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| t was the perfect night to escape.

The storm clouds gathered like an army on the horizon, swallowing the last traces of
twilight. Darkness descended swiftly, blotting out the stars and smothering the moon.
A cold wind howled from the east, carrying with it the scent of autumn decay and the
promise of chaos.

Diana, Viscountess Hollingsworth, stood at the window, a dangerous smile curling
her lips. She had been waiting for this night—for weeks now, the anticipation had
gnawed at her like a hunger she could no longer ignore.

She turned from the window and moved with unhurried grace, gliding from the sitting
room into the vast, dimly lit great hall. Her movements were calculated, and every
step was designed to convey an air of effortless indifference. Let them think she was
unaffected—above suspicion, even.

Her husband'’ s servants scurried about, lighting the lamps, but the hush that fell as she
passed betrayed them. They were gossiping again; she could feel their eyes on her
back, hear the whispers they thought she couldn’t.

It had been two months since they had found Ludlow, Viscount Hollingsworth, naked
in the stables—stabbed through the heart. The stink of liquor and cheap perfume had
clung to his body like a final insult. It was no surprise. After two agonizing years
bound to hisinfidelity and cruelty, his death had been almost... predictable.

As Diana ascended the grand staircase, she passed a few servants along the way,
offering them a curt nod of acknowledgment. They curtsied in return, their



movements stiff and obligatory, but their eyes betrayed them. When they thought she
wasn't looking, the condescension in their glares was unmistakable. It had been this
way from the moment she married Ludlow.

Her husband had enjoyed belittling her in front of the household staff, making her
seem like a petulant child undeserving of respect. And the servants, so blindly loyal
to him, had lapped it up. Over time, their disdain for her had only deepened,
solidifying like cracks in the foundation of her marriage. She could never fathom why
they had been so devoted to a man who treated them with the same disregard he
treated her.

She had expected things to change after his death. Surely, with him gone, their
misplaced loyalties would dissolve. But the opposite had happened. Their hostility
had only grown, festering in the silence of the halls, and now it clung to every corner
of her home. It was suffocating, their judgment constantly pressing in on her. Some
days, she could barely stand the sight of them. Living among them felt like living in a
den of spies—waiting for her to falter, waiting for a scanda to confirm their low
opinion of her.

Tonight, that would all change.

As she turned the corner at the top of the stairs, low voices floated out from the next
room. Slowing her steps, she listened closely to what they were gossiping about this
time.

“Mr. Brown, did you hear the authorities have been questioning Lord Tristan
Worthington about hislordship’s murder?’

Diana stopped abruptly, instinctively pressing herself against the cool stone wall, her
pulse quickening. The hushed voices drifted from around the corner, their
conversation just loud enough to reach her ears. She hadn't heard this particular



rumor before, and it gave her pause. It was tempting to dismiss the gossip, to brush it
off asidle chatter from bored servants. Y et experience had taught her differently.

As much as she hated to admit it, the servants often had access to the most accurate
information—things that moved through the house unnoticed, like whispers in the
dark. They were the eyes and ears of the estate, privy to secrets that even she, the
viscountess, wasn't always aware of .

“Indeed, | heard, but they have no evidence, Mrs. Yearly. If you ask me, | think Lord
Tristan is guilty. He had every reason to kill hislordship.”

Diana took a deep breath, trying to steady herself as a wave of unease washed over
her. The very idea of Tristan being responsible for her husband’'s death was
absurd—preposterous, even. She clenched her fists, pushing the notion away. If
Tristan had truly wanted Ludlow dead, he would have done it three years ago, when
the resentment between them had first begun to fester. Not now, when the marriage
had deteriorated into nothing more than a hollow pretense, and the bitter battles had
lost their edge.

No, Tristan wasn't the type to wait. He was decisive, driven by impul se when pushed,
and if he'd meant to kill Ludlow, it would ve been swift and without hesitation. But
as the thought continued to gnaw at her, she couldn’t entirely dismiss the shadow of
doubt creeping in.

“l agree,” the servant continued, “especially after what had happened between the
two lords before she married Lord Hollingsworth. Why his lordship married her, |
swear I’ll never understand.”

“Then, Mrs. Yearly, you will be happy to know gossip is circulating about her
ladyship lately. The magistrate should arrest her any day now.”



Diana's heart sank as the unsettling thought settled deeper in her mind. She silently
prayed the servants were wrong this time. The mere idea of Tristan being involved
stirred a whirlwind of dread, but even more infuriating was the knowledge that the
past still haunted her. The scandal from three years ago clung to her like a stain that
refused to fade, no matter how hard she tried to move forward.

Why couldn’t the ton let it rest? Society’s sharp eyes had never forgiven her, and
neither had the whispering voices behind the fans. The €lite circles were like
wolves—always ready to pounce on old scandals to keep them alive. It seemed time
had not dulled their appetite for gossip, and her name still lingered on their lips.

As for the servants... A wave of frustration rose within her. Didn't they have
anything better to discuss than recycled rumors and worn-out stories? Their prying
eyes and wagging tongues had been a constant source of irritation, fanning the flames
of her past and making her life within these walls increasingly unbearable.

“The magistrate has taken too long as it is,” Mrs. Yearly said. “ Someone needs to be
arrested. Soon.”

“1 agree,” Mr. Brown grumbled. “It was aterrible and unsuspected travesty. Someone
needs to pay.”

Doom closed in around Diana, heavier than it had ever felt before. The weight of
uncertainty pressed against her chest, making it difficult to breathe. She knew exactly
why no one had been arrested for Ludlow’s murder—because there were too many
suspects. Ludlow had spent years making enemies, leaving a trail of bitterness and
anger in his wake. Among them was Lord Tristan Worthington, the man Diana had
once believed would be the love of her life.

The memory of Tristan was a thorn that had never stopped piercing her. He was
supposed to have been her savior, the one to rescue her from the misery of an



unwanted betrothal. But instead of sweeping her away, Tristan had fled, like a
coward, abandoning her to a fate she hadn’t chosen. His deception had shattered her,
and his lies had been the cruelest of all. He had never intended to marry her—he only
wanted to compromise her reputation, to tarnish her future without a second thought.

In the end, he hadn’t just broken her heart; he'd turned her life into a living
nightmare. Her girlish dreams of love and escape had crumbled, leaving nothing but
bitterness in their place. Tristan hadn’t been the prince she had once believed him to
be. No, he had been the toad in this twisted fairytale, and she had been left to pick up
the pieces of the life he had so thoughtlessly ruined. Now, the past she had fought so
hard to bury was rearing its ugly head again, threatening to drag her back into the
depths of scandal and betrayal.

The last she had heard, Tristan was to be married soon. The news had stunned her,
though she had long since let go of any illusions about him. Still, a small part of
her—perhaps the last remnant of the girl who had once loved him—hoped that he
could find happiness, even if his betraya had left her miserable. She was mildly
surprised that the rumors of murder swirling around him hadn’'t frightened his
fiancée, the widow Lady Fairbourne, enough to call off the wedding. It seemed not
even the darkest suspicions could touch Tristan’s charm.

Diana continued walking toward her chambers, no longer caring if the gossiping
servants saw her or whispered as she passed. Soon enough, she would be out of this
wretched house, and a new viscount would take her late husband’s place. The very
thought brought her a small flicker of relief. The sooner she was free of these
suffocating walls and the memories they held, the better.

When she finally stepped into the room that had become her refuge over the last two
months, the flicker grew. This space had become her sanctuary, the one place where
she could let her guard down.



A maid stood beside the bed, carefully turning down the covers, her presence a quiet
comfort. Only a few lamps illuminated the room, casting long, soft shadows across
the walls, wrapping the space in a cocoon of privacy. Here, at least, the weight of the
world seemed to lessen, and Diana could breathe—if only for alittle while.

“One moment, please.” Diana held up a hand as she hurried to the older woman.
“Martha, this is not necessary. | shall leave tonight for an extended stay with my
cousin.”

Martha Whitehead's eyes widened. From outside, the wind picked up and howled
through the closed window, rattling the pane. “Milady, it's too late to travel... and a
storm is brewing.”

Chuckling, Diana turned toward her dressing table. “I’m not a stranger to traveling in
bad weather. | have lived in England al my life. | shall brave the elements and arrive
safe at my cousin’s house. Besides, it’s only an hour’s drive. All will be well, | assure
you.” She picked up her bonnet and placed it snugly over her ringlets. Hopefully the
maid didn’t know how far her grandmother’ s cottage really was. “| assume you have
already packed my things?’

“But of course, milady. You instructed me to do it days ago. You just didn’t know
when you' d be leaving.”

“Splendid. Please tell the footman to load the trunks onto the carriage. | shall leave as
soon as he' sfinished.”

Diana peered in the mirror and met Martha's reflection. The maid shrugged and
smirked. “Asyou wish, milady.”

As the thin, middle-aged woman rushed out of the room, Diana clutched her hands
against a roiling stomach and silently prayed everything would go smoothly. She



didn’t know why she feared the worst, unless it was because her life had aways been
a pattern of mishaps. She didn’t want anything to ruin this for her now.

Freedom was just hours away.

“Ever’'one raise yer glass and toast ta Lord Tristan’s nup... nup... shuls.” Tristan
Worthington slurred his words as he tried to ponder on what he wanted to say.
Realizing his mind was too unclear, he laughed and stumbled against the man
standing next to him, spilling his rum over the side of his tumbler.

The man rolled his eyes. “Worthington, will ye quit toastin’ to yer own weddin’? We
al 'no ye aren’t gonna marry the lady.”

Tristan scowled at the fellow. What was his name... “Ah, but my good man, ye're
wrong. T'morrow afta-noon, I’'ll be there in church standin’ next to my beautiful
bride, Lady... er... Lady...” Tristan rubbed the throb growing in his forehead.

The other men who'd gathered in the tavern released a fit of laughs. One belched
loudly and lifted his cup. “Worthington has fergotten her name already.”

Blast it al! Tristan thought. What was her name? “Doesn’t matter. I'm marryin’ her
t’ morrow.”

His legs wobbled and he plopped his butt down on the chair before he ended up on
the floor like he had last night. Inwardly, he groaned. How many nights had he been
visiting the taverns toasting his nuptials, anyway? Too many to count. Tomorrow his
life—his very freedom—would end, no matter how badly he wished for a different
fate.



You're making a colossal mistake, Worthington, came the warning from the back of
his mind. Y et he figured by marrying the widow, Lady Jane, he would be able to put
his past to rest once and for all, so it must be done.

“Ah-hal” he called out loudly to his nameless associates. “|I remember now. Her
nameis Lady Jane Fair... er... burn, or something like that.”

Once again, the men erupted in boisterous laughter, their voices so loud it seemed as
though the very walls might shake from the sound. Tristan winced, the throbbing in
his head growing unbearable. His skull felt asif it might split open from the pressure,
each burst of laughter like a hammer against his temples. He couldn’t endure any
more of this raucous celebration. His one thought now was to get home and sleep off
his drunken stupor, especialy with the weight of tomorrow looming over him.

He glanced down at his wrinkled, disheveled clothes, grimacing as he tried in vain to
smooth out the creased fabric. It was a poor effort. He needed to change before
morning; it wouldn’'t do to walk into the church looking like a man who had just
crawled out of a tavern. His mother, in particular, would be watching him closely,
and there was no way she would tolerate her son acting—or appearing—Ilike afool in
public. She had endured enough from him over the past few years. He had already
caused her so much worry, and her health had suffered for it.

Tristan’s chest tightened with guilt. He owed it to her to look the part tomorrow, to be
clean, sober, and properly dressed for his wedding. After all the disappointment he
had brought her, the least he could do was stand at the altar as the man she'd hoped
he would become—not the wreck he feared he still was.

Tristan’s mother had always held high hopes that he would marry into a respectable
family, especially after the turmoil that had consumed his life for the past three years.
He had nearly lost everything—his life, his memory, and his place in Society. For
two long years, he had wandered through a haze of forgotten memories, unaware of



who he truly was, until his brother, Trey, had finally found him and brought him
home. It had been a miracle, but the cost was steep. The person he had been before
had vanished, leaving behind fragments of alife he barely recognized.

And then there was Diana.

The woman he had once believed he loved—the woman he had thought held his
heart—was no longer a part of his life. She was the last vestige of the man he had
been before the accident, before the darkness of those lost years. Y et her absence still
haunted him, a ghost of what might have been. Tristan knew he had to move on, to
finally put her behind him. Marrying Lady Jane Fairbourne was the only way to close
that chapter for good.

She represented everything his mother wanted for him: stability, respectability, and a
chance to restore the family’s tarnished reputation. And perhaps, if he alowed
himself to believe it, marrying her would be exactly what he needed to heal. He could
start fresh and bury the memory of Diana once and for al, leaving the past where it
bel onged—in the shadows.
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“M ilord?’ The toothless bugger next to him grinned. “Do ye need me to stand with
yefor yer big day t' morrow?”’

Tristan waved a hand through the air. “As much as the idea sounds appealin’, | must
decline.” He lifted his drink to his mouth and finished every last drop before
slamming it on the table. “My friends,” he called out, “I shall take my leave now. The
next time | come ta this fine ’stablishment, I'll be a happily married man.” Well, he
wasn’t too sure about the happily part, but he most certainly would be married.

As Tristan stumbled out of the tavern, the men inside erupted into cheers, shouting
his name and raising their cups in a drunken salute. He waved them off with a
halfhearted grin, his steps unsteady as he made his way toward where his coach
should have been waiting. The evening's revelry still pulsed in his veins, but the
weight of tomorrow lingered heavily on his shoulders.

Lady Jane Fairbourne—his fiancée—was beautiful, of course, and wealthy beyond
guestion, thanks to the fortune left by her late husband. Yet this was a marriage
Tristan didn’t truly want. For years, she had been paraded before him, a glittering
prospect in the eyes of his family and society. But now, after so many tedious
introductions and forced encounters, he was weary of her presence, tired of the
expectations everyone had placed upon them. He had grown numb to the idea of
finding a woman who could stir his heart. The hope for love had faded long ago,
replaced by the cold practicality of duty.

What he wanted now was simple: to marry and start a family. And if Lady Jane was
the one to help him achieve that, then so be it. Most couples of the ton didn't marry
for love anyway, so why should he be any different? He no longer had the energy to



chase after elusive dreams of passion or connection.

His vision blurred as he stopped and leaned heavily against the stone wall of the
tavern, blinking to clear his foggy mind. The street before him swayed dlightly, and
frustration mounted in his chest. Where in the bloody hell was his coach?

