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Chapter One

“Father, | have but one request for tonight,” Lady Hannah Bolton announced as the
carriage came to a gentle stop outside Langham Estate.

“Is that right?” Phineas Bolton, the Earl of Ramsbury, huffed, looking out the
window as if mentally preparing himself to exit the carriage. “1 was not aware that
you were giving commands. Nor that | was taking them.”

“When you see Aunt Teresa, will you at least try and behave?’

“Me!” He whipped around.

“Tonight is about Selina,” Hannah continued, ignoring his exclamation. “She is
anxious enough as it is, and the sight of you arguing with her mother will only

worsen the matter.”

“You speak as if | want to fight with my sister,” her father complained, his chubby
face scrunching up in agrimace. “When she is the one who?—"

“Father,” Hannah cut him off with araised eyebrow and awarning stare. “Please.”

“She is right, Phineas,” Lady Ramsbury sighed. “The two of you are like children
when you are together. It is most unappealing.”

“Oh, so you are on her side!”



“l am on the side of having a pleasant evening,” she said, refusing to take the bait.
“And | will ask that you not use that tone with me, dear.”

Lord Ramsbury looked as if he wanted nothing more than to argue. Face still
scrunched up in a grimace. Complexion turning redder by the second. He was even
shaking! Yet, his wife cocked a warning eyebrow at him, and he somehow pushed
those emotions down, forcing a smile as he took her hand.

“Of course, my love.” He stroked the back of her hand. “I shall behave. But if she
testsme...” he muttered, again looking out the window.

“Then | am sure you will be the bigger man,” Lady Ramsbury asserted. “If such a
thing ispossible.”

Hannah rolled her eyes at her father’ s theatrics, then met her mother’s eyes and gave
her an amused grin.

Before leaving the house, they had discussed the need to keep her father under
surveillance because whenever he and his sister Teresa were in the same room
together, all hell broke loose, as the two could not stop bickering as if they were hens
fighting over the last seed.

“We are here for Selina,” Lord Ramsbury repeated to himself, taking a deep breath as
he worked to calm himself down. “And | am sure that my sister will keep that in
mind. She darn well better—and where is shel” he then barked, looking out the
window again. “What are the odds she is inside right now, watching us stew? Oh, |
bet she loves the idea of —"

“Phineas!” 'Lady Ramsbury snapped. “ Calm down, dear. Calm down.”

To that, Lord Ramsbury scrunched up his nose and muttered something that neither



of them could hear. Likely, it was not anything worth hearing anyway.

Beyond the windows of the carriage stood Langham Estate, home to Teresa
Gouldsmith, the Dowager Viscountess Langham. She had invited the Boltons for a
celebratory supper tonight, one which Hannah's two older sisters and their husbands
would attend as well. Hannah was very excited, as she did not see her sisters
anywhere near as much as she would have liked, now that they were married with
children of their own.

As to the reason for said celebration? Next week, Teresa's eldest daughter, and
Hannah's favorite cousin, Selina, was due to wed the Duke of Thorne. As exciting an
occasion as one could hope for and a perfect occasion to get the entire family
together, as they had not been in an age.

The rest of the family were staying in residence, as they all lived some distance away,
having made the journey especially for this supper and the wedding next week. But
seeing as Hannah and her family lived nearby, they opted to arrive this evening
instead... and now they were waiting to be greeted.

“Where is she?” Lord Ramsbury snapped. “I have half a mind to storm in there
without a prior notice. Let her know that we have been waiting for what feels like
hours.”

“1t has hardly been a minute,” Lady Ramsbury sighed. “Likely, she is busy dealing
with her guests. There are half a dozen people staying here this week—surely she is

busy.

“At the very least, Charlotte or Beatrice should have seen us arrive? Oh, my sister
knows how to vex me!”

Lord Ramsbury was beginning to get angry... or angrier. A man of tradition, he had



insisted that they wait in the carriage until they were greeted outside by their hosts.
And so, they sat tight, watching the manor, waiting for the doors to open and the
Dowager Viscountess to appear.

Which she did do... only after another five minutes of waiting.
It was Teresa who appeared in the doorway first. Short and stocky like Lord
Ramsbury, she was dressed finely in a colorful frock, her grey hair colored red, her

round face looking sharper than usual with the powder and rouge she had applied.

She saw the carriage sitting there, waiting, opened her arms as she approached them,
and beamed.

“Phineas!” she called out. “What on earth are you doing? Come out and say hello!”
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“ She knows damn well what?—"
“Phineas...” Lady Ramsbury took his hand. “Behave.”
It went exactly as Hannah had predicted. That isto say, not very well.
Her aunt Teresa greeted Lady Ramsbury with a warm hug. She then did the same for
Hannah, kissing her on the cheek and gushing about what a wonderful lady she had

grown into. And then she turned her gaze to her brother, cocked an eyebrow, and
clicked her tongue.

“Phineas,” she drawled, her tone mocking. “Y ou look... healthy.”
Lord Ramsbury’s eyes bulged. “ And what does that mean?!”

“Nothing, nothing...” She slapped him on the arm. “Where | come from, healthy is a
compliment.”

“It did not sound like one.”

“Honestly...” A sigh and a shake of the head. “One would think that | called you fat,
for how you are carrying on. But did 1? No. | opted to be polite, something you might
wish to learn.” She looked at him flatly. “Even if you have put on some weight since
the last time | saw you.”

Lord Ramsbury’s face turned bright red. “I would watch who you call fat, Sister. The
layers of that dress are not fooling anyone.”



“Nice try,” she responded coolly. “I will have you know that | have slimmed down
considerably this last month.” She ran her hands down her sides, as if to show off her
dimmer figure. “It is not every day that one's daughter is married, and it behooves
me to look my best.”

“Your best? Lord Ramsbury barked. “I have seen you at your best, and believe me
when | say that thisis far from?>—"

“Speaking of daughters,” Lady Ramsbury hurried to interject. “Where are Charlotte
and Beatrice?’ She looked toward the manor.

“Inside,” Teresa said, wearing a smug smile on account of how easy it was to upset
her brother. “The last | saw of the two, they were looking after their children. Gosh,
the rate that they arepopping them out, it's awonder they haven’t had more since they
arrived.” She tittered.

“Phineas...” Lady Ramsbury took her husband’ s hand. “ Shall we go and greet to our
daughters? And grandchildren?’

Lord Ramsbury was still shaking, still red in the face, still struggling to control
himself. But at his wife's touch, he allowed himself to breathe, tearing his eyes away
from his sister’s cool facade. “Yes... | think that is for the best.”

“Supper is in an hour,” Teresa announced. “And please remind your daughters of
that. | do not accept tardiness.”

“Come now.” Lady Ramsbury pulled her husband along. “Breaths, dear. Deep
breaths.”

Hannah watched them go, trying her best not to laugh at her father’s antics, knowing
that this was only the beginning, and it was sure to be a long night—not to mention a



long week. Speaking of which...

“Aunty Teresa,” Hannah asked, “is Selina here?’

“Of course, sheis, dear. Upstairsin her room, getting ready.”

“Wonderful. | shall just...” She swept past her aunt.

“And be sure to tell her to be ready!” Teresa called after her. “I do not care if sheis
the one getting married. Supper beginsin one hour! We wait for no one!”

Hannah chuckled to herself as she made for the manor. Between her aunt’s theatrics,
her father’s tantrums, the chaos of her two sisters and their children, and Selina's
wedding preparations, Hannah relished the chance not to be the topic of conversation
instigated by her parents for once.

At the age of one-and-twenty, rarely a day went by when they were not pressuring her
to do as was proper and find a man to court, have him marry her as quickly as
possible, and then start producing children. The youngest daughter of three, she was
quickly becoming the disappointment in her family because—and as she had told
them time and again—she had no interest in such things.

Oh sure, she had once, but certain... events, not to mention social perceptions, had
changed all of that, and now she was finally beginning to accept her lot in life.

The third-born child. She who could do as she pleased because the other two had
taken care of the family’s reputation and solidified it. Perhaps not the most enduring
legacy, but one that was to be her own.

Y es, a night in which Hannah could go about unseen, enjoy the drama that she would
for once not be a part of and, of course, celebrate her cousin’s marriage as was the



entire purpose of this little supper, to begin with.

Surely, nothing could go wrong...

“... shall we make a bet?’ Hannah giggled from the foot of her cousin’s bed. “That
before the night is through, my father drops at least one glass on the floor?”’
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“1 was thinking it would be a plate?’ Selinalaughed. “Do you remember Christmas?’

Hannah smirked. “He still claims that he ssmply lost his grip, and that was why the
plate ended up by his feet.”

“Of course, by his feet was somehow halfway across the room.” Selina grinned.
“Honestly...” Hannah rose from the bed and approached her cousin, who was
standing before the mirror, inspecting her attire for the night. “Why he lets your

mother get to him as he does is beyond me.”

“l choose not to think about it, but instead enjoy it.” Selina giggled as she turned
around. “1 know everybody else does.”

The two girls laughed, taking a little too much pleasure at the image of their parents
behaving like children, as they did whenever they were together.

“Enough of that,” Hannah eventually managed to say as she composed herself. “I do
not wish to speak of Father. It isyou | am far more interested in.”

“Me?’" Selina pretended to look confused. “Whatever for?’

Hannah rolled her eyes. “Oh, | don’'t know. Is there anything interesting happening in
your life at the moment? Surely, there must be something?’

“Hmm?" Selina pretended to think. “I do not believe so. Why? What have you
heard?’



More laughter was shared between the two girls. Both one-and-twenty, cousins also,
they had grown up together and considered each other best friends. Matching
personalities, comparable looks, some might have mistaken them for sisters, which
Hannah did not mind one little bit.

Even the fact that Selina was getting married, and to a duke no less, was cause for
celebration, rather than jealousy. And it helped that Selina was not one to brag or
hold it over others, treating this little arrangement as a necessary affair, rather than
the life-changing event that it was.

“Oh, come now...” Hannah took her by the shoulders and turned her back so that she
facing the mirror. “No need to be coy. You are allowed to show some excitement. |
will not tell.”

Selinarolled her eyes. “Isthat what | should be? Excited?’

“Areyou not?’ Hannah frowned.

“Do | not look it? His Grace is handsome and rich and renowned among the
ton—well-known as a good man who any lady should be thrilled to wed. Surely that
must mean that | am simply buzzing with excitement such that | can hardly stand
still.”

Hannah studied her cousin, her mannerisms, not entirely sure what she should say to
that. Selina had a rather dark sense of humor, and it was often hard to tell when she
was being serious. And while her words were correct in their assessment, the way she
said them... it was amost as if she wasn’t looking forward to marrying the man who
was set to be her husband. And in less than aweek’s time!

“Selina...” Hannah began carefully. “Is everything alright?’



“Oh, | am only joking, Hannah.” Selina shook her head. “Honestly, you are far too
gullible sometimes.”

Hannah snorted. “And you are far too sarcastic for your own good.”

“Of course, | am excited...” Again, the right words, but they rang as fase. “Just
nervous, | suppose. Y ou know, | hardly even know the man!”

“That is normal enough.”

“And we have barely said two words to each other.”

“Perhaps he is as nervous as you are?’

“And what he did say to me left much to be desired. Why, | do not think that he
smiled once the entire time that we spoke. | have been to funerals where the corpse
has more of a personality.”

Again, Hannah studied her cousin, sensing now that there was some truth to her
words. Growing up together, Selina had never much spoken about romance and
falling in love, not nearly as much as many of their other friends had. But she was
also a dutiful young lady and knew that this was her lot in life, enough that when the
day came that it was announced whom she would be marrying, Hannah had assumed
that she was accepting it, even trying her best to see it for the positive thing that it
was. Surely?

What this must be, Hannah decided, were pre-wedding jitters. Independent in so
many ways like Hannah, Selina was likely just a little nervous about married life,

now doing everything she could to talk herself out of it.

“Come here.” Hannah took her by the shoulders again and forced her to look at



herself in the full-length mirror. “What do you see? Tell me.”

Selinarolled her eyes. “My reflection, clearly.”

“No, not that...” Hannah forced her to straighten up. “What do yousee? Tell me.”
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“My cousin who is beginning to act like aloon.”

“1 will tell you myself,” Hannah said, trying not to laugh. “I see a stunningly pretty,
utterly gorgeous woman who any man would walk over hot coals to be with. Dark
brown hair that glimmers even in the dark. Big, round eyes that one might get lost in.
And curves...” She grinned. “From the little I know of men, most would be only too
eager to get their hands on them?—"

“Hannah!”

“What?!” Hannah chuckled. “Do not pretend that you do not know what I’ m speaking
of.”

“And you do?’

“The point is...” Hannah smiled, making sure that her cousin could see the
earnestness in it. “I am thinking that when His Grace saw you, he was simply smitten,
isall. Thisled him to be alittle more reserved than usual. But once the two of you are
married, he will have the rest of his life to prove to you that he is a husband worth
having.”

Selina scoffed. “I never knew you to be so romantic.”

“An optimist,” Hannah corrected. “One who wishes to see her cousin happy. Is that
such acrime?’

She could feel Selinarelaxing. “I suppose not.”



“Good.” A nod of the head. “ Speaking of which, where is the husband-to-be? | was
surprised he did not meet us when we arrived.”

“Oh...” Selina scrunched up her nose. “He is where he has been all day—in my
father’s old study, writing to Amelia. Honestly, the man is obsessed!”

Hannah frowned at the comment, having no idea who Amelia was or who she could
be. And the way that Selina spoke of her... she got the sense that it was a name that
caused some tension. Only why it did...

“Amelia?’ Hannah repeated carefully. “Who is?>—"

A knock at the door interrupted her.

“Yes!” Selinacried.

The door creaked open, and one of the manor’s many butlers poked his head inside.
“Miss Gouldsmith, your mother has sent me to inform you that supper is ready. She

insists that you join them immediately.”

“Yes, yes. Tell her we are coming.” Selina waved him away and then spun to face
Hannah. “ So, how do | look?’

“l just told you,” Hannah said. “Stunning. His Grace will not know what hit him.
Now, shall we go?’ She held her hand out for Selinato take.

“Not so fast...” Selina gave a wicked grin. She took her by the shoulders, shuffled
her around, and then positioned her in front of the mirror. “His Grace has many
friends, you know.”

“And?’



“And seeing as you will be meeting him for the first time tonight, | insist that you
make an impression. Now...” Her eyeswidened. “Tell me what you see.”

Hannah snorted. “Do not be silly.”

“Tell mel”

“l see... | see...” Hannah looked herself over. “ Someone who will risk your mother’s
wrath if sheis not?—"

“No, no. That will not work!” Selina cocked an eyebrow in warning.

Hannah shook her head to herself, even if she was somewhat pleased with the
reflection that looked back at her. Like her cousin, she had dark brown hair, amost
black in the right lighting, which fell to her waist. Big brown eyes also, like a doe€’s,
which some called innocent while others called mischievous.

The two cousins had a similar body type, short but curvy. Hannah's low-cut dress
was cinched at the waist—almost scandal ous for how much skin she was showing.

Did she want the Duke of Thorne speaking about her to his friends? She told herself
that she did not, but deep down, would it be such a bad thing if?—

“Oh!” Seline cried suddenly as she swept her hand over Hannah's shoulder,
accidentally catching the hem, and then tearing it right up the middle. “Oh no!”

“What happened?’ Hannah gasped as she swung about, only to tear the shoulder
further, for Selinawas still holding on.
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“My ring caught on the stitching!” Selinasaid in apanic. “I am sorry! I—oh no!”

It was a disaster! The entire shoulder of Hannah's dress had been torn in half,
exposing her shoulder and upper arm. The neckline slipped down, unable to stay in
place. She held her hand under her bust to keep her breasts covered, looking about

wildly asif searching for an answer.

“My dress! | cannot—supper!” she stammered. “1 cannot present myself at supper
dressed asthis! My father would kill me!”

“Heistheleast of your problems...” Selinabit her lip.

The two girls looked at one another in stunned silence, neither able to comprehend
what they could possibly do about this. And then?—

“Oh!” Selina s eyes widened. “1 know!”

“What?’

“1 have a spare dress that will fit you.”

“Thank God.” Hannah |ooked toward the wardrobe. “Where is?>—"

“It is in the spare room next door,” Selina cut her off. “My wardrobe was full, so |
thought to leave it there. But it will do perfectly.”

“Next door?” Hannah grimaced, glancing toward the closed door, not at all pleased



with the idea of leaving the room in her current state.

“It will be fine,” Selina assured her. “If you dlip in there now, you should find the
dress hanging in the wardrobe. Simply put it on and meet us downstairs. | will make
up an excuse.”

“What excuse?’

Selina's eyes flashed. “Something scandalous—I am joking! But we do not have
time!” She took Hannah by the shoulders and led her toward the door. “Y ou know
how my mother is.”

Hannah's mind raced as she tried to piece together what was happening and what she
could possibly do. Not that she had any other real option before her.

“Alright,” she said finally. “Tell them | had to visit the washroom or something. | will
be downstairsin less than five minutes.”

“Hurry!”

The two girls slipped out of the room, Selina going right—toward the staircase that
led downstairs—and Hannah going left. She hurriedly opened the door to the spare
room and stepped inside, making sure to close the door behind her.

The moment the door was closed, Hannah raced across the room, making for the
wardrobe. As she went, she let go of the top of her dress, her breasts spilling out in a
way that would have been highly embarrassing had it happened at dinner. She saw
the spare dress immediately and decided to shimmy out of her dress before putting it
on.

She stepped out of her ruined dress and reached for the spare?—



“Well, this is a rather shocking surprise, | must say,” a deep voice spoke suddenly
from the corner of the room.

Chapter Two

Hannah froze where she stood as the voice registered. Like a mouse caught in the
night, she stood perfectly still as if hoping—praying!'—that she had somehow
imagined it.

“What on earth are you doing?’ The voice was a degp, commanding growl. As angry
asit was surprised. “Well 2"

“Oh!”

She came back to herself suddenly, her eyes widening as she spun about, seeing the
man who had spoken. He sat at the desk in the back corner of the room, half-bent
over asif writing, his brow furrowed asif he still could not quite believe what he was
seeing.

“I... | did not... | thought this was...” She stammered and stuttered uncontrollably,
her face turning redder by the second.

The man, whoever he was, took a moment to himself. He studied her closely, looking
her over, caught between surprise and something else that she could not quite place.

“1 am not in the custom of having naked women barge into my bedroom, Madam,” he
said evenly. “Although | suppose that | am not against it either.”

It was only then that Hannah realized something of the utmost importance—she was
amost completely naked! A light robe made of silk covered her body and nothing
more.
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“Oh!” she squealed, dropping to her knees and scrambling to collect her dress, which
she then pulled to her chest in an effort to cover herself. But she was flustered,
struggling to pull the awkward garment over her body as she fell back into the
wardrobe. “1 did not see you!”

“Clearly.”

“What are you doing in here?’ she demanded, still struggling with the dress. It fell
around her, dipping from her fingers, faling beneath her waist, again hoisted up,
only to fall around her in away that still left her exposed. “Selina told me this room
was empty!”

“Selinadid?’ The man frowned to himself. “Ah, you must be Lady Hannah.”
“And you have not answered my question!”

Her back was against the wall, her entire body flushed as she finally managed to get
the dress to cover her... mostly.

The man stood up suddenly, kicking the chair back as he approached her. And as he
did, hetook her in, studying her asif he was trying to see through the dress.

He was a big man, seeming a giant in the small room. Broad shoulders. A powerful
gait. Dark features and deep brown eyes that roamed over her. There was a hunger in
them, as if he was marveling at her near-naked body, as if he could not force himself
to look away.



As he came for her, she did not know if she should cry out in fear...

“I must warn you...” She pressed herself against the wall, shaking with what she told
herself was fear, athough it was not quite that. “My family isjust downstairs.”

“Isthat so?’

“I will scream.”

“And why would you do such athing? Y ou are the one who came to me.”

He reached where she was standing, stopping so that he was but a foot away. Up this
close, he towered over her, and Hannah froze. She tried to meet his eyes, but she
could not, sensing the way they ran down her body. A strange thought, but nearly
naked as she was, alone, totally vulnerable, she wondered what might happen if she
was to drop her dress suddenly—by accident, of course—exposing her body to him
and?—

“Here.” His hand shot out and snatched the spare dress from the wardrobe. “Y ou
really should cover yourself better.” And then he draped it over her shoulders like a
shawl, helping to cover her exposed body.

Hannah blinked in surprise. “Ah... thank—thank you.”

She did not move. She could barely breathe. This man, whoever he was, still stood
before her, still watched her, still seemed set on intimidating her, as surely that was
his purpose. She could smell him now too, an intoxicating musk that had her legs
trembling.



“Are you going to put it on?’ he asked. “Surely, you do not intend to attend supper
like that?’

“Oh!” Her eyes widened, and she very nearly dropped the dress that she was holding
to her body. He saw her do such and smirked. “Are you in the habit of staring at half-
naked women?’ she snapped.

He scoffed. “Thisisasnew to meas| hopeitisto you.”

“Of coursg, itisl”

“And yet here you stand, not even bothering with the garment you claim to be trying
to put on.”

“Please, turn around.” She raised both eyebrows at him.

“Or what? Y ou will scream?”

“1 just might anyway,” she growled in warning.

His eyesflashed asif from amusement, and then he turned his back to her. “1 was told
| could use this room before supper,” he explained. “1 wastold it would be empty.”

“Aswas|.”
Hannah eyed the man, his back now to her. She was still only partially covered, two
dresses now over her, not entirely certain she could trust the man to keep his back to

her while she changed.

“1 would ask that you |eave the room, thank you.”
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“Afraid | will sneak a peek?’

“You still have not told me who you are,” she huffed as she dropped the torn dress
again and then attempted to dlide intothe spare one. But she was feeling flustered,
awkward, and her hands shook uncontrollably.

“Can you not guess?’

Her mind raced as she tried to force her shaking legs to step into the dress. She eyed
the back of the strange man to make sure he would not suddenly turn around, al the
while wondering who he was. She had never seen this man before, and if she had, she
would have certainly remembered him. And considering where she was and what
for...

Her eyes went wide in redlization, and she let go of the dress again so that it fell to
the floor. “Oh no!”

“Ah, there it isfinally,” he sighed and turned back around, only to frown at the sight
of her standing half-naked again. “I thought you were putting that dress on?’

Her mouth hung open, so shocked that she could not even bring herself to attempt to
cover her body. “You are... you are... You...”

“Becoming impatient,” he said ssimply. He then looked her over, a quick glance back
toward the door, and he came to a decision. “Here, if it is such a difficult task for
you.” He took a step closer.



“What are you doing!” she gasped and tried to step back, only for her back to hit the
wall again.

He dropped to his haunches, right by her thighs, and collected the dress. “What you
are unable to do,” he said, “before we are caught in a most compromising position.”
He looked up at her and raised an eyebrow. “Unless that is your aim?’

“What? Of course not!”

“Then be a good girl and raise this leg...” His right hand moved to the back of her
calf, touching it gently, diding down its length as he tried to help her lift it into the
dress.

His touch sent a pulse through her body, from her calves to her thighs, right to her
chest. Body stiffening, breath catching, she froze as his hand wrapped around her leg,
and she looked down at him kneeling between her thighs.

A moment. A heartbeat. But he too seemed to pause as if realizing what he was
doing. His grip on her calf loosened, but he did not let go, the tips of his fingers
gently stroking her skin as if he was trying to summon the will to remove his touch

entirely... or increase it further.

“Your leg...” he said, now looking right at her. His dark green eyes took her in,
flicking over her body. “If you can just?—"

“Oh!” she gasped, coming back to herself and raising her leg, stepping finaly into the
dress.

“There,” he said. “That was not so hard.”

Oneleg in and his hand moved to her other leg, again guiding it into her dress.



“1-1 am perfectly capable.”

“l am sureyou are.”

Both legs inside the dress now, he took the garment with both hands and rose slowly.
He was still standing much too close as his hands moved up her legs and over her
curves as he pulled the dress up her body.

“Tha—thank you.” She had no idea what to say, barely able to even speak for how
hard she was breathing.

The dress made it to her waist, and there, he paused. Still holding it, he seemed to
hesitate, his eyes cast downward... the hesitation brought about by what he had to do
next. Pulling the dress over her bosom, an act that would see him touch and grope her
in ways that went beyond mere assistance.

And as for Hannah? She knew now was the time to stop him, to step away and tell
him that she no longer needed his help. To curse him for getting so close to her in the
first place! And yet...

He was standing over her. So big and strong and dominant. His scent was like wood
over afire, dark and mysterious. He was still not looking into her eyes, still staring
down, still hesitating about a decision he had not made yet.

“You are the Duke, yes?’ she asked softly.

“I am.”

“Perhaps...” She reached down and rested her hand on his own, where he was
holding the dress. “Perhapsitisbestif I... if | do this part by myself>—"



“Hannah!” her father’s voice cried suddenly from just beyond the door. “Where in the
devil areyou?”

“l told her 1 would not accept tardiness!” Teresa's voice followed. “This is
unacceptable, Phineas!”
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“Do not blame me!”
“The apple does not fall far from the tree!”

“Oh no!” Hannah looked from the Duke to the closed door as the voices came closer.
“Oh no, no, no!”

She could see it happening in slow motion, knowing that there was nothing she could
do. Alone with this man. Practically naked, standing before him the way she was! Her
father and aunt’s voices getting nearer and nearer by the second. She barely had time
to cry out before the door to the room swung open and her father and aunt walked
inside.

“Hannah!” her father cried when he saw her there, her dress half ripped from her
body, and the Duke's hands all over her. “What are you—Your Grace!” he

stammered when he spotted the Duke.

“What isthis?!” Teresa exclaimed as she barged in after him. “Hannah! Your Grace!
What is going on here?”

“Father! Aunt Teresal Thisisnot what it looks like!”
“1 should hope not!” Teresa cried out. “Y our Grace! What is the meaning of this?!”
Strangely, the Duke of Thorne did not look nearly as put out as he should have. Calm

and collected, he ssmply stepped away from Hannah and turned to address her father
and aunt.



“1 assure you, thisis not what it looks like.”

“And again | ask, what doesit look like?!”

His expression darkened. “A misunderstanding. Lady Hannah came into this room
without knowing that it was aready occupied by me, and by the time | announced my
presence, she had removed her dress. Nothing untoward happened, nor was it

intended.”

“Not from what | saw!” Lord Ramsbury shouted in rage. “You... you had your hands
al over her!”

“l1 most certainly did not.”

“Mother, what is going on?’” Selina strode into the room, looked around, saw Hannah
and the Duke, and her mouth dropped open. “What is... | do not... Your Grace...
Hannah!”

“Selinal” Hannah cried. She took a step forward, but that nearly made her dress dlip
down to her waist again. “It is not what it looks like!” she shouted for what felt like

the tenth time. “Please!”

Selina looked at aloss for words, her chin trembling, her face stricken as she looked
from Hannah to the Duke. “I... thiswas not...”

“Selinal Please, you must believe me!”

“This is an outrage!” Teresa stomped her foot. “And you, Your Grace! Never in al
my life have | been so ashamed!”

The Duke groaned and rubbed his eyes, still not looking nearly as put out as the



situation demanded. “And as | said, it is not what it looks like. You simply refuse to
listen.”

“Phineas!” Lady Ramsbury’s voice carried into the room. “What is al this
screaming?’

“Oh no...” Hannah shrank back, clutching desperately at her dress as her mother
entered the room.

“Hannah!”

“Mother!”

“What is going on?’

“Isit not obvious?’ Teresa snarled. “Y our daughter has seduced His Grace!”

“D-do not blame my daughter!” Lord Ramsbury snapped, rounding on his sister. “It
Is His Grace who has erred! Clearly, he came upon Hannah while she was changing
clothes and... and... and sought to seduce her!”

“Now, see here!” the Duke tried to speak up.

“You were jealous!” Teresa pointed an accusatory finger at her brother. “Jealous of
the man | found for my daughter. What happened, Phineas? Did you tell her to come

in here dressed the way she is? Did you conspire to?—"

“How dare you!
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“You should be ashamed, Y our Grace,” Teresa snarled. “ As should you, Hannah!”

“Hannah, what were you thinking?!” Lady Ramsbury gasped in outrage. “What are
you doing?”

“Nothing!” Hannah cried, not even certain who she was speaking to. The room was
pandemonium, and all she could do was shout. “It was an accident! Truly, nothing
happened!”

“Only because we found you before it could!” her aunt declared next. “And thank
God we did—the wedding! What are we to do about the wedding?’

“Mother,” Selina began with little conviction, as if worried to voice her concerns.
“Surely you cannot expect me to marry this man now? Not after...” She looked at
Hannah quickly, then looked away asif from shame.

“And you should not have to!” Teresatook her daughter in her arms. “1 would not et
him near you now for all the world!”

“What about Hannah?’ Lord Ramsbury demanded. “I refuse to believe that she did
this of her own accord.”

“What about Selina?!”

“My daughter was accosted!” Lord Ramsbury stomped his foot and clenched hisfists.
“And | want answers!”



The room seemed to spin around Hannah. Still standing in the corner, with her back
pressed against the wall. Still half-naked, her body now trembling, feeling as exposed
and embarrassed and utterly mortified as she ever had, it was all she could do to keep
herself from collapsing. Which she might have done was it not for the fear that her
garments would fall away entirely.

But her world was crashing down around her. Crumbling so quickly that she could
scarcely believe it was even happening. Her aunt was furious. Her cousin was
heartbroken. Her mother was ashamed. And her father was caught between
embarrassment and anger. Shouting. Screaming. Hands wringing. It was a chaos that
Hannah could not make sense of.

She knew one thing to be true, however. Regardless of what happened next, her
future was well and truly ruined.

Amid the screaming and shouting, the Duke stood in a state of calm. Even among the
chaos, it was shocking just how composed he was; he seemed like a giant among
squabbling ants. He observed the mess, ignoring the insults and abuse as his mind
worked toward what Hannah could not imagine.

And then, finally, he met her eyes. Held them. Looked right at her and through her as
he came to a decision of some kind. At that moment, for a brief second, the chaos
seemed to quiet, such was the power and command radiating from him.

“1 want answers!” Lord Ramsbury shouted.

“The wedding is off!” Teresacried.

“1 cannot believe this has happened!” Selina wept.

“Hannah! What do you have to say for yourself?’ Lady Ramsbury demanded.



“What about His Grace!” Lord Ramsbury parried. “He was the one who?—"

“Enough!” the Duke suddenly bellowed with such force that it washed over the small
room like a wave, silencing everyone as if they had been struck by lightning.
“Enough,” he repeated, his voice softening to a rumbling growl.

He stood in the room’s center, all eyes on him. And while he might have sounded
angry by the way he shouted, he did not look it. Cool and collected, was how Hannah
saw him. Frustrated also, but certainly still in control.

“Lady Langham,” he began, turning to Teresa. “You disappoint me greatly. | have
explained what occurred here, and yet, like some hysterical fishwife who had found
her husband in bed with another woman, you have refused to listen. | would have
thought that you of all people would know me well enough to at least give me the
benefit of the doubt. Clearly, | overestimated you, holding you in too high an

“Your—Y our Grace,” she stammered. “Forgive me, but?—"

“You wish to cancel the wedding? Even after | have given you my word that there
was no need for this level of alarm—as if my word is not enough?’ He glared at her.
“Fine, | will not stop you.”

13 ”

“And, Miss Gouldsmith,” he continued, looking at Selina, “I am truly sorry for what
you think have happened here. For as embarrassed as you are surely feeling, you must
know that no offense was committed against you. A misunderstanding is all thisis.”

Selina’s mouth opened and closed, but no words came out. The tears still flowed
though, her mortification still apparent.



“Again, you wish to cancel the wedding? | will not stop you, nor would | agree to
such athing now, having witnessed this absurd carry-on. And, Lord Ramsbury...” He
finally turned to the Earl, who was still looking dumbstruck. “I apologize for what
you have witnessed.”

“1...” Lord Ramsbury struggled to find the words.

“We just wish to know what happened here,” Lady Ramsbury interjected. “Y our
Grace, surely you understand our concern. Our daughter...” She looked at Hannah.
“She has been found naked in your room. How can you expect anything less than
outrage?’
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The Duke nodded in understanding. “And as | said already—twice now, in fact.” A
disappointed glance a Teresa. “This entire thing is a misunderstanding. Y our
daughter...”

He looked at Hannah, who bowed her head, feeling a mix of shame of nerves
because, despite the misunderstanding and the lack of fault, she still felt responsible.
Why, she could not even bring herself to look at Selina, for the guilt was too great.

“... she did not know | was in this room when she came in, and she removed her
clothes before | had a chance to warn her of my presence.”

“But how is that possible?” Lord Ramsbury cried, mustering the courage. “Forgive
me, Y our Grace, but that seems highly dubious.”

The Duke raised an eyebrow at him, and he shrunk back. “Y ou still doubt me? What
Ismore, you doubt your own daughter?’

Lord Ramsbury opened his mouth to argue but then caught his tongue, seemingly
thinking better of it.

“Fine.” The Duke shrugged. “I see that nothing | say will convince you otherwise.
What is more, if | were to leave here right now, | fear the rumors that will spread...”
He cast a warning glare at Teresa. “Y our daughter’s name might not mean much to
you, Lord Ramsbury, but my own name willnotbe sullied because of you. Therefore,
| have an offer.”

A pause as he looked right at Lord Ramsbury, who took a moment to understand



what was happening. “I-1 am listening.”
Hannah could not explain how she knew what was about to happen, yet somehow she
did. Her body flushed red, and her stomach twisted. She might have cried out in

protest if she had been able to summon the courage to do so.

“1 propose that in lieu of marrying Miss Gouldsmith, | marry your daughter, Lady
Hannah, instead.”

Chapter Three

“Ex—excuse me?’ Lord Ramsbury stammered, bewildered.

“Did | stutter?’ the Duke responded coolly. “I proposed that | marry your daughter,
Lady Hannah?—"

“No!” Hannah cried suddenly, the words escaping her lips asif of their own volition.
All heads turned to look at her, and again she was reminded of her current, semi-
naked state. Her eyes went wide, and she hastened to cover herself further, glancing
around for asavior of some sort to sweep in and take her far from here.

But not before she made certain that the Duke' s proposal was not taken serioudly.

“Father! Thereis no way—surely, you cannot consider this!”

Her father looked at her for a minute, shook his head, and then turned to the Duke. “ A
marriage proposal? Y ou are serious?’

“Do | not look serious?”



“1...” Lord Ramsbury hesitated, and then the smallest of smiles crept up the side of
hisface. “Interesting...”

“Father!” Hannah wanted to go to him but feared removing herself from the wall, for
it was her only means of protection. “Y ou cannot be serious! Thisis... this... heis set
to marry Selinal”

“N-no!” Selina blurted out. Her eyes were wide as if from fear, as if the very idea of
marrying the Duke terrified her. “Please... | cannot... not after this.”

“Selina, quiet!” her mother snapped and then turned to the Duke, her tone softening.
“Your Grace, let us consider this before?—"

“Mother, no!” Selina gasped and took a step back. “I—" She hesitated as she |ooked
at her mother’ s warning scowl. “Thisis too much!”

With that, she turned on her heels and sprinted out of the room.

“Selinal” her mother shouted after her, looking as if she would give chase, only to
turn toward the Duke again. “Your Grace, thisisall very... hasty. How about we take
the night and?>—"

“A night will not change my mind,” he cut her off. “You have made your feelings
toward me clear, and nothing you say will alter that. | am sorry, but the wedding is
off.”

“You!” Teresa pointed an accusatory finger at Lord Ramsbury. “This was your
doing! | knew it!”

“Oh, do not be ridiculous, Teresal Besides, | have not yet agreed to His Grace's
proposal.”



“Phineas...” Lady Ramsbury took her husband by the arm and raised both eyebrows
at him. “We cannot possibly turn this offer down.”
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“1 did not say that | would.”
“Father!” Hannah gasped. “ Surely, you are not?—"
“Quiet!” Lord Ramsbury snapped. “Y ou arein enough trouble asit is.”
“Me? | did not do anything!”
A ridiculous claim to make, seeing as she stood half-naked in the room. But she had
to say something! Hannah had never felt so utterly useless and powerless in her entire
life. Despite being half-naked, she felt invisible as the strings of her life were pulled

and manipul ated before her, unable to do or say anything to stop it.

“1 have never been so embarrassed!” Teresa hissed, throwing her hands in the air.
“And you, Phineas, you should be ashamed!”

“And | told you, | have not agreed yet!” Lord Ramsbury looked at the Duke, and his
expression changed entirely. “We will need to talk terms, Your Grace. Obvioudly, |
cannot just accept?—"

“Father!”

“Of course,” the Duke said coolly, all but ignoring Hannah now. “ Shall we adjourn to
somewhere alittle more private to discuss?’

Hannah never got the chance to see if they did indeed adjourn to somewhere more
private, for no sooner had he asked the question than both her sisters walked into the



room.

“What on earth is going on?’ Charlotte asked as she walked in. “I just saw Selina
and...”

She spotted Hannah standing there, and her mouth dropped open, hitting the floor for
how quickly it fell.

“Hannah!” Beatrice swept in. “What are you doing?”

The pandemonium continued as the two sisters converged on Hannah, finally acting
with some sense and helping her to pull her dress up, and then they led her out of the
room. Hannah might have fought them, as she wished to stay and protest this
impending marriage of which she was the center. But she was worn out, broken,
barely able to think let aone protest.

Her sisters led her down the hall and to another bedroom. The walls spun around her,
and the floor seemed to sway. She could barely walk, barely think, so out of her mind
with shock and surprise and anger and fear and every other emotion in existence that
it wasn't until she was sitting at the foot of her sister’s bed with a blanket around her
shoulders that she even realized what was happening.

And even then, it took her afew more minutes to processit.

“... you have only yourself to blame,” Charlotte was saying as she paced the room.
She was the middle sister of the three and by far the most proper and prim. “Honestly,
Hannah, what were you thinking?’

“Oh, it’s not her fault,” Beatrice sighed. She was the ‘wild’ one of the three sisters,
with a wicked sense of humor and an inclination for the outrageous. She sat beside
Hannah and rubbed her back. “By the sounds of it, it was an accident.”



“Who doesn’t check whether aroom is empty before stripping off?’

“Clearly, Hannah doesn’'t.” Beatrice chuckled.

“And the Duke...” Charlotte clicked her tongue. “Can you believe he proposed
marriage? What on earth was he thinking?’

“That he wants to marry.” Beatrice shrugged. “And soon. Y ou know how these dukes
are. Although to be fair, we both do.” She smirked.

Both Beatrice and Charlotte were married to dukes, and both had entered these
marriages under less-than-ideal circumstances. Charlotte had been forced to marry
the Duke of Hayward because Beatrice was supposed to marry him but fled at the last
minute, and Beatrice had married the Duke of Walford because she'd tricked him into
ascandal to avoid marrying a baron who she wasn't so keen on.

Neither were love marriages initially, even though romance had blossomed later on.
From what Hannah knew of their marriages, both her sisters were in love and very
happy. Which might have inspired her if it didn’t fill her with dread.

Even more so when she looked at them both, noting the acceptance on their faces...
even the excitement. They were not there to help, but to convince her that maybe

thingswon't be so bad. Asif!

“A marriage of convenience,” Charlotte sighed. “As if that's the only reason to ever
marry.”

“It is starting to look that way,” Beatrice agreed. “Although | think we can both attest
to the success of such arrangements. | know | can.” Another smirk.

Hannah shrugged off her sister’s hand and then jumped to her feet. “Do not even



think it!”
“Think what?' Beatrice asked.

“That you will be able to convince me that this isn't the most awful, horrible,
tragedy-stricken thing to ever occur! | do not want to marry the Duke of Thorne!”
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“Want rarely comesintoit, | am afraid,” Charlotte sighed.

“But heis supposed to marry Selinal”

“Not anymore,” Beatrice pointed out.

“And Father!” Hannah added desperately. “He will just... he will just sign my life
away like that.” She snapped her fingers. “Surely, he will not want me to marry
someone Selina objected to? That isS?—"

“Good politics,” Charlotte cut her off. “I mean, he is a duke, Hannah. There is little
Father will not do to secure such a marriage. Again, | speak from experience.” She
looked pointedly at Beatrice.

“Oh, how often are you going to bring that up?’ Beatrice snapped.

“Only when it serves to make a point.”

“Y ou should be thanking me!”

“1 do nearly every day.”

“Enough!” Hannah shouted over them. She was beginning to gather herself, having
overcome the initial embarrassment and the shock of it all. The reality was setting in,

and it was not one she was all too pleased with. “I will not marry His Grace. Father
cannot make me.”



Beatrice snorted. “Would you like to make a bet?’

“But what about Selina?’ Hannah asked desperately. “ She was the one set to marry
him.”

“Yes, well, that clearly isn’t happening.”

“She will never forgive me,” Hannah groaned as the guilt from what had happened
began to sink in. “How could she?’

“There is little use fretting about it now.” Charlotte sighed with sympathy. “What's
done is done and?—"

“No. | do not accept that. | cannot accept that.”

Hannah began to pace as she tried to form some semblance of a plan. The Duke was
meant to marry her cousin, also her best friend. And if she were to marry him
instead... well, Selinamight never speak to her again!

That, she smply could not bear.

What she needed to do was convince the Duke that Selina was the better option and
that she herself was even more of aliability than anything he might have imagined.

“Accept it, Sister,” Charlotte said. “Even now, Father is likely doing everything that
he can to lock His Grace in before there is even a chance he might change his mind. It
isdone.”

“Father, yes,” Hannah agreed as a plan began to take shape in her mind. “But His
Grace... | will smply have to demonstrate first-hand that marriage to me should be
the last thing he wants. Seeing as he agreed to this marriage to avoid a scandal, what



will hedo if | threaten him with an infinitely worse scandal than that?’

Charlotte narrowed her eyes. “And how do you plan on doing that?’

Beatrice clicked her tongue but could not hide her smile. “Sounds like my sort of

plan.

To that, Hannah gave a wicked grin, her eyes flashing because she knew now what
she had to do. She had no doubt that by now, the Duke and her father had come to an
agreement, one which would likely see her married before the end of the Season. But
it was hastily arranged and did not take into account the most important factor: how
determined she was not to marry.

What the Duke needed was to be reminded of this, and as far as Hannah was
concerned, there was but one way she could do it. Perhaps not the most tactful plan
ever devised, but after havingalready undressed in front of the man, and having been
caught by her entire family half-naked, tact wasn't something that she was too
concerned about.

It was well after the house had retired to sleep that Hannah found herself standing
outside of the Duke's bedroom door. She had been patient tonight, lying in her bed,
listening until even the sounds of the house’s many servants scuttling about faded
into obscurity. And only then, when she was certain that she would not be caught out,
did she dlip out of her room and sneak down the hallway.

She stood by his door, mentally preparing herself for what she needed to do. The
Duke was supposed to marry Selina, not her. And hewouldmarry Selina. From what
Hannah could understand, the Duke had decided to marry her instead because a
scandal might arise from the situation they had been caught in. Surely, he till
preferred Selina to Hannah? And surely, if he was to made to understand how much
better Selinawas for him than Hannah, he would quickly change his mind again?



As to how Hannah would make him see such a thing? Well, one scandal got them
into this mess, so why not another to get them out of it? There was, after al, areason
that she was dressed only in avery light dlip...

She took a deep breath. A final moment to steady her beating heart. Then she
knocked lightly on the door, held her breath in anticipation, and exhaled when she
heard him call, “Who isit?’

She did not respond, instead pushing the door open and stepping inside wordlessly.
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“Lady Hannah?' the Duke asked from across the room. “What on earth are you doing
here?’

“1 had to see you.” She closed the door behind her and pressed her back against it as
she scanned the room, finding him sitting at the writing desk. “I could not wait any
longer.”

“Wait for what?’

She smirked as she forced herself to look right at him—a wicked stare that she hoped
spoke to her intent. A sort of hunger in her eyes that she was certain the Duke would
be able to read instantly.

And sure enough, he furrowed his brow as he took in her meaning, only for his face
to drop suddenly. “Oh, | see.”

“Do not sound so surprised.” She giggled. “Surely, you felt it too?’
“And what was it that | felt, exactly?’

She rolled her eyes. “Come now, Your Grace. There is no need for games. 1...” She
swallowed, feeling her nerves begin to build. “1 saw the way you looked at me earlier.
And...” She swallowed again, forcing herself to look at him. “And the way you
touched me.”

Still, he sat at his desk, cloaked in shadow, head tilted as he took her in. It was hard to
gauge what was on his mind, for his face was mostly hidden in the darkness, and his



eyes were all but impossible to see. Just a hulking figure who, she hoped, was
beginning to wonder what on earth he had gotten himself into.

“1 am afraid that you will need to be more clear,” he said eventually

Hannah was so darn nervous that it was al she could do to keep her body from
shaking. She was till pressed against the door, using it to steady herself, but she
could not stay there forever. Especially if she wished to sell what it was that she was
trying to do.

A deep breath and she reminded herself that this was necessary and that, if she had
read the man correctly, it would work. It had to! A few minutes of shame and she
would be free...

“Do you really think it was an accident, what happened earlier?’ she purred, pushing
herself off the door and walking deeper into the room. “Me, stripping down like that
in front of you, asif | had no idea that you were in the room?’ She giggled and shook
her head. “I did not take you for afool, Y our Grace.”

“Isthat so?’ he asked evenly.

“My only regret is that we were so quickly interrupted. Although...” She let out
another giggle, followed by a smirk, as she reached the middle of the room. “I
suppose we can make up for that, can’'t we?’

“And that iswhy you are here? To pick up where we |eft of f?”

