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Chapter 1


Despite plentiful rumor to the contrary, Christian de Bord, the 6th Marquess of Ashford, had never killed anyone.

For the first time in thirty-eight years, however, he was giving murder very serious consideration.

“You’re certain she’s here?” he asked Whitby in a low voice.

His friend—one of the few left who both received Christian in his home and was invited to society events—nodded nervously. “Ashford, are you quite sure this is a good idea?”

“It is an excellent idea.”

“You, er”—Whitby had the grace to look embarrassed—“you know for a fact she’s the one who did the engravings?”

“She bloody well signed them.” His outrage was hot and fierce and righteous, and unlike the guilt that coiled in his chest, it felt goddamned wonderful.

“She signed them?” It was hard to tell in the dark, but Whitby looked faintly green. “The Earl of Warren’s sister drew pornographic pictures of you and then signed them?”

“Oh, yes.”

MH.

Her artist’s mark had swirled in the bottom-right corner, a slanted diagonal. When he’d seen the pictures—when his life had descended even more ludicrously into chaos—when his sister’s art tutor had tendered her resignation—Christian had vowed to find out who was responsible. It had taken a month and a small fortune, but he’d done it.

Matilda Halifax.

“Can you point her out?” he asked Whitby as they made their way through the poorly lit crush.

Whitby’s dark brows drew together. “You do not know her? Surely everyone in London knows the Halifax Hellions.”

Christian clenched his jaw so hard he thought he might crack a tooth.

He knew of them, of course. The scandalous redheaded Halifax twins were nearly as infamous as he was. They had debuted probably half a dozen years before, to the delight of every gossip rag in the country. Even at his estate in Northumberland, he’d heard of their antics. One of them stripped down to her chemise and threw herself into the Serpentine. The other—or perhaps it was the same one, Christian had no notion—was caught charging into a duel in the guise of a medical man, dressed in breeches and jacket and brandishing a cheroot. They drank smuggled French brandy, terrorized pedestrians in their high-perch phaeton, and, if the scandal sheets were to be believed, paraded about the city with their tits out and their skirts up to their knees.

Yes, he knew of the Halifax Hellions. He did not think he’d have any trouble recognizing her. Red hair. Scandalous gown.

He was, perhaps, a trifle unhinged. He had a moment of pause as he considered confronting this complete stranger.

And then he thought again of the pictures, and how crushed Bea was going to be when he told her about her tutor, and his resolve hardened. What use was his blackened reputation if he could not frighten some sense into a spoiled, mercenary debutante?

A reputation blackened further by Matilda Halifax herself, damn it. He refused to hesitate.

“Never mind,” he said to Whitby. “How many gingers with a flask and a cigar can there be at this bloody event?”

Whitby winced. “Two, I think.”

Goddamnit. Twins.

“Fine,” he grated. “Find her. And then leave well enough alone.”

Whitby led him through the party and out to the sculpture garden where couples nestled together in the shadows. Christian’s gaze skipped over two MPs from opposite sides of the aisle looking not at all repelled by the other’s politics in the heady, rose-scented night air.

And then Whitby paused and nodded. “That one,” he said. “Lady Matilda is usually the one in blue.”

Christian followed his friend’s gaze. Matilda stood in front of a statue, a naked male form. He could not see her face—only a neatly pinned coil of red hair, a closely cut blue dress, one pale hand extended to caress the curve of the sculpture’s hip.

Of course she would grope the bloody statue. Of course.

“Go,” he ground out.

“Are you—”

“Go.” His voice was ice, and Whitby hastened to obey.

He was upon her in an instant. He had not thought he was particularly quiet, but she must have been lost in her sculpture-induced reveries, because she did not turn as he approached.

He reached out and closed his hand over the back of her neck.

She whirled, and his hand fell away.

She was—

Christian could not take her in.

He had thought she would be hard-edged. Cynical and angry. Like him, he supposed. He had expected her to be as resentful of the world as he was, between her scandalous reputation and the insatiable interest of the ton.

But she didn’t look hard or cold or angry.

She looked like a goddamned milkmaid.

She was a small thing, he realized now that he stood nearly atop her, her curvy little body poured into her pale blue dress. She had freckles, for Christ’s sake, all over the bridge of her nose and the tops of her round cheeks. Her eyes were blue and wide and sweet, and at the sight of him, her mouth trembled open.

“You,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he said grimly. “Me.”



Matilda hoped she’d gone mad.

It seemed possible. She had not over-imbibed. She was relatively certain she was not asleep. Failing those two scenarios, vivid hallucination seemed the most likely explanation for why the Marquess of Ashford was here in Lord Denham’s sculpture garden, looming over her like an avenging angel and the unfortunate embodiment of every one of her erotic fantasies.

It certainly couldn’t be real. The man lived in Northumberland.

Truly, the fact that she knew the location of his bloody country estate was proof enough that she was cracked. She had never even spoken to him.

He merely had a starring role in her sexual imagination.

And, apparently, her hallucinations as well.

“Matilda Halifax,” he said. His voice was low, gravelly and slow, as though he luxuriated in the feel of her name on his lips. His ice-chip eyes, pale above a dark beard threaded with silver, glittered in the moonlight.

This was not real. It could not be.

“Yes?” Her voice was squeaky. She swallowed.

“So you are Matilda,” he said. “Not the other? The twin?”

Matilda felt a surge of annoyance. If she were going to run mad and imagine Ashford approaching her in a moonlit sculpture garden, surely her deranged mind could produce something better than the marquess confusing her with her sister, Margo.

“I am Matilda.”

His fingers closed over her upper arm, and her breath caught. “MH,” he said. His voice sounded almost dreamy. “Matilda Halifax. God, I have been looking forward to this.”

Matilda went cold all over.

MH.

He could not mean—

He could not—

Her brain stuttered out, words failing her. Pictures—her refuge—flooded her mind instead.

Ashford on his knees, his dark head buried between rounded female thighs. Ashford atop a woman in bed, her wrists bound to the spindles, her breasts bared. Ashford in a chair, a lady in his lap, his mouth—

No. No. There was no way he could have connected her with the engravings. It was not possible.

“I beg your pardon?” Her voice came out thin.

His fingers tightened on her upper arm, biting into her flesh. The clean white scar that sliced through his facial hair twisted down as he spoke. “You mean to deny it?” His voice had dropped lower, just above a whisper. “You mean to pretend that you did not sell your obscene drawings of me to a goddamned printer?”

“I—” Her throat seemed to have closed in on itself. She could not get the words out except between gasping breaths. “I don’t know—what you mean.”

He released her arm and reached into his jacket.

Run, she told herself. Run now.

Her legs did not obey. She was like a rabbit, staring frozen as the hawk descended.

“Which part of it do you refute?” he hissed, and he brandished a little pamphlet in front of her face. “That you did the drawings? Or that they’re of me? Because I assure you, your ladyship, you will find me loath to believe either denial.”

Matilda tried not to look at the pamphlet. Tried, and then looked at it anyway.

Heat flooded her cheeks.

She had not seen it, not since it had been printed. She had read only the manuscript’s fair copy. She had sent along her drawings with the printer’s man, and had not seen the engravings they’d made or the bound final text.

But she knew what it would say. Professor Flagellante’s Naughty Pupil, the cover read, A Fashionable Tale in Two Comic Acts.

“I—have not seen this,” she choked out. It was true. It was true. She had not seen the pamphlet.

“Is that right?” Ashford’s voice had gone silky now. “You mean to tell me you are not the MH who illustrated this volume? Who has illustrated, if my man of business has it right, nearly half of the erotic pamphlets published in London in the last five years?”

He could not know this. Her brain tried to spin out some other explanation. He was guessing—he simply assumed it was she because she was a Halifax Hellion and thus a walking scandal—he had plucked her initials out of Debrett’s.

But nothing she could think of made sense.

He knew too much. He knew that it was not just this pamphlet, but a whole oeuvre of them. He even knew where to find her—here in Denham’s sculpture garden.

She had not always been as careful as she ought. She had paid a footman to pick up her fees, of course, but from time to time she had met with the printer’s man herself. She had taken the parcels of manuscripts up to her room and left the handwritten copies in her escritoire where any chambermaid might see.

Perhaps, somehow, Ashford did know.

“I illustrated it,” she managed. Her voice was shaking, and she tried to steady herself. “I illustrated all of them. But I do not—I do not know why you are accosting me, sir. We have not been introduced. There is no connection between my drawings and yourself.”

He laughed, a harsh sound in the quiet night. “We have not been introduced, have we? Peculiar, then, how well you managed to draw my goddamned prick.”

Despite herself, she felt a flush rise in her chest and face like a firecracker.

This—this he truly could not know. It was her own shameful secret—that she imagined him when she thought of sexual congress, that she pictured his elegant hands binding her wrists to the bedpost.

The erotic arts community had its rumors, and she had learned these last five years that Ashford was said to have tastes that matched her own. Restraints. A whisper of pain to sweeten the pleasure. It was only natural that as she’d learned more about her own desires, she’d found herself picturing his brooding face.

It was possible—distantly possible—that a hint of that face had crept into her drawing when she’d illustrated Professor Flagellante. The image of him had been so vivid in her mind—his tall, lean body bent over hers, the flat of his hand warming her backside—that as she’d imagined the arrogant professor, she’d pictured the notorious Marquess of Ashford.

But she’d stripped the drawings of anything that could definitively mark them as inspired by the real man. Her professor had no beard, no scar slashing down his left cheek. If there was something of Ashford in the hair and eyes, it was a faint resemblance, nothing more.

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, and to her relief, her voice was back to itself, low and firm. “I did not draw you, sir. Not for this pamphlet or any other.”

“Is that right?” His fingers—those long, graceful fingers, oh God, this was unbearable—flipped open the pamphlet to an engraving. “Tell me, then, Lady Matilda, how did you know about the tattoo on my fucking arse?”

She looked at the engraving.

And then she sat down very hard and very suddenly on the gravel path.





Chapter 2


Christian was indulging in a kind of sick glee at her discomfiture when Matilda Halifax went dead white and collapsed in a heap in front of him.

Goddamnit. It was not sporting.

He crouched on the ground and reached for her wrist, cursing himself as he did so. He could not take her pulse now and then go on to murder her.

It had taken him a moment to recover from the shock of her. She was so far from what he had pictured—all freckles and curves and sweetness, the very picture of an innocent English country lass—that he had forgotten his outrage for a moment.

But when she’d made to deny her involvement in the engravings, it had flared back to life. Anger—but mixed with something else.

He’d felt—

Well. He hated to admit it, but he’d felt a vague kind of admiration for the way she’d stood up to him. Gently bred young ladies quailed in his presence typically, and though she was one of the bloody Halifax Hellions, she also couldn’t be more than five-and-twenty or so. He’d expected her to run. Or weep.

Perhaps both.

But she’d tipped her chin up like the queen of the milkmaids and admitted that she was the artist of a whole library of lewd engravings. It was bold and fearless and slightly insane. The woman was a bloody pornographer. If she were revealed, he thought she could face imprisonment—though as the sister of an earl, perhaps not.

Why would she do it? He knew the Earl of Warren through the Lords, knew the Halifax family was rich as the devil and connected somehow to a royal duke. She did not want for money or notoriety.

Perhaps she simply enjoyed taking jackasses like himself and dragging them through the mud.

Her pulse was normal. He dropped her wrist, and her entire arm fell limply to her side.

“You’re fine,” he said, rising. “Stand up.”

“I prefer to remain where I am,” she said faintly. She appeared to be gazing into the middle distance, her eyes glazed.

He gritted his teeth. All of English society might think him a monster, but obviously he had some idiotic scruples left. He could not shout at a half-swooning woman sitting in a rumpled heap in the gravel.

He caught her elbows and hauled her up, dropping her arms as soon as she seemed steady on her feet. “I tracked you down,” he began, but the goddamned woman would not let him launch into his prepared remarks.

“Wait.” She bit her lip, and her eyelashes fluttered as she looked at the ground, his waistcoat, his buttons. Anything but his face.

“I don’t—”

“Wait,” she said again, more desperately. And then she looked up, and her ridiculous blue eyes were wide and shining. “I’m sorry. I’m—oh God, I’m so sorry.”

He had not expected that.

“Why—”

She cut him off again. “Sir—your lordship—Lord Ashford. You must believe me. My drawings did not look like that when I sent them to the engraver.” She fumbled for the pamphlet he still held in his hand, opening it to the page he’d shown her before.

It was a picture of him, not a stitch upon his body, standing over a little dumpling of a woman. Her enormous breasts had come entirely out of her gown, and her hands were bound behind her. Above her, the illustrated Christian glowered and pointed his riding crop at her nude, dimpled bum.

Jesus Christ. Even the bloody expression on his face was right.

“Look,” said Matilda. She flattened out the pamphlet, tracing her fingers across illustrated-Christian’s angry brow. “This part, I drew. The eyebrows, the hair, the eyes. The nose, yes, that’s mine too, but here”—her fingers caressed the neatly trimmed black beard, the scar on the man’s left cheek that precisely mirrored his own—“surely you can see that it’s been added later.”

“You cannot be serious—”

“Look,” she demanded again. “Look at the lines, for heaven’s sake. I use a stippling technique to make it easier for the engravers to replicate. Look at the delicacy of the brow—and then this beard, how harsh the lines are.” She fixed her blue gaze back on him, her expression the horror of the offended artist. “Surely you can see that I did not draw that. The style is coarse. It’s completely different.”

“The whole bloody thing is coarse!”

He could practically feel the heat from her blush. “That’s as it may be—but if you will simply compare the style of the hair on this gentleman’s, er, other parts—”

“You can draw a cock but you cannot say it?”

“The hair on his private area to the hair on his beard, it will be perfectly clear to you that I did not draw this beard—”

“And the tattoo on my arse?”

She was back to staring out into the night, still blushing furiously. “I assure you, sir, I did not know you had any kind of body modification, and I certainly did not draw that—that—”

“Constellation?” he offered. “That’s Ursa Major.”

“How,” she hissed, “could I possibly know that you have stars on your buttocks?”

“A question, your ladyship, which I believe I have already put to you.”

“I did not draw that! I did not draw the beard, nor the scar, nor the constellation, and while I admit that it does look decidedly like your person with those additions, I did not make them.”

“Are you suggesting,” he asked grimly, “that you sent these drawings to the engraver and someone—some later artist—altered them to look like me?”

She was still pale. Her insulting freckles looked like tiny bruises across her cheeks. “Yes,” she said.

“Why in God’s name would someone do that?”

She bit her lip. “I do not know! I—perhaps there was some small resemblance—and someone thought to…” She trailed off, and her teeth sank back into the plump curve of her bottom lip.

He scrubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I know why.”

She looked up, eyes wide. For the first time, she looked truly alarmed. “You do?”

“Goddamnit.” He crumpled up the pamphlet and stuffed it back into his jacket. He wanted, stupidly, to throw it in the dirt, but it seemed foolish to make more copies of the thing available to the interested public. “For sales, of course.”

It made a kind of sense. Despite himself, he believed Matilda. There really was a noticeable difference in the style of the piece—now that she pointed it out, the facial hair on the man in the drawing looked scratched on, like a child’s defacement in a schoolbook. The stars on his arse were a series of scribbles, nothing like the finely shaded delicacy of the rest of the piece.

And now she had him thinking favorably of her dirty pictures. Jesus Christ, he really was unhinged.

“For—sales?” She looked like she’d been struck in the head.

He exhaled. “Yes. Anyone can make up a lewd story and sell it—but attach it to my name, to my face, and it’s instantly infamous.” When she met his eyes, he felt his jaw tighten. “Have you not heard? I’m a monster. A wife-murderer. And now, thanks to this bloody pamphlet, I am some kind of perverted defiler of innocents as well.”

She licked her lips, and perhaps he was a monster, because some part of his brain registered the movement with an emotion altogether different from outrage.

“I have heard the rumors,” she said. Her voice was so bloody cool. As though murderers confronted her in dark gardens every evening.

“Are you not afraid?”

That was what he’d wanted, was it not? To make her fear him? To make her regret what she’d done?

Only—it seemed she had not done it. Or, if she had, the drawings had been some kind of cosmic mistake, a coincidence made into a weapon by a printer or engraver with a mercenary hand.

He felt suddenly guilty for this too, one more layer of regret on top of many. For approaching her. For trying to frighten her.

“I do not listen to gossip,” she said. “I have heard enough of it about myself. I have seen scandal sheets so distort the truth that I would not know they were about me if not for our bloody nickname at the top of the page.”

“Yes, well,” he said shortly. “You’re the only one who does not listen.”

He’d had enough of this. It was pointless, all of it. What had he thought to accomplish? He could confront every artist and engraver and printer in the land, and he still would not be able to take the pamphlets back. He could sue everyone in London for slander, and he would not get Bea’s art tutor back to Northumberland. Nor would he change the past.

“It will pass, you know,” she said. Her face was clear and pale in the dark night, and he almost could not pull his eyes away. “The scandal. People will forget about this pamphlet in time.”

“Will they?” His frustration was useless, as useless as his empty hands at his sides that fisted and then relaxed. “How long? How long will it take them to lose interest? Long enough for my sister to forget that she was to be brought out in society next spring? Long enough for her to forgive me for involving myself in another bloody scandal so outrageous that her art tutor will no longer live in my house?”

“Your … sister?”

“Yes,” he said. “Her name is Bea. She’s eighteen years old. Her mother is dead—she has no family, no friends, no one but this bleeding female painter who now refuses to step foot in my house. Now she has nothing left but me.”

Matilda’s hand came to her throat. “I’m sorry. I’m so terribly sorry.”

He thought she meant it. He thought it was not really her fault, the pamphlet, the scandal, the gossip.

He thought, as he left the party to a swirl of curious whispers, that it was cold comfort.





Chapter 3


11 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

I write first to express once more my sincere regret over the situation which you raised with me at Lord Denham’s gathering last week. Any damage to you and your family was most unconsciously done, and I am heartily sorry.

Second, I would like to make recompense. You said your sister, Bea, has lost her painting tutor. I would like to find her a new one. Despite evidence to the contrary, I am classically trained in watercolors and drawing and know many art tutors in London.

With contrition,

Lady Matilda Halifax

12 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

Bea is an oil painter. There is one female oil painter in England willing to travel to my estate in Northumberland to tutor her.

Was, I should say. There was one female oil painter willing to live with us in Bamburgh. Now there are none.

Your contrition is unnecessary, as are your efforts.

A

12 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

Oil painting! Marvelous. As it happens, after Margo and I were sent down from finishing school—please do not ask—I took a great interest in oil painting myself. I can recommend an excellent tutor for your sister. He was willing to teach a seventeen-year-old Halifax Hellion; I am certain your reputation will pose no problem. Only he is afflicted by rheumatism and not able to travel long distances—can he attend your sister at your townhouse in London?

I have ignored your final sentence, as you can plainly see. I feel in part responsible for what has befallen you and your sister. I can help you, if you will permit it.

Matilda Halifax

13 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

Beatrice will not travel to London.

If you have listened to anything in your life, listen to this: stop helping.

A

13 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

This is perfectly ridiculous. Whyever would you not allow your sister to live in London? I assure you, despite the presence of Margo and myself in this city, your sister will not be instantly overcome by licentiousness and debauchery. It is perfectly respectable for your sister to reside in London with a chaperone and be attended by an art tutor.

I could recommend a chaperone as well, but I suppose my endorsement in that quarter would hold little weight.

I will stop trying to help when you stop creating unnecessary obstacles in the way of your sister’s happiness.

Matilda Halifax

13 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

I am not a goddamned prison warden

Surely you must realize

You are driving me

14 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

Bea will not come to London because she chooses not to.

A

18 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

I see. I apologize for my misapprehension. Had you explained yourself in more than six words, perhaps I would have understood more immediately. But I will not quibble.

I have taken it upon myself these last days to put my connections in London’s art circles to use.

Unfortunately, I have determined that you are correct. There are no female oil painters willing to reside with your family in Northumberland. (In fairness, there are very few professional female oil painters!)

Would Beatrice be open to a male painting tutor? I am thinking of one in particular—a very charming and open-minded young Scot between exhibits at the moment. I have spoken briefly to him—without revealing either your name or your sister’s!—and suspect he would be open to filling the position at least until March.

And in March, Bea will debut, will she not?

In friendship,

Matilda Halifax

19 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

Bea is shy. She is sensitive. She would sooner cast herself into the sea than show her paintings to a charming young Scot.

Not everyone is willing to publish their drawings of pricks, for Christ’s sake!

A

19 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

I beg your pardon. My note this morning was inappropriate. I cannot say what came over me. It would ease my mind if you would throw it in the fireplace.

Christian de Bord, Lord Ashford

19 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

I will promise to burn your note if you agree to meet with me. I believe I have devised a solution to your difficulties, but I would like to speak to you about it in person.

I have enclosed for your perusal some botanical illustrations I completed last year for an educational guide to the natural history of the Pennines. I assure you, I do have other interests.

Matilda Halifax

20 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

I did not presume to suggest that you only draw

For God’s sake

20 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

This isn’t a negotiation. Keep the damned note if it means so much to you. No. I will not meet with you.

A

21 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

In two weeks of correspondence, I have learned several facts about you.

One, your Christian name is, in fact, Christian. (Did your parents find this amusing, I wonder?)

Two, your prose style leaves a great deal to be desired. (If I cannot make you acquainted with an art tutor for your sister, may I at least introduce you to punctuation beyond the humble full stop?)

And three, you are the most obstinate man I have ever encountered.

I have enclosed for you a picture of a man with the head of a pig. I leave you to wonder at its significance.

MH

22 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

I need not wonder at the symbolism of your image. I recognize my buttocks. You’ve got the constellation upside down.

A

23 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

Was that a jest?! Now this note I shall have to keep.

Matilda

23 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

Surely even you can agree that two punctuation marks at the end of a sentence is one too many.

Can I take your previous message to mean you did not keep the other letter? Truly, I would prefer if you would burn it. I have no desire to see my lapse in judgment printed in the morning papers. I’ve seen my name therein more than enough.

A

26 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

At your request, I have disposed of all your notes.

I would not sell your letter to the gossip rags.

You have no reason to believe me, I know. But I did not mean to associate my scandalous drawings with you. I have acted the fool plenty since my debut seven years ago, but I have tried very hard to ensure that no one else is hurt because of me.

I have attempted to keep the consequences of my actions restricted to myself alone. I have not always been successful, but I have tried.

Matilda Halifax

27 September 1821

Dear Lady Matilda,

Thank you for destroying the letter.

Twelve years ago, I made a series of grievous personal errors. Many have paid for my mistakes, including Bea, who was six years old at the time. The consequences of our actions spread like ripples in a pond. They cannot be stopped, no matter how good our intentions or how hard we try.

What I mean to say is, I understand.

I think I preferred your insults directed toward my style of correspondence.

Christian de Bord, Lord Ashford

28 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

I would like to meet. Can we meet? I must speak with you.

Matilda

28 September 1821

Lady Matilda,

Respectfully, no.

A

28 September 1821

Dear Lord Ashford,

You are the most infuriating person I have ever met. Fine. To hell with propriety. I will be in St. James’s Park at half-past midnight this evening. The corner near Westminster Abbey.

Come or do not come, as you like.

You are not actually Beelzebub, you know, despite what the gossip rags say. You will not catch fire if you accept someone’s offer of help.

Matilda Halifax





Chapter 4


This time, Christian thought, he was actually going to kill her.

He urged his horse forward into another circle around the easternmost corner of St. James’s Park. It was nearly one o’clock in the morning. She was either late or already dead in a ditch somewhere, and truly, the emotion that tangled in his chest at the latter thought was disturbing.

He did not even like her. She was forward and provocative. Her missives were peremptory. She was ludicrously young.

At some point during their correspondence, he’d started to look up her age in Debrett’s and then—briefly concerned that his edition was so old that she would not even be in it—he’d slammed the thing closed before he got to W for the Earl of Warren.

Seven minutes later, by his pocket watch, he’d cracked and checked anyway.

She was thirteen years younger than he was. And why he had immediately done that mental arithmetic, he was not prepared to contemplate.

When there had been a three-day gap between her letters, he had—

No. No. He had not missed them.

There was no connection between the absence of Matilda’s letters and his inexplicable reentrance into London society. He had not been to a ton social event—other than Denham’s rout—in nearly a decade. He could not say why he had suddenly decided to accept an invitation to a dinner party.

He had not hoped she would be there. He had not looked for her. He had not.

She hadn’t been there anyway. Only her twin, Margo, dressed in pink and twice as freckled as Matilda, laughing uproariously with a handful of young bucks Christian was too old to recognize.

Though the twins looked similar, he had known at once that the one at the party wasn’t Matilda. Matilda was cooler, quieter. Her smile—when she smiled—would be earned. It would be a gift.

Good God, he was losing his mind. He needed to go back to Bamburgh.

That would be the very next thing he would do, after he found Matilda in St. James’s Park, murdered her, and then saw her safely back to her house in Mayfair.

When he finally caught sight of her red hair in the moonlight, relief and indignation blossomed inside him in equal measure. He swung down from his horse and left it placidly nibbling grass as he stalked toward her.

“You are late,” he bit out. “And reckless and probably deranged.”

She was wearing a heavy cloak, her fingers wrapped up in the wool as she held it closed in front of her. “I beg your pardon?” Her voice was low, almost husky. A night voice.

Despite himself, he reached out and caught her shoulder, tugging her off the path and behind a stand of trees where they would be invisible to any curious passersby. He did not want her reputation to be further damaged, because he was a sap-skulled block.

“This is the most incomprehensible place and time to meet,” he said. “It is late. It is dark. You gave me practically no direction. I might have ridden around looking for you half the night whilst you were set upon by footpads and left for dead.”

“And would you have come, had I suggested we meet on Regent Street for tea?”

“Of course not, you daft woman. I—”

And then suddenly it came clear to him. She had proposed this dangerous location, this absurd hour, to provoke him into meeting with her. To make him turn up, entirely against his will, out of concern for her welfare.

He did not know if he was more disturbed or more impressed by her cunning.

She untangled her fingers from her cloak and gestured behind her. “You need not have worried about me. I brought two grooms and a footman. I do appreciate your concern.”

Disturbed. Definitely more disturbed.

“What,” he ground out, “did you need to discuss that you could not write about in a letter?”

For the first time, she looked hesitant. She bit her lip, as she had done at Denham’s party.

Christian forced himself not to look at her mouth.

“I have a solution for your sister,” she said. “A female oil painter who is willing to come live with you in Northumberland until Bea’s debut next spring.”

He had not wanted to soften toward her. His grudge against her had been rather comforting. But her fixation on helping Bea was at once ridiculous and—

Rather likable, if he were forced to concede the truth. He liked how determined she was to fix things, even as part of him resented her involvement in the first place.

“I am listening,” he said, “though I imagine there is a catch. Who is it? Some brothel-owning friend of yours, perhaps? A murderer I will have to break out of Newgate before I can employ her?”

“It’s, er—” She looked faintly agonized. “Me.”

“No.”

The word was out of his mouth before he had even properly absorbed her words.

After he had time to absorb them, he managed to say no again, only more loudly and with more force behind it.

She was disruptive. She was outrageous. Bea would be terrified of her. Hell, he was slightly afraid of her, with her mocking letters that smelled faintly of flowers, and the way her teeth cut into the plump curve of her bottom lip.

She had him attending parties and looking forward to the post, and he needed to put an entire country’s worth of miles between himself and his bizarre temptation to spend more time in her presence.

“I realize this may be slightly untoward,” she said.

“Slightly?” He did not know whether to shake her or sprint away. “You are the unwed sister of an earl, not a professional artist.”

“To that point,” she said, “I am in fact a professional artist.”

Her delicate rendering of his cock flashed through his mind, and he experienced a confusing welter of emotions.

Outrage. He was fairly sure at least one of them was outrage.

Matilda winced at the expression on his face. “I suppose I should not have brought that up.”

“Perhaps not.” He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Putting the issue of your credentials aside, the situation is impossible. Even were I open to the idea—which I am not—you could not live at my estate without doing irreparable damage to your reputation—”

“I told you, I have no reputation to speak of—”

“You are unmarried,” he snapped, “and I am a well-known sexual deviant. You may think you have no reputation, but I assure you, you have no idea what you are about. After several months at my estate in Northumberland, you would never be received in society again.” He knew what that felt like and somehow he did not want it for this cool-voiced, absurdly fearless woman.

