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 Chapter One 
 
    A Harmless Flirtation 
 
      
 
    God save Margaret Claire Dorrill from the diligent care of her older brother—by all of eleven years. Not that he treated her cruelly, or ever neglected her. Rather the opposite, in fact; loving, protective…organizing. 
 
    Controlling. 
 
    Overbearing. 
 
    “I’ll land you a proper husband if it’s the last damn thing I do.” Ethan Dorrill executed his guardianship far too seriously. Good Heavens! Claire was only weeks from arriving at the ripened age of one and twenty. She was a woman in her own right! 
 
    She wished Ethan would focus his energies on his own marital state. Relax his overblown sense of responsibility to her for just a moment. 
 
    Or a month. 
 
    Perhaps a decade. 
 
    “And by proper husband, you mean a titled gentleman?” she needled him. 
 
    Ethan slid her a frustrated look and rubbed the back of his neck at the same time. “You deserve such respect—” 
 
    “I’m afforded enough respect.” Claire exhaled loudly, blowing the hair up from her forehead. “I’d prefer to ‘land’ my own husband, thank you very much. How would you feel if I had deigned to choose your wife?” He sent her a stern glance. Having recently found happiness with his wife, Georgiana, Claire would have thought he’d have been more understanding. He ought to expect that she, too, would want, at the very least, to like the man she chose to marry. 
 
    She and Ethan laid claim to the most common of births. Although her dear brother’s success in business had given them rise financially, nothing could change the circumstances of their birth. Even Ethan’s marriage to Georgiana could never make her brother anything more than a ‘Mister.’ 
 
    Their parents had been of the merchant class, as had their grandparents before them. 
 
    Claire accepted this fact gracefully. 
 
    Ethan did not; at least, not for her. 
 
    Nonetheless, he provided his wife with not only security, but vast wealth.  
 
    “I’m sorry about Lord Pringle.” Ethan scrubbed one hand over his face as he apologized for the titled gentleman he’d invited to their townhouse. He’d done so in hopes of a respectable offer for Claire—an offer which would have made Claire a Lady. 
 
    If Claire had been willing to marry an ass. The truth of the matter was, she had no desire to lay claim to a title. “I’m not…sorry, that is.” She hated the fact that the pompous young man had managed to prick her pride. She’d given him the benefit of the doubt and then been horrifically disappointed.  
 
    “It had nothing to do with you,” her brother admitted.  
 
    He’d simply been unwise to issue the invitation to begin with.  
 
    “I’ve no wish to remain in London now.” The Season was all but over. She would play upon her brother’s guilt. “Amy Fairchild is hosting a house party and has invited me. I’ve already accepted her invitation.” Amy and Claire had been bosom buddies for most of their lives. Claire tilted her chin up in defiance before Ethan could respond.  
 
    The Fairchilds were as far from the nobility as she and Ethan were. There would be no dukes, no earls, not even a lowly baron at such an event.  
 
    Normal people, rather. Her friend even welcomed Claire’s small dog, Elmer.  
 
    Who currently lay sprawled on the decorative rug at Ethan’s feet. Her brother pretended to barely tolerate the short-legged canine, but Claire knew better. On more than one occasion, she’d caught him sneaking Elmer treats beneath the table. 
 
    Her brother, although more controlling than she’d wish, was a good man. A decent, hardworking man. 
 
    But for now, she’d have her way. 
 
    “You know I don’t approve of that woman.” Ethan’s mouth pinched into a hard line.  
 
    Except Claire knew he would relent, since he believed Lord Pringle had broken her heart.  
 
    Ethan owes me. 
 
    Claire tilted her chin up even higher. “I already sent her a letter promising I’d travel tomorrow.” 
 
    Which was why Claire now found herself sitting on the side of a road, in the sun, alone with her maid and Elmer, miles from anywhere on this late summer afternoon. 
 
    The three of them had been rolling along, windows open to allow the warm breeze to flow through and then kathump. The carriage had listed to the left, lurched heavily, and then jolted to a stop.  
 
    Coachman John had been beside himself with what to do.  
 
    “I can’t leave two women alone on the road.” He’d blustered his consternation for all of fifteen minutes before accepting Claire’s reassurances that she, Elmer, and Dolores could wait the hour or so it would take him to reach help without being in any real danger. She reminded him of the right hook Dolores could dole out, if necessary. 
 
    The burly driver had found himself on the receiving end of her maid’s fists on one unfortunate occasion when Dolores popped him a good one for getting ‘fresh’ with her. The supposed insult had never been repeated but had left John with one blackened eye. 
 
    The outrider who normally traveled with them had been called home due to an untimely death and a temporary replacement was yet to be found.  
 
    With a convincing bark from Elmer, the driver reluctantly relented and marched away to track down either another wheel or a replacement conveyance.  
 
    Although John had no qualms about driving cattle, he never rode them. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    He’d been gone less than ten minutes when Dolores began expelling a series of heavy, sorrowful sighs. Claire glanced sideways at the heavyset older woman and tried not to smirk.  
 
    Grandfather Thomas had hired Dolores to act as lady’s maid when Claire turned sixteen. Four years they’d been together now, and so Claire knew what was to come next. 
 
    “It certainly is hot, Miss Claire. Don’t remember it being this hot last year.” Dolores did not disappoint. She uttered the words and wiggled uncomfortably on the fallen log both women sat upon. 
 
    Claire held tightly to Elmer as the trunk shifted on the uneven earth. 
 
    “It is a warm day, Dolores.” Claire set Elmer on the ground and removed her fichu, which she then waved in front of her face.  
 
    “I suppose the heat is better than rain, Miss Claire. Mud would be quite unpleasant, indeed.” 
 
    “It certainly would be, Dolores.” Claire allowed a teasing grin to dance upon her lips. She’d had many such conversations with her maid over the years.  
 
    “Just a few clouds in the distance. Don’t suppose they’ll amount to anything though.” Dolores sighed heavily again.  
 
    “I don’t suppose.” 
 
    “And if they did, then there would be all the mud…” Her poor maid would never decide which might be the greater weather travesty to besiege them. 
 
    Elmer perked up watchfully at the clop of an approaching rider from the opposite direction John had disappeared. It seemed she was to be spared her maid’s titillating conversation after all.  
 
    Claire was aware she ought to be wary. As two women on the side of the road, their present circumstance could almost be considered scandalous, and some might argue, fraught with danger. She clutched her reticule in one hand and sat up straight, pushing her shoulders back.  
 
    The majestic horse carried a gentleman, of course. Even several yards away, Claire noticed his impeccable dress. If the black top hat and magnificent horse weren’t enough for Claire to peg him as titled, his regal bearing would have been.  
 
    As he drew closer, Claire studied him unabashedly: Aquiline nose, chiseled jawline, and barely perceptible from beneath his hat, blond hair that curled over his collar. 
 
    None of which mattered the moment she met his gaze. 
 
    Blue flames. The color reminded her of the hottest of flames hidden in the depths of a fire. 
 
    She’d never seen eyes so brilliant and intense.  
 
    Despite the summer sun, a tingling shimmied the length of her spine.  
 
    “Ah hem.” The sound of Dolores clearing her throat jolted Claire to her feet. Elmer followed suit, tail wagging in excitement. 
 
    He certainly lacked the makings of a vicious guard dog. 
 
    As Elmer danced about in excitement, Claire wondered if this stranger was somebody important. He was certainly no gentleman she’d ever met before. She would not have forgotten such a man. Finely attired, he sat atop his mount prominently displaying his broad shoulders and slim waist. Just as Claire’s eyes dropped to study the rider’s well-muscled thighs, he drew his mount to a halt and leapt to the ground in one fluid motion. 
 
    “It appears you’ve met with some difficulties, miss.” He shifted his eyes toward the broken traveling carriage and then to Elmer. He frowned before swinging that compelling gaze of his back to Claire. “I imagine your coachman has gone for assistance?” 
 
    Something about this man slowed her brain to a snail’s pace. As his low-timbered voice set butterflies alight within her belly, her gaze reluctantly shifted to the traveling coach with a sigh. Ethan had purchased it just a few months ago. He would be more than a little annoyed by such shoddy workmanship.  
 
    When she regarded the rider again, she caught him watching her with one impertinently cocked eyebrow. Claire shook her head to dismiss the thoughts he evoked. She honestly did not think she’d ever laid eyes on a man so handsome as this elegant stranger. He would not be a baron, or even an earl. He must be a prince or a king, so exceptional were his looks and charisma. 
 
    Giving momentary rein to her frivolous thoughts, she stared at him from beneath her eyelashes. How could his mouth appear so firm and yet his lips look soft and kissable at the same time?  
 
    The heat had obviously turned her into a simpering ninny. 
 
    Perhaps he would attribute the flush in her cheeks to the sun. 
 
    “Miss?” his gravelly voice broke into her musings at the same time Dolores elbowed her in the ribs.  
 
    “Er…” What had he asked her? 
 
    “Your coachman?” he prompted. 
 
    “Ah, yes… Coachman John. Gone for assistance…” Claire clasped her hands together tightly. “The, er, wheel broke.” In that moment, she struggled to string together a coherent sentence. 
 
    “I’ll admit I’m surprised to stumble upon two fine ladies left to fend for themselves.” His expression sobered at these words.  
 
    Dolores snorted. 
 
    Claire ought to assess this stranger with at least a modicum of suspicion. Normally, she would have kept herself guarded. But there was something inherently…trustable…about him. He seemed dependable and capable and yet he lacked the pomposity of other titled gentlemen. He did not come across as insensitive or self-important like the men Ethan had recently paraded through their home. 
 
    “Our outrider is indisposed, my lord.”  
 
    At her admission, he blinked those blue eyes of his, seemed to come to some sort of decision, and then bowing, removed his hat.  
 
    “My apologies, madam. Allow me to introduce myself.” As he bent low, Claire could not keep herself from admiring his wavy, thick blond hair, or the sinewy muscles visible on the back of his neck. “Baron…er…of Jester, at your service.” He glanced around the perimeter, taking further notice of their predicament and then absentmindedly fidgeted with one of the buttons on his coat. “In all conscience, I cannot abandon the two of you to your own devices until I know your coachman has returned and your safety is assured.” 
 
    Most honorable, indeed.  
 
    “I’d not have you go against your conscience, my lord,” Claire spoke softly, feeling unusually girlish beside his masculine stature. And then she resorted to doing something she’d never done before.  
 
    She fluttered her eyelashes.  
 
    “I’m grateful to you if you’re inclined to delay your journey on our behalf.” Flashing a warning look in Dolores’s direction, she added, “I am Miss Claire Dubois”—she told him her mother’s name—“and this is my companion, Miss Dolores Finke.” 
 
    He was a baron. 
 
    Most barons of which she had an acquaintance—most notably—had pockets to let. 
 
    She did not want this gentleman to see her merely as a means to bolster his estate.  
 
    These Lords all knew her brother’s name. Most were well apprised as to the size of her dowry, which was considerable. Was there any harm in participating in an hour or so of meaningless flirtation? With someone who didn’t gaze adoringly into her eyes because he saw her as the answer to all of his financial woes. 
 
    Dolores scowled but Claire ignored her. 
 
    “My day has brightened indeed.” His words ought to sound ridiculous.  
 
    But they did not. 
 
    Not ridiculous, at all. Claire licked her lips. What a fine afternoon it was turning out to be. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
    The Baron of Jester 
 
      
 
    Benjamin Peabody knew the charming young woman was lying about her name. Even if her companion had not raised her brows and then frowned disapprovingly, he’d heard the hesitation in Miss Dubois’ voice. 
 
    She’d addressed him as My Lord. 
 
    And so, he too had impersonated somebody else. 
 
    The Baron of Jester, indeed! 
 
    The well-heeled chit was probably the daughter of some Earl or other nabob. Would she be smiling at him now if she knew not an ounce of gentility flowed through his veins?  
 
    He doubted it.  
 
    And so, he’d lied.  
 
    What harm could come from it? In fact, he reasoned, she and her companion might not have been so comfortable in his presence if they knew of his common origins. 
 
    Not that he lacked financially. In fact, his family’s coffers rivaled those of most titled gentlemen of his acquaintance. Many Lords might hold their nose at his bloodline, but Benjamin was no fool. He knew they envied the size of his bank account. They’d not admit it, but at some point, status alone failed to pay the bills.  
 
    This young lady likely led an indolent life. Her braided coronet of dark auburn hair reminded him of princesses and queens, while her creamy complexion and cherry red lips exemplified the quintessential English rose. He recognized the carriage she rode in as one of the finer models. A Lady. Anyone could recognize her to be a lady. 
 
    Beyond her looks and clothes, however, she exuded intelligence. 
 
    Intelligence and…ferocity.  
 
    Sitting alone on a highway, most women of the ton would have been halfway to a fit of vapors. But not this one. She sat proud, fearless—and if he was not mistaken—a flirtatious light danced behind the clever light he spied in her gaze. 
 
    “For a lady abandoned by your driver, you certainly appear in good spirits.” Benjamin wanted to know more about this girl. Of course, it would only amount to naught, with all the lying and whatnot.  
 
    Nonetheless, she intrigued him. 
 
    The companion grunted and rose from her perch on the log. “I’ll await Coachman John from inside,” Mrs. Finke muttered as she approached the listing carriage. “Where there is less hot air blowing around.” 
 
    Benjamin caught Miss Dubois’ gaze and the two of them shared a private joke. It was almost as though they’d known one another for a lifetime. Names were inconsequential. As were their stations in life.  
 
    The thought was enough to lift his heart for a moment. 
 
    “So, you are not afraid of highwaymen or robbers then?”  
 
    She shrugged and lifted one corner of her mouth. “The odds are in my favor, my lord.” She surprised him with her response. “Why worry myself over an improbability?” 
 
    Ah, intelligence, indeed. Ben forced his gaze from her lips back to her eyes. Light blue encircled her pupil, almost so light as to be silver. 
 
    “So, you are not simply an optimist, then.”  
 
    Again, the delicate shrug. “Nor am I a cynic,” she responded with a boldness unusual for ladies of her age. “I consider myself more of a realist.” 
 
    This resonated with his own outlook on life.  
 
    Benjamin approached the log.  
 
    “Won’t you sit down, my lord?” She gestured before he could request permission. The makeshift bench, although sturdy, was covered in shredded bark and dirt. Ben lowered himself beside her, not caring what his valet would have to say about the condition of his wardrobe.  
 
    He and his older brother, Clem, had only just acquired the annoying indulgence recently.  
 
    Ben wondered if he’d ever grow accustomed to having another person doing for him what he could easily do for himself. 
 
    But the funds were available, and Clem and he had agreed they ought to make a greater attempt at blending in with society. Even though they’d never find true acceptance. 
 
    Settled onto the surprisingly small space vacated by the companion, Ben allowed his thigh to casually brush the material of Miss Dubois’ dress. 
 
    As he shifted, a floral, fruity scent met his senses.  
 
    She’d declared herself a realist. 
 
    “You’re shockingly pretty for a realist.” He couldn’t help but flirt with her. He turned to watch her response. 
 
    A slight blush crept up her neck, but she was not too shy to meet his gaze. “I’m not sure that makes any sense.” And then she laughed. A sparkling, light sound that made him want to amuse her once again. “But I appreciate the compliment.” 
 
    Dark, thick lashes framed those shimmering eyes of hers. This close, his attraction to her was almost alarming. 
 
    “What of you, my lord? Are you like most men of your station, or are you wise enough to look for opportunities that are not attached to a betrothal?” 
 
    Ben raised his brows. Not only was she some nabob’s daughter, but she was likely one with a large dowry. She apparently knew her financial worth and realized any suitors would take this into consideration. 
 
    “I’m wise enough to recognize beauty and intelligence.” Ben held her gaze steadily. She smiled and glanced down at her hands. On close inspection, he realized her complexion was not perfect, after all. Small clusters of freckles sprinkled across the bridge of her nose. And her smile lifted higher on one side than the other. 
 
    Which charmed him all the more. 
 
    Her smile faded, and she chuckled again. “I believe that was another compliment. That’s two in less than five minutes.”  
 
    “Don’t attempt to convince me you aren’t used to compliments. I’d wager you sit court to a bevy of beaus.” He could not be certain of this as he’d not attended any balls himself, but he could picture her in his mind, reclining on a fainting couch with popinjays vying for placement on her dance card. 
 
    He didn’t like it. 
 
    But she was shaking her head. “Such an imagination you have.”  
 
    He could hardly believe his luck. 
 
    A beautiful lady.  
 
    Intelligent. Witty. Modest. 
 
    “You do not sit court?” he teased. “You stand, then?” 
 
    She laughed again and her small, pale hand swept an escaped tendril of hair away from her face. Ben itched to do it for her.  
 
