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      London, England

      April 1824

      

      “Men are so annoying.”

      Lady Calliope Bevelstroke rolled her eyes as another bouquet arrived to fill the townhouse with its strong, floral fragrance. She wondered if the gentleman of society competed for whoever could send the most overwhelming blossoms.

      “Callie, please, do try to sit like the daughter of a duke.”

      With a heavy sigh, Calliope turned from her sideways position in the chair and settled her skirts in front of her, as her slippered feet touched the floor. “Of course, Isa. I should so hate to be a disappointment amongst the ton.”

      Her eldest sister, Isadora, had been reading the paper, but now she slapped it into her lap and glared at her with firm, gray eyes. Her dark brown hair was pulled back into a perfect chignon, her clothes neatly pressed. But then, Calliope didn’t know a time when Isadora hadn’t been properly put together. Even when she was cross, she seldom lost her temper. In truth, she was quite… emotionless, but that didn’t mean Calliope didn’t love her deeply, or that her sister didn’t care for her.

      “We might be the unofficial diamonds of the season, but when you are on the top of the world there is nowhere else to go but…” She slid her gaze to the floor and lifted a brow, letting Calliope figure the rest out on her own.

      She sniffed and gave a toss of her fiery red hair. “Oh, don’t be such a stick, Isa. You know that I always act with decorum, while our dear sisters, on the other hand…” She mirrored her sister’s expression.

      Isa sighed heavily. “Might I remind you that Araminta is happily married to the Earl of Somers, while Olivia is a duchess?”

      “Indeed,” Calliope nodded. “I was present for the double ceremony. And yet, you would chide me for my behavior in this chair when Minty dared to sneak out and meet Grey on Scandal Lane and Livy ran away from London to Canterbury without a proper chaperone.”

      “They were fortunate not to have to suffer the consequences of their actions,” Isa returned in the same even tone. “But you may not be so lucky when it comes to being the target of the malicious gossip of the city. Rumors can easily destroy a young lady’s reputation, which would be regrettable if you hope to become a woman of independent means, as you claim.”

      Calliope held out her hand and inspected her neatly trimmed nails. “I never thought I should like to be someone who enjoyed digging in the dirt looking for old bones—”

      “I believe they are called fossils,” Isadora chimed in dryly, but Calliope ignored her.

      “—but I daresay that the Egyptian Hall has many intriguing artifacts and curiosities that I should like to explore further.” Her smile widened. “Can’t you just imagine it? Me? A famous adventurer, known throughout the world!” She held her arms up as the headline was already being waved about in her imagination.

      “You do have rather… high expectations,” Isadora said with a wry twist of her lips. “It shall be difficult enough to be recognized as a lady in a masculine dominated society, but if you succeed, I have no doubt you shall do so with flair.” She shrugged her shoulders. “But then, I suppose I would be quite hypocritical if I said I didn’t intend to do the same, although my aspirations have more to do with industry.”

      “Ah, yes,” Calliope said thoughtfully. “Your railroad venture. I had nearly forgotten. That sounds terribly boring. Are you sure you wouldn’t wish to become a heroine and set out on a twenty-mile journey like Laura Secord in order to warn the British forces in Canada of an impending attack from the Americas?”

      Isadora rolled her eyes. “I have no interest in embarking on such a harrowing journey through the wilderness to be remembered for my heroics. I should rather be noted for my industrious nature.” She got to her feet and tossed the paper aside.

      Calliope lifted a brow. “Going for a walk?” she teased.

      “Yes,” Isa snapped. “Although it looks like it could rain, I daresay it’s better than spending any more time with you and your ridiculous chatter.”

      She gave a sniff of disgust then quit the room, but Calliope knew she wasn’t truly upset, because her oldest sister seldom got disconcerted about anything. There was only one time when she’d witnessed Isadora lose her composure. A sapphire ring had been found in their father’s desk at his former estate, Marlington Hall, and when it was revealed that he had intended to take another wife before his untimely death, it was obvious that his secrecy surrounding those plans had bothered her. Isa had been the only one who knew about it. She had discovered the jeweler’s receipt when she had been assisting their father with the estate ledgers. Calliope still didn’t know the reasons behind her obvious distress at the time, whether it was because she had been asked to keep such a revelation from the rest of her sisters, or if was for more personal reasons.

      The former Duke of Marlington had been known as the ‘Black Widower,’ because he had married four different women who had perished under various, but equally tragic circumstances. None of the half-sisters had ever known their prospective mothers, except through an artist’s eyes in the portrait gallery.

      Isadora’s mother died when her daughter was just a year old after a fall from a horse, Araminta’s from fever the year her daughter had turned three, and Olivia’s from childbirth, a fact that made the youngest Bevelstroke sister quite uncertain about marrying Miles, the Duke of Gravesend, who also happened to be their father’s sole heir. However, at Olivia’s behest, he continued to use the Gravesend title, rather than Marlington. Calliope wasn’t certain what he intended to do about the estate and the title, if he would continue to hold possession over both of the familial lines, or if perhaps he might request a Royal prerogative and allow the Marlington dukedom to revert to the Crown.

      Calliope didn’t care either way. She had never been as sentimental as her younger sister. Although she had loved her father dearly, she knew there was nothing she could do to change the past, nor what was gone. She had lamented the absence of her mother for a brief time when she’d been younger, the lady dying from a weak heart when Calliope was just six months old. However, it was difficult to miss that which had never truly been there. She wasn’t old enough to remember her mother, merely the prospect, but with compassion and guidance, she had quickly come to realize that the things which truly mattered in life was love and family, and she had that in abundance because of her sisters. Now that Livy and Minty were wed, that circle was starting to grow once again.

      Calliope blew out a heavy breath. Unfortunately, without Olivia around, she was feeling rather lonely. They were the youngest siblings, and at nearly three and twenty, they had shared the most confidences. However, this also opened the door to new opportunities to set out on her own. Calliope was ready to take charge of her life and perhaps even travel the world, if she was so inclined. Their father had left them each a generous dowry, that if not handed over to their husband upon their marriage, was the perfect way to make a fresh start, perhaps even somewhere new.

      While she loved England and didn’t plan to leave, she had considered different possibilities for her future, including a temporary visit to her father’s hunting box in Broxbourne. Then again, when she considered visiting Lyme Regis and searching for prehistoric fossils along the coastal cliffs, it did sound rather appealing, especially after she’d saw the Ichthyosaurus platyodon, the latest item of interest in William Bullock’s collection.

      Not to mention that a visit to a seaside village sounded terribly delightful, now that the weather was starting to get a bit warmer.

      She further pondered the prospect as she left the parlor, giving one of the flower petals from her latest admirer a flick of her fingers and dismissing the card completely. No doubt it had some sort of empty flattery written upon it. She sighed, for although she did like the attention from the opposite sex, gentlemen truly didn’t have a clue when it came to courting. Not all ladies preferred to be wooed in the same, boring fashion.

      Didn’t it mean anything to actually know what the woman liked if he was hoping to win her hand?

      For Calliope, hothouse roses were certainly not it.
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      Sebastian Ford, Viscount Blakely, tossed a gambling token in his palm and slouched in his seat at Boodle’s as he stared out the window. He wasn’t just bored. He was utterly and thoroughly bored, and the present company just couldn’t compare to the lively chats he used to have with the Earl of Somers. Unfortunately, ever since his bosom companion had chosen to leave London some months ago, embarking on a life of wedded bliss in the country, he had been left to his own devices.

      It was deucedly inconvenient.

      “I say, that’s a dreary look you’re wearing, Blakely. I hope you’re not planning to leave the game.”

      Sebastian rolled his eyes as he glanced at the middle-aged earl with his paunchy midsection. “I regret that when it comes to present company,” he drawled as he tossed down the playing chip, “Brook’s, just across the street, does appear to be a bit more to my tastes.”

      The earl made an expression which could have only been considered a pout. Seb wasn’t a fan when the hopeful debutantes in society looked at him that way, but in a man the earl’s age, it was quite ridiculous. “But if you leave, I shouldn’t have the chance to recoup my losses,” the man whined.

      Sebastian accepted his coat and hat from the waiter he’d signaled and turned back to the man. “How shall I rest easy knowing that I bested you out of all these shillings?” He jangled the coins in the purse and then tucked them securely in his jacket as he walked away.

      He strode outdoors, but when he would have gone inside the gentleman’s establishment across the street, Sebastian changed his mind and turned on his heel, wondering if White’s might offer more stimulating entertainment. He adopted a lazy stride as he made his way down the street, but when he eventually paused before the bow window, he decided that maybe gambling wasn’t what he was in the mood for at all.

      In truth, he wasn’t sure what he wanted to do.

      Very inconvenient, indeed.

      He stood there with a frown on his face and contemplated his other options. He could visit his favorite bawdy house, he supposed, since he was in between mistresses, but surprisingly enough, that didn’t even hold the proper enthusiasm that it usually did.

      He glanced up at the clear, blue sky and tried to tell himself that it was a perfect day, but even the heavens had turned gray with the disappearance of his closest comrade. He couldn’t understand why Grey had to marry when they had been perfectly content with their bachelor lives. No strings attached, just as Seb preferred it, and until recently, it had been the same for Grey.

      But that was before the arrival of the Bevelstroke sisters. Even before the Season had hit London, they had managed to make more than a few ripples in the gossip pond. They had quite taken the ton by storm with their forward, independent women ideals, and yet, two of the sisters had managed to snag a duke and an earl in record time—his earl, to be precise.

      He had been quite sour about it all when he’d received an unexpected letter from Grey telling him that he had tied the knot. If Seb hadn’t been sitting down, he would have likely fallen over. He knew Grey had been besotted with Araminta Bevelstroke, but he had never imagined that their affair would end up at the altar.

      More’s the pity.

      And yet, Seb couldn’t help but be truly happy for his long-time friend. Ever since their days at Eton, he knew the instant that love’s arrow had pierced Grey directly in the heart, nearly from the first moment he’d laid eyes on the gel.

      Of course, their union also meant that Calliope Bevelstroke would be Grey’s sister-in-law, so perhaps this change of events could be a good thing. Seb had always had a weakness when it came to redheads and the fiery, copper locks that graced the lady’s head had caught his immediate attention. Regrettably, he respected Grey too much to dally with the lady. Other than a few flirtatious encounters, it would never go as far as the bedchamber.

      At two and thirty, Seb had decided long ago that he was not the marrying kind. It might be expected of him to carry on the line as a viscount, but he would leave the begetting of heirs to some poor sod, as he wasn’t interested in the least. It wasn’t even that he had some terrible family tragedy that had caused him to shy away from fatherhood, he just didn’t care for the sniveling brats that arrived from procreation.

      Granted, as an only child, that might have been the root cause of his reluctance to sire any children, or perhaps it was seeing Grey’s sister with her nine-count brood. Of course, she appeared to be perfectly content with all those tiny hands grasping at her skirts, but the sight had always made Seb’s skin crawl. He much preferred the company of adult females to those with sticky fingers.

      There had only been one time he’d come close to even considering something more with a woman, had entertained the dangerous thought only briefly, but thankfully, he’d had the wherewithal to put an end to things before his heart had become fully engaged. She was still around London and now and then their paths crossed, and he was grateful that he’d come to his senses before he’d made a terrible mistake. Now when he saw her, he felt absolutely nothing, not even desire.

      It only went further to prove that love didn’t really exist. It was just an illusion, passion wrapped up in a neat little package as a way for people to come together. Then, once the vows were spoken, the flame eventually died out, but by then it was too late.

      He feared that one day Grey would come to him with the same complaint, but if there was one person he hoped might succeed within a happy marriage, it was him. He was a good man and deserved nothing less.

      Unfortunately, this revelation didn’t assist Seb in finding a cure for his boredom.

      But then, as if suddenly realizing where he was, he smiled broadly and took off walking once more. There was one person he could bedevil—his grandfather. The old codger always put a bit of a spring in Seb’s step, because although they were family, they didn’t really get along. At least, outwardly it appeared that way. They traded insults like most people in society traded compliments, but it had always been thus between them, and Seb wouldn’t have it any other way. As a boy he’d thought him to be a hateful old curmudgeon, but as he’d grown into a man, Seb realized that he could relate to a lot of what the man grumbled about.

      With his own parents gone, his grandfather was one of the few family members that Seb had left, so he supposed he should be thankful that there was someone he could spend time with that was blood relation.

      If nothing else, he was one hell of a sparring partner when it came to voicing his opinion.
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      Calliope sat at her dressing table in her chamber and doublechecked her appearance in the mirror. She turned her head one way and then the other, smiling at the light as it glinted off her diamond, teardrop earbobs. Her hair had been styled neatly on top of her head in an elegant chignon, thanks to her maid’s efforts, and the dark purple, satin gown she wore complimented the fiery tresses. Complete with elbow length white gloves and an outlandish yellow and plum ostrich plume fan, she decided that she was ready to tackle her first big, official event of the Season.

      She had heard that the invitations to the Langston Ball each year were quite coveted for their importance in opening the rest of London to the social whirl of the nobility. Calliope wished that all her sisters had been here to share in this glorious event, but she was grateful for at least one.

      However, as she descended the staircase and spied Isadora with her usual, stern expression, she couldn’t help but sigh inwardly. She would have had a marvelous time flirting had Olivia been at her side. As the two youngest Bevelstroke women, they had many similar interests, and while Livy had been reserved, Calliope more than made up for it with her boisterous temperament. Araminta would say that she was a bit too bold, but other than a slightly chastising look, she generally just rolled her eyes and said little.

      Isadora, on the other hand…

      She was just so severe, that it was difficult for anyone to approach her, fearing they would be shredded to ribbons by a sharp tongue. While Isadora could be sharp at times, she was a proper lady if there ever was one, and quite intelligent. This, Calliope knew, caused many men to give her a wide berth because she was not ashamed to prove her wit.

      In that respect, they were quite the same, for Calliope had never really cared for others’ opinions. It was why an excursion at the seaside village of Lyme Regis and digging for prehistoric fossils to make a name for herself as a female scientist was becoming more and more appealing.

      She might have even decided to leave for the seaside before the Langston Ball if there wasn’t one slight impediment…

      She clenched her fists and quickly shut that thought process down. If there was one individual she would not bring to mind this evening, it was that scandalous libertine. Viscount Blakely had been devoted in his pursuit of her for the past few months, ever since she had arrived in London with her sisters. However, it didn’t take long for her to discern his rakish ways. His bold assessment of her whenever they were in the same vicinity, and that sly twist to his lips was enough proof of his character, without even hearing a word of gossip. If he wasn’t good friends with Lord Somers, Araminta’s husband, she might have discounted him immediately, but proper manners insisted that she converse with him, but she vowed it would be only briefly.

      Calliope brought her attention to the present and paused before Isadora. She crossed her arms. “Could you at least try to smile? It looks as if you sucked on a ripe persimmon.”

      Isadora lifted a dark brow and pierced her with a tolerant look Calliope knew all too well. “How about you just get into the carriage?”

      Calliope merely rolled her eyes and headed outside.

      The night still carried a slight chill, although the days were starting to warm and become rather pleasant, if not for the usual English rain that soaked the green covered hills around them. Calliope much preferred the grandeur of town, although there was more refuse in her path from the crowded carriages and soot covered most everything in sight. She enjoyed the flickering flames of the gaslights lining the streets and the sound of the horses’ hooves clip-clopping on the cobblestones. She loved the shops on Bond Street and stopping by Gunther’s for a sweet ice. Although Hatchard’s wasn’t as preferrable, the bookshop was something Olivia would have preferred, it was nice to know that if she wanted to read, there was someplace available for the latest editions that were printed.

      The papers were another thing that Calliope appreciated. From the latest fashion plates on display in Paris, to the gossip spreading amongst the ton, she absorbed every word. Generally, by the time news had reached Marlington Hall in Canterbury when she’d been growing up, the excitement had already settled down and something else had taken its place.

      Now, here she was, in the midst of it all and having a grand time.

      It did make things appear rather ironic that she should be considering a coastal retreat that would remove her from the center of such activity. While she preferred to look at her time by the sea as a temporary opportunity until she returned to London, she did hope she might do so with a celebrated find in tow.

      Anticipation for that moment was pulsing through her veins, so that when the carriage pulled up in front of the stately townhouse, Calliope tapped her foot impatiently for the footman to open her door. She yearned to jump down to the ground on her own, but she managed to refrain. But as soon as she had touched solid ground, she was heading for the entrance.

      “Callie!” Isadora’s admonishing hiss came from behind her, but Calliope ignored it, and made haste. She was sailing above the clouds tonight, dreams coursing through her veins and there was nothing that could possibly mar her current happiness.

      Handing her wrap over to a waiting footman, Calliope pasted a bright smile on her face and waited for Isadora to join her in the receiving line. Her sister arrived with a rather pursed expression. “Do you find it necessary to act like a hoyden at all times?” she snapped. “You might have waited for me.” She pulled on her glove in agitation, although there was no danger of it slipping down her arm. Calliope angled her head to the side and studied Isadora for a moment. With her dark brown hair piled neatly on top of her head and her gray eyes flashing with irritation, she could easily take the men of the ton by storm if she wished. Even though she was considered ‘on the shelf’ at eight and twenty, there was a keen glint in Isa’s eyes that could be rather enticing.

      And gold truly was her color.

      Perhaps someday Isa might find someone who caused her heart to flutter, but it would have to be a special man, indeed.

      Not wishing to quarrel, Calliope took her sister’s hand. “I do apologize, Isa. I was just feeling the need to loosen my inhibitions for a moment,” she teased, but her sister didn’t share in the jest, although she did relent slightly.

      “Well, do try to comport yourself more properly this evening,” she chided. “If you can manage it.”

      “I shall do my upmost to cater to your delicate sensibilities, dear sister,” Calliope said with a smirk, and as she turned around to greet her host and hostess of the evening, she thought she heard a slight snort behind her.
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      “This is torture. No, I take that back. I daresay it’s worse. I should rather be on the rack.”

      Lord Blakely turned to Remington Fletcher, the Marquess of Osgood, with a grin. “Come now, Rem. Just look at the sea of delights around us—” He waved a dramatic hand to indicate a gaggle of debutantes giggling over their fans and looking like a bevy of vultures prepared to peck at the pair of them like a fleshy carcass. “Surely there can be nothing more appealing than that.”

      The marquess looked at him as if he’d taken leave of his senses. But then his broad grin must have registered. His companion gave a snort. “Trust me, as dangerous as it is to oversee the construction of a railway, it is less treacherous than being in the middle of a society ballroom during the height of the Season.” He sighed heavily. “Alas, my niece failed to procure a husband over the holidays, so I am forced to endure such ridiculousness for my mother’s sake. She has retired to Bath to take the waters, leaving me to escort Portia about the city when I would much rather be in the country riding the stallion I recently acquired from Grey.”

      Sebastian threw back his head and laughed. “Yes, Grey did mention that you’d managed to select one of his finest mounts due to some sort of wager.”

      “His loss turned out to be my gain,” Remington said without a touch of guilt. “He asked me to distract Lady Isadora while he courted her sister and so I did.”

      “Yes,” Seb murmured with a slight narrowing of his eyes. “I imagine it was quite the hardship for you. I noticed the way you looked at the eldest Bevelstroke gel.”

      Rem crossed his arms and lifted a russet-colored brow. “Oh? And how was that?”

      He didn’t even miss a beat. “Like you had just discovered a rare gemstone.”

      His companion rolled his eyes, but Seb also noticed that he didn’t deny the claim either. Suddenly, something caught his attention, his hazel eyes fixated on the ballroom entrance.

      Sebastian turned around and realized what was so enthralling. He would be lying if he wasn’t as captivated by the younger of the two unmarried Bevelstroke sisters. He had long been a champion for women with red hair and Calliope had the most brilliant locks he had ever beheld. The problem was that she was generally inclined to avoid him.

      He pulled the cuffs of his jacket down and decided that this was the night his luck was about to change. He would make sure of it.

      But when he made a move forward, there was a restraining hand on his coat. “Don’t say that you’re leaving me here all alone?”

      Seb’s mouth twisted wryly. “Are you scared, Osgood?”

      “Yes, dammit!” Rem huffed in irritation. “Haven’t you heard of the phrase defendit numerus? There is safety in numbers, man! If you depart, I shall be surrounded by matchmaking mothers and their tiresome offspring.”

      Sebastian patted his hand. “There, there. The bad people will go away soon enough. Just keep chanting, ‘Get thee behind me, Satan!’ and all will be well.”

      He walked away and grinned when there was a decided curse that followed in his wake. Sebastian didn’t slow his progress, because he had bigger fish to fry.

      But then perhaps that wasn’t quite the expression he should use.

      Larger game afoot? Yes, that didn’t sound quite as uncomfortable, and when it came to Lady Calliope, he wanted to ensure her full satisfaction.

      His grin widened even further as he spied his quarry and closed the distance between them.
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      Calliope had just descended the steps into the ballroom with her sister when a towering figure slid into her path. With a gallant bow, Lord Blakely rose to offer her a heated look she was more than familiar with. Those deep, brown eyes, combined with his light hair, made a striking combination. It made her hot and cold all at once. But she would rather die than acknowledge how much he affected her.

      Adopting a careless expression, she feigned a yawn and was rewarded with the flash of mirth in his gaze. “Lord Blakely. What a… pleasant surprise to see you here.”

      “I’m sure it is,” he returned with a husky timbre to his voice that made gooseflesh break out on the skin between her gloves and cap sleeves. She crossed her arms in an effort to hide the effect, but something told her she wasn’t successful. “Would you care to stand up with me for the next set?”

      Drat. Irritation shot through Calliope. To ignore a man’s offer to dance this early in the evening would ensure that she couldn’t feign fatigue or a megrim if she wished to enjoy the rest of the night. But perhaps she wouldn’t have to contend with the viscount’s presence for long if she humored him just this once.

      “Of course, my lord. I should be delighted.” She put her hand lightly on his arm and bestowed her most winning smile on him, the one that Araminta had always told her melted their father’s heart when she’d been younger. She was pleased to see that the effect hadn’t worn off over the years, as it took Lord Blakely a moment to gather himself before he enveloped her hand with his and led her forward.

      “You don’t seem pleased that I accepted,” she noted, as they got into place for a quadrille.

      “On the contrary,” he countered with a sly grin that was entirely too charming when it came to ensuring that her lungs were working properly. “I was merely taken aback. Most of the time you refuse me.”

      She shrugged. “I decided it’s time we end this ridiculous charade. Don’t you agree?”

      His expression turned wary. “I’m not quite sure what you mean.”

      “Oh, come now, Lord Blakely,” she chided gently, and then the dance forced them apart. It wasn’t until they came back together that she said in an aside to him, “We both know this little tete-a-tete will go no further between us, so why act as though there is a chance for more?”

      He blinked. “I—”

      “In fact,” she continued, as if he hadn’t even attempted to speak. “While I do appreciate your attention and kind regard, I fear that I am quite over the prospect of marriage, as it will not let me enjoy the adventures that I hope to have in the near future.”

      He frowned. “And what is that?”

      Again, they were forced apart, and although Calliope was quite content with the conversation, it appeared that the furrow between the viscount’s eyes was becoming more pronounced each time they returned together. “I have decided, that in my first step toward becoming an independent woman of means, I shall travel to Lyme Regis and search for ancient bon—fossils.”

      She waited for him to be impressed, or encourage her interests, but he did the unthinkable and laughed. Quite heartily. To the point that a few curious glances were shot their way. This time it was Calliope who frowned. “Don’t say that you are under the antiquated notion that women can’t—”

      He waved a hand. “Not at all. I believe that some women might pursue such a vocation and succeed rather admirably. I do, however, believe that you are not one of them.”

      Calliope nearly stamped her foot. “And why not? I am more than capable of—”

      “I am not denying your abilities in certain things, my lady.” When they separated this time, it was Calliope who was eager to return to his side. Once they reunited, he said, “I am merely stating that when it comes to digging up forgotten prehistoric bones, I can’t imagine you will be entertained for long. The task just doesn’t suit you.”

      She snorted. “I’m relieved that you are so familiar with my character, my lord, that you should caution me over something that sounds perfectly interesting.”

      He shrugged. “At least I speak the truth, and I’m saying that vocation just doesn’t suit you.”

      “Oh?” She lifted a brow. “Then, what, pray tell, might you suggest? Embroidery? Becoming a forgotten wife in the countryside with a brood of children, perhaps?” She fluttered her lashes.

      He laughed. “Your cynicism never ceases to amaze me considering you have likely not seen much of the world beyond the windowpane in your bedchamber, or through the pages of the books in your father’s estate library.”

      Calliope was so stunned that she couldn’t move, not to mention speak to defend herself, so it was a good thing that the dance had nearly concluded.

      “But when it comes to what I think you’re suited for, my lady.” He moved closer to her as the music ended. Her pulse reluctantly sped up, and she could practically feel the heat emanating from him. “I could name several things that would be infinitely more desirable than digging in the sand on some desolate piece of land on the coast.”

      It was when he reached out and touched the bare skin of her arm that she broke out of her trance and stepped back from him. “Then it’s a good thing I shall be leaving London sooner rather than later.”

      She turned on her heel and departed, grateful with every step that put some much-needed space between them.
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      Calliope was careful not to be on the same side of the ballroom as Lord Blakely after that, and she made sure to accept every offer to dance from other gentlemen even if her poor feet might regret it in the morning. But she refused to have another chance for him to mar her spirits, nor to tell her that what she wanted to do wasn’t what she really wanted to do. She was old enough to know her own mind, and it was steering her in the direction of the coast. If nothing else, she could take heart knowing it would keep her far away from his irritating presence.

      Even now she could feel his gaze boring into her, and whenever she sought him out in the crowd to offer a glare of disapproval, their eyes clashed with the force of high tide.

      At one point, she thought she might gain a reprieve, as a quick scan of the room didn’t produce him. She breathed a sigh of relief, because she could finally quench her parched throat and give her aching feet a much-needed rest. Begging her current partner for a glass of punch, rather than join another dreaded quadrille, she abruptly spied Mr. William Bullock and decided to pay her respects. Although he was a commoner, his popularity with antiquities and the Egyptian Hall had gained him entrée into some of the most prestigious circles in society.

      A robust gentleman with a partially bald head and protruding jowls, he was one of the few people Calliope could talk to openly about her interest in prehistoric artifacts, because he was eager to discuss anything that had to do with his life’s work.

      As she drew nearer to the few men standing around him, she caught snippets of the conversation. “….could easily turn such a venture into quite a profit. I, myself, might be inclined to fund part of the exhibition, for a share of the proceeds, of course.”

      Calliope recognized the gray-haired man with brows as bushy as his sideburns as one of the curators. She had been a frequent visitor to the Hall in recent months, since most of the peerage were still esconsed at their country estates, and she’d had to find a way to fill those long, winter days. She had seen most of the gentleman in attendance there quite frequently.

      As Mr. Bullock caught her eye, he smiled politely and inclined his head. “Lady Calliope.”

      “Mr. Bullock.” She acknowledged in return, and then nodded to the other men in his circle. “Mr. Sheldon. Lord Timberline. Lord Carter. Mr. Falone.”

      The latter lifted a sardonic brow and peered down his hawk shaped nose at her. She had never particularly cared for him, although she learned his patronage was rather important, so for that reason she remained civil. Although it was obvious he was quite antiquated in his notions of independent females. His next statement proved just that. “I suppose we should cease any further business discussions, as I’m sure it would be a rather dreary chat for a lady’s ears.”

      Calliope smiled broadly. “Not at all, Mr. Falone.” She turned to Mr. Sheldon who had been speaking when she arrived. “Could you have been referring to the silver mines in Mexico, perhaps?”

      His lips twitched as if he was trying not to smile. “Indeed, my lady. You are very astute.”

      “Not really in this case,” she countered. “I merely saw the collection for myself and spoke with Mr. Bullock about his possible return in a few years.”

      “You have a very adept memory, Lady Calliope,” Mr. Bullock noted with something like pride in his voice. But then, he had never treated her as if she were lacking. She might like to be dressed in the height of fashion, but it didn’t mean the rest of her mind was filled with empty fluff.

      “I applaud your sisters’ recent marriages,” Mr. Falone said in a particularly nasally voice. “I’m sure you do as well. Perhaps you might consider your own future and settle down in good time.”

      “Actually…” She glanced around at each man in turn, before turning her attention back on her current rival. “I have decided to embark on an adventure of my own. I’m going to dig for fossils in Lyme Regis where Mr. Bullock acquired his impressive prehistoric skull.”

      Mr. Falone sniffed in obvious distaste. “Really, Lady Calliope, do you truly think you might succeed in unearthing something so extraordinary by yourself?”

      “And why shouldn’t she?”

      As that familiar male voice entered the fray from behind her, she stiffened slightly. Lord Blakely moved to stand beside her. She half expected him to have that wayward smirk on his face, but his attention was fixated on the man who was doing his best to bait her into an argument.

      Seeing that he wasn’t getting anywhere with Calliope, the scholar tried to reason with the viscount. “Surely you can agree that women ought to know their place, which is at their husband’s side, just as God intended.”

      “Indeed,” The viscount nodded slowly, as if seeing the logic in his comments. “Unfortunately, I fear I shall have to disagree on that matter, as I believe that Lady Calliope shall prove to everyone just how determined she is in her endeavor. She’s already shown you her mettle in not bowing down to a forced marriage that could only result in unpleasant circumstances for both parties. In my opinion, I believe that is more commendable than a full nursery.”

      Silence followed his announcement, and although Mr. Falone looked as though he might start screeching aloud at any moment, he never got the chance, for Lord Carter clapped his hands. “Well said, Lord Blakely.”

      The other men murmured their agreement, and that’s when the viscount turned those dark eyes upon her. In an aside to her alone, he said, “Surely coming to your aid gives me the right to have the supper dance.”

      Calliope lifted a brow, but reluctantly accepted his arm. “I didn’t ask to be rescued, my lord. There was no need for you to come charging into the fray with your sword drawn.”

      “Perhaps not,” he concurred as they walked away from the group. “But you can’t deny it was rather dashing of me to do so.”

      Against her will, a laugh escaped her. She rolled her eyes and sighed in defeat. “Very well. I will concede this battle to you.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” he said softly. “That victory only draws me closer to winning the war.”
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      Sebastian realized, in that moment, that he could spend a lifetime looking into those mesmerizing green eyes and listen to the sound of that genuine laugh all the remaining days of his life. Of course, nothing would ever come of it, as he had promised himself long ago that he wasn’t the marrying kind. But if there was one lady who might come close to leading him to the altar, it was Lady Calliope Bevelstroke.

      When it was announced that a waltz would be the last dance before supper, Sebastian couldn’t believe his good fortune. It would give him a chance to hold Calliope closer than that blasted quadrille that kept separating them. This time, she would be solely his.

      As they took their position, he gathered her close, bordering on impropriety. It would be worth any wagging tongues just to hear the slight catch to her breath.

      However, instead of simpering like some empty-headed debutante, she looked him square in the eyes. “Pushing the boundaries a bit, aren’t you, Lord Blakely?”

      He grinned broadly in return. “I shan’t be the rake everyone believes I am if I don’t act as such.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Don’t say it’s all an act?”

      “Naturally, I can be quite convincing if the need arises,” he countered evenly. “But in this case, I fear it is all too true. I’ve earned every bit of my scandalous reputation.”

      She laughed a second time, and he nearly missed a step in the dance. He never did that. “Most would be horrified to allow themselves to accept that, and yet, you seem to pride yourself upon it.”

      He adopted a lazy smile. “I have yet to hear any complaints.”

      “There’s always a first time for everything.” Her lips twisted mirthfully, and she slid her gaze away.

      Damn, but he wanted to kiss that saucy mouth of hers! He was doing his best not to let the unruly cock in his trousers stir to life, but she was making it deuced difficult. “Is that a challenge I hear?”

      She snorted. “Oh, you’d like that, wouldn’t you?” She pinned him with emerald fire shining within the depths of her eyes. “To add me to your list of conquests.”

      He seemed to mull the idea over for a moment. “I admit that it has quite a bit of merit, but I know I could never coerce you to travel down that path to pleasure.”

      He could feel her stiffen slightly. “Are you suggesting that I could be frigid because I won’t let you take advantage of me?”

      “Not at all. Merely that I have given up the pursuit, for the effort is quite unattainable.” He gave a heavy sigh at the end of his statement for added dramatic effect.

      Her lips pursed. “I will have you know that the reason I won’t allow myself to engage in anything more than a mild flirtation with you, is because I know that, not only are your intentions not sincere in the least, but I don’t have any interest in you at all.”

      If Sebastian hadn’t been so confident of his prowess before now, her accusation might have stung. But since he had been told, on more than one occasion, about his ability to please a woman, he merely splayed his hand more firmly across her back. With his other, he started to slide his thumb in slow, sensual circles where their hands connected. Again, there was that hitch in her breathing.

      He lowered his voice an octave and whispered, “Do you know what I think, Lady Calliope?” He took advantage of her surprise to answer his own query. “Something tells me that you aren’t frigid in the least, but rather the exact opposite. I think you burn with a passionate fire, but that intensity frightens you, and that is the reason you shun my advances. Because if you actually give in to me, you would have to admit defeat, and for someone who yearns to be independent, that would ruin everything.”
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      It wasn’t often that Calliope found herself speechless, but he had managed the impossible. She wasn’t sure if she was more appalled by Lord Blakely’s nerve in speaking so boldly—or angry that he could see through her so easily.

      Nevertheless, she was glad that she’d decided to make her way to the secluded town of Lyme Regis. Although she enjoyed the excitement of town, Bond Street wasn’t enough motivation to coerce her to stay when she was forced into this man’s proximity so frequently. At least there, she knew for certain that she could be free of him.

      She gritted her teeth and forced a smile upon her face. She was more determined now than ever before to set her plans into motion once this ball concluded.

      Until then, she would have to contend with him.

      He continued to make his presence known throughout the meal. She could feel those dark eyes upon her, assessing, tempting, even when she was doing her best to ignore him and listen with rapt attention to her companion on the opposite side. Regrettably, the aged lord likely gained the wrong impression from her attentions, for he requested the first dance after supper, and claimed he wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      Calliope sighed inwardly, feeling the stirrings of a megrim starting to take root. It wasn’t until she reluctantly stared in frustration at the third course of her meal that the viscount leaned over and whispered in her ear, “It’s going well with Lord Evans, I see. I do believe he was looking for a young lady of good breeding stock to fill his nursery after his wife died. A rather large one, if memory serves correctly—”

      She nearly threw her serviette down in exasperation, as she turned to him with a scathing glare. “At least he doesn’t annoy me to the point I wish to stab him with my silverware!”

      He put a hand over his heart. “I’m honored that you think so much of me.”

      She laughed aloud and drew a few glances in their direction. She tried to cover her faux pas with a light cough. “You’re delusional if you believe that is what I meant.”

      He shrugged. “It was an honest mistake. You say a lot of things you don’t mean.”

      The glare returned. “I do not!”

      His dark gaze turned smoky and dropped to her mouth. “Are you quite sure about that, Lady Calliope? You claim you don’t have any interest in me, and yet your body tells me something else entirely with your deepened breathing, the flush on your cheeks, and the sparkle in those amazing eyes of yours. It is quite absent when you are speaking to your other companion.”

      “How can you possibly ascertain that?” Calliope pursed her lips, but her pulse sped up even so. “You can’t even see my face.”

      “I don’t need to. The evidence is in your shoulders. You’re relaxed, but when you speak to me, you tense everywhere.” His gaze fell to her lap. “Even your thighs are pressed together to assuage the ache there.”

      Calliope had always prided herself on her level-headedness. She didn’t allow many things to disturb her, preferring to live life with a bit more freedom. But with Lord Blakely’s observations, it was difficult not to be unnerved. While she had been kissed before, by a couple of lads in Broxbourne near her father’s hunting box, who got a bit too eager when she’d still been in pinafores, it had never made her feel anything more than a silly fluttering in the pit of her stomach. But just the thought of kissing the viscount caused her veins to rush with liquid fire.

      Since Calliope was not one to bow down and admit defeat easily, she laid a hand upon his thigh beneath the table, quite close to the impressive bulge between his legs. She heard his sharp intake and reveled in it. “It’s not polite to engage in such lewd conversation during supper, my lord. Besides, you never know when you might meet your equal when it comes to the power of observation.” She lifted a brow and allowed her hand to drift even higher, until her fingertips nearly brushed the length at the juncture of his hips. “For example, see how your hands are fisted on the table? And the way your jaw is clenched? They are clear indications that you are just as bothered by my presence.” Her hand slid away slowly. Satisfied, she allowed a small grin to grace her face as she picked up her fork once more. “Shall we eat now?”

      She took a bite of her boiled potatoes and made sure he was watching as she slid the fork past her lips. Then she let her tongue dart out and lick them clean. His eyes darkened immediately, fixated on the action. She closed her eyes and murmured, “Mmmm. Delicious.”

      She smiled, for the rest of supper passed in blessed silence, as Lord Blakely said very little. Calliope also noticed that his appetite had waned considerably.

      When the meal had concluded, he excused himself with a mumbled excuse and practically fled from the table.

      Calliope accepted Lord Evans arm and allowed him to escort her back to the ballroom with a victorious spring in her step.
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      If it was possible to combust from the inside out, Sebastian was quite sure he would have burst into flame the moment Calliope’s hand grasped his leg. He was an experienced man who had been touched numerous times by various, experienced lovers in the past, but none of them had affected him more than her bold advance.

      And, heaven help him, but he wanted more of it. His attraction to Calliope had been intense, but now it bordered on the obsessed. He’d had to clear his mind and gain some self-control by losing five quid in the card room before he felt comfortable enough to return to the ballroom.

      However, the moment he spied her fiery red hair in that deep purple gown, he couldn’t tear his eyes away. He followed her progress where he stood on the periphery of the dance floor, ignoring any other hopeful glance that was shot his way. He yearned to whisk Lady Calliope into another dance, but to embark on more than two a night with the same partner was perilously close to declaring one’s intentions. He might be a scoundrel, but he didn’t want to ruin her reputation, nor commit to something he didn’t intend to follow through on.

      He crossed his arms and considered the conundrum before him. On one hand, he should cut his losses and move on to his next mistress, since it was obvious Lady Calliope planned to tease him indefinitely like a panting hound after the fox.

      Or…

      He could embark on an adventure of his own and play the game by the rules he was familiar with.

      A slow smile spread across his face. Really, it had been too long since he’d taken some of the salty sea air for his own health. Perhaps his crotchety old grandfather might even wish to go, for he’d been complaining of his gout. That would definitely give him the perfect excuse to follow the lady to Lyme Regis without looking as though he was a desperate suitor hoping to gain a morsel of her favor.

      He winced, because that was exactly what it was.

      Oh, how the mighty have fallen.

      He should write to Grey and tell his friend that he wouldn’t be in this predicament if it hadn’t been for his hasty nuptials. It had given Sebastian entirely too much time to come up with asinine ideas.

      While he could care less about honor or duty, neither did he wish to end up like his sour grandsire who snapped at anyone who drew near to his front door. He wielded that lion’s head cane like a sword and railed about the injustices during the Revolutionary War even though the battle with the French was more recent. In his mind that was a minor disagreement compared to the former Englishmen who had turned traitor against their own homeland. Sebastian was intelligent enough not to contradict him, and perhaps that’s why they’d always gotten along so well, at least, in a manner of speaking. Not only that, but he was one of the few people who could tolerate his outbursts.

      With a plan in place, Sebastian decided it was time to depart if he had any hope of getting to the coast before Lady Calliope arrived. He smiled, for no doubt his presence there would stick in her craw knowing that she had been bested at her own game, that her efforts to escape him had been in vain.

      He grinned as he took his leave, as there was much to be done. He nearly skipped down the steps, his stride lighter than it had been when he’d arrived.

      He couldn’t wait to see the look on her face.

      Nor the opportunity to bedevil her further.
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      “I think that’s everything, my lady.”

      A fortnight following the ball, Calliope’s maid, Emma, was standing in her bedchamber door as the last of the trunks were loaded onto the Bevelstroke coach. She would have felt reluctant to take the best vehicle, except Isa had insisted upon it.

      “I shall do quite well with the curricle,” her elder sister had said firmly.

      And that was that.

      Calliope fidgeted with her glove and glanced about the room that looked just as it had earlier that morning, except her dressing table and wardrobe were now empty. There was still that eerie sense that she was forgetting something in preparation for her journey to the seaside, but she pushed it aside. It would take a few days to get to her destination, and she knew it was likely just the uncertainty of going somewhere new.

      Alone.

      Until now, she had been able to rely on one of her sisters to be around, but what was the point of being “independent” when one never ventured out on their own? Olivia had done it, although her intention had been to return to their former estate in Canterbury, whereas Calliope was heading out into completely unknown territory. But the excitement she found in discovering something that hadn’t been discovered in hundreds of years was enough motivation for her to her continue on her way.

      Isadora was standing at the bottom of the stairs waiting for her. A sudden lump formed in Calliope’s throat as she embraced her. As they parted, she imagined there was a sheen of moisture in her sister’s gaze, but perhaps it was merely her own emotions that were reflected. “Remember to stay out of trouble,” Isa admonished. “I know how much you enjoy taking risks and pushing boundaries. You’ve always been the most daring of us all.”

      “Trust me, my tree climbing days are over.” She scrunched up her nose. “Unless, of course, an overly tempting opportunity presents itself…” She allowed her words to trail off and was rewarded with a heavy sigh.

      “Just be careful, Callie.”

      It was the nickname she spoke that made Calliope’s throat tighten more than anything else thus far. She reached out and gave Isadora another swift hug. “I promise,” she whispered, and then walked out the door before her heart refused to allow her to do so.

      She climbed into the coach, and although she told herself she shouldn’t look back, she couldn’t resist the urge to do so. She saw Isadora’s stern face peering out from between the drapes and she lifted her hand in farewell. Her sister did the same, and then allowed the curtains to fall into place.

      Calliope turned her focus back to the interior of the carriage and stared at the bare spot of the opposite seat that wasn’t occupied by her maid. It just seemed so… empty.

      “Are you well, mistress?”

      With a deep breath, she nodded. “I will be.” She lifted her chin. “I always am.”

      Calliope looked outside and watched the scenery of London pass by her window, until it was replaced by green hills dotted with fluffy sheep. It was so peaceful and serene that she couldn’t help but be transported to another time and place, where she had lived in harmony with her father and sisters. She yearned to return to those carefree days at times, but with the passage of the seasons, so too, did life change. She was no longer a little girl, but a woman grown, who had to find a way to manage on her own if she didn’t wish to be tied down to the strictures that came with a husband.

      Although that had initially been the objective of all the Bevelstroke women, Araminta had been the first to fall to Cupid’s arrow with Lord Somers, followed almost immediately by Olivia with the Duke of Gravesend. They had found a true and everlasting love to keep them company for the rest of their days. While Viscount Blakely might be adept in the bedchamber, he was far from someone who could offer such abiding devotion.

      She snorted, just imagining him being coerced to walk down the aisle. He would likely rather drown in the Thames. Honestly, his devil-may-care attitude was quite similar to hers, and yet, she would detest the fact she might cause injury to someone, whereas she was quite sure he had left a trail of broken hearts in his wake.

      But perhaps she was being too harsh. He had been good friends with Araminta’s husband, so surely that commended him if nothing else. Then again, she knew his particular weakness for women with red hair, which she just happened to have. That alone was enough to steer clear of him, because flirtation could easily lead to more and she wasn’t willing to blur that line.

      She realized that she should have refused to dance with him at the Langston Ball, as being in such proximity with him during the waltz, and again during supper, was enough to make her shudder in remembered awareness.

      Thankfully, she could content herself in knowing that they would be separated for some time. Her absence should give him enough time to move on to his next paramour, and for her to put him out of her mind as well. Truly, he should have never found a way within her thoughts in the first place.

      With determination, she directed her attention toward the task ahead. She had promised Mr. Bullock that she would send regular updates regarding her progress, and he was anxiously awaiting word from her.

      Now all she had to do was follow through on her promise.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “This is the best you could come up with?”

      Sebastian rolled his eyes as his grandfather, Harold Clearwater, Marquess of Abersheen, looked around their rented rooms at the Three Cups Hotel. Stooped over slightly from age, and limping from the gout that affected his right foot, he still held himself with the pride of the aristocracy. Even his wiry gray hair was neatly combed, when most of the time it appeared as though he’d spent the last few minutes trying to pull it out for some reason or another.

      He turned in a slow circle. “Bah!” He waved a hand through the air. “It’s not fit for a rat.”

      Of course, his reaction didn’t come as any surprise to Sebastian. “It was the best accommodations I could find since you adamantly proclaimed that you would not be staying with your cousin, Lord Grammel—”

      “Damn that man’s eyes!” He jammed his cane onto the floor, emphasizing his displeasure. “He would like nothing more than to poison me so that I should die and his son might inherit my fortune.”

      Sebastian’s mouth kicked up at the corner. “I doubt that’s the case—”

      “I may be nine and eighty,” he continued, as if his grandson hadn’t even spoken, “But I am determined to outlive them all, just for spite.”

      “I have no doubt that you will be successful in your endeavors,” Sebastian drawled. “I have always heard that the good die young.”

