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      Gabriel Fellowes, Earl of Kingsley is doing a favor for a friend by overseeing the dangerous–– but promising––mine on the border of Viscount Hallowell’s property. With time to spare, he finds himself irresistibly intrigued by the viscount’s daughter, Miss Olivia Redfield. In no position to promise more than a dalliance, but unable to stay away, Gabriel takes the unprecedented step of befriending a woman. 

      Is Friendship Even possible?

      Their flirtatious attachment threatens to erupt in passion, but duty and honor forbid anything more. Will love be defeated when tragedy strikes, or can Olivia and Gabriel overcome Society’s dictates and put the notion of Olivia’s curse to rest once and for all?
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      An Awkward Situation

      

      Stepping along the dirt path, Olivia Redfield hoped she wouldn’t stumble upon any couples who’d snuck away from the ball with wicked intentions. Not that she begrudged them such pleasures, but she needed to be alone. She required utmost privacy.

      This normally wasn’t an issue for her. She’d never lacked time to herself, away from the prying eyes of others; that was, until her sister’s betrothal—to a future duke, no less. Olivia exhaled loudly, wondering how far away from the ballroom she ought to go. A burst of laughter from farther along the path disturbed the quiet.

      She obviously hadn’t yet traversed quite far enough.

      “Oh, bother!” Hopping from one foot to the other, she glanced from side to side and then stepped off the path as her need became more urgent. Perhaps if she were to weave her way deeper into the shadows of these magnolia trees. Or behind one of the intricately manicured box hedges. Since the Great Manor of Ashton Acres sat at the highest point of the estate, she need only travel downward.

      A cloud shifted to cover the moon, momentarily concealing the path.

      She needed to settle on a spot quickly, having already delayed too long. Normally, she wouldn’t care if her dress caught on any of the branches, but her sister Louella had commissioned this gown specifically for the pre-wedding ball. Mindful of the delicate material, Olivia lifted her skirts and carefully maneuvered down the slope and deeper into the darkness.

      Mama would kill her if she knew what she was doing, as would Louella. But—Olivia swallowed the sob that unexpectedly rose in her throat—the ladies in the retiring room had been most unkind.

      Not to Olivia’s face. But they’d spoken loudly enough that she could hear their opinions easily enough even from the foyer.

      “I thought they kept her hidden away because she was simple!” A matronly and cultured voice had halted Olivia before she could enter.

      “But that devil eye––moving on its own like that! How terrifying and retched for the poor viscountess! Some are convinced the girl’s a witch.”

      “Lucky for the family, the younger sister is so beautiful. I’m surprised they allowed the elder girl to attend.”

      Olivia had begun shaking. She’d wished she was brave enough to enter the room with her chin held high. She’d wished tears hadn’t pricked at the back of her eyes.

      Tears of anger more so than hurt.

      If she really was a witch, she’d curse them all to Hades!

      Idiots! To imagine the devil controlled her eye.

      Instead of confronting the gossiping biddies, Olivia had waited around the corner of the foyer for them to empty the room.

      And waited.

      And waited some more. Apparently, the ladies had an abundance of topics to gossip about.

      Olivia had delayed so long, in fact, that she nearly waited until it was too late, which was why she now found herself traipsing down the hill in the Duke of Crawford’s beautifully manicured gardens.

      She could postpone no longer!

      Stepping into one of the darker shadows, Olivia adjusted her feet, arranged her skirts so they were out of the way, and crouched carefully. Had a minute more passed, she might have embarrassed herself.

      And now, balancing carefully while squatting in such an undignified position, she wondered if the women in the retiring room had had the right of it. No true lady would ever resort to relieving herself in their host’s garden, whilst a ball took place less than fifty feet away.

      She squeezed her eyes shut in an attempt to make it all go away, if only for a moment. She would not cry. She wouldn’t allow them such a victory.

      “Hello?” a male voice called out just ahead of her, intruding most troublesomely upon the solitude she required.

      Throughout the evening, not a single gentleman had approached her. But, of course, one would choose to do so now.

      She held her breath. Maybe he would go away if she remained silent.

      A few branches snapped nearby, and some gravel came tumbling down the hill as the sound of crunching steps grew louder.

      She completed what she had set out to accomplish but was afraid to move in fear the sound would draw the blighter closer. Dash it all! Her knees were already protesting and if she remained crouching much longer, she’d likely fall over backward.

      And then she’d go tumbling down the hill to be found days later with her skirts above her head, broken and bedraggled.

      The thought of such a mishap horrified and amused her at the same time.

      “Who’s there?” the male voice demanded.

      But oh, heavens, she could not be discovered yet!

      “Stand down!” She’d read the term just two weeks ago in a military tome.

      The shuffling feet and snapping branches ceased at her command. “Are you injured? Do you require assistance? You’ve no reason to be afraid of me.”

      “I’m not afraid,” she returned. “But I wish to remain alone and… and… I’ve a rather large rock in my hand and am not averse to thrashing a skull with it.”

      More laughter, and then the leaves directly in front of her shook.

      “I mean it!” she shouted in panic. “Go a—”

      The branches parted and a tall, masculine shadow appeared. He only required a moment before ascertaining that she—

      “Oh, hell, I… Uh… Pardon the intrusion.” He turned his back to her as quickly as he’d appeared. “I beg you to accept my most sincere apology.”

      An awkward silence fell, and he seemed at a loss as to how to proceed. His shoulders, she noticed, however, seemed to be shaking as though he was stifling laughter that was exclusively enjoyed at her expense.

      Please, she urged silently, just go away.

      “I must admit, I’ve not found myself in this situation before.” And yet he hadn’t taken his leave as requested.

      As a gentleman, apparently, he held some misplaced notion that he ought not abandon her in her present circumstances.

      “I did warn you.” Olivia sighed. Because… what else was there to say? Most likely no manners book ever written contained the proper etiquette to follow if caught in this particularly embarrassing situation.

      “Could you not have simply employed the retiring room? You’re not the only person strolling in these gardens this evening.” Annoyance now mingled with the laughter in his voice. “Your privacy was not assured, by any means.”

      “That is precisely why I am so far off of the formal path, practically hiding in the dark. I did not expect some well-meaning gentleman to follow me. And as for the ladies’ retiring room… It was… occupied.”

      “But of course. By all means then.” The man made something of a choking sound and those damn shoulders of his were shaking again.

      “I’m in no mood for your condescension.” How could she put this politely? “And if you wouldn’t mind—“

      “In all good conscience, madam,” he cleared his throat, “I cannot leave you alone here, to fend for yourself. Not all gentlemen would pass up the opportunity to, ahem, take advantage of such a situation.”

      “Um, well. I’m pleased to hear of your upright and moral character, but really...” Please go away. Just please go! Employing an abundance of caution, Olivia rose and adjusted her skirts. “But as I’ve assured you, I’m perfectly fine and intend to return to the ballroom shortly. So, if you wouldn’t mind...”

      But of course, he did not do as she wished. He instead glanced over his shoulder and upon seeing she was presentable, turned all the way and then studied her through the darkness.

      Lord Kingsley! Although she’d not laid eyes upon the blighter for ages, she doubted she’d ever forget such a handsome but bothersome person. He was the one who’d first called her Lazy-eyed Livvy.

      He, apparently, had had no difficulty forgetting her. Which was all just as well…

      He and Lord Stanton, Louella’s groom-to-be, in fact, had both christened her with a number of derogatory names nearly ten years ago.

      Lazy-eyed Livvy had been the one that stuck.

      Stanton, of course, had since apologized. Louella had insisted he do so before she accepted his suit. Olivia doubted Kingsley ever would. He hadn’t remembered her even; she wasn’t fool enough to expect him to feel remorse.

      No, he’d taken far too much pleasure tormenting her.

      Handsome blighter.

      Presenting a leg, he bowed in her direction, as though for all the world, he’d been presented to her by the queen himself. “Gabriel Fellowes, Earl of Kingsley, at your service.”

      He obviously hadn’t gotten a good look at her yet.

      Perhaps she could keep it that way. In the shadows, all he would see was her shape, perhaps the color of her hair. He would not see her eyes. He would not remember the name he’d taunted her with—when what she’d hoped for had been a flirtatious smile, perhaps a wink.

      Barely fifteen at the time, Olivia had fallen in love with the two young gentlemen fresh out of University. Despite just reaching their majorities, they both stood to inherit lofty titles; Stanton would one day be a duke and Kingsley an earl. There hadn’t been a young girl for miles who had not fallen for one or even both of the despicable duo. Olivia had foolishly mooned after Kingsley.

      He would choose to be pleasant now?

      “You must admit that your timing was most unfortunate.” It really had been! If he chose to tell anybody of this encounter, she would never live it down. Her parents, to be more accurate, would never live it down and thus have even more reason to keep her hidden away. Olivia would continue her existence as something of an outcast, living in a cottage on the edge of her parents’ property.

      Louella insisted all of it would change upon her marriage, but Olivia had serious doubts. Some impediments were too entrenched to ever be overcome.

      She’d be happy enough right now, if she could remove the rather inconvenient impediment of his lordship, the knuckleheaded Gabriel Fellowes from her path.

      And then a thought occurred to her. “Were you following me?” How else had he come to be in such an out of the way location?

      “I was.” He cleared his throat. “And you did, as you say, attempt to warn me. But I would not know a moment’s peace if I left you out here alone.”

      She slid him a sideways glance. Why were gentlemen so muleheaded?

      “I have a younger sister, and she tends to be impetuous at times… Won’t you please accept my apology? And my escort, for the remainder of your stroll? That way, neither of us will worry over some scoundrel creeping up on you in the darkness.”

      It was a rather charming apology on his part—and the concern he admitted to having for his sister was commendable.

      “I will accept your escort, My Lord, on one condition.”

      He grinned and winged an arm, as though meeting her requirement was a foregone conclusion. “Capital.” And then leading her sideways across the slope, he continued, “What condition would that be?”

      “I would have your word that you will not tell another living soul about…” In reality, speaking the words out loud suddenly seemed too crass for even her. Mortification sent heat rushing up her neck.

      He laughed again. A rich lighthearted sound. “You have my word… Miss…?”

      “I am grateful for that,” she murmured.

      He ducked his dark head in order to avoid a low-hanging branch, and she couldn’t help but try one last time.

      “This isn’t necessary, you know. I’m perfectly capable of finding my own way back. And I realize…” That you must consider me vulgar and unrefined.

      “You realize?”

      That you are merely acting honorably.

      “Nothing, I realize nothing,” she evaded. “Where are we going?”

      “You must know that gentlemen do it all the time?” His voice held both amusement but also something else. Sympathy? Kindness?

      Pity?

      Olivia sighed. She knew she lacked many of the social skills required to mingle with landed gentlefolk, let alone those born into the aristocracy. It was why she’d wished to forgo Louella’s wedding festivities in the first place.

      At some point, she’d simply given up. Given up adhering to all the rules, given up on fitting in with other ladies. And it went without saying that she’d never obtain either her mother or father’s approval.

      “It’s different for ladies,” she lamented. Of course, he would know this.

      He squeezed her hand. “There is a gazebo and a fountain one hundred yards ahead. I believe you’ll find the fountain quite amusing.”

      Anything to divert this conversation from what she’d been doing when he initially stumbled upon her.

      Olivia released another loud sigh. Although she knew better than to be alone with a single gentleman, she was not yet prepared to return to the ballroom. And since she wasn’t a gently bred lady, in practice anyhow, she doubted it mattered to anyone.

      “Very well,” she conceded. “If it isn’t too great an inconvenience.”

      Would he be so kind to her if he knew her identity? But then a thought struck. Perhaps he’d come outside to meet some other willing female whom he’d arranged to meet privately. “Why are you not in the ballroom, My Lord? Isn’t it considered rude of a gentleman to absent himself from dancing while young ladies remain wallflowers?”

      “Who said I was a gentleman?” He reached in front of her to pull back a prickly looking branch.

      “Harrumph.” Of course, he was a gentleman. His easy confidence, his elegant posture and speech, not to mention the perfect fit of his fine waistcoat and jacket screamed his upper-class status to all within his realm.

      They traveled a few more steps in silence before he deigned to answer her question. “I will tell you a secret of my own. As long as you promise not to leak it to all of the other ladies.”

      “I promise.” She smiled to herself. As if he had anything to worry about.

      “For all of my talents, I have failed to master the art of dance. My cohorts attribute my refusal to participate in the activity to boorish behavior. But I would dance, if I could. While attempting to learn, I was constantly in fear of trampling my partners. Every second of it was torture. In London, my refusal to dance is considered my worst fault.”

      “You’re joking, of course.” But she was laughing now and so was he.

      “Unfortunately, no.”

      “But I thought all gentlemen were required to learn how to dance.”

      “We are all required to take lessons, my dear Miss...? You never did tell me your name.”

      “I did not.” Olivia wasn’t ready to reveal herself to him. The thought that he’d remember and call her that horrible nickname again was mortifying. The thought that he’d remember and apologize profusely was even worse. Besides, oddly enough, she was enjoying walking with him. Even if he was only doing so out of pity.

      “A lady of mystery. Lovely indeed. Finally, something of interest in Misty Brooke.” As the path widened, he lengthened their strides. “As I was saying, we all take lessons, but not all of us learn. To date, I remain my dancing master’s greatest disappointment.”

      He was incorrigible!

      “So, you follow innocent maidens into the gardens instead—purely to offer your protection, of course? You know, you could always excuse yourself to the gambling tables.”

      He sighed dramatically. “But then I wouldn’t come upon mysterious young ladies, er… hiding amongst the foliage.”

      Absurd! He was being absolutely absurd! “I suppose not.”

      “And you, my mystery lady, have you been dancing the night away?”

      She dropped her head. She had been taught to dance, along with Louella, but had never been asked. One must actually attend dances in order to be asked. Another activity her parents had curtailed when they’d realized her eye would never settle down.

      “I can but….”

      “Don’t tell me you are breaking all the gentlemen’s hearts with your refusals?”

      Olivia shrugged. “I’d have to refuse them to break their hearts.”

      “Now it is you who are joking.”

      The gazebo appeared ahead though heavy clouds covered the moon. The fountain beckoned in front of it. Was the object of the statue doing what she thought he was doing?

      Oh, but this was priceless. Perhaps she wasn’t the hoyden she’d imagined after all!
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        * * *

      

      There was something oddly familiar about this young woman, but Gabriel could not quite put his finger on it. She wasn’t like most ladies of his acquaintance, but he rather liked that about her. Not that normal ladies of the ton weren’t lovely to look upon, but one quickly grew tired having the same conversation over and over again. And despite having been betrothed for years now, he’d consistently had to devise more and more creative maneuvers in order to evade the most persistent of marriage-minded mamas.

      He grinned to himself. It was all a part of the games Society played.

      “It isn’t, is it really? Oh, but it is!” At the sight of the fountain, just as he hoped, the lady beside him dissolved into a fit of giggles.

      “It’s a replica of Mannequin Pis, a famous statue in Brussels.”

      She approached it and dipped her hands into the water. “Why would anyone fashion a statue out of a boy…?”

      “Taking a whiz?” he finished for her.

      Gabriel would bet this petite young miss was blushing to the roots of her hair. Blond, now he could see more clearly out in the open.

      “Yes.” She stared at the ironic statue, shaking her head.

      “All kinds of folklore surrounding it.” Gabriel gestured for her to sit beside him on a conveniently placed bench. “Legends cover a gamut of possibilities. My personal favorite is that a young boy urinated on a burning fuse which resulted in saving the city from exploding to kingdom come.” He peered at it closer. “This statue is more detailed than the original.”

      “You have seen it in person?”

      He nodded. “My Belgian friends are quite proud of it.” Warming to his subject, he considered the statue as he spoke. “They say it captures the spirit of victory. Although the original has been stolen many times, it is always found and then either pieced back together and resurrected or rebuilt completely. They say it stands for the strength of their people.”

      She seemed to be turning his words over in her mind before declaring, “I think I rather like that.”

      Gabriel slid a sideways glance at her just in time to see a secret smile dancing on her lips.

      For some reason, this mysterious minx affected him. Physically, of course, but also in a manner that transported him almost to another world. She emanated an unusual combination of whimsy and strength. Although petite, she most certainly was not delicate.

      Not quite vulgar but close.

      He’d have surmised the girl to be on her way to meet a secret lover when he’d first noticed her leave the terrace alone. Only he’d been standing in that very spot for nearly forty minutes and surely any worthy gentleman would have gone ahead of her? No one else had gone in that same direction—no single gentleman, that was.

      She’d seemed somewhat distraught, almost as though she were being pursued. If it had been Prissy, he’d have appreciated some honorable gentleman such as himself watching out for her.

      And so, he’d taken chase. Had he any idea of what he would stumble upon… He shook his head and stifled his amusement. Impudent wench!

      She’d said the ladies retiring room had been occupied. Surely, Crawford’s guests would be accommodating so as to allow…

      Again, he shook his head. He’d never pretended to understand the ways of the more delicate sex.

      As a breeze swept up the hillside, Gabriel studied her profile. She brushed some wayward hair away as she watched the water stream into the statue’s surrounding basin. Long lashes and plump lips, her nose tilted up just enough to be considered rebellious.

      Who was she? He’d no intentions of doing anything untoward, regardless… But the sense that he knew her bothered him in a most annoying manner.

      Perhaps she was some distant cousin of Stafford’s.

      He’d left the ball to escape all mention of the wedding tomorrow. Not that he didn’t celebrate the occasion fully with his old colleague and friend but because it exposed a failure on his own behalf. He ought to be wed by now, himself. For a number of years, in fact.

      And yet he’d been given no choice in the matter.

      “Perhaps you could teach me.” The words escaped before he could stop them.

      She glanced over her shoulder and grinned. “Teach you what?”

      “To dance. Isn’t that what we were discussing earlier?” Pity motivated him. This woman seemed… separate—different—somehow, and a part of him wished to remedy the situation. The less altruistic side of him thought it an innocent enough excuse to touch her.

      “Me? Teach you to dance? You have an unusual gift for the absurd.” He couldn’t quite make out her expression, and her eyes remained in shadow.

      His gut clenched. Perhaps she was a fairy of some sort, after all. Not of this world. He’d never met such a creature as she seemed.

      And just as quickly, he dismissed such nonsensical speculation.

      Gabriel gestured toward the rather large gazebo. “We have the perfect dance floor right here, with no one watching to witness my ineptness. Perhaps I’ve simply needed a mysterious lady to encourage my natural prowess.” Gabriel enjoyed flirtation and was not one to overlook the opportunity to hold a lovely lady in his arms.

      “This sounds suspiciously like a line you’ve used on other ladies.”

      Gabriel slammed a fist against his heart but grinned right back at her. “You wound me.” And then, more seriously, “I don’t dance, My Lady. With anyone. Ever.”

      “Really? With no one?”

      He shook his head, still astounded at himself for making the suggestion. It had been so long; he would likely leave her toes bloodied and bruised. Then again, it was possible that seeing him fumbling at something as simple as a dance would somehow provide her some encouragement.

      He wished he could see her eyes. It was almost as though she appreciated him for the person he was, rather than the title he held. It was a refreshingly pleasant sensation.

      She didn’t answer right away and as though to assist him in persuading her, the sounds of the orchestra drifting out the terrace doors echoed softly across the lawn.

      “It is a waltz.” She practically whispered the words.

      It was all the encouragement required.

      She did not resist as he led her into the shelter, then turned her to face him, placing his left hand at her waist.

      Feeling oddly tentative, he lifted her hand in his.

      He could almost make out her features, but it was darker in here. Even so, he’d have to crouch down in order to do so. She was a tiny little thing, barely five feet tall, he’d guess.

      Very much a woman though. Her rounded hip curved beneath his hand and when he accidentally stepped too far forward, the softness of her breasts proved her to be adequately endowed, indeed.

      “Shorten your stride, My Lord,” she admonished and then counted down to try again. After two more aborted attempts, they eventually made a full circle around the floor.

      Surprisingly enough, he did not hate it. And furthermore, he’d yet to step on her toes even once.

      He needn’t worry about making inane conversation, nor did he concern himself that onlookers would witness his mistakes. In the darkness like this, he could almost close his eyes and focus only on the rhythm of their steps and the feel of a lovely young woman in his arms.

      “You’re not terrible, you know,” she admitted with a laugh after he dared to twirl her successfully. “If fact, I rather think there’s hope for you.”

      The idea that he knew her from somewhere arose again with her laughter. He couldn’t ask her though, or he’d stumble.

      “Stop counting,” she ordered him, almost as though she’d read his mind.

      “How do you know I’m counting? Two… Three… One…”

      “Two… three,” she finished for him. “I know because you are mumbling it under your breath.” Now he could feel her smiling. Something in how her entire body relaxed beneath his hands. But even more than that. An energy of joy pulsed through her.

      And as he was holding her, it pulsed through him as well.

      “Olivia Redfield!” Without warning, an irate voice shattered the magic of their privacy. “My God! What are you thinking? If your mother caught you out here! If anyone else— I knew allowing you to attend was not a good idea.”

      She was suddenly ripped out of his arms.

      Olivia Redfield? Why did he know that name? And not a second passed before he remembered who she was: Lazy-eyed Lizzie?

      “We were only dancing, Papa.”

      Papa. That word never foretold any good.

      Gabriel just barely made out a feeble-looking fellow with a few strands of hair standing on end. Gabriel had been introduced to the gentleman earlier that evening. Hallowell was the name. Viscount Hallowell. The bride’s father.

      Gabriel stepped backward, wishing he could disappear into the darkness. Oh, hell. What had he done?

      “Are you determined to ruin everything for your sister?” the viscount rasped in his daughter’s direction. “Get back inside and locate your mother. Louella has tired herself and needs to depart early.”

      As of yet, the older gentleman had not yet turned his wrath upon Gabriel, the villain who’d led his daughter astray.

      “Is Louella unwell? Where is she?” Miss Redfield’s voice was strained with concern.

      Louella was the name of Stanton’s bride. Gabriel had been dancing in the dark, alone, with the bride’s spinster sister.

      Only she hadn’t seemed like any of the spinsters he was acquainted with. Up until they’d been interrupted, she’d simply been a soft bundle of femininity who seemed a little lost.

      “Just tired, from what your mother says. Now stop dawdling and meet me in the front.”

      She turned and gestured toward Gabriel, who until that moment, had been keeping much to himself in a dark corner.

      “One moment. Papa. Lord Kingsley, this is my father, Lord Hallowell. Papa, Lord Kingsley.”

      Hallowell stepped forward, hand outstretched. “Kingsley, yes, we met earlier. You’re overseeing operations of the mine in Stanton’s absence.”

      Why wasn’t the man calling him out for compromising his daughter? Gabriel had spent several minutes alone with her, in a dark and secluded area quite far away from proper company. Good God, he’d been holding her in a manner that wasn’t altogether appropriate.

      And the man wished to discuss the mine?

      Gabriel supposed that yes, the mine was located on Hallowell’s property. The rights were tied up in the betrothal between Miss Louella Redfield and Lord Stanton. Stanton’s father had wanted to open it up for years and the viscount had finally relented. Hell, the entire community was mad over the damn thing.

      “Only temporarily,” Gabriel answered cautiously, flicking his gaze toward Miss Redfield. “And only in so far as the operations manager needs assistance.”

      “Excellent. Excellent. Good to know it’s all in good hands. Wash myself of the whole business if I could.”

      “Indeed.”

      Just then the clouds drifted enough that the moonlight illuminated the spot where Miss Redfield stood anxiously looking on. Delightful curves, pale blond hair and the sweetest countenance he’d ever seen.

      And then she tipped her head up to stare at him boldly.

      He’d not forgotten those violet eyes of hers. His gaze lazily roved down the length of her and then back up to her face. Ah, yes, and she had the other eye that seemed to drift on its own. She’d been a lovely girl back then but was even lovelier now.

      Lazy-eyed Livvy was all grown up now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 2

          

        

      

    

    
      Second Impressions

      

      “If you would cease tugging at the damn thing, it will stop tightening around your neck.” Gabriel adjusted the cravat of his longtime friend, and today’s bridegroom, the Marquess of Stanton. The priest had ordered them to wait in the church vestibule and said he would signal to them when it was time to enter and then stand waiting at the altar.

      Stanton made a choking sound, lifted his hand to the cloth, and jerked it to the right with a wince.

      “You’re a fine one to talk, betrothed for how many years now? And yet you remain unmarried.” Stanton shot him a derisive sideways glance. “I look forward to the day you face the parson’s noose.”

      Ah, yes, his own never-ending betrothal. Truth be told, the delay troubled him. He’d like nothing more than to fulfill the promise he’d made. Each year the ceremony was put off slighted his father. “If Miss Shipley’s relatives keep themselves alive long enough, I’ll fulfill my obligation. I cannot be blamed for my fiancée’s perpetual state of mourning.” Poor Victoria. And yet she’d not seemed overset by the delay.

      First, her older sister had succumbed to a long illness. A year later, her grandmother, and then her father and her mother after that. Tentative plans were in place for a July ceremony, but he’d heard no news from her for months now.

      Stanton and his new bride would return to Ashton Acres by then and Gabriel could join his fiancée in London. And perhaps they’d actually marry this time.

      Assuming her relatives kept themselves alive.

      Stanton crossed the carpet and peered out the door where the congregation waited. “What time is it? Is she late?” Without awaiting an answer, he paced back across the room and ran one hand through his hair. “What if she doesn’t show?”

      He’d not seen his friend this way before. “Do you want her to?”

      Stanton pulled out a flask and tipped it back for a long swallow. “I do. I mean, of course, I do. I think.” And then more pacing.

      “You needn’t follow through with it.” Society would deem Stanton to be the worst of rakes for crying off, but if his friend truly opposed the union…

      “I want to. It’s just…” A wry grimace. “What if I let her down? She’s so utterly perfect and I’m… not.”

      “There are two horses outside saddled and ready to travel. Simply say the word and you and I can be at Sky Manor before lunch.”

      But Stanton was shaking his head. And then he smiled. “Thank you, but no. I need to marry. I promised my father, but more than that, I want to marry Louella.”

      Good God, his friend was lovesick. Gabriel laughed and punched Stanton on the arm.

      “I never would have imagined you’d marry that scrawny little urchin all those years ago. I had the delightful experience of becoming reacquainted with the older sister last night. Both have certainly grown into beauties.” He’d dreamed about her, surprisingly enough. He rarely dreamed of any one particular woman. Not even his fiancée.

      “She is.” Stanton seemed lost in thought. But then he turned and stared at Gabriel curiously. “You met the elder Miss Redfield? Did you apologize to her? You and I were none too kind to the girl before we left all those years ago. Louella, in fact, insisted I apologize before she’d accept me.”

      Gabriel scratched his chin. He had very little clear recollection of that summer. The year before Stanton took up his commission on a naval ship and Gabriel embarked upon his tear through all of England. The two of them had filled their days with recklessness and their nights with debauchery and drink. Many times, the days had been filled with drink as well.

      “She didn’t mention anything about it.”

      “Of course, she wouldn’t mention it.” Stanton groaned. “I’m disappointed in you, Kings. I thought you had a better grasp on the understanding of women than I did. It appears I may have been wrong.”

      Gabriel frowned. “Her eye still meanders?”

      “I thought you said you became reacquainted.”

      “It was dark—“

      “So help me, Kings, if you’ve done anything to compromise the gel—“

      “Nothing like that,” Gabriel interrupted, cutting the irate groom off. “I stumbled upon her in the garden. She was… alone and, I, as a gentleman, of course, offered to escort her back to the ball.”

      Stanton stared at him suspiciously. “Miss Redfield isn’t like other ladies. In addition to the fact that my fiancée dotes on her sister, keep in mind that the young woman has been isolated from Society. She’s the daughter of a viscount but has no prospects. If you dallied with her, she might build… expectations that you are unable to fill.”

      “Are you warning me off, Stanton?” Gabriel grinned.

      “Damn straight I am.” Stanton apparently found nothing humorous in this subject. “But I would suggest some sort of heartfelt apology. You pestered her more than I, if I remember correctly. You’ll likely have an opportunity sometime during the wedding breakfast.”

      Gabriel had been hoping to see her again today. In the daylight. Properly.

      He supposed he could work in an apology for… “Lazy-eyed Livvy,” he said softly.

      “Dammit, Kingsley, if you so much as utter that name in my presence again, I’ll have no choice but to plant you a facer.”

      Gabriel merely chuckled. Stanton had it bad for his bride.

      Interesting notion...

      A knock sounded on the door and then the priest peeked inside. “It’s time.”

      Stanton took a deep breath and tugged at his cravat again. His poor friend needed to get past this ceremony before he strangled himself with the damn thing.

      Rather unconcerned, Gabriel sauntered behind the nervous groom out to the altar and then turned with him to stand before the congregation. Once there, Gabriel searched the pews for the bride’s sister.

      Left of the aisle, in the front pew, sat Stanton’s father, the Duke of Crawford, as well as the duchess, a rather handsome woman with blondish hair piled atop her head, and her three lovely daughters, younger versions of their mother. To the right, the pew was empty but for two women. The Viscountess Hallowell, an older, somewhat faded version of Stanton’s dark–haired beauty, beaming as she turned her head to watch the back of the church, and ah, yes. Miss Olivia Redfield.

      She stood considerably smaller than her mother. He’d known that from holding her while they danced. But in the light of day, Gabriel drank his fill of her as the sun slanted through the windows, causing her hair to shine like molten gold. Desire shot straight to his groin. But more than that—a longing he couldn’t identify.

      She must have sensed him staring at her in that moment, however, and lifted her gaze upward.

      A beauty in almost every single way.

      He’d never known another person with violet eyes. Brighter than blue, truly violet. Both eyes held his for an instant before her left slowly drifted off. Ah, yes, Gabriel remembered her from before. She’d been slimmer than, a girl on the threshold of womanhood.

      She’d elicited confusing emotions in him back then. He’d been betrothed, not dead. But like a fool, he’d responded by lashing out at her. As though he’d been twelve instead of one and twenty.

      He’d make an apology, as Stanton advised. And then he’d do his best to avoid her for the duration of his stay.

      It wouldn’t do to be called out by one of his best friends.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia clutched her handkerchief tightly as she and her mother waited for Papa to escort Louella down the aisle to meet her groom. Once Louella married, nothing would be the same again. Lord Stanton, her husband, would always come first. And then children. The thought lightened her heart for a moment. Olivia would be an aunt. She could spoil and play with her nieces and nephews to her heart’s content.

      Perhaps. So long as the duke’s family did not take issue with her appearance, or even worse, see fit to agree with her father’s beliefs.

      A prickling feeling drew her attention upward. What she saw had her heart skipping a beat.

      Lord Kingsley.

      She had nowhere to hide this time.

      The man who had stumbled upon her the evening before stared down from his position beside the marquess with eyes so dark as to nearly be black. He would see her fully now. He would remember.

      Upon meeting her gaze, his eyes narrowed.

      Just as the darkness had hidden her from his view, she’d not gotten a good look at him last night either.

      His chin, his jaw, and his physique had all hardened over the past decade. His glossy black hair seemed thicker now, more rebellious. Although pulled into a queue, a few strands had escaped and curled ever so slightly along his face. He did not have the clean-cut appearance that the marquess had. Kingsley’s beard shadowed his pale face, as though he’d not shaved for the occasion, and he wore boots instead of buckled shoes.

      Was this the same man she’d danced with and teased in the dark last night? She knew that it was, and yet—a shiver rolled through her—none of it had been real.

      He was an earl. Louella was marrying a marquess, the heir to a duke. Although Olivia was the bride’s sister, she would never be a part of their world. Her parents had made this very plain to her. After the physician declared her eye would never appear normal, they’d done nothing to hide their disappointment.

      “No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel. Cursed, by God. An abomination,” her father had told her mother at the supper table one night. “Best to put what resources remain behind Louella.”

      Louella had met Olivia’s gaze from across the table, full of sympathy and pain. “Don’t worry,” Olivia had mouthed silently to Louella, wanting to reassure her. “I’m fine.” Olivia didn’t want Louella to pity her.

      The very next week, her parents had officially transferred the funds set aside for Olivia into Louella’s dowry account. And a few months after that, they opened the dower house on the edge of the property and moved Olivia and her maid, Mary, into it.

      Her mother had made some attempts to paint the move in a positive light, but Olivia had known it for what it was: a means to keep her and her wandering eye out of sight. One step from completely disowning her.

      They’d not wanted any of Louella’s perspective suitors to have cause for concern that the affliction might run in the family.

      As a child, Olivia had never considered her eye something to be ashamed of. She’d stared people fully in the face. Her uncertainty came later on, after her mother ordered her to drop her gaze to the ground whenever in public. It had been her mother’s way of protecting her from insult. “You can speak to them, just don’t let them see your eye. Poor dear, you could have been so pretty.”

      In the years since, Olivia’s confidence diminished with all but Louella and a few locals in the village, people she saw regularly; merchants, local laborers, and some of her father’s tenants.

      As long as she stayed in her own world, she was fine.

      But not in this one.

      The earl shifted his gaze away, dismissing her.

      This was not her world.

      No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel. The words had probably run through her mind over a million times since she’d heard them spoken. A curse. An abomination.

      Olivia dropped her gaze to the prayer book in her hand. She would skip the breakfast.

      No one would mind in the least.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Being Neighborly

      

      Olivia shifted the heavy basket she carried to her other arm and turned up the drive that approached the home of Mr. Luke Smith. The sun shone brilliantly that morning in contradiction to Olivia’s mood. The world was already a little lonelier since Louella and Stanton had married and left for their wedding trip.

      If Olivia were being honest with herself, Louella’s absence wasn’t the only thing that bothered her.

      Thirty-six hours had passed since Lord Kingsley stumbled upon her in the garden. Twenty-four since he’d stared down his arrogant nose at her from the altar.

      The man who’d stood in the church had been a stranger to her. She could almost pretend they were not the same person.

      She preferred to remember him as he’d been at the ball, before he’d remembered who she was. Before he’d looked on her in the full light of day.

      Because the man who’d stood at the altar would not have walked with her in the garden, nor treated her with such humor and kindness. It irked her that she couldn’t hate one while keep a few fond memories of the other.

      The first gentleman had flirted, made an excuse to dance with her. And he’d not been a horrible dancer as he’d claimed. He’d stumbled at first but managed quite well the second time around. Anything he’d lacked in skill, he more than made up for in style.

      Not that she’d set her sights on him by any means. She knew better than to entertain such ridiculous thoughts. But she’d felt happy in those moments. If she closed her eyes, she could summon the feel of wool beneath her hands, the pressure of him guiding her, his scent that had been so uniquely masculine.

      The statue he’d taken her to see had been perfect. In that first moment she laid eyes on it, she had almost felt normal.

      Olivia loved irony and since hearing Kingsley’s explanation of the legend behind it, her esteem of the people of Belgium had risen immeasurably. It was just so paradoxically perfect! The depiction of a small boy mocking those who’d dared to think they could defeat them. A smile tilted her lips.

      The thought of four other little boys, very lively and very needy little boys, pulled her back into the present.

      She’d promised Eliza Cline she’d bring the basket first thing this morning. Since the passing of Mrs. Smith upon delivering her babe a few weeks ago, Olivia, Mrs. Markham, and Miss Cline had taken turns helping the newly widowed father with his children.

      Four motherless boys: a sullen eight-year-old, four-year-old twins, and a newborn.

      Perhaps someday they would have reason to smile mockingly at the world.

      “You’re not a minute too early.” Holding the door open wide, Eliza appeared even more harried this morning than usual, her russet hair already escaping her nape and her spectacles slightly askew. The vicar’s sister was close to thirty. If not for her severe manner of dress, she would appear closer to five and twenty.

      “Has Mrs. Markham left then?”

      “Twenty minutes ago. The baby still isn’t eating much.” She relieved Olivia of the basket and set it on the single wooden table in the middle of the room.

      Olivia opened one of the curtains in order to allow some light into the dark cottage before locating the infant feeding apparatus. She and Eliza had developed something of a routine over the past two weeks. She wondered how Mrs. Smith would have managed the children on her own, God rest her soul.

      “I want to hear everything about the wedding. What did the duchess serve at the breakfast? I imagine Miss Louella looked like an angel! And the ball, did you dance? Tell me you danced at least once!”

      Olivia settled comfortably and stroked the contrived nipple along the baby’s lips, willing him to latch onto it, while her friend placed two small plates on the table for the twins. At the onset of the planning, she had admitted her reluctance to attend the wedding celebrations to Eliza. She’d known she’d feel out of place. Olivia could not, however, deny Louella when she’d begged, and Eliza had agreed that she must make her best effort.

      “I cried when Louella and Stanton said their vows.” She didn’t want to talk about the ball. “She’s all grown up now, Eliza.” Her sister would have rivaled any princess on her wedding day. Everything had been beautiful. “Seeing her with Lord Stanton. I’m so happy for her and yet I know it is the end of an era. I didn’t have the heart to attend the breakfast.” She refused to go into any more detail. If she told Eliza about the mean words she’d overheard, then Eliza might offer up words of pity and above all, Olivia hated to be pitied.

      She felt weepy as it was, knowing Louella had left for a long wedding journey. Stanton had planned on surprising Louella. First, with a trip to London, and later traveling across the channel to the Continent.

      Olivia had done more to raise her younger sister than her mother and father, and as a result, the two sisters shared a special bond. She’d not be a short walk away any longer. Her best friend in the world would be living at Ashton Acres with her husband and his family. The newly married couple would likely spend a good deal of time in London now, too.

      “I’m going to miss her something dreadful,” Olivia added.

      Eliza wiped the table and then untied her apron. “You needn’t remain alone, you know.”

      Olivia groaned. Not this again! Please, not this!

      One week ago, Mr. Smith had hinted that he was not averse to remarrying right away. More specifically, he’d indicated that he would not be averse to marrying Olivia. And he’d apparently mentioned it to others as well. Others who were now offering their opinion that she ought to accept: the baker in town, the milliner, and most emphatically, Eliza.

      Olivia had kept the information from Louella. As much as her younger sister loved her, she didn’t fully comprehend the different directions their lives must go. She persisted in the notion that she would bring Olivia into Society upon her marriage to the marquess, not once asking Olivia if it was what she wanted.

      Louella would scoff at Mr. Smith’s unspoken proposal. Why ever would a viscount’s daughter deign to entertain the notion of marrying a common laborer?

      Olivia had not laughed, however. She might be a viscount’s daughter, but she was also… as her mother would say… afflicted.

      She needed to be realistic.

      She was nearly six and twenty and no one else had seen fit to offer for her. Did she want to live as a spinster for the remainder of her time on earth, which, although she didn’t take it for granted, might possibly be another fifty years?

      Considerably lower than her socially, Luke Smith was a good man. A hard-working man of character. And with four small children to care for, he likely couldn’t wait long for an answer.

      He was also rather handsome, and perhaps the only opportunity Olivia would ever have to be a wife, a mother.

      She’d not accepted just yet but neither had she declined.

      “I know, Eliza. He is such a nice man. And I’m… I just…” Don’t want to give up my independence.

      Don’t want to take on so much responsibility.

      Don’t want to give up my dreams?

      Don’t love him?

      Or was something else holding her back? Something she couldn’t quite put her finger on? Because the secret dreams she harbored were foolish indeed.

      Whatever it was, did her reluctance make her selfish? And foolish?

      These children needed a mother, and Olivia would never have children of her own.

      She could take care of the boys, their home, and Mr. Smith. She could teach Luke Jr., and then the twins, how to read, make certain they attended school. Her presence in their life could make all the difference in the world.

      “Don’t put him off too long. It’s not as though he’s without attractions. Just last Sunday, Freda Whitley and Bethany Kerns were overheard saying they wouldn’t mind taking Smith on, family and all.” Eliza poured two cups of coffee and dropped onto a chair beside her.

      Mr. Smith didn’t have the luxury of time, and Olivia was all too aware of this. If he didn’t remarry quickly, he’d likely have to send the baby and the twins off to live with some of his deceased wife’s relatives.

      That was, if any of them came forth.

      Even so, Olivia feared that he would ask her formally, soon, and she had no idea what her answer would be.

      As much as she’d resented living alone with Mary those first few years, she rather appreciated her privacy now. Indeed, there were days where she resented her isolation, but for the most part, she liked her little home.

      If she married Luke Smith, she’d be expected to give up the luxuries she had there. Although small and rustic in comparison to her father’s manor, her home was somewhat of a castle when compared to… She glanced around at the wooden floor with cracks through to the ground and the unpainted walls.

      She’d have to share a bed with Mr. Smith.

      Disturbed by her thoughts, she forced her attention back to the task at hand and adjusted the nipple in baby Harvey’s mouth. He finally seemed to be taking in some nourishment. The key was for her to remain calm. Patient.

      Olivia knew what went on in a marriage bed. She’d seen books and heard more than one account from some of the married ladies in the village. She was not opposed to it. There were some nights when she experienced cravings…

      Against any logic or reason, Lord Kingsley’s image hovered in her mind. The feelings he’d ignited as he steered her around the gazebo. Could Mr. Smith evoke similar sensations in her?

      Mr. Luke Smith was a very attractive man in his own right and seemed to have honorable intentions, but Lord Kingsley sent her heart into palpitations. Heart palpitations, she chided herself, meant very little if the man’s intentions didn’t include meeting one at the altar.

      And yet…

      Luke Smith had been raised with a family of ten children, in this very cottage. He’d only attended a few years of school before necessity had him searching out odd jobs, and he’d married his wife at a very young age.

      Lord Kingsley was an earl and, having been raised the heir to such a lofty title, had likely been educated by uppity tutors before doing his stint at Oxford. He would have lacked for nothing his entire life. Most notably, he’d be expected to marry a lady who’d been groomed to be a countess—not some hoyden who’d been banished by her own family.

      Olivia had been raised in a manor. Educated for most of her life. And up until that fateful day her father declared her unmarriageable, she’d developed expectations for a genteel marriage and family. Oh, not with any titled gentleman but with a man of like class. He’d be well-read, much like her, and they’d sit down to dinner with napkins and lovely utensils. They’d discuss history with one another, and literature. They might travel on occasion.

      They would retain a cook and a housekeeper and, of course, she’d have Mary.

      What would become of Mary if Olivia were to marry Mr. Smith?

      Deep in her heart, Olivia knew that if she loved Luke Smith, none of these considerations would matter. It wouldn’t matter if her husband worked from sunup to sundown digging beneath the earth to extract gold for another, much richer man.

      It wouldn’t matter that he returned home covered in dirt and smelling of days’ old perspiration. None of that would matter if she loved him.

      But she didn’t love him.

      And so, apparently, all of that mattered.

      She hadn’t many choices. She could remain a spinster and keep her home––as long as her father didn’t see fit to banish her again––or marry beneath herself but live in her husband’s home and gain a family in the bargain.

      “Do you think Louella will be happy living at Ashton Acres?” Eliza’s question broke into Olivia’s thoughts.

      “Oh, yes. Mostly because she simply dotes on the marquess.” Although the wedding had been an arranged one, Louella had admitted that she thought she might come to love her husband. Lord Stanton had exhibited similar inclinations. Anyone with half a brain could see it whenever his eyes landed on her.

      Olivia was happy for her sister.

      She was.

      Which somewhat diminished the prospect of marrying Mr. Smith.

      Even though she already knew the answer, she could not help asking, “If you were in my place, what would you do, Eliza?”

      Eliza raised the cup and took a sip before answering. “Nothing is ever simple, is it? I am lucky to live at the vicarage with Thomas; I am not so ungrateful as to resent my position in life. But I am dependent upon him completely. And sometimes, I think that perhaps my brother would look for an agreeable lady to marry if he were not responsible for me.”

      Olivia had wondered about this. Eliza’s brother was only a few years older than she, and although a horrible gossip, as a vicar, garnered respect within the community and pulled in a steady income. These attributes alone could easily attract a wife.

      “Have you never wished to marry?” Although she and Eliza had been friends for over two years, they hadn’t ever discussed matters that involved affairs of the heart. Olivia had wanted to inquire but the opportunity never arose.

      Not that Eliza seemed as though she was hiding anything about herself, more as though she’d erased her past; as though she’d given up on any dreams she’d ever had for the future.

      “I received an offer when I was eighteen. Matthew Wilson. Oh, Olivia, I thought I’d died and gone to heaven. Matthew was everything I’d ever dreamed of in a husband. His parents owned a nearby inn where he worked. The two of us would assist his family initially and one day, it would be passed on to Matthew.”

      Eliza bit her lip and stared out the window. Obviously, this story ended badly. If not, Eliza wouldn’t be living with her brother now.

      “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      People consisted of so much more than their appearance or their position in life. The quiet ones seemed to hide the most. Like very deep waters, the surface rarely moved despite turmoil far beneath.

      “I’m more ashamed than anything else. I try not to think about the reckless fool I was.” The older woman sighed. “I was working in the tavern and a very fine gentleman came passing through. Lord Henry Fairchild, second son of a baron. It goes without saying that he always appeared impeccable, in his tailored clothing and dressed by his valet. A more well-read person I doubt I’ve ever come across. Oh, but he was handsome, and I believed also quite wealthy. He told me all about his estate outside of London, and I pictured myself living there with him. You can only imagine how foolish I was to bask in his attention. Eventually, Matthew realized what was happening and broke our engagement.”

      Oh, dear! “And this other gentleman?”

      “Was only trifling with me. I went to Henry after Matthew broke things off and he…” Eliza swallowed hard. “He was horrified. He as much as admitted to me that I could only ever be a dalliance.

      “So, you see, Olivia, if I had it to do all over again, I imagine I’d be happy to be Matthew’s wife. I’d not look any higher. If I hadn’t imagined myself too good for him, I’d have a home of my own and likely several children.”

      “You think I should accept Luke Smith?”

      Eliza shrugged. “A bird in the hand is worth more than two in the bush.”

      Olivia had always hated that saying. But she nodded slowly and set baby Harvey’s milk aside. Glancing down at the child in her arms, she decided she’d take Eliza’s words to heart. A gentle reminder of the realities of her life. Best to make a difference where she could. And she was certain she could make a difference in this small home.

      This poor child was so very precious and vulnerable. And all alone in this world.

      “Mavis Smith lived a short life,” Eliza reminded her. “But I do believe it was a happy one. Luke Smith isn’t a drunkard, and I never once heard he raised a hand to her.”

      Yes, Mrs. Smith may have lived a happy life, but it certainly had not been an easy one. And it had been short. She’d not even reached the age Olivia was now, although she’d appeared much older.

      Olivia winced at the thought.

      “He’ll need an answer soon.”

      Olivia exhaled loudly. “I know.” But she didn’t really.

      If she waited, would life ever have anything more to offer her?
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        * * *

      

      “Good evening, Miss Redfield.” Luke Smith’s voice broke into the comfortable silence of the cottage as he removed his coat and hung his cap on the wall. Rust-colored hair stood on end, and his face seemed almost covered in dirt. A rather large man, his presence immediately filled the room. Olivia squirmed at his tentative smile.

      “Good evening, Mr. Smith,” she answered him softly before holding one finger to her lips. “The baby is still sleeping.”

      Eliza had stayed until shortly after noon, when the boys went down for their nap, leaving Olivia to prepare an evening meal for the family and await either Mrs. Markham to return or the children’s father to come home.

      She’d rather hoped Mrs. Markham would arrive first.

      When she reached for her bonnet, he lifted a hand. “I was hoping to speak with you for a moment.” And then he added, “alone.”

      A chill sidled down Olivia’s spine. She could not do this today. She wasn’t ready. All afternoon, Eliza’s story about her Matthew and her Lord Fairchild had warred with Olivia’s own dreams.

      “Perhaps another time, Mr. Smith?” She donned her floppy, rather ill-fitting bonnet and then hurried to collect the empty basket, all the while refusing to meet his eyes. “I’ve an, er, appointment with my mother this evening.” She had nearly made her escape, her back to him and the door halfway open when he stopped her with an alarming statement.

      “I spoke with your father today.”

      Olivia did not turn around. Was his decision to go to her father an arrogant one or was it considerate? Her father had been a sore spot with her for quite some time now.

      “What did he say?” She almost wished he wouldn’t answer. Would her father even care that a man found her “marriageable’? Of course, Luke Smith was not a landed gentleman. But he provided for his family and—

      “He gave me his blessing.”

      Olivia cringed. Her father had not thought to consult with her, his daughter, before expressing such an opinion. She turned around and finally met Mr. Smith’s steady gaze. He really was quite handsome. “Did he offer you any sort of dowry? Mention a contract?” Would her father even care that much?

      Luke Smith shook his head. “He seemed distracted. Wanted to know my opinion on the progress at the mine. But he said he will not stand in your way if…”

      Of course, the mine would be foremost in her father’s thoughts. He’d not think half a second as to the well-being of his eldest daughter.

      She backed out the door, pushing it open all the way. “There is stew on the stove. Mrs. Markham should be arriving shortly. Will you tell her the baby is eating better today?”

      And then she pivoted and took off at a run, as though the hounds of hell themselves were chasing her.

      What am I going to do?
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      A Lift

      

      Work at the mine was progressing steadily. The engineers, along with Mr. Compton, continued to express unwavering confidence in the utmost safety of the structures being put in place. Rather than reassure Gabriel, this bothered him. The opinion didn’t quite meet up with his own calculations.