    “You’re bamming me.” Again, the sweet sound of her laughter. How could she be so unaware of her own allure? 
 
    Shaking her head, she reached to the ground and opened a basket. “Would you care for a refreshment? Dolores and I brought along a picnic…” She removed a napkin and some grapes. “There is some lemonade…” She pulled out a canteen and poured a small amount into a dish for her dog before offering it to him. 
 
    Benjamin accepted the fruit but declined the drink. He carried his own water when he traveled. “Many thanks.” He popped one of the grapes into his mouth. “Would it be presumptuous of me to inquire as to your destination?”  
 
    Instead of answering, she plucked one of the grapes off the branch in his hand and thoughtfully rubbed it along her bottom lip. 
 
    Did she realize what that did to a man? Perhaps he had the wrong of it… Perhaps she was a courtesan in disguise… He held back a groan as she twirled the fruity member between her lips.  
 
    “Just visiting a friend. What of you my lord? Is your estate nearby?” And then the grape disappeared and she bit down. 
 
    Was she fishing for information about him? Did she doubt he was in fact the Baron of Jester, an entirely fictitious title he’d invented on the spot? 
 
    He’d keep as close to the truth as possible. He and his brother lived on a large estate near Manchester. Why would a nabob be traveling in the heat of the summer? “Social obligations,” he answered. “My home is in the north.”  
 
    The urge to confess his lie nearly had him explaining that he was, in fact, a member of the wealthy Peabody family. Not a lord. But he checked himself.  
 
    What would she say if she knew the extent to which he involved himself in trade? Involved didn’t nearly begin to describe what he did. Immersed was more accurate.  
 
    The opportunity to confess all passed when a rabbit dashed across the road, capturing the attention of Miss Dubois’ short-legged dog. 
 
    Which promptly launched into exuberant pursuit. 
 
    “Elmer!” Miss Dubois jumped from the log and took flight as well. 
 
    Whereupon, Ben knew that as a gentleman, his obligation required him to track down the little hound himself. 
 
    But Elmer? Really? What the hell kind of name was that for any self-respecting dog? 
 
    After one quick glance at his mount, which stood patiently near the carriage, Ben dove into the trees where Miss Dubois had disappeared.  
 
    “Blast and Bollocks, Elmer! You bad, bad boy, come back here this instant!” her voice carried through the brush for Ben to follow. “You benighted little devil!” He couldn’t help smiling at some of the words escaping Miss Dubois’ lips. Likely, she’d be blushing when she realized what he’d overheard. “Damn your eyes, Elmer!” 
 
    Ben emerged near a stream in time to see her, crouched down on her hands and knees, reach into the water.  
 
    Covered in mud. 
 
    And yet, with a perfectly timed jump and splash, the little beast eluded her. Safely on the opposite bank, he then shook his sausage-shaped body in such a manner as to send water flying all around him. 
 
    Ben crossed the small stream easily, stepping on a few conveniently placed stones, and scooped the canine into his arms. 
 
    “I’ve got you, little chap,” Ben muttered. He barely had to grasp the little creature, however, as Elmer promptly made himself comfortable by burrowing his snout into Ben’s jacket. 
 
    “You stinking little beast!” Miss Dubois leaned back on her haunches, eyes flashing. 
 
    Not at him, Ben presumed. At her dog. 
 
    Even as the odor of wet canine assaulted his senses, Ben couldn’t help smiling at the sight before him. 
 
    Gone was the perfect coiffure. Gone, the pristine dress. Gone were all the embellishments that had given her the appearance of a perfect lady.  
 
    Most notably, she’d lost her practiced demeanor.  
 
    Swiping again at a few escaped tendrils of hair, her fingers left behind a dark streak of mud. When she reached toward the ground in preparation to stand, Ben leaped into action. 
 
    Still clutching her pet, Ben crossed the stream in time to offer his assistance. 
 
    “I have no words for that dog right now.” She glared up as Ben helped her to her feet. “No words, at all. If I had a farthing for every time that little stinkard has tried to run away from me,” she muttered in frustration as she attempted to brush mud off her dress. 
 
    And then reached across and scooped Elmer out of Ben’s arms.  
 
    And cuddled the lucky dog. 
 
    “Don’t scare me like that!” She kissed the sopping little sausage on the top of his head, blinking back tears. 
 
    Ben watched her, stunned.  
 
    A most unusual lady.  
 
    Unable to help himself, he pulled out his handkerchief and reached across the space between them. The sight of dried mud clinging to the curve of her cheek… It ought to look out of place and yet it affected him. 
 
    She stilled at his touch.  
 
    Not sure if he’d alarmed her, Ben paused. “You have some mud right here.” He dabbed at her cheek and near her eyes. “And here.” 
 
    Her silver blue gaze held him captive, burning into him with the same wonderment creeping into his own heart. In that moment, he felt as though they were the only two people on Earth. They had stumbled into a place where no one else existed and nothing else mattered. 
 
    There was no forest. No sky. No stream.  
 
    Just the two of them and this sensation. 
 
    Ben smoothed a spot at the corner of her eye with his thumb.  
 
    He wanted to kiss her. 
 
    As though she read his mind, her lips parted. Was her heart beating as rapidly as his? 
 
    “Miss Claire!” a high-pitched female voice broke the spell, dragging Ben out of his trance. “Miss Claire, where have you gone off to?” 
 
    Miss Dubois blinked in surprise and stepped back. Her gaze dropped to the ground. She looked everywhere but at him. “My thanks for rescuing Elmer,” she rasped. “I don’t know what I’d do if something happened to him.” 
 
    Warm honey spread through his veins at her admission. He’d managed to garner her favor. 
 
    And he wanted it. He wanted this chit’s favor.  
 
    Only, he’d lied to her about who he was. He wasn’t a baron. He wasn’t even gentry. 
 
    With a sinking heart, he offered his arm and led her back to the road, where her coachman had apparently just returned with a replacement carriage and two workmen who were already examining the broken wheel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Tingles 
 
      
 
    Claire swallowed the large lump lodged in her throat.  
 
    When he’d touched her, something inside her had recognized his heart—his soul. Her brother had always told her she was too fanciful—too silly in her romantic ideas. But in that moment, everything she’d ever believed about love became real.  
 
    The manner in which he’d caressed the streak of mud from her face, so gentle, as though he were afraid she’d break apart. She could almost imagine his eyes as a hot blue flame.  
 
    A gentleman with fire in his eyes. Who knew such a creature existed? 
 
    When they arrived back at the road, Coachman John was talking to two workers he’d brought back with him, and Dolores was packing the picnic basket into the newly arrived replacement carriage. It was not as luxurious as the one her brother had provided, but it did have four functioning wheels. 
 
    “Miss Claire! What have you done to your dress?” Dolores went into hysterics upon seeing the state Elmer’s flight had imprinted upon her mistress. 
 
    Claire dropped Lord Jester’s arm and immediately mourned the loss of their connection. Flustered, she tried swiping the mud off her gown. 
 
    A useless endeavor, indeed. 
 
    And her shoes. Argh! Ruined. 
 
    As she bent over, her hair tumbled around her, having apparently lost a few hairpins in her headlong flight to save Elmer. Claire reached up and tried to repair the braid, but it was no use. Instead, she smoothed it with her fingers. 
 
    As she did so, a tingling worked its way up her spine. Unable to ignore the sensation, she glanced over her shoulder.  
 
    His eyes blazed with a hunger that ought to have frightened her. 
 
    But it did not. His look merely reflected some of her own emotions as she noted Lord Jester’s stance. Powerful and protective.  
 
    He stood almost a full head taller than her, watchful and ready to defend her. 
 
    From what, she wondered? 
 
    Dolores arrived at her side and immediately began twisting Claire’s hair into a knot at the back of her head. 
 
    Claire realized then that the workmen had stopped to stare at her, as well. 
 
    “Elmer ran off,” Claire explained to Dolores. “Across the stream. I was afraid he’d try to drown himself and, well…” She gestured down at her clothing. 
 
    “Ruined, Miss Claire! Oh and your poor slippers. I doubt I can do anything to repair them.” Dolores attempted to drag Claire away from Lord Jester, but Claire couldn’t leave him just yet. She needed to say goodbye. She needed to know that she might see him again. She needed to touch him…remind herself that this window in time had not been a dream. 
 
    She needed to… 
 
    But Claire Dubois did not exist. She’d pretended gentility, rather unsuccessfully, she admitted to herself.  
 
    What would he think if he knew her true background? Would he dismiss her as beneath him? He did not seem to be a mercenary person. He’d seemed…kind. Genuine. He’d seemed to be a man of character. 
 
    How did she know any of this? She did not. But she’d felt something. Inside. 
 
    Inside her heart. 
 
    Dolores tugged at her. “A moment, Dolly.” Claire shook herself free of her maid’s hands. “I’ll join you in a moment.”  
 
    Dolores scowled, but then she brushed her hands as if washing them and threw them above her head. “It will be a miracle if we ever get there!” 
 
    Dolores’s impatience didn’t bother Claire. She’d grown used to her maid’s tendency to complain. 
 
    Instead, she focused her attention on Lord Jester. Should she admit to having lied about her name? Should she tell him who she really was? Likely, if she did, his gaze would transform from charming and beguiled to disgust. 
 
    Perhaps it would be best to leave this moment in the past. A delightful, romantic memory.  
 
    She set Elmer on the ground with a firm warning and then turned to face this gentleman who would remain something of a dream. 
 
    He glanced at her sideways while combing one hand through his hair. Which caused her to realize…  
 
    “You lost your hat.” 
 
    His brows rose in surprise, but he smiled. “And you lost your hair pins.”  
 
    If she were a lady, this would nearly ruin her, but he didn’t say anything of the like. 
 
    She enjoyed looking at him without his hat. His golden hair gleamed in the sunlight, and she noticed tiny wrinkles forming around the corners of his eyes. He looked closer to thirty than twenty. But his demeanor seemed youthful and a little devil-may-care. 
 
    “It appears we are to complete our journey in a new conveyance.” She did her best to sound matter of fact despite the disappointment setting in at losing him. 
 
    Silly thought. As though she ever had him.  
 
    She barely knew him. He was a stranger. 
 
    “I…” he began. He ran that hand through his hair again and then looked off in the distance. When he turned his head to meet her eyes again, his smile resembled more of a wince. “It has been my pleasure to make your acquaintance.” Claire noticed his finger fidgeting with that button again.  
 
    Elmer took the chance to bridge the distance between the two of them and lick at Lord Jester’s boots. “Oh, Elmer!” Claire dashed forward and scooped the disobedient dog back into her arms. She did not step back when she rose, however, and found herself standing only inches from him. When she tilted her head back, she could see his individual eye lashes, the short hairs of his beard. His pupils grew, and his nostrils flared.  
 
    For the first time in her life, she felt like a woman. She felt like a woman because she knew in that moment Lord Jester wanted to kiss her. And not in a casual, lackluster manner. He wanted to kiss her based on some primal need. 
 
    Time stopped, as though they were in a duel, awaiting the count down so that either of them could move. 
 
    “Miss Dubois,” he spoke her name on a whisper. 
 
    And then Elmer began licking below her chin. “Elmer!” she breathed his name in dismay, breaking the moment. She stepped back, as did Lord Jester, who cleared his throat and shuttered the expression she’d seen only seconds before. “I hope the remainder of your journey passes without further incident.”  
 
    Claire could have cried. Darn Elmer!  
 
    Except. What had she expected? 
 
    “I’m certain it will.” She was surprised her voice still functioned. Dolores awaited her. John would be impatient. The time had come to walk away from him.  
 
    She met those brilliant blue eyes one last time. She needed to bid him farewell.  
 
    He dipped his head. “Farewell then, Miss Dubois.” 
 
    “Claire.” She wanted to hear her own name on his lips. 
 
    A tender smile crossed his lips. “Claire.” 
 
    “Farewell to you, Lord—” 
 
    “Benjamin,” he corrected. 
 
    “Benjamin.” She savored his given name. At least she had this. Something to dream of when she’d passed the age of romance. A chance meeting. A mysterious lord. 
 
    Named Benjamin. 
 
    He tipped his head one last time and began stepping backward, toward his horse, which  stood patiently awaiting him. 
 
    Then, in the flash of an instant, he sprang into the saddle proudly. With a wave of his hand, he was off. 
 
    She watched him ride away for several seconds before reluctantly dragging herself over to the replacement carriage.  
 
    “Lord Jester!” Dolores scoffed after Claire settled herself on the backward facing bench with Elmer. “He was quite the jester, all right.” 
 
    Claire narrowed her eyes at the other woman’s disgusted expression. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “Oh, Miss Claire, he’s no more a baron than I’m the queen. Lord Jester, indeed.” 
 
    But.  
 
    But. 
 
    He wouldn’t lie to her! Surely not? He’d been dressed fashionably, and even she could see he rode upon a valuable mount. 
 
    “You’re wrong, Dolly.” Claire set her lips firmly. “He was a most honorable gentleman.” She wouldn’t allow her maid to tarnish her memory of the Baron of Jester. In fact, she’d find him listed in Debrett's and prove it. Yes, that’s exactly what she’d do.  
 
    Then she’d show Dolores that she was as good a judge of character as anybody.  
 
    As they neared Elysian Fields, the Fairchilds’ legendary estate, Claire regretted the romantic tragedy she’d created. She wished she’d been more forthcoming. Even the possibility of meeting him again, the possibility that he would not be dissuaded by her humble origins, would have been better than knowing she’d never meet him again. 
 
    Even if such an opportunity did present itself, he’d know that she’d lied. 
 
    Drat and damnation. 
 
    He’d almost kissed her, she was certain of it.  
 
    **** 
 
    The blonde bundle of energy embraced her tightly as soon as the door opened. “I’m so glad Ethan allowed you to escape society to come visit!”  
 
    The friendship between Amy Fairchild and Claire had been practically preordained at birth. Amy’s father owned several of the companies that Claire’s brother used in his shipping endeavors, and they’d been thrown together inadvertently on numerous occasions.  
 
    Besides proximity, their unusual upbringings, like lifestyles and prospects, provided them both with more than a little in common. 
 
    Although Claire had made several attempts to befriend debutantes near her age within the ton, she’d met with little success. Those who deigned to converse with Claire either had their sights set on Ethan or had possessed some other ulterior motive. Claire had little reason to trust in such overtures of friendship. So, she reserved all of her anecdotes, hopes and fears to share with Amy, who Claire considered to be her very best friend. 
 
    “I didn’t give my brother a choice,” Claire boasted. “I had to come. He’s done nothing but present a long line of lords who are short on blunt. After being found wanting by Lord Pringle, I gave Ethan no choice but to allow me to leave.” While speaking, she couldn’t help thinking about Lord Jester and wondering when she’d get a chance to take a look at Amy’s copy of Debrett's. 
 
    Any respectable miss kept herself quite familiar with the well-known directory. 
 
    “Bully for you.” Amy’s soft brown eyes showed understanding sympathy. Her father wanted the same for her but seemed to have given up when she ran away rather than marry an elderly Viscount he’d landed for her. 
 
    “Where is everyone?” Claire had expected the mansion at Elysium Fields to be bursting at the seams already. Mr. Fairchild had amassed a fortune most dukes drooled over. 
 
    Amy squeezed her shoulders and led her toward the U-shaped staircase. “Guests have only just begun arriving today.” And then with an apologetic tone, “I feel it only fair to tell you now. Father invited the Peabodys, and the younger brother arrived earlier this afternoon. I know how Ethan feels about them. He’d have an apoplexy, I’m sure, if he knew father invited them.” 
 
    Claire made a face. “How would Ethan discover something like that?” 
 
    To which Amy raised her brows. “You know as well as I the speed at which gossip travels. Everyone knows your brother is arch enemies with the Peabodys. I imagine more than one set of eyes will be watching your reaction to him.” 
 
    “Why would I have any sort of reaction to him? If he’s Ethan’s enemy, then he is mine, as well.” 
 
    “Er, yes, well. I’ll admit to you that if he didn’t already treat me like a younger sister, I’d set my cap for him.” 
 
    “Hm…” Claire stopped to study her friend carefully. “Good looking then?”  
 
    Amy only ever liked the terribly good-looking ones. It was why she could never countenance any of the gentlemen her father brought around. Lorded gentlemen often lacked such admirable characteristics.  
 
    “You’ll see for yourself this evening. Now come along and tell me all about what happened with Lord Pringle, the bounder.” Amy was just the person Claire needed. Except… 
 
    “I met somebody today,” she began. “Our Coach broke down, as you know, and the most distracting gentleman came along. The Baron of Jester. Have you an acquaintance?” 
 