      This earned him a sharp glare, but Sebastian merely lifted a brow as he waited for the rejoinder. It never came, likely because the marquess knew that he was right.

      He continued to grumble as he made his way into his bedchamber that connected Sebastian’s by a solitary door in the middle. It was the nicest room that the innkeepers had available when Sebastian had written ahead with his request for lodgings, and he wasn’t about to let his grandfather’s displeasure keep him from accepting the offer. It wasn’t as though the old codger would have been content with any other place they had chosen to stay at.

      Sebastian walked over to the window and glanced outside at the quaint village nestled along the Dorset coast. Situated directly across the street from the Three Cups Hotel was another coaching inn. The Royal Lion boasted the whitewashed exterior and timber framing that most of the historic buildings from the Tudor period were known for.

      It was while he was observing the activity in the yard below that he abruptly forgot all else. A lady who looked entirely out of place in her peach day dress and straw bonnet was walking along the street, but the moment she turned her head, a copper tendril escaped her coiffure and blew across her face. She smiled at a woman walking beside her and the sight nearly knocked the wind from his chest.

      It had been more than two weeks since he’d laid eyes on Lady Calliope. It had been the longest that he’d been deprived of her beauty since her initial arrival in London with her sisters during the Christmas season.

      He drank in her loveliness and couldn’t force himself to turn away. It wasn’t until she rounded a corner and disappeared that he realized he was no longer alone.

      He swiveled his head around to find that the marquess was peering in the same direction with a narrowed glare. “Is that the gel?”

      Sebastian blinked in confusion, because he hadn’t spoken a word about Lady Calliope. “What?”

      The cane slammed against the floor. “The gel that caused you to haul me all the way out here under some ridiculous pretense about my foot.” He tapped the bandaged appendage in question.

      “I don’t know what you mean—” Sebastian tried to ease over the situation with a dose of his usual charm. When his grandfather struck his cane again, he gave up any further pretense. If this continued, they might be thrown out on their arses for disturbing the peace. “Very well.” He sighed. “Yes.”

      The marquess snorted. “I should like to meet her, and since we’re already here, you might as well take me down to the shore to soak this blasted leg.”

      Sebastian’s lips twisted as he bowed deeply. “Of course, my lord.” And then went to retrieve the three-wheeled Bath chair.
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      “You are too kind to meet me at the inn, Mrs. Anning,” Calliope said to her companion. “I had planned to call on you at the shop when I arrived, as I had mentioned in my letter.”

      The older woman had dull, gray hair that must have been dark in her youth, but the struggles she’d endured in her lifetime had made her appear much older than her middle-aged years. The deep grooves in her face told of hardships that Calliope could not try to comprehend as a duke’s daughter. The instant she’d met the lady, Calliope had been thankful that she’d made this journey, as the funds she had promised her to provide for a personal guide along the cliffs would go far to help the woman’s destitution.

      “Please call me Molly. Everyone else does, and you’ll find that most of the locals here don’t stand on ceremony.” She smiled.

      Calliope returned her greeting with a wide grin. “Then I must insist that you call me Callie. All my sisters do.”

      Molly inclined her head, but something told Calliope that she would reference her by her honorific because Calliope was a member of the aristocracy, and not just another shopkeeper in town.

      As they entered her store, Molly gestured to the various fossils and rocks on display around them with obvious pride. “My Joseph and Mary go out every day and search the shore surrounding the cliffs. They have brought back all the treasures you see around you, including the prehistoric fossil you mentioned in Mr. Bullock’s collection.”

      Calliope nodded. “I assure you that he is quite proud of it and is eager to discuss it with anyone who might listen.”

      “I imagine so. The children certainly delighted in finding it.” She shook her head. “Oh, listen to me carrying on. Of course, that was several years ago, and they are grown now. Although they haven’t found anything quite so impressive since then, Mary is determined not to give up the search.” Her wizened eyes were assessing as they lit on Calliope. “Something tells me you are just as bold as my girl, so between the two of you, I imagine you will uncover a masterpiece.”

      “I don’t know about that. Although I shall do my best to try.” Calliope winked. “I merely appreciate you giving me the chance to tag along and learn a thing or two from her experience.”

      “Have you searched for fossils before?” Molly asked.

      “I regret that I have not,” Calliope admitted as she strolled slowly about the room, inspecting each bone, rock, and artifact that was on display. Some of which were so intricate that she couldn’t even begin to describe what they were. “My father never cared much for the sea air, nor London, for that matter, so I fear my expertise if very limited.” She returned her attention to her hostess. “However, if you are interested in embroidery or the latest fashion plates from Paris, I would be more than happy to share my knowledge.”

      The lady laughed. “I fear I have little need for such fripperies at my age.”

      Calliope could have kicked herself for being so careless of this woman’s situation. It was obvious by the simple, serviceable gown she had on, which was practically worn through in places, the hem adjusted accordingly, that even if Mrs. Anning might wish for a dress from Bond Street, she would never be able to afford it in her lifetime.

      A sense of shame abruptly washed over Calliope. She felt guilty for her lavish upbringing, as anything she could have ever wanted was at her fingertips. Even her ladies’ maid wore better attire than this woman.

      A thought occurred to her, but if she didn’t wish to offend the lady further, she would have to be careful in carrying out the plan brewing in her mind.

      She put a thoughtful finger to her lips. “Is there a seamstress in town, by chance? I daresay this might not suit the harsh, salty sea air.” She lifted a section of her muslin gown to the side.

      “Yes, you are quite right,” Molly murmured. “Mrs. Bastine is the only one in the village. I’ve heard she’s quite accomplished, although I can’t say that for certain as I make my own gowns.”

      “I appreciate the suggestion,” Calliope returned. “I shall have to pay her a visit soon.” She clasped her hands before her and said brightly, “Shall we get started searching today?”

      “If you’d like. I know you’re eager to get started,” Molly returned. “Mary will be down at the shore as she generally is, so she will be easy to find.” She lifted a brow. “Of course, tomorrow is the Sabbath, so we attend church in the morning and generally Mary and Joseph go down to the cliffs in the afternoon. You’re welcome to join us if you’d like.”

      It had been years since Calliope had entered a sanctuary of any kind, but since she was grateful this woman had allowed her into her life so graciously, and she didn’t wish to offend that hospitality, she said, “I should like that very much.” She scrunched up her nose with a smile. “But now, it’s time to go exploring.”
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      Calliope had to hold on to her bonnet with one hand, and her skirts with the other, as the wind was whipping harder the closer she came to the bay. It might have had something to do with the Cobb, the stone wall that had been built as a barrier around the coastal section of the town to protect the occupants against the fierce storms that blew in from the Channel. She was particularly glad she had decided to grab her velvet pelisse when she’d told her maid where she was heading. It might have started to become warmer farther inland, but the ocean breeze slapping her in the face carried a decided chill.

      She noticed that there weren’t many people about as she drew nearer to the strand. She spied a trio who appeared to be a mother and her two young children playing in the sand. She would find no governesses about here.

      Calliope continued walking and found that the crash of the water upon the rocks was a rather comforting sound. She paused for a moment and watched the white foam caps burst into the air, before they returned to the earth and were swallowed up by the sea once more. She smiled to herself, deciding that she might discover she liked it here.

      As she kept walking, she spied another couple out for the day. It appeared to be an older gentleman in a three-wheeled chair and a man who—

      She squinted her eyes against the water’s spray and shielded her focus from the glare of the sun. If she didn’t know better, from this distance she might have thought that towering figure was familiar. But she discounted that notion as soon as it surfaced, as there was no possible way that Lord Blakely would be here. The similarities could surely be explained by some sort of illusion.

      Or else her mind was attempting to play a terrible trick on her.

      She looked away to gain her equilibrium, but her attention was quickly drawn back to the man and his companion. It appeared as though they had switched course and were now heading back toward the village, which meant that they were coming closer to where she stood.

      At this point she was blatantly staring, but something about the scene just didn’t…look right. While there was a blanket covering the older man’s legs, there was no mistaking the quality of the chair he sat in. It was not the sort that one might find in a seaside village, but rather in a place like Bath, where the aristocracy preferred to go for their health.

      She glanced once more at the man pushing the contraption and realized that the greatcoat flying out behind him was made with equally fine material. Even from a distance, it wasn’t difficult for her to spy a tailored fit. She had pored over the best fabrics that money could by the moment they had arrived in London and knew quality when she saw it.

      And as the distance continued to close between her and the two gentlemen, she started to feel a sudden sense of unease. It wasn’t until her brain finally accepted the sight of that familiar, sandy hair and the broad, wily grin that the viscount wore so well that her fists clenched at her sides.

      When he drew to a halt a few feet from her with an easy greeting, she could not stand for it. She immediately strode forward and demanded, “What are you doing here?”

      The viscount didn’t have time to reply before  in the chair admonished, “That’s no way to talk to a viscount, young lady. He should be addressed as my lord.”

      Calliope gritted her teeth and turned her glare on him. “I might use a different adjective when it comes to Lord Blakely, sir, but perhaps I should begin by introducing myself.” She offered the slightest of curtsies. “Lady Calliope Bevelstroke.”

      “Hmmph,” he snorted, as if he wasn’t impressed. “One of Marlington’s gels.” He narrowed his glare on her. “And which unfortunate wife did you come from?”

      Her mouth promptly fell open, and she heard a sigh come from behind the chair. “Now who’s being rude?” the viscount noted with a decided drawl.

      The man wore a proper scowl and spoke as if she wasn’t even standing there. “There’s nothing wrong with wanting to know about the chit. Besides, it isn’t as if everyone doesn’t know about the ‘Black Widower’—”

      Calliope could hold her tongue no longer. She held out a hand. “Let me stop you right there.” She retrieved their attention, as two pairs of eyes swiveled back to her. “None of my father’s wives were unfortunate, but proper duchesses and deeply cared for while they were alive.” She lifted a brow in challenge. “It sounds to me as if you put too much stock in those gossip rags that used to enjoy shredding my family to bits. And not that it’s really any of your concern, but my mother was the third.”

      The old man eyed her sharply. “As I suspected,” he retorted. “You’re still barely fresh from the schoolroom, and yet, you have no problem dressing down one of your elders. Didn’t your governess teach you any manners?”

      She set her hands on her hips. “Did yours?” she countered. “For a man of your advanced years, perhaps it would benefit you to comport yourself with a bit more kindness so that a sharp-tongued girl like me doesn’t have to remind you of proper comportment!”

      Calliope was fuming, eager to know what he had to say to that, but a gust of wind abruptly caught her bonnet and whipped it from her head and sent it sailing through the air. With a cry of alarm, she started to chase after it. The rest of her coiffure quickly went tumbling about her shoulders, but her only thought was to rescue her poor hat before it disappeared beneath the crashing surf.

      She had nearly caught it as it bounced on the sand a couple of times, and then the wind current lifted it back into the air. With a mumbled curse, she continued the pursuit, until it finally landed softly on a rock. Breathing heavily from her exertions, she reached out to grasp the trailing ribbons when a larger hand came into view and retrieved it before she could.

      “Is this what you’re looking for?” The viscount dangled the straw from his fingertips with a sly tilt of his lips. “Or perhaps you might prefer to chase after me instead?”

      “Give me that!” She snatched the bonnet from his grasp and nearly crushed it within her clasped fist. “What are you doing in Lyme Regis?” she hissed. “Have you sunk so low that you have resorted to harassing me now?”

      He laid a hand over his heart and stumbled back a couple steps. “You think I am that zealous in my quest for you?” He tsked. “I hate to break it to you, my lady, but I’m here because of my grandfather. His gout decided to flare up and he wished to take the waters by the sea, as opposed to fighting the crowds flocking to Bath.”

      She wasn’t convinced. “But why choose Lyme Regis out of anywhere else along the coast?” She pointed down the beach with the bonnet still in her grasp.

      He chuckled and leaned in closer to her. The deep timbre of his voice caused a sudden swirl of heat in her midsection, which she firmly pushed aside. “I don’t believe you own the town, which makes it free for anyone to visit. You may not be aware of this, but we have come here several times in the past.” He straightened and shrugged his shoulders. “If anything, I might ask why you are here, when you could have chosen any number of places for your seaside exploration.”

      She wanted to stamp her foot in frustration. “You knew I was coming here, and for what purpose. I—” She broke off and shook her head. “I don’t have to explain myself, and neither will I stand here and argue about this. How about we just agree to stay on opposite sides of the shore while we’re here?”

      “I can’t promise that.” He grinned broadly. “Wither my grandfather goest, I shall go too.”

      Throwing her hands up in disgust, Calliope strode away from him. Her desire to dig for fossils that afternoon heading out with the tide.
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      Sebastian was still chuckling to himself as he made his way back to his grandfather’s side. That unbound, flaming red hair on Calliope’s head was flying out behind her like a battle flag. Already she had made it nearly halfway to the village.

      “It’s a shame you didn’t have the foresight to attend an old man,” his grandfather snapped when he returned to his side. “I’m starting to wonder if I’m the only person that has any sense around here.”

      Seb lifted a brow, even though he had returned to pushing his grandfather’s chair and he couldn’t see the action. “Are you saying you didn’t like Lady Calliope?”

      “Stop putting words in my mouth,” the gruff voice returned. “I will say she’s got a sharp tongue in that head of hers.”

      Sebastian laughed. “So, do you.”

      The marquess snorted. “You are as hardheaded as your mother was when she was a gel in leading strings!”

      He clamped his mouth together to keep from chuckling.

      “I’m not sure you can reel that one in. She’s a real spitfire.” The marquess shook his head and grumbled. “There has to be some Scottish in that line.”

      Sebastian wisely kept his thoughts to himself as he helped his grandfather back to their rooms. As the marquess waved him away with the desire to rest, Seb found himself left to his own devices. Since he didn’t think Lady Calliope would appreciate him calling on her across the street, he decided to stroll along the storefronts in the village. A little-known fact that his good friend, Grey didn’t know about him was that Seb actually enjoyed rock collecting. Although he didn’t have much room in his bachelor’s lodgings to display the specimens he found, he kept a decent collection at his estate.

      He wasn’t sure why he’d never told anyone about his secret obsession, but perhaps it was because he hadn’t wanted anyone to think of him as some sort of scholarly type, when quite the opposite was true. He didn’t care for science or astronomy or mathematics. He just liked how some rocks shone with a certain inner light and how various patterns preserved from the passage of time looked as though they were painted by a celebrated artist.

      Thus, when he spied the Anning fossil shop, he found himself heading in that direction.

      An older woman glanced up as he entered and offered him a polite smile. It was obvious at first glance that she had fallen on hard times. Her clothes were worn and mended several times over, but she comported herself as gracious as any society hostess. “Good day, sir, and welcome to Lyme Regis.”

      He lifted a brow and teased, “How did you know I wasn’t one of the locals?”

      She laughed. “I daresay it wasn’t difficult to discern at all. Everything about you speaks of a Londoner.”

      “Hmm.” He lifted a hand and rubbed the days’ worth of stubble along his jawline. “Is that a bad thing?”

      “No, it just means you don’t blend in easily here.”

      He gave a mock sigh. “I fear you are quite right.” He bowed lightly. “My name is Sebastian Ford.” He left off the title on purpose. He found that people were more genuine when they assumed he wasn’t part of the upper class.

      “Mrs. Molly Anning,” she returned pleasantly. She gestured to the interior of the store. “Is there anything in particular I can help you find?”

      “Not really. I just happen to have a particular fondness for special rocks.” He shrugged. “It’s something of a hobby.”

      She nodded. “Then you came to the right place. My son and daughter have filled these shelves with everything from seashells to preserved bones. Feel free to take a look around and let me know if I can help you.”

      Sebastian nodded his head, as the lady continued about her work, temporarily slipping away into a back room.

      He clasped his hands behind his back and carefully inspected each item that was displayed. There was everything from small boxes and hand mirrors covered with shells as a decoration piece, and a few chains with shells attached as a piece of jewelry. Of course, everything was meticulously cleaned and polished, so that each bit of detail could be seen.

      Sebastian paused when he caught sight of something that looked remarkably like a tooth carved into the side of a rock. He blinked, and then picked it up to study it more closely. The impressions on the side told him it was likely just a preserved plant of some kind, but it definitely made him look twice. For that reason alone, he decided that it needed to be in his personal collection. A decided souvenir from his time here.

      Unless he managed to charm Lady Calliope as well.

      “You have this annoying habit of showing up like a bad penny, Lord Blakely.”

      Sebastian dropped his head. He turned around to see Lady Calliope regarding him with annoyance and he couldn’t stop a lazy grin from spreading across his face. If he could simply think of her and she might appear, he would have to try it a bit more often to see if he came up with similar results. “Surely you can’t fault me for wishing to peruse some of the local shops?” he murmured dryly. “When in Rome, do as the Romans do, or so they say.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Don’t you have anything better to do than harass me?”

      He laughed aloud. “In point of fact, my lady, I was minding my own business when you accosted me.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Don’t act the innocent. We both know you are far from it. I do not appreciate you playing these games at my expense. I came here for a purpose, and I won’t have you distracting me.”

      He immediately latched on to that. “I distract you, do I?”

      “Not in a good way, I assure you.”

      “Then I suppose we’ll have to change that.”

      She didn’t even reply but spun on her heel. He noticed that she’d re-pinned her hair and he thought it was a shame. Those glorious locks shouldn’t be contained but left down to flow free like the magnificent copper waves they were.

      “You’re not leaving yet, are you?” he called after her mirthfully. “I was just starting to enjoy our conversation.”

      She paused long enough to glare at him over her shoulder. “Please let Mrs. Anning know that I’ll be checking in with her later.”

      She shut the door firmly on her departure and he couldn’t help but chuckle once more. He was still smiling when Molly reappeared from the back. She glanced outside and immediately her expression drooped slightly. “Oh, dear. I missed Lady Calliope.”

      Sebastian walked over to her. “She said she would check in with you later.” He set the rock on the counter. “I would like to buy this.”

      “Of course.” She appeared pleased, and when she quoted him a price, he surprised her by giving her five pounds extra. Her eyes instantly grew wide, and she looked as though she was about to protest.

      He spoke before she could. “Please, keep it. I value it more highly than what you charged, so I consider it a fair trade.” He regrettably added, “If not that, then perhaps you might regard it as donation from Viscount Blakely.”

      He blinked in surprise and instantly dropped into a curtsy. “My apologies, my lord.” As if she was the one who had lied instead of him.

      He put a hand over his heart. “I am the one who should ask forgiveness for deceiving you.”

      “I’m sure you had your reasons,” she said evasively, before changing the subject. She tilted her head to the side. “Do you attend church, my lord?”

      He had to fight the urge to wince. “Not generally, no.”

      “That’s a shame, for I’m sure you and Lady Calliope would have gotten along quite well. You even have something in common, as she enjoys fossils. In fact, she’s in Lyme Regis for the very purpose of scouring our coastline.”

      Sebastian smiled slowly, not letting on that he was already acquainted with the lady in question. An idea started to take root. “You said she’s attending church with you tomorrow?”

      “Indeed,” Molly nodded innocently, although there was nothing of the sort tumbling about in Sebastian’s head.

      His grin widened. “Then I believe I shall join you after all.” With a wink, he took his leave.
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      Calliope and her ladies’ maid entered the gray stone church the next morning. When she walked through the wooden doors, she took a deep breath and felt a sudden sense of peace. Perhaps it was the way the sun shone brightly through the stained-glass panes, or the warm greeting from the vicar and several members of the gathered assemblage.

      Or it could be that Lord Blakely was nowhere in sight. Then again, he might turn to ash if he crossed the threshold.

      Her lips lifted in the corners at the thought.

      She glanced around until she spied Mrs. Anning and her grin widened. She walked forward while her maid chose to take a seat near the back of the nave.

      As Calliope drew nearer to Molly, her lips thinned into an even line, for a gentleman chose that moment to stand up next to her with a familiar smirk on his handsome face.

      Handsome?

      Since when had he become anything more than an aggravating rogue?

      Preferring not to answer her own question, Calliope glared at the viscount as he bowed deeply. Those dark eyes were full of mischief when he said, “Lady Calliope.”

      She narrowed her gaze, but merely offered the slightest of curtsies. Now wasn’t the time to express her annoyance. That would come later.

      Her gaze shifted to Mrs. Anning. “Good day, Molly.” Again, she noted the rags the woman was wearing, including the poor state of the lady’s straw bonnet. It nearly made Calliope ashamed for wearing hers with its flowing yellow ribbons and the muslin day gown that matched. The ensemble looked entirely too cheery when compared to the muted tones the villagers wore, those who toiled away just trying to survive.

      “My lady?”

      Calliope blinked away her sudden stab of guilt and returned her attention to Mrs. Anning. “I would like to introduce you to my children, Mary and Joseph. They will be escorting you about the cliffs.” She indicated a young couple that was standing off to her other side.

      Calliope was grateful to turn her back on Lord Blakely as she greeted them. Joseph held a hat in his hands and was wearing clothes that were entirely too loose for his lanky frame, although he had a kind expression in his brown eyes, which were the exact shade of his hair. Mary was just as accommodating and had the same polite mannerisms and coloring as her brother.

      As first impressions went, Calliope wouldn’t have imagined them to be the sort who enjoyed digging in the sand for fossils. However, after a bit of chatting, she learned that Joseph was an apprentice to an upholsterer and hoped to take up the trade soon, which would leave Mary to do most of the collecting. He shrugged. “She’s the one who’s really got a knack for finding them.”

      As the vicar chose to take his place at the altar, they took to their seats, as it was nearly time for the service to begin. Unfortunately, Calliope found herself sitting next to Lord Blakely and entirely too close to him for comfort. “Must you be everywhere I go?” she whispered irritably the moment the vicar started speaking.

      He grinned unabashedly. “Bad penny, remember?”

      She rolled her eyes. “I’m glad you’re enjoying this.” She glanced around and said, “Did you not bring your delightful grandfather with you today?”

      “He preferred to stay behind this time.”

      “Mayhap that’s for the best,” Calliope murmured in return. “He might have become a pillar of salt should he make it as far as the sanctuary.”

      After that remark, they fell silent for a time. It was difficult for her not to fidget when she was seated next to him. He smelled quite… enticing, and she didn’t like it. She would have much preferred he smelled like refuse, rather than soap and some sort of woodsy scent that made her all too aware of his masculinity.

      Nevertheless, she turned her focus on the pulpit, even though she couldn’t have recounted a single word the vicar was saying. She was more curious about her companion, in that he actually seemed to be paying attention to the sermon. She wondered if he was interested in what the man had to say, or if he was merely pretending to be as engaged as she was. In truth, it was difficult to concentrate when his muscular thigh was pressing so close to hers. She could feel the pulsing heat of his body even through her skirts. It was distracting and it irritated her more than his unwanted presence.

      Not that was he wasn’t welcome in church, but anywhere near her, certainly.

      She slid a glance at him and wondered how he could appear so calm and unaffected when she had to dig her fan out of her reticule and wave it in front of her overly heated face. She prayed she wasn’t flushed from the warmth, for a red face did not match well with the shade of her hair.

      With all the transgressions she was adding to her list when it came to the viscount, it was probably a good thing this wasn’t a Catholic church. If so, she might have waved her list in front of him while suggesting that he go to confession. No doubt he would be there for some time, as his personal sins were likely rather numerous as well.

      She had heard about his exploits in London, of course. The ladies of society were eager to open their fans, along with their mouths, when it came to sharing the latest on dits. For some reason, she found it disconcerting to imagine him surrounded by so many adoring mistresses when she shouldn’t care one whit about his sordid lifestyle.

      And yet…

      When someone had mentioned he’d nearly made it to the altar once before, she had to wonder if he’d truly been in love.

      Granted, with the recent marriages of her sisters, Araminta and Olivia, Calliope was curious what it might feel like. While she could see the adoration clearly written on their faces when they looked at their husbands, the same went for Grey and Miles when they regarded their wives, she couldn’t help but wonder how they had all made it to that point. What sort of characteristics might one possess to cause another to fall so madly in love, to the point they would give up whatever worldly possessions they had just to be with that person? And how might you know it was everlasting, or merely an infatuation that might fade with time?

      Calliope had grown up under the impression that men liked simpering females, because it was in their nature to be protective. But if that were the case, then Minty shouldn’t have caught Grey’s eye, since she was one of the most stubborn females Calliope had ever known. And what about the ideal that men liked women who were accomplished, but not intelligent? Females were expected to be ignorant of anything regarding science or politics, but at the same time, were expected to command a veritable army of servants when it came to holding lavish parties, and then talk about nothing more involved than the weather or the latest fashions?

      It just didn’t make sense to her.

      Honestly it all sounded like a lot of…

      Hogwash.

      “You’re thinking of giving a pig a bath during prayer?”

      Calliope shot her gaze to the viscount, and then to the vicar who was speaking in soft tones. She looked around at the rest of the congregation who were bowing their heads reverently, and then quickly lowered her chin and hoped that it would hide the blush that she could feel creeping over her face. “Oh, stuff it,” she muttered.

      “Just tell me when and where,” came the dry rejoinder.

      As the service ended, she realized she wouldn’t be taking anything away with her that might help her immortal soul. She sighed heavily as she got to her feet. Mrs. Anning came over to her with a smile. “I hope you enjoyed the sermon, my lady.”

      “I did, indeed,” she returned evenly, praying that the Lord wouldn’t smite her for lying so boldly in His house.

      “Yes,” the viscount murmured at her side. “Very enlightening, to be sure.”

      It was all she could do not to kick him in the shins. Nevertheless, she adopted a false bravado and said, “Since I’m sure you have much planned today, I shall bid you farewell—”

      “On the contrary,” he contradicted smoothly. “My grandfather requested a day of rest without my ‘blasted presence underfoot,’ and I do believe those were his exact words.”

      “Imagine that,” she returned sweetly. “I should very much enjoy the same.”

      He merely scoffed lightly and said, “You wound me, truly. But I fear I have entirely too much free time on my hands, and since Joseph offered to be my guide—”

      “You don’t like fossils,” she snapped, seeing the perfect day she’d had planned wither before her very eyes.

      He leaned a bit closer and said with a wink, “Maybe not fossils, but there is something on the coast I would very much like to pursue today.” He grinned broadly. “Shall we head out and partake of this lovely afternoon the Lord has provided for us?”

      As he strode toward the exit, Calliope clenched her fists and told herself that she would not curse in church. But then, if He had made man in his image, then He surely knew how frustrating this blasted man could be.
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      Sebastian chuckled to himself as he strode along the coast a short time later. He could tell Lady Calliope was doing everything possible to pretend that he didn’t even exist. In point of fact, she ensured that she stayed as close to Mary as possible and suggested that they move a bit farther up the beach, as if she was the guide, and not Miss Anning.

      Joseph had remained behind with Sebastian and was inspecting various ammonites. He would check specific rocks along the shore and had even brought a little hammer and chisel in which to break apart ones he thought might have a treasure inside. “I’ve been lucky enough to find a select few with crystalized geodes,” he told Sebastian.

      As he knelt by a limestone rock, Sebastian joined him as he set to work cracking it open. As it finally broke, Joseph’s face turned grim. “And sometimes you don’t find anything at all.” He got back to his feet, and they continued their even pace while Joseph meticulously inspected every rock that they passed.

      “When is the best time to find fossils here?” Sebastian asked curiously.

      “During the storm season,” Joseph replied. “Many times we’ve gone to the beach hoping to find more prehistoric bones, but most of the time, there is nothing. However, when a good squall line comes along, it generally either washes something ashore, or it uncovers an artifact that wasn’t visible just the day before. April is a bit late to gain the unusual, but we’ve been fortunate enough to find fossils all year. The coast is littered with them.”

      Sebastian glanced around at the cliffs and conceded that there were definite treasures to be found among them. “Determination and persistence are the best ways to accomplish most things,” Seb noted. “There’s also a certain amount of intelligence involved as well. For most, it would be difficult to note if something is a prehistoric vertebra, or just a distinctly shaped rock.”

      Joseph nodded. “You are right about that. And my sister has a knack for discovering them.”

      The conversation fell silent as they continued to stroll along the shore, so Sebastian allowed his mind to wander.

      There were times he held the regret that he wasn’t simply a commoner. It would certainly make life easier. The villagers of Lyme Regis might believe that he had a comfortable existence, and that might be true for the most part. He had certainly never had to face the hardships of these people, and likely never would. But he grew weary of being so revered just because he had a title, when it had been nothing more than an accident of birth that had made him a viscount. He could have just as easily been born a working man.

      Not only had he come to Lyme Regis to bedevil the lovely, Lady Calliope, but he hoped to prove to himself that he was capable of more than just a torrid, London lifestyle. It was expected for a man of his station to sow his wild oats, but now that Grey had moved on, he realized that the thrill of cutting a swath through the city had dimmed considerably. When he’d been younger, the deviltry he’d caused had been perfectly acceptable, but he was two and thirty. There had to be some point when a man had to cease being a rake and start acting with some decorum.

      He stopped walking abruptly. Could it be that he was finally growing up?

      His grandfather would claim it was impossible, but for the first time in his life, Seb’s mind seemed… clear. Perhaps it was the sea air, but he was starting to gain a new perspective on life. Granted, he wasn’t ready to settle down and start a nursery just yet, but the idea of taking a bride and planting some roots like Grey had wasn’t quite as distasteful as it might have been just a sennight ago.

      He glanced up to where Lady Calliope was walking along with Mary and a grin grew across his face. Then again, the idea of holding a baby girl with copper red hair didn’t sound all that terrible.
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      Calliope tried to be circumspect when it came to glancing over her shoulder to spy on the viscount. But apparently, she wasn’t doing it well enough, because Mary finally spoke up. “Are you sure you don’t want to see if Lord Blakely wishes to join us?”

      Calliope’s head whipped back around. “What? No, of course not.” She clenched her bare fists at her sides and told herself that she would not look back at him anymore.

      “I merely wondered since you seem quite fascinated with checking in on him.” Mary shrugged as she bent down to inspect something in the sand.

      “I assure you, I can’t abide him in the least,” Calliope returned firmly. “He is a thorn in my side.” Determined to put the viscount out of her thoughts once and for all and to prove to Mary, as well as herself, that he meant nothing, she crouched down beside her guide. “What have you found there?”

      Mary’s dark head lowered to peer more closely at the item in question. “A fossil. A particularly interesting one.”

      “It looks like some sort of plant,” Calliope noted, hoping that she might have guessed correctly.

      Mary shook her head. “No. It’s more of a type of animal, like a starfish, or a sea urchin. It just appears like a leaf because of its distinct shape.” She ran her finger in a line down the center of the spine. “There are these branches that come out of the main stem and act as arms to the central body.”

      As she continued to note the various characteristics of the fossil, Calliope realized how gifted this young woman was. She was certainly ahead of her time, and should the geological society eventually accept females, she could likely teach the men who participated quite a lot about her scientific findings.

      After the fossil was tucked into Mary’s bag, they continued their quest. It might have seemed like an easy task to wander among the sand and stone, but Calliope realized just how daunting a task it truly was. Out of the thousands of rocks and shells that littered the coastline, only a small percentage of them turned out to be something of value. Since Mary had been walking these same paths since she’d been a child, it was no wonder she had a keen eye for certain distinctions that separated one from another. She managed to uncover items that most people might just walk past without giving it a second glance, but Mary did not. Calliope realized that she had chosen the perfect guide, as she could learn a lot from this woman.

      If only she wasn’t so distracted by a certain gentleman…

      Calliope gritted her teeth as she pressed forward.

      She started toward a sizeable ledge that bordered the base of the cliffs. It was so smooth that it looked out of place with the rest of the shoreline. As she drew closer, Calliope inhaled sharply, for a large, limestone expanse was littered with countless swirled fossils. “This is… amazing,” she breathed.

      “This is what we call the ammonite pavement,” Mary said with a touch of pride in her voice. She pointed toward a certain formation. “That’s a rare mollusk. There are several here just like it.”

      “How did they all… get here?” Calliope asked, fascinated by the view before her.

      “It’s a preserving process that happens over a period of many years.”

      She glanced over at Mary. “It’s all rather overwhelming to think about, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. It’s why I’ve always been intrigued by fossils. It might be simple to explain, but time itself is so expansive and incomprehensible that the only way we can hope to understand it, is to preserve these artifacts and study them in detail.”

      Calliope was starting to understand how important Lyme Regis was, especially when it came to the history of their country. It truly was a special place, and she realized that she had made the right decision by coming here.

      At the sound of masculine laughter behind them, Calliope spun around, expecting to encounter the viscount. Unfortunately, she moved too fast, and the heel of her boot caught the edge of one of the formations. She let out a cry of alarm as she fell to the hard ground at her feet. Mary shouted her name, as if from a distance, but time itself seemed to pause.

      Suddenly, Lord Blakely’s face was directly above her line of vision. “Calliope! Are you hurt?”

      She blinked, trying to gain her bearings as he helped to move her to a sitting position. After doing a quick assessment of her person, she shook her head. “I’m fine.” However, when she attempted to rise, a sharp pain of protest was sent to her brain. She ground her teeth together. “My left ankle.”

      The viscount nodded sharply and started to lift her skirts.

      Her face instantly heated as she tried to halt his movement. “My lord! I must protest—!”

      He paused and looked back at her, those dark eyes assessing. “I need to check the injury to see if anything is broken.”

      “You’re not a doctor!”

      He sighed impatiently. “Perhaps not, but you will do more harm than good to yourself if you don’t trust me.”

      She warred with her conscience, but reluctantly agreed to let him examine her. She told herself that he was professional, just like any physician from London. However, the moment he slipped off her shoe and wrapped his warm, strong palm around her ankle, she froze. The pain began to recede, swiftly replaced by the awareness of his hands upon her.

      “Does this cause any discomfort?” he asked as he slowly began to manipulate her foot, rolling it slowly one way and then the other.

      When those dark eyes pierced her, she slowly shook her head.

      After that, everything changed.
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      Sebastian stilled. It was as if the breeze coming in from the sea shifted course. He found himself adrift in the depth of Calliope’s deep green eyes. A few copper strands escaped from beneath her bonnet and blew past her face—directly in front of those lips that he yearned to kiss.

      As if she could read his thoughts, he heard the change in her breathing and those magnificent lips parted. Could it be that she was anticipating the same moment?

      His hand slowly trailed from her ankle to the back of her calf, and he saw the pulse beat at her throat start to flutter rapidly. He slowly leaned closer, and she watched him with wide eyes, but she didn’t move away. He took that as a positive sign, but it wasn’t until her pink tongue darted out to moisten her lips that he had to hold back a groan.

      His focus never left her mouth. Just a bit farther, and he could finally be granted a slight taste of her sweet…

      “Will she be all right, my lord?”

      The spell was broken as Calliope scrambled away from Sebastian. “I’m quite well. Feeling better already.” She was rambling, but Sebastian had to applaud her bravado when she got to her feet. “I think that’s enough exploring for today. I think I shall return to the hotel for some tea.” She winced when she put any pressure on her foot, but nevertheless, she snatched her boot from his grasp and started to limp back toward the village on her own.

      Sebastian couldn’t let that stand. He strode forward and scooped her into his arms before she had time to object.

      “My lord! What are you—?” Her arms went around his neck on instinct as he held her close to his chest.

      “I’ll not have you injuring yourself further and give you even more reasons to despise me,” he interrupted dryly. He glanced over his shoulder at Joseph and Mary. “There’s no need to spoil the rest of your afternoon. I will ensure Lady Calliope is settled.”

      With that, he continued walking.

      After a time, he heard Lady Calliope’s soft voice say, “I don’t hate you.”

      He returned his focus to her with a snort. “Don’t you? If I recall you have taken great steps to ensure that our paths seldom cross.”

      She lifted her chin. “You don’t think that might have something to do with your reputation? If you might recall, a gentleman isn’t excluded from polite society if they are caught in flagrante delicto.”

      He lifted a brow. “You speak Latin?”

      “Very little,” she admitted. “In truth, I found it to be dreadfully boring.”

      He laughed. “My tutors at Eton would have said the same. They despaired that I would ever pass the course, which would mean I would have to take it again. They definitely didn’t want that.”

      She angled her head to the side. “Why were you so incorrigible?”

      “Trust me, I wasn’t alone in my exploits.” He offered her a sly wink. “I know you think a lot of Lord Somers, since he’s married to your sister, but I can assure you, we used to make quite a bit of mischief in London.”

      Her lips twitched and there was a decided sparkle in her gaze. “I suppose I can’t say anything. Minty and Isa used to get so angry at me for escaping our governess and sneaking away to climb trees. I daresay the outdoors held more fascination than it did being trapped in a stuffy nursery practicing my letters.”

      “I’m not sure I can picture you as such a hoyden, Lady Calliope,” he murmured.

      She laughed and the sound shot straight to his groin. “Then I fear you do not know me at all, as I was quite an undomesticated lady.” She scrunched up her nose, which he thought was rather appealing. “As I got older, I took extra care not to injure my gowns, as I found a certain appreciation for silks and satins. In London, I have also gained the beauty sleep that I was generally denied in the country.”

      “Now that, I do believe.” His eyes warmed on her lovely face, and she had the grace to blush slightly.

      However, that didn’t keep her from chiding him as well. “There is the deadly charm that I was warned away from.”

      He frowned. “From whom?”

      “It doesn’t matter, because I feel there was good reason for the caution.”

      He sighed. “Condemned before the trial, is that it?”

      She didn’t reply, but he knew the answer. It was written clearly on her face. He narrowed his gaze slightly. “And here I thought you weren’t the type of woman who paid attention to idle gossip.”

      “In point of fact, I fear I must. I peruse the scandal sheets in order to preserve the Bevelstroke name.” She winced. “It was nearly besmirched by the actions of my younger sister. Thank goodness the Duke of Gravesend is an honorable man and he loves Livy, or Isa and I might have endured more difficult times as unmarried women hoping to make our mark in a man’s world.”

      “Yet here you are.” He adopted a lazy grin. “As for me, it’s a good thing I’ve recently been regarded as quite a catch. Most of the matrons in London claim it to be so. Naturally, they can’t be wrong.”

      “Naturally,” she teased in return. Although his muscles were starting to burn from carrying her such a distance, suddenly the entire day became brighter than before, his energy restored.
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      Other than the throbbing in her ankle, Calliope had to admit that she hadn’t enjoyed such a civil conversation with Lord Blakely. She’d known him for months, but in London, he was a thorough rake. But here, in this sleepy, little village, he was starting to exhibit a different side to him that she found she liked very much.

      Of course, that could be dangerous. She didn’t want her heart to become engaged with anyone, and to allow herself to fall for the viscount would be disastrous indeed. The truth was, he would always be the mischievous young man about town, just as she would continue to be the same, daring girl on the inside. A match that would surely end in heartbreak.

      And yet…

      When she’d injured herself, the viscount had been there to see to her needs. It had been quite… nice. For so long, Calliope hadn’t been able to lean on anyone else. When she’d been younger, Isadora was generally assisting their father in his study, while Araminta tended to hover about Olivia. It left Calliope to her own devices, and why she had tended to get into more trouble than her sisters. However, being alone had taught her how to do most things on her own. She loved the idea of independence.

      But she had also enjoyed being held in Viscount Blakely’s arms. He was strong and virile, and it made her yearn to snuggle down deeper into his warmth. Unfortunately, she hadn’t removed herself to this quiet town of Lyme Regis just to embark on a scandalous affair. She had every intention in finding something remarkable to take back to London. From there, she might even make her way to Egypt and explore the pyramids and the ancient tombs of the Pharaohs. The world was hers for the taking and she couldn’t let anything—or anyone—alter her from that course. Or else, what was the point? How might women become anything other than the adornment on a man’s arm unless they could prove themselves otherwise? It wasn’t fair that one had to be considered male to be of any worth. Wasn’t it the female of any species that brought new life into the world? And yet, they were ignored and told to behave and dress in a certain manner, while men could do whatever they pleased without the threat of repercussion.

      “You’ve become rather quiet.”

      Calliope glanced at Lord Blakely, his face so close to her own. She had nearly made a terrible mistake by allowing herself to kiss him earlier. If she were to focus on her future plans, she must remember that he was nothing more than a friendly acquaintance. Even flirting was out of the question, because it could lead to more. In time, she was confident that this sudden fascination would fade.

      They were near the Cobb, the wall that surrounded the main section of the village, so she announced, “I think I’m fine to walk from here.”

      He paused, as if he might argue, but then he reluctantly set her on her feet.

      She tested her weight on her ankle and was pleasantly surprised to find that, other than a slight twinge, it was much improved. She glanced at him. “I think it’s better.”

      He smiled. “That’s a relief.”

      She pushed aside the fact that he had particularly nice teeth and extended a hand to him. He looked at her curiously. “I believe this is the way the Americans seal a pact,” she explained.

      He accepted her offering, but instead of immediately releasing her, he held her hand in his. “And what sort of pact are we making?”

      She straightened. “I propose a truce. If you cease with your ridiculous flirtation, I won’t attempt to avoid you when we are in the same vicinity.”

      “I see.” He appeared to considered this, and then he shook their clasped hands. She told herself that she didn’t thrill at the contact. “I think I can agree to that.” He let his hand fall back to his side, although she noted his fingers flexed. She could almost feel the same motion, as if they were still connected.

      She clasped her hands behind her. “Will you be here tomorrow?” she asked, not sure why she was suddenly reluctant to leave his side.

      He inclined his head. “I will.” His eyes warmed slightly, and then he glanced back over the cliffs. “Something tells me there’s amazing treasure out here somewhere, just waiting to be explored.”

      “I think you may be right,” she concurred. When he returned his attention to her, she curtsied slightly. “Good day, Lord Blakely.”

      She turned and walked away, the pain in her ankle nearly diminished.
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      “You’re up early today. Trying to best me, are you?”

      Calliope told herself not to let her pulse accelerate when she heard the viscount’s deep timbre coming from behind her, but she failed miserably. She turned her head and even though her bonnet helped to shield the sun, she still used her hand to hold back some of the glare. He looked entirely too handsome today. His sandy blond hair was already tossed by the wind and the black greatcoat he wore flared behind him, giving him a rather impressive appearance.

      She was glad that she had asked her maid to take a bit more care with her appearance that morning. She’d donned a cheery, yellow day dress, but as the breeze carried a slight chill with it again that day, she had been forced to pair her dark green pelisse with it.

      “I shan’t be much competition if I didn’t challenge you,” she replied promptly.

      He bowed reverently. “And I should hate to deprive you of the victory you would gain at my expense. Thus, I will remove myself to the other end of the beach where you can work safely without the threat I shall take credit for any discovery you might unearth.” With a parting wink, he continued on his way.

      “Are you sure you two aren’t courting?” Mary Anning asked, having observed the exchange from a short distance away.

      Calliope cleared her throat. “Not at all,” she denied, although her enthusiasm at seeing him shouldn’t be quite as bright as it was. “I’ve known him for some time as he’s the best friend of my sister’s husband. If a romance were to spark up between us, it would completely ruin this wonderful repertoire that we share.”

      “I suppose,” Mary shrugged, not inclined to share in the jest Calliope had attempted. There was a brief pause, then Mary said, “My mother said you don’t intend to marry. I carry no illusions that I shall be nothing more than a spinster myself, although it is not entirely by choice. It’s just that Lyme Regis is rather lacking when it comes to acquiring a suitable husband. Most of the young men are either spoken for, or they decide to move away from here.” She looked at Calliope steadily. “But don’t you think it would be nice to have someone to call your own someday?”

      Calliope had considered this question many times and had been expecting it from society when she had been discussing the move to London with her sisters, so she had a reply at the ready. “Sometimes I admit it would be nice to have a confidante, but neither do I wish to be under some illusion that marriage is the only answer for my future.” She shrugged. “I suppose when you set out on a certain path in life, it’s difficult to veer from it.”

      “Don’t you ever want children?” Mary prodded.

      Calliope paused now, wondering if these questions were really directed at her—or if the young woman had something she was trying to figure out in her own life. “Is something troubling you, Mary?”

      She quickly glanced away and shook her head. “No. Forget I asked. I’m sorry for bothering you.” She gathered her tools and started to move farther inland and although Calliope was concerned by her abrupt behavior, she decided that it was best to let her be by herself. If there was something weighing heavily on her mind, Calliope generally didn’t wish to be poked and prodded about it. She decided that if she wished to speak further on the matter, she would let Mary come to her.

      For the rest of the morning, Calliope toiled alone. Mary had given her some simple things to look for and it didn’t take long for her to figure out that uncovering fossils was not an easy task. Perspiration quickly beaded her brow as the chill to the morning started to wane and the sun began to beat down upon her. She stood up and removed her pelisse, laying it over a nearby boulder.

      That was when a miracle occurred.

      Calliope glanced down and spied what appeared to be a rock at first glance, but there was something different about it that she couldn’t quite explain. She picked it up and retrieved the small brush that Mary had allowed her to use to clean the sand and debris away from any possible finds.

      It didn’t take long before she was shouting for her companion. “Mary! I think I found something!” Unfortunately, the girl was nowhere in sight, but Joseph and Lord Blakely quickly answered her excited call.

      Calliope noted that the viscount had eschewed his greatcoat as well and the lean figure that drew closer to her made her heart race just as rapidly as the object she held in her palm. She held her breath as Joseph Anning took the item from her hand and inspected it carefully. She glanced at Lord Blakely, who gave her an encouraging nod of approval.

