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CHAPTERONE
“lam waiting,” Lord Robin stated, his grip tightening on Amelia’s hand.

Amelia Hollowcroft, eldest daughter to the Viscount Hodge, blinked as her brows
drew together, and she followed the Lord’ s lead into the dance’s steps.

“For what, Lord Robin?’ Amelia asked.

She flexed her fingers, trying to signal that his hold was too tight. He either did not
notice or ignored it.

“For your gratitude, Miss Hollowcroft. For saving you from a night completely stuck
to thewall,” Lord Robin replied.

He led her into a twirl, just as the other dancers were doing with their partners, but
the force of his efforts had Amelia struggling to keep up. It did not help that his
behavior, though kind at first, was now quickly crumbling into one that was most
unbecoming of a gentleman.

“1 have thanked you for the dance, Lord Robin,” she answered, her tone sweet and
steady. “However, | willingly thank you again.”

It was not what she truly wished to say. She would have much rather preferred to
push herself out of his embrace and tell him she preferred the wall to such behavior-
but she could not. At least not right now. Not with her father watching like a hawk.



It had been three years since Roland, her former betrothed, had left her. Three years
since he ran away to Italy with bruises on his face and a woman on his arm the very
day of their wedding- at least according to the gossip. She hadn’t paid much attention
to what was said about him though, not with her own tattered reputation to worry
about.

A week ago, on the anniversary of her greatest shame, her father, Felton Hollowcroft,
had come to her with a warning. She was to tarry by the wall no longer, but stop her
moping and find a husband or at least a serious suitor within the week, or he was
going to arrange a suitor for her. Amelia had tried in earnest to obey, despite loathing
the idea, and had thus far failed in completing the task. Tonight was her last night,
and though she did not want to, she had to put forth the effort to sway Lord Robin.
Even if only to buy her alittle more time.

“Please, my lord, tell me about yourself?’ Amelia implored sweetly. “Do you enjoy
your duties? | hear as a second son of aviscount, they can still be rather demanding.”

Lord Robin looked ailmost flattered as he twirled her again.

“Indeed,” he replied readily, “Most do not believe that the second born bears much
responsibility, but we certainly do. Family affairs, keeping my younger siblings in
order, al the while preparing for the possibility of suddenly having to take on the
eldest son’ s responsibilities should any misfortune befall him. It is most stressful.”

“l am certainitis,” Ameliareplied, trying to sound compassionate despite her hidden
lack of interest. “I am sure whoever you choose to marry may also need to take on
such responsibilities as well. One might never know if or when the title of
Viscountess might befall her.”

Lord Robin smirked.



“Do you have interest in discovering such responsibilities?’” He asked.

Not at all, Ameliathought, but kept her smile firmly on her lips.

“Oh, yes,” she answered, “ Though my mother has already trained me extensively on
the duties of being a Lady of the House. | fedl | would be quite capable.”

Lord Robin’s smirk transformed into a grin that made Amelia s stomach tighten and
twist. His hands grew tighter on her person, and she felt her skin heat with shame as
they also furtively moved lower.

“ And what other duties might you be capable of, Miss Amelia?’

It was a question that had been one of the many reasons she had placed herself on the
wall at parties. Since Roland had left her, the most salacious rumors had been spread.
One of which was that she' d given her virtue too early. Some said it was such a poor
performance it did not please the young lord. Others whispered that it was so
exemplary that it intimidated him into running away. It was obvious which one Lord
Robin believed at present.

“Would you be so kind as to be more direct with your question, Lord Robin?’" She
asked, batting her lashes as a bit of venom escaped into her voice. “Just so as | know
exactly what it is you are asking.”

Lord Robin’s devilish grin faltered for a moment, but he composed himself and
flexed his fingers at her bottom. Even through the fabric of her lavender gown, she
felt the grossness of it.

“1 have heard that you are averyeducated woman, Lady Amelia. Inallsorts of areas.”

He' d danced her into the far corner of the dance floor, away from the others and



hidden by the moving bodies so that when he gripped her backside and pushed her
flush to hisrigid manhood, no one saw.

Bilerose up in Amelia s throat as she felt the disgusting shape press into her, and not
able to keep her act up anymore, she wrenched her hand from his and pushed him
away. The shove barely made him move, and only seemed to entertain him as he let
out a chuckle and smiled with al his teeth.

“What a wild thing you are,” he mused, reaching for her again. “Y ou like the chase,
don’'t you? Very well then, | can manage that.”

“The only wild thing here is the assumption you make, Lord Robin,” she spat out,
stepping away from his grip. “I do not have theeducationyou speak of yet even if |
did, | certainly would not share that with you!”

Her voice had risen from a seething whisper to an incredulous shout, drawing
attention from nearly every other attendee in the ballroom. Some even stopping their
conversation or dancing.
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Redlizing her transgression, Amelia looked away from Lord Robin's furious
expression and toward her father, only to find an equally savage ook on his face. She
blushed wildly, fighting the urge to scream, and attempted to salvage the situation.

“Lord Robin, | apologize, 1-”

“l knew better than to dance with a ruined flower,” Lord Robin interrupted, his tone
vicious. “l only did so because your father offered me money. Clearly you are not
worth the price.”

Amelia flinched at the hostility of his words, and watched with deepening
embarrassment as he drew his composure, bowed stiffly, and walked away toward a
group of men. Her heart hammered in her chest as Lord Robin immediately began
whispering to them, and they turned their narrowed eyes toward her in apparent
disgust.

She hated this. Hatedallof it. Hated pretending that her reputation could be salvaged.
Hated that she was forced to appear as if she actualy cared. She had been ruined
when Roland had left her. She knew it, embraced it, even if her parents didn’t, and
she wished for nothing more than to be able to accept spinsterhood and go hide the
rest of her life away in the country.

It would not be so bad. Her dear friend Ophelia would be by her side; another young
noble woman who did not wish to marry. And her other dear friends Theo,

Rosamund, and Seraphinawould visit her frequently.

“What in heaven’s name do you think you are doing?’ Her father seethed, grabbing



her tightly around her upper arm as he appeared by her side.

“Papa, | am sorry,” she whispered, sweat forming on her forehead as her blush grew
into afever, “It is not my fault, he was being so unseemly, | could not-”

“1 told you this was your last chance,” Felton hissed through gritted teeth.

Though he was furious, the calm expression on his face did not even show a hint of it.
He'd learned to appear as such while his voice whispered of punishment through
years of keeping up with the social standards of the Londonton.If only the others
knew what volatile anger laid beneath the disguise of such an unbothered |ook.

Dread filled Amelia as Felton led them casually through the staring crowd, nodding
and smiling politely at every gaze he met. Though she had been grateful for her
friends absence at the party at first, she suddenly wished they had been able to come.
Perhaps their intervention would stay whatever punishment was certainly awaiting
her in the carriage.

But alas, Seraphinawas with her new husband and baby girlsin Vanderbilt, Theo was
at home once more nursing her mother’s slowly failing health, Ophelia was visiting
her aunt in the country, and Rosamund was a another ball with her own mother
across town. She was alone.

Amelia waited until they were in the confines of the carriage before she spoke to her
father again, immediately begging for his forgiveness and time.

“Papa, please, you must know this was not my fault! Roland left my reputation in
tatters and now the only men that show interest are the most crude,” Ameliainsisted.

“Stop blaming everything on Roland,” Felton commanded, his face twisting into a
look of pure fury. “Y ou have had three years.Three yearsto prove those rumors wrong



and you have failed impeccably.”

Ameliaflinched, her lithe body tightening at the damnation, but she did not refute it.

“Very well. | have failed,” she admitted, “You still have two other daughters who
could yet marry well. Allow me to retire to the country where | will be out of sight
and out of mind to all. By the time Sarah comes of age, they will have forgotten all
about me.”

Felton laughed darkly, shaking his head.

“No one will forget about you, darling girl,” his voice a clanging juxtaposition to the
kind moniker. “Not after the scenes you have caused. And tonight’s was the last one.
For the sake of our family name and your sisters’ future, | am taking care of this
matter once and for all tonight.”

Amelia felt herself grow pale as a coldness seeped into her body. She stared at her
father in disbelief, wide-eyed and mouth agape. He had not always been this harsh. In
fact at one time he was a man that would call to her to sit on his knee, who would
tickle under her chin to make her laugh and ask her what she learned that day. But
when Roland had left her that night, after he had made the very public announcement
at their party, it was as if her father’s personality had been stolen away, and in its
place a demon had taken host.

He had not looked at her with true kindness since. Had not had anything but harsh
words and reprimands for her. Had she truly done that to him? Had she somehow
stolen her father’s joy by being made a fool on what was supposed to be the most
exciting night of her life?

Amelia's throat bobbed as she took in a gulp of air, trying her best to steady her
fraying nerves.



“1f you will not allow me to disappear to the country,” she said slowly, calmly, “Then
will you at least tell me who you have arranged for me to marry? Do | not deserve to
know that much?’

Felton stared at her, not atrace of emotion whatsoever in his eyes.

“How can | answer that?’ he stated, his tone calm for once, “When | do not know the
answer myself?’

Pain sliced through her chest, a sense of danger filling the air.

“What- what do you mean?’ She asked. “Where are you taking me?’

The carriage stopped and her father flung open the door before the footman could get
to it. For a moment she felt relief as she saw the front of their house. Perhaps her
father was just trying to scare her. Perhaps he was-

“Go upstairs, put on your best dress, and come back to the carriage right away,” her

father demanded quietly. “Do not talk to anyone. Do not tarry. If | have to come in
after you, child, you willnotlike it. Now go.”



Page 3

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:46 am

“Fancy abid on me, My Lord?’ A sweet voice spoke from Dominic’s side.

Dominic lowered the champagne flute from his lips and through the black mask
hiding his upper face, he looked down at the sweet-voiced woman. Her lips were
painted a garish red, her messy curls thrown into a heap atop her head. She was in
nothing more than a corset that matched her lips and a black skirt, hiked up nearly to
her hips.

“Pally, isit not?" He asked, remembering her from another time.

The dark rouge on her cheeks seemed to grow darker as she smiled, revealing stains
of lip paint on her teeth.

“You remember me, My Lord?’ She asked, her tone hopeful and giddy.

He remembered her as he remembered all of his conquests. His memory was
excellent; a tool that had helped in many ways. However, when he had last won
Polly, she had looked...different. She was fresh then, had a glow about her that he
had thoroughly enjoyed. But time had not been kind to her. And apparently neither
had the customers that had come after him. Though she was still young, probably not
yet even thirty, she had a tired look about her that silently begged for rest and a
different life.

“Of course | do,” he answered politely, “But | am not bidding tonight. The owner of
this establishment is a friend of mine, and | am simply here to make sure that the
winners pay for their prizes.”



Polly did not do well with hiding her disappointment; suddenly looking as if she were
about to weep.

“Surely you jest, My Lord,” she attempted. “There are others who can see to such
matters so you may have a bit of fun.”

Dominic felt asmall dither of pity for the woman, but he would not be moved.

“You misunderstand, Polly,” he said, histone insistent, “Controlling othersismy fun. |
wish you the best of luck on tonight’s bid. Perhaps this time you will find yourself
bought by a noble seeking a mistress.”

Polly curtseyed to him, her chin nearly touching her pushed up ample bosom as she
did so.

“From your lips to God's ears, My Lord,” she murmured, her voice full of
disappointment.

Dominic bowed his head politely, then let out a slow sigh as he watched her walk to
another masked gentleman, no doubt trying to find exactly what he had proposed.
There were many men tonight, all of them masked just as he to protect their
identities. Some were there to buy whores for the night. Others to buy mistressesfor a
few years. A small few were even there to buy their future wives- those not willing to
give the women a choice to refuse.

While he had found the market amusing in his youth, now that he was eight-and
twenty, Dominic found it sad and a bit barbaric. It had been at least two years since
he'd attended an auction, but when Wallace, the owner of the brothel had asked for
his help in supervising and maintaining order, he was rather thrilled to come assist. It
brought him an excess of coin and he loved the freedom of breaking a few bones
without chance of reprimand when the time cameto it.



By most he was known as a refined if not intimidating Duke with a penchant for
command and success. By others, however- those that preferred to find their success
in the dark of the night- his strength and air of brutality likened him to that of a
common brute. He wore a mask, aways, when handling the responsibilities of the
latter, and rather enjoyed the stark duality of hisrolls. It kept his hands firmly grasped
in both worlds.

“We're about to start,” Wallace stated when Dominic approached him with the
collected member fees, “ Are we ready?’

“Everyone has paid their due,” Dominic replied, handing over the thick envelope. “I
will allow you to pay me my twenty percent at the end.”

Knowing better than to argue with Dominic, Wallace nodded, and handed off the
funds to an associate.

“You are still comfortable with participating in the bidding war?” Wallace asked,
getting up from his seat.

Dominic nodded. Another task he enjoyed. He would act as a participant to drive up
the prices. Thanks to his intimidating stature and the mysterious air added by the
mask, men would often bid against him, trying to prove themselves by using their
wallets against his. It was a tactic that earned both him, and the house, much more
money.

“Let us begin then,” Wallace stated, then nodded toward the stage.

The emcee, a robust, masked woman in a bright pink corset and a black and white
striped skirt that rose startlingly to her knees, nodded back, and blew a whistle to the
crowd. Silence immediately fell over the room as all the men turned toward her;
eager to get started. Dominic walked, his powerful body striding through the crowd



with aregal, lethal grace, and took his spot in the middle.

“Welcome, welcome dearest gentlemen!” The lady in pink greeted loudly, smiling
through her golden mask at the crowd.

“Tonight we have a most vivid and wide selection available for purchase. But first let
us go over the rules. As always place your bids by raising your black card high in the
air when you see something you like, and the highest bidder wins the woman! No
shouting or fighting over bids or you shall be immediately removed. Paymentswillbe
collected before you take your purchases home, and as always, discretion is
mandatory. Are we in agreement?’

A chorus of cheers rang through the room, sending a shot of excitement through
Dominic as the general energy of the room became instantly filled with a carnal
exhilaration and anticipation. A moment later the men around him erupted into roars
and whistles of glee as the long line of women were walked out on stage.

Dominic’s excitement suddenly stilled as his body stiffened, his eyes going wide as
he saw a familiar face in the line. His hands clenched at his sides as he inhaled
sharply. There, near the end of the line of soon-to-be- auctioned women- was Amelia
Hollowcroft.

Damniit.

CHAPTERTWO

“Please,” Amelia begged, her body trembling with fear as she clutched the woman’'s
hand to her left, “I do not wish to be here!”
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“Quiet, princess,” the woman hissed through her wide smile, jutting her corseted
chest further toward the excited crowd. “ There' s no talking in the line!”

Amelia' s heart hammered wildly as she looked to her right, and saw the other women
in line flaunting themselves just as the woman to her left did. It was clear that unlike
her, theyverymuch wanted to be on this stage before all these strange, masked men.
There would be no help from them. But she should have known that the moment they
had all narrowed their eyes and glared at her when her father had dragged her toward
them behind the stage.

Her dread for what her father had in store for her had only amplified when she'd
returned to the carriage in her favorite silk lilac-hued dress. He had immediately
frowned as he saw the chaste cut of the neck line, the matching elbow length gloves
and delicate ivory cameo she had pinned at the center of her throat.

“1 supposeit’ll do,” he had grumbled. “It shall certainly make you stand out.”

“Papa, please. Where are you taking me?’ Amelia had asked, her right leg bouncing
anxioudly.

“To finally have you dealt with,” he muttered back, then had refused to say anything
else, despite her begging for more information.

When the carriage had stopped in front of a large, particularly normal-looking stone
building she had felt a bit of relief, but her anxiety had quickly returned when her
father pulled on ablack mask and had forced her inside.



Inside, dark red walls and a matching ceiling closed the large space in, a long, gold
and dark wood polished bar lining the far opposite one. Smoke choked the air, and
dim, sparse lights alighted tables. The only real light came from a stage to her far
right. Which, for some reason, made her skin crawl when she saw it. Something told
her that that stage was not for a play, but an entirely different sort of performance.

Though she'd never stepped foot in a brothel before, she'd read enough books to
surmise that was where she was based on not just the decor but the many masked men
that were milling excitedly about. There were a few women sprinkled among them,
too. Some scantily clad in just their corsets and skirts, othersin slightly more modest
but still provocative dresses. Andnoneof them looked like her.

Her father’s grip tight on her wrist, she was forced to follow him through the crowd,
her stomach growing more uneasy with every step and look she received. Some
simply stared at her and scoffed before turning back to their conversation, while
others took long, lingering looks at her; smirking wickedly when they finally caught
her eyes.

“My Lord,” A man greeted her father as he finally stopped at atable close to a raised
stage. “Y our guest must be masked as well. Y ou know the rules.”

“She’s not a guest,” her father had answered gruffly, then pushed her roughly toward
the table. “She' sfor sale.”

The masked man then gave her a long, studious look, as if inspecting her for any
damages.

“You are late,” he said at last. “We usually request the women arrive an hour early so
that they may mingle with the gentlemen and win favor.”

“1t does not matter,” her father replied promptly. “Sell her. Tonight.”



The man took another look at Amelia's frightened expression, and she could have
sworn that alook of pity passed through his brown eyes.

“Papa,no,” Amelia breathed; growing dizzy with fear.

“Quiet!” He hissed.

“You understand that | cannot guarantee she will be sold for marriage?’ The man had
asked Felton. “Though most of our clienteleisnobility, most come here for mistresses.
Some even just for one nights. Once she's in line, shewillbe sold to the highest
bidder, no matter what he wants to do with her.”

“Papa, please,” Amelia sobbed, pulling at his grip.

“Quiet!” He seethed through gritted teeth as he snapped his head in her direction. “I
warned you that you had one final week to find a match on your own, it is not my
fault that you have failed!”

He yanked her forward then, and as she became unsteady on her feet, he pushed her
backward; hitting a strange man'’s chest. Before she could right herself, she felt hands
clasp around her upper arms.

“Take her to the back and put her in line with the others,” Felton demanded.

The man in charge drew in along, steady breath before holding out his hand.

“Thereisaseller'sfee, My Lord,” he drawled, flexing his fingers. “You have to pay
just astherest do.”

A look of pure annoyance flashed across Lord Hollowcroft’s face, but he pulled out
hiswallet.



“How much?’ He demanded.

“One hundred pounds,” the man replied in that same drawling inflection.

“One hundred pounds!” Hollowcroft seethed. “That is ridiculous! Surely these
women do not pay such an amount for your services!”

“These womenfollow my house rules perfectly, My Lord, and they are here of their
own volition. Something tells me this young lady is not. The large fee isto bypass the
rules and provide insurance for any...disruptions she may cause,” the man explained,
then shrugged.
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“Pay the fee or get out, it matters not to me. But make your decision now. My man
just rounded up the last of the members fees and we are to start momentarily.”

Amelia watched with dreaded horror as her father muttered a string of curses, then
proceeded to put the notes in the man’s outstretched hand.

“Take her to the back,” the man said, closing his fist around the money.
He then glanced over to Amelia, and again, that slight pity passed through his eyes.
“Best of luck, my dear.”

Amelia had then been guided, surprisingly more gently than her father had done, to
the back of the stage, where she was put into a long line of women and tied to their
hands. She hadn't even a moment to beg for help before the lead woman began
walking, tugging the others along with her out onto the stage.

No,she mentally screamed as the emcee started calling out prices for the first
woman.No, this cannot be happening! | do not belong here! Someone please, stop
this!

She thought, for a moment, to scream such things aloud, to beg for help from the
audience before her, but she was too frightened to do so. What if they liked her fear?
She’'d heard some men were attracted to that. And even if they didn’t, would any of
them care enough to actually get her out of there?

“Sold for seventy pounds!” The emcee shouted, clapping her hands together.



“Please go to our dear coordinator and pay your fees to collect your prize. Next we
have...”

Amelia’'s anxiety and fear only grew as the line of women before her seemed to
dwindle faster and faster. Seventy pounds. Sixty pounds. Eight-five. One-hundred
and twenty. Forty pounds. Three-hundred and seventy-five pounds. Each woman
went for a different price, and when the emcee clapped her hands, they hurried
excitedly off the stage toward their winner.

Silent tears began to track down her cheeks as the line grew shorter; her thoughts a
jumble of self pity. She should have tried harder to find a husband. She should have
kept her temper in check when it came to the rumors spread about her. She should

have-

“All right, gentlemen, would you look at this beautiful young lady!” The emcee
shouted as Amelia’s turn came far too suddenly.

“Obviously from noble birth. Fair skin, healthy hair, and surely we must admire her
figure! A chaste woman, no doubt, so a special treat lies ahead for her winner! Let us
start her bidding off at one-hundred pounds!”

Heat flushed through Amelia’s cheeks as dozens of black cards shot up into the air.
“Two-hundred?’

Again she saw a multitude of cards go up in the air, but slightly less this time.

Higher and higher the number went, with less cards being held up each time.

Finally, when the emcee reached eight-hundred pounds- the highest price of the
evening thus far- only two cards remained.



“Enough of this nonsense!” One of the men shouted, glaring through the card at the
other man bidding against him. “A thousand pounds for the girl!”

A collective gasp went through the crowd, followed by shocked murmurs as the
emcee yelled out, “Sir, might | remind you this is asilentauction! Decorum is
mandatory. One more outburst and | shall-”

“Three thousand pounds,” the other man shouted, striding through the crowd toward
the stage.

The entire room suddenly went silent again, and this time no scolding was delivered
by the emcee. Even Amelia looked at the man in stunned, wide-eyed silence as he
came closer.

“Three thousand pounds,” the man stated again, coming to the edge of the stage. “For
this young lady. And afive-hundred pound donation to the house for me breaking the

rules of your silent auction.”

Grey eyes flashed like liquid silver through that black mask as he looked at Amelig;
and she suddenly quivered at their familiarity. Sheknewthis man.

“W-well,” the emcee breathed out, clearly still startled at the offer.

“There we have it! Thirty-fivehundredpounds for this lovely bird. Does anyone wish
to counter?” She then asked, her voice loud and clear.

A tense silence was the only answer, and after afew seconds, the emcee nodded.

“Very well, My Lord,” the emcee announced, clapping her hands with finality. “We
not only have our winner, but our highest bid ever!”



Amelia drew in a shallow breath as they al then turned to her. She knew she should
move. But she couldn’t. Her feet refused to do so.
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“Go on, girl,” the emcee ordered, clearly trying to hide her frustration as she nodded
toward the masked man waiting. “Go to your winner. He has earned you.”

Seconds stretched with tension as Amedlia still felt herself unable to move, save to
meet her winner's eyes. She knew those eyes. Had looked into them before. But
when? Where?

A hushed rumble came through the crowd as she remained frozen with fear, and the
emcee's smile dipped into a look of irritation. She looked ready to unleash some
most unkind words when the winner suddenly climbed the stairs of the stage and
walked with a powerful confidence toward her, and then held out his hand just a scant
space above her.

“Amelia,” he said calmly, startling her greatly as he said her name. “Come.”
That command. That small, one-word command spoken in that deep, patient tone,

sent a shot of startling heat through every vein in her body, and as if her body had
chosen without her mental will, she stretched out her hand, and took his.

“What a curious twist to the evening,” Wallace mused as Dominic approached him.
Amelia, pae as a ghost, had said nothing after he'd led her off the stage, and was

moving with stiff, strange steps as he held her hand. He was worried she was going to
collapse at any moment, so he tampered his annoyance at Wallace' s wit, and nodded.



“Indeed it is,” he replied. “ Take my cut from this evening, and if there is anything left
owed, send the invoice to my office. It will be paid within the day.”

“Your cut will cover her cost and we shall cal it even,” Wallace replied, surprising
him. It was not like him to round out payments; to not make sure he received every

cent.

When he gave him a questioning look, Wallace merely replied, “My conscience was
bothered by this one. Consider it my penance for accepting her.”

“Who brought her in?’ Dominic asked. He glanced at Amelia again, and immediately
regretted asking. He had to get her out of there. Now.

“Her father,” Wallace answered, looking perturbed.

Fury laced through Dominic as he heard this, but he bit back any further questions he
had and bid Wallace farewell. Amelia's hand was limp and cold in his hand, only
serving to worry him farther as he led her through the crowd and to the exit.

To his surprise, once they made outside, Amelia spoke.

“1 know you, my lord,” she said, her voice hollow.

“You do.” He confirmed, waving a hand at his driver parked down the street. “And
you are safe.”

“How do | know you?’ She asked.

“Into the carriage,” he commanded as his driver stopped the horses right before them.

“Who are you, my lord??’ She shouted.



“Amelia,” Dominic growled, losing his patience over the situation. He let loose her
hand only to snatch her by her waist and lift her up into hisarms.

“|1 said get into the bloody carriage.”

He ignored her sudden struggle with ease, and carried her inside the moment the
driver opened the door.

“Take us to an empty street and stay there until | give you further direction,” he
commanded to the driver.

“Let mego!” She demanded, squirming in his grasp.

He did so the moment the door shut, and Amelia sent herself sprawling onto the floor
from the momentum of her struggling.

“Serves you right,” he barked, ignoring the flash of guilt that moved through him as
he watched her scramble up and into the seat opposite, her back pressing tightly to the
cushions as she tried to put as much space as possible between them.

“1 am not doing this,” she declared, her nostrils flared, honey eyes wide.

She looked like a feral kit trapped by hunter; trying to appear vicious in spite of her
fear. Dominic admired her for that, but it did nothing to tamper his annoyance. He
roughly pulled off his mask, flinging it at her, and leaned forward on his knees so she

could see hisface plainly in the carriage’ s lamplight.

Somehow, her eyes widened even further and her mouth dropped open.
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“Dominic?’ She whispered.
“Yes,” he hissed through gritted teeth. *“ Soglad you remembered me.”
“You?Y oubought me?’ She asked. Then she shouted loudly “WHY 2"
“What else was | supposed to do?’ He snarled back, “Y ou are the best friend of my
best friend’s wife, and a dear friend to my other best friend's sister. You think |
would allow you to be sold at auction to someone who might turn you into a mistress
or worse?”’
His explanation seemed to calm her, if only alittle, and her rigid shoulders dropped.

“Now tell me how you ended up in that place,” he demanded.

“My father forced me,” she replied, her brows furrowing with disdain. Still a flash of
hurt passed through her eyes. “What wereyoudoing in that place?’

“That is none of your concern,” he shot back, leaning back. He let out a sigh as he
brushed a hand through his hair, shaking his head.

“What kind of father- especially one of noble blood, sells his eldest daughter in a
place like this? No short answers, Amelia. Y ouwilltell me everything.”

He glared at her warningly, and though she stiffened again, she began tell her story.

“My reputation never recovered from my failed engagement,” she explained. “Over



the years, | never could put forth the proper effort in finding a replacement. | had
hoped as time passed | would become better, but instead I- | suppose | just became
more weary with the process of finding a husband. And with dealing with rumors.
Instead of trying to better my reputation | simply put myself against the wall.
Avoided dealing with any of it.

“1 knew my father’s patience was growing thin with me, but when he told me last
week | only had seven more days to find a husband or he would handle it, | could
have never suspected thisiswhat he meant.”

As she spoke the last part her voice broke and her chin began to quiver. Dominic
sneered at her reaction, not comfortable with such displays of emotion. He' d rather
her fight him again than this. Still, he pulled his kerchief from his pocket and handed
it to her.

“No offense to you, but no self-respecting father sells their child at an auction,” he
said, histone grating, “The circumstances are not ideal, but perhaps it is best that you
are now free of him.”

“How?’ Amelia sobbed, then blew her nose into the kerchief. “How is this better? |
was sold like chattel!”

“Yes but you were sold tome,” Dominic retorted, “And | am arrogant enough to
admit that my circumstances are much better than his. | can at least provide an
assurance that you will never go through such an ordeal again. Unlike the others who
might have bought you. Nor will | turn you into any sort of paramour. | am not fond
of dallying with the unwilling.”

“Christ,” Dominic then swore. “What was he thinking? Only a handful of those men
actually make the women they purchase their wives! And even so the mask policy has
its limitations when it comes to identity protection. Word would have gotten out that



he had sold you. It still might.”

Amelia stear-filled eyes widened once more and she shook her head vigoroudly.

“No. No itcannotget out,” she pleaded. “Not even for my own reputation, but for my
sisters. If such a rumor would spread they would never be courted, and my father
would do the same to them. He said as much!”

Disgust bloomed in Dominic’'s stomach. Of al the messes he'd been entangled in
through his life, this one was by far the trickiest. He took a ragged breath, pushing
through his rage, and nodded his head.

“There is one way that can be avoided,” he said quietly. Even as he said it, his soul
balked at the idea. He was of the right age for it. A part of him even felt inclined to it.

But this was never how he wanted it.

“Tell me” Amelia urged, leaning toward him. “Tell me what to do and | will.
|cannotlet this happen to my sisters.”

Dominic looked up at her, his gaze wary.

“We will marry.”

CHAPTERTHREE

“No,” Ameliablurted out, then blushed. A tiny sense of guilt flitted through her.

Dominic, of al people, had saved her and had already assured her that no force of
inappropriate relations would be put upon her. Still, she balked at the idea.

Dominic’ s dark brows flew up at her response and his jaw tightened at her response.



“You think it is something | wish for?’ He asked. “When | thought of taking a wife |
did not think | would be purchasing her.”

“Why not?’” She replied haughtily, her fear slowly draining from her body. “Is that
not what parents of daughters do? Offer a dowry to noble men to marry them? It is
really all the same. Just in a different environment.”
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Dominic’s silver eyes darkened as he stared at her, and Amelia immediately cooled
her temper. When he then spoke his tone was low. Calm. And yet- there was a lethal
edgetoit.

“l understand you have had a rather awful evening. But you will speak to me with
respect, Amelia. | am attempting to offer solution to this issue, even at my own
inconvenience.”

Amelia cast her eyes away from his, took a steadying breath, and mentally went
through the last two hours and wild series of events.| have not been sold to a stranger.
| have been sold to afriend that wants to help me. | am angry. But | do not need to be
angry at him. I will listen.

“1 apologize,” she said as camly as she could, looking back up at him. “Please tell
me your plan.”

Dominic’s pinning, cold stare made her want to squirm in her seat, but she clasped
her hands and held herself tightly. A moment later the carriage stopped, and the
driver tapped on the roof.

“We are here, Your Grace,” he announced.

Still keeping his piercing gaze on Amelia, Dominic said loudly, “Walk twenty paces
away from us. Keep watch to make sure we are not interrupted. | shall call you back

when we are ready to leave.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the driver announced, and silence then stretched as they felt the



carriage sway dlightly as the man climbed down, then listened as his crunching
footsteps faded away.

“What do you know of my reputation, Amelia?” Dominic asked at |ast.

The question took her off guard. It was not at al what she thought he was going to
ask.

“1- well, | have heard occasionally of your successes in your Dukedom from Theo
and Seraphina. | have heard your witty comments between our friend group,” she
explained.

A single dark brow of hisrose.

“You’'ve not heard any other gossip about me?’ He asked.

Amelialet out adry, mirthless laugh.

“People talk about me, Your Grace. Nottome. The only ones who have deigned to
truly converse are the women in my close circle of friends.”

She paused, suddenly curious as to why he would ask and added, “Why?’

Dominic glanced away from her as he stretched his large body from a casual sitting
position to one more refined.

“1 am known to be quite ruthless in business,” he answered, reaching for his silver
cuff link on his black shirt Sleeve.

She watched as he twisted it with his fingers, as if adjusting it back into place even
though it was properly seated.



“I am successful at everything | do and | am known to work with favors,” he went on.
“1 am knowledgeable in many things and | know the when, where, and why before
most do.”

It was Amelia’s turn to raise a brow.Certainly quite confident in himself, too,she
thought, growing frustrated.

“Congratulations?’ She said, giving him a questioning look. “What does this have to
do with my predicament?’

To her surprise, Dominic let out what sounded like an amused huff as his lips
twitched.

“What it means is that | am powerful, Amelia. Powerful enough that everyone of
importance wants to be an ally. Therefore if | take you on as my wife, even if some of
the men back there did know who you were, they would not dare speak aword of it to
anyone.”

Amelia' s brows flew up.

“You are that well liked?’ She asked.

He chuckled, and shook his head.

“It is not about being liked. | am formidable. Being on my bad side can tend to get
dangerous. For multiple reasons.”

Though curious, Amelia did not ask for further information. Something in the calm,
unbothered way he stated these things told her that it was nothing but the truth.

“Very well,” she said quietly, then drew in a breath.
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“If I marry you | shall have a certain protection. That certainly is appreciated. But
what else?’

Again those sculpted lips of his twitched.
“What else?’ He echoed camly.

“That iswhat you are willing to do for me,” she replied. “I am assuming thisis adeal.
What isit that you want meto do for you?”

That small ghost of a smile faded quickly from Dominic’s lips and it made Amelia
grow rigid.

“As | said earlier, | have no proclivity for an unwilling paramour. This deal will not
brokered by forced sexual favors.” He replied with a bitter note in his voice.

Ameliafelt her cheeks flush at the provocative word, not expecting the bluntness of
it. Suddenly she wondered if the very thought of participating in such acts with her
were off-putting to her, and she felt a bitter shot of disappointment.

Yes, she had put off finding a husband because of her bruised feelings toward men
and her ever-floundering reputation, but some small part of her had hoped that if she
could marry, it would be with a man that would show her not just love, but passion.
The kind she read of so often in her books.

“Excluding that,” she said slowly, dismissing her feelings, “There must be something
you want from me.”



“If we were to be married you would be a duchess,” he clarified, “Therefore it would
stand to reason that you step in and fill the roles as such.”

Amelianodded. That was afair and rational request. After al if he was willing to act
as her husband, she should be willing in some capacity to act as hiswife. And she had
been trained extensively by her mother to undertake such duties; though there would
be a learning curve when it came to the esteemed status of a duchess. More hosting,
more delegating. But she could handle it. For the life he'd just spared her. She could
do this.

“Very well,” she said at last, clasping her handstightly together.

“And you stay out of London,” he dictated. “Out of sight and out of mind from
theton.Y ou will accept your new life at Ellsworth.”

“Why would | want to return here anyway?’ She scoffed.

Dominic gave asimple nod.

“l remember a vague conversation you and | had at Seraphina's baby shower,” he
went on. “You stated that you wanted to be a woman that could do whatever she
wanted. There will be rules to our unorthodox marriage. You cannot damage my
reputation, and | will not damage yours. That being said, however, given the
agreement we just settled on, if you use discretion you may go after a bit of the
freedom you spoke of.”

Amelia’ s brows flew to her forehead as her lips parted in shock.

“Truly?’ She asked.

Dominic shrugged his powerful shoulders.



“If you respect my privacy and my freedoms, | shall respect yours. Can you agree on
that?”

Perhaps this is a better bargain than | thought,she mused silently as she nodded.

“Very good,” Dominic stated, then reached for the door.

She stared at him in strange wonder as he called the driver back to them, and gave
him Theo’ s address.

“What are we going there for?’ She asked as they started to move again.

“You are certainly not going back to your father’s house,” Dominic said with a rueful
chuckle, “And you cannot yet come back to mine. A private residence, | suspect,
would be too isolating for you after the night you had. Theo is your dear friend and
her parents are very tolerant to overnight guests. Therefore you will stay with Theo
until we are married.”

“And when will that be?’ Amelia asked.

“l have certain connections,” Dominic replied. “We can have the license and
ceremony in three days.”

“Sarah! Lydial” Amelia gasped.

The wedding ceremony had come and gone in a blur, her mind so addled that she
hadn’'t noticed who was and was not among the small crowd of guests. She still
hadn’t mentally recovered from the night of the auction; her fear often taking hold of
her at random moments and stealing her away for bouts of time. When she would



come out of it, she often had to take a moment to prove to herself that it was over, she
was safe, and would have to re-familiarize herself with wherever she was and
whatever she was doing.
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Unfortunately, such athing had happened just as she' d stepped onto the altar to marry
Dominic.

She smiled widely, heart pouring with relief as she saw her sisters running toward
her, and she opened her arms to embrace them. As she did so, she looked up, and a
chill ran down her spine as she saw her father watching from afar.

She had not expected that they would be able to come; and she hated that her father
had. Dominic, she suspected, must have paid avisit to him. She knew he had, for one
of the wagons outside the church was loaded with her belongings.

Amelia suppressed a shudder as she thought of what that conversation would have
been like. What their two fierce personalities clashing meeting had come aboui.

“Amelia, we cannot believe it!” Fourteen-year-old Sarah giggled, holding her tight.
“When we last saw you we were so worried, but now here you are, getting married to
aDuke! Why did you not tell us?’

Because | had no idea that was going to happen,she thought. But she refused to share
the frightening details of that horrid night her father took her to auction.

“Oh, well, I wanted it to be surprise,” Amelia laughed instead, pulling away so she
could take a good look at them. It had only been three days since she'd last seen
them, but she’ d missed and worried for them so much.

“Your wedding dress is beautiful,” Lydia gushed, her small hands delicately running
over the lace. “Can | have one like thiswhen | get married?’



Ameliasmiled at her ten-year-old sister warmly.

“1 am sure when that day comes you will have the dress of your dreams, my darling,”
shereplied.

Though Dominic did not know it yet, Amelia had decided that in the future she would
ask him to help her take her sisters under their care so that they would never go
through what she had. There was still much she did not know about her husband, but
seeing as how he had commanded the auction room, how quickly he acquired their
marriage license, and how he’d managed to get her sisters to come to the ceremony,
she was starting to realize that he had indeed been truthful when he told her he was a
powerful man.

“When will you come home?’ Lydia asked.

“When can we come visit you?’ Sarah asked before Amelia could reply.

“Why does Father seem so angry?’ Lydia piped up.

“Now that you are a duchess, will you get to wear a crown?’ Sarah added.

Her sisters peppered her with one question after another, and as Amelia kept looking
back and forth between them, she felt her heartbeat start to spike again; her breathing
become more difficult. Heat spiked in her face as her limbs went cold and numb, and
suddenly her dress felt far too tight. The room began to spin as Amelia's knees
wobbled, and the edges of her vision began to fade to black.

“Good day.”

A strong, deep voice rang clear through the chorus of the two, smaller, more feminine
ones, silencing them at once. A hand, firm yet gentle slid around Amelia’s back and



made purchase on her hip; holding her up just as she thought she was about to go
down. Startled, she looked to the man pressing to her side, and saw Dominic’s silver
gaze and calm expression.

Easy,his eyes seemed to say,Y oucanbreathe.

Amelia drew a sudden breath in, her lungs quivering, and she began to make her way
back from her terror.

“You must be Sarah and Lydia,” Dominic said, turning his attention to the little ones.

He bowed his head toward them and held out a hand.

“It isapleasure to meet you both.”

Feeling more herself now, Amelia smiled assuringly down at her little sisters, who
seemed dlightly intimidated by the large man standing beside their big sister.

“Young ladies, this is your new brother-in-law, Dominic Astorfield, Duke of
Ellsworth. Do be polite and return his warm greeting,” she urged them gently.

Though still appearing shy, each little girl took a brief hold of Dominic’s hand as they
curtseyed; his much larger hand swallowing their tiny fingers up.

“Will we be allowed to visit our sister, Y our Grace?’ Sarah asked, still sounding a bit
frightened.

Amelia looked to him and saw that though he did not smile, there was a kind
expression on hisface.

“Of course you may. Whenever you wish,” he replied. “I will even send a carriage for



you if you so need it.”

“May we go with you now?’ Lydia asked, and to Amelia' s surprise, a chuckle left
Dominic’slips.
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“Perhaps you would be so kind as to allow your big sister to settle in first,” he
replied. “What about next week?’

“What are you talking about with my children?’ Felton demanded, appearing behind
the two young girls.

He glared at both Ameliaand Dominic aggressively.

Yes, Amelia decided quietly,their conversation must have been quite intense. |
wonder if he has any regret for what he did at all?

Amelia immediately bristled again as her heart began to hammer, but Dominic only
looked at him with a cold calm.

“We are discussing avisit, Lord Hollowcroft,” he replied smoothly.

Felton bared histeeth as he said, “I will not-"

“You will not lose your temper at our wedding,Felton,” Dominic finished for him.
Ameliawas startled as her new husband used her father's first name.

“Nor will you keep sisters apart.”

Tension filled the air as the two men glared at one another. One roiling with apparent,

fiery anger. The other as cool and hard as ice. Then, as if deciding to be done with
him, Dominic turned his back to Felton and focused on the three sisters.



“l am afraid we must be going now,” Dominic said to Lydia and Sarah. “Y our papa
appears tired and needs to go home for some rest, and we have ajourney to take. But
we will see you next week.”

“You will not speak to my children about me in that-"

Felton's words were cut off as Dominic whirled and clutched his hand in what
appeared to be a cordial handshake, and held him closer.

“You will not assume control anymore,” Dominic whispered, barely loud enough for
Amelia to hear and surely not enough for the younger girls to hear. “You lost that
when you sold your daughter. Do not forget who | am and what | am capable of,
Felton. Now regain control of yourself. Congratulate your daughter on her marriage,
andleave.”

Stunned, Amelia slowly reached down and took her sisters’ hands as Dominic
released their father’s hand and took a step back. When he did so, Amelia could see
that her father's face had turned bright red, but there was no anger left in his
expression.

“Congratulations, daughter,” Felton stated, his voice clipped, “On your marriage. |
wish you all happiness.”

“Good,” Dominic breathed.

“Girls, come along,” Felton said then, “It is time to go home. You shall see your
sister next week.”

Both girls turned in toward Amelia, and she bent down once more to embrace them
tightly.



“See you soon,” she promised them.

As she watched them leave Amelia turned to Dominic with a questioning gaze.

“Who are you, Dominic?’ She whispered.

Dominic took a long breath in through his nostrils as he crooked his arm and once
more fiddled with his silver cuff- just as he had the night he' d bought her.

“1 am the Duke of Ellsworth,” he replied calmly, “And your husband. Now come. It
Istime for usto go home.”

Amelia blinked in surprise as the footman opened the door and she found Theo,
Rosamund, and Ophelia already in the carriage.

“Gorgeous darling!” Theo chirped warmly.

“Comeright in,” Rosamund insisted, motioning for her to do so.

“Such a beautiful wedding,” Ophelia praised.

“What isthis?’ She asked of them, then turned to Dominic.
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“1 have my own business to attend to when we reach Ellsworth, so | arranged for your
friends to keep you company while you get to know your way around the staff and
house,” he replied smoothly.

Ameliasmiled at her friends, then reached for Dominic’s arm to pull him to the side.

“Dominic, | have questions,” she insisted in a whisper. “I was hoping we would at
least have the carriage ride to discuss them.”

“You will have your lifeto lead, and | will have my own,” hereplied. “As | indicated
before. There will be no need for pretense in our home, so why bother starting off that
way?’

The cold way he said it made her flinch, and her hand slipped from his arm.

“You are safe now, Amelia,” he stated pragmatically, steepling his fingers together.
“That isall that matters. Now your friends are waiting.”

With that, he turned from her and walked to the carriage behind hers; only leaving her
with more questions.

“Well, wasn't that a whirlwind!” Rosamund said with awe when Amelia eventually
got into the carriage.

“Do finaly explain how this all came about,” Ophelia urged. “I know you and the
Duke flirted once at Seraphina s baby shower, but | assumed it was a just a simple act
of brazen defiance.”



She forced a smile as her eyes darted to Theo, who gave her a comforting, subtle nod.
They had not shared the truth with the other friends.

“Yes, well, when there is a spark, sometimes it grows into a flame,” Amelia replied
forcing alaugh.

“Howdelicious,” Rosamund giggled.

“The Duke and | simply understand what each other wants,” she lied, “and we came
to an agreement that would suit us both. He shall have hislife. | shall have mine. And
we will work together whenever necessary.”

“Well,” Opheliachortled, “That is dlightly less delicious.”

“What | find delicious is that His Grace has invited us all to be with you as you settle
In,” Theo piped up. “It is obvious heis abusy man and | think it is most gracious that
he allowed us to aid you in taking on your new responsibilities.”

