
  
    [image: Lady Be Good]
  


  
    
      Lady Be Good

      Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 5

    

    
      
        Annabelle Anders

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Annabelle Anders]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Lady Be Good

        Annabelle Anders

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2019 Annabelle Anders

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved.

        This is a work of fiction. Names, places, characters, and events are fictitious in every regard. Any similarities to actual events and persons, living or dead, are purely coincidental. Any trademarks, service marks, product names, or named features are assumed to be the property of their respective owners, and are used only for reference. There is no implied endorsement if any of these terms are used. Except for review purposes, the reproduction of this book in whole or part, electronically or mechanically, constitutes a copyright violation.

        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Epilogue

      

      
        The Lord Love a Lady Series

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Lady At Last

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Acknowledgements

          

        

      

    

    
      This book, like every book that I write, was a labor of love. Special thanks to my writing partner, Rebecca Jenshak, for, as always, helping me see the forest amongst all of my trees. To my incredible editor, Tracy Mooring Liebchen, for keeping me honest. To Jena Brignola, for not only making my amazing covers, but for dealing with all of my insane timelines. Also thanks to Mary Ellen Blackwood, for your invaluable feedback, to Laura Dickey for managing almost everything else. And to Tina Marie Harden-Young for encouraging me from the very beginning.

      

      And as always, to all of my readers! I love you all!

      YOU COMPLETE ME!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          Unexpected Visitor

        

      

    

    
      “Lord Darlington?” Rose blinked in surprise as she opened the door, wondering if her eyes deceived her.

      The gentleman standing in the darkened corridor outside her bedchamber was the last person in the world she’d expected. Not that she expected anyone to come knocking at her door in the middle of the night.

      Only, in truth, this was her mistress Penelope’s chamber, not Rose’s.

      Holding her candle higher, she confirmed that it was, indeed, Viscount Darlington, one of England’s most proper gentlemen, dressed in formal eveningwear, but quite bedraggled and swaying slightly. His disheveled state was nearly as extraordinary as his visit.

      “Wake Danbury for me? Or Pen? You’re Pen’s maid, aren’t you? Rosie something or other? Rosebud? Rosalie?” Doubt settled in his gaze when she didn’t answer. “Damn my eyes, is this the wrong chamber?”

      What on earth was Viscount Darlington doing at her mistress’ door looking like this? Not that Penelope could be found inside. She and her husband rarely slept separately.

      “They’re abed––In Lord Danbury’s chamber.” She wiped the sleep from her eyes and went to close the door. “I’ll tell them you stopped by—”

      But he’d moved his rather solid figure against the doorframe, leaning on it heavily, in fact. “Ah, don’t leave me out here. I’m afraid I have a little problem…” He frowned, his eyes lazy and unfocused, his tousled hair begging for a gentle hand to run through it.

      “Have you been drinking, My Lord?” A ridiculous question. Fumes of alcohol rolled off him in waves. Again, she attempted to close the door, but he was either too drunk, too stubborn, or both to be moved.

      “Can’t find my chamber.” Viscount Darlington rubbed his chin and then fumbled at his cravat as though it were strangling him.

      Her fingers itched to reach out and untie it for the poor dear. In all the years her mistress and the viscount had been acquainted, Rose had not once known the viscount to overindulge.

      “Where’d you say Danbury went off to?” His thick ebony hair stood on end, and red rimmed his normally lovely cobalt eyes. “He’ll know where my chamber is. Don’t want to enter the wrong one.” He waggled his eyebrows uncharacteristically. “Could find myself in a heap of trouble.”

      She knew all too well what sort of trouble he referred to. As one of London’s most eligible bachelors, any number of the ladies attending this Christmas house party would happily claim that the handsome heir had compromised them.

      And Darlington, being Darlington, would do the honorable thing.

      She sighed inwardly as her gaze perused his sturdy, broad shoulders, slim waist, powerful-looking thighs, and… bare feet? “What happened to your shoes?”

      Viscounts did not meander around their hosts’ estate without any footwear. But apparently, on this night anyhow, this viscount did.

      Darlington dropped his chin abruptly to peer down and verify that the toes peeking out from beneath his breeches were his own. “How did that happen?” he slurred, his eyes trying to focus on his missing shoes.

      Pity for the pathetic creature tickled her conscience.

      “You’ll take pity on me, Rosie. Won’t you? It is Rosie, isn’t it? Rose petal. Rose blossom. Some sort of flower, right? You are Pen’s maid, aren’t you?” He shook his head as though doing so might clear it for him. “What is your name, miss?”

      “Ursula Rosamond Waring,” she mumbled. “But I prefer Rose.” Not that it would matter what she preferred, nor would he remember. She was only a maid.

      And yet, at that moment, her assistance was quite possibly all that stood between the viscount and an unwanted betrothal to any lady who might be willing to take advantage of his inebriated state.

      Rose was no longer shocked by what she’d seen ladies of the ton do in order to capture themselves a titled husband.

      Her own mistress, included.

      If she allowed him to go wandering in this condition, he’d be hastily betrothed to some chit, at the wrong end of a pistol before morning. Which ought not to be any of her business but…

      Roman Spencer, the most esteemed Earl of Ravensdale’s heir, was… different from other entitled gentlemen of the ton. Despite his position and age, he was not reputed to frequent brothels or keep a mistress. He was not known as a rogue, rake, or even a flirt but only as a perfectly behaved gentleman.

      Her virtue was quite safe with a man such as he.

      With a quick look up and down the corridor, she stepped backward, opened the door, and gestured for him to enter. When he failed to move quickly enough, she grasped hold of his wrist and tugged him inside.

      He stumbled as she led him to an elegant lady’s fainting couch and pushed him down to sit, none too gently.

      “Miss Ursula Rosamond Waring. Rosamond.” Head tipped back, he stared at her from beneath half-closed lids. “A rose by any other name…” And then he closed his eyes.

      She would not dignify such ridiculousness with a response.

      She hated to wake Penelope and her husband, Danbury. Since the babies had been born, neither was afforded much sleep. Rose glanced at the tall comfortable bed she’d just climbed out of, the one Penelope abandoned in favor of her husband’s, and then squinted at the clock ticking on the mantle.

      “Do you realize what time it is?” Of course, he did not. He couldn’t even locate his own chamber. “It’s past three in the morning.”

      “My damned brothers.” He turned on his side, making himself more comfortable. “Said I needed to have a lil’… hic… lil’ fun.” He tucked his hands beneath his chin and drew up his knees, like a child almost.

      Rose dropped her head back and stared at the ceiling in exasperation. His brothers were idiots to have left him to fend for himself. Unconscionable, really. Large quantities of spirits, consumed by a person who rarely imbibed, could wreak all sorts of unmentionable havoc.

      Lord Darlington did not deserve, nor could he benefit from, any additional grief in his life. In fact, over the last year, he’d become something of a tragic fellow in her mind.

      Albeit, a tragic handsome and titled fellow, who was said to be worth nearly thirty thousand a year—if not more.

      He was as safe from her as she was from him.

      “Did you?” She covered a yawn. “Have fun, that is?”

      “I don’t know how to have fun. Don’t you know that, Miss Waring? I’m the boring heir. It is well known amongst the kingdom that if you want a good time, avoid Darlington at all costs. Dare I say if my grandfather was still alive, he’d provide more entertainment than me. Good old Darlington. Sobersides himself.”

      “Don’t be absurd.” And yet, his decision to maintain a low profile was wise. A gentleman such as himself, seeking his preferred amusement, would have to do so beneath a protective cloak of privacy. She frowned. “I don’t suppose it seems very fair.”

      But then she clamped her lips tightly together. If she wasn’t still half asleep, she’d never have dared make such a statement.

      Lord Darlington peeked through one eye at her. “Not that I don’t appreciate your sympathy, but what, pray tell, isn’t fair?”

      She chose that moment to move around the room, lighting every candle she could find. “I suppose I ought to wake them. They’ll be none too pleased but—”

      “You needn’t be concerned about your safety, Miss Waring.”

      “I would not have allowed you to enter my chamber if I’d thought you were a threat to my virtue.” She’d have been foolish if she had. As a maid, a servant, she would not be afforded the protection that would benefit an actual lady.

      At these words, his brows furrowed. “Why would you think I am not a threat? Am I truly as dull as all that?”

      She’d heard rumors for some time now but only shrugged. Nervous to discuss his proclivities, she moved about the room, lighting the wicks of at least three more candles. “A handsome bachelor such as yourself. It’s not as though you have much of a reputation with the ladies. And after Lady Eliza jilted you last year…” She met his gaze. “Well, you know.”

      His back straightened abruptly, and he planted his feet firmly upon the floor at this point. “I do not, as you say, know, thank you very much. What exactly are you getting at, Miss Waring?”

      Oh, good heavens. She stared down at his deliciously handsome feet. Such a shame, really. Not only the feet but the man as a whole…

      “That your preferences… perhaps… are not exactly directed toward the feminine members of our species.”

      There. She’d said it.

      Her gaze drifted up his calves, knees, stalling for a moment upon his inordinately muscular thighs, and then she finally forced herself to meet his eyes.

      At his expression, she could only guess that she’d stunned him into horrified silence.

      “It’s not unheard of, you know.” Some people might be disgusted by such inclinations, but she rather sympathized. A person couldn’t help who they fell in love with.

      “I’m…” he sputtered. “Not,” he finally managed to say. “Miss—“

      “Waring,” she inserted for him.

      “Miss Waring.” He glared at her. “My interests are most definitely engaged by the feminine creatures amongst our species.”

      Of course, he would not admit it to her. It would be his most closely guarded secret. She’d heard of men hanging on the gallows for the offense. “Of course! My mistake. Forget I mentioned it,” she readily agreed.

      Perhaps too readily.

      “I do not have such inclinations toward… my own sex!” He was standing now, swaying slightly, but not nearly as languid as he’d been a moment ago. She’d quite stunned the poor man into sobriety. “Where did you hear such a—? Who is saying such—?” He was sputtering again.

      “Oh, people talk, you know. Only a few servants. It’s not as though it’s common knowledge.” And at his growingly thunderous expression, she added, “It’s only a rumor.”

      “A rumor that could ruin a man!” He ran one hand through his hair. “Just because a gentleman doesn’t poke his prick into every lady he meets doesn’t mean…” And then, upon glancing at her widened eyes, he hastened to add, “Pardon my language, Miss Waring. But I’m…”

      “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment and then stared at her again. “Where did you hear this?”

      “Around…” One didn’t always remember where one heard such rumors. Had it been Lady Hawthorne’s maid? Or had she simply overheard a conversation? She honestly couldn’t remember.

      Or, perhaps, she’d just assumed. “I’m not certain.”

      “Not from your mistress?” He appeared even more horrified by this notion.

      “Lady Danbury? Oh, heavens no!” In fact, before marrying Viscount Danbury, Penelope herself had entertained romantic inclinations toward this particular viscount. Which had been another poorly kept secret amongst the ton.

      Darlington had moved so that he stood directly in front of Rose, forcing her to tilt her head back to meet his eyes. He did not seem so very harmless at that moment; blue eyes blazing, jaw clenched tightly. She shivered as a wave of attraction crashed over her.

      “Rose, what are you doing up—?” Penelope pushed open the adjoining door before Rose, who jumped guiltily, could do anything to stop her. Holding out a single taper, Penelope blinked her eyes rapidly when her gaze landed on the viscount. “Darlington? What on earth are you doing in here?”

      Of course, her mistress would not knock to enter her own chamber, despite knowing Rose would likely be sleeping.

      “The viscount got himself lost,” Rose began.

      “I’m soused, Pen.” Lord Darlington was back to looking harmless again.

      “Did you need me, Pen? Is something the matter with one of the babies?”

      “The twins are fine.” Penelope waved Rose’s question off. Quite undaunted despite wearing nothing but a long cotton night rail, Penelope studied Darlington curiously. “Do you know where your chamber is located, Rome? If you enter the wrong one by mistake, you’ll be as good as married before the new year.”

      Penelope and Lord Darlington had been well acquainted for years and so her familiarity with the gentleman came as no surprise.

      The befuddled viscount shrugged. “Somewhere in the north tower, but damned if I can remember what the door looked like.”

      “Wait here.” Penelope sighed and then turned back to where she’d come from, her long auburn braid swinging as she did so. “Danbury will get you there.”

      “If he’s asleep, I’ll search for it my…” Darlington’s voice trailed off at the futility of ever trying to tell Penelope what to do.

      Then he turned back to Rose and scowled. “I’m not,” he said stubbornly, crossing his arms in front of him. How was it that men could seem so imposing one moment and adorably boyish the next?

      Rose rolled her eyes in exasperation. “Of course,” she said sweetly. “My Lord.”

      “Damnit, Miss Waring—”

      “What in blazes?” It was Lord Danbury who entered unannounced this time. Wearing a maroon silk banyan embroidered with dragons and various shooting flames, he, too, was barefooted. Rose wondered if her mistress’ husband wore anything beneath the exotic-looking cover-up and then dismissed the idea. Of course, he didn’t.

      There was not a great deal that Penelope kept from Rose, the relationship between mistress and lady’s maid being more intimate than almost any other.

      “It’s Stone’s fault.” Darlington swayed ever so slightly as he lifted both arms in mock surrender. “Scotch, gin, and then some abs… absint… absinthe.”

      Danbury was shaking his head. “You’ll be more than sorry come morning.” But then he gestured toward the door leading to the corridor. “I know where your chamber is. Let’s get you there before you sully my wife’s good name.”

      Rose clenched her teeth. But the truth of it was, this was Penelope’s chamber. Rose’s reputation only mattered in so much as how it affected Penelope’s. She was, after all, only a maid.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          Carry On!

        

      

    

    
      “You’ve an appointment to ride with the duke and Lord Hawthorne, My Lord.”

      Rome buried his face in his pillow to drown out his valet’s disapproving tone. What in God’s name had he put his body through the night before? His head pounded, his stomach rolled, and his mouth was dry as the Sahara.

      Oh, yes. His brothers had goaded him into drinking God knows what. Vague recollections of Stone’s dares and Peter’s laughter taunted him. Had the concoction really been green? Absinthe. The normal affection he held for his brothers was noticeably absent today.

      Light penetrated the gap between his face and the pillow as Pierce, showing no sympathy or mercy, threw open the heavy drapes with a flourish. “I’ve your bath already prepared in the dressing room.”

      A bath. And, as per his usual routine, it would be cold.

      Pain pulsed at the back of his neck and an ominous sickening rumbled in his gut.

      More light flooded in as Pierce drew open another set of curtains. More pain. More rumbling.

      Rome rolled to his back ever so slowly and, summoning sheer force of will, lowered his feet off the edge of the bed, forcing himself to sit up.

      He would not vomit.

      Rome Spencer, Viscount Darlington, did not vomit.

      A bath would help. He would not be late, nor would he cancel his appointment. He would suffer for his poor judgment, and the punishment would be well deserved. His damned brothers had heckled him, but he’d been foolish to succumb to such reckless behavior.

      As his feet landed on the carpeted floor, the pain from his head reverberated all the way down to his toes, and then back up again, gaining strength as it did so.

      Eventually, he was going to have to open his eyes.

      Rome refused to bury his head in a chamber pot. He swallowed the extra spittle collecting in his mouth and focused all thoughts upon the invigorating bath awaiting him.

      “Do you have some sort of concoction for this? Some tonic or remedy?” If such a cure existed, his valet would be in the know.

      Of course, the well-informed Mr. Pierce would be cognizant of his employer’s condition and how he’d come to be in it, but neither of them would actually acknowledge it. Rome had spent half his life disparaging such conduct, obnoxiously as a matter of fact. The repercussions of behaving irresponsibly were not worth the temporary pleasure experienced. Perhaps if he pretended it never happened…

      “I had the cook make this up for you.” A cold glass pressed into his hand.

      Rome lifted one eyelid to examine what he hoped would be a magical elixir.

      “Green, Pierce?” Although it wasn’t the bright green the absinthe had been, rather a grayish brownish-green. Rather like—

      His stomach lurched threateningly but Rome swallowed hard, denying himself the humiliation.

      “I’ve hot tea for after your bath.”

      If Rome made it that far.

      Shaking off such unproductive thoughts, Rome lifted the glass and poured it down his gullet in one long, mindless, sickening swallow.

      His stomach lurched and then made a gurgling sound. Then it settled.

      And when he arrived outside thirty minutes later, Rome took great satisfaction in the surprised expressions on his brothers’ faces.

      “Didn’t expect to see you this early.” Stone’s mouth twisted into a mocking grin.

      “How’s the head, old man?” the younger of his two cursed siblings taunted.

      “Why wouldn’t I ride on such a beautiful morning?” He spoke in the direction of the two men who, but for their demeanor and clothing, appeared nearly identical to him. He and his brothers had inherited their father’s dark brooding looks while their only sister resembled their fair-haired mother. Rome adjusted his hat so that it sat straight upon his head and then nodded succinctly. He’d not give them the satisfaction of believing they’d gotten the best of him.

      Even if he did feel like hell.

      Crisp air hadn’t deterred the early morning riders. Quite the opposite, in fact. Saddling his own mount, Rome glanced around to note that nearly every gentleman in residence for the Christmas house party had dragged themselves out of their warm beds to participate. For a fleeting moment, the lure of his own warm bed nearly brought him to his knees.

      Ridiculous.

      The Duke of Cortland, the esteemed host of this extravagant party, appeared well-rested and enthusiastic. As did Roman’s brother-in-law, the Earl of Hawthorne, the Duke of Monfort, and… ah, yes. Danbury.

      “Glad you could join us today.” The recently married viscount grinned unrepentantly.

      Rome vaguely recalled Danbury assisting him to his chamber late the night before. Very late. No, it had been three in the morning. That maid, Rose, had so graciously informed him of the time.

      Rome adjusted his hat and then rubbed his chin. Something eluded him. Some… concern. Had he gambled away a fortune? He dismissed the thought as nonsense. Even at his most indisposed moment, he’d never do anything so foolish.

      “My apologies for interrupting your night’s sleep.” Rome crouched beside his horse to test the cinch. Danbury had been wearing a dressing gown when he’d guided Rome through the labyrinth of corridors to find his chamber. The man had risen from his bed in the early hours of dawn. “And that of your viscountess.”

      Danbury chuckled into his hand. “Not me you need to apologize to, rather Pen and her maid, Rosie.” The damn viscount sounded far too cheerful to Rome’s ears.

      Rosie. She’d said she preferred Rose.

      The image of the dark-haired beauty pricked him with that unsettled feeling again.

      She’d allowed him into her chamber. No, it had been Pen’s chamber. Despite his muddled memory, he easily recalled the maid’s lush figure discernible even from beneath her dressing gown.

      Sultry. That word stuck in his mind as an apt description of the young woman.

      “I’ll be sure to do that.” He would apologize to her today.

      Seeing other gentlemen already atop their rides, Rome swung himself onto his own mount and turned to join them. Damn, but he oughtn’t to move so quickly. The pain behind his eyes nearly sent him reeling as he adjusted his seat upon the saddle.

      Surely, he hadn’t done or said anything untoward to her? Why did he feel so disconcerted? Ever since Laura Creighton, long dead now, Rome had made it a point to never involve himself with servants, regardless of how enticing they may be. As a titled gentleman, there was not much he could offer such a woman, and those same women, in his employ or the employ of an acquaintance of his, might feel powerless to refuse. He’d witnessed the devastation that could be caused firsthand, and that was more than enough to keep him from dallying in those quarters ever again.

      “What made you decide to join us for the holidays this year? Is the allure of Harlow Point diminishing?” Hawthorne, his brother-in-law, had ridden up beside him. At one point, Rome and Hawthorne had come to blows over Rome’s younger sister, Natalie, but since the two had married, Rome had gradually grown to respect the earl. Little Nat had found her way into a love match.

      Over the past decade, Rome had spent most of his time at his northern estate, Harlow Point, and it had become more home to him than Raven’s Park. Until recently, he’d had far more reason to remain there than to travel home. He’d felt his presence there mattered.

      “You know how my sister is when she wants something. I relented after her fifth letter.”

      Hawthorne laughed. “She’s determined you marry this year. When she begins throwing debutantes in your path, don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Nat has been determined that I marry for as long as I can remember.” And yet he, Stone, and Peter still remained bachelors.

      “Any more nights like the last one and she’ll have her wish.” Danbury, of course, had joined them now.

      “I heard your brothers led you astray last night.” Hawthorne studied him with a sideways glance. “A little green around the gills, but other than that, you look none the worse for wear.”

      Rome sure as hell didn’t feel none the worse. In fact, his skull threatened to explode each time he turned his head.

      He did not care for this particular topic of conversation. Leaning forward, he urged his mount to pull away. If they were going to ride, they might as well ride. If they wanted to gossip, they could remain at Summers Park taking tea with the ladies.
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      Already dressed in a lovely high-waisted day gown, her red hair in a tight chignon at the back of her neck, Penelope stared out the window where a group of gentlemen had assembled for an early morning ride. She took a sip of her chocolate and then sighed loudly enough that Rose heard it from across the room. “I worry about that man.”

      “Danbury?” Rose asked.

      “Rome. Viscount Darlington.”

      Rose had been lining up the combs along the vanity but stilled for a moment at the name. Had Penelope heard the same rumor that Rose had? “Don’t tell me he’s joined the riders this morning.” Rose had assumed he’d be abed most of the day.

      “Darlington? Miss an appointment? The man would have to be at death’s door before he’d fail to meet a commitment.”

      “So why worry?” Rose sniffed from a jar of Penelope’s perfume—very expensive perfume––and then rubbed a few drops onto her wrists. Pleased with the fragrance, she dabbed another drop behind her ears.

      “He seems different. Lost somehow. Ever since last Christmas…” Penelope’s statement was not at all what Rose expected. “I never thought I’d feel sorry for him. But being tossed over for a blacksmith! Not only did she break his heart, but she had to have stomped on his pride. I rather think he’s in dire need of a wife.”

      It was the same for all titled gentlemen. “He’ll have to marry eventually. He’s heir to an earl, for heaven’s sake, and he’s what, all of five and thirty? It’s only a matter of time.”

      “I suppose. Although age is different for a man. He could be nearing one hundred years and still be considered a catch.” Penelope sighed again. “Idiot men. Excluding Danbury, of course.” And then she stared at Rose. “What of you? Are you happy, Rose? I’ve been wondering… Things haven’t been the same between us, really, since Danbury and I have…”

      Rose swallowed hard. “I’m content enough.” This was the natural course of things. She couldn’t very well expect that their relationship would remain the same now that Penelope had Danbury and the children.

      Before Penelope married, she and Rose had shared everything. They’d been the best of friends, bosom buddies. Penelope had sworn off marriage for most of her life, and that had made Rose’s own situation seem not nearly as pathetic. Until the past year.

      Penelope was a wife now, and a mother.

      Her mistress watched her skeptically. “Do you hate living at Land’s End? We never go to London anymore, or Bath.”

      “Land’s End is isolated, but I’m fine.” In fact, Rose thought, perhaps it was best she kept to herself. Especially after last summer’s debacle. “It’s not as though I’m missing out on anything.” Sometimes Penelope was unusually obtuse. Rose was her maid, for heaven’s sake. Even if Penelope didn’t treat her as such, everyone else did. “I’m a servant, Pen.”

      Penelope waved her hand through the air. “You are my friend.”

      Rose choked back ironic laughter.

      “Do you ever think about marrying, Rose? About having your own family?”

      As the only daughter to the third son of a baronet, Rose had attended school with other gently bred young ladies, including Penelope. She had learned how to paint using watercolors, play the pianoforte adequately, was a mean shot with a bow and arrow, and excelled at the most practical art of flirtation. She’d been raised with certain expectations for her future; an educated husband, a home, perhaps children.

      None of which would ever come to fruition.

      Upon hearing such an insensitive question, Rose turned and glared at Penelope. Because she had. Oh, she had. “It would be futile to contemplate what can never be.”

      Intent upon putting an end to this conversation, Rose strode into the adjacent dressing room and removed Penelope’s gown for that evening. She’d brush it and hang it up rather than entertain Penelope’s impossible musings.

      Sometimes they didn’t bother her, but today…

      The visit from Darlington, for some reason, had left her feeling raw.

      If only her father had been strong enough to resist the lure of cards. Gambling, to be more precise. He’d played one more hand one too many times, and when his daughter reached the age of five and ten, he’d lost the majority of his fortune with the turn of a single card.

      Instead of being shipped off to a distant relative to act as a companion, Rose had chosen to try on the position of Penelope’s maid. She’d worn if for over a decade, now.

      Blessing though it had been at the time, it had also proven to be something of a curse.

      After no time at all, she’d realized that the line she walked was a precarious one—acting as lady’s maid to her best friend. Especially when Penelope’s mother had opposed the idea. Lord Riverton, Penelope’s father, allowed his daughter to do pretty much anything that took her fancy. Lady Riverton, on the other hand, had never approved of the arrangement. She’d never quite approved of Rose, period.

      “I didn’t mean to upset you.” Penelope had followed her into the dressing room. “I just never realized, before Danbury and I…”

      “I know.”

      “I want you to be happy, too! I want you to meet someone and fall in love and have children, if that’s what you want.” Long ago, when they were just girls, Rose had confided that she wanted all of those things. Rose would play house with her baby dolls and a miniature cradle while Penelope pretended to preside over Parliament.

      So much had changed.

      Rose twisted her mouth into what she hoped looked like a smile. “I’m fine, Pen. Really. Now, shouldn’t you be going downstairs? You told the duchess you’d help her sort the Christmas decorations.”

      Penelope sighed. “I suppose. But you will tell me if you are unhappy?”

      “I will tell you.” But she would not.

      Penelope was her employer. As long as Rose depended upon Lord Danbury and Penelope for her livelihood, for her security, things could never be as they’d been when they were younger.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          Tea

        

      

    

    
      Every bone and most of Rome’s organs seemed to be pleading with him to return to his chamber and slip into blissful oblivion, but he refused to give in. Nor would he squander the day on billiards. Playing the damn game with his brothers was what had led to his irresponsible behavior the evening before. Although he occasionally felt a wave of the effects of liquor yet to have worn off, he felt utterly sober and of a firm resolve to remain so for the remainder of Cortland’s house party.

      He didn’t quite understand why he’d succumbed in the first place. And to have ended up in Penelope’s chamber like that…

      With every intention of seeking out Cortland’s library, he halted, pivoted, and headed toward the staircase instead.

      Doubtful that his pounding head would allow him to accomplish much reading, he’d instead locate Penelope’s lady’s maid and apologize to her. Manners demanded it and since all of the lady guests were in the attics going through old trunks of Christmas ribbons and whatnot, he’d likely find the chit alone.

      Unlike the evening before, he had no difficulty finding Lady Danbury’s chamber. It would behoove his conscience to put this matter behind him as succinctly as possible.

      Damned nuisance, a conscience.

      He rapped on the heavy door with three resounding knocks before stepping backward and clasping his hands behind his back. He’d attend to some correspondence that awaited him afterward. Perhaps send a note to Wesley.

      The sound of soft footsteps preceded the slow opening of the door and the word ‘sultry’ jumped into his mind once again. When her dark eyes peered out at him, he couldn’t shake the sense of deja vu.

      “Danbury isn’t here,” she stated matter-of-factly. “Nor is Pen—the viscountess.”

      Rome cleared his throat. “You are the person I wish to speak with.” When her delicate brows furrowed, he added, “May I come in for a moment?”

      He would never think to enter any actual lady’s chamber for fear he’d be marrying the occupant the next day. But Miss Waring… ah, yes, he remembered her telling him her full name. Ursula Rosamond Waring. She, he assured himself, was but a maid.

      He was perfectly safe.

      As was she.

      She scowled but pulled the door inward and gestured for him to enter.

      Once inside, he absent-mindedly scrutinized the contents of the room: fainting couch, sofa, wardrobe, desk… bed.

      Woman.

      Last night, her hair had been braided into a long sleek rope, her figure soft and yielding beneath her dressing gown. Today she appeared starched, more the maid. And although the mobcap covered her silky mane completely, it had the unintended consequence of emphasizing her dark expressive eyes and lush cherry lips.

      Sultry.

      “What can I do for you, My Lord?” Her attitude was far more subservient now than he had observed the night before. And he realized that he liked her voice, which was deeper than most of the chits he knew. Warm. Rich.

      He searched his memory for the reason he’d come and then cleared his throat. “Regarding last night.” Well, of course, it would be about last night. What else would he have to discuss with his friend’s wife’s lady’s maid?

      “I’ve come to apolo—”

      “I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean—”

      They both began speaking at the same time. What could she possibly be sorry for?

      He watched her through narrowed eyes as he recalled their conversation. Had she insulted him? And then, oh, yes. She’d told him she thought he was a Molly.

      Which sent the original reason for his visit flying out the window.

      “Miss Waring.” He spoke firmly, in much the same tone he’d use with any of his employees who dared have the audacity to speculate, let along address him on matters of his private life. “It’s obvious your mistress has been far too lenient with you.”

      “Excuse me?” She came to life, eyes blazing and anger flushing her lovely complexion a pale pink. “I may have spoken out of turn, but it is you who was in the wrong, sir!”

      “That is ‘My Lord’ to you, Miss.”

      “You!” she sputtered. “It was you who woke me in the middle of the night, drunk as a wheelbarrow, in need of assistance!”

      Which was true.

      “But did I turn you away? No! I ought to have sent your jug-bitten—”

      “I’ll concede it was impertinent of me. But for you to suggest that—” He could not even bring himself to utter her insinuation. He was not sickened by the notion. He’d known men, good men, who were so inclined. One did not attend an all-male school without realizing some gentlemen experienced very different urges than one’s own. However, this was not the case for him.

      “It was to your advantage, My Lord. I would not have allowed you to enter my bedchamber had I thought otherwise.” The scowl darkening her features stirred his normal calm composure into a myriad of inclinations and urges that were inappropriate for altogether different reasons.

      Damn, but she heated his blood. What with her ridiculous insinuations and flippant attitude.

      This was what had had him on edge all morning—the opinion of a maid!

      “So then?” he challenged her. “A gentleman who chooses to comport himself with discretion and honor cannot simply be what he appears? Must his behavior lead you to immediately believe that he is… uninterested in women?”

      She looked away from him and shrugged. “That is my experience, yes.” And then she turned those black eyes back on him again. Not black exactly. The darkest brown. The color of strong coffee.

      This entire conversation was preposterous.

      “Allow me to set you straight. Not that it’s any of your business, mind you. Blasted impertinent wench. My preferences are for none other than ladies. Women. Females.” He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. It was pounding again, worse than before. Damn, but the absinthe from the previous night was not through with him yet.

      His legs suddenly threatened to collapse beneath him, and the world lurched. It felt as though it had anyhow.

      His nostrils caught a whiff of her perfume, fresh and sweet, before he realized she’d taken hold of his arm. “Why aren’t you in your chamber? Wellington himself would have spent the day abed if he’d had the night that you did.” Feminine hands guided him to sit and then lifted his feet onto the chaise. He opened his eyes just in time to catch a glimpse of her bosom near his face as she placed a pillow behind his head.

      What had they been arguing about? She made it difficult for him to remain angry.

      A cool cloth descended onto his forehead.

      “If I may be perfectly clear…” In one last valiant attempt to sit up, he tried raising himself forward, only to be gently pushed back again.

      “And of course, you have been. I stand thoroughly reprimanded and corrected. You prefer ladies. Women. Females. My most abject apologies, My Lord.”

      Oh, God, had he rebuked her for failing to address him properly?

      “I have work to do,” he mumbled as a soft quilt was drawn about his shoulders. The gentle scent of lavender was already quieting the pounding in his head.

      “The work will be there when you wake.”

      But he would not sleep. He’d only lie here a moment.
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      “Shhh.” Rose held her finger to her lips as Penelope made to enter the room.

      “I’ve changed my mind—” Penelope began.

      “Shhh.” Rose gestured toward the sleeping viscount, which silenced Penelope easily enough.

      “What is he doing in here?” She crossed to the sofa where Rose sat sewing a button on Penelope’s winter coat and dropped down beside her.

      “He came to apologize,” Rose whispered back. She’d leave it at that. “For awakening me last night.”

      Pen shook her head. “Was his apology so very exhausting that he must nap in my chamber?”

      “I thought you said you were worried about him,” Rose pointed out. “He went out riding this morning. You saw what condition he was in last night. The man refuses to accept that he is only human. Likely, he doesn’t wish his valet to see him this way.”

      “Why would he care what his valet thinks?”

      “He’s a reputation to uphold!” Sliding Penelope a censuring glare. she added, “Did you not care what I had to say upon your issues before you married Lord Danbury?”

      “Point taken.” Penelope pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Do you think I ought to find a wife for him? I doubt he’s capable of doing so on his own.”

      “No,” Rose answered quickly. Too quickly? If his earlier assertions were true than that meant… “He deserves a love match.”

      “My thoughts precisely.” More chin tapping. “It’s a shame you…”

      “Oh, please, don’t even say it aloud,” Rose hushed her. What if he overheard such nonsense? When would Penelope remember that Rose’s prospects ended the day she took on this post?

      Penelope wrinkled her nose. “There must be someone.”

      “Why are you here, anyhow?” Rose glanced meaningfully at the clock. “You’re going to be late for tea.”

      “I wanted to ask if you’d mind preparing my periwinkle gown for this evening, rather than the emerald. Danbury mentioned it was a particular favorite of his. Would it be too much trouble?” Without awaiting Rose’s answer, she glanced at Darlington again and sighed. “I suppose I’ll leave you to it—to him— then. It’s not as though you’re in any danger.”

      Rose blew a few stray hairs away from her face. “As if…” she muttered ironically.

      The door closed behind Penelope, leaving the room silent but for the steady breathing of the sleeping viscount. He wasn’t snoring, but he certainly wasn’t sleeping soundlessly.

      She resumed her sewing but couldn’t keep her gaze from straying again and again to the gentleman stretched out on the chaise. How did a man come to possess such long and thick lashes?

      And his lips, although firm and determined while he was awake, were now parted slightly, making them so very soft and kissable.

      Poking the needle into the fabric, she used perhaps more force than necessary to tighten the tiny stitch.

      She then shifted her body so that she faced more of the window and fanned her hand in front of her face. Studying him this way, unfettered by any reason to look away, had the startling effect of igniting inappropriate longings within her

      He really was too perfect for words, even if his complexion was a little green today.

      In fact, he appeared even more handsome somewhat disheveled, with his face relaxed and his clothing wrinkled around him.

      She set her sewing aside and decided his cravat might have been tied a wee bit too tightly. The fabric resisted her efforts at first but when she stepped back to admire her handiwork, she believed it worth the effort. She could now make out more of his jaw and the tiny hairs curling just below his neck.

      A girl could look, after all.

      Was it possible that he was all that he appeared? What had he called himself? A gentleman who chooses to comport himself with discretion and honor.

      A knock at the door had her jumping guiltily.

      For the second time within twenty-four hours, a single gentleman was alone with her in her bedchamber.

      In Penelope’s bedchamber.

      When the knock sounded, louder this time, she crossed the room and peered outside, barely opening it more than three inches.

      “Lady Danbury ordered tea delivered.” A tight-lipped kitchen maid stood holding a tray of tea and biscuits.

      Feeling a conflicting combination of gratitude and exasperation toward Penelope, Rose opened the door so she could relieve the maid of her tray.

      Instead of handing it over, however, the woman pushed the door wider and marched inside to place it on one of the vacant tables.

      Rose’s heart lurched.

      With a fleeting glance in Darlington’s direction, the servant performed her task as though nothing was amiss. She settled the tray on the small table near the sofa and straightened a spoon before turning to face Rose. Her expression managed to appear both disapproving and cunning.

      “Will her ladyship and the, er, gentleman require anything else, Rosie?”

      “Not at this time, thank you.” Rose could not remember the woman’s name. Somehow, though, every servant she ever came across knew exactly who she was.

      The woman glanced around the room as though she expected someone else to be there. Penelope perhaps?

      “Thank you. That will be all,” Rose excused her. It would, of course, do no good to ask the woman to keep quiet about Darlington’s presence. She could only hope the maid wasn’t a gossip.

      Oh, Penelope! Why?

      But the scent of freshly baked pastries answered her question.

      Because Penelope loves me.

      Penelope always seemed to feel a little guilty about leaving Rose behind over the course of such gatherings.

      “I should go.” Darlington’s voice interrupted her thoughts. “Send me away.” But he hadn’t moved. In fact, he remained sprawled on Penelope’s fainting couch, eyes closed, looking, for all the world, as though he was still asleep.

      “There is plenty for both of us.” Rose lowered herself onto the settee. She moved the tray to the table near where she’d been sitting and then carefully prepared two cups of tea. She ought to send him away immediately, but instead, she simply asked, “Sugar?”

      “Black is fine.”

      She stared across to where he pushed himself up and then, addressing the tea once again, scooped two spoonfuls of sugar into her own cup and, after a moment’s consideration, the same into his.

      Not giving him the opportunity to decline, carefully maneuvering the small metal tongs, she placed two of the most delectable pastries onto two separate plates, preparing the refreshments the same as she would have in her father’s drawing room.

      “You aren’t like other maids, are you?” he observed from the fainting couch.

      Without meeting those blue eyes of his, she handed the dish across the table and then took her seat again. “Why do you say that?” The porcelain felt hot against her lips as she tested the temperature of the tea.

      Too hot, so she blew gently, watching the liquid swirl around her breath.

      “For one thing, I know of no maids willing to take tea with me.” He lowered his feet onto the carpet, his cravat dangling around his neck as he sat forward.

      She couldn’t help but stare at him over the rim of her cup. “It’s only tea,” she murmured. He seemed far more interested in watching her than in the beverage she’d handed him.

      He lifted the cup to his mouth and then frowned. “Did you put sugar in this?”

      “Drink it. You could use some sweetening up.” Rose did not look at him as she sipped from her own cup.

      “See, right there. I should have known Penelope Crone would not have a normal maid. Where did the two of you meet, finishing school?” And then he chuckled at his own joke.

      For some reason, Rose didn’t want to admit to him that yes, at one time, she and Penelope had been equals. Being treated like any other maid was one thing, being pitied for it quite another.

      She watched as he took a second, heartier sip of the sweet drink. “Try the biscuit,” she suggested helpfully. “The duchess’ bakers are the best in all of England.” With that, she bit into her own confection. Soft and buttery, it literally melted upon her tongue.

      His gaze seemed to linger on her lips as she licked a few crumbs from her fingers. It wasn’t exactly proper, but she hated to let any go to waste.

      “I don’t eat sweets,” he mumbled before taking a hesitant bite, nonetheless. “I wouldn't guess that you indulge often.”

      Rose knew that her hips flared a little more than most and there was not much she could do for the size of her bosoms. She was taller than average, however. “I'm lucky enough to go unpunished for this particular sin."

      He took another bite, still watching her. “You’re right. These are delicious.” A wicked gleam sparkled in his eyes. “Do you go unpunished for any other sins?”

      Did she? Rose held his stare boldly. “Depends on what one considers to be punishment.” Rose knew better but could not help but add, “And what one considers a sin.”
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          Servants and Masters

        

      

    

    
      The minx bit her lip the minute she uttered such provocative words.

      Sultry.

      Indeed, the perfect word for her.

      “Please, forgive me,” Rose offered, dropping her lashes before he could respond.

      Rome wondered if it was a ruse. For a moment, she’d flirted with him outrageously but then just as quickly retreated behind a mask of sorts.

      When she had the courage to meet his gaze again, she only did so briefly.

      It was not a ruse. She seemed… ashamed.

      “Are you English?” Her dark hair and eyes contrasted with her pale complexion. She seemed incredibly English and yet she exuded a hint of the exotic. Something about her…

      “My mother’s mother came from Portugal.” She set her cup down carefully and reached for a garment sitting beside her. “But I consider myself English.” He watched as she punched her needle through the material. If she paid heed to her task then she could almost ignore him.

      “Is your father a merchant?” The more time he spent in her presence, the more difficult it became to believe she’d been raised for service.

      “Why are you so different from other lords?’ She peeked up from her work, cocking an eyebrow.

      “Touché.” But that reminded him. “Not because—”

      “Yes, yes, you’ve been quite adamant in regard to that.” She went back to her sewing, seemingly past her embarrassment. “I wonder, though, why be so utterly honorable and all that? When you don’t have to be?”

      Rome’s father, the Earl of Ravensdale, had delegated a great deal of responsibility to him upon his graduation from Oxford. Initially, he’d been like most of the young men he’d graduated with, seeking pleasure and enjoying the benefits that came along with his position.

      Until he’d blundered and cost his father thousands of pounds.

      And one young woman her life.

      Laura.

      He could never atone for the repercussions of his careless behavior, but he swore to never endanger a woman again. Nor would he risk the prosperity of his father’s estates. When he did make time to indulge, he did so with an abundance of caution. “I am not all that different.” He coughed into his hand. “Perhaps a tad more discreet than most.”

      “Discretion has a value all its own.” Her eyes flicked to his plate. “You like them?”

      He could not deny it. Her smug smile prevented him from even trying.

      Both the pounding in his head and the aching in his stomach had subsided since he’d consumed the sugar-laced tea and pastries. Miss Waring, although impudent, had the right of it.

      Miss Waring? She was but a maid!

      She was Rosie. Rose.

      And yet, there she sat, looking quite genteel, with only the mobcap on her head and the apron worn over her dress to expose her position.

      “I thank you, again.” Taking the last biscuit from his plate, he rose. “And I suppose I must apologize yet again. I realize it’s not proper that I visit you here.” This time, when their eyes met, she did not look away.

      Such an intriguing woman.

      A maid, though! How many times must he remind himself of this fact?

      “I would be grateful if you would accept my apologies for last night.” He’d not speak with her again after this and felt oddly reluctant to say goodbye. Viscounts simply did not consort with servants, especially young maids.

      Unless, of course, they were the most despicable sort of man.

      “I will, thank you. And you’re welcome, My Lord.” Her cultured voice sounded like a blasted duchess while she stared at him with the boldness of a courtesan.

      He knew at that moment that if he were to kiss her, she would not resist. He’d caught her watching him more than once. Hell, only because he’d secretly ogled her sumptuous hips and breasts when she thought he’d been asleep.

      But he would not.

      As he turned to go, her voice halted him. “Have a care for yourself. You aren’t immortal, after all.”

      Rome glanced over his shoulder in surprise. “No one is, Miss Waring, no one is.”
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      Cradling a snifter of brandy, Rome only vaguely listened to the conversations taking place around him in Cortland’s drawing room. Twice now, Miss Waring had allowed him to enter her chamber. She seemed oddly comfortable with him, and if he were to be honest with himself, he’d felt the same with her. His response to her baffled him. Rome kept a strict distance from those in his employ, even his valet, as impossible as it might seem.

      She no longer considered him to be a backgammon player, he was quite certain of that. But she did not fear him. He’d wager that she would have sent any other man packing rather than put herself in such a vulnerable position.

      “Land’s End is so very far from everything!” His sister, Natalie, now the Countess of Hawthorne, exclaimed to Lady Asherton, Danbury’s widowed sister. “We’ll be visiting my parents at Raven’s Park after the holidays; you must accompany us. And then you won’t have such a long journey to London for the Season.”

      Sitting beside his sister, the other woman blushed charmingly. Although the widow must be nearing thirty, she was more than just a handsome lady. She was hauntingly beautiful. She’d lost her husband and her mother in the past few years. Natalie would wish to “save” the poor woman. It was his sister’s way. This would not be the first time she’d taken a lost soul under her wing. Rome watched her indulgently from where he lounged against a high-backed chair set across from her. His sister might be impulsive in such endeavors, but she was always kind, if not a tad manipulative.

      “You as well, Rome!” Natalie exclaimed in his direction, pouting prettily. “We hardly see you anymore. You’re always up north.”

      “I’m not up north now.” But he didn’t decline her offer outright.

      He’d had nothing to keep him from attending the house party this year. Harlow Point would continue running the same without him. Hell, at times he’d wondered if his presence did more harm than good. Tenant unrest seemed to have become never-ending.

      He swallowed the remainder of his drink and enjoyed the burning sensation that traveled down his gullet and into his gut.

      “And I’m positively thrilled that you are! You always misconstrue my words.” His sister scowled.

      “What are you thrilled about, sweetheart?” Hawthorne lowered himself beside her. Another love match. This house party was littered with them.

      “Seeing my big brother, of course.”

      Hawthorne slid a glance in Rome’s direction with raised brows. “Seeing you here is something of a surprise.”

      Rome could hardly remember the last time he’d spent a holiday with his family. He’d barely made it to London to attend his brother Joseph’s, and then Natalie’s, weddings.

      He lifted his glass to take another swallow and grimaced at the realization that he’d already emptied it.

      “And Margaret’s going to join us at Raven’s Park as well, if I can talk her into it.” The poor woman didn’t stand a chance against Natalie’s exuberance.

      Lady Asherton smiled.

      Penelope, looking none too pleased, had crossed the room to join them as well. “Darlington.” She nodded in his direction.

      “Lady Danbury.”

      “Walk with me.” She smiled innocently.

      Rome could not refuse such a request made by a lady.

      “But of course.” He’d refill his snifter, too. Rising, he winged an arm and headed them in the direction of one of Cortland’s liquor cabinets. This would not be a casual conversation. They never were when it came to this particular woman.

      “I trust you’re feeling better this evening?” Ah, yes. He should have known she’d not allow his indiscretions of the night before to pass without mention.

      “Much.”

      “And Rose. Have you apologized to her?”

      “Miss Waring? Your maid?” He sat his glass down and removed the stopper from a nearly full glass decanter. “Have I apologized to your maid?” He slid her a glance. “Of course.”

      But Penelope drew her brows together. “You are different this year. Have you finally grown tired of doing all your father’s work? Can he not hire a steward to handle issues up north?”

      There would always be stewards and others who were willing to take on his responsibilities. Rome lifted the glass to his lips and consumed nearly half of what he’d just poured. “Where’d you find her? Miss Waring, that is?”

      His old friend eyed him skeptically. “If anyone else asked me such a question, I’d be worried. But I know you.” And then she sighed. “I found Rose when we were both all of eight years old. Her father’s land bordered ours.”

      “Her father’s land?”

      Penelope nodded. “He gambled everything away before she had the chance to make her come out. So I—”

      “Hired her as your maid! Of course, that makes perfect sense.” Hadn’t he made a joke about her background? She’d not acknowledged his crass remark.

      “I didn’t want her sent away.”

      “Did she want to be your maid?” What an odd situation. Rome couldn’t imagine hiring anyone he’d once been equals with to wait on him hand and foot. Far too complicated.

      Penelope winced. “She was my best friend. And the aunt her father was going to send her to is a beast. I couldn’t allow that. She’d have been all the way up in Scotland. It was practically a death sentence.”

      Rome wasn’t sure what to think about that.

      Penelope turned, rested her elbows on the wooden surface of the sideboard, and leaned back, scanning the room’s inhabitants. “What do you think of my sister-in-law?”

      “Lady Asherton?”

      “Yes. Margaret. Lovely, don’t you think? She’d make a fine match for you.”

      Rome filled his glass again. “I don’t know, Pen.” It seemed he’d had this conversation a thousand times. Not about this particular lady, of course, but about some suitable one or another, as suggested by his mother, his aunt, or, worst of all, his father.

      “You need to marry, you know.” The words annoyed him as much as listening to an out-of-tune string quartet. But that he could tune out the notion.

      He’d tried to marry. Last year, he’d tried. And look how that turned out.

      “Lady Eliza was a fool.” Penelope announced. The damned woman seemed to read his mind. He never should have discussed his broken betrothal with her last spring. “To think she’d marry a mere mister, with you on the line. A blacksmith’s son, no less! You poor dear!”

      “It’s for the best.” Even to him, the arrangement hadn’t felt quite right. His parents’ marriage was a love match, Natalie’s was, and even his youngest brother, Joseph, the only brother yet to have married, seemed to love his wife.

      Stupid of him to imagine he deserved the same. Perhaps he ought to find himself a mistress. He’d discarded the notion in the past as decadent and somewhat immoral but perhaps that was exactly what he needed…

      The image of Miss Waring came to mind.

      “Hugh and I weren’t in love when we married,” Penelope pointed out. “Sometimes it takes proximity for two people to appreciate one another.”

      “Is that what you call it?” He grimaced. “And sometimes, that same proximity leads to a distinctly opposite sentiment.” At least he could dismiss a mistress when appreciation turned to annoyance.

      “Think about it, Rome. Would do you a world of good.” She scowled at his drink disapprovingly. “Be more careful tonight.” She pushed herself away from the cabinet. “But you really ought to consider Margaret. She’s a lovely lady. Perfect for you.”

      Then she disappeared, leaving a disturbingly familiar scent in the air.

      She seemed to be wearing Miss Waring’s perfume.
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      Rose normally didn’t venture downstairs to the kitchen, but she’d been upstairs in Penelope’s chamber for most of the day and she had need of a change in scenery. Besides, she needed something to eat that did not consist mostly of sugar.

      Since Penelope had stayed with the Duchess of Cortland numerous times before marrying Danbury, Rose ought to be better acquainted with the servants at Summers Park. She ought to have been able to make a few friends.

      But she had not. They’d not welcomed her as they might other visiting servants. They were warily polite, helpful, even respectful. But they kept their distance. Her mistress treated her differently than other employers treated their servants, and for that, Rose would never be one of them.

      After collecting a plate with some bread and cheese from the pantry and then an apple from a bowl on the long worktable, she turned to ascend the servants’ stairs when a well-dressed, tall, and somber-looking gentleman stepped into her path.

      “Rosie?” He spoke in a rather posh-sounding accent for a servant. At least she thought he was a servant, despite his starched cravat and pressed clothing. Above stairs, obviously. “Might I have a word with you?”

      “And you are…?”

      “Mr. Pierce. Valet to Viscount Darlington.” That explained his appearance and manner. He looked none too happy, however, as he glared down at her.

      Whatever he had to say, she had a feeling she wasn’t going to like it.

      Other servants entered and exited the kitchen with no warning. If he was going to make any mention of his employer’s whereabouts the night before… “Not here.” She attempted to move past him, but he reached out and gripped her arm, causing her to nearly spill the food from the plate she was holding.

      “Let go of me!” Anger surged at his audacity.

      “If you’re looking to offer your favors to the viscount, you’re wasting your time.” The man could almost be considered handsome but for the cold look behind his eyes.

      The maid who’d delivered Penelope’s afternoon tea apparently had not kept Lord Darlington’s presence in Penelope’s chamber to herself for long. It was the only explanation.

      Unless others had witnessed him leaving.

      Good lord, he’d visited her chamber twice!

      “If I were to offer the viscount anything, it would be none of your business.” Rose lifted her chin. She hated bullies. Especially when they tried to bully her.

      “Everything his lordship does is my business, you presumptuous wench.” He squeezed her arm even more tightly.

      The valet’s arrogance knew no bounds. “His Lordship, I believe, does as he pleases, unless he answers to servants these days.”

      “He has more important business than to dally with the help. Do you hear me, girl?”

      “You’re hurting me.”

      “You’ll stop throwing yourself at him. Is that understood?”

      “Let go of me, sir, this instant or I’ll scream so loud you’ll wish—”

      He dropped her arm.

      Stinging from the man’s vitriol, she met his eyes boldly. “If you bother me again, Lord Darlington will hear of it from my employers.” And yet, guilt gnawed at her.

      She had allowed the viscount into her bedchamber! And then she’d sat with him, shared a perfectly lovely afternoon tea, an odd connection even…. She had flirted with him! It had been stupid of her to speak so daringly. She knew better than to tempt a man.

      Far too many of them could not control their animal urges, once provoked.

      “If you bother the viscount again, you’ll find yourself unemployed.” An edge of steel laced his voice. “Don’t test me.” And with that, he spun on his heel, coat tails flouncing, and disappeared into the servant dining quarters.

      Rose swallowed hard. Men! They said what they wanted, took what they wanted. Even those amongst them who were servants.

      Rose clenched her teeth. Perhaps the viscount himself relayed Rose’s bold behavior to the valet. Perhaps he’d laughed about it with the other man. She hadn’t meant anything by flirting with him. When the words slipped past her lips, she’d considered them to be harmless.

      They had been, hadn’t they?

      Regretting venturing downstairs, she clutched the rations she’d gathered and tore her way back to her chamber. She could hardly wait for this Christmas party to be over. Of course, then she’d have to return to Land’s End. It wasn’t as though she’d made many friends there, either. It wasn’t as though she had anyone there to celebrate the holidays with.

      It used to be just her and Penelope. Now Penelope had Hugh and the babies.

      Christmas held less meaning than it ever had before.

      They could decorate the windows, burn the Yule Log, hang mistletoe and holly all they liked, but nothing would change the fact that Rose was no longer her own person. She’d lost control of her destiny.

      Nothing festive about that.

      Had she controlled her destiny before working as a maid? She’d thought so. As a young girl, she’d imagined she would have choices. Not many of them, but choices, nonetheless.

      Closing the chamber door behind her, she put down her dish of food, dove onto the settee, and covered her face. She didn’t cry. She never cried. For the hundredth time, she pushed lumps of discontent deep down where she wouldn’t feel them, buried them, and pretended they didn’t exist.

      She couldn’t blame such feelings of discontent upon her monthlies, she’d had those last week. No, this was simply the circumstances of her life.

      Lovely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          Third Time’s a Charm

        

      

    

    
      “You needn’t allow me inside. But I have a question to ask you.”

      For the third time in less than twenty-four hours, Rose opened the door to her chamber to find Viscount Darlington standing outside. Tonight, he wore an elegant black jacket, scarlet waistcoat, pristine white starched cravat and breeches that hugged his—

      “I apologize, once again.” His elegant voice drew her attention back to his face.

      Why had he come? He’d apologized already. “There is no need.”

      He glanced over her shoulder, into the empty chamber. “Where did you get the notion that I would not be interested in females?” The question took her by surprise. “It makes no sense, and I’d like to nip it in the bud.”

      She’d obviously been wrong. She was quite certain of this now. “I’m sure it’s nothing.”

      He only raised his brows.

      This was no conversation to be held in a public corridor. Without saying a word, she pulled open the door and waited for him to enter.

