite did cause a great deal of discomfort,” Cecily said quietly, after taking a sip of her tea. “The antidote tasted horrible, and I have been forced to spend an entire week abed! Whoever placed it there deserves a just punishment.” Being the object of such mean-spiritedness caused her to feel somewhat vulnerable, even while in her own chamber. She’d gone so far as to have Sally dispose of all of the bedding the snake had been hidden beneath. The only time she felt completely safe was when she was with Stephen… which was not at all a good thing. For he surely was not going to be in her life for much longer. One way or another…

“Flavion is to be in another duel tomorrow,” Cecily said abruptly.

The other two girls, aware that they had each discussed methods for ending his life, looked a bit chagrined. She assumed that, like her, they really did not have the fortitude to wish another human being dead either.

“I heard about the duel this morning. Papa told Mama, and I overheard Mama telling Mrs. Kettleton about it. He is to duel Colonel Benning tomorrow. He shan’t have such an easy task as he did this morning, I fear.” Looking curiously at Cecily, Rhoda asked, “Are you afraid for him? I mean, I know we have all been wishing for his death, but now that he might actually be facing it, I feel a little saddened. Are you as well?”

Cecily turned her head and stared out the window. A number of ladies and gentlemen strolled along the sidewalk, seemingly without a care in the world. She wondered if she would be a widow at this time tomorrow. As much as she yearned to be free of Flave, she did not want this.

“I am afraid for him,” she said. “Stephen is speaking with the colonel’s second today. He is going to attempt to negotiate the duel to be only to first-blood, as it was with Miss Cunnington’s father. But he was not certain of the outcome of the meeting…”

Both Emily and Rhoda raised their eyebrows. “Stephen?” Rhoda asked. “Stephen, Cecily? Not Mr. Nottingham?”

“You have been ill, but have you managed then, to have some success seducing Flavion’s cousin?” Emily was curious as well.

Oh, Lord. If they knew the truth of it…

Looking at her friends, Cecily could contain herself no longer. “I think I am in love with him,” she burst out.

Both girls looked confused.

“Not Flavion. Stephen… Mr. Nottingham. I know it sounds crazy. It is crazy. But he is everything I had thought Flavion to be and more. I realize that my emotions for Flavion were nothing compared to what I feel for Stephen. And Stephen… well, he is a good man. I mean, he is truly a good man.”

“Oh my,” Emily said.

“Oh hell,” Rhoda said. “Does he return the sentiment?”

Cecily reached up and tugged at her ear. “I’m not sure. He has this issue… with loyalty to his cousin.”

She did not know what she ought to reveal to her friends. Stephen was something of a private person and she did not wish to share something that he would wish to be kept confidential.

“He has a very strong sense of honor and responsibility. Even if he did love me in return, I do not think he could ever act upon it.” Any more than we both already have. “I believe he is planning on taking his leave of Nottinghouse after the duel — depending upon the outcome.”

The ladies quieted again at what this meant for Cecily.

“He is Flavion’s heir?” Emily asked.

“Yes,” Cecily answered. “And he cares a great deal for his cousin. He will suffer greatly if Flavion does not survive tomorrow.” And, oh God, he would heap guilt upon himself. They could never hope to have a future together. If only…

“Oh, Cecily, I am so sorry.” Rhoda reached out and covered her hand.

“What a mess,” Emily added. “Life is never as simple as we would like for it to be, is it?”

Cecily shook her head solemnly. “It is not.”
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THE NEXT MORNING, a steady drizzle fell as Stephen and Flavion set off for the same secluded field they’d gone to the previous morning. An awful sense of dread hovered over Stephen while Flavion appeared uncaring and yet somewhat brittle.

Wearing a greatcoat and holding an umbrella, Marcus awaited them once again. He gave the impression of being as solemn as Stephen felt. With a glance toward the other gentlemen present, Stephen saw why. The colonel did not look like an old man. He most likely had not yet reached the age of fifty. And he was built like a bull — tall and solid. As he limbered himself up with his sword, Stephen could see that the man was agile and quick. Flavion caught sight of his challenger and paled somewhat.

Today, Stephen took more time than usual to meet with the surgeons. Not confident in his cousin’s abilities, he ought to at least feel confident in the surgeons’ presence. Upon discovering that both had served during the wars and were experienced in dealing with wounds, he deemed them both to be suitable.

Wishing he could do more, Stephen joined Brooks near the field of combat. The drizzle had halted, but everything on the field was wet. Without further ado, the two challengers took their stance.

This time, Brooks gave the directive, “Allez!”

Flavion was quick, Stephen noted right off. But as the match progressed, it became painfully obvious that the colonel merely toyed with him. The hulk of a man never looked even slightly uncomfortable nor out of control.

He parried, he thrust, he lunged and moved about as though he were a cat with a mouse. Flavion did all that he could to keep the other man’s sword from making contact with his person — barely. As the fighting drew out, Stephen watched as perspiration dripped off Flavion’s face.

And then the colonel got serious.

What happened next was to be argued and discussed for weeks.

The colonel backed Flavion up against a cluster of boulders and for all intents and purposes had the younger man pinned. Stephen held his breath.

Flavion reached back, though, and felt one of the boulders behind him. Apparently, thinking he could take the advantage if he could reach a higher position, he went to leap backward and up.

And he would have landed there if not for the drizzle that had fallen earlier. But it had, and the boulders were still slick from the rain.

Just as the colonel stepped forward, and swiped upwards with his sword, Flavion lost his footing.

He slid into the weapon.

He slid onto the weapon.

Every man in attendance that morning, irrespective of whom he supported in the duel, cringed as the sword penetrated and was then withdrawn from between Lord Kensington’s legs. Blood instantly seeped into his buff-colored breeches. Unable to balance himself against the boulder, Flavion collapsed onto the ground.

In the weeks to come, all of the ton debated that the colonel had intended to unman the Earl of Kensington from the very beginning. Others adamantly argued that it had been an accident. Regardless of the colonel’s intentions, the end result was a razor-sharp sword piercing Flavion in a most painful whereabouts indeed.

Below the belt, the hit would later be considered disqualified.
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ONCE THE FLOW of bleeding was stemmed somewhat, a carriage was brought around, and Flavion was loaded up to be transported to Nottinghouse. Marcus assured Stephen he would take over the care of the mounts they’d ridden to the park so that Stephen could ride along with his cousin. For if Flavion were to die while being driven to Nottinghouse, Stephen did not wish him to be alone. Ignoring the rather large lump that had taken residence in his throat, Stephen settled into the carriage and helped support Flavion. The less movement the better, in order to keep the loss of blood to a minimum.

Luckily for Flavion, he’d lost consciousness as soon as he’d realized where Colonel Benning’s sword had impaled him. Or perhaps he’d lost consciousness due to the pain. Nevertheless, it precluded him from having to endure the jostling of the carriage and the process of being carried up to his bedchamber.

Stephen had seen injuries before but never one quite like this.

As with any entry wound, infection was the most dangerous outcome, but what effect would the injury have upon Flavion otherwise? What was the extent of the damage from Benning’s sword?

Concerned servants gaped and whispered as Flavion’s limp body was carried through the foyer and up the staircase to his chamber. Once inside, Stephen stepped aside so the surgeons could do their work. Flavion’s valet, Peterson, and a few footmen rapidly entered and exited with boiled water and clean linens. The door was closed firmly, however, when Flavion’s breeches were cut off him to reveal the wound. Blood was everywhere, and this had somehow managed to disguise the exact location of the injury. Stephen braced himself as the blood was cleaned away and the damaged organ exposed.

If ever Stephen might faint, this most assuredly would be it. He did not though, for Flavion was regaining consciousness. Stepping closer to lean over him, Stephen did his best to calm his younger cousin. In panic and agony, Flavion thrashed and moaned as he came to. The pain was obviously excruciating.

“Get him some laudanum!” Stephen demanded angrily.

Peterson nodded and exited quickly. The surgeons were cleaning the injury and discussing what tissue they ought to attempt to save and what ought to be cut away while two footmen tied Flavion’s ankles to the bedposts to limit his movements. Stephen used his own strength to hold down Flavion’s torso.

The worst, however, by far, was the look of terror in Flavion’s eyes. “Stephen…” he said tightly. “Stephen, I cannot live without it. If it cannot be saved, then let me die… let me die…”

“That’s nonsense,” Stephen said into his cousin’s ear. “You shall not have to live without it, and you shall not die. I will not allow it.” He did not know if there was any truth to his promises. He simply wanted to calm his cousin’s fears so that the surgeons could help him. He was not a praying man, but at a time such as this, it did not hurt to seek help from a higher power. For surely, Flavion was going to need a miracle.

“Stephen, tell Daphne I love her. Tell her I am sorry about Alice.” Flave was nearly out of his head from what was most likely a combination of pain and fear. “Please, Stephen, take care of her. She is the countess of my heart. Take care of her for me after…”

As Peterson returned with the laudanum, Stephen assisted Flavion to tilt his head so that he could drink it. Stephen felt a small measure of relief once Flavion had consumed most of it. Especially when he saw that the surgeons both wielded knifes now and looked as though they were ready to begin cutting away at Flavion’s manhood.

“Careful, now,” Stephen felt compelled to order.

The men looked up at Stephen in exasperation. “We must remove the testicles,” one of them said stoically. “Otherwise he will, in all likelihood, perish from gangrene, for the tissue has been damaged beyond any possibility of repair. Our hope is that it shall be enough. But there is then always infection to be considered…”

Oh God, poor Flavion. The laudanum was taking effect quickly, and his cousin’s eyes, so like his own, had drifted closed.

The surgeon then looked to the footmen and ordered, “Keep him steady. Even with the laudanum, he might begin to thrash while we perform the procedure, and we certainly don’t wish the knife to slip, eh?”

“If you slip, good doctor, then the next knife you find yourself looking at will be the one at your throat. I suggest you do all in your power to maintain a steady hand.” Stephen found nothing amusing about Flavion’s situation. He did not appreciate the surgeon’s attempt at a joke.

Looking up at Stephen in horror, the surgeon nodded apologetically and turned back to the other physician who was already poised to carve. “Of course, sir, of course,” he said, realizing too late that any levity at that moment would not be appreciated.

With the first removal of shredded skin, Flavion did his utmost to escape the hands that held him down. But by the time the surgeons set their knives and sutures aside, Flavion had lost consciousness once again. Stephen was enormously grateful at that point. It was devastating to see a loved one suffer — nobody deserved such torture — no matter what his misdeeds had been.

Stephen continued to hold Flavion’s hand as the surgeons cleaned and dressed the awful wound. What had initially been a mangled mess was now nearly unidentifiable in the stark absence of what ought to be there.

With Flavion finally bandaged and covered, Stephen stood and removed himself to the corridor with the younger of the two physicians. He confirmed Stephen’s fears. Flave would never produce his own heir and, in all likelihood, would be unable to perform sexually again. They had completely removed both of Flave’s bawbels, and those were believed to be the origin of most of the male’s sexual urges.