      “It appears to be some sort of reptile vertebra,” Joseph announced at last.

      Some of Calliope’s spirits plummeted, for she had been hoping to stumble upon a fossil that might have been a bit more rare, but at least she’d found it on her own, and that was worth celebrating.

      As Mary reappeared and joined Joseph to inspect Calliope’s discovery, the viscount walked over to her with his hands clasped behind his back. “Nice job, Lady Calliope,” he said.

      Since she was feeling proud of herself, and particularly complaisant, she turned to him and said, “Call me Callie. My sisters do, and since you’re my brother-in-law’s best friend, I think that make us practically family.”

      He offered a mock wince, followed by a teasing mien. “I’m not sure I would go that far. But since you are being accommodating, I should tell you that Grey has called me Seb for years.”

      “Seb.” She repeated the single syllable, trying it out on her tongue. “I daresay it suits you.”

      He laughed. “I’m not sure if that’s an insult or a compliment.”

      “It’s the latter,” she assured him.

      “Then I’m satisfied.” He smiled and it warmed her more than the sun ever could. As her toes curled in her boots, he said, “Would you care to check out the fare at the Three Cups this evening? In honor of your vertebra?”

      Calliope considered his offer. “It depends. Will the marquess be joining us?”

      He gave a long-suffering sigh, as if he was bemoaning the fact as well. “My grandfather shall be present, yes. I know you didn’t hit it off all that well on your first meeting, but I accept the blame for that. While he can appear to be a bit gruff on the outside, most of it is all bluster.”

      Her lips twitched. “What else do you have in common?”

      “Wench.”

      Her grin grew. “I should be glad to accept your invitation, because unlike some people, I don’t rely upon my first impression to form an opinion. Granted, he didn’t attempt to mince words when we met, but neither did I. Tonight should give us both a clear understanding of one another.” She lifted her chin. “You will find that I’m not easily intimidated.”

      His eyes heated. “I knew that from the first time I saw you at the theatre.”

      “Because of my red hair?” she returned saucily.

      “No.” He lowered his voice to a husky murmur. “Because you completely ignored my attentions. It endeared you to me for all eternity.” He winked with a decided twinkle in his eye, and then he turned away.
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      Sebastian enjoyed this easy banter between him and Lady Calliope much more than her desperate attempts to flee when he was in the same proximity. He hoped that their truce would stand indefinitely. Granted, it was akin to torture to be this close to the lady and know that he had to keep his hands to himself. But he had to tread lightly if he intended to respect her boundaries. He had just managed to earn her trust. He didn’t wish to end the tenable bond they had recently established.

      Later that day, when he returned to the Three Cups, he informed his grandfather that they would be dining downstairs, instead of taking a tray in their rooms as they’d done recently. He also mentioned that they would be entertaining a guest.

      The cane smacked the floor, a sign of his grandfather’s irritation. “I didn’t come all this way to watch you flirt with some chit. I can do that in London. I’m here to improve this blasted leg so that I can return to the solitude of the city where I belong.”

      As Sebastian straightened his cravat in the mirror, he wished he hadn’t left his valet behind in London. The salt in the air was not complementary to his attire. His grandfather, of course, kept only a light staff on at his townhouse and hadn’t employed a valet in years. The servants that he did retain were nearly as sour and straightlaced as the marquess himself.

      Sebastian rolled his eyes. “I would hardly categorize London as “solitude.” As far as Lady Calliope is concerned, I’m sure you can ascertain that she is not just any woman.”

      “Hmph.” His grandfather snorted. “She does seem much improved to the gels I’ve read about in those ridiculous scandal rags in connection to you.”

      Sebastian glared at him from the mirror. “I’m both appalled and impressed that you actually read those lies.”

      “They aren’t lies if you aren’t denying them,” the marquess pointed out with another smack of his cane.

      Sebastian decided that he looked the best he could under the circumstances and finally turned around. “I know there’s a gentleman inside there somewhere.” He pointed toward his grandsire’s chest. “So please try to incorporate some of that decorum this evening.”

      His wizened eyes narrowed. “I was charming ladies before you were even in the womb, boy. I think I know how to comport myself.”

      “Hmm.” Sebastian walked over and started to wheel his grandfather’s chair forward, but his efforts were waved off.

      “I shall walk on my own tonight,” the marquess announced. He lifted his chin proudly and limped over to the door. He paused to glance back over his shoulder, “Are you coming or not? It would be in poor form to keep the gel waiting.”

      Sebastian’s lips twitched, although he coughed into his fist to keep from showing off his smile. “Indeed.”

      He followed his grandfather down the stairs and a quick glance around the tap room showed that Lady Calliope had yet to arrive. This was good, for it gave them a chance to get settled into the private dining area. The serving maid brought them each some wine as they waited.

      “Maybe she won’t even come,” his grandfather said with his usual bluster.

      Sebastian lifted a brow. “Then I suppose we shall have to entertain ourselves with this nice, romantic dinner.” He flipped open his serviette and pinned him with a humorous expression.

      His grandfather waved a dismissive hand at him. “Bah!”

      “Am I too late to join you?”

      Sebastian forgot everything else at the sound of her voice. He rose to his feet and offered a brief bow toward Lady Calliope. “You’re right on time,” he returned and pulled out a seat for her, right next to him.

      As she walked forward, he drank in the sight of her. She had changed into a dark green dress that perfectly matched her eyes. After she was seated, it took a moment for him to gain full control of his facilities.

      However, his grandfather was quick to put him in his place with a noted clearing of his throat. Seb returned to his chair and sat down. “I assume you remember my grandfather, Lord Abersheen?”

      “Of course.” She met the marquess’s gaze directly “How could I forget?”

      Sebastian wanted to laugh aloud, for it was the perfect mix of wit and insolence. Unfortunately, the subtle gesture didn’t go unnoticed.

      Lord Abersheen narrowed his gaze. “I see that you still have that sharp tongue about you this evening.”

      “I seldom go anywhere without it,” she returned sweetly. “I daresay it has taken years of practice to perfect. I suppose it comes with living in a household with three other sisters.”

      “Hmph. I suppose the lot of you terrorized your poor governess.”

      “You might make that plural, my lord. I admit that one or two may have left on my account.” By the way she smiled, Seb wondered if she wasn’t proud of the fact. Her esteem in his eyes just rose several notches.

      “Is that so? I suppose you don’t have anything to offer a prospective suitor.”

      Sebastian winced at his grandfather’s haughty tone, but it didn’t seem to faze Lady Calliope. “What I have to offer doesn’t matter, because I don’t intend to marry.”

      “That’s preposterous,” the marquess returned adamantly. “A woman must take a husband.”

      “I suppose that would be true for my sister, Araminta, who just wed the Earl of Somers, or perhaps my younger sister, Olivia, who recently married the Duke of Gravesend. I have no such designs.” Sebastian grinned as she accepted her drink from the serving maid with a bright smile. She was equally gracious when their food was brought out. “But if you are still searching for any unique qualities I might possess, I fear they do not extend to embroidery or watercolors. I abhor reading, but I do enjoy the society columns and admiring the latest fashions from Paris. Of course, I also have a particular interest in searching for rare fossils.”

      Sebastian glanced at his grandfather, but he could tell the subject was far from being closed. As they began to consume the fare before them, the conversation continued. Sebastian added little to the exchange but listened quite avidly. It didn’t take him long to learn that she had no compunctions in handling a gruff man like his grandfather, nor did she back down from any debate.

      “The study of science is best reserved for men who are familiar with the art,” the marquess snapped.

      “I’m sure you believe that to be true, because you haven’t been taught any different,” Lady Calliope countered evenly, as she took a bite of her chicken. “However, I don’t share the same sentiment. It hasn’t taken me very long at all to see that Miss Mary Anning is quite knowledgeable about the fossils she studies. I was also told that many of her works have been published in various articles and essays, but because she is a female she is never given the credit she deserves. Do you think it fair that she doesn’t get the proper recognition?”

      The marquess hit his cane on the floor. “A woman’s place is not amongst politics! It isn’t proper.”

      She shifted her focus back to her plate. “And who says it’s not? The men who don’t wish for change?” She shook her head. “The world is altering around us every day, my lord. If we continue to live in the past, we should never experience anything new, and wouldn’t that be a shame.”

      Sebastian couldn’t stop from raising his glass in salute. “Well said, my lady.”

      His grandfather shot him a disdainful glare. “I should know that you wouldn’t take my side in this debate,” he growled. “You have always been forward in your ideals. I am grateful that I won’t be alive to see this entire country crumble before my eyes, the values that were installed in me ground into dust.”

      Sebastian would have retorted, but Lady Calliope interjected before he could do so. “Who is to say those same values can’t be respected and cherished as before? Just because women might be allowed to have a voice doesn’t mean that England is doomed. In America, people are starting to see the need for these same freedoms.”

      His grandfather’s face turned almost purple. He threw down his serviette. “You speak of treason to the Crown as though it is something to be revered!” he spat. “Or do you not recall how that blasted country was founded?”

      “I would never condone treason,” she returned firmly. “But I do respect those who fought to seek a different way of life. What about when suggestions are made and voted on in Parliament? Politics are necessary, but that doesn’t mean they are never altered.”

      “It’s hardly the same,” he grumbled.

      “Isn’t it?” she returned boldly. “Nothing shall ever be resolved unless there is someone courageous enough to speak up. While I don’t yet have the power to have a voice, I hope that someday, that will change and I, too, can express my opinions.”

      “You seem to do that readily enough now,” the marquess shot back, but when Sebastian glanced at his grandfather, he saw a decided spark of respect in his gaze.

      Since Sebastian didn’t wish for the situation to escalate out of control, he decided it was best to intercede. “I think that is enough politics for one evening.” He took a sip of his wine. “Shall we discuss the weather?”

      Lady Calliope’s green eyes sparkled with mirth. “How very diplomatic of you, my lord.”

      He chuckled. “I suppose it comes from years of sparring with my grandfather.”

      The marquess merely mumbled under his breath.
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      Calliope had always been one to discuss the forbidden, and the fact that the marquess was willing to allow her the chance to do so was quite impressive. Because he was advanced in years, naturally he was set in his ways, but although he was still just as surly as she had remembered from their initial introduction, she decided that, while she didn’t necessarily like him, she respected his opinions as well, because he was so fervent in expressing them.

      When the marquess started to get tired from the wine and moved to a more comfortable chair by the hearth, Calliope remained in her seat next to Lord Blakely at the table. When they overheard his deep, even breathing, proving that he had fallen asleep, she smiled at her companion. “I think I wore him out with all of my forward ideals.”

      Sebastian snorted. “It wouldn’t be the first time he’s gotten up in arms. I have a habit of engaging his anger quite often.”

      She laughed, and the way his eyes warmed on her face caused her mirth to slowly fade away into something infinitely more dangerous. The wood in the fireplace crackled and the light glow surrounding them turned the room into the perfect setting for a romantic tryst.

      Calliope blinked and glanced down into her half-empty glass of wine and attempted to gain control of herself. “You seem very close,” she noted. “I bet you had an interesting childhood.”

      She dared to look back at him, but this time, his gaze was averted. “I’m afraid there’s really not much to tell.”

      She frowned lightly, for his body told a different story than his words. His shoulders had stiffened, and his jaw had tightened. “I doubt that’s true,” she said softly. “Something tells me you were quite a hellion who continually bedeviled his governess.”

      He shrugged. “What young lad doesn’t accomplish that?” He glanced at her and offered a wicked grin. “Or lady?”

      Calliope decided not to prod too much into his past, for it was apparent he was reluctant to discuss it. Instead, she chose to open up to him and perhaps earn a bit of his trust, so that he might become more comfortable confiding in her.

      She leaned slightly closer and said in a conspiratorial voice, “Would you be surprised to learn that I was a very naughty girl?”

      He closed more of the distance separating them. “Exactly how naughty are we talking?”

      “The worst. I used to hide so that I didn’t have to practice the pianoforte.”

      His lips quirked upward. “That doesn’t seem so terrible. In fact, I would probably do the same.”

      Calliope decided to take it one step further, even though she was playing with fire by doing so. “Then would it shock you to learn that I’ve been kissed before?”

      She earned a raised brow for that confession. “Have you?”

      “Indeed.” She nodded. “It was a rather rushed affair behind the church from one of the village boys. He told me that one of his friends dared him.”

      He frowned. “That wasn’t very sporting of him.” His gaze dropped to her mouth. “But I suppose the real question here is, did you enjoy it?”

      She shook her head. “Not particularly. I’d always been curious, especially since my father had been married so many times. It made me wonder what all the fuss was about, but I daresay I could have done without it.”

      Calliope might have been imagining it, but it seemed as though they were drawing closer with each word that was spoken.

      “You wouldn’t want to try it again?” he asked huskily.

      “Kissing?” It was little more than a whisper. “I’m not sure. It would definitely have to be different from the first time. It certainly couldn’t be on a dare.”

      His dark eyes glittered. “Even if it was me daring you?”

      Calliope’s breath started to become shallow. It wouldn’t take much for them to meet across the dining table. Just a little bit farther, and then…

      Her lids fluttered closed, her pulse jumping in sudden anticipation. She hadn’t realized until that moment just how much she wanted Lord Blakely to kiss her.

      A decided snore came from the marquess.

      She jumped back guiltily, her eyes popping back open. Her cheeks were aflame as she hastily got to her feet. “It’s… getting late.” She kept her eyes averted from the viscount. “I should be going. Good evening…my lord… Blakely.” She stammered in embarrassment, and then she turned and fled the room.

      She put her hands to her cheeks and rushed out of the hotel, as if anyone might notice her flushed face and be able to tell that she’d nearly kissed a man.

      But not just any man.

      Sebastian.

      She didn’t halt her footsteps until she was across the street and safely inside her own rooms at the Royal Lion. Her maid had been slumped over in a chair asleep, but when the door slammed, she jerked awake. She took one look at her mistress and her face paled in alarm. “My lady!”

      Calliope waved off her concern. “I’m fine. It’s time for bed,” she added crisply.

      The maid quickly gathered Calliope’s nightdress and helped her out of her gown and underclothes.

      Calliope managed to hold herself together until the maid retired for the evening and she slipped beneath the covers. There, she put her fisted hand to her mouth and bit down on her knuckles to keep from screaming at her own stupidity.

      Thank goodness tomorrow was a new day.
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      Sebastian passed a sleepless night. He tossed and turned, seeing Calliope and her mesmerizing, emerald eyes upon him. She invaded his dreams with that tempting mouth and that glorious red hair. Every time he closed his eyes, he couldn’t dismiss the image of her beneath him, surrounding him, as he slid into her wet heat. The fantasy of her sucking his cock until he released into her eager mouth had him clenching his teeth and groaning into his handkerchief by his own hand when it was still dark outside.

      After he’d pleasured himself, he’d been able to rest, but only for short periods of time. His body was on fire for Calliope and knowing that she was so close, yet at the same time, so impossibly far away, was akin to torture. He hadn’t been this randy for a woman since his days in Eton when he’d ran rampant about the city searching for a willing whore to spread her legs. Looking back, he realized that he didn’t remember any of the women he’d lain with before. They had been a means to an end, an outlet for his lust. Calliope would be more than just a temporary release. When he thought of her sharing his bed, he didn’t want it to be a single coupling, but endless days and nights where they lay tangled in each other’s arms. He would love her slowly and deeply, until the passion became too much to contain and then he would take her with a swift coupling. With that fiery hair, and the intensity he’d already witnessed, there was no doubt in his mind that she would be a zealous lover. He would never tire of her fire, nor her delectable body that teased him beneath all those layers. The true treasure wasn’t among the cliffs at Lyme Regis but found beneath those well-fitting gowns.

      With the dawn, he finally gave up any further pretense of trying to gain any more rest and got up. He ordered a hot bath and soaked in the copper tub until it began to cool. After he’d dried off, he tucked the linen around his waist and used his razor to begin clearing away the golden stubble covering his jawline.

      Once he was finished, he gathered his clothes and got dressed. Only when he was satisfied with his appearance – black trousers, a bottle-green waistcoat with gold trim and a matching velvet jacket, and a white cravat – did he decide to check on his grandfather in the adjoining chamber.

      He rapped sharply on the door and when there was a gruff command from the other side, he walked through. “Good morning.”

      The marquess narrowed his eyes as he sat up in bed, still attired in his night clothes. “You seem in good humor this morning.” It didn’t sound like a compliment, so Sebastian merely waited. “I suppose you’re looking forward to seeing that gel.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned against a nearby wall and shoved aside the urge to sigh. “And if I am?”

      “Bah!” His grandfather threw his arms into the air. His cane was beside him, and Sebastian wondered if he was so upset that he forgot to thump it on the floor. He pointed a finger at him. “That one is trouble, mark my words! She will cause you nothing but heartache and despair.”

      Sebastian shrugged. “Anything in life is a risk.”

      “Now is not the time to be foolish,” his grandfather admonished. “You’ve sown your wild oats. Your duty is to your line. If you must swive this chit, do it and let’s return to London where you can find a proper wife who is eager to become a viscountess.”

      Sebastian sobered instantly. “I would use caution how you speak of Lady Calliope. She is not a loose woman, but from a good and established family.”

      “Oh, yes, I am quite familiar with Marlington.” The marquess spat the former duke’s title as if it left a sour taste upon his tongue. “The ‘Black Widower,’ they called him. Four wives that all died under mysterious circumstances.”

      Sebastian stilled. “I hope you’re not inferring what I think you are.”

      “I’ve read the accounts through the years,” the marquess admitted. “If you ask me, there’s far too many coincidences for that man to be innocent of any wrongdoing.”

      His voice was flat when he returned, “I don’t suppose it matters any longer, as he is dead and buried.”

      “That may be, but certain tendencies pass through the bloodline, and to hear that gel speak as she did last night—” He shook his head. “In my day, she would have been considered fit for Bedlam, and rightly so.”

      “I thought you, of all people, might have appreciated her bold approach.”

      “Within reason!” The cane slammed against the floor, no longer forgotten. “I know you’re led by your cock, but you must use sense before it’s too late.”

      “On that note, I believe I shall take my leave.” Sebastian returned evenly, finished with his irrational ranting. “Perhaps when I return, we can have a normal conversation.”

      With that, he departed.
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      Although Calliope did her best to pretend as though Lord Blakely’s presence didn’t unnerve her the next day when she joined Mary on the beach, she could tell right away that something was bothering him. The day before he’d been quite engaging, but this morning he was distracted and a perpetual frown seemed to have taken up residence between his brows.

      Granted, his reluctance to engage in conversation with her might have been because they had almost kissed. But then, maybe that’s what she thought because it was the reason she was distracted. Thus far, she’d already passed by two ammonites without realizing it. Thank goodness Mary had a keen eye, because she had gathered the fossils in her stead.

      Calliope was about to give up on her own search for the day and return to the hotel when Lord Blakely approached her. “I need to speak with you,” he said brusquely.

      Normally flirtatious, his serious tone concerned her. Since her curiosity was burning more than her uncertainty that moment, she said, “Of course.” They walked in silence for a while, far enough away to allow their companions to be well out of earshot.

      When they were a safe distance away, Calliope was the first to speak. “You seem a bit distant this morning, my lord. Is there something troubling you?”

      He had his hands clasped behind his back and a dark expression had fallen over his face. Instead of replying to her query directly, he asked, “Might I ask a personal question?” After she had agreed, he added, “How did your mother die?”

      “Oh.” Although the question wasn’t what she’d been expecting, she was relieved that he wasn’t approaching her about their interlude the night before. “She perished when I was six months old from a weak heart. Father said that she suffered a difficult birth and never fully recovered.”

      He shoved a hand through his sandy blond hair. “I’m very sorry to hear that.”

      She shrugged. “I’m not much for sentimentality. Either way, it’s difficult to mourn someone I didn’t truly know.”

      He nodded his understanding. “What about your sisters? What happened to their mothers?”

      Calliope wasn’t sure where this line of questioning was coming from, but since it wasn’t a secret, she shared their outcome as well. “Isa’s mother died a year after she was born from a fall from her horse. It broke her neck. Minty’s mother died from fever when she turned three, and Olivia’s mother died upon the birthing bed. It’s a miracle that Livy even survived.” As the viscount seemed to hang on to her every word, a frisson of alarm trailed up her spine, causing her to wonder, “Why do you ask?”

      He lifted a hand and rubbed the back of his neck almost guiltily. “My grandfather mentioned something about the duke before I left and…”

      His words faded away, but she didn’t have any trouble reading between the lines. She stiffened her spine. “So, you just wanted to know if the rumors surrounding the ‘Black Widower’ were true. Is that it?” She shook her head in disbelief. “I thought as one of Grey’s closest friends you might have a bit more empathy when it comes to the gossipmongers, but I see you aren’t any different from the rest.”

      Infuriated, she started to walk away, but he called her name. “Callie, wait!”

      She paused, but only because he’d used her nickname. Whenever she heard it, she thought of her sisters, so perhaps she was a bit more nostalgic than she’d believed after all.

      He reached her side. “Forgive me. I didn’t mean to infer something unsavory had taken place.” He sighed heavily. “To be honest, I’ve always been eager to know the truth.”

      Some of her anger abated. “I suppose I can’t fault you for that. At least you came to me instead of accepting the idle speculation about what happened. Trust me, you wouldn’t have been the first who wanted to believe my father was capable of disposing of his wives.” She lifted an accusatory brow.

      He sobered. “I don’t wish for you to get a bad impression of the marquess. After my parents died, he stepped into the role of father figure. It’s true that he can be a bit rough around the edges, but he’s all the family I have left.”

      Calliope dared to voice the question uppermost in her mind. “What happened to your mother and father?”

      His lips twisted. “I’m surprised no one in London has apprised you of my dark history yet.”

      “Unlike your grandfather, I prefer not to listen to idle chit chat. And while I might peruse the gossip columns, I don’t put much faith in them. Either way, you might be surprised to learn that I haven’t heard anything about your family. I didn’t even know you had a grandfather until I met him in person on this very beach. The only caution I received was about you.”

      “Then you would be one of the few,” he returned almost bitterly. “For while talk subdues over time, there’s not many who are likely to forget a scandalous indiscretion that resulted in murder.”
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      Sebastian clenched his jaw and looked away so he wouldn’t see the horror flash across her face. It was the same every damned time anyone learned of his past. He hated discussing it, because it wasn’t something he yearned to revisit, but since she’d told him about her family, he decided it was only fair that he offer the same courtesy in return.

      He took a deep breath and recounted the events as they had been told to him, because either he had been too young to recall them, or he had repressed his own memories. “I was at our estate when we received the news it had happened.” It. Such a simple word for such a terrible event. He tamped down his emotions and continued in an even tone. “My parents were in London enjoying the Season. I was only nine years old, so I wasn’t allowed to join them. I remained at home so that I would continue to be groomed to inherit the viscountcy. Little did I know that would happen sooner rather than later.”

      He swallowed, the emotions of that day still present, even if his own recollection of that day was hazy at best. “My parents were expected back home, but instead, my grandfather arrived in their stead. He told me that my mother had been killed by a thief, and when my father tried to intercede, he was also struck down, and then the assailant turned the weapon on himself. It was only years later that I learned the truth. That it hadn’t been someone intent on mischief at all, but my mother’s jealous lover. They got into an altercation that ended the lives of three people.” He looked out over the water, where there was nothing but a wide, open expanse. It helped to loosen the tightness in his chest. “I vowed, then and there, that I wouldn’t put myself in a similar situation. It might be expected of me to marry, but I won’t put that misery on anyone.”

      “Surely you can’t believe that such a tragedy would happen again.”

      He dared to return his gaze to her face. He was surprised to find that her eyes were clear and focused. She held no condemnation, unlike others who had confronted him about the misdeeds of the past. “Don’t you think there is the possibility that bad experiences can be revisited?”

      She paused, as if choosing her words carefully. “My sister, Livy, used to think that she would perish in childbirth just as her mother did. She long refused her attraction toward the Duke of Gravesend for this very reason. However, it didn’t stop her from eventually finding happiness with him. She is already increasing with their first child.”

      “I’m glad to hear that it has worked out for them thus far, but what if there are complications with the birth?”

      She lifted her chin. “I prefer to think positively.”

      “And what of your father?” he countered harshly. “Do you think he continued to do the same when he put another duchess in the ground?”

      Sebastian realized he’d gone too far when she jerked as if he’d physically struck her. Her eyes flashed with fire, and she took a menacing step closer to him. “If you want the truth, my lord, I think you’re lashing out at me because you don’t want to face the fact that the reason you are reticent to do your duty, is that you are merely a coward who uses the excuse of his parents’ misfortune as his reasoning.”

      He clenched his jaw and took a step toward her. “Is that so?” He spoke softly, but menace laced his tone. “I’m starting to think that perhaps my grandfather was right about you after all. Perhaps you should be committed to Bedlam for your asinine ideals.”

      For a moment she looked angry enough to strike out at him, but instead she spat, “I admit one thing. I was foolish enough to believe that we could honor a truce when in fact, I should like nothing more than to be free of you for all eternity!”

      “Do you?” He returned in a low growl. “Then I suppose it won’t matter if I did this.”

      He grabbed her wrist and drew her against him. Since he was losing this battle anyway, and the crash of the surf against the rocks made an ideal backdrop for a brief tete-a-tete, his mouth descended on hers. He had been aching for a taste of those sweet lips ever since he’d been denied the opportunity the night before. Once his curiosity was satisfied, perhaps she would quit invading his dreams and he could finally be rid of her once and for all.
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      Calliope tried to tell herself that she would have preferred her memory to recall the brief affections of a brave, village lad when it came to kissing, as opposed to this… onslaught. But it would be a terrible lie. The moment Lord Blakely pulled her against him, her entire core was enveloped by a blazing shot of heat. The force of it made her breath catch, her veins turning to fire beneath her skin.

      Was this what it was like to be well and truly loved? If so, it was no wonder her sisters had been so eager to wed.

      Then again, what she was experiencing right now had nothing to do with tender words or embraces. This was a battle meant to conquer. He held nothing back. He kissed her as though she was the air that he required to breathe, the water he needed to drink. It wasn’t until his tongue ran along the seam of her lips and slid into her mouth that the war waging between them altered.

      Calliope’s knees went weak, and her head spun as passion consumed her. She grasped fistfuls of his jacket as if it were a lifeline that kept her afloat in the midst of this carnal haze. The scent of his clean, woodsy scent taunted, until everything else around her faded away into oblivion. Even the sound of the sea was a distant hum in her ears as Sebastian continued to plunder her senses.

      He groaned and the hand he’d placed at the small of her back brought her closer. Her breasts were crushed against the hard wall of his chest, until the only thing separating them was the material of their clothes. She moaned when the urgent press of his manhood pulsed against her belly. She imagined sliding her hand down the length of his ribcage, past the waistband of his trousers, and farther, until she could feel the solid length of him against her palm.

      When she felt his hand move upward, she began to tremble. Just a little higher and he would be able to mold her breast in his palm.

      But did she want him to touch her?

      Yes. The answer was an all-consuming yes.

      Just as quickly as it all began, the embrace ended. She stumbled slightly when he turned and moved away from her. She was dazed by the sudden withdrawal, until her ears began to pick up the sounds around her once more. That’s when she heard Mary’s enthusiastic voice calling out her name. Thankfully, she was able to regain her footing, and most of her equilibrium before Miss Anning came into sight with her brother at her side.

      Calliope prayed that she didn’t appear as out of sorts as she felt, but they didn’t appear to notice.

      “My lady!” Mary was wearing a large smile, the likes of which Calliope had seldom witnessed until now. “You’ll never guess what we discovered!”

      “Don’t be so modest.” Her brother interjected with an equally satisfied grin. “As usual, it’s your keen eye that uncovers the impossible.”

      Mary rolled her eyes but held out an object to Calliope that she’d been holding. “Look at this!”

      Calliope saw the viscount walk over to the shoreline out of the corner of her eye, but she didn’t dare look his direction, lest her cheeks warm and she gave everything away. She was feeling terribly harried, although when she spied what Mary was holding, her lungs seized for another reason entirely.

      Her entire focus shifted to the object Mary held. “What is it?” she breathed in amazement.

      “It’s called a belemnoid. But this is the most important part.” She pointed to a section of the rock she held. “I believe this to be an ink sac. I have yet to find one with such definition. It proves that this is some sort of cephalopod, similar to the modern equivalent of a squid.”

      Calliope’s gaze widened even further as she stared at the perfectly preserved fossil. She couldn’t believe that something so remarkable had been uncovered. But then, it wasn’t so long ago that she’d looked upon the ichthyosaur remains in Mr. Bullock’s collection. It further proved that Miss Anning was a talented young woman. It took an extreme amount of persistence and knowledge to uncover such artifacts. Calliope couldn’t wait to write to the collector and tell him of their latest find.

      “Are there any more?” Calliope asked, starting to get excited now.

      “I can’t say. I found this one and was eager to share it with you, as it is such a rare discovery.” Mary looked at her expectantly, and Calliope could tell she was also eager to resume her search. “Would you like to join me?”

      “I would love to!” Calliope finally thought she was capable of glancing at the viscount without losing all her self-control. Recalling that they were still at odds, she had to swallow to ensure that her voice worked properly. “Will you be joining us as well, my lord?”

      “I’m afraid not,” he returned in a firm tone. “I promised the marquess that I would join him this afternoon when he took the waters.”

      She inclined her head. “Good day to you then.”

      With that, she walked off with the Anning siblings while Lord Blakely returned to the village.
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      “You’re particularly quiet. I don’t like it.”

      Sebastian nearly sighed aloud at the irate voice of his grandfather. They were in one of the bathing machines set up around the cove. He recalled that the wooden carts on wheels were invented by Benjamin Beale and he admitted that they were quite a marvel. They afforded plenty of privacy in which to change, so that an individual could swim in an otherwise, public setting and still remain decent. With the additional awning, it offered protection from the sun as well.

      “If something is ailing you, don’t let it fester inside of you like an open wound.” He frowned. “If it’s about this morning and the Bevelstroke gel—”

      Sebastian waved a hand. “I don’t wish to talk about her, if it’s all the same to you.”

      For a moment, he thought his grandfather had actually adhered to his wishes, but then he surprised him by adding, “I admit that I may have been out of line.”

      “Surely not,” Sebastian noted dryly.

      The marquess glared at him. “There’s no need to be insolent,” he snapped.

      “I can’t help it if you always bring out the best in me.”

      His grandfather snorted. “We are more alike than you might imagine.” He continued in a somber mien, quite unlike the gruff man Sebastian generally knew. “I was in love once, long before I married your grandmother.”

      Sebastian’s brows lifted. “I never knew that.” He paused. “Did my mother know?”

      “No.” His grandfather shook his head. “It wasn’t something that I cared to discuss with my only daughter, especially when the woman in question wasn’t her mother.”

      For the first time in his life, Sebastian realized that the marquess was actually shaken over this woman, the lost love of his life. “Who was she?” he asked softly.

      He was silent for so long that Sebastian wasn’t sure he would answer. “Her name was Madeline.”

      When nothing was forthcoming, Sebastian prodded, “Why didn’t you marry her? Did she not return your affection?”

      “No, she did,” his grandfather returned adamantly. “It was merely considered an unsuitable match. She didn’t have any dowry, whereas Caroline would come to the union with abundant wealth and ensure that the marquessate would continue to flourish for years to come. Since my father was concerned with the crumbling estate in Shropshire, it was my responsibility as the heir to save the family from financial ruin.”

      Silence. “You sacrificed your own happiness for duty.”

      Those wizened eyes were firm as they turned to Sebastian. The harsh marquess he’d always known had returned. “I would do it all again, because my choices made it possible for my daughter to marry well, which in turn, ensured that her children would be properly settled.” He paused. “I tell you this now because sometimes in life we have difficult choices that we must make, but in the end, they are worth it. When I warn you against Lady Calliope it is for the same reasons. There are too many skeletons lurking in her closet to believe she would make a proper viscountess. It doesn’t matter if her sisters have recently made good matches. Everyone knows that they were done so hastily and without the banns being read. You must consider if that’s the sort of legacy you wish to pass down to your own offspring.”

      “I suppose it’s a good thing I don’t intend to accomplish either,” Sebastian returned dryly.

      The marquess looked at him sharply. “Don’t be ridiculous! You can’t be alone forever. I realize you have taken a particular fancy to this Bevelstroke gel, but the time will come for you to take a wife, because you know it is your duty to do so. If nothing else, consider it a responsibility to honor your father’s memory. But choose wisely. I merely caution you against Lady Calliope, because if you don’t wish to become the target of further malicious gossip, you should redirect your attentions toward another.”

      With that, the marquess slid into the water and began to swim away from the privacy of their box.

      Sebastian glanced out over the water before him, his thoughts pensive.

      His grandfather might be gruff at the most of times, but he was not without the wisdom of his own experiences in dealing with society. Calliope might believe that the only strictures in place were directed toward women. But it wasn’t true.

      Granted, unmarried men had more freedoms to do as they pleased, but in the end, duty knocked on every door. It would come for him too, just as his grandfather had said. Although Sebastian had been faced with difficult choices in the past, this one was the hardest to make. He needed to overthrow this fascination he had with Lady Calliope. His weakness for red hair had made him notice her, but she had gotten under his skin at almost the exact same moment he’d met her. Their flirtation would have to cease immediately. At least, whatever was left after their heated exchange earlier that day. Although the taste of her still flowed through his veins, he would have to refrain from partaking of any more of her sensual delights.

      From here on, there would be no more trips along the coast with the Annings. He would devote the rest of his time in Lyme Regis to ensure that his grandfather’s gout was well enough to return to London. There, he would take the first bride that might qualify as a respectable viscountess, and then he would be free. He would have fulfilled his responsibilities as his father’s heir and satisfied his grandfather’s urgings that he take a wife.

      Only then could he truly be free.
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      The next morning, Calliope told herself that she would face Lord Blakely as if nothing untoward had occurred, even if it killed her. She would not allow him to run her off when coming to Lyme Regis had been her idea in the first place.

      She had written to Mr. Bullock the night before and sent it off with the post with the promise that she would succeed in her quest, because she wasn’t coming back to London empty handed. If she gave up, then everything she’d done thus far would have been for naught. And it wasn’t as if she had any sort of backup plan in case this endeavor didn’t bear fruit. Isa might have already invested some of her trust into business ventures, but Calliope didn’t possess the same sort of understanding that her eldest sister did.

      If she didn’t return with something outstanding, a woman’s voice in science might never be taken seriously. She might never get Mary Anning the chance to be noticed for her work. She would be a laughingstock, a failure, and she would not let that stand.

      Thus, she’d dressed and set out toward the cliffs with determination.

      However, when she joined Mary and her brother, she was granted a brief reprieve, as the handsome visage of the viscount was nowhere to be found. She hated herself for asking the obvious, but her curiosity would not rest until she knew where the enemy was hiding. “Is Lord Blakely not joining us today?”

      Joseph shook his head. “The viscount sent a note to mother last night letting us know that his grandfather needed additional attention, so he would be devoting the rest of his time in Lyme Regis toward his recovery.”

      “I see.” Calliope was momentarily distracted, although she pushed aside any unanswered questions until later. For now, she intended to conduct a thorough search of the beach.

      Unfortunately, as the day wore on and there was nothing of interest to be found, she started to get discouraged. Not only was her quest being thwarted by some unseen force, but she couldn’t remove Lord Blakely from her mind.

      Nor that devastating kiss that they had shared.

      She kept telling herself that she should be grateful that he had finally ceased in his pursuit of her, but at the same time, she didn’t want to leave things as they were. They hadn’t exactly parted on good terms, and he was still the best friend of her brother-in-law. If nothing else, she ought to try to make amends. Or at least, make the effort. If he denied her request, then she could claim that she’d made the attempt.

      Thus, when she parted ways with Mary and Joseph for the day, instead of returning to her lodgings, she crossed the street and entered the Three Cups. She walked inside the establishment and glanced about the tap room. Of course, she wasn’t going to get that lucky. She walked up to the bar and inquired after the viscount. Although the innkeeper didn’t appear pleased at her request to check and see if Lord Blakely was available, he did so without complaint.

      He came back with the news that the viscount and marquess had yet to return. Calliope considered leaving a note but discounted the notion when the innkeeper dismissed her and resumed his duties.

      Discouraged, but determined to speak with Lord Blakely the next day, Calliope opened the door and nearly collided with someone coming in from outside.

      “I’m terribly sorry—” Her words broke off when she realized who she’d run into.

      The viscount’s gaze shone with something predatory, before it was quickly banked, his dark eyes becoming flat. He offered a slight incline of his head, and Calliope noted that it was still damp, the salty scent of the sea still clinging to him.

      “My lady.” The greeting was polite, but perfectly detached and completely at odds from the charming gentleman she had come to know.

      The marquess entered right behind him and paused upon seeing her.

      “Lord Abersheen,” she said coolly, and then returned her attention to Sebastian. “Forgive the intrusion, my lord, but I was hoping I might have a moment of your time?”

      The viscount didn’t immediately accept her request, but as his grandfather mumbled under his breath and used his cane to thump toward the stairs, she assumed that meant he would allow the brief exchange.

      Sebastian waved a hand toward a nearby table. After a moment’s hesitation, as she had been hoping for somewhere a bit more private, she slid into the chair across from him. Once he had taken his seat, she clasped her hands in her lap. “I’m told you will no longer be joining us at the beach.”

      A serving maid came over and set down two mugs of ale. Once she was gone, he nodded his head. “You heard correctly.”

      “Because of your grandfather’s health?” she persisted. “While I know his leg pains him, I didn’t realize things had gotten so severe.”

      His focus dropped to the mug in front of him, but instead of taking a drink, he merely stared at the contents inside, as if he would rather converse with anything other than her. “We have both tired of the seaside and wish to return to London. The only way to do that is to ensure the waters work their magic.”

      She waited for him to continue, but when he didn’t, she shrugged her shoulders. “So, that’s it?”

      His dark eyes returned to hers with an intensity that nearly stole her breath. “What else were you expecting?”

      She gritted her teeth, because she honestly had no idea. “I don’t know, but not this.” She waved a hand between them. “I would prefer to have the light banter back, rather than this stilted awkwardness.”

      He cocked his head to the side. “I thought you didn’t have any interest in me.” He lifted a brow. “At least, that’s what you said at the Langston Ball.”

      “I don’t,” she denied quickly. Almost too much so.

      “And yet, your body told me something entirely different yesterday when I held you in my arms.”

      “A temporary error in judgement, nothing more.”

      He laughed. “If that’s what you believe, then by all means, keep lying to yourself.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I didn’t come here to discuss that… kiss.” She practically hissed the word. “It’s inconsequential.”

      He tapped a finger on the side of his mug. He had yet to take a single drink. But neither had she consumed a drop. “Then why are you here? To order me to return to London tomorrow?”

      “I’m not quite so insensitive,” she returned irritably. “I was hoping that we might be able to push our differences aside and make amends.”

      He shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t do that.”

      “And why not?” she demanded.

      His eyes glittered. “Because it will merely complicate things further.”

      She frowned in confusion. “I don’t understand your reasoning.” She tried a different approach. “I wanted us to be friends—”

      He snorted. “It’s a nice thought, to be sure.” He stood up and reached into his jacket. He tossed down a few coins onto the table, and then he laid his palms flat on the wooden surface. Leaning down until his face was in direct line to hers, Calliope abruptly quit breathing. Heat flared to life in her midsection, and her veins coursed with the same vigor from the day before. “Go back to your fossil search, Lady Calliope, and take heart in the fact that my exploits will be directed elsewhere.”

      With that, he turned and climbed the stairs to his rooms.
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      Calliope did her best to try to do as the viscount suggested and pretend that he wasn’t in the same vicinity, but when she made her way down to the shore the next morning to join Mary, her skin kept prickling with awareness. However, when she turned around, nothing was there. She was alone.

      She wasn’t sure why she was so on edge, other than the fact she kept anticipating Lord Blakely to appear when she least expected it. He had slid into her path more than once in London and she supposed she had grown accustomed to his presence.

      Nevertheless, she ignored the annoying buzz in her head as she combed the sand for new discoveries. She focused all her conscious attention on her quest, but each day she returned to her rooms empty handed. This went on for nearly a fortnight, and each day when she went back to the hotel with nothing to show for her efforts, discouraged and disheartened, she found her attentions lingering on the Three Cups. She had started to take her tea by the window that overlooked the establishment, in the hopes that she might catch a glimpse of that sandy head striding along the street.

      She realized that she was bordering on the obsessed with her need to see Lord Blakely. She had never been this set on a gentleman before, and whereas he had frustrated her so effortlessly before, it made her wonder what had caused those roles to become reversed. She certainly preferred things as they had been.

      Now, she was miserable.

      Calliope wondered if she shouldn’t leave Lyme Regis and seek out her fortunes elsewhere. Surely there were other beaches along England’s coast that were just as rich in fossils as Lyme Regis. Magnificent cliffs bordered much of the land, so perhaps it was time to try her luck at another village.

      It was enough to make her want to burst into tears, and Calliope generally never gave in to such a raw emotion. She much preferred to laugh and enjoy the little things that life had to offer. Unfortunately, of late, the things she had once taken pleasure in were starting to fade in the face of her failures.

      At that moment, her maid burst through the front door. She was waving a paper in the air excitedly. “There’s to be a soiree this Friday at the local assembly rooms!”

      Some of Calliope’s doldrums started to dissipate. “Is there?”

      “Yes!” The servant returned excitedly. “I knew it would be just the thing to cheer you up.”

      “I have been considering conducting a new search for independence,” Calliope sighed heavily.

      Her maid offered a kind smile. “Was this journey truly for independence, my lady, or to prove to yourself it could be done?”

      “A bit of both, I suppose.” She shrugged. “It doesn’t matter now. If I can’t locate one single ammonite on a beach littered with them, then it may be time to reconsider my options.”

      “At least you can have a bit of fun before you decide to do anything rash,” the girl returned pointedly.

      “Spoken with perfect reason, just like Isadora,” she drawled.

      Emma looked at her almost sheepishly. “Would it make any difference if I told you this soiree was in celebration of the viscount?”

      “What are you talking about?” Calliope immediately sat up straighter and snatched the invitation from her maid’s hand. She quickly scanned the contents. “The entire town wishes to acknowledge him for his generous donation.” She pinned the servant with a glare. “I thought he was here for his grandfather, not to be a hero.”

      “I suppose he’s found time to do both.”

      Calliope slapped the paper back into her maid’s grasp. “Really, Emma. Who can I count on here, but you? I can’t believe that you withheld such valuable information from me. Do you not know me at all?”

      Emma’s cheeks colored. “I’m terribly sorry, my lady. You were just so melancholy over the fossils that I didn’t want to feel as though I was pouring salt in an open wound.” As Calliope crossed her arms and stared at her, she added, “I’ve heard that Lord Blakely has been lending his opinions on what the town can do to improve their revenue with expansions. There are rumors that he plans to reach out to some fellow peers in London and garner some sponsors. It could be that Lyme Regis might be a more popular seaside retreat than Brighton someday.”

      “Wouldn’t that be something?” Calliope murmured as she got to her feet and started to pace. “I do believe that it is time I bought a new gown, and I’ve heard the seamstress in town is quite accomplished. The timing of this soiree also gives me the perfect opportunity to spread some cheer of my own.”

      Emma looked at her askance. “What are you planning, my lady?”

      “Don’t worry about it.” She winked. “I’ve got it covered.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Sebastian was fidgety.

      No, that wasn’t right. It made him sound like a nervous school lad.

      Fine. He was edgy.

      He sighed. That didn’t sound any better. It still made him feel as though he should be in short pants standing in front of his former governess, waiting for her to mete out punishment for his latest misdeed. The only problem with that was he was a grown man, and he hadn’t done anything wrong. Not in the last two weeks, anyway.

      Tonight might very well change all that. Thus, the reason for his anxiety.

      He mumbled a curse beneath his breath and downed the latest glass of Madeira. He really didn’t need to lose his head when he was already feeling apprehensive about the night ahead.

      “Lord Blakely.”

      He turned to see Mary Anning at his side. At least, he thought it was her, but the gown she wore was not the usual rags that she was generally forced to don. The cornflower blue dress complimented her dark hair quite nicely. “You look lovely, Miss Anning.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” She blushed in a charming manner and stepped aside to allow her mother to step forward.

      Again, Sebastian was surprised, for Molly Anning wore a peach gown that made her appear much younger than those serviceable, brown gowns she wore. He couldn’t help but smile. She had always been kind to him, and while he didn’t know the reason for their sudden fortune, he was glad for it. “Mrs. Anning. You are a vision. Business must be good lately.”

      “I certainly can’t complain,” she returned with an easy smile. “You have done much to put Lyme Regis on the map with something other than our shoreline. The villagers are grateful for that, which is why we wanted to honor your efforts on our behalf.”

      He was uncomfortable with the praise being heaped upon him. “I was glad to help, but I’m confident that anyone might have done so.”

      “I’m not,” she countered. “Not everyone has a kind heart.” She slid her gaze to a point beyond his shoulder. “However, I can attest that Lady Calliope is a blessing in her own right. She wanted to ensure that all the villagers were properly outfitted for this evening. She has kept our local seamstress, Mrs. Bastine, and nearly every lady in the town who is competent with a needle and thread quite busy these past several days.”