“Why else?’

“You surprise me, Lady Hannah.” He was so calm and collected, nowhere near as
surprised as she had hoped. “I did not take you for that type.”



“Oh, well...” She shrugged. “Y ou do not know me that well, iswhy. | am not like my
cousin.”

“Clearly not.”

“Selinais...” She felt sick, utterly ashamed. But this was for Selina, and it was that
higher goal that forced her to continue this charade. “ She is far more proper than 1.
With her, you would have had a boring marriage. But with me...” A forced smirk that
made her stomach churn. “Let usjust say it will be the complete opposite.”

Her heart beat so furiously in her chest that it hurt. And her body ran so hot that she
could feel herself sweating through her dlip. But she stayed the course, kept her
hungry gaze fixed on him, waiting for him to do what she knew he would
do—denounce her actions as scandal ous and uncouth and unbecoming of alady.

Hopefully, it would make him realize the error he had made. Hopefully, come
tomorrow, everything would be back to the way it had been.

It was arisk. But it was arisk that she had no choice but to take...

The Duke did not answer her right away. Still cloaked in shadow, his hulking mass
watched and studied her for far longer than she had expected. Surely, it was because
of shock? That he was unable to form the words needed to expel her from his room
and then hislife. Surely?!

“I must say,” he spoke eventualy, “thisis most unexpected.”

“And as | said, you simply don’'t know me,” she purred. “I am unlike any lady you
have met before. My cousin, especially.”

“Clearly.”



“And if that is too much for you...” A casual shrug, another giggle. “Y ou best tell me
now, lest we get into all sorts of trouble together. In fact, if thisistoo much for you, |
am sure that Selinawill happily take you back.”

“1 did not say it was too much for me.”
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She blinked. “Ah... excuse me?’

“On the contrary...” The Duke rose slowly from his chair. “I knew from the moment
| saw you the exact type of lady you are. And you, Lady Hannah...” He chuckled
deeply. “ Are the exact type of lady | have been looking for.”

“I-I am?’ She took a step back as he rounded his desk.

“Oh yes,” he growled. “Very, very much so. While | am somewhat surprised by this
late-night visit, that is not to say | am not pleased by it either. It isasif you have read
my mind...” Another growl rumbled deep in his chest.

He was bigger than she had remembered. As he strode toward her, his breadth was
such that the room seemed to shrink around him. There was a purpose behind each
step, a power to his gait that made Hannah feel hopeless and weak and completely at
his mercy.

This was not the plan at al! She had completely misread the man, thinking him to be
a typical gentleman of the ton, apropergentleman, not one who would welcome an
unmarried woman in his bedroom late at night. One who would be ashamed at the
thought!

Her heart skipped a beat, and her legs began to shake as she felt the blood drain from
her face. The Duke was wearing a shirt, but it was unbuttoned, his chest and
abdominal muscles glistening with alight sweat. His pants, too, were undone, and he
was barefoot. He was practically naked, or in the process of getting so, and while
Hannah felt a spike of fear for the position she put herself in... dammit, she could not



help but stare.

He came to her, she took a step back, but he was on her before she could do much of
anything.

“I... I must warn you, if my father finds out?—"

“He will not,” the Duke interrupted her, looming over her now. “I promise | will not
tell.”

“I may beloud,” she warned, not even certain what that meant. “Too loud.”

“There are things we can do about that.” His voice was low and deep, and she could
feel hiswarm breath on her cheeks as he leaned in closer.

“But Selina,” she tried again. “Surely, you would prefer a wife who is not as
scandalous as . If people were to find out about this...” She swallowed. “I know how
much your name means to you.”

“Forget about your cousin. “ He chuckled, and his eyes flashed. “It was you who
came to me, remember? Let us not play this game. You want me. | want you. Why
pretend any longer?”’

13 ”

“Am shaking...” He trailed a finger down her cheek, his touch making her tremble
even harder. “Let us seeif we can make you shudder.”

He stood less than a foot from her. Tall and commanding, she was forced to look up
to meet his eyes—forcing herself not to gawk at his muscular chest. His deep green
eyes drank her in, his toothy smile was enchanting, and for a moment, Hannah



beganto wonder if maybe married life would not be such a bad thing, after all?

No! That was not why she was here. Selina was who she concentrated on, and for that
reason, Hannah knew that a fina push was needed. One more chance to remind the
Duke that she was a no-good sort who he would do best to stay away from.

“Per—perfect,” she purred, and then she reached up and took his hand, holding it to
her face as she looked into his eyes. As nervous as she felt, there was something else
there that she could not ignore. A fire brewing inside of her... a desire that she had
not known was possible until now. “What shall we do?’

He chuckled deeply. “Y ou are the one that came to me. Surely, you have an idea?’
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“Or do you need some help?’ His eyes twinkled, and she gasped, her breath catching
as suddenly this plan she had concocted took on a new meaning.

She had not wanted to marry this man. She had felt guilty for it. Awful about the way
things had happened. But now, with how he looked at her, Hannah began to consider
the other side of the coin—that being the benefits of being trapped in a marriage with
such a... such a... such amanas him.

He growled as he wrapped his large hand around her waist. She gasped, feeling her
pulse quicken as her heart leapt in her throat. That same sensation grew inside of her,
one that began between her thighs and built in her stomach until her body ran so hot
that she thought she might catch fire.

And as he leaned in, Hannah found herself slowly closing her eyes, her lips parted,
waiting for a kiss that she had not known she wanted until it was right upon her...



She felt his lips graze her own, his warm breath touch her skin, another growl leave
hislips, and she could barely takeit.

Kissme! Do it!

She wanted to grab his head and pull his face toward her own, but then he moved his
lips toward her ear. She gasped, for she thought he was about to nibble on it, and she
nearly melted when she felt his breath on her earlobe.

“You must think | am anidiot,” he breathed softly.

Her eyes shot open. “ Excuse me?”’
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“An idiot,” he repeated. “A moron. The last man on this earth. You must if you
thought a plan as blatantly obvious as this one would work.”

“1...” She had no idea what he was talking about. “What are you?—"

“Drop the act.”

He let go of her waist suddenly and stepped back. Hannah felt her stomach drop. The
hunger in his eyes was gone, replaced with disgust and anger and disappointment,
most of all.

“It is beneath us both.”

Hannah’'s mind raced. “The act? What are you... | am not sure what... There is no
act, Your Grace.”

He laughed. “And still you keep at it. | must give you full marks for your
commitment. | would be impressed if | wasn't so perturbed with this entire charade.”

The Duke knew what she had come here to do. Somehow, he had figured it out. And
while a part of Hannah was almost relieved, seeing now that he had simply been
playing with her, she was disappointed, for the thought of his lips on her own still
lingered in her mind. And dammit if her heart wasn’t still racing.

Strange...

“Do not look so surprised.” He chuckled, thankfully misreading the look on her face.



“Do you redly think that | would have agreed to marry you in the first place if | did
not know what | was getting myself into?’

“Getting yourself into?’ she echoed. “I have no idea what that is supposed to mean.”
“Oh, | do not mean likethat,” he said acidly. “I know you are not so verbose as you
are pretending to be. But you are trouble, Lady Hannah. There is a good reason you
are still unwed, and it has everything to do with your character.”

Ah, now she understood. Not that this made her feel any better.

“How dare you!” she hissed. “That is not... that has nothing to do with... it is my
choice that | have not married yet.”

He chuckled. “Whatever makes you feel better.”

“And what about you, then?’ she accused. “If | am such a... a troublemaker, why
have you agreed to this farce of a marriage? Surely, a duke like you can have his pick
of any woman he desires.”

“I do.”

“Selinal” she tried. “Surely, Selinais a better option than I! And there is no reason
you cannot go back to her. | know Aunt Teresawould?—"

“l do not care what Lady Langham wants. She slighted me. Calling my honor into
guestion as she did, refusing to listen when | gave her every reason to.” His tone was
cold. “No, there is nothing in this world that would make me reconsider marrying her
daughter.”

Hannah's world turned on her. This entire plan was folly! Even before she walked



into this room, her plan had never stood a chance, the only possible outcome being
her total and utter embarrassment.

“And what if | do not wish to marry you? Did you think of that?’

He chuckled coldly. “Y ou ask the question asif | should care.”

Her eyes flashed with anger, fueled partly by her embarrassment and also by the total
and utter contempt that he seemed to have toward her. This marriage, as far as he was
concerned, had nothing to do with her. She was but a pawn on the chessboard for him
to move around as he saw fit.

The Duke saw the look in her eyes and laughed. “Oh, do not give me that look. If
anything, you should be thanking me for saving you from becoming a spinster, as
would most likely have happened. Admit it.”

“I’d rather be a spinster than marry a scoundrel such as yourself. Honestly, it is no
wonder that you have remained single this long. | suspect you had no choice in the
matter.”

He frowned and tilted his head. “Is that what you have heard? That | am a
scoundrel ?’

The truth was, Hannah didn't know much about the Duke. Rumors of a marriage
from long ago that had ended when his wife died. The odd word spoken about his
reputable character,the respect held for him among his peers, but nothing untoward or
noteworthy. By all accounts, he was very much marriage material, and any lady
would be glad to find herself in Hannah' s position.

Well, aimost any lady.



“1f the boot fits,” she said. “The way you were just behaving, | have half amind to go
and tell my father.”

He scoffed. “Oh, please. That was for show. | knew what you were doing...” He
waved her off. “An interesting ploy, and quite the gamble, | must say. Tell me, Lady
Hannah, what would you have doneif | did not pull away?’
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Her eyes went wide, and she felt her cheeks flush. “I would have pushed you away.
And then told my father that you attacked me.”

“Ha. If you say so. But you need not worry,” he continued, folding his hands behind
his back. “I am aware that you have no desire to marry me, Lady Hannah. Y ou have
made that perfectly clear.”

“How very perceptive of you.”

“And if it makes you feel any better, | am not exactly thrilled to be marrying you
either.”

She blinked at that, not sure whether to be happy or insulted. “What does that mean?’

“This marriage, like the one intended with Miss Gouldsmith, is solely for
convenience. In our circles, certain things are expected, marriage being one of them.
S0, athough we shall marry—and yes,” he added with emphasis, making sure to look
her in the eye, “this marriage is going ahead, do not worry yourself with
expectations.”

“Expectations...” She frowned at the wording, for it felt like a dismissal—water
being thrown over afire.

“1 will not touch you,” he clarified. “I will not force myself on you. We may be man
and wife in name, but that is where it ends.”

“R-redly?



“Yes.” He laughed, likely at the surprise on her face. “And to hammer home the
point, let us go one step further. Once we are wed, | hardly expect the two of usto see
or speak to one another. Surely, that is something that you can appreciate? With me
being the scoundrel that | am.”

“Well, that is...” The words left her before they came, as she had no idea what to say
to that most bizarre announcement.

Hannah did not know if she should have felt thrilled or insulted. Oh, sure, deep down
she knew that this was as good an optionas she could have hoped for, seeing as this
marriage was proceeding. A marriage of convenience with a man who refused to
touch her. It was the best of a bad situation.

Y et, on the other hand, it felt like a slap in the face. The Duke had already seen her
practically naked. He had witnessed her at her most vulnerable, even getting so close
that she could still feel hislips softly grazing her own. And his grip on her waist! The
way her body shook when she thought he was going to finally kiss her.

That thought alone had her heart racing, wondering what it might have been like to
complete the action. Clearly, the Duke was not of the same mind.

Was he rejecting her for a specific reason? Or because he had seen her without her
clotheson and didn’'t desire her? And if that was the case, why did she care?

It was al very confusing, leaving Hannah standing in silence as her mind raced to
come to terms with everything he had said. And most of all, most importantly, her
true feelings about the man she was set to wed.

“That is enough for one night,” the Duke said suddenly.

“Excuse me?’ She blinked, snapping herself back into the moment.



“Itislate,” hesaid ssmply. “I am tired. And | would hate to think what might actually
happen if we were seen alone together—and do not get any ideas,” he warned her.

“l wasn't...” she said alittle too softly. “I mean, | wouldn’t.”
“Good.” He walked right past her and popped the door open. “1 know you might still
be struggling to reckon with the turn of events today, Lady Hannah, but if all goesto

plan, our marriage should be perfectly agreeable. | even dare say pleasant.”

“That is... good to know,” she muttered vaguely, not at all certain it sounded like that
at al.

“Good night,” he said, resting a hand on the small of her back and guiding her out of
his room. Almost shoving her. “We shall speak shortly, | am sure.”

“Y es—I| mean, no!”

At the door, she suddenly came back to her senses. The Duke had taken complete
control of the situation, and if she allowed it as such, it spoke volumes to what their
marriage might turn into.

“Not until you give me some answers.”

He frowned at her. “Answers?’

“Yes.” She forced herself to meet his gaze. “If you expect me to just... to just go
along with this marriage—if it could even be called that. | want to know, why even
bother? What is the point of marriage if you are not going to... to...” Her cheeks

flushed, but she held his stare. “ To touch me.”

He smirked. “Is that what you want? For me to touch you?’



“What | want is to understand,” she said defiantly. “Otherwise, | will... | will... |
will... not make life easy on you.”
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What a pathetic threat, and she knew it as soon as the words left her mouth.

The Duke looked amused for a moment, only for a shadow to pass behind his eyes.
His expression turned steely, and he stepped toward her suddenly, pulling the door
closed and trapping her between himself and the wood.

“Y ou want me to touch you? Is that it?’

“I—" The words got caught in her throat. Fear. Excitement. That feeling of utter
helplessness... al the same, as far as she could tell.

“You want me that bad?’ he growled, bearing down on her. Their bodies were close.
His teeth were bared. The look in his eyes similar to that of alion cornering its prey.

“l never said that | did,” she whispered, her body shaking, her mind turning blank as
she seemed to forget what she was protesting.

Why would she in her right mind turn down a marriage to this man? The thrill she felt
trapped between him and the door like this was so great that she could not imagine a
marriage now where he did not wish to touch her. Surely, those were just words.

“Let me be clear, Lady Hannah. If | wanted to touch you, | would have...” He
reached up and hooked a finger under her chin. She gasped and leaned into it,
pushing her lips out because oh how she wanted to tempt him. “It is| who will decide
such athing, not you. And as for my reasons...”

11 Y _y$?1



“They are not your concern.” Suddenly, he dropped his hand and stepped back.

“W-what?’ She half moved as if to follow him, but he was aready opening the door
behind her.

“Good night, Lady Hannah.” He stepped forward so quickly, his hulking mass so
powerful, that she reacted on instinct, stepping through the open door and into the
hallway. “1 will be seeing you.”

And then, without so much as another word, he sslammed the door shut in her face.

Hannah stayed where she was, staring vaguely at the closed door, her mind still adrift
and fractured as she tried to make sense of everything that had just happened. She had
gone in there to try and convince the Duke to take her cousin back, had failed
miserably, and very nearly given in to a temptation that she suspected would never
have occurred, for the Duke seemed to enjoy teasing her.

But that temptation... Her body was still hot, and her knees wobbled as she walked
down the hallway to her room. Oh, she wished to feel guilty for her cousin. She
wished to curse this arrangement she was now trapped in. But despite those efforts,
even she was not such afool asto believe either of those was a concern.

This marriage, whatever it became, whatever it was, would not be boring. Of that, she
had no doubit.

Chapter Four

“What do you mean, he left?” Hannah exclaimed in shock when her father told her
why the Duke was not joining them to break his fast the following morning.

“Exactly as | said,” Lord Ramsbury responded simply as he bit into a piece of cake,



the crumbs falling down his front. “He left with the rising sun. But do not take it as a
bad sign,” he assured her. “He made sure to seek me out before leaving.”

“Isthat right?’ she muttered bitterly, feeling her stomach sink.

“Yes, yes,” he said. “He wanted to assure me that the wedding is still on and his
reasons for leaving have to do with the arrangements that need to be made.”

“ Arrangements?”’

“Breaking off his engagement to your cousin, of course. Not to mention the need to
apply for a specia license to marry you.But do not worry yourself with that.” He
flicked his wrist. “He assured me that he will take care of it, and then he shall call on
you when the wheels are in motion.”

“Thatis... thatis...”

“Good to hear!” Lord Ramsbury said merrily, looking pleased with himself.

“Yes.” Hannah slumped into her chair, staring blankly ahead, not at all sure that
‘good to hear’ was how she would have described this development. Not that she
could think of anything better to say.

She did not get much sleep at all the previous night. But that should not have come as
asurprise. What surprised her were the reasons why.

When she returned to her room, she did what she could to feel angry, for that felt like
the most reasonable response. The way the Duke had tricked her, played with her,
purposefully humiliated her for no other reason than to see if he could. She hadn’t
had a chance to form an opinion about the man just yet, but by the time she crawled
into bed, she decided that she did not like him very much at all.



What was more, the terms of this marriage only angered her further. It wasn’t enough
that she was being forced into this marriage, but it was to be a marriage with a man
who wanted nothing to do with her! He did not want to kiss her. He did not want to
fulfill his husbandly duties. By the sounds of things, hebarely wanted to see her once
they were pronounced man and wife!

A marriage was all he wished for, the perception of one, so that he could then go
about his day, caring not that he was all but ruining her life.



Page 18

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:40 am

But then she started to drift off to sleep and her thoughts shifted, her mind wandering
to that near kiss, the way her heart had thumped in her chest, the excitement she had
felt when she thought he was going to take her. Not to mention what happened just
before he kicked her out of his room, when he pressed her against his door,
completely dominating her as he bore down on her and said in no uncertain terms that
if he wished it, he could do with her as he pleased.

And how much she wished he might do just that...

She tossed and turned and threw back her bedsheets for she felt too warm.And while
she might have dared to feel some sense of excitement, as the man who was giving
her these thoughts was to be her husband, he had already told her that they would not
lie together in any capacity. Not so much as a kiss! So, why feel anything other than
fury? Which was exactly what consumed Hannah the following morning.

“Personally, | was rather pleased with his eagerness,” her father continued as he took
another bite of his cake. “With how rushed everything has been, the very fact that he
is acting so quickly bodes well. | suspect that the two of you shall be married long
before the end of the Season.”

“Lovely...”

“And | must say, Hannah.” Finally, he looked at her. “I am nothing but impressed
with your decorum. When | think of how your sisters behaved when they were set to
wed, well...” He chuckled. “Let me just say, you are proving yourself to be far and
away more mature than they were. It is not even close.”



He sighed and looked up at the celling as if lost in amemory.

As for Hannah? She forced a smile, not at all sure how she should be feeling about
any of this. Pleased that her father was so happy with her? Furious that the Duke had
left without a word? Annoyed that she was being treated like a pawn on a chessboard,
for if her father was paying her any attention, then he would see that she was not
handling this nearly aswell as he liked to think.

This marriage was happening, and Hannah realized now that there was nothing that
she could do to change that. But that was no longer the problem.

Although she had long since convinced herself that she did not wish to marry as
many young women did, she was also forced to admit that the idea of a happy
marriage to a man whom she loved might not have been such a bad thing. Her sisters
were perfectly happy and in love with their husbands, happy to tell her how
wonderful the experience was, as if it was a thing to be coveted and sought and,
indeed, worshipped. And now that Hannah knew she would never have this... well, it
left her feeling somewhat empty inside.

Last night, when the Duke had told her the specifics of this arrangement, she had
struggled to decide how exactly she felt about it. Happy that she did not have to
pretend to love a man whom she did not know? Or devastated that he wanted nothing
to do with her?

The Duke was a man she did not know at all. The Duke was a man she might never
get to know. A marriage of convenience was what she was now trapped in—a
marriage of coldness and separation and loneliness. Worse still, she would remember
the way he had treated her, teasing her and bearing down on her asif he meant to take
her right then and there, only to pull away and remind her that he never would.

Hannah had no choice but to admit that she was attracted to the Duke. After a



sleepless night, the word ‘ attracted’ fell painfully short. But what was the point of this
desire if it would go unfulfilled? What was the point of being married to a man she
wanted if he did not want her in return?

What he wanted was to pretend that she was not his wife. What he wanted was to
treat her as a stranger in his house. Fine. If that was the case, then that was exactly
what he would get. Hannah might never be happy, but she also refused to let him
control her.

A marriage of personal freedom was how she decided to think of this arrangement. A
marriage that was not a marriage at all. A marriage that she would pretend did not
exigt, living her life now as she had always done—any way that she chose.

“You!” her aunt cried suddenly as she strode into the room. “1 see you are still here!”

“Good morning, Teresa,” Lord Ramsbury groaned.

“1 thought you might have shown some sense of decorum and left before | woke up
this morning. It isthe least you could have done.”

“And as | explained yesterday, | did nothing wrong!”

“Oh, nothing wrong!” Teresa huffed. “Is that how you see it?’

“Aunt Teresa,” Hannah interjected, “is Selina awake? | would very much like to see

her.

“Sheis not in her room,” Teresa said without looking at her. “I believe she had gone
for aride. Likely, she will not be back for some time.”

“Oh...” Hannah's stomach twisted with guilt.



The marriage was one thing, but knowing now how much she had hurt her cousin...
she supposed it was just one more tragedy to add to her life.

She wished desperately to apologize for what had happened. That was assuming that
her cousin ever spoke to her again.

Married to a man she did not know. Hated by her cousin for stealing him. Alone in
this world because nobody seemed to care.

Life, Hannah knew, was about to get infinitely worse for her. Likely, it would
continue to do so, long after she and the Duke were pronounced man and wife.

How had it come to this?

Chapter Five

What a week!
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As the Duke of Thorne, otherwise known as Frederick, gently led his horse down the
driveway of Ramsbury Estate, he could not escape the feelings of stress and
frustration that had dogged him the entire week, weighing heavily on his shouldersin
away that had him hunched over in his saddle, such that his back was hurting him.

It had been messy. It had been hectic. It had been one of those weeks that he was glad
to see the end of. Yet, when the week was finally over, he was not so out of the
woods yet that he could finally relax. Before him stood one final task, a task that
promised to be as painful asit was drawn out as it was awkward as it was tedious.

Wedding preparations. A task that no man should have to suffer through, yet one that
had befallen him, as the strange circumstances surrounding this wedding all but
demanded it.

“One more day,” Frederick muttered to himself as he approached the house. “One
more day, Frederick. Then it will all be over...”

He did not want to involve himself in this most arduous procedure. But he felt that it
was owed. Considering the hazardous nature of this arrangement, how quickly it was
al happening, and the state of his bride-to-be, it was best that he involve himself to
ensure that nothing untoward happened, for he wanted a wedding without
complications and without drama.

To be married. To have that little annoyance sorted. To be able to put this all behind
him and continue on with the rest of hislifein peace... if such athing was possible.

But before any of that might happen...



He presented himself at the front door and knocked loudly. It swung open a moment
later, and he was greeted by a butler who led him into the large house, through the
foyer, and in the direction of the drawing room. There, he was not surprised to find
Lord and Lady Ramsbury waiting for him, although the absence of their younger
daughter was worrying.

“Your Grace!” Lord Ramsbury was up and striding toward him, extending his hand
for him to shake. “ So glad that you could make it.”

“Yes, well, | thought it best that we get this over with.” Frederick eyed the Earl’s
pudgy hand but did not take it. “Lady Ramsbury,” he said pleasantly as the Countess
walked over to him, but he didnot move to kiss her on the cheek, as he was not the
type to do so. “You look radiant.”

“Oh, please.” She blushed and waved him off.

“1 am glad that we are finally getting this dealt with,” Frederick told them both. “My
hope is that by this evening, we will have the bulk of these procedures finalized. |
want a small wedding, nothing too extravagant.”

“We could not agree more. Friends and family only.” Lord Ramsbury nodded.

“And | have been thinking,” Frederick continued. “I am amenable to the ceremony
taking place in your parish. Mine is quite far away, and if it means less hassle for
both parties, then so be it. Anything to make this process more ssimple.”

“Oh.” Lord Ramsbury blinked. “ That is very thoughtful.”

“As | said, | want this to be as smooth and effortless as possible. After the week |
have just had...” Frederick shook his head to himself.



“All went well, 1 hope? Lord Ramsbury asked. “You were able to cal off your
engagement to my dear niece and procure a new wedding license?’

“I would not be hereif | had not.”

“Marvelous!”

“Now, before we begin...” Frederick looked around the drawing room once more,
just in case he had missed Hannah. “Is your daughter joining us? Seeing as it is her
wedding that we shall be discussing, | cannot help but feel that she should be here.”

Lord Ramsbury’ s expression tightened, and Lady Ramsbury pressed her lips together.
The weight sitting on Frederick’s shoulders grew heavier at the sight, as he came to
realize that this week, aslong and painful asit had been, was far from over.

“lI have sent for her,” Lord Ramsbury explained. “I expect her to be down here
shortly.”

“We can begin without her,” Lady Ramsbury suggested. “Redlly, there is no reason
that we cannot. | know my daughter well, so you can assume that my words are
spoken as if from her mouth.”

Frederick clicked his tongue. “I was really hoping she would be here. It would be
proper.”

“And she will be.” Lord Ramsbury placed a hand on his arm. “How about a drink
while we wait?’

“1 think that is the best idea | have heard all week,” Frederick agreed with a sigh of
relief. “ Please, whatever you are having. But make mine adouble.”



“Good show!” Lord Ramsbury chuckled as he rushed to the liquor cabinet, where he
went about making drinks. He was shaking as he did so, nervous in a way that
Frederick could not help but take note of.

No need to guess what was causing said nerves. That, Frederick was certain, had
everything to do with Lady Hannah.

He had been thinking about Lady Hannah all week. Far more than he had expected,
truth be told. Honestly, the more he thought about her, the more he wondered if this
marriage was as good an idea as he had originally thought—a marriage of
convenience that was quickly becoming very inconvenient.

It had been a gamble. Faced with the situation, Frederick had elected to propose
marriage to Lady Hannah because he knew that if he did not, there was a good chance
a scandal might arise, and then any chance he had of marrying again would all but
vanish.



Page 20

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:40 am

What he hadn’t considered, what hewishedhe' d stopped to consider, was the woman
herself and what this marriage might mean for the both of them.

He had spent most of the week in a state of annoyance.

Frederick had allowed Lady Hannah to bait him. Dammit, he had leaned into it! A
bold gamble, one that he decided to use to teach her alesson. Ironic then that he was
the one who came to learn something from it.

He had very nearly lost control. When he had leaned in close to her, when he had
held her, his mind had flashed back to her half-naked form in all its beauty, his lips
had salivated, his pulse had quickened, and the smell of her... it was all he had been
able to do to pull away and scold her for trying to seduce him. And, in an effort to
demonstrate how little he wanted her, he had said some not-so-very-nice things.

A marriage of convenience where he would all but treat his wife as a stranger? No
kissing. No touching! It was what he needed, and his mind would not be changed on
the matter. But the more he thought of it, the more he decided that he could have
presented the circumstances to Lady Hannah with a touch more tact.

“M’Lord.” A maid suddenly appeared in the doorway, looking nervous and not at all
like she wished to be there.

“Ah, Miss Write!” Lord Ramsbury said as he handed Frederick a glass of brandy.
“My daughter, is she on the way? Where is she?”’

“l am sorry to say, M’Lord, but...” She was shaking, she looked so nervous. “I am



afraid that Lady Hannah had instructed me to tell you that she will not be coming
down.”

“What?!”

“She has asked that | act as an intermediary between you and her. Anything you wish
to ask can be said to me, and | will relay the message.”

“Did she now...” Lord Ramsbury’s eyes widened, and his face began to turn purple.
“And sheis aware that His Grace has come al thisway?’

“Sheis, M’'Lord.”

“And she is aware?—"

“Oh, thisisridiculous!” Lady Ramsbury cut him off. “Miss Write, please tell Hannah
that she is expected here. And do not take no for an answer.”

Miss Write could not have looked more terrified, but she nodded her head, turned
around, and hurried away.

“1 am so sorry about this,” Lord Ramsbury groaned. “And | swear, she is not usually
like this. In fact, all week, she had shown nothing but excitement for your impending

wedding.”

“Is that so?’ Frederick asked as he took a very large sip of his brandy, feeling now
that he would need it.

“Itis,” Lady Ramsbury affirmed. “All of us are. Perhaps sheis simply feeling ill?’

“Let us hope...”



Frederick wasn't in the least bit surprised, but that wasn't to say that he wasn't
annoyed. Yes, he had been somewhat callous andcold toward Lady Hannah when
they had spoken, but the way she had behaved wasn’t much better!

He had spent the entire week trying to find the words he would eventually say to her
when the time came. How he would explain to her what he wanted from this marriage
without upsetting her further—a marriage of convenience, without any preconceived
notions of romance or physical affection. Even just thinking it made it sound less than
desirable.

But Frederick aso had no choice in the matter. The truth was, he didn't want to
marry. Until recently, he had known that he would never marry again! He was only
doing so now because he felt that he must, a state of being that his status and
circumstances demanded. And then there was Amelia...

“M’Lord.” Miss Write appeared in the doorway again. Alone. “Lady Hannah has
instructed meto tell you that?—"

“Oh, for heaven’'s sake!” Lord Ramsbury exclaimed. “Curse that girl!”

“Phineas!”

“What?" he snapped at his wife, only for her to cock an eyebrow at him. He winced.
“l am sorry, dear. | did not mean it. It is just that girl! She is far too like her sisters.
As stubborn as...” His eyes went wide, and he spun to look at Frederick. “1 mean, she
Is a lovely girl, Your Grace. A true gem. And | know she is as excited about this
marriage as we are.”

“Isthat right?’ Frederick asked plainly. “I am beginning to see that.”

“Miss Write,” Lord Ramsbury tried again. “You get your butt up there and tell my



daughter?—"

“We shall tell her,” Lady Ramsbury cut him off. “Your Grace, if you do not mind
waiting a moment?’

“1 suppose so,” Frederick sighed, taking another large sip of his brandy.
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“We will be one moment...”

Lady Ramsbury snatched her husband’'s arm and dragged him across the room. Then
they put their heads together, bickering under their breaths as they hurried out of the
room. And Frederick watched them, wondering if perhaps this was not the worst idea
he' d ever had. Maybe he should just cancel the wedding and resign himself to living
therest of hislife asasingle man. Not a bad idea, athough... Amelia

A shake of the head and he walked over to the door, leaning against the frame as he
cast his gaze down the hallway. As he did, he attempted to listen for what he was sure
was the sound of shouting from upstairs, another sign that this marriage was off to a
less-than-perfect start.

But then he noticed movement down the hallway. What was more, he saw a body
darting from doorway to doorway as iftrying to hide. They glanced back over their
shoulder, a wicked grin spread across their face, and then they ducked through
another door which Frederick guessed led outside and into the back garden.

He could not help but laugh at the sight. It was Lady Hannah, doing all that she could
to avoid her parents and him by extension.

For a moment, Frederick wondered if he should wait for Lord and Lady Ramsbury to
return so he could explain what he just saw, only for a new idea to occur to him. A
better idea.

He wanted to speak with Lady Hannah and clear up a few misunderstandings,
hopefully convincing her to go through with the marriage while assuring her it would



not be as tragic as he had made it out to sound. And he couldn't very well do that
with her parents looking over his shoulder.

But she was alone now. Likely hiding in the garden. So, what was to stop him from
speaking to her now, directly, free from prying eyes and ears?

Frederick took afinal sip of his brandy and put the glass down. He chanced a glance
back toward the foyer, making sure that Lord and Lady Ramsbury were not there.
And then, moving quickly, he swept through the house and made for the back door.

It was time, finally, to get this marriage back on track. And then, hopefully, put this
awful week behind him once and for all.

Chapter Six

Frederick spotted her the instant he stepped outside. She was sitting with her back to
the house, hidden by alarge oak tree that grew toward the back of the garden, clocked
in shadow. Had he not been looking for her, he might have missed her.

He was about to go to her, only to pause and take a closer look, for he realized that
not only was this the first time he had seen his bride-to-be in over a week, but it was
also the first time he had seen her in daylight. And, strangely, when she was fully
clothed.

No need to confirm her beauty, for he had noticed that the first time he had seen her.
Dark brown hair that fell down her shoulders, porcelain white skin, and features that
were round and somehow defined at the same time. But her body was what had stood
out to him, and still did. Curves... plenty of them. Even sitting down as she was, even
with her dress bunched up, he could see them clear as day.

Memories of his hands tracing her curves flashed in his mind, how they had felt as



she shuddered beneath his touch. Thoughts of tearing that dress off her so he might
see those hips and those br?—

Frederick gave his head a shake and straightened up. He was here to set boundaries,
not cross them. Fantasies such asthat... well, they were nothing but dangerous.

Keeping his expression neutral, he hurried across the garden, careful to remain silent
until he reached the tree. Then he stood over her, choosing to lean against the trunk so
that he was half-facing her, half-turned away. He crossed his arms and adopted on a
casua stance, grinning to himself because, although he stood right over her, she still
did not notice him.

“1 am not disturbing you, am |7’ he asked.
“Oh!” she yelped, haf-jumping to her feet, haf-stumbling forward as she lost her
balance in an effort to turn around. She ended up on her hands and knees in the dirt,

looking up at where he stood, a look of utter shock on her face. “You!”

“Me,” he said simply, still leaning against the tree. “ Tell me, how is it down there? It
looks cozy.”

“What are you doing here!” She pushed herself back and scrambled to her feet.

“Your parents invited me,” he replied. “Did you not hear?’

“Not here!” she snapped as she dusted the dirt off her dress. “Buthere. In the garden!
And sneaking up on me!”

“Well, seeing as you were attempting to sneak away, | thought that sneaking up on
you was my best option. Personally, | think it worked rather well.”



She narrowed her eyes at him. “What do you want?’

“Totak.”

“1 think we have spoken enough, don’t you?”

“On the contrary,” he responded coolly, despite the heat radiating from her. “I have
been thinking about the other night, and there was a lot left unsaid. | was hoping we
might be able to remedy that.”

“And what if | do not want to?’ She crossed her arms and glared at him.

“Then this promises to be arather dull marriage, wouldn’t you say?’
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“And whose fault isthat?’

She was even more upset with him than he had thought. The way she looked at him,
the antipathy that she directed at him, hehad no doubt that she hated him. Worse than
that, he could not blame her.

The other night, he had been caught by surprise by her sudden appearance. And then
caught further by surprise by the way she had acted... and his reaction to it. He had
wanted to get her out of his room, needing some distance so that he could cool down
and hopefully remind himself what this marriage was supposed to be. But in his
haste, he had hurt her, and then he left her for aweek so that hurt would fester.

She was being rude to him, and while Frederick wanted nothing more than to assert
his position because he did not appreciate being spoken to like this, he realized that
for now, that might not be the best option.

“Can we start again?’ he sighed.

“No, | do not think?—"

“] am trying to apologize,” he snapped, to which she balked. “But you are making it
next to impossible.”

“Apologize?’ She narrowed her eyes, as if looking for the trick. “What for?’

“For the other night, the way | acted and...” He sighed and attempted to look
regretful. “And for the things | said. | spoke in haste and rather rudely, and | realize



now that some of the things | said might have been misunderstood.”

“Misunderstood?’ she scoffed. “It was rather hard to misunderstand anything you
said. From what | remember, you were perfectly clear in explaining that our marriage
is to be solely one of convenience.Y ourconvenience,” she hissed. “You do not want
anything to do with me. I might as well be a houseplant for how you spoke.”

“| did not mean it like that.”

“Then how did you mean it?" She raised a warning eyebrow at him, the look on her
face suggesting that no matter what he said, she would not listen.

“You are right about one thing,” he began carefully, struggling to look into her eyes
and not at her body. “I do wish for this to be a marriage of convenience—but that is
not a bad thing,” he hurried to add before she could cut him off. “My marriage to
your cousin, Miss Gouldsmith, was supposed to be the same. A perfectly natural
arrangement.”

“You made it sound alittle more than that.”

“1 am not marrying for love,” he continued, still trying to meet her rueful gaze. “Nor
should you expect me to. And nor do | expect the same from you. Considering how
this arrangement came to be, | cannot imagine that was even a consideration.”

She opened her mouth to argue but bit her tongue as the obviousness of what he said
sank in. “Still,” she snapped, “it is one thing not to marry for love and another to tell
your wife-to-be that you don’t want to so much astouch her...”

“Isthat what you want?’ Frederick could not help but smirk. “For me to touch you?’

Her eyes went wide, and her cheeks flushed. “N-no!”



“No?’ He chuckled.

“l mean—what | meant was, marriage is more than just a man and a woman living
together. There are...” Again, her cheeks flushed such that her entire face turned red,
and she had no choice but to look away. “There are expectations.”

“Touching, you mean?’ His eyes flicked over her suggestively, lingering on her body
just long enough that he caught himself, realized what he was doing, and looked

away.

She forced herself to look at him, leveling him with a glare. “Is marriage not a means
to produce children? An heir! And unless you know another way to do it, then yes,
touching is part of the expectations.”

Frederick studied her for a moment as a sudden realization dawned on him. Clearly,
she was angry at him for what he had said. And clearly, she did not like the idea of
being treated as a near stranger in his house. But was it possible she wanted more
from this marriage than even that? Was it possible that she... that she wanted him?

“Y our expectations, perhaps,” he said slowly. “Not mine.”

“And why not? Why are you so insistent on avoiding me?”’

“1 am not here to justify myself,” he scoffed. “And if | had known how desperate you
were for my touch, | might not have bothered.”

“1 did not say that!”
Oh, she wasfiery. A storm in ateacup, the way she smmered and stewed. And while

that might have turned him off, for some reason, it sparked a sense of excitement in
him. He had met many well-bred ladies before, most of whom were proper and



boring and not worth his time because he did not wish to pursue someone who bored
him. What was the point?

“Can we please do away with the pageantry?’ Frederick sighed, opting for a dlightly
different approach.

“Excuse me?!”
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“This effort to make me feel sorry for you, asif | am the only one at fault.”
“What does that?—"

“1 have apologized once already, and that should be enough.” He raised an eyebrow
at her. “And yet, not once have you seen it fit to extend to me the same courtesy.”

“ Apologize? Why would | apologize to you?’
He scoffed. “For obvious reasons, | should think. Or do | need to repeat them?
Somehow, | doubt you will like hearing them spoken back to you nearly as much as

you enjoyed performing them.”

Her cheeks flushed, and she looked away. “I was only trying to... to change your
mind and force your hand.”

“Can | be frank with you, Lady Hannah?’

“Have you been anything but, so far?’

“As | stated, | am not marrying for love. But that does not mean this marriage has to
be antagonistic. The way that | imagine it, there is no reason that the two of us cannot
be friends. That, | think, is more than most could hope for.”

Her brow furrowed. “ Friends?’

“Why not?’



She rolled her eyes. “Exactly what any bride wishes to hear. And on our wedding
night? | suppose we will shake hands?’

“Again...” He flashed her an amused look. “You come back to the same point. This
desire you have for me to touch you.”

Her eyes widened, her cheeks flushed, and she looked away. “I said nothing of the

sort.

“That isnot how | heard it.”

Why was he baiting her like this? Why was he baiting himself? A desire to look at
her body, curbed again... only it was becoming harder to suppressit.

“Does it matter what | want, now that | know what you wish for? Friends, yes?’

“It is not personal,” he explained slowly and carefully. “I simply... | cannot promise
that. Further to that point, although it might pain you to hear, | must confirm again
that for as long as we are married, | will not touch you. That is one thing | cannot
offer in this marriage.”

“Good,” she said determinedly. “ That is exactly what | want.”

“That is not how it looked like the other night.”

Again! He spoke words he did not mean, as if he wished to plant the ideain her head.
“That was not what it—" She bit her tongue again, glaring at him, only to turn it into

a smirk. “You speak rather boldly, Your Grace, but you seem to forget that | was in
that room, as were you.”



“And?’

She shrugged. “For all this speech of self-control and a lack of desire to kiss me...”
Her eyesflashed. “That was not how it looked to me.”

Frederick forced himself to look right at her, his eyes narrowed. “I was playing a
role.”

“You were very good at it.”

“1 was never going to kiss you.”

“l am sure you were not.”

“If it was not for what | knew you were doing, | would have dismissed you
immediately. But seeing as you were there, | thought | needed to make a point.”

“And it was very well made...”
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Was she toying with him again? Was she testing him as she had the other night? Or
was this real? It was hard to tell, where Lady Hannah was concerned, for the way she
looked at him right now was half-seductive, half-mischievous. Oh, he wanted to
believe that she was ssimply teasing him... but it felt more than that.

Again, Frederick was reminded of that night when he backed her up against the door,
when he leaned in to kiss her, when her lipsparted to accept his kiss. She might have
claimed that she did not want him and it was all an act, but he knew otherwise.

He only wished he could say that he had not felt the same pull.

“And | told you,” he spoke through gritted teeth, mostly to force his mind to focus on
the point at hand. “Anything | did that night was pure performance. Starting from
now, you know exactly what to expect from me.”

She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “ And what can | expect?’

“Nothing,” he said, ignoring how hot he was feeling and the way those big brown
eyes bored into his own.

“Good,” she quipped with a casual shrug as she leaned in closer. “Because | think
that you and | might make excellent friends. | would hate to ruin it with a kiss. Or
anything else, for that matter.”

“S0, we are in agreement?”’

“We are, and you have nothing to worry about from me. It is your resolve that |



question. But feel free to prove me wrong.”

“I look forward to it,” he murmured.

“As do I,” she responded with a low, breathy voice, still leaning in just alittle as if
trying to tempt him.

His eyes went wide when he noticed for the first time alocust the size of atennis ball
sitting on her right shoulder. The sight of it was enough to snap him back into the
moment, forcing agrin on hislips that he could not hide.

“What?" She pulled back dlightly, her cheeks turning red. “What is it—I wasn’t going
to do anything. | wasjust testing you!”

“Do not be alarmed, Lady Hannah...” He flashed her a smirk. “But there is a rather
large locust on your shoul der?>—"

“What?” Her eyes widened like saucers, and she shoved him away, her arms
flapping and flailing as she tried to dislodge the bug. “Where! Where! Get it off! Get

“On your shoulder,” he tried to explain as she hopped about as if she had stepped on a
fire. “No, the right shoulder. No, not there!”

She had become frantic in an effort to shoo away the locust which had latched onto
her shoulder as if its life depended on it. Jumping about, her arms swinging,
screaming and crying out, if anyone was listening, they might think she was being
attacked. “Isit off? Whereisit?”

“It is—no, not—on your right—oh, here!”



Frederick had no choice but to step toward her and wrap his arms around her. He
lifted her off the ground, ignoring the wayshe flailed, holding her with one arm as he
plucked the locust off her shoulder and launched it into the sky.

And then he continued to hold her, keeping his arms wrapped as her breathing slowly
returned to normal. Still facing him, her face bright red, her hair a mess, she looked at
him in away that he could read only too well—as if he were a savior, for he could see
how grateful she was.

And again, he felt that pull. Her body pressed to his. Her breathing matching his own.
Their facesinches apart. Her big brown eyesimpossible to look away from.

He held her for a moment longer, met her eyes, and was lured in by her plump lips
and the feeling of her warm breath on his face. His body stiffened, his pulse
quickened, his mind went blank, and all the self-control that he so heavily touted
seemed to vanish.

“l knew it,” she said in athroaty whisper that made his legs shake.

“Knew what?’ he asked, his voice just as low, forgetting completely where he was
and what he was supposed to be doing.

“That you would not be able to resist.”

“1 have not done anything yet.”

“The key word there...” She made sure she was looking him right in the eyes. “Yet.”
And then, seeming to think that she had him, she closed her eyes and leaned in to kiss

him...

Frederick released her immediately, for he came back to his senses at that moment.



He stepped back, straightened, and did what he could to look composed. “And as |
said, this marriage is one of convenience and nothing more.”

Her expression shifted between embarrassment, shock and anger ... settling in the end
on anger as she narrowed her eyes at him. “You are not nearly as strong as you think

you are, you know?’
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He scoffed. “I do not require strength to resist kissing you.”

“How about touching?’ she shot back. “From what | recall, your hands were all over
me just now. How very bad of you.”

His face dropped. “ That—that hardly counts.”

She shrugged, a satisfied smirk tugging at her lips. “It isadippery slope, Y our Grace,
and you are standing right on its precipice.”

“Isthat a challenge?’
“A statement of fact.”

They glared at one another. Frederick, feeling annoyed because he sensed that she
was mocking him. And Lady Hannah, looking a little too pleased with herself, as if
she had won something here today. Which she most certainly had not! He had come
here to confirm with her the boundaries of this marriage, and he had done that.
Hadn’t he?

The words were spoken well enough, but Frederick got the sense they were ignored.
Also, the way he could not stop looking at her, from her curves to her pouty lips, he
almost hoped they had been.

“There you are!” Lord Ramsbury’s voice called from across the garden. “Your
Grace! Hannah! We were looking everywhere for you!”



“Father!” Hannah called back, waving them over.

“What are you doing out here?” Lord Ramsbury hurried toward them. “And why
were you not in your room?”’

“Oh, we were just talking...” Hannah smirked at him. “About the wedding. Your
Grace...” She turned to the Duke, her smile still triumphant. “Shall we go back
inside? To discuss the upcoming wedding, | mean.”

Frederick looked at her flatly. “ Sounds like awonderful idea...”

That did not go as well as he had planned. It went so poorly, in fact, that he realized
that to even be alone with Lady Hannah was dangerous.

But they were to marry! How could he possibly avoid being alone with her? For now,
he knew, the best thing he could do was avoid her until he came up with a solution.
Their wedding was in two weeks—more than enough time to do so.

Although as he watched her walk back to the house, her wide hips swaying
suggestively, his mouth salivating at the sight, he wondered truly if this was not the
worst idea he had ever had. Or, conversely, the best.