    Amy scrunched her nose. “I’ve never heard of the title.” She slid her eyes sideways toward Claire. “How did you know he really was a baron? Do you think it possible he lied? I mean really, the Baron of Jester? Surely he jests.” She laughed at her own joke. 
 
    Claire shook her head adamantly. “He could not have been lying, Amy. His dress, his bearing. Oh, but he was splendid. Blond hair. And his eyes… Oh, Amy. I absolutely lost myself in them. The color of blue flame. He… I…” Claire stumbled on her words. How could she describe the feelings she’d had for a man she’d only known for perhaps all of half an hour? “I’ll admit to falling a little in love with him.”  
 
    “Oh, Claire!” Amy was smiling and laughing. A devilish smile danced on her lips. “Did he mention where his estate was?” 
 
    Claire’s smile fell. “Up north somewhere. I’m afraid it’s unlikely I’ll meet him again. And I did not tell him my true name. I didn’t want him to see me as a plump dowry… You understand, I know… But it was just so…well… He was the sort of gentleman a girl dreams about.” 
 
    Amy patted her arm and chuckled. “One never knows, my friend, perhaps dreams can come true.” She patted her again. “Sometimes in the most unexpected ways.” 
 
    “Now who is being fanciful?” Claire did not want to keep such hopes alive so she changed the subject. “I need out of this gown, though. Dolores wiped most of the mud off, but I feel positively sticky all over!” 
 
    “You’ve brought some new fashions with you, I hope? We’re going to have a marvelous time.” And then she laughed. “Positively marvelous.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    Surprise 
 
      
 
    Benjamin could not change out of his dusty attire until Chumley arrived with his baggage carriage later that evening, so he settled on taking a washcloth to his person and clothing instead.  
 
    All the while, a certain brown-haired, silver-eyed minx resided rather persistently in his thoughts. He ought to have told her the truth. Revealed his true identity to her. 
 
    If she was the person he wanted to believe she was, then his status in society would not have mattered.  
 
    When Ben wanted something, he usually got it. Why should this be any different? 
 
    Why indeed? Because the one thing he had no control of was the origin of his birth, his background, his utter lack of gentility. 
 
    Whatever type of title her father held, regardless, her parents would not be pleased to marry their daughter, a lady, off to a scoundrel such as himself.  
 
    Unless they were in need of funds… 
 
    Ben suppressed a desire to punch the brocaded wall. This was not his own home, after all, and he wasn’t an utter brute. Nonetheless, as he tied his own cravat, he made the decision to discover more about Miss Claire Dubois. Their meeting had sparked something inside of him, something he was unwilling to abandon without further investigation. 
 
    Clem had sent Ben to the Fairchilds’ house party in order to renegotiate their current contract. Damned Ethan Dorrill had lowered prices again, and if Ben and Clem wished to remain competitive, they needed to increase efficiencies on their end. 
 
    This was not Ben’s first visit to Elysium Fields. As prestigious and elegant as any member of the aristocracy’s, Fairchild’s country estate gleamed like a diamond among stones. It beckoned would-be guests with not only elaborate Georgian architectural features and fashionable furnishing, but modern luxuries such as hot and cold running water and flushable water closets.  
 
    Fairchild’s penchant for business had served his family well. Of course, just as Ben and Clem experienced, they would always find themselves looked over for not being born into the gentry. 
 
    Damned British tradition. 
 
    Having visited often, Ben knew precisely where Fairchild kept his finest scotch, and so he made his way confidently toward the library. 
 
    The scent of lemon oil and fresh flowers lingered pleasantly along the length of the hallway, reminding Ben that such details would make a nice touch for his own townhouse. He might have been born common, but he appreciated the finer things money could provide. 
 
    Food. Drink.  
 
    Would a bit of refinement be enough to get him past Miss Dubois’ family? 
 
    He pushed away the thought. Nothing he could do about it while here, after all.  
 
    Muffled voices increased in volume as he neared the library. Obviously, he was not the only person in search of entertainment and spirits.  
 
    Ben recognized most of the guests mingling, holding glasses as they drifted past the shelves and heavy furniture—members of the nouveau riche. A few teetered on the brink of the demi-monde.  
 
    As usual, some faces he did not recognize. 
 
    Straightening his shoulders, Ben strode toward the liquor cabinet to fortify himself before jumping into the fray to converse pleasantly with people who might be useful to him and Clemson sometime in the future. 
 
    A single shot? No, he tipped the decanter again and filled his snifter past the halfway mark. As he raised the glass of aromatic amber liquid to his lips, movement at the door caught his attention. 
 
    He saw rich, mahogany-colored hair that had been swept into a perfectly braided coronet once again. It could not be her. Could it? 
 
    And then she turned, the elegant gold lace of her dress swirling as she did so. 
 
    Good God, it was her. 
 
    What in the hell was a lady of her ilk doing at such a house party? 
 
    An elbow nudged Benjamin. “I’ll not think her brother knows you’re here.” Ben barely registered the speaker as one of the first investors he and Clemson had once relied upon.  
 
    Her brother? What on Earth? “And who is the lovely lady’s brother?” Benjamin’s eyes drank her in. Miss Amy Fairchild accompanied her. The two clasped onto one another as though they shared a long friendship.  
 
    Miss Fairchild’s eyes searched the room, but stilled when they landed upon Ben. And then she smiled like a cat who’d eaten a canary. She tapped Miss Dubois upon the arm. In that moment, conflicting instincts warred within him. Ought he to make himself scarce? God, no. He wanted to talk to her again.  
 
    He would explain. 
 
    She obviously wasn’t as opposed to new wealth as he’d thought. Not if she’d accepted an invitation to Elysium Fields. 
 
    At Miss Fairchild’s urgings, Miss Dubois glanced in his direction, swept past him, and then swung back immediately to meet his gaze. 
 
    That same awareness zinged between them. Her silver-blue eyes widened at first and then warmed along with her welcoming smile. Then, of course, the confusion.  
 
    What was a Baron doing at one of the Fairchilds’ parties? 
 
    They’d both know soon enough, for Miss Fairchild had taken hold of her friend’s arm and now led her in Ben’s direction. 
 
    He swallowed hard. 
 
    Time to face up to his falsehood.  
 
    He didn’t care. He’d happily confess. For he hadn’t lost her, after all. She was here. By God, he’d get a second chance to kiss her. His gaze landed on cherry-colored lips as she approached the spot where he stood. He licked his own and ignored the twitch in his groin.  
 
    Even more beautiful than he remembered. Even more enticing. 
 
    “Benjamin!” This from Miss Fairchild. “Have you met Miss Claire Dorrill? And Claire, allow me the pleasure of introducing you to Mr. Benjamin Peabody of Peabody Enterprises. I’m certain the two of you have a great deal in common.” 
 
    Miss what? 
 
    Ben nearly sputtered as he processed Amy Fairchild’s words. A great deal in common? She could not be.  
 
    And yet. He’d seen such silver-blue eyes on one other person. 
 
    He nearly laughed at such glorious irony. Only fate would toss this in his lap. Twisted fate. 
 
    Despite learning she’d lied about her name, he still wanted to taste those cherry lips. 
 
    In fact, the urge had just grown stronger. 
 
    When he’d thought her a lady of the ton, she’d been a distant possibility. But now… 
 
    She was the sister of a man he and his brother despised—utterly off limits to him. He’d venture to guess he might even be risking his life by pursuing her. 
 
    And he didn’t give a fig. 
 
    Ethan Dorrill was nowhere to be seen, and this gel just batted her eyelashes at him for the second time that day. 
 
    Ben bit his bottom lip and narrowed his eyes. Damn himself to hell, he’d kiss those lips before the end of tonight’s festivities. This was a house party, after all. If Ethan Dorrill didn’t want his sister exposed to the likes of him, he damn well oughtn’t to have sent her to Elysium Fields. 
 
    “Miss Dorrill.” He bowed deeply over her outstretched hand. “’Tis a pleasure to make your acquaintance.” 
 
    **** 
 
    It was him. 
 
    All the turmoil of the attraction she’d felt for him earlier that day came rushing back as those blue eyes pinned her in his gaze. 
 
    “Mr. Peabody?” She could hardly believe it. She ought to be giving him the cut direct. She ought to slap that smile off his face and exit the library with a flourish.  
 
    This man. 
 
    Her brothers hated him. The Peabodys had been a thorn in the Dorrills’ side for as long as Claire could remember.  
 
    And now she stood before one of them, flustered and blushing as he raised her hand to his lips. 
 
    Good heavens! She’d nearly allowed him to kiss her earlier today. If it hadn’t been for Elmer… 
 
    Claire took a few deep breaths to prevent herself from fainting as Mr. Benjamin Peabody’s lips lingered on the silk of her glove. Was he swirling his tongue on the fabric? Moist heat penetrated the silk and sent a bolt of sharp need straight to her core. 
 
    “We meet again.” He had yet to release her hand as he arose and stared boldly down at her.  
 
    Claire raised her brow and forced a look of disdain. After all, she’d only misled him by using a different name. He’d claimed to be a blasted baron! 
 
    “Have we met before then? For the life of me, I cannot remember ever meeting you before, Mister Peabody. Although, you do slightly resemble the Baron of Jester.” As she spoke the false name he’d given her, she could not believe she’d fallen for it. She’d been so overwhelmed by his looks and charm that she’d not paused to question the validity of such an absurd sounding title. 
 
    The Baron of Jester, indeed! 
 
    “Ah, I’ve been told there is a resemblance between me and the magnificent gentleman.” 
 
    Blast and damn, he would joke with her about his blatant lie. And double blast and damn, she had to fight the urge to laugh along with him. 
 
    Tilting her head to one side, she pretended to regard him stoically. “He’s quite the handsome fellow, you know. Now that I look closer, I must say, you pale in comparison.” 
 
    Mr. Peabody threw back his head and laughed heartily, drawing the attention of nearly every other person in the room.  
 
    Claire ought to be irate. She ought to throw her sherry onto that pristine cravat of his. But how could she with jellied bones and a brain that had turned to pudding? This man. What could she do to resist him? 
 
    The grin she’d been trying to contain escaped as she met his eyes.  
 
    So handsome. 
 
    Such fine looks ought to be against the law. 
 
    The two of them just stood there. Smiling at one another like a couple of imbeciles.  
 
    “I owe you an apology.” Both of them sobered at his words. He leaned in and spoke softly, “When I came upon you and your maid this afternoon, I did not intend to mislead you as to my identity. It was just that—” 
 
    “I called you ‘my lord,’” Claire cut him off. “I just assumed—” 
 
    “And I assumed you to be a lady,” he completed her thought. “How very lowering of me. I ought to have guessed you were not when you first ventured to speak intelligently.” 
 
    “Ahem.” Amy cleared her throat in a subtle attempt to remind the two of them of her presence. “We’ll be going in for dinner soon.” Amy patted her on the arm and moved away toward the other guests.  
 
    In that moment, Claire became aware that several sets of eyes watched them curiously.  
 
    Lord Jester—no, she corrected herself—Benjamin Peabody was not a person she ought to smile and flirt with. He was one of the infamous Peabody brothers, and the Peabody brothers happened to be her brother’s most hated rivals.  
 
    Claire forced herself to step back. She could not betray her brother. Not after all he’d done for her. 
 
    Oh Lord, Ethan would be livid if he discovered a Peabody resided at Elysium Fields. He’d likely lambast Mr. Fairchild if he knew. 
 
    Fixing her gaze upon her hands, which she now clutched together, she began some sort of explanation. “My brother—” 
 
    “Ethan Dorrill,” he supplied. 
 
    Claire could not help but return his regard. His eyes tugged at her. “Yes,” she confirmed. “He—” 
 
    “Would not be pleased to know we were speaking.” The understanding in his voice made this even more difficult. And again, their gazes locked. 
 
    The pull of their attraction—yes, this was attraction—was nearly too much for Claire to resist. His eyes drew her in. His shoulders beckoned protection.  
 
    No man had ever affected her so powerfully. What would it be like to kiss him? To feel his arms around her? 
 
    “No, he would not.” She bit her bottom lip. “I’m sorry.” So very sorry.  
 
    He searched her gaze carefully and then turned his head to stare at the wall of shelves filled with hundreds of books. “There is little chance of a truce,” his jaw tightened as he agreed with her assessment. “But…” he began. 
 
    Claire’s heart lifted at that one word. For only a moment. Ethan would never countenance her mingling with any of the Peabodys. Even if one of them did happen to be tall and blond, with the most incredible eyes… 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she spoke to her heart as much as she did to him. “I—” She glanced around in something of a panic. “We— Um…I ought not to be seen with you.” She forced her feet to take her a few steps farther away from him. And then, “Excuse me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Just Friends 
 
      
 
    Claire determined to avoid Benjamin Peabody. She would ignore the feeling he invoked in her. Ignore this aching desire…  
 
    Lust…likely... She ought to admit it could only be lust. 
 
    She knew the word. She’d simply never experienced the sensation so acutely. This overwhelming need to lose oneself in another person. A person she knew nothing about. In fact, what she did know about him ought to repel her. 
 
    Unfortunately, when she sat down for the long, drawn out meal the Fairchilds never failed to provide, Mr. Benjamin Peabody sat down directly beside her. 
 
    She couldn’t very well stand up and move to another end of the table, now could she? 
 
    Why was he doing this to her? The moment he dropped into the chair beside her, the most inappropriate physical sensations engulfed her once again. She pressed her thighs together and tried to calm her breathing. “I thought we’d agreed to avoid one another,” she reminded him through gritted teeth.  
 
    She would not turn to look at him. 
 
    She would not. 
 
    “I agreed to no such thing.”  
 
    His voice sounded so matter of fact that she couldn’t help but turn to glare at him.  
 
    She wanted to be angry with him. She wanted to be annoyed with him, but the teasing glint in those mesmerizing eyes would simply not allow it. It took all of her self-control to contain her own delight. 
 
    “He’ll be furious,” the words fell from her lips.  
 
    At her admission, Mr. Peabody winked. “Why don’t you simply place all of the blame upon me? Tell him I refused to leave you alone?” 
 
    Oh. 
 
    Oh, this man was too much. So unlike any of the gentlemen Ethan had introduced her to. 
 
    “Would it be forward of me to inquire as to what sort of a gentleman your brother does approve of?” he asked, almost as though he’d been able to read her thoughts. 
 
    The opposite of you, she nearly blurted out. “Er… He aspires to make me into a lady.” 
 
    “So, nobs,” Mr. Peabody commented as one of the ubiquitous footmen began serving the first course. 
 
    Claire opened her napkin and set it carefully upon her lap. “Specifically, those in dun territory.” She spoke far too easily with him. It was just that he was so easy to talk to. He ought not to be. She ought to suspect him of trying to pry her brother’s secrets from her.  
 
    But she didn’t. 
 
    Even though he had lied to her already once before. 
 
    “Odd that,” he spoke down to his soup. “I’d have thought he’d want you marrying somebody similar to himself. Hard working. Intelligent. Ruthless.” He chuckled ironically. “Somebody who would appreciate your background. Not somebody who would look down upon it.” 
 
    Claire swallowed hard. These were her own thoughts. She’d attempted to explain all of this to her brother, to no avail. He was determined they be raised up into society. 
 
    She shook her head. “He wants me to return to London after this party, but I cannot countenance being presented to yet another round of nobs. If I can convince him, I’ll visit my aunt.” 
 
    “Do you enjoy the city?” 
 
    “I normally do. But…”  
 
    “The string of unsuitable suitors has stolen its appeal?”  
 
    He understood. “And Aunt Lucy lives by the sea. Both she and her home always bring me comfort.” She didn’t know why she was telling him all this. “What of you? Do you enjoy the pace of the city?” 
 
    He seemed to contemplate his answer. “For a spell. I’ve recently invested in my own property and hope to spend more time there in the near future. I don’t mind working with my brother at Peabody Enterprises but I prefer some independence. I look forward to improving on the efficiencies of land management.”  
 
    Claire wished she had similar options. She would have been more than content to work alongside her brother at building his empire, but he’d insisted she take on a different role. He’d always wanted her to act like a lady when she’d love nothing more than to find some way to be productive. She was a Dorrill, after all!  
 
    Claire wondered what he’d say if she asked to live on her own estate. Likely he’d laugh. 
 
    ”Older brothers.” She grimaced. “Does yours care who you associate with? It seems our brothers’ sole purpose in life is to squash one another in business.” Her own words once again reminded her that she oughtn’t be associating with Benjamin Peabody. She ought to be reticent in her conversation. Was that even possible with this man? 
 
    She tentatively tested her soup. The Fairchilds’ cook tended to get rather creative, and she never quite knew what it was she might be consuming. As she frowned at a rather unusual looking morsel, a shiver skidded down her spine. His gaze felt as tangible as any physical touch. 
 