“We need not advertise my presence there,” she countered. “My brother is in Wales, and I can put it about that I’ve joined him at our estate there.”

“And what of your brother? I don’t know Warren but I imagine he would cavil at your sudden disappearance.”

“I’ve thought of that,” she said. “I have a plan to deal with Spencer and Margo, without telling them about the engravings.”

“Lady Matilda,” he said, “the answer is no.”

Her infuriating lower lip tugged into an expression that, on another woman, Christian would have called a pout. “You are being needlessly obstinate. This is a good idea. I am talented and classically trained. I am a woman. I am willing.”

Something pulled taut inside him at her sweet little mouth forming the words woman and willing. “I do not care if you are the most celebrated female painter in the country. This is not about your bloody artistic abilities.”

“It’s not about me at all! It’s about your sister, and how I can put this situation to rights, if only you will let me!”

“Why?” It did not make sense—her persistence, her fixation on repairing the situation. “If, as you’ve told me, you did not intend to put me in your illustrations in the first place, then none of this is your fault. Why do you care so much?”

He did not know what he expected her to say. That she was a good person, perhaps. That she cared about injustices done to young women whose family reputations preceded them. That she sympathized with a fellow female artist interested in a medium that society did permit ladies to indulge in.

He did not expect her to fix her eyes upon him, her face pale and set, and say firmly, “Because I did draw you. Intentionally.”



Matilda looked up at the Marquess of Ashford’s forbidding face and wondered faintly why she could not contain herself in his presence.

She had intended to provoke him into meeting with her. She’d known he would object to her plan—despite how eminently logical it was!—and she’d hoped that she could assuage his concerns through conversation.

She would show him, she’d thought to herself, how reasonable she could be. She would not argue with him, merely present her ideas and overcome any opposition through gentle persuasion.

But then he’d appeared, and dragged her off the path, and he was so—so—

So growly. So stern and dictatorial.

She was perverse! Whenever he spoke, she wanted to do the exact opposite of what he told her to do, and when he said no in that devastating autocratic way of his, she loved it. She wanted to tease him until he said it again, wanted to fray his control until he turned her over his knee.

It was all mixed-up inside her, her regret over the engravings, her attraction to his person, the push-and-pull of resistance and submission that she craved.

She wanted to persuade him to take her to Northumberland. She wanted to tutor his sister in oil painting and—perhaps—encourage young Bea not to fear London society. If her years as one of the Halifax Hellions had taught Matilda anything, it was that gossip only had power over you if you permitted it to do so, and that the perception of others only mattered if you truly cared about what those people thought.

Her last seven years in society had involved a great deal of frivolity, but this—this could be something more.

She could do something good with Beatrice de Bord. Something worthwhile.

When she’d been tucked in her bedchamber at Number Twelve Mayfair, she’d told herself firmly that her desire to go with Ashford to his northern estate had nothing to do with the man himself. Probably she would not even see him—she would be busy with painting and his sister.

But here, in his presence, she could not deceive herself about her attraction to him.

She had liked his letters. She had felt something go soft inside her when he’d admitted how affected he still was by the scandal that had consumed him after his wife’s death. She was drawn to him, to the force of his personality and the quiet intensity in his tall, lean body.

And she did not want to go with him to Northumberland under false pretenses. She needed to tell him the truth, and if that truth meant that she stood no chance of persuading him to let her tutor his sister, then so be it.

“I drew you,” she said again, “and then sent those drawings to the engraver.”

He looked baffled and decidedly displeased. The scar on his cheek swooped downward with the corner of his mouth. “Did you lie, then, at Denham’s?”

“I did not lie. I have not lied to you, and I will not.”

“Lady Matilda—”

“Listen,” she said. “I do not intend to repeat myself. I have illustrated erotic texts for the last five years because I enjoy doing so. At first, I merely acquired pamphlets on”—she felt her cheeks grow hot, but she would not falter now—“on the use of restraints and flogging in sexual congress. Because I was … interested. In such things. Am interested. In them. In—things.”

Oh for heaven’s sake, she had faltered. She was the very picture of faltering. Had she been set to illustrate the word falter, she would draw herself, right now, wrapping and unwrapping her fingers in her cloak while she looked everywhere but Ashford’s face.

“In the intervening years,” she went on, addressing the grass with some gravity, “I continued to procure certain texts that appealed to me. I became friends with others involved in the production of erotic pamphlets, and I offered my skills at drawing because—well, because I wanted to. Because it was a way for me to learn more about myself and my desires. And in so doing, I learned quite a lot about the men and women involved in such practices in London.”

She darted one quick glance up at Ashford. His face gave away nothing at all.

“You.” She licked her lips and twisted at her cloak. “While it has been many years since you lived in London, stories of your, er, prowess still circulate. Much exaggerated, I am sure, like all gossip. I did not know you, of course, but I had seen you several times, outside the Lords or Brooks’s. I—” Good God, this was humiliating. “I drew you. Not you, not really you, since I had not even conversed with you. An—imaginary version of you.”

A fantasy Ashford, who did precisely what Matilda most desired, who played out her every lurid imagining on the page. She did not feel it necessary, even in the interest of honesty, to admit quite that much.

“I was very careful,” she said, “to make sure that the drawings could not be identified. I did not draw your beard or your scar. I did not even know about your more celestial attributes. But I suspect that the resemblance was clear enough in the Professor Flagellante pamphlet”—why was it so much more embarrassing to say that name aloud than it had been to illustrate it?—“that someone grew inspired and added your more distinctive features. I believe you are not wrong in your assessment. Making the professor look like you was a stratagem to increase sales. But the resemblance was there to begin with. Because of me.”

There. She’d said it all. She’d confessed her very worst sins—and as a Halifax Hellion, she had plenty to choose from.

Unfortunately, she did not feel particularly relieved in her mind. Was confession not meant to assuage guilt?

Perhaps she was the sort of person who required more active reparation.

She looked up at Ashford, who was still looming over her in a fashion that she found both alarming and vaguely exciting. “Now you know,” she said, “why I feel responsible for what has happened. Now you understand why I would like to try to repair the damage.”

“Lady Matilda.” Ashford’s voice was a dark growl, and truly, she was mad in the head, because the sound of it sent a hot thrill down her spine. “I do not know why you think this confession would persuade me, but if anything, it has done the opposite.”

“I know!” she burst out. “I know that. I am too scandalous for your sister. I am disgraceful and shocking—I know. But I simply—want to fix what’s gone wrong. I—”

He swallowed, and she could see the pale line of his throat bob beneath his beard. “No,” he said.

She stepped toward him. “If you—”

His hands closed over her shoulders, and she could feel each finger through the layers of her cloak and gown. She forgot the words that had been in her head, her lips parted on nothing but her quick, unsteady breaths.

“No,” he said again. Somehow his face was very close to hers.

She touched his chest. She could feel his heart thundering through his greatcoat. His pulse was racing.

Heat pooled in her lower belly.

“Please,” she said, and she did not know what she meant to ask for, only that she wanted it. She wanted everything.

His gaze went to her mouth. Matilda caught her breath.

And then Ashford dropped her shoulders and stepped back, breaking the contact between her palm and his body. “Go home, Matilda,” he said. “We have nothing more to discuss.”





Chapter 5


It occurred to Christian, as he pondered the green baize of the card table, that he was exceedingly drunk.

He had no idea why he’d let Whitby drag him to Katherine Montmorency’s midnight card party.

Or, wait. Yes, he did. It had been twenty-four hours since Matilda Halifax had propositioned him in St. James’s Park, and he’d been completely out of his head ever since. He’d thought perhaps the card party would prove a distraction.

He squeezed his eyes shut, and then opened them again, staring at the cloth-covered table. It was alarmingly green.

She had not propositioned him, of course. She had proposed that she accompany him to Bamburgh to tutor his sister.

It had been an entirely chaste, practically respectable idea, at least as far as Matilda Halifax was concerned.

But he’d had to say no. He’d had to. Because she’d started in on restraints, and erotic pamphlets, and her desires, and Christian had—

He’d thought about her. He’d pictured her. He’d wanted her.

God, it had been a long time since he’d felt that sharp bite of desire. He had been a young man, a different man when he’d explored the world of pain and pleasure, submission and restraint, in the bawdy houses of the London demimonde. The fact that she had heard about him in her erotic research almost made him laugh. He’d been fresh out of Cambridge, had not yet inherited. He had not married Grace.

Perhaps that man—that Christian—would have let Matilda come to Northumberland. That Christian would have wanted to hear more about her bloody interests, would have offered himself as test subject for whatever sexual experimentation she could dream up. That Christian would have been amused and baffled and enchanted by her.

But this Christian—the one drunkenly examining a card table as though it held the answer to several important religious mysteries—was …

Oh, for God’s sake. This Christian was all of those things too. But he could not afford to be. He was halfway to hell, and a cynical old bastard besides.

And if, when he closed his eyes, he thought of her—the queen of the milkmaids, her chin tipped up in defiance, her curvy little body naked under his hands—it could never go further than that. She was too young. Too innocent. Too goddamned bloody sweet. His life was edged in darkness, and he had no wish to dim her light.

He felt a stab of guilt when he thought of Bea, of course. If he were a better man, he would not want Matilda Halifax tied up in his bed, spread out before him like a feast. He would take her up on her offer, haul her to Northumberland, and let her give his sister the time and care Bea needed.

He was not a better man.

He had just resolved to return to Bamburgh on the morrow when a gentle hand closed over his shoulder.

He flicked his gaze in her direction. Red hair. The same blue dress she’d worn at Denham’s. All sorts of things flared inside him: desire and anguish and sheer delight that she was here.

He smothered it all. She could not be here. He could not let himself ruin her.

And he would, if she kept on this way. He would hurt her just by being near her.

Her mouth was at his ear. “I wanted to speak with you,” she murmured. “Come away with me, Christian.”

She trailed her hand down his arm and caught his fingers, and he let her draw him away from the table.

Katherine Montmorency’s card parties had been legendary for at least a decade. By this time of night, they usually devolved into revelry and determined debauchment. There were darkened alcoves and locked rooms, and every shadowed corner was hidden by a screen for privacy.

He let her pull him into one.

He almost couldn’t look at her. It had been twenty-four hours since he’d seen her in the park—twenty-four hours since he’d held his body a whisper away from hers, and imagined with savage ferocity how she would feel beneath him.

No, he could not look at her. He could not let himself want her that way. He did not know what to do.

“Why are you here?” he asked. He could hear his measured speech—the careful consonants of the inebriated.

He was too old for this. Too old for Matilda.

“I needed to speak with you after last night,” she said. “I—I came here to speak with you.”

Her voice—there was something wrong about her voice. He looked up, but her face was half-hidden in the shadows of the screen.

She sounded—

For the first time since he’d met her nearly a month before, Christian thought that she sounded afraid.

“I—” Her voice shook.

She was afraid. The tremble of her voice was acid, burning his skin. She was afraid of him—bright, fearless Matilda Halifax.

And that, more than anything else, decided him.

There was one way he could make her stop. One way he could persuade her to leave him alone, to go home and never come anywhere near him again. To keep herself far away and safe, where he could not hurt her.

So he put his hands to the curve of her waist, pushed her farther into the darkened corner, and hated himself.

“To talk?” he asked. “Or for this?”

He pressed his mouth to the skin of her neck, and as he breathed her in, some part of his mind realized that he wanted the soft floral scent of her letters. He wanted that familiar scent in his nose, in his lungs. Almost as much as he wanted to taste her.

It was not there. She did not smell like the letters.

“You think you know what you like,” he hissed into her ear. “But you don’t really know, do you? You cannot imagine, little girl, what I want to do to you.”

He felt her shudder, and self-loathing pulsed in him, so he gathered it up and used it to fuel the words he said next. He did not want to frighten her—and yet he had to—and he felt all his muscles lock at the confusion of want and need and hurt.

“I want to tie you to the bedposts with your corset strings,” he rasped. “I want to take my riding crop to your pretty little arse. I want to use you so hard you cannot sit down for a week. I—”

The slap she delivered was so powerful and unexpected that for a moment, Christian went blind.

He let her go. Slowly her image resolved in front of him.

His brain felt thick and muddied, his thoughts a slow, sticky revelation.

Her blue eyes were wide and tearful. The dim candlelight in the room flickered on her face as she stepped forward to dart around him.

It was then—as the light caught on her freckled cheeks—that Christian saw. He understood, finally, what he should have known from the first. What he would have known, had he not been stupid with brandy and anguish and lust.

It was not Matilda, this woman with the frightened voice and all-wrong scent.

It was her twin sister.





Chapter 6


Matilda stood outside the door of Ashford’s London townhouse and lifted one gloved hand to rap upon it.

She took a breath, dropped her hand, and spun away before she could do anything she might regret.

Was she being ridiculous? She could not tell. Margo was typically the more impulsive of the two of them, as last night’s ludicrous costume drama suggested. Matilda usually thought ahead. She usually planned.

But something had come over Matilda when her twin had come home from Lady Montmorency’s card party and related the night’s events, her hair tousled and her eyes wet with regret.

“I’m sorry,” Margo had said. “I’m so terribly sorry—I—I only wanted to speak to him. I wanted to make sure he was good enough for you. I—I had no idea he would say such things!”

Matilda had not expected it either. Truly, Ashford declaring that he wanted to tie her to the bed and shag her silly would have been at the very bottom of the list of things she’d imagined he might say, just below Let’s get married Sunday next and I transform into a jaguar on the full moon.

She had been so bloody angry at Margo—who might only have spoken to her if she had concerns, not pretended to be her! And angry at Ashford too—for acting as though she were the shameless one when he—when he—

Had he meant he desired her, Matilda?

Had he meant Margo?

She whirled back to the door, and—before she could talk herself out of the ridiculous plan that had crystallized in her mind as she’d stared in horror at her twin—she lifted her hand and knocked.



Christian had considered writing her a letter.

He was still considering it, with a kind of hypnotized horror, as he packed for Bamburgh.

His trousers went into the trunk.

Dear Matilda—so sorry I embraced your sister yesterday. Not to worry, though—it was only because I thought she was you!

Stockings. Smallclothes. His spectacles, which were going to be crushed. Christian considered removing them and decided he did not care to stop his momentum.

Dear Matilda—so sorry I revealed my deviant desires to your twin. I was quite drunk, you see, which obviously excuses everything.

Shirts. Why did he have so many shirts? He had not brought this many down from Bamburgh. Perhaps they had reproduced in his wardrobe.

Dear Matilda—forgive me. No, don’t forgive me. Stay angry for the rest of your life, so long as it keeps you as far away from my presence as possible.

Jackets. Waistcoats. A clothes-brush.

Dear Matilda—I’m an ass and a fool and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.

There was a scratch at the door, and Christian looked with some perturbation at the mess he’d made of his garments. “Come in.”

His London butler, Fanning, entered, caught sight of Christian’s efforts, and appeared briefly locked in an internal struggle between outrage and propriety. His bushy eyebrows climbed toward his hairline.

Propriety won, but it was a close call. Outrage still trembled in Fanning’s thick moustaches as he intoned, “I believe the grooms are nearly ready, my lord. But first—you have a caller.”

Christian pinched the bridge of his nose. Probably it was Whitby. He had escaped from Katherine Montmorency’s card party without bidding Whitby farewell, and he hoped sincerely that Whitby did not mean to propose another social event.

Christian thought he might rather die.

“In the drawing room?”

“Yes, sir,” Fanning agreed, and if Christian thought his tone a trifle peculiar, it did not much disturb him.

Until he reached the drawing room.

Until he saw Matilda.

She sat primly on the edge of an armchair, her gloved hands in her lap. She wore a morning dress, he observed, white sprigged with violets, her feet encased in half boots and crossed neatly at the ankles.

God, she looked so—so—

She looked so pretty. And innocent and delicious and unaffected, her gaze appraising, the spray of freckles on her nose and cheeks evident in the late-morning light. There were two more freckles he could see just beneath her ear, on the pale line of her neck.

She had said something, he realized, and he had not attended. He hoped it was something like Good morning, because he nodded dumbly and sat down across from her on the sofa.

If she had said, You are a bounder and a pervert, well, he supposed in that case his nod would also suffice.

“Lady Matilda,” he began, and then paused. All of the words in his head seemed to be crowded together at the back of his throat, with no one phrase breaking into the lead.

She arched one auburn eyebrow. “Ah, you recognize me, then?”

Oh Jesus. Was he—blushing?

It was not tenable. He was eight-and-thirty years old.

“Perhaps,” she said, “you are trying to ascertain my identity before you make advances upon my person. Yes, my lord, I am Matilda.”

“I recognize you,” he managed.

Her eyebrow was still a perfect crescent. “Are you after congratulations? My brother Spencer could distinguish us when he was three. I am not especially impressed.”

“You—no, I—”

Hell, he should have written her a letter. He should have headed off this confrontation before it could occur. He should have invented a time machine, gone back to the previous night, and knocked himself in the head with a stout tree limb before he went to any parties.

“I’m sorry,” he said. “I cannot possibly excuse my behavior last night.”

“Good,” she said. “I am glad you are penitent. That will make this easier.”

Christian found that statement extremely worrisome.

“You have acted quite badly,” she said in her low, firm voice. “You have said outrageous things to my sister and forced me to divulge information to Margo that I would have preferred to keep to myself.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, as though repetition might make some difference. “If there is anything I can do to repair the damage I have done, only say so, and I will do it.”

He looked at her, at her neatly pinned hair underneath a pert straw bonnet, at the freckles on her nose. He felt about a hundred years old, and the fact that still, somehow, he could see her and imagine her naked made him want to flee the damned country.

“Repair the damage?” Her gaze rested upon his face, cool and considering. “Perhaps there is, at that.”

“I am at your disposal.”

It occurred to him much later that in the face of her calm self-possession and wide blue eyes, he had forgotten all about the Matilda who had lured him to St. James’s Park in the middle of the night.

“Are you?” she said. “I am very pleased to hear that. I would, as it turns out, like for you to agree to something.” She leaned forward in the chair. “You owe me a chance to right my own wrong. You cannot deny it.”

“What are you asking for?”

But he already knew. This time, at least, she did not take him by surprise. He knew what was coming, and he could not stop it, any more than he could stop the sun from rising on the bay in Bamburgh, the dawn as fiery as her hair.

“Take me with you,” she said, “to Northumberland. Let me tutor your sister until her debut in the spring. Let me make recompense for my errors, and you will be absolved of your own.”

And Christian was doomed.

“I can’t,” he said. A token protest, and she knew it.

“You can.” She leaned farther forward in her chair, and he felt himself lean toward her as well, as if he had been tugged by a string. “You must. You understand now how I feel, I know you do. And you cannot deny me the chance to put things right.”

He could have denied her, he thought later. He should have denied her. But he was an appalling idiot.

He looked into her eyes, blue as the midday sky, and told her yes.





Chapter 7


Matilda tried not to stare at Ashford too obviously as she sat across from him in the post-chaise.

He was glowering. He had not stopped glowering since they’d left London together that morning, a week after she’d accosted him at his apartments. His tall, lean body was ranged into the corner of the post-chaise, his garments neat as a pin, his black beard closely trimmed. They were six hours into their journey, and she was not sure he had had a single pleasant thought. At no point had the stern tension of his body eased.

She considered opening her sketchbook and drawing a picture of him. She wanted ink, she thought, for him—precise black lines, no shading.

She would title it, The Marquess in His Sulks, perhaps.

Possibly Surliness Unbound.

He had scowled when she’d informed him she did not intend to bring along a maid. He had looked quite thunderous when she’d demanded he pick her up in the mews at Number Twelve an hour before dawn, so that she could sneak out of her house with her traveling trunks and Margo none the wiser.

It was absurd. What had he expected, a decorous arrival at her front door? How else was she to smuggle out her pigments and oils, her brushes and stretchers, without arousing the interest of everybody in the house?

She had rather hoped to wait until he was in a better temper to reveal the last of her secrets, but thus far, he had refused to be cajoled into any semblance of good humor.

That morning, she had remarked on the unusually chilly October weather. Ashford had responded with a wordless glare.

She had proposed as they left the outskirts of London that they stop for a warm beverage. She’d inquired quite prettily if he took coffee or tea.

He had stared daggers at her and responded, “No.”

Which, honestly, made no sense. It was not a yes-or-no question.

“Chocolate,” she said now.

His fingers, which had been tapping out a jerky rhythm on his knee, stilled. He looked up and met her gaze. His pale gray eyes were glacial. “Pardon?”

“Chocolate,” she said again. “That is the only explanation I can come up with. I asked if you prefer tea or coffee, and you said, ‘No.’ Since no is not a reasonable response in that scenario, I assume you meant that you prefer something else entirely. Chocolate. With or without sugar? I prefer sugar, of course, but you seem the type to like your drink as bitter as gall.”

There. She’d seen it. It had been quick as a flash, but she was quite certain his lips had twitched.

He found her amusing. She tried to ignore the bolt of satisfaction that shot through her.

“I do,” he said, “prefer chocolate.”

Truly, it sounded as though the admission had been dragged out of him against his will.

“With or without sugar?”

“With.”

Matilda felt the corners of her mouth turn up. She had not expected that. Christian de Bord, the Marquess of Ashford, had a fondness for sweets.

“Do you know,” he said suddenly, “that’s the first time I’ve ever seen you smile?”

She leaned back, startled. “Is it?”

“Yes.”

He did not say anything more. Something quivered inside Matilda.

He had been … waiting for her to smile?

Oh God. She was in serious danger of beginning to like him.

On that chilling note, she decided an uncomfortable plunge into honesty was warranted. Perhaps if he shouted at her, she would no longer feel so soft and melty in the vicinity of her heart.

Of course, knowing her, if he shouted at her, she would likely feel all sorts of feelings, except they would not be in her heart, they would be between her legs.

“I should like to tell you,” she said, before she could think the better of it, “how I explained my absence to Spencer and Margo.”

Down swooped the scar on his cheek. That particular frown, she was beginning to learn, meant frustration mixed with confusion.

Good Lord, she had begun to catalogue the man’s looks of displeasure. She was mad in the head.

“Must you?”

“Probably not,” she said, “but I would like to. I have told them we are eloping to Scotland.”

Ashford emitted a choked sound.

Matilda paused, looking up at him through the pitiful screen of her own eyelashes.

His fingers twitched, but other than that, he did not move.

Was he considering strangling her? She tried to swallow, but her mouth was too dry.

“Why, in God’s name, would you tell them that we eloped?” Ashford’s voice was so wintry that Matilda felt frostbitten.

“It seemed eminently logical.”

“How—how is that—”

She waited, but he appeared to have forgotten how to speak. She pursed her lips and ticked off her reasoning on her fingers.

“First,” she said, “an elopement is a reasonable explanation for why I will be gone for several months. I did not want to tell them about the engravings. I am hoping to keep that part of the story as quiet as possible.”

A muscle tightened in his jaw.

Matilda kept talking, now rather more rapidly. “Second, I—er—told them we had eloped because I knew they would not spread the tale around. Margo—well, this may come as something of a shock, but Margo does not care for you.”

She darted another glance at Ashford. Disappointingly, he did not appear to be blushing this time.

“I know my sister. Margo will keep the information in the note I left entirely to herself, and she will convince our brother to do the same. She will not put it about that I have gone off with you because she will hope I might change my mind. When we return with Bea to London in the spring, I shall tell Margo that is exactly what happened. We reconsidered. We did not elope. Everything will go entirely back to normal.”

“Dear God,” he said. “I can think of about fifteen plans off the top of my head that make more sense than this. You do realize that? That you’ve chosen the most Byzantine approach possible to this situation?”

Matilda scowled. Perhaps she was not in danger of liking him. “You do not know my sister. She thrives on excitement. She will be filled with purpose, trying to keep all of this out of the public eye. French spies could not persuade her to give up our secrets. She will love it.”

She felt slightly less confident in Margo’s reception of her missive than she sounded, but she hoped that was how Margo would feel.

Margo still enjoyed being a Halifax Hellion. Margo had always enjoyed it. She was so lighthearted, so filled with adventure—for heaven’s sake, her first reaction upon suspecting Matilda of a secret love affair was cloak-and-dagger subterfuge, rather than simple conversation.

Matilda loved Margo more than her own life, but she had never felt the same about their antics.

In fairness, she could admit that the last seven years had involved a great deal of fun. She had satisfied her curiosity about many facets of human behavior in a number of delightful and intriguing ways. But she had never taken the same pleasure in their exploits that Margo had. She had never looked at their pictures in the scandal sheets and been able to recognize herself.

After they had been sent down from finishing school, they had considered, for a time, trying to go along with what was expected of them. But Margo could never manage it. She was forever blurting out something shocking or hurling herself into some new, delicious scrape. And while Matilda could have done it—could have played the demure debutante—it would have felt like a lie. They had half-chosen, half-fallen into their scandalous reputations, and Matilda could not say now what she could have done differently.

She would never have let her twin go it alone.

“Do you enjoy this?” asked Ashford. His face was still forbidding.

“Enjoy what?”

“Doing just as you please. Tossing expectation to the ground and running over it in your phaeton.”

“Sometimes.” She glanced down at her gloved fingers. “When I feel it is worthwhile.” She made herself look back up at him and tilted up her chin. “I like our phaeton. I have a particular fondness for fast driving.”

He made a sound somewhere between a groan and a sigh. “Of course you do.”



It was decided that they would act the part of a married couple.

She had suggested it, of course. She had not really expected him to go along with the idea—despite how very reasonable it was!—but to her surprise, he’d merely looked around the post-chaise as though for some escape route. Finding none, he had agreed with only a half-hearted protest.

That had surprised her.

It had surprised her even more when he had tucked her cloak around her shoulders when they stopped for the night, bundled her into the inn, and placed one hand on her back, warm and solid, as he addressed the innkeeper.

“Adjoining rooms,” he’d said in that growly voice that she liked so much. “If you have them. If nothing adjoining, I shall share with my wife.”

Matilda’s mind echoed back the words in a kind of half-aroused, half-alarmed daze.

I shall share with my wife.

Good Lord. Surely he did not mean that the way it sounded.

Did he?

No, he could not. She was the one who found all of his scowls and brooding erotic. He was no doubt experiencing a dozen variations on annoyance and headache.

But then he said it again. A few minutes later—after adjoining rooms were made available, to Matilda’s mingled relief and disappointment—he directed the porter to carry his wife’s baggage up to their rooms.

Then again over dinner: “A glass of wine for my wife.”

Matilda felt something go loose inside her as she looked at him, his elegant mouth pronouncing the words.

She was sick! Demented! Why did she like it so much? He did not even mean it. It was not real. He had kissed her sister.

Despite these protestations, she found herself picking at the crust of her game pie and wondering if she should call him husband.

Would he enjoy that?

No. No. She did not care what he enjoyed. She flatly refused to think about it.

“Do you not like it?” Ashford demanded.

She looked up from her pastry. “I’m sorry?” Briefly, hysterically, she wondered if he could read her mind.

Obviously not. Because she had liked it much too much.

“The food.” He gestured sharply at her plate. “You have not taken a single bite. You are going to be drunk as a lord if you do not eat.”

“Oh.” She turned over the pastry crust and speared it with her fork. “No, I’m sure it’s delicious.” She made herself take a bite, adding a little appreciative moan for his benefit.

He scowled. “You cannot survive on crumbs.”

She took another forkful of pastry crust. “It’s perfectly fine.”

“If you do not like it, we can order something else.”

“No, it’s—it’s not that.”

Ashford wrapped his fingers around his wineglass. “Let me guess. You do not like it when your foods touch each other. Or, no—you are actually a faerie, and if you eat the food of mortals, you’ll be trapped in this realm forever.”

Despite herself, she laughed. “Good heavens, Ashford, such whimsy. I had not taken you for a romantic.”

“You should call me Christian,” he said, and then he took a very hearty gulp of his wine.

By the time he was done, Matilda had managed to compose her face. “Yes,” she said politely. “I suppose I should.”

He set his glass back down on the table. “Never mind. Tell me what’s wrong with your dinner.”

“I am not a faerie. I—I eat a Pythagorean diet.”

“You eat a what?”

His face was a study in bafflement. Were she to draw him at this moment, his brows pulled together, she would call it, Explain Yourself, You Daft Woman.

“A Pythagorean diet. It means that I do not eat meat.” She gestured at the game pie. “Or things that have touched meat.”