Chapter Seven

It was Hannah's wedding day, and as expected, it was as confusing as it was
unsettling.

Confusing because despite two weeks of preparation and mental readiness for the day
that would come to define the rest of her life, Hannah felt that she knew her husband
as well as she had known him the first day she met him. That was to say, not at all. It
was a stranger whom she was set to marry, and a man who had been at pains to keep



his distance, asif the idea of getting to know her frightened him.

And unsettling because with two weeks to consider how she felt about this marriage,
and what she wanted from it, she had decided that a marriage of convenience to a
man who wanted to be little more than friends with her wasn’t at all appealing.

This marriage was happening whether she wanted it or not, so why not at |easttryfor
something more than what he had offered her? Why commit herself to a life of
loneliness when,from what she could see, there was no good reason that her pairing
with the Duke would not work?

Two weeks ago, when they had spoken in the garden, he had agreed to at least be
friendly with her, as if that was an olive branch that she should have been grateful to
accept. And yet, in the two weeks that had followed, she had hardly even seen the
man. He had avoided her purposefully, but there was little she could do about it.

Oh, and she knew why that was too. Therealreason. Of that, she had no doubt.

Today, al that would change. Due to marry any minute now, he would have no
choice but to see her, speak with her,bewith her. Surely, even he was aware of such a
thing?

And it was after this realization that a plan took shape in Hannah's mind.

“You look beautiful,” Charlotte crooned. She was standing right behind Hannah,
taking her in for afinal time before the ceremony started.

“Agreed,” Beatrice said. “Breathtaking.”

Standing next to each other, the two sisters looked on the verge of tears. Never had
Hannah seen them both so happy—certainly not on their own wedding days.



Although she supposed there had been a good reason for that.

“You do not think it is too much?’ Hannah asked, keeping her focus on her reflection

in the full-length mirror. “Mother was not at all pleased with how much skin is
showing.”

Beatrice blew through her lips. “Mother isfar too prim.”
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“Father, too,” Hannah pointed out.

“It is your wedding day,” Charlotte said as she put her hands on her younger sister’s
shoulders and looked at her in the mirror. Eyes glistening with unshed tears, she
could not have looked more proud. “And if thisis the dress you wish to wear...” She
hesitated for amoment, looking alittle concerned. “Well, there islittle they can do.”

“Itis,” Hannah affirmed with afirm nod and a smirk. “I just hope His Grace likesit.”
Beatrice snorted. “Little chance that he will not.”

The three sisters had sequestered themselves in an antechamber in the church as they
waited for the ceremony to start. A typical procedure, giving the bride a final chance
to check her dress and makeup so that all was as it should be. And, most importantly,
afinal chance to swallow down any last-minute nerves.

Those nerves were starting to rise within Hannah. This plan of hers had only been
thought up a few days ago—a real risk, she thought, but a necessary one. The Duke
wished to avoid her? Hewished to just befriends?Somehow, she doubted the strength
of hisresolve very much.

It was their conversation in the garden that had made her understand better what she
needed to do. And also how she felt about the Duke. Their near kiss... the tension
that had lingered between them... that desire that radiated from him as he held her
and very nearly pressed hislipsto her own...

He thought he had the self-control necessary to never touch her? Hal They would see



about that.

“Perhaps it would not be the worst idea to cover yourself alittle...” Charlotte bit her
lip as she glanced at Hannah's plunging neckline. “A shawl of some kind? Just to
cover?—"

“Oh, do not listen to her,” Beatrice scoffed, swatting her sister away. “I think it looks
aluring.”

Charlotte clicked her tongue. “Is aluring what one wishes for on their wedding day?”’

“Do not forget, the wedding day is followed by the wedding night,” Beatrice grinned.
“S0o, it cannot hurt.”

“We arein achurch!” Charlotte hissed.

“They are not going to fornicate on the floor,” Beatrice sighed. “Thisis smply ataste
for the Duke. Right, Sister?’ She winked atHannah. “ After how he has been behaving
these last few weeks, my thinking is that he will need it.”

“I still think it would not kill you to cover yourself alittle,” Charlotte muttered.

The dress in question was tactical... and scandalous, to say the least. Sleeveless.
Backless. Strapless. It was held up by what seemed a pure force of will alone, the
neckline sitting just above Hannah's breasts, which were pushed up by the very tight
waistline—a tightness that ran down her backside, past her thighs, making the dress
appear to strangle her entire body.

Hannah had always been curvy, and today she was putting those curves to good use.
She till did not know how she felt about the Duke. Did she like him as a man? Did
she enjoy his company as a friend? What she did know for a fact was that she found



him incredibly attractive, and she suspected he felt the same about her.

S0, this dress was chosen with a purpose. Today, when she and the Duke were
pronounced husband and wife, he would kiss her—something he swore he would not
do. Oh sure, he did not have to do it. But Hannah wondered how he would manage
that once he saw her in this dress.

A devilish plan... and she could not help but grin as she looked at herself in the
mirror one last time. Today was the first day of the rest of her life, so best to get it off
to agood start.

A knock at the door had her and her three sisters turning around.

“It's time, dear.” Her mother poked her head around the door, pursing her lips when
she saw the dress. “Areyou...” Sheexhaled asif to calm herself. “Ready?’

“Asready as| will ever be.”

“We will see you out there.” Charlotte kissed Hannah on the cheek. “Good luck.”

“Not that you need it,” Beatrice offered with awink as she hurried to join her sister.

“Father...” Hannah trailed off.

“Waiting for you,” her mother said, again looking at the dress. “Hannah, dear, | know
that you had your heart set on?—"

“It is done, Mother,” Hannah cut her off. “Please remember how easy | have made
these past two weeks for you. Thisiswhat | want.”

Lady Ramsbury sighed and nodded in understanding. “Well, come on then. Let us get



you married.”

A smile next as she held out her hand for Hannah to take, pride flickering in her eyes
because at the end of the day, her daughterwas getting married to a duke. What more
could a mother wish for?

Lord Ramsbury was waiting for Hannah just beyond the door. Like her mother, he
gave her dress a disapproving look, only he chose to say nothing. Forcing a smile, he
offered her his arm, and Hannah, relieved that he had chosen to drop the matter, took
it.
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It was a small ceremony, made even smaller, as Teresa had decided not to attend... as
had Selina. Less than a dozen guests populated the nave, most of them from Hannah’s
side of the family while the rest, she guessed, were the Duke's family and friends.
But she didn’t take much notice of them as she reached the end of the aisle, for all her
attention was focused on her husband-to-be.

He stood at the altar beside a man she did not recognize—his younger brother was
her guess. They were chatting quietly until his brother spotted her and nudged him to
indicate her arrival.

The Duke straightened up before looking at her. As soon as his eyes landed on her,
his mouth dropped open.

Hannah beamed as she started walking down the aisle, relishing the way he gaped at
her. Oh, she could see his efforts to look away and control himself. She could tell that
he wanted very much not to gawk and stare. But the closer she came to him, the more
obvious it became that for this moment at least, he was completely in her thrall.

From there, the ceremony got underway in a typical manner. The minister began by
welcoming them all and then proceeded to read from the Book of Common Prayer.
Soon, he was asking Lord Ramsbury if he would give his daughter to the Duke, to
which the Earl said, “Yes.”

Hannah held out her hands for the Duke to take. He hesitated, eyeing her hands as if
they were snakes that might bite him. But he relented and took them gently, holding
them by dlightly trembling fingertips. She tried her best to meet his gaze, but he
refused to giveit, looking down at hisfeet in avery purposeful way.



But he could not do so forever, and Hannah listened to the minister, waiting for the
words that she knew would come to define this marriage.

“Your Grace, do you take Lady Hannah Bolton to be your wife?’ he asked.

“I-1 do.”

“Lady Hannah, do you take His Grace to be your husband?’

“l do.” Hannah was looking right at the Duke, refusing to blink, waiting for him to
meet her eyes.

“Under the eyes of God Almighty, | pronounce you man and wife,” the minister
announced.

It was as if the entire church held a collective breath. Or perhaps that was just
Hannah. She could hear her heart thumping as she waited for the Duke to act. Slowly,
his eyes traveled from his feet and up her body, until they met her eyes. He looked
right into them, steadying himself, exerting all the self-control he could muster as he
smiled politely.

And Hannah took her chance.

Still holding his hands, she licked her lips as she leaned forward, gazing into his eyes,
willing him to do what he had promised he would not.

A moment of hesitation. She could literally see the conflict in his eyes. And for a
brief moment, she worried that al of this would be for naught and that her husband

would deny her.

“Oh, give her akiss, Brother!” The Duke' s brother called from behind them, to which



those in the audience chuckled and cheered aong.

The Duke grimaced, but she could also see a sort of relief on his face. Eyes flicking
down to her bare neck, over her breasts, that same look that she had come to
recognize crossed his visage, and he nodded to himself, smiled lightly and pressed his
lips together.

Hannah stepped forward and met his kiss, wanting to be close to him as they joined
as man and wife. And what started as a simple peck—for clearly that was what the
Duke wanted—very soon turned into something that even she had not expected.

They had nearly kissed twice already.

Both times had been awkward and unexpected. The first one she had tried to trick
him, the second one had come about due to an argument and again an effort to try and
amost force the other to admit to something. Near kisses that had lingered on
Hannah’'s mind as she had wondered time and again what it might feel like should
their lips finally meet.

Even in her two weeks of imagining and yearning, she had not in her wildest dreams
thought it would fedl like this.

She lost herself in that kiss. As his skin finally caressed her own, as he melted into
her in away that she hadn’t expected, as his lips finally parted and he breathed her in
while cupping her face in his hands, for a moment there she forgot that she wasin a
churchin front of her entire family, very nearly grabbing her husband by his shirt and
holding him there.

They kissed for a second, but it felt like an age. Her chest tightened. Her heart was
racing. Her mind turned blank. Her tongue was just starting to find its way inside his
mouth when?—



The Duke pulled away, and the congregation erupted in applause.

Hannah, only just now realizing how inappropriate their kiss was, blushed furiously
and cast a glance at her husband, who too was doing everything he could not to ook
at her. He smiled for the small crowd and accepted their plaudits, but he would not
look at her. No need to say why.

Her goal today was to prove to the Duke that his determination not to touch her was a
fool’s errand, and if she had to evaluate her success, she would say she was
triumphant. There was a problem now, however.

She wanted him more than she had realized. That kiss... her lips still tingled from it,
and if her plan was not as successful as she thought and somehow the Duke stayed
strong, she did not know how long she could survive without another kiss.

Tonight was their wedding night, and it was as her parents approached her, crying
and cheering and looking joyful, that she decided that she would not see sleep tonight

until she proved that this kiss was not a flash-in-the-pan type of thing.

The Duke would take her tonight, or she would embarrass herself trying.
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Chapter Eight
“Tell me, Brother, do you intend to spend the rest of your life ignoring your new
bride? Or are you getting it all out of the way today?’ Lord William Campbell tittered
as he sipped on his glass of brandy.

Frederick looked at his younger brother flatly. “I am not ignoring her.”

“Are we dealing in semantics, now? Because not speaking with her is the same as
ignoring her. Or it was the last time | checked.”

“l am not not speaking with her either. | am just...” Frederick looked around the
room for an answer, making surenotto look in Hannah's direction. “Playing host. It
would be rude not to.”

“Playing host?’ His brother snorted. “Thisisn’t even your home to play host in.”

“But it is my wedding breakfast.”

“All the more reason you should be spending it with your bride,” William shot back
with avery self-satisfied grin.

“There is time for that later,” Frederick said warningly, hoping his tone would be
enough to dissuade his brother from continuing this conversation.

“Later?’ William sipped his brandy, his body now shaking from withheld laughter.
“From what | saw earlier, later might be too far away for you to wait.” A wink next.



“Honestly, Brother, | am surprised that the two of you even made it to this breakfast.
That you didn’t whisk her way in the carriage and perform your husbandly duties
before even the sun had begun to set?>—"

“Will you keep it down!” Frederick snapped, his eyes widening as he glanced around
the room, making sure nobody heard. “And | have no idea what you are talking
about.”

William could not have looked more pleased. “If that is what you need to tell
yourself. But between you and me, even God was blushing at your little
performance.” He clicked his tongue, grinning from ear to ear. “Shame on you,
Brother. | thought you had more self-control than that.”

Frederick scowled warningly at his brother, choosing to ignore the comment because
he would not dignify it with an answer. It was the kiss to which his brother referred,
and despite the jokes, Frederick didn’t think it wasthatbad.

He and William were standing in the back corner of Lord Ramsbury’s ballroom, the
chosen location for the wedding breakfast. It was supposed to be hosted by Frederick,
but seeing as the church was so close to Ramsbury Estate, they opted to have it here
instead. At the moment, there were a dozen or so people occupying the ballroom,
most standing in small groups as they gossiped about the wedding.

Among them was Frederick’s new bride, Hannah. She stood with her sisters on the
other side of the room, with her back to him, almost purposefully, asif she wanted to
make a point of not looking hisway.

Frederick stole a glance at her. Only a glance. It was meant to be a second... but his
eyes were captivated by the sight of her bare back, her round hips. The memory their
kiss and how utterly entranced he had become by it flashed in his mind. He had lost
himself for a moment, his walls shattered in away he had not expected.



He knew what she was doing, of course. The dress. The performance. She was trying
to seduce him, to prove his claims that he would not kiss or touch her were false and
foolhardy. But was she doing so because she wanted him? Or simply because she
enjoyed making him squirm? Based on the little he knew of her so far... it was
impossible to tell.

“So, | suppose that introductions are out of the question?’ his brother asked, noting
the way he stared at his new wife.

William was his younger brother, the black sheep of the family for the way he had
chosen to live his life—with vigor, as he put it. Loudly. Boisterously. Putting fun first
above all else. The very opposite of Frederick. But Frederick, being the older brother,
having accepted that the burden of the title fell on his own shoulders, had never
begrudged him the fact. If anything, he had envied him.

“W-what?" Frederick tore his gaze away from Hannah and turned back around to find
his brother still grinning stupidly.

“l was saying, are you going to introduce me to my sister-in-law? Or are you still
ignoring her?’

“l am not?—"

“Avoiding her, then. Scared to approach her—and do not say otherwise.” William
raised an eyebrow. “I know you, Brother, and | know what this is. But she is your
wife now, and you cannot ignore the poor woman forever.”

Frederick grimaced. “I do not intend to.”

“And seeing as | am yet to meet the woman, | would very much like an introduction.
It is proper, Brother. For meto go over there aone... well, how would that l0ok?’



“Do not take it personadly...” Frederick looked across the room again, certain now
that she had turned her back to him on purpose. “Even Amelia has not met her yet.”

“Truly?” William chuckled. “It's been two weeks, Brother. How have you managed
to avoid such athing?’

Frederick could not help but laugh, but more in mockery of his own actions. “By
doing what you have accused me of, is how. Avoiding her.”

And he had been doing that too. For two weeks, Frederick had avoided Hannah the
best he could ssimply because he felt he had no choice. Their near kiss in the garden
that day was the reason for it, the fear it struck in him at how close the two had come.
For all histalk of not wanting to touch her, having no desire for such athing, he had
come so close to breaking that his only answer was to run and hide and hope that
some distance would solve the problem.

If anything, it had only made things worse.
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Hannah was either toying with him, trying to seduce him, or doing everything she
could to prove him a liar. Whatever it was, it was working a little too well, and
Frederick knew that to be alone with her would be to court danger—a very tough
situation to be in, seeing as they were now man and wife.

“Well, come on then.” William nudged him. “No time like the present.”

“Yes...” Frederick swallowed as he fell into step with his brother. He could do this.
There was no reason that he could not. “I suppose we may as well get this over
with...”

It was the Duchess of Hayward, Hannah's older sister, who saw them coming. She
nudged Hannah and nodded over her shoulder. Hannah hesitated, before finally
turning around. Slowly, a satisfied smile spread across her lips, which she directed at
Frederick.

“Ah, hello there,” she crooned as he joined them. “Dear husband.” She fluttered her
eyelashes at him.

“Dear wife,” he responded.
All eyes were on him as Hannah stepped back to allow him into their circle. He
considered leaning in to give her a kiss on the cheek, but then he quickly dismissed

that notion. For obvious reasons.

“1 hope | am not interrupting.”



“Not at all.”

“1 wished to introduce you to somebody.”

“Oh?

“This is my brother, Lord William Campbell.” Frederick turned toward his brother,
who was standing a few feet back, smirking as he took note of their interaction... and
how painfully awkward it was.

“Your Grace.” William bowed to her. “It is a pleasure to finally meet you. | had
hoped to meet you sooner, but my brother has been somewhat hopeless at making

introductions.”

“Oh, do not blame him...” Hannah smirked. “He has simply been busy with wedding
preparations. Believe me, | know it firsthand.”

Frederick stiffened at the jibe. “Yes, well, it has been a very busy two weeks. Unlike
some, | haven't had the pleasure of being able to sit back with my feet up, just

expecting everything to come together asit has.”

“And you have done a wonderful job,” Hannah assured him, still smirking. “I might
have told you sooner, again, had | been given the chance.”

“No matter,” Frederick responded coolly. “Y ou have done so now. And | thank you
for your appraisement.”

“Y ou are most welcome.”

The subtext of their conversation was obvious to Frederick, and most likely obvious
to everyone lucky enough to be listening. And if it hadn’'t been, the way the two



looked at one another surely must have made it more so.

Hannah wore a coy smile, satisfied as she poked and prodded at him, seemingly
doing what she could to €licit a reaction fromhim. He had been avoiding her these
past two weeks, and she wanted it known that she had noticed... and that she knew
why.

While Frederick was doing his best to play things cool, standing between her and his
brother, he was careful not to look at her directly—that dress!—to keep his distance,
and not to rise to the bait that she was setting him.

“S0...” the Duchess of Walford, her eldest sister, began somewhat carefully. “I am
sure that the two of you are looking forward to heading back home after this. A
chance to finally get to know one another a little better.” She glanced at Hannah and
gave a secretive smile. “ Seeing as these past two weeks have been so busy.”

William latched onto that. “Oh, he is. My brother was just telling me that, weren't
you?' He clapped Frederick on the shoulder.

Frederick glared warningly at his brother. “Yes... that will be most welcome. There
Is no rush, however,” he added quickly. “It would be rude to leave so soon, with all
the effort Lord and Lady Rambsury have put into this breakfast.”

“Oh, they will not mind,” the Duchess of Walford assured him. “If | know our father,
he'll be glad to get everyone out of his house as soon as possible.”

“Wonderful!” William said cheerfully. He took a sip of his brandy, grinning behind
his glass and making sure that Frederick saw it.

Frederick glared at his brother again, quickly, not wanting the others to see it. And
then he forced a smile, his mind racing as he was forced to consider the reality that



his days of avoiding Hannah were over. Come tonight, they would return to his home
together as man and wife, at which point he would be forced to prove the self-control
that he so heavily touted once and for all.

A quick glance at Hannah, who was watching him closely. He tried just to meet her
eyes, but he could not help but look down at her dress—or more specifically, her
exposed shoulders and the swell of her breasts. Dammit, she was stunning, so
tempting and sumptuous that Frederick dared to wonder if perhaps he had been atad
rash in proclaiming celibacy?

“Is everything alright, Y our Grace?’ Hannah asked him, as if she could see what was
on hismind. “You seem alittle quiet.”

“Am |7’ Frederick laughed awkwardly. “Perhaps | am just a little tired. It has been a
long day.”
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“Not too tired, | hope...” She was staring right at him, the faintest smirk on her lips,
and Frederick very nearly balked because the implication was all too clear. “I am
hoping for atour of your home when we arrive later on.”

“Oh, yes, | am sure that will be fine.”

“Wonderful. I had worried what it might be like to move into a new home. Feeling
like a stranger and everything.” She laughed. “But | know that with you, that will not

be a problem.”

She reached over and stroked his arm. Frederick ignored it the best he could, and also
ignored the coy smile she wore, knowing al too well that she was baiting him.

“1 will endeavor to make you as comfortable as possible.”
“I look forward to it.”
“Asdol.”

“Personally, | am looking forward to where we left things off the last time we spoke
alone,” she murmured.

Frederick met her gaze but was careful not to be sucked into it. “As am |. What we
spoke about, it is my thinking now that a reminder might be needed.”

“What we spoke about?’ She pretended to consider. “Oh!” Her eyes went wide. “Yes,
| had nearly forgotten. | was referring to the end of the conversation. | cannot help but



feel there was much left wanting.”

“Unsaid is perhaps a more accurate description.”

“Either way...” She stroked hisarm again. “I look forward to it.”

“Asdol.”

Stiff. Awkward. Highly suggestive. Hannah continued to look at Frederick, and
Frederick looked away. But it was becoming more and more difficult to do so.
Anyone listening to their first conversation as man and wife would not have to work
too hard to discern the underlying meaning.

Hannah either wanted him or took far too much pleasure in teasing him. But it did not
really matter. Frederick understood now more than ever that if he was going to get
through this marriage, he was going to have to set boundaries—remind her what he
had explained two weeks ago, and make sure she understood that he was not to be
tested like this.

Because if he did not, and if she continued to tease him like this, another glance at the
swell of her breasts and shoulders... her plump lips... and Frederick knew that he
would only be able to control himself for so long.

He was, after all, only human.

Chapter Nine

The carriage ride home went exactly as Hannah had expected—mostly silent.
Frederick spent the entirety of it sitting across from her, staring out the window. Oh,

she had tried to speak with him, of course, but he had rebuffed her in a way he
wouldn’t have dared if they weren’'t aone.



“1 never had a chance to ask you earlier,” she began once the carriage took off, their
next stop being Thorne Estate—her new home. “What do you think of my dress?’

Frederick, still staring out the window, stiffened. But he did not turn back to look at
her. Hisjaw ticked, and his hands clenched in hislap.

“My mother and father did not like it...” She purposefully shuffled forward, pushing
her chest out and running a hand lightly down her front. “I cannot imagine why. Can
you?’

“I know what you are doing,” he said, still not looking at her. “And | will not fall for
it.”

“Doing?’ she asked innocently. “I have no idea what you?—"

“Stop it,” he snapped. “Just stop it.”

Finaly, he forced himself to look at her—but her eyes only, holding them with a
sense of frustration, not once looking down at her low neckline.

“When we spoke two weeks ago, | had hoped that we'd come to an understanding.
And that you had accepted it—that you had made your peace with it.”

She frowned and tilted her head. “Y ou may have to elaborate, for | do not know at all
what you?—"

“You will not bait me,” he said warningly. “As | explained—and | will explain one
more time so that there is no misunderstanding—what we have here is a marriage of
convenience only, in which there is no expectation for...” He swallowed. “For
copulation. What | had hoped for was that we could still be friendly, that we might
find some sort of middle ground so that this marriage is not an awkward, unlivable



situation. But if you insist on behaving this way...” He shook his head and turned
back to look out the window.

That little outburst might have upset Hannah, if she hadn’'t been expecting it. What
was more, the words were not what she choseto focus on. Rather, it was that look in
her husband’s eyes that told her his true feelings. His refusal to look at her properly.
His hunger for her. His self-loathing because he feared what might happen if she
continued to ‘bait’ him, as he put it.
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He wanted her. She knew that he did. If he did not, he would not treat her like a
pariah, as if touching her might see his hand bitten. Oh yes, she did not doubt the
Duke' strue feelings. She did, however, wonder about her own.

Hannah smirked to herself as she shuffled back in her seat, content to continue the
rest of the journey in silence. There was no rush, she decided. They did, after all,
have the rest of their lives to spend together. The rest of their lives to figure out what
thiswas. So, let him have the carriage ride.

Tonight was to be their wedding night, and she would see then just how self-
controlled the Duke was. Not to mention, finding out once and for all what potential
this marriage might have.

“Amelial” Frederick called as soon as he walked into the foyer. “Amelial”

Hannah was right behind him, hurrying to keep up as he strode ahead, doing her best
not to look annoyed by the way he was acting. It was one thing to try and set
boundaries, but this was bordering on rudeness and discourtesy. As soon as the
carriage pulled up, Frederick climbing out of it, striding ahead of her without so much
as checking that she was following him.

And then there was this *Amelia’ whom he called. A name that she had heard several
times before but still had no idea to whom it belonged! Initially, Hannah had
wondered if it was a woman who held his heart, and if she might have been the
reason that he didn’t wish to touch her.

But surely not. Was she a maid? Why did she live here? And why was Frederick so



eager to see her?!

“Amelial” he called again, looking around the foyer expectantly.

“Do not trouble yourself,” Hannah huffed angrily. “I am right behind you. Not that
you cared to check.”

Surprisingly, Frederick grimaced as he turned back to see her coming toward him.
Even looking embarrassed.

“l am sorry,” he offered. “I did not mean to—I should have helped you down from
the carriage and shown you inside.”

“Itisalittle late for that.”

Again, he grimaced. “My mind is elsawhere, | am afraid. | haven’t seen her the whole
day, and surely sheis eager to meet you.”

Hannah could not have been more confused. “And who is it that you are speaking
of 7’ She did her best not to look or sound worried.

“Amelia, of course.”

“And who is?>—"

Her words caught in her throat when awoman walked into the foyer.

She was about Hannah's age, dark of hair, light of skin, and pretty with big blue eyes

and pixie-like features. The way she was dressed suggested that she was a maid, and
this, paired with her relief at the sight of Frederick, made Hannah's stomach churn.



$0... Amelia was a maid. More than that, she could only be his paramour. It was
amost ridiculous to consider that this man, who seemed to pride himself on self-
control and propriety, might see fit to marry while also having a mistress he was
happy to parade in front of his new wife!

Hannah had been wondering to herself how she felt about her new husband, if this
urge to seduce him was anything more than a mere desire to be proven correct, or if
she actually had feelings for him. But at the sight of this gorgeous woman swaying
her hips as she made for Frederick, she had no choice but to admit to the jealousy that
rose up within her.

“Your Grace,” the woman, presumably Amelia, greeted with asmile. “Y ou’'re back.”

“1 might have been back sooner,” Frederick said. “But the wedding breakfast |asted a
little longer than | had hoped. How is everything?’

“Oh, sheis becoming restless.”

Frederick chuckled. “I am not surprised. She wasn’t at all happy that she could not
come today.”

She?

Hannah started, looking between the woman and Frederick, not entirely sure what
was going on.

“l tried to explain to her why that was, but...” The woman sighed and shook her
head. “ She is stubborn.”

Again, Frederick chuckled. “Like her father, so try not to hold it against her. Whereis
she?’



In answer to his question, a shrill cry suddenly rang out through the foyer.

“Daddy!” The cry was followed by the sound of footsteps, and then by the body of a
little girl hurtling itself across the foyer and right into Frederick’s arms. “You're
back!”
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“Wow!” Frederick took the brunt of the impact, effortlessly lifting the little girl into
the air and then spinning her around. “There sheis! My little angel!”

“What took you so long!” The little girl, Amelia, pouted. “You said you would be
home by noon!”

“I said | would try to be,” he explained as he put her down. “It is not the same thing.”

Amelia pursed her lips, seeming none too pleased by his explanation. “Miss
Temperton said | need to be patient.” She kicked at the floor.

“She is a smart woman...” Frederick looked at the maid, Miss Temperton, and gave
her a grateful smile. “And | hope that you have been listening to her.”

“l have been...” Ameliagave awicked smile. “ Sometimes.”

Through all of this, Hannah stood back somewhat awkwardly. Shock was what she
was feeling. Immense surprise because not once had anybody bothered to mention to
her that Frederick had a daughter! Oh, she knew that he had been married once
before—he had told her as much. But a daughter? That changed everything.

The little girl looked about six years old, with the same coloring as her father, and
with similar facia features too. Hannah had little experience with children, and she
suddenly felt veryuncomfortable at the thought of having to live with a man who
wanted nothing to do with her, and his daughter, who was likely going to despise her
on principle.



“Amelia...” Frederick took his daughter by the hand and led her to Hannah. “1 would
like you to meet someone. Thisis Hannah, my new wife and your new mother.”

Hannah tried to look excited. “Hello there...” She bent down so she was at eye level
with the little girl. “It is wonderful to finally meet you. Your, ah... your father has
told me so much about you.”

She glanced at Frederick and glared at him.

He grimaced. “ Sheis eager to meet you, Amelia. And what do you say...?’

Ameliawas looking at her feet, pouting, behaving in the exact same way Hannah had
expected.

“Amelia,” Frederick prompted. “We spoke about this.”

“I do not want a new mother,” Ameliasaid.

Again, Frederick grimaced. “Amelia, what did we talk about?—"

“l do not care!” She pulled her hand free, turned around, and then sprinted to Miss
Temperton. She threw her arms aroundthe woman’'s waist and shoved her face into

her ssomach as if to hide.

“l am sorry, Your Grace.” Miss Temperton winced. “I tried to prepare her better, and
she promised that she would behave, but?—"

“It isfine,” Frederick sighed. “Perhaps you might take her outside for a short walk?
Give my new wife and | amoment to talk?’

“Of course,” Miss Temperton agreed. “Come on, Amelia.”



She shuffled out of the foyer with the little girl, who still clung to her without so
much as looking in Hannah' s direction.

It was only once they were gone that Hannah spoke.

“S0... you have a daughter.”

“l do.” Frederick nodded. “Usually, sheis far more friendly than what you just saw.
But she will come around, once she gets used to you.”

“It would have been nice if you mentioned something earlier,” Hannah said
pleasantly, making sure he could see how annoyed she was. “But | suppose that

would have required you to speak with me.”

The corner of Frederick’s mouth twitched, and she could literally see him doing
everything in his power not to give a scathing response.

“You should know that Amelia is my world,” he spoke slowly and carefully.
“Everything | do is for her, and | expect the two of you to get along. Is that
understood?”’

“Areyou implying I might mistreat a six-year-old?’

“1 am simply pointing out that this right here—" He gestured to her with a wave of
his hand. “Y ou enjoy antagonizing me. | know you do.”

“Not nearly as much as you enjoy shutting me down,” she shot back.
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“When my daughter is around, | would appreciate it if you did your best not to
purposefully frustrate or bait me. | meant what | said about us being friends, you
know. But if you insist on using snark whenever we speak, especially around my
daughter, | don’t see how even that will be possible.”

“And what about you?’
Frederick frowned. “What about me?’

She sighed and folded her arms. “Y ou wish for me and Amelia to get along? Is that
right?’

“Of course.”

“And how is she going to do that if every time she sees us together, you pretend as if
| do not exist?” Hannah raised an eyebrow at him, and Frederick, about to respond,
was forced to reckon with the reality of her observation. “I understand that sometimes
| can be alittle...”

“Ilmmature?”’

“Combative,” she offered instead. “But that is only because if | did not act that way,
you would treat me as little more than a houseplant. If you wish for me and Ameliato
get along, you need to make it clear to her that you don’t hold me in such disdain that

you would rather | sleep outside with the horses.”

Frederick winced and looked down at his feet. “I do not hold you in such disdain as



that...”
“Then prove it,” Hannah said sincerely. “It is still early, there is still plenty of time
for Ameliaand | to get to know one another better. If that is what you wish for, it's

going to fall on your shoulders.”

“And you?’ Frederick asked, his head snapping up to look at her. “Do you promise to
behave?’

She touched her chest as if insulted. “I do not know what you mean. But,” she added
quickly when he opened his mouth to argue, “1 will promise that when your daughter
isaround, | won'ttry to...” She scoffed. “1 cannot believe | have to promise this. But |
promise | will not try to seduce you or whatever it is that you think | am doing.”

He chuckled at that. “There, was that so hard?’

“You tell me”

She could see him visibly relax, only for his eyesto flick over her dress. “ And about
that dress?’

“What about it?’

“My daughter is six. She does not need to see you walking around in... in something
so scandalous.”

“You did not seem to mind,” she shot back with a smirk and popped her hip oui.

His eyes dropped to her hip, and he licked his lips, only to look up and shake his
head. “What did we just agree to?’



“1 do not see your daughter anywhere, do you?’ A smirk next and she stepped closer
to him, sensing a moment between them that she had to capitalize on.

He hurriedly took a step back, keeping his gaze fixed on her face. “Please, change,
then meet me outside, and we will try again. How does that sound?’

Truthfully, it sounded better than Hannah had thought. In a way, it felt like a truce
between them, a very strange step in the right direction of what was turning out to be
avery strange marriage.

The Duke would treat her with respect when his daughter was around, even being
nice to her and friendly! It was a chance for them to actually get to know one another
better, and even Hannah had to admit that was sorely needed.

And when his daughter wasn’t around... well, she would cross that bridge when she
came to it. Clearly, and despite what her husband clamed, he was having second
thoughts about this so-called arrangement they had made. From the kiss to the way he
could not stop looking at her, there was no doubt in her mind that his self-control was
being sorely tested.

And as for her... She had not forgotten how she felt when she thought that Miss
Temperton was the Duke's mistress, and those feelings of jealousy and relief
followed her as she headed upstairs to change her clothes. But then again, so did
Frederick’s eyes.

She could fedl them on her back, and she could not help but smile. This might have
started as a marriage of convenience, but it was very quickly turning into so much

more.

Chapter Ten



Hannah was doing her best, and for that, Frederick was beyond grateful.

Admittedly, he was also surprised. Introducing Hannah to Amelia was always going
to be arisk. Knowing his daughter as he did, he was prepared for her to treat Hannah
as athreat and spurn her.

Amelia was not naturally a rude person, but she and Frederick had a special bond,
and no doubt she now worried about what might happen to said bond, with another
woman in the house. And then there was the issue of her feelings toward her
mother...
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But it was Hannah who Frederick had worried about. From the little he knew of his
new wife, she was antagonistic and troublesome. The type of woman not to take
being spoken down to without putting her foot down and asserting her position the
best she could.

Two unstoppable forces going head-to-head—it was a recipe for disaster. And yet...
well, it was like he said; Hannah was doing her best.

“Amelia,” Frederick began as the three of them walked through the garden. He was
holding his daughter by the hand, and Hannah was walking on her other side. “Why
don’t you tell Hannah what you and Miss Temperton have been doing today?’
Amelia pursed her lips. “Why?’

“Because | am sure she would love to hear it.”

“1 would,” Hannah assured her pleasantly. “Please, tell me, Amelia. Remember, | was
once alittle girl just like you, so it might be fun to be reminded.”

Amelia looked at her as if she was a mouse that had found its way into her room.
“When were you ever little?’

“Amelia,” Frederick groaned. “ That is not very nice. Apologize, please.”

“It is quite aright.” Hannah chuckled. “She has her father's sharp tongue. Don't
you?’



“You don’t know anything about me.”

“Oh, | amsurel do.”

“No, you don’t!” Amelia stomped her foot. “Y ou don’t know me or Father! And you
don’'t belong here!”

“Amelia...” Again, Frederick groaned, feeling embarrassed now as much as
anything. “1 have explained to you that Hannah will be living with us from now on.
Thisis her home as much asit is yours.”

“| don't carel”

“Amelia—"

“No!” She freed her hand from his grip and sprinted away, across the garden, toward
alarge oak tree which she quickly ducked behind.

Thiswas going about as well as he had expected—that isto say, not very well at all.

Frederick could not help but blame himself for it, too. Since Amelia had been born,
he had committed himself to her fully, putting aside any notions of meeting women
and marrying again. Done so, ironically, for her sake, as he had never wanted to
imply that she was not everything to him.

But now he wondered if perhaps he should have warmed her up to this new
arrangement. What was more, perhaps his insistence on ignoring Hannah these last
two weeks was not the genius idea he had thought it was. If he had brought her here a
few times sothe two could meet, then surely Amelia would have warmed up to her by
now?



“WEell, she certainly has spirit, doesn’t she?’ Hannah chuckled as she watched Amelia
disappear.

Frederick grimaced. “ She is not ordinarily like this, | promise you.”

“l am sure she is not,” Hannah assured him. “In fact, | cannot really blame her. Even
if it might be easy.”

“Really?” Frederick asked curiously, eyeing her because she was behaving far too
pleasantly for hisliking, asif shewastrying to trick him.

“It isyou who | blame,” she said rightly, with a smirk. “If you had not spent the last
two weeks hiding away, you might have thought ahead and ensured that we met. That
way, | wouldn’t be spending my wedding day trying to coax a six-year-old out from
behind atree.”

Frederick snorted. “1 was just thinking the same thing.”

“Look at us.” She laughed. “Finally, we are on the same page.”

“She will come around,” Frederick promised her. “Just give it time.”

Hannah winked. “Lucky, then, that time is something we have plenty of.” Her eyes
flicked over him, and she flashed him that coy smile she always wore.

Frederick waited for the follow-up comment. The derision. A chance to put him
down. Only...

“Now, come on. We best go and make sure that sheis alright.”
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Hannah turned around and started walking across the garden, her hips swaying, a
motion that one might have assumed meant that she was enjoying herself. But surely,
that could not be the case?

Frederick stayed back as he watched her go, again finding himself struck by how
congenial she was. Oh sure, she had promised that she would be amiable when
Amelia was around, but he had not taken her at her word simply because every time
they spoke, their conversation devolved into bickering.

More than that, the fact that she wastryinggave him hope. He wanted this marriage to
work—at least on the terms that he had set. And if Hannah could keep things this
friendly, while avoiding the temptation to tease and trap him, there was no reason it
could not.

“Amelial” Frederick called then as he hurried after them both. “Come out, now,
please!”

Hannah was already by the tree, and she glanced up and motioned for him to wait.
Then, she crouched down and spoke with his daughter, trying to coax her out of her
hiding place.

Frederick frowned as he slowly approached, feeling something else swelling inside of
him. Pride? Relief? Hope? There was just something about his new wife trying so
hard with his daughter that had him smiling properly for the first time in weeks.

“... | know that your father loves you,” Hannah was saying in a hushed whisper.
“And trust me, it is far more than he could ever love me.” She saw him coming and



winked. “But there is no reason that you and | cannot be friends. | would very much
like afriend.”

“R-redly?’ he heard Amelia ask from behind the tree.

“Of course,” Hannah replied with abig smile. “Would you like to be my friend?’
“Maybe...”

“Only maybe?’ Hannah pouted. “How about this? Let us be specia friends, then.
What that means is that if you ever need to speak to somebody about things you
cannot tell your father or even Miss Tempelton, | will be there to listen. | won’'t say
anything. | won't judge. | will be afriend only. How does that sound?’

“Things | cannot tell Father? Like what?’

“1 have no idea.” Hannah laughed softly. “But come out, Amelia. | promise that if
you get to know me, you will see that | am not so bad asthat...” Again, she looked at
Frederick, sticking her tongue out playfully this time. “Y ou might even end up liking
me, as crazy as that sounds.”

“That does sound crazy...” Frederick heard his daughter giggle.

“That’s because | am crazy.” Hannah laughed and extended her hand. “I would have
to be to marry your father, right?’ She let out another laugh, one that Amelia shared

thistime.

And then, slowly, Frederick saw Amelia extend her hand from behind the tree,
allowing Hannah to takeit.

He was smiling so broadly that his cheeks hurt. It was such a simple thing, yet it



spoke volumes. A step so far in the right direction that he wanted to cry out, only
refraining from doing so because he did not want to scare his daughter.

But he could see aso how proud Hannah was of herself. As her hands wrapped
around Amelia' s, she looked at him, her eyes twinkling with satisfaction and triumph,
a sense that she was amost as happy with herself as he was.

Until that moment, Frederick had been decidedly unsure about Hannah. He had only
seen her when she was at her most hostile, but he had a rare few glimpses of her
softer side. Mostly, she was antagonistic toward him because of something he had
done or said. But this right here, watching her now with his daughter,Frederick began
to consider the very real possibility that this marriage might be even more than?—

“No!” Ameliacried suddenly.

She jumped to her feet, ran out from behind the tree, and shoved Hannah with two
hands.

“Oh!” Hannah yelped, stumbling backward, her arms flailing as she tried to regain
her balance.

“Amelial” Frederick roared.

“We don’t want you here!” Amelia shoved her again, this time with enough force that
it made Hannah trip, spin about, and fall face-first into aflower bed.

“Amelial” Frederick cried out, caught between scolding his daughter and rescuing his
wife.

In that split second, Amelia sprinted past him, heading for the house. He could hear
her crying too, and the sound broke his heart. He did not want to be angry with her.



And he certainly did not want to upset her. But he’d need to talk to her, for this could
not go on.

“Never mind me!” Hannah cried from the flowerbed as she tried to push herself back
up.

“Oh!” Frederick’s eyes went wide, and he rushed toward her. “1 am so sorry!”

Without thinking, he bent down, wrapped his arms around her waist, and scooped her
up out of the flowerbed.

“Oh!” Hannah gasped as he lifted her and then lowered her to her feet in front of him.
She was covered from head to toe in pollen and petals.
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“Oh no...” Frederick pulled pieces of grass out of her hair as she patted herself down.
“l am so sorry. That was... | don’t even know what to say.”

“Not the success | was hoping for.” Hannah chuckled as she smoothed down her
skirt. “But | suppose it was too much to hope for.”

Frederick grimaced as he plucked a petal from her hair. “She will come around, |
promise.”

“S0 you keep saying.”
“Sheisjust...”
“Stubborn, like her father?’ Hannah shot back.

Frederick’s face dropped, and he fixed her with a no-nonsense glare. But the sight of
her, bedraggled, dirty, areal mess, made him burst into laughter.

“What?!” she snapped. “What is so funny!”

“1 am sure you can guess.” He tried his best to stop laughing but was unable to.

“Oh, | am just so glad that my misery brings you such joy.”

“At least it does to one of us...” He took a deep breath, calming himself, his body

still shaking. “And to be honest with you, | could use the laughter. It has been a
while.”



She rolled her eyes. “Alright, but you owe me. One embarrassing situation so | can
laugh at you, thank you.”

“Deal.” He grinned.

It was only just then that Frederick realized that they were once more alone. Standing
less than one foot apart. His hands all over her as he plucked petals and leaves and
pollen. And standing this close to her, looking at her properly... again, he was forced
to admit just how stunning she was.

Her deep brown eyes were playful. Her smile was mischievous and fiery. And even
though she had since dressed herself in a more conservative pelisse and jacket,

Frederick remembered how she had |ooked earlier today in her wedding gown.

“Ah... | should thank you, too,” he said awkwardly, his eyes flicking past her so as
not to stare.

“For?’

“For doing as you promised. For at least trying with my daughter.”

She scoffed. “1 did not have much luck.”

“But you tried,” he emphasized. “For now, that is as much as | could have hoped for.”

“Oh, well, you are welcome...” She looked away sheepishly, her cheeks coloring.

“And for—" He bit histongue. But at that moment, as close as they were, as alone, as

unable to stop looking at his wife as he was, Frederick felt his self-control slipping.
“For behaving yourself. | didn’t know you had it in you.”



Her eyes flashed, and she looked at him again. “I am not the one with the problem.
That, Your Grace, isyou.”

He scoffed. “Me? | will remind you that you are the one who keeps... throwing
herself at me.”

“1 have done no such thing!”
“And you would be afool to try,” he said, looking into her eyes, his heart fluttering.
“For it will do you no good. | told you, ours is a marriage of convenience. Nothing

more.”

“Are you sure about that?’ She raised a challenging eyebrow at him. A quick glance
about the garden, asif to double check they were alone.

“Do you doubt me?’

“1 think you know that | do.”

She leaned closer to him. Close enough that if he wanted, he could reach out and pull
her into his arms. Something that he very much wanted to do.
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Why Frederick was so insistent on putting himself in these situations, he had no idea.
Or rather, he knew why, but he didn’t want to consider what that might mean.

There was just something undeniably alluring about Hannah, a hold she had on him
that made him say and do things that he knew better than, but he could not stop
himself. He wanted her, it really was that smple. And from the way she looked at
him now, she wanted him too.

Only...

“1 should go,” he said quickly, taking a step back and breaking the tension. “I should
see Amelia and make sure sheis alright.”

“Oh...” He could literally see the disappointment on her face. “Yes... yes, that is
probably for the best.”

“Thank you again.” He cleared his throat, forcing himself not to look at her. “For
today, | mean. For trying with Amelia.”

“Anytime,” she said simply, softly, asif resigning herself to her fate.

Frederick thought to say one more thing, to meet her eyes and thank her for what
turned out to be a wonderful day with a woman who he was beginning to see there
was more to than met the eye. But his mouth had turned dry, his pulse had quickened,

and he needed to put some distance between them before anything else happened.

“I will seeyou later,” he barked and then scurried away.



“When...” shetrailed off, for he was too far across the garden to answer.

That was dangerous, and Frederick chastised himself for it. He could not seduce
Hannah. He could not allow himself to be seduced! His reasons for such a
commitment were complex, far too much to explain to the poor woman. The simple
fact was that he had made himself a promise years ago and would stick to said
promise no matter what... no matter how hard it was.

And with the way his heart was pounding, his blood was pumping, and his mind was
spinning, this promised to be alot harder than he could have ever thought possible.

Chapter Eleven

Hannah ate her supper alone. It was her wedding night, and there she sat by herself at
the dining table, wondering why she had even bothered to get dressed and come
down, to begin with.

Oh, and she had gotten dressed, too. Having been covered in flowers and dirt earlier,
she bathed and chose an appropriate dress to dine in. One that was not too
scandalous—for she had expected to have supper with both Frederick and
Amelia—Dbut one that she hoped Frederick would appreciate, nonethel ess.

And yet, when she arrived at supper, she was informed that Frederick was still with
his daughter in her room and that she should start without him, for he was not certain
when, or if, he would be ableto join her.