      The gold vein running precariously beneath thousands of tons of earth could lure even the most stoic of men into acting hastily.

      Deep in thought, he didn’t see the young girl running like a banshee down the road until she was nearly upon him.

      “Ho there!” he shouted before she barreled into his horse. Obviously, her mind was on other matters as well.

      Startled, she came to a halt and then, breathing heavily, dropped the basket she’d been carrying and clutched at her side. “My apologies, My Lord.”

      Violet eyes. Pulsating energy.

      Miss Redfield! Not a young girl. A woman.

      He’d have recognized her for her curves if she hadn’t been garbed in a drab dress and apron and if she hadn’t been wearing the most hideous of bonnets.

      “Why, if it isn’t Lazy-eyed Livvy.” A welcomed sight, for certain.

      Unfortunately, he’d chosen the wrong words to greet her with. At the narrowing of her eyes and further reddening of her face, he chuckled. “Come now, Miss Redfield. I’m only teasing.”

      Her basket went flying over his head. She’d missed hitting his noggin by just a few inches.

      After glancing behind him to see how far down the road it had landed, he turned around with raised brows. “What the devil?”

      “If I hadn’t concern for your horse, it would have hit you. You arrogant, addlepated, confounding…” Her anger seemed so hot that she stumbled in search of more insults to heap upon the first three.

      Perhaps he’d gone too far. “I’m sorry, Miss Redfield. Truly, I mean no insult.”

      “Really? By calling a person lazy eyes? Where in the world is it acceptable to make fun of how a person looks? Calling me… that name! It is not any sort of compliment; I’ll have you know.” She marched passed him, scooped up her basket, and then turned back. Her expression had changed from ferocity to abject disappointment. “I had really hoped you would have grown up. Matured, just as Lord Stanton did. I had hoped your bullying a decade ago manifested out of angst and immaturity rather than lack of character. But you’ve proven me wrong.”

      Gabriel reeled from her insults, catalogued then to be addressed at his despicable youthful self and asked the most pressing question in his mind at that moment. “Why were you running?”

      She blinked hard several times. Tears? No? But no answer either.

      “Did somebody hurt you?” he persisted.

      “Aside from you?”

      “I—“ Oh, hell. “I promise never to call you… that name again.” He didn’t like to think he’d hurt her… “Please, Miss Redfield. Forgive me? I—”

      “I’m only teasing.” She cut him off using his own words from a moment ago. “Besides, the reason I was running is no concern of yours.”

      “Of course, it’s none of my concern. That’s why I’m the perfect person for you to talk to about it.” He turned his head to see the sun already half set. “Climb on, and I’ll give you a lift home. You oughtn’t to be walking alone by yourself anyhow.”

      She simply stared at his outstretched, gloved hand without moving. “Escorting me. It seems this is becoming a habit for you.”

      Gabriel reached down lower. “It is at that. Now step on my foot and climb on. Unless you wish me to come down there and throw you bodily across the back of my horse, that is.”

      “You certainly are used to getting your way, aren’t you?” She scowled. Nonetheless, she’d taken his hand and, with a tug, managed to get her foot atop his boot and swing herself up and practically in his lap. All without losing hold of her missile basket.

      “At least you weren’t relieving yourself this time.” He could not help himself. She seemed capable of bringing out the worst in him this evening. He adjusted himself so that he could hold her more securely, which wasn’t difficult, her being nearly the size of a child, and in doing so, a flash of some unfamiliar emotion caught him unaware. It was similar to the feeling he’d had while dancing with her in the gazebo. Before he could analyze it, though, she turned and punched him half-heartedly in the gut. He ought to have expected it.

      “I had no choice, you buffoon. And didn’t you promise to never speak of it again?”

      “I promised to never speak of it to anyone else,” he clarified. “I did not promise that I would not use it to torment you in the future.”

      She grunted and then wiggled her bum. Good lord this woman was nothing but soft curves. But something she said bothered him.

      “Why did you have no choice?”

      Silence but for the sound of his horse’s hooves stomping on the ground. What prevented a young lady from gaining access to the ladies’ retiring room in the middle of a ball? Either a gentleman had been bothering her or—and then the truth hit—damn him, but he could be an ignorant ass at times.

      “Was somebody rude to you?” Did people mock her because of her eye?

      Did it make any difference?

      She let out a long breath. “Not directly.” He’d not expected her to answer. “And didn’t we establish that my problems were none of your concern?”

      Her rejoinder had him correcting his earlier assessment of her. She was not all soft woman but at least fifty percent sharp tongue.

      “Did we not also establish that was precisely why you ought to unburden them upon me? My total lack of concern for your life and well-being?”

      As a gentleman, he would care about any young lady’s well-being.

      “It would only give you more fodder for your own entertainment.”

      “I take it you didn’t appreciate the nickname I gave you.”

      “Of course, I didn’t appreciate it!” she exploded. Oh, Lord, getting a rise from her was just too easy. “So, help me, Gabriel Fellowes, if you are teasing me again!”

      He’d definitely drawn her ire this time. She’d even gone so far as to address him by his given name. Something even his mother never deigned to do. Rather than being irritated, he could hardly contain his laughter.

      When she swung around to look at him in astonishment, he gripped both the reins and her waist tighter. Teasing her wasn’t worth getting them both thrown.

      “Hush.” Perhaps he’d gone too far. If not for Stanton’s warning, he’d have quieted her with a kiss. Outraged and disgusted with him, she’ managed to present the most kissable lips…

      “Don’t you hush me! I swear, I’ve had it with men today. First Luke Junior hid his brother’s only toy all afternoon, then Mr. Smith takes it into his head to speak with my father. And then my father has the gall! And now—you—this!”

      He squeezed her even tighter. “If you want my honest opinion, I love your eyes. Both of them.” His voice came out a rasping whisper as he spoke the words beside her bonnet-covered ear.

      This quieted her easily enough. Stunned her more likely. But the moment the words left his mouth, he realized the truth in them. In all the time he’d left, he’d not forgotten the color. Nor the energy behind them.

      When she finally responded, her own voice carried a more conciliatory tone. “You don’t have to lie. But if you’d like to apologize, I’ll contemplate accepting it.”

      “I did not lie. And for the record, I never lie about anything that matters.”

      “But you admit that you do lie?” She turned to stare at him accusingly. Those indigo eyes of hers crackled with vitality.

      “As I said, not when it matters. You have the most annoying habit, Miss Redfield, of twisting the words that come out of my mouth.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t lie about my eyes.”

      “Your eyes matter. And therefore, I was not lying.”

      Again, he succeeded in silencing her for all of twenty seconds, finally giving him the opening he’d waited for.

      “And I’m sorry about before. For the nickname. I only did it because you were so adorable.” Again, the memory clarified itself in his mind at his words. Damn, but he’d acted like a twelve-year-old with a crush. Instead of treating her with extra kindness, he’d made fun of her. “Which is no excuse. Your adorableness, that is.”

      Her silence had lengthened into longer than a full minute by now.

      “Some have not forgotten it,” she mumbled. She seemed as though she’d like to tuck her head against his chest, but then, instead, lifted her chin and watched the road before them. “But I accept your apology.”

      If he ever came across anyone giving her grief, he’d like to pummel them something fierce. Ah, the irony, though. She suffered their insults because of him.

      “Now, tell me what Mr. Smith did to anger you? Is this Luke Smith, the newly widowed fellow who works at the mine? What did he say to send you running?” Gabriel knew little of the man himself, except that he was one of his best workers and seemed good-natured enough.

      Nonetheless, he’d throttle the lout if he’d hurt his little Lazy-eyed—ahem—Miss Redfield. Gabriel would throttle any man who took it upon himself to harm a helpless lady.

      This helpless lady nodded, bumping her head on his chin in the process.

      Moving his head to the side, Gabriel wondered that any man was safe around this urchin. “Are you going to tell me what he did to annoy you?” Surely, Smith wasn’t her beau? The man’s wife had been in the ground for less than a month.

      “I am helping with the care of his children.” Gabriel let out a sigh of relief for some reason at this news. He didn’t like to think of Miss Olivia Redfield being courted by the hulking laborer. She required a man of her own class. Someone kind and gentle. Someone she could run roughshod over if she saw fit.

      “Isn’t he showing the proper appreciation?”

      “Oh, he appreciates me well enough.” And then, upsetting Gabriel’s imagination completely, she added, “So much so that he asked my father for my hand this afternoon.”
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      A Friend

      

      Olivia didn’t know why she was telling him all of this. Except that he was being kind again, and she enjoyed his sense of humor.

      She only wished he’d not dissemble about loving her eyes. Because surely, he was dissembling. Nobody, except for perhaps Louella, had ever loved her eyes.

      Her parents had bemoaned the left one on more occasions than she cared to remember.

      “He wants to marry you? Good God. Is Smith delusional? Your father told him to bugger off, of course?” Lord Kingsley stiffened behind her, and the horse jerked to the side in response. “Sorry, old girl.” He reached around her to pat the mare’s neck. When he did so, his scent had her remembering those moments they’d danced together in the gazebo. Spicy, dark. Not clean, like soap, but warm…

      “My father gave him his blessing.”

      The earl stiffened again. Not so abruptly this time as to distract the mount beneath them.

      Olivia did not think Luke Smith was delusional. Likely, he knew her prospects as well as she did. “Who else would be willing to marry a spinster, of five and twenty, with… such as myself?” The minute the words flew out of her mouth, she wished she could summon them back. They sounded so… self-pitying.

      “Someone of your own ilk, I imagine.” He spoke through clenched teeth.

      “You sound angry,” she pointed out. “Remember, my life is no concern of yours.”

      “Unless, of course, you present me with an afront such as this. You are not considering accepting him, are you? Four children? Good God, Miss Redfield, you’ll work yourself to death before you reach the age of forty.”

      “I had thought of that,” she conceded. “But there are other things to consider.”

      “Convince me it’s a good idea and perhaps you’ll convince yourself. I don’t mean to slight Smith, but… I simply don’t see it. Unless,” he slid her a sideways glance, “you’re madly in love with him. Or perhaps in the family way?”

      Again, with his teasing. She ducked her head to hide a smile from him. How utterly absurd! “I am not. And as to the second, I most definitely am not.” They rode in silence, each contemplating their own thoughts for a few hundred feet. “Louella told me you’d been traveling a great deal. Do you ever get lonely?”

      “Is that why you would marry a man so far beneath you? You are lonely?”

      “Can you not simply answer my question?” Were all earls this infuriating?

      He shrugged, and in doing so, rubbed his arms along her. “When I find myself in want of company, I have no trouble finding it.”

      “Not like that.” How could she explain? “Somebody who is a foundation to your person. Keeps you from feeling as though the ground can be swept out from beneath you.”

      “I have a mother, a sister, and two younger brothers. Is that what you mean?”

      Louella’s trusting smile came to mind. Yes, that was precisely what she meant. “I suppose I’m feeling melancholy with my sister marrying.” The admission made the reality of the future all too real.

      “But you’ve a mother and a father. And you’re not completely obnoxious. You must have a few friends who live nearby.”

      “Ever the flatterer, Lord Kingsley. And I’ll have you know that I have more than a few friends.” There was Eliza, and the vicar, Mrs. Markham… and… others in town.

      She and Lord Kingsley had been riding along for several minutes now, and he’d turned onto her father’s property, Thistle Park. “You may set me down here. I don’t want anyone to see—“

      “See you riding with a disreputable rake such as myself?” Well, she hadn’t considered that at all. “Allow me to take you to your father’s door. I don’t like the idea of you walking in the twilight all alone.”

      Anyone who might see her riding along atop a horse with the greatly exalted Earl of Kingsley would laugh at her audacity. And nearly as much as she hated being pitied, she hated being laughed at.

      Perhaps the reason Lord Kingsley got away with his teasing was that he laughed with her, rather than at her. Even when he’d called her that horrible nickname, he’d had a twinkle in his eyes, almost as though he considered it an endearment.

      Foolishness!

      The incorrigible man!

      Everything was a joke to him. Not in a bad way, but in a way that made his arrogance tolerable.

      “I no longer live in my father’s home.” She pointed down the small trail leading to the dower house. “I live alone but for my maid.” When he hesitated, she added, “It’s not far. I’m perfectly safe.”

      He stared at her curiously but then relented and assisted her off the side of the horse. When her feet landed on the dirt, her legs shook for no reason at all. And she felt oddly bereft without his solid person beside her.

      “Thank you, again, My Lord. For both the ride and the apology.” Despite an absurd reluctance to part company with him, she turned toward her house.

      “Miss Redfield.”

      “Yes?” She spun around and walked backward so that she could stare up at him. Seeing him, so proud and strong, reminded her again that he was of a different world. One in which she’d never belong.

      “Don’t marry him simply because you find yourself a little lonely. As you’ve said, you do have friends.”

      And for some reason, she tilted her head and asked, “Do I?”

      He nodded and smiled grimly. “You most definitely do.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel watched Miss Olivia Redfield saunter away, chin held high, almost defiantly optimistic, until she disappeared into the trees. Why did she not live with her parents?

      He could not imagine any circumstance in which his own sister would not be welcome in their family home. There was nothing she could do that would ever cause him to evict her.

      And what the hell was Viscount Hallowell thinking, giving his blessing to a union between his gently bred daughter and Luke Smith, a man of good character but also a common laborer?

      Brandy reared her head just enough to gain his attention. He’d been standing still too long for his horse’s liking. She apparently wished to continue back to Ashton Acres for a rubdown and grain. Gabriel would make do with some leftover bread and cheese that he kept in the unused gamekeeper’s cottage where he resided. He’d also take advantage of the fine scotch Stanton had sent over before departing for London.

      Crawford’s duchess had offered him a chamber in the main house, but Gabriel had declined, preferring privacy to luxury. He could have traveled once a week from his own country estate, Sky Manor, almost thirty miles away. But had he chosen to do so, his oversight of the mine would have seemed like a token gesture, at best. Furthermore, making the journey even once a week likely would have become tedious.

      When Stanton had expressed concerns that his father, the Duke of Crawford, would rush operations at the mine in his hunger to extract the gold, Gabriel had impulsively offered his services and engineering expertise in order to keep the duke’s impatience in check. Men’s lives were at stake. The last time the mine had been opened, several died. Gabriel could postpone his own journey to London until Stanton returned and do what he could to prevent any such tragedies this time.

      Which was already proving to be a challenge.

      Earlier that morning, Crawford had shown up at the mine. He’d questioned the pace of operations and insisted work proceed more rapidly. The gleam of greed in his eyes lowered an uneasy foreboding onto Gabriel’s shoulders.

      He’d never cared for Crawford. Upon becoming acquainted with any titled gentleman, especially a duke, one expected arrogance, outright rudeness at time. But Stanton’s father’s demeanor went beyond that. He expressed outright disdain for the working class, for those in his employ—an utter lack of reverence for their worth as human beings.

      To put it simply, he was a mean son of a bitch who could not be trusted.

      And now, due to Stanton and Miss Louella Redfield’s marriage, Crawford owned partial rights to the mine. A third belonged to Viscount Hallowell, and the final third his daughter, Stanton’s bride. The contract had originally stipulated all of the rights go to the Crawford dukedom, but Stanton had changed them without the duke’s knowledge. Crawford was spitting mad about the changes and seemed to be taking it out on everyone working up at the mine.

      Although acting as a proxy for Stanton, Gabriel had only marginal authority over operations—and none over Crawford—but Hallowell might…

      Gabriel turned his horse back in the direction he’d just come from.

      While in the neighborhood, he might as well see if he could enlist some assistance from the enigmatic viscount.
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        * * *

      

      “Join us for supper, my boy.”

      Twenty minutes later, Gabriel sat in Hallowell’s study at the pleasure of Miss Redfield’s father. Obviously well past his sixth decade, Hallowell had lost most of the hair on his head and his skin seemed to sag over his face.

      “If it isn’t any trouble.” Gabriel had not considered the time of day when he’d made the decision to visit. But sharing a meal would give him a chance to come to know the man better.

      And perhaps something of the circumstances of his eldest daughter.

      She ought to be delighting in what small entertainments local Society could offer. Instead, her situation seemed more suited for a distant relative who’d been shunned. He doubted she’d been embroiled in any sort of scandal. From what she’d said, her banishment had more to do with her imperfection than her behavior.

      Gabriel hadn’t expected the violet-eyed minx to be in attendance but felt a pang of disappointment, nonetheless, when the viscountess entered the study unaccompanied to announce dinner. It was as though their eldest daughter didn’t exist. It was all Gabriel could do to keep from asking why the man hadn’t even censured him for his behavior in the gazebo the night before the wedding.

      Were they blind?

      The viscount and viscountess and he spent the first few courses discussing the wedding, the weather, and common acquaintances. Not until Lady Hallowell removed herself from the room did Gabriel attempt to tackle the subject of the mine.

      “You must be satisfied, My Lord, to see your resources put to work for your estate,” Gabriel ventured.

      The older man swirled his port in the bulbous glass and stared at it intently.

      “Not by choice, I assure you. I merely did it of necessity.”

      This went along with what Stanton had told him.

      “Are you doubtful gold can be extracted? Or fearful it’ll collapse?” This was a reasonable question; after all, it had collapsed before, fifty or so odd years ago.

      Hallowell sipped the drink and blew out a loud breath. “To be honest, a little of both. I’ve read the engineers’ reports and Stanton’s assured me it can be done safely…” He shrugged. “But, as I’m sure you are aware, it’s cursed.”

      Gabriel wasn’t a superstitious man himself, but he wouldn’t insult the viscount by dismissing his beliefs. In addition, the viscount’s fears could actually work to his benefit.

      “All the more reason to exercise restraint.”

      The viscount nodded. “Being a stranger around here, you likely don’t realize there is more to the curse than just the mine.”

      Gabriel raised his brows in question.

      “My father was warned.” Warming to his subject, Hallowell lifted the carafe and poured them each another splash of the rich drink. “His father, and his father before him, tried extracting the gold. And yes, I’m quite aware of the suspected wealth hidden in its depths. My great-grandfather was the first to dig. At that time, a band of Romany was passing through. One of their elders, a soothsayer amongst them, advised him to halt or else tragedy would strike. He took her for a fool and proceeded despite her warnings. His eldest son died the day they discovered the vein.

      “It remained closed until a few years following his own demise, when his second son, my grandfather, went after the gold. While traveling to London to have the first few ounces made into jewelry for my grandmother, he was robbed by highwaymen and killed.

      “After a series of crop failures, my own father turned to the mine once again. That was the first collapse. Eight men remain buried in the earth till this day.” He eyed Gabriel intently. “Do not be surprised when you excavate their bones.”

      Gabriel simply nodded.

      “One might have thought I would have learned.” Hallowell swallowed the remaining contents of his glass. “All I did was contemplate the wealth I could extract, request an analysis. That night, an old man came to me in a dream. Warned that if I went ahead with my plans, I’d live the remainder of my days knowing the eye of the devil was on me.”

      The viscount sat back and folded his arms, as though Gabriel ought to know the significance of such a curse.

      “I don’t understand.” But before Hallowell could answer, the insanity of the man’s possible meaning came into focus. Gabriel’s blood ran cold.

      “The next day, my viscountess gave birth to our first daughter, Olivia.”

      Gabriel swallowed hard. “Surely, you cannot imagine it anything more than a coincidence?” Was the man mad?

      But the older man was shaking his head. “The dream was quite clear. If only one tragedy had occurred, I’d call it a coincidence. We probably ought to have sent her away much earlier. My heir might still be alive today… It is my belief that she looked on him too often. He had always been a sickly child and didn’t have the strength to fight it…” He shook his head mournfully. “All in all, I cannot deceive myself the curse does not exist.”

      Hallowell blamed Olivia for his heir’s death? Because of her eye!

      The belief was an asinine one.

      Suppressing an urge to knock some sense into the man, Gabriel placed his glass on the table and asked the obvious question. “So why now? Why are you willing to open it now?”

      “The same reason I nearly did before. The same reason my father did, his father, and his father before him. The coffers have run dry. It’s either that or starve.”

      “Crawford’s settlement has assured you needn’t worry about either,” Gabriel pointed out.

      “Yes.” Hallowell swirled the contents of his glass thoughtfully. “Perhaps the curse has lifted finally.”

      The man made no sense whatsoever. Did he only believe that which was convenient for him?

      Because, Gabriel thought cynically, a daughter with a crossed eye was not.

      “Where does that leave Miss Redfield?” She was none of his business, he was well aware. But couldn’t help but ask. “If the curse is lifted, why not bring her back into your home?”

      An indifferent expression crossed the older man’s face. “No longer relevant, Kingsley.”

      “You mean because of Luke Smith’s offer?” Gabriel pressed. It behooved him not at all to challenge the viscount on this matter. He could not help but imagine his own sister turned away from her family. Priscilla had spirit, much the same as Miss Redfield. Perhaps it was the similarities that caused him to persist.

      Because Olivia Redfield, despite her arguments to the contrary, did not wish to accept Mr. Smith’s offer. Any sane person would expect her father to be in agreement. She’d not been raised for labor and would likely have her life cut short by the hardships she’d inevitably endure. Having been treated as an outcast by her own parents had obviously shaken her confidence in herself.

      “Respectable, wouldn’t you say? The man needs a wife. The children need a mother, and that chit,” he paused meaningfully, “needs a husband. It isn’t cheap to fund a second household, I’ll have you know.”

      Such cruel sentiments drew even more of Gabriel’s ire. Without thought, he leaned forward menacingly. “Smith is a laborer who lives in a two-room cottage. Is that the future you wish for her?”

      Lord Hallowell’s pale eyes flashed angrily. “You mean to tell me what to do with my daughter?” Gabriel had pushed the viscount too far. “What has she been telling you? If you think she deserves better, why don’t you ask for her yourself?” And at Gabriel’s silence, he added, “I thought not.”

      And damn his eyes, but the viscount was right. Gabriel had no intention of any such thing. Impossible.

      So instead, he rose from his chair and tugged at his cravat. “Thank you for your hospitality, My Lord. I’ll make just one other suggestion, before taking my leave, and it has nothing to do with your ill-treatment of your daughter.”

      The viscount narrowed his eyes. Ah, but the lines had been drawn.

      “In the future, you’ll do well to deliberate less upon curses and dreams and take more interest in the goings-on up at that mine. It is on your property, and if Crawford has his way, I’m not certain another tragedy won’t occur. And if that occurs,” Gabriel dropped his napkin onto the table, “we’ll all be cursed to hell.”

      Reaching forward, he swallowed the remainder of his port and then very deliberately returned the snifter to the table. Taking his time, he adjusted his jacket and gestured toward the door. “No need to have me shown out. I know the way.”
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      Minding One’s Own Business

      

      Gabriel ambled along the by now familiar country road—on foot this time—with no particular destination. The two previous nights he’d been kept awake by worry, tossing and turning until dawn.

      That blasted mine!

      It was proving far more troublesome than he ever could have imagined. He’d chuck all of his responsibilities if only he hadn’t promised Stanton he’d stay.

      Earlier that afternoon, they’d discovered water seeping into the newly dug tunnel. Not only was it seeping, but it was eroding some of the supports. Initially, all three of Crawford’s engineers wanted to halt the project, but after speaking with the duke, two of them later denied any danger existed. Gabriel had noticed, however, that neither of them had spent much time at that particular end of the mine since then.

      The sun was shining, flowers were blooming, and the Season was in full swing in London. He could be there in less than a day.

      Damn his own conscience. How in the hell had he gotten caught up in all of this? Ah, but yes, he’d had the misfortune to stumble upon his dear friend at a tavern the night before Stanton became engaged.

      His friend had come out of it with a pounding head and Gabriel emerged with the burden of a precariously situated mine and the Duke of Crawford for the next few months.

      He rather thought Stanton had gotten the better end of the deal.

      Without any particular destination in mind, Gabriel turned up a drive and approached the quaint little cottage on the edge of a copse of trees. Smoke curled from the chimney, and the curtains had been drawn on both the front windows.

      The owner of the cottage would not be home, Gabriel was well aware. Mr. Smith was currently laboring some fifty feet or so below the surface of the earth.

      Gabriel lifted his gloved fist and rapped twice on the door. He had no explanation for his visit but suspected she’d be here.

      When the door opened, he was not disappointed.

      “Lord Kingsley?” Warm pink flushed Miss Olivia Redfield’s cheeks. Curling tendrils of golden hair had plastered themselves to the side of her face. Her wide eyes halted his thoughts for a moment as he realized they were the exact color of his mother’s favorite violets in May. The scent of cinnamon and apples floated out the door.

      “You haven’t married him yet, I hope?” Gabriel pushed the door open wide and swept past her. “Because apple pie is one of my favorites, and I’ve yet to have eaten today.”

      “What are you doing here?” She closed the door behind him, and he imagined her standing there with both hands fisted upon her flared hips.

      Spinning around, he smiled to himself that he could predict her actions so well. “Didn’t I just explain? Food, woman. Since you seem to enjoy toiling over a stove, you might as well practice your skills by feeding me.” He glanced around the room at the meager furnishings. Did she really think she could live this kind of life forever?

      She folded her arms in front of her and, for a moment, Gabriel wondered if she might send him packing. But then, with a jerk of her chin, she indicated the bench that sat along a worn but clean wooden table. “Of course, I haven’t married anyone yet, you buffoon. And keep your voice down. The baby is sleeping.” Covered in an oversized apron, she bustled around, acting quite as though she belonged. “The coffee grounds are used, but I suppose I can eek one more cup out of them.”

      Her comfort in Smith’s kitchen unsettled him.

      “Has he asked again?”

      Gabriel could almost hear the wheels of her brain turning as she contemplated whether to answer his question. Straining, she awkwardly lifted the boiling pot of water to pour it into a chipped cup. Gabriel would have performed the task for her but doubted she’d appreciate it.

      She nearly bristled in her independence.

      With an exhale that sent the hair on her face flying into the air, she slammed the cup in front of him. “I make it a point to leave the house before he’s returned.”

      Just as he thought. Gabriel glanced down at his watch. “You’ve a few hours left then. Plenty of time for you to serve me a slice of that pie.”

      “You cannot eat his pie! What will he think if it’s already been cut into?

      “Send it home with me. He never needs to know the pie existed.”

      “He would smell it. The cinnamon.” She frowned at him but then pulled out a knife. Minx that she was, she shook it threateningly at him for all of three seconds before turning to carve out a rather large slice and transfer it onto a plate. “Why are you here, My Lord?”

      “A few days ago, you called me Gabriel Fellowes. Enough of this My Lording. We are friends, are we not?”

      She placed the pie in front of him along with a bent fork and then sat down facing him on the opposite bench. “Why are you here, then? Gabriel Fellowes.”

      “He’s going to catch you eventually, you know. And he’s going to ask. Someone needs to talk some sense into you, so you don’t trap yourself for the rest of your life.”

      “This is no concern of yours.” But she frowned at his words, and rightly so.

      “We’ve already established that, have we not, my dear Miss Redfield? For the life of me, I don’t even know why I’m here.”

      “Olivia. You might as well call me Olivia. But only if no one else is present.”

      “Not Lazy-eyed Livvie?“

      “So help me!” She lifted the knife threateningly again, effectively cutting him off before he could finish speaking.

      Thoroughly enjoying himself, Gabriel chuckled and held both hands up in surrender. “But I love your eye!”

      She leaned closer with the knife and lifted one brow.

      “Eyes. I love your eyes. Both of them. The perfect one and the perfectly delightful one.” He knew he shouldn’t tease her. Stanton would kill him. But Gabriel couldn’t help himself. He loved watching sparks of annoyance shoot from her gaze nearly as much as he enjoyed hearing her laugh.

      In exasperation, she placed the knife on the table and shook her head. “You are no help to me. Do you realize this? I’ve enough troubles without you.” She tried sounding flippant but hurt was more than evident in her voice.

      Gabriel pursed his lips together. Ever since hearing the viscount refer to her as his own personal curse, he’d been unable to keep his mind from returning to her situation.

      A perfectly lovely girl shamed by her own father.

      “You’re right. Despite my best intentions, I’ve done nothing but harass you. And I did have a reason for coming here. Truly, I did. And this pie is divine, by the way. I think I will take the entire dish with me when I go.”

      Ignoring his teasing, she brushed a few wayward hairs back and stared at him warily. She was one of the most pathetic but beautiful women he’d ever been acquainted with. More than acquainted. A few days ago, he’d indicated he was her friend, hadn’t he? How delightfully original of him to have a beautiful woman for a friend.

      “What is your reason for coming here?” She pinned him with her gaze.

      And that question gave him pause. Why did I come here?

      “Why?” He frowned at her question. Why indeed? Oh, yes! “Because ever since you informed me that you were contemplating marriage to Mr. Smith, a man of fine character, I’m sure, but a man with whom you can have little, if anything, in common, I haven’t slept a wink.”

      At that, she rolled her eyes.

      “I feel that it is my duty as your friend, especially since your sister and Stanton are unable to advise you in this matter, to make certain that you do not make an irreparable mistake. I will be quite content at having done my duty when I know that you have no qualms uttering the most powerful word in the universe.”

      At her confused look, he stuffed another bite of pie into his mouth and then spoke around it. “No.”

      “No?”

      “Exactly. You must be prepared to say the word with conviction.”

      “No,” she said more firmly, causing him to smile.

      “Very good, Miss Redfield.”

      “I am practicing on you. No, Gabriel Fellowes, you cannot take the pie home with you. It’s for Mr. Smith and his boys. Luke Jr. would have conniptions if he returned from his scavenging this afternoon to find that the pie I promised him had been stolen away by a thieving aristocrat.”

      Gabriel nearly choked on a laugh. “It would seem I needn’t have come then.”

      “Indeed.”

      He scooped up the last bite of gooey flaky crust and stared at her solemnly. “In all seriousness, Miss Redfield. I’d hate to see you trap yourself into a life in which you cannot escape. A lifetime is an awfully long sentence to pay for such a mistake.”

      He reached across the table and captured her tight little fist in his. How could such a spritely minx feel so very fragile? And how was it that she could be so contrary with him and yet so very meek where others were concerned?

      “I’ve gone over it in my mind a thousand times. My options. So much so that I can hardly see straight.” Her admission surprised him.

      “And?”

      “Marrying him seems the right thing to do, the Christian thing to do. I’d no longer be a burden to my parents. I’d have a home that was truly my own—“

      “Your husband’s,” he interrupted.

      “My husband’s?”

      “The home would not be yours. It would belong to your husband.” He corrected any misapprehensions she might have on that matter.

      “Very well. I’d have a home, though, and a family. Although this marriage isn’t at all what I’d imagined when I was younger, does that really matter? The children need me. And Mr. Smith already has expectations. As does nearly everyone else who has provided assistance. My father has given Mr. Smith permission to ask me… and I’ve not turned him down...”

      “If you intend to turn him down, you’d best alter your course immediately. You cannot continue making yourself so…” he spun the fork in the air with his free hand as he searched for the best word to describe what she’d been doing, “…available. You need to cease spending your days in the man’s home.” The solution seemed apparent to Gabriel. It was also obvious to him that she was becoming more and more ensnared as each day passed.

      “If I don’t come, who will care for the children? Baby Harvey–“

      “Will do fine without you.”

      She blew out a breath and turned her hand over, gripping his fingers tightly. Gabriel wasn’t certain she even realized that she’d done so.

      “You’re right. I know you’re right. But…”

      “You are as afraid of saying no as you are of saying yes,” he finished for her.

      She lifted her chin and met his gaze fully. Her left eye seemed to be traveling of its own accord slightly more than it had when he first arrived. He wondered if it moved more when she was upset, or emotional.

      “I’m afraid to be forgotten.” She swallowed hard and then dropped her gaze. “I know it seems foolish. Of course, I won’t be forgotten, will I? But Louella is going to have her own family now. And my father…”

      Damn her father. Hallowell’s idiotic beliefs had done this to her. Isolated her. Condemned her to a life of insecurity.

      “Such a fear is irrational but not foolish.” From what Gabriel had garnered from Stanton, Olivia Redfield mattered greatly to her younger sister. “Lady Stanton will never forget you. She’ll never leave you behind.” And then, because it seemed the right thing to say, he added, “And neither will I. We are friends, are we not?”

      She tugged her hand back and wiped at her face. “Of course. Ignore my self-pity. I don’t know what’s the matter with me these days.”

      “Come for a picnic with me tomorrow. I’ll take you to see the mine. We’ll make an afternoon of it.” Spectacular views abounded atop the hill at the mine’s opening. Seeing it might even inspire her. There was more to life than Thistle Park or Luke Smith’s troubles.

      But she was already shaking her head. “My father would kill me if I went anywhere near it.” And then she pinched her lips together. She most likely was fully aware of her father’s irrational beliefs.

      “Very well then. We’ll picnic by the river, and you can practice the new word we’ve added to your vocabulary.” He could check in at the mine early and then collect her at midday.

      “I cannot. I’ve already promised I’d come early so that Miss Cline can attend to her chores at the vicarage. And besides, I know I’m not…” She dropped her lashes rather than continue. “But I oughtn’t to go alone with a gentleman…”

      “We’ll bring your maid along, if you wish. And besides,” he waggled his brows, “who is going to see us?” Objections were meant to be overcome, and problems were meant to be solved. Gabriel studied her closely. “If you were not needed here, you would like to go?” He’d be certain first.

      She shrugged her frail shoulders. “Of course, but—“

      “In that case, I will see you tomorrow around noon. Wear comfortable walking shoes.”

      “Gabriel, did you not hear me?”

      But he’d already risen from the bench and was headed toward the door. “Tomorrow, Olivia.” And before she could argue any further, he opened the door and made a hasty escape.

      He wasn’t sure why it mattered that this young woman experienced some entertainment on occasion. Or why he determined himself the person to provide it.

      He only knew he’d like to see her smile again.

      And hear her laughter.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia shook her head in disbelief as she strolled down the road back to her small house. Gabriel Fellowes, the Earl of Kingsley, considered himself her friend!

      More than that, he’d said he wanted to help her. He’d said that he didn’t want her to make a decision she’d regret the rest of her life.

      But why? Surely, the mine kept him busy enough, in Stanton’s absence. And Ashton Acres would abound with activities and entertainments.

      Or had Stanton and Louella asked him to watch out for her? It was exactly the sort of thing her little sister would do.

      Oh, good heavens! It wasn’t as though Olivia was a child! How pathetic she must seem to him.

      She would not be going on a picnic tomorrow—to the mine or anywhere else. She most certainly did not require a keeper.

      Tomorrow, like every other day the past few weeks, she’d be diligently caring for Luke Smith’s sons.

      Again.

      He’d taken hold of her hand while he’d implored her, sending an awareness through her she’d been unable to ignore. He was only being a friend; she’d had to remind herself. The same as Eliza, or… the vicar… or…

      But she’d never had a friend quite like him. Not because he was an earl. In fact, she practically forgot his title most of the time. It was… him.

      Experiencing all of the effects of his charismatic zest focused solely upon her… It made her feel… alive.

      Arguing with him, merely being in his presence, made her happy.

      She’d best not get used to it.

      She’d do well to ignore the butterflies he sent dancing in her stomach whenever he teased her, his black-as-midnight eyes dancing flirtatiously. He was something of a rake and likely had half the debutantes in London tied around his little finger.

      But he’d been serious with his warning.

      You cannot continue making yourself available. You need to cease spending your days in the man’s home. Gabriel’s words echoed over and over in her head as she approached the sanctuary of her own small cottage.

      Mr. Smith was a good man.

      Why was this not enough for her?

      When the idea of marrying him first presented itself, she’d not had all of these unsettling misgivings. What had changed? When had she changed?

      Louella’s wedding.

      Or had it been the ball?

      She would not consider that her change of heart had anything to do with the fact that she’d become better acquainted with the Earl of Kingsley. It most certainly had nothing to do with the fact that she’d danced with him under the moonlight, nor that she’d sat in front of him atop his beautiful mount.

      Inhaling his scent.

      Absorbing his warmth.

      She blinked quickly, forcing herself to summon the image of Luke Smith to mind. Peering at her from bright green eyes, Mr. Smith had thick reddish hair and was as attractive as Kingsley, more so even.

      He lacked manners, though. Didn’t wash as often as she thought he ought… He was a laborer! What did she expect? And how many times must she remind herself who she was?

      Gabriel Fellowes had indicated his wish to be her friend. Nothing more.

      Her change of heart could only be attributed to Louella’s wedding. Olivia missed her sister. The young girl who’d been by her side for as long as Olivia could remember was moving on without her.

      Which, that contrary voice in the back of her brain reminded, ought to have her wanting to marry Mr. Smith all the more. She, too, would have a husband, a family.

      Dissonance niggled her thoughts because another annoying voice reminded her that perhaps she simply belonged with no one.

      Making this choice was like to drive her mad and time was running out. Because, just as Gabriel warned, if she didn’t make this decision for herself, someone else was likely to make it for her.

      “No.” She tentatively spoke the word aloud to the empty road. It sounded strange to her own ears in the silence of the countryside. Not a soul for miles to hear her and yet saying it made her uncomfortable. When had she last denied anyone anything?

      Aside from the pie, that was.

      “No!” she said even louder. It didn’t feel so strange this time. It felt good. Why had she never considered herself worthy of telling people no? For forever, it seemed, she’d bobbed about in the sea, like a rudderless ship, going where the winds blew her, riding out the storms alone.

      Since before her younger brother, her father’s rightful heir, had died.

      Since before she’d been banished from her parents’ home.

      Since before she could even remember.

      She kicked a stone out of her way and then twirled around in a circle. “No. No. No. No. No!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 7

          

        

      

    

    
      An Outing

      

      “I didn’t think you were coming today.” Eliza peeked up from her sewing when Olivia stepped inside, a deep frown etched into her forehead.

      Busily working in the kitchen, a familiar-looking red-headed girl scurried about making herself useful.

      “Freda Whitley?” Olivia remembered where she knew her from. The girl’s father had been the town blacksmith for as far back as she could remember.

      “Good morning, Miss Redfield, mum.” The girl’s smile couldn’t have been any wider. “His Lordship told me you might forget that he’d hired me. Asked me to remind you he’d come by your house to collect you for your appointment.”

      “My appointment? His Lordship?” He didn’t! He wouldn’t! Did he not realize people would jump to the wrong conclusion if he were to single her out? And not a promising conclusion, at that. She could see already that Freda had gotten the wrong idea.

      Although her reputation didn’t matter much in the overall scheme of things, it meant a great deal to her.

      “Lord Kingsley?”

      Freda nodded, as did Eliza, who looked none too happy. In fact, she clucked her tongue in that disapproving way of hers. She certainly wasn’t a vicar’s sister for nothing.

      “He offered to take me on a picnic—Mary and me, that is,” Olivia offered in way of explanation. She would not dissemble with her. “But I refused.”

      Eliza hushed her but then exploded in a harsh whisper, “He obviously didn’t take your refusal seriously. Did you learn nothing from my own experience, Olivia?”

      Olivia could kill him for this. At the same time, she did not currently appreciate her friend’s reproachful opinion. Olivia was not the same as Eliza. Olivia was not in love with anyone, and she had no illusions that Lord Kingsley might ever think of her in terms of anything more than friendship.

      No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel.

      “It’s nothing, Eliza. I came across him while I was walking home yesterday and we… talked. I think perhaps Louella has put him up to it. Either that or he feels sorry for me.” The minute the words left her mouth, she wondered if that wasn’t what was behind all of this.

      Of course. One or both of these reasons likely explained the attention he was paying her. It was good that she’d not deluded herself into imagining he… liked her.

      “He’s offered to pay Freda until she is no longer needed. And it must be a tidy sum, if her enthusiasm is any indication.”

      Olivia bit her lip.

      She knew what she wanted to do. She wanted to go on a picnic with a handsome gentleman. She wanted to pretend she was like any other daughter, deserving of her father’s pride and affection. But she was not, and she should not allow her thoughts to travel in that direction.

      Because, unfortunately, she also knew what she ought to do. She ought to send Freda back to town. She ought to don her apron and begin peeling potatoes.

      Olivia backed toward the door and shrugged. “I imagine I’ll have to be more insistent this time.”

      But did she want to be?
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        * * *

      

      “I almost didn’t come.” Perched high above the ground on the shiny red vehicle pulled by two of the loveliest horses she’d seen in a long while, Olivia figured she ought to make some sort of protest. Oh, but above them, only a few dainty clouds dared to block the brilliance of the sky. The treetops rustled in a warm breeze and fragrant wildflowers blossomed everywhere.

      Making any sort of complaint was going to be difficult.

      She’d gone home, changed into her favorite day dress and tried to convince herself she would remain there with Mary. She’d picked up a book she’d been reading, Frankenstein, a new novel by Mary Shelley, but even that had failed to draw her in.

      She been worried that he wouldn’t come but also worried that he would. Her gaze never strayed far from the window.

      And now, here she sat, like a perfectly normal lady being escorted by a fine gentleman on a beautiful day.

      Unchaperoned.

      There hadn’t been room for Mary to accompany them on the small conveyance that Lord Kingsley had said he’d borrowed from Louella’s husband.

      Would her parents even care that she’d gone on an excursion alone with the earl? They’d allowed Louella to go for a drive unchaperoned with Lord Stanton but the two of them had been as good as betrothed at the time.

      Which was hardly the case today.

      “I would have been disappointed.” His voice sent a chill of pleasure dancing down her spine.

      He didn’t sound as though he was joking or condescending to her. Was this what it was like to have a male friend? An attractive male friend? One who happened to also be an earl? But then he added, “After all the trouble I’ve gone to.”

      Lord Kingsley baffled her.

      Today, he’d rejected his normal black clothing, which normally consisted of a black coat, pants, and waistcoat in favor of buff breeches, an olive waistcoat, and a fine evergreen woolen jacket. Rather as though he were attending a country house party and planned on walking about the grounds.

      “You did not go to the mine this morning?” she couldn’t resist asking. Louella had hated hearing about the mining operations. She’d hated that her betrothal contracts had listed their father’s mining rights along with her hand in marriage, in exchange for a title, wealth, and influence.

      Olivia resented the mine for other reasons. It was cursed. She was cursed. Together, they amounted to her father’s greatest failures.

      “I had a few matters to settle. A friend of mine required assistance in extricating herself from a rather sticky situation.” He obviously felt no shame inserting himself into her affairs.

      “Did you not think to ask this friend of yours whether she wanted your involvement?”

      He sent a snide glance in her direction. “She admitted she’d like to go on a picnic. I merely made arrangements so that it would be possible for her to do so.”

      He had a fair point there. She’d admitted to wanting to go on a picnic. And she had, especially with him. She’d also told him she couldn’t. Olivia bit her lip. She couldn’t help wondering why he had offered in the first place.

      “Did Louella set you up to this?” she asked, already resigned to what his answer would assuredly be. “Because it really isn’t necessary.”

      His sigh was so loud she heard it over the horses’ footsteps and the crunching of the gravel beneath the vehicle’s wheels.

      “No, Miss Redfield. Rather the opposite, I’m afraid. And not your sister but her husband.”

      Lord Stanton? Why would Lord Stanton have any reason to direct Lord Kingsley’s attention away from her.

      “He asked you to stay away from me?”

      “Threatened.”

      Olivia raised her brows. “Because of… your past behavior??” Upon becoming betrothed to Louella, Captain Lord Stanton had made a lovely apology for his own part in tormenting her before he’d left England to take up his commission with the British navy. He and Kingsley had been nothing but trouble back then. She’d reminded him at the time that he’d not done so alone.

      Gabriel’s gaze remained averted straight ahead. “I think he believed you required protection from me. But had he realized your father had given Mr. Smith permission to offer for you…” He shook his head, as though at an utter loss for words.

      “Do you pity me then? Is that what this is all about?”

      Again, he shook his head. “Must there be a reason?”

      She nodded emphatically. Of course, there was.

      “Perhaps I’m making amends. Can we leave it at that?”

      She’d irritated him. “Why are you here, anyhow? Aren’t all earls and whatnot supposed to be in London for the Season? Aren’t you required in Parliament?” Or perhaps… “Do you have an interest in the mine as well?”

      “Yes, I suppose I ought to be in London for the Season. In fact, my presence is required there before the Season winds down.” He winced. Some responsibility there he didn’t seem to wish to get into. “And yes, in answer to your last question as well. But only until Stanton and your sister return.” Gabriel didn’t expand upon his explanation, focusing instead, it seemed, upon the road he’d turned them along.

      “But you don’t have a financial interest in the mine?” For some reason, this mattered to her.

      He shrugged. “Stanton was concerned about leaving and would have worried about it when he ought only to be worrying about his new bride. I had nothing pressing to attend to.”

      She’d walked this way several times before. Tall trees lined the rutted corridor and a few dandelions grew up between the tracks made by other wheels before them. She wished she could have gone to the mine. She’d have liked to see what all the trouble was about.

      “So, you are not after the gold for yourself?”

      He laughed at this. “Simply assisting a friend in need.” And then, with another sideways glance, he said, “Just as you are doing for Mr. Smith. Doesn’t, by the way, mean I’m going to marry him.”

      Olivia ignored his comment. “Stanton still has concerns about the mine then?” She frowned. Opening the mine disturbed her. Too many people had pinned their hopes upon it. “Do you think it will all be worth it?”

      She didn’t expect the soft laughter at her questions. “Oh, there’s gold all right. Will it be worth it though?” Olivia glanced toward him in time to see a wry grimace. She studied him closely, his demeanor not nearly as enthusiastic as she would have thought it would be.

      “It is dangerous then?”

      He tightened his jaw. “It may be.”

      Working below ground was always a dangerous proposition. “What makes it more dangerous than any other mine?”

      She could barely make out the clenching at his jaw again. “You don’t really want to know all this.” He forced a harsh laugh. “The engineers aren’t worried. Most of them anyhow. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. I’m insisting upon every precaution available. You’ve no need to worry over your dear Mr. Smith.”

      Olivia had only worried about Luke Smith’s safety in so much as he was all his children had. Before she could comment, though, the wheel hit a bump and had her grasping his arm tightly.

      In doing so, she felt his muscles flexing beneath her hands. Warm. Solid.

      And why would the act of holding his arm cause her breaths to come more rapidly?

      “Do you—?” She swallowed around a lump that hadn’t been in her throat a moment before. “Do you go below ground often?” The thought that Lord Kingsley would put himself in danger sent a tight squeezing sensation to her heart.

      His grin reappeared. “How else could I be of any value?”

      So, he did.

      She swallowed again. “You aren’t worried about the curse?”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel hadn’t expected Miss Olivia Redfield to show any interest in the blasted mine. Which meant, unfortunately, that his hope of putting it far from his thoughts was to be dashed.

      For a moment, he considered feeding her insipid reassurances, expressing a confidence he did not feel. Any other chit, and that was exactly what he’d have done.

      He could feel her watching him. As though his answer mattered, as though she cared to learn the truth.

      “I’m more worried about erosion than any curses, for certain.” And because other issues had been circling through his mind, he couldn’t help but add, “Unstable buttresses, optimistic projections, inaccurate calculations, impatient dukes…”

      His companion sat quietly beside him. Had his words gone right over her head completely?

      But then she said, “Perhaps that is the true curse of it. The lure of the gold in such an unstable location.”

      Not over her head.

      In fact, perhaps Miss Olivia Redfield had a greater understanding of his worries than anyone else. Perhaps because neither of them stood to benefit from the takings. Sometimes a little distance gave one a far greater perspective.

      “What are locals saying?” He’d wondered this and she might know. People might tell her opinions they’d withhold from himself.

      She shrugged. “People believe what they want to.” And then almost as an afterthought, “The people in Misty Brook are a superstitious lot. Believe me, I know.”

      A clearing appeared as the trees receded behind them and the sound of rushing water could be heard. He and Stanton had swum in the small pond just beyond the next rise, dozens of times in the past.

      “As I said, it’s not the curse that worries me. It’s… other matters.”

      “And yet you are assisting the Duke of Crawford in this questionable endeavor.” Gabriel could almost hear the thoughts racing through her mind.

      “Not Crawford. Stanton.”

      She pondered that a few moments and then nodded. “Then you are a good friend.”

      Gabriel wanted to change the mood. He’d brought her out today so that she could have some amusement. Not for him to unburden his own worries. “And as your good friend, I insist we put an end to this unpleasant conversation. Enough with the blasted mine.”

      “You wish to only speak of pleasantries? You’re absurd.”

      “I think you’ve told me that before. What’s absurd is that you’ve failed to notice my charisma and charm. Simply because I’m a tad impulsive…”

      Her giggles joined the sound of the stream nearby. “If that is what you prefer to call it…” And then more laughter.

      “I wasn’t trying to be funny.” Drawing the pair to a halt, Gabriel rolled his eyes heavenward and then hopped off.

      As he sauntered around to the other side of the vehicle, he wondered if he should question the enthusiasm he felt at spending a day with the enigma that was Miss Olivia Redfield. He’d not been wrong the night of Stanton’s ball when he’d called her a mystery woman. Today, her gown, a simple cotton yellow print, had seen better days, and her bonnet seemed about three sizes too large. And yet…

      Without any hesitation, she placed her hands on his shoulders, and he assisted her to the ground, sliding her scandalously along his own length. He took his time letting her go.

      The material of her dress was thin, and she’d left off stays.