“In God’s name, why?”

Matilda winced. This was why she did not typically discuss her dining habits with others.

“I read a pamphlet,” she said, a little lamely. “By Shelley. He said there are—many health benefits—”

“The poet Shelley?”

“Y-yes.”

“Not, say, a medical doctor?”

She pursed her lips and directed a glare at her pretend husband. “It was very well-researched.”

He picked up his wineglass again and then promptly set it back down. “I don’t believe you.”

“I assure you, he cited numerous sources—”

Christian waved a hand. “Not about that.” He narrowed his eyes at her. “Tell me one.”

She blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

“Tell me one benefit to your health that this pamphlet propounded.”

“Oh.” Blast it, she could not precisely recall. “I believe there was something about, um, the avoidance of mental derangement?”

He snorted. “Seems to have been working well for you then.”

She wondered how much blood would be produced if she stabbed him with her fork. Just a little stab. In his alarmingly muscled thigh, perhaps.

“I don’t believe you maintain what must be an outrageously onerous lifestyle, given the dining habits of the beau monde, out of some faddish notion of health.” His pale eyes ranged up and down her face, as if trying to see inside her mind.

Matilda looked nervously back down at the silver and did not respond.

He sat back in his chair and waved for a serving woman. “Do you eat fish? Not that I suppose we will find a variety of fish on the menu. Perhaps a jellied eel.”

“No fish,” she said. “Nothing, er, that was once alive.”

“Ha,” he said, and he lifted his glass again, this time in a kind of triumphant toast. “I knew it. You are too softhearted. That’s it, isn’t it? I’ve found you out. You can’t stand to eat something that had to be killed for your degustation.”

“No,” she protested.

Although yes, in point of fact. Damn it. Usually when she mentioned Shelley and Pythagoras, people’s eyes went unfocused and they dropped the subject. She should have memorized that bloody pamphlet.

“I know I am right. I saw your face when I first brought up my poor friendless sister. You are an alarmingly soft touch for such a shocking reprobate.” He’d caught the eye of the serving woman now, and she made her way briskly toward them. “Eggs? Do you eat those? No innocent creature had to die for a boiled egg.”

Matilda was not quite sure what was happening. “I eat eggs.”

“Good.” Then he turned his address to the serving woman. “My wife finds a baked egg more to her taste. Can you bring her one or two?”

The serving woman looked from Christian to Matilda to the sadly congealing piece of game pie. “I think I could find her an egg, sir.”

“And pudding,” Christian went on. “My wife likes dessert. And have you any vegetables? Just plain—no roast or gravy.”

The serving woman blinked. “I might have—a potato?”

Christian frowned. The woman paled, and Matilda felt her mouth twitch. Goodness, she had almost forgotten how terrifying other people seemed to find his glower.

The serving woman gave Matilda a look of desperation. “A lovely baked potato, mum. With some fresh butter, it’ll be quite a treat, I’m certain of it.”

Matilda took pity on her. “Pudding and an egg would be fine, thank you. Perhaps we can save the potato for another day.”

The serving woman shot her a grateful look and fled for the kitchen.

Christian scowled down into his wine. “A Pythagorean diet,” he muttered. “Sheer bloody-mindedness, I call it.”

Matilda did not know quite what to think about what had just occurred. She feared—

Well. She feared she had fallen quite off the precipice and could no longer hope to pretend she did not like him.





Chapter 8


Christian spent much of the first three days of their journey enumerating the life choices that had led him to this point and regretting each one in turn.

It was, by far, the most productive thing he could think of to do with his time.

Working was out of the question. He had retrieved his spectacles and put them on to read through some reports from his estate managers—and then he had caught a glimpse of Matilda’s face.

Her mouth had fallen open. “You … wear spectacles?” she said faintly.

He glared at her through them. “Yes. To read. Because I am old.”

He had, in fact, worn spectacles to read since he had first learned to read, but he did not tell her that.

She had nodded, her lips still parted, the daft woman. And then he’d felt the heat of her fixed stare as he’d tried to work. It was impossible not to feel it. He rubbed the back of his neck, stared blindly at the reports, and then yanked off his spectacles and shoved them brutally into his jacket pocket.

Matilda had let out the tiniest, breathiest sigh.

So. Working was out.

Conversation was likewise impossible. The problem, he had discovered, was that when he talked with her, he—he—

He liked her. He fancied her. He thought she was wonderful.

It was an absolute goddamned disaster.

She liked to plan things. They were absurd plans, half the time, but he enjoyed the way her mind worked, methodical and precise.

She was so softhearted that he wondered at times how she did not simply dissolve into porridge. She worried about the postboy. She worried about the horses. At one point on the journey she made them stop and get out of the carriage because she thought a bird had become entangled in the fabric of the post-chaise’s roof.

There was no bloody bird. He had practically hauled her down from the top of the vehicle and then, in an attempt to convince her, had scrambled up to look for himself.

There was no bird. It was ridiculous. He wondered if she had invented the whole thing to make him act the fool, and then chastised himself as soon as he thought it.

She would not do that. She was too damned nice.

She was surprisingly well read, with trenchant observations on everything from art criticism to the novel form. As he had no interest in social events and lived in Northumberland besides, he spent a great deal of time reading and had many opinions himself. They had sparred quite agreeably until he realized he was growing increasingly besotted and made himself stop.

When she mentioned that her favorite bookshop in London had refused to admit her when her notoriety had grown, he thought the place might burn down simply from the force of his outrage on her behalf. He plotted ways to make her tell him the name of the bookshop so he could put it out of business, and then discarded his ideas as the unhinged ravings of a madman.

Unfortunately, not conversing did not seem to help his state. When he did not talk with her, he looked at her instead, and looking was dangerous not to his heart, but to other parts of his body.

He had grown obsessed with the two freckles beneath her right ear. He wanted to put his mouth there, breathe in her floral scent, feel her pulse under his lips.

He wanted to unpin her hair. He wanted to spread it out over her shoulders—would they be pale, he wondered, or freckled?—and then turn her over and watch all that mass of red and copper and gold tumble down her back. He wanted to tangle his hands in it, rub one lock between his fingertips and then use it to trace feather-light circles around her nipples.

What things he imagined doing to her, there in the close, heady confines of the post-chaise—and later, too, in his bed, with Matilda asleep one door away and his body taut with wanting.

They were not nice things. They were not the kinds of things one did to a woman with a sweet freckled milkmaid face, but—devil take him—he could not forget what she had told him in the park. He imagined her curvy little body tied, bound, spread before him, and he imagined that she would like it.

He wanted her down on the floor of the carriage, in between his thighs, her bright hair uncoiled and her wrists in his hands. He wanted—

“I’ve been wondering,” she said, “about your sister.”

Christian swallowed. He adjusted the line of his jacket. He had had numerous opportunities, these last few days, to feel grateful for the current length of men’s outerwear, which could be manipulated to camouflage his erection.

“Yes?” His voice sounded composed, thank God. He felt a decided relief that she was not actually a supernatural creature and could not read his mind.

He hoped.

“I noticed, when you brought her up the first time, you said her mother. Do you have different mothers, then?”

“Ah. Yes. My mother died when I was an infant. My father remarried when I was around fifteen—that was Bea’s mother. She—” He caught sight of Matilda’s face and frowned at her. “Do not look at me like that.”

She blinked up at him, her lower lip caught between her teeth. She set it free before she responded. “Like what?”

“I can see the picture forming in your head. Poor motherless child, alone and isolated, wandering the moors—no, don’t try to deny it, I could read it on your face.”

She was blushing, her freckles half-hidden by pink warmth that had risen to her cheeks, and he told himself he was not charmed by the sight. “I’m sure I wasn’t thinking any such thing.”

“Well, you’d have been wrong in any case.” Despite himself, Christian felt his lips curve. “My mother was dead, yes, but I had Mrs. Perkins.”

Matilda’s auburn brows arched up. “Mrs. Perkins?”

“Yes, you’ll meet her. She came with us when we moved to Bamburgh from Devon. She’s our housekeeper, technically, but she was more a mother to me—and then, later, to Bea as well. She chaperones Bea when I am in London.”

“What was Bea’s mother like?”

He thought about Kitty, the flyaway tangle of her hair, her lively hazel eyes. “I adored her. She brought the whole house to life—music and dancing, for the first time I could remember. I was awestruck and slightly afraid of her.” He breathed out, a little puff of laughter. “Bea takes after our father, not her mother. She was always shy, even as a toddler. She used to hide behind Kitty, and if anyone dared to speak to her—except Mrs. Perkins—she’d scream like she was being put to the rack.”

“And you? Could you speak to her without engendering a tantrum?”

It made him smile to think of her—little Bea, her baleful gaze, her thumb stuck in her mouth. “Yes. But I had to bribe her with sugar sticks every time I came home from Cambridge.”

When he looked at Matilda, she had that soft look about her eyes again. Her lips were a little pursed, the lower one full and tempting.

He did not look. He forced his face back into a frown. “I haven’t brought any sugar sticks this time, I suppose.”

“Not at all. You’ve brought her a painter to disport with.”

“Please,” he said, “do not use the word disport in the context of my sister. I find it alarming.”

He found everything about Matilda alarming.

The corners of her eyes were crinkled, but he had not made her smile, not quite. “When did Bea’s mother pass away?”

He drummed his fingers on the firm squabs beside him and then made himself stop. “Twelve years ago. Influenza—it took both our parents. We lived in Devon then.”

“Twelve years ago,” she said musingly, and his heart lurched. Did she recall what he had said in his letter? How he had erred twelve years ago. How he had made mistakes that reverberated through his life and Bea’s and the lives of many others who had depended upon him.

It seemed she did. Her lashes came down, veiling her eyes as she spoke. “That was when you married?”

“Yes.” He did not feel particularly inclined to elaborate. He could remember it clearly enough without putting it into words: his grief over his parents’ death, his sense of his own inadequacy to raising a motherless little girl.

He should have relied upon Mrs. Perkins. He should have done a great many things. But instead he had married Grace, the daughter of the baron on the neighboring estate, and it had cost him almost everything.

“What was she like, your wife?” Matilda stared at her lap, toying with the kid gloves she’d peeled off and stacked there. Her fingers made little whorls around the seams.

Grace had been the most beautiful girl he’d ever seen, blond and ivory, all elegance. He’d thought it a marvel of fate that her name so perfectly matched the lovely way she had about her. He had been scarcely able to countenance his good fortune when she had accepted his proposal.

“You really want to ask that?” His voice was harsh, and Matilda’s lashes came up finally to look him in the face. “You know I’m meant to have killed her. Murdered her on the moors, or perhaps driven her to her own death with my cruelty.”

Matilda looked at him impassively. By God, she was so bloody unimpressed by it all—his blackened reputation, his roughness. It almost shamed him, that encompassing blue stare. He almost broke her gaze.

“I do not know of that,” she said. “I do not listen to gossip.”

He scoffed. “You listened well enough to hear about my preferences in the bedchamber.”

A wash of pink started in her cheeks and worked its way down her throat. “Indeed. Well. I had that from firsthand reports.”

Oh for God’s sake. Now he thought he might be blushing. He had not been with so many women, even when he was a young idiot at Cambridge. What were the bloody odds?

“Nonetheless,” she said, “I do not believe for a second that you killed your wife, by your hand or through neglect. You’ve never neglected anything in your life, I imagine. And you are the furthest thing from cruel.”

He should not have felt the way he did when she said it. A tightness in his chest, a little relieved leap of his heart. He had grown used to the suspicious glances, the whispers beneath hands as he passed. He’d learned how to prepare himself for the way people shied back at his scarred face or the sound of his name. It did not bother him any longer.

Only he found, just now, that he had not wanted her to believe the old lie. He was glad she did not, and ashamed of his own relief.

“It does not signify,” he said.

She made a little hum, and he thought it was not precisely agreement. “Is that why you moved to Northumberland? Your marriage?”

“No.” He took a fortifying breath. “We moved to London after we married. The marchioness wanted to live in town. She had not had a Season, and she regretted that. She—”

He did not know how to go on, or perhaps he did not want to. So many goddamned mistakes. Grace had been too young, too inexperienced—he had not blamed her for wanting to make friends, to join society, though he had not imagined it when they’d wed. He’d thought they would stay together in Devon, he and Grace and little Bea, and be a family.

But in London the fighting had begun—his surprise and disappointment in what she wanted, her horror at his own refusal to trot about with her all night, to leave Bea with another nursemaid or governess.

He had been such a spectacular fool. He had married too hastily, to a woman much too young, and he had lived to regret it. He had not yet stopped regretting it.

His gaze settled back on Matilda. To his surprise, she was looking back down at her lap, but the corner of her mouth had ticked up.

“What?” he asked.

She blinked and looked up. Her smile faded, and he cursed himself. What an unmannerly bastard he had become.

“What do you mean, what?”

“Nothing. I only wondered what had amused you. Never mind.”

“Oh,” she said, and to his relief, the side of her mouth lifted again. “I only—well, I was trying to picture it. You, pottering about balls and operas. I had a picture forming in my mind. I was thinking it would be titled, In Which the Marquess Despises Society.”

He frowned at her. “I do not despise the company of others.”

Now the other corner kicked up to match the first. “The Marquess Looms Unhappily.”

“I do not loom.”

“You could be the definitive example of the word, my lord.”

“Christian,” he said. And then he regretted the word as soon as it left his lips, because her face went pleased. Somehow even sweeter.

“Christian,” she repeated, and, for God’s sake, he had to adjust his jacket again as he watched the shape her mouth made around his name, the tiny way her lips parted.

“The Marquess Glares Across the Carriage,” she murmured under her breath.

Well, it could be worse. The Marquess Has an Inappropriate Erection had a certain ring to it—and why in hell was he playing along? He was a man possessed. Matilda Halifax had done something to his brain.

“As long as the word professor does not appear,” he said, “I suppose I cannot complain.”

He did not know why he had reminded her of her damned ridiculous pamphlet. And then—oh. He did. She went pink to her hairline.

He loved it.

“Do you know,” she said, “I begin to suspect that you are having fun.”

He rearranged his expression, which he feared had gone quite foolish, back into a scowl. “Is that what I am having? I did not recognize it.”

And oh hell, that gave her some sort of tender feeling. He could practically see her melt. “You have been too long without fun, I suppose, if that is the case.”

The trouble was, he could not deny it.

He was still trying to think of something to say when she winked. “I shall make it my personal mission to paint you in an aspect in which you are visibly enjoying yourself. Do not trouble yourself. I shall think of something to amuse you.”

She was the most unsettling creature he had ever encountered, and he had to adjust his jacket and look out the window for several minutes to stop thinking about how he might visibly enjoy himself in her presence.

At the inn that night, he did not give her the chance to think about anyone enjoying anything. He put his arm about her waist as though he had the right, asked for adjoining rooms for himself and his wife, and tried not to think too hard about why he had done so.

When she murmured, “Good night, Christian,” and slipped into her own chamber, he felt quite certain that he was not going to hell after all. He was already in hell.

Why had he told her to call him Christian? His own wife had not called him that. Grace had called him “my lord,” which at first he’d found charming and then later terrible. He had called her “Marchioness.” She had liked that. It had been, perhaps, the only thing about their marriage that she had liked.

But he found he could not think of Grace. His mind fled from the old hurt, like fingers from a flame, and when he closed his eyes, there was nothing waiting for him in the warm darkness but Matilda’s smile.





Chapter 9


By the time they reached Darley Dale, a coaching town in northern Derbyshire, Matilda found herself going slightly mad. She could not tell if Christian was watching her when she was not looking. She thought she might feel his gaze upon her, but when she looked up from her sketchbook or the novel she’d brought with her, he was always looking down at his boots or out the window.

The fact that she could not tell the difference between her fantasies and reality was a trifle troubling.

She decided it was the fault of being too long in close confines and wheedled Christian into taking a walk with her.

“Come,” she said as they broke their fast, “I’ve asked the tavern keeper, and she says there is a waterfall nearby. Let us put off our departure for a little while—a few hours perhaps.”

“No,” he said and glowered at her.

She ignored him. “If we do not stretch our legs, our muscles will atrophy.”

“No.”

She tapped her finger on the table. “Well, now you are ruining it, but I have something for you. Only you must come with me on a walk if you would like me to give it to you.”

His frown deepened. “That is terrifying.”

But somehow, sixty minutes later—Mrs. Turner did not mention we were so far from this waterfall, Matilda had gasped as they stumbled down a rocky path—they were there. The landscape was rocky and harsh, and she loved it. She wished she had charcoal or oils, something bold to capture the harsh lines of the Dark Peak. The waterfall tumbled down in four separate streams, and when they stepped closer to it, the spray clustered in little pearls at the tips of Christian’s overlong black hair.

She wanted to brush her fingers over the flecks of damp.

But she did not do it. She looked away from him, down to the flat shale of the embankment, and produced what she had brought with her: a blanket, a bottle of wine, and a grease-paper packet filled to the brim with caraway buns.

“I remembered your fondness for sweets.” She angled a sidelong glance at Christian’s face.

Was he charmed?

Curse her for a fool, why did she want him to be?

“I asked for Chelsea buns—with icing sugar, you know—but they did not have any. You have been denied your chocolate for days. I thought you would…” She trailed off.

What was she doing? She had not thought this through, not really. She had only thought to make him smile. But it felt suddenly too intimate, too real.

She had learned, in her seven years of being a Halifax Hellion, that it was better not to try. If you did not try to please someone, you could not be crushed by their disappointment in you.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I—we can just go back. I don’t—”

Christian closed his hand over her own. Her eyes flew to his. “Sit down,” he said. “I would like to eat the damned buns.”

They ate in front of the waterfall. They did not speak overmuch, but she felt Christian’s gaze upon her. Or at least, she thought she did.

She had forgotten glasses for the wine, so they passed the bottle between them. Matilda pressed her lips to the rim of the bottle where Christian’s had been a moment before. She fancied she could still feel the warmth of his mouth.

She looked over at him to find he was looking at her as well. She drank deeply from the bottle, the lush velvety wine sliding down her throat, warming her limbs.

As she watched, he swallowed. She could see the bob of his throat.

She put down the bottle.

He reached across the space between them. His hand came up to cup her cheek and his thumb brushed across her mouth.

“You have wine,” he murmured, “there.”

His thumb caressed the corner of her mouth. Matilda’s thoughts felt slow and thick, like honey dripping down the side of a crock.

There was wine on her lips. She put out her tongue to lick it away, and instead she caught the edge of Christian’s thumb.

He made a low sound. His gaze trailed across her—her face, her mouth, her body. Everywhere his eyes touched her, she felt a liquid warmth, as if she could feel that pale gray gaze all along her skin. Something trembled low in her belly.

She wanted him to touch her everywhere. She wanted him to press her down to the ground, and she did not want him to go easy.

His hand fell away from her face, and he threw himself to his feet. “I should like to walk,” he said.

Matilda blinked dizzily up at him. Her brain was misfiring. Had she just—licked his thumb?

Had he not wanted her to?

“You should not stay here alone.” His voice was slightly hoarse. “But I—I would prefer to walk. Shall we…” He trailed off. He did not seem to know what to do with his hands. He kept putting them in his pockets and then taking them out again.

“Shall we … walk?” she offered.

He nodded gratefully, as though it had been her suggestion. “Yes. Let’s do that.”

And so they went. Christian did not talk. He did not even look at her, and when she drew close enough to feel the warmth of his body in the October chill, he walked faster, his long legs outpacing her shorter ones.

She tried not to feel hurt by the way he pulled away. He had, after all, liked the buns—had he not? She thought he had liked them.

They had been walking for perhaps a quarter of an hour in what appeared to be a rather large circle—at least, Matilda hoped it was a circle, as she’d left her pelisse by the waterfall—when they heard a low cry in the woods ahead of them.

Matilda bit her lip and looked up at Christian. “Did you hear that?”

He was frowning. “I did. Stay back.”

She pursed her lips. “Oh, for heaven’s sake. Surely you do not—”

He caught her elbow in his hand, not hard, but decisively. Matilda felt a little shiver run through her at the gesture—its restrained possessiveness, its care and dominance at once.

“Stay behind me, at least,” he growled down at her, and, heaven help her, she listened.

Always she preferred to be in charge of her own life—to push back against what was expected of her. Yet there was pleasure too in the choice to submit to this man. In letting his will master her and free her at the same time. In letting go of the control she exercised over herself and her own foolish heart.

He moved forward in the direction of the cry they had heard, Matilda trailing just behind.

And then they heard it again, and a third time, and—

Oh. Matilda felt heat rise in her cheeks. Someone was crying out, to be sure, but not in a way that suggested any sort of danger.

Perhaps they were in danger of getting tupped straight over the edge of the waterfall, but that seemed about the worst of it.

She caught Christian’s arm. “I don’t think they have need of us,” she murmured. Truly, coming upon a couple mid-coitus would not be conducive to the distance he seemed intent upon putting between the two of them after the wine-and-licking situation.

She was not sure if he had heeded her words, but then he came to a stop so abruptly she nearly crashed into his back. She peeked round him.

Ah yes. That was why he had stopped. Though the sight was half-shielded by a grove of trees, one could nonetheless make out a man and woman engaged in a vigorous … bout … of …

Matilda’s mouth fell open, and then she grabbed Christian’s hand and dragged him in the other direction.

“Oh my God,” she gasped. “Oh my God!”

They were two dozen yards away before she let herself slow down and look up into Christian’s startled gray eyes.

“Was that—” he began, and then stopped.

She pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes. “Oh my God. I shall never recover.”

“It was then—”

“Yes,” she groaned. “Oh God. My sister.”



Christian did not know what to do with Matilda.

He could not tell if she was actually upset. She was flinging her hands about in a way that suggested intense perturbation, and he kept hearing half-broken-off mumbles of “scarred for life” and “pluck out my eyes.”

But when he tried to murmur something wordless and soothing, she’d given him the most comprehensive glare he’d ever seen from her sweet blue eyes and stalked away from him.

“I don’t understand,” she said, throwing her hands up for at least the third time. “What are they doing here?”

“I believe I’ve seen what they were doing in a certain pamphlet.”

He regretted the dry words as soon as they popped from his lips—truly, Matilda Halifax made him lose all sense—but she stopped in her tracks and fixed her blue stare back on him.

And then the corner of her mouth curved up. “Do not make me laugh,” she said. “I am too busy with outrage.”

God, it was ludicrous how much he liked to make her smile.

“Do you think they followed us here?” she demanded, whirling back away from him to resume her pacing.

“It seems a peculiar coincidence otherwise. Though they did not appear to be searching with a great deal of diligence.”

She slapped a hand over her mouth, but a strangled sound of amusement seemed to emerge anyway. “I don’t know why I feel somewhat offended by that.”

He took heart. She was not too distressed. She could not be. “Did you, er, recognize the fellow?”

She gave her head a little disbelieving shake. “Oh yes. I shall never be able to look at him over the dinner table again either. That’s Spencer’s best friend, Henry. He’s adored Margo for years—forever, really—but she’s never appeared to notice him.”

“I suspect she’s noticed him now. A pity for him if she has not.”

“Stop it,” she said, her voice breaking on a laugh. “Wherever did all of these jokes come from? You are disarming my righteous fury.”

He could not say. He had not ever—even before he had become the most notorious blackguard in England—been regarded as a dab hand with quips.

It was only that she seemed less agitated when he teased her, and he did not like for her to be upset.

She came a little closer and took his hand. “I need to talk with Margo,” she said. “I will need to convince her that all is well between us and send her and Henry back to London. I would like privacy though. Will you wait here for me?”

He looked down at her fingers linked with his. “Of course.”



It had been easy enough to promise when she went away from him. She had been upset, yes, but her distress was threaded through with amusement. He had done that, he thought with some satisfaction. He had made what she carried less heavy.

But when she returned to the stand of trees off the path where he waited for her, the warmth on her face had fled. She did not come up to him or take his hand.

Which—well. He did not want her to, of course. He wanted to keep his distance from her. Except her face had changed while she was gone. Her skin looked marble-cold, her lips pale, and he could not quite recall why he was not supposed to warm her.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

“They’re fine. They’re well. They will not follow us.”

Christian wondered if she’d misunderstood his question on purpose. “And you?”

“Oh,” she said, and laughed, a short, uneven sound. “Yes, of course, I—” She broke off. Her gaze was on the ground, and then it was on his face, searching. She bit her lower lip.

He should not move closer to her. He should not put his hands on her shoulders.

Only—why should he not? He meant only to keep her warm.

He touched the outside of her cloak with his knuckles, a whisper of connection.

“It was harder,” she said abruptly, “to lie to her face. Than it was to lie in the note I left.” She looked up. He was closer to her now, and she had to tip her head back to look him in the eye. “I tried to remind myself why I was doing it—for your sister, to right what I had set wrong—but it did not feel right at all. I—” She swallowed, and he thought her voice might have broken if she had continued on.

“Matilda,” he said, “you don’t have to talk about it if you do not wish to.” He turned his hand so that his palm cupped her shoulder, and he felt her lean against it, the barest hint of pressure into his hand. He would have liked to take her weight. He would have liked to ease her.

She shook her head. “I told her all manner of truths mixed with lies—that we were to be married, that I loved you, that I did not want to be a Halifax Hellion any longer. I told her to pay attention to the bloody idiot at her side who has pined for her for years. And I am such a hypocrite!”

He had not expected that. He pressed his palm against the soft, yielding flesh of her shoulder, then slid his hand to the back of her neck. He wanted to bring her into his body, but he could not. “How do you mean?”

“I was angry with her.” Matilda’s voice rasped. “She did not listen to me. I told her not to follow. I told her I knew my own mind. I—I told her she did not trust me. But I have been lying to her for years. I wanted to protect her—Margo—she is so sensitive! She blames herself—she takes things so painfully to heart, I—” Her lashes were wet and dark.

He made a soothing noise, the kind he would have used on Bea when she was a child. “It’s all right. It’s all right to be angry.”

She lifted her lashes, and her expression was fierce and uncompromising. “Have I told you why we got sent down from finishing school?”

He shook his head.

Her jaw went hard as she clenched her teeth, her lips tightening for a heartbeat before she spoke. “After our parents died, Spencer didn’t know what to do with us. He was only nineteen. He asked if we wanted to go to school, and we did. We loved it: the books, the teachers, the other girls. But that first year we—we had a dancing master. He—”

Christian’s heart clenched as he looked at her, vibrating with indignation before him. He felt a swoop of fear for what she was about to say.

“God,” she went on, “it’s been so long and I am still so angry. He desired Margo. He kept saying she needed private instruction. She was—” She looked up at him, her expression pleading. “We were sixteen. Margo was so open-hearted, so generous—that was why he picked her out, I think. I was afraid she would not know what to do. I was afraid she would get hurt.

“So I pretended to be her. It was easy. He could not tell us apart. I told him I was there for his first ‘private lesson,’ and when he made his advances, I nearly twisted his bollocks off. I told him he mustn’t touch me or my sister ever again, or else my brother, the Earl of Warren, would have him transported.”

He started to say her name. He was not sure what would follow—it was all tangled inside him, outrage at what had happened, and guilt, and a fierce pride in her that made his chest hurt. But she stopped him.

“That’s why we were sent down. He went to the headmistress and told her that I had tried to seduce him. Spencer kept it quiet, and Margo—Margo does not know the truth of it. She thought we were expelled for our general hoydenishness, which I suppose was partially true. But I knew why.”

Her voice was brittle, and it did him in, that absurd bravery. He wanted to tell her she had no need of it—not any longer. Not with him. He dropped his hand to her lower back and slowly, so slowly, pulled her into his body. She held herself firm for a heartbeat, and then half-tumbled against him.

She was a little thing. He wrapped both arms around her and rested his chin on the top of her head.

“It was not your fault,” he said.

She gave a little sob into his shirt. “I know it was not. It was his fault, the scheming, lecherous bastard. I only wish I’d had Spencer prosecute him for something.”

He did not let her go.

“I lied,” she said. “I lied to Margo then. I did it to protect her. I thought—well, I thought it was the right thing to do. And I kept lying, somehow, pretending I was happy, pretending I wanted to be a hellion and a walking scandal, and I do not know if any of it was the right thing to do after all. I was so angry with her for what she did—with you in London and then following us here … Only I wonder how very different her actions were from my own.”

Christian did not have an answer for her.

