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        A woman on the edge.

        An earl who likes to gamble.

        And a gold coin that can change everything.

      

      

      

      Miss Beatrice Turner is desperate. Abandoned by her father, their home and possessions taken by creditors, Beatrice and her mother have been living off the generosity of friends. Time is short, and Beatrice must marry. With only a unique gold coin as her dowry, she places all her faith in the ton’s matchmaker extraordinaire – Lady Osborne.

      

      Richard Arbor, Earl of Bixley, is determined never to wed. Ever. Indeed, his goal is to avoid his godmother’s matchmaking attempts. But there’s something about Miss Beatrice Turner that draws him to her. The way she smiles, the way she speaks her mind, the way her lips feel against his.

      

      When Beatrice is forced to choose between family or love, she’ll have to trust her instincts. Except she didn’t take into account Richard’s tenacity once his mind is made up. Tempting fate, Beatrice and Richard will risk forfeiting their chance at happiness on the flip of a coin.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Praise the saints—the light pitter-patter of rain had stopped. Autumn was a fickle season. One day it was pleasant and sunny, and then the next could be pouring with rain that chilled you to the bone. On her hands and knees in the middle of Lady Pandora Osborne’s prize-winning flowers, Miss Beatrice Turner sighed and paused her search. Hmm. If one really considered it, the weather was much like the attention span of a gentleman—short, temperamental, and unpredictable.

      With a head shake, she leaned forward once again and pushed the pretty pink blooms—asters—to the side. Where in the blazes was her coin?

      Beatrice froze at the staccato rap of heels striking the stone walkway behind her.

      Ugh. She had been caught, yet again, in another unladylike endeavor. Lady Osborne, her host and dearest friend of Beatrice’s mama, would most certainly have something to say about her unbecoming behavior. Rummaging about the gardens was not how a lady should comport herself when on the hunt for a husband.

      “Miss Turner.”

      Beatrice rolled to her feet, brushed out her skirts as if ridding her gown of lint and not mud, and squared her shoulders. Physically prepared for the forthcoming lecture on what does and does not constitute lady-like      behavior, she inhaled a deep breath and swiveled to face the matron. Lady Osborne’s wise and all-knowing gaze fell directly upon her. There was no possibility that the woman could know about her predicament. Yet the twinkle in Lady Osborne’s eyes led Beatrice to suspect that her godmother knew exactly what she was up to.

      Face-to-face with the older woman whose silver hair shone like spun silver in the twilight hours, Beatrice smiled and greeted the woman who was like a second mother. “Lady Osborne.” Beatrice dipped into a curtsy, her knees wobbling. Oh, how she wished she were more graceful.

      “Child, I pay the gardener a handsome amount to tend to the garden beds. What were you doing crouched in the mud?”

      “I was…” If she confessed to having lost the gold coin her father had bestowed upon her, Lady Osborne would believe it her duty to help search for the treasure. But her father had left strict instructions she was not to let others know of its existence. He was by no means a rule follower, or he wouldn’t have placed his family in the dire predicament of being homeless. For months Beatrice had held on to the hope that if she kept the coin safe, her father would return for it and save her and her mama from a life on the streets. But month after month, house party after house party, the man remained absent. She had received no word from her father, and neither had her heartbroken mama.

      Lady Osborne said, “You were what, girl?”

      “I was studying them.” Beatrice stopped herself from rolling her eyes. Egad. She sounded like a naïve bluestocking, the label other members of the ton were quick to give her, simply because she often preferred the company of a good book over that of a gentleman of late.

      Except the truth of the matter was     , she had resorted to reading in corners because of the woman standing in front of her. Lady Osborne had made it her mission to prove her matchmaking prowess to one and all, but especially to her cousin Lady Sewell. Spinsters, bluestockings, really any lady deemed unmarriageable by the ton were prime targets for Lady Osborne’s matchmaking schemes.

      The older woman’s shrewd gaze bored into Beatrice. Little got past her godmother.

      Lady Osborne linked her arm through Beatrice’s and strode back toward the house, tugging Beatrice along with her. “You won’t catch the attention of a gentleman studying plants, my dear.”

      Beatrice glanced back over her shoulder. She needed to find the coin, but the likelihood of escaping Lady Osborne was slim.

      Her host continued, “You and I both know that this house party may very well be your last chance to avoid…” Lady Osborne looked to the left and then to the right, and then lowered her voice to a whisper. “I know you don’t wish to marry, but you must. For your mama. She’s not as strong as you. Please allow me to help you. I can’t promise a love match…”

      She couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. Beatrice said, “Oh good gracious, that is the last thing I wish for. No, I’m on the hunt for a husband who is even in temperament, of keen intellect, and who detests gambling.”

      Lady Osborne let out a distinctly unladylike snort. “Girl, the man you just described does not exist. Trust me, for a strong-willed lady such as yourself, you need the challenge of reforming a rake.”

      “A rake! Absolutely not.” Beatrice shook her head. “Definitely not a rake.”

      Lady Osborne stopped, turned slightly, and placed a bony, bejeweled finger under her chin. “Come, let me see if I’m wrong.” The woman tilted Beatrice’s face up and then to the left and then to the right. “Hmm…you may not be an incomparable; however, you do favor your mother’s fine features and you possess your father’s keen blue eyes. But there is something unique… something that neither of your parents possess. Ah, yes… an inner strength that will ensure you choose the right path. Remember, the truth shall set you free.” Why was the older woman      quoting the Bible to her? Lady Osborne released her chin and added, “I doubt you shall need my assistance, but if you do, be assured I shall do everything in my power to see to it you are not left homeless.” Without a farewell, Lady Osborne left Beatrice alone on the terrace.

      Rooted to the spot, Beatrice leaned against the balustrade and took in a deep breath. The certainty with which Lady Osborne shared her observations shook Beatrice to her core.

      How in the blazes had Lady Osborne pierced through her facade, which had taken her years to develop, with one mere look?

      Beatrice had truly begun to believe that she had managed the impossible, that she had successfully masked her true self from others. She followed all the rules, ignoring her instinct to rebel against the nonsensical dictates of men. She tamped down her will to the point she often drew blood biting down on her tongue. Yet, Lady Osborne hadn’t been fooled. Who else could see her for who she truly was?

      Beatrice stared through the glass panes at the guests inside. She and her mama had arrived at the doors of Osborne manor two days ago, like the majority of the other house guests, filled with relief to have a roof over their heads for at least another fortnight and possibly up to a month. She hadn’t wanted to ask for Lady Osborne’s assistance, but after discovering that over half of the male guests were either renowned rakes or confirmed bachelors, men who Season after Season had declared their resolution never to marry, Beatrice had resolved herself to seek out her godmother’s help. Except now the matron claimed there was no need for her matchmaking skills. Beatrice closed her eyes. Even Lady Osborne couldn’t possibly know the full extent of her father’s deceit to fund his gambling addiction. She desperately needed to marry a gentleman who would be amenable to overlooking her father’s misdeeds and ignoring her bookish tendencies. She preferred to live vicariously through the characters of her books rather than risk giving in to the temptation to take an adventure of her own. She couldn’t afford to place her future, and that of her mama, in doubt once more by following in her father’s footsteps seeking out one risk—one wager—after another. There was no alternative; she had to curb her desires and become the quintessential lady. Or she’d fail in securing a husband by the end of the house party. She glanced back in the direction of the flower garden. She wanted to return to search for the coin, but her feet moved involuntarily toward the house. It was time to begin her search for a husband.
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      Richard Arbor, the Earl of Bixley, yawned as the die spun and rolled across the wood table.

      The ivory die rattled to a stop. Nine.

      Hell and damnation. 

      His friend and fellow scoundrel, Ambrose Kirkman, Baron Harlowe, won again, the lucky bastard. Harlowe wasn’t really a bastard, although his father had sired a number of them, all of whom Ambrose openly acknowledged—which, in turn, had the ton questioning Ambrose’s own legitimacy. The majority of the ton were a fickle lot, easily persuaded. Gentlemen came in and out of favor as quickly as the wind changed at sea. Richard glanced around the card room. Not one of his peers thought for themselves, and he had yet to meet a lady who dared to. Richard sighed as he pushed a large stack of notes forward, adding it to Harlowe’s already hefty mound of coins and notes.

      The anticipation of not knowing the future, the exhilaration of wagering, was distinctly missing and had been for some time now for Richard. He sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. Win or lose, it was of no consequence. Gawd, he was bored.

      Sound strategic investments for over a decade had resulted in Richard amassing sums that even he couldn’t spend in a lifetime. His residences were regularly refurbished with the latest architectural advances, the best windows, updated plumbing, and most importantly, he retained the best staff available, making his life… comfortable, predictable, and downright dull. 

      The legs of his chair caught on the rug beneath him as he pushed his chair back.

      Could nothing go smoothly this eve?

      He stood and marched out to seek fresh air and privacy. Ha. House parties were rumored to afford a rake more privacy. Purported to provide opportunities for a gentleman to indulge in activities that would otherwise land him before a reverend, if conducted in London under the prying eyes of the ton. But here, on the Bath estate of matchmaker extraordinaire Lady Osborne, a man had to proceed with extreme care or risk being caught in the parson’s trap. If Lady Osborne hadn’t been his godmother, he’d have declined the invitation and returned to London early where he could venture to his usual hedonist haunts. Except the thought of visiting Hells and bawdy houses gave him no pleasure. With another deep sigh, he bent slightly and leaned his forearms against the stone balustrade, expecting his skin to be chilled through his coat sleeves, but instead, his skin remained warm. Someone had been here recently. He glanced about—there wasn’t a soul close by, and yet he could sense it had been a woman. Damn ennui. Action, excitement, that was what he needed. Lady Osborne’s matronly voice echoed in his head: No, my dear boy, what you need is a wife.

      He jogged down the terrace stairs and ventured into the gardens. Mayhap he’d find a willing widow to take the edge off his nerves. He continued to stroll along seeking a distraction, anything to keep the emptiness from seeping back into his soul. What the devil was he thinking? He wasn’t a heartless rogue, despite what the ton might think. At the edge of the path, he stopped near a lit torch. Out of habit, he scanned his surroundings. A glint of metal or perhaps a gem in the flower bed caught his eye. What in the blazes? He walked over to the pink-petaled blooms and knelt. Curiosity piqued, Richard removed his glove, reached into bushes, and patted the cool ground. His fingers brushed against something solid. He slid the object closer and retrieved it. A gold coin. He held the rondure up to capture the light from the torch flames and turned the very worn precious metal over and over. His brow knitted as he studied the oddly familiar image of an angel, its wing in the shape of a harp, embossed on the coin. Richard rubbed the pad of his thumb over the symbol and closed his eyes. Where had he seen the image before? 

      “Lord Bixley.”

      Richard’s jaw clenched at his host’s greeting.

      He slipped the treasure into his cuff and turned to greet the woman, who was his recently departed mama’s closest and most trusted friend. Head cocked slightly to one side, he grinned and asked, “Lady Osborne, what brought you out into the gardens?”

      “Dear boy, I’ve known you since you were in leading strings. Your charming smiles have no effect upon me.” She looped her arm through his. “Whatever were you doing crouching down in my flower bed?” 

      He escorted her back toward the house. Unlike the plethora of debutantes occupying the drawing room, Lady Osborne was not easily diverted from a topic. The coin fell into his palm and he lifted it up for his host to see. “I found this.”

      “Hmm.” Lady Osborne picked it up and studied the rondure. “Appears rather unique, and I imagine it to be of some value to its owner.” She gave him back the coin and smiled up at him. “Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Eyes narrowed, Richard replied, “You know who it belongs to, do you not?”

      Lady Osborne gave him a catlike grin that said, Look what I’ve caught. A mouse. A trickle of fear ran down Richard’s back. He’d witnessed just such a look upon the older woman’s fine features many a times this past year—right before a man found himself hanging by the marriage noose. He glared down at Lady Osborne. He wasn’t like his weak-willed peers and refused to believe the matchmaker would succeed in entrapping him into wedlock any time soon. At three and thirty, he was in no rush to produce an heir. He had plenty of time to find his countess. As if the woman could read his mind, the twinkle in Lady Osborne’s eyes called him a liar.

      He let out a low, rumbling growl and followed it with, “If you will simply share with me who you believe the coin belongs to, I shall ensure it is safely returned.” 

      “I, in fact, am not certain.”

      Damn the woman and her word games. In all the years he’d known Lady Osborne, she had never to his knowledge uttered a lie. Instead, the matron utilized her vast vocabulary to elude tricky situations.

      Richard grinned in admiration and said, “But you have an inkling of who the coin might belong to. Do not worry, I shan’t let it out of my sight nor hand it over to the gentleman until I’m convinced they are the rightful owner.”