He glanced around, searching the darkened road for any sign of it, but al he saw were
shadows and the vague outline of a few distant figures. He cursed under his breath,
pressing his hand to his throbbing temple. It seemed the night wasn't quite done
punishing him yet.

He scrubbed his hand over his face, trying to think of where his driver had parked.
“Ah, thereitis!”

Taking slow, deliberate steps, Tristan advanced toward the waiting coach, his boots
crunching softly against the gravel path. The cool night wrapped around him like a
cloak, its chill biting at the edges of his composure. His breath came out in sharp
puffs, ghosting in the air before vanishing into the darkness. Frustration ssmmered
beneath his calm facade, bubbling like a pot left too long on the stove. He clenched
his jaw, not at the thought of the night’s obligations, but at the woman who awaited
him inside that carriage: Lady Fairbourne.

No one could deny she looked every inch the ideal wife—polished to perfection, with
grace that drew eyes and whispers wherever she went. She knew how to command
attention, how to wield charm like a finely sharpened blade. Men trembled under her
gaze, caught between reverence and desire. But as dazzling as she was, Tristan
couldn’t shake the hollow truth that gnawed at him. Beneath the elegant exterior and
effortless alure, she was not the woman he had ever imagined standing beside him,
sharing the small joys of life or whispering promises in the quiet hours of dawn.

A memory bloomed, vivid and unwelcome, slipping into his mind like the scent of



jasmine on the breeze—unavoidable, intoxicating. Diana. The woman who had once
been his future. The vision was so clear it stole his breath: her auburn hair cascading
in perfect ringlets, catching the light as if spun from molten copper. Her heart-shaped
face, once the center of his universe, smiled at him in a memory so rich that it almost
felt real. For a moment, the chill of the night faded, replaced by the warmth she used
to bring him.

He stopped in his tracks, momentarily paralyzed by the ghost of her laughter ringing
in his ears. The way she’d lit up when she saw him, as if he were the only man who
had ever mattered, made his chest tighten with longing and regret. He shook his head,
trying to banish the thought like dust from his coat. But Diana lingered, her presence
as stubborn as the ache that had taken root deep within him. Her memory was a
tether, tying him to a time when he had believed in love—when he had believed in
her.

Stars had danced in her green eyes, eyes that once seemed capable of holding the
secrets of the universe. When she smiled at him, he could feel the world tilt on its
axis, as if everything had been set right in those fleeting moments. No other woman
had ever looked at him like that, with a gaze so full of admiration it had made him
feel invincible. In her presence, he had been more than a man. He had been someone
worthy of love, of dreams, of afuture brighter than he dared to imagine.

A groan slipped from his lips, raw and low, as if dragged from the depths of his soul.
He forced himself to move, but with every step, her image clung to him, as persistent
as the frost coating the air. He had been a fool then, caught in the whirlwind of hope
and fantasy. Diana had swept him off his feet, and he had falen willingly, letting
himself believe that love could conquer the inevitable storms life would bring. For a
brief, shining moment, he had let himself dream of forever.

But reality had been ruthless. The fall from that dream had left him bruised and
broken, his illusions shattered like glass beneath a boot. He had learned the hard way



that love wasn't a shield against betrayal. Women were not faithful, and love was
little more than a beautifully crafted lie. The scars from that lesson remained, etched
into him like carvings on stone. Even now, the details of what had gone wrong were
blurred, obscured by the fog of his damaged memory. His accident had robbed him of
certain truths—but the pain had never faded.

And now, as he walked toward a future built on duty rather than passion, the ghost of
his past followed, whispering reminders of what he had once hoped for and lost. The
shadows of love and betrayal intertwined, tightening their hold on him as the night
grew colder.

Y et, even without the clarity of memory, Tristan’s subconscious clung to one bitter,
undeniable truth: Diana had hurt him—deeply. Like a knife wound left to fester, the
pain of her betraya still pulsed through him, raw and unhealed. Whatever she had
done, whatever words had been spoken or actions taken, had carved into him with
ruthless precision, leaving scars that memory loss couldn’t erase. Though the details
were lost in the fog of hisfractured mind, the ache lingered, a persistent reminder that
the trust he had once placed in love had been shattered. And with it, any belief that it
could ever be restored.

When he had first met Diana, she had been a storm—~beautiful and wild, capable of
overwhelming him with her intensity. He had been captivated, like a moth drawn too
close to the flame. He had sworn the sun itself rose and set with her, blind to anything
beyond the brilliance she radiated. Their stolen kisses, breathless and forbidden, had
spiraled into something far more dangerous, something neither of them had been
prepared for. In those stolen moments, hidden from the eyes of the world, he had felt
untethered and free, like a man allowed, for the first time, to dream without limits.

But dreams have a way of curdling into nightmares. No matter how hard he tried to
bury those memories beneath the weight of duty and cynicism, they clung to him like
a ghost’s whisper, haunting him in the stiliness of night. He could till feel the



warmth of her touch, hear the faint laugh she had when she teased him, and recall the
way her lips had pressed against his with a mixture of fire and tenderness. Those
echoes were relentless, dlipping into his thoughts when he least expected them,
dragging him back to atime when love had felt like salvation, not a curse.

And then fate, with its cruel sense of humor, had pulled him back into her orbit. Lord
Hollingsworth—her husband—had been found dead, and in the blink of an eye,
Tristan had gone from a man trying to outrun his past to one trapped in its unrelenting
grasp. The accusations had struck him like a physical blow, stealing the air from his
lungs.

He could still hear the hushed murmurs in the corridors, the venomous whispers of
scandal as his name was tied to the crime. He hadn’t killed Hollingsworth—he knew
that much—abut proving it to the rest of the world was a different battle entirely.

Bitterness coiled like a snake in his chest as he shook his head, trying to force down
the surge of emotions clawing their way to the surface. His jaw tightened, the muscles
working as he fought against the urge to lash out at the injustice of it al. What had
started as a whirlwind love affair had turned into a noose tightening around his neck.
Whether by accident or design, Diana had dragged him back into the storm of her
life, and now he wasn't sure if anyone would believe the truth. He wasn't sure if he
even believed it anymore.

His grip on readlity, much like his memories, was dlipping. And the more he tried to
escape, the tighter the past seemed to hold on, suffocating him.

WEell... time to pay the piper. Tomorrow he would marry Lady Fairbourne, and even
if it killed him, he would put Diana’ s memory behind him.

Tristan staggered toward the coach, his vision swimming as the world around him
tilted dlightly off balance. He grasped the door handle with a grip that was both



desperate and clumsy, yanking it open and hauling himself inside with more force
than grace. His shoulder collided with the interior wall, and he let out a breathless
grunt as he half fell onto the cushioned seat. The cold night air clung to his skin, but
inside the coach, warmth enveloped him, wrapping him like a heavy blanket. Too
heavy. Stifling.

He leaned back against the seat, exhaling sharply, his legs still trembling beneath
him. Perhaps he should have waited for his driver to offer a steadying hand, but
patience had abandoned him hours ago, somewhere between his last drink and the
moment he stumbled into the shadows of the evening. His muscles burned with the
effort of standing, and now that he was seated, his body sagged in relief, as though
surrendering to exhaustion.

A sound tickled at the edges of his awareness—a faint, rhythmic scratching, like
metal scraping against metal. It came from the far side of the coach door, just out of
sight. Tristan frowned, squinting into the dim glow of the carriage lantern, but the
alcohol dulling his senses kept curiosity at bay. He shrugged it off with alazy breath,
sinking further into the seat. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. His driver could handle
it. Right now, al he cared about was making it home without passing out in the
middle of the street.

The coach jerked forward with a sudden jolt, and Tristan’s body lurched with it,
nearly pitching him onto the floor. He cursed, muttering something incoherent, and
braced himself against the seat with one hand while planting his feet firmly on the
floor. The wheels rattled against the cobblestones, the familiar rhythm of travel
slowly returning. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back, the gentle swaying of the
coach working against him like alullaby he couldn’t resist.

The scratching sound faded into the hum of the night, forgotten as the warmth of the
coach lulled him into afoggy sense of comfort. His mind drifted, not quite asleep but
far from awake, teetering on the edge of oblivion. He tried to resist it, knowing that



dleep in this state would only make tomorrow’s wedding preparations all the more
unbearable. But the weight of his eyelids was merciless, pulling him down despite his
weak attempts to stay alert.

His thoughts wandered toward home, toward the soft mattress waiting for him—the
only salvation he could think of to shake off tonight’s indulgence. He could already
imagine the plush pillow beneath his head, the heavy quilt cocooning him, shutting
out the rest of the world.

But just as he was about to succumb to the darkness, the coach hit a bump in the road
that sent him lurching upright, the jarring sensation shattering the fragile peace he’'d
found. He blinked rapidly, disoriented, his heart thudding against his ribs as he tried
to regain his bearings. The ride had turned rougher, the wheels jostling and rattling as
though the cobblestones had suddenly given way to uneven terrain.

Tristan sat up straighter, running a hand through his disheveled hair. His brow
furrowed as he peered out the small window, but the landscape beyond was cloaked
in shadow, offering no clues. He rubbed his face, trying to clear the fog from his
mind. The coach should have been on the familiar, well-maintained streets leading
back to his estate. So why did it feel as though they were traversing a dirt path riddled
with potholes?

Had the driver taken a different route? Perhaps to avoid a roadblock? He frowned, the
unease in his chest spreading like a slow-burning fire. Something wasn’t right. The
ride was far too bumpy, far too erratic. He tapped his fingers restlessly against his
thigh as he strained to hear any noises from outside—the sound of the horses’ hooves,
the creak of the wheels—but all he heard was the rhythmic clatter of the coach’s
interior shaking with each jolt.

He leaned toward the window, pressing his forehead against the cool glass, his breath
fogging the surface. Outside, the shadows shifted, but he couldn't make out any



landmarks. The realization struck him like a splash of cold water—he had no idea
where they were.

Growing uneasy, Tristan reached for the curtain and yanked it back, his fingers
trembling dlightly as he leaned closer to the window. The cool glass fogged under his
breath as he blinked against the brightness of the full moon hanging high in the sky,
casting its silver glow over the countryside. The earlier storm had passed, leaving
behind a pristine night, but the serene beauty of the landscape did little to soothe the
panic rising within him.

Thiswasn’'t the road home. And he had no clue where he was.
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T ristan’s pulse quickened, the dull thud of his heartbeat echoing in his ears. The
familiar cobbled streets of the city had been replaced by a narrow dirt road cutting
through open fields. The moonlight painted long, eerie shadows across the ground,
and the trees that lined the path swayed gently in the night breeze, their branches
resembling skeletal fingers reaching for the sky. With each passing second, Tristan's
dread deepened, knotting tighter in his gut.

He squinted through the window, desperately searching for some sign that he was
mistaken, that this was merely a detour. But the truth was undeniable—they had left
the city behind entirely. The moonilit fields stretched endlessly, broken only by the
occasional silhouette of a barn or a distant tree line. There was no bustling city noise,
no distant glow of lanterns, no sense of home. Only the lonely hum of the countryside
and the steady rhythm of the wheels grinding over uneven terrain.

“No,” he whispered, shaking his head as if the motion aone could dispel the
nightmare unraveling before him. His al cohol-addled mind fought to make sense of it,
but clarity came crashing down in a wave of horror—they were heading in the wrong
direction. Far from home. Far from safety.

Panic gave way to anger, and Tristan's jaw tightened as he pounded his fist against
the roof of the coach. “Dudley!” His voice cut through the night like a whip, sharp
and demanding. “Where are we going?’ His breath hitched as he waited, straining to
hear the familiar voice of his driver offering some explanation. But al he heard was
the crack of the reins and the pounding of the horses hooves—faster now, more
urgent.

The coach suddenly surged forward, throwing him off balance. He dlid off the seat



and hit the floor hard, a curse tumbling from his lips as the impact jarred his senses.
Gritting his teeth, he scrambled back up, gripping the edge of the seat for support.
The vehicle swayed violently, nearly tossing him again, so he dug his fingers into the
fabric of the seat.

What was Dudley doing? Why weren’t they slowing down?

Determined to put an end to this madness, Tristan lunged toward the door and
grabbed the handle, yanking it with every ounce of strength he could muster. The
leather of his gloves squeaked against the cold metal as he pulled harder, ready to
confront Dudley and demand answers. But the door didn’t budge.

His breath came in ragged gasps as he tried again, shaking the handle, twisting and
pulling. Panic swelled like a rising tide, drowning his initial anger. This wasn't a
stuck latch—something was holding the door shut. His mind raced, frantically
searching for an explanation, until a chilling sound reached his ears.

A faint, metalic rattle. Like chains brushing against each other.

His breath hitched, and he froze for a moment, the sound cutting through him like a
dagger. Slowly, he leaned closer, listening. The noise was unmistakable—metal links
shifting with the swaying motion of the coach. His fingers trembled as he tried the
handle one last time, but it was no use.

The door had been chained shut.

A cold shiver crawled down his spine, settling deep in his bones. His breath
quickened as dread wrapped around him, squeezing tighter with every passing
second. This wasn't an accident. Someone had locked him in here, and whoever it
was, they had no intention of letting him out.



Tristan’s mind raced as he tried to think, to form a plan, but the fog of alcohol
clouding his thoughts made it nearly impossible to focus. His gaze darted around the
dark interior of the coach, searching for anything he could use—a weapon, an escape
route, anything that could free him from this trap. But the space was suffocatingly
small, and every second that ticked by seemed to drive the walls closer, trapping him

like prey.

He pressed his palms against the window, his breath fogging the glass as he tried to
peer outside. The horses galloped wildly, their hooves tearing up the dirt road, and
the shadow of the driver's silhouette loomed faintly at the front of the coach. But
there was no sign of anyone else. No sign of an accomplice. Just the eerie glow of the
moon and the endless expanse of countryside rushing by.

Tristan’s throat tightened as he realized how isolated they were. Even if he managed
to force the door open, where would he go? The fields stretched endlessly in every
direction, and the coach was moving too fast to jump without risking serious injury.
But staying inside wasn’'t an option either. He had to act, and fast.

He pounded his fist against the door, the thudding noise reverberating through the
cramped space. “Dudley!” he shouted again, his voice laced with desperation. “ Stop
the coach!” But there was no response. The horses didn't low. The chains didn’'t
loosen.