      His presence, just as it had during his previous two visits, filled the room. When he turned to face her, it was obvious by his expression that he did not consider it to be nothing.

      “You must have some idea.”

      Rose hugged her arms in front of her and managed to shrug. “A servant. Perhaps last spring.” At this information, he winced.

      “There was… speculation. Since you hadn’t married, and after Lady Eliza broke off your betrothal… But I don’t remember anything specific. I simply assumed it was why you were not like other lords. No one considers you a rogue. You’re not known to frequent brothels and you don’t harass the help, like so many other lords do.”

      He ran a hand through his hair. “And obviously, since I do not harass the help…” He bit the words out in frustration.

      “You’d be surprised,” Rose inserted, drawing a speculative glance from him.

      “How many lords have harassed you? Other than myself, that is?” He’d seemed to dismiss the rumor for the moment.

      “A few. Enough.”

      He scowled at this.

      “Not my employer, of course, nor His Grace. They’ve always been perfect gentlemen.” Rose studied the carpet. “Most are.”

      “How many?” Tonight, intensity rolled off of him in waves. How had she ever considered this man to be harmless? “Who, precisely?”

      In truth, it had only happened a few times. A handsy earl. A stolen kiss from a baronet. And of course, Elias… Enough to make her wary.

      But he would not know them. And he could not possibly know Elias Grayson, a baron, who lived but a few miles from Land’s End. And she hadn’t considered that his attentions might be anything other than what he’d portrayed them to be… a courtship almost.

      Until she’d learned differently. She’d been daft to imagine he could have honorable intentions for a maid!

      “It’s no matter.” Oh, why had she even mentioned such a thing to him? It had likely been as much her fault as Elias’. She had considered the baron quite handsome. She’d flirted with him.

      The muscles in Lord Darlington’s jaw pulsed as though he was clenching his teeth together.

      “I’ve always been too outspoken for my own good. Perhaps there is something about me… I am too bold.”

      He furrowed his brows, somehow compelling her to tell him even more.

      “They just try... things. Given the opportunity, they just… do. I ought not to have...” What? Smiled at them? Accepted their compliments?

      Suddenly, the ticking of the clock on the mantle sounded all too loud.

      “You believe you encourage unwanted attention?” His quietly spoken question broke into the silence.

      Rose stared down at her hands, clasped tightly together. She never would have thought to have such a conversation with anyone. Somehow, this man invited her confidences. It made no sense at all. He was a viscount. They lived in different worlds.

      Perhaps that was why she could be comfortable telling him.

      “Perhaps without meaning to,” she attempted to explain. After Elias had… Well. Somehow, she had felt guilty. She should not have allowed herself to be alone with him. She ought to have been wearing her mobcap. Had she been a tease? “

      “But if you are unwilling, they have no right.”

      Oh, but how innocent this man seemed on occasion. His very goodness kept him from understanding that not all men abided by their conscience. Or even had one, for that matter.

      Some simply took whatever they wanted.

      “Have you told the countess? Or Danbury? Is it not their duty to provide protection for ladies in their employ?”

      Rose rolled her eyes. “It is not their duty to protect me, My Lord. And I am not a lady, as you say.” She appreciated such concern but... “You’re just like Penelope, you know? It seems you have the best intentions and yet you know nothing of what it’s like—” Oh, dear. She needed to learn to keep her opinions to herself. “I don’t mean any insult. Please forgive me.”

      He merely stared at her the same as he’d done earlier that day while taking tea. Was she some sort of curiosity to him? He should not have come here.

      She’d change the subject. Perhaps he’d forget what she’d said. She loved Penelope and would feel horrible if her words got back around to her.

      “Why aren’t you downstairs, with the other guests?”

      On this night, unlike the night before, he almost stood at attention, feet shoulder-width apart, hands behind his back, as he questioned her. His presence in her chamber, in no way, could be attributed to drunkenness.

      He tilted his head and narrowed his eyes, pointedly studying her. “Funny thing, Miss Waring. Your words give me cause to speculate. Which men of my acquaintance are of the ilk that you refer to? I cannot help but wonder if any of them have been making trouble.”

      She shook her head. “I’ve kept to myself here. I’ve not had trouble from any of them.”

      She had learned.

      “Elsewhere then? At Danbury’s estate? In Land’s End?”

      Rose turned away to stare outside into the dark. All she could see, however, was her reflection. And his.

      She could not blame Elias. She had been too forward with him. It was her own fault for allowing him the liberties that she had.

      “I am in no danger here, My Lord.” Her only present imminent danger seemed to be herself. She’d spoken carelessly to him this afternoon.

      This seemed to quiet him somewhat. When he’d first entered, he’d carried a tension, a readiness. Although dressed to the nines, he’d appeared… dark and riled.

      His eyes flicked to her wrist. She followed his gaze and realized he was staring at the red handprint left by his own valet.

      It would bruise by tomorrow. They always did.

      She shrugged. “I slipped in the stairwell.”

      His eyes darkened again. She wasn’t sure why she lied. It was embarrassing that she’d been unable to escape the self-important servant.

      She didn’t want trouble. Penelope and Danbury were very good to her.

      Lord Darlington reached one hand out. “May I?”

      Unsure what he asked, she nodded, nonetheless.  She trusted him. He’d entered her room in the middle of the night and, although well into his cups, had not made a single advance or inappropriate comment.

      He exuded good character.

      He wrapped his hand around her wrist, drawing her arm away from her body and toward him. With his other hand, he traced the lines on the tender skin of her forearm. “Who did this?” The gentleness of his touch was unexpected.

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing.”

      His throat moved, and she watched him swallow hard. His next question surprised her.

      “Lady Danbury says you attended school with her. Why did you consent to become her maid? She says you could have been a companion.”

      Her breath caught. Had he asked Penelope about her?

      “She is my dearest friend, and I love her,” Rose answered honestly.

      “It cannot be easy.” His fingers traced the mark again.

      She shivered and he lifted his gaze to meet hers once again.

      “My situation could be worse.” It was true. She had no complaints.

      His eyes, normally a bright blue, seemed darker tonight. She felt herself drowning in the black inner circle, unable to look anywhere but at him.

      “I don’t remember why I came here tonight,” he said softly.

      Rose swallowed. “The rumor.” Her own voice was barely a whisper. The intensity of his regard left her feeling exposed and vulnerable. It was as though he wanted to know everything about her, as though he would read her mind. When she could endure it no longer, she closed her eyes to break the spell.

      When she opened them again, he nodded, and then, after carefully releasing her arm, stepped back.

      “Is that all, My Lord?” Oddly enough, she didn’t wish him to leave, but servants already had been talking. And what reason would he have to stay?

      This was Penelope’s chamber.

      He was a viscount.

      She knew better.
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      Rose was lying. The bruising on her arm perfectly revealed the shape of fingers digging into her flesh. Rome wouldn’t push the matter. It was none of his business.

      And yet, he liked being in the same room with her. He felt as though he’d known her forever. As though she could see parts of him no one else did.

      He liked touching her––even just tracing the sensitive skin of her arm. What would it be like? To touch her face? To touch her breasts? The tender flesh between her legs? He shoved the inconvenient images from his mind. He’d not be another bastard for whom she must be wary.

      He’d nearly drawn her toward him, nearly pulled her body up against his. It had been so long. Too long. Was that why he’d come? He shook his head and took a second step backward.

      “How was supper?” She smiled weakly, unaware of his inappropriate thoughts. She’d not been raised for service; she’d been raised alongside Penelope.

      What had she asked? Supper. “Delightful but… Good Lord, there was far too much of it.”

      At his words, her smile grew. He’d not truly seen her smile before.

      Breathtaking.

      His gaze shifted to the dish she’d sat on the table where they’d taken tea earlier. “Bread and cheese. Amazing how satisfying something so unpretentious can be.” And at that moment, he wasn’t speaking of food.

      Could she satisfy his most basic urges?

      “You’re welcome to it.” She gestured with one hand.

      He’d admit to himself that he found almost everything about her to be attractive. Her voice, her face… the rest of her.

      He shook his head at such a thought. “Thank you, no. I’ve had my fill.” And before he did exactly that which he’d promised himself he would not, he excused himself and marched out the door toward his own chamber.

      She was a maid. And not just any maid but Lady Danbury’s. Penelope would have his hide if he took advantage. A romp in the sack wasn’t worth losing old friends, even if the romp promised to be thoroughly satisfying. It definitely wasn’t worth losing his self-respect.

      Damn and blast. He’d be sure to avoid Penelope’s chamber in the future. Minutes later, he pushed open the door to his own and immediately felt as though he’d made a narrow escape.

      “My Lord, these arrived earlier this afternoon.” Pierce extended a handful of letters before Rome made it through the door. “I attempted to deliver them to you, in Cortland’s study, as requested. But your whereabouts were unknown.”

      He’d forgotten about today’s reports entirely. He’d been… distracted.

      Rome flipped through the stack, removing the one from Wales, and then tossed the others onto the table beside his bed. Anxious to hear any news about his son, he opened the envelope and scanned the unfamiliar handwriting. Not quite believing his eyes, he returned to the salutation and reread the words.

      “Mrs. Creighton died. A week ago.” He relayed the news to his valet. The letter had been written by Wesley’s uncle––rather, his great-uncle. “Mrs. Creighton’s brother says Wesley has settled in well, however, and wishes to remain in Wales, with him.”

      Rome rubbed his chin. At their urging, Rome had allowed Laura’s parents, Mr. and Mrs. Creighton, to bring up his son. They’d insisted it would be for the best. And the boy was nearing his majority now. If he wished to stay in Wales, what right did Rome have to tear him away from the only family he’d ever known?

      And yet…

      “The Creightons were good people. Sounds as though the boy is feeling at home there,” Pierce interrupted his musings. “What of the other missives, My Lord?”

      “They can wait.”

      “You are certain?” his man prodded. “They’ll be expecting your prompt response.”

      Rome rubbed the back of his neck. If any of the missives were urgent… He retrieved the stack again and began flipping through it. “I’ll go through them tonight.”

      “Let me help you change, first, My Lord.” Pierce tugged at the back of his jacket.

      Rome absentmindedly switched the letters from one hand to the other as his man peeled the fitted jacket off his person. He’d have to write to Wesley, and the uncle, he supposed. To express his condolences and confirm Wesley’s wishes. He’d also need to change the name on Wesley’s trust. With both of Laura’s parents dead now, he supposed the uncle would be needing the benefits.

      “I believe that we will travel to Wales after this party, Pierce. Ensure that Wesley is content there.” If he was not, then Rome could bring him back…

      “Are you sure that is for the best, My Lord?”

      Rome swallowed hard. The Creightons had always insisted Rome’s visits caused too much upheaval in his son’s life. That seeing Rome, his real father who was also a viscount, only served to remind the boy of the unfortunate circumstances surrounding his birth.

      “I think it necessary.” It was the least he could do, upheaval or not.

      Mr. Pierce grunted. “You’ve done more than most would have, My Lord.”

      Rome wasn’t sure he could agree with his valet’s statement.

      His valet stepped around him to untie the cravat he’d knotted earlier, reminding Rome of the moment he’d felt Miss Waring’s hands loosen the tie when she’d thought he was sleeping.

      Thoughts of her persisted most inconveniently. She seemed so very serious on some occasions and yet, she’d teased him. She’d plied him with sugar.

      “Were you aware that Lady Danbury’s maid was not raised for service?”

      Pierce paused, and then draped the cravat over a clothing horse. “She doesn’t act as a lady’s maid ought.” Disapproval sounded heavy in Pierce’s voice.

      Rome frowned. Lady’s maids were something of an unknown commodity to him. They were lady’s maids, after all. Miss Waring seemed to be as much friend as a maid to Penelope. But… “How so?”

      Frowning, the valet brushed Rome’s hands away from the fasteners on his breeches to assist with those. “She has a somewhat unsavory reputation amongst the servants.”

      Unsavory, as in…? Surely not!

      Although she had allowed him into her chamber. Several times now.

      That sent his thoughts in a disgustingly roguish direction. Did she lay with other servants? Did she have a lover in Land’s End?

      If he were to take a mistress, would she be interested in the position?

      “Most prudent to stay away from that one,” Pierce added.

      “Interesting.” Rome slipped into his banyan and moved toward the desk in the corner of the room. Damn, Penelope would murder him if she knew the direction of his thoughts.

      “That will be all, Pierce.”

      “If you’d like—”

      “That will be all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          Pinkerton’s Mercantile, Milliner, and Pecuniary

        

      

    

    
      “Wear something warm, Rose. You’re coming with me to town. The duchess has assembled a party to travel into Exeter, and I’ve shopping to do,” Penelope declared as she swept into the room upon returning from breakfast. “You’ll want a scarf and mittens, I imagine. It’s dreadful cold outside.”

      Rose’s spirits lifted at the prospect. Not that she could afford to purchase anything, since she sent most of her wages home to her mother, but she needed away from this estate.

      If only for a day.

      “What kind of shopping?” One never knew with Penelope.

      “I want to buy Hugh something special for Christmas. Something to mark our first holiday together. What would you suggest?”

      Penelope handed Rose a soft cashmere scarf and then threw one over the back of a chair, presumably for herself.

      Lord Danbury would be impossible to buy for. “A book? A pipe? A walking stick?” Rose touched the soft material to her cheek. What did you buy for someone who already had everything they needed? “You are prepared to leave the babies, then?”

      The twins were only a few months old, and Penelope and Danbury had yet to leave them alone with their nurses for long.

      “It’ll only be a few hours. Besides, Hugh is staying behind.”

      Feeling a smidge of excitement, Rose helped Penelope change and then chose one of Penelope’s heavier cotton day dresses for herself.

      An hour later, no less than three carriages and twice as many mounts took to the road leading away from Summers Park toward the nearby town of Exeter. The shopkeepers would be in raptures when they saw them coming.

      Rose tucked in beside Penelope while Lady Hawthorne and Lady Asherton faced them from the other bench, their backs toward the front.

      “The drive isn’t a long one,” Penelope assured Lady Asherton, who had not visited Summers Park before this. “My first stop will be Pinkerton’s Mercantile, Milliner, and Pecuniary. They carry the most frivolous gentlemen’s items. I’ll have a challenge purchasing something for Danbury, but I’m determined to surprise that man.”

      “I’d hesitate to say that he has any needs you haven’t already met.” Rose sent a sly look in Penelope’s direction.

      Penelope grinned back at her, and Lady Hawthorne erupted into a peel of laughter. Lady Asherton rolled her eyes heavenward.

      “Rose, you’ll embarrass Lady Hawthorne.” Penelope’s elbow dug into her side.

      The beautiful blonde countess, who had been married little over a year herself, merely waved one hand. “Likely, Penelope is the perfect wife for him then.”

      Neither of the two women questioned that Penelope would bring her maid along in the same carriage, despite the other maids riding separately. Penelope had been doing so ever since they’d begun their arrangement.

      Rose appreciated the courtesy. Penelope truly wanted to include her. Acting as both maid and companion, however, affected the unintended consequence of excluding Rose from both groups of women.

      For the remainder of the ride, Penelope and Lady Hawthorne—Natalie—as she insisted Penelope and Lady Asherton address her, spoke of babies and children and other issues that arose while managing large households.

      Even Lady Asherton chimed in when it came to the topic.

      Rose stared out the window, inadvertently catching sight of the gentlemen who’d accompanied them but had declined traveling in carriages in favor of riding outside. She’d known the viscount was participating in this excursion and yet her heart skipped a beat when she caught sight of him atop a majestic black mare.

      Straight back, proud natural seat…

      Lost in her thoughts, Rose jumped when Lady Hawthorne peered outside and spied him as well.

      “Rome needs to marry,” she commented, at the same time waving to catch his attention. She didn’t speak again until he’d waved back at her and then spurred his horse forward. “You wouldn’t believe the horrid rumor my maid shared with me last week. I hesitate to say it aloud. It’s obviously unfounded.”

      Penelope nodded, “Unspeakable. I heard it, too. Ridiculous. Utter rubbish.”

      Lady Asherton glanced from one lady to the other, obviously unenlightened as to the nature of the gossip.

      “It isn’t true,” Rose announced without thinking. If she hadn’t seen that look in his eyes less than twelve hours earlier, she mightn’t have been so adamant.

      Both Lady Hawthorne and Penelope stared at her curiously.

      “Most rumors,” Rose explained quickly, “travel through the servants before making their way upstairs. I believe I first heard it last spring.”

      “Last spring?” The Viscount Darlington’s sister seemed horrified. “Unacceptable! Such nonsense can become dangerous if it gets out of hand.” Her joltingly familiar blue eyes hardened. “He must marry. This coming Season at the latest. I won’t have my brother’s good name bandied about so recklessly. If I discover the beef-witted clod-pole who started this nonsense…”

      “It is dangerous,” Penelope agreed. “Although anyone even remotely acquainted with him knows it to be absolute rubbish.”

      Lady Hawthorne pursed her lips, deep in thought. “Who would make a good match for my brother? I hate to see him tied to some miss half his age. He needs someone with half a brain, or he’ll tire of her before the wedding breakfast is over.”

      Penelope waggled her brows while staring at Lady Asherton. “I have the perfect person in mind.”

      The widow held her hands to her chest. “Me? Oh, no! Penelope. Don’t be silly.”

      But Lady Hawthorne turned her gaze on Penelope’s sister-in-law as well, an excited, somewhat cunning look in her eyes. “Have I mentioned how glad I am that you’re joining us at Raven’s Park next month?”

      “I’m not so sure I should,” the woman said as the carriage jostled to a halt.

      “Here we are!” Penelope focused once again on the purpose of their journey. “Hopefully, Mr. Pinkerton will have a few original suggestions for me.” Once Penelope decided she wanted something, nothing could stop her from getting it. Likely, this entire outing had been her idea.

      The door flew open at the same time one of the outriders could be heard lowering the step. With the other carriages stopping behind them, a bit of chaos then ensued while everyone promised to return at a certain time before scattering in different directions to explore the tea shops and some of the other stores on the opposite side of the road.

      Rose collected her reticule and waited, along with Penelope, as Lady Hawthorne explained to her husband and a few other gentlemen where the cigar shop could be found.

      In no particular hurry, Rose admired the merchandise displayed in the windows, enjoying herself even knowing she would not be purchasing any of it.

      The building that housed Pinkerton’s Mercantile, Milliner, and Pecuniary extended the length of at least five smaller stores and stood two stories high. They carried everything from corsets to spices, and they also offered funeral services.

      Once Lady Hawthorne waved her husband away, Penelope led Lady Hawthorne, Lady Asherton, and Rose inside impatiently before disappearing into the men’s section.

      Rose, knowing Penelope would ask for but not really want anyone’s opinion but her own, wandered through random aisles alone.

      So many lovely things: the prettiest tea set with tiny roses, a lovely silver locket. Oh, and such beautiful lace. She drifted through the offerings, touching a pair of delicate gloves, a parasol, not even bothering to look at the cost. And wherever would she wear such items? While taking nuncheon with the housekeeper?

      “Exquisite. Don’t you think?” Lady Asherton had sidled up behind her. “But utterly impractical.”

      Rose stepped back and allowed Penelope’s sister-in-law to examine the parasol. “You ought to buy it,” she offered. Knowing all the loss the widow suffered over the past few years, Rose surmised the lady deserved something pretty and frivolous for herself.

      Lady Asherton tended to dress conservatively, choosing to remain in full mourning for her mother since a year had yet to pass. Although she’d never been anything but polite to Rose, she’d distanced herself from her brother and Penelope. Rose suspected the lady considered herself a nuisance and a bothersome relative to be residing at Land’s End, which Rose knew was not true. Penelope had expressed such concern on a few occasions.

      Would a woman such as Lady Asherton make a good wife to Lord Darlington? She was beautiful, refined, elegant. Eminently suitable. But Rose rather thought she wasn’t the right lady for him. The two of them as a married couple would be akin to drinking tea without sugar for the remainder of their lives.

      Darlington needed more sweetness, more sparkling delight to add joy to his life. As did Lady Asherton, for that matter.

      She shook her head at the course her thoughts had taken. Did Rose consider herself the sweetness he needed?

      Of course not.

      Although she found him attractive, such contemplations were best shoved from her imagination. A viscount! Of all things!

      As though her fantastical thoughts had summoned him, the bell on the entrance to the store jingled. Dressed in a top hat, greatcoat, and shining Hessians, Viscount Darlington’s presence could be felt from across the room.

      He’d ridden outside in the wind and yet his hat sat perfectly level and his coat appeared freshly pressed. His crystal blue gaze barely swept the room before landing upon her.

      Meeting his stare, she shook her head. Don’t look at me. And then she turned her back to him.

      Penelope mustn’t guess any of Rose’s wayward thoughts. It would be mortifying to be rebuked for them, especially by her friend.

      Rose strolled to the far end of the store and halted at a display of candies and confections, one striking treat, in particular, catching her eye. A shiny red piece of candy that would have beckoned her even without the sprig of greenery tied around it.

      “Peppermint and vanilla.” An older woman wearing a huge white apron smiled conspiratorially. Rose guessed that it would taste as delicious as it looked. How could it not?

      Oh, but it was too, too frivolous.

      “How much?”

      “Six pennies for a pound.”

      Rose bit her lip. But it was perfect. “I’ll take one-quarter of a pound.”

      Upon completing her purchase, she strolled out of the store, ever so casually, past Viscount Darlington where he stood chatting with Penelope and Lady Asherton. When she brushed past him, she casually dropped the package into his pocket.

      She’d already made her purchase. She would wait upon her mistress outside.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      What the devil?

      “Danbury will flay me for saying so, but I’ll hazard to guess that Lady Asherton rides even better than her brother.”

      Rome laughed at Penelope’s not-so-subtle championing of her sister-in-law but he could not give her his full attention. He’d caught a whiff of Rose’s scent just before he’d felt the weight drop into his pocket.

      A small package.

      He ran his fingers around the hard shape beneath the tissue paper and smiled to himself.

      “If you haven’t already purchased me a gift, Rome, you might allow Lady Asherton to make a suggestion. I’ve no doubt she has excellent taste.” Natalie joined them, even less discreet in her matchmaking than Penelope.

      Lady Asherton sent a pleasant smile in his direction. “I’d be more than happy to assist you, My Lord.” The widow’s voice was pleasing but not overly excited at the prospect of spending a few precious moments in his company.

      “Since we never see you over the holidays anymore, you have at least five years to make up for.” Hands behind her back, his sister’s playful demeanor made her appear younger than her actual age. Although nearly one and twenty, she could easily be mistaken for a girl fresh out of school.

      Resisting the urge to tug at her hair, Rome groaned, realizing she was probably right. “Your poor husband. I’m surprised you haven’t beggared him already.”

      She smiled almost dreamily. “Oh, he gets his money’s worth.” She didn’t even have the good sense to blush at such a scandalous comment. Obviously, Hawthorne was taking good care of her.

      For the briefest of moments, an odd pang of jealousy struck him. Why were relationships so infernally impossible for him? Last year, he’d thought he could build something with Lady Eliza, only to have just the opposite proven to him when she’d chosen another.

      “As a fashionable gentleman yourself, what do you think of this, Darlington?” Penelope held out a rather ornate-looking cane for his inspection. “Will Danbury appreciate such a gift? Or should I go with this?” In her other hand, she held an equally ornate tambourine.

      “Does Danbury… play?”

      Penelope pursed her lips. “I’m certain he could learn. I’ve caught him singing to the twins on a few occasions.”

      “Then by all means.” Rome chuckled to himself as he imagined his friend’s reaction to such a ridiculous gift. “Go with the tambourine.”

      Penelope nodded while Lady Asherton shook her head, as though in despair. “We’ll not know a moment’s peace, Pen.”

      Which only had Penelope grinning more. “It’s perfect.” And then, with a pivot, she turned to pay for her selection.

      “Shall we explore the gardens when we’re done here?” Natalie suggested to the other lady. “Rome? Will you escort us?”

      Rome couldn’t very well decline, even if it was only his sister making the request. “I’d be a fool to turn down such an offer. May I assist either of you with your purchases?”

      Lady Asherton lifted a lacy parasol and a pair of soft winter gloves with a self-conscious grimace. “Rosie found these to be particularly lovely, but they are too frivolous for me. I think I’ll return them to the shelf in search of something more practical.”

      “Pretty.” Natalie studied the delicate items and then the woman holding them. “But I agree. You are far too serious a lady to indulge thusly. Did you see the amber wool coat in the window?” Rome wasn’t surprised when his sister readily encouraged the other woman toward a more expensive purchase. “Meet us outside, will you, Rome?”

      “Of course.” Exactly what he’d been waiting for.

      With a quick bow, he strode purposefully toward the door.
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          Quite refreshing

        

      

    

    
      Seeing movement from the corner of her eyes, Rose glanced up from the bench across the street where she’d chosen to wait for Penelope and the other ladies.

      Lord Darlington didn’t see her at first, so she took the opportunity to admire how handsome and elegant he looked. Fantastic how a long greatcoat, with too many capes to count, and an elegant top hat, could make even the kindest of gentlemen appear almost unapproachable. He dispelled the impression however, with a twinkle in his eyes and the hint of a smile. It seemed he’d anticipated finding her.

      Was that why she’d bought him the candy? Because she’d wanted to elicit a smile? She pinched her lips together so he wouldn’t see her grinning like a fool. What had she been thinking to drop it into his pocket?

      Not hesitating, the viscount strode across the road and then casually lowered himself beside her. At first she thought he was not going to acknowledge her. He didn’t greet her, or even turn to look at her but stared straight ahead, toward the store.

      “Aren’t you cold?” The mist of his breath fogged the air and then dissipated just as quickly.

      “It’s good to be outside.” She kept her eyes averted from him as well. Likely, she’d blush to the roots of her hair if he knew what she’d been thinking.

      “I was happy to see you a member of the outing today.”

      Oh, but she wasn’t a member, in truth! She wasn’t even a guest. She was more of an interloper dragged along by Penelope into this world.  Into his world.

      But he was glad she had come.

      “I’m here in the event Penelope needs me.” And then she corrected herself. “Lady Danbury.”

      “But she is Penelope to you. She is your friend. And she is mine.” His words sent a warmth flowing through her that tempered the cold settling into her limbs. “Have you been to the gardens before?”

      “Northernhay Gardens? I have. Penelope and I visit whenever we stay at Summers Park.” She finally turned to study his profile. “Mankind has many flaws, but I do believe it redeems itself in planting gardens, building parks.”

      “Making music,” he added. “Creating art.”

      She grinned at him. “Do you have any talent? Other than lording and whatnot?”

      He pinched his lips together, but it was in mock offense. “I’ll have you know that I once painted a landscape that my mother had framed and hangs proudly… in her attic.”

      “Ah, then you must sing?”

      He sent her a sideways glance. “You obviously have not discussed this topic with my sister.” He turned serious. “She and my brother, Peter, were gifted with all of the musical talent in the family.”

      Rose frowned. “I know Lady Hawthorne plays the pianoforte, but I’ve not heard of your brother performing in polite company.” Penelope usually shared such pertinent information with her.

      “He plays the cello, mostly for himself. But do not be fooled, he is a virtuoso.”

      Rose nodded. She understood the joy one took from music, simply playing for oneself, all too well. “ I spent many hours at the pianoforte before I left home. I was little more than a novice, but I remember feeling thusly, although I experienced as much frustration as enjoyment.” The instant she made such an admission, her fingers itched to remember that which she’d done her best to forget.

      “Do you regret your choice? That you did not take the position as a companion?” He understood that what might not be acceptable for a maid might be an allowable pastime for a companion.

      “Aunt Phoenicia would not have allowed me to continue playing.” Rose smiled. “Although last I saw her, she had gone quite deaf. Perhaps I could have played to my heart’s content without her being any the wiser.”

      By now, they were facing one another. “But Lady Danbury would allow you to play, I’m certain, if you were to ask her.”

      And she would. Of course, she would.

      “She has suggested it a number of times but…” Rose stared down at her hands.

      A moment passed before he nodded. “It might create even more of a rift between you and the other servants.” He chose not to dwell on that unfortunate truth. “Were you any good?”

      Rose remembered how discouraged her teacher had been in the beginning. And then how proud she’d become after the first few years. Rose had been young, but she’d been enthusiastic. “I believe that eventually, I was not an abomination to the instrument.”

      She’d been good, she admitted to herself. Doubtless, she’d forgotten much of it by now though.

      “Sometimes, I wish I’d never begun to learn, then I wouldn’t miss it so much.” This was not something she could ever tell Penelope. “But of course, that would be worse. Because then I’d deny myself the memory of the enjoyment.”

      Her heart ached for yet another aspect of her life she’d given up.

      And then she felt it. His gloved hand upon hers.

      “Forgive me for sounding so pitiful.” What had come over her?

      He squeezed her fingers. Why did his touch give her the ridiculous urge to cry?

      “You still believe I need sweetening up?” he asked with tender laughter in his voice.

      “I think you might be too hard on yourself.” She swallowed hard. Why had she done it? On impulse, of course. And yet she’d thought of him the second she’d caught that first whiff of vanilla in the candy section. “I just wanted to.”

      He didn’t respond for so long that she began to think she’d done something wrong. Was he going to tell her it wasn’t necessary? Perhaps chastise her for being so bold?

      “It was very thoughtful.” The air from his voice hung in the air. “Thank you.”

      Rose sat silent, unwilling to move or speak, savoring this moment for reasons she didn’t quite understand.

      The bells of the door peeled, signaling that they were no longer alone. He removed his hand and rose from the bench. Rose gathered her composure, drawing on the cold of the now empty space beside her.

      “We must put these in the carriage. Too much bother to carry them around the park with us!” Penelope called across to them. “And then we will walk in the gardens!”

      The viscount dashed into the road and raised a hand to signal the driver of one of their coaches who had parked farther down the street. Within seconds, the vehicle they’d arrived in drew up to where the ladies waited with their purchases.

      Rose lingered on the bench and watched as he assisted in placing the various boxes into the boot and then winged an arm for Penelope.

      Lady Hawthorne and Danbury’s sister followed. Rose leapt off the bench and then rushed across the street to walk behind them all.

      It had been foolish of her to spend her money on a silly piece of candy for him.

      And yet, the sensation of his hand on hers hovered fresh in her memory.

      He had been so kind. He’d likely found it somewhat amusing that she’d given him something so trivial. It would be a mistake for her to read anything different in his kindness.

      They didn’t walk along the street for long before turning onto one of the well cared for gravel paths that wound its way through the tall elms. The flowerbeds surrounding the large lake were empty and dry, and many of the trees were mostly bare, and yet walking through a park such as this, on the edge of a city, struck her as rather delightful. Man had transformed a part of a bustling town into a serene sanctuary for nature.

      How ironic that the natural landscape had been torn down only to be replaced with something equally exceptional but manicured and controlled.

      “What’s keeping you, Rose?” Penelope relinquished Lord Darlington and turned back with Lady Hawthorne, leaving him to walk alone with Danbury’s widowed sister.

      Danbury’s eligible, very sensible, widowed sister.

      “Admiring the gardens.”

      Penelope shrugged. “Trees. Paths. Lawns. I rather prefer the cliffs at Land’s End.”

      “But Land’s End is so far from everything else,” Rose spoke without thinking. She never wanted Penelope to believe she was not content with her.

      Not much got past Penelope, though. “I agree, it is somewhat isolated.” She caught Rose’s arm and dragged her toward the lake, which was set perfectly amongst the sloping hills and copses of trees. “Slowly ladies.” She grasped Lady Hawthorne’s arm with a flick of her gaze toward the couple. “Let’s leave them to circle the lake ahead of us, alone.”

      The three of them slowed their steps as they walked together at the water’s edge.

      “Rose ought to be sent along with Margaret to Raven’s Park, after the Epiphany, when the house party is over. My sister-in-law hasn’t traveled in ages and likely will want a familiar face with her. She will require a companion,” Penelope announced offhandedly to Lady Hawthorne.

      Rose wondered if she’d heard properly. Never before had Penelope suggested anything of the sort. Was she dissatisfied with her?

      “But how will you get along without me?” Rose asked.

      Penelope laughed and slapped her lightly on the arm. “It’s not as though I’m an invalid or a child. Danbury and I can manage on our own.”

      The two of them, Rose and Penelope––Penelope and Rose––had quite literally been together for… ages! Rose halted her steps, dazed as Penelope and Lady Hawthorne lifted their gowns to carefully pick their way along the shore, chattering over the prospect of marrying Lady Asherton off to Lord Darlington.

      Her eyes hot and her chest tight, Rose blinked in confusion as her dearest friend took Lady Hawthorne’s arm and threw her head back in laughter. Did Penelope really mean to send her away or was this one of her fleeting ideas, mentioned impulsively to be forgotten later?

      Rose shook her head realizing she’d fallen behind. She’d best move quickly or she’d lose them altogether.

      Stepping quickly, however, something caught at her foot. In her rush, she’d failed to avoid a large root protruding onto the path. The ground wasn’t muddy, but it was frozen solid, slippery in places. She reached for something to grab hold of,  anything she could use to halt her slide, but her arms flailed uselessly.

      One foot skated down the slope toward the water. And then the other.

      Her last thought as the surface of the lake rose up to meet her was a most inconvenient one. A most tragic one, rather.

      I wish I had learned how to swim.

      In but a few seconds, the frigid water seeped through her cloak, dress, and chemise. It had no respect for her leather half-boots, her soft gloves, nor for Penelope’s lovely cashmere scarf. She fought against the oppressive weight to no avail. Rose inhaled, drawing not air into her lungs, but water.

      This was not how she’d expected she’d die. She’d thought some fiendish London footpads might do her in, or that she’d contract a deadly disease.

      Nothing so embarrassing as this!

      Dying for something as foolish as her own clumsiness.

      Unacceptable.

      She forced her eyes open and reached for the wavering, shimmering light above her. It had to be the sun. Daylight. Air.

      She kicked out vainly, but her dress had wound around her legs. Down, down, until soggy, murky sludge sucked at her from below. If she could push off of it… She bent her knees and lifted her hands in the air.

      Ah! She was free! But only for a moment.

      Sputtering life, and then, down she went again. This time, she wanted to cry but she thrashed her hands instead. Her lungs burned and the biting cold of the water froze every bone in her body.

      As she drifted downward, she barely heard the sounds of Penelope shrieking her name from above.

      She was not one to give up. She had always considered herself a fighter. But she was cold. So cold.

      Her limbs felt disconnected from her mind. By this time, they barely obeyed. The light grew farther and farther away. She would cry if only she could. Deeper, colder. Darker.

      Her last hope was to push off from the bottom once again, she resolved, and she made one last grab for any strength she had left. And then something seized her from above.

      The light grew brighter and, in a rush, her head burst free of the silent watery world.

      “Don’t fight me.” An arm wound around her from behind. “Relax.”

      She tried responding but nothing emerged when she went to speak. Cold had taken over every part of her, leaving her numb, her limbs lifeless. Even the air she desperately craved slashed at her skin and burned her lungs.

      “Good girl,” Viscount Darlington encouraged her. His arm wrapped around her was the only thing preventing the murky abyss from claiming her again. But what kept him from sinking? With her head resting on his chest, she stared up at the sky, her eyelids heavy. Voices carried from the shore, but it was as though they came from the far end of a long tunnel.

      “Is she going to be all right?” one asked.

      “Oh, thank God!” Penelope cried.

      Then he was dragging her onto solid ground. She was covered in mud, and she’d likely turn to ice, but the water no longer had hold of her, of them.

      “My coat!” he ordered harshly. “Nat! Return to the shops and order one of the carriages to meet me at the park entrance. Quickly! Pen! Secure a room at the inn and send for a physician!” All the while he barked out orders, he was unwinding Rose’s scarf and then removing her sopping and frigid coat. He’d managed to lift her from the ground and move them both away from the water where he then wrapped his own greatcoat around her.

      It was dry, and it must be warm but all she could feel was the intensely biting cold.

      Rose wanted to thank him but couldn’t make her lips obey. “S–s–s–orry!” was all she could manage as violent shivers set in. Her eyes half-closed, she stared out at the lake. Something black floated atop the surface, as though embarking on a great journey.

      “Your hat.” She pointed a shaking finger.

      “I’ll buy a new one.” His voice rumbled over her. He went to speak again but only made a harsh strangled sound. She buried her face in his neck.

      So stupid of her! To walk so close to the water when she didn’t know how to swim. And not to have watched where she was placing her feet. She’d nearly gotten both of them killed. If he got ill because of her and then died, she’d never forgive herself.

      “S–s–s–orry. So–so—”

      “Hush.” He was carrying her now, heading for the path that led to the street. “You foolish girl! What in the hell were you thinking?” But he didn’t really sound angry. He sounded as though he’d been scared. He squeezed her even more tightly against him.

      He must be so very cold himself! He’d jumped into the water and then given her his coat. And now, he was carrying her, and she’d never considered herself a small girl.

      “Too many sweets,” she managed, her face tucked against his shoulder. “Too heavy. I can walk.” But she didn’t really think she could. She didn’t feel like her body would ever obey her again. “Just need a minute.”

      His response was to increase his pace. Not until he stopped did she realize the carriage had pulled up beside them.

      The door flew open and Lady Hawthorne peered out, gesturing wildly. “I’ve blankets. We’re lucky, he’d just loaded the heated bricks.”

      The viscount shuffled her inside as though she was a child. Lady Hawthorne removed Lord Darlington’s coat from Rose and threw a blanket around them both. “You need to warm up too, Rome.” As she dropped a second blanket on them, the carriage shifted and then lurched into motion. “The water… I couldn’t see where she went! She just disappeared! I don’t know how you discovered her. Oh, Rome. You saved her life.”

      Those were the last words Rose heard.
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      Rome hadn’t been able to locate her at first. His only indication that she’d even gone in were a few ripples swirling on the surface. The water had been dark, shadowy, as though she’d disappeared into a brown merciless void.

      He couldn’t remember the last time such terror had gripped him.

      He’d removed his coat without thinking and dived in, forcing his eyes to remain open in the cold and gritty water.

      Then he’d seen the red of her scarf. Barely. It had been just close enough for him to grasp the back of her coat.

      “You saved her life.” Natalie’s voice broke into his nightmare.

      His sister’s face was flushed. She must have run the entire distance to get the driver to them so quickly. Wisps of blond hair had escaped her normally perfect coiffure and a bead of perspiration glistened on her forehead.

      “You did well, Nat.” Rome fought to maintain his composure.

      Rose had gone limp tucked against his side, but he could feel her breathing. Occasionally, a shudder ran through her. He rubbed a hand up and down her arm beneath the blanket.

      “Penelope and Lady Asherton will have a room readied.” She looked as though she might begin crying. “Penelope nearly jumped into the water herself before you arrived.”

      Rome shook his head. He didn’t know what he would have done if both of them had gone in. “You shouldn’t have been walking so close to the water.” He wanted to blame somebody. He knew it made no sense. “The ground was icy in places.”

      But his sister knew him well enough. Instead of arguing, she shifted the brick closer to his feet. “Thank God you were there.”

      Beside him, Rose’s eyes fluttered and she made an attempt to push herself up just as the door flew open. Natalie’s husband, Hawthorne, and Rome’s younger brother, Stone, reached in to assist him in getting Miss Waring of the carriage.

      All three of them ignored her attempts to apologize.

      “No one is blaming you, Rose,” Natalie reassured her. “We’re going to get you out of that wet dress and into something warm and dry.” She turned to her husband. “Penelope has a room?”

      Hawthorne nodded, reaching in to take the majority of Rose’s weight. “The physician is waiting.”

      “I’m going to Pinkerton’s to purchase you a change of clothing. Wait for me by the hearth in the taproom,” Stone ordered Rome.

      They’d pulled right up to the front of the town’s most prominent inn, so it did not take long for Hawthorne to disappear inside with Rose, all the while Natalie fussing and a footman holding the door.

      Left standing in the sudden quiet outside, Rome didn’t move. God in heaven, but he’d barely managed to get to her. Had he arrived even a minute later… He waited for relief to set in, unaffected by his own sodden state.

      “Get inside by the fire before you catch your death. I’ll return shortly with something dry and warm for my fashionable brother, the viscount. Pierce would hate to see you in anything but Exeter’s finest.” Stone nudged him. “I’d rather not take on your duties at this stage of my life. And grab us a bottle of something strong, will you? You rather look as though you can use it. I know that I can.”

      Fashionable! It was just like Stone to make jokes at a time like this.

      “I’m fine. It’s the lady I’m concerned about.”

      Stone turned back to stare at him with a funny expression. “She’s Penelope’s maid, isn’t she?”

      Rome nodded. “Her lady’s maid.”

      Only she hadn’t felt like a maid to him.

      In his arms, she’d felt like a woman.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          A gift

        

      

    

    
      “You’re a good man.” Lady Sheffield, the duchess’ aunt, was hopefully the last person at this infernal house party who would offer Rome some form of congratulations or thanks for saving that “poor maid’s” life.

      They’d remained at the inn well into the afternoon, whereupon Rose herself had insisted she was fine, and they must all return to Summers Park before dark. After changing into the most unfashionable trousers and coat his brother had purchased for him, Rome had made a trip to Pinkerton’s himself. By the time he’d completed his purchases and returned to the inn, all but his brothers had already taken to the road.

      He’d not seen her since Hawthorne had carried her away.

      “Any one of the gentlemen here would have done the same.”

      “I don’t know, My Lord,” said Lady Asherton, who’d spent most of the evening sitting beside the elderly woman. “That water looked awfully foreboding. I’m simply grateful you were there. I don’t know how you found her. Did you realize Lady Danbury was about to go in after her?” The widow shuddered.

      “Lady Danbury does seem inexplicably fond of her maid,” Lady Sheffield observed.

      “They’ve known one another since childhood,” Rome offered without really thinking. “If you’ll excuse me?” He rose without making eye contact with any of the other guests in the salon, slipped into the corridor, and closed the door behind him.

      Was she sleeping? Resting? Penelope had not come down for dinner that evening. Miss Waring’s lips had turned almost blue, and she’d been incoherent from the cold. Had she taken ill?

      Of course, Pen and Danbury would make certain she was well cared for. He could not go to see for himself. Not when he’d determined so recently to avoid her.

      “Pierce, where’s that package I left on the table earlier?” He’d entered his chamber, experiencing all manner of discontent.

      His man looked up and frowned. “I sent it to Lady Hawthorne’s chamber, My Lord. I assumed you had it by mistake—”

      “Damn it. Ask me before you make such decisions.”

      “I’m terribly sorry, My Lord.” Pierce began fussing with Rome’s cravat. “I couldn’t imagine why you’d make such a purchase.”

      Rome swiped the valet’s hands away. “Retrieve it at once.”

      Pierce stepped back, looking bemused, which immediately sent a wave of regret through Rome. “Of course, My Lord. My apologies.”

      Rome clenched his fists. It was below him to treat his valet thusly. “No, Pierce. It is I who am sorry. But the package isn’t for my sister. I don’t want her getting any ideas.”

      “For Lady Asherton?” his valet asked stiffly, his back to him.

      “Someone else,” Rome responded. And since the man had not made any move to do as he’d asked, added, “At once please.”

      “Of course.”

      A glance at the missive sitting on the desk reminded him he had other duties to attend to. He ought to leave for Wales sooner. Perhaps just after the new year. Wesley may or may not prefer to remain with his great-uncle, but Rome wanted to hear it for himself.

      Just then, a knock sounded and his sister pushed the door open without awaiting an answer. “Rome?” She caught his eye, stepping in tentatively.

      He was too relieved at seeing the package to chastise her for entering without being bid to do so. “This was delivered to my chamber, and I doubt very much that it was meant for me.” A gleam lit her eyes. “It’s not at all appropriate for you to be giving her gifts, unless you have some news for me? Regardless, I believe Lady Asherton will be pleased you thought of her.”

      At that moment, Rome quite easily could have banged his head against the wall and felt less frustration. “It is not for Lady Asherton.” But he could not explain who he had purchased it for. Was a little privacy too much to expect?

      His sister frowned in such a way that her perfect features only managed to look more adorable. Of course, she would give in to her curiosity. “Who then?”

      Without answering, Rome strode across the carpet, relieved her of the gift, and with a hand at her shoulder, gently, but leaving her no opportunity to oppose his will, backed her out of his chamber. “I do thank you for the gift’s prompt return. Now run along, Little Nat. Your husband is likely wondering where you’ve gone off to.”

      He closed the door firmly.

      “I am so very sorry, My Lord.” Pierce brushed at a jacket hanging on the dressing room door. “I merely do my best to make your life easier and I could not imagine—”

      “It’s done,” Rome interrupted him. Pierce had been with him for all of his adult life. He wouldn’t ruin the working relationship they’d built by chastising him over this.

      Besides, Rome had something else on his mind.

      Someone else.

      Tucking the package beneath his arm, without a word of explanation, he exited the room and marched toward another wing of the large house, toward the doorway of a chamber that was beginning to feel all too familiar.
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      “She’s sleeping.” Penelope opened the door. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

      Rome lifted the package. “Will you give this to her?”

      “To Rose, Rome? You expect me to hand over some gift you’ve purchased to give to my maid? Do you know what people will think if they discover you’re sending my maid gifts? Do you know what that will do to her reputa—”

      “No one need find out, Pen.” Perhaps he ought to have thought this through more carefully. Penelope was correct in that such a gift was not appropriate under any possible circumstances. And yet… “Please? Pen? It’s nothing much. I simply…” He moved his gaze away from hers to look toward the long end of the corridor. “Felt badly for her.”

      Penelope shook her head but took the package from him, nonetheless. “Very well. But this is to be the end of your association with her. I won’t have you leading her on and then hurting her.”

      “I won’t hurt her.” He ground the words out between clenched teeth.

      “I mean it, Rome.”

      “Thank you.” He stepped back. “She is well? She isn’t fevered?”

      Genuine relief showed in Penelope’s smile. “She is not fevered. I did not get an opportunity to thank you. Rose never learned to swim. I could hardly believe it when I heard the splash and turned around to see that she’d disappeared. She told me she tripped on a tree root. It was all my fault; I was the one who led us to the walk along the shore. And then I told her—”

      “You mustn’t blame yourself. These things happen.” It was easy to say this now, knowing that Rose was unharmed. He only wished… Hell, he wasn’t sure what he wished. “Tell her I’m pleased to hear that she is on the mend.”

      He stepped back again.

      “Rome.” Penelope sent him an expression of both sympathy and warning. “She is my maid.”

      He nodded. She was right. Of course. “Good night.”
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      “You’re to remain in bed today and that is a direct order. Not only from me but Danbury as well.”

      Rose pushed herself up to sit. “That’s not necessary, Pen. It’s the day before Christmas Eve.” She could not believe she’d slept as much as she already had. “There must be a million things the duchess’ servants need help doing, what with the dinner this evening and then the banquet tomorrow.”

      “Precisely why you are not to set foot outside of this room. They’ll have you cutting vegetables or washing pots or some other undignified task outside of your duties.” Penelope sent Rose a scowl. “I insist.”

      “But—”

      “I’ve pilfered this from Cortland’s library. Personally, I think its drivel, but I realize you’ve been wanting to read it.”

      Rose immediately recognized the cover of the book she’d wanted to purchase since before she and Penelope first traveled to Land’s End. “It isn’t drivel, Pen! It’s Jane Austin!”

      “Emma.” Penelope smiled smugly.

      “You’ve read it already,” she accused, knowing Penelope all too well. It was the only one of Miss Austin’s works that Rose had yet to read.

      Smoothing her skirts, Penelope turned to a tray resting on the side table and poured out two cups of…

      “Chocolate?”

      Chocolate wasn’t something usually allotted for servants. Throughout their stay, the kitchen had been deliberately careful to only send enough up for Penelope.

      “You might as well take advantage of this ordered rest.” Penelope handed over the second cup, steam rising slowly from the hot, rich liquid.

      Rose couldn’t help but grin.

      “Oh, and there is this.” Penelope reached to the floor and presented an oblong package. Rose didn’t have to ask where it was from. It was wrapped in the same packaging as the candy she’d purchased for Viscount Darlington the day before.

      “You didn’t have to buy me anything, Pen. I wish you would not.” Already, other servants were quick to point out special treatment bestowed upon her.

      Penelope pinched her lips. “It is not from me. Darlington asked me to give it to you.”

      Rose froze. What on earth was he thinking?

      “You aren’t—” Penelope began.

      “I’ve done nothing.” Rose stared at the package, half of her yearning to see what he’d purchased for her, the other half terrified to open it in front of Penelope.

      She did not really have a choice.

      “It’s just that after this past summer, I’d hate to see you get hurt again,” Penelope said.

      This surprised Rose as well. She truly had thought she’d hidden it from Penelope. “I was not hurt—”

      “I know about Baron Linde.” Rose hated to hear the pity in Penelope’s voice. “His mother’s version anyhow.”

      Rose had been so very careful not to let on anything. It had been difficult. In the beginning, when she’d been in the throes of what she’d thought had been love, and then again, when she had made such a ghastly mistake.

      Despite warnings from Penelope, Rose had allowed herself to be fooled by the good-looking baron. How could she not, when he swore that he loved her and wanted to run away and marry her? He’d told her he couldn’t wait that long to make love to her, and if she truly loved him… She’d hesitantly consented but then changed her mind…

      She’d been such a fool.

      After it was over, he’d taken leave of the area for London.

      “You didn’t eat for three days,” Penelope pointed out. “Anytime you refuse pastries, I know something dreadful has happened.”

      Rose dropped her gaze and studied the package sitting on her lap. Suddenly, it seemed as torrid as everything that had happened last summer. Shame swept through her at the possibility that Penelope knew all that Rose had allowed. The thought nearly turned her off the chocolate.

      “I was stupid. Is this why you wish to send me away?”

      Penelope’s hand covered hers affectionately. “No, oh, no, Rose. But I want more for you.” She grimaced. “Obviously, I don’t expect you to land a viscount, but there are a few good gentlemen out there. And perhaps if you were to spend time with people who do not know you as my maid, a few opportunities will come your way.”

      Rose felt sick inside. Penelope had already done so much for her. “I was such a fool, Penelope! Elias Grayson is no gentleman. He’s a liar, a bounder, and a—” She’d almost admitted that he was a seducer. “But I should never have trusted him. I was so gullible. I ought to have seen him for what he was.”

      She’d considered herself smarter than other ladies. She’d not thought it possible that she could be fooled so easily.

      Penelope squeezed her hand again. “It’s over.” Then she grinned. “And although such a gift from Lord Darlington is highly inappropriate—I did tell him as much—I’m absolutely dying to know what’s inside!”

      As was Rose. Although she had an inkling…

      Setting her cup aside, she began to carefully untie the ribbon.

      “There’s a card,” Penelope pointed out.

      Rose bit her lip and turned her attention to the folded parchment.

      The slashes on the paper were bold, strong, and yet elegant, much like the viscount himself. Sweets ought not to be the only sin a lady gets away with. Thought you’d enjoy a little vanity as well.

      Rose couldn’t hold back the smile, but Penelope wasn’t nearly as charmed.

      “That scoundrel! What does he mean? The only sin? Surely…”

      “He’s referring to taking sugar in my tea. It’s nothing,” Rose reassured Penelope before she worked herself into a temper.

      The bow slipped off easily and before the paper had come unwrapped completely, she’d all but guessed the contents.

      Well, part of it.

      The lovely lace parasol she’d been admiring at Pinkerton’s, an expensive-looking pair of matching gloves, and a smaller package, almost identical to the one she’d given to him.

      It would be candy.

      “I cannot keep these.” She sighed. “They are far too expensive.” But even worse than that, she dared not imagine the implications if anyone else discovered he’d given them to her.

      Even so, she couldn’t help but slide one hand into one of the buttery soft gloves.

      Penelope pursed her lips and shrugged. “You could always say they are from me. And no one need know, anyhow. You won’t have need of the parasol until springtime.”

      He must have returned to the store after they’d both nearly frozen to death in the lake.

      “They are lovely, aren’t they?” She sighed.

      “But you mustn’t thank him, Rose.” Penelope seemed adamant about this. “To continue this, whatever it is, with him can only lead to trouble for both of you.”

      “I know.” Rose sighed. “I know.”
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          English Ivy

        

      

    

    
      The following day, Penelope maintained that if Rose was back to her normal health, she absolutely must participate in collecting greenery and searching for a tree to hang decorations upon. The grand home at Summers Park was so vast, Lilly, the Duchess of Cortland, asserted, that everyone who was able must gather evergreens and vines and holly to hang inside.

      The older guests, the duchess’ aunt as well as a few distant aunts and cousins of the duke, remained inside by a warm fire but no less than twenty of the younger adults and older children donned coats, hats, mittens, and scarfs and were rewarded for their troubles when the sky opened up, sending large snowflakes lazily drifting onto the ground.

      The day promised all the magic of the holidays.

      The Duchess of Cortland, wearing a fur-trimmed navy wool cloak, her face already pink from the cold and her golden eyes sparkling, commanded everyone’s attention. “Let’s make this interesting!” She and Lady Hawthorne stood beside one another with grins on their faces. “Everyone will be paired into teams of four. The teams who successfully collect the best decorations will win a special Christmas gift from His Grace and me!” And then she instructed everyone to select their teams.

      Penelope grasped Danbury’s hand and grinned conspiratorially at Lady Hawthorne, who’d grasped her husband’s arm. Only a few of the married couples paired up with someone other than their spouses.

      “What do you say, Rosie?” Mr. Stone Spencer, one of Viscount Darlington’s younger brothers stepped up from behind her.

      Before Rose could answer, Lady Asherton reached out a mittened hand toward Rose. “You two come with Darlington and me!”

      After a good deal of laughter and confusion, the teams were set.

      The Duke of Cortland joined his wife. “You all have ninety minutes! You needn’t take all that time. If you locate adequate treasure early on, or if the weather gets the best of you, by all means, come inside and warm up. My lovely duchess will select the winner!”

      Enthusiastic cheers rose up amongst the participants. “On your marks, get set, go!” The dignified duke enthusiastically waved them away from the house.

      A few of the teams took off at a run, as Rose was inclined to do, but Lady Asherton kept hold of Rose’s arm and proceeded to lead their group at a sedate, dignified pace.

      “At this rate, we’ll be lucky to bring back a few dead branches,” chided Mr. Stone Spencer, walking backward, slightly ahead of them.

