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CHAPTER 1
“Your turn, My Lord.”

Christian kept his gaze fixed on his cards, but his whole body was attuned to the man
at the neighboring table. The Earl of Northbridge belched loudly as he examined the
cards in his hand, squinting in the dim light of the gaming hall. The three men around
him were atableau of expectation, waiting to see what might happen next.

Christian dealthis own hand while keeping a close watch on the pattern of play in the
other game.

“My Lord? Are you prepared to continue?’

The Earl had little left to wager beyond his reputation. He had long since played out
his purse, yet the others at the table seemed unwilling to challenge him on it.

He took another sip of his drink, already too drunk to play as sharply as he had but
seemingly unaware of the decline of his faculties. Christian waited—he had always
been good at biding histime.

The Earl slapped a hand on the table, and the others looked at him expectantly. “I
have something new to wager.”

Christian trumped the card in front of him, letting his own game fall to the wayside as
he concentrated on what the Earl would say next.



“And what isthat, My Lord?’

“My daughter.”

Christian’s blood ran cold. He kept a stoic expression as he watched the other men in
the room sit up straighter at the offer. Plenty of gentlemen knew of the Earl’s
daughter—she had quite the reputation already. Not every lady could boast ofhaving
broken a marquess' s nose.

“Y ou would bet your daughter, My Lord? How so?’

That was the man to the Earl’ sright. An odious gentleman named Mortimer, who was
thirty years too old to be considering marrying a young woman of twenty-one
summers.

Christian curled his fingers around his cards and remained very still.

“She is a commodity in her own right, after all,” the Earl boasted, stretching out his
legs and leaning back in his chair. The man acted as though he were speaking about
the wesather. “1 know many of you have imagined taming her after that incident last
year. Quite a prize.” He belched loudly again. “What is your offer? And do refrain
from insulting me with a paltry sum.”

Christian felt sick to his stomach. The man was selling his daughter to a mere
acquaintance over a hand of cards—and as a mistress, no less. No man in the room

wanted her as awife. They merely wanted to crow aboutowningsuch a lady.

Either the Earl had truly lost his senses or he no longer understood the ramifications
of hisactions.

No matter—his ignorance will play into my plans very well.



As Christian’ s game ended, he nodded to the men at histable. Rising, he gestured to a
servant to refill his glass, and a decanter of brandy was brought to him as he listened
intently.

“Well?" the Earl durred. “1 have already bet her dowry. What will you bet me for the
lady herself? Iron fists and all.” He chuckledas though it was a glorious joke.

Christian leaned against the sideboard, swirling his glass gently and waiting for his
moment. The other men at the Earl’ s table were exchanging uneasy glances.

“Ten thousand,” Mortimer piped up. He had the deck of cards in his hands and was
shuffling them incessantly, his beady eyes fixed on the Earl.

Northbridge snorted. “ That’ s less than her dowry, man. Be serious.”

“Fifteen thousand,” called a voice from the back of the room.

It seemed that their wager had sparked some interest, no matter how repugnant the
terms might be.

“I’ll take no less than twenty thousand,” the Earl declared with his usual arrogance.

There was a murmur of dissent before Mortimer flicked the cards expertly to the
center of the table. “ Twenty thousand then, and custodial control of her trust.”

Northbridge eyed him carefully, swaying slightly in his seat.

Christian saw the moment the man made his decision and took the opportunity to
saunter over to the table just before he could agree, swirling the brandy in his glass,
his eyes fixed on Northbridge. He stopped beside him, waiting for the Earl to notice
him.
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Northbridge eventually turned to look up at him, his face contorting with thinly veiled
disgust.

Oh, thiswill be immensely gratifying.
“What isit, Egerton?’ the Earl muttered.

“Itis “Your Grace' to you.” Christian reached into the inner pocket of his coat and
threw down the paper that had been burning against his skin for the entire evening.

Two nights ago, Christian witnessed another sorry display from this man.
Northbridge had bet the deed to his townhouse at a game of piquet and lost it in as
little as thirty minutes. Christian had gone to considerable lengths to buy it back for
just this purpose. He watched the Earl’ s eyes go wide as he recognized the paper.

“What the devil is the meaning of this?" Northbridge asked, looking up at him in
disbelief.

“I’ll make a bet on your daughter, My Lord. Considering your debts, I’'m not sure
Mortimer’s bid will have much effect.”

There were scandalized murmurs all around the room now. Christian did not even
flinch.

“If 1 win, you get back the home you gambled away. The home where your
daughterand your wife now live. Will that do? It would be more than fair, considering
you haven't anything left to wager.”



There was a steady rumbling of voices around them now. The Earl was crimson with
fury. Christian heard someone mutter, “Bad form,” from a few tables away, but he
did not care for their opinion. He only wanted to retain the Earl’ s attention and secure
his agreement. If he could do that, he might just get what he wanted most in the
world—the whereabouts of his brother and the truth of what had happened to him.

“How have you come by this?” Northbridge asked, picking up the deed and
examining it for authenticity.

“1 do not have long, My Lord. Are we playing or not?’

Christian took a long sip of his brandy. Mortimer was glaring at him but seemed to
have thought better of his offer already. Christian sensed the amusement of the other
men around the table.

The Earl had few friends | eft.

“Unless youwantto be destitute,” Christian continued lightly. “Debtors prison has
improved in recent years, or so | amtold.”

The Earl spluttered with outrage, but he knew he had been outdone. With gritted
teeth, he motioned to Mortimer to deal the cards for their game.

“You have my seat, Your Grace. The table does not favor me tonight.” The man
opposite the Earl rose and left them to it.

Christian swiftly sat down, straightening his shirt cuffs as he leveled Mortimer with a
hard stare, and the other two men rose and | eft them to their game.

“Ecarté?As| say, | am pressed for time. First to five?’



“Very well,” the Earl agreed and waved a hand dismissively.

“May 1?7 Christian asked and received a nod as he dealt the cards.

The first round was uneventful. The Earl’s grip on his cards was tight, his eyes
sharpening from their earlier stupor, but he seemed fairly certain of his gameplay.

Christian did not win every trick, but he learned his opponent’s tells fairly early on.
Every time the Earl ran his teeth over his lower lip, he would play a trump, meaning
he had run out of the suit in play.

As the game wore on, the Earl’s moves grew more erratic, and with each ill-advised
discard, Christian’ s hold on the game strengthened.

By the time they had played several rounds, the score stood at four to three in
Christian’s favor. Northbridge, though brimming with bravado, looked noticeably
paler than when they had started. Christian couldn’t help but wonder if the Earl might
actually feel some regret for what he had done to his only child.

If that were true,he would not have bet her future on a hand of cards.

Christian kept his eyes fixed on his own hand as they continued to play. He knew the
Earl was running out of options and waited until he saw his teeth skim over his lower
lip, knowing Northbridge would discard as a next move.

Christian could feel the eyesin the room on them now. This type of high-stakes game
was rarely played, and certainly not with such abandon.

The Earl glanced up at him as he discarded two of his cards, and Christian did the
same. He watched the Earl’s mood sour further as he looked at the cards he had
chosen. Christian eyed him warily. Was it genuine disappointment, or was the Earl



trying to fool him?

Northbridge played his final exchange, placing the queen of spades in the center of
the table with a smug smile as if the game were already won. It was a good bluff;
Christian had to give him credit for that.
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Northbridge looked up smugly, catching the eyes of his gang of acquaintances on the
other side of the room and slowly leaning back in his chair.

“A good game,” he said loudly as many heads turned in their direction. *Y ou almost
had me there.”

Christian waited for five full seconds before he pulled the king of spades from his
hand and placed it Slowly over the queen. The room fell silent.

“Yes, My Lord. | did.”

The Earl’ s face contorted in shock as he leaned forward, his cravat tightening around
his neck as he swallowed convulsively. Christian didn’t move for a little while,
enjoying the feeling of triumph that coursed through him. He had finally bested the
man who had insulted him and his brother all those years ago.

| know he is to blame for what has happened to Marcus, and | will find out the truth.
Nothing else matters.

Christian scooped up the deed to the house and rose to his feet. The Earl was a sorry
sight, his face ashen and his eyes hooded. He would have a thick head in the

morning—Christian could only hope that he wouldn’t forget their agreement.

“My club is holding a masquerade ball in two days. Bring your daughter there. And
make sure you arrive on time. | do not wish to be kept waiting.”

CHAPTER 2



L ouise smoothed down her skirt for the final time as she listened to the patter of rain
on the window.

For late March, it had been unseasonably cold, and she was glad of the fur that ran
along the hem of her skirt. As a homage to the rumors about her, Louise had chosen
to dress as the | ce Queen for the masquerade ball.

Not lacking wit, she had asked her father whether she should dress in armor to match
her reputation as the Iron Harridan, but he had not taken kindly to the joke.

She picked up her mask, loath to wear it until they arrived, but she was satisfied with
the final ensemble. The pale blue silk beneath the layers of chiffon dazzled with
snowflake beading around the hem and bodice. Her pale blue gloves aso perfectly
matched the extravagant necklace that adorned her neck. The clasp at the back
fastened the necklace securely, its jewels cascading down her skin in a graceful
arc—fanning out at the base, finishing in teardrop crystals that caught the light.

Her mask, too, sparkled with jewels around the eyes, and the fur moved pleasantly
when she walked.

She still could not understand why her father insisted that they attend this event. It
was hosted by arival club for whom he had intense hatred, and he famously detested
any occasion where he needed to dress like a fool. Her suggestion that he attend as a
jester also had not been received well.

Louise pushed the final pin into her hair, turned left and right to ensure that it was
secured by the white ribbon running through it, and then headed downstairs.

She found her mother nervously standing in the entryway, waiting for her father to
appear.



Lady Northbridge had chosen the guise of a peacock. She looked effortlessly elegant
and much younger than her forty years.

They smiled at one another as L ouise descended the last few steps. But just then, the
Earl stormed out of his study with aface like thunder, pulling on his gloves as though

an army were after him.

“Finally,” he barked when he saw them both waiting for him. “Why does it take an
age for you to be ready, girl?’

“Perfection takes time, Papa,” Louise replied smoothly.

Her mother stiffened beside her.

Her father’ s expression darkened, and he advanced on her menacingly, reminding her
that it was unwise to provoke him when he was so on edge.

“There will be no foolishness this evening. | do not care what any man says to
you—you will not behave in the manner you were accused of last Season. Is that

understood?”’

Louise bit her tongue and curled her fingers around her reticule, barely restraining
herself from flinging the thing at her father’s head.

“Papa, | have explained multiple times that Lord Fortescue attacked me. | did
notmeanto hurt him. | believe the man smply has weak bones.”

“Whatever the cause, there will be no more of it, is that understood? This family’s
reputation hangs by athread asitis!”

“What do you mean by that?" Louise asked sharply, noting her father's cheeks



reddening alarmingly as blood rushed to his face.

With an effort, he seemed to recover himself, taking in a deep breath as he
straightened his gloves and offered his arm to his wife.

“Why are we going to an event at Orions, Papa?’ Louise asked for the second time. “I
know you cannot be anticipating it with great relish. Would it not be smpler to send
our excuses?”
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The Earl closed his eyes as though centering himself. When he opened them again,
the look on his face was almost guilty, but it vanished just as quickly.

“You should not be ungrateful for our attendance. Have you not been eager for news
of Lord Marcus Wright? His brother is afounding member of the club, after all.”

Louise felt the same flutter of unease in her chest as she thought of Marcus's
disappearance.

“Has there been some news, then?’ she asked hopefully.

“1 know not, but the Duke will be able to tell usif there has. We should go, or else
we'll be late.”

With along sigh, Louise followed her parents outside into the spitting rain of a brisk,
hazy evening. The carriage was waiting for them, and as they climbed inside, she felt
the familiar rush of anticipation for the ball ahead.

She was well aware that her reputation had not recovered from the incident with Lord
Fortescue. She loathed the nickname the gossips had saddled her with, but she
refused to be cowed into submission or hide in the shadows for defending herself.

Men could challenge each other to duels and be hailed as honorable, even if it cost
them their lives. But a woman, attacked in a corridor by a drunken fool, was
relentlessly mocked ssmply for standing her ground when he wouldn’t take no for an
answer.



“You will behave tonight,” Lord Northbridge warned as though reading her thoughts.

She glanced at him from across the carriage. His dark eyes were boring into hers
without mercy. “Of course, Papa. | know my place.”

“Quiteright.”

“You still did not answer me—whyare we attending?’

“Because | have accepted the invitation. That is all you need to know.”

Louise rolled her eyes and looked out into the gathering dark. It seemed preposterous
that her father would accept an invitation from the Duke of Egerton. It was common
knowledge that they hated each other.

Why do | feel as though this has some deeper meaning behind it?

The high pillars and golden lettering above the door of Orions Gentlemen's Club
gave a sense of glamour to the event. Two gas lamps flanked the doorway, and as she
alighted from the carriage, Louise was gratified to see that she was one of the few
ladiesin pale colors.

| was already bound to stand out this evening—at the very least, | shall do soin style.
Her parents preceded her into a large room where the other guests were assembled.
The air was thick with perfume, and the candles around the room cast a shimmering

light over everything.

She could already see some of the attendees turning to look at her. She would never
get used to being the center of gossip, no matter how unjustified it might be.



“Come to meet her new lover, | see,” came avoice from nearby.

She turned to see two women wearing black masks tittering together. She frowned as
they caught her watching them and swiftly walked away.

Two men at the refreshments table inclined their heads toward her in a most unusual
manner, and she was glad of her mask because it hid her confusion. She was used to
scrutiny, but this felt like something else. She glanced at her father, who was glaring
at everything with intense irritation, and her unease began to morph into real fear.

What has he done?

Among the crowd ahead of her, a very tal person came into view, and she was
momentarily frozen to the spot as he approached her.

Coming toward her through the milling crowd was a wolf. His mask and appearance
were utterly flawless. He wore a tailcoat of midnight blue, double-breasted brass
buttons cascading down either side. His waistcoat was richly detailed with golden
leaves, their stitched outlines gleaming in the candlelight, and the wolf mask over his
face was white—a stark contrast to the rest of his ensemble.

This could be no one but the Duke of Egerton.

| certainly do not recall him being so tall.

Louise kept her expression neutral, ensuring the cold facade she had perfected in
public was firmly in place.

The Duke' s eyes were just visible behind his mask. Even in the low light, they were a
startling green, roving over her in a way that felt predatory. She recoiled at it and
glanced at her mother, who appeared just as bewildered.



The Duke came to a stop in front of her parents, but for an indecent amount of time,
his gaze remained on her. Eventually, when her father cleared his throat, he finally
shifted his attention.
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The disdain the Duke harbored for her father radiated from him like a tangible force.
Louise could ailmost fedl it crackling in the air between them.

“1 invited yourdaughterto attend this event, My Lord,” the Duke stated coldly. “I did
not extend that invitation to her family.”

Lord Northbridge' s simple mask did little to disguise the deepening flush creeping up
his neck in response to the Duke' s scathing words.

“Lady Northbridge may stay as Lady Louise’s chaperone,” the Duke continued,
offering the Countess a curt bow. “But you, My Lord, are not welcome in my club.”

Louise' s gaze snapped toward her father. She did not doubt that an agreement existed
between the two men. The thought was not a pleasant one, but her father’s expression
gave nothing away.

After abrief hesitation, Lady Northbridge detached herself from the Earl and came to
stand beside Louise. Lord Northbridge took off his mask. His mouth twisted into a
snarl as several guests turned to stare at them.

“You may make a scene if you wish,” the Duke said as he lifted one hand, casually
inspecting his fingernails. “But | would not advise it. | have excellent security who
would be more than happy to show you the way out.”

The Earl opened and closed his mouth like a fish gasping on the shoreline, struggling
for words that would not come. His eyes met Louise’s, and in that fleeting glance,
there was something almost imploring—was it desperation or even aflicker of regret?



But the moment passed. His expression hardened as he quickly composed himself.
Without so much as a glance at his wife, he spun on his heel and stormed out of the
room.

Louise moved closer to her mother, feeling a comforting arm curl around her own.
She could feel dozens of eyes on them now.

The noise of the ball seemed to have dropped to alow murmur as the Duke turned to
her. He had a strikingly sharp jaw and a firm mouth that made his face seem all the
sterner.

He stepped forward, giving another low bow to her mother. “My apologies, Lady
Northbridge. My quarrel is not with you. | would invite you to partake in the
refreshments and enjoy your evening.”

“1 thank you for the invitation, Y our Grace,” Lady Northbridge replied evenly as she
curtsied to him. Her eyes darted to the door through which her husband had departed,
her back and arms rigid with tension, but she made no comment.

As the exchange unfolded, Louise found her gaze continually drawn to the Duke.
There was something magnetic about him that set him apart from other gentlemen.
Every detail of his attire was immaculate, except for his cravat, which hung slightly
looser than fashion dictated.

When she looked back up at him, she was not entirely sure what to make of the
calculating look in his eyes.

She watched in fascination as his hand moved toward her, and she stared at it
stupidly, wondering what he might mean by it.

“You will follow me, Lady Louise.”



The words were spoken in a low, reverberating voice that sent a shiver through her.
Everything in her rebelled at the thought of blindly following this man somewhere
alone. The room was filled with gossipmongers who already wished to tarnish her
reputation further. Y et, she could not see away to refuse with so many eyes on them.

“Come to meet her new lover, | see.”

The words she had overheard suddenly echoed in her mind, and the cold seeped
through her like nothing she had ever felt before.

With no choice but to comply, she placed her hand in his and allowed him to lead her
out of the ballroom.

“Right thisway.”

CHAPTER 3

The door clicked shut as Christian watched his guest walk slowly into the room.

She looked intrigued—or was she irritated? He supposed both were to be expected.
He noted that despite the privacy they had, they both kept their masks on. His hand
itched to remove hers so that he could look her in the eye and say what he needed to

say.

He had heard about her reputation as the ‘Iron Harridan’ from his friends, who had
discussed it at length during the last Season. She was no longer the innocent girl he
had encountered in her father’s hallway. Her reddish-blonde hair was pinned to her
head with ribbons, a stark contrast to the rest of her ensemble. It was amost as
though the Ice Queen herself stood before him in all her glory. She was startlingly
beautiful.



This arrangement may not be such a hardship, after all.

“Do you know why you are here?’ he asked.

She said nothing, watching him carefully before shaking her head.

“Your father has sold you to me.”
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The lady went utterly still, her lips pressed into athin line. Her tongue then darted out
to wet her full lips. The fire in her eyes was unmistakable, but Christian would not
apologize for another man’s weakness.

“If you are incapable of securing a mistress, Your Grace, then perhaps you
should?>—"

He raised a hand to silence her. “| am not looking for a mistress.”

She turned to fully face him, and his eyes ran appreciatively over her curves. “Did
you not offer a high enough price, perhaps?’ Her voice dripped with derision.

“l1 am not looking for a mistress, and your father did not have a say in how much
Ipaid. Y ou are going to be my wife.”

She laughed. It was a high, melodic laugh, and the force of it surprised him. That was
not the reaction he had expected from a lady whose father had used her to settle a
debit.

| would give anything to know what is going on in that head of hers.
“You may think me cruel, | am sure,” he added, straightening his waistcoat
uncomfortably, “but | mean you no harm. Y ou are simply a means to an end. | need

you in order to find my brother.”

The laughter died on her lips, and her eyes flicked to his own. There was interest in
them now and an urgent sort of hope.



Christian had always wondered if she and his brother were more than friends, but her
expression gave nothing away.

“Given the fact that you are Marcus's friend, | felt you would be agreeable to the
idea. After all, it was either me or one of the other odious men who attempted to...
purchase you. | have protected you from them, at least.”

“How thoughtful of you. Tell me, did you bargain long on the amount? | would be
interested to know which amount Father considered. Fifty pounds would have
probably discharged the troublesome burden of a daughter, | wager.” She smoothed
the front of her dress. “I do not need your protection, Your Grace, nor did | ask for
it.”

Christian walked further into the room and leaned against his desk, watching her
silently. The pause seemed to unsettle the lady, and she shifted her weight from foot
to foot, scowling at him.

“If you are planning to use me to get back at my father because of your ridiculous
rivary, then you?—"

“Careful, Lady Louise. If | were planning touseyou, | would certainly lie about it. |
have instead told you the truth. Do | want to get back at your father? Only if he had
something to do with my brother’ s disappearance. Do | hateyouspecifically? | would
not say so. | have never given you much thought except for the strength of your arm.”

Her eyes hardened instantly, and Christian felt a thrill at the sight. Something about
riling her was very pleasing.

“The strength of myarmhas never been in question. The strength of a man’s character,
on the other hand...” She ran her eyes from hisfeet to the top of his head.



Christian had to fight not to smile.

“l do not doubt it. | am sure | have greatly impressed you with my character, given
the circumstances, but there is little to be done about it. A deal between gentlemen
will be upheld. Y our father has run out of cardsto play.”

“Why?’" She shook her head in frustration. “Why has he done this? And more
importantly, why would you agree to it? It cannot simply be for your brother’ s sake.”

“Y ou do not wish for him to be found?”

“More than anything, but that is not up to me. You would aly yourself with a man
you hate, who has sneered at you behind your back all your life? It does not make
senseto me.”

“Would you prefer to be my mistress? Is that it?” Christian asked, pushing off the
desk and taking afew steps toward her.

She stepped back a pace, her gaze flicking to the door. “I will not be a pawn in your
games, Sir, no matter whatagreementyou may have in place.”

“The agreement is that you will become my wife, and you had better warm up to the
ideaif you do not wish to be destitute.”

“Warm up to the idea? And how am | supposed to do that? | am the Ice Queen,
remember?’ She turned on the spot, allowing him an even better view of her
exquisite figure.

He stepped closer, and when she returned to face him again, she sucked in a sharp
breath at his proximity. Christian waited to see if she would back away, but she stood
her ground.



A single lock of hair had come loose and hung down beside her ear; it had been
driving him mad since she entered the room.

“You cannot only be made of ice,” he murmured, slowly lifting his hand, capturing
the strand between his fingers, and tucking it beneath one of the ribbons.

She froze, staring at him as though he were quite mad.
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Perhaps | am.

“And why do you say that?’ she asked softly.

“Because you have managed to wrap my brother around your little finger. There
wasn’'t aweek that went by that he didn’t visit your house for some reason or another.
You led him astray and ultimately to histragic end.”

They were inches away from one another now. As he lowered his hand, his fingers
brushed her dress. The pleasurable shiver that ran through him at the brief contact
was shocking in its intensity, and he looked down into bright blue eyes that were very
much likeice.

“1 did not lead Lord Marcus anywhere. We are friends, that is all.”

“Is that right? | had assumed you were keeping him at a distance, waiting for a
higher-ranking match. | would be happy to oblige.”

She scoffed but still did not move away from him. “Your brother never wanted me,
and | never felt anything for him. In any case, you cannot be sure that Lord Marcusis
dead.”

“That is precisely what | wish to find out.”

“And you plan to do so bymarryingme? What purpose can that serve?’

“Quite ssimple, Lady Louise. The Earl will become my father-in-law. Therefore, | will



have every excuse to question him about his activities before Marcus's
disappearance. More importantly, by taking you as my wife, | can prevent him from
receiving help from anyone else.”

She frowned. “Help for what?’

“Come now, you are not such a simpleton that you cannot see the writing on the wall.
A financially secure man does not sell his daughter to the highest bidder.”

That tongue darted out once again to wet her full lips, her brow furrowed behind her
mask. He found himself wishing to see her face, wondering what she might do if he
ripped her mask away without permission.

“My father despises you. That will not change if we marry.”

“But itwillprevent another man from filling his coffers before | have a chance to
discover the truth. You know what they say—desperate people have looser tongues.
If 1 need to know something, he'll have to tell me, and | intend for us to wed without
delay.”

She stared at him in bewilderment. “Y ou are a scoundrel, Sir.”

Christian inclined his head. “If the shoe fits.” His hand itched to touch her hair again.
“The last place | know Marcus went to wasyour home. He told me he had something
to discuss with your father. | had assumed he wished to propose to you. How ironic.”

Her gown was brushing against the tips of his shoes. One step closer and there would
be no space left between them at al. He would be able to wrap his arm around her
waist, allow her exquisite scent to envelop him, and press his body fully against her,
feeling the swell of her breasts against his chest.



Christian’s breathing had quickened, as had hers, and he held her gaze, refusing to be
the first to look away.

“Besides,” he murmured, “there are few women of my acquaintance who do not wish
to marry me... among other things.”

Her eyes flashed. “Well, | certainly do not understand their reasoning. You have
proved yourself to be despicable, proud, and arrogant, Y our Grace. It is only too bad
that you are not more like your brother.”

Christian lost the battle with himself and raised a hand to touch her hair again. Quick
as awhip, her hand came up as though to slap him. He caught her wrist, holding her
firmly against him as he clutched her waist with his other hand and pushed her
against the desk behind them.

She gasped, their bodies aligning perfectly, just as he had pictured it. The pale
ribbons in her hair shimmered in the candlelight, and Christian felt the heat of her
against him. Hestroked her wrist with his thumb, watching the movement even as she
tried to tug herself free.

As she tried to pull away, he used his larger body to pin her against the desk until she
was leaning back, arching away from him, but her eyes never left his face.

“Whether you wish | were more like my brother or not, that means nothing.” He
pushed against her more boldly, and that perfect tongue came out to moisten her lips.
They were plump and full in the half-light, a sheen on them that he was desperate to
taste. “From now on, your hand, your body, even your breaths belong to me. | would
suggest you accept it because | intend to own what is mine.”

His voice was alow growl by the end, and he felt a shudder travel through her whole
body. She was impossibly beautiful—sparkling eyes looking up at him like



diamonds. The jewels on her dress glittered, and she truly did embody an ice queen.

With an immense effort, Christian slowly pulled away, letting go of her wrist when
he was sure she would not try to hit him again. She seemed stunned and overwrought,
her breath coming out in sharp bursts.

He stepped away and straightened his clothes, ensuring he looked as untouchable as

ever before rejoining the party. He bowed low, walked to the door, and turned back to
find her utterly speechless.

“l am going to find out what happened to my brother, Lady Louise. You will be the
means, and | will claim you as my own.”

CHAPTER 4
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L ouise took afew minutes to gather herself before leaving the study.

Moving to the mirror above the fireplace, she checked that she was not overly flushed
and that her hair was till neatly pinned to her head. The memory of the Duke's
fingers moving through the loose strands haunted her as she set the ribbon back in
place. She shivered as she thought of how close he had been, his hot body pressed
against hers.

The only other man who had come so close to her before was Lord Fortescue, and
that experience had filled her with revulsion. But the same could not be said about the
Duke. His smoldering gaze, partially obscured behind the wolf mask, had been
menacing and thrilling al at once. It surprised her how much the danger in his
countenance excited her.

She turned her back to the mirror, straightened her gown, and prepared to return to
the ballroom. Before she did so, however, she looked once more around the room. It
was the neatest studyshe had ever seen. Every item on the desk looked like it had
been measured to fit. Nothing was out of place—just like the Duke himself.

Nervously, she moved to the door. They had been alone in the study for many
minutes, and she was concerned that she would emerge to yet more gossip about her

conduct.

When she stepped back into the main ballroom, a few curious eyes followed her as
before, but her absence did not appear to have been noticed.

The tall form of the Duke was on the opposite side of the room. He was speaking to a



man wearing a bull mask, and he looked entirely at ease.

A new dance set was in full swing. Bright, sparkling masks glittered in the
candlelight in the center of the room. It was a jarring picture after the quiet, pulsing
heat of the study.

The room was uncomfortably hot, and the reality of what her father had agreed to
weighed heavily on her shoulders. Louise glanced around the room in search of her
mother and spotted her beside the refreshments table. She paused, watching Lady
Northbridge’s quiet stillness. An intense feeling of sadnessfilled her at the sight.

Her mother was lonely in so many ways and rarely happy. She looked lost, like a
friendless child in a playground. Louise quickly headed toward her, noting the relief
that filled her mother’ s eyes when she spotted her.

“Isall well?” Lady Northbridge asked hurriedly. “I was worried.”

Louise pulled her mother to a more secluded corner, pretending she needed her to
help with a button on her dress to avoid attracting attention.

“Papa has promised me to the Duke,” she stated simply, carefully watching for her
mother’ s reaction.

Lady Northbridge's eyes widened, and Louise was relieved to note that the news
seemed to come as a shock to her.

“What on earth do you mean?’ her mother asked darkly. “Y ou cannot bepromisedto
him. That is quite impossible.”

“I am not mistaken, Mama.”



“You must be,” Lady Northbridge insisted quietly. “Your father does not intend for
you to become the Duke's mistress, surely!” Her fingers fumbled with her skirts, her
eyes darting around the room as though searching for an escape.

“Not quite.” Louise placed a hasty hand on her arm. “The Duke intends to marry me,
or so he says.”

Lady Northbridge stilled and looked back at her, a change coming over her that made
Louise' s heart sink alittle.

“Marriage?’

“Yes. The Duke believes that Papa had something to do with Lord Marcus's
disappearance, though | have no notion as to how he came to that conclusion. |
believe the deal for my hand is away to manipulate Father into revealing the truth.”

The music seemed louder suddenly, the noise of the crowd dimming as Lady
Northbridge' s gaze remained fixed on the Duke. Her eyes followed him as he walked
around the room and spoke to some of his acquaintances. There was something in her
gaze that Louise struggled to read—a new light she had not seen before.

Her mother took her arm and walked back toward the dance floor. “I confess, that
changes things,” she whispered. “Are you certain his intentions are honorable? | will
not give my only daughter to a man who would defile her.”

“It seems s0. He said we would be married ‘without delay.’ | believe he intends for us
to marry in haste.”

They stopped, and Lady Northbridge turned to Louise, the same tension in her eyes as
she held Louise’' s hand.



“1 know this must be a shock to you, dearest, but there are worse fates in this life,
believe me. Thiswill give you a chance to get away from your father for good.”

L ouise sucked in a sharp breath at that.

“I know you were close to Lord Marcus and you wish to know what has become of
him. Perhaps this is the way. At least you know the Duke's family is well-connected
and well-liked. He may not be his brother, but he cannot be that bad.”

“He is nothing like Marcus. Marcus is sweet and kind. The Duke is cold. | don’t
believe | saw an emotion pass over hisface.”

Except lust.
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“You and Lord Marcus were never...?’
“Never. You know we were not, Mama.”

Lady Northbridge's shoulders relaxed just alittle. “Listen to me, Louise,” she said. “I
know thisisn’t what either of us wanted, and your father has much to answer for, but
this could be your way out. If he's making such reckless bets, he must be in serious
trouble. All the more reason for you to distance yourself from our family. Who knows
what he's gotten himself into.”

Louise’s heart pounded as she watched the Duke's tall form move around the room.
Now and again, his eyes would flick up and meet hers as he walked. The connection
she felt was palpable, even from halfway across the room. He may be marrying her
for Marcus' s sake, but he wanted her for himself—she was sure of it.

Her fingers tightened around her mother’s arm as a memory teased the edges of her
mind—adark hallway in the dead ofnight, the faint glow of afire beneath a door, and
the hard smack of afist as her mother cried out in pain.

Y es. Her mother had used the word ‘ escape’ for areason.

“1 cannot leave you with him,” she murmured.

Lady Northbridge shook her head. “It is not your job to protect me, Louise. Y ou must

forge your own path. We all make our choices, and | made mine for better or worse.
With the limited options available, thisis the lesser of two evils.”



“But | do not know the Duke.”

“That is true of many marriages. You will get to know him. He does not seem like a
cruel man. That is something.”

Louise’s heart broke, for her mother’s measure of a good man was whether or not he
might use hisfists.

“It is the fate of many women to be promised to men they do not love. Make the best
of it. | know you will.”

With that, they turned to watch the whirling dancers for many minutes, standing
silent against the backdrop of the room’s myriad colors.

The dresses and masks passed by in ablur. A butterfly followed a cat, then followed a
swan. Everything was checkered inmulticolor, feathers whooshing past in tandem,
skirts swishing, perfume heavy in the close air. Louise’s mind was a whirlwind of
confusion, yet the wolf mask cut through it all.

As much as she did not wish to admit it, her mother was right. Any agency she might
have possessed had been stripped away, and she was now left with two options:
marry the Duke or disgrace her father and run away. It was no choice at all.

Maybe | will find out where Marcus is. Surely, that is worth the pain of a loveless
marriage.

Every day since Marcus had disappeared, she had prayed that he would return or send
some word, but there had been nothing. If her father was involved, he would not give
up the information freely. If she could increase the Duke's chances of discovering the
truth, then it was a price she was willing to pay.



Determinedly, she bid her mother farewell and walked around the dance floor toward
the Duke. Once more, he was standing beside the man with the bull mask. His
companion was equally asimposing but slightly thinner.

The Duke's eyes followed her as she walked toward him, and she found that she
could not look away as his dark gaze locked with hers. There was a heat in his eyes
that she had felt in the study—a reluctant awe, as though he wanted her despite
himself.

When she eventually reached him, the man in the bull mask straightened and looked
down at her with adisdain she knew all too well.

“The Ice Queen returns,” the Duke said blithely. “Lady Louise, may | introduce
Gabriel Harding, the Duke of Stonewell.”

Stonewel| gave a shallow bow, his mouth grim and unhappy. There was no warmth in
his eyes whatsoever.

On the other hand, the Duke looked somewhat intrigued, and Louise steadied herself,
swallowing down the pride that bubbled up her throat.

| can do this. If not for Marcus, then for my own freedom.

“1 will consider your proposal.”

Stonewell snorted, and Louise shot him avicious glare.

The Duke turned to face her fully and cocked his head. Behind the white wolf mask,

his eyes were impossibly dark, glittering down at her as if he were the keeper of a
secret he would not tell.



“Considerit, Lady Louise? Y ou do not have a choice in the matter. It has been agreed,
and your father’s debt will be paid. | am afraid that is all thereisto it.”

Louise’'s anger flared at the arrogance in his words and the nonchalance in his voice.
He spoke as though he was discussing a prize bull he had purchased at auction, not a
young woman’ s future.

“lI may have to marry you, Your Grace, but | do not have to bow to you. This is not

over.
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She turned to walk away when a strong hand encircled her upper arm. He stepped
forward, looking down at her with an urgency she had not expected.

“Christian,” he murmured. “Y ou are my betrothed, after all. Call me by my name.”

She wrenched her arm free and stepped away from him. “I imagine | will see you at
the wedding,Y our Grace.”

Iron Harridan by name, Iron Harridan by nature.

The little vixen had left the ball before he had even been able to dance with her or
explain the arrangements he had planned. She certainly had a reputation for a reason.
He had never met awoman with such fire in her.

Her early departure had necessitated the tedious task of coming to see her the
following morning. That was how Christian found himself in his carriage, winding
his way through the streets of London toward her townhouse—the deed of which was
locked in adrawer at his club.

When he arrived, the butler admitted him and asked him to wait in the drawing room.
After severa minutes—which felt very deliberate on the lady’ s part—she eventually

entered the room.

Her hair was tied by red ribbon this morning, matching the deep color of her dress,
and he found himself quite captivated by the full beauty of her face.

| will need to watch myself around the Ice Queen. Or | will end up like my brother.



“Good morning, Lady Louise,” Christian said pleasantly as her eyes narrowed. “I
trust you slept well?”

“Yes, Your Grace. | had very pleasant dreams about chasing a wolf through the
forest,” she replied coolly, her eyes full of challenge. “I hope your visit this morning
will be brief—I have placesto be.”

Christian stared at her, amazed to find himself fighting a smile again. The little vixen
was not to be underestimated.

“Lady Louise, | shall not waste time with pleasantries. Circumstances require swift
action, and our marriage will resolve things most efficiently. | assure you, | do not
make this proposal lightly.”

He paused, searching her face for a reaction, then continued. “To spare us the delay
caused by the banns, | have obtained a special license. It will allow usto marry within
the week. Despitethe unusua circumstances of our marriage, | assure you, as my
Duchess, you would have my utmost respect, and this is—first and foremost—a
partnership.”

Lady Louise was wringing her hands as he spoke, her eyes narrowing at every word.

“l am most grateful for yourrespect, Your Grace. But | do not understand the haste
with which you would carry this out or why you would put yourself in this position.”

“1 have asked you to call me Christian.”
“Yes, | remember.” She jutted her chin stubbornly. “If you are marrying me to punish

me for being friends with your brother, then | would ask you to reconsider. Believe
me, | wish to know that he is safe as much as you do.”



“1 am not interested in punishing you, Lady Louise. | want to find out what happened
to him. If | must go to extremesto do so, then so be it.”

He sniffed, taking a step forward as she eyed him warily. The door was open, but
they were technically unchaperoned. He wondered if his hasty visit had surprised her.

| s she aonein the house?

“You must be eager to marry,” he said softly. “Why does it matter who you take as
your husband?’

She raised her eyebrows. “Eager to marry? Wherever did you get that idea? | have
never wished to marry, and certainly not under these circumstances.”

Christian shrugged a shoulder. “1 had assumed... given your reputation, you would be
keen to ally yourself with a strong match. | am that match.”

She scoffed loudly, and his anger flared unbidden.

He looked out the window at the gray sky outside and cleared his throat. “Well, it
does not matter. We will be married in aweek, and this discussion will be irrelevant.”

“Hardly, Your Grace. If we are to be married so hastily and under terms | find
abhorrent, | wish to set some rules to ensure that | have some say in the matter.”

Christian blinked.

Good God, the woman has more arrogance than many men of the peerage.

“Isthat so?’ he heard himself say. “And what rules might they be, Lady Louise?’
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She glanced behind her briefly at the open door, but she did not falter.

“l assume you want an heir to continue your line?’ Christian nodded his head in
agreement. “And | have no objection to carrying children, but not during the first year
of our marriage.”

Christian frowned, his mind flooded with images of how they mightproducea child.
The thought of his fingers running through that glorious hair came back in graphic
detail, but thistime, her hair was spread over a white pillow as he looked down at her
sprawled beneath him.

He cleared histhroat, shaking his head to dispel the image. “I cannot promise that.”
“Well then, | will not be able toagree to your proposal, Y our Grace.”

The smile he had been fighting turned into a loud laugh, and her face hardened as he
bowed to her. He did enjoy riling the lady, but his smile quickly faded at her steely
gaze.

“Call me Christian. | will not ask again. And we have discussed this already, Lady
Louise. You are not in a position to refuse. | will see you—and all of your rules—at
the wedding in aweek. | believe our partnership will prove most interesting.”

CHAPTER 5

Two days before the wedding, Christian eyed himself in the mirror and nodded to his
valet, Beckett, who dutifully left the room.



Christian spent an inordinate amount of time getting dressed in the morning—far
longer than any of his acquaintances. His closest friend, Gabriel Harding, often teased
him about taking as long as a woman might.

Everything has a place and a purpose.

He brushed a white speck from his shoulder, turning from side to side to ensure
everything was perfect before straightening his shirt cuffs for the third time.

He was pleased with the new fob watch that had arrived that morning. The gold chain
gleamed in his waistcoat pocket.

His cravat would never sit correctly, and he moved it from left to right, trying to get
the thing to settle. Whatever Beckett did, it never looked centered to his exacting

eyes.

Knowing that Gabriel would be calling shortly, Christian gave himself a final once-
over before making his way downstairs. He was grateful to find a steaming cup of
coffee waiting for him on his desk, as well as the newspapers from that morning.

Since Marcus's disappearance, he checked the small advertisements every morning,
wondering if his brother might have left him a clue in a line of ink. But there was
nothing, just as there had been no sign of him for all these months.

Taking a seat with a heavy sigh, he set about going through his correspondence and
missives from his tenants. It was well over an hour before a soft knock sounded at the
door and a footman announced that the Duke of Stonewell had arrived.

Christian was grateful for the break. He realized that he had quite forgotten to drink
his coffee, having concentrated heavily on estate matters. As Gabriel entered the
room, he requested that some more be brought.



Although Christian knew he was always dressed to perfection, achieving that high
standard took him an age. Gabriel, on the other hand, always looked immaculate,
even when he had just rolled out of bed. The man could appear elegant in his shirt
sleeves, and today was no exception.

His dark hair was swept back from his face, his brown eyes heavy-lidded and tired.
They were so dark they appeared aimost black, and his grim expression and stubbled
jaw made him look particularly menacing this morning.

“What time did you get home last night?’ Christian asked curiously.

“Get home?’ Gabriel snorted. “1 have come straight from a soirée, old boy. Nights at
the card table with Arkley never end early.”

Christian stared at him. Gabriel had not slept, but he looked utterly flawless. He
clearly hadn’t changed before coming here, yet he appeared smarter than Christian
did.

Christian scowled at him, and Gabriel gave him a knowing smirk.

“New watch?’ Gabriel asked pointedly.

The man misses nothing.

“Yes,” Christian replied defensively. “Not all of us spend our fortunes in gambling
hells.”

“Youinsult me, Sir. | also spend it on boots and horses.”

Christian snorted as Gabriel took a seat across from him and crossed his long legs. He
leaned back and observed him with a hard stare that Christian knew too well.



“How are you feeling about your impending nuptials? This week has flown by. |
swear you only told me a few hours ago, yet we are two days away from the great

event.
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“How would you expect meto feel ?’

“If it were me, | would be giddy for finaly triumphing over that pompous oaf.
Northbridge must be livid. | imagine it has dealt a blow to his standing at The Devils.
His debts must be well known to all by now—I do not think there is a nobleman in
L ondon to whom he does not owe money.”

Christian shot him an exasperated glare. “| have been clear about this, Gabe. Thisis
not simply about revenge. | need to know what happened to Marcus.”

Gabriel leaned forward, his hands spread wide before him. “But why now? It's been
six months since Marcus' s accident. What do you think you will uncover?’

Christian opened adrawer in his desk and pulled out the letter he had received. “ Read
this,” he said, thrusting it to Gabriel, who took it and ran his eyes over the scrawled
lines within. “The constable on the case has written to tell me that they found the site
of the accident but no body. Therefore, Marcus might still be alive. | only dared to
hope before, but if he was not killed in the crash, what other explanation is there?’

Christian felt an echo of anger course through him as he stared at the letter. It had
arrived the morning he had chosen to pursue Lady Louise at any cost, determined to
find out the truth once and for all.

A soft knock suddenly sounded at the door, and a servant entered the room, bearing a
coffee tray. Christian waited for the servant to finish pouring the coffee before
continuing.



“The only man who can explain what happened to him is Lord Northbridge, | am
certain of it. For many days, | have been maneuvering pieces into place to entrap him
and find out the truth. He is growing more desperate as time goes by. Even now, |
own the deed to his house. He has nothing, haslosteverything, and will be destitute.
He must confess the truth if he wishes to retain a shadow of his former position.”
Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “How did you obtain the deed to his house?’

“Helost it a cards.”

Gabridl rolled his eyes. “Is there anything the manhasn’tlost at cards?’

“Quite. | certainly won't be giving it back without an incentive, if at al. | shall dangle
it above his head so that he believes he might escape with his dignity, but he will not.
When | wed his daughter, my control over his future will be complete.”

“And you’ re sure he had something to do with Marcus's disappearance?’

“am.”

There was a long pause, and Christian could feel the weight of his friend’s gaze on
him. He frowned as he placed his cup back on the saucer.

“Blastit all, what? | told you about this plan weeks ago.”

“You did,” Gabriel murmured, staring off into the distance.

“He will not be able to marry his daughter off to anyone else after tomorrow. | shall
own him, for better or worse. There is nothing else he has to offer anyone. He

certainly cannot pay his debts and will have to beg meif he wants to regain control of
his fortune.”



The fire crackled in the background as Christian waited for Gabriel to speak. His
friend was not a man who rushed into a discussion without thinking it
through—Christian could ailmost hear the gearsturning in his head.

“Why her?’ Gabriel eventually asked.

“You know why. She is the quickest route to her father.”

