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CHAPTER 1
Sarah leaned toward the carriage window, watching the landscape pass her by. Her
one hand rested on the windowsill, while her other covered the butterflies flittering
around her stomach.

“Everything all right, dear?’ Sarah’s mother’s voice drifted into her thoughts.

Sarah turned to Charlotte, who, along with her younger sister, Beatrice, was riding
along with her in the carriage.

Sarah shook her head. “Y es, Mama. Just a bit nervous.”

Charlotte leaned forward and took her daughter’s hand. “All will be well, my love.
From what I’ ve heard he is a fine young man.”

Sarah smiled. “I know, Mama.”

“1’ve heard he was carried out of Brooks the other night.” Beatrice said while paging
through her book.

Sarah’ s mother reared back. “Beatrice! Why would you say such athing?’ She leaned
in closer to Beatrice. “And where did you hear such athing?’

“1 heard Eleanor and His Grace talking about it.” Beatrice blinked up at her mother,
innocently. “Why? |s that bad?’



Sarah hid her grin. Her sister was two years younger than her, but the chit knew more
than she allowed anyone to believe.

Worry settled between Charlotte' s eyes as she looked back to Sarah. “Don’t worry,
Sarah, I’'m sure there is more to the story than what she heard.” Charlotte said as she
nudged her youngest daughter.

Sarah dipped her head. “I’m not worried, Mama. I'm not naive to his reputation. And
it's true | haven't known him long, but he comes from a good family, vetted by our
own Duke, mind you, so I’'m sure all will be well.”

Sarah’s hands played with the ribbon from her reticule. She spoke with her sister,
Eleanor and her husband, Derek, the Duke of Graynor about her upcoming nuptials.
While there seemed to be some curious discourse about the family years ago, they’ve
mostly minded themselves and done their due diligence where the family’s duchy
was concerned.

Eli was a staple in most of society papers, but his grievances were mostly harmless,
too much drink and good times. Nothing out of the ordinary for most of the men his

age.

Sarah’s eyes returned to the passing scenery.

Charlotte breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, His Grace. Who would have thought that he
would become such a pillar of strength for our family? There was a moment there |
thought he would leave us al to fend for ourselves after how you girls reacted to his
coming.” Charlotte sighed alaugh as she covered her heart for dramatics.

Sarah smiled at the memory of the brooding Duke of Graynor coming to claim his
title and throwing their world upside down. Luckily for her, and her family, he didn’t
count on her older sister Eleanor being there and stealing his heart.



Speaking of which...

Sarah turned to her mother. “Have you spoken with Eleanor? Will she be at the
church when we get there?’

Charlotte nodded. “Yes. The Duke and Duchess will both be in attendance for your
big day.”

Charlotte was beaming. Marrying her daughters off was a symbol of great pride for
Charlotte. Having one marry a Duke and another marry the brother of one was
enough for Charlotte to live off for, well, until it was Beatrice’ s turn to marry.

Then Charlotte would return to her hunt and make poor Beatrice' s life miserable until
she, too, was settled.

Sarah looked back outside and pushed out a breath that tussled a loose curl that
framed her face. Knowing her older sister would be there alleviated some of her
nerves.

She began to chew her bottom lip.

“Sarah?’

Sarah returned her gaze to her mother. She saw the concern in her mother’ s eyes, how
her lips were pinched tight and how her hands were fidgeting in her lap.

“Mama.” She reached out and placed a hand on her mother’s bouncing knee. “I'll be
fine. | promise. You' ve said countless times how you were practically strangers with
Papa when you were first married.” Sarah lifted a shoulder to shrug. “1 actually find it
exciting and romantic.”



Beatrice cocked her head in confusion. “Romantic? How is it romantic to tether
yourself to someone you hardly know? He could be akiller!”

Charlotte guffawed. “ Charlotte! Do not test me or | will take away any and all books
you are reading. Honestly. Where do you come up with these ideas!” Charlotte was
completely flabbergasted at her daughter’ s remarks.
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Sarah chuckled. “Don’t worry, Mama, | don’'t read the same books Beatrice reads.
I’m more for the damsel in distress and the brave, strong hero who comes to save

her.

Beatrice rolled her eyes. “Correct and last time you lived out that scenario in your
head you tried running away with that Byron boy. Thankfully His Grace stopped you
or where would you be now?’

Sarah blushed. Bryon.

Her first love, or at least, her first foray into feelings she didn’t quite understand. She
was always a bit embarrassed when she thought of how she acted, trying to run away
in the night to be with him. She shook her head of the memory. The ignorance of
youth, she laughed to herself.

“It's no secret | am a romantic at heart. I’ve learned a lot since then. I'm willing to
wait for those feeling to develop this time. Eli has been nothing but sweet and
generous when he called on me. I'm excited to watch our relationship grow and
blossom.” Sarah sighed and felt the warmth of promise settle within her. “It is my
biggest dream that we develop as deep as your love with Papa, Mama.”

Charlotte' s eyes lined with tears. “It is mine aswell, my dear. Mine as well.”
Beatrice looked outside and nudged Charlotte. “We're here!l”

Sarah followed Beatrice's nod and saw the church come into view. This was it, the
moment she's been waiting for her entire life. She's read countless stories about love



and marriage and dreamt about the day when she' d have both.

She may not have love currently, but by the end of today she will have marriage.
That’s something, right?

“You look absolutely stunning, Sarah.” Eleanor enveloped Sarah in a warm hug.
Sarah sighed into her sister’s arms. She felt safe there and for amoment all her nerves
settled and all was right in the world.

Sarah pulled away from her sister just in time to see Eleanor’s eye flitter to her
husband, Derek. A crease formed in between Eleanor’ s eyes, she looked worried.

Sarah looked between the two of them. “Is everything all right?’ Sarah’s heart sank.
“1s everything fine with the baby?’

At the mention of her daughter, Eleanor’s features softened. “Y es, everything is fine
with her. Look, she's here in the carriage.” Eleanor pointed to the small baby carriage
afew steps away, tucked out of the sunlight streaming through the open door.

Sarah covered her mouth. “Oh goodness, | am so nervous for my wedding | didn’t
even realize my beautiful niece was right next to you in her carriage.”

Sarah bent over the pram to gaze at the little cherub face of her niece. Angelawas the
spitting image of her father, but luckily for her, she had the unruly curly auburn hair
of her mother. She'll most likely be a spitfire, like her mother, as well.

Sarah righted herself and turned to the rest of her family, who was now lined up
facing her. Sarah got the uneasy sensation she was standing in front of afiring squad.

Tension hung heavy in the air between them.

“Why areyou all looking at me like that?’



She went down the line from Charlotte, to Beatrice, to Eleanor, finally landing on
Derek. The Duke was not known for being verbose so in this divine moment he just
nodded to the aisle and alter behind her.

She turned to look down the aisle where she found the alter empty.

She looked back to her family. “Whereis Eli?’

All eyes jump around, looking everywhere but at Sarah.

Confusion and dread swam in her blood but she pushed them away. She's read
countless books like this.Of course, she thought.

“He must be running late.” She laughed. “Men never know what’s going on. Don’t
you say that al the time, Eleanor? That if you weren't there Derek wouldn’'t know
when to get dressed in the morning?’

Eleanor’ s face turned a bright pink. “I did not say that!” She exclaimed the same time
Derek sputtered and looked at hiswife.

Eleanor took a hold of the baby carriage and nodded to the front of the church. “I
think it’s time we take our seats, don’'t you dear? Mother,” she looked to Charlotte.

“Are you coming?’

Sarah watched Eleanor walk away, pushing the carriage, with a grumbling Duke at
her heels.

Charlotte stopped in front of her daughter and kissed her cheek. “Remember, all will
be well, just trust the process.”

Sarah smiled, willing the apprehension to recede back to wherever it came from. “I



know, Mama. I’ ve heard you say that to Eleanor a million times and it al worked out
for her. Oh!” Sarah had a thought. “There is a side door up by the alter, perhaps he's
just out there until | get up there. Has anyone checked?’

Charlotte opened her mouth and closed it again. She looked down the aisle to Derek
and Eleanor who were engaged in aquiet, yet no doubt heated, conversation.

Charlotte looked back to Sarah, who was at the main door looking out at the carriage
meant to take her and her new husband to their home afterward.
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“Sarah? Wait here, I’ll go ask Derek. I'm sure that’s where heis.”

Charlotte took a breath, kissed her daughter’ s cheek one more time and made her way
to the front of the church.

Sarah smoothed out her dress and checked to make sure none of the carefully pinned
curlsfell out.

She watched her mother reach Derek and Eleanor. Her nerves were making her
clothing itch. She began to pace in the back before she realized she had started
walking down the aisle.

No sense in waiting for the inevitable “go ahead.” Might as well walk down there and
see for myself. I’'m certain he' sthere.

Sarah’s eyes landed on the alarmingly empty alter and misstepped. She heard a few
murmurs and chastised herself for not paying attention. All she needed was her soon-
to-be husband finding her splayed out on the alter from tripping on her new dress.
She knew she should have practiced walking in it, it was a bit longer in the front than
she was used to.

Her vision refocused on the empty alter. She was certain Eli was just getting some air
before the ceremony. It was awfully stifling in here.

Sarah pulled at the lace tightening around her neck. but the closer she got to the alter,
the more she realized how foolish walking down the aisle was. What wedding has she
ever been to where the groom walked in after the bride?



As she continued down the aisle she nodded to friends she knew and offered polite
smiles to the strangers who must be here for Eli.

Did the church always hold this many people?

Her foot found the first step in front of the alter and stepped up onto it. Her knees
were knocking underneath her skirts as she turned and peered out into the
congregation.

Nervous glances and whispers flittered around the open room. Sarah’s bottom lip
quivered as she tried to smile.

A shadow moved to her right and her eyes caught the movement of a man moving
towards the back of the church. She sgquinted her eyesto see who it was.

The man stopped at the door of the church and turned to face the aisle. Sarah brought
a hand up to shield her eyes from the stream of sunlight that came through the door
the man had opened. The man looked a bit taller than Eli, alittle broader than him as
well, but that could be atrick of the shadows.

“Eli?” Her voice was a mere squeak Her throat tightened around the word.
Just then she felt a soft touch on her elbow. She turned her gaze to see the softness of
her mother come into focus in front of her. Sarah could see her mother’s mouth

moving but her words sounded muffled to Sarah.

Heat blossomed across Sarah’'s cheeks as her stomach swirled. Her mother still
sounded asif she were talking through awall.

What is happening?



Sarah craned her neck to peak around her mother’ s shoulder.

Where is Eli? This isn't happening. This can’'t be happening. This is not how my
story is supposed to go.

Her heart began to race as the world around her slowed down. She could hear every
breath, feel every shift of the people around her. Sensations overwhelmed her body

leaving her dizzy.

She felt the tender touch of her mother wiping an errant tear that must’ve fallen from
her eye.

I’m crying.

Sarah’s eyes widened at the realization. Suddenly, reality crashed down on her. The
congregation full of friends, family, and well known dignitaries were all whispering
behind fans, their eyes alight with the thought of scandal inthe air.

Sarah was | eft at the alter.

Sarah’ s legs gave out beneath her, but thankfully her mother’s strong arms were there
to stabilize her.

“Mama?’ Sarah managed around the tears.
Charlotte looked over her shoulder to Derek.
“We need to get her out of here.” Charlotte’' s words were rushed and full of authority.

Sarah had the wayward thought that she never really heard her mother speak with
such direction. She was usually frivolous and dramatic.



| don’t understand what is happening.
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Before she could blink, Derek was at her side, half carrying her down the aisle and
out of the church. He placed her into the carriage, where she slumped to the side,
resting her head on the inside of the carriage. Her body jostling as her mother and
Beatrice filed into the carriage behind her. Once more their voices were muffled
around her.

Her eyes stared, unfocused, as her mind replayed the looks of shock and
embarrassment that were now forever seared into her memory.

She was | eft at the alter.

She was ruined.

“1 thought you said you looked into him and his family!”

Charlotte' s harsh whisper drifted in from the hallway.

Sarah couldn’t hear Derek’s reply, but his cadence was low and sure. She may not
know what he said, but there was still some feeling left in her body that told her
Derek would get to the bottom of it.

At least one of the Mallory girls found a knight in shining armor.

The thought unleashed another round of sobs that left her body feeling brittle and

broken. Just when she thought she had cried her last tear another wave of
embarrassment, longing, confusion, and torment swept over her.



How did this happen? What did | do to deserve this horror?

Sarah’s door opened and she watched her mother’s shadow along the wall as she
walked towards the bed.

“Sarah, love? | brought you some tea. Y ou should drink something, dear.”

Sarah laid with her knees tucked up close to her body. The thought of unfolding to
reach for the tea cup felt too exposing so she stayed tucked into her little ball.

Charlotte sighed as she sat on the bed next to her. She reached out and brushed a
strand of hair from Sarah’s face.

The touch took her back to the moment before she walked down the aisle, when she
made sure her hair was still tucked up. The pieces of her heart that managed to
survived this long shattered into pieces with the rest of their brethren.

She whimpered into her pillow.

“I’m so sorry, my love.” Charlotte cooed. “Don’t worry, we will get to the bottom of
this. Derek promised Eleanor he would find out at once where that sorry excuse for a

man was.”

A tear fell down afamiliar path on Sarah’s face to join the others that had fallen onto
her pillow.

“It'sall | ever wanted, Mama.” She spoke into her pillow.

“What was, my dear?’

Sarah sniffled. “Someone to come to my rescue. Like Derek is doing for me know.



But he's Eleanor’s. Why can’t | have someone like that?’

“Oh my sweet.” Charlotte |leaned over and covered Sarah’s curled up body with her
own. “You will getit, | promise. Just trust-"

Anger erupted within Sarah’sveins.

“No! Do NOT say ‘trust the process,” Mamal”

Charlotte jumped back, shocked at the sudden outburst of emotion from her once
almost comatose daughter.

Sarah took a few breaths. Within moments her body went from feeling as if it were
sinking through thick sludge to feeling as agile as a cat. She bounded from her bed. A
new, limitless energy flooded her body.

She was angry.

Sarah caught a glance of herself in the mirror. Her hair was an absolute mess, half of
it was still pinned up, while the other half was hanging haphazardly around her face.
Her eyes were red and puffy. Her once beautiful and perfectly cared for dress was

now wrinkled and hung misshapened on her frame.

The redlization of what that man did to her, to not only her reputation but to her
overall well-being smacked her in the face.

Anger turned into white-hot rage.
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“I'm done.” She spat. “I’'m not waiting for someone to rescue me any more. I'm
going to find out what happened myself.”

Charlotte sat shocked as she watched her daughter run from one side of the room to
the other collecting her shoes and an overcoat.

“What... what do you mean? Sarah.” Charlotte reached out, but Sarah stepped around
her outstretched arm. “What are you doing? Where are you going?’

Sarah paused at her bedroom door.

“I’m going to the man himself. | will get an answer as to why he left me standing at
the ater. | will rescue myself.”

CHAPTER 2

Charles sslammed his tumbler down on the sideboard. Whisky splashed out of the
glass onto his hand.

“Dammit.” He brought up his hand and sucked the spilled drink off his wrist. He
glanced at the clock. He hasn’t seen his brother since he saw Eli’s retreating back
leaving the house this morning. Charles thought he was going to the church, but it
turns out his bloody brother had other plans.

Charles threw back the rest of his whisky. He was right when he threatened to drag
Eli to the church himself. It was the only way he could have ensured the bloody
bastard would have gone through with the marriage. The damned fool.



The girl’s face flashed in his mind. Big, blue eyes, rounded and confused as she tried
to see who was walking out of the church’s door. He could no longer watch the poor
girl stand there in front of everyone while his brother was god knows where, doing
god knows what.

Fortunately for Eli, Charles could not find him. Not for lack of trying. Charles sent
his men to Eli’ s favorite haunts and they all turned up empty.

Disgrace and disgust bubbled up within him.

“That stupid, son-of-a"

His words were cut off by loud banging coming from the hallway.

“What the dueces was that?”

Another loud bang thudded followed by a female voice raging at who mostly likely
was his poor butler, Samuels.

Charles charged into the hallway to see what the commotion was and stopped dead
when he recognized the slight frame.

“I"'m sorry, Miss, His Grace is not to be disturbed.” Samuels voice rang out amidst
the banging.

Charles approached his butler who had his arms out trying to hold back the tiny tyrant
from entering his house.

“Well, it's a good thing I’'m not here to see His Grace.” She all but spat the title. “I
want to see his brother, Eli. | demand | see him at once.”



If there was any doubt who it was, her voice confirmed it.

Thegirl. Lady Sarah.

He was never formally introduced to the girl while his brother was courting her but
he overheard several of their conversations. She normally had a jovia timber to her
voice that had just atouch of velvet underneath it.

It was not surprising she did not sound so jovial in thisinstant.

Her eyes were just as big as they were in the church, but this time instead of
confusion and embarrassment they showed fire and vitriol.

“Samuels.”

At the sound of his name, the butler turned, looking helpless.

“I’m sorry for the interruption, Y our Grace. Sheisinsisting on coming in.”

The girl’ s eyes flashed and narrowed. “ She is right here and can speak for herself.”

Charlesrolled hislipsto stop from smiling.
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No. The broken girl from the church was long gone and in her place was a boiling hot
woman who knew what she wanted and right now she wanted answers.

Charles dipped his head towards Samuels, signaling for him to step aside. Samuels
looked between the two before retreating a step and opening his arms, allowing the
girl towak in.

Charles took in the vision in front of him. Her hair was a mess, her eyes were puffy
and red, and tear stains still marked her cheeks. Y et, there was a raw energy pulsing
off of her that drew himin.

Charles weighed his options. Normally, he's not one to entertain such behavior, but
the poor girl has been left at the ater in front of a mgority ofthe tonthanks to his
basted brother. The least he could do islisten to her.

Plus, this could be interesting and considering the day he's had, he could do with
some entertainment. Might as well see what the girl has to say.

Without a word he tilted his head towards the girl and turned to walk back to his
study. If she wanted answers she'd have to follow him.

He wasn't surprised that after a few moments the shuttered sound of unsure steps
followed his.

He walked to his sideboard to refill his tumbler of whisky. Something told him he'd
need more to get through this conversation.



Charles turned to see her pacing a path into his carpet. Her shoulders were raised, her
back was straight and she had the look of determination on her face. The only sign of
nerves were her hands that she was wringing in front of her as she paced the study.

Charles walked to a chair that faced her path and sat. She followed him into his study,
If she wanted to waste time pacing that was on her. He was comfortable in his
favorite chair, with his favorite drink, he could sit here al night.

Her eyes landed on spot he just vacated by the sideboard and she stopped moving.
Her eyes flew around the room until they landed on him. It was as if she was so lost
in her own thoughts that she temporarily forgot where she was and why.

She licked her lips, a motion he was thankful he did not miss, and straightened her
spine. With a small cough she cleared her throat. She reminded Charles of a puppy

learning how to bark for the first time.

“1 would like to see, Eli... please.” Her voice was small, but sure. A calm had settled
over her but he could still see nerves dancing along her skin.

Charles had to admit she had courage. It must have taken a lot for ajilted woman to
come to the house of the man who abandoned her in front of the entirety of polite

society.

He rested his tumbler of whisky on his thigh, while a finger traced the rim of the
glass. Her eyes flicked down to watch the movement.

Interesting.

Charles cocked his head to the side.

“Seems a bit late in the night for a visit, Lady Sarah.” He nodded towards the



standing clock. “Usually this time is reserved for more scandalous meetings.” He
raised an eyebrow in her direction.

The full on blush that covered her cheeks reminded him of bright red strawberries in
the middle of the summer. Instantly his mouth filled with saliva and his brain
questioned if she were just as sweet. He shifted in his chair.

Blasted, he must be tired. Usually he can keep his more improper thoughts at bay, but
there was something about this defiant temptress standing in front of him, with all
bark but no bite, that was calling out to his more baser instincts.

She cleared her throat again. I assure you, Your Grace, there is nothing untoward in
my being here.” She sniffed.

Charles's eyes swept over her. If he looked past her rumbled outfit and messy hair,
she was the embodiment of propriety. The elocution and decorum lessons were on
full display in front of him. Once more his mind delighted in the thought of peeling
back those pretentious layers of propriety and elegance to find the true woman
underneath it. There was a fire in her eyes that told him it would be a delicious
endeavor.

When he didn’t respond she huffed and continued.
“The only scandal that brought me here tonight is your brother’s actions this
morning.” She took a step closer to him and his eyes narrowed. She stopped, no doubt

intimidated by his expression.

Sarah bristled. “I demand to know why he broke his commitment to our
engagement.”

Her voice broke at the end of her demand, her chest rose and fell with each breath.



Tears lined her eyes, making them sparkle in the low light of his office. One tear
escaped and rolled down her face. His fingersitched to reach out and trace the trail.

Charles licked his lips at the thought of her, on her knees, with tears running down
her cheeks for an entirely different reason.

“Your Grace?’ Her voice broke through his fantasy.
Charles s vision cleared and refocused on her standing in front of him.

He took a quick sip, alowing the burn to ground him back into reality.
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“Lady Sarah,” he sighed, “why bother yourself with the details? What done is done.
My brother is no good to anyone.” He sighed and rested his head on the back of the
chair. “Consider yourself lucky.”

“Lucky?’ She cried out. “I am ruined! No one will want me because of what he did! |
deserve an answer.”

Her petulant behavior was cute at first but it was growing tiresome. He liked his
women to have a bit more bite to them. He usually doesn’'t misjudge women. He

rubbed his eyes. He must betired.

Charles took another sip to which she groaned and stomped over to the chair opposite
him and sat down.

“The Duke of Graynor assured me that your family was a respectable and kind
family. If thisis how you-”

Charles sat up. “Do not believe everything you hear about my family.” His voice was
cold as stedl.

Sarah looked up from where she sat. “ Obviously.” She deadpanned.

Charles sat back, studying her. She was an interesting creature. One minute she was
reserved, only to be quick witted and mouthy in the next.

Charles shook his head. “The truth of the matter is | cannot give you a reason,
because | do not know the reason. | don’t even know where my brother is, haven't



seen hims since he left this morning.”

Her shoulders sank at his admission.

For reason beyond his comprehension he felt the need to give her some words of
solace.“But | know my brother, and | trust his answer would give you no respite. |
stand by my earlier statement, what is done is done. | suggest you find a way to move
on. It'salesson | have had to teach myself in regards to my brother. He is no good to

anyone.”

Charles looked out the window into the darkening night. “I’m sure another scandal is
in the making right now and thiswill all be forgotten in afew days.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes. “That’s it? Just move on? You can offer no other insight
other than *just move on’ ?’

She blinked a few times, then pointed in the air in a gesture of wait. “Maybe
something happened to him? If you haven't seen him since this morning, perhaps
there was an accident with the carriage.”

Charleslaughed, mockingly.

Sarah looked at him questioningly. “Why are you laughing? What if something truly
happened to him?’

“I’m laughing at you.”

“Excuse me?’ Sarah's hand flew up to cover her chest in horror.

“He left you at the the ater and you are still giving him allowances.” Charles rolled
his eyes. “Where is the women who nearly knocked over my butler demanding



answers?’ Charles curled hislip in a sneer. “| would much rather talk to her than this
hopeful optimist who can’t see the bullet she dodged with his actions.”

Charles stopped and leaned forward, scrutinizing her. She shift under his gaze. “It's a
shame. Someone as gullible as you is actually what my brother craves. | assume he'll
be quite annoyed with his decision to let the likes of you go.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. “How dare you. | may be an optimistic, or a romantic, but |
know my worth. | thought | could come here and speak with him or someone,” she
snarled, “who had some modicum of decency who could ease my mind. But | see
now that this family has no such decorum.”

She stood with such force the chair wobbled from behind her.

Charles raised his hand but his demeanor remained unaffected by her sudden
movements.

“All my carriages are accounted for. The one he used to go to the church has been
returned without him in it. No foul play, I'm afraid.” Charles rubbed his chin.
“Although, one can’t give up hope, | suppose.” Charles chuckled at the thought of his
brother lying helpless in a ditch somewhere. Definitely would make things easier for
him to discipline Eli.

“You honestly have no regard for your family?’ Sarah spat. She shook her head in
disbelief as she marched towards the door.

“My brother has been making a mockery of our family for years. | have little patience
for spoiled brats. You're not the only one whose name is at stake thanks to his

salfishness.”

Charles bit his tongue. He hated alowing anyone to see him, or his family, as



anything other than strong and formidable, but if anyone could relate to the
exhaustion his brother caused, it would be this woman before him.

Charles watched as some of the fight drained from Sarah’s frame. She was extremely
responsive to those around her.

“I'm sorry. I’ve only had to deal with him this once, | could not imagine being
repeatedly let down in this manner over and over again. While I’'m not looking
forward to dealing with the fallout, my ruination will no doubt be something | fear |
won't overcome, but at least heis out of my life.”

Charles only grunted his acknowledgment of his life sentence cleaning up his
brother’ s mistakes.
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She shifted her feet, seemingly unsure of her next move. Dark smudges began to
appear under her eyes. “Thank you for your time, Your Grace. | apologize for
disrupting your household at such alate hour.”

She turned and opened the door.

Before she could move, the door slammed shut with the push of his hand. She turned
to find him standing directly in front her. With the door at her now at back, he
completely took up the space around her.

“What if | can offer you away out of ruination?’

Sarah's breath stuttered. She took a step backwards and hit the door. One arm,
seemingly the size of a tree trunk, was planted by her head, the soft material of his

sleeve gently grazed her cheek.

Her chest rose with every breath causing her chest touched his. He was standing
much too close to her.

She steeled her back and forced her eyesto rise and meet his.
Instantly she regretted it.
Alarm bells sounded in her mind as his dark green eyes burned into hers.

“What do you mean?’ Her voice sounded foreign to her. Breathy and weak, it held
none of the bravado she walked in here with.



His eyes darkened and he placed his other hand on the other side of her body, fully
enclosing her between the door and himself. Her hands that were hanging at her sides
pushed into the door, hoping for it to give and open.

His answered in alow rumble. Each word enunciated and dripping in seductive tones.

“What if | can offer you away out of ruination?’

Sarah swallowed. Her mind was racing, exhaustion made his words sound muffled
and confusing. She could feel beads of sweat form on her hairline but he was standing
so close she couldn’t each reach up to swipe them away even if she wanted to.

She licked her dry lips, amovement his eyes followed with interest.

“I"'m sorry, Your Grace, | don't understand what’s happening. What could you offer
me that would save me from such alife?’

Sarah chastised herself. Why was she even considering continuing such an absurd
conversation?

Nothing about this man seemed kind or compassionate. He'd been toying with her
ever since she walked into his study. He was much too large of a man, with sharp
features, and brooding eyes. Nothing about him screamed willing to help his fellow
man, or woman.

Y et, with all of that literally standing right in front of her, she felt her shoulders relax
abit against the door. She hated to admit it, but she was curious for his answer.

Charles dropped one hand from the door and brushed a strand of hair from her face.
The fingers left a trail of fire along her cheek as he tucked the hair behind her ear.
She shivered from the contact.



Something flashed in his eyes and he leaned in closer.

Her body instinctively reacted by leaning in closer as well. She no longer cared about
why she came here. Propriety and social standards were gone the minute she stepped
out of her house in search of answers. This man seemed to know how to help her and
the time of heroes was over. She was going to save herself.

His cheek brushed against hers and he leaned in to whisper, his hot breath sending
electric shocks down to her very core.

“Marry me, instead.”

CHAPTER 3

Sarah kept her eyes ahead of her and focused on just putting one foot in front of the
other.

It was surreal to be back in the same church, walking the same aisle, but other than
that everything else was different.

The pews were empty save for her mother, sister and a man and woman on the
groom’s side. No flowers were strung from the rafters, no candle lit the aisle. And the
biggest change was the tall, brooding, strange man standing at the alter watching her
every step towards him.

His stare weighed her down. Was he afraid she would run? Leave him at the ater the
way his brother left her? She'd be lying if she said she hadn’'t thought of it. Even
Beatrice suggested it when she first told her family of their arrangement.

But both families needed this. He was saving her reputation and she was helping
clean up another mess his brother created. This was an arranged marriage, nothing



more.
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It's been three weeks since her last wedding, if you could even call it a wedding.
These past weeks have been a whirlwind of last minute planning and endless
conversations with her family.

Out of the corner of her eye she saw her mother worrying her handkerchief as she sat
next to a wide eyed Beatrice. Her mother’s emotions these since her announcement
ranged from relief, to grief, from elation at his family stepping up, to terror that the
family is apart of some secret society that lured women in to their doom.

And she questions where her daughters get their flair for the dramatics?

This wedding was so quickly thrown together that Eleanor and Derek weren't able to
make it back from their estate to join them.

The thought of having her older sister here to witness this fever dream made her
palms itch. No. It was better this way. The less people here to witness the mess her
life had become the better it was for her. Her reputation was ruined, she no longer
believed in fate or love or anything else as frivolous as romance.

She joined the Duke at the end of the aisle. There was a small part of her brain that
was still conscious of her actions that told her to pay attention, that one day her
grandchildren may ask her about it. Unfortunately, the numbness that settled into her
bones on the day of her last wedding attempt only solidified these past few weeks
dulling any emotion she once had. It took too much strength to keep her wits about
her.

The priest cleared his throat.



Sarah dragged her eyes up to his. “Excuse me?’

Her voice cracked from misuse and hours of crying. She didn't even care her
hoarseness echoed throughout the church.

“1 asked if you will have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God's
ordinance in the holy state of Matrimony.”

A bubble of laughter escaped her lips. She looked up to her soon-to-be husband and
quickly sobered. Dark green eyes zeroed in on her causing her heart to race. Her new
husband certainly knew how to use intimidation to his advantage.

Licking her dry lips, she refocused on the priest. “I will.”

As soon as the words left her mouth, her brain clicked off again. The cool sheath of
numbness surrounded her until she felt someone tugging at her arm. She looked to
her right where the Duke stood.

“It' sdone,” was all he said.

“Oh.” She looked back to the priest. “Do we kiss?’

The priest looked to the Duke in unsettling confusion.

“I mean, not you and me.” She laughed nervoudy. “Obviously not you and me. |
mean, me and him.” Sarah’s hand waved in between her and the Duke. “The Duke
and me, | mean, His Grace and |. Me. The Duchess. Ha! I’m a Duchess, | suppose.”
Her mind whirled. What was she doing? She had lost al control of her mind, body

and mouth. Embarrassment rose high in her cheeks as she realized the absolute fool
she just made out of herself.



Her eyes dropped. A wave of nausea from grief washed over her. There had to be a
crevice somewhere for her to crawl into.

She felt the Duke shift beside her. Strong hands landed on her arms as she was turned
to face him.

A big hand took her chin and tipped it up ever so carefully. Sparkling green eyes
peered down into hers.

She was expecting to see derision, regret, even fear for his own life. After all, she was
raving like a mad woman.

Instead, she saw compassion. It was fleeting, but she knew what she saw.

His eyes were soft and concerned for ajust a moment. It was enough to settle her.

The Duke leaned in and brushed hislips against hers. It was the briefest of kisses, one
that most definitely would look like it held no emotion.

Y et, when his lips chastely touched hers a calmness settled within her.

He pulled away and his eyes moved to ook at someone standing just behind her.

She turned in time to see her mother approach her. “Mama?’ Sarah’s voice sounded
distant even to herself. “Mama, I'm married.”

Charlotte s lips thinned into a tight smile. Sarah could tell her mother was willing her
unshed tears not to fall.

“Don’t cry, Mama. Thisis ahappy thing, remember?”’
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My goodness. Isthat my voice?

Even though her voice was devoid of all emotion, she could admit that a small part of
her did feel relieved she actually went through with this hasty marriage. Her
reputation was salvaged for the most part. There was no more wondering, or

worrying, when her day will come. It came. It went. She was now married.

She looked up to the man that was now her husband. The finality of the act was
settling in and Sarah could fedl that nervous laughter bubble within her again.

God in heaven, what did | just do?

Thankfully, before she could say anything, Charles took her by the elbow and
escorted her to hiswaiting carriage.

“Wait!” It was the first time her voice reached above a whisper since she got to the
church.

Panic coated her skinin acold sweat. “1 didn’'t get to say goodbye to my mother.”

Charles looked into the empty cab before nodding and signaling her to go say
goodbye.

Sarah picked up her skirts and trotted to her mother who was standing in the church’s
doorway with Beatrice.

Sarah wrapped her arms tightly around her mother. “Goodbye, Mama. Thank you for



all that you have done for me, especially these last few weeks.”

“Sarah. | can’t help but think we made a grave mistake. You don’t know this man. |
feel like | just fed you to the wolves.” Charlotte pulled Sarah away and held her at
am’'s length. “We're gtill waiting to hear back from Derek. What if he finds
something scandalous in his background?’

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “He didn’t find out anything when | was supposed to marry
Eli-”

Beatrice snorted. “And look how well that turned out.”

Both Sarah and Charlotte’s attention snapped to Beatrice who simply shrugged at
their shock. “I’m just saying what we're al thinking.”

Charlotte scowled at her youngest. “We were not all thinking that.” She turned back
to Sarah. “Although, she's not wrong. We knew that boy had selfish tendencies and
even Derek didn’t see it as an issue. Obvioudly, we were wrong. What if he's wrong
about the whole family. | mean, there have been rumors-”

Sarah hugged her mother again, cutting off her words. When she pulled away she
kissed her mother’ s cheeks.

“Trust the process, Mama.”

Charlotte frowned. “Have | ever told you how much | hate when you girls use my
own words against me?’

The corners of Sarah’s lips tipped up in the corners. The smile felt odd but she took it
asadlight victory that she had ability to form asmile at all.



“It wouldn’t have stopped me from saying it either way.” She looked over her
shoulder to where her husband stood waiting. “1 must be going, Mama. | love you.”

She turned to hug Beatrice. “I love you, too, dear sister. Try not to give Mama too
much trouble.”

Beatrice smiled. “I’m not allowed to make promises | can’'t keep.”

A small laugh escaped and Sarah had the sorry hope that that wasn’t the last time she
laughed.

She took a moment to look at her mother and sister before turning and making her
way back to the carriage.

Sarah had a shiver of familiarity as she walked towards the carriage and her waiting
husband. He was staring at her, just as he did when she walked down the aisle.

Emerald eyes watched her every step asif he were a hunter afraid of scaring his prey.
Sarah tilted her head and held it alittle higher. Now that the ceremony was over and

she was officially married she felt a bit lighter.

She no longer felt the weight of dread hanging over her. She was a Duchess now and
that had to count for something.

Charles reached out his hand to help her into the carriage. She nodded as she took his
warm hand and stepped into the carriage.

He followed after her and sat opposite her in the cab. He reached out of the window
and tapped the roof, signaling the driver to move.

The carriage jostled to a start. Sarah watched as her mother and Beatrice disappeared



from sight. Soon she couldn’t even see the church.
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She took in the changing scenery from the busy city to the quiet dirt roads of the
country. “Are we going to your country estate?’

Charles remained quiet, his gaze trained on the passing trees.
Sarah chewed her bottom lip She was never one comfortable with silence.

“It's a beautiful day. For sure | thought it would be another day of rain like we' ve
been having. Perhaps we' ve hit abit of luck after all.”

Charles continued to sit, watching the outside pass them.

Sarah pulled at the lace cuff around her wrists.Surely he heard me.

She began to tap her fingers against her lap. She thought the ceremony would be the
hardest to get through, little did she know she’d be cooped up in a carriage with him

for God knows how long without a drop of conversation.

Nerves danced up and down her spine causing her to shift in her seat. She opened her
mouth again, but quickly closed it when she saw Charles|ooking at her.

The brief moment of compassion he showed her at the church was long gone and
from the looks of his expression that may be the only time she' d ever seeiit.

His eyes were darkened and a crease formed above his eyes.

Sarah sat straighter and audibly swallowed. Without a word he told her he was in no



mood for a discussion.

An itch began to form at the base of her spine. She wanted to lash out and question
his authority. It was the same itch that drove her to him residence that fateful night.
However, the stress from the month paired with the swaying motion of the carriage
lulled her body to relax against the back of the seat.

There was no point in trying to start a conversation with him. Not with him sitting
stick straight, and her barely able to keep her eyes open all of a sudden.

She snuck a peek at her husband as her eyes drifted closed. He sat tall in his sedt, his
broad shoulders seemed to take up the entire side of his bench. His long legs were
still, not stretched out in relaxation, but bound beneath him. It was almost asif he was
readying himself for an attack on the carriage. His green eyes were shuttered, giving
away no emotion or inkling of what he was truly thinking. There was not a single
trace of familiarity found amongst his features. It was if they were strangers sharing a
carriage ride home.

And, yet, heis now my husband.

CHAPTER 4

The carriage halted and the carriage door swung open. Charles bounded from the cab
without looking back to help his wife out. Sarah stood crouched in the doorway,
holding her skirts, and watched her husband disappear into an inn.

A footman appeared and helped her down. She nodded her thanks.

“Why have we stopped here?’

“We have another half day travel to reach the country estate.” The footman gestured



to the inn behind him. “His Grace stays here at the Greyside Inn when he travels back
from London.”

“Ah.” Sarah looked up at the exterior of the inn that looked more like an elongated
house than an inn. Not that she had much experience with staying at inns, she never
had the need. However, from the stories she read they always seemed more elegant
and decadent than the modest building in front of her.

She entered through a creaky wooden door and saw her husband exchanging a coin
purse with a man. Sarah tucked her head and walked further into the galley. She
joined Charles just as he turned towards her.

“Are we staying the night?’ Her voice was cautious as she took in her surroundings.
People were milling around, some laughing, some sat in solitude, all were looking at
her.

“Weare.” Charles said, still refusing to meet her eyes.

Sarah nodded. The realization of having her wedding night in an an inn began to
weigh heavily on her. She was nervous about the endeavor so as it was. To
experience it in an unfamiliar home was one thing, but at least she knew the bed
would be comfortable and it would be an environment she would become accustomed
to. But, here, in acommon inn? It did not lend itself to the ambiance of romance one
would be hoping for on awedding night.

She watched as her husband directed a footman up the stairs with a piece of her
luggage. Sarah gathered her skirts and followed. The steps groaned beneath her feet

and she had the fleeting thought her foot would crash through the next step.

Charles abruptly stopped in front of her, causing her to crash into his back.



“Thisismy room. Yoursis across the hall.”

She looked between the doors. “Are we not sha-"

Charles’ s door shut with athud with Charles on the other side of it.
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Sarah was | eft dlone in the hallway, staring at the closed door.

The footman opened her door and placed her bag just inside the door. “Y our room is
ready for you, Your Grace.”

Sarah broke her stare and turned towards the footman, plastering on her best smile.
“Thank you.” She breezed past him and into her room and closed the door behind her.

She leaned against the door and took her first cleansing breath of the day. Her eyes
fluttered shut and a small smile broke free.

No, it was not the wedding she always imagined. There were no flowers, no big
gathering. Heavens, she didn't even know her husband and she wasn't particularly
fond of what she did know of him. But she was finally married. It was done.

She wasn't looking forward to having a wedding a night with a man she barely knew,
so she was relieved when she learned they’ d be spending the night in separate rooms.

Sarah opened her bag to make sure she had the appropriate things for the night ahead.
Her thoughts drifted to the man across the hall. She couldn’t help but question if the
Duke ordered separate rooms on purpose.

Perhaps he was being a gentlemen and planned on wooing her, easing her into their
marriage? Maybe al the romance books she read didn't saddle her with high

expectations of what love was after all.

There are many different ways to love. Perhaps the Duke had the chance to revisit



how he treated her and found it callous, as it was, and is offering her some time to
come around to this new arrangement?

She sighed as she sat on the bed. “Maybe he is a gentleman after all.”

There was a knock on the door.

Sarah opened and found a young girl on the other side.

“His Grace wanted me to remind you that dinner will be served soon. Would you like
me to bring it up to you, or will you take it downstairs?’

Sarah peered over the girl and looked down at the galley below. Men were huddled
over tables drinking and carrying on with each other. It did not seem like a suitable
place for awoman to be.

“Will His Grace be joining me?’

The girl quirked her eyebrow. “His Grace always eats in his room. He's already been
served.”

Sarah’s heart sank.
“Oh. For some reason | thought...” Sarah shook her head and waved her hand. “It
doesn’'t matter what | thought. Thank you for you letting me know. If you could,

could you please bring the meal to me.”

The little girl dipped her head. “It will be my pleasure, Your Grace.” Sarah watched
asthe little girl skipped down the steps and disappeared behind swinging doors.

Her eyes landed on the door across from hers.



Sarah shut the door. Her mind kept replaying the day in her mind to try to understand
her new husband.

He watched her like a hawk coming down the aisle, but then he kissed her to save her
from her nervous rant when custom didn’t require him to. He didn’t speak on the way

to theinn, but he seemed just as uneasy with their pairing as she did.

Were the separate rooms for her, or him? Would he come to her? Or was he giving
her space?

Would he expect to consummate, regardless of them having separate rooms? At first
she thought he was being chivalrous, but now she didn’t know what to think. After a

few hours of waiting, her nerves were wearing thin.

With every squeak of the hallway, every phantom voice that drifted in from below,
she expected it to be her husband on his way to knock on her door.

She crossed the room and sat at the small vanity that was set up for her and rubbed
her temples.

Sitting in the chair she began to unpin her hair. Her hair was not as elaborate as her
first wedding, but it did take quite afew pinsto keep her hair in place.

There was a dlight knock on her door.

“Comein.”

She continued taking out her hair. “If you could, just put it on the table next to the
door. Thank you so-” Her words died on her tongue as she turned towards the door.
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Standing in the doorway was not the young girl with her food, but her husband.

He stood, backlit from the lights in the hallway. His shadow cast forward in front of
him, creeping towards her. Her heart rose into her throat.

By God, he was formidable.
“May | comein?

Sarah managed to only dip her head, but it was enough for him. He stepped inside
and closed the door behind him.

Sarah’'s heart raced.Did he come to consummate?Her eyes flickered around the
room.Will this be how | lose my virginity? In some small room in a dusty inn?

Her eyes widened as he moved towards her bed and sat down.

He tilted his head towards her. “Are you al right, Sarah?’

“Yes.” The word came out just above a whisper.

A smile spread across his face before alow rumble of a chuckle rolled out of him.

His laughter only made her more nervous. She tightened the hold on her chair, her
knuckles going white from the pressure.

“Christ, woman, you look as if you've seen a ghost. I’'m not going to force myself on



you if that’s what you' re worried about.”

A rush of air escaped Sarah’s lips and her shoulders dropped from relief. She hadn’t
realized how tense she was until she heard his confession.

“You wouldn’t?’

His chuckle turned into a roaring laughter. “Good Lord, no. What do you take me
for?’

Sarah sat staring at the oddity in front of her. Truth was, she didn't know how to
answer that. She's only had a handful of encounters with her now husband and each
one did not do his personality any favors.

Instead of pushing that narrative she settled on lifting a slender shoulder in a shrug.
“Well, | can’t have you thinking that.” Charles said while shaking his head.

She gestured towards the bed. “ Then why are you sitting on my bed?’

Charles looked down at the bed then back up to her. “Because there was no where
elseto sit, but | see now where you may have gotten your original idea.”

Charles stood and held his hands out. “Better?’
Standing at his full height, Sarah took in his larger than life frame. She actually
wished he would sit back down but he walked over to the fireplace and |eaned against

the small mantle.

“1 wanted to talk with you and set some things straight in regards to our marriage.”



Sarah cocked her head, but before she could question him, he held up afinger.

“One, you will mind your business when it comes to my family. | will not entertain
any discussion about them so don’t try to start one.”

Sarah snapped her mouth shut. If there was anything that got her blood boiling it was
being told not to do something. Once again she opened her mouth to question but he
took a step towards her while putting up another finger.

“Two, you will not disturb me unless there is true emergency. I’'m a busy man with a
lot of responsibilities and | can’t be bothered to oversee and handle every little
nuisance that comes your way. Which brings me to number three.”

He was moving closer to her with every rule, owly stalking towards her like alion
hunting its prey. Sarah’s heart rate jumped. With every step he took she instinctively
leaned away, causing her back to push against the vanity.

“You will fulfill al your duties as Duchess. I’'m not partial to lavish balls and dinner
parties, asit is essential as our role in the peerage to hold such events. | expect you to
do the necessary planning to handle such tasks.”

Sarah swallowed. So far what he was asking her wasn’'t unheard of. Other than his
first rule, which she made a mental note to find a way around, he wasn't asking
anything she wasn’t expecting. She tried to get her body to relax, but he kept moving
forward and his gaze felt asif it was penetrating her soul.
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Shelicked her dry lips. “Isthat al?’

Charles moved his head ever so slowly from side to side. “There is one more thing
you will do for me.”

His voice was soft and low and dlid over her skin like fine silk. He came to a stop in
front of her, forcing her to crane her neck to look up at him.

“You will give me an heir.”

It felt asif all the air was sucked out of the room. Sarah’s eyes widened and her heart
stopped.

He slowly lowered himself into a crouch in front of her. He pulled at her chair so she
was sitting, facing him. She felt trapped. Her mind was screaming at her to move. He

was too close, he was too much, thiswas all too much for her sensibilities.

Charles raised a hand and in direct contradiction to the hardness of his veneer, he
softly touched her cheek as he brushed a curl from her face, tucking it behind her ear.

In this close proximity, his green eyes commanded her body and she felt herself
leaning into his gesture while she held his sight.

“In order to do that, we will need to consummate the marriage.”

Sarah nodded slowly, her body willing her mind to catch up to what he was saying.
His voice had activated something deep within her and her body began to hum. But



her mind was still processing what he wastelling her.

Her heart jumped when she realized he was leaning in as well. This was it. They
would consummate the marriage tonight. She was so enraptured by his presence she
no longer cared it wasn't in the confines of his country estate.

She could do this. She would do this. Confidence and curiosity swirled in her veins.

Her breath caught in her throat as he closed the distance between them. Her eyes
fluttered shut, waiting for the touch of hislipsto hers.