Stunned and grief stricken, Stephen turned toward the stairs. Before he could retreat to the privacy of Flavion’s study, however, he found himself face to face with Cecily.

She was pale as a ghost, and her eyes were shadowed with worry. “Is he alive?”

Stephen rubbed his eyes tiredly with the heels of both of his hands and nodded. “For now, but there is great danger of infection.” He did not wish to go into the details of Flavion’s injury. There were too many issues already clouding his cousin and his lover’s marriage. What now? “He needs prayer, Cecily, if you are so inclined. The surgeons have done their best but with an injury such as this the greatest concern is to follow.”

Cecily stepped forward and wrapped her arms around his waist. At first, he resisted, for Flavion lay unconscious fighting for his life a mere twenty feet away.

But as he inhaled the scent of her and felt the softness of her hair upon his chin, he gradually gave into the comfort she offered.

“I know you love him. I know that you would have fought the duel yourself if you could have.”

Without thinking, he nodded and wrapped his own arms around her tightly. Being close to her like this, he again thought to himself that she was a refuge for him — a sanctuary. “I would have. In the past, I’ve wondered… but seeing him lying there… He is more than a cousin. He is a brother to me.”
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CECILY SOUGHT HIS hand and pulled him into the sitting room outside of her bedchamber.

Once Stephen was seated, she went in search of Sally and ordered tea and sandwiches brought up. As she reentered the room, softly closing the door behind her, she felt her heart breaking. For Stephen sat, slumped forward with his head in his hands. She suspected, even, that he fought back tears.

“Is your head hurting you?” she asked tentatively, sitting down beside him and placing her hand upon his back.

“I’m fine,” he said tersely, not lifting his head — not looking at her. “I have failed my uncle. He raised me as his own, and I have done naught to repay him.”

“You blame yourself for this? But Flavion is a grown man. There is nothing anybody but Flavion could have done to alter the course of his life. Not your uncle, nor your aunt, nor even you can make his choices for him. A person is ultimately in charge of their own destiny — his own character.”

“But I abandoned them. My uncle taught me everything necessary to keep the earldom intact, and I left. I allowed pride to put a wedge between us. And then I decided that if the earldom was not to be mine I had no responsibility to care for it. It was all to be Flavion’s. Flavion would always get the things that he wanted. Despite all of the kindness my uncle showed me, I bitterly resented this.”

“Of course you did,” Cecily said matter-of-factly. “Nobody wishes to be given the responsibility, and the work, without any ownership. And Flavion betrayed you. How could you not have been bitter?”

Sitting back, Stephen shook off her hand. “You don’t understand! It was my duty, and I left. My uncle knew Flavion would not be successful as the earl. That was why he spent so much time with me… training me to do what would be necessary. And at the first conflict with Flavion, I deserted them. My pride, my anger — my selfishness took precedence over the charge my uncle had given me. I owed him so much more. If he had not taken me into his home upon my parents’ death, I would have grown up an orphan. I did not deserve his love, his time. I failed him.”

“It was your uncle’s duty to take you in. And based on what you’ve told me, it sounds as though he loved you very much. Do you not think he understood that you needed to discover your place in the world? Is it not unfair to expect any gentleman to take on the responsibility of another? Flavion was not dimwitted. He had choices in his life. He simply has made many bad ones. That is no one’s fault but his own.” Feeling helpless to alleviate Stephen’s frustration and guilt, Cecily laid her forehead down against his shoulder. “I beg of you not to do this to yourself. You are a good man, Stephen Nottingham.”

But Stephen merely shook his head again. “I am a man who has betrayed his family.” His eyes held an intensity she had not seen before. “If… no, when Flavion is recovered well enough to travel, I think you should take him down to Surrey and spend the rest of the Season in the country. There is going to be a tremendous amount of scandal flying about here, and it would be best for you both to simply retreat for now. Flavion will not give you a divorce. I am certain of this now.” He took her by the shoulders and squeezed them tightly. “You must try to find some peace, Cecily. I — I would do anything if I could change the circumstances, but there is nothing… We must accept what is.”

Something in his tone alerted her to how very serious he was. “Why do you say this? Why do you say that Flavion will never give me a divorce now?”

Stephen winced and closed his eyes. He paused for so long that she thought he was not going to answer her question. But before she could press him further, he put his hands on both sides of her face and explained the horror of the situation. “His injuries have precluded the possibility of Flavion ever begetting an heir. No other woman will have him now, Cecily. It is doubted that he will ever be able to perform the marriage act again.”

At his words, she pulled away, shocked indeed. “His injury was to… He can no longer…?”

Just then, Sally scratched on the door and pushed it open slowly. In one hand, she carried a tray with tea and sandwiches. Cecily gestured for her to set it down upon one of the end tables and then waved her out. Oh, dear God. Were she and Flavion doomed to spend their lives together? Were they destined to live together, frustrated and childless, as husband and wife forever? She felt lightheaded and nauseated at the thought.

Stephen stood up. “Cecily, I need to be away from here for a while. I am sorry… so sorry…” With one last tortured look, he left the room.

She had not thought it possible, but somehow her life had taken an even more dismal turn than before. For she most certainly was going to lose Stephen. Not that she’d ever had him, but she had hoped…

And, God help them all, as long as Flavion lived, she was apparently going to be married to him. In sickness and in health… for better and for worse… Oh, how she wished she had contemplated what these words could possibly mean for her. But Flavion had to live. Stephen would berate himself forever if Flavion died. For he would blame himself.

It was what he did.
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NUMB BUT RESOLUTE, Cecily pulled out paper and a pen and wrote out a brief message summoning Flave’s mistress. Thirty minutes later, Sherman announced that Miss Daphne Cunnington awaited her in the front drawing room. Taking a deep breath, Cecily followed him downstairs to meet with the lady who claimed to be in love with her husband.

She did not look forward to this meeting but felt it only right. At the crux of her decision was the thought that she would be frantic with worry had Stephen been injured thusly. Love ought to account for something, after all, especially in the face of Flavion’s condition.

When Cecily entered the room, Miss Cunnington glared at her without moving to rise. Cecily waited in the doorway until the other woman rose and curtsied. No longer would she endure the disrespect that the ton had heaped upon her. If she was to be a bloody countess for the rest of her life, then she would be treated like a proper one, by God!

After Miss Cunnington lifted out of her curtsy, Cecily nodded her head and indicated that the other woman should sit. Cecily took the seat across from her and looked down at her lap. She twisted the ring on her left hand nervously.

“Miss Cunnington,” she said, quite deliberately. “I am not unaware of your relationship with my husband. I would have to be an idiot, in fact, to have remained ignorant as to the nature of Lord Kensington’s and your… attachment.”

The other woman stared at her defiantly but did not respond. Cecily closed her mouth and awaited a response, any response at all. It might have been somewhat vicious of her, but she was not in the mood to make this easy for her husband’s mistress.

“He is alive then?” Miss Cunnington finally asked with scarcely a hint of concern.

Cecily nodded once. “He is injured badly, however. If infection does not kill him, then he will be forced to live the remainder of his life with a rather unfortunate affliction. An especially unfortunate one, might I add, for a man with my husband’s proclivities.”

Cecily watched the other woman. Did she love Flavion? Miss Cunnington’s eyes were somewhat cold and calculating for a woman whose lover lay at death’s door. Why was she not demanding to go to him? Cecily knew she would not be nearly so calm if it were Stephen who fought for his life.

The other woman lifted one brow and then asked, “To which proclivities do you refer, my lady?”

Cecily sighed. “To those which got him involved in these dratted duels to begin with, Miss Cunnington.”

“He is no longer… a complete man?” the dark-haired beauty asked.

Feeling this was a rather demeaning way to describe Flavion’s current state, Cecily shrugged. “I’ll put it this way. Neither you nor I need concern ourselves with him ruining any young lady ever again. He will be incapable in the future of… performing, so to speak. The colonel has effectively insured us of this on behalf of his daughter.”

Miss Cunnington let all of the breath escape her lungs as she realized the ramifications of what Cecily was saying. After a moment, she determinedly began gathering both her reticule and gloves. “Well, then, Lady Kensington,” she said as she rose to her feet. “It seems you shall have a faithful husband, after all. I wish you luck.”

“Did you not wish to see him? I will not keep you from him, and it might do him a world of good to see you. He loves you, you know. He has told me so on several occasions.”

But the other woman was already heading toward the foyer. “I cannot.” Her face was twisted into a combination of disgust and regret. She appeared quite anxious to remove herself from the residence as quickly as possible.

Not willing to let the other woman depart quite yet, however, Cecily reached out and grasped her arm firmly. “Then there will be no more… gifts left in my bed? No more tampering with the soup, and I needn’t worry about being pushed into oncoming traffic while I am out on the streets?”

The woman’s eyes opened wide before narrowing again. “What would I know of these pranks?”

Cecily narrowed her own eyes. “All I ask is that you desist.”

Miss Cunnington looked off to the side for a moment before returning her eyes to glare at Cecily. “He is such a dimwitted idiot. Miss Findlay, my lady, You are alive today because of his stupidity. An adder! Can you believe it? I instruct him to bring a poisonous snake and he brings a harmless adder!” she spoke in a hard, vicious tone, before shrugging off Cecily’s hand and rushing toward the door. “My felicitations. You need not worry about me any longer. I concede to you your husband…”

And on that note, the love of Flavion’s life disappeared out onto the streets of Mayfair as quickly as she’d arrived. Apparently, she was not quite as enamored of him as he with her.

Allowing a longsuffering sigh to escape her, Cecily could not help thinking that it served him right. And then, the magnitude of what Miss Cunnington had said swept over her. Thinking that the woman had placed the snake in her room was one thing, hearing the woman admit to it, quite another! And Flavion had helped her? Is that how they entered so easily? Of course!

But the snake had not been poisonous. Had Flavion known this? Had the mistake been intentional?

She’d like to think Flavion had been unwilling to participate in murdering his wife. She’d like to think he’d intentionally brought an adder, rather than a snake whose venom would have been deadly.

But perhaps she’d never know.

Perhaps Flave would take this knowledge to the grave.

On that thought she realized that none of it truly mattered right now. Unwilling to dwell on this, Cecily went upstairs to sit with her husband. She, unlike his lover, was not willing to allow him to fight for his life alone.

 


CHAPTER THIRTEEN

THE SURGEONS HAD been thorough. They had done their job well.

In the ensuing days, infection did set in, as had been feared. Cecily, Patterson, and Stephen all shared nursing duties, each taking measures to do what they could to alleviate Flavion’s alternating periods of high fever and sudden chills. But Cecily seemed to bear most of the burden.

It was not only that she cared for his physical needs; she showed concern for his emotional state as well. On more than one occasion, Stephen watched as she crooned words of comfort and encouragement while wiping Flave’s brow or spooning liquid between his dried lips.

Cecily had told Stephen about her meeting with Miss Cunnington. The woman was as fickle as a sunny day in April. It was known throughout the ton, that the Baron of Griffin had taken his wife and daughter away from London. It was said that they were to take a year-long tour of the continent.