At first, Hannah was angry. Even furious. After how hard she had tried with Amelia,
the least Frederick could have done was return the favor by putting in some effort.
She had made apromise, and she had kept it, proving that she could behave, so there
was no reason for him not to join her. And even if Amelia was refusing to come
down, surely he could have just left her in her room?



But then Hannah started to think, and when she did, she came to realize something,
and when she realized this something, she could not help but smile.

She was starting to get to him.

Oh, she had felt their moment after Amelia had pushed her into the flowerbed. She
had seen the ook in Frederick’s eyes, the hunger in them, similar to the last time they
were in the garden together. He had wanted her at that moment and, in an effort to
deny himself, he had fled and then stayed away because even he was not so self-
disciplined as that.

Hannah was starting to break through his walls, and thus she decided that tonight she
would give it one final try. Her wedding night—a night that she and her husband
should be spending together, a night that would not end until she proved to both of
them that there was more to this marriage than the potential for mere friendship.

It was once she had finished her supper, and after having a few glasses of wine to
steel her nerves, that Hannah made her way silently through the house and toward her
private quarters. Shehad been assigned a separate chamber, but tonight that would not
be needed.

On the way, she stopped outside Amelia’ s room and listened at the door, hearing the
little girl and her father speaking. At that moment, she came to a decision—she
headed to Frederick’s room, not hers. He would not be expecting her. His guard
would be down. And then, she would pounce.

His room was warm when she entered it, the fire roaring in the hearth, bathing the
room in hues of orange and red. Her dress tonight was another strapless piece but
with a high neckline, and she had chosen to wear gloves. Hannah took off her gloves
and undid her hair, letting it fall down to her shoulders as she sat on the edge of his
bed, faced the door, and waited.



And waited... and waited. Her heart pounded as the minutes ticked by. Her resolve
was wavering. Was she really doing this? Was she really going to take this chance?
The potential for embarrassment and mortification was extreme.

To keep herself calm, to remind herself that this was a good idea, she thought back to
that moment in the garden earlier and the look in Frederick’s eyes. And before that,
the kiss they had shared at the altar. And before that, the near kiss in the garden at
Ramsbury Estate. So many near misses, so many indications of the fire that smmered
between them whenever they were alone together.

This was a good idea. It was therightidea. And if Frederick was not going to take the
chance and act, then it would fall onher shoulders. What did a wedding night truly
entail? What was supposed to happen? Hannah had no idea, but she was excited to
find out.

And findly, after close to an hour of waiting, the door popped open, and Frederick
walked inside.

Not paying attention, he closed the door behind him, shaking his head to himself as if
frustrated, and then began to unbutton his shirt. Hannah watched him do so, licking
her lips, heart now racing as his shirt came undone and he moved his hands toward
his pants...

Only to freeze, for finally he looked up and saw her sitting there, watching him.
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“Hannah!” he stammered, taking a surprised step back. “What are you doing here? In

my room?”

“Please, do not stop on my account.” She gestured toward his hands, which were still
hovering over his pants. “Things were just getting interesting.”

He leveled her with aglare. “1 ask again, what are you doing in my room?’

She snorted. “Do you need me to explain, or do you think you can figure that out on
your own?’

“1 thought we had an agreement.”

“We do,” she said innocently. “And from what | can see, your daughter is nowherein
sight.”

“My daughter has nothing to do with it. Regardless, we spoke about this already. Or
do you need meto tell you again?’

He was angry, she could tell. Or at least he was trying to be. And she very nearly
shrank under that anger. The glare he fixed her with was hotter than the flamesin the
fireplace. Truly, a part of her wondered if he might grab her by the arm and drag her
out of hisroom. Only... well, that would require him to touch her.

“Tell me,” she said, keeping her voice level. Sitting on his bed still, facing him, she
leaned back dlightly and then... spread her legs. “| seem to have forgotten.”



Frederick swallowed as he saw her legs part. For a moment, he seemed to forget what
he was about to say, his mouth hanging open, a look on his face that she recognized
well by now. But then he gave his head a shake.

“Thismarriage is>—"

“For convenience only, | know.”

He narrowed his eyes. “And seeing asit is, as | told you, | will not touch you. And |
would appreciateit if you would respect my wishes.”

“Why?’

He blinked. “Why would | like you to respect my wishes?’

“No,” she sighed. “Why do you refuse to touch me? It has just occurred to me that
through all of this, you have never given me a good reason.”

“1—" He bit his tongue and gathered himself. “My reasons are my own.”

“But they concern me.”

“1 do not have to explain myself to you.”

“And | do not have to leave your room if | do not wish it. | am your wife, after all.”
She cocked an eyebrow at him. “This room is as much mine asit is yours.”

“You'rerealy not going to leave?’

“1 would ask if you might drag me out, but that would require you to touch me...” A
wicked smirk. “Which | know you will not do.”



“Do not tempt me.”

He took a step toward her, and her breath caught in her throat with the thrill, the sense
that he was about to grab her.

“Go on, then.” She waggled her eyebrows at him, daring him to do it. Still leaning
back, she pushed her chest out, spread her legs further—made herself totally
vulnerable. “Doit.”

“l..." He hesitated.

She could see his resolve wavering. Oh, until now, Hannah had been certain that her
husband wanted her and was only stopping himself for reasons she could not imagine.
But now, sheknewit. Not a doubt in her mind about the matter. And, like a deck of
cards, one small push was all it would take.

Her heart hammered in her chest. Sweat began to bead on her exposed skin. She was
nervous, yes. Terrified of what might happen if she went too far. But she was here
now, her husband was alone with her, and nothing would stop her.

“You want to, don’'t you?’

“Throw you out? More than anything.”
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“No...” She tittered and fixed him with a sensual look, licked her lips, and purred.
“Not that.”

He stood with his shirt open, the flickering firelight accentuating the hard planes of
his chest. His hands were on his pants now, and she looked at them as if doing so
might make his pants fall away. A suggestive look at his crotch, so he could see what
was on her mind.

“l... | told you...” Hetook a step closer to her. “I will not touch you.”

“Then leave,” she dared. “I cannot stop you.”

“Thisis my room.”

“Then stay. | do not mind.”

A step closer. Her breathing became labored. Her lips parted. It was happening. She
knew in her soul that it was.

He stood less than five feet away from her. His eyes roved over her, traveling from
her legs to her waist to her breasts to her lips. She could sense hisinner turmoil... and
the decision he was coming to.

“1 made a promise to never touch you.”

“Promises are made to be broken.”



“But...” Helicked hislips.

1 Y %?l

|—" A deep breath, his body shaking. “I never said anything about you touching
yourself.”

Hannah frowned and leaned back, caught off guard by a comment she did not wholly
understand. “I do not... | am not sure what you?—"

“Tell me, wife,” he growled as he took a step closer, “do | arouse you?’

She swallowed, her cheeks suddenly flushing, the reality of the moment hitting her.
“Y-yes. Yes, you do.”

“How much?’

l...” Her mind scrambled for an answer. “More than | knew was possible.”

“Show me, then.” He stopped two feet away, his arms crossed. He looked down at
her and cocked an eyebrow. “Well?’

Now it was her turn to feel confused.

“1 do not... What do you mean? | am here. Isthis not me... | am showing you now.”
He chuckled deeply, the hesitation gone, confidence radiating from him now as he
was no longer fighting himself. It was a side of him that she had not seen before—a

more powerful, determined, masculine side. He knew what he wanted, and he was
going to get it.



“Spread your legs further for me.”

Her eyeswent wide. “Like... like this?’ She did as he asked.

The fabric of her skirts fell between her thighs, covering everything, but that didn’t
seem to matter.

“Pull your skirt back,” he commanded. “Above your thighs.”

Her hand shook as she reached for her skirt.

“Look at me asyou doit,” he growled.

She swallowed again and forced herself to look at him. She gasped. The look in his
eyes was animalistic. Savage!

“Is this...?” She pulled the dress up slowly, her thighs quivering as they became
exposed.
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“Now take your finger andtellme how aroused you are.”

Finally, Hannah understood what he meant. Her pulse quickened at the thought, for
she had never done such a thing. Oh, she had heard of it. But to actualy do it
herself... There was areason her entire body shook the way it did.

Nonetheless, she held his gaze—which had her heart racing—as she slowly moved
the index finger of her right hand between herthighs, and touched herself in away she
had never done before. And all while her husband watched.

“Tell me.”

“Itis...” Her finger did between her nether lips, so warm and wet. “It is wet. | am
wet.”

“How wet?’

Her eyes flashed. “ Soakingwet.”

He groaned. “Rub yourself gently.”

She frowned, her face flushing with embarrassment. “I do not—what do you mean?’
He chuckled. The sound was deep and enticing. “At the top of your lips, you will find

a... abud.” He smirked. “It will be sensitive to the touch, but if you are gentle, you
will enjoy it.”



Somehow, she knew what he was talking about. As she slowly moved her finger to
the apex of her sex, she could feel this ‘bud’ he mentioned throbbing. Her finger
gently rubbed it, sending a pulse of pure pleasure through her body.

“Ah!” she gasped.

“Do not stop.”

“l... ...  won't...” she stammered, trying not to moan as her finger gently massaged

“Good,” Frederick growled hungrily. “Keep going.”

As he watched her, she saw his own hand move to his crotch and begin to rub it. The
sight excited her further, and she moaned, making sure that he saw her eyeing his
hand. He grimaced and pulled his hand away, then fell to his knees so he was level
with her legs.

“Just like that...”

“It feels... it feels... oh God!”

How to even describe it? Hannah had no idea. Sitting on the edge of Frederick’s bed,
touching herself for the first time, being watched and idolized and devoured by his
eyes, it was unlike anything she had ever felt before. Anything she could imagine!

Oh yes, she wished he would touch her, too. But this... well, thiswas not a bad trade.
“Frederick,” she moaned as she continued to rub herself. The sensation inside her

grew, spreading from her thighs to her stomach and her chest. Like a fire building
within her! “Something... something is happening.”



“Keep going,” he commanded. “Faster. Do not stop until | say.”

“I... l... —oh God!”

It was an explosion! Somehow painful, somehow pleasurable, all-encompassing like
a wave crashing down on her. Her body spasmed. Her legs snapped shut. Her spine
stiffened. Her head fell back. She opened her mouth to scream but then closed it as
waves of pure pleasure racked her body.

“Good,” Frederick purred. “Very good.”

She fell onto her back, hardly able to breathe, her entire body shaking as those same
waves of pleasure still coursed through her, only softer now and nowhere near as
intense. And as she lay there, she hoped desperately that Frederick would come to her
and take her in hisarms.

Typicaly, hedidn't.

His footsteps echoed across the room, and she sat up just in time to see him at the
door.

“Where are you going?’ she asked.

“To check on Amelia and make sure you did not wake her up.” He popped the door
open without even looking back.
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“Are you—will you return?’ she asked, feeling somewhat nervous.

He hesitated, and she could see that same inner conflict raging inside him. “1 am not
sure.”

“1 will wait for you,” she said quickly.

Again, he hesitated, but then he nodded once, gave her a soft smile, and quickly
vanished as he stepped outside and closed the door behind him.

Hannah knew right then that he would not return. And while she was upset by this,
she could not help but smile at what had just happened. He had not touched her, as he
promised. But somehow, this felt like more than that. More personal. More intense. A
step in the right direction, one which she knew would soon lead to one place and one
place only.

Oh, Frederick might try and resist for as long as possible, but tonight proved he was
only human. And with tomorrow being another day they might spend together, and
the day after that and the day after that, Hannah was certain that sooner rather than
later, she wouldn’t need her finger the way she had tonight.

Chapter Twelve

“Remember what we spoke about last night, Amelia,” Frederick warned. “You
promised to behave today.”

“lI remember, Father,” Amelia said solemnly, looking at the empty plate in front of



her as if upset.

“Y ou promised you would at least try.”

“I will, Father.”

“And as for pushing Hannah as you did yesterday...” Frederick trailed off, raising a
warning eyebrow at his daughter.

She did not look at him directly, but he knew that she saw it and knew its meaning.

Her face contorted into atight ball. “1 did not mean for her to fall.”

“I know.”

“It is not my fault that?—"

“Amelia,” he growled.

She continued to pout. “I will not push her.”

He chuckled lightly as he reached across the table and took her hand. He gave it a
squeeze, then brought it to his lips and kissed the back of it.

“l promise that if you give her a chance, you will learn to love her. Trust me, this
IS...” His stomach twisted with guilt. “ Thisisagood thing.”

To that, Amelia did not respond, only staring at her plate. He knew his daughter well
enough to know that sometimes silence was the best response he could hope for.

Frederick had made sure to prepare his daughter early today so that they would be in



the dining room to break their fast before Hannah arrived. That way, he could have
one final chance to speak with his daughter alone and let her know what was
expected. After what had happened yesterday... Well, needless to say, a fresh start
was needed. And many a stern warning.

But Frederick resolved that Amelia and Hannah should get along. That was, after all,
one of the main reasons he had chosen to remarry. A little girl needed a mother, arole
model, someoneto look up to in a way that a father ssmply could not fulfill. And
whether Amelialiked it or not, Hannah would become that person.

For that reason—and Frederick knew that this would be the true challenge of the
day—he too had to make sure to treat Hannah with respect.

“Good morning,” Hannah said as she appeared in the doorway of the dining room.
She was dressed in ssimple daywear, a light dress that had shoulders and a back,
thankfully. But the sunlight filtering through the window shone right where she stood,
and the sight of her, beaming, brought back memories that had kept Frederick up
most of the night.

“Good morning,” he returned as she sashayed into the room. “Amelia...”

“Good morning,” Ameliamuttered to her empty plate.

“1 dlept wonderfully last night,” Hannah crooned as she made her way toward them.
“And you, husband?’

“Well enough...” He could not even look at her, asif she might know the truth of his
rough night... and its cause.
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“l am glad to hear it.”

She made right for him, not so much as breaking stride, and then when she reached
him, she leaned forward and gave him akiss on the cheek.

Frederick’s eyes went wide in shock. Caught between pulling away and snapping at
her, forced to remain composed because his daughter was now watching him with a
very curious look, he cleared his throat and offered her a grateful smile in return, to
which she smirked with smug satisfaction.

“Is the food nearly ready?’ she asked as she sat down across from Amelia, to
Frederick’sleft. “1 am famished.”

Frederick’s mind was still on that kiss. His cheek tingled. His skin grew warm. His
neck and chest flushed. It was a reminder of what had not happened last night while
somehow emphasizing what had.

He still could not believe that he gave in the way he had. And while he liked to tell
himself that he had not broken any rules, that was flimsy logic at best. On his left,
Hannah was watching him with a wry smile, as if she knew what was on his mind,
and while he hoped she might be more embarrassed, for some reason he was the one
feeling as such.

It was a good thing she did not know what happened after he left her. When he snuck
into the washroom and pleasured himself furiously at the image of her with her legs
spread, touching herself. If she had known that...



“Father, are you feeling alright?’ Amelia asked.

“W-what?’ He hadn’'t even realized that he had been staring, his mind lingering on
last night. He cleared his throat and pounded his chest. “Y es, perfectly fine.”

“He looks like he has seen a ghost. Right, Amelia?’ Hannah chuckled.

Ameliaamost smiled, but forced herself not to, back to looking at her plate.

“l am just.... hungry.” He looked around and caught the eye of one of the footmen,
motioning for him to check on the food.

“Metoo,” Hannah sighed. “I could eat an entire horse—I amthathungry.”

Amelia snorted, but then her eyes went wide with shock, and she forced herself to
keep looking down at her plate.

Hannah saw her reaction and grinned. “Or perhaps two horses. One time, | was so
hungry that | ate an entire cow.”

“You did not!” Ameliacried, unable to keep quiet any longer.

“1 did too,” Hannah said rightly. “Of course, it was far too much for me, and | did not
eat after that for an entire week.”

“You are lying!” Amelia said, trying to look angry but failing. “Father, tell her she
must tell me the truth!”

Frederick held out his palms. “I am not getting involved.”

“An entire cow?’ Amelia scrunched up her face. “ Even the hooves and the tail ?”



“And the teeth and the tongue and the ears.” Hannah nodded as if she was being
serious. “Although | do not recommend it. Also—and this was most strange—not
only did | not eat for an entire week, but for afull month, | drank nothing but milk.”

Ameliabegan to giggle. “You're being silly. Father, tell her to stop being silly!”

Frederick caught Hannah's eyes, and she winked at him. A small moment, asilly one,
but he could sense his daughter slowly starting to come around.

Oh, it would take more than that, he knew, but suddenly he wondered if the day
might not be astragic asit could have been.

What was more, the gratitude he suddenly felt for Hannah... well, it was enough that
he was able to look at her and smile without feeling a burning intensity well below

his belt.

“So, what are we doing today?’ Hannah asked conversationally. “Amelia? Any
ideas.”

Amelia was dtill hesitant. She eyed her curioudly, a little bit nervous, then looked at
Frederick, who nodded for her to speak.

“I... | want to explore the forest.”

“Oh, fun.”

“Thereis... thereisapond therethat...” Ameliabit her lip. “That | want to swimin.”
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“1 told you, Amelia, you are far too young for that,” Frederick explained.

“Nonsense,” Hannah spoke up. “I was about your age when | first learned to swim.
That isunless...” She frowned at him. “Frederick, you do know how to swim, do you
not?’

He looked at her flatly. “Do not be ridiculous.”

“What do you think, Amelia? Is your father lying?’

Ameliagiggled. “Maybe.”

“I think heis.” Hannah winked at her.

“Careful, you two,” Frederick warned jokingly. “There will be no ganging up on me.
Understand?’

“Girls versus boys,” Hannah said. “What do you think, Amelia?’

“Yes.” Ameliagiggled excitedly. “Girls versus boys.”

Frederick caught Hannah's eyes again, and they shared arelieved smile. He had been
telling the truth all those weeks ago when he had told Hannah that he wished for them
to be friendly, and this here was a perfect start. Even if that word ‘friendly’ didn’t feel

adequate anymore.

But Frederick also remembered that Hannah had promised to be on her best behavior



when Amelia was around, so for today, at least, he did not have to worry about her
doing anything untoward, like trying to seduce him again. A relief... if not for the
other worry that lingered deep within.

She might not try and seduce him overtly, but just to be in her presence, to see her
and be reminded of last night and what it had done to him, might mean that she didn’t
have to do anything. Frederick was the one who would need to control himself today,
atask that once seemed infinitely possible only to now feel the very opposite of that.

Honestly, what was happening to him?

“I don’t think | can...”

Amelia looked nervous—damn terrified, in fact. She stood by the edge of the pond,
staring at the water asif it were amonster from her nightmares.

“Oh, nonsense,” Hannah said cheerfully. “The water isn’'t that deep. It will barely
come up to your waist.”

“But... what if | can’'t?’
“Then your father will happily dive in and save you. Won't you, Frederick?’ Hannah
turned around and raised an eyebrow at her husband. “Personally, | wouldn't mind

seeing himgoin.”

“If you are not feeling up to it, Amelia, there is no pressure whatsoever,” Frederick
assured. “Infact, | would prefer it if you didn’t.”

“Oh, we all know that,” Hannah said dismissively, before turning back to Amelia.
“But heisright. You do not have to do anything you do not want to.”



11 ”

“Just the fact that you considered it is a huge step forward,” Hannah continued.
“Honestly, most girls your age wouldn’t be nearly that brave.”

“l... | want to,” Amelia forced herself to say, her body shaking now. “I do. It is
just...” She half-stepped forward, her feet on the edge of the pond. “It is scary.”

“Thereisno need for it to be.”

“And wet.”

“Yes.” Hannah chuckled. “That isthe idea.”

“Amelia...” Frederick rested a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “Perhaps this was a
bad idea? As Hannah said, just the fact that you considered doing it is enough. More
than enough, truthfully.”

Amelia looked undecided. On the one hand, he could see the stubborn determination
in her eyes, that willfulness to not back down because she was so very much like him.
But on the other hand, she was only six years old, and this was a rather big ask for
anyone her age.

Truthfully, Frederick had not even thought things would go this far. What he had
expected from today was pleasant conversations, a little bit of exploring, and a
chance for Hannah and Amelia to get to know one another a little better. Not to
mention a chance for him to spend time with Hannah in a friendly, platonic manner.

And it had started that way, too. Once they had broken their fast, the three of them
took two horses from the stables and crossed the tracks of land that surrounded the
estate, where a small forest sat on the edges. There, they tied the horses to a tree and



began their trek through the wilderness.
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It was a sparsely grown forest, easy enough to walk through. Amelia would run
ahead, call out excitedly, and then come back with her face red and her eyes wide
with glee.

Hannah played her part perfectly, too. She didn’t say anything untoward to Frederick.
She didn’t try and touch him or even mention the previous night. She kept almost her
entire focus on Amelia, who was slowly but surely warming up to her.

But then they came across the hidden pond, and everything changed.

Amelia wanted to learn how to swim. She wanted to go in. At the sight of the pond,
she ran to its edge and demanded that she be allowed. And while Frederick would
have ordinarily said no, Hannah stepped in and made that all but impossible.

“l am sorry.” Amelia pouted, looking away from the water. “I... | can’t.”

Frederick breathed a sigh of relief. “Y ou have nothing to apologize for.” He took her
by the hand and began to lead her back from the pond’s edge. “How about we head
back home? It’ s getting late, and someone has earned themselves a slice of cake.”
“Might | till goin?’ Hannah asked suddenly.

Frederick turned back and looked at her. “What?”

“Might | go in?’ She nodded innocently toward the pond. “Seeing as the weather is
nice and we have come all thisway.”



“You're serious?’

“lI have never been more serious.” She cocked an eyebrow at him and then, still
holding his eyes, began to unfasten the front of her dress.

“Hannah!”

“Itisquite aright,” she sighed. “I am wearing a pelisse underneath. And it is just the
three of us. Ameliadoesn’t mind. Do you, Amelia?’

Amelia looked as if she could not believe what she was hearing. Partly shocked.
Partly amused. Her eyes were wide, her smile was eager, and her body shook from
withheld laughter.

“Areyou really going to go in?’

“Only if your father does not object.”

Hannah could not have looked more smug. It was a test, Frederick thought, for she
knew he wished they would get along, and to deny her this would upset his daughter.

Frederick’s expression was flat and cold, and he made sure that Hannah could see it.
“1 have no objections. So long as you do not mind getting wet.”

Hannah's eyes flashed. “1 haven’'t minded in the past.”

That comment alone had his knees shaking, for the underlying meaning was obvious!
And then, as Hannah began to unfasten her dress slowly, watching him the whole
while, he could feel the rest of his body join in, growing hot. His breathing became
labored.



Her fingers gently undid the ties around her bosom, opening the dress and allowing it
to pool around her ankles. Sure, she was wearing a thick pelisse underneath, but that
hardly seemed relevant. Even though it was loose, hiding her curves from view,
Frederick’s heart began to thud so loudly that he wondered if Amelia could hear it.

Still watching him, smirking to herself, Hannah started toward the water’s edge. She
dipped atoe first. Then she lifted the garment to her knees and stepped into the water.

“Oh, it'scold,” she gasped. “Amelia, are you sure you do not wish to come in?’

“N-no.” Amelia giggled to herself, then she looked up at Frederick. “Father, she is
crazy.”

“She is something...” He barely even heard his daughter, unable to look away from
Hannah for even a second.

She waded deeper into the pond, her dress now falling into the water and trailing
behind her. Deeper and deeper she went until the water reached her waist. She spun
about, splashing the water around her, laughing and giggling with delight.

The dress had been loose before, but now it clung to her waist. Those curves were on
full display. Her skin shimmered in the sunlight. And when she dipped her hands into
the water and ran them through her hair, flicking it back as she closed her eyes and
basked in the sunlight...

Subconscioudly, as if he had lost control of his body, Frederick found himself
walking toward the pond. As if a hand was grabbing him and dragging him forward.
He might have tried to fight it if he had been so inclined, but... well, with how he was
feeling right now, he wasn't that.

Images from last night flooded his mind. Watching her pleasuring herself on his bed,



somehow resisting the urge to join her. Frederick couldn’t fathom how he had
managed to do even that. He wanted her. It really was that smple. A fact made all the
more tempting by the very real fact that she wanted him, too.

“Oh, are you coming in?’ Hannah asked him, seeing him hesitating by the water’s
edge.
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Frederick blinked, snapping himself back into the moment. “Ah... No—no. |
don’t?>—"

“Daddy, you should! Please!” Ameliagiggled. “If you do, | will.”
Frederick’s eyes widened as he realized the trap Hannah had set. “| really don’t?>—"

“Oh, come now!” Hannah splashed water at him, enough that it reached where he and
Amelia stood, hitting them without soaking them. “It’s lovely in!”

“Yes!” Ameliacried. “Daddy! Can I? Can |7

Frederick knew he had no choice. But more than that, he didn’t care. This marriage
had been about finding a woman who could help him raise his daughter, a woman
who Amelia might come to like, given time. And seeing that happen before his
eyes... it was more than he could have hoped for.

What was more, his desire not to touch Hannah, the reason for it, was now seeming
less and less relevant. Tonight, he had no doubt that she would try and seduce him
again, and while he wondered if he would be able to hold himself back like he had
previoudly, he now questioned if he cared.

“Fine,” Frederick sighed, making sure to act asif it was the last thing he wished for
as he began to unbutton his shirt. “But when we are all cold and wet later, do not say

| didn’t warn you.”

“Yay!” Ameliacried.



Frederick’s shirt came undone, and he made sure to look at Hannah when it did. Her
eyes widened with delight. Then she looked up at him, and he met her gaze. They
shared a grin. Memories from last night and the implication of what this realy was.
And then Frederick took off his shirt, dropping it to the ground.

“There heis!” Hannah laughed.

Frederick took off his boots next, kicking them away before wading into the pond.
The water was indeed cold, but he did not care. He laughed as he stepped into it,
wading forward until it came up to his knees. Hannah splashed him playfully, and he
widened his eyes at her in warning, only to splash her back.

“My turn!” Amelia squealed and charged into the pond fully clothed.

“Amelial” Frederick shouted as she tripped and fell face-first into the water.

A collective gasped rang out, but then her head emerged from the water, and they
erupted in laughter and cries of delight.

“1 told you!” Hannah cheered. “Nothing to be afraid of.”

She waded through the water until she was standing beside Frederick. Her hand
moved toward his, and she looked at him, raising both her eyebrows in question.

Frederick paused for a moment, rolled his eyes, and then took her hand. It was warm
compared to the water, soft and somehow cozy. He held it tight, feeling a pulse shoot
up hisarm at her touch. In that way, he was glad that his daughter was here, for she
kept his desiresin check. But in another way ...

It was a shame that his daughter was here, for with Hannah now drenched from head
to toe, her pelisse clinging to her curves, her breasts heaving beneath, it was al he



could do to only hold her hand.

Today was special, Frederick realized. And he relished it for what it was. But tonight,
he did not know what would happen. He did not even know what he wanted. But
deep down, even he had to admit that he was excited to find out.

This woman had unmasked him, and from the way she looked at him, he knew that it
was only the beginning.

Chapter Thirteen

Hannah was just leaving her room when one of the estate’s many butlers, Mr. Farrow,
rushed to meet her. Having just bathed but still feeling a slight chill, she walked with
a blanket draped over her shoulders, her hair drying and her skin glowing. Her hope
was to see Frederick and pick up where they had left off earlier, but one look at Mr.
Farrow told her this was not happening.

“Your Grace!” he called to her.

“Ah, Farrow.” She smiled pleasantly. “What has you in such arush?’
“Thereisavigtor, Your Grace,” he said. “ They have arrived just now.”

11 Oh. . .”

Hannah bit her lip as she glanced down the hallway in the direction of Amelia's
room. She knew Frederick was in there now with his daughter, reading to her before
putting her to bed, as it had been a very big day for the little girl. So big that the sun

was only just now setting, yet Frederick had been forced to carry her home, as she
could hardly keep her eyes open.



“Well, | believe that His Grace iswith Amelia at the moment, but | am sure he will be
available soon.”

“The visitor is not for His Grace,” Mr. Farrow clarified. “But for you, Y our Grace.”
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Hannah blinked in surprise. “For me? Are you sure?’
“Very sure,” he said emphatically. “They asked that | bring you to them at once.”
“Thatis...” Odd, to say the least.

Although this was indeed Hannah's new address, she had only lived here for a day,
and she did not yet see it as her home.

“Who did you say is calling?’
“Her Grace, the Duchess of Hayward,” hereplied. “Y our sister.”
“Charlotte?’ That was surprising and somewhat concerning. “Who is she with?’

“Sheisaone, Your Grace. What is more, she insisted that she meet you in the foyer,
for she said that she did not have time to stay. | offered her a drink, of course,” Mr.
Farrow made sure to add. “But she was quite adamant about the urgency of this
meeting.”

Hannah frowned as she considered what the butler was telling her. She knew there
was nothing malicious about this sudden visit, as she and Charlotte were close. But
the urgency of it suggested a deeper meaning than simply stopping by to say hello.
Charlotte was here for a good reason, a purpose that could not wait.

What was more, that she wished to see Hannah alone spoke volumes, and it made
Hannah suddenly feel nervous in away she could not quite explain.



“Thank you, Farrow,” she said. “I shall go to her at once. And if His Grace comes out
of Amelia sroom in the meantime...” She hesitated. “Tell him where | am. | am sure
he would love to see the Duchess of Hayward.”

“Of course.” Mr. Farrow bowed to her before he | eft.

Hannah made for the stairwell that led down to the foyer. As she walked, her mind
raced as she tried to puzzle out what this sudden appearance might mean. Hopefully,
it was al in her head, for everything was going so well here—far better than
expected—and the last thing she needed was for it to come crashing down on her like
acrumbling house.

As promised, her sister stood in the foyer, waiting.

As soon as Charlotte saw Hannah on the landing, she breathed a sigh of relief.

“Hannah!” she said. “Thank God!”

“Charlotte...” Hannah hurried down the stairs, taking note of her sister’s aggrieved
state. “What a pleasant surprise. Surprise being the key word.”

Charlotte met her at the bottom of the steps, took her hands, and gave her a kiss on
each cheek. “I am so sorry for turning up without prior notice. Ordinarily | would not,

but | thought | must.”

“Oh, it is quite dright,” Hannah assured her. “Hopefully, it is nothing too
troublesome?’

Charlotte winced in response.

Hannah's heart sank. She could only conclude that it had something to do with



Frederick, and although she could not imagine what, the timing could not be worse.
Today had gone wonderfully for so many reasons. Not only had she managed to
make great progress with Amelia, but her relationship with her husband had come on
leaps and bounds.

He was no longer cagey. He was no longer reserved and standoffish. Dammit, he was
finaly beginning to act as ahusband should, for she saw the way he looked at her
when she stripped off her dress and waded into the pond. That self-control he touted

was cracking, and Hannah knew that one more night together and it would shatter
entirely.

Last night... how many times today had Hannah thought about it? Too many to
count. She still had trouble believing it had happened and?—

“Hannah?’ Charlotte said. “Is everything aright?’

“Hmm?’ Hannah blinked, realizing that for a moment there she had zoned out. “Oh,
yes. Sorry.” A shake of the head next. “Y ou were saying?’

Charlotte frowned at her, her eyes narrowed in concern. “I was saying that | simply
had to come and see you. To tell you firsthand before you found out for yourself.”

“Tell me what? Shall we have some tea...” Hannah half-turned to gestured back
inside the house.

“No, no, thereisno time. | was passing by and thought | should stop in. Thisis purely
me playing the older sister, because someone hasto.”

“Has to what?’

“Look out for you, Hannah,” Charlotte said rightly. “What with this marriage and



how—" She clicked her tongue. “How little youwished for it, the last thing | want to
see is things made even worse. Which they will be, | am afraid.”
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“Will you speak plainly, Sister?” Hannah demanded. “You are starting to make me
nervous.”

“It is Aunt Teresa,” Charlotte began, her face stricken with worry. “Even since the
Duke opted to marry you instead of Selina?—"

“Oh!” Hannah took her sister’s hands again. “How is Selina? | have been meaning to
write to her ever since...” A wince. “Well, you know what happened. | know she is
upset with me, and | cannot blame her. But if | just have a chance to explain myself.
Have you seen her? Do you know how sheisfeeling?’

“That is just it,” Charlotte said, her worry growing. “Although | cannot speak for
Selina specifically, Aunt Teresa seems to be making it her life's mission to ruin your
husband’ s reputation, and yours by the way. She is telling all and sundry that it was
Selina who rejected the Duke—the reasons for this rejection vary, but none of them
are good. And what is more, she is doubling down by insisting that you were some
sort of last-minute resort.”

Hannah felt her sscomach twist. “She... sheis?’

“As if you had no other option, and the Duke simply chose to marry you out of
desperation. Oh, Father is furious of course, but anything he says only gives credence
to the rumors.” Charlotte looked her right in the eyes. “She is trying to ruin youboth
to save her skin, Hannah. And you know Aunt Teresa as well as | do. The woman
will go to any lengths to get what she wants.”

“Huh.”



“Huh? That isall you haveto say?”

Hannah didn’t know what to say. Or what to think. At first glance, the news was
undoubtedly bad. She did not much like the idea of her name being dragged through
the mud for something that was not her fault, and knew that Frederick certainly
wouldn’t. But on the other hand...

With how well everything was going right now, she wondered if it really mattered.
Right now, her biggest concern was this marriage and what it might become. Did
some silly rumors started by her aunt really matter?

“| am not sure what you want me to say.”

“That you are upset?’ Charlotte suggested. “Furious, even. Aunt Teresa is talking
about you behind your back in a most unbecoming manner.”

“Yes, but thereis no truth to it.”

“As if that matters! And while you might not care, how do you think your husband
will feel?” Charlotte raised a knowingeyebrow. “Something tells me he will not take
this news aslightly as you have.”

“Ah...” Hannah's stomach sank. “That is... afair point.”

“You need to tell him,” Charlotte urged. “He should hear it from you, not somebody
else. Now, before these rumors have a chance to spiral.”

“You'reright,” Hannah sighed, seeing the sense in it. “But then you usually are.”

This was the last thing she wanted. After today, Hannah very much looked forward to
a lazy evening, one in which she and Frederick would take advantage and hopefully



pick up where they left off last night. But if she was to tell him about this, what was
happening, there was no telling how he might react.

Somehow, she got the sense that when he learned about it, pushing their boundaries
as husband and wife might be the last thing on his mind. A wonderful day, now
promising to be an awkward night. A night that would likely see her sleep alone once
more... only without any sweet memories to keep her warm.

“Thank you, Charlotte,” she said sincerely. “You did not have to do this.”

“l needed to,” Charlotte insisted. “What with how this marriage started—speaking
of.” She took Hannah’s hands and squeezedthem. “How is everything going between
you and your husband?’ She clicked her tongue. “Any progress?’

There had been, Hannah thought to herself bitterly. But that mattered little now.

Chapter Fourteen

Hannah and Frederick were supposed to sup together once he had finished putting
Amelia to bed. That was the plan that they had agreed upon, but considering what
Hannah had just learned, she decided that a different plan was needed.

If they dined together, the setting would steer the conversation away from anything
pertaining to them giving in to their passions and desires. She would have no choice
but to tell him about Charlotte’'s visit, and that would likely lead to an awkward
conversation, nipping in the bud her goal of making her husband lose control and take
her.

So, once she bade farewell to Charlotte, she tracked down Mr. Farrow and asked him
to inform her husband that she would like to speak with him privately in his bedroom
before supper. And then, she hurried to said bedroom and prepared herself.



Tonight, there would be no need for a dress.

She dropped the blanket to the floor, removed her dress so that she wasin just a light
dip, and then wrapped the blanket around her shoulders once more. The fire was it
and left to smmer. The curtains were drawn. And as with the previous night, she
found herself sitting on the edge of his bed, waiting.

After some time, Hannah heard Frederick leave Amelia' s room. She listened to the
sound of his footsteps as he passed the door and went downstairs. A few minutes
later, she heard his footsteps approaching down the hallway, heading in the direction
of hisroom.

Hannah did not feel as nervous as she had been the night before, and that was for
good reason. After the day they had, she had managed to convince herself that
Frederick wanted this as much as she did. Oh, he might need some convincing, but
she knew that he would not threaten to throw her out as he had done last night.
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They were finally going to consummate their marriage, and the more Hannah thought
of it, the hotter she became under her blanket.

The door opened suddenly, and Frederick stepped inside.

“Hannah...” He stood in the doorway, studying her, hesitant to close the door behind
him, asif that might announce his intentions. “Farrow said you wished to speak with

me.
“I did—I mean, | do.”

He frowned and tilted his head. “| assumed that was what supper was for?’

A flirtatious smile spread across her lips, and she fluttered her eyelashes. “Would you
close the door, Frederick? | am still cold from earlier.” She shifted the blanket. “And

you are letting the heat out.”

Again, he hesitated, his dark eyes flicking over her. He licked his lips, considered...
and then closed the door.

“1 did tell you not to go into the pond. Y ou may have caught a chill.”

She tittered. “No, | am fine. Well...” She looked right at him, making sure he did not
misinterpret her words. “Now that you are here, | am feeling warmer already.”

An obvious line, one which she hoped that he would pick up on. But still, he seemed
intent on keeping that barrier between them, as if he honestly thought he might stand



achance of denying her tonight.

Remaining in the doorway, he looked at her without looking right at her.

“l am guessing you wish to speak about your sister’svisit?’ he asked.

Hannah blinked. “My sister?’

“The Duchess of Hayward,” he clarified. “Farrow said that she paid you avisit earlier
but could not tell him the reason. That is why you wished to speak before supper,
yes?’

“Oh...” Hannah's eyes widened with the sudden redlization of how rushed and
unthought-out this plan was.

She had not considered that Mr. Farrow might inform Frederick of Charlotte’'s
visit—a ridiculous misstep, for of course he would. And while Hannah had every
intention of telling her husband all about it, she had hoped to wait until tomorrow,
when they would both be in an infinitely better mood. But now...

“Yes, she... ah, shecameto see me.”

“And?’

“Oh, it is nothing.” She waved her hand dismissively. “Not worth discussing, really.
But why don’'t you come closer, Frederick.” She shifted on the bed and patted the
space beside her. “I can hardly hear you when you're standing al the way over
there.”

Frederick frowned. “Farrow said that she insisted on speaking to you only. And that
she was only here for afew minutes. Surely, there must have been good reason.”



“She just wished to see how | was doing.”

“And she came all the way here for that.” He raised an eyebrow, disbelief plain on his
face. “ Surely, aletter would have sufficed.”

Hannah's mouth went dry. “My sister has always been a worrier.” An awkward
chuckle next. “And with how this marriage came about, she simply wished to make
sure that everything was fine. That isall.” A smile, alittle over-the-top, afinal effort
to dismiss his questions. “Really, it was nothing.”

“Hannah.” Histone was sharp, as was his stare. “Tell me the truth.”

“You... you think I am lying?’ She looked away, for to meet his eyes would be to et
him seethelie.

“Are you?’ He folded his arms over his chest and stepped further into the room, but
was careful not to get too close. “| have a six-year-old, remember? | know when | am
being lied to.”

“l1...” She grimaced, still unable to look at him.

“Tell me,” he urged, his tone dlightly softer. “Whatever it is, you should know there
IS nothing you cannot say to me. We are married. Your troubles are my own, and if
there is something wrong...” he trailed off, for there was no need to finish the
thought.

She forced herself to look at him, her stomach twisting with guilt, for it was not anger
that she saw in his eyes but worry. Concern, even. He seemed to think that something

was seriously wrong, and most strangely, he wanted to know. He wanted tohel p.

Again, Hannah was forced to admit that she knew little about the man who was her



husband—a cold man, a harsh man... a caring man, it seemed. At least when he had
to be.
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She had not wanted to tell him this tonight. Oh, how she had tried to avoid it. Now
she knew there was no point in lying further, even if she was beginning to feel rather
foolish, dressed the way she was, for it looked like that would be a pointless
endeavor.

“1 was going to tell you,” she sighed.
“Tell mewhat?’

“1 just did not want you to get upset.” She forced herself to look up and meet his eyes,
so he might see how sorry shewas. “ That iswhy | did not say anything right away.”

“And why would | get upset?’

“It ismy aunt,” she began carefully, grimacing as she considered how to phraseit. “It
seemsthat sheis still alittle upset over what occurred between you and Selina.”

“Upset how?” A low growl rumbled in his chest.

“Sheis... According to my sister, she is going around the ton, telling people that it
was Selina who canceled the wedding and not you.” She winced in anticipation of his
outburst, but his set jaw and narrowed eyes told her that he was doing what he
couldto remain calm. “Further to that point, she did so for—well, according to my
sister, she did so for many reasons. Mostly to do with the type of man that you are.”

“Go on,” he growled.



“And... and...” She hesitated, for she could feel the anger rolling off him in waves.
“And she's been telling people that our marriage was one of desperation. That you
only agreed to it at the last minute to save face—but nobody is going to believe that,”
she added quickly. “ Surely, who would believe such athing?’

Frederick did not respond right away. Standing in the middle of the room, his arms
crossed, his eyes steely, he stared into the void, his jaw clenched, his foot tapping, his
face turning red. She could see the cogs in his mind turning as he tried his best to
remain calm... or so she thought.

“Your aunt... sheis... she has gonetoo far.”

“And everyone will know it,” she assured him. “Anyone who has met my aunt will
know that sheislying.”

“1t does not matter,” he continued carefully, still looking past her. “Once the rumor is
out there, it will gather momentum. Regardless of the folly.”

“Let it, then,” Hannah said. “Who cares what people think? It does not matter if
they?—"

“Of course, it does!” Frederick snapped, and she flinched. “Of course, it matters!
How can you think overwise? Your aunt is slandering my name, smearing my
reputation. Everyone who hears this—this filth!—even if they do not believe it, they
will wonder. They will consider. They willtalk! True or not, the very fact that it is
spoken of at all isadlight against me. And you, for that matter!”

He was seething, his face turning puce, his body shaking.

“Perhaps... perhaps if we were to... to disprove the rumor?’ she tried next, her voice
quivering. “If we tell people that we are happy and there is no truth to it. If we tell



them the true reason why?—"

“1 will not be drawn into a war of words with your aunt,” Frederick hissed. He was
not angry with her, she knew, but that seemed irrelevant. “It is undignified and
beneath me. My name alone should be enough that people do not question it!”

“And they won't!”

“They will,” he seethed. “Or else your sister would not have come. No doubt she
heard the rumor secondhand.”

“Then we visit my aunt together,” Hannah suggested. “If we speak to her and ask that
she stop?—"

“Grovel? You wish for me to grovel at your aunt’s feet like... like some pauper?! Is
that what you think of me?’

“l amjust trying to help.”

“You are not helping!” he snarled, and again she flinched. “This entire thing...” He
groaned and ran a hand through his hair as he began to pace. “This will only get
worse. | know this town, these people. If there is any chance to drag down someone
above them, they will not hesitate.”

“I am sorry,” she mumbled. “Truly. I am sorry, Frederick. This should not be
happening.”

He shook his head, his back to her now. “Thisis your fault.” That stung. It felt like a
dlap in the face. Personal and purposefully mean. “1f you had not come into my room
that night...” Another shake of the head.



Hannah didn’t know what to say. What could she say? Frederick was spiraling, and
she knew that any attempts to placate him would only make things worse. She wanted
to go to him. To hold him. To tell him there was no need to be upset. A part of her
still wondered if she should try to salvage the night, for surely it was not completely
ruined?

“You should go,” he spoke, still not looking at her.

“G-go?’ Her voicetrembled. “But | can help. If you will just let me, | can?—"
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“You have done enough,” he said acidly, still refusing to turn around and
acknowledge her.

Hannah felt her world crashing down around her. All her hard work these past two
days gone in an instant because of something that was not her doing. Y et, what could
she even do? Nothing, it seemed. But if she walked out that door, she felt like that
would be it—giving up, admitting that this marriage was as flimsy asit had seemed at
first.

She half made to stand up and leave, only...
“No.” She stood up anyway, but she did not leave.

“Excuse me?’ Frederick turned around, looking at her as if he had not understood.
“What did you say?’

For al her attempts to seduce her husband, Hannah had forgotten what had brought
them together in the first place. Their original attraction. That origina fire that
exploded when they were together. Born from bickering and arguing and a supposed
dislike toward one another. Brewed in the cauldron of temperamental passion that
had been lost these |ast few days.

If Hannah wished to seduce her husband once and for al, she knew now there was
one sure-fire way to do it. Thisright here was nothing if not perfect.

“l sad no, | am not leaving.” She crossed her arms under the blanket but raised an
eyebrow at him, making sure he could see that she wasn’t about to back down. “And



honestly, Frederick, if you think that | am going to just accept this disgusting
treatment, then you have another thing coming.”

“Hannah...” He bared histeeth. “Now is not the time for this.”

“Oh, | am sorry. Is my unwillingness to be talked down to inconvenient? Heavens,
how awful that must be for you.”

“You will remember that thisis my home that you are?—"

“Ourhome,” she hissed. “This isourhome. Not yours. We are married. Or have you
forgotten?”’

The corner of his mouth twitched. “I am in a mood right now, Hannah—tread
lightly.”

“Or what?’ she scoffed. “What will you do?’

“Do not test me.”

“Hal It has occurred to me that all you are, Frederick, is hot air and bluster. A child
throwing a tantrum. You do not get your way, so you kick and scream until
somebody yields to your demands. Well, I am not somebody.”

“That is not...” The corner of his mouth twitched again, and she could see he was
trying to hold back. “Y ou should be grateful that all you have to face is my so-called
kicking and screaming.”

“And to blame me?’ she continued hotly. “When you were the one who forced my
father to accept this marriage. Y ou were the one who orchestrated this entire thing.
One would think that bynow, you would learn a little humility. That you would



accept fault when it falls at your feet.”