      Joseph walked over to join his mother and sister, and Sebastian lifted a brow when he spied the tailored trousers that he was wearing. Although they were simply made, they fit his lanky frame to perfection.

      As Sebastian glanced about the room, he finally took note of the rest of the assemblage. While he hadn’t thought much about it before now, he admitted that they were outfitted properly. Although not garbed as fancily as the ladies and gentlemen in London, it was a definite improvement over their usual serviceable clothes.

      “When I have the opportunity to run an upholstery shop of my own someday, I think I shall wear this very jacket.” Joseph tugged down the cuffs with a broad grin.

      Molly laid a hand on her son and daughter’s shoulders. “Let’s leave the viscount to greet the other guests,” she said, and departed with a secretive glance behind him.

      Slowly, Sebastian turned.

      Calliope was standing a short distance away and wore a tentative smile. His breath caught, because everything about her was absolute perfection. The light purple dress with its silver trim was simple by London standards, and yet she shone like a diamond among this modest gathering. That brilliant copper hair was piled on her head in an elegant chignon, leaving her graceful neck exposed. He yearned to kiss that soft expanse—among other places of her body.

      His body tightened in response, eager to do just that.

      Bloody hell. This was going to be one of the longest nights of his life.

      He prayed he could make it through unscathed without making an utter fool of himself.

      The sound of a cane thumping next to him caused Sebastian to turn and cast his grandfather a dry look. The marquess had refused the comfort of his wheeled chair, and instead, insisted that he hobble into the assembly rooms on his own. His excuse was that the waters were starting to ease his discomfort, but Sebastian wasn’t so sure about that.

      “Lady Calliope is here.”

      He spoke the obvious, as if Sebastian hadn’t already noticed. “Indeed.”

      “Are you going to speak to her?”

      Sebastian clasped his hands behind his back and looked before him where a group of musicians were starting to tune their instruments for a quadrille. He clenched his jaw. “I can’t say. One minute you tell me she is highly improper, and the next you expect me to approach her. I suppose the real question is, what would you like me to do?”

      “Bah!” The marquess sounded irritable as usual. “You can be an insolent pup at times! Always misconstruing my words to suit your current needs.” When Sebastian remained silent, the cane smacked the floor once again. “I expect you to conduct yourself as a gentleman ought. She is still a lady, regardless of her father’s questionable past. A dance would certainly not be uncalled for; however, I would refrain from the waltz.”

      “Is that all?” Sebastian returned dryly.

      His grandfather didn’t bother with a reply but gave a disapproving snort and shooed him away with his cane.

      Sebastian rolled his eyes but moved along the perimeter of the room. He glanced to where Lady Calliope had been standing, but she was no longer there. A shift of his gaze showed that she was engaged in the dance with the local blacksmith. Sebastian had thought the man to be a pleasant sort, but considering the way he was smiling at Calliope, Sebastian decided that he might recount his initial impression of the scoundrel.

      He removed his attention from them and spied a young girl hovering near the back of the crowd, as if she was uncertain about being there at all. She was wearing a pale green dress and had plain, dark hair pulled back into a tight knot at the back of her head. She was thin, and had hollow, brown eyes. Something about her tugged at the compassionate heart he hadn’t known he possessed, but which Mrs. Anning was adamant that he had.

      As he drew near to the girl in green, her gaze flashed toward him, then quickly fell to the ground. Not until he paused directly before her and offered a polite greeting did her eyes snap back to him. They had widened slightly, as if she couldn’t believe that he was speaking to her.

      He held out a hand. “Would you care to join me for the next dance?”

      She blinked and her mouth opened, but no sound came forth. Finally, she dipped into a hasty curtsy and said, “I…er… my lord. I’d be delighted… yes.”

      He hid the smile that wanted to emerge and took her hand and threaded it through the crook of his arm. When the quadrille ended and the musicians struck up a country reel, they took their places in line across from one another. He bowed gallantly, while she dipped into another quick curtsy.

      It was obvious that she hadn’t danced much, as it took her a moment to pick up the steps, but once she did, her face blossomed with a wreath of happiness. She nearly glowed with it, and Sebastian’s heart expanded in his chest. With all the women he’d escorted about the most elegant dance floors in London, it was a simple girl from Lyme Regis that impressed him the most, because her reactions were genuine. She wasn’t trying to flirt, or act like anyone else. She was innocent and enjoying the entertainment for what it was.

      It had been years since Sebastian had felt anything close to this wholesome stirring inside of his chest. It was the sensation that he’d done something good, something worthwhile. He found that he quite liked it.

      As the dance ended, Sebastian escorted his partner to the edge of the floor where she was immediately approached by a lad that looked to be close to her in age. “Miss Emily. Would ye stand up wit’ me for th’ next set?”

      She eagerly nodded her head and Sebastian was glad to see that she was much more animated than before.

      That feeling inside of him expanded and grew.

      “That was very kind of you, my lord.”

      Suddenly, his chest filled with another emotion entirely. He spun to lock his gaze onto Lady Calliope. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said evasively.

      “Oh, I think you do.” She gestured to where Emily and her young swain were laughing together. “She likely would have been a wallflower all evening if it hadn’t been for your attentions. Now, it’s looking very possible that she might have a suitor before the evening is over.” There was a mischievous gleam in her green eyes. “I never knew you were such a successful matchmaker.”

      He snorted. “Trust me, I had nothing to do with it. She gained his notice on her own merit.”

      She shook her head. “I would disagree, but then, perhaps it is merely that praise makes you uncomfortable.”

      And you. But those sentiments he kept to himself. He bowed lightly to her. “If you’ll excuse me?”

      He turned on his heel and clenched his fists at his sides, for although he yearned to spend all evening with the lady, he reminded himself that it was a fool’s errand.

      He would still be yearning for her when the night was over.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      Calliope’s mouth went slack as she watched the viscount walk away from her. Again, she had approached him with the hope that they might allow each other to push aside their grievances so that they might converse on a mutual level. But apparently, he wasn’t even willing to do that.

      This was not acceptable behavior in the least.

      She took off after him.

      By the time she edged her way around the crowd without pushing her way through, that lengthy stride had already taken her quarry outside. “Lord Blakely,” she called out after him. When he didn’t look back at her, but kept walking, she said more firmly, “Lord Blakely!”

      He turned a corner of the building and Calliope continued her pursuit directly into the alley.

      She instantly found herself caught in an iron grip and her back pressed firmly against the wall. His mouth swooped down on hers in a kiss that made her entire body burst into flame, just as before. She temporarily forgot her reason for being there, as the passion that he released on her was relentless. She wound her arms around his neck and returned his intensity with her own.

      Finally, when she was feeling lightheaded from a lack of air, he released her, but not completely. As she gulped in the breath she’d been denied, he held her face in her hands. His dark eyes were bright, his voice fervent when he demanded, “Why must you continue plaguing me?”

      She frowned, not caring for the accusation in his tone. “If you will recall, I left London and yet, you decided to follow me here!”

      “A mistake I shall certainly lament for the rest of my days!” He pushed away from her and ran a hand through his hair.

      For some reason, his words caused her eyes to sting. “I’m not keeping you here,” she returned woodenly. “You can leave anytime you wish.”

      He laughed harshly and spun back around to glare at her. “If only it were that simple.”

      She lost the limit on her patience. “It is!” she shot back. “You don’t have anything to prove by staying here, and you and I both know that if your grandfather wanted to take the waters, he could remove to anywhere else along the coast.”

      He dropped his head and released a weary sigh. “It’s true. I could have left the moment I arrived.” He returned to where she was and put an arm on either side of her head, trapping her within the confines of his body. “But the problem is that you wouldn’t be there.” He reached out and brushed back a stray strand of her hair. “You drive me mad. I can’t sleep for picturing your glorious hair spread out in my bed, your beautiful body lying beside me.” He leaned closer to her. “I’ve done everything possible to convince myself to retain my distance, when all I want is your every waking thought to be about me.”

      He leaned down and sucked on the delicate skin near her ear. She gasped and instinctively pressed closer to him. When his hand slid down her side and found her breast, she inhaled sharply when he toyed with the hardened nipple.

      “That’s why you’ve been avoiding me? Because I’m a… distraction?”

      In response, he kissed her swiftly, but it carried just as much raw passion as before. When they parted, she was panting, her entire body aflame. “It appears that we’re a distraction to each other.”

      She couldn’t argue with that when he’d already proven his point. Suddenly, her mind started to race. “Perhaps there is a solution for both of us.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “What do you mean?”

      She swallowed nervously but pressed on. “I don’t plan to marry, but neither do I want to ignore everything that life has to offer. Maybe there’s a way we can both get what we want.”

      His eyes glittered almost ominously. “That’s a dangerous way to talk.”

      “Indeed, it is,” she concurred. “But I’ve never known Viscount Blakely to eschew any challenge.” She looked up at him through her lashes.

      He clenched his jaw. “There are risks involved.”

      “There are risks in everything,” she concurred. “I took a risk by coming here and searching for fossils when I knew nothing about the difference between a rock and an animal vertebra. But I’m still here.” Calliope knew she was playing with fire, but she couldn’t stop from boldly reaching out and running a finger down the center of his chest. “The question is, how far are you willing to go to achieve victory?”
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      Sebastian was speechless.

      Never in his life had he known a proper lady to completely turn the tables on him. For the past few months, he’d chased after her like a panting hound hoping to get a juicy morsel from the hare, and now she was offering him the one thing he craved above all else. The opportunity to be with her, no strings attached. Just a mutual satisfaction.

      Was he dreaming?

      Then again, his common sense warned him that this could be a trap, for it seemed too good to be true.

      Before he had the chance to respond, her teasing expression waned. “Of course, I understand if you don’t want—”

      He reached out and held her face in his hands. “God, yes, I want.” As he kissed her, he realized that his answer had already been revealed. Words were not needed when actions were much more effective.

      He moved one of his hands to the nape of her neck, and with the other he cupped her breast through her gown. She sighed against his mouth when he teased the taut nipple through the fabric. Desperate to taste her, he tugged down a corner of her dress and lifted the quivering globe from beneath her bodice. He licked the tip of her breast with his tongue. She slid her hands into his hair and brought him even closer.

      She was so responsive that his cock hardened to the point of pain. He lifted his head long enough to whisper in her ear, “Please tell me you aren’t a virgin.”

      He nipped at the edge of the delicate shell, and she moaned. “Would you feel better if I said no?”

      Sebastian closed his eyes. She was testing all the self-control that he possessed. “Since I refuse to let you remember your first time like a whore in a dingy alley with a rutting boar, I suppose this little tryst will have to wait for another time.” He pulled away from her, and after a longing glance at her perfect breast, he moved away so she could put herself back to rights.

      He closed his eyes and waited for an indeterminate amount of time, praying that his unruly cock would settle. By the time he was able to push his passions down to a dull simmer, she announced that she was ready.

      He faced her just as she was putting the last pin in her straightened coiffure.

      Sebastian reached out and took her hand in his. He brought her knuckles to his mouth for a slow, lingering kiss, and then he reluctantly released her. “If we are to embark on this tete-a-tete, it must be discreet, and I’m not sure Lyme Regis is the right place to conduct an affair of this nature.”

      She sighed. “I can’t go back to London. I have yet to discover something amazing to take back to Mr. Bullock, and I’m not sure how I would explain our ‘agreement’ to Isadora.”

      He considered the conundrum before them, and the solution came to him like a bolt of lightning. “Meet me at the coast tonight at midnight,” he murmured.

      Her lips twitched. “Are you suggesting some sort of rendezvous at the sea?”

      He grinned. “I suppose you’ll just have to find out.”

      “I do love a good mystery.” She laughed.

      He couldn’t resist dragging her into his arms one last time before they parted. After a long embrace that had his cock pulsing urgently once more, he pulled back with a wince. “We should return to the soiree, or else I might forget my promise about dingy alleys.”

      With the color high on her cheeks, which only added to her beauty, Calliope departed. It wouldn’t do for them to be seen alone together, especially if someone might have noticed their mutual disappearance. Although Lyme Regis was a friendly town, there weren’t many who looked kindly upon indiscretion of any sort. Scandal was scandal, no matter if it took place in London, or beyond.

      When he thought enough time had passed, and with his cock contained once more, Sebastian returned to the assembly rooms.
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      Calliope was hard pressed to think of much else than her upcoming tryst with Sebastian. It was even more difficult not to keep seeking him out in the midst of the crowd. As it was, whenever they came together during a particular dance, temporarily separated from their current partner, their eyes met and held with the promise of upcoming sensual delights.

      By the time she returned to the hotel, her heart was pounding with anticipation. Her maid was about to assist her into her nightdress, but Calliope halted her actions. She had already told herself that she couldn’t leave without telling Emma what she was planning. No doubt the girl wouldn’t approve, but neither did she wish her to worry if she woke and found her mistress had disappeared.

      “I’m going to be… heading back out this evening.”

      Calliope tried to keep her tone nonchalant, but something in her expression must have given her away, for her maid gave her a hard look. “My lady…”

      Calliope waved away her admonishing tone. “Please don’t act like Isa or Minty right now. I don’t need someone telling me that I’m acting rashly. I just need… this.”

      Emma sighed. “My cousin thought the same thing. She believed that she could lay with a man without any repercussions. While she was fortunate enough not to have a babe out of wedlock, and was discreet enough where her reputation wasn’t injured, I can’t say the same for her heart. It was broken in two when her lover left.” She shook her head sadly. “I fear that the same thing will happen with the viscount. We both know he was a rake in London and a leopard seldom changes their spots.”

      “You can quote scripture all you want,” Calliope said firmly. “My mind is quite set on this course, and I can assure you I will not allow myself to fall for Lord Blakely.”

      “Making love is different for men than it is for women.” Her maid attempted one last time to get her to see reason. “For them, it’s about the needs of the body, but it becomes emotional for a lady. It’s the most intimate thing you can do.”

      Calliope lifted her chin. “Then it’s a good thing I don’t care much for sentimentality.” Her maid still looked downtrodden, so Calliope reached out and gave her a brief hug. “You mustn’t allow yourself to worry about me. I can take care of myself. I’ve done so for several years. I know when to come out of the water without drowning.”

      Emma sighed heavily, but she nodded. “For your sake, my lady, I hope that you do.”

      When Calliope left a short time later, wearing her dark green pelisse and bonnet, she made use of the back stairs of the hotel. She held her breath until she was outside, grateful that she didn’t pass anyone on her way out. It might have been difficult to explain her nocturnal actions if so.

      She kept as close to the cliffs as much as she could, so that her dark clothing might blend into the shadows around her. She couldn’t make out Sebastian’s form just yet, so she kept walking, until the dim lights of the village had completely faded from view.

      Just as she passed a large boulder near the ammonite pavement, she was grabbed from behind. A hand was pressed against her mouth to hold back any scream, but since she was confident she knew who her assailant was, she was able to calm her racing pulse and remain silent.

      His palm gently eased away, and she turned around to find the viscount’s sandy blond hair shining by the light of the moon. His dark eyes were equally compelling as he took her hand and led her over to where his greatcoat was lying on the sand. He was dressed casually in his shirt and trousers, his boots already discarded and sitting nearby.

      “I couldn’t wait for you to get here.” He lifted her hand to his mouth for a brief kiss on her knuckles. Then he released her and started to undo the buttons on his trousers.

      Calliope snorted. “You don’t waste any time, do you?”

      He paused and gave her a tolerant look. “I thought we might take advantage of an evening swim.”

      She could feel her face warm slightly. “Oh.”

      He laughed, but kicked off his trousers, leaving him clad in his small clothes. His shirt was next and as he lifted it over his head, Calliope’s gaze was riveted on the sight of the rippling muscles in his chest and arms, sprinkled with a golden dusting of hair.

      “Like what you see?” he murmured huskily.

      She blinked and crossed her arms. “It’s tolerable, I suppose.”

      “Minx,” he growled, and then stalked toward her.

      She didn’t trust the devilish gleam in his eyes and took a wary step backward. “What are you doing?”

      “You’re wearing entirely too many clothes.” He reached out and pulled on one of the ribbons of her bonnet. A gust of wind from the sea blew it off her head, but it landed softly on the ground at her feet. Sebastian made quick work of her pelisse, and then the rest of her clothes fell away just as swiftly until she was standing in nothing but her shift, stockings, and shoes.

      “You seem as though you’ve had some practice at this,” she noted.

      He only grinned, and then bent down on one knee. He lifted one of her feet and slowly rolled down her stockings and slippers. He tossed them both to the side, completely forgotten.

      He got back to his feet and held out a hand to her. “There’s no turning back now,” he said softly, and she thought he was still teasing her, but something in his gaze was abruptly serious.

      She laid her palm in his.

      He exhaled, as if he had been holding his breath waiting for her acceptance. “So, it begins.”
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      Calliope was trembling, and it had more to do with just the spring chill in the air. She was anxious about the night ahead, but not in a dismissive way, as if it was a chore that she wished to quickly be over.

      There was something about the viscount that made her yearn to be bold and daring, to go back in time to when she was that young girl who liked to climb trees. She giggled as he pulled her toward the shoreline. He didn’t even pause when they reached the water, but ran headlong into the surf, splashing water all around them.

      It had been years since she’d felt so carefree. She had tried to hold on to that same spirit in London, but her sisters wanted to subdue that side of her. She hadn’t been able to embrace the true Calliope Bevelstroke fully, as it was too dangerous. There, she had to be proper and straightlaced. But tonight, on this deserted stretch of sand and rocks along the Lyme Regis shoreline, she could embrace that wild nature once more.

      “Oh! It’s cold!” she exclaimed, as they waded out waist deep.

      He pulled her close to him and said, “You’ll get used to it after a while.” He lifted a brow. “But if not, I am more than happy to find ways to keep you warm.”

      With that, he kissed her.

      Calliope pressed herself against him, and while the waves swirled and shifted around them, she was only aware of this man—and this moment. She wished it could go on forever.

      He pulled away entirely too soon. However, the mischief on his face was worth it as he dove beneath the surface and disappeared.

      “Sebastian!” She called out his name and shrieked when she felt something grab her leg. She took a deep breath and jumped forward and allowed the sea to envelope her.

      It was too dark to see anything, so she reached out for him blindly. She thrilled when her hand was interlaced with his, and when he drew them together to kiss her beneath the waves, it was just as exciting as before.

      They broke through the surface and treaded water for a time, still locked in the same sultry embrace. When he reached out and cupped her breast in his palm, his thumb flicking over her hardened nipple, she gasped.

      He pulled back slightly. “Do you like it when I touch you?”

      “Yes,” she breathed.

      He disappeared under the water again, but this time, he didn’t move away from her. When she felt something hot and teasing against her breast, she moaned into the silence. When he reappeared, he said, “I can’t wait to taste all of you.” Calliope shivered at the very thought, but he must have mistaken the reason, for he added, “Are you cold?”

      Before she could reply, his hand slipped beneath the water. When she could feel his fingers teasing the center of her, where she throbbed with desire, she let her head fall backward. On instinct she pressed down against his hand, desperate to gain more of that delicious pressure.

      “You’re so damned beautiful,” he whispered, as he continued to stroke her.

      Calliope’s heart was pounding, her blood running so hot through her veins that she was surprised the water didn’t steam. At least she no longer felt the cold.

      She clutched his shoulders, but her fingers slipped against the slick surface of his wet skin. However, he kept one arm around her to hold her upright, as neither of them were touching solid ground. It gave her the sense of being suspended somewhere among the heavens. She certainly felt as though she wasn’t tethered to the earth.

      A ripple that had nothing to do with the gentle waves crashing against them, caused her breathing to deepen. “Sebastian…”

      “Give in to your desires,” he instructed in a husky whisper. “Let yourself go. I promise I will be there to catch you.”

      It was all the encouragement her body needed to combust from the inside out. She closed her eyes as a rush of pleasure began in her core and spread throughout her entire body, until she didn’t know anything else but Sebastian. Her mind was solely focused on the continual slide of his wicked fingers as this extraordinary sensation enveloped her completely.

      She was still floating in a haze when she realized she was moving. Sebastian was pulling her back toward the shore, but when she could feel the sand beneath her feet, her legs refused to support her weight. He easily lifted her into his arms and carried her to where his greatcoat had been spread out on the pavement of fossils.

      He set her down, and then deftly whipped the soaked chemise from her body and tossed it aside. “I don’t think we’ll be needing that anymore,” he murmured, as he took in his fill of her naked body.

      She might have been unnerved by his bold perusal if it wasn’t for the flare of his nostrils and the hooded glint of approval in his dark eyes. She might be an innocent, but it made her wonder who really had the power here.

      She couldn’t resist glancing down and noting how the front of his smallclothes had expanded from the firm manhood beneath. She reached toward him and dared to run a palm down the length of him. He released a heavy breath and removed the garment in one fluid motion, kicking it to the side. “How about I make it easier for you?”

      She bit her lip at the impressive length and girth of his cock. Granted, she hadn’t saw many in her lifetime. None, really, so she wasn’t sure what to expect, but something told her he was well endowed. And by the satisfied look on his face, he knew it as well.

      She tentatively wound her hand around him and was surprised to find that it was soft to the touch, more so than the rest of his skin. And it was strong and hard, as if made from iron. However, the delicate sacs beneath were much more sensitive to her gentle ministrations.

      “You’re amazing,” she breathed, in awe.

      His mouth kicked up in one corner. “Wait until you see what I can do with it,” he murmured with a dark promise.

      Instantly, the desire that had been simmering in the lower pit of her stomach flared back to renewed life. “Is that so?” she returned in a light challenge. She lifted on her tiptoes and wound her arms around his neck. “Then don’t keep me waiting.”
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      It was all Sebastian could do not to spill himself on the ground at Calliope’s feet when she pressed her breasts against his chest with nothing to separate them. He had never felt this all-consuming passion with anyone else, even the woman he had nearly made the foolish mistake of marrying. He had been naïve enough to believe that what he’d been feeling at the time had been something more than lust. He realized now how wrong he’d been.

      While it was too soon to call what he felt for Calliope anything else but the same, something had flared to life in his chest when she kissed him just now—something… different. It was a sensation unlike anything he’d ever known before.

      He slid his hand into those glorious, fiery red locks and kissed her back without abandon. He was baring the deepest parts of his soul to her.

      When he slid his hand down between them again, teasing her to the brink of orgasm once more, he had to bite the inside of his cheek to keep his self-control in check. She was already wet and ready, but he wanted her crying out his name, begging for him.

      When he was sure he couldn’t take any more, she sobbed in a breathy pant, “Sebastian… please…”

      He turned to sit on the ground, but adjusted her where she was straddling his lap, one leg on either side of him. He was poised at her gleaming entrance, his cock urging him to thrust into her, but he paused. He lifted a hand and cupped the side of her cheek. Even in the waning light of the moon, he could tell that her smooth skin was flushed, her lips parted slightly, her mesmerizing emerald eyes glimmering with vigor.

      He had to swallow before he could speak properly. “My lady, this is your last chance to change your…”

      She slowly slid down onto his length.

      After that, he took over.

      His brain was spinning, conscious thought abruptly fleeing at the feel of her tight sheath moving over the tip of his cock. With a torturous rise of his hips, he began to impale her inch by inch, until with one final thrust upward, he broke through the barrier of her virginity. Her eyes widened momentarily, and then while he waited for her to become accustomed to the intrusion, he started to move.

      At first, he kept the pace easy and gentle, but when she started to urge him on, he increased his movements. He grabbed her hips and let her set the pace, and while she rode him, he reached out and grasped her breasts. The mounds of flesh had been teasing him for far too long and he sucked first one nipple, and then the other, giving her a light nip when he moved upward to her neck. Her hair fell in front of her face, enveloping them in a brilliant, copper wave.

      Surely this was as close to heaven on earth as one could get.

      Her movements were starting to become more frenzied, and when he could tell she was near her peak, he took over, slamming her against his cock until she was crying out her release on a rush of moisture.

      It was enough to send Sebastian over the edge and with a hoarse cry, he lifted her off him just as the white-hot jets of his orgasm took over.

      Afterward, they both collapsed onto his greatcoat. Sebastian kept his arm around her as a makeshift pillow. He caught the edge of his shirt and dragged it over and placed it beneath his head.

      It didn’t take long before the sweat coating his body started to cool from the sea breeze. With a glance at Calliope, he could see that her teeth were starting to chatter. He reluctantly sat up. “I suppose we should get dressed. I don’t want to be responsible for you catching a chill.”

      She lifted a brow. “I’m not saying it wouldn’t have been worth it,” she teased. “But I suppose you’re right.”

      He laughed and then gathered up her gown and undergarments. She donned her stockings, slippers, gown, and pelisse, but decided to carry the rest. She hadn’t worn petticoats to their tryst, and he applauded her quick thinking.

      He donned his trousers and shirt and threw his coat around his shoulders. He noticed that she hadn’t yet put on her bonnet, so he retrieved it and gently set it on her head, and then reached out and tied a perfect bow. He hesitated once he’d finished, keeping his hand in place beneath her chin. “I hope you don’t regret tonight when you wake in the morning.”

      She swallowed. “I’m not sure I’ll get any sleep at all. My body feels… odd.”

      “I imagine it does, but I have confidence that you will rest well.” He smiled. “I know I will for a change. I won’t have to dream about taking you to bed anymore. I’ll just content myself with dreaming about you.”
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      In that moment, Calliope almost did something foolish. She almost told Sebastian that she’d had the best night of her life, that it wouldn’t matter if she didn’t sleep a wink.

      But then she remembered that he was a rake, a known libertine about London and this was likely just another pleasure-filled evening for him. It wasn’t as if he had been the virgin and his body was still humming delightfully. She was feeling twinges in places she had no idea she could feel twinges.

      One thing was for certain, as much as she might have enjoyed tonight, it could not be repeated. Not only would she be taking a chance of damaging her reputation, but the risk that she might become with child was too great, because Sebastian had already told her that he would never marry. This was good, of course, for she had decided the same thing as well. Granted, if she changed her mind she could have her selection of gentlemen in London. From the moment she’d arrived the suitors had been falling at her feet. But if she were to take a husband, that would leave poor Isadora alone. Although she generally preferred her solitude, Calliope didn’t want her to feel as if the burden to be an independent woman fell solely on her shoulders.

      She started to head back toward the village, when Sebastian stopped her. He appeared almost hesitant when he asked, “Will I see you tomorrow?”

      She rolled her eyes. “In a village as modest as Lyme Regis, it will be difficult to miss me.” With a sly wink, she continued on her way.

      When she reached The Red Lion, she cautiously glanced about her before she slipped through the back entrance and headed up the stairs. She held her breath the entire way, praying that she wasn’t noticed. By some miracle, she didn’t encounter a single soul as she let herself into her rooms.

      Her maid was asleep in a chair by the dying fire, but when she heard the slight commotion, she bolted upright, wide awake. “My lady!” She put a hand to her heart. “Praise be. You’re back.”

      Calliope snorted as she removed her pelisse. When she untied the ribbons of her bonnet, a flutter passed through her chest, for only moments before, Sebastian had tied it with such care. “You act as though I’d been kidnapped.”

      “I was hoping you might have come to your senses, but I can see that didn’t occur.” She lifted a knowing brow at the undergarments Calliope tossed down on a nearby chair.

      Calliope sighed. “I don’t need your censure, if you please. I’m sure my own will arrive in due course. Just allow me this temporary elation.”

      She had the good grace to hang her head slightly. “Of course, my lady. You deserve to be happy. Shall I order a bath for you?”

      “In the morning.” Calliope lifted her hand to cover a yawn. “I daresay I’m feeling rather tired.”

      The servant nodded and took Calliope’s soiled garments after she helped her mistress into her nightdress. “I’ll make sure and launder these first thing in the morning.”

      Calliope offered her a weak smile. She supposed Sebastian was right. She might sleep well after all. “You are a treasure, Emma.”

      The girl blushed lightly at the compliment and then offered a brief curtsy as she left Calliope alone.

      After she’d slipped under the covers, Calliope found that some of her weariness had worn off, to be replaced by the delicious memories of this night. When she closed her eyes, she could clearly see the droplets of water as they slid down his chest and arms. She recalled the way his muscles had bunched with his strength, and yet he had been so gentle and caring of her needs. She might not have pictured Lord Blakely as the man she would have chosen as her first lover, as her first impression of him at the opera had not been overly complimentary.

      The fact he’d retrieved his ex-mistress to gain an introduction to her hadn’t been his best choice, especially when it was obvious that Isa and Lady Abaline had not been the best of friends. The baroness had apparently been a neighbor in Broxbourne whenever they had visited their father’s hunting box, but Calliope must have been too young to remember her, as she hadn’t looked familiar.

      Calliope would have looked back upon that night as a veritable disaster, but she supposed it had all worked out in the end. Sebastian’s best friend, Greyson Hartfield, the Earl of Somers, had become smitten with Minty almost instantly. Had it not been for the viscount’s fondness for redhaired women, her sister might not be happily married now.

      She sighed, a contented smile on her face as she slipped into dreamland.
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      It took Sebastian a while to get up the next morning. Although the sun was shining through the drapes, he was reluctant to rise and say goodbye to the night for fear that what had happened between him and Calliope was nothing more than a dream.

      But when he closed his eyes and his brain could clearly recall the taste of her kiss and the scent of her skin, he knew that it had been all too real. He was eager to try to find a way to be alone with her again, which was an odd notion. While he used to visit his current mistress on occasion, he’d never had this yearning to want to see any particular woman—to merely content himself with the fact that she was alive.

      But from the beginning, she had been different. It was true he had a certain penchant for red hair, as his experience had proven them to be particularly spirited in the bedchamber. Calliope certainly hadn’t disappointed him in that regard. With such limited experience, he had been hard pressed to hold himself back and let her take the lead.

      However, if she decided to change the color to black or blond or cut it all off, he found that it wasn’t her hair that had enticed him from the beginning. Granted, it would be a shame if that happened. But while those luscious locks might have gained his notice initially, it was the lady herself that had captivated his attention. He enjoyed her wit and her intelligence. For some reason that he couldn’t yet discern, she had managed to change him. His entire thought process was altered. He no longer cared for the things that used to seem so important to him. He used to believe that he couldn’t live without Grey and the wild antics that they used to enjoy. Now, he could care less about returning to that stifling lifestyle.

      He chuckled to himself. Much more of this and he might actually contemplate walking down the altar, when just the day before he hadn’t been able to stomach the idea.

      Then again, that was before he’d spent a wondrous night in Calliope Bevelstroke’s arms.

      It was the possibility of seeing her again that finally caused him to get up and dress for the day.

      Once he was presentable, he walked out of his chamber to find his grandfather seated in a chair by the fireplace. He had a paper open and a frown on his face as he perused it.

      “Anything exciting?” Sebastian asked dryly.

      His grandfather made a sound of disgust and folded the print and set it on a nearby table. He lifted his gaze and glared at him. “I don’t know why you ask when I know you couldn’t care less.”

      Sebastian shrugged. “True. I was just trying to be nice.”

      “Hmph.” The marquess held his cane before him, but to Seb’s surprise, he didn’t hit it against the floor.

      He frowned. “Is something bothering you today?”

      The scowl deepened. “What makes you say that?”

      “Your cane.” Sebastian pointed at the silver headed stick. “Normally when you’re cross with me, which is often, that thing makes a terrible racket.”

      His grandfather’s mouth turned down grimly. “I suppose there’s no point in hiding the truth.”

      Sebastian waited for him to continued, but when he didn’t, he laughed. “Odd’s fish! Are you going to say what’s on your mind, or do I have to guess?”

      This time the cane came crashing down to the floor with a loud thud. “Such impertinence!” he snapped. “If you must pester me about the issue, I feel it’s important to tell you that I know you were out with that Bevelstroke gel last night.”

      Sebastian abruptly stilled. “What gave you that idea?”

      Those wizened eyes pinned him with a hard glare. “Don’t play the fool with me. I haven’t always been the age I am now. Truth be told, we are more alike than you might like to admit. In my day, I cut a swath through London.”

      “I have no doubt of it,” Sebastian murmured, having heard this lecture more than once.

      Although his grandfather looked at him as though he was expecting some sort of teasing expression, Sebastian kept his face carefully neutral. He continued, “I hope this means you’ve purged yourself of the chit.”

      Sebastian didn’t really appreciate how that sounded. It was almost as if he considered Calliope to be unsavory. It didn’t settle well. “I didn’t realize it was your business. I’m not your heir, but my father’s.”

      “Perhaps not,” he snapped in return. “But we are still family and anything that you do reflects on me as well. You should remember that.”

      “Naturally, I do.” Sebastian stepped closer to him. For the first time in his life, his grandfather’s opinions did not align with his own. “However, you would do well to remember that I am not either of my parents. They created a scandal that would turn out to be their end, but I shall not make the same mistake.”

      “You say that,” the marquess scoffed. “But women have a way of leading us around by our cocks. Be cautious that you don’t fall prey to the same weakness.”

      Sebastian’s jaw hardened, although he straightened his jacket and said calmly. “Rest assured that Lady Calliope shall not be my Achilles’ heel. But neither will I have her character impugned. Is that clear?”

      His grandfather turned his head away, but he fell silent, so Sebastian took that as acquiescence. Satisfied, he shut the door firmly upon his departure.
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      For some reason, when Calliope woke that morning, the sun appeared a bit brighter than the day before and the birds were singing merrily outside her window.

      She put on her robe and walked into the sitting room that connected her room from her maid’s with a smile on her face.

      “Someone seems chipper,” Emma noted from her chair near the fire. She had a sense of familiarity, for her maid was in the same spot she’d been in when Calliope had returned home from the beach. “You always told me you needed plenty of beauty sleep.”

      “Some days don’t require as much as others,” Calliope returned primly. She walked over to the covered tray of food and lifted the lid. She inhaled deeply. “It smells divine. I daresay I’m quite famished.”

      Her maid rolled her eyes but didn’t reply. “Would you like your bath now or after you break your fast, my lady?”

      Calliope was already pouring a cup of tea. “After, I should think.”

      The maid got to her feet and curtsied. “Very well. I will get things ready.”

      As she left the room, Calliope took her cup of tea and crossed over to the window that overlooked the Three Cups. She knew it was a distant hope to think she would see Sebastian the moment she glanced outside, but to her surprise, he had just exited the establishment. Her heart immediately picked up speed, wondering if he might come to see her, but that thought was instantly dashed when his purposeful stride took him toward the main thoroughfare.

      As she lost sight of him, she wondered where he might be heading. He’d already made a sizeable donation to the village and was looking into bringing more business to the seafaring town, but what might he be doing now?

      She considered postponing her bath until she had time to figure out the mystery, but then reality saved her before she did something rash.

      Dear heavens, had she gone mad? The very idea of chasing blindly after Lord Blakely was preposterous. They had shared one carnal night together. It shouldn’t mean anything more than that. It surely didn’t to him, and she would be better off if she realized the same.

      She turned away from the window and awaited Emma’s return.

      Once Calliope had time to soak in the warm scented water, her senses also appeared to be restored. She donned a pale peach gown, but instead of her pelisse, which still needed to be laundered, she opted for her blue cloak. Later, she was glad of her choice.

      The breeze was still steady off the coast, but the morning was much warmer than it had been in recent days. With her straw bonnet in place, she reached the cliffs to find Mary was already scouring the beach. Joseph was nowhere to be found.

      “Is your brother not assisting us today?” Calliope asked after she’d greeted Miss Anning.

      “I’m afraid not. He’s at the upholster still trying to learn his trade.” She smiled gently. “I knew he wouldn’t want to toil away along these lonely rocks forever like I shall.”

      Calliope’s heart went out to the girl, because something told her it wasn’t the rocks she was referencing at all. “You think they’re lonely?” Calliope glanced around them. “I’m not so sure about that. I prefer to think of them as undiscovered treasure. Like a pirate’s chest buried in the midst of the sea.”

      Mary laughed at that. “You do have quite a vivid imagination, my lady. But I daresay that’s why I’m here every day. My hobby has helped us through some tough times.”

      “I should think that finding a plesiosaur skeleton makes it a bit more notable than a mere hobby.”

      “Perhaps.” She shrugged. “It’s all that I know, really. And in some way, I feel as though I can stay connected to my father. He taught me what to look for along the shoals.”

      “I miss my father dreadfully at times, but I’ve never tried to put too much effort into sentimentality.”

      “Why not?” Mary asked. “It seems to me that the things most important in life are close to our hearts.”

      “I agree,” Calliope returned thoughtfully. “I suppose it hurt too much to hold on to a certain emotion for too long. My mother died when I was six months old from a weak heart.” She nudged a stray stone with the tip of her boots. “I used to go to the attics to search through her trunks, but I never felt any sort of connection to them. But I would see my sisters get teary eyed at the thought of their mother wearing those dresses. I guess that’s when I decided it would be easier to pretend those gowns weren’t that important.”

      Mary tilted her head to the side curiously. “Did you not mourn your father?”

      “Certainly,” Calliope nodded. “But not as much as my sisters, I think. I was devasted by his loss, but it was easier to keep it buried inside.”

      “But we’re meant to cry and feel emotion. It’s part of human nature as much as the fossils I find near these cliffs.”

      A sudden image of her body intertwined with Sebastian flashed into Calliope’s mind. A tremor passed through her. “I admit that I feel some things more strongly than others, but I am careful where I place my heart.”

      Liar, that annoying inner voice chided.

      Determined to change the subject, Calliope smiled brightly. “Shall we get started?”
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      Calliope did not go back to her lodgings without anything to show for it later that afternoon. In truth, she’d passed a very productive day with Mary.

      She glanced down at the fossil in her grasp and smiled, because she had unearthed it completely on her own. She had spied something intriguing peeking out from beneath the crashing surf and although it had taken her a few tries to free it, her efforts had been worth it. Mary had praised her efforts and told her that she’d found a fully intact crinoid.

      This was certainly something special to write Mr. Bullock about.

      The excitement was still hammering in her pulse as she entered The Royal Lion. However, her heart immediately began to pound for another reason entirely when she entered the tap room and spied Sebastian sitting alone at a table.

      He rose when she walked over to him. “What are you doing here?” She wondered if he could hear the breathlessness in her tone.

      He smiled almost wickedly. “I thought you might want to celebrate.” He gestured toward the fossil in her grasp. “Joseph told me you’d made quite a remarkable discovery today.”

      “Indeed.” Her smile widened. She held out the crinoid as if it were a fragile, priceless vase. “Mary says it’s an urchin of some kind. Either way, I know Mr. Bullock will be thrilled. Perhaps when I return to London he might allow me to join one of the museum meetings to explain how I found it.”

      “For your sake, I hope he does.” Sebastian handed the item back to her and winked as he pulled out a seat next to him. She sat down and set the rock in the empty space next to her while he ordered a second mug of ale.

      Calliope had never been particularly fond of the drink, but she wasn’t about to deny the offering. They had shared the same drink before when they’d made their truce, but while that had been a mutual agreement, now the air was charged with sexual tension. She could certainly use the fortification to remind herself that she hadn’t agreed to an extended affair, should he wish for it. She was so close to making a name for herself that she could feel it rushing through her veins. Independence was within her grasp, and she wouldn’t allow anything to change that.

      Sebastian chose that moment to reach out and casually brush her hand with his, and when he began to slide his finger along the length of her palm in a torturous, sensual manner, she quite forgot everything else beyond that moment.

      “What… are you doing?” she whispered.

      He lifted a brow. “I thought it was obvious. I’m trying to seduce you.”

      She glanced around at the sparsely filled tap room and was grateful that it wasn’t crowded at this hour. If so, it would be more difficult to act as though this man wasn’t completely unnerving her. “I believe that was already accomplished last night.”

      He smiled. “It wasn’t nearly enough to satisfy my desire for you.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that, my lord, for I’m afraid the episode cannot be repeated.” She gently extricated her hand from his and set the trembling appendage in her lap.

      He sighed and leaned back in his chair. He grasped his mug but didn’t lift it to his lips. It was as though that simple action was meant to tease. “Do you not believe I can be discreet? And cautious?”

      “I’m sure you can,” she concurred evenly. “But that is not the issue. It is too risky to continue, no matter if we believe the risks are covered. Mistakes do happen.”

      His jaw abruptly clenched. “Is that what you would call last night?”

      She glared at him. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

      Those dark eyes flashed in return. “I’d like to put something else between those tempting lips of yours.”

      Calliope’s entire body flushed hot and cold at the same time. The vivid memory of his impressive cock slid across her consciousness with so many wicked images that she had to press her thighs together to ease the pounding ache between them.

      She reached out and clutched her mug, but she lifted it to take a hearty gulp. “You have to stop this.”

      He leaned forward once again. “Stop what?” he said huskily. “Should I cease telling you how much I want you? About how much my body burns with the need to touch you, kiss you?”

      “Yes!” she hissed. “Because you know it’s impossible.”

      He regarded her with that intense stare for a moment, and then straightened. “Yes. I suppose it is.” He laid some coins on the table and stood with a heavy sigh. “Will you at least consider taking the day off tomorrow to go swimming with me?”

      She was grateful that he’d moved on from such a dangerous subject. “I should like that.”

      “Capital. I’ll meet you at nine o’clock.”

      Calliope put her head in her hands when Sebastian left, her body still humming with the urges that he’d thrummed to life on that beach. She didn’t know whether she wanted to cry or scream—or both. Never in her life had she been quite so discombobulated. She had a neat pattern of how to categorize events in her life—sad, happy, anger. But with Lord Blakely it was all of those, plus so many other emotions that she couldn’t even begin to name.

      She got up and collected her fossil, which had lost some of its earlier sparkle. Why couldn’t the frustrating man just be glad for her discovery and leave it at that? Surely they could find a way to be friends and push aside this attraction nonsense. Maybe his offering of a morning swim was his way of doing that.

      As Calliope headed for her rooms, she admitted that Sebastian wasn’t the only one who was having trouble keeping his hands to himself. In another life, she would likely have jumped feet first into a lustful affair with him, but she had to live in the present.

      Unfortunately, that didn’t include him.

      Or whatever fantasies she might be harboring about the two of them together.
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      Sebastian didn’t know why some women had to be so blessed stubborn. And why Calliope had to be more so than other females of his acquaintance. He wasn’t even sure if Grey’s sister was quite as hardheaded, even before she’d given birth to her ninth child.

      The problem with Calliope was she didn’t understand that they could coexist as lovers, yet keep their own goals. He knew she believed that she would lose everything if she embarked on a liaison with him, but the truth was, there were very few in London who knew all his sexual exploits, other than Grey, whom he’d confided most of his deepest, darkest secrets. He was the one who had warned him against Sabine’s nature when he had been ready to forget his vow and marry her. She had been that convincing in her plea of love that he’d nearly been blinded by the lies. Unfortunately, she had been saying the same things to the man who would become her husband, and who had met an untimely death months after the union.

      As a widow, he had no doubt she would be even more persistent in her suit. If there was one thing he knew about her, she was like a parasite. She needed to have support or money to survive, and she would latch herself on to whoever she believed had the best offer.

      But Calliope…

      He blew out a heavy breath.

      It didn’t matter what he did to convince her that he could keep her reputation intact, she refused to give him any more than she already had. That glorious night with her had been a gift above all others, but she was determined to keep him at a firm distance.

      However, what she didn’t know about Sebastian was that he wasn’t one to eschew a challenge. He would keep trying to convince her that extending their time together would be beneficial to them both.

      He walked into his rooms at the Three Cups and continued to the adjoining sitting room. His grandfather was in the same spot he’d been when he’d left earlier that morning.

      “Did you miss me?” he asked in a dry tone.

      A grunt was his only answer, and then a demanding query, “Where have you been all day?”

      Sebastian set his hands on his hips. “I told you that I was going to chat with some of the villagers regarding any grievances they might have and see that they are handled properly.”

      The marquess snorted. “I don’t understand why you have appointed yourself champion of Lyme Regis when they should have a proper squire to take care of these issues.”

      “I learned today that he recently died, and his successor has yet to take up the reins.” He lifted a brow. “You make it sound as though, by doing a good deed, it should be punishable.”

      “I’m merely reminding you that you have other duties that require your attention back in London.” He tapped his cane against his bandaged foot. “I’m growing stronger each day I take the waters. I should think within a week’s time I should be ready to head back to town where you can take advantage of the social whirl.”

      Sebastian sighed. “Let’s not start this argument again.” Although he wasn’t excited at the prospect of telling him about Calliope, he had no other choice unless he wanted his grandfather to make a scene in public. Best to get it over with now. “I shall expect you to be on your best behavior tomorrow,” he warned.

      Those bushy eyebrows lowered in a scowl. “For what purpose?”

      “Lady Calliope shall be taking the waters with us in the morning.”

      “Does the chit have some ailment I’m not aware of?”

      Sebastian rolled his eyes. “No. And you don’t have to appear so pleased about it.”

      Another indiscernible noise.

      “Promise me you will conduct yourself as a gentleman,” Sebastian warned. “If not, you may find yourself taking the mail coach back to London on your own.”

      This definitely earned him a hard glare, but in the end, the marquess acquiesced. “Very well, you rogue!” He pointed his cane directly at Sebastian’s chest. “I daresay one of these days you will answer for your transgressions against a helpless old man!”