“Yes,” Amelia said readily, hoping to change the topic, “That is indeed most
welcome. My mother prepared me extensively for taking on the responsibility of a
house, but | hear my husband’ s estate is far more vast than most. Come, give me any
advice you can.”

As the carriage rolled toward Ellsworth, Amelia pushed her mind to not wander
toward her new husband, but her friends' suggestions; thankfully eating up the time it
took to get there. When they arrived, she noted that Dominic’s carriage was already
heading toward the stables, with him nowhere to be found on the large expanse of
marble steps that led to the main entrance.

CHAPTERFOUR



The estate, she discovered, was indeed quite monstrous as she stood before it;
appearing aimost church-like in its design of multiple steepled roofs, dark grey stone,
and curved archways that held several dark wood double doors. She tried, for a
moment, to count the windows, but lost track after thirty.

“My, what a house,” Rose sighed, looking up at it.

“So easy to get lost in, | am sure,” Ophelia stated, fanning her skyward tipped face.

“We will help you learn it,” Theo said supportively, looping her arm through
Amelias.

Amelia gave her an appreciative smile, and together, the four of them made their way
up the long steps. Inside they all gasped at the auspiciousness of the foyer; a
sweeping, vast room with a cathedral ceiling, dark grey walls, and polished black
metal sconces all lining the walls; all of them lit and actively trying to battle the
natural darkness of the place.

“Thisisn't an estate, thisisacastle,” Opheliajoked.

“A rather dreary one at that,” Rose muttered, her eyes on the many shadows.

“Do not worry,” Theo whispered in Amelia’s ear as she suddenly felt overwhelmed.
“We shall brighten it up if that iswhat you wish.”

Amelia tried to smile, but a grimace was all she could muster. For the first time, she
started to wonder if accepting Dominic’s deal was a mistake.

Before her mind could run too far in that direction, a set of double dark wood doors
opened up to their left, and two long lines of servants came marching out in perfect
time, forming a half circle around the ladies. Once the half circle was formed, a



matronly woman with a kind face, and a small, eager looking young woman stepped
out of rank and curtseyed deeply.

“Your Grace,” the young woman greeted, her voice thick with reverence, “It is our
sincere honor to welcome you to your new home. My name is Ada, the housekeeper’'s

speaker, and this Mrs. Morbate, the Ellsworth estate housekeeper.”

“Speaker?’ Amelia asked, curious.
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“Mrs. Morbate lost her ability to speak some years ago,” Ada explained, “But | assure
you, Your Grace, she is vastly capable of her duties. | simply am able to trandate to
the others on her behalf when needed.”

“How fascinating,” Amelia breathed, “Is there a language you learned to help her-
you-" she paused, casting a kind glance to Mrs. Morbate to let her know she was
speaking to both of them, “how to go on with your duties?’

Mrs. Morbate smiled beautifully and nodded as Ada replied, “Yes, Your Grace. It
took time to accomplish, but now | understand her perfectly.”

“Well, | would greatly appreciate to be taught this mysterious language,” Amelia said
to them.

Mrs. Morbate bowed her head as Adareplied, “As you wish, Your Grace, we would
be delighted.”

Dominic could have simply let Mrs. Morbate go when she lost her ability to speak,
yet he chose to keep her on and hire Ada to help her. Most interesting,she mused
silently.

“A pleasure to meet you both,” Amelia replied, “Might | introduce you to my dear
friends, Lady Theodosia, Lady Rosamund, and Lady Ophelia. They will be my
frequent guests. | would prefer it if rooms be ready for them at any given time. My
friend, the Duchess of Vanderbilt may be visiting occasionally as well.”

“Of course, Your Grace,” Ada replied as Mrs. Morbate nodded. “His Grace has



aready informed us of this news and their rooms are aready prepared. They are
positioned in the Duchess wing, with rooms adjoining yours.”

Amelia blinked in surprise.

“Hedid?’ She asked.

“A wing?’ Theo asked, turning her head quickly to Amelia. “Y ou get an entirewing?’

“If 1 may continue with the rest of the introductions, Your Grace,” Ada urged
respectfully as Mrs. Morbate beckoned toward a man to her left. Like Mrs. Morbate,
he was older, probably in his late fifties or early sixties, and had a kind face above his
dlightly rotund belly.

“This is Mr. Morbate,” Ada continued, “The head butler and Mrs. Morbate's
husband. He also at times, acts as somewhat of an overseer of the estate when His
Graceisaway.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Mr. Morbate,” Ameliasaid.

Immediately she wanted to corral the man into a room and ask the many questions
she had about her husband- though something told her the kind-face butler would not
speak much on his master. Like Mrs. Morbate, there was a look of deep devotion in
his eyes.

“Lastly | would like you to meet Eve, your personal maid. His Grace informed us you
would not be bringing one from your home. She is widely knowledgeable in her craft,
but if she is not a good fit, do let us know so that we may find a more suitable
arrangement.”

“1 am sure that will not be necessary,” Amelia stated, looking around the circle for



the maid in question.

Another thin, pale, pretty young woman stepped forward, a lock of stark black hair
falling from her cap and nearly covering her left eye. She had large dark brown,
amost black eyes that were hauntingly captivating. Her dark pink lips spread into a

smile as she curtseyed toward Amelia

“It would be a pleasure to serve you, Your Grace. | am eager to attend to whatever
needs you request.”

Though she couldn’t quite pinpoint why, Amelialiked her immediately.

“1 am sure you will learn them swiftly,” she replied.

“We have also acquired handmaids for your friends, Your Grace,” Ada continued,
and four more women, all pretty, all with unique features, stepped forward.

“Thisis Bessie, Nell, Hattie, and Nora. They have many other duties they are able to
perform when your guests are not here, so please do not fret over their practicality.
All of usare skilled in being multifaceted.”

A curious way to put it,Amelia noted.

“0Ooo0oh, how exciting!” Ophelia squeal ed.

“Thank you for considering my friends, it is greatly appreciated!” Amelia replied,
ending with alaugh of surprise.

“Of course, Your Grace,” Ada said as she and Mrs. Morbate curtseyed once more.

“Now if you would like, Mrs. Morbate and | would like to help you settle in. The



others are secondary staff, and you may meet them individually at your leisure if you
wish.”

“Yes,” Amelia agreed, thankful she didn’t have to memorize so many names at once.
There were at the very least fifty other people in uniform.

“1 think that would be best. If you would allow me to rest this evening, my friends
and | would be happy to start atour and hold our first meetings tomorrow.”
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“As you wish, Your Grace,” Ada replied, both her and Mrs. Morbate once more
bowing deeply.

“Mr. Morbate?” Ameliacalled as the other servants were silently dismissed.

“Your Grace,” he answered with a bow.

“Would you please deliver a message to my husband, wherever he may be in this
grand place, and tell him | request his presence over a late dinner in my quarters?’
Amelia asked. There was much she wanted to discuss, to learn. Now more than ever.
The butler gave her a sympathetic look, and gave a slight shake of his head.

“1 am afraid His Grace is unreachable, My Lady.”

Amelia's brows knitted together as she felt awell of disappointment.

“And why isthat?’ She asked.

“Because, Your Grace, he has already departed.”

“Eve,” Ameliacalled out from her bath, “May | ask you something?’

She had spent the evening with her friends, trying to get over the shock and
disappointment of Dominic’s departure. They had explored the rooms in the Duchess



wing, chattered and gossiped about the mixture of beauty and dark mystery of not just
the house itself, but the staff as well. They had all tried, at great length, to speak to
Adaand Mrs. Morbate about Dominic, but answers, though kind and polite, eluded to
no great details.

They had al dined together, then deciding to not call on their maids, helped one
another dress for bed and undo the intricate styles put into their hair for the
auspicious day. They’d then chatted and giggled long into the night, nibbling on fruits
and sipping on wine, until one by one, Rose, Ophelia, and eventually Theo, retired
back to their rooms with sleepy eyes and heavy footsteps.

Amelia had tried to go to sleep in the vast, soft expanse that was her new bed, but it
was a task she could not complete. Finally she gave up, rang for Eve, and requested a

bath.

“Yes, Your Grace, of course,” Eve answered presently, looking up from her stitching.
“Do you need me to wash your back? Or perhaps fetch you a different bath oil ?”

“No, no, please stay,” Amelia answered, sitting up in the large copper tub, “I want to
ask you about your master. My husband.”

Eve went rigid for a moment, her needle freezing just before it was about to delve
into the fabric, then her shoulders relaxed, and she continued.

“1 do not know much about him, Y our Grace,” she said politely. “As Ada told you, |
have only recently come into employ at the house.”

“Yes, but you must knowsomething,” Ameliainsisted.

“Perhaps you should ask Mrs. Morbate-"



“1 have already tried,” Ameliareplied, her tone more curt than intended.

She took a deep breath, gathered her senses, and sunk lower into the warm water until
the bottom of her chin touched the surface.

“l only want to know who | am married to, Eve,” she said softly, speaking to her
more as a friend than an employer. “I thought he was just another Duke with an
inflated sense of sdf, but there is something different about Dominic.
Something...more than the nobility that his title provides him. | want to know what
that is.”

Silence stretched between them for a long moment before Amelia heard Eve sigh
softly, and then the maid put her stitching down to come kneel by the large tub.

“1 truthfully do not know your husband, Y our Grace,” she said quietly, “But | can tell
you my story, and how our paths crossed, if you wish.”

Amelia sat back up, excitement shooting through her as she quickly nodded.
“Until afew months ago, | was a maid in another house for another esteemed family.
Not one so regal as the Duke, but still one of nobility. The Lord of that house had...”

she stopped, blushing, and Ameliafelt her stomach twist.

She knew what happened to many pretty maids. Knew because she’d seen her father
corner more than afew.

“Go on,” she urged softly. “I will not judge you, and your employment is not in any
danger from me.”

A look of appreciation passed over Eve' s face, and she continued.
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“-Had found an interest in me. For quite a while | was able to curb his chase. I'd
learned his schedule, made sure to be one step ahead so that | would not be cornered.
| thought | was being quite crafty by keeping away from him in his house, but | forgot
about the outside. | forgot, or maybe did not even think, that he could possibly follow
me while | was out.

“1 was visiting a friend one night in the shopping district in London, her mistress was
a modiste, and they lived in the apartment above her shop. | left one night, late, and
before | took three steps into the alley, he was there, pinning me up against the wall. |
fought. | screamed. But even as others could hear me from the outer street, no one
came. At one point | was able to wrench my wrist free, and | dug my nails into my
master’ s face, no longer caring if | lost my position.

| was able to get in a solid good scratch before he pulled out his pistol and clocked
me to the head right well.”

Eve pulled back her lock of black hair then, revealing a jagged, lightning-like scar
that stretched from her temple to her eyelid, and Ameliawinced at the horror of it.

“Oh, Eve,” Ameliawhispered, “| am so sorry.”

“l did not faint, but for a long moment | could not see or move my body. But | was
awake as he took me to the ground and started tearing at my skirts. | thought it was
over, that | had lost and was about to lose my most precious thing. And then suddenly
he was gone. Off of me. Then | heard the sound of pain-filled moans and fists against
flesh, and then running footsteps.



“1 was so tired, so disoriented from the fight that | could not do anything when | was
lifted up again other than open my eyes. For a moment, | thought the man was going
to finish what my master started, but instead he pressed a kerchief to my head, and
asked me if | would like a new place of work.”

Amelia’ s brows flew up.

“My husband saved you?’ She asked.

Eve nodded.

“He brought me here that very night, where Ada and Mrs. Morbate took me in and
nursed me back to health. | have not seen but a glimpse of His Grace once every so
often ever since. Heis, as Mr. Morbate explained, avery busy man.”

Ameliathought on Eve's story for along moment as the water in her bath grew cool.

“Do others who work in this house have similar stories, Eve?’ She asked after a
while.

Eve was silent for a moment before she replied, “I have not yet spoken toeveryworker
in this house and those that have shared their secrets with me are even less...but yes,
it does seem so, Your Grace. And like myself, they rarely catch glimpses of or deal
directly with His Grace. He seems to take us in, and as long as we are apt at our
duties, allows us freedoms. It iswhy we are all so dedicated. Why we're al willing to
complete whatever task he asks of us. Eveniif it isabit strange.”

“Strange?’ Ameliaasked. “How so?’

“Sometimes he directs us to disguise ourselves and go to London. To listen to certain
people. To bring him information. It feels dangerous sometimes, but he always pays



us handsomely for it.”

“But heiskind to you?’

Eve let out alaugh that startled her.

“Oh, Your Grace, | would not go that far,” Eve replied. “He is protective, surely, and
he does provide more than most employers. But his disposition is um...surly. Cam,
yes, but also quite gruff and a bit-" she paused, as if trying to find the right word.
“Fera? Like a trained wolf. Lovable but you never get too close for fear his primal
nature will take over.”

Yes, | can certainly agree to that description of him,Amelia thought.

She was quiet for another moment before she said, “Thank you for your story, Eve,
and your time. It is growing late. Y ou may go.”

“Are you sure | cannot help you out of the tub? Eve asked, reaching for the bath
shest.

“I shall befine doing it myself,” shereplied. “I need to think on what | have learned.”

“Are you angry with me, Your Grace?’ Eve asked, a worried expression glimmering
over her beautiful face.

“Not at al,” Amelia replied, her tone reassuring. “I am most grateful. It seems,
actually, that our circumstances to arriving at this house are similar and | must decide
how to move forward. Do try to sleep well for we have much to do tomorrow. | shall
see you in the morning.”

Eve curtseyed deeply to her then, and after whispering goodnight, left Amelia to her



requested privacy. As she stepped out of the tub and began lathering herself in oils,
Ameliathought of her circumstances, her future, and everything Eve had told her.

Dominic had mentioned twice now that they were alowed to lead separate lives, that,
as long as she could perform her duties as a Duchess, he would ask nothing else of
her. Just as he had done with the servants. He' d saved her. Saved them all, it seemed,
but aside from honest work, wanted nothing in return.

After slipping back into her nightdress and sliding back into her massive, empty bed,
Amelia felt a burst of euphoria undulate through her spine. She could have the life
she truly wanted. Not as a constant plaything for a husband or an ousted spinster that
only found solace in the space of a country house. She could live a life of adventure;
of exploration. All she had to do was pay her due.

As sleep began to tingle its way through her body, Amelia found herself smiling. Her
husband might not be doting or in love with her, it was true. But perhaps...perhaps
he'd given her something far more precious.

CHAPTERFHVE
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Eleven Months Later

“It has been a while since we have spoken, Dominic,” Tristan stated. “How goes your
new life as a husband?’

“1 would not know,” Dominic replied, his tone dismissive as he signed his signature
for the hundredth time in the last hour, “I have been traveling up until yesterday, |
only just arrived back.”

While it was true that his trade ventures had taken him out of the country for several
months, what he left out was that he had received constant updates from his staff
regarding the status of his new wife. According to them, she seemed to be doing well.
Mrs. Morbate wrote flattering words regarding Amelia accepting the duties as
Duchess. That she and her friends hosted dignitaries and his associates with grace and
a welcoming air. He also knew that the conversation he had with Felton before
departing was well taken and understood, for her sisters remained on a dedicated
schedule of visiting Amelia on the weekends without fail.

Dominic pulled the next contract from the pile as he sat at his desk in the office of his
London home, and read over the contents. There was much to do since his return.
Work to catch up on, new deals to make. Word had reached him that Seraphina’s
estranged father, the Duke of Caldermere, had passed, and that a relative of hiswould
be taking thetitle.

The former Duke had refused to do business with him; cutting him out of trade deals
that would be most lucrative to his territory. With the new heir in place, he hoped to
remedy that. He was about to make his one-hundred-and-first signature when the



contract was pulled beneath him, forcing him to scratch a long, black line of ink
down the paper and onto the top of his desk.

His eyes shot up in a warning glare at Tristan, and a low growl of displeasure
rumbled in his chest.

“Do you mind? | am trying to work. | have missed much while away on business,” he
grit out.

“I do not mind, actualy,” Tristan retorted, looking completely unbothered by
Dominic’s warning glare. “Are you telling me that you have not seen your wife for a
year?’

“| fail to see how that isanybusiness of yours, Tristan,” Dominic stated, “ She is well
taken care of and that isall you need to know.”

“People are not pets or plants you just accrue and abandon, Dominic,” Tristan replied,
his brows creasing. “Especialywomen. They have needs, both physica and
emotional!”

“And Amelia has the freedom to tend to those needs as desired as long as she uses
discretion,” Dominic said as he rose to his feet and snatched the contract from
Tristan’ s hands.

“l cannot believe this,” Tristan sighed. “A year. You' ve been gone nearlya yearthis
whole time? | thought you'd just been busy with work. | thought Theo would have
told me that you had been absent from all those visits she paysto Amelia.”

“She probably didn’t tell you because you've become rather emotional for a man,”
Dominic muttered, making his signature. Then in a clearer voice added, “And
Ilhavebeen busy with work. The deals | made in Italy, Spain, and France? | have



contracts for exports from my Dukedom for a full decade. Contracts that will keep
my people employed, with the ability to keep their coffersandtheir bellies full. | have
gotten my percentage of destitutes in Ellsworth down to three percent because of
what | have done. Are you saying that is not worthy work?’

Tristan’s brows rose as he muttered, “ Three percent? Truly?’

“Shall I fetch my overseer for you?’ Dominic asked sarcastically. “Have him bring in
the numbers of last year’s census?’

Tristan gave him a look that screamed for him to be more sensible, only serving to
further darken Dominic’s mood.

“What has become of you, Tristan?’ He asked. “Y our emotions are all over the place.
Putting your nose in other’s peopl€’ s business has become worse than ever.”

Tristan sighed, suddenly looking weary, and sank into the chair across from Dominic.

“It is my mother,” he explained. “Her health continues to hang on by a thread. Theo
Is home even less now, and Seraphina, who used to come and help us often, is now at
Vanderbilt with Hugo, her hands full with her own children.”

Dominic took a calming breath. Yes, he’'d known about Lady Briarwood's failing
health. One of his many little spies had collected and sent the information to him
while he was away. She' d been plagued by an unknown disease that affected not just
the body, but the mind.

“I met a new type of physician in Milan. | will send for him if you wish,” Dominic
offered.

Tristan’ s shoulders slumped.



“Thank you,” his friend said quietly. “This...diseased, ailment- whatever, is tearing
her apart. There are days when she screams at the servants to leave her be. Believes |
am Father. Or does not recognize me at all. | want to be there for her, to help her, but
taking over his responsibilities since he's passed has kept me far too busy. | can't
seem to gain a proper hold on either and |- | fedl like I’ m dlipping away too.”

Dominic let loose a sigh, and finally put down his pen, willing to put his work on
pause for the first time. Yes, he'd heard that, too. His friend was not doing well. At
al. His mother’s health was failing with some strange illness, and his father had
passed before Seraphina’ s twins were born of a burst appendix.

“Tristan that sounds horrible,” he conceded. “I am sorry to hear this.”

Tristan rubbed a hand over his face, looking moretired than ever.

“Itisnot just that. It is Theo. | fear sheistraversing into dangerous territory.”

Dominic’'s body suddenly grew rigid.Thatwas something he had not heard. And
certainly something he should have if Theo was staying consistently at Ellsworth.

“If she is constantly with my wife | do not understand how that could be true,”
Dominic murmured, feeling his anger tick up once more.
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“Perhaps that is why | was so bothered when you revealed to me that you have been
absent from her,” Tristan confessed, glancing up at Dominic with worry-filled eyes.
“1 have heard rumors. | thought that Amelia had been with you. That you had gone
together. And though | was uncomfortable with the idea of Theo being there, too, |
was at least comforted in knowing that you were there. In case any trouble unfolded.
Y ou have...you have away of taking care of things. Of making issues disappear.”

Dominic’s brow furrowed as he sat on the edge of his seat. Were his little spies
keeping something from him?

“Speak plainly, Tristan. No more subtleties.”
Tristan looked back at him, his eyes growing dark as a grim line settled on his mouth.

“The Devil’s Masquerades,” Tristan replied. “It is being said that Amelia and Theo,
possibly, and Ophelia and Rose too, have been spotted at them.”

Fury trembled and seeped into Dominic’s muscles, sending them into arigid tension.
“Tell me everything you know,” Dominic demanded, his tone low and deadly.

“Now.”

“Oh, Theo,” Amelia whispered worriedly under her breath. “What on earth were you
thinking?’



A nervous tremor passed through Amelia's arms as she once more reached into her
bag and opened her small mirror to inspect herself. These parties- strictly for the
willing- were a far cry from the debased auction she'd found herself forced into
nearly ayear ago, yet her mind still frayed dlightly when approaching. The last thing
she ever wanted was to be there again.

She shook her head subtly and focused on her reflection; needing to make sure
everything was perfectly in place. That she looked nothing like herself. It was, as
always, arequirement for parties such asthis.

In the mirror she studied her black kohl rimmed eyes that bled perfectly into the black
cat-eye mask she wore. The clay powder she used to disguise her porcelain skin was
still intact, giving her a warm, sun-kissed glow; shimmering thanks to the powdered
pearl she'd added to it. Her cheeks were tinted with a delicate flush, and her lips,
painted a deep shade of crimson, appeared most exquisite. With practice, she'd
learned techniques to make her lips look poutier, plumper, so that she looked
completely unlike herself.

Carefully, she touched the slick backed updo that held her cascading curls amost in a
tail; which were framed perfectly by the delicate, branchlike black horns of her mask.
As usual for such parties, she'd also forsaken her favorite purples for a tighter black
dress that hugged her figure in a most seductive fashion. A calling card, she
imagined, that she always knew where she was and what she was doing. Even if at
first she hadn't.

“We have arrived, madam,” Her driver called as the carriage came to a stop.

“Thank you, Salty,” Amelia called back, drawing on her black silk cloak.

Though she was referred to as “Your Grace” and would have her door opened for her
under normal circumstances, things operated differently when she was attending



aDevil’s Masgueradenight. There were no proper addresses, no proof that she was
royalty, a guest, or a worker. It was one of the many rules if one wanted to maintain
an invitation to the devious and elusive parties. No one was to know anything about
who one was truly was in their other life. They wereallto be wrapped in mystery.

After successfully procuring an invitation nearly ten months ago, Amelia and her
friends had gone excitedly and willingly to these parties. However, tonight was
different. She was going because her little spies- well, her and her husband's little
spies, had discovered that Theo was going to tonight’s party alone. Had been to
others on her own. And that her caution in being nameless and faceless was starting
to dlip.

Amelia did herself gracefully from the carriage seat and out into the empty, quiet,
and unassuming street, and walked with her hood up and head down to the lone man
that stood outside the door to the townhouse that blended perfectly with the rest on
the street. Like the others it appeared clean and mundane.

“Welcome, Madam Artemis,” the man murmured, bowing his head dightly before
knocking in a specific order on the door.

“Thank you, Sulta,” Amelia murmured back, stepping through the dark threshold.
She walked the normal few paces in tota darkness and silence, her head raising
elegantly as she drew back her shoulders and removed her hood; approaching another

threshold where a masked servant stood on either end of the red-curtained entrance.

One accepted her cloak, then together they parted the curtains for her as they bowed,
and she stepped into theDevil’ s Masguerade.

Soft, undulating music greeted her ears and a warm, red light bathed over her as she
stepped into the front room of the party. A hum of sensual excitement skittered over



her skin as she stepped into the place where her freedom had soared.

People; some in couples, others in groups, all dressed in divine dark colors and
masks, danced and clustered as they were carried by the hypnotic music and provided
libations. The parties were centered around freedom and lowering one's inhibitions,
and everyone who received an invitation expected such.

Amelia moved with a feline grace through the room, nodding to those who raised
their glasses to her. She had become rather respected in this circle; known not for the
acts she committed within such walls, but the wit and sharp tongue she displayed
when conversing such matters.

She had grown much in the past year. In away, had come into her own regality now
that rumors and sundering were worries for her. Still, she had yet to find the right
partner to dally with. Her purity, ironically enough, still meant something to her, and
she was not willing to give it to someone lightly. Even if her husband did not care.
Shedid.

Amelia searched the rooms slowly, careful not to draw too much attention to herself,
and finally found Theo. Shock and discomfort rippled through her as she saw her
friend had slid her mask up to her forehead as she sat on a gentleman’s lap, her arm
wrapped around his shoulders as he traced a lazy finger over her abdomen as they
quietly talked.

Amelia dlid her eyes toward the others in the room, and noticed that several were
watching Theo as well; probably shocked that someone was openly breaking one of
the most important house rules. Despite her frustration though, Amelia walked to her
with her usual laidback grace, and reached down, sensually touching Theo's chin and
directing it to look at her.

“Calypso, my darling,” she purred, “How lovely to see you here. Might | have a



word?’
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Theo's eyes grew wide in the dim, crimson light, clearly startled that Amelia was
there, but she quickly recovered, and smiled as she rose from the man’s lap. As she
did so, Amelia reached for her friend’s mask, and smoothly pulled it back down over
her face.

“Excuse us, Dionysus,” Theo said, her tone seductive as she joined Amelia by her
side.

The man nodded, obviously undeterred by the interruption, and beckoned toward a
group of women. Two came forward willingly, each perching on his knees, and he

resumed his evening without another word.

Silently, Amelia and Theo walked side by side until Amelia found an empty room,
and the two dlipped inside.

“1 had hoped it was not true,” Amelia began immediately, closing the door behind
them.

“That you were not coming to these parties alone.”

“So what if | am?’ Theo asked, her tone immediately defensive as she pulled off her
mask.

Amelia stopped her immediately, all but slapping it back onto her face.

“Keep. Your Mask. On,” Amelia ground out. “Whether we are alone or not. That is a
rule of this place and one of good thumb in general.”



“Why does it matter if everyoneinvited hereis sworn to secrecy?’ Theo retorted.

Amelia' s eyes narrowed, shocked at her friend’ s immature response.

“How didwefind out about these parties, Theo?" She asked. “Did a masked person
come to tell us? No, we found out through gossip that they exist. People talk, whether
they are supposed to or not, and if they are willing to talk about the parties they are
certainly willing to talk about a woman who is openly breaking the rules!”

Theo's lips drew into a pout and her shoulders slumped.

“1 know,” she sighed.

“Furthermore, we al promised each other we would never come to
theMasgueradealone,” Ameliawent on, her anger and fear unfurling slowly.

“l said | know!” Theo snapped, her teeth bared as she cast a sharp glance at Amelia
through her mask. With the feline shape of it, her friend looked downright predatory.

Ameliareached for Theo’ s hand, attempting to soothe her, but she shook it off.

“Why are you doing this, Theo?” Amelia said. “Why are you putting yourself in
danger like this? Not just with the rumors, but with your person? You know what
goes on here, you know how persuasive such men that are invited here can be? We
come together to keep one another in check. To make sure the seduction we receive
does not take ustoo far.”

“l just need this, Amelia. | need to feel free, fully free, for a little while!” Theo
replied in a rushed whisper. “1 want- | need a few hours every few weeks to not care
about anything than my desires.”



Sympathy poured through Amelia as she watched her dear friend fall apart. She knew
that Theo's mother was fading; that she was straddling two lines. One between life
and death. The other between sanity and lunacy. It had been hard on Theo, on Tristan
too. She had hoped that providing Theo with an open invitation to Ellsworth Manor,
she would feel that freedom she so craved- but it was obviously not enough.

“We will figure something else out,” Ameliasaid gently.

She reached out, and this time Theo did not push her away, but let her friend wrap her
arms around her shoulders. She slumped into Amelia’'s embrace, quiet sob racking
her body.

“This just cannot be the way,” Amelia added, rubbing soothing circles into her
friend’ s back.

“I know,” Theo whispered through her sobs. “1 know.”

Amelia held Theo for a long time, letting her friend get her tears out before they
eventualy pulled away. Amelia then reached into her handbag, pulled out a kerchief-
the one Dominic had given her to wipe her own tears years ago, and dabbed the
runny, ruined cosmetics that had dribbled down Theo's exposed chin.

“Come home with me tonight,” Amelia encouraged. “Y ou can help me with the new
aviary | am putting in. Then when it is finished we will both come back to London
and stay with your mother for awhile.”

Theo nodded, and with her more composed, Amelia faced the door to the room and
opened it. She was greeted by a hulking form of man standing there, his hand braced
to turn the knob. His silver eyes flashed with rage behind his black devil’s mask, and
sculpted lips formed into a smile. Amelia's heart nearly stopped as she looked up
him; her mind racing as she tried to find her words.



“Hello,wife,” Dominic’ s deep tone snarled.

CHAPTERSIX

“Dominic,” Amelia breathed, her soft voice dliding like silk over his mind.
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His eyes raked possessively over the woman standing before him; a stark contrast to
the prim woman in purple he'd married amost a year ago. Her costume
was...exquisite A perfect, seductive look that immediately teased his mind and
tightened his breeches. Those lips. The mask.That dress.God it made her looked
ethereally perfect.

However Dominic pushed the sudden and carnal thoughts away, knowing there was a
bigger issue at hand to contend with.

“Outside,” he growled out. “Now.”

Even with a mask, Dominic recognized Theo's frame, and watched as his best
friend' s sister and his wife both jumped. For a moment a look of pure fury passed
through Amelia's kohl-rimmed eyes, but she pressed her lips together, grabbed
Theo' s hand, and began to move.

He walked one pace behind them, allowing them to find their own way out, and
stared down any man that attempted to come their way. He remained silent and
composed until they reached the street and escorted them both into the carriage. Once
the door was shut and they were on their way, however, he exploded.

“What in heaven’s name do you think you two are doing?’ He roared. “Risking your
reputations? Y our families?Mine?’

“You have been gone aimost a year,” Amelia answered with equal ferocity, startling
him.Y es. She had changed quite a bit.



“You said | would have the freedom to do as | wished as long as | maintained my
duties asa Duchess and | have!”

It took a moment for Dominic to quell the frustrating sense of pride he felt in his
wife' s strong voice- avoice, not one year ago, that had been full of tears and fright.

“Yes,” hegrit out, “Aslong as you handled yourself responsibly.”

Amelia's red mouth opened as if to retort, but she snapped it shut, her rouged cheeks
growing redder from the blush beneath.

“1 am waiting,” he egged on, leaning forward toward them. “Come, do tell me how
you have been so wise and mature with your new found freedom.”

It was Theo that spoke next.

“Do not blame her, Dominic,” sheinsisted. “It is| that have broken the rules. Amelia
only came here tonight to gather me up and take me home. If you want to be mad at
anyone, be mad at me.”

“Oh, | am,” he answered gravely, dliding off his mask. “Believe me, when | deposit
you to your brother, trust that he will have words for you as well. This
stops.Immediately.”

“Youcannotjust disappear from my life for a year and expect me to obey your
commands,” Amelia shot back at him. “You did not even have the stones to say
goodbye!”

A low growl rumbled in Dominic’'s chest as anger shot through his bloodstream. He
disiiked being talked to with a tone- but hehatedbeing called out by the truth even
less. It happenedsovery rarely.



The carriage stopped then, and the driver announced that they had arrived at
Tristan’s.

“l am escorting you inside,” Dominic told Theo, then pinned his eyes on Amelia.
“And you had better still be in this carriage when | get back. | swear to God, Amelia,
if I have to run through the streets to catch you, youwillbe punished.”

Both women stiffened, but neither said nothing as Dominic stepped out of the
carriage and held his hand out for Theo. She and Amelia exchanged a long look, then

embraced silently before she slid out of the carriage and accepted Dominic’ s hand.

Tristan opened his front door just as Dominic and Theo made it through the gate, his
face set in apparent anger.

“Get inside and go to my study,” Tristan ordered Theo. “And you better pray to high
heaven Mother and Father don’t find out about this. Things for them are bad enough.”

Theo said nothing as she walked out of Dominic’s grasp, passed Tristan, and straight
into the house.

“1t was handled with discretion,” Dominic said to Tristan when she was gone. “Y ou
have nothing to worry about.”

Tristan gave him a nod.

“Thank you for taking care of this,” hisfriend replied. “I am quite certain that | would
have handled it poorly.”

“As | have told you countless times before, | am here to help whenever | can,”
Dominic replied.



Tristan then nodded toward the carriage.
“How are you going to handle that ride home?’ He asked.

Dominic hissed out a breath as he flexed his hands and looked back at the carriage.
He didn’'t have the slightest idea.
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“It depends,” he replied, “It seems my wife has changed quite a bit since I've left.
Not the soft mouse | married. She seems to have transformed into something far more
vicious.”

“Best of luck,” Tristan scoffed.

“And to you aswell,” Dominic retorted.

The two of them shook hands, then Dominic strode back to the carriage. He held his
breath as he opened the door again, expecting to see his wife gone, but relief flooded

through him as he saw her still perched on the seat.

He couldn’t help but sweep his eyes down her form once again; a hunger roaring up
inside as he took in Amelia’ s new look. She was positivelydelicious.

“Are you going to get in? She asked him, crossing her arms, “Or are you going to
stand there with the door open, exposing me to the world like this?’

His temper immediately ate through his arousal, and Dominic grit his teeth as he
hauled himself back into the carriage.

“So when did you get back?’ She asked the moment the door was shut.

“Yesterday,” he ground out. “I didn't have a full day before | heard of your
transgressions.”

Amelia seemed unbothered by the dlight he'd tossed at her and haughtily asked,



“Where did you go? What did you do? It must have been gravely important to leave
me alone and abandoned at your manor foralmost a year!”

“Itwasimportant and my life does not stop just because | had to save you from the
auction block!” He slung back.

Amelia flinched, her haughty demeanor dipping, and Dominic clamped his teeth
together and exhaled sharply through his nostrils, struggling greatly to regain control.

He hadn’t expected this. Hadn't expected to get hit with a deadly amount of primal
hunger the moment he saw his wife again. She had always been beautiful, yes. Like
many other women of thetonseemed to hold a certain amount of beauty. But now, she
looked more than beautiful. More than seductive. She had a look that made a man’'s
mouth water and his cock swell and stir to the point of pain. And in that moment, he
loathed her for it.

“1 truly did have important business for my people to sort out,” Dominic stated,
straining to maintain composed. “Perhaps it was wrong of me to leave without an
apology or an explanation, but | knew my staff would take good care of you and
guide you properly. Am | wrong?”’

Amelia' s gaze fell to the floor of the carriage.

“No,” she said softly. “They have been most helpful. Exemplary, really.”

Dominic let along, cooling breath through his lips, feeling more in control now.

“l send missives to Mr. Morbate bi-weekly. | had assumed he had shared those with
you, but | never demanded it from him.”

“l am aware of the missives,” Amelia replied, “But seeing as none of them were of



concern over me, | stopped paying attention to their arrival after the first two
months.”

Guilt dlithered through his heart. It was true. He never once asked about her
specifically. He never had to, knowing his faithful Mr. Morbate would report
everything that was going on. Well- at |east everything he was aware of. Amelia must
have been using at least some discretion, if it meant her little adventures had slid by
unnoticed by his staff. Either that...or she had won their favor more than he had.
Whatever it was, he would get to the bottom of it.

Silence stretched between them for a long time as the carriage traversed on the long,
dark rode back to Ellsworth. It wasn’'t often that Dominic was left speechless, but
with Amelia, with this matter, he suddenly and frustratingly found himself at odds.
Finally, he spoke again.

“1 understand that | gave you a promise of freedom before | left, Amelia,” he stated
calmly, “And | meant it. Perhaps, if you had went on this little journey alone, it might
have still remained a secret. But pulling Theo, Rose, and Ophelia into it was
dangerous. It is much easier to disguise one person than it is four, that much, surely,
must be plain to you.”

He paused, his mind whirling, then added, “That being said, | am glad you did not go
into thisalone.”

“So what was | supposed to do then?’ Amelia remarked. “It was not as if you were
here for me to ask for advice.”

She stared at him asif he had three heads and if he was honest with himself, he didn’t
blame her. He' d clearly contradicted himself, essentially damning her no matter what
she chose.



“You could have written to me,” Amelia decided to say. “Mr. Morbate always knows
how to get word to me. You could have let me know what you wanted. Perhaps |
could have taken a break from my work and come home to assist you.”

“And what was | supposed to write?’ She asked, her anger clearly rising again.

“My estranged darling. Just a quick thing. | want to go to theDevil's
Masguerade.Even though you ran off on me on our wedding night, might you
consider returning home—for the sole purpose of escorting me to afleshly féte?"

Dominic’s own mood quickly shifted to anger again as that particular word slipped so
easily from her lips. He remembered once how she’'d blushed so deeply when he'd
said that word, and now she spoke it as if she did so often. She was right. She had
clearly learned much because the sobbing panicked woman he' d saved was nowhere
to be seen.

And damn him if it didn't arouse every sensation in his already equally hardened
mind and body. He reached forward, moving so fast that Amelia had no chance to
evade his touch, and grabbed her by the throat. She gasped at the force of it, but after
a second of being caught off guard her eyes narrowed at him and she inclined her
chin.
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Her pulse thrummed into his palm excitedly, betraying the look of contempt she was
giving him. Dominic smirked, tilting his head as he studied her.

“Such amouth on you now,” he remarked, his deep voice low and raspy.
“1 have grown in the solitude you pushed me into,husband,” she answered icily.

Her honey-brown suddenly blazed into pure gold as a sensually wicked smile spread
across her painted red lips.

“1 suppose | should thank you for that.”

Dominic let out a single deep chuckle.

“Y ou haven’'t shown an ounce of gratitude yet,” hereplied. “Why start now?”’

Again her golden eyes flashed with some exuberant feeling, but she said nothing.
Tension crackled between them like sparks of lightning as silence filled the carriage.
Then, overcome with the thought of showing her exactly was in control, Dominic’'s
hand slipped from her throat to her chin. He slid his thumb to her plump, red lips, and
slowly marred the carefully painted cosmetic.

He thought the silent insult would make him feel better, but instead it only heightened

his arousal and flooded his brain with thoughts of leaping forward and further ruining
the lipstick with his mouth.



“What's the matter, Dominic?’ Amelia whispered, her eyes ablaze with challenge as
she stayed perfectly still.

“Didn’t like the color?”

A damning mixture of arousal, anger, and again, that unusual jealousy simmered
across his skin. His manhood was hardened to the point of pain beneath the fabric of
his trousers and he had a good mind to show her exactly what was wrong with him.
Instead, he released her jaw with a slight push, and dlid himself al the way back on
the carriage seat.

“What do you do at those parties, Ameia? He asked, staring at her with icy
contempt.

Amelia's spine straightened. She drew her gaze away from him to her nalls,
Inspecting them; doing nothing to tidy her ruined lips.

“l don't see how that is any of your business, Dominic,” she answered offhandedly.
“You made it clear by leaving that you had no interest in taking care of my needs
yourself.”

Dominic felt as if he’d suddenly been rammed into a brick wall by that response.
How could he argue that? Even though he felt a strange and unwelcome sense of

jealousy flare, he switched topics.

“You don't want to talk about the parties? Fine. But you will tell me how you
convinced my faithful servants to keep thisfrom me.”

Amelia crossed her arms and shrugged, still not looking at him.

“Perhaps they like me better.”



“I doubt that.”

Amelialet out a haughty laugh.

“You'’ve been gone, Dominic. Much has changed. It is their mistress they serve now.
Not their master.”

Dominic grit his teeth and balled his fists as the carriage finally pulled up Ellsworth
drive. Not once in his life had he been made afool. And now here he was. Bested by
his own wife.

The helpless little kitten he'd rescued had transformed into a vixen in his absence,
and he' d led her right into his henhouse.

CHAPTERSEVEN

“Y ou thought | would not find out?’ Dominic asked.

Before him Mr. Morbate, Mrs. Morbate, Ada, and Eve stood silent, heads bowed,
hands behind their back. The tension in the house had been thick since he'd arrived
the night before with Amelia. Their eyes had grown as wide as saucers as they saw
him stride back through the doors of Ellsworth manor; their faces growing several
shades of white as he walked silently past all of them.

Trouble. Theyknewthey were in trouble.

“How did she get to you?’ Dominic asked, looking at each of their faces as he walked
down theline.
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“Was it money? Because her money ismymoney. Was it coercion? Becausel taught
you better than that. | have trained you all personally and know what you can
withstand. Y our wills are adamant because | have made them so. So tell me. How did
she get you to betray me?’

Mrs. Morbate lifted her chin up high, letting out a sigh as she shook her head and
made a signal with her hands.

“You most certainly did betray me, Mrs. Morbate,” Dominic retorted. He didn’t need
Adato trandate. He knew the woman better than she ever would.

“If we did so it was not intentional, Your Grace,” Ada spoke, raising her head now
too. “The Duchess in many ways is much like you. Her will is iron. She spoke so
surely that we assumed you’ d known.”

Dominic narrowed his eyes. Amelia? Likehim?Hardly.

“You were fooled,” he stated. “All of you. And in being so have made me vulnerable.
| have worked diligently to keep the name of this house clean despite my double life
and have been successful for nigh on a decade. Thanks to your silence that is all now
in jeopardy. Word is spreading that my wife has been spotted with nefarious
company; making me out to look as a cuckold.”

“ She does not treat you as a cuckold, Your Grace,” Eve spoke boldly, surprising him.

“Her Grace speaks of you with great reverence to the estate's lawyers and
accountants, always. Any dignitaries she has hosted have heard nothing but tales of



glory regarding you, | assure you.”

“If we were concerned about her behaviors we would have let you know
immediately,” Ada spoke up, “But she has handled her-yourreputation with utmost
care. We knew about the parties, yes, but she has everything proper to keep her
identity secret.”

Their words took Dominic aback. Relations had stayed strong with his local
associates while he’'d been away. He had assumed that Ameliadidhave something to
do with that. But if she was not the one making mistakes, how had she been
discovered at the parties?

Had she let her guard down with one of her paramours? Had she let her heart grow a
little too fond of a sensual stranger and let something slip?

His mood darkened at the thought, and again, that black wisp of jealousy he wasn’'t
used to curled around him like smoke.

“Now that | am back there will be no choosing of favorites,” he grit out. “You will
obey my commands and mine only.lam the Master of this house. Do you
understand?’

The four of them nodded, bowing to him.

“Go,” he said, waving a dismissive hand. “Get back to work. Except for you, Mr.
Morbate. You stay.”

The three women left in ahurry without aword as the butler remained in place.

“You redly didn't think to tell me of my wife' s dealings?’ He asked when they were
alone.



Mr. Morbate bowed his head respectfully.

“She truly is afierce woman, Y our Grace. We truly did not know that she was acting
without your permission.”

Dominic let out along breath through his nostrils, rubbed his temples.

“1 want you to send Parker, Billy, and Felix into London tonight. Find out what else
is being said about my wife. The usual places. White's. The salons. | want names.”

And vengeance.

“Of course, Your Grace,” Mr. Morbate replied, bowing deeply.

Dominic waved his hand in dismissal and Mr. Morbate headed toward the office
door. Just as he was about to leave he turned back to Dominic.

“If I may say, Your Grace. It is good to have you home again.”

Dominic flicked a glance toward the butler, and his temper dampened as he saw the
utter devotion in the man’s eyes. Suddenly it was very clear that his loyal servants
truly hadn’t meant to disappoint him.

“Thank you, Mr. Morbate,” he sighed.

Left alone, Dominic began to look over the papers his accountants had sent him.
After seeing Ameliain that black dress last night, he’ d expected to see large expenses
from the local dressmakers and jewelers. He spotted a few, but what drew his
attention more was to money spent on builders, their supplies, and new furniture.
And...statues?



A sum here for an architect. Another for a designer. Several for builders and quite a

bit for construction supplies. He'd been so angry when he’d gotten home last night,
he hadn’t glanced at the house.

Another secret kept from me,he fumed silently.
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Deciding he needed to see what sort of changes had been going on in his own house,
Dominic left his office and went to go investigate. At first he noted nothing. The halls
and most rooms appearing the same. But as he stepped into the foyer; his brows flew
up in surprise.