“My fault? Y ou were the one who?—"

“Asked you to leave the room as soon as | saw you. But you, the ego on your
shoulders, refused! Y ou were the one who made certain that we were caught the way
we were. S0, before you blameme, perhaps it is yourself whom you should focus on.
But oh, wait, that would require you to accept blame for a damn change! And we
cannot have that.”

“Careful, Hannah...”

She laughed. “Again, empty threats!”

They stood perhaps five feet apart. Frederick was only half-turned away from her, as
If not facing her was a means to keep his wrath in check. But she could see him
stirring, his body shaking. Each jibe, each barb she hurled at him slowly pierced
through hisice-cold facade, exposing the raw emotions beneath.

She made sure to fix him with a scathing glare, standing, not backing down, willing
him to explode as she knew he wanted to. What would happen from there, she was
not sure. But her heart raced with the thrill of it, a sense that if it was to come to such
athing, she might not mind so much.

“They will not be empty for long.”
“And if you throw me out, what then? Y ou have aready said you refuse to rise to my
aunt’s bait, so what? Bury your head in the sand and hope that your name saves you?

| know you will not fight, for the fight left you along time ago.”

“Careful...”



His growl! reverberated through the room—Hannah felt it in her chest. She half-
stumbled, her body quivering from it.

Her husband was a big man. A giant in this small room. He turned further to face her,
bearing down on her in a way she liked more than she would admit. She forced

herself to straighten up and glared at him.

“Or what?”’
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“1 told you what.”
“You’re going to throw me out? | would like to see you try.”
“Do not tempt me.”

“l tempt.” She laughed coldly. “I tempt knowing that there is nothing you will do.
You will not touch me, remember? A man might. But you, husband, are certainly
not?—"

He crossed to her in aflash, and she gasped as he was on her. His large hand grabbed
the blanket around her shoulders andtugged at it. She let go, allowing it to be pulled
off her near-naked body.

Frederick stumbled back, blanket in hand. It took him a moment to realize what had
happened. His eyes moved from the blanket to her near-naked form, his brow
furrowed, the anger inside him still there... a building passion that grew as he drank
her in.

Hannah felt exposed and utterly defenseless, like a deer cornered in the wild. But she
did not falter, pushing her chest out and holding his gaze, licking her lips and curling
them asif to bite him.

A moment passed between them, frozen in time as he took her in and she welcomed
his gaze. He wanted to remain angry. He wanted to remain furious with her. But the
sight of her near-naked body had the desired effect—it did not calm the beast within,
but unleashed it.



Without another word, he crossed to her again, dropping the blanket as he went. He
cupped her face in his hands, pulled her in, and kissed her asif his life depended on
it.

It was not their first kiss, but it felt likeit. A dying fire being re-lit. Lightning striking
alone-standing tree. That breath one takes when they breach the surface of the water,
thinking themselves near death only for life to embrace them. It shot through
Hannah's body, struck her heart, had her gasping even as she moved her lips to better
kiss her husband.

He gripped the side of her face as he ravished her. His lips parting her own, his
tongue darting into her mouth and tasting her. He bit her lower lip next, tugged at it
with his teeth, and then kissed her all the harder. She had sensed the beast unraveling
inside him, but she' d had no idea what that meant until now.

And oh, how she loved it.

The way he kissed and held her, she could feel his suppressed desire finally springing
forth. The way he had resisted her. The way he had held back. Totally uninhibited
now, he held her so she could not leave him, kissing her mouth, moving down and
licking and nipping her neck...

He dragged her to his bed and then sat down, his hands quickly sliding under her
thighs and lifting her onto his lap so that she was straddling him. His lips trailed
down her neck as his hands gripped her waist and squeezed. Her head tipped to the
side, giving him more access, and his hands moved up until they wrapped around her
breasts.

“Urgh...” she moaned as he licked down her chest, pulling down her dslip and
exposing her breasts. “Frederick—urgh!” she yelped as his lips found a nipple, biting
and sucking on it like a starved child.



His lips then moved to her other breast and lavished the same attention on it.. His
hands slid under her buttocks and squeezed them roughly. He then began to move his
hips, coaxing her to gyrate hers, already able to feel his member stiffening.

Hannah thought to speak. To ask what to do. But she feared to break the momentum,
to remind him of what he was doing. So she stayed silent, letting her moans do the
talking.

She gasped as his hand slid between her legs, his fingers tracing her inner thighs until
they found her nether lips. One finger gently stroked her, testing and teasing before
dlipping inside. She let out another gasp and buried her face in his neck, but he fisted
his hand in her hair and tugged as he continued to stroke her sex.

“Ah... yes... right.... ah...” she moaned, biting his shoulder. “Do not stop.”

“Do not tell me what to do,” he growled.

“You aare not in charge of me,” she stammered as his finger continued to stroke her,
massaging her bud, making her body shake asit had just last night.

“Would you like a bet?’

He pulled back and looked right at her, his eyes flashing with lust. She met them with
a steely gaze, asif in a warning. He smirked, growled, and then, suddenly, he stood
up, lifting her with him. He turned around and dropped her back onto the bed, where
he hovered over her.

His mouth found her neck and breasts again. Each lick sent a pulse to her sex. Every
suck had her shaking and spasming andbegging for more. As he sucked on her
nipples, his hands fiddled with the buttons of his pants, undoing them. Then he
pushed them down his legs and stepped out of them.



Her eyes widened as they landed on his throbbing member. Not knowing what to do,
but knowing what he wanted, she reached down and wrapped her hand around it. His
body went stiff, and he groaned.

“Oh God...”

“Likethis?’ she asked as she twisted her hand, stroking him up and down.

“Just like that. Do not... stop...”

She flashed him awicked smile. “Do not tell me what to do.”

Hannah knew what was coming next, for there could only be one thing. With

Frederick on top of her. With her legs wrapped around him. With his member hard
and throbbing in her hand, and her sex wet and ready, there could be but one thing.
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Frederick pulled back for amoment. His hand stroked her waist as he looked down at
her. No words spoken, but a raised eyebrow as if in question. She nodded, suddenly
feeling nervous yet infinitely excited.

Shaking, quivering, wanting what she did not know, Hannah spread her legs further.
Frederick lowered himself between her thighs and lined himself up with her entrance.

“Ah...” Shegasped. “That... stop... don't... yes... keep going...”

She felt him dlide inside her inch by inch. Opening her, burrowing in deeply as she
accepted him. She felt a dlight discomfort at first, but she soon relaxed as he fell
forward, thrusting slowly until he was buried to the hilt inside her.

Ten minutes ago, he refused to touch her, and now he was inside her. This marriage,
she knew, would never be the same again.

Frederick held her down as he thrust into her. Slowly at first, sliding out of her and
then all the way back in. She gasped at the sensation, moaned and quivered as her
heart raced and her breathing quickened. He started moving faster then, harder,
greater thrusts that had the bed shaking. She wrapped her legs around his back, she
ground her hips against him, and she screamed to let him know how good it felt.

She could feel him pulsating and throbbing inside her. She could feel his body begin
to shake. No expert on marital copulation, even Hannah knew what was about to
happen. She took his face and kissed him as he continued to thrust into her, wanting
him to spill inside her.



Only then, suddenly, he pulled out of her.

“Wh—" She followed him, but he pushed her back down.

“Stay there,” he commanded as his hand wrapped around his member. His eyes drank
her in, and he licked hislips as he stroked himself. “Do not even think of moving.”

“What areyou...”

“Do... not... urgh!”

His body spasmed and then stiffened as his white, hot, sticky seed spilled all over the
inside of her thigh.

Again, Hannah knew what was supposed to happen, and this certainly wasn't it. As
good as it had al been, that final moment felt strange to her, a signal that things were

not quite as perfect as they might be.

But she did not say anything, as Frederick then fell down beside her, wrapped her in
his arms, and kissed her on the lips and neck and cheek.

“That was... unexpected,” he panted, half-chuckling to himself. “Most unexpected.”

She frowned, still feeling the sticky mess on her inner thigh. “Most,” she muttered,
not sure what else to say.

At best, she told herself that this was a step in the right direction at least and that
clearly her husband' s resolve not to touch her had finally shattered. At worst... they

were still not a perfectly married couple.

Oh sure, things might never be the same, and for that she was grateful. Her body was



still hot. Shaking. Her heart was racing. Her breathing was slowly returning to
normal. And in his arms, she felt happier than she had ever been.

But that mess on her inner thigh... what it signified spoke volumes.

Chapter Fifteen

Frederick woke up to the feeling of sunlight on his face. Eyes closed, it spread across
him, warming him, making him smile as the fresh day dawned. He was having a good
dream.

Hannah lay across his chest, her eyes closed, her breathing soft and peaceful.
Frederick looked down at her sleeping face, smiling to himself—frowning also, for
that smile confused him as much as anything.

There had always been the chance that upon waking, Frederick would feel waves of
guilt and disappointment for what he had done last night. After all his talk of self-
control and chastity, he had lost that control, his walls coming down as he had taken
hiswife in ways that just the thought of them made him stiffen beneath the sheets.

How had it happened? There was no need to question it, for it had felt like a long
time coming. Redlly, the fact that he had heldout for so long should have been what
impressed him most—at least that was what he told himself.

But it had happened, and he knew for that reason, there was no point in pretending
that it had not, or trying to re-institute his rules of no touching or kissing. With how
intense last night had been, how animalistic and raw and passionate, the only way he
could keep himself from doing that again was if he was chained down.

“Good morning,” Hannah croaked, her eyes still closed, likely half-asleep but
somehow sensing that he was awake.



“She wakes.”

“And he watches.” She chuckled. “ See anything you like?’

“A few things.” He laughed. “I confess, thisis not the worst way to wake up.”
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“And to think...” She kissed his chest, and it sent tingles through his body. “You
almost missed out.”

“Isthat how you remember it?’

She pulled back and sat up, raising a derisive eyebrow at him.

God, she was beautiful in the morning. The way the sun lit her face. Her breasts,
rising and falling with her soft breaths. Her messy hair, falling around her face in
clumps. And those lips...

“It isnot how | remember it. It isas it happened.”

“You should know, | was playing with you the whole time,” he said with a shrug,
forcing himself not to grin. “I always knew it would come to this and was just waiting
for the right time.”

“Liar!”

“Are you calling me aliar?’ He pretended to clench his jaw and scowl at her. “You
better watch what you say.”

“Or what?”’

His eyes flashed, and he wrapped his arms around her waist. She yelped as he pulled
her to him, and then she moaned as he took her lipsin a searing kiss.



Naked, she rolled on top of him, her thighs straddling his waist. Her body was soft,
perfect. His hands massaged and squeezed her buttocks. His mouth found her breasts.
Her hand wrapped around his throbbing member. It was al he could do not to lift her
immediately and sink her onto his length.

For amoment there, the guilt threatened to overtake him.

There was a good reason that Frederick had denied himself this pleasure for so long.
And there was a good reason that even when he decided it was time to marry, he
knew he would continue to deny himself it.

But he pushed that thought away as Hannah kissed down his neck, licking his nipples
and giggling al the while., He could already feel her wetness as she rubbed herself
against his thigh, and he wanted to sink himself inside her more than he had wanted
anything.

Asto that guilt, there was away to curb it for now. The same method he had used last
night. While he might sleep with her, while he might enter her and give himself to her
as any husband should, he would not finish inside her. Again, for that same reason, a
burden he had carried with him for six years now.

He just hoped that Hannah did not readlize it and did not question him, for if she
asked, he wasn't sure what he would say. Such was the weight of his burden.

“Frederick,” Hannah whispered in his ear, “I want you inside of me.”
“Do not tell me what to do...”
Still, without delay, he lifted his wife as if she weighed nothing and sank her onto his

member. She gasped, he groaned, and together they welcomed what was surely the
first of many glorious mornings to come.



“Tell me, please!” Amelia begged, completely ignoring the plate of food before
her—so very unlike her.

“Amelia,” Frederick sighed. “It is not a story for little girls. Nor is it appropriate for
the breakfast table.”

“But—"

“l said no.” He looked at her, his expression one that she knew well enough by now.
Amelia half-opened her mouth to argue but thought better of it. A scowl was her
response, then she pressed her lips together and began to pick at the cakes on her
plate asif they were poison.

Across from her sat Hannah, who was watching the interaction with a coy smile that
Frederick was beginning to recognize a little too well. Her eyes flicked from him to
Amelia, and even before she spoke, he was forced to stop her.

“Do not even think about it.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“Y ou were going to.”

“Li$!11

“Hannah,” he groaned and ran a hand through his hair. “It is not an appropriate
conversation. You know it is not!”
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“Oh, only if wetell the full story.” Hannah waved him off.

“The truth, you mean?’

“1 think Amelia deservesto know,” she said simply. “Otherwise, she will be forced to
come to her own conclusions, and the imagination of a little girl is far worse than
anything we could come up with.” Shewinked at Amelia. “Isn’t that right?’
Ameliagiggled. “Yes.”

“S0...” Hannah looked at Frederick pleadingly, even going so far as to flutter her
eyelashes. “How about you let me tell her, and if you think | have crossed the line at
any point, you can stop me.”

“Why do | get the feeling | am going to regret this?’ he sighed.

She laughed. “Because you know me, iswhy. But it’ stoo late now.”

“Tell me, tell me!” Ameliacried joyously.

“Right.” Hannah nodded her head, flashed a smile at Frederick, and then focused on
Amelia. “The story of how your father and | met...”

The morning had started pleasantly before descending into a tale that Frederick knew
to be far too inappropriate for his six-year-old daughter. By the time he and Hannah
had made it downstairs after another rigorous lovemaking session, Amelia was seated
at the table, waiting for them.



She was eager this morning and excited. Having been tentative toward Hannah the
previous day, their little dip in the pond had changed her attitude completely. Now,
she was obsessed in that way that only children could be. She seemed to think that
Hannah was the funniest, most interesting person in the world, while her father was
nothing but abig, old bore.

As they settled in, she fired question after question at Hannah, all about who she was
and where she had come from. How many sisters did she have. Who were her friends.
What was her favorite food. What was her favorite animal. What was her favorite
color! Anything she could think of.

Once Amelia calmed down alittle, the conversation turned to the rumor the Dowager
Viscountess had been spreading around the ton, and with Amelia sitting there
watching them, Frederick had no choice but to control histemper.

“She will not get away with it,” he had said.

“Who?" Amelia had asked.

“1 till think we should speak with her,” Hannah had argued.

“Speak to who?’” Amelia had asked again.

“1 will not,” Frederick had insisted. “It is beneath me. It is beneath us.”

“Then thereisn’t much €lse we can do.”

He had growled angrily at that. “That aunt of yours... she will not get away with
this.”

“Sheisjust upset,” Hannah had sighed. “And | am certain that come a few days, she



will realize that she has made a mistake.”

“A few days will be too many. This rumor needsto stop, now.”

“What rumor!” Amelia had then demanded.

It hadn’t taken long for the conversation to shift to the wedding itself, and it was at
that moment that Amelia had seized the chance and demanded that her father finally
tell her how he and Hannah had met.

“... and that was when my aunt caught us!” Hannah explained.

“Wrestling?’ Amelia s face contorted into a ball, and she could not have looked more
confused. “But why were you wrestling?’

Hannah was doing her best not to giggle. “That is agood question. Frederick?’

Frederick shook his head at her and sighed. “Because | had mistaken Hannah for your
uncle William. The room was dark, so you can see my mistake.”

“Uncle William?® Amelia echoed, confused. “You thought Hannah was Uncle
William?’

“Well, we have a similar build,” Hannah said, her body now shaking with suppressed
laughter. “So when your father jumped on me and | tried to fight him off, we were
caught in the act, and rather than announce to the ton that your father lost afight to a
girl like me?—"
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“You lost?!”
Frederick looked flatly at Hannah. “Yes, | lost.”

Hannah took a deep breath, and then another to keep herself from losing it. “And
rather than risk this humiliation, your father had no choice but to marry me.”

Beaming, she reached across the table and took Frederick’s hand in her own.

Frederick continued to look at her with avery unimpressed expression... even though
he was al so working rather hard not to chuckle.

“Father...” Amelia could not have looked less impressed. “You lost to Hannah. But
sheishalf your size!”

And that did it. Hannah burst into laughter, which had Frederick doing the same. He
tried to cover his mouth, and Hannah slapped his arm as she snorted and giggled and
made noises that were unlike any he had ever heard. And all the while, Amelia
watched them, having no idea what was going on or why it was so funny.

Yes, Frederick felt some guilt for what had happened last night and this morning.
And likely, he would continue to feel it for a while—a problem that he was not sure
how to solve. But moments like this certainly helped, for it was as he laughed along
with Hannah that he was forced to admit that right here, right now, he was the
happiest he had been in avery long time.

Who would have guessed that a ‘wrestling match’ could lead to such athing?



Chapter Sixteen

Hannah loved how Frederick felt inside her. Loved it. His body pressed as close to
hers as could be. The feeling of his member throbbing as he moved his hips back and
forth. His teeth biting her neck. His lips sucking. His hands grabbing her hips and
squeezing as if afraid to let go. There was nothing about it that she did not relish.

“Frederick,” Hannah groaned as her husband began to thrust harder and faster.
“We... we haveto...”

“Havetowhat?’ he growled in her ear, before nipping her earlobe.

“Hurry,” she breathed. Her eyes were closed, and her head was tilted back, as lost in
the moment as could be while still frustratingly aware of the time crunch that they
were on. “We have to hurry.”

“Do not rush me.”

13 But_”

“Or command me.” His hand covered her mouth, and he began to thrust even
harder—a sharp, quick motion.

“Oh...” Each thrust sent a pulse from her loins to her toes. “Oh... yes... right...
there... urgh!”

It was early in the morning, although not as early as Hannah would have liked. She
had hoped to wake up even earlier, before the sun, so that she and Frederick might
have time to explore one another’s bodies without having to worry about the time.
But they had been up late the previous night—for obvious reasons—which caused the
delay.



The way Frederick had woken her this morning was common now. While she was
sound asleep, she felt his lips between her thighs, but then she continued to feign
sleep because she knew that the longer she did so, the harder Frederick would lick
and suck. Eventually, his ministrations had her gasping, which had Frederick pulling
her down to him, which had him wrapping her legs around his waist as he entered her
without delay. One peak out the window and Hannah knew they did not have time for
this, but... well, she was only human, after all.

It had been a week since they first spent that glorious night together—and what a
week it had been. Every morning they made passionate love, and every night they did
the same. Frederick no longer bothered with pretending he did not want her, such that
Hannah wondered if they would ever stop if Ameliawasn’t always around.

However, as perfect asit all seemed, there was one issue that Hannah could not quite
look past, or fathom how she might do so.

Frederick’s body began to shake. His groaning and panting became louder and more
aggressive. His thrusts were shorter and sharper and quicker, and the way he held her
became purposeful, as if he was concentrating. Hannah knew by now what this
meant, and again she wondered if today would be different.

Suddenly, Frederick pulled out of her. She gasped at the sensation and then frowned
with disappointment as he spilled on her thigh. She might have said something or
objected, but each time he did, he then fell down next to her, pulled her close,
smothered her with kisses, and seemed to do everything he could to draw attention
away from that act.

“Ameliais probably wondering what is taking us so long.” He chuckled. “No doubt
she has been up since before sunrise.”

“Yes...” Hannah could feel his sticky mess on her thigh. “ She has been talking about



nothing else for two days now. | am surprised she hasn't come in here to check on
us.”

“She knows better than that,” Frederick said, even though he turned in the bed and
eyed the door... just in case. “Or she should.”

Hannah laughed and pushed him off her. “We best hurry, anyhow. We did promise
that we would leave first thing.”

Frederick groaned and reached for her. “Can we not just stay in bed all day?’

“Do you want to risk your daughter’ s wrath?’
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He grimaced. “ Good point. But tomorrow, | am going to instruct Miss Temperton to
take her out or distract her until at least noon. Because...” He shuffled forward,
wrapped his arm around her, and pulled her back to him as he began to kiss down her
shoulder. “Once amorning is ssmply not enough.”

“And in the evening,” Hannah pointed out as goosebumps erupted wherever he
placed akiss.

“Still not enough,” he growled.
The two fell back into bed together, and Hannah laughed. I could not agree more.”

He was saying all the right things. Dammit, he was doing all the right things. This
past week had been nothing short of amazing, and if their marriage continued this
way, then Hannah was certain that a lifetime of happiness was what awaited her. And
yet...

He refused to finish inside her. The only reason she could think of was that he did not
wish to have children. And while Hannah had not really considered such a thing
before now, the more she had thought about it lately, the more she came to realize
that iIf she wanted a happy marriage, if she wished to spend the rest ofher life with a
man she was falling for, why should they not have children together? Was that not the
entire point of marriage in the first place? And if Frederick did not want such athing,
did that mean he didn’t see this relationship as she saw it?

Troubling thoughts. Hannah knew that soon, she would need to mention them. Only
how she would do so without ruining what they had... that was an answer she had yet



to find.

“Amelial” Frederick called after his daughter. “Don’t go too far! Amelial”

“Oh, let her run.” Hannah laughed. “ She will be fine.”

“It is not Amelia whom | worry for...” Frederick’s lips were pressed together, the
concern evident on hisvisage. “It is everyone else who concerns me.”

“What could possibly happen?’ Hannah sighed.

“That is a question | would rather not find the answer to—Amelial” Frederick
grimaced as he watched his daughter disappear in the crowd. “I do not wish to point
fingers, but ever since you came along, she has become more and more unruly.”

“Oh, you do not wish to point fingers?’ Hannah snorted.

“l am just saying...”

“1 know what you are saying.” Hannah pulled her hand back and crossed her arms as
she looked away, asif upset. “I am a bad influence.”

“Areyou not?’ He chuckled.

She fixed him with awarning glare. “1 would watch what you say next, husband.”

He grinned. “Until you came along, | will remind you that my daughter was nothing
but obedient and proper and exactly the type of young lady that any father would be

proud to call his own.”

“And now?’



“Sheisaready starting to take after you... the bad influence that you are.”

“| am not a bad influence!”

He took her hand and pulled her to him, wrapping his big arms around her as she
feigned trying to pull away. “And | have not even gotten to the terrible influence you
have had on me,” he growled in her ear, an act that had her shivering in only the best
of ways. “That is a conversation for another time.”

She rolled her eyes, letting him squeeze her tighter. “And what about me? And the
terrible influence you have had on me. Before we met, | was?—"

“Amelial” Frederick called out suddenly, for his eyes had drifted over her shoulder,
again landing on his daughter. “What did |—come back here!”

Hannah sighed. “ Go after her, then.”

He grimaced. “Y ou will be aright on your own for amoment?’

She laughed. “1 am sure | will manage. Now, go...” She dlipped from his arms and
shooed him away. “1 am already getting sick of you.”

He leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “I will be back in a moment.”

A loving look was shared between them, that sense that he had no desire whatsoever
to part ways. But then he looked over her shoulder again, his face dropped, and he
was quick to hurry after his daughter.

Hannah laughed as she watched him go, finding the whole thing terribly amusing. As
strong and brave as Frederick was, when it came to his daughter, he was worse than
an overbearing mother who thought the world might end if her daughter so much as



scraped her knees.
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She also had to admit that this was a big step for Frederick, one he likely wouldn’t
have taken was it not for Hannah's pestering and persistence for the sake of Amelia.
Frederick was manythings, but fun certainly wasn’'t one of them, and today could
only be described as just that: fun.

They had traveled an hour north to be here today, a smaller county that sat just
outside of Thorne. One of his tenants was hosting a fair, and upon hearing of said
fair, Amelia had begged and pleaded that they attend. Frederick had denied her, of
course, for he did not think it was proper to mix this way with his tenants and
common folk. But after three days of Hannah badgering him, he finally gavein.

The fair itself was similar to the few that Hannah had been lucky enough to attend in
her childhood. Mostly, it was a hodgepodge of tents and awnings erected to form a
small village of sorts, each stall selling a variety of trinkets and garments and
foodstuffs and homemade wares. But there were also games, visual entertainment
such as jugglers and fire breathers and musicians, plenty of options for drinking and
eating, and, of course, people.

So many people. Hundreds of them, by Hannah's count. Most of whom were
certainly not members of the peerage. They laughed and ran and shouted and joked
and gathered in groups, moving to and fro without a care in the world, enjoying the
beautiful day, for they had little else to do but frolic and socialize with friends and
family.

This was certainly not Hannah's usual crowd. And dressed as she was, in a gown
made of rich, colorful fabric paired with plenty of jewelry, she knew that she stood
out like a sore thumb. Frederick, too.



Even now, having lost Frederick for a few minutes as he chased after Amelia, it was
easy enough to spot him as she navigated the stalls. Bigger than most, he wore a clean
suit that likely cost more than most made in a month. And his stiff back and general
sense of awkwardness stood out like a beacon amid the crowd.

When Hannah did eventually see him, she thought to call out, only to notice him
speaking with a villager. Amelia was there too, holding his hand, but she was
distracted as she looked around eagerly, her eyes wide with wonder. The conversation
Frederick was having with the villager, however, looked serious... and the scowl on
his face, one that deepened by the second, told her it must be.

She came to a halt a few feet away and watched them converse, focusing on
Frederick’s body language. He was angry, that was clear. But not at the man with
whom he was speaking.

There was nothing noticeable about the villager, who was dressed as a farmer and
looking very much not like the type of person Frederick would usually speak with.
But Frederick steamed and scowled and sneered as the farmer continued to talk, and
the way his foot began to tap on the ground was a sign that Hannah knew all too well.

Once the farmer finished speaking, Frederick shook his hand in thanks and then
turned around to leave, only to spot Hannah watching him. She attempted to drop the
angery facade, acting as if nothing was the matter.

“Thereyou are,” she said with a smile as she walked over to them.

“Hannah!” Ameliacried. “Did you see the man breathing fire? Fire! Like adragon!”

“1 didn't.” Hannah chuckled as she eyed Frederick curiously. “You will have to show

me.



“He'sjust over there!” Amelia pointed through the crowd.

“In fact, Amelia, how about you go there now, and | will find you in a moment. |
wish to speak with your father quickly.”

Frederick opened his mouth to argue but caught sight of the look on Hannah's
face—one that told him he needed not bother. This past week had seen many changes
happen between them, one of which was their power dynamic. Oh sure, Frederick
was still in charge and dominant in the ways that mattered, but on the odd occasion,

such as now, he seemed to understand that keeping his wife happy was a priority.

“Go on then.” He released Amelia’s hand. “But do not go too far,” he then warned
her. “And | will be watching.”

“Alright!” Ameliatook off in the direction of the fire-breather.

Frederick grimaced as he watched her go, clearly wishing to go after her. But then he
turned back and saw Hannah watching him with that raised questioning eyebrow.

“Do | need to ask?’ she said simply, taking his hand and stroking it so that he knew
this conversation wouldn't turn into an argument. “Or are you going to tell me?’

“1 was rather hoping | would not need to.”

“Y ou should have been more careful, then.”

He curled his upper lip in derision. “That was Malcolm Hastings, one of my
tenants—the man putting this thing on.”

“And | take it he wasn't asking how your day was? Or thanking you for stopping
by?’



Hannah noticed he kept looking around them in a way he hadn't earlier, taking note
of the people passing by. Worry flickered in his eyes as he looked at them. Even
embarrassment, as strange as that was.

“Frederick...” She forced him to look back at her. “What is the matter?’

“It's your aunt,” Frederick sneered. “Apparently, those rumors that she has been
spreading have begun to take hold. Malcolm was kind enough to warn me of a
particular one he heard about my ex-wife.”

“Oh...” Hannah hesitated, for she knew that his ex-wife had died giving birth to
Amelia. And she also knew that it was a particularly sore point with him. “What...
what did he say?’

“That | killed her,” he said, his teeth bared in anger. “At least that is what he heard.
He knows it is false, of course, and he has promised to tell anyone repeating that filth
as much. But till...” He cast his eyes about the crowd again, and this time, Hannah
understood why.

She followed his eyes, noting now that he was looking at those who passed by who
also happened to be staring at them for a little too long. Hannah had seen afew do so
earlier, but she had assumed it was because of who they were and the oddity of their
presence here. But with this freshly added context, she could not help but notice the
way those people whispered behind their hands as they looked at them, the gasps and
fear intheir eyes.
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She and Frederick were being spoken about. Spoken about in a most undignified
manner.

“Oh...” Suddenly, she wasn’t enjoying herself nearly as much as she had been. “It is
not... perhapsit isnot as bad as it seems.”

“How can you say that?’ he hissed. “It is bad enough that your aunt insists on
spreading these rumors. But now that common folk believe they are true, | have half a
mind to...” He clicked his tongue.

“You can dtill speak with her,” Hannah suggested. “1 know you said that you do not
wish to debase yourself like that, but if we were to approach her together?>—"

“Absolutely not.” He pulled his hand free. “I will not beg your aunt. | should not have

to.
“Then all we can do isignoreit until it stops.”

Even as she said the words, Hannah knew them to not be an option. Rumors like this
had a way of growing, and until someone put a stop to them, they would only get

worse.

“And if they don't? My name...” He clicked his tongue. “Ourname, and that of
Amelia, will be worth little more than the mud in which we now stand.”

“We will think of something,” she said with little confidence.



“I sincerely hope that we do.” He was back to looking at the crowds, his confidence
diminishing. “But until then, we cannot afford to be seen in public like this.”

“Frederick, that sounds like exactly what we should do. If we hide, that will lend
credence to the rumors, and?>—"

“1 do not care,” he hissed at her. “I will not stand here and be judged. In fact—" He
looked past her, toward where Amelia had vanished. “Let us fetch Amelia. It istime
togo.”

“Oh, but she will be so upset.”

“We are leaving.” He shot her awarning glare, one that she knew better than to argue
against. “Now.”

“Alright,” she sighed and nodded in understanding. “I supposeit isfor the best.”

And that was the end of their day. A rather sour end, at that.

Frederick was quick to track down Amelia and explain to her that they needed to
leave, an announcement that was met with pouting and complaining and a small
tantrum because she very much wanted to stay. This resulted in a very awkward
journey home, which led to avery tense night in general.

Hannah could see where this was going and knew that something had to be done.
Frederick was stubborn and proud and would happily shut himself inside until the
rumors died down and were forgotten. But he was also a fool because if he did that,
they would only grow and mutate and become ungodly things that might follow him
and Hannah to the grave.

If that was allowed to happen, it would chip away at their marriage in ways that could



only cause pain and suffering. And with everything going as well as it was, Hannah
wasn't about to sit back and allow such athing to occur.

Her aunt must be dealt with. She must be told to stop. She must be reminded that
what happened was nobody’s fault and that these rumors she was spreading were
causing harm to those she supposedly loved. And if Frederick wasn't going to do it,
then it would fall on Hannah's shoulders.

Oh, she had no doubt that Frederick would be angry when he found out, but that was
arisk she needed to take. For the sake of her husband, her marriage, and her future.

Chapter Seventeen
“Hannah, dear! It is so good to see you!” Teresa crooned as Hannah walked into the
foyer. Her arms wide, she swept in and pulled Hannah into a tight hug. “It has been

too long.”

“Nearly a month now,” Hannah agreed pleasantly. “I was sad that you missed the
wedding.”

“Oh, yes, well...” Teresa sighed and shook her head. “It was all so sudden that | was
simply unable to clear my schedule. Y ou understand.”

“Completely.”

“But do not take it asa dlight,” Teresainsisted. “Truly, | could not be happier for you
and... Say, where is your strapping husband?’ She looked past Hannah, as if
expecting Frederick to step through the front door at any moment. “I was under the

impression that he would be joining us.”

“Oh yes, about that...” Hannah frowned regretfully. “He was all set to join me, but



some urgent business matter came up as we were about to leave. | begged him to
leave it for the morrow, but he insisted it had to be dealt with. The life of aduke,” she
sighed. “One never knows when they might be called away.”

“Yes, well...” Her aunt clicked her teeth. “That is most upsetting.”

“Still...” Hannah took her aunt’s hands. “There is no reason that we cannot enjoy one
another’s company. We do not need my husband for that.”
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“Certainly not.” Teresa tittered. “In fact, now | am thinking, without him here, we
might enjoy ourselves more. Men.” She rolled her eyes. “A blight that we spend far
too much time thinking of, do you not agree?’

“Better off without them.” Hannah chuckled.

It had taken two days of careful planning to organize this mid-afternoon meeting. On
the one hand, Hannah had to communicate with her aunt in a manner that suggested
she and her husband wanted to stop by and say hello at her earliest convenience. Not
for supper, but perhaps tea and cakes, because it had been far too long since they had
spoken, and a catch-up was much needed. And all without Frederick finding out.

On the other hand, Hannah also had to lie to Frederick about where she was going
today. To see her sisters, she had told him—al lie that he swallowed without question,
one that left her feeling infinitely guilty.

But her intentions were good. Frederick would rather die than beg her aunt to stop
spreading these rumors, which meant that they weren’t going to stop anytime soon.
As such, Hannah felt that she had no choice but to intervene by herself, which—if she
was successful—would surely be reason enough for Frederick to forgive her.

And if hedid not forgive her... well, she had ways of making him do just that.
“Shall we sit outside?’ Teresa suggested. She stepped in beside Hannah, placing a

hand on the small of her back as if to lead her. “The weather is lovely, and we must
take advantage.”



“Oh, | would like that very much.”

“l have already aerted the staff of your arrival,” Teresa continued pleasantly as they
walked. “We will be served refreshments soon enough.”

“Wonderful...”

Asthey walked, Hannah looked around the large foyer and toward the stairs.

“Say, will Selina be joining us? | assume you told her | was coming?’

Teresa sighed and bowed her head. “1 am afraid that she is out today, dear.”

“She... sheis?’ Hannah's stomach twisted. “Did you not inform her that | was?—"

“1 did, | did,” her aunt cut her off. “Alas—and | am sorry to have to say this—some
wounds cut deeper than others, and she is still not quite ready to see you.”

Hannah' s stomach now churned with guilt. “ She said that?’

“Not those words exactly,” Teresa said. “But | am her mother, remember. And since
the, ah... since His Grace decided not to marry her, she has been little more than a
ghost around the house. Oh, she has told me that she is fine, but her actions speak
louder than words, dear.”

“I... I would very much like to see her and apologize.”

“For what? It was not your fault, and | am certain Selina knows as much. | can only
suggest that you give it time. My daughter will come around, | promise you.”

Hannah bit her lip and looked back toward the stairs, certain that Selina was upstairs



right now, avoiding her. She could not prove it, of course, but somehow, she just
knew.

“The two of you were like sisters once,” her aunt continued pleasantly. “And | seem
to remember Charlotte stealingBeatrice's husband, and that didn’t come between
them now, did it?” She laughed gaily asif she had said something funny, even if the
words were cutting... seemingly on purpose.

The truth was that Hannah had not chosen to come here solely to ask her aunt to stop
spreading malicious lies about her and Frederick. Yes, that was the main reason, but
it occurred to Hannah two days ago that this visit might allow her to kill two birds
with one stone.

She still had not seen or spoken with Selina since the night of the incident. Selina had
been upset then, mortified and embarrassed, as she had every right to be. Worse,
Hannah suspected that her cousin laid the blame squarely at her feet. Hating the idea
of her cousin being upset with her, she wished to seek her out and explain that what
had occurred was not her fault, that there was no ill intent behind it, and that she
would do anything for her cousin to forgive her.

More than that, Hannah wanted to make sure that Selina was healing. With how
happy she had been feeling of late, her guilt for what happened was getting worse and
worse, and she had to do something about it. Alas, it seemed that her cousin did not
wish to see her, did not wish to speak with her, and, worst of al, did not wish to
forgive her.

“Ah, there we are...” They stepped outside, and her aunt gestured toward a table and
two chairs beneath a small awning to protect them from the sun. “Our platter awaits.”

The saucers and teapot sat ready and waiting, as did plates filled with cakes and
scones. Hannah wasn't particularly hungry or thirsty, but as she sat down, she made



sure to take a cake and have one of the footmen pour her a cup of tea. This needed to
appear friendly... at least until it no longer was.

“So, tell me,” her aunt began once they settled. “How goes your marriage? |
remember you were not too happy with the arrangement your father made on your
behalf.”

“The truth?” Hannah made sure to smile as she sipped her tea. “It is going
wonderfully.”

“Isthat right?’ Her aunt did not sound very happy to hear that.

“His Grace is atreasure beyond compare. Oh sure, | was alittle hesitant initially—as
you rightfully pointed out. But it has been nearly two weeks now, and | could not be

happier.”



Page 60

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:41 am

“] am so glad to hear it.” Again, Teresa sounded nothing of the sort.

“It was not easy, mind you,” Hannah continued simply. “But what marriage is? We
have been lucky enough to understand this, and now that the growing pains are dealt
with...” A shrug and a smile that boarded on smug. “I foresee a pleasant marriage
from here on out.”

“1 could not be happier to hear that. Surprised, but happy.” Teresa s tone was hitter,
as was the look she gave Hannah as shetook a sip of her tea. “Truthfully, | worried
about you, dear. | did. Although | was the one to arrange the initial marriage between
His Grace and Selina, it was no secret that His Grace was alittle... Oh, how should |
put this? Cold. Many men of his station are, of course, but the Duke was said to be a
special case.”

“Isthat right?’

“And | did worry about what might become of his and Selina’'s marriage,” she
continued in a not-so-pleasant tone. “My daughter’s happiness is my first concern,
after all, and the thought of trapping her with a man such as that...” She sighed and
then tittered. “But | suppose | do not have to worry about that anymore.”

“You certainly do not.”

“And the fact that the two of you have found happiness...” A forced smile. “It isnice
when everything works out for the best, isit not?’

“It seems that way.”



“Selina will find someone soon, | am making sure of it. A good man, | hope.
Someone better than His Grace—no offense, dear. | did not mean anything by it.”

“None taken.” Hannah chuckled pleasantly. “I am simply glad that there are no ill
feelings held.”

“By me?’ Teresa touched her chest as if offended. “Of course not. These things
happen, dear, and nobody is to blame. Even your father cannot possibly bear the
weight of such a happenstance.”

“l am glad to hear it.”

“As| said,” she continued, as if to labor the point home. “I am happy about what has
happened. My daughter has avoided a cold, ugly marriage, and you...” She smiled
and fluttered her eyelashes. “Have somehow managed to find what | can only assume
to be alove match, for how you talk.”

“Itis certainly looking that way.”

“Quite.”

If Hannah had any doubts about her aunt’ s involvement in spreading the rumors, they
were now confirmed. Oh, her aunt might have feigned happiness and forgiveness, but
she was clearly still bitter. In her mind, something was stolen from her, something
that she had every right to claim. This wasn’t even about Selina, but her own name,
which she thought to have been slandered.

Hannah had wondered to herself how she might broach the subject, if she should be
gentle around the edges or delve into it like a bull. If her aunt had been a little more
congenial, Hannah would have opted for kindness and forgiveness. But after thislittle
conversation, blunt force was clearly the only way her aunt might respond.



“lI must say...” Hannah took a sip of her tea and then put down her cup and saucer. “I
am surprised to hear how happy you are for me and His Grace.”

11 Oh?’

“Well, forgive me, Aunt Teresa, but | had come here expecting you to be alittle more
upset with me. After al, | did stea Selina's intended from her. And from you, by
extension.”

“Nonsense, dear. What is done is done, and | do not hold a grudge.”

“l am glad to hear it.” Hannah sighed as if relieved. “And seeing as that is the case,
you might be able to help.”

Her aunt tilted her head. “Help? With what, dear?’

Hannah shook her head as if embarrassed. “I am sure that you have heard by now...”
She looked at her aunt expectantly. “The rumors that have been spreading about my
marriage. And my husband, for that matter.”

“Rumors?’

“Oh, they are as false as they are defamatory, of course. Why, just yesterday, | heard
one that claimed | was pregnant!” Hannah laughed bitterly. “And that is the reason
His Grace was forced to marry me.”

“Oh no,” her aunt gasped as if from shock.

“And that is only the beginning,” Hannah continued. “Each one is worse than the

next—Frederick even refuses to leave the house! Everywhere he goes, he insists that
people are talking about him. Y ou can only imagine how upset he is?’



“l can, | can.”

“His nameis his legacy, and these malicious lies are slinging mud that may never be
scrubbed clean.”
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“Some people...” Teresa clicked her tongue. “Gossip is poison, dear, one that is
passed about like wine. Dreadful business.”

“The only way that | can see us putting an end to them is to find the source of said
lies,” Hannah continued, looking right at her aunt now, studying her and gauging her
reaction. “If we do that and tell this... this beast to cease their slander, that will go a
long way in helping.”

“Certainly, it would.”

“More than that, we would need them to tell everyone they know how happy our
marriage is and how it actually came about. Replace the lies with the truth, asit is, for
that isthe only way.”

“And you wish for me to help you find this person?’ Teresa did not sound at all
worried, still sipping her tea asif the conversation was a most pleasant one.

“Would you?’ Hannah affected a pleading look. “1 have tried my best but have come
up empty. But you, Aunt Teresa... Well, nobody is more respected and well-known
among the ton than you. Surely, you of al people will be able to track down this...
this monster and ask them to put astop to it.”

“1 would love for nothing more,” Teresa said with alittle too much sincerity. “And |
am glad that you came to me—that you trusted me with this. | assure you that within
a week... maybe two, | will find the source and strike it down.” She clicked her
tongue and sighed. “ Anything to help my favorite niece.”



Hannah breathed a sigh of relief. “I knew | could count on you, Aunt Teresa. You
have always been someone | trust and love.”

“And it means the world to me to hear it.”

“Ever since | was alittle girl, in fact, when Father and Mother were too much to bear,
it helped to know that you’ d always look out for me.”

“Of course, | would...”

It was subtle, but Hannah caught a slight twitch at the corner of her lips.

“And when this marriage did occur, when | was at my worst, it pained me to know
what | did to you and Selina. But | also knew that if anyone was to forgive me, it

would be you.”

“1...” A dlight grimace, which Teresa masked immediately. “For you, dear, I'd do
anything.”

“1 cannot tell you the pain this has caused,” Hannah continued, her eyes hardening.
“That someone would do such athing. And for what? Spite is my guess.”

“People do strange things for strange reasons.”
“It is personal, too,” Hannah said, her upper lip curling. “It must be. Which leads me
to suspect that it is someone | know well and likely trust. My first thought, and | am

embarrassed to say it"—she feigned a grimace—"was that Selina might be behind it.”

Her aunt gasped. “Certainly not! And | can promise you, hand over heart, that she is
not involved. That she would never be.”



“Oh, | know that now.” Hannah waved her hand dismissively. “Selinais too kind for
such a thing. And she loves me too much. Which is why it hurt so deeply that
someone so close could do such a thing...” She made sure to look her aunt right in
the eyes, so her words could not be mistaken.

Teresa shifted nervously, sipped her tea, and then looked away. “Assuming it was
someone close to you. For all you know, it could be a disgruntled tenant.”

“No...” Hannah's face clouded, and her tone sharpened. “This was too personal for
that. Thiswas someone | know. Someonel trust. Someone | love. Someone who...” A

beat. “ Someone who wants my marriage to fail.”

It took her a moment. Not looking at Hannah, Teresa heard the words, digested them,
nodded her head, and then her eyes went wide.

“Hannah! | do not know what you are—why you would—what are you saying?’

“You know what | am saying.”

“l think | do, and if what you are saying is what | think it is, then...” Teresa
attempted to look offended. “ Then | might have to ask you to leave.”

“Isthat what you wish to do?’

“That you would accuse me o-of such an act?’ She laughed awkwardly. “1 have never
been so insulted in my life.”

“1 can only imagine.”

“And that you come to my home under false pretenses. That you... that | am forced
to listen to this slander against my name—for that is what thisis.” Teresa put down



her teacup, her hands visibly shaking. “I have half a mind to write to your father and
tell him about this, you know?’

“Why not my husband? | am sure he would like to hear it.”



Page 62

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 3:41 am

“1 told you, | am happy for the both of you. Why would | do such a thing? No, | do
not want to hear it.” She looked away. “Y ou have gone too far today, Niece. | would
ask that you either apologize or leave.”

Hannah remained composed, her tone dispassionate, for she would not be guilted into
pitying her aunt. “I know it was you, Aunt Teresa. My sister told me.”

“Li%! ”

“I know it was you,” she repeated. “You can fake outrage. You can pretend
otherwise. But that will not change the truth. You have sought to undermine my
marriage to His Grace, and you have done so for no other reason than to take revenge

for an incident that was nobody’ s fault.”

Still looking away, Hannah could see her aunt’s chin begin to wobble. “I... | did not
mean?—"

“1 do not want to hear excuses,” she said evenly. “I do not care for them. What | want
is for you to do as | have asked and quash the malicious rumors that you started. Is
that understood?’

Teresaforced hersalf to look at her. “1 did not mean it.”

“You will quash these rumors,” Hannah insisted. “Y ou will tell everybody you spoke
with that you lied.”

“It got out of hand,” Teresa begged. “I was only speaking out of turn, and I... I... |



got carried away and?—"

“And now you will do everything you can to right thiswrong.”

She bowed her head. “I am sorry.”

“1 do not care for your apology. | only care that you do what is right here. Will you
do that?’

Teresadid not respond.

“Aunty?”’

“Alright...” She sniffed. “Please, do not tell your father. If he finds out...” Her chin
continued to wobble, and Hannah almost felt sorry for her.

“1 will keep it to myself if you do as | have asked. If you don’t, you are not the only
one capable of spreading false rumors.”