He had wondered so many times these last weeks whether it bothered her to be the center of so much scandal. He should have known that she had gone into it clear-eyed, ready to put her feet to the coals so that her sister would not have to walk alone.

“I think you’re doing fine,” he said. And then—and then he could not help himself. He turned his head so that his mouth was on her hair.

He did not kiss the top of her head. But he breathed her in, the warmth, the scent of her hair—soft and delicate and floral and right.

Everything about her felt right.

Later he would regret it. Later he would lie awake and think about how wrong it was for him to hold her, how dangerous it was, how little he had left to lose, and how closely and ferociously he guarded what was left.

Later. Later he could think that he’d made a mistake, his arms around Matilda, the waterfall a distant gallop in his ears and the taste of the wine they’d shared still in his mouth.

But for now, he only knew that she needed to be held. She needed to be comforted and warmed, and he was there—yes, he was there, and he could do this one thing, in this one right moment.

She needed to be held and he wanted to hold her.





Chapter 10


When they returned to the post-chaise at the coaching inn, the vehicle had a cat in it.

It crept out from beneath Matilda’s bench after they’d settled themselves, and then leaped up to sit beside her.

Their trunks had been reloaded, and a new pair of horses shifted eagerly at the front of the carriage. If all went as planned, Christian thought—though with Matilda Halifax involved, that seemed rather optimistic—they would arrive at Bamburgh the following evening.

Two more days in the carriage across from her. One more night with an adjoining door between them.

He was glad of it. He told himself he was glad. He needed to put as much space as he could between his body and hers, between himself and the memory of his arms around her.

He carried it with him, of course. That memory. His body still felt the impression of hers. He could still smell the floral scent of her hair. When he closed his eyes, he could see her: rounded cheeks pink, her lips parted, the tip of her tongue darting out to lick his thumb.

Right now, though, desire was briefly forestalled by perturbation as she buried her freckled face into the fur of the dirtiest, ugliest feline Christian had ever seen. It was a monstrous gray thing, its face a trifle squashed, and its long fur was snarled and matted with grit and leaves in all the places where it did not stand on end like the bristles of a broom.

Were cats not meant to bathe themselves? This one appeared to have an almost porcine interest in mud.

“Absolutely not,” he said.

She lifted her head. “I haven’t even—”

“Whatever you are thinking. The answer is no.”

She reached up to the roof of the post-chaise and rapped it with her knuckles, indicating to the postboy that he should set off.

He did. Christian felt the wheels of the carriage begin to turn beneath him, the post-chaise rumbling out onto the track that would take them from the coaching inn to the Great North Road.

“What,” he asked, his voice a threat, “are you doing?”

Oh, she looked guilty as anything, his milkmaid. Even the tops of her ears were pink. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“You don’t know what I mean?” he demanded incredulously. “You have just told the postilion to drive off from Darley Dale without removing this monstrosity from the carriage.”

“Have I?” She looked back down at the creature in her lap. “I had not noticed.”

“You cannot mean to take it with us.”

She nibbled delicately at her lower lip. “Not precisely. I certainly did not mean to do anything with it. It found its way here all on its own.”

He pinched the bridge of his nose. “I should stop the bloody post-chaise. I should make you throw that animal out on the side of the road.”

Now she looked up at him, blue eyes wide with alarm. “Oh, you cannot! It must have been cold—it must have come into the carriage for warmth! It can’t have anywhere better to go.”

Christian looked the cat over. “It’s enormous. It’s been eating fine. No doubt someone in Darley Dale has been feeding it.”

She tangled her fingers into the cat’s long fur. The beast had curled up in her lap now, and he could hear the sound of its purring over the rumble of the carriage wheels. “She’s probably been eating scraps and you know it. Look at her, the poor thing. No one’s been caring for her. She’s had to do for herself. That’s why she found her way into the carriage.”

She? Christian did not want to know how Matilda had come to that conclusion so rapidly.

But he could not deny the plausibility of the rest. The more he looked at the animal, the more pathetic it seemed. The cat shoved its flat pink nose into Matilda’s hand, and Christian noticed that one of its ears was ragged, an old, healed scar.

“It is malodorous,” he said.

“Do you think your sister would like a cat?”

Christian directed his most terrifying expression at her. He had made grown men cower with that glare. “No.”

She tickled the cat under its jaw. It leaned its matted, grimy body into hers, its charcoal bulk covering her entire lap. “I think she could use a friend, don’t you?”

“I do not.”

The cat laid its squashed face down onto its front paws and appeared to settle in for their journey. “I meant your sister,” Matilda said, “but the cat too. They will be good for each other, I think.”

Christian put his head back against the cushions behind him and shut his eyes. She was a runaway carriage, stampeding over his objections. She was a scythe, cutting down any protestations at the root. Her sweet little milkmaid face was an utter lie—she was made of iron and sheer willpower, and he could no sooner remove the cat from her lap than the heart from his own chest.

Though he wanted to.

He sneezed. And then, two or three silent minutes later, he sneezed again.



Matilda smuggled the cat into her room that night.

She thanked a friendly star for ensuring that they had separate bedchambers once more for this, the final evening of their journey. Though she had occasionally harbored hopes, on previous nights, that they would be forced to bed down together, such an event had not occurred even once. Truly, were the coaching inns on the way to Northumberland so flush with rooms? There was not even one that featured a full house and a single remaining bed that she and Christian would have to share?

Evidently not. It had been something of a disappointment.

But this night, she was thrilled by the surplus of rooms, because she could not have bundled the giant feline into the inn in secret had she and Christian been in close proximity.

The cat needed a bath. Desperately. Matilda had asked one of the chambermaids to arrange for one and had tipped her generously from her own reticule. Once the steaming copper tub was in order, Matilda had stripped down to her chemise, pushed up her sleeves, and stared at the dirty gray animal.

The cat stared back.

Matilda had to admit that her new companion was an interesting-looking creature. She was not only large, but rather fat as well, though it was hard to discern the shape of her feline body under all her muddy fur. Her nose was squished up into her face as though she’d run straight into a wall. One of her ears was crinkled, the other torn, and her eyes were an alarming flat pale yellow color.

They were not the color of any cat’s eyes Matilda had ever seen. Not precisely a warm amber or a springlike green-gold.

More like jaundice, really. Old, fermenting straw, if one were being generous.

“All right,” she said to the cat. “Let’s get you cleaned up. It’s important you make a good first impression on Lady Bea, you know, if you are to win her over.”

She did not mean that advice for herself, of course. She did not.

“And,” she went on, “I suspect that Lord Ashford will warm to you as well if you look a trifle less disreputable. And perhaps if you are cleaner, he will be less, er, afflicted by your presence.”

The memory of it made her want to laugh, and she pressed her lips together.

Goodness, she had never seen anything like it. She could not have counted on all her fingers and toes and all of Christian’s digits as well how many times the man had sneezed. By the time they’d arrived at the coaching inn, his nose had been quite strawberry-colored.

At first she’d been concerned he had taken a chill from their adventure by the waterfall, but after her repeated inquiries, he had ground out, “I am perfectly well. It is the bloody cat. They always take me this way.” And then he’d flung open a window and proceeded to glare out of it into the fading evening light.

She hoped the bath for the cat would help. It would not do for her to laugh at his misery. It was unfortunate that she liked him so much in all his stern forbidding grumpiness and when he began to unravel as well.

She had been so bloody disconcerted by what had happened by the waterfall. Not only seeing Margo and Henry in—in—

Truly, she could not think of it! Her brain rebelled. She had never once seen starchy, buttoned-up Henry Mortimer with a wrinkle in his coat, let alone covered in mud and—

Ah, hmm, no. She still could not think about it.

But more than that, her conversation with Margo had shaken her. She had always imagined the two of them in their own distinct roles—Matilda the protector, Margo the one who played and laughed with abandon. But now she had cause to wonder if perhaps by thinking that way she had limited them both.

And in her dizzy confusion and disarray, Christian had been there. He had held her until the world started to make sense again.

She looked down at the cat and stroked one torn-off ear. “All right,” she said. “You are not going to like this, I imagine, but it’s necessary.”

She picked up the animal, who leaned trustingly into her chest, and then plopped the enormous creature into the tub.

All hell broke loose.

The cat let out a wail of outrage—Matilda had never heard such a sound from a cat—and started to scramble for the side of the tub. Matilda gasped and clutched at the animal, her fingers slipping across wet fur as she struggled for purchase. Water sloshed over the sides of the copper tub and across the floor, and Matilda’s feet slipped.

“Bloody—hell,” Matilda choked out, her fingers catching the cat by the scruff of her neck. “Hold—still.”

The cat whimpered, her paws churning the water. Matilda snatched up the cake of soap in her free hand and began to wash the animal as briskly as she could. “I’m sorry,” she muttered, “so sorry, so sorry, oh—God—”

The cat was trying to shake her off now, wet body slippery with soap and smelling strongly of roses. Matilda scrabbled at the animal’s tail, trying to hurry without letting the poor creature loose before she was finished. More water splashed, soaking warmly into her chemise and then growing rapidly unpleasant as it cooled.

“Almost done,” she mumbled to the cat, “almost—”

But the cat didn’t listen. With another wail, she threw herself directly into Matilda’s chest. Matilda stumbled backward, her arms encircling the wet, heavy body automatically.

Her feet slipped. Her arms were around the cat. There was nothing to grab onto. She shrieked as she fell, and the cat scrambled upward, across her chest, up her neck and into her hair. Matilda registered slicing pain, and then a crash, and then hands touching her, firm but gentle. Christian’s hands.

“Hold on.” His voice was a gentle murmur in her ear. “Hold still. Don’t move.”

Matilda couldn’t make out what was happening. She couldn’t see—why couldn’t she see? Had she struck her head when she’d fallen?

Slowly, slowly, she made sense of her surroundings.

She was flat on her back on the floor. The cat—the damned ungrateful cat—was stretched across her face, front paws tangled in her hair, back paws in the neckline of her chemise. The animal was panting, her heavy body shuddering in terror or cold, and they—Matilda and the cat both—could not seem to move.

But Christian could. Matilda felt his hands on her hair, her neck, touching her skin. He had located one of the linen towels she’d acquired for the aftermath of the bath and was slowly wrapping the cat up in it, disentangling the animal’s claws from Matilda’s hair and shift. He made soft noises as he freed her from the wet, rose-scented tangle of feline body and skin-shredding claws.

And then the cat was off her, and she could see him, and—

She was grateful she was lying down. He’d been readying himself for bed, apparently. His feet were bare, as was everything above his waist.

No jacket. No cravat or waistcoat or shirt. Only a flat abdomen, taut above the buttoned fall of his trousers. A hard, lean chest, knit with musculature and sprinkled with curling black hair. His shoulders were elegant, somehow, like his graceful fingers. Like his mouth.

His mouth which was, just now, pressed into the tightest, flattest line she had ever seen on his face.

He turned away from her.

Ah, his shoulder blades flexed as he moved, rippling beneath his skin—Matilda had never known shoulder blades could be so erotic—she wanted to touch him so badly—

He deposited the cat on the floor.

The poor, tormented thing seized her freedom, fighting against the towel he’d used to pick her up. She hurled herself toward the bed and—instead of going under it as Matilda would have expected—leaped up atop it, dragging the sopping towel with her. Droplets of water arced behind the cat as she jumped. Once on the bed, she scrambled through the counterpane and linens, across two down pillows, and up to the carved headboard.

The towel finally came free. The cat sprang atop the headboard, tried to find purchase, and then slithered back down to the pillows with a yowl. One of the pillows bloomed up around her as she landed, and she fought back mightily, hissing and spitting.

The pillow burst open in a spray of down. Tiny white feathers shot into the air, a great explosion of fluffy disaster.

The cat seemed satisfied by her triumph. She settled down into the other pillow as goose feathers slowly settled around her like fat snowflakes. She gazed out at Christian and Matilda and then lifted one paw and gave it a delicate lick with her small pink tongue.

Christian turned back to Matilda, his gray eyes storm-cloud dark. “What,” he snapped, “in hell is going on?”

She gazed up at him from the floor and tried to gather her wits, which were as scattered as the feathers on the bed.

He looked back. His eyes were locked at first on hers, and then—oh, then he lost control of his gaze. He looked down, down her body, and Matilda’s eyes followed the trail his made.

Her chemise was torn from the cat’s back claws, bunched around her hips where she had fallen. The garment was wet and cold in wide patches, clinging to her skin.

Where the animal had launched herself at Matilda’s chest, the white fabric was soaked through and completely transparent. Her breasts were outlined in thin lawn, curves as visible as if she were naked—more so, perhaps, for the way the fabric drew the eye. Her nipples were tight from the cool damp, and as she raised her gaze back to Christian’s face, they tightened further.

She could see the quick breaths he drew, his bare chest rising and falling unsteadily. His eyes were heavy on her nipples, dipping down to her hips, the vertex of her pelvis, her bare legs. She could feel the weight of his gaze; she was hot, suddenly, her skin burning, the wet shift so cold she shivered.

He came closer. She was still on the ground and, heaven help her, the way he stood over her was painfully, wildly arousing. She felt her lower belly turn over. Desire, unfurled and aching, bloomed between her thighs.

“You’re bleeding,” he said. “Stand up.”

Matilda couldn’t think. She couldn’t remember how to move.

He bent, then, his face shifting closer to hers. Everything about him was hard and tight: his jaw, his chest, his forearms. He caught her by the shoulders and dragged her up to sitting.

Her body was the opposite of his—loose and pliant. Her head tipped back a little, and she felt her wet hair touch her back, cold against the thin barrier of her chemise. She shivered again, her skin pebbling under Christian’s hands.

He made a sound, a faint, bitten-off sound and looked at her mouth.

She licked her lips.

“Come on,” he said grimly, and then he maneuvered her to sit on the bed. “Change out of your bloody wet shift and then I’ll fix up the scratch on your neck.”

Once she was seated—once she seemed able to hold herself up on her own—he let her go, stalked across to the adjoining room, and shut the door.





Chapter 11


Christian leaned against the closed door and tried to will away his violent erection.

Calm down, he told himself. You have about sixty seconds to calm the bloody hell down.

Oh Jesus. He did not even need to close his eyes to see her on the floor in the rose-scented room: the torn shift clinging to her curves, the lush swells and dips of her body visible. Her lips had been parted, her legs spilling open like she wanted him there between her thighs, stroking inside the sweet tight channel of her body, desperate, needy—

He made himself focus on the memory of the two long scratches at her throat. He made himself move, gathering soap, a folded towel, a pitcher of water. He had salve in his traveling bag with his shaving implements. He got it out and laid it on the washstand.

He would clean and dress the marks that the blasted cat had put on her skin. He would make sure she was safe and dry before sending her back to bed.

Her bed—oh for God’s sake, her bed was soaked and dirty and half-destroyed by the cursed feline. He would put her in his bed, then. He would—

The door between them cracked open, and Matilda put her head in. “May I come in?”

No, he wanted to say. Run away. It’s not safe here.

But even as he thought it, he wasn’t sure what he meant.

It was not safe for her? Or for him? Which of them was in more danger, there in the candlelit room with one dry bed between them?

When he had heard her scream, he had lost time. He did not know what had happened between the sound of her shriek and when he found himself carefully peeling the cat off her pale freckled face. He had wondered briefly, crazily, if he had broken down the door in his panic.

He had not. She must not have locked it. He could not think about the fragile barrier of one unlocked door between them.

“Come in,” he said. “Let me have a look at the damage.”

She came into his chamber and shut the adjoining door behind her. Her hair was down about her shoulders—he had never seen her hair down before. It was drying already, curling up in red-gold tangles that fairly called out to be wrapped round his hands.

She was covered now, her dressing gown pulled around her neck, nearly up to her chin. He couldn’t see a single inch of her body, only layers of white pleats.

It did not matter. The sight of her breasts and hips and legs—God, the perfect shapely turn of her knees, her calves, her bare freckled feet—seemed to have been burned into his brain. He could see it before him like the afterimage of the sun.

Christian’s mouth felt dry. He seemed to have forgotten how to swallow.

Matilda nodded to the door she had closed. “So the cat stays out. I don’t know why she has such a powerful effect on your sinuses, but I imagine having her invade your chamber would not help matters.”

The cat. Her neck. Yes.

“Sit on the bed,” he told her. His voice was not quite how he’d meant it to come out. It sounded dark. A command, instead of a suggestion. Matilda’s auburn lashes flew up as she looked to his face, but then she nodded, wordlessly, and sat.

Christ, there was no hope for his sanity, was there? The way she looked at him—a faint challenge in her eyes, an inclination to resist—and then that trusting submission …

His erection was back in full force, and he had not even come close enough to touch her.

He turned away from her and went to the washstand, wetting the towel and lathering it with soap. He lifted the pitcher, towel, and salve and crossed back to her, laying the items down on the little rosewood table beside the bed. He started to sit beside her, then swore and stood up.

She peered up at him. “What’s wrong?”

“I need my spectacles.”

He did not look at her as he stalked over to his traveling bag, but he could hear the smile in her voice, damn it. “Take your time. I don’t think I’m in any immediate danger.”

He hooked his spectacles behind his ears, brought a candle over to the table for good measure, and then settled himself beside her.

Obediently, she tilted her chin up for his inspection, exposing the long, pale line of her throat.

It was difficult to think clearly when she did that. He wanted to put his hand there. He wanted his thumb at the notch of her collarbone. He wanted her skin under his hands, under his mouth. He wanted so much he couldn’t remember his own name.

But the two long red scratches anchored him to the present moment. He lifted the lathered towel and put it gently to her skin.

She let out a little hiss as he moved the cloth, and he stilled. “It hurts?”

“No.” Her throat moved beneath his hand as she spoke. “Well, yes, perhaps. A little bit.”

He turned the towel over, stroking it lightly over the scratches. The deepest cut, near the base of her throat, had bled freely at first, but it had already clotted. He wiped away the dried blood near the subtle ridge of her collarbone. His thumb brushed her skin, and he felt her intake of breath, slow and a little uneven.

“I don’t mind,” she said softly. Her voice sounded like dusk, like the last dip of the sun below the horizon, like everything coming right at once. “Pain. A little pain. I like it.”

He dipped the towel in the pitcher. At least, he thought he did. He felt cool water on his fingers.

He couldn’t seem to see clearly. His senses weren’t all working together. Cool water. Roses. Matilda’s dusky voice in his mind, and oh, he was never going to stop hearing those words.

Pain. A little pain. I like it.

He put the wet cloth to her neck, rinsing away any traces of soap. When he was done, he lifted the silver-topped bottle of liniment and tipped some of the bittersweet liquid into his palm.

Matilda’s pert freckled nose wrinkled. “What on Earth is that?”

He rubbed his thumb through the liquid on his palm and then lifted his thumb to her throat. As he watched, she closed her eyes and lifted her chin again. The queen of the milkmaids.

“Liniment,” he said. He could scarcely trust himself to speak. She would hear it in his voice—how much he craved her. The dark things he wanted to do to her, here in this one dry bed.

She would hear it, and she might want it, and that was the worst thing he could imagine. Because then how in hell would he make himself stop?

“Liniment?” She sounded incredulous. “Is that not for horses?”

Even through the desire swamping his mind, she made him want to laugh. He could not recall the last time he had laughed so often and so freely. “Yes. I also use it if I cut myself shaving. Stop talking. It’s only a little oil and elderflower. Should take the sting away.”

She hummed out her assent. He felt the soft, wordless vibration against his thumb as he stroked carefully up her pale throat. First one scratch. Then, slowly, the second.

There was nothing now between his hand and her skin. Her breasts rose and fell with her unsteady breaths, and his heart was beating so hard he could feel it throughout his body. Her skin was soft. She would be soft all over—her generous breasts, her hair, her mouth. She would be soft between her legs. Hot. Wet.

His hand kept moving, as if it was beyond his control. He stroked up her throat, then traced the edge of her jaw. His thumb went to the place beneath her ear where the two freckles taunted him. He brushed against them, a slow caress, the rest of his fingers tangling into her hair.

Her head tipped farther back. Her eyes were closed but her mouth—her mouth came open on a little gasp.

“I wanted to see,” he said, “if you’d any other scratches.”

“I don’t think so.” Her dusk voice. He was close enough to feel the whisper of her breath.

He leaned in closer, and then he gave in. He lost all control of his hands. He shifted his fingers into all that fiery red weight and wondered why it had not burned.

Maybe it had. Certainly he would not come out of this unscathed.

He shifted her hair away from the side of her neck and let his fingers trail up and down the skin beneath her ear. Part of him was sounding a distant alarm—surely he did not need to use his fingers to confirm that her skin was unmarred by feline claws?

But the rest of him relished every whisper of contact. He would rather have died than let her go.

He tangled her hair into one fist and leaned in closer, close enough to smell the scent of her, of Matilda, beneath the rose soap. The back of her neck was clear of marks, and he used the fistful of hair to turn her head so that he could run his fingers over the other side of her neck.

She let herself be positioned, and oh, yes, he liked the way she let him take control. And as much as it aroused him, her submission also satisfied something deep inside him. She trusted him. She would let him care for her.

And he liked it even more because he knew she liked it—from what she had told him and from the way her cheeks grew pink, the flush that stained her throat as he watched.

He needed to let her go. It was done.

She had no more cuts on her skin. He had cleaned her wounds and looked her over, and there was no more reason for him to have his fingers in her hair, his palm pressed to her neck, her pulse under his hand.

But evidently his mouth was not quite ready to listen to his brain. Nor his hand, which did not break contact with her. “Have you any other scratches?”

Beneath your dressing gown? suggested his prick, which had gone from desperate to frankly anarchic.

Matilda’s eyes blinked open.

God, he couldn’t think when she looked like that. A little blurred, her lips shining from where her tongue had moistened them. Her pupils wide, dark on blue.

“I can’t recall,” she said, a trifle breathless, a little amused. “I don’t believe so. No, I’m fine.”

He made himself drop his hand.

And then he made himself put some space between them. He stood up. He crossed the room toward the door, shoving his spectacles back into his travel bag as he passed it. “Good,” he said. “Take the bed. I’ll go—”

He had not thought this through. Where would he go? Down to the public room, perhaps? Maybe if he got good and drunk he would forget her up here in her sweet white dressing gown, tucked up in his bed, soft as the devil and smelling of roses.

Although, he reflected, his previous attempt to get drunk and stop thinking about Matilda had been nothing short of disastrous. So perhaps not.

She bounded to her feet, taking a step in his direction. “You cannot go. That’s—it’s—absurd. We are meant to be a married couple.”

Christian wished she had not reminded him. “I’ll take the floor then.”

Her lips turned down. “Don’t be ridiculous. If anything, I should take the floor. It’s your bed. Mine is out of commission due to my own impetuosity.”

He could not precisely argue with that. “Matilda, I would have to be on my deathbed to sleep on the mattress whilst you sleep upon the cold floor.”

She crossed her arms over her breasts. “And do you not imagine that I feel the same?”

He paused. Actually, no. He had not imagined such a thing.

Grace would have taken the bed, and happily. But—God, what an idiotic thing to think of now. Grace would not have brought a stray cat in from the cold and attempted to make a present of it to his sister.

Matilda was not Grace. She was only herself, vibrant and softhearted and devastating.

“I would share the bed with you,” Matilda said, and she put her chin up in the way he liked so much. “I would lie with you, Christian, if you wish it. Or if you do not, I would lie beside you and share nothing but bedcovers. You have only to tell me what you want.”

Everything seemed to go out of focus but Matilda. He could see her—clean and sweet-faced, her hair falling down her back—and he could see the afterimage of her, flushed and half-naked on the ground.

She was like an explosion, detonating inside his mind, inside his ribs. He wanted her so much he could not stand it—and he admired her. God, he admired her fearless, determined spirit.

Except—he could see her pulse beating hard at the side of her throat.

She was not fearless, was she? She was afraid of what he might say. She was afraid, he realized, that he would turn her down.

Fearless was not the word then. Brave, rather. Braver than he had ever been in his life. It shamed him, how much more brave she was than he, this slip of a girl thirteen years his junior. And it made him want to meet her halfway. She had put out her hand, stretched it across the sharp gulf between them, and he had only to take it.

He had been quiet too long. She took one half-step toward him, then dropped her arms to her sides.

And as she did, her dressing gown slid down off her shoulder.

Her shoulder was bare. There were freckles—a whole sky’s worth of stars on her shoulder. He had not known that before.

He took one step toward her. Then another, and another, and he was across the room, drawn straight toward her, a planet pulled into her orbit.

“Matilda,” he said, and it was his dark voice again. Low and commanding. He had not heard himself use that voice in a very long time. “Are you naked underneath that dressing gown?”

She looked up at him, and it was a long way up. He stood over her, his presence not quite a threat.

And oh, she liked that. She shivered, and the dressing gown slipped farther off her shoulder, baring the top of one breast.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I—I did not have time to put on another shift…”

Her voice trailed off as he reached out and took the edge of her dressing gown in between his fingers. He rubbed it between thumb and forefinger, and the back of his knuckles brushed the swell of her breast. She made a little whimper, and desire was a drumbeat in his head, in his cock.

He wanted more of her sounds. He wanted all of them.

“Is that right?” he asked. He slid his fingers up the edge of the dressing gown and then back down. The back of his hand passed over her tight, hardened nipple. She made another sound, lower, longer. “I think you did it on purpose. Didn’t you, Matilda? You put this dressing gown on, with nothing underneath, hoping to drive me mad?”

She was almost panting now, her nipple rubbing against the back of his hand, and it took everything he had not to turn his hand over and take the stiff peak in between his fingers. “Yes,” she said breathlessly. “I did.”

He lifted his hand then and caught her chin between his thumb and forefinger. “That was very wicked of you.”

He had never seen anything like her. She was so responsive, so expressive. He could see the flush of heat on her cheeks, her neck, her bosom. He looked down to where the dressing gown gaped open, and saw her squeeze her thighs together. Her hand was pressed to her lower belly.

He caught her behind her back with his other hand and dragged her up against him, his knee coming between her legs. She gasped and then, as if she could not help herself, ground her sex down against the muscle of his thigh. Her hands came around his back.

Oh Jesus, he thought wildly as her soft body pressed up against him, every acre of her warm and rounded and squirming with need.

He wanted to press her down into the bed and thrust inside her. He wanted to make her come around his cock. He wanted to take her so hard she couldn’t see straight, he wanted to make her his—

He couldn’t. He couldn’t, he couldn’t, he couldn’t.

But he could please her. The idea pierced the lust-fogged confusion of his mind, nearly blinding him with how very good and wise and brilliant it seemed.

He could please her.

Yes, he could do that. He could soothe the ache that had her gasping out her need, squeezing her thighs around him, dragging her nipples against his body. She needed something—she needed him.

Christ, he needed her too. But he could not think of that now.

He bent his head down to hers, almost a kiss, her chin still caught in his grasp. “Matilda,” he said fiercely, “say stop.”

She looked up at him, dazed with want. “Don’t stop.”

He gave her chin a little rough jerk, and she whimpered, and pressed herself harder into his body. She liked that, too, it seemed.

“If I do something you do not like,” he said, “say stop. If I am too forceful. If something does not please you. If you have a whisper of uncertainty, or something does not seem right, you say stop. Do you understand?”

Her eyes cleared a fraction, midday blue. “I understand.”

He kissed her. His fingers slipped free of her chin, sliding around to cup the back of her head.

He had not meant to kiss her. He had not meant any of this, but he could no more stop himself from putting his mouth to hers than he could stop his own heart.

She tasted like wine. She smelled like roses. Her lips were so goddamned soft, and she licked at his mouth, and he wanted to die from pleasure, drown in it, crush her body against his and never let her go.

But he had to be sure she understood. He broke away from the kiss—from the wonder of Matilda’s mouth—and put his lips to her ear. She shuddered, her fingers tightening on his back.

“Say stop,” he said. “So I know you’re listening.”

“Stop,” she whispered.

He froze. He eased back from her a little, putting distance between their bodies and sliding his hand from her back to the dip of her waist “Good girl. That’s very good.”

Her head tilted back. Her chin came up. Her lips were swollen from his mouth. “Stop talking,” she said. And then she twitched her shoulders, and the dressing gown slid off her body and puddled on the floor.



Matilda stood in front of Christian, her body a hairsbreadth from his, stark naked and trembling with desire.

She did not know what had convinced him. She did not know why he seemed suddenly drawn in sharper lines, dark and intense and commanding, and why all that energy was focused directly on herself.