Sweat beaded on his brow as he leaned back against the seat, his mind spinning with
guestions. Who had done this? And why? His instincts told him this wasn't just a
random act of sabotage—this was deliberate. Someone had planned this, and whoever
it was, they had made sure Tristan wouldn’t escape easily.

But Tristan Worthington had survived worse. If they thought chaining him inside a
coach would break him, they were sorely mistaken. His fingers curled into fists as
determination ignited within him, burning away the last remnants of drunken stupor.



He wasn’t going down without a fight.

Tristan pounded again. “Hear me now. If you do not stop this vehicle immediately, |
will have you thrown in prison for kidnapping.”

He waited for Dudley to comply, but his wish was not granted.

This couldn’t be happening. Worry tightened around his chest, constricting his breath
as fear surged through him. His mind raced with possibilities. Would this disrupt the
wedding tomorrow? Part of him, admittedly, wished for an excuse to delay it, but the
thought of causing more worry for his mother tightened the knot of dread in his
stomach.

He realized he had no other choice but to sit back and wait, helpless to whatever fate
awaited him. Was this a kidnapping? Or perhaps the coach had spiraled out of control
without the driver at the helm? But that thought didn't hold. If something had
happened to the driver, the door wouldn’t have been chained shut. No, Tristan was
sure of it now: he was being kidnapped.

What felt like hours passed, though his sense of time was warped by the pounding of
his head and the growing unease. The coach continued its relentless pace until, with a
sudden jolt, it stopped. Tristan quickly glanced out the window, his heart pounding
harder.

They had stopped deep within a forest, surrounded by towering trees that blocked out
much of the moonlight. The dense foliage made it difficult to discern exactly where
they were, but nestled among the shadows stood a small two-story cottage. It looked
secluded, isolated, the perfect place to remain hidden from the world. The place was
completely unfamiliar to him, as were the surroundings. For a fleeting moment, he
imagined an elderly couple living here, tucked away in a private retreat far from
Society’ s watchful eyes.



But something told him this was no cozy homecoming. The stillness around the
cottage felt unsettling, the air thick with tension. Tristan's pulse quickened as he
waited for whatever—or whoever—was about to come next.

The door rattled, the unmistakable clink of chains sending a chill down Tristan’'s
spine. His heart rate increased as the door creaked open, and before he could utter a
word, the sharp tip of a saber dlid through the opening, gleaming in the faint light.

He froze, his breath catching in histhroat. Every instinct screamed at him to react, but
the sudden presence of the weapon held him still, the cold steel mere inches from his
chest. Whoever held that blade had the upper hand, and Tristan knew better than to
provoke them without understanding the situation.

“Get out,” a voice commanded from the shadows outside the coach, low and
unfamiliar. The figure holding the saber remained hidden from view, but the tone left
no room for argument.

Tristan swallowed hard, carefully raising his hands in a gesture of submission. He
moved slowly, his muscles tense, sliding toward the edge of the seat. His mind raced,
searching for an explanation, a plan—anything—>but all he could do was comply for
now. As he stepped down from the carriage, his gaze darted toward the mysterious
figure standing just beyond the door.

This was no accident, no out-of-control coach. He was caught in something far
darker, and escape, for the moment, seemed impossible.

“Mark my words, my lord, one wrong move and I'll slice this blade clean through

you.

A figure cloaked in a hooded black cape stood in the doorway, their face concealed in
deep shadows. Tristan blinked, momentarily taken aback by the strangeness of it all.



The person before him had spoken with a voice that seemed too young for someone
so threatening.

Despite the menacing situation, Tristan couldn’t shake the suspicion that his captor
might not be a full-grown man at all. The tone—sharp, commanding—Ilacked the
depth and weight of a seasoned adult. Instead, it carried the unmistakable timbre of a
lad on the cusp of manhood, just shy of full maturity.

Tristan’s mind whirled. Was he really being held at saber-point by a mere boy? It
seemed absurd, yet here he stood, the cold tip of the weapon inches away, his
freedom dlipping through his fingers. He studied the cloaked figure, searching for any
other clues, but the hood obscured any defining features.

“What is this about?’ Tristan asked, his voice measured but laced with tension. He
needed answers, and fast. “Y ou’ve gone to alot of trouble. What do you want?’

The figure remained silent for a moment, the blade steady, before finally responding,
the young voice carrying an unsettling authority. “All in good time. For now, follow
me—quietly.”

Tristan’s misgivings deepened. Whoever this was, they were clearly skilled enough to
wield fear and authority, despite their youth. Resigned to his fate for the moment, he
nodded. The figure motioned toward the dimly lit path leading to the isolated cottage.

“I"ll cooperate,” Tristan replied.

His captor wore the attire of a driver, except the clothes didn’t fit him as well. Even
the hat hung low on his forehead, and the brim cast shadows over the occupant’s thin
face. Tristan was certain he could overpower this one—yet his captor held a saber in
one hand and a pistol in the other.



A gust of wind blew from behind, pushing Tristan forward. Drops of rain fell on him.
When had the storm moved in?

“1 assure you, my lord, I’'m well-schooled in the use of a saber and pistol. One wrong
move and it will be your last,” his captor said loudly above the howling wind.

Tristan frowned. The odds of escaping were not in hisfavor. “I believe you.” And he
did. The other man’s hands didn't tremble like someone who had never done this
before. There was confidence in the way he spoke and in his movements.

The lad motioned toward the cottage as he tried to keep his hat from blowing off his
head. “Enter.”

Tristan held his hands up in surrender as he walked. He wanted to make the other
person aware that he was unarmed and was no threat. “Can you at least tell me why
you have taken me? What have | done?’

“Y ou shall know when | want you to know, and not a moment sooner.”

Tristan’s mind raced, trying to piece together why anyone would want to kidnap him.
He had lived a mostly unremarkable life, aside from his ill-fated connection to Lord
Hollingsworth, who was now dead. He certainly hadn’t made enough enemies to
warrant such an elaborate scheme. He wasn't like his brother, Trey, who had left a
trail of broken hearts and scandal in his wake. Tristan’s only notable downfall, as of
late, was his growing reputation as a drunk.

As Tristan stepped inside the small cottage, the door creaking shut behind him, he
swept his gaze across the room, taking in every detail with practiced precision. The
interior was modest but carried the unmistakable warmth of a lived-in space. Faded,
patterned rugs overlapped across the wooden floor, softening the sound of his boots
as he moved forward. The scent of burning wood mingled with the faint tang of



herbs, as though someone had recently brewed tea that still lingered in the air.

A few lamps were scattered strategically around the room, their flames flickering
lazily and casting golden halos of light onto the walls. Shadows danced across the
wooden beams of the ceiling, creating an almost hypnotic rhythm as the light shifted
with the crackling fire in the hearth. The fire was robust, its glow casting a
comforting warmth that Tristan could feel even from where he stood. Above the
mantel, a few simple trinkets sat—a wooden clock ticking quietly, a ceramic vase
filled with dried lavender, and a stack of worn books leaning precariously against one
another.

The furniture was functional yet inviting: awell-loved armchair draped with a knitted
blanket, its fabric worn smooth in places from years of use, and a small wooden table
bearing the faint rings of long-forgotten teacups. The walls were lined with shelves
containing mismatched books, jars of dried herbs, and small knickknacks that
suggested someone had taken time to make this place a home. It wasn't opulent or
grand, but it had an understated charm, as though the space itself breathed familiarity
and routine.

A flicker of hope sparked within Tristan as he took it al in. This wasn't the cold,
barren hideout of a killer plotting his demise. No, this place carried the marks of
someone who lived here day after day, tending the fire, sipping tea, and reading by
lamplight. That detail, however small, made his pulse steady for the first time since
the chains had rattled on the coach door. If his captors intended to kill him, surely
they wouldn’t have brought him to a place like this. Or so he desperately hoped. His
instincts had failed him before—but tonight, he prayed they wouldn’t.

However, any comfort he took from the cottage' s atmosphere was tempered by the
cold tip of the saber pressing against his back, reminding him that he wasn't in
control. His breath hitched as the weapon prodded him toward a single wooden chair
positioned in the middle of the room. Every nerve in his body screamed to resist, to



fight back, but the blade against his spine kept him compliant.

He reached the chair, and, without a word, the figure behind him gave a final nudge
with the saber. Reluctantly, Tristan lowered himself into the seat, still scanning the
room for any sign of who might be behind this strange ordeal.

“Now what?’ he asked, his voice betraying more frustration than fear.

The hooded figure stepped around him, still keeping their face obscured. “You'll find
out soon enough,” they said, their young voice carrying an unsettling calm.

The lad walked behind him, tied his hands and legs with a rope before standing again,
and then moved in front of Tristan.

He arched an eyebrow. “Will you now tell me why I’'m here?’ He struggled with the
ties, impressed with how well his captor—as small in stature as the man was—could
bind so tight. “Asyou can see, I’ m not athreat any longer.”

The lad kept his head down, intentionally avoiding Tristan’s attempts to get a better
look. The cloak’s hood cast a shadow over his face, further obscuring his features,
and he stayed just far enough away to prevent any real recognition. Even so, Tristan
could fedl the weight of the boy’ s gaze, asif he were being studied, assessed for some
unknown purpose.

Frustration gnawed at him. Under normal circumstances, Tristan considered himself a
patient man, but his current situation had shredded any calm he might have had. He
clenched his fists in his lap, fighting the urge to shout, to demand answers. This
strange, drawn-out silence was testing his limits.

Finally, unable to hold back any longer, Tristan growled. “Enough of this. Who are
you? What do you want from me?’



The hooded figure remained quiet for a moment, the tension in the room thickening.
Then, dowly, the lad shifted, still keeping his face hidden, and spoke, his voice
tinged with amusement. “Patience, Lord Worthington. You'll have your answers
soon. But for now, it’s not about what | want—it’ s about what you deserve.”

The cryptic words sent a chill down Tristan's spine. Deserve? What had he done to
deserve being kidnapped and held at sword-point? The realization dawned that this
was far more personal than he had originally thought.

His captor folded his arms. “You, my lord , are in my control. I’m going to ruin you
completely! The same way you ruined a certain woman three years ago.”
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T ristan glared at his captor, not believing this person had the audacity to kidnap him
before his wedding and threaten him.

“Did you not hear me?’ the lad demanded. “Y ou are in my control now! What have
you to say to that?’

Nodding, Tristan cocked his head. “I heard you. Pray, tell me how you plan on
ruining me as you have threatened? Because | can assure you, | did not ruin any
woman three years ago.” There could only be one woman that could come close to
being ruined. Diana. Y et he had never ruined her. Lord Hollingsworth had!

As the figure before him began to shed the layers of disguise, Tristan widened his
eyes. His captor straightened, shedding the driver’ s jacket, revealing the unmistakable
silhouette of a woman beneath. The bulk that had been gathered around her middle
fell away as she released the tie, and the fabric of her dress fell down, swishing
around her legs. With afinal, deliberate movement, she removed the driver’s hat, and
a cascade of brown hair spilled over her shoulders.

Tristan blinked in disbelief, his mind struggling to catch up with the revelation. This
wasn't the boy he had thought was holding him captive—it was a woman. And not
just any woman, but one he didn’t recognize.

He studied her face, but no flicker of recognition came. Her blue eyes, however, were
unmistakable in their intensity, sharp and filled with an anger that made his skin
prickle. Those eyes were shooting invisible daggers at him, and despite the confusion
swirling inside him, he couldn’t deny the sense of danger she exuded.



For a fleeting moment, he wondered if she had mistaken him for Trey, who had once
led a scandalous life as a notorious rogue before settling down. Trey had surely
broken enough hearts in his time. But the victorious grin curling at the corners of her
full lips suggested she knew exactly who she had, and it wasn't Trey.

Tristan swallowed, his voice hoarse with bewilderment. “I—I’ve never seen you
before. What is this? What do you want with me?’

The woman took a step forward, folding her arms over her chest, her smile widening
as if she relished his confusion. “Oh, you' ve seen me, Lord Worthington,” she said,
her voice low and dangerous. “Perhaps not like this, but trust me, you’ ve played your

part in my story.”

Her words sent a shiver down his spine, and a cold realization began to settle in his
gut. Whoever this woman was, she was here for revenge—and it was deeply,
disturbingly personal.

“1 finaly have in my presence the honorable Lord Tristan Worthington.”

Inwardly he groaned. So, the idea of mistaken identity flew out the window. “Yes,
you do. Now will you be so kind asto tell me your name?’

“Tabitha Paget.”

“And now will you tell me how you know me, and why in heaven’s name you
thought it important to kidnap me?”’

“l work for someone who hates you. You ruined her life, and now it’'s time to ruin
yours.”

Her? “Pray tell, who is this person you speak of? Are you certain | know her at all?’



She laughed. “Oh, you know her, | assure you.”

A loud gasp pierced the tense silence, and before he could fully register what was
happening, another figure appeared in the doorway. She was dressed in a nightgown
and white wrapper, her auburn hair cascading over her shoulders like flames. Her
hand flew to her mouth, eyes wide with shock—eyes that struck him with an
unsettling familiarity.

For a moment, Tristan could only stare, his breath catching in his throat. He
recognized those eyes, the same eyes that had once gazed at him with admiration and
affection. His heart faltered as realization dawned on him.

“Diana,” he breathed, his voice barely above awhisper.

The woman standing in the doorway was none other than the woman he had once
loved so deeply, the woman whose memory had haunted him for years. Her face was
paler than he remembered, and her expression was a mixture of disbelief and horror.
But what was she doing here, in this remote cottage, and why had she gasped so
violently?

Tristan turned his gaze back to the first woman, the one who had just revealed
herself. The triumphant grin on her lips told him that whatever was happening here, it
was all connected. Somehow, these two women—Diana and the one filled with
burning anger—were part of the same story.

The pieces of the puzzle began to click together, and Tristan felt a cold sense of dread
settle over him. He was trapped in a web far more complicated than he had ever
imagined, and it seemed the past he thought he had buried was about to resurface in
the most dangerous way possible.

“Lord T—T—Tristan?’



Although he had seen her from a distance at some of Society’s functions, he hadn’t
tried to even look at her during those times. But now... In arush, all the memories
he'd tried to forget three years ago came back to him. The ball... the infatuation...
the greenhouse. And that incredible, unforgettable kiss.

He' d tried to forget how lovely Diana had been when he first met her, but it was
nearly impossible. Now she was a luscious beauty. Shaking his head, he pushed away
the thought. Thinking of her this way was not healthy. Something in his forgotten
memory told him not to trust her.