      “I suggest you conduct your investigation independent of my suspicions.”

      Calling upon the last ounce of patience he had left, Richard said, “Lady Osborne, you have far too many guests in attendance for me to complete a thorough search.” Knowing full well the woman would never decline a plea for help he added, “Please. Assist me in narrowing it down.”

      “Very well. I suspect the coin does not belong to a gentleman.”

      “A lady?”

      With a curt nod, she continued, “Yes. One who remains unattached.”

      He let out a sigh. “My lady, I’m not going to fall prey to one of your matchmaking schemes.” The feigned look of innocence upon Lady Osborne’s features made Richard chuckle. “One last question before I embark on my mission to find the coin’s true owner: are you responsible for the coin’s mysterious placement in the gardens?”

      “Are you accusing me of stealing a lady’s prized possession and hiding it in my posies as part of a plan to unite two individuals… all in the hopes they might fall in love?”

      “That is exactly what I’m implying, Lady Osborne.”

      She withdrew her arm from his and stepped in front to re-enter the candle-lit ballroom. “I’m deeply offended you believe me capable of being a thief.”

      “Your strong desire to prove your matchmaking prowess once and for all to Lady Sewell has me suspicious. And for this reason, I’m quite certain you would take whatever measures necessary to see to it that twelve unlikely ladies are happily wed to twelve unsuspecting gentlemen.” He paused for a moment to reflect upon the past year. “By my count, you have succeeded nine times to date. I shall not be your tenth victim.”

      Jaw slack, Lady Osborne stared at him in pure shock. “How did you discover such details?”

      “I have a rather inquisitive nature, as you know. And I’m extremely talented in seeking out the truth, which is why you concocted this elaborate scheme, is it not?”

      “Richard Henry Francis Arbor, it is time you wed and you well know it.” Lady Osborne marched into the ballroom and left him behind.

      She hadn’t openly admitted he was right, but she also hadn’t denied devising such an intricate plan. He scanned the occupants in the ballroom. Which of these ladies did the coin belong to? Which one of them was the most unlikely to wed? Mayhap it was one of the wallflowers standing along the far wall. Or perhaps one of the fortune-seeking ladies. No, if she owned a gold coin, it wouldn’t be a lady looking to marry for wealth and security. He scanned the occupants once more. His gaze doubled back to the bluestocking Miss Turner, whose attention was trained rather intently on the section of the gardens Lady Osborne and he had come from.

      Miss Beatrice Turner—daughter and only child of Mr. Elias Turner, the second son of the Earl of Moultson. The man was perpetually in dun territory. If she was attempting to secure the hand of a wealthy man, she was doing a poor job of it. At five-and-twenty, she was about to enter her seventh Season. He searched her appearance for signs of poverty, which according to his sources was probable. Her father had suffered a string of back luck over the past six months and was unable to repay any of his notes. However, her gown appeared to be similar to those nearby, so it must be of the latest fashion. Besides her head and neck being devoid of baubles, there was nothing about Miss Turner’s appearance that would indicate her family’s dire financial situation. How could that be?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Her gold coin had to be out there. Somewhere in the gardens. After spending a good portion of the morning searching her chambers, and the better half of the afternoon before twilight retracing her steps about the Osborne mansion, Beatrice was certain she had lost the last remaining family heirloom in the flower beds that grew beneath the thick tree limb she had escaped to the day before. She had gone to great lengths to ensure the coin wasn’t sold off with everything else, and now it was gone. Hands clenched tightly at her sides, she stared out the window all in the hopes that she might spy a glimmer of the coin. Except the odds that the light from the torch flames might reveal her coin’s location were slight. 

      “What is the matter with you this eve?” 

      Beatrice turned to face her overwrought mama. “We can’t continue to live on the charity of others.”

      Her mama sighed. “I’m fully aware that parliament shall be in session next month and that house parties will cease to be all the rage. I shall figure out a solution.”

      She wanted to believe her mama was capable of devising a scheme to prevent them from becoming homeless, but her mama was too kind, too forgiving, and too naïve to get them out of the mess her devious father had landed them in. It had taken Beatrice three days to convince her mama in their empty London townhouse that father was not coming to their aid. He had left a week prior to a solicitor knocking on the door to inform them that everything apart from the clothes they could pack in a trunk would be removed and distributed amongst a mob of creditors her father owed funds to. They had taken everything. All her mama’s jewelry, all the furniture… they even took all the family portraits. Her mama had cried, and she had worked on devising a plan. Beatrice was more like her father than she’d like to admit. The idea of traveling about the countryside from house party to house party had been hers. She made use of her needlepoint skills and reinvented their gowns, mimicking the designs of the other ladies. She didn’t steal per se, but if the odd quill, slice of wax, or parchment was carelessly discarded, Beatrice convinced herself she was merely taking what another no longer needed or wanted. It was a weak argument that conscience battled with daily, but it was the only way she was able to send correspondence and keep up the pretense that nothing was amiss.

      A shadow fell over her and her mama’s lips curled into a wide smile. “A good eve to you, Lord Bixley.” Her mama dipped, and Beatrice slowly turned to face the man that oh so reminded her of her father. Lord Bixley was handsome, charming, and a reprobate. 

      “Mrs. Turner. Miss Turner.” 

      The earl grinning down at her was a gambler. A seducer of innocents. A confirmed bachelor. He was the epitome of the type of gentleman she should stay away from, and yet her body yearned to lean in closer to the man. Beatrice swallowed the lump that prevented her from uttering a reply and dipped into a low curtsy that was surprisingly smooth and graceful. Her knees hadn’t buckled or cracked, and she didn’t wobble as she straightened back up. Success.

      But when her gaze rose to meet his, she noted the man’s smile had vanished and in its place was a rather dark, foreboding frown that marred his handsome features. 

      “Miss Turner, would you do me the honor of accompanying me for a stroll about the room or perhaps to fetch a glass of ratafia?” Despite his scowl, his voice was honeyed and, like a bee, she was immediately drawn to him.

      Cheeks flushed, her mama perked up and answered, “Why of course, my lord, Beatrice would be delighted.”

      He gestured for her to proceed first and Beatrice shot her mama a withering look, which only garnered a push from the woman who gave birth to her.

      They walked in silence until Beatrice couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. “I suppose you lost a wager to Lady Osborne, and this is your forfeit.”

      His dark brown eyes went wide for a moment. “That is, in fact… not the case.”

      “Then why ask to walk about in silence?” Needing to marry, she should be charming, attempting to lure the man into marriage and secure a future for her and her mama, but her senses had returned. Lord Bixley was a rogue, the man indulged in every vice her father enjoyed to extremes, and the truth left a bitter taste in Beatrice’s mouth. Her father was proof rakes could not be reformed and they most certainly did not make for the best husbands.

      He stared down at her, eyes filled with bewilderment, as if she was some kind of unknown specimen under a microscope. “I apologize, Miss Turner. In my experience, ladies tend to be more than happy to natter on about the weather or whatever fills their head, and I’ve been amicable to listening.”

      She nearly tripped, but he placed a steadying hand on her elbow, which sent her blood racing through her. It was her turn to glare at him in astonishment. Who… no, what was this creature walking beside her? Certainly not a peer of the realm. No lord she was acquainted with would apologize, let along take responsibility for a failing conversation. She blinked twice and looked up at the man who was matching his stride to hers. Still unbelieving Lord Bixley had apologized, Beatrice did the unspeakable. She pinched the man’s arm.

      “Ouch.” Instead of being cross, Lord Bixley smiled down at her. “Was my apology so lacking you wish to inflict harm upon me?”

      Beatrice giggled at the man’s quip, but quickly sobered. Just like her father, the man next to her knew how to manipulate and steer a woman into his favor. “No, I merely wanted to ensure you were in fact real. Although, I now realize you are much like my father, an unrepentant rake.” Who could disappear without notice at any moment. While she hadn’t vocalized the latter half of her thoughts, she suspected Lord Bixley had heard them nonetheless.

      “Do you always speak your mind?”

      Her back stiffened as she answered, “I do.”

      Beatrice was quite aware of her shortcomings and didn’t care to be reminded of them. But then he surprised her by replying, “Grand. We shall rub along well then.”

      “How in the blazes did you come to that conclusion?” She clasped a hand over her mouth.

      He stopped and turned so that they were face-to-face. She steeled herself for a scathing lecture on how a lady should address a peer. A lord. A bloody earl.

      Instead of opening his mouth to speak, he reached out and peeled her fingers away from her face. “I hate idle chatter and I dislike guessing what a woman might be thinking. And since you have no qualms sharing your thoughts, it’s merely logical we shall get along fabulously.”

      Her fingers were still clasped in his. She couldn’t pinch the man to ensure this whole conversation wasn’t a figment of her imagination.

      “Yes, Miss Turner, I’m speaking the truth.” He squeezed her fingers before letting go.

      Hmm. Perhaps Lord Bixley wasn’t like her father after all. Her father was a gambler who spouted lie after lie, to the point she wasn’t sure her father knew what was truth and what was a lie. Her papa certainly never bothered to ask her mama her thoughts on matters. If he had, he would have realized how frugal her mother really was. For years, her mama managed an entire household on a shoestring budget and never once complained until the day the creditors lined up at their door and her father never returned from his club. That was the day her mama’s heart shattered into a thousand pieces. Her father had abandoned them, and the only reason he might return was for the coin. The coin she no longer had in her possession.

      Beatrice took the cup of ratafia Lord Bixley offered her and banished all thoughts of her parents from her mind. She emptied the glass in a succession of a few big sips and returned the glass to the table. The refreshment was exactly what she needed to refocus her attention back to the man next to her and determine for herself if Lord Bixley was correct—would they rub along just fine?
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        * * *

      

      Conversation wasn’t one of Richard’s strengths. He preferred to speak only when necessary and when it came to women, he rarely had to utter a word to gain their favor. A simple smile and the occasional wink if he was feeling bold would normally suffice. Even a mere nod was invitation enough for most women to share their thoughts and wishes. It would seem that in order to determine whether Miss Turner was indeed the owner of the gold coin, he would have to put forth a little more effort. 

      He cleared his throat and flickered a glance down at the silent woman. “Have you had a chance to enjoy Lady Osborne’s lovely floral gardens?”

      Eyes narrowed, Miss Turner replied, “I have.”

      His smile of encouragement for her to continue failed. Miss Turner simply returned her gaze forward to the dancing couples in front of them. Dancing. He peered down at her hands tightly clasped in front of her. “Where is your dance card?”

      “I don’t dance.”

      Flummoxed, he blurted, “Why ever not?”

      “My dance master deemed me an unsuitable partner, for I tend to take the lead. He claimed no proper gentleman would allow for this to occur and if I were to take to the floor, discord would ensue and disrupt the entire set.”

      Who was this woman? She hadn’t returned his smiles. She had provided minimal responses in every prior encounter now that he thought of it, and yet her last reply told him she was much more than a simpering debutante. Intrigued, he didn’t want their time to end. Societal rules would dictate it was time he returned her to Mrs. Turner, but rather than follow the rules, he made no motion to leave. He twisted around and reached for two more glasses of the sickly-sweet refreshment on the table and proceeded to offer one to Miss Turner. He need not have, for the lady had already retrieved her own glass and had the cup pressed up to… to pink, moist lips that sent a jolt through him, while she continued to calmly peer out at the crowd. Hmm. He’d never met such an independent-minded lady before. Well, mayhap he had, but he’d not spent any length of time with one. Beatrice, the vixen, had him clenching his jaw, holding on to his self-control by a hair. She gave him a side glance and winked. Vexed by the woman’s behavior, he agitatedly searched and prayed for a footman to divest himself of the unwanted drinks. With no staff readily about, he made quick work of downing both glasses. That garnered him a stern frown from Miss Turner. No woman had ever dared to give him a look of reproach, not even his mother. He should be enraged at the chit. Except Miss Turner’s glare had the exact opposite effect. To want to stay close to her, to want to kiss her to banish her frown was totally and utterly illogical. And for a man who prided himself on being rational at all times, these thoughts and reactions were confounding.

      “I believe it’s time I return.”

      “Dance with me.” The words had tumbled out before he realized what he was saying. 

      “And if I try to lead, will you allow it?”