A touch that never came.

Instead, she felt his lips graze the shell of her ear.

“You have ten daysto prepare yourself.”

Sarah’s eyes flew open in time to see him stand and walk to the door.

“l told you before, | don't forcefully take anything or anyone, without warning. And
when | do take someone, I’'m not gentle. Y ou’ve been warned, Sarah. | suggest you
take heed and prepare accordingly.”

Sarah stared at the closed door. Her breath was coming out in short bursts.

What have | gotten myself into?

CHAPTER 5

The carriage jolted Sarah awake. She blinked her eyes open, trying to remember
where she was. Her eyes settled on the ominous dark form sitting across from her.Oh,



right.

She must’ ve fallen aslegp on the way over. After Charles left her room last night she
found it hard to sleep. His parting words weighed on her mind causing her restless
night.

Sarah looked out the window and saw they had arrived at the country estate. “We're
here.” Sarah cringed at her obvious remark.

Charles grunted in reply and moved to get out of the carriage.

WEell, at least he acknowledged me.

Flashes of the morning came back to her. She was awoken by one loud knock on her
door. By the time she answered it, no one was there, but Charles's bag was sitting
next to his door waiting for someone to retrieve it. She assumed that that was her
wake up call. Luckily for her, the young girl from last night helped her dress and
prepare for the ride to her new home.

She tried making conversation once they were in the carriage but she was met with
stone silence and averted gaze. Last thing she remembered was being lulled by the
steady rocking motion of the carriage.

Sarah gathered her skirts and moved to step out of the carriage. She was surprised
when the extended hand there to help her down belonged to her husband.

She looked up to thank him but his body had already turned from her and was
walking inside.
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Sarah swallowed her hurt pride and followed him through the open door.
“Samuels, you remember my wife, Sarah?’

Sarah blushed at the memory of her practically barreling over the older butler to get
into the house to speak with Eli. Heavens, that seemed like ages ago.

Shetilted her head at hiswelcome.

“Sarah, this Mrs. Bates, the housekeeper. She'll be the one who will be the most help
to you with regards to the household. I’'m sure she'll introduce you to your maid at
some point.”

Sarah peered up at her husband. His words were rushed and he sounded bored with
the whole conversation. She grimaced at his rude behavior.

“It's lovely to have you here with us, Your Grace.” Mrs. Bates looked around the
same age as Charlotte which caused Sarah’s heart to squeeze. She could really use
her mother right now. For as emotional and flighty her mother could be with some
things, she had a way of helping Sarah put things in perspective when she really
needed it.

And, heavens knew she needed that right now.

Sarah smiled warmly at the woman. “Thank you, Mrs. Bates. | am very happy to be
here and can’t wait to get to know everyone.”



Sarah turned to Charles who was walking away from her. She glanced quickly at Mrs.
Bates who had a resigned ook on her face before she picked up her skirts to chase
after him.

She didn’t want to al out run after her husband, but, heavens, he had long legs. His
long stride ate up the distance between the entrance and his study door in no time.

Unfortunately for her when she reached the door he had already shut it.

She raised a hand to knock but Mrs. Bates called from the entranceway.

“Your Grace? Would you like me to introduce you to the rest of the staff?’

Sarah looked back at older woman, who was wringing her handsin front of her.

Sarah returned her gaze to the closed door in front of her and dropped her hand. She
straightened her posture and brushed the wrinkles off her dress. She was a Duchess
now with responsibilities to tend to.

She would become acquainted with the staff and her duties, but she will make it a
point to discuss with her husband his behavior. If he thinks he's the only one with
rulesin this marriage, he had another think coming.

Mrs. Bates had taken Sarah al over the country estate. She met almost every one who
worked in the house and directly on his property. All seemed like pleasant and
responsible workers. Sarah hated to admit, but she was impressed.

She expected the people to be as standoffish and rude as their employer. Her husband
never gave off the alure of being someone people would be happy to work for, but
everyone she met spoke of Charles with genuine respect and admiration.



He must treat his staff with great care to receive thistype of loyalty.

If only | received the same care from him.

“Lizzie will be your maid, Your Grace.” Mrs. Bates's voice broke through Sarah’s
reverie. “She would be down here to greet you but she is upstairs preparing your

rooms. Would you like to see your go to them now, Y our Grace?’

Sarah nodded in agreement and followed Mrs. Bates up the stairs and down a hallway
leading to her suite of rooms.

Mrs. Bates opened the door where Sarah’s maid was just finishing arranging the
pillows on her bed.

The dlight young woman looked about her age, with a fair complexion and a pleasant
air about her.

“Lizzie? I'd like to introduce Her Grace, Duchess of Stoleton, your mistress.”

Lizzie bowed her head, “Y our Grace.”

Sarah smiled. She reminded Sarah of Beatrice. She reached out her hands and she
walked to Lizzie, taking a hold of her hands when she reached the girl. “Lizzie, it is

SO nice to meet you. | just know we'll get along smashingly.”

Sarah looked around her room. It was filled with soft colors and minimal furniture,
but it would do for now.

“This truly is a beautiful home and estate.” Sarah said as she crossed to the window
that overlooked the garden and a small pond.
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“Thank you, Your Grace. We are very proud of it. His Grace is always working so
hard, we make sure we keep it in tip top shape for when he comes he so he has
nothing to worry about. It’s a shame what-"

Mrs. Bates' s words were cut off from a quick gasp from Lizzie.
Sarah turned her attention to the two women who were now looking at each other.
“What isit? What is the shame?’

Lizzie' s eyes dropped to the ground. Miss Bates s waved her hand in front of her face
asif to wipe away the words she just said.

“Oh, | was just going to say it was a shame that he had no one to share it with but
now he has you.”

Her smile was a bit too wide and Sarah had the sneaking suspicion that was not what
Mrs. Bates was about to say. She wanted to press the issue but who was she to
interrogate the woman? Perhaps in time, after she’s known her for a bit longer, she
can bring it up again.

“Oh. How nice.” Sarah noted. “Well, am | to assume dinner will be soon? | didn’t
realize it was so late in the day. I'm feeling a bit famished.”

Mrs. Bates smiled more genuinely. “Oh, yes, Your Grace. The cook has whipped up
quite the feast for your welcome. Lizzie? Why don’t you help Her Grace get settled
into her room and I'll let the cook know you' re ready for dinner.”



“Thank you, Miss Bates.” Sarah escorted Miss Bates of the room as her stomach
growled.

She covered her stomach with her hand. “My goodness, | didn’t realize how hungry |
was. Please let His Grace know | will be down for dinner shortly.”

Once again, tension settled between Miss Bates and Lizzie and Sarah’s eyes bounced
between the two women.

“What isit now?’ One thing Sarah could not abide was secrets.

Miss Bates took a breath. “It’s nothing, Y our Grace. It’s just we' ve come accustomed
to His Grace working so much, he rarely eats dinner in the dining room.”

Sarah’s heart sank. She had not seen him since this morning when he left her to fend
for herself in a house full of strangers, but she just assumed they would at least dine
together as married couples were wont to do.

“Where does he dine? Perhaps | could join him there?’ It didn’t bother Sarah how
desperate she sounded. He laid down ground rules for her to follow and she would do
what he asked of her. However, she found it ridiculous that he could impose such
rules thinking those would be only times he would interact with her.

Lizzie stepped forward. “His Grace usually eats in his study, Your Grace. I'm sure
you'd be much more comfortable in the dining room. Or, if you'd like, since you're

still getting settled, we could bring atray up hereto you. Isn’t that right, Mrs. Bates?’

Lizzie looked at Miss Bates earnestly and Sarah found herself following Lizzie's
example.

Miss Bates nodded. “I don’t see why not. If that’s what Y our Grace wants.”



She looked at Sarah expectantly.

Sarah looked around the room. A large lump formed in her throat. She didn’t want to
show them how scared and utterly overwhelmed she was. She was the Duchess now
and yet , she felt woefully unprepared for the tasks at hand.

She pulled at the cuffs of her shirt. “Yes, actually, | wouldn’t mind if you brought a
tray up here. | am quite tired from all the excitement these past few days.”

Mrs. Bates stepped outside the room while Lizzie turned back to fluffing the pillows.

“Lizzie?’ Sarah asked. “Would you mind leaving with Mrs. Bates. | would like some
time to myself to settlein.”

Lizzie looked up to Mrs. Bates before turning to Sarah. “Of course, Your Grace. I'll
let the staff know you’'ll be eating your dinner in your room. If there's anything else,
please just call for me.”

Sarah nodded and walked to one of her bags that sat on a bench. She went through the
motions of opening it and pulling out various clothes and laying them next to the bag.
Once Lizzie closed the door Sarah threw the shirt she was holding onto the ground.

“Bloody hell” She cursed.

Sarah swatted the hot tears that began to fall.

“Stop being so foolish, Sarah.” She trudged over to the full length mirror and looked
at herself. “You can do this. Thisiswhat you wanted. Y our name is not ruined. There

will be no scandal to hurt Beatrice' s chances in her season.”

Sarah sniffed and wiped her nose with a handkerchief from her vanity. She dabbed



her eyes. “All good things, girl. Just like mama says, ‘ Trust the process.’”
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A low knock sounded from her door.

“Your Grace? It's Lizzie. | have your food.”

Sarah let Lizziein, who placed the tray on a side table by the door.
“Would you like me to help you get ready for bed tonight, Y our Grace?’

Sarah nodded her head. “No, thank you, Lizzie. | aways make sure my traveling
clothes are manageable.”

Lizzie dropped her eyes.
“If I need help | will send for you, though. Thank you, Lizzie,” Sarah said, gesturing
to the food. “I appreciate your help. It's just been a whirlwind of afew daysand I'm

still trying to catch my breath.”

Lizzie offered a small smile. “We are very happy to have you here, Your Grace. |
hopeyou'll likeit here.”

Sarah glanced over Lizzie's shoulder and out in the hallway where she could have
sworn she saw alurking shadow.

“1 hope so, too, Lizzie.”

Lizzietilted her head before closing the door behind her.



Dinner smelled delicious but Sarah’s stomach wouldn’'t even let her consider eating a
single bite. Her stomach had been spinning all day. Her head and heart ached from
the emotional upheaval she’s been through.

She didn’t expect Charles to be charming or even that romantic, but she relied so
heavily on her mother’s theory that love can blossom out of the most unlikely places.
Unfortunately for Sarah, in order for any relationship to blossom with her husband
they would have to be in each other’s company. Outside of the carriage ride, she's
seen her husband a grand total of once and that was at the inn.

And even then it was only to give rules about what she was allowed to talk about and
her responsibilities as Duchess.

It was also when he gave her ten days to wrap her mind around consummating the
marriage in the hopes of producing an heir. A shiver ran down her spine at the
memory of hiswords.

“And when | do take someone, I’ m not gentle. Y ou’ ve been warned, Sarah.”

Sarah picked up her night shift and sat on the edge of the bed. Her hand cramped
around the material from how hard she was clutching the shift.

Charles did not seem like a man that would be gentle.

Sarah heard a creak from a floorboard outside her room. Her heart rate picked up and
she looked at the door.

Was he standing outside her door?

Sarah shook her head. She was becoming paranoid. Not having answers was playing
tricks on her mind. It was most likely amaid or Samuels.



Still, she walked over to the door and locked it. She backed up until the back of her
knees hit the bed and she sat, still staring at the door.

Sarah felt in way over her head. Nothing in any of her romance books prepared her
for marrying a brute. Her books were all filled with undying love proclamations and
grand scale gestures. There were soft touches, and seductive whispers in corners.
Sarah’ s focused on the space between the floorboards and the bottom of the door. She
watched as a shadowed moved slowly from one side of the door to the other,
footsteps moving farther away.

Sarah’s heart sunk further in her chest. She doubted she would get soft touches and
words of affirmation or love from Charles. A love story like that doesn’t come with
the paramour giving his love a deadline for consummation.

Sarah didn’t wipe the tears that began to fall. She let them. For tonight she was going
to grieve the life she thought she'd live. She needed to come to terms with letting go
of alifefull of romance and love, one that she gave her happiness and security.

She laid down on top of the covers, still clutching her night shirt, and curled into a
ball. Her body rocked back and forth as the tears fell and coated the duvet. She fell
asleep thinking of what might have been and what she could not have.

CHAPTER 6

Sarah walked into the dining room the next afternoon. She spent all day with Mrs,
Bates going over schedules and meeting more of the household staff. She was
exhausted but she was feeling more confident in her role of Duchess,

The one thing she was not feeling better about was Charles. She had not seen him all
day. His noticeable absence was grating on her nerves. Not only was it incredibly
rude but she couldn’t help but notice the staff take notice of his avoidance of his new



wife.

Samuels held out the chair for Sarah to sit in.
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She looked at the empty chair across from her.

“Thank you, Samuels.” She said as she unfolded a napkin and placed it in her lap.
“Tell me, will His Grace be joining me tonight?’

Samuels cleared his throat. “No, Your Grace. | fear His Grace has been locked away
in officeall day. Heisa”

“Very busy man.” She sighed. “Yes. | know. It's al | hear.” Sarah didn’'t try to
disguise the frustration in her voice.

Last night was exactly what she needed. She got all of her tears out and now she was
left with pure annoyance and angst. Before she came down for dinner she had a brief
moment of hesitation. She considered eating in her room again, but she'd be damned
if she was going to hide in her room like some lost and hurt lamb.

Her mother raised her better than that.

“No worries, Samuels.” She brushed the notion off. “I will visit him in his study after
| eat.”

Sarah had to bite her lip to hide her smile. The abject horror written across Samuels
face along with the tension that rolled off of him was amusing.

She quirked an eyebrow. “Am | not allowed to visit my husband, Samuels?’

Watching him fidget and squirm gave Sarah arush of excitement.



Mayhap their loyalty to him isn’t out respect, but fear.
Sarah snorted to herself. That seemed more likely the case. She had originally
thought everyone spoke highly of her new husband out of respect but the way the

poor butler was shifting in front of her, it was more likely they were afraid of him.

Not to mention the peculiar way Lizzie and Mrs. Bates reacted her to questioning
about eating with him in his study last night.

Wéll, lucky for her, she was particularly good at standing her ground and engaging
with bullies. She finally felt some semblance of control settle within her.

Sarah leaned towards to where Samuels stood.
“Don’'t worry.” She whispered. “I will tell him that you fought me tooth and nail but
you finally gave in because | used my feminine wiles on you and you’ re no match for

me.” She winked, hoping to break the tension.

To her satisfaction, Samuels breathed a sigh of relief. “Yes, Your Grace. | remember
our first encounter. Y ou are not someone to be trifled with.”

Sarah let out a laugh that echoed through the empty dining room.

“If I'm not being too forward, Your Grace. It is nice to see you smile. You looked
guite worrisome at the church.”

Sarah looked up to Samuels. “Y ou were at the church?’

Samuels nodded. “Mrs. Bates and | were in attendance on behalf of His Grace.”

The familiar scene flashed before her eyes. She remembered seeing a man and a



woman in the pews opposite her mother and sister.

“Ah. You'reright.” Sarah settled back into her chair.

“Yes. I'm feeling a bit more settled now than | was then.” Sarah chuckled. “For the
most part.”

Samuels nodded and excused himself to see to other duties.

Sarah acknowledged his departure and returned to the plate in front of her. She told
herself she would enjoy the moment.

Spending the day acclimating to her new role, speaking with the servants, having a
good meal brought a sense of familiarity she so desperately needed.

It also gave her the resolve to march right up to that study door and demand entry.

As soon as she finished with dinner, it would be time for her husband to know his
wife was not just atrophy he could set somewhere and take out when needed.

She had opinions and her own set of rules she needed implemented as well.
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Charles sat at his desk, pouring over his ledger. He'd have to find a new supplier for
meat, prices were going up and he was going to start losing money soon.

Charles put down his pen and rubbed his eyes.

A knock at the door had him sighing. “Comein.”

A second passed and the door didn’t open.

Charles looked at the door and quirked an eye brow. Did he imagine it? He looked at
the clock. It was past dinner time. Maybe his brain was telling him it was time to take
abreak.

Another knock came, this time alittle softer.

“Comein!” He bellowed.

He sat back in his chair impatiently waiting for the door to open. He rested an elbow
on the arm of the chair, hisfingers restlessly rubbing his chin.

The door creaked as it was pushed open ever so slowly. The anticipation was
irritating him.

“Well, in or out. What do you want?’

Just then a dark blonde head popped through the door.



Sarah.
His eyes narrowed on her as she slowly stepped into his office. She was unsure of her

place with him and that’s how he liked it. There have been too many timesin hislife
where he was not in control of the narrative and he vowed he' d never give that power

up again.

Once fully inside she closed the door and looked around the room.

He cleared his throat and her vision snapped back to him. She took a deep breath and
alook of determination coated her features.

It stirred something within him.

Charles hid his smile behind his hand. He liked to be challenged. It brought more
satisfaction when he, undoubtedly, got his way.

“How long are you going to avoid me?’ She huffed out in annoyance.

Charles pursed hislips.

“1 don't recall avoiding you. In fact, | haven’t seen you. How could | avoid you if |
haven't seen you?’ Charles kept his voice light and nonplussed.

He was delighted that he could actually witness her temper rising within her. A
beautiful red flush crept high on her cheeks as her eyes widened. She threw her arms
out wide, signaling to the room.

“That’'s exactly what | mean Charles. | haven’t seen you because you' ve been holed
up in here for two days!”



She continued her march towards his desk. She slammed both hands down on his
ledgers and leaned across his work.

“Do you know how it feels to be married to a stranger, come to his home, and be left
to fend for oneself in a new role with no support from said stranger, other than one
introduction to a butler and housekeeper?’

Her chest was rising and falling with each little puff of angst she dispelled. She was a
firecracker when she was angry. He couldn’'t help but think about all the ways he
could get her to explode. Charles shifted in his seat hoping to cover the swell in his
trousers.

“1 am not going to seek you out, Sarah. If | need you, I'll find you. | would expect the
same of you.”

Feeling more in control, he leaned back in his chair, folding his arms across his chest.

“Thisis amarriage of convenience, remember?’ He said lightly. “I saved your name,
and in turn, you helped keep Eli in somewhat good standing.”

Sarah clucked her tongue. “Marriage of convenience, indeed. Nothing about this feels
convenient.” She chided.

Charles lazily lifted a shoulder. “Y our opinion on the matter of convenience makes
no difference about its validity. Truth isthat’s exactly what thisis.”
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Charlestightened his jaw before he dropped his hands to his lap.
“And another truth is, you' ve made a grave mistake, my dear wife.”

Her eyes flickered when he said “wife,” causing his lips to twitch but he refused to
smile.

“Two daysin and you' ve already broken arule of mine.” He tsked.
Sarah straightened. Her lips formed into atiny, perfect ‘0’ and it pleased him greatly.

Charles pushed away from his chair and stood up to his full height, relishing how her
eyes widened even more when he was fully standing.

Shelicked her lips. But with alittle shake of head her indignation returned.
“What are you talking about?’ Her voice had a dight shake to its timber, but for the
most part she was doing an excellent job at keeping her emotions at bay. “I have not

broken any rule. How could I? Thisisthefirst time I’m seeing you.”

Charles stalked around his desk and came to stand in front of her. Her body shifted as
if to take a step back, but her lips tightened into a thin line and she held her ground.

Satisfaction rumbled through Charles.

Shetilted her head to meet his eyes.



He didn’'t lean down, he only lowered his eyes. “1 told you you were not to bother me
unless there is an emergency.”

This close to her he could see tiny flecks of gold in her hazel eyes. Eyes that were
currently staring back at with him with no good will.

“This,” he took a step closer to her, causing her to crane her neck to keep eye contact,
“is not an emergency.”

She continued to stand still. No movement was between them, just their breaths
crashing into each other.

“How was | supposed to know you were all right? You could have been dead in here
and no one would have been the wiser. Isn’'t that an emergency?’

Charles allowed one corner of hislipsto tip up.

“Plenty of servants have seen me, all you had to do was ask. Samuels has been in
many times, one to even tell me that you had asked about me for dinner.”

Her eyes narrowed.

“1 should have known he would tell you.”

Charles chuckled. “My dear wife, | know all that happens in and around my house
and don't forget it.” His voice was low and rumbled deep from his chest.

She must have felt the vibration because her eyes dropped to his chest before they
roamed their way back up to his.

“What is my punishment?’



Four words. Four simple words, spoken just above a broken whisper, ignited afire so
hot it threatened to consume Charles right there on the spot.

A wide, devilish grin spread across his face.
Every fiber of Sarah’s sanity was screaming at her to run but she was frozen in her
place. She was completely enraptured by dark green eyes that were becoming darker

the longer she stared into them.

Whatever animal growled within his chest when he spoke called to something deep
within her and her body was at war with her mind.

He had yet to answer her question, but with him hovering over her, overwhelming all
of her senses, she couldn’t even remember what she asked him. She most likely
couldn’t even tell someone her name if she were asked.

“So anxious for a punishment, are we?’

Sarah’ s eyebrows burrowed. “What-"
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Her words were swallowed by his mouth that had crashed down onto hers. If she was
transfixed by his eyes, then she was completely lost to hiskiss.

She' s been kissed before, but it was mostly mashing her mouth against Byron’s while
his novice hands fumbled around her waist.

There was nothing inexperienced about the way Charles kissed.

With one hand he pulled her waist into his body while his other hand pulled her in
from the back of her neck. He took advantage of her mouth, open from shock, by
thrusting his tongue into her mouth.

She had one errant thought before her body’ s reaction to the kiss stole her conscious
thought. That single thought was,He was right. He wouldn’t be gentle.

His one arm snaked around her waist pulled her up so her feet dangled just above the
floor. He sharply turned and placed her on top of his desk. Without breaking the
bruising kiss, he willed her legs open by using his one knee to nudge them open so he
could stand in between them.

He cradled her head within his hands, angling her head just right so he could degpen
their kiss.

Their tongues danced around each other. His challenging her timid responses to his
more calculated movements.

A moaned escaped her lips and reverberated into his mouth. She heard a sharp inhale



and his grip around her face tightened.
With one hand still holding the angle of the kiss, his other trailed down her neck to
her chest, leaving gooseflesh in its wake. It stopped on top of her breasts and grabbed

ahold of one.

His massage was a bit rough but it only excited Sarah more. He was unleashing
something she didn’t realize was hidden within her.

Sarah’s body reacted by arching into his. She felt like a reckless wanton woman but
she didn’t care. Whatever spell this man cast over her she was grateful for it.

Her hands reached up and found purchase in his luscious dark locks. Her nails raked
along his scalp causing him to take in another sharp inhale.

Knowing she caused this intimidating man to lose his breath sent an electric shock
throughout her body. Her body came alive under his touch. She wanted more.

Her legs wrapped around his body, pulling him in closer. She began to think she
didn’t need to wait the rest of the ten days, she could do this now.

She could give herself to him in this moment and they would officially be husband
and wife. And, more importantly, she would want it.

Before this moment she was confused about their arrangement, but no man can kiss a
woman like this and not want a relationship from her.

The thought blossomed hope within her heart and her body tightened, once more,
around him.

Charles slowed their kiss and pulled away.



Sarah sat for a brief moment, not wanting to open her eyes to reality. She wanted to
stay in the dream alittle longer.

Sarah reluctantly opened her eye, expecting to see his flush face, and the same
longing she felt displayed in those green eyes.

Instead she was met with a stern look asif she were awayward child being punished.

Punished.

Charles took a step back, breaking her hold on him. Her legs dangled from the desk
and her hands felt achingly empty as they fell to her lap.

She wrapped her arms around her middle, he had taken all the warmth from her when
he stepped away from her.

“Stopping here is your punishment.” His voice held no emotion other than mild
annoyance.

“You may go.” He nodded to the door.

Sarah’s cheeks burned in embarrassment. Any word she thought to speak caught in
her throat. Which was fine because she couldn’t decide if she wanted to rage against
him or cry out in shame. If she spoke it would be just a jumbled mess and she had
made too much of afool of herself already.

She stood up and righted her hair and dress. Shame crept into her movements. She
hunched her shoulders and dropped her eyes to the floor. Her legs willed her to run
out of the room, but something reminded her that she had promised herself no more
hiding.



This was her house, this was her husband. If she were going to have any sort
semblance of anormal life her, she had to make a stand sooner or later.
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He may have won this round, but she would not give him the benefit of watching her
run from him.

With new resolution she relaxed her shoulders and lifted her head. She turned to her
husband and a movement caught her eye.

She may be naive with some things, but thanks to the books she read she knew she
wasn’t the only one affected by their kiss. He might have a better poker face than her,
but, thank heavens, God gave men a noticeable tell when it came to arousal.

Sarah raised a dlight eyebrow at Charles.

He didn’t move to hide his arousal, or apologize for it. He continued to stand there,
seemingly unaffected.

Sarah had to credit his sense of control. Something itched in the back of her mind that
had the butterflies flittering around her stomach again.

He matched her expression and raised an eyebrow, daring her to acknowledge what
she saw.

She clucked her tongue and turned back towards the door.
“I’m retiring to my room if you need me.” She said with a sway of her hips.

“Sarah?’ His voice, demanding.



She stopped and only dipped her head to the side to acknowledge him.

“Next time | will not go so easy on you.”

She nodded in acknowledgement and walked out the door hoping beyond all hope he
did not see her slight stumble from her weakened knees.

CHAPTER 7

Sarah made her way down to the dining room for breakfast. She had a pleasant night
sleep the night before. She barely remembers preparing for bed, only that as soon as
her head hit her pillow she fell into a blissfully deep sleep.

Sarah passed the study on the way to the dining room and her body instantly
hummed.

She traced her lips with her finger. She could still feel the pressure of hislips on hers
and she couldn’t help the rise of elation when she thought of it. While she still didn’t
know where she exactly stood with her husband, she still firmly believed no man
could kiss awoman like that and not want to be involved with her.

Sarah was determined to build something, anything, with him. Even if she had to
misbehave to do it.

Sarah blushed at the threat of another punishment.
“Next time | won’'t go easy on you.”
His words echoed in her head, causing her knees to go weak all over again. She

stopped to gather her wits before she walked into the dining room and the servers saw
her flushed face. All she needed was the staff to think something was wrong with her.



Maybe thereis?
Sarah walked into the dining room and stopped dead in her tracks. Expecting to find
only a servant or two next to the table, she saw her husband sitting at the head of the

table.

She looked at the servers who were looking straight ahead, pretending not to be as
shocked as she was that he was sitting there.

She chewed on her bottom lip before taking the opportunity for what it was. She was
just saying how she was determined to turn their relationship into something more

and here was the perfect time to do so.

“Good morning, Your Grace. It is nice to see you.” Sarah sat across from him,
unfolding a napkin onto her Iap. “Did you sleep well?’

Charles looked up from his plate with adly grin.

“Worried about my sleeping habits, wife?’

Sarah wrinkled her nose, not catching the double entrendre of his comment.

“Well, of course. | wouldn’'t want to find out that you weren’t sleeping well.”
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Charles sighed. “1 dlept just fine, thank you.”

Sarah sat, waiting.

Charles picked up a piece of bread and put a slab of butter on it.
Sarah pursed her lips. “I dlept fine, thank you for asking.”
Charles|ooked at her. “I didn’t.”

Sarah rolled her eyes. “Yes, | know. It was quite rude. It’s only polite to inquire about
someone who has inquired about you. Especially if that someone is your wife.”

Charles furrowed his brows. “Isit now?’

Sarah nodded, primly. “Itis.”

Charles picked up the piece of bread and took abite “I’ [l take that under advisement.”
Sarah sighed. “It isalso impolite to talk with your mouth full.”

Sarah watched as Charles's throat worked against his cravat as he swallowed.
Unfortunately, for her, her husband apparently had eagle eyes and caught her staring.

“My apologies, my dear. You'll have to forgive me. I’'m not used to having polite
company around.”



Sarah was suddenly aware of herself and others in the room. Her hands dropped to
her lap and she fidgeted with her napkin. “No need to apologize, Y our Grace.”

Sarah closed her eyes, hoping the blush she felt wasn’'t on full display to her husband.

She opened her eyes and found her husband staring at her, a look of triumph on his
face.

Bloody hell and my damned fair complexion.

She needed to change the subject off of her and her husband’ s ability to affect her so
easily.

“lI have met a majority of your, er, well, our staff, | suppose, and they are quite
pleasant. Do most of them stay here or do they accompany you back to the London
home as well?’

Charles popped a piece of fruit in his mouth and considered his wife. Sarah sat
straighter under his watchful eye. He had the uncanny ability to make her fed as if
she were under interrogation.

It is no wonder he is known to be a ruthless, yet successful, man She had no doubt he
mostly like won amgjority, if not all, the arguments he takes part in. All he’'d have to
do islook at someone and she could imagine them crumbling under the weight of his
stare.

He dipped his chin. “Samuels comes with me to whichever home I’'m at, as you are
aware.” He rose an eyebrow no doubt recalling their first encounter together.

Sarah blushed at the memory. It seemed no one there suffered from memory loss with
the amount of times people recall that interaction.



“Mrs. Bates is normally just here, but now that you are here she will most likely
travel to London, if you so desire.” He pointed his finger in the air. “Oh, and your
maid, what is her name? Linda?’

“Lizzie.” Sarah supplied.

Charles waved his hand. “No matter. She'll accompany you, as well.”

Sarah scowled. “It does matter. Her name is Elizabeth, Lizzie for short. I’ ve learned
her family has been a part of this household for years and | feel it would be pertinent

for you to be aware of her name. It is the least you could do.”

Charles set down his fork and leaned back in his chair. His eyes darkened, causing
her to shift under the weight of his stare.

She couldn’t feel she made misstep with the direction of the conversation.

“Isthat so?’

Sarah rolled her lips. She nodded first before she was finaly able to squeak out a

11 ”

yes.
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He nodded his head in concession. “| suppose you're right. Her family obviously has
proven their loyalty, which is more than | can say for most.” A grimace flashed
across his face before he righted his position and smiled nonchalantly. “1 shall make
it apoint to remember her nameif it servesyou.”

Sarah breathed a sigh relief. “It does. Thank you, Your Grace.”

Sarah felt a small smile form on her face. It wasn't much, but she could feel some
semblance of a bond forming between them. The thought pleased her entirely.

It was just one breakfast, and a simple conversation, but she had built lasting
relationships on less.

Feeling more relaxed, she picked up a strawberry and took a bite into the juicy fruit.
“Do you have any plansfor after breakfast?’

Charles's expression changed, a smile played on his lips while his eyes focused in on
her mouth. “Why do you ask?’

Sarah nodded thanks to the maid who was pouring her tea. “1 thought we could spend
some time together.”

Charles's smile widened. “What a brazen little thing you are.”
Confusion washed over Sarah. “Brazen? How do you mean?’

“Did you enjoy last night’ s discussion so much so that you'd like a repeat?’



Sarah set down the strawberry and wiped her hands, leveling a glare at her husband.
“That’s not what | meant and you know it.”

Charles furrowed his brows, “Did |7

Sarah rolled her eyes. “I meant would you like to go for a walk, or perhaps play
cards. We could use the time to get to know each other better. We will be spending
the rest of our lives together, might as well learn about who we have tied ourselves
to.”

Charles thought for a moment.

He took the napkin from his lap and wiped his mouth before rising. He pushed his
chair and walked towards his wife.

He crouched down at her side and took her hand.
Sarah’s heart began to race. His soft was touch and his facial expression was
endearing. She really was beginning to think she was breaking through whatever

schism that was between them.

He brushed the back of his hand so gently across her cheek before reaching around
and cupping her neck. He drew her in and rested his forehead to hers.

She sighed in contentment, her eyes fluttering shut. It was such a sweet gesture that
her heart swelled with possibilities.

“Unless you want to learn what's it really like to be tied up | have no use for this
conversation.”

Sarah’s eyes flew open in shock.



“Excuse me?’ He couldn’t have possibly said what she thought he said.

Charles stood up and tucked his hands in his trouser pockets.

“You heard me. When you' re done acting the prude and pretending this is anything
but a marriage of convenience, come find me. Until then, I think we're down to eight
days, if my calculations are correct.”

Charles turned to leave but Sarah lunged, reaching out to grab him by the elbow.
“How dare you!” Her voice echoed in the empty dining room.

Charles looked at her hand then met her eyes.

“Did you misunderstand something | said? | thought | said it quite plainly.”

Sarah took a deep breath. Pure uninhibited rage coursed through her veins. “I am not
just a body for your to parade around as your trophy during events and then for you to
use at night for you will. I am more than that.”

Charles turned fully back to his wife. His eyes raked over her body causing nerves to
bubble up from within her.. She hated that her body began to heat under his scrutiny.

Her clothes started to fedl too tight, her lungs weren't getting enough oxygen, and her
mind began to whirl with flashes from last night.
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“Trust me, my love, if | wereto use you at night, you would not be complaining.” His
voice was like velvet and conjured scandal ous images that caused her cheeks to heat.

“1 doubt that.” Even she was unconvinced by her statement.

Charles smiled wickedly. “I guesswe'll just have to wait those eight days to find out,
won't we?’

Sarah swallowed the ball that formed in her throat. There were no words she could
summon on the spot that would adequately put this man in his place. Instead, she
raised her hand and aimed for his face.

Just before she made contact his hand whipped out and caught her wrist.

He swiftly pulled her towards him, causing her to lose her footing and stumble into
his hard chest.

She inhaled a sharp breath as he pulled her so close they were standing nose to nose.
His eyes were nearly black asthey stared into hers.

“Are you looking for another punishment, wife?’

Sarah cursed at her body’s reaction to his brute force. Her mind was screaming at her
to shove him away, to react, but her body wanted to see how far she could push him.

What pull did this man have over her that it had her questioning her sanity? She
should be appalled not aroused.



He dropped her hand and allowed her to settle before he took a step back.

She stood there trying to catch her breath as he chuckled, turned, and walked out of
the room.

Charles returned to his study and poured himself a whisky. He didn’'t care it was still
morning, every time he saw, heard, or thought of the woman who was know his wife,
he needed a drink.

He's been drinking alot lately.

Charles was not known for subtly or generous ways. He is a formidable businessman
who gets his way. He's worked too hard to build up his family name and he has just
become accustomed to people doing his bidding without question.

It's how he ran his household, his duchy, everything he' s ever been in charge of.

However, one dlight of a woman stumbles into his study late one night and now heis
guestioning everything he knowsto be true.

Her words challenge him, more so, entice him, which was dangerous.

He knows of the family she came from. Prim, proper, the daughters were raised to be
the quintessential wife in polite society.

Charlestook a swig of hiswhisky, letting the burn drain into his throat.

She comes from the type of family that would turn their backs on people with stories
like his.

That is exactly why she needs to remember their arrangement is one of convenience,



nothing more, nothing less.

Charles heard voices from the garden. He stalked over to the window and peered out.
He found Sarah talking with one of the gardeners. Michea ? Jimmy?

Charles grunted. Should he know his gardeners names? He shook his head. No. Their
job is to maintain his land. His job is to make sure he has land for them to maintain.
Their names don't factor into that equation.

Still, he couldn’t help but be enthralled with how familiar Sarah seemed to be with
the gardener. She only just met the lad within the last forty-eight hours and already

she was laughing, seemingly enjoying his company.

A tingle tickled the back of Charles' s neck. He raised a hand to rub the tension that
was settling at the base of his neck.

He took a larger pull of whiskey as her laugh once again drifted in through the open
window. It was light and airy and full of joy.

Charles |eaned into the window to try to hear.
What could they possibly be talking about that was so funny?
Old insecurities snuck up on him. Did the gardener tell a joke about him and his

family? His blood began to sing with the familiar buzz of irritation. He thought he
had quelled all the suspicions about his family. Perhaps he didn’t?
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His eyes refocused on the conversation in the garden. Sarah was smelling a bouquet
of flowers the gardener allowed her to pick. Her smile lit up her face and she looked
truly relaxed and carefree.

Charles alowed himself to ponder what it would feel like to feel that way. A small
forgotten voice sounded from deep within him.

Perhaps you can have that again?

Charles shook his head to dispel the thought. No. He could not go back. He would not
put hisfamily in jeopardy again by trusting the wrong people.

If his wife wanted to make friends with the gardeners that was her prerogative. After
all, the house responsibilities now fell to her. It would make sense she would know

the staff by name.

But he would remain as he always was, in charge and left alone. The sooner his wife
remembered that, the sooner hislife could get back to normal.

Until then, he at least had the next eight days to come up with all the ways he would
teach her that lesson when the final night came.

And one thing Charles was good at, was teaching people lessons they would never
forget.

CHAPTER 8



Sarah raised her hands above her head for a quick stretch. After breakfast she escaped
to the Duke' slibrary to lose herself in some books.

The books in this particular library were not something she would normally read.
Mostly they were mystery or a spy novel. While they were intriguing she kept
drifting off, imagining the main character, obviously male, developing feelings for
the wayward girl who got in hisway.

Unfortunately, that was never the case in these books, though. Yet, she kept reading
them because it hel ped distract her from her current situation with the Duke.

She sighed further into the cushions. Just when she thought she figured out even a
small portion of the man, he unleashed another side of him to deal with. Several days
in and she still had no idea where she stood with the man.

One thing was for certain, though, lounging around here al day wasn't going to help.

“Lizzie?" Sarah called out. “Have you seen Mrs. Bates? | was thinking of going into
town later and | had some questions about some of the shops.”

Lizzie came in from the hallway, carrying several blankets she was taking to the
guest rooms upstairs. “Last | saw she was the upstairs hallway dusting the...” Lizzie
cut herself off.

Sarah looked up from the book splayed on her lap. “Is everything al right, Lizzie?’

Lizzie blushed. “Yes, Your Grace. If you want her | can go get her for you.”

Sarah waved her off. “No need. | need to stretch my legs. | think I’ [l go searching for

her.



Lizzie shuffled her feet and quickly looked at the staircase behind her before
returning her eyesto Sarah.

“Really, Your Grace.” She said earnestly. “If you're going to venture into town later
you might want to rest up before you go.”

Sarah laughed. “Lizzie, don’t be absurd. It's a short walk, it's not a voyage to a far
off land. | think I'll be al right if | don’t stay resting until | leave. Plus, I’ [l no doubt
take the carriage in case | decide to buy some things.”

Sarah brushed past Lizzie and made her way towards the staircase.

Mrs. Bates was approaching the top of the steps, coming from the opposite direction
of Sarah’srooms,

Sarah met the housekeeper when she reached the tops of the steps, with Lizzie just a
step behind Sarah.

“Good morning, Your Grace. Is there anything | can do for you?” Mrs. Bates's
cheeks were red from her work. Damp tendrils of hair had fallen from her tight bun at
the back of her head.

Sarah smiled. “Ah yes, | was just coming to see you. Lizzie said you were up here
cleaning.”

It was then Sarah noticed the direction in which Mrs. Bates came from.

Sarah’s eyes narrowed as she looked down the darkened hallway. “You know, | just
realized when you gave me the tour the other day, you showed me my rooms, but you
didn’t show me that part of the house.” Sarah pointed to the hallway just past Mrs.
Bates' s back.



Mrs. Bates's smile didn’t move. “Oh, it's just more rooms, Your Grace. Nothing to
see there. They are used for guests and the like.”
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Sarah’s eyes remained on the hallway just past Mrs. Bates. “If that’s the case then
there’ s no harm in taking a peek then.”

Mrs. Bates didn’t move her spot in front of Sarah.

Sarah cocked her head in question. “ They are a part of my household, are they not?’
Mrs. Bates and Lizzie exchanged alook and Sarah sighed.

Not one of their ‘looks” again.

Sarah was losing patience with the two of them. She stepped around Mrs. Bates and
began walking down the hallway.

“Please, Your Grace,” Mrs. Bates spoke quickly. “His Grace would not like it if he
found out you were in those rooms.”

Sarah turned and frowned. “What? Why ever would he be upset if | were in those
rooms?”’

Lizzie stepped forward. “Don’t take offense, Your Grace. He doesn’'t like anyone in
those rooms.” Her voice was just above a whisper. “Mrs. Bates cleans them without
him knowing. | would hate for her to get in trouble.”

The girl fiddled with her hands in front of her. This conversation was obviously
causing both her and Mrs. Bates stress.



Sarah swallowed. She looked back at the deserted hallway before looking back at the
two women. Mrs. Bates had been nothing but kind and considerate with her and
Lizzie was one of the sweetest girls she had ever met. Sarah would hate to get either
one of them in trouble with Charles. Perhaps there was a perfectly good reason why
he didn’t want people in this part of the house.

Although, with Charles, it could be a plethora of reasons all revolving around,
“because | said s0.” And an excuse like that always grated on Sarah’s nerves.

The two women stood anxiously waiting while Sarah ruminated. She was learning
that if she wanted to get anything of worth from the women she had to bide her time.

“All right then. | don’t want to get any onein trouble. I'll leaveit... for now.” Sarah
raised an eyebrow, challenging the women. “However, this is my home now and |
would like to know everything about it since it is my duty to see to it as His Grace
has stated.”

Mrs. Bates and Lizzie both let out a collective breath as their shoulders relaxed.

“Would you like a spot of tea, Your Grace? Or perhaps you're ready for lunch?’ Mrs,
Bates offered. Her jovial and cheerful disposition returning.

“Some tea would be lovely, Mrs. Bates, thank you.”

She followed the two women back down the steps, her shoulders itched with the want
to turn her head and get one more look down the hallway.

Sarah pursed her lips.Whatever could he be hiding back there?

Sarah spent the rest of the day with Mrs. Bates and the cook going over the protocol
for house events. They have never had a dinner party since Charles claimed the title.



It was his preference to keep his socia responsibilities to outside of his homes.
However, now that Sarah was there, they assumed they’ll be opening the house up for
events with peers.

The thought of Charles sitting at a table with other Dukes and the rest of the peerage
made Sarah laugh. He most definitely was not the welcoming sort. She wondered if
they could even get people to accept the invitation.

After lunch, Sarah left Mrs. Bates and the cook to their duties. She had wanted to go
into town this afternoon but she remembered the correspondence she had been putting
off. She was curious how Eleanor was getting along in motherhood and she promised
her mother she would write as soon as she was settled in.

Sarah didn’t fed settled in, but after spending most of the day with Mrs. Bates and
the cook, she felt a modicum of normalcy.

She reached the top of the stairs and her body stopped. Instead of turning right to go
down the hallway to her bedroom she found herself looking to the left. The forbidden
wing was beckoning her.

A thrill of excitement skittered along her skin like electricity. She felt like shewas in
one of her books.

Sometimes when life was too much she often would imagine herself in one of her
books. It helped her acclimate to her surroundings. After all, her books always had a
happy ending. No matter what situation was the heroine found herself in she got out
of it.

Surely, nothing terrible will come out of thisif she hasalittle look in those rooms

Sarah smiled. Here, the lost and scared damsel, curious about her captor’s quarters



finds herself alone and takes the opportunity to snoop around.

\With that thought Sarah ventured down the abandoned hallway.

Her steps were quiet against the plush carpet that ran the length of the hallway. She
couldn’t tell the color of the walls due to the heavy curtains that kept out the light.
Her hand closed around the smooth handle of the first door. Her heart jumped with
the handle turned.
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Sarah cringed at the creak of the door. She looked back down the hallway from where
she came. No one was there.

With a deep breath Sarah dlipped inside and quietly shut the door behind her. After
her eyes adjusted to the low light she found herself standing in a small room. By the
looks of the covered furniture Sarah assumed it was a study. There was a small desk
by the window with two chairs which sat one side of the desk, while ataller chair sat
behind it. A small table, covered in a blanket, stood by the door. There was what
looked like an oversized chair pushed into the corner.

Sarah stepped further into the room. Her fingertips grazed over the covered furniture.
There was no dust on her fingers when she inspected them. Mrs. Bates must come in
here often to keep it frozen in time and spotless.

Her brows furrowed. Why are these rooms closed off? Thisisn’t a guest bedroom like
Mrs. Bates said.

The room was painted in soft pinks and greens, which had a calming effect on Sarah.
Her eyes roamed over the furniture, the intricate and elegant rug that was plush
against her dlippers.

“This must be the Duchess’ wing.” She whispered to herself. Why was she not told
about these rooms? She was the Duchess now, she should have access to these rooms.
Why would the Duke not want her to see these?

Sarah took a deep breath to stop the anger that boiled deep within her. For al that he
was, Charles seemed like a logical man, even though she didn’t always understand



hislogic. Until she questioned him about these rooms, she’ll have to assumethereisa
good reason.

There was a door to her |eft that opened to a similar size room. She passed through
the door and found an abandoned easel that stood by a big window, in the perfect
position to capture the day’s light. Dried out paint pots and unused brushes sat
scattered on a nearby table.

Small paintings were stacked against the inner wall. Some finished, some incomplete,
all of them landscapes of the land around the estate.

Sarah thought back to what she knew of the Duke’s family. Other than Eli, she knew
very little.

She huffed. “Actually, Sarah, you know practically nothing about your husband other
than he has a brother and he likes control.” She chided herself.

Sarah looked back at the easdl. It was leveled at about her height. It couldn’t have
been the Duke who painted these, nor Eli.

“I wonder if his mother painted these.” She was in what she would consider the
Duchess swing, after all.

Sarah picked one up for closer inspection.

Sarah had a fondness for painting, her father had taught to paint when she was
younger and several of her landscapes were hung in her family home.She could tell
whomever painted these must have loved their home and were very happy here. The
painting depicted a pond with tall cattails swaying in the evening summer breeze. The
strokes were carefully made with purpose and intent. Sarah couldn’t help feel the love
and respect the artist put into their artwork.



Her fingers felt a wire hanging from the back of the one she held. It must have been
hung up at one point. Perhaps she could hang this in her rooms. The colors matched
those of her room and the painting was quite beautiful. Sarah couldn’t put her finger
on it, but it made her think of her childhood.

Sarah fingered through the other ones stacked against the wall. Most of them had
hanging wires on them.

Shewasin awe of the artistry. “Why aren’t these displayed? They’ re beautiful.”