Slowly, her gaze swept over every inch of him, taking in the sight of him bound to
the chair, vulnerable and at her mercy. Tristan’s breath hitched as their eyes locked in
the heavy silence. It was as though time had collapsed in on itself, and for a moment,
he forgot everything—forgot why he was here, forgot the chains that bound him,
forgot even the bitter years that had passed between them. All he could remember
was how she had once made him feel. How, three years ago, a single glance from her
had turned his world upside down, reducing his mind to mush. She had bewitched
him then, made him believe he was in love—helplessly, completely.

But not now. Not anymore.

He swallowed hard, trying to harden his resolve, to cling to the anger and betrayal he
had nursed for so long. This was his chance—his moment to confront her, to finally
dredge up the past and cast her out of his thoughts for good. He needed to tear down
the illusions he had built around her, the fantasies that had lingered in his heart
despite everything. Confronting Diana might be the only way to banish her ghost
from hismind forever.

Y et the reality of it—the sight of her standing there, a mixture of pain and defiance in
her eyes—shook him. The thought that she had gone to such great lengths to kidnap
him, to drag him to this remote place, made his chest tighten. She was now his captor,



a role he never could have imagined for her. According to her maid, she despised
him, hated him with a passion so fierce it had driven her to this.

But as he looked at her now, with al the bitterness and heartbreak swirling between
them, he couldn’t help but wonder—was hate really all that remained? Or was there
something more buried beneath the weight of their past, something neither of them
could truly let go?

“Tabitha? What is he doing here?’ Diana asked softly.

“Hmm, well, my lady, | took the coach into town to buy the items you requested
dressed as your driver, and when | saw him , and heard he was marrying Lady Jane
Fairbourne tomorrow, | knew | must do something quickly.”

The servant was no longer brave and superior as she’ d been a moment ago. Now she
acted like most maids should in front of their employer.

Diana groaned. “Oh, Tabitha, what have you done? You can go to prison for
kidnapping a lord. We can both go to prison for this.” She covered her face with her
hands as her fingers rubbed circles on her temple.

“No, my lady.” Tabitha rushed to Diana’ s side and placed her palm on her shoulder.
“It will be hisword against ours. Nobody saw, | assure you.”

“Lady Hollingsworth,” Tristan said once he found his voice. “What a surprise to see
you—and in your nightclothes, no less.”

Diana' s hands dropped to her side as her perplexed eyes locked on his. “I'm quite
certain it is a surprise, my lord, considering you probably never expected to see me

again.



“1 must admit, | hadn’t.” He flicked his gaze over the length of her. “Especially under
such circumstances. Tell me, Lady Hollingsworth, why did you instruct your maid to
kidnap me?’

“1 didn’t know of her plans,” she said coolly.

He moved his focus back to the servant, his mind scrambling for anything that might
entice her to release him. “Do you plan to hold me for ransom? | can tell you that my
mother has a bad heart. If | am not at the church to wed Lady Fairbourne tomorrow,
my mother’s heart will fail. If she diesas aresult of thiswicked deed, you won't see a
penny of my money. | beg you, for my mother’s sake, please return me to the church
posthaste. If you release me now, | promise not to tell the magistrate of the

kidnapping.”

“Ridiculous,” Tabitha shouted. “The storm has grown worse since our arrival, and
even if weleft at first light, it would be impossible to return you in time. By then your
loving fiancée' s heart will be shattered.” Anger sparked in the maid’s eyes.

He seethed, finally hearing the rain pelt against the roof. No matter how bad the
storm, he needed to leave tonight. “How much do you want?’

“My lord?” Tabitha asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Name your price. How much do | need to pay you to let me go?’

“1 don’'t care about your money, my lord. If you must know, | don’t plan on returning
you at all.” She moved in front of him and stopped. “Lady Hollingsworth and | don’t
want one shilling from you. We want revenge! | want to hurt you in the same manner

you have hurt my mistress.”

Tristan’s attention jumped back to Diana, but she didn’t make a move to stop her



maid. He looked back to Tabitha. “You really want revenge? Are you planning to
push Lady Fairbourne over the cliff, then? Pray, my dear, take me to the cliffs and
shove me over instead. Perhaps you' || succeed where Lord Hollingsworth failed.”

Anger, hurt, betrayal, and confusion churned within Diana, twisting her heart into a
painful knot. Tristan’s words echoed in her ears— shoved over the cliffs? —each
syllable landing like a blow. What was he talking about?

Her mind raced, but her body remained frozen, rooted in place by the weight of the
situation spiraling out of control. She should act. She had to act. Scolding Tabitha for
her role in this mess was high on her list, but right now, all she could do was stare,
her breath hitching as Tristan and the maid exchanged venomous words.

Diana's gaze flitted between them, her pulse quickening with every accusation that
filled the air like sparks from afire. What was she supposed to do? Tristan wasn't just
anyone—he was the brother of a duke, and if he took his grievances to the magistrate,
there would be no escaping the consequences. Both she and Tabitha would be
dragged to Newgate in chains, accused of kidnapping a man whose name carried too
much weight for them to evade justice.

Think, Diana. Think. She needed a plan, an excuse, away to smooth over this disaster
before it imploded completely. But her mind betrayed her, sluggish and clouded by
emotions she couldn’t suppress. Seeing him this close—seeing him vulnerable, angry,
and wounded—was her undoing. The sharp planes of his face, the intensity in his
eyes, the tension radiating from his posture—it al overwhelmed her.

Her chest rose and fell as she struggled to breathe evenly, to regain control, but her
thoughts remained scattered, like autumn leaves in a gust of wind. The man she had
once loved was here, mere steps away, but this wasn't the reunion she had ever



imagined. Instead of reconciliation, there was chaos. Instead of understanding, there
was fury. And she had no idea how to fix it.

“My lord,” Tabitha continued, “you are making no sense at all. Thisis about revenge,
but we will see it done our way.”

“You cannot be serious,” Tristan grumbled.

Tabitha laughed bitterly. “I am very serious, my lord. Men like you don’t deserve
happiness when you take it from others.”

“Pray, what do you think to accomplish by kidnapping me?’

A grin stole across the maid’s mouth. “I plan to ruin you just as you have ruined Lady
Hollingsworth.”

“Kidnapping is going to ruin my reputation?’ He barked out a laugh. “1 think you
have figured this all wrong.”

“Actualy, | have planned this out perfectly,” Tabitha snapped. “You see, your
servants know you were hesitant about the upcoming marriage to Lady Fairbourne.
Even the men you were drinking with at the tavern knew you really didn’'t want to get
married. Because of that, no one will doubt that you fled your own wedding.”

“What about my driver? Wouldn't he be able to confirm that someone else took his
place?’

Tabitha shook her head. “Not when you were the one who climbed in the wrong
vehicle.”

Groaning, Tristan closed his eyes.



Diana gasped and stared at her maid. “Lord Tristan was that drunk?’

Laughing, Tabitha nodded. “Indeed, he was, my lady. When | saw him stumble out of
the tavern and go to the wrong coach, | knew fate was lending me a hand.” Her grin
widened. “And earlier, before that happened, | snuck into his townhouse and left
missives on his desk that will lead his family to discover the purpose for his absence.”

She turned her focus back on Tristan, whose glare was now aimed at Tabitha. “The
missive is from awoman you’ ve been meeting secretly for the past few months.” She
shrugged. “What other conclusion could they come to except you ran out on your
own wedding? The last | heard, a gentleman’ s reputation becomes tarnished by doing
this.”

“Tabitha?’ Diana asked in a harsh voice. “I thought you told me you were going into
town for some supplies.”

A blush stole across the maid' s face. “Well, to be honest, my main goal was to set up
Lord Tristan and kidnap him. Can | help it if fate lent me a helping hand?’

Diana blew out an agitated breath as doom began to close around her. She needed to
think of away out of this mess, and soon! “But it doesn’t hide the fact that what you
did was wrong, and you could suffer greatly for this mistake.”

“Forgive me, my lady. | was only trying to get back at him. | only had your best
interestsin mind.”

Tristan’s face hardened and anger darkened his blue eyes. “1 see you have thought
long and hard about your revenge. And Lady Hollingsworth, | commend you for

finding such aloyal servant.”

“Indeed, my lord. It wasn't until now that | realized what a godsend Tabitha is to



me.

Diana's breath hitched as she stepped closer, daring to brush the lock of dark hair
falling across Tristan’s forehead with her trembling fingers. The moment her skin met
the soft strands, memories crashed over her, drowning her in atide of emotions she'd
tried so hard to bury. It felt as if no time had passed, as if it were just yesterday that
his arms had encircled her, holding her in away that had made her believe the world
could fall away, and they would still be safe together.

Back then, she had been so young, so na?ve—so utterly captivated by him. She had
believed in dreams, in whispered promises beneath the moonlight, in the magic of
forever. But forever hadn’t lasted, and the pain of that truth had shaped her into
someone harder, someone who knew better than to believe in fairytales. Or so she
thought.

But now, with her fingers brushing against him, her heart betrayed her. It fluttered
wildly, refusing to obey the logic she had lived by for so long. She hated him. She
had to hate him. The pain of their past—the betrayal, the heartbreak—was proof
enough. And yet, in this fragile moment, with his warmth so close, the line between
love and hate blurred, leaving her suspended in a dizzying limbo.

Her hand trembled as she pulled it away, her chest tightening with the confusion that
swirled within her. How could he still have this effect on her after everything he'd
done? After everything she had done? The answer eluded her, but one thing was
certain: even now, standing on opposite sides of a battlefield they had created
together, Tristan could still make her feel alive. And she hated that most of all.

“I've spent three long and miserable years wishing things were different,” she
confessed, “and in al that time, | had such wicked thoughts of how | could humiliate
you as you have humiliated me.”



The longer she toyed with his hair, the more the color in his eyes lightened, and the
creases around his mouth relaxed. Could he feel the spark that had always happened
between them when they touched? She hoped not.

“1 heard you had left for Paris right after you and Ludlow were married,” he said in a
softer tone.

She withdrew her hand and stepped back. “I did, but just as I'd gotten used to the
routine of having alife once again, something always happened to ruin it. There was
always someone who'd heard about the duel. Ludlow seemed to blossom because of
what happened, but | wilted like a poisoned flower.”

He glanced around the room. “ So where are we now? Who lives here?’

“This used to be my maternal grandmother’s house. She died three months past. A
fortnight ago, | decided to come here and stay for a while. Ludlow’s murder was
suffocating me, especially all the rumors.”

“1 heard you were a suspect,” he said matter-of-factly.

She chuckled, but humor was the farthest thing from her mind. “And so are you. For
that matter, half of the men he played cards with are suspects, as well as most the
women he had affairs with.”

He shrugged. “ So, you live out here alone?’

“Don’'t sound so surprised. I’ve been aone since you publicly proclaimed to win my
hand in marriage by dueling with Ludlow, and then ran away from the duel that

morning.”

“Ran away from the duel? No, Diana, you cannot believe that. Hollingsworth—"



“Lord Tristan, please say no more. | don’t want to hear your lies.” Pain clenched her
heart—a feeling she was accustomed to. She should aso correct him for being so
forward with her name, but she enjoyed the way it sounded on his lips. She recalled
when he’'d used it before. Diana, | want to hold you so badly it’s killing me... Diana,
your lips are like wine—so pleasing to taste...

“Diana, please, you must listen. | don’t know what—"

She stuffed arag into his mouth, muffling the words. “Gag him, Tabitha.”

“With pleasure, my lady.”

Diana took a deep breath, trying to remove her traitorous thoughts. Her head felt
ready to explode, and she rubbed her temples again. Tabitha fidgeted with the rag, but
was finally able to secure it around his mouth.

What am | going to do now? Diana needed a clear head to think logically, because
obviously Tabitha had not thought this out before she acted. Until Diana could figure
out arational plan, Tristan would just have to remain tied to the chair.

“I"'mtired and | want to return to my room.” Diana walked around him and tested the
ropes on his arms and legs. “ Y ou shall be fine right here. | suggest you get some rest,
too.” Peeking over her shoulder at the maid, she motioned with her hand. “Come,
Tabitha. Let us leave him to wallow in his pitiful state right now. Perhaps the
morning will be brighter for all of us.”

Tabitha kept the victorious grin on her face as she walked out. Before Diana could
guit the room, she took one more look at Tristan. His eyes watched her as a frown
deepened his expression. Being away from him for three years hadn't been long
enough, because his sad, helpless eyes still tugged at her heart.



Page 5

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 8:41 am

Bath, England, three years earlier

“Y our Grace.” Miss Diana Baldwin bobbed a curtsy to the Dowager Duchess of
Kenbridge—the hostess of the party who wandered through the flower garden,
greeting her guests. The older woman was such a sweet lady, and Diana wished all
women of the ton followed the dowager’ s example.

Beside Diana, her mother, Baroness Baldwin, sighed as they strolled aong the
pebbled path. “Oh, my sweet daughter. It is my wish that someday you will be as
grand as the dowager.”

She looked at her mother. The older woman’'s expression was marred with lines of
worry. “Mother, | have been out for three Seasons. | highly doubt I’ll catch the eye of
aduke. | would just like to catch some man’s eye before | become a spinster.”

“1 know, dear.” Her mother patted Diana's arm. “I do think this is the year you will
get an offer. Your father has been very selective in the past, but now he's finally
decided that we need to get you married this year.”

“l| fear Father has waited too long. | don't think any man will want me now,
especially not aduke.”

“A mother can dream, can’t she?’
Chuckling, Diana shook her head. She wasn't really discouraging her mother’s

dream, she just knew the older woman’s expectations were set too high. “1 shall be
satisfied married to a baron, but what would please me more is being married for



love.”

“Oh, my dearest daughter.” Her mother stopped and faced Diana. “Most of us grow
to love our husbands after we' ve been married afew years.”

This was one of those rules Diana didn’t understand. Why was it acceptable to marry
a complete stranger? Most of Society lived thisway, but one of her childhood friends
had parents who were truly in love. Inwardly, she sighed. That was the kind of
marriage she wanted.

She and her mother resumed their stroll through the dowager’s flower gardens, but
Diana’'s mind wasn’t on the lovely roses. Instead, she silently questioned why her
father had been so picky. Every year since she'd come out, she'd had a few men ask
her father for her hand in marriage. Her father always found some reason to turn them
down. She prayed her mother was correct and that this year would finally be the year
she married.

“Oh, look. Thereis Lady Hastings,” her mother, Esther, exclaimed. “My dear, do you
mind if | go speak with her?’