      “Dead branches?” Lady Asherton laughed. She startled Rose by dropping her hand. “You’ll do well to collect more festive branches than I do!” She dashed into the trees.

      Mr. Spencer, unwilling to be bested, ran after her.

      Just as Rose went to join the chase, Lord Darlington held her up with his voice. “Do you see it?”

      He’d stopped and was looking up into a tree and pointing.

      At first, she didn’t, and so she leaned closer to him, neck craned back.

      “Mistletoe!” The word came out almost as a whisper. “But can we get to it?”

      Although the prized Christmas plant managed to grow in the area, it wasn’t always easy to find.

      The viscount studied the branches leading up to the prized foliage. “It’s been a while since I’ve climbed any trees. Years, in fact. What do you think?” At that moment, he was not a viscount and she was not a maid. They were simply two people giving into the spirit of the contest.

      “You must do it!” She turned to encourage him, but when she did so, her words nearly caught in her throat. His blue eyes danced merrily, and his wide smile made little creases appear at their corners.

      Always in the past, when she’d caught sight of him in London or at other house parties, he’d appeared serious, grim even. Something cracked inside her heart to realize he could be so uninhibited and carefree.

      “I will stand at the bottom in case you fall.” And then she added, “It’s the least that I can do… considering.” She didn’t wish to bring up the catastrophe of two days before, but she also realized she’d not had the opportunity to thank him for pulling her out of the water.

      Or for the gift.

      He stilled, almost as though he read her mind. “You owe me nothing.” The light blue of his eyes darkened.

      “I cannot thank you enough.” How did one express their gratitude to another for saving her from a certain watery death? “One minute, I was safely standing on dry land and the next…” She swallowed hard at the all-too-recent memory of the terror she’d felt. “It was my own fault, for not watching where I stepped. Penelope said she would have jumped in if you hadn’t gotten there in time. I never could forgive myself if anything happened to her after all she went through last year.”

      One gloved finger settled softly upon her lips. Rose did not push it away, as she ought. Nor did she drop her gaze from his. Rose was tall, but the viscount stood at least six inches taller. She had to tilt her head back to look directly into his eyes.

      “Penelope cares a great deal for you.”

      Rose nodded, a mere whisper of a motion. “As I do for her.”

      But as she stared up at him, all thoughts of Penelope flew from her brain.

      She and the viscount had somehow come to be standing very near to one another, so much so that she could smell his soap, his cologne. And being in such proximity to him only made her want to be closer.

      “Anyhow.” She stepped back, sounding breathless. “I thank you.”

      She’d promised Penelope she’d not thank him for the gift and so she bit her lip to keep from making any mention of it.

      Questions seemed to hover in his gaze as he studied her. Questions she was afraid to answer.

      So instead, she babbled. “I should have learned to swim when I was younger, but I wasn’t really interested. I insisted on staying inside with my music instead.”

      He shook his head. “My sister is an excellent swimmer, but a few years ago, she fell out of a rowboat at one of my mother’s garden parties. If not for Hawthorne, I’m not sure she’d still be with us.” He grimaced. “Ladies’ fashions can be dangerous under certain circumstances.”

      “I remember hearing about that.”

      “Even had you known how to swim, with the cold, and the weight of your gown, you would not have stood a chance.” He shifted his gaze away and clenched his jaw. “I was afraid…”

      Rose swallowed hard.

      She almost wished she had not brought the subject up now. Her experience reminded him of his sister’s accident. She touched the sleeve of his coat. “So, you say you think you are capable of reaching the mistletoe? I promise I’ll catch you if you come tumbling down.”

      He glanced at the tree and then back at her, his earlier mood returning. “You’ll break my fall, is what you’ll do. I suppose that will have to be good enough.”

      She appreciated that he would allow her to change the subject so easily. She was also glad she’d been able to speak with him alone. This very well may have been her only opportunity. “Just holler that you’re falling so I can brace myself to become a pancake.” She went along with the ridiculous joke.

      Ah, that smile. He had such a lovely smile for a man.

      “I suggest you start with this branch,” she directed him.

      “Are you a bossy woman, then, Miss Waring?” he joked accusingly but lifted one booted foot to where she’d indicated. Over the next quarter of an hour, perhaps less, she directed him up what felt like must be fifty feet into the air. When he reached his objective, he reached down and pulled a knife out of his boot.

      Rose shivered as he wielded the weapon and so easily cut a large sprig away from the evergreen.

      “Will one be enough?” he shouted down.

      “As long as it’s a perfect one. Would you say the one you’ve cut is perfect?” Rose stood with her head tilted back, far too easily impressed by his grace and strength.

      All he’d done was climb a tree, for heaven’s sake.

      He studied his cutting for a minute. “I believe this is the perfect sprig of mistletoe. I’m coming down now. I hope you are prepared to follow through with your promise. It is always trickier descending than it is climbing up.”

      She giggled in an uncharacteristic manner. Something about the day, about being alone with him, about being outside while snow fell from the sky made her unaccountably happy.

      In less than half the time he’d taken going up, he made his way down and landed with a solid thud two feet before her.

      “What do you think?” He held up a very normal-looking length of the notorious Christmas plant.

      Rose pretended to examine it carefully. “I’m not sure, My Lord. Wasn’t there anything less straggly looking?

      “I challenge you to do any better than this, Miss Waring.” He surprised her, then, by lurching forward and winding his arms around her, as though he would drag her to climb the tree.

      She squealed, although she had no desire to fight her way out of his grasp. Being there felt good.

      Too good.

      Trapped in his mock embrace, she pretended to examine the sprig. “I think you needed to go higher, My Lord. The pretty ones, the best ones, are never the easiest to find.”

      At her words, he stilled, something blazing behind his eyes. The same light, the same intensity she remembered from when they’d taken tea together.

      “What if one finds them in the wrong place?” He furrowed his brows.

      Rose dropped her gaze to the top button of his coat. They were no longer speaking of mistletoe. He’d been betrothed last year and then jilted. Was he remembering the woman who’d run off with another man? Had his former betrothed broken his heart?

      She lifted her lashes and studied his face. “Did you love her?” The question escaped before she could stop herself. At his confused expression, she added, “The one from last Christmas? Did she break your heart?”

      He blinked in surprise. “She hurt my pride. She ruined my plans. She did not break my heart.” He’d bent forward, so that he nearly rested his forehead against hers. “What of you, Miss Waring? Who broke your heart?” He was so close that his breath warmed her lips.

      She avoided meeting his gaze this time. “One of those lords who cannot be trusted.” She could not give him any names. It was bad enough that Penelope knew. “I was fool enough to believe his promises. I felt betrayed. Worse than that, I had only myself to blame.” Somehow, she forced her gaze back to his. Every reason for keeping secrets from him seemed to fly from her brain. She felt things for this man.

      Things she ought not to feel for a viscount.

      “Rose.” His lips dipped closer to hers.

      A gust of icy wind chose that moment to whip through the path where they stood, chilling the air between them and breaking the spell.

      Rose turned her attention away from him and back to the mistletoe. “Is it enough?”

      He stared at her for nearly thirty seconds before answering. When he did, he frowned, in mock disapproval. “We should gather more. What do you say, Miss Waring?”

      She ought to insist they locate Lady Asherton and his brother. They’d already been alone for far too long. This overwhelming attraction was dangerous, and she’d not put herself in harm’s way again.

      Granted, Lord Darlington was a very different sort of man from Elias. But he was, nonetheless, a man. She needed to proceed with caution. In truth, she ought not to proceed at all.

      Lust ought never to be mistaken for affection. And when it came to titled gentlemen, Rose knew that lust was all they’d ever offer a woman of her status.

      Best she remember that.

      She’d thought her heart had been broken last summer but was realizing it had only been bruised. If she were to allow herself to fall for this man, this dark and quiet viscount, she doubted her heart could survive the emptiness he’d leave in his wake.

      He was a true gentleman. He dared speak his mind with her and let her speak honestly with him. She glanced up at him from beneath her lashes.

      “Surely, we’ve only used half our allotted time. Let’s see what else we can find.” Betraying the wisdom of her own thoughts, she surrendered to the lure of spending more time with this splendidly handsome gentleman.

      Alone.
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      Rome ought not to have given in to the temptation to wrap his arms around her. Once he had her in his embrace, he’d been unwilling to release her. Instead, he’d pulled her closer, sharing his warmth and inhaling her sweet scent.

      Which ironically enough, was nothing like a rose.

      More like snapdragons.

      When she’d stepped away, the sudden sense of loss surprised him. He shook his arms and then stomped his feet on the packed snow.

      “Then we’d best get to work, Miss Waring.”

      The falling snow was thicker now and beginning to accumulate. And yet, he didn’t feel the cold. With Rose by his side, the world and the weather fell away.

      “We need vines, if we can find them. To wind around the balustrade.” She sent him an uncertain look, almost as though she too, realized they ought to seek out the other couple.

      But they did not.

      Deciding not to dwell on what he ought to have done nor what she ought not to have done, he gestured for her to walk beside him, his hands behind his back.

      “Mr. Spencer is closest in age to you, is he not?” She set their conversation onto a safe topic.

      “Stone.” Rome smiled. “The proverbial spare.”

      The path widened so they could walk beside one another. She turned and smiled at his answer, no longer appearing as tentative as she had a moment before. Ah, yes. This topic of conversation would be quite safe indeed. “Tell me about your brothers. You have three, in all, do you not?”

      “Peter is next in line. He’s the quietest of us all, the one who plays the cello. The youngest is Joseph. He is the only one of us to marry so far, aside from Natalie.”

      “Joseph married the duchess’ niece?”

      “Glenda.” He’d never understood the attraction, himself. But his brother seemed happy enough.

      “Penelope absolutely adores your mother. She says she must be some sort of saint to have raised so many boys.”

      “And Natalie.” He grinned. “I think Natalie has given her more grief than all of us boys put together.”

      “But she seems happy with Lord Hawthorne.”

      Rome nodded at her observations. And his sister was happy. He was certain of it. Despite getting off to a less than seamless start. “Tell me about your family.” He would turn the conversation away from himself and his rather unruly brothers. He wanted to know more about her.

      “I have one younger brother,” she said tentatively. “Fergus turned seven and ten this year.”

      “So just a few years younger than you?”

      She laughed, a soft expression of good humor. “Just a few.”

      Miss Waring must be close in age to Penelope, whom he guessed must be nearing thirty, but he would not be so rude as to ask outright. Twenty–five, perhaps twenty–six. He appreciated her maturity and lack of coy naiveté.

      “And your parents?” Rome was curious about her home life. What kind of girl had she been before being forced to take employment?

      “It’s been a year since I’ve visited.” She flicked her eyes at him. “Penelope and I traveled a great deal last year. But the last time I was home, they seemed well enough. Although Mother’s eyesight is failing.”

      “Your father?” The man who supposedly gambled away her future.

      She grimaced.

      “Penelope mentioned he is a gambling man,” he prompted her.

      “Unfortunately, yes,” she answered with a frown. “The only good to come from it is that Fergus has seen the ruin of our father’s ways.” She dropped her lashes. “Penelope insisted upon paying for his schooling. When she’s of a mind to do something, it’s nigh impossible to stop her. But Fergus has not been a disappointment. He gets the highest marks in his class.”

      Rome smiled. He’d known Penelope for over a decade. She was the smartest woman he knew, smarter than most men, even. She was also, perhaps, the most stubborn. The two women obviously shared a special type of relationship—one he’d not considered before.

      “I imagine you got high marks as well,” he suggested. Nothing about Miss Waring could be considered ordinary, her current position aside.

      “I did, but not as high as Penelope’s.”

      “You preferred your music?” he guessed.

      She glanced over at him with a surprised expression. “I did. Yes.” Had she thought he’d have already forgotten such an important piece of information about her?

      “What else? Art? Any particular sport?” He watched her closely, fascinated by her hidden mysteries.

      She nodded and then licked her lips. “Oils. And Archery. But of all of them I prefer—I preferred—music.” He didn’t comment right away. What would it have been like? To lose a life that you loved and trade it in for a life of servitude?

      “What of you?” She turned his thoughts. “My understanding is that you work far too much for a man such as yourself. Even Danbury, who spends a good deal of time locked away in his study, has mentioned your unusual dedication.” She brushed away some snow that had landed on her cheek.

      She missed one crystal flake, and after the briefest moment, it melted into her petal-soft skin.

      “You do not have to answer if you don’t wish.” She’d mistaken his hesitation for reticence. Quite the opposite, really.

      “My father was a barrister before he inherited.” Conversation came easily between the two of them. Comfortable. “Us Spencers are more working-class than aristocracy. Except for my mother and Natalie. The two of them have taken the ton by storm.”

      “You enjoy your work then?”

      He frowned at the question. No one had ever asked him this.

      “I do.” He surprised himself with such an answer. So often, with other peers, he found himself defensive of his work habits. “I see little value in idling away the days.”

      “You are like me.” She smiled.

      An enigmatic statement, to say the least. “Tell me in what way I am like you? In that I enjoy work?”

      “You are caught between different worlds,” she said. “You do not fit in wholly as a titled nobleman, nor are you a man of business, nor a member of the working class.

      Rome walked in silence and pondered her words. He’d never thought of himself this way. How did she see herself? As a maid? As the friend of a viscountess?

      “The servants resent your position with Penelope.”

      “They do.” She shrugged. “But I would not sacrifice it for their acceptance.”

      “Of course not.” And yet where did that leave her?

      “Oh! Look here!” She stepped off the path to indicate a cluster of winding dark green vines climbing one of the larger trees “English Ivy! It’s perfect!”.

      Rome removed his knife from his boot and joined her.

      “Cut here… and… here?” She examined the lush vine, almost a Kelly green despite the cold weather. “Did you know that English Ivy is considered magical by some?”

      She charmed him in her fervor for the game. Standing amongst the greenery, snowflakes falling around them, it was she who seemed almost magical––not a forest sprite, but a fairy queen. He chuckled at his own imagination.

      “And I suppose you are one of those believers.”

      She answered with wide eyes. “I’ve no proof that it isn’t. Surely, you’ve read the legend of Tristan and Isolde?”

      He vaguely remembered, although mythological literature had not been one of his favorite subjects. “Tristan was a Cornish knight, I believe. Was he not charged with claiming the Irish Princess, Isolde, a bride for King Mark?”

      “Before he could bring her to the king, Triston and the Princess drank a magic potion and fell in love. But they could never be together. Even in death, the couple was separated. King Mark was buried between them. Legend goes on to say that English Ivy grew from each of their graves and united. In the end, they finally had the connection they desired.”

      “I don’t remember that part.” Rome drew the vine away from the tree, careful not to damage the leaves. “Do you find it romantic?”

      Mitten-covered hands assisted him. “The legend is not included in every telling. And no, I find it sad. Romance lends itself to happier tales. Except for a few instances, I think it must be fleeting. Rare.”

      The vine came loose, and Rome realized the two of them were standing very near to one another. Again.

      And again, the urge to take her into his arms tempted him.

      The snowflakes had grown, not only in size but in number.

      “Are you cold?” He stared into her caramel-colored eyes through the myriad of delicate flakes.

      She glanced down at the vine and then back up. Both of them clasped separate ends of the foliage. “The air is warmer since the snow began to fall.” A simple observation, spoken softly, heated his blood. Delicate strands of ebony hair framed the face of this beautiful woman, this woman of untold depths. He suspected those depths included hidden passions.

      “Do you long for romance, Rose?” Didn’t all women? And yet, the desire to provide it had never been so strong.

      Romance lends itself to happier tales…

      Ultimately, he could never give her the happiness she desired. But he could give her pleasure. She desired him. Just one taste of her lips. He would only allow himself a single taste.

      He tugged on the vine and as he suspected, she did not release her end. She allowed him to draw her nearer.

      “My Lord,” she whispered. The wind gently stirred the hairs around her face. Silken wisps of black.

      “Rose.” He leaned in and she tilted her head back. Lush, pink lips parted softly.

      One taste.

      He rarely gave in to temptation. This time, however, he forgot all the reasons for fighting it.

      The flesh of her mouth warmed his. She welcomed his kiss. He was not mistaken. He did not take her into his arms but dropped the ivy and cupped her face within his hands. So fragile.

      He coaxed her lips wider, exploring tender flesh. Tasting her, reaching for more, he relished this intimate gift.

      Dangerous.

      Dangerous because this kiss would not be enough. He needed to know more of her––with his hands, his mouth, his body. He needed to know all of her.

      With a racing heart, he retreated and felt the soft breath of her delicate sigh dance across his lips.

      The pulsing need she’d ignited surprised him. It had only been a kiss.

      She dropped her head forward, resting it upon his chest. “No more.” She spoke into his coat. “Please.”

      Rome nodded. “Forgive me.”

      “Darlington!” Both of them jumped to hear a voice calling from the trees. His brother stepped into view an instant later.

      “Darlington! Rosie! I was beginning to wonder if the two of you had returned to the house!” The second voice belonged to Lady Asherton.

      Flustered, Rose stumbled backward, almost falling in her attempt to put a proper distance between them.

      “Mistletoe! A marvelous find!” Lady Asherton exclaimed, rushing forward.

      “We thought the two of you were right behind us.” Stone flicked a glance between him and Miss Waring.

      “Lord Darlington climbed a tree for the mistletoe.” Miss Waring’s tone sounded forcibly bright. She brushed snow off her coat rather than meet anyone’s eyes.

      He wondered if it might be his touch she was brushing away.

      “Rome? Climbing trees?” His blasted brother feigned astonishment.

      “Mr. Spencer and I were lucky enough to find these boughs of evergreen as well as some holly.” Margaret held a few branches in her hands. Stone carried the bulk of them.

      “I’m ashamed of your dismal offerings. I ought to send the two of you back into the woods.” Stone spoke as though he were joking but his eyes narrowed when they met Rome’s. Had his brother witnessed that stolen kiss?

      Rome joined Stone on the path and inspected the assorted greenery. “I’ll be surprised if anyone else returns with mistletoe.”

      “I agree. We’ve gathered plenty. It’s freezing out here! Do let’s go back to the house!” Lady Asherton turned to Rome. “Before my toes fall off.”

      His brother offered his arm to Miss Waring, leaving Rome to escort Lady Asherton.

      “No more” she had begged him. And yet she’d kissed him back.

      Rome forced himself to listen to Lady Asherton as she regaled him with details of some Christmases past, but his mind remained back in the woods, with a dark-haired woman who tasted of winter and Christmas, a woman of intelligence and empathy. In the eyes of the world and as far as Society was concerned, Rose was simply Rosie, Penelope’s maid.

      Could she ever be anything more?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          A really good offer

        

      

    

    
      For all of an instant, Rome expected to see Rose at dinner. Her absence seemed an oversight, but it was not. Of course, she would not be invited. Rome draped the linen napkin over one knee and determined to appreciate his surroundings.

      The Duchess of Cortland had gone all out for the Christmas Eve dinner. For Christmas Day, she and the duke were to host a grand ball, inviting landowners and gentry from miles away. Rumor was that the meal to be served tomorrow would be even more extravagant than the one placed before them that evening.

      Elegant paintings and gilded mirrors hung upon the walls and silver and crystal covered most of the massive table. A good deal of the decorations that had been collected that afternoon had been carefully placed about the room.

      Penelope, Danbury, his sister, and Hawthorne had won the duchess’ prize. Rome chuckled to himself. It had been a box of chocolates. Natalie had been quite willing to give her portion up in exchange for a future favor.

      Cortland and his duchess did not entertain often but apparently aspired to make the occasions when they did memorable indeed. Conversation flowed freely, and Rome guessed nearly everyone present was enjoying themselves immensely.

      He’d been sat between two sisters, distant cousins of the duke’s, both of whom had entered Society the previous spring. It seemed the duchess would aspire to matchmake for him as well.

      Not that the ladies were not lovely. One boasted shining brown hair—not as shiny as Miss Waring’s—lovely brown eyes and a sweet smile. The other lady was a blonde with bouncing ringlets and the most adorable blue eyes. They spoke to him of garden parties and fashion and pretended to be fascinated by anything he said. Conversing with each of them grew more and more difficult as the evening wore on.

      He couldn’t keep from wondering how she was spending Christmas Eve. Would she join the other servants for the meal when the guests’ service concluded? A few comments she’d made suggested that she wouldn’t.

      He could not visit her chamber again. Penelope would flay him.

      Why could he not get her off his mind? He’d not been this fixated on any woman in ages; why did she have to be Penelope’s maid?

      She didn’t belong in service. He could see it in her very elegance, her bearing, hear it in her speech. But neither could she be considered a lady. Where did that leave her?

      Just as he could no longer fit into the neighborhood where he’d grown up, he often felt the imposter at ton balls, and similarly while making his occasional visit at White’s.

      By the time Cortland’s army of servants had collected the last plates, and the ladies had withdrawn so the gentlemen could take their port, Rome’s impatience had grown to an intolerable level.

      After a single round of cognac, fine though it was, Rome eagerly agreed when Cortland suggested they rejoin the ladies.

      It had been a long day. A long, memorable, and… frustrating one.

      Rome could wait no more. An idea had formed in his head, and he was eager to put it into action. He’d require Pierce’s assistance. And then hopefully, he would see her again.
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      Thirty minutes later, back in his chamber, Rome handed a small box to his valet. “Make certain you deliver it directly to Miss Waring, with all manner of discretion, of course.”

      “To Miss Waring? The maid, My Lord?” Pierce scowled deeply as he took the box.

      “Yes. To Miss Waring, Lady Danbury’s maid.”

      “Surely, she was not the recipient of the other gift you—”

      “Excuse me? Am I not the employer here, Mr. Pierce? Is there something I’ve missed?” Over the last dozen or so years in which he and Pierce had been together, Rome did not believe he’d ever been so annoyed with his valet.

      “Of course. Forgive me.” Pierce glanced down at the package, still frowning. As he turned it over in his hand, the furrows in his brow deepened.

      “Directly to her, Pierce. Do I make myself clear?”

      “Perfectly.” The valet bit out the word.

      Admittedly, this request was somewhat unusual, but Rome, in his own estimation, had not been a difficult employer. Perhaps that was precisely the problem.

      “Without delay.”

      Pierce nodded and exited the room in silence.

      Clutching his timepiece in his left hand, he didn’t need to look at it to know that he had four hours before he would see her. Surely, she’d come.

      He would kiss her again and then make his request. The hand clutching his timepiece was damp.

      Of course, she would come. Wouldn’t she?
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      The servant who’d collected Penelope’s tea tray had grudgingly informed Rose that a large meal was to be put out in the servants’ hall.

      Even though the invitation to join the staff had been halfhearted, Rose had not dismissed it outright. Penelope would be spending time with the other house party guests and so Rose’s only other option would be to pass the evening alone.

      Christmas Eve.

      To remain in her chamber would be far too depressing. Doing something as simple as taking a meal with the other servants might be enough to mark the occasion.

      She changed into a conservative gown, donned her apron and cap, and stepped into the foyer where her decision to attend was immediately shaken when she came face to face with the maid who’d witnessed Darlington sleeping on the chaise. The woman glanced up with narrowed eyes from where she was arranging some greenery on a small table.

      “I’m surprised they didn’t invite you to sit beside the duchess for supper, such a grand lady as yourself.” The woman laughed at her own joke. Likely, she was not the only servant who felt this way.

      Perhaps below stairs was not the best place, after all, to spend Christmas Eve.

      Rose entered the stairwell but instead of descending, ascended one flight up, intent on visiting Penelope’s babies. Finding the little darlings to be asleep, though, she crept quietly away and then returned to her own room, Penelope’s chamber. There, she changed out of her gown and into a night rail, braided her hair and then picked up the book, Emma, to read a second time. She would wait up for Penelope and assist her out of her gown and into her night rail later on.

      The words on the page could not compete, however, with the events from earlier that day.

      That kiss. It hadn’t been an ordinary kiss––not for her––anyhow. It had shaken her world. If it were to happen again, she wasn’t sure she wouldn’t lose her soul. Her attention flipped back and forth, between the book and Viscount Darlington, until her eyes grew heavy and she drifted off to sleep.

      Sometime later, she jerked awake when a knock sounded on the outer door—late.

      He wouldn’t dare come to her again. Already he’d taken too many chances.

      And yet… none of that stopped her from scampering up, shoving her arms into a dressing gown, and rushing across the room. She hoped it was him. She should not. But her heart raced more than she cared to admit at the thought of him coming to her.

      Both disappointment and relief swept through her once she’d opened the door. The man standing in the corridor was not Lord Darlington, but rather, Mr. Pierce, his valet.

      “Lord Danbury’s newspaper was mistakenly delivered to Viscount Darlington’s chamber.” The man no doubt expected she’d be awake, anxiously awaiting the return of her mistress, as would most good lady’s maids.

      Rose narrowed her gaze at the folded paper he extended toward her. Why would he deliver it at this hour? With a shake of her head, she took it from him.

      “Thank you.” She narrowed her eyes at the man. “Is there anything else?” Perhaps Penelope had requested it in order to read the business section. It wasn’t an unusual occurrence for her friend to be interested in some investment or another.

      The valet’s jaw clenched and then he stepped backward. “There is not. Good evening.”

      Rose closed the door behind him and then pressed her back against it.

      When she’d heard the knocking, she’d been dreaming about a kiss. The gentlest of kisses experienced beneath a canopy of trees while snow gently fell. Mr. Pierce had stared at her, almost as though he could read her mind.

      Absurd.

      She dropped the paper on a table and glanced at the clock; nearly half-past one. Penelope hadn’t returned yet, and therefore would likely not require her assistance. On late nights such as this, Danbury was more than happy to disrobe his wife.

      Despite the burning embers in the grate, a shiver ran through Rose, sending her scampering to extinguish the candles and climb beneath the counterpane, not bothering to slip out of her dressing gown.

      The snow had intensified after they’d returned from gathering the greenery. Rose burrowed deeper into the mattress, too cold to peek outside the window to see if it persisted.

      It had meant nothing to him. He was a lord and lords were not opposed to sampling that which she’d given freely. It had only been a moment of… fun.

      Only it hadn’t felt like fun. She’d experienced that kiss in places she shouldn’t be feeling anything.

      His gloved hands had cradled only her face and yet she’d felt the power of his gentle touch everywhere.

      Elias hadn’t cared if his touch caused her pain. Her pleasure hadn’t been a consideration.

      The viscount had held her face as though she was a priceless artifact and then drawn out the kiss until her knees nearly buckled beneath her.

      A flush washed over her body. No longer affected by the cold, Rose tossed the counterpane off and allowed the cool air to hit her. It was doubtful she’d sleep any time soon with such tormenting thoughts hovering at the edge of her dreams.

      Rose struck a flint and lit the tapers on the desk. Only then did her gaze land on the newspaper. With nothing better to do, she flipped the folded cover back.

      Her heart stopped at the sight of a small box of chocolates.

      What had Mr. Pierce said? He’d told her it was for Danbury, she was certain of it.

      Or has he found a way to speak to me?

      Rose opened the box and just as she went to remove one of the ornate confections, a folded slip of foolscap fell out. Her name was written on it in bold, slashing letters.

      Not Rosie, or Rose, but Miss Waring.

      Only after she read the missive did she realize her mistake.

      In a panic, she grasped hold of the single taper, blew out the others, stepped into a pair of Penelope’s silk slippers, and made a mad dash for the study.
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      Rose hadn’t come.

      By a quarter after one, Rome had his answer. It was not the one he’d hoped for.

      He wanted to be angry with her. And yet, she had requested that he leave her alone.

      “No more,” she had said. “Please,” she’d begged.

      He’d chosen to ignore her request.

      He wished he could have believed it was a mistake, but Pierce assured him he’d delivered the box directly into her hands.

      She’d deny them both inordinate satisfaction.

      Fortunately for Rome, Cortland kept the liquor cabinet in his study well stocked. Disgusted with himself, he lifted the stopper off a full decanter and poured himself a generous splash. And damn his conscience for reminding him that he’d consumed more alcohol over the past week than he had in the past decade.

      The second one went down even smoother than the first.

      He barely tasted the third, a waste, really.

      Accepting his defeat, he crossed the room and bent down to stir the glowing embers left over from the fire he’d lit in preparation for her arrival. Mostly ashes now. Dull yellow light.

      And yet they flared to life as a draft of air swept into the room.

      “I didn’t open it.” Rose sounded breathless, almost as though she’d been running. “I couldn’t sleep. It was inside the newspaper, and when I opened it, I saw it. The chocolates. And then the note.”

      Having spent nearly forty-five minutes alternately making excuses for her and cursing her to hell, her explanation barely registered. The reds and golds glowing in the grate had somehow trapped his gaze.

      “It was nothing.” He knocked the glowing ember over and then turned around to face her.

      Damn his eyes, but she was more beautiful every time he laid eyes upon her. Tonight was no exception. She wore her hair in one long black braid draped over her shoulder drawing his gaze to her breasts. She’d covered those lush curves of hers with a red velvet dressing gown. Not something he’d expect a maid to wear.

      He’d gotten a glimpse of her in it before, but he hadn’t given it any consideration. In fact, he’d barely been conscious that first night he’d stumbled into her chamber.

      He wasn’t entirely sober now.

      “Oh.” Pink suffused her cheeks, whether from exertion or embarrassment, he wasn’t sure. “I hurried as soon as I realized. I thought it might be important.”

      She hadn’t closed the door behind her. Anyone could walk by and see them together. One would think this something of a remote possibility, but he’d attended enough house parties to know it was the midnight hours that provided the most entertainment.

      “Close the door.”

      Ah, there was the sweet raspberry of her tongue. He’d seen her lick her lips before. Had she been nervous then, or had she been aroused?

      “Why did you send it?” she asked, not moving from where she stood.

      Rome strode across the room to close the door himself. “Why do you think?”
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      Why?

      A number of questions had flooded Rose’s mind when she’d caught sight of her name scrawled across the heavy parchment written in bold, masculine handwriting.

      Miss Waring,

      I would be grateful if you would meet me in our host’s study. I will await you at one hour past midnight to discuss what began this afternoon. I beg of you, to reconsider “more”.

      She’d glanced at the clock and realized she was already late. Her heart had skipped a beat at the signature at the bottom.

      Regards, Darlington.

      She did not have to search her mind hard to know what his reason for sending it might be. It had had to do with the kiss.

      “My Lord?”

      He seemed to have fallen into some sort of trance awaiting her response. A lock of his silky dark hair partially covered one eye, and he didn’t bother to brush it away.

      A half-empty decanter perhaps explained his hooded eyes and the absence of normal good manners.

      She felt not an ounce of fear. He’d proven himself more than once.

      “My Lord?”

      He slid his gaze down the length of her body and back up again. She should leave. She should return to her chamber.

      She did neither, but instead motioned toward the long settee. “Why don’t you sit here?” After a pause, he nodded, replaced the poker onto its stand, carefully—almost too deliberately— and then abandoned his watch at the hearth.

      She did not step back as he brushed past her to sit where she gestured. “We can talk.” Her voice caught as she spoke. Rather than diminish as their acquaintance extended, her attraction to him had strengthened.

      Rose cautiously lowered herself beside him. “The chocolates were divine.”

      “Ah, yes, the chocolates. And so, you skipped right past the missive in favor of your sweets?” She’d not seen this side of him. It ought to repulse her, as it would any woman of moral character. But his hooded gaze and flaring nostrils moved her senses in quite the opposite direction.

      “If I hadn’t delved into the chocolates, I would not have discovered your note.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What the hell are you talking about?” His impertinent language only further stirred her most inappropriate response to him.

      Foxed indeed.

      “The newspaper…” She trailed off at the befuddlement on his face, deciding her words would be futile. “It is of no matter. I am here now.” She placed her hands on her lap and turned so that she more fully faced him. “I am here now.”

      He was already sitting mostly sideways, an arm draped along the back of the seat. No longer looking confused or uncertain, he focused his attention on her. “You told me ‘no more.’ And yet I do not think my touch repelled you.” His fingers barely reached the tendrils of hair that had escaped her braid. “Are you afraid of me?”

      At the time, she’d been afraid––but not of him. “I enjoy being kissed,” she admitted instead. “But I’ve learned it’s not necessarily in my best interest to...” It was the lady’s responsibility to exercise self-restraint. If she allowed the slightest liberties, then the gentleman expected… more. That particular lesson had not been a pleasant one.

      “Tell me, Miss Waring, do you welcome any man’s kiss? Or do you simply enjoy kissing in general?” He tilted his head, causing the wayward lock of hair she was becoming far too fond of to fall away from his jaw.

      Rose had to look away, his intense gaze muddling her train of thought. “Of course not.”

      “But you enjoyed the kiss we shared today?” he persisted.

      She nodded. Enjoy was a rather mild word to describe the emotions the kiss had evoked.

      “Tell me.” He waited until she met his gaze to continue. “What is it about kissing that gives you pleasure?”

      “You’re being foolish.” Was he teasing her?

      “No, I’m genuinely curious. I want to know everything about you.”

      Had he consumed an entire bottle of Cortland’s scotch?

      “I’m a maid. You already know everything interesting about me.”

      But he was shaking his head. “Oh, no. Quite the contrary, Miss Waring.” His fingers continued playing with those stray strands of hair, sending spirals of delight dancing down her spine.

      Guilt at her failure to comply with Penelope’s request to stay away from him warred with the desire to know more of this man. His barest touch, let alone an embrace, a kiss, sent her heart racing.

      “Your taste,” she blurted out. “It was warm, spicy. It… suited me.” Lord Grayson’s kiss had not tasted nearly as… right. Perhaps it had been the snuff he used daily.

      “My taste?” Lord Darlington licked his lips as he pondered her words. “What else?” He seemed thoroughly interested in what she had to say on the matter.

      “Your lips are firm, and yet the kiss, it was soft.” By now, the memory of the kiss had impressed itself quite vividly onto her memory. When his lips had first touched hers, they’d seemed to ask a question. She had answered. “It was as though you listened with your kiss. You were not shouting at me. You requested. You did not demand.”

      He hadn’t taken her into his arms when he’d kissed her. He’d barely skimmed the side of her face with his hands, making her feel more delicate than she was really was. His fingers had slid into her hair and then along the shell of her ear.

      Rose glanced sideways at him on the sofa. He’d drawn closer so that they nearly touched from their shoulders to their knees. Rose’s attempt to calm her pounding heart failed miserably. Was this why he’d asked her to meet him?

      Was this why she’d come?

      “I’ve never considered any of this before.” He leaned closer, his mouth hovering near hers. “May I?”

      May he?

      Then he kissed her again. Only, this time, he tasted like scotch.
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      This was why Rome had asked her to meet him. He was not hypocrite enough to deny it to himself.

      She’d said his taste suited her.

      Her touch suited him.

      When he’d kissed her earlier that day, in the forest with the snow and wind swirling around them, he’d not been able to fully embrace her softness. Nothing prevented him from doing so now.

      Her body, feminine and pliant, melted into him but she was not impassive. Her mouth welcomed him. Her small tongue sparred with his. Her slender arms crept up his jacket to wind themselves around his neck.

      “Rose.” He broke the kiss to whisper her name and explore more of her with his mouth. The taste of her skin comforted and aroused him. Only a hint of floral tones but mostly sweet.

      This woman’s scent, her taste, suited him just fine. She was right. His tongue found only pleasantness as it skimmed along her person. Not too heavy, cloying, or foreign. Perfect. And his hands agreed, sliding down her back and around her waist to where they then edged upward.

      She drew away from him, pressing gently against his chest. “You mustn’t.”

      “I must.” But he dropped his hands.

      She smoothed her gown nervously, her withdrawal as much emotional as it was physical. “I shouldn’t have come. I knew why you asked me here, and I came anyway. But I promised Penelope.”

      “What does Penelope have to do with any of this?” Frustration got the better of him. “She’s your employer, for God’s sake, not your mother.” He shouldn’t have said it. She was on her feet now, backing away from him. “Wait. I’m sorry.” He wasn’t ready yet, for her to leave.

      “You don’t understand.” By God, she looked just as beautiful while riled, her cheeks flushed, her eyes sparkling. “Your future, your livelihood, has never been in doubt. Where will you live? What you will do? Who will you be? You will one day be the Earl of Ravensdale, for heaven’s sake! How can you understand the dependence that comes with my position? I cannot ignore Penelope’s kindness nor her generosity. She’s given me that which you obviously take for granted every day of your life.”

      “You’ve fulfilled duties for your pay, have you not? For that security you so desperately seek?” It bothered him that she was beholden to Penelope. It made no sense at all. Unless he wished her to be beholden to him…

      “I can provide for your needs.” The words flew out of his mouth before he could stop them. In all his thirty-six years, he’d not once kept a mistress.

      She’d been edging her way toward the doorway but halted at his words, her eyes as round as saucers.

      “I’ll make it so you needn’t worry about your livelihood ever again. I’ll take measures to prevent any children. You—”

      But she was shaking her head, her eyes bright with either anger or unshed tears. “I won’t pretend to misunderstand your offer. But I wish you had not made it. I apologize if my actions have led you to believe that I’d be willing to…” A choking sound checked her words. “You think that because I allowed you to kiss me that I would…? I thought you were different! I am very satisfied with my present position. I never fear that Penelope will grow tired of me when I can no longer please her. I needn’t worry that my position will disappear when time has stolen my looks.”

      Rome shook his head. He was going about this all wrong. Although he also wondered how in the hell gentlemen were supposed to arrange such an unseemly transaction as this.

      All he wanted was to have her in his bed.

      “I’ll draw up a contract to assure you’ve security for life.” He hadn’t intended to allow his solicitors to become involved, but there it was. He supposed it was like any other business undertaking and having the terms laid out prior to making any commitments would assure that both parties came out the other side feeling satisfied. Or perhaps he could write this up himself.

      Feeling rather pleased with himself, he glanced around for a pen and paper, only to be brought up short when he realized he was alone.

      Damn and bollocks. He pressed a fist against his forehead. This wasn’t at all the way this night was supposed to play out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          Merry Christmas to Rose

        

      

    

    
      Tiptoeing through the cold and empty corridors, Rose took back every kind thought she’d ever had for him. How idiotic of her to have imagined he was any different than Lord Grayson or any of the other blighters who assumed any passably good-looking maid would be willing to lift their skirts for coin.

      More than coin. Her breath caught. Security. Independence. But what of when her looks faded? Even if he took precautions to prevent her confinement, there was always a possibility.

      The thought sent a combination of horror and longing through her.

      She admonished herself for considering it, if only for half a second.

      She was a maid now, that was true, but her father was a gentleman. She’d been raised to be a gentlewoman, to be civil and proper.

      Why had she bothered going to him tonight? One missive, hidden inside chocolate, and she’d risked being seen to do his bidding?

      Going downstairs had been dishonorable on her part. She had, in fact, given him just cause to believe she might be willing to become his mistress. A shameful sob threatened to choke her. When would she learn?

      That kiss, drat and damn! She’d nearly been seduced by a kiss.

      Now two.

      The door clicked loudly as she crept back into her chamber. She ought not to have gone. Anyone could have seen her disgraceful behavior! Penelope might have needed her in the night. It was not unheard of, since the babies had been born.

      With only the moonlight to guide her, she climbed back into bed and tried to shove him from her thoughts.

      A tremor rolled through her.

      “May I?” He’d asked permission and she’d not said no. She’d wanted him to hold her. His very person drew her in, leaving her almost helpless.

      “I’ll draw up a contract to assure you’ve security for life.” The words had chilled her to the bone and at the same time lit something else inside of her.

      Shivering, she rolled over in the large bed and drew the covers to her chin. It wasn’t as though Rose hadn’t accepted her circumstances long ago. Because she had.

      Over and over again.

      And I’m grateful! I truly am!

      She squeezed her eyes closed tightly. It was Christmas Eve, well, Christmas morning now. She lay in a soft and luxurious bed, in a grand house with plenty of coal for the fire to keep her warm.

      Penelope loved her and Danbury tolerated her fairly well.

      I am grateful!

      She was blessed. She’d count those blessings until sleep came.

      The words that taunted her, however, had nothing to do with Penelope, the babies, or the satisfaction of a job well done.

      Rather they were words spoken in a refined, sultry, deep, and throaty voice.

      “I can provide for all your needs…”
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      “The snow has been piling up for days!” Rose smiled to herself at Penelope’s exaggeration. Penelope sipped from her chocolate while Rose pinned the long auburn braid she’d woven into a coronet atop her mistress’ head. “I’ll need my wool gown because we’re walking to church this morning. And warm socks. I do hope Danbury’s valet dresses him appropriately. I won’t stand for him catching a cold this winter. He’s the only one who can quiet Louella when she fusses.”

      “I’ve every confidence in Mr. Chester’s ability to dress your husband as weather necessitates.” Rose had not thought it possible for her friend to become so enamored by Lord Danbury, of all people, but Penelope loved her husband to distraction. She’d nearly worried herself ill when he’d come down with a harmless cough that autumn.

      “Of course. I know it’s ridiculous for me to worry about such trivial matters but…”

      “Your husband’s health will never be a trivial matter.” Rose tucked the tied-off braid into Penelope’s coiffure with one last pin. “That ought to hold fine unless one of the babies gets ahold of it again.”

      “You’re coming, of course,” Penelope declared. “You’ve spent far too much time holed up inside. You can wear my spruce velvet. And I’ve an extra muff.”

      Always the tug of war between her two stations in life. That of friend and that of servant. Rose enjoyed attending church though. Despite the cold and the hard pews, despite the abundance of perfumes, she enjoyed the music… and the peace.

      It would be the last quiet any of them would enjoy before tackling the remainder of a day that promised all sorts of busy celebrations.

      Two hours later, stifling a yawn, Rose considered that perhaps the quiet wasn’t at all what she needed. The vicar’s voice droned endlessly on in a perfect monotone. Sitting beside the Viscount and Viscountess Danbury, sixth row from the front, it would not do to be seen struggling to remain awake.

      She rubbed her eyes and then studied the gilded cross hanging at the altar. A statue of an angel hovered above it. Along the sides of the church, stained glass windows depicted various biblical stories in vivid colors.

      Lovely, really, with the sun shining in from behind. She twisted to attempt to identify one with a small boy and as she did so, a steady blue gaze caught her eye.

      Three rows back, to the right and behind her, Lord Darlington sat elegantly dressed, his back straight and eyes clear, appearing far differently than he had the night before. Clean-shaven, his cravat tied impeccably, he appeared more his respectable self, alert but also withdrawn from those around him. Formal, cool… a tad forbidding.

      Most who knew him assumed there was little more to him than the hardworking, somber man he presented.

      She now knew differently.

      He neither smiled nor frowned in her direction, his lips pressed tightly together, his jaw stern, his chin tilted up.

      Rose twisted toward the front with a jerk and tried focusing on the vicar’s words. She could not ignore, however, that the hair on the back of her neck seemed to be standing on end. His gaze, boring into the back of her head, denied her the peace she’d sought.

      “I can provide for all of your needs.”

      She shivered.

      “It’s freezing in here,” Penelope whispered beside her ear. “I’m sorry I made you come along. If you fall ill, I’ll never forgive myself.”

      Her husband hushed her from her opposite side and Penelope frowned but then leaned into him.

      What would that be like? Having a companion who was your equal. Not that all marriages panned out that way, in fact, most did not. Penelope was a very different sort of wife.

      But the duke and his duchess seemed equally close. They showed one another an affectionate respect. As did Lady Hawthorne and her earl.

      That was not the sort of circumstance Lord Darlington had proposed the night before.

      Ah, no. He would be her employer. He’d even offered to make all of it legal.

      “I’ll draw up a contract to assure you’ve security for life.”

      Prickles danced down her spine as though he was actually touching her. He’d imbibed before asking her, but he’d known what he was doing.

      And his kiss.

      He’d known what he was doing when he’d kissed her. It was as though someone had given him the key to her soul. Told him where to touch her and how.

      “The peace of God which passeth all understanding, keep your hearts and minds in the knowledge and love of God, and of his Son Jesus Christ our Lord…”

      Rose closed her eyes. She wouldn’t know a moment of peace with Lord Darlington sitting behind her. The urge to twist around again and send him a stern frown was strong, but his were not the only eyes behind her. Other guests would see.

      Perhaps he wasn’t even watching her. Perhaps he was solemnly giving all of his attention to the vicar.

      The organ struck a chord, jolting her from her thoughts, and then the choir filled the sanctuary with their voices.

      One quick glance.

      This time, his eyes narrowed.

      He knows that I know that he is watching. And he knew it made her uncomfortable. His lips mouthed the words to the song. Was he really singing?

      Sometimes he seemed so kind, so human, and yet other moments he was such a… viscount! Worse than that, a man!

      That mouth.

      He’d trailed it along her skin in the most tantalizing fashion. Rose clasped her hands together just beneath her breasts. Breasts which for no reason at all suddenly ached and felt heavy.

      Whereas before the cold had bothered her, she now felt hot inside. She wished she had a fan to wave before her face, though she could practically see her breath in the air.

      This service needed to end before she made a fool of herself.

      “How many birds do you think were killed in the making of that hat?” Penelope nudged her, indicating a woman two rows in front of them.

      Yes, this. This was what she needed. “Where exactly does one find red feathers?” she whispered back.

      “I don’t believe they are natural. They must be dyed.”

      “But so many.” Penelope snickered into her gloves. Rose caught sight of Lord Danbury rolling his eyes at them.

      Penelope was a welcome distraction, however. As were the various muffs and gowns and feathered ornamentation on the poor church goer’s heads in front of them. By the time they stepped outside beneath the gloomy sky, Rose had nearly forgotten all about Viscount Darlington. Or so she convinced herself.

      “Happy Christmas, My Lord.” The vicar approached to shake Danbury’s hand heartily before bowing his head in Penelope’s direction. “My Lady.” He turned to Rose. “Who is this vision you brought along today?”

      Rose braced herself for the awkward moment when Penelope would respond that Rose was her maid. But before that could happen, a hand grasped her elbow from behind. She stiffened at his touch.

      “Happy Christmas,” Lord Darlington greeted the vicar as he reached around her to shake the man’s hand. “Miss Ursula Waring is a family friend.”

      Penelope glared at Darlington and then shifted to hold Rose’s gaze, asking a multitude of questions without uttering a single word.

      “Miss Waring.” The vicar seized Rose’s hand just as though she was any other lady and bowed slightly. “My pleasure. Are you staying at Summers Park as well?” Only he seemed to clasp her hand a moment longer than was strictly proper.

      Heat flooded her cheeks. Danbury pinched his lips together. There were times Rose perceived that Penelope’s husband understood her plight in ways that Penelope did not.

      “I am.” Rose dropped her lashes and stared at the ground.

      “Ah, well, I look forward to seeing you when I next visit. The duke and duchess always welcome me. It is not unusual for my dearest aunt and me to take tea with Their Graces.”

      It would be abundantly awkward if he were to ask after a Miss Waring—Rose—Rosie—on one of his visits.

      “Miss Waring is leaving the area shortly.” Lord Darlington tucked her hand in the crook of his arm.

      “Ah, yes.” Penelope finally spoke up beside her. “To travel north with my sister-in-law.”

      Clouds had moved in and tiny snowflakes danced back and forth before lazily settling on the ground. A few carriages had arrived with familiar outriders who stood beside them beckoningly.

      “Best wishes in the new year, Vicar.” Lord Danbury took hold of Penelope’s arm. “The servants must have seen the snow and decided we may not be as enthusiastic to walk back. Shall we take advantage, My Lady?”

      Penelope nodded and huddled into her husband. “My bones are chilled through and through. Let’s go, Rose, shall we?”

      “I don’t mind walking.” Rose would walk back by herself. She’d spent too much time inside over the past few weeks and needed to rid herself of this nervous confusion brought on by a certain viscount.

      “I will escort Miss Waring so she does not have to walk alone.”

      “That’s not necessary,” Rose said quickly. Had she hoped he would offer? What a hypocrite she was!

      Penelope’s eyes narrowed. “That’s very… accommodating of you, Rome.”

      Viscount Darlington stood slightly behind her so Rose could not see his response to such skepticism.

      “It’s my pleasure,” he returned.

      “That’s settled then. Come along, Pen.” Her husband tugged at her arm. “Let’s get you inside the coach and your feet on a warm brick.”

      Penelope resisted him for a moment, sending a stern look in Darlington’s direction before shifting her gaze to Rose. “Are you quite sure?”

      Rose ought to go along with Penelope and Danbury. Penelope was certain to give her an earful when she returned, and she’d be quite right in doing so.

      Rose shouldn’t allow herself any more time alone with him.

      And yet, she caught a whiff of his scent on the cool breeze and already her bones seemed to be melting.

      Being with him was exciting and not much had excited her lately. If ever.

      “I’m sure.” She avoided Penelope’s eyes as she answered.

      “Come along then, Pen,” Danbury urged. Rose glanced up in time to see the marked concern on her friend’s face as her husband assisted her into the coach, leaving Rose standing alone with Viscount Darlington.

      A man who, only last night, had asked her to be his mistress.

      I can provide for all your needs…

      “You’d best button up.” Rose glanced down just as his hands landed on the edges of her collar. Touching her like this was most inappropriate. She oughtn’t to even be talking with him. With her back to the remaining churchgoers, she hoped nobody noticed.

      Oh, but of course somebody would notice. He was a viscount. Who was she? A nobody.

      “You mustn’t.” Her voice came out little more than a whisper.

      And yet she tilted her chin so he could fasten her top buttons and then adjust her scarf. The other guests who’d chosen to walk were already marching in the direction of Summers Park.

      Facing him now, she could not avoid his eyes. They weren’t smiling; he looked rather grim. Was he sorry about last night?

      Although his quiet unnerved her, she did not resist when he took her arm and turned them toward Summers Park.

      “I was angry with you for leaving me,” he said once they were underway. “But I was angrier with myself.”

      Most servants imagined their employers always got what they wanted. Rose knew better. That hadn’t always been the case for either Penelope or Danbury. And she’d heard other stories…

      “I’m certain you’ll have no difficulty finding an alternate prospect. I’m quite happy with Lady Danbury.” She forced the words out of her mouth. Denying him also meant denying herself.

      Her father would disown her.

      Her mother would go into mourning.

      Her brother would suffer as well. None of his schooling or betterment would be worth a fig if it became known that his sister had become some nob’s mistress.

      “I envy you such a friendship.” His words took her by surprise.
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      Guilt had weighed heavy on Rome since the moment he’d opened his eyes. He wanted her, yes, he was coming to realize the reality of the emotions she stirred in him. His lust had overtaken reason last night.

      He’d insulted her.

      It bothered him that he couldn’t offer her anything more than the position of mistress but there was nothing to be done about it.

      He was his father’s heir and his father held one of the most powerful earldoms in England. She’d been living and working as a maid for a good portion of her life.

      And yet, he was drawn to her.

      “I’m not a man who cultivates close friends.”

      The crunching of their steps sounded loudly.

      “I am lucky. The relationship between a lady and her maid holds a myriad of potential for difficulty but also, companionship. Even so, if Penelope and I had not been friends, I would love her. She is good to me. She’s not afraid to hear criticism and she treats me almost as an equal—most of the time. I am her maid, after all. But she is not overly demanding. We are more than friends, and we are more than servant and employer.” As though she’d considered his statement, she asked, “You must have someone? Is it not similar with Mr. Pierce? With your valet?”

      Rome appreciated her candor, if not the topic of this conversation. But talking with her was safe. He did not have to worry that she would share his words with his colleagues or with any of the gossiping gooses in Society.

      “Pierce and I get along fine.” Rome contemplated his relationship with his valet. Rome felt a responsibility to him, a loyalty. At times Pierce rather reminded him of his father. His valet, too, had expectations of Rome. He could also be very protective. “But I would not say that we are friends.”

      “I suppose men find it difficult to show affection, or caring, for one another.” Her words reminded him of what she’d suspected him of not quite a week ago. She, too, seemed to realize this. “And you have quite corrected my earlier assumption. I am merely speaking in the general sense.”

      That reminded him that he needed to nip that rumor in the bud before it became problematic. He had a few ideas…

      “But your valet spends time with you on a daily basis. I would think you could not help but be close to one another.”

      “Pierce is my employee.” And yet, there was more to his relationship with the valet than existed between Rome and, say, the stable master, or any of the estate managers.

      “He dresses you. He prepares you to appear in Society. Your manner of dress, your demeanor in public reflects upon him. It is your valet who sends you into battle. Just as a lady’s maid sends her mistress into Society.”

      Rome could not help but chuckle at this. “You see Society as a battleground?”

      “Oh, most definitely. And a very tricky one at that. In Society, a lady does not always recognize her enemies. She must step carefully. One wrong move and she could easily find herself in a scandal, effectively putting an end to her standing.” She slowed and he felt her turn to look at him. “What is your battle, My Lord?”

      Which one? But he would tell her the most obvious. “A man must appear strong and not overly self-indulgent. The peerage, although inherently privileged, may very well be the source of its own demise. Tenants and employees, the workers—they see far more than many of my peers comprehend. And they will tolerate some extravagance on our part but less when their own roofs need repair, when their families’ stomachs go empty. My battle is to preserve the tenuous balance that is required in order for my father’s estates to thrive.” Which was proving rather difficult these days.

      “If this is so important, why do most peers live extravagantly?”

      “Ah, the irony.” Rome pushed some branches out of the way so she could pass through without them catching on her coat. “The show of power. It is meant to awe and intimidate. And it works, to some extent, upon other peers as well as the lower classes. But I fear it will eventually bring about the opposite effect.”

      “Much as in France.”

      “Indeed.”

      Rome smiled to himself. He was discussing politics and philosophy with Lady Danbury’s maid. Strike that. With Miss Ursula Waring.

      “I find it admirable that you go to battle, that you do not waste your position and resources on frivolity.”

      “You are in the minority, Miss Waring.” Many of his peers found fault with his dedication, with his willingness to compromise and negotiate. Only a few shared his philosophies. Cortland and Danbury fought battles in the House of Lords, whereas, Rome fought on the front lines. Inroads needed to be made on both fronts if they were to stand a chance at winning the war.

      Although, he doubted it was a war that would ever come to an end.

      She squeezed his arm. “Be smart, then, My Lord. Be smart.”

      He supposed the proposition he’d presented to her the night before had not been smart on his part.

      “What do you fear, Miss Waring, aside from losing your livelihood?” The sounds of their footsteps ringing out against the quiet of the crisp cold air, as well as the snow falling around them, seemed to invite such confidences. “Tell me one of your battles.”