Sarah placed the artwork back down with the others and wiped her hands on her skirt.
Mrs. Bates mustn’t have dusted those.

Her eyes glanced around the room around her. Little feminine touches added flair to
the otherwise ordinary room. A painting of a flower garden sat next to an empty
crystal vase that probably was used to showcase actual flowers from the garden.

Once again, Sarah questioned why such a beautiful room was closed off. She wasn’t
known for her painting, but she most definitely could find use for this room.

Sarah wondered over to the last connecting door. With a slight push the door opened
to a tiny library. The walls were lined with shelves of books from the floor to the
ceiling. There was a small fireplace with a couch facing it, just like the study,
blankets and sheets covered the furniture. The walls were a bit darker in here than the
other two rooms giving the room the feeling of quiet comfort.

Sarah took the cover off of the couch to reveal an overstuffed teal lounge that |ooked
like the perfect spot to cozy up on arainy day and read a book.

Sarah’ s thoughts drifted to Beatrice. Her sister would absolutely love thislittle haven,
tucked in the back corner of the house. Come to think of it, she, too would love this



room if the Duke would allow her to bein here.

After setting the cover on a nearby chair Sarah walked to the wall of books. There
must be hundreds here. Her eyes skimmed over the titles and she was delighted to
find some of her favorite books amongst them. If this was indeed his mother’s library
she had good taste.

She pulled a book off the shelf and began to flip through it. The binding was worn
and the pages were rough under her hands.

“What are you doing in here?’ Charles s voice roared from behind her.

Sarah sguealed as she jumped from the outburst.

“Charles! You startled me!” Sarah brought a hand up to her racing heart.

Charles's broad body took up the entirety of the door frame. His massive frame

seemed out of placein the small library. His eyes were large, avein was bulging from
his forehead. His hands were restrained at his sides in tight fists.
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His face was cast in shadows making seem even more menacing than he naturally
was.

Sarah took a step back. If ever she wished she would have followed instruction it was
in this moment.

Charles's eyes remained on hers., his jaw ticking under the force in which he was
grinding his teeth. “Follow me.”

When Sarah remained Charles let out alow growl. “Now!”

Sarah jumped at his demand. She put the book back on the shelf and followed him
through the doors to the main study she came through.

She opened her mouth several times to ask him about these rooms but each time she
thought better of it. Rage and frustration pumped off of him and she didn’t want to
encourage his wrath any more than she already did.

Sarah risked a glance back at the open door as she descended the steps behind
Charles. What was it about these rooms that there are not only closed off, but they
would cause the Duke so much distress?

CHAPTER 9

Charles took a deep breath to steady his racing heart as he entered his study.

When he saw the dim light shining from the open door to his mother’s study he



sprinted to it. He was foolish to think Sarah wouldn’t eventually wonder around the
house. The girl had away of doing the exact opposite of what he wanted her to do.

Why couldn’t she just see the gift their arranged marriage was and just be an obedient
wife?

Charles stormed directly to his desk where he left atumbler of whiskey while he was
working on some trade deals earlier.

He threw back the drink, letting the trail of fire settle him. The air in the room shifted
when Sarah crossed the threshold into his office. He could feel the anxiety radiating
from her. Her quick little breaths called out to him.

His jaw ticked as he turned to face his wife.

“What were you doing in there, Sarah?’

Red flags colored Sarah’s cheeks as her big round eyes dropped to the floor.

Charles swallowed and placed the tumbler carefully back onto his desk. He adjusted
the cuffs of his sleeves. Cracking his neck he took a step towards Sarah.

“What were you doing in there?’ He asked again, as if he were speaking to a child. If
she took offense, she didn’t show it.

Sarah’'s eyes drifted up and met his. “I was just looking-" Her voice was soft and
weak. The fearless hellion who stormed into his house all those weeks ago was no
where to be found. He felt a strange sinking feeling at the thought but quickly
brushed it off, letting his anger take charge of this moment.

“Who gave you permission to look in those rooms?’ Hiswords cut her off.



Sarah rose her chin. “You did.”

Charles reared back in confusion. “I did no such thing!” He countered.

Sarah pulled her shoulders back and smiled as she took a step forward, matching his
stance.

“Y ou did when you married me.”

Charles's eyes narrowed. He had to take a breath to remind himself he was angry
with her. But that flash of fight in her flipped a switch within him. He knew she was
smart. He didn’t know if he wanted to praise or punish her for her sharp tongue.
Sarah’s eyes were now alight with fire.

Ah. There sthe fearless woman | met.

“l am the Duchess now and by the looks of those rooms they are a part of the
Duchess s wing, are they not?’ Her bore into his. “ Someone told me a Duchessisin
charge of her home, therefore | am in charge of those rooms.”

Triumph and victory shone brightly in her eyes making them sparkle.

Admiration warred with stubbornness within Charles. He wasn't used to being

guestioned, let alone being questioned by a woman. He couldn’t decide if he liked it
or not.
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Charles raised an eye brow. “Y ou may be the Duchess but | am the Duke. If you want
your own study or library I’m sure we can make arrangements elsewhere.”

Sarah grimaced. “You make it sound as if | am diseased. What is so special about
those rooms?’

Charles made it a point to have his eyes rake over his new bride. There was nothing
ill about her. Strength and poise pulsed from her. Blonde hair and alabaster skin
shone in the streak of sunlight streaming through the window. No. There was
definitely nothing diseased about this woman in front of him.

Sarah ignored his prying eyes. “I assure you, Your Grace. | am as healthy as a horse
and | will not contaminate your precious rooms with my presence.” Sarah snorted.
“You act asif they are a part of a mausoleum. | assume they were your mother’ s?’
The world slowed around him at the mention of his mother. His eyes focused on
Sarah while everything else melted away from his vision. Her voice became muffled
in his head, asif the waves from the ocean were locked inside his mind.

“Do not speak of my mother.” He enunciated each word with cutting precision.

Color drained from Sarah’s face. “What... why...”

Sarah stumbled over her words. The look of terror and confusion mixed in her
expression creating anxiety to flow from her once more.

“You are never to speak of my mother or any one of my family members, do you hear



me?’ Charles could barely get the words out over the lump in throat. He turned his
body away from Sarah as a buzzing sound started in his head. The blasted nuisance
happened when he became too stressed or angry. Usually his brother Eli caused it,
but, luckily enough for Charles, he had to go and marry a woman who elicited this
response from his as well.

Wonderful.

His heart began to beat faster and his hands tightened into fists. Normally, focusing
on his breathing helped center him. Unfortunately, there was something about finding
Sarah in his mother’ s rooms followed by Sarah mentioning him that was too much for
him.

Images of his mother crying into her paints swirled around in his mind. Those
pictures then morphed into people snickering and turning their back on him as he
walked the streets when he was younger.

His teeth began to mash together.

A soft touch on one of his arms brought him back to reality.

Looking down, Charles saw Sarah had reached out to him without him noticing. Her
soft touch was timid but enough to ground him. She immediately snatched her hand
back when he brought his eyes to ook into hers.

“I’'m sorry, Your Grace. | didn’t realize those rooms meant so much to you.”

She held the hand that had touched him with her other hand, nursing it as if it was
burned. “While | would love to one day have the freedom to live in this house as if it
were my own, | understand our arrangement is new and time will be needed on both
sides to become acclimated to our predicament.”



Her voice was gentle. She was treating him as if he were a cornered animal, which
was exactly how he felt.

He was a man who liked control, and by losing his mind to his memories he
unwillingly allowed her to step into power. Charles scowled. Letting his guard down
around people was something Charles never let happen.

His eyes narrowed. Well, it used to be never. Now he let one person see him
unguarded and he couldn’t have that. Charles s neck began to tingle with tension. He
needed to reclaim his control of the situation.

Charles tilted his head as he took in his new wife. She was definitely more
adventurous than he would have liked. However, maybe he could use that to his

benefit.

Relaxing his shoulders, Charles shifted so he stood over her. Sarah’s eyes tracked the
changesin Charles' s demeanor and took a step back.

Good.

Charles rubbed his chin with his hand, letting his finger trace his own mouth.

“You realize you did break another rule of mine and therefore you are in need of
another punishment.”

Sarah's eyes followed the movement of his fingers. A gasp escaped her perfectly
plump mouth when she caught herself staring. Her cheeks reddened. “What rule did |
break thistime? | didn’t bother you. If | remember correctly you sought me out.”

Her hand came up to grasp the neckline of her dress, her fingers played with the lace
collar. She looked like she didn’t know if she wanted to tear her dress off or try to



keep it on.

Her confusion powered his intentions.

The heavy tension that was just hanging over them was replaced with a new sensually
charged atmosphere. Charles took in a deep cleansing breath. He much rather have
this environment to work in than the previous one.

Charlestsked. “1 caught you not only snooping, but within this very conversation you
brought up a family member of mine. | distinctly remember telling you not to inquire
about my family.”
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Sarah snapped her mouth shut and licked her lips. An action that had him licking his
own.

Sarah crossed her arms over her chest in the most delicious display of defiance. “I
barely inquired. | asked about one set of rooms, it's not like | asked what your
favorite childhood memory of her was.” Sarah’s lips thinned into a tight line as she
grimaced.

“And,” she continued. “I refuse to apologize for looking into rooms that are a part of
my household.” She pushed her lips out in a pout.

Charlesrolled his lips to stop from smiling. She was gorgeous when she was angry. If
he could bottle up her subversiveness into a bottle, he would drink from it daily. It
unleashed something within him that he has had locked away for far too long.

“May | remind you that it doesn’t matter if you apologize or not, the truth of the
matter is that it was a part of our agreement that you adhere to the list of rules | set
forthin the inn and if, and when, you break arule you are to be punished.’

Sarah took a step towards him so they stood toe to toe.
“And may | remind you that these rules were not established before we were married
so | could not enter in any objections or even offer up my own rules for

consideration.”

Charles smiled at her cheeky little rant then sauntered to the study door and turned
the lock. He faced Sarah with adevilish smirk on his face.



“What in my constitution gives you the idea that | would not only allow my wife to
offer her own set of rules, but that | would agree to them?”’

Sarah stood speechless. Her mouth opened and closed without a single word coming
forth.

He began to walk towards her with slow, purposeful steps. Her breaths came out in
fast huffs as he stalked back to stand in front of her.

He lifted a finger and traced her mouth. Sarah’s eyes fluttered shut. A shot of heat
exploded from his fingertip up into his arm and straight down to his cock. She was so
responsive to him.

Her tongue darted out and licked her bottom lip.

Charles leaned in and laid a gentle kiss on the corner of her mouth. He moved hislips
across her cheek until hiswarm breath hit her ear, causing her to quiver beneath him.

A smile spread across hislips as he spoke, “Y ou are my wife and you will do as| say.
Not the other way around.”

Sarah’s eyes flew open. Lust colored her eyes as she focused on him.

“What in my constitution gives you the idea that | would just give in to you so
easily?’

Charles's eyes darkened. A growl ripped through him as he reached out and crushed
himself to her, taking her lipsin an all consuming kiss.

Instead of pushing him away Sarah’s arms encircled his neck and pulled him even
closer.



The familiarity of their tongues fighting for control was a welcomed feeling that
Charles tucked away to examine | ater.

Soft grunts and moans rumbled into his mouth from hers causing Charles to pull
away from Sarah.

“1 think |1 have my answer, my darling.”

Sarah’ s buzzing lips quelled the anger bubbling deep within her stomach. She wanted
to lash out and fight him and his patriarchal ways. Unfortunately for Sarah’'s
disposition, there was something deeper, something more urgent, that was guiding her
instincts to give into this man.

The bruising kiss did nothing to €elicit the anger she needed to stand her ground.
Instead, it ignited a firestorm of electricity to course through her veins looking for a
way out.

Charles' s arms became dlack around her waist as he pulled away from their embrace.
Sarah’s primal instincts kicked in. She was angry, she was excited, she was confused,
she was ready to show this man who he was playing with.

Before Charles could claim his victory she tightened her hold on his hair and pulled
herself up to him. This time the shocked gasp came from Charles.

Victory roared through her blood and her hands cramped from grasping his hair so
tightly. Surely this must hurt him but instead of howling in pain Charles reclaimed his
hold on her.

His hands cupped her rear and picked her up. This was no gentle maneuver. His
hands grabbed her bottom so roughly Sarah knew that bruises would form. The
thought had her stomach swirling with anticipation. She should be shocked, instead,



she was motivated.

She relaxed her hands only to grab ahold tighter. With each grasp, Charles's tongue
thrashed in her mouth. Growls ripped from him as he carried her to his desk where he
sat her down.

Her legs were tightly wound around him and she could feel his hardened length
against her stomach.
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She whimpered. She adjusted her body, needing more of him. She needed to feel him
everywhere but in one place most particular.

Charles's mouth trailed down her neck, leaving a line of fire in his wake. Sarah never
felt so much passion in her life. She felt as if an inferno was churning within, fire
radiated from her fingertips with every touch she placed on his skin.

With one hand still entwined in his hair, her other one reached down to her own
collar, and pulled onit.

She could feel his smile against her neck. “ So anxious for our punishment, are we?’

“Shut up and kiss me.” Her breathless cry did nothing to motivate Charles to the next
step.

He casually stood up and looked down at her.

Sarah opened her eyes. “What are you waiting for? | thought | needed to be
punished.”

There was a part of her brain that was calling out for decorum. Unfortunately for her
gentle upbringing, this part of her brain was decreasing the longer she was in his
presence. She no longer cared who was in control, who had the upper hand, or who
made the rules.

Something far older than her was telling her to let this man do what he will with her.
This ancient voice told her this man was the secret to getting everything she ever



wanted.

A wicked grin widened Charles s lips.

“Oh, my fearless darling, you will be punished.”

Sarah’s pulse quickened and she had the good sense to be scared. She pulled her
hands back and held them to her breast.

Charles noted the change in her demeanor. “Y es, my darling. Y ou should be scared.”
His voice dripping in seduction.

His hands reached down and gathered her skirts but he didn't remove them, only
pushed them up so he could reach a hand underneath.

Sarah’s back stiffened. Her cheeks flushed when he touched the most sensitive place
on her body. Some of her stories mentioned men touching women there and she's
heard a few racy details from friends of hers, but she was never told about the
absolute explosion one tiny touch could wreak on her body.

Thetip of hisfinger touched her and her back arched as her head fell back. Her hands
fell to the sides of her.

“You're so wet for me.” Charles svoice was like velvet settling over her skin.

He leaned down and covered her neck with hot open-mouthed kisses as his finger
began to swirl around her.

A hand of Sarah’s gripped the desk while the other one reached up and grabbed
Charles's hair. Her hips added to the friction under her skirts by rising and falling
against his ministrations. Warmth spread over her body.



Sarah mewled. Her collar was too tight, her clothing too restrictive, she needed more
freedom to move against him.Blasted clothing!

She shifted her body to expel some of the growing tension deep within her core but it
only added to the growing inferno within her.

She squeezed her eyes tighter, focusing all her attention to the circular motion of
Charles's finger. With each swirl, the fire grew and grew to the point Sarah was sure

she was going to explode into tiny pieces.

Something was coming, her breath quickened. Moans escaped in between gasps for
ar.

“Yes!” She screamed. Whatever was coming she wanted it.

Charles removed his hand and the building sensation immediately stopped. Sarah to
open her eyesin confusion.

“What...” she panted. “Why... why did you... stop?’

Charles brought his hand out from underneath her skirts. Slowly he brought his finger
up to her mouth and coated her lips with her own wetness.

Horrified, Sarah leaned back. “What are you-”
Her question was stopped by his mouth. Instead of the attacking kiss she was used to,
he was gentle. His tongue carefully licked hers, tasting her. He pulled away just

enough to slip histongue out from their mouths and lick her swollen lips.

“Mmmm.” His growl! called to that ancient voice in her head. “Y ou taste delicious.”
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Sarah was enraptured in his movements. Everything this man did surprised her, for
good or bad. Only, Sarah was so lost in her emotions she didn’t know which one this
particular moment fell under.

Charles moved his hand back under her skirts and found her spot again.

Before Sarah could question what he was doing the familiar and intoxicating warmth
started to build within her.

She looked up to find Charles watching her intently. She felt completely exposed
under his stare.

“Don’'t be embarrassed, darling. Chase that feeling again. Let it happen.”

Sarah relaxed under his touch.

His finger picked up where it left off, gently massaging her, except this time he added
tiny flicks and tugs that caused her breath to catch in her throat each time he did
them. The juxtaposition between the gentle massage and aggressive flicks were
becoming too much for her to bear.

The fire within her was sufficiently restored and gaining momentum.

“That’sit,” hisvoice cooed in her ear.

The hand that was in his hair tightened and pulled his face into her neck, holding him
there.



His hand moved faster, and she could feel the puffs of hot air he breathed against her
neck. He seemed just as excited as she was.

She was afraid to move, she didn’t want the building sensation to cease. She was so
close, to what, she wasn't sure, but the voice in her head implored her to go further,

for him to go faster, to reach whatever apex he was hurtling her towards.

Her hips began to move again, her moans returned. Charles kissed her neck, his
tongue lapping up the sweat that began to roll down her face and neck.

She pushed her hips up into his hand, only his hand wasn't there.

A scream ripped from her throat. “NQO!”

If it wasn't for the arm that he was leaning on she would’ ve fallen back onto his desk.
“Why must you stop?’

Her legs were shaking from the release that never came. It felt as if her body was
thrown from a moving carriage. She couldn’t catch her breath and felt as if she had
lost something sacred.

Charles removed his hand and this time sucked his finger slowly into his mouth.
Sarah’s head buzzed and her vision blurred.

“1 stopped because thisis your punishment.” Charles offered easily.

“What? Sarah’s own voice sounded miles away from her.

“Oh, my darling, Sarah. Don’t you know, you have to earn your pleasure?’



His fingers returned to her sensitive sex causing her to jerk in his arms. His finger
made lazy trails around her center, onto her thighs, and back. Each time causing her
muscles to spasm when he finally hit her most sensitive spot.

His fingers continued their aimless wandering around her. Her body slumped against
his, unable to hold herself up anymore. Her body was too focused on finding that
peak again to worry itself on how to keep her upright.

Her face nuzzled into his neck as she whimpered. “Please, Charles.”

Shefelt him smile.

Hisfinger trailed back to her sweet spot causing her to moan against him. She sucked
in a breath as he began to move his finger in the most delicious way.

There was a small part of her mind that was cautioning her to go slowly, that he
might pull away again, but her body wouldn’t hear of it.

Heat pulled at her, her hips began to piston against his hand. Moans and pleas fell
from her lips. She reached a hand around her body to grab ahold of his neck as she
screamed into him.
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So close, she was so close.
“Faster,” she begged.
Her body prepared to launch itself over the edge when his finger disappeared.

She froze. Her eyes opened as the readlization began to sink in that he once again
stopped her from experiencing what she so desperately needed.

Sarah blinked and lifted her eyes to meet Charles, who was currently looking quite
pleased with himself.

He pulled her up to a standing position and smoothed out her skirts. Charles slipped
her arm in his and with unsteady steps she allowed him to walk her to the door.

Her mind was desperately trying to catch up to the abrupt change. She turned her
head to look back to his desk.That actually happened, didn’t it?

Papers were crinkled and ripped, there was evidence of her sitting there.
She looked back to him for some clarity.
“What is happening?’ Her voice was breathy and puzzled.

“You are going to retire to your room to think about your actions and your resulting
punishment while | am going to get back to work.”



Sarah blinked, her vision clearing a bit. She looked up to him, back to his desk, then
to the door. She shook her head. “I’m sorry, I’'m confused. We were,” she gestured to
the desk. “That isto say, | was about to...”

“Come.” Charles said matter-of-factly causing a slight blush to creep onto her cheeks.

“Um, well, yes” Sarah knew it was ridiculous to be embarrassed by their
conversation after everything she just allowed him to do to her.

“Exactly my point, darling. Your punishment is that you weren't allowed to finish. It
Is called delaying gratification. If | were you, | would remember this punishment, it is
one of my favorites. Although, looking at the abject horror and confusion on your
face, | can tell it is not yours.” He let out a small chuckle. “Which delights me even
more.”

Sarah was at aloss for words.

He opened the door and politely ushered her over the threshold. “Do you need help
getting upstairs, darling?’

Sarah’s eyes snapped up to his. The anger that she sought out earlier came roaring
back into her.

“1 do not,” She snapped at him. “1 am perfectly capable of retreating to my rooms on
my own.”

Charles nodded and closed the door between them.

Sarah stood there staring at the darkened door. The anger fortified her weakened legs.
With a huff she grabbed her skirts and marched upstairs.



If that man thought he had finally found a way to best her, he was in for a shock.
Didn’t he know there was no one more terrifying than a woman scorned? If not, she
will happily teach him the lesson.

CHAPTER 10

Sarah awoke the next morning with pep in her step. After last night’s encounter she
decided she needed to finally get out of the house and make her way through the town
to meet those who lived and worked within the duchy.

Plus, it would give her space from her husband. Before her overworked body gave
into sleep, she couldn’t decide if she was angry at Charles or not. It seemed her body
and her mind had two very different opinions of the man. She would rather not see
him until she figured herself out.

She held her breath as she crossed the threshold into the breakfast room and let it out
when she saw Charles was not there.

Sarah ate breakfast alone with just Samuels and a footman in attendance. She sighed
as her eyes roamed the breakfast room. Everywhere she looked Charles had made his
mark. From the general masculine aesthetic of the home, the paintings of hunts that
hung on the walls, to the way the maids scurried to make everything just right, she
could feel his dominant presence everywhere.

Goosebumps erupted across her skin. Y es. She could definitely feel him everywhere.
After breakfast, Sarah made her way out to the front of the house. She had instructed
Samuels to let the coachman know she would need a carriage to go into town. She

was surprised at how quickly Charles’'s men were able to get a carriage readied.

Hereally did run atight ship.
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As she rode down into town she couldn’t help her mind from wandering back to her
husband.

Everything that man touched he controlled. He carried an air of arrogance of a man
who was used to getting his way because there ssmply was no other way. His word

was final and pity to those who dared to tell him otherwise.

Sarah clenched her fists. He may have the control in some areas, but Sarah was
determined to regain some footing when it came to her husband.

The carriage pulled up to a small modiste and stopped.
A footman appeared at the carriage door. “We're here, Y our Grace.”

The young man, whose name Sarah learned was William, helped her out of the
carriage.

“And where is here, William?’ Sarah squinted her eyes at the bright shining sun as
shetried to read the sign.

“Cordell’s is the town’s most popular modiste. It's not as fancy as the ones in
London, but they take good care of the women here and I've never heard
complaints.”

The coachmen let out a haughty cough.

The tips of William’'s ear turned pink. “Ah, that is to say, that's what my mum says



anyway. Your Grace.”

Sarah smiled at the young man. “Thank you, William. I'm sure your mother has
wonderful taste. Let'sgo in, shall we?’

William dipped his head and held the door open for Sarah.

Sarah walked into the small modiste and stood as her eyes adjusted to the dim light
inside.

William gestured to Sarah while looking towards the counter. “Miss Cordell, may |
introduce you to Her Grace, Lady Sarah of Stoleton?’

A woman about Eleanor’ s age came out from behind the counter. Her brown hair was
neatly pinned up while her bright green eyes lit up as she approached Sarah.

“Your Grace, it as honor to have you in my humble modiste this morning.”

Sarah dipped her head. “The honor isall mine, | assure you. Young William here was
telling me your shop iswell known for taking care of the women in town.”

Miss Cordell’s face flushed and her eyes dropped before glancing at William from
underneath her eyelashes.

Sarah’s smile widened.Perhaps it's not only William’'s mother who frequents this
establishment.

“That is very kind of you, William.” The coquettish Miss Cordell replied. “I do my
best to get what | can in from London to keep up with the latest fashion trends. Here,”
Miss Cordell pointed to a counter with rows of satin ribbons lined up according to
color. “I just got thesein from a store in London. Aren’t they gorgeous?’



Sarah followed Miss Cordell over to the counter and took in the ribbons. They most
definitely were divine.

“Do you get alot of stock from London?’ Sarah inquired..

Miss Cordell worried her bottom lips as her eyes darted to William before returning
to Sarah.

Sarah bit her inner cheek to stop herself from grimacing.Why do | awaysfeel like the
people around me know something | do not?

“Not asregularly as| would like, Y our Grace.” Her voice was |low and despondent.

Miss Cordell took a breath before completely changing her disposition. “Are you in
the market for a new dress, Your Grace?’ She said as she gestured to a dress hanging
in the display window. “Along with the ribbons I've received a few dresses that
would look just darling on you.”

The word “darling” flipped a switch in Sarah’s brain. She could hear his husky
whisper in her ear, and feel his hot breath on her neck. Her body began to buzz and a
warmth started to grow from her core.

Sarah closed her eyes to refocus her thoughts. This was not the time, nor the place, to
be thinking of the way her husband controlled her body last night.

“Not at this time, Miss Cordell. But | would love to purchase a few ribbons not only
for myself but | would love to send some to my sister. She just had a baby and she
always loved ribbons, I’m sure she would appreciate the gesture.”

Miss Cordell’s eyes sparkled. “How lovely. Which ones would you like, Your
Grace?’
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Sarah ran her hands over the cool fabric. “I’ll take these three, please?’

Miss Cordell busied herself with wrapping the ribbons and placed them in a small,
pink box for William to take out to the carriage.

Sarah wandered through the store. William was right, it wasn't as big as the ones
she’'s been to in London, but her selection was impressive for a small shop. There
were some styles from a few seasons ago still displayed but for the most part the
styles were relatively new.

Still...

“Miss Cordell? Why is it again you can't get more shipments in from London, or
Paris, for instance? |s there something standing in your way? Perhaps | can be of
assistance.”

Miss Cordell opened her mouth but William interjected from the doorway. “Y our
Grace. | have placed your package in the carriage. Would you like to continue on or
return to the estate?’

Sarah clucked her tongue. William’ s sudden interjection raised her suspicion.

She thought back to her conversations with Lizzie and Mrs. Bates. She got more out
of them when she complied to them instead of fighting against them. She would
alow William to steer the conversation away from this particular topic, but she
mentally added it to the growing list of things she was determined to find out about.



She thanked Miss Cordell for the ribbons and promised to stop back in later in the
week to get a better look at the selection of her dresses.

As William ushered her out of the modiste she couldn't help but think her dear
husband had something to do with Miss Cordell’ s predicament.

“Where would you like to go next, Your Grace?’ William stood at the carriage, his
body language suggesting he wanted nothing more than to return to the estate.

Sarah looked up and down the street. People were out and about, mostly minding
their own business except for afew glances and whispers.

She tried not to take anything as untoward. She could understand why people would
do a double take when it came to her. She imagined half of them were surprised
someone deigned the Duke suitable enough for marriage.

Sarah shifted her feet as she adjusted her cuffs. If they only knew the reason why she
married him. An arranged marriage wasn't unheard of, but the part about her being
left at the alter was one she didn’t wish to share.

A man across the street let out a boisterous laugh.

Sarah tilted her head, “Who is that over there?”

William rubbed the back of his neck. “The butcher, Your Grace. Mr. Crowfelt is his
name.”

Sarah’s eyes lit up. “The butcher. I'm assuming that’s who supplies us with the
delicious meats Cook serves us. They are the most scrumptious cuts of meat I’ ve ever
tasted. | know it’s not done, but I’ m going to go over and say hello.”



William reached out to stop her but she was already across the street.

“Mr. Crowfdlt, isit?’

A burly man with an apron stained red stood in a doorway to the shop.

“Itis”

An out of breath William scurried up to Sarah.

“Mr. Crowfdlt, thisis Lady Sarah, the Duchess of Stoleton.” The way William said
her title had her looking at him curiously.

There was a weight to it, as if Mr. Crowfelt should mind what he says in her
presence. She couldn’t have that. These people were in her care. They should be able
to speak freely in front of her, how else would she be able to help them if the
situation called for it.

The man’s face scrunched into a sneer.

Sarah dipped her head, “It a pleasure to meet you, Mr. Crowfelt.”

The man stood with his head cocked to the side. Sarah felt as if she were under
interrogation for a crime she didn’t commit.

She shook off the inference and continued on. Not everyone gave the best first
impression. Perhaps he was just shocked that the Duke not only found a wife, but she
was able to string sentences together.

“William here had mentioned you are the butcher and | had to come tell you the meat
you supply us with is top notch. Really. Y ou could rival some shopsin London.” She



said with utmost sincerity. “Between the meats and luscious fruits and delectable
vegetables | fear | may be visiting the modiste for constant changes in my
measurements.” She mused.
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She was good at winning people over with her kind disposition when the occasion
called for it. She could tell this seemed like the perfect timeto lay it on thick.

Mr. Crowfelt grunted.
Sarah’s smile wavered. Not the response she was expecting.

Sarah looked at William who was nervously looking back at the coachman who was
looking on with shocked eyes.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Crowfelt. | fear | may have said something to upset you.”

The man snorted.

Sarah was losing patience. It was one thing to feel like she's missing the bigger
picture but it’s another thing entirely for a merchant to outright treat her like she' s not
even there.

“Mr. Crowfelt, | must implore you to tell me of my offense. | just praised your meat-"
“It's not my meat, Y our Grace.” He spat.

Sarah’ s mouth snapped shut.

“What your tongue when speaking to the Duchess.” William was no match for the
surly butcher but Sarah admired his gravitas.



Sarah held a hand up to William. “It’ s all right, William.”

She took a step closer to the butcher. “What do you mean it’s not your meat?’ Sarah
looked up and down the street. “Is there another butcher in this town?’

Mr. Crowfelt shook hishead. “It'sjust me, Your Grace. | help feed this entire town.”

Sarah narrowed her eyes in confusion. William rubbed his neck again, which clued
Sarah in that she was touching upon a subject someone didn’t want her talking about.

And she knew exactly who that someone was.

Must his presence follow me everywhere!

She gave in at the modiste, but unlike Miss Cordell, Mr. Crowfelt felt like he would
be willing to tell her what she wanted to know.

Sarah rubbed her temples. “I’'m sorry, Mr. Crowfelt. If you don’t supply the estate
with your meat, where does our meat come from?”

The man leaned against the door jamb and folded his arms across his wide chest.
William scoffed at the disrespectful gesture. It didn't bother Sarah, she wanted to
know what this man had to say more than she cared about the proper etiquette when

speaking to someone of the peerage.

“You've been getting your meat and other foods, like your lovely fruits and
vegetables, from other towns for awhile now, Y our Grace.”

Exasperation and disbelief roared through her veins. “What do you mean?’



Mr. Crowfelt rolled his eyes, eliciting another huff from William. “I mean none of
your food is from your duchy, Your Grace. His Grace has made deals with
neighboring towns to supply the estate with food.”

Sarah scowled. “First of al, Mr. Crowfelt, it is not | who have been getting meat and
food from other towns, it is the Duke. And | can assure you that will be changing at
once.”

Mr. Crowfelt dropped his arms and stood straighter in the doorway. “ Excuse me?”’

Sarah rose her chin. “You heard me. | will personally see to it that you and your
fellow merchants will supply us with our food. | cannot possibly fathom why the
Duke would hinder your livelihood, his own people, like this but | will find out and,”
sherose afinger intheair. “1 will correct it.”

Sarah turned to William who looked pained standing there.

“1 assume that my loving husband has something to do with why Miss Cordell has
difficulty getting shipments from London and the like?’

William hemmed and hawed but Sarah didn't have time for it. She returned her
attention to Mr. Crowfelt.
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Sarah gestured to the people who were meandering around their conversation,

pretending not to listen.

“Mr. Crowfelt, | am no businesswoman, but everyone here looks well fed and not
sickly so am | right to ascertain your handling of your products is above board and
well maintained.”

Mr. Crowfelt’s expression turned steely. “1 serve nothing but the best, Your Grace. |
make sure everything is of the finest quality we can afford. We have the best
livestock around. | think if you talk to anyone on this street they’ d say the same thing
regarding their goods.”

Sarah nodded. “Good. | do intend to talk to everyone. For some reason the Duke has
decided to leave his people behind and that does not sit well with me, Mr. Crowfelt.”

Sarah swore she could hear William’s physical cringe but she ignored him.
Finally the man dropped his hardened expression and cracked a smile.

“l can honestly speak for all the merchants within this duchy that your words are
welcome balm. We would love to serve our Duke, if he would let us.”

Sarah frowned. “He'll let you, | will make sure of it.”

She finally put William out of his personal misery and bid farewell to the butcher to
crossed the street back to her carriage.



“1 take it we're not going back to the estate, Y our Grace.” William, God bless him,
looked hopeful but Sarah had more important things to see to other than playing by
her husband’ s rules.

“Sorry, William. | feel there are many other merchants | must speak with. It is time
for someone to teach His Grace that there is someone new with power and she
intends to use it for good.”

CHAPTER 11

“She went where?’ Charles slammed the tumbler down on his desk.

Samuels stood in the doorway with his hands behind his back. “William accompanied
her to the town, Y our Grace.”

Charles leaned over his desk. It was al he could do to keep himself from charging
over to Samuels and ringing his neck for no reason other than he was the bringer of
bad news,

“And who let her go into town?” He was seething. The thought of his wife
congregating with those people made his blood boail.

Samuels blinked a few times and cleared his throat. “No one, Your Grace. She is the
Duchess, | didn’t think she needed anyone' s permission to go.”

“Are you talking back to me, Samuels?’ Charles knew his line of attack was uncalled
for. He knew Samuels wasn’t to blame for his wife's actions. But since she wasn’t

here, and unfortunately for Samuels was, he was going to get Charles' s wrath.

Samuels audibly swallowed. “No, Your Grace. I’m only saying that-"



Charles s hand slashed through the air cutting his butler off.

“No. You're not to blame for this. Y ou know how | feel about those people.”

Charles straightened his posture and adjusted his cravat before running his hands
through his hair. “Is she back?’

The sound of hooves hitting the dirt out front drifted in from the outside. Charles's
eyes darted to Samuels.

“That must be them now, Y our Grace.” Samuels offered.

Samuels barely had enough time to move out of the way as Charles barreled past him.

Charles pushed out of the main door just in time to see his wife being helped out of
the carriage by a young footman.

“Thank you, William.” She smiled at him demurely and, by God, was the boy
blushing? “Will you see that my packages make it up to my room, please?’

“What is the meaning of this?’ Charles bellowed from the stoop.

The look of surprise only lasted a moment before Sarah's face turned icy. “Ah,
husband. So good to see you today. | missed you at breakfast.”

Charlesignored her jab. “| asked you a question, Sarah.” He growled.
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She laughed.
Charles stood stunned. The chit had the audacity to laugh.

She sighed then dared to look bored. “I’'m sorry, Your Grace. | missed your question.
Will you please repeat it?’

Charlestook a deep breath and felt his right eye begin to twitch.

“1 asked you what is the meaning of this.” He gestured to the boy William, who was
standing scared next to the open carriage door.

Good. He should be scared. They all should be scared.

Sarah looked at William and then back to Charles. “I’'m not sure what you're
implying, Your Grace. | went into town today and William accompanied me, as he
should have. He was quite the guide when it came to the townspeople.”

A dlight buzzing sound accompanied his twitching eye.

Charles brought up his hand in question.“Did you say townspeople?’

Sarah laughed... again.

“Yes, Your Grace.” Sarah nodded to William and made her way to the door where
Charles stood.



“There are people who live in the town who are commonly referred to as
townspeople. Although, from what I’ ve heard, I’m not surprised you are not aware of
their presence.”

Sarah’s eyes cut to Charles's as she passed him then she left him to walk further into
the house.

“Samuels,” she called back to him. “Is dinner ready? I’ m famished from al the lovely
conversations I’ ve had with the residents.”

Samuels had come to stand behind Charles, just within the house.

“Yes, Your Grace. Dinner will be served shortly.” He answered Sarah’s call from
where he stood.

“Wonderful.” Her voice grew softer as she ascended the staircase. “I shall be down
promptly. | hope to see you there, husband.”

Charles was left staring at William. The boy was wilting under his stare. Charles
cracked his neck as he stalked to the footman who was know quivering in his spot by
the carriage.

“Where did you take her?” Charles towered over the young man.

“Just into town, Your Grace.” His voice shook with fear which fueled Charles.

“ And who did she speak with?’ Charles leaned into him.

Countless situations ran through Charles's head. Who did she speak to? What did
they tell her? Does she know about his family?



“Answer me!” He roared.

William winced. “ The modiste, Y our Grace. She spoke with Miss Cordell and bought
some ribbons.”

Charles narrowed his eyes. “Who else?’

The boy swallowed, his throat bobbing with the effort.

“Mr. Crowfelt and some others, Your Grace.” The footman’s voice was shaky and
high pitched.

Charles cocked his head to the side. “ The butcher?’

William shook his head fervently. “Yes, Your Grace.”

Charlestilted his head. “What could she possibly talk about with a butcher?”’
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William licked hisdry lips.

“It was nothing, Your Grace,” the coachman interjected from where he still sat in the
front of the carriage. “ She was just making herself known to the people. They seemed
to like her. Nothing untoward or sensational happened. Not that | could see from my
perch on the carriage, Y our Grace.”

Charles looked at the coachman. He couldn’t remember his name, but he's been
around for some time and he always seemed reliable.

Charles grunted as he looked back to the footman who looked like he was about to
pass out.

He nodded to the carriage. “Make sure these packages get to her rooms promptly and
without damage.”

The young man dipped his head and started grabbing as many packages as he could
before he scurried into the house.

Charles looked up to the coachman. The old man looked met his eyes with something
akin to disappointment before it was cleared from the man’ s expression.

“If you don’t mind me saying so, Your Grace, William is agood lad. Does what he's
told, always willing to help or do more. He' s very well liked amongst the staff.”

Charles furrowed his brows. Usually he would not condone such an opinion from
staff, but the coachman,Robbins? Tobbins? Doesn’'t matter, had been with the family



since Charles was a young boy. This man has stood with his family through their
darkest times and if there was one thing Charles appreciated from those around him it
would be loyalty.

“You’ ve been with my family for along time.”

The coachman dipped his head. “Well before you were born, Your Grace. | had the
honor of bringing your father home from a meeting in London when he got word of
your arrival. He was so excited, Y our Grace.”

Charles allowed the corners of hislipsto curl in aslight smile.

“l appreciate your loyalty and your dedication to my family. However, mind your
words when speaking to me.” He warned. He held the man’ s eyes long enough for the
man to dip his head in acknowledgement. Charles watched as the man drove the
carriage to the stables.

Charles turned on his heel and met Samuels at the doorway.

Samuels stood taller, most likely hearing Charles' s conversation with the coachman.
Samuels may be getting older, but his hearing was far from giving in to age.

“Will you be dining with Her Grace this evening, Y our Grace.” Samuels asked.

Charles pushed out a breath. “Yes. It seems my wife and | have some things to
discuss.”

Sarah breezed into the dining room. She was exhausted from the day and her body
ached for the comfort of her bed, but her mind was buzzing with al the information
she gathered today.



Most of the people she met took some time to warm up to her but once they did she
found them nothing but jovial, kind people who had a love for their town and their
neighbors. It really was a nice little town. She felt very lucky, she couldn’'t have
asked for a better duchy.

Her mood quickly soured when her eyes crashed into her husband’ s dark green eyes.
She hated how they sparkled in the low light. Of course, she also secretly loved it, but
she would never admit that.

Especially not after all she learned in town.

“Your Grace.” Her head bobbed as she took her seat opposite of him. “It’s nice to see
you. | was starting to think you never ate.”

Charles remained unmoved. He sat still with only his eyes moving, watching,
studying her every move.

Sarah shifted under his gaze.

His unforgiving stare was making her uncomfortable and she so desperately wanted
to fidget to release some anxiety.

She was still gathering information on her husband, but one thing she was absolutely
sure of was his incessant need for control.

No doubt remaining quiet and motionless was a power tactic.

WEell, two can play at this game.

Sarah was not known for her quiet countenance but she was determined to gather any
control she could get her hands on. She lost a mgjor battle last night in the study and



she was intent on reclaiming some ground.

She smiled across the table and unfolded her napkin in her lap.
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Several servers came in with atray of meat and other sides that made Sarah’s mouth
fill with salivaeven if it did remind her how their people were being forgotten outside
these walls.

Her stomach growled reminding her she hadn’t eaten a bite since breakfast.

She opened her mouth to ask Charles a question but promptly closed it, remembering
her earlier resolve not to be the first to cave into conversation.

“Everything all right, Y our Grace?’

Sarah looked up to one of the servers standing next to her..

“Oh, yes, sorry, did you ask me something?’ Sarah inwardly chastised herself for not
being present. Here she has concocted a competition between her and the Duke in
which she wasn’t entirely sure he knew he was playing.

Sarah sighed. Her mother was right. Sometimes her imagination got away from her.

“1 only offered you something to drink, Y our Grace.”

Sarah looked at her empty glass. “Oh, yes. | would love some, thank you,
Christopher.”

The young man smiled at his name. She made it a point to learn everyone’'s name, it
made her feel more connected to her new home.



She took a sip, peering over her glass to her husband who was still staring at her.
Only now he was cutting his meat without looking at it.

Sarah swallowed a healthy portion of her wine and sputtered a little afterward. “I
hope your day treated you well, Y our Grace.”

Charles blinked and awide, triumphant smile spread across his face.

Blast it. | wasright.

Sarah rolled her lips. He was waiting for her to talk first. She pushed her annoyance
to the side. After al, she had more pressing matters to discuss then seeing who talked
first.

“It was going smashingly until | heard my wife went into town without telling me.”
He said before he took a bite of a potato.

Sarah picked up her fork and stabbed a piece of meat.

“I"'m sorry, husband. | was unaware of that rule. I'm pretty sure | remember them
perfectly.” Sarah squinted her eyes as she looked up towards the ceiling. “Let’s see.
Ahyes, thefirst one was | will mind my business when it comes to your family.”

She popped a piece of meat in her mouth and chewed. She swallowed and pointed her
fork at Charles. “I aready broke that one.” She said with a smile. She thought she
saw the corner of his mouth twitch but she couldn’t be sure.

“The second was | will not disturb you unless there is true emergency. As | don't see
visiting the people that live within our duchy as an emergency, you can’t be referring
to that one.”



Sarah brought her fork back down and poked another piece of meat. “Number three
was | will fulfill al my duties as Duchess. | would think getting to know the
townspeople would be a part of that. And there is one more...” Sarah brought her
fork up to tap her chin. “Now what was that one?’ She stuck her fork in the air. “I
remember,” she said brightly. “I will give you an her,” her voice dropped to
annoyance. “How could | possibly forget that one.”

“1 couldn’t fathom as you seem to have lost your manners.” Charles growled.

Sarah tilted her head in defiance. “I match respect, Your Grace. You show me
respect, | show you respect. It'ssimple as that. It isaquality | find most helpful when
deciding who isworth my time.”

Charles scoffed. “And those people,” he nodded to the window, “down there? Are
they worth your time?”’

Sarah cocked her head in disbelief. She rose a finger to the same window he gestured
to. “Those people are your people, Your Grace! Why do you speak of them in such a
manner?’

Charles's face darkened. “They are not to be trusted, Sarah. | would expect a better
judge of character from you.” Charles pinned her with a look. “Although, you did
think my brother would be a suitable match.”

Sarah’s vision blurred with quiet rage. She took a few breaths to settle herself. She
just learned another characteristic of her husband, he is quick to lash out when he felt
out of contral.

Noted.

“1 beg to differ, Your Grace.” Sarah made sure her voice was steady and even. “1 may



have only met them for afew moments but what | saw was resilience and pride. They

were kind and-"

Charles huffed out a laugh, stopping her words. “Kind. They are not kind. They see
you as away to get to me. Trust me, Sarah, they will only use you and hurt you. And
| will not be there to rescue you especially since you were warned.”



Page 42

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

Sarah laughed. “ Trust you? | know less about you than | do about them. Why should |
trust you any more than them?”

Charles wiped his mouth his napkin before throwing it onto his plate. “You know
only what they tell you, and what they tell youislies.”

Sarah shook her head. “How do you know what they told me?”’

Charlesrested his elbows on the table. “ All right then, tell me what they told you.”
Sarah raised her chin. “Very well. While they are only trying to survive you make
deals with other towns instead of looking to your own people. Mr. Crowfelt, the
town’s only butcher, told me that he does not supply this house with our meat, that
you get it elsewhere. Isthat true?’

Charles nodded. “Yes.”

Sarah was shocked with his quick affirmation. No remorse or guilt colored the
word.“Why?’

Charles grimaced. “Because it ismy choice and | choose elsewhere.”
Sarah slumped back against her chair. She was beginning to think there was no
arguing with this man. How can you argue with someone who aways thinks he's

right?

“What could possibly be the reason why you would choose another supplier over



your own butcher in your own town? Do you not care for your people?’

Charles straightened his cravat. “1 can care for my people and not trust them in the
same breath. They are not mutually exclusive.”

Sarah’s back straightened. “Not trust them? Why wouldn’t you trust them?’

Charles stood, his chair scraping the floor. “I’ ve had enough of this conversation. I'm
retiring to my study. Samuels?’

Samuels stepped up from this place in the corner. “Yes, Your Grace.”

“I’ll be finishing my meal in the study. Please have someone bring it to me.”

Samuels nodded and quickly left the room to fetch amaid.

Charles walked towards the door and stopped at Sarah’s side.

“Youlivein afairytale, Sarah. Not everyone islooking out for you. We may have our
differences, and you may not know a lot about me, but one thing you can absolutely

count onis| will look out for you. If something happensto you it happens to me.”

Sarah eyes reached up and met his as he stood over her. “What | hear isyou only care
about my wellbeing because it may reflect poorly on you?’

A flash of emotion crossed his face but disappeared too quickly for Sarah to decipher
what it was.

Charles only looked down at her. “Good night, Sarah,” he said as he left her sitting
alonein the dining room.



CHAPTER 12

Sarah sat in what had become her favorite chair in the library. It was angled just so
that the morning sun lighted her pages, but the afternoon sun wasn’t so harsh.