“You have ruined him already. You said it yourself, he has nothing left to lose. You
have already won. Why complicate things? | saw the way she looked at you. She
hates you, man. Do you really think marriage is the next step? Y ou could do as much
damage by tupping her and leaving her in the gutter.”

Christian recoiled at those words. It was an involuntary reaction that he could neither
control nor deny. Gabriel did not missit.

“Hmm. What is she to you, then?’

“What?" Christian balked at the very notion. “She isn't anything to me. You can
hardly blame a man for being revolted by the idea of ruining a woman on account of
her father’ s conduct. That was cold, even for you.”

Gabriel shrugged. “The apple never falls far from the tree. You might be marrying
someone just as bad as Northbridge.”

“Even so. Half the ton wish to tame her; | shall take great pride in being the man to
doit.”

“If you can,” Gabriel said darkly. “You do not know what you are getting yourself
into—that is my worry. You made this choice for Marcus, and it is a noble one, but
you will bemarried.That is not a trivial matter that one can simply undo when one is



finished. Suppose you find out that Marcus is dead and that Northbridge was not
involved—that it was an accident. Then what?’

“Then Lady Louise and | shall live separate lives. Many other couples do. | hardly
need to marry for love.”

Christian’ s voice was sharper than he had meant it to be, and Gabriel raised his hands
defensively.
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“Very well. Do not say | didn’t warn you when the Iron Harridan turns on you.”

“If our marriage goes as planned,” Christian said steadily, “she will have no
opportunity to do so.”

CHAPTER 6

“Perhaps there is a passageway that you can escape through. You could simply
disappear just as Lord Marcus did.”

Louise sighed. “We do not know if Lord Marcus hasdisappeared. | can only hope he
Is safe somewhere, or else this marriage will be truly useless. If he does eventually
reveal himself, | shall wring his neck!”

She looked down at Sybella, her closest friend and most loyal supporter. Sybella was
kneeling beside her, tweaking the train of her gown with a miserable expression on
her face.

L ouise averted her gaze from the dress, unable to believe this was truly happening.
“Besides, where would | escape to in Hanover Square?’ she protested.

“l do not know, but one should never cast aside other options. | would have given
anything to run from my own marriage. If there is a chance for you to escape, | shall

seeyou seizeit.”

Sybella’s blue eyes were downcast, her skin pale as it often was these days. Her



husband was dead, and it felt strange to hear her speak of her marriage in such cold
terms. Louise did not know what to say in response, but Sybella continued before she
was able to.

“You could not look more beautiful if it makes any odds. | have never seen you so
radiant.”

Louise looked at her reflection; her unhappy expression reflected that of her friend as
she looked over her dress. It was a ssimple gown, ivory in color with very few details,
and her hair was pinned in place by tiny pearl pins.

“Perhaps it is the rage beneath my skin,” Louise muttered bitterly. “It burns hot, thus
making it glow.”

Sybella snorted as she rose to put the finishing touches to her hair.

On the way to the church that morning, Louise had spotted some snowdrops peeking
out from the base of a tree and had plucked three of them to place in her hair.
Snowdrops represented spring and the hope of a new season. She could not think of a
more suitable flower to have close to her today. She pulled in a long, deep breath,
drawing on her strength as her nerves returned in full force.

“l still cannot believe your father has subjected you to this humiliation,” Sybella
muttered as she tucked the flowers between the tight strands. “I would commandeer a
horse and kidnap you myself if | felt it would do any good.”

“1 will always be grateful for you, Sybella, but there is nothing to be done. | can
hardly sneak out unnoticed, and | would never escape in any case. If the Duke did not

bring me back, my father would. Besides, | have had enough of gossip for alifetime.”

Sybella turned away to put the remaining pins into a small ivory box on the



sideboard. She was a lady herself, and yet she had taken one look at Louise that
morning and dismissed her maid, insisting on helping herself. She was the truest
friend Louise could have hoped for, and suddenly Louise found herself struggling to
keep the tears at bay.

She had never felt so trapped or confined in her own skin.

When the marriage was first spoken about, it did not seem real. Now, standing above
the very chapel where she would be wed, the reality of her situation bore down on her
like an anvil on each shoulder. Bile rose in her throat, and she swallowed
convulsively.

Her fingers were trembling, and there was a terrible fluttering in her chest that was
becoming increasingly intense. She wanted to scream, to rip her dress off her body
and run as fast as she could through the streets.

But | can do nothing. | am not in control of my fate, nor will | ever be.

The door opened, and her mother entered the room. Lady Northbridge looked el egant
in a gown rather too dark for what should have been a happy occasion. Louise hoped
it was asilent protest against what her father had done—a continuing act of defiance.
Lady Northbridge closed the door and put her hand on her chest, her eyes filling with
tears as she looked at Louise. Sybella curtsied to her and then hurriedly left to give
them some privacy.

L ouise extended a hand, and her mother took it immediately.

“You look beautiful,” Lady Northbridge said thickly.

“1 do not feel beautiful. Thisis not the wedding day | pictured.”



Lady Northbridge raised her eyebrows. “I rather thought you had never pictured
marrying at all.”

“Quite so. None of thisiswhat lwant, Mama. Does that not matter?”’

Lady Northbridge took her daughter’s other hand and held it in a vice-like grip. She
stared down at her earnestly. “Listen to me, Louise. There are many thingsin life that
one can control and many things that one cannot. You can shape your life with
theDuke. | truly believe that. It is better than remaining forever at home with me and
your father. Believe me.”
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“And what will become of you?' Louise whispered. “I do not wish to leave you,
Mama. | do not wish to leave you with him!”

“You are a strong woman, Louise. Y ou always have been. Strong-willed and capable.
If you wish to visit me, you can persuade your husband to alow it. Do not do as |
have done. Do not allow him to control your life and your future.”

Her mother turned her toward the mirror. “Come now, get some color in your cheeks.
The eyes of the ton are ever watchful. Y ou must be resolute and sure, regardless of
what you feel inside. Nothing is certain, my darling girl. Nothing in the world.”

Louise felt tears prick her eyes again as her mother moved behind her to fasten the
|ast of the buttons on her bodice.

Everything seemed to have moved so fast, and yet it felt like an age since the
masquerade ball. The image of the Duke's tall frame coming into view had been at
the forefront of her mind in the days leading up to this moment.

There was no denying that she was intrigued by him. She had thought about him
often over the following days, but his arrogance overshadowed every quality he
might have.

If all he wants from me is to manipulate my father into revealing what happened to
Marcus, what will become of me when he gets his answer?

A long life of misery spread before her like a dark road she did not wish to set foot
on. The Duke represented a side of Society that she loathed, filled with arrogant men



who believed they controlled the world around them. Y et, Marcus Wright was part of
Society, and he was the dearest man she had ever known.

How can two brothers be so utterly different from one another? | have never had
thoughts about Marcus like the ones I’ ve had about the Duke of |ate.

Before she could say anything more to her mother, the door opened again to admit
her father. He was red in the face and perspiring—usually a sign that he anticipated
an argument or was ready to initiate one.

Louise paid him no mind. She was uninterested in how he felt and what he wanted
today.

“Areyou ready?’ he barked. “We cannot keep the Duke waiting.”

He did not comment on her appearance. Indeed, he barely looked in her direction at
all.

“Papa,” she said, turning around and drawing back her hands. Her mother sucked in a
sharp breath beside her. “1 always swore | would never beg a man for anything, but |
am begging you now.Please do not make me marry him. | do not wish to be his wife,
and | cannot think of a man less suited to me.”

Her father made a predictable wave of dismissal and shook his head. His skin was
mottled with patches of dark red, and his neck bulged unpleasantly over the edge of
his cravat.

“Y ou have aduty to this family and must uphold your responsibilities.”

“A duty to thisfamilyor your purse?’



Her mother laid a hand on her arm as her father advanced on her.

“Do you intend for usto lose our home? Is that what you want?’

Louise’s gut clenched at his admission. Deep down, she had known they were in dire
straits, but nothing like this.

“ S0, you have gambled our home on a deck of cards, isthat it?’

“Louise,” her mother whispered.

“1 have made an arrangement that will save our family from ruin,” her father spat.
“You are the daughter of an earl—your sole purpose in life is to make a good
marriage and honor your father. Do not think that | will not cast you out if you make
afool of metoday.”

Louise narrowed her eyes at him, her teeth grinding together. She wanted to snap at
him,strikehim. She wondered how the gossip columns would react if she broke her
father’ s nose.

“You're going to force me to marry this man, knowing he will never make me happy?
You're willing to condemn me to a life of misery so that you can continue living in
the comforts you yourself have thrown away?’

“You will be silent!” he snarled, and she recoiled at the rage on his face.

He looked deranged, ready to fight her until the bitter end. Still, she wanted to rail at
him, to continue to shout and scream until the whole of London heard her.

If only she could run and disappear into oblivion.



And then what? Where would | go? | would be utterly alone.

Her mother’ s hand loosened on her arm as her shoulders sagged.
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Her father immediately offered her his arm without a word of apology or thanks. The
action felt inevitable, as if he had aready been anticipating her refusal and had
countless threats prepared, ready to ensure that the wedding took place as planned.

Her father’ s back was facing her, expectant and tense—arrogance personified.
Louise steeled herself. “No.”
The Earl turned back, his eyes widening as he stared at her in disbelief.

“I will not walk down the aisle with you,” she continued, stepping closer to her
mother. “Mama can give me away. If you don't allow it, | will run, and you will
never see me again.”

There was a stunned silence as the Earl glanced between Louise and her mother in
disbelief. She knew as his only child, her request would hurt him, or at least his pride,
but that was exactly what she wanted. He was the one forcing her to do this—she
would carry it out on her own terms.

After along and painful pause, the Earl turned to his wife. His gaze was a frightening
reminder of the man he could become—dark, brooding, and filled with suppressed
rage. But it was all worth it, for her mother’s expression was defiant grace.

While Louise' s request might have hurt her father, it had emboldened her mother.

Without a word, Lady Northbridge held out a steady hand to her daughter. Louise
took it, stepping forward as a servant opened the door for them to go down to St



George's.

“Areyou ready, dearest?’ Lady Northbridge asked.

L ouise took a deep breath. “I am.”

CHAPTER 7

Christian stood at the head of the aisle, surprised by the nerves clawing at his gut.

He glanced around the church, taking in the beautiful space where he had stood many
times before for the weddings of his peers.

The congregation before him, although hastily assembled, was larger than he had
expected. Scanning the rows, he spotted his close friend, Isaac Cecil, at the end of a
pew. As he watched, Arkley’s sister, Sybella, emerged from the back of the church
and came to Sit beside her brother.

To Christian’ s |eft stood Gabriel, serving as groomsman. His jaw was set in stubborn
defiance as they waited for the bride to arrive. He had barely spoken all day, and his
disapproving silence said more than any words ever could.

The low hum of conversation ceased as the organist began to play. Christian’s spine
stiffened, his breath catching as two figures appeared at the foot of the aisle. The
guests rose, murmurs of surprise rippling through them.

It wasn't Lord Northbridge beside his daughter—it was his wife.
Christian’s fingers flexed behind his back as he watched them approach. The absence

of her father was a deliberate snub that reflected upon him as well. His gaze darted to
the balcony above the entrance. Had she barred her father from attending the



ceremony?

Isthis her final act of defiance?

But when his gaze finally met hers, everything else fell away. Her coppery hair had
been pinned back with a line of pearl pins that shimmered in the light streaming
through the windows.

The defiance in her bright eyes pierced his soul such that it had his blood thrumming
in seconds.

All that fire, just for me.

When she finally reached him and bid a soft farewell to her mother, he found that his
breath was coming more quickly than he would have liked.

L ouise Dawson was magnificent. Exquisite in away that many ladies of the ton could
only dream of. The paleness of her skin,contrasted with her hair, was something that
he would never grow tired of looking at.

He took her hand and slowly led her toward the priest, who was standing at the altar.
He was a squat little man, barely an inch taller than Lady Louise. His small spectacles

perched precariously on thetip of his nose.

“You look very different from the Ice Queen | met before,” Christian said softly as
they approached the altar.

“You look the same,” she shot back.

He smiled at her tone. “Tell me, do you intend to blame me for your father’ s mistakes
for the entirety of our marriage?’



“That depends, Y our Grace. Will you continue to punish me for them?’
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They stopped before the priest, and Christian gave her a sideways glance, a strange
sensation building in his chest that he could not name.

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join this man and this woman in holy
matrimony...”

Christian tried to concentrate on what was taking place around him, but it was damn
difficult. He could feel her soft hand in his, the pale beauty of it contrasted by his
darker tones. Somehow, that image made what he was about to do all the more real.

What would Marcus say if he were here? Would he approve of what you have done to
his closest friend?

Christian swallowed, shifting his weight and keeping his eyes focused on the priest,
trying to ignore the whirlwind of thoughts spinning around in his head.

They turned to face one another, and his stomach churned as he met her gaze. It
reminded him of their first encounter in Northbridge Manor.

| have finally won. Her father has no power over me any longer. So why do | feel so
guilty?

“Repeat after me...”
Christian spoke his vows as he was expected to, keeping his back straight, his gaze

fixed on his bride, ensuring that no one in the congregation would see his inner
turmoil.



But by the time L ouise had spoken her vows and the priest pronounced them man and
wife, Christian was struggling to keep his composure.

They turned to face the congregation, every eye on them as they each raised a hand to
tumultuous cheers. Christian could not help but notice that Lady Northbridge had
tearsin her eyes—for good or ill, he did not know.

The Earl of Northbridge now stood beside his wife, clapping along with the rest of
the crowd as though he had aright to be there.

In order to distract himself from the many pieces he had in play, Christian turned to
look at Lady Louise.

Or rather, the new Duchess of Egerton.

She looked up at him, her expression guarded. Christian let his eyes rove over her
lovely face for a few seconds before he leaned down, intending to claim her mouth
with his. However, he paused when he saw her hesitate and kissed her reverently on
the cheek instead.

The brief contact sent a spark of unexpected desire through him, startling in its
intensity. He quickly straightened, shaken by the sensation and unsure what it meant.

As they began the walk back down the aisle, the cheers of the congregation filling the
church, a surreal numbness spread through him. The weight of what had just
happened settled on his shoulders like a heavy cloak, the faces of the crowd
becoming ablur as his thoughts spun.

What have | done?

The wedding breakfast was held at the Duke's townhouse. Louise could barely



believe she was standing here as a newly married woman.

How quickly alife can change.

Her father had barely acknowledged her. As soon as her parents had taken their seats,
and before the rest of the guests had even arrived, her father had a full glass of wine
in his hand.

Louise tried to ignore the betrayal she felt deep within her, but she was unsuccessful.
She longed to be alone, to escape all of these people, but there was little chance of
that.

The Duke led her to their seats at the center of the table, and she sat down beside a
beautiful olive-skinned woman whose gaze was kind and warm.

“It is strange to meet you for the first time at the wedding breakfast, my dear,” she
said warmly.

The Duke loudly cleared his throat. “Duchess,” he said to Louise. “May | introduce
my mother, the Dowager Duchess of Egerton?”’

Louise looked up at him, utterly taken aback by his use of her new title. She had not
been prepared for that, and the title was foreign and somewhat unsettling to hear.

“It is an honor to meet you, Your Grace,” she offered quickly, giving the Dowager
Duchess aweak smile.

The Dowager Duchess returned it warmly, but the Duke' s manner toward his mother
was cold and rather stiff. Louise found herself wondering why that might be. But the
Dowager Duchess was very pleasant to her—she did not seem to object to her son’s
choice of wife, at |east.



L ooking around the room and hearing the excited chatter of the guests, Louise felt as
though she were having a strange dream.

Surely she couldn’t be married to a man who talked to her so little on their wedding
day, could she?
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“1 would dance with my wife,” the Duke said, pulling her out of her thoughts, before
he extended his hand toward her.

He pulled her out of her seat and led her around the table toward the dance floor.
Louise was sorely tempted to snatch her hand away, irritated at being manhandled.
But sheresisted, aware that every eye in the room was on her.

My new husband is an arrogant arse.

The Duke clicked his fingers, and the musicians in the corner of the room leaped into
action and began to play. The opening bars of a waltz floated through the room, and
he wasted no time in pulling Louise against him.

She tried to remain calm as his hand found the small of her back, but she had not
been prepared for how his proximity wouldaffect her. Their time in the study loomed
large in her mind, and she kept her gaze fixed on a point just to the left of his right

ear.

“1 wondered if you would try to escape,” he mused softly as they moved around the
dance floor.

Other couples had come to join them now, and Louise glowered at him as he moved
her effortlessly between the others.

“| considered it, believe me,” she muttered.

He chuckled, and the sound reverberated through her like low, rolling thunder,



leaving her breathless and aware of every inch of space between them.

“Must you stand so close to me?’ she asked irritably.

He raised his eyebrows at her and gave her an arrogant smirk. She scowled as he
pulled her even closer to him. She could feel the heat of his body through his
immacul ate clothes.

“l am sorry, | did not think | could affect you.”

“You cannot,” she stated tightly. “It is difficult to dance with you on top of my feet.”
“You insult me, Madam. | am awonderful dancer.”

“And so humble.”

The smirk remained in place as he spun her around. Louise was annoyed to find that
he was quite right—the Duke had the best poise and the smoothest movements out of
every person on the dance floor.

“Y our mother seems kind,” she murmured.

His back stiffened, although the mask remained firmly in place. “Y ou think so?’

“1 do. On first acquaintance. Are you close?’

“We are mother and son,” he said curtly, and she frowned at the pain that flitted
across his face. “She is likely happy that you went through with the wedding. | am

sure sheisasinvested in finding Marcus as | am.”

Louise tried to pull away from him, but his hand tensed, pinning her to him. The



Duke was tall, and she felt his body grow hotter as she noted a hardness pressing
against her belly.

She looked up at him, only to find him smirking yet again.

“My apologies, Duchess, but youarequite extraordinarily beautiful. | am only aman.”

“You are despicable.”

But to her dismay, her body was melting against his, enjoying the contact despite all
her efforts.

“| believe it will soon be time for us to withdraw.”

As he said those words, the music came to an end, and they twirled to a stop in the
center of the dance floor. Louise looked about her as the other couples returned to
their seats. Her heart hammered in her chest as the Duke's gaze met hers, his green
eyes filled with want and an infuriating need that her heart echoed.

“Sybella needs me,” she blurted out, panic rising in her throat at the thought that he
might take her away and lay claim to her.

What if he ignores my rules and simply takes what he sees as rightfully his?
She needed air. She needed space. Seeing Sybella s worried face at the table behind

her, she motioned to her and ran out of the room, leaving Christian standing alone in
the center of the dance floor, calling after her to no avail.
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“You're losing your touch, it seems,” Gabriel drawled as Christian returned to his
seat.

The Duke of Stonewell had somehow procured a glass of whiskey despite wine being
the only drink at the table.

“Where did you get that from?’ Christian asked irritably.

“1 asked your butler. He was most obliging. | demanded the highest quality. | do hope
it's expensive and you' re running out of it.” Christian glared at him, but Gabriel only
raised his glass in a toast. “To your bride. May she make you as miserable as you
seem to make her.”

“ Are youtryingto be insufferable?’

“Of course. | did say | would gloat if things did not turn out in your favor.”

Christian sighed, aware of his mother’s eyes on him. He did not wish to talk to her,
and he suddenly felt exhausted. The day had necessitated a great many fake smiles
and endless idle chatter with acquaintances. He just wanted to be alone with his
thoughts and digest what had taken place.

He looked around at the assembled guests and stood up.

“Thank you al for coming,” he said as loudly as possible, as many faces turned

toward him. “The hour is getting late, and my bride and | need to rest. We are grateful
for your kind words this day, and | wish you a safe journey home.”



He knew many would see it as a snub, but he couldn’t pretend to be the perfect host
for another second. He longed for silence and a bit of peace. Most of all, he wanted to
find his bride and ask her what she meant by humiliating him in such away.

| said this marriage would not be boring. It seems | was more right than | thought.

When the guests eventually began to disperse, Christian bid a brief farewell to
Louise's parents. Lady Northbridge gave him a stiff smile, but there was warmth in
her eyes. Lord Northbridge looked ready to hit him, and Christian felt a deep sense of
satisfaction at having beaten him at his own game.

As the guests began to file out, he saw Sybella leaving the room and swiftly turned
around, spotting Louise trying to dlip out of a rear door beside a confused-looking
footman.

He crossed the room before she could do so and caught her wrist. It was humiliating
enough to chase down hiswifein front of the entire wedding party, and he was losing
the small amount of patience he had |eft.

“Enough of your games—it istime | spent some time alone with my wife.”

He pulled her through the door and dragged her down the narrow corridor. It was
flanked by family portraits dating back hundreds of years, and their eyes seemed to
follow him as the steady sound of his footsteps echoed off the walls, followed by her
protests.

“You will unhand me, Sir,” she hissed vicioudly, yanking back her hand to try to
loosen his grip.

Christian’ s fingers wrapped around her entire wrist without difficulty, and she had the
strength of akitten. She barely managed to slow him down.



He pushed her into a side room, a small parlor rarely used by him or his mother. He
shut the door and turned around to find her breathing heavily. The same lock of hair
had come loose, and his fingers itched to tuck it behind her ear.

“May | remind you,” she said angrily, “that | set a rule you must abide by. | do not
want a child for the first year of our marriage. If you want a woman in your bed, you
can take alover and be done with it.”

She moved to dlip past him, but the fragile thread of his patience snapped. Whether it
was her insinuation that he was no better than the other men of his class or the
suggestion that he might desire another woman, he could no longer tolerate her
provocations.

He gripped her upper arms and pushed her back against the door. She let out a small
gasp of shock but, to his surprise, went pliant beneath him almost instantly, her eyes
fluttering shut as though overtaken by her desire.

He shuddered at the thought of how he might be with her in bed—running his fingers
through her hair, watching as her body melted against his. He was hard in seconds.
He wanted to rut against her and claim her right then and there, her rules be damned.

“We have been married three hours, and you have aready insulted me twice, Your
Grace.”

“Stop calling me that,” she spat, then closed her mouth.

He smirked down at her. “If you do me the same courtesy, | shall. | am not going to
take a lover when | have awifeto take my pleasure from. | am not like all the other
men of the ton who use women and disrespect their wives as quickly as they are
joined with them.”



“Do you expect meto thank you for the courtesy?’

He lost the battle with himself. He ground his hips against hers, knowing she could
feel his hard length between her legs when she let out alow moan.

“You can set al the rules you like,Louise.But by the end of this week, you will beg
me to take you.” His hand moved slowly down her waist as he spoke, and her breath
came harsh and jagged in his ears. “You'll long for my touch. You'll crawl and beg
me to take you.” He moved his lips to her ear, grazing the shell, barely able to contain
his lust. “Get ready for me, Duchess, because in seven days, I’ [l cometo claim what’s
mine.”

He ran his tongue along the line of her jaw and groaned as she let out that addictive,
little moan again. He ground his hips against hers for the final time before stepping
away and putting his hand on the door handle.
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He held back a smile as she shot him a withering look with all the fury he had come
to expect from his Iron Harridan.

“Try to resist me until then,Y our Grace.l look forward to your surrender.”
CHAPTER 8
Louise barely slept the previous night.

The Duke had kept his word and had not come to her room. She had not seen him
again after he left her, for which she was grateful.

His mother had called on her to make sure that she had everything she needed, and
she seemed to be an accommodating and kind woman. The resemblance between
them was striking. His mother’s dark hair and olive skin were reflected far more in
him than in Marcus.

| wonder why they do not get along.

Louise was dressed early the next morning and was eager for something to occupy
her until she went downstairs for breakfast. She looked around her room for
something to distract her, but it was rather bland in appearance. Her heart soared at
the sightof some daffodils in a vase on the mantelpiece, but when she approached
them, she discovered that they were made of silk.

Feeling out of place and rather downcast, she decided to unpack her trunk herself. At
least it would keep her mind busy with something other than thoughts of the Duke.



With a resolute shake of her head, she flung open her case, determined to tackle the
task at hand and do something productive.

One by one, she began pulling out her dresses, smoothing the fabric as she placed
each item on the bed. After a few trips back and forth, she paused, eyeing the heavy
trunk with a sigh, then crouched down beside it. Bracing herself, she attempted to
drag it closer to the foot of the bed, hoping to make the process a little easier.

She managed to lift it a fraction of an inch, but it was far heavier than she had
expected. Frowning and uncertain what could have added to the weight, she removed
the rest of her clothes from the trunk, only to discover athick layer of books beneath
them.

Her heart swelled as she took in the titles.

All of them were linked to botany and the study of plants. She pulled them out and
laid them on the floor beside her, smiling for the first time in days.

“Bless you, Mama,” she said softly.

It was beyond doubt that this was her mother’s doing. Louise had loved plants since
she was a child. She had found joy in studying them and had taken to drawing them
later.

These books belonged to her father, and as she imagined her mother placing them one
by one into the trunk, she felt a sense of satisfaction that her mother had defied him
so blatantly.

She took her time arranging them around the room. She put most of them on the
mantel piece, but there was one calledThe Language of Flowersthat she put beside her
bed.



She could not wait to dive back into them, beyond grateful that her mother had given
her this gift without her even having to ask.

She went down for breakfast in much higher spirits than when she woke up. But her
good mood lasted until she walked through the door and found the Duke waiting for
her with a peevish expression.

“Thank you for joining me,” he said pointedly.

She opened her mouth to enquire if she was late and then decided against it. She
thought that a man like him would probably value punctuality.

| shall be late for everything from now on.

“Good morning, Your Grace,” she said automatically as she took her seat, then
flushed crimson as she remembered the circumstances of him calling her that the day
before.

“Good morning, Your Grace,” he echoed. A muscle in his jaw ticked, and she could
tell the title annoyed him.

There was a plethora of food on the table, including boiled eggs, cold tongues, and a
plate of kippers. It looked absolutely divine. She suddenly realized how hungry she
was.

L ouise began to eat her buttered toast as the tea was poured. The Duke's eyes stayed
on her the whole while, and she cleared her throat several times, trying to suppress

her blush.

| have never blushed so easily in my life as with this man.



“Tell me, why are you so certain that you will not give me an heir in the first year of
our marriage?’

Louise glanced nervously at the servants in the room, but the Duke appeared
unbothered by their presence.
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“1 can understand not wishing to lie with me until we get to know one another better,
but a year seems excessive,” he continued. “Does the Ice Queen perhaps hate
children?’

“On the contrary, Y our Grace?—"

“Christian!” She started as he slammed his knife on his plate, his gaze dark and
ominous. “I will not ask again.”

She clenched her teeth, watching a vein bulge in the center of his forehead, but his
eyes were smoldering with desire.

“Ch-Christian,” she stammered, jutting her chin as though in protest. To her surprise,
his shoulders relaxed. “On the contrary—Christian—I adore children, but | have
something that | wish to finish before embracing motherhood.” She glanced again at
the servants as she lowered her voice. “Were you serious about not taking lovers?’

Christian’s lips quirked up as he took a bite of his toast. “Despite my animosity
toward your father, I am not planning topunishyou for his sins, whatever you may
think about the subject. | will not disrespect you, and | expect the same courtesy in
return.”

He leaned back in his chair and dabbed his lips with his napkin before placing it
beside him and rising from his seat. L ouise looked up at him in astonishment.

He couldn’t have waited so long for me to come down. Has he finished already?



The door on the other side of the room opened, and his mother walked in. Now, it
was his turn to look surprised as she came to the table and sat across from Louise.

“Good morning, Mother,” Christian said dutifully. “At the risk of sounding
indelicate, why are you here?’

The Dowager Duchess scoffed. “It is breakfast time, isit not?’

“Indeed, and | can count on the fingers of one hand the last time we broke our fast
together.”

“Well, perhaps | merely wish to spend some time with your wife. Is that so hard to
believe?’

Christian rolled his eyes and walked out of the room without another word.

L ouise watched him go, noting the tension in his shoulders that had not been present
when they were alone. Something about his mother displeased him a great deal.

“Good morning, my dear,” the Dowager Duchess said as she helped herself to a cup
of tea.

Louise smiled at her. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?’

“1 did. And you?’

“Fitfully, | confess, but | am in a new home, sleeping on a new mattress. | suppose
that must be the reason.”

“Indeed, it must be,” the Dowager Duchess agreed, giving her a knowing look. “What
do you think of your new husband?’ she asked.



Louise frowned at her. “Heis not what | expected,” she admitted.

The Dowager Duchess gave another little smile that Louise found hard to decipher.

“1 know you were close to my youngest son.” The Dowager Duchess's eyes became
sad as she spoke of Marcus. “Do you have any notion of where he is? Christian
believed that marrying you might lead to a clue, but | cannot understand how.”

Louise sighed heavily. “I cared for Marcus greatly, Your Grace, and | wish | could
give you the information you seek. But | do not know where heis. | ssmply pray that
heis safe and well.”

“He always spoke fondly of you. He was at your house so often when you were
younger. | wondered if you might... but no matter. You have chosen myotherson,
who is rather different from Marcus.”

L ouise remained silent, unsure how to respond to that comment.

“He can be a hard man to know,” the Dowager Duchess continued softly. “But do not
despair. The kind man | raised exists somewhere behind the fagade he presents to the
world.”

Louise pondered that statement as she considered the Duke's cold fagade. There was
certainly more to him than she had expected, but she knew him to be arrogant and
self-conceited—no assurances from his mother would change that.

But perhaps his cold facade is just as false as my own.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” she said gently. “| hope to meet that man someday.”
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CHAPTER 9

Christian donned his top hat and tails and headed to Orions for the afternoon,
determined to put his new wife out of his mind.

He needed to speak to his solicitors about the deed to the Earl’s townhouse in any
case, and it would give him a good excuse to escape for afew hours.

Leaving her alone so soon after the wedding was probably a bad idea, but he rather
relished the notion of irritating her further. She was even more beautiful when she
was fuming.

After a short carriage ride, he walked into his club. As soon as he caught the familiar
scent of leather, fine wine, and cigar smoke, his mind settled, and he headed to the
office he shared with Gabriel and Marcus.

Gabriel was one of the founding members of Orions and was instrumental in its
establishment. He also recruited many of thewealthier members and, despite his
rather standoffish nature, was skilled in diplomacy. He sorted out more scraps and

arguments than anyone else at the club and was famous for his calm head in crises.

Therefore, when Christian walked into the office and found him buried in ledgers and
scribbling on awide scroll of parchment, his spirits lifted considerably.

“Good afternoon, old man,” he said jovially as Gabriel looked up at him.

“Are you speaking to me again?’ Gabriel asked archly. “How predictable.”



“What? When did | stop speaking to you?’ Christian protested.

“1 thought | had insulted you by disapproving of your bride. How is the marriage
bed? Just asyou left it?’

Christian shot him along, disapproving glare.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. “ Turned coy, have you? | always knew a lady would be your
downfall.”

“Do go to the devil,” Christian muttered without much heat.

“Whatever has you in such alather?’

“l am not in alather.l am visiting my club, and my closest friend is being tiresome,”
Christian scoffed. “Is Willis here?’

Gabriel returned to his ledger. “Heis. | saw him at the Bridge table not an hour ago.
He' s not in afit state to advise, though. | think he rather over-imbibed at lunch.”

“No matter. | can discuss the deed with him, at least.”

Gabriel paused his writing and looked up at him with a glint of interest in his eyes.
“The deed to Northbridge Manor? What do you intend to do with it?’

“Never mind. Will | see you later? Armitage is being an ogre again, and | could use
your presence to dissuade him from any more roughhousing.”

“What aborethe manis. Yes, | imagine | can throw my glove into the ring.”

Christian collected the deed from his desk drawer and headed to the door before



Gabriel called him back.

“How is your Duchess? Y ou must give me a little clue, at least. |s she just as terrible
as | suspected?’

Christian felt the same irrational spike of annoyance at any criticism of Louise. “Did |
not already tell you to go to the devil? | shall do so again.”

And then he closed the door to the sound of Gabriel chuckling heartily at his expense.

Christian found Willis, his solicitor, in the card room. It was a smaller parlor than the
others in the club, but it was one of his favorites. Smoke coiled around the ceiling,
and a raucous game was going on at one of the smaller tables made up of the younger
patrons.

Many of the Bridge players looked at them reproachfully as another loud trick was
played. Christian suppressed a smile as Willis turned to shout at them, only to see
him approaching and shut his mouth.

Willis stood up, his pot belly hanging over his trousers and his heavy mustache
bristling as he smiled and took Christian’s hand. “I was remiss in not speaking to you
after the wedding, Y our Grace. | do hope | didn’t offend you. Blasted work.”

“Not at all. | was glad you could come.”

“Were you seeking me out or just showing your face about your excellent
establishment?’
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Christian chuckled. Willis was one of the most cheerful men he’' d ever met and one of
the busiest. He had come to London without a penny to his name and now
represented some of the finest clients the ton had to offer. Christian considered
himself lucky to be among them.

“Might | bend your ear for aspell? There' saglass of brandy init for you.”

The solicitor’s skin was aready flushed from too much drink, but he clapped him
enthusiastically on the shoulder and nodded. “ Anything for my favorite client. | shall
return, boys. Dummy mein, won't you!”

There was a chorus of groans from the Bridge table he had just abandoned, but he
paid them no mind as Christian led him to two chairs before the fire. As they sat
down, Christian produced the deed and handed it over.

Willis was a pleasant man, but he had little patience for small talk when it came to
business, so Christian got straight to the point.

“1 have won the deed to the Earl of Northbridge' s townhouse. | know the man doesn’t
have two pennies to rub together. | wanted to ask if | would be able to entail it to my

wife.”

Willis, who had begun reading the document, looked up at him and raised his
eyebrows. “Y ou are speaking about the former Louise Dawson, the Earl’ s daughter?’

“am.”



“Whyever would you do that?’

Christian gripped the arms of his chair, keeping his temper in check. It would not
occur to many men, Willis included, to give any property to a woman, but he was
determined to do it.

“Her father sold her to me, Willis, without so much as a backward glance over a hand
of cards. She would have been left homeless if he had lost in any case. The man has
no interest in caring for hisfamily. | intend to ensure that she has some capital behind
her should anything happen to me. He is mired up to his neck in debt—I would not
wish her to be touched by that.”

“And yet you married her following an agreement over a hand of cards.” Willis's
bushy eyebrows lowered.

“That is none of your concern. | intended to protect the lady. The game became an
auction within the same room. | have long since wanted to knock down the Earl a peg
or two. | achieved that, and now | wish to do right by her.”

Willis clearly wasn't happy about the circumstances, but he made a sort of gurgle in
the back of histhroat that Christian interpreted as acquiescence.

“Very well.” He squinted at the document. “It is easy enough for me to draw up a
marriage settlement. We could create a trust for her entitlement, including the deed to
the townhouse, to protect the assets from mismanagement or claims by third parties
like her father’s creditors. We could also arrange for the townhouse to be passed on to
her, or ratheryourchildren, should anything happen to her.”

Christian’s stomach clenched at the reminder of how long Louise intended to leave
him without an heir. The mere thought of not being able to touch her for a full year
was horrible enough. When Willis frowned at him, he schooled his features into a



neutral expression and nodded.

“A trust would beideal.”

“Do you wish to restrict the Earl’ s access to the property in the meantime?”’

“No. | would not wish to disrupt Lady Northbridge's life. She is close to her
daughter.”

“Very well. I'll take this with me tonight, have a copy drawn up, and return it
tomorrow. I'll have the settlement with you by the end of the week.”

Christian felt the tightness in his chest ease, and he held out a hand. “My thanks to
you. You are, as ever, quite indispensable.”

“Hmm. Well, | shal bill you accordingly, of course, and I still haven't had my
brandy.”

Christian huffed a laugh and beckoned a servant over, bidding the older man goodbye
as he ordered alarge measure of brandy for himself.

As he left the cardroom, he detected a familiar scent in the air, and all the tension
came thundering back within afew seconds.

A woman was approaching him, her hips swaying in a subtle way he knew well. A
dark, shimmering blue gown hugged her comely figure, and her blonde hair was
arranged in a complicated style about her head. Christian’s hands clenched into fists
instantly, and the reaction surprised him.

What he had told Louise was true—he had no intention of taking alover. Yet, having
the evidence of his past misdeeds thrown in his face the day after his wedding was



irritating, to say the least.

Lady Cynthia Carruthers was a beautiful widow who frequented the club. Her figure
and sensua charm had once attracted him like no other, but now it left him feeling
cold.

“Good afternoon, Y our Grace.” Her eyesran over hisfigureveryslowly.

How did | ever find this woman attractive? In comparison to Louise, sheis positively
plain.

“Good afternoon, Lady Carruthers,” he greeted tiffly. “It is good to see you at the
club again.”
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In truth, he had not seen her for several weeks, but the last time they had spoken, she
ended up in his bed. He now felt very guilty for it, as though he had betrayed Louise
in retrospect.

“So formal, Your Grace... Areyou feeling well?’

Her hand dlid up his arm, and he moved away without a conscious thought. He
gripped her wrist, and she looked up at him in shock. But then her pupils dilated with
desire.

“You must be aware of my wedding, Lady Carruthers.”

She tittered. “I am, Your Grace. A marriage without love. Everyone knows it is s0.”
She stepped closer to him. “You and | both know what youreallyneed from a woman,

Christian.”

He recoiled at the sound of his name on her lips, revulsion climbing up his throat as
he glanced at the patrons sitting nearby.

“l know we have shared something in the past, but we will not be doing so again. Is
that understood?’

The lady’s eyes darkened with anger, and her painted lips curled into a sneer of
intense displeasure. “Really? | would not have thought, with yourlineage, you would

have any issue with lying with awoman who was not your wife.”

Her eyes flashed, and Christian’s grip on her wrist tightened such that she winced.



Without another word, and aware of the many men in the room, he pulled her roughly
into the corridor and toward the main entrance of the club.

Jarvis, his burly steward, looked up from the desk opposite the entryway and came
out swiftly, prepared to do what was needed.

Christian pushed Lady Carruthers toward him—not too roughly, but not gently either.

“Next time you try to disrespect my Duchess, | will not be so forgiving, Lady
Carruthers. Isthat clear?’ His voice was ringing with fury now.

She scoffed in his face, her fingers curling into her skirts, her nails digging into the
fabric. “That Ice Queen would not know how to care for her husband,Y our
Grace.And we both know if you turn your back on me, you shan't be seeing me in

your bed again.”

Christian glanced at Jarvis, whose expression was utterly blank, but there was no
denying that this was an embarrassment he could have done without.

“If you cross this threshold at any point in the future, | will ensure that the precious
reputation you hold so dear is ruined for all time. Jarvis, see thislady out, please.”

He caught her trying to take a swing at him just before Jarvis encircled her wrist
lightly with his thumb and index finger, and she stilled instantly.

“Thisway, please.”

Jarvis did not need to ask her a second time.

Christian turned to go back into the club to attend to any business he might have
neglected, but then he hesitated. He heard the lady’ s protests as she was manhandled



out the door and waited until she had made it a good way down the street before
having his carriage called.

He was desperate to see Louise now—that was the truth. Lady Carruthers had
unsettled him and made him feel a strange sense of urgency, as though he needed to
reassure himself that Louise still belonged to him.

| have only been married one day, and aready | am hurrying home to my wife.
Whatever has become of me?

CHAPTER 10

L ouise was happily ensconced in the garden with the Duke’ s gardener, Neilson.

He was younger than she had expected, only five-and-thirty or so. His face was
already weathered by the sun and much more tanned than her own. His hands, too,
were leathery from the constant time outdoors, but his knowledge of plants was
extensive.

The garden, like in many townhouses in London, was long and narrow. But the Duke
boasted more space than most. Many of the trees had been pruned back, and several
rose bushes lined the pathways between the beds, but many lay unused.

“And how long has this bed been empty for?’ Louise asked, indicating a long, thin
plot parallel to the back of the house.

“Many months, Your Grace,” the gardener answered, looking around him with asigh.
“The Duke does not spend a great dealof time in the garden. Until | have my
instructions, | keep things ticking over, but | would not plant anything new without
his say-s0.”



“Well, | shall have some say in it from now on. | would be grateful for your opinion
on what could be added here.”

He raised his eyebrows, scratching his head and almost dislodging his cap. It was
clear that not many members of the household had asked for Neilson’s thoughts on

the garden for many months.

“1"ve always felt a gooseberry bush or two would be a good addition, Y our Grace.”



Page 24

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:48 am

“Very good!” Louise said happily, picturing making her mother a gooseberry pie
from her very own garden when she came to visit. “I would love to see some
strawberries, too. We could add them to the walled garden, where they will get the
most sunlight.”

Neilson looked surprised, but then a wide grin spread across his face. “1 think that
would be nice, Your Grace.”

“And what of the rest of the garden? March is a good time to plant. Potatoes,
perhaps? | am sure the cook would not object to some of our homegrown produce
coming to our table.”

“No indeed, Y our Grace.”

“Excellent. Pass me a spade, please.”

He blinked at her. “I wouldn’t wish for you to ruin your clothes, Y our Grace.”

“Nonsense. Mud will wash away. | adore working in the gardens. Let us prepare the
bed, and we can discuss some flowers for the borders. There is much potential here.”

And she truly meant it. The garden was beautiful.

To her surprise, as she turned to grab the spade and get to work, she saw the Dowager
Duchess crossing the lawn toward them.

“Good afternoon,” Louise greeted, dlightly worried that the older woman would



frown upon her getting involved in gardening.

However, athough she showed no intention of joining her, the Dowager Duchess
appeared more intrigued than scandalized by Louise’ s behavior.

“Good afternoon, Duchess,” she said with awarm smile. “Good afternoon, Neilson.”

The gardener dutifully doffed his cap and continued working.

“You are fond of plants, Duchess?’ the Dowager Duchess asked Louise.

“1 confess, | am. | adore being outside in the gardens. It is my favorite thing in the
world.”

The Dowager gave her a soft smile and nodded, her eyes twinkling.

“This garden is beautifully designed,” Louise said happily.

“Thank you. | do not get to enjoy it much these days.”

“Did you design it, Y our Grace?’

The Dowager Duchess nodded. “I did. | used to spend a great deal of time in the
garden when | was younger. Plants hold no judgment and make no noise. It was a

suitable retreat from the rigors of Society.”

Louise examined her carefully as she spoke, detecting a subtle pain in her voice that
she couldn’t quite place.

“Itisglorious. | love the roses along the hedge line. | was speaking to Neilson about
adding gooseberry bushes, and | would love to plant some marigolds and hollyhocks



in summer.” Louise pointed further down the garden. “The cherry trees will be in
bloom in afew months. It will be lovely to have their blossoms sprinkled about.”

The Dowager Duchess laughed—it was a very pleasant change from her rather severe
expression. “You really are fond of plants.”

“All types, yes. | had planned to write an encyclopedia. It is something | have been
working on and researching for manyyears.” Neilson had stopped working and was
now listening intently. “In fact, | promised Marcusthat...” Louise paused, glancing at
her mother-in-law guiltily.

The Dowager Duchess inclined her head. “Promised him what?’

“That he would be the first to read it. | have bored him many times with my love of
flowers. | intended to reward his patience with a preview.”

The Dowager Duchess smiled at her fondly, before her expression became sad. “Y ou
have leave to do as you like with this garden, Duchess. | would be happy to see how
it istransformed under your guidance.”

“1 do not want to impose. | would welcome your input; thisis your garden, too.”

“Oh yes, but | am too old to wander about and dig holes while I'm on my knees. |
would happily watch you transform it. | believe you will alter many things for the
better, now that you are with us. | am sure, even though he is not here, Marcus will
enjoy the results when he returns to us.”

“He does love being outdoors,” Louise said wistfully, looking out at the long expanse
of lawn before her.
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“Wife, | would have aword with you.”
Louise started at the voice so close behind her and turned to find the Duke standing

between Neilson and his mother. His dark gaze was fixed on her with all the brooding
intensity it once had behind the wolf mask.

Without waiting for her reply, Christian turned on his heel and stalked into the house.
Much to her irritation, Louise felt compelled to follow him.