Teresawinced. “| am so sorry, Hannah. God, | am so—" She sniffed. “Please, forgive

me.

As alittle girl, Hannah had both respected and feared her aunt. Not that the Dowager
Viscountess was a scary woman per se, but she had inspired the type of fear that little
girls often had for powerful figures in their lives. Seeing the way she argued and
stood up to Lord Ramsbury, it had instilled in Hannah this beliefthat her aunt was this
all-encompassing figure like a mountain that God himself could not shift.

Marriage to Frederick had changed all of that. It had changed Hannah.

She now knew what true strength looked like. What was more, she not only knew



how to stand up to it but also how to embody it herself. The way she had spoken to
her aunt just now was similar to how she imagined Frederick might have done it. She
was, after all, a duchess, and despite her aunt being older than her—a figure of
authority even—she needed to know that actions like this would not be tolerated.

Why, Hannah was so thrilled with how their discussion had turned out that she could
not wait to tell Frederick. Surely, he would be proud of her.

“And one more thing,” she added. “In a day or two, you will receive an invitation to
dinner with me and Frederick. And you will accept it.”

Her aunt winced. “Of course. | would never... it would be an honor.”
“My husband will know what you did, but he will not mention it, and nor shall you.
Y ou will be pleasant and polite, and we will finally put this little incident behind us

for good. Understood?’

“Thank you...” Teresa bowed her head, looking utterly ashamed. “I look forward to
it.”

“My father and mother, too, shall attend. It will be a reunion, one where | expect the
very best behavior.” A raised eyebrow.

Her aunt nodded. “ Anything. Anything at all.”
“Wonderful...” Hannah exhaled in relief and smiled gaily, as if their conversation
had been a most pleasant one. “By the way, this tea is divine.” She reached for her

cup and took a sip. “What leaves are you using?’

Her aunt did not answer, her head still bowed, mortified by the looks of things. And
so she should be. She had tried to break Hannah and Frederick’s marriage, thinking it



a weak, brittle thing. But she had thoroughly underestimated them—a mistake that
she would not make again.

Their marriage was strong. It was near perfect. And with this now behind them, it had
the chance to finally blossom.
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Chapter Eighteen

Frederick was in the library reading when he heard Hannah arrive home. It surprised
him, in fact, as he hadn’t expected her to return so soon. Y es, she said that she would
be home for supper, but seeing as she was visiting her sisters, he half expected them
to lose track of time.

Truthfully, he had been looking forward to having the evening to himself. Amelia
was busy with Miss Temperton and would likely be for a few more hours yet. And
Frederick, for how much he had enjoyed these past two weeks, came to realize that he
hadn’t had any time to himself of late. He had some reading he wished to do. Work
he needed to finish. Just a chance to sit back with a glass of brandy and savor the
silence...

Funny that the sound of his wife arriving home didn’t dampen his mood. While he
thought he might have gotten a tad upset, as this free time he had thought to cherish
vanished in an instant, the opposite was true. In fact, the sound of her footsteps had
him closing his book and hurrying out of the library to greet her.

Gone for but afew hours, and aready he missed her. How very strange.
“Hello there, darling!” Frederick greeted as he met her in the hall. With a big smile
on his face, he swept toward her, pulled her in, and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

“How was your afternoon?’

“Frederick, we need to talk.”



Even before she spoke, Frederick could tell that something was wrong. She didn’t
smile when she saw him coming. She didn’t melt into his arms as she usually did.
And when he kissed her, he could feel how stiff and uncomfortable she was.

“Oh...” He swallowed, then attempted a chuckle. “Nothing bad, | hope.”

“Can we...” She stepped out of his embrace and gestured down the hall, toward the
drawing room. “Please.”

He tried not to panic. Surely, nothingthatbad had occurred in the few hours since he
last saw her.

He nodded once and placed his hand on the small of her back as he led her to the
drawing room, again unable to ignore how stiff she felt beneath his touch.

His mind raced as they entered the drawing room. Had he done something wrong?
Had he said something wrong? Or had her sisters planted a seed of doubt in her
mind? And to what effect?

For two weeks, everything had been going so well between them. Surely nothing
untoward would change that?

And yet, as he closed the door behind them, watching his wife standing in the middie
of the room, unable to even look at him, Frederick could not help but feel that the
conversation they were about to have might come to define their marriage. For better
or Worse.

“Hannah...” He chuckled awkwardly. “Is everything aright?’

She did not speak, now looking at the fire crackling in the hearth.



“You're scaring me, Hannah.” He wanted to go to her, but he felt that was not the
best idea. “Please, if something iswrong, you know that you can tell me. You can tell
me anything.”

“l did something,” she said, her voice soft and hesitant. “ Something you will not
like.”

“Oh?’

“You will be happy to know that the rumors about us...” She took a deep breath.
“They will no longer be a problem.”

Frederick frowned, not understanding at first. But as he looked at his wife's back, as
he sensed her fear, he realized now why she was acting this way. What it meant.

“And why isthat?’ he asked carefully, feeling the anger rising but working to keep it
at bay.

“I... I went and spoke with my aunt.”

“You did what?' he almost snapped, again pushing down his rage.

“l had no choice.” She spun around to face him, her face stricken with regret. Her
brown eyes were wide. Her brow was furrowed. And her shoulders were hunched
down. “The things people were saying—it had to be stopped.”

Frederick exhaled, hisjaw clenched. *Y ou went and saw your aunt?’

“I did.”

“Y ou spoke to her even though | told you not to. After | explained?—"



“They would not stop,” she hurried to explain. “If we did nothing, the rumors were
only going to get?—"
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“Do not interrupt me!” he roared, and she flinched. “And do not try and justify what
you have done.” Anger flared within him, fire seeming to spew from his very pores.
“1 told you that to seek out your aunt and beg her to desist was not an option. | told
you that wedo not beg.”

“But | did not beg,” she insisted, wringing her hands, trying to meet his eyes but
unableto. “I told her to stop. That she could no longer?—"

“1 do not care for the words you used,” he snarled. “I do not care if youthinkyou
bullied her. The fact is that you debased yourself by seeing her in the first place. Y ou
made us look weak!” His body was shaking. “And now, regardless of what happens,
she will know that she... that she hasthisto hold over us.”

“1 had no choice,” Hannah pleaded. “The rumors were only going to grow worse, and
you insisted on hiding?—"

“1 was not hiding!”
She winced, and the fear in her eyes had Frederick itching to comfort her.

Yes, he was angry. Furious! But he took no pleasure in shouting at his wife, and he
certainly took no pleasure in making her afraid of him.

“1 needed time to think,” he said in a calmer voice. His body was still shaking, his
breathing was ragged and raw, but he composed himself. “To figure out what needs
to be done. Anything would have been better than... that seeking out your aunt and
asking her to stop.”



“l am sorry,” she said sincerely. “I... | just wanted it to stop. And now it will,” she
assured him, begging him to see the positive.” She will make sure it does. | know this
was not what you wanted, but surely you can see the good in it? Please, Frederick,
tell me that you understand.”

He did understand. And on the face of it, thiswould likely turn out for the best. Those
rumors, as horrible as they were, threatened to chip away at their marriage, at his
name and title. Like a worm burrowing into an apple, they would rot it from the core
if left unchecked. On the face of it... he could see the good in what his wife had done.

Sadly, now Frederick was forced to face another problem, one which he hadn’t
considered until this very moment.

He could not trust his wife. She had lied to his face. She had gone against his word.
She had undermined him fully. For how close they had become these last two weeks,
he wondered if that was where he had erred, letting her think that she had full reign
over him and could get away with anything she liked.

He was starting to fall in love with Hannah. Of that, he had no doubt. But was it
worth it? To love someone who clearly held him in such little regard. He had been

down that road once already...

“1 understand well enough,” he sighed with regret, the anger gone as quickly asit had
come. “And | understand why you thought you needed to do what you did.”

Hope flickered in her eyes. “Y ou do?’

She went for him, but he took a step back, which made her hesitate.

“But you do not realize what this...” He bit hislip, unable to look at her. “I told you
what must be done. | thought that would be enough. But you went against me without



even... without considering why | asked such athing. Because you did not care.”

“That isnot true! Of course, | care! That iswhy?>—"

“I trusted you,” he cut her off, his voice cracking. “And you broke that trust, Hannah.
Perhaps you are right and this was needed. Perhaps one day, | will be glad that you
did what you did today. But right now...” He looked right at her, pain in his eyes,
enough that he could see it mirrored in her own. “I do not know if | will ever be able
to trust you again. Not fully.”

It was as if he stabbed her in the heart. She stumbled back, wincing in pain. The look
on her face was one of agony and disbelief, unable to fathom that he could say such a
thing—that her actions could causeit.

“l am sorry,” he continued, his voice turning soft. “And perhaps | am to blame. These
last two weeks have been...” He chuckled lightly and shook his head. “They have
been better than | could have hoped for, and in that, perhaps we made a mistake. |
made a mistake.”

“What... what do you mean?’ Her voice broke.

“This marriage was always meant to be one of convenience, but | have been weak
and succumbed to my base desires. | have...” A deep breath, for he could not believe
he was about to say this. “I have let you think that this marriage might be more than
what it should be. What it is. And for that, | am sorry.”

“What...”

Her body trembled, and oh how he wanted to go to her. But he held fast, needing to
get through this because he felt that he must.



“What it is? And what isit?

“As | said.” He swallowed past the lump in his throat. “A marriage of convenience
and nothing more.”

He might as well have slapped her for her reaction. Pain at first, radiating through her
body. To hurt someone you loved was its own sort of agony, and Frederick was living
it right now.

But then came the anger. Breaking through the pain so that she was snarling at him.
In a way, Frederick had expected it. Why, he amost smiled to see it. Hannah, never
one to go down without afight, was surely not going to take his rebuke so easily.

And seeing that light in her eyes... the urges that Frederick had been suppressing
surged. The fire ssmmered inside her. Her skin glowed. Her breathing was heavy. Her
breasts were heaving. Heranger had his skin burning and his blood pumping, pulling
him forward, as al he wanted to do was take her any way he wanted...
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Self-control.

Frederick tried to keep himself in check. Hehadto.

“A marriage of convenience?’ she snorted. “Isthat what thisis?’

“It'sall it has ever been.”

“A marriage at your own convenience,” she snarled. “Not mine.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “Y ou did not seem to mind it.”

“Hal” Her laughter was bitter. “Oh, | am so grateful that you were finaly able to
touch me. So, so grateful. Why, you almost had me convinced that the sight of me
didn’t disgust you.”

Frederick winced but straightened up. “And | told you, my feelings for you had
nothing to do with... with that. My reasons for not touching you were my own. |
simply regret that | wasn’t able to resist as | should have. And for that, | am sorry.”

“Don’'t!” she spat. “Don’'t you dare apologize.”

“It isthe last apology you will get from me,” he shot back, loving the way she snarled
at himin response. It made his blood pump through hisveins “That, | promise you.”

“1 don’t need your apology.”



Her body shook with anger; hands clenched by her sides, her teeth bared, her eyes
ablaze. Was it wrong that Frederick found it all so darn tempting that he could hardly
stand it?

“I just wish | could take it all back. Save myself the effort it took to be with you.”

His eyesflashed, and hisjaw clenched. “Is that what it was? An effort?’

“A mistake,” she hissed. “It is funny in a way, that for a second | believed that—"
She scoffed. “That | ignored your words and believed that this marriage could turn
into more. That | might want such athing.”

Frederick could fedl it happening. For over a week now, their love making had been
fueled by pure attraction and an acknowledgment of their desire to be together. No
need to fight or argue to spark that passion. It was there, ready and waiting. And that
was good. It was needed. But it had also been missing something.

As Hannah spat fire at him, she slowly stepped closer to him, her body shaking. Her
eyes, wide and full of anger, were exactly what had made him want her so much in
the beginning.

To leave now would be the smart thing. Frederick could turn around and walk away
and be done with it—would likely be donewith it for good. But dammit, he was a
weak, weak man. And dammit, he did not care.

“You wanted it well enough this morning,” he said with a smirk that he knew she
would hate. “And last night. And yesterday morning?—"

“1 thought | did,” she cut him off, taking another step toward him. “But | wanted it
about as much as you did. That is to say, | forced myself to believe it. Now...” She
laughed. “Y ou could not pay me to touch you.”



“You played your role well,” he said, still smirking, as if he was somehow winning
this argument. “Y ou amost had me believing.”

“Not me...” She hesitated. Considered. And then smiled to herself with grim
satisfaction. “How could | believe that of a man who could not even bring himself to
finish inside me?’

Frederick balked at that. “ Excuse me?’

“You heard me,” she hissed triumphantly. “I knew the first time we were together
that this—" She gestured between them. “That this was nothing. If it was, you
wouldn’t have treated me like some... some whore.”

“Is that what you want?’ he snarled. “For me to finish inside you? Would that have
made you happy?’

“You could not do it, even if you tried.”

“Isthat a challenge?’

“A statement of fact!”

They looked at one another. Glaring daggers so hot that Frederick could feel them
piercing his skin. A moment passed between them, fueled by such intensity that he
almost wondered if Hannah might strike him. He growled. She sneered. Their beating

hearts raged as one. And then...

And then they lunged at one another.
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Frederick cupped Hannah's face in his hands, roughly pulling her in and kissing her
on the lips. No, not a kiss. That was too gentle. Too loving. This was as if he was
trying to devour her, consume her. He wrapped his lips around her own, and his
tongue plunged into mouth, licking and sucking as if he hadn’t eaten in days and she
was hislast meal.

And Hannah, as he kissed her, grabbed his shirt and tore it open. Her hands then
moved to his pants, ripping at them also, doing what she could to remove his clothes
as if they had caught fire. She broke their kiss and trailed her lips down his chest, his
nipples, his neck. She licked and bit and sucked on his flesh as his pants fell by his
ankles.

Frederick made to do the same for her dress, only for Hannah to slap his hands away.
He tried again, but she grabbed his handsand held them. Her flashed with a warning,
and she bared her teeth, snarling at him to leave her be. Then she pushed his hands
away again, flattened a hand on his chest, and held him there before dropping to her
knees.

Her lips wrapped around the tip of his member, and his body stiffened. Her tongue
ran up his shaft, her hands cupped his testicles, her lips sucked and sucked and
sucked, and his knees shook. Nearly stumbling, he had no choice but to fist ahand in
her hair and hold himself steady as she bobbed her head up and down on his shaft,
sucking and licking the whole while.

“Hannah...” he groaned. “That is... God... that... yes!”

Her tongue flicked over the tip, licking gently, before she swallowed him whole



again. Then she took the base of his shaft in her hand and began to twist as she
continued to swallow him.

It was unlike anything she had done before. Hannah, taking full control, being in
charge like this... She had a point to make, and whatever it was, she was making it
well. And Frederick, realizing that he had once again lost control, did not care.

A few more moments and Frederick had no choice but to taste her. Using his
strength, he lifted her off the floor. She protested and slapped at him, but he carried
her across the room and tossed her on the sofa. Like a petulant puppy, she snarled at
him, but he bore down on her, his hand around her neck as the other ripped her dress
off her. Next, he wedged his knees between her legs, still holding her down, looking
into her eyes and warning her not to fight him on this. It was his turn.

He dove between her thighs next. The taste of her was as sweet as he remembered,
and the way she grabbed his head and held him there, pressing his face against her
sex until he could hardly breathe, made his length stiffen further. But he licked and
sucked on her nether lips, then wrapped his lips around her bud so that she began to
shake and cry out.

“There!” she commanded him. “ Right—don’t stop!”

“Don’'t tell me what to do,” he growled into her folds.

“Oh, shut up for once!” Her legs wrapped around his head, and he continued to eat
her.

As he devoured his wife, Frederick could feel his member pulsating. It throbbed so
hard that it hurt. Already, he knew that within seconds of thrusting into her, he would
climax, and for once he ssimply did not care.



He pulled away, and she gasped. “What did | >—"

He was on her, kissing her just to shut her up. She accepted it, falling back onto the
sofa and pushing her hips up. Her hand found his member, and he very nearly
climaxed right then and there, but he held on as she guided him toward her entrance.

“Urgh...” They moaned together.

“This is what you want, isn't it?" Frederick growled as he thrust deep and hard into
her. Faces inches apart, they were like rabid dogs daring the other to attack.

“You know what | want,” she panted as she ground her hips against him. “If you

can.
“Do not tempt me, woman.”
“Do not tell me what to do!”
He thrust again and again. Her wetness was indescribable. The feel of her wrapped
around his member was heavenly. Each thrust sent a pulse from his legs to his soul,

and within minutes he could feel himself about to erupt.

Harder thrusts. Faster. He bit her shoulder, and she grabbed his head to hold him
there. Deeper thrusts. Faster. His body began to shake as the pleasure built.

“Y ou better not,” she moaned.

“I'will doasl... asl... asl...” Andthen it hit him.

Buried deep inside his wife, for the first time Frederick finished inside her. And
Hannah, feeling it, wrapped her legs around his waist so that he could not pull away,



forcing him to stay inside her until every last drop was spent.

And when they were finished, Frederick knew that one of two things might happen.

They could come to their senses, redlize that the words they spoke were true and this
right here was the last time either would dare touch the other. One would storm away.
The other would stay. Both would feel great shame and sadness and regret while
knowing it was the only way...

Or they could understand that sometimes things happened in the heat of anger and
words spoken could be taken back. Yes, they had said some hurtful things to each
other, but they knew what this marriage was and what it could be, and one fight
should not change that. Surely not?

Silence fell between them as Frederick slowly pulled out of her. Awkward. Tense.
Unsure. Frederick, unable to look his wife in the eyes, tried to sense what she might
be feeling. For al that was said, he realized right then that he did not want this to be
the end, not for a moment, and he prayed she was of the same mind.

Slowly, he looked up and met her eyes. A hardened glare. The sense that she hated
him... And then asmile.
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Hannah snorted, and he burst into laughter. He fell back onto the sofa, and she was
immediately on him. She climbed into his arms, he kissed the top of her head, and
together they laughed at the stupid things they said, knowing now that this marriage
was exactly what they both wanted.

Words were meaningless, but actions mattered, and the action that had just
occurred... there was little chance this marriage would be ending anytime soon.

Surely not.
Chapter Nineteen

They lay on the sofa together, wrapped in one another’s arms. With the vigor and
intensity of what had just happened behind them, it might have looked to anyone
watching that things had finaly returned to normal. And in a way, they had. The
anger was behind them. What needed to be said had been said. It was a perfect chance
for the two to move forward, and yet...

The silence gave Frederick a chance to consider and contemplate what had just
happened and what it might mean. Not the fight, not the insults. Rather, it was the
action that haunted him, and what it might mean going forward.

He had finished inside Hannah for the first time, something which he swore he would
not do. For al his talk of not wanting to touch her, it was but a symptom of a larger
cause. Touching meant closeness, which would lead to love, which would inevitably
lead to what had just happened. A normal enough affair for a husband and wife, but
in Frederick’s mind, it was cataclysmic.



He shifted uncomfortably—Hannah's head rested on his chest—as if trying to
separate himself from her without actually doing so. He loved the fedl of her body
against his, the sound of her breathing, the scent of her hair. He knew deep down that
he was happy and that there was no need to feel what he was feeling. But still, he
could not escape the feeling that he had done something wrong.

Hannah must have felt him tense up, for she shifted and sat up to look at him, her
expression etched with concern.

“Is everything alright?’ she asked.

“Why wouldn’t it be?’ he responded simply.

“Y ou seem tense, is all.”

“l am not.”

“Is it the sofa? We can move to our bedroom if you would prefer? It is alittle snug
here.” She laughed.

“No, the sofaisfine.”

Her brow furrowed as she studied him, knowing something was wrong but not
knowing whether she should push or not.

“Alright...” Slowly, she settled back down on his chest. “ Just making sure.”

There was something wrong. Yes, what they had hurled at each other in the heat of
anger might have been exaggerated, but there was truth behind it still. An indication
of Hannah's true feelings and what she expected from this marriage. Only spoken
about once, back when they had both agreed that this marriage was purely one of



convenience, it was becoming harder and harder to ignore.

Frederick wondered if he should do just that, to see how long he could go on
pretending. Or if he should bring it up now and then strike it down so that there
would be no confusion.

The guilt roiled inside him. But a voice in the back of his head cried for him to keep
his mouth shut and enjoy the moment. But unfortunately, and ironically, his feelings
for Hannah meant that he could not. She needed to know how he felt, and it really
was that ssimple.

“Hannah,” he began awkwardly. “May | ask you something?’

“ Anything. Y ou know that.”

“We have spoken of it once before but have not touched on the topic since. And with
what just happened...” He exhaled. “I think we must revisit it again.”

“Alright...”

He could feel her tense up as she lay on top of him, bracing herself for what she knew
would not be a pleasant conversation.

“Itisabout...” Hetook adeep, caming breath. “It is about starting afamily.”

A beat as sheregistered his meaning. “ Oh?”

“1 told you weeks ago, when this marriage was first arranged, that | had no interest in
starting a family. And at the time, you said that you were of the same mind. | just

want to confirm that...” He clicked his tongue, for no matter how he said it, it would
not come out right. “That you still feel the same way. That you have no interest in



starting afamily.”

As expected, she did not answer right away. In fact, he could fed her pull away
dightly. Confusion, she must be feeling, for what had just happened suggested the
very opposite of what he had just said. But then again, that was why he felt the need
to bring it up.

[...” She hesitated. “1 am not sure.”
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It sounded like alie, said to appease him.

“3S0, the fact that | have no interest in starting a family with you does not upset you?
Y ou are perfectly at ease with such an arrangement?’

“1 would not say that | am at ease.”

“S0, you do wish to start afamily?’

“Well...” Sheclicked her tongue. “It is not that ssimple.”

“It should be. It isayes or no answer, isit not? Y ou either do or you do not.”

She pushed herself up again and looked at him, the expression on her face betraying
her inner conflict. “When we first spoke about this, | did not consider starting a
family with you. And | was fine with that...” An awkward chuckle. “You may
remember that when we had that conversation, you had just told me that you would
never touch me.”

“I remember.”

“S0..." Another awkward chuckle. “There was no reason for me to think that it
would ever be a problem. But things have changed since then.”

“Some things have,” he agreed carefully, making sure to not look away from her. He
needed to be strong in this, give no sense that he was hesitant. “But my opinion on
this has not changed.”



“That is what you said about the touching.” Shetried for a coy smile, but it fell at his
somber expression.

Thiswas not a personal slight against her, and she needed to know that.

“That was different.”

“| don't see how.”

The corner of his mouth twitched. “My refusal to touch you... that was never
personal 7—"

“$0, thisis?’ Sheleaned back asif he had struck her.

“No,” he said quickly, half-moving as if to comfort her, but stopping himself because
he needed to stay strong and emotionless. “My meaning is, | opted for a marriage of
convenience specifically because | did not wish to start a family. As you well know,
marriages among our class are arranged almost exclusively to produce heirs, and |
wanted to make sure it was known that there would be no such expectation in our
marriage.”

“By refusing to touch me?”’

“It seemed the safest course.”

“And now that you have touched me...” she trailed off, looking away asif ashamed.

Again, he made to reach for her but then held back.

“This marriage has grown into something that even | could not have foreseen, and |
need you to know that | do not regret anything that has happened between us. | relish



it, in fact.”

She scoffed softly. “That islovely to hear.”

“What | wanted was a mother for Amelia, a role model, and you are that. The fact
that the two of you had bonded the way you have is everything | could have hoped
for. | could not be happier about it. However...” He swallowed past the lump in his
throat. “When it comes to starting a family of our own, that is an option | cannot
consider.”

“And an heir?’ she asked, still not looking at him. “What about your need to produce
an heir?’

“1 have already decided that my brother, William, will be my heir.”

“1t seems you have thought of everything,” she said coldly, shifting further down the
sofaand away from him.

Frederick hated that he had to have this conversation right here and now, but he felt it
was the right move. With how upset Hannah was, it was best to get it out of the way
and pray that she not only forgave him but was able to see his side. That she might
accept it.

“You are upset...” Hereached for her, and she moved out of the way.

“What do you think?’
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“1 did tell you from the beginning that this was how things would be, remember? |
never lied to you.”

“And that is supposed to make me feel better?’
“Itissimply afact.”

“Yes, well,” she scoffed. “I will remind myself of that each time | am forced to
remember that you have no desire to start a family with me. Hopefully, it will keep
me warm.”

He frowned. “So, you do wish to start afamily?’

“1 did not—" She stopped and took a deep breath to gather herself. “ The truth is that
up until aweek ago, | did not even consider it an option. The way that we were with
one another...” She scoffed. “Why would |? But this last week, Frederick...” She
turned and looked at him, sadness plain on her face. “ Everything has changed. | know
that this marriage has grown into something that we did not foresee, and a part of me
was hoping that we would grow with it.”

“Wewill...” He sat up now, wanting to reach for her still. But he knew if he did that,
he would be at her mercy, for he needed to keep his emotions in check if he was to
get through this. “There is no reason we cannot. The fact that we are here right
now...” Heindicated their naked state on the sofa. “Does that not tell you how far we
have come?’

“And it is as far as we will come,” she insisted. “For what €lse is there after this? If



not a child, then what?’

“We have Amdlia”

She grimaced. “And | love her, | do. Only... well, sheisyour daughter, not mine.”
That hit Frederick a little harder than he had expected. He leaned back, taken by
surprise, his cool fagade dropping instantly. While it might not have been that
shocking of a comment, it was alittle too real, speaking to the true nature of what this
marriage really was.

“Sheis our daughter,” he said coldly.

“ And would she not like a brother or another sister? Would that not be fair to her?’

“Do not use Ameliaas abargaining chip. Thisis not about her.”

“You are the one who has made it as such,” she shot back, her anger rising again.
“Y ou are the one who has made this... thisrule, with her at the center.”

“This has nothing to do with Amelia.”

“What, then?’ She fixed him with aglare. “ Since the day you told me of your... your
ridiculous rule, what you have not done isprovided me with areason why.” She raised
an eyebrow. “ So, tell me, why? Why do you not wish to start a family with me? Give
me a damn reason.”

Frederick’slip twitched again, his anger returning. “It is not so simple to explain.”

“It 1s” she snarled. “You just don't want to. Either that or you don't care to.
Whatever it is, the result is the same.”



“Y ou won't understand.”

“Better that than having nothing to understand at all. Tell me, Frederick. Make me
understand.” Her expression softened, and her eyes turned pleading. “Please. After
everything we have been through, | have aright to know.”

How could he possibly explain it? How could he make her see? The reason for all of
this, it brought back memories that had Frederick wanting to stand up and storm out
of the room, grab a chair and throw it against the wall.

A worse memory he could not imagine, a worse time in his life he could not fathom
to have existed. It made him feel pathetic and weak in ways he did not enjoy, and the
idea of explaining it to Hannah, of putting himself out there like that...

But he had to tell her, he had no other option. He just prayed it would be enough and
that she would not judge him for it.

“Y ou wish to know the reason?’ he asked, looking down asif from shame.

“Tell me.” She took his hand and held it to her chest. “Please. If there is a reason, |

must know it.”

He breathed in deeply to calm his racing heart, to stop himself from shaking and
sweating. Thiswas not a conversation he wished to have but one that had to happen.

“As you know,” he began solemnly, his voice soft with regret. “| was married once
before. It was a marriage arranged by my father, a man who | would have done
anything for. Raised as | was, | knew my role in the family and was happy to take it.”
He scoffed bitterly. “As ridiculous as it now sounds, | was proud to do it. | even
thought”—nhis stomach churned—*“that despite not knowing the woman whom | was
set to wed, we might learn to love one another with time.”



Hannah did not speak, even though he could see the obvious question on her lips.Did
you?she wished to ask.Learn to love one another?

“Typically, my wife did not wish to marry me either. But while | had made my peace
with it, willing to do what it took to make the marriage work, she was the opposite in
every regard. She hated me...” The words tumbled off his tongue like poison.
“Reviled me. Wished me dead.”
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“| am sure that is not true...”

He chuckled bitterly. “I have always been a cold man. Not by choice, but it is simply
my way. And while | tried not to be that with her, she treated me as if | were a
stranger in my own home. It made it impossible to forge any sort of bond until,
eventualy, the two of us stopped talking. We would stand in the same room and
simply pretend the other did not exist...”

His stomach churned as memories from a time he wished to forget flashed in his
mind.

“But Amdia...?

“My wife knew her duty, and we lay together until she fell pregnant. Funny that |
thought once Amelia was born, things might change, that she might see that there was
a chance at happiness with me. But she died in childbirth, and we were never given
that chance.”

“Oh, Frederick...” Hannah shifted closed to him and kissed his hand. “| am so sorry.”

That wasn't the end of the story. There was one more chapter, the one that till
haunted Frederick to this day—the true reason for his pledge to never love again, to
never touch the woman he married, to keep his distance because it felt safest.

“As my wife lay dying,” he continued, his voice dropping, darkness seeming to
envelop the room, “she did say one thing to me. Barely conscious, barely alive, she
made sure to say one last thing so that there would be no mistaking how she felt.”



Hannah hesitated. “What... what did she say.”

“That she hated me,” Frederick sighed. “She told me that she hated me and that she
always had. Our daughter had been born for less than a minute, and rather than asking
to see her, she made sure to tell me that.” His lip curled. “From the moment we met
to the moment she was taken from this world, she despised me to my core, and for
that reason...” hetrailed off asthe pain began to roll over him.

Hannah did not speak at first. Still holding his hand. Still looking at him. She
pondered the story he had just told, caught between wanting to comfort him further
and press him for more details.

And even before she spoke, he knew what was coming, and he hated it.

“That it awful,” Hannah said. “Truly, | cannot even imagine...” She sniffed and
kissed his hand again. “But, Frederick, | do understand why you might not want
anything from this marriage —I do. But surely, now you can see that our situation is
not the same.” A soft chuckle. “I do not hate you. | certainly do not despise you. And
if we were to have a child together, | know that it would only bring us closer together.
Y ou must see that.”

He did. On the face of it, everything she said made sense. But for six years now,
Frederick had lived with the burden of trapping a woman in a loveless marriage,
forcing her to conceive a child, and then watching as she died. For six years, he had
felt guilt for what had happened, swearing that if he was to marry again, he would not
burden his new wife with the same expectation.That his marriage would be one of
convenience, giving her the freedom to have the life that his previous wife never had.

“1 know,” he spoke into his chest, looking down because he could not bring himself
to look at Hannah.



“Then why...?’
“As| said, it isnot so easy to explain.”
“But you have explained it,” Hannah pressed. “And while | understand your initial

reservations, | am not your ex-wife. | want this, and...” She hesitated. “I think you
want it, too.”

He shook his head. “And | told you, | cannot.”

“Butwhy?’

He had no answer to that. None that made sense. Guilt that he could not explain. A
feeling that if he was to have a child with Hannah, it would be the beginning of the
end for them. A promise he had made that he refused to break. Perhaps from
stubbornness? Perhaps from superstition? Or perhaps because he was just scared.

“1 have told you why...” Slowly, he pulled away from her and rose from the sofa.
“Frederick—" She went to take his hand.

“Pleasel” He pulled it away, still turned away from her. “This is not about you,
Hannah. | told you from the beginning what | wanted, and...” His body was shaking.

“And my hope was—is... | hope that you can respect my wish.”

He then forced himself to take afinal ook at her, seeing the pain on her face, wincing
because it hurt him as much asit did her.

He knew it made no sense. He knew that he should have sat and spoken with her,
made her see, or at least given himself a chance to see her side. But Frederick had
always been stubborn, and with the memories of his past marriage crashing over him



like waves, he felt as if he was about to fall into a bottomless pit from which he
would never return.

He grabbed a blanket, covered himself, and stumbled out of the room. When he
reached the door, he gave Hannah a final pleading, regretful look. If he walked out
the door right now, he knew that to come back would be near impossible, that she
might never forgive him, that he would only be doing to this marriage what he had
donetothelast...

But he walked out anyway.

This marriage was only ever meant to be for convenience, and now, it seemed, that is
what it had become once more.

Chapter Twenty
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Frederick was already fast asleep when Hannah crept into their bedroom later that
evening. Or perhaps he was faking it? Pretending so that they would not have to
continue their discussion—argument, more like.

It had not been a discussion, for that suggested reason and compromise. What had
transpired between them was something else entirely.

Hannah stood in the doorway, eyeing her slumbering husband, torn between waking
him and letting him sleep. If he woke up, they would likely continue from where they
had left off, and while Hannah felt such a conversation was needed, she wasn't even
sure what she wanted from it.

Did she wish to have children with Frederick? Did she wish to force the issue and
make him commit? Or was she happy with what they had, for it was more than she
had ever dared hope for, and to risk it now might ruin everything?

She vacillated between both options, deciding at the moment that she would give it
the night. Sleep. Wake up beside her husband. Hopefully, remind him in the morning
how happy she could make him—she knew exactly how to do that. And once the
tension between them faded, she might dare to broach the subject again.

It was arestless deep. She eyed her husband’ s naked back, hoping he would shift and
throw his arm over her as he did so often in the night. A small thing, but asign that he
still cared for her and that his threats of returning their marriage to one of
convenience was simply spoken in the heat of the moment.

Alas, he did no such thing.



Eventually—she did not know when—Hannah drifted off to sleep, looking forward to
tomorrow, certain that when she woke up, it would be to happier times...

But the following morning, Hannah woke up alone.

Every morning since their first night together, she had woken up to her husband
between her thighs. Licking her where he knew she loved to be licked. Smothering
her in kisses. Pressing his naked body against her own. Wrapping her in his arms.
Making love to her because what better way to start the day?

This morning, there would be none of that.

Hannah sat up slowly as she looked around the empty room. Then to the side of the
bed, where her husband should have been lying. It was still early, just past sunrise,
yet he had woken up and snuck out without waking her—determined not to, by the
looks of things. If Hannah had harbored any hope that they might have been able to
forget the previous night, now she knew that dream to be folly.

She readied herself for the morning in a state of confusion, panic, and bewilderment.
Bathing, she tried to convince herself that what she needed to do wastell Frederick in
no uncertain terms that she was fine with not starting a family with him, that she was
happy with what they had, and if this was as far as their relationship went, then so be
it. Better that then to risk ruining everything.

Dressing herself next, she could not escape the feeling that to do so would beto lie to
herself, for although she had not considered the possibility of a family before now,
the more she thought about it, the more she came to realize that it was the next logical
step in their relationship. If Frederick truly did care for her, he should want such a
thing, and his determination not to have children spoke to the truth of hisfeelings.

Leaving her room and making her way down the hall, she again came to the decision



that she would just leave it... only to go down the stairs and change her mind once
again.

Did she love Frederick so much that she would happily go along with this strange
desire to keep their marriage stagnate? Or didshe love him so much that she needed to
stand up for herself and demand that he treat her as awife, not a plaything?

What to do... what to do...

Her mind whirred, her stomach twisted, and by the time she wandered into the dining
room to find Frederick and Amelia already seated at the table, she still had not a clue
what she would do.

“Hannah!” Ameliacried out at the sight of her. “Where have you been?’

It was the sight of Ameliathat finally answered Hannah's question. The little girl, for
how much Hannah had grown to love her, was not her own. To walk into the dining
room as she had and to see her own daughter sitting there, buzzing with excitement at
the sight of her...her mother... Just the thought had Hannah’s heart soaring, only for
her stomach to drop when she spotted Frederick eyeing her asif in awarning.

Hannah forced a smile. “Sorry | am late...” A quick glance at her husband, who
suddenly looked guilty, even though he did smile at the sight of her. “I must have
deptin.”

“1 was going to come get you, but Father told meto let you rest.”

“Is that right?” Hannah eyed her husband curiously as she made for her seat. “How
very... considerate of him.”

Frederick did not speak at first. Watching her still, his expression was impassive, and



for a heartbeat, Hannah realized what this must mean. He was true to his words.
Determined to go back to the way things had been. A marriage of convenience was
all she could hope for.

This broke her, and she stumbled dslightly as she reached her chair, unable to look at
him, for she might shatter right then and there.

“You looked so peaceful,” he said suddenly, his smile returning. “And | thought you
could use the rest.”

And then, most shockingly, he rose from his seat, leaned forward, and kissed her on
the cheek.

Hannah straightened up at the kiss. Trying her best not to react in a way that might
seem strange, she looked at Frederick, who simply smiled to himself as he sat back
down. But the kiss lingered on her cheek, tingling, asif to pull her out of her funk and
let her know that the situation wasn't nearly as dire as she had alowed herself to
believe.

Frederick wasn’'t done with her yet. Maybe he had come to realize that a marriage of
convenience wasn't possible? And if that was the case...

Hannah sat up straighter in her seat at the thought, wondering now if maybe there was
still achance.
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“What are we doing today?’ Amelia asked excitedly. “I want to go to the pond
again!”

Frederick looked pointedly at her. “Y ou have lessons today, Amelia. Miss Temperton
IS expecting you.”

She scrunched up her face. “No fair!”

“Besides, | am busy...” His eyes flicked to Hannah, causing her to frown. “I will be
out most of the day.”

“W-what? Y ou are leaving?’

He had not told her that he would be out today, which suggested it was a sudden
decision, which suggested that he had made said decision after their conversation.

“Nothing exciting,” he assured her. “Work, mostly. | don’t want to bore you with the
details.” He paused for a moment. “Y ou will be alright by yourself, | trust?’

“Oh.” She blinked “Yes, | am sure | can find something to do.”

“Good.” He took her hand and gave it a comforting squeeze, paired with a smile that
reached his eyes.

It was al very confusing. On the one hand, Frederick seemed to be doing the little he
could to remind Hannah that they were stillhusband and wife and that his ‘no
touching’ rule was athing of the past.



On the other hand, Hannah could sense a gap widening between them. A tension. An
awkwardness that hadn’t been there before.

“Hannah,” Amelia began. “Not today, but one day soon, do you think...” She bit her
lip, looked at her father asif concerned, but then nodded her head. “Might you teach
me to swim? | so want to learn.”

Hannah chuckled. “Y ou did rather well the last time.”

“That does not count.” Amelia scrunched up her nose. “ The water was not deep, and |
didn’t do anything!”

“Amelia,” Frederick warned her, “I have told you, you are not old enough.”

“l am! Please, Father. | wish to learn! Hannah!” Amelialooked pleadingly at Hannah.
“Tell him!”

“1 told you no,” Frederick insisted.

“Hannah!” Amelia continued to look pleadingly at her.

Hannah was about to laugh it off and tell Amelia that she would discuss it with her
father first. Not wanting to overstep, aware ofthe precipice that her marriage stood on,
she figured it might be best to play it safe.

Only before she got the chance, Frederick interrupted.

“Enough, Amelia,” he said warningly. “Hannah is not your mother.”

That statement, said so assuredly and ssimply, knocked the wind out of Hannah.
Frederick did not raise his voice. He did not snap. But the words were enough to



remind Hannah of the reality in which she lived.

He was right. Amelia, for how much Hannah loved her, was not her daughter and
never would be. Not the girl’ s fault, of course. Simply afact.

Hannah tried her best not to look taken aback by the comment, evenif it lit something
inside of her that she had been trying to ignore since the previous night. Frederick
could treat her like a wife. He could kiss her and make love to her and be the very
best of husbands. But it was all surface level, a distraction because that was easier
than dealing with the truth—that this marriage had come as far as he was willing to
let it.

Anger rising, frustration surging, Hannah forced a smile and looked at Frederick, who
frowned when he saw the look in her eyes.

“That reminds me,” she began, knowing aready it was foolish but unable to stop
because dammit, she needed to dosomething. “I wish to have my aunt and my cousin
Selina over for dinner tomorrow night.”

Frederick balked. “ Excuse me?’

“And my father and mother, too. And my sisters and their husbands. We have not
hosted since our wedding, and | think it might be a good idea.”

She gave him an over-the-top smile that had his mouth twitching.

“That is... something we should discussin private.”
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“It is needed,” she pushed rightly. “And it is smart. With everything that has
happened recently—concerning my aunt, | mean—I think we should make amends,
and inviting her over for dinner is a sure way to do that. We don’t want to look

petty.”
She could see Frederick struggling to contain his anger in front of his daughter.
“Again, | think thisis something we should discussin?—"

“Furthermore, it will give everyone a chance to see how far our marriage has come.”
She took his hand again and squeezed it, looking into his eyes, making sure he saw
the point she wastrying to make. “ And that those nasty rumors were just that, rumors.
Isn’'t that what you want, after all?’

“1...” Frederick clenched his jaw, forced a smile for Amelia, and then looked at
Hannah. “ The timing is queer. Perhaps if we wait a few weeks and?—"

“No, no,” Hannah spoke over him, taking a little too much pleasure in the way it
made him stiffen. “I insist we do it tomorrow night. | mean... thisis my hometoo, is
it not? | should be allowed to host a dinner party?’ She chuckled as if it were a joke.
“Unless there is a good reason that | cannot? Is there, Frederick? Surely, you would
not begrudge me that?’

It was a nasty trick, but it spoke to Hannah's desperation... and annoyance at her
husband.

Knowing that Frederick hated the gossip that had surrounded their marriage, and his



desperation for it to stop, a forced socia setting like this one meant that he would
have no choice but to display his affections. Furthermore, with her sisters and their
husbands in attendance, he might see what a happy marriage looked like, the boon of
bearing children and starting a family, as she knew both her sisters and their husbands
were beyond besotted with their children.

And also, perhaps most importantly, he needed to be reminded that she wasn't to be
walked over and treated like an ‘other’ in this house. They were married. This was
her home, too. And it would be that way from now on until her dying breath.

“It will give me something to do today,” Hannah continued triumphantly. “Seeing as
you are away all day, that is. You don’t want me growing bored and complacent, do
you? After all, awife needs ways to fill out her day.”

Frederick looked at her ruefully, for surely, he could see what she was doing. The
protest. The denouncement of the power he tried to wield over her. The
announcement that this marriage wasn’t going to be on histerms only.

“Sounds like a wonderful idea,” he said carefully, keeping his anger at bay. “As you
said...” He narrowed his eyes at her quickly, then gave her a smile. “This is your
home too, and | would hate to begrudge you that.”

“Thank you, dear.” She leaned forward and kissed him on the cheek, which he
accepted without hesitation.

Did Hannah want to raise a family? Did she want this marriage to be more than it
was? She decided right then and there that she did. And while she suspected that
Frederick was hoping to ignore what had happened last night, slowly letting things
settle and then returning to how things had been, she needed to let him know that
such fancies were not an option.



Consequences be damned.

Chapter Twenty-One

The dinner party got off to avery awkward start.

Hannah had tried to organize the arrival of her guests so that her sisters and their
husbands would be the first to arrive, providing a much-needed buffer for when their
aunt and their father were in the same room together. But for reasons that she would
learn later—a sick child, and a horse that had thrown a shoe—her sisters ended up
arrivinglate.

That left Hannah and Frederick to entertain her aunt Teresa, her cousin Selina, and
her mother and father alone.

Upon their arrival, the two parties were directed to the drawing room for pre-supper
drinks and what Hannah hoped to be some light conversation. She sat on a sofa with
Frederick, making sure to hold his hand and stay close. Her mother and father sat on
the sofa beside them, while her aunt and cousin sat directly across from them.

Close quarters. Father and aunt sitting opposite. Brandy flowing. The fire crackling.
In hindsight, it was always going to be tense.

“This is delicious brandy,” her father said awkwardly, raising his glass and then
taking asip. “Whereisit from? If you do not mind my asking.”

“Northern France,” Frederick answered. He had been quiet all evening, contemplative
and very clearly not having as good atime as he might.

“Ah...” Lord Ramsbury nodded in understanding and waited for an explanation, but
got none, so he cleared histhroat and tried again. “Y ou will have to give me the name



of your supplier.”

“Gladly.”

“1 thought you were cutting back on the drink, Phineas,” Teresa said politely. “We all
know how you get when you have one too many.”

Lord Ramsbury narrowed his eyes at her. “Not that it is any of your business, Teresa,
but | have made strides in that department. This hereismy first drink in...” Heturned
to look at hiswife. “How long hasit been, dear?’

“Two weeks,” Lady Ramsbury said, taking his hand and squeezing it as if in warning.
“And you have done very well.”

“Ah, but that is the way of it, isit not?’ Teresa sighed as if she truly cared. “It starts
off asjust one, and the next thing you know, we're being forced to carry you out the
door. | think we al remember what happened two years ago at Christmas.” She
tittered.

“That was not—" ’'Lord Ramsbury bit his tongue, taking a calming breath. “I had
food poisoning.”
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“There is a difference between food poisoning and eating so much that you get sick,
Phineas. And | think we all know which oneit was.”

“1 was in bed for three days,” Lord Ramsbury growled. “Y our chef isto blame, and |
told you to fire the man.” He looked around the drawing room for support. “| asked
him personally if the veal had turned, and he assured me it had not.” He blew through
hislips.

“1 promoted him, in fact,” Teresa said with a smirk. “The man should not be punished
because your eyes are bigger than your stomach.”

“It was food poisoning!”

“Paired with an entire bottle of brandy. Your Grace...” She turned and smiled
pleasantly at Frederick. “I should warn you against giving Lord Ramsbury the name
of your supplier, for once he gets his talons into him, the chances are that he’ll drain

the poor fellow’ s supply within aweek.”

“Speaking of talons...” Frederick muttered under his breath, fixing her with a pointed
look.

Hannah nudged him and chuckled, hoping he might smile at her playful reaction, but
he continued to watch her aunt coldly.

“And | told you, | have quit!” Lord Ramsbury cried.

“Says the man with a glass of brandy in his hand.”



“That is not?>—"

“Mother!” Hannah spoke loudly over her aunt and father’s bickering. “How are
Nathanial and Stephen? | have not heard from them in so long.”