Her mind drifted to the library she found upstairs. Its books were bright colors of
pinks and blues and called to her more than these heavy handed books on warfare and
politics did. How she longed for her romance novels she cherished. She brought afew
with her but she was itching to get her hands on a new story. Perhaps there was a
store in town that could accommaodeate her.

Stretching her arms over her head, she sighed. It was doubtful. It seemed as if her
husband had a strong hold on what he alowed in and out of his duchy.

Sarah chewed on her bottom lip. Each day she accomplished her goal of learning
more about the man she married but there were still major questions that needed to be
answered.

For instance, this library. It practically screamed Charles. The sofa and chairs were
stiff and uncomfortable. The pillows weren’t soft. The colors were drab and dark with
browns and grays. Once more her mind drifted to the perfectly suitable feminine
library upstairs.

Why couldn’t he just let her have that room? Or at least allow her to leave her mark
in some rooms? Perhaps she'd feel more a home if she saw herself within her
surroundings.

The door opened and Samuels ushered in Charles.

“Ah, there you are. | wanted to let you know | will be going out of town for a day. |
won't return until the day after tomorrow.”
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Sarah blinked owlishly at him. She looked behind her to see if a maid was standing
there. He couldn’t be talking to her in such a casual manner.

She could count on one hand how many conversations she has had with her husband
and none of them had him offering up information about his plans.

“Is dl wel?" Her voice cracked. Her cheeks heated at the awkwardness of the
situation.

Charles shook his head. “Nothing to concern yourself with, just some business | need
to attend to in the next town over.”

Sarah’s hackles rose. He was most likely establishing another deal that rob their
people of alucrative deal.

Charles swung his coat over his broad shoulders. “I just wanted to let you know you
won't be seeing me. Samuels knows how to get in touch with me if there is a
problem.”

Sarah’ s eyes drifted over to Samuels who was standing at Charles s side.

She nodded in acknowledgment and watched as Charles turned on his heel and left
without another word.

Sarah closed the book in her lap and jumped up, placing the book on the table.

She rushed out into the hall just in time to see Charles step out of the house. She



walked quickly to the front door and watched the carriage pull away.

“Is he really going to be gone until the day after tomorrow?’ She asked Samuels who
was at the door.

Samuels dipped his head. “Y es. He will not return until the evening after next.”

A wicked smile danced across Sarah'’ s face.

“Perfect.” She squealed.

Samuels stepped in front of her as she tried to turn.

“May | be of serviceyou, Your Grace.”

His old grey eyes|ooked alarmed which made her smile wider.

“If you could ready a carriage for me, Samuels, that would be wonderful. I’'m in the
mood to some shopping while His Grace is away.”

She brushed past him and walked towards the stairs with a little bounce in her step.
|deas were running rampant in her mind and she couldn’t decide what she wanted to
do first.

“A carriage, Your Grace?’ Samuels stopped at the bottom of the stairs and looked up
to her. His eyes pleading for her to not do whatever it was she was planning on doing.

Sarah had to bite her tongue. Samuels may seem quiet and out of the way, but the
man was a good judge of character. Recalling their first meeting together Sarah took
some pity on the man. Between dealing with the Duke’'s mood swings and now
herself, poor Samuels didn’t get a break.



“Yes, a carriage.” She paused at the top of the stair. “Do you know if William is
free?’

Samuels's face pinched in thought. “I think so, Your Grace. Will you be needing him
for your trip?’

Sarah continued up the stairs, wishing she could take two steps at atime. “Yes. Oh,
and Lizzie. Could you find both of them and have them meet me outside at the
carriage as soon as possible?’

“May | ask what you're looking to buy, Your Grace? So | know where to direct the
coachman.” He added when she threw a questioningly ook hisway.

“Ah, yes. I'm in the mood to do some redecorating. A stop at Miss Cordell’s will be
first and we'll go from there.”

“Redecorating, Your Grace? Samuels's voice squeaked in the most unmanly way
causing Sarah to giggle.

Sarah wasn't proud to admit but watching the color drain from Samuels face gave her
athrill. He was obviously, and with good reason, nervous about her plans. If he was
anxious about her plans, Sarah couldn’t wait to see how the Duke would react.

She didn’t give Samuels time to voice any concerns. She turned and hurried down the
hallway with bright floral patterns and different shades of pink filling her mind. Oh,
and ruffles. The Duke must simply have ruffles. After all, the Duchess was in charge
of the house and the Duchess |oved ruffles.

It was high time Sarah made her mark on the household and she knew the perfect
room to start with. The Duke’s studly.
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A little bell rang aerting Miss Cordell that Sarah had entered her shop along with

William and Lizzie.

She had told the two of them about her plan on the short carriage ride into town.
Lizzie was apprehensive at first, but Sarah won her over with her vision for the room.

William was categorically against it from the start. But when he was told where they
were going he relented. Lizzie teased him about his caving at the mention of Miss
Cordéll but he denied any infatuation with the modest. He stood firmly that he was

going simply because it was his duty to see to the Duchess outside the estate.

Sarah didn’'t care why he chose to come, she was thankful for the help. For what she
was envisioning, she would need all the help she could get.

Miss Cordell’s head lifted up from the papers on the counter. “Your Grace! You're
back so soon? Is everything all right with the ribbons?’

Sarah waved away Miss Cordell’s worries. “Everything's fine with the ribbons.
Lovely asever. I’'m back because | need your help.”

Miss Cordell tilted her head in confusion. “My help, Your Grace? Her eyes darted to
William’ s before she settled on Lizzie' s for a beat longer.

Sarah shook her head vigoroudly. “Yes, your help. I’'m in the need of fabrics.”

“Fabrics, Your Grace?' Miss Cordell brought her attention back to Sarah.



Sarah decided to ignore the added tension between Miss Cordell, William, and
Lizzie. There was a story there, but she had more pressing matters than alove triangle
involving two of her staff.

“Yes. Why must everyone repeat what I'm saying?’ She sighed. “1’ve decided to do
some redecorating at the estate and I'm looking for some very specific material.”
Sarah ran her hands over a pink satin dress hanging next to the door. Her fingertips
traced the intricate lace threaded amongst ruffles, her eyes glittering with
possibilities.

“I’m looking to add some color and feminine touch to some rooms.” Sarah continued.
Sarah’s eye caught a ribbon with bright pink peonies on it. “Perhaps some floral
material aswell.”

Miss Cordell’s face relaxed a bit. “Oh, how lovely.” She smiled. “I aways thought
redoing a personal bedroom was cathartic. It allows you to own a space that reflects
you and you alone.”

Sarah turned to face Miss Cordell. “Oh, I’'m not redoing my rooms.”

Miss Cordell’ s brows furrowed. William sighed audibly causing Lizzie to nudge him
with her elbow.

Miss Cordell noticed the gesture and her brows pinched further before returning to
Sarah.

“I'm sorry, Your Grace.” Miss Cordell said while she shook her head of whatever
thought she just had. Miss Cordell gestured to the dress Sarah was still touching. “It's
just you’'re speaking of adding a feminine touch and | can tell you're getting ideas
from that dress.”



Sarah was impressed. “Y ou can?’

Miss Cordell nodded. “When the muse sings it’s hard for any creative person to hide
their fascination from their expression.”

Sarah smiled in appreciation. William was right, this young woman knew what she
was doing.

“May | ask what room you are looking to decorate?’ Miss Cordell inquired with atilt
of her head. “Perhapsit’ll help me guide you in the right direction.”

Miss Cordell’ s eyes kept glancing back to Lizzie and William.

“The Duke's study.” Sarah said as plainly as she could. She wanted to watch Miss
Corddl’ s face morph from inquisitive and interested into shock.

And, much to Sarah’s pleasure, Miss Cordell’ s expression did not disappoint.

Disbelief colored Miss Cordell’s face as it snapped back to Sarah’s. “His Grace's
study?’ Miss Cordell’s eyes looked at the dress still in Sarah’s hands and shook her
head.

“Your Grace, I’m not sure my store has what is suitable for a Duke’ s study.”

Sarah giggled. “And that’s precisely why we're here.” Sarah clapped and William
groaned again.

“1 don't want suitable, Miss Cordell,” Sarah said as she walked towards the nervous
modiste. “1 asked for a feminine touch. Do you consider yourself to have a feminine
touch and are able to aid other’s in achieving a certain je ne sais quoi when it comes
to decorating, whether it’s a body or aroom?’



Sarah raised an eyebrow in a challenge.

Miss Cordell swallowed and bobbed her head. Her eyes looked just past her to
William before refocusing on Sarah. “Y es, of course, Y our Grace.”
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Sarah clapped. “Excellent. Let’'s get started, shall we? What is the pinkest fabric you
have? | havealot of ideas!”

Miss Cordell escorted the three of them to her back storage room.

Sarah marveled in the amount of fabric bolts she had within in the small storage
room. She definitely could use some more space for all this material.

Lizzie wasjust asimpressed. “Y ou have alovely selection, Miss Cordell.”
Miss Cordell cooly acknowledged Lizzie's compliment. “ Thank you, Miss.”
“It’s Elizabeth, but my friends call me Lizzie.”

“Thank you, Miss Elizabeth.” Miss Cordell corrected.

Lizzie's eyes widened at the dlant and stepped back, recognizing her place in the
room.

Sarah frowned. “Now, come now, we are al friends with acommon goal here.”
William cleared his throat.

Sarah scrunched her face. “Fine, us women all have a common goal. Let it be noted
that William is against my plan and has been from the start. He is here under protest.”

William raised his chin. “Thank you.”



With aroll of her eyes she returned back to Miss Cordell.

“You seem to have taken issue with my maid and if there’s one thing about meis |
hate unfinished business. It getsin the way of things.”

Sarah couldn’t help but feel her life was surrounded by unfinished business. If she
couldn’t fully understand her husband she would put thisto rights at |east.

Miss Cordell sniffed in Lizzie' s direction before her eyes landed on William.

The tension was palpable and grating on Sarah’s nerves.

“William? Do you know what is going on?”’

William’s cheeks reddened. “What? Me? | don’'t know anything, Y our Grace.”

Both Lizzie and Miss Cordell snorted causing William’ s blush to deepen.

Miss Cordell sighed. “It’'sjust | thought we were...”

Lizzie jumped from her spot in the corner. “Wait. Do you think heand |...” her finger
wagged in between her and William.

Sarah had to admit she rather enjoyed watching other people' s drama enfold instead
of being the onein the middle of it. It was quite refreshing.

Lizzie broke out in fitful giggles while it took William a moment longer to
understand what Miss Cordell was implying.

“With her?” William looked absolutely shocked as he pointed to Lizzie.



Lizzie s giggling stopped abruptly. “Hey. Y ou could do alot worse than me.”

William scoffed. “I could do alot better.”

Sarah cleared her throat.

“Miss Cordéll, it seems whatever you may have surmised to be going on between
Lizzie and William is simply not true.”

Lizzie made audible noise of disgust when Sarah mentioned William.
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Miss Cordell dropped her eyes out of embarrassment. “This is terribly unprofessional
of me, Y our Grace. | am so ashamed.”

Sarah walked over to Miss Cordell and embraced her. She lowered her voice and
whispered in her ear. “Love, or even the hint of love, can have us acting out in the
most bizarre ways.”

As she pulled away Sarah her whispered words took on a different meaning when she
applied them to her own situation.

Surely, she wasn't in love with the Duke. She only knew him a few days. Yet, she
had never let anyone affect her in the same way this man had. Even only after a few
days he had her scheming an entire room renovation simply as an act of revenge.

She may have let her imagination get the best of her in the past, but this was a bit
much even for her.

Miss Cordell pulled away, a bashful smile with blushing cheeks met William’'s
awkward stance. Now that it was open knowledge that Miss Cordell was interested in

William it seemed the young man forgot how to stand.

Wanting to take the attention from William, Sarah walked over to a bright pink
fabric. “1s the same as the dress out front?’

Miss Cordell nodded. “Itis, Your Grace.”

“Thisiswill be perfect. Do you have any ruffles that match?’



Miss Cordell’s face brightened. “I do! Lizzie, will you help me get this box down, it
has the exact color rufflesinit.”

The two women reached up to atop shelf to bring down a box.

William coughed. “If you two are going to get things that are out of reach why am |
here?’

Lizzie stuck her tongue out. “Y ou're the moral support.”

Sarah giggled. The easy talk and growing camaraderie between them strengthened
her resolve. She missed the familiarity of having family nearby and these people were
beaming her family.

Lizzie pulled out along strand of ruffles. “Is what you were thinking, Y our Grace?’
Sarah looked over and her eyes widened. “ Absolutely!”

“How much will you need?’ Miss Cordell asked holding up two rolls.

“All of it.” Sarah grinned.

CHAPTER 13

Sarah plopped down on the sofa in the study. “Just put that last one over there,
William.” She threw her arm over towards the window. The three of them spent two
hours with Miss Cordell looking through countless bolts of fabric the modiste had.
When Sarah closed her eyes she saw rolls and rolls of ribbons, lace, and ruffles. She

couldn’t be happier.

“William,” she called out to him before he left. “1 have a question for you.”



The young footman stopped in the doorway and began to rub his neck. She found it
endearing she made him nervous. He reminded her alot of Charles. Both liked things
in order and maintained and hated when things didn’t go according to plan.

Sarah motioned to the room around her. “A lot of this looks very old and well used.
When was the last time the Duke decorated?’ A corner of her lip quirked up. “Or, |
guess a better question is, has the Duke ever changed anything in this house?’

Her mind went to the rooms upstairs, untouched, stuck in atime she was not allowed
to learn about.

William dropped his hand. “To be honest, Your Grace. The Duke doesn’t redecorate
or change anything, really. It's been thisway for aslong as | remember.” He squinted
his eyes. “ Although, | do remember hearing about someone changing the curtains and
rugsin one room.”

Lizzie appeared behind him carrying the last package from the carriage. “That’s not
what happened. Y ou weren’t even alive when that room was redone.”

William scowled. “Neither were you.”

Lizzie rolled her eyes. “True, but | know more about the comings and goings that
happen within this manor than you.” Lizzie set the package on the Duke's desk and
turned towards Sarah.

“From what | was told, by Mrs. Bates, mind you.” She threw her words at William
before refocusing on Sarah, “that the previous Duchess hated the decorations in the
Duchess's wing. However, the Dowager Duchess insisted she keep them up. It wasn't
long after the Dowager’ s death the previous Duchess took them down.”

William scoffed. “I heard the Duke ordered their removal because they were too



feminine.”
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The two began to bicker like siblings. How Miss Cordell could ever consider their
relationship anything other than platonic was beyond Sarah.

Wait... what did he just say?

“Hush. Both of you.” She looked at William. “Where are these feminine things
now?’

William and Lizzie exchanged looks. William shrugged.

“The attic, Your Grace.” Lizzie said with all the smugness she could muster. Lizzie
was right, she did more know about the estate.

“The attic, you say?’ Sarah jumped to her feet and ran out of the study, down the hall,
and up to the second floor. She hadn’t tried every door on this floor, and considering
there wasn’t another staircase leading to the third floor, one of these doors must lead
to the attic.

There was a door at the end of the hallway next to her bedroom that she realized she
never opened.

Crossing her fingers, hoping it would open, she turned the handle. Her breath came
rushing out when the handle turned, giving entry to stepsthat led to the attic. She let a
squeak of triumph as she tried to take the steps two at a time, but her cursed skirts
kept getting in the way.

There was a small ray of light shining through a small window at the front of the



house. It wasn’'t much, but it was enough for her to see in front of her. She saw old
paintings, and some books on an old desk. She made a mental note to return to those
books once she was done asserting her dominance with the Duke.

She meandered around old furniture, stopping at an old crib. She ran her fingertips
along the railing, wondering if the Duke slept in this as a baby. She couldn’t help but
let her mind wander to what he must have been like as a child.

Most likely a serious little boy, she gathered. You don’'t become highly disciplined
and formidable over night.

How different their childhoods must have been. Sarah remembered bruised knees and
silly songs, but most importantly lots of love and laughter. Did the Duke have that?
Would he offer that to their children?

Their children.

Sarah’s eyes widened. The Duke's deadline was approaching and soon his final rule
regarding an heir will come into play.

She stepped away from the crib, rubbing her now clammy and dusty hands onto her
skirts. She made her way over to a set of rather large, and dirty, trunks that sat in a
corner.

Kneeling down she thanked whomever was watching over her because there were no
locks on either trunk. Thankfully, it only took little effort to open the one.

Sarah took in the pile of material that looked like curtains. Dust had settled on what
was most likely bright pink fabric. She pulled out one panel and was relieved to see
that no moths had eaten away at the material. They were sturdy and with a light
beating to get the settled dust out, they would look almost new.



She brought the fabric to her chest and laughed. This was turning out better than she
could have possibly imagined.

“Your Grace?’

Sarah turned at the sound of her maid’'s voice. She stood up and hurried to the top of
the attic steps. Lizzie was standing in the doorway, peering up at her, quizzically.

“Lizzie! Good. | need your help.”

Lizzie s shoulders dropped. “Up there?’

Sarah laughed. “ Of course, up here.”

Lizzie shuddered.

“Oh, come now, Lizzie, thereis nothing up here but some dust and old junk.”

She looked back down at the open trunk and the one sitting next to it, no doubt with
more of the same in it. “Actually, I'll need your help and more. Could you bring
William as well? | would like the contents of both of these trunks to be brought down

to the Duke' s study.”

Lizzie' s shoulders sagged. She did not seem too keen on entering the attic. “Right
away, Your Grace.” Lizzie ducked out the doorway and went off to find William.

“Finadly,” Sarah said out loud, “someone who just listens to what | say and doesn’t
look at me like I’'m losing my mind.” She laughed to herself.

Sarah returned to the trunk and picked up another curtain panel. She heaved it over
her shoulder and made her way down the attic steps.



In the hallway she met William and Lizzie, both of whom looked like they’ d rather be
doing anything but what she was about to ask them to do.
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“Why do you two look like you’ ve seen a ghost?’

Lizzie's face went white. “Ghosts? Are there ghosts up there?” She took a step closer
to William who looked annoyed.

“There’s no such thing as Ghosts, Lizzie.” William reprimanded her. “It's just
another room of the house. No different than the kitchen or library.”

Sarah smiled brightly at William. “He’ sright. Thank you, William.”
Her praise did nothing to loosen the grimace on William’ s face.

He made it no secret he did not approve of her plan to disrupt the Duke's study. He
most likely was afraid of being associated with the ruckus.

She leaned into William. “I promise | will not mention you helped me nor here or at
Miss Cordell’s. And if your association is found out, I'll say you protested every step
of theway.”

William pursed his lips but he nodded in acceptance.

“Perfect. Now, go on and grab the rest of the curtains and | think | saw some pillows
up there as well.”

William walked to the attic doorway with a scared Lizzie shuffling her feet behind
him.



“1t might take us severa trips, but we must be fast, | only have tonight and tomorrow
to finish my plan.” Sarah called out to them.

Lizzie stood in the doorway and looked back towards Sarah. “Do you think the Duke
will be all right with these changes, Your Grace? | mean, I'm sure he won't be at
first, but will he...” Lizzie looked nervous.

The redlity of what they were doing must be starting to settle on Lizzie' s shoulders.

Sarah had to remind herself while she was able to hide behind the title of Duchess
William, Sarah, and even Samuels didn’t have such protection.

Sarah walked back to where Lizzie stood. It took a bit of maneuvering with the
curtain panels hung over her shoulders, but she took the maid’'s face in her hands. “I
make you the same promise | made William. | will not mention your name when this
all comesto light. | will take your participation in my scheme to the grave.”

Lizzie smiled and shook her head. “ Thank you, Y our Grace.”

Sarah shooed the maid up the steps to the attic while she turned and hauled the two
panels downstairs.

She unloaded the curtains she carried onto his desk causing some papers to blow off
the desk.

“Your Grace? Are you in need of any assistance?’
Sarah looked over her shoulder and blew a stray piece of hair off of her face.

“Samuels? | would love some, but the real question is are you willing to cross enemy
linesto do so?’ She asked with awink.



The corners of his lips curved up as a small smile formed. “I’ve given it much
thought, Y our Grace. While | enjoy working here and | miss the quietness and order
this house once maintained, | can’'t help but think a little bit of change will be good
for our Duke.” Samuels hesitated before adding, “May | speak freely, Y our Grace?’

Sarah nodded. “ Of course.”

“You may fedl like you are on opposite sides from His Grace, but you two are a lot
alike.”

Sarah mocked offense. “Take that back.” She said as she playfully grabbed her chest
in fake shock.

Her motion garnered a laugh from Samuels. “It’s true and | have learned long ago it
IS much easier to give in and do what the Duke wants than to try to persuade him to
see reason.”

Sarah fully turned to Samuels and placed her hands on her hips. “I fed there is a
backhanded compliment in there.”

Samuels raised his handsin defense. “No ill will intended, Y our Grace.”

“Very well, I'll take the help no matter your reasoning. Will you see if Mrs. Bates is
busy. | need some pillowcases made post haste. | know running a household takes a
lot of effort but do you think she and the girls would be willing to make some
pillowcases for the Duke?’

Samuels swallowed a laugh. “If it's for the Duke | have no doubt they will jump at
the chance. But for you, not only will they do it, but they will do so willingly.”

He dipped his head as he | eft.
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Sarah leaned back onto the desk, folding her armsin front of her.
What an odd thing to say.

She could tell instantly that the Duke ran a tight ship and he was not a very
personable person. She surmised most of his staff feared his wrath athough she had
never seen him raise his voice, let alone a hand, to them.

Was it just his imposing nature that scared them into submission? Or was he truly an
evil man that abused his help? She couldn’t see that being the case, but the truth of
the matter was, she hadn’t seem him enough to garner a viable opinion of the man.
Every time she thought she was closer to uncovering another truth about the man she
married, she found herself with more gquestions than answers.

She heard huffing followed by low grumbles coming from the hallway.

“Your Grace? Are you in there?’ Lizzie's voice was muffled against the towering
stack of material in her hands.

Sarah jumped up from the desk and ran towards the unsteady girl. “My goodness,
Lizzie,” shelaughed. “You didn’t need to carry it al in one trip!”

Lizzie huffed as she dropped the pile onto the sofa with a groan. “I’m sorry, Y our
Grace. But I'd rather not go up there again. | know William says it's just like any
other room in the house, but | take offense to that. We make sure every room in this
house is spotless and taken care of.”



“If that were true then the attic would be spotless.” William joked as he effortlessly
put a similar size pile down. He even managed to bring down the throw pillows she
saw.

Lizzie scowled and mumbled. “ Semantics. Every room that is occupied by humansis
taken care of.”

“What is occupying the attic? Ghosts?” William teased.

Sarah laughed. “All right you two. Was that everything?’

The two nodded as Lizzie rubbed her arms. William stood tall, proud of his not only
bringing down the heavy material without much effort, but for having the last word

with Lizzie.

Sarah’s hands clapped together. “Perfect. That gives me more time to set up the
curtains. William, are you able to help with that?’

William’s mood quickly soured. “Curtains?’

Lizzie elbow found the side of his stomach.

“Oh, | mean, yes. | can help, Your Grace.” He grumbled.

Sarah smiled warmly. “Thank you. And again, there will be no word from me of your
help.” Sarah brought her finger up to her mouth and crossed an ‘x’ over it. “I

promise.”

“Is there anything else you need from me, Your Grace?’ Lizzie looked on
expectantly.



“Yes, Lizzie. How are you with aneedle and thread? | need some pillowcases made.”
Lizzie'sfacelit up. “I am excellent, Y our Grace!”

“Wonderful. | sent Samuels to look for Mrs. Bates but he hasn’t retuned yet. Would
you mind going to look for her?’ Sarah reached into one of the packages and brought
out several yards of bright pink satin and afew rolls of ruffles.

“Take these and those pillows and see if you could cover them for me.”

“Right away, Your Grace.” Lizzie said with awide smile on her face.

After watching Lizzie leave Sarah turned to William.

“Now let’s get to work hanging these curtains, shall we?’

Sarah and William worked late into the night. Samuels came in around midnight and
shooed her to her rooms before she fell off the chair she was stabilizing on in order to
hang the curtain by his desk.

She skipped breakfast the next morning and went directly to the study. When she
opened the door her eyes were bombarded with bright fuchsia curtains with ruffle
valences.

Oh my. They are bolder in the morning light than | had anticipated.

A jolt of electricity ran through her body.
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Perfect!
Bright pink squares stole her attention.
“Oh! The pillows!”

Amongst the drab brown leather sofa sat six perfectly pink satin pillows with ruffle
edges that matched the curtains perfectly. Not only had the girls made pillowcases for
the four pillows they brought down from the attic but they covered the two pillows
the Duke already had on his sofa.

Sarah made a mental note to do something nice for the women. They definitely
understood the assignment she set forth.

The clash of the sturdy, masculine furniture in warm earth tones clashed with the
bright and shocking color of pink hanging from the windows. Sarah went to the sofa
and picked up two pillows, placing one on each of the chairs sitting opposite of the

sofa. She left three on the sofa, positioning one at each corner and centering the third.

She decided Charles' s desk needed a splash of pink and added a pillow to his desk
chair.

“What' sthis?’ Sarah looked down.
Underneath Sarah’ s feet in between the sofa area and the desk was a plush pink rug.

She didn’'t remember seeing thislast night. “What in the world?’



A soft cough sounded from behind her.

Sarah turned to see Samuels standing in the doorway.

“Good morning, Your Grace. William found the rug upstairs when | had him check to
make sure nothing was amiss upstairs. He figured you would appreciate it.”

Sarah’s heart swelled. “I absolutely do. | would tell you to offer my gratitude, but if
you ask me, al of thiswas of my own doing.” Sarah winked.

Samuelstilted his head in good humor.

“It's a good thing you were able to work so efficiently on your own, Your Grace. |
just received word that His Grace will be returning tonight.”

Sarah was absolutely giddy. “That’'s wonderful! | don’t think | could stand to wait
another day!”

“Would you like me to bring in some breakfast for you, Y our Grace?’

“That would be lovely, Samuels, thank you. And Samuels,” she called before he
could leave. “Truly, thank you.” She spread her arms towards the room. “I know both
you and the Duke appreciate order and it seems that my only contribution to to this
household thus far is creating chaos. However, if he fights dirty so can I. | really do
appreciate you helping me. | won’t soon forget your support.”

“Ah, but you didn’t have anyone’s help, Y our Grace. Y ou are quite spirited when you
have agoal.” Samuels said.

Sarah nodded her head and brought her fingertip up to head and tapped it. “Right. |
did thisall by myself, and I’'m quite proud.”



“Asyou should be, Your Grace. I'll seeto your breakfast.”

Sarah spent the rest of the day making sure the study was completely spotless and
ready for the Duke. Any furniture she and William moved the night before she made
sure was back in the perfect spot so he couldn’t detect movement.

Not that he wouldn’t know someone was in there. The masculine study looked asif it
was designed by a young girl without any guidance. It was an eyesore. It was garish.

It was perfect.

She couldn’t wait for the very controlled and intimidating Charles to walk into his
study after a busy day of business and travel.

She could barely contain her excitement when she heard his carriage pull up. She
paced her room as she listened for the door to the house open. She counted his
footsteps as he walked to the study door.

She held her breath as she pictured his hand reaching for the handle and turning it.
She closed her eyes and prepared herself for his undoubtedly loud and disgusted
reaction.

She opened one eye. She heard the door open but she didn’t hear anything el se.

Perhaps he opened the door but someone called to him.

Her other eye opened. No. She would have heard that.
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She shuffled over to her door and peeked her head through the opened door. She
tiptoed to the railing that over looked the hallway downstairs. She could see the
study’ s door had, in fact, been opened.

Was he in shock? Did he faint? Did Dukes faint? Did someone take everything down
out of fear of retribution?

Sarah darted out of her room and rushed down the steps. She felt something was
amiss and she began to worry she took her prank too far.

Just as she reached the door a dark, rich laugh boomed from the doorway. Sarah
skidded to a halt just outside of the study’s door.

Sarah stood very still in hopes to hear the sound again so she could decipher what it
was. Surely, it wasn't the Duke laughing. He should be appalled. Furious, even.

Once again a crystal clear laugh rang out, sending shocks of electricity down her
body.

Sarah’ s feet padded towards the door and she peered in.
She found the Duke doubled over in laughter.
“Your Grace?’ Her voice was unsure as she took a step inside the study. Everything

was as she left it. The curtains, the pillows, the rug, everything was there, in blaring
contrast to the original decor.



Charles turned, wiping a tear from his eye. Sarah stared at the track the rolling tear
left on his cheek.

He was laughing so hard he was crying.

“Sarah! Let me guess, you did this.” His voice was light and full of mirth. She never
heard him sound such away.

Sarah was stunned speechless. She nodded her head.

“It's bloody brilliant!” Charles's laugh began again and Sarah was left to wonder if
maybe her husband had hit his head while he was out.

“I'm sorry?’ Sarah took another step inside, cautiously staying away from him in
case thiswas a ploy to pull her further into the room and punish her.

Her body heated at the thought. Sarah chastised herself for the path her thinking went.
Pushing the salacious thoughts out of her head she focused on the laughing man in
front of her.

“The room,” he threw open his arms wide, “it’s brilliant. Did you do you do this all
by yourself? In one night?’ He exclaimed in between bursts of laughter. He turned
back to the sofa, looking down at the pillows and shaking with laughter.

Sarah looked back out into the hallway, surely she isn't the only one that is
witnessing this madness.

Sarah raised a hand to her head. Perhaps she was the one who hit her head and this
was all adream in an unconscious state.

CHAPTER 14



Charles' s stomach was cramping from all the laughing. After the disastrous meeting
this morning, which ended his trip abruptly, he was in the mood for a night of
solitude in his favorite chair with atumbler of whisky.

He didn’'t even stop to converse with Samuels when he walked through the door.
Charles just handed Samuels his overcoat and proceeded to go straight to his study.

Come to think of it, Samuels was blabbering on about something, but Charles was
busy shutting down his mind from the riotous chaos brought on by dealing with
imbeciles this morning.

Shock did not adequately describe what Charles felt when first he opened the door to
his study. If he were being completely honest, he was concerned he walked into the
wrong room. Seeing old curtains that once hung in the Duchess' s wing when he was a
child paired with an old rug from his mother’s room had him questioning if he
opened the door to another time.

It was the sight of the pillows that started his laughing fit. He picked up the satin
pillow and ran hisfingers over the ruffles.

The vivid pink pillows clashed against the stark darkness of his leather sofa. Much
like a certain presence that now invaded his senses. A soft, timid touch landed on his

shoulder.

“Your Grace, are you sure you're al right?” She sounded confused and he didn't
blame her. He couldn’t remember the last time he laughed this much.

He turned to find a very perplexed Sarah staring at him like he had lost his mind.
Perhaps he had.

Charles wiped another tear from his eye. “Yes, yes, I'm fine Sarah. This,” his arms



gestured broadly and he turned in a circle, taking in the entire room, “is quite an
accomplishment. | must know how you pulled it off.”

Sarah’s wrung her hands in front of her while she chewed on her bottom lip. “It was
al me, Your Grace.” She said quite matter-of-factly. “I sought out Miss Cordell, told
her | wanted to do some redecorating, then as | was looking around, getting to know
the house, I, um, stumbled upon some old curtains and rugs and brought them in

here.



Page 52

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

Charlesraised an eyebrow. “Y ou were getting acquainted with the attic?’

Two flags of red bloomed on Sarah’s cheeks. “The attic is a part of the house, is it
not?’

He laughed again. With each laugh he felt lighter, asif he was breaking down a piece
of awall that had been long standing within him. Charles took in his wife. Or was she
the one breaking down hiswall?

Charles eyed the tall window behind his desk, garishly wrapped in fuschia curtains
with ruffles. It was an eye sore when he was a child and his mother would be happy

to know they still were.

His mother hated the curtains, but they were his father’s mother’ s decoration and the
old bird wouldn’t let his mother take them down until she passed away.

The day after his grandmother’s funeral his mother, along with a few trusted footmen,
snuck into the rooms, tore them down and stored them in the attic.

Seeing them now soothed a part of Charles he didn’t realize was aching.

Charles walked to the curtains behind his desk. “And you put the curtains up by
yourself aswell?’

Charles watched as Sarah swallowed, her slender neck bobbing in the motion. He
remembered what that soft skin tasted like. He licked his lips at the memory.



Sarah sucked in her bottom lip as she thought of alie to tell him. He knew anything
she said would be a lie. There was no way a dlight thing like her could haul those
heavy curtains down from the attic and hang them by herself.

A wicked smile widened his mouth. He couldn’t help to think of all the fun ways to
punish her for whatever lie she came up with.

“If | told you how | did it it would take away the magic of the surprise, Your Grace.”
Her omission was a sign of loyalty to the staff. Loyalty was a quality Charles held in
high regard. Hearing her stand her ground pleased him immensely.

“Clever girl,” he murmured.

The twin flags of red on her cheeks spread over her entire face and her eyes widened
in embarrassment. Or was it something else?

Her chest heaved against the confines of her dress, and the pupils of her eyes were
blown.

My, my, my, sheisareceptive little thing.

“Is this your revenge for dinner last night?” Charles cooed teasingly low and soft as
he rounded the desk and walked towards Sarah still standing at the sofa.

A slim hand brushed a stray curl behind her ear as she licked her dry lips.

“1 am astounded by your eye for decorating. Y ou should renovate the whole house.”
He said with adrop of sarcasm.

Sarah shook her head, the lust he once saw in her eyes began to melt away.



“You likeit?' Confusion and a hint of anger dripped from her words.

“What’ s not to love?’ He said playfully. He felt like a predator playing with his food.

He slowed his steps, carefully moving with the grace of a cat prowling. With each
step he took she took a step back until the back of her legs hit the sofa.

Sarah huffed. “Well...” her arms gestured wildly. “It’s... pink!”

Charles took another step closer to her, until he was directly in front of her. Standing
this close to her he could see awhisper of freckles that dusted her cheeks. He had the
sudden urge to kiss every one of them.

“Oh, it's very pink.” He agreed. “But | think it’s the perfect combination of light and
dark, wouldn't you agree?’ Charles's body roared to life when he saw the

goosebumps erupt across her skin at his seductive tone.

Sarah only nodded. Her hazel eyes were once again heavy with lust and they called to
him.

“But, you have to admit that your intentions were not in good faith and for that, you
must be punished.”

Sarah’s knees buckled beneath her. Charles reached out and grabbed around her
waist, pulling her to his chest.

“Do you want to be punished, Sarah?’ His voice smooth as velvet.
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Sarah’s eyesflared in response to his question.

“Yes.” Her voice was quiet, but determined. There was no hint of question in her
affirmation.

Charles rested his forehead against hers. “Good girl.”
Sarah’ s moan was captured by Charles' s lips as his tongue swiped into her mouth.

She didn’t fight back, she didn’t try to outmaneuver him, she simply gave into him.
She pressed her body against his, molding her slim frame to his.

Her mouth’s compliance didn't equal full submission, however. Her hands reached
up and found purchase within his long hair. She pulled against the strands eliciting a
growl from Charles.

His little hellion could definitely stand her own ground which made this all the more
enjoyable.

After al, the hunt is just as enjoyable as the meal.

Sarah had given up trying to understand the man who was now holding her bottom as
her legs wrapped around his waist. And she most definitely stopped trying to
understand why her own body forgot everything she stood for when he talked to her

in his seductive way.

Clever girlnearly sent her tumbling.Good girlalmost sent her to an early grave.



His mouth continued his attack on her and she willfully gave in to him. Her body was
on fire and it craved consumption. If this was how she would go out, she’'d welcome
it.

Her legs tightened around his stomach, a part of her needing to be closer, and closer
still, to him.

Her fingers played his silky strands, scraping his scalp with little tugs here and there.
Every time she tugged he grunted and moved against her causing the most delicious
sensation to course through her body.

Charles dipped at the waist laying her down on the sofa amongst her sickly sweet
pink pillows and she couldn’t help to giggle at the juxtaposition of the feminine
pillows against the masculine sofa.

“Areyou really not mad at the state of your study?’ She whispered.

Charles's bruised lips were plump and marked by her lip stain. His hair was tousled
giving him aroguish charm she found pleasing.

He shook his head. “Not one bit. | quite admire you, actually. Not many people have
had the gall to stand up to me. And no one has had the ability to do so through room
decorating.”

Sarah laughed at his joke while her body warmed. Who was this man and how could
she get him to stay?

Charles closed the space between them, fully laying her on the sofa. He placed his
forearms on either side of her head, his legs pushing hers out to allow him to nestle
between her legs.



Sarah brought her legs up and, once again, settled them around his waist.

He took her mouth and pushed his tongue into her.

Even fully clothed Sarah felt his length push up against her and she moaned loudly
into his mouth.

“Charles.” She groaned in pleasure.

“You are so receptive of me, darling.” He was relentless and shamel ess.

Darling.

Sarah’s eyes rolled back and she arched against him. There should be studies done on
this man’'s voice and his affect on her. Simple words like “clever,” “good,” and

“darling,” had the ability to send her into adifferent reality.

His mouth trailed down her neck and found a sweet spot right at the base of her neck
and sucked. She gasped and raked her hands through his hair.

She pushed up against him, needing more friction, more of him. Surely he wasn’t
going to make her wait a full eight days. Especially since she was supposed to take
those eight days to wrap her head around being with him.

Considering her body was currently literally wrapped around him, she felt most
decidedly ready to have him.

She pulled at his shirt, hoping he would get the idea she wanted it off of him. Charles
ignored her ministrations as his kisses kept traveling south.
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His heavy lidded eyes looked up into hers as he ripped the collar of her dress
exposing her breasts to him. Instead of embarrassment at being partialy naked in
front of aman Sarah felt emboldened.

It was not only his words that encouraged her, but the way he looked at her. Asif she
were the only one in the world that mattered. Being a middle child, that was a feeling
that alluded her many times. In this moment with Charles, she felt like she was the

middle point from which everything came.

Even when they fought, he challenged her to be quicker, smarter, better. It was
frustrating, it was exhausting, but she had to admit, it was aso exhilarating.

His hot mouth twirled against one of her peaked nipples and she sighed into him. His
lower body pushed and swirled in small circles against her. Her legs tightened against

him, needing him closer.

Charles shifted his weight so he could move his arm that was holding him up. He
reached below and started pushing her skirts out of the way.

She wiggled in anticipation. His actions became more aggressive and needy. Sarah’s
core was molten magma looking for avein to erupt.

Charles's hand found her center and she cried out in ecstasy.
A knock sounded from the door and Charles' s hand froze.

“What do you want?’ He barked.



Sarah bit her lip to stop from moaning. Even with the disruption Charles's fingers
still played with her. She couldn’t hear who was answering him and she didn’t care as
long as he never stopped his movements.

Her hips pushed against his hand and her body began to climb the hill she’d come to
love.

But his movement stopped.

Sarah’s eyes flew open.

Please don’'t say my punishment is delayed gratification again!

Instead of playful, and lustful eyes she was just looking into before ecstasy took over,
Sarah found dark and dangerous eyes looking down at her.

“What isit?’ She whispered.

“Who did you say is here?’ He demanded from the disembodied voice.

There was a pause. “Miss Honorais here to see you, Your Grace.”

Sarah’s heart dropped.

A woman?

“Who is Honora?’ Her voice cracked. Her mind was racing with thoughts of scorned
women coming to demand his time.

Charles cursed and pushed himself up off of Sarah. He stood up, adjusting his
trousers.



She took a pillow and covered her bare chest. She was thankful whomever was on the
other side of the door, most likely Samuels, didn’t come in to deliver their news.

Tears prickled her eyes and she blinked quickly in hopes they’ d stay put.

Charles stormed to the study door and opened it enough for him to look through the
crack.

He spoke in hushed murmurs but she could tell that he was not happy with the news.
Sarah sat up and tried her best to put her collar to rights but the Duke had ripped it
enough that it was thoroughly ruined.

She stood up, brushing her skirts down with one hand, while her other hand held her
shirt together at her neck.

Her heart sank at the idea of walking out of the study in a disarray in front of the
staff. The tears she tried to stave off began to fall as embarrassment fell like a heavy

blanket over her.

The click of the door had her looking up at Charles. She quickly wiped her tears,
hoping to keep her embarrassment to a minimum.

“Is everything all right?” Sarah’s voice was thick.
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Charles walked over to his desk and began looking through papers.
“Yes, it'sfine. | just wasn’t expecting her, that’s all.”

Charles sounded distracted and no longer looked at her, rummaging through papers
and cursing when he couldn’t find what he was looking for.

Sarah bit her quivering lip. One moment she was his world and with one knock on the
door she ceased to exist to him.

She bit her lip harder hoping to stop the tears that were threatening to fall again.

“Who weren’'t you expecting?’ She barely managed to get the words out over the
lump in her throat.

“Honora.” He stated, ignoring her as he walked past her and back to the study’ s door.
“Charles.” Sarah pushed her voice as much as her closing throat would allow her.

He stopped and heaved a sigh before turning.

“Sheis Eli and my younger sister.”

Relief flooded Sarah’s body. “Y our younger sister? | did not know you had a sister.”

“She’s not someone...” His pained eyes glanced over his shoulder to the open door.
He lowered his voice. “ She likes to keep to herself. Most people do not welcome her



presence.”

Sarah’s eyebrows raised. “What? Whomever would scorn a young woman? What
could she have possibly have done?’

Charles expression darkened. “Her crime was being born. And to answer your
guestion as to who would scorn an innocent child?” His head nodded towards the
window that faced the town. “Those people you dare to defend as kind and loving
people took it upon themselves to be judge and jury to an innocent woman and child.”

Charles turned on his heel and disappeared into the hallway.

The Duke's remark slapped her across her face. She stood stunned. The people she
met seemed like such generous people who were discarded by their Duke.

The realization that she was too busy trying to establish dominance with the Duke
that she was taken for granted broke her heart. Was the Duke's original warning
about the townspeople correct?

Doubt and confusion began to eat away at her.

She moved towards the door when the state of her dress caused her to misstep.
Peeking her head into the hallway she thankfully found it empty.

Sarah needed to get to the parlor where she could hear the light melodic feminine
voice drifting into the hallway. She was eager to get there in hopes of finally putting
the pieces her mysterious husband together. But first she needed to change out of this
ruined dress.

CHAPTER 15



Thankfully Lizzie was upstairs righting Sarah’s room when she busted in needing to
change her clothes. Lizzie's eyes widened at Sarah’s state of undress.

“My goodness, Your Grace! What happened to your dress?’ Lizzie averted her eyes
out of respect.

Unfortunately for Sarah, her fair complexion did not allow her time to come up with
an adequate response. Two red spots blossomed on Sarah’s cheeks before her mind
fully comprehended what Lizzie had asked.

Sarah stood holding on to her tattered dress while it dawned on Lizzie the reason for
Sarah’sruined attire.

Lizzie's own cheeks reddened with the redlization. “Oh. I, um, can | help you change
into something more... together?’

Sarah didn’'t have time for embarrassment. Regardless of her enflamed cheeks, every
second she spent in her room was one minute she was not down there. Who knows if
his sister would still be there? Was she intending on staying? But more importantly,
why was she here?

Sarah rushed further into the room and straight to her closet. “Yes, please. The
Duke' s sister is here and | must get down to them right away.”

Sarah was too busy rifling through her hanging dresses she didn’t notice Lizzie had
become frozen in place.

“Lady Honorais here?’ Lizzie s voice was hushed.
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Sarah poked her head out from the closet. “That’swhat | said. Now, come help me at
once. I’'m losing valuable time.”

Sarah’s hands landed on a modest blue dress that had always made her feel more
mature and stately when she woreit.

She showed it Lizzie. “ Do you think thiswill make me look like a Duchess? | want to
make a good first impression.”

Lizzie lifted a lender shoulder. “Anything you wear makes you look like a Duchess,
Y our Grace. Simply because you are a Duchess.”

It was then Sarah noticed Lizzie' s concerned eyes and fiddling fingers.

“Lizzie? Iseverything all right?’ Sarah questioned.

Her maid shook her head solemnly. “Yes, Y our Grace.”

Sarah felt there was more Lizzie wanted to say, but perhaps she was afraid to.

She sighed. “Lizzie, | think by now you know you can speak freely in front of me.”
Sarah looked to the door. “And I'm really in a hurry so if it's not pertinent to this

particular situation I'll ask you wait until later to discussit with me.”

Lizzie rolled her lips as she looked to the door before pushing out a small breath. Her
soft grey eyeslocked in on Sarah’'s.



“Lady Honora is a very sweet girl, Your Grace. | hope you find her pleasing and
generous aswe al have.”

Sarah rose an eyebrow. “Why wouldn’t I? Lizzie,” Sarah walked over to the bedroom
door and closed it. “What is going on? What is all this secrecy regarding the Duke's
family?’

Lizzie resolutely shook her head. “I'm sorry, Your Grace. It's not my story to tell.
Perhaps you’ll find your answers this week. | heard that Lady Honora will be staying
with usfor afew days.”

Sarah’s eyes it up hearing the news.

“That’s wonderful!” She looked back down at the dress in her hands. “Well, let’s get
me fit for company so | can go and meet my new sister.”

She smiled warmly at Lizzie hoping to dispel any worry the maid had.
As Lizzie fastened the buttons at her back and re-pinned some of her falen hair,
Sarah couldn’t help but wonder what could cause such a reaction from Lizzie. What

was it about this girl that had Charles turning cold and distant and Lizzie worried?

With her final tendril tucked securely in its pin Sarah turned to Lizzie. “ Thank you
for your help.” She gave Lizzie aquick hug in gratitude and opened her door.

“Your Grace,” Lizzie called out.

Sarah turned. “Yes, Lizzie,” she sighed. Shereally didn’t have time for this.

“Please remember, she's just a girl, and a sweet one at that.” Lizzie' s voice was full
of concern.



Sarah tilted her head in confusion.. “Of course, Lizzie. You have nothing to worry
about. I’'m sure our meeting will go brilliantly and we'll get along smashingly.”

Lizzie shook her head in acknowledgement but Sarah got the feeling Lizzie wasn't so
certain.