      Damn his eyes, this wasn’t what he’d brought her here for.

      Was it?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 8

          

        

      

    

    
      Reasons

      

      “Where did you get this wine?” Olivia threw herself backward on the large blanket they’d spread over the grass and stared up at the sky. “It’s divine. As was the cheese and the bread and the fruit.”

      Gabriel stretched out beside her on his side and propped himself on one elbow so that he could study her closely.

      For over an hour, she’d asked him questions about his travels, childhood, and even his friendship with her new brother-in-law. She wanted to know all about Brussels and the other legends around the statue he’d introduced her to in the garden at Ashton Acres. She’d commented thoughtfully but would then jump from one subject to the next with no transitions in between.

      “Do you have a dog?” She turned her head and startled slightly when she realized how close he laid beside her. “I’ve always wanted a dog but my maid, Mary, says she’s allergic.” And then she turned to gaze back up at the sky.

      And as gloriously blue as the sky was that afternoon, the color of her eyes put it to shame. He reached across the blanket and plucked a dandelion from the grass.

      “Likely your maid simply doesn’t want the hassle of one. My mother has used that excuse for ages.”

      She turned back to look at him, smiling. “I’d be willing to wager you forced the issue, did you not?”

      “His name is William. My siblings and I claimed to have found him in the woods, that he’d been wet, starving… dying. He was not, of course, and we did not. He was the largest pup of a perfectly healthy litter a few farms over.”

      Her lips parted, and the giggle he was coming to crave escaped.

      Not moving his gaze from her face, he lifted the dandelion and traced it along the curve of her cheek.

      Her chin.

      And then her lips.

      “Is this what friends do, Gabriel?” Her smile faded as she gazed back at him.

      Friends? No. The thoughts in his mind had nothing to do with friendship.

      “Why are you unmarried?” he asked, which was only one of the questions that had been bothering him about her.

      Surely, Luke Smith was not the only man to offer for her. “You are no antidote, Miss Redfield, and although you refer to yourself as a spinster, I can’t imagine you’re much past your majority.”

      “I’m five and twenty.” Her voice sounded breathless.

      Gabriel drew the delicate petals of the flower along her lower lip, back and forth. And then the top, nearly hypnotizing himself with the temptation to taste her.

      “Surely, you’ve disappointed others?”

      Looking a little dazed, she shook her head slightly. “Luke Smith is the first.” And then she blinked three times. “You want to be my friend? In truth?”

      Oh, hell. What was he doing? Stanton would kill him if he were to attempt anything untoward with her. And he’d deserve it because he had nothing more than friendship to offer. “I do.” He tapped the end of her pert nose with the yellow flower.

      “I have had no other offers.” And then she sighed and turned her face away. “I’ve never had a male friend before. Do you have many lady friends?”

      He’d never been interested in friendship with the ladies of his acquaintance. Except for his betrothed, Victoria, who seemed more like a sister than a fiancée. Pursuing friendship with most ladies of the ton might be considered dangerous. He’d never been compelled to take such a risk.

      Although he’d taken risks with a few widows and, of course, a few ladybirds of the demimonde. “A few,” he finally answered vaguely, the flower caressing the corner of her eye now.

      “Friends do not kiss, do they, Gabriel?”

      He chuckled. “Generally, no.” But all thoughts of laughter left him as her lips parted when he trailed the flower along the pink flesh of her mouth.

      “But you wish to kiss me now, don’t you?” Her voice dropped to almost a whisper and her slightly hooded gaze met his with unabashed honesty. “I am not mistaken. You are very close to me. There is something…” Her voice trailed off as she seemed to search for the words.

      “Something?” Her innocence delighted him.

      “Heavy,” she said. “Warm.”

      “In the air?”

      “No.” Her eyes narrowed slightly. “You.”

      Gabriel swept his hand through the space separating them. “But I am not even touching you.”

      “I know. But your thoughts are. And that’s how I know.”

      She was not wrong but what could he say? Yes, he wished to kiss her. Yes, he wished to touch her with more than his thoughts. He swallowed hard and jumped on the first subject he could think of in order to change the direction of this conversation.

      “Have you ever been treated by a physician?”

      It was obvious he’d confused her this time. “For kissing?” But then she realized what he meant, and she moved her gaze from his eyes to the buttons at the top of his shirt. “Once.”

      “You don’t wear spectacles. Is your sight not affected?”

      At this question, she raised her arm and draped it across her forehead, effectively blocking him from reading her very expressive face. “Before William was born, the doctor gave me a patch to wear. And I did so, diligently. Unfortunately, I wore it over the wrong eye. My mother had told me to cover the bad eye when the doctor intended me to cover the good one. A year later, the same doctor came through town and informed us that I’d done it irreparable harm. I tried wearing the patch over the good one, hoping it could still make a difference, but my mother forbade me to do that.”

      Garrett had heard of such treatments. Something to do with strengthening the weaker eye. And the poor thing had worn the patch on the wrong eye for an entire year in hopes of seeing improvement.

      “Can you see out of your left eye?”

      She closed the right and stared straight ahead for a moment with her left. “It’s blurry by itself.” She opened the other eye again. “I ignore it. I look at most things with my right.”

      She scrubbed one hand down her face and turned away. He’d made her uncomfortable again.

      “Do you swim?”
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        * * *

      

      Olivia was grateful for a different topic to discuss.

      Yes, she swam. Surely, he wasn’t suggesting…?

      She’d swam in her chemise dozens of times, at this very watering hole, in fact. Always with Louella looking on, too afraid to step into the water. And today, she wore the very chemise she’d swam in beneath her gown.

      Had she been wrong to assume he’d wanted to kiss her? Uncertainty swept through her. And embarrassment.

      “Swim?” she managed.

      He was laughing at her again, in that way that somehow didn’t seem insulting. “In the water.”

      She was a good swimmer, an excellent swimmer, in fact. And for some reason, her skin felt as though it was burning… as was something inside of her.

      That heavy warm feeling he’d caused suddenly left her feeling sticky and hot. A swim sounded rather invigorating right now.

      But surely, he wasn’t suggesting they swim… together?

      Just as he’d lured her with the promise of their lovely picnic, the water, the freedom that came with paddling around in a cool pond, had her considering something she really ought not…

      “I swim,” she offered cautiously. Perhaps he wasn’t suggesting they swim together. Perhaps the question was simply a general one, such as, did she paint? Or did she like to sing?

      But he’d sat up and was removing his cravat. He’d already removed his jacket earlier, before they’d sat down to eat.

      “Don’t tell me you don’t swim with your friends, Miss Redfield?”

      She had only ever swum alone, with Louella sitting on the bank, but she was not about to tell him that.

      While she eyed him jealously, a drop of perspiration trickled down the back of her neck.

      She twisted her mouth into a grimace. They had decided to be friends. And he had not admitted to wanting to kiss her. She may have been all wrong about that.

      As she sat contemplating her decision, Gabriel Fellowes, the Earl of Kingsley, silently removed all but his breeches and then dashed across to the sandy bank and disappeared with a splash.

      Olivia untied her half-boots, removed her stockings and then burst to her feet. This day had been set aside for pleasure, and she might as well experience it to the fullest. The two of them were quite alone. What did she have to lose?

      In less than thirty seconds, she’d stripped her gown over her head and was making her way to another section of the small cove. He mightn’t even see her if she avoided the bank he’d dove from. Shivering as she entered the cool water, she determined to keep quiet and duck low so that he wouldn’t even see her and—

      “It drops off rather quickly there.”

      She turned to see his black head emerge from the water, shining like some sort of seal or sea mammal. And she was most certainly providing an eyeful for him, dressed in nothing but her chemise. If she could take a few more steps, she could cover herself—

      And down she went as the bottom fell away beneath her. Drat and tarnation, he’d warned her! Whereas the water had been cool near the shore, it might as well have been iced over in the deeper parts. She gasped and then choked, instincts causing her to kick and paddle her way back to the surface.

      He probably thought she’d lied about knowing how to swim, seeing her graceless splashing and then coughing.

      Firm hands grasped her waist.

      “I’m fine,” she managed between coughs. Not only was she mortified to have made such a ninny of herself, but another set of shocking sensations beset her as his legs and arms and chest floated up against her from behind.

      His bare arms wrapped around her, and the tops of hers rubbed against the slick skin of his chest and shoulders.

      His skin felt cool to the touch, cold even, which made all the heated sensations swirling around inside of her even more confounding.

      He wasn’t doing anything in order to stay afloat, so the water must be just shallow enough that he could stand and just deep enough that she could not.

      If she were to push away from him and kick her legs, she could show him she did not need his assistance.

      And yet…

      She relaxed her limbs, tilted her head back and rested it upon his shoulder. She could not remember a time when she’d known such a sensation of safety and protection.

      “I can swim, you know,” she admitted lazily, her feet floating up in front of her. But instead of releasing her, his hands guided her so that she floated almost fully on her back.

      And now the side of her face rested just along his jaw.

      It was the closest she’d ever been to a man, and the texture of his skin scratched hers, sending fluttering sensations loose in her chest.

      “Just relax.” His voice rumbled by her ear.

      More fluttering.

      And then, both of them unmoving, time stood still. A breeze rustled the leaves overhead, a few birds called out to one another, and the two of them simply soaked up the moment of an odd and comforting connection.

      “Gabriel,” she whispered. “Thank you for bringing me here today.”
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      Good Intentions

      

      Gabriel could not recall a single recent memory when he’d known such contentment and peace. With mud beneath his feet and the water cooling his skin, he watched her body rise and then settle along the top of the water. Her hair had escaped the loose knot she’d had it in and now floated out from her face, almost like rays of light from the sun.

      The water had turned her shift transparent, and it plastered itself against her body, revealing pert, dusky nipples perfectly centered in the contours of feminine flesh. The water lapped across her abdomen, drawing his eyes to the apex of her thighs, the texture of hair revealed by the wet fabric.

      But his gaze didn’t linger there, drawn as he was to finely shaped knees, calves, and then tiny pink feet.

      He swallowed hard around the lump in his throat. Her gratitude pierced something inside of him. Instead of answering her, he dropped a kiss onto the side of her face.

      He meant it to be short and sweet, but his lips lingered instead. Sliding his hands up from her back, he threaded his fingers through the silky wet strands of her hair. With the loss of his hand supporting her, her bottom and legs sunk below the water.

      And then her legs were tangled in his and as she turned, the tips of her breasts grazed his naked chest. She squirmed at first, and by God, the force of the water pressed every tantalizing inch of her soft curves against him.

      He’d honestly intended to remain platonic with this woman, but when she peered at him with eyes made up from a fantasy, framed by thick misty lashes, reflecting the same want and desire he felt…

      All his good intentions dissolved.

      Sensing her inexperience, he dipped his head and hesitantly sampled her cool wet lips with his own. Ah, such sweetness.

      She tasted of the wine from earlier, and warmth, and sunshine and all that was woman. He turned his head, to savor her more fully, and at the same time, her legs lifted and wrapped around his waist.

      Innocent temptation flared and a more sensual craving seized their embrace. He’d intended to refrain from kissing her.

      He’d failed miserably.

      Now, his conscience berated him for clasping at her buttocks, sliding her chemise up so he could knead the flesh of her thighs, pressing himself into her welcoming center.

      Toppling any further control on his part, she clasped her legs tighter and lifted herself higher, almost climbing him. Now it was her mouth that delved deeper as she explored behind his teeth with her tongue, humming a soft hungry sound.

      Which made him grow harder if possible, despite the cool water.

      But he could not. Dear God, he could not.

      Reluctantly, he slid his hands up her back and turned his head to the side. She kissed his jaw, then, and the side of his throat, threatening to undo his renewed resolve. It took a moment for her to comprehend his withdrawal.

      Gabriel stroked the back of her head and closed his eyes while she caught her breath.

      “You did want to kiss me earlier.” Her faint words humbled him.

      He exhaled. “Of course, I did.” And then a cloud drifted across the sky, immediately sending a chill through the air.

      She shivered and moved to pull away. He wasn’t ready, though, and caught at her. She relaxed for a moment, and he rubbed his hands up and down her arms for warmth.

      He needed to leave her alone in the future. Perhaps there was a reason gentlemen and women never aspired to platonic friendship, why protective parents required chaperones follow them around.

      He released her arms and she leaned away, threw her head back and somersaulted backward in one smooth motion into the water.

      Of course, she could swim.

      Had he thought she required him to hold her above the water in order to keep her from drowning? Despite her assertions to the contrary, some part of him had believed just that.

      He shook his head in hopes of shaking off the uncomfortable revelation.

      Was he deluding himself that he had any right to assert himself into other aspects of her life as well?

      Like a water nymph, she dove beneath the water and then emerged, hair flowing out behind her and then she would do it again. Occasionally, he got a glimpse of her feet and more of her legs than was entirely appropriate.

      Which pretty much summed her up. He chuckled and then grew serious. The very parts of her that attracted him were the characteristics for which Society would push her away. Her naivety. Her spirit.

      And hell, her own father considered her magnificent eyes to be the result of a curse.

      He hated that the viscount and viscountess had shunned her. Their ridiculous disapproval and rejection would shape a part of her for as long as she lived.

      Across the water, she’d swam to the edge and now waded in the shallow section, her chemise hiding far less than it revealed. The woman needed to be protected from herself, and without conscious thought, he surged forward to join her before she fully emerged. He would make certain no other individuals interrupted their privacy and be afforded the sight he’d likely imagine sometime later, while alone and… imaginative…

      Likely she had no idea the view she provided… So utterly innocent of the ways of the world…

      Perhaps that was why he’d felt the need to intrude upon her personal affairs, her choices.

      Her only champion, her sister, had married and thusly left her feeling even more alone than she had before.

      He’d promised Stanton he’d look after the mine. While in Misty Brooke, he added one more undertaking to his duties. If he could prevent Olivia from marrying Smith, at least until her sister’s return, he’d feel he’d done his duty. According to Stanton, the new marchioness loved her sister and intended to bring her into Society. She would disapprove of Luke Smith’s suit.

      All Gabriel needed to do was convince Olivia to delay giving Smith an answer for the next few months.

      Without compromising the girl, himself.

      He glanced over at the lady standing beside him who might as well not be wearing anything at all. The second part of his task might prove far more difficult for him than the first.
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      When a Gentleman Hires a Valet

      

      Dear Louella.

      Olivia wrote her sister’s name with a flourish. Her first inclination was to ask question after question. How is London? How do you like being married? Is Stanton treating you well? But she knew Louella would answer all of these questions in the next letter she sent home and so writing them would be redundant.

      I miss you.

      Well, that should go without saying, but she left it just the same. Because, oh, but it was the truth. She dipped her well used pen into the jar of ink but then allowed it to hover over the foolscap. Louella, being the youngest, had shared most of her troubles with Olivia.

      Olivia, on the other hand, had kept many of her concerns hidden from her younger sister.

      She’d protected Louella from them.

      Which was why she hadn’t mentioned anything of Luke Smith before the wedding and now she hesitated in sharing details of her run-ins—encounters? Trysts? — with Gabriel.

      Lord Kingsley.

      A drop of ink fell off the tip of the pen, splashing the paper.

      The Smith children are proving a considerable challenge and each day that Eliza and I spend taking care of them, I marvel that Mrs. Smith would have been solely in charge of their care.

      She dipped the pen again. Louella would not approve of Mr. Smith’s suit of Olivia. Since she became engaged to Stanton, Louella had gotten it into her head that she could bring Olivia into Society so that she could experience a Season.

      She had great hopes of Olivia landing a genteel husband in the process.

      The idea, in theory, seemed tempting, but when contemplated seriously, Olivia experienced all of the doubts that had been well-founded before she’d attended the prewedding ball.

      If only she could go to London and remain invisible. She’d visit as many museums, parks, and bookstores as one possibly could. She’d eat ices from the famous Gunter’s and spend an evening at Vauxhall Gardens tasting strawberries and drinking champagne.

      If only she could do it outside of the watchful eyes of Society.

      With a future duchess for a sister, that could never happen now. The thought of exposing herself to others, like those who’d been gossiping in the ladies’ retiring room at Ashton Acres, was enough to keep her in hiding.

      Even some of the locals, folks who’d known her all of her life, still stared at her curiously.

      But there were far fewer of them.

      “Lord Kingsley is here to see you.” Olivia hadn’t heard Mary open the door and peek inside, but in no way could escape the inquisitiveness behind her gaze. “Would you like me to send him in?”

      Olivia glanced around the small parlor and bit her lip. Having him sit with her in a parlor, just the two of them, was not something her mother or father would ever have approved of. That being said…

      They resided in the big manor up the hill and she’d been sent away with only her maid for company. The rules of Society had become a nebulous, abstract set of guidelines… for other people to follow. If a tree fell, in the forest, and no one was there to hear… did it make any sound? She grimaced.

      Her parents disapproved of her regardless.

      “Please do.” She shrugged.

      Mary raised her brows and then backed out of the room. A moment later, heavy footsteps approached, and then Lord Kingsley’s imposing figure appeared in the open doorway.

      Gabriel.

      Likely he appeared much differently in the country than when he was in London. Here to pay attention to mining operations, he tended to leave off his jacket and wore his sleeves folded back.

      “Do you not keep a valet?” The question escaped before she thought to ask him to sit or say ‘hello’ even.

      He grinned. “If I did, I imagine he’d be in disgrace.” He, too, eschewed proper etiquette and after a quick bow in her direction, approached and lowered himself into a chair conveniently placed facing her desk.

      “Why don’t you?” She closed the cap on the ink and set her pen aside. Three days had passed since he’d returned her home, in a wrinkled and damp gown with her hair tumbling about her shoulders.

      After seeing her return in such dishabille, it was a wonder Mary allowed him in the house at all.

      Crossing one foot over the other, Gabriel laughed. “I imagine I’ll have to once I settle down.”

      “When do you intend to settle down?” He was the same age as Stanton, she believed. “It’s not as though you’re such a very young man.”

      He laughed. “I imagine after I’ve married. I’ll have to hire a valet then, wouldn’t want to embarrass my wife after all.” He toggled his eyebrows teasingly. “And it’s not as though I’m as ancient as all that.”

      Olivia caught his gaze but then quickly averted it again. The last time she’d seen him she’d kissed him… and more. She’d opened herself up to him as no lady ever would.

      And then he leaned back and studied her through narrowed eyes. “You’ve been spending time at the Smith household again, I hear.”

      He was relentless!

      “I’ve made it a point to leave early in the afternoons, before he returns.” Not because Gabriel had encouraged her to avoid Mr. Smith but because she was growing less and less certain that her marrying the newly widowed fellow was a good idea. “Is that why you’ve come today?” As happy as she was to see him, she was also a little annoyed. “Because I don’t require a keeper.”

      “Did we not establish that the two of us were friends? And do not friends visit and inquire as to one another’s wellbeing on occasion?” He tilted his head with a coaxing grin. “I’m doing well, Miss Redfield. Thank you for asking.”

      Absurd! This man was absurd.

      She couldn’t help but laugh at his antics.

      “Very well, My Lord. I’m fine as well. How fares work up at the mine?” The minute she asked the question, the teasing light left his eyes and his smile faded into a shadow.

      Despite herself, she stiffened. She’d been reassured over and over by Louella, Eliza, and even Eliza’s brother that the notion of a curse was nothing more than foolishness, and yet, a shiver ran down her spine at the look on Gabriel’s face.

      “Why doesn’t Crawford halt production? It will do no good for him if something goes wrong.” Olivia was no stranger to the mine’s history. At times, as much as she hated the thought, she felt intimately connected to it.

      He ran a hand through his hair. “We’ve managed to channel most of the water out the back, but Mr. Compton located another leak today, and I’d like to wait for the ground to dry before proceeding again.” His jaw ticked a few times. “Crawford…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I don’t want to burden you with any of this.”

      And she’d rather not know of it but… “Is that not what friends do? Share one another other’s burdens?”

      He slid a sideways glance at her. “Why would any lady wish to know of such manly pursuits?”

      Why indeed? “You do me a disservice. You do all of womankind a disservice. If the mine fails, then it is the women who remain to pick up the pieces. The women who will raise fatherless sons and daughters.”

      “And if women are raising fatherless sons and daughters, it will be on my conscience.”

      “I did not intend to shame you.”

      “I know.” He shook his head and then forced a smile. “I came because…” He blinked a few times. “I suppose because I missed your face.”

      Nothing he could have said would have surprised her more. Because she had missed his face, too, and other parts as well. And she’d only been annoyed with him for waiting to show up in her life again for all of three long days.

      And all of this ought to bother her a great deal.

      But he’d said he missed her.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel had not meant to tell her that he missed her. But he’d craved her essence in hopes that it would drown out the turmoil he faced daily now at that blasted mine.

      He’d stayed away intentionally, expecting his attraction to her would fade from his memory. He’d been utterly wrong.

      Instead of feeling less of her pull each day, he’d thought of her more. He’d fought and won the battle to steer clear of her home for two afternoons.

      He’d lost the battle today.

      “Would you care for some tea?” She rose her brows, and it dawned on him that this was the first time he’d seen Olivia Redfield concern herself with the manners that came with genteel living.

      She charmed him either way. “I would love some tea, if it isn’t any trouble.”

      Olivia barely began to rise from her chair when the door opened, and her maid stepped in. “I’ll bring some right in, Miss Redfield.” She gave an awkward nod in his direction. “My Lord.”

      Olivia dropped back into her chair and shuffled a few papers. “I was writing a letter to Louella. And then this evening, I planned on reading the last few chapters of Mary Shelly’s book. Have you read it? Frankenstein. I can only read it in the daytime, or when Mary is nearby to keep me from becoming jumpy. And yet the book is about so much more than the monster.”

      He had read the book. Not anything he’d expect a lady to read.

      He should know better where Olivia was concerned.

      “I was most pleased to obtain one of the original five hundred copies printed.” He didn’t mean to sound boastful, but he’d considered it quite a feat. “Tell me, if it is not about a monster, and death and horror, then what is it about?”

      “It is a warning. Not against progress but the motivation behind it.” She met his gaze, animated by the topic, and her left eye wavered in a distinctly different direction than her right, which seemed focused upon him.

      And it struck him then that she didn’t often meet his gaze for more than a second or two.

      “Progress is wonderful. It lessens the workload for some, and in medicine, can hopefully come to save numerous people’s lives. But it must be undertaken for the right reasons. Not for greed, or for fame, or evil. When it is managed for the good, it is good, but when done for the wrong purposes, it can result in something horrible.”

      “Frankenstein’s monster.”

      “Indeed.”

      He asked her a few questions about passages she’d read that caused her to reason through the book thusly, and then he showed her a few of his own favorites. They continued right on talking after Olivia’s maid had delivered the tea and sandwiches and left. When he glanced out the window, he was surprised to see the sunlight glowing orange and purples and blues, already low on the horizon.

      Olivia raised her hand to her mouth. “I didn’t mean to go on so,” she apologized, but he was just as guilty.

      “I’m the one who has imposed.” The friendly comradeship they’d shared over the last hour turned into something less comfortable. Less comfortable but no less a result of the attraction between them.

      But he’d promised himself he’d not make any further physical advances toward her.

      When he rose, she awkwardly pushed her own chair back and followed suit. “You have not imposed.” And she smiled at him. “Friends cannot impose upon one another.”

      He longed to reach out and touch the wayward hair that fell along the curve of her cheek. In the soft light coming from the window, her hair seemed to glow a golden color and her eyes reflected all the violets of the twilight sky.

      And she met his gaze boldly. Unafraid and unashamed.

      He swallowed hard. “Goodnight, Olivia.” At his backward step, she blinked and then shuttered her gaze once again.

      “Goodnight, Gabriel.” He hated that she dropped her gaze to the floor. But if he were to take even one step toward her, he’d likely ruin everything.

      He’d nearly ruined their friendship in the water. He’d nearly ruined her.

      And it had been exquisite but... he was in no position to offer promises… or even hint at any.

      Already, Stanton would likely call him out for what he’d done.

      “Don’t stay too late at Smith’s tomorrow. In fact, why don’t I collect you around noon? We’ll go on another picnic.”

      She glanced up from the floor and tilted her head. “Why, Gabriel?”

      He knew what she asked. And damn his eyes, he could never give her the answer she sought...

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly.

      And yet still, she nodded. “Tomorrow then.”

      With a wave, he made his own way out of the small house on the edge of her father’s property.

      Later that night, as he laid on the small mattress provided for him in the hunter’s cottage at Ashton Acres, he considered the opinions she’d stated about Mary Shelly’s book.

      And then an icy cold seemed to flow through his veins.

      Was Stanton’s mine to become his very own Frankenstein? He hoped not. Gabriel was already making enough of a mess here in Misty Brooke.
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      A Hole in the Hill

      

      “I’d like to see the mine,” Olivia surprised Gabriel by saying after climbing up and settling herself onto the high-perched bench of the shiny red vehicle he’d borrowed once again for the afternoon.

      Ah, the cursed mine!

      Another leak had broken through the back end, and they’d had to evacuate for the afternoon. They’d managed to stem the flow, but the water needed to drain off.

      “Now?” He’d offered to take her before, and she’d declined.

      “I… want to be able to see it. Perhaps then I can think of it as simply a mine and not…” He waited but she didn’t finish her statement.

      Had she been going to call it a curse? He supposed this afternoon would be as good a time as any, especially with the workers having all been sent home early.

      Good Lord but Crawford had been vexed when he’d heard of yet another delay.

      “Unless you had somewhere else in mind. Not swimming,” she added.

      He grimaced. “Your wish is my command.” He flicked the ribbons and then turned the horses in the opposite direction. He explained about the leaks, the postponements, and the frayed tempers. “But it should be relatively quiet now.”

      She held herself stiffly. And whereas before she’d grasped his arm for security, today she held tightly to the edge of the bench.

      Perhaps for the best.

      And this was another day he could satisfy himself that Smith would not be issuing her a formal proposal. “You are still not considering marrying him, are you?” He needn’t explain who he referred to. It was possible she understood him as well as he understood her. Most of the time anyhow. There were all those other things about her that he couldn’t quite comprehend.

      Like what she was thinking when that faraway look came into her eyes.

      Her genuine feelings about living alone on the edge of her father’s property.

      And how she could ever imagine she’d be happy married to a man who would likely keep her large with child and worn down from the care of them—all the while with no assistance in feeding and cleaning and meeting her husband’s other needs…

      He could hardly bear such a thought.

      Everything within him protested at the idea of her turning out like the first Mrs. Smith.

      “I haven’t had reason to contemplate it much lately.” And then she turned to stare at him in that curious way she did. “Do you think Mr. Smith will give up on the idea?

      He glanced sideways, skimming his gaze from the top of her head, past her delicate features, not to even mention her brilliant eyes, to her chest, the inward curve of her waist and then back to her face again.

      “Most doubtful, Miss Redfield,” he said, which drew a sullen frown. “Did you think you could merely absent yourself a few days and he’d set his heart on somebody else?”

      “This has nothing to do with his heart,” she inserted.

      Assaulted by the memory of her body pressed against his, he gave her an honest answer. “You are likely correct on that point.”

      He did not glance over this time but assumed she was either blushing profusely or rolling her eyes at him.

      They both sat, lost in their own thoughts, as he drove for nearly a mile and then turned onto a more rugged but recently maintained dirt road.

      “How far is it?” she finally asked into the silence.

      “A mile and a half but it’s all uphill.” The road became narrow and steep in a few sections. Despite driving it dozens of times since coming to Misty Brooke, he was determined to be extra cautious with her for a passenger.

      “I feel sometimes as though it’s loomed over me for most of my life. Of course, I don’t believe that my eye is a curse, but I have wondered sometimes if I’ve been cursed by the mine.”

      He didn’t know exactly how to respond to that, and so he simply focused on avoiding the ruts in the road and staying away from the drop off that was quite steep at times.

      “I never got an inkling as to my father’s belief until Will died. William Elwood Harlan Redfield, my parents’ pride and joy. He barely made it to the age of eight. He was a monster of a child, but he was our brother. My parents were never the same after his death.”

      She hadn’t been so forthcoming about any of this before, so Gabriel remained silent. She was in an odd mood this morning, almost as though she needed to tell him, tell anyone her thoughts.

      “Our parents withdrew from us… from life. It seemed as though Louella and I had ceased to exist for them, along with our brother. And then one day, my mother directed Mary to pack my belongings.”

      “How old were you when your brother died?”

      “I was nearly ten and seven. I was supposed to be the one watching out for him. He was always a sickly child but had been feeling better that spring, so Louella and I were allowed to take him outside. He ended up falling into the water and never recovered from the chill. Father blamed me. I should have been watching him closer—”

      He was beginning to grasp where her narrative was leading.

      “You cannot have had anything to do with his death. If he took ill, you could have done nothing to make him well.”

      “It was shortly after William’s death that my father began restoring the dower house, where I live. I know it makes no sense at all. I don’t believe in curses or other such nonsense. But… I can never be certain.”

      Gabriel drew the horses to a halt and then turned to face her. “Look at me.” He reached out and folded her hands between his much larger ones. She stared down for a moment before tilting up her chin and meeting his gaze full on.

      He never failed to be affected by her eyes. In the morning sun, the color reminded him of a sparkling amethyst. Her left eye held particularly steady, wavering only slightly.

      “There is no curse. There is only poor engineering, bad decisions, and sometimes plain and simple bad luck. You are simply a young woman who isn’t exactly the same as everyone else. And that is a good thing—a wonderful thing.” He shook his head, always taken aback by her utter lack of conceit. “I can’t believe you don’t recognize how beautiful you are.”

      She swallowed hard and then bit her bottom lip.

      He couldn’t resist. One small kiss. It would not go too far. It could not, as they were sitting on a narrow road and the horses would soon be restless.

      She sighed the sweetest sound as he claimed her.

      All his focus homed in on the soft flesh beneath his mouth and the fragile hands grasped in his, as those were the only two points of contact between them.

      How was it that her breath, mingled with his, tasted so familiar, and yet so perfect? And he savored her all the more knowing he’d likely never taste her again.

      She tilted her head, parting her lips, and Gabriel swept his tongue inside.

      “Gabriel.” He barely made out her whisper.

      Sweet torment.

      He removed one of his hands from hers and reached up to caress her cheek, and then reluctantly ended the kiss.

      He would someday be considered a saint for not attempting to take this further. “Absolutely beautiful,” he whispered huskily.

      She stared at him, a million questions lurking behind his favorite eyes in the world. And his answers were all wrong. She’d torture him if she spoke them aloud.

      He forced himself to drag his gaze back to the road and lifted the ribbons once again.

      What was he doing? What had he been thinking?

      As he drove, he could not help but recall the conversation he’d had with Stanton just before the wedding. Miss Redfield isn’t like other ladies. In addition to the fact that my fiancée dotes on her sister, keep in mind that the young woman has been isolated from Society. She’s the daughter of a viscount but has no prospects. If you dallied with her, she might build… expectations that you are unable to fill.

      Are you warning me off? Gabriel remembered his brash dismissal of his friend’s advice. And what had Stanton replied in response?

      Damn straight I am.

      He ought to have heeded Stanton’s warning.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia noticed a change in Gabriel immediately after he kissed her. Her dear friend, the man who’d called her beautiful and touched her so tenderly only moments before, had suddenly been replaced with a cold and distant stranger. She did not imagine it. The very air between them turned brittle and cold.

      Neither spoke until he pulled the horses to a halt at the mine. “It doesn’t look like much, does it?” She made an attempt to lure him back to her.

      Two imposingly hefty gentlemen stood outside the boarded-up opening that protruded from what seemed like nothing more than a mound against the hill. Large metal contraptions with wheels were parked around in an orderly fashion, and she could hear the sound of trickling water in the distance.

      “The work takes place inside,” Gabriel answered in a stilted voice. “Can you excuse me a moment?” And then he strode away from her to discuss something with the men who appeared to be standing guard.

      Olivia shivered but decided to explore on her own.

      The ground was uneven, and as she approached the mine itself, the dirt was damp and then outright mud. At least she’d worn proper footwear today.

      She glanced toward Gabriel again.

      He’d regretted kissing her. One moment, she’d been wrapped in the cocoon of his embrace, and the next, she’d been… alone. More alone than she’d thought possible.

      Had she done something wrong? Or did his change in demeanor have something to do with the mine?

      Or the curse?

      She chastised herself. There is no curse.

      As she watched him speak with the men, he gestured toward the opening, pulled back a few boards, and all of them disappeared into the dark cave.

      This structure was nothing more than a manmade project. It had nothing to do with a curse, hex, or anything remotely supernatural.

      And yet men had died for it. The lure of the gold seemed more powerful than life itself.

      A gust of wind swept up the hillside, causing her to grasp hold of her bonnet and dress. Had Gabriel wanted her to follow them?

      He hadn’t said anything.

      She glanced from side to side and another tremor swept through her. She would take a quick peek through the opening. They probably hadn’t gone very far.

      “Gabriel?” she called tentatively as she picked her way through the mud.

      No answer met her, so she peeked into the dank cavern. Voices echoed through the rocks and although she could make out their words rather clearly, the darkness wrapped around her eerily.

      “The duke said he didn’t care if the workers were swimming in mud. Said he wanted to see movement up here first thing in the morning.”

      “Did he come inside? Did you show him what we’re dealing with?” She could easily tell Gabriel’s voice apart from the others. He spoke in a commanding tone that he’d never used with her.

      She’d thought she knew him. He’d shared his concerns with her, his fears…

      “He wouldn’t come in, My Lord,” the other man answered. “Just marched around all angry like, how he usually does.”

      “Blasted fool.” And more muffled curses followed in Gabriel’s voice.

      Olivia stepped to the side so that some daylight might shine in, and what she saw seemed unimpressive at best.

      Dirt, rocks, and wood. No goblins, ghosts, or curses in sight.

      The temperature was cooler in here though, and it felt damp and smelled musty. She’d intended to try to follow Gabriel, but her limbs refused to move any farther inside.

      It’s only a mine. Dirt. Rocks. A hole in the side of the earth.

      And now she wanted to go back outside but had somehow become frozen in place. An odd terror had taken hold of her limbs, rendering them useless.

      She heard the men shuffling again, and then let out a piercing scream when something black and shiny the size of a rat flew past her face.

      Released from her temporary paralysis, she clamored back out the opening and gasped for fresh air. In the distance, the creature fluttered its wings just before disappearing into a copse of trees.

      A bat. It had only been a bat. Her heart was still racing when Gabriel appeared by her side.

      “Are you hurt? You scared me half to death.” But he didn’t touch her. He searched her eyes, and she vaguely noticed he had a streak of mud along his jaw.

      “You have something—” Without thinking, she reached up to wipe at it, and he jerked back.

      He did not welcome her touch.

      “Why did you scream?” he demanded, sounding almost harsh.

      “It was nothing,” she said through this strange form of pain he’d inflicted. “A bat. It was nothing.”
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel closed his eyes in relief. He’d never moved so fast as when her scream echoed all throughout the bowels of the mine. She’d sounded as though she was inside and could have been around any corner.

      He’d never wanted her anywhere near this hellhole. He’d wash his hands of the project completely if not for the promise he’d made.

      “Will you take me home now?” She looked prim and proper standing there in her bonnet, gloved hands folded together at her waist. “I think I did not wish to see the mine after all.”

      He’d had a picnic made up by the cook at Ashton Acres and they’d barely just arrived, but something in her voice had him nodding. “Your wish is my command.” Only this time, his tone lacked all the promise it had carried earlier. He smiled grimly as she turned without him to march toward the vehicle.

      Perhaps, without even trying, he’d answered her questions after all.

      And the answer was not what either of them wanted it to be.
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      A Formal Proposal

      

      Olivia refused to dwell on whatever it was that had happened between her and Gabriel Fellowes since Louella’s wedding. Because whatever it had been, now that it seemed to have ended, it stung.

      No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel.

      She’d known all along that any interest he showed in her could never lead to anything substantial—anything real. He was an earl, and something of a rakish one at that. He’d admitted himself that he wasn’t yet prepared to settle down.

      And when he did, he would do so properly. He’d hire a valet, he’d told her, in order to keep up appearances.

      Appearances. He’d want a wife who wasn’t flawed, or cursed, or whatever it was that kept Olivia separated from Society. He’d want a wife who wouldn’t produce children who might be equally flawed.

      Not that Olivia wouldn’t love her own child with every part of her heart, but she couldn’t bear it if her husband could not love it. Or wanted to hide it.

      She should have heeded Eliza’s warning.

      Perhaps, someday, she could look back and remember without feeling so melancholy. For today, she’d not look back on it at all.

      “Good morning!” She swung open the door to the Smiths’ cottage with a forced cheerfulness, expecting to be greeted by Eliza, but instead, found herself face to face with Mr. Luke Smith himself.

      In one arm, he jostled baby Harvey in the way Olivia had done many times herself, and with his free hand, he spooned out some sort of blackened substance onto three small plates for his other children.

      She paused. “I’m sorry for interrupting. I thought Eliza would be here, or perhaps Mrs. Markham.” She went to back out the door, but he sent her a pleading look.

      “Mrs. Markham is ill,” he explained. “Miss Cline said she would return this evening.”

      He was at a total loss, the poor man. Taking a second look at the contents of the pan, Olivia decided she could not leave him to fend for himself. Ignoring her reluctance to spend time alone with the handsome widow, she stepped inside and closed the door firmly behind her.

      While doing what she could for this poor family, she’d not have any time to allow herself to wallow in self-pitying thoughts.

      “Sit down, Mr. Smith.” She shooed him from the stove. “Has Harvey drank his milk yet?”

      “His milk? Miss Crone didn’t say…”

      Olivia searched around the room until her gaze landed on the feeding apparatus. Empty. “Pat him on the back in case he has air inside.”

      “Are you here to cook for us?” One of the twins tugged at her skirt.

      The oldest, who was all of eight years old, Luke Jr, stared at her sullenly, which had been his normal expression ever since his mother died.

      “Pa already gave you something,” Luke Jr. reminded his younger brother.

      Olivia studied the pan more closely. Could this black clumpy substance have once been potatoes? She confirmed her suspicions with a sniff and then wrinkled her nose.

      This food was not fit for man nor beast.

      Over the next hour, she made herself busy, sending Luke Jr. to the pen to see if the chickens had any eggs for them, cleaning the pan, cutting new potatoes and eventually cooking up an entirely new meal.

      By the time Mr. Smith returned from the chores he’d attended to in order to sit down and eat, Harvey had long fallen asleep, the twins were reading together from a book she’d brought them—studying the pictures anyhow— and Luke Jr. had disappeared outside to do whatever it is eight-year-old boys like to do when left alone.

      “Smells like heaven,” he announced as she removed the heavy pan from the stove. “Looks a whole lot better than what I made up earlier.” The smile he sent her showed an abundance of appreciation.

      He dug into the food practically before Olivia could set it onto the table. And she found it enjoyable, she admitted to herself, to see her handiwork consumed so enthusiastically.

      “Thank you again, Miss Redfield.” Mr. Smith caught her eye as she added another helping to his plate.

      Was this what her life would be like if she married him? She’d been so busy all morning that she hadn’t had a chance to hardly think about Gabriel.

      Nor the way his black as night eyes crinkled when he smiled.

      The warm tingling sensation she felt when he laughed.

      The taste of his mouth.

      Her heart squeezed.

      One part of her wished he’d never come into her life at all and another part knew she’d treasure his kisses, smiles, and laughter well into her old age.

      It was almost as though she’d fallen in love with him.

      She jerked up at the thought, nearly losing her grip on the heavy pan.

      She was not. She could not be.

      Foolishness. And yet she had to turn away from Luke Smith in order to blink away the stinging behind her eyes.

      I cannot love him!

      Mr. Smith approached from behind and removed the pan from her grasp. “This is awfully heavy for such a little lady. You’ve already done so much.” And then he cleared his throat. “I realize none of this,” he gestured around his small home, “is your responsibility. The least I can do is help with the washing up.”

      “I’m sure you do enough, Mr. Smith. It’s not necessary…” She kept her gaze averted from him as she blinked the tears away.

      He dropped a hand on her arm. “It’s necessary that you don’t work yourself too hard. I realize you weren’t born for this sort of life.”

      Olivia froze for an instant. Despite her concerns, it seemed he was well aware that she must have once had very different expectations. The tone of his voice had been respectful, gentle, and… caring.

      “I’m sturdy enough.” But it was he who lifted the large kettle of boiling water and poured it into the basin for washing. And he did not stop with that.

      Taking one of the clean linens, he dried dishes and placed them on the shelf after she washed and rinsed.

      “Lord Kingsley promised he’d have the mine opened up tomorrow. And he ensured we’d all be paid a full week’s wages despite the stoppage,” he volunteered.

      Olivia didn’t want to hear about the mine. She hated the mine.

      She hated it.

      “He’s a fair employer,” was all she could manage.

      “Not all bosses are the same. And I don’t mind admitting that I’m not looking forward to his departure. Stanton will be in charge then. No guarantee he won’t be the same as his father.” And then he seemed to remember her connection. “My apologies, ma’am. I forgot your sister married the marquess.”

      “If what my sister has to say on the matter carries any weight, he’ll be equally as fair as the earl.”

      “That’s good to hear,” he commented casually, and then went on to tell her about a plan he had to add another room to his small home. His gruff voice sounded matter of fact as he spoke of his livelihood, his day-to-day concerns, his plans for the future.

      The thought struck her that Mr. Smith was attempting to make conversation––showing her how things might be if she were to take him up on his offer.

      The gesture, oddly enough, was nearly as comforting as it was unsettling.

      Not once had Gabriel ever mentioned his plans for when Stanton returned. He spoke a little of his family, but the only time he’d mentioned settling down had been when she’d asked him about a valet.

      Mr. Smith wanted to show Olivia a life he could provide for her. He wanted to assure her of his intentions.

      Gabriel’s pursuit had all been defined as nothing more than friendship. He’d never once given her any indication that he wished to make her any promises for the future.

      Not that she’d expected any, but if she were to be truly honest with herself; she had hoped.

      Foolishness! Of course, he would not!

      She’d nearly given herself to him when they’d gone swimming.

      Olivia’s fingertips brushed Mr. Smith’s much larger, weather-roughened hands, as he took a plate from her. She wondered that she didn’t feel that spark of life, that breathtaking connection she felt whenever she was with Gabriel.

      Luke Smith will never break my heart.

      “You’ve been away when I returned home every day this past week. I wondered if perhaps I’d done or said something to offend you?” He’d stopped wiping at the plate in his hands and addressed her somberly.

      “Of course not, Mr. Smith.” Had she hurt him? Gabriel had said he didn’t believe Luke Smith’s heart was involved in his suit. Had he merely been applying his own feelings to poor Mr. Smith? “You’ve been nothing but kind.” Lifting her lashes, she forced herself to smile.

      He blinked. Flicked his gaze from her left eye to her right and then back to her left, then turned away as though intent upon drying the plate again.

      This wasn’t the first time somebody had averted their eyes away from her. It was a natural response for many. They didn’t know which eye to look into.

      The only person other than Louella who hadn’t shied away from looking into her eyes had been—

      Stop it, Olivia Redfield! He’s no more! He’s not for you! Friends indeed! There could be no such thing between us. Not after—

      “I’ve been meaning to ask you a question. If you’ll remember, I spoke with your father a while back.”

      She bit her lip and nodded. The moment had finally come. She could live her life pining for Gabriel Fellowes, a gentleman who would offer her charm and pleasure and steal her away from the hardships of everyday life.

      And then abandon her.

      Or she could take the step of marrying Luke Smith: a man of strong character, one who was willing to speak of the future, commit himself to her for a lifetime—a man who needed her desperately.

      Gabriel Fellowes could provide immediate pleasure, but in doing so, would leave her a lifetime of pain. Was it possible he already had?

      “Anyhow, If you’ll—“

      “Yes, I’ll marry you. That is, if you still want to.” Gabriel could berate her for being all kinds of a fool, and yet he’d failed to understand the reality of her position in life.

      Much as Louella had.

      This time, it was Mr. Smith’s turn to nearly drop a dish. “Uh. Yes. That’s exactly what I was meaning to ask you.” And then he glanced toward the opposite side of the room, toward Harvey in his handmade cradle. The other three boys had slipped outside and were likely rolling in dirt or mud or something worse that would require pulling out the laundry tub later.

      “I’m not a good bargain for you, Miss Redfield, I’m well aware. But I want you to know I’ll do all I can to take good care of you.” He stared at her intently with brilliant green eyes. “And I’d like to kiss you, but with Mavis having been buried not but a month ago, I don’t think it would be proper.”

      Olivia dropped her gaze, feeling more than a little awkward. She merely reached out and grasped the back of his hand. “I understand.”

      “May I have your permission, then, to ask Vicar Cline to announce the banns this Sunday? By the time he’s gone through all those, it ought to be fine, don’t you think?” And then he grinned at her.

      Olivia’s smile froze upon her face. “Um. Yes.”

      Dear God, what had she done?
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        * * *

      

      Eliza arrived less than an hour later, and Mr. Smith excused himself to take care of some chores outside. Although Olivia normally would have shared all her news, as well as her misgivings with her friend, she couldn’t bring herself to say the actual words out loud.

      If Olivia had shared the news of her engagement, of course, Eliza would have been proud of her, told her she was making a sensible decision. Although she’d not expressed her censure again at Olivia’s unseemly adventures with Lord Kingsley, her normally friendly companion had withheld her approval in subtle ways.

      Mrs. Markham would be thrilled to hear of Olivia’s decision to marry Mr. Smith as well.

      Olivia winced inwardly as she imagined her sister’s response.

      Louella was going to lash her up one side and down the other with blistering recriminations.

      By deciding to marry Mr. Smith, Olivia would never again be expected to attend any balls or teas, or pretend to fit in with other lofty individuals. She would spend all of her energy caring for sweet baby Harvey and perhaps learn to eventually draw a smile from Luke Junior.

      She would be appreciated. She would belong.

      She’d made the right decision. These children would have a mother. Her father would no longer be required to provide for her needs. She’d cease to be his curse.

      And Louella could go forth in her new marriage without the constraint of worrying over her older sister.

      Olivia untied her apron, hung it on the hook, and then swept her gaze around the front room of the small cottage again. This would be her home.

      She’d no longer be able to keep Mary with her and would have to help her longtime companion find employment elsewhere.

      Olivia attempted to inhale deeply but could only draw in a small amount of air.

      Her mother might be willing to move Mary back to the main residence.

      A small corner of the room sat empty. Perhaps Olivia could make room for her library there. She’d need to cull it considerably though.

      When would she read? After all the children had gone to bed? After she’d completed all the chores that would be required of her? She might be too tired by then, and her husband would expect her to fulfill other marital expectations.

      Her blood turned to ice and sweat broke out on her brow.

      She shuddered, feeling as though something heavy was now sitting upon her chest.

      She could not go back on her answer. She’d already given him her word.

      Reluctant to run into Mr. Smith—her fiancé—again, she waved a quick goodbye to Eliza and practically sprinted out the door and down the path toward the main road.

      She’d made the right decision. She had!

      Then why were her hands shaking and why had her mouth gone dry? Cold feet already?

      A wave of dizziness had her stopping and leaning against the trunk of a large tree. This would pass. She hadn’t eaten anything yet today. She’d been too distraught initially, and then later too busy, and too…

      She didn’t know what she’d been.

      With her eyes closed, she leaned into the tree, undaunted by the sharp edges of bark biting into her hands.

      She could run away to London. Or farther. She could board a ship for America.

      Deep breaths. Deep breaths.

      “Olivia?”

      Please, no!

      “Go away.” She didn’t want to see him right now. She didn’t want to see him ever again. Hadn’t he done enough to upend her life already? The last person she wanted to talk to, in the world, at this moment, was the one person who would cause her to question the decision she’d made today.

      The one person who’d essentially compelled her to make it.

      Before he’d kissed her at the mine, he might have stepped closer, perhaps placed a hand upon her shoulder. He had been a friend. She practically choked on the sob that threatened to escape.

      Because they had been friends.
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      Temptation

      

      At first, he’d thought she was ill. But her shoulders were shaking slightly. And she’d begged him to go away between a few poorly disguised sniffles.

      He’d been on his way to Luke Smith’s home—legitimate business today—but could not leave her alone like this.

      At times, he wondered if he would be able to leave her at all… when the time came. Only he hadn’t a choice.

      “Olivia.” He jammed his hands into the pockets of his jacket.

      “Don’t.” She wiped at her eyes but refused to look him in the face.

      “You are upset.” A brilliant observation on his part. “Has someone caused you offense?” And then, feeling a moment of black anger, asked, “Smith?”

      At last, she raised her gaze to meet his. “No one has caused me grief, My Lord.”

      “How is it you can make those two words sound more insulting than anything I ever called you in the past?” He narrowed his eyes. “If that’s the case, why are you crying?” It wasn’t fair of him to demand any sort of explanation from her, and yet, he couldn’t help himself.

      “I’m crying.” She lifted her chin obstinately, the same as she’d done on numerous occasions with him before. “I am crying because I am… happy.”

      “Right.” He stared at her levelly, noting that her left eye was moving more than usual. “If this is your idea of happiness, I’d certainly hate to come upon you when you’re upset.”

      She sent him an annoyed scowl and then went to pass by him.

      Not thinking if it was proper, or even fair, he reached out and grasped her arm. He did not expect the violent outburst of her response.