    “You and I need not play the same game,” his voice became gravelly and deep.  
 
    “What would you suggest we do then, Mr. Peabody?” She dipped her spoon into the soup again, afraid to read his expression. 
 
    With a slight shift, his hand settled next to her wrist. If she moved less than an inch, they would touch.  
 
    And then he reached out with his pinky and skimmed it across her skin. 
 
    Barely a caress, but it sent waves of dizziness washing through her. He stroked his calloused fingertip back and forth across her softer skin in slow, sensual motions. The differences in texture mesmerized her. None of the other guests noticed his subtle motions, but all kinds of turmoil swirled around Claire’s thoughts. 
 
    “Why don’t we set aside our differences for this evening?”  
 
    “What about tomorrow?” she countered, finally meeting his gaze.  
 
    “Take no thought for the morrow.” His eyes softened. “For the morrow shall take thought for the things of itself.” And then he charmed her by appearing embarrassed. “If I remember correctly.”  
 
    “Sufficient unto the day is the evil thereof.” She’d endured many hours in church herself. “Very well then.” How could she deny him?  
 
    It was only one evening, after all. What harm could there be in that? 
 
    What harm indeed? 
 
    **** 
 
    Benjamin knew he was digging a hole of outrageous proportions flirting with Ethan Dorrill’s only sister, staring at her lips, imagining what they tasted like. What her skin tasted like. How she would respond if his hand could trail its way down her back. 
 
    And other places. 
 
    By the time the last course had been served, Ben surmised that the hole he’d dug was about six feet deep and formed in the shape of a coffin. 
 
    Miss Claire Dorrill enticed him at nearly every turn in their conversation. She exhibited a clever sense of humor, wit and intelligence, but also compassion and a sense of honor. Her stories entertained him, and yet she listened attentively when he spoke.  
 
    As much as they’d each made attempts at conversation with others around them, they always came back to one another. With a secret smile. An understanding glance. 
 
    Ben wanted more. 
 
    As much as he’d been drawn to her physically, aroused even, he found himself feeling a particularly unfamiliar sense of belonging in her presence. As though he’d known her much longer. As though meeting her had been destiny. 
 
    As the meal concluded and Ben watched Miss Claire Dorrill exit the room with the other ladies, he could not help thinking he needed to rein in his emotions. He’d never been so captivated, bound, imprisoned by his own thoughts. 
 
    Clemson would not be angry at his associating with Miss Dorrill. No, he’d encourage it. He’d want Ben to use her to extract information on their competitor. He’d be pleased at the conflict such an affair would cause Ethan Dorrill. 
 
    Would Ben expect the same of Clem if he were in a similar situation? 
 
    He didn’t think he would. Ben lacked his brother’s cutthroat ambition. He believed in winning through honorable means. 
 
    Ben accepted a brandy and swirled the liquid in the glass. 
 
    “You have a death wish, Peabody?” This from Lional Baskerville, a man who’d acquired his wealth through gambling. “Fine bit of muslin, though not sure I’d be willing to risk my hide over her.” 
 
    The older fellow twirled his mustache around one finger as he regarded Ben curiously. 
 
    “I’d no idea my daughter invited her.” This from Mr. Fairchild.  
 
    Ben savored the warm liquid and allowed it to slide down his throat, into his chest and gut before answering. “She’s a delightful young lady. Ethan Dorrill has nothing to worry over, however. We’re all civilized humans, capable of setting aside our differences, aren’t we?” This with a look in Baskerville’s direction.  
 
    He’d stand beside Ethan Dorrill in defending Claire, if need be.  
 
    The thought brought him up short. 
 
    What if Ethan Dorrill stood against him to defend her? Was any girl worth the trouble? 
 
    The memory of how her lips had looked when she’d swirled the grape around the outside of her mouth hit him like a blow to the stomach.  
 
    She just might be worth it. 
 
    He glanced at his watch and wondered what she would be up to now. The sooner these gentlemen finished their brandy, the better. Ethan Dorrill be damned, he’d have a taste of those lips before the evening was over. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Just One Kiss 
 
      
 
    Claire tried to follow the conversation floating around the drawing room as the ladies awaited the men to return from their brandy, but she couldn’t keep her mind from wandering to her disturbing response to a person she ought to despise heartily. 
 
    How would she avoid him for the entirety of this house party? Already, she’d failed at ignoring him throughout the course of a single meal. 
 
    Just then, Amy clapped her hands together to draw everyone’s attention. “We ought to play parlor games tonight! Entertain ourselves with something lively.” Claire knew her friend did not mean charades or cards. Amy would have something scandalous in mind. Usually, Claire found humor in her friend’s less decorous endeavors, but tonight, she felt on pins and needles. 
 
    She should leave. Have John load up the carriage and drive them home first thing in the morning. She could confess all to Ethan and courageously go about meeting another round of destitute noblemen. 
 
    “No games or dancing tonight.” Mrs. Fairchild, although petite and quiet, managed to keep her daughter grounded. Claire breathed a sigh of relief as the less exuberant of the party’s hosts stated that since so many had traveled long distances tonight, they would have a quiet evening. 
 
    Tomorrow, she conceded, they could perhaps roll back the large rug for some innocent dancing. 
 
    Claire’s chest tightened. What would it be like to dance with Benjamin Peabody? Would his gaze follow her throughout all of the dance, even when she switched partners temporarily? A part of her wanted that.  
 
    Heavy footsteps announced the return of the gentlemen. They hadn’t taken long this evening. When Mr. Fairchild got caught up in business, he’d been known to keep various business associates locked away with him for hours.  
 
    Had he done so tonight?  
 
    The tingling awareness that slid down her spine answered her question before she even glanced up. 
 
    She felt his presence.  
 
    How was this even possible? They’d only just met.  
 
    The higher pitched conversation of the females resonated to lower tones as some of the male guests joined in.  
 
    Claire’s heartbeat sped up and nearly burst from her chest. He would approach her. She knew it and she wanted it. 
 
    What was she going to do about him?  
 
    “Are you waiting for me, Miss Dorrill?”  
 
    His voice nearly had her jumping when his shadow halted at her feet. Claire peered up, caught once again by his intent stare. “Aren’t all the ladies, normally?” she teased. She couldn’t stop herself from flirting! “Would you care to sit down?”  
 
    He bit his bottom lip and then rubbed his chin thoughtfully.  
 
    His pause made her feel almost like he’d thrown cold water in her face. “By all means—” 
 
    “Will you walk outside with me?” he interrupted her. “On the terrace.” He grimaced as he glanced around the room. “I can only handle so much of this.” 
 
    She shouldn’t. She absolutely should not. 
 
    “I’d love to.” Claire placed her hand in his and allowed him to pull her to her feet. At his touch, she immediately felt the spark. She recognized it now. A special connection between just the two of them. Without so much as a glance toward her hostess, she smiled. “Too much time spent sitting today already.” 
 
    A long glass door had been left open at the far end of the drawing room, and she followed him without question. 
 
    He glanced about the room, though, making her curious.  
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “Your dog. I thought he might have joined you after the meal.”  
 
    Those eyes of his.  
 
    “Elmer?”  
 
    “Ah yes, Elmer.” A teasing smile lit his eyes. As they stepped outside, the breeze lifted a few locks of his golden hair, making them stand on end. Claire felt a powerful urge to reach up and smooth those locks.  
 
    Instead, she placed her hand on his arm. “Dolores and Elmer keep one another company. Elmer…” she paused and searched for the words to speak without disparaging the pup, “…has not taken well to polite society.” 
 
    Mr. Peabody laughed. “Smart dog.”  
 
    That low, gravelly mirth of his stirred up all those butterflies.  
 
    “So, my dear Mister Peabody,” she began, “if I asked about your life, would you imagine I was trying to pry trade secrets out of you?” The volatile relationship that existed between their two families could not be ignored. And yet, she wanted to know more about him. “Do you just have the one older brother? Have you any other family?” 
 
    “Our parents died years ago, but we have a few elderly aunts sprinkled about England. We do our best to assure their comfort. And we have some cousins in our employ. We’ve been lucky.” 
 
    Claire nodded. She’d been lucky too. If not for the hard work of her brother, she’d likely be working as a chamber maid somewhere…or worse. “I hate that Ethan envies the upper classes. He’d never admit to it, but he does.” 
 
    “And he expects you to marry into it.” He didn’t sound as though he approved. 
 
    “He does. Much as he toils at his own work, I’ve had to wade through an endless stream of these…gentlemen.” She couldn’t prevent the hard edge to her words. These men might consider themselves gentlemen, but none of them ever had afforded her the respect of a true lady. She guessed that even if she were to marry one of them, she’d always be considered common. All they saw in her was that blasted dowry. “I…” She swallowed hard. “I’m exhausted from it. And it all seems utterly futile.” 
 
    He squeezed her hand.  
 
    Could he possibly understand? “Does your brother expect you to marry a titled gentleman’s daughter? I’d imagine so. Ethan and your brother seem to be constantly chasing the same prize.” 
 
    “My brother has no say over whom I marry.” 
 
    Claire’s throat felt dry. How had they come to be talking about marriage? Because suddenly, all she could imagine was what it would be like to be married to Benjamin Peabody.  
 
    She cleared her throat uncomfortably. She didn’t want him to imagine she had set her cap after him. 
 
    Did she? 
 
    Had she? 
 
    Of course not! 
 
    “It’s a shame.” She sighed. “That our families cannot declare a truce. Work together, even. I’d often thought that both businesses could ultimately benefit by combining economies of scale.” 
 
    “Pride is a powerful thing.” 
 
    “Which can, at times, be counterproductive.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    He steered them away from the terrace, down a flagstone path leading into the garden. She’d never experienced such an enticing yet comfortable presence. All of this felt like the most wonderful night of her life, and yet perfectly natural at the same time. As though all time had existed to lead her to this moment. 
 
    “Your scent is sweeter than the flowers,” his voice cut through the darkness.  
 
    “My scent?”  
 
    She felt him nod in answer. “Sweet and floral, like a snapdragon. And fruity, citrusy. When I lean in…” She felt his lips touch her hair. Gone were all thoughts of business and of Ethan and of his brother.  
 
    Claire froze, unable to breathe as she absorbed his warmth. “When you lean in?” she encouraged him to complete his thought. 
 
    His fingers trailed along the side of her face. As she inhaled, his subtle masculine scent assaulted all of her restraint. With his mouth mere inches from hers, Claire licked her lips.  
 
    Never had she craved a kiss before. She’d been curious. She’d thought it might be pleasant. But she’d never hungered for one. 
 
    Until now. 
 
    In this moment, she wanted Benjamin Peabody’s kiss with every inch of her being. 
 
    “Claire?” he whispered. 
 
    She couldn’t speak. All she could do was bring her lips closer to his by tipping her head back a few inches.  
 
    “I’ve wanted to do this all day.” His breath mingled with hers. “Since I first saw you sitting primly on that log, ‘my lording’ me. Teasing me with that smile.” 
 
    Claire swallowed. For all the life of her, she couldn’t remember a single reason why she shouldn’t allow him to kiss her. 
 
    Destiny. 
 
    Fate. 
 
    “So why haven’t you?” 
 
    With the sudden assault of his mouth on hers, Claire’s knees weakened and the world spun out of control. Magic. Sorcery. Enchantment.  
 
    Her hands wound around his neck. She needed something to cling to so that she would not dissolve into a pool of liquid. She tasted him in wonderment, his flavor a delight, thrilling and masculine. Sweet brandy mingled with something smoky.  
 
    “Hmmm…” he rumbled. A growling, humming sound that had her pressing her thighs together as his mouth skimmed to her jaw and onto her shoulder. 
 
    “Benjamin.” She clung tighter.  
 
    She shouldn’t allow him, but how could she not? This kiss had all the makings of a terrible addiction. Worse than opium or spirits. Claire pressed her curves into the hard planes of his chest and thighs. Man and woman. It all made sense to her now.  
 
    Oh, God. 
 
    Oh. God. 
 
    Benjamin’s lips trailed like fire, bringing something to life inside of her she’d never known existed. An urge to give herself away. An urge to be conquered, to be possessed.  
 
    “What in the bloody hell is going on?” an icy voice had Claire’s clinging hands shoving at her lover. 
 
    Blasted bollocks in hell. 
 
    Ethan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    Cold Cocked 
 
      
 
    He lay upon something cool and hard. Rather uncomfortable, really. Rocks? Stone? The hint of fresh cut grass wafted over his senses. Barely had he registered the cool breeze before blinding pain reminded Ben that he’d been hit. 
 
    On the receiving end of a merciless facer. 
 
    One moment, Ben’s lips had been exploring the sensual delights of Miss Claire Dorrill and the next a fist of steel had landed neatly between his eyes. He’d seen stars inside his head. White flashes of light and then blinding pain before fading into oblivion. 
 
    Remembering all of this, his tongue explored the rows of his teeth, and although he tasted the coppery flavor of blood, none had rattled loose. 
 
    That would have been a damned nuisance. 
 
    Damned Ethan Dorrill. Not giving a fellow the chance to so much as flinch before landing such a blow. 
 
    Ben slowly opened one eye and then the other. Hell and damnation, pressure was already building behind both of them. They’d likely be swollen shut by early morning. The hit had landed right between the eyes as though Dorrill intended to shove Ben’s nose directly through his face.  
 
    Not that he didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end of such a punch, Ben was honest enough to admit… 
 
    Sitting up, the landscape swung around wildly and he lost his train of thought. 
 
    What with having his brain pounded in the midst of the most satisfying kiss of his life… 
 
    That kiss. 
 
    Claire. 
 
    Sweet. Giving. Teasing. Beautiful Claire. 
 
    Who was now nowhere to be seen. In fact, he’d been abandoned out here. Left for dead. 
 
    He chuckled at his own dramatics. 
 
    Still somewhat dazed, Ben contemplated Claire’s current predicament. Although a scourge in business, Ethan Dorrill would likely not harm his sister. The mere thought of the bastard laying a hand on Claire caused the blood to rush in Ben’s ears and forced him to his feet. 
 
    He needed to track her down.  
 
    Then another thought struck. What if Dorrill forced her to leave Elysium Fields early? It would be the logical course of action.  
 
    And for the best.  
 
    She was too much of a temptress…too much of a distraction. Ben had only attended in order to conduct important business with Fairchild, and so far, all he’d done was attempt to lay claim to the least attainable woman in all of Great Britain—for him, anyhow.  
 
    She’d make an alliance with some titled nob, by God. 
 
    The notion of her absence, of not seeing her again, didn’t feel like it was for the best. Rather, the idea left him feeling empty.  
 
    He slipped back indoors, brushed past other guests, and  searched faces for any indication of Dorrill’s inconveniently timed arrival. 
 
    No Claire. No irate brother. 
 
    Ah, Amy Fairchild beckoned him to her side. On this occasion, he was more than happy to oblige. If Claire were being forced to leave, surely her friend would know. 
 
    “Good God, Ben! He certainly got in a good one.” 
 
    “Did you know he was coming?” He’d thought he and Amy Fairchild were friends. Like brother and sister, almost. 
 
    She shook her head adamantly. “I’d no idea. One of Ethan’s informants obviously couldn’t wait to run to him with information.” 
 
    “Where is she?” Ben didn’t bother explaining who he referred to. Amy would know. 
 
    She peered at him through narrowed eyes. “And why should I tell you? Obviously, you were up to no good.” 
 
    “Might I remind you of a scandalous little episode last spring where you disappeared for nearly an hour alone with Roger Winthrop in the forests at Vauxhall?” He’d been complicit in her alibi. 
 
    She smiled dreamily and then grimaced. “Very well. Her chamber is directly across from mine. Not that you’d have any reason to know where mine is.”  
 
    “And Dorrill?” 
 
    “In the study with my father.” Of course, Dorrill’s visit would not only curtail his activities with Claire, but also infringe upon Ben’s negotiations with Fairchild. Blast. Clem would give him hell for such a turn of events. 
 
    None of which really was his own fault. 
 
    With a wave of thanks, Ben dashed out of the drawing room toward the stairs. He needed to assure himself of Claire’s well-being. 
 
    He was also of a mind to finish what he’d started. Once he’d reached the family’s wing, he turned left and located Claire Dorrill’s chamber without difficulty. He’d stayed with the Fairchilds often enough. He oughtn’t to know where the daughter’s chamber was located, but he’d run into her leaving it on occasion. 
 
    He knocked on the appropriate door. 
 
    “Go away, Ethan!” a feminine voice called out. 
 
    “Not Ethan,” he responded and then turned the knob slowly. “Are you all right?” he spoke into the opening before inching the door inward. 
 
    The door flew open.  
 
    “You are not dead!”  
 