      “Helpless?” Sebastian laughed heartily. “My lord, the day you actually become helpless is the day you are put in the ground and prepare yourself to meet your maker.”
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      It wasn’t often that Calliope was able to find an opportunity to swim, especially in London, but this morning would be the second time she would have made it into the waters of Lyme Regis. Granted, she would be wearing much more clothing than before, an actual bathing dress as opposed to her sheer, cotton chemise, and she likely wouldn’t even be in close proximity to the viscount. That alone made her look forward to the prospect, because she wouldn’t be distracted by him.

      At precisely nine o’clock in the morning, she made her way to the shore and spied two bathing machines in neat succession next to each other. One was presumably for Lord Blakely and the marquess, and one for her. At least, she prayed that was the case.

      She glanced about and didn’t see either of them, the strand along the beach appearing to be deserted at the moment. Nevertheless, she drew closer to the wheeled contraption. A horse was attached to the front, with a bathing attending lad that looked to be about ten and six standing beside it. “Lady Calliope?” he asked.

      She smiled. “Yes, that’s me.”

      He opened the door and waved her forward. The machine was large enough for two people, and a set of wooden benches sat across from each other. A closed door was on the other side. She climbed inside and settled herself.

      “I’ll be pulling you into the water and then unhitching the horse. I’ll knock when it’s safe to come out.”

      Calliope nodded her head. He shut the door behind her, and it would have been impossible to see if the roof overhead was enclosed. Thankfully, it was not. Of course, on the estate, there was no need for a bathing machine, as the pond they frequented was on their grounds and afforded all the privacy she and her sisters had required.

      She waited patiently as she was slowly pulled deeper into the water. She took off her stockings and slippers when the water began to rush in over her toes. She wigged her bare feet and watched as the tide inside the box steadily got higher. If she wasn’t confident in her ability to swim, she might have been a bit unnerved.

      When the water was flowing just below the top of the opposite bench, the machine stopped. She heard a slight commotion coming from the opposite door, but when she heard the promised knock, she slowly released the breath she hadn’t known she’d been holding.

      She reached out to grasp the knob on the door, but it opened swiftly from the other side.

      Calliope gasped when she spied Lord Blakely standing there wearing nothing but a pair of wet smallclothes that did little to preserve any sort of modesty. Immediately, her attention was drawn past his waistline.

      He leaned one arm against the frame, succeeding only in enhancing his virile physique. “Good morning, my lady,” he murmured huskily.

      “I thought…” She cleared her throat and tried again. She had always detested a squeaky voice. “I thought you would be in the water. With your grandfather,” she hastily added.

      “I was,” he nodded with a broad grin. “It’s been quite a vigorous day already. He’s taking a break in the other machine at the moment.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “Exactly how long have you been here?”

      He looked toward the open ceiling and squinted his eyes, as if he were contemplating her question. “About a couple of hours?”

      She was confused. “But you said to meet you at nine.”

      “Indeed, I did,” he returned unabashedly. “I wanted to ensure that you had the proper amount of beauty sleep. Your maid told me how you generally don’t prefer mornings.”

      “I don’t but—” She was cut off when he stepped inside the bathing machine and shut the door behind him. “What are you doing?”

      His eyes heated as they slowly traveled up and down her length, pausing on the swell of her bosom. “I thought you might need help undressing.”

      She immediately slapped a hand on his chest. Which was quite warm, considering he’d been swimming in a barely tepid sea. “I think I can manage,” she said firmly.

      He didn’t budge. “I suppose you’re wearing one of those dastardly Circassian corsets that is all the rage these days. Blasted women’s undergarments. When will those fashion makers realize that it’s what’s under all those layers of useless material that men find so irresistible?”

      “I would advise you to keep your distance,” she returned sweetly. “Or else I might be tempted to find a hair pin.”

      He put a hand over his heart, directly over where hers had yet to move. “That’s a rather unusual way to gain my attention when all you have to do is appear and I am eagerly in your arms.”

      She rolled her eyes, although she couldn’t stop a twitch of her lips. “You’re a ridiculous man.”

      “You won’t think so if you give me five minutes alone with you. I guarantee you’ll be begging me to stay.”

      Calliope closed her eyes. The desire coursing through her body told her she wouldn’t need five minutes to be convinced. She already was. “Maybe I could allow just one more kiss…”

      Her words trailed off on a sigh as he trapped her within the circle of his arms and brought his mouth down on hers.
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      His cock was already hard, but at the first sweet taste of Calliope’s mouth, he pulsed with increasing vigor to the point of pain. But oh, the sweet pleasure of release.

      He broke off when she slid her hand through his small clothes and wrapped her wicked hand around his aching manhood. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea right now,” he gritted through his teeth.

      She lifted a sly brow. “It’s all right if you tease me, but you can’t play your own game?”

      He was still trying to form the proper words when she smiled, and then did the unthinkable. She fell to her knees, allowing the water to lap over the tops of her exposed breasts, and replaced her hand with her lips. Sebastian’s head fell back momentarily, the feel of her hot wet mouth sucking his cock was almost too much to bear. He’d had some of London’s most practiced ladybirds please him in the past, but none of them could even compare to the way his body tightened in desperation now.

      He forced his focus back down to where she was slowly tormenting him. He watched as his engorged cock disappeared into her beautiful mouth, and then slipped free. Time and again he panted through the exquisite torture, his chest rising and falling with his body’s demands for release. But he didn’t demand that she increase her pace, because he enjoyed watching her explore this new carnal curiosity.

      It wasn’t until her pink tongue darted out to lick the tip that he finally had to put a hand on her shoulder with a guttural command. “Stop.”

      “Why?” She licked her lips and he had to clench his fists to keep from spilling himself right then. Dear God, but she sorely tested his self-control. “Aren’t you enjoying it?”

      “A little too much,” He urged her back to her feet and turned her toward one of the benches. He gathered a fistful of her bathing dress and lifted it high to expose her glistening core. “It’s my turn to drive you mad now.”

      He didn’t give her any time to ponder his actions but fell to his knees and licked along her seam. “Sebastian…”

      He loved the sound of his name passing through her lips. He started a gentle rhythm that he knew would soon cause her to peak, and he wasn’t disappointed, for within moments, she was pulsing beneath his tongue. He eagerly absorbed every bit of her pleasure as she sobbed incoherently.

      He waited as long as possible, until her legs were trembling, and then he stood and slipped his cock inside of her. He wrapped his arms around her, to keep her steady, and to fondle her breasts as he started to move. Her hair started to tumble free, and he used one of his hands to grab a fistful of that glorious mane.

      Sebastian could tell that she was about to orgasm a second time, so when she started to quiver around his cock, he allowed himself a moment to enjoy the sensation before he pulled out and spilled himself into the sea.

      Afterward, they were breathing heavily. He was slumped over her slightly, but when he saw her arms shaking, he hastily moved backward. She straightened, her skirts settling around her, and then slid down to the bench, and laid her head against the wooden back of the enclosure.

      He tucked himself away and took the seat across from her. He offered her a crooked grin. “I’m glad I invited you to come swimming today.”

      “I’m sure you are,” she returned with a mocking snort.

      He tilted his head to the side. “How did you know to… pleasure a man like that?”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just because I was a virgin doesn’t mean that females don’t discuss certain matters. The maids at my father’s estate were the worst about chatting freely when they didn’t think anyone was around.”

      He chuckled. “It doesn’t surprise me that you eavesdropped on such improper conversations.”

      “They may have been improper at the time, but how else was I to learn about life?” She shrugged. “Isadora certainly wasn’t forthcoming with that sort of information, and Olivia would have scurried into the nearest corner at the first suggestion that such a discussion was about to take place.”

      He lifted a brow. “What about Araminta? She managed to hook Grey quite effortlessly with their encounters on Scandal Lane in London, so surely she wasn’t quite as disinclined to talk about sexual relations as the rest of your sisters.”

      “Oh, make no mistake,” Calliope countered. “Minty was not acting as she normally did. Although she wasn’t as straightlaced as Isadora, she was our appointed mother hen growing up. She might have broached the subject on the eve of our wedding, but not before then. And since we had decided to live independently without the strictures of marriage, I suppose she thought there was no point.” A hint of a smile touched her lips and Sebastian’s cock began to stir with renewed interest. “And for me, there really wasn’t. After the conversations I heard, I began to look through some of Father’s anatomy books in the library, and read the most scandalous novels I could find, but I never did it in front of my sisters. To this day, I’m sure they wonder if I can even read at all, because most of the time all they saw was that I was perusing the latest fashion plates.”

      “What they didn’t know…” He offered her a scandalous wink.

      She laughed. “Precisely.”

      Feeling as though they both had ample time to recover their bearings, he stood and offered his hand to her. “I suppose it would be quite ungentlemanly of me if I didn’t follow through on my original promise.”

      “Indeed, my lord,” she teased in return. “Very poor form.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Sebastian didn’t know when he’d passed such a lovely morning. He laughed so hard that it was difficult to tread water, and he knew it was the same for Calliope. Between surprise dunking attacks and splashing around throwing water at each other like a couple of children, it truly was one of the most memorable days he’d ever had.

      Although his grandfather had returned to the sea and watched from a respectable distance, Sebastian didn’t miss the disgusted glares he sent their way. But there was little that could mar such a remarkable day. He was quite sure that Calliope felt the same as well, because when he walked her toward her bathing machine, her green eyes were twinkling merrily.

      “I hope that look means you had fun.”

      “Oh, yes!” she exclaimed with a brilliant smile that nearly took his breath away. “Olivia and I used to embark on several adventures when we were younger.” Some of the merriment faded from her gaze. “I daresay those days are gone now. I miss her terribly, but I know she is content with Miles.”

      In an effort to lighten the mood, he offered a broad grin and said, “Thank goodness we aren’t prepared to make the same mistakes.”

      “Indeed, not,” she returned confidently. “Today was proof that neither of us would ever be prepared to embark on a path as serious as matrimony.”

      He leaned close to whisper, “It certainly is a good thing we have both eschewed those detestable vows.”

      Sebastian took his leave of her as she returned to the shore. He took his time rejoining the marquess, taking long, easy strokes through the gentle waves. At one point he even decided to float on his back part of the way, just because he didn’t want his grandfather’s lovely demeanor to spoil the brilliant sun shining down on him.

      Of course, everything seemed improved when Lady Calliope was around. From the first moment he’d spied her at the opera with her sisters, he’d been struck with Cupid’s arrow. Or the devil’s own lust, he wasn’t exactly sure which.

      “Are you done mooning over that Bevelstroke gel?”

      Sebastian sighed and went back to treading water when he faced the marquess. “I don’t moon over anyone. We were just having a bit of fun.”

      His grandfather snorted. “You can deny it all you want, but I could be blind and still determine that you’re besotted.”

      He rolled his eyes in return, and yet, there was a part of Sebastian that told him deep down that his grandfather was spot on. It was a bit unnerving to be sure, but not nearly so much as he imagined it might have been at one time. Perhaps maturity had made him realize that having someone to call your own and spend the rest of your days with wasn’t so terrible after all. He could certainly stand to wake up next to Calliope every day. Then again, all he had to do was recall the way his parents had died, and he was set against the matrimonial state once again.

      “Even if I were,” Sebastian returned carefully. “You know that nothing would come of it.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” the marquess stated firmly. “She would not be acceptable as your viscountess.”

      Seb wasn’t about to get into another argument about remaining a bachelor, but neither would he allow any further slights against the lady. “I would disagree. Her father was a duke, no matter your unfounded opinions about the man himself.”

      “They are not unfounded,” he returned firmly. He kept ranting as he made his way back to the bathing machine. “I have it on good authority that he ensured he wasn’t with anyone for long. At least, no more than the time it took to turn suspicion away from his direction. But eventually, most foul deeds are uncovered.” He climbed into the box and Sebastian reluctantly joined him, taking the bench on the opposing side as the door was shut and they waited to be pulled back to shore.

      “Gossip rags can hardly be considered ‘good authority,’” Seb noted dryly.

      The marquess donned his shirt and paused to set his hands on his knees as he gave Seb a hard glare. “He wasn’t called ‘The Black Widower’ without due provocation.” He sniffed. “And it wasn’t any sort of print that gave me cause to doubt Marlington’s claims. It was his first wife’s sister, Lady Andrea Kontayne, that confided in your grandmother. After the demise of the duchess, she came to the house in quite a distressed state. She had been friends with Lucille for a number of years and confessed that she believed her sister hadn’t broken her neck from a fall from her horse as the duke had claimed. She said that the duchess had been an exemplary horsewoman and it just wouldn’t have happened unless something had caused the horse to react in a certain way, such as a burr in the saddle, which would have been thoroughly checked before she’d even mounted the animal.” He lifted his bushy brows. “Unless, of course, there was motive for doing so.”

      For a moment, Sebastian just stared at his grandfather, and then he shook his head. “Lady Kontayne is a spinster who was always eager to spread conjecture without proper evidence to support her claims. You don’t think that grief over her sister’s death and her own desire to spread rumors to ruin the duke’s good name might not have been enough motive for her to make up these lies?”

      “You call them lies,” his grandfather countered hotly, as he finished donning his clothes. “But I have no need to doubt them when Marlington buried four women within the span of a decade, who all had sizeable dowries to fill his failing coffers.”

      As they rolled to a stop and the door opened onto the shoreline, the marquess took his leave. Sebastian was a bit slower to don his clothes and depart. He still didn’t feel as though the duke’s questionable past should cast any sort of dark shadow over Calliope, or any of her siblings.

      And yet, why was he feeling so unnerved by what he’d been told?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Calliope decided that since she had some extra time that afternoon, she would take a walk along the Cobb. The wind was whipping, and she had only made it about halfway across the stone seawall. She had to keep one hand on her skirts and one on her bonnet at nearly all times, but it was worth it for the view she was able to gain from the journey’s end.

      She made her way up the steep stone steps that the locals referred to as ‘Granny’s Teeth’ and walked along the highest point until she reached the furthest point. More than once the sea was eager to greet her with its spray, making her glad she’d kept her bathing dress on. She removed her slippers and kept them in her grasp as she sat down on the edge and let her feet dangle over the side.

      She lifted her face to the calming warmth of the sun and found a slight smile had lifted her lips. She knew what it was from, of course. Although she had told herself what she’d shared with Sebastian would be a one-time occurrence, she had allowed her attraction to interfere with her common sense a second time. She was being dangerous, playing with fire, but this newfound independence as a true woman was also so wonderfully… freeing. In London, she had so many strictures placed upon her, that she had almost forgotten what it had been like to dare and try something new. She couldn’t take chances there, because there were people around every corner eager to ruin a lady’s good reputation.

      But not here.

      Lyme Regis had become her salvation. Between the despondency of losing not one, but two beloved sisters in quick succession, Calliope had started to feel the chains of responsibility beginning to chafe her skin. It wasn’t until boredom had chased her to the Egyptian Hall that she’d had an epiphany and decided that searching for fossils wasn’t just a way to make a name for herself, it was a way to escape. She loved Isadora as much as Minty and Livy, but the fact was they had very little in common. Isa enjoyed the outdoors and had a brilliant mind when it came to business and balancing the ledgers of household expenses. Calliope despised both. While she did like being outside, she yearned to do it with the same sort of passion that she did everything else, whereas Isa preferred the solitude to dig in a garden full of flowers and herbs and walk only to stimulate her health.

      Although Calliope hated herself for thinking that she would surely wither away with only her eldest sister for companionship, she knew it would be true. She’d had to get away and she’d discovered the cure in this seaside village.

      Unfortunately, there was a different problem that she had to hurdle now. If Sebastian attempted to seduce her again, she must remain unaffected. She couldn’t allow herself to be persuaded to continue this destructive path. She knew that’s how it would end. She wasn’t about to believe that he had changed from the rogue he’d been just a few weeks ago in London. Lyme Regis might have altered Calliope’s thinking, but Lord Blakely was still the same libertine. He’d gotten what he’d wanted from her, and it was only a matter of time before his attention turned elsewhere.

      It was sobering, to say the least, and if she hadn’t been so set against marriage, she could easily see herself suffering from a certain amount of heartbreak. Nevertheless, she would have to be cautious if she didn’t wish for that to become a reality.
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      The following day, Calliope was preparing to leave the hotel intent on heading down to the beach to meet Mary, but before she got out the door, there was a light knock. Mrs. Anning was standing there with a grim look on her face. “I fear Mary has fallen ill and won’t be able to accompany you today.”

      Rather than being disappointed, Calliope’s brow fell into a frown. “What’s wrong?”

      The lady hung her head grimly, as if already dreading the fate of her daughter. “It’s the fever.”

      Calliope reached out and put a comforting hand on the woman’s shoulder. “That is concerning, of course, but no cause for such alarm. My sisters and I all suffered from similar ailments.”

      “Then you are very fortunate.” Molly sighed heavily. “You may not know this, as it pains me too much to discuss it, but at one time I had eight other children. They all passed from one thing or another. My dear little Mary, born before the one you know, perished in a house fire. That one haunts me the most.” When her voice started to become overwhelmed with emotion, she swallowed hard. “Mary and Joseph are all I have left, and I nearly lost her once in a tragic accident when she was just a babe. One of the neighbor ladies took her and two other children to shelter under a tree during a lightning storm. My Mary was the only one who survived.”

      Calliope put a hand to her lips, her heart instantly going out to this mother who had dealt with so much terrible loss.

      She hung her head and whispered, “Sometimes I wonder if I’m cursed. Or I’m being punished for some reason I have yet to fathom.”

      Calliope couldn’t stand for that. “You are not cursed. A woman as gentle and kind as you are would not dare to incur such wrath, although I will admit that you have faced more than your share of adversity in your lifetime. Much more than anyone ought.” She grabbed her pelisse and bonnet. “Let’s go see to your Mary, shall we?”

      Molly’s eyes widened. “But my lady! I wouldn’t feel comfortable should you come down with the same ailment!”

      “Don’t worry about me,” Calliope said firmly. “I have faced down worse and I daresay I shall continue to do so.”

      In spite of Molly’s protests, Calliope followed her to a modest cottage a short distance from the fossil shop. Once they arrived and they went inside, Calliope’s heart sank further into her chest. While everything was neat and tidy inside the small expanse, it was apparent that the Annings had been poor for a number of years.

      “Mary’s room?” Calliope asked gently as she hung up her pelisse and bonnet on a worn peg by the door. The bright plum ribbons and the green velvet of her outerwear looked entirely out of place hanging there with the rest of the drab colored, serviceable clothing. Even the servants her father had employed boasted starched aprons and well-tailored livery.

      Molly led the way into a room off the dining area that was smaller than anything that Marlington Hall might have boasted. Not for the first time since her arrival in Lyme Regis, Calliope felt guilty over her lavish upbringing.

      When she entered the room, the first thing Calliope noted was the dark atmosphere. The window coverings were pulled together, and a single candle burned beside the bed where Mary was sleeping. The wool covers were pulled up over her breasts. She was wearing a long-sleeved white cotton nightdress and her arms were placed on either side of her. Her dark hair was plaited and lying across her pillow. If it wasn’t for her flushed face, Calliope might have already thought she had gone to meet her maker. She glanced at Mrs. Anning, and by the look on her face, it was as if Molly had resigned herself to the inevitable death of yet another daughter.

      Calliope was determined that wouldn’t happen.

      She laid a light hand on her arm. “Is Joseph at the shop?” she asked.

      Molly nodded, never taking her eyes off Mary.

      “Why don’t you join him?” Calliope suggested. “I will watch over Mary.”

      “I don’t know…” Molly twisted her hands in her skirts, and it was obvious she was torn about leaving.

      Calliope moved in front of her to ensure she had her full attention. “You can trust me.” She prayed the sincerity shone through her eyes as well as her voice. “I will treat her as I would one of my sisters. I promise. I will also send for you immediately if there is any change.”

      After a bit of hesitation, Molly finally acquiesced. “Very well. I will return in a couple of hours.”

      Calliope nodded, knowing that was as close as she was going to get to sending the worried mother away.

      She waited for Molly to depart, ensuring that enough time had passed for her to return to the shop, and then Calliope went to work. The first thing she did was walk over to the window and pull apart the curtains. Then she opened the window slightly to let in a much needed, fresh breeze. She never understood the rule that stale air would do anyone good. Thankfully, her father had employed some of the best physicians that London could offer and some of that antiquated reasoning had altered in time. However, since she wasn’t sure if Molly would be receptive to new ideals, she hadn’t wanted to act until she knew she wasn’t in the vicinity.

      Afterward, Calliope found a lamp and blew the candle out as she turned up the light. Between that and the sun shining through the window, it was enough to turn the room quite cheery, having chased away most of the gloom. Next, she poured some water in a porcelain bowl and found a strip of clean linen to dip. She twisted it to get out most of the water and then began to dab it around Mary’s face and neck. The girl moved restlessly for a moment, and then settled with a light sigh, as if finding some comfort in her distress. At least, that is what Calliope was praying for.

      It was unfortunate that she didn’t have any feverfew to offer her, or any sort of poultice, but perhaps she could find a way to make some tea that might help ease her symptoms. While Calliope didn’t know her way around a stove like the servants did at Marlington Hall, she used to spend quite a bit of time in the kitchens, just hoping to gain a biscuit or scone fresh from the ovens. Despite this, she had paid attention to a thing or two.

      Either way, she had to try.

      She had a life to save.
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      Sebastian entered the fossil shop to find Joseph behind the counter. Although he generally chose to check on each establishment in the village to see where he might be of any assistance, today he’d heard from the baker that Mary Anning was sick, so he’d gone to inquire after her welfare. However, when he saw Molly’s son behind the counter, he couldn’t help but frown. It wasn’t often that the lady wasn’t at her post. It must be grave, indeed.

      After Joseph glanced up and noticed him, Sebastian said, “I heard that Mary wasn’t feeling well.”

      “No,” Joseph said grimly, which only heightened Sebastian’s concern. “She’s come down with a fever.”

      “I see. I suppose your mother is tending to her?”

      To Sebastian’s surprise, he shook his head. “She’s in the backroom cleaning some of our latest finds. She was too distressed to assist the customers.”

      “I… see.” Although he couldn’t have been more confused. Mrs. Anning had confided in him about her misfortunes in the past, so he found it odd that she might have left Mary alone.

      As if reading his thoughts, Joseph said, “Mother left Mary with Lady Calliope. She didn’t want to, but the lady insisted. She’s been with her all afternoon.”

      Sebastian thought that was probably the best thing for Mrs. Anning, as no doubt she would have hovered over her daughter all day, believing the worst. “I’ll drop by and see how Mary is faring.”

      Joseph’s shoulders slumped slightly, as if a heavy weight had been lifted. “That is very kind of you, my lord. I’m sure it would ease my mother’s conscience. It isn’t that she doesn’t think highly of Lady Calliope, but—” He broke off, as if unsure how to continue, but Sebastian understood well enough.

      “All will be well,” he assured him, and as he took his leave of the shop, he prayed that he was right.

      Seb had been to the modest cottage before. Joseph had asked his advice on fixing some things, and between the two of them, they had managed to repair most of the items on the list. As he drew closer, Sebastian was pleased to see that their work was still holding up. No more loose shingles or boards. Although he could never claim to be very handy with a hammer, his work was adequate. No doubt there were some in London who might believe he’d never even held such a tool. Sebastian could correct their assumption of him, but it was easier to let everyone believe that he was a wastrel, rather than a man with visions and dreams of his own.

      As he passed by an open window of the cottage, he overheard someone singing a soft lullaby. “‘Lavender’s blue, diddle diddle, Lavender’s green. When I am king, diddle diddle, You shall be queen. Lavender’s green, diddle diddle, Lavender’s blue. You must love me, diddle diddle, ’Cause I love you.’”

      He couldn’t resist a smile from blossoming on his face. He recognized that voice, but he had no idea that Lady Calliope was so well versed. He dared to put his face in the window where he saw her wiping Mary’s face with a strip of wet linen.

      When she paused in her song, he dared to interject, “You know that song is about… diddling, right?”

      She gasped in alarm as she spun her head toward the opening. She glared at him, her brilliant, green eyes chiding as she put a finger to her lips and motioned him toward the front door.

      She was already standing with hands on hips when Sebastian made his way there. “What are you doing?” she hissed. “Trying to scare me half to death?”

      He shrugged. “I just thought you should know what you’re singing to her.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “You are truly depraved, my lord, if you think that sweet nursery rhyme is anything other than a child’s poem?”

      He lifted a brow, and then clearly recited, “’Down in the vale, diddle diddle, Where flowers grow, And the birds sing, diddle diddle. A brisk young man, diddle diddle, Met with a maid, And laid her down, diddle diddle. Under the shade. There they did play, diddle diddle, And kiss and court. All the fine day, diddle diddle, Making good sport—‘”

      She held up a hand. “Excuse me, but I believe the lyrics are, ‘Call up your friends, diddle diddle, Set them to work. Some to the plough, diddle diddle, Some to the fork. Some to the hay, diddle diddle, Some to thresh corn, Whilst you and I, diddle diddle, Keep ourselves warm…’”

      Sebastian watched as her words trailed off and her eyes widened. “Oh, my.” He thought her heard her mumble something like, “No wonder Minty didn’t like us singing it,” although he couldn’t be sure.

      “Nevertheless,” she added firmly. “It was the only thing I could think of to soothe her as she slept.”

      “I agree it was a better choice than Ding Dong Bell,” he murmured.

      She crossed her arms. “Are you here to annoy me, or do you have an actual purpose?”

      Turning serious, he said, “I was wondering if I could help.”

      “I think I can manage—” She broke off abruptly and turned around and went back into the house.

      He slowly followed her inside and shut the door to see her holding a towel and struggling to take a boiling pot off the stove. She set it to the side while a strip of hair fell into her face and instantly wilted from the steam. “I forgot the tea,” she grumbled.

      Sebastian took pity on her and walked over to gently remove her hands from the pot. “Why don’t you let me take care of this while you tend to Mary?”

      He could tell she wanted to argue, but she reluctantly nodded and left the room.
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      There was a moment when Calliope admitted she was grateful that Sebastian was there. He was the calm reassurance she needed when she grew worried if Mary might make it through this. She had witnessed her sisters come down with fever over the years, but their father had also ensured that they had received the best care from the most prominent physicians in London. He had been willing to pay whatever it took to ensure they passed that hurdle with the greatest of ease.

      Unfortunately, Mary Anning did not have that luxury. While Calliope did what she could to soothe her, it was apparent that whatever she did wasn’t easing her symptoms. She certainly didn’t want to have to tell Molly that she would have to bury yet another child. That wasn’t even an option.

      She was still mopping Mary’s face with the linen when she felt Sebastian’s strong presence in the room. “I’m not sure what else to do for her,” she whispered. She dipped the rag in the cool water and twisted out the excess before she continued with her treatment. “I don’t know how to make a poultice, or the right sort of tincture.” She sighed heavily. “I’ve never felt so useless in my life.”

      A firm hand touched her shoulder and squeezed gently. “I have no doubt that you’re doing everything you can.”

      Calliope shook her head. “If only we had access to a proper physician, like Dr. Thierry Haimlin. He was such a wonder with Livy after she’d fallen through the ice that I know he could ensure that Mary survived now.”

      “She’ll survive without Dr. Haimlin, because she has you by her side.”

      “As if that makes any difference.”

      He bent down and grasped her chin, forcing her to pause in her efforts and look at him. His gaze was so steady and sure, those dark eyes hypnotizing, that she couldn’t glance away even if she had wanted to. “I know if I was in that bed, I wouldn’t want anyone else looking after me.”

      She swallowed. “Do you mean that?”

      “I know you don’t believe much of what I say, and I daresay I have never given you cause to do so. Society certainly hasn’t helped to paint me in a favorable light, and I never really cared—until now.”

      “I used to enjoy perusing the gossip columns, but I have learned that not everything you read is accurate.”

      He smiled. “At least on that, we can both agree.” He held out a cup of tea to her and she accepted it graciously.

      A second cup was lifted to Mary’s lips, and Calliope spoke softly to her as she urged her to drink. A few drops managed to dribble their way down her throat, but when Mary turned her head away, Calliope took that as a sign that she didn’t want any more.

      Calliope tried several more times throughout the afternoon hour until finally the cup was empty. She set it aside. “At least that’s something,” she noted, turning to glance at the viscount.

      He nodded in encouragement, and then rose to his feet. “I’m sure Mrs. Anning would like to hear some good news.”

      “Yes,” Calliope noted. She glanced at Mary who seemed to be sleeping a bit more soundly. “I’ll walk you to the door.”

      For a moment, an awkward silence fell between them, but then Calliope squared her shoulders and said, “Thank you for everything.”

      “Of course.” He offered her a scandalous wink. “That’s what friends are for.”

      “Indeed,” she returned with a smile.

      He hesitated, reaching out to trace her bottom lip with his thumb. “Then again, if we were just friends, I suppose I could stop thinking of ways to kiss you.”

      Calliope’s breath left her lungs in a rush. She would be lying to herself if the thought hadn’t crossed her mind more than once as well.

      She took the initiative and raised up on her toes and pressed her mouth against his.

      It was miraculous, like the first time they’d kissed, and yet, each time was even better. It was as if their souls intermingled just a bit more with the other. They understood those needs and desires and were eager to see that they were fulfilled.

      Would this lust for Sebastian ever be assuaged?

      She was afraid to answer that question.

      “Can I meet you somewhere tonight?” he asked when they parted.

      Calliope closed her eyes to gain control, and then slowly shook her head. “We can’t keep doing this.”

      He laid his forehead against hers. “But I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Then we’re going to have to find some way to simply be friends, and nothing more.” She hated this, because there wasn’t going to be an easy solution at the end of the day. She wanted him as much as he wanted her, and yet, they were both unwilling to give up their independence to offer anything long term. “I don’t want to lose you either, but I can’t live the rest of my life with a broken heart. No matter how much we want to prolong this affair, we cannot. We may not like it, but it’s the way it must be.” She didn’t want to speak what was in her heart, but she knew it needed to be voiced aloud. “When you return to London, I’m sure there will be another redhaired vixen to tempt you.”

      He lifted his head and looked at her fervently. “It would have to be someone rather remarkable to make me forget you,” he whispered.

      Without another word, he turned on his heel.

      When he was gone, Calliope wiped away a single tear, and then she walked back into Mary’s room.
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      “Praise be!”

      Calliope was startled awake by the sound of Molly Anning’s exclamation. It had grown dark outside, and with the chill to the sea air, she had closed the window. The lamp she had left burning in an effort to keep her alert to any change in Mary’s condition, but the gentle light hadn’t been enough to combat her weariness in the chair next to her patient’s bed.

      Now, she sat up with a start and glanced at the older woman. She had tears in her eyes, and she thought they appeared joyful, rather than despondent. Calliope dared to glance at the bed and was relieved to see that although she still looked weak, Mary was awake. That was enough of a victory for her.

      “Mary,” she breathed. “Thank goodness.”

      Calliope got to her feet and when she would have departed, Mrs. Anning wouldn’t hear of it. “You have earned a hearty meal for taking such good care of my Mary. I’m sure Joseph would agree.”

      Calliope glanced over her shoulder to see Mary’s brother standing in the frame. “We are indebted to you, my lady.”

      She immediately waved off the praise. “I was glad to help, but I can’t take all the credit. Lord Blakely was of great assistance.”

      Molly nodded her head. “He came by the shop to give us an update and I daresay my knees went weak with relief! You are both angels from the Heavens this day.”

      Calliope didn’t feel like anything but a spoiled daughter of a duke, but she inclined her head, nevertheless. She also stayed for supper knowing it would be rude to refuse their offer, even though they likely had little enough to eat as it was.

      She stayed with Mary while Mrs. Anning and Joseph made a tempting fare that made Calliope’s stomach grumble. She realized that she hadn’t consumed anything but tea for lunch and only a scone to break her fast.

      When supper was announced, Calliope ate the food on her plate rather generously, and even some of the soup that Mrs. Anning had made special for Mary.

      Once her hunger was satisfied and they shared a bit of friendly conversation, she gave Molly a friendly hug. “Thank you for your kind hospitality, Mrs. Anning.”

      “Bless the good Lord for sending you to Lyme Regis, my lady. Both you and the viscount have been wonderful for our little village.” She paused. “And while it’s not my place to say anything, I can see how much Lord Blakely cares for you.”

      “I don’t doubt it,” Calliope returned wryly. “He cares for many of the ladies in London.”

      Mrs. Anning shook her head adamantly. “That may have been at one time, but I have a sense about these things. He truly loves you.”

      Calliope smiled but didn’t reply to that statement. She gently turned the subject in a different direction.

      However, as she made her way back to the hotel with Joseph at her side, another one of Molly’s insistences to ensure she made it back without incident, Calliope’s heart was pounding. No doubt Joseph thought something was amiss since she was so quiet. When they reached the entrance to the hotel, she apologized to him, claiming that weariness was the cause for her abrupt reticence. Thankfully, he seemed to accept the lie without hesitation.

      Calliope walked up the stairs to her rooms, but when she reached out to take hold of the knob, she saw that her hands were shaking. Taking a moment to compose herself, she leaned against the wall near the door and closed her eyes, taking deep, steady breaths.

      Surely Mrs. Anning was wrong.

      Sebastian didn’t love her.

      Did he?

      She couldn’t accept it even if it were the truth, of course. Some women might claim that reformed rakes made the best husbands, but Calliope didn’t believe that Sebastian was reformed. He was certainly adamant about never taking a wife.

      After a time, Calliope was able to steady her pounding pulse to a dull throb, as well as convince herself that, in this instance, Mrs. Anning’s instincts were quite wrong.
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      “I’m ready to return to London.”

      Sebastian blinked and glanced over at the marquess. They had made their way back to the shore the next morning, but no matter how much Seb might try to forget Calliope’s presence there the day before, he was hard pressed to ignore the loss. Although his grandfather’s abrupt announcement had certainly captured his attention. “What?”

      “Has your hearing started to deteriorate so quickly then?” The marquess snorted. “If not, then I’m sure you understood me quite clearly.”

      Sebastian frowned. “Don’t tell me your gout has been cured this soon?”

      “It would take months for me to go without the use of a cane, and maybe not even then,” he returned gruffly. “We’ve overstayed our welcome, and it’s time we return to London where we belong.”

      Sebastian didn’t miss the emphasis he put on the plural. He narrowed his gaze sharply. “Is this because of Lady Calliope?”

      The marquess sniffed. “I could care less about Marlington’s gel.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      His grandfather clenched his fist at his side in annoyance, and Sebastian was confident that he would have slammed his cane onto the nearby bathing machine if it had been within reach. It was his favorite way to get his point across. “You dare to call me a liar?”

      “I do.” This was one fight that Sebastian wasn’t about to back down from. For all the years he’d known his grandfather, the man had been gruff, but never actually unkind toward anyone. “What really bothers you about the lady?”

      “I answered that already. When it comes to a suitable viscountess—”

      “No. I’m not accepting that. While you might have issue with the duke, the fact of the matter is, she comes from a good family and knows how to comport herself like a lady.”

      The marquess snorted. “Has she, indeed? Cavorting with you at all hours of the night isn’t what I would exactly call proper behavior.”

      Sebastian stilled. “I would be very careful what you say next.”

      “Or what?” his grandfather challenged. “Shall you challenge me to a duel? Or push my wheeled chair down a flight of stairs and pray I break my neck?”

      Rather than engage further, Sebastian shook his head. “I’m not staying here and listening to any more of the nonsense you spout. I used to tolerate your outbursts because you were all the family I had left, but if you dare to impugn Lady Calliope’s good name, trust me when I say I will disown you, blood or not.”

      Sebastian didn’t wait for any sort of reply but turned his back and swam back toward the bathing machine to go back to shore. His grandfather could spend the rest of the day alone. If he wasn’t careful, that’s also how the marquess would end up. Without anyone else to care for him in his aged years, as Sebastian’s mother had been his only child and Sebastian was her only son, the marquess should think very hard about pushing away anyone that might give a damn whether he lived or died.

      It was that very thought that caused Sebastian to pause amidst pulling on his trousers. With his vow to never marry and sire children, is that how he might end up?

      The very image of him sitting alone in a dark room with a glass of brandy and a staid butler as his only company was rather sobering. He didn’t care to picture that sort of existence, but he didn’t know how to overcome the uncertainties about taking a wife. He wasn’t about to become a cuckold to any woman.

      And yet…

      He brought Grey to mind. The earl had his own misgivings about the wedded state throughout the years, but with one glance at Araminta Bevelstroke, he had known she was the one he wanted to spend the rest of his life with. Sebastian had nearly had the exact same reaction when he’d spied Calliope that very night at the opera.

      Attraction and lust weren’t enough to build a solid foundation for the future, but what they had shared in Lyme Regis had surely surpassed that. At least, he had never felt this way before. Perhaps it was the same for her.

      He supposed there was only one way to find out.
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      After visiting with Mary the next morning, Calliope decided that she would return to the cliffs to search for fossils without her devoted guide. If nothing else, it would give her the chance to clear her mind of Sebastian—if that was even possible.

      She sighed, as she feared that she was in very real danger of falling in love with him. Even though every instinct warned her to stay far away from him, she found it impossible to do so. All he had to do was crook his finger at her and she was running into his arms.

      Walking along the strand would hopefully remind her that she was here for a purpose that didn’t include finding a prospective suitor. If that were the case, there had been no need to leave London, as she’d had her pick of gentlemen. She had come to Lyme Regis with the sole intention of making a name for herself, a way to leave her mark on society without claiming to just be the wife of one lord or another. She yearned to have her own voice, to be an individual, instead of a decorated lady on someone’s arm.

      Calliope scanned the popular areas that Mary had pointed out to her, the places she had been the most fortunate to find something of import. She was bending down to inspect something that had just washed up on shore when the back of her neck prickled with awareness. She knew who was there before she straightened and turned around to spy Lord Blakely striding down the beach toward her.

      He was so handsome that her heart started to beat a steady staccato. With the way his greatcoat flew out behind him, and his light hair blowing uninhibited in the breeze, he put her in mind of a fallen angel.

      She waited patiently for him to meet her. The smile he flashed was devastating, and compared to his dark, enigmatic eyes, she was quite captured for a moment. “My lord,” she breathed.

      He closed the distance between them and reached out a hand to cup her cheek. “I missed you, Callie.”

      He bent and kissed her, and immediately her head started spinning with desire. She gently put her hands between them and extricated herself from the embrace. She walked a short distance away in order to reorganize her scrambled thoughts.

      “Calliope?”

      She heard concern in his voice, and it tore her up inside. Reluctantly, she turned back to him. She hugged herself, as if that might be enough of a defense to resist him. “We must stop this. It’s wrong.” She shook her head. “It was a mistake to begin with.”

      He didn’t move. Or speak.

      He just stood there and looked at her, waiting for her to continue.

      It might break Calliope’s heart, but in order to safeguard her future, and that of Isadora’s, she must end this madness before it destroyed everything she was working for, everything they were working for. “The time we’ve spent together has been—”

      He held up a hand and she paused. “Stop right there.” The words were firm, cold… detached. He blew out a heavy breath and shoved a hand through his hair before he continued, “It’s almost ironic, as I used to have this same conversation with my mistresses over the years. When things started to become too intense in our relationship, I knew that it was time to end things and move on to the next conquest. Until now, I’ve never been on the receiving end of things. It’s definitely an odd experience for me.” He hesitated, as if there was more that he wanted to say, but in the end, he merely said, “I wanted to seek you out to tell you that I’m leaving Lyme Regis today.”

      Calliope had to struggle to keep her voice even—emotionless. “I see. I appreciate that you told me instead of just leaving. That was very… kind of you.”

      He snorted and glanced out toward the horizon. “Kind,” he murmured. “Yes, I suppose that’s what it was.” He looked back at her, and again, there was that feeling that he wanted to say more, but instead, he just inclined his head. “I wish you every luck in your endeavors, my lady. Perhaps I will see your exhibits in London very soon.”

      She swallowed over a decided lump in her throat. “Thank you, my lord. That means a lot to me.”

      He must have decided that everything had been said, for he turned on his heel.

      Calliope watched him get farther and farther away, until his figure was no longer discernable. A single tear fell down her cheek, but she brushed it away in annoyance. It must be the wind crashing upon the surf that was causing her eyes to water.

      It certainly wasn’t heartbreak.

      She had made sure of that.
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      That night, when Calliope returned to the hotel, her maid immediately accosted her. “Lord Blakely is gone! He left a few hours ago with the marquess with nary a word to anyone, except for Mrs. Anning. I heard that he did pay a visit to her before he left.” She shook her head. “It’s so strange that he should go so abruptly without just cause. At least, no one seemed to believe there was any reason…” Her voice trailed off and her perceptive gaze narrowed on Calliope, who had remained particularly silent until that point. “Did you run him off?”

      Calliope rolled her eyes. “Don’t be absurd. First of all, it’s not as if I could make the viscount do anything that he didn’t want to do. And second, there would have to be something between us other than a brief liaison to cause him to go, which there is not.”

      Her maid blinked. “How can you say that? You love him! And he loves you! It’s clear to anyone who has eyes in their head.” She crossed her arms. “Except, perhaps, for the two of you.”

      “That’s quite enough drivel,” Calliope snapped. “The viscount made his choice to leave and there was nothing I could have done to stop him. No doubt he missed London and all the excitement it had to offer.”

      Emma shook her head and grumbled, “I suppose what the poets say is true. Love makes fools of us all.”

      Calliope didn’t even deign to reply to that snippy comment. She was too drained to do much more than strip off her clothes and tumble into bed. To say that it had been an exhausting few days would have been a severe understatement. She sank down into a nearby chair and put her forehead in her palm.

      Her maid brought in a tea tray and set it on the table firmly enough to make the cup rattle in its saucer. Calliope sent her a dark glare, but the servant merely sniffed and went about the rest of her duties.

      Calliope had just lifted the teacup to her lips when there was a light knock at the door. Immediately her hand started to shake so badly that she had to lower the china in her grasp. Had Sebastian returned?

      She held her breath as Emma walked over and greeted the visitor. When Calliope heard a feminine voice, some of her anticipation faltered. However, when Mrs. Anning appeared with a kind smile, she couldn’t help but offer one in return. She stood and embraced the older woman. Although she had only been in Lyme Regis for less than a month, she considered Molly a true friend, as well as her daughter, Mary.

      “I apologize for not checking in on Mary this afternoon, but I fear I was quite tired when I returned from the shore.”

      Molly waved away her concern. “There was no need. You came by this morning. Besides, she is much improved, thanks to you.”

      Calliope wanted to turn any further praise away from her. “Would you care for some tea?”

      The lady hesitated, but then she said, “That would be lovely.”

      Calliope sent a silent message to Emma, who disappeared to grab another cup from downstairs. As they waited for her to return, Calliope settled back into her chair as Mrs. Anning sat across from her. The lady glanced around the surroundings. “You know, as long as I’ve lived here, I’ve never been inside this hotel.”

      “Indeed?”

      Molly shrugged. “I suppose I never had much reason since I had my own lodgings, but I did wonder what it was like. It’s very nice.”

      “Yes, it is.” Calliope nodded. “I find that I actually prefer it to some of the places I’ve been in London.”

      This caused her companion to laugh. “Surely, you jest. London is made for aristocrats and royalty.”

      “That may be true in some respects,” Calliope admitted. “I’m not sure if I told you this or not, but my sisters and I grew up at our father’s estate in Canterbury. My father brought us to town only on very few occasions.”

      “Did you like it there?”

      “It was pleasant,” Calliope said slowly. “It was made bearable by my sisters and the village children who thought we were some sort of oddity since our father was a duke. And the ‘Black Widower,’ at that.”

      Molly shook her head. “Children can be as cruel as mature adults at times.”

      “Yes,” Calliope admitted with a wry twist of her lips. “Although I didn’t let their taunting bother me overmuch. I generally found a way to shut them up in one way or another. Usually by beating the boys when it came to climbing trees or racing horses. My father did employ the best tutors.”

      “You sound a lot like my Mary. She has always been an independent sort. I have begun to despair if she will ever marry.”

      “Marriage isn’t for every woman. We don’t have to have a husband in order to live a good life. It’s something I’m doing my best to prove to society.”

      “I’m sure you will do remarkable in convincing others of your passion,” Mrs. Anning said in all sincerity.

      As Emma returned with another cup and more tea, she excused herself once more. Calliope offered Mrs. Anning the sugar and cream, but she declined, unlike herself, who enjoyed lots of both. “I have become accustomed to living without such luxuries. There’s no need to start pretending now.” Molly took a sip of the steaming liquid and set it down with a sigh. “I daresay that is some fine tea though.”

      “I would agree,” Calliope stirred her tea slowly. “I admit that it has truly been a wonderful experience coming to Lyme Regis. The seaside is everything I imagined it might be.”

      There was a brief pause and then Mrs. Anning asked gently, “But that’s not all you found here, was it?”

      Calliope took her time in answering, because if she were to be honest, she wasn’t yet prepared to put into words what she was actually feeling for Sebastian. All she knew was that her chest had yet to loosen after his abrupt departure. It was as if the weight of the world had literally come crashing down around her. “I’m hoping to uncover something of import, of course,” she finally said, deliberately misunderstanding the lady’s suggestion. “Perhaps another prehistoric skeleton.”