      “Let me go!” She tugged away with surprising strength. “Can you not simply leave me be? I’m a person, you realize? Not a toy, or, or some lowly creature here on earth to entertain you while you’re not otherwise occupied with that blasted mine. I do have feelings, you know. You inconsiderate, addlepated, arrogant…!”

      Her face had flushed red, causing her eyes to flash brighter than normal. Her chest heaved as she blasted him with her anger. What kind of a man was he that she aroused him even now while pummeling him with her insults?

      “What are you smiling about?” Her eyes narrowed.

      “Come, now, Olivia. Tell me what the matter is.” He released her arm in the hope that she wouldn’t take off running.

      He was in no mood to go chasing after this alluring piece of muslin, but dash it all, he would if necessary.

      Best not to examine why.

      “We are friends, are we not?” His question only seemed to anger her further.

      “The kind of friends who kiss one another? Oh, but wait. You are also the kind of friend who goes hot and cold whenever it’s most convenient for you. I can do just fine without friends like that.”

      He should have known that her mood would have had something to do with his boorish behavior the last time they’d been together. He’d just been so frustrated by all of it. His cock, hell, his heart and his head––all of them seemed to be waging a war with his emotions for this chit.

      And then the guards at the mine had informed him that Crawford was cutting corners in regard to safety matters.

      Damn Stanton for putting him in this situation. Only, he couldn’t really blame his friend. Gabriel had offered to stay, after all.

      The only bright spot in the middle of all of this had been Olivia.

      Lovely-eyed Livvy.

      Only he was beginning to believe she had become more of a complication than he’d initially anticipated.

      Not a complication. A lovely, enticing young woman that, if he wasn’t careful, could land one hell of a blow to his heart.

      “I’m sorry.” There was nothing else that he could say. “Won’t you forgive me? Again?” Had she ever forgiven him for all his other transgressions? “Might we try to be friends again?”

      But she was shaking her head. “I can no longer go gallivanting off alone with you. My…” She turned her head away, and he didn’t quite catch what she had said.

      In listening to her mumbling, an alarm bell sounded in his mind when he thought he’d deciphered something that sounded alarmingly close to the word ‘fiancé.’

      “Pardon me?”

      “Although my father doesn’t seem to care one way or the other, I believe that my fiancé would not appreciate me being alone with another unmarried gentleman, even at the adamant assertion that said gentleman is nothing more to me than a friend.”

      “Fiancé, Olivia?”

      Again, with that little lift of her chin. “Mr. Smith has proposed today, and I have accepted.”

      “I fail to come calling for three days and you betroth yourself to him?”

      “It’s none of your concern.”

      He rather felt as though she’d slapped him. Or kneed him. Because she spoke the truth. What right did he have to interfere in her life? He’d offered her nothing, despite compromising her horribly.

      The truth always hit harder than mere insults.

      If she wanted to tie herself to a life of hard labor, who the hell was he to advise her against it?

      Anger, unlike anything he’d known in years, threatened to unleash itself onto her tiny blonde self. “You’re a fool, Olivia,” he bit out.

      Fists at her side, she glared up at him, fire in those brilliant eyes of hers. “You speak as though my future is as full of promise as yours. Not only are you a male but a gentleman! An earl! I wish that for one moment you could step into my shoes and know the life of a woman, a flawed woman. Perhaps then you might understand what it’s like to be set aside—by my father, my mother—I know Louella has the best of intentions but it’s only right that she devotes herself to Stanton and soon she’ll…” Olivia turned away from him. “And now I sound like a self-pitying thankless harpy. Please, Gabriel. I can’t bear it.”

      “Because I am certain to set you aside as well.” The words tasted like bile as they left his mouth.

      She didn’t answer right away. And then she swiped a hand at her eyes and nodded. “Yes.” The word emerged on a harsh whisper.

      Gabriel stepped forward and dropped his hands upon her shoulder. “God, Olivia. Don’t do this!” He turned her around to face him, but she kept her gaze focused on his chin.

      He lifted it, forcing her to meet his eyes. “You’ll regret it.” And then because he couldn’t help himself—again, dishonorable ass that he was—he swooped down and captured her mouth with his.

      At first, she kept her mouth pinched together tightly, but as his tongue slid along the seam of her lips, she relented. He spread his feet wide and dragged her into him with the hand that had snaked around her waist.

      Her hands, which had initially come up to push him away, found their way into his hair and tugged him closer.

      Their teeth clashed as he turned his head to delve deeper into her. It was all he’d ever wanted, since holding her in the darkness of Crawford’s gazebo. He wanted inside of her, all of him, all of her.

      He dragged his mouth down her chin, her throat, and tugged at the bodice of her gown to expose her breasts.

      Creamy and plump, her fragrance enticed him to pull the tip into his mouth. “Olivia.” He sucked, drawing a moan from her, and then grazed her with his teeth. His cock hard, he held her against him. He needed this. He needed her.

      Tasting her had him lost to all reason, lost to the past, the future. Lost to anything but the desire to become one with this tiny sprite of a woman.

      And then she whimpered.

      And then a second, almost silent sob.

      When he glanced up, she stole his breath when a single tear escaped past her lashes and rolled down the sweet curve of her cheek.

      She wanted him. He could drag her into the trees and take her with all the passion that had built over these past few weeks. And yet he’d already hurt her. She’d given freely merely because he’d treated her with some affection.

      Just as Stanton had feared, Gabriel had taken advantage of her innocence.

      He closed his eyes, ashamed, sickened with himself, and then gently drew the material of her bodice upward. “I’m sorry.” The words escaped sounding gruff, filled with more emotion than he’d expected. “You ought to hate me.”

      She stiffened and took one shaky step backward. When he moved to assist her, she threw her hands up as though to ward him off.

      As though she couldn’t bear his nearness.

      “Don’t touch me, Gabriel, ever again.” Her voice wavered, but he paused. It was the least he could do.

      “Olivia.” He had no idea what he could say, his own heart cracking in two.

      She shook her head. “Please! Gabriel!”

      And then without looking back, she pivoted and took off running down the poorly maintained road as though the hounds of hell themselves chased behind her.

      He could not follow.

      Gabriel closed his eyes as an emptiness he didn’t quite understand washed over him. It was better this way. He may be a gentleman, a man of title and wealth, but had acted like the most base of blackguards with her.

      And there was nothing he could do about it. His choices had been taken from him years before.

      Forgetting both his original destination and reason for coming this way, he untethered his mount and whipped himself into the saddle in one fluid motion. She would marry Luke Smith and live a life that would age her twenty years over the next five. He had no right to care.

      He turned his mount toward Ashton Acres and then abruptly changed his mind. He’d spend tonight drinking himself into oblivion at the nearest pub.

      He’d use what freedom he had in his entitled position to erase the image of Olivia Redfield from his mind. If not forever, then at least for tonight.

      And then he’d have a lifetime to wonder what could have been.

      “Hiya!” He urged the horse faster. God damned this blasted burgh. He could hardly wait for Stanton to return. He’d brush the dirt of this place off his boots forever and never return.

      They could have their damn mine. Keep their damn curse.

      And Olivia could have Luke Smith for a husband.

      Because she sure as hell could never have him.
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      The Reality

      

      Olivia ran until the stitch in her side grew so painful she had no choice but to come to a halt, bend over, and catch her breath.

      Gabriel Fellowes would not be coming around again, and the thought brought with it an entirely different pain. The kind that left a void where her heart was supposed to be.

      Since the night of Louella’s ball, he’d treated her… normal. Better than normal. He’d treated her as though she were special. For a few short weeks, he’d managed to bring a spirited sense of joy into her life. If only he hadn’t brought hope along as well.

      Because when hope disappeared, despair took its place.

      He’d shown her a happiness that could never be hers.

      But his greatest sin by far was that the blasted man had made her fall in love with him.

      She closed her eyes, fighting regret that their embrace had not progressed to its natural conclusion. And immediately feeling guilty for that same regret.

      She’d wanted him. She’d wanted him so badly that it hurt. And not just for the physical satisfaction that she suspected it would bring, but because she’d wanted to be one with him! With Gabriel Fellowes, her friend, but the man who also happened to be an earl!

      She might as well have wished to become queen.

      Like a mantra, her father’s words echoed in her ears. No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel.

      Knowing he’d been right… She gasped aloud, the truth bringing with it an almost physical pain.

      Had she stayed a second longer, she might have abandoned her resolve and thrown herself back into his arms. She had little willpower where he was concerned. And that was becoming very, very dangerous.

      When his mouth had captured hers, she’d given in to him in a matter of seconds. And then she’d wanted him to consume her, to fill her with himself.

      Fool, Olivia. Fool.

      She’d nearly ruined herself with one man less than an hour after promising herself to a different one.

      She couldn’t dwell on what she wanted anymore. She’d made a prudent decision for her future and, in doing so, provided herself with a very real purpose. She’d have a family.

      Stop thinking about it. Stop thinking about him, Olivia! She wiped at her eyes angrily.

      Taking on Mr. Smith’s boys would be challenging enough that she’d not have any time to mull over the very real mistake she’d nearly made, who went by the name of Gabriel Fellowes.

      And she’d have a husband.

      She rose from her bent over position, smoothed her skirts, and set to walking at her normal brisk pace.

      She was going to have a home, not one that had been begrudgingly set aside for her to hide in by her father but a home where she was a member of a family. A home where, she hoped, she would find love.

      Not the all-consuming romantic kind that threatened to steal her sanity, but the kind that provided her with a foundation.

      Baby Harvey would be hers to care for, hers to mother.

      She lifted her chin, taking each step with more conviction.

      A new position would have to be found for Mary. The cottage was already bursting at the seams. Olivia would have to get used to doing all the household chores herself. And she was up to the task. She squared her shoulders. Women all over England managed households on their own.

      Having Mary by her side was not really necessary. She’d been a luxury, an extravagance.

      A friend.

      Olivia swallowed hard.

      Her future may not include the Earl of Kingsley, but she’d done the right thing.

      Please God, let me forget these feelings exist!
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, as she laid in the darkness, unbidden memories intruded to weaken her optimistic resolve. She would never forget the passion of the embrace they’d shared today. She’d belonged to him. He’d belonged to her. It had felt that way, anyhow.

      For one shining moment.

      She couldn’t help reliving the sensation of lying in the water, Gabriel’s hands at her back and waist. Or sitting in her small parlor, discussing the possible meanings behind Mary Shelley’s writings.

      Kissing him… tasting him… wanting him to fill her.

      And then she remembered that first night, in the garden. How he’d taken her to see the fountain. He’d intruded quite thoroughly into her world, where she’d find reminders at every turn.

      Lying on the grass, staring into his eyes as he’d traced the dandelion along her lips.

      She moaned a little and rolled onto her side.

      When sleep eventually came, what felt like hours later, rather than bring with it any rest, it assaulted her with images and nightmares.

      At first, the dreams were harmless enough. She was walking in the grass, laughing with Gabriel. And then she was alone. The sunshine turned to darkness, leaving her standing in the mouth of the mine. Gabriel’s voice echoed from deep within, angry and panicked. He was admonishing the duke’s workers below to get out because of the curse. And then a thunderous rumbling shook the ground, followed by masculine shouts and warnings. She backed up against the cold and damp wall as men rushed by her to get to safety, all the while, desperately watching for Gabriel.

      When she turned to go in search of him, rocks and dirt came crashing down. Into her hair, on her arms, the dirt got higher and higher and higher. Just a few feet away, Luke Smith stood talking with Gabriel, completely unconcerned that she was about to be buried alive.

      And then her father was there, handing both men each a handful of money. “You could have been so pretty.” Her mother’s words and voice drifted out of her father’s mouth.

      “Help me!” She struggled to get the words out.

      “Good riddance to the curse,” her father said, causing all of them to turn and watch as the last of the dirt covered her face.

      “Help me!”

      Olivia sat up in her bed, gasping and covered in perspiration. It had only been a dream. Lightning flashed inside her room, and then receding thunder rumbled in the distance.

      A nightmare brought on by the storm no less. Gulping in mouthfuls of air, she glanced outside, relieved to see the clouds moving away, a faded gray light visible in the east. Morning wasn’t far off.

      She could dress and attend to her morning chores before heading over to the Smith household. Even as she climbed out of bed, her knees wobbled, and her hands shook.

      Such a horrid dream!

      She soaked a cloth in the basin of lavender water on the bureau and scrubbed it over her face. Her hands had stopped shaking by now, but the wet cloth could not wash away the unsettling emotions left over from the nightmare. Terror… fear…

      Shame.

      Not bothering to wake her maid, Olivia dressed and then took the next few hours to pull the weeds that had sprung up in her garden. The water had soaked the ground making her task easy although she might have preferred them to put up more of a fight so she could work off some of her frustrations.

      When dark clouds moved in again just before the nuncheon, she gathered her shovel, removed her gloves, and then located Mary, who was putting on some hot water for tea.

      “Will you go to the Smith cottage despite the rain?” the other woman asked.

      “The twins might be afraid of the thunder. Mrs. Markham is there but dealing with all the children together alone is challenging enough when the sun is shining.”

      “You leave me here feeling guilty, I ought to be looking over you, Miss Olivia, but you’re away all day looking after those poor babes.” Mary kept the dower house spotless, though. In addition to laundering all the bedding and clothes, she mended and sewed and dusted and handled anything else that needed attention.

      Olivia hadn’t the heart to inform Mary of her decision to marry Luke Smith. What difference would a few days make?

      “You’ve been dealt a poor hand.” Olivia sipped from the warm glass. “Living down here with me, you’ve managed to take on the tasks of at least three people, rather than simply act as my lady’s maid.”

      Mary could not be much older than Olivia. As a very young girl, she had come to work for her parents just after Will had been born.

      Olivia had already lost Louella; now she would lose Mary as well. She blinked away such melancholy, annoyed with herself for so many mawkish thoughts.

      Mary reached out and patted Olivia’s hand, which had been resting on the table. “I wouldn’t trade you for the world. And I love being with you, you know. We never get bored, do we? We cook, we bake. And together we’ve turned that plot of rocks outside into the most enviable garden in all of England.”

      Olivia had not even considered that she’d have to abandon her garden.

      She’d plant a new one at the Smiths’. One without so many flowers but with more practical harvests.

      She lifted her hand and rubbed at her chest, which suddenly ached for no reason at all.

      “Baby Harvey is still fussy about his milk. And Luke Jr. has yet to smile, I swear.”

      Mary rose and poured more hot water for both of them. “They’ll come around. They aren’t the first to lose their mum, and they won’t be the last.”

      So practical.

      A knocking on the front door had both of them lifting their brows questioningly at one another. Olivia’s heart raced.

      The last time she’d had a visitor, it had been Gabriel. When Olivia bit her lip, Mary rose and disappeared into the foyer.

      A high-pitched panicked voice, followed by Mary’s, speaking in a quieter lower-timbered tone, interrupted the quiet of the morning. Something had happened.

      Mary was leading Freda Whitley into the kitchen, the girl’s face white as a sheet. Pieces of her red hair had escaped her mob cap and extended down her back.

      “Freda, slow down and tell Miss Redfield exactly what you told me.” Mary spoke steadily, but something in her eyes belied the normal calm she always possessed.

      Freda nodded, took a deep breath, and then, “The mine’s caved in. They called the vicar, and he sent word to Luke Smith’s house to tell Miss Cline. She sent me to tell you. Too much rain, there was. They don’t know how many men.” She gasped on a sob. “But there were lots of them down there, mum.”

      Olivia’s heart skipped several beats. “Who was inside?”

      Gabriel!

      “They don’t know, mum.” And then she burst into tears. Mary pulled a handkerchief out of her apron and handed it to the distraught girl before turning to meet Olivia’s gaze.

      “Edgar. My brother Edgar is working up there.” Dear, steady Mary’s eyes swam with tears as well. Olivia handed her handkerchief to Mary.

      “You must go to your mother, Mary. Freda must return to Mr. Smith’s and I’ll fetch my father.” Oh, dear God, Luke Smith was all those children had.

      Olivia could not go to the mine herself. The vague thought that she’d visited the mine just a few days ago taunted her. And those men had seen her. Would they think it was her fault? She could not afford to imagine such madness, though, and thrust it out of her mind. Curses didn’t exist. They did not cause the earth to cave in where water had been eroding it. Nature did. Physics. Poor engineering.

      Gabriel had told her he entered the mine and often worked beside some of the men. Had he been working inside this morning? He’d been worried about the water.

      Her father must go up there. The mine sat on his property, after all.

      Gabriel would require every man in the village to assist in the recovery.

      Gabriel…

      She could not allow herself to imagine him buried beneath the rubble…

      Olivia couldn’t imagine a world without him.

      “Perhaps it isn’t as bad as all that,” Olivia offered, daring to hope Freda had heard wrong and had simply become hysterical. Olivia rose in a clumsy motion, knocking the chair over behind her. When she bent down to right it, she stifled an unexpected sob.

      “Douse the fire, Mary. This could prove to be a very long day.”

      Oh, the children! They could not lose the only parent they had left! Olivia closed her eyes and drew a steadying breath.

      She could not afford to become hysterical.

      But please, God, don’t let him die. Don’t let him die. Don’t let him die. And then she wondered if God would even listen to her prayer. Because she wasn’t praying for the man who she had promised to marry. She was praying for a man she could never have.
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      Disillusioned

      

      Olivia rarely went to her parents’ home, and when she did, she never sought her father out. Breathless from walking and running intermittently across her father’s land, water dripping down her face and hair from the rain, she entered the front door without knocking, startling Mr. Carson, her father’s long retained butler with her sudden presence.

      “My father,” she said on a gasp. “I need to speak with his lordship immediately. There’s been an accident.” Unless, of course, he’d already been informed. But if Mr. Carson’s curious expression was anything to go by, she surmised news hadn’t reached them yet.

      “His lordship is in the drawing room, with her ladyship.” Without waiting for him to delay her or chastise her for the water and mud she’d dragged inside, Olivia dashed up the stairs and down the corridor. They’d be sitting in her mother’s favorite room. The curtains would be drawn to close out the unfavorable weather and several candles would be lit.

      Memories of when she’d lived here, of when she’d been a normal member of their family, slammed into her. She ignored them and braced herself to face her father.

      He’d blame her, of course. Olivia needed to divert his attention away from his superstitions and direct them to the matters at hand.

      Without waiting to be invited inside, she pushed open the door. At her father’s startled but disapproving stare, she lifted her chin defiantly.

      “Louella?” Her mother’s eyes widened in terror. “Has something happened to Louella and Stanton in London?” Her mother, at least, had the good sense to realize Olivia would not have come unless something was dreadfully wrong.

      Olivia took a calming breath. “No, Mother. Louella is fine.” And then she turned to her father and stared at him steadily. He shifted his eyes away from her. “It’s the mine, Father. It’s collapsed. The duke will need your help. Lord Kingsley will need your help. It is your land, Father. They will have need of you.”

      Silence weighed heavy in the room but for the clock on the mantel above the hearth, which ticked loudly.

      “Several men were inside. They will have need of you.” Her father was not a young man but neither was he infirm.

      Instead of turning to address Olivia, he turned to her mother. “The roads are likely impassable.”

      “The mine is on your property.” Olivia stood firmly. “If you do not go, you will be deemed a coward for however much remains of your life.” If she knew her father at all, she knew that he cared what others thought of him. Hopefully, that would outweigh his fear of the mine’s curse.

      “You mustn’t allow us to be dishonored, Hallowell.” And her mother cared even more. “Carson can order your mount prepared. Go slowly and I can’t imagine you’ll have any difficulty. The workers will need a steadying voice and you can provide that.”

      “Crawford has likely already gone up,” her father grumbled.

      “In which case then, you may very well turn back and come right home. But Olivia is correct in what she says. If you don’t go, you shall appear as though you are avoiding it because you fear the curse.”

      At that word, her father finally glanced in her direction. His cold stare sent a tremor through her. “Get back to the dower house and don’t show your face anywhere. Do you understand?” If she’d ever doubted her father’s hatred for her, he solidified her belief at that moment.

      Olivia would not hide herself today. She would assist Eliza with Mr. Smith’s children. She would cook an apple pie because her betrothed would likely be ravenous when he returned to his home.

      It didn’t matter that Gabriel had liked her apple pie.

      To appease her father’s superstitions, she nodded. He’d not cared enough to keep tabs on her for years; he was not likely to begin paying attention to her whereabouts now.

      “Very well.” He rose from his seat reluctantly and Olivia’s mother rang the bell.

      “Stay with me for a while, Olivia. The house is too quiet now that Louella has married. You can read to me.” At Olivia’s father’s disapproving glance, her mother waved him away. “She’ll not be seen by anyone if she remains here. Now, go. Before people start wagging their tongues already.”

      Olivia froze in place. Her mother acted as though her father was off to fetch her bonnet rather than oversee a rescue effort involving several men’s lives. Olivia could not afford to sit about and do nothing while Eliza did all the work at the Smiths’.

      “I will do as Father says.” Olivia began backing out of the room.

      “I would like you to stay awhile, Olivia.” A tenderness in her mother’s voice paused her. “Please.” Without waiting for Olivia’s answer, her mother pulled the bell pull again and an unfamiliar manservant appeared immediately.

      “Foster, Have Mrs. Mimms draw a bath for Miss Redfield in Louella’s chamber. And bring out some dry clothes for her to wear afterward. And stoke the fire in here. I don’t want her catching a chill.”

      Olivia crept slowly into the room and then stood near the warmth of the hearth, across from her mother, mindful of the state of her gown. As it was, she knew she’d made muddy footprints in the corridor and on the rug even.

      She had no recent memory of the last time her mother had cared about her welfare.

      Was she missing the company of her eldest daughter, now that Louella had married? As pathetic as the thought was, Olivia craved such affection, nonetheless. Her mother had not been the person to decide to send her to the dower house. She merely had not objected to her husband’s decision to do so.

      If this was a genuine gesture, Olivia could not ignore it. “Thank you, Mother.” She lifted the damp material away from her legs and took another step closer to the fire. “I am a little chilled.”

      And terrified.

      Terrified of what was happening up at the mine. Terrified for Gabriel’s safety. And Luke Smith’s. And Mary’s brother and every other man who might be buried this very moment in dirt and rubble and mud.

      The memory of her dream sent a tremor through her frame.

      And then her mother appeared at her side to drop her own shawl around Olivia’s shoulders. “Come, now. Sit down. Foster will feed the fire, and it’ll be warm as toast in no time at all.”

      Olivia allowed herself to be led to a nearby sofa to sit down beside her mother.

      The comforting embrace was nearly too much to endure.

      “What if it’s true, Mama? What if it’s collapsed on them?”

      “Hush. I’m not surprised that you are so concerned. Do you love him?”

      Olivia jerked her head up. How could her mother know? Had she and Gabriel been seen together that day in the water? Or yesterday on the road? She hadn’t told anyone, not even Eliza. And she certainly hadn’t mentioned anything about it in her letters to Louella.

      “I did not think you’d accept him when your father mentioned that he’d given the man permission to ask you. But I suppose you get lonely from time to time. And by the look of you today, I can almost believe that you have a tendre for him.”

      Was it possible Gabriel had actually met with her father?

      “Lord Kingsley—“ she began. And then the truth hit her like a bucket of freezing cold water.

      Her mother was speaking of Luke Smith.

      But no one knew yet that she’d consented. She’d barely come to terms with it herself.

      “I’m concerned for all of them, Mother.”

      “But you intend to accept him?”

      “I–I don’t know.” She couldn’t yet admit what she’d done.

      “You’ll be a mother without the worry of passing on your affliction. I do hope Mr. Smith comprehends the dire consequences should you come to be with child.” Her mother dropped her gaze to her hands. “There are things both a man and a woman can do to prevent his seed from taking.”

      Heat flushed Olivia’s cheeks. “I would not dream of speaking to him about any of this.” She jolted so that she sat with her spine taut and stiff, but her mother did not seem to notice and persisted with the uncomfortable topic of conversation.

      “It’s bad enough we’ve had to deal with your curse. It wouldn’t do at all to have to deal with another one.”

      This? This was why her mother had wished for her to remain?

      Olivia could not leave without asking a question she’d wondered about for years. “Do you truly think that my eye is a curse?” Up until that moment, Olivia hadn’t really believed her mother had put any stock into her father’s convictions. But now…

      Her mother dropped the arm that she’d had around her and shrugged. “One can never be certain. What with another collapse up there. And you are all too aware of other tragedies to have befallen on this family. Why take unnecessary chances?”

      Why take chances? Because this is my life? Because I am a person!

      “Didn’t you mention once that you had an aunt with a similar condition? Don’t you think it’s possible that it is something that is passed through a mother’s blood?”

      Her mother smiled slightly. “Louella’s eyes do not wander, nor did William’s. Anyhow, if it did prove to be the cause, my dear, why ever would you wish to take such a risk? You wouldn’t wish this on another child such as yourself, now would you?”

      She’d never thought it to be so horrible until her parents had told her it was. Until they’d ordered her to lower her eyes in the company of strangers.

      Olivia rose, suddenly unable to spend another moment in her parents’ home. She uttered an awkward excuse and not caring that a bath was being drawn, or that her mother had wanted to comfort her in her own small-minded way, Olivia turned and practically ran down the stairs and out the front door.

      Waves of wind and water pelted at her sideways, the storm having intensified while she’d been inside. Olivia could not remain beneath her father’s roof. She’d been naïve to believe that her mother wanted to offer her any comfort. She’d been a fool to believe that she could pour her heart out and expect affection from one of her parents.

      Swiping the wet strands of hair away from her face, she ducked her head and marched determinedly along the familiar path. She’d run most of the way here. Lightning struck and immediately after, thunder boomed, causing her to jump. She’d go home and wait for another break in the storm before traversing the additional distance to the Smiths’ little cottage. She’d not donned a coat for her headlong dash up to the manor and water from before had seeped into her half-boots.

      She was exhausted from lack of sleep, wet and cold, and scared to death of what the end of this day might bring.

      She’d go home, change into dry clothing, and wait for the rain to let up.
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      The Unthinkable

      

      Gabriel threw down his shovel and, for the first time in God knew how many hours, dropped onto a nearby boulder for a moment of rest. Almost as though in a trance, he stared down at one of the ubiquitous puddles of mud but saw none of it.

      Faces of men who’d not been accounted for—fathers, husbands, sons—all lurked in the forefront of his mind. His hands and feet were as numb as his emotions, but he wasn’t tired, and he felt no pain from the blisters and cuts he’d accumulated moving sharp rocks and broken pieces of metal.

      He glanced at one of the mounds laid out nearby that had been covered with a sheet long since soaked through. Bloodstains streaked the white material, leaving no mistake what lay beneath.

      The Duke of Crawford’s body had been the first casualty recovered and brought out.

      And as much as Gabriel wanted to place all blame on the greedy blighter for this tragedy, the majority of that honor belonged squarely upon his own shoulders.

      He’d done the computations, guessed as to the danger. And yet he’d not put a halt to any of it. He’d been a sniveling coward where Crawford was concerned.

      He should have halted operations weeks ago instead of mucking up Olivia’s life.

      Early this morning, before Gabriel arrived, a new leak had sprung up, one not so easily mitigated, and although all three engineers advised operations remain on hold for a few more days, workers had been sent below ground this morning anyway.

      Gabriel hadn’t been present to contradict Crawford’s orders.

      Before Gabriel had found Olivia, distraught, he’d been on his way to speak with Luke Smith. Smith was something of a leader among workers, and Gabriel had thought it only fair to share such pertinent information with those men willing to risk their lives in order to feed their families. The mine had become increasingly more dangerous, and Gabriel had suspected Crawford would override the engineers’ advice.

      But Gabriel had not gone to Smith’s house.

      No, he’d taken himself to the Dog and Pudding Pot instead and drank into the early morning hours. At sunup, he’d ridden to the mine only to find that the boards blocking entrance had been taken down. Sounds of hammering and dirt removal rang out worryingly.

      He’d stepped inside and come face to face with Crawford himself. Although nearing his eighth decade, the duke still appeared something of a virile man. Apparently insufferable greed and ambition agreed with him. He’d aged well.

      “I was of the impression the engineers opposed operations today.” Gabriel had offered the words up calmly, despite the frustration brought on by this man.

      The duke had sent him a withering stare. “We’ve dallied long enough.”

      “But you’ve read the report, surely.”

      Crawford had shrugged. “There will always be dangers in an undertaking such as this. You’re a man of the world, Kingsley, surely you appreciate that risks must be taken when a great deal stands to be gained.”

      “But the treasure isn’t going anywhere, and men’s lives are at stake,” he’d pressed.

      The duke shrugged. “I expect we’ll incur losses, as the project moves forward. But any delay costs money.”

      Gabriel had felt sick. If not for Stanton… “Have you examined the leak, yourself?”

      The sun shone brightly, and the sounds of water dripping seemed to have slowed. Perhaps the engineers had exaggerated the danger.

      “I have, but I’m going down again. I cannot believe the size of that vein.”

      Gabriel had considered his hands tied.

      Had Stanton known Gabriel would run into so many difficulties? He’d likely had concerns but not realized the extent of trouble his father would stir up.

      And Lord in heaven, but the man was on his honeymoon.

      Standing on the ridge, several feet from the entrance of the mine, Gabriel had had no authority to contradict the duke’s orders.

      He ought to have done so anyway. He’d had the authority of right.

      When he’d first heard the grumbling sound, he’d assumed it was more thunder. But there hadn’t been any lightning.

      And the ground had shaken. All his fears, it seemed, would be realized.

      He’d taken off running toward the mine. He and a few others who’d been on the outside had been able to enter but couldn’t go any farther than ten yards due to rubble blocking the passage.

      Gabriel had sent one of the younger men into town for help and ordered the others to form a brigade.

      As the day wore on and then turned to dark, torches of light had been set up all around the entrance and dozens of additional men presented themselves to volunteer in the lifesaving efforts. Hallowell had even deigned to make an appearance and lent authority to Gabriel’s orders. After they’d hauled out Crawford’s body, Gabriel suggested Hallowell go to Ashton Acres in order to inform the duchess of her husband’s death.

      Gabriel would have carried out the unpleasant task himself, but as long as the possibility existed that any survivors could be located, he couldn’t tear himself away from the rescue.

      All night, they’d been shoveling and removing buckets of earth and, as of yet, had only managed to reclaim three bodies.

      Not one who’d been below the earth had yet to have been brought out alive.

      Along the edge of the horizon, a lighter blue and purple glow signified morning was near. Nearly the exact color of Olivia’s eyes.

      The thought of her reminded him that away from all this carnage, another world existed.

      He closed his eyes, nearly overcome with weariness, only for the image of Olivia to be replaced with the blank stare of one of the dead men he’d uncovered a few hours before.

      “You’re still here?” Mr. Compton’s voice jolted Gabriel out of his momentary stupor. “I managed a few hours’ sleep and can take over again now. Get some rest before you collapse. Change into dry clothes and have those cuts bandaged. You’ll be no good to anyone if they putrefy.”

      Gabriel glanced down at his hands, surprised to notice them bloodied. His muscles protested as he rose to stand, but he welcomed the pain. “I’m fine enough.” And then he glanced around in search of his shovel. It had been here a moment ago, hadn’t it?

      “It’s not a suggestion.” The man stared him down. “It’s an order.” Shaking his head, he added, “Besides, we need to evacuate and halt operations again to reinforce the opening. With all this rain, I’m unwilling to risk more men with little hope of finding any survivors.”

      Gabriel scrubbed a hand down his face. He hated the thought of any delay when there was still the smallest chance of pulling even one man out alive. Nearly twenty hours had passed since the cave-in, and they’d been unable to elicit a single sign of life from below. It wouldn’t be prudent to put more men’s lives at risk.

      “Very well,” he conceded wearily. He hated the thought of sleep though. Because sleeping would involve closing his eyes and replaying the events of the day in his mind over and over again.

      He’d failed Stanton. He’d failed his workers. He didn’t deserve a warm bed and a full stomach. Over a dozen men would never know such comforts again. A duke, his friend’s father, had been killed.

      And worse. Men who provided for their families on a day-to-day basis. One of them ought to have been him.

      When he’d driven Olivia up a few days earlier, the road had been dry and presented only a few ruts he’d had to be careful to avoid. This morning, it was wet, slippery, uneven and in a few places, looked to nearly have been washed away altogether.

      Gabriel used caution, only because he didn’t wish any injury to come to Brandy. He’d already caused enough death today without adding his trusty mount to the ever-growing list of casualties.

      And so, he could not just amble along carelessly. He forced himself to navigate the animal away from the edge and around some of the deeper ruts. “Careful, girl.” He patted the mare’s neck lovingly. She ought to throw him. Either kick up and buck him off, or stop short, but either way, send Gabriel flying over the edge to a painful and certain death.

      It was better than he deserved and yet his horse did neither. Of course, she didn’t. She was a gentle and loyal creature. Besides, that would be too easy. Stanton needed to be notified, as would the families.

      That they’d lost a father, a husband, a brother, a son… a fiancé.

      The sun crested just as he arrived at the main road, but more clouds were building in the west.

      Gabriel didn’t stop Brandy when she turned left instead of right, nor when she followed the short drive to a small house on the edge of Hallowell’s property. He’d stopped thinking. Stopped feeling. If it were up to him, he’d stop breathing. When Brandy finally came to a halt, Gabriel dismounted and then walked her around to the small but clean stable block. He rubbed her down, gave her some grain and then water, and then, having seemingly used up the last of his strength, leaned against the stall with unfocused eyes. He had no idea how much time passed before a voice pierced his exhaustion.

      “You are alive.”

      Olivia stood in the open door, light streaming in behind her, lighting her blond hair like a halo and wearing only a night rail and dressing gown.

      He’d have thought himself incapable of noticing the outline of her hourglass shape but was to be shamed by his libido. And if he’d had any humor left inside his person at all, he’d have laughed at the muddied boots she’d thrown on with the ensemble.

      But he just stood there, staring at her. Drained of anything substantial that might be considered worthwhile, without honor, weak. Men had died because of him.

      What did that leave him?

      A man flawed.

      “I might as well have killed them. I didn’t stop…” His voice broke and at the same time, she rushed into the stable. She placed both hands on his cheeks and lowered his face to hers.

      “Hush,” she whispered against his lips. He didn’t deserve her absolution but took it anyway. Her kiss tasted of honey and warmth and woman. Her hands stroked the sides of his neck and her warmth pressed against him as though she could absorb the permanent chill of this day.

      “I was so scared… that you…” She dropped her hands and ran them over his chest, his arms and then to his wrists. “You’re injured! Come. The sooner we get you inside, the sooner I can get you warm and dry.” She drew him outside and toward the house. His body ached and the cold rain soaked through him again immediately. He welcomed all the discomfort and pain and had no strength to resist her. If she chose to lead him to the edge of a cliff, he’d allow her to push him into the abyss.

      They stepped into her small house and when she closed the door behind her, silence echoed around them. But that he could shut out the events of the previous twenty-four hours so easily.

      Only he could not. They would forever be his legacy.

      And yet, violet eyes drank him in hungrily. Olivia.

      Sweet Olivia.

      Her right eye danced but the left remained focused upon him in relief. Both shone with unshed tears.

      He had to tell her. “Smith was one of them.”

      She blinked and then turned her head away, staring unfocused at something nonexistent on the steps. And then she turned back with questioning eyes. “How many?”

      “Twelve, I think. We cannot be certain yet.” And then in harsh irony, “Plus the duke.” He had difficulty speaking around the emotion caught in his throat.

      “But not you! Gabriel.” Her hands were on his face again, rubbing his cheeks and jaw, touching him much as a blind person would to see. “I thought you…” She gulped. “I had thought you would be one of them.”

      “I should have been, Olivia. I should have warned them. I knew it would fail. I knew Crawford would override the engineers, and I didn’t tell them in time.”

      She was leading him again, upstairs this time. And again, he didn’t protest. She drew him into a warmly decorated bedchamber and pushed him onto a soft chair. He sat as though in a trance, vaguely aware that she was removing his muddied boots. She disappeared a few times, bustling about, and then sat on a small ottoman before him. When she turned his hands over, she gasped.

      “I’ve never seen so many blisters.” He welcomed the pain as she dabbed at and then scrubbed the crusted blood from his hands. “Oh, Gabriel. I’m so sorry,” she whispered when he could not prevent flinching.

      “I need to go back up.” He tried to stand, but with one hand, she easily pushed him back into the chair.

      “You need to rest first. You’ll do no one any good if you make yourself ill.”

      But he was shaking his head. “Let them putrefy. It doesn’t matter, Olivia. I’m no good to anyone either way.”
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        * * *

      

      Luke Smith was dead. In the blink of an eye, four motherless children had become orphans.

      But Gabriel was here, and God save her soul, no small amount of relief swept through her at that knowledge.

      He was bloodied and soaked through, and worst of all, riddled—no, more than that—drowning in guilt. But he’d not been buried beneath tons of rubble and dirt. He was here. He was alive.

      I’m no good to anyone either way.

      “Hush,” she scolded him, barely able to speak past the sadness in her throat. “You’re my friend, and I’ll not have anyone speak of my friend thusly.” She dabbed at his hands again. She’d seen what happened to a wound when it wasn’t cared for properly.

      “I’ve never been your friend, Olivia. I’ve only wanted to bed you.” He spoke in a toneless voice, but she knew better. He’d cared. And right now, he needed her. The violent tremor that shook his body set her into motion again.

      “You are my friend.” Her voice caught on a sob as she chastised him. After wrapping a strip of linen around his hands, she rose to remove his jacket. “You need to get out of these wet clothes before you catch your—“

      “My death?”

      He disparaged himself with cynical humor. Likely, if she left him here alone, he’d sit in his wet clothes, allow the cold to penetrate him completely, and do nothing to improve his comfort.

      “Stand up.” He mindlessly obeyed her command and rose. Not allowing herself to hesitate, she unfastened his falls and then tugged the tails of his shirt free before lifting the garment over his head.

      A few cuts and reddened flesh that would no doubt turn to bruises stood out starkly against his taut, pale skin. “Oh, Gabriel.” Again, she wiped at the cuts and rubbed some of Mary’s special liniment over them while he stood motionless before her. She’d seen his chest before, that lovely afternoon, in the sunlight no less.

      When she glanced up, she could see that he watched her with an unfathomable hooded gaze. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

      “I’m glad you did. I’ve been so worried.” Where else would he go? He was not staying at Ashton Acres. He’d been residing alone in a gamekeeper’s cottage. Would he simply drop onto his bed if not for her to attend to his injuries?

      When she went to draw his trousers down his legs, he shook his head. “Someone will learn that I’ve been here, and I can’t… Olivia. You must know I can never offer for you. You should run far away from me. Where is that maid of yours? You must leave for your parents’ house. Leave me to my wretchedness. I’m not your friend. I never was.”

      But she ignored his protests and when she dropped to her knees to peel his sodden breeches off his legs, he lifted his feet one by one to step out of them. Glancing up, she did not miss that his eyes burned with the same need that had been lurking in them for weeks now.

      He was alive. Naked and alive and sitting in her bedchamber.

      “I know all of this. Do you think me a fool?” She met his gaze and then handed him a dry towel. She didn’t trust herself to assist him further.

      Confused and distraught, she turned to toss a few pieces of coal into the fire where embers yet glowed. She’d kept it burning throughout the night, listening to the storm, almost as though keeping a vigil.

      A flame burst to life and began licking at the coal. “Did you think I expected an offer? I’m not deluded as to my options. I may be a viscount’s daughter, but by blood only. He acknowledges me only as his curse.” And perhaps he’s right! She never should have gone to the mine! She couldn’t help but wonder if by consenting to Mr. Smith’s proposal, she had sealed his doom. She’d not believed in it before.

      She had not.

      But all day yesterday and all night, she’d been unable to dismiss her father’s accusations. Her eyes stung.

      But then Gabriel was behind her, holding her. “The mine had nothing to do with you. Whatever you believe, believe that.” His breath stirred the hair by her face, his hands settled warmly on the soft flesh just below her breasts.

      “I want to, but—”

      He spun her around and she buried her face in his chest, winding her arms around his neck. His naked flesh felt cool against her face but gradually warmed to her touch. “Oh, Gabriel. I’m so sorry.” She didn’t know what she apologized for. That dratted curse! The rational part of her knew curses were nothing but the work of ignorance and evil, and yet…

      She’d gone to the mine and it collapsed. She’d become engaged to Luke Smith and he was dead. This time, it was she who was shaking.

      “Sweet Olivia,” he rasped.

      In one swift motion, Gabriel’s arm was beneath her knees as he lifted her easily enough. He carried her to the bed where she’d lain, tormented, most of the night.

      “You are not a curse, my love, you’re a blessing.” He settled her comfortably, but before he could draw away, Olivia dropped her hand from his shoulder, along his forearm, and then wound her fingers around his wrist.

      “Gabriel.” Gabriel would leave soon. Luke Smith was dead.

      She would never marry, after all.

      “Please.” Miserable though she would be for what remained of her life, she wanted to experience love with this man. Only this man.

      And afterward, for the remainder of her time on earth, she would be the perfect spinster.

      With a groan, he climbed onto the bed, rested his elbows along both sides of her face, and then lowered his weight so that he covered her.
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      Dawn’s Passion

      

      From the moment Gabriel had come across Olivia in Crawford’s garden the night of the prewedding ball, he’d been unable to dismiss her from his thoughts. From the moment she’d allowed him to take her into his arms and dance beneath the moonlight, less innocent thoughts had invaded other parts of his anatomy.

      And the problem had only grown.

      Despite the battle he’d waged with himself, Miss Olivia Redfield, Lazy-eyed Livvy herself, had become the object of both his physical and emotional needs.

      And by God, she needed him, too.

      And being needed, at that moment, transcended everything else.

      Pink, plump lips parted on a sigh and it was an invitation he could no longer resist. Lust flushed out the darkness of the night, obliterating any restraint he’d shown up until then. Lost to the consequences, he claimed her mouth in one long ravishing kiss.

      He stroked her teeth, and then the flesh behind her lips, and then her tongue with his own. “Livvia, my Luvia,” he whispered.

      Already heavy, hard, and bare, he pressed himself against her body, only the thin fabric of her night rail between them. She’d dropped her knees wide and arched her back, straining to meet him.

      The warm glow of morning filtered into the room as sunlight broke over the horizon.

      Gabriel dropped his hands to gather her gown, past her center, her belly, her plump, dusky-tipped breasts, and then over her head.

      All the while, she watched him with what ought to have been a disturbing gaze.

      Ah, but those eyes, rather than repulse him in any way, had captivated him even all those years ago. Violet, mesmerizing, mysterious.

      She lay naked and open beneath him, and all he could do at that moment was study the varying blues and violets surrounding her enlarged pupils.

      “You never look away from me.” The words left her mouth in wonder.

      “Because I’m enchanted by you.” He was surprised to realize that he meant it. In some way or another, as long as he’d known her, she’d enchanted him. It was the reason he’d been unable to stay away these last few weeks. She’d added light to everything around her. Knowing he might see Olivia Redfield had him anticipating his days rather than wishing them away. And on this morning, she’d blot out the horror of his failure.

      Laying atop her, nestled between her thighs, knowing that sweet, slick heaven beckoned at the tip of his length, he would not wish this moment away for the world.

      “Just love me,” she whispered and sighed as Gabriel trailed his lips along her jaw. Savoring her soft skin, he nipped at her and then dipped his tongue into the small indents where her neck curved into her shoulders.

      She squirmed beneath him so that the warmth of her opening enveloped him partially.

      “You are sure?” Her hands grasped the sides of his head, and he latched onto one tight, taut nipple.

      In answer, she moved her hips so as to bring him into her.

      She would be a virgin; he had no doubt of that. Already, he felt the barrier of her maidenhood blocking him from advancing any farther.

      He’d always wondered how a man would know. Wondered if he would know, when it came time for him to take his bride.

      The word hit him like a blow to the gut.

      She wasn’t his bride and never could be.

      But she was moving against him, welcoming him. Her breasts thrusting upward as though begging for more, and God help him, his hips continued thrusting, edging their way—

      “Oh!” And then a short gasp from her. Upon breaking through, he froze.

      “Don’t stop, Gabriel,” she panted.

      “I’ve hurt you.” But already he was moving again. Oh, sweet heaven, but she was tight, and warm and everything he’d imagined she would be. His hands had found their way around to squeeze her buttocks as he worked toward a release for both of them.

      And she was close.

      Gabriel’s lips moved up to hers again and claimed her mouth without reserve. Pumping his hips, he mimicked the motion with the same thrust of his tongue. Olivia. Olivia. Olivia.

      Her name was his mantra, his prayer.

      He deserved nothing but that hadn’t stopped him from needing her.

      And then her body clenched around him. Her hands clutched at his shoulders, his back, and lower, until he felt her nails digging into the muscles of his thighs.

      The pain, her excitement, her wild release, had him thrusting deep three last times and then, up, higher, all of her, owning her, becoming her.

      “Olivia.” He fell on her in a gasp, knowing he should move so that she wasn’t being squashed into the mattress, but not wanting to separate from her yet.

      Her hands trailed up to his back, and then to his hair, threading and stroking, comforting him in a way that only she could. “Olivia,” he whispered one last time before exhaustion finally took over and allowed him to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel’s weight pinned her to the bed, but Olivia had no wish to move. If she shifted him to the side, he’d disengage from her and very possibly wake up. She didn’t expect any declarations of love or proposals of marriage. He’d been honest enough all along. For now, she just wanted this closeness. At this moment, she could love Gabriel Fellowes.

      Filtered light seeped into the room as the sun rose behind all those clouds, and Olivia could barely make out a small raspberry birthmark on his right buttocks in the shape of… She blinked. Perhaps it was a dog.

      He was not perfect after all. The thought caused her to smile to herself. Of course, he was perfect. He always would be, to her. He would leave her, tragically, because he would be expected to marry someone more appropriate, never to return. In her mind, he would remain young and handsome long after she aged into a gnarled old woman.

      He mumbled something and turned his head.

      Ah, Gabriel.

      Perhaps if he could move just a little… She shoved him the slightest amount to the side. It was getting difficult to breathe beneath him, after all. He mumbled again and rolled slightly.

      When he had stared at her from inside her small stable, he’d looked as though he was caught inside a nightmare. She dared not imagine what he’d gone through the day before.

      She had spent the afternoon hours with Eliza at the Smiths’ cottage, but at the urging of Mrs. Markham, and then the vicar, taken advantage of a break in the storm and returned to her own home. Heavy of heart, tormented by her worry for Gabriel, and terrified for the Smith children at the same time, Olivia had picked her way carefully through the mud and barely stepped inside as darkness fell.

      Mr. Smith had not returned to his house, nor had he sent word of his safety. She now knew why.

      When she’d arrived home, she’d discovered it dark and cold and lonely. She’d forgotten that she’d sent Mary to be with her family. Surely, Mary would have returned had they received good news.

      Olivia had not slept a wink.

      She’d cried. She’d prayed, bargained with God, and eventually, found herself just sitting and watching out the window.

      When she’d seen a horse and rider disappear into the small stable behind her house, Olivia had dared not hope.

      Her prayers had been answered. One of them anyhow.

      He had come.

      He’d been dirty, bleeding, exhausted, and guilt-ridden, but he had come.

      He had come to her.

      She tucked her head beneath his chin and, for the first time in almost two days, despite her best effort to stay awake so she could categorize every minute of this memory, fell into a dreamless and restful sleep.
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        * * *

      

      “Olivia.” Something brushed at her chin. “I need to leave.”

      Olivia blinked open her eyes. Gabriel stood beside the bed, already dressed. In the full light of day, the bruises on his face looked worse than they had last night, and for the first time since she’d known him, he wasn’t meeting her gaze.

      The warmth she’d felt upon waking began ebbing away, and a cold foreboding crept in.

      “I know.” She forced a tremulous smile, willing him to meet her eyes. “You’re needed at the mine.” At least he’d gotten some rest, and his clothes looked to have dried while they… slept.

      But he was shaking his head. “You… I mean, I need to leave you. We–I–cannot.”

      Olivia sat up, clutching the sheet to herself. She’d known he would go back to London soon. Of course, he wouldn’t stay here forever. But… Had she fooled herself into thinking he loved her? If he did, it was doubtful he could do anything about it. Even if he wanted to.

      Words escaped her.

      He sighed into the empty silence and then took a few hesitant steps toward the window, his gaze fixed on nothing in particular outside.

      The sun was finally shining, birds could be heard singing, and Olivia could only imagine how green her garden must be this morning.

      “Stanton and your sister are likely already on the road back. I’ll remain, of course, as long as he requires my assistance. As soon as…” He swallowed hard. “As soon as all the bodies have been recovered at the very least. Hell, I’ve made a mess of everything.”

      He obviously included her in what he considered his mess. His words stung.

      He had not felt the same emotions she had. Olivia dropped her gaze to the hem of the sheet she was clutching. “You don’t have to go because of…” She waved her hand along the bed. “Me.”

      “I have… business to attend to in London—business I’ve put off too long.” And then, “I’m sorry.”

      She’d scream if he uttered his apology again.

      “I haven’t asked for anything from you,” she reminded him. She had a small amount of pride left. She’d not given herself to him under false pretense.