“What in heaven’'s name?’ He muttered, slowly circling around the vast room.How
did | not notice this last night?Because his rage and arousal had clouded his vision,
that’s why. By the time he'd left the carriage and Amelia with her scintillating new
appearance; his arousal had intertwined with his rage and had left him in a most
frustrating state.

Severd large, artfully carved marble statues now stood in the foyer; all of which
depicted the beautiful form of the naked human body. None debaucherous or crude,
but instead in elegant, slightly sensual poses. And the eyes. The stone eyes conveyed
so much it caused something to stir within him. There was longing. Ache. A need to
be understood.

He walked slowly around each one, wondering how the delegates that had visited his
house while he was gone had felt about them. He noticed the windows next. Large,
delicate and transparent light purple curtains had been hung upon the open portals;
creating a strange yet somehow fitting contract between them and the dark grey stone
walls.

He walked into the parlor next and found more of the same. The space was by no
means cluttered and had still had that bare, organized look he liked so much. But
some of the black chairs and couches had been replaced with the purple couches in
the same shade as the curtains in the foyer and adjoining halls; bringing light into the



otherwise dark rooms.

On and on he went through the house, finding similar changes in the library, the
ballroom, and second parlor. His dark fixtures had all remained, but now they were
stained with a splash of that purple light.

Just as he was about to leave the second parlor and head back to his office, he heard a
racket of noise from outside the terrace doors, followed by Amelia's voice. Not
taking a moment to think, Dominic opened the doors and stepped outside. He was
confronted by the sight of a large, bare, octagona structure that no doubt stretched
from the second parlor’ s terrace to the one that led off the library.

Severa men were pounding away at the tall beams of the structure, following
Amelia sinstructions as if they were law. Dominic noticed the look of hunger in their
eyes as they took glimpses of her; asif even an angry shout sated some desirein him.

The edges of his vision grew red as he focused his gaze on his wife, and strode
toward her. She was out of that scintillating black dress from the night before, but the
light purple one she wore now still showed off the spectacular curves and assets of
her feature. Her dark brown hair was down, curling and brushing against her lower
back as a gentle breeze flowed through it.

“And what in God's name is this monstrosity?’ He demanded, walking right up to
her.

Her honey-brown eyes turned from the workers to him, and she looked him up and
down with amusement; only serving to further frustrate him.

“It isnot amonstrosity,” she sweetly. “It isan aviary.”

He flexed hisjaw.



“A what?’

“Itisagiant birdcage.”

“lI know what an aviary is, Amelia,” he growled back, “What | don’t know is why
you're building such athing.”

Amelialet loose asigh, asif unfazed by the hardnessin his voice.

“1 have grown a fondness for birds. Lady Violet Walldrake brings her macaw with
her when she and her husband come to do business and it is the most colorful,
wonderful thing. So | decided | shall have my own.”

He waved a hand around the large structure.

“All thisfor one bird?’ He barked.

She laughed.L aughedat him.

“Oh goodness no,” she replied, turning her eyes back to the structure forming around
them. “I shall have a dozen at least. Several different sorts of macaws. Perhaps some
African Greys. And it must be large for | have no intention of clipping their wings.”
“You've gone insane,” he stated, shaking his head. “I thought leaving you to your
devices would sprout some sort of shopping addiction or perhaps turn you into a

hermit. But thisis by far more outrageous.”

“What is insane about a wild, beautiful thing given the space to spread their wings,
My Lord?’ She asked, batting her long lashes at him.

“You are provoking me,” he warned.



“And what are you going to do about it? She asked haughtily, “L eave me again?’

As if his body had a will of its own, Dominic’'s arms shot out before Amelia had a
chance to determine what was happening, hauled her close, and kissed her.

* * %

The world blurred as Dominic’s lips came crashing down possessively on hers,
startling her. His one arm drew tight around her lower back as the other fisted in her
hair; preventing any chance she had of pushing him away. Not that she could anyway.
His sculpted lips were hot and demanding, forcing her own apart so he could lay
claim with his teeth; his tongue. For a moment, all her fury and loneliness came to a
sudden stop, and she felt nothing but the heavy mantle of arousal spread down
through her entire body.

Heat burst through her, consuming her in aliquid fire as as Dominic’s teeth captured
her bottom lip and bit down. It was only when the pain burst through her lips that she
truly realized what had happened. Embarrassment and anger colored her cheeks as
her eyes flew open, and balled her hands into fists to attempted to push them between
her and Dominic.
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Like the statues she’d put in the foyer, his body was rock solid and unmoving. In fact
her attempt to fight away from him only seemed to make his build grow harder, and
shefelt asif she were fighting stone.

“Let go,” she fumed against his mouth. But even as she said it her body betrayed her.
The tighter he held her to him the hotter her fever grew. With another swipe of his
tongue, her legs began to tremble and a sluicing of sudden moisture trickled down her
thighs. His teeth then nipped her lips again, softer this time, and she couldn’t help the
moan that slipped from her lips as her nipples hardened to the point of pain.

Asif knowing what he was doing to her, Dominic’s hand smoothed from her waist up
to her ribcage and cupped her left breast, his thumb grazing over her nipple so hard
that she could feel it even through the layers of her dress and camisole. The moment
she felt it her lower abdomen quivered and tightened, and another gush of moisture
splashed against her inner thighs.

Her fury seemed to leave her body with that heated liquid between her legs, and she
sagged against him; moaning into his mouth; giving in to him.

And then suddenly he stopped. The world tilted as his arms and lips left her to sway
on her own feet; her head swimming with clashing thoughts of fury and need. Amelia
drew in agrounding breath, as she opened her eyes; trying to make sense of what had
just happened to her.

She saw Dominic first, standing a pace away. He hard, unreadable ook on his face
but it was clear that he was fighting for his breath just as much as she was. Then she
noticed that the clamor of work had ceased. Even the chirping of the wild birds and



hum of insects had seemed to stop. She looked up, and saw every worker had seemed
to be frozen in place, staring down at them.

“Leave us!” Sheyelled, her rage returning as quicker than it had left her.

All at once the workers began to move; abandoning their tools and work until the area
was vacant save for her and Dominic. Then she grit her teeth, stepped forward, and
slapped him. His head barely moved as a painful stinging sensation exploded through
her entire hand, only serving to make her angrier.

“What in the bloody hell wasthat?’ She demanded.

“A reminder,” Dominic snapped back. “ To themandyou that you aremywife.”

“You didn’t care about that before,” she shot back.

“You weren't being so flagrant with our reputation before,” he retorted.

Amelia sneered as she drew her hand back to slap him again, but Dominic caught her
wrist and dragged her to him.

“Let go!” Sheyelled, hating how quickly her body responded to him again.

“What's the matter?” He snarled. “The hands of a masked stranger are good enough
to touch you but your husband’ s aren’t?’

Amelia narrowed her eyes at him. He' d never once acted as if he'd wanted her, but
now he was jealous? She could hear it in hisvoice; seeit in those silver eyes that now

made her core quake with feeling.

“I thought you said you had no interest in unwilling paramours?’ She shot back.



Something like hurt flickered through those silver eyes, and Dominic released her so
quickly that she stumbled.

Aroused, angry, and confused, Amelia righted herself and smoothed her hands down
the front of her dress.

“Just so we are clear,husband,l have not allowed any stranger to touch me.”

Dominic gave her a suspicious look, but said nothing.

“Those parties provide me with a particular sense of freedom, yes. But not one that
involves my body.”

Dominic’s nostrils flared.

“But you were looking, weren't you? Y ou would have been open to the opportunity if
it had presented itself.”

A fleeting shred of guilt passed through her as she was called out.

“Yes,” she admitted begrudgingly. “Ifthe opportunity had presented itself. But might
| remind you that that is only because you made it so clear on our wedding day that
you did not want me.”

Dominic stared at her for along, hard moment, and she shivered at how deep his eyes
seemed to penetrate her very soul. It was as if he could seeeverythingshe' d ever tried
to hide. From theton.From the family. From herself.

“Chaos has erupted in London,” he said at last, taking his eyes off of her.

“Rumors and your friends are running wild. Theo and Tristan's mother is in failing



health. And Seraphina’ s father has passed. His title is being handed down to the man
next in line. One Allistair Harleigh. He hasn’t been spotted yet but | need to sink my
clawsin the moment heis.”

“Sounds like you will be busy,” Ameliareplied, a sense of bitterness overcoming her.
“Off you go again.”
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Dominic turned back to her with adevilish smile so handsome it made her shiver.

“Oh no, dear wife,” he said, dliding his hands into his pockets. “Y ou are coming with
me.”

Amelia’ s eyes widened as a sense of true fear- her first in nearly ayear, crept over her
body.

“Dominic, no,” she whispered, dropping her haughty air. “I can't go back there.
Tothem.”

“You had no issue visiting the city when attending theDevil’s Masquerade,” he
pointed out. “Besides, were you not just telling me last night that you have changed?
No longer the cowering woman | rescued or something like that?’

Amelia opened her mouth but quickly snapped it shut. Yes, she'd changed. Or |east
she thought she had. And she had no yearning to test that theory by going back to
L ondon.

“That was different,” she replied carefully, taking a step toward him. “It was a few
hours at most, and | wasn’t with theton.Please, Dominic, don't make me go back to
those horrid people.”

A fleeting look of sympathy passed through Dominic’s eyes.

“Believe it or not | am not thrilled over having you return to London either,” he
replied, that sympathy coming through in his deep voice.



“We have to clean these rumors up now, though. Make the proper appearances. And |
say again, Theo's mother is in failing health. Surely you won't turn your back on
your friend’s needs at atime like this?’

Feeling defeated, Amelia s shoulders sank. No. She certainly didn’t want to do that. It
was why she'd offered to have Theo and even her mother come to Ellsworth. Though
it was only Theo that ever appeared, and even then she spoke so briefly about her
mother. She now wondered if she had been helping her friend by giving her a place to
escape- or hurting her by giving her an opportunity to ignore the real world.

She also knew that if rumors truly were circulating about her being in the red rooms
of theDevil’s Masgueradewith strangers, then the only way to dissolve them was to
appear in public by Dominic’s side looking happier and confident than ever.

“When do we leave?’ She muttered in agonizing resignation.

“Tonight,” Dominic told her. “We're going to organize a ball, invite everyone who's
of importance, and you, myself, and my little spies are going to get to find who's
responsible for this entire mess.”

“But...my aviary,” Amelia sighed, looking back at the partialy finished cage. She
hated how small and adolescent she sounded. But there wasn't a single part of her
that was ready or willing to go back to her old life in London. The life of stuck up

parties, degrading rumors and pitying, condescending |ooks.

“You can have the workers continue their work if you like,” Dominic said to her
surprise. “Perhaps they’ll have it finished by the time we come back.”

CHAPTEREIGHT

“Amelia, I'm so sorry,” Theo said, opening her armsto Amelia



“You're sorry? Amelias voice trembled, “No, darling,I’msorry. This was all
handled so poorly.”

As the two of them embraced, Ophelia and Rose came around behind them, all four
of them moving into a group hug.

“Tristan told me what he'd heard of us,” Theo explained, pulling away. “1 realy was
carelessin my behavior.”

“Come,” Amelia urged, leading them all to the table in the sunroom, “Let us sit and
talk. Figure away out of this awful mess.”

Dominic’s London house was vastly different from the Ellsworth estate. Like the
other grand houses on the street, it was made of sand-hued stone and the light-colored
painted walls inside caught all of the light through the windows.

It appeared warmer than the one in Ellsworth, but when she’ d first stepped into it, her
body already tense with anxiety, she felt nothing but cold pretense. It was a ruse; a
way to make all the other members oftonthink that Dominic was just like them.
Already she wanted to venture back into the dark space of the vast monetary-like
home she’' d grown to love over the past year.

“First thingsfirst,” Ameliasaid, reaching for Theo’s hand. “How is your mother?”’

Theo's eyes grew red as her chin wobbled.

“She grows worse by the day. | missed much by escaping to Ellsworth with you. She
rarely recognizes me any more.”

“What have the physicians have to say?’ Rose asked.



Theo’ s brows furrowed.

“Physicians,” she scoffed, folding her arms. “More like torturers. They suggest the
most cruel treatments. None | suspect will actually help my mother get better.”
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Amelia watched as a shiver ran down her friend’s spine, and she wished more than
anything she could take the worry away.No wonder she came to me so often,she
thought.

“Tristan says Dominic islooking for a better physician.” Theo said.
Amelia s brows flew up in surprise.

“Heis?" She asked.

Theo nodded.

“One he'd met on his travels within this last year, according to Tristan. It will take
him some time to get here. Apparently he runs a facility in Italy. He should be herein
a couple of months. If my mother is still aive by then.”

Amelia paused. She'd never known Dominic to be so kind. Not that she knew him
much at all. And the parts of him that he did show her- well. They were nothing short
of confusing. Saving her. Abandoning her. Growling at her. And then that kiss...that
kiss so passionate that it had swept everything away from her but that aching need
that had done nothing but build up in her body for the last year.

Shetold herself that it was because she was getting older. That, after reading romance
novels for so long, her mind was yearning for what she fantasized. Part of her
though...part of her felt that it was more than that. And she didn’t know whether to
be curious or terrified.



Her husband was a handsome man, there was no denying it. But he’d made his
disinterest in her known from the beginning. He'd done her a favor. That was all.
Still, the longing to be kissed by him had been plaguing her the last two days; making
it hard to even look at him.

Feeling her mood darken again, Amelia mentally shoved away her thoughts, and
chose to speak of something else.

“Dominic has advised we host a party at the end of this week,” she said, picking up
her cup of tea. “To alert society that he has returned.”

“Yes, we al received invitations,” Ophelia said, smiling with excitement.

“The entiretonis abuzz with it,” Rose added. “1 heard people talking when | was out
shopping with Mother. The Duke of Ellsworth rarely invites people into his home, so
absolutelyeveryoneis coming.”

“We can help,” Theo replied eagerly. “I could use the distraction.”

“Oh, yes, let us help,” Rose added, clapping her hands.

“1 would love that,” Amelia agreed, “Dominic stated he would have certain demands
for the party, but has not given them to me yet. As soon as he does though we can get

started.”

“He' d better hurry,” Ophelia laughed. “It is only four days away now. How fast does
he expect you to move?’

Amelia smirked.

“I know very little about my husband, but one thing | do know is that once a



command is given, it is expected to be obeyed with haste.”

While Amelia laughed- though she didn't know why, her friends gave her tense
looks.

“How isit,” Theo asked gently, “Having him home?’

Amelia squirmed uncomfortably in her chair and shook her head.

“l do not wish to talk of such things,” she replied. “In fact | do not wish to talk
anymore at al. Let ustake abreak from chatter and play agame.”

“Oh, but | only just arrived,” A lovely familiar voice rang from the sunroom door. “I
want to hear all the chatter!”

Amelia and the others turned, and bright happy smiles sprung from their faces as they
saw Seraphina.

“Seraphinal” They all sang in unison, rushing out of their chairs.

A chorus of giggles erupted from them as a smiling Seraphina opened her arms and
embraced them tightly.

“Oh, my darling girls,” Seraphina gushed, “How | have missed you!”
“And we have missed you,” Amelia answered, followed quickly by the others.
“l am so sorry it has been so long,” Seraphina sighed as she looked lovingly to each

of her friends. “I meant to come visit you in Ellsworth, but the babies needed me
much.”



Page 27

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:46 am

“Don’'t ever apologize for taking care of your children,” Amelia replied quickly,
leading her into the room.

After the childhood Seraphina had, she chose a different path than most noble ladies
when it came to raising her children. Instead of hiring nannies and a wet nurse, she
had taken over the care of her children herself; no doubt showering them with the
love and attention she’ d never received from her own mother, Mary.

“How are Percy and Persephone?’ Amelia asked.

At the gathering they had all had a good row about whether or not Seraphina would
have a boy or agirl; then God played the ultimate card and gave her both.

“Beautiful. Wonderful,” Seraphina sighed happily, “And tiring.”
She erupted into giggles and the rest of them joined her.

“They are under the care of their Aunt Leah this week while | join Hugo here in the
city.”

Her smiled dipped alittle and she squirmed slightly in her seat.

“l must say though, being back does not exactly fill me with excitement. Not that |
am not beyond thrilled to see you ladies, but | am already ready to go home.”

“1 know exactly what you mean,” Amelia sighed.



Seraphina looked at her with her kind blue eyes and reached out to keep Amelia's
cheek.

“You and | will speak later of our married lives,” she promised, her eyes searching
Amelia sface.

“For now though, | can see that agame s certainly warranted.”

Relief poured through Amelia, appreciating so much that her friends could read her
so well.

“Come,” Seraphinasaid, clapping her hands together. “What shall we play?’

“And what shall we drink?’ Ophelia giggled, getting up.

Ameliatensed as her friends al cheered in agreement.

“l don't know,” she said slowly, “Perhaps | shouldn’t. Being back in London, | feel
asif | should keep my wits about me.”

“Oh, pish-posh,” Seraphinateased. “You are with your friends! There is no need for
wits with us. Wine, | think. At least to start. Then some fantastic punch my cook
makes. My maid knows the recipe, she shall deliver it downstairs.”

“Oh, yes,” Opheliareplied willingly, looking at Ameliawith wide, pleading eyes.

“Come, darling, the rest of the week will be so tense. Have a bit of fun with us before
it starts, hmmm?”’

Amelialooked around at the warm, loving faces of her friends, al silently egging her
on to have some enjoyment; and she couldn’t help but break into asmile.



“All right,” she conceded with a laugh, “But if you are choosing the drink then | am
choosing the game. And | want to play Blind Man’s Bluff.”

A chorus of cheers and happy claps rose from Amelia's friends, and she called for
Eve to bring them all wine.

“Welcome back, old boy,” Everett boomed, sliding his hand into Dominic’s.

Dominic smirked and raised a brow as his friend drew close; a cloud of whiskey-
scented air along with him.

“Jesus, Everett, | see you've been keeping White's in business while I've been
away,” Dominic teased, giving hisfriend a playful shove.

Everett grinned from ear to ear as he fell back into his chair, nearly toppling over.

“Of course | have,” he boasted, “It is a responshbility. And I-hiccup-take my
responsibilities very serioudly.”
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“Obviously,” Dominic chuckled, then turned to Hugo.

He smiled wide at his old friend, amazed at the transformation he’d gone through.
There was a smile- agenuinesmile on his face, and there was a lightness to his air that
had never been there before.

“Look at this big man,” Dominic boasted, clapping him on the back. “Tell me, how is
it being afather?’

Hugo gave him a solid pat on the back in kind and waved an arm toward the empty
chair at their usual table in White's.

“Incredible,” he replied. “I'm so glad | took the time off to be with them and
Seraphina. | swear the twins learn something new everyday. It’s astounding to watch
them in their discovery of the world.”

“I’m happy to hear it old friend,” Dominic replied, and meant it.

Hugo's past had been filled with nothing but darkness before he'd met Seraphina
The man had denied having feelings for her even after they were married, but
Dominic had known otherwise. Not just from his little spies, but from the small
changes that had taken over Hugo's behavior. He was beyond relieved that with
Seraphina s help and love, his friend had stepped out of the darkened torment of the
past and into the light of a bright future.

“1 received word from that physician friend of yours,” Tristan muttered to his side.



“Your intervention is most appreciated, old friend.”

“Think nothing of it,” Dominic murmured back, and meant it.

Tristan was the most sentimental of their group, and though he'd been able to spare
some feelings for his friend before, Dominic had no interest in doing so again tonight.

Dominic glanced around the full, darkened room at the clusters of men surrounding
them. He spotted three of his spies. Felix, Parker, and Billy, disguised as waiters, and
gave them all a subtle nod. They nodded back, and he knew that they’d have
information for him by the morning. He had to gather as much as he could to stay
ahead of the rumors.

“So you abandoned your lovely bride to go gallivanting around the world,” Everett
slurred, pouring them fresh whiskeys, “How was it?”’

“Jesus, Everett,” Tristan muttered, and Hugo rolled his eyes.

“It was exemplary,” Dominic replied, unfazed. “Much was accomplished. “How was
drinking yourself into another bottle?’

Everett gave him alook of great offense and pressed his hand flat to his chest.

“1 beg your deepest pardon, Your Grace, but that is not al | have done,” he answered
dramatically.

Dominic, Tristan, and Hugo all looked at him with araised brow.
“1 have aso kept the beds warm for many young ladies,” he went on, smiling wide.

“It isafull time responsibility. And as | said earlier, | take my responsibilities very
serioudly.”



The three of them chuckled and shook their heads.

“l take it your steward is still handling most of the affairs of your title?” Dominic
mused.

“Why not?’ Everett said with a shrug, “He does such a good job.”

“You will have to grow up at some point,” Hugo noted.

“Aye, that may be true,” Everett said with a nod, “But today is not that day. Enough
about me, you' re souring my drinking. Tell us about your trip, Dominic. Don’'t spare
the details. Don’'t forget that | have invested in your abilities.”

“Here, here,” Hugo agreed, “How is our money doing?’

While Hugo's ability to take money and turn it into more money was well known, it
was Dominic who held the true talent. Hugo had once gained his investors by menace
and skill. But Dominic chose a different path. Information could be turned into
wealth when whispered into the right ears.

“You're going to have a new buyer for cotton by your next harvest, Hugo,” Dominic
replied, “You'll want to expand your crops next year. Our new friend in Versailles
was made aware of some unsavory business dealings with the Duke of Awsbury and
no longer wants to do business with him.”

“How much expansion?’ Hugo asked with anticipation.

“Double your planting,” Dominic replied, and Hugo clapped his hands and snapped
his fingers with excitement.

“What about me?’ Tristan asked, suddenly sounding more sober than before.
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Dominic reached into his inner breast pocket and pulled out a folded stack of papers.
“You now own your favorite whiskey brewery in Dublin. I’ ve already spoken to the
owner of White's, to Ezra, and a few other places in town. You'll be their new

distributor from now on,” he explained, handing Everett the deed.

“Bloody hell you are good,” Everett praised, his eyes wide with wonder as he
accepted the paperwork.

“Yes | know,” Dominic arrogantly agreed, grinning, “Which is why a percentage of
your saleswill go to me.”

“Right, right,” Everett said hastily, clearly not caring about the cut.

Dominic loved this part of his work. Making the dots connect; cutting the strings of
other connections that got in his way. It was ruthless and questionably moral, but he
reveled init.

He finished his drink, then got up.

“You're not leaving!” Everett exclaimed. “Y ou just got here!l”

“Indeed | am,” Dominic replied, smirking.

He' d came to be spotted by the others. Now that Everett’s loud welcome had got him

noticed and he’' d handed his friends their information, it was time to go. He knew that
the real gossip began after a person left, and that his little spies would fast at work



gathering up the rumors.

“1 should go too, honestly,” Hugo said, rising with him.

“Indeed,” Tristan agreed. “Theo has had enough time with her friends today, it istime
| gather her up and take her home.”

“1 believe they are with my wife,” Dominic stated, “Y ou can come with me to collect
them.”

“You'real leaving me?’ Everett asked, looking up at them with disdain.

“Surely there's awench’ s bed mourning your absence,” Dominic scoffed.

“True,” Everett muttered, rising as well. “Will | see you before your party on
Saturday?’

“Doubtful,” Dominic replied, “Now that | am back | have several things to put into
motion.”

“Busy, busy, busy,” Everett tsked.

“Don’'t worry, old chap,” Hugo teased, clapping him on the back. “One day you'll
grow up too.”

“Heaven forbid,” Everett muttered, and they al chuckled as they |eft.

“1 hear you breathing,” Amelia called out, smiling wide.



A hiccup sounded to her left, followed by a cacophony of giggles. Blindfolded and
arms outstretched, Amelia followed the sound. Without her sight the world blurred
more than usual, and she stumbled, nearly falling over.

“Careful, darling!” One of her friends laughed.

The wine was good. But the punch, Amelia thought, might have been a mistake.
Though it was delicious going down, the effects of it were slamming into her.Hard.

Sherose to her feet, swaying alittle, and took another step forward.

Something brushed against her fingertips and she jumped at it, but found purchase on
nothing but a curtain.

More giggles erupted, followed by nearby gasp.

“Am | close?” Ameliacalled out, stretching her hands out again.

“Ummm...” Someone said.
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She took another step, feeling a warmth before her.
“Um, Amelia-” one started to say, followed quickly by a severe”shhh!”

“l am getting close,” Amelia crowed, grinning. “I’m tired of being the blind man.
Would one of you just stand still and let me catch you?’

No one answered, and she took another step toward the warmth.

“1"m going to catch you,” she laughed, and sprung forward.

Her hands collided with a hard, broad chest; the shape of which none of her friends
bore. A moment later large hands gripped at her elbows, holding her in place. She
tried to pull away, frowning, and stepped over her own feet.

“What in heaven's-”

Her blindfold was suddenly pulled off and she squeezed her eyes against the
brightness of the lights. When she opened them again, she gasped and blushed as she

saw Dominic.

The barest look of amusement was shining through his otherwise hardened gaze, a
dark brow raised as he looked down at her.

“Having fun?’ He asked, his tone condescending.

She furrowed her brows and wrenched her arms from his hold; stumbling as she took



a step back.

“l was,” sheretorted. “What are you doing here?’

“1 live here,darling,” Dominic replied, his tone coated in sarcasm as he said the last
word.

Ameliatook alook around, and blushed once more as she saw that he had not come
alone. Hugo had arrived as well, his arms laced lovingly around Seraphina s waist,

and Tristan was standing beside Theo.

“You ladies have been having some fun | see,” Hugo chuckled, running the tip of his
nose up Seraphina s neck. “Y ou had their cook make the punch.

She giggled in his arms and leaned further into her husband’ s embrace; sending a shot
of envy deep through Amelia as she watched the obvious outpour of affection.

“It really isthe most wonderful concoction,” Seraphina giggled.

“l can see that,” Dominic said, his eyes still fixed on Amelia.

“How drunk are you ladies?’ Tristan asked, looking curiously from his sister to
Ophelia, to Rose. Even he had a slight grin on his face- a vast change from the deep

frown he’ d worn the last time Amelia had seen him.

“Oh,” Ophelia sang, plopping rather unladylike into the nearby seat cushions, “Just a
few cupsin.”

“Or bottles,” Seraphina muttered, and the others erupted into afit of giggles.

Though a moment ago Amelia would have joined them in their laughter, she now



stood silent; feeling strangely sober despite having ample to drink.

“Let us see you home,” Tristan sighed, helping Rose up.

“We have our carriage waiting outside,” Ophelia stated, looking at him with offense.
“We arefine.”

Tristan bristled at her.

“All the same, we shall accompany you. Won't we, Hugo?' He said after a moment.

“Indeed,” Hugo agreed, beckoning toward Rose.

“Rose, you'll come with us. Opheliayou go with Tristan and Theo.”

“Oh, but we were playing,” Seraphina pouted, turning in her husband's arms so she
could look at him.,

“And you shall play again,” he answered warmly, moving his hands up to cup her
cheeks.



Page 31

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:46 am

Amelia watched through her peripherals as her friend was kissed passionately by her
husband; apparent love shining from their both.

“Will you play with me when we get home?’ Seraphina dlurred, and Hugo
immediately chuckled.

“Without a doubt,” he answered, a sensual tone lacing his voice.

“Ugh, enough you two,” Tristan pleaded, followed by Theo and Ophelia making
sounds of kissing; making it apparent that they were all really quite drunk.

Again that vile feeling of envy dithered through Amelia, and she turned away from
the scene.

“Go on, let them take you home,” she said with a commanding air. “We shall see
each other tomorrow.”

They al said their goodbyes, hiccuping and giggling as they did so, and the four
women allowed Tristan and Hugo to lead them outside.

“Looks like being back in London isn’'t so bad,” Dominic mused once they were
alone.

“That's because | haven't been forced into society yet,” Amelia grumbled; her
jubilant feelings now long gone.

She finally turned her back to him, meaning to put some space between them, but



Dominic followed close behind.

“And don’'t you dare judge me,” she dlurred dlightly, moving to pick up her half-
empty cup of punch. “You smell of whiskey.”

“I"'m not,” Dominic stated, grinning as he held his hands up. It only served to annoy
her even more.

She stared at him as she brought her cup to her lips and took a deep swallow.

“Go away.”

1 No."

“Why?’

“Because we have matters to discuss.”

Dominic closed the space between them, plucked the cup from her hands and, with
his eyes still on her, downed the rest of its contents.

“Mmm,” he hummed, his tongue darting out to lap at his bottom lip. “ Thatisquite
good. And strong. No wonder you’ re so knackered.”

Amelia felt her cheeks fuse with heat as she glared at him. She hated the way he'd
licked his bottom lip. It reminded her of how he'd teased hers and how it presently
made her entire body spark with need.

“l am not!” She protested, and Dominic chuckled.

“1 am perfectly fine,” sheinsisted. “Go on. Discuss your matters.”



She pushed out a hand as a gesture for him to speak, but the act made the world spin
again. Dominic must have noticed because he caught her waist before she could even
stumble, and pulled her into his lap; taking a seat by the table. For a moment she
thought of fighting him, but it felt too good, too comfortable in his embrace to break
away from it.

Steadying her with one hand, he pulled a pamphlet of papers from his breast pocket
with the other, and placed them on the table.

“Instructions for the party we are throwing this Saturday,” he explained, tapping them
with two fingers. “I want everything to be precise. Can you do it?’

“Did | not take care of everything while you were gone?’ She answered.

Surprise shone in Dominic’s eyes, but he grinned wickedly.

“Everything but your own reputation,” he retorted. “Whichlmust now save.”

“Well, aren’'t you the hero,” Amelia scoffed, rolling her eyes.

Dominic’s hand was around her throat in a second, causing another burst of that
annoying heat to soak through her skin and clear into her bones.
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“Careful,” his deep voice warned.

Exhilaration coursed through Amelia's veins. There was a whisper of threat in his
tone. And instead of being afraid of it- she wanted to play with it.

“Or what?' She whispered, pushing her throat further into his hold. “You'll punish
me with anotherweakkiss?’

White flames erupted in Dominic’s eyes as a growled escaped his chest. The primal
sound against her ears made her entire body grow weak and she suddenly lost some
of her fight.

“Weak?' He seethed.
Arousal beat down on her, so intense she couldn’t speak so she only nodded.

Don’t stop,she silently begged,Pleasedon’t stop. She hated herself then. Hated how
much the man that so clearly didn't want anything to do with her was driving her
body wild. Shame curled up through her growing need. Why.Whyhadn't he wanted to
at least try to be with her? Did he pity her that much?

“Let’s see who the weak one is, Amelia,” Dominic replied, his voice dipping into a
sensually deep tone.

His words pulled her from her darkening thoughts, and she gasped as the hand around
her throat tightened and brought her lips to his. His kiss was rough, demanding. He
ravaged her mouth with his teeth and tongue, coaxing her into absolute submission.



He nipped, making her gasp, then would kiss so long and languidly that she’d moan
and whimper. Then more pain would erupt; either on her lips her tongue, springing
tearsto her eyes, then he'd her again soothe with hislips until the pain was forgotten.

Dominic sank further into the chair, letting his thickly muscled legs splay wide before
he shifted her until she was straddling his lap. His hand let loose of her throat then,
only to reach down between them and move the bunched up skirts of her gown away
from them.

He then caught the back of her hair with a firm grip, and still kissing her demanded,
“ride.”

Lost in hiskiss Ameliablindly obeyed, letting her hips began to writhe back and forth
against the already thick, rigid outline of his manhood. She moaned deeply at the
sensation, stars bursting behind her eyes as a pleasure she' d never found lay open for
her to discover.

She'd attempted to touch herself in the past. After reading certain passages in her
books it had left her hot and uncomfortable; and she was aware she had a certain spot
between her legs that was supposed to be able to release such discomfort. She had
never found it though, and would only end up more frustrated after such experiments.

This,Dominic’s hard, pulsing length gliding over her soaked center, was exactly how
what she’d tried to make herself feel. It was what she had been missing, and now that
she had it, she worked at him with fervor.

“Keep your mouth on mine,” he commanded, his tone thick and vicious when she
suddenly threw her head back and moaned.

Again she obeyed immediately, too caught in the fervor, and he hungrily attacked her
lips again as he wrapped a hand around the back of her neck.



So intent on the pleasure spreading through her parted legs, Amelia didn’t notice the
sound of ripping fabric as Dominic tore her dress from neck to navel. It wasn't until
she felt the scrape of his fingertips against her taut nipples that she realized she had
been made bare, and she whimpered against his mouth in a slight protest.

“Don’t stop,” Dominic rasped against her lips, seizing her left nipple in a painful
pinch. “You're not there yet.”

His wicked words only served to heighten her pleasure, and Amelia felt herself let go
completely. She undulated her hips against his, pressed her breast further into the
palm of his hand. Her breath grew into short, even, needy gasps as she brought
herself closer, closer to that great abyss where she somehow just knew a pool of
pleasure awaited her fall.

And then...

“Stop.”

Ameliaignored it, so close to her release that her entire body was shivering, and she
thrust her hips again.

Her sex didn’t find its usual purchase, though, as a vice-like grip came down on both
her hips and she was pulled backward. Dominic’s lips were next to be torn away, and
as quickly as she had been swept into his lap, she suddenly trembling on her own two
feet; swaying from the intensity. She forced open her eyes; staring at him with utter
indignation.

Dominic’'s silver eyes were were so dilated that they were practically black as he
peered up at her from his seat; hunger and his own need apparent on his handsome
face.



Ameliadrew in aragged breath; the world coming crashing down on her all at once.
She glanced down, saw the ruined state her dress was left in, and slowly brought her
trembling arms up to cover herself. In a flash Dominic was on his feet; his height
looming over her as he grabbed her wrists and forced them down.

“You will learn not to goad me, Amelia,” he rasped; his own need still apparent
despite his dangerous tone.

She tried to speak, but her words- her thoughts, seemed to refuse to form.

He took a shuddering breath, his lips so close that she thought he was going to kiss
her again.

“I may have a likeness for you,” he whispered against her lips, “But don’t ever
believe | am weak. Not even for you.”

He released her then, the absence of his presence so intense that she swayed again,
and left her standing in her ruined dress in the sunroom.
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CHAPTERNINE

“If you appeared this nervous in the red rooms, no wonder you drew attention to
yourself,” Dominic muttered, appearing by Amelia’ s side.

His hand slid along her back, and with it came a spark of heat that nearly made her
gasp.

It had been severa days since he'd left her panting and trembling with need in the
sunroom and her body had still yet to recover. Her nights had been plagued by
feverish dreams with the darkest of acts; leaving her with no sleep and emphasized
her discomfort. But that wasn’t why she was nervous.

“l do not get nervous at theDevil’s Masquerade,Y our Grace,” Amelia said quietly
under her breath, looking over their sea of guests. “It is where my heart feels most
free. This”

She paused, waving a hand toward the party, “- ismyhell.”

Dominic chuckled,chuckledat her, and of all things, leaned down to kiss her temple.
A show, no doubt, to their guests that they were a dedicated couple.

“If you would have been more careful we could have avoided this,” he murmured,
making lazy strokes with hisfinger at her lower back. “Perhaps you should remember

that in the future.”

Amelia's eyes began to narrow with despise, but she stopped herself before her full



snarl could set upon her face. They had an act to perform tonight, and she would be
damned ifshewas the reason it was unbelievable.

As per his request, she had laid out the party to his exact specifications. The rooms
were assigned to different party activities. They had a cigar room, a ladies card room,
the gathering salon, and the ballroom; all of which had live music. There were also
severa game being coordinated on the lawn, for those to spend their time in the
evening sun.

The vittles and libations were a'so made to the order. Delicate, delightful little treats
that barely needed a single bite to accomplish, and small glasses of fresh lemonade
and sparkling white wine.

The London house was even decorated with the season’s acceptable colors; a powder
blue, pearl white, and sandy brown. She’d had a new dress made to match. A white
satin base with a golden lace overlay on the skirt, and a powder blue bodice. Not a
stitch of her favorite color was to be found- only serving to make her more
uncomfortable.

Still, she thought Dominic no one was surely more uncomfortable than Dominic. He
too had given her orders to have a suit tailored to match hers, and seeing him outside
his usual dark colors gave her just the tiniest taste of revenge. He was trying to hide
it; trying to pretend he didn't care. But she'd caught him tugging at his pae blue
cravat twice and fisting the edges of his sandy-brown jacket to straighten an
imaginary crease. The pale colors did nothing for his dark hair or silver eyes;, making
him appear almost...normal.

Good,Amelia thought. If she had to suffer, at least he was suffering a little too. She
smiled at the idea, and reached up a hand to wave down to one of the guests who was
waving up to her- alady’s name she couldn’t recall, but a face she recognized as one
who had once adored gossiping about Amelia s failed first marriage.



“How long do we have to do thisfor?’ She asked through her smile.

“Until we put any and all rumors of you straying from me to bed,” Dominic replied in
the same fashion.

“And how are weto do that?’ Amelia asked with asigh.
“We pretend we are a happy, normal couple, and put any unsavory questions to bed
with asmile and rational explanation. And if that does not work, | pull them aside and

make them aware that their darkest secrets are mine to do with as | please.”

She glanced at him. He' d spoken so softly, so normally, asif he hadn’t just spoken of
vengeance but of the weather.

“You’'ve done this before,” she said, realization dawning on her.

“1 have done what | needed to win,” Dominic replied, returning her glance. “And
lalwayswin.”

“Now smile dear,” he instructed, taking her hand. “I am about to make our welcome
Speech.”

He then gestured to the nearby servant, who rang a bell. The crowded foyer came to a
silence as all of their guests looked up toward them.Everyonehad come.

“Friends,” Dominic shouted, his tone more cordia than she'd ever heard it, “My
beautiful wife and | thank you deeply for attending our little soiree. The Duchess and
| welcome you into our home. Today we celebrate many things...”

A round of surprisingly loud applause went through the air after Dominic finished his
speech, as if the people below had never once spoken ill words of her behind her



back. Before she knew it Amelia and Dominic were walking into the crowd, being
parted by the guests that eagerly waited to talk to them.

“I’ve got you,” Rose whispered, pressing herself against Amelia’'s side as a group of
ladies came toward them.

“Asdo |,” Theo promised, appearing at her other side.

Amelia gave her friends a smile of appreciation, and though her entire body rebelled
againgt it, she went into the fray, and started conversing.

“We're midway through this gaudy ruse. What have you heard?” Dominic asked,
shutting his study’ s door.
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With a ssmple motion of his hand he'd rounded up the spies he had circulating the
party and they all had reported to the location as told.

“Some are conflicted,” Eve answered first. “I heard some ladies say that there must
have been a mistake regarding Her Grace being spotted at theDevil’s
Masquerade. They are now assured of her innocence, after appearing so beautiful and
composed today.”

“ And the others?” Dominic asked. Eve blushed, but answered.

“Others say that this party is but a mere attempt to cover a blemish, Y our Grace. That
Her Grace was ruined by her previous betrothed, and ruined is al she'll ever be.
Some have even said...”

Eve' swords trailed off and Dominic tensed.

“Out with it,” he commanded.

“Some have said that our mistress is even being paid to attend theDevil's
Masgueradeas an entertainer.”

Fury flared through Dominic’s veins, but hisiron will tampered it.
“Ada? What have you heard?’ He asked, turning to her.

“Similar remarks, Your Grace,” Ada answered, “though more so those that incline
our mistress toward innocence. And one rumor of you.”



“Proceed,” he granted.

“That you left the country because your mistress abroad had a child,” she reported.
Dominic barked out a laugh, unfazed by the rumor. It wasn’t the first time something
like that had been said and he doubted that it would be the last. Many men disliked

his ability to gain what they could not. That sort could be handled easily.

“Their names?’ He asked, and Ada delivered them. Eve then gave her list as well,
and Dominic quickly jotted them down.

“Felix, anything?’ He then asked, turning to the manservant.

Felix gave him awary glance.

“No reports on rumors, Your Grace, but something should be mentioned of the
Duchess,” hereplied.

Dominic’s brows drew down. They’d made it halfway through the party so far, and
although he' d been busy making his own headway, every time he'd looked over at
Amelia she’ d seemed cheerful and successful.

“Well, don’t keep me waiting,” he insisted.

“l believe she's fading, Your Grace,” Felix replied. “She is starting to look most
uncomfortable. | was sure there were even tearsin her eyes at one point.”

Concern, strange and new, rippled through Dominic. He'd known she hadn’t wanted
to do this, but tears?

“Did anyone else see?’ He demanded.



“l don't believe so, Your Grace, one of her friends was quick to cover her so she
could dry her eyes,” Felix replied.

Dominic gave asingle nod.

“I’ll take care of it,” he stated. “ Go, get back to your work.”

His servants bowed , and after being left alone, Dominic took a moment to himself.
He' d grown quite well at balancing the Duke and the brute within him, and now, it
was time to practice the delicate art of performing both. He studied the names, drew
in a deep breath, fixed a handsome smile on his face, and returned to the party.

One by one he visited his targets, putting on a show of absolute decorum as he
approached with all respect. Then, when the moment was perfect, he leaned in and
sought his vengeance. He whispered into their ears like a lover, letting them know he
was aware of each of their darkest secrets.

How is your footman, Lady Harley? The one you bring to your bed every third
Thursday of the month.

Your husband misses you, Lady Stark, perhaps | can speak with him about leaving
his mistress’'s bed on your behalf?

Your debt at the underground salon has grown quite high, Lady Chilton. Perhaps |
could speak to your husband about it for you?
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A twisted glee filled him as he watched the happy looks of superiority slacken and
pale with each fact he delivered. That was the thing about him. He did not trade in
rumors, but in facts, and he had enough to damn them all.

“Pray you keep that to yourself, Y our Grace.”

“Your Grace | beseech you, what do you mean?’

“1 am at your mercy, Your Grace, please do not speak further of this!”

Their pleas al came to him whispered and hurried; alook of stark fear on their faces.
“Say no more of my wife' sfalsities, and we are settled,” he advised them all.
Andoh,how quickly those gossiping hens changed their tunes.

He waited another half hour, carrying on a half-hearted conversation with Hugo and
Everett as he watched the ladies that had just been destroying his wife's reputation
now flock to her side with praises.

“What have you done?’ Hugo asked, catching Dominic’sintent stare.

Dominic sipped from his drink.

“1 do not know what you are talking about,” Dominic answered smoothly.

Hugo raised a brow.



“Mhmm.”

Everett turned the conversation toward his new whiskey distribution business in a
moment of stunning sobriety, but Dominic kept his eyes on his wife. He waited for
the tense expression on her face to slide into something more gleeful, but it never
came. She still appeared as anxious as ever to be among thetonagain; even with her
friends by her side. Fidgeting and frightened, just as she had been the night he'd
purchased her from auction. As he watched her grow paler by the second, he realized
he needed to intervene.

Excusing himself, Dominic left his friends and made his way toward his wife.

“Pardon me, Ladies,” he said politely, giving them al charming smiles as he
approached Amelia.

He held his hand out to her, tilting his head in a slight bow.

“It dawned on me that | have not danced with my beautiful wife, and that ssmply will
not do.”

Amelia looked at him, eyes strangely glazed and narrowed as his hand remained
outstretched to her.

Play along,he silently demanded, his eyes tensing just enough to convey the message.
Ameliaforced asmile and finally slipped a hand into his.

“Of course, husband. | would be utterly delighted,” she said sweetly, alowing him to
pull her away.

Hushed murmurs surrounded them as Lords and Ladies alike turned their heads to
watch them go to the dance floor.



“You have to get ahold of yourself,” he murmured, spinning her out gently from him
as the dance began.

Ameliadrew in aragged breath as she twirled back toward him, her small, free hand
formed into afist asit came into punching contact with his chest.

“1 hate you for this,” she seethed quietly though her outward smile.

“That’sfine,” he murmured, pulling her into the dance.

He reached up to her fist, his larger hand easily unfurling her tight fingers, and held
the hand tight. She tried to fight him, but one firm hand on her waist kept her from
doing so.