Christian was still angry after his encounter with Lady Carruthers, and his mood had
not improved upon seeing hiswife.

Her skirt was six inches deep in mud while she brandished a spade, joking and
laughing with his mother as though they had known one ancther forever.

She never laughs like that with me.

He had been approaching them, trying to reconcile this happy woman with the angry
Ice Queen he had encountered at the ball. And then she had mentioned Marcus, and a
tendril of something ugly and vicious unfurled in his chest.

It felt like jealousy—an emotion Christian had never experienced in hislife.

Without waiting to see that she was following him, he walked to his study and poured

himself a generous measure of brandy, not realizing that she was only five steps
behind him.



He turned to find her standing before him, her hands on her hips, looking deeply
unimpressed.

“If you want to have a ‘word’ with me because | got myself dirty, | am fully aware
that?>—"

He raised his hand. “I could not care less about your appearance. | can buy you a
dozen dresses if you wish to play about in the mud.”

She lowered her arms, looking confused. “Then what isit you wish to say?”’

His fingers clenched around his glass as he took along sip.

Am | really going to lower myself to?—

“What was the nature of your relationship with my brother? Did you lie to me when
you told me there is nothing between the two of you?”’

Louise’ s eyes went wide. “What?’

Christian slammed his glass on his desk, watching the amber liquid slosh over the
rim, and then walked toward her. He gripped her waist roughly and pulled her against
him.

“Is he the reason you will not let me touch you?”’

Her hands came up to rest on his forearms as she leaned away from him. “Y ou will
release me, Y our Grace. You have thisall wrong!”

He pulled her against him again, hardening in an instant as she shuddered in his arms.
Her eyes widened when she felt the evidence of his arousal.



“S0, you want me to touch you?’ he asked, his voice alow growl. “Because I’ ve been
thinking about it ever since you talked back to me at the masquerade ball.”

“You are mad,” she huffed, trying to free herself again, but he was too strong for her.
“Then you have driven me mad,” he said softly.

Louise let out a choked cry as he pushed her back toward the desk and her back
connected with it. He thrust his hips forward, and she let out a gasp as he lowered his
face to hers, their lipsa hair’ s breadth apart.

Her breath mingled with his as one of his hands remained on the small of her back
and the other trailed down her waist. His eyes never |eft hers, and she was unable to
look away.

Control this.Push him away.

But her body would not obey her mind. She could only wait and watch as he slowly
trailed his hand down her thigh and inward toward her core.

Her jaw was slack with shock, but her body burned bright for him even now. Her skin
was alight with need, and despite her uncertainty about what might happen next, she

could feel apulse of heat building within her that was impossible to deny.

Hislips brushed hers as he spoke again.
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“1 told you that you would beg me, woman,” he muttered. “So, beg me.”
“1 would never,” she said weakly.
“Isthat so?’

His lips moved to her neck, the touch like a rose petal brushing over her flesh, but it
made her heart beat erratically all the same. His fingers curled inward, and she
shuddered, a moan escaping her lips as a lightning rod of pleasure juddered through
her.

11 Bwlﬂ

Her hands moved around his arms and shoulders to settle on his back, her body
aready a dave to his will even as her mind attempted to rebel against him. He
brought his lips back to hers, and their eyes met and held as he hovered above her.
Louise felt the exquisite touch of his hand through the folds of her dress, and she
couldn’t bear it any longer as her lips parted on words she had always sworn she
would never say.

“Please...” she breathed. “Christian.”

With a deep groan, he lowered his lips to hers, moving her so that she was pinned
between his body and the desk.

Letting out a cry, she threw out her hand behind her as he bent her backward,
supporting her lower back as he removed his hand from between her legs and pushed



it roughly into her hair.

She felt the ribbons come loose instantly as her long locks cascaded about her face
and he pushed his fingersinto the strands.

Maintaining a punishing grip, he ground his hips against hers, and she gasped in
surprised pleasure at the wicked sensation it elicited. As the sound left her lips, his
tongue thrust into her mouth without mercy.

She moaned as he tightened his grip on her hair, controlling the kiss, not allowing her
asingle quarter of movement. His kneemoved between her legs, and he thrust his hips
against her thigh. She broke free of him, panting in the silent room, wishing she had
the strength to push him away but knowing she did not.

As both her hands fell behind her for support, he lifted her onto the desk, moving
between her spread thighs and taking her mouth again. He pushed his tongue inside,
sending wicked shivers through her, and his fingers threaded through the long strands
of her hair again.

Her fingernails dug into his shoulders, and he chuckled against her neck as he licked
his way back to her mouth. She was under his command, for good or ill, and her mind
gave up the battle as she gave in to the pleasure.

CHAPTER 11

Louise shuddered against the Duke as he nipped the base of her jaw, her mouth
falling open helplesdly.

The shocking feeling of his hand between her legs had been so surprising that she
could hardly believe it had happened. His body was hot against hers as he continued
to kiss down her neck. She could have remained in his arms forever, but as his hand



began to dide down her body again, her fingers tightened on his shoulders, and with
an enormous effort, she pushed him away.

Drawing in deep, gasping breaths, she attempted to control her desire. She had not
even known she possessed such a desperate need until that moment.

“This should not have happened,” she said quickly, sliding away from him, using the
desk to support her weight and attempting to smooth down her skirts as she did so.

Christian straightened, watching her retreat with a quizzical expression. Somehow,
despite what they had just done, he looked, for the most part, flawless. She felt arush
of embarrassment and desire in equal measure when she saw the redness around his
mouth from her frenzied kisses.

How could | allow him to touch me that way? He sees me as nothing but a means to
an end.

“And why not?’ he drawled, turning his back to the desk and leaning against it. His
broad shoulders bulged as he crossed his arms over his chest—the picture of
aristocratic affront.

Why can’'t | keep my eyes off this man?

“Remember, Duchess, you have limited time. In seven days—or is it six how?—I
shall claim you for my own.”

L ouise scowled at him as she attempted to fix the mess he had made of her hair. The
ribbons that had tied the long strands in place were behind him on the desk, and she

eyed them warily, not wishing to get any closer to him to retrieve them.

“1t looks better loose,” Christian noted, his heated gaze running down the length of



her hair over her breasts and back up again.

He twisted his torso around, his fingers plucking the ribbons off the desk before
holding them out to her expectantly. A foreign rush of nerves shot through her at the
idea of being close to him again.

There was tension in the air, just as there had been during their first meeting. She felt
drawn to him, like the needle of a compass—pulled by some higher power, always
returning to the same place. It was a dangerous and unfamiliar feeling.

But Louise was not a coward. She took a small step forward, snatching the ribbons
from his fingers and clutching them tightly in her fist. He gave her a coy smile that
set her blood on fire again, and she swiftly made for the door, eager to be out of his
company and cool her heated blood.

However, Christian stepped forward before she could do so and gently took her arm,
stopping her in her tracks.
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“What did you promise Marcus?’

Confused, she looked up into his green eyes, which held an emotion she was not used
to seeing from him—uncertainty.

“What do you mean?’

“1 think, as your husband and his brother, | deserve to know. You were speaking
about it with my mother in the gardens. What were you referring to?’

Louise hesitated as an irrepressible need to reassure him rose in her chest. It was
strange to see Christian unsure of anything. Since their first introduction, he had been
the epitome of an arrogant aristocrat, ordering everyone around him to do his bidding
with practiced ease.

She sighed. “1t was something | wished to do.”

Christian slowly let go of her arm, his expression oddly blank. “Something you
wished to do?’

“To complete, that is,” she huffed, irritated by how flustered she became around him.
“l have alove of plants. | have been interested in them all my life. They are my true
passion, and | have bored Marcus to tears with my talk of the encyclopedia. | intend
to catalog and document all the different speciesin this country.”

She glanced up at him, wondering how he might view a woman wishing to do such a
thing, but he simply looked baffled.



“| believe it will take me about a year to finish writing it, but if I am with child and
|later amother, | will have no chance to do so.”

“To be up to your knees in the dirt?” Christian asked pointedly, his eyes traveling
down to her skirts, which were still soaked from the dewy earth in the gardens.

Louise felt her cheeks redden yet again and nodded, not wishing to reveal how much
she adored being outdoors and exploring nature.

The Duke took a small step forward, towering over her, his bright eyes searing and
filled with promise. “You know, wife, there are things that we can do that will not
result in achild. Do you not wish to find out what they might be?’

His voice was low and seductive once more as his hand came up to curl around her
waist. The pulse of heat she felt between her legs was a white-hot spark that
threatened to travel through the rest of her body. It electrified her senses one by one

until all she could feel was him.

With a shuddering gasp, she stepped away, shaking her head as the rest of her hair
slipped and cascaded down her back.

“l1 am sorry. Thisisthe only part of my future that | can control, and | intend to do it
until 1 am ready to say otherwise.”

Christian’s face shuttered at those words, and he clasped his hands behind his back,
all the heat in his eyes fading as though it had never been.

“l see. You're sure that is the only reason?’

“What other reason would there be?”



Does he believe | do not want him? The evidence to the contrary is fairly damning.

“I’m going to ask one last time. Was there more between you and my brother than
you have admitted to me?’ he asked, his voice cold and distant.

L ouise had not stomped her foot since she was five, but she did so now, clenching her
fistsand glaring at him furiously.

“1 have told you, Your G—" At his hard stare, she stopped and cleared her throat. “I
have told you before, more than once. There was nothing between me and Marcus but
friendship,” she snapped.

Immediately, his posture relaxed, and he bounced on the balls of his feet, looking
pleased with himself.

“Good, because | will not allow you to lust after other men, just as | will not lust after
other women.”

Louise faltered. She was still desperate to leave the room and be free of his influence
for a few minutes, but there was something about his insistence on fidelity that
surprised her.

She would hardly wish for Christian to become an adulterer, but the finality in his
voice and his repetitive broaching of the subject were odd.

“Why are you so set on that?’ she asked eventually, curiosity getting the better of her.
“Many marriages are arranged for convenience' s sake. Lovers are commonplace, are
they not?’

Something shifted in his expression at that question. A light left his eyes as he
pressed his lips together, his jaw clenching several times before he shrugged a



shoulder as though brushing the topic aside.

“1 have my parents to thank for that.”
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Louise closed her eyes briefly at her stupidity, biting her lip so hard she almost broke
the skin.

What an idiotic thing to ask him when | know full well that he and Marcus were born
out of wedlock.

She nodded, unsure what else she could say without apologizing profusely for her
ignorance. As she moved to the door, feeling embarrassed, he raised his hand,
stopping her again. This time, when she looked at him, his face was devoid of
emotion.

“Tell me,” he asked quietly, “did Marcus ever tell you that he had a lover? Or a lady
that he admired and was close to?’

L ouise thought back to the last few occasions she had seen Marcus at her home. He
tended to be in high spirits as a rule, but she did recall that he had not been so
cheerful during his final visit to the house before his disappearance. But he had never
mentioned anything about a woman he cared for. They had never even broached that
subject.

“No,” she said finally. “No, he never mentioned anything of that sort. | remember
him saying that he wished tofallin love, but not that he had done so.” Hope bloomed
in her chest. “Do you think he could be aive?’

Christian was all hard lines once more, the softness of the moment he had held her in
his arms quite gone.



“That is what | wish to find out, and | intend to do it.” He fixed her with a forceful
gaze. “When | am no longer distracted, that is.”

Louise understood that he was dismissing her, and with a new blush staining her
cheeks, she left the room and made her way back to her bedchamber.

She reached the top of the steps and closed the door behind her, before leaning
against it, feeling off balance and astounded by her body’ s reaction.

She never would have believed that any man could make her feel that way. And with
such brief touches, he had lit afire beneath her skin.

She looked down at the ribbon in her hand and smoothed her fingers over it, fooling
herself that she could still feel the warmth of his skin against hers.

She rang the bell for her maid and then went to sit at her dressing table, wondering
what Christian’s investigation into his brother’ s disappearance had uncovered.

| wonder whether he will tell me what he finds out.After al, he did call this marriage
a partnership, a means to finding Marcus—Surely, | should be privy to his
discoveries.

After a short while, her maid entered the room. Her innocent questions about how
Louise’'s hair had come loose made a blushrise in Louise’s cheeks, and she had to
make up some vague excuse before the maid set to work.

Once she was presentable again, Louise went downstairs under the guise of going to
the gardens, but, in reality, she was curious about Christian’ s whereabouts. When she
asked the servants, however, she discovered that he had returned to his club and was
not expected to come back until that evening.



Irritated that he had left her to her own devices once again, Louise decided that she
would make good use of her time and catalog some of the flowers in the gardens.

March was one of her favorite times of year because all of the best blooms were still
to come. She went back to her bedchamber and collected her sketchbook, before
heading back down to the gardens, which were lush and green, bathed in gentle
spring sunlight.

It truly was a magnificent space, and she felt a fluttery anticipation at the thought of
shaping it into her own vision.

She spent a happy few hours drawing some of the roses and speaking to the gardener
about what might work at various places among the empty beds—of which there
were plenty.

It occurred to her, as she stood looking out at the perfect lawns down the narrow line
of the gardens, that a year was going to pass by awfully quickly, and she had a great
deal of work left to do.

When she returned to the house and changed for supper, she was surprised to find that
it was only herself and the Dowager Duchess in attendance.

“Is the Duke not joining us?’ she asked, trying to keep the disappointment out of her
voice.

The Dowager Duchess shook her head as their plates were placed before them. The
older woman ate like a bird; she had a very tiny portion before her, but she was
eyeing it with obvious relish.

“l do not think so, my dear. He tends to stay at his club more often than not.
Although,” she added with a hint of admonishment, “he did not have you to come



home to before.”

She gave Louise a small smile as they both picked up their knives and forks and
began to eat.

| doubt that my presence will make him hurry home.

Louise sat silently across from her mother-in-law as the fire crackled in the grate, the
walls flanked by motionless servants. The silence was oppressively loud.

CHAPTER 12
The following morning, Louise was awake before the rest of the household. Her mind

was fixated on the fact that time was slipping away. A year now seemed no time at all
to complete her book, and she was more eager than ever to finish it.
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With that in mind, she rang for her maid earlier than usual and dressed before the rest
of the household had risen. She descended the stairs to the gardens, wondering what
time Christian had arrived home the night before. She was ashamed to say that she
had waited up for him, hoping to hear him return, but she had fallen asleep before he
did so.

The house was cold, and there was alight frost on the ground outside. She glanced up
at the sky, knowing that her parents were visiting today and hoping for sunshine. Her
mother loved sitting amongst the flowers, and despite the cold, she hoped they would
still be able to do so.

She pushed open the outer door, hearing the crunch of frost as she stepped out. The
sun’'s weak rays had already melted the ice on the opposite side of the gardens, but
the gravel beneath her feet glistened beautifully as she moved over it.

Clutching her notebook to her chest, she walked to the rear of the gardens. She had
been curious about what might be growing there but had not yet had the opportunity
to look.

She found many pots but not a great deal of growth. There were some canesin afew
of the pots, ready for things to climb them. A strong smell of wild garlic emanated
from the base of the garden wall. She already had hundreds of ideas bouncing around
in her head, wishing to plant as much as she could.

“You're awake early, Your Grace.”

She spun round to find Neilson behind her, his wiry frame leaning on his spade, his



cap askew, his eyes twinkling.

“Good morning, Neilson. | did not see you arrive.”

“l wasin the walled part of the gardens, Y our Grace, seein’ to the wood.”

“Tell me, isthere areason this part of the gardensis so empty?’

Nellson straightened, looking about him with an assessing eye. “| suppose it wasn’'t
used much, Your Grace. The Dowager Duchess often had vegetables and the like
planted, but not foryears now. It's rarely used, if I’'m being honest. Needs tendin’ to
and no one to decide on what to cultivate. Are you thinkin’ of plantin’ somethin’?’

“1 am. Would it not be pleasant to have vegetables growing here? We could plant
leeks and carrots, with some tomatoes, in early summer. It would be nice to see this
part filled with growing things, do you not think?’

“Very well, Your Grace. I'd be happy to begin as soon as you give me instructions.”

“Good. | shall plan it and tell you what | think, but | would like your opinion on it.
Y ou know this garden well. What type of soil do we have here?’

Neilson raised his eyebrows, seemingly impressed, and scratched his head.
“Loamy—aback part’s mainly clay. It would be good for vegetables, as you say, Y our
Grace. I've added quite a bit of manure to the beds over the years, and some sand,

too.

They both moved to inspect the beds. Most of them were well-tended and free of
weeds, but they were empty of anything interesting.

“Well, that is good news. | shall order some seeds directly.”



Neilson looked rather perplexed that she was taking such an interest, but Louise was
happy to go against the grain.

Perhaps | have grown too used to being the Ice Queen.

“You remind me of His Grace's mother,” Neilson said thoughtfully. “She loved the
garden too, though she didn’t spend quite so much time trudgin’ about in the soil.”

L ouise looked down to find her skirts were stained with mud again. The frosty grass
had soaked them through, and she laughed at how foolish she’'d been to come down
in such afine gown.

“Louise.”

She looked up, startled by the voice so close, only to find Christian standing before
her. He looked utterly out of place in the gardens, his hair perfect, his coat and

waistcoat just so, the chain of hisfob watch gleaming in the sunshine.

“Good mornin’, Your Grace,” Neilson mumbled and then beat a hasty retreat back to
the rear of the gardens.

L ouise watched him go and then turned back to Christian, her irritation rising as she
saw him look disapprovingly at her skirts.

“What are you doing up at this hour?’ he asked, his voice sharp and cold.

“1 might ask you the same question, seeing as you did not return until dawn.”

He smirked, raising an eyebrow at her. “Did you miss me?’

“I hardly needed to miss you. | have plenty of things to occupy myself



with,withoutseeking your company.”

She had meant it to sound light, but his expression had annoyed her, and the words
came out dismissive. His face was hard to read, but his lips pressed together into a
line she was coming to recognize as asign of hisirritation.
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“1 see. Well, breakfast is ready when you have finished conversing with the flowers.”

“I’ll have you know that conversing with the flowers is much more enjoyable than
speaking to most people in Society.”

“Because they do not answer back?’ he asked sardonically.
“Because they listen,” she murmured softly.

She made to walk past him and head into the house, but he didn’t move. She rolled
her eyes as she was forced to brush against his body through the thin strip of grass
between the beds. A bolt of desire shot through her as his hand came up to steady her,
and her gaze met his as she eased her way by.

“Your parents will be here this afternoon,” he said in alow, intimate voice.

“Yes, thank you. | am aware,” she answered shortly, trying to disguise the need he
elicited in her.

The sun came out later that morning, and it was a warm enough day for them to have
tea outside.

Christian could hear the low murmur of voices as he reached the doors to the gardens.
Lord Northbridge was speaking to Louise, his hand folded behind his back in a strict
manner. For a man who hadn’'t a penny to his name, he was remarkably good at
appearing respectable.



Christian stepped out into the warm spring air. Both Lady Northbridge and Louise
had shawls around their shoulders, but Lady Northbridge was admiring the gardens
with much enthusiasm.

He wondered whether his mother-in-law shared his wife’' s love of plants and resolved
to stay out in the gardens for as long as possible to ensure the ladies were entertained.

Lord Northbridge glanced behind him as Christian emerged, a familiar disdain
flashing across his face before he gave a polite nod. Louise, to Christian’s surprise,
seemed rather relieved by his appearance, and he moved quickly to her side, before
bowing to Lady Northbridge.

“Good afternoon, Lady Northbridge, Lord Northbridge. Y ou are most welcome.”

Asthey al moved to the table set out on the terrace at the edge of the lawn, he caught
aglimpse of their reflections in the large glass windows looking out over the gardens.
The Dawsons were all pale, classically English in their looks, whereas his darker
Italian heritage was on obvious display. Christian looked at Louise's father just in
time to see him studying him with a sharp glare.

“And is your husband treating you well?’ the Earl enquired, his eyes still fixed on
Christian.

Louise stiffened, her bright blue gaze darting to Christian before she pursed her lips.
“Of course, Papa,” she replied as the servants came out of the house, bearing tea trays
laden with cakes.

Christian watched as the teacups were placed before each of his guests and the tea
was dutifully poured. A cake stand piled high with beautiful delicacies was put in the
center of the table, with two milk jugs on either side.



He waited patiently until the servants departed and then looked at the Earl with an
expectant look. “How did you expect me to treat her?’ he asked. “1 have not yet had
the opportunity to gamble her away on a hand of cards.”

L ouise made a choked sound in the back of her throat as he picked up histeacup, very
deliberately keeping eye contact with the Earl as he did so, waiting for the inevitable
explosion.

To his dismay, the Earl seemed utterly unperturbed by his comments, but Lady
Northbridge blushed profusely. His feelings of satisfaction were quickly soured by
guilt.

“l am most glad to hear it,” the Earl said pompoudly, leaning over the table, plucking
amacaronoff the stand, and popping it into his mouth. “One can never tell.”

The weighted comment made Christian’s blood boil, and heedless of the ladies
present, he could not hold back from making his feelings known.

“My Lord, you appear to have forgotten yourself. Just because | have married your
daughter does not give you the right to insult me in my own home!”

“You have glorious gardens, Your Grace,” Lady Northbridge interjected loudly as her
husband opened his mouth to snap back. “Such magnificent cherry trees. | am not
used to seeing such large specimensin London gardens.”

Christian kept his eyes on the Earl for just a little longer before focusing on his
mother-in-law. “It is all my mother’s work, | assure you. Although my Duchess has
plans to expand the gardens, | believe.”

Louise leaned forward as though to elaborate on some of those plans, but her father
interrupted her before she had a chance.



“I hopeyouhave not forgotten yourself, Your Grace,” the Earl barked. “We have
business to attend to, or did you think | simply came to have teawith you?’

Occasionally, Christian would get so furious that his anger would plateau out. He had
aways been aware of the Earl’s arrogance, but now that he knew him better, he
sensed something more lacing his interjection.

The Earl of Northbridge wasfrightened. He was sitting in the presence of someone
who had complete control over him, and it was clear that he wanted to affirm his

authority—it was the only card he had | eft to play.

Christian was not inclined to alow him to get off so easily.
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“Business, My Lord? | do not know what you speak of.”

The Earl’ s cheeks turned red, but he did not lose his nerve. “Y ou recall that you arein
possession of something that is mine, which | would like you to return.”

“Ah, of course, yes,” Christian said, setting down his cup. “No. There is no business
to speak of in that regard. | shall take care of my wife and her mother just as you
asked. | expect nothing more from you on the matter. It is my pleasureto do it.”

Lord Northbridge's eyes darted around the table briefly, but neither Louise nor her
mother met his gaze. There was a painful silence as he recognized that he had been
outplayed.

Now he knows | never planned to return the deed to him.

Christian leaned forward, picked amacaronfrom the stand, and popped it into his
mouth, perfectly mimicking what the Earl had just done.

Slowly, the Earl sat back in his seat, dejected horror written all over his face. He fell
silent, looking out over the grounds with afaraway look in his eyes.

Just as Christian was about to steer the conversation to lighter topics, the butler
emerged from the house with several letters on asilver tray for Christian.

Careless of the Earl’s sour mood, Christian briefly sifted through them. “Thank you,
Fenwick. Put them in my study.”



The butler nodded, before scurrying away.

Just then, Louise stood up rather abruptly and suggested that she and her mother take
aturn about the gardens.

Asthe ladies moved off, Christian kept awatchful eye on his wife, noting the way her
hips swayed as she stepped down onto the lawn. He glanced at the Earl, who seemed
utterly disinterested in his wife and daughter, his gaze dark and angry.

If he wanted to befriend me, he shouldn’'t have hurt my brother. It will not be long
before | can get everything | need from him. All his assets are in my possession now.

CHAPTER 13

Louise and her mother walked slowly through the gardens, admiring the shoots that
were popping up from the soil.

“That cameliais beautiful,” Lady Northbridge said wistfully as they passed a plant on
their left that was entwined around the fence.

The trunk was dry and wiry. To the uneducated eye, it might look almost dead, but
there was ariot of flowers all over the branches. The pale pink petals looked like a
baby’ s blanket in the weak spring sunshine.

Louise waited until they were a good distance from the table before she slowed her
steps.

“How have you been, Mama?’

Her mother looked down at her, a flash of pain crossing her face, her eyes strained
and tired. “Y ou should not be worryingabout me, Louise. Y ou are married now. Y ou



have too many obligations to ponder on your old life.”

“Mama, you know that is not why | am asking. How has Papa been since | left?’

Lady Northbridge tutted under her breath and then gave a small cry of delight as she
spotted something on the path ahead of them.

“Oh look, Louise, arobin! He must be searching for worms in the soil. He will have
his breakfast today, no doubt.”

“Mama.”

Lady Northbridge's excitement faded. Her eyes followed the bird, which was
hopping across the gravel path and pecking at the hard stones, its little wings
fluttering madly asit searched for food.

Louise waited. Her mother’s whole body was tight with tension, her teeth worrying
her lower lip, the skin dry and cracked.

“You must not concern yourself with me,” Lady Northbridge insisted. “I am quite
well.”

“1 will always be concerned about you, Mama. There is nothing you can do to prevent
it, and youknow! would never have chosen to leave you. | ssimply want you to be
safe.”

“I am,” Lady Northbridge insisted. “Truly. He has been preoccupied of late. He
spends much of histime at the club or in his study. | have barely seen him. It suits us

well. We pass each other very rarely, and that makes things easier.”

There was a stiffness to her expression that Louise found hard to interpret. It felt as



though her mother was keeping something from her.
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Would she tell me if Father was hurting her again? Perhaps she thinks she is
protecting me from the truth.

“ And he has not said anything about his agreement with the Duke?’ L ouise asked.

Her mother stopped, watching a large bumblebee lazily drift past on the breeze. “He
never speaks to me about his dealings with other men. All | know is that your father
made the arrangement with the Duke in haste. He insisted that the wedding take place
as soon as possible. When | asked him for the reason and told him that | did not fedl it
was the right course, he would not hear any objection.”

L ouise thought back to her wedding day and her father’s agitation as they waited in
the room above the chapel.

“Hesaid if | did not marry the Duke, we would lose ourhouse,Mama.”

“1 know,” Lady Northbridge said gravely. “There is every chance that your father has
done something exceedingly foolish, but | have no evidence to prove that. All we can
do is keep a watchful eye and be on our guard.” Her hand came to rest on Louise’s
arm. “And it is not only you who has suffered a great change, dearest. | have missed
your presence in the house. | hope the Duke is treating you as he should.”

L ouise watched the little black bee zoom up into the trees and away into the cloudless
sky.

“He is not what | expected him to be, but the reason for our marriage remains the
same. | think that he cares a great deal for his brother and that finding out what



happened to him is the only reason he entered into this arrangement.”

Her mother eyed her for a little while, a soft smile playing on her lips. “Yes, | am
sure that is the only reason.”

Louise frowned. “Y ou think there is another?’

“Perhaps not intentionally, but the man’s eyes certainly do not stray from you for any
great length of time.” There was a teasing note in Lady Northbridge's voice now. “I
think perhaps he realized the other benefits of having you for awife.”

Louise scoffed derisively. “He has no interest inme, Mama. Neither of us wanted to
be married. | shall be quite content to spend my life among the flowers. The Duke has
a beautiful country estate—think of the time | could spend walking the grounds.
Perhaps we shall be as you and Papa are. We can spendmost of our time apart. | will
not have to tolerate his presence overmuch.”

Once again, her mother only smiled as they continued along the path, the swishing of
their skirts disturbing the gravel asthey walked between the beds.

“And how is your book coming along?’ Lady Northbridge asked. “ This space has a
lovely design toit, but it is hardly the size you might need for your research.”

“1 am hoping that | can persuade Christian to take me to Kew Gardens, or even some
of the events held by the Royal Horticultural Society.” Louise glanced behind her
furtively. “Thank you for the books you put in my trunk, Mama. | have been up very
late reading some of them. They have been incredibly useful.”

Lady Northbridge beamed. “I am so pleased. | knew your father would never read
them. Should you need anything else, you need only ask. | hope you know how proud
| am of all the work you have done. And please continue with your sketching. Y our



drawings of the flowersin our estate are so beautiful.”

Louise’'s heart swelled at the praise so rarely bestowed upon her by her mother. It
occurred to her that they rarely had time alone like this, often occupied with their
duties.

Wandering in the gardens and speaking about the flowers was not something they did
often, and she felt a pang of unhappinessthat she might have missed the opportunity
to do it more now that they were no longer living under the same roof.

Finishing their circuit of the gardens, they made their way back to the table. Louise
could only admire Christian’s unapologetic attitude toward her father. The two men
sat in stoic silence, and the Duke was making no attempt at small talk. The disdain he
held for her father was even stronger now.

Unwilling to sit in silence for the remainder of the afternoon, however, Louise took
her seat and pointed to the primroses in an urn at the edge of the lawn.

“I may paint those this afternoon, Mama, as you have requested more sketches. |
adore their color.”

Her father grunted loudly. Then, he reached across the table, his thick fingers picking
up another scone as he gave her awithering look.

“You are aduchessnow, Louise. It is high time you pulled your thoughts away from
such trividities as plants and concentrated on being a good wife. Your duty is to
produce an heir. We can only hope you will not fail at that like the other women in
thisfamily.”

Everyone at the table went utterly still.



Christian shot the Earl a vicious glare. He noticed poor Lady Northbridge's cheeks
turning crimson at the insulting words spewing from her husband’ s mouth.

“You forget yourself, Sir,” he snapped, his voice like a whip between them. The Earl
paused, looking up at him in shock. “I have made it very clear that you will not
disrespect me in my own home. | did not believe it was necessary to extend that rule
to my wife, but | shall do so now. Never speak of her pursuits in such a manner

again.

The Earl’ s response was simply to laugh as though it were a great joke. His reaction
sickened Christian to his core, and he was reminded of that moment at the betting
tables, where the Earl had callously bet his daughter to the room at large.

The man was utterly heartless.

Christian uncrossed his legs, about to rise to tell him to remove himself from his
home, but Louise got there first.

“How dare you!”
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His eyes darted to his wife. Her face was red with rage, her eyes flashing with anger
he had ever seen from her.

“l do not know why | ever believed that you would be different now,” she spat.
“There was a part of me that thought if | complied with your wishes and did your
bidding, you might treat us more gently. But | was mistaken.”

She stood up, her hands clenched into fists, her body leaning slightly over the table,
her eyes spitting fire as she addressed her father. The venom in her voice was

startling, days of repressed fury pouring out of her.

“You will leave this house, Papa, before | throw you out. Mama, you will stay here,
and | will ensure that you are escorted home when you are ready.”

There was a stunned silence around the table, and Christian clenched his jaw to keep
himself from smiling. The Iron Harridan had spoken, and her will would be obeyed.

The Earl was still buttering his scone, staring up at his only daughter as though she
had gone quite mad.

“Did you not hear me?’ Louise bellowed.

The only sound now was the wind in the trees. Lady Northbridge was watching her
daughter with an expression of awe.

The silence stretched, and then the Earl was moving. He pushed his chair back so
hard that its metal frame ricocheted backward and bounced over the flagstones of the



terrace. His dark eyes were blazing with suppressed fury, but as he glanced at
Christian, he seemed to rein in his temper with a gargantuan effort.

“Your Grace,” he said stiffly but did not bow, “I shall see myself out.”

He spun on his heel, stalking away and back into the house.

Christian watched him, wondering if he should call Fenwick to escort the man to his
carriage to drum home the point, but he decided against it. Glancing at his wife, he
felt a rush of pleasure as their gazes met, a smile of satisfaction passing between
them.

CHAPTER 14

After atime, Christian rose and left the ladies to it, heading to his study to check the
letters that had been delivered.

He was accustomed to a great number of invitations, but since his marriage, they had
exploded to an unmanageable degree. He enjoyed Society to a point—it served a
purpose, after all—but he did not appreciate having his time monopolized by gossips
and simpering well-wishers.

| have a club to run, which | must go back to as soon as possible.

He entered his study and spotted the silver letter tray on his desk. He frowned as he
approached it.

Was there not a larger number than this when | reviewed them earlier?

Dismissing the thought, he assumed that Fenwick had gone through the pile and
sorted the wheat from the chaff as he often did with his correspondence.



Sitting down at his desk, Christian sifted through the pile, paying careful attention to
each letter. For many months now, he had given up hope that there would be a letter
from his brother, but he checked them eagerly just the same.

Lowering the envelopes to his lap, he turned in his chair to look out at the gardens.
His study was in a side wing of the house, and he could just see the edge of the table
where Louise and her mother were sitting.

| did not expect her to show such fire against her father.

Christian was ashamed to admit that when he had made the deal to marry Louise, he
had barely thought of who she was at al. Other than theirinterestingconversation at
the masguerade ball, he had believed her to be fairly unimportant—a pawn to her
father and a means to finding out the truth about Marcus's disappearance.

Now, he regretted dismissing her so easily. The Earl was a formidable man, three
times the size of his daughter, yet she had told him in no uncertain terms to leave
their home.

Our home.

That concept seemed foreign to him. His stomach clenched as he acknowledged, not
for the first time, that this marriage wasforever.Louise lived with him now. He would
see her every day for aslong asthey lived.

He looked down at the letters, unfolding the top one with more force than he had
intended and nearly ripping it in two.

It was yet another invitation, but this event he would definitely attend. The
Barringtons' ball was one of the most exclusive events of the Season. Christian and
Marcus had to prove themselves several times over to receive this particular



invitation. He would never dream of declining it.

He picked up his quill and wrote a short RSV P, before setting it aside with the letters
to be sent out later that day. Many of the other |etters were missives from his banker,
but there was also a thick envelope from Daniel Willis. Christian opened it swiftly,
finding inside the draft trust agreement for Louise. He reviewed it with some interest,
his blood thrumming pleasantly in his veins at the thought that his wife would forever
be protected from her father’ s misdeeds.

About half an hour later, a gentle knock sounded at the door.
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“Enter!” he called as he pulled on his coat, ready to leave for his club.

Louise came in, her face flushed from the chill outside, her eyes bright and curious.
They skimmed over him as she pushed open the door, and then she glanced nervously
at his desk. Christianhid a smile—what he wouldn't give to repeat those few
moments where he had held her in hisarms.

Another time, | am already late.

“My mother is leaving,” she said stiffly. “I wanted to ask if | could send her home in
your carriage.”

“Of course,” hereplied. “It is your carriage, too—Yyou do not need to ask.”
She nodded.

Christian expected her to leave, but instead, she stood there, clasping her hands
behind her back, her eyes darting around the room.

“1 wanted to thank you,” Louise said.

Christian tugged at his coat for the final time, raising an eyebrow at her curioudly.
“What for?’

L ouise hesitated.

Am | realy going to thank this man for helping me, when he is one of the most



arrogant men in England?

“For defending me against my father. Y ou did not have to do that.”

Christian scoffed, and she held back the urge to roll her eyes at his superior attitude.
“1 will not be insulted in my own home. Y ou are an extension of my position here, |
will not listen to him ridicule your pursuits either. Besides, you did not need me to

defend you—you did a good enough job of that yourself.”

He rounded the desk, pocketing a letter as he did so, and she felt a surge of unease at
him leaving again.

Is this what this marriage will be like? Me waiting for him to return from his club at
al hours of the night?

“Areyou leaving?’ she asked, irritated by the imploring tone of her voice.

Christian did not seem to notice, turning to face her and nodding as he straightened
his deeves. The jacket he was wearing was cut so close to his body that it looked like
a second skin.

“1 need to return to Orions, yes.”

“l know so little about it. My father has spoken many times about The Devils... Is
Orions so different?’

Christian snorted. “It is superior in every sense of the word. We have the finest
membership in London and alongwaiting list.”

Louise crossed her arms over her chest. “But what is it that makes it sosuperior? | do



not understand how one can be so different from the other.”

“Apart from your father’ s mismanagement and gambling, you mean?’

Louise balked at his tone and opened her mouth to argue, before closing it again in
dismay.

“Hedidgamble your life on a deck of cards,” Christian added, but his voice was softer
thistime.

He wasn’t crowing about it, Ssimply stating a fact.

| suppose there is no use in denying that my father has gambled away half of his
fortune. Everyone in London seemsto be aware of it.

“Well then, explain it to me. You are a founding member, are you not?’

Christian leaned back against his desk, impossibly tall and handsome. It seemed as
though he were contemplating whether to give up his valuable time to answer her
questions. Louise found that she wasdesperatefor him to stay and spend more time

with her—it was infuriating.

“Orions was set upbecauseof your father.”



Page 35

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:48 am
Louise frowned. “What? Why?’

“Do you remember many years ago when | met you in Northbridge Manor? We had
just had a particularly unpleasant interview with him.”

“Of course, | remember,” she declared. “ That was the first day | met Marcus.”

Christian’s jaw clenched as his hands came to rest on the desk, his knuckles white
against the wood. Louise waited for him to continue.

“We asked your father for an invitation to his club, and he refused. | told Marcus that
we did not need The Devils to be members of an exclusive club; we would start one
of our own. And we did. The decision was made in the carriage on the way back
home—I suppose | should be grateful to your father. | have made a lot of money
because of his prejudice.”

“And do you have many members?’

“Hundreds. Most of them are peers and members of Parliament.”

“Andisit as hard to join as my father’s club?’ she asked peevishly.

“Marcus and | vet every new member if that is what you mean. But the men who
come through our doors are not merely judged on good breeding, wealth, and wit.

They are required to have a certain something about them—I hate to be bored, you
understand, and | only allowinterestingfellowsto join Orions.”



L ouise chewed on her lip to keep from laughing. “Are you suggesting that my father
Is not interesting?’

“It hardly matters,” Christian proclaimed, his words clipped and cold. “He will never
be a member.”

“Are you still planning to destroy The Devils?’ Louise asked, a twinge of unease in
her gut. His arched eyebrow made her temper rise once more.

“Not necessarilydestroy it,” he replied solemnly, “but certainly continue to outshine
it. | intend for Orionsto rival any club in the city by next year.”

Louise stepped forward angrily. “You do realize that if you destroy my father's
livelihood, it will hurt my mother too?’

Christian bowed his head. “Naturally. But | am afraid, Duchess, that your father has
already destroyed a great deal of hislivelihood without any help from me.”

“Y ou would see my mother on the streets?’

Christian pursed hislips. “Might | remind you that | saved both you and your mother
from many lecherous men when | married you, Duchess? Lord Archibald Mortimer
was sniffing around, and he is a prig and a curmudgeon. He would have thought
nothing of turfing your mother out if it meant getting his hands on her townhouse.
Moreover, if | had not made this deal with your father, some fool might
haveboughtyour hand, only for your father to lose the money on aroll of adice.”

“You are being purposefully obtuse,” she spat.

Christian’s answering laugh made her blood boil. He stepped forward and pulled his
gloves out of his pocket, tugging them on with practiced ease. They were unmarked



and appeared brand new—flawless, just like the rest of him.

| wonder what he would do if | untied his cravat out of pure spite?

“Careful, Duchess,” he said in a rumbling, intimate voice that sent a shiver through
her. His eyes bored into hers without an ounce of apology. “You are playing a
dangerous game, and you do not know all the rules. Your father has backed himself
into acorner of his own making, and I am merely preventing him from escaping from
it.”

He pushed the leather button at the base of the glove through the narrow buttonhole,
never tearing his gaze away from her face.

“1 would argue that you should be doubly grateful to me,” he continued. “Y our father
iIsin my debt and therefore has littlepower over anything. | know what a bad man can
do to afamily if left unchecked.”

L ouise searched his face for any clue as to what he might be thinking or feeling, but
the mask was back in place. She longed to learn more about hislife.

“Is that what happened to your father? Did you manage to check him too?’ she
blurted out before she had fully thought through what she would say.

Christian grimaced as he stepped away, giving afinal tug to his coat, his eyes trained
on the floor.

“We are not here to speak about my father,” he said gruffly. “If yours behaves
himself, | may be willing to be lenient. He has nothing to fear if he does as he is told.
| am sorry for your mother, but she knows better than anyone the sort of man sheis
married to. We both know one has little agency in escaping such things.”



His eyes flashed at her then, anger and hurt roiling in their depths. Louise opened her
mouth to apologize, but before she could do so, he walked out of the room, leaving
her behind, with only the scent of his cologne for company.

CHAPTER 15

Louise left the study a minute or so later, her body heavy and sluggish as she
processed what Christian had said.
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He seemed so hurt.

She called for the carriage while trying to shake off the feeling. As she approached
the entryway, she found Lady Northbridge aready waiting for her.

“Is the Duke quite well”?” her mother asked. “He seemed furious when he left.”

Louise waved a hand dismissively. “He has gone to his club to attend to some
business.”

The two women embraced, and Louise plastered on a brave smile. “You will come to
visit again?’ she asked.

“Of course, | will,” her mother assured her. “Perhaps | will be able to come without
your father. | do not believe he lightens the atmosphere.”

“You may beright.”

“Good luck with your encyclopedia,” her mother said fondly. “Be sure to send me
any drawings you cannot use. | save them all.”

As her mother departed, Louise was reminded again of all the species she had yet to
catalog and al the work she would need to do to finish the book within the year.

Resolved to return to the gardens and start at once, she turned to head out, only to
find the Dowager Duchess standing in her path, watching her carefully.



She curtsied. “Good day,” she greeted, a little taken aback. “My apologies, | did not
seeyou.”

The Dowager Duchess said nothing, but then she raised her hand, indicating a small
parlor behind her, the door to which had been left gjar.

“Would you come and sit with me for a moment? There are some things | want to
discuss with you.”

Louise respectfully followed her into the parlor. It was a beautiful space with pale
green walls and gold etchings on the wallpaper. The furniture was a dark red,
contrasting with thepale carpet, and a merry fire heated the room to just the right
temperature.

The Dowager Duchess took a seat on the small settee on the side, and Louise lowered
herself onto the chaise longue opposite. It was an extremely uncomfortable thing that
needed reupholstering and fresh springs. She shifted in her seat, wondering whether
the Dowager Duchess had led her there deliberately.

“My son has left again, | see,” the Dowager Duchess muttered, glancing at the door
as though Christian might be eavesdropping.

“He has. | know his club isimportant to him.”

“Indeed, but he must be reminded of what else is important too. You are his wife.
Y ou should take precedence over his business.”

Isthis atest?

Louise shrugged a shoulder, saying nothing and waiting for the other woman to
continue.



“How much do you know about our family history, Duchess?’

“Please call me Louise,” Louise insisted, hating the title when her mother-in-law said
it amost as much as when Christian did.

“You must call me Sabine, then,” the Dowager Duchess said, giving her a long look
that was not quite a smile.

“To answer your question, Sabine, | know very little about your family history. Only
what Marcus told me. He spoke alittle about his struggles to be recognized in the ton
and the prejudices you have faced.”

Sabine nodded her head. “Y ou should know then that Christian and Marcus were both
born out of wedlock. | was a maid in the late Duke's household. His first wife was
unable to bear him children. Something blossomed between us that we couldn’t
ignore. Whatever Christian believes, we loved each other dearly.”

“l can believe t, | assureyou.”

Sabine sighed. “Christian never forgave his father for what he considered an insult to
al of us. He has never forgivenmefor the ‘struggles,” as you put it, that he and
Marcus have faced. The ton does not take kindly to bastards, Louise, no matter how
quickly my late husband claimed them.”

And Christian would have always been seen as a maid’'s son, not truly worthy of the
title of Duke at all.

“1 do not regret it,” the Dowager Duchess continued, her defiance strong in her voice.
“1 would do it again if | was given the choice, no matter the stain it would cast on my
marriage. My only regret is that Christian seems to despise love. To him, loveripped
his family apart and will always be something violent that taints the world around



him.”

L ouise shifted her weight on the chaise, eager to stand up and walk about the room.
She had not expected Sabine to be so open with her. Christian had alluded to his past,
as had Marcus, but both men had avoided elaborating on it, and she could understand
why.
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Is that what our marriage is going to be like? A business arrangement for all
time—loveless and devoid of any real feelings?