      “We will never know unless we take to the floor.” He highly doubted she’d manage to reverse the roles, but one never knew for certain what a woman was capable of. The sensation of being watched had him scanning the room. Lady Osborne and her cousin, Lady Sewell, stood heads together, studying Miss Turner with extreme interest. The two matrons were up to their old tricks—matchmaking. But rather than darting their beady eyes in his direction, they focused on his friend, Lord Harlowe, who was marching toward Richard. The broad grins on the two matrons’ faces confirmed that they were indeed scheming. He flickered his gaze between Harlowe and Miss Turner, whose cheeks were now a pretty pink. Harlowe was a watered-down version of himself in every way. Rich, but Harlowe’s pockets were not as deep as his. Easy on the eyes, but women had historically favored Richard. Yet Miss Turner’s sky-blue eyes were no longer clear and daring, but were misty and filled with uncertainty. He preferred the confident, blunt version of Miss Turner. It mattered not what he preferred, for he was not on the hunt for a wife. Then why did he hate the idea of Miss Turner being swept away by Harlowe? He was jealous. Jealous of Harlowe. The unfamiliar sensation heated his blood and had his head ringing with the truth… he didn’t have a need for a wife, but he wanted Beatrice for himself all the same.

      He ignored the urge to haul her into his arms and claim her soft tempting mouth. Instead, he offered his hand and asked, “Shall we?”

      Blinking, Miss Turner sent one last longing glance toward Harlowe and then placed her hand in his. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, my lord.”

      It wasn’t until they were surrounded by other couples and the orchestra began the set did it register that he was to waltz with Miss Turner. With a bow, he stepped up to take the lady in his arms and a mix of nerves and excitement hit him all at once—the same peculiar mix that he’d been missing for months. 

      He drew her an inch closer and whispered in her ear, “I’m not one to shy away from a challenge.”

      The mischievous twinkle in Miss Turner’s eyes heightened the rush of exhilaration, and Richard found himself short of breath. Never had a woman had such an effect upon him. Yet this bluestocking of a miss had him entranced.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Dancing was for rule followers. One learnt a set of steps and then you were expected to execute them over and over with precision and grace. It wasn’t supposed to be hard. However, the harder Beatrice tried to follow the lead of the man in front of her, the more her feet rebelled. You’re just like your father: you know the rules but fail to follow them.

      Her hand involuntarily squeezed Lord Bixley’s, prompting the man to peer down at her. He remained silent, for which she was grateful, and she forced herself to once again focus on the steps. Her feet simply refused to shadow Lord Bixley’s smooth movements and instead steered her in the opposite direction. To her partner’s credit, he adeptly adjusted his stride and glided them both across the dance floor.

      Stunned at Lord Bixley’s skill to maneuver them about, she stared up at the man. Rather than attempting to control her movements or demand compliance, he had effortlessly compensated for her wayward tendencies. It made her want to step closer to him, to trust him to lead her about. Following her instincts, muscles relaxed, her body swayed, and her skirts swooshed in time with the music. Ha. Dancing with his lordship wasn’t difficult at all. Lulled by the music, her mind clear of worry, a peculiar sensation began to seep through her bones. Was this lightheartedness what a lady free of worry felt? Secure in Lord Bixley’s arms, she didn’t feel like a bumbling bluestocking on the dance floor.

      The blur of couples whirled past her. The strained smile of the lady next to her caught Beatrice’s attention. She wasn’t like the other ladies. She couldn’t afford such luxuries as being carefree because her future precariously depended upon her ability to secure a husband. Beatrice’s stomach flipped and ached.

      A lady in her predicament must always control her emotions and reactions. Or suffer the consequences like her mother. Her parents had regaled her with the tale of their whirlwind engagement, of how her father had swooped her mama off her feet, too many times for Beatrice not to take heed of the warning that love matches were full of risks.

      She wasn’t looking to marry for love. Absolutely not.

      Love blinded women, and she enjoyed perfect vision. She blinked her eyes closed and the echo of booted feet roared through her mind, trudging up and down her childhood home, as creditor after creditor came to collect. The knots in her stomach cinched. She needed to marry a gentleman with a head on his shoulders. Who wouldn’t be swayed by vice. But did such a man even exist?

      Even the once-studious Lord Harlowe was tempted by the occasional widow and round of Hazard. During her second Season, Lord Harlowe had just returned from his grand adventure and his stories of abroad were the highlight of Beatrice’s evenings. Not that he regaled them directly to her, but one of the many advantages of being a bluestocking was the ability to go unnoticed.

      Warmth radiated up her neck and she peered up at Lord Bixley, whose brows were knitted as he studied her intently. Why was he not staring at the other couples, the other ladies like the other gentlemen she’d danced with? She hadn’t trod on his toes or even attempted to turn in the wrong direction. She stared back into his intense dark brown eyes.

      Yes, she had somehow unintentionally captured the man’s full attention, and it appeared as if he was struggling with his thoughts. Blast. And double blast.

      It was rumored Lord Bixley possessed a special talent for uncovering lies, and it was his uncanny ability to discover the truth that ensured the man’s coffers continued to overflow. His gaze bore down at her. Mind reading wasn’t real. Please, let it be so.

      She dropped her gaze lower and stared at his elaborately tied cravat. Conversation. If she engaged him in a discussion of some sort perhaps, she could distract him and he wouldn’t notice that her neck and ears were lacking jewels, or that the material of her gown was a tad frayed around the edges, or that her gloves were worn and thread bare. The man was a keen observer, and it was exactly why she had avoided him for the past year. Lord Bixley and his uncanny ability to detect falsehoods was dangerous… and alluring… and tempting. Everything she needed to stay away from. Her shoulders sagged forward. These were the predicaments Beatrice found herself in when she allowed her mama to interfere. She sighed as she recalled the time when her mother agreed for the Marquess of Ward to escort them to the Royal Science Exhibit. Since her mama trailed behind with the other matrons, Beatrice was the only one to catch Lord Ward’s yawns when she recited the scientific names of each specimen they passed. The gentleman was bored to tears, to the point he was practically sleep walking. Then there was the time her mama convinced Lord Harlowe to take a walk with them in the gardens and Beatrice accidently tripped the man as she sidestepped to study a rather unique bloom, and pitched Lord Harlowe into the fountain. Her lips curled into a smile at the memory. It was a disaster at the time, but now the shocked look on Lord Harlowe’s pleasant features made her laugh.

      Head slightly tilted, she peered through her eyelashes up at her dance partner to see what he thought of her random giggle. Egad. Lord Bixley’s eyes remained trained on her.

      She needed to act to cease his quizzical stares. “Why did you inquire as to whether or not I’ve ventured into Lady Osborne’s gardens?”

      The pads of his fingers pressed against her waist, causing her heart to flutter. “I’m attempting to identify the owner of what I suspect is a very precious family heirloom.”

      Her heart seized for a moment. “A family heirloom, you say.” She lifted her face to meet his gaze. She needed to access his features as she posed her question. “Did you happen to find this object in the gardens near Lady Osborne’s lovely pink asters?”

      “Asters—is that the name of the delightful pink-petaled flowers?” His gaze lowered to settle upon her lips. The inquisitive twinkle in his gaze was replaced with a flare of… of desire. “Might you be the owner?”

      Lord Bixley’s voice had lowered to a sultry tone that set her skin tingling. Discombobulated by the topic of their conversation combined with her unusual reaction to the man, she shifted to her right instead of the left. Drat. She was back to treading on toes and dancing like a bumbling fool. Lord Bixley didn’t take issue. He compensated for her mistake and continued to guide them effortlessly about the dance floor. Back on solid footing, Beatrice glanced around at the other couples who twirled and glided past them in perfect unison, oblivious to her mistake.

      “No one noticed. I promise.” Her partner squeezed her hand that was enclosed in his. “Miss Turner, have you lost anything of value of late?”

      Stunned by Lord Bixley’s easy dismissal of her mistakes, she took a moment to search the man’s features. Handsome, like her father. Intelligence and kindness shone in his eyes, like her father. Except unlike her father, he hadn’t let her go. Lord Bixley had in fact drawn her closer and held her hand with a firm but reassuring pressure. Words like safe, wanted… and oh my, desired popped into her mind.

      Lord Bixley cleared his throat and repeated, “Well, Miss Turner… have you… lost something of import?”

      The question hit her square in the chest. The answer was yes. She had lost everything. A scream or cry, she wasn’t sure which, lodged in her throat. Her pride. Her sense of security. Her hope for the future. Her faith in men. All had been stripped away from her the day her father disappeared and never returned. 

      She sucked air back into her lungs and dug deep for fortitude to answer calmly. “If the treasure you found was a coin, one fashioned out of pure Scottish gold and embossed with a harped angel, then, yes. I am the owner.”

      Lord Bixley’s lips curved into the most arrogant, know-it-all smile she had ever witnessed. Before he could utter a word, she stomped on his foot once more and glared up at him. “I should like my coin returned, immediately.”

      His smile remained despite the hard glint in his eyes, warning her not to tread upon his toes again. “Is that so? Then you would risk your reputation in order to retrieve it?” 

      Only a rogue would pose such a question. She feigned a pleasant smile and hissed between her lips, “Of course not.”

      “What a shame. For if you’d dared to accompany me, I could fulfill your wish…es, without delay.”

      Urgh. Lord Bixley wasn’t a rake, nor a rogue. He was the Devil.

      She was no expert at flirting. The man’s last words were filled with innuendo that a more experienced lady would have clearly understood. However, she was good at interpreting linguistics, and she wasn’t one to back down from a challenge. After all, she had dared to pinch him, stomp on his toes—twice—and in a most unladylike fashion had demanded he return her coin.

      But the risk of being seen alone with a gentleman, when she was supposed to be on the hunt for a husband, gave her pause. Her father’s high-stakes-seeking blood ran through her veins. Oh, how she wished she were more like her mama. Her mama never balked at the rules, she never complained, and she most definitely did not rebel against societal norms. Etiquette would dictate that an item of such value be returned to her father not to an unmarried woman. With her father missing, she couldn’t risk Lord Bixley inquiring into her father’s whereabouts and discovering the truth. He’d warn his brethren not to marry her. She’d have to accept the dare.

      The last strains of the waltz subsided, and the roar of chattering guests rose. Lord Bixley didn’t release her immediately; instead, he gave her hand a quick squeeze.

      He was waiting for her answer.

      Beatrice dipped her chin and nodded. With that one small motion, she was gambling on a gentleman who was a renowned rake to do the honorable thing and not to do anything that would call her reputation into question.

      She was desperate, and he detected it.

      She needed the hope the coin gave her, and he sensed it.

      It was the most peculiar sensation to feel connected, intertwined with an inanimate object, but Beatrice had instinctively bonded with the gold treasure. For when she held it in her palm, it gave her strength, hope… and a sense of power.

      The tug at her hand reminded her she was about to embark on a precarious venture with a peer that was too handsome for his own good and a little too insightful for Beatrice’s liking.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The devil must have possessed him.

      Why else would he have issued such an outrageous dare to a lady of good breeding? Not that he’d ever issued a challenge to a woman of any sort; such behavior was not becoming of a gentleman. And definitely not of an earl. Regardless, the brazen minx had accepted his idiotic dare, proving she was her father’s daughter. Mr. Turner neither played by the rules or to the odds.

      Damn. Issuing the dare may have been the most reckless thing he’d ever done, and he hadn’t lived the saintliest life to date. The mere appearance of dallying with an untried miss was simply not done. And especially not by a man who wished to remain a bachelor. Yet Miss Turner’s hand was securely in his as he led them off the dance floor. 

      No mincing of steps, Miss Turner matched him stride for stride. Slightly breathless, she said, “Where are you taking me?” 

      He liked her steady, honey-toned voice. Bold and sure, with no hint of artifice. Richard slowed his pace. Where was he headed? An image of his chambers came to mind. He shook the picture from his head before he lost his self-control. “Somewhere… private.”

      “Private?” Beatrice arched a brow at him. “How private?”

      “Do you want your coin back?” His rash behavior was so out of character, it left him befuddled and frustrated.

      “Yes, but I’m not following you to your chambers, if that is where we are headed.”

      He tugged her into an alcove. Hidden from the masses, and mere inches apart, all traces of Richard’s ennui disappeared. Beatrice was the cure for his boredom. This bold bluestocking standing before him was everything he didn’t know he wanted.

      Beatrice placed her palms flat against his chest. Would she dare push him away and risk being found? His pulse raced with anticipation as to what she might do next.

      “May I suggest I rejoin my mama while you retrieve my coin from your chambers?”

      The coin rubbed against his wrist. He had intended to give it to her, fulfill his promise, and deliver it to her as she had asked. But if he handed it over, he’d not have a reason to keep her close or to see her again.

      “Very well. Shall we reconvene in the gardens once everyone has taken to their beds?”

      The minx didn’t even hesitate before she said, “That sounds satisfactory to me.”