Cecily also told him Miss Cunnington had implicated Flavion in the snake incident.

The choice of snake could not have been a mistake. Stephen did his best to reassure Cecily of this.

Flavion had spent most of his childhood in the country. In fact, Stephen knew that Flave had once been bitten by an adder himself.

No, as ignorant as his cousin was about some things, Flavion would not have mistaken the adder for a deadly snake. It had been the only noble thing he’d ever done where Cecily was concerned.

Cowardly, yes.

But Flavion had not participated in a murder attempt. When Stephen told Cecily this she’d shrugged. She’d said she herself had concluded as much; it no longer mattered, anyhow.

And then she had somehow found it within herself to nurture and tend to a man who’d used and treated her atrociously. In spite of all Flave had done to her, she cared for Flave with unwavering diligence and dedication. It was as though she’d detached herself completely from her own needs, her own emotions.

Stephen understood this. He recognized the same within himself.

Throughout the night hours, Stephen insisted he be the one to sit with his cousin. Flavion’s spirits were low. Although nobody spoke it out loud, those who cared for him feared that he would not fight to live. The nights were long, and the chair was hard, but Stephen would be with him in these dark hours. It was the least that he could do.

Sitting in the candlelight, nearly a week after the duel, he reached over and removed the cloth that had been resting on Flavion’s forehead. It wasn’t as hot as it had been earlier. Perhaps this bout of fever was breaking now.

Flave stirred.

“Stephen,” Flave said in a hoarse voice. This time, when Flavion opened his eyes, Stephen glimpsed an alertness that hadn’t been present since the injury.

“Flave, I’m here.” Taking the tumbler of water from the bedside table, Stephen helped Flave sit up and take a drink. It was important that he keep hydrated.

After swallowing a few ounces of the tepid liquid, Flave lay back against his pillows tiredly.

“Daphne has abandoned me,” Flave said in a lifeless voice. “But I cannot blame her, can I? I am no longer a man.”

Stephen had been standing, but upon hearing these words, he pulled the wooden chair closer to the bed and sat down facing his cousin.

“You are a gentleman, Flavion, and you shall always be one. It is not as though the doctors removed your mind, your brain, your thoughts. They removed three-quarters of your testicles.” Stephen did not want to lie to Flavion about the doctor’s prognosis, and yet, uncertainty persisted as to how much function Flave would have. “You must let yourself heal completely before giving up hope.”

“How would you feel, Stephen, if you could never swive a female again?”

The household was quiet and conducive to thought. Upon this question, Stephen could only think of Cecily. What would he do if he were in Flave’s predicament? Would he wish for her to stay tied to him? It was a difficult question, for he knew there was no hope for a future between them.

But what would he do if she were his woman, and he’d been the one to be injured?

“A great deal of the satisfaction I take from making love comes from watching her, from looking at the object of my desire,” he said suddenly. “I would take as much pleasure as I could by using my eyes, my hands… my mouth. I would try to find some levels of excitement from bringing her to climax. If she were the right lady, I do not think she would be repulsed by me. And if she was not repulsed, then, well, I would try to find satisfaction with her touch… I cannot tell you that your situation is not devastating. But at the same time, it is not the end of the world. You have all of your limbs. You have full use and faculty of your mind. You did not lose your ability to see or hear or walk. And, who knows? There may be enough of the tissue left that you can one day feel sexual arousal again. The point is, Flave, that you have managed to escape from both of those duels with your life. What are you going to do with the rest of it?”

Flave lay quietly for a few minutes after Stephen stopped speaking.

“Are you saying that you think Daphne was not the right lady for me?” Flavion asked with a perplexed frown.

Stephen merely nodded. At last, perhaps Flavion would begin to let go of the notions he had for the chit. She’d abandoned him while he lay fighting for his life. “She is not worthy of you.” How much truth was in those words, Stephen didn’t dare contemplate. But Flavion needed to move on. He needed to be able to look forward to a life with meaning and hopefully ways in which he could find happiness.

“Cecily has been very kind to me,” Flavion said quietly. “She has forgiven me.”

Stephen swallowed and clenched his fists painfully. Looking away from his cousin, he barely managed to get the words out. “She will be a good wife to you. If you allow her to be, I think. She loved you once. Perhaps if you change your ways, she will love you again.”

Flave let out a long sigh. “I will think on it.” Before drifting off to sleep, he added, “Thank you, Stephen.”

Flavion would rest well that night. Stephen would not.

As he sat in the hard wooden chair at his cousin’s side, he found himself feeling the outsider, alone. He hadn’t felt this way since he had first left England. He needed to get away from all of this. For he knew that he must leave Cecily alone. The couple could never reconcile if Stephen remained in their lives. Furthermore, he would excuse himself from witnessing such a travesty.

The pain would be great.

Jealousy would tear away at him. It would eventually erode the relationship he had miraculously managed to preserve between himself and Flave.

No, if his cousin and Cecily were to have any chance at a real marriage, Stephen must stay as far from them as possible.

Even now, over the past week with Flave fighting for his life, it had taken all of his willpower to keep himself from going to her. Each night, sitting here in his cousin’s room, he was tempted to cross to the adjoining doorway and make his way into Cecily’s bedchamber.

She would be sleeping. Would she welcome him, or would she send him away? She had maintained a polite distance from him as well. Having realized that Flave would not divorce her now, was she already thinking that it would be best to attempt a reconciliation?

Stephen did not belong here. He’d felt guilty for not staying in England to assist Flavion, but now that the earldom was well on its way to being buttressed, it was time to bow out. He would travel to a few of the properties and set them to rights, and then he would set his mind toward his own affairs once again.

But for tonight, the pull toward Cecily’s room was strong indeed.

To reassure himself, he touched Flavion’s forehead. Thank God, the fever had passed. Flavion was lucky in that he’d been able to fight off the infection.

Stephen rose from his chair, strode across the room once, and then back toward the window.

A full moon lit the street below, but there was no evidence of any activity. It was not quite three in the morning. Even the revelers had apparently returned home for the night.

Shoving his hands into his pockets, he paced to the door again.

After covering the length of the room several times, Stephen made a decision. Very much against his better judgment, he purposely wandered into Cecily’s bedchamber.

Chadwick had been lying on the floor and upon seeing Stephen, jumped up and walked over to greet him with a few friendly licks.

Cecily did not move.

Stephen smiled when a soft snore reached his ears.

She was tangled in the covers, one slim calf and taut thigh exposed to the night air. One arm flung above her head. Her other was bent at an odd angle behind her. He studied her carefully so as to fortify his memory for years to come.

Her hair was tied back into a braid, but several strands had escaped. He knew from before that the braid was silky and thick. She wore the scarlet gown he had seen her in that first morning after his arrival. Her breasts were barely contained in the bodice.

He locked the door behind him, and then the other door that led to her sitting room.

After divesting himself of his clothing, he climbed onto the tall bed and slipped under the covers beside her.

She moaned softly and nestled into him. “Stephen?” she said sleepily.

“Shhh…” he said softly. “Sleep, love. I just want to hold you. I’ve missed you.” He wrapped his arms around her and lay his head on a pillow. Her legs felt soft and smooth against his. He was intensely aroused but would not act upon it. What he sought was the comfort he could only get from her — from her nearness, her touch.

“Is Flave all right?” she asked.

“He is. His fever is broken. I believe he is out of danger now. I left him resting comfortably.”

Cecily opened her eyes and looked up at him. In the moonlight, as close as he was, he could almost count her eyelashes. Her face showed tremendous relief. “Oh, that is good. I have been so worried.”

And then she closed her eyes and cuddled her face into his chest. He absorbed the warmth of her breath on his naked skin.

“Cecily,” he said tentatively.

She pulled back and looked up at him again, this time with concern. She must have sensed his mood. “You are leaving, are you not? The time has come?”

Stephen nodded and kissed her forehead. “Flavion, I think, is going to need you after all. He seems to have come to terms with Miss Cunnington’s defection. He also, I think, is beginning to realize what a gem he has in you.”

Cecily said nothing for several moments. When she finally spoke, her voice was resigned. “I cannot be a proper wife to him, but I will care for him. I will not abandon him. I am coming to realize that I have something of a conscience, after all. And though I have not been true to my wedding vows, I do not think I can walk away from Flavion in his time of need.”

Stephen pulled her closer. He approved of her sentiments, but the words tormented just the same. “I don’t think he can ever be a husband in the true sense of the word to you, either. But I have spoken with him about that aspect as well. He need not give up hope that he can experience a physically loving relationship with a woman — with you — once again.”

“We’ve never had a physically loving relationship,” she said with a scowl. And then furrowing her brows, she asked, “What do you mean? Are you referring to… nothing?”

The sensual spark in her eyes got the better of him.

Ah, was he to be ruled by his cock again tonight? He had entered her bedchamber with the best of intentions. But he watched as her breathing quickened. His own heart raced. The mood had changed from one of tenderness to one of physical need.

“I can make love to you without penetration. I can take a great deal of satisfaction without it.”

“Oh, you can, can you?” She dared him. A wicked look crept into her eyes. One that held a world of promise.

He brought his hand around and cupped the tender weight of one of her breasts, the tip already tightened. He languidly allowed his thumb and fingers to pull and pinch it. Her arousal affected him greatly, but he would not satisfy it.

She arched her back and pressed into him.

“I most certainly can,” he said huskily.

She wrapped one leg around him, her nightgown already hitched up to her waist, and pressed her soft folds against him. He groaned softly as he felt her wetness and warmth all along his arousal.

Knowing that he wouldn’t last another ten seconds if he allowed her to set the rules, he slid his body downward and took the tip of her breast in his mouth. He grasped both of her wrists tightly and held them against the bed. She wiggled and let out a soft whine.

“But I want you!” she said in a pouty voice. He loved her pouty voice.

He softly nipped his teeth at her and then trailed his mouth down her abdomen. Still holding her hands, he dipped his tongue into her navel and then set to traveling down even farther. She arched her hips upward, reaching for his mouth.

He released her wrists, then grasping her by the waist, held her immobile. The scent of her womanhood, of her sex, was heady and exciting by itself. He was going to enjoy the taste of her even more.

He took hold of her buttocks and then plunged his mouth lower.

Her soft folds were wet and slick. He rubbed his unshaven chin down the length of her, and she cried out. “Oh, God.” He did it again. “Oh, God.” She panted.

He loved this.

Her hands were in his hair, urging him deeper. He took one finger and slipped it inside of her.

That was all it took. Her hips jerked upward, and she began throbbing around him. He’d be lucky if she left him with any hair.

But he wasn’t finished.

By the time he was done with her, she conceded that a man could most thoroughly satisfy a woman without actual penetration. Several times in fact.

When she’d finally fallen back asleep, Stephen kissed her one last time and then quietly made his way back to his own chamber. Rather than attempting to sleep, he summoned Hamilton and the two of them left before dawn.
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HE HADN’T EVEN left a note.