She knew that Christian had not had any desire to woo her or to truly take her as his
wife. She was away for him to learn what happened to Marcus, and she believed that
he would stop at nothing to get the answers he needed.

| never wished to marry him either. Thisis hardly a surprise, so why does it make me
feel so wretched?

L ouise would have been content to remain a spinster for the rest of her days, studying
flowers, working on her book, and never entertaining any thoughts of marriage. But
now that she did have a husband, she hated the idea that she would be condemned to
alifelike that of her parents.

She glanced at the Dowager Duchess's stoic expression.

“1 do not wish to upset you with this knowledge, you understand,” Sabine continued,
her hands twisting in her lap as she met Louise' s gaze. “I wish you to find happiness
in your own way. But | have lived a life of secrets under a shroud of lies and deceit.
That is no way to begin a partnership, and you deserve to know the truth.”

“Thank you, Sabine. | appreciate you telling me, and | am sorry that you have
suffered the prejudices of my classal your life.”

Sabine's smile was gentle. “I have made my choices, and as | said, | would not
change them, not even after losing my husband and knowing al that | know now.”



It was past eleven, and Louise had been sitting in her room, waiting for Christian to
arrive home for ailmost two hours. The fire was dying down to its embers, but she was
not even dressed for bed.

“1 am not going to take alover when | have awife to take my pleasure from...”

Christian’s words had been floating around in her head for most of the night. When
he had told her that he would be faithful to her, it had hardly mattered. She had been
angry with him and unconcerned about how he spent histime.

Now, having seen the desire in his eyes and felt the strength of his arms around her as
his tongue stroked hers, she could not put the thought out of her mind.

Many men have mistresses at their clubs. It is well-known and spoken of quite openly
in some circles. What if Christian is with another woman right now?

The thought was maddening. She did not want to care what he was doing behind
closed doors—she shouldnothave cared.

Andyet | do.

She rose from her chair and paced in front of the fire as she put a hand on her
stomach, feeling the pulse of nerves grow ever stronger the more minutes ticked by.

She glanced at the clock for what must have been the hundredth time, her irritation
spiking all the more when she recalled what his mother said to her earlier. If he did
not believe in love, what was to prevent him from spending every waking moment at
his club at the expense of all else?

Her hands clenched into fists as she made her decision.



| will not wait for my dear husband to grace me with his presence. If he thinks | shall
sit at home and be the dutiful wife, he is sorely mistaken.

Ten minutes later, she was climbing into the carriage beneath the watchful eye of a
weary-looking footman.

“Orions, please,” she ordered sharply as the rain lashed against the side of the
carriage, and she pulled her skirts through the door as it clicked shut behind her.

The sky was black as pitch, and the sound of the rain pelting the roof above her head
was almost deafening, but she would not be dissuaded from her course.

Her resolve did falter a little, however, as they made their way slowly through the
streets. Shadowy figures passed by the carriage in the darkness, unidentifiable shapes
moving through the gloom, some of them too close for comfort.

As she stared out, she saw a hulking man standing in a shop’s doorway and looking
up in the rain as he pulled off hisjacket and shirt, hollering into the night, the whites
of hiseyesvisible.

Nervous and frightened of anyone who might take an interest in the carriage, she
lowered the blind, the small candle above her head the only source of light as she
waited for them to reach their destination.

It seemed to take an age before she heard some shouting above her and the carriage
door was wrenched open. The footman stood in the deluge, soaked to the skin as she
swiftly climbed out.

“Go somewhere warm and eat something while you wait for us,” she instructed, and
the driver and footman trundled away.



As Louise turned to the club, she found herself unprepared for the sight of the door
before her. Not so many days ago, she had arrived here for the first time at her
father’ swhim, utterly unaware of the course her life would take from that moment.

She leveled the door with a hard stare.

| am no longer Louise Dawson. | am the Duchess of Egerton, and | am here to see my
husband.
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As she approached, the door was opened by a large, burly man sporting a livid scar

down one side of his face.

As soon as she stepped inside, the warm scent of leather invaded her nostrils. The
lights were low, a comforting glow making everything seem soft and inviting, but her
courage faltered when she found that it was just her and the giant standing in the
foyer.

“1 have come to see the Duke of Egerton,” she announced as loudly as she could.

The hulking creature walked behind the desk and, to her surprise, gave her agrin. He
was missing at least two teeth.

“Good evening, Your Grace.”

L ouise was twice amazed. The man spoke with an upper-class accent that rivaled her
own.

“His Grace isin his office at present, meeting with an associate. | will have someone
show you into the main room, and | will inform him that you are here.”

“Thank you,” she said, feeling raindrops trickling down her back. “Mr.... 7
“Jarvis, Your Grace. It's this way,” he murmured and pointed to her left, where

another door was half open. She could see cigar smoke in the air and hear the crackle
of afire.



“An associate, you say?’ she asked, unable to entirely mask the suspicion in her
voice.

“Indeed, Y our Grace. | will make sure that he knows you are here, waiting for him.”

L ouise scoffed. “Please do. | imagine he will bethrilledto hear it.”

CHAPTER 16

Louise was led into aroom filled with men. A few women of her class, perhaps wives
and mothers, were also seated at intervals throughout the room, but it was a
masculine and pompous environment.

She was approached by a servant almost immediately as she took off her coat, and
she ordered a glass of sherry while she waited. She was painfully aware of severa
eyes turning to stare at her and hovered awkwardly in the doorway, unsure what to
do.

The room itself was decorated exquisitely, and no expense had been spared on the
furnishings. A few card tables were scattered throughout the room, their dark green
tops and mahogany surrounds giving the space a sophisticated air.

It was a long room, reaching back through an archway where more tables were
visible. Men sat in armchairs, reading newspapers or conversing quietly. Louise
released a slow breathwhen her drink arrived, and her fingers clutched at the glass
desperately as shetried to appear as though she belonged there.

Lifting her chin, she walked between the tables, trying to affect the same disdain that
Christian radiated wherever he went.

Onetablein particular caught her eye as she passed it. There was a man at the head of



it, with a set of cards in his hands, which he was examining with his quizzing glass.
She moved to the arched doorway ahead of her, and when the man seemed to think
she was out of earshot, he leaned toward his companion.

“The Iron Harridan has arrived, Sir. The Duke has allowed her out to play, it seems.”

His companion snorted loudly, glancing over at Louise. She met his gaze steadily. He
did not look in the least embarrassed to have been caught gossiping about her.

| wonder what Christian would say if | told him to throw him out.

She continued on, but the second room was far worse than the first. Many of the
patrons glanced over their newspapers at her as she walked by, and several began to
whisper. The sounds grew louder as she reached the fireplace and took a seat for lack
of anything better to do. She curled her fingers into the skirts of her gown, nervous
about the new rumors being spread about her.

“1 wondered when she would show her face,” said a portly man at a chair a few feet
from her. The volume of his voice was not appropriate for conversation in such a
closed space. “Her father still owes me fifty pounds from the last time he played the
tables at White’'s. | wonder if the Duke is shouldering the burden of paying off
Northbridge’ s debts.”

L ouise seethed quietly and sipped her sherry, her fingers clenching into afist.

Did no one have any ounce of respect anymore? Was she forever to be tarnished by
her father’s vices?

“He overlooked the burden of taking her on in the first place,” said the man's
companion. “I hear Fortescue had bruising for weeks after she assaulted him. It was
bad form, and she deserves everything she gets. The Northbridges should count



themselves lucky to have the Duke' s patronage.”

L ouise stood up abruptly. Both men stopped speaking, and she walked slowly toward
them, holding her glass loosely in her hand.

I’ d recognize that voice anywhere.

“Good evening, Lord Mortimer,” she said evenly. “What a pleasure to see you
again.”
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Lord Mortimer eyed her warily, his neck turning a dark shade of red as the other
man—was his name Armitage?—attempted to sink into his chair.

“1 am so pleased to see you here tonight,” Louise continued. “My husband has told
me a great many things about the game you played with my father some weeks ago.”

Both men stared at her in astonishment, but she had been the subject of gossip and
slander for long enough. The rage burning beneath her skin could not be quelled by

propriety.
“It isinteresting to me, therefore, to hear you speaking so ill of my family,” she said
softly, keeping her voice low, her eyes on Lord Mortimer. “I understand you had

offered a princely sum for my hand. Strange, then, that you believe my family name
isworthless.”

Lord Mortimer cleared histhroat several times, his eyes dark and angry.

“Is there anything amiss?’

Louise spun around to find the Duke of Stonewell, the man behind the bull mask at
the masquerade ball, standing before her. He was not looking at her, however. His

cold glare was fixed on Mortimer and Armitage.

“Are you making a nuisance of yourself again, Armitage?’ he drawled. “Because you
have aready been given awarning.”

“1 was having aprivateconversation with my friend here, and the lady interrupted us.



That is hardly my fault,” Armitage spluttered in outrage.

“Private conversations aren't usually held withinearshot, are they?’ Louise asked,
sipping her sherry. “I do not think you quite understand what it means to hold your
tongue.”

Armitage and Mortimer leaned forward in their chairs to protest most violently, but
the Duke of Stonewell cleared his throat and stepped between them and L ouise.

“Duchess, perhaps | might introduce you to my sister before you come to blows with
the whole of the club,” he offered stiffly and held out a hand to show her the way.

L ouise shot Mortimer another baleful glare before following the Duke.

| suppose | have not helped my reputation by speaking my mind, but | will not be
slandered by idiotic men who see themselves as superior to me.

The Duke of Stonewell followed her out of the room and led her to a smaller
antechamber where the smoke was not quite so thick. In the corner of the room sat a
young woman about Louise's age, her long dark hair tied around her head with a
multitude of ribbons and sparkling pins. She looked up as they entered and smiled
politely as her brother approached her. She rose, and Louise was struck by how tall
she was. She wasstrikingly beautiful, and the smile on her face was broad and
genuine.

“Charlotte, this is the Duchess of Egerton. Duchess, thisis my sister, Lady Charlotte
Harding.”

The two women curtsied to one another as Charlotte glanced at her brother
quizzically.



“What is the matter?’ she asked, a slight frown creasing her brow. “You look as
though you have swallowed awasp.”

The Duke of Stonewell’ s stern expression did not change much, but he shot his sister
a withering look before turning to Louise. “I am sorry for what they said, Duchess,”
he said stiffly. “But you cannot confront our members in such a manner without good
warning.”

Louise’s heart pattered wildly at being admonished, but then the Duke continued.
“We need to ensure that we have the right security togjectthem at such moments. If
you give me notice in advance, | can be fully prepared to throw them out for their
impertinence.”

There was a hint of humor in his voice, but his mouth was stern and angry, his eyes
cold. Louise wondered if he ever smiled at al. Many men of his age had laughter
lines and faint wrinkles around their mouths, but his face was smooth.

He really was quite intimidating.

“Was someone being rude to you?’ Charlotte asked, looking just as irritated as her
brother. “Who was it? We must tell Christian.”

“1 will tell him,” the Duke insisted. “1 have brought the Duchess here so that she can
be out of their company for a time. Please entertain her while | see what is keeping
Christian.”

He stalked out, his sister watching him with thinly veiled exasperation.

“1 do not know why he is surprised by members of this club being high-handed and
rude. Heisjust as bad as them.”



L ouise laughed at that.

Charlotte grinned at her. “Were they terribly rude to you?’

“It was not so bad. My reputation precedes me, | think.”
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“Hal You should spend some time with the women in my circle, Your Grace. | can
assure you, your reputation is deemed a triumph, not something to be derided.”

L ouise searched Charlotte’ s face for any hint of sarcasm. “Isthat so?’

“Absolutely. Men will always be horrified when a woman defends herself. | thought
it was marvelous.”

“| did break his nose.”

“Yes, and seeing as Lord Fortescue enjoys looking down it so much, | hope it has
made his entire perspective crooked.”

L ouise was laughing so hard now. She had not interacted with the Duke of Stonewell
often, but his sister seemed to be the absolute opposite of him—she lit up the room.

The two ladies settled in their chairs, and Charlotte eyed Louise' s glass.

“Is that sherry? What an excellent idea.” She called over a waiter to order herself a
glass and then sat back in her chair, studying Louise with some interest. “If you don't
mind my asking, what is being married to the Duke of Egerton like? | have known
him for some time.”

“And...?”

“Oh, Christian is one of my favorite people in the world, but I would not wish to be
married to him.” Charlotte paused, swallowing hard. “Not to say... Sorry, that was



rather crass.”
Louise chuckled. “Not at all. It is rather refreshing to hear another lady speak her
mind. It has been... interesting, so far. | suppose you know the circumstances of our

marriage?’

“A little. But it is not my business. My brother says you are terribly sensible and will
straighten Christian right out—and he is rarely wrong.”

L ouise hesitated, strangely touched by those words. “ Thank you... | think.”

“Mustyou make a nuisance of yourself in my club?’

L ouise turned to see Christian striding into the room. His hair looked |ess perfect than
usual, a lock falling over his forehead. She stared at it, a surprising pulse of heat

rushing through her.

| wonder what he is truly like when that cold, prim facade falls away and he allows
himself to let loose.

But then what he had just said registered, and her irritation flared.

“1 have not been making anuisanceof myself,” she said icily. “I have been explaining
to the members of your club why they are not permitted to ridicule me.”

Christian’ s eyes narrowed. “Ridicule you?’

“Yes, me and my father.”

Christian glanced at the door, his face darkening. “Who were they?’ he barked.



“It is clearly no matter, considering | was making anuisanceof myself.”

“Good evening, Christian,” Charlotte said hastily, looking between them with deep
amusement. “1 very much approve of your wife.”

Christian turned to her with such irritation on his face that Louise recoiled at it, but
Charlotte ssimply met his gaze with awan smile.

“Excuse me, Charlotte, | would like to have a word with mywife.”

And without any warning, he gripped Louise’s arm and dragged her out of the room.
“Let go of methisinstant,” Louise protested as Christian led her through the club.

He avoided overly occupied rooms, finaly veering down a narrow corridor and
toward a private room. It was a room that he and Gabriel had used when they first
opened the club and needed a place where no one could find them.

He dragged her inside and closed the door behind him.

She wrenched her arm free, huffing. “Is this any way to treat your wife?’
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Christian rounded on her, the anger he had kept at bay until now bubbling to the
surface. “What on earth are you doing here, Louise? It is past midnight. | was about
to head home when Gabe told me you had turned up unannounced.”

“Am | not allowed to enter your club?’

“1 would prefer that you did not travel across London in the dead of night to do so,
certainly. Anything could have happened to you!” he shouted.

“S0, | am to remain in the house until you give me permission to leave it, is that it?”’
she snapped.

“Of course not, that is not what | said!” He lowered his voice. “Was there a reason
you came?”’

“Other than the fact that you left me alone in the house tonight? That we have been
married for less than two days, and you have left for your club on both of them?”’

“Thisismy business!” he argued.

“And | am not?’ she thundered. “No matter what you choose to believe, Christian,
you have taken awife, and you cannot ignore me forever.”

He advanced on her, his expression morphing into a scowl as she took a step back.
She was frightened, but she seemed determined to stand her ground.

My fiery harridan will not be tamed easlly.



She backed away further until her legs hit a high-back chair that faced the fire. Her
body stiffened, and she threw her hands back, gripping the armrests tightly.

“And how am | ignoring you, wife? Did you miss me?’ he asked, watching the anger
blaze anew in her eyes.

L ouise scoffed derisively. “1 am alone in the house, Christian. Would you expect me
to be happy with my own company forever?’

She truly is magnificent when she is furious with me.

Christian stepped forward and raised his hand, his fingers hovering over her hairline.
He fought the urge for as long as he could, but eventually, he could resist no more
and took a long, deep breath. Her scent surrounded him, like rosemary in the
breeze—intoxicating and bewitching at once.

She shuddered as he closed the distance between them, his eyes roving over her body,
lingering on her perfect breasts as they rose and fell with every harsh breath.

“Would you believe meif | told you | missed you too?’ he asked, his hand skimming
over her arm and up toward her neck.

Louise tensed as he tucked a loose strand behind her ear.

“Do not ruin my hair, Christian,” she warned. “It took my maid hoursto styleit, and |
am not walking out of this club looking like... ” She flushed beautifully, and his heart
soared at the sight.

“Looking like what, Duchess? As though you have been ravished by your husband?’
he purred. His hands moved down to her waist and pulled her against him roughly,
making her shiver. “Are you sure you do not want them to see you flushed and



undone at my hand?’

Their noses brushed as he rested his forehead against hers. Louise was breathing
heavily, her hands slowly moving from the armrests to grasp his forearms. Christian
felt the satisfying bite of victory as her fingers tightened around him.

| must have her. | cannot hold back any longer!

Slowly, his hand moved down her body.

“| can feel you shaking,” he said, his voice hoarse. “Just say the word, and | will take
you right here. You will experience al of the beauty that can exist between us

without the risk of producing an heir, | assure you.”

“Y-You will unhand me,” she stuttered, leaning backward as his hands came up to
support her.

A fierce longing welled up within him then. He wanted her to confess how much she
desired him. Her body and her eyes showed it, but her expression was forever

shuttered and cold—it was maddening.

“You'll have to tell me you do not want me, Duchess,” he said, leaning back to ook
at her. Her eyes were such a glorious shade of blue.

Only the crackling of the fire broke the silence. Christian waited, the weight of her
hands branding his skin, the pulsing heat between his legs impossible to endure.

“Tell me,” he demanded, uttering the words like a prayer.

When she remained silent, her eyes dark with lust, his patience snapped. He gripped
her tightly, pulling her sideways and walking her backward until her back hit the



wall.
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She let out asmall cry of shock as he gripped her wrists in his hands and pinned them
above her head, before he crushed his lips to hers and pressed his body against hers.

Louise let out a beautiful moan of surrender as she melted against him, going pliant
and supple just as she had done before. Christian groaned, keeping one hand on her
wrists as the other trailed down her body to grip her thigh.

He lifted her leg and thrust his hips forward, knowing from her shuddering cry that
she could feel how much she was affecting him. He wanted to ruin her, consume her,
and show the world that she belonged to him.

He thrust his hips forward again, his hand moving down her thigh and toward the
sweet heat between her legs. But just as he did so, the promise he had made to her
echoed in his mind like a warning. With a groan of frustration, he released her,
slapping his palms against the wall and pushing himself off her.

He turned away and breathed deeply, trying to compose himself, ashamed that he had
been moments from taking her against the wall.

What kind of man must she think me to be when | cannot even control myself or keep
my promises?

“Christian?’

“You should leave,” he snapped, straightening his clothes, his breeches painfully tight
against his groin.



“Wh-What?’

He whirled around and closed the space between them once again. There were fading
red marks around her wrists and afirein her eyes.

“1f you do not leave this room thisinstant,” he gritted out, “I will not be able to keep
my word. | will take you just as | want you—right here, right now—and the whole
club will know what we have been doing.” He sucked in a sharp breath, inhaling her
scent and closing his eyes against the need raging inside him. He wrenched himself
away from her. “1 will escort you out.”

CHAPTER 17

Louise followed Christian out of the club in silence.

She noticed that there were far fewer stares this time, with her husband by her side.
The members seemed to recognize that they could not misbehave or be quite so rude
in his presence.

They will simply talk about me behind my back as they did before.

She smoothed her hand over her hair as they walked, ensuring that it was not
disheveled, a dark heat burning beneath her skin. She had never felt so desperate for
another person before. His touch set her skin on fire in a thousand new ways she had
never expected.

She had rarely witnessed desire between a woman and a man. Her mother and father
were demure and private in one another’ s company, and over the years, her father had
become scathingand cruel. She tried hard to think of a time when they had displayed
some form of affection, but she came up empty.



If Christian had not stopped, | am not sure | would have either.

The knowledge was alarming. Louise had always been proud of her self-control and
her steely command of her faculties. There had been many instances since the
incident with Lord Fortescue where she had held her tongue in the face of biting

remarks about her character.

But when it came tolust, all decorum seemed to evaporate. It was amost as though
Christian was making her reckless.

She glared at his back, remembering the heat of his body against her, the vicious
pleasure she had felt when he pressed her against the wall and pushed his tongue into

her mouth.

She cleared her throat, glancing around as though the truth of their time together was
written all over her face.

They emerged into the foyer, where the faithful Jarvis was standing as though he had
been waiting for them.

“My carriage, please, Jarvis,” Christian ordered briskly.

“Already waiting for you, Y our Grace,” Jarvis murmured.

Christian nodded, before turning to Louise. He looked untouchable, cold, and
authoritative once more.

“1 cannot leave right now,” he said. “| have some business to attend to.”

He glanced behind her at the door they had just come through and shifted his weight
from foot to foot.



“Was this the associate you were meeting with?’ she asked, unable to mask her
curiosity.

Christian raised his eyebrows, but instead of dismissing her question as she had
expected, he took a small step toward her.
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“1 was meeting with the constable investigating Marcus' s disappearance,” he revealed
softly.

Louise felt a shiver of unease run through her. “Is there any news?’

Christian studied her for a few seconds before he sniffed and cocked his head.
“Nothing. The constable wrote to me recently to tell me that they had found Marcus's
carriage, but they had not discovered a body. | was trying to ascertain if he views the
case as closed or if they will continue the search.”

“And will they?’

Christian paused. “They will not.”

Louise’s shoulders slumped. This could only mean one thing...

She was desperate for Marcus to be safe, but her hope was dwindling.

“Come,” Christian said darkly, “we must get you home.”

He clicked his fingers, and a servant materialized with her coat. Christian took it and
held it out to her. Louise frowned at him but did not argue, turning to allow him to

drape it over her shoulders. His hands lingered on her for just a moment.

The rain was coming down in sheets as she looked out the door; the dim light from
the oil lamp highlighted the deep puddies and oozing mud on the street.



As the sound of horses hooves approached, Christian walked out into the deluge,
careless of the fat raindrops soaking him through in seconds. He waited for the
carriage to arrive and waved away the footman who opened the door for her.

“Are you making sure that | leave?’ she asked.

“1 did tell you what would happen if you remained,” he growled. “Perhaps | should
come with you in the carriage.”

“And what would you do if you did,Y our Grace?’

Christian stepped up to her, raindrops running down his sharp cheekbones, his eyes
flashing. “ Perhaps we should find out.”

Louise sucked in a breath, uncertain yet thrumming with desire. She was about to
climb into the carriage when she heard a faint sound that she could not place.

Despite the rain, she turned around, hearing Christian’s sigh of exasperation as she
listened carefully.

There it was again. A mewling little noise, like a child in pain, but half as quiet. She
looked around for its source, conscious of the silent street and the ominous shadows
moving in the distance. It was not wise to linger in the street at almost one o’ clock in
the morning, but she could not help it.

Suddenly, she thought she saw something moving across the corner of the step.
Edging closer, she saw a tiny bundle on the edge of the step, soaked to the bone, its
little eyes peering up at her plaintively.

“Oh my goodness, Christian. Look! It is a kitten,” she gasped, crouching down,
careless of the mud staining her skirts and holding out a hand. “Come here,



sweetheart.” She clicked her tongue. “Come on, sweetie,” she whispered. “It’s all
right, I won’t hurt you.”

She remained in a crouched position for several minutes. The rain soaked through
every layer of her clothing, but she refused to move. She was utterly drenched. She
crept forward as Christian let out an exasperated growl.

“Would you get in the damn carriage, Louise? Thisisridiculous.”

But she would not be deterred. Asher hair slowly came loose and fell about her
shoulders, she remained where she was, waiting for the animal to trust her enough to
approach her.

Eventually, after what felt like hours of coaxing, she was finaly able to get close
enough to it to pick it up.

It was impossible to discern what color the kitten was. It was shivering violently,
mewing every now and then in fear, and its fur was so soaked that it simply looked
black.

“Now, what will you do with it?’ Christian asked in a frustrated tone. “Y ou are not
taking that back to the house. | like thingsin order... and free of fur!”

Louise cradled the kitten in her arms. “What would you have me do? Leave it here to
die?’

“The creature is hardly our concern. | imagine its mother abandoned it—it might be
il or the runt of the litter.”

“Do not listen to him,” Louise cooed at the little furball in her arms. “He doesn’t
know how special you are, does he?’



When she looked back at him, Christian was watching her with a strange expression,
but he shook it off and glowered at her.
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“Louise, you arenottaking that thing home with you.”

“Then we shall remain in the rain until dawn,” she replied stubbornly, sticking out her
chin and hugging the kitten close to her chest.

“Can’t you be reasonable, wife?’

“1 cannot believe you would leave this poor creature to fend for itself on a night like
this.”

“All right, fine!” he hissed, his eyes darting to the doorway, where Jarvis was
watching their exchange with amusement. “But if thatthinggets under my feet, it will
be out of the house within twenty-four hours. Is that understood?’

L ouise climbed into the carriage, deliberately choosing not to answer him.
“Thank you,Y our Grace. We are both most grateful.”

“You redlize that if | die from fever after standing in the cold all night, it will be that
kitten's fault.”

“Then you had better go inside,” she said smartly and pulled the door closed behind
her before the carriage took off.

She felt the warm lump in her arms snuggle deeper into her coat, and despite her
soaking-wet dress, she tried to ensure that it was warm, feeling it quivering beneath
her fingers.



She glanced back as the carriage slowly moved through the pouring rain and was
surprised to see Christian still standing outside, showing no inclination to go back
into the club. He had an odd expression on his face, as though he were trying to work
something out.

Louise sat back in her seat and stroked the kitten in her arms, a smile that she could
not explain playing on her lips.

CHAPTER 18

By the time Louise arrived home, she was shivering violently. The carriage had
offered little protection from the cold, and she kept the kitten close to her breast as
she walked into the house.

Fenwick was standing by as she passed her hat and gloves to a footman, but she
struggled with the cat in her hands.

“Fenwick, would you assist me, please?’ she asked.
The butler stepped forward and held out his hand for her gloves, his face contorting in
consternation when he was handed a small ball of wet fur. He stared at the cat and

then at Louise. It aimost looked as though he were hiding a smile.

“1 found her in the rain on the steps of the club. | could not just leave her behind.
Could you tell my maid to draw me a bath, please? | am chilled to the bone.”

Louise felt a sharp pang of guilt for giving such an order at alate hour, but she was so
cold she did not think even her bed would warm her. The butler, however, did not

look in the least bit annoyed by the request, nodding to a maid who scurried away.

“1 shall have a bowl brought to your bedchamber, Your Grace,” he said, his fingers



gently stroking the kitten. It was mewing unhappily again, and as Louise took it back
from him, she frowned.

“A bowl, Fenwick? What do you mean?’

“1 believe the kitten may need a bath too, Y our Grace. It israther cold.”

Louise smiled at him. The butler’s eyes twinkled as he watched the cat. It was clear
from his expression that he had no objection to the new addition to the household.

“Very good, Fenwick, thank you.”

“Shall | have some fish sent up? | believe thereis still some from supper.”

Louise' ssmile grew. “Do you like cats, Fenwick?’

“Very much, Your Grace. My mother had cats al her life. This one looks very small.
It cannot be more than afew months old.”

“Some fish would do very well, thank you.”

Louise ran up the stairs, and she felt sharp claws dig into her arm as the kitten looked
around it with interest. Although it had been asleep in the carriage, it was now
wriggling violently, trying to explore. She put it on the floor after she entered her
room and watched its tiny legs move across the floorboards, its claws clicking against
the wood.

“1 hope you like your new home,” she said fondly as she removed her sodden dress,
goosebumps rising on her skin.
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The kitten wondered about the room, sniffing everything in its path. A few maids
eventually entered with buckets of steaming hot water and began to fill the tub. Then,
one of them placed a small bowl! on Louise' s dressing table.

“You are not going to enjoy this very much,” she said to the cat as she picked it up
and brought it over to the dressing table. “But it is better than the rain, | assure you,
and you will at least be warm.”

Without further ado, she sank the kitten up to its neck in the water, which was gently
steaming, but it quickly darkened with grime. With a flannel cloth, she began to clean
the mud and filth of London from the kitten’s body, slowly revealing a tabby cat with
beautiful markings down its back.

The kitten mewed pitifully, but Louise was determined to ensure that it was entirely
clean. As she wiped the crusty gunk from the creature's eyes, it started to look less
like a goblin and morelike an animal. Louise smiled as the kitten stopped shivering
and relaxed in the water.

“Your bath isready, Your Grace,” her maid called.

Louise nodded and stepped back so they could undress her. She watched the kitten
play with the cloth she was now wrapped in.

Once she was submerged in the water, Louise closed her eyes, letting her head rest
against the tub’s edge. She opened them to find the kitten tucking into alittle plate of
white fish, looking much livelier.



“I’ll have to give you a name,” she mused as her maid returned with the soap and
proceeded to wash her.

As she relaxed in the water, the cloth moving gently over her back, she couldn’t stop
thinking about Christian.

He had shown a great lack of restraint in the club, given how close he had come to
breaking his promise. Louise was ashamed that she had longed for him to take her
right then and there, the consequences be damned.

The magnetic pull she felt toward him was ever-present. Even when she had seen him
in awolf mask, he had fascinated her—before she even knew who he was. The way
he had pinned her wrists above her head, making her utterly helpless, had shocked
her.

For such a ruthless man, he can certainly be seductive. Whenever he touches me, |
cannot help but melt into him. It isinfuriating!

Eventually, the hot water warmed her muscles, and she was not as chilled as she had
been. As she stepped out of the tub, her maid draped her robe around her, and she
pulled it tighter around herself before walking over to achair at the side of the room.

Pulling her shawl off the back, she tied it in a loop and placed it on the floor. She
beckoned to the kitten, who immediately came over and settled on the soft fabric. It
was so tired its eyes closed immediately, and she watched it drift off to sleep, happy
that she had done something good that night.

As the maid approached with a towel to dry her hair, the door swung open and
Christian walked in.

“Thank you, | will takeit from here,” he said sharply.



The maid glanced at Louise and then at him hesitantly. Christian held out his hand for
the towel, which she dutifully gave him, and waited for her to leave. He then closed
the door behind her and turned to Louise, raising his eyebrows.

“Itisdtill aive, | see,” he remarked, glancing down at the kitten with some disdain.

“You will be appalled to learn that your butler loves cats and has sent up some fish
for it to eat,” Louise said primly.

Christian furrowed his brow as he approached them. He seemed enormous compared
to the tiny animal, but the kitten was content to nestle in its new warm bed.

L ouise started as Christian began to dry her hair with the towel, taking the full length
of it and sgueezing the water out of the long strands.

She remained perfectly still, watching the look of concentration on his face as he saw
to the task.

With a gentle touch to her shoulder, he turned her around so her back was facing him.
She drew in a shallow breath as he gently pulled her robe down and proceeded to dry
her neck and shoulders.

“Did you wish to speak to me?’ she asked, her voice alittle hoarse.
The movements of the towel paused briefly and then resumed. “I did. | met a man
tonight in my club who | wish to introduce you to. He is a botanist and was most

intrigued by your encyclopedia.”

Louise’ s excitement grew as she imagined Christian seeking out an academic for her
to speak to.



“Did you know he was a botanist when you introduced yourself?’

“lI may have,” he answered playfully. “He is an odd sort of fellow. But people who
enjoy plants generaly are.”

L ouise could not help laughing at that. “ People who enjoy plants are far cleverer than
those who enjoypeople.Plants are beautiful companions.”

“Until they die,” Christian said wryly, “or poison you.”
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“How strange your mind is,” she mused. “I wonder how you get anything done with
suspicions like that.”

There was a brief silence as he continued to dry her shoulders, and then, as her heart
began to beat wildly in her chest, he turned her again so that she was looking up into
his stoic expression.

“When can | meet him?’ she whispered.

“That is not important right now,” he said, the back of his hand trailing over the line
of her collarbone, making her shudder.

His lips curled into a knowing smile as he brushed his fingers over her skin. Louise
was convinced that he could hear her heart. Her skin felt so hot she could barely draw

in afull breath.

His hand moved to the damp hair hanging down her back, and he brushed it over her
shoulder, running his fingers through it reverently.

“Why isit not important, Y our Grace?’ she asked without thinking.

His fingers instantly tightened around her hair, his lips thinning in displeasure. “ Call
me that again,Y our Grace, and see what happens.”

“Itishardly my fault. It isaforce of habit,” she protested.

But as he stepped closer to her, the words died in her throat.



“My name,” he said, his voice softening as his fingers came up to the hem of her
robe, “is Christian, and | would have you say my name tonight... | would have you
scream it.”

Louise’s mouth fell open in shock as he began to peel the robe off her body.

Prevent this. Stop him!

But she did not—could not. The feel of his fingers as they brushed against her flesh
was maddeningly addictive, and with the kiss earlier that night, she could not resist
him any longer. Her mind was consumed with what his body did to her, as, even now,
shefelt the familiar pulse of need deep in her core.

Slowly, he pulled her robe aside, baring her body to him inch by inch. Louise was
trembling now, wondering if his arrogant gaze would soften at the sight of her
nakedness.

Christian could barely believe she was alowing this, but as he slowly moved the
fabric aside, she did not attempt to stop him.

His wife was exquisite, her voluptuous figure stunning in its perfection as he ran his
eye over her tight waist and pert breasts. His mind was running wild with everything
he wanted to do to her, but he also knew he had made her a promise.

He allowed his eyes to admire her for alittle while longer, breathless at the shape of
her waist and the roundness of her hips. Then, having looked his fill, he pulled the
robe back over her shoulders.

“You are glorious,” he murmured as the worry in her eyes slowly faded. “I am
honored to be able to behold such a beauty.”



“And which do you prefer, this or the |ce Queen?’

He chuckled. “Y ou will not speak of yourself in that matter, my Duchess. Y ou cannot
be an |Ice Queen when you are made of such fire.”

His hand cupped her jaw, and he leaned forward, placing a tender kiss on her lips
before pulling back.

“Earlier, | told you there were many things that a man and a woman could do without
the risk of producing an heir,” he said as his eyes twinkled in the firelight. “Will you
allow me to show you some of them? | will not break my promise and take you
tonight, but | cannot be parted from you for a moment longer.”

L ouise was panting as he stepped closer, and she trembled against him as he ran his
hands over her waist.

“One word from you, and | will leave you be,” he said, kissing down her neck as her
fingers gripped his shoulders. A low moan escaped her throat as he pulled her hips
against his. “One word and | will leave you to your bed.”

There was a pause, as though L ouise were debating what she would allow him to do.
But as his fingers curled into the fabric of her robe, she spoke two words that almost
undid him completely.

“Show me.”

Christian did not need to be asked twice. With a grow! of desperate desire, he lifted
her off her feet and spun her around, before lowering her onto the bed. She stared up

at him in wonder.

“You are beautiful, Louise,” he said as he tugged his coat off his shoulders. “I cannot



believe that | resisted your charmsfor so long.”

She let out a cry of surprise as he leaned over the bed, gripping the sides of her robe
and pulling it open to bare her body to him once again. He lowered himself over her,
running his nose over her neck.
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“You smell like lavender,” he murmured. “It isintoxicating.”

Then, he took her lips in a searing kiss. His hand ran over her side as his fingers
caressed her slowly, giving her time to get used to his attention.

She gasped, and he thrust his tongue into her mouth, their lips colliding and
connecting in an endless dance as his hand slowly trailed down her body.

He pulled back, trying to seeif there was any hesitation in her expression.
“Areyou sure?’ he asked, stilling above her.
She nodded, her eyes glassy.

Christian lowered his hand, running it down her stomach and her mound until his
fingers dlid into the juncture of her thighs.

Louise’'s hands were clenched in the covers, her breasts rising and falling
rhythmically as she panted beneath him.

“1 shall show you how | can give you pleasure without breaking my word, Louise,
and it will bemypleasure to watch you come undone at my hand.”

Slowly, he began to move his finger against her wet heat, circling the sensitive nub
with minimal pressure at first. Louise closed her eyes and let out a quiet moan, her
legs falling open asthetip of hisfinger prodded her entrance.



Her eyes opened as she looked down at him.

“All right?’

“Yes,” shesaid quietly. “Keep going.”

She moaned as he dlid his finger into her, and he felt her walls clench around him.
She swallowed, her hands gripping the covers harder as her back arched off the bed,
her breasts rising into the air—a perfect image that he knew he would never forget.
He withdrew his finger and dlid it back into her, curling the tip as her body quivered
with pleasure. Moans escaped her lips as he began to thrust into her, gently at first

and then faster as her body came alive for him.

Unable to resist any longer, Christian lowered himself between her legs, withdrawing
his finger and lapping at her entrance instead.

Louise covered her face with her hands, her legs opening further as he pushed his
tongue against her repeatedly until she was screaming in ecstasy.

Christian continued to pleasure her, watching as she reached her peak with a
stuttering, jerky movement that he wished to see again and again.

He collapsed to the floor, staring at the marvel that was his wife. She had come alive
for him, her body writhing and singing beneath him just as he had imagined it.

| never knew taming the Iron Harridan would elicit such exquisite pleasure.

CHAPTER 19

Louise lay in the bed, staring at the ceiling and trying to catch her breath. Her body



was pliant and soft, the curve of her back smooth against the cool sheets.

She looked down her still naked body to Christian, who was leaning against the bed,
his head turned away from her.

Slowly, she pulled her robe around herself again and sat up. Christian rose aso and
turned to her with a soft smile, holding out his hand. She took it, and he pulled her
out of bed, before tenderly wrapping her robe around her.

“Areyou well?’ he asked.

L ouise watched him carefully, sensing a change in him that she wasn't certain what it
meant. “Quite well. Areyou?”’

He kissed her cheek. It was strangely formal, and she felt a shiver that had nothing to
do with pleasure run down her spine.

“l1 amverywell, | assure you,” he said casually and went to the chair beside the bed to
fetch her nightgown.

Louise watched his lazy movements. Without his coat on, he looked disheveled and
informal, but his expression made her uneasy.

He seems dismissive suddenly, as though he already got what he wanted and now he
will move on.
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He returned to her, holding her nightgown, and she felt an odd desire to cover herself.
As if he heard her thoughts, he slowly peeled her robe off her shoulders and pulled
her nightgown over her head.

Asthe fabric slid over her head and his face was revealed to her again, the distance in
his eyes had waned, and she was flooded with relief.

“That was wonderful,” he said, his tone genuine. “I told you we could still give each
other pleasure without breaking your rule.”

Louise smiled faintly. “Will you sleep here?’ she asked. But as soon as the words | eft
her lips, she knew the question had been a mistake.

Christian’ s easy manner evaporated, and he stepped back, glancing at the window.

It was almost four o’clock in the morning, but it was still dark outside. The street
below, usualy rumbling with movement, was utterly silent. Louise shivered as a
chilly draft seeped through the window.

“No, | shal return to my room.” The words sounded forced, and the smile he gave
her was not the easy, genuine one he had given her only moments ago. “| hope you
enjoyed yourself.”

Does he know how dismissive that sounds?

Christian straightened, leveling her with athoughtful stare. “This marriage is what we
intended it to be,” he added. “It will be nothing more than a respectful agreement.



Pleasure can still be involved, but we don't have to act asif we arein love. It isnot as
though that will exist in our future, isit?’

Louise felt cold to her core. It was true—they did not love one another, but she felt as
though he had used her and cast her aside when he was finished. Anger flared in her
gut.

“And sleeping in my bed meansyou are in love with me, doesn’t it?’ she snapped.

He laughed it off as he picked up his coat and draped it over his arm, smoothing it
until it was perfectly straight.

“It would set a precedent neither of usis interested in.” She opened her mouth to say
more, but he raised his hand to silence her. “No buts, Duchess. | expect you to obey
mein this.”

And with that, he walked out the door, leaving her uncomfortably flustered in the
guiet room.

As sadness bubbled to the surface, she began to regret everything they had done
together. But as the embarrassment threatened to overwhelm her, she heard a faint
meow coming from the floor and looked down to find the kitten circling her feet. She

bent down to pick it up and held it close to her chest, feeling the softness of its fur.

She climbed into bed, and the kitten made a little nest for itself on the pillow beside
her. She stroked its fur until it was settled and then pulled the sheets over them both.

Not entirely alone, after all.

The next morning, Louise woke up with a headache.



Her maid came to dress her, but there were many delays due to excessive fussing over
the cat. Despite her melancholy, her maid's excitement at having a pet in the house
did bring asmile to her face.

It was early, and she had not slept very well. Asthefirst light of dawn had crested the
horizon, its faint rays had woken her from a fitful sleep, and she’d lain awake,
watching the sunrise.

| knew Christian was detached, but | never expected such clinical precision when we
lay together for the first time.

She sighed as the buttons on her gown were fastened, and she picked up the kitten
and took it downstairs. Christian was not up yet, and she breakfasted alone, pleased to
have arespite from his company.

She was frustrated with herself, unable to stop thinking about the night before and
how much she had enjoyed it. As she cut some sausage for the kitten and put it in the
small bowl beside her, she felt a familiar pulse in her groin at the memory of
Christian’ s tongue on the most intimate part of her body.

| did not know that men could do that or that it could feel so wonderful.

Pushing away the thought, she forced down some toast and listened to the bustle of
the servants around the house. It sounded as though a bell rang, and she quickly rose
from the table to leave before Christian could come down and disturb her.

As she left the breakfast room, she checked the corridor for any sign of him, finding
that she had an intense desire to avoid him today. With the kitten cradled against her
chest, she made her way to the library. She opened the door to the silent solitude of
books and closed it behind her with asigh of relief.



There was a large armchair before the fire, and she made for it, sitting with her feet
up and the kitten in her lap, watching the tiny creature navigate the undulating terrain
of her skirts.

She lifted the kitten and looked into its large green eyes. “We must find a name for
you, | think,” she said thoughtfully.

The kitten mewed, the black tufts of fur on the tips of its ears quivering with the
sound.

“Perhaps | should name you Christine,” Louise mused. “Christian would be most
displeased.”
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She chuckled to herself, rising from the chair to pick out a book that might distract
her until she could come up with another excuse to avoid Christian at lunch. A part of
her hoped he would seek her out, but she knew it wasfolly to even think of it.

“It will be nothing more than a respectful agreement.”

“Respectful,” she scoffed as she sat back in her chair, frowning at the fire. “What is
respectful about barging into my room in the middle of the night and then leaving
without so much as a backward glance?’

She opened her book and began to read, but the words blurred together, and she could
not get her mind to concentrate on the story. She tried again for ten minutes before
sighing with exasperation.

Pulling one of the ribbons from her hair, she placed the kitten on the floor and had her
chase the ribbon around the armchair for some time. Its tiny legs struggled to keep
up, but it was afeisty creature and clearly had a strong will to survive.

A knock sounded at the door, and a maid entered, a happy laugh escaping her lips as
she saw the kitten play.

“Good morning, Your Grace,” she greeted in a pleasantly lilting voice. “A great
number of parcels have arrived for you today.”

Louise frowned, bending to retrieve the kitten before she followed the maid into the
corridor. They made for the main entrance hall, where, sure enough, there were ten or
so large parcels wrapped in soft cloth and tied with slim ribbons.



Louise gently handed the kitten to the maid and looked them over, confused as to
where they had come from. They were all addressed to her.

With rising excitement, she pulled the cloth off one of the larger parcels and found a
box inside. When she opened the lid, she was met with an exquisite gown of dark red,
embroidered all over with gold thread. It was the finest dress she had ever seen—her
father would only ever buy her new clothes when he needed her to look presentable
for an event.

There were so many boxes that she was quite overwhelmed. The next one she opened
contained a far plainer dress, with a simple design and loose stays for ease of
movement.

“Itisfor gardening.”

She spun around, almost tripping over her feet upon hearing the deep voice behind
her. Christian was standing there, watchingher with an expectant expression, his eyes

just as dark as they had been the night before.

A shiver of awareness ran through her as he looked her up and down briefly, but the
heat in his eyes was unmistakable.

Then, she remembered she was furious with him and put her hands on her hips.

“You have bought all of these for me?’ she asked.