Diana glanced toward Lady Hastings and her ill-mannered daughter, Lady Jane. She
had never liked the girl who was out for her first Season. As an earl’s daughter, that

girl had always worn her father’ s title as her own.

“That’s fine, Mother. | want to rest a spell under the shade of this tree.” She fanned
her face. “| fear the sunisterribly hot today.”

“1 shan’t be gone long.” Esther hurried to the other women.

Diana perched on the bench under the wide tree and peered out across the yard. The
dowager’s weekend party guests were still arriving. Several men who didn’t look



familiar had walked past her, and she hoped for introductions soon.

Two of the dowager's sons walked by—Lord Trevor and Lord Trey—and she
presented them with her best smile. Only Lord Trey returned the gesture. Then again,
Trey didn’'t have a good reputation, and Diana would do well to stay away from him
for fear of being ruined.

Walking up the lane from the road, three men caught her eye. She recognized two of
them she’d met several times before, Lord Henry and Lord Elliot. They were with
someone who looked oddly familiar, but she knew she’d never been introduced to
him before. The tall man was quite handsome, if she dared admit, and extremely
muscular. His over-jacket stretched tightly across his shoulders, and his breeches
appeared entirely too formfitting and showed off his exceptional build.

Her cheeks heated. Good heavens! Why would she think such a thing? Yet it was
hard not to, especialy the closer the threesome came toward her and the more she
could see of the stranger.

She straightened and folded her hands in her lap, adopting as proper of an appearance
as possible. A bee buzzed by her face, but she dared not swat at it, athough she
couldn’t allow it to sting her, either. The last time that happened, her face had swollen
and she’ d become sick. Trying not to be obvious, she blew at the bee, hoping it would
take the hint and leave.

The closer the three men strolled, the more the bothersome insect irritated her. Still,
she continued to blow at it, hoping it wouldn’t sting her. The handsome stranger
finaly looked her way and grinned. Diana’s heart flipped in a silly rhythm. She
smiled back and inclined her head.

The small group walked right by her without saying anything, although the stranger
watched her over his shoulder as he passed. Once they were out of her vision, she



swatted the bee, and the insect finally left her alone.

Closing her eyes, she couldn’'t get the handsome man out of her mind. One way or
another, she needed to get an introduction.

A burst of giggles brought Diana out of her daydream, and she snapped her eyes
open. From around the wide tree, three girls sat on the wraparound bench. Sighing,
Diana leaned back against the thick trunk and frowned. She didn’t have many friends
her own age herein Mayfair.

“Did you see that dress she was wearing?’ one of the girls asked in a low voice.
“Why, it’s ghastly, to say the least. She wore that gown last Season, but it appears as
if the sleeves are different. Even the color isfading.”

“And what about her mother?’ another girl piped up. “That woman sticks her nose
into conversations that are not her concern. In fact, she interrupted me while | was
walking with my mother not too long ago.”

“How disrespectful,” a third voice said. “Why can they not realize nobody wants
them here?’

“Except the dowager Duchess of Kenbridge.” The second girl snickered. “She is just
too nice to turn anyone away. Pity she can't see the country paupers for what they
truly are.” She huffed. “You know, there is a reason the Baldwins aren’t invited to
most social events.”

“Well, except for Miss Baldwin’s older brother, Mr. Cole Baldwin.” One girl giggled.

Diana's throat tightened, making it difficult to breathe. They were talking about her
and her family! They had been talking about her gown!



She pulled herself tight against the tree, praying the girls on the other side wouldn'’t
notice her listening. Nothing could move her away now, even if she didn't want to
hear another degrading word they said.

“In away,” the first girl said, “I do feel sorry for Miss Baldwin and her brother. It's
not their fault their father is a gambler and squanderer.”

“Very true. It's no wonder their mother flaunts her daughter in front of all the eligible
men. | heard that in order for their family to stay out of debt, Miss Baldwin will have
to marry avery wealthy man.”

The girls’ laughter made Diana s stomach churn. Could what they were saying be
true? Impossible! Her father wasn't that badly in debt, was he? And if so, why hadn’t
her mother said anything?

She glanced down at her day gown, picking at the sleeves. This had been new three
Seasons ago. Every year since, her mother had done her best to make aterations,
telling Diana she could still wear it after it was spruced up and nobody would notice.
Perhaps her father’s gambling had depleted the family funds after all. Why else
wouldn’t her mother buy new gowns for them? Mother made Diana think her father
would come into alot of money very soon. Had this been alie?

“Oh, look,” one of the girls exclaimed. “There’s Lord Tristan.”

Diana had no idea who Lord Tristan was, and at this moment, she didn’t particularly
care.

The other two sighed dreamily. “Oh, Jane, I'm so utterly and completely jealous of
you. | wish Lord Tristan’s family wanted him to marry me!”

Jane chuckled. “Well, it's true. Our families are trying to arrange a marriage, but



Lord Tristan insists he' s not ready to settle down.”

“Wéll, if | know you, Jane, you' Il convince him soon enough.”

“Indeed | will,” she gloated.

Rustling of silk faded from the other side of the tree, and Diana dared take a peek to
see if the girls had left. They had. She breathed a relieved sigh then embarrassment
washed over her. The weekend party had just begun, but she wanted to leave
immediately. Feigning illness may be the trick in getting her mother to take her home.,
If others felt the same way these three girls did about Diana’s family, she could not
stay a minute longer. She didn't want everyone gossiping about them behind their
backs.

She left the bench and hurried toward her mother, who stood next to Lady Greenly
and Lady Sutherland. Now that Diana knew what others were saying about their
family, she noticed the forced smiles the older women were giving her mother. Her
heart wrenched. Did her mother know or even realize they were being made to look
like fools at this gathering?

Slowly, she joined her parent and stood next to her. When there was a break in the
conversation, Dianatugged on her arm. “I’'m feeling quiteill, Mother.”

Esther frowned. “You do look alittle peaked.” She caressed Diana's cheek with her
knuckle. “Perhaps you should go upstairs and lie down until dinner?”’

“Well, actually, | was hoping we could return home,” Diana answered softly.
Her mother snorted a laugh then quickly switched her gaze between the other two

ladies before meeting Diana's eyes. “But my dear, we've just arrived. There's no
reason to leave.” She patted her daughter’s hands. “All you need is to rest for a hit.



I’m quite certain you' || feel much better by suppertime.” She turned Diana toward the
house and gave her a gentle push. “Now go up to our room and lie down. I'll wake
you before the meal.”

Disheartened, Diana trudged toward the house. How could she tell her mother what
she’d overheard without causing any pain? And, if the gossip wasn't true, then what
had her parents done to make people talk about them in such a way? Was this the
reason her father wanted her married this Season?

As she turned the corner of the house, she ran smack into a hard, male chest. Strong
hands gripped her arms to keep her from falling, and a scent of leathery musk
enveloped her. Not believing any man could smell this good, she looked up into a
pair of the most fascinating blue eyes she’'d ever seen. The longer they stared at her,
the more they twinkled.

Finally, when the rest of his face registered in her brain, she realized this was the man
she’'d seen earlier. It wasn't proper to meet like this, but she’'d give anything to know
his name.

“Forgive me, sir. | did not see you.”

“There is nothing to forgive.” He released her arms and took a step back. His mouth
stretched into agrin. “I don’'t believe we have met.”

“You are correct, sir. We have not been formally introduced.”

He glanced around them and shrugged. “ Since nobody is here to do that now, let me
begin. I'm Lord Tristan Worthington. The Duke of Kenbridge is my father.”

She curtsied. “I’'m Miss Diana Baldwin. My father is Baron Baldwin.”



He bowed. “Nice to meet you at last. | saw you sitting by the tree earlier, and | have
to admit, you caught my attention.”

Her cheeks grew warm as heat continued to spread through the rest of her body.
“Thank you, my lord.”

When his name was called, he turned toward the person not far from him. Lord
Tristan lifted his hand. “| shall be finished momentarily.”

She had a second to admire his profile: square jaw, clean-shaven face, and such a
sweet smile and dreamy eyes. He looked back at her more quickly than she'd
expected, and she feared he'd caught her gawking. Her throat turned dry and she
swallowed hard.

“Well, Miss Diana Baldwin,” he said, taking her hand and lifting it to those perfect
lips, “1 bid you farewell—at least for now. | hope we will meet again soon.”

“Uh, yes. That would be lovely.”
He walked away and she stared after him, still feeling the imprint of his lips on her

knuckles and the heat from his stare. Perhaps this weekend party would turn out
wonderful after all.
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“E veryone raise their glasses in a toast to welcome back those lords who have
returned from their Grand Tour.” Lord Felton lifted his glass and smiled.

The others gathered in the room cheered with lifted champagne glasses.

Tristan laughed and toasted, before gulping his drink. He was very delighted that his
cousin, Lord Elliot, was one of those men.

But Tristan’s mother’s weekend party at the Worthington's estate in Bath wasn’'t
about the lords who had returned as much as it was for persuading them to find a
wife—as well as himself, he was sure. Nevertheless, he had enjoyed the event thus
far. It'd been a while since he'd socialized with his grandmother and mother’s
friends.

Beside him, Lord Henry slapped Tristan’s shoulder. “My good man, what plans do
you have tonight? Are you really going to stay here at the party? A few of us were
thinking of leaving later this evening and finding some wenchesto entertain us.”

Tristan laughed and glanced at his friends standing around him. “As much as that

sounds like the safe thing to do, | shall stay. | don’t need my mother put out with me
again.

“Nonsense.” Elliot flipped his hand in the air. “What she doesn’t know won't hurt
her.”

“You don't know your aunt very well,” Tristan told his cousin. “My mother always
knows when I’'m not telling the truth. However, | assure you, | shall find something



that will keep me entertained.” He waggled his eyebrows. “ So far at this gathering, |
have noticed a few women who are unaware of my charm, and | find I’m most eager
to show them.”

“Well, | hope you don’t expect us to entertain you, Worthington,” Elliot said. “Both
Henry and | have more pleasant matters to attend.”

Mocking a bow, Tristan nodded. “I will leave you to your adventures. | assure you, |
will find some way to keep myself occupied.”

His friends laughed and walked away like strutting peacocks. Tristan shouldn’t look
down on them for what they had planned this evening.

Adjusting his brown coat, he strolled out of the room, nodding to acquaintances as he
made his way toward the violins introducing the first dance of the evening. A few
couples occupied the dance floor as a couple of eager young swains searched for a
partner.

Tristan smiled and leaned against the wall. He enjoyed dancing, and especially
getting to know the young ladies. He hadn’t been aregular in Polite Society for afew
years since he had been in Scotland visiting relatives on his mother’s side, but he
found it surprising that he didn’t know very many people at his own mother’s party.

From across the room, a light blue gown drew his attention. Lady Jane swept into the
room, followed by two of her closest friends, Margaret and Lilly. Jane looked his way
and smiled with shy demeanor. Tristan knew her well enough to know thiswas all an
act. Jane was far from being shy. Fluttering her eyelashes and giving men that sensual
pout made her extremely popular with the young swains.

He had once been fascinated by the woman, but when his mother and Lord and Lady
Hastings started pushing them together, Tristan lost interest. Thankfully, papers



hadn’'t been signed and no betrothal agreed to, however he knew his family was in
hopes of a match with their daughter.

As he studied Jane and her followers, he couldn’t help but notice the glares and
smirks aimed toward someone only a few feet from them. Tristan switched his
attention to the target of Jane's unscrupulous ministrations. Standing beside her
mother was the same young lady he’ d met earlier today. Miss Diana Baldwin.

A grin tugged his mouth wide. This afternoon had been entertaining when he watched
her. At first she hadn’t noticed him, but when she did, he detected a sparkle in her
eyes. Then when she started blowing kisses hisway...

He chuckled. When he' d seen her doing this, it had taken him by surprise. At first he
thought her extremely forward, yet she didn’t act as if she was purposely trying to
flirt with him. That, in itself, made him more interested in her. When their gazes
finally met, she had actually blushed! Now he wondered if she blew kisses to
someone else, but he knew she hadn't.

Miss Baldwin fidgeted as she stood next to her mother, the young lady’s eyes
downcast as she clutched her hands in front of her. Beautiful auburn ringlets hung by
her ears while the bulk of her hair wound in a coil at the back of her head, alight blue
ribbon woven around it. The blue gown she wore accentuated her womanly figure
better than any other woman here.

Indeed, she was a sight to behold, much lovelier than the other ladies. He didn’t think
it was her first Season, only because she didn’'t have that innocent, wide-eyed stare.
There was something reserved about Miss Baldwin.

He glanced again at Lady Jane and her friends, still laughing behind their fans at Miss
Baldwin. Did she know what the other girls were saying?



Anger rose inside him. Nobody should be the subject of ridicule. Jane and her friends
acted as if they were still schoolgirls in the nursery instead of grown, mature women.
He was certain they were acting this way because they felt threatened by Miss
Baldwin’'s beauty. Still, that didn’t give them cause to make a spectacle.

He pulled away from the wall and walked toward the three, ready to set them straight.
Before reaching them, he changed his mind. Perhaps words were not the key in
helping these girls learn a lesson. Instead, he would show them how ridiculous they
were being, and that men did not like a gossiping female!

Decision in mind, he turned sharply on his heel and headed toward Miss Baldwin.
Just before he reached her, she raised her gaze and looked at him. Slowly, her eyes
widened.

He stopped in front of her and bowed. “Good evening. Miss Baldwin, would you do
me the honor of dancing with me?’

“Uh... um... wdll...” she stammered.

Her mother bumped an elbow into her daughter's side and smiled wide. “My
daughter would be delighted, my lord.”

He passed Miss Baldwin a charming smile, then said to the older woman, “My dear
Baroness, the delight would be al mine.”

The older woman giggled and fanned her face. Just then the music stopped and
couples left the center of the dance floor.

Tristan offered a hand to Miss Baldwin. “ Shall we?’

Hesitantly, she slipped her white-gloved fingers across his palm. Heat from her touch



jolted through him, and he caught a quick breath. She must have felt it as well
because her gaze bounced up and met his. Her cheeks bloomed with color.

He turned and led her to the middle of the floor, and on his way, took a peek at Jane
and her friends. All stood staring at him with wide eyes of unbelief. He should snub
them as they were snubbing Miss Baldwin, but he wanted them to see how he
preferred to be with Miss Baldwin instead of them.

A heavenly aroma of flowers attacked his senses. He inhaled deeper. Lilacs. Not only
did Diana’'s beauty take his breath away, her fragrance made him want to bury his
nose in her neck and never leave.