It had been two weeks since Stephen had departed. Since then, Flavion had regained enough strength to order the servants to pack up in preparation for their removal to Surrey. Cecily felt twenty years older than she had just a few months ago.

When she arrived in London with her father this past March, she’d been naively fanciful as to what her second season amongst the ton might be like.

Although her first Season was something of a failure, she hadn’t given up. In fact, having not taken, she’d immersed herself in her etiquette, dancing, and comportment lessons. And when Flavion took notice of her, she had felt that her hard work had been worth it.

All within a matter of three months, she’d become infatuated, married, been betrayed, fallen in love for real, and then been forced to come to terms with the hopelessness of loving her husband’s cousin.

And now, much wiser, she would retreat to the country with the broken man who was to be her husband after all. She felt foolish for all of the plans and mischief she and her friends had schemed up together in hopes of shedding Flavion. All the cunning in the world was no match for the law of the church, for the law of the land. She choked back a sob as she stepped into the teahouse where she’d arranged to meet with Emily, Rhoda, and Sophia. She was going to tell them she had reconciled with Flavion — that she and Flavion were going to do what they could to make something of their marriage after all.

She felt guilty troubling them with all of the drama in her life this past Season. It had all been about her; her suitor, her wedding, her sorrow… She forced a bright smile as her eyes alighted on the three other ladies, her dearest friends — her sisters of the heart.

Before she could sit down, Sophia displayed her left hand enthusiastically. On the third finger was a delicate band decorated with artfully arranged sapphires and diamonds. “This morning!” Sophia squealed. “He spoke with Mr. Babineaux first and then formally proposed to me.”

Cecily was close to tears but pushed them back. She was so very happy for her friend. “Lord Harold, I presume?” she asked teasingly as she sat down and placed her reticule upon the table. An empty cup sat in front of her. Emily reached over and poured some hot tea into it. “Was it ever so romantic?”

Sophia made a half grin and looked down shyly, “He is not nearly as… demonstrative as some gentlemen, but he is such a wonderful person. He is not overly demanding. And his manners with me are always impeccable.”

Cecily reached over and embraced Sophia in a tight hug. It sounded as though Lord Harold was exactly what Sophia needed. Even if he didn’t sound very exciting… Cecily had always thought Lord Harold, although quite handsome, was withdrawn and overly solemn. The thought flitted through her mind that she’d thought Stephen a very serious-minded man, but he had turned out to be warm and sweet and fun! And he had not been without a sense of humor. Perhaps Lord Harold possessed another side as well. She hoped he did for her friend’s sake, for Sophia was a girl who needed frivolity and laughter in her life.

“I am so happy for you! Tell me everything. What did he say? What were you thinking? Did you know of his intentions beforehand?”

Sophia launched into a breathless narrative describing the few highlights leading up to a proposal from her now fiancé. Lord Harold had confessed to having been in love with Sophia since first setting eyes on her two years ago. It had taken him this long to get up the courage to pay his addresses to her. Sophia had been charmed by his confession.

Cecily finished her tea and had eaten a few of the artfully made cucumber sandwiches by the time Sophia was done. A satisfied silence ascended on the table when Sophia stopped talking and gazed at the ring upon her hand.

“And what of your prospects, Rhoda?” Cecily asked. They had not seen much of each other over the last month.

Rhoda merely shrugged and looked out the large window that made up an entire wall of the teahouse. “I had thought… but nothing, really. My father is going to stay in London after the Season is over, though. I think I might remain here with him. Mother and Lucille are going to Bath, and I cannot abide such dreary surroundings.”

Emily, who had already explained that she would be visiting relatives in Wales when the Season ended, turned the attention to Cecily. “What of you? Are you still in love with Mr. Nottingham?”

Cecily swallowed and then… lied. “I have come to realize that I am rather fickle when it comes to love. Mr. Nottingham has left Nottinghouse. I believe he is no longer in London, but Flavion and I do not keep tabs of his whereabouts. Flavion and I will be traveling to Surrey tomorrow. We have come to an… understanding.” She tried to force a smile that would reach even her eyes. She did not want for her friends to pity her. She had had far too much of that already this spring and summer and really, it had all been rather pathetic of her.

Emily narrowed her eyes. “You and Flave?” she asked, disbelievingly.

Cecily would have to be firm. “What with Miss Cunnington gone, and after facing the possibility of Flave’s death, Flavion and I have realized that we still have some… affection for one another. We are going to spend some quiet time at his country seat in Surrey getting to know each other better. His mother will not be in residence. She sent word that she will be spending the remainder of the year in Bath. I think it will be for the best. It was rather silly, wasn’t it, to think that we could end my marriage with our pranks?” Again, she smiled, but this one felt brittle. Gathering her reticule, Cecily went to stand up before she lost her composure completely. “Now let me hug each of you because Flave and I are departing at sunup tomorrow, and I most likely shan’t see any of you until the Season comes around again.” Perhaps not even then. She was not sure that Flavion would ever be willing to face Society again. She was equally uncertain as to whether or not he would be accepted into their ranks after losing the duel to the colonel. Already, rumors trickled through the ton as to the extent and nature of his injury. She fought back tears for the thousandth time that day as she hugged each of her friends in turn.

Before she gave into another bout of crying, she fled the teahouse. She had sent Salaam away that morning so she did not have to concern herself with his whereabouts today. There was no more danger. Everything had played itself out to its final conclusion. As promised by Miss Cunnington, there had been no further pranks or attacks upon her person or her dog. She was free of that, at least.

Before entering Nottinghouse, she paused a moment to reflect on her surroundings. She gazed about herself, at the large pristine mansions and wondered when she would visit Mayfair again. Memories of the time she had spent with Stephen were already fading. She wished she’d kept something of him — a lock of hair, a handkerchief — anything to make her feel closer to him.

Foolishness!

She swallowed hard and then entered the house. Once inside she dashed up the stairs and locked herself inside of her bedchamber. She could not hold back her tears one second longer.
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STEPHEN GAVE HIMSELF over to managing both the earldom’s properties and his own business affairs. The only times he could not escape his thoughts of Cecily were while suffering the tediousness of trekking over long distances. Although he traveled with a carriage, much of the time he rode his own mount and left the more comfortable ride for Hamilton.

No matter where he went or what he did, however, he could not escape his yearning and aching for Cecily. She had become a part of him.

He’d corresponded with Flavion as necessary and was aware that the couple no longer resided at Nottinghouse. And although he had conflicting emotions about it, Stephen decided to reside in the Town house for a few weeks before traveling abroad once again in pursuit of new business opportunities.

He did not look forward to being at Nottinghouse again, even alone. There were too many memories there. Piercingly bittersweet memories.

But he needed to finish up his communications and tie up a few loose ends. Flavion had written that he would not be returning to London for several years, if ever. But he was alive. His outlook would surely improve eventually. Stephen hoped Flavion would change his mind and return to the Society in which he’d thrived for most of his life. It would be nice if he could thrive there once again, this time alongside his beautiful wife.

Stephen was not going to think about it. He would walk away once again.

This time, however, he would secure the operations of the earldom first. He hired a trustworthy and capable steward to guide and assist Flavion. The new steward and Stephen had discussed how best this was to be done. Most of the management decisions would be made by the steward, who would report to Stephen. Stephen was to pay the man’s salary and expected complete loyalty.

Upon arriving at Nottinghouse very late that night, Stephen was welcomed by a skeleton staff and informed that his room had been prepared. Emptiness swept over him as he made his way to the chamber in which he’d first made love to Cecily. Hamilton prepared him a bath, and he changed into his dressing gown.

In spite of physical exhaustion, he was too restless to sleep.

Never one to sit idle, he lit a candle and made his way downstairs to the study. There, several unopened letters sat on the desk awaiting his attention. Lighting a few sconces and placing the candle upon the desk, he perused the correspondence.

One letter was a response for which he’d written off after Miss Cunnington’s defection. It was from the investigator he had hired to inquire into Flavion’s activities before his marriage. Although feeling as though any information gathered would now be obsolete, he tore the missive open, nonetheless. A letter and a certificate were enclosed. Without reading the letter, Stephen unfolded the certificate and found himself holding his breath.

He read it once. Checked the date. And then read it again. “Good God,” he said. “Good God!” he whispered.

Uncertain as to what he ought to do, the ramifications of what he read cascaded through his mind. Sitting down, he opened the letter from the investigator, and the man confirmed the meaning of the certificate along with other inconsequential details. At the end of the missive, he asked what Stephen would like him to do with the information.

Stephen was going to have to deal with this himself.

Once again, he would have to delay his departure from England… perhaps indefinitely.
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CECILY WAS DOING her best to settle in to the beautiful estate that was the seat of Kensington Earldom but knew it would be a long time before it felt like home… if it ever could. At least Flavion’s mother had vacated, for now, anyhow. Enduring that woman would have been a trial she was not prepared to cope with.

She longed for home. Would any place ever feel like home without Stephen there? Would she ever stop hurting? In her heart of hearts, she knew she would not. But she would always have a piece of him with her after all. She hugged the knowledge to herself.

A fine drizzle had settled over most of Southern England as the summer months came to an end. Cecily was sitting in the morning room where the light was best, working on some new dress designs that she had created and was going to send to Madam Chantal when she heard the unexpected sound of a team of horses pulling a carriage up the long drive. Unhurried, she stood and looked out the window.

Both the horses and the grand carriage were familiar — achingly familiar.

“Papa!” she said to herself. She hadn’t realized how much she had missed him until she saw his familiar conveyance approaching.

Pulling her shawl around her, she raced down the stairs to the grand entryway. The driver had just pulled up, and her father was pushing the carriage door open when she stepped out into the rain.

It was surreal, really. It had barely been three months since her wedding, and yet it felt as though a lifetime had passed. When she’d last seen her papa, she had been giddy, excited, and terribly, terribly naïve.

Unheeded by the cold and drizzling rain, Cecily threw herself into her father’s oh-so-familiar and safe embrace. He smelled of tobacco and cloves, the exact same as he always had.

“Hey, baby girl,” he said soothingly as he held her tightly. “How about you invite me into your home so that this old man can get out of the rain?” He chuckled as he spoke. It was a sound she had heard often enough while growing up.

Cecily wiped at her eyes, not certain whether the moisture was a tear or a raindrop. The sob that choked out of her betrayed it to be a tear.

With one arm wrapped around her father’s waist, Cecily led him into the grand foyer of Flavion’s country mansion. The butler here, Mr. Babcock, looking rather chagrined at Cecily’s very un-countess-like greeting, efficiently took her father’s coat and hat and then discreetly acknowledged her father’s servants.

Remembering her position, she instructed Mr. Babcock as to which room she wanted made ready for her father and then took hold of her father’s arm to guide him up one side of the horseshoe-shaped staircase. She knew the servants were going to be a bit put out by such a surprise visitor, but she didn’t care. Her papa was here!

After leading her father into her favorite drawing room, she pulled him down onto the loveseat next to her and curled up beside him. Even with the tentative friendship she and Flavion had begun to forge, she still felt dreadfully alone. And lonely. There had been a piece of her heart absent since the morning Stephen departed. Her heart would never feel whole again.