Sarah stood outside the door to the parlor. She could hear her husband’ s deep rumble
of a voice. He sounded softer when he spoke to his sister. A light giggle floated
through the door followed by alow chuckle.

Was Charles laughing?

Sarah pushed the door open and stepped into the room.

She found her husband embracing a young girl in one of the most beautiful displays
of sibling love she had ever seen.

Her giant brute of a husband, whose one hand could cover her entire head if it wanted
to, was handling this young girl with such gentle care it stole her breath.

While the two were sharing a moment, oblivious to her entrance, Sarah took the time
to take in the pair in front of her.

They had similar coloring and brown hair. She couldn’t see the girls face since it was
nestled against her brother’s chest, but Sarah could tell she was young, most likely
not even fifteen yet.
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Lizzie's words infiltrated Sarah’s mind and gave her pause. What has happened to
thisyoung girl that would elicit such aresponse from those around her?

Sarah cleared her throat.

Two sets of emerald green eyes looked at her. Like her brother, the young girl had
two prominent dark brown eyebrows over striking green eyes.

Sarah smiled in their direction. “I’'m sorry to interrupt, | was just so anxious to meet
you.” She looked at the young girl and tried to seem as non-threatening as possible. If
she was anything like her brother this girl would already have a protective wall up.
The girl’ sfeet shifted as she looked up to her older brother for guidance.

The exchange was curious to Sarah. It was as if his sister was afraid of Sarah.

“Sarah? Thisis my sister Honora. Nora, thisis my wife, Sarah.”

Sarah’ s heart fluttered at the way he said “wife,” and she wanted to sit in that moment
for longer, but the opportunity to learn more about his family was too much to pass

up.
“It is so nice to meet you, Honora.” Sarah said softly.

A corner of Honora's mouth tipped up in a small, timid smile. Sarah knew instantly
she would haveto tread lightly with Honora lest she scare her away.



But why?

Nora pushed her hand through the air. “Y ou can call my Nora, if it pleases you.”

Sarah smiled. “Nothing would please me more.”

Sarah took Nora's hand in hers and led her to a sofa set in the middle of the room.
“Now tell me, Nora, where have you been hiding all this time? I’m sure you're quite
aware your brother is not the most communicative when it comes to his family.”

Nora seemed to shrink into the sofa as her eyes rose to meet her brother’'s. Charles
was staring back down at Sarah with a look of resignation. Sarah got the distinct
impression she had aready started off on the wrong foot.

“Nora lives with family outside of London.” Charles began. “She has a tutor and
governess there and we hear she is doing wonderful with all of her studies.” The way
Charles spoke of her was the same way he held her. He spoke as if she were the most
fragile and precious jewel he'd ever seen.

If only he could speak of me that way.

Sarah grimaced quickly before she caught herself. This was no time to think of such
things. Obviously there was something regarding this young girl that troubled not
only Charles but the staff. Charles's staff is loyal to a fault, and seeing the slight girl
in front of her afraid to answer a simple question concerned Sarah.

Sarah tore her eyes away from Charles to look back at Nora whose eyes were now
focused on her twiddling fingersin her lap.

Sarah reached out and took one of her hands. “That sounds wonderful, Nora. London
canoe gorgeous this time of year.” She tried meeting the girl’s eyes, but they



remained firmly focused her lap. “I always enjoyed my studies. Not as much as my
older sister Eleanor, but definitely more than my younger sister, Beatrice.”

“You have sisters?’ The young girl’s eyes lifted in curiosity.

Sarah nodded. “Yes. An older one, Eleanor, who just had a little baby girl, and a
younger sister, Beatrice, who is about your age. She' sfifteen.”

Norasmiled. “I’m thirteen.”

“Ah. | figured as much. So, tell me Nora, other than succeeding in your studies what
do you like to do?’

Sarah listened to Nora speak of painting and playing the pianoforte al the while
noticing Charles' s reactions to the conversation.

He never sat but remained standing behind the sofa looking down on them. Sarah
couldn’t help but feel asif he was acting as the girl’ s protector, on the ready to jump

in and rescue her if, and when, the situation called for it.

Considering his size, his standing there was beginning to make even Sarah nervous.
She was just about to interrupt Norato ask him to sit when he began to speak.

“1 hate to interrupt, Nora, but | just remembered there is some business | need to take
care of. And | need to gather the paperwork you asked for. | couldn’t find it when
Samuels first announced your arrival. Let me seeto that before | forget.”

He touched Nora s shoulder. “Will you be all right if | leave you with Sarah?’

Sarah bristled but didn’t say anything.
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Of course she' d be safe with me,

Nora only nodded and sank back down into the sofa.

“1f you need anything ring for Samuels and he' [l come and get me.” Charles hesitated
before he lifted his hand, but Sarah saw the little squeeze he gave Nora on her
shoulder.

It was just atiny gesture, not even afull moment, but yet it spoke volumes to Sarah.

Charles was making sure his younger sister felt safe and secure in his home. He was
taking his time to make sure she felt his protection even when he wouldn’t be here.

The revelation astounded Sarah.

Dominant Charles, brute Charles, salacious Charles, frustrating Charles, these were
the sides she got of her husband. She never once received the gentle Charles, or the
caring Charles.

She was in awe of their relationship and if she were being honest, she was a bit
jealous of their interaction. She had only met his younger sister moments ago but it
was very apparent that they were close and loved each other dearly.

Thenwhy isit I’'m only learning of his sister now?

Sarah let out a small huff as Charles bid farewell and |eft the parlor.



Spotting the tea cart in the room Sarah pointed to it. “1 see they brought in the tea,
would you like some?’

Nora only nodded again.

Sarah stood and walked to the cart, using the time to try and come up with a way to
get the conversation flowing again. Nora seemed to loosen up a bit when talking
about her pastimes, but as soon as Charles |eft she seemed to rebuild her wall.

“You had mentioned you like painting and playing the pianoforte,” Sarah started as
she handed Nora her cup of tea.

“l enjoy painting more.” Noraall but whispered.

Sarah sat down next to Nora on the sofa. Her mind drifted to the small painting studio
upstairs. Did Nora know about those paintings?

“That sounds lovely. | used to paint alot when | was younger, my father taught me. |
love to paint landscapes. A few are hanging in my family home back in London.”

Some color appeared on Nora's cheeks as her eyes brightened. “Me, too! Thereis a
small park just by my home that | love to paint. In the summer there is a family of
ducks that frequent there. If I’'m quiet enough | can get close enough to paint them.
It's one of my favorite placesto be.”

Nora' s mouth snapped shut after she spoke. Something told Sarah Nora wasn't used
to speaking so openly to strangers. Anxiety seemed to flow from the girl as her eyes
wandered around the room. Nora shifted again in her seat as she cleared her throat
and dropped her eyes once more.

“That does sound peaceful.” Sarah said as she patted the girl’s clammy hand.



“Perhaps one day | will be able to see your paintings. I'm sure they’re lovely. In fact,
| would love nothing more to have one hanging here.”

Twin red flags rose high on Nora's cheeks. “But you haven't even seen them yet.
What if they're horrible?’

Sarah waved her off. “Nonsense. Talent knows talent, my dear.” She said with a
wink. “And | am talented.” Sarah ended on a chuckle.

Nora joined in on her laughter and Sarah could feel the tension melting away. Nora's
shoulders relaxed as she sipped her tea.

“I"m not sure about that, but | think I've come a long way in my art.” Nora offered.
“But I’m not ready to show it to many people definitely not Charles.”

Sarah tilted her head. “Why not? He seems very fond of you. He even said he was
impressed with how well your studies are coming along. Why would you be afraid to
show him your work?’

Nora shrugged. “I don't know. He's always so controlling and opinionated.” Her
hand gestured to the perfectly cultivated parlor. “Things are aways so perfect here.”
Once again her eyes tracked over the room. “What if it wasn't perfect and he found
fault init? Or fault in...”

Nora's lips tightened. Sarah thought she saw Nora's eyes moisten but the girl dipped
her head to take a quick sip she couldn’t be sure.

Sarah looked to the door of the parlor. “It’s true, Charles has a certain way about him
when it comes to relinquishing control, but | can absolutely tell that whatever you
create your brother would be impressed.”



Nora chewed on her bottom lip. “I’m not sure about that. I’ve showed him piecesin
the past and he didn’'t seem too interested in them.”

Sarah pursed her lips. “Hmm, perhaps you caught him on a bad day?’ Sarah let out a
small chuckle. “And if anyone truly knows your brother, they’d know he’s prone to
having bad days.” She leaned in to nudge Nora's shoulder, hoping to lighten the
mood.
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Nora' s laugh was genuine and it made Sarah’s heart swell.

Sarah looked out the window at the waning light. “The day is almost over, but | think
we can fit in ashort walk. Would you like to go out and get some fresh air?”’

Nora put her tea on the table next to her. “I'd like that. I've always liked these
grounds.”

Sarah clapped her hands. “Wonderful. I’'m still learning my way around so it’'ll be
nice to have someone who is more familiar with the estate.”

Nora stood and followed Sarah out of the room and into the hallway.

“Hasn’'t my brother shown you around?’ Nora sounded curious and more confident
than in the parlor. Sarah felt as if Nora was starting to let down her guard which
delighted Sarah.

Sarah laughed. “Heavens no. Mrs. Bates has shown me the rooms but | really haven't
ventured outside of the home.”

Sarah took Nora's arm and slipped it through hers. “But none of that matters now. |
would much rather have you show me around than your brother. | have no doubt you
will be an excellent tour guide.”

Noraleaned into Sarah. “I fear I'll get uslost, | haven't been here in quite some time.
What if the grounds have changed?’



“Oh Nora,” Sarah chuckled. “Y ou know your brother. Does he sound like a man who
would go ahead and change things?’

Nora shook her head. “You'reright, I'm sure it’s all exactly the same as the last time
| was here.”

Sarah led them out the door and down the pathway that led to the garden. “Well, there
isone room that is different.”

Noralooked up to Sarah with interest.

“His study.” Sarah said with afiery gleam in her eye.

Nora's laugh erupted from her small frame, shocking Sarah. “That | find most
doubtful. He wouldn’t let anyone change any room, especially not his study.”

Sarah preened. “When we get back from our walk remind me to show you his
wonderfully redone pink study.”

“Pink?" Nora giggled.

“With ruffles.”

CHAPTER 16

Sarah stood up, brushing the dirt off her skirt.

“Sorry.” Norawinced. “I don’t remember this hill being as steep asitis.”

Sarah shook her head. “Don’t worry about it. A little dirt won't hurt anyone.”



Norareached up and pulled a small stick out of Sarah’s hair. “Y es, but this might.”

Sarah laughed. “Oh goodness, | guess | took quite atumble, didn’t 1?7’

Nora's face reddened. “Are you sure you're all right?’ Sarah could tell the girl truly
did mean no harm and was embarrassed that her memory of the grounds wasn't as
good as she thought.

“Yes, I'm fine. I’ve gotten into far bigger messes with my sisters when | was your
age. This is nothing a good cleaning won't fix. I'm fine.” She raised her arms wide
and waved them around. “See? No rips or tears.” Sarah twisted her body as she
looked over her dress. “I don’'t see any bruises on my arms and legs. | am truly all
right, no need to worry.”

Noradidn’'t look convinced but dipped her head nonetheless. “If you say so.”

Sarah looked at the small pond in front of them.

“Now, let’s just make sure we watch our footing, we want to make sure we don't fall
into the water.” Sarah took Nora's hand as the two gingerly waked closer to the

water.

Nora released her pent up shoulders with a small laugh. “It would fall in line with the
rest of this evening.”
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Sarah raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean? Other than this slight mishap,” she
nodded to the small hill now behind them, “I feel as though we' re getting along well.
|'s there something amiss with our conversation?’

Nora shook her head. “No, not at all.” The young girl dipped her eyes in avoidance.
“1 just sometimes feel as though I’m aburden, that’s all.”

Sarah’s heart sank. The poor girl hunched her shoulders, trying to appear as small as
she possibly could.

“Has your brother made you feel thisway?’

Nora quickly looked up in horror. “Oh no! My brothers have made it their life
mission to make sure I’m well taken care of and tolerated.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose at the girl’ s choice of words. “Tolerated? A young woman is
not to be tolerated. She should be worshipped and appreciated for al of her
wonderful attributes.” Sarah leaned into Nora. “Which | hear you have many. Who
just ‘tolerates’ you?’ Sarah stuck her nose in the air and puffed out her chest. “1 must
speak with them at once and put them to rights.” Sarah said with candor. There is no
one who should be making this girl feel small.

Nora lifted a slender shoulder. “No one in particular. | guess it’'s just due to my
circumstances.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. This was it. She could sense the girl was willing to give some
of the sought out details Sarah needed to piece together the anomaly that was her



husband and his family.

“Circumstances?’ Sarah tried to keep her tone conversational while inside her mind
was screaming for the details to come fast so she could finally put this mystery to
bed.

Nora stepped over arock and pointed to it so Sarah wouldn’t trip.

“My mother’s death.” Nora said nonchalantly as she stopped to look at the waning
light reflecting in the pond’ s water.

Sarah’s heart began to beat faster. Finally! Someone was going to give her some
information. She made sure to tread lightly, not only when walking around the rocky
ground, but with the girl. She didn’t want to scare Nora out of giving the details of
Charles' sfamily.

“How did she pass?’ Sarah prodded gently.

Noradidn't raise her eyes, but kept her eyes trained on the ripplesin the water caused
by the jumping frogs. “There' s not much to say. She died shortly after | was born.
Charlesrarely talks of her or her passing so | don’t know much.”

“Does Eli not speak of her?’ Sarah took a chance mentioning Eli. She knew Charles
and Eli had a tempestuous relationship, she was hoping the same could not be said of
Nora's relationship with him.

Nora once again shrugged. “| seldom see Charles. | see Eli even less.”

Disappointment settled in Sarah’ s bones. She was hoping for some light to be shed on
that corner of the family tree aswell.



“| see. Was Eli not around when you were younger?’ Something was poking Sarah in
the back. She reached around and found another stick lodged in the waist of her skirt.
She yanked it out before Nora noticed.

Nora shook her head. “It was more like | was not around.”

Sarah cocked her head to the side. “How do you mean?’

“Aslong as | could remember | lived with relatives outside of London. | visit here
every so often, but never for long.” Nora's eyes drifted off towards the horizon.

Sarah’s eyes followed Nora s to see what she was looking at but all she saw was the
small village on the distance.

“Do you likeliving outside of London?’ Sarah brought Nora' s focus back to her.

“l do,” Nora admitted. “l just wish | had siblings, or more people my age. I'm
constantly surrounded by adults.”

Sarah looked back towards the house. Or, at least, where she thought the house was.
Now that Sarah was looking, she wasn't sure from which direction they came.

“Well, it's not like you'd be around many children your age here. Although, I
suppose there is the town you could visit to be around peers your age.”

Nora' s shoulderstightened. “I’m not sure that is better.”

“How s0?’ Sarah asked.

Norawas quiet for amoment. “It doesn’'t matter.”



They stood in compatible silence for afew minutes. Sarah wracked her brain to come
up with a way to get back to the conversation about Charles's family without it
sounding like she was prying.



Page 61

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

“1, um, wish | knew more of Charles's family. | know of Eli, and now you, but not
much is said about the rest of your family. | found your mother’s room the other
day.” Sarah inwardly cringed. She felt as if she was parading around a sign that said,
“Tell me every family secret.”

Nora still didn’t look up from watching the frogs. “I wish | knew of her. I've heard
the servantstalk of her.” Nora supplied, her voice small and distant.

Hope once again rose within Sarah. “Oh?”’

“I’ve heard Mrs. Bates say that she was one of the kindest people she's ever met. She
would go out of her way to help the people in the village. Once a week she would go
down to the village and help tend to the sick, children and adults alike. Mrs. Bates
said she was good with medicine.”

Nora' s voice was full of reverence and wonder when she talked of her mother.

Sarah’s heart broke for the child. “ She sounds like she was a wonderful woman and a
noble Duchess.”

Nora's eyes flashed up, bright and shining. “I like to think so.”
The two shared a sober smile.
Sarah thought back to the painting studio she found in the home. She chewed her lip,

conflicted as to bring it up or not. Nora mentioned she liked to paint and perhaps
learning her mother liked to paint, too, would help bring her closer to her mother’s



memory.?However, when she mentioned finding the rooms earlier Nora ignored it.
Sarah didn’t want to upset her any more than she was.

“It's getting dark. Perhaps we should go back.” Nora's voice cut through Sarah's
thoughts. “Charles doesn’t like when I’'m out for long.”

Sarah looked around and saw the darkening sky. “Oh my. | didn’t realize we' ve been
out for so long. We should definitely get back.”

They turned to make it up the hill they came down to get back onto the main path.
Sarah was grateful that it didn’t seem as steep going up as it did going down. She was
beginning to think she would manage to get back to the road without causing another
scene.

“Be careful,” Sarah started. “There is a divot around here somewhere. | remember
seeing it on the way down.”

The words hadn’t left her mouth when Sarah’s foot landed in the exact divot causing
her to tumble.

“Oh gracious,” she said from the ground. “1 am in a state tonight.” She laughed.

Nora's giggles filled the air. It's light melody reminded Sarah of her times with her
sisters when they would just enjoy each other’s company and they didn't have to
worry about the pressures ofthe ton. Her heart ached for simpler times.

She looked up at Nora who was holding her stomach from her laughter. In that
moment, Sarah made it her mission to see that Nora had more laughter in her life. She
was a completely different girl out her than in the parlor when they first met. She no
longer seemed closed off or shy.



Nora's face was flush from exertion and laughter but there was a calmness in her that
Sarah hoped would continue. This girl was far too young to carry whatever burden
had been placed upon her.

Nora reached down to help Sarah stand. “Are you good to continue? | could go get
help.”

Nora looked up the pathway and then down the other way. Her brows furrowed.
“ Although, now looking, I’'m not sure which direction we came from.” They heard
rustling in anearby bush. “And I’m not sure | want to venture out alone.”

Once Sarah righted herself she looked at the path. “Hmm, I’'m not sure | know which
way we came from either.”

Nora's features began to tighten which worried Sarah. She wanted nothing more than
to give this girl a sense of security.

“No need to worry, Nora.” She reached out and took Sarah’s hand in hers. “We are
still on the estate. All roads lead to Rome and all that, right? Let’ s just pick away and
I’m sure it will lead us back to the house.”

Norasmiled in relief. “Very good point.”

“Your choice, my dear. Which way shall we go?’ Sarah asked.

Nora worried her lip. “Do you really want me to pick? Do you remember how you
fell down the hill? That was on my direction.”

Sarah laughed. “That was bad footing on my part. | trust you. | have al the faith in
the world no matter which way you'll pick you'll get us back home.”



Nora pushed out a breath and pointed. “ That way.”

Sarah nodded and dlipped her hand through Nora s arms. “Then that way it shall be.”

Nora's eyes scanned the brush on either side of the pathway. “ Sarah, do you believe
in monsters?’



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

There was a dlight rustle in the bush next to Sarah. She swallowed. “No. | do not and
neither do you.”

“I don’'t?’ Noradid not sound convinced.

Sarah shook her head resolutely. “No, you do not. If you believe something you give
it power and no one holds power of you, Nora. Remember that.”

The rustling grew louder.

Nora tensed but Sarah decided to use this time to prove her point. She took a stick
from the ground and prodded the bush.

“Who'sin there?” She chastised the trembling bush.

The bush began to shake more violently and Sarah had the immediate fear that she
may have made a grave miscalculation.

She looked back to Nora whose face was drained of color.

Sarah took a deep breath and straightened her back. She needed to show this young
girl that she could be capable of taking care of herself and she was no burden to
anyone.

Sarah pushed the stick farther into the bush and wiggled it around. She said a silent
pray that it was just a small forest creature and not a man eating beast biding its time
until two women unknowingly crossed its path.



Just then a rabbit jumped out of the bush causing screams to escape from both Sarah
and Nora

The two watched as the agitated bunny hopped further down the path before
disappearing into another bush.

“Ah, see,” Sarah said while trying to catch her breath from her scream. “Just a
rabbit.”

Nora's hand was resting on her chest. “I thought you said there was nothing to be
scared of 7’

“Therewasn't. It was just arabbit.” Sarah noted as she tossed the stick down.

“Then why did you scream?’ Norarose an eyebrow, taunting Sarah.

Sarah bristled in jest. “Wéll, | screamed because you screamed.”

Noragiggled. “I’'m sure that was the reason.”

Both laughed at their fright.

“Regardless, | proved my point. If you give into fear, the fear will control you. We
could have run and told your brother there was a monster in the bushes when all it

was was atiny bunny. How silly isthat?’

Nora pondered that for a moment. “Ah, or we could tell him that there was a monster
and we took it on and came out victorious!”

Sarah laughed freely. “What an imagination you have. You remind me a lot of my
younger sister, Beatrice. She reads a lot and comes up with the most fantastical



stories.”

“Do you think | would be able to meet her one day?’ Nora sounded hopeful.

Sarah pulled Nora closer to her. “I would love for that to happen. And one thing you
must know about me, Nora, is that when | want something, | will do whatever it takes
to make it happen.”

Nora smiled. “Well, now you sound like my brother Charles.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “You are now the second person to say that to me. | find
great offense in that sentiment, take it back.” She teased.

Nora erupted in afit of giggles that warmed Sarah.

“Come on, you. | don’t want your brother mad at me for bringing you in after dark.”
Sarah pulled alaughing Nora on towards what was hopefully the house.

The two set off into the night, the rising moon their only light.

CHAPTER 17
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Charles's jaw clenched at the sound of giggles coming from the hallway. He left the
spot in front of his window where he spent the last forty-five minutes pacing and
charged out into the hallway.

“Where have you been?’ His booming voice echoed throughout the hallway causing
the girlsto jump.

“Charles! Y ou scar-"
Charles walked straight past Sarah and took a hold of Nora by the shoulders.

“Are you all right? Where were you? It's late and you know better than to walk
around by yourself.” Charles hated how frantic he sounded.

Just then a pointed finger poked, rather harshly, into this shoulder.

“Excuse me. She was not alone, | was with her.” Sarah’'s voice was stern and
unmoving.

He glanced over his shoulder to see his wife standing there perplexed and most likely
offended. He shrugged her off. She wasn’t his concern right now.

Charles held Nora at arms length while he looked over her to make sure she was
unhurt.

“Answer me, Honora. Where were you?’



A not-so-ladylike scoff emanated from behind him. “Oh, please, Charles, do stop this
line of questioning. You are acting as if we stole away in the night and fled to the
town for a night of debauchery and mischief.”

The buzzing sound that only seemed to frequent his mind when his wife was around
started.

He looked down at Nora and instead of finding the intimidated and shy girl he was
used to seeing, he saw something else entirely. Something he quickly discovered he
was not fond of.

She looked as if she was about to burst open from laughing... at him.

Or was she laughing at Sarah?

Charles shook his head. No. It didn’'t matter. Sarah was making fun at his expense, so
iIf Norawas laughing because of Sarah’s remark, she was laughing at him.

He couldn’t have that. He must be in control.

“Not now, Sarah. I'll get to you later, darling.” He threw alook off his shoulder just
in time to see his lovely wife's normally alabaster complexion turn pink. A thrill ran
through him from her amenable disposition.

His wayward mind wanted to take the next several moments to come up with all the
delectable ways he would punish her for her part in this situation, but his sister’s eyes
were focused on him.

“Charles, please don’t be upset.” Nora began. Charles was taken aback by her voice.
Usually meek and mild, Norawas standing tall with her chin jutting out in defiance.



“Sarah and | were talking in the parlor and we both needed some fresh air. We had a
lovely walk, we just lost track of time.” She shrugged.

Charles released Nora's shoulders after he gave her one more once over to make sure
shewasal right.

He turned to Sarah.

“My God, woman, what happened to you?’ Dirt smeared her cheeks, her dress was
covered in grass stains and dirt, and was that a stick in her belt?

Sarah raised an eyebrow. “Oh, are we addressing me now? | figured you forgot | was
here.” Sarah picked off, what Charles could only assume was, a piece of grass from

her skirt.

“Truly, Sarah, are you all right? Should we fetch a doctor? Samuels!” Charles's
bellowed down the hall.

Sarah’s eyes widened as she raised her hands. “No, no, don’t. I'm fine, really.”

Samuels appeared in the doorway to the kitchen. “You called, Y our Grace.”

Sarah waved him off. “It was just a misunderstanding, Samuels. We're fine.”

Charles's heart thudded low in his chest. “Sarah, are you sure? You look like you
were run over by acarriage.”



Page 64

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

“It was arabbit.” Nora snorted.
“What?' Charles looked back to Nora. “A rabbit did this?”

Sarah huffed out a sigh and took his arm, pulling his focus back to her. “It wasn't a
rabbit.” She glanced around him and shook her head in jest towards Nora.

“We were walking and we happened upon the pond. Nora said it was one of her
favorite spots on the estate so we walked towards it. Neither one of us realized there
was adecline and | tripped and fell on the way down.”

“On the way up, too.” Nora chimed in from behind him.

Charles looked towards his sister in confusion. Who was this sassy chit? He had
never heard Nora speak so openly and candidly with such mirth and spirit. His eyes
darted back to Sarah who was trying not to laugh.

“Yes, thank you, Nora, for reminding me.” She widened her eyes and lifted a
shoulder. “I aso fell walking back up the hill. What can | say? | am a woman of
many talents.” Her self-deprecating laugh danced along his skin.

“And the rabbit?’ Charles questioned, rubbing his temples. These women were going
to be the death of him.

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “Oh, that. That was just the monster in the bush. We took
care of him, didn’t we, Nora?’



He could see Nora shaking her head vigorously out of the corner of his eye.

Charles heaved out a sigh and looked up to the celling. He was losing control of the
situation very quickly. Although, after recalling their entire encounter in his mind, he
wasn't sure he ever had it.

Time to rectify that.

“Honora, please go to your room. We'll talk about this more tomorrow.” He pointed
to the steps.

Nora opened her mouth to argue but Charles raised his hand to stop her.

“I’ll have Samuels bring up your dinner. You will eat in your room tonight. Now,
go.

Nora's shoulders dropped and Charles had to admit he rather missed her little
rebellious streak from earlier. It was nice to see some life within her eyes, even if it
was at his expense.

Nonetheless, she knew the rule about being out after dark and she broke it. “Honora.”
He warned.

She dipped her head and walked past Charles. She walked up to Sarah and wrapped
her arms around her. He could tell she whispered something in Sarah’s ear that had
Sarah'’s eyes shining.

Charles dropped his eyesto alow them their moment.

He couldn’t help but wonder what secret his sister shared with hiswife. A part of him
acknowledged he wished he could be her confidant, but that was not hisrole. Hisrole



was one of protector and sometimes that meant being the bad guy.

Nora left Sarah’s embrace and made her way up the steps. He turned his focus on his
wife.

“Areyou sure you're all right?” The words came out more gruff than he wanted. The
truth was seeing her in such disarray alarmed him more than he cared to admit. He
didn’t see any rips or tears, which was miraculous considering the dirt and stains that
covered her.

Sarah looked down at her disheveled state. “I promise, it looks worse than it is. I'm
made of sturdier things than most women.”

Her eyes flashed as the words |eft her mouth, leaving Charles with atightening in his
gut.

He took a step towards her. Standing this close to her, Sarah had to lift her head to
keep eye contact.

Their breaths mingled as they looked at each other. “Follow me.”

Sarah’ s pupils dilated at the command.

Charles turned on his heel and began walking towards the steps. He was pleased to
hear her quick footsteps behind him.

It seems she was just as eager as he was to get to her punishment.

“Follow me,” was al he had to say and Sarah could feel the warmth spread
throughout her body.
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What was happening to her? She was devel oping a physical reaction to his commands
and she really didn’t mind. Thoughts of punishments ran through her mind. However,
it was a short list since she was new to this whole concept of punishment as aform of
pleasure.

Her body began to hum in excitement. Aslong as it wasn't that delayed gratification
nuisance again she was up for it.

Charles had obviously done this before and was well-versed in dominance, heaven
knew what tricks he had up his sleeves.

Sarah was s0 lost to her thoughts that she didn’t realize she was standing in Charles's
bedroom until he closed the door behind her and locked it.

He walked past her and stood at his dresser. He unbuttoned his cuffs one at a time.
Sarah’s eyes watched as the muscles moved under the shirt with every movement.
Unknowingly, she licked her lips.

Charles rolled up each sleeve, showcasing strong forearms with veins that pulled at
his skin down to his large hands..

Sarah’s heart began to race. She knew exactly what it felt like to be held in those
strong arms and her body itched to be in that position.

She shifted on her feet and pulled at the collar of her dress. Oh, why couldn’t her
dress have ripped in one of her falls? Her clothes felt way too restrictive now.



Charles caught her staring at his arms and he cleared his throat.

Sarah shook her head to clear away the salacious thoughts.

“l know you are new to this household, and I’'m sure finding out about Honora was
most intriguing to you, but you must be careful with her.” Charles unbuttoned the top
two buttons of his dress shirt.

Sarah’s breath caught in her throat as she saw taught skin with dark curls peeking out
of the shirt.

“Sarah.” Charles’ s voice was coaxing but still had an edge to it.

Sarah blinked a few times to regain conscious thought. “Um, why must | be careful
with Nora? She seems like a healthy and capable thirteen-year-old girl, just like any
other girl her age.”

Charles shook his head as he sat down on a chair. He crossed one leg over the other
to take off his boot.

Sarah looked down at her fidgeting hands. Suddenly the redlization that she was
standing in Charles' s bedroom while he undressed became too much for her. Which
was absurd, he had been her husband for several days now yet, for some reason, this
felt too intimate for her.

“Sarah. Look at me,” his voice commanded.

Sarah’s eyes rose to meet his. His green eyes looked almost black in the low light in
his room. He seemed sinister and dangerous now standing barefoot with his sleeves
rolled up and his shirt open to reveal his muscular chest. However, in the same
breath, he was enticing, alluring, and al too consuming for Sarah.



He was magnificently beautiful and she couldn’t take her eyes off of him.

“The reasoning doesn’t matter. What would you have done if something truly terrible
happened? Y ou don’t know your way around the grounds that well, and I’'m not sure
Honora is that great of a guide. Y ou two could have been seriously hurt. Look at the
state of your dress!”

His normal lecturing tone had another layer to it. Sarah lowered her gaze and turned
her head ever so slightly to focus on his words.

“There would be no way for me to find you, | didn’t know where you were. | can’t let
that happen again.”

Worry.

Sarah looked back up to Charles. He was standing there with his hands hanging freely
at his sides. Not behind him or crossed in front of him. He was standing there, plainly
and openly. He was pleading for her safety.

He was worried about her.

Whatever game these two were playing with each other before Sarah put it to the
side. “Charles,” she said as she walked to him. “| am sorry, | did not know you didn’t
like her out past dark. | knew it would be dark and | was hoping to get a quick walk
in. | was hoping a change of scenery would help her open up to me alittle more.”

Charles sighed. “Did it work?’ His voice cracked ever so slightly with his question.
Sarah shook her head. “It did. That's part of the reason why we were late coming

back. We just walked and talked, it was delightful. It was actually Nora who pointed
out that it was dark and we needed to get back.”



Sarah took arisk and took his hand in hers. “I didn’t rush after she said that. Perhaps |
should have. I'm sorry.”

Charles was focused on their entwined hands while she spoke. He watched as her
thumb rubbed the top of his hand in little circles. The corner of hislip tipped up in a
small smile.



Page 66

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:19 am

He brought his eyes up to meet hers.

“Please be careful next time. You... she means the world to me. | wouldn’t want to
see anything bad happen to her. Or you.”

Goosebumps erupted across Sarah’ s skin causing his sly smile to grow wide.

With his free hand, Charles cradled Sarah’s head and tipped it back, allowing him to
claim her mouth.

It was a gentle kiss, but it made her weak in the knees all the same. He took his hand
from hers and wrapped it around her waist, bringing her body flush against his.

The heat from him covered her and she whimpered.

Charles pulled away, looking at her. His eyes searched her face. “You redly are
something else entirely.”

Sarah’s brows furrowed. “Is that the sweet talk I’ ve heard so many of my friends talk
about?’

Charles laughed. He actually laughed and it calmed her nerves.
“I"m not much of a sweet talker, I'm more direct than all of that.”

Sarah blushed at his inference.



Charles's smile turned wicked before it softened. “I just mean, | was not expecting

you.

“Isthat a good thing or abad thing?’ Sarah licked her lips.

Charles's eyes had followed her tongue as it swiped across her lips. He leaned in to
capture it. Sarah sighed into his mouth as his tongue caressed hers.

He finished the kiss with a small, chaste kiss on the side of her mouth. “1 have yet to
determine that.”

Sarah smiled. “Y ou know, while you are ruminating over if my presenceis a blessing
or acurse there is another pressing matter | feel you should address.”

“Oh, is there?” He said as his mouth came down and kissed her favorite spot on her
neck.

She shivered in delight within his arms.

“Mmhmm.” Her eyes fluttered shut as her body melted in hisarms.

“And what is this pressing matter that needs my immediate attention?” He asked
between his hot open-mouthed kisses along her neck.

“My punishment.”
Charles’ s kisses stopped. He straightened as he looked at her. “Y our punishment?’
Sarah looked at him from underneath her lashes. “Yes, sr. | broke arule, therefore |

need to be punished. | feel the lesson would be better learned if | had something to
think about.”



Charles s eyes flashed before he scooped her up.

“You're absolutely right. And not only did you put yourself in danger but my sister as
well. For that, your punishment will be one that you will be thinking about for days to
come.”

A thrill of excitement raced down Sarah’s spine and straight to her center where her
pleasure was aready starting to build.

“Are you ready for your punishment, darling?’ He purred.

Sarah couldn’t speak, she could only shake her head quickly.

Charles chuckled. “Oh, | don’t think you are,” he said as he tossed her onto the bed to
the squeals of her laughter.

CHAPTER 18
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Charles looked down at a giggling Sarah. Her big owlish eyes held such reverence
and obedience when she looked up to him. The power she gave him made him feel he
could conquer the world.

He had been a force to be reckoned with in business and amongst the peers, but here,
with her, was the only time he truly felt in control. Looking down at her flush and
expectant face he realized it was a gift he did not want to squander.

“You've definitely made my life more complicated, my darling.” His voice rumbled
from deep within his chest. His fingers ached to reach out and touch her soft skin, but
he knew going slow would be beneficial for both of them. The ten days were not up
yet and he wanted to make sure she would enjoy their coupling as much as him when
the time came.

Charles flexed his hands then tightened them into fists. He needed to control himself
as much as her when it came to the pleasure he wanted to give her. Unfortunately for
him, he's been hard ever since his lesson in delayed gratification. He spent a week’s
worth of cold water in one night, trying to calm his body down after that.

He' s been anxioudly waiting for his next chance to pleasure his wife.

Sarah’ s face burned a deep red at his words. She nibbled on her bottom lip.

Charles reached out and pulled her bottom lip from her teeth. “No, no. Don’t hurt
those succulent lips. Those are mine.”

Sarah’ s pupils dilated in response to his candor.



He leaned down to place a healing kiss on her swollen lips. She moved her body
forward to lean into him but he pulled away.

“Not yet, my love.” Charles said as he stood back up to his full height. He began to
unbutton the rest of his shirt, her eyes tracking each movement. Her eyes became
heavy with lust.

Charles threw the shirt to a nearby chair. He walked to his dresser, leaned back on it
and folded his arms across his chest, making his muscles bulge. Sarah’ s eyes widened
at his appearance.

He wasn’t too proud to admit her response to his body turned his blood to molten
lava. The need to control his body from taking her right then and there was becoming
increasingly difficult to subdue.

“We must take our time to make sure your punishment is one that does its job and
teaches you a lesson. Something that is rushed through is usually not done properly.”
Charles lowered his eyes. “Oh, no, darling. | want to take my time with you.”

Sarah audibly gasped as her legs began to move underneath her skirts. She needed
more friction, she wanted to be touched. And by God he wanted to touch her. But this
was alesson in patience, even if he had to learn it along the way as well.

Charles pursed his lips as he watched his beautiful wife squirm on the bed.
“Look at you.” He kicked off the dresser and walked back to the bed. He place a
finger under chin and lifted her face to his. With his other hand he swiped at dirt on

her cheek with his thumb. “Y ou're so dirty.”

Sarah’s eyes flashed before the reddening of her cheeks caused her to try to dip her
head.



Charles turned her face to the left and to the right. His eyes narrowed on a spot on her
cheek. His rough thumb swiped the dirt away causing Sarah to flinch. The excitement
that was building within him evaporated as he looked closer at the reddening cut on
her face.

“Eyes on me, darling.” He commanded.

Sarah’ s eyes, hungry with need, lifted to meet his.

“We need to clean you up first.” He gripped her chin firmly. “Stay right here and do
not move.” He punctuated each word with a small kiss to her lips.

Charles walked to the door and gave a glance back, making sure she was still there,
then turned and left the room.

Sarah’s vision swam as Charles left the room. She was curious as to where he was
going and was held tempted to follow him to the door. However, if she didn’t
regulate her breathing first, she’ d pass out the second she tried to stand.

Sarah squealed in delight as she threw her body back onto the bed. She recalled how
his eyes traced every curve of her body when he stood at the dresser. Would tonight
be the night he finally took her?

No. That wouldn’'t be a punishment, would it? A punishment is something you don’t
want. Sarah giggled to herself. Although, she was beginning to think there was

nothing this man could do to her that she would consider a punishment.

She sighed into the soft pillows as her mind replayed how he removed his shirt. She
licked her lips as her fingertips played with the lace at her collar.

She’s never seen a naked man before and watching his deft fingers undo one button at



a time was torture. Perhaps if she were more forward she would have leapt off the
bed and ripped at his shirt. Sarah rolled onto her side, giggling into her hands.

She was always a romantic, but who knew she had such a salacious side to her?

Sarah heard the heavy footsteps of her husband approaching the door.

She quickly put herself back into the position he left her in. Whatever he had in store
she did not want to miss out because she did not listen to him.
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Charles entered the room with abasin of water and afew small towels.

A wicked smile widened across his face. “Ah. | see you listened and did not move.
Good girl.”

Sarah’s heart aimost leaped out of her chest. Exhilaration raced through her veins.
The anticipation of what was to come next was almost too much for her to bear.

Charles rounded the bed, placing the basin on the nightstand before he sat down next
to her.

“Sit up, love. Let’s get you cleaned up.” His voice coaxed her.

Sarah scooted up and sat next to Charles at the head of the bed. He dipped a corner of
atowel into the basin and brought it up to her cheek.

Locking eyes, he began to gently rub the dirt off of her cheeks.

Their closeness and his act of washing her face overwhelmed her senses with the
intimacy of it all.

Instinct wanted her to drop her eyes out of propriety but his emerad gaze
commanded the connection.

Charles's eyes drifted to her cheek and narrowed. He moved the cloth just above
where he was and Sarah winced.



“It seems you have scratched yourself. | thought you said you were unharmed?’
Charles' s voice was low and menacing.

Sarah raised a hand to fedl the scratch. “I wasn't aware | was until you cleaned it. I'm
fine, though, just a scratch.”

Charles's eyes darkened. “Nothing is just anything when it comes to you. Do you
understand?’

Sarah swallowed and shook her head up and down ever so slowly. “Yes.”

Charles dipped another corner into the basin and took her hand. He began to massage
the warm, wet towel into her hands, removing the dirt.

“Do you remember the night we had dinner and we discussed the town?’ His words
were light and conversational. However, his line of questioning put Sarah on alert.
Charles made no secret about his feelings for the town and she was fearful thisturnin
conversation would sideline the evening's presumed activity. She only shook her
head in acknowledgment.

“Do you remember when | said that the one thing you can absolutely count on is |
will look out for you? If something happens to you it happens to me.” He inspected
hiswork on her hand before picking up her other hand and repeating his actions.

Sarah licked her dry lips. “And | said it sounded like you were only concerned how
my actions made you look.” Her voice cracked. Her chest rose with shuttered breaths.
She truly had no idea where this was going.

Charles nodded solemnly. “ The second thing you must know about me isthat | do not
blame you for your miscalculation.”



Sarah breathed in and held it for a second, waiting for a ‘however,” to come. When
she realized it wasn't coming, she pushed out the breath, releasing the tension in her
shoulders at the same time.

Charles noted the movement and smiled.

“1 know | am a difficult man, Sarah, and | have my reasons. One day you will know
all about my family and our secrets, but you must understand, no one, and | mean no
one,” he stopped and brought his eyes to hers for emphasis, “has ever entered into my
inner circle like you. Not only has no one entered my inner circle, but | have never
allowed anyone to get as close to me or my sister as| have you. Not even Samuels.”

Sarah’s wince had both of them looking back down at her hand. Underneath the dirt
were several scratches that irritated her when he rubbed over them with the cloth.

Charles's jaw ticked. “And it is for that reason, that | said what | said. You
interpreted it as | was worried about my reputation, and there is some truth to that.
However, | take care of what is mine. We may not agree on the manner in which | do
it, but 1 make it my life's purpose to make sure people have what they need to
survive.”

Charles placed the towel next to the basin on the side table and took her scratched
hand in his.

He raised it to his lips and kissed each scratch tenderly. “You falling and hurting
yourself is you falling and hurting me.” Even though his kisses were compassionate
and soft they reached down into her soul and grabbed ahold of her heart.

“1’ve made the mistake of not looking after someone before and | will not make that
mistake again. Do you understand?’ He whispered against her hand.



Sarah once again could only shake her head. The tenderness in which he spoke,
coupled with his gentle action stole her breath.

Shefelt revered, cared for... loved?

The thought sent chills up down her body. Was this love? Or was this the first time
someone paid this much attention to her? Her mind and body were fighting with each
other when all she wanted to do was to stay in the moment and be lost to his attention
not her thoughts.
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His light kiss on her check brought her focus to the man in front of her.
“You can't hurt yourself, darling, do you understand?’
Her eyes searched his face. He was being sincere and genuine. She shook her head.

“l need to hear you say it, Sarah. Say you will take better care of yourself in the
future.”

Sarah cleared her throat. It was hard to get the words out over the lump that had
formed in her throat.

“1 promise to take better care of myself in the future.”

Charles shook his head. “Good. Now. Let’ s take this dress off and let’s see where else
you're hurt.”

Charles stood and walked around to come up behind her on the bed. Kneeling on the
bed he began to undo the buttons down her back. The cool summer air tickled her
sKin.

Her body was overrun with new and exciting emotions. Her mind tripped over itself
trying to focus on just one sensation.

His fingers brushed against her back as he made his way down the row of buttons.
When the last button was undone he pushed her top off her shoulders, allowing it to
pool around her waist.



Charles leaned in closer to work on the buttons at her waist for her skirt. The heat
from his body kissed her skin causing goosebumps to race down her body.

He leaned closer till. “Lay down on the bed, my love.” He whispered in her ear.

Sarah complied and laid down on the soft mattress. Instead of being relaxed, Sarah
could fedl her body stiffen under his gaze.

Seeing him naked from the waist up was fine for her. However, the idea of being
naked in front of him was terrifying.

His eyes warmed as he took her body in. “Relax, darling. I’m going to take care of

you.

Hiswords did little to release her tension. Charles pulled the gathered material around
her waist and took it off. “Lift your hips, love.”

Sarah followed his instructions while he slipped her skirts off. She was afraid to ook
at him so she focused on the ceiling above her.

He lifted each of her legsto roll down her stockings and take off her muddy slippers.
Charles tsked. “ These poor dlippers are ruined.”

A trail of kisses followed the path of his hands up her calves. Sarah’s eyes fluttered
shut and the embarrassment of being naked in front of him was no longer a concern

of hers.

“You are too precious and beautiful to be harmed, Sarah.” His breath was warm
against her thighs.



Sarah shifted underneath him. When his mouth landed on her center in between her
thighs she jolted up to a sitting position.

“Charles!” she shouted.

Charles held her thighsin place, not allowing her to further scoot away from him.

“What are you doing down there?’ Sarah tried to pry her legs from his hold.

“I’m making you feel better, my love.” His eyes were mischievous and wicked. “Now
be agood girl and lie back.” His tone left no room for argument.

Sarah hesitated. Charles lifted an eye brow that had her lying back.

Charles's warm tongue swirled around her center and Sarah’s back arched. Her eyes
flew shut as colors bursted behind her eyelids.

Electricity rocketed through her body taking her consciousness to another level. She
moved against his tongue and that now familiar ancient voice came back to her.

More! Morel Morel
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The chant in her head fell from her lips as her hips bucked against his mouth. Beads
of sweat gathered on her brow as her eyes clenched and her fingers grasped the duvet
cover.

He stoked her fire with every flick and lick of his tongue. She had no idea her body
could move and fedl like this.

The tension began to build within but this time it felt different than the other night.
The tension began to tighten to the point where it amost began to hurt from her
clenching all of her muscles.

Charles lightened his pressure. “Relax, love. Let your body go. Remember, | will
always have you. | will always take care of you.”

Sarah looked down and froze. She saw a sight that was now forever seared into not
only her memory but her very soul.

Charles was looking at her, his green eyes shining back with adoration, his dark hair
was disheveled and sticking up, giving him that rakish charm she’'d come to love. In
that moment she knew no harm would ever come her way if she just gave into him, if
she gave into the moment.

If she wanted control, she needed to let go.
She watched as he dipped his head back between her thighs and began kissing her. He

spread her legs further and once again her back arched. She dug her heels into the
mattress for purchase as the tension once again began its journey through her body.



Only this time, she breathed through it. His soft kisses turned into gentle tugs then
sucking. She began to whimper with each change.

He whispered words of encouragement against her. “That’s it. Let your body go,
Sarah. I’ ve got you.”

Charles's tongue swiped over her before he began sucking. Each suck pulled her
closer to her peak.

The chanting began in her head again as her hips matched his rhythm.

“Yes, Sarah. Feel everything, my darling.”

Darling.

Sarah sgueezed her eyes shut as a tidal wave of ecstasy washed over her. Her body
was carried away in arush of euphoria she had never experienced before. She felt as

if she was soaring above the clouds and she never wanted to return to earth.