The dance began and as they moved together in unison, her eyes stayed on him. She
didn’t look upon him as most women did. In fact, the way she studied him caused
him to worry that something wasn't right. Was there food on his teeth? Perhaps he'd

not used his linen napkin properly during the meal and food was on his face instead.

He gave her acharming smile. “Miss Baldwin, | wish you'd cease looking at me as if
| have grown two heads.”

That seemed to break the spell because she blinked and chuckled, appearing more
relaxed.

“Forgive me, my lord. | didn’t mean to stare so openly. Pray, don’t think | am rude.”

“l know you are not. But I'm curious to know why you act the way you do
sometimes.”

“Pardon?”’

He chuckled. “Weéll, | must say you are a peculiar woman, but only in a good way, |



assure you.”

“Why do you think I'm peculiar?’

“Because one moment you are shy and innocent, and the next moment your gaze
devours me while you blow kisses my way.”

She stumbled but quickly righted herself. Panic crossed her expression for a brief
moment. “Pray, my lord, what are you referring to? | promise you | have never
devoured you with my gaze or blown kisses to you.”

“Indeed, you say? Then tell me what is this gesture? He puckered his lips,
demonstrating what she had been doing to him this afternoon. “While you were
sitting by the tree earlier today, you were doing this to me. Is that not blowing
Kisses?’

“Oh dear,” she mumbled and closed her eyes for a brief moment as the shade of her
face went scarlet.

“Tell me, Miss Baldwin, if | was mistaken.”

She nodded and moisture gathered in her green eyes. “You are, my lord. | fear |
wasn't blowing kisses to you, but trying to blow away the bee buzzing around my
head.”

Embarrassment swept over him, yet he knew she felt the same—if not worse—for his
mistake. “Forgive me, then. | honestly thought...” He paused, not really knowing the
words to say. Yet the more he thought about what she'd really done, and what he'd
thought she was doing, the funnier it became. Soon a chuckle bubbled in his throat,
and within seconds, she laughed with him.



“It is rather humorous, isit not?’ she said. “In my attempt to make the bee go away
without stinging me, | led you to believe | was being forward.”

He threw back his head and laughed heartily, which eased the tension in their
conversation considerably. When he looked back at her, she smiled with a gleam in
her adorable eyes.

Tristan enjoyed her looking at him in thisway. As with other young ladies, she didn’t
act asif shewastrying to impress him, but instead, she was being herself.

He let his gaze roam over her face; skin that looked so soft, a perfectly shaped nose
that wouldn’t get in the way if he tried to steal a kiss, and lips so luscious he wanted
to sample them. Why was he thinking about seducing her when he knew nothing
about her? Quickly, he raised his eyes to hers and smiled. He wanted to know
everything about this lovely creature who was more interesting than any woman he'd
ever met.

“Tell me truthfully, my lord, is this the reason you asked me to dance?’

He shrugged. “Yes and no. When | first caught you flirting with me,” he paused and
winked, “I knew | wanted to meet you. | have never known a woman who was so
bold, yet the more | studied you during the meal tonight, the more | realized you were
not what you seemed.” He took a quick glance around them at the other couples, then
back to her. “I’m amazed your beauty hasn’t made you more popular this evening.”
“My beauty?’ She laughed louder. “Indeed, you jest, my lord.”

“1 wasn't trying to make you laugh. I’m being very serious.”

“Serious?’ She arched her brow. “I think not. I’'m quite certain you would have heard
about the Baldwin family by now. If so, there’'s no way you could have made a



comment like that and been serious.”

Curiosity got the best of him, making him want to get to know her better. “ The truth
is | haven't heard anything about your family. | have been in Scotland visiting
relatives, so I’ ve been out of the areafor afew years.”

Her eyes widened. “Y ou have? Well, I'm relieved to hear it.”

“So tell me, what am | supposed to have heard about the Baldwin family?’

The dance ended, and he frowned. So did she, but then she had looked discouraged
by his question, not that they had to stop dancing. He took her hand and led her away
from the middle of the room, taking her back toward her mother. Miss Baldwin
leaned closer to him and met his gaze.

“Trust me, you will hear something about my family tonight, but know this now. It's
not true. At least | don’t believe it’strue. And...” She nibbled her bottom lip. “I thank
you for the refreshing dance. | enjoyed getting to know you.”

Her words made him that much more curious, and he wished he didn’t have to leave
her side. Y et dancing with her twice in arow would only start tongues wagging here
in this den of gossipmongers. Neither of them needed that.

He stopped beside her mother, then took Diana s hand and bestowed a small kiss on
her knuckles. “It was a pleasure, Miss Baldwin. | hope we can talk again very soon.”

She graced him with a smile, but he could see it wasn’'t genuine because her pretty
green eyes didn’t light up. Did she think he was lying? Well, he'd just have to prove
to her he wasn't.
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D iana smiled. She couldn’t help it. Watching Lord Tristan and remembering every
little second of their dance together did that to her. Since he' d |eft her by her mother’s
side, Diana' s heart hadn’t stopped flipping and butterflies did their own ballet in her
stomach. She had hoped he would ask her to dance again but so far he hadn’t. It
surprised her to see he only danced three more times and they were with older or
married women.

The memory of his laugh sent tingles over her, and the way his blue eyes had
darkened made her breathless. She should give up these foolish notions, but she
couldn’t. He was the only man who had made her heart sing within a few minutes of
meeting him.

Throughout the rest of the evening, she'd kept her eyes on Lord Tristan as he moved
from group to group conversing. Every so often, their gazes met. She should have
looked away, but she couldn’t. Not when his smile made her wonder if he was
interested in her as shewasin him.

After awhile, her mother struck up a conversation with a couple of older ladies. The
topic they discussed was mundane—that or Diana couldn’t pay attention to them

because she kept watching Lord Tristan. Either way, she refused to stand and listen.

She touched her mother’s elbow to get her attention. “I’m going into the other room
to get aglass of lemonade.”

“That’sfine, dear.” Her mother turned back to the other women.

Diana weaved through the crowded room, hoping not to run into Lady Jane and her



friends. They had been talking about Diana this evening, she was certain. She may
have not heard their words this time, but she could tell by the way they looked at her
and snickered that she was their point of interest. Women like that sickened Diana.
Was it any wonder she abhorred the ton ? She preferred living in the country and not
having to mingle with these haughty people.

“Miss Baldwin. Please wait.”
Diana spun toward the person calling her, and groaned. Could she be polite while
talking with Lady Jane? Or would Diana say what was really on her mind? She faked

asmile. “Good evening.”

The other woman lifted her nose as she looked down on Diana. “Are you enjoying
yourself?’

Within seconds, Jane’s shadows caught up to her, each had a trace of malice in their
eyes.

Diananodded. “Yes, | am. Areyou?’

“We are having a splendid time.” Lady Jane grinned haughtily. “The reason | stopped
you isto inquire about your brother.”

“Cole?’ Dianaasked. “What isit that you'd like to know?’

“Is he here with your family?’ Lady Margaret Cummings asked quickly.

Diana shook her head. “He could not make it. There were other things he had planned
this weekend.”

Both Lady Margaret and Miss Lilly frowned. Jane merely lifted a thin shoulder in a



shrug. “How unfortunate. | was hoping to become better acquainted with him.”

“I"m certain he would have enjoyed that,” Diana lied through clenched teeth. Vicious
women like these three would have upset her brother so much he wouldn’t have acted
in a gentlemanly manner around them.

“Yes, indeed,” Lady Jane said. “Wéll, | thank you for taking a moment to speak with
us. | must be going now.”

Jane and the other vipers sashayed back into the ballroom. Diana thanked her lucky
stars she hadn’t said anything rude, because Heaven knows she wanted to.

She turned and hurried to the refreshment table, hoping to get a cool drink soon
because she needed something to calm her heated disposition. She fisted her hands at
her side. Why couldn’t she have made it through the evening without talking to those
rude girls? And why was she the one being punished for something her father had
supposedly done? She still didn’t dare ask her mother. Diana didn’t think she could
bear bad news right now when this weekend had already started out badly.

When she reached the table, she hoped the footman would pour her a cup since she
didn't have a gentleman friend to get her a drink. But before she could ask the
footman, a masculine voice came from behind her.

“Here, alow me.”
She jumped and looked over her shoulder. Lord Tristan stood entirely too close as he
reached around her and took the cup from the footman. Tristan then presented it to

her asif it were made of gold.

Her anger for Lady what’s-her-name and her hen witted friends quickly left Diana as
her heartbeat hammered with excitement. She took the drink. “Lord Tristan. What a



surprise.”

He smiled in that knee-melting, charming way of his. “I’'m glad you think it is,
because | have to admit, | was hoping for another chance to talk with you.”

Excitement pumped through her faster. “Y ou were? Why, | wonder?’

A corner of his mouth lifted higher than the other. “I’'m completely bored at this
party—to tears, in fact—and | want someone to cheer me up.”

She laughed, and he joined her. “That shocks me, Lord Tristan, especially when |
know how popular you are with the guests tonight.”

“Still, it was all 1 could do to not fall asleep during each conversation.”

“Oh, I highly doubt that, my lord.”

“It's true. Not when | could keep company with you and enjoy the rest of my
evening.”

Sipping her drink, she studied him over the rim of the cup. Humor tinted his eyes,
making them sparkle, letting her know he was jesting with her. Yet, he stood by her
side instead of with his friends in the other room so there must be a little truth to his
statement.

“S0,” he continued and held out his elbow, “1 had hoped to convince you to take a
stroll with me outside and free us from the hum-drum of this room.”

As much as she wanted to, she didn’t dare. Would it be proper? But of course it
would. They wouldn’'t be the only couple outside strolling around the dowager’s
flower garden, Diana was certain.



She placed the cup on the table. Smiling, she hooked her hand around his elbow.
“Lead the way, my lord.”

Diana walked beside him, feeling like the grandest woman in the room—whether her
gown was outdated or not. Not once did Lord Tristan act as if he was embarrassed to
be seen with her. Surprising, since she figured he' d heard the rumors by now.

The moment they walked outside, she inhaled deeply, enjoying the fresh air. The
moon was full tonight, and combined with the lanterns placed along the walkway, she
was certain their stroll would give nobody reason to wonder if they were being proper

or not.

He dlipped his palm over the top of her hand as it rested on his arm. Her heart leapt
and she looked up into his smoldering eyes.

“Are you feeling better, Miss Baldwin?’

“Immensely so, | thank you for asking.”

“So tell mewhy alovely lady like yourself hasn’'t been coerced into marriage yet.”

She laughed. “It seems, my lord, that is a very interesting question—one | wish |
knew how to answer.”

“1 would assume you would have a flock of men standing at your doorstep, waiting
for the chance to woo you.”

“Y ou assume wrongly, then.”

His gaze moved all over her. Tingles erupted inside her chest, creating sensitive
bumps al over her skin. She wished he didn’t have the ability to make her react in



such away, yet in away she cherished this newfound feeling.

“Impossible.” He shook his head. “Tell me truthfully, my dear. Why am | the
fortunate man who gets to escort you outside tonight?’

She couldn’t believe how sincere his tone of voice was. Perhaps he hadn’t heard the
rumors. No, that couldn’t be right. Knowing Lady Jane and her friends, Diana was
certain the whole party knew by now. “Y ou are flattering me, my lord. | assure you, |
don’'t deserveit.”

They stopped by the tree where she'd been sitting when she first saw him earlier
today. Even if they sat on the wooden bench, the lanterns surrounding the area would
not make their time very private. Wasn't that what she wanted? Yet, the more she
gazed into his sultry eyes, the more she wanted him to herself for a little while
without curious eyes watching.

“Would you like to sit?” He pointed to the bench.

She grinned. “1 hesitate sitting here with you, my lord. | would hate to be bothered by
a bee again and have you believe I’m blowing kisses at you.”

He tilted back his head and laughed. It made her happy to think she could do this. As
she studied his handsome face, dark eyes, dark hair, and especially his tempting
mouth, she realized no other man had made her feel so comfortable. And for certain,
no other man had made her insides jump with excitement.

A movement from back by the house drew her attention when three women poked
their heads out of the door. Diana groaned. Were those girls readlly trying to be her

watchdogs?

Lord Tristan frowned. “What’'s amiss? You look upset.” He swung his head in the



direction she’' d been looking. “Oh, dear. Lady Jane and her entourage,” he mumbled.

“Lord Tristan, do you mind if we go someplace else? | really don’'t want to talk to
them right now.” She looked back at Jane. The gossipmonger and her friends had
stepped out of the house and were coming in their direction.

“Your wish ismy command, my sweet.”

He took her hand in his and pulled her away from the lantern walk and in through the
thicket of trees. He moved the branches away from her face and gown so she
wouldn’t get snagged. When they walked by a large tree, Lord Tristan pulled her in
the back of it, pinning her against the trunk with his body.

“Shh...” He put his finger to her lips. He peeked around them toward the path they’d
just left.

Diana heard Lady Jan€'s voice, but not her words—how could she when Lord
Tristan’s muscular frame leaned against Diana' s so intimately. His finger still pressed
against her mouth, and she dare not even breathe for fear she'd take in more of his
intoxicating scent of leather and musk.

He pulled his attention away from the other women as they passed by, and stared into
Diana's face. His gaze dropped to her mouth. Instead of moving his finger away, he
tenderly dlid it across her bottom lip. Her throat grew dry and her heart nearly beat
right out of her chest. The sounds around them disappeared and all she could hear
was her quick breaths—and his.

Good grief, what was he doing to her? And pray, why did she like it so much?

“I—I believe they are gone now,” she whispered with much difficulty since her
mouth felt asif cotton had taken up residency in her throat.



“Yes, | do believethey are.”

He gave her a lop-sided grin that made her heart flip. Yet he didn't move. And
Heaven help her, she didn’'t want him to move, either. She enjoyed this so much...
too much.

Watching his gaze as it rested on her lips fascinated her, and gave her hope. Would he
kiss her? It wouldn't be proper, that was for certain. But they were out here alone,
and one little kiss wouldn’t hurt.

The rhythm of her heart beat frantically against her ribs and she dared to move her
head forward in silent encouragement. His blue eyes softened as his head tilted
toward her.

“Diana? Where are you?”’

Her mother’s shrill voice broke the spell quickly. Tristan jumped back just as Diana
pulled away from the tree. She moistened her dry lips with her tongue and tried to
meet Tristan’s eyes, but it was difficult.