Christian straightened his coat. “ There may be one or two items for myself.” His ears
turned alittle pink, and her eyes widened in surprise.

| have never seen him in anything but the latest fashions. Is he embarrassed that
enjoys perfecting his appearance?



“Are you not going to thank me?’ he asked archly, and she scowled at him. A slow
smile spread across hislips, and sherolled her eyes at his audacity.

“1 am very grateful. This gown is beautiful, but what is this all about?’

Christian stepped forward. His hair was styled casually this morning, his cravat
dightly askew.

“l am a man of my word,” he said, inclining his head. “1 told you | would purchase
some dresses for you so that you did not have to wear anything too fine in the

gardens. These are the said dresses.”

He reached into his pocket and pulled out a folded letter, which he handed to her. She
looked it over—it was an invitation.

“You can wear one of them to the Barringtons' ball tonight. Do not be late,” he
instructed firmly.

Clearly, being late for one breakfast means | cannot be trusted to manage my time.

Christian’s frown deepened as the maid almost lost her hold on the kitten, who was
squirming and straining to reach him.

L ouise took the kitten in her arms, the note crumpling between her fingers as she tried
to juggle them both.

“What is that thing still doing here?’ Christian asked heatedly.

“Where did you expect me to put her? Out on the streets?’ L ouise shot back.

“Oh, it isamale, Your Grace,” the maid blurted out, then snapped her mouth shut,



looking at Christian warily.
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Louise turned to her in amazement. “A mae?’

“Yes, Your Grace. | grew up on afarm. We had several cats that were used to keep
therats away. It'samale, for certain.”

Louise looked down at the little bundle in her arms and laughed. “Wéll, that is
wonderful. | finally have a name for him.”

Christian rubbed an exasperated hand over his forehead. “Have you, indeed? And
what are you going to call it?’

“Jack,” Louise said with agrin. “His name is Jack Frost, seeing as he is owned by the
|ce Queen.”

CHAPTER 20
Christian sat in an armchair before the fire and stared at the kitten.

Hewas atiny, little thing with dark markings down his back and large, wide eyes that
darted around every room with interest.

Christian glared at him.
The kitten was moving across the floor beneath him and sniffing everything in its

path. Its claws pattered incessantly as it went to sit by the fire, the heat of the flames
warming its back.



Christian glanced at the door, which he had deliberately |eft open to keep the stairsin
sight. Despite his instructions, Louise was late. He frowned, wondering what on earth
was taking her so long.

“l told her not to be late,” he muttered to Jack, “and here she is, with minutes to
spare. | should confiscate you to teach her alesson.”

At that moment, the kitten decided that he felt too hot beside the fire and wandered
over to the chair. Christian eyed him warily and then cursed as the creature scaled his
leg with needle-like claws, dragging its tiny body onto his knee.

The kitten studied him for a few seconds before padding down his thigh and nestling
against his stomach. Christian gripped the armrests as he stared down at the purring

creatureirritably.

“l believe you are supposed to stroke it, dearest,” said an amused voice as the
Dowager Duchess appeared in the doorway, watching him curiously.

“Why do cats constantly sit on those who do not like them?’ Christian complained.
“1t took me an hour to get ready this evening—I do not want hair all over my coat.”

“Then why have you not removed him?’ his mother asked.

Christian looked down at the little furball. Its back rose and fell rhythmically, its
gentle purring oddly soothing. His hand moved of its own accord, and instead of
lifting the little creature and placing it on the floor beside him, he found himself
scratching it awkwardly behind its ears.

The kitten snuggled further against him, and his mother laughed.

“1 think perhaps you do not dislike him as much as you claim.”



Louise would not likeit if | were unkind to him.

“l suppose he is rather sweet if he could stop shedding hair over everything he
passes.” Christian plucked a stray hair off his sleeve as his mother stepped into the
room.

She stroked the cat far more naturally than he did and then went to stand beside the
fireplace, watching him carefully.

Christian glanced up at her, feeling the atmosphere in the room change as she folded
her handsin front of her.

“Has there been any news?’ she asked softly, glancing at the doorway.

“About Marcus?’ he asked. The Dowager Duchess nodded. “I spoke with the
constable yesterday evening.”

“And?’

“He israther reluctant to continue the investigation. | explained in the strongest terms
that that was not his decision to make. The man is a little weasel and wishes to be
done with it. He is convinced that Marcus is dead, | am sure.”

Tearswelled up in hismother’s eyes, but her expression was resol ute.

“It has been six months, Christian. Do you truly believe that any other outcome is
possible now?’
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“Imustbelieve it,” Christian insisted. “| would know if he was dead. | wouldknowit in
my core. The constable said he found his carriage but did not find a body. Surely, that
must mean that Marcus somehow escaped.”

“But where was he going? What reason did he have for taking the carriage out of
London? That is what worries me.”

“I will find him, Mother. | know it.”

“l pray you are right. | would give anything to have both of my sons home with me
again.

Christian moved to rise, but then he remembered the small furbal in his lap. He
picked it up and walked over to his mother.

“You know | will do everything | can,” he said earnestly.

His mother gave a single nod in response, her lips thinning as she fought back tears.
She was a proud woman, and he rarely saw her let emotions get the better of her.

Someone cleared their throat.

Christian turned around, the kitten held loosely in his fingers, and his breath caught in
his lungs.

Louise was standing in the doorway, but she was no longer the Ice Queen he had
once met. She wore the gown that he had purchased for her, and as he looked her



over from head to toe, he had never regretted a purchase so much in hislife.

How am | going to stand at her side all night, unable to touch her, with her looking
like that?

She was dazzling, and as he continued to stare at her, he felt his breeches tighten.

The dress was cut low, showing a dark crease between her breasts. The dark red
fabric complemented her hair to perfection, as did the red feathers placed at the back
of her head. A ruby necklace that he recognized as his mother’s adorned her neck,
and the golden embroidery on the bodice glimmered in the candlelight.

Christian realized belatedly that his mouth was hanging open, and he closed it
abruptly.

“At last,” he bit out, trying to mask his desire. “I have been waiting for over twenty
minutes. | believe | asked you to be punctual .”

“You said, ‘Do not be late,” Christian, yet you neglected to tell me when you wished
to leave. That is hardly my fault.”

Christian stiffened as his mother chuckled behind him. He handed her the kitten as
punishment, but she looked very pleased to take charge of it, which only annoyed him
further.

“1 see you have made friends with Jack,” Louise noted, sounding pleased.

“1 have done nothing of the kind,” Christian replied bitterly. “He climbed up my leg
against my will, and | shall evict him from the house if he doesit again.”

He tugged at his tailcoat, his fingers flexing against the dark fabric. He had worn a



deep red ensemble that evening, and it became clear to him now that it had been a
subconscious decision to match his wife. He glanced at his reflection in the mirror
above the fireplace and frowned at his cravat, which, despite his valet's attempts,
always seemed askew.

He tugged at it, tucking it more neatly around his neck, before turning to his wife. He
crossed the room toward her, hisfrown still in place.

“Y ou make a most handsome couple, | must say,” his mother said warmly.

“Thank you, Sabine,” Louise replied brightly.

Christian offered her his arm, irrationally vexed that the woman he had married for
convenience' s sake seemed to have befriended his mother.

“Arewe leaving, or will you prattle on for the whole night?’ he huffed.

Louiserolled her eyes at him before she took his arm, and he led her out of the house.

As they approached the waiting carriage, Christian nodded to the driver. The footman
opened the door, and they both climbed inside.

The small confines of the carriage only made things worse for him. Being mere
inches from Louise, her scent surrounding him, his length hardened amost
immediately.

He took a deep breath to try and calm himself, but that only made him ever more
conscious of her scent. Louise looked utterly unaffected as the carriage took off,
staring out the window, her eyes catching the light from the oil lamps, her skin aglow
with a soft golden hue.



“Were you late on purpose?’ Christian asked peevishly.
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“Certainly,” she replied, surprising him. “l enjoy any excuse to rile you up, did you
not realize that?’

Her raised eyebrow and sarcastic expression did not help his state in the least, and he
looked away, grinding his teeth and trying to get a grip on himself.

“What were you speaking to your mother about?’ she asked.

“Marcus,” he replied shortly. “There is no news of yourbest friend,so you needn’t ask
me any more questions about him.”

Louise had the nerve to laugh at him, and he shot her a withering look which only
made her laugh louder.

Louise could not understand Christian’s jealousy of Marcus, but she was not too
proud to admit that she enjoyed it. Never had a man been so possessive of her that
even the mention of another would send him into fits of anger, but it seemed she had
found just that with Christian.

She watched the tell-tale vein in his temple throb.

“l am sorry that you have not heard more,” she said, her amusement fading. “What is
the next course of action?’

He scowled. “1 do not know.”

“If his carriage was found empty, are they making inquiries in the surrounding area to



discover what might have occurred?’

Christian’s frown eased alittle. “I told the constable to do as much, but he seemed so
apathetic. | believe he was more concerned about returning home for his supper than
finding my brother.”

“1s there no one else we can ask? Can you not pay a man to find him for you?’

Christian scoffed. “I will find him, and then you can be reunited and spend al your
time together. Is that what you prefer?’

“1 certainly prefer him to you—I have made no secret of that,” she quipped.

He scowled at her. “Marcusisfar from perfect,” he muttered.

“And you are, Your Grace?’ Louise taunted.

She knew better than to needle him in such a manner, but he wasin afunk, and it was
ruining her good mood. She loved dancing and had been looking forward to enjoying

hersalf.

Christian turned to face her, his green eyes shimmering in the low light of the lamp
overhead. “1 have never claimed to be such, nor would I.”

“l am most pleased to hear it,” she said, laying the fan on her lap. “I have explained
my friendship with Marcus to you aready. | do not understand why you find it so
provoking.”

“1 do not find itprovoking. | merely think that it is unseemly for a lady to be so well
acquainted with a gentleman who is not her husband. It is hardly surprising that |
assumed there was more between you.”



“Asyou said, | was biding my time for a high-ranking match, and here you are,” she
replied venomously, her anger spiking again at his prior implication that she would
use Marcus for personal gain.

Christian’s sour mood improved at her irritation, and he relaxed back in his seat. The
atmosphere in the carriage changed completely as his gaze darkened with heat, and
L ouise swallowed thickly.

“1 do not remember you complaining when you begged your Duke to touch you,Y our
Grace,”he said silkily.

Louise’s cheeks flushed as he leaned across the small space between them, his
handsome face inches from her own.

“Indeed, | recall you coming apart for me,” he continued, “on two occasions.” His
hands came to rest on either side of her hips. “It makes me wonder how | might
finaly achieve what | set out to do.” She shivered as his lips quirked up, his eyes
glittering in the dim light of the carriage. “How to make you scream my name in
ecstasy. | might make a study of it.”

With a jolt, the carriage came to a stop, and Christian leaned back. A smug smile
spread across his face as he ran a hand through his hair and smoothed his coat.

Louise snapped open her fan and fluttered it in front of her heated cheeks as he
chuckled across from her. The lilting music of the ball drifted into the space between
them, and she could hear the chatter as the other guests arrived.

“ After you, Duchess,” Christian said softly.

Louise exited the carriage as quickly as she could before she found herself begging
him for a second time.



CHAPTER 21
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L ouise had attended several balls, but nothing quite like this.

Her family had never been exalted enough to receive an invitation to the Barringtons
ball, and she looked around eagerly as they walked into the room.

The grand ballroom was filled with the creme de la creme of Society. Anybody who
wished to make a name for themselves or who aready had was in attendance.

The atmosphere inside was lively, a warm ambiance created by the candlelight all
around the room. Louise was doubly glad of her beautiful gown, for only the height
of fashion was permitted on such an occasion.

Ladies walked ahead of her in every color imaginable. The air was thick with smoke
and laughter, and a quadrille was aready in full swing.

Louise glanced up at Christian and struggled to breathe. He was the picture of
aristocratic arrogance, looking around the room as though everyonein it existed to do
his bidding. To her dismay, she observed that fact with something akin tofondness.

He does ook impossibly handsome this evening. It is so unfair.
Christian’s arm tightened around her own as they moved through the room. There
were alot of people staring at them or glancing in their direction and then whispering

together.

When she had first been labeled as the Iron Harridan, Louise had experienced a great
deal of scrutiny, but this was different. Here, people did not look upon her with



disdain. They were curious about her, and many appeared in awe of the Duke, who
held himself as though he belonged there.

What he must have done to fight for his position, given what his mother told me...

Louise could not imagine how unpleasant it must have been for Marcus and Christian
in the beginning—they must have been shunned by more than just her father.

As they reached the edge of the dance floor, the Duke of Stonewell materialized
before them. He was dressed as strictly as the other men in the room but had far
simpler clothing than Christian. It was clear that the two gentlemen had different
tastes in fashion. Christian wore the latest style of everything, experimenting with
different colors and looks, whereas the Duke of Stonewell was far more conservative
in his appearance.

“Stonewell,” Christian greeted as the two men bowed to one another. “Have you been
here for long?’

“Hours. You are very late.” It was clear that Gabriel meant it in jest, athough he did
not smile at all.

Christian glared at L ouise as though his friend were serious.

She sighed wearily and smiled at Gabriel. “Isyour sister here tonight?’ she asked.
“Sheis. | believe sheisdancing.” Gabriel turned around, his sharp eyes surveying the
figures on the dance floor. He nodded at Charlotte, who was speaking merrily with a

very tall, red-headed man.

“Waldron is still in pursuit, then,” Christian remarked.



Gabriel’ s face darkened. “Not if | have anything to say about it.”

Louise glanced at the man Charlotte was dancing with. He seemed perfectly
harmless, but her brother appeared up in arms about it.

“1 think | shall go to the refreshmentstable,” she said. “It is rather stuffy in here.”

She released Christian’s arm, expecting that he would stay and talk to his friend and
allow her her freedom, now that she was a married woman. Instead, he immediately
moved to follow her.

“Itisonly ashort walk away, Christian. Y ou should stay and speak with the Duke.”

Christian did not reply but simply took her arm again and guided her toward the table.
Perplexed, she glanced up at him and caught him glaring at a rather severe-looking
man who was eyeing her with interest.

Now that she had observed Christian for some time, she realized that he was glaring
at amost every man in the room as though he might call them out.

| never would have thought | would enjoy a man’s jealousy, but there is something
about the way he looks at them that makes me feel protected. | cannot explain it.

They reached the refreshments table, which was laden with drinks and food of every
kind. There were pies, pastries, cheeses, and cold meats. Along the back were large
bowls filled with jellies and what looked like an enormous blancmange. Tarts and
pastries overflowed on plates on every side beside a plethora of wine, punch, and
champagne. Louise was surprised that the table didn’t collapse.

“What would you like?” Christian asked, his gaze fixed on a gentleman on the right-
hand side of the table, helping himself to some cake.



“1 simply wished to fetch myself a glass of punch. | did not need you to accompany
me—you have left your friend al alone in the center of the room.”

“He will survive, | am sure,” Christian said as he summoned a footman, who poured
her a glass of punch. When it was placed in her hands, Christian took her arm again,
and she looked up at him with afrown.
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“Do you not wish to get anything for yourself?’

“Punch is too sweet for me. Besides, we should look for Charlotte when she finishes
dancing—the two of you can get to know each other better.”

Louise pursed her lips as she drank the punch. It was excellent and not so cloyingly
sweet as the one at less opulent occasions.

“Are you expecting me to run off with every man in the room? Because you are
acting likeit.”

Christian glanced down at her in surprise. There was a note of irritation in her voice,
but she looked more baffled than anything.

Does she not see that every man in the room wants her? She is the most beautiful
woman here, and | will be damned if they forget that she belongs to me!

Never in his life had he felt such rabid jealousy. It was as though every eye in the
room was upon them. Even when he tried to convince himself that Louise would not
stand up with anyone else, he wanted to watch her to make sure that she did not
evenlookat another man in his presence.

“1 am acting as your husband. It does not hurt to remind them who you belong to. |
shall do it asmany timesasis required.”

He cleared his throat as they made their way back to Gabriel, who, to Christian's
eternal irritation, was watching him with an amused glint in his eyes. He had known



Gabriel for along time, and that was the closest thing to a smile his friend had ever
achieved.

“Enjoying yourself?’ Gabriel asked Louise, who had already finished her punch and
was looking around her.

“It isabeautiful ballroom. Have you been to this event before, Y our Grace?’

“I have,” Gabriel replied. “For many years. It is one of the finest events of the
Season. | believe it gets better every year.”

Christian took the opportunity to glance around him. He was usually on edge at such
functions, believing that every step he took was under scrutiny. But, strangely, with
L ouise beside him, he felt calmer, more able to enjoy himself than he had before.
There are benefits to having awife that | had not foreseen.

Glancing down at her, he noticed that she was examining the pillars at the far side of
the room. They had been placed at intervals, with cascades of flowers hanging from
them. The colors were vibrant and beautiful. He recognized tulips in and amongst
them but could not identify many of the other flowers.

He heard L ouise counting under her breath.

“What are you looking at?’ he asked.

She raised her gaze to his and sighed. “Wherever Lady Barrington sources her
flowers, she has exquisite taste. Those are Gallic roses and must have been grown in

a hot house to produce such wide bloomsin March.”

Christian felt a burst of pride at the awe in her voice. He did not have extensive



knowledge of flowers or anything to do with them, but her diamond-blue eyes
certainly came alive when she broached the subject.

“And what are Gallic roses?’ he asked, noting that Gabriel’s steady gaze never left
him.

Louise smiled up at him, and his breath caught in his throat. It was a genuine smile.
She seemed touched by hisinterest, which made a strange, happy feeling bloom in his
chest.

“The Gallicas are the large pink blooms at the base of the bouquets. They are also
known as the * Apothecary’ rose. Theirpetals have medicinal properties and can often
be found growing in the gardens of apothecaries for just that reason.”

“My God, you have married an intellectual,” Gabriel said blithely, but his tone was
not unkind.

Christian’s admiration of his wife's knowledge was quickly doused, however, when
she positivelybeamedat Gabriel, and a muscle in hisjaw began to tick.

“Have you aready cataloged the Gallic rose in your book?’ he asked hurriedly, trying
to mask hisirritation.

“Not yet. | was waiting until later in the year when they would naturally be in bloom.
| still do not have an accurate sketch of one, so | would need a subject.”

Louise’'s gaze suddenly landed on something on the other side of the room, and her
face brightened immediately.

“Onh! Itis Lady Sybella,” she gushed. She turned to Christian and arched an eyebrow.
“Am | permitted to go and speak to my friend, or should | remain here at all times?’



Christian was appalled to feel heat creeping up his neck. He was aware that his
behavior was somewhat ridiculous, but he had not expected Louise to call him out on
it, and certainly not in front of Gabriel.

“1 am notpreventingyou from doing anything,” he said, even as his eyes scanned the
path she had to take for any young men who might accost her. “ Go and speak to Lady
Sybellaif it pleases you.”
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L ouise handed him her empty glass without hesitation and made her way through the
crowd. Christian’s eyes did not leave her until the two women embraced.

“My God, | never would have thought it,” Gabriel muttered.

Christian glowered at him, but Gabriel merely gave him a smug look.

“Do you deny it?’

“Deny what?’ Christian grumbled.

“That you can hardly take your eyes off the chit.”

“Don’'t call her—" Christian broke off, reining in his temper as Gabriel bounced on
the balls of his feet in apparent glee. “She is not achit. She is my wife, and | would
ask you to remember that.”

“How could | possibly forget? Lately, sheisall you speak about.”

“That is not true.”

“Itis. You areafool if you think otherwise. | never would have thought that the Iron
Harridan would tame the Duke of Egerton.”

“Would you be quiet?’ Christian hissed, placing the empty glass Louise had handed
to him on the tray of a passing servant. “If nothing else, | hope that her nickname will
fade now. She has done enough to distance herself fromit.”



“She is on your arm—that has to count for something. It certainly makes her more
intriguing. Perhaps | should ask her to dance.”

“1 will cut off your toesif you try,” Christian gritted out.

Gabriel snorted loudly. “I am going to find Arkley,” he drawled. “He is far more
agreeable than you, at present. | shall leave you to your observations.” And then he
disappeared into the crowd.

“Go to the devil,” Christian muttered.

But despite his friend’ s taunting, he was unable to move far from his charge.

He hung back, watching Louise speaking to the ladies around her, strangely jealous
that eventheyreceived her attention while he did not.

CHAPTER 22

It was glorious to see Sybella.

They had only been apart for three days, but with the myriad activities and
adjustments Louise had experienced following her wedding, she was thrilled at the

sight of afriendly face.

“Your Grace,” Sybella said humbly as she pulled her into her arms. “1 do not believe
| will ever get used to that title.”

“Please useit sparingly,” Louiseinsisted. “I am still just Louise to you.”

“You are aduchess,” Sybella said proudly. “No matter the circumstances, that carries
weight.” She ran her eyes over her friend. “Y ou look well, despite everything. How is



marriage treating you?’

Louise glanced behind her at Christian. “I am not sure on that point,” she said,
turning back to Sybella. “But | am very lucky to have loyal friends. | am so pleased to
seeyou.”

Sybella smiled. “And | you. | have thought of you often in the last few days and was
hoping you would attend the ball.”

“My father hasalwayswished to receive an invitation to this event—he would be
green with envy that | am standing here.”

“Aswell he might be,” Sybella muttered bitterly. “Y ou are here because ofandin spite
of him. Never forget that.” She stepped a little closer to Louise and lowered her
voice. “Have you heard from your mother?’

Louise’'s heart swelled at her friend's concerned expression. Sybella was the only
person she had confided in about what she had witnessed between her parents.

She glanced around furtively, ensuring that no one was eavesdropping.

“She is well, | think. She packed a great number of books on botany and the like in
my trunk, for which | was very grateful. She always puts me ahead of her needs, and |
intend to repay her for it. | have so much work to do on my encyclopedia; it feels
rather overwhelming, at present.”
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Sybella s eyes lit up. “How far have you progressed?’ she asked, a familiar intensity
in her expression.

She was Louise' s greatest supporter in all of her endeavors, and Louise felt athrill at
their shared excitement.

“1 think 1 have a good number of plants from our country estate that | have labeled
and cataloged. | worked on those for much of last summer and did a great deal of
research in the winter when we stayed with my aunt. All of my samples are dried and
pressed, and | hope that some of my sketches may even be used in print.”

“It will be marvelous. Just think, you, a published author!” Sybellalowered her voice
further. “Again,” she added with a conspiratorial smile.

Louise had published several poems that had seen some success in recent months.
She had to use a man’s name for any publisher to consider her, and she knew she
would have to use another for her encyclopedia. She longed to be recognized for her
interest in plants, but she knew it would be impossible.

“My mother told me about a woman named Mary Delany. She was a great friend of
the late Duchess of Portland,” Louise said. “Apparently, she studied plants al her life
and created paper mosaics of them.”

“A woman?’

“A woman,” Louise confirmed triumphantly.



They shared a joyful smile at the progress their fellow women were making before
Sybella s eyes were drawn to something over Louise’ s shoulder.

Louise turned around, and her smile widened when she saw Lady Charlotte Harding
approaching her. She was one of the tallest ladies in the room and was rather flushed

from dancing.

“l thought that was you, Your Grace,” Charlotte said enthusiastically. “1 saw that
Christian had arrived and was so hoping to see you again.”

As she stepped toward them, she tripped over the hem of her gown and fell forward
with a startled cry, landing against both Sybella and Louise. Their arms shot out on

instinct, and all three women righted themselves quickly while laughing.

“l do beg your pardon,” Charlotte muttered, coloring even further. “I declare that in
any room, there would aways be something for meto trip on.”

“Did you hurt yourself?’ Louise asked.

“Only my pride.”

“Lady Charlotte Harding,” Louise said quickly as she caught Sybella’s eye. “May |
present Lady Sybella Cecil. Lady Sybellais an old friend of mine, sister to the Duke
of Arkley.”

“How do you do?’ Charlotte offered with an easy smile.

“Who was it you were dancing with?’ Louise asked curioudly, recalling her brother’s
irritated expression.

“Oh, hisnameis Lord Anthony Waldren. | have no designs on him, but my brother is



rather against our supposed connection. They do not like each other, but it is entirely
on Gabriel’s side—he does not get along withanyone. | like to irritate him by letting
Waldren pen his name in my card now and then.”

There was a teasing light in Charlotte’'s eyes, and Louise decided that she liked her
Immensaly.

As Sybella and Charlotte began to speak about the ball and the opulence all around
them, Louise took in the crowds around her and the hum of chatter in the air. Lady
Barrington certainly knew how to organize an extravagant event. Her ears grew hot as
she listened to the others talk, and somehow she knew that Christian was watching
her. The knowledge warmed her blood in the strangest way.

Why do | like that he is so envious of other men? Does that not make me rather self-
conceited?

And yet she could not help but feel proud that he wanted her so much. She had no
illusions that it was anything more than lust, but it was a thrill, nonetheless, to have a
man as handsome and sought-after as Christian so fixated on her.

As she turned back to Charlotte and Sybella, she caught some movement to her right
and tensed as an older man came into view. His name was Lord Emming, and she had
only met himtwice before, but that had been twice too many. She groaned softly as
she caught his eye and he approached her with a supercilious smile.

Lord Emming bowed, startling Sybella alittle as he stopped before them.
“Your Grace,” he said with to Louise. “A pleasure.” His eyes ran over her figure

lecherously, and she took atiny step back from him as he licked hislips. “I wished to
congratulate you on your marriage.”



He stepped closer still, ensuring that she had to take another step away from her
friends.

Louise felt isolated despite being in a room filled with people. The man was a
lecherous creature, and she had felt the same about him when they first met.

“Thank you, My Lord. I trust you have been well since we last saw each other. How
is Lady Emming?’

He chuckled softly, the sound echoing through the air between them. “Oh, my wifeis
aways in excellent health.” His eyes dipped down to rest on her bodice, and she
attempted to keep the grimace from her face.
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“l am glad to hear it,” she replied, glancing at Sybella, but her friend seemed too
engrossed in her conversation with Charlotte to realize that she needed rescuing.

“Tell me,” Lord Emming asked smoothly, “how is marriage treating you? | imagine it
iseverythingyou have wished for.”

His tone could not have made his meaning any clearer. Louise was disgusted by the
suggestive heat in his gaze and found herself considering the ramifications if she
were to break two nosesin one year.

“1 would not wish to speak for my wife,” came a welcome voice from behind her,
“but | would say it istreating us both very well, indeed.”

Louise felt the tension leave her shoulders as Christian’s imposing figure appeared
behind her. He did not touch her, but his body was so close to hers that she could feel
his warmth against her back. She turned to him with arelieved smile, only to find the
same furious expression on his face as he glared at Lord Emming.

As for Lord Emming, he had backed away several steps, and his smile was far less
warm, his eyes fixed on Christian.

“I would expect nothing less,” he commented casualy, as though he were a
completely different person.

“l am sorry to steal her away from you, Lord Emming,” Christian said in a tone that
suggested he was not sorry at al. “But | have someone | wish to introduce her to.”



He gave a hint of a bow before gently resting a hand on Louise’'s back. They turned
away from Charlotte and Sybella and made their way back across the room and
toward the terrace.

“Thank you,” Louise said genuinely. “I was trying to find an excuse to get away from

him.

“The man is famous for his lascivious ways. Did he touch you?’ Christian’s voice
was dark and ominous as he asked the question.

Louise could not help but giggle as she glanced up at him. “Y ou cannot possibly be
jealous of Lord Emming, Christian,” she scoffed. “He isimpossibly old.”

Christian said nothing, but his eyes were still scanning the room.

“Who was it you wished to introduce me to?’ she asked curiously.

Christian’s shoulders relaxed at the question. “Do you remember the botanist |
mentioned? He is here, which rather surprised me. He must have friends in high
places. Y ou have the chance to meet him tonight. He is outside, spending time in the
gardens as we speak.”

They made their way through the milling crowds as another lively set began behind
them. Louise longed to dance but was touched by the attention Christian paid to her
study of plants.

The large glass doors were wide open, letting in a cool breeze from the gardens. It
was along space flanked by small pillars along the edges. There weren't many people
outside due to the chill in the air, but one man was leaning against the balustrade,
staring out at the dark trees beyond.



Christian made for him, and Louise was shocked by how young he looked. He could
not have been thirty, with a beard cut close to his face, wide brown eyes, and very
pale blonde hair that looked almost white in the moonlight.

“Lord Fiorelli?’

The man turned around, his eyes narrowing as he realized he was no longer alone. He
looked between them as though coming back to himself and then straightened.

“Your Grace,” he greeted with alow bow. “It is a pleasure to see you again.”

“May | introduce my wife, the Duchess of Egerton? She was most desirous to meet
you, and she shares your love of plants.”

The man’s expression shifted immediately from faint politeness to genuine interest,
and he bowed to Louise, which she answered with a curtsy.

“Is that so?’ he asked. He had a strong Italian accent and bronzed skin a shade or so
darker than Christian’s. “1 have metmany ladies with refined tastes since | came to
London. It is my pleasure to meet another.”

“My wife iswriting an encyclopedia,” Christian cut in before Louise could speak. “It
Is something she has been working on for some time, and my dearest wish is that she
can complete it as soon as possible.”

The inflection in his voice was not lost on her, and she fought back a blush, knowing
full well why her finishing the book would be of benefit to him.

“Lord Fiordli, it is wonderful to meet you,” she said swiftly. “My husband tells me
you are a botanist?’



“Indeed, | am, Y our Grace. | studied at the University of Bolognain Italy but traveled
to England as soon as | was able. | have wanted to see your glorious English
countryside since | was a boy. | study entomology also and am fascinated by the
relationship between the Painted Lady butterfly and the common thistle.”

“Ah, how fascinating. The Asteraceaefamily and Painted Lady butterflies are
mutually beneficial to one another, are they not? | read that the butterflies often use

thistles and sunflowersto lay their eggs.”

“Exactly!”
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“1 have a section in my book dedicated to thistles, in fact. ladorethem. | was hoping
to procure a sunflower so that | might draw it.”

“1 would be happy to send you a cutting of one of my own, Your Grace. | am staying
with my cousin, and | have several growing in the hothouse at his estate. He has told
me that they are quite taking over, but | have no interest in reducing their number. |
am hoping that 1 might introduce some butterflies to the space and see how they

fare.

“Oh, that would be wonderful!” Louise exclaimed, glancing at Christian with
excitement as he watched on with a rather bemused expression.

Christian stood back and watched Louise with fascination. He had witnessed her
speak about plants before and did not think he would ever grow tired of seeing the
spark in her eyes when she expanded on the subject.

He glanced at Lord Fiorelli, who was nodding his head enthusiastically and absorbing
her every word. Christian frowned, noting for the first time how young the man was.
Even as they spoke of something as innocent as butterflies, Christian wished he had
not introduced them to each other.

Does she have to smile so much?

He listened to their conversation idly, aware that Louise' s knowledge of plants was
far-reaching and broad. Even with a man as learned as Lord Fiorelli, she held her
own, asking pertinent questions and even elaborating on whatever he spoke of,
eliciting an expression of quiet awe from him that set Christian’ s teeth on edge.



It was growing colder, and after almost thirty minutes of vigorous discussion,
Christian was becoming restless. He glanced back at the swirl of the dancers in the
main room. They had been at the ball for a few hours only, but he was already eager
to leave.

Not so long ago, he would have gone to the card room or entertained himself with
Gabriel or Isaac and spent many long hours drinking brandy. Now, looking at his
exquisite wife, the swell of her breasts, and her narrow waist, he smply wanted to
drag her into a room and quench the lust that was thrumming through his veins.

Am | truly considering leaving one of the most exclusive balls of the Season just to
be with my wife? Apparently!

He allowed the conversation to continue for another ten minutes, interjecting at
intervals with an agreement or a question but counting down the seconds until a pause
would come and he could interrupt.

Finally, Lord Fiorelli was hailed by a man who came onto the terrace, and he excused
himself with much regret, assuringLouise that he would write to her soon and send

her a plethora of specimens and seeds for her collection.

Louise was flushed and vibrating with excitement by the end of their conversation,
and Christian was itching to draw her attention back to him and him alone.

“Thank you!” she gushed as she watched Lord Fiorelli leave.

Does the man have to be so handsome? Surely, there is some flaw in his character
that | do not see.

“1 have never met a man like him before. He is soknowledgeable. And he spoke to me
asthough | were hisequal.”



“And why should he not? Your knowledge rivaled his own in certain areas,”
Christian replied firmly.

“1 am no expert, Christian. All my knowledge comes from reading, not an education
in entomology and botany.”

“That makes it all the more impressive. Y ou have applied yourself in your own time,
whereas Lord Fiorelli’s education—as grand as it may have been—must have been
bought and paid for. Y ou should not underestimate the effort and dedication you have
shown in furthering your knowledge in such away.”

Her eyes twinkled at that, and he could tell that she was pleased with what he had
said. His posture relaxed just a little now thather eyes were back on him, and he
intended to make them stay that way.

“Duchess, | believeit istime that we left.”

She raised her eyebrows at him. “So soon?’

He took her hand and lifted it to his lips, pressing a kiss to the back of it.

Louise pulled in along breath as he did it, never breaking eye contact, and she could
not have missed his meaning as he straightened and said with determination,
“Immediately.”

CHAPTER 23

Louise bid her farewells to Charlotte and Sybella, who had both danced a great deal
and were in high spirits.

Christian seemed in great haste to leave, and she could not understand why. Many at



the ball would remain until the early hours, and she had not been able to dance at all,
much to her disappointment.

As they made their way down the steps to their carriage, Christian’s body was
practically vibrating with energy, and she hesitated as he opened the door for her
before the footman had a chance to.

“Areyou quite well?” she asked, looking at him in confusion.

“Get in the carriage.”
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The clipped and cold response startled her, and she felt concerned as she wondered if
she might have displeased orembarrassed him in some way. She climbed inside as he
gave a brief instruction to the driver, and then the door slammed shut behind him and
they set off.

“What isit?’ she asked, frowning at him.

“Take down your hair,” he instructed.

She frowned all the more at that demand. “Even if | wished to, | could not. There
must be thirty pins holding it in place, and | cannot enter the carriage in one state and

leave it in another.”

Christian was moving before she could process it, and his body was suddenly
hovering over her, his face inches from her own.

“You do not have a choice in whether you will leave this carriage in a different state.
Y ou have spent the entire evening flirting with another man, and | shall remind you

who you belong to.”

L ouise made a high noise of protest, even as lust roared through her at his proximity.
“1 have done nothing of the sort and | wholeheartedly reject your accusation.”

“| do not care. | shall make it all the same.”

She shuddered as his hand grabbed the folds of her dress and drew the fabric up and
over her knees. His hand slid beneath it, and his fingers ran up her inner thigh.



“Y ou admired him, admit it.”

Louise let out a shuddering gasp.

Christian’s eyes smoldered as he moved his fingers further up her thigh, pulled at her
underclothes, and drew them down her legs.

“You are mad,” she said breathlessly. “I admire his knowledge of plants?>—"

But Christian did not let her finish her sentence. He lowered his head, his lips
covering hers as he groaned in pleasure. Louise gasped again as his fingers brushed
against the heat between her legs, and she let out a sharp cry as he pushed his tongue
into her mouth, massaging hers with alow moan.

Pulling back, he stopped moving completely, watching for her reaction.

“l would have you this moment if | had not made that damned promise, but I
willremindyou who you are married to.”

“1 know who | am married to, you brute.”

“Yes, and that brute is going to have his way with you. Tell me, Duchess, do you
want me to continue, or do you want me to stop? | will respect your wishes despite
the torture you have put me through tonight.”

“Torture?’ she asked, desperate for him to touch her again. His fingers were hovering
just out of reach, and she felt an alarming urge to ground her hips against them and
force him inside her again. “I have spoken to a manyouintroduced me to. Did you
wish me to say nothing and ignore him completely?’

“He was very handsome.”



“Woas he, indeed? Well, you seem to have noticed hislooks more than I.”

His other hand pulled the rest of the fabric down her knees until her thighs were
completely exposed.

“You are mine, is that clear?’ he asked, pulling her closer to him so that her hips
were hovering over the edge of the bench, held suspended by his hands. *Y ou belong
tome.”

L ouise melted against the seat at his words, overwhelmed by the same need to please
him. She thought of that forceful kiss in the private room in his club, the desperation
she had felt for his touch.

Will I let him have me now? Will | be so reckless when | myself have told him we
must wait?

“Tell me you do not want me, and | will release you. We shall sleep in separate
rooms, just as we should,” he said softly, his voice laced with intense desire.

Louise closed her eyes, pushing her hips against his body in a silent entreaty for him
to continue.

The low chuckle he gave at that was music to her ears, and no more words were
needed as he lowered himself to the floor before her.

Christian was almost mad with lust. He had watched every man in the ballroom stare
at his wife as though she were theirs for the taking. He had counted five men in total
whose gazes had lingered on her for minutes, and if he had not reined in his anger, he
would have been in duels for the next three weeks.

He could not bear it and intended to stake his claim on his wife once and for all.
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“You will need to be silent,” he murmured as those blue eyes tracked his every
movement. “| said once that | would like you to scream my name, and | would be
happy for you to do so, but there are servants not far away. See if you can remain
quiet for the remainder of the ride, and | shall do my best to prevent it.”

Then, he leaned forward and dlid his right hand further up her thigh until he felt her
wet heat against his fingers.

“Fed this, Duchess, and remember who commands your pleasure.”

She started as he pushed one finger inside her and straightened to watch her face. She
was leaning back in her seat, her head resting on the soft cushions as she moaned.

He did his finger inside her, amost to the knuckle, and then curled it upward,
eliciting a moan from her. He withdrew it and thrust it back in, holding back his
groan of ecstasy as her walls rippled around him. He continued stroking her for
several minutes until her hips were thrusting upward repeatedly and she was almost
lying on the seat.

Her hands were braced against the carriage walls, and her eyes followed him as he
withdrew his finger completely and placed it in his mouth, sucking on it while she

panted beneath him.

With a coy smile, he lowered two fingers this time and slowly dlid them inside her.
She let out a strained cry as her back arched off the seat.

He moved over her, their chests pressed together as he thrust his fingers inside her



again and again, her low moans growing louder as her legs fell open for him.

“Turn over,” he ordered as he pulled his fingers out, and she looked up at him in
surprise before she followed his command.

He ran his hands over her waist until he found the laces on her bodice and began to
untie them. She was breathing harshly as each fastening loosened, but there was no
protest in her movements.

He untied every lace until her corset was loose enough for him to reach what he truly
wanted.

Flipping her over, he pulled down the top of her bodice, exposing the white linen of
her shift, and then roughly pulled it down, exposing her breasts to his hungry mouth.

Louise raked her fingers through his hair, before gripping it hard and making him
groan. He sucked each nipple into his mouth, licking it with his tongue and biting
gently as she shuddered and convul sed beneath him.

“Who do you belong to?’ he growled.

“You,” she panted. “You.”

He bit down harder as she groaned without restraint, her legs falling open wantonly.
He lowered himself again, pushing his head beneath the folds of her dress and
lapping at her entrance. She tugged at his hair and started to thrust her hips upward
with every lash of histongue.

Christian opened his breeches desperately, stroking himself to the fastest climax he
had ever experienced. He had never been so overwhelmed with need or pleasure, and
he groaned loudly as she cried out above him and shuddered, her hips bucking as



pleasure overtook her.

He watched her breasts rise and fall as she caught her breath and slowly sank back
onto the seat. Their eyes met as he rose frombetween her legs, and the soft smile on
her lips made something deep within him stir to life, as though it had lain dormant for
many years, waiting for her to awaken it.

CHAPTER 24

Louise scowled at Christian's smug expression as she attempted to straighten her
clothing before their arrival. She had no choice but to ask him to re-lace her bodice,
which was almost entirely undone.

It took him several attempts in the small confines of the carriage, and he exclaimed
several times that he could not believe how tight it needed to be.

She was ruffled and disheveled and felt as though all of the servants would know
immediately what they had been doing.

“Can you at least assure me that | look respectable?’ she huffed as he sat back in the
opposite seat, watching her with amusement.

“You look debauched. Does that help?’

“Christian!” she hissed.

He raised his hands defensively. “You are quite presentable for my servants, Louise.
We are husband and wife, after all. They can hardly expect me not to ravage you on

every occasion, particularly not in that dress. | believe | shall buy you more red
gowns. They suit you like nothing else.”



He ran his thumb over his lips seductively, before sucking the tip into his mouth as
though enjoying the taste. Louise felt a shuddering echo of pleasure as she fidgeted in
her seat.

She had thought that her first experience of pleasure had been beyond her
imagination, but feelingtwofingersinside her was beyond description.

She felt sated and languid, leaning back in her seat without a care in the world.
Christian seemed to be in the same state, and as they rode back home, Louise was
surprised by the contentment she felt in his company.

They stepped out onto the pavement outside their home a few minutes later. The
night had cleared, and the stars were visible above them as they ascended the steps.
Christian offered her his hand, and she took it without question, his face breaking into
apleased smile as she did so.
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“Ah, that reminds me,” he said softly, reaching into the inner pocket of his coat. She
followed the movement of his arm curiously as he produced a slightly squashed
Gallic rose and handed it to her. “For your collection.”

He said nothing more as he led her into the house, but her fingers closed around the
rose with agrowing sense of affection and deep gratitude.

He must have removed this from one of the vases at Lady Barrington's. That is
remarkably... thoughtful of him.

As they stepped onto the porch, the butler opened the door for them, and Louise
removed her gloves, handing them to him before she noticed the expression on his
face. Only then did she realize that something felt strange about the house—a new

kind of atmosphere that was difficult to describe.

“Your Grace, Lord Marcus is here,” the butler announced quickly, and both of them
spun around to face him.

“What?’ Christian barked. “Marcus ishere?’

“Inthelibrary, Y our Grace. He arrived half an hour ago.”

Christian took off running.

Louise followed, feeling his urgency and excitement as he bolted through the house.

They rushed to the library and burst inside, only to pause in the doorway, staring in
astonishment at the scene before them.



Marcus was ditting before the fire, quite whole and apparently unharmed. The
Dowager Duchess was leaning over him, her hand on his shoulder, and the kitten was
sitting in hislap.

Louise sucked in a sharp breath before she let out a cry of delight. She handed the
Gallic rose to Christian and ran forward.

“Marcus!” shecried. “Oh, | cannot believeit!”

Marcus gave her a broad smile as he rose to his feet, passing the little kitten to his
mother.

Forgetting al decorum, Louise embraced him tightly, feeling his frail body beneath
her arms. He was horribly thin compared to the last time she saw him. She pulled
back, studying his face eagerly, aware of his mother’s eyes on her.

“Whatever happened? Where have you been?’ she asked.

Christian cleared his throat quietly as he came forward. She looked back at him to see
his eyes darting between them, but when his gaze finally settled on Marcus, some of
the tension left his shoulders. In a convulsive movement, he lurched forward and
pulled his brother into his arms.

The two men embraced fiercely, holding on to one another with atight grip neither of
them seemed willing to relinquish. Eventually, Christian pulled back, his eyes soft

and uncertain. He glanced at L ouise and then his mother before returning to Marcus.

“1 thought you were dead,” he said, the anger clear in his voice. “What on earth
happened to you?’

Now that he no longer had his brother's body to support him, Marcus looked



alarmingly unsteady on his feet.

“Will you sit down?’ he asked wearily. “I will explainit all.”

A footman brought a chair to them, and Louise sat beside the Dowager Duchess as
Christian lowered himself into the armchair beside his brother. They were al silent
for along moment. Marcus appeared to be catching his breath, and Christian waited
patiently, staring at him as though he might disappear at any moment.

“l am sorry,” Marcus sighed. “Mother has told me how worried you have all been.”

“Where were you?’ Christian demanded. “How did you appear out of nowhere
without awarning?’

Marcus gave him a reproachful look, and then his eyes flicked to Louise as he raised
his eyebrows.

“Y ouare astonished? Imagine my feelings when | discovered that the two of you are
married! And to each other, no less!”