      With plans set to meet again, his pulse resumed its steady, even pace, and thankfully logic and reason returned. Except he wasn’t ready to let her go. He wanted… he wanted a kiss, but his intuition told him to be patient. If he wasn’t to act upon his physical desires, what else was there? Weather patterns. Engaging in a discussion regarding the sky or wind was as dull and boring of a conversation as he’d ever been subject to, yet that was the only topic his mind was able to concoct. Bah. He shook his head in disgust. He was a Cambridge-educated man. He was not going to subject them to a discussion about the weather.

      A crinkle, not quite a dimple, appeared at the corner of her lips. “There is a rose garden at the far corner of the estate. Shall we meet there at say… six in the morn?”

      He pulled out his pocket watch. Two forty-five. The night was still young, and the revelry would continue until at least five. “Half-past five.” Thirty minutes shouldn’t make the slightest difference, but he wanted to see her again soon rather than later.

      “As you wish.” Miss Turner bobbed a curtsy, ducked her head out, looked both ways, and then darted away, leaving him without a parting farewell.

      He leaned against the wall. She hadn’t even been gone a full minute and he missed her already. He exited the alcove and scanned the empty hallway. Which way had she gone? He wasn’t normally one to seek out the company of ladies. They sought him. But he might make an exception for one bookish miss. He reminded himself he detested idle chatter, yet with Miss Turner he’d contemplated discussing the weather if it meant she’d remain by his side a few moments longer. The chit had turned his mind to mush. 

      A tap on his shoulder sent him turning about to face his host. “Did I see you out on the dance floor with Miss Turner?”

      “Lady Osborne.” He peered down at the matron who had been like a mother to him since his own mama had passed. “You did.”

      “The two of you looked rather dashing, twirling and gliding about.”

      “Don’t get your hopes up. It was merely one dance, and I was simply vetting the notion of Miss Turner being the owner of the hidden treasure.”

      “Did you return the coin to her?”

      “No.”

      “Why ever not?”

      A simple question that normally wouldn’t give him pause, but since the moment Miss Turner had displaced his ennui, Richard’s thoughts and actions had been anything but predictable. “I wish to retain… No, that’s not quite right. I’m not prepared to relinquish—”

      Lady Osborne interjected, “My dear boy. Let me assist in clarifying the facts, for you are clearly making a muddle of things. The coin belongs to Miss Turner. Surrender it to the lady.”

      His mind was muddled, for he heard You belong to her, surrender now. But he wasn’t ready to surrender his bachelorhood… or was he?

      Miss Turner wasn’t a possession for the taking, much like the coin. The treasure belonged to Miss Turner. There was an irrational tug at his heart.

      “As always, Lady Osborne, you are correct, and I shall heed your advice.”

      When the matron made no motion to leave, he added, “Immediately.”

      Why did he continue to make such outlandish promises? He couldn’t be seen giving her a gift—it would be construed as courting the woman. He’d have to either wait til dawn or disappoint Lady Osborne. The latter wasn’t an option.

      He turned to hunt down Miss Turner, but Lady Osborne placed a hand on his arm to stall him. “Before you go, my lord. Pray share with me what feat you shall be performing for the talent show Thursday eve.” Damn, he’d forgotten he promised to participate in the blasted house party entertainment. 

      Lady Osborne’s lips thinned, but before she could scold him, Richard blurted, “A card trick, of course.”

      With a frown, Lady Osborne repeated, “Of course. How silly of me to expect something original, like riding a unicycle or juggling knives from you.”

      He leaned forward and whispered, “I try to refrain from performing such adolescent acts now that I’m an adult.”

      “Then mayhap you should behave like the grown man you are and wed.” Lady Osborne marched off toward the drawing room.

      He should have expected the comment. Lady Osborne’s usual harping on his marital status normally didn’t bother him a whit. Except the matron’s comment struck him dead center in the chest. Damn Miss Beatrice Turner. She had him considering the idea of marriage without him even realizing it since his mind wasn’t the only organ the minx had turned to mush, she had turned his heart into a soggy mess also. Could he be one of the rare fortunate fellows to find a love match? He shook his head. How absurd. Love match, indeed.

      Richard wasn’t about to risk being bamboozled by Lady Osborne and wind up engaged before daylight. He’d wait till dawn to return the coin to Miss Turner. A few hours away from the chit should be enough to rebuild a barricade around his heart and reinforce his desire to remain a bachelor. Except as he strode back to his bedchambers, he found fault with every single reason he had to remain unwed. Was he ready to go on the hunt for a wife? He didn’t shudder at the thought like he normally did. Mayhap he was ready—or not.
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      The damp grass beneath Beatrice’s boots softened the stomp of her feet. Lord Bixley was late. Streaks of pink were beginning to appear in the dark sky above. Something was amiss. The man did not strike her as the type to be tardy. In the hours apart from him, she had quizzed her mama, rummaged through her memories, and cataloged every piece of information she knew of the man, which all indicated he was a confirmed rake. She was willing to overlook a man’s tendency to have a wandering eye or enjoy the taste of brandy upon his lips day or night, but she would not consider a gentleman who preferred to spend his time seated at a card table, and from all accounts the Earl of Bixley was a gambler. Not that the man gave her any indication he was in the market for a wife. But of the five eligible gentlemen in attendance, why did it have to be Lord Bixley who occupied her thoughts? 

      Three steps were all she dared to take before swiveling to take another three steps back. The rose garden wasn’t as hidden as she had remembered, and her heart thudded in her chest at the mere thought of being caught outdoors alone with a man. Not just any man. With Lord Bixley. 

      A shadow fell upon the ground, and she snapped her head up to gaze at the gentleman who had plagued her mind for the past few hours. “You. Are. Late.”

      “I apologize for my tardiness.” He reached out and tucked one of her wayward strands of hair behind her ear. “Do you forgive me?” 

      Her heart fluttered yes. “Do you have my coin?”

      He brought his hand back in between them and slowly twisted his wrist, revealing her gold coin held tight between his fingers and thumb. “Indeed I do.”

      Her lips curved into a smile despite her wish to remain disgruntled at the man who was grinning down at her as if he hadn’t performed one of the oldest tricks known to all.

      “My thanks, Lord Bixley.” She plucked the coin from his fingers. The tension in her back eased as soon as the coin was back in her possession.

      “Please, call me Richard. No need for formalities at such an early hour.” He winged his arm out for her to take. “Allow me to escort you safely back to the house.”

      “I think it is best if we return separately.”

      Ignoring her rational advice, he threaded her arm through his and proceeded to amble down the path toward the back of the mansion. “The design embossed on your coin is rather unique. Is it your mother's or father’s family crest?”

      “No.” She should balk at his over-familiarity. Yet, the smooth manner in which he conducted himself had her complying without hesitation, mimicking her mama’s behavior in her father’s presence. Beatrice dug in her heels and stopped. “Lord Bixley.”

      “Richard.”

      She huffed at the man’s obstinance. “My lord. Now is not the time for a leisurely stroll. We must return to our chambers.”

      “Very well. Will you promenade with me at a more appropriate hour?”

      Say no. Don’t give in to the man’s charming smiles. Beatrice opened her mouth to do as her conscience demanded. “Only if you promise to remain here and count to a thousand while I return to the manor.”

      He closed the gap between them and leaned down to whisper next to her ear. “A thousand shall take a while.” 

      She turned as he pulled back slightly. Their mouths were millimeters apart. “That is the goal, my…” Her voice hitched as his warm breath brushed over her lips. “Richard.”

      She wasn’t sure if it was she who leaned into him or if it was he who leaned into her, but as soon as his name left her, their lips met. The gentle pressure of his mouth against hers shifted as the tip of his tongue glided over her bottom lip. Intrigued, Beatrice leaned into the kiss and parted her lips. Eyes closed, he threaded his hand through her hair at the base of her neck and guided her head. He tasted like… honey, lemon, and a hint of tea. His lips left hers. She inhaled and failed to detect a hint of brandy or port, the two evening drinks her father favored a little too often. She blinked her eyes open, only to find him staring back at her. 

      He pulled back further and said, “You taste like sherry.”

      “I had a glass to fortify my spirits before coming here.”

      Richard chuckled and leaned in to kiss her once more. This time he didn’t release her until her mind was left blank. He brushed a thumb over her cheek bone. “Pink is a lovely color on you. I shall remain here and recall the pretty shade as I count.”

      Fustian. She was just like her mama. Unable to resist a handsome man. But she was also like her father, easily lured into taking risks. Huge chances that had a fifty-fifty chance of being a terrible idea but also held the promise of being something wonderful.

      Mind conflicted, she whirled out of his arms and ran back to her chambers. After a good sleep, she would straighten out her thoughts and formulate a plan. A plan to stay away from Richard, the man she couldn’t afford to marry lest she end up like her mama, heartbroken and homeless. No, she needed a plan to secure her future, a roof over her head and her mama’s. She needed to lure a gentleman, any gentleman but Lord Bixley, to the altar.
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      The invisible link that had magically materialized as soon as his lips had touched Miss Beatrice Turner’s soft mouth severed the moment he escaped into the night and the servant’s door closed behind him. Miss Beatrice Turner. The intriguing bluestocking stirred fragments of emotions he’d long believed himself incapable of. Richard marched away from the mansion. Hands held tight behind his back, he meandered through the gardens until he found himself on the path leading to Lady Osborne’s hot house.

      The shimmer of pale pink silk entering the glass enclosure caught his attention. He searched his memory for which lady had worn a gown made of the fine material. Lady Daphne Wilcock, the eldest daughter of Viscount Sumnerson, came to mind. At the age of six-and-twenty, the lady would likely remain on the shelf. However, Richard also recalled Harlowe’s earlier complimentary comments regarding the lady’s lush full figure and delightful features. Damnation. He would place a sizable wager he’d find his close friend inside with the spinster.

      “Harlowe?” Pebbles crunched beneath Richard’s boots as he marched into the glass house, praying his hunch was wrong. “Harlowe!”

      The rustle of material and a grunt came from behind him. “What the devil! Bixley?”

      Richard froze. He dared not turn. “Pray tell me you are alone and I’m mistaken in believing you have lured Lady Daphne out here.”

      At the light tap on his shoulder, Richard swiveled and came face-to-face with a flushed Lady Daphne dwarfed in Harlowe’s great coat. “A good eve to you, Lord Bixley.” Absurd as it was, she dipped into a curtsey while clutching the lapels of the coat. 

      A disheveled, half-dressed Harlowe appeared and shielded the lady behind him. “Stop gawking at my fiancée.” Lady Daphne peered around Harlowe and gave Richard a wink.

      “Fiancée?” Richard’s gaze flickered between the two. “When the devil did you become engaged?”

      Harlowe attempted to shift to once again block Lady Daphne from his view, but the lady had no intention of being excluded from the discussion. “Lord Harlowe made the announcement at supper.”

      His friend’s gaze narrowed upon him. “Where were you?”

      Hiding. Hiding in his rooms, from the tempting Miss Turner and his wayward thoughts. Remembering his manners, Richard bowed and said, “Please accept my felicitations.” He tilted his head to address the blushing Lady Daphne. “And my good wishes to you, Lady Daphne.”

      He swiveled on his heel and briskly left the pair alone. Lost in thought, he reentered the gardens and wandered along the path dimly lit by dying torches. His close friend was to marry. He hadn’t even been aware that Harlowe was seriously considering taking on a wife. Midstep Richard froze, struck by a vision of Beatrice. He lengthened his stride, propelling him toward the back entrance. He’d seen the hopeful look in her eyes when Harlowe had appeared. Had she been at supper for the announcement? Was she disappointed, hurt? He stopped on the landing and looked to his left where his chambers were and then to his right, where Beatrice would be safely tucked away in bed. He took a step to his right. He’d never concerned himself over the feelings of another. Why now? Why Beatrice?

      He halted. Pivoted. And took three steps toward his chambers and stopped again. Damnation. He should let matters be. He shook his head and turned once more. Indecisive was not an adjective he would use to describe himself. Yet here he was, flip-flopping like a fish gasping for its last breath. The creak of a floorboard under foot behind him had Richard hastening his steps.

      Six feet away, Beatrice’s chamber door opened, and her pretty features appeared. With only her head popped out from her room, she asked, “My lord, what are you doing out in the corridor?”

      He glanced over his shoulder and then hurried to Beatrice’s door. “I need to speak with you.”

      Garbed in a riding habit, Beatrice slipped out of her chambers and carefully closed the door behind her. “You were to remain in the gardens. Remember?” She stood toe-to-toe with him but didn’t meet his gaze.

      “Where are you going?”

      Her brows knitted into a frown. “Out for a quick ride.”

      She was hiding something from him. Had she already heard of Harlowe and Lady Daphne’s engagement? Was it sadness or disappointment that had her sneaking about before daylight?

      He needed to know, so he cautiously asked, “Why?”