“You wouldn’t believe the things I’ ve heard about myself,” she whispered on. “Not
just about the red rooms, but my previous engagement. Awful, despicable things. You
promised | wouldn’t have to be around these people again.”

Dominic glanced up at the people around them, then back down to Amelia. If he had
it hisway he'd eviscerate them all right there with their truths with a public brutality.
But that was not how their world worked. Stealth, patience, was required.

In his arms Amelia suddenly swayed against the music, her face growing deathly pale
as another ragged breath drew from her lips. She was going to faint.
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“Listen to me,” he whispered, taking total control of her steps, “Close your eyes, and
picture yourself at theDevil’s Masguerade.”

“What?’ Amelia hissed, her breaths growing more uneven. Her heart was hammering
at an uneven pace; her stomach lurched and roiled in discomfort as the room closed in
on her.

“Doit,” he demanded, and Amelia s lashes fluttered shut.

“You are in the dark,” he whispered, his tone velvety and hypnotic in her ear. “In
thatgorgeousblack dress of yours. Around you our masked friends stare in hunger and
envy as they see you dlide into my lap. They want you, respect you, for the utter
vixen that you are. But it is my hands that slide over your waist and warm your
loins.”

Amelia exhaled deeply through her lips, her trembling slowly starting to abate.

“Your hips move on mine, undulating with the music as you feel that dark sense of
freedom take over you,” Dominic whispered on, his hands now guiding her in the
steps. “ Can you fedl it? Feel how warm and alive all of your senses are?’

“Yes,” she breathed slowly, her heart beat starting to fall into its natural rhythm.

“Your seductive power springs free, andeveryonewatching wants you.lwant you. And
my fingertips begin to glide up your waist, your breasts, your throat,” Dominic’s deep



voice whispered, carrying her through the dance.

She was just abody in his control now; moving in steps simply because he moved her
there. The sounds of the party, the harsh, bright light; it al faded away as Dominic’s
voice carried her to a place she felt in control and powerful.

“That's it my little vixen,” he praised, sliding a hand up to the back of her neck,
“Breathe for me.Movefor me. You can do this. You can show them you are above

them in every way.”

His fingers flexed at her neck, just enough to send a shot of pleasure straight down
her spine and into her lower belly.

“Now open your eyes. Forget them. And dance with me.” Dominic commanded.
Amelia s eyes fluttered open, feeling more herself than she had in days, and sweeping
force of strength filled her as she met Dominic’s silver gaze. An absolute devilishly
handsome grin slid slowly onto his lips as he watched her survive.

“Thereyou are,” he whispered. “Now show me. Showthem,what you have become.”
Amelia pulled in a smooth, even breath from her nostrils as she grasped properly onto
Dominic’s hands, and as the music continued, she danced with utter grace and skill.
Around them the whispers stopped as they began to hold their audience in rapt
attention; everyone around them too curious, too transfixed to mutter another word.
“Thank you,” she whispered.

Dominic smirked.

“See what happens when you don’t toy with me? | can be quite helpful.”



Amelialet out a sarcastic laugh.

“Itoy withyou, Your Grace?’ She asked, letting him spin her around. “1 am certain it
is the other way around.”

“Areyou still angry about the other night?’ He asked, a smile twitching on hislips.

“Y ou needed to be taught your lesson. Y ou practicallybeggedfor it.”

Her anxiety now completely gone, Ameliafelt that flare of usual annoyance she now
associated with being in her husband’ s presence.

“Next you'll be saying | begged for your absence too,” she scoffed.

Dominic rose an amused brow.

“Did you not?’ He mused. “Y ou wanted freedom. | gave it to you. And look how you
flourished. Even if you did make some mistakes.”

“It was not | that made mistakes,” she bit back quickly, then thought on hiswords. He
now knew what she had been doing while he had been gone. But did not know what

he had been in up in her absence.

“What were you doing while you were away, anyway? She asked in a teasing tone,
“Visiting yourwillinginternational paramours?’

She’ d expected him to scowl at her, but to her surprise, he chuckled ailmost ruefully.
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“1 do not need to go international to find willing paramours, darling wife,” he said so
low only she could hear, “I was doing what | always do when | am abroad. Finding
new business, making new connections. Discovering more powerful information.”

“That's all you have been doing since you have returned as well,” she replied. “Do
you not do anything else?’

The dance was ending soon, and though she'd hated that he’d pulled her to be center
of attention, she was realizing that she didn’t want it to end yet.

“1 prefer to dedicate my time to meaningful transactions,” he replied, taking her for a
final spin.

“That isnot al thereisto life,” shereplied.

“That isalmines,” he replied as the song ended.

They came to stop, and Dominic lowered his head to kiss her hand.
“Even our marriage,” she murmured, watching him carefully.

He smirked, but did not reply.

“Go back to the party,” he commanded instead, his tone soft but firm. “Our work is
amost finished.”

Amelia felt her anxiety rise again as she walked once more back into the fray. But



thistime, instead of hearing whispers of deceit, she heard nothing but praises.

Did they not look beautiful ?

How refreshing to witness a couple in love.

| daresay those rumors about her former fiance seem quite unfounded.

Amelia looked at them oddly, wondering what it was that had changed. Then looked
back at her husband. She'd seen him flittering about early. Leaning close to the
women who had just been besmirching her name.

Had he said something to them? Done something?She wondered.

“That was alovelydance, Amelia,” Seraphina praised as she returned to her friends.
“And you look much better,” Theo sighed, giving her akind look.

“We were growing worried about you,” Rose remarked.

“I'm fine,” Amelia assured them with asmile.

“Good,” Seraphina sighed, “If you are feeling better | would like to introduce you to
my married ladies' group. We don’t meet often, but we...”

As Amelia half listened and agreed to meeting Seraphina s new group, her attention
turned back to Dominic. She hated him. For making her do this. For abandoning her.
For the state he' d left her in the other night. And yet...through it all, she began to feel
aglimmer of gratitude toward him.

CHAPTERTEN



“Good morning, Your Grace,” Andrew, the London house butler greeted her the next
morning.

“Good morning, Andrew,” Amelia replied, offering a small smile as her breakfast
plate was placed before her.

“If 1 may say so, Your Grace, you look much recovered from last night.”

Amelia's smile froze, but she nodded. She'd made it through the party without
hearing any more rumors. By the end of it though she’d felt more than exhausted, and
had gone to bed without even attempting to look for Dominic. Space, she decided,
was what she needed from him. And luckily for her, there were a few days before she
would be forced into appearing as the wife while socializing with thetonagain. Today
she would focus on happier matters.

“Have the reports from Ellsworth arrived yet?’ She asked, picking up her fork.

“Indeed they have, Your Grace. | have them right here for you. His Grace has aready
looked them over.”

Andrew laid the portfolio by her plate, and as she began to eat her breakfast, she
perused through the information. She paid her usua attention to the farming and
staffing issues, skimming over them with bare interest, then began to flip through the
portfolio for the section of the house updates.
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Her brows furrowed and she paused mid-chew when she saw the stop action order
that had been placed on her aviary.

“Andrew,” she called, pointing to the letter. “What is this?’

Andrew read the letter over her shoulder and said, “I believe is says that work on the
aviary has stopped, Y our Grace.”

She dropped her fork, no longer hungry, and glared up at him.
“And why do you think that would be?’ She asked.
Andrew gave her a pleading look as he shrugged his shoulders.

“l1 would not know, Your Grace, but it appears to be His Grace's signature at the
bottom of the form. Perhaps he would know.”

Annoyance bristled through her as Amelia abandoned her breakfast and stalked
toward Dominic’s study. Without pretense she shoved the door open with so much
force it bounced off the wall with a resounding moan. Dominic, his solicitor, and
Hugo all looked at her. The last two looked at her with wide-eyed astonishment, but
Dominic glared with forthright impatience.

“1 believe that finalizes things,” Hugo said, picking up his portfolio. “We shall leave
you two to your morning.”

“You don’'t need to go anywhere,” Dominic said, still glaring at Amelia



“1 know what happens when wives burst in like that,” Hugo replied, coming around
Dominic’'s desk, “Trust me, | do. Good to see you, Amelia. Excellent party
yesterday.”

“Please tell Seraphina |l shall join her at her married ladies club later today,” Amelia
said as he passed, not taking her eyes off of her husband.

Hugo mumbled his agreement, and made his way out of the office; closing the door
behind him.

“| feel asif | have been quite patient with you, Amelia, but one thing | won't tolerate
Is a business deal interruption,” Dominic told her, rising from his chair. “As | told
you last night, my lifeis all about transactions.”

“l remember,” shesaidicily.

She stalked toward him and threw the morning’ s portfolio on his desk.

“Explain this at once. Why did you stop my work on the aviary? | wanted it
completed by the time we got back.”

“Because it is an outrageous waste of money,” Dominic retorted, coming round to sit
on the edge of his desk.

She noted how he' d gone quickly back to his black suits, and despised how her body
responded to how well he wore them.

| wonder how he looks beneath his clothes?The thought suddenly bloomed in her
mind.Are his muscles asrigid as they feel through the fabric?

“Amelia”



Amelia wrenched her eyes away from his torso, realizing she’d been staring, and
blushed wildly as she crossed her arms over her chest.

“1 want that aviary, Dominic,” she stated, “I want my birds. They are symbolic to

me.

He raised an amused brow as hetilted his chin.

“How s0?’ Heinquired.

“Because they remind me of myself.” She said, and even as she spoke the words, she
realized how selfish she sounded. Dominic must have too, for he let out a demeaning
laugh.

“So you'll cage wild, beautiful animals meant to be free just so that you may have a
visual representation of yourself to look upon?’ He asked.

“That does not sound kind, Amelia.”

“What would you know about kindness?’ She flung back, suddenly feeling small and
hurt.

Dominic’s brows dipped into a frown as he got up from the edge of his desk to stand
before her. Her legs began to quake as he towered over her, but damn her if she
couldn’t tell if it were out of fear or arousal. Being this close to him, catching his
masculine scent of wild sea air and fir trees- images of their dance last night flashed
through her mind; making her shiver.
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His voice had been so hypnotic. His words perfectly sensual as he created a mental
picture of peace for her to hang on to.

She grit her teeth in frustration, but when she went to move a step back, Dominic’s
hand reached out and caught her arm; keeping her in place.

“Where do you think you're going?’ He asked.
“Back to Ellsworth,” she told him.

She tried to shake off his hand but he wouldn’t budge. Instead his other hand reached
out and snaked around her back, pinning her to him.

“1 don’'t think so0,” he replied, shaking his head as he stared down at her. “Those men
you hired were doing more ogling at you than actual work. Even if | did agree to
resume work on the aviary, it’s not going to be while you’re there. The fools would
probably build it subpar, and what would happen to your precious birds if their new
gilded cage collapsed in on them? Besides, you and | have more work to do here. Last
night was a good start but we are far from done.”

Ameliafelt her face redden with frustration as she heard his condescending tone, but
she forced herself to think. If she didn’t know any better she might have thought him
jealous. But she knew her husband only enjoyed her when torturing her. Almost as
much as he enjoyed business.

Business,she thought, an idea forming in her head. He liked business more than
anything. Perhaps that was something she could work with.



“1 should like to strike a deal with you then,” she said.

Amelia un-balled her fist and ran her hand smoothly down the front of his shirt. She
could have sworn she heard Dominic’s breath hitch as she did so; and most certainly
noted how quickly even more heat began to radiate from him.

“What sort of deal?’ He murmured.

His hand gripping at her back lost some of its firmness, and something like a caress
swept up her spine. She tried to ignore the shiver of pleasure it brought her and
pressed forward.

“1 will promise to stay here, away from the so-called ogling workers. And | will put
more effort into swaying thetonthat we are perfect husband and wife. In return, you
will allow the workers to continue on with the aviary. They have the plans. | suppose
| don't realy need to be there. And Mrs. Morbate can send me updates. If any
changes need to be made, she can alert me and | can correct them from here.”

Dominic looked down at her along moment, his hand continuing that trailing caress
up and down her spine so effortlessly, she wondered if he even knew he was doing it.
Did he like touching her? Did she want her to touch him? They had argued so much
since he'd returned, and they’ d discussed so little when before he' d | ft.

Could it be possible- could they both possibly have an inclination toward one
another? Even if they barely knew the other?

“Tell me something,” he said, startling her out of her reverie.

She blinked, nodded.l have to stop getting distracted like this. But why does he feel
so damned good?



“The rumors,” he murmured, reaching up to stroke a stray lock of hair from her eyes.
“Isthat truly al that you fear from these people? Y esterday you looked ready to drop
dead in my arms.”

That mental shield of protection she’d worked so hard to put up the past year began to
waver, and she felt her body relax alittleinto his.

“You wouldn’t understand,” she whispered, tremble running through her.

“Try me,” hereplied evenly.

She took a deep breath, feeling her heart begin to hammer.Could she trust him with
the truth?

“1 know word never got out of me being sold because of you,” she said softly. “And
though | don’'t always act like it, lamgrateful. Y ou don’t understand what that would
have done to my reputation had you prevented it.”

“Because of your former betrothed,” Domininc answered, his jaw tightening, “And
the rumors he spread about you and your...willingness.l could see how adding being

sold would amplify the ability to call you afew harsh words.”

“I's not just the rumors | have been fighting,” Amelia murmured. “It's the
memories.”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed in curiosity as he looked down at her. She tried to look
away, but he caught her chin and held her till.

“What memories?’ He asked.

Amelia swallowed. Even now she felt avile tremor shiver through her as she recalled



Roland’ s rough hands and painful kisses.

“It was not | that was so willing to start our marriage rites early,” she forced out,
feeling shame tint her cheeks. “It was him. He wanted...he tried...”

Ameliatried to find the right words, but in doing so it caused her throat to close and
her eyesto burn.
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“It hurt,” she rasped ou.
Dominic’ s body grew rigid as a murderous rage filled his silver eyes.

“Amelia,” he bit out, “I need you to be clear. Did he take your virtue without your
permission?’

“No,” she half-sobbed, half-breathed. “No he did not get that far but he tried. And
ever since...ever since | have tried to regain some control, some right back to my
own body. It's why | like theDevil’s Masquerade.l can feel beautiful and vulnerable,
but yet | still have full control of myself. No one can touch me without my
permission. And I...1 have come to love withholding that permission.”

Dominic was silent a long moment as they stayed locked together, but after a few
moments, Ameliawas dying to know what he was thinking. Feeling.

“1 need to know something right now,” he forced out, his tone vibrating with an edge.
“No teasing, no pretense. Amelia. Did you feel that way- the way you did when
Roland touched you- when | kissed you?”’

Heat fanned over Amelia’ s cheeks as she trembled in hisarms.

“No,” she confessed. “No one has made me feel what you have made me feel. And |
may hate that, but I...” She couldn’t believe what she was about to confess... “But |

also enjoy it.”

Dominic’s rigid body released a deep breath, and to her surprise, he pulled his hands



away from her and took a step back.

“You may have your aviary,” he stated calmly, walking back around his desk. “I will
send word to Ellsworth to resume construction. | accept your deal.”

Amelia was left to stand on her own, feeling strangely cold and discontent as she
watched Dominic go back to work.

“My sisters sent word that my father is out of town for a few days,” she said,
changing the subject. “If you don’t have anything planned for today, | think | shall go
visit them. It’'s been aweek since they’ ve come to Ellsworth.”

“Go,” he said dismissively, not looking up from his paperwork. “Have a pleasant
time.”

“Sister!” Lydiaand Sarah called in unison as they raced down the stairs.

Amelia mentally pushed away the immediate dread she felt upon stepping into her
father's house. Memories of the last time she'd been inside plagued her mind. The
fear, the worry she felt as she’d put on her best dress; knowing absolutely nothing of
where she was being taken or what was about to happen to her.

“My darlings!” Amelia gushed, opening her arms to hold them close. She smiled
wide as she held them, the painful memories from earlier already sliding away.

“l can’'t believe you came back to London,” Lydia said excitedly. “Are you going to
be here more often?’

“Oh, | think not,” Amelia sighed, taking their hands. “But | am here for the time



being, so | thought I'd hold our lessons here. Have you been practicing your finger
work since your last visit?’

“Yes,” they both chirped as they led her to the parlor where the pianoforte sat.

“Go warm up with a few scales,” she encouraged them both, “while | have a quick
word with your governesses.”

Amelia waited until they were both seated on the piano bench and focused on the
keys before she turned to her sisters’ governesses, Miss Chiron and Miss Gerhardi.

“How have they been?’ She asked.

“Lydiais staying on task with all of her lessons and is excelling in her reading and
piano,” Miss Chiron stated proudly.

“Sarah is quite taken by books as well, but her musical talent lies more in singing.
She's also taken quite an interest in lacemaking,” Miss Gerhardt replied with a warm
smile.

“That is wonderful news,” Amelia sighed with relief. “I am happy to hear it. And my
father? Is he still balking against the idea of you being here, or has he accepted your
presence?”’

Worried that her father had given up raising his daughters properly after he’' d been so
low to take her to auction, Amelia had hired the governesses to not only help them
with their education, but to keep watchful eyes on her sisters while she could not. She
had been sure when she'd first sent them that her father was going to retaliate, but
she’ d never heard from him.

“The Lord is gone most days,” Miss Chiron replied, her smile waning alittle. “But he



does spend time with the girls when he is home.”

“How is he with them?’ Amelia asked quickly, worried.

The governesses shared a brief, tense ook.
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“Heis cordia,” Miss Gerhardt answered. “Though when they return from their visits
with you he questions them. And us.”

“And what do you report?” Amelia answered anxiously.

“Only of your lessons. Where they are with their education. The girls speak of what
they learn. Nothing about you.”

Ameliaforced hersalf to breathe.
“Good. That isgood.”

“There...there is something else though,” Miss Chiron added apprehensively. “Y our
father has had guests.”

Amelialooked at her quizzically.

“Gentlemen guests,” Miss Chiron went on. “For the girls. He won't tell us a thing,
but we believe heistrying to arrange marriages.”

Amelia paled. Sarah till had at least three more years before the marriage mart, and
Lydia several more.

“Are these guests...fathers of eligible gentlemen? She asked. It wasn't so
uncommon for parents to arrange marriages, even at her sisters' young ages.

Miss Chiron looked down.



“No, Your Grace. They’ re not bachelors. Some quite on in age.”

Fear and disgust dlithered through Amelia s bloodstream, making her knees weak.

“Very well,” she whispered, trying to gather herself. “I shall see what | can do about
that. Thank you, ladies, for looking over my sisters.”

“It isthe least we can do,” Miss Gerhardt said softly. “They are such good girls.”

“And with the increased rate your husband has given us recently, we have the most
prized positionsin all of London now.”

Ameliaglanced at them in surprise.

“My husband increased your salaries?’ She asked. She hadn’t even been aware that
Dominic knew that she'd hired the governesses.

“Just a week or so ago,” Miss Gerhardt answered. “Around the time he returned to
London.”

Ameliathought on this for amoment, not sure how to feel about it.

“Thank you, ladies,” she said politely, giving them a dismissive nod. “For everything.
| believe | shall spend time with my sisters now.”

The two governesses curtseyed, and left her to attend to Sarah and Lydia. They
practiced piano for atime, then Sarah sang her a new song that Lydia had written her.
The day passed with warmth and laughter, and though there was a heaviness in her
heart the entire time, Amelia smiled lovingly and purely with her sisters.

Before she took her Ieave though and after Miss Chiron and Miss Gerhardt had taken



them away for supper, Amelia decided to go upstairs to her old room. Standing in it,
she looked around at the completely new arrangement. All of her old things had been
cleaned out, even her bed. Not a stitch of her remained in what now appeared to be
just another guest room.

She then walked downstairs, going once more into the parlor and then library. Her
little crafts, the embroidered pieces that once graced small spaces in the rooms. They
were all gone aswell.

Suddenly feeling as if the vast space was closing in on her, Amelia hurried from the
house, tears wavering in her eyes, and demanded the driver to take her home. She had
to get her sisters away from her father, she decided then and there. Permanently. Or
she feared they would be erased just as she had.

CHAPTERELEVEN

“ Amelia seems to be doing much better,” Hugo stated.

Dominic lifted his eyes back toward his wife for the hundredth time that evening.
They’'d barely spoken since their conversation a week ago in his study. After
discovering what her past had been like with Fraser, he'd given her a wide birth.
They seemed to be dlipping into an odd place when it came to touch, and though he'd
never admit it, he didn’t know where he stood with Amelia

At times she seemed to want him. And he'd certainly developed an attraction to her;
but there was so much chaos between them, and he was too busy with work and
fixing their reputation to wade through it all. The garden party they were at presently
was one such things, a way to prove to thetonthat any unsavory rumors were
unfounded.

“She does indeed,” Dominic lied.
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He knew her well enough now to know that she despised society’s fashions. Even
donned in her favorite color she would forgo the gloves and hats and tight knots of
women’s hairstyles if she could. He thought of her that day standing in the center of
the aviary’ s bare structure. Hair unbound. Shoulders exposed.Free.

Still, despite being allowed to wear her choice of clothes, Amelia’s countenance did
seem much improved. She no longer appeared tense or frightened as she stood among

the mass of lites, but instead blended quite well into them.

Perhaps after another week | should take her home,he thought,give her a break. Let
her see how the aviary is coming along.

“Hugo, Dominic,” Tristan greeted them with a nod, joining them under large white
tent where the drinks were being served.

“How goesit Tristan?’ Dominic asked casually.

“You never joined me at White's last night,” Tristan accused, waving his hand for a
drink.

“My meetings ran long,” Dominic explained, smirking, “Shall | send an apology
bouquet to your house for standing you up?’

Hugo and Dominic chuckled, but Tristan only narrowed his eyes.

“Amelia s father came looking for you.”



Dominic’s humor vanished at once, and the three of them walked off to a more
private spot.

“What the bloody hell did he want?’ Dominic demanded, his tone low.

His eyes roamed over the crowded lawn. One to make sure they weren’'t going to be
interrupted, two to make sure he could still keep an eye on Amelia.

A gentleman he didn't know had approached her and her friends, and while they
conversation appeared cordial, he got a strange feeling in his gut as he watched.

“He was roaring drunk,” Tristan explained, “Wouldn’t tell me much. Just that there's
an unsettled debt between you two.”

Dominic glanced away from Amelia and toward his friend.

“That'sridiculous,” he stated, “there isno debt.”

“That’s not what he says,” Tristan replied, grimacing.

Dominic noted it right away and asked him what else he said.

“Not much else about you,” Tristan replied, swirling the whiskey around in his glass,
“But what he said about Theo nearly had me knocking his block off right there in
front of everyone.”

“What did he say?” Dominic demanded, feeling his anger grow.

“Said if my parents and | were tired of waiting around to marry off my poor, scarred
sister, he had away of getting her taken care of quick.”



Dominic’s nostrils flared with rage. Tristan was the only one who knew the truth of
how he and Amelia had been married, so he knew his friend would have been
absolutely livid at the idea of someone suggesting he take her to auction.

“You should have hit him,” Dominic growled, “I would have made the rumor go
away for you. | heard he's making more enemies by the day anyway.”

“What did he mean by that?’ Hugo asked, looking at them suspiciously. “Surely he's
not suggesting something like Seraphina s mother had? Pushing her to get caught in a
scandal.”

Worse,Dominic wanted to say, but the less people that knew about the auction the
better. It was a practice he hadn’t minded for many years, but now he was quickly
starting to loathe its existence.

“Some people redly shouldn't have children,” Dominic muttered in response to
Hugo' s question.

To Tristan he said, “I’ll take care of Hoge. Just stay out of White's for awhile. All of
you. Until | get this sorted.”

“Good luck giving that order to Everett,” Hugo scoffed. “That’s probably where he is

now.

“Wasn't there last night,” Tristan spoke up. They al looked at him with surprise.

“Who knows,” He said with a shrug, “Maybe all that razzing about him being a
drunkard got to him.
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Dominic and Hugo both chortled as they rolled their eyes, then turned their attention
back to their wives. They did so just in time to see Theo and Seraphina appearing to
try to keep Amelia in place, while she, with a frown on her face, seemed to be
insisting they let her go.

“That can't be good,” Hugo muttered, his eyes focused on the concerned ook upon
hiswife' s face.

“Everything was going so well,” Tristan mused, “1 wonder what happened?’

“Who was that man?’ Dominic asked, following Amelia with his eyes as she headed
toward the host’ s house.

“What man?’ Tristan asked.

“The one they were talking to,” Dominic replied.

“1 didn’t notice him,” Tristan replied.

“Me neither,” Hugo confessed.

Dominic let loose a sigh of frustration, then drained his glass.

“Keep an eye on them,” he commanded, heading in the same direction Amelia had
left. “Let me know if aman in agrey suit approaches them.”

Despite his darkening mood, Dominic pulled on a charming smile as he made his way



through the throng of garden party guests. Most lifted their smiles toward him and
waved, some bowed their heads. A small few watched him warily, like he were awild
animal stalking through instead of a man. He made a mental note of those faces,
knowing he would deal with them later.

He searched the first floor of the house for Amelia, visiting all of the usual open spots
guests may go. The parlor, the sitting room, the library and small gallery the house
hosted. But she was nowhere to be found. Next he searched the second floor.

That strange dlither of possessiveness did through him as he pictured opening a
bedroom door and finding her with another man. He knew he shouldn’t care. Their
marriage was not romantic. But the very idea had his blood pumping and teeth sitting
on edge.

But he didn’t find her there either. Or on the third floor. He went back to the first
floor, ready to search the kitchens next, when he heard a rhythmic thumping coming
from behind a set of double doors just off the kitchen wing. He paused immediately at
the door, pressing his ear to it as his hand circled around the knob.

Thump, thump, thump- ouch! Blast it! Thump, thump- uggghhh! Why do men find
this enjoyable?

Recognizing Amelia s voice, Dominic opened the door. His brows rose with curiosity
at what he saw. Amelia swiftly turned her head toward him; breathing hard as a
suspended punching swayed back and forth before her. Her hands, he noted, were
balled up into tight fists, and glimmer of sweat speckled across her brow. He couldn’t
help the chuckle that burst from hislips.

“What are you laughing at?’ She spat out, still trying to catch her breath.

“I"m still trying to figure that out,” Dominic chuckled, closing the door behind him.



His grin was wide as he approached, not able to help but find the sight he’d walked in
on nothing short of comical.

“1 suppose | have just never seen a boxer in adress before,” he said, shaking his head
as he stopped before.

She bared her teeth at him, but Dominic raised a pointed finger to the air.

“Actually that’s not true. | persuaded a drunken Everett to wear one during a match,
but I must admit he didn’t look as good as you.”

Amelia rolled her eyes at him as she grimaced, then turned back to the swaying
punching bag.

“Leave me alone, Dominic,” she said, her tone weary as she brought her fists up
again. “I'll be back out to prove our love to thetonagain in just a moment.”

“ Someone said something to you,” he said, ignoring her command.

“Just the usual,” Amelia murmured, then threw a punch into the bag.

He steepled his fingers together before him, watching her with a quiet observance.
“And what is the usual?’ He asked smoothly.

“Oh, you know. How talented | must be to gain the attention from a Duke like you.
How well trained Roland must have had me to be soappeasingto someone with as

much ‘ experience’ asyou.”

Amelia then seethed out a few angry breaths as she delivered several punches to the
baginarow.
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Dominic’s mood darkened as he thought of the man he saw talking to her earlier. The
damned scoundrel must be quite full of himself to talk to a married woman this
way.Hismarried woman.
“Did he mention theDevil’s Masquerade?’ He asked calmly.

“No,” Ameliagrunted, throwing another punch.

“You realize attending those parties, for whatever reason, only put you at risk of
confirming your previous rumored reputation.

“1 know!” Sheyelled, then threw another punch, this time with her entire body.

He saw the mistake before the fist even landed, and was at her side by the time she let
out a painful yep and hugged her wrist to herself.

“Stop,” he commanded, taking her injured wrist into his own hands. “You're not
doing it properly.”

“Apparently | cannot doanythingproperly,” she huffed, trying to yank her wrist from
his hold.

His eyes flicked to hers in warning, and his grip on her injured wrist tightened.
Amelia' s face pinched in sorrow as stopped fighting and then lowered her head. With

gentle fingertips, he began to inspect the red, swollen joint.

“If you want to take your frustrations out on a bag | can teach you how,” he



murmured, checking for a break.

She hissed out a breath of pain as he touched a tender spot and winced.

“1 was not aware that throwing a punch into a bag of sand was something that needed
to be taught,” she replied bitterly.

Dominic let out a huff of alaugh as he began to loosen his cravat with one hand.

“The bag of sand is to impersonate a body,” he explained, “So that the fighter can
experience what it's like to hit something solid as such. We train for years with
wrappings and gloves before we fight barehanded so as not to accrue such injuries.”

Pulling the cravat from his throat, he gently bandaged it around her injured wrist,
binding it tight.

“You have sprained your wrist,” he explained. “Cold compresses will help. And rest.
Try not to use it for aday or two.”

Amelia sighed, her brows tensing as she closed her eyes. Her look of defeat was so
apparent it softened some of those rough edges within Dominic. Before he knew it, he
was wrapping his arm around her, pulling her back into his chest. Though at one time
it would have pleased him, it now worried him that she took the comfort so readily.

“It ismy dominant hand, though,” she whispered, leaning into him.

“Another trick | shall teach you,” he said softly, caressing a finger over her injury.
“Striking with your other hand.”

He felt her shoulders begin to spasm, and his heart clenched strangely as he realized
she was crying.



“l hate this,” she sobbed. “I hate being here. No matter what we do, what you do,
people will always remember me as a ruined woman. You trying to fix this is
hopeless.”

“You do not know me that well,” he replied, daring a chuckle, “My methods can be
quite effective.”

“Not with me,” she sobbed.

Her body sagged into him even more, and, unable to take it, he turned her into his
body and cradled her head into his chest. He did not know the man that so tenderly
shushed her sobs and stroked her hair. Did not recognize the gentleness he displayed,
or understand where the ability had come from.

“I"'m sorry | went to theDevil’s Masquerade,” she sobbed into his chest. “I’m sorry |
made matters worse. | won't do it ever again, | swear. Just please, let me get away

from these people.”

“What happened to you?’ He asked, perhaps a tad crass. “What happened to the
haughty woman in the carriage who declared her strength?’

“It's gone,” she whispered, shaking her head against him. “My strength. Everything |
thought | was. It’s gone.”

“Hush now,” he urged, lifting her chin with the crook of hisfinger.

He raised her eyes so he could look at her, and his heart clenched again as he took in
her shining honey-brown eyes and tear-stained cheeks.

“That’s not true,” he found himself saying, stroking away some of her tears. “You are
not the helpless woman from the auction, Amelia You are the beautiful,



forthright,stubbornwoman | pulled out of theDevil’ s Masgqueradethe other week.”
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His heart fluttered strangely as a choked laugh broke from Amelia s lips at the word
stubborn, and he couldn’t help but smile.

“And youwilldo this. Y oucando this.”

Amelia's attempt to smile, to prove him right, spurred a prideful arousal within him,
and before he could think, he slipped his hand around her throat and tilted her lips to
his.

Unlike before he was gentle with his possession, suckling at her lips and tongue as if
they’d been dipped in honey with deep, languid strokes. Amelia sighed into his
mouth as she relaxed fully into his arms, and he backed her up into the punching bag;
gripping her waist with one hand; the bag in the other so that it wouldn’t sway away
from them.

Her arms wound around his neck as she pressed herself deeper into him; her thigh
brushing teasingly over his already rigid and swollen cock. Unable to help himself, he
groaned at the pleasure; reveling in the way it heated his blood and sent white stars
bursting behind his eyes.

“Perhaps | have been too harsh with you,” he rasped, going down to his knees.
“Bringing you to town. Punishing your body for your spiteful tongue.”

“What are you doing?’ Amelia rasped, her eyes hazy as she watched him lower
himself.

Dominic gathered her skirts as he met her eyes, and braced to lift them.



“Do you want relief, Amelia?’ He asked, voice thick as his body raged.

Torment, fear, and need flashed through her eyes as she looked down, only urging his
arousal on.

11 ”

“Tell me,” he coaxed, his fingers bunching in the fabric. “1 need to hear you say yes.”

Amelia's arms slowly reached back, her fingers digging into the thick rope that
suspended the bag.

“Yes,” she whispered, her eyes melting into to pure liquid honey, “Please, Dominic.”

He moaned at her plea, and lifted her skirts. He found her mons already dick with
need and pulsing as he pressed the flat of his tongue against her turgid clitoris, and
his blood sang with desire as he heard her throaty gasp and felt her arch into his
mouth. Her sweet musk filled his nostrils as he licked again, then nuzzled into her hot
center. A growl escaped his throat as she bucked into his mouth, and with a powerful
grip, he lifted her leg up over his shoulder and cupped her buttocks tightly.

Amelia’'s needy moans and whimpers filled the still air as he began to feast on her
with abandon.

He' d tasted women before. He didn’t mind it; enjoyed the product of it much more
than the actual act. But with Amelia, he became immediately addicted to the taste.
Sweet, warm, liquid gushes that coated his needy throat, sating the hunger that raged
in hisloins.

* % %



“Dominic,” she whispered, her breaths growing heavier with every lick.

She clung to the rope suspending the punching for dear life; fearing if she'd let go
she’'d fall to the floor and it swallow her up. Of all the things she expected to happen
today this was not one of them- but she’d be lying to herself if she denied the craving
Dominic had started within her from that first punishing kiss.

“That's it my little vixen,” Dominic whispered against her mons, pushing her more
toward his mouth. “Let go for me.”

His thick, deep voice only further pushed her toward that quickly approaching cliff,
and Amelia felt her entire body begin to quiver. Every worry, from her reputation to
her sisters dissolved as Dominic’ s tongue languished her with attention, until her only
thought was of how good he felt.

Her hands trembled at the rope, a weakness sliding throughout her entire body as he
continued-but she did not dare let go. Everything about her seemed to be
transforming into liquid, and it was only by her grip that she didn’t disappear entirely
into a puddle.

It was not just the pleasure from Dominic’s skilled tongue that was dissolving her;
but the hungry, aching sounds from his throat as he devoured her. He sounded like a
feral beast that had been parched for days, and acted as if her body was the only
fountain he had to drink from. The very idea spurred a wicked glee within her, and
she boldly let go of the rope with one hand to place atop his thick black and silver
hair.

A bestial grow! erupted from Dominic’s throat as she clenched her fingers around the
thick, silky strands, and she gasped sharply as his fingers clenched even tighter to her
backside.



Then all too suddenly her pleasure approached the edge of that mysterious cliff, and
before she could help it, she was tumbling into it. Her entire body released into
trembles of pleasure as a low, keening sound she didn’t recognize left her throat.
Amelialost her grip on the rope, and, having no strength to hold herself up, slid down
the punching toward the floor.

Dominic’s arms were suddenly like a cage around her, lifting her up before her knees
could hit the cold marble. His hand was like a vise as he caught the back of her neck
and ravaged her with a kiss; and she gasped as she tasted herself on his glistening
lips.

Sweet and salty she was, and Amelia blushed wildly as she accepted what she was
tasting on his lips. Dominic’s demanding kiss seemed to last for ages, but she had no

desire to stop it. Instead, she gave him full control, and felt comfort in the loss of it.

Eventually though, the kiss slowed, and when at last he pulled away from her
swollen, bruised lips, she felt asif she’'d forgotten how to breathe on her own.

“You're going home,” Dominic’s deep voice commanded.
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Air suddenly rushed into Amelia’ s lungs and her eyes flew open; still blurry from the
pleasure.

She whimpered at the sight of Dominic’s hard, handsome features; the liquid silver of
his eyes as he stared deeply into her own. Her lashes fluttered again and she blinked,
not at all sure that she had heard her correctly.

“Wh-what?’ She stammered.

Dominic slowly let her go; but he flinched as he saw her stumble- asif ready to catch
her.

“I’'m sending you home,” he stated, then wiped his mouth with his kerchief. “Y ou
need asmall break. Three days.”

Something about the way he did it spurred a sudden insecurity within her, and she
blushed and took a small step back. It was exactly what she wanted to hear- what she
had been praying for, and yet she couldn’t shake the sense that she was being
dismissed.

“1- | thought you needed me here?’ She asked, her pleasure dlipping away by the
second.

“Not like this. Not running away and cowering every time someone upsets you,”
Dominic said. The slight tone of distaste made her flinch.

“Go back to Ellsworth. Check on your precious aviary, and gather yourself. When



you come back, we will finish this together. And then we will move on.”

Move on.In al the commotion, she'd forgotten that there would be anafteronce the
rumors were settled. What would happen then? Would he leave again? Would she be
left to the solitude of Ellsworth manor? Suddenly the thought didn't seem as
appealing as before.

“What will you do?’ She asked, not sure what else to say.

Dominic tucked his kerchief back into his pocket and straightened his jacket, already
looking as if nothing had happened.

“What | aways do,” he replied, turning away from her to leave, “I will handle my
business.”

CHAPTERTWELVE

“lwant you to say that again,” Dominic commanded, “And this time speak slowly. |
want you totrulyhear your words as you say them.”

The Viscount before him shrunk in his chair, his face paling. Dominic was in a foul
mood. Had been ever since he'd sent Ameliaaway. He knew it was for her own good,
but the state he'd been left in since pleasuring her had put his body through an
abominable torture. His loins ached constantly from being left un-sated, and though
they’d by no means been spending frequent time together, Amelia’s absence was
something he noted every time he stepped into his London house.

The information he’'d just been given had only further served to darken his temper,
and for the first time since his youth, he felt on the urge of losing his otherwise
forthright self-control.



“These silk merchants work for me, Your Grace,” Viscount Tally said nervously. “It
is my seal that embosses their crates; my name that is attached to these fabrics. If |
continue to business with someone like you-"

The Viscount stopped as the pen in Dominic’s hands snapped in two, spilling ink
down hisfingers.

“Say it,” he growled out, ignoring the black, viscous liquid coating his hands.

“Your Grace, |-”

Dominic rose to his feet, and the Viscount visibly flinched.

“Your wife has a reputation of being loose, Your Grace,” he hurried out. “If your
name is attached to mine no self-respecting seamstress or designer in Mayfair will
want to purchase my fabrics. They’ |l be maligned with prostitutes more than ladies.”
It sounded just as foul the second time as it did the first, and only served to
exacerbate Dominic’s anger. He came around his desk with a quickness, seizing the
Viscount by the jaw with hisink-stained hand.

“You disgust me, Tally” he growled out, hisfinger’s biting into the man’s flesh.

“ As someone who impregnated a maid and now pay secret funds to keep the mother
and pup quiet, | would expect you to be more careful with how you throw around
such lascivious rumors. Y ou see what you just said about my wife? | know it is false.

But your situation, young Lord? Yoursisfar too verifiable.”

Viscount Tally’s eyes now bulged from their sockets, his face growing so pae
Dominic could see the faint blue lines of his eyelids.



“How do you know that?’ He rasped.

“lI know all truths,” Dominic grit out, shoving the man’'s face away from him. The
black ink left a smeared handprint across his lower face; a brand of Dominic’s power,

“Get out of my office,” he then commanded, “If you are this weak, then | want
nothing to do with your business anyhow.”
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Tally rose from his chair only to go down to his knees, his hands coming together in a
prayer.

“Your Grace,please,do not tell anyone of this. If my wife found out- if my family did-

“You'd what?" Dominic snapped, “Be burned just as you have tried to burn me? We
are finished here.”

“Your Grace | misspoke,” Tally said hurriedly, reaching for Dominic’s coat tails. “I
was foolish to believe such gossip, please, let me remedy this.”

Dominiccravedthe ability to reach down and throw Tally out of his office himself, but
in the business district he was situated in, it would not do be seen doing such things
by those on the street.

Instead he called for Trayton, one of the Irish thugs he paid for assistance, and had
him drag Tally to hisfeet and out the door.

“Y e have a choice, me lord,” Trayton’'s deep Irish brogue said as Tally attempted to
find his footing. “Ye can walk out or | can toss ye. And trust me if | be doin’ that,
there’'ll be moret’an t’at ink marrin’ ye noble face.”

“I’m going, I’'m going!” Dominic heard Tally cry from beyond his office door.

Turning away from the door, Dominic went to washstand in the corner of his office
and began washing his hands. He'd just started to towel them dry when Trayton



returned.

“Did he walk himself out?’ Dominic asked.

“Hislegs belikejelly they did, but he managed to leave on his own,” Trayton replied.
Dominic gave a terse nod. He hated losing out on deals; especially those regarding
trade. He might have been able to save this one with a calmer approach, but he was

absolutely out of tranquility.

“What's the news on the man from the garden party?’ He asked, bracing himself on
the edge of hisdesk. “Have we found him yet?’

Trayton nodded.

“We tink so. We'll need ye eyes to confirm it, though. He be at te' gamblin’ hell as
we speak. Te' oneran be ye friends.”

Dominic raised a curious brow.

“In the middle of the day?’ He asked.

“If it be him,” Trayton said with a shrug. “My guess is he be a second or third born
son; nothin’ to do but spend his daddy’ s money.”

“Let us go gambling then,” Dominic said, pushing away from his desk.

As he did so his office door opened, and Hugo walked in. He raised his brow as he
looked from Trayton to Dominic, and leaned in the doorway.

“I just saw Tally hustling down the street with wild eyes and a black handprint on his



face,” he said casually, looking Dominic up and down. “Something told me you
might have had something to do with it.”

“Bastard pushed me out of adeal,” Dominic barked defensively.

Hugo gave a careless shrug.

“He should have known better then,” hisfriend replied.

Dominic smirked. Of the three of his friends, Hugo was most like him. While he
didn’'t share the utterly horrific traumatic childhood Hugo had, the two of them more
feared than Everett or Tristan. Hugo by his reputation of being a literal beast, and
Dominic’s by his seeming ability to know everything about anyone at any given time.
“If you are finished here come have lunch with me,” Hugo urged.

“1 would,” Dominic replied, once more the gnawing sensation in his gut. It wasn’t for
food, but he wasn’'t going to tell Hugo that, “But | am heading to Ezra's. It seems my
little spies might have found the man from the garden party.”

Hugo brandished a devilish smile and stood straight.

“Let us be off then,” he answered readily.

“You don't haveto,” Dominic replied, “I can handleit.”
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Hugo gave him a devilish grin.

“Oh, come on,” He urged. “It's been too long since I've had the opportunity to
unleash that savage part of me. Don’'t deny me the pleasure.”

Dominic’s brow perked up in amusement. He thought he was the only yearning for a
fight.

“1 suppose we could convince him to a round of boxing,” Dominic mused. “Make
him think he can take either one of us. After all there would not be much for him to
talk about if he got his beating in thering.”

“Now you're thinking properly,” Hugo said with a savage smile. “Let us get to it
then. We'll get something to eat after.”

“Itislovely, Your Grace,” Eve sighed at Amelia’ s side.

Amelia s smile was wide and genuine as she looked up at the nearly finished aviary.
So much work had been completed since she'd left, and the workers were now
installing that stained glass windows into the domed structure.

“It truly is, isn't it?” She marveled. “Once it is completed | shall have some trees
brought in, and a fireplace to keep the room warm during the winter months After
that | shall be able to order the birds. Imagine, Eve. Imagine al of the beautifully
colored wings that shall be spread within here.”



It had been two days since she'd left Dominic in London, and though she wasn't
completely comfortable with the way they’d left things, she felt much improved.
When she'd arrived back in Ellsworth she hadn’'t expected to want to go back to
London, but now that she was feeling better, she was eager to get back.

What had happened between her and Dominic in the boxing room had been
passionate and almost loving- which sprung all sorts of questions into her mind. Their
marriage was supposed to be a business transaction...yet it seemed to be transforming
into something much more than that. Even now her skin heated at the thought of him;
ayearning to fedl histouch sung in her veins. She had to get to the bottom of it. Even
iIf the idea of going back into society made her stomach twist with anxiety.