      Molly smiled into her cup. “I can see it’s not something you wish to discuss. And while I don’t want to seem like a meddling, old woman, I came here tonight because my conscience wouldn’t allow me to sleep if I didn’t tell you what Lord Blakely told me before he left.”

      Immediately, all of Calliope’s senses were alert. “What was that?” She tried to sound nonchalant, but knew she failed miserably. If nothing else, her eyes would surely give her away, because she was desperate for any piece of the viscount that she could grasp.

      “He told me that he was returning to London at his grandfather’s insistence, and that he might have remained in Lyme Regis if his heart hadn’t been shattered.”

      Calliope’s heart thrilled at those words, but her common sense overruled any emotion. “I’m sure it won’t be long before he is comforted by one of his former paramours. He was known to be quite a rake.”

      Molly eyed her steadily for a moment and then nodded. “I’m sure you’re right, of course. But I can tell you that I haven’t seen a man that despondent unless there was a true reason behind it.” She set down her cup and rose to her feet. “I thank you for your hospitality, my lady, but I should be getting back. I’ve taken up enough of your time.”

      Calliope got to her feet as well. “I’m very glad that you stopped by. I hope Mary is well enough to join me on the beach soon. I miss her council.”

      Molly inclined her head in acknowledgment. As she turned to go, she paused once more and turned back to her. “I have no doubt in my mind that you will do remarkable things in this life, but sometimes it’s nice to admit that what we always thought we wanted, wasn’t the truth at all.”

      With those parting words of wisdom, she took her leave.

      She also gave Calliope much to ponder.
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      A fortnight passed, and although each day Calliope forced herself to get up with the dawn to go down by the cliffs to comb the beach for new discoveries, her anticipation for the hunt wasn’t as thrilling as it had been when she’d first arrived. She would find various fossils and interesting rocks as she strolled along, but for the most part, her thoughts were filled with images of Sebastian. She would hear his voice calling her name on the breeze and see his towering figure walking toward her along the strand.

      But none of it was true.

      It was all an illusion, a trick her mind was playing on her because even if her conscience didn’t see it, her brain told her she was a fool.

      She should have stopped Sebastian from leaving her that day. She should have run after him and begged him to—

      But that was where the fantasy ended, because how much further could it go? Even if Calliope dared to change her mind to follow in Minty and Livy’s footsteps, he had been just as adamant in his reluctance to wed.

      The only thing that had made it bearable for her to stay focused on her quest was Mary’s recovery. By mid-week she had felt strong enough to venture out-of-doors and the look of bliss she’d worn as she’d turned her face toward the sea had been worth all of Calliope’s inner anguish.

      “I have missed the spray with its hint of salt.” Mary sighed and turned to her with a sheepish grin. “No doubt that sounds terribly poetic.”

      “But lovely all the same,” Calliope said firmly. “I’m just glad to see you up and about and looking the picture of health once more.”

      “As am I.” Mary lifted a brow. “Let’s get to work, shall we?”

      Calliope was more than happy to agree.

      With Mary’s guidance, they had managed to find several more fossils, as opposed to what Calliope had found on her own. Then again, she was inclined to agree with Joseph, in that Mary had a particular eye when it came to finding something fascinating. And for a young woman that had very little prospects, that was a rare talent indeed.

      Calliope abruptly stopped.

      All this time she’d been determined to make a name for herself, to show the world that she could be an independent woman, and yet, Mary had already accomplished what Calliope had set out to do. While Mary was still struggling to get recognition in London, her name was certainly well known in every scientific and scholarly circle because of the Ichthyosaurus skeleton she had uncovered. And here Calliope was, trying to take even that much recognition away from her. The woman who had been raised as the daughter of a duke had traveled all this way with every advantage possible, and yet, she would steal what little success this poor, village girl could obtain.

      “I have to go.”

      Mary glanced over curiously at her. She’d been bent over looking at a rock in the sand. Of course, that was all that Calliope ever saw, and the reason she hadn’t been as prosperous. To Mary, every object had the possibility of being a rare vertebra, or something equally enthralling.

      “My lady?”

      Calliope laughed, the feeling of being free washing over her like high tide. “I’ve embarked on a futile quest by coming here, Mary. And I realize now that your mother was absolutely right.”

      Mary looked entirely perplexed, so Calliope attempted to explain. “Molly told me that sometimes what we want isn’t what we want at all. And this—” She waved her hand to indicate the area around them. “Isn’t what I truly want. I thought it was at one time, but I don’t possess the passion, nor the expertise that you do. I’ve been fooling myself into believing that I could find happiness here, when it isn’t correct. I’ve been miserable since the viscount left. I shouldn’t have let him go without telling him how I feel about him.”

      Mary’s lips twitched. “And how do you feel?”

      Calliope blinked. “I think I love him.” She laughed and threw her arms out wide. “I love Sebastian, and I don’t care who hears me!”

      This time it was Mary who laughed. She offered a single applause. “I suppose you will be returning to London then.”

      “In all due haste,” Calliope said. “And if we marry, I’ll make sure you and your mother and brother all receive an invitation!”
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      Sebastian was sitting in his study at the Blakely townhouse in Grosvenor Square, haphazardly spinning a guinea on the top of his desk, dressed casually in a partly open shirt and trousers when the butler intruded on his solitude. “The marquess is here to see you.”

      “Tell him I’m out,” Sebastian said with a scowl, but already he could hear the distinct thumping of a cane crossing the hardwood floors.

      “You can’t ignore me forever, boy.” His grandfather appeared in the frame and Sebastian had to snort, because the butler looked just as frazzled as he felt. Nevertheless, Sebastian waved the servant away.

      The marquess looked surprisingly spry that afternoon. His wiry gray hair had been combed neatly and he was dressed in the height of fashion, when he normally wore clothes a few years out of date. Not because he didn’t have the funds to purchase new ones, but because he didn’t care to spend money on anything.

      Sebastian leaned back in his chair and lifted a lazy brow as he looked his opponent up and down. “What’s the special occasion?”

      He limped over to the chair opposite the desk and sat down heavily. With a firm expression on his face, Sebastian knew he wasn’t going to like whatever came out of his mouth next. “We are going to Vauxhall tonight.”

      He sighed. “No.”

      The wrinkles in the marquess’ face tightened. “It’s been nearly a fortnight since we’ve been back in London. I won’t allow you to brood in this empty house any longer when there is a plethora of prospective viscountesses to be had in London.”

      “It’s not empty. The servants are here.” Sebastian shrugged. “Although I suppose you wouldn’t consider one of the house maids as a suitable wife.”

      The marquess was not amused.

      He tried another tactic. “It doesn’t matter either way because I told you I’m not marrying.”

      “Nonsense! You were prepared to make an offer for the Bevelstroke gel.”

      “I never said that,” he returned tightly.

      “You didn’t have to. I could see the determination to defy me written all over your face.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “You make me sound like a rebellious youth. I’m no longer a child, and I think I can make my own decisions.”

      His grandfather’s eyes narrowed. “If that’s the case then you would be settling down and doing your duty.”

      Unable to listen to any more of this nonsense without a proper drink in his hand, Sebastian got up and moved to the sideboard. He took the top off the glass decanter and poured two fingers worth of the best brandy he had. He downed it in one large gulp. As the heat from the alcohol began to swirl in his belly, he felt as if he had the necessary fortification to turn back to his grandfather. “I wish you well this evening, but I’m afraid you will be attending alone.”

      The cane hit the floor, but Sebastian wasn’t in the mood to humor his grandfather any longer this evening. In truth, ever since he’d come back from Lyme Regis, he hadn’t been in the mood to entertain anyone.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” he said evenly. “I wish to retire early.”

      “It’s not even dark outside!” his grandfather returned sourly, but Sebastian was already leaving the room, and he decided that argument didn’t require a reply.
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      “My lady! This isn’t Mayfair!”

      Calliope rolled her eyes and looked at her maid. “Indeed, it’s not. I daresay you’re very intuitive.”

      The girl set her chin. There likely wasn’t many mistresses in London who would tolerate such bold behavior in their ladies’ maids, but Emma had been with Calliope for so long that it would seem strange to have the normal working relationship. To be honest, she would have despised a servant whose eyes were pinned to the ground when she walked into the room. At least with Emma she was able to have an actual conversation, and she didn’t cower in a corner when Calliope used a sarcastic tone.

      “If you weren’t planning to go straight home, then, pray tell, where have you taken us?”

      Calliope smiled brightly. “I was told that the viscount lived here.”

      The girl’s eyes instantly widened. “But if this is a bachelor residence, it wouldn’t be proper for you to call on him alone.”

      “I’m not alone. You’re with me,” Calliope retorted, and started to climb out of the carriage.

      Emma grasped her arm in one last entreaty. “You know that’s not the same. If you were noticed—”

      She touched the brim of her bonnet. “Then it’s a good thing I’m wearing this.”

      With that, she stepped to the ground, and although she could hear Emma mumbling something underneath her breath, Calliope didn’t have time to keep arguing with her. She had to concentrate on what she might say to Sebastian when she saw him. She wanted to rush into his arms and kiss him soundly on the lips, but she was afraid that once the magic of being at the seaside had worn off, he might be reticent to receive her at all. Thank goodness she wasn’t averse to taking risks, or this unknown reception would have had her scurrying to her townhouse in Mayfair.

      With her chin held at a confident angle, she rapped on the door knocker and waited. Within moments, the butler answered her summons. “Please inform Lord Blakely that Lady Calliope Bevelstroke has come to call.”

      “My grandson isn’t receiving.”

      Calliope stiffened at the gruff voice of Lord Abersheen. He came into view and the butler reluctantly departed. She dipped into a slight curtsy out of respect but noted that he didn’t offer to let her into the foyer, allowing her to remain on the front stoop as if she wasn’t a lady of quality at all, but rather a street urchin who was begging for crumbs. His expression wasn’t much different.

      Nevertheless, she tried not to allow him to dissuade her from her mission. “My business with the viscount doesn’t concern you, my lord. And I would prefer to have the viscount tell me to leave.”

      He lifted a brow, as if impressed that she had stood her ground when that likely didn’t happen too often. She had the feeling the marquess enjoyed being intimidating. “And what if I told you that he was occupied with another gel at the moment? What would you say then?”

      Calliope’s gloved hands clenched into fists at her sides. That was certainly not something she wanted to imagine, and although she wouldn’t be surprised to find out it was true considering Sebastian’s previous reputation, she preferred to find out for herself. “Then I suppose I would have to wait until their business was concluded.”

      “I’m afraid that’s impossible.” He narrowed his gaze. “You think you’re special to him? You’re like all the rest he’s used and tossed aside like yesterday’s rubbish. He spouts off romantic drivel to every lady to win their affection. How else do you think he earned his notoriety as a consummate rake?”

      It was difficult not to allow those harsh words to affect her, but Calliope stood her ground. Just like Isadora hid her true emotions, she was able to shove down her hurt to be dissected for another time. She certainly wasn’t going to allow this horrible man to see how much he had injured her. Instead, she dared to say, “What if I said I loved him?”

      He snorted at that. “Others have claimed the same but have not managed to gain more than his passing fancy. If you are wise, you will leave now and forget about my grandson. He has already done the same about you.”

      Calliope’s throat was starting to close, and she was perilously close to either screaming or breaking down in self-pitying tears. “Very well. I shall go, but you should know that you can’t hide him forever. I will find a way to gain an audience with him.”

      She turned to go, but she was stopped by the marquess. “He will be at Vauxhall tonight. You can see the truth for yourself then since you choose not to listen to me and spare yourself the unnecessary heartache.”

      The door was slammed shut.

      Calliope glared at the offending wood, hoping that her displeasure was conveyed to the nasty man behind it. She had never met such an unpleasant gentleman, but she supposed not everyone could be as kind as her father.

      With a heavy exhale, she stomped back toward the carriage where Emma was waiting. Her eyes were wide with curiosity, but Calliope waved a hand. “I’ll tell you later.”
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      Sebastian heard the door to his sitting room open and he leaned his head back with a sigh. Only his grandfather would dare to intrude on his solitude without knocking.

      “I thought I’d made myself clear—”

      “That Bevelstroke gel was here.”

      Sebastian had another glass of brandy on the way to his lips, but with this revelation he set it aside with a decided thump and instantly got to his feet. “Why didn’t you tell me?” he demanded.

      He started to walk for the door, but paused when the marquess said, “She’s already gone.”

      Sebastian gripped the door frame on either side of him and prayed for patience as he straightened and slowly turned around. He eyed his grandfather steadily. “Did you talk to her?”

      “I did.”

      “And what did you say?” Sebastian prompted through clenched teeth.

      “It’s not polite to leave an old man standing without offering him a seat,” the marquess returned sourly. He set his jaw and then limped over to sit in a nearby chair. Only when he was settled did he say, “I told her that you weren’t receiving.”

      Sebastian pinched the bridge of his nose. “You know I would have heard what she came here to say.”

      “That may be,” the marquess sniffed. “But I told her you would be at Vauxhall tonight and that I would arrange a meeting between the two of you.”

      “Did you?” He snorted. “And why would you be so generous when you have made your sentiments about Lady Calliope quite clear?”

      His veined and weathered hands tightened on the silver head of his cane. “Perhaps I’ve decided to keep an open mind for your sake.”

      “Indeed?” Sebastian couldn’t help but laugh. He walked over and retrieved his drink. He slammed it down his throat, relishing the burn, and then turned his back and walked over to the window. “Forgive me if I find that difficult to believe.”

      He searched every carriage that passed even though he knew she had already departed.

      “Believe what you want, but if you are so determined to see the gel again, then I suggest you join me at the gardens.”

      Sebastian clenched his jaw and closed his eyes briefly. He didn’t believe for one minute that his grandfather was telling the truth, but neither could he take the chance and miss seeing Calliope in case he was. These past several days since he’d returned to London had been a well of misery. He’d had no motivation to reply to any of the invitations that crossed his threshold, and even though several of his old cronies had dropped by to coerce him back to the brothels and gaming tables he once used to frequent, Seb had no desire to do either.

      It angered him, how much he missed Calliope, because he was sure that once she had dismissed him so easily that day on the beach, he would have been able to do the same. Regrettably, that was not the case. He was bereft without her and if it wasn’t for the alcohol that put him to sleep every night, he wouldn’t have been able to rid her of his thoughts long enough to rest at all. Every time he closed his eyes, he could still bring to mind her light, feminine scent. He could feel the silky softness of her fiery red hair as it slid through his fingers, and vividly recall the sweet taste of her lips.

      He was either going mad or suffering from something far worse. He was hoping that when he saw her again, he would be able to convince himself it was the former, because if not, he would have to decide if he dared to erase several years’ worth of promises he’d made to himself. Not only was the fear of marriage still an impediment, but how might he convince her to wed him even if he were able to hurdle such an obstacle?

      In the end, Sebastian stated firmly, “Fine. You win. I’ll be there.”

      He heard his grandfather rise and thump over to the door. There was a brief hesitation before he said, “The Dark Walks at midnight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After her reunion with Isadora, which was as joyous as her elder sister could behave, Calliope went to her rooms. She told herself she wished to rest after her journey, but she was much too frustrated for that, so she ended up pacing her chamber with a dark scowl on her face. She didn’t know if the marquess was just a nasty curmudgeon by nature, or if she had done something to incur his wrath, but either way, she wasn’t going to stand for such a slight. Her father had been the Duke of Marlington, and now her brother-in-law was the honorary heir, even if he chose to allow the title to revert to the Crown and give up the second dukedom. In such, she was more than qualified to speak to Lord Blakely on a personal level, and perhaps marry him if she chose to do so.

      She finally slumped down on her bed and exhaled heavily. She was still contemplating her current conundrum, when there was a knock at her door and Emma walked in holding a card. “A messenger just dropped this by for you, my lady.”

      Curious, Calliope accepted the missive and turned it over to see the viscount’s seal. Her pulse started to flutter, and she anxiously ripped it open. Inside was a brief instruction. She sighed in relief and put the card to her chest, as if by doing so she might hug Lord Blakely himself. “He wants to meet me along the Dark Walks this evening.”

      Instead of appearing just as exuberated by this news, her maid frowned slightly. “You had better take care, my lady. Vauxhall is notorious for trapping more than one young lady into ruining her reputation.”

      Calliope dropped her hands to her lap. “That may be true, but I doubt that Sebastian is intentionally using me as bait for his own amusement. If that were the case, he could have damaged my name long before now. Besides, with Grey as his friend, who is now my brother-in-law, he shouldn’t wish to injure their long-standing acquaintance.” She stood up and walked over to her wardrobe. “Now let’s find me something special to wear.” She started to riffle through her silks and satins. “I daresay when the viscount sees me in green, he’s quite taken, so perhaps this one with my emeralds?” She lifted a corner of the jade hem for Emma’s inspection.

      Although the maid’s wary expression didn’t change, she curtsied lightly and said, “I will see that it is pressed for this evening’s adventures.”

      “Thank you,” Calliope returned, too excited about seeing Sebastian again that she allowed the mocking statement to pass.

      A burst of renewed energy shot through Calliope, and she spent the rest of the afternoon soaking in the tub in floral scented water and had Emma take special care to fix her hair.

      When she went downstairs that evening, dressed to the hilt in her gown, jewels, and elbow length, white gloves, Calliope was confident that something amazing was going to occur this evening. She could feel the anticipation building in her veins.

      She offered Isa a brilliant smile when she joined her in the foyer. Her elder sister was waiting patiently in a lovely, silver satin with a strand of pearls around her neck. Isa’s hair was pinned back in her usual, simple fashion, whereas Calliope’s face was framed with several ringlets. Instead of giving her sister any sort of compliment, Isa lifted a dark brow. “Shall we depart then? I’m eager to get back home as soon as possible. I have some important business to see to.”

      Calliope rolled her eyes. “You need to learn how to take a break sometimes, Isa.”

      They walked down the front steps together, and when the door of the coach was opened by their footman, Isa said, “If I did that, then who would keep up the household expenses? I need to be responsible if I shall be the last Bevelstroke lady standing.”

      As they climbed inside the carriage and settled their skirts, Calliope reached out and took her sister’s hand in her own. She paused to choose her words carefully. “I certainly never intended to fall in love, and most especially with Lord Blakely. I don’t want you to feel as if we’ve all… deserted you.”

      “Minty, nor Livy, intended to leave our circle,” Isa returned evenly. “But that doesn’t mean I’m not happy for them. I shall feel the same for you if you marry. There is no need to concern yourself with me. I am perfectly content to be alone, and already, the investments I’ve been making have been paying off quite nicely.”

      Calliope squeezed her hand. “I knew if anyone could prove that independence is possible for a single lady of quality, it would be you. You have a particular head for business that I never could hope to obtain.”

      Isa shrugged. “We each have our talents. Minty was a born mother, so it’s no surprise that she married first, and we both know Livy never wanted to embark on the future we had originally planned.”

      “What of me?” Calliope tossed her copper head.

      Isa sat back and clasped her hands together in her lap. “You are a born romantic. Your heart beats entirely too wildly to live in solitude forever.”

      Calliope laughed. “But I detest poetry! How can you say I’m a romantic?”

      Isadora smiled gently. “Being a romantic doesn’t mean you have to like flowery prose. It could mean a certain zest for things in life that are important to you. Your adventurous spirit makes you a romantic because you are passionate about traveling to new places, like Lyme Regis. It wasn’t the science of the fossils that appealed to you, so much as someplace new to explore.”

      “Oh, my.” Calliope blinked. “I daresay you are quite right.”

      Isadora inclined her head in agreement.

      “All this time I imagined that amorous drivel was for those dreamy debutantes who entered society with fanciful notions of finding a husband swirling about their heads. But now I find out I’m no different. I still had those glamourous ideals; they just weren’t directed toward gaining some stuffy gentleman with a title.”

      As the carriage rolled to a stop, Calliope had to laugh. “At least, I didn’t think that was what I wanted, but on my hunt for adventure I suppose I found more than I anticipated. However, I don’t think that would impress Mr. Bullock very much, and what I feel for the viscount certainly couldn’t be displayed in the Egyptian Hall, could it?”

      Isadora’s stern composure cracked with a twitch of her lips. “I would say not.” As the door opened, she said, “But it is time to retrieve your happily ever after.”
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      Sebastian tugged at his cravat, feeling as though it was choking him. But then, if it wasn’t for the promise that he would get to see Calliope, he wouldn’t be here in this blasted area surrounded by his fellow aristocrats.

      Musicians performed on the grounds, as well as various acrobats, hoping to impress the crowd so that they might gain a shilling or two. Fireworks boomed in the night air, raining brilliant sparks among the assemblage, but he ignored it all.

      It was strange how he had lived among the peerage in London nearly his entire life, and yet, he spent a month in a quaint, seaside village and found that the pursuits that used to be so important to him were now quite lacking. It was as if he had been sick with fever, on the brink of death, and now he was given a second chance at life.

      With Calliope.

      He closed his eyes, as the need to sweep her into his arms and whisk her off to someplace private so that they could be alone was sparking fire in his blood. His focus kept shifting to the Dark Walks where they were supposed to meet, although the marquess had done his best to coerce any single lady within their vicinity to their supper box. Thus, Sebastian had been forced to play the reluctant host while his grandfather dropped several subtle hints about the possibility that Lord Blakely would be taking a wife. The ladies would then smile and flutter their lashes at him, likely eager to take the title of viscountess, but he wasn’t impressed. The only woman he cared about this evening, or any other, was Calliope.

      He reached into his jacket and checked his watch. Time seemed to pass at a crawl. It was only a quarter past eleven. This night was turning out to be endless, but he vowed it would be worth all the torture he was being put through now.

      He told himself over and over that he had been a fool to leave that beach, but he thought there hadn’t been any way in which to convince Calliope to return to London with him. Then, when his grandfather had told him that she had come to call on him, he had begun to wonder if she had missed him after all. He didn’t think she had managed to unearth some sort of prehistorical skeleton in that short amount of time, so surely that was the only other possibility for her arrival in town.

      He supposed he would soon find out.

      He checked the time again.

      Forty-three minutes.

      “You could at least pretend as though you are interested in one of these empty-headed chits.”

      Sebastian forced himself to close the watch and tuck it back away in his jacket. “And yet, you call them empty-headed, which doesn’t sound at all complementary.”

      “Nevertheless, as a viscount—”

      “Odd’s fish.” Sebastian rubbed his temples. “I think I’m starting to get a megrim. Perhaps I should see if there is an apothecary nearby…” He craned his neck as if he might actually find someone peddling their medical wares.

      In turn, this earned him a glare from the marquess. “To hear you speak it makes one wonder if you are truly a gentleman at all.”

      “I never claimed to be one,” Sebastian noted dryly. He leaned back in his chair and shifted his gaze among the crowds, hoping he might find an early glimpse of that fiery red hair.

      “If you can’t try to find a suitable bride, then at least you can humor an old man with some cards,” his grandfather snapped.

      Seb inclined his head. “Now that I can do.”

      He motioned over one of the waiters and was able to obtain a set of cards in quick succession. He took it upon himself to shuffle. “What should you like to play?” he asked.

      “Piquet.”

      “Very well.” As Sebastian started to deal the cards between them, he added, “Perhaps a bit of gambling might put you in better spirits as well. You are quite surly tonight, when it was your idea to come in the first place.”

      “Stop your blathering and play,” the marquess snapped.

      They exchanged hands for so long that Sebastian almost forgot that there was somewhere he needed to be. To his surprise, it was the marquess who reminded him.

      Seb immediately got up and tossed down the rest of his cards. “Wish me luck.” He offered a wink to his companion and headed for the fork between two paths where he was told she would be waiting.

      Moments later, he spied a delicate, feminine silhouette sitting on a stone bench. Her back was to him, and she wore a bonnet that covered her features.

      His heart pounded furiously as he drew closer to the lady. “Calliope?” he whispered.

      The lady slowly rose to her feet and turned around to face him. The light from the fireworks overhead lit up her features, but most especially the glint in her cunning, blue eyes. “It’s good to see you again, Seb.”
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      Calliope had never been to Vauxhall before that night, and it didn’t take much for her to become distracted. She had to keep reminding herself that she was here for Sebastian, not the showers of sparks overhead that lit up the night sky with their brilliance, nor the tumblers who attempted to engage her in their performance. It was Isadora who finally had to threaten them with one of her infamous glares before they scurried about their way.

      “Isn’t this fascinating?” Calliope breathed.

      “Quite,” Isadora said firmly. “Let’s just hope you are able to find Lord Blakely in this…” She waved a hand to indicate the mix of nobility and commoner alike.

      No doubt there were pickpockets filling their own coffers this night. It was that sobering thought that propelled Calliope onward. “I’m not sure I even know what these Dark Walks look like.”

      “I imagine it’s just as it appears,” Isadora said, as they walked forward. They quickly encountered a row of hedges that branched off from the main area of entertainment. It was sparsely lit with lanterns and looked as though many scandalous rendezvous might take place there. She glanced at Calliope. “Are you certain you want to go through with this?”

      Calliope looked at the intimidating area, but then stiffened her spine and nodded her head. “It surely can’t be any worse than the passages Livy and I used to explore at Marlington Hall. And I daresay there won’t be nearly as many cobwebs in my path.”

      “At least I will be able to easily find you should a spider fall on you.” Isadora lifted a brow, drawing to mind the scream that had caused everyone at Marlington Hall to come running to her aid, fearing the worst.

      “Indeed,” Calliope said, more ill than amused. “I shall try not to be long.”

      “It doesn’t matter. I will worry for your safety and wellbeing no matter the time you spend in that dismal maze.” She gave a mock shudder and Calliope felt the need to reassure her.

      “I have faith that Sebastian will be there. He will ensure no harm comes to me.”

      Isadora reluctantly nodded but took up a firm stance by one of the openings. “I’ll wait right here.”

      Calliope reached out and gave her an impulsive hug, and then she started to trudge forward. She kept chanting Sebastian’s name in her mind, but with every rustle she heard around her, her heart managed to lodge in her throat. She wouldn’t be easy until she was standing before Lord Blakely.

      Although her note from him hadn’t given any further instruction than the place and time, the area appeared deserted for the most part, so she assumed it would be easy to locate him, or at least somewhere that looked like a place for an assignation.

      With each step that she took, equal parts fear and excitement coursed through her. She wasn’t sure why he didn’t just call at the townhouse, as opposed to setting up this clandestine meeting, but she really didn’t care. She was just glad that he was giving her the opportunity to speak to him, to apologize for being so blind and not realize how much her heart yearned for him, until he was already gone.

      Calliope lifted her skirts and picked up her pace, rushing in her haste to see Sebastian and tell him that she loved him.

      As the fireworks sparked overheard and lit up the sky with promise, she turned a corner in the path.

      And froze.
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      Sebastian frowned. He didn’t know what kind of game she was playing, but he didn’t appreciate it, especially when he was due to meet Calliope at any moment. “What are you doing here, Sabine?” he demanded.

      Instead of replying immediately, she slowly untied the ribbons of her bonnet and slipped it off her golden curls. She set it on the bench she’d just vacated, and then walked closer to him in a dress that would have made any man weep with desire. It clung to her shapely figure in all the right places, and the sapphire blue gown matched perfectly with those deep blue eyes that had captivated him at one time. Until recently, she had even shared his bed a time or two after she’d become a widow.

      She lifted a gloved hand and cupped the side of his jaw. “I’ve missed you, my darling.”

      “Have you?” he asked flatly. “Regrettably, I cannot say the same.”

      She tilted her head to the side and said in a placating manner, “Don’t be cruel. I know you’re probably still upset with me for marrying the baron, but you know he meant nothing to me. He was merely a means to an end to satisfy my father with a long-standing arrangement. But with his death, I’m a free woman to choose whomever I please, and that man is you.”

      “How convenient,” he muttered.

      “Isn’t it?” she purred in return, either ignoring the sarcasm in his tone, or brushing it aside. She moved even closer, until her full breasts were pressed intimately against his chest. Her mouth was a hair’s breadth away from his. “Don’t you remember how good we were together?” She slid her hand down the front of his trousers. “Your cock was the best I’ve ever had.”

      He clenched his jaw, but his cock didn’t even twitch with interest, even when she started to rub him lightly. “I’ve moved on, Sabine. I’ve found someone I truly care for. With you, it was nothing but empty sex.”

      She lifted a delicate brow. “Do you mean Lady Calliope?” She shook her head slightly. “I would be cautious there, my love. She was only using you for sport. Rumor has it she is already spoken for and that she ran off to the coast to escape an unwanted union.”

      Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “You’re lying.” He moved away from her, glad that she didn’t pursue him.

      “As your old friend,” she said softly, “I didn’t want to see you hurt again when I could prevent it.”

      He snorted. “All you’ve ever cared about was yourself.”

      “That’s not true.” She floated closer to him. “I love you, Seb. With every fiber of my being. I came here tonight because I want to marry you. I know I can make you happy if you would only give me another chance…”

      Sebastian knew he should just walk away and leave her standing there, but he wanted to prove a point. He wanted to show her that he felt nothing for her, and he was no longer prepared to play her little games. He would humor her one last time and then tell her in no uncertain terms to go to hell.

      Their time together had come to an end.

      He smiled roguishly and pulled her to him. She gasped, her eyes burning with a fevered passion. He lowered his head and ensured that it was an embrace she would remember for the rest of her life, the one that would make her lament ever leaving him all those years ago. He would make her burn and then snuff out any hope she might continue to harbor about the two of them, because Calliope was all that mattered to him.

      She was all that would ever matter to him again.

      He could feel Sabine grab on to his jacket and start to slide it off his shoulders. He started to pull back, but a shocked gasp caused a frisson of warning to shoot up his spine.

      His head whipped around in enough time to see the betrayal on Calliope’s face, before she spun around and rushed away.
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      Calliope was running blindly. The moment she’d spied Sebastian and that woman in such a heated embrace, tears had pricked her eyes and begun to flow unchecked down her face. She was holding her dress up with one hand, but still, she stumbled down the path, desperate to find the way out of this horrible maze.

      She would never come to Vauxhall again as long as she lived.

      At least now she knew why they were called the pleasure gardens. It was a disreputable place intended for libertines and whores. It was a perfect fit for the viscount.

      “Calliope!”

      Of course, he was coming after her. He would likely spin some sort of tale about how things didn’t look as they appeared, and how she meant nothing to him.

      She didn’t care to hear any of it. She just wanted out of here.

      “Calliope, please—” He grabbed hold of her arm, and when he would have pulled her to a halt, she ripped off her glove and spun around with her palm open and ready. Her hand made contact with his face with a satisfying crack!

      With tears still sliding down her cheeks, she spat, “Don’t you dare touch me! Don’t you ever touch me again!”

      He immediately let go of her and held up his hands in entreaty. She saw desperation in his eyes that looked sincere, but she was too furious to try to understand it. She just wanted him to hurt as much as she did. “Callie—”

      “No!” She pointed an accusing finger at him. “You don’t have the right to call me that any longer. Go back to your whore and leave me alone!”

      “You don’t understand—”

      “Oh yes, I do. I understand perfectly.” She waved a hand around them. “You set up this little scene to prove that you don’t need anything more in your life, that you don’t need me.” She swiped angrily at her eyes. “Congratulations, my lord, for you have succeeded admirably. Everything is as clear as crystal and you may rest assured that anything between us has faded into dust, swept away by your deceit.” Her voice became a whisper, any emotion carefully locked away. “I wish I had never met you, but I suppose it’s good that I did, or else I might have made a terrible mistake by allowing my heart to overrule my common sense in believing that you could ever be trusted.”

      She spun away from him and was grateful when he didn’t follow her.

      Fresh tears stung her eyes, but when she turned another corner and spied Lord Abersheen, she came to an abrupt halt. “I tried to warn you, gel,” he said in his usual gruff tone. “Do you believe me now? My grandson doesn’t want anything to do with you.”

      She lifted her chin and glared at him. “Then you’ll be glad to know that the feeling is mutual. I’m sure you’re pleased that I’m out of his life. I’m sure he will be as miserable as you are someday, and I hope you both rot in hell for it.”

      Calliope moved past him, not bothering to wait for a rejoinder.

      She rushed out of the Dark Walks with a gulp of air, as if she’d been drowning beneath the waves of the sea and was finally able to kick her way to the surface for some much-needed air.

      Isadora was still there, waiting for her, but the moment she looked at Calliope’s face, her sister’s eyes widened. “Dear God, what happened in there?”

      Calliope shook her head. “I don’t want to talk about it. I just want to go home.”

      Isa hesitated, but she nodded her head and walked over to put an arm around her. She sighed, leaning into her sister’s strength. Isadora wasn’t much for expressing emotion, but she knew when it was needed, and Calliope clung to her like a lifeline. Her chest hurt until she couldn’t take a full breath and she knew it was because her heart was breaking in two.

      She had been so stupid, so naïve to believe that it was so easy to find love. What was supposed to be a magical feeling was one of the worst things she could have imagined.
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      Sebastian heard the thump of the cane before his grandfather came into view. Instead of waiting, he turned the corner and grabbed the marquess by the lapels of his jacket and shoved him against the hedges. He put his face directly in his line of vision and shouted, “What have you done?”

      “I’m saving you, boy!” he snapped in return, not backing down even though his feet were barely touching the ground.

      “How can you say that? You’ve driven the only woman I’ve ever truly cared about as far from me as possible!”

      “And that’s not a blessing?” the marquess spat. “My daughter married for advantage, and then she met a man whom she fancied herself in love with. It ended in tragedy. I want to spare you the same fate! You won’t be happy with this gel! She doesn’t know what love is! Her father was too busy getting married to offer her any sort of example on how to run a proper household. She would have tired of you as quickly as you would have tired of her.”

      Sebastian released his grip. His grandfather stumbled on his feet before he steadied himself with his cane, but Seb wasn’t in the mood to care. “You’re a cynical fool if that’s what you think,” he grated out. “The only thing you’ve managed to do is ruin your own life, so you want to make sure everyone else is just as unhappy as you are.” He laughed humorlessly. “I used to believe that I owed you some sort of loyalty because you were my last blood relation, my grandfather, but family doesn’t treat someone the way you just have. That’s the actions of my enemies, and I don’t have room in my life for those.”

      For the first time in his life, Sebastian thought he saw fear flash behind his grandfather’s eyes. Even his tone was more subdued than usual. “What are you saying?”

      “I’m done feeling any sort of obligation to you when you can do something this underhanded. I know you were the one who sent Lady Abaline to seduce me tonight. Otherwise, how convenient that she would be there at the exact moment Calliope was supposed to arrive.” He shook his head with disgust. “My sole regret was that I was too foolish to figure it out before the damage was done. Now I may have lost her forever. At least I can take heart knowing that I won’t end up like you someday.”

      He started to leave, but the marquess recovered his gruff tone. “You’ll regret this someday, boy!” Sebastian turned to see him shake his fist at him in warning. “I swear that I won’t leave you a single shilling in my will!”

      Sebastian’s mouth lifted in the corner. “I don’t want anything from you but freedom.”

      He stalked down the path, not even certain of his destination. Things were such a mess right now that he honestly didn’t know where to begin.

      He shoved a hand through his hair. If only Grey were here, instead of on his blasted honeymoon, because he could use some much-needed advice on how to win Lady Calliope back. At this point, he was quite sure nothing could sway her sour opinion of him. His reputation had been too convincing in the past, and she wouldn’t believe anything he said.

      He paused.

      Unless, of course, he approached her with actions instead.

      But even that might be next to impossible, because it wasn’t as though Calliope wasn’t without reinforcements. Her sister, Isadora, was an intimidating woman. To get to Calliope, he would likely have to sway her sister to his side first. But how in God’s name he might ever manage that was anyone’s guess.

      But he couldn’t give up. Not now. Not ever.

      Calliope was his.

      Now he just had to convince her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Calliope stared at the canopy above her bed the next morning for an indeterminate amount of time. She wasn’t sure if she blinked, or just stared at the tucked pattern that she had never really paid attention to before now. However, for some reason, she couldn’t seem to look away.

      It wasn’t as if it was all that appealing. In truth, some might say the design was rather plain, but her emotions were so… empty, that she found it to be the most fascinating thing in her life at the moment. She sighed, trying to remember if she had cried over her father’s death as much as she had over Sebastian.

      Sebastard was more like it.

      She threw an arm over her forehead and continued to stare in a daze at the ivory satin above her. Her maid had entered a short time earlier with a silver tray laden with several of her favorite breakfast items, but Calliope had yet to touch a single thing. She just couldn’t stomach the thought of food. Or getting out of bed.

      Perhaps if she laid there long enough she could convince herself that the time she had spent with Sebastian had been nothing more than a dream. Lyme Regis itself was already starting to feel like a distant memory and she hadn’t been back in London for more than a day.

      Unfortunately, it was the hollow feeling inside of her chest that told her it had been all too real. Every time she’d closed her eyes, after returning home from that embarrassing debacle at Vauxhall, she could smell the salty scent of the sea, and recall the way it had felt to be in Sebastian’s arms. His kiss had sent her soaring into the clouds, and she regretted having to return to earth.

      Although, now that she thought about it, she was starting to regret a lot of things.

      Such as she couldn’t recall when she’d last had her courses.

      So much had happened in the last few weeks that she hadn’t kept track to see if she was late, or had just not paid the proper attention. But considering she had been intimate with Sebastian more than once, the chances that something could have happened was a very real possibility that she had to consider. Accidents happened all the time, even if one was careful.

      She swallowed hard. Since it wasn’t likely that Sebastian wanted anything further to do with her, she needed to start making preparations in case she found herself with child. She would not shame her sisters by being the one who bore a bastard, or the baby who would have to live with that title for the rest of his or her life.

      Thus, Calliope tore her gaze away from the canopy and grabbed her robe from the edge of the bed. She wasn’t ready to get dressed yet. Maybe tomorrow.

      She made her way downstairs to the study where she would have the best luck in finding Isadora. As suspected, her dark-haired sister was bent over a leather-bound book and was scribbling something inside of it.

      Calliope wasn’t sure if she should bother her or not, but she finally knocked lightly on the door frame. Isa glanced up expectantly. Upon seeing Calliope, she set down her pen in the middle of the ledger. “Come in.”

      “I wasn’t sure if I should interrupt. You seemed so intent.” Calliope offered her a slight smile. That was the most she could manage at the moment.

      Isadora looked at her kindly. “It’s nothing that can’t wait.” She tilted her head to the side. “How are you faring?”

      Calliope shrugged. “I’m not sure I can even describe what I’m feeling right now. But I suppose it doesn’t matter.” She pinched the bridge of her nose and took a deep breath to steady herself, and then she looked back at Isa. “I was curious if you kept any of the cards from my amorous suitors.”

      Her sister lifted a curious brow. “Are you referring to the array of hothouse flowers in the parlor that you said you despised?”

      A knot started to form in her stomach. “Indeed.”

      Isadora’s gray eyes narrowed. “I think I know what you’re considering and I’m not sure I approve.”

      Calliope lifted her chin. “I love you, Isa, but with all due respect, it doesn’t really matter if you do or not. I’m of age to make my own decisions, be they good or bad ones. It’s my right to choose.”

      Isa hesitated, and then opened one of the desk drawers. She withdrew a stack of cards that had been tied together with a single ribbon and held them out to her without a single word.

      Calliope walked over and grasped the stack, but when she would have taken them, Isa held fast. Her gray eyes were knowing when she said gently, “Just know that whatever you are planning, sometimes there is no going back.”

      She narrowed her gaze. “I’m fully aware of that, but neither shall I allow myself to brood around this townhouse like a wraith for the rest of my days. Life must go on.”

      Isa relinquished her grip. “Very well.” When Calliope would have taken her leave, Isa called from behind her, “If you need someone to talk to, I hope you know you can come to me, Callie.”

      It was the nickname that caused her throat to burn with acidic tears, recalling when Sebastian had spoken it so lovingly. Pushing that aside for the moment, she turned back to Isadora and nodded her head. “I know. And I appreciate it too.”

      Calliope made it back to her room and shut the door as fresh, hot tears spilled down her cheeks. She allowed herself a brief time to grieve for her broken heart, and then she wiped her face and returned to the bed. Pulling the coverlet back over her, she spread out the cards in her grasp.

      It was time to determine which one she might be able to stomach.

      And who would make the best husband.
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      Isadora walked inside the British Museum later that afternoon. Sebastian had sent a note around to her earlier in the day with a request for a meeting in the room housing the Elgin Marbles. He was instantly flooded with relief when he spied her crossing the threshold. He’d arrived about thirty minutes prior, but he wanted to ensure that he had allowed a proper amount of time so that he didn’t miss her if she decided to get there early. He should have known she would be perfectly prompt.

      Her expression was a mask of professional business as she spied him and walked over. There was no reticence in her movements, only a calm assurance. “Lord Blakely.”

      He inclined his head in a polite manner. “Lady Isadora. Thank you for seeing me. Shall we talk while we admire the sculptures?” He clasped his hands behind his back and began to stroll along slowly. “Were you surprised to receive my letter?” he asked.

      “Not particularly.” She lifted an inquiring brow. “Were you surprised I accepted your invitation?”

      “Honestly? Yes, I was, although I was hoping you would.” He blew out a steadying breath, praying that his gamble would pay off. “I know what you must think of me, Lady Isadora—”

      “I think you love my sister.”

      He paused, for he hadn’t been expecting her to speak so boldly.

      She smiled. “I can see I’ve surprised you again.” She shrugged. “But it’s not that difficult to deduce when you abruptly pack up and leave London to pursue my sister to the coast. If that isn’t love spurring one on, then I’m not sure what to call it.”

      What, indeed?

      Sebastian had been reticent to call what he felt for Calliope something so strong, but even he couldn’t deny it now that the sentiment had been voiced aloud. “I daresay you are quite right in that regard,” he said softly.

      She looked at him directly. “I’m sure you can guess what my next question is. What are you going to do about it?”

      “I want to marry her,” he answered immediately, and then shook his head. “It’s ironic, because before I met Calliope, I was so averse to marrying anyone. I’m not sure if you are aware, but my mother had a lover who ended up causing her death and that of my father. I swore that I would never put myself through that kind of misery, but I suppose even the most cold-hearted can change their mind on occasion.”

      Isadora inclined her head. “That is very true, my lord. All my sisters were determined to strive for independence, and yet, I’m the only one left standing.” She paused and looked at one of the marbles that showed a man’s chiseled abdomen. “I daresay I might regret my decision to remain a spinster, but as the oldest at eight and twenty, I don’t see any reason to change now.” Her gaze shifted to him. “But there is time for you and Calliope to mend things and start a happy life together. I know she cares for you, but I fear because of her high emotions, she is going to make a dreadful mistake.” She withdrew a sheet of paper from her reticle and handed it to him.

      Curious, Sebastian opened it to find a list of male names.

      “Those are all the gentlemen who offered for Calliope during the Little Season and were rejected.” She clasped her hands before her. “If I were you, I would find a way to track each of them down and ensure that they didn’t renew their sentiments of marriage to my sister, as she is on a mission to accept one of them. And I wouldn’t delay. There is a ball at Carrick House this evening, and I am confident she will start her search then.”

      Sebastian’s jaw clenched. Over his dead body. “Thank you, Lady Isadora.” He tucked the list into his jacket, but then he hesitated. “Why is it that you are helping me when I’m sure Calliope told you what happened at Vauxhall?”

      She lifted her chin slightly. “Because I am familiar with your grandfather. I ensured that Calliope’s maid wrote to me about her progress in Lyme Regis and she had quite a bit to say in her letters. She told me that he tends to speak rather poorly of our father, and that he didn’t think Calliope was a suitable match for you. That led me to the obvious conclusion that he was behind your illicit tryst at Vauxhall.”

      Sebastian blinked. “I daresay you are quite astute, my lady,” he murmured. “And yes, he was responsible for coercing Lady Abaline to try to seduce me. He boldly claimed as much. Because of his betrayal, I have cut ties with him, and I can assure you that any association Sabine and I had was long ago. I feel nothing for her now.”

      “You haven’t been an item for some years,” she concurred confidently. “And you’ve had three mistresses since then, I believe.”

      He couldn’t help but grin. “Are you intending to become an investigator, Lady Isadora? Because I believe you would be well suited to the position.”

      “Not hardly.” Her lips twitched. “Let’s just say uncovering information is something of a hobby for me.”

      “Lord help me if I ever make a misstep,” he teased.

      “I shan’t worry about that, my lord.” She offered him a coy smile that softened her harsh features somewhat. Combined with the twinkle in her gray eyes, he had no doubt that she could bring any man to his knees if only she would allow her guard to come down long enough to do so. “I already know everything.”
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      Sebastian stared after Lady Isadora as she departed, and then he shook his head. The lady was an enigma. If she ever did decide to take a husband, it would have to be someone intelligent enough to handle her wit.

      Was there even a man alive worthy enough?

      He withdrew the list of names that Isadora had given him. It seemed he had his work cut out for him, so he had better get to work.

      There were eight names. Eight.

      It was almost humbling to think that, of all the eligible men here, Calliope had brushed them all aside and chosen Sebastian to surrender her heart to. That is, if what her sister said was true, but something told him that Isadora didn’t lie.

      He tucked the list securely back in his pocket and thought of his next course of action. With so many names, he couldn’t be assured that he would run into them all before that evening, which meant he would have to first find some reinforcements.