    Before he could register anything else, she’d tugged him ruthlessly inside.  
 
    “No one can see you here.” And then, “Your poor eyes!”  
 
    She disappeared through another door. “I felt horrible leaving you on the ground like that. I’d no idea if you were living or dead. Such a dreadful sound, fist meeting with flesh like that.” Appearing once again, she carried with her what looked to be a dampened washcloth. 
 
    Lavender water, if he was correct.  
 
    She dabbed the cloth soothingly at the corners of his eyes, and then below them. “Oh, Benjamin!” 
 
    She called him by his given name. 
 
    “Ouch,” he muttered when the cloth pushed at one of the more tender spots. He reached up and stilled her movement with his own hand. “He did not hurt you, did he?” This was what truly mattered. Ben swallowed hard when his gaze traveled down her alabaster throat to the swelling of her breasts, tantalizingly visible beneath the thin cotton of her dressing gown. 
 
    She must have read the desire in his stare, but she did nothing to hide herself from him. Ben drew his eyes back up to hers. Lovely. This girl. Addictingly lovely. 
 
    She shook her head. “Ethan would never hurt me. I just hated to leave you lying there. I feel horrible.” She dabbed at another tender spot, but Ben didn’t want to stop her. He preferred the pain that came with her touch to not having her touch at all. 
 
    “He’s meeting with Fairchild. I imagine he plans on taking you home tomorrow.” His chest tightened. He’d only met Claire Dorrill today, but he felt like he’d known her for a lifetime.  
 
    She turned away and this time Ben’s gaze wandered down her back. The narrow curve of her slim waist invited his grasp, and his palm itched to reach for the lush heart shape of her backside. She stopped at the window and then glanced over her shoulder at him. 
 
    “I’ve never before seen him turn such a deep shade of purple.” She grimaced. “I imagine your eyes will resemble that same shade in the morning.” 
 
    Ben didn’t care about his eyes. Or that he ought to be clocked again for entering this innocent young woman’s room. He didn’t care what Ethan Dorrill wanted. All he cared about in that moment was that he find a way to have Claire Dorrill in his life. 
 
    Permanently. 
 
    “Are you leaving tomorrow?” he asked her again. 
 
    “We are.”  
 
    His gaze locked with hers. Somehow, he knew, as much as he knew the sky was blue and the grass was green, he knew that if he didn’t find a way to keep her, he’d regret it for the remainder of his life. 
 
    Except, he didn’t believe in romantic love. He believed in lust—sexual satisfaction. Love existed for those people who couldn’t face reality. 
 
    When had fantasy become reality?  
 
    “Where will you go? London?” Ben slowly began crossing the room.  
 
    In a last attempt to keep some distance between them, Claire crossed her arms in front of her. “Yes,” she nearly whispered.  
 
    She felt this too. How could she not?  
 
    “What will you do?” his question could have meant a thousand things.  
 
    “I’ll wonder.” 
 
    “What will you wonder about?” 
 
    “You.” 
 
    Ben stood towered over her, the top of her head barely meeting his chin. Inhaling, he memorized her scent.  
 
    He needed a plan—a strategy. His fingers caressed a line from the back of her ear to just inside the collar of her night rail.  
 
    “I have an idea.”  
 
    She tilted her head back to search his gaze.  
 
    One day. 
 
    All it had taken him was one single day. 
 
    A slow smile spread across those sensuous lips of hers before she responded, “Just so long as it doesn’t involve either of us getting killed.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Guilty of Innocence 
 
      
 
    “Margaret Claire Dorrill! Open the door this instant!”  
 
    Claire winced and burrowed deeper beneath the covers. How had she thought this might be a good idea when Ben suggested it last night? Hearing the thunderous pounding and booming voice of her brother coming from the other side of her door, she suddenly wished she’d given thought to the full ramifications more thoroughly before agreeing. 
 
    “Are you ready?” his voice nudged her out of her cocoon. Far too cheerful for what they faced today. 
 
    When she opened her eyes, it was to gaze into the early morning face of Mr. Benjamin Peabody. His dear, poor face. The skin around those brilliant blue eyes had, indeed, turned a violent shade of purple. The flesh was swollen, as well, and all of that ought to have detracted from his appeal. 
 
    Instead, he merely appeared more roguishly handsome than ever. 
 
    “Damn it, Claire! Don’t make me break this door down!” 
 
    Claire swallowed hard. 
 
    Was she being rash? 
 
    Yes.  
 
    Insane? 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    But she considered herself to be in love. 
 
    Of course, neither of them had verbally defined this powerful attraction between the two of them, but she’d seen it in his eyes. If she’d been thinking with a level head, she might have pressed him to profess his undying love. She might have insisted he express himself more eloquently. 
 
    But when he’d explained his idea to her. Well, his motivation couldn’t have been any clearer.  
 
    He wanted to marry her.  
 
    Since she’d been amenable to such a notion, it would have been foolish for her to play demure. They both knew their respective brothers would never endorse such an alliance. They needed to do something drastic. So, Ben had explained how they could easily make the issue of their feuding families a moot one. 
 
    In between a long series of tantalizing kisses, she’d had no thoughts of doing anything but agree. 
 
    It was as good as any proposal she’d ever heard of.  
 
    So now she lay in bed, with a man in her room, her brother threatening to break the door down, while Benjamin casually removed his shirt and climbed under the covers beside her. 
 
    “As ready as I’ll ever be,” she whispered.  
 
    Bam! Bam! Bam!  
 
    Ben ruffled the bedclothes and blanket. Pounded a dent into the pillow, and then climbed back out of the bed. He partially unfastened his breeches and sauntered toward the locked door. 
 
    Barefoot. 
 
    She’d never noticed a man’s feet before. His were slim but appeared strong as he padded across the floor.  
 
    “Be careful!” she whispered. “And duck this time.” 
 
    Turning his head, he cocked that eyebrow she remembered from their first meeting. She thrilled at the steely determination in his eyes. Had they really only met yesterday? Even with purple swelling encircling his eyes, his appeal tugged at her insides. 
 
    “I’m not foolish enough to relish the thought of meeting your brother’s fist again.” He appeared casual, but like a panther or a tiger, she sensed his readiness. He quickly unlatched the lock on the door.  
 
    When the door came flying inward, Ben jumped back and moved at the perfect moment to avoid Ethan’s deadly fist. 
 
    “You bastard. You bloody stinking bastard!” Her brother charged Ben. Claire had thought he looked angry last night. Today, his face contorted in absolute rage. She wished she’d not had to resort to this. Oh, how she hoped it wasn’t a mistake. 
 
    Ethan took another swing at Ben, but again caught only air.  
 
    “Stop, Ethan! Stop it!” 
 
    Of course, he ignored her. She winced when a third punch grazed the side of Ben’s face. Ben wouldn’t fight back, she knew this. He’d explained to her how all of this worked.  
 
    Which, nonetheless, didn’t make it any easier to watch. 
 
    “What in tarnation?” Claire breathed a sigh of relief when she caught sight of Mr. Fairchild and Amy, and ah, yes, Mrs. Fairchild, hovering in the doorway. 
 
    “Ethan.” Mr. Fairchild stepped forward and caught her irate brother’s arm just before he could swing his fist a fourth time. “God damn it, Peabody. What the hell are you playing at?” Their host pinned his gaze on Benjamin, who looked, for all the world, like a man who’d spent the night making love to her. 
 
    That piece of hair stood on end again, and anyone could see that he’d barely had time enough to don his breeches properly. 
 
    Claire clutched the blankets below her neck and twisted her face into an expression that she hoped resembled guilt. 
 
    What did a woman look like after a night of passionate lovemaking? Claire touched her lips and wondered if anyone could see the traces of Ben’s kisses. When she recalled how he’d buried his face into her shoulder and neck and then traveled his lips down her chest… Heat rushed into her cheeks. 
 
    “What in the hell were you thinking, Claire? Did he drug you? Did you have too much to drink?” Ethan finally addressed her. And then, “How could you do this to me?”  
 
    She couldn’t bring herself to meet her brother’s stare. Oh, God. She’d hurt him. All he’d expected from her was her loyalty and love, and she’d thrown everything he’d ever done for her back into his face. 
 
    “Benjamin Peabody. I never would have expected something like this from you,” disappointment laced Mr. Fairchild’s voice. “And Miss Dorrill. Do you realize how your behavior might affect Amy’s prospects? Carrying on like this! We’ve all been striving to achieve a certain level of respectability, and then the two of you…” 
 
    “Like cats in heat,” Ethan snarled. 
 
    “None of this will matter once we’ve married.”  
 
    Claire had been expecting Ben’s announcement, but even so, all the breath swooshed out of her lungs when he finally made it. Surprisingly, she suffered equal amounts of relief and regret at the same time. 
 
    “It’ll be a cold day in hell before you marry my sister.”  
 
    “Ethan! Now you’re simply being foolish!” she chastised him. He needed to lay to rest this endless notion that she would marry into the aristocracy.  
 
    Ethan’s fiery gaze nearly sent her scurrying beneath the covers. “If there’s one thing that Clemson Peabody and I will ever be in agreement on, it’s that a wedding between the two of you will never happen.” 
 
    “I beg to differ,” Benjamin’s voice broke through, confident and sure.  
 
    Amy rushed inside, wearing a dressing gown over her night rail. Her mother continued to peer inside from behind the door. “I think this matter needs to be settled elsewhere. Poor Claire! Now, all of you shoo, shoo! Out of here so that Claire can dress and gather her thoughts.”  
 
    Claire could have kissed her friend in that moment. Although, she doubted she’d ever gather her thoughts again. Ever since meeting Benjamin Peabody, she seemed to have left her normal levelheadedness behind. 
 
    Perhaps she’d left it sitting on the log at the edge of the road along with their broken-down carriage. 
 
    “Please,” she added her voice to Amy’s. The tears welling up in her eyes were not feigned. 
 
    Benjamin was shoving his arms into his shirt but took a moment to look at her searchingly. She nodded in response to his unspoken question.  
 
    Yes. She was all right. 
 
    Yes. She still wanted to marry him. 
 
    Yes. I love you. 
 
    She added that last part on her own. But sometime in the near future, she fully expected to hear the sentiment returned. If for some reason she didn’t, she’d bury her own fist between his eyes, by God. 
 
    Once the door finally closed behind the three bristling men and Mrs. Fairchild, Amy squealed and jumped onto the bed beside Claire. “I can’t believe it, Claire!” Only her exclamation was not made out of disgust or disappointment. Amy spoke in awe. “And with Benjamin Peabody, no less. Tell me everything. Was he terribly romantic? Did you hate it? Did it hurt? Do you recommend it?” 
 
    Claire loved that Amy didn’t suffer from any of the reticence of so many of her other friends. 
 
    Normally. 
 
    But as she remembered the look in Ben’s eyes when he’d proposed all of this… And the wonder of his mouth—hot, spicy…hungry—she suddenly wanted to share some of it. All of this felt so unreal. 
 
    “I believe he might love me,” she dared to speak the words out loud. 
 
    “Might?” Amy bit her lip. 
 
    “It’s complicated.” 
 
    Amy looked even more confused now. “I thought the two of you only just met yesterday.” 
 
    “We did. It’s just… There is something between us.” Claire didn’t know how to describe it. “It’s…” She searched for a word that might come close to describing how she felt about Benjamin Peabody. “Magic.”  
 
    This announcement left Amy speechless. 
 
    “It’s as though we’ve known one another our entire lives. As though meeting one another was preordained. Fate led us to this moment.” Claire could hardly believe such romantic notions were pouring from her mouth. She’d believed in love before, but nothing like this. Nothing so fanciful...and she never could have imagined how overwhelming it felt. 
 
    Then again, she might have imagined all of it. 
 
    “Father will insist upon a declaration from Ben,” Amy pointed out. 
 
    Claire nodded. “He expects it.”  
 
    Understanding finally lit Amy’s eyes. “Otherwise he never would have been allowed to court you. A bit drastic though, don’t you think?” 
 
    “It was. It is.” Doubts assaulted Claire when she recalled the violence her brother had directed at Benjamin only minutes ago. “But it all seemed rather logical last night.”  
 
    “But to welcome him into your bed!” Amy covered her cheeks with both her hands. “I don’t think I could have done it. And now you are ruined! What if Ethan refuses? What if Ethan sends you off to a convent for the rest of your life? Of course, there’s no chance of you ever being accepted into society now. Even the largest of dowries won’t erase the stigma…”  
 
    “Stop, Amy! I’m terrified enough without your horrifying suggestions.” Oh, Lord. What had she done? What if…? Ethan must concede. Mr. Fairchild would insist. “Help me dress.”  
 
    Another squeal from her friend. “What shall you wear? I’m certain you’ll be summoned for an official proposal from Benjamin.” 
 
    Claire examined herself in the looking glass while Amy rummaged through the wardrobe. The skin on her neck flared slightly red. Touching the sensitive areas in amazement, she couldn’t help remembering the texture of Ben’s whiskers. And those had only been kisses. What would it be like after they married?  
 
    What had she done? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Brothers! 
 
      
 
    The Peabodys had always been something of an impulsive lot. But this… Ruining Claire in the eyes of society… Well, that had just been reckless. Standing between Fairchild and Dorrill now, in Fairchild’s study, Ben hoped he wouldn’t live to regret the rash suggestion he’d made last night. 
 
    The notion of never seeing her again, though. Of being cut off from her enchanted light, the heightened awareness of life while in her presence. He’d experienced an acute and immediate loss at the prospect. 
 
    He’d realized that the only way he could prevent that disaster was to force her brother’s hand. Take the choice away from him. 
 
    Away from his own brother, as well.  
 
    Clemson might never speak to him again. 
 
    Only, knowing Clem, he’d likely twist the entire situation to their advantage somehow. 
 
    “Over my dead body,” Dorrill persisted in refusing to grant Ben permission to ask for Claire’s hand in marriage. 
 
    “That can be arranged,” Ben suggested, annoyed at Ethan Dorrill’s stubborn arrogance. 
 
    “Now, now.” Fairchild, ever the arbiter, took a seat behind his desk. “Sit. Both of you. The fact of the matter, Dorrill, is that your sister has been thoroughly compromised. If you don’t allow her to marry Peabody here, well then, you’ll want her out of sight. Going forward, she’d become more of a liability. The way I see it, Ben here is willing to step up. Wash your hands of her if you must, but don’t hurt your own prospects in the process.” 
 
    Ethan and Ben both spoke at the same time. 
 
    “You’ll do well to remember that’s my sister you’re speaking—” 
 
    “I’ll be damned if she’s simply sent—” 
 
    Ben couldn’t keep a smirk from appearing on his face. Apparently, he and Ethan Dorrill agreed on one thing. They both cared for Claire Dorrill. 
 
    “It would never work.” Claire’s brother dropped into a vacant leather chair, leaving Ben the only man standing. But as Dorrill brushed a hand through his unruly head of hair, Ben understood. 
 
    The man believed he’d have to cut her from his life completely if she married Ben. Just as Ben had grown up with mostly only Clem for support, Ethan Dorrill loved his sister. What with the feud between their two families, Dorrill might even find it necessary to disown her. 
 
    And God damn it, some truth existed in the notion. 
 
    Ben needed to speak with Clem. This war between their competing companies had gone too far. If he could bring Clem here to Elysium Fields, perhaps some sort of truce could be negotiated. 
 
    But how could he pull off such a meeting? He’d never get Clem to come knowing Ethan Dorrill would be in attendance. Perhaps with the assistance of Fairchild…a man whose company both of them depended upon… 
 
    “Let’s not be rash,” Ben suggested. “Speak with your sister. I’m quite certain she has an opinion in all of this.” More than certain, he wanted to chuckle. Claire Dorrill wasn’t one to sit meekly by when it came to deciding her future. “Meanwhile, I’ll make a quick journey back to London to speak with my brother. I’m certain we can work something out.” Ben also felt it necessary to add, “But I will be marrying Miss Dorrill.” 
 
    Ethan Dorrill’s nostrils flared at Ben’s last declaration, but, at least, he seemed to consider the rest of Ben’s words. Fairchild nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    “Three days,” Ben added. He could easily make it to London and back in that timeframe—and if all went according to his plan, he would return with Clem. 
 
    After what felt like an eternity, Ethan Dorrill dropped his chin in a nearly imperceptible nod. “I’ll give you three days, but don’t expect my opinion to change. I’ll inform her of your journey, but mark my word, when I leave, Claire will leave with me.” 
 
    Ben merely raised his brows.  
 
    “Take your time, Peabody.” Ethan sent him a scathing glance as he rose. “Won’t change a thing.” 
 