“Ada and Mrs. Morbate wanted to speak with you, Your Grace,” Eve said as they
both turned away from the aviary. “They are preparing your things and just need your
input on afew things.”

Amelia nodded, then stopped in her tracks as a familiar figure rounded the corner of
the terrace and stalked toward her. Ice fractured in her veins, freezing her to the spot

as her father came angrily toward her.

“Who are you, sir? What are you doing here?’ Eve asked, taking a protective step in
front of Amelia, then shouted for Mr. Morbate.

“ Shut your mouth, woman,” Felton seethed moving to push Eve out of the way.

Amelia let loose from her stillness in an instant, blocking her father before his hands
could touch Eve.

“Don’'t you lay a hand on her!” She snarled, glaring up at her father. He stopped,
actually looking surprised.



“She has every right to be wary of you,” Amelia went on, “We have guards
surrounding the property. How did you get past them?”’

Felton cast a dark gaze over Eve'sfigure, a strange light flickering in his eyes before
he turned back to Amelia.

“1 am your father, ingrate,” he snapped. “Or have you forgotten so quickly how you
got here?’

“Trust | will never forget,” she bit back.

Her body started to tremble with fear as memories of that fated night came tumbling
back, and she prayed he did not notice.

“That still does not answer Eve's question,” she stated as Mr. Morbate and two
guards rounded the corner. “What are you doing here?’

Now that he had the attention of an audience, Felton seemed to gain control of his
rage. He fixed hisjacket as he sneered, and slipped his hands into his pockets.

“1 am here to see your husband,” he answered. “We have unfinished business.”

Amelia s brows tensed.

“l highly doubt that,” she replied. “Seeing as how you had no dealings with him
directly. Y ou handed that- and me- off to someone else, remember?’

Felton’s face twisted into alook of anger, his nostrils flaring as he grit his teeth.

“He may have paid the auction owner for you,” he said, his tone deep and dark as he
took a step toward her, “But he never paidme.”



Amelia barked out an unamused laugh.
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“That is not dowry’s work, Father,” she retorted. “It is you that would normally pay

him.
Felton closed the space between them but as he withdrew a hand from his pocket and
reached for her, Mr. Morbate and one of the guards moved between them. He threw a
disgusted glance at them, but stopped.

“I"ll get what I’'m owed,” he ground out. “I hear your reputation has been causing him
some trouble in London. If he doesn’'t want anymore, he will pay me for my silence.
I’m sure neither of you would want the truth of why you got married getting out,
would you?’

Anger snarled and lashed through Amelia’ s veins.

“If you try to damn us with what you did, you will only damn yourself,” she hissed.
“Do not forget, Father, it wasyouthat placed me on that auction block.”

A crude smile formed on Felton’s lips, and he huffed as he took a step back.

“And who would blame me,daughter?A single father, at his wits end with a ruined
daughter? Our society is ruled by men and what they think, and no gentleman of
London would judge me for how | chose to deal with a daughter likeyou.”

Amelia stared at her father with pure hatred.

“Y ou would help spread such a rumor about me? For money?’



She shook her head in disgust.

“Did you ever love me at al,Father?’

Felton sneered at her.

“1 needed boys,” he spit it. “But your mother gave me three useless girls instead.
Then had the audacity to die giving birth to the third one. She was purposeless. Y ou
al are”

“You are avilevileman,” Amelia seethed out, feeling the utter urge to lunge at him
and dig her nails into his face. Instead, she straightened her spine and raised an
accusing finger toward him.

“You won't see one cent from my husband. Y ou will destroy everything you grasp,
Father. Everything you want will turn to ash. You will getnothingbut what you are
due.”

A look of pure rage came over Felton’'s face, but as he tried to move toward her, the
guards and Mr. Morbate upon him again; making it impossible for him to touch her.

“You curse me, witch?” He hissed. “Tell your husband he needs to meet with me. Or
it will not be the auction block you stand on, but the hangman'’s. It is men like me that
sway theton.Not you. Not him.Me.”

“Like hell itis.”

Dominic’s enraged tone jarred Amelia as he came stalking toward them, and even her
father seemed to pale alittle as the Duke in question made his presence known. Then
suddenly she felt aflood of relief so intense that it wobbled her knees; the frustration
she' d felt for her husband temporarily gone.



“Dominic,” she sighed.

But he barely threw a glance at her before heading toward Felton.

“Your Grace,” Felton stammered, stumbling as the guards and Mr. Morbate let him
go.

“Men likeyouin control?” Dominic bit out as he looked down a Amelia's father.
“You arenothingcompare to my wife, even in status alone. She is a Duchess and has

risen far above any station you will ever reach.”

Amelia watched as embarrassment colored Felton’s face and felt a certain glee in
seeing her father wither before Dominic.

“This is not about her,” Felton argued weakly. “This is about you. Y ou owe me for
marrying my daughter.”

“We owe you nothing!” Amelia shouted, curling her hands into fists as she took a
step toward him.

Before she could take another, Dominic’s hand was at her abdomen with the lightest
touch as he kept his eyes on Felton. It not only stopped her in her tracks, but sent a

wave of peace ebbing through her body. She looked back at him in shock.

“Normally, | would take pleasure in hearing how you would think so,” Dominic said
to Felton. “But | will agreeto paying you.”

“Dominic,no!” Amelia breathed, hurt crashing through the brief sense of peace.

“1f-" Dominic went on before she could say anything more.
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The hand on her abdomen went to her hand then, and that wave turned into a spark. It
traveled up her arm as he laced his fingers through hers and pulled her to her side.
Despite the tension of the moment, heat coursed through her veins as he pressed her
back to his chest, laid their joined hands across her abdomen, and rested his chin on
her shoulder.

“You can recognize your daughter for what she is,” Dominic went on, “A duchess. A
lady above your own station. Bow to her as she is owed. Refer to her as ‘Y our Grace’
as you do so with a true sense of fealty. You do that. | shall pay you whatever you
wish.”

Amelia felt another brief moment of pure glee at Dominic’s command, but it quickly
faded as she watched her father bristle before them. Though Amelia s face with right
beside Dominic’s, it was notherFelton was looking at. The red shame that had stained
his cheeks only a moment ago seeped out of his complexion as his eyes remained
trained on Dominic’s face.

She could not see the expression on her husband's face, but she could tell by the one
on her father's that it was a dangerous one. He was frightened,trulyfrightened at
whatever he saw.

“Go on,” Dominic’s said by her ear, his voice strangely seductive.

But Felton said nothing. Instead he closed his open mouth and took a step back. Then
another. And without aword, he turned around and | eft the property at a quick pace.

“Cowardly man,” Dominic said with disgust as they watched him leave.



He then stepped back and twirled her around to face him, both hands framing her jaw.
There was a hardness to his intense gaze as he looked over slowly.

She'd forgotten. In her anger toward him for leaving her. For making her return to
London the moment he got back. For confusing her senses. She'd forgotten that
Dominicwasdangerous. Ruthless. He was a man not to be angered.

He had saved her. Saved Eve, and nearly every person in his house. But he was not
gentle; had not done so out of the generosity of his heart. He' d saved them all with a
string attached.

“Did he hurt you?” He asked, a snarl in hisvoice.

“1 forgot,” she whispered.

“What?’

She blushed as she realized she’'d just spoken her thought aloud, and stepped out of
his grasp.

“Nothing. | meant to say no. He didn’t hurt me. Mr. Morbate and the guards stopped
him before he could.”

“Glad to know they’re still doing their jobs,” Dominic grunted. “Though | am
certainly going to have a discussion with them about Felton being able to make it
onto the property at all.”

Amelia took another step away from him, her thoughts churning over her realization.
She should be afraid too. And yet as she reached for the feeling, she grasped nothing
of the sort. If anything, she felt her desire for him to return.



Dominic eyed her suspiciously.

“Areyou sureyou are al right?” He asked her.

He reached for her again and although she very much wanted to feel his touch, she
stepped back.

“I"'m perfectly fine,” shelied.

Though it was not her father’s visit she was now worried about, but her feelings for
the man before her.

“l need to go check on Eve,” she said when Dominic’s look of suspicion grew more
intense.

“We must get started on my packing if we are returning tonight.”

“No,” he said quickly, making her pause as she turned away from him.

“1 promised you three days. We shall |eave tomorrow afternoon.”

Gratitude washed over her, and again she felt that tug on her heart. Ignoring it, she
simply nodded and continued to walk away.

CHAPTERTHIRTEEN

“lunderstand, Y our Grace. It will not happen again.”

“Besurethat it doesn’t,” Dominic insisted gruffly as Mr. Morbate poured his tea.
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“Hire a few more guards. | want them stationed around the house at al times. No
more windows of opportunity for self-righteous beggars.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” Mr. Morbate replied, bowing.

“That isall for this morning then. Y ou may go. Y ou have more important things to do
than pour my tea,” Dominic instructed.

Mr. Morbate bowed again and silently left the dining room. As he walked out of the
room to Dominic’s surprise, Amelia walked into it. He knew from the staff’s reports
that she awoke later than he did and broke her fast well after he started work in his
office.

He cast his eyes over body in approval. She was back to wearing her usua gowns.
The tighter waist, the lower bodice. This one today was a startling black with a wide
lavender satin ribbon wound just above her hips, showing off her deliciously delicate
curves. He also took pleasure in seeing those long, wild, dark brown curls cascading
down her back and over her shoulders yet again- much better, he thought, than the
strict up-dos she wore when in London.

Her honey brown eyes were on him as his eyes finally flicked up to study her face,
and hefelt ajolt of desire within hisloins.

“Good morning,” he said, his tone curious as he watched her walk to the chair
directly to hisright and take a seat.

“Good morning,” she replied, her voice still husky from sleep.



The sound of it sent a rather wicked shiver over the back of his neck. He took a deep
inhale through his nostrils to find control, but it only damned him further as he caught
her scent of lilacs, honeysuckle, and something spicy mixed in with the sweet.

It made his mouth water and his thoughts run wild.

“Thisis...odd,” he stated, looking her up and down.

“1 thought | would break fast with you this morning,” she replied, motioning for the
servant.

A plate of toast, broiled fish, and two boiled eggs balanced on silver egg cups was
given to her amost immediately while another servant came forward to pour her tea.

“How did you sleep?’ She asked, tapping the top of an egg with asmall silver spoon.

Dominic’'s eyes narrowed in suspicion. She'd left him rather coldly the evening
before and hadn’t seen her since.

“Fine,” he said, drawing the word out.

“Good.” Shereplied.

Dominic sat down his cup and laced his fingers together before him.

“You are quite unamicable thismorning,” he stated. “I1t’ s not like you.”

Amelia's eyes darted toward him, and he felt a comfort in seeing the fire that usually
lived there.

“lam not the one that is unamicable, Dominic,” she replied haughtily. “It is your



behavior that lacks warmth, not mine.”

Dominic snorted.

“Y es you' ve been an absolute ray of sunshine, darling,” he replied, histone dry.
Amelialooked asif she was about to throw an equally sarcastic retort at him, then she
closed her eyes and drew in a deep breath. He tried not to chuckle, but he couldn’t

help the sound that slipped from hislips.

“I amtryingto thank you,” she breathed out, opening her eyes as she turned to look at
him.

Dominic’s humor faded, the smirk on his lipsfalling as he raised a brow.

“For yesterday. For interfering with my father,” she explained.

Dominic sat up alittle straighter as he heard the tinge of fear in her voice. She'd been
frightened yesterday. She hadn’t admitted it, but he' d felt it radiating off of her.

Of Felton or of me?He silently wondered.

“Of course | did,” hereplied, histone serious. “Y ou’'re mine. | protect what’s mine.”
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Dominic could have sworn he saw warmth and pleasure bloom in Amelia’s honey-
brown eyes as she looked at him; causing a stir of something similar in his own.

Hedidn't likeit.
“For whatever reason, thank you,” she replied softly.

Dominic grunted, broke eye contact, then unfolded his hands so he could finish eating
his own breakfast.

“1 can appreciate your gratitude but it was my duty as the Master of this house,” he
told her. “And unlike you, | don’'t break contracts.”

“1 never broke my contract,” Amelia replied coolly, “I simply found a loophole you
were not wise enough to cover.”

Dominic’s gaze snapped up to her, grinding his jaw. He tried to think of a retort but
he truly had none. She had been wily with stepping around his rules, and in doing so
had outsmarted him.

“Will you be ready to leave by two this afternoon?’ He asked, changing the subject.

“I will,” she replied, sounding strong. “Thank you for the reprieve. | fedl quite
refreshed.”

Again with the thanks. He didn’t like how warm it made him feel. He needed loyalty,
not gratitude. He needed to stop it.



“1 believe you require a dance lesson before we return,” he said brusquely. “Your
performance at our party was quite lacking and since we are certainly going to have
todoit again, | must insist that you get better.”

Ameliatsked her tongue and scowled at him.

Ah. That's better.He enjoyed it better when they fought.

“1 can dance just fine,” she shot back.

“That remains to be seen,” he chuckled.

“1 was not well, you know that.”

“You will have the same circumstances of our last dance no matter which party we go
to,” he pointed out. “You will need to dance despite your nerves, | cannot whisper
those dirty scenes in your ear every time you start to panic. Someone is bound to
notice that eventually.”

A delicious crimson blush filled her cheeks and Dominic felt his manhood harden
instantly at the sight. He'd rather liked that part of the dance, but wasn't about to
admit that to her.

“lcandance,” sheinsisted again.

“You will have to prove that to me,” he said with a shrug.

“And if | do?’ She asked quickly.

He raised a brow; amused.



“Y ou want to strike another deal?” He asked.

“Seems the only way to get what | want,” she answered with slight venom.

Dominic smirked, and he could have sworn he saw her squirm in her seat.

“Very well then. Y our terms?’ He asked.

“If 1 can proveto you | can dance, you will teach me how to box this evening after we
return to London.”

He looked at her with surprise.

“You aready offered to teach me,” she reminded him. “I am simply imposing on the
invitation.”

Thoughts of what he'd done to her the last time they were near a punching bag
flooded Dominic’s mind; and his already hardened manhood began to pulse and ache.
He wondered if he would ever look at the sport the same again after what he’ d done.
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“Well, Your Grace,” Amelia asked haughtily. “Does my deal suit you?’

“It does,” he said, rising to hisfeet. “But | warn you, my expectations of your dancing
are quite high. | doubt you'll be able to prove that you don’t need my direction.”

Annoyance and challenge filled Amelia's gaze as she rose to her feet as well; the
smile on her face both cocky and wickedly sensual.

“We shall see about that, Y our Grace,” she answered sweetly.

“What did | tell you?’ Amelia asked him grinning from ear to ear.

In the privacy of their Ellsworth home she felt no tension; no fear of wary eyes, and
she had danced beautifully. Her steps had been precise, her movements smooth;
despite the little tendrils of excitement she felt every time Dominic gripped her or
pulled her close. She had proven him wrong, and that was all she cared aboui.

“You do fine on the practiced steps,” Dominic admitted, walking toward the small
ensemble of musicians. “But let us see how you do when the dance has not been
memorized.”

Amelia’s brows dipped.

“What does that mean?’ She asked as the violinist drew his bow and strings into a
sweet tone.



The aluring sound made the hair on her arms raise; sent an enticing shiver down her
spine. The piano came next, adding a layer to the sensual sounds of the violin. It was
followed by a trombone, which laid a bass undertone softly between soprano-esque
Instruments.

“The question is,” Dominic replied, rolling up his sleeves with a smirk, “Can you
follow my lead without already knowing where | am going to take you?”’

Ameliaraised a brow; instantly enjoying the way Dominic’'s bare, muscled forearms
looked as he rolled first one sleeve, then the other.

“We won't be performing any such dance in London,” she retorted, “So why bother
practicing it?’

Dominic’s grin was both cocky and handsome; sending that familiar combination of
annoyance and desire through her veins.

“What' s the matter?’ He teased, stretching out a hand to her. “Afraid you can't keep
up?’

Something competitive sparked within Amelia, and with a determined look, she took
his hand. She gasped as he twirled her into him with a quickness, pushing her back

against his chest; the force of the embrace making her stumble.

“Careful,” he teased in her ear as he took her other hand, “Looks as if you're already
going to fall.”

“You wish | would fall, don’t you?’ She hissed, “If only to prove yourself right.”

Dominic only chuckled as his hand gripped hers harder and made his next move. This
time though, she was intent on not being caught off guard. She felt his muscled



forearms ripple before he turned her out of his chest. She let his subtle yet powerful
movements guide her thistime and she didn’t stumble.

Concentrating on his movements more than her own, she began to move with him.
Giving up her control, she allowed him to sway her left, right. Another turn; a dip.
Her body began to relax further as atrust for him started to form, and despite herself,
she was smiling again.

“That’'sit,” he coaxed, his deep voice gentle, “Let your body feel it out.”

He spun her back into him again, hand laced tight in her own as he pressed into her
abdomen. Hypnotized by the moves he was leading her into, Amelia laid the back of
her head on his shoulder, and let her hips sway with his.

“You actuallycantake direction,” he whispered devilishly into her ear, “I
amsosurprised.”

For a moment Amelia went rigid as she was ready to turn around and quip back. But
then Dominic’s free hand traced down the arm of her free hand; sending delicious
sparks into her flesh, and she melted into him again. His slow, tracing touch traveled
from the top of her shoulder down to fingertips, where he then laced his fingers
through hers.

She felt like warm liquid as he guided her arm to up and to the back of his neck.
Amelia let out a breathy whimper as he pressed her palm to the warm, naked flesh
nestled behind his thick, black hair, and as he released her fingers, she couldn’t help
but tighten her own into those silky tendrils.

She heard Dominic’s husky rumble in his chest just as she felt the vibrations of it into
her back, and her smile turned sensual. Feeling the power begin to shift a little, she
moved her hipsin aslow circle, and was rewarded with a sudden hard object pressed



into her backside.
Dominic let out adark chuckle; as if knowing immediately what she was trying to do.
“Vixen,” he rasped.

He trailed his free hand back up her arm, pulling her fingers from his hair and with a
sudden push, Amelia was spinning out of his embrace. He then twirled her again,
even using her skirts to keep her in motion, and then dipped her. For a moment her
body rebelled at the sudden shift in movement, but knowing that's what Dominic
wanted, she closed her eyes and calmed herself, letting her body bend like melted
sugar back into the hand holding her lower back so far that the ends of her curls
brushed the floor.
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She opened her eyes just enough to look at his face, and she smiled as she saw his
face was tense with both frustration and desire.

“You'll have to try better than that,” she whispered, teasing him as she batted her
lashes.

A soft growl escaped from Dominic’s chest as white sparks shot behind his silver
eyes, and suddenly she was pulled up to her feet again, being guided into a flurry of
circles and twirls. When the song ended, they were both panting and warm from the
movements; caught in one another’s gazes. Even the sound of someone clearing their
throat didn’t have them looking away from one another.

“What song shall we play next, Your Grace?’ A voice asked.

Chest heaving, nostrils flaring; Dominic looked more beast than man as he kept his
eyes pinned on Amelia. The hungry, possessive look sent a deep pleasure shooting
through her veins, and she couldn’t help but smirk as she stared right back in
challenge.

| am not afraid. Not of you.

It was a fact she had struggled with the night before. She'd stayed up late wondering
if she was an absolute dolt for not being more fearful of him. But now, she realized

why. He was the physical representation of the strength she wanted inside herself.

“Leave us,” Dominic commanded.



Static seemed to form between he and Amelia as the musician made quick work of
gathering their instruments and swiftly left the room.

“1 win,” Amelia whispered, tilting her chin dightly as her smirk grew into a sensual
smile.

Pure white light seemed to blaze through Dominic’s eyes as she made the statement,
and in the blink of an eye, his body was wrapped around hers. She gasped as his hand
fisted in her hair and drew her face to his as the other locked him to his waist. His
mouth descended on hers before she could even take another breath; devouring her
like a man starving.

This time instead of mewling and melting into him, Amelia s hands funneled into his
silky black hair and she kissed him back with equal fervor. Their lips and teeth
gnashed against one another savagely; each trying to claim the other.

Then just as quickly as the kiss started- it stopped. Dominic pulled away from her
with aragged breath, making her world spin as he let her go.

Amelia blinked, trying to fight the lust-filled haze that had filled her mind. She drank
in the positively ravaged look of her husband; no longer appearing as a man in total
control; but one on the brink of losing his humanity. It gave her a wicked glee, and
she gave him avulpine smile as she fluffed her hair and straightened her skirts.

“It's amost two,” she told him, still breathing heavy herself as she began to walk to
the door. “Shall we go?’

“What?' He croaked.

She looked at him over her shoulder, tossing her curls.



“To London,” shereplied. “Y ou owe me alesson.”

CHAPTERFOURTEEN

“Give me your hand,” Dominic commanded, his tone harsh.

Amelia gave him that same sensual, vulpine smile she’d given him back at Ellworth,
and placed her right wrist in his pam. Her silent obedience only served to amplify his
arousal, and he had to bite back the wolfish growl trying to force its way out of his
throat.

He undid women. That’s what he’'d always done, it's who he was. His dominance
turned their minds and bodies into his personal playthingsnotthe other way around.
And yet at Ellsworth, that was exactly what Amelia had done.

He had not finished with that kiss. It was supposed to be a reprimand for her sarcasm,
but instead she’d somehow turned the punishment around on him. The carriage ride
back to London had been full of silent tension and while Amelia had seemed quite
content with it and kept a smiling face on the scenery; it had caused averydifferent
effect on him.

While she had no trouble keeping her eyes off of him he hadn’t been able to take his
off of hers. He' d studied everything about her. The tilt of her small chin, the curve of
her milk and honey cheeks; the slope of her delicate nose and the way her brows and
thick lashes highlighted her almond-shaped golden-honey eyes.

She’ d changed back into one of her more appropriate London gowns, and he despised
the high collar and looser fit of it; keeping him from appreciating the small swell of

her natural curves.

“Are you sure this gown is what you want to practice in,” he ground out presently,



winding the wrap around her wrist and hand. “It is not exactly practical.”

“Itiswhat | would be wearing if | would have to throw a punch at someone,” Amelia
countered. “Might as well learn with the same restrictions.”

Her logic and obvious ability to think more clearly than himself only darkened his
mood, and he ground his teeth against the onslaught of need coursing through him.

“Other hand,” he commanded when finished with the first. She did so, and even
giggled,giggledat the way he jerked and wound the wrap with frustration.

“Stop that,” he snapped, fastening the end of the wrap in place. “You won't be
giggling like a school girl when you’ re about to punch someone.”



Page 55

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:46 am

Amelia pressed her lips and appeared unbothered as she pulled her wrist away from
him and rose to her feet. She turned away from him without a word and toward the
punching bag, and gave it a hit.

“No, no, not like that,” he chastised. “God, you're just going to get ground into the
dirt if you hit someone like that.”

“Well then tell me what to do, oh wise instructor,” she replied haughtily, crossing her
arms as she glanced back at him. “How do | not get ground into the dirt?’

She was mocking him again. Only this time it was blatantly heightening his arousal
as well as his annoyance. He took a stand behind her, gripped her neck, and forced
her to look forward at the punching bag. He then moved his hands down to her wrists
and pulled her arms away from one another.

“First thing you need to understand is that your size is already working against you if
seeking to hit aman,” he replied, kicking her feet wider apart. “Even a man as short
asyou is going to be stronger, more balanced.”

“l am taller than most women,” Amelia retorted. “I’m only shorter to you because
you'reagiant.”

Her comment made him scoff, but he fought the urge to grin.
“Secondly,” he pushed forward, twisting her hips with his hands so her right leg went

further back, “You need to understand that if you're ever in a Situation where you
have to punch a man, you're most likely only going to get one good hit. Don’t stay



around and let him knock you down. Throw all of your power into one great hit, and

run.

“Wheredo | run to?’ She asked.

He pushed down on her hips so she would bend her knees as he said, “To me.”

Amelia glanced back at him, some of that haughtiness fading.

“Eyes on your target,” he chastised, turning her head back to the punching bag.

He ignored the emotional dlither of warmth he'd felt at the appreciation he'd seen in
his eyes.

“When you' re throwing that punch you need to take a proper stance. It will help you
not just with balance but force. Keep your knees bent, and your right foot slightly
back. When you're ready to hit lean back dlightly on your foot and then send all your
strength forward into your fist. Like this.”

He stopped talking for a moment and took his own stance by her side, then
demonstrated. The bag sailed backward from the force of his punch, and Amelia’s

eyes widened. Dominic then caught the bag is swung back toward them, stilling it.

“Your power is going to travel from your foot all the way to your fist. Very much like
how a hammer in a pistol doesto abullet,” he explained.

Excitement glittered in her eyes as she quickly turned her head toward him.

“Will you teach me how to shoot next?’ She asked eagerly.

The very idea of her wielding a gun had a strange effect on him, and Dominic



grumbled up a prayer as arousal surged through him yet again.

“Let us get through this season first,” he muttered.

Dominic then showed her how to properly hold her fists, and then proceeded to let
her throw a few punches at the bag. His irritation slowly turned into satisfaction as

Amelia dropped her teasing attitude and took his instruction seriously.

“Where did you learn to do this?” Amelia panted fifteen minutes later. “Whydid you
learn to do this?’

Dominic chuckled.

“Not as easy asit looks, isit?’ He asked, genuinely enjoying himself now.

She shook her head, still trying to catch her breath.

“My mates and | needed an outlet at school and fencing did not have quite the edge
we needed, | suppose,” Dominic told her.

Since her hands were wrapped, he picked up her glass of water and brought it to her
lips. Their eyes locked as he gently tipped the glass, letting the water slide gradually
into her mouth. Something about it made his arousal return with a vengeance, and he
grew tense again. He pulled the glass away more roughly than intended, causing
some water to dribble down her chin.

“Why did you need the edge?’ She asked, ignoring the drops of water.
Dominic, however, could not, and reached up to swipe them away from his thumb.

Ashedid so Amelia s cheeks flushed brightly, and he felt a wicked glee in seeing her
turn colors.



“We al had our reasons,” he replied, letting hisfingers rest on her chin.
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“What were yours?’

He shrugged.

“Nothing too awful | suppose. My father nearly dragged our finances to the ground
before he died and the short time my uncle took over while | was in school did not
help matters. | would concentrate on my studies a bit too much. Get wrapped up in
the material and end up sitting hunched over my desk for hours. It created a sort of

pent up frustration when | would finally rise.”

“So nothing’'s changed,” she teased, and he smirked as he gave her chin the gentlest
of shoves.

“Was it hard?’ She asked next, her tone softer. “Losing your father?’
Dominic shrugged.

“1 barely knew the man. Or my mother. | was raised mostly by nannies and tutors so
when they died, there was not much to miss.”

The sympathy pouring from his gaze made him bristle at first, but then he stopped
himself as he remembered Amelia’ s own loss.

“You lost your mother as well,” he said slowly. “That’s why your father was able to
sell you. There was no onein hisway.”

Hurt laced through Amelia’ s eyes but Dominic wasn't deterred.



“Use that,” he said quickly, reaching up and pointing at her expression, using that
moment to take her back to the lesson.

“That anger. Not with your moves, but the strength within your moves.”

“1 have no ideawhat that means!” She replied in an exasperated tone,

He put both hands up, flexing hisfingers.

“Right, left, right,” he called out.

Amelia quickly got back into her stance and threw three ill-aimed punches into his
palms. He felt her aggression but not her strength.

“Wrong,” he told her, putting his hands down and dliding them into his pockets.
“You're going to want to hit when you're angry but if you throw punches like that
you' |l get knocked flat.”

“Well, | don’t know what you mean!” She retorted again. “Y our teaching makes no
sensel”

“Your father’s standing before you right now, readying your chains and I’'m not there
to stop it thistime,” he said, raising left hand once more. “Now show me how you’'re
going to stop him.”

Amelia's fist shot out toward his face instead of his hand. He easily side-stepped it
and with a surprisingly graceful twist, wrapped his body around hers, his hand going

to wrist as he moved her toward the punching bag.

“You'reafool!” She snapped at him, trying to break free from his grip.



“Maybe so,” he chuckled into her ear, “But I'm afool that’s going to teach you to
control your temper in afight. You had al your strength coming at me in that punch
and you missed. You think the person you're fighting is going to give you an
opportunity to right yourself and try again?’

She huffed several angry breaths, but shook her head as she glared at the punching
bag.

“Now this time sink back into your body and move with me. | can show you what |
mean,” he promised.

This time she did not banter with him; did not question, but took his advice with
silence and a look of concentration. In doing so every punch she landed got better;
each hit landing with more impact, precision, and quickness. Eventually he backed
away from her, letting her stand on her own as he continued to call out shots. By the
time they finished an hour later, he was downright impressed.

“S0 youcantake direction,” he teased, his mood now lighter as he began to unwrap
her hands.

“When it isimportant,” she retorted, and as he looked up at her through his lashes, he
saw she was yet again giving him that haughty grin.

He huffed out a laugh and smirked as he shook his head and continued unwrapping.

“S0 is knocking your father out the reason why you want to learn this skill?" He
asked.

He thought she'd at least chuckle, but Amelia only shook her head as Dominic pulled
away the loose wrap and began massaging her wrist and pam. As he did so, he felt a
shiver go up her arm. In turn, pleasure spiked through him. Not with as much



aggression as before, but instead with satisfaction.
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“1 always thought it was a useful skill,” Amelia confessed, “I just never understood
why it was only taught to boys. | feel that women would have more need of it.”

Dominic’s brow drew up as he tilted his chin to look at her face, and saw that her
expression was contemplative.

“Why s0?’ He asked, flexing her wrist gently up and down.

“Because more women are attacked by men than men are” she answered. “Because
we have to protect our virtue while men are encouraged to give it away. Because
sometimes- too many times- the men who supposedly protect us try to force it from
us. When they are successful, even when they are not, it is women who are
considered tarnished. Y et are punished by society if we fight back.”

Dominic frowned at the emotionless, matter-of-fact way Amelia described her
reasons. He couldn’t combat a single one of them because he knew it al to be true.

“Perhaps you are right,” he said, placing her right hand back into her lap before
picking up her left, “Perhapsit isa skill better served by women.”

“You have no idea how much | wish could go back in time to use this skill,” Amelia
replied, her tone suddenly thick.

Dominic slowed his unwrapping of her left wrist and looked at her again. Sadness
had started to bleed into her far-off gaze.

“What would you do if you could?’ He asked, his voice gentle.



“l would deliver a sharp blow to Roland the moment he’'d tried to force me,” she
replied vicioudly. “I wouldn’t have been afraid to either, because | would have known
what to do. And my father- | would have beaten his head in the night he brought me
to that auction.”

Sympathy poured through Dominic as he pulled away the second wrap and repested
the massage on her wrist. There was so much fury in her voice. So much pain. He'd
taught her how to turn that into power, but still, the urge to do something about her
discomfort was overwhelming him.

“Roland is gone and your father holds no power over you now,” he told her, his
thumbs moving in firm but gentle circles over her wrists. “And if he is foolish enough
totry toregainit, | assure yousomeonewill certainly beat his head in.”

He was hoping for asmile, but Amelia’s frown only deepened as she shook her head.

“Itisnot me | am worried for any longer. It is my sisters. He wants to be rid of them
already. Whatever money troubles he's facing, he' s taking it out on them.”

“We will not let that happen,” Dominic replied quickly, his tone gruffer than
intended.

Amelia’s eyes snapped back to his, those honey-gold orbs swirling with pain and
disgust.

“What can we do?’ She asked, her tone accusing. “If we took them he could accuse
us of abduction. Even if we explained to the constables that it was for the girls
protection the law still states that they are owned by their father until he signs them
off to a husband.”

Dominic thought for a moment. He'd known since their wedding day that Amelia's



sisters were important to her, but he'd been so busy with carrying on his own life that
he hadn’t truly given them athought more than that.

“1 will speak with my people,” he answered finally. “ See what we can do. Since your
father is so driven by money, perhaps | could even purchase them.”

“They will not be sold!” Amelia shot back, pulling her hand away from his.

She looked at him with narrowed, distrusting eyes; as if ready to run away from him
at any second.

“That is not what | meant and you know it,” Dominic said patiently, holding her gaze.
“l am saying that if money will incentivize him to hand over parental rights to you,
then we should consider it. They would not be my property just as you are not my

property.”

“That’ s not what you said this morning,” she hissed back.

“1 meant that you are myresponsibility,Amelia,” he retorted just as quickly. “And |
am certainly notyourenemy here.”

Guilt flashed through Amelia's eyes her brows dipped and her plump lips pressed
tightly together.

“1 know that,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”
Although he’'d been greatly annoyed at her confidence from the morning's dance
lesson, Dominic suddenly craved it. He'd rather her be haughty and difficult with him

than so despondent.

“All right,” he sighed, rising to hisfeet. “I shal doit.”



Amelialooked up at him in confusion as walked toward the door.

“Dowhat?’ She asked.
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“Show you how to fire a pistol,” hereplied.
Excitement ate away at Amelia s saddened eyes, and she shot to her feet.
“Really?”

“Notwith ammunition,” he specified. “We are in city limits and to do so would be
dangerous. But | will show you how to hold it, the proper stance, and how to aim.”

The brilliant smile that spread across her face sent his heart throbbing and he couldn’t
help but chuckle at her as she pranced eagerly to his side. He fished the key from his
pocket they left through the side door of his in-home boxing practice room, which led
directly to his armory. It was the only room in the house that did not have a direct
entryway into the main hall, and he always kept it locked.

Amelia gasped as he lit afew lamps in the darkened room, and she peered around at
his vast collection. Just as he enjoyed collecting truths, he was the same with
weapons. Some were of present design, but he prided himself on the ones he' d been
able to collect from not just the past, but all over the world.

“There are so many!” Amelia exclaimed, looking among the many tables and cases
filled with them. “ And so organized.”

Dominic chuckled as he took her hand and led her over to his small arms table.



“I like to know where everything is at all times,” he explained, then in almost boyish
enthusiasm he added, “1 also quite like how they look all laid out like this.”

“They’re beautiful,” Amelia breathed, waving a hand over the gun-laden table.

He drew up a curious brow.

“You truly think so?’ He asked.

Amelia nodded.

“Oh yes. Not just the designs, but the power you just know they are capable of.”

She then looked away from the table toward him.You are like these guns,she
thought.Beautiful. Powerful. Deadly.

Amelia raked her gaze further down his body. He'd removed his jacket for their
boxing lesson and had once more rolled up his sleeves like he had during their
dancing lesson. Only this time he'd taken it a step further and undone three or four of
the buttons at the top of his white shirt. It allowed a swath of dark chest hair to peek
through in a rather enticing way. Slowly she brought her eyes up further and when
she reached his face, she found an amused smirk on her lips.

“Already feeling better | see,” he said.
It was true. Her emotions had dipped heavily toward sadness as she recalled her past
and her current fears, but somehow, surrounded by Dominic and guns, she felt that

sadness melt away.

“1 will feel better when | get to hold one like you promised,” she replied.



Dominic’s smirk grew into a grin, and he chuckled as he stepped closer to her side.
One hand went to the small of his waist as the other reached down toward the table
and picked up the smallest gun.

“This is a Derringer,” he explained to her, holding it out before her. “While many
English men carry them now, it was actually created by an American man in 1786. It
Is a single barrel pistol that shoots a .41 caliber bullet with black powder. It is not
dueling gun but is best used at close range.”

Dominic then drew his hand away from her lower back to wrap his body around hers
and pick up her hand. With the other, he carefully placed the weapon in her palm.
Pleasure, not only from his touch but the feel of the pistol as well, tingled through her
fingertips as he guided her hands with his own; showing her how to hold it.

“See that little ridge at the end of the barrel?” He asked, his breath warm against her
ear.

Amelia nodded, feeling her body relax further into his.

“That is how one takes aim. You raise the pistol up; arms outstretched, elbows
dlightly bent. Spread your feet alittle farther apart- yesjust like that.”

Dominic’s voice dipped into a deeper, huskier tone as he added that little note of
praise, and the anger she'd felt only afew moments earlier bled completely away.

“Now line your sight up with that little ridge,” he commanded her.
Amelia followed his instructions, her heartbeat feeling more pronounced as the thrill

from holding the pistol interlaced with the pleasure from being held closely by
Dominic.



“Very good,” he praised softly into her ear. “Now find your target.”
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Amelia looked around the room at her options. There were severa animal heads
lining the upper walls of the room toward the ceiling. Different species of deer. A
wolf. Large cats and other predators. She chose the boar’s head directly across from
her.

“Just alittle higher,” Dominic advise, tilting her arms up. “ There. Perfect.”

He pulled the hammer down at the top of the gun, then wrapped his pointer finger
around hers at the trigger.

11 Bar]g.”

A whimper escaped Amelia s lips as the rumbled word brushed against her ear and
her nipples hardened to the point of pain. Her arousal had been aterror to deal with
lately, and now was even effecting the way she looked at guns. Yet the very idea
emboldened her somehow.

She let her grip loosen on the Derringer so that it was cradled completely in
Dominic’s strong hands, then turned in his arms. Unable to help herself, she curled
her fingers around the open hems of his parted shirt, and felt another bout of desire
course through her as her knuckles brushed against his chest hair.

“Promise me,” she whispered, searching his eyes imploringly. “After this season is
over. After this whole messis over, you take me back to Ellsworth and show me how

to properly shoot.”

Dominic’'s silver eyes searched hers as he lowered the pistol the table, and she nearly



whimpered again as his hands rested on her hips.

“You truly think you would enjoy it?’ He asked.

“1 think I'm learning to enjoy many things,” she murmured, pressing herself closer to
him.

Dominic’ sfingerstightened at her hips as alow growl escaped his chest.

“Amelia Hollowcroft, you are without a doubt the most confusing woman | have ever
met,” he told her, asmile tugging at hislips.

She smirked as she dlid the fingers of her right hand fully into his chest hair.

“It is Astorfield now,Y our Grace,” she purred, and tugged at the hair in her fingers.

A growl! erupted from Dominic’s chest and in an instant she was losing herself to his
kiss. She tried, for a moment to battle his dominance but al too quickly she found
herself submitting her control to him; reveling in the way it felt to be able to hand her
needs and body someone else.

“Tell me stop,” Dominic commanded between kisses, his tone ragged.

“No,” she moaned, and in her own need to touch him, she ripped at his shirt; sending
buttons flying everywhere.

Their sexual tension had been building all day and she needed it released- they both

did. The “why’s” and “how’s” of what their relationship was dissolved, and Amelia
gave herself over to her desires.

She dragged Dominic’s shirt down his muscled shoulders and he helped her rip the



rest of it off him before his hands came back to her body. His fingers clawed at the
buttons of her high-collared blouse, and the moment he was able to undo the ones
down to the hollow of her throat, he gripped the loosened edges and ripped.

The sound of her dress being torn in two made Amelia whimper with need; and she
could barely stand staying still long enough to let him finish the work. The moment
she was able to step away from it they flew to another again, their kisses hard and
egually possessive as their hands ran rampantly over one another.

“You have vexed me all day, you know that?’ Dominic voice quaked with need as he
added her corset to the growing pile of ruined clothes.

“You loved it,” she whispered wickedly against his lips as her fingernails bit into his
pectoral muscles.

“Damn you but | did, you wicked woman,” he rasped.

He then seized her by the throat with a quickness that only furthered her arousal, and
he forced her stand away from him. Dominic’'s silver eyes were bright as they
traveled down slowly down her naked form. She should have been ashamed, she
realized then. Perhaps even shy over being seen like this by a man for the first
time...but shedidn’t.

There was too much approval, too much need glittering in Dominic’s eyes to feel any
shame at all. As he examined her she took the opportunity to examine him, too.
Though she’d never admit it she'd spent a night or two imagining what her husband
would like naked- and her mind had not done him justice.

His muscles were thicker and more well-defined than her imagination had conjured.
Ropes of solid strength wrapped perfectly around his torso and arms; covered only by
a spread of black, curly hair that almost formed an upside down triangle that started at



his broad chest and ended at his navdl.

Her mouth watered as she thought of what it would taste like to run her tongue over
every part of him; even down to what his trousers left covered.

“You like what you see?’ Dominic asked.
Despite the eagerness of the moment, Amelia blushed at the blunt question as she
raised her eyes to his. She met a look of pure desire that was very obviously barely

contained. She licked her lips, her grip on hiswrist pulsing alittle.

“Yes,” shewhispered. “Do you like what you see?’
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In response Dominic’s grip loosened only dlightly around her throat before he pulled
her to him again; claiming her lips once more.

“You are so bloody beautiful it makes my entire body ache,” he groaned between
Kisses.

Amelia s restraint ceased completely as she heard his words, and as he picked her up
to lay her down on the floor, she didn’t even think to stop him. Spread out below him
like afeast, Dominic’'s mouth traveled from her lips to her neck, his teeth and tongue
hungrily tasting every inch of her. Pleasure degp and intense had her whimpering,
shivering and pressing him into her when he bit a particular part of her neck; but she
shouted outoh!and arched her back against the floor when made it to her breasts.

She marveled at how different the sensations could be; wanting more of both.
“Dominic,” she breathed, her fingerstight in his hair.

He let out a deep growl of pleasure before he nipped at her breast.

“Again,” he commanded, his voice low and raspy.

She moaned before she could repeat herself, and was punished by a harsh brushing of
his teeth to her nipple.

“Dominic!” She moaned, arching herself into his mouth.

A sound of pure, masculine pleasure erupted from Dominic’s chest as she spoke his



name louder, and he continued his path down her waist. His tongue dipped into her
navel, making her shiver and writhe like an animal in heat, and her legs spread wider
of their own volition.

A deep chuckle rumbled from his throat as he leaned up on his elbows and caressed
his fingertips over the contours of her left hip and down between her legs.

“Oh, little wife,” he groaned, his fingers brushing sensually over her petals, “You're
already drenched for me. Tell me. Did you think of me while you were in Ellsworth?’

Ameliabit her lip, her brows tensing as she left the briefly left felt the intoxication of
their arousal leave her. She couldn’t admit that she had thought of him every moment,
couldn’t-

His fingertips glided over her petals, up to her swollen bud, and lightly pinched the
delicate bundle of nerves.

“I"'m waiting.”

“Yes,” she gasped, tears springing to her eyes as pleasure flooded through. “Yes,
aright? | couldn't help it. Couldn’t stop thinking about what you did to me in the
boxing room.”

Dominic chuckled, the sound downright devilish as he lowered himself to her mons.
“Such aneedy little wife,” he teased.

She was ready to stay stop then, to pull him by the hair from between her legs- but

then his tongue descended upon her at the exact moment a single one of his fingers
thrust into her heated, soaking core.



All thought ceased as pleasure burst through her, and she let out a deep moan of
gratitude as all of her pent up need finally found an outlet. His attention made her
mind her go blessedly blank; erasing the fears of her Father, of theton.All of it
just...vanished. And she was nothing but ameal for her husband to devour.

His fingers and tongue coaxed and pleasured in rhythmic time. Dominic was an
expert lover. She'd never thought otherwise. Didn’'t even have to listen to the
whispers of thetonto know that. The way he carried himself; the way he handled
everyone around him so elegantly and with precision- it was obvious.

Her orgasm rushed forth with intensity and a swiftness, sending stars shooting behind
her eyes as she trembled and moaned. Dominic rose from between her legs with an
assured smirk and she immediately bristled inside. He might be more experienced,
but she had certainly read more books, and some of them had been written like aroad
map to aman’s pleasure. Now was the perfect time to put her knowledge to the test.

She waited until he glided his body up hers, unable to withhold the shiver of pleasure
she felt as he purposely dragged his muscled torso up hers, and clenched her legs
tight around his waist. Mustering all of her courage, she rolled.

Dominic’s eyes sparkled with alarm as she suddenly took seat atop him.

“What are you doing?’ He rasped, his eyes narrowing in suspicion.

“Simply returning the favor, husband,” she purred, then dipped her mouth to his.
Dominic’s jaw was tight and his teeth were clamped as she kissed him; bristling with
distrust. But in less than a second his body was softening, and the forceful, stilling

grip he had on her hips became coaxing; urging her to do as she pleased.