“Perhaps | should take you back to your mother now,” he said in a voice much deeper
than she'd heard before.

“Y es, perhaps you should.”

As they walked toward her mother who stood just outside the double glass doors, not
another word was spoken. The awkward silence pierced through the air, making her
very uncomfortable. Each step she took closer to her mother, Diana's heart sank.
Could Tristan be regretting the almost kiss? His continued silence reaffirmed her
worry.



When they neared and her mother saw Diana, the worried lines around the older
woman'’s eyes and mouth disappeared. “Oh, there you are, my dear.”

“Yes, Mother. | am here. Lord Tristan and | were just taking a small walk.”

“Oh, how lovely.” Her mother smiled at Lord Tristan. “Please forgive my
interference, but | would like to introduce my daughter to an old friend | just saw at
the party.”

“That isjust fine, Baroness.” He bowed to her, then to Diana. “I shall take my leave
now. Miss Baldwin, | hope to see you tomorrow during the morning ride my mother
has planned.”

“1 shall be there, my lord.” Diana curtsied.

With each step Tristan took away from her, loneliness grew inside her chest. What a
wonderful man he was, and so willing to help her get away from Lady Jane. And
even though Diana hadn’t been with him for very long, their time together was well
spent, and she realized she wanted to see him again... and be alone with him, even as
improper asit was.

Tristan made her heart soar, and she enjoyed the elation shooting through her soul.
The foreign feeling made her realize she wanted this always!
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T ristan squinted against the sun as it shined brightly toward the front of the house.
He sat straight on his horse and waited as his mother’ s guests spilled out of the house
and toward the stables where horses awaited them for their scheduled morning ride.
He' d been waiting for ten minutes, but had yet to see the lovely Miss Baldwin or her
mother.

Scrubbing his hand over his face, he blinked histired eyes. Last night he'd lain awake
thinking of Miss Baldwin. Diana. What a different woman she was... and what a
relief! In just the little time they had visited, he had relaxed and didn’'t have to act like
someone else around her. He enjoyed being himself, and he felt that she, too, had
been herself around him. Unlike the pristine Lady Jane and her friends who sashayed
around the dance floor last night acting as if they were the only women at the party.
How he loathed women like that!

Diana Baldwin was a breath of fresh air, and she was exactly what he was looking for
in his life. For the first time, he actually wanted to pursue her. He wanted to win her
heart. The look of adoration that she had given him when he'd asked her to dance,
and then later when he saw her at the refreshment table, was the greatest feeling he'd
had in such along time. He actually felt like her rescuer.

Three women walked out of the house in a rainbow of dresses, and as they came
toward the stable, their high-and-mighty noses were where they always were... in the
air, and their holier-than-thou attitudes were gleaming off their haughty expressions.
He rolled his eyes. The more he compared Diana to them, the more they failed in
comparison.

When they neared, Jane's smile broadened. “Good morning, Lord Tristan. How



happy it makes me to see you here.”

“Indeed? | wonder why that issince |l live here.”

“Y ou misunderstood, my lord. What | meant to say was that | was hoping you would
be here to ride with us.”

“Of course | would be here. Where else would | be during my mother’s party?’ Jane
chuckled lightly and the other two displayed faux grins. He motioned toward the
horse. “Please find your mounts. We will be leaving for our ride soon.”

“My lord?” Jane batted her eyes. “Will you help me mount?’

Tristan glanced at the stable hand that stood ready to help. “Lady Hastings, you
already have someone to assist you.”

He tried not to laugh at the displeasure on her face as the servant helped her on to the
horse. If Tristan’s mother would have heard and witnessed this scene, she would have
boxed his ears for being so uncaring. But Tristan didn’t want to give Jane any more
encouragement than necessary.

He glanced back toward the house. Floating down the slope was a vision in a light
gray riding habit trimmed with black lace. His heart jumped with happiness. At the
back of Diana, her mother and another lady trailed behind.

Tristan jumped off his horse, and then motioned to the stable hand. Earlier, Tristan
had prearranged to have the servant prepare one of his mother’s mares—a beautiful
white filly—for Diana.

As she neared, he heard the snickers from over his shoulder where Jane and her
cronies were waiting on their horses. He threw them a glare, but they didn’t see him.



Their eyes were fixed on Diana as they whispered behind their gloved hands. He
couldn’'t hear everything they were saying, but the words outdated and riding habit
stood out. Jane growled in distaste and said, why is she here?

Tristan bunched his hands at his side. It wasn’t his place to have them dismissed from
the group, but he would inform his mother of the debutante’s behavior and push his

parent to have those women leave. Today, if he had hisway.

He turned toward Diana as she neared. She smiled sweetly at him, and his heart
melted. “Miss Baldwin, I'm so happy to see you this morning.”

“My lord, you literally took the words right out of my mouth.”

“1 was hoping that you and your mother were going to ride with us.”

“Well, I"'m going to ride, but my mother is not arider, so she'll not be joining us.”

By this time, the older woman had caught up to her daughter. She curtsied to Tristan.
“My lord, it makes my heart happy to see you.”

“Asdoes mine.” He bowed. “Y our daughter tells me you are not going riding?’

“No. | have never liked the sport, | fear, and | would only slow the riding party down
if I went.”

“Then you must allow me to watch over your daughter in your absence. I’'ll make
certain no harm comesto her.”

Diana’ s face brightened, but she didn’t say anything. Her gaze switched from Tristan
to her mother asif she eagerly awaited her parent’s answer.



“Oh, but of course, Lord Tristan. It would be an honor to have you do this for me.”

“It'smy privilege, Baroness.”

The snort of a horse pulled Tristan away from the women as the stable boy brought
over the duchess's mare. Tristan took the reins from the servant then turned back to
Diana. “I hope you don’t mind, but | would like you to ride this one.”

Diana's eyes widened as she gazed over the animal. Slowly, she walked to the mare
and ran her hand down the mane. “Oh, Lord Tristan. | couldn’t possibly... Thisisa
fine animal, indeed, but | fear the owner would not allow me on her.”

He chuckled. “The owner is my mother, and | assure you, my mother will let you ride
her.” He put forth his hand. “May | assist you?’

Her cheeks darkened with color as she dlipped her black-gloved hand into his. He
pulled her around to the side of the animal before releasing her hand to grasp her
waist. She placed her hands on his shoulders, and as he lifted her, she kept her
sparkling eyes locked with his.

Heavens she was lovely!

Once she was settled on the animal, he moved back to his own horse. Her gaze had
stayed on him the whole time. Once he mounted, he gave Diana a wink. “Are you
ready?’

She gripped the reins. “Any time you are.”

Without asking the other guests if they were ready, he urged his horse forward with

Diana beside him. After a few minutes, he realized the group had followed. He just
prayed that they wouldn’t depend on him for conversation since he would be too busy



trying to get to know Miss Baldwin alittle better.
His mother’s country estate covered many miles of God's beautiful land, but Tristan
couldn’'t keep his eyes off the beauty next to him long enough to enjoy the scenery.

They’ d been galloping for alittle while, so he slowed his horse to atrot, as did Diana.

“So, Miss Baldwin,” he said, breaking the silence between them. “Where are you
from?’

She smiled. “I’'m from the Bristol area.”

“Is that where you were born and raised?’

13 YeS_”

“Do you have any brothers or sisters?’

“I have an older brother—Cole. But | have no sisters.”

“Tell me, have you been to many of these weekend parties? Or any other of society’s
functions?’

She nodded. “I have attended afew, my lord. Why do you ask?’

“I"'m just surprised | haven’'t seen you before now. | have been back from visiting
relatives in Scotland for three months now, but | don't believe | have seen you
before.”

“1 know | haven't laid eyes on you before last night, either.”

“1 suppose our paths were not destined to cross until at my mother’s party.”



More color highlighted her cheeks. “Y ou are probably right.”

“Probably?’ He laughed. “There is no probably about it, Miss Baldwin. | don’'t know
if you realized this last night, but the stars were aligned perfectly, which is why we
met. Why else did God send an angel to me?’

Her face turned a brilliant red. She glanced around them quickly. He did as well,
forgetting that other people might overhear them. Thankfully, nobody was close

enough to hear their conversation.

“Oh, Lord Tristan, you speak of such romantic notions, and | fear | am not the angel
you think | am.”

“Let me be the judge of that.” He winked.

Just then, a few more guests rode closer to them. Diana cleared her throat and
straightened a little more in the side-saddle.

“Lord Tristan, you had mentioned earlier that you were visiting relatives in
Scotland.”

“Indeed, | had.”

“Where in Scotland?’

“The Lowlands—Edinburgh.”

“Oh how lovely.” She beamed. “Y ou must tell me about your visit. | haven't been to
that part of Scotland since | was agirl visiting my paternal grandfather.”

As he told her about the areas he'd visited, and what new places had been built, her



eyes danced with excitement. Once again, he' d forgotten about the rest of the riding
party, and focused on Diana. He loved the way her face lit up and the musical tone of
her laughter. He loved how her green eyes sparkled one moment before a dreamy
expression covered her face, making him want to sigh with happiness.

She listened intently to his story and he felt like what he said was the most important
thing in the world. When he was finished, she told him about her visits to Scotland,
and as he stared into her exuberant face, he realized he could literally become lost in
her eyes. Become? He was already there!

It took him afew seconds to realize she had stopped talking and was peering toward a
brook. He switched his attention that way and noticed the other guests of the party
had stopped their horses and visited near the water.

“Would you liketo join them?’ he asked.

“Indeed, | would. The water looks so peaceful over there.”

Just as he and Diana reached the spot, he quickly pulled his horse to a stop and
dismounted. After tying the animal to a nearby tree, he hurried over to help Diana
down. As helifted her off the horse, she held onto his shoulders and her body brushed
scandalously close to his. A blush covered her face mere seconds before she pulled
out of hisarms.

Before he could think of anything to say, his name was called from behind him.
Inwardly, he groaned. He knew that voice... the shriek of her tone... and especialy
the way his gut clenched. Lady Jane came to bother him once again.

Was it too much to ask for her to forget about him? He feared if she intruded upon his
and Diana s conversation, he might not be so nice to Jane and her friends. Silently, he
prayed that he' d be able to keep a civil tongue.



Diana froze. Why had she forgotten about those three women? So far this morning,
Diana's day had been a dream-come-true. Y et now Jane and her friends were here to
turn the morning into a nightmare. Even the irritated ook in Tristan's eyes let her
know he wasn't too happy about who would be meddling in their conversation.

“Lord Tristan,” Lady Jane began sweetly. “I'm very glad that you stopped to visit
with us. This has been the perfect morning for aride, don’t you agree?’

“Indeed, Lady Hastings.” Tristan glanced at Diana. “The scenery could not be more
perfect.”

Heat climbed up Diana's face. All morning long his words had charmed her
completely, but now that they were with mixed company, she didn’'t quite know how
to act to his compliments.

Jane gave a forced laugh. “Yes, the scenery is most becoming.” She turned her head
toward Diana. “And Miss Baldwin, I’m quite surprised at you.”

Panic started building in Diana s chest. “Y ou are?’
“Of course, and I’'m a little put out with you as well.” She pouted and glanced at
Tristan. “You have taken all of Lord Tristan’s attention and you're not sharing him

with the other guests.”

Diana licked her suddenly dry lips, not quite knowing how to reply to that. “Well,

“Indeed, you have put a spell on this Worthington brother and he has not found the
timeto visit with anyone else at the party.” Lady Margaret lifted her chin arrogantly.



“Forgive me, | hadn’t realized—"

“There is nothing to forgive,” Tristan quickly added as he aimed his attention at Jane.
“Miss Baldwin and | are getting acquainted. Isthat a crime?’

“Of course not,” Jane answered.

“Then | don't see what concern this is of yours.” He glanced at Margaret and Lily.
“Or yours.”

“Then | suppose it is | who needs to apologize.” Jane nodded at Tristan. “I was
merely making conversation, and stating the obvious.” She shrugged. “Y ou and Miss
Baldwin are causing many tongues to wag in gossip. It’s not like you, Lord Tristan, to
single out one particular woman at any social gathering.”

“Especialy one,” Lily cut in as her gaze swept over the length of Diana in disgust,
“who still wears ariding habit from two seasons past.”

Humiliation washed over Diana and all she wanted to do was hide, or bury her head
in the sand...or sink in the nearby brook and disappear. Once again, she didn’t have a
reply for that comment.

Tristan stepped closer to Diana. Lines of irritation creased his forehead as he slowly
passed his scowl around to the other women, starting with Lily.

“1t matters not how old or how new awoman'’s clothes are.” He switched his focus to
Diana and smiled. “Because if you ask me, Miss Baldwin looks lovely in whatever
she chooses to wear.” He threw a glare back at the other three. “A woman’s sense of
worth is not about her clothing or her upbringing. It's how she conducts herself in
public and appears a true gentlewoman. From what | have witnessed from Miss
Baldwin since meeting her, she has outshined all the women | have met at this party.”



Tears of joy pricked Diana s eyes and she quickly blinked before anyone noticed. Her
heart melted from his words, but realy, her heart had been melting since they first
met. She'd never believed in love at first sight, but now after meeting Tristan
Worthington, she realized it was impossible not to have strong feelings for this man.

He turned toward Diana and offered his arm. “Miss Baldwin, shall we continue our
ride?’

Smiling wide, she straightened her shoulders. “Indeed, we shall.”

As he helped her back to her horse and helped her up, happiness burst in her chest.
She wanted to pinch herself to make sure she was awake and had not been dreaming
about what just happened. Never in her life had a man stood up for her in such away.
Truly, he was her knight in shining armor.
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“H ave you heard the |l atest gossip?’
Tristan stood next to his younger brother, Trey, as he watched the entryway into the
grand ballroom. He'd only been away from Diana for a few hours, and already he
couldn’t wait to see her again and gaze into her emerald eyes and breathe in her
enthralling lilac scent.
Shaking his head, he glanced at his brother for only a moment before returning his
attention back to the corridor. “What a ridiculous question to ask. What makes you
think | listen to gossip?’
“Normally, | don’t either, but this time, it's about my brother so | decided to listen.”
“Oh, redly?’ Tristan asked. “What are people saying about Trevor?’

“They aren’t saying anything about Trevor, they are talking about you. ”

Tristan rolled his eyes before looking back at Trey. “I don’t really care what people
are saying.”

“You don’t? Not even when bets are being placed on whether or not you will become
engaged before week’s end?’

“Engaged?’

“Either that, or you will compromise the girl.”