But she wasn’t about to take any chances. Based on his reaction to the sight of her bared shoulder, full nudity seemed by far the most effective persuasion she had at her disposal.

He looked her up and down, slowly, as if he had all night. She felt a hint of anxiety at the exposure, at his ruthless gaze, and the vulnerability only heightened her anticipation and desire. She could see his ragged breathing as he took her in, his gray eyes darker in the candlelight.

She ached for him. She wanted him to touch her—her skin felt too sensitive, as if one brush from his fingers across her nipples or down her belly would send her careening out of control.

And then he did touch her. His hand, which had been warm on the back of her neck, slipped free. He trailed the tip of his forefinger over her shoulder, then down, tracing the underside of her breast.

She gasped. She felt that light touch all over her body, a hot liquid pull between her thighs.

“I see,” he said. His eyes were on hers now. He did not watch the tortuous progress of that single finger, under her breast and then up, a slow circle around her areola. “You don’t want to be a good girl, do you, Matilda?”

“I—” She could not make the words come. She was hot, cold, shivering, undone.

He caught her tight nipple between his fingers and pinched it, rolling it hard. “Answer me.”

She couldn’t. She couldn’t think. She tried to press herself back against him, and he wouldn’t let her, his other hand at her waist holding her still. She made a little wordless sound and put her hand between her own thighs, touching herself where her need was sharpest.

He let go of her nipple. He caught her hand, dragging it away from where it had crept and pinning it behind her back.

Oh God—this was like nothing she had imagined, and everything. Her hand in his powerful grip, his mastery over her body—it was threat and safety at once. She wanted this, she craved this, and he knew it.

More than that, he wanted it too. She could see the outline of his cock in his trousers, stiff and thick, and the pale skin of his throat was flushed.

“Answer me,” he said again. “Do you want to be a good girl, Matilda?”

She realized as he held her hand pinned behind her back that he was asking for something more, something beneath the words. He wanted to know what would please her—to be praised by him? To be punished?

Something broke free in her chest at the realization. Safety—there was such safety in him, in the way he pushed her and cared for her. The way he wanted to know her—and more than that, the way he wanted her to speak her own mind. She felt a thousand contradictory things at once: lust and tenderness, a need to push against him and the desire to submit. She wanted him to be rough with her, and then she wanted him to pet her and soothe her and tell her she’d done well.

She wanted him. She wanted all his hard edges and the sweet tenderness lurking there as well.

“I want to be wicked with you,” she said, trying to put words to the feelings that had always been within her, set free now by her own boldness and the security she felt in Christian’s hands. “I want to tease you and torment you. And even more than that, I want—I want you to make me be good.”

He yanked her back to the bed by her wrists, and she gasped and shivered and let him tow her. He sat on the bed and pulled her down across his lap, her arm still caught behind her. One of his legs came across hers and pinned her down.

She squirmed against his hold, her blood hot, her skin thrumming. She loved this—ah God, she loved his hands and the hard muscle of his thighs beneath her. She was pressed naked against his trousers, and the contrast between her nudity and his clothed body aroused her further. She arched, pressing her sex against him, her body instinctively seeking relief.

He bent his head to her ear. “Say stop,” he said again, “if you want me to stop.”

“No,” she gasped. “Keep going.”

She felt it then—the smack of his palm across her buttocks. “You want this,” he said, his voice a hot demand.

“Yes—”

Another swat, quick and stinging. She writhed against him, against his cock, hard as iron beneath his trousers—she needed friction, she needed more, she had never felt like this. She could not think of anything except the craving for pressure between her legs.

“Please,” she said, her voice thready. “Please, please—”

He spanked her again and again, harder now, and between each smack he pressed his hand against the swell of her bottom, soothing the hot skin. She tried to arch up into his hand, her back bowing.

“So greedy.” His palm kneaded into her flesh, holding her down. “So desperate.”

“Yes,” she said thickly. “I need you to touch me.”

He did. His fingers swept down the cleft of her buttocks, finding her sex, and she cried out. He hissed, and she felt his hips buck beneath her, his cock pressing against her naked body.

He stroked her, circled her clitoris, dipped inside her body. “Jesus”—his voice was hoarse—“you are so wet. Matilda—”

Then somehow she was off his lap, facedown in the bed, and he yanked her hips up so she was on all fours. She pressed her palms down into the rough cotton sheets, and he locked his big hands around her thighs from behind, pressed them apart, and licked her, hot and wild, where she needed him most. His beard dragged along the sensitive backs of her thighs.

The world spun. One of Christian’s hands moved around to the front of her body, dragging across her still-sensitive backside and then finding her sex. His fingers were wet from touching her, his tongue parting her, and she wanted to press into his mouth behind her, his hand in front, she wanted more and more, she wanted everything.

His other hand was still around her thigh. She could feel his fingers digging into her flesh so hard she thought he might leave a scattering of bruises.

She wanted it. She wanted to be used and marked. She wanted to feel the bright embers of his touch on her skin tomorrow and the next day and forever.

Pleasure coiled within her as he licked into her, as his fingers circled her clitoris, quick and steady and hard and relentless. She felt tight all over, in her belly and her sex, the muscles of her shoulders, the soles of her feet. It pulled her, that pleasure, hotter, darker, deeper—

Until she snapped. Her climax burst through her, a wave, a roar, an explosion. Her whole body shuddered and bucked, and Christian gripped her, pressed himself against her, held onto her until she stopped shaking and slid limply down onto the bed.

She was not quite sure what happened after that. She might have briefly lost consciousness, she thought—it was all flashes of sensation.

Christian beside her, his body pressed full length against hers, careful, grounding. His lips beneath her ear. The whisper of his breath. The bedsheet drawn up over her body, cool against her heated skin.

His hair was silky where it touched the back of her neck. He kissed her shoulder, her neck, her back, again and again, brushes of lips as soft as goose down against her skin.

“Christian,” she whispered, but he shushed her. His hand slid up her back, and she pushed back against it, relishing the firm weight of his touch. He turned her on her side, and then stroked her damp hair back off her forehead.

Sweet girl, she thought he said.

When she blinked open her eyes again—moments, some minutes perhaps—it was dark. The candle had gone out, or Christian had put it out. His body was wrapped around hers, her buttocks nestled against his groin. She could feel him—his hard length through the trousers he still wore—and the sensation roused her. She started to turn, but he pressed his mouth to the back of her neck.

“Hush,” he said. “Rest. Another time.”

His hand came to her belly, then up between her breasts. She had not known—oh, she had not known she craved this too. All this touching, this surfeit of sweetness.

Beautiful, she thought she heard. My brave girl.

But perhaps by then she was dreaming.





Chapter 12


When Matilda woke, she woke quickly. It was the habit of her lifetime—to go from sleep to consciousness in an instant, her eyes blinking open, her brain alert.

So when she woke the next morning, it was to the full awareness that she was in a very, very bad way when it came to Christian de Bord, the Marquess of Ashford.

He was holding her. His long, hard body was a trifle softer in sleep. One arm was wrapped around her breasts, and she could see the dark hairs on his forearm, limned with gold in the soft dawn light that filtered through the window’s hazed glass.

His knee was pushed between hers. He still wore his trousers. If he had moved in the night—turned in his sleep or shifted the bedclothes—he had ended up back here, exactly where he’d been when she’d fallen asleep.

And merciful heavens, she was doomed.

She wanted to turn over and kiss him awake. She wanted to spend an hour staring at the elegant planes of his face, his mobile mouth. She wanted to outline every hollow and rise of his body with her tongue. She wanted every morning for the rest of her life to begin just like this one, tangled up in Christian’s arms.

It was not only that he’d given her the most ecstatic sexual experience of her life. Her prior experiences in that area numbered exactly two: both safe, discreet, and utterly meaningless. She had been curious, yes, but restrained as well, making only the most cautious explorations into the desires that were knitted into her bones. The previous night had been a wonder beyond anything she had imagined.

But it was not just that. She admired him: his caution and his care, his quick intelligence and dry humor. She adored the way he cared for his sister—enough even to let Matilda bring along a cat that made him sneeze.

She loved the way he’d pushed her to speak her mind, to state her desires. She loved the way he’d held her, and kissed her, and made her feel precious. She loved—

No. No, no, absolutely not.

She did not love him. It was too soon. She had known him less than two months. She was only—confused, that was all. She had gotten mixed up, somehow, from arguing with Margo by the waterfall. She had had to tell Margo that they were eloping, had needed to provide an explanation that Margo could believe.

I love him, she’d said. I know him. I’m certain.

She hadn’t meant it. Or perhaps—she hadn’t known she had meant it.

That train of thought seemed both dangerous and inauspicious, and Matilda stopped it in its tracks. The man had not even slept with her, for heaven’s sake. He had barely been willing to let her travel to Northumberland with him. He did not want to install her in his country estate and keep her there forever, no matter what her ridiculous heart wanted to hope for.

He had been married. It had been, as far as she could tell, a disaster. She could not possibly hope to tempt him to enter into such an arrangement again.

And oh Lord, some spanking and an orgasm and she was plotting how to get the man to propose. She had gone mad. She needed to get some air. She needed to go check on her cat.

Cautiously, she slithered out from underneath Christian’s arm. He sighed and muttered something in his sleep, then caught her about the waist and pulled her back against his body.

She was fairly certain the man was aroused which was not at all interesting.

“God,” he mumbled. One hand cupped her breast, and he gave an appreciative grunt. “Matilda. I—”

He froze.

Ah, there it was. Consciousness. Recollection. Regret.

She tried not to feel hurt. She tried not to feel anything at all. “Good morning,” she said. Somehow, her voice was as crisp and cool as if she’d greeted him on the street and not naked in his bed with his erection pressing into her backside.

He let her go and rolled to his back, where he lay as motionless as a corpse.

The sun was fully risen now; the light through the window had brightened. It burned her eyes.

She sat up and wrapped the bedsheet about herself, leaning against the spindled bedframe. “Perhaps you will go downstairs and procure breakfast while I dress.”

“Matilda.” He sat up as well, and she did not want to look over at him. “I’m sorry. I should not have taken advantage of you the way that I did.”

She gritted her teeth. “You did not take advantage of me.”

“I did. Your youth, your inexperience—”

Oh, she wanted to throw down the bedsheet and leap upon him. She wanted to shove him out of the bed and onto the floor. She wanted to cry.

“I am not entirely inexperienced,” she said stiffly. “Perhaps not as experienced as you are, nor as old as you are, but I am not some virtuous young miss. I am a Halifax Hellion.”

Was her reputation good for nothing, then? She had acted so outrageously, so absurdly these last seven years—to protect Margo, to push back against a society that told her to be quiet and demure, that told her some made-up notion of virtue and decorum meant more than who she really was. And yet—what had it gained her?

She and Margo had not changed the world. They had not even changed the ton. All that scandal and it was not enough to convince this man, whom she wanted beyond all sense or reason, to see her as his equal in the bedchamber.

“Nonetheless,” he said, his voice a bit uneven, “I accepted responsibility for your safety when I agreed to bring you to Bamburgh. I have not acted as I ought.”

She turned to look at him then. His hand lay open on the sheet, and as she watched, his fingers flexed. She longed to drop her hand, to link her fingers with his. The desire to touch him was so powerful, she almost succumbed: she wanted to place her palm at the center of his chest and feel the steady beat of his heart.

“I assure you,” she said, “I am perfectly safe.”

Though it did not feel true. It was dangerous to want too much. She knew that.

He did not look at her. “I can bring up some breakfast. I am sorry, Matilda. What happened last night cannot happen again in Bamburgh. It should not have happened at all.”

“To be sure,” she said. And though she had expected it—had known this was how he would react—her heart gave a painful little twist in her chest.

Was he ashamed—to be seen with her? In front of his sister?

He did not mean that. She did not think he meant that. Only she could not be certain.

Her chest felt tight with regret, and she could not be sure what it was that she regretted. Her reputation? Would it have helped, just now, if she’d been a perfect lady like his marchioness? She did not think so. Had she lived that way—coy and retiring, hiding herself behind her fan—she would have lost some part of herself.

She would have lost Margo.

Christian got out of bed. He still wore his trousers, and he slipped his rumpled shirt over his head before he left the room.

Matilda felt a rush of grief, and she did not know what she mourned. She missed her sister. She found that she hated how she had left Margo. She worried that Margo had felt just as she, Matilda, felt now: alone and uncertain, wondering how she had gone from contentment to this cold unsettled loneliness in a moment.

She got up, wrapped herself in her dressing gown, and opened the door between their rooms. She wanted her cat.



Christian had sent word ahead with the mail coach that they would arrive by dinner. He’d sent instructions for Mrs. Perkins and told Bea to expect a painting tutor and something else—a surprise, he’d said.

The cat, cleaner but still shockingly ugly, sat in Matilda’s lap. Her hands were buried in its newly fluffed charcoal mane, and she’d barely taken her eyes off the thing the entire day’s ride.

She did not smile. Christian sneezed extravagantly and hated everything.

He was a cad. A blackguard. He had taken advantage of her. He wanted to do it again. He could not sit across from her without wanting to get down on his knees in front of her, push up her skirts, and lick her cunny until she came. He’d been too crazed last night for patience, but this time he would take it slowly, bring her to the edge of climax again and again, until she was mindless and begging, until he could tip her over the edge with nothing but his breath. He—

No. He would not do that. He would not touch her again, not if it killed him.

And it might.

Kill him.

He could barely breathe when he looked at her. His heart felt as though it was battering against his ribs, desperate to get out. He could not even say what he wanted—he wanted all of it, all of her, everything at once. He wanted to be inside her. He wanted to hold her all bloody night. He wanted to make her smile. He wanted her in a consuming, possessive, unreasonable way, and he could not want her like that.

He had married before. Grace had been too young, just as Matilda was. He had not been able to make her happy, and then she had died, and—

No. He could not even think about marriage and Matilda together. It felt like staring into the sun. Every part of him shied away from it.

He had to leave her alone. He had to stop thinking about her and wanting her and feeling breathless and wild, hopeful and afraid at once. He knew too well that it was not safe to want this much. Not for him. Not for his family. He had hurt them before, and he would not do it again.

So when Matilda did not speak on the journey up to Bamburgh, he did not either.





Chapter 13


The sun was coming down when they arrived. Christian held out his arm to help her down, and Matilda paused for the briefest of moments before she took it.

She would have to pretend, that was all. She would have to pretend she did not want more than this: a long silent drive, and Christian’s forearm tense and forbidding beneath her hand.

She gathered up the cat in her arms and took in her surroundings. From the cold salt-washed air that chilled her nose, she knew they were close to the sea—but the great imposing mansion blocked her view. She could tell from the squat fortification at its center that the estate had begun as a medieval battlement. Bits and pieces had been added on in later centuries: a turreted tower, wings that were used for servants or guests. Nothing quite went together. It was all stone and hard edges, meant for wartime and conflict, not for welcoming guests in the nineteenth century.

The interior, she thought as they crossed the threshold, was no better—it was ruthlessly clean, but nearly as dark inside as out. The furniture was immense, looming morosely out of the shadows in every direction. Matilda suspected Christian had not turned his hand to decorating since they’d moved to Northumberland after his marchioness’s death.

Really, she suspected no one had turned a hand to decorating since the twelfth century, and even then it must have been furnished by gargoyles. Perhaps some extremely unhappy and drunken monks.

At the door to welcome them was a pale, thin woman, her black dress starched enough to stand up on its own and her arms behind her back. Her eyes—so light a blue as to be almost colorless—skipped briefly over Matilda and the cat in her arms before turning to Christian, her expression impassive.

“Your lordship,” she said, “welcome home.”

Christian nodded at the dour woman. “Mrs. Perkins.”

Matilda stared. This was Mrs. Perkins? From the way that Christian had described her—his tone almost warm, for heaven’s sake, his mouth near to smiling—she’d expected a sweet, grandmotherly figure, who would coo and cluck over the master’s return.

Instead the two stood apart, a pair of black-haired dour-faced grumps. Matilda was not quite sure what to make of it.

And then, from around the corner, she heard a flurry of footsteps, and then a tall coltish girl appeared, gave a cry of delight, and hurled herself into Christian’s arms.

“Christian!” the girl said into his shirtfront. “I missed you so much! I thought you would be back ages ago.” She pulled back and grinned up at him, and Matilda’s heart clenched to see them.

Bea, too, was tall—perhaps they grew them that way in Devonshire—and her hair was also dark, but there the resemblance between the siblings ended. Bea’s dress was rumpled, her hair flying out of its chignon in tangled curls. She was all angles, pointed elbows, sharp chin. She did not have the elegance of Christian’s economy of movement, but rather a suddenness to her, a brightness.

And she was smiling, wide and open, and Christian looked happy to have her there. He almost smiled back.

“Little bee,” he said, “it’s good to see you.”

Oh for heaven’s sake, Matilda thought. Christian—glowering, stern-faced Christian—had a pet name for his baby sister?

It was untenable. It was impossibly charming. She refused to admit that she’d heard it.

He turned his body then, angling toward her to draw her into the conversation. “Did you get my note? I’d like to introduce Lady Matilda.”

Bea turned, and blinked, thick curly lashes fluttering over hazel eyes. And then the unguarded expression dropped straight off her face, and her body went stiff and wooden.

Matilda tried to put a warm, unthreatening expression on her face. “Good evening,” she said. “I’m delighted to make your acquaintance.”

Bea didn’t say anything back, merely looked at her.

“Bea,” Christian said, “this is your painting tutor for the next few months, Lady Matilda Halifax. Lady Matilda, may I present my sister, Lady Beatrice de Bord?”

Matilda tried to make a curtsy, but her arms were still full of feline, and she stumbled a little. She felt her cheeks grow hot. “Lady Beatrice. Your brother has asked me to make you a present of this delightful animal.”

She did not turn to see how Christian had received that appalling falsehood. Instead she deposited the cat carefully on the ground. The cat stalked over to Bea and sniffed delicately at her skirts. Bea, meanwhile, stood frozen, her hand at her throat as her gaze flickered from Christian to Matilda to the cat and back again.

Matilda licked her lips and tried not to feel too discomfited. Shy, she reminded herself. Christian said that she was shy. “I have not named her,” she said. “I thought you might like to do so. But perhaps we can come up with something together—”

“I’ve heard of you,” Bea said.

Matilda stopped talking and then, slightly belatedly, closed her mouth. The silence stretched and stretched, and she felt her face grow hotter and hotter.

Bea had heard of her. Rumors of the Halifax Hellions had reached even this far.

Not for the first time, Matilda cursed her past self, the scandal she’d courted, the absurd tales she’d let the scandal sheets print.

Sometimes they had even encouraged it. When another young woman did something a bit outré—grew silly with wine at a dinner party or accidentally insulted an important dowager—she and Margo would pass coin to a reporter or two and go on a rampage of their own. By the next day, the gossip rags would forget the sheepish debutante in their frenzy to print pictures of the Halifax Hellions persuading some young lord to pose shirtless for their watercolors. In the middle of Hyde Park. At noon.

But for all they’d tried to do some good, they’d blackened their reputations so thoroughly that they could not escape from the rumors. Not even here.

Christian was the first to speak. “Lady Matilda is a—a talented artist.”

Matilda looked up at him in surprise. He meant to … defend her?

She felt tears suddenly sting her eyes. She did not want him to have to speak up for her. She didn’t want her reputation to come between Christian and his sister. He was still talking, but she laid her hand on his arm.

Bea’s eyes snapped to the point of connection, and Christian went stiff as a column of marble.

Oh, she thought. Oh. She had embarrassed him. She yanked her hand back to her side.

She licked her lips and forced herself to focus on Bea, to keep her voice calm. “I have heard of you as well,” she said, “from your brother. He speaks so highly of you. I am looking forward to getting to know you better.”

Bea’s lips pressed together into a long line. She nodded, wordless, and then turned and fled into the dining room.



Truly, Matilda thought as she crossed into the drawing room the next morning, is every room in this house hideous?

The dining room had been terrifying. Though they had dined en famille—Matilda delighted to discover tureens of white soup and roasted potatoes shining with butter, plates full of soft rolls and fresh butter—they had been far enough apart that she could scarcely hear Bea’s occasional whispered remark. On the walls, tapestries of bloodthirsty hunting scenes alternated with mounted medieval weaponry, all pointing straight down at their heads.

Her bedchamber was no better. Mrs. Perkins had led her there the previous night, up a twisting flight of stairs and through a hallway that was poorly lit by candles. Shadows danced eerily at the edges of the room when Mrs. Perkins had opened the door, and even the capable housekeeper had looked slightly chagrined at the sight. The room was crowded with immense furniture. Heavy velvet draperies—slightly moth-eaten—covered the windows. Leaning against the wall in one corner stood what appeared to be a large painting of Judith holding the gory head of Holofernes.

“Ah,” said Matilda, “a friend.”

Mrs. Perkins had offered to cover the monstrosity with a bedsheet, but Matilda had declined.

The drawing room too was ominous. There was a suit of armor in the corner and what appeared to be a taxidermied boar alongside it. The walls were covered in a fabric roughly the color of dried blood.

Bea awaited her. She had attempted to dress more tidily that morning, but her hair was already slipping out from her coiffure in little wisps. At some point, she’d shoved a stick of chalk into her pocket—Matilda could see the pale blue smear at the seam of her lace-trimmed dress.

Matilda found herself smiling. Bea could not have been, on the surface, more different from Matilda’s twin—but there was something in that unruly passion that reminded her of Margo.

“Tell me,” she said brightly, “that you do not work in here. Surely the color of these walls cannot serve to inspire. Unless you plan to paint a murder.”

Bea’s voice was a whisper. She looked to be bracing for a blow. “I do not work in here.”

“Come on then,” Matilda said. “Take me to your studio. I’d suggest we begin outside in the natural light, but I am well and truly citified, I fear. My fingers would freeze to the palette knife in these northern climes.”

Silently, Bea led her out of the drawing room and up another torch-lit staircase. Matilda wondered if it were possible to install windows in a medieval pile of rocks, or if the de Bords were doomed to live in darkness until the end of time. At her feet, the gray cat wound her way in and out of the shadows.

Several minutes later, Bea pushed open the door to her studio, and Matilda forgot about windows and shadows and cats. She forgot about everything. All the hairs on her body stood on end.

There were paintings everywhere. Canvases were stacked together, leaning against walls and beside easels. Some were roughed-out drawings, barely touched by pigments, but others were half-painted or even seemingly finished. Matilda’s eyes fluttered from one to the next, not quite able to take them in.

They were heady, violent, extraordinary paintings.

She left Bea still standing at the center of the room so she could prowl the edges to get a closer look at the work. She stopped in front of one painting that looked to have been freshly varnished. The blues were bold and saturated, the yellow of the beach a deep pigmented ochre. Five men pulled at the wreckage of a ship, drawing it half out of the water. A woman in a red-black dress huddled on the sand. Matilda felt gooseflesh rise on her arms as she stared at the figure, undone by grief.

She had never seen anything quite like Bea’s art, not in all the galleries and studios in London. She wanted to breathe the colors in, stroke the texture of the layers of paint, lie down on the floor and stare.

“Do you…” Bea’s voice at her side trailed off.

Matilda pried her gaze from the canvases. “Do I what?”

“You … Do you like them? The paintings?” The girl looked like she’d rather be tortured than continue to produce audible conversation.

Matilda let her fingers float inches above the canvas, not quite touching. “They are extraordinary. Incredible. You have a rare genius, Bea. I am trained, accomplished, even professional—but you are something altogether different.”

“Oh,” Bea whispered.

Matilda left the painting and went to the girl instead. “I do not know if there is anything I can teach you, Bea, but perhaps we can learn from each other. I’d love to watch you blend your oil and pigments—I need to know how you’ve produced some of what you’ve done. I’ve brought a trunk full of brushes you might like to try too, I—”

Bea was looking down at her, face pale, hands locked in her skirts. “You mean to stay?”

Matilda blinked. “Of course. Truly, I will be the one receiving all the benefit of our work together. But I will stay the winter here.”

Even as she said it, she thought of Christian. Could she stand to live here, dining alongside him night after night, knowing that what had kindled between them had been extinguished?

She would have to stand it. She had promised, and moreover, she liked this shy, half-wild girl.

“I’d like that,” Bea said in a low voice. “People don’t—usually stay.”

Matilda pressed her lips together, feeling the impact of Bea’s quiet words somewhere around her heart. “I will stay. And then in March, we will go to London together.”

Bea’s dark lashes flew up. “I beg your pardon?”

“For your Season. Your debut.”

Bea took a step backward, away from Matilda. “No. I won’t go to London.”

“Oh,” Matilda said awkwardly. “I’d thought—that is, your brother—”

“I won’t do it!” For the first time since she’d seen Matilda the day before, Bea’s voice rose above a whisper. “He can’t make me go!”

“I don’t think he wants to force you, Bea. But you—”

“I know what it’s like.” Bea shook her head, and more of her curls slid free from their pins, fluttering down against her long neck. “All those people—talking, whispering—always something cruel to say.”

Matilda bit her lip. Was Bea so worried about her brother’s reputation? The fact that Matilda herself had had a hand in blackening Christian’s name further made her feel sick. “Well—yes, sometimes there is gossip. But you must not pay attention to it. There is so much more there—Bea, have you never been to the Royal Academy?”

Matilda saw the girl’s jaw clench and then release. “No.”

“Oh, Bea, you won’t leave for days. Weeks. I cannot wait to take you there—I have a friend who can sneak us in after hours—the light isn’t as good, of course, but once I went at dawn, and that was the best time—”

“I can’t,” Bea said, but this time she sounded miserable, rather than angry. “I can’t go.”

“Why on Earth can you not? You will learn so much—it’s more than worth a few ugly whispers. You’ll be so enraptured you won’t hear them anyway.”

“I can’t.”

Matilda’s heart wrenched in her chest. “They’re only words, Bea. They only have power over you if you let them.”

Bea’s lips twisted down, her mouth a mirror of Christian’s. She shrugged and looked at the ground. “Then I suppose I am letting them.”

Matilda took a careful breath and then let it out. “All right,” she said. “There’s no sense in worrying about March now. We have a whole winter to paint together. You have a great deal to teach me about pigments.”

And I have five months to change your mind.

She supposed that if anyone was well-positioned to teach Bea to ignore the opinions of the self-righteous half of the beau monde, it was one of the Halifax Hellions.

And for the first time in a long time, the absurd nickname didn’t send a shiver of irritation through her. In fact, she thought, she felt almost proud.





Chapter 14


Two weeks later, Matilda and Bea sat on the bed in Bea’s chamber and watched the cat carefully shred what appeared to have been a delicately embroidered cushion set inside a miniature chaise longue.

Bea had named her Angelica Kauffman, after one of the two female founders of the Royal Academy, and between the cat and their art, Matilda had made some cautious inroads with the girl. They’d taken to spending half the day on the beach, in a sheltered cove that Bea favored, painting and talking of technique and salons over the chattering of Matilda’s teeth.

One evening, as they dined on root vegetables in cheese sauce and tiny flaky mushroom tarts, Mrs. Perkins had slipped in with a filet of sole for the enthusiastically yowling Angelica Kauffman. She had informed them all dryly that the cat would need a place to build her nest in the coming weeks.

Christian’s voice had sounded alarmingly strangled. “Her nest? I don’t understand.”

Mrs. Perkins had given him a look of vague concern, as though wondering if he’d come over a bit silly. “Her nest,” she’d repeated. “For the kittens.”

Christian’s face had taken on the single most terrifying glower Matilda had ever seen, and she—

Well, there were limits to the bravery even of a Halifax Hellion. She’d stuffed another bite of mushroom tart in her mouth and run away.

Ever since, Angelica Kauffman and Mrs. Perkins had embarked upon something of a battle of wills. Each time the cat rejected yet another nest that Mrs. Perkins presented, the housekeeper redoubled her efforts. She seemed to take it as a personal challenge.

“She’s going to give birth in your brother’s chamber,” Matilda said gloomily. “I am certain of it. And then he will put me out, and I shall freeze to death on the mail coach back to London.”

The pretense that Christian had selected the cat as a gift for Bea had of necessity been abandoned.

“It seems likely,” agreed Bea, in tones that—to Matilda’s ear—sounded inappropriately chipper when discussing someone else’s imminent demise. “How many kittens do you think there will be?”