She nearly lost herself all over again when she heard his deep, utterly masculine



moan as she pressed her kisses from his lips to his throat; finding a particular
sensitive spot near his collar bone. When she scraped her teeth there a second time,
his entire body tensed as if he'd been hit by lightning, and a deep sense of both
accomplishment and pleasure filled her.

Amelia continued her exploration, letting Dominic’s heady moans and gasps guide
her toward his most sensitive places until she reached his thick, hardened root. He
was straining so hard against his trousers that she felt a bout of sympathy as she
untied his stays with trembling fingertips.

His need, she realized as she sprang him free, was just as intense as hers.
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“Amelia,” he growled as she flicked her tongue over his deep purple mushroomed
tip- andGoddid she love the tortured way he said it.

“Again,” she whispered, her tone as luring and sweet as a siren. Not at all demanding
like he had been. Y et he obeyed her all the same.

This time her name was whispered out like a prayer as his hands fisted into her curls
and trembled like two small earthquakes. He didn’t shove her down atop him; didn't
demand a thing. If anything, it seemed like he was holding on to her to restrain
himself.

Which, in turn, only made her want to continue even more. Dominic writhed and
hissed as she took her time with her lips and tongue; exploring his hardened length
with a wicked yet innocent curiosity. When she finally decided to slide her mouth
down upon him, alow, guttural, amost begging sound tore from Dominic’s throat.

She gagged on his length; unable to take him all at the same time. The edges of her
mouth burned as she tried to stretch her lips fully around him; and she felt another
dluice of juices gush between her thighs as she thought of how it would fedl if he
were plunging into her sex and taking her purity. It would be incredibly painful, she
imagined- and yet undeniably wonderful at the same time.

Amelia clenched her thighs together as if the motion could stop her from feeling so
much gathering need, and focused on Dominic’s cock in her mouth. Every deep,
primal sound only spurred her to explore him more, and the words she’d once
memorized from her books vanished as her body became in tune with Dominic's
singular needs.



Right before his release she felt his entire body tense with such rigidity that she
wondered if he might shatter. Then with a deep moan that nearly made her orgasm
again, he exploded into her mouth. His fingers clenched tightly in her hair, locking
her into place as jet after jet of his seed released into the back of her throat. Almost
immediately after she finished his rigid formed melted into the floor, and with a
breathy moan of ecstasy, his taut fingers released into a caress; stroking over her
scalp in an amost loving gesture.

When she released him his trembling hands moved to her arms, and he pulled her up
his body and cradled her tightly to his chest; whispering words of praise as his
breaths slowly returned to normal. Tears formed in her eyes as he did so, as if
something within her rejected the tenderness of the moment.

“Beautiful, wicked woman,” he murmured, stroking her hair.

She closed her eyes, focusing on the slowing beat of his heart.

“The things you make me fedl...sensations I’ ve never experienced,” he whispered on.

She laughed, half-happy and half-heartbroken. At least that she could relate to. Never
had a man made her feel this way. Not even Roland before he had attempted his
assault.

Amelia allowed herself to revel in the pleasure of his warm embrace for a moment,
but when she felt her heart began to throb, she pulled away; trembling with renewed
need as she searched for her ruined clothes.

“Amelia?’ Concern laced through Dominic’s deep, sated tone, sending another deep
pulse through her heart, and she bit her lip as she worked to pull her torn dress around
her. She couldn’t look at him.



This entire time she knew they’d been battling for dominance in their unique
relationship, and at times it was fun- but now she was feeling something else.
Something she knew would not be returned.

“Are we done?’ She asked.

Her fingers raced under her eyes, swiping betraying tears away from her cheeks.
Behind her Dominic sat up and though she didn’t look, she could feel his silver eyes
boring into her as he laced up his trousers.

“What do you mean are we done?’ He demanded.

“I mean I'mtired,” shereplied. “Can | go?’

She tried to say it as carefree as possible, but her voice trembled at the very end;
betraying her.

Suddenly she felt his hand wrap around her arm and whirled her around. His other
hand came to her chin and before she could stop it, he was forcing her to look directly
up into his eyes. More tears threatened to spill from her own as she caught his stark
worry shining through as he stared down at her; his handsome face set into a look of
pure concern.

“Amelia, what’swrong?’ He demanded, his tone harsh. “Was | too rough?’

The way the pad of his thumb reached up to stroke another one of her tears away was
too much, and she pulled her chin out of his grasp and took a step back.

“Stop,” she said.

“Stop,what?’ He asked, frustration growing in his tone.



“Stop acting like you care!” She burst out. “Our relationship is just a bargain,
remember? Stop acting like you genuinely want anything to do with me when | know
you don’t!”

Dominic’s narrowed eyes grew wide.

“1...” Hedidn't finish his sentence. Perhaps he couldn’t.

He' d left her. Saved her only to abandon her for nearly an entire year, and then
showed back up just give her a string of demands that would save their reputation.

There was no care. Just duty that they both had to protect the Astorfield name.

She turned away from again, needing to get out of the armory and somewhere far
away from him because her body still hummed with the need for his touch.
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“Don’'t worry,” she rasped, heading toward the door. “I know we have an act to put
on. | will perform better this time around. | am much more determined to get the
show over with so | assure you, you won't have to rescue me again.”

“That’s good to hear.”

Dominic’s gruff tone made her stop and flinch just as her hand touched the door.
“Tomorrow evening we have a ball at the Crawfords and a garden party on Friday.
Saturday we are to be at another one of Tristan's dinner parties. | am having a dress

made for the occasion. You will wear it.”

There was no empathy in his tone, no pleading for her to obey. Just a stiff demand.
She nodded, her throat too pained and tight to say anything, and left the room.

CHAPTERFHFTEEN

“The aviary is coming along beautifully,” Amelia said pleasantly, “Promise me that
you'll al come out to seeit when | finally return to Ellsworth.”

“Oh, | can hardly wait,” Theo replied.
“Me either,” Opheliareplied, “Have you ordered your birds yet?’
Amelia smiled as she chatted with her friends, masking her true feelings with cheer

and eagerness. When they could be alone, she would tell them how truly tumultuous
her last week had been, but for now, with Tristan and Theo’'s home full of society’s



members, she did as she had promised Dominic- and played pretend.

So far her time back in London was going perfectly. Her nerves were behaving far
better than they had before she took her reprieve- as was thetonit seemed. She and
Dominic had arrived nearly three hours ago and as of yet, no one had spoken an ill
word to or about her, same as their last two social engagements. Not that Dominic
gave them the chance.

Though she wouldn’t call their appearance outwardly intimate, he had stayed close by
her throughout the evening; oftentimes placing a hand on her back or wrapping his
arm around her own to lead her wherever they were going. And with his charming
smile and her pleasant one, no one would know that they had barely spoken to one
another since their tense ending the night before.

Part of Amelia had wished that Dominic would have followed her to her quarters that
night while the other was relieved. She’'d needed the space to distance herself from
her feelings. Needed to remember who he was; even if another side of him seemed to
come out when they were alone.

He' d never finished his sentence that started with “I...” and she had wondered with
increasing aggravation what he would or could have said had she waited for him to
gather histhoughts.

But he hadn't come, and when morning arrived she'd discovered that he'd left the
house quite early. For business as usual, she assumed. He repeated that pattern the
rest of the week, only coming in just enough time to retrieve her for a party. Then
afterward, he' d take her home and disappear again.

He barely looked at her those times, but tonight when she'd come down the stairs
wearing the dress he had made for her his cold eyes had sparked to life as he slowly
dragged his gaze down her figure. When he finished, she was rewarded with a curt



nod of approval, then stiffly offered her hisarm.

The gown he'd designed for her was such a pale purple that it was nearly silver; the
cut of it a perfect mixture between her preferred style and the more modest one
accepted by theton.Though she'd already decided not to tell him, it had immediately
become her new favorite gown.

“Theo how is your mother?” Amelia asked presently, needing a break from being the
subject of conversation. “Has she improved at all?’

Rose, Ophelia, and Seraphina went quiet as Theo gave her aweak smile.

“The new physician Dominic sent for her from Italy has been able to make some
improvements regarding her comfort. It is how we were able to host the party tonight.
She’ s upstairs resting deeply now.”

A silence settled over their small group as soft chatter and laughter surrounded them.
Amelia had wondered about that- how the party would affect the poor woman who
now so rarely remembered what day it was let aone who the people of her station
were.

“How is Tristan dealing with it al?” Ophelia asked, raising her champagne to hislips.
Theo let out abark of alaugh.

“Mycompassionatebrother seems more unsettled over moving back in with Mama
and | after Papa’ s passing than he is over her failing condition,” she replied in a low

voice, flicking her eyes over to the man in question.

Though she chose not to retort, Amelia did not believe that for a second. Tristan was
one of the most compassionate men she’'d ever known, and such a statement couldn’t



seem true. Ophelia, however, chuckled bitterly and shook her head.

“Of course he is,” she scoffed. “I knew he wasn't as charming as he makes himself
out to be. He' sjust like the rest of the men of our society. Pompous and selfish.”

Amelia grew warm as the talk between Dominic and Tristan just a few paces behind
her ceased. She turned her head just enough to see that the two of them had bristled
and stared at Opheliawith contempt. To which Ophelia only stared back in challenge.

“Now, now,” Seraphina chastised softly, laying a hand over Ophelia's. “Not all men.
Hugo has come quite along way from those days.”

“Well, he may be the only exception,” Ophelia muttered as she raised her glass once
more to her lips.

Amelia was thinking about changing the subject to the married women’s group she
had joined with Seraphina when she saw Hugo and Everett move toward them
through the crowd at a rather quick pace. Hugo's hand brushed lovingly against the
back of Seraphina’ s neck as she passed, sending another shot of envy through her as
she watched her friend’' s eyes alight.
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Both men stopped at Dominic’s side, and Everett whispered something in his ear as
Hugo leaned forward and did the same to Tristan. Amelia raised a brow as she
watched all four of their faces grow serious, then lean toward one another as the
whispering continued.

“What' s going on with them?’ Theo murmured at her side.

Amelia glanced at her friends and saw that they had all noticed the subtle shift in the
four men and were watching them as closely as she was.

“1 do not know,” she murmured back as the four men broke away from another.
Tristan went to Theo’s side.

“We' ve had a successful evening, but it istime to end the party,” hetold her.
“Why?" Theo asked.

Amelia turned away from them as Dominic came to her side and laid a hand on her
shoulder.

“It istime for you to go home,” he commanded. “ Seraphina and Hugo are leaving as
well, they will take you.”

She bristled at his command.

“Y ou are not escorting me home?’ She asked.



Dominic’s gaze was flat and unreadable as he looked down at her and shook his head.

“No. Everett and | have business to attend to.”

She scoffed.

“Of course you do,” she muttered.

She felt Dominic’s hand tighten on her shoulder, and she felt a sliver of guilt for
speaking so frankly.

“Go home,” he commanded again in alow, even tone, ignoring her comment.

“1 will meet you there later.”

Knowing it would not do to negate him while being surrounded by the people they
were trying to impress, Amelia reached for first Theo, then Ophelia, then Rose to hug
them all goodbye. She promised to see them soon, then she allowed Hugo to lead her

and Seraphina out of the ballroom.

“What is going on, darling?’ Seraphina asked Hugo when the three of them were
situated in the carriage.

“Dominic isjust taking care of some much-needed business, my love,” he replied, his
tone coated with affection. “ There is nothing to worry about, | assure you.”

Amelia said nothing on the ride home, contempt for her husband's busy work life
only growing. When they arrived she hugged Seraphina goodbye and thanked Hugo

for escorting her home, and went inside.

Eve had just finished helping her into her dressing gown and was taking the many



pins and gems out of Amelia's piled up curls when a commotion erupted from the
first floor of the house. Familiar, feminine voices rose from the foyer and up the
staircase, and Amelia’'s heart leapt as she got to her feet and hurried from her rooms.

She gasped, tears forming in her eyes as she saw Lydia and Sarah each racing up the
stairstoward her.

“Sister!” They shouted excitedly in unison.

“My darlings,” Amelia choked out, opening her arms wide to embrace them. “What
are you doing here?’

“Dominic cameto fetch us,” Lydia answered.

“He sayswe are to live with you now,” Sarah added. “Isthat not so very lovely?’
“Papawasn’'t even mad,” Lydia piped up.

Amelia's eyes flicked to Dominic as he ascended the stairs; Miss Chiron and Miss
Gerhardt flanking him. The three of them stopped as they reached the landing, and
Dominic calmly thrust his hands into his pockets. Questions flooded her mind but it

was as if her mouth refused to form the words. Dominic’s hard gaze softened as he
looked away from her and toward her two younger sisters.
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“Girls, why don’'t you go pick out your rooms? Y ou may share or choose separately,
it isyour decision,” he said, his tone shockingly gentle.

“Really? We can pick?’ Lydia asked, her tone absolutely humming with excitement.
“Mhmm. My quarters are on the third floor and it is best to stay away from those, but
you may pick any rooms on this floor. That way you can be close to your sister if you
may need her,” Dominic replied.

Both girls flew away from Amelia and toward him, their arms wrapping tightly
around his waist. Amelia went rigid as she saw Dominic raise his arms, freeze, and
widen his eyes at the sudden burst of physical affection. But then he relaxed, placing
a hand on each of their heads, and gave them a small smile.

“Girls,” Ameliaurged, and her tone spoke for her.

They let go of Dominic’swaist swiftly and came to her side.

“Go on,” she urged gently. “Take Miss Chiron and Miss Gerhardt with you. I'll be
along shortly to help you settlein.”

“Y ou are the best brother-in-law in the world,” Lydia said, beaming at Dominic.
“In the whole world!” Sarah piped up.

Then the two ran down the hall, giggling excitedly as they began to open up doors.



“We shall help the girls in the meantime,” Miss Chiron stated, her and Miss Gerhardt
leaving Dominic’s sides.

Amelia gave them a nod of thanks and waited until they too disappeared down the
hallway.

“Dominic, what has happened? What did you do?’ She asked, taking a step toward
him.

“Everything islegal,” he murmured calmly. “My solicitor and | took care of it today.
There are some papers you will need to sign but that can wait until the morning.”

Gratitude flooded through Amelia, but she fought the sudden urge to hug him and
pushed on with her questions.

“What exactly was legal?’ She asked. “And if you took care of it earlier today, why
did you wait so late in the evening to go get them?”’

“It means once you sign the papers you and | will have full, guardianship of your
sisters until you allow them to get married. My name is on the documents ssimply
because our laws demand it so, but they are yours now, Amelia. | will not interferein
your plansto raised them.

“As for this evening, there were some issues that needed worked around but it was
taken care of. That isal you need to know.”

Amelia's brows furrowed as she became torn between gratitude and annoyance, and
she crossed her arms. She knew by the tonein his voice that he wouldn’t tell her more

even if she threw an absolute tantrum.

“Why did you do this, Dominic?’ She asked. “I’m grateful but | do not understand.”



Y ou don't care about me. Y ou said as much the other night with your silence.

Dominic’s brow tensed as he looked her up and down, his jaw working as if he were
chewing over thoughts.

“Because | knew it would make you happy.”

Amelia s arms fell to her sides as her lips slowly dropped away from each other; her
eyes going wide.

“Take the next few days to get your sisters settled. I'll attend some social events for
the gentlemen and spread our tale of love and commitment there, and you do the
same at the married women'’s club or whatever it is Seraphina brought you into. If it
Is still necessary, we will resume going to parties together in a week or so. For now
though | believe we have accomplished enough so that we can work separately.”

Discomfort overcame her as Dominic then took a step back.

“You areleaving?’ She asked.

“It is for the best,” Dominic replied, turning his gaze from her. “I have guards
surrounding the house. Y ou have nothing to fear.”

She watched, emotions churning as he began to descend the stairs. Before she could
stop herself, Amelia went after him, capturing his hand in her own before he could
make it very far. When he turned to look at her his silver eyes were dark with a
guarded expression, but he paused and waited. She didn’t know what to do, what to
say, so she put her head on his chest and wrapped both arms around her waist;
hugging him.

“Thank you,” she whispered, tears forming in her eyes.
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Dominic remained as still as a statue for a moment, but just as she was about to pull
away, his one arm dlid around her back while his other hand reached up to cradle the
back of her head; pressing her even further into him.

“You are welcome,” he rasped, and placed a quick, gentle kiss on the side of her
head.

He held her tightly a moment more, then released her, careful so as she would not
lose her balance on the stairs. Without another word he continued down the steps and
disappeared toward the foyer.

Sadness suddenly overwhelmed Amelia as she stood there and watched him go. The
urge to tell him to wait, to plead for him not to leave her again was roaring inside of
her like a beast. He had done it. He had gotten the girls. Forher.And it hadn’t taken
weeks or months. It had taken mere days.

“Amelia?’ Lydia's voice called from the landing. “We found our rooms! Will you
come see?”’

Ameliadrew in a shuddering breath, and wiped her eyes, realizing only then that she
had shed more than a couple tears. She pushed her confusing feelings for Dominic
aside, and turned with the brightest smile she could muster.

“Of course, my darlings,” she called, walking back up the stairs. “Oh, you have no
idea how happy | am that you are here!”



Everett’'s fist landed squarely on Dominic’s jaw, sending stars bursting in his eyes.
He staggered back from the force of the hit, then toppled to the ground.

“Christ,old boy,” Everett cursed, going down to Dominic’s side to help him up. “I
was coming right at you, | thought you were going to block it! Y ou always block it!”

Pain surged through Dominic’s jaw, making him wince and growl. He pushed away
Everett’ s attempt to help and got to his feet on his own. He' d been so deep in thought
about Amelia that he'd completely forgotten where he was and what he was doing.
The boxing practice had been proposed to help him focus, but instead, al it did was
remind him of her.

“I"'m fine,” Dominic bit out, touching his fingers tentatively to hisjaw.

“Lucky for me your hits are about as powerful as a bee sting.”

Everett made aface asif asking “really?’ and rolled his eyes as he walked back to his
corner.

“I"m done,” Dominic stated, walking toward the ropes.

“But we only made it two rounds!” Everett said, clearly exasperated.

“Tristan can take my place,” Dominic grumbled, and nodded to his friend as he
approached the table set up outside the ring.

Tristan nodded back readily and immediately got up. He had his own reasons for
wanting a spar and he looked eager to get the work in. As he climbed into the ring,
Dominic took his chair and sat down heavily. He'd barely had time to work up a
sweat before he'd called it quits but he felt weary and out of breath.



“You can ask me, you know,” Hugo said. He reached for the bottle of whiskey sitting
atop the table and poured Dominic aglass. “ Seraphinatells me everything.”

Dominic cast a narrowed glance up at his friend as he accepted the drink; his lips set
in agrim line. It had been three days since he’'d dropped Lydia and Sarah off at his
London house. Three days since he'd seen Amelia or talked to her. And it was
driving him mad.

Her words the night of her boxing lesson had cut right through him. The pleasure
she'd brought him from her mouth only moments before had him even further
confounded. He'd been withmanywomen; had been brought pleasuremanyways, but
his release that night had been the most intense in his life. The combination of the
two things had left him feeling uncomfortable and irritable; with barely enough sense
to muddle through his work.

This evening he’'d been so distracted that his friends had finally urged him to take a
break and practice for the first time in weeks. Now here he was, not even able to
make it two rounds in without being plagued by more memories of his estranged
wife. He hated this. Every single part of it. Still-

“What does she tell you?’ Dominic asked, then downed the contents of the glass.

“Amelia and the girls are just fine,” Hugo replied calmly. “The two have settled in
quite well. Seraphina, Theo, Ophelia, and Rose have al come over several times to
help with your wife's new mothering responsibilities and all seem to be having a
grand time.”

“And her other duties?” Dominic asked sharply.

It wasn't that he didn’'t want her take time to acclimate to being the girls guardian
but they still had aruse to put on; even if they were not doing so together.



“Seraphina has taken her to two separate married ladies gatherings and from what she
says, Amelia is handling them very well,” Hugo replied. “Singing your praises as a
dutiful husband, putting rumors to bed, and batting away inappropriate questions with
Dominic raised a brow.

“What do you mean inappropriate questions?’ He asked.

Hugo shrugged.
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“The same ones Seraphina is asked regarding me,” he explained. “Many husbands
send their wives as spies to these sorts of things to report any information that may be
useful. About our business practices; our success. It is nothing to worry about.”

“Our work is perfectly legal,” Dominic bit out.

“Which is why it is nothing to worry about, Dominic,” Hugo replied camly, giving
him awarning look.

Dominic grit his teeth but he made a conscious effort to damper his rising temper. He
knew his friend was only trying to help, and it wasn’t his fault that Dominic was as
on edge as a carving knife thrust into a butcher block.

“Have you heard anything from her father?” Hugo asked. “ Any more problems?’

Dominic shook his head. He wasn't too keen on the trades he had to sign over to the
bastard, nor the rather large chunk of outright money he'd given to him; but it had
finaly bought the man’s silence and thus far, Felton was leaving Dominic and the
young ladies alone. He knew that because of the daily reports he required from the
guards he' d assigned to his house.

“The father is taken care of. The rumors are dying down,” Hugo murmured, crossing
his arms on the table top, “Looks like you’'ll be done in London soon if you want to
be, old boy.”

“1 do,” Dominic grunted, peering over at the boxing match unfolding between Tristan
and Everett.



He redlly did, but even if his work had been accomplished, he was hesitant to leave
his friends. Tristan was fraying at the seams and something he couldn’t quite figure
out was going on with Everett. Even hislittle spies had heard nothing.

“Seraphina and | have decided to go back home and collect the children and Leah.
We plan to stay in London through the fall,” Hugo informed him.

Dominic raised a brow, wondering why his friend was mentioning this.

“You've played big brother to our friends for quite some time, old man,” Hugo went
on, “Why don’'t you let me take over for awhile? | can aso manage your businesses.
I’m a partner in most of them anyway. Y ou should some time off, acclimate to your
new life as a husband and brother-in-law slash father figure. It would do you some
good.”

Dominic cast his gaze to the tale, not responding.

“You know that | know, right?’ Hugo quietly stated after several tense moments.
Dominic’s brow tensed as his mental barricades rose up.

“Be specific,” he commanded.

“1 know how you and Ameliatruly came to be married. Not the fairy tale story you're
peddling to theton.The raw, ugly truth. It's part of the reason why | was so willing to
help with the custody situation. Though | would have preferred it if we would have

had Lord Hollowcroft suffer an unfortunate,moroseaccident.”

Dominic smirked. The thought had certainly crossed his mind. Several hundred times
in fact. But his brief bout of humor quickly vanished.



“How did you find out?’ He asked quietly.

“Amelia told Seraphina. Seraphina told me. It will not leave us. Not even Leah will
know,” Hugo answered in the same quiet tone. “You will have nothing to fear from
us, old boy.”

Dominic took a deep breath in through his nostrils, but he wasn’t quite able to let it
out.

“Listen | know that the circumstances might not have been...ideal.Certainly not
planned. But there is something between you and Amelia. The entire reason you can
play so well to the public is because there is a genuine connection between you two,”
Hugo said.

“Go back to her. Figure out what that is. We all know why you're being so awful. It's
because you miss her.”

Dominic slowly let his held breath out through his mouth. Feelings was not
something he was necessarily good at. Since he'd had to take on so much
responsibility at such ayoung age and watched other men be weakened by them; he'd
told himself he wouldn’t give way to such proclivities.

But Amelia had stirred something awake in him. From the very first night at the
auction, when she’'d fought him so fiercely before he revealed who he was. Her
strength and bravery despite her fear had done much more than impress him. It was
the reason why he' d left so abruptly after their wedding.

He' d needed a wife soon anyway and it didn’t bother him much to get married. He
knew it was a duty he was expected to fill. But before Amelia he never pictured
himself actually growing attached to his wife.



Amelia, though...she was different from any woman he'd ever met. She was a
delicate balance between fearful and fearless,

“Go home, Dominic,” Hugo commanded. “Stop torturing yourself. You know you
want to see her.”

CHAPTERSIXTEEN

“Your Gracel” Miss Chiron’s startled whisper broke through the silence of Amelia’s
darkened sitting room. He'd awoken her when he'd opened the door from her
slumber on the couch, but Miss Gerhardt was still sleeping soundly on the one
opposite of her



Page 67

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:47 am

He put afinger to his mouth, and she sighed in relief.
“What are you doing in here?’ He whispered.

“We were al playing with the children and then Her Grace was reading them a
story,” she whispered back, starting to get off the couch. “I suppose we fell asleep as
we listened through the opened door. We shall go now.”

She moved toward Miss Gerhardt asif to shake her, but Dominic stopped her.

“Would you mind staying a little longer?’ He asked her, looking toward the door to
Amelia’ s bedroom. “I must talk with my wife.”

“Of course,” she whispered back, settling herself on the couch again.

Dominic gave her a nod of thanks and quietly went through the open doorway to
Amelia s bedroom. A single lamp was still lit, casting a soft yellow glow around the
elegant room. In the bed laid Sarah and Lydia, their small nightdress-clad bodies
spread out in comical shapes as if they’d dropped asleep mid-play. He found Amelia
curled up in the nearby settee, sleeping soundly with abook still clutched in her hand.

He knelt down by her face, a smile drawing across his face as he took in her features.
She looked exhausted, but peaceful. Having her sisters fully in her life was obviously
doing wonders.

An ache formed in his chest as he continued to look over her face. He couldn’t deny
it. He had missed her. Carefully, he pried the book from her hands and laid it quietly



on the nearby table, then picked her up.

A soft, breathy whimper left Amelia’s lips as he drew her toward his chest, and his
heart wrenched painfully when she immediately nestled into his arms. She was soft,
warm, and light in his grasp; her hair cascading down over his arm like a shield- as if
someone so small could protect him.

Dominic swallowed silently as he studied her features in the dim light.Could he do
this? Could he actually let himself fall in love?

No. The answer came as quickly as the questions had. He was not a man to fal in
love. He was barely a man that could show affection. To anyone, really, not just
Amelia. And she deserved affection more than anyone he’ d ever met.

Silently he carried her out of the rooms, up the stairs, and to his own quarters. It
wasn't until he was softly closing his bedroom door with his heel that Amelia stirred
again; her long lashes fluttering as she squirmed a little in his arms. Slowly her eyes
opened as she became aware that she was being held, and immediately he felt her
shift from pliant to rigid.

“It'sall right, shhh,” he soothed, holding her closer. “It'sme.”

Ameliaimmediately relaxed in his arms again as she blinked several times; alook of
confusion crossing her beautiful face.

“Dominic?’ Her voice was so soft and still filled with sleep; creating the perfect
sultry combination that immediately made his knees grow weak. “Where am 1? What
are you doing?’

“You fell adeep on the settee,” he explained. “Y ou needed a proper bed, so | brought
you to mine.”



Ameliaawakened alittle more at that, but didn’t try to fight his grasp.

Put her down,his mind screamed as his grip grew tighter.Put her down and walk
away.

“You...you brought me to your room? Y ou’ ve never done that before.”

Dominic swallowed, feeling the tight mental grip on himself begin to slide away.

Amelia's hazel eyes studied him in the dim light; affection, perhaps even worry
shining through them.

He felt her slide her fingers to his jaw, and he winced as her delicate touch caressed
over his flesh. Not out of pain. Hewishedit was pain. But out of the sheer gentleness
she displaying for him.

“What’ s this?” She whispered.

Dominic closed his eyes and let out a breath through his nose, fighting the carnal
urges rising within him...but it was more than that, wasn't it? It was more than
carnal. It was emotional. The unfeeling man feelingeverything.Because of this

woman.

“Boxing practice,” his replied, his voice suddenly hoarse. “Couldn’t concentrate.
Caught myself a solid blow to the face.”

“Doesit hurt?’

“1t'snothing,” he replied, and it really was. It was not his jaw that bothered him.

Amelia continued to look at him, those golden-hued orbs full of quiet contemplation



seemed to break through his walls of muscled strength and mental absolution and
look into his very soul.Everythingthat was him seemed visible to her.

“I’'m not like Hugo, you know,” he told her, his last level of resistance rising up to
protect him. “There was no childhood atrocity for me that took away my happiness.
Thisiswho | have always been; how | have aways thought.”
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“My cold king,” she murmured, her gentle touch moving to his neck. It laced fire
through his veins and he grunted at the pleasure. He hated that he loved her touch.

“The Duke of Truth and Vernacular. You know all of the bare truths of how things
come to be. So why would you believe that | thought of you any other way?’

“l am just explaining that there is no little boy to save. No man to change as | always
have and always will be thisway.” He said, his tone growing gruff.

He wanted her to fight with him. To grow those sharp little fangs and use her wicked
tongue. He could handle her that way. Handleanyonethat way. What he couldn’t take
was her acceptance.No one,save for his friends, accepted him for who he was.

“1 do not want to change you, Dominic,” she whispered, her soft voice undoing him
as she caressed her touch up over her his ear then down the back of his neck, “I want
to know you. And | think | am starting to.”

Dominic grit his teeth, suddenly wary.

“What is it you think you know?' He demanded, pulling away from her touch.
“Hmm? Shall you now paint me as some redeemer as so many have tried? Because |
assureyou | am not.”

“No, you are not,” Amelia murmured.

Her answer surprised him, and when she reached to touch him again, he didn’t pull
away.



“You are pragmatic. Calculated. Y ou coordinate people as if they were chess pieces.
You don’'t make mistakes. You don’t make messes. You simply clean them up and
use them to your advantage. Y ou take those that have been discarded and give them
new purpose. But it is not out of atruism that you do this. No. You simply see what
those you give new purpose to can do for you.”

Dominic stared slently at her; stunned. There was no‘but you're a good
person’no‘you just don’t want to admit it’.Just acceptance. Pure and true to who he
was.

For amoment longer he stood there with her in his arms, torn between the need to put
her down and walk away that instant or pull her closer and finally give in to those
mounting needs that had consumed his every thought.

“When you rescued me that night you told me that | would be safe if | married you,”
Amelia went on, those fingers of her absolutely undoing him; “Did you ever consider
that if given the chance you could be safe with me too?’

Dominic’ s resolve bottomed out then.Him.She wanted to protecthim?Not begging for
safety but trying to provide it? No one had ever offered that to him before.

No longer able to help himself, a groan poured from his throat as he pulled her closer
and kissed her lips. Amelia gasped at the ferocity, growing rigid again another for
another moment, then she softened again as she brought her arms around his neck and
kissed him back. His body instantly reacted to the soft touch of her lips, and every
craving he’'d been building up the last three days came pouring out of him and into
that kiss.

He suckled her lips, her tongue, savoring her sweet taste. He walked them forward
until his knees brushed against the edge of his bed, and as he laid her down he
blanketed her body with his own. Amelia's hands moved from his neck to his



shoulders, smoothing down the tense muscles of his back and he arched into her
touch.

Stop. Stop. Thisis not what you came here for.A voice in his mind demanded. But his
hunger over rode that voice, and he deepened his kiss as his hands wrapped around
Amelia' s rib cage just under her breasts. He groaned as he felt the soft undersides fill
his palms and he squeezed greedily.

Amelia broke away from his lips, her head tossing back as she let out a moan. He
took the opportunity to run his tongue down her throat then catch the loose fabric of
her nightgown in his teeth. He tugged it down until her turgid nipples were exposed
and began lapping at them like a man starved.

He could make her burst like this, he realized as Amelia writhed beneath him; her
moans growing throatier and more desperate as her hands fisted into his hair. He
could make her do so all sorts of ways, and he desperately wanted to. He wanted to
touch and lick and bite her body everywhere and every way until he knew every little
avenue that would bring her pleasure.

Dominic was startled at his thoughts. He'd never had this much need for just one
person. But just as he was about to pull away; to take a breath and rethink what he
was doing, Amelia’s hand dlipped between their tightly pressed hips, and he felt her
palm glide over hisrigidness and cup him through his trousers.

Other women had wanted to touch him before. He knew he was an attractive man.
Most of the time he was very willing to oblige and was rewarded for such. But
Amelia's touch was different. Still new and exploring, but she was able to reach into
some sort of dark hidden place within him and bring him great pleasure wherever her
fingers chose to graze.

Dominic’s hips twitched as she pressed her palm against him yet again; his body



begging for more. He hadn’t been with a woman since they’d gotten married. Even
when his urges arose swift and strong; he’ d poured himself into his work instead.

“Dominic,” Amelia moaned, bringing his attention forward. He' d been so lost in the
pleasure of her hand he hadn’'t realized that he was still lavishing attention to her
breasts.

Beneath him Amelia's body hips began to move faster, needier against her own
knuckles of the hand that palmed his manhood. He had hersovery close to the edge
and he wanted to send her over with an almighty push.

To hisbody’ s disappointment, he drew Amelia s hand from between them; pressing it
firmly into the bed. Amelia whimpered in equal disappointment as he did so, but
Dominic quickly repositioned his hips, and he did his rigidity over her mons.
Amelia's entire body shivered and bucked at the sensation, and he suckled and
stroked her harder until her breath suddenly ceased and her back froze in an arch.

Then she released all at once, her body crashing down into the mattress as new breath
flooded into her body. Immediately he felt her juices soaking through his trousers and
he groaned at the evidence of her pleasure. Her relief was so evident that it caused
him to follow. His manhood swelled and grew rigid to the point of pain within the

confines of histrousers- and then he was emptying himself into them.

He let out a ragged groan as he burst, nuzzling his face into Amelia s breasts as his
cock pulsed and he shot his seed into his trousers, making an utter mess of them.

Still, it did nothing to calm him down or lessen his need.

More. He wantedmore.

Dominic drew his head up to capture Amelia’'s mouth again, and as he did so, their



hands attacked one another’s clothes. They tore and tugged until there wasn't a stitch
of fabric left between them, and they both breathed a heavy sigh of relief when their
bare skin finally slid against one another.



Page 69

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:47 am

“1 want to taste you again,” Amelia breathed, her eyes hazy and dilated when he was
able to finally rip away from their kiss. Her lips were bruised and swollen from his
onslaught; glistening from one another’ s mouthwatering need.

“You'll have to wait, little vixen,” he rasped, then sslammed his mouth down on hers
again.

Her nails drug up his naked back, making him shiver and thrust his hips forward. As
he did so the tip of his cock nudged against her dripping petals and he moaned into
her mouth at the sensation. It took everything he had to drag himself away, to not
simply lift her hips and drive himself deep into her center- but he did.

He did so and retraced the path his lips had just taken down to her breasts, then over
her taut belly and finally between her legs. A bestial growl rumbled through his chest
as he suffused his mouth her mons; eating and lapping at her with abandon.

Keening sounds of pleasure erupted from Amelia' s lips as she threw her legs over his
shoulders and arched her back into his greedy mouth. Within a minute he felt her
thighs tremble then tighten around his head just a scant moment before her juices
flooded over his tongue. He slurped and drank her like a man dying of thirst; needing
severa long moments before he could slow his pace and take long, languid licks over
her still quivering mons.

He wanted more, wanted to feel her burst on his tongue again, but then he felt
Amelia s claw-like nails dig into his shoulder blades and pull. He allowed her to drag
him up, following the small spikes of pleasure-filled pain, then let out a dark chuckle
as she pushed at his shoulders and made him roll over onto his back.



Unlike him, she spared no time tracing over his chest or abdomen. He was thankful
for it, for he needed no such seduction tonight, and imagined such would only drive
him further into a frenzy. Instead her wet, velvety tongue dipped immediately toward
the thick, pulsetip of hisrigid cock, and she tasted him.

Dominic let out a hissing breath as he felt her flat tongue mold into an arrow and flick
mercilessly over his mushroomed head; hungrily drawing out the beads of pre-cum
that had gathered and began to drip down his length. There was no question that her
need was as great as his own by the way she hungrily swallowed him and hollowed
her cheeks to create suction.

He gathered her hair in fists, not to control her mouth but so he could watch himself
be thrust so viciously in and out from between her stretched lips. The sight of her was
the absolute picture of carnal hunger; and it was his undoing. He tossed his head back
as his release roared through him, and he held her to his cock as he pumped rope after
thick rope of seed down her throat.

In the depths of Amelia’s mind she heard atiny voice attempting to speak reason.

Stop now. No further. Y ou know what he' s about to do.

And she did. They’d perhaps only spent a short amount of time together since
Dominic returned from abroad but she was a perceptive person. They would get close
and then one of them would run. First it was him, then her, then him, then her, and
the pattern would go on and on because as much as she knew he was afraid to get to
close to her, she was just as frightened to get close to him. Life had taught her not to
lean on men.

The only time they didn’t seem to want to run from another was whenever they



allowed their bodies to speak for them. So yes. She knew that this was the time to rise
from the bed despite her trembling legs and walk away- and yet instead she felt
herself slide up hiswaist; her legs straddling his hips in such away that his still rigid
manhood strained against her entrance.

Dominic’s eyes were flashing pure liquid silver as he looked up at her; a scant trace
of alarm passing through his expression.

“What are you doing?’ He whispered, pressing her hips away, “You will hurt
yourself.”

“Only for amoment,” she whispered back, then tried to move his hands.

His hold on her only tightened, and he shook his head.

“No,” herasped, pulled her down to his chest before he rolled.

“We should stop. Amelia, we need to talk.”

“You're saying goodbye,” she stated, nudging his hips closer to hers with her opened
thighs.

Dominic’s eyes widened and the hint of regret that sparkled there confirmed she was
right.

“It'sall right,” she whispered, running a hand down his chest.

Y et even as she said it, she felt her heart break in two.

“As| said earlier. | know who you are. | know | cannot change you. Nor do | want to.
Now that the rumors about me are gone you will be sending the girls and | back to



Ellsworth | suspect, and you won't be joining us. Am | wrong?’

Dominic’s brow tensed as if he wanted to negate her, but he shook his head; sparing
her the hurt of alie. Truth. He always bartered in truth. And she respected him for
that.

“1 have done much thinking since you left after bringing me the girls,” Amelia went
on, her hands smoothing over his back, his chest, his neck as he stayed locked atop
her.

“And | think perhaps this distance you want between us could be a good thing. Y ou
would not be happy with us, and | don't want my sisters around unhappy men
anymore. They have dealt with that enough.”

“And what of your needs?’ He asked, his tone sounding wary.

“1 have thought of those as well,” she replied, “And | have come to this conclusion. |
have curiosities, yes, but | do not want to visit theDevil’s Masqueradeanymore. Nor
try to find another partner to quench my desires either. | want it to be you. My
husband. The man who rescued me from uncertain horrors. Eveniif it is only once.”
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Amelia felt Dominic’s muscles grow rigid above her at the mention of theDevil’'s
Masguerade.Ilt was where he found her again. Standing tall and graceful and
beautiful; a vivid contrast from how he'd last seen her. But it was true. The
experience of the parties and the power she felt from them paled in comparison to
being wanted by this man.

No onewould make her feel what he made her feel. Hundreds of eyes all trained and
filled with need were nothing compared to his heated silver gaze.

“Give me this,” she whispered, tilting her chin dlightly as her fingernails dragged
lightly over his scalp. “Let me be with you before you go.”

Some indiscernible emotion passed through Dominic’s gaze as he stared down at her,
and to her relief, he dipped his head and placed the sweetest, most sensual kiss on her
lips.

“If we are going to do this,” he whispered against her mouth. “We are going to do
thisright.”

CHAPTERSEVENTEEN

“Thank you.”

Amelia breathed the words, her entire body relaxing beneath him as he gave in to her
plea. His heart cleaved in two at her gratitude, but he swallowed the pain and poured

himself fully into the moment. The world around them dissolved like sugar in warm
water; leaving nothing but him and her.



His kisses grew long and languid as he made love to her mouth. He no longer
demanded, he coaxed. He was going to draw out every ounce of pleasure she had
within her.

Dominic kissed her until nothing but weak, mewling sounds poured from her throat,
and only then did he kiss a path down her neck. This time he didn’t focus his mouth
on just her nipples and cleavage; but everywhere. He made a blueprint with his
mouth, memorizing every dip and curve of her body and noting every shiver of
pleasure.

When he dipped his head between her legs once more, his fingers and tongue drew
forth her orgasm like a bear used its tongue to coax honey out of a comb; gliding into
every sacred space and collecting the precious dew from within.

This time Amelia's release body did not burst forth like a flash flood breaking
through a dam, but instead she overflowed like a pool that had gathered too much
rain. Her body writhed and trembled with a different form of slow sensuality as her
release created alarge puddle on his bed.

He whispered words of praise and awe as he then kissed over her soaked petals and
trembling inner thighs, wanting her to know just how pleased he was with the mess
she’d made for him.

Dominic’s cock was throbbing and aching with need by the time he dlid his chest up
her body, but even still, he refused to move fast. Pleasure surged through him as he
saw the tears that had slipped down cheeks from the force of her orgasm, and he
could not help but gather each and every one of the salty drops with histongue.

“Arms around me, little vixen,” he gently commanded, nestling himself between her
thighs. “I want you to hold onto me and not let go.”



Excitement and gratitude shone in her eyes as she obeyed with not just her arms
around his neck, but her legs around his waist.

“You are so beautiful,” he praised, brushing her curls tenderly from the side of her
face as he angled the tip of his cock against her slick center.

He kissed her again, swallowing her whimper of need, then pressed his forehead
against hers.

“Breathe in for me,” he whispered, and as she did so, he surged his hips forward.

Amelia let out a pain-filled whimper was her exhale burst from her at the invasion.
Pleasure so intense it darkened his vision and sent white hot stars shooting behind his
eyes gathered in hisloins as he felt her hot wetness tightly choke his cock, and he had
to pause for a moment to gather his control.

“Dominic,” she breathed, panic lacing her voice as she shut her eyes to the virgina
pain.

“I"'m here,” he whispered reverently, placing soft kisses over her lashes. “Open your
eyes, sweetheart. Let me see you.”

Amelia s lashes fluttered open, a tear diding down her temple as she drew in another
shaky breath. He tilted his hips back, pulling out of her dightly, and then slowly
surged forward again. Again she gasped, her entire body shivering around him.

“Breathe,” he coaxed, undulating his hips dowly, stretching her further.
“Andrelax.l’ve got you.”

Ameliapulled in another shuddering breath, and he felt her entire sink into the bed.



It hurt as she knew it would. That first thrust that would take away her maidenhood.
But Dominic’s deep, gentle voice coaxing her through the first few moments had that
pain ebbing away within a few seconds. In its place gathered a pleasure she'd often
read about but until that moment could never truly fathom. He was a part of her, like
this. Placing a mark within her that would never be worn away.

Slowly she began to undulate beneath him, feeling her body come back together one
deep thrust at atime.

“Amelia”

Her name ripped from his lips like a prayer as they began to move together. More
tears of ecstasy dlipped from her eyes as she drew him closer. She couldn’t touch him
enough. Couldn’t be wrapped around him enough to sate that need inside of her.
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“More,” she pleaded, burrowing her fingers into his thick hair, and a deep moan
poured from Dominic’s chest in response.

“Anything,” he whispered, hiking her legs higher on hiswaist, “ Anything you want.”

Just the simple act of him tilting her hips gave him deeper access, and they both
gasped at the new blooming pleasure. Her hand traveled from his hair to his back,
where she raked her nails down his spine and toward his chiseled backside. When she
tightened her fingernails there Dominic gave another powerful thrust and he once
more said her name in atrembling, need-filled voice.

She had wanted this, had all but begged for it. But now that she felt this
insurmountable pleasure rising within her, she began to feel her heart break even
more. How was she going to live without him this close?

She shook her head, not wanting to think of the unavoidable loss, and leaned up to
kiss him. Dominic responded immediately, opening his mouth and letting her tongue
go wherever she wished it as his thrusts grew faster and more powerful.

“Dominic,” she gasped, breaking away from his kiss when the pleasure became too
much. She tossed her head back into the pillows, her toes curling as that great wave
steadily rose.

“Wait,” he commanded, moving faster, “Wait for me, my vixen. We go together.”