      Damn, but he wished Grey were here now more than ever, but since he wasn’t, he was forced to consider other alternatives. He closed his eyes and searched his brain for faces in society that he might be able to rely upon. After a time, one in particular broke out from the rest.

      And he knew exactly where to find him.

      Sebastian strode out of the museum and retrieved his horse, making it to the familiar bow window in front of White’s in record time. He walked inside and strode directly over to the table that sat in front of the glass pane. It was the highest honor of distinction to sit there after men like the Duke of Wellington, and yet, somehow the Marquess of Osgood, Remington Fletcher, had managed to gain that glory.

      He was sitting alone, a glass of brandy on the table. His hand was around the glass, but he wore such a pensive look on his face that he didn’t notice Sebastian until he moved to stand in front of him.

      “Ah, Blakely.” He waved a hand to indicate an empty chair. “Have a seat.”

      Sebastian sat down. After the attendant came over, Seb ordered the same drink as the marquess. Once it was delivered and they were alone once again, he took a sip of the brandy. “Mmm. Good choice.”

      “I thought so,” Osgood said dryly. He lifted a russet brow, his hazel eyes assessing, “What brings you by?”

      “Does there need to be a reason?” Seb hedged.

      The marquess snorted. “Anyone who approaches me wants something, so what is it?”

      Seb pinched the bridge of his nose, guilt washing through him. However, it wasn’t enough to keep him from begging for his assistance. He removed the list and slid it over to his companion.

      The marquess picked it up and studied it for a moment, and then slid it back to him. “If this is a list of men you want disposed of, then I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong man. Murder isn’t my area of expertise, although I am particularly skilled with a rifle.”

      “If only it were that easy,” Seb grumbled miserably. “These are the men that Lady Calliope might approach to gain an engagement. My quest is to see that she chooses me instead.”

      The marquess snorted. “What is it about those Bevelstroke women?” He lifted his glass to his lips and took a long, steadying drink. After he set it back down on the hard wood, he glanced at Sebastian. “If I assist you in your amorous endeavors, what do I gain in return?”

      He tapped a thoughtful finger on the table for a moment, and then snapped his fingers. “You still need to find a husband for your niece, Portia, do you not?”

      “Actually, no,” he returned evenly. “She was offered for just this weekend and accepted the gentleman’s offer. It shall be a victorious match for her.”

      Sebastian deflated. He put a hand on his forehead. “What else do you need? You already gained a horse from Grey. Some new wallpaper for your estate, perhaps?”

      This time the marquess laughed outright. “Rest assured my mother takes care of all the garish furnishings when she isn’t taking the waters in Bath. If it wasn’t for all the chinoiserie gracing nearly every room I enter, I should prefer it there to the bustle of London.” He sighed heavily. “Alas, between Portia’s come out and the duties that require my attention in my current business ventures, I am seldom able to enjoy life in the country anymore.”

      “Is that what caused such a dark look to take over your face?” Seb queried.

      “No.” The answer was flat.

      As Osgood took another slow drink of his brandy, Sebastian suddenly had an idea. “Have you ever been to the coast?”

      He was met with a frown. “I daresay I haven’t been in some time. But I did enjoy it.”

      Sebastian leaned forward. “Don’t you have interests in the Stockton & Darlington railway in Newcastle? Perhaps it’s time to take a break from society now that your niece is betrothed and inspect your holdings. And since Grey isn’t around to ensure things are still running smoothly, perhaps you should investigate matters yourself to ensure your funds are being properly spent.”

      The marquess’ frown deepened. “Perhaps.” Even though he didn’t look convinced, Seb was confident he was seriously considering the prospect.

      “While I do appreciate the suggestion,” Osgood murmured, “that doesn’t answer my earlier question. How does my assistance actually benefit me?”

      Sebastian was getting frustrated, although he tried not to let it show. “Isn’t it enough that you’ll be helping out a friend?”

      Both russet brows rose. “Is that what you would do should the tables be reversed?”

      Sebastian’s gaze was fervent. “When it comes to winning Lady Calliope, yes.”

      The marquess studied him for a time, and then he lifted the glass of brandy to his lips and downed the rest. He set it aside and got to his feet. “Where do we begin?”

      Sebastian breathed a silent prayer and stood, clapping the other man on the back. “You’re a Godsend, Osgood.”

      His tolerant gaze slid to him. “Let’s see if you still say that when this quest has reached its conclusion.”
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      Calliope turned one way and then the other, inspecting every angle that she could. “I must look impeccable this evening if I am to ensnare a husband,” she told her ladies’ maid. “Not a single wrinkle in my gown.”

      Emma stood beside the cheval mirror and dared to roll her eyes. “I’ve never known you to be vain before, my lady.”

      Calliope gave her a hard stare. “That’s because any other night hasn’t been as important as this one. This ball shall ensure my future.”

      “I thought your future was with Lord Blakely?” her maid pointed out.

      She stilled. “I told you never to speak that name in this house again. Or, at least, not within my hearing.” She stalked over to her dressing table and sat down in front of it, ensuring that her pearl earrings and necklace was in place. Of course, she had chosen the perfect gown to complement the pale sheen of the gems, a white satin gown with a silver lace overlay. She generally didn’t like to wear such simple colors, feeling that they were better served for the younger debutantes, but tonight she wanted to ensure that she portrayed purity, even if she had already offered up her most valuable attribute to a scoundrel like Lord Blakely.

      Emma sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you, my lady. It’s not easy to mend a heart that has been broken.”

      Calliope pinched her cheeks to give them a little added color. Satisfied with her final appearance, she stood up and grabbed her reticule. “This heart shall be weaved back together in record time if all goes well tonight.”

      Her maid’s expression was grim. “Are you sure you don’t want to reconsider, my lady? I don’t want you to regret anything because you’re upset over Lord B—” She quickly pressed her lips together.

      She walked over to Emma and put a hand on her shoulder. “I know what I’m doing. My future has never been clearer than it is right now.”

      Emma nodded. “Very well.”

      With a bright smile, Calliope left the room.

      However, as soon as she turned away from her maid, the brittle exterior fell apart. It was all she could do to pretend an outward nonchalance when her heart was bleeding on the inside.

      She would never forgive Sebastian for this.

      Taking a moment to compose herself, she pasted on that same, false bravado and went down the stairs to meet Isadora, who was patiently waiting for her. Isadora was wearing a light peach satin gown and combined with her dark brown hair and diamonds gracing her neck and ears, she was the picture of elegance. Calliope didn’t understand how her elder sister always seemed to appear so resplendent and calm when Calliope was always feeling frazzled.

      Isadora clasped her gloved hands before her and looked at her steadily. “Are you sure you still want to go through with this?” she asked gently.

      Calliope lifted her chin. “I think we both knew that I wouldn’t have made it on my own, as much as I liked to imagine that I could. I don’t have the business acumen that you do. I shall leave you to succeed where the rest of us have failed.”

      Isadora lifted a slender brow. “I’m not sure that I would consider the happiness Minty and Livy have found as a failure. It is merely an alternate path to the original course we’d set for ourselves.”

      “Exactly,” Calliope concurred. “And my path is altogether different. Rather than allowing love to prompt me into marriage, it shall be common sense.” She tapped the side of her head. “No more childish fantasies. I shall choose the man best suited for my future.”

      Isadora sighed. “You make it sound as though you are preparing to purchase a horse at auction.”

      Calliope shrugged. “I daresay the man I choose must have good teeth and a strong backside…”

      Isadora was already walking out the door.
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      Calliope stepped out of the carriage in front of the Carrick townhouse with determination writ in every fiber of her being. She couldn’t wait to get started interviewing all the possible candidates to see which would be the best fit as her future husband. Her list was secured in her reticule, although she had most of the names memorized by heart. They had all showered her with attention during the Little Season and was the reason the parlor had been filled to the brim with flowers and prose. Since the Carrick ball was one of the most attended event of the Season, she was confident that most, if not all, of the men on her list would be here.

      She prayed that she didn’t see Lord Blakely, but if so, she vowed that she would be cool and polite, but nothing further than that. She would treat him just as she had before their interlude in Lyme Regis, where she had given him far more than she’d ever planned to allow.

      Shoving any further thoughts of him out of her mind, she stood in the receiving line until she and Isa finally made their way to greet their host and hostess. Once they were announced, Calliope set out on the hunt, while Isadora drifted off to another section of the room.

      Calliope knew her sister wasn’t pleased with her at the moment, feeling as though she was being too hasty, but there was no time to waste—especially if it turned out she was enceinte.

      She swallowed hard. Although the viscount had used her quite ill, betraying her trust with Lady Abaline, if she married another and found out she was with child, she would have to live with the knowledge that the baby was not her husband’s heir. It would be a disservice to both Sebastian and her husband, but it would be a secret she would have to live with for the rest of her days. She certainly didn’t want to start her marriage by making her spouse a cuckold. But she had to safeguard her family’s good name too.

      Striding about the room, Calliope nodded and smiled as she moved about the perimeter of the dance floor, where several couples were in the midst of a country dance. She had yet to see Sebastian, but by the way her skin prickled, she had the feeling that he was lurking about somewhere.

      Nevertheless, she continued her slow perusal until she spied one of the men on her list. While he wasn’t at the top, Lord Dolton was a decent gentleman. At least, according to what Emma had been able to deduce. She had been a veritable Godsend for information once Calliope had given her the list of prospects. She had quickly gone out and spread the word among her fellow servants and reported back with viable information. There had been ten gentlemen to begin with, but when two had suffered bad reports, she had immediately crossed them off.

      Calliope adopted her most flirtatious expression and was about to approach Lord Dolton when he glanced over and spied her. His face instantly turned a bit green, and his eyes darted about until he quickly approached one of the wallflowers standing nearby. With a bow, he engaged her for a dance and swept her away while Calliope stood along the side and gaped at the entire scene.

      How very odd. She shook her head and continued to make her way through the crowd. Twice more she saw possibilities, but when she dared to move closer, they scattered like fall leaves in the wind.

      She crossed her arms with a frown. She was starting to get truly confused at this point. She patted her coiffure, but it still seemed to be perfectly in place. Even so, she decided that a visit to the ladies’ retiring room might be in order, just in case there was something amiss about her overall appearance.

      Calliope had just reached the edge of the ballroom when a figure slid in front of her from outside the hallway.

      Sebastian.

      “Hello, Lady Calliope.”

      She ground her teeth and tried not to notice how attractive he appeared. Dressed in black and white formal attire, his sandy hair slicked back from his forehead, and those dark eyes as piercing as ever, he still made her feel hot and cold at the same time.

      She hated him even more.

      “If you’ll excuse me, Lord Blakely. There’s somewhere I need to be.”

      She started to move around him, but he moved to block her retreat. “Please, I just want to talk to you.”

      Calliope narrowed her glare on him. “It would serve no purpose. I have nothing to say to you, and I shan’t believe anything you spout off to me.”

      He blew out a heavy breath. “That night at Vauxhall. It wasn’t my fault—”

      She angled her head to the side. “Oh, so I suppose Lady Abaline’s mouth saved you from a terrible fall?”

      “Yes. No!” He realized his mistake immediately, as it was obvious he was doing his best to latch on to whatever excuse he could.

      “Good evening, my lord.”

      This time Calliope managed to slip past him, but she didn’t make it far, as her elbow was grabbed from behind and the viscount propelled her toward an open door. “Release me at once!” she demanded but was ignored as he dragged her inside the room and shut the door. He released her, but only after he’d blocked off her only avenue of escape.

      “You need to listen to me,” he said firmly.

      Calliope noted that they were in a modest parlor, but it was the window on the opposite side of the room she was more interested in. She stalked over to it and unlatched the pane.

      “What the blazes are you doing, woman?” His voice was one of disbelief.

      She ignored him as she slid up the window and hitched up her gown. “I’m leaving,” she mumbled, and then started to throw a leg over the side of the sill.

      “Have you lost your mind? We’re on the second floor!”

      Firm hands grasped her and tried to pull her back into the room, but she pushed him away. She glared at him. “I don’t care! I refuse to stay here and have you tell me more lies!”

      He narrowed his eyes, and then released her, taking a step backward. “Do you really believe that I could be so calculating and cruel?”

      She refused to relent. To do so meant that he held all the power over her again. She was already so devastated that it was all she could do not to fling herself into his arms and forgive everything he’d ever done. But if she did, and she was wrong to trust him a second time, her entire world would be shattered.

      “I can’t take that chance,” she whispered.
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      Sebastian had it all planned out—this grand scheme to win back Calliope, to prove that he wasn’t a rake anymore, not since he’d met her. He had browbeat the men on her ridiculous list, with Lord Osgood’s kind assistance, and threatened them all with scandal if they so much as breathed in her direction. He had been pleased to find that his ploy had worked marvelously. They had kept their distance from the lady all evening.

      Once he had her alone, Sebastian planned to seduce her, to show her how wonderful it had been between them. Afterward, they would collapse in a pleasure filled heap and he would ask her to marry him.

      Happily ever after. The end.

      Unfortunately, this was no fairy tale, and considering the woman had nearly climbed out of a two-story window in an effort to flee his attentions, it was not turning out to be the romantic interlude he had predicted.

      He might have considered getting on his knees and begging to her to listen to him. Instead, it was the soft plea that abruptly began to unravel his carefully laid plans. In that instant he knew it wasn’t going to be that easy to prove to her that he’d changed his wicked ways. Although he’d had his forgiveness speech promptly rehearsed, it crumpled to dust when compared to the pain he’d heard in her voice.

      He kept his voice low and even. “Please climb back inside. Once you do, I’ll leave you alone. I was the cause of your upset. I don’t want to be responsible for your demise as well.”

      She hesitated, watching him as if she wasn’t sure he could be trusted even now. It sent a sharp arrow right through his chest. Thankfully, she reversed her position then shut the window and relatched it.

      He bowed lightly and turned on his heel, intending to honor his promise to leave.

      “Why did you choose her?”

      Sebastian froze. He closed his eyes and released the breath he’d been holding. He slowly turned around to face Calliope. She had crossed her arms and looked just as formidable as before, but at least she’d spoken in a way that told him she was ready for some sort of explanation.

      “I didn’t choose her. My grandfather contacted Lady Abaline with a request to seduce me.”

      She frowned. “Why would he do that?”

      He didn’t even blink. “To keep me away from you.”

      The furrow between her brows deepened. “I didn’t realize he despised me that much.”

      “I don’t think it has anything to do with you so much as your father.”

      She shook her head, sending those copper curls dancing. He had to look away, because the urge to bury his hand in that mass of loveliness was almost too much to resist. “Why does he harbor such animosity toward him?”

      Sebastian shrugged. “I can’t say.” He looked at her evenly. “And I may never know the answer to that. In light of his actions at Vauxhall, I severed all ties with him.”

      Her green eyes were steady. “I see.”

      Time seemed to stop as they regarded each other, both too apprehensive to break the silence. Sebastian had never thought of himself as a coward—until now. Why was he hesitating when it came to telling her how he felt?

      He opened his mouth to rectify that, desperate to do anything that would make her forgive him, when there was a brisk knock at the door.

      Calliope’s eyes widened and Sebastian uttered a curse. If they were discovered alone together, it would ruin her reputation and prove, yet again, that he was the scoundrel she believed him to be.

      Granted, he had deserved that moniker at one time, but no longer. There would never be another woman for him, except Calliope.

      He pointed toward the settee, and she nodded in understanding. Only when she had ducked down on the other side and out of sight, did he open the door to tell the person on the other side to go away.

      He blinked. For surely his luck wasn’t this bad.

      Lady Abaline’s blue eyes cornered him, her lips tilting upward. “Lord Blakely. There you are. We’ve missed our dance, so I set out to find you.”

      He closed his eyes briefly, praying for the patience to deal with conniving women. “I don’t recall asking you to partner me this evening,” he returned brusquely.

      She smacked at his chest in a playful manner. “Don’t be so cross.” She gave a pout that used to bring him to his knees, but now it only annoyed him. “Don’t say you’re still upset with me over that little mix-up at Vauxhall?”

      “I know you were not there by error. My grandfather admitted as much to me.”

      She sidled closer to him. “Surely you know he was only doing it for your own good to keep you away from that Bevelstroke gel.”

      “I would be very careful how you tread, Lady Abaline,” he warned. Not only did he take offense at any slight toward Calliope or her family, but he knew Calliope had to be listening to every word that was spoken.

      She blinked with wide, innocent eyes. “What’s wrong with you, Seb? I’ve told you more than once that I made a mistake by marrying the baron, but it had to be done. I love you, and I want you back.”

      He snorted in disgust. “The only person you love is yourself.” He pointed toward the hallway. “Now get out and leave me in peace.”

      “I can’t believe you’re speaking to me this way. Don’t you remember what we had together?” She pressed herself against him. “How good it was between us? It can be that way again. All you must do is—”

      He set her away from him none too gently. “Goodbye, Sabine.”

      He slammed the door in her face. He placed his palms on the hard wood and clenched his jaw. He had to wonder if his grandfather was still pulling the strings. If he was behind this latest seduction attempt, they would be having words very soon.

      “Well, that was certainly interesting.”

      He slowly straightened and turned to face Calliope, who was standing behind the settee with a copper brow raised curiously. She moved around the sofa and came toward him.

      “I swear whatever you’re thinking is wrong. At one time I might have believed that Sabine meant more to me than an empty affair, but I was wrong. I—” He shoved a hand through his hair. “Odd’s fish. I can’t seem to say anything right,” he mumbled.

      He started when a gentle hand touched the side of his face. Calliope’s lips were curved upward. “Then perhaps you shouldn’t speak at all.”

      She kissed him.
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      Calliope had known Sebastian long enough to learn that his reputation had been earned. But something told her that he was telling the truth about Lady Abaline, because she had heard the finality in his voice. Not only that, but she didn’t put it past the marquess to do something so underhanded. However, she intended to pay a visit to Lord Abersheen and find out why.

      After a light embrace, they parted. Sebastian’s dark eyes were fervent. “Does this mean you forgive me?”

      Her heart cracked inside of her chest. “I do.” When he would have brought her against him again, she laid a hand on his arm to halt his actions. “But there are some things that need to be sorted out before we go any further.”

      He dropped his head but nodded. “I understand.” He took a respectful step backward. “Just promise me that you won’t attempt to seek out the other men on your ridiculous list.”

      Calliope’s eyes widened. “How did you—” She waved a hand. “Never mind. I’m not sure I want to know.” She narrowed her eyes slightly, as a thought occurred to her. “You wouldn’t be responsible for their sudden disinterest in me, would you?”

      His expression became sheepish, and he rubbed the back of his neck. “It might have just been suggested that they turn their attentions elsewhere.”

      She snorted. “You are shameless, do you know that?”

      His expression was clear when he looked at her. “When it comes to you I most certainly am.”

      Calliope’s heart warmed, but she only said, “I should be getting back.”

      She could tell that he was reluctant to let her go, but he didn’t attempt to keep her any longer. He moved to the side. “I’ll wait a few moments, but if it’s all the same to you, I think I’ll retire for the evening.” He looked at her evenly. “But I trust I may call on you tomorrow?”

      She didn’t want to depart, because just knowing he was at the party put her mind at ease, but until they had a chance to talk more thoroughly, she realized it was probably for the best. “I should like that.”

      As Calliope slipped out of the room, she didn’t immediately return to the ball. Her pulse was hammering entirely too much to allow for that. She needed to compose herself first, so she made her way to her original destination, the ladies’ retiring room.

      However, the moment she walked inside, she regretted her choice, for there was a single lady present, but the very one she would have rather done without.

      Lady Abaline’s blond hair and deep blue dress matched her eyes perfectly as she met Calliope’s gaze in the mirrored reflection. She had been applying some lip powder to freshen up her appearance, but she returned the item to her reticule and turned to greet her adversary. “Lady Calliope.”

      “Baroness,” she murmured in reply, not feeling respectful enough to call her by her title. After what she’d just overheard her say to Sebastian, she wasn’t feeling very generous.

      She thought about turning around and leaving right then, but since she wasn’t a coward, she walked over and stood next to the widow, boldly ignoring Lady Abaline as she checked her own appearance in the looking glass.

      She was hoping the baroness might depart on her own, but it appeared she wanted to extend their conversation. “I didn’t see you when I arrived this evening.”

      “I was taking some air,” Calliope hedged, finding it difficult to respond with the proper amount of decorum.

      “Were you?” the lady nearly purred. “Because I thought it rather odd that Lord Blakely was mysteriously absent as well.”

      Calliope paused and shifted her gaze to the other woman. “I hope you aren’t trying to imply something.”

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Not at all.” She swirled a delicate nail on the counter between them. “Although I have noted that the viscount has taken a particular interest in you ever since you arrived in London.”

      Calliope crossed her arms. “What’s your point?”

      Lady Abaline lifted her gaze once more, her blue eyes flashing. “Only that I have a history with Sebastian that you cannot comprehend.” She tilted her head to the side, and her lips curved maliciously. “Do you know he decided he preferred red-haired women only after I left him and married the baron?”

      Calliope narrowed her eyes. “You made a mistake. Sometimes, those can’t be altered.”

      The baroness dared to take an intimidating step closer. “Sebastian belongs to me. He will never be yours. I even have Lord Abersheen on my side.”

      Calliope straightened her shoulders. She had never been one to back down from a fight, and she wouldn’t start now, just because this woman decided she wanted to browbeat her. She looked directly at her and said, “I couldn’t care less, because I don’t want him.”

      Satisfied by the flash of uncertainty on the other lady’s face, Calliope turned and marched out of the room.

      She found Isadora a short time later and decided she’d had her fill of society for one evening. “I’m ready to go.”

      Her sister eyed her curiously but started moving toward the exit. But then, Isa had never particularly cared for parties and balls. She used her skills in the study among ledgers and numbers. “Is something amiss?”

      “No.” Calliope smiled. “In fact, everything is quite perfect.”

      Isa’s face held a touch of confusion, so Calliope explained everything that had happened, even the interaction with the baroness.

      Isadora snorted. “That woman was always poison. I recall her quite vividly on the various occasions we would travel to Broxbourne House. She liked to stir the gossip about father being a ‘Black Widower,’ and yet, she married Baron Abaline, who was much older than her and put him into an early grave. It wouldn’t surprise me at all to learn that she was directly responsible for his death.”

      As they climbed into the carriage, Calliope nodded. “She isn’t the most pleasant sort, I agree. But the victory when I stride off as Viscountess Blakely will be worth it.”
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      The next morning Calliope dressed in the most flattering dress that she owned, because she was about to set out on the most important call she had ever made.

      She was going to see Sebastian’s grandfather, Lord Abersheen, and find out the reason for his animosity toward her father once and for all. She knew that unless they spoke face to face, nothing could ever be truly laid to rest between her and Sebastian, and like it or not, he was family and she didn’t want to be the cause of their riff, because it would never endear her to the marquess.

      She wasn’t sure she would even be admitted into the Abersheen residence, but she was pleasantly surprised when she was bade to wait in the parlor.

      Rather than sit, she walked over to the mantel and inspected the portrait that was hanging on display on the wall. It was of a handsome couple, a small boy between them, and Calliope knew without having to be told that it was Sebastian and his parents. While many people liked to keep paintings of their deceased ancestors on the wall to honor their memory, something told her that this particular portrait, frozen in time, was not to honor anyone, but as a reminder of the tragedy that had struck the marquess and his family.

      The familiar thump of a cane preceded the marquess, so Calliope turned around to face him when he entered.

      His gray hair and bushy sideburns were in disarray, and he didn’t so much as glance at her when he walked inside but moved to the settee and sat down with a grunt. She thought she could smell the distinct scent of brandy coming off him, but she said nothing as he finally lifted his eyes and pierced her with an annoyed glare. “I suppose you’re here to tell me my grandson proposed and you’re here on his behalf to beg for my blessing.”

      She shrugged. “No.” Like before, she saw something pass before his gaze that might have been akin to respect, before it was quickly shuttered. As the silence lengthened, she indicated a nearby chair. “May I sit?”

      He waved a hand almost reluctantly.

      Calliope sat down primly. She sat down her reticule and clasped her hands before her, not because she was intimidated by her companion, but because she knew this was going to be conversation with a stubborn man. “I came here to find out why you despise my father.”

      He snorted. “I can see that boy can’t keep his mouth shut.”

      She lifted a brow. “First of all, Lord Blakely isn’t a boy. He’s a man grown and a good one at that. You should treat him with more respect.” The marquess’s nose flared with disapproval, but she wasn’t done. “As to that, I should like some tea. It’s improper to keep a guest waiting without offering refreshments.”

      She saw his face turn red and wondered if he might expire on the spot, but instead he bellowed out the name of one of his servants. The butler immediately appeared in the doorway. “Tea. Now!” the marquess demanded.

      The man wasted no time in scurrying away to heed his master’s orders.

      “There, are you satisfied, gel?” he snapped.

      “Not particularly,” she returned evenly. “There was no need for you to be so rude. Just because we are fortunate enough to employ servants doesn’t mean that we have the right to treat them as less than human. They have feelings and emotions that can be injured the same as anyone in the aristocracy and have many more hardships to face than we do in our easy lifestyle.”

      Again, it looked as if Lord Abersheen might suffer from an apoplexy, but instead, when the tea cart was rolled in with a nervous looking maid, he snapped, “Let the entire household know they are getting a raise, and an extra afternoon off each month.”

      The girl’s eyes practically bulged from her head as she glanced at Calliope, and then the marquess. She bobbed an uncertain curtsy. “Th…thank you, my lord. That’s very generous of—”

      “Bah!” He cut a hand through the air, and she disappeared as fast as smoke on the wind.

      “Must you be so gruff all the time?” Calliope admonished as she rose and began to pour the tea. “I assume you like yours without cream or sugar?”

      “Both,” he grumbled, and she had to chuckle. She certainly hadn’t expected that with his sour attitude.

      However, she prepared it as he asked and handed it to him graciously. She wasn’t surprised when he didn’t say anything in return. With her cup and saucer in hand, she returned to her seat and took a delicate sip. “Mmm. Very good.”

      His tea sat beside him untouched. “You didn’t come here to take tea and to order me about the running of my household, so let’s conclude our business so that I might be left in peace.”

      Although Calliope was hoping that they might have made a breakthrough, she should have known he wasn’t going to be an easy nut to crack. “Very well.” She set aside her cup and clasped her hands together in her lap once more. “What issue did you have with my father that you find it necessary to take out his transgressions on me?”

      His stern glare slid toward the portrait on the wall above the mantel. “That was not the man that my Elizabeth had chosen to marry. They wed for convenience and because Thomas was besotted with her. Their union was difficult, because Elizabeth was not happy. Thus, after she had borne her husband’s heir, she searched for companionship elsewhere. When Thomas learned of the affair, he was furious. Whether he was mad because he loved her or because of pride, he threatened to kill her if she continued to make a cuckold of him. She broke things off with her lover for a time, but the bond was already too strong between them. It was the night she went back to him that Thomas took a pistol and killed them both and then turned the weapon on himself.”

      Calliope looked at the family portrait once more and tried to see the despondency that the couple must have been feeling, both of them yearning for a love that could never be. However, it was the young boy, sitting between them that her heart ached for the most.

      “I have done my best to save Sebastian from the same misery that my Elizabeth went through.” His focus returned to her. “Your father was the first man that Elizabeth took a shine to. It appeared he felt the same for a time, for he was dedicated in his courtship, but when she thought he might offer for her, his attentions turned to another, and he threw her over. After that, Elizabeth was never the same.” He narrowed his eyes. “You might even say that he was responsible for sending her to her grave, just like the rest of his pitiful wives.”

      Calliope released a slow, deep breath. It was all she could do to sit there and remain calm when she wanted to lash out at him. By some miracle, she managed to keep her voice steady when she countered, “I understand that you are still grieving for your daughter, for she was your child, no matter if she was grown, married, or not. But you must understand that it is not a sin for someone to change their mind when it comes to who they want to spend the rest of their days with. Wouldn’t you think it was better that my father realized he didn’t love Elizabeth and moved on, rather than allow her to learn the truth years later?”

      The marquess’s cane thumped on the ground. “He could have learned to love her, but he chose to break her heart instead.” He shook his head adamantly. “I will never forgive him for what he did.”

      “You don’t have to forgive him,” she returned. “But you should forgive yourself.” His gaze snapped back to her. “I can tell that you not only blame her death on my father, but on your failings as well. The truth is, there is nothing you could have done. Our fates are set before we are even born. And it’s foolish of you to condemn me for what he did or did not do. I carry no sins of my father.”

      “Do you not?” the marquess growled maliciously, as he slammed the end of his cane against the floor, making the tea tray rattle with his outrage. “I saw the way Sebastian suffered when you spurned his advances at that blasted seaside village! I’ll not have you make his life a misery so he shares his mother’s fate. You say that I blame myself for Elizabeth, and yes, I suppose I have done, because I’ve done my best to atone for my lack as a father by vowing that I would protect my grandson. That is what I shall do until my dying breath.” He got to his feet and pointed toward the door with his cane, his face violent with rage. “Now I will kindly tell you to remove yourself from this house before I call the watch upon you and have you forcefully taken away!”

      Calliope swallowed uneasily, but she set aside her cup and saucer on a nearby table. When she stood, she smoothed out her dress and lifted her chin as she paused before the marquess. “Be careful that you do not make a mistake and rid yourself of everyone who might care about you, or it shall be a very lonely existence indeed.”

      She walked out the door.

      Not until Calliope was inside the carriage and headed back home did the confrontation with Lord Abersheen start to sink in. Her hands began to tremble, and moisture filled her line of vision. She had intended to pay a call on the marquess to find out the truth, but she’d gotten so much more.

      Unfortunately, not all of it was what she’d been prepared to hear.

      Although she’d had her suspicions that the marquess was trying to save Sebastian from his parents’ fate, she hadn’t imagined that her father might have considered marrying someone before he’d met Isadora’s mother. At this point, Calliope was starting to wonder if the duke was the man they had all believed him to be. He was caring and kind to his daughters, but had his love been true, or as fickle as she was starting to fear?

      It had been a surprise to all but Isadora that he’d planned to marry again, just months before his death, but it was a selfless endeavor. Or was it?

      He would have been paying for the medical costs for Viscount Rundell’s daughter, Eugenia, but it was mentioned more than once that he was afraid of being alone. With every tragedy that the duke had suffered, Calliope and her sisters believed that he loved each of their mothers deeply, but what if that hadn’t been the truth? What if he’d merely married for the sake of having someone in his life?

      She put a hand to her lips as a tear escaped and slid down her cheek. Had everything she’d ever heard, every story that her father had said with such heartfelt emotion, all been a lie?

      But more importantly, what was it that she truly felt for Sebastian? If what her father claimed he’d shared with his wives wasn’t really the enduring love she’d always imagined it to be, then who was to say a union with Sebastian wouldn’t end in disaster?

      As she was deposited in front of the townhouse she shared with Isadora, she was aggrieved to see that Sebastian’s curricle was tied up out front. She wasn’t in the right frame of mind to entertain him at the moment.

      In truth, she wondered if she ever would be again.
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      Sebastian was sitting in the front parlor with Isadora, when he heard the front door open. While they had been having a friendly chat about the weather, there was only so much possible rain that one could discuss. He supposed they could have talked about Calliope, but it seemed as though a silent, mutual agreement had passed between them about that subject as neither of them were inclined to cross that boundary.

      As Calliope walked into the room, he got to his feet immediately. However, he could tell at first glance that something was amiss. She looked so upset that he took a step toward her, but she shook her head and he stopped.

      He waited while she spoke quietly to her sister. Isadora glanced at her in a concerned manner but inclined her head and quit the room.

      Once they were alone, Calliope sighed heavily. “I apologize for not being here when you arrived—”

      “I was early,” he returned softly.

      She nodded, and then sank down into a nearby chair and put her head in her hands. Sebastian took a seat across from her and clasped his hands together before him. “What’s wrong, Calliope?”

      She sat up reluctantly and faced him, her face drawn and her eyes dewy with emotion. “I paid a call on Lord Abersheen this morning.”

      Sebastian uttered a curse. “I could have told you that wasn’t going to end well.”

      A slight furrow appeared between her brows. “It needed to be done.” She glanced down at her gown and slid the material between her thumb and forefinger. “I learned quite a lot.”

      “I imagine you did,” he murmured dryly. “My grandfather doesn’t hold back his thoughts or opinions.”

      “No, he doesn’t,” she agreed. “But in this instance, I’m glad he didn’t.” She glanced at him. “He told me about your parents.”

      Sebastian’s throat worked as he tried to swallow. “It was a difficult time for him,” he admitted. “As it was for me.”

      “I can certainly understand that,” she returned, and then she tilted her head to the side. “Did you know that your mother almost married the Duke of Marlington?”

      Sebastian stilled. “No. I did not.”

      Her expression became grim, and something told him that he wouldn’t like what she had to say next. “The marquess told me that my father was courting Elizabeth when he suddenly broke things off and offered for Isadora’s mother. He said it devastated his daughter so much that she married Thomas out of convenience, but she wasn’t happy in the union, which was the reason she took a lover.” She hesitated. “He blames the duke for her death.”

      Sebastian jaw hardened. “That’s ridiculous.” Suddenly restless, he got up and paced over to the mantel. “The old man is grasping at straws now. He’s doing everything within his power to ensure that I become just like him, a lonely old, martyr intent on making everyone as miserable as he is.”

      “I used to think so too, but maybe he isn’t wrong after all.”

      Sebastian strode back over to her and knelt down. Grasping her upper arms, it was all he could do not to shake some sense back into her. “Do you hear yourself? Manipulation is what he does best. I’ve listened to his mad ravings all my life, but I won’t let him devour you too. He doesn’t want us to be together, not because of some misguided sense of honor toward his daughter, but because he wants control of everything. He couldn’t control my mother, so he’s using you against me.” He shook his head. “I used to think his antics were amusing, but I see him for what he is now. I’m done playing his games, Calliope. If he can’t accept that I want to start a life with you, then it appears we are at an impasse.”

      “You can’t forsake him, Sebastian,” she whispered. “He’s all the family you have, and I can’t come between that.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I’m not sure I like the sound of that.”

      “It doesn’t matter if you do or not. I can’t come between family. I know I shouldn’t like it if that happened with my sisters. Whether or not you feel he deserves to be recognized right now, there will come a time when you regret having to choose between us. You might even despise me for it.” She pushed away from him and got to her feet. Hugging herself, she put her back to him.

      Sebastian stared at her. He could tell that she was crying by the quiet sniffle he heard now and then. Finally, he got to his feet. “That’s it then? You decide you’re going to become the martyr and end things? What if I don’t agree?”

      “Don’t make this more difficult,” she choked out. “Just go, Sebastian. Please.”

      She sounded so tortured, that his chest clenched. He moved closer but didn’t touch her. Nevertheless, she tensed, and that simple action was like an arrow straight to his soul. “Goodbye, Calliope.”

      He waited, hoping that she would see sense and turn back to him.

      She didn’t.

      He turned on his heel and walked out the front door.
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      Calliope was an absolute mess. When Sebastian left, she crumpled to the floor in a dejected heap. It was truly over now. Although he didn’t seem to accept it, she felt confident that he would in time.

      A gentle hand touched her shoulder and she started. She hadn’t heard Isadora return. She turned her head and looked into her sister’s empathetic gray eyes. “I hate this, Isa, because I don’t know what to do. I don’t want to lose Sebastian, but I can’t carry the weight… the guilt if he breaks ties with the marquess. And to be honest, I just don’t know if what I feel for him is strong enough to last. The marquess told me that Father had intended to marry his daughter before he wed your mother.” She stared at the floor. “It makes me wonder now if he even knew what love was. I just wish I knew the truth.”

      “I’m not sure that we’re meant to know,” Isadora said gently. “Besides, it doesn’t matter now. It’s all in the past. But surely you know what’s in here.” She put a hand over her own breast. “It’s the same feeling that you had for Lord Blakely which had you rushing back to London.”

      Calliope looked at her sister for a moment, and then she wiped at her cheeks and straightened her shoulders. “I… seem to have forgotten it.”

      “Then perhaps you should go back and rediscover it.”

      The solution was so simple, and yet, Calliope hadn’t even considered it. She offered her sister a watery smile. “Mr. Bullock has practically been begging me to bring back more samples for his collection. And I’ve been wanting to see for myself how Mary and Mrs. Anning are faring.”

      “It sounds to me as if you have it all figured out.” Isadora’s gaze abruptly turned distant. “As far as Father is concerned, none of it matters any longer. Whatever his choices were at the time, they were his business and do not concern any of us. I know Minty and Livy held similar reservations when they married Lord Somers and the Duke of Gravesend, but they dared to take a chance in the end. You must do the same, Callie.”

      Calliope took a deep breath. “How did you become so wise, Isa?”

      Her sister merely offered her a knowing look. “I’ve had to raise three frustrating sisters.” She stood up and offered Calliope a hand. “Come on. I think some sweet ice at Gunter’s is in order.”

      Calliope admitted that she felt much more revived after her outing with Isadora. These were the bleak days when she was grateful that she had at least one of her sisters to rely upon. Although Isadora might be the more somber one out of all the Bevelstroke women, she still had compassion when it came to caring for them all. It was that bond that always made things so special when she’d been growing up. No matter what, Calliope knew she could always rely on her siblings to lift each other up and pull them through any upset that came their way. Although Calliope had always felt as though she was generally left to her own devices, she knew that it was because they never had to worry about her. She had always possessed an independent nature and didn’t let things bother her overmuch.

      It was only when she had fallen prey to Lord Blakely’s charms that everything had fallen apart.

      At least he’d saved her from a terrible error in judgement, for later that night, her courses started, so she knew that she didn’t have to worry about a child. Of course, that just threw her into another bout of tears, because she had almost grown accustomed to the idea of bearing Sebastian’s child.

      And perhaps, that answered the question she’d been doing her best to resolve.

      She had claimed she loved Sebastian, but the doubt about her father’s adoration for his wives made her rethink all her own emotions. But now she realized that nothing would fill her with more joy than having a baby that represented the best in herself—and Sebastian. And when she paused to recall how magical their time at Lyme Regis had been, it proved that this was no passing fancy.

      Her entire being pulsed with life when it came to the viscount.

      But before she begged Sebastian to forgive her mistakes and try to earn Lord Abersheen’s favor, she vowed that she would have one last adventure to clear her mind of the remaining doubts that plagued her.

      Taking Isadora’s advice, a fortnight later she was in the carriage and bound for the seaside village of Lyme Regis once more.

      In all that time she hadn’t heard a word from Sebastian, but perhaps it was for the best. Maybe he’d be able to repair his relationship with the marquess.

      As the cliffs came into view, she set down the window of the coach and breathed deeply of the salty air. She had missed it greatly, and already her spirits were improving.

      When she arrived at the Three Cups Hotel, this time without her ladies’ maid in tow, she was pleasantly surprised to see that the quaint town had received a highly improved modification.

      Workers were busy changing dilapidated buildings with the addition of new paint, wood, and shingles, and even some additional shops were being built. It was a hive of activity and Calliope was thrilled to see all the progress.

      When she walked in the front door of the hotel and spied the innkeeper’s wife, she walked over to the counter, while the coachman brought her trunks inside. When the lady spied her, her eyes instantly lit up. “My lady, it’s so good to see you again. When you wrote ahead to let me know you were coming, I was overjoyed! I even made sure that your room was ready and waiting for you, although I daresay it’s been so busy that we can hardly keep up.”

      “What’s going on?” Calliope asked with a curious smile.

      “A right miracle!” She returned enthusiastically. “The viscount arrived a few days earlier with several investors from London, and it’s been a hive of activity ever since. I’m sure you saw the repairs outside?” She shook her head. “I daresay we will be as popular as Brighton before it’s done.”

      Calliope stilled. The only thing that truly registered was that Sebastian was there. “Lord Blakely is here now?”

      “Indeed.” The lady said with a broad smile. “He is overseeing all of the repairs.”

      “Is he staying at the Royal Lion?” Calliope hoped that her voice didn’t shake.

      The lady shook her head. “I don’t believe so. He mentioned something about letting a house on the edge of town overlooking the sea.”

      Calliope’s throat was so thick that she could barely swallow. “It sounds lovely.”

      “If I see him, I’ll let him know you inquired after him.”

      “Thank you. I would appreciate that.”

      Calliope walked upstairs to her rooms and leaned against the door to collect herself. Once her breathing had returned to normal, she walked over to the mirror and pinched her cheeks to bring back some of the color that had waned, and then she went outside and headed for Molly Anning’s shop.
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      “That’s good.” Perspiration was dripping off Sebastian’s forehead and sliding down his face, but he had never felt so accomplished or worthy as he did at this moment. He would have never thought that helping others less fortunate would have been his lot in life, but it was highly rewarding in the joyous faces of those he assisted. He couldn’t count how many times someone had passed by and said, “God bless you, my lord,” just that day.

      One of the two men he’d been toiling next to all day walked over and clapped him on the back. “Ye deserve a good meal and an ale, me lord. First one’s o’ me!”

      With a boisterous laugh that Sebastian joined in on, they headed for the heart of the village. When he would have gone into the Royal Lion, they steered him in the opposite direction. “Aw, now, ye don’t want t’ be rubbin’ elbows wit’ th’ rest o’ yer London toffs today. Ye’re one o’ us.”

      Sebastian conceded to the other man, but when he walked in the door, he was assailed with memories of another time when Calliope had passed through these very doors with Mrs. Anning, while he’d been watching from an upstairs window across the street. His chest ached, but he forcibly pushed them aside and told himself that he was here for a drink, and any ghosts from the past would have to concede until he was by himself again.

      Ever since he’d been away from Calliope, he’d been in a personal hell. Thankfully, he’d been busy for most of that time. The decision to return to Lyme Regis hadn’t been that difficult. It had been the place he’d been happiest, and where he’d found love with Calliope.

      He promised himself that he would give her a month to come to her senses, or he was blasted well going to do it for her. He would kidnap her and take her over the border to Gretna Green in Scotland if he had to. He hadn’t waited all these years for the right woman, only to be denied the single most, important one he could ever want. He wouldn’t be above begging at this point.

      He sat down with a heavy sigh and was looking forward to an ale and a proper meal when the innkeeper’s wife rushed over to him. “My lord!”

      He inclined his head and murmured a polite greeting.

      It was the next sentence she uttered so joyously that had him gripping the handle of his mug. “You will be pleased to know that Lady Calliope arrived just this afternoon and was inquiring after you.”

      Sebastian had to struggle to keep his expression neutral. Surely he’d misunderstood. “Are you quite certain?”

      “Indeed. It was her, my lord. It wasn’t that long ago that she was here with her maid searching for fossils along the coast.”

      His heart started to beat furiously. It couldn’t be a coincidence that she was here, could it? Had she come because of him?

      So many questions swirled through his mind, but since the lady lingered, as if waiting for a further response, he inclined his head. “I appreciate you letting me know.”

      She walked away as if she’d done a good deed, when she’d abruptly stabbed Sebastian in the chest with this latest revelation. He took a long draught of his ale, before he set it down with a pensive look.

      He had come to Lyme Regis as a way of distancing himself from Calliope in London, and yet, it had become a devastating reminder of all the intimate moments they’d shared here. Everywhere he looked he was assailed with images of her sparkling, green eyes, and her brilliant red hair. Even the scent of the sea was an arrow to his heart when he recalled the first night he’d laid her down on the beach and made her his in every way that mattered.

      But he’d promised himself a month away from her, and he intended to honor it.

      Nevertheless, his attention was sorely distracted after that. He contributed very little to the conversation, and although Sebastian forced himself to remain, consuming the supper that was placed before him, every time the door to the tap room opened, he tensed, wondering if it was Calliope.

      Only when the sun started to disappear on the horizon did Sebastian decide he couldn’t take any more. The desire to see her was just too strong to ignore. Promises be damned. He got to his feet. “Forgive me, gentlemen, but it’s been a long day.” He put a hand to his chest in a dramatic fashion. “I fear I’m not used to such hard labor, and I must take to my bed for the rest of the evening.”

      Naturally, they were eager to jest along with him, but it was merely an excuse to be free to find Calliope. He didn’t even care if she wished to speak to him, he just had to see her. If nothing else, then to assure himself that she was well.

      But where would she go?

      As if pulled in that direction, he headed toward the tall cliffs that bordered the sea.
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      It was warmer this evening, more so than it had been the previous times she’d walked along the shore, but there was still a slight chill in the air, so Calliope drew her shawl a bit closer around her shoulders. She was strolling along the length of the stone Cobb instead of the beach, but it seemed to suit her mood more than trudging through the sand. She wasn’t in Lyme Regis to search for fossils this time, but to search for her own understanding of the world around her—a strong foundation.

      That afternoon when she’d gone to see Molly Anning at the shop, she had been greeted with a warm welcome. Again, it was confirmed that Sebastian was there, but the lady must have noted her slightly withdrawn expression, for she’d quickly changed the subject to that of her children. She said that Mary was still scouring the shore every day, but Joseph was doing less and less, focusing most of his attention on upholstery.

      “I’m proud of both of them,” their mother had said with pride. “I would be lost without them.”