    When the door closed behind him, Ben met his host’s stare and shrugged. “My apologies for the upheaval.” But Ben would not apologize for taking necessary steps to ensure he wouldn’t find himself estranged from Claire Dorrill. 
 
    James Fairchild shook his head and chuckled. “Impudent pup. Reminds me of myself at your age. But good God in heaven. Taking on your brother’s biggest rival. Yours now, I imagine.” 
 
    Ben rubbed his jaw. “Not necessarily.”  
 
    “I’d like to hear your reasoning on this.”  
 
    “This…rivalry. It’s gotten out of hand. I’m thinking that perhaps with your assistance, you and I might negotiate something of a truce between Dorrill and my brother. If you’d be willing to exert some of your influence, refuse to play them against one another…they might realize they both stand to gain by setting some of their differences aside.” 
 
    The older gentleman tapped a pencil on his desk as he considered Ben’s suggestion.  
 
    “They undercut one another continuously,” Ben continued. “If a truce could be negotiated, both companies stand to profit. But I need your help in getting them to accept the wisdom of this.” 
 
    Fairchild nodded and then seemed to come to a decision. “Tell me what you need.” 
 
      
 
    After having Dolores work wonders with her hair and donning the prettiest gown she owned, Claire anxiously awaited a summons to Mr. Fairchild’s study. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    And waited. 
 
    When a knock finally sounded at her door, she thought she’d surely come completely unraveled. 
 
    Only it wasn’t the summons she expected. 
 
    Ethan stood in the foyer looking pained, but also slightly devious.  
 
    “How quickly can Dolores have you packed and ready to leave?”  
 
    His words didn’t register immediately.  
 
    Had Ben decided to take her to Gretna Green? He’d not mentioned anything of the sort. And wouldn’t he come to her himself? He wouldn’t send her brother with such an important decision, surely! 
 
    “What are you talking about?” She would not leave with Ethan before speaking with Ben. She had a betrothal to agree to…and eventually, she’d have a wedding to plan. 
 
    “Your most ardent suitor”—Ethan jerked his thumb in the direction of the staircase—“departed the estate less than twenty minutes ago.” 
 
    He wouldn’t! 
 
    No—no—no! 
 
    “You’re lying.” 
 
    “I’m not. Ask Miss Fairchild if you don’t believe me. Of course, I refused him an opportunity to ask for your hand. But he didn’t fight. I didn’t even order him to leave. In fact, the very idea was his.” Ethan sent her a piercing stare. “Left in quite the hurry, too.” 
 
    Claire shook her head in disbelief. “But…that’s impossible. He said… He promised…” 
 
    Ethan’s jaw clenched. “Why would you be so foolish as to believe a promise from one of the Peabodys?  When will you learn to listen to me?” 
 
    None of this made sense.  
 
    Benjamin Peabody loved her. Oh, God, but he’d never admitted to so much.  
 
    A cold, empty feeling washed through her and settled into her heart.  
 
    He’d been the one to suggest the plan. He’d been the one to come to her chamber. He’d even been willing to face Ethan’s wrath. 
 
    When she’d been willing to lie with him—with embarrassing enthusiasm, no less—he’d told her he wanted to wait.  
 
    That first kiss had evolved into a series of tastes and touches which had nearly driven her mad. Claire had felt his arousal against her. And…she’d hungered for him. 
 
    But he’d denied them both. 
 
    So, none of this made any sense, at all. If Ethan was lying to her, she’d rip his billy goat ears right off that gigantic head of his. 
 
    But if he wasn’t… A strangled gurgle tore up her throat.  
 
    “I’ll ask Amy.” She lifted her chin. This wouldn’t be the first time Ethan had tried to manage her life. 
 
    “Go right ahead.” That devious look in his eyes hadn’t disappeared yet. 
 
    Claire swept out the door and down the foyer. She’d learn the truth before making any rash decisions. Because leaving with Ethan would be rash, indeed. Even if she didn’t have a choice in the matter. 
 
    **** 
 
    “You did what?” Clemson’s fists slammed down on the desk and his face contorted in rage. “Why on earth would you do something like that? What aren’t you telling me?” 
 
    Knowing his brother’s temper, Ben poured them both a few fingers of scotch and handed one of the glasses over. “Couldn’t help myself,” he told his confounded looking brother in a matter-of-fact manner.  
 
    “You couldn’t…? You…?” Clem shook his head in disbelief.  
 
    Ben fully understood his brother’s confusion. Because he, Ben, had always been the self-disciplined, levelheaded brother. Clemson was the impulsive, reckless one. 
 
    “The chit has ruined me for all others.” Ben tossed back the entirety of his drink. When he’d first made the decision to leave Fairchild’s estate, he’d thought it best to do so without delay. As he’d ridden, regret and foreboding both niggled at him.  
 
    He should have explained his departure to Claire himself. He ought not to have trusted her brother to convey the nature of his journey. 
 
    Although, Fairchild knew the truth of it. Likely, his daughter would, as well. 
 
    Still. 
 
    He ought to have discussed it with her. He should have made a point to bid her farewell. Already, his arms ached for her.  
 
    He’d done the honorable thing and now his body plagued him with regret. As did his mind. 
 
    She’d been willing and more than enthusiastic. His hands, his lips, he knew, had awakened sexual desire in her. 
 
    Such a sweet innocent. And yet Ben had denied himself. Despite this scheme he’d come up with in order to force her brother’s hand, in truth, he was unwilling to take advantage of her. He wanted to wait to make love to her. Doing otherwise, without knowing she fell under his protection, would place her in danger.  
 
    When he’d become such a bastion of goodness and morality, he couldn’t say. He only knew that Margaret Claire Dorrill deserved to be afforded the same respect as that bestowed upon the highest ranking duchess in all the land.  
 
    He’d relied upon all his self-control, clenched his teeth, and insisted upon sleeping on the floor. Not that he’d slept much, if at all. He’d tossed and turned, even been tempted to relieve his frustrations himself, but hadn’t wanted to wake her.  
 
    What response would she have had to that?  
 
    He couldn’t think of that. The thought of her eyes on him… 
 
    “You want to marry her?” Clemson’s words broke into Ben’s thoughts. “When did you say you met the gel?” 
 
    Ben laughed ironically at himself. “I’ve barely known her two days.” 
 
    Clem’s brows rose in surprise.  
 
    “I know. I know.” It seemed insane. The notion that he already knew he wanted to spend the rest of his life getting to know her. The notion that he already knew he wanted her to be the mother of his children. “It’s insane, but I just know.” 
 
    “Hm.” His brother just stared at him. “Ethan Dorrill won’t make this easy for you. Even with your ruining her.” 
 
    “I didn’t ruin her.” Ben wouldn’t hide the truth from Clem. “I only made it appear as though I did.” He went on to explain the nuances of his plan. “But Dorrill still opposes it. He’d rather his sister be sent away to live in obscurity than marry a Peabody. That’s why I need you.” 
 
    “I know what you’re thinking, and I can promise you he won’t be willing to make any agreements with us. Despite the savings we’d both achieve with economies of scale.” 
 
    “Fairchild has agreed to intervene.” 
 
    Clem sighed deeply. “Can’t hurt to try. Not every day that your baby brother falls in love.” 
 
    Falls in love… 
 
    Ben hadn’t thought in terms of that word but… He supposed that was what had happened.  
 
    He’d fallen in love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Betrayed 
 
      
 
    “So, he has truly departed?” Claire had finally located Amy in the garden. 
 
    Amy nodded and Claire hated feeling the pity emanating from her friend. “Mother disapproved. She’ll be speaking to father, I promise. I cannot imagine why my father allowed him to get away after…” She frowned sympathetically. “Oh, Claire. What will you do?” 
 
    Claire blinked away the tears threatening to well up and overflow. Ethan had been correct. The blasted Peabodys were nothing but lying, bottom feeding swindlers and cheats.  
 
    He’d lied. 
 
    He’d promised they’d become betrothed. Had he simply changed his mind? Had she, Claire, done something to alter his opinion of her? She wished she understood. 
 
    He’d reassured her with his eyes before leaving her chamber that morning. Love had shown from those brilliant blue eyes of his. 
 
    Why had he changed his mind? 
 
    “I suppose I’ll have to leave with Ethan.” But Mrs. Fairchild had witnessed a man in her bedchamber. And Mrs. Fairchild was one of the worst gossips she knew. “I don’t suppose your mother has kept all of this to herself?” 
 
    Amy dropped her lashes. “Mama was with the Gibson sisters when she confirmed that he left. They all have quite strong opinions on the matter.” 
 
    So Claire truly had been ruined. 
 
    And then a horrifying thought struck. 
 
    He’d done it to hurt her brother! To hurt Ethan’s reputation and business prospects.  
 
    Benjamin Peabody had used her to hurt her brother. “He used me, Amy!” Claire’s hand covered her mouth to prevent a sob from breaking free. “He used me to hurt Ethan.”  
 
    The sobs escaped anyhow.  
 
    “I didn’t think he would ever do something like that.” Amy held Claire through her sobs. “I really did not. He’s always seemed such an affable sort. If it’s any consolation, I would have fallen for him, too.” 
 
    “I’m such a fool! Such a stupid, gullible fool!” He didn’t love her. He hadn’t even wanted to lie with her. He’d only wanted to ruin her! “Oh, God!” 
 
    “Miss Claire,” Dolores’s voice reached her from several yards away.  
 
    Claire stepped away from Amy and wiped at her eyes. She’d save her blathering for later.  
 
    “Mr. Ethan wishes to depart soon. I’ve packed most of your belongings, but wondered if you wished to change into a gown more suitable for travel.” 
 
    Claire glanced down at her gown. She’d wanted to appear pretty for Benjamin. She’d worn something special for the occasion of her marriage proposal. 
 
    Suddenly, she never wanted to see this gown again. She wanted to burn it. And she wanted nothing more than to go far, far away. Away from these people who would not only believe her to be foolish but also fast. A scandal was certain to blow up.  
 
    “I’m sorry if any of this affects you, Amy.” The consequences of what she’d done could possibly harm her friend by association. Acquaintances and friends would not be so forgiving of a young woman who gave her virtue so easily. 
 
    “Bah.” Amy waved one hand in the air, but Claire also saw concern behind her eyes. 
 
    Yes, it was best to depart as soon as possible. “You’ll let me know?” 
 
    “I’ll write you every day. You’ll be annoyed at the enthusiasm of my correspondence. Will you be in London?” 
 
    Claire sighed. “Perhaps. I’m sure my brother will forward your letters if I am not.” 
 
    The two girls embraced and then Claire made haste back to her chamber.  
 
    Only when they were on the road did Claire give in to tears again. It didn’t help when Ethan pointed at her sternly with the obnoxious comment that he’d told her so… Blasted brothers! 
 
    **** 
 
    Clemson and Ben set off for Elysium Fields early the next morning. Of course, it would rain. Buckets and buckets. Dogs, cats…all sorts of mammals came tumbling out of the English clouds. 
 
    Clem wanted to delay their departure, but Ben was feeling an urgency to get back to Claire. 
 
    He’d never had feelings for a woman that remotely resembled the tumult now tearing around inside.  
 
    Had he imagined her feelings for him? Would Ethan Dorrill easily dissuade her from marrying him? At the same time, he anticipated holding her in his arms, feeling her soft curves along the length of his body. Tasting her. Kissing her.  
 
    They’d marry soon. He didn’t want a long betrothal. There was no reason for one, really. He knew. She knew. 
 
    But did she? The doubts intervened quickly enough, his thoughts traveling in an endless spiral of angst. 
 
    In addition, a cold fear pressed against his heart. Fear that she would not be there when he returned. In Ben’s enthusiasm to smooth the way for this alliance, he’d trusted Ethan Dorrill to wait three days before giving him a final decision. 
 
    Ben hadn’t been overly bothered at the possibility that Dorrill would remain stubborn. He’d simply surmised that if her brother refused to give his permission, he’d run her up to Gretna Green.  
 
    But as Ben rode the long highway with his brother silently plodding along beside him, he ran through that last discussion he’d had with her brother over and over again. 
 
    Had Ethan Dorrill promised to stay at Elysium Fields for three days? Or had Ben merely heard what he wanted to hear? Had he attributed his own wishes to those of that bastard? 
 
    As lightning struck and thunder raged, Ben could not for the life of him recall Dorrill, in fact, declaring that he would not take Claire away before Ben returned. 
 
    She had to be there. 
 
    The thought of her not being there gave him chills. Because Dorrill could hide her away anywhere.  
 
    At this thought, Ben wanted to urge his mount into a gallop, but he knew better. The muddied road became dangerous for horses in conditions such as this. Besides, they couldn’t run indefinitely. He’d merely wear the poor beast out. 
 
    The miles passed slowly, and they didn’t arrive until after dark.  
 
    **** 
 
    “What do you mean they’ve left?” Ben ran his hand through his hair. Clemson reached out a hand to clasp Fairchild’s in a friendly greeting. 
 
    “Good to see you, sir. It’s been too long.” 
 
    “Clem, my boy. It has at that. How’s that new pulley device performing for you? Been meaning to ask after it…” 
 
    Business! Ben was ready to pull his hair out. “With all due respect, sir, did they return to London? Did she go willingly? God damn that bloody bastard to hell. I should have known. Serves me right for trusting him.” 
 
    Fairchild settled his spectacles upon his nose and nodded solemnly. “I’m to inform you that Miss Dorrill has had a change of heart. She was mistaken in her affection for you. Realizes what a dreadful error it all was.” 
 
    No. Ben refused to believe it. Why would she leave? Why would she not await his return? “They’d rather her be ruined than accept my suit?” It made no sense. 
 
    Fairchild’s lips were pursed. He grimaced. “Ethan Dorrill is one of the most stubborn men I’ve ever known. The two of you ought to know this by now. And obviously, he’s a great deal of influence upon his sister.” He then shrugged matter-of-factly. “Rather messy situation anyhow. Can’t you find a gel who isn’t sister to a man who hates you with the passion of a thousand wars? Why don’t you offer for my Amy?” 
 
    “Papa!” The lady herself stepped out from behind some drapes where she’d been hiding. “I cannot believe you would say something like that! And Ben? Why on earth did you leave if you still wished to marry her? She believed it was you who changed your mind! She’s devastated. Left drowning in her own tears.” 
 
    “I went to summon my brother. I wanted to work something out with Dorrill…” Ben glanced at Fairchild. He’d been certain this man would provide some assistance to him.  
 
    Again, Mr. Fairchild shrugged. “Nobody is going to change Ethan Dorrill’s mind when it comes to business. And whether you appreciate the matter or not, his sister represents a great deal of business.” 
 
    “But she’s ruined now.” This from Amy.  
 
    “I know that. And she knows that,” Fairchild admitted. “But Ethan Dorrill believes the right amount of money can still land her a titled husband. He’s more determined than ever. His best chances are if he can extract a promise from one of them before wind of Miss Dorrill’s improprieties catch up with her in London.” 
 
    “So, she could be betrothed to one of them already.” Clem addressed the issue for the first time. “Knowing the bastard, he’ll do whatever it takes.” His expression was pained when he met Ben’s eyes. “You need to head down there tomorrow if you’re to have any hope at all.”  
 
    Ben ached through to the bones, every muscle protesting the long days of riding to which he’d subjected them. A chill ran through him at the prospect of again sitting atop a horse in the rain. 
 
    Even worse was the fear of losing her forever. He turned to Fairchild with a fierce determination. “Do you have a fresh mount I might take?”  
 
    “It’s dark, Ben. You should wait,” his brother spoke sternly. 
 
    “I cannot afford to wait.”  
 
    “Of course, of course, my friend.” Mr. Fairchild showed no reluctance. “I’ll have one prepared for you immediately.” 
 
    “Do you have a death wish?” Clemson was not happy with the turn of events. “Being in love has turned you into a blathering idiot.” 
 
    “I think it’s the most romantic thing I’ve ever witnessed,” Amy Fairchild declared with a breathy sigh. 
 
    “So was Romeo and Juliet,” Clem pointed out. “And look at how that ended.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
    Limited Prospects 
 
      
 
    “After reconsidering his prior opinion, Lord Pringle would like to meet with you in my study.” 
 
    Claire wrinkled her brow and attempted to verify that the words she thought had just been uttered by her imbecilic brother were, in fact, the words her brain was telling her. 
 
    They’d been back in London less than two days, and she’d spent most of her time holed up in her bedchamber feeling sorry for herself. She had no desire to go shopping, for ices at Gunters or anywhere else where she might possibly be recognized.  
 
    Amy Fairchild’s mother’s letters had surely arrived in London by now.  
 
    A dismal storm had set in, anyhow, resembling her mood in a most uncanny manner. As soon as the clouds lifted, Claire had every intention of making her way down to Aunt Lucy’s house.  
 