Amelia whimpered then bit her bottom lip, trying desperately to control the rising
intensity with an ever-weakening grip. Then, just when she was about to lose it all



she felt Dominic’s manhood harden and swell even more, and the wordnowripped
from hislips.

She let out a gasp, followed quickly by a deep moan as she let go. Wave after wave of
pleasure crashed into her womb as she felt her release and his at the same time. They
pulsed together as he pressed his forehead against hers, her womanhood sgueezing
and suckling him tight as he spilled his seed within her.

Their breathing heavy, bodies slick with sweat, they remained locked together and
trembling for several long moments. In the still silence she felt and heard her own
heartbeat, followed by a thrum of a deeper bass. It was then she realized it was
Dominic’s, beating in time with her own.

The sun was coming up. Breaking away the dark gray clouds with shards of purple
and yellow. And yet they didn't move. Dominic wondered if either of them had
blinked or even breathed after they finally stopped making love.

Their first time had been a revelation, but it had awoken even more desire for
another, and he had spent the better part of the darkened morning hours buried deep
inside of her; listening and feeding off of her sounds of ecstasy.

Now they laid together on their sides facing another, Amelia's head resting on his
arm with her leg thrown over hip. Their eyes hadn’t left another; even as the night
faded away into morning. He was exhausted, and he could tell by the small, dark
circlesunder Amelia s honey brown eyes and her blurry gaze that she was too. But he
couldn’t sleep, and it was obvious that neither could she.

They hadn’t spoken yet. About what they’d just shared or what he was about to do;
but in that silence he still heard everything. His doubts. Her own. The questions of



their future. And there was a mourning of sorts; one he continuously pushed away for
if helingered on it too long; it would swallow him whole.

She knew him.Trulyknew him. Like no other woman did or ever would. And she
accepted him and his incapabilities when it came to certain forms of human emotion.

Amelia drew in a deep breath, her head lolling dlightly. It was just enough motion to
allow a wild curl to tumble over her eyes. He reached up immediately, brushing it
away with his fingertips. The moment he touched her flesh pleasure sparked through
him, and he drew his thumb over her cheek, her lips, then opened his palm and flexed
his fingers around her throat.

She gasped lightly at his touch; instantly awakening the arousal they had only
recently been able to put to sleep.

Stay.A voice whispered in his mind.

Hurt laced through his heart at the thought, and he forced himself to withdraw his
touch.

“You should get some sleep,” he whispered.

He tried to keep his hand at his side but within seconds he was touching her again,
running gentle fingertips over her arm, down her hip.

“So should you,” she murmured, her tone sleepy.
She then reached out to touch his face, tracing her thumb delicately over the hollows

under his eyes that matched hers, then cupped her palm to his jaw. Unable to help
himself, he turned into her touch and placed akissin her palm.



“Our work here is done,” he told her, bringing his hand up to cover hers. “You don’t
need to stay in London any longer. Take the girls and go back to Ellsworth. It's
yours. As are my accounts. Build one hundred aviaries if you wish. Buy the girls
anything their hearts desire. Spoil them rotten. Spoil yourself.”

Pain flashed in Amelia' s eyes at his words, but she nodded.

“What shall you do?’ She asked. “ Are you going abroad again?’

Dominic shook his head.

“1 will remain here. Along with handling other business, | will make sure your father
doesn’t try any more extreme measures to make a profit.”

Felton Hollowcroft was satisfied with the deal Dominic had struck now, but men like
him were never truly able to grasp the concept of building wealth. The next time he
ran out of money, Dominic wanted to be able to make sure that he wouldn’t go after
Ameliaor his other daughters again.
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“1 cannot thank you enough for what you' ve done, Dominic. Not just for me, but for
my sisters,” Ameliasaid. “You’' ve changed our lives.”

The heartache laced beneath her calm tone undid him, and he swallowed the lump of
emotion gathering in his throat.

“1 have never met someone more worthy of my help than you,” he replied, tracing his
fingers over hers, down her arm, and up to her face. “Y ou deserve far more than | can
give.”

“You've given me everything you can,” she whispered, and then her breath broke
into a sob as her eyes misted.

Dominic pulled her closer, tucking her head into his chest as her hot tears splashed
over him. He closed his eyes tightly as he grit his teeth; wishing he was a better man.
Wishing he was someone he could never be. Even in Amelia s heartache she was not
asking him to stay or change, and that created a feeling of self-hatred Dominic had
never encountered before.

He needed to leave; needed to stop dragging out the inevitable and let her begin her
new life. The origina life he'd promised her. One of peace and freedom away from
the society he was shackled to by birthright and responsibility. It took everything
within him to pull his arms away from her, to push his body away from the bed and
stand on his own two feet.

He did it though, and as he got dressed, Amelia sat up, wiped at her tears, and forced
her beautiful face into amask of calm reflection.



“You really should get some sleep,” he couldn’t resist saying. The urge to care for her
was too great not to.

But Amelia shook her head as she drew her sheet-covered knees up to her chest.

“The girls will be awake soon and | need to return to my rooms before they come
looking for me. They’ll be excited to know that we are leaving London but will no
doubt want to go shopping for a few more things before we depart,” she replied, her
voice strained.

“When will you go?’ He asked, pulling a clean pair of trousers on.

“Before the sun sets this evening,” she replied, then gave a nod seemingly more to
himself than him. “I think that would be best.”

He nodded in return, making a mental note to stay out the rest of the day. He didn’t
want to make things any harder by popping back in and out as they were preparing to
leave. A single, firm goodbye was going to be best.

As he finished dressing, his mind went back to what Hugo had told him the night
before. His friend had given him solid advice, and for anyone else it might have
worked- but he wasn’t just anyone else. He was a strange, albeit successful pragmatic
man who knew how to use people. There truly wasn't a good bone in Dominic’s
body, and he knew it.

“Make sure to have Theo and the others out to Ellsworth often,” he told her, tying his
cravat. “ There will be servants and plenty of guards to keep you safe, but your friends
should be there too if their families can spare them. I'll speak to Tristan and Hugo to
ensure at least Theo and Seraphina make frequent visits.”

Ameliaonly nodded. He was now fully dressed, jacket in hand, and nothing left to do



but walk out the door. And yet as he tried to will his body toward it, he couldn’t yet
face away from Amelia.

“If you need anything, Amelia,” he said, his tone soft as he scrunched his jacket
tightly in hisfingers. “Write to me. Whatever you need, | will happily provide.”

Something flashed in Amelia's honey eyes. Words he didn't need to hear to
understand.

Except you.

She gave him another silent nod.

Realizing that he wasn't going to get to hear voice at least one more time, Dominic
nodded in turn, and left. There was no begging. No screaming, no accusations of
unfairness as he walked away in silence. There was nothing but the space he created.
CHAPTEREIGHTEEN

Four weeks later

“You really do make an amazing mother, you know that?’

Ameliaturned to Rose as she felt her friend’ s hand rub down down her back and gave
her and her other friends aweak smile.

“1 am not so sure,” she replied. “Our mothers all pushed us so hard toward education
that | thought that giving the girls a nice long break would be good. But sometimes |

wonder if it'swhat | should be doing.”

She turned back to the girls, her smile growing a little stronger. Since returning to



Ellsworth, Amelia had chosen to pause their studies. Not just their academics, but
their societal training. They had gone on a different adventure every day, exploring
Ellsworth’s grand private property until they learned every part. Though they kept a
respective distance, guards followed them everywhere. A directive, no doubt from her
husband.

This morning the girls had requested she take them back to the lake and dock they’d
found and she readily agreed. Now Sarah and Lydia were stripped down to their
chemises, splashing and giggling in the water. It was just shallow enough for it come
up to Sarah’s shoulders, which was perfect since none of the ladies knew how to
swim.

“Do not doubt yourself, Amelia,” Rose said. “You have no idea how often | have
wished my mother would give me a break like this. To be able to not worry about
being alady or even awoman, and just relax in nature.”

“It is quite extraordinary out here,” Ophelia said in agreement. “Perhaps thisiswhat |
shall do when my mother finally gives up on marrying me off and allow me to
become a spinster.”
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Amelia let out a soft, singular laugh that had no real trace of mirth. She at one time
had wished for a similar life, and now that she practicaly had it, it left her feeling
empty. There was no doubt that having her sisters with her and away from their father
forever had given her a deep and unbudging happiness, but she found it didn’t even
begin touch the loss she felt from no longer having Dominic in her life. At least not in
the physical sense.

Missives came from him almost daily; his name and London address scribbled in his
handwriting across the front. But those were for Mr. Morbate or other members of the
staff.

He sent gifts though. Several each week. Dresses, all in shades of her favorite purple
and created in her favorite designs. Shoes as well. Combs. Jewelry. Little trinkets and
baubles that either shone brightly or created a deep wonder over their origin. There
was even Olga, arather large, intimidating woman with the arms of a man and a thick
Russian accent that was sent to continue Amelia’ s boxing lessons. But never |etters.
At her side Theo elbowed her gently and leaned toward her.

“Areyou al right, love?’ She whispered.

“Fine,” Amelialied. She knew what Theo was truly asking.Do you miss him?

But Dominic was atopic she refused to speak on.

Knowing that not just Theo but the rest of her friends would ask her more questions if
she carried on her contemplative silence for too long, she said, “Really | am quite



exemplary. Aslong as the girls are happy then so am |I. And perhaps you are all right.
There's no harm in a little break. They can pick up their studies when winter settles

in.

They all smiled at her and nodded.

“Tell me about you,” she urged, looking at Theo first. While Ophelia and Seraphina
had been visiting since two days before, Theo and Rose had only just arrived that
morning after nearly aweek of absence and would only be staying until the evening.

Theo’s small smile wilted as she cast her eyesto the green grass.

“The physician says Mother is fading. Another month perhaps. Maybe two. Tristan
has taken over making all of the preparations for her funeral and has pushed most of
his duties on to his steward so he can be with her more. And he has agreed to alow
me to put a pause on my husband catching so that | can spend more time with her as
well. That, and being here has been my only two forms of relief.”

Sympathy poured through Amelia. Her own mother’s death had been sudden and
heartbreaking, but she wondered if that had been better than knowing than the
alternative. Knowing seemed a burden all its own.

“Isshein very much pain?’ Amelia asked gently. Theo shook her head.

“Not very much anymore. The physician’s treatments keep her calm. It makes being
with her better, even if she no longer recognizeswho | am,” Theo replied.

She then shook her head, as if trying to shed some unspoken thought or feeling, and
turned to Rosamund.

“Let usmove on,” Theo said, “Rose, tell us about you? Y our mother still pushing you



to parties?’

Rose let out adry laugh.

“Of course she is. | believe she has a very romantic idea of how | will catch my
husband. One look and the gentleman of my dreams shall fall head over heels for me
in an instant.”

“Surely cannot truly believe that isrealistic?’ Ophelia asked, grimacing.

“l am afraid so,” Rose laughed, “It's why she casting me onto a wider circle. She is
certain there is a gentleman out there who has not seen and ignored my presence.”

She sighed and shook her head.

“It is rather exhausting, but | am grateful that she allows me to come to visit out here
every so often. It isareprieve most sorely needed.”

“Well you are always welcome here, darling,” Amelia assured her.

They all turned to Seraphina next, who seemed to be in a daydreaming state. It took
Amelia calling her name and Ophelia giving her a gentle shove to bring her out of it.

“Hmm? What' sthat?’ She asked, and Amelia and the others laughed softly.

Seraphina smiled at them, wide and genuine.

“Hugo and the children are wonderful. It has been a blessing for us to be back
together again. | just miss them when | am away as all.”

She paused, then reached for Amelia s hand before quickly adding, “Not that | don’t



adore spending time with you darlings, | positively do. | apologize if that made me
sound unhappy to be here.”

“Not at al,” Ameliareplied, squeezing her friend’s hand warmly. “We are al so very
happy that you are happy, darling. Are we not, ladies?’
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Theo, Ophelia, and Rose were al quick to agree.

“How is being back in London?’ Ameliathen asked.

Seraphina let out asigh.

“The first week was a bit awful. | felt like | couldn’t quite settle. My mysterious
cousin who inherited my father’ stitle still has yet to make himself known and far too

many people believe | have the answer to his whereabouts.

“Things are better now, though. Having Leah there helps. And there are more
children for twinsto play with.”

The urge to ask if Seraphina had seen Dominic at all was sudden and great, and she
had to fight herself to stop from saying something. She didn’t need to know. Didn't
want to know.

“Ophelia? You?' Amelia asked, turning to face her.

Her friend smiled smugly and shimmied her shoulders.

“l have been stalwart in my refusal to attend any more parties this season and have
been proven to be successful. Mother and Father have seemingly given up, for this

year at least, and | have been filling my free time with painting.”

Amelia gave her wide smile. Ophelia had atrue talent for painting, even if her parents
currently refused to allow her to enter any of her work in the London Galleries.



“Would you mind giving Sarah and Lydia a painting lesson while you are visiting?’
Ameliaasked. “I believe they would loveit.”

Ophelia s smile widened.

“1 would love to,” she replied, leaning forward to slap a hand gently over Amelia's
knee. “We can do it as soon as we get back to the manor. How does that sound?’

They stayed at the lake a little while longer, but as the sun started to dip to the west,
Amelia called Sarah and Lydia from the water, and the guards came forward to help
pack up their picnic. Light, fun chatter filled the air as they meandered back to the
manor.

The gates were opening for them when Amelia caught something moving in her
peripherals, sending a shiver down her spine. Quickly she whipped her head toward
the movement, and caught the back of a man’s jacket disappearing behind atall arbor
tree. Wariness filled her. Was it her father? Dominic had warned her that men like
him were never satisfied. Had he come for more money?

“Jonathan,” she called, summoning the head guard to her side.

He came to her right away and bowed.

“Your Grace?”’

She nodded toward the arbor tree on the other side of the gate.

“Someoneis out there. | saw him. Dispatch him immediately,” Amelia commanded.

Whether it was her father or not, she was taking no risks when it came to her sisters.



Jonathan gave her afurtive nod and subtly gathered two more of his men.

“Come along, girls, let us get you inside,” Ameliainsisted, quickening her steps, “We
must get you out of those wet clothes.”

“I am afraid this is where we must depart, darling,” Rose said sadly as they
approached the manor’ s front steps.

Ameliafrowned as she noted the waiting carriage.

“Already?’ She asked, “Y ou cannot stay for supper?”’

“Rose isright,” Theo sighed. “The day got away from us. It is best we leave now so
we may make it back to London by sundown.”

Though disappointed, Amelia nodded, and moved in to hug them both. Ophelia and
Seraphina were right behind her to bid their goodbyes.

“Come back soon,” Ameliainsisted, giving Theo an extra hard squeeze.

“Assoon as| can,” Theo promised.
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As she pulled away, she laced her arm through Amelia s and nodded toward the back
of the carriage.

“Walk with me to the other side?’
“Of course,” Ameliaagreed, falling in step with her.

They made it to the back of the carriage, but before they rounded the other side, Theo
stopped them, and peered around the side.

“What are you doing?’ Amelia asked.

“Making sure that Rose is in the carriage and Ophelia and Seraphina are inside,”
Theo replied in ahurried whisper.

Amelia’s brows dipped as Theo’ s lips pursed and she began to fidget.
“Theo, what’ swrong?’ she asked, gripping Theo's hands.

“1"m going back,” Theo blurted out.

Amelia stared at her in confusion.

“Yes,” she said slowly, then nodded to the carriage.

“No, no, | don't mean back home. I’'m going back to theDevil’s Masquerade,” Theo
whispered urgently.



Amelia's heart twisted with worry and she shook her head.

“No,” she demanded. “Theo?No.Y ou cannot go back there. Wejustfinished cleaning
those rumors up, you cannot make a mess of things again!”

“The only reason we got caught last time was because | was not following the rules,”
Theo replied quickly, her eyes dancing back and forth between Amelia and the
manor, “1 know better now, and | will be careful. I’'m going.”

Amelia shook her head, still not believing her ears.

“Why?" She asked, “Why would you risk it again?’

“Because | cannot take this anymore!” Theo burst out. Then she quickly pressed her
lips together as she once more looked around to make sure they were still alone.

Sympathy poured through Amelia as she watched her friend unravel.

“1 cannot take the present. | cannot take watching my mother die a slow, horrible
death, | cannot take seeing my brother break a little more everyday under his
responsibilities, and | cannot-”

Theo drew in a deep breath through her nose as she closed her eyes, her hands
tightening on Amelia’s.

“1 cannot keep seeing you pretending to cover up your pain,” she finished, her tone
low and remorseful.

Ameliafelt her heartache worsen at her friend’s words. She blinked back the sudden
wave of tears, saying nothing. What could she say? She was trying to hide her agony
as much as she could but she knew all of her friends saw it. They were just kind



enough to pretend otherwise.

“l1 am sorry, Amelia. But | cannot take it anymore. | need areprieve. A few moments
where | am not me. Where | am simply...beautiful and wanted. | want to be Calypso

again!”

Amelia shook her head slowly, looking at her friend with pitying eyes.

“It is obvious that you are not going to let me stop you,” she said at last. “Y ou will do
as you please. | beg you though, be careful. If someone identifies you again it could
create chaos worse than before.”

She tried to pull her hands away from Theo’ s but her friend tightened her grip.

“I won't,” Theo replied. “Because you are going to be there right beside me to ensure
that | don’t act foolish.”

Amelia’s jaw dropped and this time despite Theo's tightened grip, she yanked her
hands away.

“Do not be ridiculous, Theo! There is no chance | am going to do this again,” she
whispered furiously. “Do you have any idea how much it would hurt Dominic if he
found out?’
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Theo tsked and scowled.
“Y ou mean the man who ripped your heart out and stomped on it?’ She retorted.
“The man that gave me my sisters!” Amelia hissed.
“He. Still. Hurt. You. Amelia,” Theo replied, enunciating every word.
No longer able to hold them back, tears began to slip down Amelia's cheeks. Her
friend’ s words were as painful as they were true. No matter how numbly she'd told
Dominic she understood his needs. It still hurt that she hadn’t been enough to change
them.
Theo suddenly grabbed Amelia’s shoulders and pulled her into atight hug.
“Please do this for me,” she whispered in a pleading tone. “Please, Amelia. Just one
last time. | won't ask you to do this ever again, | swear. But | need this. | need the
freedom.”
Amelia pressed her eyes shut as her chin wobbled. Her heart, already in pieces, felt
like it was being torn into even smaller bits. Theo needed her. Just as she had needed
Theo when Dominic had left right after their wedding. Risky or not, she knew she
needed to help her friend.

“Very well,” shewhispered into Theo's ear.

She gently untangled herself from her friend’s grasp, and was grateful that Theo



allowed her to do. As she pulled away, Theo let out a huff of a relief and her
shoulders sagged.

“You mean it?’ She asked, her eyes shining with hope.

Feeling defeated and cornered, Amelia nodded.

“One last time,” she replied, holding up a finger. “And | mean it, Theo. No more. |
am so,sosorry for what you are going through, but I cannot let this become a constant.
We go. We forget our worries and woes for a few hours. And then we go back to
reality because that is what we must do. We must face our lives. Even if we don’t

want to.”

“Thank you,” Theo breathed, starting to bounce on her feet. “Thank you, thank you,
thank you!”

Ameliaonly nodded, aready feeling asif she made a mistake.

“When are we going?’ She asked.

“Can you be in London on Friday?’ Theo asked.

Amelianodded again, her tattered heart sinking further.

Theo gripped her shoulders and pulled her forward, kissing both Amelia’ s cheeks.

“You are atrue friend, Amelia,” shereplied excitedly. “I will owe you forever this.”

“You certainly will,” Ameliaretorted, gently pushing her friend away. “Now you best
get in the carriage. Rose is no doubt wondering where you’ ve gone.”



“I will see you Friday,” Theo replied, taking steps to round the carriage. “Eleven
o’ clock at our usual place.”

Ameliawiped away her tears as the carriage pulled away, drawing in deep breaths to
fight the ache in her chest. Straightening her shoulders, she pulled herself together
and began walking toward the steps.

“Pardon, Y our Grace,” Jonathan said, walking up to her.

“Yes, what isit?’ She asked.

Jonathan nodded toward the gate.

“We searched the premises, but there was no one out there. Are you sure you saw
someone?”’

Amelia let out a sigh. She’'d been so caught off guard by Theo's words that she’'d
completely forgotten that she had seen someone...but had she really? She' d been so
distracted lately. Perhaps she’ d hoped it was Dominic coming back.

She shook her head, wanting now more than ever to go inside and go directly to bed.
She was sure Opheliawouldn’t mind giving her painting lesson to the girls alone.

“Perhaps my eyes were just playing tricks on me, Jonathan. Apologies for sending
you on awild goose chase.”
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“No apologies necessary, Your Grace,” Jonathan answered immediately. “We are
under strict ordersto protect you at any costs. Any time you feel unsafe, you must tell
usright away.”

Tears filled Amelia's eyes again, and she turned her head away from him to hide
them.

“Thank you, Jonathan,” she replied, her tone wavering. Without another word, she
finished walking up the steps, paused inside only briefly to speak with Ophelia, and
went to bed for the rest of the night.

CHAPTERNINETEEN

“Bloody hell, get out my way,” Dominic slurred, shoving the object that had stoved
his foot. His hands connected with solid wood and he blinked his blurry eyes; the
shape of a bureau coming into view.

It hadn’t been a person that had hurt him. It was a damned piece of furniture. Sighing
wearily, Dominic leaned against the chest of drawers. The world spun as he looked
over Amelia s abandoned bedroom; misery beating down on him.

She was gone. He' d hoped as the days of her absence grew into weeks that the hurt in
his chest would go away- but instead it had only worsened. He missed her. Terribly.

And every time he got drunk- which was now quite often, he ended up here. In her
rooms. He hadn’'t dept in his own bed in days. Instead opting to fall drunk and
unconscious into Amelia’s old sheets, which he refused to allow the maids to strip



away.

Amelia had given him everything he wanted by accepting who he was. He should be
happy, grateful. But instead he felt nothing but contempt for the woman that had
made him fedl.

Dominic righted himself, then stumbled toward the front of the bureau. She'd taken
most of her things, leaving the top of the bureau empty. Even though he suspected the
drawers to be the same, he opened them anyway; hoping for something he could not
quite identify.

When he found the drawers empty Dominic felt another surge of anger, and he
slammed his hands down onto the bureau, cursing. As he did so, the top right drawer
let loose apop, and the bottom sprung open. Dominic swayed on his feet as he ripped

the false bottom out of the drawer, and there, hidden away, was a stack of |etters.

Gathering them up, he stumbled toward the bed, and fell awkwardly into the twisted
sheets.

“What isthis?” He grumbled, fumbling with the first |etter atop the stack.

Through his drunken haze he mangled the envelope until he finally got the letter
loose, then his heart stopped as his eyes alighted on the daintily scribbled words.

Dear Dominic,

| know these words will never reach you, as | will never send them. Even if | would, |
doubt you would read them. But | need an outlet, so thisis for me, not you.

Through his drunken sadness Dominic smiled, picturing the no-doubt haughty 1ook
his wife probably had on her face as she wrote such taunting words.



| do not know if | will ever see you again. From what | hear, it is doubtful. | have
been told that you have a certain way you do things, and that you do not deviate from
them for anyone. So | do not expect you to deviate for me, even if we are now
married.

Since | did not get the opportunity to do thisin person | will take it here now: Thank
you. Thank you for saving me from the auction. From my father. | am angry with you
for leaving so quickly after our wedding, but that does not mean | not grateful for the
new path you have placed me on. Ellsworth manor is beautiful, and as peaceful as
you promised.

Even with your absence and obvious lack of affection for me, | believe | will find
happiness here. Speaking of your absence, since you are not here to negate me | have
decided to do alittle redecorating...

Dominic felt his sobriety slowly return as he read through the later. At the bottom it
was signed,Y our Wife, Amelia.

He tore open another, hungry for her words. The second one had more vitriol than the
first as she felt more comfortable revealing her angry feelings toward him. Still, after
she’ d written her curses out, she'd described her days. What she’d done to the manor
thus far, what she’ d discovered. Signed again withY our Wife, Amelia.

He read through them all, finally getting a true glimpse into the world he'd
abandoned Ameliain. Her hostility toward him was clear, yes- but so was her intense
gratitude. Even when she wrote vile curses directed at him, they all ended in thanks.

When he finished the last letter Dominic’s stomach was in painful knots, and it had
nothing to do with the vast amounts of whiskey he drank. He'd done this. Left
her.Again.Only this time he hadn’t just hurt his wife. He'd hurt himself. Filled with
savage regret and self-pity, Dominic lowered his head to Amelia's pillow and



wallowed in her lingering scent. It was fading by the day. Soon it wouldn’t be there at
all, and he would be left with nothing but the letters filled with curses and thanks.

“Dominic? Dominic! Where the bloody hell are you, man?”

Dominic’s head shot up too quickly, making the whole world spin. He scrambled off
the bed just in time to spare the sheets from his ondaught, and wretched onto the
floor. He let out an agonizing groan as two sets of footsteps came hurriedly into the
room.

“Jesus,” Everett’ s voice seemed to boom from above.

Dominic winced at the loudness, his head starting to split in two.

“Not so loud,” he groaned, shaking his head.

Everett sighed as he and Tristan came to Dominic’s sides, and they both pulled him to
his feet.
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“I"'m not being loud, old boy, you're simply far too drunk for your own good,”
Everett replied, shaking his head. “I thought | was the drunken fool in our group?
Why are you trying to steal my title?’

Dominic let out a bitter laugh as he let his friends help him out of Amelia’s room.

“Yes, well, you weren't living up to your title as of late,” Dominic slurred, “So |
thought I’ d sweep in and take your crown.”

Everett let out a huff of alaugh and shook his head.

“First | was drinking too much. Now not enough. Y ou'’ ve got to make up your mind,
old boy. I’'m too simple to be pulled into so many directions.”

Dominic chuckled again, but Tristan didn’t seem to find it so funny.
“Jesus, he smells,” he muttered from Dominic’s other side.

“Yes, well, when you have nothing but whiskey in your veins that will happen,”
Everett retorted, “1 speak from experience.”

“Do not talk of me as if | am not here,” Dominic said bitterly, throwing a glare
toward Tristan.

“Are you here?’ Tristan asked, he and Everett slowly taking him down the stairs.
“We wouldn’t know that to be true as of late. Y ou're never in meetings anymore. We
don't see you a White's- though it is obvious you're getting your whiskey



somewhere- and you haven’'t set foot in a boxing ring ever since Everett planted you
that blow.”

Through his drunken sorrow Dominic felt a different sort of guilt. One for worrying
his friends.

“Leave me alone,” he said bitterly. “1 am coping with sorrows.”

“Sorrows?’ Everett laughed. “Asin feelings? Do you hear that Tristan? Sounds as if
our Cold King has finally found some emotion.”

Dominic bristled at the moniker, and shoved away from his hands grips.

“Do not call me that,” he yelled, stumbling down the last two steps. “Shecalled me
that.” He lowered his head and muttered, “It was aterm of endearment.”

Tristan and Everett put their hands on their hips and shook their heads.

“l was trying to handle this with my usual witty banter but this is just too sad,”
Everett said.

“Dominic,” Tristan said, his tone loud and firm, “Enough of this. Go back to
Ellsworth. Go back to your wife. You' re miserable!”

“I"'m fine!” Dominic shouted, then immediately groaned and held his aching head.

Tristan snorted as he and Everett grabbed his arms again, hauling him toward the
back of the house.

“If you are fine than | am a lady,” Tristan retorted. “Seeing as how | have a prick
between my legs, | highly doubt that you are fine.”



“We don't know that,” Dominic retorted, “We ve never seen it.”

He chortled at his own joke and then frowned.

“That was poor form. Apologies,” he slurred. “Where are you two taking me?”’

“Outside,” Everett said, pushing open the rear doors that led to the terrace. “Y ou reek
of spirits and you need some fresh air. Some food too.”

“l told you I’'m fine-"

“For heaven’s sake, you are not fine!” Tristan boomed, roughly pushing Dominic into
one of the chairs beneath the moonlight.

“lI have lost my father, | amlosingmy mother, my sister is coming undone by the
stress, and curse it | cannot have you coming undone too!”

A stunning sense of sobriety overtook Dominic as he finally took in his friend’s face.
He looked ravaged with sleep deprivation and stress, and though he couldn’t dare to
look in the mirror, Dominic imagined he didn’t look as bad as Tristan did. Because
unlike him, Tristan was facing his problems sober and outright. Like a man was
supposed to do.

“Tristan, forgive me,” Dominic replied. “I never meant to become another one of
your problems.”
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“You know what, I'm going inside to fetch some food,” Everett said, “Give you two
timeto talk.”

Tristan sighed wearily as he and Dominic were left alone. Dominic rubbed his
temples, wishing for the first time in weeks that he was actually sober.

“This isn’tyou, Dominic,” Tristan said, his voice more restrained, “You and |. We
face our lives head on. We don’'t hide between whiskey like Everett or use our secrets
as shields like Hugo. We,weface lifel We wrangle and force it to bend to our will.”

“If | were drunk | would take offense to that,” Everett piped up, coming back out with
atray of food and a pitcher of water, “But now that | am sober most of the time | can

see how you would arrive to that conclusion.”

He sat down the tray, poured Dominic a glass of water, and sat a hunk of bread before
him.

“The young Earl isright, you know,” he added, nodding toward Tristan.

“You let Amelia go because you were afraid she was going to try to change you. But
you aready changed yourself. Personaly I'd rather have you lovestruck and changed
than-"

He paused, waving a hand at Dominic, “-whateverthisversion of you is.”

Dominic narrowed his red-rimmed eyes toward Everett.



“Since when did you become so wise?’ He asked.

Everett flashed a charming smile and shrugged his shoulders.

“Someonetold me that there was more to life than whiskey and morally questionable
women,” hereplied. “Turns out they were right.”

Dominic huffed out a laugh, feeling clearer than he had in weeks.

“I have been foolish,” he stated.

“Perhaps,” Tristan said with a smirk. “But do not dwell on the past. It is time to
prepare for the future. Something you are very good at.”

He sat down next to Dominic and pushed the hunk of bread toward him alittle closer.
“S0 get something in your stomach to sop up al that whiskey, get some fresh air, and
then for the sake of us al, wash the stink off of you. | adore you, old boy, but you
smell worse than the fish market.”

Dominic lowered his nose to his armpit and nearly made himself retch.

“Jesus,” he muttered, jerking his head away. “| had no idea.”

Everett and Tristan laughed at Dominic’s expression as Tristan slapped him on the
back. They were right, he realized. About everything. He needed to get himself
together, get to Ellsworth, and beg for forgiveness. And though she had no reason to,

he prayed to God that Ameliawould let him come back.

As he worked at eating the bread and drinking the water, which was atask all its own
since he had nothing in his system but whiskey for the last severa days, he sat in the



moonlight as Everett and Tristan filled him in on all the business he' d missed.

He was astounded by the amount of covering his friends had done for him, the deals
they’ d been able to save as he wallowed in misery and self-pity. They had truly been
there for him when he'd fallen, and though he’ d always cherished his friends, he had
never expected they would go so far to protect him when his luck would turn.

After an hour of conversing, breathing in the cool, refreshing night air, and eating
nearly two loaves of bread, Dominic’s head had stopped throbbing, he'd stopped
shaking, and his vision was much clearer. He was just about to get up to go get a
much-needed bath when the butler stepped through the terrace doors. Dominic rose to
his feet as he saw the man’s anxious expression and felt another pit form in his
stomach.

“What isit?’ He asked, Tristan and Everett rising at his sides.

“There is a man from Ellsworth here to see you, Your Grace,” Alex replied. “He says
he is the captain of the guard there, and has some urgent news.”

Dominic felt the world spin again- this time for a very different reason.

“Whereis he?’ he demanded.

“He is waiting for you in the foyer, Your Grace,” Alex replied, bowing toward
Dominic.

Not waiting to hear anything else, Dominic hurried past the butler, Everett and
Tristan right behind him, and made his way to the entrance hall.

“Jonathan,” he said, greeting the head guard with a nod. “What are you doing here?
Y ou are supposed to be watching my wife.”
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Though the head guard was an entire head and a half taller than Dominic and far
more broad, the man paled at Dominic’s gruff tone, and bowed.

“Apologies, Your Grace, | did not know what to do about Her Grace and Miss
Briarwood,” he replied.

“About what?’

“Theo?!”

Dominic and Tristan spoke at the same time.

“Where is my wife?’ Dominic demanded.

“Sheishere, Your Grace,” Jonathan answered quickly, “In London.”

For al he had missed her Dominic wanted to feel relieved at the news that she was so
close...but something wasn't right. If she were here with good reason, Jonathan

would not look so worried.

“l ask again,” he said slowly, his voice dipping severa tones as he clenched hisfists.
“Where. Is. My. Wife?’

“She left Ellsworth earlier today and demanded | stay to watch over the children,”
Jonathan answered. “I know | was wrong to disobey her orders, Your Grace, but
something was not right. | followed her, and when she got out of her carriage to meet
Miss Briarwood she looked...different. And she was wearing a mask.”



Anger, hot and white shot through Dominic’s so fiercely that for a moment he
struggled to breathe. She wouldn’'t- not after everything they’d been through,
everything they’ d said to one another- would she?

A sense of betrayal hit him square in the chest shortly after, and he shut his eyes to
the pain. Too late. He was too late to make things right. She’ d gone back to the one
thing that had given her power: theDevil’s Masquerade.Would she find a paramour
thistime?

“Your Grace,” Jonathan said, histone full of worry.

“Dominic, you open your damn eyes right now and look at me,” Tristan demanded,
his tone seething with anger.

Dominic’s eyes flew open and he glared at his friend.

“Something tells me my sister is responsible for this,” Tristan huffed, working his
jaw back and forth with obvious frustration. “But we can figure out whether that is
true or notafterwe go in and get them out.”

Through his pain Dominic felt the truth of Tristan’s words, and nodded.

“Where are you going?’ Tristan called as Dominic walked toward the stairs.

“To wash up,” Dominic called back, taking determined steps, “If I’'m going to go get
my wife, | have to look much better than this.”

In the bath he washed himself, rubbing his skin almost raw with soap and cloth, then
pulled on his favorite black on black suit. From his closet he then retrieved a box he
hadn’t opened in ages, and took out the black horned mask.



If his wife wanted to meet adevil, he would give her one.

CHAPTERTWENTY

“This was a mistake,” Amelia whispered, staring out into the red-light drenched
ballroom.

Her stomach had been in terrible knots for the last two days, and now that she was
standing at the threshold of theDevil’s Masguerade,she felt like she was going to
vomit. No longer did she feel the rush of excitement or power that she used to by
coming to theillusive party, but a strong sense of foreboding.

At her side Theo gripped her hand. She was practically dancing in place with
excitement, and the constant movement at Amelia' s side only worsened her sickened
feeling.

“You worry too much,” Theo whispered back, peering over the groups of entwined
people through her mask. “| feel better already. Don’'t you remember how fun this
was? Come on, let us go find some gentlemen to mingle with.”

Though she’d made Theo promise that they would stick together, Amelia felt unable
to move.

“Yougoon,” Ameliareplied, shaking her head. “1 will keep watch of you from afar.”
Theo looked toward her with afrown.

“Your husband broke your heart,” her friend replied. “Not once, buttwice.You owe
him nothing. Now you look amazing. Y our dress has never looked better on you and

you are practically glowing from behind your mask. Come with me. Find someone
tonight who can nurse your broken heart, or at least provide you a distraction.”
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Amelia ached upon hearing Theo’s words. On some level she was sure her friend was
right...and yet she still found herself immovable.

“Go on,” she urged, her tone full of sorrow. “I will join you when | am ready.”

Theo looked into her eyes for along, steady moment; her pity clear even in the dim
light. After awhile though she sighed, nodded, and let go of Amelia’ s hand.

“Itisal right to move on from heart ache, Amelia,” she said, stepping away. “That is
what | am doing. And you should too.”

Amelia said nothing as she watched her friend walk to a nearby group of masked
men; al of whom had been intently watching the two women from the moment
they’d walked in. They parted for Theo immediately, and one laced an arm around
her lower back asthey all eagerly began to talk to her.

A few months ago, Amelia would have willingly walked into the group, and would
have felt a surge of immense power as she pulled those men into her thrall. Now,
though, all she could think of was Dominic, and how much she wanted to be in his
arms.

He wassoclose! Had the carriage drove a few more minutes to the west she could
have arrived at his London house, walked through the door, and saw him. But she
was terrified of what she would find if she did so. Had he moved on already? Was
there a woman in his bed right now? Two? Wrapped around him and enjoying his
expert skills of seduction?



She shook her head at the thought, knowing she was only hurting herself more by
imagining such things. Amelia drew in a shaky breath, doing her best to push the
heartache away, and forced herself to take another step into the room.

Perhaps Theo is right,she thought, braving another step.Perhaps thisis how | move on
from my broken heart.

“What a beautiful dress,” a masculine voice purred into her left ear.

Amelia jerked at the sound, then cursed herself for not paying attention. She knew
better than to let her mind wander in a place like this.

“Thank you,” she replied, turning toward the man.

A shiver went down her spine as she took in the man’s well-tailored navy blue jacket
and the tamed sandy-colored curls that framed his ssimple black eye mask. He smiled
at her, his thin lips spreading even thinner as he showed off his white teeth. There
was something familiar about this man...

He held up a champagne drink in each hand, and offered one to her.

“A beautiful woman like you deserves to always have a drink in her hand,” he said,
“It is a shame no one has brought you one aready.”

“The drinks here are a little too strong for my liking,” she replied, forcing a smile as
she stepped away. “Besides, | am not thirsty. Thank you, though.”

“Oh, come now,” he said in a patronizing tone, following her. “A strong drink helps
lower our inhibitions. Y ou want to relax, do you not?’

Another shiver went down Amelia’s spine as she wracked her brain. His voice was



familiar as well. Sheknewthis man. And while at one time that would have amused
her, she now grew nervous over the fact.

“Not at present, sir,” shereplied, less polite this time.

She glanced back at where Theo had just stood, and she began to tremble with worry
as she saw that she was nowhere to be found.

“If you'll pardon me, | promised to keep an eye on my friend, but | have lost track of
her,” she told him, walking away.

“Allow meto help you,” he replied.

“No,” she demanded, her tone harsh as she began to take more determined steps.

“This room is full of willing women, sir. | suggest you go find one who wants your
company.”

Not caring if she offended him or not, Amelia straightened her shoulders and walked
away with purpose. Familiar or not, she wanted nothing to do with him, and now she
had to make sure her focus was entirely on finding Theo. She walked by each group
in the main ballroom, studying the masks carefully at a distance so that she wouldn’t
have to interact with anyone. When she found no trace of Theo, her heart sank even
further. Now she would have to leave the main room and look through the private
ones, and Lord knows what she would stumble upon in there.

She had just finished checking the second room to no avail when, as she was stepping
back into the hall, was grabbed by the arm. Amelia’s head whipped toward the person

with the tight grip, and her alarm turned to anger as she saw the man from before.

“1 am not interested!” She seethed. She tried to wrench her arm out of his grip but it



was too tight.

Her effort only made the man’s smile grow wider.

“You are here, are you not?" He asked, pushing her against the wall. “That
immediately makes your statement untrue. Or is this your game? Y ou like telling men
no. Men that have aright to you. So that they must force you. Isthat it, Amelia? Did |
play my game too softly with you before?’

Amelia s blood ran cold as she heard her true name leave the man’s lips. Suddenly all
of the points of familiarity connected, and she realized who the man was. She reached
up her free hand with a quickness and pulled the man’s mask off; confirming her
suspicion.
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“Roland,” she whispered, dropping his mask to the floor.

“Did you miss me, darling?’ Her former betrothed asked, pulling her closer. “I need
something from you. And you are going to give it to me.”

“Get off of mel” She seethed, pushing at his chest. It was no use. His grip was much
stronger than hers, and he pinned her to his body easily.

“1 missed you,” he went on, ignoring her outburst. “Y ou wouldn’t believe what that
little harlot did to me overseas.”

“Whatever she did you deserved it,” Amelia shot back, still struggling against him.
“What are you doing here?’

“1 could ask you the same thing,” Roland replied, a sick amusement glittering in his
eyes.

“All this time | thought you were a prude. So you see | was quite surprised when |
arrived back in London and find you not only here, but afavored visitor to theDevil’s
Masquerade.Menlovedwhen you came here, even when you gave them nothing but
charm and conversation. When | saw that, | ssmply had to start talking. Let people
know once and for all you weren’t asinnocent as you acted.”

The pit in Amelia' s stomach worsened for many reasons. Him? It washimthat started
the rumors? That had caused chaos in their lives? And now he was here, revealing
himself to her and demanding what she had refused all those years go.



Still she lifted her chin, refusing to show her fear.

“1 should thank you, Roland,” she replied icily. “The rumors you spread only served
to bring my husband and | closer.”

“Oh, redly?’ He scoffed, “Where is he then?’

Amelia lost some of her bravery, realizing that she truly was alone. Even with her
shouting, no one had come out of the rooms to check on the raucous. And since
Dominic had no idea where she was...

It is not what you think,” she told him, her trembling tone betraying her. “I am not
here to offer anyone anything.Especiallyyou. Now you are going to let me go. | am
going to find my friend. And then | am going to leave.”

Roland’ s blue eyes grew dark as a sneer formed on histhin lips.

“You mock me, woman?’ He asked, giving her a shake that made her gasp with fear.
“Every one can have you but me, isthat it?’

“Myhusbandis the only one that can have me!” She shouted, “And he will destroy
you if you do not let me go right now!”

Roland’ s sneer deepened as his grip on her remained firm.

“He must not be much of a husband if he allows to you frequent places like this
alone,” hereplied, then tilted his head as he raised a brow.

“Or have you made him a cuckold as you so obviously made me?’

Fury sparked through Amelia s veins at Roland’ s words.



If you are going to square up to a man you better make your first hit good. It will
probably be your only one.

Dominic’s words rang clear in Amelia's mind, and as he taught her, she pulled the
energy of her anger into one precise move, and swung with all her might.

It was vastly more difficult than her training, as Roland was holding most of her body
captive against his own. But Amelia’'s fist managed to find some momentum from her
side, and her knuckles connected powerfully to the bottom of Roland’'s chin. Pain
screamed through her fist as bone connected with bone, but the shock of the hit was
enough to jar Roland.

He stumbled back, letting go of her waist, and she immediately lunged away from
him. His grip on her other wrist never broke though, and before she could get very
far, she felt pain surge up her arm as he roughly yanked her back to him.

“Teasing whore,” he seethed through bloody lips, capturing her jaw with his other
hand.

“1’m going to make you pay for that.”

“The hell sheis,” afamiliar voice came from behind, and as Amelia began to weep
with relief, Dominic’s arm care around Roland’ s neck, dragging him backward.

* % %

“Dominic!” He heard Amelia cry as he dragged the disgusting man from his wife.
From around the corner came Tristan and Everett, who quickly worked to free
Ameliafrom Roland’ s grip.
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The moment he saw she was loose from him, Dominic wrenched the man around and
shoved afist directly into his nose.

“Oh, | have been looking for you,” Dominic chuckled darkly, gripping Roland’s
lapels as he cocked hisfist back again.

“You filthy vermin. You poor excuse for aman. | had a feeling it was you spreading
these rumors.”

Hisfist landed again, forcing a cry to break from Roland’ s lips.

“You must have hid in the worst places if you were able to keep away from my spies.
Like the cockroach you truly are.”

Another hit. Another painful moan from Roland’ s busted lips.

“You put your hands onmywife?MY WIFE?"” he screamed, his fury and pent up pain
finaly finding an outlet.

He stopped punching only to grab ahold of Roland’ s limp hand, and crushed.

“1 will make sure you hands are not fit to put on anyone!” He boomed into Roland’s
bloody, wailing face.