Nathanial and Stephen were Hannah's younger brothers. Sixteen years of age, they
did not live at Ramsbury Estate, having spent the past year studying in the south of

England.

“They are well,” her mother said, seeming relieved to change the topic. “They were
sorry that they missed your wedding, however. They made sure that | let you know.”

“1 was sorry not to see them. Weren't we, Frederick?’ Hannah stroked her husband’s
arm.

“We will have to invite them over when they return home,” he agreed ssmply, saying
no more to the matter.

Hannah frowned, sensing the tension and beginning to wonder if this dinner party
was such agood idea. More so when her father spoke up.

“Just one of many noticeable absences that day,” Lord Ramsbury said pointedly as he
looked in Teresa' s direction. “A very small reception.”

“1 am surprised you were not too drunk to remember,” she shot back smoothly.
“On my daughter’s big day?’ Lord Ramsbury responded coolly. “I don’'t expect you
to understand the importance of such an occasion, Teresa, but | would not dream of

doing anything to ruin it.”

Teresa stiffened at that, curled her upper lip, and she looked just about ready to



respond in atypically scathing manner.

“Mother!” Hannah started quickly, again speaking over her aunt and father. “Are you
and Father still planning atrip to Spain at the end of the Season?’

“We are, dear...” Lady Ramsbury gave her husband' s hand another tight squeeze and
awarning glare to match. Not that he noticed, as he was glaring at his sister. “And we
are both looking very forward to it.”

“Where will you go?’ Hannah asked quickly, before anyone else might interject. “I
know Frederick has been to Spain manytimes, so if you have any questions...” She
looked pointedly at her husband.

“Hmm?" Frederick murmured, having not been paying attention, still glaring at her
aunt.

“Spain,” Hannah said pointedly. “Mother and Father are going there in a few
months.”

“Oh.” He blinked, snapping himself back into the room. “Yes, | have been often. A
lovely country, if not alittle hot. | would be happy to recommend places to stay and
dinein, of course.”

“How generous.”

“He is, isn't he?” Hannah kissed him on the cheek. “One of his many qualities.
Certainly not his humor, that isfor sure.” She chuckled, to which Frederick frowned.

Frederick was proving impossible to get a reaction out of. He wasn't rgecting her
completely, but it was similar to how he had been behaving for the last two days.
Barely present. Distant. Mind clearly on other matters...



“Very generous, Your Grace,” Teresainterjected the moment she had a chanceto. “Is
there nothing my brother won’t use you for? He'll be asking to move in here next
time.”
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Hannah suppressed a groan, once again forced to consider if this dinner party of hers
wasn't one of the worst ideas she' d ever had.

Her father and her aunt’ s bickering was expected, even if it was worse than usual. But
that was only half the problem. To her aunt’s right sat her cousin Selina, who since
arriving hadn’t so much as looked at her. She sat with her eyes cast downward and
her shoulders hunched over in an effort to look invisible, which suggested to Hannah
that her cousin was still angry about what had happened but possessed more tact than
her mother and knew better than to cause a scene... thankfully.

As to Frederick? He was a mystery that Hannah was till struggling to solve, even
though she was beginning to understand his intentions toward her and their marriage.
Hannah needed her sisters here. She needed to change the topic. She needed... she
needed... She needed a miracle, truth be told.

“... dl | am saying is that His Grace has surely done enough for you, Phineas,” her
aunt was saying. “Y ou keep pestering him like this, and he would be within his rights

to cut you off.”

“You make it sound as if | am hounding him day and night like some overzealous
innkeeper! | have done nothing of the sort.”

“Some gratitude, perhaps,” Teresa huffed. “The way you treat His Grace, it is as if
you think he owes you, when the opposite is true.”

“Your bitterness gives you away, Teresa. Green is amost unbecoming color on you.”



“What bitterness? Selina could not be happier about what happened—isn’t that right,
dear?’ She nudged her daughter.

“W-what?’" Selinalooked up, her eyes wide in shock.

“In fact, it might interest you to know that she has received many offers of courtship
from many interested gentlemen. The past is behind us, which iswhere | will ask you
to leaveit.”

11 Me! ”

Hannah leaned into Frederick and whispered in his ear, “1 am so sorry about this. |
should have known inviting them here would result in such foolery asthis.”

“Isit fine,” Frederick assured her, a soft smile on his lips, and he squeezed her hand,
though he didn’t look at her. “I have met your aunt before, remember.”

“Itisn’'t fine,” Hannah insisted. “But you are being wonderful about it.” She squeezed
his hand back, begging him to look at her, to give her a hint that he was fine and not
looking for away out. “1 will be sure to makeit up to you.”

“1 told you, it isfine...” He finally looked at her, offering a gracious smile, followed
by a soft kiss on the cheek. “I am having agood time, | promise.”

Again, to anyone watching, that alone would have signaled that the two were happy
and nothing was amiss in their marriage. And indeed, Hannah caught her aunt eyeing
them ruefully, which should have made her fedl better if she hadn’t caught her cousin
frowning. The guilt rose within her once more.

Lucky then that moments later, Hannah's sisters and husbands arrived, which gave
them an excuse to adjourn to the dining room, where the seating arrangements had



been pre-designed to keep her father and aunt at opposite ends of the table.

And for a few minutes there, the evening finaly began to look like what she had
envisioned initially. Pleasant chatter. Everyone getting along. And, of course, the
conversation shifting to the one topic that Hannah had hoped that it would, spoken in

away she knew could only bolster her conviction that she had made the right choice.

“... and would you believe that Henry wants another one?’ Charlotte was laughing as
she looked at her husband with love in her eyes.

“Can you blame me?’ The Duke of Hayward chuckled as he kissed the back of his
wife's hand. “Honestly, | don't know what al the fuss is about. Who would have

guessed that raising children could be so easy.”

“Easily said when you are not the one who has to carry them for nine months,”
Beatrice chided from across the table.

“Exactly!” Charlotte piped up.

“Careful now.” Beatrice's husband, the Duke of Walford, laughed. “It will just give
your wife something else to hold over you. Are you sure you want such athing?’

“Oh, she likes to pretend that it was the hardest thing in the world, but from what |
saw, it was nothing too taxing,” Henry chided his wife.

“Excuse me?’ Charlotte rounded on him. “What did you just say?’

“Just making a joke, dear.” He chuckled and held up his hands in surrender.

“1 thought the prerequisite of ajoke wasfor it to be funny.”



“They think it is so easy,” Beatrice sighed as she took a sip of her wine. “Men. What
they do not realize is the work that we must put in long before the babe is born. It
doesn't just appear one day, you know.”

“Is that why your stomach was so swollen al this time?’ The Duke of Walford
grinned and nudged her. “I just thought you were getting fat.”

“How dare you!”
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“Careful now, Your Grace,” Lord Ramsbury interjected. “I must ask that you treat my
daughter with respect. Especially if you wish to see more little ones running about the
place anytime soon.”

“Exactly,” Lady Ramsbury chimed in. “Do not dare deny me of it.”

“You, Mother?’ Beatrice snorted. “I had no idea your considerations were to be taken
into account.”

“Of course, they are,” Lady Ramsbury said rightly. “As a grandmother, it is my right
to request as many grandchildren as possible. From all of you—" She looked over her
three daughters. “And | will remind you each that you owe me.”

“And how isthat?’ Charlotte laughed.

“Why, | gave birth to all of you, is how. | brought you into thisworld, so it isthe least
you can do.”

“Agreed,” Lord Ramsbury said with a proud nod.

“Oh, please, Phineas,” Lady Ramsbury sighed. “Do not act as if you had anything to
do with it. Well, apart from the obvious.” She smirked coyly.

“Letitial” Lord Ramsbury gasped, his cheeks flushing.

“Mother,” Charlotte groaned, “ please do not go there.”



“Oh, I am only joking.”

“Enough wine for you, | think,” Beatrice said with a giggle.

Her family was in the swing of things, a sight that Hannah recognized well. Growing
up with them, and seeing how otherfamilies often acted around one another, she had
always been thankful for how close she was with her sisters and parents. How well
they all got along. How happy they were. This, more than anything, was vindication
for the dinner party.

Across from them sat her aunt and Selina, both notably silent. With the sisters taking
over the conversation, there was little chance for Teresa to interject. She looked terse
the whole time, seeming to become more frustrated as the conversation continued,
and Selina... well, she was still acting sheepish.

And as all of this was happening, Hannah held Frederick’s hand and looked at him
time and again, making sure to smile and check that he was enjoying himself. And in
away, he seemed to be, chuckling lightly here and there, smiling to himself, nowhere
near as distant as he had been.

It was almost as if her plan was working...

Yes, he was still not entirely present. And yes, he was not involving himself as she
might have liked. But he was listening, hearing what her sisters and their husbands
were saying, seeing for himself what married life could be like.

Now, al Hannah needed to do was hammer the point home.

“Speaking of children.” Charlotte looked quickly at Beatrice and winked before

looking back at Hannah. “Can we assume that you and His Grace are planning on
bringing alittle one into the fold soon, Hannah?’



Holding Frederick’s hand, Hannah could feel him stiffen at the question. No doubt
this was the last thing he wanted to talk about. Although surely by now, he realized
what she was doing?

“And what makes you say that?’ she asked innocently.

“Natural curiosity,” Charlotte said. “Y ou have been married for two weeks. | think it
isafair question to ask.”

“Charlotte,” her husband warned. “That is none of our business.”

“| disagree,” Beatrice piped up. “I rather like the idea of being an aunt.”

“Which you aready are,” her husband reminded her.

“Still...” She fixed her gaze firmly on Hannah and Frederick. “Come on, tell ustruly,
has it been discussed?’

Hannah shrugged casually. “For now, Frederick and | are ssimply happy to take each
day asit comes. Happy being the key word.”

She smiled at Frederick, who did the same, albeit with less enthusiasm.

Beatrice snorted. “ That is dodging the question.”

“Just a statement of fact.”
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“No need to be coy,” Charlotte pressed. “1 wouldn’'t have asked if it wasn't for what |
see with my own two eyes.”

“And what is it that you see?” Hannah asked, knowing where her sister was going,
and glad for it.

“How happy the two of you are, of course!l Are they not?’ Charlotte looked around
the table for support. “I’ll admit, coming here tonight, | was somewhat worried it
might not be the case.”

“Charlotte...” Her husband groaned.

“But | am wrong,” she said rightly. “Why, with the exception of you and |, dear, |
might go so far asto say they are the happiest couple at thistable.”

“1 will pretend you did not say that,” Beatrice chided.

“We are happy.” Hannah looked at Frederick and smiled, squeezed his hand, willed
him to play along. “And for now, that should be enough. Right, Frederick?’

All eyes were on Frederick, waiting for his response. He had been silent for much of
tonight, happy not to be involved with the chatter. But now that he had been asked
directly, he had little choice in the matter.

And Hannah held her breath.

“We are indeed happy,” he said carefully. “I know that lately there has been some...”



His eyes flicked to her aunt, lingered on her for a moment—a harsh glare—and then
he looked back at the table. “... rumors about our marriage, things said that | hope
you all know to belies.”

“Of course,” Lord Ramsbury assured him.

“Nobody listens to rumor anyhow,” the Duke of Walford said. “Who hastime for it?’
“Good,” Frederick uttered, seeming to relax considerably. “It is as Hannah says. We
are happy.” Another quick glare at Teresa, which had her lip curling. “And that

should be enough, | would hope.”

“Oh, nonsense.” Charlotte waved him off. “As happy as you are, a child will only add
to that. Right, dear?’ She nudged her husband.

Frederick stiffened again. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. As you said, it has only been two
weeks. So why discuss something such as that so soon?”’

“1 do not think we waited so much as a day.” Beatrice laughed as she nudged her
husband. “Right, dear?’

“We have discussed it,” Hannah cut in, seeing her moment. “And let’s just say...”
She looked at Frederick, who eyed her warningly. It was a look she was half-
expecting, but one that she decided toignore. He was stubborn, but surely tonight had
shown him what could be? What he could have if only he would allow it?“Nothing is
discounted yet.”

“That'sayes!” Charlotte laughed.

“Wonderful!” Lord Ramsbury beamed.



“1 knew it!” Beatrice squealed. “Did | not tell you, dear?’

It was a sneaky ploy but a necessary one. Everything tonight was going so well, and
Hannah knew Frederick well enough to know that he would not risk causing a
scene—not with her aunt present. His insistence that he did not want a child was
based on an unfounded fear, and he needed to see that. What was more, he needed to
see the positives that such a thing might bring.

Hannah knew that later, they would have another discussion. Possibly afight. But she
aso knew that she would be able to use tonight as an argument in her defense,

reminding Frederick of the positives of starting afamily together.

Really, she was just betting on his love for her as keeping him from doing or saying
anything rash.

“Hannah,” Frederick spoke out the side of his mouth so that only she could hear.
“What do you think you are doing?’

“1 don’'t know what you are talking about,” she said simply, not looking at him as she
addressed the room. “I told you all, it hasnot been discussed. We are happy asis, and
that is enough for now.”

“Yes, yes.” Her father waved her off. “Asyou say...” He could not stop smiling.

“S0, aboy or agirl?’ her mother asked. “Which would you prefer?”’

“Mother!” Hannah sighed but could not keep from smiling. “Do not start.”

“It isjust a question. Your Grace.” Lady Ramsbury looked at Frederick again. “Any
preference?’



Frederick looked like a deer caught by a huntsman’s bow. His grip on Hannah's hand
tightened. His back stiffened. The urge to denounce the claim was brimming inside
him. But he was nothing if not controlled, which meant that he would likely see
himself through the night without losing his temper. Surely.
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“It isasyour daughter said,” he began carefully. “We have not discussed it.”
“Oh, come now.” Lady Ramsbury waved him off. “You are among family here.”

“Still...” The corner of his mouth twitched. “This is a conversation I'll only have
with my wife.” He eyed Hannah warningly, and she responded in kind.

“Perhaps atoast?’ Lord Ramsbury raised his glass. “To new beginnings or something
of that sort?” He looked at his sister and smirked. “Oh, do not look so glum, Sister. |
am certain that one day, you will be lucky enough to be making atoast like this.”
Teresaglared at him. “I consider myself lucky that | am not.”

Lord Ramsbury grinned. “1 see someoneis still bitter.”

“How dare you!”

He shrugged. “It is quite alright, Teresa. As you said, Selina has many gentlemen
chasing her. I am sure you will have grandchildren of your own soon. Do not be

petty.”

“l am just grateful that you do not have any more daughters,” she snarled. “Lest they
steal another husband from my daughter.”

“Mother!” Selina gasped suddenly, the first time she had spoken all night. “Please,
don’t.”



“No, | am sick of this,” Teresa hissed. “All night, my brother has acted like a bore,
and this is the final straw. Anyone with two eyes can see how uncomfortable His
Graceis.”

Lord Ramsbury snorted. “Shows what you know. Tell me, Sister, have you spread
any more rumors lately? Or did you give up when every man and his dog realized the
source? No doubt they knew the true reason you were saying such things.”

“l... that isnot...”

“Face it, His Grace and my daughter are happy,” Lord Ramsbury said proudly. “I am
sorry for what happened, but it really is time that we move on. Would you not agree,
Y our Grace?’

Frederick’s jaw was clenched so tight. Hannah eyed him, fearfully now because this
was not a topic she wished to broach. And the way he was beginning to shake... she

could not imagine what he might say. Or how.

“Your daughter and | are happy,” Frederick said carefully and slowly. “That is all that
matters.”

“They might not be if they knew the truth!” Teresa said suddenly.

“Mother!” Selina gasped. “No!”

“Truth?’ Lord Ramsbury barked. “What truth?’

“Mother, please!”

“No, I am sick of this, Selinal Sick of my brother holding this over my head like
some victory!” Teresa glared at her brother. “Do you wish to know therealreason



your daughter was in His Grace' s room that night?”

Lord Ramsbury frowned. “We know the reason...”

Hannah's eyes went wide as she looked at Selina, who dared to meet her eyes, alook
in them that spoke to how sorry she was for what was about to happen.

“My daughter set the whole thing up!” Teresa cried. “Not wanting to marry His
Grace, she tricked Hannah into going into that room dressed as she was. She made
sure we would all see it. She was the sole cause of this marriage, which you, Brother,
have been rubbing in my face since the second it was arranged. A marriage which...”
She smirked as she looked at Frederick’s stricken face. “I am suspecting is nowhere
near as happy as we are being led to believe.”

Silence rang through the room. Heavy. Thick with tension. A truly shocking
statement that had Hannah looking at her husband, desperate to see how he might
react. But his expression was indecipherable, even if she could see the shadow
passing behind his eyes...

Chapter Twenty-Two

Frederick sat in a state of shock as the announcement settled on his and his guests
shoulders. Already confused by tonight’s proceedings, already feeling unsure in ways
he did not like, this new development hit him like a slap across the face.

“W-what did you say?’ Lord Ramsbury stammered, his eyes wide.

“You heard me!” the Dowager Viscountess declared proudly. “ And although it brings
me no pleasure to say it, | am afraid | have been left with little real choice. You were
tricked. We al were. And this marriage...” She swept her eyes over the table. “Has
been a sham from the beginning!”



“Mother!” Miss Gouldsmith moaned. “Please!l It was not like that.”
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“That is exactly what it was like.”

“How dare you!” Lord Ramsbury snarled. “How dare you burden us with these lies!”
“Lies?” Lady Langham scoffed. “Truths, more like. | am sorry, Your Grace, | truly
am. | did not wish to mention these most unfortunate happenings, but | think it is for
the best that the truth is known.”

“You are simply jealous!” Lord Ramsbury cried, pointing an accusatory finger at her.
“Jealous?’ the Dowager Viscountess snorted. “ Relieved, more like! Anyone with two
eyes can see that His Grace and your daughter are not as happy as they’re pretending
to be. | cannot help but be glad that my daughter escaped such fate.”

“Take it back!”

“1 told you at the time not to cross me, Brother. Y ou should have listened.”

“l said, take it back!” Lord Ramsbury was on hisfeet. “These lies are beneath you.”
“Tell them!” Lady Langham was looking at her daughter. “ Tell them the truth, dear.”
“Mother...”

“Now!”

Miss Gouldsmith looked as ashamed as she did upset. Eyes still cast downward, she



spoke softly, her voice barely above a whisper. “I... | did not mean for it to come to
this. It isjust...” She stole a glance at Hannah and then looked away again. “1 did not
want to marry His Grace. Everything | heard... I... | ssimply could not bear it—I am
sorry, Hannah. God, | am so sorry! Please forgive me.”

Lord Ramsbury fell back in his chair as the shock overtook him.

“Told you!”

“Selinal” Hannah gasped. “|—how could you?”

“1 did not think that you would be forced to marry him. | swear, | did not know!”

“Do not apologize,” Lady Langham said. “It is my brother who bears the brunt of the
blame. He saw an opportunity and pounced, and now it is his daughter who must
suffer.” She looked at Hannah sympathetically. “I am so sorry that you had to find
out thisway, dear. Y ou should know, | have nothing but sadnessin my soul for you.”

The look on Hannah's face was unreadable. Eyes wide. Face contorted. She looked
from her cousin to her father to Frederick as if searching for an answer. And as to
Frederick? There was so much here to unpack that he didn’t know where to begin.

Frederick had spent the last two days trying to decide what to do.

On the one hand, he knew in the depths of his soul that he did not want to have
children with Hannah. But it had nothing to do with his feelings for her, as he knew
now that he loved her deeply. If he did not, he would not be feeling so confused. She
was a light in the darkness of hislife, and it was these feelings he bore that had him
vacillating between his determination to not have children and that voice in his head
that questioned if maybe he should...



He did not want to hurt Hannah. Dammit, he did not want her to hate him. And it was
clear the next morning, the second she walked through the door to join him and
Ameliafor breakfast, that her mind was made up and she would not accept a marriage
that threatened to ‘ stagnate,” as she had put it.

Asto this dinner party? Frederick had seen through his wife’s plans, knowing the true
reason that she had insisted upon it. And while he had thought to ssmply get through
the night and talk with her tomorrow, most strangely, her plan had begun to work.

Her sisters were happy. Their husbands were happy. Her father and mother were
happy. They were afamily unlike any he had ever met, and to see them converse and
laugh and enjoy one another’ s company as they were, all centered around the promise
of children and adding to the joy of familial bonds, Frederick had begun to wonder if
maybe, just maybe, he might be able to change his mind.

But then the Dowager Viscountess made her announcement, and the mood of the
room shifted considerably.

“You are a horrible person,” Lord Ramsbury was saying to her. “Despicable.”

“Do not shoot the messenger. The truth had to be said.”

“1 know what thisis! It isan attempt to ruin my daughter’ s marriage. Admit it!”

“1 admit no such thing!”

“Oh, and it was not you who has spent the last two weeks spreading rumors and lies!
Y ou claim to not be jealous, Sister, but your actions speak volumes.”

“Jealous! Of what?! Look at your daughter, Phineas! Listen to her! Oh, she may say
the right things, but | do not believe them for a moment! | am sorry, Your Grace,



truly | am for what my daughter has done.”
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“Mother...”
“But | will not sit here and be slandered!”
“My daughter is happy! Itisyou who are... abitter, old crone, Teresal”

The two were shouting as if they were the only ones in the room. Miss Gouldsmith
was in tears. The two sisters and their husbands looked as if they would rather be
anywhere else. And Hannah... it was impossible to say what was on her mind.

Frederick tried to meet her eyes. He did not believe a word of what her aunt was
saying, but each word spoken was like a knife through his heart, for he knew what it
was like to force someone into a marriage they did not want, and now he was living it

again.

“A crone, am |7’ Lady Langham spat. She was standing now, bearing down on her
brother across the table. “Better an old crone than the overweight, trumped up,
pathetic excuse for a man that you are.”

“Take that back!”

“Hal | take back nothing!”

It was getting out of hand. And Frederick, taken aback by the suddenness of it all,
was finaly starting to come back to his senses. Among the shouting. Among the

yelling. Among the shock! He felt his anger rising because at the end of the day, this
was his home, and he would not be spoken to or about like this. Not by anyone.



Certainly not by the Dowager Viscountess.

He opened his mouth to shout them into silence, only for Hannah to beat him to it.

“Quiet!” she screamed. “All of you! Quiet!” She was on her feet, her eyes blazing as
she leveled her aunt with a scowl. “Aunt Teresa, you ought to be ashamed of
yourself.”

13 M e?’

“l invite you to my home to make amends, and this is how you repay me? Us!” She
gestured to Frederick, who was watching with a half-smile on his face, taken by her
sudden rancor, recognizing it only too well. “When | came to see you two days ago,
what did | tell you?”’

Lady Langham pretended to look confused. “I do not know what you?—"
“l warned you,” Hannah snarled at her. “1 warned you to behave, for after what you
have done, behaving was the least you could do. A second chance is what | offered,

and you threw it back in my face.”

“Now, listen here,” Lady Langham shot back. “I have done nothing wrong. | am
simply?>—"

“Doing everything you can to break me and my husband apart. Just like you have
been doing these past two weeks. You act as if you are happy about what happened,
yet you work to undermine us at every turn. Do not say otherwise!”

13 I I 7
......

“And, Selina...” Hannah looked at her cousin. “Do not be upset, please. It is | who



should be apologizing to you—who has been trying to for these past two weeks. |
thought you hated me.”

“What? No! Never.”

“1 thought you were furious that | stole Frederick from you.”

“No! | could never be! Please, Hannah. | am the one who should apologize!” Selina
was on her feet, pleading.

“There is no need.” Hannah gave her a smile and looked down at Frederick, who was
still watching her with that same half-smile. “Despite what your mother claims,
Frederick and | are happy. As happy as we could be, and nothing”—a glare at her
aunt—"anyone says can change that. | am glad for what happened and...” She bit her
lip and looked at Frederick again. “And | know my husband is, too.”

“Isthat true?’ Lord Ramsbury asked, asif desperate.

“Itis,” Hannah affirmed. “We are in love, and no amount of fearmongering is going
to change that. Isn’t that right, Frederick?’

It was a strange thing that Frederick felt at that moment.

Admiration for his wife, for he had never felt more attracted to her than at that
moment. The confidence. The control. The command. This was the woman he had
fallen in love with, andhe knew right then and there that every word she spoke was
the truth. She loved him, and he loved her, and that was afact.

And yet, there was a sinking feeling in his stomach as another realization dawned on
him. He loved his wife, she loved him, and that was a problem that he knew would
have untold consequences.



“Sheisright.” Frederick rose from his seat and took Hannah' s hand. Despite the guilt
that he was fedling—for he knew what would come later tonight when they were
alone again—right now was the time for unity. “Lady Langham, you should be
ashamed of yourself.”

“Your Grace! | did not mean?—"
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“You meant as you said,” he cut her off with a growl. “And for two weeks, you have
spoken behind my back and worked to besmirch my name at every turn. My wife saw
it in her heart to give you a second chance. There will not be athird.”

“But... but>—"

“l ask that you leave,” he said sternly, fixing her with a glare. “And be warned, Lady
Langham, this is not the last you will hear from me. You wish to ruin my life? | will
see personally to ruining yours.”

Lady Langham looked stricken, stumbling back and clutching her chest. “I was only
trying to help.”

“You were only trying tohurt. Now, be gone, for | cannot stand to look at you.”

The Dowager Viscountess |looked as if she meant to argue, but with everyone at the
table glaring at her, she seemed to understand that she was beaten.

She put a hand on Miss Gouldsmith’ s shoulder. “Come, dear. | know when we are not
wanted.”

Seling, still frozen with worry, looked up a her mother and then at Frederick and
Hannah. “Do you mean it?’ she asked hopefully. “I did not ruin... You are both

happy?”

“We are,” Hannah said with a sincere smile, before planting a kiss on the back of
Frederick’s hand. “Happy and in love.”



That was like a dagger to Frederick’s heart, but he ignored it and forced a smile.
“And grateful for what you did, as strange as that isto admit.”

Selina looked on the verge of tears—but they were tears of joy. Chin trembling, she
rose from her char, smiled at Hannah, and then hurried after the Dowager

Viscountess, who was aready out the door.

“That woman!” Lord Ramsbury growled the moment she was gone. “Y our Grace, |
cannot tell you how sorry | am.”

“Itisfine,” Frederick sighed as he fell back into his chair.

Hannah joined him, still holding his hand, still looking at him with such love that he
could not bear it.

“l am just glad to hear how happy you both are,” Lord Ramsbury said.

“Yes,” Lady Ramsbury chimed in. “We did not believe the rumors, of course, but to
see it with our own eyes...” She breathed in deeply, her eyes glistening. “Oh, we are
both so happy.”

“Unbelievable,” the Duchess of Hayward grumbled. “Aunt Teresa? The nerve!”

“Enough of that.” Hannah waved her hand dismissively. “Let’s not talk about it. The
night is already almost ruined, so | suggest we try and save it.”

“And what better way to return to the matter at hand,” the Duchess of Walford said,
her eyes flashing. “I believe we were talking about children?’

“Beatrice...” Hannah groaned.



“What? You just said how happy you are! What better reason is there than that to
start afamily?’

Frederick’s stomach churned. More so when he saw the satisfied smile on Hannah's
face. This dinner party was a revelation for somany reasons. It confirmed that he did
indeed care for Hannah, that he loved her, that he wanted to be with her.

Conversely, this was also the problem.

As their love deepened, he knew that Hannah would continue to pressure him for
children, that she would not stop because with her sisters as happy as they were, she
no doubt wanted the same. And while Frederick wanted her to be happy, that was the
one thing he could not give her, which meant that he was doomed to break her heart.

For now, as they sat and ate dinner with her family, he smiled along and laughed at
jokes and did what he could to feign happiness as the walls closed in on him. Because
once they were alone, they would need to have another conversation... one that was
sure to end in heartache.

Chapter Twenty-Three

“Well... that was something.” Hannah laughed the moment they were alone.

They had just walked back into the house, the front door closing behind them.

“That is one word for it,” Frederick agreed, somewhat awkwardly, for he had spent
the last hour or so thinking about what he needed to do, realizing now more than ever

how unpleasant it was likely going to be.

“Awkward? Unexpected? Not as bad in the end as it could have been?’ Hannah
walked to the middle of the foyer and spun about, smiling coyly. “Or al of the



above?’
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Frederick remained by the door, several feet away from her, too nervous to approach
her because he feared what might happen if he came too close.

It had been two days now since they had last made love, and with the buoyant mood
Hannah was in, the way she was looking at him, he could see exactly what was on her
mind.

“Your aunt is a menace,” he said simply. “And as | said before, it was foolish to
invite her over for dinner.”

Hannah grimaced. “Y ou were right, | admit. But...” Her grimace turned into a smile,
and her eyestwinkled. “I prefer to see the positive.”

“ And what positive might that be?’

“She won't do it again,” she stated. “What is more, now she knows the truth of the
matter—about us, | mean. Why, | would not be surprised if in the next day or two,
she sends us an apology letter.”

“1 do not want her apology.”

“Nonetheless, my aunt is no longer a problem. Also...” She smiled to herself. “I
admit, | am somewhat glad that my cousin is not angry with me. Can you believe
what she did?’ She chuckled. “Honestly, the fact that she conspired that way...” A

shake of the head.

“It was surprising.”



Her eyes twinkled again. “And most welcome. No doubt she has spent the last two
weeks fretting, believing her mother’ s lies,thinking that she had ruined my life. When
nothing could be further from the truth.”

Hannah, seeing Frederick still standing by the door, sauntered toward him, the look in
her eyes sensual.

Frederick stayed where he was, even wishing that he might have been able to take a
few steps back. Alone with hiswife finally, the look she fixed him with, knowing that
Amelia was in bed sound asleep, he felt that familiar pull deep in his belly. Eyes
flicking over her gorgeous body, thoughts drifting to what he would do with it, he
very nearly decided to leave their conversation for tomorrow... to have one final
night of pleasure before everything would surely go to hell.

“Now...” She could read his mind, licking her lips as she came closer. “| should warn
you, Frederick, | have had a few drinks. So my inhibitions are lowered. Try not to
take advantage, if you can resist.” A soft giggle as she swept into him.

She reached for his hands and took them. She stepped closer, pressing her body
against his. Her breath was warm on his neck as she leaned in, purring gently, her
fingers stroking his hands and his body aready shaking at just the thought of the
pleasure he could coax from her body at any moment.

And Frederick, again, nearly gave in. Pulse rising. Temptation surging. Oh, how he
wanted to...

“We need to talk,” he somehow managed, pulling his hands free and stepping around
her. “Now.”

“Oh...” She blinked, looking hurt. “What... what do we need to talk about?’



He looked at her. “I think you know.”

She grimaced. “The dinner party. You... you know what | was doing, | take it?’
“Clever,” he said, forcing himself not to smile at the sheer cheek of it. “Flaunting
your happy family in front of me while forcing me to be congenial for the sake of
reputation.”

She tried for an innocent smile. “Isthat what | was doing?’

“Hannah,” he warned.

Her face dropped. “Wéll, dright, if you must know—even though you have already
guessed it. Yes, | wastrying to force your hand. Happy?’

“Should | be?’

“Admit it,” she said. “You had fun tonight. Putting my aunt aside, everything
else—you saw how happy my sisters are. And their husbands. Y ou saw the joy that
overtook them when they spoke about their children.”

“1 am not the Duke of Hayward or the Duke of Walford.”

“1 never said you were.”

“Their circumstances are?—"

“Not so different,” she pointed out. “When my sisters married them, neither of them

wished it. Nor did their husbands, for that matter. But they took a chance, Frederick.
They took that chance, and | know they don’t regret it for a moment!”



“That may be so, but as | said, | am not them.” He was looking right at her, forcing
himself because she needed to see that he was not joking with her. This was as
serious a moment as he could have imagined. “And while | understand the point you
are trying to make...” He clicked his tongue. “I thought | made myself perfectly
clear.”
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Her brow furrowed. “1 know you did, but... but | thought that?>—"

“You did not think,” he cut her off. “You did not listen, Hannah. When you asked me
two nights ago why | did not wish to have children, | told you the reason. I...” He bit
his lip as those memories dredged up old pain. “What | told you was not a story |
expected you to dismiss or look past asif it did not matter.”

“That is not what | am doing!” she cried.

“It is!” he insisted. “Y ou have no idea how hard my marriage to my first wife was.
How... how much it hurt, the way it ended. The pain it has caused me every day
since, knowing that | as good as killed her.”

“But that’ s not true!”

He laughed hitterly. “Semantics. If she had loved me, even a little...” He was
shaking, his fists clenched, his breathing ragged. “If she had cared enough, | know
she would not have died. She let herself pass because of who | was.”

“It was not your?—"

“It was!” he shouted over her, anger taking over. “She hated me. Every day that we
were wed was agony for her, such was her loathing. And | knew it, too,” he snarled,
more to himself than Hannah. “And | did not care because | was so desperate for a

child! | was happy for her to live in misery because of what | thought | wanted.”

“But we are different.” Hannah swept toward him, reaching for his hands, only for



him to step away. She stumbled, looking hurt by the gesture. “I do not hate you,
Frederick. And | know you do not hate me.” Her chin began to wobble. “Do you? Do
you hate me?’

“Of course not!”

“Then what?’

Frederick looked away, for the shame he felt was too great. “I have given you my
reasons, and that should be enough.”

“Well, it is not enough! Quite frankly, the only reason | can think of that you are
being so... so stubborn is that you are scared. Which is hardly a reason to act this

way.

“Of course, | am scared!” he cried. “I am terrified! | do not deny that. Perhaps one
day, | will not be. Perhaps one day, things will change, but right now...” A deep
breath as he felt the world spinning. “Right now, | cannot offer you what you want.”
“l1...” She hesitated, ailmost didn’t say it. “I can wait.”

He laughed. “I saw you tonight, Hannah. | saw the way you looked when your sisters
spoke of their children. | saw that glimmer in your eyes, that desire to start a family

of your own. Do not deny it.”

“l...” Her face was stricken with pain, and oh how he wanted nothing more than to
goto her. “I can wait,” she said again softly.

“And if | never change my mind? What, then?’

She winced. “1 do not believe that will happen. | know that... that | can change your



mind.”
“But that is the point. The problem. | do not want my mind changed. It is made up! It
has always been. And | do not wish to be in a marriage with someone who is trying to

trick me or cgjole me or... or force me to do something they know | do not want.”

Hannah seemed to only just now understand what he was saying. Ironic, as Frederick
was only just now starting to understand what he was saying.

When he had pictured this conversation, he had not known where it might go. He had
not wanted to think about it, for the fear might have made him postpone it or not have
itat al.

But now, in the face of their arguing, their refusal to compromise, he knew exactly
what was going to happen. The only thing that could happen, as much as it killed him
to consider it.

“What are you saying?’ she asked, her voice soft, cracking.

“1 think you know...” He looked down, unable to meet her pain-filled gaze.

“No.” She went to him, forcing him to take her hands. They were trembling, sweaty,
so frail that he felt they might break if he held them too tight. “Y ou do not mean that.

| know you do not.”

“This marriage...” Frederick’s chin was wobbling too. His heart was pounding, his
stomach was churning. “1t was meant to be a marriage of convenience only.”

13 NO_”

“But | see now that even that isimpossible. Hannah...” Heraised his head and looked



into her eyes. They were glistening withtears, red and raw. “When we first got
married, | told you | would not so much as touch you. Back then, it seemed like a
decent compromise, ameans of safety that | so sorely needed.”

“No...”
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“l see now that it was always fraught with danger. A fool’s errand because to be
around you and not be able to touch you...” He freed a hand and stroked the side of
her face. It was soft and tender, and oh how he wished to cup it in his hand. “1 do not
have that strength.”

“Don’'t say it.” She held his hand to her face and looked into his eyes. “I can take it
back. We can go back to how it was.”

“Y ou deserve better.”
“You are what | deserve.”

“Y ou deserve to be happy.”

“1 am happy!”

“Tell me.” He held her face with one hand, staring into her eyes so he could see the
truth. His body shook as it threatened to collapse. “Can you tell me honestly that you
do not want children? That you will be happy to be with me forever knowing that you
will never have a child of your own? Can you tell me that? Can you make that
promise?’

11 ”

“Because if you can, then | take everything back. But if you cannot, then you can
never truly be happy. And, Hannah....” His heart broke as he spoke the words. “I
love you too much to hurt you that way.”



The despair on her face told him her answer before she spoke aword. The look in her
eyes. The pain he could feel radiating from her. She wanted to lie to him, he could
see. She wanted to tell him what he needed to hear, for she loved him too. But deep
down, he could see the truth of it, and she seemed to understand that as much as
anything.

Slowly, she lowered her hand and let go of his other. Slowly, she stepped back and
dropped her head. And slowly, she spoke the words that hurt her just as much as they
hurt him.

“1 cannot make that promise.”

Frederick felt his knees buckle, but he stood tall. “I am sorry, Hannah, but?—"

“Don’t say it. Please!”

“This marriage... it has gone asfar asit can.”

“NO-”

“And | think it would be for the best, for both of us, if... if...” A lump in his throat,
unable to swallow past it. “If you move back to your parents home until we work out
what can be done.”

“Frederick...” Her knees gave out, and she fell to the floor.

Frederick almost moved to stop her fall but forced himself not to. Looking at her
there on the floor, her body shaking, her tears falling, her world collapsing, he

wondered again if this was the right move. For if it was, why did it hurt so damn
much?



“1 love you, Frederick,” she said, weeping openly now. “I love you.”

“l love you too.” He forced himself to turn around and walk away. “That's why |
have to do this.”

And there he left her, weeping openly on the floor. The pain it caused him to hear
those cries of anguish, to know the woman he loved was in a state of emotional
agony... The only way he was able to ignore her and continue to walk away was by
telling himself that by doing so, he was saving her from future suffering.

Even if she agreed now to never have children, he knew that in the future, that would
change. Again, he would deny her, again they would fight, and that was a fight that
might well and truly break her, for there would be no going back. At least this way,
she still had a chance to find someone else, to raise a family of her own, to fal in
love.

Not with Frederick, sadly. But he was used to not being loved. What was more, he
didn’t think that he deserved it. Not anymore.

Chapter Twenty-Four

“Istill cannot believe it,” Charlotte said. “Truly, | would have never—are you sure he
meant what he said?’

“I would not be here if he did not,” Hannah muttered, wishing to have any
conversation but this one. Not again.

“But still,” Charlotte pressed. “Things spoken in the heat of the moment can often be
misunderstood or taken the wrong way. | am sure that if you spoke with him once
more, he would realize?—"



“Hewon't.”

“If you make him see?—"
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“That will not work.”
“Thereisjust no way?—"

“Charlotte!” Hannah snapped, unable to keep herself from doing so because she was
feeling a mix of many things right now, and one of them was certainly anger. “He
said what he said, and he meant it. And if you know Frederick half as well as | do,
you would know that he isn’t the type to change his mind.” She curled her upper lip.
“At least not about this.”

She could see Charlotte wanting to push. The concern on her older sister’s face,
paired with worry and despair, brought about a refusal to accept the facts as they had
been presented. It was her love for Hannah that did it, that sisterly desire to do
whatever she could to make things right.

Sadly, there would be no making things right, and thankfully, Charlotte seemed to
realize as such—or perhaps she simply recognized the look on Hannah's face and

decided that now was not the time to push.

“You can stay here as long as you need,” she offered, shuffling closer and wrapping
her arm around Hannah. “Aslong as you need,” she emphasized.

“Thank you,” Hannah mumbled. “But one night should do it. Tomorrow, | will have
to go home and face our parents.”

Charlotte grimaced. “What are you going to say?’



“The truth,” Hannah said absently, not wanting to think about that conversation
either. As hard as everything had been, that promised to be calamitous, for there was
little chance her fatherwould be so willing to accept the facts as Charlotte had. “Or a
version of it,” she added bitterly.

“Father will understand.”

“1 doubt it.”

“Mother, then.”

“She will do as Father says.”

“They will understand, Hannah.” Charlotte squeezed her tightly. “This is not your
fault. It is your husband who should take the blame. And knowing Father, once he
sees that, he will make sure of it.” She chuckled lightly in an effort to break the
tension. “Truly, | will not envy Frederick when that happens.”

“Perhaps...” Hannah said, more to herself. “We will see.”

She might have liked the idea of Frederick being on the receiving end of her father's
wrath. She might have taken a little bit of pleasure in knowing that he would surely
suffer for what he had done. She might have liked... No, she could not even bring
herself to pretend to take pleasure in the thought.

Charlotte seemed convinced that this was all Frederick’s fault and Hannah was the
victim here. And while that was mostly true, a small part of Hannah could not help
but wonder if perhaps she should have done things differently, and if she had,

whether the result have been the same. Likely not.

It was just yesterday when she and Frederick had their fight. A fight that left her



sprawled on the floor in their foyer, weeping as if her world was about to end—in her
mind, it very much was.

She had not tried to seek Frederick out after their fight, knowing there was no point.
Rather, she had gone to one of the spare rooms and slept there—or tried to. She spent
the night awake, knowing that Frederick would be too, wondering if he would come
to her or if she should go to him. More than once she considered it, feeling that need
to apologize and explain that she was wrong, that she could change, that this was an
overreaction.

In the end, she did nothing of the sort. Frederick wanted one thing. She wanted
another. And as she knew her husband so well, there would be no changing his mind.
So rather than seeking him out, she spent the night in tears.

The next morning, she left early, not surprised that Frederick remained in his room
until after she was gone, sneaking out and taking a carriage to Charlotte's house,
where she decided that she needed one more night before facing her parents.
Charlotte was the more levelheaded of her two sisters, and that as much as anything
was what Hannah needed.

A little more crying. A little more soothing. Eventually, Charlotte led Hannah to the
spare room, where they sat right now, both reckoning with the reality of the situation

and what was to be done. What could be done.

“An annulment, then?’ Charlotte suggested eventually, still sitting with her arm
around Hannah.

They sat together on the bed, although Hannah very much wanted to crawl under the
blankets and cry her eyes out.

“What?’



“That iswhat Frederick will seek, yes?’

“Oh.” Hannah blinked at the question. “I am not sure. | haven't really thought about
it.”

“Forget | asked,” Charlotte said hurriedly. “It is not important. All that isimportant is
that you are comfortable and...” She bit her lip, her chin beginning to wobble. “And
that you realize you are better off without that awful, awful man.”

Hannah forced a smile and, feeling her emotions about to get the better of her, shoved
her head into her sister’s chest to keep herself from weeping. Always the strong one,
always the dependable one, even now she did not like the idea of crying openly in
front of Charlotte.

She wished she could believe what her sister said. About how terrible a person
Frederick was. About how awful a husband he had decided to be. That was, after all,
the reason she had given for having to leave. His sudden announcement that their
marriage wasn't working for him, and he wished to never see her again. A lie... but it
was easier to tell than the truth.
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An annulment? Was that even possible? Hannah did not want to think about such a
thing. Yes, she had cried. Yes, shehad accepted her fate the best she could. But deep
down, she wondered if maybe Frederick would change his mind, if this wasn't the
end, if there was still achance...

But that would require her to give up on the notion of having children entirely. To
make him believe that she had. To accept that their marriage would not progress, for

how could it if they didn’t start afamily?

Even as sad as Hannah was feeling, even as broken, she wasn’'t sure she could do
such athing.

And then, as if to confirm this point, a little head poked around the door of her
room—Charlotte’ s four-year-old son, Sebastian.

“Mummy!” He saw Charlotte sitting on the bed and ran for her, holding out his little
arms expectantly.

And Charlotte, spotting him coming for her, was quick to let go of Hannah, lean
forward, and scoop her son into her arms. “Oh, what are you doing up here?’

“Where were you?’ Sebastian pouted. “1 want to play!”

“You' re supposed to be with Miss Emily,” Charlotte said in her motherly voice. “Y ou
didn’t sneak out, did you?’

There was alook of mischief on thelittle boy’ s face.



“Oh, Sebastian. What am | going to do with you.” She pretended to be angry but
could not keep herself from smiling.

With her son sitting on her lap now, it was impossible not to see the pure love and
adoration that Charlotte held for her only child.

Hannah watched the two with a sense of melancholy. Charlotte had just one child,
whereas Beatrice had even more. Each as loved as the other, adored and worshipped
as any mother would adore and worship her children. And Sebastian, his little arms
wrapped tight around Charlotte, giggling as she began to tickle his stomach while
telling him he needed to behave, was typically enchanted by his mother as any young
child would be.

It was hard to watch. Harder to sit through. A reminder now of the fight that Hannah
and Frederick had, while seeming to confirm that Hannah had made the right
decision. Theonlydecision.

She wanted what her sister had. She wanted a child of her own. Someone to love and
care for and raise in her image. What was more, she wanted to share that with the
man she loved. And if Frederick was not willing to be that man...

The tears came suddenly. Hannah tried to stop them, but they burst as if from a
broken pipe, and she fell onto the bed, shoving her head into her pillow, ignoring
Charlotte, who was trying to put her son down so she could comfort her.

Hannah's marriage was over, and now, a day afterward, she was finally beginning to
accept that fact. Not that this made things any easier, but she supposed that was what
the crying was for. And with how she was suddenly feeling, she had no doubt that
there was plenty more to come.

Chapter Twenty-Five



“You're not going to like what | haveto say,” William began in a solemn tone.

“l rarely do.”

“Just promise me that you will not get mad.”

“1 promise nothing of the sort—and hand me that bottle, will you? My glass has been
empty for close to five minutes now, which is beginning to look like a problem.”

“Well, that’s just it...” William held the bottle close to his chest. “What | wanted to
say isthat | think you have had enough.”