Looking large and solid, and perhaps a little older, her papa set her away from him and scowled.

“I caught the first ship out after receiving your letter, Cecily. And since returning, I’ve spoken with Nigel at great length. I’ve also met with the archbishop. You will be happy to know an annulment is still possible. At your word, I can set matters into motion. Is this still something you would wish?”

After all the research she herself had done on the matter, this information came as quite a shock. “But… how?”

Pulling slightly at his cravat, her father, Cecily realized, was not comfortable discussing these troubles of marriage and the heart. In spite of the close relationship they’d had while she was growing up, he obviously did not relish the notion that his daughter was a woman now. “There is a disturbing rumor that your husband has been rendered… er… impotent. Nigel has obtained sworn affidavits from two established surgeons willing to testify to the truth of this. It isn’t shut and closed, my dear. But even the Church is not immune to having their palms greased when it comes to these matters.” He tilted his head to the side and looked at her closely, as though she were something of an injured animal. “Is that what you would wish, puppet? Will you return home with your old papa?”

He was so very dear. She could see in his eyes that he had worried greatly for her during the long sea crossing. Her father hated to wait. He must have been beside himself, unable to do anything from thousands of miles away.

And now, she must tell him that his and Nigel’s efforts were for naught.

“I cannot, Papa,” she said, taking a deep breath. And then she finally spoke out loud the words she’d been holding inside for several weeks now. “I am with child.”

Her father stilled for a moment before it seemed that all the air had gone out of him. “Ah, well then,” he finally said. “That changes everything.”

Cecily buried her head in her father’s shoulder. She’d been torn by the knowledge for weeks. Not wanting to commit to any decision, she had kept it completely to herself. She did not even believe that her maid knew… although thinking about it now, Sally would have to be pretty oblivious not to have realized that her mistress had not received her courses for nearly two months.

“And how does Lord Kensington, your husband, treat you now? He must be ecstatic about your condition, considering his own circumstances. I imagine he is praying quite heartily for a male child.”

She planned on telling Flavion soon. He would believe it to be his child. If she were to give birth to a boy, then the child, Stephen’s child, would replace Stephen as Flavion’s heir. She did not think either man would wish to learn the true circumstances of her pregnancy. “I haven’t told him yet,” she said, before dissembling with her reasons. “I did not know for a very long time, and then I was very angry with him for a while. Now, well, now we are attempting to forge a new relationship, and I have been waiting for a special moment. I imagine he will be very pleased.”

Her father watched her closely as she spoke. He had always, in the past anyhow, been able to read her like a book. He seemed perplexed by her now. “I would think so.” Bending forward then leaning his elbows upon his knees, her father suddenly became quite fascinated by the ring upon his left hand. “You shall be forced to live the rest of your life without any hope of… marital relations… This is something you are willing to face?”

Cecily placed her hand upon her papa’s large and calloused ones. “Papa, I haven’t any choice.” Her father attempted to contradict this statement, but she interrupted him immediately. “I truly haven’t. It would not be right.” If her papa only knew the entire story. She couldn’t even begin to think what he would do. “Now, look at you,” she said, smiling, for the first time deigning to treat him as a proper hostess ought. “I imagine that your room has been prepared and that your valet would have ordered you a bath. You and I can share a cozy dinner together and tomorrow you can see Flavion. He has traveled into Crawley for a few days with one of his stewards but is to return tomorrow.”

Making a derogatory sound, her father nearly growled. “Not getting into more trouble, I hope. Shouldn’t his place be at home with his newlywed wife?”

At this Cecily laughed with a hint of brittleness. “You forget, Papa, Flavion can only be the most loyal of husbands now.” On a more serious note, she added, “He actually has changed considerably since the accident. He is even taking an interest in estate matters. After making a hash of his finances, he gave power of attorney over much of the earldom to his cousin. And now his cousin has appointed a man of business to work with Flavion. I am rather impressed by this new leaf he has turned over, I must admit.”

Stephen had corresponded with Flavion on more than one occasion. At first, Cecily was extremely covetous of the missives. None had been addressed to her. Of course they would not be!

But it was for the best. It must be for the best.

Stephen had done what he could to help Flavion find some self-worth. It was perhaps the best thing he’d ever done for his cousin. Or the second best. The most perhaps to be that of providing him with an heir. That remained to be seen. Cecily secretly hoped she would give birth to a girl. At least that way Stephen would not be supplanted by his own child.

Not that it mattered to Stephen. Cecily cared though. She cared too much.

Stephen would have been a wonderful father. Most likely, someday, he would be — to another woman’s child.

“Well, that’s something anyway.” Her father’s voice returned her to the present. “I consider your marriage to be the worst business deal I’ve ever made.” He gave her a regretful smile. “I was so blinded by his title that I failed to have the cad investigated completely. Will you forgive me? Can you ever?”

“Oh, Papa,” she said, hugging him again. “There is nothing to forgive.” She gave him the most genuine smile she could muster. “All will be well! I promise. And you may not be taking your daughter home with you, but soon enough, you shall have gained a grandchild!” Standing, she clasped her hands together. “Now, I want you to get out of those damp clothes, and we shall meet downstairs for dinner. We keep country hours, and as it is to be just you and I. There is no need to dress formal. It will be like old times.”

A tapping at the door heralded her father’s longtime valet, Mr. Summers. “I have a bath prepared for you, sir,” he said, admonishingly. “Your attire is quite likely damp, and you won’t be wishing to catch a chill.”

Shaking his head, her father grumbled, “Damn couple of mother hens.” Turning his attention back to Cecily, he gave her one last serious look. “Very well then, if all is as you say, I will sup with you tonight and then be off again tomorrow. I’m going to take care of a good deal of business here in England and shall eventually have to return to America again later this year. I was unable to accomplish much before returning.”

Feeling more than a little guilty for causing her father to return unnecessarily, she frowned. “I’m sorry, Papa.”

“No need to be sorry, puppet. But I can’t hang about down here if you have no need of me. I will have to miss out on the questionable pleasure of meeting with my son-in-law, but if all is as you say, I needn’t be concerned.” He suddenly looked tired, but impatient, too. Her father never stayed in one place for very long.

“Very well, then. I imagine Mr. Summers can show you to your room.”

“Absolutely, my lady,” Mr. Summers said.

As she watched her father walk away with his man, she felt a strong twinge of melancholy. In the past, she and her father had belonged only to each other. Now, it seemed she found herself in an unfamiliar position. Her decisions were her own. In truth, she belonged only to herself — to herself and to her child.

She had been correct when she’d told Stephen she had choices. She had always had choices.

And she had made them.

Now her choices regarded right and wrong. An ironic smile curved her lips. Perhaps Stephen’s sense of duty and responsibility had rubbed off on her as well as Flavion.

Damn, she missed that man!
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STEPHEN’S FIRST INSTINCT was to send a messenger to the Continent in an effort to locate the baron with due haste. If he knew the truth, he would likely wish to return his daughter to England as quickly as possible.

But upon further contemplation and after letting off some pent-up energy with a bruising ride through Hyde Park earlier the next morning, he knew he must take this information to Cecily before anyone else.

She had been the victim in all of this, and he felt it would only be right to put this information into her hands and let her decide what she wanted done.

Except that… there were others involved, too.

But he would do nothing until he’d spoken with Cecily.

Against all logic, his heart skipped a beat at the thought of seeing her again. He’d intentionally not corresponded with her, or even asked about her in his letters. He had decided the best thing he could do for her would be to assist Flavion in finding a purpose as the Earl of Kensington. If Flavion could experience some accomplishments, he might find his honor after all.

But this new information changed everything.

Slowing his horse to a more sedate walk, Stephen was pleased to see Marcus riding toward him. Old habits died hard. They had often ridden together, very early, in order to avoid the scorching sun while in India.

With a wave of the hand, Marcus rode over and set his direction in line with Stephen’s. “I had not realized you were back in London already. I hope all is well at your cousin’s estates?”

Marcus looked as winded as Stephen felt. He was surprised they hadn’t passed one another on the Row earlier.

“Yes, yes, everything is set in place so that Flavion needn’t worry greatly over them. I’ve appointed Cyril Thompson to assist Flave with management. He’s down in Surrey now tutoring and familiarizing much of the administrative duties with him. So far, the reports he has sent me indicate that Flavion is taking an interest. It is promising news.”

“Thompson is an excellent man for such a task,” Marcus agreed. “Will you be returning to India again soon, then?”

Stephen might have groaned. So much could change, depending upon Cecily’s inclinations. If she decided to use this new information to her benefit, it would take Stephen’s entire savings to pay back Cecily’s dowry. Not that he cared about the money; he would make more. And there were other matters that would need to be resolved…

“I have yet… a few complications requiring my attention here in England.” He kept his words intentionally vague. Normally, he would discuss such a matter with his old friend, but this time he could not. “I am to travel to Surrey tomorrow.”

A gleam entered Marcus’ eyes. “Going to pay a visit to the countess, eh?”

Stephen could not allow Marcus to speak thusly. “There are business matters only she can put to rest.” Shooting a warning look at his friend, he continued, “The lady is to be commended for showing such loyalty to my cousin.”

Marcus nodded thoughtfully, looking adequately remorseful. “Of course, no slight intended. Speaking of Lady Kensington, did you know her father is back in London? I ran into him over at Brooke’s the other evening. He’s just returned from Surrey himself. Says his daughter is thriving.”

Stephen had heard Findlay was in town and had been tempted to arrange a visit with him; he’d abstained. It was possible he’d be meeting with the man later, and such a visit would most likely not be a pleasant one. He needed to know what Cecily’s wishes were before doing anything.

Stephen was only thankful the man was not considered a gentleman. That way, Flave would not be obliged to meet the man for yet another duel. He wasn’t sure his cousin could survive one.

It jolted him to hear that Cecily was thriving. Were she and Flavion reconciled then? Had she forgotten Stephen so easily?

Pushing this unbidden thought aside, he reached forward and affectionately patted his horse on the neck. Phoenix was a fine mare. He’d purchased her from a breeder he’d met with on his recent travels, and they were still getting used to one another. They’d ridden hard that morning, and she deserved to be taken back to the stables for a thorough rubdown.

“Good to hear. I will verify this information myself when I am down there.” Eager to change the subject, he brought up something that would avert Marcus’ attention. “Have you run into your own father? I understand he still resides in town as well.”
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EVEN THOUGH CECILY and Flavion were both making efforts toward friendship, Cecily was coming to realize that the two of them had very little in common. Away from the excitement and Society of London, this quickly became all too apparent. They… tolerated one another. Conversations were brief and stilted, and her favorite thing about spending time with Flave was… taking her leave of him.

Even two weeks after her father’s departure, she had still not told Flavion that of her condition. She had several very rational excuses for not doing so. She told herself it was early yet, and something could still go wrong. She told herself that the right time hadn’t yet come along. But the truth was, once she told him, she would be committed to the deception. And it was a grand deception indeed!