      “For a number of reasons.” She sidestepped around him and strode toward the staircase. “Please don’t follow me.”

      “Is it Harlowe’s engagement that has you irritated? Upset?”

      She swiveled around and asked, “Lord Harlowe is engaged?”

      “Yes, he announced it during supper. Did you not hear whispers of it when you returned to the ball?”

      “Oh. As soon as I found my mama, I claimed a headache to explain my disappearance. We retired early.” Her shocked expression transformed into disappointment as he had suspected, and it pierced his heart.

      Here he was, falling in love with the lady, and she was pining for one of his closest friends. “Please, allow me to join you.”

      She shook her head and turned to leave. Over her shoulder she said, “I have much on my mind. I’d be terrible company.” 

      He should follow her. She was clearly distraught. But never having had to chase after a woman, he was certain he’d make a hash of any attempts he might make to comfort the lady. So he stood on the landing and watched Beatrice until she disappeared below. Exhausted, he trudged to his chambers. His mind whirled with conflicting thoughts. Harlowe had sworn to never marry. Vowed to remain a bachelor. Claimed he’d rather die than wed. Richard had been blind to the signs that Harlowe was on the precipice of proposing. Had Lady Osborne cast a spell over him and his friend? She must have. For the idea of marrying Miss Beatrice Turner didn’t send a single shiver down his spine but rather evoked a sense of peace within his chest.

      He shook his head as he entered his bedchamber and fell onto his back on the bed. He needed to sleep. Rest would help restore logic and reason. Behind closed eyes, the image of Beatrice floated before him and his resolve to remain unwed was replaced with a new singular goal, to convince Beatrice to marry—him.
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      The soggy ground beneath her feet mirrored Beatrice’s current mood. She ambled along the shore of the pond, next to Richard in silence. He hadn’t attempted to make conversation and appeared quite preoccupied with his own thoughts.

      She gave him a side glance and sighed. “Why did you feel the need to tell me about Lord Harlowe’s engagement?”

      His long eyelashes fluttered as he rapidly blinked twice before answering. “I… You… I sensed you might hold a tendre for my friend.”

      Her gaze may have lingered a second longer on Lord Harlowe a time or two, but she didn’t think anyone had noticed. “Not a tendre. Merely a hope that he…” Apparently neither of them could find the words today. She certainly couldn’t. Especially not after their kiss, and even after a long hard ride, Beatrice was still unable to banish the desire to be close to him again. Forcing herself to take a step closer to the water’s edge and away from the man who tempted her, she stopped short. The water nipped at her feet. Blast it all. Rather than placing more space between them, she found herself wrapped up in Richard’s arms.

      “Careful.” 

      His muscled and warm chest rumbled beneath her palms that lay flat against his velvet waistcoat. “My thanks, my lord, but I wasn’t in any danger.”

      Smiling, Richard asked, “And you are in danger now?” 

      Yes, yes she was very much in danger of leaning into him and seeking the thrill of kissing once more.

      “You tell me.” She liked verbally sparring with this man, especially when he looked down at her with the twinkle of mischief and daring in his eyes. “What would you do if we were caught in such an embrace by one of the many meddling matrons in attendance?”

      “The honorable thing, of course.” He stepped back and released her. “I’d claim to be the hero. The savior of silk slippers.”

      The bubble of laughter escaped her and then reality hit her. He would deflect. He’d absolutely do all he could to avoid marriage. She crossed her arms over her chest. “And if my honor was at risk?”

      He scanned their surroundings. “You are safe, Beatrice… safe with me.”

      But she wasn’t safe. She had no home to return to. She had no actual means to support her mama or herself. And the only male guest in attendance who might have saved her had gone and got himself engaged to the loveliest individual Beatrice had ever encountered. Lady Daphne was everything she wasn’t: poised, eternally happy and joyful, and possessed of a dowry as large as King Midas’s coffers. 

      “Aye, totally safe.” Shoulders rolled forward, she let out a sigh. “Everyone knows you are a confirmed bachelor.” A choked chuckle, the complete opposite of the giggle that escaped her moments before, filled the air. “No one would believe a gentleman like you would entertain a courtship, let alone marriage, with someone like me.”

      “I beg to disagree.” A deep crevice formed between Richard’s brows. “Pray explain to me, why do you believe it inconceivable that a man like me could be enamored with a lady like yourself?”

      “Very well, if I must. You are held in high esteem and well-liked by all your peers, while I’m rarely sought out by….”

      “Wallflower or not, now that we have become better acquainted, there is no doubt I shall be seeking out more of your company. You have a keen mind, charming wit, and the most delectable…”

      “Lord Bixley. Miss Turner.” Beatrice jumped back at Lady Osborne’s voice. Thankfully Richard reacted quickly. The man had caught her by the waist and heaved her to his chest, saving her from the water, but he just as quickly released her, placing the socially acceptable arm’s length of space between them as their host continued to bear down on them. The man was astonishingly quick and agile.

      Winded, Lady Osborne came to a stop next to them and flickered her gaze between Beatrice and Richard, gauging the distance between them with a critical eye. The older woman scanned the area behind Beatrice and asked, “Where is your maid, Miss Turner?”

      Her host was no mind reader, but Lady Osborne was in the business of matchmaking. Hopefully her host would overlook the oversight of Beatrice being alone with a rake.

      “She went back to the house to fetch me a shawl.” The fib rolled off Beatrice’s tongue and Richard arched a brow at her.

       “Ah. Splendid. We wouldn’t want you to catch a chill and miss the talent show, now would we? Lord Bixley here has promised to entertain us with a card trick.” Lady Osborne elbowed Richard, sending him back, placing another inch or two between them. “And what feat will you entertain us with my dear girl?”

      “I’ve yet to decide.” In truth, she didn’t possess a skill worthy of display. She glanced up at Richard, who was watching her closely. She pasted on a smile and said, “I shall surprise you.”

      “Don’t disappoint me, child. I need not remind you I’ve known you since you escaped your leading strings. I’m very much looking forward to your performance.”

      Good gracious. Lady Osborne couldn’t be suggesting she try to recreate her daring feat as a child—it would be too outrageous, too unconventional. Everything a lady shouldn’t, yet it was exactly who Beatrice was at heart. She stared back at her host in disbelief. “I shall endeavor not to disappoint.”

      “Wonderful. Now the two of you shall return to the house with me. I shan’t be remiss in my hostess duties, and I can’t risk leaving the two of you out here alone unchaperoned.” She linked her arm through Richard’s and nodded for Beatrice to lead the way back. For the first time in her life, behaving like an obedient lady didn’t grate on Beatrice’s nerves. She needed to find a nice quiet corner and think. Richard hadn’t been totally opposed to the idea of marriage to her, and his kisses were rather desirable even if they turned her mind to mush. Bah. Richard was a rake, and rakes were renowned for their skills in such matters. But marrying for security alone seemed ruthless and dishonest. Was a marriage of convenience what she wanted? Yes. Yes, it was. Her parents’ union was proof enough that love matches end in disaster. Love doesn’t put food in your belly or provide a roof over your head. She needed to marry to secure a home for herself and her mama, not for love. And definitely not for warm, drugging kisses.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cornered in the drawing room by Lady Osborne, Richard stood next to the unlit fireplace and endeavored to appear relaxed while the lady lectured him. 

      “My dear boy, explain how it came to be that you were all alone with the lovely Miss Turner moments ago by the pond.” Lady Osborne sank into the settee and adjusted her skirts as if she were discussing the weather rather than conducting an inquisition. 

      “Miss Turner happened to be out for a stroll and I, too, wished for a respite and took to touring your magnificent grounds.”

      “I commend you on your ability to weave a believable tale. However, I care too much for Miss Turner; she is not a lady to be dallied about with.”

      “I never dally,” he replied, which garnered him a you’re not fooling me look from his godmother.

      “Miss Turner needs a husband. One who will be understanding, patient, and in possession of a keen mind.”

      He couldn’t stand still. His thoughts flowed better when he paced. As he took measured steps back and forth in front of the fireplace with his hands clasped behind his back he replied, “While I may not always comprehend the motives of others, I believe myself fair. I do have the capacity to wait when necessary, and I consider myself anything but a dullard.”

      “Your response only confirms my suspicions—you are in fact not a match for Miss Turner. Oh, how Octavia will bandy about my failure.” 

      “Hmmm… if Miss Turner had not alluded to our perceived incompatibility by others, I’d be currently debating whether or not you are attempting to trick me somehow.”

      “I’d play no such games with your heart.”

      He stopped and paused in front of his hostess. Lady Osborne was a master matchmaker, and she employed—no, the woman invented—every damn ploy matrons used to entrap men into marriage. “Oh Lady Osborne, I know you too well. No house party is a success unless you succeed in seeing to it that two unsuspecting guests find themselves engaged or exchanging vows by week’s end.”

      “If I follow your logic, then the house party is already a smashing success. Lord Harlowe and Lady Daphne are engaged. What motive would I have but pure genuine concern for you and Miss Turner?” 

      The old woman had a point. He began to pace once more.

      “Why do you believe Miss Turner would make an excellent wife?”

      Lady Osborne shook her head and rose to stand. “If you must ask, you are blind.” She stepped up to him and patted his cheek. “It’s time. Time for you to open your eyes and your heart. Cease these meaningless pursuits and feed your soul.”

      “I’d be a fool if I did not heed your advice, my lady.” He bowed and gave his host what he hoped was a reassuring smile despite the fear clawing at the back of his neck. His parents’ union had been arranged. For years he had witnessed the cool disdain his mother tolerated from his father. But then something happened between his parents. They began to care for one another, which transitioned to love, that only led to terrible heartache for his mother when his father passed away suddenly from an apoplexy.

      Lady Osborne’s all-knowing eyes searched his features. The flash of sadness stabbed Richard in the heart. She had doubts. He had doubts. Trivial pursuits could be enjoyed and forgotten. Forming deep connections or allowing another to see your vulnerabilities was terrifying. Left alone in the drawing room, Richard continued to pace until he was certain he had worn a path in the rug.

      “There you are!” Richard spun to face his friend whose eyes were clear and who was grinning from ear to ear. 

      “Harlowe. You look…” The adjective escaped him.

      “Happy. I’ve never been filled with joy. Not like this.” Harlowe walked to the sideboard with a bounce in his step and poured brandy into two tumblers. “Margie is everything I didn’t know I needed or wanted. She laughs at my jokes, she waits for me to gather my scattered thoughts, and she’s way better at balancing figures than I.”

      His friend’s words echoed Lady Osborne’s advice; Harlowe found a woman who was understanding, patient, and clever, and his friend was genuinely happy. A weird pang of jealousy struck him. 

      “How exactly did the two of you become engaged?”

      Harlowe frowned. “I asked Margie’s father for her hand and he agreed.”

      “Yes, yes, I know the formalities. I’m asking why Lady Daphne? You hardly know the woman.”

      His friend’s cheeks turned a bright red. “I’ll admit, I knew nothing about Margie but the sum of her dowry when I sought out permission from her father. And while her father gave his blessing almost immediately, Margie did not agree to wed until she subjected me to a very in-depth interview. Thankfully, despite some of my answers failing to pass muster, my kisses did.” Empty glass in hand, Harlowe added, “I couldn’t be more fortunate than to have found my Margie.”

      “Seems as if your luck has certainly changed for the better.” Richard lifted his glass to his mouth and knocked back the remaining half finger of the smuggled brandy. His brain was a whirl, reconciling the man next to him and the confirmed bachelor he played cards with. It was clear, cards didn’t hold a candle to Lady Daphne in Harlowe’s eyes. The woman had achieved the impossible. She had reformed a rake, and in the process saved his close friend from a long and lonely life. 

      An image of Beatrice floated through his mind and his heart reacted with a flutter. Could Beatrice be his salvation? There was but one way to find out… and that was to spend more time with the woman and discover if their kiss had tilted her world on its axis as it had his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      What does a lady do when she possesses no talents but needs to gain the notice of a gentleman? Beatrice wandered through the back passages used by the servants. Laughter wafted through the walls. She stopped and pressed her ear to the door leading to the kitchens.

      She frowned as she recognized Richard’s deep baritone chuckle. “Cook, I must perfect the card trick.”

      “Yer a fool if ye think yer gonna win a lady’s hand this way.”

      Who were they speaking of? She leaned closer against the wood and the blasted door swung open. Beatrice tumbled into the room.

      Richard’s hand was at her elbow to steady her and break her fall. “Miss Turner. What a pleasant surprise.” 

      The laughter in the room ceased and the staff swiftly went back to their duties. 

      Beatrice avoided Cook’s curious glare and faced Richard. “Did I hear correct, you have identified a lady to become the next Countess of Bixley?”

      “Aye.”