Frederick narrowed his eyes at his brother. “1 do hope that you are joking.”
“Ordinarily, yes, for few enjoy ajoke as much as | do. But in this case...” William
looked at Frederick, no sense of humor whatsoever in his eyes. “I am afraid that |

must put my foot down.”

“How about you put that foot down closer to me...” Frederick leaned forward to
snatch the bottle back, but William was quick, leaping to his feet and dancing away.

“It isfor your own good, Brother.”

“Get back herel”

“You will thank me tomorrow.”

“If 1 do not kill you first.”

“Hal” William stood at the back of the room, one eyebrow raised in derision. “And
how will you do that? Y ou can barely stand.”
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“Y ou want a bet?”’

“How about this...” William smirked. “If you can lay even a single hand on me, |
will happily hand you this bottle. But if you cannot, | will pour it out before your eyes
in adisplay of brotherly love. For that iswhy | do this, Brother. | do it for—woah!”

He started as Frederick lunged at him.
It was the epitome of a poor display.

Sitting on the sofa in the drawing room, Frederick pushed himself to his feet and
threw his body toward his brother, figuring to tackle him and then wrestle the bottle
from his hand. But he had been drinking since noon, it was now nearing early
evening, and the liquor had hit him alittle harder than he thought.

His knees gave way beneath him. He managed to catch himself before falling,
stumbled forward, attempted a leap, only to trip and land hard on his knees. Even
then, attempting to push himself up, there just wasn't enough strength in his arms. He
rolled over onto his back and stare up at the ceiling... just in time for the room to
begin spinning around him.

“Told you.” William stood over him, looking down at his face. “Y ou have had more
than enough.”

“l am the older brother here,” Frederick scoffed. “And | will not be spoken to like
that.” He swung his hand back, thinking to smack William’s legs and declare himself
the winner, only for William to easily step out of the way.



“Thisisfor your own good.” William walked to the fireplace and uncorked the bottle,
before holding it over the flames.

“No!” Frederick scrambled to his knees, reaching out a hand to stop him, but it was
too late.

William poured the liquor into the flames, an act that made them roar as they
consumed the flammable liquid. Heat spewed from the fireplace, which had William
dancing backwards to avoid getting burned.

“Oh!” hecried. “Yes, | should have seen that coming.”

“Youidiot,” Frederick snarled. “That was my last bottle!”

“A good thing, | think.”

“Now, what will | do?”

“Sober up,” William said rightly as he put the bottle down and walked to where
Frederick was still on the floor. There, he sat down cross-legged and rested a hand on
his brother’s back. “For drinking this way is unbecoming of you, Brother, and |
should know, seeing as | am the boozehound of the family.”

“Not anymore,” Frederick muttered bitterly.

“It is not an answer,” William sighed. “And it is certainly not a panacea. It dulls the
senses, but it does not erode them, leaving them raw and exposed for when the

inevitable hangover kicksin later.”

“Which is why | will drink as soon as | wake up...” Frederick groaned as he forced
himself to his feet, then collapsed back onto the sofa. “It has worked well, so far.”



“Brother...” There was no humor in Willima's voice, only worry. “This is not you.
Please, you must see what you are doing.”

“And what is that?’

“Running,” he said matter-of-factly. “Running because it seems easier than facing the
truth.”

“The truth?’ Frederick scoffed. “The only truth is my sudden thirst, which will now
go unquenched.”

“Thetruththat you miss her,” William corrected. “That you pine for her. That you
cannot face the world sober because if you do, you might suddenly realize the
horrible mistake you made.”

Frederick snarled. “Y ou could not be further from thetruth, Brother.”

William snorted. “Like drinking, lies do not become you. Not even alittle bit.”

Frederick bared his teeth at his brother, thinking that another rebuke was in order. But
his brother fixed him with a no-nonsense glare, a clear indication that he wasn't here
to argue. What he was here for was to console, to help heal, to make sure that
Frederick didn’t do anything stupid. Even if it was much too late for that...

It had been five days now since Hannah had left. Five of the worst days in
Frederick’slife, and it wasn't even close.

The first two had been the easiest, for Frederick had been able to convince himself
that he had made the right choice. A hard choice but a necessary one. He and Hannah
wanted different things, there was to be no getting around them, and rather than
prolong the inevitable, he had made the difficult choice and ended it before there was



achancefor it to become worse and more messy.

It wasn't easy doing the right thing, but... but he told himself that she would forgive
him. He had freed her, he thought. He had given her an out. Now she was free to find
someone new, someone else to love, someone who might give her what he could not.
And for two days, he had held that thought close, for it was all he could do to keep
himself from breaking.
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But break he did.

It became harder to go to bed at night, the room empty, the bed cold. It had become
harder to wake up each morning to the same. Time and again he questioned if he had
been a stubborn fool and if he had acted hastily and without thought. So what if she
wanted another child? So what if his last experience had been tragic? They were
different. They werein love. Surely, that would be enough?

But the days passed, Hannah did not return, and to Frederick, that was a sign that she
agreed with his decision. She would not change her mind and did not expect him to
either. That this marriage was well and truly over.

Cue the depression. Cue the anger. Cue the sadness. Cue the drinking! For three days,
Frederick did little more than drink. And when his brother arrived on the fifth day
following Hannah's departure, Frederick hoped that he might join him in his
wallowing, rather than doing as he was and trying to save him.

“Have you considered going to see her?” William asked as he took a seat beside him.
“1 do not want to see her,” Frederick lied.

“How about a letter, then? Reach out. See how she is doing? You might be
surprised.”

“l do not care,” he lied again. “What's done is done, Brother, and | hope that you
would see that. | hope that you are here to drink with me, because that is what | need
from you. Not this...” He waved between them. “ This attempt to console me, for | do



not need it.”

“What do you need?’

“A drink!”

William snorted. “You never were much of a drinker, Frederick, and now | can see
why. Go to her,” he urged. “ Speak with her. It isnot too late!”

“Do | need to ask you to leave?’

He rolled his eyes. “You think | would leave you in this state? You think | would
leave Ameliato this?’

That had Frederick reeling back in guilt. He had not been a good father of late.
Dammit, he had been a terrible one. These last three days especially, unable to deal
with the tantrums and anger that his daughter had spewed at him when she had
learned that Hannah wasn’'t coming back, he had ordered Miss Temperton to look
after her until he was able to do so himself.

That Amelia was so upset with Hannah's departure spoke to Frederick’s decision, in
some ways confirming that it was the right one. Although he had not wanted to use
Amelia as an excuse, he had thought that Hannah would make a good mother. But
she wanted a child of her own, and surely that would upset Amelia further?

No... even that was not an argument that he could stomach. Amelia was devastated to
learn that Hannah had left, and he had no doubt that Hannah would miss her, too.
Again, all Frederick could do was double down on his initial decision to never have
children again.

“Where is Amelia, anyhow?” William asked. “| have not seen her since | arrived.”



“Some uncleyou are...” Frederick muttered bitterly.

William scoffed. “Too busy looking after you. Now, come on...” He slapped him on
the thigh and stood up. “Let us go find her.”

“Why?’

“To remind her that you are her father and still love her,” he said rightly. “For as bad
as things are right now, imagine how she is feeling? The least you can do is ensure
her that she is still loved and not forgotten, and that Hannah did not leave because of

her.

“She knows that.”

“Let us make sure...”

He held out a hand for Frederick to take. Frederick eyed it. William raised an
eyebrow, and Frederick groaned, before taking his brother’s hand and then pulling
himself to hisfeet.

From there, the two brothers trudged through the house, much needed by Frederick,
as it worked to flush the drink out of his system. They made for the nursery, where
Frederick expected Ameliaand Miss Temperton to be, only to find it empty.

Next, they tried severa of the playrooms and drawing rooms and areas of the house
where lessons were taken. Again, empty. Her bedroom after that, the washroom, and
a little nook that Frederick knew Amelia hid in when she was feeling down. Once
again, empty.

Now, Frederick was beginning to panic.



“Outside,” he said, storming through the house and toward the back garden. “She is
likely taking advantage of the warm weather.”

He willed himself to believe it, despite hisrising panic.

The sun was just beginning to dip beneath the horizon, painting the sky in dark
orange and purple and red—it seemed to match his mood perfectly.
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He stepped onto the porch, and he sighed in relief when saw Miss Temperton
hurrying across the garden and back toward the house. It looked to him like she was
chasing Amelia, or the two were playing a game of hide and seek. Only then he
noticed the look of worry on her face.

“Your Grace!l” she cried out when she saw him. “Have you seen her? Please, tell me
you have! Oh God!”

“Miss Temperton!” He strode toward her. “Whereis Amelia?’
He looked around the large garden, his eyes searching frantically.

“Forgive me!” she wept as she reached him. Her entire body shook, and tears were
already brimming in her eyes.

Frederick’'s stomach dropped at the sight. Another glance around the garden
confirmed it was empty. “Miss Temperton, where is my daughter?’

“1 sent her outside to read,” she explained frantically. “I told her | would be out in a
minute, but | used the time to clean her room, leaving her alone for only an hour, |
swear! It can’t have been long, but?>—"

“My daughter,” he growled, his nerves getting the better of him. “Where is she?’

“That isjust it, Y our Grace! When | came outside, she was gone! | don’t know where
or how or... or... or where sheis! Oh God!”



Miss Temperton threw herself at him, weeping openly, her body shaking with worry.

And Frederick, suddenly sober, felt asif he might vomit. Again he looked around the
garden and then to the plains beyond the house, the setting sun, for darkness would be
upon them soon.

His daughter, his little girl, had run away. And not so deep down—for it was too
obvious for that—he knew that it was all his fault.

Chapter Twenty-Six

“The important thing is that we get ahead of this,” Lord Ramsbury was saying. “If we
can do that, we might come out the other side not looking the worse for it.”

“l have already started writing letters,” Lady Ramsbury stated, “to everyone | know.”

“Saying?’

“What do you think?’ she said, sounding almost insulted that he would even ask.
“That His Grace was the one who erred—I did not say so specifically, but | have
implied that he was abusive. Verbally, for we do not want to suggest anything
violent.”

“Good idea, dear,”
“And that Hannah was the one who demanded a divorce,” Lady Ramsbury said
rightly. “It will look better if she took action and sought a way out. Better that than

the dlternative.”

“Yes, yes.” Lord Ramsbury nodded his agreement. “We must mold the narrative to
our favor, ensuring that Hannah's name is not damaged. That will make it easier



come next Season, when it istime for her to be courted once more.”

“My thoughts exactly. No gentleman is going to want her if he thinks she is a
problem. But if we prove that His Grace is the problem, it will go along way.”

“Wonderful.” Lord Ramsbury took his wife's hand. “And who are you writing to,
exactly? My thinking is that we need to be strategic. If you simply write to every
person you know, it will look desperate and disorganized. But to the right people...”
He chuckled. “Let the words spread on their own, rather than forcing them down

everyone' s throat.”

“No, no,” Lady Ramsbury argued. “We must tell everyone. We cannot risk His Grace
getting the upper hand.”

“Letitia, tactfulness is what will see us through.”

“Force, dear, isthe only way.”

“A subtle hand.”

“A firmone.”

“But His Grace?>—"

“Better hope he does not try and stop me, or else there will be hell to pay!”

Lord Ramsbury chuckled. “I am glad you are on my side.”
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“1 know, dear. Something His Grace is about to learn the hard way.”

Hannah sat there listening to her parents talk about her as if she was not there. They
spoke about her, not to her, happy to scheme and surmise and plan as if it were their
own lives they were speaking about. And while Hannah might have wanted to
interject and ask them not to do anything foolish or harsh or too outwardly
aggressive, she had long since reached the point of not caring.

They were sitting in the dining room, about to have an early supper. Her father was
sitting at the head of the table, her mother on his right, and Hannah on his left. She
was certain she could rise from the table, walk away, and she wouldn’t be noticed.

She'd felt invisible these last few days, barely seen or noticed or acknowledged. At
first, she thought that her parents were smply giving her space to grieve because
when she had turned up on their doorstep four days ago, such was her pitiful, sodden
state that all she wanted was to be |eft alone.

Now, however, having passed the point of true grieving, she was beginning to see the
truth. As upset as she was about what had happened, her parents were ropeable. Not
with her, thankfully.Rather, it was Frederick who bore the brunt of their wrath, for it
was not just her name that was threatened with slander and ruin, but their own!

And so they schemed and plotted and spoke about ways to ‘get ahead of this
calamity without once asking Hannah what she thought. They didn’'t care what she
thought. From the beginning, her marriage had been as much about them as it was
about her, and now she was starting to seeit.



“First thing tomorrow morning,” her mother continued proudly, “I will send them

out.

“Good,” Lord Ramsbury said, smiling at his wife. “That is a start. His Grace thinks
he can do thisto us...” He scoffed. “We shall see about that!”

The way Hannah's stomach churned at that spoke to how much she cared for
Frederick. She did not hate him. She did not begrudge him. Truly, she blamed herself
as much as she did him, knowing that if things had been just alittle different, it would
never have cometo this.

For five days now, she had wondered if it was worth going back. Again! She vacillate
between yes and no, debating with herself, trying to decide what to do. And again and
again, she wanted to believe that she could be with him and not wish to start a family.
She wanted nothing more! She loved Frederick, she did, but that was a deal breaker.
Still....

“Please,” she said quietly, looking down at the table. “Please don't.”

“Excuse me?’ Her father blinked. “Please don’t what?”

“Send out those letters. Or do anything. There is no need...” Still she spoke softly,
unable to meet her father’s eyes.

“Of course, there isl After what he did to you! The man is a monster, and he will
pay!”

“Heisnot...”

“Hannah, dear,” her mother sighed. “I know this is hard, but we do not blame you.



You must know that we are here for you, and all we want to do is help. Thiswill do
just that.”

Hannah's stomach turned. Guilt. Depression. Sadness. Even worse, they were also
speaking of her meeting someone else in the future, something that she had no desire
for. Something that she knew she could not stop because once again, she was at the
mercy of her parents and their needs.

About to speak and ask them again to desist, one of the manor's many butlers
suddenly strode into the dining room.

“M’Lord, M’Lady!” he said as he approached the table. “| am sorry to disturb you,
but there is someone here to see you.”

“What? Now?” Lord Ramsbury snapped. “At this hour?”

“He saysthat it isurgent. | tried to send him away, but he refused!”

Hannah's heart leapt in her throat. Could it be? Surely not. She spun in her chair and
looked toward the foyer, fully expecting the Duke to storm into the room. And if he
did just that... she was not sure what she would do. She wanted to believe that she
would tell him the same thing she did the last time they spoke, but with how she felt,
she was not so certain...

“A Lord William Campbell, M’Lord. Heiswaiting in the foyer.”

“Campbell!” Lord Ramsbury barked, his eyes going wide as he looked at his wife.
“His Grace' s brother!”

“What does he want?’



Hannah's heart began to race. Frederick’s brother was here? But what for? She could
not imagine Frederick sending Lord William of his own accord, which told her that
her brother-in-law was here in secret. Possibly to beg her to come back... maybe.

Was there a chance that Frederick was so heartbroken over what had happened that
thiswas a last-ditch effort to see her return? And would it make a difference?

“lsn’t it obvious?’ her mother said rightly. “He wishes to make sure that we do not do
anything rash—Iikely to beg us to keep this all under wraps. Good luck!”

Lord Ramsbury’s nose twitched. “Send the man in, Harrington. We shall deal with
him ourselves.”
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He took his wife's hand, and the two sat up straight, their eyes fixed on the door as
they waited. And Hannah, doing her best not to get her hopes up, ignoring the way
her heart thundered in her chest, did the same.

Oh, she wanted to believe that if Lord William was here to beg her to go back to
Frederick, she would turn him away. Only... could she do it? Was she strong
enough?

“Lord Ramsbury!” Lord William called as he strode into the dining room.

Hannah gasped when she saw him, for he was the spitting image of his older brother.
Not as big in size, nowhere near as imposing. But his face was similar, enough that
Hannah could not help but stare.

“Lady Ramsbury, | am so sorry to disturb you like this.”

“What is the meaning of this?’ Lord Ramsbury barked.

“Your Grace.” Lord William turned and looked at Hannah with a soft smile, a tinge
of sadness in his eyes... which was quicklygone as his expression suddenly turned

serious. “1 am sorry to come, but | had little choice.”

“W-what is it?" Hannah asked, doing what she could to keep the hope out of her
voice.

“ItisAmelia,” he said. “ Sheismissing.”



Hannah's eyes went wide. “What? Missing? How?’

Without thinking, she jumped to her feet, asif she meant to bolt out of the room.

“We do not know,” Lord William said quickly. “She ran away, it seems. We thought
she could not have gone far, which led us to search the estate. But it was when he got
as far as the surrounding forest that Frederick had a thought.”

“H-he did?’

Her heart was racing. Part fear. Part worry. Part elation that Frederick’s thoughts had
led Lord William here.

“That she might have come to you,” Lord William admitted. “He knows how much
Amelia loves you—and with the way she has been acting these last few days, it only
lends credence to his theory.”

“The way she has been...” Her voice caught in her throat. “Acting? How has she
been acting?’

He gave her a knowing smile. “She has been upset, Your Grace. Like Frederick, she
has been miserable.”

“Really?” Again, hopein her voice.
“She was not happy to hear of what happened, and Frederick thinks she might have
come here as a form of protest. He is searching the neighboring estates as we speak,

but he asked that | come here immediately.”

Despite her worry, Hannah could not help but feel a strange sense of elation at Lord
William’'s words. Even pride. Oh, she had known how close she and Amelia had



grown these last two weeks, but to think that the little girl was that upset with her
leaving, and to think that even Frederick might have assumed that she had run al the
way here just to see her. It was... it was... it was enough that Hannah could not help
but smile.

She was not the little girl’s mother, and yet she felt a sudden kinship that she had
never expected. A bond that she had seen between her sisters and their children, that
desire to protect and love that all mothers must feel.

Hannah wanted children of her own, but was it possible that Amelia, the little girl
who she had grown so close with, might be enough? And had Hannah been too
selfish to see that as a possibility?

“Is she here?’ Lord William asked desperately. “Have you seen her?”

“Sheis not here,” Lord Ramsbury said. “And you can tell His Grace that perhaps he
should take better care of his children, that isif he was not so busy ruining?—"

“Father!” Hannah snapped at him. “Will you be quiet?”

“Hannah!” her mother gasped. “Do not speak to your father like that!”

Hannah ignored her as she turned to Lord William, her mind racing as she tried to
think what to do. “When was the last time you saw her?’

“Only afew hours ago,” Lord William explained. “ She was sent to the back garden
on her own and has not been seen since!”

“And you said you searched the estate?”’

“Asfar astheforest.”
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“The forest...” Hannah frowned as she considered... as she pictured the little girl and
what she knew of her... as she came to realize the likelihood of where she was. “Find
Frederick,” she said immediately.

“And tell him what?’

Hannah might have smiled if she wasn't so worried. For although she now knew
where Amelialikely was, that didn’t make the situation any better. If anything, it only
made it worse. Amelia was in danger, and if there was any chance of saving her,
Hannah would need to hurry.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

It was dark outside. The moon was not full, but it waxed such that the light shone
before Hannah, enough for her to see the way ahead as she charged through the
forest. Holding up her skirt, she jumped over felled tree trunks and darted around
stray bushes and trees. She stumbled but did not slow down. She tripped but kept her
footing. Nothing could slow her down, for time was not a luxury that she had.

Perhaps running was not necessary? Perhaps she would arrive to find Amelia safe and
sound? That was what she wanted. That was what she prayed for—and had been
doing so since she left home not thirty minutes ago. But something told her that she
might not be so lucky as that.

The motherly instinct that she did not even know she had roared to life, and so she
ran asif her life, asif Amelia's, depended onit.



No idea how far away she was, it felt like she had been running through the forest for
an age. Out of breath. Out of her mind. She called out, hoping to hear a response.

“Amelial” she cried out asloud as she could. “Amelial Are you there!”

“Hannah?” afrightened voice echoed in the darkness. “Hannah! Help me!”

Somehow, Hannah's pace increased. Through the brush she charged until she
eventually came upon a small clearing that she recognized immediately, for she had
been there once before.

Not a large clearing by any means, it was perhaps half the size of Frederick’s house.
Tall trees stood like a barrier around the edges, allowing the mood to shine in full on
the center. And at this center, spread to the edges of the clearing, was a pond. Placid
and tranquil it sat, until her eyes swept over it, spotting in the middle a struggling,
little girl desperate to keep her head above the water.

“Amelial” Hannah cried and ran to the edge of the pond.

“Hannah!” The little girl thrashed in the middle of the pond, desperate and scared, her
head barely above the water. “Please! Help! I'm—I’m stuck!”

It was hard to see what was happening exactly. Although there was nothing keeping
Amelia where she was, the little girlthrashed and paddied desperately with her hands,
her head bobbing, only to go down, only to emerge from the water again, followed by
a scream. There must be something under the water, latching onto her dress, keeping
her from swimming freely.

Again, that motherly instinct roared inside Hannah. Amelia was not her daughter, but
at that moment, it felt as if she was, for Hannah knew there was nothing that she
would not do to save her, even if it meant giving her own life. Such was the love she



had for her.

“I"'m coming!” Hannah cried out. She was quick to undo her dress, as keeping it on
would only weigh her down. “I’m coming!”

The dress was off, and the cool night air whipped at her body. She wore a thin
pelisse, barely a cover from the cold.

“Hurry! | can’t... | can't... I—" And then the little girl was gone.

“Amelial”

Hannah ran into the water without pause and dove headfirst into its depths, ignoring
the cool spike that shot through her body like aknife, constricting her chest, knocking
the breath out of her lungs, seeming to try and pull her down as if the water itself had
alife of itsown.

She kicked her feet and pushed with her arms until she came to where Amelia’ s head
had been moments before.

“Amelial” she cried out, before taking a deep breath and diving beneath the surface at
astraight angle.

It was too dark to see beneath the water, but she reached out with her hands and
grabbed hold of the little girl. Then, still holding on tight, she pulled her to the
surface, forcing her head out of the water so she could take a breath.

Amelia coughed and spluttered as she gasped for air. Her body still thrashed, kicking
desperately to stay afloat. Hannah held onto her, her own legs now growing tired as
shetried to kick them back to the surface. Only... thelittle girl refused to move.



“I’'m stuck!” Amelia cried out through mouthfuls of water. “My dress! It—I can’t
move!”

Hannah had her arms wrapped around the little girl. Her legs kicked powerfully, even
though by now, they were sore and near useless. Her chest burned. Her body shook
from the cold. But nothing, no force in this world, could stop her.

“Hold on!” Hannah shouted over the noise of Amelia's screams. “Amelial” she
shouted, forcing the little girl to look at her. “Look at me! Amelial”

It must have been something in her voice. A cam that washed over Amelia, for she
managed to keep herself from panicking for long enough to look Hannah in the eyes.
Oh, she was terrified, that was clear. But now there was something else, and
understanding that so long as Hannah was there, everything would be alright.

“You need to stop kicking,” Hannah told her, still holding her tight. “Stay perfectly
still.”
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113 But—”
“1 will get us out of herel” she assured her. “But you must trust me!”

Amelia s eyes went wide, only for her to see her rescuer’s composure and somehow
calm down. A nod shared between them, and Hannah smiled.

Then, holding Ameliato her body with one arm, she reached beneath the surface and
pulled on Amelia's dress. Indeed, it was caught on something, likely a submerged
tree. Another tug, still the dress refused to budge.

“Argh!” Hannah cried. “Amelia, | am going to let go of you?—"

“What? No! Please! Don't!”

“Kick with your feet!” Hannah told her. “Use your arms to keep your head above the
water. | will only be a second, | promise!”

“But... but... but | am scared!”

“You don't haveto be.” Again, Hannah made sure the little girl was looking at her. “I
am here, Amelia, and | promise that nothing will happen to you. Alright?”’

The little girl understood, and what was more, she accepted it. Her face hardened, and
her brow furrowed. Slowly, Hannah let her go, making sure that Amelia was keeping
her head afloat on her own. And then, she dove beneath the water a second time.



She could not see what she was doing, but she followed the dress with her hands,
finding where it was snagged around a tree branch. Using both hands and all her
might, Hannah tore the dress apart, ripping it down the seam, stretching it out and
then wrenching it free from the branch. The moment she did so, Amelia’ s feet kicked
all the harder, and the little girl was off.

By then, Hannah was exhausted. She could not feel her arms. She could not feel her
legs. Her lung burned. Her chest ached. With all her might, she managed to kick her
way to the surface, pulling in a final lungful of air and seeing Amelia scramble
toward the shore.

She was safe.

Hannah smiled to herself, knowing that she had rescued her. But then, all the energy
she had used to save Amelia vanished in an instant, and despite knowing what it
would mean, she could not fathom what it might take to swim back to shore.
Impossible, it seemed.

A final look to ensure that Amelia was safe, and Hannah stopped kicking. Her body
shut down. Her eyes fluttered shut. And then, slowly, she began to sink into the
water, all the while smiling because at least she would die knowing that she had
saved someone she truly loved...

Chapter Twenty-Eight
Frederick tried not to panic as he raced through the forest.
Everything was going to be aright. Hannah had been wrong. He would arrive at the

pond to find it empty. Surely, this night would not turn into the worst night of his
entirelife...



He tried to tell himself these things as he ran, but he had trouble believing them. As
soon as William had found him and told him what Hannah had theorized, he' d known
the truth of it.

As unbelievable as it might seem, he had little doubt now that his daughter had
indeed gone to the pond where they had first bonded all those weeks ago.

If it wasn't for the fear that was crashing down on him with each breath that he took,
he might have smiled at the notion. Had that day really meant so much to Amelia? It
had felt so innocuous to Frederick, just one of many wonderful days the three had
spent together, and yet to his daughter, its significance must have beenhuge. It was
the first time she had begun to accept Hannah into their little family, the first time she
had begun to consider Hannah as her mother, the first time she had realized that she
and Frederick would no longer be alone.

The choice of escape spoke volumes to the effect that his and Hannah's separation
was having on his daughter, and it spoke volumes to something that Frederick should
have seen days ago.

But he could not worry about that now. Not until he knew they were safe!

Through the forest he ran, eventually breaching the trees and stumbling into the
clearing. He ran his eyes over the pond and then the shore just in time to see Amelia
clambering onto dry land.

“Amelial” he cried, his heart soaring as he raced toward her. “Amelial” He reached
her, fell to his knees, and pulled her into his chest. “You're safe! God, you’re safe!

I’m herel”

“H-Hannah!” Amelia stammered, pushing away from him.



“No, it’syour father.”

“She’'sdrowning!” Amelia spun back desperately, pointing to the placid pond.

“Hannah?’ Frederick searched the pond, unable to see what his daughter was talking
about. “What do you mean? Where is?—"

“Father, please! Sheisdrowning! Y ou have to hurry! Y ou must!”
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Frederick didn’t understand. At least not at first. But then he looked at his daughter.
The fear and pleain her eyes. The way she shook. How wet she was. The tear in her
dress. And that was when he knew.

“Hannah!” He was on his feet, again searching the water. “Where is she!”

“There!” Amelia pointed to the middle of the pond, but Frederick saw nothing. “Y ou
have to hurry, Father! You have to hurry! Please!” She grabbed hold of his hand and
shook it, desperation in her voice. “ She’' s dying!”

Frederick could not see what Amelia was referring to. He did not know if Hannah
was in the water. But he knew his daughter was not aliar, he knew Hannah had come
here to save her, and he knew there was little he would not do to rescue the woman he
loved.

Without another word, Frederick charged into the pond, hands held before him and
diving into the cool depths like afish. He kicked his feet and moved his hands, and he
surged across the placid water, reaching roughly where Amelia had pointed.

“Father! Down! Go down!” Amelia cried out from the shore.

Frederick dove straight down. He couldn’'t see through the darkness, reaching
desperately with his hands until he grabbedhold of something... or someone! Down
further, he wrapped his hands around Hannah’ s body and dragged her to the surface,
putting al the effort he could into his legs as they propelled him up... and up... and
up... and?—



They broke the surface of the water. Frederick took a deep breath, but Hannah did no
such thing. Fear gripped him, and he held her close as he swam them back to shore.

“Please,” he begged as he kicked and swam. “No... please...”

He was too late. It was all he could think. The fool he was. The short-sighted idiot!
He had condemned the woman he loved, and for what? Because he didn’t want to
raise a family with her? She had saved Amelia, it seemed. She had done what any
mother would do. They were a family already! Had they not always been? And for
reasons that Frederick could not fathom, he had not wanted to add to it.

He pushed those thoughts out of his head as he dragged Hannah to the shore. There,
he lay her down on her back, his heart racing, his hands shaking as he checked her
throat and then pumped on her chest.

“Please...” he begged. “Don't...” He pushed on her chest again, leaned forward, and
breathed into her mouth. “Come on!” he shouted, breathing into her mouth again.
“Comeon!” And again, he breathed into her?—

She sputtered suddenly, coughing, and her body spasmed as she drew in a breath of
freshair.

“Hannah!” he cried as she did so again, bending over, her body shuddering, gasping
for air. “Hannah! You're aright! Thank God, you’re aright!”

“Hannah!” Amelia threw herself at Hannah, wrapping her arms around her so tightly
asif she might never let go.

Hannah fell back, her body shaking as she continued to breathe. Each breath sounded
painful, but she kept going, confirming that she was very much alive.



“Hannah! God...” Frederick was on her, wanting to take her in his arms, but keeping
himself from doing it. On his knees, he looked down at her, his hand resting under
her face, his smile broad, his heart soaring. “You're aright. You're... you're... |
thought... God, | thought | wastoo late.”

Frederick couldn’t recall another time that he had been so happy. To think that he had
wanted to end his marriage to this woman. To think he had resigned himself to never
seeing her again. Now, with how he was feeling, he might never leave her side for as
long as he lived. He would do anything for her. Anything!

“Hannah,” he said softly, stroking her face. Her eyes were closed, but she was
breathing softly. “ Say something. Anything. Please...”

A moment passed as her eyelids fluttered. Her breathing evened. Her body was no
longer stiff, seeming to relax. And finally, she opened her eyes, saw Frederick
looking down at her, and thesmile in them... Frederick knew at that moment that
their fight was a thing of the past.

“Hannah...” he said softly, his chin trembling, tears welling up in his eyes. “You're
alive. | thought... | thought | wastoo late.”

She cleared her throat, then reached up and touched the side of his face. And then she
opened her mouth and said, “Frederick? What took you so long?’

Frederick frowned at the comment, saw the smile on her lips, and burst into laughter.
He fell upon her, smothering her with kisses, holding her, laughing, because the
emotions sweeping through him would allow him to do nothing else.

And Hannah, smothered by his weight, coughed and sputtered and laughed also, more
so when Amelia threw herself onto them.



He thought he had lost her. He thought he had lost them both. It was a mistake that
Frederick would never make again.

Frederick watched Hannah as she slept. She had been asleep for hours now, having
drifted off in his arms as he carried her back home from the pond. Not wanting to
disturb her, he had placed her down gently in bed, lit the fire in the hearth, and then
pulled up a chair by the head of her bed. Happy to sit and watch and wait.

There was so much he wanted to say. So much hehadto say. For hours now he had
thought about nothing but that, determined not to let this night end until he had his
chance to tell Hannah how he felt.

His only real regret was that it had taken an incident like this for him to realize the
truth of his feelings. Laughable, he now realized. Idiotic for how stupid he had been.
All this time, he had feared what a pregnancy might mean for him and Hannah, as if
he was somehow trapping her in a marriage that she might one day want to be free
from. As if there was a chance that she might grow to hate him, but a child would
force her to stay.

No... Frederick now realized how wrong he was.

Hannah wasn’t with him because she had to be, but because shewantedto be. She
loved him. She loved Amelia. Thiswas her family, and all she wished for was to add
to it. And Frederick, having seen what she was willing to go through for his daughter,
knew that as good as a mother she already was, she would be an even better one,
given the chance.
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He had made the mistake once, and he would not make it again. And so, he sat and
waited...

Hours passed by before she eventually woke up. A dlight stirring. A soft cough. A
groan, for she likely had a terrible headache. And then, ever so slowly, her eyes
opened.

“Hannah!” He was aready by her side, taking her hand and holding it tight. “You're
awake.”

She coughed and cleared her throat, frowning as she looked around. “How did I...?"
“1 carried you back,” he explained. “ Do you remember what happened?’

“Oh?’ She raised an eyebrow at him. “You mean you saving me? Yes, | have vague
memories.” She chuckled, but it sounded painful.

He laughed and kissed her hand. “And Amelia. You... you saved her. She told me
what you did. | can’t... | cannot believe that you?—"

She pulled her hand free. “That what? That | would risk my life to save your
daughter?”’

“QOurdaughter.” He took her hand back and looked at her, refusing to blink or allow
her to look away. “I don’'t know if this is the right time. Likely, you want to rest
but... but... | need to tell you. | have been an idiot, Hannah. A moron of the highest
order. The things | said, I—" He swallowed thickly. “I was wrong. About



everything.”

Her brow was tight, and her stare was confused. “Y ou might have to be a little more
clear than that. My head...” She gently touched her head. “I have a terrible
headache.”

“1 want to have children with you,” he said, not seeing any point in being subtle.
“After what you did today... | can’'t believe | everdoubted you. You care for Amelia,
Hannah. You care for her as any mother would, and | know that you would make an
even better mother to a child that you bear—one that is a part of both of us. | was
wrong.” He kissed her hand as he felt a weight lift off his shoulders, relieved that he
had finally said it. “And | want to start a family with you. My only regret is that it
took me thislong to redlize it.”

“And Amelia?’ she asked. “What about her?’

Frederick smiled. “She might not be your daughter through blood, but after today...”
He kissed the back of her hand. “Y ou are her mother. And | know you will continue
to be so, even when you have a child of your own.”

She was silent for some time as she studied him. Searching for the lie, it felt like. But
Frederick made sure to look at her the whole while, so she could see the truth in his
words. He was done pretending that he did not want this. He was done lying to
himself. And he was past the point of living alone because he thought that was what
he deserved.

“It is a funny thing,” she said eventually, her words spoken carefully and assuredly.
“1 have spent the last five days trying to decide what it is that | want. Hurting, you

can probably imagine?—"

“l am so sorry,” he interjected. “I should never have?—"



“Please, Frederick.” She cleared her throat, pulled her hand free, and then sat up so
she could meet his eyes. “Let me...” A deepbreath. “What | realized during that time
was that yes, | want a child. Yes, | want to be a mother. But | don’t want those things
just because | have this yearning to start a family, as my sisters have. | want those
things...” She sniffed and then smiled. “I want them with you. And if | can't have
them with you, then | do not want them at all.”

His heart swelled. “We can have those things, Hannah. And we will. | was wrong,
thiswhole time, | was afool.”

“Beit Ameliaonly or ababy of our own, Frederick, | need you to know that | am not
trapped in this marriage.” She chuckled. “1 never have been. And no amount of ... of
grumpiness or stubbornness is going to change that.”

He laughed. “Do not hold me to that.”

“You really want to start afamily with me?”’

“More than anything.”

Hannah hesitated a moment. Something flashed behind her eyes, alook that Frederick
thought he knew but was certain he misread. She was still pale and worn from earlier.
Still weak and fragile and frail. Surely... surely not that?

“Then proveit,” she said, raising asingle eyebrow at him. “If you can.”

Frederick leaned back, unsure. “Are you saying...”

She pushed the covers off her. Dressed in the same thin pelisse she was wearing

earlier, it hugged her body—barely even covered her, truth be told. Frederick eyes
looked over her body, and he felt his heart begin to hammer, his blood begin to



simmer, his amorous desires?>—

“But you... you must betired.”

“Perhaps astired as | have ever been.”

“And hungry.”

“Famished.”
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“Surely, you?—"

“Frederick.” She shot him a look. Her hand reached out and took his, held it tight.
She kept her eyes on him, her lips curling into a smirk. “After al we have been
through, have you not learned the most important thing?’

“Which is?’

“Saying no to me isnevera good idea. Now...” She pulled him toward her. “Will you
just put a baby in me already?’

Frederick laughed, but only for a second, for no sooner had the laughter escaped his
lips was he on her, his lips meeting her softones, their tongues lapping playfully as he
kissed hiswife for the first timein days.

He had forgotten what she tasted like. He had forgotten how much he loved to feel
her body shuddering beneath his touch. He climbed onto the bed and mounted her,
hands clawing at her dress as he tore it off her. She moaned as he began to kiss down
her neck. She purred as his tongue licked and his lips sucked. And she growled in his
ear as his hands cupped her swollen breasts and squeezed.

There would be no foreplay, for that felt unneeded. There would be no time wasting,
for they had wasted enough time as it was. Thisright here, it was love making with a
purpose, proof that they both wanted the same thing, a chance to put the past five
days behind them once and for all.

Hannah helped Frederick with his pants, and he was quick to shuffle out of them.



Those hands of hers then wrapped around his member, squeezing it, stiffening it,
making his body shake and shudder as she readied him. His fingers found their way
between her thighs, testing her wetness, ensuring that she too was ready, despite how
weak and feeble she must have been feeling.

He then held her eyes and stared deeply into them. No words spoken this time, a
silent understanding of what that look meant. It spoke of love. It spoke of desire. It
spoke of awillingness to take this marriage to the next level.

“I"'mready...” Hannah fell back and opened her legs wide.

“1 love you,” Frederick whispered in her ear as he moved down with her, positioning
himself between her thighs and slowly entering her.

“I... I... I love... | love you too...” She moaned as he dlid inside her, inch by inch,
slow and steady until he was buried as deep as he could be. “For now, and forever.”

He held her eyes as he made love to her. No hair pulling. No slapping. No commands
or dirty talk or any of that nonsense. This was slow and melodic, precise and careful,
Frederick’s hips moving to the steady rhythm of Hannah's breathing, building in
intensity the harder she breathed and the faster she panted.

She felt better than he remembered. He rested on his elbows. One hand stroked her
face, the other gripped her waist. They kissed deeply and passionately as he thrust
into her. They giggled together. They smiled. They looked into one another’s souls as
If somehow they knew that this would be it.

For what felt like seconds but must have been minutes, Frederick’s thrusts were long
and intense and hard. Hannah's eyes closed, and her head fell back. She bit her lip
and moaned. Frederick could feel her pleasure building, he could feel her shaking, he
could feel that explosion ready to erupt inside her. And the thought of such a thing,



the feel of it, produced the same effect in him.

“I'm... areyou ready?’ he asked as he began to thrust faster and harder.

“l... 1 am...” she stammered, her breathing now intense and labored.

The sensation built in his legs and through his thighs. It swirled in his stomach and
touched his chest. It grew and grew and grew until he could take it no more and then,
just as he felt hiswife’'s body begin to shake and spasm, he finished inside her.
“Urgh!” he moaned.

“Oh!” she groaned. “Frederick... don't... ever... stop...”

He stayed inside her until well after he was finished. Keeping himself there, ensuring
that every last drop was spent. He needed her to know that he was serious about this,
and when he did finally roll off her, they both seemed to understand that very fact.

“1 loveyou,” he said again, pulling her into his arms and holding her close.

“1 love you too, obviously.” She giggled. “Although | should warn you, when this
little one comes out, my love for you might take second place.”

He laughed. “Are you that sure.” He moved his hand to her stomach.

She smiled coyly. “Just afeeling | have.”

Perhaps she was just saying that? Perhaps she somehow knew? Either way, Frederick
could not help but beam. The love he had for his wife. The love he had for his

daughter. The love he had for this new child, whenever that may become a reality.
Frederick had spent so long feeling guilty over his past that he had failed to live in the



present and look forward to the future. Now, that was all he would do.
He and Hannah would start a family together. They would love one another
unconditionally. And he would look back on these past five days and wonder what

the hell it was that he was thinking, for he almost lost the woman he loved.

Now, luckily, he had the rest of hislife to make it up to her. And he planned on doing
just that.

Epilogue

“Push! Push! Yes, just like that...” the midwife, Miss Robinson, commanded gently
as she stroked Hannah's hair. “Push?—"
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“1 am pushing!” Hannah snapped.

“Keep pushing,” Miss Robinson continued gently, ignoring the rancor spewing from
Hannah's mouth. “We' re almost there.”

“Argh!” Hannah cried out through deep, strangled breaths. “ Frederick!”

“I"'m right here!” Frederick was indeed right beside her. Down on one knee, he held
her hand—or rather, she clutched it and squeezed as if trying to break his fingers.
“You're doing so well.”

“Don’t patronize me!” she snarled in between breaths.

“Deep pushes,” Miss Robinson continued from between Hannah's open legs. “Any
second now...”

“See,” Frederick continued, “you’ re amost?—"

“Argh!” Hannah cried out again, her body shaking, sweat dripping, inhuman sounds
escaping her lips.

“Any second now...” Miss Robinson said again. “One more big push... there you
are... and another...”

“l am so proud of you,” Frederick crooned. “ So proud.”

“Quiet!” Hannah snarled at him again. “I don't care how pr—argh!!!!” She threw



back her head and screamed so loud that the walls of the room seemed to shake.

It was a scene that Frederick recognized only too well. One that he had seen in his
nightmares more times than he could count. After the death of hisfirst wife, he would
wake up covered in sweat, his body shaking, his heart racing as his thoughts returned
to that most dreadful night time and again. And once Hannah had learned of her
pregnancy, again he would dream of this moment, again waking up in a cold sweadt,
for that dream always ended the exact same way...

Needless to say, it had been a difficult nine months. Oh, Hannah had tried to assure
him that there was nothing to worry about. She had done what she could to ease his
fear that something might go wrong. But there was only so much she could say,
andultimately Frederick knew that he would not feel remotely close to calm until it
was all over. Assuming that everything went well.

So far, it was hard to say exactly how things were going.

Frederick ran over in his mind the differences between today and that same day six
years ago now. Comparing them and marking off what he counted as positives, clear
signs that things would not end in tragedy.

The weather, for one. It was a sunny day, not a cloud in the sky, God himself seeming
to have produced it so that their child would be born into a perfect world with nothing
to fear and only love to guide them.

There was no blood this time either, for with his last wife, it had gushed out of her as
she had been sliced wide open. Miss Robinson was far calmer. There wasn't a litany
of maids rushing about with towels and buckets of water and panic on their faces.
And even Hannah, for all her screaming and shouting, didn’t look to be nearly in as
bad a state. Although...



“Push!” Miss Robinson commanded, her voice growing firm. “Push!”

“1 am pushing!”

“One more,” Miss Robinson urged. “One—there! | can see the head! Another push!”
“I can't! | can’'t!”

“Hannah...” Frederick’s hand was numb, his body was shaking, but he reached up
and stroked Hannah's sweaty forehead, willing her to listen. “You are so close.
Please, one more push.”

“'amtired...”

“One more...” He kissed her on the cheek. “You're going to be a mother, Hannah.
Any second now.”

That seemed to do it. A determination took over her face as she bit her lip, furrowed
her brow, took a deep breath, and then gave one more push...

“Argh!” she cried out such that the walls did shake this time, the noise so violent and
loud that it pierced Frederick’s ears.

He reeled away and nearly fell on his bum, only to be brought back into the moment
and to sanity by a singular sound that was perhaps the most beautiful thing he had
ever heard.

It was the sound of a baby crying.

“There we are,” Miss Robinson crooned as she gently pulled the babe free, cutting the
cord expertly and then wrapping it in a blanket. “Well done, Y our Grace. Y ou did it.”



“I... 1 did?’ Hannah stammered, her voice weak and unsure.
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“You did.” Miss Robinson rose, the baby cradled in her arms, a tear rolling down her
cheek. “A beautiful baby boy.”

“A... aboy? Frederick choked out. “You're sure?’

“Very sure.”

He did not know what to do. A part of him wanted to fall onto his wife and hold her,
to make sure she was alright, to confirm that nothing was the matter. But another part
of him wanted to take the baby from Miss Robinson’s arms, to hold it, to see it for the

first time. To let it know that from this day until its last, it would be loved.

“Frederick...” Hannah's voice was weak. Her grip on his hand had loosened, and her
skin was drenched with sweat and pale. “| want to see my child.”

Frederick smiled at her and then reached for the crying babe. Miss Robinson handed
it to him, and he didn’t even try and stop himself from weeping as he looked upon his
son for the first time. So small. So helpless. So damn beautiful that he could not stand
it

“Frederick...”

“Oh!” He dropped down quickly and handed the baby to Hannah.

Her arms shook from exhaustion, so he held the baby as she brought him to her chest.

“A boy...” Her eyes sparkled, and her smile split her face. “He is beautiful.”



“Heis, isn't he?" Frederick agreed as he sat down by his wife, one arm around her,
his other stroking the baby lovingly.

What had Frederick been so worried about? It seemed absurd now that he had spent
the last nine months living with such fear in his heart. Still convinced in some small
way that this would be a repeat of last time and that once again his life would be torn
asunder because of a decision he had made. But he need not have worried.

Hannah was not his last wife. She loved him as much today as she had nine months
ago, and he knew that she would keep on loving him—maybe not as much as she did
their son, but still more than enough for his satisfaction. And it was this love which
gave her strength today, for Frederick should have known that there would have been
no force on this earth great enough to separate her from her firstborn child.

Amelia and now a son... That day six years ago, as much as it had pained and
wreaked havoc on Frederick’s life, now ought to be left where it had aways been—in
the past.

The future was what Frederick had to ook forward to.

“Do we have a name picked out?’ Miss Robinson asked.

“We do,” Hannah said. She looked up at Frederick and smiled, and he returned it.
“James.”

“A beautiful name,” Miss Robinson crooned.

“A perfect name,” Frederick said. “For a perfect son.”

The End?