Once she told Flavion, she could never allow Stephen to acknowledge the child as his own. The child would essentially be in Flavion’s control.

But time was running out. It had only been a couple of months, but already her abdomen was no longer flat and soft. Any other husband, Cecily rather thought, would have noticed her frequent bouts of biliousness and her uncommon tendency to become emotional, and guessed, or perhaps been suspicious.

But not Flavion.

In spite of Flavion’s declaration that he wished to make the best of their marriage, he treated Cecily not like a wife, but rather more like a visiting cousin. He did not consult her regarding household decisions, and he visited neighboring families on his own, never bothering to invite her along.

If Cecily was going to make this country estate into her home, then it seemed she would have to find her own introductions.

That was how she came to be taking tea with Mrs. Clark, the vicar’s wife.

The woman was scarcely a decade older than herself, but starchy and more than a little self-important. She sat in her chair as rigid as a brick wall, her black hair pulled into such a tight bun that the woman’s eyes stretched toward the back of her head. She appeared to be continuously squinting.

Cecily had hoped the woman might take her about and make some introductions, but it had been over an hour already, and the woman persisted only in discussing the importance of charity. It seemed she wanted Cecily and Flavion to supply baskets of food as well as financial assistance to the local ladies’ guild. She was not much interested in Cecily actually participating in any of their efforts.

“It is gratifying, indeed,” the woman droned on, “to have a fine lady such as yourself take interest in the local gentry and farming families. We have held many fundraisers over the summer… bake sales, a pledge drive and even a small carnival… but with support from the Earl and Countess of Kensington, hopefully we can amass enough funds to reroof the church and even change out a few of the pews. Not that comfort is anything that ought to be considered, but I discovered some very fine polished pews while visiting my cousin’s church near Bristol last year, and it would do our village quite nicely to have a bit of shine, don’t you think?” Without awaiting Cecily’s response, the woman continued in this vein for quite some time.

Cecily’s tea had grown tepid, and the sandwiches the woman had provided for this meeting were dry. Worst of all, Cecily was becoming increasingly queasy from the unusual tastes and smells within the rectory. The vicar and his wife most likely owned a cat, or several, for an underlying odor permeated the room. Cecily’s stomach lurched. She needed to take her leave before embarrassing herself.

Reticule in hand, Cecily stood abruptly, cutting off the woman’s monologue. “I will speak with my husband. I believe we can put together some charity baskets, but I cannot promise anything of a financial nature, as I am not privy to my husband’s spending decisions. I thank you much for your kind hospitality, but I really must be going.”

Before the woman could detain her any longer, Cecily crossed to the door and opened it herself. When she stepped outside, she took deep gulping breaths of fresh air. Oh, drat, this wasn’t helping either.

Cecily had made the short walk alone and now hoped that she could get to an isolated length of the road quickly. She needed privacy. She had no wish to empty the contents of her stomach in public.

Rushing along quickly, she had to cross several hundred yards of open countryside in order to locate a private place to rest, a bush, a tree — anywhere. And at the sounds of a horse and rider traveling down the road, she forced her legs to walk even faster.

She did not look to the side as the rider passed but felt his inconvenient scrutiny. And then he stopped, and the voice she heard echoed her dreams.

“Madam?” The rider looked down. He seemed uncertain that it was her, and rightly so, for she wore a bonnet and an older country dress. She had intentionally dressed in plain clothing for her visit, hoping it would make her seem less lofty, but it had all been for naught. “Cecily?”

She glanced over hesitantly, allowing him to see her face.

She’d craved the sound of his voice and hungered for his touch, but of all the times for him to find her, it would be now? Standing before him, she knew she looked far less than her best. She’d done nothing with her hair, her dress was drab and colorless, and she was fairly certain her complexion was tinged with green. Because, in addition to all of that, she was struggling heartily to keep from losing the contents of her stomach.

“It is you!” Suddenly he was smiling as he dismounted and stepped toward her. But upon closer inspection of her, his brows furrowed in concern. “You are not well.” He reached out and touched her forehead, which she knew would be clammy but cool, and then he took one of her gloved hands in his.

“I am fine. I was visiting with the vicar’s wife and ate something that did not sit well with me,” she prevaricated. “I will be fine.” She stated more firmly a second time, “I am fine.”

Unlike Flavion, she suspected Stephen would be able to guess at her circumstances if he were exposed to her habits for more than a couple of days.

What was he doing here?

She wanted to savor his presence but was forced to concentrate all her efforts on quelling the queasiness that had been all too frequent as of late. She ought to have made this visit later in the afternoon, when she normally did not suffer these spells. But she’d awakened feeling well today and thought the sickness had subsided.

Apparently, that was not the case.

She could not even bring herself to look up into Stephen’s eyes.

But she knew he was watching her.

Leading both Cecily and his horse off the road, Stephen tossed his jacket on the ground and directed her to sit. “Put your head between your knees, Cecily. And take slow, deep breaths.”

Cecily did as he said and gradually the upset receded. Stephen was a few feet away from her, unspeaking, as the minutes passed.

“What are you doing here?” Cecily finally asked. She could contain her curiosity no longer. A part of her rejoiced at his presence, but another wept at the injustice of seeing him again, knowing he could never be hers.

Was this what she had to look forward to in this life? This desire to be close to a man she could see but never have? For surely, their paths would cross many times in the future. And each time it would be as though the universe taunted her.

And although she had every faith that Flavion would not consider the dates of their relations and the timing of the child’s birth, Stephen most definitely would. What would she say to him? Would he be hurt? Relieved? Would he feel she had betrayed him?

Feeling better physically, but overwhelmed emotionally, Cecily lay back upon the grass. There were several puffy clouds today. She wished they were on a picnic. She wished he were her husband. “That cloud looks like a kitten,” she said and then felt rather silly immediately.
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STEPHEN CROUCHED ON the ground. At first, he thought she’d gone pale at the mere sight of him. But then he realized that when he’d glanced into her face as he’d been passing, she had looked pale and tight-lipped already.

As she lay back onto the grass, he was pleased to note that some color had returned to her complexion. He would avoid the reason he’d come — for now. She quite obviously was not in any condition to learn the truth that he’d discovered.

But then she said something about a kitten. Looking over his shoulder, up at the sky, he saw myriad puffy clouds, none of which appeared to resemble any animal whatsoever. “If you say so…” he said skeptically.

“Oh, no,” she said. “Lie down here beside me and look. I mean, really look.”

With a glance at his horse and another glance up and down the road to ascertain nobody was passing by, Stephen removed his hat and tentatively lay down beside her. He put his head next to hers and had an urge to take one of her hands in his. But she had reached toward the sky before he could give in to it.

“See that one, right there? It is the kitten.” She pointed to the right.

And well, yes, he supposed he saw some resemblance.

“And the one next to it,” she added sweetly, “is a tree. See the long part is the trunk, there, and the other end is the top part, with branches and leaves.”

“I will concede the kitten, Cecily,” he said. “But I will not abide you degrading the shape of any self-respecting tree by comparing it to that puffy haphazard grouping of vapor and air.”

Cecily chuckled, and then he felt her turn her head to look over at him. He did likewise. She sighed loudly. “Why have you come?” she said, suddenly looking quite serious. She did not sound very happy to see him.

“Business,” he said vaguely. He did not wish to go into any details with her on the side of a public road. He pulled himself back to a sitting position and then replaced his hat upon his head and stood up. Offering his hand to Cecily, he assisted her to stand as well. “You are feeling better now?”

“I am fine,” she said, nodding solemnly.

How many times had she said these words to him? There was something different about her.

Stephen climbed onto Phoenix and reached down a hand to her. “Put your foot upon my boot, and you can ride up in front of me.” She seemed to hesitate a moment before doing as he said. Even though she’d been unwell only moments before, she had no difficulty climbing up in front of him in one fluid motion.

Holding her, nestling her body in to his, felt like the most natural thing in the world. The scent of her, the softness of her was oh so familiar. He placed one hand around her waist and used his other to hold the rein and guide the animal. She removed her bonnet and leaned sideways against him. Her hair tickled his chin and neck.

“What sort of business?” She surprised him in her persistence. “With Flavion?”

He did not wish to lie to her. Perhaps having her sitting pressed against him, where he could hold her, comfort her, was not the worst place to relay this news after all.

“What I must tell you, Cecily, will change everything. You will have choices to make, and whatever you decide is going to affect your future drastically.” He gave her a moment to brace herself for the words he was going to speak.

“What is it?” She stretched her neck so that she could look up into his face. He tried to keep his eyes upon the road in front of him but could not help watching her closely when he next spoke.

“Before your wedding to Flavion, another marriage ceremony was performed. Flavion and Daphne Cunnington married approximately six months prior to your own wedding. Flavion is a bigamist. Your marriage is invalid. It is not legal, nor can it be recognized by the Church.”

Cecily went very, very still upon hearing these words.

When she eventually spoke, a sense of awe came into her voice. “It is as though it never happened, then?”

Stephen nodded. “Except that there are all sorts of repercussions for both you and Flavion to confront. I shall not shield him from any of them this time. It is time he faces the consequences of his actions.”

“What sort of repercussions?”

“Firstly, your dowry must be repaid to your father,” he said carefully. This was the only area where he would assist Flavion. Not for Flave, but for his Uncle Leo. He would not let the earldom become insolvent again. “And secondly, he has a wife out there who has not been acknowledged as such… You shall have to concede your title to Miss Cunnington. In addition to that, I imagine, he is going to encounter some legal difficulties. Bigamy, you might guess, is illegal.”

“I will no longer be a countess?” She seemed to be considering the concept from all angles. “That is one thing I shall happily shed. It has brought me nothing but trouble.”

“As an unmarried woman, Cecily, you will be ruined.” Taking a deep breath, he expressed the desire of his heart. “But I shall marry you. You will not be forced to live in disgrace.”

She examined him closely. Stephen forced himself to look forward and watch the road. Just over one month ago, she had been willing to take drastic measures in order to escape the institute of marriage. If she knew how lonely he’d been without her, how much he’d longed for her, she might choose to sacrifice her newfound freedom out of pity. If she married him, he wanted it to be her choice. A decision she would make without any pressure from him. “You won’t have to worry about a title, as my wife, but I can offer you a comfortable home. And travel, if you wish. You would be more than welcome to come with me to India, and China — if you desire, that is. You’ll never lack for anything. And, after a few years have passed, I believe you may even be allowed to re-enter Society. You’ve told me this is not important to you, but in the future, you might change your mind. I will do everything in my power to help you get past this scandal.” Although it had not been her fault, Society would ostracize her for the acts of a faithless man.

“And so, for all of these reasons, you would have me marry you?” She looked put out. No, she looked fit to be tied. They had arrived onto his cousin’s property and were not very far from the grand house.

“They are not inconsequential, I believe.” He swallowed hard. If the stiffening of her spine and the tightening of her jaw was anything to go by, she was none too pleased by his proposal. Or perhaps — the thought struck him belatedly — it was the manner in which he presented it. He should have waited until she’d had time to process Flavion’s betrayal. He ought to have given her time to consider her future, given light of these new circumstances.