      He turned his back to the window and finally met her eyes. “That’s the crux of it, Damnit, Olivia! You have every right to make demands of me. Your father ought to hold a shotgun against my brain until I’ve met you at the altar. You are a gently bred young woman, not a servant, not a woman without means. You deserve all due respect and…” He stopped and swallowed hard. Looking out the window, he added, “I’m so–”

      “Stop!” At her command, he finally looked at her. She couldn’t hide the hurt she felt. Had she been so disappointing then? “Stop apologizing.”

      He held her gaze steadily. “Olivia. I am betrothed.”

      She inhaled but no air entered her lungs. She wrapped her arms around her stomach. He couldn’t be betrothed. It wasn’t possible. He would have told her.

      This must be something new. Something he had no control over. “To one of the duke’s daughters?” But he was shaking his head.

      “You don’t know her. Our fathers were the closest of friends, practically brothers. She and I have been betrothed since before her christening.”

      What was he saying? “And her father will hold you to such a contract? Something enacted when you were both children?” None of this made any sense, and yet…

      “Viscount Whitley passed away four years ago.” He ran one hand through his already ruffled hair. She needed to leave it be.

      But then something struck her. “Her father is a viscount?” Just as hers was. But Olivia was different and always would be.

      He dropped into a wooden chair and stared down at his hands. “I promised my father, Olivia. I sat beside my mother and sister and brothers at his death bed and promised to uphold the betrothal. Whitley and my father served in the military together, as younger men, and Whitley saved my father’s life. Whitley assured him they’d be even so long as my father’s eldest son, his heir, married Whitley’s only daughter.”

      Olivia had listened to Gabriel speak most favorably of his family. Of course, he would uphold such a promise.

      She should have known.

      “Lord Stanton knows?” she asked. Likely Louella did, too.

      He nodded.

      Thank God Louella wasn’t here to witness her older sister’s shame.

      Was the girl pretty? Olivia supposed it didn’t matter. “Do you love her?” But as soon as the words left her mouth, she held up one hand. “Please, don’t answer that.” She’d already told him she hadn’t expected an offer.

      She’d loved him. And she’d not demanded anything in return.

      But neither had she expected this.

      “I love her, in a way, Olivia.” He’d lifted his head to meet her gaze in the steady way he had since that first night in the garden before he’d even realized that she had an affliction. “We’ve known one another for years, and she’s been forced to postpone our wedding four times due to untimely deaths in her family.”

      I love her… Our wedding.

      Olivia nodded. She should have forced herself to remain awake longer, when she’d been able to hold him close and memorize the creases and texture of his face. She’d not even had him for one full night.

      In truth, he’d never been hers.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?” A foolish question, she suspected. But knowing now, that he’d been promised to another, made her feel used. It cheapened what they had done.

      His eyes shone a little more than usual. “I never imagined I’d–” He blinked and swallowed hard. “And then, I wanted to pretend, I supposed, that I was free.”

      “If you’d told me, then I would never have… We could not have...” She swiped angrily at tears that threatened to escape past her lashes. “I wouldn’t have.” She shook her head. Of course, she wouldn’t have allowed him to make love to her, would she? “I wouldn’t have.”

      “I’m sorry, Olivia.”

      “Please go.” At the same time the words left her mouth, she wanted to throw herself into his arms and beg him not to leave her.

      She’d fallen in love with a bounder. A liar. A cheat.

      He was to marry a viscount’s daughter.

      A viscount’s daughter!

      “I–”

      “I asked you to leave, My Lord. I wish you a safe journey back to London, and your intended.”

      But then his hands were on her shoulders, squeezing her almost painfully. “I didn’t choose any of this. I didn’t plan on meeting you, Olivia. I don’t understand why I came here last night. I knew it was wrong. I knew–”

      “Go!” She turned away from him, unable to bear his excuses. Because although he wanted to provide her with reasons, in the long run, none of it mattered. He was fully clothed, while she sat in bed feeling more naked than she ever had in her life. This could not be happening!

      He hadn’t moved yet, and when she looked back up, she thought he’d take her in his arms again, kiss her senseless, and tell her…

      What?

      That he loved her?

      That he wanted to make her his wife?

      She was a fool for allowing such a fantasy to enter her mind for even a second.

      Because he did not take her into his arms.

      He did not kiss her senseless.

      His hands dropped, and he stepped back. “Of course. You’re right. I won’t bother you further.” A few more steps back.

      He awkwardly collected his hat and jacket from where Olivia had sat them to dry when he first arrived and then turned for the door.

      “Gabriel.” It was as though she’d lost all control of her physical self. For a moment, she wanted to throw herself at his mercy, tell him she loved him…

      Stupid, stupid Olivia.

      He stopped without looking back. “Yes?”

      “I–I… Take care of yourself.”

      At which he nodded, opened the door, and then closed it softly behind him.
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      The Aftermath

      

      Rather than resume working with Eliza at the Smith home, Olivia and Mary both threw themselves into baking and preparing meals and then delivering them to the families of the deceased. Olivia recognized the frantic activity on Mary’s part as necessary to her grieving. Mary had, in fact, lost her brother in the cave-in.

      Other emotions, such as guilt and regret, clouded Olivia’s grief. When she visited Luke Smith’s now orphaned children, she found herself grieving more that she could not become their mother than she grieved the fact that she would not become Mr. Smith’s wife.

      And deep down, when being completely honest with herself, she experienced a tiny grain of relief at not having to marry Luke Smith. What kind of person was she? She’d happily have married him if she could only bring back the children’s father.

      She’d have cursed herself if only she knew how.

      Olivia took small solace in Louella’s return, but their relationship had changed as well, just as Olivia suspected it would. Stanton was now the duke, he was Crawford, and Olivia’s baby sister was the duchess now.

      Not that Louella had embraced her new status as of yet. Olivia’s younger sister had glared daggers at her when Olivia dared refer to her as ‘Her Grace.’ The title was a daunting one, and Louella hadn’t been prepared to take on so much responsibility so soon.

      With each day that passed, the people of Misty Brooke endured yet another funeral. Although Louella attended them alongside her husband, Olivia adhered to tradition and left the ceremonies to the men of the village.

      It was after attending the sixth of these funerals that Louella finally managed to make time to come and visit Olivia alone.

      It seemed like they’d not chatted privately for ages.

      But instead of inviting her sister into the parlor as she’d always done in the past, Olivia led her back to the kitchen, sat her down at the long worktable, and returned to the dough she’d been kneading before Louella arrived.

      “Where is Mary?” Louella glanced around, looking quite beautiful if not a little paler than usual in one of the new gowns Stanton had purchased for her during the short time they’d been allowed together in London.

      “Mary has gone to the Cromwells’ to deliver a basket.”

      Of course, Louella knew of the Cromwells’ loss. Mr. Kenneth Cromwell’s funeral had been the one held that very day.

      “I knew they shouldn’t reopen it.” Louella hated the mine nearly as much as Olivia did. “If I hadn’t married Cameron, it wouldn’t have been included in my dowry, Crawford would not have had the opportunity to send men down into the hole, and all those men would be alive today.”

      Olivia punched at the dough but then looked up at Louella. “They would have opened it anyway, Lou.”

      “But, Livvy—”

      “In the end, from what I have gathered, Crawford ordered operations despite the engineers calling a halt to it. Greed had no limits with that man. You were given no choice in the matter, Lou. You and I both know that.”

      Louella moaned and dropped her face into her hands. The pretty ribbons tied around her sister’s wrists did not go unnoticed by Olivia. She had hoped that after the wedding, Louella would stop wearing them but…

      “It would be easier to accept that if only I hadn’t been given such a wonderful opportunity for happiness. Oh, Olivia, everything was so wonderful in London. I wish we’d never had to come back!”

      Olivia raised her brows.

      “I wish you could have simply come to London to stay with me and we never had to set foot on Ashton Acres or Thistle Park again.”

      Olivia smiled sadly. “Is your husband grieving the loss of his father deeply, then?”

      Louella plucked at one of the ribbons on her wrist. “On one hand, he hated Crawford, but on another level, one I doubt he has any control of, I believe he feels the loss greatly. He hasn’t been the same since receiving word. Oh, Olivia! Marriage is not a simple matter at all!”

      They’d seemed so very happy on their wedding day. “Is there anything I can do to help?” She knew there would not be. Marriage was a private matter between a husband and wife.

      Louella forced a smile and nodded. “Tell me everything else of interest that has occurred while I was away.”

      She could never tell Olivia about Gabriel Fellowes, about that night, about how broken-hearted she felt each morning when she awoke knowing he would never be a part of her life again.

      “Luke Smith asked me to marry him before he was killed.”

      Louella’s eyebrows shot all the way up into her hairline. “Thank heavens you refused!”

      “But I didn’t, Lou. I accepted the night before the mine collapsed. And a few days before that, I’d visited the mine.” She hated to voice her fears but… “Do you think it’s possible the curse has any merit? What if I hadn’t accepted him? I went inside of the mine, for just a few minutes, and then I had a dream that it was collapsing.”

      Olivia bit her lip in order to stop all the words she’d been torturing herself with for the past week from spilling over.

      If she’d hadn’t been at odds with Gabriel the night before the cave-in, would he have become one of the casualties as well?

      But Louella was shaking her head adamantly. “Of course, it does not! A series of unfortunate coincidences, that is all. If what you say has any merit, we’d have to consider all the other places you’ve visited as cursed. All the other people you’ve come into contact with. Did you also betroth yourself to Mr. Cromwell? Or to Mary’s brother? Or the old duke, for that matter? All of those people were killed, and it had absolutely nothing at all to do with you.”

      “I know,” Olivia conceded. “I know that what you say makes sense, but I cannot keep myself from wondering.”

      “I refuse to listen to such nonsense. From you of all people!”

      “But what if it isn’t?”

      “And wait a moment. Did you just tell me you actually said yes to Mr. Smith? Olivia! Why?” She blinked her eyes in confusion. “You must marry a gentleman. Mr. Smith was a man of character, a hard worker, Livvy, but the two of you never would have suited. You were not… You did not…?”

      “Of course not!” Olivia handed a nearly full cup of tea across to Louella. “I would never!”

      Only she had. Just not with the man she’d promised to marry.

      “Then why?” Louella blew on the hot liquid and then took a tiny sip.

      “Those children… those poor children needed a mother. I could have been their mother, Louella.”

      “You will have your own children one day, Olivia. I know you have all sorts of misgivings, but you are going to fall in love, just as I have. And you’re going to have a family of your own. It was sweet of you to consider giving yourself up for those children, but, Olivia! What would your life be like then? I’d hate to think of you toiling in that tiny hovel every day, day after day, never having any time to yourself. It’s not as though you could have hired a nanny to help you.” Louella fell silent a moment. “What are you going to do now? Shall we go to the vicar? You were betrothed to him… and now he’s gone.”

      “No one knows. And you mustn’t tell a soul. Promise me.” People might believe all of it was her fault… Olivia dropped a white cloth over the bread she’d been kneading and then turned to sip from her own cup of tea.

      “Not even Crawford?” Louella asked.

      “Not even the dead one,” Olivia murmured under her breath. “No one.”

      “I won’t. I just… hate that you consented to begin with! That you felt you had no other choices,” Louella lamented.

      “It must be in the blood. My affliction. Mama said she had an aunt with a meandering eye just like me, remember?”

      “I remember. That doesn’t mean you don’t deserve a happy marriage! Olivia—”

      “No!” Olivia burst into tears as she could only ever do with her sister. “I don’t deserve what you have! I’m a horrible person! After betrothing myself to him… I regretted it. I wanted to call it off… Don’t you understand, Louella? Now he’s dead! And I grieve for his children, I do! Oh, Louella. I am so very ashamed of myself. A part of me is relieved.”

      This, along with all the mixed-up feelings she had where Gabriel was concerned, had been eating her up for days now.

      “But you did not wish him dead. I know that much about you. All of us, Olivia, all of us are only human. But your feelings on the matter had nothing to do with tons of earth caving into the tunnels that day. If anyone is to blame, it was the old duke. And now he’s dead as well. What with all of us taking our part of the blame in this, at the very least, let’s allow the majority of it to go to where it belongs. Good lord, what with Stanton thinking he’s at fault, and Lord Kingsley even– “

      “What did Lord Kingsley say?”

      “He believes the fault lies with him. Soon enough, he’ll be returning to London and his fiancée. Perhaps she can soothe his broken conscience… Have a care! Olivia, you must be more careful with that!”

      Louella had burst from her chair and was dabbing a dry cloth where Olivia had clumsily spilled tea upon herself. Her skin burned where it landed, but that didn’t hurt nearly as much as hearing about his fiancée.

      Soon, he would be miles and miles away from Misty Brooke––from her.

      She’d always known that he was not staying permanently. “Have you met her?”

      “Her? Here’s a wet cloth. Hold this against the burn so you don’t scar. Really, Olivia, you must be more careful. You mean Kingsley’s fiancée?”

      Olivia nodded, trying not to appear overly curious. It would not do for Louella to realize she had taken a fancy to a man as unattainable as Lord Kingsley. The last thing Olivia wanted from her sister, or anyone else for that matter, was to become even more of an object of pity.

      “I met her briefly in London. She is pretty and clever. She’s lost both her parents, a sister, an aunt or some other sort of relation. All within the last five years. She’s been in mourning all that time and has been forced to postpone her and Kingsley’s wedding at least four times now. I don’t think she gets out much, though, or has many friends. From my understanding, her aunt is something of a tyrant—doesn’t allow her to participate in Society much. I cannot imagine such a prolonged engagement. As it was…” And then Louella blushed before adding, “Poor dear Kingsley has had to remain a lonely bachelor all these years.”

      Olivia exhaled a long sigh. “Yes. Poor dear Kingsley.”

      “I imagine if he hadn’t been betrothed, some other lucky debutante would have snagged him up by now. Although my husband insists the opposite.” Louella was sitting down again, sipping her tea cautiously.

      Olivia didn’t want to feel sorry for Gabriel’s poor dear fiancée. The young woman had been betrothed to one of London’s most prominent bachelors and then forced to put off the wedding year after year. And then to be watched over closely and not given any independence… All the while her fiancé traveled and caroused.

      Olivia’s heart sunk into her shoes at the thought of him carousing all throughout Europe. How many different women had he…?

      Olivia pitied his fiancée and yet…

      “She’s a lucky lady indeed.” Olivia could have bit her tongue the moment the words flew past her lips.

      Louella glanced up at her apologetically. “Are you certain you had not formed an attachment to Mr. Smith? Are you mourning him, Olivia?”

      But Olivia shook her head. “I think that this spring has been more trying than most. And I have simply been missing my sister horribly.”

      Louella blinked away tears. “I’ve missed you, too! Oh, Olivia! Everything has changed and I–I, well, I love Cameron, but it can be difficult to share… everything with another person. With a person one isn’t completely used to.”

      “But you are happy? As happy as one can be right now?” Olivia wanted, at the very least, to know that Louella and her new husband were happy together. For the past several years, Louella had been her main concern.

      Louella nodded and then grinned. “Now we simply need to find a handsome and wealthy gentleman for my lovely older sister. I refuse to be the only one of us basking in true love.”

      “I don’t know about that, Louella.” Olivia wondered how she would explain the loss of her innocence to said handsome wealthy gentleman landed for her by her sister.

      “Well, if not wealthy, then at the very least handsome!” Louella laughed.

      Olivia groaned.

      “Well tolerable then.” And for the first time in days, both girls had a reason, silly though it was, to give in to a little laughter.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      All in all, including the duke, thirteen bodies had been recovered.

      After digging and removing rubble every day for weeks, what was left of the crew finally managed to locate where the weakness had been and repair it. It was understood by all, however, that no risks were to be taken.

      Without the old duke’s interference, Stanton had appointed all new engineers who’d been instructed to consult with him over the most minor of concerns. His father’s men had all been dismissed.

      Regardless, the damned thing was no longer Gabriel’s responsibility and he was relieved to finally be on the road to London. The last month spent in Misty Brooke had been nothing short of hell. But his conscience had not allowed him to leave Stanton to deal with all of it alone.

      Gabriel shifted in his saddle, happy to be leaving but knowing it would follow him forever. He could walk away from the mine but the broken families resulting from his cowardice, the orphans, the widows… Gabriel pinched the bridge of his nose. He could leave them all, but the knowledge of what he’d done would haunt him forever.

      And Olivia. God help him. Every day he’d fought the temptation to go to her, to ask for her. He’d worked himself into exhaustion in order to purge her from his mind.

      He’d failed miserably.

      Perhaps it would be easier with more physical distance between them. He could only hope.

      Perhaps he was fooling himself.

      Gabriel reached out and rubbed the hair on Brandy’s neck, needing… something…

      He’d expected to make this journey alone, but at the last minute, Stanton had said he’d accompany him, informing Gabriel he needed to meet with a few members of Parliament. Session had been adjourned weeks ago, but it seemed the running of the government persisted, nonetheless.

      Stanton was Crawford now. Gabriel could not think of him thusly, though. To him, Crawford was a villain; a selfish, greedy parasite. Gabriel slid a sideways glance toward his friend, who was caught up in his own thoughts as they rode away from Ashton Acres, away from the mine, away from the sleepy little village of Misty Brooke… It would be a while before he could think of Stanton as Crawford.

      Gabriel had struggled with a different breed of demons upon inheriting his own title.

      His father had been everything to him.

      Unlike other titled gentlemen within the ton, the late Earl of Kingsley had doted on his wife and children. As Gabriel had grown past his toddlerhood, Lord Kingsley had taken his son with him on errands, to meetings, riding, hunting, whenever it had been humanly possible.

      He’d not left Gabriel’s education to tutors. He’d taken it upon himself to pass along the wisdom and knowledge he’d gained from his own father, and his father’s father before him.

      Gabriel could not believe anything would be strong enough to smite his father’s life. He had been a relatively young man, not quite fifty, when he’d fallen off his horse. And even then, he ought to have healed and gone on to live an additional twenty or so odd years.

      But a few days after the fall, the earl’s health had begun deteriorating. Something inside of him had been bleeding.

      Gabriel had not believed that his father was going to die at the time. He’d held onto a tenuous hope until the last day, when his father’s chest had rattled, and the man Gabriel had always depended upon could no longer lift his head or his hand even.

      Gabriel had sat with his mother, his sister, and two brothers in the darkened room, held his father’s hands, and taken several vows. Gabriel had also bargained with God.

      In the end, God had taken the virile earl anyway.

      Becoming the Earl of Kingsley had seemed overwhelming. Yes, his demons were, indeed, quite the opposite of Stanton’s. Whereas his friend needed to unburden himself of Crawford’s crimes, Gabriel feared he could never live up to his father’s legacy.

      With good reason, too, apparently.

      Shame rode heavy upon his shoulders.

      The morning he’d awoke in Olivia Redfield’s arms, for the first time since making it, he’d been tempted to break the promise he’d made at his father’s bedside.

      He’d wanted to make all sorts of promises to her instead… Defy his father’s final request.

      Which caused him to hate himself all the more.

      Because not only had he taken a woman’s innocence, he’d contemplated betraying the one person he’d loved more than anyone else in the world. His father.

      Gabriel glanced to his right, ignoring the emptiness that washed over him as he passed the path that led to the small swimming pond. He doubted he would ever return. What had once been a peaceful retreat for him, had become the location that would always remind him of the worst parts of himself.

      The monument to mark his dishonor.

      “Hand it over, Crawford.” This ride was going to go on forever if he had only his own thoughts to entertain himself. Although the title tasted bitter on his tongue, Gabriel assumed he’d eventually get used to it. “If you’re starting early, I might as well, too.”

      Stanton plugged the flask of whisky he’d been making use of and tossed it over.

      Gabriel snatched it out of the air.

      It seemed odd that his friend would leave his bride so soon. “I cannot imagine Her Grace was thrilled at your departure,” Gabriel commented innocently.

      Her Grace. Olivia’s sister. He’d not gone to Olivia to say goodbye. They’d said everything that fateful morning.

      “Whether she was thrilled has no bearing upon the necessity of this journey.” His friend’s words were short, not at all like the gentleman Gabriel had always known him to be.

      Olivia would be shattered if Crawford hurt Louella. If there had been one thing she’d been pleased with throughout the course of their… friendship, it had been that her sister was settled happily.

      He needed to stop thinking about her. “Already wanting to slip the harness, eh?” He tossed the flask back to Crawford. If he could discuss someone else’s problems, perhaps he could forget his own for five minutes.

      “She’s not happy with me.” The announcement came as a surprise to Gabriel. Furthermore, his friend looked pained.

      “In bed?” Crawford appeared far too lovesick for his own good.

      At least Gabriel wasn’t the only one.

      “Hell, no. Matters in bed are more than… I’ll not discuss this with you, you bastard.” The newly anointed Duke of Crawford took another long swig of the whisky.

      “Ah, so what doesn’t she like about you, my friend? Your good looks? Your lowly title? Your diligence in caring for your responsibilities? The friendly and respectful manner in which you treat those around you?”

      All of which was behavior that Gabriel had failed at.

      After traveling several yards, his traveling companion grimaced.

      “Did you not bother to ask her why?” Gabriel pushed.

      If Gabriel couldn’t make Olivia happy, the least he would do was encourage his friend to remain in her sister’s good graces.

      Crawford glanced over his shoulder, almost as though contemplating returning to Ashton Acres. They were an hour away by now.

      “She’ll be there when you return,” Gabriel reminded him.

      His old friend rolled his shoulders. “Of course, she will.” And then he added, “Hell and damnation.”

      Gabriel half hoped Crawford wished to go back. He’d take it as a sign that he needed to go to Olivia. But what would he say?

      There was nothing more to say. It was done.

      And so they continued toward London.

      Gabriel did not see the lovely scenery as he rode away from Ashton Acres. He did not notice the bonny weather or birds singing. It was as though all the color in his life had drained away.

      He had written to Victoria last week. They would discuss the tenuous date set nearly a year ago. They’d vaguely determined to marry at the end of the Season. It was only a few weeks away.

      The poor girl had been forced to shroud herself in black for so long now that he’d likely not recognize her dressed in colorful or even lavender gowns.

      And just as he’d experienced at other odd moments of the day, a pang of loss stole his breath away.

      Olivia had welcomed him into her bed.

      She’d been so trusting of him, so open and giving. Since the moment he’d stumbled on her at Crawford’s Ball, he’d known her to be naïve and innocent.

      Crawford had warned him. Gabriel hated that he’d betrayed one of his best friend’s trust.

      Perhaps Olivia would tell her sister, who would, in turn, tell Crawford. Crawford could demand Gabriel meet him on the field of honor, and then Gabriel would delope.

      None of the answers to his own questions were acceptable.

      He grimaced, feeling empty inside.
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      London

      

      “Horrible, nasty, dangerous business. That mine.” Gabriel’s mother ridiculed the task that had kept him from London these past months. “And what foolishness for you to have put yourself at risk, even for Crawford. God rest his father’s beastly departed soul.”

      His mother hadn’t ever been one to mince words. Although his family had, of course, had an acquaintance with Crawford’s, they’d never professed to hold the old duke in very high regard.

      Gabriel’s father had once confided to him that the late duke had essentially killed his own wife. The man had been greedy beyond comprehension. Tight-fisted with his land, his money, his heir. Of course, Gabriel’s own mother would not mourn the man’s demise.

      “I’m vexed with you for taking it on.”

      “It was a simple favor for a friend. And look here. See?” He turned in a full circle before sitting down in his mother’s favorite parlor. “Not a single broken bone.”

      He’d not tell her of his hands, which had mended slowly but were now mostly healed. Nor of the greenish bruises that had taken weeks to fade from his chest and abdomen.

      He rejected memories of delicate hands cleaning and soothing those very same bruises. It seemed he missed her more as each day passed, when it was supposed to work the other way around.

      Damned Olivia and her cursed violet eyes.

      “You could have been killed. Don’t try to keep any of this from me, young man. You may be Kingsley, but I’m still your mother. What would Victoria have done if something had happened to you? Aside from her aunt, you’re practically all she has left in this world.”

      “But she will not lose me, Mother. And she has you and Prissy. Not to mention Gilbert and Nathaniel. Our family will always be hers. She is in town, is she not?” He’d only sent that one initial note from Misty Brooke. Since he’d only just returned to London two days ago, he’d not yet made an attempt to visit her at her aunt’s.

      “She attended the Houghton garden party last weekend. Mrs. Beasley allows her to socialize on occasion. Poor dear. I cannot imagine what her life would be like if she did not have marriage to you to look forward to. Too many tragedies for one so young.”

      His mother wasn’t wrong in such an opinion.

      “I’ll have flowers sent over this morning.” Gabriel rose. “And I’ll call on her myself, this afternoon.”

      His mother set aside her knitting and walked with him to the door. “Let me know as soon as you’ve set a new date. I’ll invite her and Mrs. Beasley here so that we can begin all the planning. I do hope nothing comes along this time. I’ve almost started to think the betrothal was cursed.”

      His mother’s choice of words sent a frisson of something… not fear, but awareness, rushing through his veins. Gabriel didn’t believe in magic, or curses or supernatural forces of any kind.

      Days after returning from London, a mere hours after burying the old duke, Crawford had asked if it was true that Olivia had gone to the mine just a few days before the cave-in. Gabriel had been unable to dissemble. Yes, Olivia had visited the mine, he was of a mind to believe that she’d even entered the first few feet or so while he’d gone down under.

      “Goddamnit.” Crawford had responded to the news. “Why in the hell would she have gone there?”

      “Because I offered to take her,” Gabriel had responded. “She’s known about the damnable pit of horrors for most of her life, I felt the least she deserved was to lay her eyes on it.”

      “I know. Hell, I took Louella up there the first day of our courtship. I only wish…”

      “What?”

      “Damnable rumors are flying around. A few of the families are saying she cursed the workers with her eye. I was hoping I could refute that she’d been there, but—”

      “Evans and Ben were there, too.” Damn ignorance. “There’s no fucking curse.”

      “You think I don’t know that?” Stanton had run one hand through his hair. It had been a hellish month for both of them.

      “She believes it sometimes. She’ll deny it left and right, but her father’s done his best to convince her.”

      Crawford had paused and was watching him carefully. “You seem to have come to know my sister-in-law a great deal over the past few weeks.”

      Gabriel had been unable to meet his friend’s eyes as he sat across the large desk between them. Instead, he’d unrolled a document he’d been working on that laid out all the weaknesses of the shaft they’d been utilizing at the mine. It would do no good to discuss Olivia with him.

      Their friendship, likely, could not hold up to the transgressions Gabriel had committed against her.

      “But of course, the betrothal’s not cursed,” his mother agreed in a placating manner, bringing Gabriel back to the present.

      With hands that were beginning to show her age, Lady Kingsley then pulled her son down so that her kiss could land easily enough along his jaw. “We must get past this wedding so that you and Victoria can begin your life together, set up a nursery, and give me some grandbabies to fawn over.”

      And then another damnable thought struck him. He would wait one month and then he needed to assure himself he’d not done any more damage than he originally thought.

      He needed to write to Olivia.
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        * * *

      

      In the weeks that followed the collapse of the mine, Louella and Crawford surprised the entire village by taking in the Smith children. They intended to care for them and raise them as their own.

      No distant family member had come forth and the only other couples who would have wanted them would have only taken one, two at most. The boys would have lost each other in addition to losing their parents.

      Just when Olivia had begun contemplating their predicament, the children had been swept away to Ashton Acres. Baby Harvey, the twins. Even Luke Junior.

      Of mind to help her sister with the daunting responsibility, Olivia had made the short walk to Ashton Acres a few times but quickly discovered that with all the nurses and nannies hired by Crawford, there was no need. Although she’d managed to get Louella through one particularly rough spot, it seemed important to allow the children to settle into their new home, their new family, without her interference.

      She was happy for them, and for Louella and Crawford.

      And yet––Olivia glanced down at the book she’d been trying to read for the past half an hour––she could not shake this melancholy.

      She’d read the same page over and over and still had no idea who Miss Bennett was talking to.

      So much had changed. The children no longer needed her, Eliza had gone to visit an aunt, and Mary was taking the loss of her brother hard. The other woman made attempts at cheerfulness, but Olivia knew her maid had been close to him. He had married the previous spring and died leaving an expectant wife and not much to support her.

      Such sadness. The loss of life that spring would be felt in Misty Brooke for years to come.

      Olivia missed spending her days assisting Eliza caring for the children and although she tried not to dwell on it, she missed Gabriel’s sense of humor and adventurous spirit.

      She missed how he had teased her and goaded her into wanting more for herself.

      She missed him.

      A knocking on the front door had her closing her book and setting it aside, once and for all.

      A few minutes later Mary stood at the door. “It’s a letter for you.”

      She rarely, if ever, received any mail and didn’t recognize the handwriting. Upon turning it over, however, she caught her breath. The sealed wax emblem boldly stated the sender to be the Earl of Kingsley.

      He’d written to her.

      Gabriel.

      “Thank you.”

      Mary nodded and withdrew silently. As dear as Mary was to her, Olivia needed to be alone when she saw his handwriting––when she read his thoughts.

      It would not be a love letter, however, no matter how much she wished that it was.

      There was only one rational reason for him to write. He wanted to be certain there were no repercussions from the night they’d spent together. He was, after all, a gentleman. And as such, although her claim to gentility was tenuous at best, his honor would dictate that he… do something.

      There had not been any repercussions. She’d gotten her monthlies just two weeks after…

      She ought to have been relieved but there was apparently no end to her foolishness.

      She’d cried.

      Olivia cracked the seal of the envelope and opened the carefully folded parchment.

      Without focusing on the words, she dragged the tip of her index finger along the hastily scrawled lines of ink and then lifted the paper to smell it.

      It mostly smelled like linen and a hint of spice and… man—left over from his hand, no doubt—that caused a whirlwind of sensations to sweep through her.

      Memories. Longings.

      She opened her eyes and read,

      Olivia, Miss Redfield,

      I hope this letter finds you in good health content in your situation. My conscience has been annoyingly persistent and will continue as such until I have satisfied myself that you are not experiencing devastating unwanted ruinous unseemly repercussions following our acquaintance this spring. Below is where I can be contacted if you find yourself in need of me additional assistance and/or support from myself.

      I miss Please do not hesitate to send for me if necessary.

      Your Friend,

      Gabriel Fellowes, Kingsley.

      And then he’d managed to scrawl barely legible directions to Kingsley House in Mayfair.

      Why couldn’t she simply forget him? Or better yet, hate him? It would make his absence so much easier.

      Olivia tipped her head back and stared up at the ceiling.

      She squeezed her legs together, closed her eyes, and lifted the letter so that she could inhale his scent again.

      Ten weeks had passed since they’d been together. Ten of the longest weeks of her life.
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      Moving On?

      

      “My Lord.” Victoria rose to greet Gabriel with her hands outstretched. “It is so wonderful to see you looking hale and healthy. I’d begun to wonder if you were ever going to return to England.”

      When she offered her cheek, he had no reluctance in placing a kiss upon it, just as he’d done with his sister less than one week ago. “I’d be the world’s greatest fool if I did not. How are you, Miss Shipley? You look even more beautiful than when I left.”

      And he was not dissembling. He’d never once found her looks lacking. Her hair was brown, but with shimmering golden highlights, and her chocolate-colored eyes always met him with a welcoming warmth.

      He couldn’t allow her time to answer, as he felt her aunt’s disapproving gaze burning a hole into his back. He turned and bowed to the discommodious woman in hopes of sweetening her temperament even the slightest. “Mrs. Beasley, It is a pleasure to see you again as well.”

      Which, of course, was an outright lie.

      “Harrumph,” she answered in kind. “Your mother informed me that you had returned to London all of a week ago. How good you are, to come rushing immediately to your intended’s side.”

      “Aunt Delia.” Victoria shot her aunt a pleading glance. “I’m certain Lord Kingsley had important business to attend to.”

      He held onto his cajoling smile even as he recalled all of the important duties he’d allotted for his time. Such as drinking and gambling well into the night at a few of his clubs, working himself to exhaustion at Gentlemen Jackson’s. Writing and then rewriting letters to send to Olivia.

      “Indeed,” he agreed. “May I?” He gestured toward the long settee. “I was hoping we could settle on a new wedding date.”

      There, he’d said it. He was not on the verge of jilting his fiancée for another woman. He hadn’t even allowed himself to think such thoughts. But he could not bring himself to do the deed as quickly as had been decided a year ago. The Season was already over, really.

      And who married in London when no one was in town?

      Mrs. Beasley’s eyes narrowed suspiciously.

      Victoria nodded but remained silent. Likely, she’d become so frustrated over the past few attempts that she refused to allow herself to summon much excitement for their nuptials until they were both standing at the altar.

      “A summer wedding would be most commodious,” he began while studying a bouquet of flowers on a table near the window. Society weddings required an abundance of flowers and decorations. And there ought to be a wedding breakfast as well. He frowned. “Then again, to schedule the ceremony so precipitously allows only a short amount of time for planning.”

      “I’m certain that between your sister, your mother, Miss Shipley, and myself, we can manage the necessary arrangements,” Mrs. Beasley suggested.

      But Gabriel was shaking his head. “No, no. I won’t have it.” He nodded toward his fiancée’s relative. “Miss Shipley has waited far too long to marry with anything less than all pomp and circumstances.”

      Victoria caught her aunt’s eye.

      “Christmas would give us plenty of time to plan adequately.” She suggested so softly that Gabriel had to lean forward in order to hear all of her words. She couldn’t be any more different than Olivia, although both of them were lovely ladies indeed.

      Mrs. Beasley’s lips pinched together tightly.

      He furrowed his brows.

      It had snowed last year at Christmas time. A vicious blizzard, in fact.

      Gabriel was shaking his head once again. “If the weather turns, it could make for difficult travel and we’d be left with an empty church. What would you think of the first Sunday in May, my dear? My mother will go into raptures at the promise of a ton wedding held at the pinnacle of the Season. What do you say, Miss Shipley? A spring wedding at St. George’s?”

      She shrugged and raised her brows. “I don’t know why not. We’ve waited this long…”

      Mrs. Beasley wasn’t so accommodating. “Too long, as far as I’m concerned. What does my niece need with a fancy Society wedding anyhow?”

      “Nothing but the best for my future countess, and if she’s of mind to have a spring wedding, then a spring wedding she shall have.” And having made such a definitive decision, Gabriel rose once again and placed his hat back atop his head. If only Victoria’s aunt was less of a dragon, the poor girl might smile on occasion.

      It occurred to him that he might make more of an attempt. And he would.

      Soon.

      “I’ll inform my mother and sister before they leave for their afternoon visits. It’s never too soon to begin making plans.”

      Mrs. Beasley glowered at him. “All the expenses are to be billed to you?”

      Not much of a question, really. “Of course,” he answered amicably.

      And then Victoria yawned behind a fan she’d been holding. “Springtime is a long way off. One never knows…”

      “I will be counting the days.” He performed some mental calculations before adding, “Around 298, or thereabouts, if my guess is correct?”

      Mrs. Beasley clucked her tongue.

      Victoria shook her head, but Gabriel made out a barely perceptible grin.

      “Will you do me the honor of joining me for a drive through the park this afternoon?” Ah, yes. There it was. A full smile.

      “As long as it’s not one of those high-flying vehicles.” And then she chuckled. “I’ll be counting the hours.”
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        * * *

      

      “A spring wedding at St. George’s,” Gabriel announced when his mother glanced up from the book she’d been reading before he barged in unannounced. The gratified smile he expected never came, however. Instead, his mother frowned.

      “Must the two of you wait so long? What if another relative knocks off? I’d think Miss Shipley would have been more practical in selecting the date.” His mother stared at him intently. “I do hope she’s not considering crying off. This is something both your fathers wanted for so very long.”

      Gabriel dropped into a large wing-backed chair and crossed his legs. “She’s not considering crying off. If she doesn’t marry, she’ll be stuck with that ghastly aunt of hers for life.”

      Given the choice, he would have much preferred to have the wedding over and done with, but since Victoria had her mind set on the full regalia of a spring wedding in London, who was he to disappoint her? The poor girl had had a horrid time of it over the past few years. “Absolutely insists upon the additional time to plan. And, of course, you and Prissy will want to help organize…” he twirled one hand in the air, “…all the things that need organizing. Say, where is Prissy, after all?”

      His only sister, also his youngest sibling, had made her come out two years ago at the age of eighteen, and he’d only run across her a few times since returning. She wasn’t the same gangly girl she’d been when he had left for his travels two years before.

      “She and Miss Ayles are taking in the sights at the Tower with Lord Lockley today. I do believe he’s considering offering for her.”

      “Lockley, eh?” From what Gabriel remembered, the marquess was nearly a decade older than Gabriel and considerably more experienced than his sister. If his memory served him right, the man was quite popular amongst London’s most popular brothel madams. Not that there was anything wrong with that, but he’d continued his patronage throughout his marriage. Not the sort one wanted for one’s sister, that was for certain. “A little old for Prissy, don’t you think?”

      His mother shrugged. “He seems a little quiet for her, but he’s handsome, and although he’s only been widowed little more than a year, very sought after.”

      Gabriel rubbed his chin, determined to do a little asking around.

      “Your brothers haven’t brought forth any objections.” His mother picked up some knitting and busily worked her needles with what appeared to be little effort. She’d always had a book, or sewing, or something to keep her occupied.

      “I can imagine how a pup like Nathaniel would be balled over by Lockley, but I’m surprised Gilbert would approve very handily.” Gabriel’s two younger brothers could hardly be more opposite than one another in nature. Nathaniel was more apt to use his charm and boyish good looks to get by in life, while Gilbert relied upon good sense and skepticism. Prissy fell somewhere in between.

      As the oldest, Gabriel had done his best to keep the peace amongst them all.

      “Perhaps if you remain in Town for a while, you can come to know the man himself. Prissy is quite taken with him.”

      Before taking it upon himself to travel the Continent, living in London had more than suited Gabriel’s needs. Entertainments abounded in the form of his clubs, government affairs, horse racing, cards… the occasional high-end brothel if he failed to attach himself while visiting the green room… But none of it held the same appeal this time around.

      Already, he was feeling restless.

      Useless.

      Sitting in his mother’s favorite parlor, the prospect of utilizing most of his time for leisure held little appeal.

      Not that he had any desire to involve himself ever again in Crawford’s mining operations, but he was beginning to believe he was a man who needed to participate in activities that had more purpose—not just more purpose—but any purpose at all. Neither he nor his mother made much use of Sky Manor, located about an hour from Ashton Acres, since his father’s passing.

      “Not sure how long I’ll remain in Town, Mother. I’m of a mind to make a visit to Sky Manor before the season ends.”

      “Sky Manor?” She’d dropped her needles and studied him closely, but then began nodding slowly. “That sounds like a lovely idea.”

      He’d not expected her to be so pleased with his imminent departure.

      “We’ll all go.” Without so much as an acknowledgment from him, she’d set the knitting aside, and taken up a piece of paper and pencil.

      “Are you certain, Mother? You wish to leave London for the summer then?”

      “It’s time, son.” She smiled up at him.

      Rising from his chair, Gabriel found himself feeling satisfied indeed with his accomplishments for the day.

      If only the mail had brought the missive he’d been watching for. He supposed that he ought to assume Olivia had no need of him.

      She’d not returned his letter. Which ought to indicate that they had managed to avoid any… complications.

      Because it would have complicated everything.

      As a gentleman, honor would have forced him to offer her and their child the protection of his name. He’d have had no choice but to bow out of his betrothal with Victoria. It was the only possible scenario where he would have gone against his father’s wishes.

      But she had not written.

      His disappointment was quite unexpected.

      Of course, it was not the thing at all, for an unmarried lady and a gentleman to correspond in such a manner, but they were rather beyond such formalities… and he would have liked to know how she fared.

      Crawford had written on a few occasions with questions regarding reopening the mine. From what Gabriel understood, however, operations would move at a snail’s pace and when future concerns arose, they would be halted until the problems were addressed and resolved. All of the bodies had been recovered and although a handful of the initial workers were returning, a good deal of them had stayed away.

      Crawford’s letters had mentioned that some believed that if the mine hadn’t been cursed before, it became so when Olivia visited it. And, damn his eyes, Gabriel would take the blame for that, too.

      Hell, he only hoped she hadn’t heard of such ridiculousness. She’d seemed practical enough most of the time, but she’d also been innocent, naïve, too giving by far. Good Lord, she’d been willing to marry a common laborer so that she could help raise four children who were not her own.

      He wished he understood her better. Was she mourning the loss of her fiancé, despite the nature of their very short engagement? Crawford had also written that he and his duchess had taken responsibility for the raising of Smith’s orphaned children, moving all four boys over to Ashton Acres and setting them up as though they were their very own.

      Olivia had expected she’d become their mother. She would be happy that the children had been placed in such a bountiful home, but Gabriel knew it would be a loss to her, of sorts, to see her sister embrace the motherhood she’d been willing to take on herself.

      In far more primitive conditions.

      Olivia deserved more, damnit.

      “I’ll inform the servants.” He rocked back on his heels and shoved his hands into his pockets.

      His mother nodded. “And your fiancée.”

      “Eh?”

      “Victoria. You’d best inform Miss Shipley.”

      Ah. Yes. Mrs. Beasley would be none too pleased.
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      Mothers and House Parties

      

      As it was, upon returning to Sky Manor, Gabriel found himself reliving far more happy memories than those of his father’s last days. The servants had greeted him enthusiastically with needed upgrades and a few staffing issues and since arriving, he’d had little opportunity to contemplate his personal affairs.

      Romantic or otherwise…

      His brothers had come and gone over the Christmas holidays and since then, life had reverted to such mundane matters as corresponding with political colleagues and addressing improvements with his estate manager. And after all the upheaval of last spring, he valued all of it.

      Contentment. Serenity. Peace.

      Even a certain level of boredom did not go unappreciated.

      He glanced up from a ledger of financial entries he had been working on and gazed unseeing at a picture mounted above the mantle.

      “Kingsley?” His mother peeked around the door of his study without knocking. Before awaiting an answer, she stepped inside carrying a piece of paper, a pair of spectacles perched atop her head. Priscilla followed with a smug smile dancing on her lips.

      He rose and made a slight bow. “To what do I owe the honor of a visit from both of you?” In fact, he was happy to see them. Although proficient in calculous and other sciences, his least favorite task was balancing the estate books.

      A necessary evil, however, when one wished to avoid being fleeced.

      “I’ve decided to host a house party next month, three weeks before Easter. Unless you have any objections, of course?” she asked with eyebrows raised. At the slight shake of his head, she continued, “Do you wish to go over this guest list with me?”

      And there went his serenity.

      If he were to be honest with himself, he was surprised his mother hadn’t done something like this earlier. For as long as he’d known her, she’d been something of a social butterfly. The manor boasted twenty-three bedchambers. He’d not begrudge his mother inviting a few friends to keep her company before returning to London for yet another Season.

      And his wedding. He’d not spoken with his fiancée in months.

      Again.

      He supposed his mother’s house party could help rectify this.

      “So long as you invite Miss Shipley, I don’t imagine I care much one way or the other.”

      His mother grimaced but sat down across from him anyway. “Of course, Victoria and her aunt will be invited. It will give us a chance to go over the wedding plans. And then, with a curious glance toward her daughter, she said, “Priscilla has asked that I invite Lord Lockley.”

      This was not something he wished to hear. He’d done some asking around, and although no one disparaged the man outright, Gabriel could not approve of the neglect he’d shown his first wife. In addition to that, he was smugly arrogant. The man said all the right things, knew all the right people and yet…

      “I think he’s close to coming up to scratch.”

      “No.” The word left Gabriel’s mouth before he could think it over thoroughly. That being said, he would not allow the man to offer for his sister.

      “You can’t be serious, Gabe! You don’t even know him. You can’t leave the country for two years and then waltz back, expecting to run my life for me!” Prissy had burst to her feet, dark eyes sending daggers his way.

      Oh, hell.

      “Just because you like how the man looks—”

      “I’m not that shallow of a person,” she cut him off.

      He turned to his mother for some agreement and she merely shrugged. “Give the man a chance, dear. And if, after spending some time with him, your disapproval persists… unless there is something specific?”

      He couldn’t very well discuss infidelity and sexual perversions with his sister and mother. Perhaps Lockley’s attractions would diminish upon closer inspection. Furthermore, an invitation to Gabriel’s mother’s House Party didn’t mean he approved of the match.

      “Very well.” But he didn’t like it.

      And he’d be damned if he’d stand by while some bounder took advantage of his sister.

      Not to mention her sizeable dowry.

      “Perhaps you ought to take the time to get to know your own fiancée, dear brother of mine.” Priscilla was definitely no longer the malleable young girl she’d been before he’d gone on his travels. Before he’d left, she’d idolized him.

      She’d most assuredly outgrown that.

      He simply nodded. And furthermore, she was right. It would be most beneficial for him to spend some time in Victoria’s company. “Duly noted.”

      His little sister could not argue with him when he agreed with her.

      “Are you certain you don’t wish to examine the guest list?” His mother held out the paper filled with what he knew would be utterly illegible handwriting.

      “Any other controversial guests I should be aware of?”

      “I don’t think so, darling.”

      He obviously wasn’t going to be granted a vote in such matters, anyhow. He waved her off. “Do what you must.”

      His mother nodded in satisfaction, but his sister sent him a scowl as they both rose, smoothed their skirts and turned to leave.

      “Don’t work too hard.” His mother said over her shoulder with a wink before following Priscilla out of the room.

      His response was a dry chuckle.

      The door closed and in the ensuing silence, Gabriel stared down at the account books unseeing.

      He’d have to set time aside for Victoria. Not that he minded entertaining, but he’d grown rather comfortable in his routine.

      It would be good to spend some time with his intended. Aside from the drive Gabriel had taken her on and one outing to the theatre, he had seen very little of her last summer.

      He shuffled his paper into a stack and turned to stare out the window. When he’d last undertaken to get to know a woman better, he’d uncovered the delights of Olivia. Literally. And God, but what a delight she had been. He only wished…

      Gabriel glanced down at the paper in front of him.

      Olivia. He’d scrawled her name at the top, as though she was secretly dancing around inside of his brain. Balling the paper up and tossing it across the room, he chastised himself for not moving on already. If he wasn’t careful, he’d find himself writing sonnets about her. And likely they’d not be very good ones.

      Or even fit for genteel readers, for that matter.

      Because despite the months that had passed, his hands itched to touch her, his memory strained to recall the exact shade of her eyes, and his heart ached just to be with her. Other parts of his anatomy strained at the thought of her as well.
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        * * *

      

      “You will come, won’t you, Olivia?”

      Olivia had known Louella was up to something this morning when she’d arrived bearing extra cakes from the kitchen at Ashton Acres.

      “Crawford assures me the estate is lovely. And the drive will only take half a day.”

      Olivia hated it when Louella asked for anything—her younger sister being the one person in the world she could not say no to.

      But this…

      Louella was not done yet. “Her Grace insists she nor her daughters can attend, as their year of mourning isn’t up.” It was well known to Olivia that Crawford had insisted he nor his wife would mourn a man he’d hated. “Since Cameron has been so busy at the mine, he’s suggested that I take the opportunity to attend and meet some of his family’s acquaintances. He would attend with me but…” Louella grimaced. She need not explain anything to Olivia in regard to the demands of that horrid hole in the ground. “I think he feels guilty for neglecting me, even though I assure him that I understand. I told him I’d ask you to make the journey with me. There will be a good deal of people that I’ve not met before, and I… Oh, Livvy. I just really want for you to come as well.”

      But this was Lady Kingsley’s house party.

      Gabriel’s mother.

      “I have not been invited.”

      “Lady Kingsley’s invitation included all of my sister-in-laws as well as the dowager and even the children. I doubt she’ll have any problem if I bring my sister along.”

      Olivia raised one skeptical brow.

      And then Louella sighed. “You’ve not quite been yourself, Livvy, ever since last spring. I think it would do you a wonder of good to get out of Misty Brooke for a few weeks.”

      Misty Brooke had grown tiresome. Although several months had passed since the cave-in, many of the locals refused to relinquish the notion that Olivia had had something to do with it. This made it difficult for her to move about town as comfortably as she had before. Most of them simply stayed out of her way. Some refused to meet her eyes—which was no new thing for Olivia—but there had been a few who’d dared to make unseemly comments.

      Never when she was with Louella or His Grace, or even any of his sisters. Only when Olivia was alone.

      “Could not Lady Lillian attend with you? I can stay at Ashton Acres… to assist with the children.” It was her best excuse. Olivia could not, would never, tell Louella about all that had transpired between her and Lord Kingsley. Even now, her behavior with Gabriel seemed shocking.

      “Her Grace insists all her daughters adhere to the full year. As to the other, Mrs. Habersham has them well under control. And she has two nurses to help her already. Please, Olivia?” Louella batted her eyes and pouted prettily. “Puuleeez?”

      “Who else will be in attendance?” She at least needed to have some idea before committing herself to something that could bring about a great deal of embarrassment.

      Would he be there? He’d traveled extensively over the last few years. She likely had nothing to worry about…

      “Lady Kingsley’s daughter, and I believe several of her acquaintances. Old friends to the dowager, from what I gather. I imagine most of the guests are friends of the countess, likely to be more advanced in years. Oh, Livvy, puleeez?”