      It was that statement that Calliope kept returning to as she stood at the end of the Cobb. This is where the crashing waves of the sea met their first taste of land. It was a meeting filled with confusion, because the water didn’t know which way to flow when it hit the barrier, so it shot up into the air—completely lost.

      Calliope had felt that way for most of her life. While she had her sisters to depend upon, most of the time she was like these waves. She had been uncertain of her path for so long that she didn’t know which way to turn. She thought that London might hold the answers she’d been seeking, but when it failed to live up to her expectations, she fled to Lyme Regis, hoping for a miracle to appear in the shape of a prehistoric fossil. When it was obvious that wouldn’t happen, she had allowed the attentions of Sebastian to distract her.

      But all along he had been the answer she’d been seeking. She had initially despised his presence there, but he had carried her through the disappointments of not finding a spectacular fossil, the frustration of feeling the sting of failure—but also, the most splendid, pleasure-filled moments of her life.

      And yet, she’d foolishly dared to turn her back on him because she was still searching for something that had been there from the very beginning. From the moment she’d arrived in London and met the scoundrel, Lord Blakley had never been far from her thoughts. She had kept him at a distance because she was like these waves, adrift in the sea without a clear path of where to go. She realized that the marquess was just another excuse to keep herself from being hurt.

      She was done being a coward, but now the question was, what did she say to Sebastian when she saw him? Lyme Regis wasn’t a large village. They could run into each other at any time. Would their reunion be awkward and stilted after the way they’d parted?

      She dearly hoped not. She wasn’t sure she could endure it if so.

      She turned from the chaotic scene in front of her and started to make her way back across the Cobb toward the village. Dusk was falling all around her, and it would be dark soon. She certainly didn’t want to be on this ledge when that happened, because it could be treacherous when the tide came in and the water turned even more fierce than it was at the moment.

      However, she paused when she spied a dark figure some distance in front of her. She narrowed her eyes and tried to make out who it was, but with the spray from the sea obscuring her vision, combined with a light bank of fog starting to roll in, she couldn’t be certain of the stranger’s identity.

      As she drew closer, her pulse started to pound in her veins. He was still too far away to be sure, but that distinct stride looked familiar. Her steps started to come a bit faster, eager to end the separation if it was, indeed, Lord Blakely.

      The figure continued to walk at an even pace, but Calliope took heart when they began to increase their momentum toward her as well.

      It wasn’t until she heard her name carried on the wind by a familiar baritone that she broke out into a run. “Sebastian!” She sobbed his name and quickly rushed forward, praying that the slippery surface of the stone beneath her feet wouldn’t send her crashing into the surf.

      She didn’t know if it was tears rushing down her face, or the salty spray, but it didn’t matter, because she was almost in Sebastian’s wonderful, strong embrace.

      She could see his face clearly now and the relief she saw there made her heart swell even further. She had been foolish to believe that she felt anything other than love for this man.

      He was her entire world.
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      Sebastian collided with Calliope. He stumbled when she flung herself at him, but he quickly steadied himself because he was determined he wouldn’t let her go again. He kissed her soundly on the lips whether she wanted him to or not. He couldn’t resist. But then, he’d never been able to hold back when it came to her.

      The moment he’d spied the lone figure at the end of the Cobb, he’d known it was her. Worried that something might befall her, he’d taken off in pursuit. Only when he saw her brilliant hair flowing out behind her like a flag of surrender, did he realize that she was running toward him.

      He quickly increased his pace to close the distance and when he had her in his arms, he closed his eyes in relief. Nothing had ever been so right as holding her against him again. The feel of her soft curves was a balm to his injured soul.

      “I’m so sorry for everything,” she choked out when they parted temporarily, just long enough to look deep into each other’s eyes.

      He held her face in his hands and searched her beautiful face. “Whatever it is, you’re forgiven.”

      She smiled and it was as if the sun returned to fill him with its brilliant rays.

      He lifted her hand to his lips and kissed the back of her knuckles. “I want to be alone with you. Will you say yes?”

      “Yes,” she said breathlessly.

      He kept her hand in his. Keeping her firmly at his side, he led the way back to the village. “I’ve let a house here temporarily, rather than take rooms at the hotel.” His gaze shifted back to her. “I’m glad that I had the foresight to do so now.”

      Her gaze softened and he gave her hand a gentle squeeze. He couldn’t wait to slowly peel off every layer of her clothing and lay her down on an actual bed. Each time they had made love before, it had been in the water. While he wasn’t complaining, it would be nice to hold her in his arms all night long, instead of having to worry that she might catch a chill.

      He saw salvation just ahead and he had to fight to keep from increasing his pace. However, as they walked up to the front door of the modest cottage, he reluctantly paused when he heard Mrs. Anning calling his name. He’d been hoping for no interruptions, but he supposed it was best that it happened now, as opposed to later.

      He turned to see her rushing over to them. He prayed her grim expression had something to do with the repairs they’d been making in town, but something told him it didn’t, for alarms went off all through his head.

      “Thank goodness I found you!” she said breathlessly. She laid an urgent hand on his arm.

      He glanced at Calliope, who wore a concerned frown. “What’s the problem, Molly?” he asked.

      She handed him a sealed missive. “This just arrived for you by special messenger from London earlier this evening. I was afraid it was grave news, so I wanted to ensure it reached you as soon as possible.”

      Sebastian swallowed hard. “Thank you.” He stared at the seal for a moment, and then dared to break it. He wasn’t surprised to see that the letter was from his grandfather’s butler, as he would be the only one who might write to him there.

      He read the few lines that were scribbled down, and then slowly lifted his gaze. “It appears that the marquess has suffered an apoplexy. The doctors aren’t sure that he will survive. I am urged to return to London immediately.”
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      Silence reigned for a time after Sebastian’s announcement, and then Mrs. Anning made the sign of the cross. “Dear Heavens. You must leave at once, my lord.”

      Calliope gave his hand a gentle squeeze. “I’ll return with you.”

      He looked at her. “Are you certain? I wouldn’t blame you if you decided to stay. I know my grandfather hasn’t been a proper gentleman toward you.”

      “I want to be there for you.” She gazed at him steadily. “We can take my carriage.”

      He nodded. “Very well.” He pulled her close. “Thank you,” he whispered in her hair, and then he turned back to Mrs. Anning. He withdrew a few shillings and handed them to her. “For the care and feeding of my horse while I’m gone.”

      She reluctantly took the coins. “I’ll be praying for you all.”

      It didn’t take long before Sebastian and Calliope had gathered their things and began the long journey back to London. They stopped only long enough to change horses and take a quick meal for the road at the local pubs.

      Calliope sat curled up next to Sebastian most of the time, but she worried about him. Most of the time silence was their main companion as he stared out the window with a pensive look on his face. No doubt he could be thinking of how he wished he’d been able to make amends with his grandfather, when now, he might not have the opportunity to do so.

      She wasn’t sure what would happen when they reached London, but she vowed she would stay by his side, no matter what happened. They would get through this together.

      Normally, it would take a day and a half to cover so much ground, but they reached London late the next evening. As Sebastian knocked at his grandfather’s townhouse, it didn’t take long for the butler to answer, proof that they were carefully watching over their master’s condition. Calliope feared it was very grave, indeed.

      “The marquess will be relieved to see you, my lord.”

      “How is he?” Sebastian asked. The butler hesitated as he glanced at her, but Sebastian said firmly, “Lady Calliope is a close personal friend of the family. You may speak freely in front of her.”

      “Very well, my lord.” The servant clasped his hands together before him. “I fear his condition is not very good. The servants have been taking turns attending to him since the episode. I called Dr. Evans and—”

      Sebastian waved a hand. “That man is a quack. I’m surprised my grandfather is still alive if he’s been here. I don’t want him coming around again.”

      “But, my lord, Dr. Evans is Lord Abersheen’s trusted personal physician—”

      “I will be engaging the services of Dr. Thierry Haimlin,” he returned firmly. “He is progressive in his treatments and doesn’t use archaic methods like leeching or blood-letting.”

      The butler inclined his head respectfully and walked away to give them some privacy. Sebastian cupped her cheek in his palm. “I’m glad you’re here,” he whispered.

      “Me too,” she returned softly.

      He glanced up the stairs. “I should go see him.”

      “I’ll wait in the parlor.” She knew he needed some time alone to talk to the marquess and clear the air between them.

      He nodded wearily, the fine lines around his eyes were more pronounced than usual. “I’ll make sure a tea tray and some sandwiches are sent in for you.”

      She nodded, and with a quick kiss, he departed.

      When Calliope was left alone, she walked into the parlor and sank down on the settee. She leaned her head back against the cushions and closed her eyes. She ought to send word to Isadora that she was back in London, as well as the reason for her being there, but she was too weary at the moment to do much of anything.

      She stretched the kinks out of her back and considered taking a brief repose when she glanced toward the mantel—and froze. The portrait of Elizabeth and Thomas with their young son had been taken down and replaced with a painting depicting a fox hunt.

      She blinked, because she couldn’t imagine that the marquess might have actually taken any of her advice to heart and might be attempting to lay the past to rest.

      But for Sebastian’s sake, she prayed that was true.
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      Sebastian paused at the door to his grandfather’s chamber. He grabbed hold of the doorframe and released a heavy breath. He was tired and upset, because for all the marquess’s rough edges and blustery demeanor, he was still family, as Calliope had kept pointing out, and he had been there for him as an orphaned child dealing with a title and scandal that he’d no control over. Sebastian knew then that he would never forgive himself if the reason his grandfather had this unfortunate spell was because of their falling out. Granted, he wasn’t a young man anymore, and Sebastian knew he likely didn’t have too many years left, but he wasn’t prepared to lose him. Not just yet.

      After he’d composed himself, Sebastian strode inside the chamber.

      Other than a single lamp that was burning by the bed, that was the only light in the room. There was movement in a chair by the bed and a footman got to his feet. He bowed respectfully. “My lord.”

      He inclined his head. “I’d like a moment alone with my grandfather, if you don’t mind.”

      “Certainly.” The footman hastily took his leave, and Sebastian was left with the marquess.

      Sebastian took the seat that the servant had vacated, and for a moment, he thought that his grandfather was asleep. Nevertheless, he was humbled by how pale he appeared against the dim glow. For the first time in his life, his grandfather actually looked frail.

      “What are you doing here?” An eye cracked open.

      Sebastian’s lips twitched at the surly command. It was just like his grandfather to offer such a stern greeting. However, it was the weak undertone, combined with his outward appearance, that sobered him. “I received word that you were trying to bedevil me from the beyond, so I wanted to come by to ensure that didn’t happen.”

      The marquess grunted. “No doubt you would rejoice in my demise, just like my worthless heir.”

      Sebastian shook his head. “On the brink of death and yet, you are still as sour as a lemon.”

      “I have good reason,” he snapped. “I hope I lived long enough so that I could tell you that I didn’t take too kindly to your ultimatum. We are blood. You can’t just brush me under the rug as if I didn’t exist!” If he would have had access to his cane, Sebastian knew he would have slammed it down on the ground.

      In turn, he lifted a brow. “Can you truly blame me for being upset? You pulled a nasty trick at Vauxhall. I’m fortunate that Calliope found it in her heart to believe me.”

      Another grunt. “I suppose you’re going to marry the gel even with all my warnings to the contrary.”

      He nodded. “As soon as I can convince her to do so, yes.” He watched his grandfather carefully. “She told me why you didn’t like the duke.”

      Those sharp eyes fixated on him.

      He sighed heavily. “You can’t tell me you harbor ill will toward her because my mother fancied herself in love with Marlington.”

      His grandfather’s face turned red, and he was almost thankful for the bloom of color. “My Elizabeth would still be alive if he’d only married her as he’d promised!”

      Sebastian didn’t want to upset him any further, but this was one subject he couldn’t relent on. “From what I understand, he didn’t promise her anything. He only courted her. And what I’ve gathered over the years is that my mother liked to imagine she was in love quite frequently. If the duke would have married her, there is no guarantee that things wouldn’t have ended up the same way.” He glanced down at the floor, assailed by his own past. “I thought I was in love before too, with Sabine. But you already knew that. However, when she married another, I realized that I wasn’t as broken about her betrayal as I should have been.” He looked back at the marquess. “But I can guarantee you that if Calliope were to end things between us, I might never recover. I love her in ways you obviously can’t understand, or perhaps it’s that you don’t want to.” He paused to gather his words. “I don’t want to be at odds with you over Calliope, nor do I want to have to choose between you, because I fear you wouldn’t like the outcome should it come to that. You are the last of my blood relations, and I would like nothing more than your blessing, but if that is not possible, then it’s best that you tell me now, so that I don’t have to remain here and lament that fact as I watch you fade from this earth.”

      As Sebastian fell silent, he waited anxiously for his grandfather to speak. For a long time, he sat there, while the marquess kept his lips pursed tightly shut. He was starting to wonder if he was fighting a losing battle. Surely something he said might have broken through that tough exterior and reached the beating heart of the man beneath. Sebastian knew he was there somewhere, he just had to set him free from so many years of bitterness and grief that he’d kept locked inside.

      Finally, that gaze shifted to him. Although he looked just as pale and weary as before, there was life shining in those glittering, wise eyes. “You always were proficient in negotiations when it came to your advantage, boy. And that gel of yours seems to have the same annoying qualities.” For the first time since Sebastian had known him, which was all his life, he had never seen his grandfather smile. Not once. But before his very eyes, those lips curved slightly upward, as if they were a rusty hinge unfamiliar with the sensation. “Welcome her to the family.”
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      Calliope hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but now that the excitement was over, she couldn’t keep her eyes open. When she was awoken with a kiss, she started, for it took a moment for her brain to catch up to her surroundings. When she saw Sebastian in front of her, she smiled sleepily and straightened her slouched position on the sofa. “I didn’t mean to doze off.”

      He knelt beside her with a gentle smile. “You don’t have to apologize for being tired.”

      She stifled a yawn. “How is the marquess?”

      “Very well, actually,” Sebastian murmured. “His usual, pleasant self.”

      She winced. “Oh, dear. But perhaps that’s a good thing?”

      “It is.” He took her hand in his and kissed the back of her knuckles. “I daresay I could lie down and sleep for days, but I need to be alone with you, Callie.” Her heart jumped at the sound of her nickname. “Tomorrow I’m going to see Dr. Haimlin and see what he can do for my grandfather, but for now, I just need to be with you.”

      The last of her weariness quickly faded, as she said breathlessly, “All right.”

      He stood and held out a hand to her. Once he had her in his grasp, he brought her against him and kissed her soundly. She was trembling with need by the time he pulled away.

      He trailed a light finger down her cheek. “My dear, you’re going to know what it’s like to be truly loved all night long. I hope you’re up for the challenge.”

      She lifted a brow. “I daresay I am curious what it might be like in a proper bed.”

      His eyes were smoky. “Then let’s not waste any more precious time.”

      He led her out of the house, and then drew her onto his lap once they were settled into the carriage.

      “Where are we going?” she asked, excitement coursing through every nerve ending.

      “My townhouse,” he whispered next to her ear, while nibbling lightly on her sensitive lobe. She sighed in contentment, but when he lifted his palm and began to toy with the erect nipple of her breast, it turned into a moan. “If only this carriage could go faster,” he mumbled. “I can’t wait to have your glorious naked body beneath me.”

      Calliope merely nodded. The anticipation of pleasure was so wonderful that she couldn’t speak.

      “You were all I thought about on the way back here,” he murmured huskily, his hand starting to travel up her skirts. “But I wasn’t sure I could devote my full attention to you until I knew everything was going to be all right.”

      Calliope stilled the moment his finger brushed against her burning core. She shifted position, to gain better access to that delightful pressure. It eased the ache inside of her, because she knew what it would lead to. Her hips began to move of their own volition, mimicking the first night he’d teased her in the water along the beach at Lyme Regis. While the sensation was different now, it was no less intoxicating. If anything, her senses were more heightened.

      She clutched on to Sebastian’s shoulders as the first wave of her orgasm struck. It flowed through her like a turbulent wave, until she was drowning in the aftermath.

      The shivers subsided as the carriage rumbled to a stop.

      “Perfect timing,” he said as he guided her out of the carriage. Her knees were shaking, her entire equilibrium altered. However, she had no trouble keeping up with Sebastian as he unlocked the door and led her inside of his lodgings.

      She glanced around the dark interior. “Where are all of your servants?”

      He turned to her and cupped her face in his hands. “I wrote ahead with instructions that they didn’t need to wait up.” This kiss was slow, steady, and sure. “I wanted to ensure that we weren’t disturbed.”

      With that, he lifted her into his arms and carried her up the stairs.
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      Sebastian’s cock was hard as granite and pulsing with the need to claim, to conquer. Mine.

      After tonight, no matter what he had to do, he would convince Calliope that they were meant to be together. For so long he’d fought against marriage, because he didn’t want to suffer the same fate as his parents. But it had taken Calliope to change his mind. If he’d wed Sabine all those years ago, he realized that it would have ended in tragedy. While it might not have become some deadly love triangle, they would have eventually parted ways, because it wasn’t true love that they had for each other. Even she would see that if she bothered to look past her own selfishness.

      Thank God he’d had the fortitude to do so.

      He was glad to see that the door to his chamber was open, so he didn’t have to release the woman in his arms just yet. Kicking it shut behind him, he walked over and laid Calliope on the bed. He then headed over to his dressing table and picked up a knife.

      When he returned to her, she glanced at the weapon warily, but he merely winked and said, “Trust me.” And then, with one easy slice, he rid her body of her gown. Her eyes widened, but by the way her chest was heaving with each breath, it wasn’t disgust or fear that she was feeling. With a wicked grin, he set to work on the front laces of her stays, neatly cutting each string as he worked his way downward. He paused when he reached the top of her petticoat, and keeping eye contact with her, he neatly rid her of that as well.

      As the material fell away and left her clad in her thin chemise and stockings and slippers, he glanced at the knife in his hand. “I don’t think I need this anymore.”

      However, when he would have tossed it aside, she sat up and grabbed hold of the handle. “But perhaps I do,” she countered.

      Sebastian froze, the blood hammering in his ears as he let her reverse their positions, until he was the vulnerable one lying on the bed. After she shrugged out of her torn garments, she said, “In order to do my job properly, I think I should get a bit more comfortable.”

      With that, Sebastian watched as she held the dull edge of the blade between her teeth and then stripped off her chemise. He was sure he didn’t even blink. Next, she kicked off her slippers, and then straddled his waist while wearing just her stockings. His mouth went dry as he saw her glistening core spread open before him.

      He started to reach out and touch her, but she retrieved the knife as she shook her head. “Not quite yet, my lord.”

      The coy manner in which she was looking at him caused the last of the blood in his body to rush to his cock. It was practically bursting with the urge to sink into her heat, but he forced himself to play along as she slowly began to work on his clothes.

      She slid apart his jacket, and then carefully cut off each button of his waistcoat. “It’s only fair that I rid you of your attire in the same fashion, don’t you agree?”

      “Indeed,” Sebastian concurred, but he was sure he would have agreed to anything, so long as she didn’t stop. The end result would be worth all the torture now.

      His shirt was next. She gently, and with a painstaking speed, began to rip through the cotton. However, once she reached his navel, she paused and bent down to lick a path along his chest that she had just bared to view.

      He groaned as his head fell backward. At this rate, he might spend himself before he had the chance to penetrate her.

      She slid down his body and rid his trousers of their fastenings. She slowly lowered the flap, and his cock made an immediate appearance through the slit in his smallclothes. A delicate, copper eyebrow lifted, and he held his breath as she lowered her head. However, she only managed to lick the tip before he came off the bed.

      “That’s enough teasing,” he growled. He ripped off the rest of his clothes and then grabbed hold of her hips. He lifted her until her derriere was poised right in front of his cock. On all fours, he positioned himself at her entrance and slid slowly into her welcoming, wet heat.

      “Sebastian…” She sighed as he filled her completely, and for a moment, he just held himself inside of her, relishing the feeling of being joined with her.

      However, when he began to move, slowly at first, and then picking up speed, she started to meet his every thrust. Every time he slammed into her, he nearly lost himself, because her breasts swayed, tempting him beyond all reason, until sanity was a distant haze of memory.

      “Oh….”

      He could tell she was close to her peak, so he increased his pace until it was ruthless. When she started to quiver around his cock, he couldn’t hold back any longer, and spilled himself deep inside of her with a hoarse shout of release.
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      Calliope was dizzy, so that when Sebastian withdrew from her body, she fell to the bed, completely replete. She had nothing left, because he had wrung every bit of desire out of her.

      He joined her on the bed, lying down beside her. He smiled at her and reached out a hand to lay it on her bare shoulder. “Are you going to be all right?” he teased lightly.

      “I’m… not sure,” she returned, closing her eyes momentarily, in order to enjoy the last few moments of her body’s response to him and their lovemaking.

      She rolled onto her side, completely ignoring the fact she was naked. It was strange, as she thought she might be a bit more embarrassed, but there was just something about Sebastian that made her feel comfortable. She definitely didn’t feel ashamed, which she likely should have. But from the beginning, although she’d tried to fight the attraction she’d felt for him, it had been there all along. When she’d finally stopped trying to ignore the inevitable, she found that she was much happier. Surely that meant something.

      She looked at him now, wondering what he might be thinking. She hoped it was the same, and that her love for him wasn’t just one-sided.

      “Sebastian…”

      “Calliope…”

      She laughed, because they both started to speak at the same time.

      He waved a hand with a chuckle. “Ladies’ first.”

      She shook her head. “No. I insist. Besides, it wasn’t that important.”

      He lifted a brow as if he doubted that was true, but nevertheless, he pushed forward. As he spoke, he ran his fingers lightly up and down her arm, causing gooseflesh to break out wherever he touched her. “I have been wondering something.” His tone was abruptly serious and now she feared what he might say. “Why did you come back to Lyme Regis?”

      Calliope relaxed slightly. “I didn’t know you were there, if that’s what you are thinking. I was hoping to find some… peace.”

      He lifted an inquiring brow. “And did you?”

      “No.” She smiled. “I found something even better.” She leaned forward and kissed him.

      He groaned, and then wrapped his arms around her. “I certainly hope that you are referring to me.”

      “Perhaps,” she teased.

      He narrowed his eyes. “Of course, we’re going to be married. You know that, right?”

      She wrinkled up her nose. “Don’t I get a say in this arrangement?” she asked.

      “No.”

      She rolled her eyes heavenward. “I detest bossy men.”

      He winked at her. “I hate to tell you this, sweetheart, but I’m one of the worst.”

      “Really?” She drew closer to him, allowing the tips of her breasts to brush against his chest. Then she slowly lowered her hand and gripped his cock and started to stroke him gently. “Then I suppose I should tell you that I don’t take orders very well.”

      His head fell back momentarily, and then he halted her movements. “As much as I would love to entertain another bout of lovemaking, it will be dawn soon and we need to get some rest.”

      She reluctantly moved her hand away. “I suppose you’re right.”

      She squealed, for he abruptly pinned her to the bed beneath him. He grinned down at her. “Did you truly fall for one of the oldest lies known to man?”

      “Maybe it is known to man,” she countered. “But not to this woman.”

      He bent his head and took her breast into his mouth and began to suck lightly. “I have the feeling that you are going to be an insatiable wanton. I truly am blessed beyond measure.”

      “Red-haired women also have a fiery temper, so I would keep that firmly in mind.”

      He chuckled and slowly slid into her. “Oh, I have no doubt of it. But I know something that can turn that temper into passion.”

      She gasped, the sensation of him moving inside of her better than each time before.

      As they found completion together a second time, Sebastian kept her cradled within the circle of his arms, her back to his front. He spoke into her hair. “You should know that my grandfather gave us his blessing.”

      “Did he?” she noted sleepily, but her tone still held a touch of disbelief. “How very generous.”

      “You should know him well enough by now to know that he doesn’t generally make concessions for anyone. Even me. You must have made quite an impression on him. What exactly did the two of you discuss?”

      “Hmm? Oh, nothing of importance.”

      “I doubt that. Something tells me you’re not being completely truthful with me. Really, is that any way to begin a new marriage?”

      “We’re not married yet.” He heard her yawn, and he knew it wouldn’t be long before she fell asleep. He was feeling very much the same, but he didn’t want to drift off before he told her he loved her.

      “Calliope?”

      “Mmm.”

      The conversation ended.
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      Sebastian was sitting in the modest parlor that belonged to Dr. Thierry Haimlin. It was nearing midday, and other than a brief doze early that morning, he’d had little sleep. Not that he was complaining, of course. Last night with Calliope had been wonderful, and while he had yearned to wake her with a kiss, he needed to call on the doctor as early as possible to see what arrangements he could make for his grandfather.

      He’d gone to the clinic and explained the situation the best that he could. When he’d finished, Dr. Haimlin had nodded. “There is a procedure I’ve been studying by Dr. Amos Twitchell in America. He was the first physician who successfully repaired the ligation of the carotid artery, which supplies blood to the brain. If these vessels get clogged, it can be deadly. It appears that your grandfather has suffered the same ailment. I should like to try to fix the damage if you give me leave to do so.” That had given Sebastian hope until he’d added, “Although, you should know there are risks with any surgery, especially at his advanced age. There is the strong possibility that he may not survive.”

      Sebastian had weighed the odds and then inclined his head. “Do what you need to do, Dr. Haimlin. I’ll take the chance if he can be cured.”

      “In that case, bring your grandfather to my clinic as soon as you can manage it.”

      Sebastian hadn’t been expecting such a quick acquiescence, but he wasn’t about to question his fortune. He’d immediately returned to his grandfather’s townhouse and made arrangements for him to be transferred.

      As Dr. Haimlin had spoken to the marquess, he had listened in his usual gruff manner. However, he was as considerate as he could be when he said, “I shall leave my care in your capable hands, Dr. Haimlin. My grandson trusts you and that is good enough for me.”

      That had been several hours ago.

      Since then, the sun had risen with the dawn and continued to crawl toward the sky, while a tepid pot of tea had been Sebastian’s constant companion. He’d nearly drained it to the dregs at this point. His body was screaming for rest, but he couldn’t allow himself to do so. Not only were his nerves stretched to their limit as he waited for news of his grandfather who was undergoing a hazardous surgery that could bring his life to an abrupt end, he couldn’t stop thinking of Calliope. He had left a note for her explaining the reason for his early departure, and then he’d contacted Isadora with the request to retrieve her. He also suggested that Calliope’s ladies’ maid joined her, as well as a change of attire since the previous items had been ruined. The manner in which they had been ruined he hadn’t thought necessary to divulge.

      He leaned his head back against the settee with a heavy sigh. He wondered what she was doing right now. Even though necessary circumstances had taken him from her side, he couldn’t help but regret that he hadn’t taken the time to wake her before he’d left. Then again, he hadn’t wanted to rob her of her sleep, and she had looked so devastatingly beautiful in his bed that he simply didn’t want to disturb her. He contemplated if he’d done the right thing, however, as uncertainty had been clawing at him ever since. If nothing else, he could have told her how he felt to ensure she still wasn’t doubting his affection.

      He shoved a hand through his hair. Why was it that he decided it never seemed to be the right time to make some romantic overture? He had never thought of himself as a coward, but now he was starting to doubt that if he couldn’t even utter three simple words when there was no longer any doubt in his heart.

      “Lord Blakely?”

      Sebastian got to his feet so quickly that he had to reach out to grab the back of a chair to keep himself upright when stars danced in front of his vision.

      “Easy there.” The physician looked at the empty teapot and then back at him. “Have you not eaten—?”

      Seb waved a hand. “I’ll be fine. How is my grandfather?”

      He held his breath, thinking that Dr. Haimlin’s expression would reveal whether the procedure was a success—or not. However, the blond man with his round spectacles appeared perfectly calm. Seb had known Dr. Haimlin by reputation alone, although Grey had said long ago that the Duke of Gravesend spoke very highly of him. He had made it possible for Grey’s brother-in-law to speak again after a throat injury in battle had nearly severed his ability to do so. Not only that, but he did his research when it came to working with modern medicine. While so many physicians in London were still living in the past, he was looking for new methods to cure various ailments. It was why Sebastian had decided if anyone could succeed with his grandfather, it would be Dr. Haimlin.

      “He made it through the surgery.” That sentence alone nearly sent Sebastian to his knees. “However, there is still the threat of infection or fever. The next day or so will be the true test.”

      Sebastian laughed. “I shouldn’t worry about that. If you knew my grandfather at all, you would know he’s entirely too stubborn to leave this world just yet.”

      Dr. Haimlin smiled almost wistfully. “I wish all my patients had the same fortitude.”

      Sebastian wondered if he might have been speaking of his own experiences. Everyone knew he was a widower with a small child. Could it have been that he’d tried to save his own wife with failed consequences?

      Nevertheless, Sebastian bowed respectfully. “Thank you for your willingness to assist. Rest assured, you will be compensated greatly for your services.” He grabbed his greatcoat and started to head for the door. “Now that I know all is well, I must take my leave. I shall call later this afternoon to see how he’s faring, but right now, there is something I must do.”

      With that, he left the clinic.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Calliope was sitting in the parlor with Isadora, but when another sigh escaped, her sister folded the paper she’d been reading and set it aside. “Why don’t you go to Bond Street and get a new bonnet?”

      She traced an invisible heart on the arm of the chair and shrugged. “I’m not interested.”

      Isa shook her head. “I never thought I’d see the day that Calliope Bevelstroke wasn’t obsessed in donning the latest fashions.” She got up and moved to sit in a chair beside her, and then gentled her tone slightly. “I’m sure the viscount will come by once he is assured of the marquess’ welfare. And I daresay he better have a special license in hand.” She lifted a brow. “Especially after I met you in his bedchamber this morning, attired in nothing but the counterpane from his four poster.”

      Calliope rolled her eyes. “It wasn’t as if he seduced me into doing something I didn’t want to do.”

      “I understand that. But neither can I abide sitting here and listening to you lament his absence when I have every confidence that he will be here as soon as he is able.” She got up and set her hands on her hips. “Now if you don’t leave this house and come back home with at least a strip of new ribbon, I daresay I will disown you.”

      Calliope snorted. “You can’t do that. We’re sisters.”

      Isa lifted a brow and said dryly, “Then start acting like the one I know.”

      Calliope just stopped herself from another long-suffering sigh. “Very well.”

      She went to her chamber and allowed Emma to assist her into a light blue muslin. The last thing she wanted to do was go to Bond Street, when one of her favorite activities in London had been going shopping. But after visiting a modest country village like Lyme Regis, she realized that there were more important things besides well-made gowns. Not only that, but she didn’t want to have to put on a false bravado and pretend that all was well. If she left, she was afraid she might miss an update from Sebastian on how the marquess was faring.

      However, she knew Isa was right too. She was likely to go mad if she had to sit around and stare at the clock any longer, while expecting Sebastian to call at any moment. She needed to get out of the house and do something to take her mind off him. If only briefly.

      Nevertheless, as she tied her bonnet around her chin and began to return downstairs, she felt as if her feet were encased in lead.

      She was staring at the floor as she descended, but when she was three steps away from the bottom, she lifted her gaze—and froze when she met Sebastian’s familiar dark gaze. He was standing in the foyer and looked terribly weary. Her heart instantly went out to him, because she worried that he had received bad news.

      But before she could inquire after his grandfather, he took a step toward her.

      “I love you.”

      Instantly, her pulse began to flutter rapidly. She had to grab hold of the banister to keep from falling to the floor. “What did you say?” she whispered.

      “I love you.”

      As she stood there with her mouth gaping open, unable to speak, he scratched the side of his jaw. “I can see that I’ve shocked you.” He cleared his throat and then spoke quickly, “I daresay I wanted to find the right moment to pour out my ever-loving heart to you, but it never seemed to be the right time, so I decided there was no time like the present.” He paused and looked at her. As she continued to just stand there, his expression became uncertain. He reached up and rubbed the back of his neck. “Odd’s fish, perhaps this is too sudden, and I made a terrible error in judgement—”

      “I love you too.” He stopped, but when no words emerged, she continued on in a rush. “I certainly never intended to like you, much less feel anything more. I told myself that it was only attraction and that I didn’t need you to feel as though I was whole in here.” She lifted her hand and placed it against her chest, directly over where her heart beat strong and sure. “It was why I went back to Lyme Regis. I had to make sure it was… real.” She smiled, her throat tightening over the emotion clogging her throat, as she slowly walked down the last few steps that separated them. “But the instant I saw you walking toward me on the Cobb, I knew that the only problem I’d suffered from was fear. My sisters had found happiness, but I couldn’t imagine that I would find someone who made me want to give up on my dreams—to give up everything.”

      She stood directly in front of him. “But what I didn’t realize,” she said softly, “Was that you were the everything I needed.”

      In a flash, she was in his arms, and he was kissing her with all that he was worth, when words just could not suffice. When they parted, she was reluctant to end things there, but at least she could content herself with the fact they wouldn’t be that way for long. She would have the opportunity to kiss him for the rest of their days.

      He laid a gentle hand on her cheek. “I thought Grey was crazy when he fell victim to Cupid’s arrow, but damned if I wasn’t just a little jealous too. I knew I was in trouble when I started to look at you with the same grin he wore every time he saw Araminta.”

      Calliope wrinkled up her nose. “It’s the red hair.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “It’s all of you.”

      Her heart warmed, but then she remembered that there was another issue at hand. Sobering, she asked, “How is the marquess?”

      “I have every confidence that he will recover. He made it through surgery, so I would say that is definitely a good sign.”

      “Indeed, I would agree.” She wound her arms around his neck with a sigh. “You know, Isadora said that the next time she saw you, you should have a special license in hand.”

      He raised a sandy colored brow. “Why do you think it took me so long to get here?” He kissed the top of her forehead. “But although I have that paper safely in my pocket, I don’t want a hasty wedding. I want to show the world, or at least all of London, the beautiful woman that I will get to call my wife.”

      She resisted the urge to pout. “We would have to wait three weeks for the banns to be read.”

      His eyes practically sparkled with wickedness. “I didn’t say we wouldn’t see each other during that time, only that is when we would exchange our vows.” His eyes warmed as they traveled slowly up and down her body. She flushed with desire. “I certainly don’t intend to deprive myself of your luscious body for that long. If you don’t know me by now, I’m insatiable when it comes to you.”

      “Ah,” she murmured. “And what if I find out I’m with child in the interim?”

      “Premature births happen all the time.”

      She laughed. “It seems you have it all figured out, Lord Blakely.” She paused. “Except, of course, for the part where I say yes to your proposal.” She was thoughtful for a moment. “Now that I consider it, I’m not sure that I was ever properly asked—”

      He silenced her with another kiss.
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      Three weeks later

      

      “That was a beautiful ceremony, Callie!”

      Calliope’s eyes were still threatening tears as she hugged her younger sister, Olivia, in the middle of St. Paul’s Cathedral. With her husband, the Duke of Gravesend, by her side, Livy’s green eyes were sparkling with happiness. If Calliope didn’t know better, she would swear that there was a particular glow around the duchess. But then, she supposed being with child was a clear indication of that. She knew her sister was nervous about the upcoming birth, considering it was how Livy’s mother had died, and even though she wasn’t showing yet, she wouldn’t be alone when her lying in arrived. Calliope, Minty, and Isa had already made a promise to each other that they would be present for the baby’s birth, no matter their circumstances at the time.

      With Minty happily settled as well, it was evident that Isadora was the only one who had an uncertain future ahead of her. While Calliope had heard no plans of her eldest sister leaving England, Isa was intelligent enough to do whatever she wanted. Not only that, but she was truly the most independent of them all. She hadn’t allowed love to distract her from a sharp business acumen in all her eight and twenty years. Calliope knew that great things were in store for the eldest Bevelstroke sister.

      When Sebastian put his arm around Calliope, she was brought back to the present. She turned her face upward and accepted his kiss, in full view of all of their wedding guests. Giving her an unabashed grin, he bent down and murmured into her ear, “Tonight is going to be memorable, indeed, my dear.”

      Her lips quirked. “You’ve said that quite often over the past three weeks whenever we’ve managed to find more than five minutes alone, my lord.”

      “Is it so wrong to try to surpass each illicit time we’re together?” he muttered. “Tonight, however, we shall not be disturbed and I’m feeling rather invigorated.”

      She snorted, even if her blood did run hot at the image of them entwined without a stitch of clothing on. “Wicked doesn’t even begin to describe your lewd nature.”

      “Odd’s fish.” He glanced at her as if affronted. “I fear you shall become a terrible shrew in the next few years.”

      She reached up and twirled a copper strand around her finger. “You should have been taught never to trust a lady with red hair.”

      He groaned. “I’m doomed.” He lifted her hand to his lips, and through the teasing, he glanced at her with dark promise. “I shall need some advice on being a proper husband if I am to survive this union. Please excuse my absence.”

      As he wandered over to talk to Grey, Calliope rolled her eyes. However, she wasn’t alone for long, as Minty accosted her with a wide smile, her gray eyes sparkling, and her brown hair pulled up into a lovely chignon. However, Callie knew it was the attentions of her husband that truly lit her up from within, because it was how she felt around Sebastian.

      “I knew you and the viscount would come to an understanding at some point,” she said knowingly, and Callie smiled. Minty was still the mother figure of the Bevelstroke sisters, but she doubted that would ever change. To be honest, Calliope didn’t want it to. “I could tell that he was enamored with you that night at the opera. He could barely drag his eyes away from you. I’m thrilled that it all worked out.”

      Calliope thought about when he’d appeared at Lyme Regis. “I wasn’t sure it would. But I suppose fate had other plans.”

      “It often does,” Araminta replied with a wistful note to her voice.

      As Livy returned and began chatting with Minty, Calliope glanced around for Isadora. As their gazes met, she strolled forward and joined them as well.

      In an aside to Isa, Calliope said, “I hope you don’t think that I’m abandoning you.”

      “Not at all,” Isa smiled gently. As usual, she was calm and collected. Not a single hair or jewel out of place on her person. “Actually, when you returned from Lyme Regis the second time, I had intended to speak to you, but then things were quite hectic with Lord Blakely and the upcoming wedding that I didn’t want to burden your happiness.”

      Calliope squeezed her hand. “You could never do that, Isa.”

      “Nevertheless.” Isa lifted a dark brow. “I thought you should like to know that I am going to be checking into some of Lord Somers’ interests in Newcastle concerning the rail line, and then I think I shall remove to Broxbourne for a time.”

      “You’re going to Father’s hunting box?”

      “Briefly, yes.” Isa clasped her hands together. “I never did enjoy the excitement of town, but I knew it was the place to engineer the best prospects. Now that many of those partnerships have been formed, I shall allow myself to broaden those unions even further.”

      Calliope nodded, and her eyes filled with tears. “I wish you all the best, Isa.”

      “You’re speaking as though I’m never coming back.”

      “No, it’s not that.” She wiped away a single tear that escaped. “It’s just that everything has changed so quickly, that it’s difficult to picture my life without you and Minty and Livy in it every day.”

      “I daresay you should be rejoicing,” Isa returned dryly. “Or do you not remember how we all used to quarrel at times?”

      Calliope laughed. “I do.”

      Isa reached out and embraced her. “We will all be together soon. Don’t you fret. Just enjoy your new life with your husband. He’s a good man.” She tilted her head to the side. “I wasn’t sure at first, but he has grown on me.”

      “Thank you, Isa.”

      “Lady Blakely?”

      Isadora drifted away as Molly Anning, Mary, and Joseph walked over to stand before her. Calliope reached out and grasped the older woman’s hands. “I’m so glad you were able to join the celebration!” she said sincerely.

      “We wanted to thank you for the invitation,” Molly returned politely.

      Calliope thought it was a good time to tell Mary what she’d been discussing with Mr. Bullock. “I have some good news. After some extensive debate with the Egyptian Hall, I am pleased to tell you that I have garnered you an audience with the board to discuss all your findings on the coast of Lyme Regis.”

      Mary’s eyes widened. “It would be wonderful if they would actually listen.”

      Calliope winked at her. “I daresay they will to both of us.”
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      “Look at them plotting over there. It likely has something to do with my ultimate demise.”

      Grey rolled his eyes when Sebastian indicated Calliope and Mary, but while he attempted to keep a straight face, he finally broke into a grin.

      “I’m relieved to find that you are still in possession of a sense of humor, even on your wedding day,” Grey retorted.

      “Well.” Sebastian shrugged. “I find it necessary to entertain myself after you saw fit to forsake me.”

      Again, there was a roll of his eyes. “Must you make me suffer for the rest of my days for marrying Araminta?”

      Sebastian sniffed. “I just might.”

      “Thank goodness I don’t have to suffer the same wrath.” Miles Stone, the Duke of Gravesend, joined them. His raspy voice was no match for his glittering, obsidian eyes. But although he looked intimidating, the duke fit into the family rather perfectly.

      And now, so did Seb.

      Sebastian narrowed his eyes. “Oh, I’m sure I can find some sort of transgression to hold against you, some sin that you committed that caused me to suffer.”

      “I have no doubt of your ability to spin a web of deceit to suit your needs,” the duke returned dryly. “Just kindly leave me and my wife out of it, or else it shall be very awkward around the dinner table during the holidays.”

      “Speaking of which,” Seb held up a hand. “Where do we plan to hold these lavish gatherings of the nobility? Marlington Hall?”

      The duke shook his head. “I gave up the dukedom for the Marlington line, remember? So, I’m afraid that is no longer an option.”

      “Has the Crown already taken possession then?” Grey inquired.

      “Not yet. It shall take a few months to move everything out and for all the legalities to be finalized. It is a lengthy process, but one I will be glad to retire when the time comes.”

      As the duke and Grey continued to converse over the former estate of the Duke of Marlington, Sebastian found his attention wandering off. He searched out the vision of his bride and promptly excused himself when he saw her speaking to the Anning family.

      He walked over and bowed deeply to Molly. “I appreciate your willingness to take part in our happy day,” he said sincerely.

      “We wouldn’t have missed it,” Molly returned.

      After a brief conversation, they moved away, and Sebastian was left alone with his wife. He glanced at the ring on her hand, the one she had picked out for herself, and marveled at the way the emerald glistened. He could have given her the Blakely ring, of course, but with such a despondent past attached to it, he’d decided against it.

      “Did you miss me already?” Calliope said with that adorable wrinkle of her nose.

      “Naturally,” he replied with a broad smile. He reached into his jacket and withdrew a sealed letter and handed it to her.

      “What’s this?” she asked curiously.

      “It’s from Lord Abersheen,” he said. “Since Grandfather is still recovering and wasn’t able to join the ceremony, he made me promise to give this to you once the vows were spoken.”

      “Oh, dear.”

      He chuckled at the look of wariness that crossed her face. Nevertheless, she unfolded the single sheet and began to read. He watched as several emotions flitted across her features. He was thankful that none of them appeared to be anger, because although he had promised to be the messenger, he had no idea what his grandfather had written.

      When she was finished, she started to fold it back.

      “What did it say?” he asked.

      “I’m not supposed to reveal the contents,” she said firmly. She securely tucked it into her reticule. “Suffice it to say he reiterated his vow to welcome me into the family.” She smiled. “And it might have mentioned that he wasn’t getting any younger and he didn’t want to have to wait much longer to be a great-grandfather.”

      Sebastian threw his head back and laughed richly. “The old codger! He’s so damned stubborn I wonder if he won’t decide to live forever, just to bedevil our children.”

      She lifted a brow. “Are you saying we ought to disappoint him?”

      Sebastian drew her into his arms. “Not at all. In fact, I think we should start right now.”

      

      Author’s Note

      

      In case you might be wondering, Mary Anning was a real person from Lyme Regis and out of ten children, only she and her brother, Joseph, survived to adulthood. She narrowly survived death when she was just an infant. The lightning storm I mention was based on true accounts.

      There is a movie called, “Ammonite” about Mary’s later life in the Victorian era where there were rumors that she engaged in a lesbian affair with a married woman by the name of Charlotte Murchison. But this is only speculation. She did, however, remain a spinster, and continued searching for rare fossils up until the time of her death in 1847 with her loyal dog, Tray, by her side.

      On May 21, 2022, on what would have been Mary Anning’s 222nd birthday, a statue was finally erected in Lyme Regis to honor her memory and the work she accomplished during her lifetime.

      Dr. Amos Twitchell was also a real physician who practiced medicine from 1810-1850 in Keene, New Hampshire in the United States. He was famous for his surgical skills and in the 1830s built a hospital on Main Street with twenty-four rooms. He performed the first successful surgery by tying a carotid artery on October 18, 1807, on a cavalry soldier who had been accidentally shot at a regimental review. The patient made an uneventful recovery when most patients before then had not survived the procedure. Amos Twitchell, who died in 1850, became the leading surgeon in his area of expertise in New England.

      In my historical research, I also like to find out where certain idioms come from. Some are more modern than others, but when it comes to “grasping at straws,” this actually comes from a proverb in Thomas More’s “Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation” c. 1534 which states, “A drowning man will clutch at straws.” It is said that the straw in this case refers to a thin reed that grows by the side of a river.
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      I’d like to thank you for purchasing this book. I know you could have chosen any number of stories to read, but you picked this one and for that I am humbled and grateful! I hope that the romance captured your heart and added a smile to your day. If so, it would be awesome if you could share this book with your friends and family and post a review! Your feedback and support will help improve my writing and help me to continue growing as an author.
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names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
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"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
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Software, subject to the following conditions:
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redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
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Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
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using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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