The wave of pleasure began to recede and her body, unfortunately, returned to the
room in which they werein.

She opened her eyes to see Charles sitting next to her with awet towel in his hand.

“The water has gone cold, but it’sthe best | have. Just lay still.”

Sarah couldn’t move if the house was on fire. Her muscles were heavy and languid.
Laying still was the only thing she could do now.

That is until a cold towel touched her between her thighs where the inferno began.
The jump from searing hot flames, to cool water caused her to yelp and jump.



Charles chuckled. “Sorry, my love, you are quite responsive, which | love, but we've
made quite amess, so | want to clean you up.”

Sarah licked her dry lips and nodded.

Charles reached behind the basin and brought out a glass of water. “Here, drink this.”

Sarah sighed as the cool liquid replenished her dry throat. She handed him the glass
back.

She had a question but she didn’t know how to ask him. Embarrassment colored her
cheeks.

Charles dipped his chin. “What isit?’

Sarah grimaced. “It’sjust... well, that didn’'t feel much of a punishment.”

Charles laugh echoed across his room. “Will it make you feel better if | tell you it
was a punishment for me?’

Sarah cocked her head in confusion.

He brushed atendril of hair off of her face. “Y ou have been through alot these past
few days. Once | saw the scratches on your skin, my focus became taking care of

you.
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“But... you'reso...” Her hands fluttered in front of her, trying to grasp the right word
without offending him. “Dominant.” She flinched. She hoped that wasn’'t an insult.
Most men want to be considered that, right?

Charles licked his bottom lip as he continued to shake his head in agreement. He
stood up and gathered her ruined dress. He bundled it into a ball and placed it by the
door.

“That | am, and | never hid that about me. It's no secret | like control, we' ve
discussed this before. But to be dominant in an intimate situation,” he looked back to
her and waved a finger between them, “means that you need to trust and take care of

each other.”

He walked to his closet and pulled out a house coat. “Y ou were hurt. It is my job to
take care of you. So | took care of you.” He handed her the robe.

The realization that she was sitting there fully naked dawned her and she snatched the
robe from Charles.

“No need to rush, darling. I'm enjoying the view.” Charles said with awicked grin.

Heat rushed to her cheeks, and further down, but she ignored it as she put the robe on
and fastened it.

“Woas everything all right with what | did?’ Charles questioned.

Sarah looked up and met his eyes. He didn't seem overly concerned, more like he



was on afact-finding mission to understand her.

Perhaps they are not so different after all.

Sarah shook her head. “It was... the most wonderful thing | ever experienced. Just
not a punishment.” She shrugged.

Charles helped her stand and took her in his arms. “You shouldn’t worry about that,
my darling. | have not forgotten the danger you put you or my sister in. So | will take
the, what is it,” Charles looked up and squinted his eyes in thought, “two days to

come up with the most del ectable punishment | can think of for you.”

Sarah’s breath rushed out of her as her eyes widened. She didn’t know if she should
frightened or excited.

For once her mind and body agreed on something. She was excited.

CHAPTER 19

“Ipromise no harm will come your way.” Nora's eyes were bright and eager.

Sarah raised her eyebrow as she speared a strawberry. She pointed the strawberry at
her new sister. “I heard that one before.”

Nora bit her lip to stop the laughter that was no doubt bubbling within her. “I swear.
It's daylight out, the chances of you mis-stepping and falling down another hill isless
thistime.”

Sarah clucked her tongue before popping the fruit in her mouth.

“Pleasel And, | know exactly where this lake is. It's just on the edge of the estate,



closer to the village.”

Sarah wiped her mouth with her napkin. “Y ou said you knew of the pond as well.”

Nora chewed her lip. “Well, yes, | did say that, but | aso said my memory of the
grounds wasn't the best.”

Sarah laughed. “So why should | trust your memory now?

“What's al the laughing about?’ Charles stepped into the breakfast room with a
bounce in his step.

Sarah lowered her eyes to hide the blush that blossomed on her cheeks. It was
increasingly difficult to look at her husband after the times they spent together. Her
body heated as memories of rough touches and skillful lips infiltrated her mind. She
shifted in her seat, hoping to shake off the warmth that just coated her body.

She cleared her throat. “Uh, your sister was trying to take me back out into the
wilderness and finish me off. She failed last night.”

Nora guffawed and put up afinger. “One, it's not the wilderness, it’s your estate and
you should get to know it. Two, it was your ideato take awalk last night.” She poked
her own strawberry with a fork and pointed it at Sarah. “And three, | told you |
wasn't familiar going to the left out of the garden gate. | always went right, which is
the direction we' d go today.” She said with a sniff before eating the strawberry.

“Going for awalk?’ Charles asked as he buttered some bread.

“1 would love to go for a picnic by the lake.” Nora offered.

Charles's hand hesitated mid stroke before continuing to butter the bread. “Sounds



likealovely idea. | think | would like to join you.”
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Of course, Charles picked the most inopportune time to become social. The tea came
sputtering out of Sarah’s mouth at hisidea

“What?" She asked as she blotted the tea dripping from her chin onto her dress.

One side of Charles's mouth tipped up into asly smirk. “I simply said | would love to
join you both on your picnic. The lake is a favorite of our family’s and | think you
should seeit. A summer afternoon is the perfect time.”

Nora bounced her chair. “Yes, please do come, Charles!” She turned to Sarah, joy
pouring out of her. “It is a beautiful place, especially in the summer. There's awillow
tree that hangs low that is just lovely to sit under and the reeds blow in the wind. It's
so peaceful. It reminds me of the lake by my home. The one with the ducks,
remember?’

Sarah was finding it difficult to not look at Charles. His admission surprised her and
the ease in which he joined the conversation startled her.

Did their time together last night finally move things in the right direction between
the two of them? It wasn't like their normal intimate interactions, but perhaps him
seeing her in astate of distress unlocked something for him.

Regardless of the reasoning she was happy with the thought of spending an afternoon
with both him and Nora.

She forced her eyes to drift to Nora. “It does sound lovely.” Without conscious
thought she found herself looking back to Charles. “And if it is a popular spot



amongst the family | would love to become familiar with it.”

Charles nodded once. “That settles it then. I'll talk to Mrs. Bates and Samuels to get
everything prepared for us.”

Sarah sat up. “Oh, please, let me do that, Charles. It is my responsibility, after all. |
would be happy to organizeit for us.”

Charles's eyes darkened in appreciation and caused butterflies to swarm in Sarah’s
stomach.

“This is going to be so much fun.” Nora squealed. “And with Charles we definitely
won't get lost!”

Sarah narrowed her eyes on Nora. “We better not.” She joked.

“You never know, Sarah, | might purposefully get uslost. | would love to see you go
head to head with a rabbit.” Charles took a healthy bite, his smile wrapping around
the piece of bread.

Sarah scowled. “Nora jumped, too. | only screamed because she did. How did you
find out about that anyway?’

Nora dipped her head, sheepishly. “Charles and | spoke this morning about last
night.”

Sarah shook her head. “Ah. | see. Is al well.?” Sarah looked at Nora. Charles was
known to be stiflingly strict, she could only imagine the discipline he bestowed on

her.

Nora shook her head. “Yes, we're fine. | know how serious it is to be out after dark



around here and | should have made that more apparent to you since you're not
aware.”

Alarm rang through Sarah’ s body.

“Around here? What do you mean by that? My goodness, are there actual beasts out
there that | need to worry about?’

Visions of man eating bears or giant mountain lions on the prowl infiltrated her brain.
Which was ridiculous because those two specific animals lived nowhere near them.
She shook her head. Maybe she did read too many books.

Charles grimaced. “No. You are perfectly safe here. There was some issues when
Nora was young with some people in town and we had to be vigilant. But it has since
been dealt with. Old habits die hard, | guess.”

Sarah locked eyes with Charles s whose were now darkened, not with lust, but rage.

A shiver ran down her spine. Instinct told her the ominous way he said the issue was
dealt with most likely had to do with the town’s perception of Charles and vice versa.

Sarah eyes looked to Nora who was looking at her food, pushing around random
pieces of fruit amlessly. The mood had definitely shifted within the last few
moments.

Sarah blew out a breath. “Well, I’'m glad to hear that the only animal we'll need to
concern ourselves with is a rabbit. Last night, our furry friend gave us quite the scare.
It'sabout all | can take.” She said with alaugh.

She watched as Charles's demeanor changed in front of her eyes. It was asif a switch
was flipped. One moment he was cold and calculated and now he was looking at her



as if she invented the fork.

“Yes, you let me know if you see arabbit. I'll make sure to protect you both.”

Nora wrinkled her nose. “We can take care of ourselves, right, Sarah? It's like you

said.

Sarah nodded, proud of her words getting through to the young girl.
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“What did you say?’ Charles leaned forward in interest, resting his arms on the table.
Sarah waved her hand in front of her, dismissing his question. “It was nothing.”

Nora shook her head. “No. It was sage advice.” She turned to Charles. “She said that
If believe in something it controls you. So, if you're afraid of something, then it
controls you, and nothing should control me but me.”

Charles smirked. “Is that so?”

Sarah licked her lips. Her mouth always seemed to run dry around her husband. “1 did
say that, yes.”

He tilted his head to the side. His eyes roamed over her face causing another blush to
form on her cheeks. She took a deep breath to try and control her breathing.

“And who is control of you, Sarah? Are you afraid of anything?’ Charles’'s voice was
low with a note of seduction she had hoped Nora did not pick up.

Sarah lifted her chin. “I control myself, Y our Grace. And | am afraid of nothing.”
Charles brought his cup of tea up to his mouth. “Fascinating,” was all he said.
Something in his eyes told her she was very wrong to admit she was in control of

herself. Especially since with one look, or one word, from her husband and she was a
quivering mess of want and need.



Unfortunately for her, he knew it.

“1"ve seen this before.” Sarah’s voice whispered, in awe of the landscape in front of
her. It was the lake from the painting she found in the studio. Her instinct was right.
Charles's mother had truly loved this place for she captured the serenity and beauty

of it perfectly.

Charles looked down at her as Nora walked ahead of them to place a blanket
underneath the hanging willow tree.

“You looked at my mother’ s paintings.” It wasn’t a question.

Sarah shook her head dlightly. “I’'m sorry for snooping. | was just so curious and |
couldn’t wait for answers.”

Charles smirked. “Yes, | found your impatience to be somewhat of a nuisance.”

Sarah wrinkled her nose. “Do | get to list traits of yours that | find annoying? If so,
we best go sit down, it will take awhile.”

Charles's smirk widened into a full blown smile and it nearly knocked Sarah over.
His smile was dazzling. His green eyes lit up and there were dlight crinkles at the

corners of his eyesthat made him look refined.

“l think we should sit down before | decide to punish you here and now for that
tongue.” Charles whispered into her ear.

Goosebumps sprung up all over body at his words and the memories of what his
tongue could do to her.

She took his arm as he helped her cross the last bit of grass to the blanket Nora was



now sitting on.

“lI looked in the basket Mrs. Bates put out. She made some of my favorite
sandwiches. Oh, and look,” she exclaimed as she pulled out little jars. “She put my
favoritejelly in here with some extra biscuits!”

Sarah sat down next to Nora. Charles remained standing, looking out over the water.

She followed his gaze and once again took in her surroundings. “It truly is beautiful
here. | can see why it’s your family’s favorite spot.”

Charles looked down at the ground and smiled. “Yes. My mother would bring me and
Eli here when we were young to go swimming in the summer months.”

Nora sighed. “That sounds divine. | wish | could go swimming.” The young girl
began to chew her bottom lip. Sarah noticed Nora would often do that when she was
about to say something she didn't know if she should say. Sarah had the same
affliction. It was one more thing that drew her to the girl.

“What isit, Nora?’ Sarah prodded.

Charles's eyes darted to Nora. “What isit?’

Nora shrugged. “Nothing. | just often wonder if Mama was till here if she would
have brought me here to go swimming when it was hot or would | have always ended

up at her cousin’s home.”

Her eyes squinted as she looked up to her older brother who stood at the water’ s edge
looking back at her.
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Charles sighed.
“1 know, without a shadow of a doubt, that she would have brought you here. We al
would have. Unfortunately, when she passed, | didn’'t have the resources to give you

the life you deserved.”

His voice had grown thick and Sarah could tell it took a toll on him to talk about his
mother and the events after her death.

Nora brushed a wrinkle out of her skirt. “Would you have kept me if you had the
resources?’ She sucked on her bottom lip to stop it from quivering.

Sarah’s heart broke at the emotion in the young girl’s voice. She reached over and
covered Nora s hands with her own.

“Yes.” It was all Charles said, but it was enough for Nora.
A smile blossomed across her face.

“There now, enough of that.” Sarah said, hoping to dispel the weight of emotion that
had settled over them. “Let’s eat. I’ m famished from the walk.”

Charles sat down next to her as she passed out napkins and offered the sandwiches.
“Mmm, | forgot how much | love Mrs. Bate's jellies. Sarah, you must remind me to

ask her for some jars before | return to London. | have gone much too long without
thesein my life.”



Sarah smiled at Nora's dramatics. It was nice to sit with family and just be.

Family.

Was she truly starting to feel like this was her family now? She looked over at
Charles who was making a silly face at his sister, causing a giggle to fall from Nora's
lips.

A warm familiarity settled within her. Yes. This was her family now. For al that it
was, the ups and downs, the confusion, the frustration, it all came together and gave
her a sense of belonging. A feeling she has so desperately wanted to feel for awhile.
A squeal of laughter rang out from beyond the lake.

“What isthat?’ Sarah questioned.

“Probably awild boar getting ready to attack you.” Charles teased.

Sarah furrowed her brows. “Y ou won't be laughing if that istrue.”

Nora scrunched her face as she looked out over the water. “It looks like there are
some boys fooling around by the village.”

Sarah looked at the boys. “Are they on the estate?’ She looked to Charles. “Is that a
problem if they are?’

She was enjoying the mood the day and didn’t want to disrupt it by bringing up town
nonsense.

Charles leaned back on his elbows and stretched his long legs. He lifted a shoulder.
“They’re just beyond our border, but they know better. They won't crossit.”



Sarah looked back over to the young boys. After watching them for several seconds
she could tell they were being careful to stay a certain distance from the water. She
wondered if there was some marker there that she couldn’t see from where they sat
that indicated the estate line.

“Eat.” Charles nudged her with his foot. “I don’t want to have to tell Mrs. Bates you
ignored her food.”

Sarah brought her attention back to her husband. He seems relaxed and not concerned
with the boys at the perimeter. She picked up a sandwich and took a small bite.

She looked over to Norawho' s gaze was lost to the horizon and the boys on the other
side of the water. Instead of biting into her sandwich, she was nibbling on her bottom

lip.

Sarah wanted to say something but decided against it. If Nora wanted to say
something, she would say it.

CHAPTER 20

Sarah stretched out and let out a groan. She had never eaten so many little sandwiches
before. Norawas right, Mrs. Bates made the most delicious food.

Everything about this day was perfect. The summer sun was high in the sky but
underneath the branches of the willow tree the breeze off of the lake brought much
needed cool air.
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Charles, Nora, and Sarah laid in compatible silence, digesting their food and listening
to the sounds of nature around them.

Each of them were laying on a section of the wide spread blanket, remnants of their
lunch littered in between them.

Sarah turned her head to look at Charles. He was on his back, with his hands resting
underneath his head. His eyes were closed and he looked so relaxed. Sarah's heart
squeezed at the sight. She couldn’t remember a time, if ever, when he looked this

peaceful.

He was always on edge, waiting for something to happen. To see him in such a serene
state made her somewhat emotional.

Smiling to herself she turned her head and found a pair of wide green eyes staring
back at her.

“Oh. Noral You scared me.” Sarah chuckled.

“1 think | want to go pick some flowers over there.” Nora said as she sat up and
pointed across the lake.

Sarah joined her by sitting up. “1 don’t see why that would be a problem.”
Noraleaned over and nodded her head towards her brother.

Sarah looked at her in confusion before she realized Nora's intention. “Oh. Right.”



Sarah leaned over and poked Charles in the stomach.

“Ow!” Charles scowled as he rubbed his stomach, his eyes remaining closed. “Has
anyone ever told you, you have pointy fingers?’ Charles grumbled.

Sarah looked at her finger. “What an odd thing to say. Aren’t all fingers pointy?’

Nora snorted. Both women looked at their fingers then at each other as afit of giggles
overtook them.

Charles groaned. “Will you stop that noise? | was just about to drift off into a
peaceful sleep.”

Sarah poked him again. “Y our sister has a question for you.”

Charles opened one eye. “What isit?’

Sarah looked back to Nora, only to find her looking at her dress, that forsaken bottom
lip in her mouth.

“1, um, was hoping | could pick some flowers over on the other side of the lake.”
Nora mumbled.

Charles’'s other eye opened and he rolled to his side.
“The other side of the lake, hmm?’ He rose an eye brow in her direction.
Nora nodded. “Yes, because that side has full sun and the flowers | like are over

there. Please? | promise | won't go far. You'll always be able to see me.” Nora
pleaded.



Sarah couldn’t see why it would be a problem for the girl to go, other than the fact the
other side of the lake was the closest to town.

More information filled in the blanks in Sarah’s head. Something happened in the
town to cause such disdain between Charles and the townspeople. Sarah looked

between Charles and Nora, perhapsit had to do with Nora or his mother’ s death.

Charles was very protective of her, but what could she have to do with the town? She
was very young when she was sent to live with his mother’ s cousin.

Sarah sighed. The more she put pieces she fit together, the more pieces she found.

“Let her go, Charles.” Sarah said and looked to Nora. “Y ou promise to stay where we
can seeyou?’

Nora shook her head profusely. “Oh, of course!”

Sarah looked back to Charles who was looking towards the town. The boys had since
left and it was back to being a serene, quiet afternoon.

Charles dipped his head. “Don’t go too far and don’t stay out in the sun too long.”
Nora squealed as she lunged towards her brother to give him a hug. “Thank you,

Charles!” She reached out and hugged Sarah next. “I’'m going to pick you the most
beautiful bouquet of flowers. Just you wait!”
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Nora hopped up and began to run to the far side of the lake.

“Y ou know, if you keep defying me the list of your punishments will just get longer.”
He countered.

Sarah’s head snapped to Charles who was now on his side, resting his head on his
hand. He was the epitome of a carefree Duke and it looked good on him.

Sarah rolled her eyes. “1 did not defy you. | only suggested you let her go.”

Charles shrugged and pursed hislips. “Not how | seeit, darling.”

A wide smile broke free before Sarah could stop it. She shook her head and lifted a
shoulder. “Promises, promises. | remember | was supposed to receive such discipline

last night.”

Charles licked his lips. “What did | tell you last night? Y ou can’'t be punished if you
are hurt. | was kissing you better.”

Sarah smirked. “I don’t recall being hurt there, Y our Grace.”
Charles' s eyes flashed at her remark.
She couldn’t believe the words left her mouth, but he had a way of making her feel as

if she could not only play the game but keep up. As the middle child, she always felt
like she was one step behind Eleanor and in a different league than Beatrice.



With Charles, she felt like she fit. Well, she felt like this when he allowed her. The
wall of control was still between them but after last night and now with this lunch,
shefelt asif they were taking his boundary down brick by brick.

Charles sat up and moved closer to Sarah. He looked around to see where Nora was
before returning his hot gaze to hers.

Sarah sighed. She could stare into his green eyes forever, if he let her. She supposed
most wouldn't consider him handsome in the classic sense. His nose was a bit
crooked, his expressive eyebrows were thick and he had full, luscious lips that Sarah
was currently staring at.

It didn’t bother her that people wouldn’t consider him striking by classic standards.
He was breathtaking to her. Regardless, she was never much for following society’s

rules.

He placed an arm around her waist and pulled her towards him as he laid her back.
Charles leaned over her, searching her eyes.

What she would give to get a glimpse into his mind. He looked at her as if he was
cataloguing her every feature.

“Have | told you how beautiful you are?’

Sarah moved her head slowly to the left then the right, without breaking eye contact.
“1 remember when | first saw the dusting of freckles on your face. | wanted to kiss
every one of them.” His words ignited a fire within her that the summer sun’s rays

couldn’t match.

She arched into him, running her hands up his muscular arms and around to his back.



She loved how her hands couldn’t touch around the breadth of his body. He towered
over her, blocking out the sun. Instead of being scared by his size, she found security
init. Not only did she feel safe, but deliciously feminine.

Sarah looked up to him from underneath her lashes. “Is this part of the punishment,
Your Grace? If so, | fedl like you need too work on your disciplinarian measures.”

Charles took a deep breath and settled in between her thighs. “You test my patience,
Sarah. | thought | was getting an obedient wife when | took you.”

Sarah licked her lips. “As memory serves me, you have yet to take me.”
Cheers went off in Sarah’s head. She continued to shock herself with the ease in
which she spoke to him in regards to their intimacy. And by the look on Charles's

face, she wasn't the only one surprised at her remark.

“1 think you're the only one | have ever met to render me speechless.” He said with a
chuckle.

“Then perhaps | need to be praised instead of punished?’ She furrowed her brow.
“What would that ook like, | wonder?”’

A growl ripped from Charles's lips before they crashed against hers. Their tongues
lapped each other while she pulled him closer to her. He remained balancing on his
arms that now laid on either side of her head. She wanted him closer.

He broke the kiss. “Do you want me to crush you?”’

“1 would die happy if you did.” She replied.

A laugh broke free. “ That mouth. | don’t know whether to punish or praise you.”
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His eyes were shining with mirth and a calmness had settled around him. She wanted
nothing more than to live in the ease of this moment forever.

“You could kissme. That'll quiet me.” She said with a smirk.
Charlestilted hishead. “It will be my pleasure.”
Sarah sighed into his mouth as his lips caressed hers.

The peace of the moment was interrupted by the sound of running footsteps
approaching them.

She turned her head to the side to break away from the kiss. A girl was running
towards them.

“Noral” Sheyelled.

Charles's eyes flew open as he turned his head to see his sister running towards them
with her handsin front of her face.

“Nora?’ He called to her as he scrambled off of Sarah.

They both stood up. Sarah’'s body hummed with satisfaction at seeing Charles
needing to adjust himself as he stood.

Her mood quickly soured when she realized Noralooked like she was crying.



Sarah took off towards Nora. “Noral What isit?’

Nora stumbled into Sarah’s arms. Tears marked her face as sobs wracked her body.

The sun had winked out behind her.

Charles.

He pulled Nora from Sarah’s arms. “What happened? Are you all right?’

The poor girl couldn't get any words out. She just clung to her brother’s hulking
frame as she cried.

Sarah heard snickering coming from the lake. She looked and she saw the boys from
before standing in a circle looking in their direction. Derision and sneers colored their

expressions

Sarah cocked her head at the sight. What happened to cause them to look at Nora that
way?

Sarah turned her body back towards Charles and his sister when she was pushed out
of the way by a meaty arm.

“You!” Charles shouted at the three young boys as he began to move towards them.

Sarah instantly threw her arm out and luckily caught his as he passed her.

“Stop! Charles, no!” She yelled.

She dug her heelsinto the ground, her efforts barely affecting her husband’ s strength.



She looked at the boys frozen in their spots. “What are you doing?’ She yelled to
them. “Run!”

Still pulling on Charles to get him to stop Sarah looked over her shoulder to a
horrified Nora. “Go back to the house, Nora. Now!”

Noratook off running.

Sarah struggled to keep a hold of her husband. “Charles!” She pulled as hard as she
could. He turned.

“What?' He bellowed.

“Your sister needs you!” She pleaded.
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Charles thankfully stopped to look past Sarah to see his sister running towards the
house. He glanced back at the boys who were slowly backing up.

“Not until | talk to those boys.” He grounded out.
At the sound of his voice the boys took off in a sprint.

“It isn't worth chasing them, Charles.” Sarah said through breaths as she rubbed her
arms, sore, from the exertion it took to slow her husband down.

Charles snarled. “They don’'t deserve to run.”

Sarah sighed and risked touching her husband.

He recoiled at her touch and her heart sank. Pushing her own pride aside she held her
hands behind her back. “1 understand that, but right now your sister is more important

than finding those boys.”

She reached out her hand. “Come. Let's go back to the house and find out what
happened. Perhapsiit isjust boys being boys or some sort of misunderstanding.”

Charles huffed and walked past her outstretched hand.

Sarah told herself the cold breeze came from the lake and not her husband, but she
knew otherwise.

CHAPTER 21



Charles bounded up the steps two at a time as Sarah gave up trying to match his
Speed.

“Your Grace, is everything al right?’ Lizzie jumped out the way just before she
became collateral damage in Charles' s rampage.

“I’m not sure, Lizzie. Did you see where Nora went?’

Lizzie nodded. “To her room, Y our Grace.”

Sarah brushed past her and continued down the hall to where Charles was pounding
on Nora’s door.

“Noral Open up!” His hand jiggled the handle. “Now Nora or | will bust down the
door!”

“1 don’t think that will be necessary, Charles.” Sarah tried to keep her voice even. She
approached him much like the other times he lost his temper, with measured steps,
and calculated words.

“She's clearly upset, sometimes just leaving agirl to get her emotions out is helpful. |
can't tell you how many times my sistersand |-”

Charles put his hand up to stop Sarah. “Enough, Sarah. | don’'t have time for silly
stories of your life with your sisters.”

Sarah’s mouth snapped shut. She bit her cheek to stop her lip from quivering. She
needed to remind herself she was made of sturdier things and a harsh word wouldn’t
break her. After al, she knew Charles was not one for tender words when he was
upset.



She straightened her back. “1 was only saying-"

“Noral Open this door immediately!” Charles's fist hit the door so hard Sarah
worried it would break the wood.

She grimaced. She took a deep breath and dlid herself between her husband and the
door. “May | try?’

Charles huffed. Rage and impatience pumped off of him. There was a moment she
was certain he would pick her up and physically move her out of hisway, but instead

he gestured to the door, giving her the go ahead to try.

Sarah faced the door and knocked gently. “Nora,” her soothing voice called. “Nora,
it's me, Sarah. Please open the door, we want to make sure you're all right.”

Feet shuffled on the other side of the door before it opened up just a crack. Swollen
green eyes peeked through the sliver of space.

“I’'m fine.” Nora hiccuped.
Sarah’slipsthinned. “Nora. | can see you're not. Can we please come in?’
Nora hesitated before she opened the door a little wider. Sarah’s shoulders released

and she let go of the breath she was holding. She knew al the girl needed was a
gentle touch.
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She looked over her shoulder to her sulking husband with a hint of triumph in her
eyes.

“But | only want to speak to Charles.” Nora s whispered words shocked Sarah.

Sarah’s head turned to Norain surprise. “What?’

Charles moved past Sarah, who was frozen in shock, his arm opened the door wider
to step through the doorway. Without turning, he shut the door in Sarah’ s face.

She stood, staring at the door in confusion. Tears clouded her vision.

How can they shut me out like this? I'm the one that brought him back here. I'm the
one that got her to open the door. Why doesn’t she wish to speak to me?

“Don't take offense, Y our Grace.”

Sarah turned to see Mrs. Bates standing at the top of the steps. Sarah tilted her head in
indecision.

“They have a special bond and he's been the only constant in her life. He has been
more of father than brother to her.”

Sarah opened her mouth but closed it before the words came. Tears threatened to fall
and if she spoke she was afraid they would release.

She dipped her head and made her way to room. She closed the door behind her and



made her way to the bed to sit on its edge.

Hurt, anger, and frustration fueled her thoughts.

She had given up her life to come here and for what? So that she wouldn’t be known
as the girl who was left at the alter? Was this any better? These back and forth
encounters with her husband? The secrets? The avoidance?

Sarah’s heart began to break. The worst part of it all was she was finally feeling like
she belonged and in one dastardly moment she was hit with the realization that she
still was an outsider.

She curled onto her bed, holding a pillow to her chest.

Was she always destined to be an outsider? Will she never have a special bond with
anyone?

Her tears warmed her pillow as she fell asleep in the waning light.

Sarah awoke to someone in her room. Disorientated, she jolted upright.

“It'sjust me, Your Grace.” Lizzie pushed open the curtains in the room, allowing the
morning sun to peek through. “1’m sorry to bother you, but | wanted to make sure you
were al right.” Lizzi€' s voice was soft and soothing.

“We saw you all comein last night. Mrs. Bates said you had retired to your room but
when you didn’t call for me to help you get ready for bed | came up to check on you.

Y ou were asleep on top of the covers.”

Lizzie shuffled her feet. “| hope you don’t mind | covered you with a blanket.”



Sarah looked down and touched the soft blanket that was laid over her with care. She
rubbed her eyes to stop the tears that had gathered. She had cried enough last night,
sherefused to do it again.

“Thank you, Lizzie. I'm glad to have someone looking out for me.”

Sarah’s eyes drifted to the door. She couldn’t help but wonder if Norawas al right. If
Charles was able to comfort her. Her heart ached at the missed chance to be a help, to
be a part of their family.

She looked back to Lizzie and her maid’ s soft features soothed her. She may not been
fully immersed in Charles's life yet but she had to give credit to those who did show

up for her.

Lizzie and the rest of the staff have been nothing but supportive and welcoming.
Small victories and all that.

Sarah smiled.

“His Grace would like to know if you'll be joining him for breakfast.”

Sarah’s heart thudded. “His Grace... asked about me?’

Lizzie giggled. “Of course, Your Grace. You are hiswife.”
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Sarah rubbed her temples. “I know that, it's just after last night... you know what?
Never mind. Help me get dressed, I’ d love to have breakfast with him.”

Lizzie helped Sarah freshen up before she made her way to the breakfast room.
She didn’'t know which Charles she would get after the way he dismissed her last
night. She felt hopeful at the thought of him wanting to dine with her this morning,

but it didn’t excuse his rude behavior.

Charles was standing by the window when she walked in. He turned and smiled when
he saw her.

“Sarah.” Her name was a whisper on his tongue. “Good morning.” He walked to her
and took her hands. “Did you sleep well?’

Sarah furrowed her brows. “1 did.” She said slowly.

She may not have known what Charles to expect, but did not expect kind and
considerate Charles to be one of the choices.

“Areyou well?” She asked, cautioudly.
Charles smile wastight lipped. “I’m sure you have some questions about last night.”
Sarah rolled her lips. “Is Noraal right?’

“Y es. Those boys said some things that upset her, | told her I’ d take care of them.”



“Do you think that is wise? What did they say?’ Sarah could only imagine her
gigantic brute of a husband stalking three pubescent boys. It would most likely would
not end well for the boys.

Charles shook her words off. “It doesn’t matter. I'm heading into town to talk with
them.”

Sarah became alarmed. “Charles, what did they say that would warrant a visit from
the Duke?’

“Good morning, all.” Nora breezed into the breakfast room completely carefree. It as
if whatever happened last night no longer bothered her.

Sarah looked between the siblings. There was the one who was wronged acting like
she didn’'t have a care in the world and the other, the protector, who was ready to

burn the village down to avenge her.

“Good morning, Nora. How are you today?’ She tried to match Nora's energy but
was failing. Thiswas al too much before her first cup of tea.

Noralooked over to Charles who was standing with his hands in his pockets.

“I'm well, thank you, Sarah.” Nora dipped her eyes and hesitated for a moment
before she took a step towards Sarah, taking her hands.

“I want to apologize for last night. | was being,” her eyes went to Charles,
“overemotional and | took some things those boys to heart. But | remembered what

you said about not letting things control you. Charles reminded me of that.”

Sarah rose an eye brow and looked at Charles. “He did?’



“Mmhmm. He knows just what to say.” Sarah offered. “I’m sorry if | worried you.
I’m really much better now.”

Sarah pursed her lips. The instincts she had honed as a middle sister were telling her
they were specifically side-stepping the point of their discussion, but she would have
to let it go for now. Just like everyone else in this house, she needed to let it rest.
They’ |l open up to her when they’ re ready.

Hopefully, she'll have the patience to last that long.

Sarah squeezed Nora' s hands. “Well, I'm glad your brother was able to help and that
my words were of some comfort to you.”

“1 was thinking. Would you like to go to the orangery with me this afternoon? After
the lake, it's my favorite place to go.” Nora's eyes were pleading, she even stuck out
her bottom lip.

Sarah couldn’t help but laugh at her impish face. “I would love to go. | assume you
know how to get there and we won’t end up in some ditch?’

Nora shook her head. “I do. Plus, Charles asked William to accompany us just in case
we get lost since he won't be able to join us today.”

“Oh, how lovely. I'm sure William is looking forward to that.” Sarah laughed to
herself. She was one hundred percent sure William was not looking forward to it. She
made a mental note to visit the modiste later this week and bring William along as
repayment for his service today.

Nora looked over to her brother. “Are you sure you can't join us this afternoon,
Charles?’
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Sarah looked back to her husband who was still standing with his hands in his
pockets, looking at her in the most peculiar way.

He rocked back on his heels. “I’m sorry, Nora. | cannot. | have a lot to prepare for.”
He pulled out his pocket watch. “In fact, I'm running late aready. | hope you both
have alovely afternoon. I’ll be back for dinner.”

He began to walk out of the room when he stopped right in front of Sarah and Nora.
His eyes found Sarah’s. “Would you believe we' ve been married ten days already?
We should celebrate tonight.”

Sarah’s eyes rounded as her heart dropped into her stomach. He was right. If you
counted the day they were married, tonight would be ten days. She licked her lips as
she swallowed.

“How lovely! | think anyone who sticks around you for ten days should be
celebrated!” Norateased.

Charles didn’t break eye contact with the now paralyzed Sarah. He winked before he
leaned down and captured her lips in a chaste kiss. His lips grazed her ear as he
whispered, “I have a lot planned for this evening. Don't tire yourself out this
afternoon. Do you understand?”’

Sarah didn’t move. He pulled back to look into her eyes. She nodded ever so lightly
and he stood up straight.

He looked over to his sister and pointed at her. “I liked you better when you were



shy. | think someone’ s been a bad influence on you.” Charles' s voice was full of jest,
but Sarah heard the message.

Noralaughed him off. “ She’ s been the best influence on both of us and you know it.”

Charles's eyes returned to Sarah’s and flashed. “Oh, | am very well aware of her
influence on me.”

Was Sarah till standing? She lost feeling to her legs moments ago. She was either
gtill up in her room and this was all a dream or she was floating and no one noticed
her feet weren’'t on the ground.

This man and his words.

“Sarah?’ Noratouched her arm.

Sarah blinked and her vision cleared. “What? What were you saying?’

“Are you al right? You were staring. Charles said good bye and you didn't even
move. Have you eaten yet?’ Nora moved Sarah over to the table and helped her into
her chair.

Sarah shook her head. “No, I, uh, haven't eaten anything yet.”

Nora picked up a piece of bread and began to butter it. “Here, eat this.”

Sarah took the offered bread and took a bite. It tasted like dust on her tongue. She
wasn't lightheaded because of lack of sustenance. She was weary because today was

ten days and every encounter with her husband was leading up to tonight.

She was excited, she was terrified, she was still chewing the bread. Sarah choked



down the lump of bread that was congealing in her mouth. After washing it down
with some tea she looked to Nora

“1”’m much better, thank you.”

Nora gave Sarah a once-over before she sat in her own chair. “Wonderful. We can go
to the orangery after breakfast that way we don't have to rush back for dinner.
Congratulations on ten days, by the way. Ten days married to my brother, who would
have thought?’

Nervous laughter bubbled out of Sarah. “Certainly not me.”

Nora plopped a sugar cube into her teacup. “I wonder what he has in store for
tonight? He seemed really excited for dinner.”

Sarah tilted her head in confusion. “All he said was that he’ d be back for dinner.”

“l know.” Nora deadpanned. “This is Charles we're talking about. The fact that he
brought it up at all means he's excited for it.”

Sarah laughed at Nora's comment on Charles's serious persona. However, her laughs
soon dissipated into nervous energy. How would she get through the day knowing
that each minute that ticked by was one minute closer to whatever he had planned for
her?

Excitement mixed with nervousness as she finished her breakfast.

CHAPTER 22

“And then the orange went crashing into the table and knocked over the plants.”
Nora's giggle bounced off the wall.



Charles, who was sitting across from Sarah looked at his sister with interest. How
could he possibly sit there looking so comfortable while she sat in her chair
practically on fire?
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She had spent the day trying to focus on anything other than what was going to
happen tonight, but she failed every single time. Even when William declared he
could juggle anything and picked up three oranges which led him to tripping over a
bucket sending oranges everywhere.

She still thought of Charles.

Even when her and Nora walked around smelling the exotic plants she had never
heard of or seen before, her thoughts were on Charles.

And here he was, hanging on his sister’s every word like he’'s not about to change
Sarah’'slifeforever.

She grimaced. If he's going to act like he hasn’t a care in the world, then so shall she.
She'sin control of herself, right?

Sarah nodded to herself and sat up in her chair.

“1t was quite the sight, poor William.” She chuckled. “I do wish you would have been
able to join us Charles. William said you are well versed in the origins of the plants
and flowers in there. Other than the orange trees and some other fruit trees there was

alot | have never seen before.”

She speared a potato on her fork and breathed out. See? She can hold a normal
conversation just like him.

Charles dipped his head. “My apologies, my darling. As you know | have a busy



night ahead of me and | wanted to make sure | was prepared.”

Sarah’s fork hovered in front of her open mouth. All sense left her body at the word
“darling,” and by the smirk on his face, he knew it.

She slowly put the potato in her mouth and reminded herself how to chew.

And for the love of God, don’t choke.

Norawrinkled her nose. “What business do you have late at night?’

The potato bobbed in Sarah’ s throat causing her to cough.

Charlesrose an eye brow at Sarah’s misfortune. “ Areyou al right?’

Sarah took a healthy sip of water. “Yes.” She cleared her throat. “I'm fine. Just
swallowed it the wrong way.”

“Hmm. We may have to work on that.” Charles said with adevilish grin.

Sarah’s eyes widened. She didn't know why, but the way he said that inferred
something indecent and her mouth went dry. She took another pull of water.

Charles turned his attention back to his sister. “Just some business | had put off since
the wedding. It'stime | get back to work and do my due diligence by the duchy.”

How was he able to say those coded words with such coolness? To his sister, he
sounded like any Duke getting back to taking care of his duchy after focusing on his

new marriage.

But to Sarah, he was talking about the last rule of their marriage. Consummation and



an hair.

Her head swam with the innuendoes and casualness of his words. She shifted in her
chair as she concentrated on putting a piece of meat onto her fork. She felt like a child
moving ever so slowly with calculated movements to be able to poke the meat
through with her fork.

After her second shaky attempt, she put the fork down and folded her hands in her
lap.

“Are you sure you're al right, Sarah? Y ou haven’t touched your meat.” Once again,
that cheeky grin appeared on his face. She wasn't sure if she wanted to kiss it or slap
it off of him.

How was he so collected when she was ready to jump up and run away? She bit her
bottom lip. Or perhaps she wanted to jump up and run to him?

Sarah took a deep, cleansing breath and looked at her husband. He was sitting across
from her, his dark hair fell to just above his collar while his emerald eyes danced with
mischief. He sat comfortably in his chair, leaning back, his long legs stretched out
that she knew if she were to extend her leg she most likely would hit one of his.

She leveled alook at her husband. “The meat is fine. I’'m just worn out from the busy
day we had. Perhaps | shall retire so you can get to your work.” She challenged.

He seemed to consider her words. “Perhaps you should.” He looked down at his plate
then up to his sister. “I think | am done as well. | should get to work, there is lots to
do.”

Nora sat, her eyes bouncing between the both of them. “You both barely touched
your dinners. | thought we were celebrating your marriage?’



Charles smirked. “We will need to continue the celebration later.”
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Sarah’ s knees almost buckled as she stood.

Nora turned to her. “All right. If you say so. | hope you both have a good night’s
rest.”

Sarah quickly turned to walk out the door. She needed to remove herself before she
ended up embarrassing herself in front of Nora.

She heard Charles mumble something to his sister as she exited the room and made
her way to the steps.

A large hand grabbed around her waist and halted her on the last step.
“Where do you think you're going?’ Hislips grazing her ear.

She wanted to squeal in delight, but she tampered it down. She looked over her
shoulder and faked ayawn. “I told you, Y our Grace. I'm awfully tired.”

His eyes darkened. “ Are you telling me you didn’t do what | told you to do?’

She turned in his arms, wrapping her own around his neck. On this step she was
almost looking directly into his eyes. AImost.

“And what if | am?’ She challenged.

A devilish grin spread across his face as he let out a little growl that caused Sarah to
yelp and run down the hallway.



She could hear his heavy footsteps following behind her. Just as her hand landed on
her room’ s handle her body was snatched up and the world turned upside down.

“You'refast, but I'm faster.” Charles said with a smack on her bottom.

He crossed the hall and opened the door to his room. He kicked the door close with
his foot before tossing her onto the bed.

“Now. About that last rule of mine.”
Whatever he did in a past life time to get this woman to be his wife he was eternally
grateful for. Never in a million years did he think he would find someone who saw

past his size and particular tastes and stuck around.

He was sure after their first foray into the intimate side of their marriage she would
have begged to run back to her family.

But not Sarah. She met him at every turn, wanting to learn more, needing to know
more about what her body could do. It was not only refreshing to see a woman be
curious about pleasure, but it was intoxicating. The more responsive her body was to
his choices, the more he wanted to play.

Currently, she was looking up at him from his bed. Her legs spread wide, her hair
falling out of the perfectly positioned pins, her face flush with excitement. Instinct
was roaring inside of him to finally take her.

But his discipline had other plans.

He licked hislips. “Asyou know, we are at ten days.”

Sarah sat up onto her knees and leaned forward.



My God, sheis crawling to me.

Charles had never seen a more beautiful sight. He tried to control his racing heart as
he shook his head in disbelief. Where was this vixen his entire life? She had the
etiguette and polite upbringing that was expected of her station but this salacious side
of her called to his baser instincts.

He loosened his cravat with shaky hands. He squeezed his eyes shut for a moment to
clear his head. He was usualy the one causing shaking hands, not the other way
around.

“Charles?’ Sarah purred.

He opened his eyes to see her kneeling in front of him, her delicate hands on his
cravat. She rose up onto her knees as she pulled him down. Her mouth covered his
and she pushed her tongue in between hislips.

Her body was fire in his arms. His large hands expanded her back, which is exactly
what he wanted. He wanted to consume this woman, be the only one she feels. He
wanted her to feel him everywhere. She did not exist without him.

Her moans made his hardening length painful. He needed to be inside of her and
soon.

He pulled away from the kiss, leaving them both panting. “I see you're ready for
this.”
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She shook her head as she looked up at him. She reached down to her belt and took it
off. She turned around on the bed and her slender arms gathered her hair to hold it off
of her neck. She looked over her shoulder at him and nodded.

His fingers pulled at each button down her back, his control unraveled with each
undone button. His mouth ran dry as the falling material of her dress revealed more of
her milky white skin. He let his finger trail down her spine and his body hummed at

her quivering response.

Once the dress was completely unbuttoned he helped her out of it. He rolled down her
stockings and removed her dlippers, letting them hit the floor next to the bed.

She turned on the bed and sat, completely naked in front of him. She wasn't trying to
hide her body this time. She looked confident, ready and it couldn’t be more of aturn

on for him.

He took off his shirt and watched her eyes drink him in. He reached down to his
trousers and pulled them off, shucking his boots along with them.

Charles stood to his full height in front of her, gripping his painfully hard cock in his
hand.

Her eyes widened as her tongue darted out to swipe her bottom lip.
“I’velost track of all the wrongs you' ve committed these past few days, darling.”

Sarah tilted her head, her blonde hair catching the moonlight. She stuck out her



bottom lip. “Really? | don’t think | was anything less than the perfect, obedient wife.”

Charles hissed as his hand gripped his cock tighter. He clucked his tongue. “And now
we're lying? That does not sound like an obedient wife.”

Her giggle reached through his chest and grabbed a hold of his heart. What was this
woman doing to him? If he wasn’t careful he would end up giving away more than he
bargained for.

Sarah breathing shuttered as she looked up at her husband. Her eyes were focused on
his hand that was slowly gliding up and down his length. The outside world seemed
to disappear around her. There were no voices in her head, no worries consuming her
mind, no mysteries to solve. Here, in this moment, it was only him and her.

A familiar feeling had settled deep within her. Her body relaxed against his bed as it
dipped under his weight as he climbed over her.

“l won't promise to go gentle, Sarah.” His voice rumbled.

“I"'m not scared.” Her voice was steady and even. She didn’'t know whether to be
more proud of the fact that she sounded ready or that she truly was ready. She wanted
this, she needed this. But more importantly, she needed him. She needed this one last
connection to make her his, unequivocally. There would be no denying her now.

They would be one, forever, and ever, amen.
Her heart swelled at the thought. She belonged here, she could feel it deep in her
bones. She looked up into his hungry eyes and knew that on some level he knew it,

too. He would just take more convincing.

She smiled to hersalf.



“What are you smiling at?’ He asked.

Sarah shook her head. “Nothing. Everything. You, me, us. I'm ready.”

Charles nodded. “L et me be the judge of that.”

He shifted his weight so his body laid next to hers. He reached below and cupped her
sex. “Mmm, | love how responsive you are to me. So very wet.”

Charles licked his lips then began to leave hot open-mouthed kisses down her body.
He ended his journey at the apex between her thighs.

She pushed her pelvis towards him. She knew what she wanted and where she wanted
him.

He tsked. “ Such a greedy girl, aren’'t we?’

Sarah whimpered in distress. Her legs clenched around him, hoping to bring the
friction she so desperately needed.

“Please, Charles. | need you. Please touch me.” She pleaded.

Charles's mouth hummed against her causing her back to arch in pleasure. “I like it
when you beg.”

His tongue darted out and licked her center pulling moan from her lips. He began to
swirl, flick and lick until her legs were shaking against his head.

“1t'stoo much.” She tried scooting away but he clamped his arms down on her weak
legs.
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“1 thought | told you before, I'm here to take care of you. Now relax and let me do
my job.” Hiswords came out in between little tugs and swirls of his tongue.