Christian’s jealousy, which had gone away during the carriage ride, returned in full
force. It only grew as Louise laughed at his brother’s comments, and he had to
remind himself of what was important.

Marcus has returned. My brother is alive! That is al that matters. | cannot begrudge
them the friendship they have had for years... but she has never laughed like that
with me.

He met his brother’s solemn gaze and pursed his lips. “Yes, we are married,” he
confirmed. “But that discussion must be left for another time. You must tell us how
you arrived here. It was not so very long ago that the constable told me they had



found your carriage but no body. It seemed as if you had vanished like smoke in the
wind.”

Marcus leaned back in his chair, the bags beneath his eyes looking all the more
pronounced in the glow of the firelight.

“1 had an accident,” he said quietly. His whole being seemed reduced, as though he
had endured a great deal and was fighting against it still. “I was lucky that it
happened close to a village. One of the villagers found me and nursed me back to
health. | would not have survived without them, and | am in their debt.”
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Christian frowned, waiting for him to say more, but Marcus fell silent.
“$0, no one else was involved in your accident?’ Christian asked suspiciously.
“If you're implying, again, that my father would do something like this,” Louise said
sharply, “I will repeat that he is not like that. He may be a gambler, but he is not a
criminal.”
Christian seethed at the apologetic look she gave Marcus.
“And where were you going?’ he demanded. “Why were you so far from London?”’
Marcus rubbed a hand over his face as the kitten started mewing incessantly in his
mother’s arms. Christian watched as his mother passed the kitten back to his brother,
as though she could not think of what else to do. As soon as the tiny creature was in

Marcus' s arms, it settled instantly.

Christian saw the change in his brother too. His shoulders relaxed as he stroked the
cat, and the hard lines around his mouth softened.

“1 am surprised you did not receive my letter,” Marcus said finally. “It should have
arrived afew days ago.”

Christian and L ouise exchanged confused glances.

“A letter?’ Louise asked, sounding just as surprised as Christian was. “What letter?’



Marcus shook his head, stroking the kitten asit settled happily in the crook of hisarm
and went to sleep.

“1t does not matter now,” he insisted, looking up at them, a wan smile on his face.
“Tell me about your marriage! | still cannot believe it. Are you happy, my sweet?’ he
asked Louise.

Christian’s blood boiled as his brother held out a hand, which Louise took without
hesitation.

How dare he call her his‘sweet’ when sheis mywife.

He ground his teeth, trying to focus on the fact that Marcus was finally home, instead
of the rabid jealousy burning through him.

It was one thing to worry about the nature of their friendship when he had never seen
them together, but now he could see the easiness between them—the gentleness of
their manners when they addressed each other.

It isinfuriating. | can hardly bear to be in the same room!

“You should rest,” Louise urged, moving her hand to Marcus's arm, and Christian
had to hold himself back from wrenching it away and banishing his brother from the
room. “We have so much to discuss, but it is very late, and you must be exhausted
from your journey.”

“1 shall instruct the cook to prepare double the amount of breakfast tomorrow,” the
Dowager Duchess said with concern. “My boy is all skin and bones.” She paused
suddenly, looking at Louise as her cheeks pinkened dlightly. “My apologies, Louise.
The household isyours. It is merely aforce of habit.”



Louise shook her head. “We are entirely in agreement, Sabine. | would also ensure
that we have plenty of food so Marcus can regain his strength.” She looked down at
him. “I am so pleasedthat you have returned to us. | was certain something terrible
had befallen you.”

Her eyes were glistening with unshed tears, and in any other circumstance, Christian
would have been touched to see them. Heshouldhave been touched that his brother
had a friend who cared so much about him, but he could not bring himself to feel
anything but rage.

Straightening his spine and pulling in a long breath to cool down his ire, Christian
stared at Marcus until hisyounger brother turned to face him.

Where were you going? Why was your carriage so far outside the city?

“Tomorrow,” he uttered ominously, watching Marcus recoil a little before he nodded
In resignation.

They both had much to discuss, and Christian would be able to find out the truth from
his brother quicker when hiswifewas not fawning all over him.

CHAPTER 25

After breakfast the following morning, Marcus was looking much better. Christian
was still concerned by the pallor of his skin, however, which seemed grayer than it
had been.

The atmosphere at breakfast was joyful but charged with emotion. Christian wanted
to know what had happened to his brother and could barely stand the small talk
during breakfast. He wanted to drag the man into a room and find out the truth.



He had awoken with a deep sense of unease in his gut and a terrible anger toward his
brother that he could not place. He was unsure whether he was angry with Marcus for
disappearing and leaving him worried sick for months or for having a bond with
L ouise that he could only dream of.

He rather suspected it was the latter, and that was the most irritating thing of all.
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After breakfast, Christian called Marcus to the study, but both men knew it was not
an invitation—it was an order. Christian frowned at him when he entered with the
kitten in hisarms, a strained smile on hisface.

“1 have rather taken aliking to him. Do you mind?’ Marcus asked pitifully.

Christian shrugged a shoulder, still trying to tame his emotions. It was so strange to
have his brother wander into his study as though he had never been gone.

“Do asyou like, but that kitten is a menace.”

Marcus pulled the kitten closer to his chest, just as L ouise had done the first night she
found him.

“Do not listen to him,” he whispered in Jack’s ear. “He does not know how special
you are, does he?’

Christian stiffened, noting the similarities between his wife and his brother.

Would she be happier with him? They are so similar in many respects, and the joy on
her face when she saw him was beyond anything | have seen from her.

His gut clenched at the memory as he motioned for Marcus to sit down.

His brother lowered himself carefully into the chair across from his desk. The effort
to support his whole weight with his arms was painful to witness.



Marcus placed Jack on his lap, and the kitten trotted up his thigh and nestled against
his chest.

“Did they not feed you in the village?’ Christian asked. “You are half the size you
were, and you barely ate anything at breakfast.”

“My appetiteis still not what it was. | could not eat for along time due to my injuries,
and the village did not have a great deal of food. | could not expect them to serve
such a banquet as you have. | am grateful for the breakfast—I ate more than | thought

| could.”

“Hmm.” Christian sat down, fixing him with a hard stare. “I do not wish to tire you
out completely, but Iwillhave the truth even if | have to drag it out of you.”

“What do you want to know?’ Marcus asked.

The question surprised Christian. It seemed a decidedly odd thing for him to say.

What do | not wish to know would be more accurate.

Christian eyed him warily, noting the almost guilty expression on his face.

Something is not right about all of this.He is kegping something from me, | am sure
of it.

“1 thought this had to do with Louise's father,” he admitted, steepling his fingers in
his lap.

Marcus looked up. “Northbridge?’ he asked hesitantly.

“The same. | assumed it had to do with Louise—that you were in love with her—and



therefore, the Earl wished to prevent the match.”

Christian held his breath, blood pounding in his ears as he watched his brother’s
expression carefully.

Injecting a casual calm into his voice, he continued. “If that is the case, | am sorry |
have stolen her from you, but | hope you don’t plan to lead her into adultery.”

Marcus appeared somewhat startled by that statement.
“ldolove Louise,” he admitted carelessly, as though he were speaking about the
weather. The simple phrase made Christian’s heart stop. “But not like that. You have

nothing to worry about on that score, | assure you.”

Christian was still not entirely sure he believed his brother, but his heart rate slowed,
nonethel ess.

At that moment, the door burst open, and Louise marched into the room, coming up
short when she spotted both brothers.

Jack jolted awake with a pitiful meow, and Louise walked over to him, stroking him
gently to soothe him back to sleep. Christian’ s fingers gripped the arms of his chair so

hard that they ached.

Sheis stroking that kitten in Marcus' s lap! Order her to stop it at once.
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He bit his tongue, watching as Marcus looked up at her adoringly as she cooed over
the tiny animal.

Eventually, after an eternity that had him edging forward in his seat, barely holding
himself back from leaping across the desk and removing her from his brother’s side,
she stepped back.

“1 was thinking that we might promenade today,” Louise said excitedly to Marcus,
who raised his eyebrows but seemed equally keen on the idea.

“Promenade?’ he asked softly, glancing hesitantly at Christian.

“If you have the strength for it,” she added. “I know you are still recovering from
your ordeal, but | have missed you. Just think—we would not need to be chaperoned
thistime, since | am married now!”

Christian thought he might crack a tooth, for his jaw was clenched so tightly. He
stood up, clearing his throat pointedly,and Louise turned to him, the warmth in her
eyes fading as she arched a shapely eyebrow at him.

“Is there a problem, husband?’ she asked. “Am | not allowed to have friends outside
of our marriage?’

Christian rounded his desk, aware of Marcus's eyes following his every move. He
stopped in front of Louise, who stood her ground and looked up at him with an
expectant defiance on her face, which made him itch to throw her over his shoulder
and drag her to his bedroom.



“Aslong as you remember who you belong to,” he said huskily.

L ouise scoffed. “I do not belong to anyone.”

Christian leaned in so that he could whisper in her ear, noting the flush on her cheeks
and the low gasp that escaped her mouth. “Remember that the next time you moan
my name, mysweet.”

Now it was Marcus's turn to clear his throat as he unsteadily pushed himself to his
feet, the kitten held loosely in his hand. “Ahem. Well, | think?>—"

“You may go,” Christian said without looking at him, staring at L ouise and daring her
to challenge him.

“1 do not need yourpermissionto spend time with my friends,” she stated haughtily,
before taking Jack from Marcus's hand andstalking out of the room, leaving the two
brothers staring after her in amazement.

Christian turned back to Marcus, who was watching him with an odd expression.

“Perhaps a walk outsidewoulddo me some good,” Marcus insisted. “The atmosphere
in hereisrather overwhelming.”

L ouise marched into her room and rang for her maid.

She held Jack against her stomach, stroking his soft fur and wondering what the cook
was making that might be suitable for his supper. She looked down at his little face
and smiled, scratching him beneath his chin as she considered Christian’ s reactions to
her interactions with Marcus. He seemed just as jealous as he had been at the
ballroom, which amused her as much asit made her angry.



Christian had never shown the dlightest interest in her friendship with Marcus until
today. It seemed that just because they were married, he now felt he had to stake his
claim on her wherever she might be.

| have never thought of Marcusin that way, and yet Christian looks at me as though |
have always had designs on him!

She mulled over that thought as her maid arrived to help her dress for the promenade.
She had so many dresses to choose from now that she found it positively exciting to
sift through her collection. It vexed her that Christian had learned her tastes so well
and so quickly. Everything he had bought her, she adored.

She chose a striking gold and green dress for the park, liking the way it reminded her
of the flowers she had drawn the night before.

As her maid put the finishing touches to her hair, Louise’'s eyes fell on the reticule in
the corner of the room and the notebook filled with her drawings. She smiled happily.
There was no reason she could not take it with her and spend some time showing
Marcus her progress with the encyclopedia.

Her hand came up to her stomach as she considered what might have happened had
he not returned to them.

| am so glad that he is safe.
But Marcus was not himself. It was not just that he looked far thinner than the last
time she had seen him. He would not meet her eyes, constantly glancing away,

making excuses, and refusing to tell her what had happened to him.

She was determined to find out the truth today. In the comfort of the park, with all the
flowers and plants around to distract them, she hoped she could coax him into



conversation and get titbits of information from him without him realizing her
Intentions.

She looked at herself in the mirror and turned to the side, pleased with her
appearance. Her emerald-green gloves complemented her dress, and the dark green
reticule holding her notebook was quite the thing. She could not wait to show Marcus
all of her drawings and hear his thoughts on what she wished to add to the
encyclopedia

She nodded at her maid in thanks before she left her room and headed downstairs to
meet him.

Christian may think he has given me permission to promenade with my closest friend,
but I am a married woman now, and | shall do as| wish!
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CHAPTER 26

The weak March sunshine hit their faces as Louise and Marcus stepped down from
the carriage. It was turning into a beautiful day, and several ladies and gentlemen
were already strolling through the park ahead of them.

Horses trotted amongst the crowds, curricles wound their way along the paths, and
the air was alive with chatter and laughter. Marcus offered her his hand as she
stepped onto the pale gravel, and they headed out together.

Hyde Park stretched before them, lush and green and inviting, and Louise smiled at
him broadly as they began to walk. Not so long ago, she had walked these very paths
with him under the watchful eye of her mother. Now, they could wander without
scrutiny.

“Which direction would you like to go in?" Louise asked. “We could walk to the gate
on the far side or perhaps go to the lake?’

Marcus's hair fluttered lightly in the breeze as he looked around them, closing his
eyes briefly and inhaling deeply.

“1 believe anywhere would be perfect, as | have my friend by my side, but perhaps
the water. | enjoy the stillness of it.”

Louise did not comment on his strange mood but squeezed his arm gently as they
made their way down the path.



Ladies in their finest clothes passed her by, many with chaperones, and groups of
silly girls giggling together sped past, laughing merrily at the jokes of their friends.

“Thiswas an excellent idea,” Marcus said finally. “1 have not been out in too long.”

“If you aretired, tell me, and we can stop and rest.”

“l believe it is good to move my limbs. My muscles have been very much weakened
since my accident. | cannot bear the sight of my legs—they are as thin astwigs.”

Louise laughed softly. “Nonsense, we merely need to fatten you up. | believe your
mother will make sure that they serve double the portions at every meal from here on

out.

Marcus's smile was warm. “Y ou may be right.”

They continued along the path, Louise’'s mind a flurry of thoughts, wondering how
best to broach the subject of his absence. Marcus seemed so changed somehow, as
though there were a weight on his shoulders, and she did not wish to make him

unhappy.

As they continued on their way, they passed a large tree to their left that towered
above them, and she found her gaze drawn to its branches.

“That is a cedar of Lebanon,” she noted happily, gesturing to the enormous branches
that stretched above her head. “It is one of my favorite trees. It symbolizes protection,
strength, and wisdom.”

“Why isit your favorite?’ Marcus asked in that same distant tone.

“l think it is the size of it more than anything. It is so lush and green. It looks as



though it could protect you, don’t you think? If | were to become lost in its branches,
| believe | would feel very safe.”

Marcus chuckled. “It is beautiful. How is your encyclopedia coming along?’

Louise thought of the night before when Christian had pulled the Gallic rose out of
his coat pocket. His expression had been more earnest than she had ever seen it. The
memory sent a confusing rush of affection through her, and she pulled out her
notebook in order to distract herself.

“Itisgoing well. | have cataloged a great number of flowering plants now. | am very
interested in vegetables, too, and | have been speaking to Neilson about creating a
vegetable patch in the garden. | think he believes me quite mad.”

“Neilson?’

“Christian’s gardener,” she clarified, handing him her notebook.

They released one another as he took it, and he began to leaf through the pages as
they continued walking.

“Oh, of course,” Marcus said. “How my mind forgets things these days. Neilson's
father worked with the late Duke to design the garden, | believe. However, my
mother was rather fonder of the country estate. She planted a secret garden there
behind a little door concealed by ivy. It has a blanket of bluebells every year that are
quite exquisite.”

“Did shereally?’ Louise exclaimed. “I had no idea. | suppose | shall see the country
estate someday soon.”

Marcus glanced at her. “ Of course, you shall. It isyours now, after all.”



“It isyourbrother’ sestate, Marcus. | will smply residein it.”

Marcus gave her a sideways look but said no more. He leafed through the remainder
of her notebook and made a pleased sound as he handed it back.
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“They are quite stunning, Louise. | always knew you would excel at so many things.
Y our drawings are beautiful.”

“Thank you,” she said, glowing with pride at his praise.

They continued walking, Marcus staring straight ahead of them at the groups of
people wandering in the distance. A small boy was playing in the grass on the path’s
edge, repeatedly spinning a tiny wooden top. Louise watched him, wondering what
toys her children might have one day.

| wonder if Christian will be as distant a father as he has been a husband.

“1 confess | was stunned when Mother told me about your marriage.”

L ouise frowned as a twinge of guilt shot through her. She did not love Marcus in any
romantic sense, but she still felt that she had betrayed him by marrying his brother
without his knowledge.

“1 can imagine it might have come as a shock,” she said hesitantly.

“A shock! Ha! You, who have always told me you had no intention of marrying, not
to mention the fact that | have barely seen the two of you exchange two words until
today.”

Louise scoffed. “It ishardly of any import—it is not areal marriage.”

Marcus looked down at her, frowning deeply. “Whatever do you mean? Mother told



me you were married in St George'sin front of the whole ton.”
“Weéll, yes, but your brother does not truly want me for awife.”
L ouise came to a sudden stop in the middle of the path as those words left her lips. A
wave of uncertainty and sorrow washed over her as she realized the truth of her

statement.

Our entire marriage was arranged for Christian to discover the truth of what happened
to Marcus. And here he stands beside me... What use am | to Christian now?

“Louise? Marcus prompted, sounding perplexed. “What do you mean he does not
want you for awife?’

She eyed him carefully, unwilling to divulge the nature of Christian’s deal with her
father just yet, uncertain herself how she felt about it even now.

“Only in as much as any marriage is an arrangement in Society. His priority is his
club, and mineis my book. That isall thereisto it.”

Marcus was quiet for so long that Louise’ s stomach flipped unpleasantly.
“Louise... are you jesting?’ Marcus asked as they approached the wide expanse of
the lake at the edge of the park. A swan glidedacross the surface before them,

graceful and serene over the rippling water.

“Of course, | am not jesting,” Louise said reproachfully. “He has no need of a
wife—he has told me so severa times.”

Marcus let out along sigh. “Well then, perhapsheis jesting,” he muttered. L ouise was
about to ask what he meant by that, but he continued before she was able to. “How



are your parents, by the way? How is your mother?’

They looked out over the calm surface of the water and the ducks quacking lazily on
the bank to their right as pigeons circled and fluttered about their feet.

“They are the same as ever,” Louise replied warily. “Papais relieved to be rid of me,
| have no doubt, and Mama s doing well.”

Marcus's arm loosened a little around hers, and he let out a soft sigh. “I am glad she
iswell,” he whispered.

Louise looked up at him quizzically.

“But how did your father allow you to marry a founding member of arival club?’ he
asked.

L ouise hesitated and decided that vague details were better than an outright lie.

“1 believe my father had little choice. He has been struggling financially, and my
marriage to your brother offered him some security.”

Marcus's gaze darkened. “Gambling again?’
“The same. | thought he had improved of late, but it seems he was merely racking up
debts in adifferent quarter. Christian told me that my father offered measaprizeina

bet, and he intervened to prevent someone less suitable from claiming me.”

“By God!” Marcus sounded revolted. “I pray that is not true. How could he do such a
thing?’
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“The same way he can do many foolish things—desperation and the belief that he
will win at al costs. My father is a stubborn man. No matter what Christian says, | do
not believe he would have made the bet if he thought he would lose.”

“1 would have called the man out if he had attempted it.”

Louise heaved out asigh. “Anyway, that isall in the past now. Let us not speak about
such unpleasant things on such a beautiful day. What about you? How are you
feeling?’

“Stronger than | have in an age if | am being honest. Six months felt like years. | have
never been bedridden before—it is not an experience | intend to repeat.”

“Were you badly injured?’

“1 took a rather nasty blow to the head. The village nearby was very small, and they
did not have a doctor on hand who could attend to me. | remained in bed for almost
two months without moving a great deal. Thankfully, the cuts and bruises | sustained
did not become infected, and after a while, | was able to sit by the fire. | have been
reminded of how special the small comforts of life can be.”

“And you did not lose your heart to a young woman who came to attend to you in the
village?’ Louise asked teasingly.

She expected Marcus to smile, but his face twisted dlightly, a hint of disgust passing
over it briefly before it settled into a more neutral mask.



“Nothing of the kind, | assure you. The lady of the house was a widow with three
young boys. None of them were able to read, and once they found out that | could, |
was charged with reading them stories night after night. It was a very pleasant
pastime.” He turned, looking down at her fondly. “But | confess | was very eager to
come back home. | have missed you.”

“And | you.” Louise grinned. “1 was sure something terrible had happened to you. |
woke up this morning forgetting that you had returned, and felt a deep sorrow in my
heart—then | remembered, and | have never felt so happy.”

“1 do not know what | have done to deserve you, but | am glad you are part of my
family now,” Marcus said sincerely. “The thought of you marrying another man and
moving away had not occurred to me until now, but | will forever be related to
youbecause of my brother. Y ou are truly my sister, and that is a comforting thought.”

Louise blinked up at him. “I suppose I am. Well, that is a reason to be happy about
the marriage if nothing else.”

Marcus frowned at that, but Louise did not wish to talk about Christian any longer. It
already felt as though she spent al of her time trying to push thoughts of him away,
and now she was reconnecting with her best friend.

“When do you expect your encyclopedia to be finished?” Marcus asked, sounding
genuinely interested.

“I imagine severa months from now. Christian and | have agreed that | can take a
year before... beforel finish it,” she finished lamely. “1 have much to do.”

“You will finish it in good time, | have no doubt. Y ou are tenacious when it comes to
such things.”



“And just as | promised,” she added happily, “you shall be the first person to seeit.”

Marcus grinned. “1 am truly privileged, in that case.”

“Indeed,” came a voice from behind them. “You arevery muchprivileged, it would

seem.

Louise turned around to see Christian and the Duke of Stonewell standing before
them, and Christian’ s expression was one of carefully suppressed rage.

CHAPTER 27

After Louise and Marcus had left for their promenade, Christian sat in his study and
seethed. Every thought in his head drifted to them walking hand in hand around the
park, the whole of London laughing at him because she had so fooled him when, in
truth, she was in love with his brother.

He was pulled out of his thoughts, however, when something fell from his desk.
Turning away from the window, he saw Jack lying on his desk, pawing at his quill

and trying to push the inkwell over the edge.

“Would youdesist!” Christian said with exasperation, picking the kitten up from his
desk and looking at the devastation in his wake.

Jack had chewed on a bundle of parchment, tiny teeth marks now showing on the
edges of the document the solicitor had sent Christian.

Christian glowered down at the kitten, who looked up at him balefully and mewed
loudly.

“Why are you eating paper?’ he asked reluctantly. The kitten was far more adorable



than he had initially given it credit for. “Are you hungry?’

To prevent Jack from destroying any more of his affairs, he left his study and headed
to the library, where he rang the bell. He placed the kitten on the rug beside the fire,
where he proceeded to leap on a spider that was scurrying for cover under a chair.

A footman soon arrived, and he looked down at the kitten in an arch manner that
Christian could wholly sympathize with.

“Could you please have some food brought for this creature?’ Christian asked
irritably. “It isdriving me to distraction.”
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“Of course, Your Grace,” the footman replied dutifully before leaving the room.
“You are amenace,” Christian growled down at Jack, but the words died in his throat
as he realized the kitten had disappeared. “1 am not crouching on the floor to ook for
you, so you had better come out this instant.”

He waited, but there was no movement beneath the chair.

Lord knows what Louise will do to meif | lose the damn thing.

Groaning, he bent down and knelt on the rug, lowering himself so that he could look
beneath the chair. The kitten was sitting right in the center beneath the low-hanging
fabric, staring at Christian as though he had forced him to hide there.

Christian sighed, extending his arm underneath the chair to try and retrieve him.

“Whatever are you doing, old man?’ avoice drawled beside him.

Christian knocked his head violently against the wooden base of the chair as he tried
to retreat.

“Goddammit,” he growled as he drew back and looked up at Gabriel’ sveryamused
face. Gabriel was holding a plate of fish in one hand.

“Traditionally, one does not barge into a man’s library without a warning,” Christian
muttered as Jack, having smelled the fish, trotted out happily.



Gabriel put the plate on the rug, and the cat began to eat the fish with relish, hislittle
purrs filling the room. He watched him with what couldalmostbe adoration on his
face.

“1 did not wish to disturb your game,” he replied.

“1t was not agame. The creature isintentionally tormenting me.”

“1 can seethat. Very fierce, indeed,” Gabriel mused.

“Not that | do not always enjoy your company,” Christian said as he rose to his feet.
“But what are you doing here?’

“l came to see if you had followed up on the list | gave you of our members
outstanding payments. | know you prefer to deal with such things yourself, but you
have been somewhat distracted of late. | had intended to offer to take the burdensome
task off your shoulders so you can concentrate on your wife.”

Christian scowled at him. “Yes. | sent the letters this morning, as a matter of fact. |
am sure they will pay up forthwith—they usually do.” He brushed his hands over his
knees, frowning at the dust that had accumulated there, and looked up at hisfriend as
an idea occurred to him. “Seeing as you are here, however, we are going to Hyde
Park.”

Gabriel raised his eyebrows. “Whatever for? | do not wish to catch anyone's eye.
Promenading is amost as bad as a bal, and | have had my fill of tedious
conversations for the week.”

“Youwill not be required to speak to anyone. But youwillbe accompanying me.”

“And where isyour lady wife? Can you not take her with you?’



Christian’ s neck flushed slightly as Gabriel’ s dark eyes danced with humor.

“My, my, we are under the thumb. Why has she gone to Hyde Park, if | may ask?’
Christian stalked past him and out of the library, instructing a servant to watch the
kitten while he was away. Gabriel followed at a leisurely pace, watching him with
amusement as he put on his gloves and hat, which the butler had obediently brought
over.

“Sheiswith my brother. Are we going or not?’ Christian snapped.

“You cannot go alone? Are you afraid you might look desperate for her attention?”’
“You are insufferable thismorning, | see,” Christian grumbled.

“Hmm. All right, I will go with you,” Gabriel relented with a long-suffering sigh.
“But you owe me afavor. If | get approached byanyladies, you will buy me a case of

that whiskey | had at your wedding. | declare it isthe best | have had in an age.”

“You can have abottleof it if that happens, but | am not buying you a case. Besides, |
shall protect you from the marriage mart.”

Christian marched out of the house, knowing his friend was following him from the
gentle chuckle that drifted through the air.

Has Hyde Park doubled in size?
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Christian looked around him in frustration. There seemed to be twice the number of
trees he could recall and far too many places for couples to be seen and not heard. His
agitation was growing, and he was desperate to find his wife.

Gabriel looked unfairly put together, looking around them with a steady eye. They
were drawing a fair amount of attention, and Christian was once again relieved that
he was married. He would definitely have to buy Gabriel that bottle of whisky he had
demanded—there were aready a number of ladies looking curiously in their
direction.

“There!” Gabriel said suddenly. “By the lake.”

Christian turned to look, and his heart kicked against his ribs as he recognized
Louise’s curvaceous figure and his brother’ s thin form beside the water’ s edge.

He set off at afast pace while keeping her in sight, and Gabriel had to jog to keep up
with him. As they approached them, Christian’s blood began to boil at the way she
easily laughed with his brother. Her eyes were focused on Marcus, and he could hear
her speaking about her book with great enthusiasm.

“And just as | promised, you shall be the first person to seeit,” she said, looking up at
Marcus admiringly.

Marcus grinned, his white teeth flashing, looking unfairly handsome despite his poor
health. “I am truly privileged, in that case.”

Privileged and in a position that is superior to her own husband’ s!



“Indeed,” Christian bit out, his temper rising. “Y ou arevery muchprivileged, it would

Louise and Marcus turned toward him in surprise, and two things happened
simultaneously—L ouise’ s eyes flashed with anger, and Marcus rolled his eyes, which
only made Christian’sirritation spike all the more.

“Christian!” Louise gasped in surprise, before curtsying to Gabriel, who bowed in
return. “Duke,” she said easily. “1 did not know | would be seeing you both today.”

Her eyes darted from Christian to Gabriel and back again, and Christian tried to keep
his face as blank as possible.

You are a fool to have come here. What did you expect to happen as a result? Y ou
simply look infatuated.

Gabriel bowed before stepping forward and extending his hand toward Marcus. “Lord
Marcus, | cannot tell you how glad | am tosee you among us again.” His voice, which
was often cold, held an unfamiliar timbre.

Marcus smiled at him warmly as the two men shook hands.

“l am most pleased to see you well and returned to the bosom of your family,”
Gabriel added.

Marcus nodded. “I, too, am glad to be home, Y our Grace. Has Orions fallen apart in
my absence?’

“Very much so,” Gabriel joked. “I have several documents that | need you to review.
We cannot be trusted with anything.”



Marcus snorted. “I am looking forward to returning as soon as | can. | have missed
the place.”

“Youhavebeen missed,” Gabriel said. “Ensure that you are fully recovered before
coming back.”

Then, he stepped aside, the affection and kindness in his expression fading away as
his usual strict mask slid back on.

“l did not know you were coming to the park today, husband,” Louise said, her
expression cold.

“No. | had not intended it, but Gabridl insisted that he needed some exercise,”
Christian answered blithely.

Gabriel made a noise in the back of histhroat at that.

“Well then,” Louise said icily, “we should make sure that he gets some.”

With that, she held out her arm to Christian, and he took it without question.

They walked a little way ahead of Gabriel and Marcus as the two men began to
converse about Marcus's absence and how things had been at the club.

“You are being ridiculous,” Louise hissed, perfectly summing up Christian’s feelings
about himself and triggering his anger all the same.

“Of what are you speaking? Is it so unusual for a man to wish to spend time with his
wife?’

“It isunusual for him to follow her when she is spending time with hisbrother. | have



told you there is nothing between us. Do you not believe me? Considering that this
marriage is nothing more than a convenient arrangement, | am amazed you are here at
al.”
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Christian tensed. “Marcus may have returned to us, but we still do not know the
circumstances of his disappearance.”

“Which he can tell you about. You no longer need me or my father for that purpose.
It would be best if we spend as little timeas possible with one another from now on,
just asyou originally intended.”

“Y ou forget,my sweet,that you and | have an agreement. And | am eager to honor it.”
“We are only four days into that agreement,” L ouise protested.

“Indeed,” Christian muttered, the certainty of his next decision settling deep within
him as he looked down at her beautiful face. “And | am pushing it forward. | am tired

of these games, Duchess. | expect you in my chambers tonight, and | will be most
displeased if | am kept waiting.”

CHAPTER 28

Louise fiddled with the edge of her nightgown, her nerves bubbling to the surface as
she stared at her bedroom door.

A part of her was incensed that Christian had pushed forward their agreement, but a
darker, more secret part was excited by the prospect of him finally claiming her.

Looking down at her bare toes, she shivered from the low temperature of the
floorboards and approached the door as though it were a dragon she must dlay,
wrenching it open in one movement.



The corridor outside her room was dark and empty, but there was the gentle patter of
a servant’s footsteps in the distance and the clinking of cutlery from the kitchens as
the remnants of their supper were cleared away.

Louise had barely been able to eat anything that evening. Christian’s dark gaze had
not left her as she sat beside his mother and Marcus, making small talk.

Marcus had not stopped glancing between her and his brother throughout the meal,
and her cheeks were crimson red by the time she had excused herself and hurried to
her room.

She reached Christian’'s door and lingered outside, her hand twitching as she
contemplated what she was about to do.

She froze as she heard the sound of soft footfalls on the other side of the door. Louise
scowled, sensing Christian’s presence as the handle turned and the door swung open.

Christian leaned one arm against the doorjamb, looking down at her, his green eyes
twinkling.

“How nice of you to join me,” he said softly, his pose so casually seductive that
Louise had to draw in along, deep breath to calm herself.

He had dispensed with his jacket, and the line of his torso was visible beneath his
waistcoat and shirt. His shirt was undone at the neck, exposing a golden triangle of
flesh.

L ouise adored the color of his skin, although she would never admit that to him. She
was ashamed to say that she had enjoyed the contrast between her pale skin and his
tanned one thelast time they had been in bed together. She felt a frisson of
anticipation run through her at the thought of seeing it again.



“Won’'t you come in, Duchess?’ he asked.

Louise slowly walked inside. As she passed him, the scent of oranges and pine trees
wafted to her, and she held herself back from closing her eyes and breathing it in.

It is he who has gone back on our deal. | shall not succumb so easily.

But as she turned around, her resolve wavered.

Christian looked unfairly handsome, his dark hair swept back from his face, his full
lips curled into a small smile. His expression reminded her of when they had first

met. Even without a mask on, he looked like awolf about to devour her.

“Wine?’ he prompted, walking to the fireplace, where she spotted a bottle with two
glasses on either side of it.

“Areyou in need of courage, Your Grace?’ she taunted, stalling.

“1 thought perhaps you might prefer a nightcap of some sort.”

Louise could not deny that she was a bundle of nerves now. Standing before the foot
of his bed and watching him move about the room in so relaxed a manner was putting

her on edge.

“A glass of wine would be much appreciated, thank you,” she replied and watched his
large hand clutch the bottle as he poured two glasses and handed one to her.

“1 wondered if you would stay up to speak with my brother after supper,” he admitted
as she grabbed the wine glass and took a healthy sip. “Whatever he was speaking to
you about in the park today was clearly very amusing.”



“Would you believe meif | said we were discussing you, Y our Grace?’
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“1 let the first one slide because you arrived on time just as | requested, but if you call
meY our Graceagain, | shall snatch that wine glass from your hand and ravage you
right here on the floor.”

The deep rumble of his voice made heat throb between her legs, and she swallowed at
his intense gaze.

“We were speaking about my encyclopediaif you must know,” she said peevishly.
“Ah yes, my brother will be the first person to read it,” Christian muttered irritably.
“1 promised him many years ago.”

Christian took a small step forward while sipping his wine, his eyes never leaving
hers. “And how long have you been working on it?’

“Almost a year to the day. And nothing has changed concerning our deal, | might
add. | am still going to work on it for another year before we have a child.”

Hislips quirked up at the corners. “1 remember.”
“But you would go back on your word now? Y ou are three days early.”

“Two and a half,” he corrected. “And it is hardly difficult to see why. | have watched
you shamelesdly flirting with my brother since he returned?>—"

“1 have done nothing of the sort!”



“—and | am not inclined to watch you laugh with other men and ssmper and forget
about your husband. When you need a reminder of who you belong to, | will always
oblige.”

Louise scoffed, before taking another sip of her wine, but she ended up draining it
completely. Christian's long fingers stretched toward her, hovering in the air
expectantly as she handed him the empty glass. She felt strangely bereft when he took
it, asthough it had acted as a shield between them.

Christian put both glasses on the table beside the fireplace before very deliberately
running his eyes over her.

“l believe | told you before how beautiful you are. | wish you would wear your hair
down on every occasion. | much prefer it that way.”

“l shall do as| please,” she retorted.

Christian chuckled. “I do not doubt that, Duchess. | have never seen you
doanythingyou did not wish to do.”

“Save for marrying you, you mean?’ she snapped.

His expression instantly turned into a scowl as he marched forward and gripped her
arms tightly in his hands.

“Are youtryingto vex me?’ he growled.

“Always,” she shot back. “And you know very well that neither of us would have
chosen the other as a spouse, so do not act as though thisis?>—"

But she was unabl e to finish her sentence.



He pulled her forward so forcefully that she was almost lifted off her feet, and
suddenly his lips covered hers and his dlick tongue plunged into her mouth,
massaging hers as she let out alow moan.

Christian bit her lower lip so hard that she gasped and pressed her against him, before
burying his hands in her hair. His fingers ran through the long strands as he groaned.

Pulling back, he lowered her to her feet once more. His eyes were smoldering in the
half-light, all traces of humor gone. Louise panted slightly as she looked up at him.

“You are here, in my chambers,” he said tightly, “and you are my wife. That is not
going to change. Whatever came before is over. You will submit to me. You

willbelongto me, body and soul, from this moment on. Is that clear?’

Louise found herself nodding helplessly as he took another small step toward her,
looming over her as shetilted her head back.

“1 want to hear it, Duchess. | want to hear you tell me that you belong to me and that
no other man will ever come near you again.”

She nodded again.

“Say it.”
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“Yes, Christian,” she breathed. “I belong to you.”

He let out a small sigh, as though the words had settled something inside him, and
then he took her hand and led her to the side of the bed. They stood there for a few
moments as he took a deep breath. Some of the tension had left his shoulders,and as

he turned to look her in the eye once more, some of his anger had faded away.

“1 have been thinking about the last time,” Christian mused, his voice lilting now,
having lost itsintensity. “I think | rather did things backward.”

L ouise frowned. “Backward?’
“Mhm. It does not seem fair that | have seen you in all your glory when | did not even
shed a single layer of clothing. Quite ungentlemanly. Now, | would have you sit back

and enjoy the show.”

The arrogant, little smile he gave her made her blush furiously as she lowered herself
onto the bed, anticipation thrumming through her.

Christian stepped back as though he were on a stage and gave a theatrical bow.
L ouise could not help but laugh gently at him.

He gave her another smile and then slowly began to unbutton his waistcoat.
| do not know why | torture myself like this.

Christian wanted to strip his Duchess bare and claim her immediately, but he had not



missed the way her hands trembledor the way her shoulders rose to her ears as she
entered his room.

He wanted her to be comfortable, and if that meant taking things slow, then so beit.

He slowly took off his waistcoat and draped it over the back of a chair. Louise huffed
out asmall laugh.

“What is so amusing?’ he asked softly.

“Even when you are undressing, you cannot throw away your clothes. You must
always be neat. Everything in its place.”

Christian cocked his head as he pulled his shirt from beneath his breeches. “It is
practical. | should not wish to dirty all my clothes on the floor.”

“You are exact in everything you do. Y our study isthe tidiest room | have ever seen.”
Christian nodded his head in agreement, absurdly pleased by her observation.

“1 thank you, Duchess. You are correct. | like things in order. Although | shall have
you know, Jack has put paid to my desk. | had to tidy it twice over, with that Kitten

knocking my things to the floor.”

Louise smiled at that bit of information, but it faltered quickly when he pulled his
shirt lazily over his head, exposing his chest to her hungry gaze.

Christian boxed regularly, rode his horse about town, and fenced better than many
other men of his acquaintance. He knew that he looked very fine.

Still, seeing the lust in her eyes was something he had not anticipated. He adjusted



himself through the falls of his breeches and watched her eyes track the movement.

“Are you going to help me with my boots?’ he asked. “ They are damnably tight.”

She leaned back on the bed, and her robe fell open, exposing the soft planes of her
stomach beneath her shift. Christian swallowed.

“No,” she said mischievoudly, “I think | would enjoy watching you struggle.”

Christian rolled his eyes, and just to be contrary, he went to join her on the bed. He
sat beside her and bent down to pull off his left boot with some effort, but once it was
neatly placed beside the bedpost, he lifted his right boot to her.

She grabbed it with a put-upon sigh and pulled it off hisfoot, exposing his stockinged
feet beneath. He rather enjoyed havingher undress him, but her body was still tight
with tension, and he wanted her pliant and soft in his arms once more.

His patience running thin, he stood up again and took off his breeches and drawersin
one motion until he was entirely naked.

Louise stared at him, dumbfounded, her eyes fixed on his hard length, which was
unapologetically jutting out toward her.

“Now it isyour turn, Duchess,” he said huskily. “I would have my fill of you, too.”

L ouise slowly stood up, and he stepped back and watched with a hammering heart as
she removed her robe. She would have never had the opportunity to learn the art
ofteasing,but she seemed skilled at it regardless. Her movements were achingly slow,
ratcheting up his need beyond anything he had ever felt before.
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As she pulled her nightgown over her head, baring her glorious figure to him once
more, he sighed contentedly.

“Exquisite,” he whispered, and she blushed prettily.
He stepped forward and placed his hands on her waist.

“1 will have you tonight just like this if you will alow me.” He watched her eyes
travel upward to meet his. “Will you?’

Louise shivered, amazed by how ready she felt for him to do just that. She was
desperate for him to do as he pleased with her, but her nerves were warring with
anticipation, muddling her mind such that she could not speak.

She could only nod her head.

Without any delay, he gently pushed her back toward the bed, where she sat down.
She looked up at him as he lowered her to the mattress and lay beside her.

She could feel his hard length poking her thigh, and she closed her eyes as his hands
roamed over her body, cupping her breasts reverently.

“1 would have you ask for this, Duchess. | would have you beg me to touch you, and |
will give you pleasure you have never experienced before.”

Louise took a shuddering breath as his fingers pinched her nipple, and she let out a
moan as he took her other nipple in his mouth. He sucked on the hard tip as his hand



trailed down her belly, flirting with the place she needed him to touch the most but
never quite reaching it.

Then, he pulled himself on top of her, and she groaned as she felt his arousal press
against the heat between her legs.

“Beg me,” he demanded, and this time, she could do nothing but obey.

“Please,” she whispered. “| want you to take me just as you wish.”

He smiled and lowered his face to hers, sucking her lower lip into his mouth and
kissing her gently before moving down her body.

His hands ran down the outside of her thighs and then pushed her legs up as he
lowered his head and lapped at her hot entrance.

She remembered this sensation from the carriage, but now, watching him do it while
he was naked was a new and delightful pleasure she had not expected.

She could not suppress her moans as his tongue pushed inside her, lapping
desperately at her folds, the sensual drag of his teeth sending shivers through her.

She plunged her hands into his hair shamelessly and ground her hips against his
mouth, allowing him to worship her with his tongue until she felt a shocking pressure
as he dlid histhumb inside her.

Her back arched off the bed as she cried out. Christian moved back, sliding his thumb
in and out of her as she moaned and writhed beneath him.

“1 have never wanted anything more than to watch you come apart for me,” he purred
as he replaced his thumb with two long fingers.



He moved slowly and steadily, gently adding pressure, waiting for her cues to keep
going as she shuddered beneath him.

“All right?” he asked when both fingers were inside her to the knuckle.

“Yes,” she gasped as he curled them upward, and her hands came down to clench the
bedsheets beside her hips.

He continued his ministrations for some minutes, using his fingers, his thumb, and his
tongue to make her fall apart beneath him.

She could barely breathe by the time he pulled himself up from the bed and stood
back, staring down at her with blazing need in his eyes.

“Are you ready for me, Louise?’ he asked, her name on his lips, sending afresh pulse
of delight through her.

“Yes, Christian. | want you,” she said, reaching for him.

Christian gripped her hand briefly before kneeling on the bed. He pushed her knees
back so that her thighs were pressed against her chest, and she felt pressure at her
entrance as he notched his length there.

“Tell meif it hurts, and | will stop.”

The care with which he said those words made tears well up in her eyes as, inch by

inch, he gently dlid inside her. She gripped the sheets again, feeling the blunt pressure
building.
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There was a burn and a sharp pain as he slowly moved inside her, but he went so
slowly that she could breathe through any discomfort. She looked up at him in
wonder as she felt their hips finally connect.

“My God,” Christian groaned, squeezing his eyes shut, “you are perfect.”
He pulled back and slowly dlid into her again, and Louise closed her eyes, panting
underneath him as each thrust lit her from within until she could not tell where he

began and where she ended.

After several tentative thrusts, he grew bolder. His hands came down on either side of
her shoulders as he hovered above her and then thrust his hips forward.

They both cried out as their pleasure began to build, and Christian groaned as he
pounded into her over and over again. He bent down to take her mouth, kissing her at
the same rhythm as his movements, making her whole body come alive with a
desperate yearning for completion.

“Oh!” she cried out desperately, pulling away. “1 cannot?—"

“1 want to feel you, Duchess. | want you to grip metightly as you find your release.”

At those words, she screamed, arching into him as she crested a wave of desire she
had never experienced before, her walls tightening around him just as he had asked.

Christian growled low in his throat, but then he let out a quiet curse as he hastily
withdrew, spilling his seed on her stomach as he stroked himsealf.



He let out along, contented sigh and then collapsed on the bed beside her.

CHAPTER 29

After afew minutes, Christian rose and made his way to the edge of the room.

Louise watched, a little perplexed, until she noticed the basin of steaming hot water
that had been placed beside the ewer. She lay still, admiring him for a few minutes as
he placed a cloth in the water and wrung it out. He looked magnificent then, strong
and muscular, the candlelight dancing beautifully across his golden back.

He turned around and walked back to the bed, a gentle smile playing on his lips.
Louise was still catching her breath as he leaned over her with the cloth in one hand
and gently wiped between her legs, the feel of it soothing and warm all at once.

After ensuring that she was clean, he saw to himself, and Louise could not help but
watch his every movement. His smile grew as she watched him, and she knew he
could feel her eyes on him.