      “And?” She shouldn’t care who he had chosen, but she did. “Who should I be seeking to give my good wishes to?”

      “Why do you ask? Are you interested in becoming my wife?”

      “Absolutely not.” Again, the lie rolled off her tongue.

      He searched her eyes. “What if I told you I was able to slice a piece of fruit in half with a playing card? Would you reconsider?”

      His teasing manner and his genuine smile had Beatrice wanting to jest with him in kind. “Mayhap.”

      “Ahh… then perhaps a wager is what is needed.” Richard picked up a green apple from the pile Cook was peeling. “If I manage to slice a piece of fruit in half at the talent show, you shall agree to marry me.” He turned the apple and inspected it. 

      “And if you fail? What will you forfeit?”

      “I shall assist you in securing a proposal from one of the other eligible gentlemen in attendance.”

      “You know I’m seeking a husband?”

      “Yes, you are on the hunt, like all the debutantes.”

      “Not every woman wishes to marry.”

      “That’s absurd. Every woman in attendance is on the hunt, or Lady Osborne would not have invited them.”

      Arghh. He was a horse’s rear end. Pompous. Know it all. And yet on point. 

      Her lips curved upward at the corners of their own volition. She snatched the apple from his hand and took a bite. There was no way he’d manage to throw a small rectangular card hard enough to slice through an apple. She swallowed and with a nod said, “After further consideration, let’s wager. I’ve naught to lose, after all. Either way I shall gain a husband.” Her heart cinched at Richard’s scowl. She hadn’t meant to sound flippant.

      “Out. I need practice.”

      “Before I go, will you tell me why… why have you chosen me to be the Countess of Bixley?”

      “Because I can’t seem to dislodge the idea of kissing you again. And the things I want to do with you—to you—require many hours of privacy… privacy only a married couple are granted.”

      “Oh.” Heat flooded her cheeks. “I too enjoyed our kiss.”

      His scowl disappeared and was replaced with a boyish grin upon his features. “Then I must ensure I do not fail. Now off with you.”

      She pushed the same door she’d fallen through and left.

      Lord Bixley wished to marry her. She wasn’t exactly sure how to feel about his unconventional proposal or the wager, but their whole interlude in the kitchens made her smile and her heart happy.

      Midway down the hall, her feet stopped moving. She was going to marry Lord Bixley. The man did not seem the type to fail if he set his mind to accomplishing something. She was to be Countess Bixley. A rush of fear and excitement propelled her forward. She might not need a talent to find a husband, but she still needed to put on a performance. Lady Osborne would never forgive her if she ruined the main event of the house party.

      Beatrice didn’t play the pianoforte, nor was she any good at reciting poetry, and she croaked like a frog when she sang. To date, the only skill she had mastered was the ability to hang upside down from a tree using a bed linen without falling and breaking her neck. She was not likely to garner the same astonished oohs and ahs as she had from the children of her local village from the guests at a house party, but what if she could? 

      Beatrice set out to find the housekeeper. She was going to practice just like Richard. Richard. What would he think of her talent? He’d probably want to retract the terms of the wager. Swinging upside down from a tree limb is not exactly what one would expect from a future countess. Except, any gentleman daring enough to marry a woman who’d perform such an outrageous task would surely also be able to navigate the scandal of her father’s disappearance. Her plan bolstered her spirits. All she needed now was to find the housekeeper and locate a sturdy tree.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Where was everyone? There wasn’t a single guest to be found in the card room. The drawing room was occupied by a few matrons who were partial to dozing away most of the day. Richard peered out the windows onto the terrace, which also appeared devoid of humans.

      The candles on the wall sconces flickered. A strong breeze whistled through the empty room. He glanced up at the sky and noted the dark clouds accumulating overhead. With a storm approaching, why would anyone be out in the gardens? 

      Richard marched through the terrace doors and jogged down the steps to the pebbled path leading out into the lavish estate grounds. The weather emulated his foul mood. He had failed to master his trick. He’d securely lodged a full deck of cards in a number of apples but hadn’t managed to slice through the blasted fruit. The angle and velocity of his throws were all wrong. He hated failure. And not succeeding wasn’t an option—he had to win the wager.

      Lightning flashed in the distance, and his desperation to find Beatrice tripled. His lack of focus was troubling. How Beatrice had become essential to his equilibrium was baffling. Disgruntled and frustrated, he intuitively knew that if he could simply speak to Beatrice, all would be well again. She had a way of making his day seem manageable, enjoyable even. If only he could find her.

      Thunder rolled through the air, followed by a loud collective gasp from a large group on his left from the other side of the hedge. Blasted bushes. No doubt Lady Osborne maintained the maze of prickly plants to assist her in her matchmaking schemes. Rather than spending another ten minutes navigating through the puzzle, Richard tugged up his collar and squeezed his way through the greenery until he emerged on the other side. He had found Lady Osborne and the other guests. They were all milling about along the garden path looking up.

      He searched the crowd for a glimpse of Beatrice. Mid-stroke down his sleeve, his hand froze. The stray leaves were forgotten as his gaze followed the direction of the guests’ upturned faces and landed on Beatrice. The lady was dangling from a branch above the flower garden, held only by a… a bed sheet. The white cotton material was tightly wrapped about her ankle and she held another section of the makeshift rope in her hands. The wind picked up, and she began to sway back and forth, gaining momentum, as Richard’s heart pounded against his rib cage. If she were to fall, she’d break her neck. The future he had pictured earlier, with Beatrice and a gaggle of children about her, flashed before him. He couldn’t lose her. 

      The rending of fabric ripping hurled him forward through the crowd. He ignored the ladies’ gasps and curses mumbled by the gentlemen, and he trampled Lady Osborne’s prized peonies. He wasn’t about to let anyone else save her. She was his. 

      A droplet of water hit his forehead as he looked up with his arms out wide, ready to catch Beatrice. Richard aligned himself directly beneath the woman who tumbled and rolled down the length of material that was still secured around the tree trunk and her legs. Rather than haphazardly falling into his arms, she landed rather elegantly on her feet just as a boom of thunder      cracked over their heads. Startled by the sky rumbling, she hopped into his arms. The sheet unraveled and drooped from her ankles. Richard glanced down and his eyes followed a raindrop that rolled down the valley between the lush round mounds of flesh exposed.

      “Put me down!”

      He wrapped his arms around Beatrice tightly and tugged her close to his chest, shielding her from the crowd. “Your gown. It’s…ripped.”

      Smashed against his chest, she gave a muffled squeak. “I can’t breathe.”

      He eased his hold, and she peered up at him. “One of the hooks on my gown must have caught as I was descending, and well… I need your…”

      Wielding an umbrella, Lady Osborne came up next to them. “What the devil is going on here?” His host froze. “Oh! Oh my.” 

      “Lady Osborne, if you could assist in shielding Miss Turner, I can give her my coat and…” At the susurrus of slippers and boots against the damp grass, he didn’t bother with the rest of his request. He had to act fast. Richard shucked off his coat and wrapped it around Beatrice as she tugged up her dress to cover her lovely chest and clutched at the ruined material.

      The sky opened up and rain poured down. Lady Osborne shook her head and glared up at him. “You must declare your intentions, Bixley. And do it now.”

      He looked over his shoulder and barked at the crowd descending upon them."Gentlemen, take one more step and I’ll see you at dawn.”

      “That is NOT what I meant, my boy, and you know it,” Lady Osborne scolded. "Take Beatrice back to the house and find her mama, who is probably hiding in the library. I shall usher the rest of the guests back to wait out the storm in the gazebo and make the announcement of your upcoming nuptials.”

      Beatrice remained silent, cold and stiff like a statue. He wanted to kiss her, infuse some life back into her; instead, he rubbed his hands up and down her arms to warm her. “Miss Turner, before we return to the house, I need to ask, would you do me the honor of agreeing to become the next Countess of Bixley?”

      She blinked twice before uttering, “I’m sorry...”

      His heart shattered at her apology. “What are you apologizing for?”

      “For causing such a scandal. For entrapping you in an engagement that you surely do not wish for.”

      “Did all that spinning impair that beautifully alluring logical brain of yours?” He bent and picked her up in arms. Cradling her against his chest, he strode toward the house. “Beatrice, my sweet, you did not devise some elaborate scheme to trick me into marriage. In fact, if I had to hazard a guess, you were attempting to perform a feat that would make mine seem paltry in comparison. Hanging from a tree upside down would be far more memorable than launching a thin piece of card through the air and slicing a piece of fruit. Which let me remind you, if I succeeded, would have landed me in the same position as we find ourselves in now. Engaged to be married. You merely saved at least two bushels of apples from an unsavory death by playing cards.”

      Beatrice giggled. “You, my lord, are quite unpredictable.”

      “That’s a lovely compliment. I can’t picture you wishing for a stick-in-the-mud for a husband.”

      She peered over his shoulder. Her lips skimmed over his cheek as she turned back to face him. “Richard. It would be an honor to be your wife.”

      “Is anyone looking?”

      She shrugged. She didn’t care, and neither did he. He bent and kissed her for all to see. Miss Beatrice Turner was going to be his wife and he couldn’t wait. He’d have to wait at least a few more weeks for the banns to be read, notices to be placed in the papers, and… he pushed aside all thoughts and focused on the woman kissing him back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Carried up to her chambers in the arms of the man she was to marry, Beatrice’s heart was filled with joy she’d never experienced before. But the sight of her mother peering out their chamber window and wringing her hands ceased all happy thoughts and daydreams.

      Richard placed Beatrice on her feet, and she pulled his head down for her to whisper in his ear. “I wish to share the happy news with my mother…” She paused hoping Richard wouldn’t take offense to her request. “In private.”

      He glanced over to her mother and then gave her a middling smile. “If you think that’s best, I defer to your judgment.”

      When had her fortunes turned for the better? Richard was kind, generous, and best of all, understanding. Beatrice whirled around to face her mama as soon as the door to her chambers clicked behind Richard. She clenched her fiancé’s damp coat lapels together and marched up to her mama. “Why are you hiding in our chambers?”

      “I’m not hiding,” her mother replied. “Were you feigning an injury to escape everyone below?”

      “No.”

      “Then why was Lord Bixley carrying you?” Her mother’s confused expression dampened Beatrice’s ire. Her mother was a sweet, trusting woman. Too trusting at times.

      She reached for her mother’s hands and gave them a light squeeze. “I’m engaged, Mama.”

      "Engaged? Who are you to marry?”

      “Lord Bixley, of course. I’m to be a countess.” Her mother’s eyes widened as Beatrice stripped out of Richard’s coat and slipped on her robe.

      “Do you love Lord Bixley?”

      She didn’t know how to answer. She enjoyed Richard’s company. He was quick witted. She enjoyed his sense of humor and his kisses. But falling in love wasn’t the objective. Securing a home, a future without worry of being tossed out or where their next meal might come from was her chief priority. The fact that he was pleasant company was a boon and more than what many couples of the ton had. She could see herself caring deeply for him if he continued to surprise her.

      “As you know, I’m not interested in falling in love.” Although the man did preoccupy her thoughts, and his opinion of her mattered more than it should. “But you are not going to divert my attention with your nonsensical questions. Why are you holed up in our chambers?”

      Her mama resumed wringing her hands. “I overheard Lady Sewell speaking of your father with the others.”

      “What was the evil witch saying now?”

      “Simply because Lady Osborne and her cousin might not see eye to eye at times does not make Lady Sewell evil. There are always two sides to every conversation.”

      “What was Lady Sewell gossiping about today?”

      “Gossip is a rather…” 

      “Mama, out with the truth.”

      “Lady Sewell overheard Viscount Sumnerson sharing with the other gentlemen that he received word that your father was spotted down by the docks a few days ago. They are hoping your father has returned with enough funds to settle his affairs. If not, they intend to seek out the magistrate.”

      “Do you believe Father was able to amass the coin necessary? Do you think he’ll come find us?”

      “I don’t know what to believe anymore.” Her mama walked to their traveling trunk and pulled out a clean but worn day gown and held it out for her.

      She took the faded blue dress and walked to stand behind the changing screen. “If Father has come into a windfall, then mayhap I won’t have to marry after all.” Beatrice ignored the sharp pang in her chest as the words rolled off her tongue. The way Richard made her feel desired was simultaneously addictive and scary. 

      “I love your father and know him well. If he was successful in gaining the funds necessary, I can only hope he holds on to them long enough for matters to be settled. His peers are running out of patience, and if it is true that the Bow Street runners were able to locate him before, they’ll be able to again if your father fails to make good on all his debts.”