    She’d allow the scandal to play out without her. 
 
    She didn’t care. She didn’t care about anything. How could she hurt so much over missing a person who’d never really existed? A person who’d fooled her? Who’d toyed with her emotions so callously? 
 
    “Lord Pringle… What?” she nearly stuttered at the unlikelihood of what she thought her brother was telling her. 
 
    “He’s awaiting you downstairs. He wants to offer for you.” 
 
    After staring into Ethan’s eyes for all of thirty seconds and coming to the realization that he was quite serious, Claire began shaking her head side to side. “No. No. No. No.” She stumbled to her bed and dramatically threw her body face down into the mattress. This wasn’t happening.  
 
    She did not wish to listen to Lord Pringle’s proposal. Good lord, he’d been bad enough when he’d not been willing to ask for her. What kind of favors would he expect from her as his betrothed? The thought was enough to make her want to vomit. 
 
    “Claire, haven’t you been contrary enough over the past few weeks without now denying me this one small thing?” 
 
    One. 
 
    Small.  
 
    Thing?  
 
    Was he bamming her? “Ethan!” She rolled over in exasperation. “We’re talking about my life here. If you like Lord Pringle so very much, then why don’t you marry him?” 
 
    The look in his eyes told her he did not take kindly to her joke.  
 
    She didn’t care. 
 
    “You may be my brother. And I adore you. You know that—other than moments like this when you are attempting to arrange my life to suit your needs—but I absolutely refuse to marry somebody so that you can attract wealthy investors. I”—she slapped her hands onto the mattress—“refuse.” 
 
    “You are serious.” He regarded her with his hands on his hips.  
 
    They’d faced off like this only once or twice in their lifetimes. She had told him a thousand times that she didn’t wish to marry for the sake of becoming a member of the aristocracy, and he was finally going to have to accept it.  
 
    “I am serious.” 
 
    “I ought to send you to a convent somewhere.” 
 
    “If only we were Catholic,” she shot back at him. 
 
    “But you’ve gone and ruined yourself,” he reminded her. “This may very well be your only opportunity.” 
 
    “I understand that.” In this moment, she thought she’d be quite happy to never lay eyes on another man again.  
 
    They were pestilence and the plague wrapped up into tidy handsome masculine packages. They could all go to Hades for all she cared. 
 
    “You cannot remain here in London with me,” he pointed out. 
 
    Ah, at last! 
 
    “Again. I understand perfectly.” 
 
    “Damn it, Claire!” 
 
    At which point, she smiled for the first time in three days. “I’ll tell Aunt Lucy you bid her hello.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    Shoddy Workmanship 
 
      
 
    The following day, the sun made its reappearance and Claire and Dolores set off in a brand new traveling coach, which Ethan had purchased to replace the one languishing in a carriage shop near Elysian Fields awaiting repairs. 
 
    This one was even more well sprung and the upholstery twice as cushioned. Claire only wished the seats opened up into a bed of some sort. That way she could sleep the entire distance. 
 
    She continued to feel rather raw and ill-used.  
 
    Worst of all, she missed he whose name she vowed to never speak again. Lying, mean-hearted spawn of the devil.  
 
    She would lick her wounds for the remainder of the summer months at her aunt’s hideaway by the sea.  
 
    For now, she contented herself with the knowledge that she’d never have to see him again.  
 
    Never. 
 
    Ever. 
 
    A sob choked her. 
 
    “’Tis why I never married,” Dolores informed her, becoming immune to these unexpected outbursts of despair. “They’re only good for one thing.” 
 
    Claire blinked at her maid’s unlikely statement. Only good for one thing? Surely she didn’t mean…? 
 
    “Chopping wood.” 
 
    The sob turned into choked laughter. “I suppose they are at that, Dolly.” Except, Claire had never in her life seen any of the men of her acquaintance so much as heave an axe over their shoulder. 
 
    “And of course, bed sport.” 
 
    “Dolly!” Had her maid really just admitted so much to her? 
 
    “Don’t look at me as though you’ve no knowledge of it. It’s not like that blasted Peabody gent slept on the floor that night.” But as Dolly stared into her eyes, she gradually seemed to comprehend the truth. “He didn’t!” 
 
    Claire nodded. “He was a perfect gentleman.” 
 
    “So, you didn’t…?”  
 
    “No,” Claire answered adamantly. 
 
    “And you’re still…?” 
 
    “Most affirmatively.”  
 
    “Oh, my.”  
 
    Claire could see the cogs churning behind Dolly’s gaze.  
 
    “But why, miss? It makes no sense.” 
 
    Seeing as they had nothing else to entertain the two of them for the next several hours, Claire explained, in great detail, everything that happened. 
 
    “Seems like an awful lot of trouble to go through merely to cause Mr. Dorrill a spot of trouble.”  
 
    Claire had considered this same notion millions of times.  
 
    Had Benjamin feigned those smiles? How did one playact the teasing behind those blue eyes? And the not so teasing? 
 
    Claire watched out the window, wishing the coachman would speed up and yet turn around and take her back at the same time. Her head was convinced he’d betrayed her, but her heart struggled to accept the truth. 
 
    “Just doesn’t make sense.” Dolores clucked her tongue. 
 
    “A common trait among men,” Claire agreed. 
 
    “I mean,” Dolores persisted, “for him to have not…well, you know…when he had every opportunity.” 
 
    Claire wished she had more answers.  
 
    Thump. Thump. Thump. Lurch. 
 
    Claire and Dolores met one another’s eyes incredulously before being slammed into the left side of the carriage in an oddly familiar turn of events. 
 
    “Not again!” Claire huffed.  
 
    Bark! Bark! Elmer did not appreciate the world tilting, either. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, miss!” Coachman John shouted from outside. “The blasted wheel again!” His head peaked through the door. “Excuse my language, miss.” 
 
    Claire waited for their coachman to assist Dolores out and then handed Elmer out the door. Climbing out behind them, she had the oddest sense that fate was playing with her. Teasing her. 
 
    The sun shone high in the sky, and the moisture from the rains lent a stifling heaviness to the air. 
 
    Claire stepped carefully through the ruts and sat beside Dolores on a convenient rock that sat beside the road. 
 
    “We really need to hire a new outrider, miss.” Coachman John plagued himself over leaving the two ladies sitting alone, unprotected, once again.  
 
    “There’s nothing can be done about it right now. The sooner you go for help, the sooner we’ll be on our way again.” 
 
    Indecision and regret twisted his features. 
 
    “We’ll be fine, John. Now off with you. I’d rather not sit here all day.” She hoped he had as quick luck as he had on their journey up to Elysium Fields. He’d hardly been absent from them for an hour. 
 
    He glanced at the wheel and uttered some inappropriate words beneath his breath. “Damned shoddy workmanship.” 
 
    “It is, at that. My brother is going to need to patronize a different coach maker, it would seem.” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    “Hurry along then,” she urged him. 
 
    After fussing with the horses for a few minutes, he collected a few of his belongings and set to marching down the road. 
 
    Claire tilted her head back and closed her eyes. What else could possibly happen to her? 
 
    “It certainly is warm today,” Dolores commented. 
 
    Claire wanted to groan. “It certainly is, Dolly.” 
 
    “At least it isn’t raining.” 
 
    “I am grateful for that.”  
 
    “Although it wouldn’t be so very hot if it were.” 
 
    “Um hm.” Claire lacked the energy for this today.  
 
    “But then we’d become soaked.” 
 
    “We would.” 
 
    “So best to not have the rain, I imagine.” 
 
    “I imagine—” The click-clack of an approaching rider halted her words. A lone gentleman on a majestic mount. 
 
    The similarity between her two journeys slammed into her with an uncanny sense of irony. 
 
    Top hat. Blond curling hairs peeking out from beneath it.  
 
    It could not be. 
 
    She blinked and swallowed hard. The thrill sweeping through her quickly turned into burning, explosive anger. 
 
    “You!” She burst to her feet.  
 
    As he neared, she noticed mud splashed up past his boots, pinched lips, and a tiredness around his eyes.  
 
    His bearing appeared to be the opposite of what it had been upon their first meeting.  
 
    He halted his horse and stared down at her, unblinking. “It appears you’ve met with some difficulties, miss,” he spoke the exact same words he had on that first fateful day. 
 
    “I have,” she answered. “A certain gentleman has played me for a fool.” She blinked away tears. She wanted to be angry, but the hurt won out.  
 
    Why was he here?  
 
    “Are you quite certain of that?” Those blue eyes bore through to her soul. “Perhaps it’s only a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Or perhaps I have been far too gullible.” She didn’t want to fall for his lies again. She was powerless to resist his charm, even now, knowing he’d broken his promise. 
 
    “What has this scoundrel done?”  
 
    “He led me to believe that he loved me.” There was that word. He’d never admitted as much, but it had been implied. 
 
    Was love something that could be implied? Was it necessary it be spoken aloud? Confessed? 
 
    Benjamin cocked a brow, and with very precise movements, dismounted the majestic mare. 
 
    “How do you know that he does not?” his determined voice wrapped itself around her heart. 
 
    “He abandoned me. He was supposed to offer for me but disappeared instead. He changed his mind.” 
 
    At these words, he nodded. “Just as I thought. He should not have left without speaking with you. He ought to have explained where he was going.” 
 
    Claire folded her arms in front of her and held herself stiffly. “But he did not. He only used me to damage my brother’s business prospects.” 
 
    Ben had been slowly walking toward her. Just a few feet away, she noticed exhaustion on his face. Shadows beneath his eyes and yellow bruising where Ethan had hit him less than a week ago. 
 
    “But I am here. I have followed you.” 
 
    Claire swiped at her eyes. “Why are you here?” 
 
    “Why do you think I’m here?” A vulnerability crept into those dazzling eyes of his. 
 
    She shook her head. “I’m not sure.” But then she bit her bottom lip. “I’m confused.” 
 
    Ben lifted one side of his mouth into a half-hearted smile. “I did not betray you, Claire. I went to bring my brother so that our families might come to a truce. I did not believe you would take your leave before I got back.” He looked so very tired. 
 
    “Are you unwell?” Anxiety tore past all of her anger. And then…“You love me,” she spoke the words in awe. She could conclude no other logical reason for him to come after her. Something cracked wide open inside of her and she threw herself into his arms. “I love you!”  
 
    Strong arms crushed her against his body.  
 
    He’d ridden through the night to come to her. To come after her. 
 
    “But how…” she murmured into the fabric of his jacket. “How did you know where I was?” 
 
    He didn’t answer right away, choosing instead to claim her lips in what felt like desperation.  
 
    Claire clutched at him with all her might, almost fearful that this was all a dream. Had she fallen asleep in the carriage? She pulled back just enough to look into his eyes. “Are you really here? You are real?” 
 
    “I went to your brother’s town house in the middle of the night,” his voice broke through her doubt. “He was none too pleased with the interruption, mind you.”  
 
    This did not surprise her in the least.  
 
    “I told him I would find you. I figured you would go to your aunt’s home.” 
 
    She furrowed her brows. “How did you know?” 
 
    “You mentioned that you found peace at her home. By the sea. I figured it would be your logical destination.” 
 
    He’d listened to her. Unlike the self-important nobs her brother had thrown her at.  
 
    How could she not smile ear to ear at this delightful turn of events? 
 
    Ben was here. He loved her!  
 
    “Your brother threw his hands in the air and admitted I was right. If I was insane enough to go chasing about England after you, he told me I likely made a better match for you than any of his bloody nobs.” 
 
    “A match then?” She gazed into his eyes. “Don’t you have something to ask me?” 
 
    Ben pressed his face against her shoulder and growled, “You’ll marry me, wench. I’ve damned well earned it.” 
 
    Despite his arrogance, she giggled. “Of course, I’ll consent to be your wife…to make you the happiest of men.” 
 
    He kissed her again. 
 
    And Elmer barked. 
 
    Sometimes a girl had to give in to the magic. Because when magic has its way, everything else is destined to fail. 
 
      
 
    ### 
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    She intended to stop a scandal, not become one… 
 
    Lady Alison has a penchant for mischief. How else could she end up in the bedchamber of the notorious rake Viscount Weston? She expected to rescue her foolish cousin, instead she finds herself engaged…and embroiled in the devious exploits of sex slave traders. 
 
    Cameron Hunter, Viscount Weston’s business dealings require discretion. The last thing he needs is a mischievous wife. However, Lady Alison might be the perfect distraction. A wife as opposed to marriage as he is. 
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    Alison pulled her hood closer against the night chill as she hurried up the walkway toward Lord Weston’s home. Nearly at the door, she slowed and cast a glance back at the darkened street. As expected, her walk from her carriage, parked two blocks over, had been quiet and she had noticed no one peering from windows. If anyone had seen her, they would mistake her for a maid on her way home after an afternoon off. Alison turned right and crept around the side of the house. According to the note she’d found in her cousin’s room, the pantry door at the rear would be open. 
 
    Thankfully, Alison had taken supper at Erin’s home and found the note on her sitting room desk. Foolish girl. Erin was too enamored, too full of fairytale romance, to see Cameron Hunter for the devil he was.  
 
    “Damn you, Cameron Hunter,” she muttered. “I will have your head for this.” 
 
    She reached the door and took the two steps up. Carefully, she turned the knob and opened the door a slit. The door hinge creaked. Alison winced and stilled. Silence emanated from the darkened kitchen. She breathed a sigh of relief, then slipped inside and closed the door behind her. She had to ascend to the third floor where the viscount’s private chambers were located.  
 
    A tremor rippled through her stomach. Alison had wracked her brain to try to remember whether the earl had left for Edinburgh or if they were here in Inverness, but to no avail. She didn’t heed local gossip—a fact she now regretted. Alison shuddered at the thought of the Earl catching her sneaking into his house.   
 
    As directed in the note, Alison took the servants’ stairs to the right and climbed to the third floor. She crept to the first door on the right and halted. If she entered the wrong room... This was ridiculous. The viscount knew his own house. There was no mistake. Still, the situation bothered her beyond the obvious moral implications. She’d never once heard of him bringing a dalliance into his father’s house. Then again, she didn’t keep up on all the gossip—and, no matter what he’d done in the past, he had invited Erin, a virgin of only eighteen years, into his home. Into his bedchambers, no less.  
 
    Her fury fired anew. She would cut off his bollocks.  
 
    Alison turned the knob slowly and peeked inside the room. Candlelight cast a soft glow across the carpet. She slipped inside and eased the door shut. When the latch clicked into place, she winced and held her breath. The small sound had seemed to fill the silent room. No one called out.  
 
    No one called out.  
 
    She whirled and scanned the room. A single lit taper sat on the table between two chairs that faced the empty hearth. Shadows filled the corners and reached out from the bed centered against the far right wall. Where was the viscount? Alison squinted at the bed. Was he asleep? Surely, he didn’t expect Erin to simply climb into bed with him?  
 
    Alison crossed to the bed and discerned that the covers were made. A door was located to the left of the bed. Probably a dressing closet. No light shone from beneath. She turned. Where was he? Had she made a mistake in the time? Impossible.  
 
    She hurried to the candle, threw back her hood and pulled the note from her cloak pocket. Alison unfolded the paper and tilted the note toward the light.  
 
      
 
    My Love,  
 
    Meet me tonight at my home at 1:00. I will leave the kitchen door unlocked. Take the servants’ stairs located to the right and go to the third floor. My room is the first on the right. We will be alone, so you need not worry, we will have the privacy I promised you. 
 
    I cannot wait until you are in my arms again, 
 
    Cam 
 
      
 
    Her blood boiled as it had each of the other times she’d read the note. We will have all the privacy I promised you. What other promises had he made? Not one of marriage, she would wager. Her gaze returned to the endearment my love. He knew exactly how to manipulate an impressionable young woman. So why wasn’t he here? Damn him again. Why invite Erin to his bedchambers, then not be here?  
 
    Alison stuffed the note back into her pocket and crept from the room and back down the stairs. She reached the pantry, then hesitated. Where would the viscount be this time of night? She snorted. In some other lady’s bed, no doubt. It was well known he kept a mistress in a nondescript neighborhood of Inverness. One in Edinburgh, as well, if gossip was to be believed. She grimaced. Apparently, she did listen to gossip. Unfortunately, this time, it wasn’t the kind that would help. 
 
    Her heart fell. There was nothing to be done. She couldn’t very well go in search of him—even if she knew where he was. Should she have waited for him in his room? God only knew when the scoundrel would return. Perhaps not even tonight. Her ire mounted. It was bad enough he enticed Erin into his bed, but to not be there was the height of arrogance—and cruelty. Erin was naïve and reckless. But to be so carelessly rejected by his absence would be a dagger to her heart. By God, if she knew where he was, she would find him, consequences be damned.  
 