He let go of the man’s ruined fingers and cocked his fist again, but before he could
punch him another time, Tristan and Everett flew at him. He was wrestled to the
ground as he let out a roar of rage, and the once-empty hallway suddenly filled with



curious onlookers.

“Easy, man,” Everett growled, hauling Dominic off of the floor. “He' s had enough!”
“Theo?” He heard Tristan roar next.

Dominic stopped fighting his friends' hold as he heard the worry and rage in Tristan's

voice. He finally saw through the red mist that had clouded his vision, and saw his
wife and Theo afew steps away, holding one another tightly.

“I’'m fine,” Dominic said, his voice ragged from screaming.

Tristan and Everett let him go, and Dominic walked across Roland’s crumpled up,
sobbing figure and directly to Amelia. Rage, hurt, and jealousy still flooded his veins-
but beneath it all was arelief that was quickly overpowering them all.

“Dominic,” Amelia breathed, and to his surprise, she flew into him; her arms going
tight around his neck.

“It isnot what you think, | did not want to come, | swear, |-”

Unable to help himself, Dominic grabbed a fistful of her hair, pulled her head back,
and roughly planted his lips down onto hers. A sob broke from Amelia' s throat as he
kissed her and he gathered her closer to him. She washere.In front of him and in his
arms. How that came to be suddenly did not matter to him.

“Dominic, old boy,” Everett said, gripping his shoulder, “It is not that | amthrilledthat
you two are making up, but we need to get out of here. Now.”

Knowing his friend was right, Dominic forced himself to end the kiss and gripped
Amelia's hand tightly. Tristan appeared by Theo's side, taking her hand as well, and



they allowed Everett to lead them outside.

“Dominic, this was me, this was all my fault,” Theo said as soon as they back out in
the quiet night air.

“Confound it, Theo, what were you thinking?’ Tristan seethed, shoving her hand
away now that they were out of the melee. “ After everything these two just had to
fix!”

“Do not yell at her!” Amelia shouted, surprising them all. “We are ignored day in and
day out by the men in our lives. We are told not to have the feelings we are born with,
we are told ignore our most inner needs to make the world easier for you.”

Dominic swallowed, shame pouring through him as he remained silent to his wife's
tirade.

“We are inpain,” she went on, her voice breaking as she ripped the mask from her
beautiful face, “And you do nothing but ignore it for the sake of your fortunes and
titles.”

Shelet go of Dominic’s hand and walked to Theo, who looked absolutely broken, and
put her arms around her.

“1 knew this was the wrong way to feel better,” Theo sobbed, looking from Tristan to
Dominic, “Iknewit. But | needed something more to feel than thisterrible reality.”

Dominic’s eyesflicked to Tristan, who seemed to have lost much of his anger.
“It might have been a mistake, but the ladies have a point,” Everett murmured, “We

distract ourselves with drinking and fighting and dallying. The only difference is we
are clapped on the back for it instead of punished.”



Dominic’s eyes flicked back to Amelia, and she was looking at him with a pleading
expression.
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“1 did not participate in anything,” she said, her tone trembling with emotion. “1 only
came to watch over her. We have both been in so much pain. And I didn’'t want to
lose her theway | lost you.”

Dominic knew it was true. There was not a doubt in his mind that she had remained
faithful even after he had broken her heart. And that very fact hurt him worst of all.
That despite her pain, she was still trying to protect those she loved. And she was

doing it alone.

“We need to get out of the street,” Tristan said, fiddling with own mask. “Even with
our masks on inside Roland knew who we all were, and those no telling what that
lecher is spouting.”

“1f he can even talk,” Everett retorted, smirking. “Dominic just about knocked out all
his teeth, didn’t you, old boy?”’

“No use waiting around to find out,” Tristan said before Dominic could reply.
“Theo, | am taking you home and you are going to have alongtalk.”

Dominic watched as Theo and Amelia turned toward another and hugged fiercely.
Then brother and sister walked side by side to the Briarwood carriage.

“Where will you go?” Amelia asked, turning to Dominic astheir friends drove away.

“Weare going to Ellsworth,” he replied, stepping toward her to take her hands. “And
we are going to sort this out.”



Relief filled Amelia s eyes as he looked down at her, and she nodded as tears began
to trickle down her cheeks. Pain struck his heart as he watched her cry. It was he that
had caused this, not Theo. He that had put those tearsin hiswife's eyes.

He was still viciously angry over the two of them putting them in such danger, but for
now, all he wanted to do was get into the carriage with her and touch her the entire
way home.

“Everett,” he said, turning to his friend as Amelia tucked herself into his chest. “You
should come with us. Get out of London for afew days.”

“1 will join you later,” his friend replied, sliding his hands into his pockets as he took
a step back. “I am going to get Roland, make sure his mouth will not be a problem
anymore. Pay off the other guests so they won't say aword. This business ends here.”

Dominic nodded, and led Amelia their carriage. Once inside, he pulled her into his
arms, grasped a fistful of her hair, and held her tightly to his chest. His heart pulsed
with joy as she placed a kiss upon his neck and snuggled in. Tomorrow they would
argue. For now, though...for now they would celebrate being together again.

CHAPTERTWENTY-ONE

“You understand why | am angry,” Dominic stated, his silver eyes hard as he looked
at her.

“Of course | do,” Ameliareplied, her fingers fidgeting as she sat across from him.
She couldn’t stop taking him in; hated that the table between them was blocking half

of the view of his body. She hadn’t forgotten how handsome he was, probably never
could, but after weeks apart, he looked absolutely God-like.



Though, she did notice some things. He'd lost weight. His eyes weren't as clear as
they used to be. Another one of those rakish yet sophisticated silver grey streaks and
formed in his hair; streaking from hisleft earlobe to the back of his head.

Had he been as miserable as she had been while they were apart?

They’d spent the entire carriage ride the night before in silence; using that time
instead to hold each other, kiss each other. When they arrived back at Ellsworth,
Dominic had taken her hand while still in the carriage and hadn’t let go of it until he
had her sealed up with him in his quarters.

Once there he'd stripped her down, then himself, but instead of making love like
she' d hoped, he’'d pulled her into bed with him, tucked her tight against his body, and
they’ d fallen asleep wrapped around one another.

It was morning, though, and it was time to finally break their silence.

“Tell mewhy | am angry,” Dominic demanded.

“1 risked our reputation again,” Amelia replied, feeling a surge of shame as she said
so. “I risked your businesses; everything that we had just worked so hard to get
back.”

Dominic’s brows furrowed as he put his elbows on the table and leaned forward.
“You thinkthatiswhy | am angry?’ He asked.

Amelialooked at him, confused.

11 Y %?’



Dominic sucked his teeth as he pushed back from the table. His handsome face
twisted into a sneer that bared his teeth; making it obvious that she had given him a
Wrong answer.
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“I am angry, Amelia, because of the danger you put yourself in!” He boomed,
slamming hisfist on the table.

Ameliainstantly bristled against his tone and sneered right back at him.

“How was | supposed to know Roland was going to be there? That he was the one
that had started it al?’ She demanded to know.

“If you would have stayed here as you were supposed to you wouldn’t have had to
find that at al!” He replied. “Christ, Amelia, do you have any idea how terrified |
was to see you cornered in that hall like that? Did you not see the look in his eyes?
He was going to-"

Dominic cut himself off, his nostrils flaring as he slammed his lips shut and rubbed
his hands together

“If 1 had not been there,” he said eventualy, his tone low and trembling, “He would
have hurt you in irreparable ways, Amelia, and | would haveneverforgiven myself for
that.”

Love poured through Amelia as she heard the utter fear in her husband's
voice.Love.She loved this man, she realized. And whether he could admit or not, it
was obvious he loved her too.

“But you were there, Dominic,” she replied, “And you destroyed our threat. Y ou only
have half the facts, though, and | am sorry to tell you that your theory iswrong. | was
in danger no matter where | was.”



Dominic’s frown deepened.

“Y ou need to tell me everything.Now,” he demanded.

Ameliadrew in a steadying breath, and spoke.

“These last two weeks or so, | have had this strange feeling that the girls and | were
being watched. At first | thought it was because | kept hoping to see you come around
a random corner and back into our lives, but the day Theo asked me to accompany
her to theDevil’s Masguerade, | actually saw someone. | knew it wasn’'t you, and it
scared me greatly. | thought it was our father and | immediately sent the guards out to
investigate.”

“Roland washere?’ Dominic snarled.

Amelia nodded.

“The guards didn’t find anyone, but after what happened, | know it was him. Roland
might have decided to strike at theDevil’s Masqueradebut he was waiting
foranyopportune moment. Whether | had went with Theo or not, he would have made
amove. And | know you are mad at me for going. | am mad at myself! But if | hadn’t
gone, he would have attacked at a time where you were nowhere near.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes as she remembered the utter fear and desperation she'd
felt the night before. Roland, she realized, had never been a good man, but he had
changed over the years into someone far worse than who she’ d been engaged to. The
look in his eyes had told her everything- he was willing to do whatever he needed to
bend her to hiswill.

“lI remembered what you taught me,” she rasped, her throat feeling tight. “About
getting one good punch in. It wasn’t enough to stop him, but | hit him good.”



Dominic’s hard gaze softened almost instantly, and in a second he was out his chair,
coming toward with his kerchief. He pulled her out of her seat and gently dabbed the
cloth under her eyes.

“l saw,” he replied, a ghost of smile on hislips. “Even with the disadvantage of your
stance it was still amightyhit.”

A laugh broke through Amelia’ s sobs as she felt her body sink into his arms.

“1 wassoproud of you,” he whispered, peppering her hair with kisses.

Ameliafelt her heart throb with a mixture of pain and relief, and her fingers clenched
around his vest.

“Please do not leave again,” she whispered. “I know | said | could handle it, but |
have been miserable. | missed you. | missed you so much. We can argue every day if
you want. You can growl and demand and | will hiss and fight back until we are

miserable. But please don’'t go.”

Amelia gasped as Dominic suddenly gripped her face and forced her eyes up to his.
She saw nothing but affection pour from those bright silver orbs.

“l am not going anywhere,” he replied, his tone absolute. “And if | do, you will be
right by my side. | am not letting anything happen to you ever again, Amelia.”

She felt her eyes begin to water again.

“Truly?’ She whispered.

“l have tried to push away these feelings for you,” he replied, stroking her cheek, “I
have tried to go back to the way | was, but you have changed me. Not in the way |



always feared a woman would. But for the better.”

He leaned down and placed a gentle kiss on her lips, so sweet another sob ripped
from her throat.

“I love you, Amedlia,” he whispered against her lips. “When you make me feel
pleasure and when you have me wanting to rip my own damn hair out. | love you.”
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The flickering joy she'd felt in her heart burst into a full flame and she pulled him
back in for another kiss.

“1 love you, Dominic,” she breathed, pulling him closer. “I love you so much.”

With their lips still fused together, Dominic cupped his hands around Amelia's
backside and lifted her onto the table. He was sure there was much more to discuss
but for now their argument was over, and he'd be damned if he wasn't going to
celebrateit.

Their affectionate kiss grew needy and desperate as their hands began to work at one
another’ s clothes, and as their tongues danced and their teeth gnashed, they undressed
each other. He broke away from the kiss and tossed his head back with a gruff moan
as Amelia tore his shirt from his chest. She dragged her nails down his abdomen,
sending a surging pleasure throughout his body as she bit down on his neck.

He lingered in the cocktail of pleasured pain for a moment before he grabbed a fistful
of her hair and yanked her head back. He took another possessive kiss, then bit and
kissed down her neck until he reached her exposed breasts.

He' d missed her body so much that even through his depressed state, he had still felt
that yearning desire to touch her again. He reveled in the sounds of Amelia’ s moans
as he lavished attention on first one breast, then the other, before he left a hot trail of
kisses down her abdomen. Amelia arched her back and threw her legs atop his
shoulders as he got to his knees at the edge of the table. Her sweet mons were already



slick and pulsing with heat as he first licked her, and when he felt her gush against his
tongue, he groaned with pleasure and began to devour her.

From the table Amelia writhed with pleasure as her fingers tangled in his hair. He
reached up, grasping her ample breasts as he let her pull his head closer to her sex,
then ran his hand over her abdomen, upper thighs, and finally let his fingers dig into
her hips so he could hold her still.

His manhood jumped and pulsed against his navel, leaving drops of moisture on his
flesh when her moans of pleasure grew more high-pitched as she reached her end. He
flicked his eyes up to her as he felt her back begin to arch, and watched just in time as
her release came crashing over her. He reveled in the sight of her pleasure; was
grateful for it. But now he needed his own.

He rose from his knees on trembling knees and without further preamble, lifted her
hips and thrust himself deep.

Amelia screamed Dominic’s name as she felt his cock surge into her hot, tight core.
She had known she had missed his body but it wasn't until this very moment that
realized just how much. Something clicked into place inside of her. Some piece that
had been broken when she' d left him in London, and now she was whole again.

Dominic leaned forward as he drove his hips in and out. It felt as if his hands and
mouth were everywhere- and she still could not get enough.

“Harder,” she demanded through gritted teeth, digging her nails into his forearms.
They could be slow and gentle later, but for now, she wanted to feel nothing but the
sheer force of his powerful existence.



Dominic gave her awickedly handsome grin as he gripped her hips. He slowed down
then, taking a torturous amount of time to slowly drag himself from her sheath until
his thick tip rested at her entrance. She squirmed, impatient as she looked pleadingly
into his liquid silver eyes, then screamed as he suddenly slammed himself fully back
into her.

Hot liquid gushed from her core as the table beneath her began to sway and creak;
threatening to break apart from the force. She didn’t care. Let it break. Let it all come
crashing down so that they could finally start to rebuild something better and
stronger.

“I’m going to bruise you if | don’t slow down,” Dominic panted, starting to slow his
hips.

“Bruise me then,” Amelia breathed, then leaned up to lace her arms around his neck.
“Bruise me. Mark me. Make me yours.”

A savage groan tore from Dominic’s parted lips as his grip on her tightened once
more and he resumed his powerful thrusts. Amelia's lashes fluttered as her eyes
rolled back shortly after, and she let out a moan of pure pleasure as her second
orgasm came crashing around her.

Dominic leaned down, picked up her limp, ecstasy-riddled body, and pulled her
entirely into his arms. His fingertips dug into her waist and shoulder where he held
her as his thrust became harder and faster, and with one more bestial growl, his
orgasm followed.

They held onto another tightly for the next several moments, their bodies twitching in
post coital bliss as they pressed their foreheads together. Eventually their desperate
panting became even breaths, and Dominic carefully lowered Ameliato her feet.



She let out a shaky laugh as she stumbled, and Dominic smiled as he caught her- as
he' d always caught her when she had been about to fall. Together they walked back
to his bed, and they collapsed in one another’ s arms on top of it.

“S0 does this mean we are done arguing now?’ Amelia asked, burrowing her head
into his chest.

Another chuckle broke from Dominic’s chest, the sweet sound rumbling into her ear.
He stroked a hand over her ravaged hair and kissed the top of her head.

“I highly doubt it,” he replied. “We'll no doubt have something el se to argue about by
tomorrow.”

“That’'s fine,” she sighed, tracing the tip of her nose up his neck. “As long as you're
here to argue with, we can fight about whatever you want.”

His chest rumbled with laughter yet again, and he laced his fingers around her throat.
He tilted her mouth up to his and gave her a deep kiss.

“I'll be here,” he promised.

“AMELIA!MI"

“WHERE ARE YOU?
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Amelia groaned as she dropped her head back down to Dominic’s chest.
“What was that?’ Dominic asked, |ooking toward the door.

“The girls,” she replied. She burrowed deep into his arms one last time, kissed the
center of his chest, and then, begrudgingly, pushed herself out of the bed to gather her
clothes.

“1 usually join them for breakfast so they are probably worried that they haven’'t seen
me yet,” she explained. “I should go before they find their way in here.”

She turned back around just in time to see Dominic watching her intently from his
bed, and smiled seductively. He gave a charming smile back, and rose to help her
string her corset.

“1 should come, too,” he told her as he tightened her strings, “ They should know that
their brother-in-law is officialy- andpermanentlygoing to be living with them.”

Amelia's smile widened as the word permanent was emphasized; her heart
overflowing with happiness.

“Be prepared,” she warned him, “They will want to show youeverything.All of their
new clothes, their projects. Papa- Felton- was never good at showing them much

attention. Y our approval will be important to them.”

“And they will haveit,” hetold her, helping her into her gown next.



“Speaking of projects. How isyour aviary coming along?’
“It is finished,” she said proudly, turning to face him. “The girls and | ordered the
birds together and they should be coming any day. We should be receiving our first

Scarlet Macaw, a Cynopsitta, a Hahns Macaw, and a Black Parrot.”

“Aside from the Black Parrot | cannot fathom what the others look like,” Dominic
confessed as he dressed.

“Oneisred, oneisblue, and oneisgreen,” Ameliaexplained, grinning wide.

Dominic chuckled, and pulled her in for another kiss.

“AMELIAAAANT WHERE ARE YOU2 21"

They broke from their kiss with laughter, and together, they left Dominic’s bedroom
to go search for Lydiaand Sarah.

“Where is he?” Dominic demanded, back to his usual gruff demeanor.

From across his desk Everett looked just as on edge as Dominic felt. It was two days
later, and Everett had finaly joined them in Ellsworth. Dominic had spent the last
two days dividing his time between making love to Amelia, and learning how to be a
guardian two young ladies. Now, though, it was time to deal with what had happened
in London.

“1 put him on a ship booked for the Americas myself,” Tristan reported. “1 had to pay
him off a bit.”



Dominic bristled.

“You rewarded him for assaulting my wife?’

“Trust me it wasn't areward,” Everett said, his deep tone assuring. “Old Rollie and |
had a chat before he departed. The reason why he made Amelia a target again was
because he was quietly disinherited for crimes he committed in Italy. Had some sort
of blackmail plan | could not quite follow. He hasn't been off vacationing in the
sunny valleys. He's been in prison, and his family has been paying everyone off to
keep it quiet.”

“For what?’ Dominic demanded.

Everett raised a brow.

“What do you think?’

Dominic didn’'t have to say aword. After what Roland had try to do to Amelia, it was
obvious.

“lI gave him the money- which was a pittance, | might add, because he was
threatening to go to the constable over what you did to him,” Tristan explained.

“With everything you and Ameliajust dragged yourself out of | did not think it would
be prudent to have an investigation regarding you two going on. Besides, with him
being in America we won't have to worry about him coming back. Getting out of
prison. Or making any more messes. He is simply gone.”

Dominic would have preferred to make Roland disappear another way, but he had to
admit that what Everett’ s plan was solid.
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“Thank you,” he said, reaching across the desk.
His friend leaned forward as well and the two shook hands.
“How is Ameliadoing anyway?’ Everett asked, walking toward the drink cart.

“Roland hadn’t been able to do much more than shake her around a little bit,”
Dominic replied, “ Thank you for asking about her.”

“Well sheis completely and surely your wife now,” Everett sighed. “| suppose | need
to get to know her better.”

“And the children,” Dominic pointed out. “Y ou will need to get to know Sarah and
Lydia. | suppose you shall be there honorary uncle now.”

Tristan grimaced.

“Children,” he repeated slowly. “I do not have much experience with those.”

Dominic chuckled.

“Me either, old man, but we have to grow up at some point.”

As if they knew they were the topic of discussion, the door of Dominic’s study burst
open and the two girls came running in. They both screeched with joy upon finding

Dominic, and flew to him; wrapping their arms around his waist. Everett balked at the
sight and took an almost intimidated step away from the obvious show of affection.



“Is your meeting over yet, brother?’ Lydia asked. She stepped away from him and
fluffed her light brown hair. She then turned to Everett and rose a curious brow.

“Who isthis?’ She asked next.

“Yes, | suppose it is,” Dominic replied, then waved a hand toward Everett. “Girls,
thisisyour uncle Everett.”

“Uncle!l” They both shouted in unison, and flung themselves onto Everett.

Everett positively paled as he threw his hands upward while the girls wrapped their
arms around his waist. Dominic could not help but laugh at his friend’s obvious
discomfort.

“Um...children,” he answered awkwardly.

He tentatively reached down, as if they would somehow burn him, and patted their
heads in two quick taps. Everett then looked up at Dominic with a confused |ook.

“Are they alwaysthistiny?’ He asked.

Sarah immediately pulled away from with a deep frown.
“1 am not tiny,” she retorted, obviously offended.

She tossed her hair again and crossed her arms.

“1 am fourteen, Uncle Everett, and | shall soon be alady.

“Noted,” Everett grumbled, then pointed to Lydia



“I like the smaller one better.”

“Haha” Lydiateased, sticking her tongue out at Sarah.

“Girls,” Amelia chastised, walking in just as Sarah looked to fight her younger sister.
“What are you doing in here? | told you you mustn’t bother Dominic when heisin
his office.”

Dominic felt his heart swell with joy as he saw his wife walk toward him, and he
immediately reached for her. Since his return he'd found himself unable to keep his
hands off of her when in the same vicinity. Her smile made his breath hitched as she
went into his arms, and he couldn’t help but grin as she rose on her toes to kiss his
jaw.

“Apologies, darling,” she whispered.

“It'sfine,” he whispered back, kissing her forehead.
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“They were done anyway,” Sarah replied, her tone matter-of-fact.
“We wanted to show Brother the birds,” Lydia added.
She let go of Everett’s waist only to quickly snatch up his hand.

“Come, Uncle Everett, you must see them too,” she insisted. “They are so very
lovely!”

Everett looked to Dominic with a silent plea for help, but Dominic only chuckled as
he shook his head.

“They came aready?’ Dominic asked, looking down at Amelia.

She nodded, smiling up at him.

“We did order them awhile ago, you know,” she replied, her tone teasing.

“Come, come!” Sarah urged, growing impatient.

“Must |7 Everett grumbled to Dominic as Lydia began pulling him out of the room.
“Afraid so, old boy,” Dominic muttered under his breath.

He was till getting used to having children around, and the truth was it wasn't

always easy to deal with their urgency. One thing he kept in mind, however, was just
how neglectful their father had been with them. How little they’d received attention



or affection once Amelia had left their home. Such knowledge had dampened his
impatience quite a bit, and he found himself making leniences for their behavior
every day.

With Amelia wrapped under his arm, and Lydia's hand wrapped like a vise around
Everett’s hand, Sarah lead them out of the office, through the house and toward the
back patio, where the newly finished aviary stood in all its glory. He had doubted
Amelia svision for it at first, but now that it was complete, Dominic had to admit that
it truly was a beautiful addition to the grounds.

“We must be careful going in,” Sarah warned, approaching the door. “They can fly
rather fast and we do not want them getting out. And do not forget the gloves. We
have them hanging up just inside.”

“Gloves?’ Dominic asked.

“Sister has been reading to us from her books about large birds,” Sarah explained,
“Ther claws are very different from the small sparrows that flit about. They can dlice
your arm in an instant if you don’t have the gloves. Especially since they are not quite
tame yet.”

“Thisis starting to sound like an awful idea,” Everett said. “| am not sure that |-”

“Oh, don't be a baby, Uncle Everett, you shall be fine!” Lydia cut him off, pulling
him toward the door.

Everett looked back at Dominic and glared.

“These children are monsters. Are you sure they are not yours?’

Dominic laughed as he reached forward and pushed Everett along, and as a group,



they all stepped quickly into the aviary. Inside, Dominic and Everett stepped toward
the high walls while Amelia, Lydia, and Sarah fearlessly pulled on the thick gloves
and moved to stand in the center of the domed structure.

From above, the large, brightly colored birds let out strangely beautiful and oddly
human like sounds as they flittered from one large beam to the next.

“Come my darlings!” Amelia called up to them, holding one gloved hand up high
while the other held up awalnui.

“Come Sarah! Come Lydial” Sarah fearlessly called next, following her big sisters
actions.

“You named them after yourselves?” Dominic asked as the red macaw and the large,
bright blue parrot flew down to perch on Sarah’s glove. She quickly gave them each a
walnut, and reached out to stroke their heads.

“Ameliais the bluish- purple one here,” Sarah explained, “They do not know their
names yet. Lydiaisthe red one, and Sarah is the green one. Y ou’ re the black one.”

“Sister thought it was most suitable,” Lydia stated as the large green parrot landed on
her glove.

Just then, a shadow passed over from above, and Dominic looked up to see the large
black bird swoop down from its perch. Its silver eyes flashed at him as it landed
gracefully on Amelia s gloved hand, and Dominic felt something stir in his heart.

“Y ou handsome,” Amelia cooed to the massive bird.

The thing daintily took the walnut from Amelia's other hand in its large, powerful
beak, and the sound of the nut cracking filled the air. Dominic watched, fascinated as



it used itslong talons to pick the meat from the shell and eat it.
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The bird was large and intimidating, and yet it seemed so gentle. It let out a strange
purring sound as it finished eating the nut, and then, to Dominic’'s amazement, it
walked up Amelia’'s arm. Worry laced through him as he saw those sharp talons
move from the protective glove to the fabric of Amelia’s dress. He could see how
easy it would be for it to rip through the silk and shred hiswife' s arm.

But Amelia stayed calm and unbothered as she whispered words of praise to the large
bird until it reached her shoulder. When it did so, the bird nuzzled its head to

Amelia’ s and made that strange purring sound again.

“l thought you said that these birds were not yet tamed? He asked, taking a
cautionary step toward her.

“They are not,” Amelia replied, turning her gaze toward him. A small, mischievous
smile graced her lips.

“But | discovered | am quite good at calming wild beasts.”

EPILOGUE

A month and a half later

“Very good.”

Dominic’s whispered praise tickled Amelia' s ear, and even though she knew she was

supposed to be concentrating on her target, her mind and body reacted to her
husband’ s deep voice.



She turned her head dlightly and slowly grazed her eyes over him.

Dominic chuckled as he lifted a hand to her chin, and turned her head forward once
more.

“No distractions, love,” he scolded, “Keep your eyes on your target like | told you.”

“Evenif you are the distraction?’ She teased.

Dominic pressed himself even closer to her body, and she could feel the smile on his
lips as he kissed her neck.

“Especialyif | am the distraction,” he replied, his tone dripping with seduction. “Now
come, show these foolswhat | have taught you.”

Amelia shook off the growing arousal that had clouded her thoughts, and took a
steadying breath. She raised her arms and found the center of the target with the sight.
Keeping her body loose as Dominic had taught her, she found her center, and pulled
the trigger of the Derringer.

The loud shot rang in her ears as the small recoil reverberated through her arms. The
scent of fresh gun powder stung her nostrils. From behind her she heard Dominic’s
holler of victory, and she smiled wide as she lowered the pistol and took in the

perfect hole at the very center of her target.

“Well done, darling, well done!” Dominic praised, pulling her fully into her arms to
smother her neck with kisses.

“What did | tell you, old boys? My wifeisanatural!”

Amelia giggled as she sat the gun carefully down on the table, and turned in



Dominic’s arms to hug him.

“1 do not like this,” Everett grunted. “Women shooting guns? What is next?”’

“Do not even think about it,” Tristan said, turning his head to Theo.

Amelia giggled as she saw her friend frown at her brother.

“1 will think about whatever | like, thank you very much,” she retorted, pushing at his
arm.

“Besides if you will not teach me Dominic will. Won't you, Dominic?’ Theo asked.

“Mefirst, mefirst,” Opheliainsisted, already rising from her chair.

She walked with excitement toward Amelia and Dominic and reached for the pistol.
Before she could lay a hand on it though Dominic snatched it back.

“Ladies, please,” he scolded, his tone full of sarcasm, “Pistols are not to be played
with. You can't just go snatching them up as they were a purse or pair of gloves.”

“That sounds a bit outdated, Y our Grace,” Theo retorted, joining them. “According to
my blue-stocking meetings, women can do anything a man can.Andthey certainly

should not be categorized to objects such as purses or gloves.”

Tristan groaned and covered his face with his hands.
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“Enough about your meetings, Theo. | beg you. They are all you talk about.”
Theo smiled sweetly at her brother.

“Would you prefer | talk about theDevil’s Masguerade?She asked, her tone laced
with sarcasm.

“God help me,” Tristan groaned.

Amelia chuckled as she shook her head. The siblings had reached a compromise with
Theo's free time. She had promised to stop attending the masquerade if Tristan
allowed her to attend more speeches and meetings of the blue stockings. And, now
that their mother had sadly passed, she was going to more and more of them instead
of going to balls and parties.

The passing of Lady Briarwood had been an uncomfortable mixture of great sadness
and relief. Toward the end, Amelia had traveled to L ondon often to be with Theo and
her mother, and each time the once sweet woman appeared as more of a shell than the
brilliant soul she once was.

Theo's way of grieving was to spend more of her time pushing for women'’s rights,
and though Amelia agreed that they deserved more freedom, she found herself unable
to be as stalwart for the cause as Theo or Ophelia.

Tristan’s way of grieving, she had discovered through talking with Dominic, was to
throw himself into his responsibilities as an Earl. One such in particular was finding a
wife. Amelia worried that trying to accomplish such a thing while dealing with such



heartbreak would be unwise, but she’ d kept such opinions to herself.

Especially since her marriage, though tumultuous at first, had ultimately saved her.

“Well if Dominic is not going to teach me how to shoot and Tristan won't, you must
do so, Everett,” Ophelia said turning to him.

“Come on lazy bones, get up and show me what to do.”

“1 shall teach you,” Hugo spoke up.

“No,” Everett and Tristan said in unison as Hugo leaned over to kiss Seraphina.

Everyone but the two men chuckled.

“Heisan excellent instructor,” Seraphinatold them, bouncing Penelope on her |ap.

“Here, Everett,” Hugo said, placing Preston onto Everett’s lap.

Everett grimaced at the smiling toddler, and immediately got up before Hugo could
let his son go.

“On second thought | shall play instructor after all,” Everett said quickly, walking to
Dominic, his hand outstretched for the pistol. “I don’t know why you people keep
pressing me to spend time with your children. It is most unnatural.”

Dominic handed Everett the pistol and leather bag of ammunition, and together he
and Ameliawalked back over to the outdoor table shaded by the trees, where the rest
of their friends all sat. The leaves above them were starting to turn shades of brilliant
yellow asfall settled in, but they still had warm days from time to time.



“Where are your little monsters today anyway?’ Tristan asked, preparing the pistol
for another shot as Ophelia excitedly bounced on her feet by his side.

“They are out shopping with their governesses,” Amelia explained, sitting on
Dominic’s lap, “We thought since it has been a while since we could all get together
for some fun that perhaps they should be out.”

“A wise decision, apparently,” Everett retorted, waving the pistol for emphasis,
“Though the way you ladies are acting, it still feels like excitable little girls are
indeed underfoot.”

“Would you stop complaining and show me what to do already?’ Opheliainsisted.

Amelia giggled as Everett and Ophelia glared at one another. Slowly, they were all
getting to know one another better. Even though Tristan had been friends with the
other four men for years, her, Theo, Rose, and Ophelia, really hadn’t interacted with
any of them until Seraphina and Hugo had gotten married. Now they all seemed to act
like siblings; constantly picking on one another and driving the other mad.

“I miss Rose,” Seraphina sighed.

“She will be here later on,” Amelia promised, “Her mother was taking her to an early
luncheon of some sort.”

“That poor girl,” Seraphina said, shaking her head. “I am so grateful that | am no
longer in her position. Please tell me you are not going to be that way with Lydiaand
Sarah.”

“Heaven's no,” Ameliaretorted. “Though Sarah is not like us. She still has a couple
of years, but she is most looking forward to being on the marriage mart. And as Lydia
likes to mimic everything Sarah does she feels the same way.”



“And you, old man?’ Hugo asked Dominic. “How do you enjoy your new father-
figurerole?

Dominic and Amelia both smirked. It had surprised them both how quickly her
husband had stepped into the role of over-protective father figure for the girls. He
was still very much himself when it came to handling things in a business-like,
somewhat stiff manner, but the girls were certainly flourishing under his attention.
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They had balked quite a bit when he had told them they would be resuming their
studies earlier than they expected, but each evening after their family dinner, the girls
would go to his office and report everything they learned. Amelia often sat in on
these, amused with how business-like their little meetings appeared.

“It is not so bad,” Dominic answered presently. “I have even started teaching them a
few things about business. More for my enjoyment than theirs, | am sure.”

“They loveit,” Ameliainterjected, and Dominic smiled at her.
“And their real father?’ Everett asked.

“1 have heard nothing of him. Have you?’
Amelia s smile faded as Dominic shook his head.

“No,” hereplied, “and | hope it stays that way. The business | gave him was strong. It
would take quite alot of mismanagement for him to run it into the ground.”

Ameliafelt atinge of guilt as Dominic said this. He would not speak much on what
he' d had to do to get her father to sign over custody, but she had no doubt that it had
cost her husband a great deal.

Soon, perhaps, they would have a child of their own to add to the family. But she
wanted to wait until she was sure her father would not cause any more problems for
them. For now they were ssmply enjoying being together, and get used to becoming
guardians for two young ladies. As promised, Dominic had yet to travel without her.



He now took most of his meetings there in Ellsworth, and when he absolutely had to
go into London, Ameliawas with him.

She would mostly visit with Theo, Rose, Ophelia, or Seraphina while he conducted
his business, sometimes they would all gather together as they always had. At the end
of the day, though, Dominic would always come to collect her, and they would travel
home. Often using the privacy of the long carriage ride to give in to their raging

desires.

Another gun shot went off, and as they all looked toward the sound, they saw Ophelia
deposit the pistol into Everett’ s hand and quickly walk away.

“1 changed my mind,” she said, stomping toward the picnic table. “| do not like that.”

Amelia couldn’t help but chuckle at Ophelia s frown as she took a seat and picked up
a scone; looking absolutely appalled by the experience.

“We tried to warn you,” Tristan teased.

Opheliaglared at him.

“Hush, you. | need your taunting like | need a husband.”

Tristan glowered right back at her, making everyone chortle at the exchange.

Everett carefully put the pistol back in the wooden box Dominic had used to carry it
outside, locked it, and brought it back to the table.

“How do you enjoy that?’ Ophelia asked, turning to Amelia.

Smiling, Amelia shrugged.



“1 do not know,” shereplied, “I suppose | like alot of things I’m not supposed to.”

At her side Dominic choked on his food. He knew she was talking about much more
than guns or her growing enthusiasm for boxing. They had tried quite a few new
things in the bedroom as of late; many acts that Amelia was sure her blue-stocking
friends would find most degrading. She however, found them quite wonderful.

“Back to the topic of business,” he choked out, bringing his cup of teato his lips to
clear his throat, “I have discovered the location of the mysterious new Caldermere
heir, Allistair Harleigh.”

“My cousin?’ Seraphina asked quickly, appearing interested at the new information.
Dominic nodded.

“Whereishe?’ She asked.

“In Scotland,” Dominic replied. “He has established himself quite well there and it is
taking longer than predicted to get everything sorted. It will still be a while before he
can come to London and claim his inheritance. But he has offered me a meeting, so
Ameliaand | are going to go in afew weeks.”

He then looked around at his friends with agrin.

“In addition | have found another brewery for sale there. I've already put in the bid
and will be touring it when | go. Anyone else want to buy inif | secureit?’

“l do,” Everett answered quickly. “Business is soaring with the other, and | have
found a few more venues that are looking to partner with me. It would be good to
provide some options.”
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“Where?’ Tristan asked, leaning forward. “Y ou have almost every gentleman’s club
in London buying from you.”

Everett gave him adevilish grin.

“While the lot of you have given up your time at theDevil’s Masquerade,l have not.
They are in need of a new vendor for their libations and | have managed to speak
with the owner about it.”

Tristan groaned and leaned forward, putting a hand to the side of his face to block out
the view of Theo.

“Could you please not mention that place in front of her?” He asked. “Knowing that
she has been there as a guest, | can never go back again.”

“1 can hear you, you dolt,” Theo retorted, reaching out to slap her brother’s shoulder.
“And you do not need to worry about my attendance there. For awhile, at least.”

“What do you mean for a while?’ Tristan asked, and the siblings soon ensued in an
argument.

“Ophelia, darling,” Amelia said, reaching out to touch her friend’'s hand as the
argument went on, “1 was hoping to ask you afavor.”

Though Ophelia seemed more interested in the argument between Tristan and Theo,
she gradually pulled her gaze from them and focused on Amelia.



“Of course, darling. What isit?’ She asked.

“I want Amelia to come with me to Scotland,” Dominic answered. “As a small
honeymoon of sorts. We were hoping you would keep watch over Sarah and Lydia
while we were gone.”

Ophelia smiled brightly and quickly nodded her head.

“1 would love to!” She readily replied. “Oh, we would have so much fun. We could
paint. | could teach them so many things about the equality movement happening!”

Tristan whipped his head toward her mid argument and once more glowered at her.

“Not everyone thinks men are as useless you do, Ophelia,” he told her. “Could you
please keep such torrid opinions away from young minds?’

“What | do and do not do is hone of your concern, Tristan Briarwood,” she shot back,
“Besides, there is nothing wrong with a more modern education. Women need to start
learning to be more independent. Times are changing.”

“For God’'s sake, between you and my sister, | swear...” Tristan’s words became lost
in a melee of two feminine voices arguing with him at once; all three of them
speaking so vehemently that their words overlapped one another in a confusing,
muddled squabble.

“On that note, | think | shall go for a ride,” Everett said, rising from his chair.
“Anyone want to come?”’

“1 would but Seraphinaand | need to go put the twins down for their nap,” Hugo said,
helping his wife to her feet.



Everett made a face.

“Isthat not what nannies are for?’ He asked.

“We like to do it ourselves when we can,” Hugo replied, giving his friend a knowing
smile. “You will understand when you have your own.”

“1 certainly will not,” Everett retorted, looking most disturbed at the accusation. “Fine
then. Dominic?’

Amelia looked to her husband and bit back a smile as he made a show of yawning
and stretching his arms.

“1 am actually quitetired,” he replied. “I believe | shall take a nap instead, that way |
am rested up for the evenings games. | hear we are playing Blind Man’s Bluff and
imbibing in that special brew Hugo and Seraphina's chef makes. You ladies
remember the last time you played that game, don’t you?’

Dominic asked with a knowing grin.

Amelia tried to bite her lip but her smile but a giggle burst out instead and she
playfully slapped at his shoulder. How could she ever forget that?

“1 do not know what thisis,” Everett said, pointing a finger back and forth between
the two, “But something tells me it is much naughtier than it sounds. | am going now.
Have fun with your...nap.”

As Everett began to meander toward the stables, Dominic and Amelia headed toward
the manor; leaving the three squabbling others to their argument. They were still
arguing so intensely that Amelia even wondered if they had noticed the rest of their
friends had left.



The moment they were inside the library, Dominic pushed Amelia against the rows of
books and kissed her deeply. She sighed softly as her body instantly responded to his
touch, and melted.



Page 94

Source Creation Date: July 14, 2025, 4:47 am

“There is something so devilishly arousing about you firing a pistol,” Dominic
confessed, pulling her deeper into the library. “Especially since you are so good &t it.”

Amelia's sultry smile widened as she let her husband lead her to a more private
Space.

“Isthat so?” She mused, “ Perhaps we should practice more often then.”
“We certainly should,” Dominic replied, then whirled around to capture her again.

Heat poured through her body as Dominic pressed her close and lavished kisses and
soft bites to her neck. Wanting him just as much as he wanted her, Amelia’s hands
went to his trousers, tugging the hem of his shirt away. She smiled with satisfaction
as he pulled it away and she saw the evidence of her hunger from the night before.
Thinred trails her nails had left. If he turned, she’ d find the same on his back.

As if he knew what she was smiling at, he untied her corset, and placed gentle kisses
over the bite and suckling marks he' d left on her breasts.

His. Hers. Theairs.

They owned one another wholly, and the marks of their possessiveness covered them
both.

Their lovemaking was quick and savage as Dominic held Amelia against the fastened
bookshelves, and as they both orgasmed, their teeth left imprints in one another’s
flesh. Dominic’s on her neck; hers on his shoulder.



“You shall have to run up to your room to retrieve a scarf for this,” Dominic said
after, running gentle fingers over the fresh bruise. “I don’t believe your dress will
cover it.”

On the makeshift bed of discarded clothes, Amelia smiled as she stretched by
Dominic’s side, then draped an arm over his naked chest.

“Let them see,” she sighed. “It is not as if our friends are unaware of such decadent
acts. You heard Everett. And Theo, though untested, is just as wild as he is. Or at
least will be when she finds the proper gentleman to discover such things with.”
Dominic chuckled and nuzzled the top of her head.

“And what of Opheliaand Tristan?’ He asked. “ They are tad more...stringent.”
“Ophelia, perhaps, but | am not sure about Tristan. Everett and | have become good
friends in this short time and he's told me stories of what the four of you used to
partake in.”

Amelialooked up in time to see Dominic grimace, and she let out a laugh.

“What? As if | did not aready have my own suspicions? You came to the
Masquerade with a mask, Dominic, it was obvious that you had been familiar with
the place.”

“Still,” he grunted, “I would prefer he keep his mouth shut about such things.”

Amelia moved to lay body atop his and rested her cheek on her hands as she looked
down at him.

“1t does not bother me, you know. That you had alife before we fell in love. In away



it is sort of...comical, to know that theDevil’s Masgueradeserved both of us; even if
that service was for different reasons.”

Dominic studied her face, a soft smile on hislips as he stroked gentle fingers through
her hair.

“Hmmm?’ She asked. “| know that face. What are you thinking, husband?’
“Itisaradical idea” he warned her.

“Interesting,” Ameliamused with asmile. “Téell, tell.”

Dominic’s smile grew seductive as his silver eyes flashed with heat.

“1 know we made a promise to each other that we would not go back. But when we
did so we were speaking of us going separately. What if...what if after we returned

from Scotland we went together?’

Curiosity piqued within Amelia, followed by a burning trail of excitement. She'd
never considered it before but such an idea was immediately compelling.

“What would we do there?’” She asked, turning round to catch sight of her rosy
buttocks, still sore from the spanking she' d received the night before.

“Not that,” Dominic assured her, chuckling, “That pleasure is for us alone. Besides,
no one else but me deserves to hear those delicious sounds you make when my hand
stings your flesh.”

Amelia's cheeks flushed at his words and she leaned forward to kiss his lips. They
had tried many things in the last month and a half they had been living together, and
spankings were just many new favorites.
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“What then?’ She asked.

“A scenario, perhaps,” he offered, his hands going down to massage her pink hind
quarters. “Two strangers meeting for the first time, possibly?’

Ameliaraised a brow as her lips twitched.

“Hmmm, that could be very interesting,” she replied, drawing her last word out into a
seductive moan.

Dominic groaned at the sound, and lifted his head to kiss her deeply.

“What do you think? Shall we try going together? See what the Masquerade can offer
us as a couple?’ He asked when he pulled back.

Amelia nodded, feeling her own arousal- and his, begin to heighten again with their
conversation.

“With you, Dominic, | am willing to try anything.”

Dominic let loose another groan from his throat as his hand threaded through her hair.
He pulled her up to him as he gave her another deep kiss, then rolled them both until
he was the one on top. Amelia let out a strangled sound of ecstasy as his once more
hardened manhood drove deep into her pulsing, moist center, and she wrapped her
legs tightly around his waist.

“I loveyou, little vixen,” he panted as he took her with long, deep strokes.



“I love you more,” she moaned back, then threw her head back and opened her mouth
in silent scream as he made her orgasm yet again.

He made her finish twice more before he found his own bliss, then on shaking legs
they rose from their makeshift bed and helped one another dress. Dominic pulled his
kerchief from his pocket and after folding it diagonally, wrapped it around itself and
tied it carefully to Amelia’ s neck.

“1 should go get a scarf,” she protested weakly through Dominic’s kisses.

“We should go back outside before our friends return,” he said between kisses, “And
right now | could not have bare to leave my side. Even if it was only for a few
minutes.”

Ameliathrew her arms around his neck and Dominic deepened their kiss. With effort,
they finally pulled away from another, took hold of one another’s hand, and made

their way back outside.

The End?