“Three or four,” Matilda said, then groaned and flopped backward onto Bea’s counterpane. “Probably eleven. Send a few back to London with my corpse so my brother and sister know I died in the service of animal rescue.”

Bea gave Matilda’s knee a fleeting pat. Though she had begun to come out of her shell, she was still cautious, wary of touch. Afraid, Matilda thought, of asking for too much. “He probably won’t actually put you out.”

Matilda turned her head to gaze at the wall. As in Matilda’s room, heavy draperies crowded with even heavier furnishings. The light through the small window was barely enough to illuminate the pattern of turnips and artichokes on the wallpaper. “If there are eleven kittens, I would consider freezing to death a mercy.”

“He likes you,” Bea said.

Matilda’s heart gave a stuttering leap in her chest. Do not ask. Don’t you dare ask, Matilda Halifax—

“What makes you say so?” she asked, and then groaned inwardly at her lack of restraint.

She felt Bea shift her weight in the bed beside her and imagined that Bea had shrugged. Matilda could not divert her face from its position at the wall to check, however, as she was fairly certain her cheeks were a shade of pink not usually found in nature.

“He let you bring Angelica Kauffman,” Bea said.

“I simply did not permit him to object.”

Bea laughed. “And dinner—we did not dine that way before you came.”

Matilda waited until her face had cooled a bit before turning over to face Bea. “What do you mean? How did the two of you dine before?”

Bea was looking out the small window, the long line of her neck tilted away. “Formally. Six or eight courses. We dressed—well, I was supposed to dress for dinner. Mrs. Perkins tried her best with me.”

Matilda pushed herself upright. “You did not dine en famille before I came?”

Bea turned back. “No. Mrs. Perkins said he sent a note ahead requesting the change.”

Matilda thought about all the dinners they’d had together since she and Christian had arrived together—everything served at once, rather than the formal removes more common at the tables of the aristocracy. Almond and cream soup and vegetable galettes. The bowls of fruit, the platters of crudités. She’d managed to count twelve different varieties of cheese before she’d lost track.

No courses for her to push around on her plate or uncomfortably decline—only platters and bowls and tureens from which she might serve herself.

No questions about what she was eating and why. No game pies served in thick wedges or beef gravy poured atop her potatoes.

Christian had done that. For her. And he had not said a word.

“Bea,” she said, her voice a trifle unsteady, “do you like this bedroom?”

Bea turned back from the window and blinked. “Do I like the bedroom?”

“The draperies. The wall-coverings.” She looked down at the counterpane, which was embroidered with a pattern of pea-green feathers that could best be described as phallic. “The way it is, er, gotten-up.”

A flush worked its way up Bea’s pale throat. “I would not say that I like it, precisely.”

Matilda swung her legs down off the bed, walked over to the window, and gave the green velvet curtains a decided yank.

Nothing happened. They were attached rather powerfully to the window frame. She thought perhaps they were nailed down.

“Matilda,” squeaked Bea, “what are you doing?”

“I am helping.”

“I—I—” Bea blinked rapidly at her. “You can’t simply take down the draperies.”

“Can’t I?” She gave the curtains another tug, and when they remained indifferent to her efforts, groaned under her breath and pushed a heavy chair in the direction of the window. She could climb up and unfasten them from the top.

“You cannot! Christian will—”

Matilda turned the full force of her gaze on Bea, who paused mid-sentence.

“Christian,” she said deliberately, “would want you to be happy.”

And they did not know it, these great fools. They did not know how to show their love, and they did not know how to be cared for. She pulled at the curtain in the window frame, digging her fingernails into the wood.

She could let the light in. She could open a window between them.

Yes, she thought as the drapery came away in her hands. She could offer them that.



Christian pushed open the door to the library, then paused, blinked, and turned back behind him.

Yes, that was the right door. He was not lost in his own home.

But nothing in front of him made sense.

In fact, he supposed, everything about his life had felt incomprehensible for a good long while. He could pinpoint the last time his life had run upon a smooth, even keel, and it had been about thirty seconds before he’d walked into Lord Denham’s sculpture garden and met Matilda Halifax.

He was so damned frustrated he could not work. Matilda had informed him one night after dinner that Bea refused to leave Northumberland, and he hadn’t the faintest idea what to do about it. He wanted to ask Matilda for advice, but he was afraid to be alone with her.

He scarcely saw her all day, though they lived in the same house. He counted the goddamned minutes until dinner. He prayed for her to look away from him so he could drink in the sight of her flame-colored hair, the soft curve of her cheek and the more generous curves everywhere else. And then when she granted his wish and did not look at him, he wanted her to turn her eyes back.

Not only had she brought a damned cat into his house, she had summoned forth a whole bloody litter.

He could barely think straight. When he wrapped his fingers around his aching cock at night, he imagined he could smell her.

In fact, as he looked around the wreckage of what had once been his library, he thought he could discern that delicate floral scent right now.

“Matilda,” he said warningly, “what in hell is going on?”

The heavy dark drapes had been pulled down and lay in heaps on the floor. The windows in the library were small—relics of the estate’s history as a battle fortification—but even still, weak wintry sunlight poured in.

It illuminated piles of frankly terrifying proportions.

He could scarcely see the books that lined the walls. Furnishings from all over the house had been shoved together, chairs stacked atop one another, some upside down. There were at least three stacks of medieval weaponry leaning crazily against one another. He thought he saw a battle-axe the size of a small hedge. He thought he saw the cat.

He did not see Matilda anywhere, but there was not a single whisper of doubt in his mind that she was responsible for the disarrangement of his house. The utter disruption of his life. The tangled-up instincts of his body, which shrieked at him alternately to strangle her, kiss her, and wrap her wrists in his hands as he tupped her up against the wall.

“Christian,” she said from somewhere off to his left. Her soothing tone made the hair on the back of his neck stand up. “Ah—well. Welcome back. I’m sure this looks—er, a bit startling.”

“A bit startling?” He started to track her voice, but then he paused.

He looked at the library door for a long moment.

And then he shut it. And before he could think too hard about what he was doing, he turned the key.

“If you would but give me a few days,” Matilda was saying, blithely unaware of the very dark thoughts he’d begun to entertain, “I can have everything set to rights. Better, really, Christian, you must see—”

He followed the sound, winding between a set of heavy mahogany end tables stacked three high. How had she even lifted them? “You can have what set to rights?”

“Er,” she said, “your house. The furnishings.”

“What in hell happened to the furnishings?” He was closer now. Her dusky voice grew clearer in his ears.

“I am redecorating. I’ve moved some things into the library for now. It’s my, er, Christmas present. To you and Bea. Mrs. Perkins gave me three footmen to help.”

He found her, finally, a flash of pink dress and red hair at the far end of the library, where she’d been shielded by a substantial stand of potted palms and a suit of armor.

Actually, no. They were fake potted palms. Why in hell did his house possess six fake potted palms?

She was balanced, he noted with a faint wellspring of terror, atop the back of a taxidermied boar. She was in her stockings—God knew where her shoes had gone—and his eyes fixed on the delicate arches of her feet as she stretched up to pull a dreadfully ugly still life off the wall.

She leaned out over the boar’s bristled black back, one freckled arm planted on the wall, the other maneuvering beneath a heavy gilt frame. Her hair was pinned up in a neat coil, exposing the pale nape of her neck.

He wanted to drag her down off the boar and bite her neck. He wanted to run his hands from those elegantly arched feet all the way up to the dimpled curve of her thighs. He wanted to bite her there too. He wanted—

“You might help,” she said dryly, “instead of just standing there.”

“Stop.”

She paused at the sound of his voice, dark and grating. Only her eyes moved, wide and blue, flying up to meet his.

“Stop,” he said again, and somewhere inside he knew he’d meant it for himself. Stop, he told himself. Don’t go any closer. This cannot end well.

But he didn’t listen. Only Matilda followed his command, her body frozen, her lips parted, blood rushing to her cheeks and neck and the triangle of bare skin he could see where she’d unbuttoned the high pleated collar of her dress.

She did not move, only stood balanced on her tiptoes, her body canted forward, both hands flat against the wall.

Lust was a fire in his blood, his body growing taut all over. He drew closer, close enough to touch, and wrapped one hand around the fine bones of her ankle.

He could hear the unsteady rhythm of her breath.

“Don’t move,” he said. And then slowly he slid his fingers up her silk-clad leg. He coasted over the taut muscle of her calf, the back of her knee. His hand had disappeared under her skirts, but he did not need to see. He could feel each inch of flesh as he drew his hand over it, the warmth of her skin through her stockings, the rounded curve of her inner thigh.

He could breathe in her scent and hear the catch in her throat as his fingers met the lace edge of her garter, the last tiny separation between his skin and hers.

He curled his fingers underneath the lace and stocking and dragged it all down, baring the silk-soft skin beneath. He flipped his hand over and closed it around the curve of her thigh, gripping hard, listening to the whimper and gasp Matilda made, feeling her body tilt harder into the wall.

He knew, somewhere in the dim corners of his mind called Reason and Sanity and Self-Protection, that this was a terrible idea.

But he put his other hand to her waist anyway.

“Get down,” he told her, “before you fall.”

She leaned shakily into his body. He cupped the bare skin of her thigh, her hip, the sweet curve of her buttocks—oh God—and he let her slide slowly down to the floor. Her body crushed against his, and he couldn’t think over the pounding of his blood, the lightning-strike of pleasure everywhere they touched.

Finally, her stockinged feet met the floor. He’d let her skirts fall down, but he was greedy. Possessed. He could not give up touching her skin. He moved one hand to the back of her neck. The other toyed with the buttons at her collar, tracing the small revealed triangle of skin at the base of her throat. He could see her pulse, light and fast, and her face too: her lips parted, a flash of pink tongue as she wet her lips.

“I know about the dinners,” she said.

For a moment, he could not fathom what she meant.

“I know you arranged them for me. I know you told Mrs. Perkins to alter the menus so that I would have something to eat.”

He touched the hollow of her throat with one finger and did not know how to respond. Of course he had. What else would he have done?

“I have something to offer too,” she said, and there was a fierceness to her voice, almost a demand. “I can make this place a home for you and Bea. If you will not go to London, at least let me help you here. I can bring in light—and music—”

“Stop,” he said again, and he pushed into her, nudging her back into the rows of books behind her, beneath the hideous painting she’d been trying to pull down. “You have to stop.”

Her back met the books. Her hands came down to the shelf just beneath her hips, and fastened there. Her knuckles went a little white, he saw, and for some reason, the sight aroused him further.

Yes, he thought, a little desperate, not quite controlled. Hold tight.

“Stop what?” Her chin tipped back, and Christian watched his own fingers slip another button at her throat free. More flushed skin emerged beneath his hand.

“Everything,” he said. “You. Here. Invading my house. My goddamned dreams.”

“What am I—”

“Changing things.” He put his mouth to her neck and kissed the two freckles beneath her ear. His hand still cradled the back of her neck, and he held her still as he kissed the line of her jaw. “Making me want. Bringing me back to life.”

Too much—he’d said too much. She inhaled, quick and sharp, as though she might speak.

He kissed her.

And God, she tasted better than he remembered. Sweet and dark and hot and wet. She tasted needy and hungry, and she whimpered into his mouth, a shiver running through her body as she tried to arch up into him. He put all his frustration and longing into the kiss. It was hard and brutal, and she took it all, sucking and biting back, her fingers still clinging to the shelf at her sides.

He was mad. Out of his head. All he could think about was Matilda, her sweetness and her generosity and the soft fragrant heat of her body—and oh God, he had to see her again.

He pulled back. Her chest rose and fell rapidly as she breathed, and—fuck it—he needed both hands. He let go of her nape, unfastened the rest of the buttons of her bodice, and then yanked down her chemise. Her breasts spilled out above her stays, round and pale and luscious.

Matilda gasped, and the sound was both spur to his desire and warning.

“Remember,” he ground out, “to say stop.”

In answer, she nestled her bottom more firmly on the shelf, spread her legs wider, and hiked her skirts up to her knees.

Jesus, he adored her, this brave, stubborn, extraordinary woman. He could not get enough of her.

“Oh no,” he growled, and he peeled her fingers off her skirts, moving them back to the shelf. “Right there. Don’t move.”

Her skirts started to slip back down, and she whimpered, twisting her body. “Christian, please—”

He went down on his knees in front of her.

Her moan of relief was so loud and greedy that his cock pulsed in his trousers. He pushed her skirts back up and peeled her stockings completely off, his hands tracing the dips and curves of her legs, teasing up the inside of her thighs.

He watched her hands, which flexed and tightened on the shelf. Her hips bucked as he coasted closer to her sex, his fingers brushing over her curls, red as fire in the late-afternoon light.

“Please,” she gasped, “please—”

Her voice was fractured with need. His hands shook with the desire to dig into her flesh, to leave marks on her skin.

Instead he lifted one hand and put his thumb against her mouth. “Suck.”

She did as he commanded, her lips closing around his thumb, drawing him into the wet heat of her mouth. She sucked hard; he felt the flutter of her tongue against his skin.

Jesus Christ, he could feel that hot suction all the way down in his cock. He turned his face in to her inner thigh and bit her there.

She gasped, his thumb slipping from her mouth, and he ran his hand down her body, bringing his wet thumb to her sex.

He licked the place on her thigh where he’d bitten her, and then he circled his thumb around her clitoris. Matilda made a little incoherent sound, and her hips bucked again, bringing his thumb harder up against the taut bud.

He pulled his thumb back, sliding down into the searing heat of her channel. “I thought I told you not to move.”

She shuddered. “I’m—I can’t—”

He blew a cool stream of air against her wetness, and she gave a soft cry. “Christian—”

He circled her clitoris again with his thumb, then pushed two fingers inside of her. “What is it you want, Matilda?”

“This,” she said. Her voice was fractured, dusk dotted with stars. “You. Inside me.”

He gave his fingers a slow, deliberate thrust, and she cried out again, louder this time. He leaned forward to bring his mouth to her clitoris above his fingers, licking, sucking until she started to shake.

He pulled back then, pumped his fingers once more, steady and slow. “This?”

“No,” she choked out.

Her head was pressed back against the shelves, her hair falling down her neck. She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, her whole body flushed pink and her legs splayed wide before him.

“What, then?” he asked. He pressed his mouth to her inner thigh, letting her feel the edges of his teeth.

“More,” she managed. “Please, Christian.”

He rewarded her with his mouth and hand, with the hard sucking rhythm she seemed to like. The little broken whimpers she made had him shaking, his hips jerking uncontrollably, his cock seeking her heat.

But he mastered himself. Before her crisis, he stopped again.

She gave a ragged, frustrated cry, and perhaps the hot sound of her need should not have sent desire rocketing through his blood.

But it did. Oh, it did.

He sucked hard on the skin just above her mound, and this time, he left a mark. “Tell me how much you want it,” he said into her skin. “Make me believe it.”

That was not what he had meant to say. He couldn’t remember suddenly how he’d meant for this to go—he was lost in the scent of her skin and the taste of her arousal. He wanted to hear her beg. He wanted to believe that she needed him the way he needed her—always, consumingly.

“I want it,” she said, and he had to tighten his hands to keep her hips from jerking up against his mouth as she spoke.

She liked this, he realized. She liked it all.

“Want you so much,” she whispered. “I need your mouth on me. I need you to make me come. I need you inside me, and I want to come while you watch.”

Oh God. He should have known she was so much more than he’d expected. He should have known she would somehow upend everything. He had thought to make her beg—and now he was the one mindless with need.

He buried his fingers inside her, stroking hard, sucking her clitoris with steady relentless pressure until the walls of her sex clamped down around his fingers. He could hear her broken mewling cries, her hips twisting against him, her legs shaking so hard he had to hold her down against the shelf.

She came and came, and when she started to ease, he was up on his feet, his hands at her waist, her breasts, tangled in her hair.

“Don’t go,” she whispered. “Please, Christian, don’t go yet.”

He was helpless and selfish and unmade. He kissed her, and when he felt her fingers deftly unfastening his falls, he let her.

The feeling of her fingers closing around his cock was a revelation. She made another sweet little gasp as she circled her fingers around him—and God knew what sounds he made. Something greedy. Desperate. His hands were full of her breasts, his fingers rolling the tight nipples, and she tipped her head back to expose the line of her throat.

He kissed her there, and then she wrapped her leg around his hip and drew their bodies together.

At the first touch of her body on his erection, Christian knew he was all but done. Her sex was slick and hot, and she felt so right, so exactly right, this perfect impossible woman.

He pushed back the layers of skirts and petticoats between them. “Look,” he said. “Look how you take me.”

She watched, cheeks flushed, as he pressed the head of his cock inside her.

And Christian watched her. He memorized the way her lips parted, the way her lashes fluttered closed, then open again, as if she did not want to miss a moment. He watched the pulse beat beneath her jaw, and the way her throat worked as he pulled back, and then plunged hard into her body.

And then he stopped watching and let the screaming demand of his body overtake him. He hitched her leg up higher on his hip and thrust harder, faster, jostling her back against the shelves. His pleasure was mindless, deep and animal, pulling sparks through his blood.

“Need you to come,” he managed. “Fuck—Matilda. Touch yourself.”

And ah, thank God, she listened, one hand slipping between their bodies, her head falling back as she circled her fingers. He could feel the pressure of those fingers, the soft rhythmic pulse as she worked herself and he pounded into her.

Everything was hot and cold and bright, and he needed her to come right now, and then—God—she did, her head tossing from side to side as her body clenched around his cock.

It was almost too much. He withdrew and took her small hand in his own, wrapping their palms together around his length as he thrust, as he spilled his seed on her thigh in hot waves that seemed to go on and on, waves that dragged him under and would not let him go.

When he opened his eyes, she was panting and sticky with his spend.

“Jesus,” he said, “you look so pretty like that.”

“Christian—”

“No,” he said, “wait.” And then he sank down to the ground and pulled her with him.



As it had been the first time, Matilda thought, the aftermath was all tenderness.

He cleaned his seed from her skin, then spent a long time toying with the ends of her hair. He kissed the top of her shoulder, the line of her neck.

“Did you know,” he murmured to the skin beneath her ear, “you have two freckles right here?”

“Yes.”

He touched them with a finger and then with his mouth. “Sweet,” he said. “God, you taste so sweet.”

Matilda lifted a hand and stroked his thick black hair, the clustered threads of silver.

Almost she could believe that this was real. That she was precious to him, as precious as his soft whispered endearments and careful tending made her feel.

But she recalled what had happened the last time. She could not let herself be crushed that way again.

She wanted to tell him that she’d lost her heart to him. She wanted to tell him that if only he would let her stay, she could make them all so happy. She could make this dark, lonely estate into a home.

Instead she said, “I want you to know I have no expectations of you.”

He stiffened beneath her. “Expectations?”

Marriage, she realized. He would think she meant marriage.

She hastened to clarify. “If you want to continue this part of our relationship while I am here in Northumberland, I would of course be amenable. But if this too was a mistake on your part, then—I—”

To her absolute horror, her voice broke, and her idiotic eyes filled with tears.

But Christian’s arms closed hard around her, and he pressed his lips into her shoulder. “I don’t know what this was,” he said, “but it wasn’t a mistake.”

She untangled her fingers from his hair and let her hand drop to her side. She left it open, palm up, but he did not link his fingers with hers.

He turned his head so that his bearded cheek rested against her skin. “Do you … have regrets?”

“No,” she said, “no regrets.”

It was not precisely a lie. She did not regret what they’d done. Only she wanted—oh devil take it, she wanted so much more.





Chapter 15


At some point during the subsequent day, Angelica Kauffman produced five fat orange kittens directly in the center of Matilda’s coverlet.

“I thought you said she would want a nest,” Matilda murmured accusingly to Mrs. Perkins from their watchful position behind the Judith and Holofernes painting.

“Cats always make a nest before they give birth,” said Mrs. Perkins dryly. “That is not a cat. I believe it is a demon.”

Bea made an outraged sound. “I think Angelica Kauffman has chosen perfectly well. She knows she and the kitten are safe here in Matilda’s room.”

“Until they start to crawl about and fall off the bed,” Matilda muttered.

“She should move the kittens before then,” said Mrs. Perkins. “I hope. Perhaps I should try again with the boxes. Or—hmm—perhaps she would prefer a different surface. I wonder if she would consider a tureen…”

Mumbling more alarming suggestions of crockery, Mrs. Perkins left Bea and Matilda to watch the cat nuzzle at the orange kittens, each of whom appeared to possess a mashed nose and an astonishingly loud cry.

Bea pressed her fingers to her mouth. “I cannot wait to hold them. Is it wrong that I wish Angelica Kauffman had chosen my bed to deliver?”

Matilda snorted. “Have at it. You can sleep in here. If you wake up covered in cat fur, try to bathe before you embrace your brother.”

She briefly cursed herself. Do not think about embracing her brother!

She had avoided thinking about the previous afternoon for at least, oh, seven or eight minutes at a stretch. Dinner had been an enormously awkward affair. As she’d served herself—this time a thick creamy stew bursting with rice, mushrooms, and parsnips—she’d looked everywhere but at Christian, even as her head had been full of his elegant fingers, the sight of his dark head between her legs as she clutched the wooden shelf at her sides.

It had not been a mistake, he’d said.

Did that mean he wanted her still? Again?

She did not know. She did not know, and she could not think about it right now, here in her bedchamber next to his sister, for heaven’s sake.

“Do you mean to keep them all?” Matilda asked. Her voice sounded slightly choked, and she hoped Bea would not notice.

“I would rather like to,” Bea said. “Only—six cats! It seems a bit extravagant.”

“And if they are anything like their mother, rather hard on the local population of fish.”

Bea laughed, and Matilda felt a little rush of delight at how comfortable the girl was with her now.

These cursed de Bords! She could make them so happy—if only they would let her.

She knew she was in danger. She knew she wanted too much—for them to care for her, to want her to stay here and bring light and laughter to their small family—and she feared her heart would not survive the damage when they sent her home.

But she couldn’t stop herself from trying anyway.

That was how she loved, she supposed—recklessly, with abandon. It was why she was so cautious about giving her heart away: because she could not do it by half-measures.

“Perhaps,” she said carefully, “you might take one or two to the townhouse in London. By spring, they’ll be plenty old enough to be separated from their mother.”

Bea bit down hard on her lower lip and looked determinedly at the kittens on the bed, who lay sprawled together, their bellies round with milk. “I can send one with you, if you like. When you go back to London.”

“I’m sure my sister would like one,” Matilda allowed. “But—if you go, in the spring—a kitten—”

“I cannot go,” Bea said. “Please—please don’t bring it up again.”

Matilda stalked a few paces away, in the direction of the bed, then turned back to Bea before Angelica Kauffman could notice her approach. “I don’t mean to upset you or to intrude.” She paused. “Well, all right, perhaps I do mean to intrude. Bea, did something happen? Is there something you are afraid to encounter in London? Someone?”

“It is not—” Bea broke off and wrapped her fingers in her skirts, folding a fan of little pleats. “It is not about me.”

“I don’t understand.”

Bea made her way to the bed and sank slowly onto the counterpane, which was definitely not going to survive the day’s events. Angelica Kauffman looked up briefly, recognized Bea, and resumed her aggressive licking of the damp orange kittens.

“I was eight,” Bea said, “when we moved here from Devon.”

Matilda had known that. It had been shortly after Christian’s wife had died.

“He—I suppose you know why we left Devon?” Bea looked down at her lap.

Matilda thought of how the girl opened up while they painted side by side, and suspected it would be easier for Bea to tell the story if they were not face-to-face. She settled herself down on the ground, drawing her knees up to her chest. “I don’t know anything about it.”

She had assumed they left the Devonshire estate because the memories were too painful for them both. Only—Beatrice had never mentioned the marchioness.

“That was where Christian’s wife died. Grace. Lady Ashford.” Bea’s breath was harsh, not quite a laugh, and Matilda felt a pulse of sadness for the child Bea had been. “Christian thought I did not know what they said about him, but I knew. How could I not?”

From her position on the floor, Matilda could see flecks of charcoal and pigment on the bedraggled hem of Bea’s gown.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “That must have been so difficult for you to hear the awful rumors about your brother.”

“They called him a murderer.” Bea’s voice was choked with tears. “He—he—he would have happily traded his life for hers, and they called him a murderer.”

“I’m so sorry—”

“We moved here because everyone quit,” Bea said sharply. “The gossip was so poisonous and the rumors so cruel that the staff all left, one by one. Mrs. Perkins tried—she tried so hard—but no one would live at the house with a mad killer.”

People don’t usually stay, Bea had said.

Matilda felt the painful wrench of grief.

“My nurse,” Bea said, “was the last to go. They tried to keep the house running, but it was too big. The gardens all went to seed. We moved here, far enough that the gossip did not quite follow us. And we’ve stayed here ever since.”

“Oh, Bea,” Matilda said. “I hate that you went through that.”

She had not realized, she supposed, just how privileged she and Margo had been. Attitudes were more relaxed in London; their antics had been a source of gossip, yes, but they had never been completely shunned. But then, no one had called them murderers behind their backs. They were only the Halifax Hellions, absurd and outrageous and impossible to control.

“It’s not about me,” Bea whispered. “I can’t make Christian move back to London. I think he is happy here, far from all the rumor and scandal. How could I ask him to return to London and be miserable just because I want to go see a few paintings?”

Matilda felt tears sting her eyes. Very slowly, so that she would not startle the girl, she leaned her head against Bea’s legs.

“He’s stronger than you think,” she said quietly. “You do not have to fight his battles too. Only your own.”

And though she meant it for Beatrice, her mind spun round to her twin. How often, these last years, had they tried to fight one another’s battles? How many times had she tried to protect Margo—earnest, generous, wild Margo—from the judgment of others?

And Margo had tried to protect her in return, in her own impulsive fashion.

The last tangled knots of resentment and betrayal inside her suddenly came loose. It seemed to Matilda that she had been carrying something heavy and painful in her chest, a hot brick from the hearth, and she had just this instant realized she could set it down.

Margo had not asked to be protected. Margo was tough and brave, and all that open-hearted affection made her vulnerable—but it also made her resilient.

And perhaps Matilda too was more resilient than she’d known.

Perhaps if she tried with Bea and Christian—and failed—she would not fall apart. It would be worth it, in the end, because she had loved them. Even if it was not reciprocated. Perhaps loving them was enough.

“I will consider it,” Bea said softly. “Maybe in the spring—when the kittens are old enough to go—” There was a long, long pause. “I will consider it.”

And Matilda thought there were all kinds of bravery.



After dinner, Mrs. Perkins led Matilda to a different bedchamber, one where no cat had despoiled the bedding.

“I suppose the bedchambers will be next on your agenda,” Mrs. Perkins said, her face impassive. “To decorate, I mean. The sitting rooms belowstairs are looking better already.”

Thus far, the sitting rooms looked much as they’d looked before, only with less medieval weaponry decorating the walls, but Matilda appreciated the sentiment.

“Yes,” she said, looking about the ominously shadowed, slightly moth-eaten chamber, “on to bedrooms.”

“I ought to show you his lordship’s bedchamber, then.” Mrs. Perkins’s voice was utterly bland, her hands linked behind her back.

Matilda blinked. “I, er—”

She was not quite sure what to say. Did she really want the temptation of knowing precisely where Christian slept? Could she resist such a temptation?

Yes, she did, and no, she could not.

But before she could finish her sentence, Mrs. Perkins added, “I suppose I don’t need to show you. It’s just across the hall. You might peek in now, while he’s in his study, and see what changes you might make in there.”

“Oh,” Matilda said blankly.

“I can’t spare the time to join you just now,” Mrs. Perkins said. “But the door won’t be locked.”

Matilda tried not to gape. Had Mrs. Perkins invited her to make herself at home in Christian’s bedroom?

The housekeeper’s long face was as stoic as ever as she made her way to the door of Matilda’s new chamber. But as she moved into the hallway, she tipped her head toward the heavy oak door directly across from Matilda’s. And then, quite before Matilda realized what had happened, Mrs. Perkins winked.





Chapter 16


When he entered his bedchamber shortly after dinner, Christian was engaged in a pitched mental battle over whether or not to seek out Matilda.

Do not go look for her, you lecherous bastard, argued his ethics, his honor, and the craven part of him that flickered to life whenever he thought about how deep his feelings toward her ran.

But every other part of him said, Go. His brain and his cock and his goddamned heart said, Find her. Figure out how to make her stay.