      She did not answer right away.

      “I am afraid that someday, I’m going to look back on my life with regret. I am afraid that this,” she waved her hand around her, “is all I will ever know. And yet, to want anything more is greedy and reckless.”

      The moment the words tumbled from her, Rome realized he’d suspected this already.

      “You are disappointed. You thought you’d have more.”

      “It’s ungrateful of me, I know. There are days where I convince myself to be grateful but lately, there have been less and less of them. And I hate how this makes me sound. Whiney, churlish, unappreciative.”

      She stopped and stared up at the sky, closing her eyes as the snowflakes landed on her face. “I could be worse off in so many ways.”

      Rome studied her, feeling her passion, her hunger, and for a fleeting second, recognizing both as something similar deep within himself. When she finally opened her eyes again, she stared back at him unflinchingly, hiding nothing from him.

      He’d never before considered himself a passionate man. Level-headed, practical, strong-willed, but never passionate. How had this young woman managed to expose these longings he’d kept hidden, not only from his family and friends, but from himself?

      She turned them both to begin walking again. “I suppose we all have something.” She attempted to make light of her admission.

      “I have a son.” Rome glanced at her sideways as he told her something few people in the world knew.

      “A bastard.” She stated the term baldly, not missing a step.

      “Yes. You asked me why I am not like other gentlemen of my class.” He didn’t understand why he was telling her this. “I learned early in life that repercussions can be far-reaching when a man eschews honorable behavior.” They walked several steps in silence.

      “Why now, then? And why me? What has changed?” Her questions were reasonable enough.

      “I don’t know.” He paused. “His mother died in childbirth.” For some reason he needed her to know the extent of it. “I won’t allow that to happen again.”

      The bark of laughter she let out had him frowning. “You find a woman’s death humorous?”

      “I find nothing humorous. I find your confidence in such an assertion comical.” Her hand, tucked in the crook of his arm, squeezed gently. “I am sorry for your loss, for your son’s loss. Forgive me?”

      How could he not?

      “How old is he?”

      “Six and ten.” Rome swallowed hard. “His name is Wesley.” And before she could ask, he added, “He was raised near Harlow Point, by his grandparents who were also two of my tenants. His grandfather passed last year. Wesley and his grandmother moved to Wales this past autumn, so she could be with her family there.”

      “That is why you have chosen to travel south this year.” Miss Ursula Waring was not a dimwitted woman. He’d done his best to dissuade Mrs. Creighton, but she had been grieving. Wesley had been grieving. His own wants had seemed selfish to him then.

      He nodded. Again, amazed that he had shared such personal details with her.

      “I received word this week that Mrs. Creighton, Wesley’s grandmother, passed recently as well. Her brother says Wesley wishes to remain with him, however.”

      “But you must go to him!” She didn’t hesitate in her response. “He will need his father.”

      Rome’s heart pinched. “Wesley resents me. Even so, I’m planning on going to Wales after the party. I need to be certain that he does, in fact, wish to remain in with his great uncle.”

      In her silence, his own doubts taunted him. He’d wanted to raise the boy on his own but had folded at the Creightons’ insistence that Wesley’s place was with them. He would share their name. They could raise him as their own.

      He would not be considered but a bastard to the lord of the manor.

      “But you are his father,” she stated. “At six and ten, he ought not to be allowed to make such a decision.”

      Her words shifted his ideas somewhat. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps it was time. A strong gust of wind blew through the trees, bringing with it even more snow. When she shivered, Rome drew her closer so that he could shield her somewhat with his body.

      He ought to have shielded her from his woes.

      “I would have insisted you ride with Lady Danbury if I’d realized this storm would move in so quickly.”

      She peered up at him and broke the solemn mood with teasing eyes. “So, we are to speak of the weather now?”

      Minx.

      “I’ll have you know there are days when the weather deserves such attention.”

      “Touché.” She laughed. Walking side by side like this, he enjoyed the feel of her beside him. If he tilted his head just so he caught a whiff of her scent.

      “Have you reconsidered?” He couldn’t help himself. Not only was he drawn to her physically, he admired her spirit, and now, seemingly, her intellect.

      She stiffened beside him.

      “Take more time. Don’t decide now. Give me your answer later tonight. I’ll await you in the study.”

      The fact that she did not respond immediately gave him a glimmer of hope. Damn, but Penelope would kill him.

      They stepped out of the trees and the angled rooflines of Cortland’s great mansion came into view.

      “It’s a very good offer, for someone such as myself.” She stared straight ahead, sounding more distant than she had a moment ago. “But I don’t need more time. The answer is no.”

      This time, rather than quietly disappear as she had the night before, she took off at a mad run.

      He could not help but wonder, exactly what she was running from.

      Him?

      Or her own desires?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          Awkward

        

      

    

    
      That afternoon, Rose found little free time to worry over the conversation she’d had with Lord Darlington. The Duchess of Cortland not only hosted a ball, inviting every person from miles around, but tenants, local workers, and village merchants knew that to make a visit to Summers Park on Christmas Day would add a good portion to their pantries.

      Rose had been assigned to assist the duchess and Penelope at the front door in handing out and fetching additional baskets from the kitchen when necessary. The job was tiring, but satisfying indeed, especially after the conversation she’d had that afternoon.

      “This is my Christmas gift to myself,” Rose overheard the duchess tell Penelope. And Rose understood all too well. The people who came were not only happy, joyful at the gifts, but relieved.

      She imagined it would assure that many of them had flour and lard and even some preserves to feed their families through the worst part of winter.

      The visitors tapered off as the sun went down, and then it was time to dress Penelope for the evening’s festivities.

      “I’m exhausted.” Pen threw herself onto the bed.

      “A bath ought to revive you some.” But Rose was only glad that she herself would not be required to dress and make nice in the evening ahead.

      Penelope lazily watched as Rose smoothed the silk indigo gown they’d decided on earlier. “What did Darlington say to you? This afternoon? I find it rather odd that he would offer to escort you. Is he making trouble for you, Rose?”

      Of course, Penelope would not allow his gesture to go without comment.

      “He was merely being kind.” But Rose bit her lip.

      “Was he? Tell me what he said.”

      “We discussed the weather… politics. The man is lonely,” Rose admitted.

      “Yes.” Rose’s opinion seemed to distract Penelope from Rose’s less than proper decision to walk alone with him. “The blasted man needs to find himself a wife. I believe that I will send you with Margaret next month, Rose. You can steer her in his direction. She’d be perfect for him.”

      A week ago, Rose would have heartily agreed. But Margaret was… black tea and bread. Lord Darlington needed sugar and pastries in his life. And chocolates. He and the lovely widow might get along well enough but their lives would be dull as rain.

      “You really won’t miss me?” It was lowering to suddenly find herself unnecessary.

      “Goose! Of course, I’ll miss you. But you need… something. And I’ve already convinced Margaret to go. I think she’ll enjoy herself more if she takes you along. It’s been too long since she’s allowed herself any fun. I think you’d be good for her.”

      “If you’re sure…”

      “Oh, I’m sure, Rose. This is the perfect opportunity for both of you.” Then she held two gowns up beside one another. “Which one, do you think?”
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      Rose sat up in bed. She blinked, not sure what had awakened her. The fire in the hearth had gone out long ago and that icy cold of a winter night filled the room. Normally, she would have snuggled deeper under the counterpane and gone back to sleep, but ever since her conversation with Penelope about traveling with Margaret rather than returning to Land’s End, an sense of loss had come over her. It was oddly similar to when she’d lost her footing in the park. It didn’t make any sense. Of course, she’d return to Penelope afterward and yet…

      How much would change while she was away? Would she find herself replaced? She rather imagined herself sliding again with nothing to grasp hold of.

      Sleep wasn’t going to come any time soon. What she needed, she decided as she sat up, was a tiny sip of whatever it was Darlington had been drinking the night before.

      She’d gone to bed early. It must be after midnight. If she didn’t do something to shake these feelings of anxiousness, she would be ready for Bedlam by morning.

      Not willing to consider that she might be going downstairs for any other reason than to take a few sips of liquor, she climbed out of the tall bed, slipped her feet into her slippers, and then, just in case she came across any other sleepless guests or servants, slid her arms into the red dressing gown she’d commandeered from Penelope.

      The lovely garment would also keep her bones from freezing when she was making her way through the long corridors. If anyone was in the duke’s study, she’d turn back without them seeing her. But she had to shake this recklessness. A sip of something potent would be perfect.

      He wouldn’t be there.

      She’d given him her answer. She’d firmly refused his offer. Of course, he would not wait up for her on the off chance that she had changed her mind because she had not.

      She had not!

      She dismissed the thought, fairly certain her qualms were groundless, and quietly closed the chamber door behind her. Ignoring memories of the viscount in this same darkened corridor a few evenings before, she padded down the stairs before turning toward the portrait-lined foyer that led to the duke’s study.

      She’d declined his offer the night before and then again that afternoon. He’d kissed her twice now. She shivered at the memory of the strength in his arms as he’d embraced her, his scent, his taste.

      “You shouldn’t wander at night alone, Miss Waring. Even at Christmas, a house party can prove to be dangerous.”

      As though her thoughts had summoned the man himself, her eyes made out his shadowed figure, leaning against a marble post, casually.

      She had not expected to see him downstairs again. Had she?

      Had she secretly hoped?

      “I couldn’t sleep. I thought I’d try some of what you had last night. I enjoyed the flavors.” Only she hadn’t tasted any the night before.

      Except on his lips.

      His eyes flared. He too realized how she’d tasted the amber liquid. “By all means, then.” He gestured toward the large door to his left. “Ladies first.”

      Rose cracked open the door tentatively, and then more confidently when she noticed no one was at the desk, nor sitting on the long settee and yet… “Who on earth would leave burning candles in here? The entire manor could burn to the ground!”

      Darlington stepped up behind her, gave the room a quick glance, and led them both inside. “You and I must talk.”

      Rose went to move away from him, but he’d taken hold of her hand and drawn her closer. She’d wanted to see him. It was why she’d come, and yet she could not be his mistress. “There’s nothing to talk about. I’m sorry if you feel as you do, but nothing can ever come of—”

      He halted her words by pressing his finger to her lips, shifting his eyes to the settee.

      They were not alone after all.

      The blanket that appeared to be casually spread out on the leather sofa was… moving. And it had two sets of feet sticking out the bottom.

      One set, all too familiar to Rose. The other set, she deduced, belonged then, to—

      “Danbury?” Darlington dropped her arm.

      Penelope peeked over the furniture, her hair tousled, the braid Rose wove earlier distinctly unraveled. “Rome Spencer, what are you doing with my maid? What on earth would you have to discuss with her? So help me—”

      “Penelope.” Danbury wrapped the blanket more modestly around his wife. Her bare shoulders had risen from behind the couch, and she was showing more skin than any lady ought to.

      “Pardon me.” Darlington turned his back on the couple who had obviously been…

      Rose blinked, although she wasn’t surprised. She now noticed Penelope’s night rail laying on the carpet, as well as a familiar-looking banyan.

      “Rose? Do you have an explanation for being alone with this scoundrel?” Penelope drew Rose’s attention again.

      “Me? I’m not the one—” Rose sputtered as she collected Penelope’s gown and tossed it in her direction. A bit of Danbury’s bare arse protruded from the blanket, but in all honesty, it wasn’t the first time Rose had been presented with such a sight. It wasn’t as if the couple kept to his bedchamber for all of their marital exploits. “In Cortland’s study, Pen?” Really?

      “I trust you have a perfectly reasonable explanation for being alone at this time of night with my wife’s maid, Darlington.” Danbury pulled a large nightshirt over his bare chest while Penelope seemed to be maneuvering back into her gown beneath the quilt.

      Rose turned to stare at the viscount’s back.

      He cleared his throat. “I—”

      “I’ve lost your broach, Pen,” she interrupted before he could say anything incriminating. “I’ve been searching for it everywhere and awoke and have been unable to sleep knowing it is missing. I stumbled upon the viscount, purely by chance, and he suggested that it might be in here.”

      “Purely by chance?” Penelope’s voice carried more than a hint of skepticism. “Which broach?”

      Rose searched her mind. “The… emerald one?”

      “I don’t own an emerald broach.”

      “I must have dreamed it then.” Rose did not meet Penelope’s eyes as she scurried around to secure her friend’s gown in the back.

      “This is true?” Danbury would confront Darlington, of course.

      Viscount Darlington had turned again to face the room. “Did you think I was after a tryst with your wife’s maid?” He raised one sardonic eyebrow. Rose hadn’t seen him take on this demeanor before. Mocking. Haughty.

      Danbury laughed. “One never knows.” He turned to where Penelope and Rose were now standing together. “Seeing as this wayward broach doesn’t actually exist, might I suggest, Rosie, that you escort my wife back to her bedchamber.” His words were spoken in a kindly fashion, but Rose understood immediately that they were not a request.

      “Of course.”

      “Share a drink with me?” Rose overheard Penelope’s husband ask Darlington just before she closed the door behind Penelope. Had Lord Danbury guessed what Lord Darlington had proposed to her? She wished she could lean an ear against the smooth mahogany, but she didn’t want to give Penelope any additional cause to suspect… Suspect what? That she’d been tempted by the viscount’s offer? That she found him devastatingly attractive and could hardly sleep at night for thinking about him?

      And to top all that off, she’d not even managed to get a drink for herself. After that debacle of an encounter, she most definitely deserved one. Penelope’s hips swayed as she climbed the stairs, her dressing gown wrong side out. What would it be like to know a love like that?

      Penelope’s cheeks had been flushed, her lips swollen and red.

      She touched her own lips.

      What would it be like?

      He’d been standing in the darkness, almost as though he’d been waiting for her. Was it possible he’d hoped?

      Rose hated that such foolish thoughts would likely keep her awake for the remainder of the night.

      No rest is to be had by the wicked… Was she? Wicked, that was?

      The wind rattled against a nearby window, sending a chill down her back.

      “Are you coming, Rose?” Penelope looked tired all of a sudden. And disappointed.

      And worried.
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      Rome would not ask Danbury why he’d found it necessary to carry on outside of the privacy of his chamber. He would, however, share a drink with the man.

      Rome was doing an awful lot of that since attending this damn house party.

      In fact, he’d been doing just that when he’d caught sight of her sneaking through the corridor. She’d appeared undecided as to what she was looking for or where she was going.

      Since their conversation that afternoon, he had an inkling that she might come looking for him. And if she did, he’d decided he would ask her again to become his mistress. He’d planned on executing a bit more finesse in persuading her. If she refused once again, he’d leave the next day for Wales, where he would settle matters once and for all with Wesley.

      He’d go to London after and offer the position to somebody else. There had been that pretty little blonde opera singer…

      His thoughts centered on Miss Ursula Rosamond Waring too much as of late.

      “My wife is concerned about you, Darlington. About your reputation and your unmarried state.” Danbury’s comment brought his thoughts up short.

      What the hell? When had this become a concern of Danbury’s? The disgusted glance he sent the other man must have given him some sort of indication as to Rome’s feelings on Lady Danbury’s concern.

      “Mind you, I quite understand the nuisance of meddling women,” Danbury added. Quite true. It had come as a shock to all of the ton when Danbury and Penelope’s marriage made its way into the broadsheets. “But there is a greater concern. We all know it not to be true. A rumor…” Danbury did not meet his eyes.

      Yet another rumor? “Out with it,” he demanded. If something was amiss regarding his reputation, Rome needed to know. Was some lady crying foul where he was concerned? He searched his mind to remember the last time he’d done anything even remotely scandalous. Before he’d become more acquainted with Miss Waring, that was.

      “Christ. Only the ladies have heard this particularly heinous rumor thus far, to my knowledge. But once ladies get wind of something…”

      “Will you simply spit it out, Danbury?”

      Danbury took a deep breath and then met Rome’s stare levelly. “Servants have been speculating as to your… sexual preference. Speculating that you’re a backgammon player.”

      “That’s ridiculous,” Rome uttered instinctively. He hadn’t believed the falsehood would persist.

      “I know that,” Danbury said. “As does anyone who knows you. But the fact is, even your sister has heard the rumblings.”

      Dammit all to hell. Rome shook his head. “I had assumed it was some sort of rotten joke perpetrated by one of my brothers.”

      “It’s beyond that, Darlington.”

      “Who would stand to gain by starting a rumor like this?” Rome had not always pleased everyone in his business dealings, but he didn’t think he had any enemies so very vicious as to…

      And then he knew. It was the only thing that made sense.

      “Of course, the simplest remedy is for you to marry. And I agree with the ladies on this front, my dear fellow. I doubt the gossip will go much farther, but if it does… Marrying will not only protect your family from worrying about you, but their own reputations as well. If nothing else, think of your brothers.”

      “Whose side are you on, anyway?” Rome glared across the room at a man who’d only one year ago declared marriage to be an abomination.

      “I’m on your side, Darlington. I’m simply pointing out the facts.”

      Rome ran a hand through his hair and then scrubbed that same hand down his face. He’d have to meet with Lady Eliza’s father.

      “It’s not as though you’ve been actively avoiding marriage. You were betrothed.”

      “Yes, I realize I was betrothed last Christmas.” He glared at Danbury. “And jilted, and you needn’t feel sorry for me, damn you.”

      Danbury was shaking his head. “Just don’t let it go too far.”

      Right now, it seemed to be the least of his worries. Rome stepped over to the sideboard and poured both himself and Danbury a generous splash of Cortland’s scotch. “I imagine you have a potential bride in mind for me?” He handed the short tumbler over.

      Now it was Danbury’s turn to look uncomfortable. He rubbed the back of his neck guiltily. “Penelope thinks Margaret and you would suit.”

      Rome pinched his chin at the suggestion. It wasn’t a horrible idea. Danbury’s sister was a beautiful woman and she didn’t repel him as some ladies of the ton did.

      Nothing jumped inside of him, though, at the suggestion. What had he been expecting?

      The image of Rose’s lush curves taunted him. If he was going to have to court Danbury’s sister, Rome couldn’t very well be lusting after Penelope’s maid.

      Damn and blast, but the timing of all of this couldn’t be any more inconvenient. For the first time in years, he wanted a particular woman and had been willing to go to considerable lengths to have her. Why must his bachelor status come to an end at precisely the same time?

      But that the same woman could fulfill both of his needs. Aside from station, Rose was gently bred. But for a bit of bad luck…

      “Your sister has invited her to Raven’s Park after the Epiphany.” Danbury’s voice broke into Rome’s thoughts. “It’s feasible that you could make an announcement before the Season commences. Not that Margaret’s a sure thing, quite the opposite, I imagine. But I’m sure if you explain to her your circumstances, she’ll be willing to consider marrying again. God knows she needs something… or someone. She’s been like a ghost since Mother’s death.”

      “My condolences, again, for your loss,” Rome said without thinking. Lady Danbury had been a huge presence amongst the ton for as long as he could remember.

      “I appreciate that. But about Margaret…”

      Rome drained the contents of his glass. “I’ll court her at Raven’s Park,” he conceded. What choice did he have? And then he turned. “But no promises.”

      “That goes without saying.” For all Danbury’s concerns, Rome realized for the first time that the other man had been having this conversation with him whilst wearing nothing more than a nightshirt.

      “And Danbury.” He could not prevent himself from the barb.

      “Yes?”

      “Next time you might consider locking the door when you swive your wife in a public room.”

      Danbury merely grinned with a wink. “What fun would there be in that?”

      Rome groaned but then couldn’t help but chuckle as he left the room. What must that feel like? To have such passion for one’s wife?
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          Give him a smile

        

      

    

    
      The servants’ holiday was today, and most of them would take the day to visit with family nearby or friends in the village. Penelope insisted Rose take the day off as well, and by taking the day, she insisted Rose get out of the manor and seek the company of individuals other than herself and Danbury.

      But Rose hadn’t made any friends and finding herself at a loss, decided she’d explore the property on her own. Hopefully, most of the other servants had left the estate and she wouldn’t have to talk to any of them. If they weren’t outright rude, they tended to pity her. Such conversations only ever served to make her feel even more uncomfortable around them.

      Dressed in the warmest coat she could find, she donned her new gloves, hat, scarf, and boots. Several inches of snow had accumulated over the last few days and if she planned on being outside for long, she’d require all the protection possible.

      It was the middle of winter, after all.

      She half-wished Penelope would come with her. Before she’d married, there would have been no question. Before she’d had the twins, she would have already come up with some hairbrained scheme to pass the afternoon.

      So much had changed over the past year and today Rose felt it more than usual.

      Loneliness.

      She’d been right in assuming most of the servants would be away from the mansion today, but when she stepped outside, shouts and laughter floated from across the snow-covered lawn.

      Several of the duke and duchess’ guests were taking advantage of the wintry weather by building snowmen and tossing snowballs at one another.

      Rose tried to ignore the bittersweet twinge that pinched her heart as she watched them. From her vantage point, she could make out Lady Hawthorne and her husband, the duke and duchess, and a handful of children.

      One particular group of rowdy boys was being led into mischief by Rome’s brothers, Stone and Peter Spencer.

      Lord Darlington stood off to the side chatting with Lady Asherton. He must have said something amusing; the widow’s laughter echoed off the windows of the manor. So happy, so carefree… Just before Rose could turn away, he glanced over and caught her staring.

      She could not join them. Penelope and Danbury were spending the morning in the nursery with the babies. Rose only ever joined the other guests when Penelope insisted.

      Not wanting to explain any of this, she turned quickly and marched in the opposite direction. She did not care that the path was covered with nearly six inches of snow.

      What was the matter with her? The sting she’d experienced seeing him with Lady Asherton was most inappropriate. Besides, they’d only been talking. He hadn’t even been touching her.

      The couple’s match had become Penelope’s pet project. Rose knew, better than most, that when Penelope chose to direct some particular outcome, she normally experienced success.

      This perhaps hurt even more than seeing the viscount turn his charm upon the lady. It hurt because Rose’s position was so low that even Penelope could never approve of the affection she was beginning to feel for the blasted viscount. Penelope would laugh at the idea. Even worse, she’d pity Rose.

      Rose had just ducked her head when something barreled into her bum from behind.

      What on earth?

      Astonished, she brushed at her fanny, turned, and was then even more astonished when she caught sight of Lord Darlington’s devious expression just before another clump of snow stuck her left shoulder.

      Instinctively, she bent forward, collected a handful of snow, and sent a missile of her own making in his direction.

      She missed by a mile and had to duck again when another glanced the side of her face.

      “That’s a beastly thing to do! Utterly unfair!” she shouted at him before throwing yet another poorly made snowball, missing again, and then running for cover into the trees. Locating the ideal spot, she positioned herself at one end of a low-hanging branch and waited for him to follow.

      And waited.

      “Did you really think I’d fall for that?” he taunted her from behind.

      She released the branch she’d secured, sending a small storm of snow cascaded onto the ground where he ought to have been standing.

      “You’re no fun at all.” She pouted, for just a moment, failing to remember that maids did not flirt with handsome viscounts.

      Even when said viscount initiated snowball wars with them.

      “I didn’t hurt you, did I? I didn’t mean to hit your face.” He’d removed his glove so that his bare hand brushed at the snow along her cheek.

      It was impossible for her to look at him and not experience all of those inappropriate feelings she’d been fighting. His eyes stared at her with tenderness. She could nearly convince herself that she saw affection there.

      His cheeks were rosy from the cold, and her fingers itched to touch the skin of his lips.

      Being so close to him, being on the receiving end of his concern, overwhelmed her.

      “It didn’t hurt. Only a little.” The words emerged practically a whisper.

      “You cannot join the other guests,” he acknowledged.

      She shook her head slightly. “Only when Penelope brings me along.”

      “And yet, you are not invited to join any of the other servants today.”

      Again, she shook her head.

      “Will you make a snowman with me?” The words surprised her.

      “No. You must join the others.” She stepped backward. It was too difficult to think clearly with him near.

      He ignored her and despite her lack of encouragement had ventured into a small clearing  where he went right to work forming the powdery snow into an ungainly lump upon the ground. “You aren’t going to leave me to do this by myself, are you?”

      Rose blinked back tears. She did not want his pity and yet she had been feeling lonely… and sorry for herself.

      She wanted to build a snowman with him.

      “I’ll get the bottom going and you start on another for his mid-section.” And the crux of it was, Lord Darlington seemed to actually be enjoying himself.

      “You don’t have to.” She made one more attempt to send him back to the other guests. And to Lady Asherton.

      He turned his head and winked. “I know.” Then he went right back to work.

      How could she not do her part by rolling another clump of snow into the shape of their snowman’s midsection? It would be most unsporting of her.

      Some of the snow stuck rather nicely, snow that had spent some time in the sun. The newly fallen snow refused to hold together. After several aborted attempts, Rose finally stepped back to watch Lord Darlington place the ungainly head atop their rather plump-looking snow gentleman.

      “Will it stay?” The head rocked precariously.

      “Bring me more snow,” he ordered her.

      “Please?” she teased.

      “Now! Wench,” he groused back jokingly. Where had this Viscount Darlington disappeared to while he’d gained his reputation as a spoilsport, as old Sobersides?

      Rose scooped as much snow as she could and proceeded to pack it around their poor snowman’s neck. It wasn’t a neck, really though. Rather the spot where his head grew directly out of his body.

      The viscount’s hands covered hers as together they packed the fluffy white stuff on. For a moment, her heart stopped at his nearness. She wondered that she couldn’t be scrubbing the kitchen floor and enjoy the task if he was beside her.

      “I think it’ll hold.” He patted it one last time and stepped backward.

      Rose rubbed the head and then stepped back herself, careful to keep her distance from the man who had successfully managed to scramble most of her rational thoughts.

      “Unless a stiff gust of wind catches him.”

      “Don’t be so negative, Miss Waring. He needs a face.”

      The blank-faced mound of white did indeed require a few essential features.

      A few minutes later, the ungainly creature sported two rocks for eyes, pine needles for eyebrows and a large twig for a nose. The two of them finished the job by pressing berries into his face in the shape of a mouth.

      “Give him a smile,” Rose directed. “We cannot have a frowning snowman.”

      “Don’t you think he requires a tad more dignity than to be seen standing in the forest grinning like a fool?” But he had pressed the berries into the snowy face so that the corners of the mouth tilted upward.

      “Lovely,” Rose declared.

      “I suppose he has no choice,” Darlington added.

      “No choice?”

      “But to smile.” His eyes twinkled at her as he spoke.

      “Why would you say that?”

      “He’s just had your hands all over him. How could he not?”

      This time, Rose’s snowball made a direct hit.
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      After the two of them had tired themselves out like a couple of children, they located a conveniently placed fallen log in which to sit and catch their breath.

      Wet cold had long since penetrated Rose’s boots and her nose and fingers felt a little numb, and yet she hadn’t had so much fun since… watching Lord Darlington climb the tree in order to procure the mistletoe.

      He was sitting close beside her, although they weren’t quite touching, and he had leaned forward, resting his forearms on his thighs.

      Rose watched her breath hover in the air and wondered that he made her feel as though she belonged somehow. She did not belong with him, nor did she belong with the guests, and yet, he made her feel as though she mattered. She did not only exist so that she could be Penelope’s maid, nor did she exist only so that she could send funds to her mother and brother. She existed as a person in her own right.

      As Rose.

      “The other night,” he began reluctantly.

      “Please, do not ask me again.” She did not want to ruin these moments they shared.

      He turned his head to glance at her. “No, it’s not that. It’s something you said. You accused me of not understanding insecurity, not understanding what it is like to be dependent upon others for your safety and livelihood.”

      She’d accused him of taking his security for granted.

      “My family hasn’t always known prosperity.” Ah, yes, she had forgotten. She’d been angry and not thinking.

      “Your father inherited later in life.”

      “Not until I was three and ten.” He nodded, staring at the ground as he spoke. “My father was working as a barrister by then, but I remember their struggles before he established himself.” For a moment, he seemed lost in melancholy memories. “Both he and my mother worked tirelessly through most of my childhood. With many mouths to feed, there were times we went without.”

      He was opening and then clenching his fists together, staring at his hands now. “What I’m trying to say, rather clumsily, is that I have not forgotten the feeling of toiling in fear. Fear that the rent won’t be paid or that Baby Natalie would cry in hunger that night. Which, perhaps makes it even worse that I would be so cavalier in regard to your feelings for Penelope. A similar fear is perhaps what drives me, even today. I ought to be confident in my father’s wealth, in the wealth of the estates, but in my heart, in my gut, that fear still exists.” He cleared his throat. “And I see it on our tenants’ faces often. I ought to have recognized it on yours.”

      Rose sat, rather stunned, really, at his words. They were not at all what she had expected.

      “Will you accept my apology?” He’d turned to face her now. This man… So much sincerity in those crystal blue eyes, an abundance of humility and honesty hidden beneath the aristocratic masque he wore most of the time. Or perhaps he wasn’t hiding it, so much as protecting himself.

      “Of course.” How could she not? “It leaves something of a scar, does it not? Knowing lack? The need to fight for one’s very existence? The… powerlessness?” Her family hadn’t experienced it for long after their father’s great gambling loss, before she’d gone to live with Penelope. But for several months, she’d watched her mother’s face grow thin and pinched in worry. “I have so very much to be grateful for. I am angry with myself for complaining.”

      “I am sorry for what your father put you through.” Again, he was staring at his hands.

      “Oh, but how pitiful I must sound to you. Sitting here in a beautiful warm coat with a full stomach and a luxurious bed to sleep upon.” She forced a cheerfulness back into her voice.

      And then his hand covered hers. “You never seem pitiful to me. It’s part of what confuses me about you.”

      She turned to face him, needing to see his emotions, needing to see the truth on his face. For some reason, it mattered a great deal.

      “I am a servant on the outside,” she nearly whispered the words, words she dared not speak to Penelope. “But on the inside, I am still Miss Waring. I am still… me. And there are days when I feel I am losing myself, losing that person inside.” She had his complete attention now. His hand still gripped hers while the other reached up to touch her chin. “When you call me Miss Waring, not Rosie, and not girl, you speak to her. To me.”

      She dropped her lashes, feeling as though she’d told him too much.

      But his bare fingers remained on her skin.

      “Ah, Rose. Perhaps I’ve confused both of us.” Regret laced his voice.

      She nodded, only slightly though. She did not want his hand to fall away from her skin. In fact, she tilted her head so that he could cradle her face more easily. “I know you have not done so on purpose.”

      He was a good man. One of the few gentlemen who would not take advantage of her weaknesses. Every grain of her being was drawn to him.

      “I will not make my offer to you again.” His remorse sounded even heavier now. “It was a wish, a dream, I suppose. Although something of an unseemly one. Will you forgive me for that as well?”

      Oh, but now she felt like weeping. She never could have accepted his offer, but it had been tempting. Too tempting. “Of course, I forgive you.” She lifted her lashes and felt a very small satisfaction at the disappointment she saw in his eyes.

      His thumb worked its way around to her mouth, where he gently rubbed at the skin of her lower lip.

      And then the disappointment left his eyes, eyes she could never deny, and passion entered them. The black centers had grown, nearly taking over all of the blue. “May I?” he whispered. “One last time?”

      One last kiss for her to imagine over and over in her mind. One last kiss for her to torture herself with.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “Please.”

      His lips replaced his thumb. Gently, slowly. She felt only gratitude that he would draw this kiss out for both of them to savor. This time, she allowed her hands to settle upon his chest, wishing they weren’t wearing winter clothing, wishing they could be closer.

      The wish strengthened into wanting.

      “I can’t stop thinking about you,” he whispered softly into her mouth.

      Her only answer was something between a cry and a moan as he delved his tongue deeper behind her lips. Their teeth clashed.

      He grasped her tightly against him, and she arched her head back from the pressure of his kiss. Her own need was great, but his came with masculine strength.

      The urge to cry warred with all of her senses. For the first time in her life, in nearly eight and twenty years, she wondered if what she felt might be love.

      But this was goodbye, was it not?

      One of his hands had made its way inside of her coat, trailing cold and hot sensations as it slid to just below her breast.

      She was safe, was she not? They were only a short distance from where the guests had been frolicking. And yet most of them must have gone inside the house. She no longer heard their distant laughter.

      All she could hear at that moment was the beating of her heart, the rasping of his breath.

      Making a decision that perhaps this day, this moment, was presenting her with the opportunity to embrace some of that ‘more’ that she desired, she hitched her dress to her thighs and turned to straddle him. Settled in his lap now, she’d not change her mind.

      Never had he pressured her.

      Never had he taken advantage of her position.

      Never had he made her any false promises.

      She rotated her core so that his need pressed against her center and shivered in anticipation as the low moan he released vibrated through her.

      Her hands were inside of his coat, need overcoming the cold, the snow, the discomfort of her wet boots.

      “My Lord.” She’d pushed away his greatcoat and managed to find the skin of his neck with her mouth.

      “Rose.” His mouth searched her skin frantically. Her ears, her cheek, her mouth, and then her neck. He thrust himself upward, matching her enthusiasm. And then his hands had unfastened his falls and she felt him.

      His manhood at her center.

      She didn’t recoil but assisted him to her opening.

      “Rose,” he uttered, over and over again.

      Then he was inside of her, and lost to all reason, she moved with him.

      Nothing in the world had ever felt so wonderful. He lifted her and then pulled her down, his hands gripping her tight, his mouth loving every inch of skin that he could find.

      How was it possible this was happening? This dream? The world as she knew it no longer existed. Only he existed. Only they existed. Together. Giving pleasure so much as taking it.

      She opened her eyes and discovered him watching her, his eyes almost completely black now. His gaze held hers as if memorizing her features.

      Not wanting to miss one second of their joining, she forced her own eyes to stay open as he thrust deeper inside. Somehow, her legs had become wrapped around his waist and she tightened them and loosened, an equal participant in this dance.

      “My Lord,” she gasped.

      “Rose.” His penetration seemed complete, and yet he would bury himself deeper. And even deeper. Until her eyes closed in ecstasy and she cried out. A second later, he jerked himself out of her and made a guttural sound.

      He would not spend inside of her.

      When she opened her eyes, panting, one thought screamed in her head.

      I will always want more.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          Not a servant today

        

      

    

    
      Rose shifted, moving to pull away, but Rome stilled her. Rational thought had struck him just before his completion, barely giving him the presence of mind to withdraw before releasing his seed inside of her.

      In doing so, he’d had to push her away.

      She had not been a virgin, he did not think. He could not be certain.

      “I’m sorry.” She stared down, where they had been joined. Where he’d made quite the mess upon his breeches and her gown and now lay limply between them.

      “Why ever would you be sorry?” An odd tenderness settled in his chest.

      “I have a handkerchief.” She removed one of her hands from his shoulder and pulled a delicate white piece of cloth from her bodice.

      He stilled her again.

      “Rose.” And then he remembered what she’d said. I am still Miss Waring. I am still… me…When you call me Miss Waring, not Rosie, and not girl, you call her out again.

      “Miss Waring.” Somehow, a smile crept across his lips at her name. And she must have heard it, for she finally stopped fussing and looked up to meet his eyes. “It is I who am sorry. I took advantage of you. I pulled you on top of me.”

      “I went to you willingly.”

      “But you are glorious. Beautiful. And I only wish…” All of the realities of his responsibilities tumbled into his thoughts. He’d as good as committed to Danbury that he’d court the man’s sister. Not, most unfortunately, the man’s wife’s lady’s maid.

      “I am a wanton.” She was fussing again and so this time, he took hold of her hand. Bark from the tree branch they’d chosen to sit upon was cutting into his buttocks and the freezing air bit at his skin, but he needed to make something perfectly clear to her.

      “I cherish your wantonness.” Later, he’d allow the guilt of what he’d done to torment him. He’d punish himself for being one of those horrid titled gentlemen who swived vulnerable servants.

      Only she was not a vulnerable servant. She was a woman who knew her own mind, or so he’d tell himself at this moment. She’d wiped away most of the white translucent fluid he’d gotten on both of them and then he had no choice but to assist her to stand and tuck himself away.

      He wanted to say the right thing here, wanted to offer her some sort of reassurance, some comfort, but his mind failed him.

      He’d promised her he’d not make his offer again. Did this change everything? Did his promise mean nothing? He was going to have to marry, and he simply could not imagine himself carrying on with Rose at the same time he courted Lady Asherton.

      Her family struggled; he knew that. But if he were to offer her some sort of financial gift, or annuity even, would she be insulted?

      In addition, the blood had barely traveled back from his cock up to his brain. He’d just experienced one of the most explosive sexual experiences of his life, outside, beneath the sky, and he didn’t really want to replace the satisfied feeling with rational thought quite yet.

      “It sounds as though everyone has returned indoors.” She brushed at her skirts, standing a few feet away from him, looking everywhere but into his eyes.

      “They will assume I’ve gone off on my own. Lady Danbury is not expecting you, is she?” He wanted to prolong his time with her, but it was too cold to remain out of doors for much longer. If they were to return inside together, it would, of course, be remarked upon. If none of the other guests witnessed their return, it was still likely that a servant would.

      “She is not.” Rose bit her bottom lip.

      He could not leave her this way.

      “Come with me.” He remembered Cortland mentioning an unused gamekeepers’ cottage a short distance into the forest. If his memory served correctly, it was not far from their present location. He hoped anyhow. Rome did not give her a choice but took her hand and led them toward the path.

      She did not protest. Something in the way she trusted him implicitly filled his chest with warmth. His hands remained bare, but she’d not removed her gloves. Imagining that he’d been inside of her and yet she’d been wearing the gloves he’d purchased for her was an image that sent new flares of arousal shooting to his groin.

      The path became narrow, but he did not release her hand.

      In a few days, they would go their separate ways. He’d never see her again, and even if he did, he would not have the freedom to touch her.

      She stumbled, and but for his hand, might have fallen. Rome had been striding quickly, with purpose and she had yet to ask where he was taking her. Shortening his pace, he reassured her by rubbing his thumb along her wrist.

      After walking for another ten or so minutes, he drew in a sigh of relief when a structure came into view. Wood had been stacked beneath the covered porch, but it appeared uninhabited. The unlocked door opened easily and, not giving her a chance to protest, he swung her into his arms and carried her across the threshold. She shivered in his arms upon stepping inside. It seemed colder in here than it had outside.

      It would not for long.

      “I’ll start a fire.” But he didn’t set her down right away. The last time he had held her like this they’d both been soaking wet and he’d feared for her life. “We will take this time.”

      It was not a question. She nodded and touched her gloved fingertips to his jaw, her eyes filled with emotions that neither of them would acknowledge.

      Swallowing hard, he lowered her to the floor and turned to examine the room. While he collected a few logs and located a flint, Rome was vaguely aware of her lifting various objects to inspect them, opening drawers, and peeking into cupboards, almost as though she was taking inventory.

      “I will make us tea, if you’d like.” Her words broke the silence that had fallen between them. The silence hadn’t been awkward, but it had been thick with a combination of anticipation and uncertainty. “I noticed a well on the side of the cottage.”

      She had located a pot and looked as though she’d fetch the water herself.

      “No.” Rome burst from his haunches where he’d been stoking the fire. “Warm yourself by the fire.” He took the pot out of her hands, allowing her no opportunity to protest. This woman would not be his servant in any way today. She would be Miss Waring. It was the least that he could do.
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      Rose had expected him to dismiss her right after. And if he hadn’t, she would have bolted. anyway. She’d intended to rush back to the house to wash up and gather her bearings before facing Penelope again.

      She’d had no comprehension of his intentions when he’d taken her by the hand.

      And now, he was fetching water for tea.

      As though in a dream, Rose tentatively moved closer to the fire he’d started and allowed the flames to mesmerize her. All of this had become quite unreal.

      He’d not asked her again to be his mistress. He’d said that he would not. He’d promised.

      He would not.

      Even if he did, although it would have seemed hypocritical for her to turn him down, she knew that she could not accept.

      The fire flickered brighter as he returned, and she stepped back so he could settle the pot over the flames to heat the water. “You are quite adept at this.” Of course, he’d had plenty of experience with such mundane tasks as a young boy. She wondered how many other people in the world knew this about him. His brothers and sisters, perhaps, his parents, of course.

      He rubbed his hands together and flashed her a smile. “Something very satisfying about it, I’ll admit.”

      “Do you miss it? The life you lived before your father inherited?”

      He removed his jacket and drew a chair closer to the fire. “Take off your coat so the fire can warm you.” And then he seemed to contemplate her question. “At Harlow Point, it’s not uncommon for me to sleep under the stars. The property stretches forever. At times, a man needs to feel the earth beneath him. He needs to remember how vast the universe is compared to his own problems.” And then he was assisting her with her coat and pressing her into the chair. He stared at her hands for a moment before tugging off her gloves.

      “I can do that,” she protested half-heartedly. He unwound her scarf but when it came free, did not move his hand away. Instead, he trailed his fingers along the length of her jaw.

      “You are a precious human being, you know.” Looking slightly embarrassed, he then turned away to draw the only other chair in the room up to the fire as well. He did not set it so that it faced her, rather beside her, so that they were almost touching.

      “I am not sorry.” He stared at the flames as they curled around the black pot. “I know that I ought to be, but I am not.”

      “You have not done this before?” Rose watched his profile. She was suddenly even more curious about him than she’d been before. Knowing him intimately, she now craved his thoughts, memories, regrets, and dreams.

      He answered on a deep inhale. “Only once.”

      Rose watched the water. It would take some time to boil. “And now you have Wesley.” And then, because they were not keeping secrets from one another, she asked, “Did you love her?”

      “It might not have been such a despicable act on my part if I had.” He brushed a hand through his hair. “It was the first year I traveled to Harlow Point without my father. I was not yet twenty and one of the tenant’s daughters…” He shook his head. “I thought nothing of it, foolish, irresponsible pup. But I was not so much pup that I couldn’t sire a child.”

      Rose had so many questions but held her peace. He would tell her what he wanted to.

      A barely perceptible steam began to rise off the water before he spoke again. “We carried on, as titled rogues do, you know, and I thought nothing of leaving when my father ordered me back to Raven’s Park.” He clenched his jaw. “Laura died in childbirth that winter. I knew nothing of my son until the following spring.”

      “She did not send word of her condition?”

      He shook his head. “Crazy thing is, Laura’s parents held no ill will for me. Blamed it all on her. They were more than willing to care for her child––my son. I did not put up much resistance. I visited occasionally. He knew who I was and yet I was, I am, a stranger to him. It became easier to simply watch him grow up from afar.” Rose watched his throat move, as though he would swallow any unsettling emotion. “After Mr. Creighton’s passing, Mrs. Creighton had no reason to remain at Harlow Point.”

      “Was not Wesley’s father reason enough?” Rose couldn’t help but point out something so obvious.

      Lord Darlington frowned. “She had family there. She is family to him. I am not.” He seemed tied up in knots over something that ought to be simple. He was the boy’s father, for heaven’s sake. It wasn’t unheard of for a titled man to take part in the upbringing of a bastard child.

      Unless he didn’t want the boy… And yet, before the thought developed in her mind, she knew it wasn’t the case. His son’s grandparents may have loved their grandson, but they had taken advantage of Lord Darlington’s uncertainty.  Their daughter’s son would grow up to become a man. A man could provide additional labor. It seemed the viscount was blind to all but his own failings where his son was concerned.

      “She died before you had any choices. You did not marry her and so you have married this guilt, instead. But you did not know. What would you have done if you had?”

      “That’s the question that haunts me. I’d like to think that I would have acted honorably, and on the other hand, I know how much trouble that would have caused. Laura was not simple, by any means, but she was…”

      “Raised for service.” Rose provided.

      He nodded.

      “And your son? Tell me about him?”

      Her question drew a frown. “He is leery of me. Sees me as an interloper––a threat. We spoke of regrets yesterday. I cannot help but wonder if I made the right decision in regard to his upbringing. At the time, the Creightons convinced me the boy would be better off with them, asking only for additional funds to meet his needs. I remember seeing this tiny little creature, squirming and crying.” He shook his head. “I believed them and, in all honesty, a part of me was relieved. I didn’t tell my father about him until later that year, when I realized the necessity of setting up a trust. He was my son.

      “My father told me there were other ways, but by then, I could not take him away from his family. And I’d given my word. His grandparents loved him. They raised him as their own.” He tore his gaze away from the fire and her heart squeezed to see his pain. “He knows me, but I see resentment in his eyes. I did not want him to go with his grandmother to Wales, but it was what he wanted.

      “I ought to have been stronger. And yet, in asserting my rights, I could never give him the rights he deserves to have as my son.” He ran a hand through his hair.

      “But you can give him other things. Share your knowledge of the land, your knowledge about life, about being a man.” Nothing she could tell him could take away his doubts. Rose pushed herself off the chair, the water readied for tea now. She’d located tea bags earlier and since it was easiest, ladled the water into the cups. She added sugar to both. “We cannot change the past, we can only do better for the future.”

      His explanation revealed a great deal about his character. About his caution, his sober outlook on life. “You will do what is right. I have no doubt. You will make matters right.”

      She wanted to ask him if he’d been in love since then. Sixteen years was a very long time. At the very least, he must have sought feminine companionship. On second thought, she did not want to know.

      But the consideration brought to mind her experience with Elias. “Did you tell Wesley’s mother that you loved her? Did you make promises you had no intention of keeping?”

      His head jerked over to stare at her at this question. “Of course not.”

      She nodded, feeling a sense of relief. “Did she love you?”

      “It was a long time ago, but I do not remember her saying that she did.” But then he shook his head. “No, I don’t think she loved me. I was likely more infatuated with her. If anything, she was enamored with my title.”

      Rose had thought she’d loved Elias. How foolish she’d been not to know the difference between infatuation and love. The worst was that she’d scoffed when she’d seen other maids succumb to it. She’d assumed herself beyond falling for false charm and compliments.

      “Men, specifically titled men, enjoy an inherent power, especially over women. These men make decisions. They possess great wealth and are educated at England’s finest institutions. Most women will believe anything these men tell them, even to the point of abandoning their own long held opinions, convictions they’d considered to be strong. For such a man, a woman will compromise herself in ways she’d never imagine otherwise.” She wasn’t saying this to chastise him. She wanted him to understand why she had not been a virgin.

      “It was a damnable thing for me to do.” But he was staring at her. “I hope you do not feel vulnerable with me. Please, don’t.”

      But she was already shaking her head when he spoke. His title, rather than cause her to be even more attracted to him, did quite the opposite. Although, obviously not by a great deal.

      “I did once. With another man. I put him on a pedestal. I don’t owe you an explanation, I know that, but I don’t want you to think ill of me.”

      “Because you were not untouched?”

      Rose swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      They fell silent again and both of them sipped their tea.

      “Sugar, again?” He smiled as he glanced at her over his cup. “Still of a mind to sweeten me up?”

      She could not help but return his smile. “Somebody needs to. You are far too hard on yourself.”

      But that somebody, ultimately, would not be her.

      He set his tea down and took her hand. “I could never think ill of you.” Threading his fingers with hers, he lifted both of their hands to his face. “My Rose.” He inhaled. “What makes you so sweet?”

      How was it possible that he caused her heart to melt in a matter of seconds? With the barest touch? The softest whisper?

      He leaned in closer, his breath tickling the skin along her jaw.

      “Pastries.” She laughed, allowing his lips to trail from the lobe of her ear to the small indentation between her shoulder and neck. His arms made their way around her and somehow their chairs were together, touching, allowing the length of her side to curl into him.

      “Everything is different with you.” His other hand had taken hold of hers to absentmindedly play with her fingers.

      Did that mean he loved her? She banished such a thought. It meant he was aware of what they were doing. It meant that he would not impregnate her. He was older, wiser.

      “It is different with you.” She would not tell him that she’d tried to stop Elias. She’d allowed him to touch her above the waist, but when he’d turned his direction lower, she’d pushed him away.

      He’d ignored her protests.

      Rose believed that today, had she halted the progression of their lovemaking at any moment, the viscount would have heeded her request.

      Her viscount.

      He turned abruptly and stood, leaving her bereft but only for a moment. For the second time that day, he slid his arms around her back and below her knees to lift her into the air. Knowing he was going to carry her to the bed, she wound her arms around his neck.

      He lowered her onto the quilted counterpane and then stepped back and untied his cravat. Pausing, however, he lifted one eyebrow. “May I?”

      Again, he would give her reason to smile. Perhaps he didn’t require as much sweetening as she thought.
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      One day of her was not going to be enough, let alone one rushed coupling on a fallen log. Rome would feast on her this time, he’d see all of her, taste all of her, feel all of her, and then join with her again.

      She seemed to be of similar mind, if the mysterious smile tilting her lips upward was any indication. Without appearing ashamed or bashful in any way, she watched him remove his shirt, boots, socks, and then reach for the fasteners of his trousers. Light flooded in through the thin curtains covering the one window in the room so she would see all of him.

      “Oh, you’ve scratches!” Her voice surprised him from behind when he turned to drape his clothing on one of the chairs. “From the log!”

      This drew a delightful crimson to her cheeks. He rather enjoyed that she could appreciate his nudity one moment but then blush the next. The air was cool on this side of the room and yet he felt hot inside, burning up, in fact.

      He kneeled on the bed beside her and then flicked at the material of her dress.

      “You may,” she teased him, sounding sensual yet shy at the same time.

      One by one, he removed the layers of her clothing, excitement growing as each button broke free. He’d been inside this woman and yet he’d not seen her skin. More of her curves became visible when he lifted the heavy material over her head, revealing a corset that tightly bound her waist and breasts, worn over a cotton chemise.

      He unlaced the strings behind her and felt the relaxation flow through her at its release. Instead of addressing the last garment, the chemise, Rome pulled the pins from her hair until it cascaded before him, raven waves flowing to just above her buttocks.

      Lifting a handful of strands to his lips, he knew that she did not share herself easily. His breath caught when she turned to stare over her shoulder at him.

      “You make an excellent lady’s maid.” Again, she teased him, naturally exhibiting the talent of a skilled courtesan.

      “Why, thank you, Miss Waring.” He reached for the hem of her chemise and lifted it over her head.

      Ivory skin with pink in all the right places. Dips and swells, soft and yet toned. Rome swallowed hard. She was perfection.

      Someone to write sonnets about. Go to war over. Damn him to hell for.

      She was to die for. Inspirational. Eminently… fuckable...

      She was perfection.

      His desire to continue staring at her warred with the need to cover her, to experience her skin against his own.

      He leaned forward, capturing her lips, and pushed her back until she fell helpless atop the quilt.

      The air in the room grew heavy with this… attraction… desire… indescribable need.  In no hurry, his gaze lazily caressed the indent of her waist, the apex between her thighs, her legs, her small feet, until he trailed it back up, imprinting this moment on his memory.

      She reached out a beckoning hand. “Love me, My Lord,” she whispered.

      Unwilling to exercise restraint a moment longer, he lowered himself atop her. They had all afternoon and would not be interrupted. For this day, for these hours, he’d ignore the barriers between them and give in to the desire to learn every inch of her person. He’d give into the desire to simply… love her.
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      Rome stroked the top of her head, playing with a few silken strands that splayed across his chest. Throughout the afternoon, he had come to learn more of this uniquely special woman. Although not nearly enough…

      She had once hoped for children. She worried about her brother. She loved music and possessed an ironic sense of humor.

      In turn, she’d learned more about his relationship with Wesley, never judging, only offering advice when he asked. And his family, his brothers.

      He served their tea the second time, going so far as to add sugar to both cups.

      And after they drank it, he’d made love to her again, they’d made love to one another.

      But the sun had set long ago and they could not hide here forever.

      “Penelope must be beginning to worry.” She sighed heavily but did not move her weight off him. She turned, however, and resting her chin on her arms, gazed at him with sorrow in her eyes.

      “Will you tell her?” he asked. It would be best for him if she did not, but Rome knew the two women were close.

      “No.” She didn’t require any time to think before answering. In her own way, Miss Ursula Rosamond Waring was as proud as any duchess.

      “Not because she would be angry with you,” he confirmed.

      “No.” She tilted her head, a small smile dancing on her lips, and traced her finger down the side of his face. “Because she would be angry with you.” Laughter danced in her eyes.

      Rome shook his head at the timing of her humor. “Danbury is likely to demand that I meet him at dawn.”

      “He wouldn’t!” This sobered her up.

      “No, he wouldn’t.” Rome, in turn, touched her lips. “He would be angry with me.” And with the mention of Danbury, Rome remembered that he’d promised he’d court Lady Asherton. “More likely the invitation would be issued by Penelope.”

      Rose smiled. They both had known her employer for a very long time.

      “I shall not tell anyone.” Rose pressed her lips against his, her hair enshrouding them both. “It will remain our secret.” He lingered at her mouth, unwilling for the kiss to end. A sweet familiar kiss to him now.

      When she finally drew back, she sighed. “It was good. I will always remember this day.”

      He tried to think of something similar to say. Something that would bring her comfort when she remembered him. But nothing came. He could not bring himself to tell her goodbye.

      Her voice did not shake with tears and her smile was only a little sad.

      He’d not bothered to toss in another log even though all that was left were a few glowing coals. Nor had he lit any candles. When she sat up, taking the covers with her, the cold of the room replaced her soft warmth. She appeared a shadow in the darkness, the radiant embers their only light.

      “At the foot of the bed.” He pointed toward where he believed he’d tossed her chemise. She bent to the floor and then tossed him his breeches. “They’ll be missing you, too.” He heard the smile in her voice this time. “My Lord.”

      They dressed mostly in silence, him lacing her corset and then buttoning the back of her dress and she, in turn, tying his cravat and assisting him into his boots.

      She did her best to knot her hair atop her head but without a mirror, or much light for that matter, she couldn’t replicate the style she’d worn earlier. “I don’t think anyone will notice. Hopefully, Penelope will be downstairs with the other guests when I return.”

      She sounded cheerful, too cheerful.

      Rome watched her as she wound the scarf around her neck and fussed at some wrinkles in her skirt. She did her best to straighten the bed but when she went to gather their cups from earlier, he stepped in front of her. “You don’t need to do that.”

      “But someone will see, and they will know—“

      “I will take care of it.”

      At his words, all of the nervous energy she’d had moments before seemed to evaporate. Her shoulders slumped and she merely nodded, staring at the floor. “Yes. Yes. Of course.”

      This woman…

      So much he wanted to say. Forgive me. I’m sorry. I’ll never forget you. And yet none of it would mean anything. He wanted to give her everything and yet he could not.