      Olivia wanted to ask directly if Lord Kingsley would be present but… Louella would have mentioned him if that was the case.

      Wouldn’t she?

      Worst case scenario, Kingsley was there.

      Surely, the estate would be large enough that they could avoid one another for a few days. If Olivia brought along a few books, and she could explore the countess’s gardens, which she’d heard were quite spectacular…

      Olivia exhaled loudly. Louella, it seemed, was not about to allow Olivia to hide in Misty Brooke forever. “You are certain my coming along won’t be an imposition?”

      Louella squealed in delight. “Come up to Ashton Acres tomorrow morning. I have a modiste scheduled to measure Cameron’s sisters and myself. You must have something made up for the house party. You’ll feel much better wearing something fashionable. Trust me.”

      Olivia squirmed. “I don’t want any new gowns, Louella.”

      “But you need them! I won’t take no for an answer.” And then she rose from the patio, took up her reticule, and sent Olivia a rueful glance. “Am I acting horribly spoiled? All you need to do is tell me. It’s just that… I hate that I am so happy and yet since I’ve married, nothing seems to have improved for you. Before I realized that I would love my husband, being able to make your life easier was my main consolation for giving into Father’s demands. Now that I have everything I ever dreamed of, it’s all the more important to me that you find happiness as well.”

      Olivia reached out and squeezed Louella’s hand. “You are the best little sister in the world, did you know that? And no, you are not acting horribly spoiled. I will come up to Ashton Acres and be measured for one dress. And then we will pack up our trunks and go to this house party together.”

      Louella smiled tentatively.

      “And I will be happy,” Olivia added.
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      Nice People… Mostly

      

      As it turned out, she was measured for seven new gowns. Seven! Olivia had protested but Louella insisted that they’d already been made for her, and it would be an awful waste. At which, Olivia had no choice but to give in gracefully.

      Olivia smoothed her skirt and then stretched her arms up after exiting the carriage. The scenery surrounding Sky Manor was jaw-dropping.

      “Aren’t you so very glad you came?” Louella slipped an arm around Olivia’s waist and led her toward the grand staircase leading up to the castle. Which was the only word Olivia could think to describe the magnificent structure set perfectly against the side of the hill, as though it was meant to be there from the beginning of time.

      Louella presented Olivia to the Countess of Kingsley, who in turn introduced the other ladies present.

      “Your Grace, I’d like to present my daughter, Lady Priscilla, Mrs. Beasley and Miss Shipley. Ladies, the duchess is Crawford’s bride, Miss Redfield is her sister.” Uncertain as to who should curtsey to whom, Olivia dipped into a half-hearted bob. Miss Shipley caught her eye, did the same, and grinned.

      “Come inside, please.” Lady Priscilla gestured them up the steps. “I’m sure you both must be ready for a cup of tea after your long drive this morning.”

      Olivia’s head spun around as a virtual army of servants began assisting the outriders and driver in unpacking and leading the untethered horses away to some unseen stable area. Mary stood off to the side of them, looking uncertain as to where she ought to be.

      For the past five years, she’d been much more than just a companion, maid, or housekeeper to Olivia. She’d been a good friend.

      Olivia gestured to her. “And this is my companion, Mrs. Mary Brown.” Olivia did not need Mary to sit around all day waiting for her to come back into her chamber. Louella caught Olivia’s eyes and smiled.

      An hour later, Olivia was so very glad that she’d given into Louella’s pleas and come along. Lady Kingsley was all that was pleasant, as was Gabriel’s lovely sister, Lady Priscilla.

      Gabriel was nowhere in sight.

      The only person in the room to avoid looking her in the eye was the rather unpleasant Mrs. Beasley, whom she’d discovered to be Miss Shipley’s aunt.

      Olivia simply adored Miss Shipley, however. At first, she’d seemed somewhat quiet, but as they conversed, she quickly proved herself to be clever and thoughtful.

      And friendly.

      Which gave Olivia pause to consider that she’d become somewhat accustomed to being on the receiving end of far too many cold stares and biting comments over the past month. She’d not realized the relief she’d feel to leave it all behind, if only for ten days.

      Upon discovering that Olivia was unmarried, with no apparent prospects, Miss Shipley told her all about the school where she’d taught for the past five years: Miss Primm’s Ladies’ Seminary. If Olivia was so inclined, Miss Shipley would be happy to provide her an introduction to Miss Primm herself. They’d have an opening in a little over a year after Miss Shipley’s marriage.

      “You are betrothed?”

      Miss Shipley nodded and then shrugged. “My fiancé and I have just set the date for next May. I have no idea how I’ll spend my time when I’m done teaching.”

      “Your husband and children will appreciate you, no doubt.” Olivia wondered why her eyes wanted to mist over at that moment. Miss Shipley was a delightful lady and any gentleman would be lucky to marry her. “Will he be joining you this week?”

      Miss Shipley turned to stare out the window and released a long drawn-out sigh. But before she could answer, Louella rose from her seat and was smoothing her skirt.

      “We’ll freshen up, then, so you can greet your other guests.”

      Another caravan of carriages had arrived. After driving for most of the day, Olivia realized that she would, indeed, appreciate a brief respite to change and freshen up.

      “I’ll show all of you to your chambers, and Mama can greet our new arrivals.” Lady Priscilla opened the door and was already leading Louella and Mary toward the grand staircase. Along the way, she pointed out a few of the more interesting pieces of artwork hanging along the stone walls, as well as the ubiquitous suits of armor guarding several of the doors. “The castle was a strategic fortress for centuries,” she explained. “When the stockpiled armor was discovered in one of the cellars, my father ordered them restored one by one so they could be displayed. We’ll take you for a tour while you’re here, and you can see the remainder of the collection displayed in the North Turret.”

      The castle most definitely was different than any other home she’d ever visited. Upon arriving on the next floor, Lady Priscilla led them up another spiraling staircase which deposited them into a small foyer. Only after turning down another hallway, and then another smaller one, did Lady Priscilla indicate a heavy arched door that opened into a large chamber for Louella. They turned a few more corners before arriving at a chamber for Olivia to share with Mary.

      Olivia simply hoped she would be able to find her way back to the main rooms in the castle.

      Overall, she was enchanted.
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        * * *

      

      Gabriel pulled up on his reins in order to allow his brother’s mounts to catch up. Nathanial arrived quickly, having ridden hell-bent for leather, whereas Gilbert, always the more conservative of them, followed at a more sedate pace.

      “Looks like Mother’s guests are arriving,” Nathanial announced with one hand shading his eyes. From this vantage point, one could see the valley, the road leading to the manor, and on a clear day, a distant lake that signified the southern edge of his estate.

      Gabriel ignored the new arrivals in favor of the natural landscape.

      “Do you think she’ll go through with it this time?” Nathanial guffawed, his long blackish hair whipping about in the wind. At six and twenty, Gabriel’s youngest brother hadn’t endured an abundance of responsibility as of yet. Gilbert, on the other hand, shrouded himself in worry and, at times, seemed far older than his present age, which was eight and twenty.

      “Don’t you think you should return to the manor to welcome your fiancée?” Gilbert nagged as he came to a halt beside them.

      “She’ll prefer to be alone for a while.” When one was engaged to the same woman for most of his life, despite not seeing her much more than once or twice annually, he did, in fact, learn a few of her habits.

      “Who are the other chits?” A new level of interest crept into Nathanial’s voice.

      “Crawford’s sisters?”

      Gilbert’s answer had Gabriel stiffening in his saddle. Sisters. Not sister-in-law.

      He’d known his mother would invite the old duke’s widow but hadn’t expected the woman to accept. He’d thought the household would be in full mourning and unable to participate in any social functions.

      “Perhaps this house party won’t be such a bore after all.” Nathanial grinned. “Leave it to good old mum…”
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      She’s a Lady

      

      “It looks fine,” Gabriel reassured Fritz. His mother had hired the valet the day before Gabriel arrived in London, and although Gabriel would have preferred to make such a decision himself, he could not argue with the man’s qualifications. He knew what Gabriel needed, on most days, before Gabriel himself did. It was as though the man could read his mind.

      Who was he to argue with perfection?

      “I cannot imagine anyone is going to care one wit if the pleats of my cravat are not perfectly centered.”

      “Oh, but My Lord, I will care.” Fritz was a serious-minded gentlemen’s gentleman who cared far more about Gabriel’s appearance than Gabriel, himself, ever would. Gabriel winced inside at the realization that he was settling down.

      Wasn’t that what he’d told Olivia? He’d hire a valet when he finally married?

      His mother had invited forty-eight people for her house party, she’d informed him this morning, and forty-two of them had accepted. The massive wooden dining table that had stretched empty for a decade would be filled nearly to capacity. From what he remembered; the table normally sat fifty. If he knew his mother at all, the numbers of male and female guests would be exactly the same.

      Gabriel had asked his mother to seat Lord Lockley at his side. If he kept the man nearby, where Gabriel could keep an eye on him, the bounder was less likely to take advantage of Priss.

      “That should suffice, My Lord.” Fritz stepped back and nodded, leaving Gabriel to examine his appearance in the large looking glass on the wall.

      His valet had not only insisted upon dressing him properly but also shaved him for a second time that day, trimmed his hair and even slicked it back with pomade. Same dark eyes. Same black hair. With the labor he’d participated in over the past months, his shoulders seemed larger, his physique harder. Gabriel felt shaken to realize how much he had grown to resemble his father.

      The man had been larger than life, it seemed, and had been Gabriel’s hero for as long as he could remember. But that he would be half the man his father had been. He swallowed hard.

      Fritz stepped forward and adjusted Gabriel’s jacket, smoothing off some non-existent lint.

      “Thank you.” Gabriel figured he’d better make his way to the drawing room where his mother’s guests would be congregating before the meal, lest Fritz decided to make another attempt at his cravat. With a nod, he exited his chamber and although the corridors could be confusing at times, made his way without thought toward the large stairway.

      Only… Surely, his imagination was getting the better of him.

      “Olivia?” The woman wore an emerald-colored gown that draped elegantly to the floor, revealing just a hint of her familiar curves. Golden blond hair had been curled and pinned into an impeccable coiffure; a few tendrils allowed to caress the back of her neck. So graceful, so refined looking. So very different than he’d ever seen her.

      She spun around in surprise, eyes opening wide.

      Contrasted with the green of her gown, they appeared even more brilliantly violet then normal. Gabriel could do nothing to tamp down the burst of exhilaration that hit him at that moment. “My God.” He swallowed hard. “You look beautiful.”

      She lowered her gaze to the floor and then dipped into a curtsey. “Thank you, My Lord.”

      He wanted none of this from her. The last time he’d seen her, she’d been clothed in nothing but a sheet. Her lips had been swollen from his kisses. His eyes settled on her creamy white exposed décolletage.

      The last morning they’d been together, the tops of her breasts had been red from the scruff of his beard.

      “What are you doing here?” The words left him before taking a moment to think that of course, if Crawford’s wife had been invited, she might bring her beloved sister along.

      Delightful pink flushed that décolletage now. He’d not meant to embarrass her. “My sister required my company.” And then she lifted her chin and met his eyes. “I am a guest.”

      He’d not meant to slight her. “Of course, you are, Olivia. My apologies.”

      “Miss Redfield, My Lord,” she corrected him.

      For the moment, all he could do was drink her in. He’d fooled himself that she could be pushed out of his affections so easily. All the emotions he’d known at Misty Brooke assaulted him again with no mercy. How many days had he wished for her smile? Her wit? Her unique perspective on the world around her?

      “I’m afraid I’ve gotten turned around.” She bit her lip.

      “Turned around?” His mind wasn’t functioning properly. Ah… of course. “It’s not difficult to become lost in these corridors.” But his eyes continued drinking her in.

      A short laugh was her response. “I’ve been wandering in circles for the past ten minutes.” Her sheepish smile seemed a little brittle.

      “You did not return my letter.” He’d wondered, feared, and hoped on a number of levels. Now, with her standing before him, it was obvious why she had not.

      Her gaze dropped to her hands, which clutched one another anxiously. “There was no reason.”

      Ah.

      Of course. He’d known that.

      “So, you are well?” he confirmed.

      She nodded. He nearly succumbed to the desire to reach out and touch her as he had so many times before, to lift her chin so that he could read her thoughts.

      “Your mother is lovely, as is your sister,” Olivia commented.

      Gabriel nodded. “And the weather. So lovely this time of year, would you not agree? Not too hot, nor overly windy?”

      The two of them had never had to resort to the weather in order to find topics to converse upon. Her lips twitched with not quite a smile.

      “You look different.” She surprised him, and then, with a wave of her hand, added, “Your hair, and your… face.”

      He laughed. “A necessary evil when one’s mother is involved. What do you think?” He rubbed the smooth skin along his jaw and then turned to the side. “Am I fit to meet with our guests?”

      She blushed again. “You appear all that is appropriate, My Lord.”

      He caught her eye and held it this time. “Ah, Olivia. It is as it should be, is it not?”

      And again, she nodded. His fiancée was in residence, along with his mother and his sisters.

      He bowed.

      “May I escort you to the drawing room?”

      As she took his arm, he realized he’d not bowed toward her since first meeting her again in Crawford’s garden. Had he?

      He’d teased her, cajoled her, kissed her, and other… things, but at some point, he’d dropped even the pretense of mannerly behavior while in her presence.

      He’d done his best to convince her that she deserved to marry higher than Luke Smith, told her she could do far better than to marry a laborer but had been unable to offer himself as proof.

      The thought troubled him as he led her through the myriad of corridors to the main part of the house. He’d stressed that she was the daughter of a viscount. Her father had angered him to no end by referring to her as his curse. And what had Gabriel done about it?

      He’d taken it upon himself to ‘befriend’ her.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia fought the light-headed sensations sweeping through her as she allowed Gabriel Fellowes—the Earl of Kingsley, her one-time lover—to assist her to more familiar surroundings.

      Of course, he was in residence. Why would he absent himself from his own estate when his mother was hosting a house party?

      Had she been hoping he would be there all along? She dismissed the thought as nonsense. It had taken her weeks, no, months, to shake her melancholy about him.

      She no longer loved him. He was an earl. He was betrothed.

      And tonight, this evening, he appeared every inch the aristocrat he’d always been. So much she wanted to tell him, and to ask him but could not. She remembered how she’d felt when he’d looked down on her from the altar at Louella’s wedding. How different he’d seemed.

      He’d insisted he’d been her friend, but after… Oh, after being with him in that way, they could never go backward.

      They could not go forward, either.

      Olivia had not thought it mattered at the time, but she was so very glad she wore one of her new gowns this evening. The confidence that came along with it allowed her the fortitude to face him without feeling apologetic. Being measured, poked, and then pinned had all been worth it to see a glimmer of… something different when his eyes landed upon her.

      What had happened to the unrestrained hoyden who’d gone where she pleased, barefoot and dressed in secondhand garments for most of her life? Before the collapse of the mine, Olivia had never thought twice about her behavior. She’d felt quite comfortable, in fact.

      But now… Without even realizing it, something inside her had shifted. She doubted she would ever be that same girl.

      Had it been the tragedy at the mine that changed her? Had it been Luke Smith’s death?

      Or had it mostly had to do with the fact that she’d known a man in the biblical sense? She stopped herself from snorting at the thought. There had been nothing biblical at all in what she and Gabriel Fellowes had done together.

      As she’d donned the fine material of her new gown that evening, she’d remembered the feel of a man’s lips trailing along her skin. She imagined how wearing silk or satin might evoke similar sensations. She understood why a woman would put on oils and perfumes before engaging in intimate activities...

      The thought had not gone away as she’d wound her way about the castle getting horribly lost.

      And then oddly enough, as though she’d summoned him with her thoughts, he’d appeared out of nowhere.

      And here she was, walking beside him, for all the world as though they were hardly more than strangers.

      But this was Gabriel.

      “Is it very different every time?” He was the only person she could ask. He was the only person who knew…

      He coughed into his free hand, and then glanced down at her with raised brows. “Excuse me? You mean…?”

      Olivia rolled her eyes heavenward. “Of course, that’s what I mean. I can hardly ask my sister or mother.”

      “Why, Olivia Redfield,” he responded, pretending to be shocked. “To what purposes would you have me answer such a scandalous inquiry?”

      “Well…” She touched her gloved fingertip to her lips. “You’ve obviously engaged in intimate activity numerous times. For a person such as myself, who’s had but one experience, I cannot help but wonder if it grows boring, or routine…”

      At this point, Lord Kingsley sounded rather as though he was choking.

      “Are you unwell, My Lord?”

      “Olivia,” he brought himself under control. “We cannot…”

      “I cannot seem to act appropriately, can I?” She dropped her gaze to the floor. “Regardless of how I dress, or walk, or if my sister is a duchess even.” She was beyond embarrassed. Of course, this wasn’t something one brought up for discussion…

      “It isn’t that–”

      As they neared the drawing room, the low murmurs of the other guests drifted along the length of this last long corridor.

      “Please. Accept my apology.” Olivia disengaged her hand from his arm and increased her pace. What on earth had she been thinking? This man was not the one who had been her friend. She needed to learn to think before she spoke.

      But she was not to make a complete escape.

      “You never cease to delight me,” Gabriel whispered near her ear, at the same time claiming her arm once again as they entered the room where his mother’s guests gathered.

      Miss Shipley approached them both with a welcoming smile. “Miss Redfield! That color is positively stunning on you.”

      Olivia disengaged herself from Gabriel and allowed Victoria to take hold of her elbow instead.

      With a glance in Gabriel’s direction, Miss Shipley added, “And I see you’ve met my fiancé, Lord Kingsley.”
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      The Other Woman

      

      Roaring filled Olivia’s ears. She should have known. She should have realized.

      Victoria Shipley was Gabriel’s betrothed! And Olivia liked her! In the short time since meeting her, Olivia had found her to be a thoughtful and warm-hearted young woman. She wasn’t overly beautiful but very pretty.

      “Miss Redfield got herself turned around in the corridors upstairs. I’m not certain she’d have joined us for dinner if I hadn’t run into her.”

      Miss Shipley patted Olivia’s arm. “Call for a maid next time. I got lost once for nearly thirty minutes. Lady Priscilla was the one to save me then.”

      Another gentleman entered the room behind Gabriel, and Lady Priscilla joined them.

      “You got lost on more than one occasion.” Lady Priscilla winked at Miss Shipley as she joined in. “We shall have to have a game of Sardines while everyone is here!”

      “Then we shall all be lost!” Miss Shipley laughed in mock horror.

      Still grasping Miss Shipley’s announcement, Olivia forced a smile at the suggestion and then barely managed to acknowledge the introduction to Baron Lockley, a well-dressed somewhat older-looking gentleman. It was then she noticed a stiffening on Gabriel’s part.

      His eyes flicked between Lord Lockley and his sister and then back to the baron.

      Lady Priscilla seemed smitten with the man, who, despite appearing well into his fourth decade, was handsome indeed. “I vote the younger guests ride up to the ruins tomorrow. If the weather holds, that is. Do you ride, Miss Redfield?”

      Olivia forced herself to concentrate on what was being said. Did she ride? Her first thought was that of riding in front of Gabriel on his mare along an isolated country road. How she’d felt with his arms around her for safety, his breath warming the nape of her neck when he bent his head to speak to her.

      “Miss Redfield?” All eyes were upon her.

      “Oh, um. Yes. Riding. That sounds lovely.” She couldn’t help stealing a glance at Gabriel. Something in his gaze suggested that he was remembering too. She shivered and just as quickly dropped her lashes.

      “So many beautiful ladies, sitting atop the finest of horseflesh. What gentleman could resist such an outing?” Lord Lockley offered.

      Lady Priscilla giggled.

      “What gentleman indeed?” Gabriel’s words sounded clipped. When Olivia had the courage to look up again, she caught him glowering at his sister. Miss Shipley released Olivia’s elbow and stepped back to allow another gentleman to enter the conversation.

      “Mr. Fellowes,” Lord Lockley greeted the new arrival, seemingly oblivious to the tension radiating from his host. “Lady Priscilla has suggested a ride to the ruins tomorrow morning. With this bevy of ladies, can you imagine any place you’d rather be on a fine spring day?”

      “Indeed not.” If Olivia hadn’t guessed by his name, she would have known him to be one of Gabriel’s brothers by his looks. Same height and build, same dark eyes and inky black hair. His eyes didn’t dance, however, as she’d seen Gabriel’s do on so many occasions.

      Although Gabriel’s eyes weren’t dancing this evening.

      “Gilbert Fellowes, May I present Miss Olivia Redfield. Miss Redfield, Mr. Fellowes is Lord Kingsley’s younger brother.” Miss Shipley made the polite introduction. The younger man bowed, and Olivia dipped into a scant curtsey. At that moment, she determined to practice her curtseys. Louella was unwavering in her longing to take Olivia along when she and Crawford left for the Season and Olivia would rather not feel so awkward every time she was introduced to somebody new.

      “My pleasure, Miss Redfield.”

      Conversation covered other possible entertainments they’d embark upon over the next ten days, and then dinner was announced, effectively stirring the various clusters of guests to seek out their escorts. An older gentleman Olivia did not recognize was to escort Lady Kingsley, and Olivia was surprised to see Gabriel take Louella by the arm.

      But of course, she was a duchess.

      Olivia could not help but feel out of her depth.

      “May I?” Lord Lockley offered his elbow, and Olivia had no choice but to take it. The man pulled her close to him and patted her hand. “I look forward to becoming well acquainted with you over the next week, my dear Miss Redfield. Where have you been hiding all this time?”

      A chill slid down her spine, but she merely nodded. Had she been hiding as much as she’d been hidden?

      She turned her head and offered a tentative smile.

      Something in the way Lord Lockley looked at her had her feeling far more exposed than she liked. He hadn’t quite met her eyes, rather his gaze settled for too long upon her lips… and lower.

      Hiding hadn’t been so bad after all. It was better than feeling… naked.
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        * * *

      

      As much as he tried, Gabriel could not keep his gaze from straying to Olivia. He hadn’t thought she could be any more beautiful than she was in his memory, but somehow… she was.

      She’d told him she was a guest. His mother, likely, had invited her sister who was now the Duchess of Crawford. If he’d known she was coming would he have done anything differently?

      He glanced to the right, where Victoria had been seated. A place of honor, since his mother held court at the opposite end of the table.

      “Are you and Miss Redfield acquainted already?” Victoria inquired. “She is Crawford’s sister-in-law, after all, and lives near Ashton Acres, from what I have gathered.”

      Gabriel nodded, sensing Olivia’s gaze upon both of them. “We have met on a few occasions. The mine is on her father’s property.” He’d not make any further explanations.

      “Such a horrible tragedy,” Victoria responded.

      “Ah, yes. But I understand the mine is virtually spewing gold now. Last I heard, anyhow. Are you invested?” Lockley was emboldened enough to ask him.

      “Never.” Although, Gabriel could not deny the truth of Lockley’s declaration. It was one of the only mines in all of England ever to produce any significant amounts of gold. With no additional mishaps, thank God.

      Gabriel was happy enough for Crawford’s good fortune, but he, himself, could never benefit from the project. He’d told Crawford just that when he’d been asked.

      At Christmastime, he had sent a small fortune from his personal coffers in lieu of assistance for the families affected. It did nothing to assuage his own guilt.

      What those people had lost could never be replaced.

      “You were brave to offer Crawford your assistance at the onset,” Victoria offered.

      Gabriel was surprised by his fiancée’s comment. But of course, she had heard accounts of the cave-in. He’d not thought to share his experiences with her. He hated speaking of it.

      Bravery had nothing to do with anything he had done in Misty Brooke. He’d merely been procrastinating returning to London.

      “Misty Brooke will never be the same.” Olivia’s voice broke into the conversation. Her eyes shone brightly as she blinked and then dropped her lashes as though to study her soup. “You cannot imagine the repercussions of the loss of so many in one small village.”

      Lockley, who had been placed at Gabriel’s left, sat to the right of Olivia. Gabriel seethed as the blighter reached up and grasped hold of her wrist, his thumb sliding along her nearly translucent skin. “Of course, it won’t be, Miss Redfield. You ought not to have to be reminded of such tragedies while here on holiday. Nothing to be done now. Eh? These few weeks are meant to be set aside for frivolity and,” he waggled his eyebrows, “dare I suggest, romance?”

      The gesture seemed innocent enough, and something of a joke, and yet Gabriel could barely contain the urge to lift the man bodily away from the table and order him off his estate.

      How dare he lay a hand on Olivia! A few seats down, his sister had noticed and heard Lockley’s comments as well. She met Gabriel’s eyes briefly before casting them down at her plate.

      It would be good for her to see Lockley for what he was; a rogue and a scoundrel.

      Olivia pulled her hand away and tucked it under the table. “I’m reminded of it every day that I’m alive, My Lord,” she commented softly. “As, I’m sure, Lord Kingsley is.”

      Olivia would not gloss it over, and Gabriel found himself feeling rather proud of her for it. She’d spoken in all solemnity. She’d not find any humor in Lockley’s attempt to trivialize the lives of those lost last spring.

      An uncomfortable silence followed her statement.

      “My condolences, Miss Redfield.” It was Victoria who finally broke it. “I cried for days after I heard.” She glanced over at him. “To think something might have happened to Lord Kingsley…”

      Gabriel swallowed hard. And he’d had no idea she’d even been aware of the disaster.

      “Kingsley was on the Continent before that,” Nathanial piped up from Olivia’s other side. “My big brother, the world traveler.”

      Relief swept through his end of the table as the discussion turned to Gabriel’s adventures through France, Italy, and Belgium.

      He answered questions about some of the sights he’d seen, and when Priscilla chimed in about the Mannequin Pis, he couldn’t help but meet Olivia’s gaze.

      He’d never known a meal to go on longer. When the ladies finally rose to leave the men to take port, he savored the soothing effects of the dark liquor.

      In all the months since returning from Misty Brooke, he’d never once imagined he’d share a meal with Olivia on one side of him and Victoria on the other.

      He was a cad of the worst kind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

    

    
      An Innocent Outing

      

      Gabriel rose early the next morning, knowing he likely wouldn’t be allowed a great deal of time to attend to estate matters once the guests were all up and about.

      He was surprised when his mother stepped into his study to join him.

      “You look tired this morning, darling. Didn’t you sleep well?”

      Gabriel lifted his brows but only shrugged in answer. “Are you happy with the party so far?”

      She frowned. “I did not know you were acquainted with Miss Redfield. She’s a lovely enough girl but a little odd.”

      Irritation stirred in his gut.

      “Not because of her eyes, which, by the way, I find to be a most delightful color. But there is something about her. An unusual innocence, perhaps, even though she is older than her sister.” But while she spoke, she watched him carefully. “And quite lovely… which concerns me.”

      Damn. He’d done his best to try not to watch her too much. Had his mother noticed something in his behavior toward Olivia? She’d always been able to read him better than he would have wanted.

      “Prissy has her sights set on Lockley, and I couldn’t help but notice he paid Miss Redfield an inordinate amount of attention at dinner and then later, in the parlor.”

      Gabriel stiffened and ran one hand through his hair. He, too, had noticed.

      And yet, the man seemed just careful enough that he could easily deny his intentions.

      Not that Gabriel would ever give the man permission to make his sister an offer. He had been hoping he wouldn’t have to let his sister down this way but would do so if necessary.

      And although Lockley’s behavior toward Olivia could be considered convenient in thwarting the man away from Priss, Gabriel wasn’t comfortable with that either.

      He’d have to keep an eye on all three of them, not a task he relished in any way.

      “I’d hate to see your sister hurt,” his mother emphasized.

      “Which is exactly why he’s the wrong man for her.” He spoke sternly, a tone he hardly ever used with his mother.

      “But–”

      Gabriel held up a hand to cut off any arguments. “Am I not Kingsley?” At his mother’s nod, he continued, “I’m watching the man, Mother. I’ll not trust Prissy’s happiness to just anyone. You’ll simply need to defer to me on this.”

      “Perhaps you’ll see something different in him on the ride today, or even better, over the next ten days.” Of course, his mother wouldn’t give in so easily.

      “Perhaps,” Gabriel acquiesced. “But I doubt it.”
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        * * *

      

      In addition to the day dresses and evening gowns Louella insisted upon, she’d also ordered a riding habit for Olivia. She’d never worn such a garment before and couldn’t help but think it quite ridiculous attire for an excursion into nature.

      Nonetheless, the purple hues of the fabric matched her eyes perfectly, and even she could not find fault in the jaunty hat. Decorated with lavender feathers, one of them curled downward and lightly caressed the side of her face when she turned her head a certain way.

      It surprised her to realize how different a lady felt when clothed properly.

      It had been years since she’d ridden sidesaddle and although she’d once considered herself proficient at it, had to tamp down a few nerves. She watched the various gentlemen and grooms assist Louella, Lady Priscilla, and Victoria—as Miss Shipley insisted she call her—onto their prospective horses with genuine anticipation. When one of the mounting blocks finally became free, she moved closer, hoping she wouldn’t make a fool of herself.

      “Miss Redfield?” One of the groomsmen appeared with a friendly-looking but gorgeous white mare saddled up and ready to go.

      “She’s beautiful! What’s her name?” Olivia couldn’t help but exclaim as she stepped forward slowly and then rubbed the mare’s silken neck.

      “Rhiannon,” the steward stated proudly. “Lord Kingsley specifically selected her for you.”

      “Like the Celtic Goddess?” Olivia had read about the fairy queen. The horse’s eyes followed her and for some odd reason, Olivia felt an instant kinship. Why would Gabriel assign her such a special horse? Or was she only imagining it?

      She blushed and then chastised herself. Gabriel had likely done the same for all the ladies present.

      Lady Priscilla’s mount was a lovely spotted gelding and Louella’s and Victoria’s lovely brown mares.

      After acquainting herself with Rhiannon, Olivia climbed onto the block and then easily hooked her thigh onto the front of the saddle and guided her left foot into the slipper stirrup. What she remembered as being most important was to center herself on the horse, just as if she were riding astride. Facing forward, she sat patiently as the grooms led the ladies out where the gentlemen already waited.

      Gabriel paired up with Victoria, Louella with Mr. Gilbert Fellowes, Lady Priscilla with Lord Lockley and riding up beside Olivia, Mr. Nathaniel Fellowes, Gabriel’s youngest brother.

      All of it was so formal when she simply wished to gallop across the lush meadow until her mare was ready to rest. She’d forgotten the pleasure she’d found in riding before her parents had moved her away from the main estate.

      “Rhiannon, eh?”

      “She’s spectacular,” Olivia answered honestly as she felt the easy response of the gorgeous horse below her. “She’s an enviable goddess, to be certain, Mr. Fellowes.”

      “Call me Nathaniel. Or better yet, Nate. May I call you Olivia?” A little surprised, Olivia glanced over at her companion just in time to see his eyes dancing even more merrily than Gabriel’s did. She guessed him to be a flirt but an innocent one. He seemed sweet, fun, and uncomplicated.

      “Very well, Nathaniel. And yes, you may.”

      “I think perhaps that your gown was made to match the horse.”

      Oh, but a flirt indeed. She laughed. After that, their conversation flowed effortlessly as they rode for nearly half an hour, discussing the mythical exploits of Rhiannon and which ones might possibly have been anchored in truth. As they crested a gentle slope, not far in the distance, a tall and rocky hill towered above them. Perched atop was what appeared to have been some sort of abbey or monastery, half of it resembling more rubble than building.

      Parked at the base were two carriages. Servants had arrived earlier, apparently, to set up the picnic nuncheon. It also appeared that other guests, who’d been unwilling or unable to ride or walk, had joined them via the more leisurely form of transportation.

      “Race me?” Nathaniel dared.

      Without answering, Olivia leaned forward and urged her mount. “Let’s go, Rhiannon!”

      The horse ran like a dream, and Olivia relished in the feel of the wind rushing past her, Rhiannon’s gait steady and sure. She could hear Nathaniel close behind her, but she didn’t care at all. This wasn’t about the race, or about winning, it was about freedom and wonder. She could almost believe herself the fairy queen, sitting atop her white horse. With the magnificent animal stretching her legs, the two of them flew as though in a dream.

      For the space of thirty seconds, Olivia Redfield felt like a goddess.
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        * * *

      

      “We’re lucky to have such fine weather today.” Looking lovely, Victoria sat with her skirts carefully arranged, upon one of the blankets spread out for their use. Some of the gentlemen reclined on their elbows but the ladies, for the most part, remained prim and proper.

      Louella was especially good at this, appearing every bit the duchess that she was. She’d admitted to Olivia after breakfast that she already missed His Grace. The prospect of another nine days without him, she’d told Olivia, suddenly felt like forever.

      What would it be like? To love and know oneself loved fully in return? How wonderful for Louella!

      Olivia watched the others from her own prim position but would have liked to lie down and look up at the sky instead. Bored with the conversations, she began playing with a few dandelions, making a flower chain. When her skin prickled, she glanced up.

      She’d thought Gabriel might be watching her but was discomposed to realize it was Lord Lockley’s eyes she’d felt.

      Gabriel was being attentive, as he very well should, to his fiancée.

      In a burst of energy that most of the others were not experiencing after the magnificent meal, Olivia adjusted her habit and pushed herself to her feet. “I cannot wait any longer to explore.” She would have left on her own but for Louella’s anxious gaze. Of course, ladies were not expected to go traipsing in the countryside by themselves. “Nathaniel, are you up to the hike or are you still too winded from losing to me earlier?”

      Others glanced at her curiously, but Nathaniel, good sport that he was, merely laughed. “Your Grace, I find that your sister is abusing me this morning.” He addressed Louella, but he’d risen and sauntered around the tableau of blankets. “Anyone else ready for the excursion?”

      “Shall we join them, Victoria?” Gabriel asked almost as though they were already a married couple.

      Victoria sighed and waved him away. “Walk with the duchess, Kingsley. I want to do nothing more than sit here in the sunshine and enjoy the lovely view.”

      Louella had, indeed, already risen. As had Lady Priscilla and Lord Lockley.

      Olivia wished that Lord Lockley would have remained seated.

      “Shall we?” Nathaniel offered her his arm, but Olivia shook her head.

      “Half the fun is making the climb using one’s own abilities.” And unwilling to be delayed a second longer, she marched toward the path that led up the hill.

      She would have much preferred to go alone. That was what she knew. Nonetheless, she held her head high and pretended a confidence she didn’t quite feel. She also pretended she wasn’t constantly aware of Gabriel’s every move.

      Bittersweet, that’s what this was. Seeing him again but not being able to talk to him the way they had last year.

      He’d been inside of her and now they had to act almost like strangers around one another.

      And seeing him again awakened all those needs she’d been attempting to deny for months now.

      But only for him.

      “Turn right where the trees begin.” Nathaniel marched behind her.

      While chatting, she’d already discovered that Gabriel’s younger brother and she were practically the same age, and yet, he seemed much younger than her. He was a pleasant, good-looking fellow.

      Why didn’t he invoke the same emotions his older brother had?

      The path grew steeper and the impracticality of her heavy gown grew even more apparent. If Louella hadn’t purchased it for her, if she didn’t need to ride back to Sky Manor in formal company, and if she was simply able to do as she pleased, she would have happily torn off the extra material.

      She shook her head ruefully. It was doubtful she’d ever shed all of her hoydenish tendencies.

      By the time they had climbed the endless spiraling stairs in the somewhat crumbling tower, both she and Nathaniel were out of breath. But the view was worth the effort.

      Wanting to feel all the wind and sun on her face after the long winter, Olivia pulled out a few pins and then removed her hat and set it on the floor near her feet. She then placed both hands on the half wall protecting them from falling hundreds of feet to certain death, leaned forward, and peered down.

      “Can you imagine living here?” she asked into the wind. The breeze swept up the sides of the stone wall holding them up.

      “I cannot, but Gabriel spent the night on an occasion or two. As the youngest, I found myself threatened with a lashing if I decided to emulate him.”

      Olivia could easily imagine Gabriel doing just that. He’d utilized a gamekeeper’s cottage all the while he could have lived in the lap of luxury at Ashton Acres, for heaven’s sake.

      “When did your father die?” She hadn’t meant to ask, but whereas Gabriel could be so very closed off at times, his brother was surprisingly open.

      “A little over nine years now. Hit all of us hard, but Kingsley more so than the rest of us.” He slid a sideways glance her way. “My father doubled down with my oldest brother on his death bed. Drew all sorts of promises out of him. Up until then, believe it or not, Gabriel was something of a hellion.”

      Olivia could very well believe that. She counted backward and realized he’d lost his father not long after she’d met him the first time.

      “Don’t lean on the wall. There’s no telling how strong it is.”

      “Speak of the devil,” Nathaniel said with a taunt.

      Olivia glanced over her shoulder to follow her companion’s gaze.

      “Making up stories about me again, Nate?” Gabriel stared at Olivia despite the fact that he was speaking to his brother.

      Standing with the scalloped stone wall behind him, she could easily imagine Gabriel as a knight, or a lord defending his palace from invading marauders. A shiver, a not unpleasant one, swept through her at the thought.

      She could only hold his gaze for the briefest of moments before the others began appearing from the stairwell, one by one; Louella, Lady Priscilla, and Lord Lockley.

      Olivia wrapped her arms in front of her, as though chilled from the wind. The sun was warm enough, however. It was the baron’s glance that made her skin crawl.

      She was in the company of some of the most elite people in all of England. They’d been educated and raised to adhere to the strictest of Society’s standards. She ought to feel utterly safe. But for some reason… she did not.

      Why was it that all her senses went on alert whenever the baron was present? She must be imagining things. She stared off into the distance at a few clouds drifting by. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d imagined something that wasn’t there.

      Having enjoyed Gabriel’s brother’s most amicable company for far too much time already, she wanted to enjoy the old abbey alone. She wanted to peek into all the openings they’d passed on the way up and see if any artifacts might have been left behind.

      She simply needed to be somewhere where she didn’t feel like everything she did was being watched and judged. Maybe then she could breathe normally. Be herself, if only for a little while.

      As unobtrusively as possible, Olivia sidled around the edge of the group, waited until Louella’s back was turned, and slipped back into the stairwell.

      Although protected from the wind in the tower, without the sun or her exertions to warm her, she was suddenly glad of the heavy material of her riding habit.

      The cool darkness offered a very different protection.

      She was enjoying the house party, as much as was possible, what with coming face to face again with Gabriel, and his fiancée, no less.

      And liking her.

      And everyone had been inordinately kind to her. Although not everyone was comfortable meeting her eyes, most made an effort.

      But she needed to be alone. She’d spent so much of her life somewhat isolated that she found it quite exhausting to be around others for most of the day.

      At the first landing, she exited the stairwell and investigated what had most likely been bedchambers or prayer rooms. There were very few windows and anything that had left behind was obviously long gone. Some animals’ nests and an old blanket.

      Had Gabriel slept in one of these rooms?

      She jumped when a bird came flying out of one of them and then laughed at herself.

      The next floor wasn’t much different, except the rooms seemed smaller but more plentiful.

      Ready to find her way back to the stairwell, she stiffened upon hearing voices. Was that Nathaniel looking for her? But no…

      She’d heard such sounds before… when she’d been searching for privacy outside of Louella’s ball.

      “My lady.” A gravelly, ragged sound. Followed by whimpers and sighs.

      Surely, not Lady Priscilla? And the only possible gentleman then… was Lord Lockley.

      Olivia knew she’d been off by herself for quite a while already. Unwilling to cause any trouble, she wanted to get to the bottom of the Abbey without further delay.

      If she could just slip past this doorway without making any noise. One step, two…

      She couldn’t help but glance inside. The lady’s black flowing hair tumbled down her back and her arms wound tightly around the gentleman’s neck. At the exact moment Olivia would have moved along, the baron glanced up and caught her watching them.

      He did not seem embarrassed or in any way protective of Lady Priscilla, whose gown had been dragged off her shoulders. Furthermore, he did not make any attempt to alert Lady Priscilla that the two of them were no longer alone.

      No, he lowered his lips, nipped at Lady Priscilla’s ear and dropped one eyelid in a wink.

      “Lockley,” Lady Priscilla uttered.

      Olivia scampered away.

      As she was about to make her way down, she lifted her hand to her head. She’d left her hat on the top floor.

      She loved that hat. And Louella would be hurt if she lost it. Determined to be quick about it, she dashed up the stairs, sometimes skipping a step and within minutes emerged upon the rooftop and then drew herself to a halt.

      Gabriel stood alone there, looking off into the distance, her hat clasped loosely in his hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      A Moment

      

      He’d thought he could do this. No, he didn’t just think he could. He had to. He’d given away his choice nearly a decade ago.

      And Victoria had been all that was pleasant. He’d already put off the nuptials for nearly a year. And ironically enough, no one had died in that time.

      He lifted the jaunty little hat Olivia had been wearing and inhaled. She’d stolen his breath this morning when she’d urged Rhiannon to race across the field. At first, fear had clutched at him. He’d known she could ride. She’d admitted so much to him on one of their outings and how she’d missed the privilege. But these fields were not familiar to her, nor was the horse.

      But she hadn’t had to travel far to show what a natural she was.

      He’d witnessed Olivia looking happy before, but he’d never seen her looking powerful. It was as though she’d become the fairy queen herself, at that moment.

      “I forgot it.”

      He’d not realized she returned. Steps away from him, his Olivia. Breathless and flushed.

      The others had already descended to the bottom of the tower. He ignored the voice in the back of his mind that assured him they would not be interrupted.

      “It isn’t always the same.” He’d lain in bed the night before, considering her question. He’d shamed her somewhat, by not having an answer for her yesterday. He’d made her feel gauche for asking.

      She tilted her head questioningly.

      “In fact, depending upon the person. It can be incomparable.”

      Her eyes opened wide the second she comprehended his words. He loved that about her. The fact that she never hid her feelings behind ennui or false sophistication. She’d never been anything but honest with him.

      “Oh.” And then she dropped her lashes.

      He watched her swallow. Not many times had he left her bereft of words.

      “Always know, Olivia, that you are incomparable.”

      She lifted her gaze as though in surprise. a lovely pink flooding her cheeks, but she was shaking her head.

      “I–You. Miss Shipley. Please give me my hat.” She stepped forward to take it from him. But he did not release it. Instead, he lifted her chin so that he could lose himself in his favorite eyes in the world.

      Two pools of violet glistened up at him. One steady, the other drifting on its own.

      Ah… Olivia. And then he touched her hair. Styled today, into intricate braids and an off-centered knot to accommodate her hat, he supposed. This is as she should be; a lady, in every sense of the word.

      God, how he’d wronged her.

      “Allow me. Do you have the pins?”

      Her chest rose and fell, as though she couldn’t quite catch her breath, but then she reached into a pocket and pulled out three hat pins.

      “Let me see.” He placed the hat atop her head and adjusted it to the side. Taking one of the pins, he slid it through the fabric and into a braid. Savoring this nearness, her scent, he carefully added the other pins.

      The hat was adorned with feathers, but one flirtatious plume caressed the side of her face most temptingly. He could not stop himself from sliding his hand along the silk of the feather and then to the even softer texture of her skin.

      When he reached his thumb over to caress the plump flesh of her lip, her lashes drifted shut and her body swayed.

      She trembled beneath him.

      “We are still friends?” Her voice was barely a whisper.

      “Always.” But his heart raced.

      She tilted her face into his hand and then, with a jolt, stepped backward. She lifted her chin and with cool eyes informed him, “We need to return to the others.”

      Yes. By God. “Of course.” He’d have winged her an elbow but wasn’t sure he could touch her again without taking more. And for the first time since knowing her, he wasn’t certain she’d be willing to give.

      And she would be right.

      “The steps are uneven. Allow me to go before you, in case you need assistance.” Although she’d never really needed his assistance any time before. He’d only thought she did and then wreaked havoc in the long run.

      “Thank you, My Lord.”

      As they approached the covering to the stairwell, Lord Lockley appeared, one lip pulled back, stretching his mouth into a grin. A grin Gabriel would have liked to wipe off the blighter’s face with a single blow to the chin.

      “Lady Priscilla was concerned,” he said in that annoyingly languid voice of his. “For Miss Redfield… but it’s obvious she’s managed to place herself in quite capable hands.”

      If Gabriel was not mistaken, a tremor shook Olivia’s small frame.

      “You’re not wrong in that, Lockley. You may inform my sister that Miss Redfield had forgotten her hat.”

      Lockley sneered again, bowed, and then with an entirely inappropriate glance at Olivia, turned and disappeared as quickly as he came.

      No way in hell was the bastard marrying his sister. Gabriel never ought to have allowed his mother to invite him to begin with.
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        * * *

      

      Olivia was grateful to follow Gabriel down the steep and winding stairs. Her knees were wobbly, and she wasn’t sure she could have descended the steps safely knowing he was watching.

      Knowing he still wanted her.

      She also appreciated any person who stood between her and that horrid Lord Lockley. She wondered if she ought to have mentioned the embrace she’d witnessed earlier to Gabriel. Lady Priscilla was his sister, after all.

      Surely, Lady Priscilla did not wish to align herself with the likes of Lord Lockley? Admittedly, he was handsome, and if one didn’t analyze his words too closely, he seemed charming enough. But when he stared at her, his eyes bode nothing good.

      Olivia could discuss it with Louella. Perhaps Louella would know the etiquette for this sort of situation.

      “Are you all right?” Gabriel turned and asked. Caught up in her conundrum, she’d slowed her pace considerably.

      Concern etched his features.

      He wasn’t happy. She knew him well enough to know that.

      She shouldn’t have come.

      “Just… thinking.” She grasped the rusted rail and increased her pace.

      At the same time, she drank in the sight of him as he confidently descended the rickety steps.

      He’d tied his inky black hair into a queue—or perhaps he’d hired a valet as he’d said he would—but a few tendrils escaped, and he’d tucked them behind his ear. The muscles in his back stretched and pulsed beneath his jacket as he gripped parts of the railing and then released it. Each time he turned back to check on her progress after that, she hastily averted her eyes.

      She could not look at him, but that she’d become lost in the warmth of his gaze.

      She’d drawn upon every ounce of strength she possessed in order to keep from falling into his arms when he’d cradled her cheek in his hand. She’d wanted his kiss so badly.

      She’d wanted all of him.

      Already, she suffered for loving him. How much more would she suffer if she were to give in to it again?
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        * * *

      

      “Cameron!” Olivia nearly jumped out of her skin when her sister shouted gleefully as they approached the stable. A welcome surprise for Louella indeed, her husband himself was there to greet her.

      Rather than be paired up with any gentleman for the ride back, Olivia had attached herself to Louella’s side and made far too much fuss describing the delights of the ride and the abbey.

      “Didn’t think you’d manage to get away.” Olivia watched Gabriel greet Crawford from the corner of her eyes.

      All the gentlemen dismounted their horses in the courtyard while Miss Shipley approached the mounting block. The duke easily lifted Louella down and then, one hand still on his wife’s waist, stretched his other out in greeting to Gabriel and then each of his brothers.

      “I thought you were needed at home?” Louella gazed up at her husband. He was a handsome man, in a much different way than Gabriel was. His skin was tanned from outdoor exertions and his shoulders a little broader. His hair was blond, and he lacked the rakish swagger Gabriel had.

      Olivia shook her head at herself. Must she compare every man in the future with him?

      “A duke grows rather fond of his duchess.” Crawford smiled.

      Olivia had known her sister was already missing him. And as always, seeing her sister happy gave her a special sort of joy.

      As though reading her mind, Gabriel caught her glance for the slightest of moments and sent her a quick grin.

      Oh, but Olivia could not look at him. She’d give her feelings away for certain and she’d feel horrid and embarrassed and a cluster of other undesirable emotions if anyone guessed as to the nature of her yearnings.

      Lockley assisted Lady Priscilla off her horse and Nathaniel approached Olivia with a charming smile and sparkling eyes. She didn’t hesitate when he assisted her to the ground.

      And again, she wondered why one man’s touch could have such a different effect than another. They were both handsome, similar in appearance even. And Nathaniel did not repel her as Lord Lockley did.

      But she felt none of the attraction she felt with his older brother.

      Standing on the ground, her knees were most noticeably steady.

      Always know, Olivia, that you are incomparable

      She dare not imagine what he’d intended by such a comment. All summer and fall and over the holidays, she’d convinced herself she’d meant nothing more to him than any other wench he’d swived while on his travels.

      Although she flinched at the thought.

      She’d provided comfort when he’d most needed it. He had not experienced the same loss that she did at their separation.

      But… incomparable?

      So… Did he think about it?

      Did he think about her?

      But he was to be wed in a matter of weeks! Miss Shipley was a lovely lady and had lost more than her fair share over the course of her life. He could not jilt her.

      He knew that.

      Of course, he knew that.

      But…

      She’d seen something in his eyes at the abbey today. She could not allow herself to imagine it had been love.

      She would not.
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      A Long Visit

      

      Olivia did her best to avoid Gabriel over the next few days, which wasn’t difficult as the ladies spent a good deal of time working on wedding plans and even fashioning some of the centerpieces for the wedding breakfast. Lady Kingsley expressed her disdain that the gentlemen had gotten caught up in numerous poker games but did so affectionately.

      Perhaps her husband had played poker and it reminded her of parties they’d hosted together.

      The most difficult times to endure were the evenings. Always, Olivia tried to avoid Lord Lockley but also Gabriel.