But as it turned out, he did not have to find her. When he entered his chamber, Matilda was already there, sitting cross-legged on his bed, a folded sheet of paper in her lap. He took her in: red hair and white chemise and golden freckles in the firelight.

And his foolish heart and his idiotic cock leapt at the sight of her.

But it seemed the cowardly parts of him were in charge of his mouth, because all he said was, “What are you doing in here?”

She had looked up at his entrance, and she had a peculiar expression on her face. Not happiness or amusement or the sweet warm pleasure that had suffused her yesterday in the library.

But he could not think about that, not if he wanted her to make it out of his bedchamber in one piece.

She lifted the paper between her thumb and forefinger. “I did not intend to poke about amongst your things. Only—well, I suppose I did. A little.”

It was not a good idea to approach her there, in the center of his bed. He did it anyway.

“Mrs. Perkins let me in. She said I should redecorate your bedchamber next,” Matilda informed him, her voice prim, her fingers still tight on the folded sheet.

“She said what?”

“I was surprised as well.” Matilda unfolded the paper and spread it out in her lap, and Christian angled his head to see what she held.

He felt heat crawl into his cheeks and wished he hadn’t looked.

“I saw this on your desk. It was not hidden. I did not have to search.”

“I can explain,” he began lamely.

He absolutely could not.

Matilda flung the paper down beside her and launched herself toward the side of the bed where Christian stood. Like a great cowering block, he took a step backward and bumped directly into his desk chair.

“I don’t understand you,” she said, crowding forward, pushing him back. Her chemise tied at the front with a blue satin ribbon, worked through a handful of ruffled pleats. He could make out the shape of her body beneath. Her arms were bare and dotted with haphazard freckles. “You arranged all those dinners for my comfort. You told me that sleeping together was not a mistake, that I am bringing you back to life—”

He opened his mouth to speak, to negate her words, somehow to stop this impending disaster, but she charged fearlessly onward.

“You kept the drawings that I sent you months ago—this drawing of sorrel and buttercups, this ludicrous sketch of a pigheaded man—and my letters, all my letters—”

“Matilda—”

Her cheeks had gone pink, her eyes a darker blue in the firelight. “I don’t know what you want.” She shook her head, frustration evident in the way her mouth pinched at the corners. “I cannot make you out. Do you want me? Do you want—something more with me?”

He found her with his hands, the soft valley of her waist, the flare of her hips.

“I can’t do this. I can’t be what you want.” But his hands, his reckless hands, said the opposite. He gripped her waist and held her still. She held him still: her small bright form his anchor in a world suddenly at sea.

“I don’t want anything but you,” she said. Blood rushed into her cheeks as the words seemed to register—in her ears, in his. But she did not back down. “I want you, Christian. The person you already are.”

“You don’t,” he said, surprised by the harshness in his voice. “You want us to go back to London. You want to change things—to change this house, to change Bea—”

She reared back, yanking against his grip. “I don’t want to change her. I would never—”

But he had the bit in his teeth now. It was fear and love, tangling inside him, pouring out of his mouth in a discordant rush of words. “You want something I cannot give you. You want someone who can flit about in society with you, someone careless and reckless and young.”

“I don’t want that.” Her eyes were bright and furious. “I am not your damned marchioness. Do not paint me with the same brush.”

“How can you deny it?” he demanded. “You have been here less than a month and everything is changed.”

“I took down some curtains, for heaven’s sake! I am bringing some light for you to see by, that’s all.”

“We were fine before you came.” He scarcely knew what he was saying. She was so lush beneath his hands, soft and yielding. Her mouth was a curve made of temptation, and he wanted to give in.

“You were fine,” she repeated. Her hands went to his jacket sleeves. “But were you happy?”

He looked down at her, at the familiar stubborn lift of her chin. What was he meant to say? How could he answer her?

He had been content. He had not known this woman existed in the world, and so he had not known how much more he could crave.

“No,” he said. “I wasn’t happy.”

Her blue gaze was long and searching, and it was a moment before she spoke. “You need not be alone, you know. I would stay with you. If you asked.”

They were here again, Matilda holding out her hand, and he powerless to take it.

He swallowed against the sudden tightness of his throat. “I couldn’t bear it,” he said. “Not with you.”

“What do you—”

“Grace. My wife. I—” He swore and pulled Matilda against his chest, burying his face in her hair.

He could not look at her and say this, but he had to say it. He had to make her understand why he could not give her what she wanted, what she asked for without words.

“Grace wasn’t happy,” he tried again. “Not from the first. She was too young, too vivacious. I wanted to put her in a box, and the box did not fit her. She—”

He did not want to speak ill of her. It had been a very long time ago, and she had been only twenty years old. He set his teeth. “After the first few months, she realized what a mistake she had made. We did not suit. She decided—she decided she wanted a divorce. Surely you must know this part.”

Matilda turned her face so that her cheek lay against his chest. “I do not.”

He rubbed his chin on her head, pressed a kiss into her hair. He was a great fool, he knew—telling her this story that must drive her away, and wanting to hold her while he did so.

“She could not have a divorce of her own accord. I had to be the one to sue for it, and I told her I would not.” He had been so damned selfish, so certain Grace would come round to the marriage in time. He had been determined to think he had not chosen so wrongly. “To convince me, she made a great show of it—her indifference, her love affair. She’d found someone else, that first Season in London, and she was dead-set on having him.”

His fingers traced the nape of Matilda’s neck, the map of freckles beneath the pinned-up red-gold hair. “I was so pleased when she came to the estate in Devon that day. I thought perhaps—well. It does not signify. She didn’t. She wanted to tell me that they were leaving for the Continent. I was furious. I told her I couldn’t stand the sight of her.”

He dropped his hands and stepped back from Matilda’s floral-scented warmth. “I did not know she hadn’t made it back to the village until the next day, when her lady’s maid turned up at the house. If I had known—if I had searched for her sooner—she might have lived. But I didn’t know, and so we did not find her until nearly two days after. She’d taken a blow to the head while riding along the river. I nearly did the same.”

He put a hand to his cheek, where the low branch, half-hidden in the shadows, had cut his face. He’d tasted blood in his mouth as he’d carried Grace home. The sight of him, his face bleeding and his wife’s body in his arms, had been too much for the country folk who’d grown up with Grace, lively and elegant, in their midst.

It should not have been a shock, what they’d thought of him. It should not have hurt so much.

“I didn’t kill her,” he said, “but I was not blameless in her death. I could have done better. I could have done so much better by her, and I—”

Matilda stepped back up to him and put her fingers over his mouth. Her hand was soft and cool.

“You’re wrong,” she said.

He wrapped his fingers around hers and took her hand away. “You have to understand—”

“No,” she said, and he realized that her face wasn’t fearful or alarmed. She was angry. “I am so sorry for what you went through, Christian, but I am also starting to grow quite—quite furious, if you must know. I am not Grace. We are not the same. At what point in our acquaintance have I struck you as a woman who does not know her own mind?”

“Never. But—”

“Enough.” She linked her fingers with his and then drew his hand up to her face, bringing his palm to her cheek. “I know you, Christian de Bord. I want you as you are, with all your scowls and your looming. I like your dreadful old house and your absurd reaction to cats. I see all the kindness and carefulness and love that you try so hard to hide.” She gave him a clear-eyed steady look. “It did not work, you know. You didn’t hide any of it from me.”

He stroked a thumb over her cheekbone, then slid his hand down to touch the freckles beneath her ear. “You are too damned naive. You ought to be afraid of me.”

Her lips curled up, a real smile, and it was so sweet he could taste it. “I’ve never been afraid of you. You’ve never given me any reason to be.”

“The rest of the world would tell you otherwise.”

“Let it burn.” She turned her face to kiss his palm. “The only world I care about is here.”

It was not precisely true. She had other cares: her brother and sister, her art and her animals and her friends. And he, too, cared—about Bea and Mrs. Perkins, his estates and the tenants who lived there.

But in that moment, it felt true. There was no other world but this: the night sky in the small windows, the glint of moon off the sea. The fantastic impossible pleasure of Matilda here with him, her dusky voice in his ears telling him yes and yours and you need not be alone.

She was not Grace. And he was not the same selfish naive man he had been. He knew her: her tender heart, that throat-aching courage. He had been blind. He had been so stubbornly convinced that love—that happiness—was too great a risk. He had tried before—had tried, and gone wrong, and hurt the people he loved. But this was Matilda—sweeping into his life and transforming everything he’d thought he could expect.

Could he do as she said?

He thought perhaps he could, if he tried. He could take all these last years—the impenetrable shell of self-protection, all the things he had refused to let himself wish for—crumple them up like newspaper and set them alight.

And when the fire burned out, he would still be standing right here, face-to-face with Matilda Halifax.

He brushed her hair back from her face, and then he bent his head and kissed her brow, her temple, the curve of her cheek. “I want you to stay,” he murmured, “all night.”

It was the most he could say, just then. He hoped she understood.

She turned her face up to his, their lips not quite touching. “Yes.”

“Remember.” His mouth moved against hers, their breath mingling. “Say stop.”

“I remember,” she said and came up on her toes to kiss him.



Everything was different. Matilda could taste it in his kiss, feel it in the long firm sweep of Christian’s elegant fingers up her sides.

Stay, he’d said.

And he had not said, I love you. He had not said, Forever. But there was something slow and patient and steady in the way he touched her now. As if he had all night. As if he could savor each brush of his lips on her skin, each luminous discovery of sigh and gasp, because there would be a thousand more nights—ten thousand more nights—like this one.

He kissed the freckle-dotted place beneath her ear. He took her earlobe between his teeth and bit down, a quick light spark, kindling warmth between her thighs.

She swept her hands up the expanse of his back and tangled her fingers in his hair. “Will you undress? I want to touch you.”

He kissed along the edge of her chemise and then eased up the hem, his hands finding the bare skin of her thighs, cupping the curves of her backside. He groaned a little into her skin, his beard tickling the tops of her breasts.

“That was not an answer.” Her voice had grown a little dazed, desire-drunk, as he kissed and stroked. His hands were big and warm and solid on her hips, on the cleft of her buttocks.

“You first,” he said. “God, I have dreamed of seeing you again.”

Pleasure rushed in with his words, the tingling delight of knowing herself wanted. Of knowing that her need and hunger were matched by his.

He dropped her hem and brought his hands to the ribbon that held her chemise closed. His pale eyes were focused on his task, and his mouth—

Matilda’s heart gave a short, sharp bound.

Beneath the neatly trimmed black beard and the scar that marked his cheek, Christian was smiling.

He slipped the ribbon loose from its bow and began to tug on one end, sliding it slowly free of the pleated ruffles at the front of the thin cotton shift. “You cannot possibly imagine,” he said, “how often I’ve pictured you here.”

While he pulled the ribbon loose with one hand, his other hand slid slowly from the neckline of her chemise downward, his palm warm even through the fabric. He traced the curve of her breast, found her nipple with his thumb and forefinger and toyed with it. A low sound escaped him as she shuddered, her nipple tightening beneath her shift.

“I want to unwrap you,” he said as the ribbon slipped free, “like a gift.” He lowered his mouth to her breast and sucked her nipple through the fabric, letting her feel his teeth. “I want you naked in front of me again. And tonight, Matilda, I’m going to take my time. I’m going to taste every inch of you. I’m going to make you come with my mouth and my fingers and my cock until you’re boneless and pleading for mercy.”

She heard herself make a soft sound in her throat. She was halfway to pleading already. Her skin felt wildly sensitive, the cotton fabric rough where it touched her, cold where his mouth had moistened it.

He drew the neckline of her chemise wide and then let it slip down her body. She was naked beneath it, and he took in the sight of her slowly.

She shivered beneath his gaze. Not from cold.

“I have pictured this a thousand times. A thousand different ways.” He caught her waist and nudged her back to the bed. Her bare backside hit the counterpane, and she sat down hard. “But God, it’s so much better to see you. So much better than I imagined.”

He brought his hands down to her knees and nudged her legs apart, coming to stand between them. He was still dressed, and she did not know why it aroused her to feel the brush of his trousers on her sensitive inner thighs, but it did. Desire licked its way along her skin, tightening the muscles of her lower belly, and she squirmed a little, her thighs closing on Christian’s as he stood at the edge of the bed.

His smile was dark now, a wicked, piratical smile. “So greedy,” he said, running his hands up from her knees to her lower belly, then slipping into the curls that covered her mound. She gasped, and her hips twitched in his grasp.

“I love watching you like this,” he murmured. His fingers did something unspeakable between her thighs. “You look so pretty when you want to come.”

“Christian,” she gasped, “if you want me to beg—”

He drew the heel of his hand across her sex, and she lost track of her sentence. She lost track of everything except his touch, the ache it soothed and the demand it engendered.

When he spoke, his voice had deepened. “You’ll know when I want you to beg.”

Her breath came in gasps, her hips bucking up as she tried to press herself into his palm.

But instead of easing her, he pulled back. “Lie down on the bed. Put your hands together above your head.”

She only stared at him, feeling needy and baffled. All she could fix her mind upon was the throb between her thighs, the strange demanding emptiness. And then, as she watched, he reached into his trouser pocket and produced the blue ribbon that he’d unthreaded from her chemise.

Oh. Oh.

Matilda hastened to obey his instructions.

When she had arranged herself as he’d ordered, she looked up. He was staring at her, his expression a strange mix of hunger and tenderness.

“I could not have imagined you,” he said. And before she could register his words, he was above her, taking her wrists in his fingers and looping the ribbon around them, tying her hands to one heavily carved bedpost.

The ribbon was cool and smooth, perhaps as wide as her thumb. She felt it grow taut, and she tested it, tugging gently against the bond. She could move her arms, pull her wrists apart just enough that she felt the pinch of restraint without discomfort. Her breathing quickened.

“It’s a bow,” he murmured, and drew his forefinger gently across the ribbon, then slid it underneath, ensuring the binding wasn’t too tight. “I can have it undone in an instant. You need only tell me to stop at any point.”

She tugged again on her wrists. The ribbon held her back, and sensations multiplied inside her. The soft crisp bed linens beneath her back. Christian’s starched white shirtsleeve against her cheek. His knee pressed into the bed beside her, the rougher fabric of his trousers brushing the outside of her thigh.

She did not feel helpless or frightened beneath his muscular body. She felt vulnerable and yet powerful, needy and wanting and also connected to this man who held her body and her heart.

And somehow, impossibly, she felt safe.

“I remember,” she said. “I will tell you.”

“Good,” he said, and then he kissed his way down her neck. He paused at every freckle, licking and sucking. “God, I want to leave marks all over you.”

He bit her collarbone, and she heard herself make a sound, a whisper that was not quite his name. His hands caressed her ribs, then cupped her breasts, and both of them moaned together. He bent his head and took one nipple in his mouth, rolling and pinching the other between his fingers.

Oh God, she felt almost out of control, desire wild and sparkling in her veins. The ribbon at her wrists grounded her as she tossed her head and yanked against the binding, arching up into his mouth. Yes, yes, she thought wildly—this was what she wanted. Something holding her fast, something tethering her to the Earth as her body tried to spin itself apart.

But she needed more. She needed—she didn’t know. She yanked against the bond, wanting to put her hand between her legs and satisfy her need—wanting even more to have Christian there, his heavy weight settling at her center, his cock filling her as she came.

He seemed to sense her desperation, because his hands went to her waist, holding her still. He swirled his tongue around her nipple, then sucked again. Teeth this time.

Matilda felt her legs fall open and then squeeze back together. She could not soothe the ache there, and it was all she could do not to scream. “Christian,” she gasped. “Please—”

He continued his torturously slow path down her body, his knuckles kneading her hips. She felt his beard brush the inside of her thighs. Her hips jerked, her body seeking his mouth, seeking relief from this agony of need.

She felt the tiny nip of his teeth at the top of her thigh. A hard suction at the crease of her pelvis.

“Should I let you come?” he said, and the vibrations of his voice drummed into her, a deep hum of pleasure. “Or should I make you wait?”

Make her wait?

“Please,” she said, her voice strangled, “please, Christian. I can’t wait.”

He licked her, the hot slide of his tongue parting her folds. She made a sound that was almost a sob as his tongue circled her clitoris, teasing, testing. His hands came down to her thighs, spreading her legs apart. She felt sensitive and exposed, and she loved it, loved that Christian held her so.

“Someday,” he rasped, “I want to tie your legs too. I want you splayed out just like this, and I want to fuck you with my fingers while I taste you.”

His hands held her legs. Her wrists were pinned above her head. Her body jerked against the restraints, and each time, the resistance of his lean strength and the taut ribbon heightened her arousal.

“God, you taste good.” His voice was guttural, almost unintelligible. He licked up into her, held her thighs down with his hands, and then returned to her clitoris to stroke and suck in a fluttering rhythm.

She was past sight or hearing then. She could only feel and feel. His mouth. Her heels digging into the bed. The cool linens against her burning skin and her muscles drawing tight and then tighter. The room trembled around her—no, she was trembling—and on a wordless cry, her climax tore through her.

When she managed to open her eyes, Christian was still between her thighs. He was watching her, looking—

Well, looking awfully pleased with himself. Matilda felt delight splinter through her, almost painful. Never—never had she seen him smile so freely.

Someday, he’d said. He meant to do this again.

“I want you to untie me,” she said, and almost before the words were out of her mouth, he was there, loosening the ribbon and soothing her wrists with his fingers. He brought one of her hands to his mouth and kissed the base of her palm, his lips tracing the place where her pulse beat.

“And,” she added, feeling her lips curl up, “I want you to undress. I want to see the stars on your arse.”

Christian let out a startled laugh, and Matilda memorized the sound. She could have lived on it: his rush of laughter and the thrilled satisfaction that bloomed inside her as she listened.

He kissed her wrist again and then stripped off his clothes. She watched, captivated, as he did, revealing a long pale body, taut all over. And yes, there on his left buttock was a sprinkle of tattooed stars in the pattern of Ursa Major. She had looked it up.

He arranged himself on the bed beside her and caught her about the waist, pulling her closer. She put her palm on his arm, glorying in the feel of all that bared skin, relishing the flex and loosening of musculature beneath.

“Why on earth do you have a constellation on your backside?”

He was touching her too, his leg slipping between hers. The crisp hairs on his calf and thigh were strange and somehow arousing as they rubbed against the bare curve of her legs.

She touched him there, a slow exploration. His thigh was hard, his skin hotter than her own.

“Because I was an idiot,” he said. His voice was gruff, but she could hear the echo of laughter still threaded through his words. “There were a handful of us who got them our last year at Eton. All different constellations.”

Her fingers had journeyed up his thigh to his hip. They were closer now, their bodies not quite touching. She stroked higher, curving around the bones of his pelvis and back down to where the stars must be.

“Thought we were clever,” he said. His voice sounded choked. “Fancied ourselves—”

He broke off. Her hand had dipped down between his legs.

“Oh Jesus,” he said. “Come here.”

And then his hands tightened on her back and dragged her up against him. Her breasts were crushed against his chest, her nipples tightening into hard buds. She felt his erection between them—so hot—and she heard herself gasp.

His heart pounded against her chest. The playfulness about his mouth had vanished. “I want you,” he said. “I want you so much I could die. But we need not go further. Only if—”

She pressed herself harder against his chest, her mouth crashing into his, and he rolled to his back and brought her with him.

She felt almost weightless. He brought her legs to straddle his waist, his mouth locked to hers. His hands were everywhere—her calves, her thighs, her buttocks. He groaned into her mouth and deepened the kiss.

Matilda started to lose track of her surroundings. Her lashes fluttered closed. She did not need to see. Only feel: Christian’s big hands on her body, his heated, demanding mouth. Though she’d reached her climax shortly before, she felt arousal build in her again. She was dimly aware that her sex was wet, that she was grinding the evidence of her desire against his hard abdomen, and that his hips jerked up as she did so in quick, uneven pulses.

“Next time,” he ground out, “I want you on my face. But I need—oh God, Matilda, I need—”

She stretched her body out above his, feeling his hot skin beneath hers, his legs slipping between her own, and yes, his arousal, impossibly hard.

“Don’t move,” he growled, and he set his hands to her hips. Slowly, slowly, he arranged her against his lean frame, spreading her thighs on either side of his hips. “Don’t sit up. I want to feel every inch of you. I’ve been half out of my mind, wanting this—wanting you—oh Christ—”

He’d brought her down far enough that his thick length had come into contact with her sex. Helplessly, Matilda squirmed in his grasp, wanting more. Wanting to sink down on him and take him inside her.

He gave a quick stinging swat to her buttocks, then cupped her there, kneading his fingers into her skin. “I said, don’t move.”

She gasped and pressed her face into his chest. Her sex was swollen and sensitive, and she shivered as he soothed the hot skin he’d spanked. It felt like another kind of release: the small bite of pain, then the firm stroke of his hand afterward. Pleasure spilled into her, and a blind, mindless arousal.

She felt him ease her down farther, and the head of his cock pressed into the part of her that was wet and throbbing. She whimpered and tried not to move, though every instinct in her body screamed to press down, to take him inside in one long liquid thrust downward.

“Mattie,” he said, and then made a harsh sound. He shifted himself down, away—no, she thought, and please, please—and then shoved back up into her, a groan tearing itself from his chest. “You are—ah—so tight—”

She was shaking from the effort of holding still as he worked himself into her channel. His cock filled her in slow, deliberate thrusts, and she made incoherent sounds, fisting the sheets at his sides. His hands held tight to her hips, holding her in place as he plunged into her from beneath. She turned her face so that her cheek pressed against the hard plane of his chest, and she heard the thunder of his heart.

His thrusts increased in tempo, his breath sawing in and out unsteadily. With every thrust, her body bounced above his and her clitoris rubbed against him. She felt release—again, somehow—circling, drawing closer, tightening her limbs.

“Harder,” she begged. “More.”

He did as she asked, his chest rising and falling rapidly against her cheek, his cock pounding up into her.

“Need you,” he said. “Need you so bad, Mattie.”

White lights flickered at the edge of her vision. Pleasure and need and sweetness and demand were all she knew—Christian’s cock filling her, stretching her, his hands fastened to her hips, and her sex clenching hard around him as she found her release again.

She was still shaking when he withdrew with a desperate groan, trapping his cock between their bellies and jerking up against her. She felt his spend, coming in hot waves between their bodies. His fingers dug harder into her flesh. Her name was in his mouth, a helpless rasp against her hair as he came.

“Mattie,” he said. “Matilda.”

She kissed his chest as his fingers slowly loosened, and then she found the curve of his shoulder and touched him, petted him in gentle strokes. She listened to the frantic pace of his heart slow. She kissed him again, and a third time.

It was so lovely to touch him. It was dizzyingly sweet to give him this affection, and to have him hold her while she did so. She loved the soft breaking of her name, the whispered endearment no one had ever used but he—all the ways he made her feel precious to him.

One of his hands went to her hair. He cupped the back of her head, then lightly trailed his fingertips down her neck.

She was damp with sweat and sticky where their bodies touched. She was going to be sore; she thought she might have bruises on her hips in the morning.

And she’d never felt such happiness, such slow, melting pleasure.

“Stay,” he said. “Will you stay?”

She trailed her fingers down his arm until she found his hand. His palm was loose and open, and she slipped her hand into his. He clasped her fingers tightly, and she shut her eyes against the joy and trepidation that filled her.

He had not said, Forever. But nevertheless, she nodded against his skin. “I am not going anywhere.”





Chapter 17


The wintry sun poured in through the small window and lit Matilda’s hair. Christian spread the curling ends over her freckled shoulder and watched as the sun turned the tumbled mass from red to glinting copper. It was cold outside—November in Northumberland—but he did not feel it. Matilda lay sleep-warm beside him and the flame-bright strands of her hair tangled round his hand.

She had not yet awakened. He touched one freckle on her shoulder and then another. He thought he might count them. He could spend all day here, Matilda naked in his bed, enumerating every freckle on her body with his finger and the tip of his tongue.

If he lost count, he could start again. He would not mind.

They’d woken once in the night. He’d found himself wrapped around her, just as he’d been in the inn, only this time he did not pull away. He’d touched the slope of her belly, then emitted a frankly embarrassing whimper of pleasure when she’d pushed her delicious arse back against his arousal.

She’d felt his erection, of course, and made a sweet little sound that settled somewhere in his chest. “I thought older gentlemen were meant to need longer to recover.”

He’d tilted his head up and closed his teeth over the curve of her ear. Then he’d lifted her leg, settling her knee over the top of his thigh. “Mm. It’s true. I’ll need half the night, at least.” He stroked from her knee all the way up to the crease of her pelvis. He kept his touch light, teasing. “How shall I fill my time?”

She’d arched her back then, and he’d bitten back a groan. He’d touched the soft skin above her mound, then dipped lower in a quick circle. “I’m sure I can think of something.”

He thought he could fill his time just that way for the rest of his natural life.

He was at twenty-nine freckles just on the back of her when she stirred and then turned over suddenly. She seemed instantly alert. Her eyes were clear and bright, a blue-sky blue, a midday-in-June blue.

Now, he thought. Now is when you say it.

He opened his mouth and tried to form the words. He wanted it to be right. When he asked her to stay, he wanted her to know that it was not because of the sexual intercourse—as shatteringly pleasurable as it had been—or out of some misplaced sense of honor. He loved her. He loved her, and he trusted her, and he was almost brave enough to trust himself.

“Matilda,” he began. It seemed safe and right—the only thing he was sure of, in the heady morning light. Matilda.

One corner of her mouth tilted up as she looked at him, and he could not keep from touching her there, where her lip curved. The visible evidence of her joy.

Then he heard a quick, light rap on the door of his bedchamber.

And then—to his absolute consternation—the sound of Beatrice’s voice. “Christian? Are you in there? I wanted to speak to you.”

He looked at the door. He looked at Matilda, whose smile had faded beneath his finger. Her eyes were wide and horrified.

He removed his finger from her lips, which flew immediately into motion.

“I can hide,” she whispered, almost soundlessly. “In your wardrobe?”

He scowled at her and sat up. “You’re not hiding, for God’s sake. I’m not ashamed of you.”

She was still staring at him in that wide-eyed, flabbergasted way as he hurtled to his feet and went in search of his dressing gown. Damn it, two dressing gowns. He did not even know if he owned two dressing gowns.

“Just a moment, Bea,” he said.

“Oh,” came his sister’s voice through the door, “all right. Were you still abed?”

As he rummaged in his wardrobe, he looked at the angle of the sun through the small window. Then he looked harder. Was it almost midday?

Good God. He needed to get Matilda some breakfast.

He thrust his arms into his dressing gown and wrapped it around himself. For Matilda, he managed to produce a thick flannel nightshirt he’d never once worn. It was plaid wool, and going to trail behind her with a train that would rival a court dress, but he supposed it was better than presenting her to his sister as naked as a babe or in her tissue-thin chemise.

“Coming,” he said to Bea. When Matilda was dressed in his nightshirt—pushing the sleeves up above her elbows and then grimacing as they fell back down again to cover her hands—he grabbed her and hauled her up against his side as he went to the door.

“Are you sure this is wise?” she whispered, shoving again at the sleeves. He felt a brief flare of absurd possessive pleasure: Matilda in his shirt. “Perhaps we ought to wait a few—er—months—”

He was not at all sure it was wise. He would rather have known where they stood—known if Matilda wanted what he did—when he told Bea about their relationship.

But it was too late for that now. He would sooner cut off his own arm than have Matilda hide herself in the wardrobe like a shameful secret. He knew all about feeling ashamed, and he could not stand for his own actions to make her feel that way.

He could explain himself to Bea. Apologize for the abruptness of this revelation. Somehow he would do it.

“Steady on,” he said, as much to himself as to her. He wrapped his arm tighter around Matilda and opened the door.

Bea had a streak of charcoal across her cheek and a stick of the stuff shoved into the knot of hair at the top of her head. Her dress and fingertips were flecked with blue paint.

As she took them in—Christian in his dressing gown, Matilda in his nightshirt—her lips parted. No words came out.

“Good morning, little bee,” he said. “What did you want to talk about?”

She blinked once, very slowly, like the sun dipping below the horizon.

“Bea,” Matilda murmured, “perhaps you’d like to speak to Christian alone. Let me go … dress…” Her voice trailed off as she realized what she’d said—at the attention she’d called to the fact that she’d been here with him all night. Her face paled.