    The creak of a door snapped her mind to attention. A man’s laughter followed, then a male voice said, “You are no’ on the docks in Glasgow, James. Your carriage is safe on the street here in Inverness.” 
 
    Viscount Weston. 
 
    Alison’s heart jumped to a gallop. He wasn’t alone.  
 
    “If there is any trouble, my driver is not above leaving me here stranded,” replied another male voice. 
 
    “I suggest you find a new driver, then,” the viscount said.  
 
    “Easy for ye to say,” the other rejoined. “Good drivers are hard to come by these days.” 
 
    “He does not sound like a good driver,” Lord Weston said.  
 
    “Everyone has at least one flaw, Hunter. This man happens to be good with a knife and a pistol. In our line of work, that makes him a good man to employ.” 
 
    Deep, rich laughter followed. “I suppose you have a point.” 
 
    Alison’s thoughts raced. The viscount was home and, not only had he brought a friend, but the friend had a driver sitting outside the house. How would she leave without being noticed? To make matters worse, the driver knew how to use a knife and gun. Her heart sank. Might she escape through the garden? If there was no rear gate, she would never be able to scale the wall. It was twice her height. Either way, she had to leave.  
 
    The scrape of wood told her a pocket door was being opened. The library or study?  
 
    “Have a seat,” the viscount said. He had stepped inside the room.  
 
    Alison took the three steps to the door, reached for the handle, then stopped. When she’d entered, the door had creaked loudly. The short hallway between pantry and study made it easy to hear the men talking with the door open. Which meant they would hear the door creak open. Alison closed her eyes and prayed they would close the door. She had to try to sneak past the driver outside. In a few minutes, he would likely be asleep…or shooting her for trespassing. 
 
    “How much will he pay?” the viscount said. 
 
    Alison’s heart fell. The men were discussing business. She balled one hand into a fist. Cameron Hunter was talking business while believing Erin awaited him in his bedchambers. Did he expect his lovers to wait until he was ready to ravish them?  
 
    “Brandy?” the viscount offered his guest. 
 
    Alison chewed her bottom lip. What if they talked until dawn? She couldn’t possibly hide the entire night. She had to return and free Erin from the closet where Alison had locked her. When she left, Erin had been livid. Erin would, no doubt, be even more furious when Alison freed her. Her cousin’s anger was a small price to pay for saving her from a man like Lord Weston. Alison didn’t want to consider the confrontation with Cousin Henry should he discover she wasn’t home.  
 
    Might she risk slipping out the door? When she’d entered, the creak had sounded in an empty room. Everything sounded louder in silence. She took one step toward the door.  
 
    “As high as five thousand pounds for the right girl,” the man said.  
 
    Alison halted. Girl? 
 
    “A beautiful virgin is worth a fortune,” the viscount said.   
 
    “Aye,” the other man replied. “Those girls must be young and very pretty—minor nobility or the gentry, or perhaps exceptionally beautiful. For those of the lower class, twelve hundred pounds. Still, that is a fortune. And—just as you suspected—he said he can pay that sum as often as we can provide the girls.” 
 
    “What is our share?” Viscount Weston asked.  
 
    “Twenty percent.” 
 
    “Two hundred and forty pounds for the crime of kidnapping a woman—a minor noblewoman or a gentlewoman,” said his lordship. 
 
    Alison barely stifled a gasp. Kidnapping?  
 
    “Napier is of the mind we can harvest the young working class until the clients’ money runs out.” 
 
    Good God, Cameron Hunter, the future 8th Earl of Weston, was a kidnapper? 
 
    Alison jarred at the quiet thump of approaching bootfalls. She wouldn’t get as far as the street before getting caught. Alison veered toward the servants’ stairs and hurried up. Her sleeve snagged on a splinter of wood on the door jamb and ripped. She stifled a cry and kept going. 
 
    Thank God she’d worn her evening slippers. She’d borrowed one of her maid’s work dresses, but the girl’s shoes were too small, and Alison had been forced to wear her slippers. They made no sound on the stairs. She reached the third floor, ducked into the viscount’s room and collapsed, back against the door, breathing hard.  
 
    She simply couldn’t believe it. She didn’t know Cameron Hunter well, but he’d seemed the typical rake. Too much money, too much idle time, and lots of gambling. His note to Erin was indicative of a man who believed his power over women to be absolute. A bored, arrogant nobleman. But to partake in the criminal world? Would he go that far to relieve his boredom?  
 
    The door abruptly shoved open, sending Alison tumbling forward. She landed on the floor, shoulder first, and rolled onto her back to find herself staring up into Viscount Weston’s face.  
 
    *** 
 
    Cameron cursed. Was the woman lying on her back in his bedchambers the Earl of Kincaid’s daughter?  
 
    Cameron reached for her arm. “You have some explaining to do, Lady Alison.” 
 
    She slapped his hand. “Do not touch me.” 
 
    “Lower your voice,” he ordered. 
 
    She scooted backwards. “I will scream.” 
 
    “For Christ’s sake, get up.” 
 
    She stared for a moment, then pushed to her feet. Her dress caught beneath her slippered foot and she toppled forward. Cameron caught her, all lush curves and smelling faintly of jasmine.  
 
    She snapped her head up and scowled. “What are you doing here?”   
 
    “I live here,” he growled. “The question is, what are you doing here?”  
 
    Even in the candlelight, he discerned her narrowed eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure I am quite the surprise,” she said.  
 
    “You have a knack for understatement, my lady, particularly given that you are in my arms.” 
 
    She drew a sharp breath and yanked free. “You were expecting someone else we both know,” she said in an oversweet tone. “A charming, yet foolish, young lady.” She crossed her arms over her breasts. “You don’t like having your plans spoiled, do you?” 
 
    “Have you gone mad?” he demanded. “If you are discovered here, your reputation will be ruined beyond repair.”  
 
    She snorted. “How chivalrous of you. However, we both know that you are hardly this generous to all your late-night lovers. Should I feel honored that you’d defend my reputation?”  
 
    “What?” Fire ripped through him. “Madam, let me make myself perfectly clear. You could parade naked from my bedchambers and tell the entire world I compromised you, and I still would not marry you.” 
 
    “Would not marry me?” she cried. “That’s rich. I would not marry you if you were the last man on earth.” 
 
    The words, and her sarcasm, startled him, but he didn’t have time to listen. Contrary to his threat, his father wouldn’t be pleased if an unwed noblewoman were caught in his room—naked or not.  
 
    “I must finish my business,” he said. “You are no’ to leave this room until I return. Understand?”  
 
    She frowned. “Nae, I do not believe I can accommodate your request.” 
 
    He took a step toward her. “You will do as I say.” 
 
    “I believe it is in my best interest to leave. Only you know that I am here.” 
 
    “The last thing you want is for someone to see you slinking from this house.” 
 
    “Someone who is good with a knife and gun?” 
 
    Cameron started. “You little fool.” He gripped her arm and gave her a hard shake.  “Remain here, be quiet, and I will cut short my business—” 
 
    “I know about your business,” she interrupted. “If you think I will remain here, you are very much mistaken. Is your father aware you deal in prostitution?” 
 
    His jaw clenched, but he forced a slow breath. Despite her attempt to entrap him, he couldn’t blame her for misinterpreting the conversation between him and James.  
 
    “Things are no’ what they seem, Lady Alison. I must have your word that you will not leave.” She didn’t reply, and he added, “You said you wouldn’t marry me if I were the last man alive. If that is true, then you will not want to be discovered here alone with me.” She hesitated, and he pressed his advantage. “Stay here. Once James is gone, I will see you safely home.” 
 
    “I will not remain silent on what I heard tonight.” 
 
    “If I were truly the nefarious fellow you believe me to be, that admission would get you killed,” he said.  
 
    She said nothing.  
 
    “I am not a kidnapper. I will explain when I return.” He lifted his brow in expectation.  
 
    Her gaze sharpened, but she gave a curt nod. He gave her no chance to say more, but turned and left, firmly closing the door behind him. Cameron hurried down the hall, then the stairs. Why couldn’t the noise he’d heard have been one of the servants returned home early, as he’d feared? What the bloody hell was Lady Alison Clarenton doing in his house? Cameron reached his study. 
 
    “All is well?” James sipped the earl’s twenty-year-old cognac from a snifter.  
 
    “Just as I thought, my valet returned early.” God, he was too good a liar. 
 
    James chuckled. 
 
    Cameron smiled and picked up his glass. “Back to the business at hand.” 
 
    “Napier wants six girls,” James said. “They must be blonde, between thirteen and sixteen and, of course, they must be virgins.” 
 
    “Six?” Cameron shook his head. “Six girls, virgins, regardless of their station, would be missed—particularly girls of that age. He must know that is impossible.” 
 
    “Quite a test, do you not agree?” 
 
    Cameron nodded. “Sallie could pass for sixteen, but we have no one who could pass for anything younger than fifteen.” 
 
    James’s brows dove downward. “We cannot actually involve women in this plan.” 
 
    Cameron snorted. “How do you suppose we will secure Napier’s trust if we cannot produce even one woman?” 
 
    “I just assumed we would arrange a meeting with his superior, then arrest them.” 
 
    Cameron liked James, but he’d worried that the Bow Street officer might not be experienced enough in infiltrating a crime organization like Napier’s. It seemed his fears were founded.  
 
    “You do no’ understand the law, James.” James opened his mouth to reply, but Cameron added, “Aye, you understand when a man breaks the law, but the law is not so clear when it comes to putting him in prison. It isn’t enough for Napier to discuss with us the kidnapping of women. We must catch him in the act. But, as you know, even that is not enough. We need to snare his superior. Napier has a great deal of power, but the man who runs this operation is far more dangerous. We must discover his identity.” 
 
    James released a breath. “Aye, ye are right, of course. ‘Tis just that they have stayed one step ahead of us. Damn it, Hunter, I want these bastards.”  
 
    A loud bang sounded at the front door. Cameron leapt to his feet. “Who the bloody hell could that be at this time of night?” 
 
    “Come on.” He dragged James to his feet and herded him toward the bookshelf on the left hand wall. “We will finish this later. You cannot be seen here.” His life was becoming more complicated by the hour.  
 
    They reached the bookcase and Cameron pulled the volume of Hamlet from its place on the fourth shelf and yanked down on the hidden lever. The shelf sprang open an inch.  
 
    “What’s this?” James exclaimed.  
 
    “This is your escape.” Cameron scooped up a small taper burning on the nearby desk and thrust it into his hands. “The passageway leads to the north side of the yard. The door is in the middle of the dead end. Simply press on the middle of the wall and release. The door will spring open.”  
 
    The pounding came again, this time loud enough to rattle the door. 
 
    Cameron shoved James inside, then pushed shut the shelf and whirled.  
 
    “Hunter, open the damn door,” a man shouted as Cameron hurried across the room.  
 
    Thank God, his father wasn’t due home for another night. The pounding continued. Cameron burst into the hallway and raced down the corridor. He flung open the door and stopped short at sight of Harrison Lennox standing at his threshold with Roger Selwick.  
 
    “Good hell, Lennox, what are you doing here at this time of night?” Cameron demanded  
 
    “Out of my way.” Lennox shoved past him. “Where is she?” 
 
    She? Lady Alison.  
 
    “Lennox, if you’ll give me a minute to explain—” he began, but the man charged up the stairs.  
 
    “As I am sure you can explain what happened in the garden two nights ago.” 
 
    “Garden?” Cameron followed Lennox, taking the stairs two at a time, but the man was a demon.  
 
    Lennox reached the third floor. “Erin,” he bellowed, storming down the hall. 
 
    Cameron caught up to him with Selwick close behind.  
 
    *** 
 
    Alison placed a small log on the fire then sat in the chair before the hearth. The longer she waited, the angrier she became. She rose, unclasped her cloak and tossed it over the back of the chair, then dropped into the seat again. The viscount had appeared surprised to see her, but he had to know she was there because of his note to her cousin. She was glad he had discovered her presence. When he returned, she was going to have it out with him. He would never again come near Erin.  
 
    It seemed forever before she heard heavy bootfalls in the hallway again…and raised voices. Had someone shouted Erin’s name? That voice. The door burst open and she shot to her feet. Alison stared at her Uncle Harrison and Lord Selwick. 
 
    “Uncle? What—” 
 
    “Alison?” He scanned the room, his brows drawn down in a ferocious frown. “What are you doing here? Where is Erin?” 
 
    Fear stabbed through Alison. He must have learned of Erin’s intended rendezvous with the viscount and came to deal with the rogue.  
 
    She started toward him. “All is well, Uncle Harrison. You need not worry.” 
 
    “Need not worry? I asked where my daughter is. I know she is here.” 
 
    Her heart sank. “My hope is that she is home safe in her bed.” 
 
    “It seems you have the wrong girl,” Lord Selwick said. “Tis your niece you should have been concerned with.” 
 
    Alison didn’t like the smirk on Lord Selwick’s face. “There is no reason to be concerned. I came here—” 
 
    “No explanation is needed, my lady,” Lord Selwick said. 
 
    “I would like an explanation,” Viscount Weston interrupted, an odd expression on his face. 
 
    “You hardly have room to make demands when we find Alison here in your bedchamber.” Selwick rested a hand on Lennox’s shoulder. “It seems you were misinformed. You can rest easy that your daughter is not involved in this scandal.” 
 
    Redness crept along her uncle’s neck, and his mouth formed a rigid line. 
 
    “I, er, I—” Alison knew her explanations would tarnish Erin if she were to confess her reason for sneaking into the viscount’s home.  
 
    All was not yet lost. She just needed to think fast. Somewhere there was an explanation that would not only protect Erin, but also deliver her from this unfortunate situation.  
 
    “You play loose and fast, eh, Hunter?” Selwick said. 
 
    “That doesna make sense,” her uncle said. “Alison is a sensible girl. I am sure there’s a good explanation.” 
 
    “For her being in Hunter’s bedchambers?” Selwick laughed.  
 
    “My uncle is correct,” Alison said. “Things are not as they seem.” Think. “I…I had a meeting with the Viscount Weston.” 
 
    “Indeed?” Selwick said. “What was the purpose of this meeting?” 
 
    “Business, but you know how it would appear if I were to meet with him in public.” 
 
    “What type of business?” her uncle demanded. 
 
    Her gaze snapped to the viscount. 
 
    He stepped up beside her. “She is interested in the arts and thought I might be of assistance.” 
 
    “It is well known that Lord Weston is acquainted with women of the stage,” Alison said. His reputation had him acquainted with women from just about every profession…and now she could include prostitution. 
 
    He cocked a brow in her direction. 
 
    “Then, I suppose you are in disguise to avoid detection but, what, for a part in a play, perhaps—and”—Lord Selwick arched a brow—“your dress ripped during rehearsal.”  
 
    Everyone’s eyes turned to her sleeve. Alison glanced at the sleeve and gasped. She’d forgotten. She tore the sleeve when fleeing upstairs. If she hadn’t grown warm by the fire and removed her cloak, no one would have seen the tear.  
 
    She looked at the men. “Surely, you cannot believe the viscount tore my dress. He is not an animal.”  
 
    Just a criminal.  
 
    “I am gratified to hear you hold me in such high esteem,” he murmured. 
 
    Alison frowned. “As you see, Uncle Harrison, ‘tis only a misunderstanding. I now understand how foolish it was for me to come here at this hour. But I feared my cousin wouldn’t approve of my acting and, you see, it has become a passion of mine.” 
 
    Her uncle heaved a sigh. “Aye, this is all a misunderstanding. If all that has transpired remains within this room, then nothing more need be said.” 
 
    Selwick cleared his throat. “I do not see how you can so easily dismiss the situation.” He turned to Lord Weston. “There are already rumors regarding your association with Miss Lennox. How else do you explain the note to his daughter?” 
 
    “What note?” 
 
    “Ignorance does not suit you,” Selwick said. “To discover Alison here tonight… Well,  you have gone too far.” 
 
    “You know nothing of the situation,” her uncle said to Selwick. “His lordship has a tendré for Erin.” 
 
    The viscount’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “There is no reason to deny it, my lord.” Alison touched his arm. His flesh was warm, the strong muscle beneath hard and flexed. His gaze dropped to her hand. She snatched her hand back. “Erin has expressed the tenderness she feels for you. What harm can come from the truth now?” 
 
    “Aside from being trapped?” he gritted out.  
 
    “Trapped—” she began.  
 
    “You have brought that upon yourself,” her uncle cut in. “Erin has told me about your time with her.” 
 
    “What is the meaning of this?” 
 
    Alison jumped at the loud male demand and whirled. The 7th Earl of Weston stood in the doorway staring at them.  
 
    “Oh dear,” Alison said.  
 
    “You have a knack for understatement,” Cameron Hunter said. 
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