Her hips began to move in the rhythm of pleasure against his mouth.

“There’s my girl.” He whispered against her. “Let your body go. | want you ready for

me.
“Charles.” She panted. “Charles.” His name was the only conscious thought she had.
It was her lifeline carrying her through the waves of euphoria her body was traveling
on.

“Yes, Charles, more!”

His tongue began to move back and forth faster over her center. Her hips were rising
and falling against him. She was almost there.

She reached down between her legs and positioned his head just so, and she felt the
tension sky rocket within her. With one final flick he sent her over her edge with a

scream of his name.

Her legs flopped to either side of him as he sat on his haunches and looked at his
work.

“You look quite proud of yourself.” Even her voice sounded weak and spent.

Charles beamed. “I am. But I'm just getting started. Now for the really fun part.”



Sarah'’s body tensed for a moment when she realized what was about to happen. But
as soon as her eyes landed on his, her body relaxed.

She knew it would hurt, was told it would, but there was something about Charles
that made her believe that no matter what, he truly meant it when he said he would

take care of her.

He positioned himself in between her legs as he balanced on his forearms on either
side of her head.

“Eyes on me, darling.” He demanded.

Her eyeslocked in on his as he plunged into her.

She yelped and grabbed a hold of him.

“Relax, love. That was the hardest part.”

His arms began to shake around her.

“You can lay on top of meif your arms hurt.” She offered.

Charles looked confused, before he let a smile free. “I take offense to your
insinuating | have weak arms. I’m shaking because | usually don’t go slow, but | have
this need not to cause you too much pain.”

He looked confused at his own admission.

Sarah reached up and took his head in her hands. “1 thought | told you I’'m made of

sturdier stuff. Don’'t handle me with kid gloves, Charles. Make me yours the only
way you know how.”



Charles's eyes flashed with intensity that had Sarah second guessing her words. But
as soon as his hips began to move the pain started to dissipate.

With each thrust she felt the energy begin to gather and build deep within her core.
His eyes were still focused on her as he raised himself up to a kneeling position,
never once letting his thrusting stop. He placed her legs onto his shoulders as his hips

pushed harder.

With this position he was hitting a spot Sarah never knew existed. She cried out, but
not from pain, but in ecstasy.

“Y es, Sarah. Scream my name.”

“Charles!” His name tumbled from her lips as her hands gripped the duvet beneath
them.

Sweat began to form across her brow. Her heart was racing, trying to keep up with
the speed at which he was launching her towards her finale. She reached above her
and placed one hand on the headboard, locking her in between it and her husband.
The pushback caused both of them to moan in pleasure,

“Y ou take me so well, darling.” He whispered between thrusts.
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Sarah preened under his praise. She wanted to please him, no, she needed to please
him.

He took a hold of her legs and held them out, spreading her wider.
Sarah cried out as her pleasure was nearing her peak. Once again her body and mind
began moving in sync. The chanting of his name matching the movement of her hips

against his.

Charles's words turned into moans and grunts as his face tightened. “So... close...
Sarah.”

“Yes, Charles!” She tightened around him. Her eyes fluttered shut just as stars burst
behind her eyelids.

She heard one final grunt and felt one more thrust before a significant weight fell on
top of her.

Her eyes popped open and her arms came up to encircle his back. She intended to tell
him he was too much but as her body came back down from the inexplicable high she
found she actually liked his weight on top of her.

She felt safe underneath him.

His body was slick with sweat and still, she didn’t ask him to move.

After afew moments, he rolled off of her and took her chin in his hand.



“Areyou al right?’

Sarah shook her head. “Perfect.” She sighed.

He pulled a blanket that was at the foot of the bed and covered them with it. He
gathered her into his arms, her head rested on chest.

They laid there as their breathing returned to normal. Sarah couldn’t remember atime
when she felt more content in her life. She looked up and found Charles was already
looking at her.

She made a face and hesitated.

“What?' He asked.

Sherolled her lips. “It'sjust, again, it didn’t feel like a punishment.”

His eyes widened as his arms went for her sides to tickle her. She yelped at the attack
and their laughter filled the room.

Yes. She definitely felt like she finally found where she belonged and it was with
him.

CHAPTER 23

Sarah rolled to her side and right into a brick wall. No. Not awall, a body.

She opened her bleary eyes and blinked until her vision cleared of sleep.

Charles.



Her husband was sleeping with one arm underneath his head, his muscles flexing in
his dleep. A blush bloomed across Sarah’s face. It wasn't scandalous for a wife to see
her husband in such an intimate state, but she felt scandalized all the same.

She lifted a finger to his chest and lightly traced random designs across his stomach
and chest, playing with the chest hair that coated his wide chest.

A slow smile formed on the Duke's face. “Haven't you ever heard waking the beast?
It usually doesn’t end well for the instigator.”

His sleepy voice was soft and gruff which awakened desire within her. Would she
ever get enough of this man? Hopefully not.

“Who' s to say that wasn’t my intention?’ She teased.

For a man who had just woken up, his reflexes were quick and surprised Sarah. One
moment she’ s tracing his muscles, the next she' slying underneath him.

“Be careful what you wish for, my darling. Nothing would stop me from enjoying my
wife, not even sleep.” He ran his nose up the side of her neck and nipped her ear.
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Sarah giggled. She never felt so content in all of her life. She reached up to play with
the hair that flopped over his forehead before cradling his face in her hands.

She pulled him down to her. Their kiss was sweet and sensual and everything Sarah
longed for from her husband.

Charles leaned into her deepening the kiss when there was a knock on the door.
“What isit?’ Charles growled.
Sarah had to cover her mouth with her hand to stop from laughing.

“Your Grace? Something has come up that needs your attention.” Samuels voice
traveled through the door.

Charles looked out the window, dawn was just breaking. “Can't it wait?’ Charles
groaned.

“I’'m sorry for the interruption, Your Grace, but you had told me to find you at once
when this news arrived.”

Charles sighed.
“What isit?’ Sarah asked.

Her husband’ s weight shifted as he rolled off of her. “Nothing too concerning. Just a
local merchant causing some grief. Nothing | can’t handle.”



Charles stood from the bed and walked to a chair where he left his shirt.

While Sarah immediately missed the comfort of his body next to hers, she couldn’t
deny the view of a naked Charles standing in front of her.

Her eyes dipped as she bit her bottom lip.

“What' s that 1ook for wife?’" Charles laughed.

Sarah shook her head. “Nothing.”

Charles feigned shock as he looked down at himself. “1 assure you, madame, this,” he
said gesturing to himself, “is not nothing. I’'m sure I’ ve proven that to you last night.
Although, if you need areminder, I’ll happily oblige.”

Sarah licked her lips. “I thought you had more pressing matters to attend to?”’

Charles looked at the door and let his shoulders sag. “Y es, unfortunately for me, my
happiness has to come after those of the duchy.”

As he prepared for the day, Sarah contemplated his words. She knew that he went
outside of the duchy for goods and services, which would directly contradict the
happiness of the duchy. Perhaps he considered what they talked about dinner last
week and he was now going to use his own people for services.

Sarah sat up in the bed. “This merchant contract that you need to take care of. Is it
with someone from the duchy?’

Charles scoffed. “Heavens no.” Charles sat on a bench to slip on his boot. “Well, the
merchant in question is from the village. But I'm not using him, which is his problem.
I’ve explained to him multiple times why it’s not an issue. He does this every now



and then, it’snothing | can’'t handle.”

Sarah worried her lip. She looked over to the empty space next to her and laid her
hand over it. The mattress still held her husband’ s imprint and warmth. She knew by
asking her next question, she may not see that imprint or feel that warmth again, but
still, her constitution demanded wrongs to be righted.

“Why can’t you use him?’ Sarah’ s voice was steadier than she expected. Which made
pleased her, if she was going to potentialy ruin the afterglow of their coupling, she
might aswell go al in.

Charles held his other boot in his hand and leveled a look at her. “Sarah. We' ve
talked about this. You don’t know those people like | do. | trust you to look after the
house. Trust meto look after the duchy.”

He held her gaze for a moment longer before he continued with his boots.

Sarah nodded and rested against the headboard. An awkward silence hung between
them and she chastised herself for bringing the question up.

Thankfully, Charles broke the tension. “What plans do you have today?’

“1 think I owe William atrip to the modiste.”

“William?’
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Sarah nodded. “Yes. It seems our footman and Miss Cordell, the modiste, have an
interest in each other. | owe him afavor after that disaster of an outing at the orangery
yesterday.”

Charles chuckled. “I must say, that boy has been in this household for years and |
never knew his name or anything about him. Then you come along and I’'m realizing
how many people | actually have in my employ.” He sounded surprised at his own
admission.

Sarah furrowed her eyebrows before she laughed at the ridiculousness of his
statement. “Did you really not pay attention to those around you? Did you just think
food and horses appeared before you when you wanted them?”

Charles shrugged nonchalantly. “Not necessarily. | just never thought about it.”

Sarah was taken aback by the candor in which Charles spoke. He states he takes care
of his own, yet he’s not aware of the presence of those he most definitely should be
aware of.

It was just one more contradiction that made up her husband.

“Anyway, | think I'll invite Nora along with us. She complimented the ribbons |
bought from Miss Cordéell, | reckon she will appreciate atrip to the modiste. Plus, she
really liked what | did with your study. She said she wanted to compliment Miss

Cordell for her helpinit.” Sarah stated with awicked grin on her face.

Her eyes swept up to her husband who was no longer smiling.



“You will not take Norawith you.” He snarled.

Sarah’s eyes widened at the sudden change in her husband' s demeanor. “But she
wanted-”

Charles abruptly stood and flung his jacket across his shoulders and slipped it on.
“My word is final, Sarah. You're in charge of the house, but I’'m in charge of Nora.
Sheis not to step foot inside the town. Do you understand?’

Hurt, pride and confusion all mixed in Sarah’s veins. “Why?’

“My word isfinal, | do not need an explanation.” Charles scowled.

Pride won out. Sarah threw the blankets off of the bed and jumped up. She did not
care she was naked in front of her husband. Fire and rage settled over her, warming
her body against the cool morning air.

“1 am not a child and you do not have ownership over me.” She countered.
Charlestook a step towards her. “I think our wedding vows beg to differ.”

Sarah was exasperated and threw her hands in the air. “If you would just tell me what
happened between you and the townspeople and what it has to do with Nora perhaps |

wouldn’t keep asking about this!”

She was at her wit's end with this man. Every time she thought she was making
headway with him, his stubbornness and pride had to get in the way.

Charles shook his head once and turned to go. “I will not entertain this conversation
any more. I’ve said what I’ve said, if you can’t handle this arrangement, then perhaps
you need to make other arrangements.”



“What?" Her voice squeaked. Her heart thudded in her chest. “What do you mean?’
She reached out to grab his arm but he had aready |eft the room.

She raced to the door and watched him walk down the hallway. “Charles!” She called
out to him.

Sarah turned back into the room and looked frantically for something to cover herself
with. She grabbed the throw he had used to cover them with before they drifted off to
sleep and wrapped it around her shoulders.

Peeking out into the hallway she looked both ways before she scurried over to her
room. She rushed into her closet to put on the first dress she could find. It was a
simple frock, it didn’t have many buttons, just afew at her collar, and a belt. She put
it on, not even looking at herself in the mirror to fix her hair.

She ran out of her room and down the stairs.

“Good morning, Sarah!” A cheery Nora greeted her at the bottom of the steps. “Oh,
my! Sarah! Areyou al right? You're amess!”

Sarah didn’'t have time to take any offense, plus, the girl was right, she could only
imagine how she looked.

She took Nora by the shoulders. “ Charles. Where is Charles?’

Noraeye' sroamed Sarah’s face with worry. “ Sarah, what iswrong? Are you well?’

Sarah blew out a breath in frustration. “ Charles, Noral Where is Charles?’

“He stepped out for the morning, Y our Grace. |s there something | can help with?”
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Sarah turned to see Samuels standing nearby with Mrs. Bates at his side. Both of
them looked apprehensive and concerned.

Sarah let her head fall back as she let out a distressed scream. She closed her eyes to
collect herself.

When she opened them she now saw Lizzie had joined Samuels, Mrs. Bates, and
Nora.

Perfect. All we need is William here and word will spread to everyone on the estate
that | am losing my mind.

“Is everything al right? | heard a scream from outside.” An out of breath William
came barreling into the hallway.

Perfect.

Sarah rubbed her eyes. “Yes, everything isfine. | was just letting out frustration.” She
looked to the small crowd curiously watching her. “I’'m sorry for my state. It’'s been
an eventful morning.”

Mrs. Bates carefully stepped away from the group. “Come, Your Grace. Let’s restart
the day, shall we? Lizzies will help you get ready, won't you Lizzie?" She looked
back to Lizzie who looked unsure if she could handle the obviously fragile Sarah.

“And while you two do that, Samuels and | will make sure breakfast is ready for

you.



Instead of being offended that she was being treated like a child Sarah just sighed and
allowed the others to step in and take care of her.

“Very well,” she conceded.

Lizzie rushed forward and took Sarah’s arm. “Don’t worry, Your Grace. Once we
wash your face and right your dressyou’ll feel like a brand new woman.”

Sarah let Lizzie guide her back up to her room. Once they reached the top of the steps
she heard someone pounding at the front door.

She turned towards the noise. “1 wonder who that is.”

“Let Samuels worry about that, Your Grace. Come, let’'s take care of you.” Lizzie
ushered her into the room and closed the door behind them.

Lizzie was right, with a freshly pressed dress, her face washed and her hair done,
Sarah did feel like a brand new woman. The tension that had clouded her mind had
dissipated and she was left only mildly annoyed.

Regardless of how she currently felt, she knew that she would have to find a way
once and for al to corner that man and get the truth of his relationship with the town
out in the open.

She's been trying to put her foot down for over a week, now it was time to assert
herself. And if he refused to speak, well, then, perhaps she should find other
accommodations.

Sarah’s heart squeezed in her chest. Heavens, she didn't want to even think about
that. They both said things they didn’t mean to say. Sarah stopped herself in front of
the parlor. Well, she meant what she said this morning, she just hoped Charles didn’t



mean what he said.

She heard voices coming from the drawing room as she turned the handle.

Sarah pushed the door open just in time to see Nora jump into someone’s arms.

A man’sarms.

Not just any man, Eli’sarms.

“Oh, Eli! I'm so glad to see you! Where have you been?’ Nora squeal ed.

“Yes, Eli. Where have you been?’ Sarah didn’t realize she voiced her question until
two sets of green eyes turned towards her.

All three siblings had the same green eyes. Sarah sighed.

Of course they did.

Sarah refused to drop her eyes. She held her gaze with Eli until he broke away and
looked down at Nora..

A rakish smile shone on his face. Sarah squeezed her hands into tight little fists. What
would she give to smack that smile off of his face.

“Nora, my love, could you give me and Sarah a moment alone?’ Eli’s casual tone
irked Sarah for reasons unknown.
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Nora furrowed her eyebrows as she looked back to Sarah. “1 suppose so. I'll be in the
library if you need me.”

Nora entangled herself from her brother and left the drawing room.

Sarah and Eli stood facing each other as if they were in a duel. Neither one of them
took their eyes off of each other as Noraleft, nor did they move after she closed the
door.

Sarah lifted an eye brow in a challenge.
Eli pursed hislips and rocked back on his heals. “| owe you an apology.”

Sarah cocked her head to the side. After dealing with his brother, a man who rarely
offered up his thoughts so freely, Sarah was not expecting such a forward opening
from Eli.

“For what?' She mused as she walked over to atea cart Mrs. Bates must have left in
here when Eli arrived.

Eli pushed out a breath. “Y ou have been around my brother for too long.”

Sarah scowled. “And whose fault would that be?’ Sarah knew she was being obtuse
and difficult, but she was done with the Brandon brothers and their ways. If the one
she really wanted to rage at wasn't here, his younger brother would do. Besides, Eli
wasn't innocent in all of this.



“l deserve that.” Eli admitted. “You must understand, Sarah, you did not want to
marry me.”

Sarah dropped a sugar cube in her tea. “I did not want to marry your brother and yet
here | am.”

Eli considered her words. “Why did you then?’

Sarah slammed the tea cup down onto its saucer on the cart. “Y ou left me no choice!
Y ou humiliated me in front ofthe ton. Everyone we knew was at that church and you
left me there. If you didn’'t want to marry me why did you court me? Why did you
ask me? Why did you let me walk down that aisle?”’

Sarah’s throat tightened and tears prickled the corners of her eyes. Her pride was
trying to stave off the flow of tears but after keeping all of this locked up inside of her
for so long her emotions were getting the best of her.

Eli winced. “You'reright. | should have, but | wasforced to find awife.”

Sarah guffawed. “By whom?”

Eli stared at her. “Y our husband.” Eli stated as he cocked his head to the side.

Sarah turned to Eli. “I don’'t understand.”

Eli sighed and walked over to where Sarah stood by the tea cart. He picked up a tea
towel and wiped up the tea that had spilled out of her cup when she slammed it on the

cart.

“It is no secret that | am a man of many... let's say, interests, yet being married was
never one of them.”



Sarah rolled her eyes. “Yes. | was aware of your rakish ways, and yet | still said yes
to you. What does this have to do with Charles?’

Eli handed Sarah her tea and gestured to the sofa in the drawing room. They both sat
down next to each other.

“Charles was getting tired of my philandering ways so he demanded | get married and
settle down or he would cut me off. So, | took the season to find the amiable girl |
could to marry so | could get him off my back and still live the way | wanted to.”

Sarah's cheeks heated in embarrassment. Hearing that she was simply at the right
place at the right time cut her. Once again, she was reminded that she simply just
existed for other’ s benefits, and not because they want her.

Realization dawned on her. That’s exactly how Charles has been treating her. When
he wants to scratch an itch, he comes to her, but when she needs her own opinions
and interests to take precedent he shuts her down.

Sarah’ s heart began to break piece by piece.

“Sarah, please don't take this as an offense to your character. This says more about
me than you. I’'m not a good guy.” He shrugged lazily. “You would have been
miserable married to me. | wouldn’t have taken care of you like Charles does.”

At the mention of his name atear escaped and rolled down her cheek.

Eli brought a finger up to her cheek to wipe the tear away. “Please don’t cry, Sarah.
Y ou are better off here.” He looked towards the door. “I only saw Norafor a moment

but the fact that Charles even let you meet her tells me how much he revers you.”

Sarah’ s laugh hiccuped. “1 doubt that.”
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Eli lowered his eyes to try to capture her downcast ones. “It’'s true, Sarah. Believe
me, | know my brother. If you know and are able to speak freely with Nora, than my
brother thinks highly of you, which, I’'m sure you know is no easy feat.”

Sarah offered a shaky smile.

“Thank you, Eli. And thank you for telling me the truth. Y ou are the first one in your
family to actually tell me something true that has happened.”

Eli shook his head as he sighed. “I take it my brother is being his stubborn self again.
He always thinks he knows what’ s best and it’s hisword and no one else’s.”

Sarah laughed. If you would have told her the one who would console her and make
her feel better about her place within this household was Eli she would have laughed
in your face. But here she was, feeling better and finding some comfort in his words.
Eli leaned in to take the tea cup from her and placed it on a side table. He gathered
her in his arms in a brotherly hug. She let her body relax into his easy embrace and
welcomed the support.

The crash of the door startled her.

“What is the meaning of this?’

Eli and Sarah jumped apart and turned to see a wild eyed Charles standing in the
doorway.



CHAPTER 24

Charles slammed the door behind him. He was surprised it didn’t splinter in half with
the force he used.

His had just arrived back from his visit to the town when Samuels informed him that
Eli was in the drawing room with Sarah. His world came to a crashing halt as he
sprinted into the house, knocking over tables and housemaids alike.

“You both know | hate repeating myself.” He spat.

The color drained from Sarah’s face and her body tensed up. Meanwhile, Eli’s body
relaxed as herolled his eyes.

“You were always so welcoming, brother.” Eli said casually as he sat back into the
sofaand crossed one leg over the other.

Charles' s eyes tracked to Sarah who remained motionless.

“Sarah.” He snipped. “What were you doing in a drawing room with my brother...
alone?’

Sarah’'s dazed eyes began to clear as his insinuation dawned on her. Fire ignited
within her eyes as shot to her feet.

“Tell me you are not accusing us of doing what | think you're accusing us of.” Her
voice rose with indignation.

Charles scoffed. “I absolutely am and with every right. | come back from taking care
of adituation in the village and | find you in my brother’s arms!”



Sarah’s eyes closed for amoment and she took in a breath then pushed it out. “I know
you are unfamiliar with the idea of comforting someone who is hurt so it is not
surprising to me when you are met with such an image you immediately assume the
worst.”

A laugh erupted from Eli. “ And here | thought your were amiable and pliable.”
Sarah’s eyes snapped to Eli. “You may have been forgiven for the farce that was our
hasty relationship but you are not in the clear. And you'd ought not to forget that.”

She chastised.

Eli’s eyes rounded as he put his hands up in defense. “My apologies, Your Grace.”
Eli turned to his brother. “We definitely migudged this one.”

What little restraint Charles had on his control snapped and he lunged towards Eli.
Sarah jumped in between them and shielded Eli from his attacking brother.

“Stop this! | will not have you fighting with your brother inside like some wayward
child.” She scolded.

Charles stopped and stared at his wife. She literally threw herself in between them
and raised her hands to shield Eli from any harm. Eli. The man who left her at the
ater. The man that brought her to his home in the middle of the night, hurt and in
need of help.

Charles svision blurred as the instinct to lash out pushed him forward.

“You protect him. Him? The man that humiliated you? Who used you just so |
wouldn’t cut him off. Thisisthe man you choose to protect?’

“Y ou gave me no other choice!’ Eli quipped from behind Sarah.
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Charles's eyes narrowed. “Look! He is still using you! He won't even face me, he
needs to hide behind you.” Charles sneered. “A disgrace.”

Sarah lifted her chin. “I do not agree with either one of you. Both of you made poor
choicesin the past and, unfortunately for me, my life was upended in it all.”

Eli stepped out from behind Sarah. “Brother, Sarah and | spoke and she forgave me
for my misstepsin our relationship.”

The word “relationship” raked down Charles's spine like rusty nails. Just the thought
of his brother having anything more than a casual acquaintance with his wife fueled
his wrath. The thought of Eli touching her, kissing her, taking her to his bed had his
rage just at the tipping point.

Charles stretched his neck causing little pops to sound. He stretched his fingers in
front of him causing his knuckles to crack. He widened his stance and flexed his
hands at his side.

The movements caused Eli’ s eyes to widen as alarm bells were surely going off in his
head. However, Sarah was none the wiser to his ministrations.

Good. If she knew he was preparing his body for a fight, she would try to stop him
again.

Eli put up his hands. “Charles. Stop. Whatever you're thinking it didn’t happen. |
came to apologize and she accepted. She seemed like she was having a tough time so
| offered her ahug.”



Charles snarled.

Eli’s eyes widened even more as he shrank back. “A brotherly hug! | swear! | have
no maliciousintent or ill will towards either one of you.”

“Y ou shouldn’t be touching her in any way!” Hisyell echoed throughout the room.
Both Eli and Sarah took a step back from him.

“Charles,” Eli began.

“No. You have done enough. | have fixed your last mistake.”

A small gasp escaped Sarah but Charles ignored her.

“You are to leave this estate and never return. | don’t want to see you ever again. Y ou
are not welcome in any of our residences and | will instruct everyone who works for
me to refuse your call.” Charles took one more breath before delivering the final
blow.

“You are done.” He enunciated each word.

Twin flags of red peaked on Eli’s cheeks. “You can’'t mean that, Charles. Everything
isfine, we've moved on.” Eli looked over to Sarah for help but she stood in shock.

“l always mean what | say, Eli.” Charles rose a finger and pointed to Sarah. “The
second you left her at the alter you sealed your fate.”

The memory of a humiliated and confused Sarah pummeled Charles's mind. She
looked so innocent and helpless in that moment. He swore he would never allow Eli
to cause her that much pain again.



He looked over to his wife who was wearing the same expression as that day. Charles
growled and looked back to Eli.

“Get out,” he bellowed. “Now! And don’'t come back.”

Eli once more looked to Sarah for help but she was still frozen, staring at the ground.

Charles could see Eli fighting with moistening eyes and was surprised he didn’t let a
tear fall for effect. Eli dways had aflair for the dramatics.

Eli rolled hislips and rushed out of the room with his shoulders hunched and his head
cast down.

“Coward.” Charles muttered.

He looked back to Sarah who was now looking straight a him. She was the
personification of fire and fury.

“Am | amistaketo you?’ She seethed.

“What?" Charles had the audacity to ook confused.

“You'’re not the only one who doesn’t like to repeat themselves, Charles.” She stated.
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Sarah clenched her muscles to stop her finger from shaking as she pointed to the
door. “You just told your brother that you had fixed his last mistake. Am | a
mistake?’

Charles heaved a sigh. “ Sarah. How our marriage came to be is not a shock to you. It
was a mutual arrangement. When | said | fixed his last mistake | meant the disgrace
he brought onto this family by him leaving you at the alter.”

“Therefore, amistake.” She offered.

“Exactly. | fixed his mistake.” Charles|ooked relieved.

Sarah’s eyebrows pinched together. “And by him leaving me at the alter, a mistake,
you fixed it by marrying me. A mistake.”

Charles's brow furrowed. “You're taking my words out of context. | didn’'t mean
that.”

Sarah looked up surprised. “l thought you aways say what you mean.” She
countered.

Charles took a step towards her which caused her to retreat a step and put her hands
up in adefensive manner.

“Sarah. In the beginning we agreed to marry to help each other. Neither of us wanted
that charade of a wedding to haunt us. You yourself said it was a farce.” Charles
spoke earnestly.



Sarah’ s voice held no emotion. “And you fixed it. Like you always do.”

She could feel herself shutting down emotionally. Every word he spoke provided her
with one more brick to build the wall around her heart.

Charles's breathing returned to normal and he shook his head. “Y es, you know | will
fix any problems that comes our way.”

“Whether we like it or not.” She offered.

“Now hold on,” Charlestried to interject.

Sarah steamrolled over his words. “No matter if it actually hurts us in the long run.
Aslong as you get your way in the here and now, al iswell with everyone and if it's
not,” she shrugged. “Then it is on them and they must be the problem.”

“Sarah.” Charles pleaded.

She pursed her lips, lost in thought. She felt as if she was wading through molasses,
her mind became sluggish and she was having trouble concentrating on the man in
front of her. She just wanted comfort. She was tired of fighting. Fighting to
understand him. Fighting for support, for connection. She was tired of fighting for
them.

“l can understand us.” She waved a finger between them. “We're still new to each
other. But | just watched you cut off your own brother, your own flesh and blood.”

Charles shook his head. “Y ou do not understand the damage that man has done to this
family.”

Sarah’s laugh rang out, startling Charles. “Of course | don’'t understand. How could



I?You tell me nothing. You've trained your staff to be just as guarded. As if they
whisper a single truth about your past then the whole world would come crashing
down on the them. Even poor Nora, who is just a girl,” she added, “is worried to
express herself freely.”

Fury propelled her forward. “You know who wasn't afraid to be honest with me?
Eli.”

Charles flinched.

“Eli. Your brother, who, yes, has made many poor choicesin hislife, but came to me
under his own volition to make amends. You know what that shows me, Charles?’
She taunted. “That shows growth and change and you” she poked his chest, “stand
there and call him coward and throw him out of his home.”

Charles stood his ground. “Y ou will never understand.”

More bricks for her wall.

“Ah. | see.” She rubbed her clammy palms onto her dress. “That’s it then, right?’ She
kept her tone conversational, even though it began to tremble.

“l have no recourse to that response, Charles. It's your way or no way. | can’t
understand if you don’t let me understand.” She shrugged. “But to do that you would
have to open up to me. I'm starting to think even a wedding ceremony isn't enough
motivation for you to do that.”

She eyes drifted to the window then back to Charles. He was still standing, ever at the
ready for the next attack. He was exhausting and she was tired.

Her shoulders sagged as she sighed. “Perhaps | shall take you up on your earlier



statement and | should find other accommodations.”

“What?’ Charles's voice was heavy. “What do you mean?’



Page 94

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:20 am

It took effort for Sarah to raise her eyes to his. Every part of her body felt weighted
down with grief.

“Earlier today you had insinuated if | don't like your way of handling things then |
should find somewhere else to be-”

“1 spokein anger!” Charles' s eyes widened. “I didn’t mean it!”

A wistful smile crept onto Sarah’s face as she shook her head slowly. “Yet you are
steadfast with your threats of always saying what you mean.”

Charles reached for her hand and she pulled away.

“You must have a busy day ahead. | have some correspondence of my own to seeto.”

She turned quickly and made her way to the door.

“Sarah,” his voice cracked with her name.

Her hand steadied on the door handle as she turned her head to the side.

“Just give me some time to handle the situation in town, | was not expecting his call
this early and it caused me undue stress. | just need to work some things out and then

we can talk.”

Sarah nodded as she closed the door behind her.



Charles didn’t seek her out that day to talk.

That evening Sarah put what she could into a bag. She wrote a letter to Charles and
gaveit to Samuelsto deliver.

“The carriage is ready for you, Your Grace.” Samuels's eyes were heavy and full of
concern.

Sarah’slipstrembled. “ Thank you, Samuels.”

He hesitated as he opened the door. “ Are you sure you' d like to travel to your sister’s
so late at night? Perhaps in the morning we can have His Grace accompany you.”

Sarah tried to swallow over the lump that had formed in her throat. “That won't be
necessary, Samuels. His Grace needs some time so | figured some space would help

our situation as well.”

Her quivering lips strained her voice. She took a deep breath and willed her tears not
to fall.

Samuels pursed his lips as lines formed on his brow. “Very well, Your Grace.
William!” He called to the footman. “ Please see Her Grace to her sister’ s home.”

William nodded solemnly. “ Of course. Right thisway, Y our Grace.” William held his
arm out to escort Sarah to the carriage.

“Your Grace!” Samuels called out.

Sarah took a breath as she turned back to a man she was fond of.

“Travel safe and | hope for your safe return.”



Sarah released her breath on a hiccup. She could only shake her head in
acknowledgment before she turned and entered the carriage.

She watched until the house was completely out of sight, then she let the tearsfall.

CHAPTER 25

Charles walked into the breakfast room and found Nora sitting alone.

“Good morning, Nora.” He said as he touched his sister’s shoulder. “How was your
night.”

Noraignored him as she speared a strawberry onto her fork.
Shrugging off his sister’s insolence as normal young girl behavior Charles sat at his

seat and unfolded the napkin. As he sat, he looked to Samuels who was standing by
the door, he looked a bit stiffer than usual.
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“This smells delicious. Is Sarah awake yet?’

Silence.

Charles narrowed his eyes at his sister. He's heard of the emotional turmoil young
girls put their families through but he was not one to be ignored. His eyes glanced at
Samuels who remained stock still by the door. His eyes stared outward, it was as if
Charles hadn’t walked into the room.

Wasthe old man losing it?

“Samuels.” Charles called.

Samuels inhaled as he turned to face Charles.

“I’'m sorry, Samuels, am | that exhausting that in order to look at me you must steal
yourself?’ Charles snipped.

“Perhaps it is your demeanor that is exhausting, Charles.” His sister’s words clipped
whatever Samuels was going to say.

“Excuse me?’ What room did he walk into that he was met with such contempt?

Nora leveled a look at him. “I heard how you treated Eli. Perhaps Sarah is just as
disgusted with you as | am.” She quipped.

Charles rubbed his temples. “Nora. Do not concern yourself with the matters of



adults. I’'m sure you know how much scandal our brother causes and I'm tired of
picking up the pieces.”

Nora scoffed. “Is Sarah one of those pieces?’

Blasted, his sister sounded just like Sarah. His fingers tightened around his fork. How
many times was he to have this conversation?

“Sarah knew the arrangement we were entering into when we got married.” Charles
paused. “Wait. How do you know about Sarah’ s role between Eli and |7

Nora cocked her head. “So you can punish the person who told me?’ Nora laughed.
“l don’t think so.” She pointed her fork at Charles. “You didn’t answer my question,
was Sarah just a piece you needed to clean up?’

Charles sighed and leaned back in his chair. “No. And she knows that.”

Nora chuckled.

“What was that for?” Charles demanded.

“You're not the best communicator. | wouldn’t be surprised if Sarah was in her room
right now waiting for you to leave the breakfast room she she could to come down

and not have to see you first thing in the morning.”

Charles's heart thudded at the thought. Would she avoid him? Admittedly they did
not part on the best of terms yesterday.

Suddenly, his breath caught in his throat. He forgot to speak with her yesterday about
the merchant. He furrowed his brows. Surely she would understand that matters of
the duchy are serious and need to be handled promptly. She couldn’t possibly hold



that against him.

Charles glanced at the door. She wasjust late in waking up.

Y es, that had to beit.

“And poor Eli. He not only came here to talk with Sarah, but to see me. | haven’t
seen him in ages and the first thing you do is run him off.” Nora whined bringing
Charles s focus back to her.

“Itisfor the best.” Charles offered.

“For who?’ Nora countered.

“For the family!” Charles's voice boomed across the table causing Norato jump.
Awkward silence settled between them.

“He needs to learn there are consequences for his actions. How he treated Sarah is
unforgivable and the die was cast the moment he left her standing at the alter. He's a

disgrace and therefore should be treated as such.”

Nora huffed. “I heard Sarah forgave him. Shouldn’'t the person who was wronged
have the final say if heisthrown out for his transgressions?’
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Charles slammed down his fork. “I am the Duke. | say who is alowed in my home.”
His eyes went back to the door and Samuels standing next to it.

Why did the bloody man look so awkward standing there? Did he always loom over
them like that?

Anitch started to climb up Charles's spine. Something was wrong.
“And where in the duecesis Sarah?’ He demanded.

Samuels lazily turned to Charles. He reached into his jacket and pulled out an
envelope.

He walked over to Charles and laid it on his plate.

Charles looked up to Samuels, confused. “What is this? Why am | just getting this
now? For the love of God, man, I’ve been sitting here for awhile now, why wasn’t |
given this the moment | walked in?’

Samuels said nothing but returned to his post at the door.

What the bloody hell is going on in this house?

Charles's heart began to race. He couldn’t help the feeling like he was missing a

monumental piece of the puzzle. It was as if everyone else was playing a game and he
did not know therules.



He looked at Norawho looked just as curious as he did.

Charles's fingers shook as he opened the envelope and pulled out the paper inside. It
smelled of Sarah and his heart began to tremble.

Her feminine cursive danced across the page but the words did not match their
beauty.

His brows furrowed. He couldn’t be reading this right. He read over the words again.

...needed time and space.

Carefor you deeply, but...

...gpend this time with my sister.

Charles crumbled the paper in his hands.

“What... what does it say, Charles?” He could hear the tremor in Nora s voice.

Charles looked up to Samuels, who was standing with his hands behind his back,
knowing exactly what the letter said.

“Very well,” he said, after clearing his throat. “It seems Sarah has decided to spend
some time with her sister, Eleanor.”

Nora gasped. “What did you do?’

Stunned, Charles looked up at her.

“She made life here bearable and you went and scared her off probably with your



brutish behavior! Why are you like this?’ She screamed as she ran from the table.

Charles stood just as Mrs. Bates walked in.

“Let me go after her, Your Grace. Sometimes young girls need a more womanly
touch.”

Charles winced. He remembered Sarah saying a similar thing to him the night those
boys harassed Nora, right before he shut her out.

The weight of the realization dragged Charles back down into his chair. He gestured
to Mrs. Bates and she followed the girl.

“Did someone escort her?’ Charles svoicefet like sand in his throat.

“William, Y our Grace.” Samuels offered.
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Charlestilted his head and nodded. He felt different. Had it gotten colder in here? His
eyes tracked to the window. The sun was shining through the window pane and it
looked like a beautiful warm day outside.

So why was it dark and cold in the room?

Sunlight streaked across Sarah’s eyes causing her to wince. “It's too bright in here.
It's hurting my eyes.” Her voice was muffled in the pillow.

“Try waking up before the sun even rises and then you can talk to me how brightness
hurts.” Her sister’ s voice chastised her.

Sarah grimaced. “Does that make sense? You can't talk to me in riddles, | haven't
had sufficient rest.”

“And whose fault is that, traveling al hours of the night.” Eleanor said as she sat on
the bed, taking the pillow that was covering Sarah’s face.

“1 needed to get out, Eleanor. Y ou wouldn’t understand.” She moaned.

Eleanor tsked. “My marriage may not have had the same beginning as yours but
you're afool if your memory is that bad you can’t remember how well Derek and |
got along in the beginning.”

Sarah groaned. “| know. Y ou two practically hated each other.”

“Just about.” Eleanor smiled.



Sarah sat up and both sisters winced at the sunlight coming through the windows.

“1 know why the sunlight is hurting my eyes, what’s wrong with you?’ Sarah asked
while she shielded her eyes from the blasted sun.

“My darling daughter decided last night was the perfect time to test her lungs and
sang usasong al night.” Eleanor yawned.

Her niece. Sarah couldn’'t help but smile at the thought. Her life was an absolute
mess, but the silver lining was she was about to spend some much needed time with
her beautiful niece.

It was just then Sarah looked at her sister. Sarah could count on her hand the number
of times when Eleanor did not look put together. Everything seemed to suit Eleanor
perfectly. Except for today.

“Oh Eleanor. Y ou look horrible.” Sarah breathed.

Eleanor laughed. “Thank you, sister. I'm so glad we just so happen to live close
enough to the Duke that you decided to bless us with your presence and not mother.”

Sarah flinched. “I’'m sorry, that was rude of me. I'm just not used to seeing you
like...” shewaved her hands around trying to put her thoughts to words.

“Like amother?’ Eleanor supplied.

Sarah smiled shyly.

Eleanor shrugged. “I must confess, after the first night with Angela | wrote to mother
and apologized for all the trouble we had caused her while growing up.”



Sarah laughed. “I’m sure she was quite happy with that correspondence.”

“She absolutely was. | think that’s why she continues to send gifts for Angela. Not
only is she her granddaughter, but the one person who made me realize how
wonderful of amother we have.” Eleanor said with a chuckle.

Sarah stretched and pushed the duvet off.

Eleanor stood to give her some space and walked to the bag Sarah had brought with
her.

“Would you like me to send up a maid to help you?’ Eleanor pulled out afew of the
dresses Sarah brought and laid them out.

Sarah shook her head. “ That won't be necessary. | don’t want to be a bother.”

Eleanor furrowed her brows. “You're always welcome here, however, | must ask,
how much thought have you given this?’

Sarah plucked at her bottom lip.

“Are you staying here until the air clears? Or are you staying here until...” Eleanor
let her words die, insinuating a more permanent solution.
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Sarah shrugged. “1 honestly don’t know, Eleanor.” Her lip began to tremble.
“Oh, Sarah. I'm sorry. It's too fresh.” She waved her hands in front of her. “Never
mind. Let's not worry about that now. Let’s get you freshened up and we'll have
some breakfast. Once we get some food in you things won’'t seem so bad.”

Just then aloud wail sounded from down the hall.

“Oh look,” Eleanor sighed. “I see my daughter is ready for her second act. And
you're awake, so you get to listento it aswell.”

Sarah giggled. “It’ s the most beautiful concert I’ ve ever heard.”

Eleanor paused in the doorway. “Just you wait, dear sister. We'll see how you feel
about her wails after afew days.” She winked. “Now, get dressed and I'll meet you in
the breakfast room.”

Sarah nodded as her sister closed the door behind her.

Sarah sat in the breakfast room waiting for her sister and Angela to come in. Their
cook had made a buffet of eggs, biscuits, sausage, different breads and fruit. It was
more than any one person could eat.

“Your Grace?’ A voice called from the doorway.

William stood looking in, his hat in his hands.



“William! You're still here!” Sarah was relieved. They arrived very late last night and
she worried about him and the coachman driving back late into the night.

William nodded. “Yes, Your Grace. Their Graces were kind enough to let me and
Cobbins stay the night due to the lateness of our arrival.”

“Have you eaten breakfast?’ She gestured to the table of food in front of them.

William waved her off. “Of course, Your Grace. The staff here has taken good care of
us.” He looked down at his feet before returning his gaze.

“1 was just wondering, Your Grace, if, um, you'd be returning with us?’ He sounded
hopeful and it broke Sarah’ s heart to be honest with him.

“I'm sorry, William, no. I'll be here... for awhile.” Sarah’s heart sank at her own
response. She already missed the staff at the estate but she could no longer live on the
outside.

William shook his head sadly. “I understand, Your Grace. May | just say...” he
paused to clear his throat. “I’ ve enjoyed your presence in our home. | hope your stay
here with your sister is enjoyable but that you'll be home soon.”

Sarah bit the inside of her cheek. “Wéll, it would be lovely to have a home to return
to, but first, it would need to feel like ahome.”

William flinched, causing Sarah to sigh. She was taking it out on the wrong person.
“Please forgive me, William. Y ou and the staff welcomed me into the home and were

there for me when | most needed a friend. | can never repay your kindness. Thank
you. Please tell Lizzie and Mrs. Bates that | miss them.”



William placed his hat on his head and nodded.

“And William? Please take care of yourself. And, court Miss Cordell appropriately. |
hear she likes daisies.”

Her smile faded as William turned and | eft.

She watched the carriage leave from the window in the breakfast room. The further
the carriage drove from the house, the heavy her heart felt. It took everything in her
body to keep her seated while William was in here. She wanted nothing more than to
put her pride aside and follow him back into the carriage.

However, she knew nothing would have changed and she needed to put her happiness
first. Her romantic heart was breaking behind the wall of bricks it finished building
last night.

It was time for her more mature, guarded heart to form and help her move onto the
next phasein her life. If only she knew what that was.

CHAPTER 26

“Samuels!” Charles bellowed from his study. He pushed the papers around his desk,
he picked up a book and tossed it across the room, narrowly missing his sister who
stepped in through the door.

“What are you doing?’ She asked.

Charles looked up. “You're not Samuels.”
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Nora raised an eyebrow. “How astute. No. | am not Samuels. | told him not to come
in here.”

Charles snarled. “Who are you to instruct my staff what to do?”’

Nora straightened her back and pushed back her shoulders. “Y our sister. | may only
be thirteen but | have some say around here. Y ou are being too mean and brutish to
everyone, especially poor Samuels.”

Charles huffed. He knew his sister was right. He was being boorish to everyone but
especialy Samuels. The only reason Charles could figure out why was that Samuels
was the last person to speak to Sarah before she left. In his mind, Samuels should
have gotten him immediately, or at least done more to keep her from going.

“Samuels is tending to some other matters so | took it upon myself to see what you
wanted before | fetch him. Perhaps | can help.” She said as she folded her arms
impatiently.

Charles snorted. “You'reachild. You can’'t help me.”

Norarolled her eyes. “ Suit yourself,” she shrugged.

She remained in front of him, rocking back on her heels.

Charles looked up from his desk. “ Are you waiting for something?’

Noratook a breath and pushed it out.



“Since | have your attention, | do have a question.” Nora swayed back and forth on
her heels, annoying Charles.

He waved his hand out in front of him. “Well, spit it out, as you can see I'm very
busy.

Charles gestured to the mess of papers on his desk. He then pulled at his cravat, the
damn thing was nearly choking him.

Nora began fidgeting with her hands. “I, um, noticed the rooms upstairs were not
being used.”

Charles looked up from his desk. “What rooms?’

“Sarah’ srooms.” Nora s voice was small.

Charles quirked an eyebrow. “Of course, her bedroom is not being used. She's no
longer here.” He stood up taller. “Why? Do you want them? Y ou’ re hardly here.”

Nora rubbed her temple. “No. Not that room. Mother’s rooms.”

Charles collected more papers and fished through them. He tried focusing on the
words that dotted the page but the script blurred in front of his eyes.

He cleared his throat.

“What of them?’ He was having trouble concentrating on the conversation at hand.
He pulled at his cravat again.

Nora sighed as she walked forward and sat in the chair in front of his desk. She
leaned forward.



“Those are the Duchesses rooms, shouldn’t Sarah have occupied them?’ Nora looked
down into her lap. “ She told me she used to paint. From what | remember Mother had
alittle paint studio set up.”

Charles swallowed. “I didn’t realize you frequented those rooms.”

Nora met his eyes and shrugged. “I usually don’t. But Sarah made my curious. She
made this whole house feel like ahome.” She dropped her eyes. “It never used to feel
that way.”

Charles sighed and leaned back in his chair. He rubbed his eyes. He'd made a mess
out of everything. And not just with Sarah, but with Nora. Actualy, if he gave
himself the proper time to think about it, he had messed up a big portion hislife.

“l used to come here and we' d treat each other like strangers. We rarely ate together,
we never would have gone on a picnic together.”

Charles looked up. “I spent time with you!” Charles was shocked at his sister's
interpretation of their past.

“Nora, you must know how fond | am of you. | would do anything for your
happiness.” Charles pleaded. He knew he wasn’t the easiest to live with but he aways
made sure Nora felt welcomed here when she visited. He made sure she had
excursions and he took her horseback riding.

“Except see to your own.” She countered.



Page 100

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:20 am

Charles sat up in his chair. “When did you become so perceptive?’
A smug smile formed on Nora'slips. “I have great role modelsin that area.”
Charles chuckled. “It sounds as though they could have been better.”

“Charles?” Nora reached and leaned onto his desk. “Why didn’t you alow Sarah to
use those rooms?’

Charles waved her question off.

“No, do not dismiss me. Is it because of Mother?’ Nora's voice was timid but it
struck him with such force nonethel ess.

“Charles.” She chided. “Don’'t you think it’s time to move on from the horrors of our
childhood?’

Charles's eyes swelled as his throat closed. “You don’t understand, Nora. The way
they treated her and | just...”

“You were achild yourself. You had just lost your father, you inherited a duchy when
you were barely sixteen. Then your mother died and you were in charge of a small
child.”

Charles shook off the emotion that was settling over him. His skin began to itch and
his cravat felt asif it was cutting off hisair. He pulled at the cravat and tugged it off.
He bounded out of his chair and began pacing the room.