      The temptation to beg her to be his mistress gnawed at him, but he would not break his promise. And somehow, he knew she would decline.

      “Do you have everything?” He glanced around the room. They hadn’t brought much along with them. Their coats. He’d lost a glove somewhere when he’d taken her on the log. Perhaps he’d go back for it tomorrow.

      “I—“ She glanced around. “Yes.”

      Rome dumped the water onto the logs, making certain there were no sparks left that could reignite and then walked to the door and held it open for her. After closing it behind them, he did not take her hand but rather dropped his arm on her shoulders.

      Hers slid around his waist as they walked toward the moonlit path.

      “The forest looks almost silver.” Her voice was little more than a whisper as their feet stepped along the frozen ground.

      With the almost full moon reflecting off the snow, it might as well have been daylight. “It has made for a spirited holiday.”

      She laughed. “We are speaking of the weather again.”

      In one quick movement, Rome captured her laughter with a kiss that felt like desperation. And then just as suddenly, turned them both to walk again.

      “You will go to him?” she asked as they neared the edge of the trees. “It’s not too late.”

      Talking of Wesley with her had helped him to decide. “I will. At the very least to make sure he is happy.”

      “Because he needs to know you. It will make him a better person.”

      Rome wanted to refute her claim, but instead, he merely listened.

      “Think of all you have gained by knowing your own father—even if you were not his heir. Don’t let anyone dissuade you.”

      “I will go to him,” he admitted. “I will see.”

      “And I will wish for the best outcome possible.” He’d replay her words in his mind later, when he needed her encouragement most.

      The lopsided snowman they’d made earlier that day came into sight. “He yet lives,” Rome observed.

      Her soft laughter floated across the snow. “And he hasn’t stopped smiling.”

      “Then neither shall I.” He wasn’t normally one to utter such romantic drivel, but it seemed rather appropriate. Her response was to lay her head against his shoulder.

      The house would come into view any moment and that meant they could be observed by any of the servants or other guests.

      Rome halted them once again, turned her, and lifted her chin so that she had no choice but to meet his eyes. “You will send for me, if you have need of anything.” Although he doubted she would. “Promise me.”

      She licked her lips and then dipped her chin in a subtle nod. “Of course.”

      She dropped her arm, and they walked the remainder of the distance without touching. From this point forward, all that would exist between the two of them would be memories.

      There was no other way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          Never enough

        

      

    

    
      Rome stood behind a tree and watched Rose enter through the servants’ entrance. He’d initially expected her to accompany him to the front door, but she’d stopped him. She was required to enter through the back.

      Watching her disappear inside, a heavy weight settled in his heart. She was to be a servant again. The distance between them seemed as vast as the sea.

      A cold wind whipped through his greatcoat and yet he did not move. He did not want time to move forward. He wanted to go backward, even an hour.

      Good God, he was besotted! Shaking his head, he finally made his way around the manor and ten minutes later entered through the grand double doors into the high-ceilinged foyer and up one flight of stairs.

      “I wondered where you’d gone off to,” his sister said from the staircase where she descended from the upper floor. “You missed supper, and most of the guests are playing charades. Lady Asherton seemed to miss your presence as well.”

      Lady Asherton! He’d not forgotten his promise to Danbury, although he wished he could.

      “Where have you been today, anyhow?” she asked.

      “About.” He owed no explanation for his whereabouts.

      “Well, you look as though you’ve spent the afternoon in a pub.” She laughed. “Best clean up before rejoining the more civilized guests. Really, Rome. I think you forget yourself sometimes.”

      “Natalie.” He glared in her direction. Occasionally, his sister forgot who he was.

      She merely waved a hand in his direction as she turned toward one of Cortland’s larger drawing rooms. “Do hurry, though. You’re missing out on all the fun.”

      He grunted in return but climbed the stairs to find his own chamber, nonetheless.

      “Because he needs to know you. It will make him a better person.”

      She believed he ought to bring Wesley home with him. “Be more insistent,” she’d told him, “more persuasive, even.” He trusted her opinion. Was it possible she was right?

      “My Lord?” Pierce approached before Rome could even close the door behind him. “What on earth has happened to you?” Of course, his valet would recognize the different knot in his cravat, the wrinkles in his normally starched clothing. The man paid great attention to details.

      “Help me change into something presentable.”

      The valet shook his head but swiftly went about removing Rome’s jacket and shirt. Pierce held himself stiffly, almost as though he was angry with Rome. In the past, Rome would have shared his whereabouts with Pierce.

      In the past, he would not have spent an afternoon making love to a maid.

      A lovely woman.

      “I do hope no one saw you looking like this. I’ve a reputation to uphold, after all.” Pierce swiped at the jacket in disgust.

      When the man went to unfasten his breeches, Rome brushed his hands away. “There is no reason for you to do everything for me, for God’s sake, man. Order me a bath.” Perhaps his disinclination to be waited on hand and foot came from spending the afternoon with Rose. Perhaps he required more self-sufficiency. Had he become soft over the years?

      Head down, the other gentleman rushed to the corner and tugged at the bell pull. Rome went to toss his breeches onto a chair and noticed the dried residue on the front panel.

      He’d been more careful the second and third time. He had one son already who looked upon him as a virtual stranger. He’d not sire another outside of wedlock.

      He’d shared secrets he’d never confided to anyone with Rose as they’d sat on the bed drinking their sweetened tea. Aside from Pierce and a few other tenants, only his father knew of Wesley’s existence. His father had assumed the boy would attend Eton, he’d even gone so far as to initiate his admission, but when Rome had gone to his son, Wesley had refused and the Creightons had supported him. It would all be too different, too foreign for him, they’d argued. He’d been reared to work the land. Rome had conceded.

      Has he been wrong not to force the issue? The Creightons had raised Wesley as their own. The boy had looked on them as his parents.

      They were gone now.

      “My lord, you’re injured!”

      Rome rubbed at his backside and smiled. “Hand me my banyan.” Rose had soothed the scratches with kisses earlier, the damnable woman.

      He donned the long silk gown and rubbed a hand through his hair. She was going to be difficult to forget. He’d not fool himself. His only consolation was that she remained in the same house for a few more days.

      As did Lady Asherton.
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      Clutching her brush, Rose raised her hand, realized it was shaking, and forced herself to drag it through the tangled mess of hair she’d come home with. Aside from the tangles she would work out, her reflection in the looking glass looked no different than it had earlier that morning. A dark-haired girl with large brown eyes wearing a night rail and a dressing gown that did not belong to her.

      Only she knew the tumultuous emotions hiding behind her serene facade. She’d acted recklessly with her heart. It had cracked open, and she’d wholeheartedly invited him in.

      It had all seemed so harmless, loving him for an afternoon. Lowering the brush to the vanity, she lifted her hand to her face and inhaled his scent upon her. But that she’d taken his cravat or something she could tuck away and bring out in the dark days to come.

      For surely, they would be dark. He’d told her he would soon travel to Wales, to visit with his son. He’d then go perhaps to his father’s estate and then up north again.

      He’d nearly broken her resolve with that last kiss in the forest. She’d nearly fallen to her knees and begged to become his mistress. Dismissing such a lowering thought, she took the brush and began working on her hair once again.

      He’d not told her goodbye. He’d not said much at all, leaving her teetering somewhere between the afterglow of his tender lovemaking and the cruelty of their parting. It had not been heartless on his part. He cared for her, even if he did not love her.

      “There you are!” Penelope swept into the room carrying all the energy Rose had grown accustomed to. “I was so happy you took the time to find amusements for yourself but then this evening I cursed myself for allowing you to go off for so long without a chaperone or anyone to protect you. I was beginning to worry.”

      “Did you require my assistance?”

      “Oh, no. That’s not it at all. I came to tell you everything is settled. Following the Epiphany, you are to travel with Margaret as her companion to Raven’s Park. Danbury has already sent for a separate carriage for the two of you. And then later, you will have a Season in London! Oh, Rose, I’ve wanted this for you for so long!”

      Rose simply stared at her. She’d wanted to forget Penelope’s suggestion from earlier. She’d hoped Penelope would change her mind or that Lady Margaret would not be interested in spending so much time away from Land’s End.

      “I have quite stunned you, haven’t I?” Penelope’s eyes twinkled mischievously. “You will not be traveling as her maid, Rose, but as her companion. You shall be treated nearly the same as her, as a guest. And you will be allowed to dance and partake of all the entertainments when you go to London! And that is not even the best part!”

      Blinking her eyes in an attempt to catch up with Penelope’s announcement, a foreboding coursed through her veins.

      “Lord Darlington has promised Danbury that he would court Margaret! Isn’t it wonderful? If we’re lucky, we’ll be planning a wedding come spring!”

      Rose heard the words in her mind but found it difficult to process them. She cannot have heard right.

      A wedding?

      Between Lord Darlington and Lady Asherton?

      He cannot have promised Lord Danbury that he would court Lady Asherton. He would have told her, would he not? They had shared… everything.

      Darkness encroached upon the edges of Rose’s vision. She inhaled and then summoned all of her willpower to act as Penelope would expect her to at such an announcement.

      “Why that’s… that’s… wonderful for her. How happy she must be.”

      “She is not yet aware of it.” Penelope laughed. “But Lady Hawthorne is, and Darlington is quite handsome and even charming when he wishes to be. Of course, she will be amenable. You, my sweet friend, will be responsible for encouraging her in his direction if necessary. Oh, I am so excited for you! I have noticed your discontent lately.”

      “But I am not—”

      “Don’t dissemble with me, Ursula Rosamond Waring. I know you better than anyone else in the world and you have not been as pleased with life as you ought to be.” She took hold of Rose’s hands and squeezed them. “I want you to be as happy as I am. You are more than a maid to me, you know that. You are an intelligent, accomplished lady in your own right. I want the world to know it as well.”

      Rose swallowed around the huge lump suddenly lodged in her throat. She knew Penelope loved her. Perhaps she hadn’t always understood her, but she always had loved her and had her best interests at heart.

      Rose wished she could tell her everything that had happened that afternoon. What she was feeling—what she had done. Things that she would have told her if they’d only been friends, and if Penelope had not set her sights upon Lord Darlington for her widowed sister-in-law.

      “You have never treated me as simply your maid.” Rose fought back tears. “I have always known that I am your friend first.” And this was true.

      “So, you will go to Raven’s Park, and then you will go to London. I’ll send you with some of my gowns when you leave here, and you will meet with a dressmaker when you arrive in London. Promise me you will make the most of it? Please? Promise me you will not turn your back on potential husbands. Not all men are selfish. I say this with complete authority.”

      How was Rose expected to respond to this? The viscount, her viscount, had promised to court and marry another woman.

      The black crept in again, this time accompanied by a sharp ringing in her ears. Rose had spent all of the afternoon and a good part of the evening, learning about him intimately, sharing her most private thoughts. He’d not said one word about his promise to Danbury.

      And now she was to assure her dearest friend that she would be sociable and flirt and try to attract a husband for herself next spring? And that she would encourage Lady Asherton to welcome Lord Darlington’s courtship? She blinked away the stinging at the back of her eyes.

      “Of course, I will. You are very kind, Penelope. You don’t have to do any of this.”

      Penelope squealed. “I’m going to convince Danbury that we must go to London for the Season as well. I simply cannot bear to miss watching you holding court at a ball.”

      Foolishness.

      Rose endured Penelope’s excited embrace, pinching her eyes together. Penelope was well-meaning. She always was. And yet…

      Rose did not wish to think about the Season, nor about traveling with Lady Asherton. She could barely think about tomorrow. Would he leave right away? Would he treat her as though nothing had happened between the two of them?

      How could he not?

      She would be mortified if he treated her any differently in front of any of the guests or servants, and her heart would break when he avoided being alone with her as he surely must.

      But she had made her choice. She’d made love to him knowing full well that it would end this way. And she did not have any regrets.

      She did not.

      When Penelope finally left her alone, Rose curled up on the bed feeling numb.

      Incapable of feeling.

      Or crying.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          Impossible

        

      

    

    
      As Rose awakened, her first thought was that it was the third day after Christmas. If she was to depart with Lady Asherton on the Epiphany, only nine days remained before their departure. Penelope and Danbury would attend a variety of parties, not all of them to be held at Summers Park, and Rose would remain in this chamber for most of that time. She would clean and press gowns, she would shine jewelry, she would write letters to her brother and her mother and do anything possible to keep from dwelling on Viscount Darlington.

      She could not imagine him remaining at Summers Park much longer.

      Frivolous entertainments would not distract him from his concerns for Wesley.

      Climbing out of bed, her muscles twinged in odd places. Moving more purposely, soreness plagued her, but it was her heart that begged for relief.

      Nine days.

      She took up her normal duties, sending for Penelope’s tea and laying out the clothing she would wear that day. All was the same and yet everything had changed.

      And of course, Penelope would organize Rose’s life for her.

      “Lilly is having easels set up in the conservatory today so that we might try our hand painting flowers––with oils, I believe. You know I’m worthless with anything artistic, but I mentioned you had some talent and she insists I allow you to participate. So long as you don’t show everyone up.”

      “That’s not necessary, Pen,” Rose tried to protest. Although she loved to paint, such opportunities often proved to be more than a little… awkward.

      “But of course, it is. Especially if you’re to act as Margaret’s companion this spring. Best you get used to mingling with your betters.” And then she quickly corrected herself. “I mean with Society.”

      Only she hadn’t been incorrect.

      There were days Rose wished she could shake Penelope. Not every person viewed the world the same as Penelope did. In the eyes of most ladies, Rose was, and would always be, a maid. It did not matter that Penelope allowed her to join them, Rose was still a maid.

      Perhaps if the ladies had not already known Rose’s relationship to Penelope, she could attempt to fit in, but here, at Summers Park… Rose merely shook her head, knowing the futility of arguing the matter.

      “Stop worrying. You do far too much of that,” Penelope added.

      And later that afternoon, Rose wondered if her friend might be right, in part, anyhow.

      The duchess had provided more paints and canvas and brushes than the small group of ladies could ever use, all of the highest quality. She’d also hired an instructor to be on hand.

      What with a multitude of flowers and trees and fruits to paint, Rose could almost forget her troubles as she sat down to paint a particularly intricate cluster of blossoms.

      “I wish I had inherited my mother’s talent.” Lady Asherton had set up her canvas nearest to Rose’s. “She was a master with oils.”

      “Your mother was a master with more than paint.” Rose smiled in the other lady’s direction. The late Lady Danbury had practically held court within Society. She knew everything going on around her, about everyone who mattered, likely manipulated half of it and boldly set her own fashion with elaborate feathers wherever she went. “She will be greatly missed, I daresay, in London.”

      Lady Asherton nodded as she began dabbing the brush on her empty canvas. “Penelope has been gracious to allow you to travel with me this spring. I’m relieved that I won’t have to make the journey alone. Also, that I shall make it with an affable companion.”

      “They have not forced me upon you, have they, My Lady?” Rose was only half-joking.

      “Of course not and do call me Margaret,” the other woman offered warmly. Rose had always liked Lady Asherton. She would not make Lord Darlington unhappy. Likely, she’d prove a comfortable wife for him. Rose blinked away some dust when the canvas before her blurred.

      “I look forward to it, Margaret.” Rose dropped her gaze to mix the colors on her palette.

      “My brother has high expectations for me. Oh, he hasn’t said so outright, but they all anticipate that I will land a second husband. Can you imagine? I’m nearly thirty!”

      But she was beautiful. And she was a viscount’s daughter and an earl’s widow.

      “I can imagine it quite easily.” Rose blended the colors on the upper half of her canvas. “There is more to a lady than her age.” Although many would disagree with her on that matter. She fought the heat rising in her neck at the thought that apparently age was not a discriminating factor with Lord Darlington. Not where physical matters were concerned anyhow.

      She herself was not far from thirty. Penelope was deluded to believe that Rose could find a gentleman to marry her.

      “What do you think of Lord Darlington, Rose?” Margaret surprised her by asking. “You’ve known him longer than most, what with his and Penelope’s long acquaintance.”

      I think he is incorrigible, stubborn, and compassionate, and I love it when he kisses the spot just below my ear...

      “He will make a dependable husband,” Rose ventured. She wondered if Margaret had loved her first husband. “He is not as inclined to mingle in society as other gentlemen, but I imagine that might be considered as much an attribute as a fault.”

      “I quite agree.” The lovely widow stepped back from her canvas and frowned. “I’m quite content to leave the dancing and flirting to the debutantes.”

      Both painted in silence, only casually listening to the hum of conversations going on around them.

      “Danbury says Lord Darlington is going to court me this spring.” Margaret smiled with a wince. “Silly, and yet charming that he’s asked for my brother’s blessing, don’t you think?”

      Rose’s heart splintered. She had no claim on him and he’d never pretended to make her any promises, it was just that they’d shared so much with one another at the cottage, she would have hoped he would have told her this.

      “He can be charming when he wishes.” Rose continued painting as she felt Margaret turn to stare at her.

      “Penelope set her sights upon him at one time, I’m told. Do you believe she has any remaining feelings for him? Or he for her?”

      “No.” Rose did not even have to think to answer this question. Penelope was absolutely and completely in love with her husband. Lord Darlington had made a half-hearted attempt with Penelope shortly following his broken engagement, but it had been just that, from what Penelope had told her. “Most definitely not.”

      “Do you think he’s nursing a broken heart over Lady Eliza’s defection last year? I’d hate to involve myself with a man who is pining after another lady. Not that I require another love match, mind you. I doubt its even possible for me at this stage. But if I decide to marry again, I’d want the union to have a foundation of affection.”

      “He is not pining for Lady Eliza.” Rose stared solemnly at the splash of colors she was creating. It wasn’t as serene as she’d initially imagined it.

      “Penelope shares a great deal with you. I hope I haven’t made you uncomfortable, Rose. I’d like us to be good friends, especially if we’re to spend so much time together this spring.”

      This situation might eventually come to be unbearable. But did she have a choice? Rose turned to face the other woman and smiled warmly at her kind overture. “You have not made me uncomfortable, Margaret. I think we’ll get on well together.”
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      That evening, Rome was seated beside none other than the lady he’d promised to court, Lady Asherton herself. Why would he not imagine that the duchess, his sister, and Penelope would be in cahoots with one another?

      He’d been unable to catch even a glimpse of Rose that day and he could not knock on her door yet again. He’d already pushed his luck by visiting her chamber on those numerous occasions before Christmas. But one day with her had not been enough. It only had managed to fuel his desire for more.

      The rational side of him knew it would have to be enough, and yet she remained nearby, in the same house, performing her duties.

      She slept, ate, dressed, and spent most of her days hiding in a chamber connected to that of the brother of the woman he’d all but committed himself to.

      Blast and damn.

      “Tell me about Harlow Point, My Lord.” The lady beside him seemed truly interested. “Why does it interest you so much more than house parties and ton entertainments?”

      Her question revealed more depth to her than most. She was a beautiful woman and obviously intelligent as well. Reluctant to begin courting the woman, he answered succinctly. “It is my legacy, my home. It is my foremost responsibility until the day my father leaves this earth. God willing that will not be for several decades. It would be irresponsible of me to leave its care to others.”

      She watched him with a steady, knowing gaze. “My husband, my late husband, was of a similar mind.”

      He’d not really considered this woman’s experiences. That she had committed herself to a man and lived as a married woman.

      “How long has it been since your husband passed? Three years?” She was not a green girl. She’d experienced loss.

      “Three years, two months, and six days.” She smiled at him sheepishly. “It was a blessing for him, really. He’d been ill for a very long time.”

      And now, he supposed, it was time for the lady to begin anew.

      “That must have been very difficult for you.” It explained her somber personality. Although pleasant and always kind, sadness hovered in the back of her eyes.

      “Seeing someone you love in pain is the worst feeling in the world,” she admitted and then stared down at her food. The Earl of Asherton had died without an heir. From what he’d heard, however, the man had never enjoyed good health.

      “I am looking forward to spending time at Raven’s Park. Your sister has convinced me it is second only to paradise.” She forced a smile as she changed the course of their conversation.

      During the remainder of the meal, Rome discussed the highlights of his father’s estate, and some of the more unique aspects of Harlow Point, in a surprisingly enjoyable conversation.

      He did not, however, find himself getting lost in her eyes or itching to touch her skin, if only the back of her hand. He did not find himself feeling as though his heart beat a little stronger in her presence.

      She was pleasant. He found himself thinking as he wandered the empty hallways later that night. She would make a pleasant wife.

      He’d received a letter from his mother that afternoon. She and his father had gotten wind of the ridiculous rumor that had begun to plague him. He’d have to take care of it soon.

      And then, without having made a conscious decision to do so, he found himself outside the all-too-familiar door where he’d stood little more than one week ago.

      The hour was late. She would be sleeping, and it was possible he’d awaken either Penelope or Danbury.

      He stepped forward and knocked three times. His mouth went dry, his heart raced, and his palms felt clammy for no reason at all.

      She opened the door and in one motion, he’d entered, closed the door behind the two of them, taken her into his arms and devoured her with all of the pent-up craving built up after a day of intolerable circumstances.

      “You should not have come,” she whispered against his mouth at the same time she untied his cravat. The room was in shadows. She had been abed.

      He hated this out of control feeling she evoked from him, and yet he had no choice but to succumb to it. It flouted rational thought, reason, logic. She deserved better than this, so much better.

      “You should not have let me in,” he countered, walking them both to the bed. He struggled to remove his jacket without breaking their kiss. How had he gone all day without this? Without her?

      “This is the last time. It has to be the last,” she gasped as she dragged his shirttail out of his breeches and then over his head.

      “The last,” he agreed as his hands gripped bare thighs beneath her long cotton gown. Within moments, his breeches were around his ankles and he had her pinned against the bed. This coupling in the dark was even more frantic than it had been outside in the forest. It expressed all of their uncertainty, all of their despair. All of their need.

      His arms shook as he clutched her tight, his legs spread wide to brace himself as he took her against the bed. And for the second time, he nearly spent inside of her, barely withdrawing in time to keep her safe.

      Afterward, holding her and still leaning against the bed, he pressed his lips to the top of her head.

      Her cheek rested against his bare chest as they both sought to catch their breath.

      “I’m sorry, Rose.” He inhaled the clean fragrance of her hair.

      What, exactly was he sorry for?

      For all of it. For wanting her, for pursuing her, for coming here again… but most of all, for not making her his. For not giving her the full protection of his name.

      But why couldn’t he? He was a Viscount, was he not?

      “Marry me.” The words escaped without thought. “Run away with me to Gretna Green and marry me, Rose.”
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      The question was right out of a dream, a wonderful dream. But Rose knew in an instant it was impossible. He could never marry a lady’s maid. Even if he did, she would never be accepted. Not by his family, not by his peers, and most definitely, not by his servants.

      “My Lord—” she began.

      “Rome.” He buried his face in her hair and then kissed that spot below her ear that caused her to melt. “My name is Roman.”

      Oh, God, but he was not going to make this easy.

      “Pack your things. We’ll leave tonight. We can be there in three days.”

      He could not possibly mean it. She was shaking her head. “Rome.” A sob threatened to choke her. “Don’t be foolish.”

      “It’s the sanest decision I’ve made in a long time.”

      She nearly believed him.

      Rose pushed him away and then stepped out of his embrace. To remain in his arms meant certain capitulation and that would be disastrous for both of them. With shaking hands, she lit a candle before locating a cloth to wipe away the evidence of his seed on her gown and the counterpane.

      And between her legs.

      “You cannot marry me.” She did not meet his eyes. Her heart wanted to give him anything he wanted. But… “You would regret it right off. I’ve no connections, no dowry. And what of any children we would have? They would suffer the knowledge forever that their mother was a servant.” And beyond all of that, a marriage ought not to be built on lust.

      “This.” She indicated the bed. “It is powerful now. But what of when it ebbs?” It struck her oddly that his offer was not much different than the one he’d made before. Only, as his wife, he would be bound by vows, tied to her for a lifetime.

      “What if it does not?” The light of the candle flickered across his features and she could see he was not prepared to accept her rejection.  “Is not marriage a commitment? A commitment to stand by one another throughout hardships as well as prosperity and health? Do you doubt my ability to do that? Do you perceive me as fickle?”

      “No.” But did she? He was a man. A wealthy gentleman, of stature as well as great wealth. “But…”

      He scrubbed a hand down his face. “Rose. Don’t do this. I won’t demand you mingle with Society if you do not wish to. We can live at Harlow Point. No one there will need even know that you were ever a maid.”

      “Mr. Pierce will know.” Rose hated arguing with him. “I will know.” A deep sigh escaped her. “You will know.”

      “Why are you making this difficult?” The puzzlement in his voice also held frustration… and pain.

      “Would not the point of living at Harlow Point be to keep me hidden? I will always be your dirty little secret. It won’t work.” She swallowed hard, hating that even as his wife she could only imagine a dismal future. He would eventually hate her for it. As would their children…

      “I have never considered you as such! You know as much as I that you weren’t meant to be a maid! We have something together. I’ve never…” He shook his head.

      She could only imagine herself feeling overwhelmed by such a life, struggling, failing, and then being defeated. She could picture herself as his mistress far more easily.

      She imagined them in a room painted red with silk sheets and seductive gowns. He’d come to her at night, after an evening spent at his club.

      Not as the woman at his side, as the woman bearing his name.

      Not as a viscountess.

      Once, perhaps…

      She covered her face with her hands, anything to block out him and the temptation. “Please understand.”

      He pulled her hands down, forcing her to look into his eyes.

      Even in the shadows, his gaze owned her.

      “I love you.” His voice broke. “I love you, Rose. Would that not be enough?”

      Her knees nearly buckled. He did not mean it. He could not.

      But what if he did?

      And once again, her traitorous hopes gave her pause. Was it possible he was right?

      Even if he was, how long could it last? Until his family shunned him?

      He was already going to have to fight for his son. He needed his family’s full support right now. He’d want to bring his bastard son into their fold. She could not jeopardize that for him.

      If he’d thought this through, he would not have offered for her so brashly. Both of them would suffer for a time, but if she were to marry him, they’d eventually suffer ever after.

      “I’m sorry.” She turned her back to him, unable to see the hurt in his eyes. Was she the fool?

      But she already understood the discomfort of trying to live in two worlds. If she could hardly bear being both a friend to Penelope as well as her maid, then she could hardly pretend to be a viscountess! And eventually a countess!

      She stood motionless for several moments, wanting to turn around and go to him, wanting to give him what he wanted but knowing how it would all end.

      And then the sound of the door closing signaled that she’d won this argument.

      When she turned around, he was gone.

      A scrap of fabric on the floor caught her eye. At least this time, she had his cravat.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          Rejection

        

      

    

    
      Rome couldn’t bear to remain at Summers Park another day. Leaving a missive for Cortland and his duchess, thanking them for their gracious hospitality, he took to the road before sunup.

      She’d turned him down.

      Rose, the woman who’d welcomed him into her chamber when he’d been soused, the woman who’d listened to him ramble on and on about his meager beginnings, who’d encouraged him to claim his son, who’d shared her bed, her body, had turned him down.

      And not his offer of protection, his offer to provide for her as his mistress. He’d offered her his name! Marriage!

      Despite the cold, he’d chosen to ride outside, atop his mount. Pierce followed behind in the luggage coach.

      Rome fought the urge to return to the grand estate and beg. Beg her to reconsider.

      He’d asked her to marry him!

      She ought to have eagerly accepted, realizing what he’d been willing to take on for her. Not only society’s condemnation, but the wrath of his father!

      Who did she think she was, anyway?

      He’d told her he loved her!

      She’d said she did not perceive him to be faithless but, “I will always be your dirty little secret. It would not work…”

      She did not trust him. She’d given up on what they had, on him, without even giving them a chance.

      She was wrong. On his part, anyhow. He would not have stopped loving her because of anything Society could ever do or say. He would not have stopped loving her if she misstepped in any way as his wife.

      Then why?

      I love you, Rose, would that not be enough?

      He’d poured out his heart to her.

      “I’m sorry.” She could not even look him in the eyes when she’d rejected him.

      And suddenly, he had his answer. He had been waxing poetic, wanting to know all of her mind, all of her heart and soul. He’d imagined growing old with her. Watching his children swell in her belly.

      She had not loved him.

      She did not love him.

      It was a bitter truth to acknowledge and he could only be thankful that he’d not allowed himself to turn back. He’d skip Raven’s Park as well. He’d have Pierce relay a message to his parents, to Natalie.

      He’d go to Wesley. His son. Perhaps it was time he showed him what that meant.

      But before he returned to Wales to check in on Wesley, he had another stop to make.
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      The glorious estate known as Summers Park seemed not nearly so grand or magnificent in the absence of Viscount Darlington.

      Roman.

      Rome.

      Penelope had speculated to her the morning after his departure that he’d left early in order to attend to his responsibilities before courting Margaret. Would he really go to Raven’s Park? He’d been concerned about Wesley, his son.

      A son he’d kept hidden from all of Society for over a decade and a half.

      She’d made the right decision.

      “I love you.” He’d been so earnest, so sincere. She wondered if he’d ever spoken the words out loud before—to anyone.

      He could not have meant them. He could not have imagined the trials they’d go through if they were to marry.

      During the daylight hours, when she managed to keep herself busy, she could hold onto her belief that a union between the two of them would have quickly eroded his love.

      During the nighttime, his words haunted her. “Run away with me to Gretna Green and marry me, Rose. Is not marriage a commitment? A commitment to stand by one another throughout hardships as well as prosperity and health? Do you doubt my ability to do that?”

      And the look in his eyes at the lack of faith she’d had in him.

      “I love you, Rose, would that not be enough?”

      “I love you.”

      She’d practically given up on sleeping altogether.

      By the time the Epiphany finally arrived, she had mixed feelings as she packed a trunk of Penelope’s gowns for herself, what remained for Penelope, and then watched the footmen carry them out of the chamber that held so many memories.

      All that was left was a small valise that she’d keep with her in the coach with Margaret. Inside, a wrinkled cravat.

      She was saddened, of course, to say goodbye to Penelope until the end of the Season. Rose doubted there would be a marriage between Rome and Margaret. There could not be. She wasn’t sure how she would handle it if there was. Would she turn off all emotion and accept it as one of life’s punishments? Everything she’d ever been taught would condemn her for what she’d done. He had not seduced her. She had given herself to him willingly.

      She did not regret it, but she would suffer to see him with another.

      Oh, God, he could not marry Margaret. The thought stole her breath. She’d experienced this sensation on and off over the past week. It was a combination of missing his touch and reminding herself she would never experience it again. She feared she could not go on without it. Eventually, the feeling passed, only to return at a later time without warning.

      He would not have left, she tried to convince herself, if he’d intended to court Margaret. He was not that cruel.

      And yet, he was a man. He’d made a promise to Danbury. And she herself had rejected him.

      Another wave of the familiar pain swept through her. It will pass. This will pass. Clutching the bedpost, she gasped for air until the sensation went away.

      Margaret would be waiting for her and yet Rose’s feet refused to carry her out of the room.

      She stared at the fainting couch, where he’d lain on two separate occasions, where she’d taken tea with him. Had she always been attracted to him? Before this particular house party, she’d mostly only seen him from afar.

      On a quiet afternoon after he’d departed, she’d walked back to the vacant gamekeeper’s cottage. It had remained unlocked, and although it appeared the same, she realized someone had been inside since she and Rome left it.

      The tea had been replenished and a different quilt covered the bed.

      She had sat inside for nearly an hour before forcing herself to leave.

      And now she would say goodbye to the memories in this chamber as well.

      Both wonderful, fantastical, phenomenal, and also… distressing beyond comprehension.

      She did not doubt that he believed she’d broken his heart. Glancing down, seeing her fist rub at the place just above her left breast, she realized she might very well have broken her own as well.

      But his mother would have hated her. Lady Hawthorne would have seen Rose as some sort of gold digger, as might have even Penelope.

      He’d taken her in a frenzy against this bed. They’d never lain in it together. That joining had had a life of its own. He’d hungered for her like a man starved. She’d opened herself to him completely.

      And yet she had not.

      Pushing away any lingering regret, Rose took one step away from the bed, her legs practically numb, almost as though they did not belong to her body. Knowing she had no choice, she took another. Able to breathe again, she lifted her small valise, marched out of the room, and closed the door tightly behind her.

      But that she could leave her memories behind as well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          A new year

        

      

    

    
      “I was thrilled to hear from my daughter that both of you were coming!” Lady Ravensdale, Viscount Darlington’s mother, greeted Margaret by clasping her hands warmly before turning to Rose. “And Miss Waring, what a lovely surprise. The winter can be so very long and boring! I could not have wished for anything better than to have two lovely young visitors to help us muddle through this dreary time of year.”

      She clasped Rose’s hands as well.

      Lady Ravensdale was a more mature version of her daughter. She had the same blond hair, sparkling blue eyes, and trim figure. Both women carried themselves with grace and dignity.

      She was a countess, and she had welcomed Rose into her home. She’d called her Miss Waring.

      How very different this chaperone business was from when she’d arrived on previous occasions at Raven’s Park, wearing an apron, as Penelope’s maid. Rose had hovered behind Penelope, out of the way, nearer the coaches than their hosts. Sometimes she’d wished she would be noticed as well, as she had been as a young girl. On other occasions, she’d wished herself to be invisible.

      “Thank you, My Lady.” Rose dipped into a curtsey.

      “Oh, please, Call me Josephine.” The countess smiled, her eyes suddenly resembling those of the man Rose had been trying to forget. Would Lady Ravensdale have greeted Rose with the same warmth if her son had brought her home as his wife?

      “Please call me Rose.” She glanced hesitantly at Margaret who saw nothing amiss in what felt like far too intimate of an exchange with a countess.

      “Natalie is upstairs in the nursery with little Brody, our grandson. Mrs. Winston will show you to the chambers we’ve prepared and then we will take tea together and catch up on everything that happened at Summers Park. Broderick and I had planned on attending but he was struck with a nasty cold at the last minute.”

      “He is fully recovered now?” Rome had not spoken a great deal of his father but when he had, his voice had held tremendous respect… and love.

      “Yes, and thank you, Rose, for asking. Christmas was rather quiet around here this year, and although I enjoyed getting some reading done and spending time alone with my husband, I am pleased that the malady has passed. I am also anxious for some entertainment.”

      “If you are ready?” Mrs. Winston turned questioning eyes toward the countess. “I will show you both the way, ladies,” The housekeeper, whom Rose remembered from before, eyed her curiously but then gestured toward the doors. “Her ladyship insisted upon her favorite guest chambers for the two of you. I think you’ll appreciate the view.” The woman chatted about the lake and the hills as well as a concert to be held in Bath that sounded positively lovely before gesturing to one door for Margaret and another for Rose.

      She would have her own chamber? Stepping in, Rose nearly pinched herself.

      It was even lovelier than Penelope’s had been at Summers Park. The high canopied bed was draped with golden curtains that matched the ones on the windows while the carpet covering the floor was made of deeper brown tones flecked with similar golds, but also reds and oranges and a smattering of green. She would have her very own wardrobe, sofa, vanity, and even a desk.

      “Hazel will act as your lady’s maid.” Mrs. Winston’s eyes held a special light in them.

      She knew.

      But it was not an unfriendly glint, rather a conspiratorial one. Rose had not noticed the young lady who’d slipped into the room behind her.

      “Oh, but Lady Asherton—”

      “Will be attended to by Molly.” Mrs. Winston smiled. “Please, tell Hazel if you are in need of anything at all.” And with that, the housekeeper backed out the door, closing it behind her.
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      Rome had made good time. Had he stopped at Raven’s Park, he’d likely have been delayed by at least a week, if not a fortnight. Between the work his father inevitably would have wanted to go over with him and the guilt his mother would extend at his not visiting more often, he undoubtedly would have found it difficult to make a quick departure from his parents’ estate.

      Instead, less than a fortnight after leaving Summers Park, and less than ten days after departing from the small estate just north of Brighten, he rode into the small village in Wales where Mrs. Creighton had informed him that she and his son would be making their new home. She’d told him her brother had lived here for years and she no longer wished to be away from her family. And now she too, was gone.

      Rome had gotten on well enough with the Creightons but perhaps that had been because he’d never deigned to cross their wishes considering Wesley.

      He’d watched the boy grow from a distance.

      “He needs to know you. It will make him a better person.”

      Rose’s words had compelled him onward in those moments when doubts had set in. Her confidence, her conviction, had bolstered his own.

      As angry as he’d been with her for rejecting him, he could not dismiss her from his thoughts. He hated that he craved her presence at his side, even in this, the task of persuading his son to return with him.

      His son would be grief-stricken. Rome hoped persuasion was enough, he’d rather not be heavy-handed at such a time.

      He wasn’t even sure he could be, if Wesley refused.

      Riding up to the small cottage on the edge of the almost non-existent village, the sun was low in the sky and he felt the cold more so than usual. Nearly six months had passed since he’d spoken with Wesley last fall, since he and Mrs. Creighton had departed from their tenant house on the edge of Harlow Point.

      Rome tied off his mount, promising her a thorough rubdown once they returned to the inn he’d passed a few miles back, before approaching the front door.

      This time, he rejected the notion that he was an interloper.

      Aside from the identifiable noises from some farm animals in the back, no sounds emerged from the house and his knocks clamored louder than he expected. The stench from the livestock seemed unusually thick.

      A rustling, a quiet again, and then heavy footsteps.

      The man who opened the door seemed none too pleased at the interruption. Rome did not care. He wanted to see his son. He’d been more than amicable in his dealings with his son’s grandparents.

      “You must be the boy’s blueblood father. I told you I’d keep him on. Wasn’t necessary for you to come all this way.”

      The age of the gentleman standing before him was nearly impossible to guess. He wasn’t tall, but he was sturdy looking, weathered.

      Bitter.

      Rome surmised him to be Mrs. Creighton’s brother.

      Rome set his jaw. “Oh, but it is. I am his father. I’ll see him now, if he’s about.”

      “He’s in the fields. Needed to check on the sheep. Should be back soon.”

      This gave Rome pause. It was winter. Cold. And the man of the house was inside.

      “The field behind the house?”

      “That’s right. You kin wait in here or come back tomorrow. Like I said, though, there’s no need.” But the man did not hold the door open any wider.

      A part of Rome was proud of the boy, proud that he knew how to work hard. Wesley would never suffer for lack of self-sufficiency. The viscount in him, however, wanted more for his son. He wanted Wesley to put his initiative to work at schooling. Rome knew his son was not simple. He had shown intelligence, even as a child.

      Movement caught his eye where in the distance several sheep seemed to be grazing lazily on a patch of green in an otherwise sparse looking field. He headed in that direction until his son, who was examining one of the sheep’s feet, realized he was no longer alone.

      Other than a brief expression of surprise, the boy’s face showed neither disappointment nor pleasure.

      “My Lord.” His voice had changed, and the low-pitched tones of a man took Rome by surprise.

      “I’m sorry about your grandmother.” Rome cleared his throat, not sure how to go about this.

      Wesley went about his business with nothing but a barely perceptible nod. This was what he’d run up against before. How did one become a father to someone who refused to speak with him? Who refused to look at him, even?

      He could not give Wesley all the rights he ought to have as his son, but what had Rose said? “You can give him other things. Share your knowledge of the land, your knowledge about life, about being a man.

      “Your knowledge of the land…”

      Rome flicked a glance at the animal. “Is she injured?”

      Wesley shook his head. “Her feet. She wasn’t walking yesterday and when I came back out today, she hadn’t moved.” He pointed behind him at another animal. “And it’s the same with that one. If she won’t walk, she can’t graze.”

      The boy was obviously concerned. More concerned than his uncle had appeared to be.

      Rome dropped to his haunches beside Wesley and stared over his son’s shoulder. The animal was obviously in pain. Pus oozed between her hooves where they appeared to have split and were separating.

      Damn. “Thrush.” He’d seen it spread across an entire herd. If he was to guess, the sheep had spent time near the house, likely wading in their own feces mixed with mud. “Did you notice it in any of the others?”

      Wesley looked up to him, and for the first time since he’d passed the age of nine, wasn’t glaring at him with suspicion. “No. But I haven’t inspected all of them.”

      There was work to be done, then. Rather than be annoyed by the task, Rome actually felt relief that he had something productive to set his mind to. For weeks now, he’d fought to push Rose from his mind. If the predicament of these smelly sheep wasn’t able to do the trick, he wasn’t sure what would.

      Even more importantly, the unexpected undertaking would buy him time with his son.

      He perused the area thoughtfully. “We’ll need to bring these two in. Clean the hooves. Soak the feet in chamber–lye. They’ll need to be fed. The others ought to be moved to dryer land.” He pointed north, to what appeared to be higher ground. “After we’ve inspected them.”

      Rome instructed his son as he caught hold of one of the sheep and lifted it onto his own shoulders. “You bring that one.” Wesley rose and Rome took note that he had become a tall, sturdy young man. Pierce would have apoplexy to see the animal resting on one of Rome’s finest jackets. After a quick glance at the second animal’s feet, he confirmed that she suffered the same plight as the first.

      “Chamber–lye, My Lord?”

      “Urine.”

      Wesley gave him an odd look but then nodded. He freely asked all sorts of questions of Rome as they walked back to the stable.

      Apparently, the time Rome had spent in the fields at Harlow Point had not been wasted after all. For the first time in years, his son was talking to him.
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      “Black.” Margaret smiled.

      “Milk and sugar, please,” Rose answered as the countess, Josephine, poured steaming tea into four delicate cups decorated with tiny flowers and vines.

      “Oh, you shall be a friend to me indeed, Rose.” The older woman smiled up at her as she spooned sugar into two of the cups. “My children make fun of me, even Natalie, who only takes milk with hers. One would think their mother deserves more respect than that.” But she sent an affectionate smile in her daughter’s direction.

      “I envy you, Rose. Penelope said chocolates and candy never settle upon you, whereas the moment I indulge, they immediately take up residence upon my hips. Especially after our little viscount came along.” Lady Hawthorne smoothed the front of her gown. She’d given birth not quite a year before and although not as slim as she’d been as a debutante, boasted a most attractive figure.

      Nearly identical to her mother’s.

      “I’m certain I caught Lord Darlington eating chocolates just after Christmas.” Margaret laughed. “So, one of your children, anyhow, has inherited your sweet tooth.”

      “He was!” Lady Hawthorne turned to Margaret in surprise. “He weaseled the chocolate prize away from me. Which reminds me. He owes me a favor.” Rome’s sister scowled. “I don’t know where he’s gone off to. He promised he was coming and then without a word disappeared from Summers Park. I was certain he would be here when we arrived. Have you still heard nothing, Mother?”

      “Mr. Pierce said he’s visiting a former tenant in Wales.” The countess shook her head. “That boy never stays put in one place for long. Well, I suppose he isn’t a boy anymore.”

      “But they’re always your boys, I imagine,” Margaret inserted. Rose couldn’t help but notice disappointment in Margaret’s expression. Riding in a carriage for two long days had allowed them to share a great deal, and Margaret had confided to her that before her husband passed, she’d given birth to a stillborn. Looking sheepish, she had admitted she was open to the idea of marrying again. She’d grieved her husband for over three years now, and she yearned to have children before she was too old.

      Already, she thought she might be getting too old to marry, but she was hopeful. If Lord Darlington might be interested in an arrangement, she was willing to consider it.

      Rose had mostly listened. Penelope had asked her to encourage Margaret, and Rose had agreed. But everything had changed, hadn’t it? She did not want to encourage Margaret if Rome no longer intended to court her. And if he did… Rose could not comprehend being a part of it.

      The woman was all but expecting a proposal from him this spring, and he’d failed to arrive at his parents’ estate as promised. Rose wanted to be angry with Darlington on Margaret’s behalf, but she could not do so. It would be the height of hypocrisy on her part.

      “Indeed, they are. Stone and Peter arrived a few days ago, however. Stone is working on my husband’s pet project, an irrigation system, which has taken on a life of its own.” Josephine rolled her eyes as she explained it for Rose’s benefit. “And my son Peter is locked inside the music room most of the time.”

      “With his cello?” Rose remembered Rome telling her about him.

      Lady Ravensdale looked at her curiously. “Not many know about Peter’s… obsession.” She did not ask Rose how she had learned of it, but the statement was a question in itself. “Do you play, Rose?”

      “Oh, no. It’s a lovely instrument but I prefer the pianoforte.”

      “You did not tell me you played,” Margaret admonished her. “We would have had you perform for us at Summers Park.”

      Rose stared down at her hands. “I have not had much occasion to practice for the past decade. It is something I enjoyed mostly in my youth.” She didn’t want to explain to their hostess why this was the case.

      “I insist you make use of the music room as well then.”

      “Oh, but I would not presume to interrupt Mr. Spencer’s practice.” Rose swallowed hard.

      But the countess was smiling. “Oh, my dear. He plays mostly at night. The room will be yours without interruption during most of the daylight hours.”

      Rose glanced at Margaret, who nodded encouragingly.

      “Thank you,” she finally answered. “I am more than pleased to take you up on your kind offer.” Normally, she had a plethora of duties to attend to and would not have dared for fear that other servants would catch her at it. But this visit was already proving to be as far from normal as she’d known in a very long time.

      Had she retained any of her skills? At the thought, she could hardly wait to run her fingers across the keys. She wanted to flex her hands, and songs she’d learned long ago came to mind. She could dwell upon none of this for long, however, as a familiar and somewhat intimidating woman appeared at the door.

      “Lady Sheffield,” Josephine welcomed one of the women Rose knew to be a Patroness at Almacks.

      Rose and Margaret both rose at the elderly lady’s arrival.

      “Aunt Eleanor.” Lady Hawthorne crossed the room to kiss her aunt’s cheek. “I didn’t realize you had arrived already.”

      Rose wondered who she’d met this past Christmas who was not related in some way to the older woman, who spent the next half an hour regaling them all with stories and antics involving her great-nephew, Cortland’s heir, as well as her great-great-niece, Rome’s youngest brother’s son’s daughter.

      By the time the tea had gone cold, the ladies present seemed more like old friends than the sticklers of the ton Rose had presumed them to be.

      They all treated her with the utmost courtesy. Not one of them asked her to fetch their bonnet or expected her to sit in the corner. Penelope had told her this was what it would be like for her to act as a chaperone to Margaret. Why on earth had they never thought of it before?

      Just before Rose was to be sent up north, Penelope’s governess had quit without giving notice, which hadn’t been an unusual occurrence. Baron and Baroness Riverton had thought to hire a lady’s maid, instead, who might be better at keeping their daughter in line.

      Penelope had suggested Rose…

      Because, of course, Rose would not keep Penelope from doing pretty much exactly what she wanted. In fact, in those days, Rose likely would have encouraged her.

      Rose had hastily accepted, devastated by the thought of moving away to live with her aunt.

      They really ought to have given the matter more thought.
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      “He must have changed his mind. We were sat beside one another at dinner on the Third Night and I went on and on about Niles and his illness and the very next morning, the man packed up and left.”

      Margaret sat at the vanity in Rose’s chamber and Rose could not help herself. She’d sent Hazel away most nights and insisted upon brushing out Margaret’s long raven tresses so that she could braid them. Being idle was not something she could ever embrace.

      “I’m certain that’s not it. And for the record, Margaret, you don’t go on and on about anything. You are a most interesting conversationalist and I’d suspect that even if you were talking about your late husband it would only reveal what a sympathetic and compassionate soul you are.”

      Rose swallowed hard as she separated the thick strands into three separate sections.

      He’d proposed to Rose very late on the Third Night. He’d told Rose that he loved her, and she’d sent him away.

      Because she’d been afraid.

      Having spent a lovely afternoon and evening with his mother and father and siblings, however, she wondered…

      “It is no matter.” Margaret stared into the mirror and nodded firmly. “Nothing had been made official. Knowing Danbury and Penelope, both of them likely had the cart before the horses anyhow.”

      Rose grimaced. Margaret did, indeed, know her brother. And her sister-in-law as well. It would not be the first time the couple acted impulsively…

      “Mr. Stone Spencer seems quite taken with you,” Rose pointed out. “And I am not putting any carts before any horses.”

      Margaret blushed. “He is a kind gentleman as well.”

      And if the Spencer’s second son did not pan out for her friend, Rose would simply send her in the direction of the third one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          Who is Rose?

        

      

    

    
      Over the next three weeks, Rose would have thought that Lady Ravensdale would have grown tired of having guests, but she had not. The countess, in fact, seemed to thrive on company; setting up outings to the nearby town of Bath, arranging for them to attend concerts, take the waters and of course, shopping.

      Penelope had not allowed Rose to travel without funds, either. Rose wanted to feel guilty, but Danbury had insisted the additional money was to be considered a bonus for putting up with his wife for all those years before he could ‘tame’ her.

      And so, Rose tentatively allowed herself to make a few purchases, one of them, a small box of chocolates. She would bring them out on those late nights when she could not shove him out of her thoughts. If she couldn’t indulge in her true craving, at least she’d have something sweet.

      Sitting in between Josephine and Margaret in the magnificent Theatre Royal, she could not help but gaze around her in awe at the sheer size of the structure. The first half of the concert had thoroughly mesmerized her, and she could hardly wait for the intermission to come to an end.

      “I was struck dumb with awe the first time Broderick brought me here.” Josephine leaned closer so that Rose could hear her over the din of conversations roaring around them. “It had just been built, and he’d only just assumed his title.”

      Rose furrowed her brows. Somehow, she’d forgotten that the countess had not been born into the aristocracy. “He said you worked in service when he was a child.” The words escaped past her lips before Rose could think to stop them.

      Josephine turned to look at her with narrowed eyes and nodded. “Darlington remembers what the other children have forgotten. I’m surprised he said anything. I had not realized you had become so well acquainted with him.”

      Josephine knows! At that moment, Rose realized that the countess knew exactly who Rose was and what her true position was in life. It explained her confusion that Rose had ever spoken with her son.

      Overcome by a sudden onslaught of insecurity, Rose dropped her gaze. “He mentioned it to Lady Danbury.”

      Despite the lovely gown, the money in her purse, and the fact that she was sitting in an awe-inspiring theatre awaiting the second half of a world-class concert, the reality of her true position in life came rushing back to squelch any different ideas she’d begun to form about herself. Who was she to be sitting beside the Countess of Ravensdale, calling her Josephine, of all things?

      Conversation hummed all around them, but it barely registered as Rose’s own insignificance reared itself into her awareness. She was an imposter, a phony.

      “I worked as a maid—at the Tipping Pot Inn—on the edge of Cheapside.”

      Rose turned to stare at the countess, who was gazing directly ahead, almost as though she’d spoken to herself.

      Rose had known that Rome’s mother worked and yet for some reason she had pictured the woman as a teacher, or a governess. That would not have been possible, however, for a married woman with children.

      “It was the only employment I could find. Broderick barely made enough for one to live on, as an apprentice to another solicitor. We had no choice.” She shrugged.

      “Your parents?” Rose could not help but ask. This woman had been a maid?

      “Merchants in a small village near Brighten. I have nine brothers and sisters.” She finally turned and smiled at Rose. “Broderick did not marry me for my dowry. It would have been best if we could have waited until he could set up his own office, taken on clients of his own. But that was not possible either.”

      At Rose’s raised brows, the countess nodded.

      Rose could not have been any more taken aback had the woman told her she’d committed murder. This woman, this most elegant and confident lady, married to the Earl of Ravensdale, had gotten herself with child, out of wedlock, and then been forced to work as a maid.

      “Do not allow your past to define your future.” She met Rose’s gaze meaningfully.

      It was the last chance they would have to speak as the room fell dark and the conductor returned to his podium.

      After that, a numbness crept through Rose’s limbs causing the spectacular music that filled the room to fade into insignificance. Josephine’s words ought to mean something to her, she knew it logically.

      And yet…

      She shook her head. Josephine did not act as though she was a maid. She held her head regally. Her speech was refined.

      Rose felt as though she’d separated from her own body, as though she might step back and look at herself through a stranger’s eyes. A girl with dark hair and dark eyes. She wore fine clothes and yet looked slightly uncomfortable as she sat beside the self-assured countess.

      She was no longer chaste and yet she remained unmarried. She was a maid, and yet she was not.

      Who was she?

      Ursula Rosamond Waring.

      In what felt like only seconds, the crowd erupted in applause and everyone rose to their feet around her. She’d missed the entire second half of the performance.

      Who am I?
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      Rose and Margaret’s visit to Raven’s Park was scheduled to come to an end in six days’ time. They’d stayed for six weeks and would be leaving for London the following week. Lady Hawthorne and her husband and the baby were scheduled to depart as well for the earl’s estate, which was being rebuilt after having burned to the ground just before they’d married.

      Rose could hardly believe so much time had passed, and she would miss Josephine and Natalie, Rome’s two brothers who occasionally made appearances, Stone and Peter, and even Lady Sheffield.

      She would miss her time spent in the music room. Hours and hours that she’d taken to remind herself that there was in fact “more” to life than pressing dresses, styling hair, and tidying up after Penelope.

      But London beckoned, and Margaret was eager to open up the townhouse bequeathed to her from her late husband’s estate, and, as she bravely suggested, to begin her life anew.

      She’d declared that it was vital they meet with Madam Chantal, London’s most exclusive modiste, and order their new wardrobes in a timely fashion so that they would be able to wear them at the beginning of the Season—at Danbury’s expense, of course.

      Rose made a few attempts at protesting the necessity of such a cost, but Margaret merely waved her off, stating that she would not enjoy it nearly as much if she were to be forced to only order new gowns for herself.

      “As soon as Garrett and I have inspected the progress at Maple Park, we will join the two of you in London. I already am missing both of you.” Natalie flipped through a fashion magazine while the other ladies present idled away the afternoon crocheting and embroidering. Rose had brought down one of the gowns she’d been wearing of Penelope’s so that she could repair the hem. She did not feel right leaving such work for Hazel to attend to. She’d learned that the girl’s duties were not limited to attending to Rose. She was also required to assist below stairs with the laundry.

      “Are you expecting guests today, Mother?” Natalie set the magazine aside to peer out the window.

      Josephine rose to take a look for herself. “Not that I know of. Perhaps Broderick invited a few of his associates? I cannot keep track of that man’s endless business dealings.” But then she raised a hand to her mouth and gasped. “Rome!”