It was a pleasant moment as they both came down from the lofty heights of their
shared pleasure, but his attention confused her, nonetheless. She attempted to read his
expression in the dim light of the room, but she was unable to discern what he was
feeling.

He looks as though he truly cares for me. Isthat just anillusion?
Christian withdrew shortly after and put the cloth back in the basin. Louise was
desperate to know how things would develop from now on. She rose from the bed,

making her decision as she did so.

If he wishes to treat me as hiswife, | shall act as one.



She pulled back the covers, revealing the crisp white sheet beneath, and dlid inside.
He leaned against the bedpost, quite naked, raising his eyebrows at her as she pulled
the covers over her body.

“If you think I am walking back to my room and dressing again, you are mistaken. |
am sleeping here, beside my husband,” she stated, with more confidence than she felt.

Christian’s low chuckle calmed her nerves as he walked to the other side of the bed
and blew out the candle. The room was dark, illuminated only by the fire and the

moonlight streaming through the window.

Louise snuggled beneath the covers, the cold sheets cooling her heated body and
making her sigh in contentment.

Who would have known that | would be sharing a bed with my husband so soon?

Christian lay down beside her, his warmth and tender embrace a balm to her soul. His
hand dlid around her, stroking her skin gently as he let out a soft sigh.

“Thank you,” she whispered into the darkness.

“No thanks are needed. | assure you, Duchess, the pleasure was entirely mine.”

She closed her eyes as they snuggled against one another and allowed sleep to take
them.

The next morning, Louise woke up alone. She knew before she opened her eyes that
the spot behind her was empty.

She kept her eyes closed for a little while, wishing that it was not the case until she
could no longer avoid the inevitable.
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| wish | could still feel his arms around me.

She opened her eyes to find an empty mattress beside her, but there was a note on his
pillow, placed carefully beside the rose he had procured for her. She picked it up

eagerly.
Duchess,

| have some business to attend to. | shall return later today. Sleep and rest as long as
you need.

C.

Louise read the note several times. She wanted to find some hidden meaning in it,
that perhaps their night together had meant as much to Christian as it had to her, but
there was nothing.

With a sigh, she flung the covers off her body and grabbed her robe from the floor.
She went to the door, the rose held loosely between her fingers, and poked her head
out, feeling like a naughty child who had strayed into the wrong room. She could hear
the servants going about their chores, but she could aso tell that it was still early
from the light filtering through the window.

Christian must have left before dawn... | wonder if he dlept at all.

She went to her room and rang the bell for her maid, and when she was up and



dressed in a deep blue gown that she had beenlonging to wear, she headed downstairs
to the library to begin her drawing of the Gallic rose.

When she passed Fenwick, she inquired about Jack’s whereabouts, and he informed
her that Marcus had taken him to the parlor.

Not wishing to disturb them, Louise continued toward the library, more determined
than ever to finish her book as soon as possible.

He may have respected my wishes last night, but if we are already lying together four
daysinto our marriage, | cannot imagine lasting afull year.

She closed the door behind her and walked to the small writing table that she had
been using to finish her drawings. The Gallic rose was wilting now, but she was
pleased to see that the paint was a perfect match to the color of the petals.

She sat down and picked up her paintbrush, but her thoughts would not settle. A
lingering sense of disappointment and fear would not leave her, and it seemed to be
growing all the more since she had woken up alone. The realization irritated her.

| have no doubt Christian woke up this morning and had no trouble leaving our bed
without a second thought.

She looked at the garden outside the window and sighed, wondering if there were any
other plants or flowers that she had not yet drawn for her illustrations.

She tightened her grip on her paintbrush and resolved to at least finish painting the
Gallic rose this morning while pushing the memory ofwherethe rose had come from

down to the deepest recesses of her mind.

About an hour later, a gentle knock sounded at the door, and expecting it to be



Marcus, or perhaps Christian, she bid them enter.

The same maid with the lilting voice opened the door with a smile. “Lord and Lady
Northbridge have arrived to see you, Your Grace,” she announced with a small
curtsy.

L ouise frowned.

| realy must explain to my father that he cannot simply turn up unannounced
whenever he pleases.

Smoothing her hands down her skirts and checking that she did not have paint all
over her fingers, she made her way to the drawing room. As she approached, she
could hear her father’ s voice echoing through the corridors.

She entered the room, amused to see that she and her mother were wearing the same
shade of blue that day. She smiledwarmly as her mother rushed toward her and took
her hands, giving her akiss on the cheek.

Lady Northbridge drew back, examining Louise with a critical eye.

“You look very well, dearest,” she noted happily. “I believe marriage suits you.”

Louise swallowed, attempting to suppress the blush that threatened to bloom on her
cheeks at her mother’ s words.

“We heard that Lord Marcus had returned and came to wish him well,” her mother
added.

At that moment, a quiet meow sounded in the corridor, and Marcus walked into the
room.



“Ah, Lord Marcus,” Lord Northbridge greeted boisterously, coming forward and
shaking the man’s hand rather aggressively. “We were pleased to hear that you had
returned.”
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Louise watched their exchange in surprise. Her father did not seem pleased. In fact,
his expression was almost angry as the two men stared at one another. Marcus drew
back his hand with atight smile.

Christian’s suspicions are rubbing off on me, it would seem, but why is Father
looking at Marcus like that?

“Thank you, My Lord,” Marcus returned as her mother stepped toward him and
curtsied. “I am recovering, as you can see.”

“Well, we must all count our blessings for that,” her father muttered.

The kitten, held loosely in Marcus's other hand, mewed again, and Lord Northbridge
eyed it suspiciously.

“And who isthis?’ Lady Northbridge asked.

Marcus gently handed Jack to Louise, and she held him up for her mother to see.
Lady Northbridge adored cats, and her face broke into a happy smile at the sight.

“Thisis Jack, Papa,” Louise said. “Jack Frost.”

Her father harrumphed irritably as the kitten mewed at him, and they all went to sit
on the setteesin the center of the room as atray of teawas brought in.

Louise tried to get Jack to settle as he always did when Marcus held him, but the
kitten was quite determined to return to its previous owner.



Marcus chuckled as Louise sighed exaggeratedly and handed the kitten back to him,
where he padded up histhighs and lay down.

“It is as though he does not knowlam the one who rescued him,” she muttered, a
touch of hurt in her voice.

“Catswill do asthey please, | think,” Lady Northbridge commented.

Marcus laughed at Louise’ s hurt expression.

“He seems to like everyone else more than me,” she protested.

“1 doubt that,” came a voice from the doorway.

Louise stiffened as Christian entered the room, having not anticipated his arrival and
feeling strangely on edge in his presence.

However, when he came to sit beside her, the odd sensation faded into acute
embarrassment as she remembered how they had spent the previous night. She stared

at the carpet, wiling her blush away as her father and mother greeted him.

Christian’s sharp gaze was fixed on the Earl. “I rather hoped | would not see you
again so soon, Lord Northbridge. Especially not without an invitation.”

Despite her father’ s unpleasantness afew days ago, Louise found herself surprised by
Christian’s stern words.

The Earl seemed just as taken aback, glaring at his wife as though it were her fault
that Christian disliked him.

“l am only here, Your Grace, to speak with my daughter. Once that is done, | will



happily remove myself from your sight.” He stood up, and all eyesin the room turned
to him. “Louise, | need a moment of your time.”

With that, the Earl stalked to the doors that looked out over the small terrace outside
the drawing room and opened one without asking for permission. He walked outside,
leaving Louise in the uncomfortable position of either ignoring him—as she would
much rather do—or following him like a servant.

She sighed and glanced at Christian, who was aiming a withering glare in the Earl’s
direction, and then excused herself, going outside to see what her father could
possibly need from her now.

CHAPTER 30

It was chilly on the terrace. The Earl was standing with his back to Louise, staring out
at the garden.

He did not look around as she stepped out of the house, as though he had known she
would follow him—or simply expected it. She stood back, waiting for him to speak.

He finally turned around, his eyes narrowing as he looked over her shoulder. “Close
the door please, Louise. | wish to speak with you in private.”

Louise flexed her fingers, but she did as he asked, nonetheless. Her mind whirled as
shetried to figure out what he could possibly want from her.

When she was facing him again, he cleared his throat, a peevish expression crossing
his face as he stared her down.
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“1t seems that your marriage is a success,” he noted coldly.
Louise resisted the urge to roll her eyes at his pompousness.
“As successful asfive dayswill allow, yes,” she answered irritably.

“l am pleased to hear it. The Duke was likely displeased that his deal had been for
nothing.”

Louise clasped her hands tightly behind her back, keeping her eyes fixed on her
father. “I believe it was a deal you made first, Papa. Over a hand of cards, no less.”
She kept her expression blank, but her voice rang with emotion.

The Earl’s eyes narrowed as he pursed his lips. He cleared his throat a little
awkwardly, but he did not deny it. Louise bit her tongue, attempting to keep her
temper in check.

“Do not pretend you have any affection for the man, Louise. Your marriage was a
business transaction. Many women have suffered the same fate and live happily until
their dotage. Y ou should bethankingme.”

She glanced behind her at Christian, who was speaking with her mother but keeping
an eye on the terrace. She moved out of sight, a feeling of trepidation creeping up on
her as she considered what her father might want.

“Was there something specific you wished to speak to me about?’ she asked.
“Becauseit israther cold.”



The Earl took a step forward, looking down at her with a haughtiness she knew all
too well. “I assume you are aware why | made the deal in the first place?’ he asked
archly.

Louise frowned, trying to think back to what Christian had told her. He had merely
said that the Earl had made her the prize.

“What are you speaking of 7’ she asked carefully, unwilling to give anything away if
she could helpit.

“The Duke is in possession of something of mine,” the Earl said briskly. “I want it
back. The man is refusing to speak to me on the matter and he is treating me
abominably, as you have seen with your own eyes.”

Louise held back the sharp retort on the tip of her tongue. “What is he in possession
of ? 1 am sure you are mistaken, Papa. If you ask him, he will return it to you.”

The Earl scoffed derisively. “I am certain he will not. He holds power over me, and
men like him will do everything to retain it. He holds the deed to the townhouse in

which your mother and | now reside. You will get it back from him.”

Louise recoiled, staring up at him in astonishment. “Iwill get it back for you?’ she
asked. “What on earth do you mean?”’

“You are a Dawson, Louise, no matter how pretty a picture the Duke paints of your
marriage. He married you because it suited his interests, and he wished to torment
me, nothing more.”

“Papa, you have not?—"

“| suppose you know about the animosity between us,” the Earl continued lazily. “It



goes back years. Christian and his brother once had the audacity to ask me for an
invitation to The Devils. Low-born, worthless, little creatures expecting me to
welcome them with open arms because their father decided to acknowledge them.”

L ouise was so startled by the venom in his voice that she struggled to speak.

“Their mother was a servant in the late Duke's household. His wife could not give
him children, so he got them elsewhere, and when his wife died, he had the audacity
to marry Christian’s mother. Amaid!It is unconscionable.”

Louise moved further down the terrace, terrified that Christian or Marcus might hear
the vitriol spewing from her father’slips.

“Whatever your opinions on the subject, Papa, he is the Duke of Egerton, whether
you recognize it or not.”

“I do not, and neither should you,” the Earl said impatiently. “This is not a
negotiation. Y ou should have aready agreed without question. Y ou will get the deed
for me. It must be in this house somewhere. He will keep it close—I know his sort all
too well.”

“1 will do no such thing.”

“Do not be obstinate, Louise. It is unbecoming. Would you see your parents on the
street? As you said yourself, you have been married less than a week. And what
happens when the tide turns? When the Duke decides he does not need to protect
your family? What then?’

“All right, answer this question then,” Louise snapped. “Why does Christian have the
deed toourhome in the first place?’



The Earl faltered briefly before he snorted and shook his head. “You are your
mother’s daughter, | see. All accusations and assumptions without a shred of
evidence. | had arun of bad luck and lost it at the gaming tables.”

L ouise threw her hands up in despair.
“And that is myright!” the Earl thundered. “I am the lord and master of my estate, and

| choose what to do with it. You would not have a roof over your head if it were not
for me. Remember that, my girl.”
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“Then what you are telling me is that Christian owns the deed because of a bet that
you lost. Which means,” she said angrily, “that you do not deserve to have it back.”

“He is hanging the sword of Damocles above my head, Louise. Would you have it so
for the rest of my life?’

“Y ou would honestly ask me tostealfrom my husband?’

The Earl’s face twisted into a snarl as he pointed an accusatory finger at her.
“Yourhusband?l am your father. Y ou honor me above al else, and youwilldo this, or
| will be forced to take mattersinto my own hands.”

Louise froze, staring at the twisted, angry face of a stranger. Here stood a man she no
longer recognized. Her father was gone, and in his place was a frightened, ruined
creature who would stop at nothing to get what he wanted.

“And what do you mean by that?’ she asked, dreading his response.

Her father cast a glance behind her, his jowls wobbling as he jutted his chin
arrogantly. For a horrible moment, he reminded her of herself.

“You are aware of the rivalry between The Devils and Orions. It has existed since
they started their club. The Duke has encouraged it, | think, for better or worse.” The
Earl sniffed and cocked his head, a mocking little smile on his face. “I relished the
challenge, at the beginning. | enjoyed the competition, but this is my entire fortune
we are speaking of. | cannot delay any longer.”



He took a menacing step toward her, his nostrils flaring.

“If you will not collect the deed, then give me some money so | can pay off my debts.
| know the Duke iswell off.”

“Papa,” Louise gasped, horrified, “how do you expect me to do such athing? Thisis
monstrous.”

“1 can destroy him, you know.” She watched a sinister smile spread across his face. “I
can destroy everything he has built in an instant if | choose to.”

“What? How?’

“1 do not think you realize how precarious the Duke's position is,” the Earl stated
coldly. “Apart from his brother’ s odd disappearance and reappearance, they are by no
means as respected as he seems to believe. | could click my fingers and steal away
every member of Orionsif | choose. One word from me and he would be destitute.”

Louise had never felt such rage before. Her father was truly mad if he was willing to
pursue that course of action.

She stepped away from him, matching his posture. “Papa, are you suggesting that you
would deliberately ruin my husband’s life?”

“Two weeks ago, he was a stranger to you. Stop pretending you care for him—it is
tiresome.”

“The only reason | have him in my life is because ofyourshortcomings, Papa.” She
surprised herself by the icy tone of her voice, and her father's face paled
considerably. “Youhave brought al of this upon yourself,” she hissed. “I believe
Christianmade it clear to you how he felt about you being in his home, and | second it



now. Y ou are not welcome here. Please,|eave.”

She stood to her full height, pushing down the guilt that rose in her chest a his
expression, and glared at him, determined to see this through.

| do not owe him anything. If he had his way, | would be someone' s mistress, to be
used and thrown aside to pay off his debts.

The Earl’s face contorted with anger, and he sneered at her, his lips twisting
unpleasantly.

“The Duke isin your life only because he wishes to exact revenge on me. That is all.
He might be interested in you now. He might even convince you that he cares for
you. But do not be foolish enough to believe it. Men like him are out for what they
can get. He has a marriage that will serve him well—that is all he has ever wanted
from you.”

The chilly March air seeped through Louise’s gown, making her shiver. Her father's
words cut deep, right to the bone, as she thought of the past few days. Christian’s
distance, his absence after they spent the night together. His obsession with his club
and only ever wishing to possess her.

Her father was right—her husband did not care for her as she cared for him.

She stepped back, preparing to return to the others.

“That may be true,” she relented, the words tasting like ash in her mouth. “But my
loyalties lie with my husband now. Y ou have ensured that more than you ever could

with your conduct. Now, | wish you to leave.”

The Earl watched her, his calculating gaze hardening as he glanced at the house. “Are



you expecting me to leave without saying farewell to your precious Duke?’
“l expect you to leave regardliess of your wishes, but you will not be setting foot in

this house again today,” she said vehemently, before opening the door to the terrace
to return to Christian, her body vibrating with anger.

| cannot believe that | once assumed if | did his bidding, he would one day treat me as
an equal. The only person my father cares about is himself.

CHAPTER 31
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Louise went back inside, hearing her father's angry footsteps retreating into the
garden.

She rejoined the group, feeling Christian’s eyes on her the entire time, but she
avoided looking at him.

“Where isyour father?’ her mother asked, looking at the terrace in surprise.
“He left, Mama.”
“Left?’ Lady Northbridge echoed, furrowing her brow.

“l believe he had some business to attend to,” Louise offered, acutely aware of
Christian’ s eyes boring into her. “Urgent business.”

Lady Northbridge shifted in her seat, appearing uncomfortable suddenly as she
cleared her throat. She looked over at Christian, her hands clenching into fists in her

lap.

“l see. Well, | would not wish to be here without my husband. Y our Grace, | can only
apologize for him leaving without bidding you farewell. | am sure he had a good
reason.”

Christian’ s expression was nonchalant, but he nodded his head at her respectfully.

Marcus leaned forward in his chair and carefully handed Jack to Louise. “1 would be
happy to escort you home, Lady Northbridge,” he offered solemnly.



“Oh, thereis no need, Lord Marcus. But | am most grateful for the offer. It is not far,
and | shall enjoy the walk.”

“l insist,” Marcus said, standing up.

Lady Northbridge looked rather startled by his persistence, but her shoulders did
relax, and she sighed. “Very well then.”

Christian rose too, and the whole party showed the Countess to the door.

Asthey stood in the entryway, Lady Northbridge turned to Louise and pulled her into
her arms. “It was lovely to see you, as aways,” she said earnestly.

Christian was murmuring something to his brother, his voice too low for either of
them to hear, but as their attention was elsewhere, Lady Northbridge leveled Louise

with a sharp look.

“Will you allow me to visit you without your father, dearest? | do not want us to
become estranged because of the... bad blood between them.”

“Of course, Mama. Y ou are always welcome in our home. | hope you know that.”

Lady Northbridge smiled gratefully and gave a single nod before Marcus offered her
his arm and they walked out into the chilly air.

L ouise watched them go, her mother’ s youthful gait reminding her once again of how
much she had sacrificed for her father and how little he seemed to appreciate it.

“What isit?” Christian asked tersely as soon as they were out of earshot. “You came
back inside as white as a sheet. What did your father say to you?”



Louise shook her head, her eyes lingering on Marcus and her mother. “Let us return
to the drawing room. | do not wish to speak about it here.”

Christian looked as though he wanted to insist, but as she walked away, he followed
her back into the room.

As Louise listened to the gentle bustle of the staff below stairs, she mulled over how
much her life had changed in so short atime.

A week ago, if anyone had asked me if | would defend my husband against my father,
| would have laughed at them. And now here | am, protecting him above all else.

Once they had returned to the bright drawing room, Louise looked around the floor
for Jack. She had placed him on a chair before they left the room, and now he was
lying beside the fire, his belly to the flames, his paws splayed out happily.

Louise turned back to Christian, who closed the door rather defiantly and crossed his
arms over his chest, glaring at her. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other,

uncertain how to begin the conversation.

My father has insulted Christian in every manner imaginable. It is a question of
which offense to reveal first.

“What did the Earl say?’ Christian demanded.

“Y ou must promise not to be angry.”
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“1 will promise no such thing.”

Louise huffed. “I do not want you to come to blows. My father is a formidable man,
and he has threatened to ruin you.”

Christian’s eyes hardened at that. “And how, pray tell, is an aready ruined man
planning to ruinme?’

“This is exactly what | mean,” she said briskly. “You have arivalry that goes back
years. It will never be settled if you continue to provoke each other.”

“Hal” Christian scoffed incredulously. “Then the Earl wishes tosettlethings, doesn’t
he? And how did he propose to do so? Alone, with just his daughter to speak to?’

L ouise wrung her hands in front of her, dreading his reaction but knowing she would
have to confess all the same.

“He told me that he wanted the deed to our townhouse. Isit true that you have it?’

Christian’s eyes widened in surprise. “Yes, it istrue, athough | am astonished that he
revealed as much to you. He must be truly desperate.”

“I do not think he has anything left to lose,” she confessed. “He was agitated,
speaking about the power you hold over him while you are in possession of the

deed.”

“1l intend to keep it forever,” Christian replied grimly. “Would you honestly trust him



with it more than me? He aso holds your mother’s life in his hands, and | imagine he
values that as highly as he values yours.”

Louise’s stomach churned at the thought of her father harming her mother in other
ways besides using hisfists.

Would Christian redlly protect us?

Her father’s words were still ringing in her ears. Although she did not trust him, she
knew there was agrain of truth in what he had said about her husband.

“1 am grateful that you would protect my mother and my future,” she said, “but that is
not all he wanted.”

“What else?’

“He told me to ask you for money. Well, he told me to take money from you and give
it to him. | do not know where he expects me to find it, but he asked me all the
same.”

“Thisis preposterous,” Christian snapped. “1 will deal with it.”

Louise blinked at him. “Y ou will deal with it? How will you deal with it?’

“In my own way. He is not the first man to wrong me, although he wasoneof the first.
It is depressingly predictable that he has neither changed nor improved over the
years.” Christian pulled out hisfob watch and grunted as he checked the hour. I shall

deal with this,” he muttered, almost to himself.

To her dismay, he opened the door and |eft the room.



Louise was forced to follow him at a light trot to keep up. Christian’s shoulders were
pulled back and tense, his stance atogether confrontational, and she dreaded what
was to come.

He walked into his study, leaving the door open behind him, apparently anticipating
that she would follow him. He moved to his desk and began gathering some papers,
looking over afew things before placing them into aleather-bound binder.

“Areyou leaving?’ Louise asked helplessly.

Have | just made everything worse? Should | have held my tongue?

“Yes,” he said curtly. “I expect to find the Earl at his preciousclub. | will make sure
that he understands his position once and for all.”

“You will not hurt him.” Louise meant it as a question, but it came out as a demand.

Christian paused, looking up at her. “Do you honestly think | would intend to harm
anyone? | didn’t think you thought so little of me.”

“You have banished him from your house,” Louise hissed, “and | know there is no
goodwill between you.”

“1 will do as a gentleman does and put him in his place withwords.”
He deposited one last piece of parchment in the binder and rounded the desk as

though to walk straight past her and out of the room. Louise grabbed his arm before
he could do so.
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Christian looked down at her questioningly. His proximity had the usual effect on
her, and she stepped back so as not to be drawn to him again.

“My father said something else.”

Christian lowered the binder and turned to her. “ And what was that?’

“That you only married me because you felt you had something to gain. He said that
you did it for revenge and nothing more.” She searched his eyes for any hint of

emotion, but they were hard and cold. “Isthat true?’ she asked desperately.

Christian didn’t move for a moment. He glanced away, his jaw working, the vein in
his temple prominent beneath his hair.

He licked his lips, a hint of irritation crossing his face as he finally looked back at
her. “1 have been honest with you from the beginning, Louise. The fact that you feel

the need to ask me that question offends me deeply.”

Louise’'s stomach dropped as he looked down at her with an expression she had not
seen since the day of the masguerade ball—it was one of deep disdain.

“Now, if you will excuse me, | must speak to your father.”
CHAPTER 32

Christian climbed into his carriage, holding the binder carefully in front of him. He
waited until they were moving and the sound of the carriage wheels would muffle any



noise before he lammed his fist repeatedly into the opposite bench.

When he was finished, his knuckles were aching damnably, but the overwhelming
frustration had abated.

“Goddammit,” he snapped, slumping back in his seat and throwing the binder angrily
across the carriage.

No wonder Louise believes | married her for revenge. Why would she not? | have
given her no indication of anything else.

The look of desperation in her eyes had left him disguieted and uncomfortable.

What does she expect from me? We have a mutually beneficial arrangement. We
shall exist alongside one another peacefully without love complicating matters.

He rubbed a hand over hisface, staring into the blackness of the night, his chest tight.
Love was a weakness; his father had shown him that.Lovewas the reason Christian
had endured the humiliation his whole life, the pitying glares of those who believed
themselves superior to him. If his father had done his duty and not allowed his heart
to complicate matters, he would never have been born.

| will not repeat his mistakes.

He swallowed past the lump in his throat, disliking the feeling in his gut. Louise's
blue eyes haunted his thoughts, imploring and uncertain as he walked away from her.

Her father has planted doubts in her mind to rattle me. He must be my focus now.
Thisridiculous powerplay ends tonight.



He raked a hand through his hair as they rode toward The Devils. It had been along
time since he had been in the vicinity of the club and even longer since he had set
foot inside it.

Once Orions was fully established and Christian’s wealth had grown beyond his
wildest imaginings, there was no reason to. Christian and Marcus, and even Gabriel,

had frequented the club on a few occasions to observe the competition, but that was
all.

Ten minutes later, he peered out the window as the carriage wound down the familiar
street. He was shocked by the appearance of the club itself.

Although the exterior was still opulent, it seemed in need of maintenance. The
lettering above the door was still handsome enough, but there were dark stains around
the edges and a crack running along one side.

Christian alighted from the carriage and looked up at the glowing windows above
him as he fastened his coat. The ssimmering rage returned as he ascended the shallow
steps. He walked into the reception hall, where a very well-to-do gentleman came to
greet him.

“May | assist you, Sir?’ the gentleman asked pleasantly, bowing to him.
“1 am the Duke of Egerton,” Christian said, affecting his most arrogant tone. “I am
here to see the Earl of Northbridge, although | do not have an appointment. | am sure

he will see me.”

“Very good, Your Grace. The Earl isin the salon, | shall have the footman show you
up.

7

“You have my thanks,” Christian returned dismissively, and the man scurried away.



Christian followed the footman through two large double doors that led to a rather
beautiful room. The chairs were upholstered in a sky-blue fabric, and the deep navy
curtains complemented them.
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It was occupied by a small number of men. A few of them were grouped together,
speaking quietly to one another. Several were drinking whiskey or smoking cigars. It
was a quiet and peaceful environment which Christian very much expected he was
about to irrevocably disturb.

The footman held out his arm, indicating a tall figure beside the fireplace. The Earl.
He was speaking to someone whose face was turned toward Christian. The other man
looked deeply uncomfortable, frowning as the Earl made quick, jerky motions with
his hands.

Another man he owes money to, no doubt.l wonder who he lost Louise’s dowry to.
Knowing the way he gambles, | wager it was on asingle bet.

Christian slowly navigated the chairs, maintaining a steady pace as he approached
them. The other man spotted him and hastily took his leave. The Earl watched him
go, bewildered, until he turned to find Christian standing before him, intense fury
contorting his features.

The Earl clicked his fingers at a footman. “This man is not welcome here,” he said,
his voice low and menacing. “Escort him out immediately.”

Christian did not move, meeting the Earl’s gaze without flinching. The footman, who
had stepped up to him, glanced between them, evidently uncertain how to proceed.

“Are you sure you wish to throw me out, My Lord? | believe you wished to speak to
me about the deed to your townhouse,” Christian stated loudly. “Or perhaps it was
about the money you asked meto lend you?”



A man to their right let out a scandalized gasp and lowered his paper to look at them.

Christian raised his eyebrows at the Earl, but he had not anticipated the outburst that
would follow.

The Earl surprised him by raising his fist and swinging it at his left eye. Christian
ducked sideways, his own hand rising to block the blow. His fingers tightened around
the Earl’ sfist, and he twisted his arm up against his back.

The Earl growled in outrage as Christian shoved him unceremoniously against the
wall.

There were sharp gasps from the men a few chairs to Christian’s right, and they
hastily rose from their seats, making noises of outrage before walking out of the
room.

But they did not try to help him.The Earl is running out of allies.

“1 would be very careful how you choose to act next, My Lord,” Christian growled in
the Earl’s ear. “I do not wish to break your arm, but | will if necessary. You will
leave my wife out of our business, is that understood?’

The Earl cried out sharply as Christian twisted the offending limb even further,
briefly letting his anger take control. The Earl whimpered, and Christian relaxed a
little as the fight seemed to drain out of the man.

He stepped back and glared at the footman, who was still hovering nearby. He was a
young fellow and seemed to be in two minds as to what he needed to do. He quickly

retreated to the far wall and kept his eyes trained on the floor.

“Thisis adisgrace,” the Earl hissed, turning around and rubbing his wrist. “I would



expect nothing less from the son of a nobody.”

Christian let the barb wash over him, a sense of deep satisfaction blooming in his
chest as he realized that the Earl had nothing left to threaten him with.

“What is adisgrace, Sir, is you coming to my house, demanding a word with my wife,
and then telling her to steal something from me that is no longer yours.”

“Itismy house!” the Earl gritted out.

“No, it is mine. It has been mine since you foolishly lost it, and it will remain mine
for the foreseeable future—unless you canprove to me that you have changed. If you
involve Louise again, you will suffer the consequences.”

The Earl scoffed. “Thick as thieves the two of you, aren’t you? Managed to worm
your way into her good graces quickly enough—but then you always did have a
reputation. WhereisLady Carruthers, by the way? | am sure Louise would be thrilled
to meet her.”

Christian glowered at him, even as fear shot through him. The thought of Louise
learning of his old arrangement with Lady Carruthers filled him with acute
shame—shame that he had neither expected nor welcomed.

Guilt flooded him, and he tried to push it away as swiftly as he could.
“1 would caution you against bringing up my past behavior. | believe Louise would
be just as interested in your history and how you almost brought your family to its

knees because of your greed.”

The Earl’s eyes were darting around the room now as he began to sweat. Christian
could feel the remaining men watching them with interest. It would not be long



before the whole ton knew about the Earl’ s situation.

| thought | would feel gleeful when | won the toss against this man. But now | can
only think about how Louise will take the news.

Christian cleared his throat, taking another step back. “As | said before, Sir, you will
not return to my house again,” he declared, a hint of smugnessin hisvoice. “If | wish
for you to enter, | shall send you aninvitation. It seems fitting. Were those not your
original terms?’

With a condescending glance at the rest of the room, he walked out, happy in the
knowledge that the Earl of Northbridge would no longer be a problem.

Louise was sitting with Jack on her lap when she heard Christian’s voice outside.
Placing the kitten in the little bed she had made for him in the library, she swiftly
walked out to find her husband.



Page 83

Source Creation Date: July 20, 2025, 1:49 am

He was in the entrance hall, removing his hat and gloves and murmuring quietly to
Fenwick. He glanced at her when she approached, but his expression gave nothing

away.

Several scenarios were running through her mind, from Christian killing her father to
her father ruining him with a single word.

Fenwick took hisleave, and Christian crossed the entrance hall toward her, raising his
eyebrows as though he were confused by her presence. Her anger flared at his casual
demeanor.

“Why are you looking at me as though nothing happened? Do you not know how
worried | have been?’

Christian closed his eyes, his jaw flexing as he folded his hands behind his back. “I
told you that | would deal with it, and | have,” he said, sounding exasperated, and
then walked toward his study.

“Stop walking away from me!” she thundered, following him into the room and
slamming the door shut behind her. “Tell me what happened between you and my
father. | have been worried sick for hours. | have no idea what you were doing, what
you said, or how you chose to act. Y ou will tell me thisinstant!”

She was panting by the end of her tirade, but when his eyes locked onto hers, she felt
the familiar pulse of desire at the heat in them, and her anger melted away.

“What would you like to know?’ Christian asked, taking a step toward her.



“What did you say to my father?’

“l told him that he would keep you out of our business, and he has agreed. That is
all.”

L ouise opened her mouth, staring at him in disbelief, and then scoffed. “That isal, is
it? He smplyagreed?’

“He did. Were you expecting something more interesting? | believe you specifically
told me that you did not wish for us to come to blows. We would have if it had been
left up to your father, believe me.”

Lousie looked him over, fearful that he might be hiding some injury.

Christian let out a hollow laugh. “Ah, now you are concerned about my welfare. How
touching. Considering | have married you to exactrevengeon your father and nothing
else, | am astonished you care at al.”

“You did not deny it!”

Christian’s eyes widened comically before they narrowed as he took another step
toward her.

“1 believe, Duchess, that my exact words were that your insinuation offended me
deeply. Or do you only listen to your father’s opinion on the matter?”

“How am | supposed to listen to yours?’ she retorted. “Y ou give nothing away. Even
when we spend time together, you barely speak to me, and if | ask you what itis| can
expect from you, al you tell me is that we have anarrangement. How am | supposed
to understand what you want from this marriage when you do not choose to play a
part init!”



Her chest was heaving now, the fearsin her heart coming out in araw and vulnerable
way that she had not intended.

Christian snarled as he took a final step forward and gripped her upper arms tightly,
roughly pulling her to him.

“Do you understand this?’ he shot back, before lowering his head and claiming her
mouth.

It was a harsh and brutal kiss, and Louise melted against him, powerless to prevent it
as his heat enveloped her and his tongue plunged into her mouth.

She moaned as he walked her back to the door, grunting as her back hit it and his
hands tangled in her hair. All she could feel was his tongue and his fingers gripping
her flesh, not allowing her to move an inch as he devoured her body and soul.

After what felt like an age, he finally pulled back and drew in a gasping breath,
resting one hand beside her head against the door and staring at her with blazing eyes.

Louise shivered as he slowly dlid his hand down the door, before pushing away from
her and straightening his clothes. His movements seemed hurried and uncertain.

“1 did not marry you for revenge.” His voice was flat but sincere. Guilt welled up
inside her at the hurt in his eyes. “After everything we have shared, did you truly
believe that to be the case?’

L ouise hesitated, studying his face for any signs of deceit.

Does hetruly care for me? It isin times like this that | can aimost believe he feels the
same for meas| do for him.



Christian smoothed down his waistcoat and fiddled with his cuffs. There was
something awkward in his manner that reassured her. He was rarely awkward, always
knowing what step he needed to take next. Now, he looked ruffled, and all she
wanted to do was reassure him.

His cravat had come undone in the frenzy of their kiss. She stepped forward, slowly
raising her hands to his neck, and he watched her with afrown.
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“What are you doing?’ he asked.

“You look untidy,” shereplied, pulling at the ends of his cravat, which were aready a
little loose. She untied a section of it and then retied it so that it was straight.

Christian allowed it, lifting his chin as though she were his valet, and she smiled
softly as he did so. She tied the ends and stepped back as he looked at himself in the
mirror. His frown deepened as he touched his cravat reverently.

“How did you do that? | can never get the damned thing to sit right.”

“At least you look presentable now,” she said softly.

He turned back to her, the hurt look lingering on his face.

“Come,” she urged. “I want to show you something.”

Louise gently took his hand and led him out of the study, toward the library. There
was something fragile and new between them now that she could not name, but she
was desperate to hold on to it for alittle bit longer.

As soon as they entered the library, Jack started mewing at them and trotted toward
them. To Louise’s surprise, Christian bent down to pick him up and cradled him in

his arms, and the kitten instantly settled.

Louise smiled at them both as she indicated the little writing desk where she had
finaly finished her drawings.



“1 wanted to show you my encyclopedia,” she said, suddenly feeling embarrassed and
wondering if Christian would have any interest in it.

He raised his eyebrows, moving to the pile of parchment. After eyeing it for a few
seconds, he extended a hand and began to leaf through the pages while holding Jack
in the other.

“Did you paint these?’ he asked, |eafing through the drawings with gentle care.

“I did.”

Christian dropped the paper, his fingers flexing before he stepped away, his jaw tight.
“1 am sure my brother has already given his opinion—you do not need mine.”

Louise sighed. “I have not shown them to Marcus yet.”

Christian looked over at her in amazement. “But you told him he would be the first
person to see your encyclopedia.”

Louise held his gaze, trying to nurture the connection she could feel between them.
“When | promised him that, | did not believe you would be interested,” she
murmured, picking up the book and walking over to the chairs before the fireplace.

“Would you like to be the first to seeit? | am amost finished with this category.”

Christian stood staring at the book, motionless, his head tilted to the side, before he
joined her.

“1t would be my honor,” he said wistfully as he rang the bell for a servant.

A footman walked into the room, and Christian handed Jack to him, asking that the



kitten be tucked in his bed in the kitchens for the night.

After the footman had left, Christian settled beside his wife, his movements slow and
measured as she smiled and opened the book, turning to the first page.

Over the next hour or so, she outlined everything she intended to do with the book.
She spoke of the categories she had chosen and the specifics of the flowers that she
wanted to illustrate. Christian made some pertinent points and asked many questions.

He was interested in everything.

As they reached the final drawing of the Gallic rose, Louise passed it to him, and
Christian admired it just as he had al the others.

“Beautiful. | think this might be my favorite. But where is its subject?’ he asked
curiously, glancing around the room.

“1 am afraid it has withered now. They do not survive long once they are cut.”

Christian placed the drawing back in the book with delicate care.

“You know,” he said thoughtfully, “my estate in Derbyshire is rather large. We could
build a greenhouse, and you could grow them all year round if you would like.”

Louise’ s heart swelled at the twinklein his eyes.
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“1 would like that very much,” she said.

But as the words left her lips, Christian’s smile dropped, and he spun around in his
sedl.

“Louise,” he said sharply, all the softness in his manner evaporating in seconds. “Do
you smell smoke?”’

CHAPTER 33

Christian rose as Louise jumped to her feet. He ran to the door and out into the
corridor, looking around for the source of the smell.

His heart pounding, he saw a faint orange glow coming from one of the corridors
opposite him. He grabbed Louise’s hand and pulled her along with him. But as he
opened the door, he found the morning room ablaze.

Christian stepped back; the heat of the flames was already too much for him to get
closer. One of the settees and a large chunk of the corner of the room was on fire. He
coughed as the smoke billowed out into the corridors, and he stepped back, pulling
Louise with him.

“We must get out of the house,” Louise urged, pulling him toward the door, but he
stopped her.

“My mother. We must get her out.”



Louise’s eyes widened, and she nodded. “I shall get Jack, you go get your mother. |
shall ensure that the servants escape unharmed.”

Christian gripped her wrist, panic thrumming through his veins at the thought of
leaving her.

“Be careful. Do not come near this part of the house again.”

They were both coughing now as the smoke began to fill the wide entrance hall.

“You do the same,” she said.

For a suspended moment, they stood staring at one another. Christian was sure that
Louise was worried for his safety, but time was of the essence. With a final nod of
reassurance to his wife, Christian ran to the stairs and up to the first floor of the

house.

He looked around frantically as smoke began to spread into the halls and dlither
beneath the doors.

He ran to Marcus's room and hammered on the door. He heard rapid footsteps inside
before Marcus, half-dressed and clearly having been abed, opened the door, staring at
himin alarm.

“Christian? What isit?’

“The houseis on fire. We must get Mother.”

Marcus was all action suddenly, running to a chair to pick up his coat and ringing the

bell repeatedly. They sprinted across the landing to their mother’s suite, and Christian
burst into the room, hearing a shrill cry from his mother’ s chair beside the fire.



She stood up, her eyes wild, looking between them in confusion.

“Mother, we must get out of the house. It is on fire!” Christian ran forward and
collected athick shawl! from the chair beside her, before helping her out.

“On fire?’ the Dowager Duchess echoed, aghast. “How?’

“1 do not know yet, but we must get you to safety.”

Marcus stepped forward, taking their mother’s arm. “Where is Louise?’ he asked
with concern.

“She has gone to fetch that damned kitten and ensure the kitchen maids get out
safely,” Christian muttered as they reached the corridor. “Marcus, can you see to
Mother? Do not come back into the house under any circumstances and take her
down the back stairs. | must see to the staff and my wife.”

“Of course, go!” Marcus barked.

Christian set off at a run down the wide stairs and into the hallway. Several servants
were carrying pails of water to the morning room, many of them young girls and boys
who worked as footmen and maids in his house.

“Go outside!” he shouted. “Do not risk your lives for this. Take the water outside, and
if you can douse the flames from there, do it, but do not breathe in the smoke. Out,
out!” he bellowed and ushered them toward the front door.

Satisfied that they were carrying the water outside and were not immediately at risk,
Christian ran to the kitchens, where he opened the door to chaos.
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Several panicked servants were running about as the housekeeper shouted
instructions over the din.

Fenwick was a pillar of cam in the center, directing the boys and footmen to leave
the house. Christian looked around for Louise but could not see her anywhere.

“Fenwick!” he shouted.
“Yes, Your Grace.” The butler came forward instantly.
“Where is the Duchess?’

“I have not seen her, Your Grace. She came to retrieve the kitten and went to find

you.
Christian swore. “Fenwick, get out of the house as quickly as you can.”
“Yes, Your Grace.”

“Do not leave any servants behind,” Christian insisted as he turned and went back
into the house to find Louise.

Panic had seized him. He was convinced that he would somehow walk into the
corridor and find hiswife on fire or screaming for help.

| cannot lose her.



The thought was clear as day in his mind.

Not now. Not ever.

As he reached the entrance hall, he let out asigh of relief when he spotted her looking
up the stairs, where Marcus and his mother were making their way out of the house.
She had Jack in her arms and was clutching him tightly to her.

“Louise,” he said desperately. “Why did you not leave?’

“1 wanted to ensure you were safel” she cried, glancing behind her as the remainder
of the servants brought more water and ran outside.

“Come, let us get out of the smoke.”
The orange glow beneath the door seemed to have grown enormously since he had
first seen it, and he dragged her outside as his lungs constricted around the toxic

fumes.

They ran around the side of the house to the terrace, where a line of servants were
dousing the flames with water from the well in the gardens.

Christian looked up at his beloved home, pain gnawing at his chest as he watched the
smoke billow upward, obscuring the stars.

“Stay here,” he said to Louise.

“What are you going to do?’ she asked, alarmed.

“I must help them, but you stay with my mother and Marcus. Do not go near the
house. Please, Louise.”



She nodded.

He ran to the front of the line and grabbed a bucket, getting to work as the servants
kept pouring water on the flames. He stepped as far into the house as he dared,
throwing as much water as he could on the fire. To his relief, the flames seemed
contained to the corner and had not yet had a chance to spread to the ceiling.

There was an enormous amount of smoke, but it seemed that only the settee and the
rug beneath it had been damaged. The heat of the fire had lessened, and as they
continued their efforts, the flames slowly died down.

Fenwick appeared at Christian's side, holding a great mass of fabric. Christian
recognized it as the old curtains that had once hung in the drawing room, and he and
Fenwick threw them over the remaining flames, extinguishing them completely.

As he coughed against the smoke, Christian held out his hand to Fenwick, who shook
it warmly. They looked down at the ruined corner of the room. The wallpaper was
black, the rug ruined, and the settee a charred ember of its former self, but everyone
was alive.

Christian looked back at the servants, all of whom were safe, and then his eyes
flicked to his mother and Marcus, who stood on the lawn, watching in silence.

Louise was standing beside them, Jack cradled in her arms, and as their eyes met,
Christian felt the same, yawning fear seize him at the thought that he might have lost
her.
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After denying that he needed her al this time, the notion of life without her was
unbearable. How did she become so vital to him?

He sdlowly walked away from the house as the last tendrils of smoke drifted away into
the night. The acrid smell of charredwood and fabric burned his nostrils as he
descended the steps and crossed the garden toward his family.

“Is everything well”?’ he asked as he reached them.

His mother was staring at the blackened walls of the house. The fire had shattered the
glass panes of the terrace doors—it was an unpleasant and gloomy sight.

“How did this happen?’ she whispered.

“l do not know,” Christian replied somberly, “but we are all safe. That is what
matters.”

L ouise stepped forward then, and the kitten in her arms mewed at him as she stared at
the destruction before them. Her face was a mask of uncertainty and fear, and all
Christian wanted to do was take her in his arms and hold her. She did not ook at him,
her back rigid.

“Your Grace?’

Christian turned to find Fenwick standing before him. Beside him was a stable boy
who could not have been more than fifteen.



“Would you tell His Grace what you told me, Larkin?’ Fenwick prompted.

The boy gazed up at Christian, looking terrified to be in the presence of his master.

“What isit, young man?’ Christian asked.

Larkin twisted his cap in his hands and glanced at Fenwick before he eventualy
mustered his courage and began to speak.

“l was out seein’ to the horses, Your Grace, and | heard someone movin' outside. |
thought it was odd, as all the horses were away for the night, so | went out to see who
it was. | saw aman runnin’ away. The man who came with the lady.”