      In other words, her mama had little faith her father would have the strength or the willpower to refrain from losing it all, all over again. If Richard learned of her father’s debts, would he withdraw his suit? Engagements were rarely broken, but it wasn’t impossible. After all, her dowry was no longer in existence. She wanted to share the truth with Richard. She wanted him to want her regardless of her family wealth or lack thereof. She slipped out of Richard’s coat and let her ripped, unrepairable gown fall to the ground. She stepped into the clean day dress and slung Richard’s coat over her arm. “Mama, a little assistance please.” She turned and waited for her mama’s nimble fingers to work down the row of buttons at the back of the dress. “I’m going to return Lord Bixley his coat. Will you be attending dinner this eve?”

      “No, I have a bit of a headache. It’s best if I remain here for the remainder of the party.”

      Beatrice didn’t fault her mama for claiming an ailment. Her mama couldn’t bear the pitying looks any more than Beatrice could. 

      “Very well. I’ll ask the staff to bring you up a tray.”

      “Thank you and… and good luck.”

      She exited the room and leaned back against the door to gather her courage. Luck wasn’t what she needed. She needed… well she wasn’t exactly certain what it was she needed, but intuitively she believed Richard was her salvation. As she marched toward her husband-to-be’s rooms, her nerves began to fray. 
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        * * *

      

      Richard inhaled and shrugged out of his damp waist coat. “Harlowe, you must be mistaken.”

      “I’m telling you, Sumnerson claims Mr. Turner is in dun territory. He’s lost it all. They have no home. Miss Turner’s dowry—gone. The Bow Street runners have been tracking Turner for over six months. He was spotted in London three days ago. Sumnerson and the others suspect he may come here. To fetch his ladies and then go on the run again.”

      Richard tugged at his cravat and stripped out of his lawn shirt. He needed a moment to process the information Harlowe had just shared. 

      “He can take his wife wherever, but Beatrice is mine.” Such a bold statement would require him to take action. “How much does her father owe?”

      “I’m not certain of the exact amount. Even so, why would you wish to bail the man out?” 

      “As I said, Beatrice is mine, and her happiness is what is most important.”

      “You. In love?”

      It wasn’t a statement by Harlowe—more of a question. But his friend was absolutely correct. He had fallen in love. “Why does that shock you so?”

      “For years you’ve claimed not to believe in the notion, and quite adamantly I might add.”

      He laid a hand on his friend’s shoulder. “Wasn’t it you who said that one day I’d eat my words? Well, I’m belly full and I’m in love with Miss Beatrice Turner.”

      “And does Miss Turner share your regard or is she simply marrying you for your wealth?”

      He hoped she shared the same depth of feelings, but neither had uttered the four-letter word to each other. He’d have to rectify that, and soon.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Arms wrapped tightly around her middle, Beatrice ran down the stairs and out into the gardens. She shouldn’t have been eavesdropping, but when she heard her father’s name, she had pressed her ear to Richard’s door. Her mind was muddled as she stepped up into the empty gazebo. She glanced down at Richard’s coat, gripped against her chest. Her heart ached as she recalled Richard and Lord Harlowe’s conversation. The rumors couldn’t be true. Her father had abandoned them. And Richard must have caught a fever, for there was no other rational explanation for his declaration of love. He had claimed her. He said he loved her. How could that be?  They had only become better acquainted these past few days.

      She slipped her arms into the warm coat and began to pace. 

      Was she in love with Richard? If he was penniless like her father, would she still want to marry him? 

      Memories of Richard and of their brief encounters from prior seasons, when she believed him to be nothing but a heartless rake with a fondness for cards, contrasted and merged with her recent experiences with him to form a collage in her mind. How had she mistakenly believed Richard to be like her father? Her fiancé was so much more than an idle gentleman wasting his days seated at a card table. She didn’t know everything about Richard, but what she did know about him, she liked very much. He was thoughtful, kind, intelligent, and had a playful side that he rarely displayed but had several times with her in private. His actions over the past few days had made her feel free to be herself, but most importantly she felt treasured. Her father had claimed to love her and her mama, yet she suspected the only person he truly loved was himself. Like Richard had expressed, if you love someone, you wish only for their happiness, not to cause them distress. Would marrying Richard bring her joy or worry? 

      Her stomach cramped. If she were to marry Richard, he’d settle her father’s debts and would continue to do so until her father bankrupted him too. Richard didn’t deserve a future like that. She sat on the bench and curled her feet under her. She’d give herself an hour or two, to fantasize about a future that might have been, for that was all she would allow. She wasn’t going to marry Richard and burden him with a wastrel of a father-in-law. She’d inform him of her decision tonight after dinner, after everyone was abed.
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        * * *

      

      Trapped in the bed linens, Beatrice fought to free herself. She must have fallen asleep. She kicked and pushed the material away from her, except this was no dream. She blinked her eyes open to find herself wrapped tightly in a bed linen. Her mama and father were rushing about the bedchamber. 

      “Father?”

      Her father rushed over to her and clamped a hand over her mouth. “Shh. No one can know I’m here.”

      She nodded and as soon as he removed his hand, she whispered, “What are you doing here?” She peered around him to find her mama kneeling in front of their trunk, trying to force the lid closed.

      “I’ve come for you and your mama, of course.” She wanted to believe him, but her father was a compulsive gambler and liar.

      He helped Beatrice sit up and untangled the material about her arms. “Where is the coin?”

      She studied his exhausted features. He’d come for the blasted coin, not for her or her mama. “What coin?”

      “The one I gave you and told you to never let go of.”

      “Why do you want it?”

      “It’s our ticket to America.” He shook her by the shoulders. “You see… If I present it to a certain captain down by the docks, he will guarantee us safe passage.”

      “Us?”

      “Yes, my dear, us. But we must make haste and leave. Tonight.”

      Her intuition screamed at her not to believe him. “I hid it downstairs in the library.” It was a lie. She had it safely tucked away between the material of her slipper and the sole. But she needed to leave her chambers to think. “If you and Mama finish packing, I’ll go fetch it.”

      “I’ll come with.”

      “And risk someone seeing you?”

      “You’re right. I’ll stay here with your mama.” He gave his wife a weak smile and then added, “Beatrice, daughter, you must return with the coin as soon as you can.”

      She donned her silk robe and put on her slippers and slipped out into the hall. Her feet moved of their own accord toward Richard’s chambers. She needed to say goodbye. She scratched at his door but he gave no command to enter. She exhaled, turned the doorknob, and entered. Her eyes hadn’t fully adjusted to the dark, but she moved forward, arms out in front, hoping to find her way around. “Richard?” 

      Her fingertips grazed over a soft velvet coverlet, then over warm, smooth skin. She pulled her hand back and blinked hard. Richard was sound asleep. 

      She reached out to give him a shake, but her hand stalled over his chest covered with a smattering of hair. The man was naked from at least the waist up. With no choice, she leaned in a little closer and whispered, “Richard.”

      His hand wrapped about her outstretched wrist and he tugged her even closer. She lost her balance and fell atop of him. 

      Eyes closed, he inhaled and sighed. “Beatrice.”

      He recognized her. A peculiar warmth radiated from the middle of her chest. The man continued to evoke within her reactions that were unfamiliar, yet none were unpleasant, which was normally the case when she was faced with new experiences. Like the first time she skipped a meal, or her first run-in with one her father’s creditors who came calling to collect and ended up leering at her, insinuating if she didn’t produce the sum owed, he’d settle matters in other ways. 

      With the top half of her sprawled across Richard’s chest, he gazed down at her and smiled. Instead of pushing her away, he shifted and hauled her up to lay next to him upon the bed. 

      Inches apart, face-to-face, all thoughts of saying goodbye fled her mind. Heat spread up her center and she instinctively leaned forward to press her lips to Richard’s. He tightened his hold upon her. Pressed up against his hard muscular body, Beatrice’s heart raced. His hands roamed over her back, then ventured lower to cup her bottom. She mimicked his movements but was hindered by the bed linens. As if sensing her frustration at the material separating them, Richard hiked up her night gown and in a few expert moves, he had divested her of the garment. She shivered as his palm eagerly explored her body, and she slipped under the sheets.

      Skin on skin from her shoulder all the way down to her toes. He slept naked. Richard rolled partially atop of her and then pulled back and searched her face. “I must be dreaming.”

      She wanted more of his kisses. Greedy to have them, she lifted her head and pressed her lips to his once more. If this was the last time she was to see Richard, she needed the image of him burned deep into her memory. She wrapped her arms around his waist and pulled him closer. His manhood brushed against her core and a flame of heat roared up her center.

      “Make love to me,” she breathed into his ear. She elicited a grunt from him as her hand skimmed down his back.

      “Minx, if you are real, you are perfection.” He nuzzled and kissed her neck and whispered, “Beatrice, I’m going to tell you a secret. I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      He said she was perfect. He mentioned love. Happiness flooded her heart. She wiggled under him, causing his cock to nestle between her thighs. Richard groaned, and he bent to kiss her. Moisture pooled between her legs as the tip of his cock rubbed against her. She had no clue what to do, but she wanted more, needed more. She rocked her hips, seeking the additional friction. He groaned as he pushed deeper. His deep rumble shattered her fears and she let her hands explore his warm body, mimicking his movements. Moving in unison, he slowly filled her. He didn’t seem to be in a hurry, but she was running out of time. She’d overheard many a satisfied widow over the years state he was capable of      bringing them bliss. She wanted a moment of bliss before embarking on an uncertain future. 

      Beatrice rolled her hips and thrusted up. Richard slipped his hand between them to stroke her. Tension began to build. Her inner muscles clamped harder around his engorged member. A moan escaped her as she began to rock her hips with more fever. It wasn’t long thereafter that stars exploded behind her eyelids and a lightness filled her. Yes. This was bliss. Out of breath, Richard collapsed next to her on his side. She held him for a minute before she heard his soft snores. She withdrew her arm from around his waist and Richard rolled onto his stomach. His face was turned toward her. He was smiling in his sleep. How wonderful it would have been to be able to watch him slumber every eve. But that was not to be her future. Remembering her purpose, she glanced about the room. Moonlight seeped through the curtains, falling upon a writing desk along the wall. She found her discarded nightgown and slipped it on, and then padded over to find a sheaf of paper and a quill. After what had just transpired between them, she owed him at least a goodbye note. The quill lay across a piece of parchment. She shouldn’t pry, but she picked up the paper and held it to the moonlight. It was a list of names and amounts. Names of gentlemen she recognized as those who had tried over the past six months to contact her father. The amounts next to the names were astonishingly large.

      The coin. 

      She dropped to her knees and crawled closer to the bed, patting the floor in search of her slippers. The satin material of her shoe grazed her little finger, and she reached inside to retrieve the last remaining treasure her family possessed. Beatrice rubbed her thumb over the embossed impression. She hoped the gold coin would be enough to purchase three fares abroad.

      The moonlight shifted, and the metal glinted back at her. No time to leave a note. She needed to return to her chambers. She rolled to her feet and slipped out of the room without a backward glance. Richard was better off without her.
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      Sunlight streamed into his room. Richard rolled away from the windows, closed his eyes to go back to sleep, and pulled a pillow over his head for good measure. His body languid, he wasn’t ready to begin the day. A lingering scent of lavender hit him and he bolted upright. Beatrice. He pulled back the coverlet and the streak of dark pink on the bed linen confirmed that last night hadn’t been a dream. She had come to him. Given herself body and soul—to him. She was his. He jumped out of bed and strode over to the washstand in the corner. The splash of cold water did nothing to cool the fever that suddenly possessed him. The mere thought of breaking his fast with Beatrice had him rushing through his morning ablutions. If he left today, could he return in time with a special license? Not likely. He’d have to wait the obligatory three weeks before officially taking Beatrice as wife. 

      He half waltzed, half walked down to the dining room. 

      Lady Osborne paced in front of the door. “Thank goodness you are here, I was about to send a footman to wake you.”

      “What is the matter?” An icy chill ran down his spine as the woman’s worried features registered.

      “She’s gone.” Lady Osborne pierced him with a stare. “They left without saying goodbye.”

      “When did you discover Mrs. and Miss Turner missing?”

      “I believe it was early this morn that the stable master discovered Viscount Sumnerson’s coach and four missing.” 

      “Have you informed Sumnerson?”

      “Not yet. A footman only moments ago alerted me to the fact that the Turner ladies are no longer in residence.”

      He swiveled around and stomped toward Beatrice’s chambers. He had to see the empty room for himself. Why would she come to him and then leave? Unless she was forced to. Viewing her chambers would do him no good. He turned and Lady Osborne, on his heels, nearly ran right into him. The woman backed up and asked, “Where are you going?”

      “To interview the stable master.” He didn’t want to believe it possible that Beatrice would leave of her own free will, and the likelihood of the woman doing anything she didn’t want to was slight. He lengthened his stride. He needed to resolve the matter and find Beatrice.