      Rose would have stuck the needle clear through her finger if she hadn’t been wearing a thimble. Natalie jumped up with a squeal. “But who is that with him?”

      They had not been the only ones to hear the impending arrivals. Lord Ravensdale appeared in the doorway looking sturdy and arrogant and not at all surprised. Rose had only had a few occasions to speak with him and he was always kind, but he did not say a great deal. He quite reminded her of his son before she’d come to know him better.

      Although not as tall as Rome, he carried himself with confidence that did not imply arrogance.

      “He’s brought Wesley with him,” he announced, staring at his wife and holding a missive in one hand. “The boy’s grandmother has passed. I only received Darlington’s letter this morning.”

      “Oh, dear.” Josephine covered her mouth with one hand and then turned to face the other four ladies in the room. “Our grandson!”
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      “All of this is yours?” Wesley hadn’t spoken a great deal as they’d neared Raven’s Park. And Rome hadn’t pressed him. The boy was holding up surprisingly well although he’d not spoken much about losing his grandmother.

      In an odd twist, the Thrush outbreak amongst the herd turned out to be an ironic godsend. Wesley’s uncle, John Clapper, whom Rome had become slightly acquainted with, had not seemed to care one way or another for his animals’ health. The man drank.

      Which had given Rome the opportunity to get to know his son. No better way to do that then to toil together with a common purpose. They’d labored side by side until every single sheep was walking and grazing comfortably. It had not been easy work or clean work, for that matter. But they’d come to, if not truly know one another, respect one another.

      And that look of resentment in his son’s eyes had turned to one of cautious trust.

      From the moment Rome set eyes on John Clapper, Rome had determined he’d have a presence in his son’s life. Not just financially, but as a parent; one who offered security, affection, and guidance. He didn’t give a damn what people said, he would bring the boy home with him and Wesley would be known as his son.

      Surprisingly enough, when Rome made his decision known to Wesley, his son had not argued the point.

      The tired look in Wesley’s eyes belied that too much responsibility had fallen on him since Mr. Creighton’s death. For such a young man, he’d grown cynical, accepting of less than his due. Too tired for his age.

      “It belongs to my father,” Rome answered. Raven’s Park would someday belong to Rome, but he did not like to imagine the circumstances that must transpire for such a transfer to occur. Nothing that was entailed could ever go to Wesley. Rome was already mentally considering an unentailed property that his father might be willing to set aside for Wesley when he completed his schooling.

      “Why aren’t you married?” Wesley asked.

      “Not for lack of trying.” Rome chuckled ironically. The disappointment he’d felt when Eliza jilted him didn’t compare to the devastation he’d experienced upon Rose’s rejection.

      The young man, for truly, Wesley was no longer a boy, stared across the road at him. “Grandmother always said you would marry the daughter of a duke, or another earl, and that it would likely be arranged by your father.”

      Rome grimaced. “I had hoped to marry for love.” He would not dissemble with his son on this. He was coming to realize that the more he shared his thoughts, his ideas, the more Wesley opened up to him.

      “The one who jilted you?” Even Wesley knew about his supposedly secret engagement. Rome shook his head.

      “That was another lady, last Christmas.” And then he laughed at himself. For all his infernal title and seemingly endless wealth, he’d been brought to his knees by a penniless lady’s maid. “The lady I wish to marry has turned me down. But I still have hope… What about you? Have you broken any hearts yet?”

      Wesley smiled sheepishly with a sideways glance. “Only a few. When I left Harlow Point. But none that have touched mine.” After riding a few minutes in silence, the boy asked, “Did you love my mother?”

      Rome stiffened. This was a question he ought to have seen coming. He contemplated answering in the affirmative, but no. He’d decided he was not going to lie. His son deserved the truth, at the very least.

      “She was beautiful,” he responded. “And sweet. In truth, though, I hardly knew her. But I cannot say our affair was a mistake. Everything happens for a reason. I believe you provided great comfort for your grandparents.” He stared hard into eyes that reminded him of his own. “You are the reason, Wesley.”

      His son held his gaze for all of twenty seconds before he blinked and looked away.

      “And what of this other one, the one who refused you?”

      The answer to this question ought to be an easier one. Rome had loved Rose.

      God help him, he still did.

      The fact that she’d not believed in him still left him feeling raw. Wesley’s question was simple enough. Why did the answer feel so complicated?

      “You’ll have to marry eventually, though, won’t you?” Wesley persisted as they neared his father’s home.

      “I have three brothers and any of them could take over when I pass. So, no. I don’t necessarily have to marry.” Although his parents might argue this point with him. When Pierce had arrived in Wales, he’d carried the unfortunate news that the rumor had not only persisted but was apparently spreading beyond his personal acquaintances. His mother had received more than one concerned note from her Society friends.

      Owning up to a son ought to squelch the notion, although Rome hadn’t even considered it in his decision to bring Wesley to Raven’s Park. He certainly didn’t want the boy to think that it had any bearing on his decision to bring him there.

      “Do you think they will like me?” For the first time, his son allowed some of the uncertainty he was feeling to show through, if only by asking such a simple question.

      Rome considered his family. “They’re going to love you.” He didn’t doubt it in the least.

      “Even though I’m a bastard?”Rome hated the word, and yet,  it was the truth. Wesley was a bastard, but he was also Rome’s son. Rome intended to go forward with an emphasis on the latter.

      He didn’t get a chance to respond, however, because at that moment the doors of the large Georgian Manor that Rome had considered home for most of his life flew open and both his father and mother appeared on the steps.

      Natalie and Aunt Eleanor followed.

      Along with Lady Asherton. And if his eyes did not deceive him, standing beside her was the woman who’d broken his heart.

      At first, he wondered if he could be mistaken. She had changed her appearance.

      Her hair was not pulled back into a tight knot. Instead, it was pinned up loosely so that a few curls draped onto her shoulders and soft strands caressed her cheek.

      She was not a mirage. Like a blow to his gut, seeing her stole the breath from his body.

      She’d declined his offer of marriage, claiming that she could never fit in, and yet she stood beside Lady Asherton wearing an attractive gown for all the world as though she’d known his family her entire life. What game was she playing?

      Rome dragged his gaze away from her. Not only had she refused his offer of marriage, but she’d also refused his love.

      She considered herself beneath him. Rome hardened his heart. If that’s what she wanted, then so be it. She was a nobody. She was a servant.

      He would treat her as though she was any other lady’s maid.
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          Family

        

      

    

    
      The young man riding beside Rome could be none other than his son; lean, dark hair, serious eyes. He’d finally done this. He’d followed his heart and would be a father to his son. How could she be anything but happy for him?

      And although he appeared tired, no one could miss the determined set of his jaw, nor the pride in his expression as he rode alongside the young man who looked so similar to himself.

      She wanted to drink in the sight of him, of Rome, but at the same time wished herself anywhere but there. This ought to have been a moment for family only.

      Turning to Margaret, she sensed the other lady felt the same. Both of them stepped backward but could not return inside without making something of a spectacle of it.

      The men drew their horses to a halt and dismounted with ease and two stable lads immediately led their mounts away. Rome’s son gazed up at the splendid manor in what could only be awe. The clenched fists at his sides belied his nervousness.

      He only dropped his chin when Rome set his hands upon his shoulders and guided him toward the steps where Lord and Lady Ravensdale stood.

      Josephine dropped the hand she’d been holding at her mouth and blinked away what Rose assumed must be unshed tears. She would not wish to make the boy uncomfortable with an unwanted show of emotion.

      Rome’s son may have been born on the wrong side of the blanket, but he was also the spitting image of his father.

      “Mother, I’d like to present to you my son, Wesley Creighton, Wesley, this is my mother, your grandmother, the Countess of Ravensdale.”

      It had been six weeks since she’d heard his voice and the memory of his last spoken words to her nearly had her knees buckling.

      Rose swallowed hard while watching the young man shake hands with Lord Ravensdale. For a moment, the earl glanced up, met Rome’s gaze and then nodded almost imperceptibly.

      In approval.

      “And my sister, your aunt, Lady Hawthorne.”

      “I insist you call me Aunt Natalie!” The young woman showed none of the restraint her mother had, which Rose felt to be absolutely perfect. Aunts and uncles ought to be the ones who get to break a few rules.

      “Lady Asherton.” Rome turned toward the shadows where she and Margaret had attempted to disappear. “You are looking as lovely as ever.”

      Margaret dropped into a perfect curtsey. “You have been on the road far too long, My Lord.”

      He’d seen Rose, of course, he’d seen her. He had assumed she was present as Margaret’s maid. Her breath caught in her throat. He’d always acknowledged her before, in one form or another.

      “You remember Miss Waring.” Margaret attempted to remedy his ‘mistake.’ Of course, he remembered her. Margaret knew that he did. He’d nearly drowned himself in a half-frozen lake in order to save her life.

      When his gaze landed on Rose, however, those blue eyes turned cold. And before she could even acknowledge him, he skimmed his gaze over her dismissively.

      He barely nodded before turning back to Margaret. “Thank you, My Lady, for your kind understanding. I hope you’ll accept my apology for my absence when I’d intended to be here to entertain you. My brothers have accompanied you when the need arose, in my absence?”

      He’d never caused Rose to feel so very low as he did in that moment. At a loss, but determined to maintain her dignity, Rose stepped sideways to where Wesley stood awkwardly with Lord and Lady Ravensdale.

      Josephine and the earl, Rose would have wagered, were more nervous than the boy.

      “I hope you had a pleasant journey,” Rose spoke into the awkward silence that had fallen between the young man and his grandparents.

      Josephine spurred to life, introducing Rose, appearing almost flustered.

      “The journey was long but we had good weather.” Rome’s son hesitated and then bowed somewhat awkwardly. “Miss Waring,” he added.

      “The weather can certainly add to the weariness of travel.” Rose smiled to herself, remembering other recent occasions in which she’d had to resort to this mundane topic of conversation.

      He shoved his hands in his pockets sheepishly and glanced around. “My grandfather would have loved the stonework here.”

      That was when she noticed the sadness. Nothing about this would be familiar to the young man. He’d lost everything that was familiar, everything that was home to him. “I’m so very sorry for your loss.”

      Josephine added her sentiments as well. But then added, “You must be tired, and hungry? Would you care to wash up first or would you rather eat first?”

      Josephine, a former maid, who was not cowed by any of the grand dames of the ton, was obviously shaken to meet her nearly grown grandson unexpectedly.

      Wesley looked to Rome for guidance. Such a simple question and yet he was so far out of his element.

      “We’ll take tea while a chamber is prepared for my son.” Rome appeared as serious as ever. Somehow, Rose doubted he’d be adding any sugar to his drink today.

      Margaret and Rose excused themselves at that point and only after scampering away from the emotional meeting, leisurely climbed the stairs to the upper floors.

      “That poor boy,” Margaret said in a hushed tone. “To lose everyone dear to him in such a short span of time.”

      “But he has his father now,” Rose could not help but point out. A father who could make a world of difference in Wesley’s life. He would give him something the boy’s grandparents never could.

      Although they had cared for him, and had likely loved him, they’d guarded him from being known as the Lord’s bastard son, a position they’d thought would not be worth enduring, in exchange for knowing his own father.

      “He does,” Margaret agreed. “It appears he is not going to hide the boy. Is that wise, do you think?”

      Rose drew in a deep breath. She was far too familiar with the notion of living in one world and yet belonging in another. “He’ll feel out of place, for a time,” she ventured. “But if he feels enough acceptance, from not only Ro— the viscount, but from all of the Spencers, I believe he’ll feel comfortable as time passes. I’m not certain he’ll ever fit in completely. Do you think Society will receive him?”

      The two ladies entered Rose’s chamber. “Shall I order tea for us? I know we just took some with the countess, but I’m always up for another cup. That way we can leave the family alone to… work out their new situation for the remainder of the afternoon.”

      Without awaiting Rose’s answer, Margaret tugged at the bell pull and then took a seat. “It is possible Society will accept him. He has a great deal to learn, though. But he is handsome, and his family, ignoring his illegitimacy, has tremendous wealth. With support from the earl and countess, it is not out of the realm of possibility.”

      Rose contemplated all of this and dropped onto a high-backed cushioned chair. “His background will not matter, then?”

      “You would be surprised at what barriers can be broken when the rich and powerful are behind you.”
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      Rome’s father folded his hands on the desk in front of him and scowled. “I only wish you would have done this from the very beginning, when he was a child.”

      Mrs. Winston had taken Wesley to the chamber she’d had prepared, leaving Rome alone in his father’s study to face his parents.

      “But he seems to be bright. Of course, all of our grandchildren cannot help but be intelligent,” Rome’s mother opined, standing beside his father’s chair, her arm upon his shoulder.

      “He’s more than intelligent, he simply requires proper schooling.” Rome had no apologies for bringing Wesley home with him. “The Headmaster at Eton is more than willing to make arrangements for Wesley, with a rather sizable donation, of course.”

      “Of course,” his father agreed. “We’ll hire a tutor to work with him until the beginning of the next term. Do you plan on remaining at Raven’s Park for any set amount of time?” This last was said somewhat cynically.

      “Pierce has taken care of that already. A Mr. Bernhard will be arriving any day to begin Wesley’s schooling.” Rome didn’t comment on how long he intended to remain at Raven’s Park.

      Rose was here, damn her.

      “There is another concerning matter that we must discuss as well. The rather disagreeable rumor that’s going around.” His father’s scowl deepened as he stared at some papers spread across his desk.

      “We know there is no truth to it.” His mother looked anxious. “Although, admittedly, it has taken on a life of its own.”

      “I gave it no heed, initially, when I got wind of it last spring.” His father groused. “But damn it all to hell, Rome, someone has it out for you. One of my exporters has inquired whether you would be involved in our next shipment. He expressed concern.”

      “Language, Broderick.” Rome’s mother frowned in his father’s direction before turning back to Rome. “This could be resolved so very easily, my dear. Lady Asherton is such a lovely young woman, and Natalie told me you had already expressed your interest in her to Lord Danbury.”

      Rome had no intention of pursuing the woman. Only… “This ridiculous gossip is affecting business?” Dash it all.

      “Of course, I told the impertinent blighter to go to hell—”

      “Broderick,” his mother interrupted, only managing to deepen the furrows in his father’s brow.

      “We will no longer be doing any business with The Coventry Shipping Company.”

      Rome scrubbed a hand down his face and released a deep breath. “How long is she here for?” His parents would assume he was speaking of the widow. But if Rose was here as Lady Asherton’s companion…

      He knew he’d hurt her earlier. She’d met his eyes at first, questions in hers, almost as though they remained friends who cared about one another. But he’d not allowed himself to soften. She’d dropped her lashes submissively after that. He’d had to bite down on the desire to lift her chin and give her reassurances.

      He’d treated her like a maid. Worse.

      “They are scheduled to leave following church services on Sunday. Perhaps Lady Asherton can be persuaded to extend her visit. I’m sure it would only take a few encouraging words on your part.”

      “It would be convenient if we could shut these rumors down,” his father added.

      “Are you willing to offer for her? She’s such a delightful young woman.” His mother smiled encouragingly.

      He’d not intended to have much to do with either of his mother’s two guests. There was no way he could marry Lady Asherton. He had not promised Danbury an offer, thank God. Rome prided himself on being a man of his word.

      As for Rose…

      He’d been angry for weeks. And hurt. And confused, damn it all.

      “You cannot marry me.” She’d not had the courage to meet his eyes when she’d refused his proposal. “You would regret it right off. I’ve no connections, no dowry. And what of any children we would have? They would suffer the knowledge forever that their mother was a servant.”

      Had she really believed this?

      Her reasoning was not enough for him. Rome would not allow the opinions of others to dictate his most important decisions. If that was why she’d rejected him, he needed to know for certain.

      And if he could overcome her objections…

      “Rome?”

      He jerked his chin up. Of course, they would expect some sort of answer from him. “I’m… open to the idea.” Hell, he had promised Danbury that he’d court the woman. To do so, however, without having any intention of making her an offer, would be unfair to the widow herself.

      Rome noticed an unusual gray tinge to his father’s complexion. He’d been ill over the winter and it showed. As always, his parents’ expectations weighed heavily. There was Wesley to consider as well. Rome refused to allow a rumor such as this to reach his son’s ears.

      He needed to come to a decision.

      “You will speak with her, Rome?” His mother couldn’t hide the concern in her voice.

      Rome’s mother had never failed him. In all his life, she’d always done what was necessary for the good of her children.

      “Yes,” he answered. “I will speak with her.”

      Only it was Rose’s image who came to his mind.

      If he was courting Danbury’s sister, there was no way he could offer for Rose again.

      “We’re dining formally this evening. I don’t imagine your son has any proper clothing?”

      “Most assuredly not.”

      “I’ll have Mrs. Winston locate something from Joseph’s old room. Will Pierce be able to assist him?”

      Pierce hadn’t exactly been pleased to take Wesley on but seemed to be coming around. Rome clenched his jaw at the memory of his valet’s initial response. But then it had been Pierce’s idea to bring on Mr. Bernhard. The tutor would assist Wesley with both comportment and dress. Rome nodded.

      He himself was covered from head to toe in dust, and likely smelled little better than his horse. “If you’ll excuse me then?”

      His mother nodded and his father glared at him solemnly.

      “Rome.” His father’s voice stopped him before he could step out of the study. “It’s untrue. I know it as well as you. But we cannot take it lightly. Tread carefully.”

      Rome nodded and left without another word.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          Four more days

        

      

    

    
      Despite his best efforts, Rome couldn’t keep from watching Rose. Before getting to know her, he’d been fooled by her apron and position. He ought to have known to look beneath the surface. And when she was invited to take the evening meal with his family, he oughtn’t have been surprised. She’d come as Lady Asherton’s companion and his mother would not be a high stickler.

      He’d been taken aback, nonetheless, to see her dressed for dinner, chatting with his mother and sister. Furthermore, a feeling of discomfort nagged at him when Stone escorted her into the dining room.

      He’d grown accustomed to the separation of their positions.

      Dressed formally, she sat with a perfect posture, knew all the rules of dining, and in an odd attempt to soothe his mother’s nervousness around Wesley, Rose steered the conversation with ease. Rome poured himself a glass of wine as he contemplated all of this.

      “The centerpiece is beautiful, Josephine.” Of course, she’d know just how to placate his mother. “You’ve managed to achieve the symmetry you told me about, the balance.” His mother had become passionate about her flower arrangements since she’d become the Countess of Ravensdale. It was obvious Rose had become a good friend to her during the weeks she and Lady Asherton had stayed at Raven’s Park.

      For all of two minutes, he’d been concerned she might embarrass herself. But she would not, quite the opposite. She had, in fact, been raised in a genteel fashion. It was obvious in posture, her conversation… her very essence.

      Wesley had been seated beside Rose. On his son’s other side, at the head of the table, Rome’s father.

      “Tell us your impression of Wales.” His Aunt Eleanor pressed Wesley. “I’ve never visited the area, myself, and wonder if is worthwhile to do so.”

      “The language is difficult, although my uncle sometimes spoke to me in Welsh, I’ve only managed to learn a few words.” His son did not meet Lady Sheffield’s eyes as he spoke but rather stared at his food. Rome had considered holding off on any formal gatherings until Mr. Bernhard could work with the boy but felt it best to begin as he intended to go on.

      Wesley frowned as he stared at his plate but then grasped the outer spoon, as was proper etiquette. As the meal wore on, conversation became less fixated on the newest member of their family, in general, and to Rome’s surprise and satisfaction, Wesley even smiled on occasion.

      And if Rome had not been staring at Rose almost to the point of rudeness, he would not have realized that, as each course was served, Rose, in a most discreet fashion, was showing Wesley which utensil to use and what to do with it when he was finished. In this small way, she’d done more than anyone else to ensure that his son was comfortable. Not that it mattered, in the grand scheme of things, but the bolster to Wesley’s confidence could only help him to feel more at home here at Raven’s Park.

      How was it that she fit in so well amongst his family and yet couldn’t see herself as his wife? He must have been mistaken in believing she felt the same as he did. Resentment chilled his heart more and more each second he watched her.

      Toward the end of the meal, apparently unable to ignore his stare any longer, she lifted her chin and met his gaze boldly,

      “My Lord.” She set her fork across the top of her plate. “I hope your travels were uneventful. You were missed dearly, after your early departure from Summers Park.” Her comment, in his ears, sounded almost like an accusation.

      Missed? Surely not by her.

      “I could not bide my time unproductively any longer.” He couldn’t drag his gaze away from hers, despite himself. “I had important business to attend to.”

      Her nostrils flared. Ah, he’d angered her earlier today. Had she so quickly forgotten how she’d responded to his proposal? Had she thought he’d hang around like a lovesick puppy until the end of the party? That he’d prostrate himself time and time again, begging her to marry him?

      Rome lifted his glass of wine as though to toast her. “Then again, there were certain amusements I regret relinquishing. But those can be had another time. At another party.”

      Conversation all but halted around them. And no wonder. She’d been acting as lady’s maid at Summers Park and everyone present would know this. What reason would she have to comment upon his early departure? To chastise him for it, even?

      “But of course. Gentlemen such as yourself find amusement for a short while but cannot be expected to commit for an extended duration. It would be foolish to expect anything else.”

      By God, was she accusing him of insincerity, right here, in front of his parents and his sister as though they were discussing the weather?

      Part of him wanted to strangle her and the other part…

      “Do add this to your crumpets, My Lord.” She held up a bowl of lemon-flavored clotted cream. “One must partake of such delicacies when the opportunity arises.”

      He could not decline; she’d already lifted the bowl and was holding it across the table for him to take.

      He was aware of his father watching him with a curious expression. Even Wesley had stopped eating.

      “Thank you, Miss Waring.” His hand brushed hers as he took the bowl and he was surprised that her touch still sent a shooting heat through him. His declaration of love had been an impossible one. He’d been quite deluded to ask her to elope with him. “Once or twice is fine, as long as I don’t make a habit of it.”

      Hopefully, he was not already addicted. She would remain at Raven’s Park for four more days. Longer if he convinced Lady Asherton to extend her visit.
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      “In the purest sense, you have never been a traditional lady’s maid to Penelope, have you, Rose? I know she confided a great deal in you.” Margaret had followed Rose into her chamber when the family members excused themselves for the night. Rose didn’t normally mind, in fact, she enjoyed the other woman’s company, but tonight her head was pounding. She wondered if the megrim had been brought on by suppressing her emotions all evening.

      Except for those few moments.

      She’d spoken to him too boldly at the table.

      “Rose?” Margaret’s voice broke into her ruminations. “Are you unwell?”

      Rose blinked and forced a smile. “A little tired, I suppose. Come sit here and I’ll brush out your hair.”

      “You don’t need to do that; you know that I could have Molly do it for me.” But she’d crossed the room, nonetheless, to sit at the vanity. “Viscount Darlington hinted that he’d like us to remain at Raven’s Park longer.”

      Rose stilled the brushing motions and met Margaret’s eyes in the mirror. “What did you tell him?”

      “I told him that, although I wished that we could have become better acquainted, you and I had made appointments, had commitments in London and could not delay.” She frowned. “If a gentleman is truly interested in a lady, he ought to prove it through his actions, more than just his words. You do not mind, do you, Rose? There is a pianoforte at my home in Mayfair. Did I tell you that? I know you have enjoyed your stay here a great deal. Lady Ravensdale seems especially taken with you.”

      “So, you did not decline his request because you do not wish to become better acquainted with him? You refused because you wish him to prove himself?”

      “A lady must never make it too easy for a gentleman. He’ll quite take her for granted if she does. And if he does not put forth extra effort in his courtship, then it’s highly unlikely that he would put forth much effort in a marriage.”

      Rose separated Margaret’s hair into three separate sections.

      Rose had declined Rome’s proposal and rather than talk with her again, or even tell her goodbye, he’d abruptly departed from the house party.

      If she hadn’t enough reason to doubt his declaration of love before, this gave her further reason to feel justified in her refusal.

      He’d barely spoken to her today. In fact, his behavior had bordered on rudeness. She’d not planned on doing anything to draw his attention, let alone at the table, in front of his mother and father and a handful of others. But more than once, she’d caught him staring at her broodily. And she’d just…

      She’d been hurt. He’d dismissed her explanation for her refusal at Summers Park as foolishness. He’d chosen to become angry with her without giving any consideration to her reasons.

      That naïve girl inside had wanted to accept his proposal the moment he uttered it. She easily could have imagined a life with him, bearing his children, taking on his troubles, sharing life’s celebrations.

      But they would have had to sneak away. And then he would have been forced to hide her from his family, his friends. But worst of all…

      When she’d told him no, he’d not bothered to try to understand why.

      “I agree with you, Margaret,” Rose finally said as she tied off the long braid. “And I’m quite looking forward to London.”

      Would he follow them in order to court Margaret?

      Would he remain at Raven’s Park?

      She would not hope he had any notions concerning her any longer. She seemed to have been a passing fancy.

      She’d been right to reject his proposal. Likely, he’d have tired of her already.

      “You’ve been to London, often, have you not? With Penelope?”

      “Since her first Season. We traveled there for ten years in a row.”

      “Rose.” Margaret turned to stare at her thoughtfully. “I have been thinking. London is not going to be nearly as… accepting, as the Ravensdales have been of your… change in status. And I do so want for you to participate in the festivities with me.” She tapped her finger against her chin. “Would it bother you if I were to introduce you as my dear friend, Miss Ursula Waring? Let us make no mention of your acquaintance to Penelope or of the name Rosie. With some changes to your hair and your new wardrobe, I doubt anyone will make the connection. I believe that it will be easier for you to assimilate if we don’t draw attention to your former status.”

      “What if someone recognizes me? Wouldn’t such a deception prove to be worse?”

      “I suppose it could be. But it’s not as though we are going to lie. We are simply going to omit a few details.”

      Rose had already experienced the discomfort of being caught between two worlds. She’d much rather pretend to be in one than continue straddling two. “What of Lady Hawthorne?”

      “I’ll speak with her. Most of the guests who attended Cortland’s house party are sitting out the Season this year. No. I really think this will be for the best.”

      Rose nodded slowly. It wasn’t as though she’d be impersonating somebody else. Only her former self, really. “I think you might be right. What can possibly go wrong?”

      What indeed?
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      Rome stepped out of his father’s study and closed the door behind him. Early morning meetings with the Earl of Ravensdale had never proven to be positive experiences for him. His father articulated his concerns with considerably less restraint when his mother was not present, and he’d held nothing back on this particular day. Another investor had expressed some reluctance causing his father to demand that Rome commit to a course of action.

      A commitment in which Rome wasn’t prepared to make.

      Rome rubbed the back of his neck. He’d promised Wesley a tour of the estate later today but it was early yet.

      As he glanced down at his timepiece, the sounds of music floated down the corridor. It was not a cello but the pianoforte. Rome paused enough to recognize the familiar composition. It was one of Beethoven’s pieces: “Moonlight Sonata,” hauntingly familiar, played with emotion.

      Natalie played the pianoforte often but not with this sort of discipline.

      He closed his eyes and allowed the tune to float over him.

      “I spent many hours at the pianoforte before I left home.”

      He’d heard the yearning in her voice but not paid heed to it at the time. With a force comparable to gravity, the desire to see her drew him to the end of the corridor. Once outside the door to the music salon, not wanting to interrupt, he pulled it open just enough so that he could confirm that it was her.

      She faced him but had her eyes closed. Back straight, she knew the keys by touch.

      Rome knew in that instant that which he’d suspected before. In every sense of the word, this woman—this talented and refined person he’d come to know—was a genteel lady, not Rosie, but Miss Waring. “When you call me Miss Waring, not Rosie, and not girl, you speak to her. To me.”

      What had she told him?

      “I am a servant on the outside, but on the inside, I am still Miss Waring. I am still… me. And there are days when I feel I am losing myself, losing that person inside.”

      Rome studied her from across the room. Had she lost a part of herself when she’d become a servant? Was this why she’d refused him? His heart skipped a beat.

      If that was the case, he wondered, was it possible she could find it again?

      She must have sensed his presence, for she opened her eyes and her fingers faltered. She did not smile at him in welcome, nor did she give him permission to enter.

      He’d treated her horribly the day before.

      “I did not mean to interrupt. You play beautifully.”

      She dropped her lashes. “Your mother was kind enough to give me permission.” When she went to rise, he halted her with his hand, allowing the door to close behind him as he strode across the parquet floor.

      Once beside her, he caught a whiff of her scent. Not floral tones but sweet and clean ones.

      Various sheets of music were propped in front of her. “You have played often throughout your visit?” Unable to resist, he lowered himself onto the bench beside her.

      She eyed him warily but did not get up to leave.

      Instead, she resumed her playing. “I’m surprised you’ve deigned to acknowledge me today. Or did you need me to fetch something from below stairs for you, My Lord?”

      Rome winced. “You made me angry,” he admitted, fascinated to see this side of her.

      Her chest heaved, and he watched as a delicate pink flushed her cheeks.

      “I cannot believe you have the audacity to be angry with me!” she finally answered. The volume of her playing increased. “I have been honest with you from the beginning.”

      “As have I,” he pushed back. “And yet you chose not to believe me.”

      “You refused to listen to my reasons.” She eyed him with a frown, still playing flawlessly. “Why are you here? Perhaps you wish to withdraw your mother’s permission for me to play.”

      “For God’s sake—“

      “Language,” she cautioned him. Genteel indeed.

      She’d spent far too much time with his mother, he decided, upon hearing the familiar reprimand. He wanted to smile but somehow did not think she’d see the humor.

      He cleared his throat. “I am glad Mother suggested you make use of it.” He flicked his gaze downward to where her fingers traveled toward the higher registered keys. “In fact, I wanted to thank you for assisting Wesley at dinner last night.” That lump returned to his throat at the mention of his son.

      So many emotions threatened to overturn his calm. What had happened to the boring and predictable man he’d been over the past decade?

      “It was nothing,” she furrowed her brows as she concentrated on the music.

      “Will you stop a moment and listen to me?”

      She did as he asked but continued staring at the keys.

      “It was not nothing.” Rome’s voice sounded louder in the now quiet room. “He’s scared. Everything familiar in his life has been taken away. I thought to take him back up north, but the home he grew up in belongs to another family now.” He’d discussed all of this with her before and she’d somehow reassured him. Was it so much to want to talk with her today? “At least he’s somewhat familiar with Harlow Point. His grandparents’ cabin sat directly adjacent to the estate.”

      But Rose held herself stiffly, almost as though she’d built a wall of some sort around herself.

      He missed her, damnit. “Please, Rose, won’t you talk to me?”

      She closed her eyes for a moment and then opened them again. He should not have bothered her.

      “No.” The sound of her voice surprised him. And then she turned to face him. “You were not wrong. It was good of you to bring him here. Your parents… they will find their way with him. As will Natalie and your brothers. As you have begun to do.”

      His heart began beating again. “I hate that he is a bastard. I hate that I cannot give him my name.”

      “But you will give him everything else.” Her calm words cut off his doubts. It was exactly what he’d vowed in his own mind over the duration of the journey from Wales.

      Tall windows lined the wall and he stared outside. The sun was shining but he knew it would be brisk. He’d missed this. Simply talking with her.

      Footsteps sounded in the corridor. The household was rising. “Will you walk outside with me?”

      “We should not be alone. Rome. It is different here. We cannot—”

      “A path circles the lake. We will only walk.” He fully expected her to refuse him.

      Something he ought to be quite used to.

      She did not move from the bench and her eyes took on an unusual shine.

      “Will you forgive me?” he added. “For my behavior yesterday?” It had been stupid on his part.

      She blinked away what he thought might be unshed tears. “You hurt me. I did not expect that.” And then she lifted her eyes to meet his. “Not from you.”

      She might as well have shoved a knife into his heart.

      Rome took her hand that was closest to his and lifted it to his lips. Touching her felt right. He inhaled her scent, feeling more whole than he had in weeks.

      “It will never happen again,” he vowed. “I promise.”

      She searched his eyes, and then, as though coming to a decision, withdrew her hand from his and slid off of the bench.

      “I need to fetch my coat.”

      He exhaled. “I’ll wait here.”

      “You need a coat too,” she said over her shoulder as she slowly approached the door.

      “I’ll wait here.”

      He watched her walk away, unwilling to move. Afraid, almost, that if he did, she would not return.

      There were things he needed to tell her. Questions that needed answers.

      He did not rise from the bench until the door opened again.

      She’d changed into a pair of warm boots and wore the same coat she had worn at Summers Park. The same one she’d worn the day they’d gone to the gamekeeper’s hut together. But a different scarf. Her scarf had been red that day, when he’d buried his face in it and his cock had been buried inside her.

      “You did not get a coat for yourself.” She frowned.

      “This jacket is wool.” He felt warm enough in her presence. Hot under his cravat, in fact. He wanted to talk with her but that didn’t mean he’d grown impervious to her other attractions.

      “I don’t want you to fall ill.”

      He dismissed her concerns. “I’ll be fine.” He took her hand and pulled her toward an exit that most visitors did not know existed. One of the windows was, in fact, a door.

      When they stepped outside, he wasn’t sure if the invigoration he felt was caused by the cold or by her. The air stung his cheeks, but he ignored it. The black of his jacket would absorb the heat of the bright sun. “This way.” A nearby path wound around the house and would eventually lead them to the manicured forest.

      He pulled her behind him until the trail widened. By the time they were able to walk abreast, he’d nearly forgotten all that he’d wanted to say.

      Simply being with her, as it had since that first night in her chamber, lent him a certain peace. It was new, and yet familiar. How many times had he walked with her like this? Conversation wasn’t necessary. She allowed him to simply… be.

      And yet time was not on his side.

      They had been hiking at a brisk pace, through the trees, to eventually ascend one of the rolling hills that surrounded Raven’s Park.

      “I’m going to have to marry, Rose.” He did not look at her as he spoke. “That damn rumor has taken on a life of its own. One of my father’s investment partners is threatening to back out of a project they’ve been working on for months. If he does…” He shook his head.

      “Ha!” she said from behind him. “It could not be more untrue.”

      God help her if anyone overheard her adamant defense of his sexual preference.

      “You first heard of it from me,” she pondered his dilemma aloud. “It was spoken of mostly amongst the servants. I am certain of that.” They stood beside one another, staring out at the view. “Perhaps it was an outrider who mentioned it to me? Or a footman. Perhaps if we could identify the source, we could put a halt to it.”

      The source no longer mattered. At this point, his best hope was to pour water on the fire, so to speak. And the only way he saw that happening was if he married.

      “I’m so sorry. I cannot imagine why anyone would do something so cruel.”

      “It is done.” Good lord. It simply needed to stop. He tilted his head back and closed his eyes. “I don’t want my son to hear of it. He’s been through enough.” Would Wesley ever come to trust him if he heard such a rumor? This concern worried Rome far more than the damn investors.

      “He cannot hear of it,” she asserted. Rome opened his eyes again and caught her scowling ferociously.

      He’d not expected her to become angry on his behalf. It wasn’t necessary. Far greater inequities existed for her to rage against.

      Their gazes locked but then she turned her face away from him again. “Lady Asherton and I are going to leave for London on Monday. I will send word if I discover anything that might be of assistance to your… situation.”

      Ah, yes. London.

      “She informed me of her decision last night.” Like a glutton for punishment, he’d wanted to keep Rose at his parents’ estate for as long as possible now that he was here. “And you shall experience all London has to offer. You are no longer a lady’s maid.” He drank in the sight of her, if only her profile. His chest tightened at the proud lift of her chin.

      “It is only temporary.”

      “It looks good on you.”

      At his words, she sent him a halfhearted smile. “Only for the Season.”

      The urge to brush his lips along the curve of her cheek nearly choked him. Rather than give in to it, he lost himself in the warmth of her eyes. “I miss you, Rose.” He’d not intended to admit so much to her. Neither of them had brought up his proposal again.

      “It was good that you went to Wales. It’s obvious he needed you.”

      But at the time of his departure from Summers Park, Wesley hadn’t been foremost in his mind.

      “I imagine so.” Her rejection still stung. “And you? You do not regret your answer?”

      At her silence, he stepped forward and wound his arms around her from behind. “It does not have to be this way. Look at you. You are wrong, Rose. I would not hide you away.”

      But she shook her head. Even so, she turned in his arms to face him, her own working their way around his neck. “I missed you too. But… it is for the best.” She buried her face in his chest.

      “Damnit, Rose.” How could she deny something that felt so perfect? He lifted her chin and the sadness in her eyes set his resolve.

      This wasn’t over yet.
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      “This isn’t necessary!”

      “As you’ll be accompanying me, I absolutely insist you wear nothing but the latest fashions. Besides, it wouldn’t be half as much fun getting poked and prodded alone.” Margaret lifted her hands in the air at the same time the seamstress at Rose’s feet urged her to turn to the side.

      They’d been in London for over a fortnight and just when Rose believed they had enough gowns, hats, gloves, pelisses, and shoes for the Season, Margaret thought of something else. Or she saw a new design and just had to have one, which meant that Rose did as well.

      This was most definitely not the same woman who’d rejected the parasol and gloves in Exeter over Christmas.

      “It’s been so very long,” Margaret had told her. “It’s as though I had forgotten how to enjoy myself.”

      And how could Rose argue with that?

      Margaret had even begun adding a spoonful of sugar to her tea. She’d chastised Rose for it once, and Rose had insisted Margaret try it for herself. She’d jokingly sworn Rose to secrecy, touting that if word were to get out that she practiced such a frivolous habit, she’d never be taken seriously by any of her friends again.

      Upon arriving in London, Rose had been somewhat overwhelmed by the majestic exterior of the townhouse that Margaret’s late husband had bequeathed to her upon his death. Even Margaret had seemed impressed when the carriage slowed to a halt in front of the Georgian-styled building set less than half a block away from Hyde Park.

      She’d been there once before, she explained to Rose, but she’d been so despondent from her husband’s passing that she’d not taken note of any of the details.

      As the days passed, they’d fallen into a routine of sorts, walking in the park every afternoon just before tea and reserving their mornings for shopping.

      They would veer tomorrow, however, as London’s finest hairstylist, Monsieur Jean Luc De Lacroix, would arrive shortly after the nuncheon to work his magic on both ladies’ less-than-fashionable coiffures.

      Margaret had decided that if Rose had her hair cut, there would be less chance of anyone recognizing her as Penelope’s maid.

      Furthermore, the Stanhope agency would send two of their best lady’s maids to No. 25 Culross Street promptly at eight o’clock the following mornings to serve while Margaret and Rose resided there. With only two days left before the Willoughby’s Ball, the official launch of the Season, they still had plenty to accomplish.

      The pseudo-charade for Miss Ursula Waring would begin on that night.

      “A missive for you, My Lady.” Margaret’s most proper butler stood at the door. “From his lordship, Viscount Darlington. He asked that I give it to you without delay.”

      “Bring it here, Chadwick.” Margaret gestured toward the pins. “In fact, hand it to Miss Waring to read,” She shrugged in Rose’s direction with both hands held out, making her body into the shape of a T. “Do you mind, Ursula?”

      Another change Rose had yet to accustom herself to. Even her own parents had never called her by her given name.

      Feeling rather as though she was opening something she would rather not read, Rose cracked the seal and scanned her eyes along the script. The handwriting reminded her of a box of chocolates.

      “My dear, Lady Asherton,” she began aloud. “Please accept my most abject apologies for not coming to London sooner. Business and personal matters required my attention at Raven’s Park. I arrived at Burtis Hall late yesterday and would be honored if you would allow me to escort you for a drive tomorrow at the fashionable hour. If I do not hear any objection from you, I will come round tomorrow afternoon to collect you. Yours, Darlington.”

      The gown Rose was wearing seemed to have tightened around her chest. He was going to do it. He was going to marry Margaret in order to put an end to the dangerous rumor.

      Margaret.

      Rose had yet to hear of anything untoward about the viscount, but as Miss Waring, she hadn’t spent anytime downstairs, where gossip was ripe.

      Margaret’s gaze met Rose’s eyes. “He came.”

      “You will allow him to court you, then?” Rose asked. “Please, not so tight,” she begged the lady pinning the dress behind her.

      “It looks lovely, though.” Margaret eyed the high waist of Rose’s gown. “You will join us, of course. Anything else would be most improper.”

      “Oh, but Monsieur Jean Luc—”

      “Will be quite finished with us by then. It’s a perfect opportunity, really. Most everyone is in town already and the park will be teaming with Society’s finest. By the time we’ve made a pass or two, everyone will be clamoring for an introduction to my dear friend, Miss Ursula Waring.”

      Rose smiled weakly. “If you say so, Margaret.”
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      The well-known hairstylist did not make any major changes to Margaret’s long hair but whatever it was that he did made it appear shinier, smoother.

      He showed no such restraint when he turned his attention toward Rose. In fact, she wondered if she was going to have apoplexy as she watched long strands of hair fall onto the floor. With the first few snips of his scissors, she had to force herself to breathe. When tears threatened, Margaret placed a glass of wine into her hand.

      “It’s going to be beautiful,” Margaret reassured her.

      Rose had not had her hair cut since… She could not remember when, although, for most of her adult life, she’d kept it hidden beneath a cap of some sort.

      She took a long gulp of the wine, and then another. The warmth that settled inside gradually stopped her shaking, and she began to think more positively about the experience.

      A woman was so much more than her hair, she told herself. She consisted of her spirit, her life, the love and caring she gave to others. She watched in the mirror as Jean Luc clipped, fluffed, and even curled with a heated wand, until the final effect actually had her smiling. Discarded strands of her once long and slightly wavy ebony hair lay abandoned on the floor.

      Rose touched the newly curled ends self-consciously. The style was short, but it framed her face and caressed her neck. When she turned her head from side to side, the short hairs barely brushed her shoulders.

      The new style was… freeing. She felt as though she was saying goodbye to her former self, goodbye to Rose. The style was simple and perhaps a little rebellious.

      “Well, what do you think, Ursula?” Margaret grinned back at her from the mirror.

      “I like it.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Instead of driving his curricle, Rome had ordered the barouche readied. If Miss Ursula Waring was to make an entrance into Society, as he guessed Lady Asherton intended, she might as well do it in style.

      With the hood collapsed and pulled by a fine set of bays, the vehicle managed to attract a fair amount of attention on its own. As the horses came to a halt outside of Lady Asherton’s stately townhouse, Rome’s heart skipped a beat at the thought that he would also see Rose again. It had been just over two weeks since he’d held her at the overlook on that cold morning. It had been far too long since he’d made love to her or even kissed her.

      Lady Asherton had responded to his missive stating that both she and Miss Ursula Waring would be more than delighted to drive with him through Hyde Park the next afternoon. Natalie had told Rome about Lady Asherton’s hair-brained idea before he’d left Raven’s Park. The deception concerned him, but he’d he would not give her away.

      His sister had insisted that Rose would likely attract more marital prospects if it was not known that she’d ever been in service. It made no sense to him. Rose had plenty of allure on her own. Too much, in fact. She needn’t pretend or play games.

      Besides that, she was not in need of any marriage prospects.

      “Lord Darlington?” the butler read Rome’s card aloud. “I will inform the ladies of your arrival.” Although the servant comported himself with all manner of propriety, he seemed to study Rome curiously for a moment before turning away, which immediately brought to mind the damn rumor.

      “I do hope that scowl is not for us, My Lord,” Lady Asherton said from the top of a wide and elegant staircase. The widow wore a bright yellow gown and had her hair swept up into a sleek chignon. She really was a beautiful woman.

      The lady behind her, however…

      Rose.

      “Your hair!” She looked… breathtaking; lighter, younger, and yet more sophisticated.

      “Do you like it?” She’d halted at the balustrade, looking somewhat hesitant, but at his words shook her head in what he could only describe as a flirtatious manner.

      Rome swallowed hard. “I loved it long, but… it’s beautiful.”

      “She barely resembles her former self, would you not agree, My Lord?” Lady Asherton glanced between the two of them and commented sweetly, “I do believe that Miss Ursula Waring shall take the ton by storm.”

      Rome’s gaze traveled over the woman who, by all rights, ought to be his. He did not want her to take the ton by storm. He wanted her to be embraced by Society, yes, to enjoy herself and feel as though she belonged, but he did not relish the idea of her being wooed by other gentlemen. Was it selfishness that drove his resistance to this scheme or might it be something else?

      His traditionally cautious nature?

      Perhaps some of both.

      “We shall see,” he muttered, his gaze unable to stray from the new version of this woman.

      She’d added some color to her face, her cheeks, her lips, and her lashes seemed longer and darker than he knew them to be. And the bodice on her dress dipped lower, revealing cleavage he’d only viewed while they were alone.

      “I do hope you didn’t bring a high–flyer, My Lord. We are in the mood for a lazy ride, are we not, Miss Waring?”

      Rose lowered her lashes and he noticed something in the hand not holding the railing: the parasol he’d purchased for her. And covering those hands, the gloves.

      He swallowed hard, realizing that this day may very well represent something she had dreamed about for years.

      “A lazy drive it shall be, then,” he announced. “Although I make no promises once we are inside of the park, and you realize, I hope, that the slower we drive, the more conversation we’ll be required to make?”

      “Is that not the reason a lady goes driving in the park in London, during the springtime?” Lady Asherton laughed as the butler held the door wide. Rome offered both arms to the ladies, but only Lady Asherton accepted his escort.

      “Oh,” Rose exclaimed as she stepped outside in front of them. “It is beautiful! And it is going to draw a great deal of attention. Perhaps I ought to remain—"

      “It’s perfect,” the woman beside him declared. “Absolutely perfect.”

      Rome handed each of them into the comfortable seats and then climbed in himself. In a surprising turn of events, Lady Asherton lounged sideways on the backward-facing bench, making it awkward for him to sit beside her. With no other choice, he dropped onto the seat beside his Rose.

      Miss Waring, that was, Miss Ursula Waring.

      Rose opened the lace parasol and angled it out the side of the vehicle, effectively hiding her face. She jumped nervously as the driver turned the barouche onto the street.

      “We’d hoped to see you sooner, My Lord.” Lady Asherton seemed to be eyeing him closely. “But I will not complain, now that you are here.”

      The lady was not playing the coquette with him. He was no young pup that he did not know the difference between friendly indifference and subtle flirtation. But what then? By all rights, he was supposed to be courting the widow.

      “I appreciate your understanding, My Lady.”

      “Tomorrow night is the Willoughby Ball. May Miss Waring and I depend upon you to escort us? It’s always so much more enjoyable when a lady isn’t forced to arrive without escort.”

      “Ah, but of course. It would be my honor to convey both of you. Will you reserve me a dance? Or two?”

      Lady Asherton flipped open her fan and waved it below her chin. “We’d be more than happy to, would we not?” She stared meaningfully at Rose.

      “Oh, but—”

      “You may partner Miss Waring for the first set and the supper dance.” she declared. “I, My Lord, do not intend to dance.”

      She most definitely was not flirting. She was acting almost as though she was Rose’s chaperone.

      She knows.

      Had she realized all along and only pretended to welcome his suit? She’d brought Rose with her to Raven’s Park. And now to London. She’d insisted the drive include Rose, and now she was filling up her dance card for her.

      “But of course.” Was it possible he had an ally in winning Rose’s hand? “I shall be most honored.”
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      Hordes of elegant individuals crowded Hyde Park forcing their driver to slow the vehicle to a crawl as they entered the fray. The slower pace tempted Rose to request that they turn the vehicle around instead. It was not yet too late. If she was going to change her mind, now was the time to do it.

      But Margaret was already waving at acquaintances and marveling at how much she’d missed such outings. Birds flew about and chirped in the trees, flowers bloomed, and all around them, ladies shrouded in confidence and poise chatted with one another and flirted with nearby gentlemen.

      The maid inside of Rose cowered in terror. She wasn’t ready for this.

      “Lady Asherton! So wonderful to see you this year.” A plump motherly-looking woman in a black landau waved eagerly in their direction. Rose drew the parasol lower upon her head when she realized who the lady was.

      “You are looking lovely, as usual, Mrs. Tiddle.” Lady Asherton nodded. “Miss Waring convinced me it was time to reenter Society. But wherever are my manners? Mrs. Caroline Tiddle, may I present you to one of my dearest friends, Miss Ursula Waring of Land’s End. Mrs. Tiddle’s husband was Lord Asherton’s solicitor.”

      Penelope and Mrs. Tiddle had made their come outs the same year. Rose had followed the two debutantes around at least once a week for the entire Season.

      “A pleasure to meet you, Miss Waring.” The woman’s eyes seemed curious, but she quickly flicked them back to Margaret. “My condolences on the passing of your mother.”

      Margaret thanked her, and then the vehicles, moving in the opposite direction, separated. Next rolled up a tall curricle with a very young-looking man and an even younger-looking lady dressed in pastels. It seemed that Margaret’s absence from Society over the past few years had done nothing to lessen her popularity.

      Over the next hour, Rose was introduced to no less than fifty people as they made the circuit, and although she recognized at least half of them, not a single person’s face registered recognition of her.

      Which was reassuring, but also… unsettling. She glanced around and noticed a few maids sitting on the back of vehicles or walking behind their mistresses, heads down, wearing clothing designed to make them appear invisible.

      Every one of them was somebody’s daughter or sister. They had feelings. Each had reasons to smile and reasons to cry. But in the eyes of this world, they only mattered in that they nodded and did their employers’ bidding. Did they not deserve to be acknowledged just the same as the ladies they fetched and carried for?

      “A resounding success!” Margaret declared as they exited the park. Although No. 25 Culross Street was nearly adjacent to the park, the driver had exited on the opposite end and so they had a ways to go before arriving home.

      Rome had been sitting beside Rose, quietly for most of the time. On a few occasions, he’d discreetly taken hold of her hand and squeezed it reassuringly. For instance, when they met the Duchess of Monfort and her sister-in-law. The Duchess was Penelope’s cousin, Abigail, and Rose had met her on more occasions than anyone else.

      Even Abigail, the Duchess of Monfort, failed to recognize her.

      “A visit to Gunter’s before I return you to Culross Street?”

      “Not today, My Lord,” Margaret answered quickly. “Lady Sheffield, yes, Lady Sheffield is going to… um… show me the latest knitting technique. Miss Waring, however, would be more than happy to accompany you.”

      “I was unaware that knitting was such a progressive pastime.”

      This was the first Rose had heard of a pending visit from the grande dam.

      Margaret shook her fan at him in mock rebuke. “Are you well versed then, My Lord, in the mechanics of knitting?”

      He smiled in some sort of satisfaction. “I am not, and my most abject apology for finding humor in such an industrious pastime.”

      “Apology accepted.” Margaret smiled smugly, causing Rose to glance from one of them to the other. Was she missing something here?

      Rose should not be spending any time alone with him. He was chocolate in human form. And as for eating additional sweets today, the modiste would have conniptions if her waist expanded any further. She’d obviously jinxed herself when she’d declared that she got away with her passion for pastries, for in the short time that she’d been in London, she must have gained half a stone.

      But the prospect of not only spending time alone with Rome but also having an ice at Gunter’s was not one she would allow to pass.

      Looking far more relaxed than he had a moment ago, Rome turned and smiled in Rose’s direction. “Do you like the ices at Gunter’s, Miss Waring?”

      “You have had them, haven’t you?” Margaret queried.

      “I have.” And she craved them from time to time. Was that what he’d become to her? A craving? A guilty pleasure that would ultimately serve her no good?

      “My favorites are strawberry and lime. I don’t suppose you could bring one back for me?” Margaret suddenly looked regretful upon contemplating the delights she’d chosen to forego.

      “Why don’t you just come with us? Leave a message for Lady Sheffield?” Rose suggested. It wasn’t fair that Margaret should miss out.

      “I will do my best to transport one of each flavor back to you unmelted,” Rome inserted before Margaret could respond.

      Unexpected warmth flooded from Rose’s head to her toes. He wanted the two of them to go alone.

      And tomorrow evening, she would dance with him.

      Twice.

      Was it possible he hadn’t given up on her? She couldn’t allow her thoughts to drift in such a direction. Her time at Raven’s Park, and now, here in London, seemed to be transforming some of her beliefs about herself.

      But they might be an illusion. As she’d told Rome that day in the music room, all of this was only temporary.

      The driver turned onto the short street where Margaret’s house was set and then brought the barouche to a smooth stop. The manservant posted on the front step dashed across the walk to open the door.

      Margaret waved at them from the door as they pulled back into the street.

      As they drove away, Rome’s hand settled amongst her skirts, enfolding hers warmly. “I had my doubts about this charade but now that you seem to have pulled it off, I believe it only fitting that you celebrate.”

      His touch both comforted and confused her.

      “I was certain that Abigail—the Duchess of Monfort—would recognize me right off.” She turned her hand and he slid his fingers between hers. Even wearing gloves, the intimate gesture stole her breath.

      “My thoughts exactly. But she didn’t even blink.” He turned and met her gaze. “None of this is necessary, you know. You needn’t pretend to be somebody else.”

      Was this what had bothered her since the idea had been conceived? “Sometimes I almost believe that,” Rose began, feeling that tight squeezing in her heart. “For instance, when I’m alone with you.” He had a way of being too good to her, of making her trust that she mattered.

      He didn’t answer right away but merely stared at her, and then beyond her, almost sightlessly. “I’m no more than what you see. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you all along.”

      “But you are Darlington. And you will be Ravensdale.” These were facts that could not be changed. “We are in London and both of these facts do, in fact, make you into something more.”

      “And yet,” he glanced down to where his gloved hand grasped hers, “I am flesh and blood. A bullet would strike me down just as easily as any other man. My heart,” he stared into her eyes again, “is just as easily captured.”

      Although they were rolling along a noisy street, vendors shouting from the sidewalks and other vehicles moving beside them in the opposite direction, Rose noticed none of it. In fact, she would not have noticed if the world stopped spinning at that moment. She was caught by the conviction in his voice. And by his eyes. They did not lie.

      He couldn’t truly love her, could he? Was it possible his declaration had not been made on a whim? Unable to bear the emotions charging between them a second longer, she glanced at the parasol in her lap. She wanted to believe him. She wanted to believe it was all possible.

      Why couldn’t she?

      Not because of his looks; she’d been pursued by handsome men before and learned that handsome on the outside could hide ugliness within. She slid her gaze up to study him. He represented all she’d imagined in a husband as a young girl but then later believed did not exist. Such a dream, she’d convinced herself, was a fairy tale—a fantasy. After all that she’d gone through, especially after Elias, she’d given up on those dreams.