“I thought—” Bea looked from Matilda to Christian and back again. “I thought—”

Her hazel eyes had gone wide and then wider as she stared, and then suddenly they were filled with tears. Christian’s heart gave a wrench. He had not foreseen—

Bea’s gaze was fixed on Matilda now. “I thought you were here for me,” she choked out. “I thought you stayed because—because of me—I am such an idiot—”

Matilda pulled herself out of Christian’s grasp and leapt forward. “No,” she said, and she tried to catch Bea’s elbow in her hands. “No, of course you are not. I was here for you—I am here for you—”

Bea flung herself backward. “Don’t touch me!”

Matilda’s hands dropped. Christian felt his heart fall the same way—a helpless plummet in his chest.

“Leave me alone,” said Bea fiercely. “Leave me alone to think—”

And then she turned on her heel and ran away, the paint-spattered hem of her dress fluttering blue and white in the dappled light of the hall.



When Bea had not returned to the house by late afternoon, Christian was worried.

By early evening, he was out of his mind with fear.

Matilda had counseled patience, and he’d listened. “She said she needed time to think,” Matilda had said, and bit her lip. “You should respect her wishes in that. Give her time, Christian. She’ll come back soon, and then you can speak to her.”

It had seemed like wisdom when the sun was still bright overhead. Bea liked to paint on the beach, he knew. Perhaps she had tucked herself into her cove with a thick woolen blanket. Perhaps she’d gone for a long ride upon her sorrel gelding.

He’d had hours—plenty of hours—to castigate himself for all the many ways that he’d failed. Again. Again. He had tried to grasp what he wanted and instead he’d put the people that he loved at risk. He was selfish—he was so goddamned selfish. He did not know if he should have declared himself to Matilda weeks ago or if he never should have spoken to her.

But that thought broke his stupid heart.

He’d used his hours to compose an apology to Bea in his head. To practice the words he would say to her. And to Matilda.

But then a light rain had begun to fall, and then rain had turned to tiny pellets of ice. The sun had started to tip down, and Christian lost all pretense of reason. He could no longer persuade himself that Beatrice was enjoying a brisk afternoon by the seaside.

He could no longer pretend to himself that waiting here, safe and warm by the fire, was the right thing to do. Bea could be hurt. She could be frightened. She could be somewhere out there, alone and injured, because of him, his failures again, hurting the people he cared the most about.

“I should go,” he said. He stood up on legs he could not quite feel.

Matilda stood with him. They’d been closeted in Bea’s studio—hoping she might return there first—and Bea’s paintings were everywhere, looking violent and vibrant even in the shadowed corners of the room.

She pressed her hand to his, a quick squeeze of his fingers. “I think you’re right. We should go in pairs, probably. Mrs. Perkins will know better than I how many grooms can help us search—”

Terror clawed at his ribs. “No. No.”

She paused, arrested in her quick strides toward the door. “I’m sorry?”

“You cannot go. You—you—”

It was tangled in his mind: Matilda, her bright hair a flare against the snow. Grace’s chilled body. Bea—little Bea, cold somewhere and alone—

He tasted blood in his mouth.

“I will take the grooms,” he said. “All the grooms. We’ll go in pairs. But you must stay.”

Her chin went up. “I’m worried too. I cannot simply sit here—”

He cupped her face in his hands and brushed his thumbs across her cheekbones. “Please,” he said hoarsely. “Please stay.” He tried to think of words to convince her. He tried to think of something that made sense. “I need you to be here if she returns.”

She stared up at him, skepticism plain in her blue gaze. But finally, she nodded.

He felt a powerful surge of relief, and then a twin stab of fear for his sister. He bent down and kissed Matilda’s hair, her cheek, her mouth. “Thank you.”

He looked back once, before he hurried from the room. Matilda stood, her lower lip caught between her teeth, her hands open and helpless at her sides.





Chapter 18


It was full dark when Matilda found Beatrice.

They had searched the mansion first, before Christian and the grooms had plunged out into the hideous icy precipitation. They had asked all the staff if they’d seen Bea, had checked every room and closet and wardrobe to no avail.

But after Christian had gone, Matilda had decided to search again. It was that or go mad with impatience and fear.

She had thought—

She had started to think there was more to her than being a Halifax Hellion. She had begun to believe that there was something worthwhile in her beneath all the scandal, or perhaps even a part of it. She had started to think that the scandal they’d courted and the gossip they’d engendered had been worth it, because it had taught her to be brave.

Only now she did not know. It was that same recklessness that had brought her here, to this moment. It was her own heedlessness that had hurt Bea.

Regret was an acid taste in her mouth when she finally found the girl.

Her own impetuosity had led to it, Matilda thought. Had led to all of it: Bea’s distress over the discovery of Matilda and Christian together; the girl’s flight; and now, finally, the place where Bea had been hidden all along, deep inside the piled-up furnishings in the library.

She was nestled mostly beneath a mountain of heavy velvet draperies—puce and a nauseous ochre—and screened by the furniture and palms and paintings that Matilda had collected from across the house. A suit of armor had come dismantled and lay in pieces around her; the helmet was tucked into the crook of Bea’s arm. She looked fast asleep, but when Matilda approached, Bea’s hazel eyes came open, her expression mutinous.

“Shh!” she whispered urgently, her eyes going to her lap.

Matilda followed the girl’s gaze. In her lap were three orange kittens in a dozing pile; the white wrinkled muslin dress was ragged with loose threads worked free by tiny claws. Angelica Kauffman was curled half-inside the dull metal helmet, the remaining kittens sleepily nursing.

Relief stole Matilda’s breath. “Bea,” she gasped. “Oh, thank God. We looked—we’ve been looking—how long have you been here?”

“All day,” Bea whispered back. “I found Angelica Kauffman in here. She put the kittens on me. I didn’t know what to do, so I just—didn’t move.”

“And you didn’t hear us calling for you?”

When Bea spoke, her voice wobbled a little. “I did. I did. I tried to call back but I didn’t want to disturb the kittens.”

Matilda sank down to the ground beside the girl, whose face was dusty and tear-tracked. “Christian has been out of his head with worry.”

Bea looked down, blinking hard as she touched one kitten’s tiny squashed nose with the tip of her finger. “I’m sorry. I … I wanted him to worry. I was—jealous. Of him. Of you.” Her voice wobbled again. “I know it was wrong of me.”

“Jealous?”

Bea looked fixedly down at the kitten and would not meet Matilda’s gaze. “You have everything. You have freedom and art and—and Christian upending our lives to please you.”

“Bea,” she murmured. “Christian would do the same for you. He wants you to be happy.”

She felt raw and exposed, as if a feather-light touch would bruise her skin.

She’d had no special freedom. She had been caught within the restrictions of their society just as much as Bea was, as Christian was. And yet—

And yet she had always had Margo. And Spencer, and Henry Mortimer. She had always known, in her heart of hearts, that however raucously they acted, whatever scandal they courted to spare another girl some humiliation, she would not be alone.

She’d had Margo. She still had Margo, and she felt a sudden sharp desire to write to her twin and to tell her that she was sorry.

She was intensely sorry that she had not appreciated what Margo had given her. Companionship, acceptance, loyalty. Love. A warm-hearted generous wellspring of love. It had been so much easier to act as they had with the knowledge that Margo was by her side.

Christian had not had that—he and Beatrice had been separated by twenty years, both so foolishly determined to protect the other. But she felt a sudden rush of assurance, a flooding tide that took her fears and drained them away.

She could be there for them both. She had something to offer them both—because of her past, not in spite of it.

“I’m glad,” she said slowly, “that you are all right. I’m so glad. We should track down Christian—he will want to know as soon as possible that you are home.”

Bea’s eyes flew wide. “Track him down? What on Earth do you mean?”

“He’s out searching for you.” At Bea’s look of frank astonishment, Matilda blinked. “Did you not realize? We assumed you had gone down to the beach—or worse—”

Bea’s lips had parted, her wide mouth frozen in an expression of dismay. “He’s outside? In the dark?”

“He’ll be so relieved—”

Bea’s fists clenched in her skirts. “Find him!” Tears had filled her hazel eyes again, but they did not fall. She stared ferociously into Matilda’s face. “Go. Go and find him before he gets hurt because of me.”



Matilda did not go alone. As she had done when she’d set off for St. James’s Park in the middle of the night, she brought two grooms and a footman. Most of the searchers had come back, she realized, when she went out to the stables and found them crowded anxiously together, rubbing down the puffing horses.

Almost all. Christian and the groom he’d taken with him had not returned.

It was bitterly cold; she was swathed in wool—stockings and gown and cloak—and the chill still crept beneath, finding the edges of her gloves and the bare tip of her nose. They carried lanterns against the dark and walked their horses down onto the beach, shouting Christian’s name into the wind.

It carried their voices away, and Matilda felt furious and afraid.

He was searching, of course. He would not give up searching until he found Bea. He would be so relieved when they discovered him and told him that all was well.

She tried to fix her mind on that as they searched and shouted: the solace she would bring him, the half-smile that would light his face.

And then they found Findlay, Christian’s young groom, stumbling down the beach, his head bare and his trousers sodden to his knees.

For the first time, Matilda felt terror in a fist around her lungs.

She dropped the reins of the horse she was leading and ran. She was at Findlay’s side in a moment, clutching his gloved hands in her own. “Where is he?” she demanded, and then, her words tumbling over each other, “Are you well? Is he well?”

“Aye, miss,” said the groom, “he’s alive—but his horse, she fell in the flats—went lame—the great fool, he said he wouldn’t leave her there—”

Matilda’s eyes burned. It was the wind, she told herself. The wind, and the cold.

She could picture it—the horse down on her knees in the frigid salt water of the sand flats. Christian’s mad, stubborn refusal to leave the animal behind.

“I told him I’d go for help,” Findlay said. His voice was hoarse—perhaps he too had been shouting. “We’re not far—but damn fool that I am, I tripped on some rocks and went down on my way back.” He gripped her hands. “Got turned round. We’re not far though.” He looked behind him, his blue eyes tearing, his disorientation apparent. “I don’t think we’re far.”

The other grooms had caught up now, leading her horse with theirs. She passed the dazed Findlay to the footman with hurried instructions to take him home and get him warm. To the other grooms, she related Findlay’s information.

The taller groom nodded. “The sand flats, aye. We’re close. If he’s not too far in, he’ll be able to hear us soon enough.”

Matilda wanted to ride. She wanted to gallop headlong in the direction of the flats, wanted to find Christian and drag him back to the house herself.

But she forced herself to walk with the others. She forced herself to stay quiet and listen for Christian’s voice in the dark, for movement in the bright circles that spilled from their lanterns.

When they reached the sand flats, Matilda shuddered. It was too dark to see well. They sloshed in and out of shallow tidal pools, and the stinging water went straight through the lace-holes in her boots.

They shouted his name. “Ashford!” called the grooms. “My lord!”

“Christian,” Matilda called. “Christian!”

Until finally he answered.

The echo of his reply was so faint, they almost didn’t hear it. Matilda’s ears picked out the sound even as she saw a hint of movement in the darkness. She shushed the others frantically, and they all listened hard. Matilda pointed in the direction where she thought she’d seen movement, and they moved steadily toward where she pointed.

She heard it again. A rasping voice, muttering her name. And then, as if his voice had summoned his image into being, she saw him.

The horse was down on her side. Christian had obviously tried to push her and pull her back out of the mucky, icy sand, but she’d had none of it. He was on the ground too, his shoulder pressed against the horse’s sweat-dark flank. His eyes were closed.

Matilda threw herself at him, heedless of the water in her boots and the wind that burned her cheeks. She went down onto her knees, her dress sodden and heavy now with salt water and precipitation.

“Christian,” she gasped out. “Oh, thank God. Thank God you’re all right.” Her hands were on his shoulders, his face, combing his hair back from his face. She kissed him, and then drew back with a start. His lips were stiff and ice cold.

He did not move or speak as she pulled back from her abbreviated embrace. His eyes fluttered open as she watched.

“Christian.” She cupped his face in her hands.

He looked at her, looked hard into her face. And then he smiled.

It was a sweet, wide smile. She had never seen him smile like that, happiness undiluted by loss or pain or fear.

“Mattie,” he said. “Knew I would see you again.”

She licked her lips and turned back to the grooms. “All right,” she said, “he’s alive. Let’s get him home and keep him that way.”

She wriggled closer, thinking to wedge herself beneath Christian’s arm and heave him to his feet. But he was heavy—so heavy—she could scarcely lift the dead weight of his arm, let alone his entire body. One of the grooms struggled to loop a rope around Christian’s horse. The other tied the rope to the two they’d brought with them, clearly meaning to lever the lame horse out of the sand.

That was good. Christian would not want them to abandon the horse.

He tipped his head down against hers, his mouth near her ear. “Knew you would come,” he said. “My brave girl.”

“All right,” she said again. “Excellent. You’ve a future as a clairvoyant. Time to stand up, Christian.”

He did not seem to register her words. He pressed his face against her cheek, and she shuddered at the deathly chill she felt where his skin touched hers.

“Had to tell you I love you,” he said.

She froze. Her heart seemed to freeze too, and then beat again so hard it felt like a blow. “No,” she said, and she pushed and shoved and fought with his big, heavy body, urging him to his feet.

“It’s all right,” he said.

They were standing. Somehow, she’d gotten him to stand, his arm wrapped around her shoulders. She spread her feet and held his weight.

“No,” she said, “it’s not all right. You have to walk. Lean on me and walk, for God’s sake.”

“Love you, Mattie. So glad you came.”

She felt ice everywhere: in her boots, on her cheeks, creeping down her spine with the eerie finality of his words.

“Stop it,” she said. “Do you hear me, Christian de Bord? I am telling you to stop.”

He had told her to remember it many times. The word—the only word she need say to bring everything to a halt. She had not said it until now.

He hesitated at the word, and she felt a pained clench somewhere in her diaphragm. No, she wanted to say, no, no, I love you, don’t stop.

But instead she said, “I have no interest in deathbed declarations, Christian. I am taking you home, and you can tell me tomorrow in bed, over a cup of chocolate.”

He relaxed a little against her, and she tripped, barely able to keep them both upright.

The horses. They just had to make it to the horses. The grooms would help her get Christian into the saddle, and they would ride home together, and everything would be fine.

“You ask too much,” he mumbled. “Bed. Chocolate. Too much.”

“It’s not too much,” she hissed. They were close. They were almost there. “Keep moving. I won’t tell you I love you back until we’re naked in your bed, do you hear me?”

He stumbled and leaned harder into her. “Mattie girl,” he said. “Too late. I already know.”

And then everything happened at once. Christian’s mare was dragged bodily to her feet, breaking free from the heavy grip of tide and sand. The groom dropped the rope and threw himself toward Matilda. And Christian—his arm locked around her shoulders—went limp and dragged both of them down to the ground.





Chapter 19


When the sun woke Matilda in the morning, Christian was still asleep.

Mrs. Perkins had been a wonder—as cool and calm as a field general as she’d ordered the slow warming of Christian’s chilled body, the lukewarm beef tea spooned into his mouth. She and Beatrice had seen him settled in his bed, and Matilda—when she’d reentered Christian’s chamber after changing out of her sodden wool garments—had caught Mrs. Perkins brushing back his hair.

They had studiously avoided any discussion of this show of affection.

He’d been clean and warm when Matilda had settled herself into an armchair beside his bed. She could not stop touching him, reassuring herself that he was safe and breathing. She stroked the nape of his neck, the triangle of bare skin at his throat. She slid her fingers down the long slope of his arm.

She’d almost hoped to rouse him, though she knew she should let him rest. But he did not wake, only murmured something unintelligible and slept on.

She must have fallen asleep at some point in the night, bent over his bed, her face pressed into the counterpane and her fingers tangled with his. When the sun roused her, she sat up stiffly and rubbed at the imprint of embroidery left on her cheek. She hoped she had not drooled.

She was busily examining the linens for telltale damp spots when Christian coughed, turned over, and clutched her hand.

She let out an undignified squeak and nearly pulled her hand away on startled reflex. Her gaze flew to his face. His eyes were a little heavy-lidded, shadowed beneath. He moistened his lips before he spoke.

“Matilda?” he said hoarsely. “You’re—are you—and Bea—”

She squeezed his fingers. “She’s all right. She’s perfectly well. She was in the house the whole time. I blame th-the cats.” The words caught in her emotion-tight throat.

Bea was safe. Christian was here, in bed, warm and dry and awake.

She reached up with her free hand and dashed away the tears that persisted in fogging her vision and dampening her cheeks.

“And you?” he said. “You’re well? I remember—the beach.”

“I’m fine. I was never in any danger. I found it all quite—quite—invigorating.”

He looked hard at her. The dark lashes fell over his gray eyes, and he leaned back into his pillow as though he might slip back into unconsciousness.

Matilda recognized that sudden weakness for what it was: relief.

She put her hand to his forehead, which was blessedly cool, and then leaned forward to check the rest of him. He had had a spectacularly bruised chest when his valet had undressed him the night before under Mrs. Perkins’s dour scrutiny, and she suspected his ribs would be horrendously painful for a few days. She tugged at the counterpane, revealing his plain white nightshirt and the tops of his bare legs.

“What the devil—” He yanked the counterpane out of her hands and pulled it back over himself, struggling into a seated position.

She blinked. “I am trying to check on your injuries, for heaven’s sake.”

He glowered at her. “I have no injuries.”

She straightened. “You have bruises the color of which I’ve never seen before. You might have cracked a rib. You were nearly frozen to death.”

“I feel fine.”

His gruff rasp belied his words. She scowled back at him. “Don’t be a dolt. If you like, I can call for Mrs. Perkins—”

“Yes,” he growled, “call for Mrs. Perkins.”

With a huff, she did. In the time it took for the housekeeper to make her way to the chamber, Matilda had muttered a number of imprecations under her breath about buffleheaded men and great bearded nincompoops who would not know sense if it introduced itself to them on the street.

When Mrs. Perkins finally came in, her black dress crisp and neat despite the early hour—did she sleep upright, so she did not wrinkle?—she nodded gravely at Christian. “Your lordship? How can I—”

“Matilda,” he rasped.

Matilda looked at him in surprise, but he was not addressing her.

“I suspect she has not eaten and is too stubborn to request her own breakfast. Can you arrange for a tray? She likes eggs and toast. And chocolate.”

Something happened inside Matilda then. Some sweet, painful rearrangement of her insides, a confusion of surprise and tenderness and terrible hope.

Mrs. Perkins appeared to be wrestling against the smile that wanted to break out on her face. “Of course, my lord. Lady Beatrice is still asleep, but shall I send her in when she wakes?”

“Yes,” Christian said, “please.”

And then Mrs. Perkins was gone, and it was only the two of them, fingers still intertwined.

“Matilda,” he said grimly, “I am aware that I may have said some … disturbing things last night.”

“Oh,” she said. There was a plummeting, weightless feeling in her belly. Perhaps she had been wrong. Perhaps he wished he had not spoken so. Perhaps he wished she did not remember what he’d said on the beach. “Oh, no, I—I will not hold you to them, of course. You were delirious—”

“I meant every word.”

“Oh,” she said again.

“I love you.” He was light and shadow before her, the pale gray eyes, the dark rim of black lashes around them. “I am in love with you.” His fingers tightened harder on hers for a moment before they relaxed. “I have been afraid of happiness. It has been enough to be content, because it was too great a risk to want more than that. But you—you make me want to be brave. You make me want to try. You are the most brilliant, courageous person I have ever known, Matilda Halifax. Everything was flat and gray before I knew you, and you burst into my life like—like an explosion—no, like a sunrise. I—” He paused to glower at her again. “I am making a hash of this.”

She squeezed his fingers and laughed through the emotion clogging her throat. “You’re doing fine. Keep going.”

“I would cut off my right arm to make you laugh like that every day,” he said. “Or else sacrifice my pride and dignity, which seems rather more likely. I welcome any and all animals that you invite into my home. Hell, start a damn menagerie if you like. Only—” He swallowed. “Only stay here. With me. Please. Forever.”

Matilda let go of his hand and stood up. He looked up at her, his lips going white and strained, and then she could not see his face any longer, because she was peeling off her dressing gown and then pulling her nightshirt over her head.

She had a moment to take in his stupefied face before she flung herself into the bed beside him and under the covers. “Good Lord,” she managed to say, and then wrapped herself around his large, warm body. “It’s freezing.”

“Matilda,” he choked out, “what on Earth—”

She laid an arm delicately across his chest, mindful of his bruises, and tucked her head into the crook of his arm. “I made you a promise last night on that godforsaken beach. I would not tell you that I loved you until we were naked in bed together.” Her bare legs slipped in between his. “Close enough.”

“What—”

“I love you,” she said. She looked up and met his eyes. “I want to be with you. Here, or in London, or wherever else our lives take us. I want to be side by side.”

He kissed her then. He was stiff—he, who had claimed not to be injured!—and she was cautious. And then in a moment or two they were not stiff or cautious at all. His hand tangled in her hair, and he pulled her head back, and she welcomed it all, his love and fierceness and bright raw demand, and she kissed him back the same way.

Finally he pulled away, his breath shuddering out of his chest.

She grinned stupidly up at him. “I’ve been wondering. Did you mean that thing you said to Margo about the riding crop?”

He looked dazedly at her, his lips parted. “I—you—”

“I ask,” she said, “because I had one in mind as a Christmas present.”

His voice, when he spoke, was a trifle strangled. “You are going to kill me.”

“Perhaps a wedding present then. Which of those occasions do you suppose will be first?” She gazed up at him through her eyelashes and tried not to laugh at the dumbfounded expression on his face.

“You—Mattie—” He choked off the words and started again. “I did not have a chance to properly ask you. You—I thought perhaps—I know my previous attempt in that area does not recommend me.”

He had not unwrapped his hand from her hair, and she—degenerate that she was—quite relished the sensation as his hand tightened.

“But I would like to marry,” he said. “If you wanted that. I want forever, any way I can get it. I want to hold you every morning just like this and love you like I did the last time I had you in this bed. I would be so—so pleased and proud to spend the rest of my life trying to get this right.”

“Yes,” she said. “Yes. I would like that very much.”

He stared at her. He did not appear to have made out her words.

“Christian?”

“Hmm?”

“I’d like to kiss you again, but you’re holding my hair rather firmly—”

He dropped her hair. He wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his chest. She winced as he did, thinking about his ribs and his bruises.

And then he kissed her, so hard and deep that she forgot about bruises. She forgot about everything except kissing and the slide of skin on skin and Christian. She forgot the whole world outside their room, outside his body and hers and the sure steady warmth in her chest that was love.

She remembered that.
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Chapter 1



… You may be interested to hear that Peter Kent has finally inherited. You remember what he is like, do you not? One pities the House of Lords.

—from Lady Selina Ravenscroft to her brother, Lord William Ravenscroft, His Majesty’s Army, Seventh Division, 1815




Peter suspected the project was doomed.

It had not been a good idea to begin with. Surely he could have found another way to satisfy his half sister’s desire for a rapier—one that did not involve dressing her in boy’s clothes and smuggling her into a fencing parlor on Bond Street.

He should have sent for a rapier, not gone out to fit her with it himself. He could have had someone bring a sword to his house.

He was supposed to be a duke, for Christ’s sake.

Peter Kent, the ninth Duke of Stanhope—for all that he’d never set foot in England until two years ago, when he’d become heir presumptive to the dukedom and the Earl of Clermont had dragged him unceremoniously away from his home in Louisiana.

He was the duke now. Had been for three-quarters of a month. People called him Your Grace. He had more money than God.

These facts did not seem to matter to his half siblings.

“Lu,” he said to his sister, slightly horrified to hear pleading in his voice. “You sure you don’t want the kitten? We might buy it a little collar…”

He’d brought his siblings a soft, fluffy gray kitten in a basket that morning. Freddie, his ten-year-old half brother, had nearly come out of his skin at the sight of the thing, but Lu had quelled Freddie with a wordless scowl.

Freddie, at least, had wanted the kitten.

“No,” said Lu flatly. “No kittens. Its tail looked like a chimney brush.”

“Its tail looked soft,” mumbled Freddie disconsolately.

“It has claws,” offered Peter. “And teeth. Sharp little teeth.”

He’d felt a right jackass in the carriage on the way to their house that morning, trying to stuff the kitten into the basket. The idea had seemed so promising. What child could resist a kitten?

He’d had one brought in from his country seat in Sussex—because, in-bloody-explicably, he had a country seat in Sussex. And people who brought things at his request.

And then the damned kitten kept popping out of the basket and climbing his coat sleeve with its little needle claws and sinking its tiny teeth into his ear and shrieking like the hounds of hell were after it.

Pop pop went its claws as he’d pried it from his coat. Then meeeewwwww as he shoved it into the basket. Then ouch Jesus blasted cockered ratsbane, let go of my goddamned thumb!

And then Lu didn’t even want the kitten. She’d turned up her nose as if she were the ninth Duke of Stanhope and not his illegitimate twelve-year-old sister, the natural daughter of a dead man who thankfully would never darken her door again.

Peter hadn’t even known about Freddie and Lu until he’d gotten to England. He hadn’t been able to protect them from their father’s neglect and cruelty. Just like he hadn’t been able to protect Morgan.

But he was damned if he wouldn’t protect them now.

It would help, though, if he could get the children to trust him. Or at least like him. Or even tolerate his presence without glaring suspiciously in his direction.

“I want a rapier,” Lu said. “So that I might stab people with it.”

You, her eyes said. So that I might stab you.

“I’m not sure that there’s actual stabbing in fencing.”

“How do you know?” Lu asked. “Do you fence? Is there fencing in America?”

“I fence.”

Good God, the child didn’t need a rapier to know exactly where to place the knife in his gut and twist. Yes, he was American. Yes, he was damned out of place here on this cold, foggy island, and in the fencing parlor, and in the House of Lords. And no, he hadn’t been to Eton and Oxford, and no, he didn’t know how to convince the Court of Chancery to give him guardianship of Freddie and Lu, and no, he didn’t know how to get Lu on his side.

And no, and no, and no.

But for the rapier, he could say yes.

“I mean to demand satisfaction,” Lu murmured, almost inaudible over the sounds of the street. “From the world.”

God, she was a terrifying creature.

“Good,” he said. “Let’s buy you a rapier. But listen, Lu, don’t talk, all right?”

Her brows drew together. “Whyever not?”

“Because you sound too much like a small, bad-tempered lady.”

She glowered. “I am no lady.”

“Well, you sound like one, so keep quiet.”

“How would you know? Are there ladies—”

Peter frowned at her, and to his surprise, she closed her mouth mid-sentence. Frowning? Was that how he was supposed to act like a guardian? God, he hoped not, because the expression on his face made him feel like his father, and he resented it with every fiber of his being.

“In New Orleans?” he finished for her. “Yes, Lu, there are ladies in New Orleans. My mother was a lady.”

“Oh,” she said.

Beneath Lu’s chastening hand on his shoulder, Freddie said, “Was?”

“She died,” Peter said, “a long time ago.”

“Our mother died too,” Freddie said.

“He knows, Freddie,” Lu said irritably. “That is why he is trying—and failing—to pry us away from Great-great-aunt Rosamund.”

Ah, yes, their current guardian. The beloved Great-great-aunt Rosamund, who was not, as far as he could discern, actually related to the children, and who did not appear to recognize them whenever he returned them from one of their outings.

After their mother’s death, the children had been passed like unwanted puppies from household to household, settling most recently upon a very elderly thrice-removed aunt. Rosamund nodded off mid-conversation. She rarely rose from her chair. She occasionally referred to Lu as Lucinda, but sometimes she called her Lettice and sometimes Horatio Nelson.

But despite all that, Lu acted like she wanted to stay with the woman—even though Peter could buy her a whole room full of fencing masters and send Freddie to Eton and give them everything he’d always wanted and never had.

“Lu,” he said now, “I’m telling you, if you talk, it’s not going to work. So show me how much you want the sword by keeping your mouth shut, and we’ll walk out of here with one strapped to your hip.”

She scowled, but she did it. They strolled quite casually into the fencing parlor.

A quarter of an hour later, they strolled back out. Lu was red-faced at the extravagant lies Peter had invented to account for her refusal to speak. Freddie buried his laughter in his hand, and Peter held the sword nearly above his own head to ensure that Lu couldn’t stab anyone with it.

Which was how he found himself—bracketed by children and with a small sword held aloft out of a still-sputtering Lu’s reach—when they collided with Lady Selina Ravenscroft.
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