      Lady Osborne’s labored breathing behind him reminded him he wasn’t alone. He peered over his shoulder. “Why do you care so much for the Turner ladies?”

      “Beatrice is my goddaughter. I take my responsibilities as her godmother seriously.”

      The woman was his godmother as well. “Goodness, how many godchildren do you have?”

      “I’ve no idea of the exact number; however, I’m godmother to all the offspring of the matches I played a hand in.” She marched past him as he stood rooted to the spot at her declaration. Blimey, he’d thought he was special when in fact Lady Osborne was no doubt godmother to half the ton.

      “Mr. Stirling! Where are you?” Lady Osborne called out into what appeared to be an empty stable. Every stall which had housed a horse yesterday was now vacant.

      A dusty and exhausted-looking young man appeared. “Here I am, my lady. All the gentlemen are mounted and are on the search for the Turners.” He caught sight of Richard. “Oh, beg pardon, Lord Bixley. Lord Harlowe said you wouldn’t mind if the Viscount of Sumnerson borrowed your mount.”

      Before Richard could utter a word, Lady Osborne ordered, “Mr. Stirling, please prepare the Arabian for Lord Bixley.”

      The stable master bowed and then raced off to do his mistress’s bidding. 

      Lady Osborne poked him in the chest with one of her bony fingers. “That wastrel Turner has taken them… but where?”

      “Do you know if he has a hunting lodge nearby?”

      “The man has lost everything. He left the women to fend for themselves. I honestly believed he wasn’t coming back for them.” Lady Osborne’s eyes went wide. “Unless he came back for…”

      “The gold coin,” they said simultaneously.

      “What do you know of the coin? The engraved image is rather unique yet familiar.”

      “I don’t know what it means, but I vaguely remember sighting the symbol, mayhap near St. James. My memory isn’t what it was once, but I too feel certain I’ve seen it before.”

      “St. James, you say.” The streets of St. James were under reconstruction. The area was undergoing a transformation of sorts, transitioning from a hodgepodge of street vendors, stores and shop homes to an upscale residential area. His own club, Brooke’s, was located in St. James. He closed his eyes and tried to picture the establishment. But he didn’t recall seeing any images of an angel with a harp for wings on the signage. “Why would Mr. Turner risk facing the magistrate for a singular gold coin?”

      “The man is desperate. Desperate men are known to act foolishly.”

      “Foolish enough to flee across the pond?”

      “Aye. I believe Mr. Turner has family in America.”

      Mr. Stirling brought forward a magnificent stallion. “If I’m hours behind, I won’t be able to catch them without having to trade out your horse at the next coaching station. Are you sure      it is your wish for me to take your Arabian?”

      She patted the horse’s neck. “Arthur will help make up for some lost time. Leave him in Cliftonham, the innkeeper there knows me and will take care of Arthur until I can arrange to fetch him.”

      Richard mounted. “My thanks, Lady Osborne. Wish me luck.”

      “I shall plan on seeing you and Miss Turner at St. James Church when I return to London next week, to hear the banns being read.”

      He grinned and nodded goodbye as he urged Arthur to depart. 

      There wasn’t a hint of doubt in the old woman’s voice as to what the future held. Why, then, did his heart clench in fear he’d fail to find Beatrice in time?
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      The sway of the deck beneath her feet was unsettling. The tide was coming in and time was running out. Sympathetic to her plight, Captain Bane had delayed their departure as long as he could after she had confided in him about her father’s failures and her gambling of her and her mama’s future on a certain gentleman. The confession was prompted by her father’s attempt to swindle the coin away from her, but Captain Bane had ensured the coin remained in her possession by demanding to examine it before granting them passage, and returning it directly to Beatrice instead of her father. The displeased look on her father’s face confirmed he had no intention of giving it back to Beatrice and wished to retain the coin for himself. Beatrice came to the crushing realization that no matter what occurred, her father would do absolutely anything to gain access to funds.

      Captain Bane approached and bowed. “Miss Turner, I shall be giving the order to set sail within the hour. Are you certain you wish to leave?”

      Her heart said no, but she said, “I’m sure.”

      “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear yesterday. The coin grants you shelter, protection, anything you need. All you have to do is look for the symbol displayed on a shop front or residence and present it to someone inside.”

      “Aye, you informed me of that but you didn’t explain how or why.”

      Captain Bane looked about. His crew was bustling about. “Where are your parents?”

      “Mama is below, she was feeling ill. She’s unaccustomed to the constant movement of the boat. And Father is pretending to care for her.”

      “Those who possess the symbol belong to the Network.”

      “Network?”

      “The Network’s purpose is to protect and support the Protectors of the Royal Family—PORFs is what we call ’em.”

      “How is it that my father came to be part of this Network?”

      “A secret society as large as the Network is bound to breed a rotten apple now and then. Your father won the coin in a game of dice. He doesn’t know how powerful it really is, and you are not to share with him or your mama what I’ve shared with you this eve. The Network currently exists on the other side of the pond where they support Lord Burke and Mr. Neale, both of whom are PORFs. I believe your father is counting on the Network’s support once we dock and you present the coin to them, proving your family’s membership.”

      “And if I decided to stay and my parents ventured with you, what would happen then?”

      “I’d put you in a hack and instruct the driver to take you to the Hadfield residence. You’ll be safe there until Lord Bixley comes to his senses. As for your parents, they will have to find their way. Your father has family in America, and there are many opportunities if one is willing to work hard. It will be up to your father to take care of your mama instead of leaving the burden to you. He loves her, and thus I have faith he will do the right thing.”

      She had doubted her father’s intentions, believing he would leave them at one of the posting houses along the way, but he had doted on her mother and begged Beatrice for forgiveness until she had relented.

      The thud of boots on the deck startled Beatrice. The familiar outline of the man she had secretly hoped would appear approached. She blinked twice, to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks on her. When he was close enough, she threw her arms up and jumped up to lock them about his neck. “Richard!” His scowl made her heart flip. He came for her. She pressed her lips to his and kissed him soundly.

      Richard pulled back. And although his brow was half furrowed, the corner of his lips curved into a smile. “You are mine. Promise to never leave me again.”

      She needed to explain why she left before she could make such a promise. “If we are to marry, I need to inform you, my father…”

      He didn’t let her finish. He placed a finger over her lips. “I know about your father’s debts, and I’m fully prepared and able to clear every single one.”

      “You don’t care that I’m penniless and have no dowry?”

      He shook his head and stared down at her     . “I don’t need more funds. I need you. Will you promise?”

      “Only if you promise to never let me go.”

      “Agreed.” 

      Captain Bane cleared his throat and held out a folded piece of parchment for Richard. “Lord Hadfield secured this on your behalf.”

      Beatrice rolled to the tip of her toes to peer at the paper as Richard held it up to the moonlight. She gasped. “A special license to marry?”

      “Why would Lord Hadfield arrange for such a thing when I don’t even know the man? Do you?” Richard asked her.

      Beatrice shook her head. Her knowledge of the lord was limited to what was published in Debrett’s.

      Captain Bane faced Richard and explained, “After Miss Turner confessed her love for you, my lord, I took the liberty of calling in a favor. Now… as captain and minister, I am able to officiate the ceremony and have your marriage logged in the ship records. That is if you both consent.”

      “Now?” Beatrice asked.

      Richard peered down at her. “Why would Lord Hadfield intervene? I barely know the man. I believe I’ve spoken to him no more than a handful of occasions. We rarely attend the same affairs, and his seat in the House of Lords is several rows down from my own.”

      “Lord Bixley, there is much for you to learn about Miss Turner. And you shall have a lifetime to discover how magnificent a life will be with her, but you both must decide quickly.” Captain Bane raised a finger in the air. “The wind is picking up and I must set sail.”

      Beatrice waited for Richard to speak first but when he remained silent, she decided it was worth the risk to declare her feelings. “I wish to marry Lord Bixley if he will have me.”

      Richard turned her by the shoulders to face him. “I have no idea what I’m getting myself into, but I’m not letting you go.” He knelt and held her hand. “Miss Beatrice Turner, will you do me the honor of marrying me?”

      From behind, her mama’s sweet voice carried through the wind. “Say yes.” Beatrice turned to look over her shoulder. Her parents stood side-by-side, united and clearly in love. Her father gave her a wink. It was all the reassurance she needed that he would take care of her mama. She looked down at the man who proved to be exactly what she needed, a man who was willing to risk facing an uncertain future all for the sake of love, and said, “Yes, I’ll marry you.”
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      A stream of sunlight glinted off the gold coin that Beatrice rolled over the tops of her knuckles, a trick she’d learned from her husband while abed recovering from childbirth. “How did your meetings go with Lord Hadfield?” She rubbed her ever so slightly protruding stomach. Joy filled her heart. She was enceinte again, before their daughter was even seven months old.

      Seated across from her with his arms crossed, Richard stretched out his long legs and crossed them at the ankles. “They proved to be uneventful. However, the Countess of Hadfield has invited us to dine with them tomorrow eve. A small private affair, I believe she said it would be.”

      Beatrice held up the rondure. “I suppose I should bring this with us.” She was now familiar with every nick and crevice that graced the surface of the coin that had brought Richard into her life.

      Together, Richard and she had scouted and mapped out the locations of every sighting they could find of the harped angel in London, which were clustered in St. James. Their next plan of action was to visit each establishment, starting with the popular modiste, and then moving on to the renowned jeweler, and a respected milliner’s shop. 

      “I would have preferred to have concluded our own inquiries before meeting with the Hadfields, but it seems as if we have run out of time.” Richard unraveled and leaned forward to snatch the coin she had flipped out of the air. He studied it closely, once again.

      Ugh. Richard was still too accustomed to gaining what he wanted when he wanted it. She attempted to scowl at her adorable husband. “Please return the coin to me.”

      “Why are you cross with me?” With dexterity that would rival that of a pickpocket, he tucked the coin in his pocket and stood. “Would you like to learn a new trick?”

      Her husband was a quick study, discovering her weakness for learning new skills. 

      She wagged her brows at Richard. “What type of trick?”

      Eyes wide, Richard shook his head and grinned. “I wasn’t referring to those you learn in the bedroom, you minx.” From his pocket Richard pulled out the deck of cards that he carried with him at all times, always at the ready to place a wager with her.

      “A card trick.” With the deft movements of a card sharp, her husband shuffled the cards and fanned them out in front of her. “Pick one.”

      She trailed a finger over the cards and selected one from the middle—the two of diamonds—and held it close to her chest.

      Richard reached over and picked up the bowl of strawberries on the table between them. Strawberries were her favorite when pregnant, and Richard ensured they were always close at hand. He held out the fruit for her. “Pick one, but don’t eat it. Hold it out wide by the stem.”

      Her gaze flicked between her husband’s warm brown eyes filled with mischief and the strawberries. Hm. She should teach her rogue of a husband a lesson. Beatrice reached for one of the red ripe berries and trailed it over her bottom lip before doing exactly as her husband instructed.

      Richard’s lips curved into a smirk. “Perfect, pet. Now, hand over the card.” 

      She loved her husband’s reassurances, but more so his direct instructions. It meant she never had to worry if she might misinterpret his intent or his motivations. She held out the card for her husband. “What are you planning to do?”

      With a wink Richard took the playing card, slipped it between his fingers, and walked five paces away. “I realized this morning that I never performed my most astonishing card trick for you.”

      He was referring to the wager from Lady Osborne’s party. “If my memory is correct, you claimed to be able to slice an apple in half, not a strawberry.”

      “Au contraire. The wager was that you would marry me if I could slice a piece of fruit. I just happened to be holding an apple at the time we settled the terms.” 

      Beatrice frowned. “Much has happened since that afternoon in the kitchens. I fled the house party, you tracked me down, we wed on the deck of the Quarter Moon, we wed a second time in the church at the insistence of Lady Osborne, we had a baby girl, and now we are about to be inducted into some sort of secret society called the Network. Are you certain you are recalling the terms of our wager correctly?”

      He stopped a practiced flicking motion and stared at her. “You still doubt my love for you?”

      “No. Absolutely no doubts.” She popped the strawberry in her mouth and stared directly back at her husband. “I love you. You love me.”

      Richard strode back, placed a quick kiss upon her lips and then plucked her out of her chair. 

      “What about the card trick?”

      “It will have to wait.” He carried her back into the house and up to their chambers. “Apparently, I must prove to my wife once and for all that no matter how things unfold, I shall love her with all my heart until my last breath.”
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        If you loved Richard and Beatrice’s story, then look out for the release of Book 2 of the Wagering on Love series – Betting on a Baron included in the Lords & Lace anthology releasing October 2023.
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