      Was she wrong?

      A spark of something terrifyingly close to hope ignited in her heart.

      And not because he was a viscount, or wealthy, or charming, but because the person sitting beside her was so very genuine, so very precious.

      A shadow crossed his face when she didn’t respond right away.

      “Did Wesley travel with you to London?” she asked quickly, afraid to believe his words but not wanting to sour the mood between the two of them.

      “My mother thought it best he remain at Raven’s Park. Experience a Season after he’s had a year of schooling under his belt.”

      “Your mother is a wise woman.” Rose couldn’t help but agree, relieved that she’d not angered him. “How is he doing? How was he when you left?”

      “He is… cautious.”

      “Like his father.” Rose couldn’t help but smile.

      He was not an incautious person. She’d heard Penelope laud his serious nature for as long as she’d known of him. But since she’d become acquainted with him, he’d acted impulsively on more than one occasion.

      What if he had not been acting hastily when he’d told her he loved her?

      Her heart leapt at the thought.

      “I think the term my brothers prefer to describe me with, is boring.” He was something one did not find often: a self-deprecating aristocrat.

      “Never boring.” Her voice rose in defense of him.

      They’d pulled up in front of the popular and bustling Tea House. “Ah, here we are.”

      “I’ll set you and the miss down here, milord, and drive around for half an hour, if that’s all the same to you. Unless I can find a place to park, but it doesn’t look promising.”

      Rome had jumped down and leaning inside, offered Rose his hand. “Give us ten minutes, John.” He turned to Rose. “Miss Waring?”

      He’d called her that at Christmas, when she’d been wearing one of her older dresses with an apron.

      She grasped his hand with one of hers, the other still clutching the parasol. If necessary, she could hide behind it, although she was beginning to trust that she would not be recognized.

      “Thank you, My Lord.” His hand felt solid and dependable in hers. Surprisingly, she hardly recognized any of the elegantly clad people milling around the entrance. Tucking her hand into his elbow, Rome maneuvered them to the counter where he ordered lavender and orange for Rose and the two Margaret requested.

      “You aren’t having any?” Hadn’t he learned a thing? She leaned forward and caught the clerk’s attention. “Add another lemon, please. And an additional strawberry.”

      “Wench,” he whispered behind her ear. “I don’t eat ices.”

      All she could do at such nonsense was shake her head in disbelief before accepting the small cups to juggle between the two of them.

      “You see what you’ve done now?” He laughed. “Six ices and only four hands between the two of us.” And yet he managed to hold two in each of his hands.

      “I hope we can get these to Margaret before they melt.” Rose licked one of hers.

      She followed him back outside and they were lucky in that John came cruising slowly along the road. After handing the ices back and forth and holding up traffic for a few minutes, they sat beside one another on the bench, trying each other’s ices and doing their best to keep Margaret’s from making a mess.

      “Margaret will be sorry for this idea when she sees my gown!” Rose could only laugh. The small cones were made up of paper and the sticky concoction was already dribbling down her hand.

      She did not laugh, however, when Rome caught hold of her wrist. “You missed some.” Then he had her blushing to her roots when he flicked his tongue along the edge of her glove. She remembered other things he’d done to her with that tongue. Another time when he had tasted her.

      They were driving now, but passengers in other vehicles could easily see.

      “You mustn’t, Rome.”

      What would people say? All of the gowns that had been made up—the day’s introductions, her hair—all of it would be ruined if someone were to see her doing something untoward.

      Something in the way she pulled away erased the warmth from his expression. Those blue eyes of his that seemed almost black sometimes turned an icy blue.

      “Is it because you are in search of a husband? Is that what all of this is about?” He gestured with his hand at her gown, her hair. His eyes stared pointedly at her rouge-colored lips.

      “I’m not searching for a husband!” But wasn’t that what Margaret had continually referred to? Rose’s prospects? “I am not opposed—”

      “To anyone but me?” He scowled outright, dropped her hand, and leaned away.

      Rose could not leave their afternoon at that. “I am not here to find a husband. I am here so that Lady Asherton can find a husband. You are supposed to be courting her, and might I say that you’re doing a rotten job of it?”

      She taunted him, wanting—needing— to know where he stood. Was he only toying with Rose now? She didn’t wish to be the object of his games. She needed to know if he merely flirted with her for sport, as gentlemen often did, or if there was more to it.

      Because she was beginning to believe in him.

      “I am not courting Lady Asherton! For God’s sake, Rose. I came to London for you. Only you. Did you think I would leave my son so soon for any other reason? When are you going to take me at my word? What is it going to take for you to believe in me?”

      And that was when the truth hit her.

      It wasn’t him she did not believe in.

      It was herself.

      “I…” She struggled to find the words to explain inexplicable emotions, but her mind went blank. Had the ten years she’d spent as Penelope’s maid altered something deep within her soul? She’d not always doubted herself like this. She’d once been confident and well-liked. When they’d been in school together, she’d had numerous friends—friends who were the daughters of wealthy landowners, daughters of titled gentlemen.

      “I believe in you, Rome.” Barely a whisper, she finally got the words out just as they pulled up to Margaret’s impressive townhouse. He met her eyes and she hated that he seemed distant now, cautious.

      At last, he let out a deep breath. “I have been thinking about why you refused my proposal. I’m not so obtuse as to not consider what you had to say on the matter. That you have legitimate fears.”

      Rose lifted her brows.

      “One has a tendency to do far too much thinking, especially when riding one’s horse for hours at a time crossing half of England.”

      “And?” she pressed. Needing to know what he was thinking. He never ceased to surprise her.

      “And I think you had some valid points.” She lifted her brows even higher at his admission. “But…”

      “But?” Was she actually feeling hopeful? Margaret’s ice was rapidly dripping out of the cup by now.

      “If we’re—” He glanced down at her dress, where the liquid from the sticky concoction had made a tidy little pool. “Blast and damnation.” He pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and began dabbing at the mess.

      “It’s fine.” What were you going to say?

      Instead of absorbing the ice, he’d managed to somehow increase the size of the stain to at least twice what it had been before. And when he swiped at it again, he inadvertently dumped the other cup onto the seat. Rose sprang to her feet and Margaret’s manservant arrived to open the door. “We’ve made a mess in here, Chadwick!” She indicated the cups of ice. “Will you send out a maid with some cloths?”

      The efficient servant nodded and disappeared as quickly as he’d arrived.

      Realizing the futility of any further attempts to clean up the mess on his part, Rome moved to the opposite bench and stared at the ice all over his hands in frustration. “My apologies, Rose.”

      But... What had he been going to say to her?

      She smiled weakly at him. “I’ll be sure to add your name to my dance card for tomorrow’s ball?” Perhaps he’d changed his mind.

      His eyes softened when he smiled back. “The first dance and the supper one. I shall look forward to both, my dear Miss Waring.”

      “As shall I.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          He is downstairs waiting

        

      

    

    
      Rose knew all about the Willoughby Ball. Practically every year for the past decade, she’d helped Penelope go through the ritual of preparing for the highly anticipated event.

      Of course, Rose had never attended. In fact, she’d never once met the Willoughbys nor set foot in the Willoughbys’ Mayfair mansion.

      Penelope had always made a point to rest in bed for at least two hours in the afternoon while Rose inspected whatever dress they’d selected, and shoes, and undergarments before ordering tea and small sandwiches brought up, since supper was not served until almost midnight.

      Today it was Rose who found herself lying in her bed, in the middle of the day, not even pretending that she was going to be able to sleep.

      She’d barely accomplished anything before Margaret had insisted she return to her chamber. Sharing breakfast and then taking a short walk around the park with Margaret did not count as accomplishments. Neither did such a strenuous task of soaking in a bath of heated water infused with lavender oils.

      And yet, now, she was expected to rest. Of all things!

      It would be her first ball. She’d attended a few country assemblies before she’d become Penelope’s maid, but those had been held in the local village and barely thirty or so people had ever attended. Besides, she’d only been a girl.

      Hundreds of London’s most elite citizens had been invited to this event.

      It was a London Ball!

      She closed her eyes and tried to steady her breathing.

      Rome was to escort them and then would lead her onto the floor for the first dance. She wasn’t nervous about the dancing. She’d learned all but the waltz when she’d been in school and Margaret had hired a dancing master to come and teach her twice a week since they’d arrived.

      No, it was not the dancing that concerned her.

      He needed to marry.

      Margaret had even mentioned as much, saying that Lady Sheffield had expressed her concern the day before. Not that anyone who knew him believed the rumors to be true, but the suggestion of such impropriety on his part had already been damaging.

      Rome had to extinguish the fiery tongues before the errant rumor hurt Wesley.

      “I’m not courting Lady Asherton! For God’s sake, Rose. I’m here for you.”

      Rose rolled over in the bed and hugged her knees.

      “When are you going to come to accept this? What is it going to take for you to believe in me?”

      She did believe in him. From the very beginning, she’d known he was different than other titled gentlemen.

      He’d gone from the child of poverty-stricken parents to the heir to one of England’s wealthiest estates. And rather than become a spendthrift and a man of leisure, like so many other titled gentlemen, he’d focused upon his responsibilities wholeheartedly.

      Until this past Christmas.

      He’d lain with a lady’s maid. And then he’d offered her marriage.

      He told me he loved me.

      She turned over again and stared at the ceiling. The memory of him dabbing at the spilled ice on her gown and then becoming frustrated with himself as he realized he’d only made it worse brought a smile to her face.

      She loved him.

      And then she sat up.

      I love him.

      But what reason could he possibly have to love her?

      Aside from the obvious physical gratification that they’d shared, she’d wasn’t sure what she had to offer him.

      She would find out tonight.

      She would ask him.

      A combination of fear and excitement hummed in her veins. Perhaps he would ask her again.

      And if courage somehow discovered her, perhaps she’d give him a different answer.
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      “Miss Waring? Miss Waring? It’s time to wake up, we must begin preparing you for the ball.”

      Rose blinked open her eyes, surprised that the sun no longer shone brightly into the room and Beth, the maid sent over by the agency, was hovering beside the tall bed. “Tea and meats with cheese and bread.”

      The significance of the occasion slated for tonight came roaring back at Rose as she caught sight of her gown laid out on the chair nearby, along with shoes, a fan, and carefully washed and pressed undergarments.

      “I cannot believe I slept so long.” Stretching, she glanced at a clock on the mantle and breathed a sigh of relief that it was only just past five.

      “Perhaps it was the bath,” Beth reassured her as she held up a dressing gown for Rose to slip on. “Once you’re finished with tea, I’ll do your hair, unless you prefer I apply the paints first?”

      The next few hours passed in a dreamlike fog. Beth combed and curled and pinned Rose’s hair and then lightly dabbed rouge on her lips before assisting her into the gown designed specifically for this very special ball. Made of a pearlescent white, the fine silk shone luminescent beneath a silver lace overlay embroidered with tiny stars. Despite the cut, her hair was just long enough to be loosely swept atop her head and pinned into an artful array of swirling braids with jeweled pins that sparkled like diamonds.

      Turning from side to side, Rose exhaled in awe upon examining the final effect. A few silken curls curved around her chin and although they looked to be naturally placed, Rose knew Beth had created the effect most deliberately.

      She felt like a princess. She did not look like Rosie or even Rose.

      Rising from the cushioned bench, she swirled around and glanced at the back of her gown in the mirror.

      It was beautiful.

      Too beautiful.

      She would not be recognized as a lady’s maid, she was most certain, but she would most definitively not be invisible. She would be noticed. In this dress, made up so artfully, her look demanded to be noticed.

      “Stunning.” Margaret stood at the door, looking quite elegant in a ruby red gown, her own hair pinned into a tight chignon at her neck. “We shall make quite the splash, if I say so myself.”

      “It’s too much, Margaret.” Rose bit her lip as she stared at herself in the mirror. “The dress, the hair, all of it.” Ice had replaced the blood in her veins. “I can’t do it. Someone will remember me.” The terror that had been hiding behind excitement since she’d woken from her nap crashed into her mercilessly.

      “No one is going to recognize you. And it is not too much. It is merely a lovely dress on a beautiful woman. It is you, Rose. Nothing is going to change the fact that you were never meant to be a maid. You were not born to enter service, regardless of your clothing, your residence or your official station. You, my dear, always have been, and always will be, your father’s daughter, Miss Ursula Waring.” She stepped forward with something in her hands. “One more thing.” Pearls; the same silvery-white color of her gown.

      “Oh, but I cannot—”

      “Hush.” Ignoring Rose’s protests, Margaret stepped across the room, draped the cool smooth jewels around her neck, and locked the clasp behind her. “Just remember who you are.”

      Rose lifted her fingers and ran them along the smooth stones before letting out a deep breath. “It’s time?”

      “He is downstairs waiting.”

      Rose did not need to ask who “he” was. It could only be him. Rome. For her, it always had been, and she was beginning to believe, it always would be.
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      Rome’s breath caught in his chest when Rose appeared at the top of the stairs, but somehow, he knew that to praise her appearance effusively was not what she needed. He merely held her gaze and nodded.

      “I will be the envy of every gentleman in attendance tonight.” He directed the comment toward Lady Asherton as both women gracefully descended. Rome took the lace wrap from Rose’s hands and carefully settled it upon her shoulders while the butler did the same for his employer.

      She wasn’t trembling beneath his hands, for which he was grateful. She was stronger than either of them realized. Her sense of purpose and strength were part of what had drawn him to her initially.

      God, but she was stunning tonight. If he didn’t know better, he’d believe her to be royalty, a duke’s daughter at the very least.

      He would ask her to marry him again, when the moment felt right. How many of these balls had he attended and reluctantly made an appearance out of duty alone? Not inclined to gamble, he’d avoided the card rooms and made himself available to dance most of the sets, as was his obligation. He’d done so out of a sense of duty, not expecting to enjoy himself, not feeling any of the magic that hovered in the air tonight.

      Perhaps it was simply Rose.

      She was the magic.

      The temperate breeze stirred the cool night air as he handed Lady Asherton into the carriage and then turned to Rose. With the merest touch, they communicated a thousand words. She was nervous but also feeling brave. She did not smile, but she held her head proudly. Rome stared back into her eyes and promised anything she needed.

      She’d thought that he would hide her away, that he’d be ashamed of who she was. She needed to see, to know, that he’d stand proudly beside her and bludgeon anyone who dared not treat her with respect.

      Whatever her status.

      Something had started between the two of them that first night he’d stumbled into her chamber. An awareness, an unbreakable connection. Even when he’d left Summers Park, she’d never been far from his thoughts. Hell, she’d taken over his heart.

      “Have you forgotten something, Ursula?” Margaret asked in concern from inside the carriage, breaking the trance they’d both fallen into.

      Rose shook her head slightly, and Rome released her into the carriage before climbing in behind her. This time he sat across from both women. He could drink her in this way.

      She stared back at him and that feeling of connection returned. Reading her eyes brought back memories of the day they’d spent together in the cabin. Such a memory would never be enough. He wanted tonight. He wanted tomorrow.

      He wanted forever.

      Her eyes assured him that she felt the same.

      She only blushed and turned away when she remembered they were not alone.

      No one spoke as the driver embarked upon the short drive to the Willoughby mansion. They could have easily walked, but it would not do to arrive at such an affair on foot. They’d wait in line with all the other coaches, some with crests, others without, but all of them cleaned and polished for the occasion.

      “Lady Willoughby’s granddaughter is making her come out this year. I remember meeting her at a house party when she was just a girl.” Margaret finally broke the silence as though this evening was the same as any other. As if Rose had attended a thousand balls.

      Seated beside her, facing forward, Rose smiled weakly but then peered out the window. They’d arrived, and the driver was taking their place in line.

      It was a considerably long line.

      Margaret chuckled. “ I do believe this is going to be something of a crush.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          Miss Ursula Waring

        

      

    

    
      People were staring at her.

      They’d been standing in the reception line for nearly ten minutes already, their hosts just now coming into view. The fragrant night air could not have been a more perfect temperature and yet Rose thought her limbs must surely be frozen. Dancing would be impossible if she had no sensation in her arms and legs.

      Or if her brain remained locked down in a state of fear.

      “Lady Willoughby. May I present to you my dear friend, Miss Ursula Waring.” The touch of Rome’s hand at her back, along with Margaret’s words of introduction, spurred her to life.

      “My Lady.” Rose dipped into a curtsey.

      Lady Willoughby nodded regally in a manner that Rose imagined the queen herself would envy, but then the woman seemed to study her. “You’re lovely, my dear. How can this be your first Season in London?”

      Rome had dropped his hand, but knowing he was there, standing behind her, calmed her fears. “I was needed at home.”

      “Miss Waring’s mother has been ill.” Margaret frowned sympathetically as she elaborated upon the excuse they’d settled upon weeks ago.

      Lady Willoughby’s gaze shifted to just beyond Rose’s shoulder.

      “You’re looking lovely, as usual, My Lady.” Rome stepped up and bowed.

      “Darlington? Er. Such a pleasure to have you here this evening. How is your mother?” Oddly enough, she’d taken a step backward and gestured toward Lord Willoughby. “Chester?” She caught her husband’s attention. “Did you see that Lord Darlington is joining us this evening?”

      Likely over eighty, the Earl of Willoughby’s back hunched so much that he was forced to stretch his neck upward in order to avoid staring at the ground. He glanced up and he scowled. “You and I need to talk, Darlington. Perhaps at Whites? Tomorrow, eh?” Concern showed in his knowing eyes.

      “It would be my pleasure.” Rome’s expression turned stoic. It must be the rumor again. It had gone beyond a foolish annoyance into the realm of possible danger.

      Rose forced herself to smile when the earl’s clouded eyes landed upon her. “And who is this lovely young lady?”

      “Miss Ursula Waring.” It was Rome who made the introduction this time. She experienced an almost visceral response when he spoke her name. It made no sense, and yet it made all the sense in the world.

      Once the introductions had concluded, their trio strolled along the marble corridor, past several pedestals bearing statues, to the ballroom entrance.

      Rome escorted Margaret to the majordomo who then stood in the threshold and announced them in a booming voice. Margaret sent Rose a reassuring smile, took Rome’s arm, and they disappeared inside.

      Rose swallowed hard, moved forward, and when the herald leaned toward her, somehow managed to give him her name in a voice that wasn’t shaking.

      This was the moment she’d feared ever since Margaret suggested this ridiculous idea. Rose took one step forward, held her breath, and allowed all the spectacle of such a moment to wash over her as the tall and stately servant’s voice boomed, “Miss Ursula Waring.”

      Raising her chin, she entered.

      Candles flickered everywhere: in sconces on the walls, on tables in flower arrangements, and most dazzling of all, hundreds had been carefully placed, and then ignited, in the magnificent chandeliers hanging from an elaborately painted ceiling.

      How could something so deadly also be so beautiful?

      Warmth spread through her, melting the ice-cold she’d felt since their arrival. Without paying heed to the onlookers’ stares, Rose delicately lifted her skirts and descended the rounded staircase to the parquet floor. When she stepped off the last stair, the murmurs in the room registered in her ears at last, reminding her, oddly enough, of the sensation she’d had when Rome pulled her out of the icy cold water. Air flooded her lungs and a sensation of well-being lent her a new thirst for life.

      She was not Rosie. She belonged to no one but herself. If only for this Season in London, barely a few months—if only for tonight—she was Miss Ursula Rosamond Waring once again.

      Her father’s daughter.

      Locating Rome with her eyes, she found him standing beside Margaret but watching her. Was it possible that he’d recognized this in her all along? Since she’d opened the door to her chamber that first night, he’d seen her, Rose, the person rather than the maid.

      The woman.

      He bent his head to say something to Margaret and then strode across the space between them. “Are you breathing now?” he teased as he tucked her hand in his elbow.

      “Oh, Rome. It’s beautiful. All the candles. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      He glanced up and grimaced. “Lady Willoughby is known for them.” When he stared at her again, however, his lips parted. “You’re the only light I need.”

      She wanted to laugh, to tap him with her fan and accuse him of flirting. But Roman Spencer, had not been, nor ever would be, a flirt.

      “That gown positively glows beneath these candles.” Margaret approached with two ladies, she announced, that she’d known before her marriage. Conversation came easily enough to Rose. She commented on the decorations, the flowers, the most fashionable modiste, and if none of that sufficed, the weather. She listened and nodded and smiled and thanked those who complimented her hair and dress.

      Gentlemen sought her out as well. Some older, some younger. She was glad she’d already written Rome’s name on her dance card, for within half an hour, the remainder of the dances had been claimed.

      Laughing with Margaret, she turned to be pleasant as two other gentlemen approached. One unfamiliar but the other a face she’d wished never to see again.

      “Lord Linde, may I present Miss Ursula Waring. Ursula, Elias Grayson, an old friend of our family, Baron Linde.” Margaret would not have known that Rose once knew Elias Grayson all too well. He represented the very worst of men, a liar, a cheat, a scoundrel.

      Elias dragged his gaze lazily down the length of her gown. “My pleasure.” When he finally deigned to meet her eyes… nothing. If he recognized her, he did not show it.

      He’d charmed her, whispered words of commitment and adoration into her ears less than one year ago. In the end, she’d come to understand it had meant nothing to him but…

      Rose swallowed hard and uttered an apology that she had no more dances left for him to claim.

      “Another time, perhaps.” He studied her and then frowned, as though he’d come across a puzzle he could not solve. He shook his head, however, dismissing it as of no matter.

      Relief was her only emotion as he turned and moved along to the next lady standing with her chaperone, not sparing Rose another glance.

      Last year, she had considered herself a fool. She hated that he’d caused her to feel unworthy. And all for a man who could not even recall her face.

      She’d made a lucky escape.

      Rose couldn’t help but compare his person, his character, with Rome’s; a stark contrast in all the ways that mattered. She exhaled, feeling free, feeling complete.

      Margaret encouraged her toward another party of guests and Rose had to force her thoughts away from Rome to concentrate on remembering everyone’s names.

      An impossible task, for certain.

      All the while, she felt Rome’s calm and steady presence less than ten feet away. Of course, ladies would approach him, and he was pleasant enough in his manner, but he was never effusive or overly friendly to them. And he never let her out of his sight.

      Margaret, who finally seemed to tire of so many conversations, grasped Rose’s wrist and leaned in conspiratorially. “The rumor has gotten out of hand. He’s going to have to do something soon.”

      Rose slid her gaze from face to face, from one gathering of invitees to another. Margaret was correct. Something was… off.

      The room fell silent just then, however, as the majordomo announced the opening set. Lord and Lady Willoughby had finally entered and the musicians, who had been making tuning sounds with their instruments, fell silent. Couples began lining up, taking their places, while those not dancing crowded the edges of the floor.

      Rome turned to her and all was right once again.

      “My set, I believe?” He winged his arm, which she took boldly and then he led her to stand beside the other ladies in the line. Facing him, tiny bubbles of delight made it so she could hardly keep herself from grinning foolishly.

      Tonight, she would dance with the most handsome of men at a Ton Ball.

      His eyes caressed her, making promises she was afraid to believe. When he smiled, she dropped her lashes but then lifted them again and nodded. Rome’s nearness emboldened her, reminded her that she should be true to who she really was. No one and nothing would change that fact.

      The music commenced and, confident in the steps, Rose circled the lady beside her. She then stepped forward toward Rome, who bowed, whilst she curtsied, and then back to the line. His gaze remained fixed upon her and although they danced alongside at least twenty other people, they might as well have been the only two people in the room.

      She did not need to waltz with him. He embraced her with his smile.

      Forward and back, they went their separate ways, only to return to each other over and over again. The dance reminded her of their friendship, the uncertainties of love.

      “You enjoyed that,” he commented, some thirty minutes later, while leading her back to Margaret’s side.

      “So did you.” She laughed back. “Do not dissemble with me, My Lord.”

      Something about him touching her in public, holding her hand, if only briefly assured her that the night, although magical, was all too real. Her cheeks were surely flushed, and her feet barely touched the ground.

      “Miss Waring,” his eyes met hers. The gravelly tone in his voice sent a shiver dancing down her spine. “I never dissemble with you.”

      “Never?” She glanced over to meet his gaze.

      Because he’d once told her that he loved her.

      “Never.”

      His feelings had not changed.

      She went to speak but her mouth had suddenly gone dry.  If only she could be alone with him, she could tell him she’d changed her mind. She could tell him that she, herself, had changed.

      But the moment was not yet right. The place was too public, too loud. And there wasn’t enough time. She’d promised the next dance to some other gentleman.

      The Supper Dance. She’d ask to walk outside instead, and then she would confess her feelings.

      “I never dissemble with you.” Her heart skipped a beat.

      “I think that I shall melt before the end of the night.” Margaret stepped up to their side, waving her fan frantically. “Shall we find the lemonade?”

      “No need. I’ll bring you both a glass,” Rome offered with a bow. Watching him skirt his way through the guests, Rose secretly admitted to herself that surely, this feeling inside must be joy. Uninhibited, unadulterated, utter, joy.

      She needed to tell him.

      She loved him.

      She believed in him.

      She believed in herself.

      “Rosie! Rosie! Is that you girl?”

      A shrill voice pierced the air. As though Rose had been teetering on the edge of a cliff, with love and hope on one side and bleak despair on the other, boldly spoken words toppled her balance.

      Rose did not have to turn around to know the voice of the woman calling wildly at her from across the room. Lady Riverton.

      Penelope’s mother.

      “What on earth are you doing here, and all dressed up? Oh, my, Lady Stanhope! Look, won’t you? My daughter Penelope’s maid was dancing with Lord Darlington! Penelope is a Viscountess, now. Married Danbury last year.” And back to Rose. “Where did you get those pearls, girl?”

      Instinctively, Rose reached a hand up to her neck to protect the elegant necklace. But that she could protect her dreams as easily.

      Margaret caught Rose’s eyes, her own widened in horror. How did we forget about Lady Riverton?

      The murmurs of the guests hushed as curiosity and then comprehension seeped through the room. Miss Waring, the lady they’d been introduced to as one of them, was not of their ilk, after all, but a servant––a servant who had lied about who she was.

      An imposter!

      Ladies who had only recently been gushing effusively over Rose’s gown now scowled and gestured in her direction.

      Margaret clutched Rose’s arm as Baroness Riverton arrived to stand before them.

      “My lady,” Margaret said in a hushed tone, in an attempt, Rose surmised, to convince the other lady to do so as well.

      But Rose knew Lady Riverton would not pass an opportunity to be the center of attention. Especially at Rose’s expense. The baroness had never accepted Penelope and Rose’s unique employer-employee relationship. She’d never failed to pass up on an opportunity to chastise Penelope for being overly friendly with a servant.

      “What is the meaning of this, girl? Why are you not in Land’s End, attending to my daughter? Dressed up all fancy like this. Answer me!”

      Rose stared at Penelope’s mother, vaguely noting that the feathers in her hair bobbed frighteningly close to the flame leaping from one of the sconces, but she couldn’t seem to make her mouth move.

      She was underwater again, cold, numb, and trapped in the mud at the bottom of the lake.

      “Miss Waring is my companion.” Margaret sounded as though far, far away. She spoke cajolingly, as if it was still possible to diffuse the situation.

      “Miss Waring! Ha! She is a mere servant! Where is Lady Willoughby? You’ve made a mockery of her hospitality. Lady Asherton, I’m ashamed of you as well.”

      Penelope’s mother had never had the good sense to know when to hold her tongue. Margaret was a countess, whereas the older woman a mere baroness.

      Exposed and unsure of what to do, Rose’s gaze searched the crowd of guests. Where was Rome?

      But there was no hand to pull her to the surface.

      Lady Willoughby appeared at that moment, her husband at her side. “Is something amiss, here, Edith?”

      “This girl’s an imposter, Catherine. You must have her removed immediately!” Lady Riverton’s face had turned an almost purplish shade in her outrage. “She’s my daughter’s maid, of all things!”

      Locked in place by uncertainty and fear, Rose held her breath. Surely, she would shatter into a thousand pieces if she spoke.

      She might as well be naked. Her heart cracked and the joy she’d known fleetingly gushed into the unknown. Emptiness replaced hope.

      And to fill the void, a heavy surge of pain reeled up inside of her. It was the pain that unlocked her fear. She would not cry in front of them. She would not allow them to witness her ultimate humiliation.

      Managing a deep breath, she turned to flee.

      Unfortunately, along with joy, grace too had abandoned her. Mortified and intent only upon escape, she failed to lift the hem of her dress. A jerk and then a tear. When she took another step, the dress slid on the slick surface beneath her shoe and sent her sprawling, most conspicuously, onto the middle of the floor.

      The silence that ensued froze her once again. Pain shot through her hands and knees but surpassing it by far, a great weight of mortification.

      Margaret’s arms wrapped around her. “Come with me. You’re going to be all right. This is nothing. No one will notice.” She spoke soothing words as she assisted Rose to her feet.

      Oh, but Margaret was so very, very wrong. Everyone had noticed and they would remember this forever.

      Rose was ruined. Utterly. It would be a miracle if she’d not put a permanent stain on Margaret’s reputation as well.

      “This matter is best discussed in private.” Lady Willoughby’s displeasure dripped from her voice as she frowned at Lady Riverton and then even more deeply, at Margaret.

      Rose could not face them. In the distraction of Lady Willoughby’s disapproval, Rose took flight again. Grabbing handfuls of her dress this time, she pushed away from Margaret and through the crowd. She’d noticed a servants’ entrance behind the orchestra earlier.

      Luck was on her side at last. Having eluded the interrogation, of which she knew she’d come out lacking, she ducked her head in shame, slipped through the discreet exit, and made her escape.

      Trays of silver and glasses lined the dark hallway along with built-in cupboards and a few doors. This side of the world was familiar to her. This was her place.

      Her place was not beneath the flickering chandeliers or dancing with London’s most elite. Her place was not with a viscount. Not with Rome.

      She swallowed a sob. She couldn’t allow herself to think about him now. Anyone could discover her at any moment. They would find her. Would they throw her onto the street? Would she be arrested? She swallowed hard, unable to stifle the guttural sound of sorrow barreling down on her.

      In a desperate bid for privacy, she tore open the nearest door. It was a closet. Stepping inside and closing herself within, she slid to the floor. Hugging her knees and safe at last in the tiny room filled with nothing but shelves of dishes and folded linen, she was no longer able to hold off the shaking, sobs, and tears.

      She’d thought she’d fooled everyone else, but she’d only been fooling herself.

      Was he searching for her? The night had begun with such promise. She blinked at the memory. It hadn’t been wonderful because of all those people out there. It had been wonderful because of something inside.

      Something inside of her.

      And Rome.

      Tears spilled past her lashes and she gulped on another sob. Everything was ruined. He was better off without her.

      And what of Margaret now? Would she find herself the brunt of the Ton’s disapproval?

      The sound of footsteps stilled her and silenced her sniffles.

      She’d made a fool of herself. She ought not to have run. If anyone were to discover her hiding like this…

      “You don’t say?” a male voice rumbled loudly. It was close. Whoever it was must be standing directly outside of the door. Rose held her breath.

      “That’s why that lady jilted him.”

      “Thunder and turf! Darlington? Wouldn’t have guessed that in a thousand years. He certainly doesn’t seem the sort. Where’d you ‘ear it?”

      “From his man himself.”

      “The viscount?”

      “Of course not.” A derisive snort. “My source is better ‘an that. His valet was talking about it.”

      “His man would know. Will they hang a viscount for it, do you think?”

      “Bloody nobs don’t get hanged for nothing.” A guffaw. “But who knows?”

      The conversation continued in that vein but the voices drifted off along with the sounds of their footsteps.

      The rumor had gone too far! The horrifying thought of him swinging from the end of a rope had Rose shooting to her feet. Something had to be done! It was no longer a joke or even a cruel prank.

      Rose wiped her face and lifted her chin. Suddenly, her own troubles didn’t seem to matter nearly as much as Rome’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          Saving Rome

        

      

    

    
      The record must be set straight and Rose realized that neither Rome nor any of his family members were in the position to do it. In fact, if any of them attempted to do so, it could possibly make matters worse.

      Rose searched her mind for any possible solution as she paced back and forth in the small space. This was not happening. She would not allow it. He’d done nothing, absolutely nothing to be put in this situation.

      But Pierce! Pierce? What reason would he have had to hurt Rome?

      When he’d confronted her in the kitchen at Summers Park, if anything, he’d appeared to care for his employer a great deal. His warning to her had been borne out of what seemed like an unusual possessiveness.

      Was it possible that he was the one with unusual inclinations?

      Is it possible that he is in love with Rome?

      He’d been adamant in his warning to Rose. The man had not wanted to share his employer with anyone, least of all a woman. And when had the rumors first surfaced? Shortly after Rome’s engagement to Lady Eliza.

      Was it possible that Mr. Pierce had felt so threatened that he’d began telling lies?

      But that didn’t matter now. What mattered was that the rumor be disputed.

      Think, Rose, think. There has to be something I can do.

      Of course, she could do nothing hiding inside of a closet, feeling sorry for herself.

      Perhaps there was something she could say. Rome had most certainly provided her with irrefutable proof. Was it possible…?

      She snatched one of the napkins from the shelf, wiped at her eyes, and after coming to a decision, inhaled deeply.

      She could change everything with a single visit below stairs.

      She hoped.

      If she could count on nothing else from the servants she had known, it was their propensity to gossip, their excitement to share the next meaty tidbit of scandal.

      She prayed they would not fail her in this.

      She stepped soundlessly in her silk slippers as she went in search of the servants’ dining room. This part of her plan posed no difficulty. She merely followed the sound of the clinking silverware onto dishes and the hum of conversation. Urgency spurred her forward.

      She could not take the time to reconsider her actions. It was now or never.

      As she rounded a corner, the dining hall came into sight. She stepped backward so as not to be seen. Her timing was good, not a single place at the table was vacant.

      Taking a moment to prepare herself, she smoothed her gown, ignoring the tear where her skirt met her bodice, and then lifted her chin. She would set matters straight for Rome, once and for all.

      Summoning all of the confidence she’d known earlier, not allowing herself to think twice, she strode along the short remaining distance in the hallway and stepped boldly into the crowded room.

      Nerves nearly sent her bolting, but she would be courageous for once.

      Unfamiliar servants sat eating, talking, and laughing at a long wooden table, the benches on both sides crowded. Large dishes of food were placed all down the middle, half-empty plates strewn about.

      To her right, she recognized the voices of the men from outside the closet. Not satisfied to keep such information to themselves, they were sharing it with two of the maids.

      “You lost, miss?” an older man called out from across the table, at last drawing everyone’s attention to her appearance. In an instant, the room fell silent.

      This was what she wanted. She wanted them to be fascinated with who she was and what she had to say. She had been a guest. She wore a beautiful gown. They would listen to her. They have to!

      “I am not lost.” She leveled her eyes at the two men to her right. She took a deep breath and then spoke with all the conviction she felt. “You are wrong about Viscount Darlington. His valet lies.”

      She had their rapt attention. “How would you know?” one of them piped up.

      “You say that Mr. Pierce told you?” she countered with a lift of her chin. “He told you that Lord Darlington had unnatural inclinations?”

      “Said he was a Molly!” The other man nodded.

      “He lies!”

      Tension mounted in the room as each of them seemed to study her and contemplate her assertion.

      One of the older ladies, likely a cook, spoke up. “And how would you know such a thing?

      Rose leveled her gaze on as many of them as she could. This was her moment. There would be no turning back after this. “Because I have been with him.”

      Nothing.

      “In the biblical way.” She pushed out her bosoms. “And trust me. A lady would know if he was not an enthusiastic… participant.”

      Brows lifted all around and some nodded knowingly. “Why’d the valet make something like that up, then?”

      She didn’t know the answer to that question. She had suspicions but could not be sure. All she knew was that Rome needed her to be convincing. His very life might depend upon it.

      “No one knows why people do vile things, but I know for certain Viscount Darlington is no Molly. You can trust me on that.” And then she put the final nail in her coffin. “Such an appendage as I’ve never seen. Nor have I known a gentleman so capable of… dare I say… pleasing a lady?”

      Several eyebrows rose and a few of the younger maids giggled until they were silenced by the appearance of an imposing woman. Likely the housekeeper, the late arrival stood frowning in the doorway, her hands on very generous hips.

      “You’re that girl, the one from upstairs. The imposter.” She nodded at the two men from the hallway. “Remove her from the property at once.”

      Rose didn’t care that she was about to be ousted like a common criminal, but the sight of her being hauled might discredit her claim. It was vital that they believe her. With as much dignity as she could muster, Rose tried to shake off her captors and held her head high. “I’ll go on my own, thank you.”

      They ignored her assertion and gripped her arms painfully.

      Her days in London were over.

      “What you did was illegal, impersonating someone you are not.” The woman’s voice echoed from behind her. She obviously had no sympathy for another servant who didn’t know her place.

      Rose had not been impersonating another person, though. She had reclaimed her own identity. And she had not lied. Hopefully, her words would put an end to the rumor. Hopefully, she could do this one thing for him.

      Because in protecting him, she’d lost him forever.

      Not that she’d ever had him. He’d been a lovely dream.

      The shorter of the two men released her and opened a door that faced the mews. As the stench from a nearby wheelbarrow loaded with discarded food and rubbish filled her nostrils, other ramifications of the night nagged at her.

      She could not remain with Margaret. Nor could she return to Penelope.

      “Just because you lay down with a nob don’t mean you’re any better ‘an the rest of us.” The man who’d been dragging her along whipped her out the door, sending her sprawling onto all fours for the second time that night.

      This time, she landed in mud, filth, and likely, shite as well. She ducked her head and at the sight of her dress, decided that its condition was likely now the only thing more tarnished than her reputation. But she would not regret what she’d done.

      She pushed herself to her feet experiencing a strange sort of calm. She’d fall into despair later. Tomorrow she would mourn the loss of the promises that had been ripped away, but for tonight, she would do what she must.

      She’d fallen out of hope, out of favor, and hopefully someday, she’d fall out of love.

      Wishful thinking on her part. He’d hold her heart forever. She’d love him until her dying breath.

      A cool breeze pressed her gown against her legs. Grateful for the cover of darkness, she headed back to Margaret’s townhouse so that she might collect a few of her belongings and return the pearls.

      If there was any justice in this world, Rome’s life was no longer at risk. With far more satisfaction than she could have thought possible, she marched into the darkness alone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Rome knew the instant he returned with the lemonade that something either shocking or outrageous had occurred. Excited murmurs had replaced what had been a relaxed hum of conversation when he’d stepped away.

      Which couple had done something ridiculously inappropriate, he wondered? Or had one of the new debutantes erred on the dance floor? Glancing around, an awareness pricked the back of his neck.

      People were staring at him now, trying to be subversive in their curiosity but failing miserably.

      He searched the room again. Neither Rose nor Margaret were standing where he’d left them. The Willoughbys were absent as well.

      “Your dear Miss Waring has been exposed.”

      Rome turned to verify that the voice beside him, did, in fact, belong to the Duke of Monfort.

      “My duchess recognized her in the park yesterday but hasn’t said a word to anyone. It was her blasted aunt, Riverton’s wife.”

      Rome didn’t know Monfort very well, only having met him at one of his father’s house parties and at a few ton events. Little over a year ago, in fact, the duke had ruined Penelope’s cousin at Raven’s Park. He’d then shocked them all by marrying the chit and, most surprising of all, the marriage appeared to be a love match.

      “Which way?” Rome asked, eager to find her.

      “Lord and Lady Willoughby are meeting with Asherton’s widow and the baroness in Willoughby’s study. It’s possible she’s with them now.” The duke jerked his chin toward Rome’s left. At the same time, Natalie appeared at his side.

      “Oh, Rome! This is horrible. You must go after Miss Waring! You must find her!” His sister looked as though she would burst into tears, but he didn’t have time to comfort her.

      “Find your husband, Nat. And spread the word that the baroness is wrong. Rose was born a gentleman’s daughter, the only time she’s ever impersonated anyone was when she pretended to be a maid.”

      Natalie nodded and Rome felt some comfort when Lord Hawthorne arrived at her side.

      Rome then excused himself and headed in the direction Monfort had indicated.

      There was no time to waste. If Rose wasn’t with Lady Asherton… He dare not imagine other possible scenarios.
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      “My lord!” Lady Asherton looked as though she could use some reinforcements when he stepped into the room.

      “Is she not here?” Rome’s gaze flicked around the masculine abode to answer the question for himself. “Where is Miss Waring?”

      “The servants are searching for her,” Lady Willoughby interrupted him. “Likely the poor girl is hiding in one of the retiring rooms. Please sit down, My Lord. They’ll bring her to us shortly, I’m certain.”

      “Rosie never did know her place.” The baroness added.

      She and Lady Riverton sat together on a richly upholstered settee, while Lady Asherton paced the carpet near a large hearth. Lord Willoughby had seated himself at his desk, looking more than a little annoyed.

      “She is Miss Waring and she was raised to be a gentle woman,” Rome stated in no uncertain tones, pinning his gaze on the crone who’d gone out of her way to hurt the woman he loved.

      Lady Riverton shrugged. “She’s my daughter’s maid, and for her to show up here, like this, is presumptuous beyond comprehension. I simply assumed her to be an imposter. How was I to know that she was acting as Lady Asherton’s companion? If my daughter only saw fit to inform me of her decisions on occasion, I’d not be put in these positions.”

      Rome scrubbed a hand down his face. “She is not an imposter,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Oh, but it was horrible, My Lord. And this is all my fault.” Lady Asherton dabbed at one eye with the handkerchief clutched in her hand. “Rose panicked… and she’d been having such a lovely time.”

      If they didn’t locate her within the next few minutes, it was likely she’d fled from the house.

      A knock at the door drew their attention just as Rome moved to go in search of her himself.

      “Enter,” Willoughby commanded.

      Willoughby’s butler walked across the room and leaned forward to whisper something only the elderly earl would hear.

      “Well, send her in, Thompkins. What are you waiting for? If she says she knows something, then we must speak with her directly.”

      “I’m so very sorry, Catherine, for making such a fuss.” Lady Riverton waved a fan in front of her face. “It’s just that when I saw my daughter’s maid, wearing pearls, for heaven’s sake, I simply could not abide such a deception. And that horrible fuss she made, throwing herself onto the floor like that.”

      “She tripped on her dress.” Lady Asherton sent a scowl in the baroness’ direction.

      Lady Riverton pinched her lips together and shrugged. If she were a man, Rome didn’t think he could keep himself from strangling her.

      “Was she hurt?” At the image of Rose running alone through the dark streets, injured… Rome swallowed hard. Why hadn’t she waited for him?

      “Her pride suffered, more than anything else, I believe.” Lady Asherton looked near tears. “Oh, why did I suggest this?”

      Rome shook his head. “What matters most now is that we find her.”

      “Excuse me,” A young woman, one of the kitchen maids, if Rome were to guess, stood in the doorway now, clutching her hands nervously.

      “Tell them what you told me, Mavis.” Willoughby’s manservant urged the uniformed woman inside.

      “The lady, the one which is really a maid. She came down to the servants’ quarters. She told us all somethin’.” She glanced toward Darlington with wide eyes. “And then Mrs. Lester had her removed.”

      “Had her removed? Where did she have her removed to?” asked an outraged Lady Willoughby.

      “Off the property, M’lady. It was before we knew you wanted her upstairs.”

      “What did Miss Waring say to you and the other servants?” Lord Willoughby pressed.

      Again, the young woman glanced in Rome’s direction.

      But it was Thompkins who answered. “She informed them that a circulating rumor was patently untrue. A circulating rumor concerning the viscount, here.” He jerked his head toward Rome.

      She couldn’t have! Rome’s heart dropped into his shoes. No, Rose! No!

      “And how would she know anything about that?” Willoughby asked, looking more intrigued than he had all night.

      “She said she knew it to be untrue because she said she’d been with Viscount Darlington, My Lord.” Thompkins covered his mouth with his fist and cleared his throat, glancing sheepishly toward the ladies. “Forgive me. She said that she’d been with the viscount in the Biblical way, that is.”

      Lady Willoughby went quite pale.

      Lady Riverton smiled smugly.

      Lady Asherton fainted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          Dear Lord Darlington

        

      

    

    
      “Why would she do something like that?” Lord Willoughby asked no one in particular, bushy grey eyebrows raised.

      “Isn’t it obvious? She’s a flooz—” Before the baroness could complete her statement, Rome cut her words short with a bruising glance. The maid who’d come forward with the information had been sent for smelling salts and a cool cloth for Lady Asherton, who’s fall had luckily been cushioned by the settee she’d dropped onto.

      Lady Willoughby sat beside her, waving a handkerchief in the widow’s face.

      Rome pressed a fist into his forehead. He knew why Rose had done it. She’d heard someone discussing the blasted rumor. She’d done it for him. After having her status questioned in the ballroom, she’d assumed she had nothing to lose.

      “If no one has need of me, then…” Lady Riverton edged toward the door. “I’ll return to the ballroom.” Likely she couldn’t wait to share all the tidbits she’d gleaned during the course of this private meeting.

      “It’s best you don’t return to the ballroom.” Lord Willoughby halted her. “Since the baron didn’t attend with you this evening, Thompkins can have your carriage brought around.”

      Lady Riverton frowned petulantly at the earl’s dismissal, but at last, showed an ounce of intelligence by not arguing with him.

      Lady Willoughby assisted Lady Asherton into a sitting position just as yet another knock sounded.

      “Enter!” Willoughby shouted, looking irritable again.

      This time Rome almost felt some relief to see the new arrivals: Hawthorne and Natalie. Unfortunately, they didn’t bring any real news. They merely confirmed that despite a thorough search of the premises, Rose was nowhere to be found.

      “She’s at home, more than likely,” Lady Asherton, blinking in wonder, shook off her weakened state. “I must go to her. I cannot imagine how distraught she must be.”

      “Is it true?” Natalie stared hard at Rome. “How could you?”

      The accusation in her eyes revealed that Rose’s announcement had already spread upstairs to the guests.

      “She’s my betrothed.” It was the best he could do at this point. And it would be true. As soon as he located her.

      His sister gasped but Lady Asherton slid a skeptical sideways glance in his direction.

      “We haven’t time for this now, Nat. Lady Asherton and I must assure ourselves that Rose—that Miss Waring—has made it home safe.” He assisted the widow to her feet and was glad when she did not resist. He couldn’t wait here any longer. He should have gone searching for Rose as soon as he’d heard that she fled.

      “I apologize for disrupting your ball, My Lady, My Lord,” Lady Asherton offered over her shoulder as Rome led her to the door. “It was my fault. Miss Waring did nothing wrong.”

      “Harrumph,” Willoughby grumbled from his desk.

      “Send a missive ‘round to let us know she’s safe,” Natalie called out, clutching her husband’s arm, looking as distraught as ever.

      Rome wanted to rail at his sister and Lady Asherton for convincing Rose that the charade had been necessary, but that would serve no purpose now. And if he’d truly thought there was any real danger, he could have put his foot down from the outset.

      As they stood outside waiting for his carriage to come ‘round, Rome couldn’t stand still a moment longer.

      “I have to go to her.” He touched Lady Asherton’s sleeve.

      She turned and nodded, seeming to understand his urgency. “I’ll meet you there.”

      It was all the convincing he needed to take off on foot.

      Just as she had done.

      Only she’d been a lady, alone, and possibly injured. Rome’s urgent stride turned into a sprint and the houses and trees passed in a blur until he slowed for a hackney that was just turning out of the short block that was Culross Street.

      Desperate to see her, to know she wasn’t broken or terrified, or wallowing in despair, he pounded on the door of Lady Asherton’s townhouse.

      Mr. Chadwick opened the door promptly but appeared less than his unflappable self.

      “Miss Waring. Is she here?” Rome pushed his way inside but the butler was shaking his head.

      “You just missed her, My Lord. She left in a hackney not five minutes ago.”

      “Where was she going?”

      “She wouldn’t say, but she took a small valise and asked me to thank the countess for her hospitality. She also asked me to give this to you.” He withdrew a folded piece of foolscap from inside his jacket.

      Rome’s heart raced as he took the missive from the servant.

      “I tried to persuade her to await her ladyship’s return, but Miss Waring was most adamant.”

      The coach carrying Lady Asherton rolled up just then. If Rome had any idea as to where Rose was headed, he could go after her.

      Not taking the time to acknowledge the widow’s return, Rome stared at the handwriting on the outside of the missive. It was flowery and elegant, as one would expect any lady’s penmanship to be.

      Darlington.

      The handwriting continued, neat and even inside.

      My dear Lord Darlington,

      By now you must realize that I was right to refuse your proposal. I had begun to hope but… I don’t have time to go into that. I have set matters straight regarding your reputation here in London and in doing so left no doubt as to my lack of standing as a gentlewoman, or companion, or any such respectable person, now or in the distant future. It was all I could think to do when I overheard that you could possibly be hanged and I pray it is enough! I could never allow that to happen to you!

      Rome wished she was here so that he could shake her. He’d never been in any danger.

      I thank you for your kindness and your friendship. Please do not worry about me. Be happy.

      Yours most affectionately,

      Rose

      P.S. I believe Mr. Pierce is the person behind the rumors. Best to have a word with him!

      “Chadwick says she’s left.” Lady Asherton had entered and was studying him from across the foyer. “I’ll never forgive myself. Do you have any idea where she might have gone?” Her question echoed the one swirling around in his head.

      She could be anywhere, Land’s End, her parents. She might even have gone to her horrible aunt up north. Then again, it was possible she’d choose to remain in London.

      But where?

      Lady Asherton might as well be reading his mind. “You could chase around England searching for her, or we can send out inquiries. You’ll hate yourself if you’ve traveled all the way to Land’s End only to discover that she’s somewhere else.”

      It was sound advice, but he had to do something.

      “Wait in London a few days, and then go to your son at Raven’s Park,” the widow suggested. And then more tentatively, “Is it true she consented to marry you?”

      Lying wasn’t something Rome was accustomed to. He’d do what he could to protect her, though, and it was also his greatest wish.

      “She will.”

      “You love her?”

      “Yes.” All he could do was tip back his head and stare at the ceiling. “I shouldn’t have left Summers Park without her. Fool that I was, I thought I had all the time in the world.”

      “She will be found. She must be. Meanwhile, I’ll see what I can do about… her claim.” The widow winced as she spoke the words that were meant to encourage him. “We will find her.”

      “I’ll send messengers out tonight.” He nodded and turned to go. “You’ll tell me if you hear anything?”

      “Of course.”

      With one last glance up the staircase, remembering how she’d appeared only a few hours earlier, full of hope, looking like a princess… his princess, he made a vow to himself.

      He would discover where she’d gone. He no longer doubted that she loved him. Her actions, misguided as they were, had more than proven that.

      He’d kiss her senseless, lock her in a bed chamber if necessary, and then he would propose again. And this time, he’d not take no for an answer.

      But he had to find her first.
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      Rose wriggled in the crowded seat, but it was not enough to deter the lady to her left from resting her head upon Rose’s shoulder. The gentleman on her right had his head tipped backward and was snoring loudly. If she were to guess, he’d eaten something spicy for his evening meal and hadn’t bathed in… weeks. She hugged her small valise to her chest and tried not to breathe too deeply.

      Tickets to travel on the mail coach to Bath had all been sold, but Rose had been lucky when one of the passengers failed to show.

      She would get off in Bath and travel the remainder of the journey to her father’s estate on foot. Once she’d made up some sort of excuse for not returning to Land’s End, she would make arrangements to travel north and hope that her aunt was still willing to take her on.

      Rose had run out of choices.

      She’d miss Penelope dearly. And Margaret.

      She dared not allow herself to think about Rome.

      When she’d arrived at Margaret’s townhouse, limping, Mr. Chadwick had wanted to call for a physician. She’d scraped her hands and knees when she’d landed in the dirt, and blood, along with mud, had stained the skirt of her gown.

      She’d begged him not to but asked that he call a hackney instead. She’d then rushed to her chamber and Beth quietly had assisted her out of her ruined gown and into a dress she could travel in. Rose appreciated the maid’s discretion but wondered if the woman was of the same mind as the Willoughbys’ housekeeper.

      She wondered if Beth, a lady’s maid herself, thought Rose presumptuous to dress up and pretend to be something she was not. Although Margaret and Rose had done their best to keep the deception under wraps, Rose was not so naïve as to think the servants were unaware. Domestics knew more about their employer’s personal details than they’d ever guess.

      After packing a few of the gowns Penelope had sent with her, Rose took one last look around her chamber but refused to allow herself to reconsider her decision. Margaret would return soon. She hadn’t any time to be sentimental or maudlin.

      It was over.

      She’d thanked Beth and then hobbled down the stairs. Distraught but determined, she rushed out the door, and climbed into the hackney Mr. Chadwick had summoned. The driver had merely nodded when she’d asked him to take her to the nearest posting inn.

      Only then did she allow herself to feel some relief.

      Her initial instinct had been to make the journey all the way to Land’s End, but she could not do that to Penelope. Penelope’s own reputation would be harmed if she were put in a position of defending Rose’s actions. Rose couldn’t allow that to happen. Penelope had children now. She had a family to consider.

      Rose would go to her parents and hope they wouldn’t turn her away.

      Staring out the nearest window, she could barely make out any passing scenery. Night had fallen long ago, and the moon was waxing.

      She’d met a woman once, who told her that a waxing moon was the time to let go of dreams, a time to rethink one’s failures, the direction of one’s life. How very appropriate.

      Rome had been a dream.

      Rose closed her eyes, knowing she would not sleep. Not amongst strangers.

      She wasn’t even tired. She nearly laughed out loud to think that she’d slept the day away in preparation for a night of dancing.

      Ultimately, Rose had been unable to go without leaving some explanation for Rome. She hoped he would be safe now. She’d left him a note explaining what she’d done. He would understand and hopefully not be angry with her.

      She’d made it so he could no longer consider marrying her. She wasn’t only an imposter but a fallen woman.

      The man beside her snorted and turned his head so that he breathed in her direction.

      The drive to Bath would be a long one. They would travel through the night and into the next day, leaving Rose with nothing but her thoughts to torment her.

      From the beginning, she’d known theirs could only be a passing affair.

      At Raven’s Park, she’d seen him with his family, with his son.

      It was in London where hope for more had taken root.

      Rose pinched the bridge of her nose. She’d allowed herself to imagine a future with him.

      That was the most painful of all. The fact that she’d allowed herself to believe she could have more.