“Charles. You did everything you could with what you had. Yes, from what | hear,
and the things I’ ve personally experienced, the townspeople haven't been the most
understanding but do not take it out on Sarah of al people.”

Nora remained sitting in the chair as Charles stalked the room pulling at his shirt. He
unbuttoned his cuffs and rolled up his sleeves. Did someone light a fire in here? The
room became stifling.

Obviously he was the only afflicted by this phantom heat. Nora sat calmly in the
chair, nonplussed.

“1’ve only known her for afew days but anyone could tell she has a heart of gold and
only wants the best for those around her. Even you cannot deny her that, Charles.
Plus...”

Charles stopped and looked at his sister. He wiped the swesat that started to bead
across his brow. “Don’t stop now, dear sister. Speak your mind.”

Nora's shoulders sagged. “Plus, | really like her.” Nora's voice began to tremble.
“She was fun, and understanding, and | feel awful for shutting her out that one night.”
Nora's watery eyes looked up and met hers. “Do you think it's because of that night
that she left?’

Sobs wracked the young girl’s body. Charles rushed to his sister and gathered her in
his arms. He was not good with the emotions of others, but seeing his sister cry was
the one thing he could not stand.

“Shh, Nora. No, it was not you. It was me. | shut her out to protect you.”

Nora sniffled into his chest. “I don’t need protecting any more.”



Charles|ooked down at his sister. “Then why were you upset that night?’

Nora wiped her tears. “You'reright, | was upset that night over what those boys said.
But you reminded me what Sarah told me about letting other people control my
emotions.” She looked up into her brother’s eyes. “Charles, you, too, have given
other people too much control.”

Charles squeezed his sister tighter before letting her go and holding her out at arms
length. “1 assure you, Nora, | do not let other people control me.”

Nora's eyes widened as she pointed at him. A wide smile spread across her lips.
“That’sit. That’s why you are the way you are. It's not because you' re not capable of
emotionl, it’sthat you let other people control your emotions!”

Norajumped and clapped like she just solved life' s greatest mystery.

Charles huffed and walked back to his desk to sit down. This conversation, full of its
ups and downs, was starting to give him a headache.

“Nora, | have no idea what you're talking about and | don’'t see what this has to do
with Sarah.”

Nora walked over to him and leaned across his desk. “Y ou are so worried about how
others perceive us your preemptively push people away. It's not that you're obtuse
with other people’s feelings, it’'s just you've been on the defensive side for so much
of your life you immediately assume the worstof people.”

Charles furrowed his brow. “I do not care what people think of us.”

“Yes, you do!” Nora's face lit up. “You absolutely do! Why else would you make
sure | was protected-”



“Because | didn’t want to see you upset!” Charles interjected.
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Nora didn’t let the interruption stop her. “True, but you always took it one step
further. Y ou changed trade routes, you went out of your way to punish the people that
you'’ re supposed to protect just because they hurt my feelings.”

Nora jumped back when Charles slammed his hand on the desk. He knocked over his
chair when he pushed out of it.

“It was more than just hurt feelings, Nora. Our mother...” Charles looked down as
emotion swelled in his throat. “When our mother needed them most, after all she did

for them, they turned their back on her. | will never forgive them for their behavior.”

Charles's vision blurred with unshed tears. He hated thinking of his mother’s final
days, how broken and lost she looked and there was nothing he could do to help her.

Nora took a deep breath. “Charles. They didn't understand and a lot of time has
passed. We're all different people now. | think it’s time to move on.” She lifted a

dender shoulder. “1 have.”

Charles hung his head. The buzzing sound was back in his mind and his whole body
was humming with regret, anger, frustration, and despair.

Small arms reached around him and enveloped him in a hug.
“It's not too late to correct this, Charles.”

A tear rolled down his cheek and onto his sister’s dark head. He quickly wiped it so
his sister wouldn’'t see. He looked at his wet finger for a moment. When was the last



time he cried?

He shook his head sideto side. “I’ m not so sure about that.”

“Truly, Charles. There was nothing you could do for Mother, but you can fix this
with Sarah.” Nora pleaded.

She tightened her arms around her brother. Her strength settled him. As Charles stood
holding his sister, he started to understand, that in this moment, for the first time in
hislife, he allowed someone to comfort him.

It wasn't aterrible feeling.
Sarah sipped her tea while trying to hear the rushed whispers of her sister and
brother-in-law who were currently standing in the hallway outside of the breakfast

room.

It's been afew days since she arrived and while her sister was more than welcoming,
Derek seemed to have an entirely different opinion.

“She is your sister, and while our home is always open to your family, you need to
find out her plans. | may run into Stoleton and | don’t want it to be awkward.”
Derek’ s hushed tone carried down the hallway.

Her sister’'s laugh drowned out his whisper. “And where are you going to run into
him? Neither one of you are social butterflies. Is there a Duke Club I’m not aware of
where introverted Dukes go to make friends?’

Eleanor’ s squeal reverberated into the breakfast room.

Sarah was happy Eleanor found her happy ending with her Duke. If only the same



could be said for Sarah.

She sighed and put her cup back on the saucer. She added another lump of sugar and
began to stir the cup.

“Good morning, Sarah.” Her sister’s voice rang out.

Sarah turned to her sister and accepted the kiss on the check.

“Good morning, Eleanor. Y ou look well rested. Angela sleep through the night?’
Eleanor shook her head. “ She did. Derek keeps insisting we let the maids tend to her
overnight, but | just don’t want to miss out on anything. | can’t imagine not being
there for her when she cries, or not being the first person she sees when she wakes up.

Aslong as | remember that, the long nights don’t seem so bad.”

“You've aways had a good night's sleep so your memory of those awful nights
aren't as fresh, but trust me, my love, they are the worst.”

Derek sauntered in after his wife and sat across from her.
Sarah couldn’t help but think back to the first time she me the formidable Duke
Graynor. He wanted nothing to do Eleanor or her family and here he was the doting

father and husband.

Sarah’s throat tightened. She had her own stubborn Duke to deal with. Sadly, she
seemed further from her happy ending than Eleanor was at this point in her marriage.

Eleanor swatted at her husband from across the table. “Oh you, stop it. Those nights
aren’'t so bad. Plus, you' re not the one who gets up. | do.”



Derek raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but when my loving wife leaves the bed she takes all
the warmth with her.”
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Sarah watched as a blush blossomed on her sister’s cheeks. She got caught up in their
moment she didn’t realize she was still stirring her tea until the spoon hit the cup.

Eleanor and Derek both looked to Sarah, it was if they had forgotten she was in the
room.

Sarah couldn’t blame them. If Charles looked at her the same way Derek looked at
Eleanor, she wouldn’t look anywhere else.

“Please excuse us, Sarah. We're being rude.” Eleanor offered.

Sarah waved her off. “Nonsense. | find it endearing. | only hope to have the same one
day.”

Eleanor’s eyes flashed to Derek’s.

“About that. Now that it has been a few days, have you given any thought as to your
next steps?’ Eleanor’ s voice was tender, which Sarah appreciated. It made up for the

lack of understanding written on Derek’s face.

Sarah blew out a breath. “I honestly don’t know what to do, Eleanor. Every time |
begin to think about it | end up crying.”

As soon as the words left her mouth the familiar tremble began in her lower lip.

“1 wish he wasn't so closed off. Or at least if he was completely closed off, | wish he
wouldn’t give me glimpses of what it could be like.” Sarah pinched the bridge of her



nose to stem the flow of tears that threatened to fall.
“1 think that is the worst. When he smiles, or tells me a story, or the day we had the
picnic by the lake? He was so carefree then. It was lovely and it gave me hope. Then

he had to go and ruin it by shutting me out when his sister got upset at those boys.”

Sarah blinked afew times and only after she was sure the tears would stay put did she
open her eyes.

“What happened with his sister?’ Eleanor asked.

Sarah shrugged. “I’'m not even sure myself. She had gone off to pick some flowers
and before you know it, she’s back crying. I’ m assuming she ran into some boys from
the village who said something distasteful to her but what, | wouldn't know.” Sarah

sat up, anger was quickly taking over despair.

“No, it's that | don’'t know, it’s that I’'m not allowed to know. | tried being there, for
both of them, but they pushed me out. Him more so than her.”

Eleanor took a sip of tea. “How odd. | wonder why he would do something like that.
And you said he wasn't friendly with the townspeople?’

Derek snorted. “I don’'t blame him there.”

Eleanor and Sarah both looked to Derek in earnest.

“Careto elaborate?’ Eleanor prodded.

Derek looked at both women. “Oh, well, | mean, after how they treated his mother,
I’m not sure | would not go out of my way to bend to their needs.”



Sarah leaned onto the table. Anticipation rushed through her mind like waves
crashing against the shore. She shook her head to clear the chaos that was swirling
around her.

“What do you mean, how they treated his mother?’ Sarah held her breath, she didn’t
want to risk the sound of her breath distracting her from Derek would say next.

“Oh,” Eleanor exclaimed. “You know, | do remember hearing something about his
family now that you said that. | remember Mama and Papa talking about it when he
got sick.”

Sarah’s patience had reached its end point. “Will someone tell me what happened
with is mother?’

Eleanor’'s eyes widened at her sister’s outburst, while Derek merely raised a bored
eyebrow in her direction.

“l remember Mama saying that the Dowager Duchess had lost her husband and just
over ayear later gave birth to a healthy baby girl. But, due to timing, there is no way
she could have been the late Duke's. So...” Eleanor’s words trailed off when she

looked to Sarah.

Sarah could feel all the color drain from her face. Her throat ran dry and her hands
shook.

Honora.

Piece by piece the scraps of information she picked up started to take shape.

She knew from the stories she was told his mother was once beloved by the town.
After her husband’'s death she became pregnant, which would have been quite the



scandal.
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Scandal!

Charles was always saying how their family couldn’t afford another scandal.
Honora s birth was the scandal.

The town must have turned their backs on his mother which would have been
devastating considering how much she cared for them when she could. It must have
torn Charles apart seeing his mother being treated like that.

“Do you know how she died?’ The words tumbled out of Sarah’s mouth clumsily.
Eleanor chewed her bottom lip. “I"m not sure | remember.”

Derek cleared his throat. “1 think it may have had to do with the birth of the child.
There was some complications that she never fully recovered from. | think she passed
ayear or two after the child’ s birth.”

Sarah’s heart shattered at the thought of a young Charles, who had lost both parents,
who was now left a duchy and a small child. He must have felt so alone. And if the
town had turned against his mother, that means they must’ ve turned their back on him
in his hour of need.

Sarah slumped back in her chair. Her soul ached for the loss that young Charles must
have felt.

She looked out the window. It wasn't too late. She could go home now and talk with
Charles, tell him she knows everything and nothing is a secret anymore. He can be



open with her and she'd still be there.

Sarah met Eleanor’s eyes. She found comfort, understanding, and patience in her
sister’s eyes.

Just then, Sarah had a thought. Eli.

She had seen the way Charles dismissed his own brother and he surely knows all of
the families secrets. What's to say even if Sarah would tell him she knows and
understands that he won't just continue to shut her out when he feels it necessary?

Melancholy seeped into her bones and settled in.

What good is knowing the truth, if the person who is hiding from it, doesn’t want to
acknowledge it?

CHAPTER 27

Sarah sat in the library staring at the same page she'd been looking at for the past
hour. She had hoped time away from Charles would help clear her mind and put
things into perspective. Unfortunately for her, it has only muddied her mind more.
“Sarah?’ Marie, Eleanor’s maid, stepped into the library. “There’s someone here to
see you. Niles escorted him to the parlor. He is waiting for you there. Would you like
me to get Her Grace to accompany you?”

Sarah sat up. Her heart skipped a beat. Could it be Charles come for her?

“Do you know who it is, Marie?’ Sarah couldn’t hide the hopefulnessin her voice.

Marie pursed her lips. “I’'m sorry, Your Grace, | do not.” She looked thoughtful for a



moment. “He looks about your age, perhaps a year or two older. Dark hair, beautiful
green eyes...” Her voice drifted off when she caught herself getting lost in her recall.

Her cheeks brightened to a pink. “Excuse me, Your Grace. | didn't mean to say all
that.”

Sarah chuckled. “It’s al right, Marie. We all get lost in eyes sometimes, especially
when they’re green.”

Sarah brushed the wrinkles out of her skirt as she stood. She followed Marie down
the hall and towards the parlor. All the while her mind was going through the men

she knew that would pay her avisit.

Sadly, a man her age was not Charles. She knew plenty of men with dark hair, but
only two with dark hair and green eyes.

“Eli.” She whispered as her eyes met his from where he stood in the parlor. “What are
you doing here?’

Eli turned at his name and sheepishly greeted her. “Sarah. | hope you're not upset |
came to see you.”

He rubbed his hands together in front of him, he looked uncertain of his next step
now that she was here.

Sarah lifted a shoulder. “1 don’t see why | would be. Is everything al right?’

Eli ran a hand through his hair, leaving it sticking up in some places. He blew out a
breath. “1 was hoping we could talk.”

Hiswords trailed into an awkward silence.
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“About what?’ Sarah furrowed her brows.
“Charles.”

Sarah’s heart thumped at the sound of his name. Not more than a moment ago she
had hoped he was standing here, but now, at the mention of his name, she was frozen.
What had he come to tell her? Did Charles make amends with Eli and then asked him
to break the news that Charles no longer wanted her?

Sarah pinched the bridge of her nose. She has to stop reading such dramatic novels,
they are causing her imagination to run wild. Charles can barely look at Eli let alone

send him on personal missions.

“What about Charles?” She asked timidly. She doubted Eli had seen Charles since
they parted but, with Eli, she could never be sure of what his true intentions were.

Eli blew out a breath and pointed to the window. “Would you care for awalk? | find
conversations flow better when one walks.”

Sarah looked outside to the sunny summer day. She sighed. “Very well.”

They walked outside and Sarah led Eli down the path to the small flower garden
Eleanor had planted outside of her home.

Eli kept his hands behind his back while they walked side by side along the path.

“Thisisabeautiful piece of property. It looks like your sister and-"



“Why are you here, Eli?” Sheinterrupted his mindless chatter.

Eli smiled. “| definitely misudged you when we first met. For that | apologize.”

Sarah squinted against the afternoon sun. “You already apologized for your part in
our past and | have accepted. Why are you really here?’

“You're right. | have apologized for misudging you, but Charles has not. Which is
why I'm here.”

Sarah stopped to look at Eli. “ Are you here to apologize for him?’

Eli guffawed. “Heavens, no. The old sport can do that himself. However,” he adjusted
his cravat, “1 am here to shine some more light on my family dynamics.”

“Thisis all good and well, Eli, but | feel even if | were able to relive your family’s
past with you, your brother would still not approve of my knowing about it.”

The broken pieces of her heart rattled within her chest. It hurt knowing that Charles
didn’'t allow her in or that he didn’t give her a chance to understand.

Eli's laugh was a bit more subdued this time. “You're not wrong. He's very
protective of our family. And | have made us an easy target these past few years.”

Sarah grimaced. “1 agree.”

They continued to walk, making their way to a bench that sat next to afountain.

“Our father’s death changed Charles.” Eli said as he motioned to Sarah to sit on the
bench. He continued to pace in front of her.



Sarah bit her cheek from smiling. It seems pacing is another common trait amongst
the siblings.

“Not only was he a newly appointed Duke, our mother did not handle his death well.
She was distant and despondent. Then one day she wakes us up to tell us that she will
be having another child. We would’ ve been shocked but life returned in our mother’s
eyes. She was happy and had purpose again. Charles and | didn’'t push for details to
risk losing that.”

Eli stopped and looked down at his boots. “That’s when life became really difficult.
Rumors started circulating in the town and mother’s trips to help those in need were
rejected. It shattered her. It was like losing our father al over again. The taunts and
ridicule she received was abhorrent.”

He rubbed the back of his neck as he brought his eyes to look up to the sky. Sarah sat
still on the bench, wanting to know more, but at the same time wanting to hug the
young Eli who had to go through this. And, yet, even through his retelling, Sarah
couldn’t help but wish thiswas all coming from Charles.

“It affected Charles and | differently. | figured if people were going to make up
rumors the pressure to be the perfect in the eyes of the peerage was pointless. So |
went and had my fun, not realizing | was making it more difficult for Charles.”

Sad, green eyes met hers. “Where | was soft and having fun, Charles was hardening
himself against the world in order to protect what he could. Our livelihood is that
duchy and if anything happened to it we would be done for. Everyone was waiting for
him to make a mistake.”

A small sigh escaped his lips as he dropped his eyes to the ground. “I guess they still

are.



Sarah fought to swallow over the lump that formed in her throat. She bit her bottom
lip to stop it from quivering. Her hands clenched into fists to stop her from reaching
out to him, to stop from lashing out against the world for being so cruel.
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“1 wish your brother had told me this.” Her words were broken, her throat felt like

shards of glass.

Eli let out another deep laugh. “That is the point of me telling you this.” Eli came to
her and pulled her up to stand in front of him.

“He has spent almost fourteen years fighting for this family, protecting it from any ill
intention from every direction. The concept of someone from the outside being on his
side is foreign to him. In his mind, you shouldn’'t exist. You confuse him. Hell, you
might even scare him.” He said with awink.

Sarah couldn’t help but smile from his words. And she had to admit he was rather
charming when he wanted to be. She could see how so many women fall into his trap.

She let out a cleansing breath. “Thank you, Eli, truly. Thank you for seeking me out,
again, tolet mein. It'shonestly al I' ve ever wanted.”

Embarrassed by her truth she lowered her eyes.

Eli lifted her chin with his hand. “Come now, he'll come to his senses. | promise you.
It' s the one thing Charlesis good at is not |etting loose ends go.”

Sarah chuckled. “First amistake, now I’'m aloose end.” She teased.

Eli laughed at her joke as he rolled his eyes. “You are a smart one. He definitely
won't let you go.”



His words sobered Sarah. “Do you think so?’

Heavens, she hated how small her voice sounded.

Eli cocked his head to the side and looked at her. He nodded solemnly. “I know my
brother. He cares for you but he has trained himself to expect the worst in people.”

Sarah’ s shoulders sagged.

Eli’ s hands reached out to her shoulders. “Look at me, Sarah. He' |l come around. |
just know it.”

Sarah forced a smile as his arms wrapped around her in a soul soothing hug. She
relaxed against him and let the comfort of afriend take hold of her.

Just as her eyes fluttered shut she saw the outline of a giant step into the sun and
place one enormous hand onto Eli’ s back.

“Why is it every time | see you, you are hugging my wife?” Charles snarled as he
grabbed Eli and pulled him back so forcefully Eli went tumbling behind them.

“Charles!” Sarah’s eyes widened. “What are you doing here?’

Eli laughed from where he landed. “ See? | told you he'd come for you.” He coughed
afew times as he tried to stand up.

Sarah’s eyes rounded. How hard did Charles throw him?

Charlesignored Sarah’ s question as he stomped over to Eli.

“1 thought | told you I didn’t want you anywhere near my family?’ Charles lunged



down and picked Eli up by the collar. Holding him at arm’s length Charles pulled his
one arm back, ready to punch Eli.

Sarah yelped as she darted to jump in between the men.
“Sarah,” Charles seethed through clenched teeth. “ Get out of the way.”
Sarah scowled. “1 will not. Once again, Eli has shown progress and has come here to

make amends, on your account, mind you. If you want to be mad at someone be mad
at me for hearing him out. But, if it wasn’t for him, | wouldn’t be here talking with

you.
Charles lowered hisarm, and raised an eyebrow. “What do you mean?’

“He gave me some much needed insight into your family’s past.”

Charles's eyes darted behind Sarah to look at Eli.

Sarah moved her head so her eyes clashed with Charles's. “And before you start
throwing your weight around here, may | remind you that | am a part of this family
now. Eli came to me as a brother to tell me some important information about why

my husband isthe way heis.”

Charles's shoulders went up and hisrose a hand. “Wait just a minute...”
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Sarah took a step towards him. “I have waited enough minutes, Charles. | have let
you keep your secrets for far too long. It is now my turn to talk.”

Charles stood astonished while Eli snickered behind her. “1 think I’m done here.”

Sarah reached behind her and pointed to the bench while keeping her eyes on
Charles. “Sit down, Eli.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Eli dinked around Sarah, avoiding Charles and made himself
comfortable on the bench. “Come to think of it, I'd rather like to see my big brother
get the proper dressing down he deserves.”

Sarah and Charles both raised an eyebrow in his direction.
“That’ s enough out of you.” Charles chastised.

“Charles.” Sarah took his hand. “I understand why you reacted the way you did to my
finding your mother’s rooms, to your sister’s interaction with those boys, to my
guestions, however,” she shook her head out of frustration, “I just don’t understand
why you couldn’t talk to me. As someone who never shies away from a conversation
| find miscommunication and avoidance tiresome.”

Charlesrolled his lips. Sarah watched as this cravat bobbed with his swallow.
His voice cracked when he started to speak. “It’s been a long time | had someone |

could trust. My parents were my rock, then when my father died, and my mother lost
herself, it was like | lost both parents. Then word of her pregnancy spread and it...”



His cravat bobbed again.

Sarah reached out to pull him to her. She wrapped her arms around him as his head
bowed over hers.

She rested her cheek on his chest. “You don’t need to go into details right now. My
sister and Derek told me what happened and Eli filled in any missing pieces.”

Charles stiffened.

Sarah pushed away from him. “No, don’t do that. Do not freeze on me, Charles. If we
have any chance of making this work you need to let me in. You can’'t barge into
someone else’'s home and accost the guests,” she said as she gestured to Eli. Who,
had the insight to smile arrogantly and throw a little wave at his brother.

“You can't be upset if people talk to me and tell me what’s going on in their lives.
And if their livesjust so happen to intersect with yours all the better!”

Sarah’s racing heart was about to leap out of her chest. Her chest was heaving with
each gulp of air she took. She felt frantic, she felt energized, but most of all, she felt
like it was now or never to lay it on the line for Charles.

“We are husband and wife, Charles. If | recall, you said yourself, what happens to me
happens to you. Then how do you not understand what happens to you happens to
me!” Her voice strained against her dry throat.

She waved her hands in between them. “Y ou cannot refuse to let me in but then take
me when you want. You cannot hide things from me, but then clam me as your

own.”

Sarah’ s voice began to tremble as tears clouded her vision.



“You cannot shut me out but make me love you.” The tears spilled over and raced
down her cheeks.

Charles stepped forward. “ Sarah.” His voice broke. “Sarah, do you...” He lifted her
chin with hisfinger, his thumb wiped away the tear that had just fallen.

“Do you mean that?’ His words were full of wonderment.

Sarah blinked the tears away and pulled her head from his grasp. “Mean what?’

A bright wide smile broke on Charles s face. “Y ou do, don’t you!”

His arms reached around her, pulling her towards him in a crushing hug.

“Oof. Charles...” Her voice was muffled against his chest. “What has gotten into
you?’ Shefinally asked when he released her.

Her held her head in his hands. “Y ou love me.”

Sarah opened her mouth but Charles's mouth swallowed any words she was about to
say.

When they broke apart Charles's eyes were wide with joy. “Say it again.”

Sarah smiled and shook her head. “1 love you.”
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Charles scooped her up and swung her around.
“Charles,” she squealed. “Put me down!”
Her feet hit the ground but he still had her enveloped in a hug.

“Well, | can see my services are no longer needed.” Eli stood and began to move
towards the house.

Charles's hand flew, hitting his chest to stop him. “Just a minute, brother.”

Eli sighed. “Seriously, Charles. Y ou have your wife. It seems like she has forgiven
you, let thisgo.”

Sarah pulled away from Charles, cautiously. Eli was right, she supposed she did
forgive him, however, she was interested in what Charles had to say to his brother.
Was he still upset with him for telling her? For coming here?

“l want to say I’m sorry.” Charles offered.

“I’'m sorry what?’ Eli asked the sametime as Sarah’s, “Really?’

Charles smirked. “I know.” He looked down to Sarah. “It seems my brother isn’t the
only one making changes around here.”

His eyes met his brother’s. “Eli. Thank you for having the foresight to come here and
tell Sarah what she needed to know. |...” he cleared his throat, “it seems | have to get



used to having more people on my side.”

Eli smiled and shook off his brother’s apology. “Don’t mention it. But, if you don’t
mind, | think I’'ll be mentioning this for awhile. | love the idea of having something
over you.”

“Eli.” Sarah warned.

The rakish smile returned on Eli’s face as he held his hands up. “I’'m joking, I'm
joking.”

He held out a hand to Charles. “All is forgiven, brother. On to bigger and better
things, yeah?’

Charlestook his hand and shook it. “Absolutely.”

Sarah sighed in relief. “Well, now that is taken care of, Charles would you like to,
whoa!”

Her words were cut off by Charles picking her up and throwing her over his shoulder.

“Charles! What are you doing? Put me down this instance!” Her tiny fists didn’t
make a difference as they beat his back. Although, secretly, she didn't mind being
manhandled by her husband. However, this was not the time or place for those kinds
of thoughts.

“Not a chance in hell, my darling. We have some catching up to do, both in
conversations and in other areas.”

Sarah was grateful her face wasn't visible for anyone to see. She was sure it was as
red as the dawning day.



She heard alaugh behind her and she picked her head up to see Eli laughing at them.

Sarah raised a finger to point at him. “Make sure you find your way back to the
estate. We have more to talk about!”

Charles halted his hurried steps and he turned towards his brother, rather abruptly.
Sarah clenched the back of hisjacket to stop herself from falling.

“But do not come any time soon. | will need several days to reacquaint myself with
my wife.”

Sarah gasped at his insinuation to his brother. “Charles! That is inappropriate to say
to your brother in my presence!”

“Y ou may need aweek, brother, she seems like atalker.” Eli quipped.

Sarah raised her head to see alaughing Eli. “Eli! That is inappropriate to say to your
brother in my presence. Honestly, who raised you both?’

Her laughs were muted by her husband’ s back as he carried her to his carriage.

“Where are you taking me?’ She managed to say in between giggles.
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Charles opened the door and plopped her inside. He climbed in after her, and reached
a hand outside to tap the roof, signaling the coachman to go.

“Home. I’m taking you home.”

CHAPTER 28

Charles could barely contain himself. He couldn’t remember the last time he felt this
much energy coursing through him. Ever since his talk with Nora, getting back to
Sarah was his first priority. There were things that needed to be addressed at the
estate first, but as soon as those issues were taken care of he left in the next breath.
Sarah sat looking at her husband, her eyes were wide in shock. He brought a hand up
to his hair and winced. His must have looked atrocious, his hair hadn’t seen a brush in

days, and there was scruff on his cheeks.

“Charles, what has gotten into you?’ She asked as the carriage pulled away from her
sister’s home.

“You.” He said quite simply.
Sarah scrunched her face. “Me?’
Charles nodded. “Of course. Well, you and some much needed sense.”

Sarah offered asmall smile. “And where did this much needed sense come from?”



“My sister.”

“Ah. It seems your siblings are putting more work into this marriage than either one
of us.” Her voice dipped and she lowered her eyes. The rush of adrenaline seemed to
have settled within both of them, leaving them in an cumbersome silence.

Charles moved to sit next to her on her side. His size didn’'t make it easy, but she
shifted as far over as possible so not to be squished by him.

“No. You tried, Sarah. You tried so many times, | see that now. | was the one who
stifled our marriage. | saw it as a means to an end, something to quiet any rumors
about my family, but what | didn’t count on was...” Hisvoicetrailed off as he looked
into her eyes.

She licked her lips and held her breath.

“1 did not count on my falling in love with you.”

Tears gathered in her eyes.

He took her small hands into his. “It’s true, Sarah. And that truth terrified me.” His
eyes focused on their joined hands.

His eyes squeezed shut as he took a deep breath. He knew this moment was coming,
that the grand gesture of showing up to bring her back wouldn’t be enough. Nora
pointed out that Sarah was a lover of words. She could spend reading the written
word and get lost in its stories. Actions were one thing, but she needed words.

“None of this is easy for me to talk about.” His voice came out gruff. “You must
understand, I’'m a man of action, not words. | don’t know how to tell you about my
life, or how to open up about my past. It does not come as easily for me as it does for



you.” He opened his eyes but focused them on the floor of the carriage. “1 know only
know how to do things.”

Sarah dlipped afinger and pulled his chin up so she could look into his eyes.

“You love me?’ Her voice whispered.

He shook his head. “Very much, I'm afraid.” He felt lighter saying the words, but her
expression gave him pause.

She sat silent for a moment, searching his face. With a nod to herself she leaned
forward.

“Then show me.” She said with an raise of her eyebrow.

Surprise flooded his system. “What?’ He cocked his head to the side.

“You said you are aman of action. So show me how much you love me.”

His eyes searched hers. Could she really accept him so easily after all that had
transpired between them?

He cradled her head in his hands and tipped her head back to take her mouth.

She leaned into his kiss as his tongue pushed into her mouth. A moan escaped her
mouth as his arms reached down around her to pull her closer.
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The carriage hit a bump that jostled them apart. Both were breathless as Charles

reached around and situated Sarah so that she was straddling his lap.

Charles looked up to his wife and was transfixed on the most beautiful woman he
ever saw. Here in the carriage, separate from the outside world she let her instincts
control her and she never looked more beautiful.

Her eyes became heavy with lust as her cheeks flushed from their kiss. She pressed
her hands into his chest as she leaned down to capture his lips in another bruising

kiss. He pushed up against her sending an electric shock through his body.

Her hips pushed down against him causing a delicious friction. Heat began to pool in
his core as the bumpy carriage ride assisted in their movements.

Charles clawed at her skirts, pulling them up, so he could touch her.

“1’ve missed your touch.” His words formed over their kisses. She ran her fingernails
against his scalp, moaning when his body quivered under her touch.

“Y our soft skin.” Hislips found her throat and sucked causing Sarah to gasp.
His hands reached under her skirts and found her hot and wet. “1’ ve missed you.”
He plunged two fingers inside of her. Her back arched at the intrusion before nestling

into his neck as his fingers worked in and out of her. Her hips moved against him
faster and faster as the gathered heat began to melt his core and turn into molten lava.



“That’sit, darling.” He cooed into ear, knowing how much she liked the pet name.

Her whimpering against his neck proved it was still afavorite of hers.

Charlesfelt asif his body was going to explode. He needed more than this and by the
way his goddess of awife was moving against him, she wouldn’t last much longer..

Charles started frantically moving, trying to lift her and her skirts, al the while trying
to undo histrousers.

“What are you doing?’ Euphoria had slurred her words and made them soft.

“I'll be damned if you come over my hands and not my cock.” He raised her just
enough to undo his pants and reveal himself.

Hovering above him, Sarah looked at him cautioudly. “How do I...”

Charles grabbed her hips and slowly lowered her down on to him.

Sarah’s head fell back as her eyes rolled to the heavens. She felt as if the man had
completely filled her up. There was no her, there was no Charles, they were no longer
two separate beings. It felt as if they were forever entwined, no one could tell where
she ended and he began. And it was perfection.

Her hips bucked against his and she screamed. Her vision blurred as she continued to
ride his thrusts. The carriage hit another bump seating her to the hilt. She screamed
out in ecstasy in unison with Charles’s own moan.

She sgueezed her eyes shut to concentrate on the intoxicating sensation growing
within her. The tension continued to build with each thrust of her hips.



“You're so tight, Sarah. So perfect.” The words tumbled from Charles's lips as he
kissed her neck. One arm steadied her while the other massaged her breasts. His lips
moved down her throat leaving little bite marks in his wake.

Sarah’s head began to swim in her euphoric state. Her breaths were shallow puffs of
air asthe tension knotted in her stomach. Her legs began to shake from effort, but she

needed more of him.

Her grip tightened around his neck as she continued to ride to her limit. Her head
once again flew back as she screamed his name.

Bursts of color exploded behind her eyes as her hips slowed their movements.
Charles was close after her, thrusting afew more times into her shaking body.

Her body lost all sense of strength and form as she melted into his body. Sweat
trickled down her cheeks and into the tangled mess that was her hair. She could only
imagine what she looked like, a heap of loose clothing, knotted hair, and a flush
faced.

Shefelt akiss on her forehead and she smiled into Charles' s chest.

“1 love you, Sarah.” The vibrations from his voice rumbled against her cheek. “I may
not know how to always say it, but | will always show you. | promise.”

Sarah lifted her head to look up into the sparkling green eyes she’'d cometo love.

“1 love you, too, Charles. We'll find away to make this work. Together.”

She took his gigantic hand in hers and reveled how his enveloped hers.
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“1 have something to show you when we get home.” Charles spoke into her hair.
Sarah shifted to remove herself from his lap and Charles held her down.

“Ah. | didn’t say you could move. | like you here like this. My wanton wife.” He said
with awicked grin.

Sarah blushed. “ Charles, what if someone sees us?’

Charles looked out the window to the passing scenery. “Who will see us? Besides, |et
them see what a happy Duke lookslike. I'm sure they will be astonished.”

Sarah giggled. She rarely saw this side of Charles and her heart squeezed at the
thought that he truly had made it his mission to be more open with her.

Charles rested his hands on her still shaking legs. “Oh,” he grimaced. “Right. You're
such adlight little thing, this may be uncomfortable.”

Without much effort, Charles lifted her and brought her legs together so she sat with
her legs across his lap.

Amusement danced in Sarah’s eyes. “And | forgot just how strong you are.”

Charles nipped her neck. “I'll gladly remind you of my manly strength any time
you'd like.”

Sarah laughed and swatted at his chest before sobering. “Truly, Charles. Can you



have changed this much in only afew days?’
Charles shrugged with an easy smile on his face. “I think | have been changing ever
since you almost knocked over Samuels to get to me the night Eli left you. | just

didn’t realize it and when | did | did my best to shut you out.”

Sarah dipped her head. “Careful, Your Grace, | think you're starting to express your
feelings.”

Charles pinched her side and she yelped. “It seems you have changed me more than |
would care to admit.”

Sarah rose her chin. “I am not ashamed of that accomplishment.”

After their laughs died down, Sarah looked at Charles intently.

“You said you had something to show me at home?’ She asked.

Charles's eye brows rose. “Right! | ailmost forgot. Yes, | worked on something while
you were away and I’d like to show you.”

The carriage slowed down and Sarah saw the familiar woods that lined their estate.
Charles helped her off his lap. He tried helping with her hair, but his big hands were
more in the way than helpful.

The carriage halted outside their residence and Charles helped Sarah out.

“1 wanted to have you close your eyes as soon as you got out of the carriage, but Nora
suggested | wait until you were upstairs.” He offered.

Sarah stood looking at her husband. From the shock of his appearance at her sister’'s



home, to him throwing her over his shoulder, to their time in the carriage, she never
really got agood look at her husband.

He was standing in front of her with boundless energy around him. Her once
formidable husband was literally shifting his feet, waiting expectantly for her to take
his hand so he could lead her inside. He looked younger, freer, happier, and it
warmed her soul.

She dlipped her hand in his and allowed him to lead her into the house and right to the
steps.

They passed Samuels and Mrs. Bates, who both looked relieved and happy to see her.
She managed to dip her head in acknowledgment before Charles hauled her up the

steps.

He turned and placed his hands on her shoulders. His eyes closed and he took in a
deep breath.

“Sarah,” he said as he opened his eyes. “I am sorry for the way | treated you in the
beginning of our marriage.” His words were genuine but seemed rehearsed. Sarah
rolled her lips to stop from smiling too widely. He was not a man of words and what
he wanted to say obviously meant alot to him.

“Even though our marriage started out as somewhat of a business deal, you have
broken down my walls and made a home in my heart.” His words were rushed and a

slight pinkish tint colored his cheeks.

Still, he persisted. He took her hand and led her to the first door, his mother’s study.
He opened the door and ushered her in.

“You are my family now and that means what happens to me, happens to you and



even more so, what is mine, is yours. These rooms should always have been yours. |
hope you like them.”
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Sarah couldn’t take her eyes off of her husband. “Was that rehearsed?’

Charles pursed his lips. “Nora may have helped me.” He shrugged carelessly. “I'm
trying.”

She rose onto her toes and kissed him. “Thank you, Charles. Thank you for coming
for me, for trying, for...”

It was then her eyes saw the room they were standing in. Bright pink curtains and
ruffles adorned the windows while the room was painted in a soft pink color. Pink
satin pillows sat on pink ruched chairs, while pink linens covered the end tables by
the doors.

“Oh my.” Sarah said, her eyes wide with shock. “Thisis... pink.”

Charles laugh echoed off the bare walls. “I figured you' d enjoy the idea of our
study’ s matching.” Hiswink set of afit of giggles within Sarah.

“You can change it if you want. You can do anything you want. It's al yours.” He
gestured to the room. “Everything is yours. I’'m yours.”

Sarah smiled as she looked back up into hiseyes. “That's all | ever wanted, Charles.”

He wrapped his arms around her waist and picked her up in a twirl. “Then it is me
you shall have.”

She leaned in and captured hislipsin a soft kiss.



At last, the pieces of her life fit together. There was no more push or pull for control.
Sarah and Charles were the perfect blend of the eternal romantic with a giant heart
and the cautious businessman who protected his family.

Together, they would balance the scales of love in their favor.

EPILOGUE

Sarah set the paintbrush down and stretched her back. She’'d been working on this
particular landscape for afew hours now and she was starting to lose her light.

She stood up and began to gather her paints.

“How’sit coming along?’

Sarah looked up to see her husband |eaning on the doorjamb.

She smiled as warmth rushed through her body. “I1t's going well. I'm alittle rusty, but
| think it’s not bad for my first time painting in years.”

Charles stepped into the room and strolled over to the painting, wrapping his arms
around her waist. The two of them looked at the unfinished artwork in front of them.

“1t’ s the lake from the point of view from under the willow tree.”

Sarah nodded and smiled. “You were so relaxed that day. It is one of my favorite
memories, well, until those boys showed up.”

Charles sighed into her hair. “Yes, well, boys have a habit of showing up when
they’ re not wanted.”



“Knock! Knock! Anyonein here?’ A voice drifted in through the door that connected
the study.

Sarah sighed as she leaned into her husband. “Your brother is still here?” She
whispered.

Her husband planted a kiss on the top of her head. “Y es, but, he has good news.”

“Ah. Thereyou are.” Eli’svoice was light and cheerful.

“Hello, Eli.” Sarah composed herself. She had come to adore Eli. Once you got past
his devilish charm and somewhat selfish ways, he had a very good heart with

intelligence and good humor to spare.

“Your brother tells me you have good news.” Sarah picked up her paint pots and put
them on atray.

Eli pouted. “Charles. | wanted it to be a surprise.”

Charles did not find his raking charm amusing. “Get on with it. Sarah and | have
things to attend to.”
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Eli rolled his eyes. “Isn’t the honeymoon period over? My God man.”

Sarah laughed. “May | remind you both that this is a highly inappropriate
conversation to have in the presence of alady.”

Eli and Charleslooked at each other.

“Well, when a lady shows up, we'll stop. Won't we Charles?” Eli quipped with a
smirk.

Sarah guffawed and swatted at him. “Oh you! You're incorrigible.” She eyed her
husband. “Y ou let him talk to your wife that way?’

Charles raised his hands in his defense. “I’ve learned the hard way that my wife is
more than capable of holding her own and if she wants to give someone a proper
dressing down, who am | to stand in her way?’

Sarah grinned and took her husband’ s face in her hands. “And that’swhy | love you.”

Eli gagged. “Enough. We're talking about me, remember?”’

Charles turned Sarah in his arms and once again wrapped his arms around her middle.
“Go on, then.”

Eli cleared histhroat. “1’ve decided to go back to London when Nora heads back.”

Sarah jumped out of Charles' s arms. “Oh how wonderful! Er um, for you!”



Eli pursed his lips and furrowed his brow. “By all means don’t hide how you truly
feel.”

Her smile grew at his jest. “I’m sorry, you're right. Y ou will be missed. You bring a
certain energy to this home.”

“Y es, one that we can do without for awhile.” Charles muttered.

Sarah waved him off. “Pay no attention to your brother. Why this sudden change? |
thought you were going to spend a few months with us while you sorted some things

out.

Eli’s head wavered back and forth. “Yes, but | find the country life just isn't for me. |
miss the hustle and bustle of the city.”

Sarah cast a doubtful look in her brother-in-law’ s direction. “Hustle and bustle, huh?”’

Eli scoffed in mock offense. “Are you insinuating | will go back to my nefarious
ways?’

Sarah shook her head at his dramatic ways. “I said no such thing. We just want the
best for you, that’s all. | just hope all the hustle and bustle isn’t too tempting for you.”

Eli’s features turned solemn for a moment. “If I’'m honest, | can’'t say that same
thought hadn’t crossed my mind. However, call it insight, or maturity,” Eli ignored
Charles's snort, “but that way of life just doesn’t entertain me like it used to. Perhaps
seeing how | migudged you made me realize there are good women out there that
deserve more than what | was giving them.” A mischievous smile crossed Eli’s face
as he leaned in towards Sarah.

“After al, you are the one that got away due to my grave miscalculations.” He batted



his eyes causing to Sarah to giggle.

Charles snarled and pulled his wife to his chest. “That’s enough. You had your
chance, brother. She's all mine now.”

Sarah reached around her husband and tightened her hold on him. “Sorry, Eli. I'm
afraid your brother has captured my heart.”

“Hello?’

The three turned to see Nora stepping through the doorway .

“Here you al are. Mrs. Bates has been looking for you all. She wanted to let you
know that dinner will be ready soon.”

Norawalked up to the painting Sarah was working on.

“Oh, Sarah, it’s gorgeous. | love the blur of the hanging branches in the foreground.
Y ou should definitely display this where people can seeit.” Nora s eyes soaked in the
painting as Sarah walked over to a stack of paintings next to the doorway.

The other day her and Charles went through all the paintings in the room that were
stacked against the wall. They picked out their favorites and had them hung around
the house but there were afew that she held back.

“Nora? Charles and | were going through some of your mother’'s paintings and we
thought that perhaps you would like a few of them to take back to London with you.
That way you' Il have a piece of her with you.”
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Sarah looked up to see Nora standing with tears in her eyes. Sarah brought the
painting of the lake to Nora.

The young girl gasped. “The lake?’

Sarah nodded. “You said that the lake was one of your favorite spots and,” she
gestured to her own painting, “as you can see, as soon as | finish this one, we'll have
a painting of the lake. It was your mother’ s favorite spot and one of yours. We'd love
for you to haveit.”

Nora handled the painting asif it were afragile piece of glass.

“l don’'t know what to say.” She held the painting to her chest. ‘Thank you. Thank
you. Thank you.” Her eyes were closed as she chanted the words.

Charles came to stand beside Sarah and wrapped an arm around her shoulder. “There
are two unfinished paintings of mothers you're welcome to have. No pressure to
finish them, we just thought that perhaps you’' d want them.”

Nora opened her eyes. “I would love that.” A tear rolled down her cheek as Eli
enveloped her in abig hug.

“Look at us,” he laughed, “who would have thought our family would be openly
crying and consoling each other. We' ve come along way.”

“Yes, and if that long way could make it down to the dining room that would be
helpful. I'm sure Mrs. Bates and Samuels will send a search party for us if we don’t



show up soon.” Charles chided.

“Kill joy.” Eli rolled his eyes. “Can aways count on Charles to bring us back down to
earth.”

They started for the door. Eli helped Nora carry her mother’ s paintings.

“Eli, can you tell Mrs. Bates that Charles and | will be down shortly? | need his help
cleaning up these paints before they dry out.” Sarah called out.

“Do you need more help?’ Eli asked sincerely. He truly was changing for the better.

She shook her head. “No, we'll be able to manage. Thank you.”

He dipped his head and escorted his sister out of the studio and into the hallway.

When she heard the door click shut she turned to her husband who was gathering the
brushes and putting them in the solution for cleaning.

She took a deep breath and walked towards him. “1t’s wonderful about Eli.”

Charles made a noncommittal noise as he folded the towels and set them next to the
paints.

Sarah rolled her lips. “Um, Nora seemed to really like the paintings. I'm glad we
could give them to her.”

Charles looked up at his wife. There was a sparkle in his eyes that stole her breath
every time she saw it. Luckily for her, she's been seeing it alot lately.

“Me, too.” He paused as he looked outside at the darkening sky. “Y ou know, it used



to be so hard to talk about my mother and the time before that | just assumed that’'s
how it aways would be.”

His eyes tracked back to Sarah. “And it can still be hard, but | find myself wanting to
share stories about her with you. With Nora.” He shook his head in disbelief. “ Sorry.
I’ m still getting used to this.”

Sarah walked over to him and took his face in her hands. “Never apologize for saying
how you feel, not with me.”

Her hands left his face and found his. She always loved when they held hands. His
giant ones holding hers always made her feel safe and secure.

“1 must say, | will miss Nora and Eli. These past few weeks have been entertaining
having everyone here. There was aways someone to talk to, or walk with. It was

nice.”

Charles nodded in agreement. “Yes, but sometimes there were too many people
around.” He said as his eyes darkened.

A knowing smile crossed Sarah’'s face. Her hands left his and reached up to encircle
his neck.

“1 agree. Plus, if they didn’t leave soon I’ m not sure how we all would fit.”

Charles' s brow furrowed. “What do you mean? Everyone has their own room. It can
get a bit rowdy at night with everyone milling around but-"

As he spoke Sarah took one of his hands in hers but this time she placed it on her
stomach.
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Charles stopped talking and stared at her hand.

Sarah was amused watching the range of emotions dance across his face. For
someone who bemoaned sharing his thoughts, his facial expressions certainly did not
have the same affliction. Confusion, to denial, back to confusion, to surprise, then he
finaly landed on exhilaration.

“Areyou joking?' Hisvoice cracked in the most charming of ways.

She nodded enthusiastically.

He lifted her up and spun her around.

“We're going to have a baby!” He shouted.

Extreme joy and gratitude washed over Sarah. “I’m so glad you’ re happy.”

Charles lowered his wife. “Of course I’'m happy. I'm with you. I'll always be happy
with you.”

The End?