Christian frowned at him. “The lady?’ He looked at Fenwick.

The butler’'s expresson was grave. “Larkin was working when Lord and Lady
Northbridge came for tea, Y our Grace.”

Christian clenched his hands into fists at his sides. “You are certain it was the same
man?’

“Yes, Your Grace.” The boy nodded once. “I always remember arude cove.”

Fenwick made a noise in the back of histhroat, and Larkin stopped talking.

Christian swallowed and glanced at Louise, whose eyes were wide with shock. She
looked as pale as a ghost.

“Thank you, Fenwick,” he muttered. “Please ensure that Larkin is rewarded for his
honesty.”



“Of course, Your Grace,” Fenwick said and bowed as he retreated.

Christian turned back to his mother and brother. Marcus's face was dark with fury,
his eyes hard and cold.

“The Earl did this?’ he hissed.

“So it would seem,” Christian murmured, but his attention was focused on Louise.
She was as till as a statue, watching the retreating figures of Larkin and Fenwick.
“Louise?’ Christian said gently. “Areyou al right?’

She turned to him, the expression on her face one he had not seen for severa days.
The Ice Queen was back, and the cold, steely look she gave him made his stomach
churn.

“lI never would have thought my father capable of this,” she mumbled, her eyes
glistening with tears. “How could he do thisAWhywould he do this? | can only
apologizeto you, Your Grace.” She swallowed as she |ooked back at the house.
Christian was about to scold her for using his title again, but as he studied her face,

she did not seem entirely present. Her eyes were glazed over, staring ahead of her in
shock.
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“Come,” he sighed. “Let us return to the house. If the smoke has cleared, we should
all get some rest and deal with everything else tomorrow.”

He offered her his arm, but she moved past him. She did not touch or look at him as
they all walked into the house.

It was like looking at a stranger, and his heart ached to seeit.
| will make the Earl pay for this. He will rue the day he ever tried to hurt my wife.
CHAPTER 34

Louise waited in her room, listening to the bustle of the servants and the sounds of
London waking up.

Dawn was breaking, the first spears of light spreading across the sky, the clouds
tinged with pinks and purples.

After the fire was put out, Christian had taken her up to her room, all the while
enquiring if she was well. She had simply told him she was tired and closed the door
in his face, unable to voice any of the thoughts racing in her mind.

| cannot believe that my father would do something like this. | must speak to him. He
could not have been so desperate. Surely, the stable boy was mistaken!

Northbridge Manor could be reached on foot, and L ouise was relieved that she would
not have to trouble the servants for a carriage. It was imperative that Christian knew



nothing abouther movements, so she had sat in her room for hours until she was
certain that he was asleep.

She waited another half an hour until the faint light of dawn made the streets safer for
alady and then snuck out of her room.

Keeping watch for any servants who might her pass by, she descended the stairs,
pulling her cloak tighter around herself. Reaching the hallway, she could hear voices
from the morning room as Fenwick shored up the windows and the clinking of glass.
The smell of smoke was still thick in the air as she tiptoed out of the house.

The streets were fairly deserted. A few vagrants wandered by, and severa street
urchins ran alongside her, asking for coins, but otherwise, it was eerily quiet. Louise
hurried through the streets, hoping that she did not encounter any trouble.

The walk to her family home was amost a quarter of an hour, and by the time it came
in sight, several carriages had passed her by, and many men and women were up and
going about their business.

L ouise was unsure whether her father would be at home, but she wished to keep her
arrival secret.

She went down the side stairs and toward the entrance to the kitchen. Praying that the
door was unlocked, she turned the handle and sighed with relief as it opened. The
narrow passage beyond it led to the back stairs.

Louise crept along, listening to the voice of the cook and the kitchen maids as they
prepared breakfast, and then headed up the stairs to the main part of the house.

As she stepped out into the hallway, she was relieved to find that it, too, was
empty—she had managed to sneak into the house without being seen by anyone.



It was aways easy to tell if her father was home because he could not disguise his
booming voice, but she could not hear anything suggesting that he was up and about.

She decided that the best thing she could do was hide herself in one of the rooms. If a
maid or a footman entered, she was confident she could buy their silence for a few
short hours until he returned. If her father rose and came downstairs for breakfast, she
would know he had not been responsible for the fire.

The very idea that he could set my home ablaze is unbearable.

She headed to the nearest door and opened it quietly, sneaking into a small parlor.
But as soon as she did so, she heard a moan from behind her and spun around.

She let out a cry of dismay as she saw her mother’s huddled form in the corner of the
room. Something about the cowering shape of her body made Louise suck in a sharp
breath as she ran forward.

“Mamal” she hissed, kneeling beside her. “Mama, what happened?’

Lady Northbridge's face was badly bruised. Her lip was cut, and there was blood
trickling down her chin. She wiped it away as Louise pulled her into a sitting
position, groaning pitifully. A dark bruise was forming above her eye, and she
struggled to open it fully as she looked down at her daughter.

Fury overtook Louise as she helped her mother to her feet.

“What happened?’ she asked. “Never mind. Asthough | need to ask.”

Lady Northbridge shook her head slowly as she took Louise’s hands in her own.
“What are you doing here?’



“Come, we must get you to a chair.”

L ouise moved her mother to the chaise longue, where she sat, looking like a shadow
of her former self. Louise hated to see it and felt utterly helpless as her mother
brushed her hair from her face, trying her best to look presentable again as L ouise sat
beside her.
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“Why are you here?’ Lady Northbridge asked. “It is not even seven o’ clock.”

L ouise hesitated, not wishing to heap more pain on her mother, but she could not hide
the truth forever.

“Therewas afire at our home, Mama,” she admitted.

Lady Northbridge's eyes widened with alarm as her fingers clutched at Louise
desperately. “What?Are you all safe?’

“We are. Christian managed to get everyone out. We are safe, but one of the stable
boys said he thought he saw Papa running away from the house before it happened. |
came here to ensure that it was untrue. He is here, is he not?’

A shadow passed over Lady Northbridge's face. “No. He left yesterday evening
after...” she trailed off, her eye twitching. “I do not know where he is. | had hoped

that he would not return,” she whispered, atear rolling down her cheek.

| have left her here, aone with him.The only company she has now is a man who
beats her.

“Let me find amaid, Mama, and bring some water to you.”
“No!” Lady Northbridge said desperately. “I do not want the servants to know.”

“1 will find Jenny, my old maid. She will not say aword. You are hurt. | cannot leave
you like this.”



Lady Northbridge' s gaze was still fearful, but eventually, she nodded.

Louise rose, moved quietly to the door, and opened it slowly. She knew that Jenny
would be somewhere in the house—it was just a matter of finding her.

After unsuccessfully searching the rooms on the ground floor, she went upstairs and
found her in one of the bedrooms, folding away a number of gowns in a drawer.

“Jenny,” she whispered from the doorway.

The maid whirled around, staring at her in astonishment. “Lady Louisel” she
exclaimed, smiling happily as she rose and smoothed down her skirts. “1 mean,Y our
Grace,” she corrected quickly. “I did not know you had returned.”

“l am here to see my mother,” Louise said softly as they moved out into the corridor.
“Can you please bring warm water and a cloth to the parlor? Do not speak to anyone
if you can avoid it. This must be done with the utmost discretion.”

Jenny frowned, but then she wiped her hands on her apron and nodded. “At once,
Y our Grace,” she said, before bobbing a curtsy and hurrying away.

Louise took in the long hallway before her. She had once run down it as a young girl,
but she no longer felt any affection for her old home. All she experienced now was a
sense of loss that she was not in herrealhome with Christian.

She went back downstairs as quickly as she could, hiding from some passing servants
in a side room before returning to her mother. As she reached the ground floor,
however, she heard aman’svoice in the parlor. Her heart leaped to her throat.

She burst inside, terrified that her father had returned to hurt her mother again, and
froze amost immediately, staring at the scene before her in shock.



Marcus was standing in the room, his arms wrapped around her mother, who was
holding him tightly. As Louise entered, they sprang apart, and Marcus paled when he
saw her.

She hurriedly shut the door and leaned against it, trying to make sense of what she
had just witnessed.

“Louise...” her mother said weakly. “| can explain.”

“What is the meaning of this?’ Louise asked, looking to Marcus for an explanation.
She did not know what she had expected from him, but the defiance in his gaze was
something new. Without hesitation, he took her mother’s hand and drew her to him
even as she gasped and tried to pull away.

“l am not leaving her here with that man any longer,” he declared sternly. “I am
sorry, Louise. | know | should have told you sooner, but | did not know where to
begin.”

L ouise was speechless, her wide eyes darting between the two of them.

“Mama?’ she prompted, her voice low and confused.

“1 am sorry, dearest,” Lady Northbridge breathed. “I have never intended for this to
happen. But Marcus and |... it was not something | could escape. | always thought
my life had ended, and | was happy because at least | had you, but then... Thisis not
something | can give up. | do not want to. | really hope you'll find it in your heart to

forgive me, Louise.”

Marcus pulled her closer to him, their fingers entwined.
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Louise expected to feel betrayed or angry at the news, but instead, hope sprung up
within her at the thought that her mother had a chance to be happy.

Now that she looked at them, somehow they fit together, as though there was an
understanding between them that had existed for a long time. Marcus's expression
was resolute but sorrowful as he glanced at her.

“I am sorry,” he said again. “I should have told you.” He nodded with a half-shrug.
“As Althea said, this was not something we ever intended. | would never set out to
deceive you, Louise, but | did not knowhowto confessit. | tried many times.”

He looked at her mother, a smile flitting across his face.

“Intruth, | did not understand my feelings until | began visiting the house more often.
| was always aware of Althea, hoping that she might spare me a glance. | believed it
to be admiration, nothing more. | did not fully understand what my heart felt until
amost a year ago...” His jaw tightened. “... when | saw that she was injured and
learned that that blaggard was responsible.”

Lady Northbridge's lips thinned, the bruise above her eye al the more obvious as she
closed it in despair.

“1 had never felt such anger,” Marcus muttered. “It was at that moment that | knew |
loved her—the kind of deep love that is impossible to ignore. | would do anything to
protect her.” His eyes met Louise’'s once more. “But | need you to know that | never
used you to grow closer to Althea. Our love blossomed over a series of encounters
guite separate from our friendship.”



Lady Northbridge nodded at that, her eyes earnest and imploring. “Please believe
him, Louise. We never wanted to lie to you.”

Louise’s fingers tightened in the folds of her gown, anxiety growing in her chest as
she thought of Marcus' s return and all that had happened before it.

“Is this why you went missing?’ she asked. “Do you think my father had something
to do with what happened to you?’

Marcus's expression was difficult to read. His chest expanded as he held his breath,
before letting out along sigh.

“l do not know, but | suspect that is the case.” His expression was grave and sad.
“The Earl discovered us together some months ago. He threatened my life, and
Althea' sif | did not leave London immediately. He was raging—mad with fury. | had
no choice but to flee. | believed it might save us both if | was gone, but when the
accident happened, everything was turned on its head. | was desperate to return and
save her from him. | still am.”

Lady Northbridge was looking up at him adoringly now, and Louise found that she
was touched by it.

Marcus was a wonderful person who would care for her mother unconditionally for
the rest of her life. Perhaps it was not what Society or convention would permit, but

remaining in aviolent marriage was far worse to Louise’s mind.

The ton are only interested in appearances, after al. They care nothing for genuine
happiness, and my mother deserves that more than anyone.

She stepped forward, and her mother stiffened, her gaze never leaving her.



“1 am happy for you, Mama. Truly. Y ou deserve someone who will treat you well and
love you for who you are. Y ou could not have found a better man than Marcus.”

Her mother’ s grateful smile dropped when thundering footsteps hurried down the hall
and the door burst open.

“Y ou dare to make a cuckold of me in my own home?’

CHAPTER 35

L ouise gasped and turned around. Her mother cried out in shock as her father walked
through the door, his eyes flashing with fury.

Lady Northbridge stepped around Marcus, shielding him with her body even as
L ouise took a step toward them to do the same. Marcus was a coiled spring, his body
rigid with tension. L ouise had never seen him so angry, his expression so murderous.

Marcus is an accomplished actor—all the times | have seen him with my mother, |
never suspected a thing.

“You will step away from my wife,” the Earl commanded, glaring at him.
Marcus stepped forward instantly, his chest puffed out, his lanky form appearing
impossibly small in front of the Earl’s bulky body. Louise held her breath, her eyes

darting between them.

“lI would invite you to look at yourwifeSir, and see the damage that you have
inflicted on her,” Marcus roared.

“This is not your concern, Lord Marcus. You will leave my house this instant, or |
shall remove you fromit.”



Marcus didn’t move an inch. Lady Northbridge stood straight and tall behind him, her
eyes fixed on the man who had abused her. Louise wrung her hands nervously, even
as her heart swelled at her mother’ s courage.

“What did you do, Walter?’ Lady Northbridge demanded, her voice cold asice.

“What are you talking about, woman? Y ou think that | should have acted differently
when my wife was lying with a man behind my back?’
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“You have lain with countless women!” the Countess shouted, her usually soft voice
reverberating through the room like a thunderclap. Her face was red with rage. “I
know it—I haveseenit. You do not understand the misery | have endured all these
years. | had to hear about your conduct from an acquaintance at aball. Y ou spent your
money on yourmistressand squandered the rest of it at the gaming tables.”

“Thisis outrageous,” the Earl roared, but she would not be silenced.

“1 have endured this for years, Walter. You promised me time and again that you
would change. Even when you gambled away my mother’s jewelry—everything |
cared for in the world—I accepted it because | believed that you would change. It has
taken the love of a good man, abetterman, to see that you will never change.”

Her eyes were sharp and assessing as she glanced at Louise, the sorrow in them
pal pable before she looked back at her husband.

“When you gambled away my beloved daughter, when you almost destroyed her
future, | knew then that | had to get away from you. One way or the other, if you have
not already destroyed yourself, Marcus and | will leave you to your debts and your
precious name and be done with you forever.”

Louise’s chest swelled with pride as she witnessed her mother’ s defiance. Her bruises
seemed to darken as the weak sunshine began to filter into the room, and her face
twisted into an expression of disgust as she looked upon the man she had once loved.

“You will do nothing of the sort!” the Earl bellowed, pointing a meaty finger at her.
“You are a disgrace. Do you hear me, Althea? A disgrace to my name and



Louise?>—"

“You will not bring me into this,” Louise spat.

His head whipped around, and he looked at her in astonishment as she came to stand
beside her mother.

“You have created the world in which you live, Papa. By your own hand, you have
set it alight in more ways than one. | aways believed that you were better than you
seemed... that in your heart, there was some good that remained. Until you tried to
kill me and Christian in our beds by setting our house on fire!”

A charged silence fell over them before the Earl began to splutter desperately.

“Do you deny it?’ Lady Northbridge demanded, reaching for Louise.

Both women stood to their full height, a silent agreement passing between them.

“You are both mad,” the Earl said with a derisive laugh. “Utterly mad. What fire are
you speaking of ? Have you lost your senses, Louise?’

“Then where were you tonight? Answer me!”

The Earl’s pomp and bluster slowly faded, as did the color in his cheeks. Louise had
held on to the hope that her father was not guilty until that moment. To see the truth
written al over his face was sickening.

Lady Northbridge stepped forward, but Marcus made to stop her.

“We will be leaving now,” she announced solemnly and reached out her other hand to
her lover.



Marcus gripped it tightly, and that was when Louise saw the light in her father’s eyes
change.

Before, he had been a dgected fool, standing in the house he had gambled away, in
front of the wife he had lost. But in a few seconds, the monster that lurked beneath
reared its head.

Her mother seemed to recognize the change in him, too, and recoiled as he swung
back his left hand, the muscles beneath his coat bulging as he prepared to slap his
wife across the face.

Without a second thought, Louise stepped in front of her mother at the last moment.
It could have been mere seconds, but the Earl did not slow down, and she felt the
blow rattle her cheekbone.

With a startled cry, she fell to the floor, astonished at the pain that splintered through
her face. There was absolute silence for a charged moment before a thundering voice
filled the room.

“How dare you lay a hand on my wife?’

Christian had stayed in bed late into the night, replaying the events of the evening.

He was glad that his mother and brother were safe, but his thoughts kept returning to
Louise. The moment when the fire was finally put out and he had looked across the
garden at her played over and over in hismind.

The relief, the overwhelming joy he had felt at seeing her safe, had shocked him. She

was the most beautiful woman he had ever beheld, brave and determined to the
|ast—he did not know how he had not seen it before.



He tossed and turned, hating being alone in his bed and wishing she was with him. He
was at a loss as to what had caused the cold distance in her eyes, but he was
determined to find out.

Eventually, he rose from the bed and walked out of his room. He padded to her door
and prepared to knock on it, only to find it gjar.

“Louise?’ he murmured, gently pushing the door open. He peered inside to find her

room empty.
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He straightened, whirled around, and ran to the stairs. Something told him that Louise
was not in the house. He could not explain it, but it was as though he could sense her
absence in the very air around him.

Most of the servants were abed or clearing the debris from the fire. It would have
been easy for her to sneak out without anyone seeing her.

His throat constricted. There was only one place she could have gone. He gritted his
teeth at the thought of her walking through the streets of London alone in the early
hours. She had not called for the carriage, or else he would have heard it.

He ran back to his room and tugged on whatever he could find, pocketing a cravat to
make himself presentable once in the carriage, and rang the bell.

Fenwick was with him in seconds, ever-present and loyal as he helped him into his
tailor-made coat.

Then, Christian ran out of the room and bolted down the stairs two at a time. While
the carriage was brought around to the front of the house, he went to his study and
scrawled a brief note across a thin piece of parchment.

As he went back to the hallway, he summoned a footman and told him to deliver the
note to his club most urgently. As the man departed, Christian ran down the front
steps and launched himself into his carriage, instructing the driver to travel to the
Earl’ s townhouse at top speed.

The journey seemed interminably long, and he was unable to concentrate on anything



but L ouise and what might have happened to her.
Finally, after a few short minutes, the tall, narrow shape of Northbridge Manor came

into view. Christian tugged at his coat and arranged his clothes as best as he could
before he jumpeddown, marching to the door with all the authority he could muster.

The butler admitted him without ceremony. He had the eyes of a man who was no
longer loyal to his employer when his pay had been withheld.

As Christian entered the house, he could hear voices coming from the parlor. He
gently pushed the door open when he heard the sharp sound of a slap, and he watched
Louisefall to the floor in front of her brute of afather.

My God, | will kill him for this.

“How dare you lay a hand on my wife?’ he bellowed, stalking into the room. He
drew hisfist back and slammed it into the Earl’ s nose with satisfaction.

The Earl’ s head snapped back as he cried out and stumbled backward. He landed on
the floor awkwardly as he frantically tried to stem the blood spurting out of his nose.

Shooting the Earl a final glare, Christian ran forward and kneeled beside Louise.
There was alarge red welt on her face where the Earl’ s signet ring had hit her.

Christian would have hit the man a second time if he could.
“Louise, areyou al right?’ he asked, gently pulling her to her feet.
She was shaking a little, her eyes focusing on the room around her again. She looked

down at her father, her lips trembling as she stepped away from him, and then looked
around for her mother.



That was when Christian realized that there were other people in the room.

A shocked gasp escaped his lips at the scene before him. His brother was holding
Lady Northbridge in his arms so tightly that there was no space between them.

Christian stared at them in utter amazement as his brother pulled back, looking down
at the Countess with such love that he was at aloss for words.

“Marcus?’ he asked stupidly. “What is the meaning of this?’
Marcus turned to him, his jaw clenched, and reached his hand behind him. Lady
Northbridge clasped it, and he pulled her close, meeting Christian’s eyes without a

trace of fear.

“1 am taking Althea away from this brute,” he declared. “1 love her, and | will not be
without her any longer.”

Christian had never seen his brother look so grave or determined, his gaze
unwavering.

He glanced at Louise, who was watching him warily.

“Y ou knew about this?’ he asked.

“Not until today,” she mumbled.

Somehow, he felt relieved by that revelation even as his mind tried to make sense of
the jarring image of his brother holding Lady Northbridge' s hand.

His eyes met those of the Countess, and her guilty expression was a quiet contrast to
the stubborn set of Marcus's jaw.
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“And do you feel the same way for my brother, Lady Northbridge?’

She glanced at Marcus, seemingly at a loss for words as she nodded her head. “1 do,”
she whispered.

“l1 know there will be a great scandal,” Marcus said, his tone exasperated. “| had
intended to go abroad, and then Althea would join me later, sparing you from all this.
But with the accident, my plans were blown apart. | would not have made you all
worry for nothing.” He shook his head. “I do not understand what happened to the
letter.”

“I might explain that,” Christian said, a memory suddenly resurfacing in his mind.
“Fenwick brought me severa letters in the Earl’s presence. It was a few moments
before Louise kicked him out of the house. | thought at the time | should have had
Fenwick escort him out. He could have easily recognized yourhandwriting and stolen
the letter, learning of your plans before | could.”

Marcus looked down at the Earl as though he intended to finish what Christian had
started. But the older man looked quite pathetic, sitting awkwardly on the floor, his
face covered in blood.

Marcus scoffed and seemed to change his mind. “Much good it did him in the end,”
he muttered.

Suddenly, there was a commotion in the hallway, and they heard the raised voices of
the butler and another man.



Ah, | see my note was delivered.

“Jarvis!” Christian called.

Jarvis appeared in the doorway before he entered the room, his hulking figure
dwarfing everyone else.

“Would you please take this man to the constabulary?’ Christian asked, gesturing
toward the Earl. “I believe thereis a place waiting for him in debtors’ prison.”

The Earl spluttered against the handkerchief he held to his nose and tried to protest,
but Jarvis was already pulling him to his feet effortlessly.

Jarvis nodded to Christian, and without a second glance, he dragged the Earl out of
the room.

Christian watched him go and then turned back to his brother.

Marcus's eyes were guarded, shielding Lady Northbridge with his body as though to
protect her from Christian’ s wrath.

Christian studied their entwined hands, surprised to find that he was not angry with
them for their conduct. He was relieved that his brother seemed to have finally found
happiness.

He stepped forward, and Marcus lifted his chin, ready to face whatever venom
Christian might spew at him for ruining their family name and destroying his

reputation.

Instead, Christian turned to Lady Northbridge and bowed low.



“My Lady, | can think of no one more worthy of happiness than you. To have
experienced so much and come out the victor is a feat, indeed.” He glanced at his
brother. “Though, youwillhave to put up with my brother for the rest of your days,
which seems a hollow victory.”

Marcus's shoulders relaxed as Lady Northbridge clung to his arm, giving Christian a
grateful smile. “Thank you, Your Grace. | am sorry for any hardship this will cause

you.
Christian smiled. “I have been through worse, My Lady.” He glanced at Louise,
meeting those crystal-blue eyes. “Now, if you will excuse me, | would like to have a
word with my wife.”

CHAPTER 36

“Where are you taking me?’ Louise demanded as Christian led her down endless
corridors. “Thisis not even your house.”

“1 am taking you where people cannot hear us,” he muttered darkly.

Louise worried her lip with her teeth as he chose a door to his right and pushed it
open, before dragging her inside.

He closed the door and turned to face her, the dark determination on his face making
her heart race. He had clearly woken up and thrown on any clothes he could find. His
shirt was open, revealing a bit of his chest to her hungry eyes, and his hair was loose
and falling about his face.

“Would you care to explain yourself?” he growled.

Sheraised an eyebrow. “Explain myself? For what?’



He advanced on her menacingly, his fists clenching and unclenching. “For leaving the
house in the early hours of the morning to creep across Londonal onewithout so much
as a note to explain your absence?’ he thundered.

“And what would you have done if | had told you? This is my family—they are my
responsibility.”
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“1 could have at |east accompanied you, Louise. Y ou have no idea how dangerous the
streets can be for awoman.”

“| waited until it waslight,” she said dismissively.
“And why did you not wake me up?’ he hissed.

Louise rolled her eyes. “I was trying to protect you from the machinations of my
family. | wished to learn from my father what he had done.”

“You did not believe that it was him?’ Christian sneered.

Louise glowered at him furioudy. “Forgive me for not dismissing my father as a
madman without good reason. That stable boy could have easily been mistaken—you
yourself must have enemies.”

Christian threw up his hands in agitation and turned away from her. But as he did so,
he was distracted by his reflection in the large mirror above the fireplace. He balked

at it and began to adjust his clothing.

“Look at me. | am a disgrace. | have been forced to leave my house before dawn to
chase my wife, who went on amission so idiotic that it is beyond comprehension!”

“Idiotic?” Louise snapped. “I was ensuring that my mother was well, and she was
not!”

Christian paused as he tweaked his shirt cuffs, his expression morphing into one of



contrition.

“l am sorry he treated your mother so despicably.” He glanced at her curioudly. “Has
it happened before?’

“Yes,” she spat. “It was one of the main reasons why | did not wish to marry.”

His sharp eyesflicked to her again, his mouth twisting into a snarl.

“1 did not wish toleaveher, Christian. Not everything revolves around you.”

Despite the gravity of their conversation, Louise felt a hint of amusement as he stuck
his hands in his pockets and pulled out a cravat from one of them, before walking to

the mirror and tying it around his neck.

“I look like avagrant,” he muttered as he smoothed its folds, before twisting it into a
Mail Coach knot.

L ouise watched him struggle with it for as long as she could bear it before she walked
to him and turned him around. She pulled the cloth tight and brought the ends to the
front. She crossed them over one another and then tied them in a final knot, before
stepping back and raising an eyebrow at him.

Christian turned to the mirror and poked at his cravat. “Wherever did you learn to tie
these?’

“Marcus has the same trouble with them,” she replied.

His eyes instantly hardened. “Did you have any suspicion of what had happened
between Marcus and your mother?’ he asked, watching her in the mirror.



“None, | told you.”

“Areyou upset?’

Louise glared at him, her irritation and anger rising to a fever pitch as he fidgeted on
the spot. “And why should | be upset? My mother is happy for the first time in her
life—that it is a wonderful thing.”

“Butitisabetrayal, isit not?’

“Christian, | will not have this conversation with you again.”

“You are telling me that you feel nothing after learning that Marcus has been
conducting a secret affair with your mother all thistime? | do not believeit.”

“You may believe whatever you wish,” she retorted, “it will make no difference.
What does it matter what my feelings are on the subject?’

“1 know you must care, Louise. It is?>—"

“The only thing |careabout is that the man | love seems determined to push me into
the arms of his brother!”

Very dowly, Christian turned away from the mirror, his mouth hanging open in
amazement. Louise glared at him furioudly, her gut churning at her admission.
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“1 know that you do not feel the same. This was never supposed to be a love match,
and God knows you have made your opinion on the matter clear.”

Christian’ s eyes snapped to her, alook of confusion crossing his face.

“1 know that all you ever wanted was a marriage of convenience,” Louise continued,
“and now you got everything you needed from it. Marcus is home, he is safe, and you
have avenged yourself against my father. Y ou have no more use for me, and | would
rather remain here, where | can be conten?—"

Christian stepped forward, pulled her to him, and kissed her. Louise gasped against
his mouth. She fought him, trying to push him off her, but his arms encircled her,
holding her tightly to him.

He moved his tongue against hers in a wicked spiral as she gasped again, and his
hands gripped her wrists, tugging them behind her and bending her backward as he
ravaged her mouth.

He pressed himself against her desperately until, finally, he pulled back, his eyes
glinting as she panted for breath.

“1t seems that you know so many things, Duchess,” he said, keeping her hands pinned
behind her back.

“Do not mock me,” she huffed as she attempted to wrench her wrists free. Christian
tightened his grip in response.



“How have | mocked you?' he asked.

“Y ou may be content with pleasure for pleasure’s sake, but | am not.”

Christian’s heart clenched at the anger in her voice. Her eyes held a deep pain that he
wanted to wipe away forever.

Slowly, he released her wrists, but then he pulled her against him so she could not
escape. Her hands came up to push against his forearms, trying to force him to release
her.

“1 love you, too,” he confessed softly.

Louise al but froze before she scoffed. “You are a fool if you expect me to believe
that. | have watched you walk away from me many times. Every moment we spent
together that required care or commitment, you have shunned as though it were?—"
“Louise, listen to me!”

She recoiled at his exasperated tone, and he sighed heavily.

“1 confess | did not recognize my feelings before,” he said, loosening his grip and
letting his hands move down her arms until he interlocked their fingers. “Not until |
thought | might have lost you forever.”

He felt the same fear rise inside him as he imagined being without her.

How did | ever believe that | could keep her at arm’s length? | have been desperate to
claim her as my own since the very beginning.

“My father’s actions destroyed hisfirst wife. He humiliated her beyond bearing when



my mother gave birth to me and Marcus. | was still a boy, but | could tell how much
it hurt her tosee us. When she fell ill, I remember thinking how cruel it all was. How
love had destroyed something thatshouldhave been genuine and made it into
something sordid. Then, love did the same thing to my mother and us. Of course, no
one dared to say anything to my father when he decided to marry her, when he did
everything in his power to acknowledge us, but oh, peoplelovedto talk to us. Do you
know how many times people have offended my mother and she just took it with a
smile, all because of love? How many times | had to protect Marcus from other
children in ways | shouldn’t have if my parents hadn’t fallen inlove? And yet neither
my mother nor my father seemed to care what the ton thought of them. | didn’t
understand how they could be like that.”

He shook his head, sighing as Louise looked up at him quizzically.

“l did not want a wife. | always knew that if | married, it would be, as you say, for
convenience. And | made a bet with your father because | was half mad with worry
for Marcus. | was desperate to know what had befallen him, and you were simply a
pawn in alarger game. But that changed.”

Louise took a small step back from him, furrowing her brow. “You told me right
from the beginning that you would never love me.”

Christian huffed alaugh as he nodded. “Yes, | did say that—a stupid, blind fool to the
last. | told a woman that | would never love her, even as | was beginning to do so. In
truth, from the moment | stood before the | ce Queen and demanded that shemarry me,
| believe | have been fighting these feelings to no avail.”

Louise still did not seem convinced, and his heart ached for everything he had done to
her.

| have pushed her away at every turn. It is no wonder that she does not believe me.



“l am a selfish man, Louise. At first, | believed my obsession with you was merely a
wish to claim you. And then, as things progressed, | saw how attentive you were and
how kind. The damned kitten was a testament to that. | began to see the woman |
married instead of the prize.”

He tucked aloose lock of her hair behind her ear as she shivered in his arms, and he
smiled softly.

“You do not need to believe me today or even tomorrow. | shall spend the rest of my
life convincing you that you are who | have always needed. | cannot imagine my life
without you. | love you, Louise, with all my heart, and everything we do, from this
point onward, we will do together.”

For along time, Louise did not speak, the ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece and
the gentle crackle of the fire the only sound in the room. Her eyes were glistening
with tears, and she sniffed, trying to prevent them from falling.
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“You are not merely pleased to have tamed the Iron Harridan?’ she asked, the
bitterness in her voice palpable.

Christian drew her to him. “1 do not need to tame her,” he murmured. “ She was quite
perfect just the way she was,” he said tenderly. “But if you ever think of leaving me
again, | will not hesitate to punish you.”

Her breath caught in her throat as he slowly lowered his head, giving her the chance
to pull away. She watched him warily but finally closed her eyes astheir lipsmetin a
passionate kiss.

They remained at Northbridge Manor for some time as they all had tea together, the
burden of the Earl’ s presence visibly lifting off the Countess's shoulders.

Louise felt off balance and unsure of everything, but Christian remained at her side
for the rest of the day, attentive and caring to a fault. Indeed, he was rarely more than
afew feet from her.

Marcus, for his part, was an entirely changed man. The distance and stiffness in his
posture had melted away. He laughed easily and seemed hugely relieved that
Christian had accepted his relationship with the Countess.

“Where will you go?’ Christian asked eventually.

The weather outside had improved greatly, and bright sunshine streamed through the
windows.



“1 thought about the house in Buckinghamshire. It is small compared to the one in
Derbyshire and not too far from London. | would not wish for Althea to be too far
from Louise.”

Christian saw Louise smile at Marcus gratefully, but for the first time, he did not feel
jealous.

There truly is nothing between them. What a blind fool | have been.

“1 think that would be an excellent idea,” Christian agreed.

“You would not mind?’ Marcus asked worriedly. “I know that it will be splattered all
over the gossip sheets soon.”

Christian waved a hand. “ Society has never accepted us fully, Marcus. We have been
traveling upstream all our lives and still prevailed in the end. | would rather my
brother were happy and content than placating that nest of vipers. My wife and | will
weather the storm when it comes.”

Lady Northbridge bowed her head. “Y ou are too kind, Y our Grace.”
Christian shrugged a shoulder. “1 am ssmply sorry you have aready weathered your
own, My Lady. This townhouse willalways be available to you should you ever

return to London. It isin my possession and will remain so.”

Lady Northbridge and Marcus glanced at one another happily, and Christian felt
lighter than he had in an age.

“Y ou should take Jack with you,” Louise said softly.

Marcus turned to her, placing his teacup on the saucer before him with a surprised



look. “What? No, | could not possibly do that.”

“He prefers you to me and finds peace with you. The city is no place for a kitten to
grow. Moreover, you have always wanted a pet, Mama,” Louise said gently as her
mother attempted to mask her excitement about the idea.

“But would you not miss him, dearest?’ Lady Northbridge asked.

“1 would,” Louise confessed. “But | would rather he had a large estate to scamper
around, and there are so many carriages here that he might injure himself if he
ventures outside. Besides,” she added mischievously, glancing at Marcus, “it will

give me areason to visit.”

Christian laughed, as did Marcus, and the lightness he felt bloomed into something
new and bright and clear as he looked at his wife.

Sheisthe most beautiful creature | have ever seen, and sheis al mine.

EPILOGUE

The streets were dark by the time they headed home.

Louise settled on the bench opposite Christian, aware that his eyes rarely left her as
they traveled through the dark streets.

She still did not know how to feel about what he had said. She had spent the last few
days convincing herself that he had no feelings for her and that she could never
expect a connection to grow between them. Discovering that he returned her feelings
filled her with elation and fear in equal measure.

Does he truly want me? Or did he just tell me what | wanted to hear?



They rode back home in relative silence as her doubts and worries spiraled through
her mind. She watched Christian for most of the journey, just as he watched her.
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When they pulled up outside the house, Christian alighted from the carriage first and
then held out his hand to her. After she climbed down, he took a moment to pull
Fenwick aside and murmur something to him before he turned to his mother, who
was waiting for them in the entrance hall.

He took her hand and kissed her cheek. “1 have some news, Mother. It may not be the
most welcome.”

He took her into a side room, away from the morning room, which still smelled
faintly of smoke.

The Dowager Duchess looked between them curiously as Christian told her of what
had taken place between Marcus and Lady Northbridge.

The Dowager Duchess glanced at Louise. “Did you know about this?’ she asked.

“1 did not, Sabine. | learned the truth today. My father has treated my mother very
poorly, and | believe she found comfort and solace with Marcus.”

The Dowager Duchess glanced between them in confusion, but her expression was
more surprised than angry—much to Louise s relief.

She can hardly disapprove, | suppose, given how she found love.

When Christian told her that he accepted his brother’s choice fully and that Marcus
would soon be leaving London, she seemed to relax.



They spent some time with her after that, explaining what would need to be done to
repair the ruined room and that the terrace would be boarded up and the doors locked
until then.

The Dowager Duchess was appalled that the Earl was responsible for destroying part
of a home she had lived in al her life, and Louise felt no guilt as she considered her
father’ s fate. He had treated many people she loved with contempt and scorn, and she
would waste no more tears on him.

Eventually, they stepped out of the room, leaving the Dowager Duchess to her
reading. Louise turned to head up to her chambers.

| still do not know what will become of my marriage despite everything that has
happened between us today. | do not know what to do.

She stopped, however, when a gentle hand touched her wrist.

“Will you come to the gardens with me? There is something | wish to show you,”
Christian said softly, and she could not find it in her heart to refuse.

He led her out to the part of the terrace that was not touched by the fire. In the dark, it
all looked far less dreadful than thereality. Louise was glad not to have to ook at the
evidence of her father’s cruelty anymore.

Christian took her hand and walked them through the flowerbeds and rose bushes to
the walled garden at the rear. She recalled what Marcus had told her about the secret
garden at the country estate and wondered if she might recreate it here.

She stared at Christian’s strong back as he led her through the archway, the stars
twinkling prettily above their heads.



The walls around them were high, and the area within was covered by a neat lawn
that stretched to the extremities, where flowerbeds and pots lined the edges. There
was a small fountain in the center that pattered merrily into a basin at its base, and the
overal effect was very soothing after the tumult of the last few days.

Lighted torches placed around them at intervals cast a gentle glow over the ground,
and Louise turned to Christian in confusion as he pulled her to him and lowered his

head to hers, giving her a soft kiss.

“lI know how much you love the gardens, and | have decided that we would spend
more timein them,” he said, his voice filled with amusement.

“Is that so? And what are we going to do here?’ she asked curiously as his hands
moved over her waist.

“1 intend to show you just how much | care for you in a place that you love dearly,”
he murmured.

L ouise looked around them, spotting a blanket and cushions laid out in a corner.

Christian led her to it before lowering himself to his knees, and after a brief
hesitation, she did the same.

“1 have always been honest with you, Louise. | meant what | said before, and | shall
spend every day for the rest of my life proving it to you.”

“Y ou mean your love for me?’

“Of course.”

Louise sighed as she lay down. The day had given way to a clear night sky above



them, and there were no clouds to mar the view. It was chilly in the gardens, but she
was glad of the darkness. It felt easier to process her feelings in the shadows.

“What isit, my love?’ Christian asked.
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The words made her stomach flutter.
“1 do not know what it is you want from me,” she answered honestly.

“1 want my wife, my Duchess. That isall. | never believed | would have awife in my
home, let alone one | looked forward to seeing every day.”

“We have been at each other’ s throats since our wedding.”

Christian chuckled. “1 would not say so. | have told you how | wish for things to be
between us, and you have challenged me on every point,” he said playfully.

Louise sat up, rolling her eyes at him. “I have done no such thing.”

“Oh, yes?' he drawled. “When | told you that we would not share a bed, you simply
lay in mine and gave me no choice.” He tucked that same wayward strand of hair
behind her ear. “It was the best dleep I’ ve ever had. | woke up quite confused by it all.

| did not know how | felt, and | left before | had to confront it.”

“Are you suggesting that we share a bed every night?’ she asked as he moved closer
to her, his hand cupping her cheek.

“If you wish,” he whispered. “I would do anything you ask of me.” He leaned
forward and kissed her gently.

She let out a soft sigh.



“You are so confusing, Your Grace,” she teased.

Christian chuckled. “As are you, Duchess.”

Louise looked into his eyes, searching them for the reassurance that she so
desperately needed. They were warm and filled with affection, making her heart
swell.

She steeled herself, moving her hand to his cravat and slowly loosening the ties she
had secured earlier that day. Christian’s eyes darkened instantly as she drew it away
from his neck.

“My Duchess, you are full of surprises,” he purred.

“l believe | shall tie your cravat every day,” she declared. “It is the only way it will
remain straight.”

“My valet will be most pleased to hear it, | am sure,” Christian said as he gently
pulled her into hislap.

Her skirts hindered her movements a little, but eventually, she was straddling him
beneath the stars, the garden silent around them.

“Isthiswhat you want?’ Christian asked as he looked up at her uncertainly. “1 did not
bring you out here for this. | merely wished to spend time with you.”

Louise smiled, a rush of affection washing over her as she brushed the hair from his
face. “1 do want this, just as| did before.”

Christian’s smile was broad and happy. “Then | shall prove to you this instant how
much | care for you, and you will no longer be able to doubt it.”



He pulled her down and kissed her gently, pressing her against him. They kissed for
what felt like hours in the darkness and privacy of the gardens, and Louise’s heart
sang at being so protected and cared for all at once.

Eventually, Christian lowered her to the blanket, kissing down her neck as he laid her
on the cushions. His hands delved beneath the folds of her dressto unfasten her stays.

She was aready quivering with need as his thumbs curled around the hem of her
underclothes and slowly pulled them down her legs, before tossing them to the side
with awry smile.

“1 believe | shall take you among the flowers more often, Louise,” he murmured.
“You are always beautiful, but the moonlight reveals your true nature, | think.”

He leaned forward, taking her mouth again as his hand dlid beneath her skirts,
drawing a tantalizing path up her inner thigh until his fingers found her wet heat. She
groaned, suddenly desperate to feel him again.

Louise spread her legs, and he let out alow groan, trailing kisses down her neck and
slowly pushing the tip of his finger inside her. He stroked her, and she felt the
pleasure pulsing in her core.

| never would have thought that this feeling could be so addictive. | could spend
hours with him like this and never leave this place.

She shuddered as he dlid his finger further inside her, even as he moved up her body
again and covered her mouth with his own. He curled his finger upward and pumped
it until she was crying out with abandon into the night.

L ouise writhed beneath him as he pulled at her bodice, peeling the tight fabric off her
breasts so that he could suck on her erect nipples, groaning al the while as he made



her come alive with pleasure.
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“Sit up,” he commanded.

She rose on her knees as he pushed down his breeches, and she straddled him again
while he stroked his manhood.

“1 would have you like this, my Duchess. | want you to control everything, and | will
prove to you how you command my every feeling.”

She felt his hard length pressing against her as they both paused to stare at one
another.

“Go gently,” he said tenderly. “I do not wish to hurt you.”

Louise did as he said as he positioned himself beneath her, and she slowly sank down
onto him. She threw her head back, hereyes closed as she took deep breaths. His
length dlid into her deeper and deeper, giving way to intense pleasure.

When she looked back at him, his eyes were closed, his jaw slack with pleasure as
their hips finally connected. It was an entirely different experience to making love in
abed, and Louise sighed in contentment as she felt the familiar pleasurable ache.

“I loveyou,” Christian said, solemn and sincere in the darkness.

Louise felt the tears well up in her eyes as he cupped her face in his hands and kissed
her reverently.

“l love you, too,” she murmured.



Then, with a wicked smile, she rose slowly. Christian swore, and his hands wrapped
around her waist as she began to rock against him.

“My God, you will drive me mad,” he groaned as his hips began to meet her halfway,
sinking himself into her.

L ouise moaned loudly as the pleasure multiplied to an impossible degree.
They moved as one, rising and falling together like the steady waves of the ocean,

until Christian lifted her off him, laid her down on the blanket, and began to pound
into her. He kept one hand in her hair, cradling her head as he looked deep into her

eyes.

“Ah,” he groaned suddenly. “Y ou’ re testing my limits, Duchess.”

He began pulling out of her, but she pulled him back in swiftly, her hands on his
shoulders, holding him tightly. He looked at her in confusion, and she shook her
head.

“1 do not want you to withdraw,” she whispered.

“But... are you certain?’ he asked, his eyes softening even as he struggled to hold
back his release.

“More than certain,” she sad.

He groaned, pounding into her again, each movement becoming more erratic than the
last until she threw her head back in ecstasy and screamed her release.

A few seconds later, Christian stilled above her, his eyes closing in bliss as he spilled
his seed inside her. Louise let out a contented sigh as he collapsed on top of her.



After afew minutes, as they came down from their high, Christian slowly pulled out
of her and drew her into his arms, hugging her tightly to his chest and kissing the
crown of her head with a contented sigh of his own.

“What made you change your mind?’ he asked.

Louise wrapped her arm around his waist and closed her eyes as she rested her head
on his chest.

“l was a fool to think that a child would hold me back,” she said lightly. “I shall
publish my encyclopedia no matter what happens. | want everything with you.” She

looked up at him. “Nothing in this world can hold me back.”

Thelook in Christian’s eyes was one of quiet awe as a smile slowly spread across his
face, and he kissed her again before lying back on the pillows.

“That’s my Fire Queen,” he murmured.

L ouise chuckled, hugging him tighter as the moon came out from behind a cloud and
bathed their little garden with an ethereal glow.

The End?