      

      The coach stopped twice throughout the night, once in Reading and then again at some inn in some unknown town. Passengers were barely given enough time to relieve themselves at either stop as the coach maintained a tight schedule. By morning Rose felt as though every bone in her body had been shaken loose. Her knee throbbed from when she’d landed on the ballroom dance floor, her eyes stung from lack of sleep, and her head pounded as though she’d spent the previous night imbibing lethal spirits.

      When they finally rambled into the bustling town of Bath, Rose wondered how it was possible that her physical discomfort had not failed to overcome the ache in her heart. Perhaps, she reminded herself, it would do so during the course of the long hike she’d make on her way to her parents’ home.

      Familiar landmarks had the unfortunate effect of reminding her of the bittersweet memories she’d made in this small town just a few weeks ago. She’d been befriended by a countess, frequented many of the shops, and even sat in the magnificent opera house to enjoy a world-class performance.

      Passengers adjusted their coats and bags and other belongings when the carriage jerked to a halt. Rose allowed the woman beside her to push her way out first and didn’t even complain when her toes were squashed in the process. She did not have the will to care.

      When the doorway was finally empty, she raised herself off the bench but then gasped. Her left knee nearly gave out beneath her when she’d put her weight on it.

      Gingerly, gripping the coach tightly, she barely managed to lower herself to the ground.

      No gentleman stepped up to assist her, rather the opposite, in fact. Posting inns kept busy all day and all night. A few of the fellows glanced at her curiously but more out of annoyance than anything else.

      She swallowed hard, limped a few steps, and thought of the small amount of money she carried in her reticule. After purchasing her ticket, she didn’t quite have enough to secure a room in one of the inns. If she was to avoid sleeping outside, in the open, she needed to make her way to her father’s house right away.

      After only a few steps, however, her eyes began to sting. This was not happening! A wave of nausea swept over her at the fearful idea of going without shelter overnight. She’d had complaints as a maid, but she’d always had a roof over her head. How was she supposed to run away from her troubles when she could barely walk?

      Then she glanced up and believed that at last, she’d completely lost her mind. Her lack of sleep must have impaired her eyesight. For standing near one of the coaches preparing to load was a man she didn’t think she’d ever see again.

      Viscount Darlington.

      Rome.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          Change of plans

        

      

    

    
      The man turned his head and Rose’s heart began to beat again. It was not Rome after all. This man was younger. She blinked her eyes a few times. It was Wesley! Moving with the same cautious swagger of his father, holding his head in that certain way that was so very… Rome.

      Just as others in the line in front of him began to board, he glanced up and caught her gaze. He tilted his head and winced. Perhaps he experienced the same mixture of sheepishness and disbelief that she did.

      But what was he doing? He was leaving?

      “Wesley!” She lifted her hand and, forgetting her knee for the moment, made to step toward him and would have collapsed if he hadn’t rushed along the walk to assist her. She felt awkward, embarrassed, and a number of other unpleasant emotions. None of those mattered so much, however, more than the sad realization that Rome’s son had been waiting to board a public coach to leave town.

      He, too, was running away.

      “Miss Waring.” He’d caught her with one arm and practically carried her to a nearby bench. “What are you doing here? You are injured? My grandmother told me you went to London.” His confusion warred with his concern. And then, most surprising of all… “You cut your hair.”

      He’d been leaving his new family. She was certain of it.

      She wasn’t sure what to tell him. “I hurt my knee.” He must have noticed that she carried a valise with her. He himself, had a pack slung over one shoulder.

      “Where is Lady Asherton?” He craned his neck around. But of course, any proper lady would not have traveled alone!

      Oh, bother. She hadn’t the energy to make anything up.

      “I’m ruined, Wesley. It’s a long story but… I couldn’t remain in London any longer.” She wasn’t sure why she would tell him any of this, and yet somehow, she felt he might understand. “Were you leaving them, Wesley?” The coach he’d been about to board was pulling out into the road just then. “Where were you going?”

      Something in her honesty apparently spurred him to answer in kind. “I’m not like you, Miss Waring. With your fancy manners, and clothing. Not to mention the rules... And Mr. Pierce assured me it was only the beginning. All of it is just…  too much.”

      Rose frowned and shook her head. “But they love you! All of this must be very difficult, but you must know that the Spencers are not like other titled families. There is something special about them.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Why didn’t my father want me before then?” Rose could hardly bear the pain in his voice, he looked so very much like Rome.

      “But he did.” She must convince him. “He wanted you the moment he knew of your existence. But your grandparents had already been raising you and they convinced him it would be better that you remain with them.”

      She knew he heard what she told him. He didn’t look at her though, he merely sat looking forward, in that same sightless way his father did on occasion. “I am his mistake, his bastard.”

      “You are his son. The circumstances of your birth matter only to him in that he wishes he could give you more. This torments him! He told me at Christmastime that he intends to do everything in his power to make up for it.” She could not help but add, “He loves you and nothing will ever change that. He will be so very sad if you leave, Wesley. You must believe me when I tell you this.”

      The young man’s throat moved, as though swallowing unwanted emotion. And she quite understood. She found herself nearly in tears as she tried convincing Wesley to have faith in the only man she would ever love.

      As she willed the boy to believe in Rome’s goodness.

      As she considered that Rome truly did not care what Society thought.

      He did not care what society thought…

      If this was true, then why would she leave him? Rose blinked away the confusion her thoughts evoked. What mattered right now was convincing Wesley to return to Raven’s Park.

      “It appears that you have missed your coach. Surely, you didn’t walk all the way from your grandparent’s home?” she asked.

      He shook his head. “I hitched a ride with Mr. and Mrs. Winston. Does my grandmother, her ladyship, know you are coming?” At Rose’s expression, his eyes widened. “She does not, does she? I do hope that you were not planning on walking all the way to Raven’s Park. You’ll not get far on that leg.”

      He thought she was on her way to Raven’s Park!

      “I…”

      “Did you say you were ruined?” He’d suddenly pinned his scrutiny upon her. “Did they find out that you’d pretended to be Lady Danbury’s maid?”

      She wished to hug him at that moment. “Oh, Wesley, I am Lady Danbury’s maid––her lady’s maid. It’s the other way around. I pretended to be… a gentlewoman.” She not so much smiled as she winced.

      He narrowed his eyes at her, and she realized that this young man saw far more than he let on. With a somewhat regretful look in the direction his coach had disappeared, and then a glance at his pack, Wesley exhaled loudly. “Well, if you and I don’t want to walk all the way back, we’d best locate the Winstons before they finish with their shopping.”

      He was going to return to Raven’s Park.

      “You will not abandon Lord Darlington just yet, then? You will give him a chance?”

      He dropped his gaze at her question. “Ever since I can remember, my grandmother told me… I’m not sure what to think any more… I’ve always believed he didn’t want anything to do with me.” His brows furrowed and he tilted his head. “He told you about me at Christmas?”

      Rose nodded reassuringly. “He was anxious to go to Wales. He was determined to bring you home with him.”

      “My Aunt Natalie said no one knew I even existed until I arrived from Wales.” A light dawned in his eyes. “You’re the one who wouldn’t marry him. He told me about a lady he loved who wouldn’t marry him and I thought that was Lady Asherton, but it was you, wasn’t it?”

      “He cannot have meant it,” Rose protested before realizing that she was confirming his suspicions.

      “Just like he didn’t want me?” His eyes narrowed at her.

      Rose pushed herself off the bench, ignoring the pain. “Let’s locate the Winstons, shall we?” Apparently, she would not be seeing her parents and brother that evening. She was going to have to explain everything to Josephine.

      “Do you love my father, Miss Waring?” he persisted.

      “It’s not that simple.” How was it she was having this conversation with Wesley Creighton, of all people?

      “If you married him, would I have to call you Ma?” He laughed at his own joke, and Rose couldn’t help but smile at such absurdity.

      “You mustn’t tell anyone, Wesley.” She slid him a sideways warning glance. “I swear. I’ll positively strangle you if you do.”

      This only made him laugh harder. At a scathing glance from her, however, he made a motion as though he was locking his lips shut before offering her his arm to lean on.

      Ten minutes later, they arrived at the horse cart just at the same time two of Ravensdale’s most loyal retainers finished loading their purchases onto the bed.

      “Miss Waring!” Mrs. Winston took one look at Rose and seemed to comprehend her precarious situation far more quickly than Wesley had. “And you’re injured, poor dear. Mr. Winston,” she ordered her husband. “Come assist poor Miss Waring onto the back here so she doesn’t have to climb on with that poor leg. Oh, you poor, poor dear.” She fussed over Rose, making Rose feel even more guilty for her very… existence.

      Only after Mrs. Winston had made sure Rose was comfortable did the cart pull out of the town on its way toward Raven’s Park. Not in a thousand years would she have imagined such a turn of events.

      As they made the turn at the gates to Rome’s father’s estate, Rose could only appreciate the irony. There would be no dissembling her way out of this situation. She was going to have to tell Josephine everything!
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      “Rose?” Josephine’s eyes met Rose’s questioningly as she stood in the doorway of the countess’ favorite drawing room, leaning heavily upon Wesley. “What are you—?” And then her gaze shifted to her grandson.

      “Wesley and I were lucky enough to meet up in Bath.” Rose bit her lip and glanced in Wesley’s direction. He’d dropped his gaze to the floor.

      Josephine nodded with a tight smile. “I hadn’t realized you were going to Bath today, Wesley.” She seemed to realize there was more there than was being said.

      “Miss Waring is injured, Grandmother.” Wesley assisted Rose to one of the sofas and helped her lower herself to sit.

      “I am fine. Wesley, thank you.” Rose had already promised him that she would speak with Lady Ravensdale on his behalf. Unable to walk on her own, she obviously was not going anywhere today. Perhaps she could rest for one night. Tomorrow she would leave for her parents’ home. Already she risked seeing Rome by coming here.

      Rome’s son excused himself with a quick bow but appeared relieved.

      “What has happened Rose? Why are you not in London?” Josephine did not hide her confusion.

      Ah, now tears would come. Rose blinked them away. “The Baroness Riverton.” She exhaled on the lady’s name. “At the Willoughby Ball.” A few of the tears escaped to slide down her cheek as she remembered the moment the world had shattered around her. The humiliation of being exposed, and judged, the embarrassment of falling to her knees. “I could not remain to face them again. And dear Lady Asherton. I’ve caused her so much trouble. I was not coming to Raven’s Park this morning. I was returning to my parents. But Wesley—”

      “Was running away as well. Just as you were?”

      Rose shook her head. “He is overwhelmed.”

      “And you?”

      “I decided it would be best for Margaret and Rome… for Lord Darlington, for me to... remove myself.”

      “Just as Wesley decided it would be best for everyone, for all of us, if he left, thusly minimizing my son’s embarrassment?”

      “Yes. Oh, no! It’s not the same, Josephine, really it is not!”

      “So then, if you and my grandson are allowed to decide, Roman will be abandoned by both his son as well as the woman he loves?”

      Rose’s head snapped up.

      “But… It is not that simple. Oh, Josephine! It is impossible!” At last, the dam of tears that had built up behind her eyes released.

      Rome’s mother crossed to sit on the sofa beside Rose and  then dropped her arms around Rose’s shoulders. “Hush, child. Whatever has happened can be fixed. Simply ask my daughter. We Spencers have ways of wiggling out of scandals.”

      “Before the ball, I thought that perhaps… there might be hope. But it was horrible and… now… it’s over. I cannot bear to see him again.”

      “I suppose that you believe that since the ton knows you worked as a maid, that you cannot be married to my son, to a viscount.”

      “But how can you not hate me for it? He is your son!”

      “Which is precisely why I must help you. Already I have enjoyed your friendship and I respect you as a person. But if my Roman has fallen in love with you, well, then. You are a special woman indeed. He’s been a bachelor for too long. I was beginning to think…”

      “Oh, but no!” Rose sat up, wide-eyed. “The rumor is not true!”

      Josephine laughed. “Of course, it is not true. I have seen the way he looks at you. As has my daughter, as has Lady Asherton.” She smiled at Rose fondly. “And we have seen the way you look at him. No, my dear, I am not worried about the rumor.”

      But Josephine had not heard the worst of it. Rose covered her face with her hands.

      “Does my son know that you are here? Tell me you informed Margaret where you were going?”

      Rose could only shake her head again, her heart breaking to acknowledge all of the trouble she’d caused everyone.

      “They must be worried sick about you. I will send word.” She patted Rose’s leg. “Your situation is not hopeless. The outlook may not seem good now, but if handled properly, such matters can be… managed.”

      “But it is hopeless, Josephine,” Rose wailed, the fatigue, pain, and grief of the past twelve hours finally crashing down on her. “Once you know what I’ve done, you’re going to want me to leave and never return. I only came here so that Wesley would do so as well. He had gone to Bath with every intention of not coming back. My coach had just arrived. He thought I was on my way here and saw that I was having trouble.” Rose indicated her knee.

      Josephine’s brows rose. “We’ll have a physician attend to you this afternoon.” She turned to reach for a bell pull.

      Rose reached out a hand, as though she could stop her. “I don’t want you to go to any trouble. I just wanted Wesley—”

      “Rose.” Josephine sounded every bit the countess. “You are going to convalesce here at Raven’s Park. I am going to inform my son of your whereabouts and your safety, and we are going to figure all of this out together. You may think you are ruined, but you’d be surprised—”

      “I’ve lain with him! And I made it public, I announced this to the Willoughby servants in order to put an end to the horrible rumor. There was talk of hanging! I had to. It was becoming too dangerous! And I had to be convincing. So I boasted of his prowess. I believe I even alluded to the magnitude of his… appendage.”

      Silence met her outburst.

      “Oh, dear,” Josephine stared at her in horror. “Oh, dear.”

      Rose finally had her attention. “But he is safe. The rumor has been squashed at last.”

      “Oh, dear,” Josephine said again. “I think we’re going to need some tea.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          Some Fatherly Advice

        

      

    

    
      Rome required great restraint to keep from riding cross country to Land’s End in search of Rose, to wait for word from the messengers he’d sent. Margaret pointed out that Rose might have gone to her parents, home or her aunt’s. It was possible even, that she’d remained somewhere in London.

      Not knowing, however, whether she was hurt, or safe, ate at his heart with each day that passed without news. He’d tracked down the hackney driver, an elderly gentleman who had scratched his head in confusion and said he might have taken her to an address on Bond Street, which made no sense, or perhaps somewhere near Grosvenor Square, or perhaps one of the posting inns. Rome fought the urge to shake the man until his memory dropped into place.

      He’d followed up on the vague clues he’d been given, nonetheless, and only been met with vacant stares and shaking heads.

      No one at any of the nearby posting stations could remember if a beautiful dark-haired young woman had taken a coach anywhere three nights prior. Even the prospect of a hefty payment from Rome failed to jostle any recollections.

      London was a large city, and most went about their business without paying much heed to what went on around them.

      And so he did his best to address Parliamentary responsibilities in lieu of his father’s absence, items he’d neglected.

      Sitting at his father’s desk, in Burtis House, he forced himself to study one of the latest bills currently under review by the House of Lords. His father’s townhouse felt empty, quiet. Until his parents arrived for the Season, he’d have the Mayfair monstrosity to himself.

      Closing his eyes, he exhaled and rested his head against the chair. After reading through the first page of the bill and not retaining a single detail, he all but gave up. He was wasting his time. If Rose wasn’t here than perhaps he needn’t be either. He could just as easily be reached at Raven’s Park, where he could put his time to better use with Wesley.

      A glance at the broadsheets strewn about his desk nearly had him snarling. Everything about this town, about the ton, disgusted him these days. He would not open the newspaper that had been delivered earlier this morning. Although none of the articles named any of them outright, no one would be left in any doubt as to who Miss W was, who had formerly worked for Lady D and had been residing with Lady A.

      Rose’s decision to exchange her reputation for his had worked splendidly—too well, in fact. So much so that his announcement of their betrothal never made it beyond Willoughby’s study.

      Even days after the incident, Rose’s spectacular proclamation continued to provide fodder for the satirists. Just yesterday, one artist, in particular, had sketched a cartoon featuring the “Darling of the Lords.” The clever likeness featured Rome in bed wearing nothing but a loosely tied banyan, ladies standing in line—eager to be swived.

      Times like this he remembered why he’d avoided so many London Seasons.

      He turned and stared out the window. Where did she go?

      He’d planned on offering for her again. The evening had begun magically. For the first time in the course of their attatchment, she’d acted as though she could accept herself as his equal.

      Seeing her thusly had convinced him they could weather any storm.

      He still believed it. He believed in them. If only he could find her, damn it!

      The familiar sounds of a carriage rolling to a stop from outside the window, had Rome instinctively straightening his shoulders: his father’s carriage. Had his parents come already? They’d assured him they would remain at Raven’s Park with Wesley until Rome returned.

      But it was not both of his parents; the earl climbed out of the vehicle alone.

      Normally, his father would travel on his own mount but hadn’t been his usual indefatigable self this past spring. Rome swallowed hard as he watched the man he’d looked up to all his life step onto the pavement. The illness he’d suffered over the winter had taken its toll.

      Anxious that something might be wrong at Raven’s Park, Rome didn’t wait for his father to enter but strode into the foyer and out to the front step to greet him. An unexpected visit such as this usually foretold bad news of some sort.

      “Is Mother unwell?”

      “Your mother is fine. I simply decided to travel ahead of schedule.”

      His father never did anything without a concrete reason for doing so.

      “And Wesley?” Rome had experienced misgivings upon leaving his son alone with his parents. His mother could be rather too effusive and his father downright overbearing.

      “Aside from a few hiccups, he seems to be settling down. But you and I need to talk. An altogether, ah, shall we say, unexpected complication has presented itself at Raven’s Park.” The earl rubbed the back of his neck.

      And without allowing for any questions, his father strode purposefully toward his study. Of course, he would expect Rome to follow him.

      By the time Rome stepped inside and closed the door behind him, the earl was lowering himself into the chair Rome had recently vacated.

      “We need to grant them representation.” His father was reading through the bill Rome had given up on moments ago. And then glancing up, added, “And you, son, have a bit of a problem.”

      “The rumor has been dealt with.” He’d have thought his father already knew this.

      But his father was shaking his head. “Not the rumor.”

      But then what? “Wesley?”

      The earl scowled. “The boy is adjusting. More so this last week. Since he tried running off—”

      “He wants to leave?” A part of Rome’s heart, the part that hadn’t already been crushed by Rose, ached for his son.

      “He said he didn’t wish to cause trouble for us. He didn’t want to be somewhere he wasn’t wanted.”

      “I told him—”

      “He has since been set straight.” The earl narrowed his eyes on Rome. “The thing is, Darlington, that’s not the problem I was referring to.”

      Rome did not understand. Why didn’t his father simply say whatever had sent him all this way?

      “Wesley met up with a certain young woman in Bath before he was able to catch his coach. And that certain young woman explained to him why you had gone to Wales, that you wanted him in your life, and then she convinced him to return to Raven’s Park.”

      A certain young woman? It couldn’t be…

      “Miss Waring,” his father exhaled.

      At the mention of her name, at the knowledge of her whereabouts, Rome felt he could breathe somewhat normally again for the first time since she’d gone missing.

      “Is she hurt? Is she in good health?” If she was at Raven’s Park, then Rome needed to leave immediately. “I’ll have my mount readied.”

      But his father held out a hand. “Aside from an injury to her knee, which your mother tells me is healing nicely, she is fine.”

      Rome scrubbed a hand down his face.

      She had hurt herself when she’d fallen. He should have been at her side. He would have caught her. He should have protected her from the viciousness of the other guests.

      “She is the one?” His father’s question interrupted Rome’s berating thoughts. “Your mother insists that she must be. She wanted to send a note here, as soon as the girl arrived, but I wanted to speak with you myself before you did anything rash.”

      “I told the Willoughbys that I’d offered for her. Lady Asherton knows.”

      “Miss Waring is ruined in the eyes of Society. From what I’ve read,” his eyes flicked to the newspaper sitting on the corner of the desk, “she has no hope of ever being accepted here in London, by the ton.”

      Rome knew this. “I don’t give a damn about society.”

      “I assumed that was exactly what you’d say. And yet, Miss Waring apparently does give a damn. She’s only remained at Raven’s Park at your mother’s insistence. You see, your mother understands Miss Waring’s concerns. She’s spent a good deal of time with her.”

      Rome dropped into the chair across from his father. “What would you have done? Mother was not raised to be a countess. What if she’d refused to remain your wife when you took on the Earldom? What if she had insisted that she was not good enough, genteel enough, to stand by your side?”

      “That would be ridiculous. Of course, she was good enough.”

      “Yes, Father, but what if she hadn’t believed that? What would you have done?”

      “This isn’t the same.” His father scowled across his desk at Rome.

      “But what would you have done?”

      And at that moment, something softened on his father’s features, something Rome rarely, if ever saw. “I was a barrister, by then. I was making a good enough living for my family.” He grimaced. “I would not have claimed it. I would have refused to send in my request to the House of Lords.” He shook his head. “But the estate would have required someone to care for it. And your birthright was at stake, as was that of all my children. It would have been irresponsible of me. Damnit, Darlington, I wouldn’t have given her a choice. And as I have said, it is not the same. We were already married with children.”

      But an idea had planted itself in Rome’s mind. He rose from the seat and made a slight bow in his father’s direction. “Thank you, Father. I have a journey to make.”

      “You had best be certain you know what you’re doing, son,” his father called to Rome’s back as he exited the study.

      As he closed the door behind him, he barely heard his father muttering to himself. “Damned impertinent lovesick fool.”

      Rome smiled.

      Finally.

      He knew what he had to do. Because he was exactly that.

      A damned and impertinent lovesick fool.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          The choice

        

      

    

    
      Josephine poured tea into two cups before adding milk and sugar to both of them. “You must make certain he’s dealt with Mr. Pierce. After you’ve seen him, after you’ve given him the opportunity to state his case, then you may walk away with no regrets. That is if he does not change your mind.”

      Oh, but he would not. And she could not.

      Rose had hoped she wouldn’t have to see Rome again. It was going to hurt too much to tell him goodbye.

      And yet… she ached for him. She could barely breathe without him.

      She accepted the cup and saucer from Josephine and nodded. “Very well. If he comes.” She touched her lips to the rim of the cup and then added, “He may have already turned his affections toward Margaret, Lady Asherton. Surely, he has finally accepted the impossibility of…” She swallowed hard and then blew on the tea.

      She did not really believe this. He was not fickle. She wished she could be certain that she’d done the right thing. She’d made the decision for both of them and yet, he too, would know the pain of their circumstances for a very long time.

      “You cannot know until you see him again,” Josephine said firmly. “And he will come. I have no doubt about that. I would not be surprised if he shows up today. If he forgoes the carriage for a mount, he can cover the distance in almost half the time.”

      A shiver of both anticipation and dread shot down Rose’s spine at such a possibility.

      The last time she’d seen him, they had danced and flirted with one another. She’d been going to tell him that she loved him. His laughing blue eyes had watched her while they danced, he’d pressed his hand to the small of her back, and she’d believed that he loved her.

      Then the world had fallen apart.

      Her world, anyhow.

      She blinked. She missed him.

      Her eyes missed him. Her body missed him. Her soul missed him.

      “We shall see.” She didn’t argue with her friend. She wanted desperately to see him. Would he kiss her one last time? “I received word from my mother today.”

      Josephine had told her she could stay at Raven’s Park for as long as she had need, but Rose would not impose much longer. Already, she felt as though she’d taken advantage of the countess’ generosity. She did not want her sullied reputation to tarnish this family any more than it already had. If anyone were to discover she was staying at Raven’s Park…

      “And how is Mrs. Waring?” Josephine carefully set her tea onto her saucer.

      Rose could not dissemble. “My aunt no longer has need of me. Apparently, she passed away two years ago. I am welcome to return home, if necessary, until I find new employment.”

      Her mother had been disappointed to hear that the quarterly monies Rose had been sending would cease.

      She would have to find another position but couldn’t fathom anyone wanting to hire her now. She was no longer respectable.

      Josephine eyed her knowingly. “You are not going to have a pastry?”

      Rose shook her head.

      Just then, the sounds of an approaching rider sent Rose’s stomach lurching. Josephine heard it too, and turned her attention toward the window. “Ah, I see that I was right. My son did not waste a moment.”

      Rome.

      The older woman rose from her chair and smoothed her skirts. “Be honest with him, Rose. And listen with your heart.”

      Rose closed her eyes and nodded. “I will.”

      “I’m going to make myself scarce. Mr. Winston will inform him of your whereabouts.”

      Rose touched her hair self-consciously.

      “You look beautiful, as always,” Josephine reassured her with a tight smile before leaving her alone.

      Rose did not feel beautiful. Dark circles seemed to have etched themselves permanently beneath her eyes. Her hair curled wildly about her head, without a stylist to tame it, and although her gown was made of lovely material, it did not feel at all as though it fit properly.

      Perhaps he’d take one look at her and flee.

      Unable to sit still, she pushed herself up from the settee and limped to the window. He dismounted easily but looked tired and unhappy. He also appeared quite determined.

      Rose pressed her forehead against the glass and allowed her eyes to devour him. When he disappeared inside the house, she hobbled back to her seat.

      Sounds of the outer door closing drifted upstairs and then the staccato of ascending footsteps. They grew louder but also somewhat tentative, until they halted outside of the room.

      He did not knock but pushed the door open firmly, his gaze purposeful and intense.

      After not seeing him for nearly a week, the shock of his presence robbed her of any calm she’d tried to muster. How was it possible for him to appear imposingly handsome, ruggedly sexy, and at the same time endearingly vulnerable?

      He wasn’t smiling, nor was he frowning. The dark circles beneath his eyes mirrored her own, as did the pain. Pain she had caused.

      Rose searched her mind for something to say to him, anything that might be appropriate after all that she’d done.

      “You are angry with me?” Her words emerged barely louder than a whisper.

      His eyes shone. With anger? With tears? She fought the sob threatening to choke her. She’d hurt him but she could not regret what she’d done. She’d die rather than allow anyone to harm him.

      He approached slowly. “You left without saying goodbye.”

      She dropped her gaze. She’d been a coward. They’d shared so much and then she’d pretended it hadn’t been real. She’d made the choice to end it, for both of them. “I couldn’t remain.” She stared at his dust-covered boots. “I was afraid…”

      “You gave up without giving me a chance to fix things.” He towered over her for only a moment before dropping to his knees at her feet, forcing her to meet his eyes. “You didn’t have faith in me.”

      Oh, God.

      Rose gulped. “I did. It’s just that I…” She swallowed hard a second time. “They were talking about the rumor. That you might be hanged. It was the only thing I could think to do. Was it Pierce? Did you investigate him?” She’d wanted to remain at Margaret’s to discuss his valet with him, but she had been afraid and ashamed. She’d failed them both.

      When she’d returned from the Willoughby Mansion, she’d known an unstoppable need to escape London. “Two of the Willoughby servants admitted to hearing Pierce talking about it. I had to do something. I couldn’t bear the thought of losing you that way.”

      He furrowed his brows, but then shook his head. “It wasn’t Pierce.” But then he seemed to dismiss that part of what she’d said. “Why couldn’t you bear it, Rose? Why?”

      She would not lie to him. She opened her mouth and nothing came out. She licked her lips and tried again. “Because I love you. I’ve loved you all along.”

      His eyes flared at her words. “But you left.”

      Oh, why did he not comprehend the gulf that stretched between them? Perhaps before they might have managed it but now… “I told everyone—”

      He grasped her hands tightly, almost desperately, his eyes appearing every shade of blue imaginable. “Don’t you think I know all of that? Do you think any of it matters to me? Do you think I give a fig what Society matrons have to say about you? Do you think the invitations, the club memberships, my reputation, mean anything if I cannot be with you? You’ve taken over my heart, love. You’ve become the object of my dreams. I told you once that I loved you and you threw it back in my face. But I have never stopped loving you, Rose. I never will.”

      She pinched her eyes shut but hot tears escaped anyway. “I was afraid. And then I wasn’t. But then the ball. All those people, watching me, deciding that I wasn’t good enough to be there.”

      Warm hands grasped her face. “You have always been good enough––more than good enough!” His voice reached into her very soul and when she opened her eyes, she was lost to everything but him. “ Deep down, deep inside, you have always known. You are Rose; A woman who has provided support to her best friend when she needed it, a woman who makes music that sings to the spirit, a woman who would council me to follow my heart where my son is concerned. You not only sweetened my tea, love, but you have sweetened my life. You are my giving, caring, proud and talented Rose and I’m not letting you go.”

      His words washed over her like a benediction. “I’ve missed you so much,” she admitted, still terrified and uncertain.

      His lips trembled when they touched hers.

      She was not alone in her fear. But he would share his courage as well. Like the sun rising on the horizon, his kiss filled her with hope. Warmth, love, comfort.

      Her arms wound around him, and when their lips broke apart, she buried her face in his neck. He was a viscount, yes, but he was also flesh and blood. Had he not told her this once already? And yet she hadn’t thought him vulnerable to her. She hadn’t considered how much loving her had hurt him already.

      “I’ll walk away from all of it before I’ll let you walk away from me again.” The heat of his breath warmed her neck. She clutched more tightly as a tremor rolled through him.

      Holding this man, realizing that his greatest fear seemed to be losing her, dissolved all of her arguments, and her resistance abated. “You cannot do that.” But her hands ran over his back hungrily. “I will not leave you again,” she promised. “But I’m afraid. I will be your mistress, if it is what you wish.”

      “You’re going to take my name.” On his knees before her, he allowed her no opportunity to disagree. “You’ll be either Mrs. Rome Spencer, or Viscountess Darlington, but either way, you are going to marry me. I mean it, Rose. You matter more to me than any of it.”

      When she’d first made love with him, she’d experienced passion, and then great satisfaction. With his hands gripping the sides of her face, hearing his words, knowing his love, Rose seized the courage to go forward. The joy that had been just out of reach on the night of the ball was hers for the taking.

      Feeling brave, and strong, and worthy of love, she embraced it fully.

      “I will marry you.” She barely got the words out before his mouth claimed hers. His kiss, this kiss, sealed a promise between the two of them. It promised today, tomorrow, a lifetime.

      “You will be my wife?” He pushed her back against the sofa, partially covering her with his body.

      “I will.” How could she not? She loved this man so very much.

      “You will be my viscountess?”

      She nodded solemnly. She could not allow him to walk away from his title, his duty, his destiny. “I will.”

      “God, Rose, you’ve given me a merry chase,” he growled.

      “I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.”

      He halted her apology by touching a finger to her lips. “No more apologies. No more regrets.” And seeming to realize that he’d left the door to the foyer wide open, he groaned. “We’ll marry quickly. I’m not willing to risk you changing your mind.”

      “I won’t change my mind.” Rose smoothed her gown as he situated himself more properly beside her.

      Anyone could look in on them at any moment.

      Then she remembered something he’d said. “What do you mean it wasn’t Pierce? It had to be him.”

      Rome shook his head. “No. It wasn’t him. I’ve known the culprit for months now, but there was nothing I could do about it.”

      She remembered how overbearing his valet had been back at Summers Park. “I thought that perhaps he…” She halted her words before uttering her suspicions.

      But Rome was watching her closely. “You thought that perhaps he…what?”

      Rose bit her lip. “I thought perhaps that Mr. Pierce was in love with you.”

      Rome’s face broke into a huge grin. “Even I’ll admit that my valet can be somewhat possessive but that is not it at all.”

      Rose raised her brows. “He told me to stay away from you, at Summers Park. I thought perhaps it was because he…”

      “Because he wanted me for himself?” This time, Rome actually laughed. “Ah, my love.” He stared into her eyes, becoming somber. “I will have a serious talk with him. He’s become suspicious of all females over the past few years. Even more so since the debacle last winter.”

      “Because she hurt you?”

      Rome shook his head. “Lady Eliza’s father is the person who planted the rumor. I promised not to share her secret, but as my future wife, you have a right to know. The facts of my broken engagement were not what everyone was told.”

      “Why would her father say something so horrible about you? Did his daughter not abandon you for the local blacksmith? Was it you…?” Her eyes widened in surprise that he might have done the jilting.

      “Oh, she left me all right. But not for the blacksmith. She ran away with her lady’s maid. This was not my secret to tell. Her father discovered people asking questions. They did not believe the blacksmith story.”

      “I thought it rather odd myself.”

      He nodded. “Her father needed to create a diversion. He didn’t want anyone examining his daughter’s whereabouts and actions too closely. And so he––”

      “Made up the story about you to deflect from the truth! That was not well done of him!”

      And yet, Rome had not revealed the culprit when he was in danger.

      “I believed it all would die down after I announced my engagement to you.”

      It took a few seconds for his words to make sense to Rose. “So I needn’t have…?”

      “Although it was a lovely sentiment, and it was flattering to learn from the papers that I’d satisfied you so thoroughly.” He did his best to hide his amusement but could not keep the humor from his eyes. “I hadn’t realized I possessed such skill.”

      She groaned in embarrassment, and yet could not feel despair when his eyes danced with laughter. Dear Lord, she’d never live this down.

      If only she’d taken him at his word when he’d said he’d come to London, not to court Margaret, but for her!

      Only she hadn’t been ready. She hadn’t believed herself worthy and so it had not seemed possible.

      She blinked at the thought. The worst had happened. The very worst. She’d been humiliated in front of the whole world. And then she’d ruined herself publicly.

      And yet here she sat, whole and strong. She was not broken. She’d been willing to face her future, with or without him. She would have found hope again.

      As a maid, a gentlewoman, or even as a viscountess––she mattered.  He needn’t fear her running away ever again. Because she’d not been running from him, she’d been running from herself.

      And yet here she sat.

      A smile crept across her lips.

      Mystified by her epiphany, she touched his cheek tenderly, staring deeply into his eyes. “We will face the world together, then?”

      He smiled. “Together.”

      She’d not doubt this man again. He’d never once lied to her––about anything.

      “I wasn’t sure how long I ought to stay away?” Josephine’s face appeared as she peered through the open door. “It looks to me, however, that the two of you have come to an agreement?”

      Rome and Rose moved quickly to stand upon his mother’s appearance. “We have, Mother.” Rome took hold of Rose’s hand. “Miss Waring has agreed to marry me.”

      Despite all of Josephine’s reassuring words from earlier, Rose watched Rome’s mother closely for her reaction.

      “I am so happy!” The older woman’s eyes filled with tears as she rushed across the room. She embraced Rome first and then Rose. “Welcome to the family!” And leaning in closer. “Have you told him about your other news?”

      And upon hearing this question from Rome’s mother, a myriad of seemingly unrelated thoughts raced through her mind and then began clicking into place. Other news? Surely, she didn’t think...?

      And yet… when was the last time she’d had her monthlies? She’d been so caught up in leaving Penelope and assisting Margaret, missing Rome and then pretending she’d never been a maid, that she hadn’t given much thought to her swelling midsection, despite her diminished appetite.

      She stared at Josephine and then turned again to Rome. Penelope would have quite the laugh over this.

      “What other news, darling?” Rome smiled.

      She’d failed to recognize that which ought to have been obvious. Because he’d withdrawn before releasing his seed, she’d deluded herself into believing it wasn’t possible.

      And yet it was.

      She went to speak but couldn’t manage a single word. Her mind was spinning in circles, along with everything else. “Oh, Rome…”

      I’m pregnant.

      For the first time in her life, her vision swam and before she could say the words aloud, Rose fainted.
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      “Rose? Darling?” It was Rome. She must be dreaming. A wonderful dream. So real that even his scent filled her nostrils. “Come back to me, love.” A cool cloth landed on her head.

      It was not a dream! She blinked her eyes open. He was here. It all came back in a rush. A movement across the room had her gaze slanting to catch Josephine’s eyes. Her dear friend winced. Rome’s mother.

      “I am so sorry, Rose.”

      Rome was seated beside her, where she was laying on the settee, and he was alternately rubbing her hand and touching the side of her face. “Will one of you please explain? What news?” He’d gone rather pale and his brows furrowed in worry. “Are you ill, love? Are you in pain?”

      “I’m fine.” Then, feeling herself blush from the tips of her toes to the roots of her hair, she added, “I believe I am with child.”

      How had she not suspected? She’d simply assumed she’d gained a little weight and that she felt tired because of everything that had happened. She’d never had regular monthlies and what with all the traveling and changes…

      Rome simply stared at her. “Could we have a moment alone, Mother?”

      He didn’t say another word until Josephine disappeared, this time closing the door behind her.

      He dropped his hand to her waist. No longer soft and flat but firm and curving upward beneath his palm. “I thought I had protected you.”

      She could only smile at him weakly. “Apparently, such techniques are not one hundred percent effective.”

      His eyes became suspiciously bright. “But it’s already May. That means…”

      Rose swallowed hard and did a little mental math. “I believe you will be a father once again come autumn.”

      He closed his eyes. When he opened them again, they were unusually bright. “You were going to do this on your own? You were not going to tell me?”

      Ignoring her light-headedness, she pushed herself up to sit. “I just realized myself.” She would never knowingly have denied him his child after all that he’d been through. “I hadn’t even thought… I would have told you!” Horror crept in at the possibility that she’d planned on leaving him forever. She could not have kept his child from him. I would not! “I would have told you!”

      Even now, she could hardly believe it herself. She covered his hand with her own.

      He’d come after her. He’d told her he would walk away from his birthright if she would not have him for who he was.

      “I don’t know what I would have done,” she began frantically. “If I’d lost you forever. I’m so very—”

      He caught her lips with his own, effectively silencing another apology. “Thank God I found you,” he said against her mouth. He kissed her quite thoroughly before gently setting her away from him. As he did so, he reached into his coat and withdrew a somewhat wrinkled but folded document.

      “A special license.”

      Rose broke into a grin.

      He’d thought of everything…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          London, Twenty–Two Days Later

        

      

    

    
      “Sit still, Rose. Was I this difficult while you did my hair?” Penelope shoved one last pin into Rose’s simple coiffure, securing the wreath of flowers that had been delivered early that morning.

      Rose stared at herself in the mirror, wishing they’d used the special license rather than succumb to Josephine’s persistence that they have a ton wedding.

      Her future mother-in-law had insisted they must brazen their way through the scandal, just as Natalie had a few years before. They could not slink away and marry. They needed to face all of Society in London, at St George’s Cathedral, with all the pomp and circumstance one could imagine.

      The day they became engaged, Josephine had taken Rose aside for a most sincere chat. She told Rose she would support her either way, but that it would be best for Rose, best for Rome, to overcome the scandal she’d run from in London.

      Rather than marry Rose quietly at the chapel at Raven’s Park or whisk her away to Gretna Green, Rome had sent notices to all the papers and then requested banns be read for three consecutive weeks, as was required for a traditional ceremony.

      At Rose’s request.

      Josephine and Lady Sheffield had then hastily sent invitations to every sympathetic socialite with whom they were acquainted, which Rose now realized, was a virtual army.

      The church would be full.

      And Rose was going to have to face all of them in exactly one hour.

      The door to Rose’s chamber opened and several familiar faces appeared: Lady Hawthorne, or Natalie, as her future sister-in-law insisted, Margaret, even two duchesses, Abigail, the Duchess of Monfort, and Lilly, the Duchess of Cortland. On this morning, they wore smiles of encouragement and support as they crowded into the chamber she’d been allotted by Penelope, in Danbury’s London townhouse.

      “How is the bride?” Natalie was all smiles. “I remember how I felt, Rose, and my situation wasn’t so dissimilar to yours. My mother is always right about these things, though, so you mustn’t worry.”

      “We just came from Burtis House and Lady Sheffield says everything is going according to plan,” the Duchess of Monfort offered.

      “I daresay, Rome’s more nervous than you, Rose.” Natalie laughed. “I overheard Mr. Phillips complaining that he’s retied Rome’s cravat no less than twenty times. I hope my brother doesn’t chase him away. A skilled valet isn’t easy to come by and I daresay no one is missing Mr. Pierce.”

      Although Rome hadn’t blamed Mr. Pierce for starting the rumor, when his valet expressed dismay at Rome’s choice of bride, he’d sent the man packing.

      “Darlington asked us to bring you this. He said you might need it.” Margaret held out a small package, wrapped in pink tissue paper with a silk ribbon.

      Rose felt the smile in her heart before it even reached her lips.

      With surprisingly steady hands, she took the package and carefully untied the bow. Inside the paper was a small note.

      My love,

      May all your sins go unpunished, especially those that we embark upon together.

      I anxiously await you at the altar.

      Yours forever, Rome

      And when she opened the box, she giggled. Three cubes of sugar.

      “Shall we have some tea before heading for the church?”
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      Exactly one hour later, Rome stood beside the bishop at the front of the altar at St. George’s Cathedral, as hundreds of people rose to watch the bride make her way down the aisle.

      Rome was not alone. Beside him stood all three of his brothers, as well as his son. At the forefront of the congregation, his father, his mother, his sister, her husband, and their small son, Brody. Behind them, more friendly faces than he ever would have imagined possible one month ago.

      The organ played a chord that echoed through the hallowed chamber, and a vision of feminine beauty appeared at the opposite end of the aisle, holding her father’s arm in one hand and a bouquet of snapdragons in the other.

      Her gown, a flowing confection made of periwinkle blue, cascaded from just beneath her bodice to the aisle runner that covered the floor. English Ivy and more of the festive flowers sat atop her hair, a crown of nature, giving her every appearance of a fairy princess.

      The impossible was not so impossible after all.

      As she made her way down the aisle, a hush of appreciation rippled through the congregation.

      Soon, she would be his. His wife, his viscountess, his lady.

      In her presence, Rome’s heart took flight. He’d thought she would appear nervous, fearful, even. Instead, the smile she sent him was enough to sweeten all of London.

      When her father released her and stepped down to join his wife, this minx that he was marrying dropped something into his pocket.

      He spoke his vow with conviction and pride, knowing only feelings of joy, love, and hope.

      And when the bishop pronounced them man and wife, he could not help but to take hold of her face and kiss her fully on the mouth, in front of his family, his friends, and all those other guests who were members of the ton.

      As they turned to stare at all the faces that had witnessed their marriage ceremony, Rome reached into his pocket. Just as he suspected, a smooth piece of candy.

      This woman knew his mind, his needs, his very heart. He popped the sweet into his mouth and together they marched past a sea of approving smiles and out into the sunshine. Rose Waring Spencer, Viscountess Darlington, had proven to the world that she was good enough for Society, good enough to marry an aristocrat, but more importantly than that, she’d proven something to herself: whether a maid, a gentleman’s daughter, or a future countess, her goodness and strength would always set her apart.

      When she turned to smile up at him, Rome marveled at his luck.

      “May I?” he asked, unable to deny himself.

      She leaned forward and the words she whispered in his ear had him raising his eyebrows.

      Life had found a way of sending him the perfect woman. A woman who’d taught him the value of enjoyment and laughter. A woman he could rely upon when he himself felt week.

      And in this moment, a woman who seemed quite intent upon embarrassing him.

      “Be good, now, my lady, be good!”

      She grinned up at him. “But I thought you wanted me to sin with you.”

      He’d sin with her all right. Rome pressed his mouth to hers and slipped the candy past her lips. “Just sweetening you up, my love, just sweetening you up.”

      It was only one of many such kisses they’d share as husband and wife.

      

      
        
        *** THE END ***
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        THE LADY AND THE RAKE

        Margaret, Lady Asherton’s story!

        Coming in March, 2020!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Lord Love a Lady Series

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Lord Love a Lady Series

        Nobody’s Lady

        (Lord Love a Lady, Book 1)

      

      

      Dukes don’t need help, or do they?

      Michael Redmond, the Duke of Cortland, needs to be in London—most expeditiously—but a band of highway robbers have thwarted his plans. Purse-pinched, coachless, and mired in mud, he stumbles on Lilly Beauchamp, the woman who betrayed him years ago.

      Ladies can’t be heroes, or can they?

      Michael was her first love, her first lover, but he abandoned her when she needed him most. She’d trusted him, and then he failed to meet with her father as promised. A widowed stepmother now, Lilly loves her country and will do her part for the Good of England—even if that means aiding this hobbled and pathetic duke.

      They lost their chance at love, or did they?

      A betrothal, a scandal, and a kidnapping stand between them now. Can honor emerge from the ashes of their love?

      
        
        A Lady’s Prerogative

        (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 2)

      

      

      It’s not fair. Titled rakes can practically get away with murder, but one tiny little misstep and a debutante is sent away to the country. Which is where Lady Natalie Spencer is stuck after jilting her betrothed.

      Frustrated with her banishment, she’s finished being a good girl and ready to be a little naughty. Luckily she has brothers, one of whom has brought home his delightfully gorgeous friend.

      After recently inheriting an earldom, Garrett Castleton is determined to turn over a new leaf and shed the roguish lifestyle he adopted years ago. His friend’s sister, no matter how enticing, is out-of-bounds. He has a run-down estate to manage and tenants to save from destitution.

      Can love find a compromise between the two, or will their stubbornness get them into even more trouble?

      A betrothal, a scandal, and a kidnapping stand between them now. Can honor emerge from the ashes of their love?

      
        
        Lady Saves the Duke

        (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 3)

      

      

      He thinks he’s saving her, but will this Lady Save the Duke, instead?

      Miss Abigail Wright, disillusioned spinster, hides her secret pain behind encouraging smiles and optimistic laughter. Self-pity, she believes, is for the truly wretched. So when her mother insists she attend a house party—uninvited—she determines to simply make the best of it…until an unfortunate wardrobe malfunction.

      Alex Cross, the “Duke of Ice,” has more than earned the nickname given him by the ton. He’s given up on happiness but will not reject sensual pleasure. After all, a man has needs. The week ought to have been pleasantly uneventful for both of them, with nature walks, parlor games, and afternoon teas on the terrace…but for some inferior stitchery on poor Abigail’s bodice.

      And now the duke is faced with a choice. Should he make this mouse a respectable offer and then abandon her to his country estate? She’s rather pathetic and harmless, really. Oughtn’t to upset his life whatsoever.

      His heart, however, is another matter…

      
        
        Lady at Last

        (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 4)

        Penelope’s Story

      

      

      

      She can't make a baby without a husband! Or can she?

      After witnessing the miracle of birth, self-determined spinster Miss Penelope Crone is having second thoughts about swearing off marriage. She wants – no, she needs – to experience the blessed event herself. Dear God, she’s practically thirty! Time is running out!

      Hugh Chesterton, Viscount Danbury, is relatively intelligent, good looking, unmarried, and most importantly, close at hand. With a little décolletage, a sway of the hips, and a few drinks of brandy, Penelope is certain she can extract a respectable offer.

      If only she’d accounted for the power of passion.

      Because unchecked lust takes over, leaving Penelope in a most precarious predicament. And Lord Danbury –– the goose-brained jackanapes –– is proving far less attainable than she’d imagined.

      Is Penelope to be cast out of society or will Lord Danbury take a leap of faith and save her from ruin? He'd better act fast if he's going to make her his lady. HIs Lady At Last...

      

      
        
        Lady and the Rake

        (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 6)

        Margaret’s Story… Coming Soon!

      

      

      

      
        
        THE LORD LOVE A LADY SERIES

      

        

      
        Book 1: Nobody's Lady

        Book 2: A Lady's Prerogative

        Book 3: Lady Saves The Duke

        Book 4: Lady At Last

        Book 5: Lady Be Good

        Book 6: Lady And The Rake (coming March 2020)
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      And if you haven’t read Penelope’s story, READ ON for a sample from chapter one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lady At Last

          

          Chapter One, A Miracle.

        

      

    

    
      It had taken a miracle to change Penelope Cross’s mind about spinsterhood, but her mind had changed, nonetheless.

      Penelope wrinkled her nose. Had it been a miracle? It was simply a baby. A birth. The creation of life.

      Perhaps it was a miracle, after all. Penelope placed her gloved hands atop the sturdy fence post, leaned her head forward, and pressed it against the wood. The air was crisp; the sun bright. A bit of snow remained in the shaded areas of the meadow.

      It ought to be a perfectly normal February evening.

      But it was not.

      After thirty-six hours of labor pains, her dear friend, Lilly, the Duchess of Cortland, had finally given birth to a tiny, red-faced, wiggling, and wrinkled human. He was all of two hours old.

      Penelope had witnessed the entire event. And oh, what a spectacle it had been. One would think at the ripe age of eight-and-twenty that nothing could change her mind about what she wanted in life. But this…

      Seeing a child enter the world…

      Well, it had.

      And the craziest thought had developed as she’d assisted the midwife in cleaning the squirming, slimy little creature before handing him over to his exhausted mother.

      I want one.

      Which, of course, changed everything.

      Because Penelope had long ago given up any hope of capturing the attention of her one true love. And if she could not have him, she didn’t want anybody else. She would never marry; she had decided so just this past fall.

      And now this!

      This bodily need—this hunger—had hit her so very unexpectedly. An emptiness had opened up inside of her, an emptiness that could only be filled by making her own little screaming human.

      She smiled and covered her mouth with one hand, tears flowing down her cheeks. The look on Lilly’s face, in her eyes, when Penelope had handed her the blanketed bundle. Total fulfillment.

      Penelope swiped at her tears and sniffled.

      Lilly’s husband, the Duke of Cortland, had been in awe—of both his wife and his son. For theirs was a marriage of love. Not only did the duke have his heir now, but he and Lilly and that miniature human were a family now.

      Penelope did not begrudge them. In fact, most of the girls who’d befriended her when she’d first entered society were now married. Not only married but happily so. Even Abigail! The least likely of them all to wed!

      Again, the image of tiny little hands, tiny little feet and toes, tiny little everything, clouded her vision. And again, she experienced the hunger.

      I want one!

      But how? Well, the answer was obvious. Penelope sighed. I’ll have to find myself a man! A husband to be exact.

      As Penelope marched back toward Summer’s Park, the duke’s large country estate near Exeter, she mentally calculated which gentlemen of her acquaintance she’d be willing to tolerate. Since he was most definitely not interested, she was going to have to find somebody else. Somebody she could bear for the remainder of her life—or his, whichever the case may be.

      She could always set her sights upon one of his brothers. But Penelope quickly dismissed the notion.

      If she could not have him, then she most definitely did not wish to become a part of his family.

      No, she would have to find some other lucky gent.

      Hugh Chesterton, the Viscount of Danbury, was the most obvious choice. Except Danbury had eluded marriage for as long as she’d known him. Nearly ten years, in fact!

      Ouch. This fact reminded her that the next London season would be her tenth. Most would consider her firmly upon the shelf. At eight and twenty, she could never hope to take the ton by storm. She’d become something more along the lines of a drizzle. She personified London itself—in the form of a woman. Had she really participated in a decade of seasons?

      Not to be distracted by these negative thoughts, Penelope enumerated to herself the reasons Danbury would be a good choice.

      Proximity, first and foremost.

      He was, at this very moment, lounging in Cortland’s study consuming copious amounts of celebratory scotch. For this was where the gentlemen had spent the past twenty or so hours awaiting the news of a safe delivery for the duchess and their little marquess.

      Tolerability as well.

      Hugh, as a friend, could very possibly be molded into a tolerable husband. He was pleasant, had a fine sense of humor, and wasn’t a complete idiot.

      Neither was he hard on the eyes.

      And ah, yes, suitability. As a viscount, he was born of a fine lineage. Her parents would not find any fault in him whatsoever. Which wasn’t really an issue for Penelope, but it would make things easier.

      Availability.

      Hmmm… this was an uncertainty. Not that Danbury was actually attached to any other female of her acquaintance, but he had certainly been successful in escaping wedlock thus far.

      The debutantes who’d set their sights upon Viscount Danbury had gone about attempting to capture him in all the wrong ways. They’d endeavored to seduce him with their frills, sighs, batting eyelashes, and empty-headed opinions.

      But Penelope had an advantage. She knew Hugh.

      She knew him for what he was. A bit of a rogue. He preferred a turn of the ankle to a pretty blush any day. He preferred cleavage to lace, passion to infatuation, and he also preferred…

      Red hair.

      How did she know this? How could she not know this? Every demi-mondaine he’d ever appeared with had had red hair. Quite honestly, he must have worked his way through piles and piles of the stuff. And why had Penelope noticed this tendency?

      Well, she had red hair herself. Not the brassy, deep-colored red hair of Danbury’s lady friends, but a sun-kissed sort of red, closer to blond, but definitely red.

      This could come in quite handy.

      And, she reasoned with herself, Danbury needed to marry eventually. He was halfway through his thirties, for heaven’s sake. He might as well marry her. They got along well enough. Aside from some occasional bickering, that was.

      She was a baron’s daughter and tolerably pretty when she put forth an effort. She had a decent-sized dowry, and she was smart as a whip.

      Well, perhaps he would not appreciate the last attribute in his wife at first, but eventually, he would be forced to admit that such a characteristic made for a considerable asset in the woman one married.

      With her as his wife, he would not beggar any of his estates, nor would he cast any unwise votes in Parliament.

      Yes, Danbury could use such a guiding hand as hers.

      The cool air sent a shiver through her as she entered the large open foyer of the ancient castle. It reminded her of entering a cathedral—or a museum. The large home at Summer’s Park certainly boasted enough artwork and sculptures to rival either. She handed her coat, bonnet, and gloves to the stoic butler and then commenced climbing the long curving staircase to the upper floors.

      Would Danbury still be in the study?

      Would he be alone?

      Penelope stopped to glance in a mirror at one of the landings and pushed a few tendrils of hair behind her ears. She then removed her fichu and tucked it into her skirt. Shimmying her shoulders a bit, she leaned forward and plumped her breasts upward, so they were nearly coming out of her stays. Ah, yes, a bit of cleavage was just what she needed. She bit her lips to plump them up as well.

      Much better. Studying herself again, she untucked the hair from behind her ears and pulled out a few hairpins. The released strands made her look softer… less the spinster she’d been for several years now.

      Her eyes were shining, and her cheeks were a bit reddened from the cold outside. Penelope bit her lips one last time and smoothed her skirts.

      If Danbury was to be the father to her child, she’d best get to work now.

      She spun on her heel and marched purposefully toward the masculine study, her plan to land a husband underway.

      Later, she would consider that perhaps she ought to have slept on the matter first—allowed herself a few days to consider the matter practically. One didn’t always make the wisest of decisions when they’d gone two days without sleep.
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