He ought to have gotten down on one knee and poured out his heart.

Cecily pulled away from him abruptly. “Stop this horse. I wish to get off.” Surprised, Stephen merely looked down at her but allowed the mare to continue trekking toward their destination. “I mean it, Stephen. Stop so that I can get down, or I shall jump off while we are moving.”

At these rather alarming words, Stephen brought Phoenix to a halt but also grasped Cecily more tightly around the waist. “I did not mean to offend you, Cecily. I haven’t made this offer rashly. I have considered your options and honestly believe marrying me is a tolerable solution to all this.”

At these words, she pushed herself farther away from him and leaned forward as though to jump.

Phoenix was not a small animal. In fact, she was one of the larger horses Stephen had ever owned. Stephen did not loosen his grip upon Cecily.

But Cecily was determined — determined, confused, and spitting mad. “Let me down, Stephen! So help me…” Whereupon she threw all of her weight toward the right side of the horse in a very effective effort to free herself of his grasp.

“Damn it! Cecily!” Unwilling for her to injure herself, both of them, or the animal, Stephen loosened his grasp just enough for her to slide off the mount safely. Once on the ground, she turned and, without looking backward, marched across the meadow on foot. As she stormed away, her arms flailed angrily in the air.

“A house!” Even several yards away, he could hear her cursing and grousing to herself. “Scandal! A tolerable solution, he says! Who does he think I am? And he says he doesn’t want to offend me! Well, he can just go to the devil…” Her words drifted away as she increased the distance between them.

Hell and damnation. That was not at all how he’d planned this.
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SHE WAS NOT going to allow herself to cry. She’d done far too much of that recently and was thoroughly disgusted with herself as it was.

And now this! She hardly knew what to think.

She was not married. She was unwed.

And she was pregnant.

But she would not, she most definitely would not, become another cast-off burden of Flavion’s for Stephen Nottingham to bear.

She had already been married to one man who did not love her; she was quite unwilling to repeat the experience.

Well, she had thought she had been married…

As she drew near the manor, her anger with Stephen subsided, and the reality of what Flavion had actually gone and done, deliberately, suddenly washed over her. Marrying her while already married to Miss Cunnington, had been unconscionable. It was dastardly, villainous — criminal! Cecily may have committed adultery, but that had not been premeditated… well, mostly not…

But Flavion! He had married her and consummated the marriage while wed to another woman! To Daphne Cunnington! No wonder the lady had bristled at having to address her as the countess!

Looking over her shoulder, she saw that Stephen had trotted to the stables, dismounted his horse — a rather fine-looking one at that — and was handing the reins over to one of the grooms. It was hard to be angry with the lug head for long, but of all the dimwitted, addlepated, utterly ridiculous reasons he’d given her for marriage, his had made her want to strangle him!

She assumed he would wish to protect his cousin from her wrath, but she would not be thwarted. She swept into the foyer of the manor, inquired as to Flavion’s whereabouts, and turned to make her way quite purposefully toward the billiard room. “And under no circumstances,” she ordered over her shoulder, “are we to be interrupted.”

The butler’s eyebrows rose into his receding hairline, and he bowed graciously. “Of course, m-my lady,” he stuttered slightly.

Climbing the stairs hastily, Cecily was seeing red by the time she opened the door to find Flavion bending over the felt-covered table taking a shot. With an odd sense of repeating the past, Cecily reached for one of the cue sticks and headed toward her husband — or her not husband, apparently, with every intention of bashing the louse’s head in.

The adder had gotten off easy compared to what she would like to do to Flavion Nottingham!

There were some clicking sounds as Flavion knocked one of the balls into the colored group, sending them in all directions. With a satisfied-looking smirk, but apparently sensing her presence, he turned around and looked at her curiously. “Say there, Cecily,” he said inquisitively, looking at the stick she held in her hands as though it were a cricket bat. “Can I help you with something?”

Seeing now his tousled hair and cold blue eyes, Cecily wondered how she had ever been such a fool to have fallen, even for a short time, for this travesty of a man.

“You are a beast!” she said through gritted teeth as she swung the cue and made contact with his shoulders. Oh drat, he was apparently wearing padding; her blow did not even faze him. Surprisingly agile, he took a few quick steps in order to put the large table between him and Cecily’s murderous rage.

She had been willing to entrust him with Stephen’s child! She’d been going to give him an heir! She had decided to be noble about their marriage rather than allow her father to obtain an annulment. “You lying, deceitful cad! Did you not think anybody would discover that you had married your precious Daphne? How could you?”

Another swipe, but she missed entirely this time. The table was too wide, making it impossible for her to reach him. She chased him around the table and caught him once on the arm. He may be agile, but she was livid.

“Cecily, stop, wait! It doesn’t matter. Daphne has left the country. She no longer wants me! Desist, Cecily! Ouch!” He stopped to rub his arm, giving Cecily the opportunity to take another, more effective swing. But when she went to throw her weight into the motion, the cue would not move.

Not bothering to turn around to see what, or rather who, impeded her intentions, she merely said, “Let go, Stephen. This is between Flavion and myself.”

Stephen’s hands covered hers for a moment, and he slid them down the length of the stick a few inches. “If you move your hands down here,” he said calmly, “Your strikes will carry more force.”

And then he released her. She was once again free to bash Flavion over the head if she so wished.

Instead, she turned around.

Stephen had stepped away after releasing the cue and put his hands in the air, as though surrendering. He merely raised one eyebrow and shrugged slightly. “Give it your best, Cecily, and when you are through, I shall finish him off for the both of us.”

Flavion let out something of a wail. “Stephen! Take the cue away from her. She’s trying to kill me!”

At Flave’s words, Stephen took another step backward and then leaned casually against the brocaded wall. Crossing one foot in front of the other, he shook his head. “Flavion, you’ve gone too far this time. You are my cousin, practically my brother, but I shall not protect you from this — from her.” He frowned. “Two wives? Flavion? How could you possibly think you could get away with it?”

Ignoring the danger of another attack from Cecily, Flavion dropped into a nearby chair and buried his head in his hands. “I did not plan it. It just… happened.”

“Weddings do not simply just happen, Flavion,” Stephen said sarcastically.

They both seemed to have forgotten Cecily’s presence. She lowered the cue and watched as Flavion tried to explain this all away.

“Well, Daphne and I had eloped, and then she told me that her dowry was only five thousand pounds. I told her I could not afford to keep the earldom properly. I told her I needed far more than that to pay off my debts, in order to keep the properties from falling into ruin.”

“And then?” Cecily asked acerbically. “How did you convince Miss Cunnington to relinquish her position? She was your countess, after all. I have a very hard time seeing her willingly let go of the lofty title.”

“It was her idea,” Flave said in earnest. “She even told me about you. She told me that no gentleman had been willing to take you seriously, even with your dowry.”

“Did she plan on living as your mistress for the rest of her life, then?” Stephen asked in a quietly lethal voice.

“Well, no, actually.” Flavion looked off to the side. “She said we would deal with that matter in due time.”

These words, once spoken, charged the air with a new tension.

Sensing something in Stephen she hadn’t seen before, Cecily watched as his posture came alert. It was as though he were a lion, watching his prey, waiting for a moment to kill.

“She would deal with the matter of your public wife, Cecily, in fact, how? Did you know of her plans to kill Cecily all along?” Stephen’s self-contained voice barely held back a flood of suppressed rage.

Flavion’s eyes opened wide. “But I would not really allow it! We had a row, and I told her she was going to have to live as my mistress until we could figure something else out. I told her to stop attempting to harm Cecily. You must believe me.”

Believe him?

Believe a perpetual lying, good-for-nothing womanizer? “Why would I believe anything you say, Flavion?” Cecily inserted. “Since we were first introduced, it has been one lie after another.” She had been right about Miss Cunnington’s intentions all along. “But after your injury,” Cecily said, with dawning comprehension, “she no longer wished to acknowledge your marriage. She didn’t want anything to do with you at all.”

Flavion shook his head sadly. “You are correct. And since she no longer wanted me, I figured we could simply forget about the other marriage and make a go of this one.”

The room fell silent then. Each occupant apparently caught up in their own thoughts.

“But we will not,” Cecily finally said. She felt Stephen’s eyes upon her. “You must send for your wife. She will take her rightful place.” All of the fighting energy she’d felt only moments before, deserted her completely. “I’m going to go home… to my father’s estate. Perhaps I will leave the country. I won’t stay here any longer, Flavion. I do not belong. I never did.” As she turned to leave, she could not bear to look Stephen in the eyes. She would not allow him to take responsibility for her. She would not.

She proceeded to her bedchamber and then ordered Sally to begin packing her bags. Was it worth it? She would very soon be unable to fit into most of her new gowns. And the next time she might have cause to wear them, most assuredly, the fashions would have changed. Pulling out and admiring one of the gowns Madam had sewn from her own designs, however, she decided she must bring them all. They were too beautiful to abandon. And she most definitely did not wish to leave them for Miss Cunnington, of all people.

She must have faith that there would come a time for dressing up, a time for dancing, again in her life. She only wished that it could be sooner rather than later.

But for now, she must cut her losses and go home. Her father had thought he would not have his daughter back, but what a surprise he was in for! And not a pleasant one, either. Oh, dear, he would most assuredly demand the full return of her dowry. She had grown fond of some of the people who worked for Flavion. It would not be fair for them to suffer due to their master’s misdeeds. Perhaps she could convince her father to relinquish the part of the dowry that was invested into the properties. Perhaps her papa would do that for her.

Otherwise, she knew, Stephen would be the one to pay.

With a sob, she threw herself onto the bed.

Stephen!

“As an unmarried woman, suddenly, Cecily, you will be ruined,” he had said. “But I shall marry you. You shall not be forced to live in disgrace.”

Did he not realize that she cared nothing for Society? She was born the daughter of a merchant — of a very successful businessman. She believed in industry and productivity, both of which were disdained by the haute ton. She had only made three friends in the two years of balls and afternoon teas over the course of two whole years. And they had only found each other due to their status as rejected wallflowers. Why ever would she put any value upon the opinions of that group of lazy, vicious-minded popinjays?

She felt a slight twinge at the thought of never going back, but it was nothing compared to the excruciating pain she felt at the thought of never being with Stephen again. Soon he would most likely thank his lucky stars she had refused his offer. He was a man who traveled extensively. He too, valued industry and productivity. He would most likely also value his independence.

A knock on the door to her bedchamber interrupted her bout of self-pity. Cecily pulled a handkerchief out of a pocket hidden in her skirts and wiped at her eyes. “Enter,” she said tiredly, thinking it would be the footmen who had been sent to retrieve her trunks from the attic.

But it was not.

It was Stephen.

He looked a bit sheepish, standing in the open doorway with his hands shoved in his pockets. He leaned against the doorframe and smiled crookedly at her. “How are you holding up?”