      Sometimes she nearly forgot herself, and in the presence of other guests, no less. An interesting topic would come up in the conversation and her tendency was to seek out Gabriel’s opinion.

      Victoria didn’t talk much. Nor was she overly flirtatious with her fiancé. Olivia sometimes wondered… Although there was affection between Gabriel and Miss Shipley, it lacked the same intensity of Louella’s and Crawford’s. Olivia never caught them staring at one another longingly, nor did they ever slip away to be alone.

      But they were to marry, nonetheless.

      And very soon.

      On the last night of the house party, following an elaborate dinner consisting of more courses than even Olivia could eat, Lady Priscilla persuaded her mother to allow the gentlemen to roll the carpets back so that there could be dancing.

      “I will play the pianoforte,” Miss Shipley announced firmly. “Because Kingsley will never dance.”

      Gabriel, who was standing casually behind his fiancée, had smiled and then dropped a hand upon her shoulder. “You know me too well, Victoria.”

      Never my dear, or darling.

      He had not dissembled with her in the garden that night—about never dancing.

      He had danced with her, though. And quite willingly.

      “I’d be honored to partner you, Victoria,” offered Mr. Gilbert Fellowes. In contrast to Nathaniel’s friendly appeal, Gabriel’s closest sibling was a serious and quiet gentleman. “One would think that a person could master something so simple over the course of three decades.”

      Gabriel smiled and shook his head.

      “Are you that ancient?” Crawford joked from his position on the sofa beside Louella.

      This time, Olivia laughed. Because she knew as well as anyone that the duke and Gabriel were the same age.

      “Miss Redfield?” Lord Lockley said. “I hope you’ll do me the honor of a dance as well.”

      If Olivia were to refuse, she could not dance with any of the other gentlemen present. She knew that much. And she would have enjoyed dancing a country dance or two with Nathaniel or even Gilbert.

      Louella watched her expectantly.

      Olivia waved her fan in front of her face. She could not abide having to dance with Lockley. “I’m afraid I must decline. I’m dreadfully weary this evening, and we have a long journey tomorrow. I believe I shall retire early.”

      Louella’s brows rose.

      Olivia sensed approval in Gabriel’s expression, whereas, Lord Lockley scowled.

      “But thank you, My Lord, for the kind offer.”

      She was rescued from having to make any further explanations when a few footmen arrived at that moment and began moving the furniture around. They were equally as efficient rolling up the gigantic carpet that appeared more work of art than something to soften one’s steps.

      Olivia sighed. She’d not really wanted to go to her bedchamber early. It was her last night at Sky Manor. Her last night to watch Gabriel from across the room.

      She would likely torture herself thinking about him until the early morning hours. Even worse, she’d need to lie in her bed feigning sleep, since she shared a room with Mary.

      Mary, who’d spent hours and hours in the kitchen with Lady Kingsley’s cook. She’d chastised Olivia for attempting to include her in the party. “I’m not quality. Plain and simple as that.” She had, she promised Olivia, learned dozens of delightful recipes that she’d like to attempt when they got home.

      Home.

      The prospect was welcoming and yet somewhat disheartening at the same time.

      Perhaps she’d go with Louella to London this spring after all. There would always be men like Lord Lockley, and ladies such as those who’d gossiped about her in the retiring room last spring. She was not one to delude herself. But there might be others like Miss Shipley, and Lady Priscilla and Gabriel’s mother and brothers as well.

      She might not be the outcast she’d been raised to believe herself, after all.

      She rose from her seat, having given herself no choice but to retire for the evening.

      Likely, the next time she saw Gabriel, he’d be a married man. Miss Shipley would carry his children. He’d have a family.

      She excused herself and slipped into the foyer.

      But she did not go directly to her chamber. She made her way to one of the other drawing rooms, one where the ladies had spent so many hours arranging ribbons on vases.

      She slipped out into the garden.

      A wrap would have been nice, as spring hadn’t arrived in truth, quite yet, and she would have asked one of the servants, but then she’d risk her intentions becoming known to the others. And they’d insist she had a chaperone.

      She took a deep breath.

      Oh, Gabriel.

      She’d already spent a good deal of time walking in this garden and knew the exact path she’d take. One, in particular, led up a gentle slope. At the top, one of the previous earls had had a small folly built and it looked down on the trees and shrubs that grew almost naturally.

      Not nearly as grand as Crawford’s sprawling gardens, Olivia preferred them, nonetheless. It gave particular meaning to the name ‘Sky Manor.’

      She’d quite fallen in love with this estate. And Lady Kingsley, who’d somehow managed to show her more kindness than her own mother ever had.

      Olivia lifted her gown, a bright yellow muslin with a high waist emphasized by a lemon-colored satin bow.

      She loved the delicate lace on her sleeves and at the hem. In fact, she was coming to feel quite proud and pleased with most of the gowns Louella had insisted they order.

      Mary was doing all sorts of new things with her hair as well. Olivia almost felt like a lady.

      Her slippers, however, were most impractical for a late-night walk down a dirt path. Made of delicate silk, they were quite femininely whimsical. The same style ribbon as on her bodice, tied in crisscrosses up her ankle. She lifted her dress to peer down at them and sighed. She would need to be careful not to ruin them. They were so very lovely.

      Even if the soft leather sole made it so that she could feel every rock and lump almost as though her feet were bare.

      She picked her way along the path, determined to get to the top. It was her last evening here. She wanted to drink it all in, create a memory so that in the future she could imagine him looking down with pride at his estate, sooth herself knowing he could be content.

      She’d never hate him, although it might have made her future seem less dismal.

      She loved him and always would. She could no longer deny it.

      Upon reaching the folly, she simply stood at the edge gazing down at the manor, the distant fields, and all the trees that had not yet begun to flower. More stars than she could ever count sparkled above. They seemed almost close enough to reach out and touch.

      A lazy cloud drifted so that it partially blocked the moonlight.

      She would sit on the bench for a moment and then make her way back down. She was quite alone and farther from the manor than she ought to have gone.

      Just as she lowered herself onto the ornate wooden bench, a rustling sound drifted through the leaves. An animal?

      She shivered. She’d meet her death for certain if it was a wild boar. Perhaps it was only a squirrel… or a bird.

      But then definite footsteps, heavier than an animal. Perhaps if she sat very still, no one would be the wiser.

      Perhaps it was Gabriel.

      “My horrible little liar. Weary, indeed. I thought this was what you had in mind.” The voice was not Gabriel’s. Olivia’s spine shot up straight when she realized she might not be as safe as she’d assumed she would be.

      Lord Lockley had finally managed to get her alone.
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        * * *

      

      After her blatant lie about being tired, Olivia had withdrawn from the room but most definitely had not turned in the direction of her chamber. Gabriel had watched her exit to the left, but then just as quickly change direction. Her yellow gown was difficult to miss as she’d tiptoed past the open door.

      This might be his best opportunity to speak with her privately.

      And his intentions were honorable. He’d noticed that she’d done everything possible to avoid Lord Lockley over the course of the house party.

      Was it possible the man had said something to her? Offended her? By God, if he’d laid so much as a finger upon her…

      But if he was not mistaken, she had avoided the man quite successfully.

      He wished Prissy had the same instincts.

      With a quick examination of the room, he wondered if his own departure could go unnoticed.

      Victoria was familiarizing herself with the pianoforte while Gil appeared for all the world as though he’d turn the pages for her. Gabriel vaguely wondered if Gil would play. An excellent musician in his own right, he tended to hide it, as many considered it an unmanly pursuit.

      Victoria would not miss him if he were to go after Olivia.

      His mother sat in an aminated conversation with Lady Shelton. Most of the younger set, including Nathaniel and Prissy, were taking part in a flurry of activity in deciding how they would utilize the improvised dance floor. Some of the older guests looked interested in participating as well.

      Seeing this might be his best chance, Gabriel slowly backed out one of the French doors onto the veranda.

      The party was to end tomorrow and in less than three weeks’ time, he and Victoria would marry.

      Gabriel tugged at his cravat.

      Stepping away from the terrace, he contemplated whether the minx would have taken the path that descended to the brook that ran across the property or the more difficult climb to the folly.

      The piano took up and lively music drifted from the house, urging him into action. The water would entice her. He was almost certain and so set himself along the path that headed for the brook. All week long, he’d avoided her proximity, and even so, he’d always been aware of her location, what she was doing, her mood.

      She seemed to have enjoyed herself, and members of his family had mentioned how pleasant a lady she was more than once.

      She was unlike any other woman he’d ever known.

      He’d known her far better than he should have. He knew what she looked like caught up in the throes of passion, the sounds she made.

      He knew the texture of her skin and the taste of her lips.

      He ought to regret it, but God help him, couldn’t, no matter how hard he tried.

      With each step, urgency built in him to find her.

      Was he really only following so that he could discuss Lord Lockley and his sister with her? Damnit, he’d thought he had been.

      But his arms ached to hold her. His lips craved to kiss her. He’d made love to her once. He’d been given the key to heaven only to guiltily throw it away.

      God help him, he simply wanted to be with her.

      Impatience set him running. He knew this path like the back of his hand. Where was she? Halting, he paused to see if he could hear any footsteps.

      Nothing.

      He ought to have caught up with her by now. Slowing, he stepped into a clearing and turned to gaze upward. In the distance, he could just barely make out the silhouette of a person at the folly. Movement. A flash of something light. Her hair?

      Damnit, he’d been wrong. That was her. Sitting alone.

      And then not alone. Who? Hopefully Nathaniel.

      Only that wasn’t Nathaniel’s gait. It was neither of his brothers’ postures.

      Gabriel’s heart constricted. He’d not guessed correctly and now she was alone with Lockley. Desperate to get to her, he took off running up the path.
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      No!

      

      As the baron lowered himself onto the bench beside her, Olivia chastised herself for not following her intuition. She should have told Gabriel what she’d seen that afternoon in the Abby. She should have shared her misgivings.

      Lockley was a predator. Something inside of her had realized this but she’d been fooled by his fine manner and speech; by the fact that he could put the word ‘lord’ in front of his name as though that gave him the right to take what he wanted… or who.

      She went to rise from the bench, but he grasped her by the wrist.

      “You cannot leave me all alone, Miss Redfield, when I’ve gone to all this trouble now, can you?” He tugged on her arm.

      Hard.

      She had no choice but to fall back.

      Only he did not pull her onto the bench. He pulled her onto his lap.

      “There now. Isn’t that better? You’ve played games with me all week. Don’t tell me you don’t want this.” One hand began drawing the hem of her gown upward. “Now close your eyes for me, gel, so I don’t have to look at that crazy one while I make love to you.”

      “I don’t want—” But her protests were silenced by his mouth. She would not call this a kiss. It was an attack. An invasion.

      She pushed at him with all her might, only to realize her efforts were fruitless. His arms had clamped around her in a savage vise.

      Twisting and writhing, she managed to free her mouth. “Let me go!” She went to scream, and he ground his teeth against her lips again.

      In a moment of clarity, she knew she was not helpless.

      The monster thrust his tongue past her lips, and instead of pushing back on it with her own, she clamped down with her teeth. Feeling like a vicious animal, she only released him when the blood trailing down her throat stirred a gagging sensation.

      He pulled away. “You bitch!” he spat contemptuously. But all she could think was to escape. With the coppery taste of his blood in her mouth, she again tried evading his roving hands.

      But he was strong. So much stronger than her.

      Frantic, but knowing she couldn’t panic, she made a fist with one hand and shot it forward at the tip of his nose. He grunted and loosened his hold somewhat.

      And then she pushed one of her thumbs into his eye. “Damn you!”

      The next moment, she landed painfully on the dirt. Not taking even a second to consider if she’d injured him, she was only aware that he’d lost his hold. He could not be allowed to capture her again.

      On all fours, she crawled away, scrambled to her feet, and then took off running.

      That delicate cloud had covered the moon completely, extinguishing its earlier light. With tears blurring her vision, she could hardly make out where she stepped. She only knew to keep running. Toward the manor. Down. Away from him. Away from him.

      Into the trees. She was halfway to her freedom. She needed to keep moving.

      And then…

      Whoosh! The air left her body when she collided with another person. A man. And again, she fought. How had he caught up with her?

      “Olivia. Stop, Love.” Hands pinned her hands to her side, but they were gentle. Familiar. He was not the baron! It was Gabriel!

      “Where is he? What did he do?” Gabriel demanded.

      “Lockley,” she gasped into his shirtfront. Knowing she was safe, she suddenly felt ice-cold, so cold. “He didn’t. I didn’t. I fought him and I g-g-got away b-b-before...”
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        * * *

      

      She was shaking so badly that he could hardly understand her words. But he understood enough. Her dress was smeared with dirt and torn nearly halfway up from the hem. Her hair had come undone and hung wildly around her face. Blood dripped from her mouth.

      And she practically climbed him in her panic.

      “You’re safe, love. I’m here. I’ll take care of it. That’s it, let it out.” He held her trembling body against his and spoke soothing nonsensical words into the top of her head.

      All the while, white-hot anger built in every fiber of his being.

      “I shouldn’t have gone out. I wasn’t supposed to go alone. But I didn’t want him to follow me. I swear! I never asked him to follow me.” She cried the words into his jacket between a few gulping sobs.

      I’ll kill him.

      “I’m sorry, Gabriel.” She tried swiping at her eyes, shaking her head. “I’m so sorry to be so much trouble.”

      What on earth?

      He held her away from him, meeting her gaze. “You need not be sorry. This is not your fault. It’s Lockley’s fault. And my own. You ought to have been safe on my property.”

      She ought to have been.

      She deserved to be safe everywhere.

      “Is this wench making up stories?”

      Gabriel straightened his spine as a grating male voice dared utter such bile in his presence.

      Without addressing the baron’s question, Gabriel leaned down to address Olivia. “Go back to the house now. Enter through the library and go directly to your chamber.” He couldn’t take the chance that one of his mother’s stickler guests witness her circumstances. “Lock the door. Mary is awaiting you? You will not be alone?”

      He didn’t want her to witness what he needed to do.

      She pulled back, gazed up at him and then, seeming to understand what he needed, nodded.

      “Good girl.” He set her away from him toward the trail to the manor. Only after she disappeared did he turn back to Lockley.

      “I never would have poached, my good man, if I’d known you’d be so unwilling to share.”

      “What in the hell are you talking about?” But then he remembered that Lockley had appeared when Gabriel had been alone atop the abbey with her.

      “It’s obvious to me. She’s your whore.” He shrugged. “I recognize these things, you know. Takes one to know one?” And then he laughed.

      The words landed like no physical blow ever could.

      And as vile and disgusting as Gabriel thought the man to be, Gabriel was worse.

      “She’d be a pretty little thing, too. If not for that crazy eye of hers.”

      The stinging in his fist and the sound of cracking bone registered before Gabriel realized he’d landed a punch to Lockley’s left cheek. The man staggered backward until running into the trunk of a tree.

      “What’d you do that for, Kingsley? Don’t you have a fiancée to defend? I’ve left her well enough alone!”

      Gabriel stepped forward, placed his fingers around the baron’s neck, and pinned him against the tree. “You will pack your bags and leave. You will never speak to Miss Redfield or my sister again. I’d hazard to guess I have more friends in high places than you. So much as look at either of those ladies again and you’ll be on the first packet out of England looking to find a new homeland. Is that understood?”

      The baron desperately tried peeling back Gabriel’s fingers but to no avail.

      “Is that understood?” Gabriel squeezed tighter.

      At last, the man blinked and attempted to nod. Without Gabriel’s hands supporting him, he slid slowly to the ground.

      “Be gone before morning.”

      Gabriel spun on his heel and left the man gasping for air. Not before, however, the blighter uttered something under his breath that sounded suspiciously like the word fiancée…

      Lockley was lucky Gabriel didn’t return to kill him, by God.
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        * * *

      

      “Are you going to inform your sister of the true reason for Lockley’s departure?” Crawford asked later that night, reclining on the long sofa in Gabriel’s study.

      Gabriel shook his head. “Best she believes he’s lost interest. I don’t wish to put Olivia— Miss Redfield’s—reputation in jeopardy.” He’d spilled the night’s events to Crawford knowing he could trust him.

      Not with everything, though.

      Not everything, by far.

      But when Gabriel returned to his study, nearly shaking in his anger, to find his old school chum freely imbibing his finest scotch, he’d spilled every detail of Lockley’s unpardonable behavior. And the consequences he’d delivered.

      Gabriel had wanted to go to Olivia but instead sent one of the maids to ascertain that she was resting comfortably.

      It would not do for him to arrive at her chamber this time of night. He’d already done enough.

      It’s obvious to me. She’s your whore.

      Gabriel winced as the words replayed in his mind. He’d thought he’d been so careful. But the truth of Lockley’s insult shook him.

      His treatment of her had been deplorable! He lifted a glass to his lips and stifled a surprising sob that threatened to embarrass him.

      Olivia had said she’d fought Lockley. How on earth? The baron outweighed her by half. She’d had blood dripping from her lips.

      Bile threatened to rise in Gabriel’s throat. Had the blood been hers or Lockley’s?

      “That’s not the first time you’ve called my sister in law by her given name,” Crawford commented, observing him from his leisurely position.

      Gabriel strode to the mantle and stared into the fire.

      What was he doing? He loved her! He loved Olivia Redfield and yet she would suffer for lack of protection, nonetheless.

      “I care about her,” he admitted as he stared at the bottom of his glass through the amber liquid. “She and I are friends.” He nearly choked on the last word.

      “So, you’ve ordered Lockley off. And what of when you meet him face to face in London? What of when he reserves a dance with your future wife?”

      Victoria. She was nearly as vulnerable as Olivia. Gabriel closed his eyes and pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “You only ordered him away from Lady Priscilla and Miss Redfield,” Crawford reminded him.

      “I’d think he’d be wise enough to stay away from anything that’s mine.” With these words, he could not meet his friend’s eyes. “I’ll make certain he labors under no delusion.”

      “I don’t envy you, Kings.” It was Crawford’s turn to stare into his glass as the fire crackled. “I loved the lady chosen for me to marry. Love. I love her. Damn near couldn’t stand the thought of her being away from me for the duration of your mother’s damn house party.”

      “It’s not that I don’t love Miss Shipley. I esteem her most highly. She’s a delightful lady and will make an excellent countess.” The sentiment sounded empty the instant it left his lips.

      “You don’t wake up with a countess. You don’t make love to a countess. You do all of those things with a woman.”

      Gabriel met Crawford’s stare but didn’t say a word.

      “Is there nothing you can do?” his friend asked.

      Oh, hell. He could not pretend with Crawford. Gabriel answered with a shake of his head. But the question set him to thinking.

      Was there, in truth, nothing he could do?
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      The Chase

      

      “Did you sleep at all, Olivia?” Concern laced Louella’s voice as she patted Olivia’s thigh below the long breakfast table. Louella seemed more attentive than normal this morning, making Olivia wonder if Gabriel had not told Crawford about the attack and if Crawford had then relayed it to Louella.

      The duke, Mr. Fellowes, and Lady Kingsley sat opposite, and Gabriel had taken his usual spot at the head of the table. Miss Shipley’s aunt and a few other guests, whose names Olivia had difficulty remembering, were filling their plates at the sideboard. A handful had departed already and the rest, likely, were sleeping in.

      “Not much.” The tea stung the inside of her lower lip. Lockley’s teeth had cut her mouth as well. The blood she’d tasted hadn’t been exclusively his. “Headache,” she added.

      Olivia raised the cup of hot tea to her lips and blew. She didn’t really care if it was hot, or what it tasted like for that matter. When she closed her eyes, the memory of Lockley’s groping hands plagued her.

      And she couldn’t allow herself to look down the table at Gabriel. It was possible she’d burst into tears if she saw sympathy, or worse, pity, in his eyes.

      Olivia didn’t want anyone else to know what had happened. It was all too embarrassing! Mortifying, even! She knew it wasn’t her fault but couldn’t help but feel she’d been in the wrong somehow. Mary had insisted upon dining with the kitchen staff but only after she finished packing. Thank heavens they would depart shortly. Olivia wanted to put it all behind her. Even if that meant putting Gabriel Fellowes behind her as well.

      Conversation was sparse after that, the only sound that of Mr. Gilbert Fellowes turning the page of his newspaper.

      “Has anyone seen Lady Priscilla?” Miss Shipley asked almost before she had entered the room. “I stopped by her chamber this morning. We always come down together. And her maid says she did not return to her room last night.”

      Gabriel’s head shot up. His eyes swung toward Crawford, and they seemed to communicate something of import. “Parker,” he addressed one of the footmen standing at the buffet. “Enlist every manservant. I want the manor searched from top to bottom without delay.”

      The servant bowed efficiently and disappeared from the room.

      Panic hadn’t quite entered Gabriel’s voice, but he appeared deeply concerned.

      “Lockley?” Olivia said the man’s name without thinking. Blessedly, he was not present this morning. But if Gabriel had ordered the man to leave, was it possible he would have taken Lady Priscilla with him?

      Gabriel met her gaze without answering. But of course. A scandal would most assuredly ensue if word were to get out that the young lady had traveled alone with the baron. Olivia clamped her mouth shut.

      Only she wasn’t alone in her suspicions.

      “Would she do such a thing?” Lady Kingsley addressed her oldest son.

      Gabriel pushed back his chair and burst to his feet in one startling motion. “I can’t wait to see if they find her. He’s taken her with him. He and I had an… altercation last night and I ordered him off. I wouldn’t put it past him to use Prissy to get back at me.”

      And Lady Priscilla would be all too willing.

      “I’ll go with you.” Crawford rose and adjusted his coat. He turned to Louella. “Remain here until I return. I’ll feel better knowing my wife is not on the road alone.”

      Louella nodded. “Of course. But do be careful.” And then she added, “Both of you.”

      Gabriel met Olivia’s eyes, and for the first time while in the company of others, did not act distantly polite toward her. He showed a vulnerability in his gaze and did nothing to hide it. “I’d appreciate, Miss Redfield, if you would remain with your sister.”

      He turned to Miss Shipley’s aunt. “I’d ask the same of you and Miss Shipley.”

      The older woman looked on in disapproval but nodded, nonetheless.

      “Don’t do anything foolish,” Miss Shipley implored.

      The two men, unwilling to waste any more precious time, excused themselves and disappeared. Conversation resumed amongst those present almost immediately.

      But Louella was unusually quiet, studying Olivia curiously. Ten minutes later, the muffled sounds of horses racing off the property sounded in the room.
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        * * *

      

      “As long as they’re headed to London, we shouldn’t have any difficulties catching up with them,” Crawford commented. They’d taken off initially at a gallop, but unwilling to exhaust the horses, slowed to a trot. It would do them no good if they overtired the horses before catching up with Lockley’s carriage.

      “I’m going to kill him regardless. But if he’s hurt her in any way, I’ll make sure it’s a slow and painful death.”

      Crawford rode silently for the next few minutes. Both of them carried revolvers and Gabriel knew he could not have a more capable person at his side. Crawford had spent nearly a decade in the British navy and was no stranger to confrontation.

      “I’ll follow your lead then.” Crawford, too, had sisters. And if Lockley had dared to touch the duchess, he’d be dead already.

      The road turned and a suspiciously familiar vehicle looked to be broken down about two hundred feet ahead. Gabriel and Crawford glanced at one another.

      Lockley’s carriage.

      Crawford drew his revolver in one subtle move. After closing two-thirds of the distance, Gabriel dismounted, tied his horse to a nearby tree, and with all senses alert, approached on foot with cover.

      The coach had indeed broken a wheel. Priscilla glanced up at him. Yes, her hands were indeed tied. Despite the icy cold anger running through his veins, Gabriel sent his sister a reassuring glance and raised a finger to his lips to silence her.

      The bounder had kidnapped his sister. Gabriel should have killed him last night.

      Lockley was preoccupied with the driver and the wheel, so Gabriel took a moment to free Priscilla quietly. It took him less than ten seconds to untie the amateur knot. When Priscilla scampered up and behind him, Lockley finally turned around.

      Crawford approached from his position farther back, the revolver steadily pointed at the baron from atop his horse.

      “Not a smart move, Lockley,” Gabriel commented as though for all the world he was merely making an observation about the weather. “You should have heeded my warning.”

      The baron’s chin was swollen from the hit he’d taken in the garden, and yet a reckless gleam of daring lurked in his cold gaze. “I fancied Miss Redfield, sweet little blonde that she is. Unfortunately, she isn’t the sort gentlemen fight over. Whereas,” he glanced over Gabriel’s shoulder at Priscilla, “Lady Priscilla is a lady. I presumed you’d be more devastated at the loss of your sister. Even if she has a tendency toward… rather unladylike behavior.”

      With the hand that still bore the bruise from the evening before, Gabriel swung and connected with the exact spot he’d hit last night. And with his other, he landed a solid hit to the man’s soft middle.

      In his anger, however, he’d misjudged the baron’s strengths.

      Because a booming sound echoed in his ears at the same time pain exploded in his left hip. A moment later, a second shot fired, and the baron slumped against him.

      Struggling to stand up, Gabriel could barely make out Crawford’s expression while his sister’s screams pierced the quiet countryside.

      “He shot me,” Gabriel said in wonder. “Goddamnit, Crawford. I can’t seem to do anything right.” Allowing Lockley to fall boneless to the dirt, Gabriel stepped back and looked down at the top of his leg. His tan breeches, already stained with blood, swam before his eyes.

      “Hang in there, Kings.” Crawford led him to the carriage and then shouted back toward Lockley’s driver. “Is that wheel close to being fixed?”

      Gabriel sat in the opening of the carriage, wondering if this was how it would all end. He hadn’t had a chance to tell Olivia that he loved her. Crawford would provide better protection for her, wouldn’t he?

      Mrs. Beasley would have conniptions. This time, the wedding would not merely be postponed but canceled altogether.

      He’d intended to find a way to cancel it anyway.

      What would Victoria have said? Would she have gone along with his plan?

      “Tell Olivia.” He barely managed to utter the words, his chest feeling as though it was crushing his lungs.

      “What?” Crawford pressed a cloth against the wound in Gabriel’s side. “What should I tell Olivia?”

      “She’s the one.” He fell backward and lay on the floor. A distant part of him wondered if the last thing he’d ever see would be the interior roof of a coach.

      “You’ll have to tell her yourself.” Crawford had moved him all the way into the carriage and placed a jacket or something under his head. And then Prissy was sitting beside him, crying but pressing something against his side.

      And then they were moving. Turning around, it felt like, and then hitting every damn bump in the road between this Godforsaken place and Sky Manor.

      “I’m so sorry, Gabriel,” Priscilla sobbed. “I never realized. I should have listened to you.”

      It wasn’t Priscilla’s fault. She’d been fooled, likely the same as many other, older and more sophisticated ladies. That being said, she was his little sister, after all.

      “I told you so,” he managed somehow.

      And then the world turned blessedly black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

        

      

    

    
      A Dire Situation

      

      After sitting for what felt like ages with Lady Kingsley and Miss Shipley, Louella and Olivia excused themselves to return to their chambers. Louella did not enter her own chamber, however, but instead followed Olivia into hers. As soon as the door closed behind them, she crossed her arms and demanded, “What was that all about?”

      “What do you mean?” Olivia opened a drawer only to realize all her clothing had been packed. “I’ll need to find Mary and let her know of our change in plans.”

      “Oh, no, you don’t. Why did Kingsley look at you like that? And why did it matter to him that you did not leave?”

      Olivia bit her lip. She’d only ever lied to Louella when it had been absolutely necessary. And she hadn’t lied, really. She’d merely omitted facts.

      But Louella was asking outright.

      She spun around and grimaced. “I, um. We sort of formed a… friendship?” She answered almost as though it was a question. Would she refer to what she and Gabriel had had as an attachment? It certainly had seemed like more than a friendship.

      On her part anyhow.

      “What kind of a friendship?” Louella’s eyes widened in shock. “He’s betrothed, Olivia!”

      Olivia scrubbed a hand down her face. “I know. I know. And it’s only a friendship! Nothing will ever come of it, of course! Don’t you think I know?” Olivia hated the thought of disappointing her younger sister. If Louella were to realize how Olivia had carried on with Gabriel last spring... Well, that would qualify as disappointing behavior, to be certain.

      Louella had looked up to her for so long.

      “I’m sorry. It’s just… he gave you… a look.”

      Olivia was shaking her head. “You’ve nothing to worry about. He’s happily engaged to Miss Shipley. As I’ve already told you. We’re nothing more than friends.”

      “Still… That look...” Louella appeared more than a little skeptical. “Did you…? Did he…?”

      Oh, God. She didn’t want to lie. And a part of her wanted to tell Louella everything! She’d kept it to herself for so long. The memories. The pain.

      “Of course not.” Olivia could not meet her sister’s gaze. “The night of the cave-in… He came to me.” And she’d never forget that night. But it was over. It could never happen again. “But nothing happened.”

      And then she dropped onto the chair at her vanity and pretended to be fixing her hair.

      Louella was across the room in a flash. Kneeling down, she took Olivia’s hands in hers. “Because if he did, Crawford will bring him up to scratch. He’s known Kingsley forever, but he’ll not allow even his oldest friend to get away with treating you poorly. ”

      Which was precisely why Olivia could never tell Louella the truth.

      “No, Louella. It wasn’t like that. We are only friends.”

      Friends who have kissed.

      Friends who have made love to one another.

      And, unfortunately, Olivia sighed at the hopelessness of her thoughts. She had fallen in love with this ‘friend.’ “You know as well as I, that I can never be an adequate wife to any gentleman.”

      No gentleman of any worth will make a respectable offer to a cockeyed gel. Cursed, by God. An abomination. Her father’s words might just as well have been branded onto her soul.

      “Because of your eye?” Louella demanded. “I don’t even notice it anymore.” Of course, her sister would say this. But it wasn’t only her eye…

      “Others do. And it might show up in my children. But, Louella. I cannot help wondering… What about the curse?” Before Louella could stop her, Olivia added, “I know it ought to be utter nonsense. But what if it isn’t? What if something about me brings tragedy to the people around me? It would hardly be fair for me to force my bad luck on another person, and for the rest of our lives.” Olivia knew this made no sense but some part deep inside of her was beginning to believe it.

      “I could kill Papa!” Louella burst to her feet. “Of course, it’s utter nonsense! There is absolutely nothing about–”

      And then the door burst open. It was Miss Shipley, her eyes wide with fear. “They’re back.” Standing in the doorway, her hands clutched beneath her chin, the normally placid young woman looked as though she might burst into tears. “But Kingsley’s been shot. Crawford says he’s lost a lot of blood. He’s being carried to his chamber now and Gilbert… Mr. Fellowes has been sent to locate the physician.”

      No!

      Olivia blinked and she shook her head. Gabriel shot? No–no–no–no–no!

      Olivia’s heart might as well have stopped beating. This couldn’t be happening again. Oh, God, she never should have come. This was all her fault. If Lockley hadn’t followed her the night before, then Gabriel wouldn’t have sent him away. And if Lockley hadn’t been sent away, he wouldn’t have taken Lady Priscilla.

      “He is alive though?” Louella asked.

      “Crawford said if the physician doesn’t come soon, he’ll remove the bullet himself.”

      A bullet. The memory of his perfectly smooth skin stretched over muscles with smatterings of dark hair, pierced by a deadly piece of metal, tortured her imagination.

      Olivia burst from her chair. “Take me to him!” She could not stay away. She needed to be with him. She needed to touch him. To tell him…

      Louella was on her feet as well.

      Victoria seemed surprised but after sending Olivia a hard look, Louella added, “His Grace will. er, require our assistance.”

      Miss Shipley glanced from one of them to the other and then nodded. “Yes. Of course. Follow me.”

      And as they made their way through the seemingly endless corridors, images of Gabriel flashed through Olivia’s mind. When they arrived in one particular hallway, she remembered it was where she’d run into him less than two weeks before.

      She hadn’t seen him in months and then he’d been right there in front of her. She was unable to deny the bursts of happiness she’d felt despite trying to convince herself she shouldn’t allow him into her heart again. She’d felt that something special she’d been missing since he’d left.

      Joy.

      And now he was… No, she mustn’t think it. Crawford was with him. Crawford would know what to do.

      Miss Shipley stopped at a rather impressive-looking door just as a maid slipped out.

      But Olivia could not wait.

      Without knocking, she pushed the heavy door open and stepped determinedly inside. Crawford and two other men looked up at her curiously, but Olivia had eyes only for the motionless man upon the bed.

      “How bad is it?” she asked Crawford without looking away. And then she swallowed hard. She’d never seen a person who was yet alive look so pale.

      “He’s lost a great deal of blood.” Crawford hadn’t yet questioned why she’d entered without permission. But she wasn’t going anywhere. Jerking her chin up, she met his gaze fiercely.

      “The bullet needs to be removed. I’m not sure we should wait for a doctor,” he added.

      Oh, God. Oh, God. Oh, God.

      She nodded. “You know how to do it? You’ve done it before?” The man had spent a decade captaining a navy ship at sea. She vaguely remembered Louella mentioning he’d doctored several of his men.

      “I have.”

      “Then we mustn’t wait.” Gabriel looked as though he was hanging on by a thread. He’d already had to endure the carriage ride back to Sky Manor for God knows how long. “What do we need to do?” She nearly choked on her own words as she reached out and took Gabriel’s hand in hers. It was cold. So very cold.

      “Miss?” The older man in the room stepped forward as though he’d like to dismiss her.

      “Miss Redfield may assist me,” Crawford ordered. “We’ll need hot water. Towels. The sharpest knife you can find as well as tongs or something similar. Boil the tools.”

      At the man’s startled expression, Crawford asserted, “With all haste.”

      The two servants rushed out of the room. Of course, they would. Crawford was a duke, after all, and one did not deign to question a duke when he gave an order.

      “You are not squeamish, I hope?” Crawford cocked one eyebrow her way.

      Olivia shook her head. She hadn’t been. But this was Gabriel. “I’ll be fine.”

      Louella slipped inside. “I’ve brought whisky, in case he wakes. And laudanum.”

      “What of Miss Shipley?” Olivia could not keep from asking after the woman Gabriel had planned to marry.

      The woman he was going to marry.

      “She’s returned to her chamber. She asked that we keep her informed.” Louella handed Olivia a long apron to cover her gown and then slipped her arms into a similar garment. Not without another one of those questioning stares.

      “Will you see about locating some honey? We’ll use it to pack the wound after…” Crawford drew Louella’s attention away from Olivia. She nodded and disappeared as quickly as she’d arrived.

      “If the physician arrives, he’ll want to use leeches.” Olivia had seen too many doctors practice the barbaric treatment to think any differently. “It doesn’t make sense. If he’s already lost so much blood…”

      “He’ll bleed him over my dead body.” Crawford’s answer reassured her.

      “Hopefully not mine.”

      Both their gazes swung back to the patient.

      Gabriel looked for all the world to be sleeping, his eyes closed, but then he said, “God, that hurts. Crawford, what did you do? Drag me in the road behind the horses?”

      Olivia laughed and a sob escaped at the same time. Apparently hearing her, Gabriel peered over from beneath half-closed eyes. “Olivia.” He uttered her name. “My little one-eyed Luvy. My love. Oluvia.” A slow smile stretched his lips, endearing himself to her even more, if that was possible.

      “You fool,” she whispered, leaning down. Crawford had turned his back and so she placed her lips upon his forehead. “You weren’t supposed to get hurt!”

      “Lovia.” His words emerged on a whisper. “So thirsty.”

      Lovia? My love? She withdrew a handkerchief from her pocket and dipped it into the water pitcher sitting on the side table. It didn’t mean anything. Just his usual flirtatious charm.

      Even with a bullet in his side.

      He made an attempt to push himself up, but she pushed him back. “Lie down, you idiot. You’ve been shot.” She squeezed a few drops of the water onto his lips.

      He swallowed, licked his lips, and then groaned. “Shot, you say? I’d never have guessed.”

      But he was joking with her.

      The stupid, ridiculously foolish but most endearingly wonderful man was joking with her!

      Crawford had turned back to address the wound. And with a calmness she envied, he pulled the sheet down to reveal a pair of breeches that had been tan when Gabriel left that morning but were now soaked scarlet with blood—some places almost black.

      Without any hesitation, using a small knife from his pocket, Crawford cut the material away to expose the portion of hip just above Gabriel’s thigh. Olivia shuddered at what she saw. The bullet had left a ragged hole with blood oozing out of it. She inhaled deeply, to steady herself.

      “Still no doctor, Your Grace,” the older manservant announced as he stepped in carrying a linen-covered tray with several knives and a few other metal tools laid out in a neat row. “Lady Kingsley suggested tweezers. As well as a needle and thread.”

      “They’ve all been boiled?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” And then the man sat the tray on the dresser nearby and stepped back as though awaiting further instructions. The other manservant had entered behind him with several folded white linens draped over his arm.

      “Tear one of those into strips and secure his hands.” Crawford was all business as he selected one of the sharper-looking knives.

      Louella returned again as well, this time carrying a jar of honey and what looked to be a pot of tea. Hot water.

      Olivia took it from her and poured it onto one of the cloths. There was no time to waste. She needed to clean the wound so that Crawford could see what he was doing.

      Louella wet a second cloth and stood at her husband’s side.

      “Tie his hands to the post, Olivia,” the duke ordered. The man Olivia presumed to be Gabriel’s valet had already tied one of Gabriel’s wrist to the bed frame snugly. Taking a strip from him, she followed suit with Gabriel’s other hand. “Don’t be shy about it,” Crawford added. “It needs to hold. If he breaks free while I’m digging this damn bullet out…”

      “Right.” She gulped and pulled at the knot tightly.

      Gabriel stirred. “I’ve dreamed of you doing this, Oluvia, but never with company.” And then he chuckled. She leaned down to shush him and then met Louella’s eyes from across the room. Louella might be angry, but Olivia didn’t really care what anyone thought at that moment. Not even her sister. She only wanted Gabriel to live.

      She needed him to live.

      “Pour some whisky on the wound, Louella.” Crawford’s steady orders seemed to keep them all calm.

      And then her sister’s husband was standing over the wound with the knife. With a nod at the manservants, who grasped hold of Gabriel’s legs, he lowered the gleaming metal to Gabriel’s flesh.

      Gabriel was still awake, though, and turned his head to Olivia again. “I got shot, love,” he slurred. “Shoulda checked for a pistol…”

      Blinking back tears, Olivia did the only thing she could think to help him through this. She reached for the bottle of whisky and dribbled some into his mouth.

      “Drink as much as you can, you fool, this is going to hurt.” She dribbled some more. “It’s going to hurt… really bad.”

      Gabriel chuckled but swallowed a mouthful. And then another. And then Crawford ordered, “Brace yourself, Kings.” And to Olivia, “Hold him tight. Sit on him if you must.”

      Gabriel’s wicked grin was wiped away in an instant to be replaced with the shock of pain. Her own tears threatened but she blinked them away as she sprawled across his chest with her weight. Hold him down, Olivia. The knife was sharp. One wrong move…

      She glanced over her shoulder and watched as Crawford cut into the wound.

      Gabriel convulsed beneath her, his breath hissing against her face. He hissed again. So much blood. She couldn’t look. Oh, Gabriel!

      Touching his face, smoothing his hair, she did her best to distract him from what was happening at the other end of the bed.

      “Hold on, love,” she whispered. “I’m right here.” When Crawford let up a moment, she dribbled more whisky past Gabriel’s lips and then dabbed at his forehead with a damp cloth. But then more cutting, more digging. Almost like a living nightmare, Olivia held him tightly while he writhed and gritted his teeth in agony. Every fiber of her being wanted to weep for his pain but instead she tried to distract him, to comfort him.

      After one particularly long and painful moan, he stilled and then went limp.

      Olivia felt lightheaded for a moment. Was he…?

      “Passed out from the pain,” Crawford said, as though to reassure the others in the room. “I can see it now. Louella, hand me the tweezers.”

      Crawford bent low to see what he was doing and the rest of them seemed to be holding their breath. Olivia closed her eyes, chanting a plea to God until she heard the ringing sound of metal on metal as Crawford dropped the bullet onto the tray.

      It looked far too innocent.

      With an approving smile, Louella handed Crawford the threaded needle. Bending low again, the most honorable Duke of Crawford neatly sewed six tidy stitches into the also most honorable Earl of Kingsley’s skin.

      Olivia watched in awe.

      After tying it off and cutting the thread, Crawford looked up tiredly. “I don’t know…” He stopped and cleared his throat. “I don’t know if it’s enough. We can only hope it doesn’t turn putrid.”

      “But the honey?” Louella asked.

      “Will help. But…” He shook his head. Suddenly, Crawford looked ten years older than he had that morning. Louella reached over and squeezed her husband’s wrist.

      The bullet was out. But Gabriel’s battle had only just begun.

      Olivia would not leave him alone. He might awaken and need… more whisky. Or the dose of laudanum. She’d be right here where she could help him.

      Please? Don’t let him die!

      She slumped onto the chair at the head of Gabriel’s bed and then, leaning forward, buried her face in his neck. She couldn’t leave him. He wasn’t hers to care for. She had no right to be touching him like this but…

      She couldn’t help herself.

      Louella and Crawford slipped out of the room while Gabriel’s valet applied the honey and a bandage.

      Olivia barely had the strength to sit up but wanting to do anything to bring him comfort, she reached up and untied his poor wrists, red from when he’d pulled against the ties.

      “Oh, Gabriel,” she whispered.

      “He’ll be just fine, ma’am.” The valet sent her a sad smile. “Was good you were here.”

      And then in an utter act of kindness, the valet collected some soiled linens and piled them on the tray. “I’ll take these below stairs.”

      The man knew. And he was leaving her alone with him.

      “Thank you.” Her voice came out sounding almost like a croak. “Thank you.”

      He nodded and closed the door softly behind him.
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      The Battle

      

      “Gabriel.” Her voice pulled him away from this place—this temporary place that had no pain. Olivia. Hell, he couldn’t leave her alone.

      He would not leave her alone. He’d decided that the moment a bullet burned through his side.

      Soft tendrils of her hair slid along his jaw. Was she crying? Don’t cry. But nothing came out of his throat. The air he drew in barely reached his lungs.

      Oh, hell. He couldn’t die now. Now that he’d finally figured things out.

      She sniffed and wiped at her eyes. Using his very last vestiges of strength, he raised one hand to her back. I can hear you. Did she know?

      He wanted to say so much more but each breath was a battle. Damn Lockley. Damn his own stupidity for not thinking the blighter would have a pistol up his sleeve.

      “I can’t go without telling you… telling you how I feel.” Her breath warmed his skin with each word.

      Stroking his pinky along her skin, he told her to go on. Was it possible she loved him? He’d not wanted her to love him before because he’d thought they were a hopeless cause.

      But they were not a hopeless cause. In fact, she was his hope. She was everything to him, and he’d not let her go.

      He focused all his mind upon her sweet voice.

      “Last spring. I never did anything with you that I didn’t want to do. I know you blame yourself, because you aren’t free to give me more. But you gave me more than anyone in the whole world. You were my friend. You are my friend. And so much more.

      “Miss Shipley is a most kind and lovely lady. I wish her no ill will. I don’t want you to feel regret for what we share. I shall never regret any of it. I love you, Gabriel. I just love you and there’s nothing that will change that. It doesn’t mean you have to love me back or worry for me. It doesn’t mean you must feel guilty for marrying Miss Shipley. You’re an honorable man. It is something you promised your father. And you’ve been good to me… my friend.

      “We loved, no? Together, we loved for a time. It’s more than I ever dreamed.”

      “Hush.” Gabriel finally managed.

      His precious, generous Olivia. She gave and she gave. She expected nothing in return.

      “But this love comes to you with no strings. I give it to you so that you always know that there is one person in the world who thinks you’re wonderful and… just loves you.”

      “Not… leaving… you,” he barely managed.

      “You are not leaving. You’re going to heal up beautifully.” She sniffed. “You aren’t going anywhere, Gabriel Fellowes. Do you understand me?” She lifted off of him and his hand dropped back onto the bed.

      “Love. You. Ah…” Oh, hell. Where was all this pain coming from? Cool metal touched his lips. A spoon. He recognized the sickly-sweet taste of laudanum. Normally he would have pushed it away. But oh, hell. Had Crawford left the knife inside of him? He needed to tell her something. “Oluvia,” he murmured. And then blessed darkness.
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        * * *

      

      He was in the mine. Only it wasn’t cool and humid. It was hot, and he could hardly breathe but for the smoke filling the tunnels.

      Olivia.

      He’d pinned her against the hard and jagged wall. He loved her. He needed to save her. So why were her legs wrapped around him and his cock buried inside of her?

      “We need to get out, love, before it caves in.”

      “Leave me here,” she panted against his mouth, at the same time drawing him deeper into her body. “Miss Shipley is waiting.”

      “No.” But he couldn’t stop himself. He was so close. He didn’t pull away but continued thrusting.

      And then they were burning up together. They would die together.

      “Drink this.” A stern voice broke through the darkness. Every inch of his body hurt. And burned. And a great weight was crushing his chest.

      “Can’t breathe,” he rasped. But he was tipped forward and liquid was poured past his lips. Half of it dribbled down his chin and onto his chest but it didn’t matter. Nothing mattered but the pain—the fire.

      He didn’t open his eyes. The voice he heard by his bed was not Olivia’s. Had he only imagined her here before? Had that been a dream, too?

      Was this a dream? A nightmare?

      He laid back again and waited to die.

      Where was she?
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        * * *

      

      Four days. Gabriel remained in his bed, fighting for his life. Louella and Crawford had promised they’d remain at Sky Manor until he was out of the woods. But then they would leave.

      Louella knew everything now. What she didn’t know, Olivia presumed she’d guessed. But neither she nor Crawford had said a word.

      They couldn’t. If Gabriel died…

      Olivia nearly choked at the thought.

      But if he died, none of it mattered. And even if he lived…

      None of it mattered.

      The mood in the manor was subdued. No one laughed. Dinner was a most somber affair. Lady Kingsley had thanked Crawford profusely and begged him to stay on. The doctor had arrived later, leeches in hand, and Crawford had sent the man packing.

      Nathanial had talked Olivia into going on a few short nature walks with him, but she’d never strayed far from the house. And even though she knew him to be harmless, she’d asked Mary to come along on each occasion.

      The terror she’d felt from Lockley crept up on her at the strangest of times. She avoided the hike to the folly, although it had been her favorite before.

      Lockley was dead.

      Lady Priscilla had taken to her chamber. She’d not come down for any meals, nor had she sat in the parlor in the afternoons, reading or knitting or crocheting with Lady Kingsley, Mrs. Beasley, Louella, Miss Shipley, and herself.

      The girl considered her brother’s injury her fault.

      Which was what had brought Olivia to the outside of Lady Priscilla’s chamber that afternoon. She hoped the girl would let her in. She hoped she could relieve some of her guilt. For Lady Priscilla’s sake but also for Gabriel.

      He loved his sister.

      He’d practically given his life for her. And again, Olivia stifled a sob. He could not die!

      But she had to do something.

      Olivia rapped four times on the young woman’s door.

      Lady Kingsley had studied her curiously when she had discovered Olivia sitting at Gabriel’s side after the bullet was removed. Louella had come with Gabriel’s mother and then escorted Olivia back to her own chamber.

      The nurses in the daytime had not allowed her to enter again.

      It wasn’t proper for a young woman to be in a gentleman’s bedchamber. Even Miss Shipley was only allowed to visit a few times with her aunt by her side.

      Who was Olivia, anyhow? Just another one of their guests, a distant acquaintance from his time at Misty Brooke.

      Olivia knocked at the door again, harder this time.

      “Go away.”

      “Please?” Olivia was relieved, at least, to hear the girl’s voice. “I’m not leaving until you let me in.”

      She heard footsteps and then the door opened just a few inches. “I appreciate your concern, Miss Redfield, but—”

      “It wasn’t your fault.” Olivia insisted before the door could be closed again. “I know you believe it to be your fault but there was something else. I think you’re blaming yourself and—” Olivia gulped. “Your brother ordered the baron off after discovering Lockley attacked me.”

      Lady Priscilla stared at her hard, glanced down the hallway each way, and then opened the door so Olivia could come inside.

      “Why would he attack you?” Lady Priscilla asked in a somewhat accusing tone. But the girl looked haunted.

      Olivia shook her head and shrugged. “He was a bad person. Why did he kidnap you?”

      The young woman sighed and gestured for Olivia to sit down on a high-backed chair before lowering herself onto its twin.

      “He proposed. Said we could run away to Gretna Green together. But I refused. I told him he needed to ask my brother. And I was having second thoughts about him. There was something… And when I refused.” She turned her head away from Olivia, but Olivia could still make out her tears.

      “He was a man who did not enjoy being denied anything,” Olivia supplied.

      Lady Priscilla nodded and then wiped at her face. “No, he did not. I was fool enough to allow him to take certain… liberties with me last week. Liberties that gave him cause to expect that I would allow… I never should have. Oh, Olivia. May I call you Olivia?” Olivia nodded. “If only I’d acted properly, as I ought to have, then Kingsley wouldn’t have been shot.”

      “But it’s my fault he angered Lockley,” Olivia corrected her. “If your brother hadn’t sent the baron away than he never would have pressured you.” Olivia remembered how the baron had touched her, how he’d tried forcing her. “Did he…?”