With a sniff and a tilt to her chin, she answered truthfully, “As well as can be expected. I mean, this is good news. Right? It’s what I wanted all along.” Except that she wanted more! She wanted so much more! “I will leave first thing in the morning. I will speak with my father in regard to repayment of my dowry. It’s not fair the earldom fail merely because Flavion is a crook. The people who depend upon it do not deserve to suffer. It would be difficult for them to find new positions… new homes.”

Watching her intently, as he had done often in the past, Stephen tilted his head to one side. “And my offer? You are determined still to refuse me?”

What she wanted to do was throw herself into his arms and beg for him to love her. It took a great deal of self-control to stick to her convictions. But she would remain firm on this. If ever again she deigned to give herself to a man, she would be certain she had his love first.

“I thank you for your consideration, Stephen, but I know it is not something you really wish for. I believe I have told you more than once you take far too much responsibility for Flavion. You mustn’t do that with me as well. That’s no reason to marry.”

Stephen pushed himself away from the door and took a few steps closer to her. “You believe I proposed out of some sense of duty? Why would you think that?”

She closed her eyes and turned away from him. She didn’t want his pity. “Because… you are so used to taking care of Flavion’s troubles you are merely lumping me in with everything else. I don’t want to be another complication for you to solve…”

He was directly behind her now.

“What do you want, Cecily?” he asked softly, bending his head so close to her she could feel the heat from his words.

This must be another form of Nottingham torture. “I want to live far away from London. I want to…”

…be your wife. I want to be the mother of your child and live with you as my husband…

But she could not say the words. Was she such a coward then? Or was it merely some stupid sense of pride she bowed to?’

“What do you want?” he asked again. “You want to leave here, and you want… what?”

Turning around abruptly, she squeezed her eyes tightly shut and shook her head. “I will not marry without love. It is something I do not wish to experience a second time.”

He stepped away from her, his eyes suddenly shuttered. “I beg your pardon.” He turned his head away and looked out the window. “I ought to have realized. I guess I had only hoped…” He trailed off, put his shoulders back, and turned as though to leave.

“You had rather hoped…?” What was he saying?

“It’s of no matter. I quite understand.”

It was her turn to halt his departure. “What do you want?”

Steeling his jaw, Stephen nodded and then looked directly at her. “I had hoped my proposal would be welcomed by you. I had hoped you would wish to become my wife.” He looked down at his hands. “But I cannot expect you to want to marry on the heels of the betrayal you’ve gone through.”

Feeling hopeful, truly hopeful for the first time in several weeks, Cecily placed one of her hands upon his. It was her turn to be brave. “I would welcome a proposal from the man that I love. If, that is, he loved me in return.” She held her breath. He would never lie to her about this. He would never do what Flavion had done, no matter what his reasons.

He grasped her hand tightly between his and returned her gaze steadily. “It is up to me then, to discover if I am that man?”

She nodded.

Surprising her, Stephen dropped to one knee and placed her hand against his lips. “I love you, Cecily. It seems that fate is on my side, and I ought to thank my damnable cousin for bringing you into my life. God help me, but I loved you when you were the last person in the world I should have loved. I loved you when I thought I was going to have to abandon you to your marriage, and by God, I loved you when you went after Flave today with the billiards cue.

“And now that you are a free woman, I love that I can make an honorable offer for you. Will you? Will you be my wife? Am I the man you speak of?”

Feeling her heart might burst from joy, she could hardly breathe.

And then she could. “You are!” Her words came out in a rush of air. “You know you are! Of course, you are! Yes. Yes! Yes!” She threw her arms around him, nearly propelling them both onto the floor. “You must know!” And then she was sitting upon his knee and kissing his face, his neck, his lips. She had missed him so very, very much.

She rose to her feet and beckoned him toward the bed. Her behavior was wanton, she knew, but where Stephen Nottingham was concerned…

He had one arm around her and kissed her with equal enthusiasm but would not allow her to pull him onto the bed. He was laughing and smiling into her mouth though.

“Cecily,” he said cajolingly, “Cecily, my love, I am almost completely without willpower where you are concerned, but I would wish to speak with your father. I want to do this right. I would not compromise you any more than I have already. Let me do this the right way.” But he kissed her back and held her against him tightly. “There are several details to be ironed out, what with this mess with Flavion. I might get you with child. Best not to push our luck, love.”

And then Cecily remembered! How could she have forgotten? “Um,” she said, pulling away to look at him, suddenly concerned again, “I think that ship has already sailed, so to speak.”

He tilted his head at her with a twitch of his lip, what she now knew was somewhat of a smile.

“It is just that….” Oh, fiddlesticks. How, exactly, did one go about this? “Do you think we might possibly be able to get those details ironed out quickly?” Seeing that he still had not comprehended what she was saying, she suddenly blurted it out, “I am carrying your child.” She held her breath as she watched for his reaction. It had been a long time since they’d been together, and although he had professed to love her, she was nervous as to his reaction to her news. She needed to tell him all of it. “I have felt so wretched! I was going to let Flavion think the child was his because I thought him my husband. I wanted to tell you but had presumed nothing could be done. And now… and now…” Looking up at him, she pouted. “You do still want me, don’t you?”

It started with one ironic chuckle and then a few more as Stephen began shaking his head. Before she could admonish him for his amusement at such a serious matter, his entire body quaked with laughter. “I should not laugh, Cecily. I know that I should not,” he said, wiping moisture from his eyes. “But, dear God! We are so damnably lucky! We came so close…”

He swiped one hand across his mouth in an attempt to contain himself, apparently realizing that she did not share in his mirth.

“You are laughing at me!” Cecily accused.

Suddenly serious, he pulled her against him and placed a soft, sweet kiss upon her frown. Cecily felt herself softening. Of course he still wanted her!

“Oh, my poor, poor darling. I’m not laughing at you. I don’t know who I’m laughing at. Fate, perhaps? Or the fact that we’ve been given a miracle?” He grew serious then. “You have been through so much already. Of course, I want you! I did not think it possible to love you more, but I love you even more now than I did one minute ago. I will obtain a special license. And then I will take you to my home. Did I ever tell you that I have a home near Southampton?”
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WITH A PEACE and contentment he’d not known before, Stephen reached down and placed his palm over the swell of her womb. He was awed and incredibly grateful for the twisted fate that had finally brought them together. “I noticed this while holding you on my horse, but I had thought you had simply enjoyed too many biscuits this summer.”

She scowled at his words, and he kissed her on the forehead. He could hardly believe his luck! His lips traveled down to her cheek, and then her neck, and then over to her mouth. No longer scowling, she had become as hungry as he was.

Stephen’s reluctance to move toward the bed had vanished. “So you are, what, nearly three months into your confinement? Have you seen a midwife or a doctor? Is it all right to…?” He glanced in the direction of the bed.

Cecily grimaced guiltily. “The only person I have told is my father. And he thinks the child to be Flavion’s. I did not wish to call for a doctor because then I would have had to commit to lying to Flavion about the child’s paternity. I put it off as long as possible.”

“Very wise of you,” he murmured against her skin.

Stephen had resumed the trail of kisses he’d started moments earlier, and she shivered when he located a particularly sensitive spot behind her ear. “Perhaps…” She tilted her head, giving him better access to her neck. “…perhaps I was merely waiting for you. Perhaps something in my heart knew you would come and save me… save us both.”

While she spoke, he maneuvered them so that they lay atop the mattress facing one another. “So there is definitely going to be a reckoning with your father in my future.” He beheld the tender, fragile skin of her face, her soft auburn hair, and her rosebud pink lips. He took into account all she had been through and considered that she had managed, nonetheless, to maintain her spirit and her dignity… well, most of her dignity…

She was worth far more than a hundred-thousand pounds. She was priceless.

And she was his.

“I would like for you to see a doctor, Cecily. We will go to one who is known for discretion. But I must be certain there is no risk to your health before…” He stopped speaking as he let the hand pulling up her skirts drift caressingly along the tender skin to the inside of her thigh. Groaning, he buried his head in her neck again.

“Stephen?” she asked sweetly.

“Yes, love,” he answered, wondering what other surprises she might have in store for him.

“Remember how you showed me ways to make love without actually…?”

At her words, he stilled. Oh, good Lord, she would be the death of him yet.

“I remember that very well,” he answered her seriously.

“Well, I was thinking that perhaps we could… er… well, would you mind if we spent the afternoon discussing ah… some of Shakespeare’s other works?”

“I wouldn’t mind at all.” And after that, they both proceeded to make much ado about nothing.

 


EPILOGUE

STEPHEN’S PROPERTY IN Southampton had been well cared for and even renovated with several modern new conveniences over the years he’d been abroad. Although he hadn’t been residing in it, he had cherished it as having been the home he’d lived in with both his mother and his father before their deaths.

Cecily loved it. It was the home where they were going to raise their family. For that was what the three of them had become now with the arrival of young Findlay Leonard Nottingham. She reached down and touched Finn’s soft little cheek to encourage him to continue nursing. He was four months old and the spitting image of his father. He had soft blond hair and the deepest blue eyes imaginable. And he was so very serious, just like his father.

As she sat rocking the child in their bedroom, Stephen came strolling in, looking windblown and a full of life.

He was not serious all of the time.

Like when they took their private picnics upon the beach.

Or when he played with their child.

“He is sleeping?” he asked with genuine care. Her husband was a far more involved parent than she would have thought. It was as though he would make up for the years he had spent away from family by heaping love and attention upon his own wife and child.

She had no complaints whatsoever.

“I received a letter from Flavion,” he said cautiously.

Shortly after their marriage, Stephen’s solicitors had tracked the Cunningtons down in Italy. Daphne’s father had returned with his daughter to England as soon as he’d discovered the true nature and legal standing of her relationship with the Earl of Kensington. It was Cecily’s understanding that the woman had agreed to take her position alongside Flavion after all. There had been no correspondence since then, until now, that was.

“It would seem,” Stephen said tentatively, “that the countess has given birth to a daughter… two months ago. Flavion says she has black hair and jet-black eyes. He says she is adorable and is the spitting image of her mother.”

Stephen’s eyes met Cecily’s as he looked up at her over the letter. “But that is impossible…” Cecily reached up and covered her mouth to prevent a laugh from escaping. It seemed that Flavion had gotten his cuckoo after all.

Stephen’s eyes laughed with her as he folded the letter and stuffed it back into its envelope. “We must send our congratulations.”

“I shall arrange to have a gift sent to them,” Cecily said. “What a lucky man Flave is. It seems he’s been given everything he deserves.” Little Finn was smacking his lips and pulling away from her breast. He looked quite satisfied and very sleepy.

Seeing that Finn was done, Stephen set the envelope on a nearby table and took the child from her. After cooing and kissing his son, he reluctantly placed the sleepy baby in the lacy bassinette Cecily had insisted upon. “And what of you and I? Have we gotten all that we deserve?”

Cecily stood up and stepped lovingly into her husband’s arms. “Oh, I hope not. I’m looking forward to spending another thirty or forty years more with you, my love.”

“Fifty,” Stephen said, kissing her. “Sixty… seventy.” And then they happily went on to do just that.

 

The End
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