      Lady Priscilla shook her head. “No! He said he would that night. Thank God the wheel broke! And then Kingsley and Crawford arrived. And Kingsley was so brave.” And then she broke down sobbing.

      “Death was too good for Baron Lockley.” Olivia stared out the window as she held Gabriel’s sister in her arms. As the young woman’s sobs ebbed, a ray of sunlight slid across the room.

      Perhaps bad things had nothing to do with curses. Perhaps bad people simply made bad things happen.

      That and a little bad luck.

      Not a curse, though, just life. Everyone had burdens to carry. Even perfectly lovely ladies with perfectly normal families.

      Perhaps her father had merely needed some explanation as to why he’d sired a child who was so very far from perfect. And perhaps he’d needed some explanation for why his son had died.

      Perhaps she wasn’t a curse after all.
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      Farewell, My Friend

      

      Olivia tapped at the door and Mr. Fritz opened it slowly. She’d been coming for the past four nights and he’d never once denied her entry. In fact, he welcomed her each time.

      He said his lordship rested easier when she was present.

      “The fever remains?” she whispered.

      “Unfortunately, yes. But I’m willing to wager it breaks tonight.” Olivia smiled at his optimistic outlook. “You’re certain you’re not too tired, My Lady?”

      And the sunny valet insisted upon addressing her thusly. “Miss Redfield,” she corrected him for the thousandth time, but he only smiled.

      “I do hope you are correct.” Olivia gathered the fresh linens and sat them by the bed along with a basin of water. She and Gabriel’s valet had developed something of a routine the past few nights.

      “Mark my words. You’re just the medicine he needs.”

      Olivia smiled sadly over her shoulder. The valet would not be offended that she didn’t wish to talk. All her attention wanted only to focus upon Gabriel. “Thank you.” She didn’t know what she’d have done if Mr. Fritz hadn’t understood her need… If he hadn’t realized…

      “I’ll be here in the dressing room. Just come get me if anyone knocks.”

      She touched Gabriel’s forehead, hot again, but perhaps not as hot as it had been before? She pulled back the covers and bathed his arms and torso with the cool wet cloth, all the while whispering words of encouragement. When she was finished, she drew the covers back up and lifted the ones by his feet so she could do the same to his legs.

      Something felt lighter inside her tonight. Freedom. An absolution.

      And Gabriel’s skin was cooling.

      Tears silently streamed down her face.

      Happy tears.

      She pulled back the cover gain and climbed onto the bed beside him. She would hold him tonight.

      One last night.
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      A London Ball

      

      Crawford’s new carriage, a gift to his wife, was a dream. Plush leather interior, shiny fixtures, and the best springs that money could buy.

      Even so, a few deep ruts and rocks managed to jar the vehicle’s occupants. The last time Olivia had departed on an adventure, they had been traveling to Sky Manor.

      Today they took the same road, but with a far different destination. Louella was finally going to have her way. She was taking Olivia to London for a Season.

      Olivia stared out the window as they passed through a small village. She wore one of her new gowns, a jaunty eggshell bonnet, and brand new slippers.

      She’d come to love impractical slippers.

      “Are you nervous?” Louella’s voice broke into her thoughts.

      As soon as Gabriel’s fever had broken, Olivia, Crawford, Louella, Mary, and Louella’s maid, Jane, had taken to the road. Only after arriving home did Louella question her further about Gabriel.

      Olivia had gone so far as to admit that she had developed tender feelings for Lord Kingsley but hadn’t the heart to admit to more than that.

      “A little.”

      Louella already knew the truth; Olivia could see it in her eyes. Olivia barely remembered much from that horrible day when he’d been shot, but she did recall that she’d stroked Gabriel’s hair. He’d called her Oluvia. He’d teased her about tying him up.

      Yes, Louella had guessed.

      She would see Gabriel again in London. Of course, he and Miss Shipley would attend many of the same ton events. Two weeks ago, the invitation had arrived. It was to be the wedding of the Season.

      The Earl of Kingsley and Miss Victoria Shipley would be taking their vows in St. George’s Cathedral on the morning of May seventh. Hundreds would be present.

      “You shouldn’t be nervous, you know,” Louella stated emphatically. “You’re my beautiful sister.”

      Olivia blinked, still gazing out the window. “I’m most excited to visit Hatchard’s.” Because she could keep books with her forever. But they also would go to the Theatre Royal, Hyde Park, and Vauxhall Gardens. There was so much to see, and she set her mind to looking forward to them all.

      She did not wish to go to the wedding. She wished Miss Shipley well. She wished Gabriel well, but… She blinked again. It would be obvious to both Crawford and Louella if she pleaded a megrim on that day.

      How pitiful of her! Longing for a man who belonged to someone else.

      “Perhaps you will meet someone wonderful. He will ask you to dance, and then romantically sweep you off your feet.” Louella meant well. But…

      Olivia would not allow herself to be pitied. She would happily wear her new gowns, soak up the sights… and when she came face to face with Gabriel at the ball Louella had planned for one week’s time, Olivia would smile and wish him happy.

      It would have to be enough.

      “Perhaps.” Olivia turned back to her sister. “Tell me what the children have been up to.”
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        * * *

      

      Leaning more heavily upon the cane his mother had dug out from his father’s belongings than he’d wish, Gabriel grimaced and rang the bell at Mrs. Beasley’s residence.

      He hated that he still tired easily, but this meeting could not be delayed.

      “My Lord.” Mr. Thompson, a quite nondescript butler nodded.

      Gabriel dispensed with handing over his calling card. By now, he ought to have been known well enough. Surely, he and Victoria’s betrothal must be one of the longest in recent history. “I wish to speak with Miss Shipley,” he stated. “Alone.”

      Mr. Thompson’s eyebrows rose, but he bowed, nonetheless. “This way, My Lord. I’ll see if she is available.”

      Gabriel could not have this discussion with Victoria’s aunt present. In order for all of this to work, he needed Victoria’s understanding and cooperation.

      Mrs. Beasley would not be amenable; he was most certain.

      The long-time retainer led him into a sitting room and closed the door behind him without making a sound.

      His hip still pained him, but Gabriel could not bring himself to sit. Instead, he perused the room slowly. A room he’d waited in dozens of times. They’d set numerous wedding dates for their nuptials and postponed nearly as many. Gabriel rubbed his chin. Had he ever actually proposed?

      Oddly enough, he did not remember doing so. Was Victoria aware of such an oversight? They’d both been so very intent on fulfilling the promises they’d made to dead men. Men they admired, good men.

      Men who were dead.

      Today, his future was at stake, as was Victoria’s.

      And, by God, as was Olivia’s.

      The door crept open and Victoria peeked in. “Aunt Delia is taking her breakfast in her chamber. One of her headaches.” She glanced over her shoulder. “So, we can speak.”

      Gabriel breathed a sigh of relief. He’d known this was not going to be easy.

      A slim girl, with warm brown eyes, Victoria seemed fragile despite being only a few inches shorter than he. She’d been patient with him and always cordial and amenable.

      He’d practiced the speech a number of times but suddenly his mouth felt dry and all the words he’d memorized disappeared from his brain.

      “Won’t you sit down?” She glanced at the cane. “How are you? I wasn’t certain you’d be up to traveling so soon after…” And then she turned and dropped her lashes. “I had thought you might need to delay the ceremony. And I understand completely. No one will expect you to stand up in front of so many people after experiencing such an injury.”

      Gabriel watched her carefully. She certainly did not look like a girl who would be saddened at the prospect of yet another postponement.

      “I don’t want to postpone the wedding, Victoria.” He waited until she met his eyes with hers. “I want to cancel it.” And then he smiled ruefully. “But as a gentleman, I’ll be the worst cad to do so, and it could hurt your reputation as well.”

      She held his gaze longer than she ever had before. But she was nodding. And then large tears formed in her kind, chocolate-colored eyes.

      Had he been wrong about her attachment to him? Oh, hell! If she cried…

      “I am so glad. I cannot begin to tell you how happy I am to hear this.”

      In something of a daze, he drew in a long, satisfying breath.

      She was crying in relief.

      “I know Papa wanted it, and I know your father had his heart set on us marrying, but… I want to keep teaching. If I ever decide to marry, I don’t want to care for my husband as though he was my brother.” Her eyes went wide. “No offense intended.”

      He laughed in relief. “None taken.” And then he tilted his head and studied her. “I didn’t know you enjoyed teaching. I thought you only did it to avoid staying with your aunt for much of the year.”

      “I love to teach!” And then her hand flew to her mouth. “Aunt Delia! She’s going to have apoplexy. Have you thought this through, because I hope you have a plan? Now that I know you are as reluctant to marry as I, I’d like to end this once and for all and move on with my life. As I imagine you would as well.” And then she grinned slyly. “With Miss Redfield, I presume?”

      Oh, hell. “I never wanted to dishonor you, Victoria.”

      But she just laughed. “The two of you… I wasn’t certain until she demanded that I take her to your chamber upon hearing of your injury. She turned white as a sheet and nothing I said could have prevented her from being at your side.”

      And she’d stayed with him. Night after night. He’d been delirious, he knew now, when he tried to recall the week after he’d been shot, but he’d not imagined her presence.

      Nor her soothing hands and whispered words of love.

      Fritz had confirmed his suspicions after Olivia had departed Sky Manor with her sister and Crawford.

      “I’ve always esteemed you, Victoria. I—”

      “You cannot help who you love.” The timid woman he thought he knew cut off his words. “Just tell me that you have a plan. I’m willing to do anything as long as it doesn’t jeopardize my employment at Miss Primm’s Seminary. She has very high standards, you know.”

      “Well, this is what I’ve been thinking…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      Tell Me There’s Still Hope

      

      “I hope you are pleasantly surprised by your first ton ball, Miss Redfield. It’s early yet, but I’d venture to say my daughter-in-law has outdone herself, would you not agree?” Crawford’s stepmother, Her Grace, the Dowager Duchess of Crawford, and stepsister, Lady Lillian, had traveled from Ashton Acres so they, too, could attend Louella’s debut ball. Lady Cora, who had pleaded unsuccessfully with her mother to have her come out this season, remained home with their youngest sister, Lady Martha.

      Although disappointed that all the sisters had not been able to come, Olivia was grateful for any familiar face at all. She could not attach herself to Louella for the entirety of the evening and thusly was feeling a little lost amongst so many glamorous people.

      She felt utterly out of her depths. Attending a country house party was one thing, a lavish London ball, was quite another.

      “Your Grace.” A tall slim gentleman approached the dowager and bowed. “Would you be so kind as to present me to this vision in amethyst?”

      Caught off guard, Olivia reached up and touched the pendant Louella had given her earlier that day. The gentleman was neither handsome nor ugly, not really old, nor young. But he was indeed a gentleman.

      “Lord Richards, may I present Miss Olivia Redfield, eldest daughter to Viscount Hallowell and sister to the Duchess of Crawford? Miss Redfield, Lord Richards.”

      Olivia dipped into a curtsey—she’d finally gotten around to practicing—and, upon taking a deep breath, lifted her lashes to meet his gaze.

      At first, he seemed somewhat taken aback, and she was afraid he’d make mention of her eye, but after only a moment, his mouth stretched into a charming smile. “I understand the color choice for your gown now. Although it fails to rival the color of your eyes.”

      Olivia glanced at Lady Lillian, suddenly at a loss, but when the girl smiled reassuringly, Olivia’s eyes trailed back to Lord Richards. “How very kind, My Lord,” she responded in a soft voice.

      “Lady Lillian.” He turned to the other girl. “You are looking as lovely as ever.”

      The other girl dropped into a curtsey.

      “Am I lucky enough to reserve a set with each of you? Not at the same time, haha.” The man lifted a monocle to one eye, amused at his own joke.

      “I believe you are, My Lord.” Lady Lillian offered her dance card and indicated Olivia do the same.

      Before the hour was up, both of their cards had a signature scrawled by nearly every line. And of the gentlemen who’d approached her, almost all were fellows she’d never seen before. She glanced around the room and caught her sister’s sly smile. Was this Louella’s doing?

      She knew that both Gabriel and his fiancée had been invited. Her sister would feel it her responsibility to ascertain Olivia did not feel neglected.

      But where was Gabriel? She hadn’t seen Miss Shipley either. Perhaps they weren’t coming. That would be for the best. And yet, her stupid, gullible, and most undisciplined heart longed for just one glance.

      What if Gabriel still ailed from his wound?

      She didn’t have much time to contemplate the matter as the first of her partners stepped into her line of vision to claim her for the set.

      And then the next, and the next. Only a few of the gentlemen failed to stare into her eyes when they spoke to her. And she did her best to focus all her concentration upon her partners, although she refused the few who dared ask her to walk onto the terrace.

      No wonder Gabriel had insisted upon escorting her on that night long ago. He’d realized how horrid so-called gentlemen could be.

      The music ended and Olivia curtsied to her partner. “Thank you, My Lord.” He was a lord, wasn’t he? She’d lost track quite some time ago as to who was who, let along who was what.

      “It has been my pleasure. I notice you are free for the next dance. Won't you take a turn with me in the garden?”

      Olivia was shaking her head before he finished asking. “If you’ll escort me to my chaperones, I think I’ll sit this one out.” But she smiled. Likely he was harmless, one of her younger partners, she guessed based upon the spots on his face, his blond hair, and sparkling blue eyes.

      But she could not be sure.

      “I asked Gilbert Fellowes to fetch us both lemonades.” Lady Lillian’s cheeks were flushed, and she seemed more animated than Olivia had ever seen her before.

      “You are enjoying yourself?”

      “Oh, I forgot what fun it was to dance to such magnificent music, in a ballroom.” She smiled and handed Olivia the glass.

      The liquid wasn’t very cold, but it was sweet and quenched her thirst.

      “Did you hear about poor Kingsley?” Lady Lillian leaned forward to ask.

      Olivia’s eyes flew open wide. Had he taken a turn for the worse? It was not possible!

      “Miss Shipley jilted him.”

      Good Lord, Olivia thought she’d have fainted if she had remained standing. But…

      “How do you know?”

      “Mrs. Beasley’s housekeeper told Lady Creighton’s cook, who told Lady Creighton’s maid, who told Lady Creighton.”

      “Who is Lady Creighton?”

      In answer, Lady Lillian gestured toward an elderly lady surrounded by other elderly ladies across the room.

      “But… when?” And then, “Why?”

      And where was Gabriel? Was he heartbroken?

      “Miss Shipley has gone to work at Miss Primm’s Seminary full time. Apparently, she came into a small fortune and was able to invest in the school and become part owner.”

      Which, from what Olivia had seen of the girl, sounded like something that would make her very happy. She never had expressed much enthusiasm when it came to her nuptials. At the time, Olivia had thought this was simply her natural reserve, but upon hindsight…

      Poor Gabriel. And then a tingling danced down her spine.

      “There’s the jilted groom now. Doesn’t he look tragically handsome with his cane?” Lady Lillian exhaled on a sigh.

      Olivia slowly turned around.

      It took not even a second for her hungry eyes to locate him.

      Leaning on a magnificent-looking cane, he had come to the ball dressed to the nines. White cravat and waistcoat, black jacket and even lace at his wrist. His hair had been styled with pomade—Fritz’s handiwork, no doubt—but that wayward lock of hair had fallen to rest along his jaw.

      He looked thinner, his eyes a bit more sunken than usual, and a pallor remained.

      But he was here.

      And he did not look as though he’d been crossed in love. No.

      Gabriel was smiling at her.

      Nothing could have stopped her from smiling back.

      He lifted the cane and walked purposefully in her direction, his gait only a little halting,

      He looked magnificent. Especially considering the last time she’d laid eyes upon his dear foolish self, he’d been resting peacefully, his fever only just having broken.

      When he was still four or five feet away from her, he stopped and bowed. “Miss Redfield. Am I too late to claim the next dance?”
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        * * *

      

      Had she always been this beautiful?

      But Gabriel knew the answer to that. Absolutely. And yet, she was more beautiful to him every time they met.

      “I’m told it’s a waltz.” He lifted a fist to his breast.” Alas, don’t tell me it’s been promised to another.”

      Her delicate brows furrowed. “You never dance.”

      “But you said I had promise, remember? You said there was hope for me yet.” He took one step closer to her. “Please tell me there’s still hope.” His voice came out ragged.

      He did not deserve her. He knew that.

      “You don’t have to dance with me, Gabriel.” She looked as though she wasn’t sure if she should laugh or cry.

      “Yes, Olivia. I do.” And then he rested his cane against one of the chairs lined up against the wall. His leg had been getting stronger and stronger. He sent up a silent prayer that he would not embarrass them both.

      “Dance with me?” He reached out a hand.

      And then she laughed, sending something light and warm and wonderful flowing through his veins. “Of course, you fool.”

      “Take my elbow and it will look as though I’m escorting you to the floor, when in fact you’ll be keeping us both from falling.”

      And again, she laughed. But she took his elbow and he managed to lead both of them to the center of the parquet dance floor. And it was not his imagination. The room fell nearly silent.

      “Everyone is watching,” she whispered when he turned her into his arms. “Is it because you never dance?”

      If she only knew. “It is because everyone is wondering how I am lucky enough to be holding the most beautiful woman here tonight.” Oh, his sweet Olivia.

      When she lifted her lashes, tears swam in her eyes. Her exquisitely wonderful eyes. “Please, Gabriel. Don’t say something you don’t really mean.”

      But he would be deadly serious with her. The orchestra poised to play but he needed to say this. “I’ve only ever lied to you when I pushed you away. And I’ve lied to myself to imagine I could spend the remainder of my days without you.”

      The musicians lifted their bows, drew them across the strings of their instruments and a lilting melody ebbed into the room.

      Gabriel lifted his left foot and led her into the steps. Halting at first, but with her assistance, he managed to get them halfway around the floor without incident.

      Why had he thought he could do this? What ought to be something romantic and elegant, he feared he’d turned into a bumbling stumble.

      “You are counting.” She tilted back her head and smiled.

      A smile that had him renewing all his efforts.

      “You were saying?”

      He grumbled under his breath but gathered the thoughts he’d lost as soon as the orchestra struck up.

      “This isn’t all about me. What I want. What I need,” he managed while avoiding a potted plant that seemed to have jumped into their path. “What I love.”

      Her breath hitched at his last words.

      “It’s all been about me. Up until now.” He cleared his throat but at least had not crushed her toes yet. Toes encased in the most feminine of slippers, he’d noticed earlier.

      She tilted her head. “But—”

      “What do you want, Olivia? Not what you expect, but what do you want?”

      And thank heavens, his feet seemed to be catching on, because at that moment, holding her in his arms, he was terrified to look away from her eyes.

      What if she—?

      “You,” she said. “Just you.” And then she shyly dropped her stare so that she was examining his cravat.

      And he ought to have waited until they were alone. But he could not.

      Just as the music ended, he purposefully drew her to a halt, dropped his arms so that he could take her hands in his, and painfully lowered himself onto one knee.

      “Miss Olivia Redfield,” His voice sounded surer than it had in over a year. “Will you make me the happiest of men by consenting to be my countess? Will you be my wife, Olivia?” And knowing he was making an utter spectacle of himself, of both of them, gazed up, hoping…

      She searched his eyes, both of hers intent upon only him. “You are not afraid?”

      “Only that you will say no.” Ah, there it was, that smile again. And he would be the happiest of men if he awoke every morning to it. “Are you afraid?”

      She shook her head. “No.” And then, “Yes.” She nodded firmly, laughter dancing in her gaze. “I will marry you, Gabriel Fellowes!”

      He would not stay kneeling on the floor like this a second longer. Not when all he wanted to do was hold her in his arms.

      The clinking of metal against glass reminded him that they were not alone. In fact, they were far from alone.

      Crawford and his duchess were standing on the edge of the ballroom floor and were demanding the attention of all their guests.

      A handful of servants scurried quietly around the room, handing out glasses of champagne.

      “I’d like to propose a toast.” Crawford raised his glass halfway. “Just a little over a year ago today, I returned from having spent nearly a decade aboard ship, engaging in battles, fighting various wars. But even here in England, we can lose those who we love on any given day.

      “But this evening is not a time to dwell on our fears or the tragedies of our past. But to celebrate love. And so, I lift my glass in a blessing. To the betrothal we have been so very lucky to witness here tonight, of one of my dearest friends, Gabriel Fellowes, most honorable Earl of Kingsley, and dear sister of my beautiful duchess, the lovely Miss Olivia Redfield. May they know love, and joy in the years, nay, the decades to come.” And then he lifted his glass high, in Gabriel and Olivia’s direction. “Felicitations to my sister, and to my dearest friend.”

      “Here! Here!”

      And everyone in the room echoed with, “Felicitations.”

      Exactly as Gabriel had planned.
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        * * *

      

      “You wouldn’t rather sit down?” Olivia held tightly to Gabriel’s arm as he led her out to the terrace behind Crawford’s Mayfair mansion. After spending the last hour receiving the congratulations and best wishes from most of Crawford’s guests, Gabriel wanted nothing more than to be alone with Olivia.

      His fiancée.

      The Dowager Duchess of Crawford had given him a long stare and distinctly suggested he not take longer than thirty minutes when he’d excused them both to take some air.

      He would have liked to place his other hand over hers but needed it to use his blasted cane. “You’re getting a sorry bargain, Olivia.”

      “Oh, I think not.” The laughter in her voice warmed him, and she leaned into his side. “Is this a dream?”

      They stepped onto a flagstone path, walking in a direction that seemed to lead to relative privacy. “Knowing you has been a dream. I am only too happy to make you my reality.”

      “And to think I nearly lost you last month.” They strolled slowly, in no hurry and with no particular destination. “What of the promise you made to your father? I don’t want you feeling guilty for all of this in the future. I don’t want you to feel as though you have failed him.”

      Ah, the promise.

      “He was happy in the end. He was at peace. I spoke with my mother yesterday. She said she never felt quite right about it, but since I never complained, she did not wish to alter my course. I told her about my plan to ask you to marry me. She bestowed her blessing, by the way.”

      “You knew Miss Shipley was going to jilt you?”

      He would have no lies between them. Only truth. “I asked her to.”

      “Oh! Gabriel! I hate to think I will gain my happiness at her expense.” She exhaled a small sad sigh. “I like Miss Shipley.”

      He chuckled. “As she does you. She was more than happy to release me.”

      “She was?” He could hear the smile in her voice. “I’m so glad! I must admit that I never was quite convinced she held you in great affection.”

      “You wound me, my love.”

      Olivia laughed. “But it is a wonderful thing!”

      “It is.” He could not argue with such a manner of thinking, especially with the prospect of a life with this minx.

      “But wait, you planned all this? Crawford knew?”

      “As did your sister. And my brothers. And the dowager duchess.”

      She stopped and stared up at him looking really, very adorably stunned. She shook her head. “I don’t know what to say!”

      “Say you are happy?” She would be his to protect, his to make happy.

      His to love.

      “Oh. Yes!” And then she turned, and they continued walking.

      “Promise me two things?” she asked in her lilting voice.

      “What would you have me promise you?”

      They took several steps before she spoke again. “I shall not live my life in fear.” Her voice had taken on a particularly somber tone. “After you left Misty Brooke, I’m not proud to admit that I began questioning every bad thing that ever happened in my life, thinking I had been the reason for those things.”

      “Because of your father?”

      “Partly,” she admitted. “But also because I’d kept myself closed off from much of the world. And marrying Mr. Smith, I believe, was a part of that. A way to keep hiding. To imagine that I am not worthy, I think perhaps it was an excuse for being afraid. But I have realized something.”

      Gabriel waited quietly for her to go on.

      “I am not a curse, no more than that mine was.”

      He could hardly have been happier with where this discussion was going.

      “There is bad luck. There are bad people.” She tilted her head to rest upon his shoulder as their steps slowed. “Bad things happen but so do good things.”

      “Of which I am eternally grateful for.” Gabriel snaked his arm around her tiny waist, just above the gentle flare of her hip. “But what are these two promises you ask of me?”

      “One, that you do not go deep into any mines in the near future.”

      “On that, you have my word.”

      She stopped and turned. They’d reached a small folly that was surrounded by some large oaks and boxwood.

      Gabriel took her into his arms, allowing his cane to fall. “And two?” He was having a hard time thinking about what she would say. In fact, he wanted so badly to kiss her that he would likely promise anything at that moment. “Have I mentioned how much I love your eyes?” His voice was barely more than a whisper.

      “And two.” She focused upon his lips. She seemed to be having difficulties concentrating as well. And then she lifted her gaze to his eyes. “If you decide to fight one of those bad people, make certain he isn’t hiding a pistol.”

      He smiled. “I think I can manage that.” He pulled her tighter. “Olivia.” Searching her eyes, he knew that everything he’d ever wanted was within his grasp.

      “Yes, Gabriel?”

      “Oluvia.”

      Heaven. Sheer heaven.

      When his lips settled upon hers, the magnitude of his joy exploded inside him. Nowhere on earth was there a luckier man, because he had his one of a kind, his most beautiful love.

      Olivia.
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      “We ought to have a house party, Gabriel. Over Christmastime!”

      Resting his head on his elbow, Gabriel watched in delight as his wife of less than four months lay back on her pillow, eyes dancing in excitement as she stared up at the ceiling.

      Away from her father and mother, away from Misty Brooke, away from the ‘curse’ nonsense, she’d literally blossomed.

      Unwilling to delay their wedding, Gabriel had forgone having the banns read and purchased a special license and he and Olivia took their vows exactly three days after he’d proposed. Crawford and his duchess had served as witnesses.

      The ceremony had been held in a small church outside of Mayfair. It had been quiet, simple, and very private. Walking out into the sunshine, with Olivia on his arm, Gabriel had never felt more satisfied or proud in his life.

      Or happy.

      How this woman made him happy.

      “A house party during the holidays? At Sky Manor?” It wasn’t a bad idea only… “Are you certain you’ll be up to it?” Of course, he’d do whatever she wished, but…

      Her violet eyes flicked away from the ceiling. “Why wouldn’t I be?” Her lips tilted up in a questioning smile. Gabriel lazily studied her flawless complexion, her small, pert nose, the elegant line of her neck to where it met her collarbone. She’d drawn the sheet up to cover her nakedness.

      Making love in the mornings was his favorite new way of waking up.

      Making love to his wife.

      “Are you bored with just me already?” Gabriel chuckled without answering her question.

      In response, she turned and pulled him down for a long, slow, lazy kiss. “Does this feel like I’m bored with you?” She arched her back so that his teeth could drag down the sheet covering her.

      In a matter of mere seconds, she was writhing beneath him. It was always like this between the two of them. She was not only his wife; she was his lover––his best friend.

      Several minutes later, he was tucking her into his side again, both of them breathing heavily.

      “I have had a wonderful time here.” Olivia sighed, her breath sending a warm breeze across Gabriel’s chest. “Everyone… well, almost everyone… has been so nice to me!”

      “Why would they not be nice to you?” Of course, he knew what her answer would be. Her father and mother’s words had cut her deeply, and despite her newfound confidence, he knew she held onto her self-doubts.

      She burrowed into him, her hair caressing his arms and chest. “You know,” she mumbled.

      “So, a house party?” He felt bad for squashing some of her exuberance. “Who would you want to invite?”

      “Your mother and Priscilla, Nathaniel and Gilbert, of course. They’ll be at Sky Manor anyway. Louella and Crawford, and the children. Crawford’s sisters and Her Grace.” Olivia lifted one hand and began drawing little circles on Gabriel’s skin, where her head rested.

      “What do you know of Lord Crestwood?” she asked a little too casually, causing Gabriel to raise his brows.

      “He’s too old for you,” Gabriel answered only partly in jest. But then understanding dawned. “A little old for Priscilla, don’t you think?”

      But Olivia was shaking her head. “I think he was once acquainted with Eliza.”

      “Miss Cline?” Odd, that a baron would have any occasion to become acquainted with a vicar’s sister.

      Olivia was nodding. “He broke her heart. A very long time ago.”

      His wife was full of all kinds of surprises this morning. “And now he is widowed. But, Olivia,” he had to point out the problem with her matchmaking idea, “their stations are quite different.”

      Olivia sat up and stared down at him. As she did so, the sheet fell away again, giving Gabriel the full view of her plump breasts, normally creamy but flushed from their recent bout of lovemaking. “She is a woman of gentle birth. They are not so very far apart in station. Gabriel?” She drew his attention back to what she was saying. “It would not be an impossible match.”

      Considering what the two of them had gone through, Gabriel could only shrug. “If what you say is true, and he broke her heart, will Miss Cline wish to see him again?”

      Olivia bit her lip. “She would never admit to it. But If she happened to come to my Christmas house party, as did Lord Crestwood, at least then, they would have the opportunity to… become friends again.”

      Gabriel couldn’t help but laugh at that. “Being friends is never a bad idea.” His voice grew husky as the truth of his words struck him.

      “So, you do not mind? If I host a party at Christmas?”

      Gabriel pulled her down for another kiss. “You may host a party whenever you like. So long as you don’t overtire yourself.”

      Those little brows of hers puckered up in confusion. “Why…?” She trailed off as Gabriel’s hand settled on one breast. “

      “You’re more sensitive than usual.” He squeezed gently, his thumb tracing the puckered pink skin at the tip. And then his hand dipped to her abdomen. “You’ve been queasy in the mornings. For nearly three weeks now, you’ve been leaving most of your food at breakfast time.” And Olivia was not one of those ladies who merely picked at her meals. She usually enjoyed every morsel.

      Her lovely eyes flew open wide with understanding. “I hadn’t been paying attention…”

      “You’ve gone nine weeks without your monthlies,” Gabriel supplied for her.

      Olivia lifted one hand to cover her mouth. Up until that morning, he’d figured she knew but was waiting for a special moment to inform him.

      But her eyes were filling up with tears and various expressions of delight, disbelief, and terror crossed her features in a matter of seconds. “But! I cannot be!”

      Upon which, Gabriel toggled his brows at her, feeling more than a little pleased with himself. “I’m almost surprised it didn’t happen sooner.”

      And then she buried her face into his chest again. “What if…?” A tremor ran through her. “What if the baby gets my eyes?”

      Gabriel pulled her even closer into him. “Then we will have a violet-eyed boy or girl to love and care for.”

      She shook her head. “That’s not what I meant.”

      He squeezed her again. “We will love him, or her, all the more.”

      “I don’t want our baby to…” He knew what she was thinking. He would never allow their child to suffer as she had.

      “Well…” Gabriel stared at the ceiling, cradling her against his chest. “If we have a child with eyes like yours, we can always seek out a qualified physician. And if we are given instructions, we could always follow them correctly. But we will never allow our child to feel anything other than our love.”

      She sniffed but then nodded.

      Gabriel dropped a kiss onto her hair. “Be happy, love. And allow me to spoil you until you and the baby are delivered safely.”

      “And after?”

      “And after,” he agreed. “So we’ll have this Christmas party as long as you don’t attempt to do everything yourself. As to Miss Cline and Lord Crestwood, are you certain you want to stir the pot, so to speak?”

      “She might not even come. Neither of them, in fact. It cannot hurt to send them both invitations, though, can it?”

      Gabriel could only chuckle. His dearest Olivia. Matchmaking now.

      He turned both of them so that he could look into her face. “As long as you are happy. Are you happy?”

      She nodded. “A baby! Oh, Gabriel! This is going to be so much fun!”

      

      
        
        *** The End ***
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      Chapter One

      The Darkness

       

      Miss Louella Rose Redfield huddled on the floor on the far side of the large canopied bed taking up most of her chamber. If her mother took it upon herself to peek in, she would believe the room to be empty and leave.

      Which was exactly what Louella wanted—what she needed.

      It wasn’t as though she were a child! She was a lady now. She had every right to be left alone. She glanced toward the closed door.

      Mama would not come now anyhow. Mama and Papa knew she was not at all pleased with them. Not after Papa had told her his decision and given her no choice but to consent to the betrothal he’d arranged for her with their neighbor’s son.

      And they expected her to be grateful! Of all things!

      Anger. Frustration. Disappointment. The hopelessness of this situation made her want to be invisible. Black crept into the edges of her vision.

      How could her parents so easily dismiss her older sister Olivia? They couldn’t realize the cruelty of their actions. For this slight seemed worse than all the others. To betroth the younger daughter first.

      Her.

      Cowering behind the bed, Louella opened the bottom drawer of the nightstand and reverently withdrew the sewing basket.

      The tattered straw and old cloth lining provided a modicum of comfort, in and of itself.

      Her father’s words replayed in her head. “You are the beauty of this family, Louella. A perfect English Rose. This is your duty. And your mother assures me the marquess is quite handsome. You’ll be a duchess someday, gel. Now stop your blathering.” He’d meant to placate her.

      A beauty! Perfect?

      Louella knew what they saw.

      A young girl with an unblemished complexion, shining chestnut hair, and eyes the color of the sky, framed with thick lashes.

      But that was only her shell.

      She was not perfect; she was not beautiful.

      Dizziness gripped her.

      Closing her eyes, Louella inhaled deeply before opening them again and unraveling the ribbon from around her wrist. She’d tied the silk loosely, but it managed to leave an imprint on the tender flesh, nonetheless.

      She opened the basket and withdrew what she sought. Eyeing it critically, she frowned. The needle was becoming dull from too much use.

      She could not access her abdomen during the daytime. Her stays prevented that.

      Examining her arm, she located an unscarred section. With practiced precision, she compelled the needle downward. As the sharp point drew a short crimson line, she felt nothing.

      She pressed harder the second time, and a thicker line of blood oozed onto her pale, almost translucent skin. A sting. And tingling. Ah, yes. I’m real.

      And the berating voices swirling in her mind began to subside.

      Blood is real.

      The blood is mine.

      I am real.

      She drew another line, this one longer and just the tiniest bit deeper than the first two. The needle stung. It hurt even.

      Her racing heart slowed.

      It would be okay. Olivia would understand.

      She could now feel the floor beneath her and the frame of the bed digging into her back.

      The last cut was shallow, barely a scratch, really.

      Her vision cleared.

      As she watched blood flow and begin to congeal, her breathing slowed as her muscles relaxed. Sleep called to her, the sensation of melting into the floor overcoming all her senses. Still caressing the needle between her fingers, she dropped her hand to the carpet and tilted her head back, resting it on the side of the bed.

      She could do this. She didn’t want to, but she could. Papa would insist.

      After what may have been a few seconds, or several moments, Louella roused herself from the blessed lethargy enough to clean the needle and replace it in the sewing basket.

      She then washed her wrist in the wash basin, dried it, rewrapped the silk ribbon, and tied it snugly.

      Using her teeth, she managed a fairly decent bow.

      Louella had done this before.

      The devil didn’t dwell inside her.

      It was just… her.

       

      ***

       

      “You wish me to marry little Louella Rose?”

      Captain Cameron Samuel Benjamin Denning, Marquess of Stanton, barely remembered the girl.

      She’d been a child when he left, gallivanting about her father’s estate and often his father’s property as well.

      He vaguely remembered the older sister… blonde, she’d been on the verge of womanhood, sweet and pretty. But he’d been an arrogant Devil at the time. All he’d noticed was that the gel had been cockeyed.

      And the younger girl? Louella Rose? She had been all skin and bones, brilliant blue eyes too large for her face, dirt on her dresses, and ah, yes, stringy brown hair. She would have been most unmemorable but for her flashing eyes and violent temper. She’d lobbed an apple at his head on one occasion.

      He scratched his chin. If memory served him correctly, he’d done something to provoke the attack. He’d been an ass that summer. Hating his father. Hating his father’s new family. Hating pretty much everybody, including himself.

      “She’s not a child anymore,” his father said without glancing up from the papers on his desk.

      What had the sister’s name been? Olive? No, Olivia, Miss Olivia Redfield, oldest daughter of the Viscount Hallewell. She’d been closer to him in age.

      “Truth be told,” his stepmother, the duchess, piped in, “Miss Louella Rose is one of the comeliest debutantes in all of England.”

      Cameron wasn’t certain he could believe that. The hoyden had been something of a tomboy, trespassing with her sister almost daily. They’d met with better luck fishing on the ducal lands than their own.

      And Cameron had not treated them kindly. Ah, yes, he’d teased the older girl mercilessly for her eye. He winced at the memory.

      At the time, he’d barely reached his majority; he’d been an irresponsible youth, willing to do anything to escape his father and all of his ducal expectations.

      “What of the older daughter?” Cameron stared out the window, contemplating his past wrongs.

      Again, his stepmother supplied the answer. “Something of a spinster. Doesn’t move in Society, as I understand. Hallewell keeps her well under wraps. I doubt they’ve brought her with them to London for the Season. If I were to take a guess, I’d say she’s probably simple.”

      His father grunted.

      Cameron knew neither of the girls were what attracted his father to such an alliance. The Hallewell estate sat just south of Ashton Acres. Nestled in the low lands, unkempt and overrun with brush, it was aptly named Thistle Park.

      But just inside of its borders sat the true prize.

      An abandoned mine.

      Abandoned, and branded as cursed by the current viscount’s father following a disastrous cave-in decades ago. But that wasn’t the end of it. No, the damn thing was rumored to be loaded with gold. A few of the men who’d managed to survive the collapse, but not their injuries, had spoken of a thick vein discovered just before the tragedy. Ancient tales warned that the cave-in had occurred because the treasure had been exposed.

      Locals scoffed at the notion of the mine having anything of value. Never, in the history of the area, the entire region, really, had any precious metals been mined profitably.

      Viscount Hallewell, like his father before him, believed the mine to be cursed. He’d adamantly refused to reopen it. Until now, apparently.

      With pockets to let, and a comely daughter at that… Cameron guessed that Crawford, his own father, had finally discovered the bargaining chip to change Hallewell’s mind.

      His son.

      And, fiend seize it, upon departing a decade ago, Cameron had promised to marry upon his return. He’d not hated his birthright; he’d simply needed to sow his oats. Such a stupid promise to have made.

      “Isn’t there a boy in the family as well?” Surely, the son would have something to say about all of this. It was his inheritance, after all.

      “Not anymore. Died shortly after your departure.” Cameron’s father had no sympathy when it came to others’ misfortunes.

      Raising his brows, Cam glanced toward the duchess. She would know more about the family.

      “William, I believe they called him, was only five years old,” she replied helpfully. “His mother, the viscountess, was inconsolable for months. But the boy was always sickly. Nearly drowned but then took ill. I imagine he’d have died of some other malady if not for the accident.”

      Cam rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. All of this seemed rather sudden, and yet, he’d known before returning that his father would expect him to marry and set up a nursery. And Cam had promised he’d do just that.

      Despite the enmity he’d forever carry for the man purported to have sired him, Cam intended to keep his promise. Because, as backward as it seemed, the one thing he’d carried with him all those years serving his country had been the burden of guilt.

      He’d known his stepmother and stepsisters worried endlessly about him.

      Well, not him, per se. The male son. The heir.

      For the Duke of Crawford had failed to produce a spare with his second wife. She’d given birth to three girls with her first husband but failed to conceive with Crawford.

      Cameron was destined to forever be the older brother to three silly stepsisters.

      His conscience had berated him to do his best to avoid being killed. He’d not wished to make their circumstances precarious.

      But even more compelling had been the desire to thwart the duke by living.

      Cameron shook his head, dismissing the passing thought.

      Hell.

      And as he had lived, and he had returned, he would marry the Redfield girl.

      He could only hope the girl and her sister had little memory of him and his behavior.

      Upon reaching his majority, Cam had been filled with angst. He’d returned from school to discover his father remarried. The new duchess had brought with her three small daughters.

      Cam had countered by drinking, carousing, swiving whatever he was offered, and then ultimately threatening to enlist himself into the British Army.

      Which would have been unheard of.

      An unmitigated embarrassment to the duke.

      Crawford had taken the threat literally, and to avoid the disgrace, he’d negotiated a bargain with him. With the understanding that when Cam reached the age of thirty, he would return home and marry the bride of his father’s choosing, the Duke of Crawford had purchased Cam an officer’s commission in the British Navy,

      Thirty had seemed a lifetime away.

      Cam brushed a hand through his hair.

      Damn his twenty-one-year-old self.

      “I’m to visit the youngest daughter tomorrow?” he asked. “And she is agreeable? How old is she now?”

      He certainly wouldn’t force the poor girl to marry him if she was unwilling. He would make his offer, formally, dispassionately, but… pleasantly. He would not insist, however, and by God, he wouldn’t beg.

      “She’s ten and nine. A most suitable age. We’ll visit their townhouse together. For tea,” his stepmother responded.

      “Of course, she’s agreeable. Damned fool girl she’d be if she wasn’t,” Crawford barked.

      The girl must be a social climber then.

      Hell, perhaps she’d forgotten him completely!

      “Tomorrow, then? At tea.” Speaking the words, he could almost hear the chains winding around his ankle.

      “She’s a lovely girl.” The duchess patted the duke on the shoulder. “We’ll allow the two of you a few moments alone, so that you can be certain you’ll get on well together.”

      Well, then.

      Damn.

      “Better yet, you may renew your acquaintance this afternoon at the Snodgrass Garden Party. I wouldn’t think the Redfields would miss it.”

      Perhaps that would make tomorrow easier. Perhaps he could charm her into forgetting his actions before he’d gone off to war. His stupid and churlish behavior.

      Might make for a less awkward
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      Hell Hath No Fury

      (Devilish Debutante’s, Book 1)

      To keep the money, he has to keep her as well…

      Cecily Nottingham has made a huge mistake.

      The marriage bed was still warm when the earl she thought she loved crawled out of it and announced that he loved someone else.

      Loves. Someone else.

      All he saw in Cecily was her dowry.

      But he’s in for the shock of his life, because in order to keep the money, he has to keep her.

      With nothing to lose, Cecily sets out to seduce her husband’s cousin, Stephen Nottingham, in an attempt to goad the earl into divorcing her. Little does she realize that Stephen would turn out to be everything her husband was not: Honorable, loyal, trustworthy…Handsome as sin.

      Stephen only returned to England for one reason. Save his cousin’s estate from financial ruin. Instead, he finds himself face to face with his cousins beautiful and scorned wife, he isn’t sure what to do first, strangle his cousin, or kiss his wife. His honor is about to be questioned, right along with his self-control.

      Amid snakes, duels and a good catfight, Cecily realizes the game she’s playing has high stakes indeed. There are only a few ways for a marriage to end in Regency England and none of them come without a high price. Is she willing to pay it? Is Stephen? A ‘Happily Ever After’ hangs in the balance, because, yes, love can conquer all, but sometimes it needs a little bit of help.

      Hell in a Hand Basket

      (Devilish Debutante’s, Book 2)

      Sophia Babineaux has landed a husband! And a good one at that!

      Lord Harold, the second son of a duke, is kind, gentle, undemanding.

      Perhaps a little too undemanding?

      Because after one chance encounter with skilled rake, Captain Devlin Brooks, it is glaringly obvious that something is missing between Lord Harold and herself… pas-sion… sizzle… well… everything. And marriage is forever!

      Will her parents allow her to reconsider? Absolutely not.

      War hero, Devlin Brookes, is ready to marry and thinks Sophia Babineaux might be the one. One itsy bitsy problem: she’s engaged to his cousin, Harold.

      But Devlin knows his cousin! and damned if Harold hasn’t been coerced into this betrothal by the Duke of Prescott, his father.

      Prescott usually gets what he wants.

      Devlin, Sophia and Harold conspire to thwart the duke’s wishes but fail to consider a few vital, unintended consequences.

      Once set in motion, matters quickly spiral out of control!

      Caught up in tragedy, regret, and deceit Sophia and Devlin’s love be-comes tainted. If they cannot cope with their choices they may never find their way back once embarking on their journey… To Hell in a Hand Basket…

      Hell’s Belle

      (Devilish Debutante’s, Book 3)

      There comes a time in a lady’s life when she needs to take matters into her own hands…

      A Scheming Minx

      Emily Goodnight, a curiously smart bluestocking – who cannot see a thing without her blasted spectacles – is raising the art of meddling to new heights. Why leave her future in the hands of fate when she’s perfectly capable of managing it herself?

      An Apathetic Rake

      The Earl of Blakely, London’s most unattainable bachelor, finds Miss Goodnight’s schemes nearly as intriguing as the curves hidden beneath her frumpy gowns. Secure in his independence, he’s focussed on one thing only: evading this father’s manipulating ways. In doing so, ironically, he fails to evade the mischief of Emily’s managing ploys.

      Hell’s Bell Indeed

      What with all the cheating at parlor games, trysts in dark closets, and nighttime flights to Gretna Green, complications arise. Because fate has limits. And when it comes to love and the secrets of the past, there’s only so much twisting one English Miss can get away with…

      Hell of a Lady

      (Devilish Debutante’s, Book 4)

      Regency Romance between an angelic vicar and a devilish debutante: A must read if you love sweet and sizzle with an abundance of heart.

      The Last Devilish Debutante

      Miss Rhododendron Mossant has given up on men, love, and worst of all, herself. Once a flirtatious beauty, the nightmares of her past have frozen her in fear. Ruined and ready to call it quits, all she can hope for is divine intervention.

      The Angelic Vicar

      Justin White, Vicar turned Earl, has the looks of an angel but the heart of a rake. He isn’t prepared to marry and yet honor won’t allow anything less. Which poses something of a problem… because, by God, when it comes to this vixen, a war is is waging between his body and his soul.

      Scandal’s Sweet Sizzle

      She’s hopeless and he’s hopelessly devoted. Together they must conquer the ton, her disgrace, and his empty pockets. With a little deviousness, and a miracle or two, is it possible this devilish match was really made in heaven?

      Hell Hath Frozen Over

      (Devilish Debutantes, Novella)

      The Duchess of Prescott, now a widow, fears she’s experienced all life has to offer. Thomas Findlay, a wealthy industrialist, knows she has not. Can he convince her she has love and passion in her future? And if he does, cans she convince herself to embrace it?

      
        
        Lord Love a Lady Series

      

      

      Nobody’s Lady

      (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 1)

      Dukes don’t need help, or do they?

      Michael Redmond, the Duke of Cortland, needs to be in London—most expeditiously—but a band of highway robbers have thwarted his plans. Purse-pinched, coachless, and mired in mud, he stumbles on Lilly Beauchamp, the woman who betrayed him years ago.

      Ladies can’t be heroes, or can they?

      Michael was her first love, her first lover, but he abandoned her when she needed him most. She’d trusted him, and then he failed to meet with her father as promised. A widowed stepmother now, Lilly loves her country and will do her part for the Good of England—even if that means aiding this hobbled and pathetic duke.

      They lost their chance at love, or did they?

      A betrothal, a scandal, and a kidnapping stand between them now. Can honor emerge from the ashes of their love?

      A Lady’s Prerogative

      (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 2)

      It’s not fair.

      Titled rakes can practically get away with murder, but one tiny little misstep and a debutante is sent away to the country. Which is where Lady Natalie Spencer is stuck after jilting her betrothed.

      Frustrated with her banishment, she’s finished being a good girl and ready to be a little naughty. Luckily she has brothers, one of whom has brought home his delightfully gorgeous friend.

      After recently inheriting an earldom, Garrett Castleton is determined to turn over a new leaf and shed the roguish lifestyle he adopted years ago. His friend’s sister, no matter how enticing, is out-of-bounds. He has a run-down estate to manage and tenants to save from destitution.

      Can love find a compromise between the two, or will their stubbornness get them into even more trouble?

      A betrothal, a scandal, and a kidnapping stand between them now. Can honor emerge from the ashes of their love?

      Lady Saves the Duke

      (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 3)

      He thinks he’s saving her, but will this Lady Save the Duke, instead?

      Miss Abigail Wright, disillusioned spinster, hides her secret pain behind encouraging smiles and optimistic laughter. Self-pity, she believes, is for the truly wretched. So when her mother insists she attend a house party—uninvited—she determines to simply make the best of it…until an unfortunate wardrobe malfunction.

      Alex Cross, the “Duke of Ice,” has more than earned the nickname given him by the ton. He’s given up on happiness but will not reject sensual pleasure. After all, a man has needs. The week ought to have been pleasantly uneventful for both of them, with nature walks, parlor games, and afternoon teas on the terrace…but for some inferior stitchery on poor Abigail’s bodice.

      And now the duke is faced with a choice. Should he make this mouse a respectable offer and then abandon her to his country estate? She’s rather pathetic and harmless, really. Oughtn’t to upset his life whatsoever.

      His heart, however, is another matter…

      Lady at Last

      (Lord Love a Lady Series, Book 4)

      Coming Spring 2019

      Penelope’s Story

      She needs a husband if she wants to have a baby!

      

      After witnessing the miracle of birth, Self determined spinster, Miss Penelope Crone is having second thoughts about swearing off marriage. She wants – no, she needs –  to experience the blessed event herself. Dear God she’s practically thirty! Time is running out!

      

      Hugh Chesterton, The Viscount Danbury, is relatively intelligent, good looking, unmarried, and most importantly, close at hand. With a little décolletage, a sway of the hips, and a few drinks of brandy, Penelope is certain she can extract a respectable offer.  

      

      If only she’d accounted for the power of passion.

      

      Because unchecked lust takes over,  leaving Penelope in a most precarious predicament. And Lord Danbury, the clueless idiot, is proving far less attainable than she’d imagined.

      

      Will Penelope be cast out from society or will Lord Danbury ever figure out the truth. Enough so that he can make the woman he loves a … Lady at Last…
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