“Redlly, Trey. | cannot believe you listen to such gossip.” He looked back up the
corridor. Where was she?

“Are you saying you don't care what people are saying about you and Miss
Baldwin?’

“Not in the least, and you should not care, either.”

“If you say s0.” Trey pulled away from the wall. “But let me warn you, tread
carefully. | have the title of arake, and | know our mother wouldn’t want two sons
with that name.”

As Trey waked away, Tristan nearly laughed. He wasn’'t a rake and would never
become one. If, by chance, he compromised a young maiden, he would do the right
thing and marry her. He had been raised to respect women. Trey had always believed
he was too much like their father, which was why he was a scoundrel.

When afootman walked by carrying atray of champagne glasses, Tristan reached out
and took one. In one gulp, he finished the glass then replaced it on the tray. He
resumed his position against the wall, and within seconds, saw the woman he’'d been
waiting for.

Heavens, she was beautiful. Lavender was certainly the color that enhanced her
auburn hair and bright green eyes.

As he walked toward her, the violins announced the first dance. Finally, her eyes met
his and she smiled... asmilethat lit up her whole face.

He stopped in front of her and the Baroness and bowed. “Lady Badwin. Miss
Baldwin.”



“My lord.” Dianacurtsied.

“Will you honor me with the first dance of the evening?’ He held out his elbow.

“Of course.” She hooked her hand around his elbow as he escorted her to the dance
floor.

There was no verbal communication between them as they walked through the steps
of the country dance, but the gleam in her gaze spoke volumes to him. The rhythm of
his heart accelerated the longer he stared into her eyes... eyes that were filled with
dreams. He didn't need to ask her if she wanted to take a walk outside with him,
because he could see that she did. He didn’t have to ask her if she would approve of
spending some time with him alone, because he knew she was thinking about it now.

Unfortunately, he couldn’t take her outside now. Because there was gossiping going
around the party, he must stay inside and dance at least three more dances. Or two.
Y es, two would be sufficient.

After the dance, he walked her back to her mother then turned to find another dance
partner. The quicker he could get these dances over with, the sooner he could get
back to Diana.

During the next few dances, he couldn’t stop his gaze from wandering to her. No
other man had asked her to dance, but at this point, Tristan didn’t think he would like
her being with another man. He didn’t want any other man to look at her the way he
does, and especially think about her the way he’ d been since last night.

He chuckled to himself. What a strange turn of events. Never had he acted like a
love-smitten young pup as he’' d been acting since meeting Diana. Y et how else could
he explain his foolishness? Love? No, he didn’t think he was in love, but he did like
her very much, and wanted to spend more time with her. He enjoyed the way she



could make him laugh, and he never wanted it to end.

Finaly, he'd danced with other women—older matrons, of course—before seeking
Diana out again. Just as last night, he found her by the refreshment table. It was
amost as if she knew he’d come there for her because when she saw him heading her
way, happiness made her face glow.

“Miss Baldwin.” He bowed.

“Lord Tristan.” She curtsied. “Y ou seem out of breath. Have you been dancing too
much this evening?’

He leaned into her and lowered his voice. “Actually, | think | was out of breath
hurrying over here to see you.”

Her cheeks bloomed with color. “How shameful.”

He winked. “I’m only being honest.”

“I like that in aman.”

“Just as | want awoman to be honest with me.” He nodded. “ And so that being said, |
would like your honest opinion.” He straightened. “Would you care to take a walk
with me outside?’

“That idea sounds heavenly. | would love to take awalk with you.”

“Splendid.” He offered his arm, and she took it. Walking toward the door with her

next to him made him fedl like the grandest man on earth. It still surprised him that
this woman could make him react in such away.



Once they were outside, their footsteps slowed as they moved down the pathway lit
with outdoor lanterns. The full moon also helped light the way, especially when he
would soon take her off the lantern-lit path.

“Miss Baldwin, | have to tell you how much | enjoyed spending time with you this
afternoon.”

She looked up at him with twinkling eyes. “Asdid |.”

“Y ou kept me thoroughly entertained, and | thank you for that.”

“Well, | did try my hardest, my lord.”

“Please, call me Tristan.”

She nodded. “And | give you permission to call me Diana.”

He led her off the pathway and back toward the trees. Many shadows helped to make
their walk more private, which was the very thing he was after.

“Will you be staying all day tomorrow? Mother doesn’t have many events planned
for tomorrow, but the party goes on all day.”

Diana shrugged. “I don't know my mother’s plans, but | do believe we will be
staying.”

“Splendid.” He patted her hand still around his arm. “Because | want to spend more
time with you.”

“Lord... er, Tristan, | hate to confess this, but | do understand how Lady Hastings and
her friends feel, because | don’'t know why you want to spend so much time with



me.

He gave her aquizzical stare. “What kind of comment is that?’

“Hear me out first.” She took a deep breath. “I’m sure by now you have heard the
rumors I’ d spoken of about my family, and yet still you are treating me as if I’'m the
daughter of agrand duchess.”

“1 hate to disappoint, but | have not heard any rumors about your family, and | don’t
care to listen to rumors, anyway. | have already made up my mind about you, and—"

The sound of his name being caled from across the yard made him pause. He
gnashed his teeth. Why can’t Jane |leave me be for one night?

Tristan swiped his fingers through his hair, taking in deep breaths as he tried to cool
his anger. It surprised him how quickly that woman could irritate him. He glanced
around them for a place to hide. Back behind the trees, sat a greenhouse. This would
be the perfect place for them to go without being interrupted, especially when it
wasn't noticeable along the pathway.

He grasped Diana’'s hand and tugged. “Come. | know where we can go that nobody
will find us.”

“Where?’
“It's my mother’s pride and joy.”
She nodded and followed. As he led the way, he still kept a sharp eye out for anyone

who might see them. Thankfully the area around the greenhouse wasn't lit as well.
Even inside the greenhouse the lights were dimmed.



He tested the handle and it opened. Breathing a relieved sigh, he walked them inside
and closed the door.

“Will anyone be ableto seeinsideif they pass by?’

“1f we stand away from the lanterns, I’ m sure nobody will notice us.”

She nodded and walked around him as if studying each plant. Thankfully, she headed
away from the lanterns.

“The Dowager Duchess of Kenbridge certainly has alovely greenhouse,” she said.

“Indeed, my mother does.”

“My mother keeps a small one at our country estate, but it's nowhere as grand as
this.”

He walked behind her, trying hard not to touch her because if he did, he' d surely pull
her into his arms. “ And where exactly is your country estate?’

She grinned at him over her shoulder. “I told you. It’s near Bristol.”

“Why do you do that?’ He shook his head. “I have watched you closely these past
two days—just as | know you have watched me—and | can tell you're a secretive
woman. Y our half-answered remarks are one of the reasons | want to get to know you

better.”

“Tristan, | assure you I’'m not an intriguing person.” She trailed her fingers across the
table near the potted plants.

“You are wrong.” He caught her hand. She stopped and met his gaze. “In fact, you



have kept me enthralled all day today and most of the evening yesterday, and | would
like to know why.”

“| fear | don’t know how to answer that.”

He lifted her hand to his mouth and brushed his lips across her knuckles. “1’m happy
to know that you are nothing like Lady Jane, but | want to know why. What makes
you so different?’

There was a stretch of silence before the corners of her mouth lifted. “I would think
it'sagood thing I'm not like her. | can tell you don’t approve of her, either.”

Her comment caught him off guard and he chuckled. “How do you know that?’

“You forget, | have been watching you, and | noticed your subtle refusal when Lady
Jane tried to speak with you. Tell me, Lord Tristan, was that my imagination?’

He took a step closer to her, and thankfully she didn’'t withdraw. “No, that wasn’'t
your imagination. Her family and mine are close. Because of that, she thinks she
needs to be seen with me during ton functions, which | refuse to do. When she sees
me paying attention to another woman, she tries to stop it. Not only that, | cannot
tolerate the way she thinks she's better than others. Since the party started, I've
caught her glaring at you, and | don’t like it. | can only assume she’s jealous of your
beauty.”

“Tristan,” she whispered, “you couldn’t be more wrong.”

“About what?’

“Lady Janeis not jealous of my beauty.”



“She should be.” He moved close—scandalously close.

From outside the greenhouse, women's voices were heard. He groaned, knowing
exactly who had come looking for him. He pulled away from Diana, hurried to the
door and locked it. From out the front windows, Ladies Jane and Margaret, and Miss
Lilly walked by. He flattened himself against the door then motioned Diana to hide.

She crouched low.

When the door handle jiggled, Diana’s eyes widened. She released a small gasp but
then quickly covered her mouth. He held his breath, hoping Jane and her friends
would not become suspicious.

After a couple of minutes, Jane and the other two finally left. Tristan crept away from
the door. When he reached Diana, he grabbed her hand and pulled her deeper into the
greenhouse, farther away from the lanterns and stopped them by a thick wooden
beam.

“That was close,” he said.

“I know.”

She sighed and relaxed her back against the girder, then chuckled. “Tristan, being
with you has certainly been an adventure.”

He smiled. “Shall | assume you are enjoying yourself, then?’

“Very much.”

“Splendid. I’'m certainly enjoying the evening.”

A fly buzzed by her head, and he moved it away with his hand. The only



discouraging thing about being this far in the shadows was he couldn’t see the color
of her eyes. But if he stepped closer... He followed his thoughts.

Her chest moved with quick breaths. She licked her lips, and he couldn’t tear his eyes
from that spot—except when the fly buzzed between their faces, pestering him once
again. Just as he was ready to knock it aside, an idea hit him, making him grin. “Why
don’t you blow away the fly like you did the bee yesterday?’

She laughed and shook her head. “1 fear if | do, you may get the wrong impression of
my intentions.”

“But my dear, sweet Diana. I’'m led to believe your intentions are as wicked as my
own.” He arched an eyebrow. “Or am | misreading you?”’

Even in the dim lighting, he detected a blush on her cheeks. He swept his knuckle
across her heated skin to get his answer.

“Tristan,” she said as she fingered one of the gold buttons on his over jacket. “1 don't
know why I'm here with you now. If we were caught, my reputation would be
ruined.”

“Then I’ [l make certain we are not caught.”

The fly darted by his face again, and he tried to swat it. Soon, her hands were trying
to make the insect go away as well. After missing their target, they started laughing.

“Hold still,” he instructed, keeping his eyes on the fly. When it neared her hair, he
batted his hand. Instead of knocking the fly away, he bumped her styled hair, making

the pinsfall out. Her locks tumbled out of the coil and hung around her shoulders.

“Oh, dear,” she gasped and tried to fix it.



Mesmerized, he stopped her hands, lowering them to his chest as he held her paims
against him. “Don’'t,” he spoke in a deep voice. “I’ve never seen hair so beautiful
before.”

“Tristan, thisisindecent.” Her voice cracked.

“Please, allow me this one thing.” He caressed her hair, running his fingers from the
top of the curls al the way to the bottom where they rested against her arms. She
inhaled sharply but didn’t remove herself from histouch. “Y our hair is so silky.”

Her chest heaved with quick breaths. He ran the tip of his fingers up her hair once
again, until it reached the curve of her neck before diding his touch to her skin.
Creamy, just as he’'d imagined it would be. In slow circles, he rubbed his fingers
along her collarbone. Her breaths grew quicker, as did his own.

“Tristan, | fear this is very improper.” Her voice was abnormally low and so very
soft.

“Diana, | want to hold you so bad it’s killing me.”

Closing her eyes, she sighed heavily. That's all the encouragement he needed.
Cupping her face, he pressed his mouth against hers. Softly, he kissed her lips, gently
urging them to part.

“Diana,” he muttered, “your lips are like wine, so pleasing to taste.”

Another moan rattled through her chest as she clung to his shirt. He pushed his body
against hers, pinning her to the wooden beam. Diana slid her pams up his chest and
linked her hands around his neck. Suddenly he craved her touch like nothing he'd
ever experienced before.



Tristan didn’'t need to tell her what he wanted. It was like she could read his mind.
She rubbed her hands over his shoulders, then around his back, pulling him closer.

“Oh, Tristan,” she muttered against hislips, “| have never done this before.”

He broke the kiss and trailed his lips down her throat. “My dear, sweet, Diana. Why
can | not control myself around you?”’

When he placed his mouth back to hers, the kiss turned wild. Never, had he
experienced such desire for awoman, or had enjoyed kissing her so much.

Suddenly, the door rattled again as voices—both men and women—were at the
greenhouse. Tristan stilled. Dread settled in his gut. We're caught!
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T ristan pulled away from Diana and spun toward the door. Diana gasped and clung
to hisarm.

“Shh...” hetold her. “Unless someone has a key, they will not be ableto get in.”
“What if it's your mother, or a brother?’
“Let’spray it'snot.”

Tristan held his breath and focused on the door. Several long minutes passed before
the group outside the door moved on and he was able to expel arelieved breath.

“Oh, Tristan,” she sighed and rested her head against his chest. “That was too close.”

“lI know.” He wrapped his arms around her, kissing her head. “We must leave. |
would not want anything to ruin your reputation.”

Nodding, she looked up a him and smiled. “I thank you for thinking of me. No
matter how tonight ends, | want you to know | have had the most exciting evening.”

He grinned. “As have I—one that | shall never forget.”

She moved away, but then he realized her hair was a mess. “Diana, wait.” He pulled
her arm until she came back to him. “We need to fix your hair.”

“Oh, heavens!” She gasped and brushed her fingers over her glorious mass. “If I'm
seen like this, my name would be ruined, indeed.”



As best he could, he helped her wrap her hair back in the cail, but unfortunately, it
wasn't perfect and he knew if anyone saw her this way, they would definitely suspect
what she’'d been doing.

“Diana, I’'m sorry but | was never agood lady’s maid.”

She chuckled. “Well, that’ s agood thing, isit not?’

“1 shall take you to the back of the house so that nobody sees you.” He stroked her
cheek. “Although | do not wish to end our evening thisway, | think it is best.”

“Yes, itis”
Side by side they walked out of the greenhouse. Tristan glanced around the yard to
make sure there weren't others out here that would see them. Thankfully, the guests

were further back toward the house.

He walked her to the house then took her to the servant’s entry. “Just follow the stairs
up to the floor where your bedroom is located and you should be fine.”

“Once again, Tristan, | thank you for alovely night.”

She looked adorable in the moonlight, and although the urge was strong to take her
back into his arms, he couldn’t. Ruining her reputation was not a gentlemanly thing to
do. “I will see you tomorrow at breakfast.”

“Yes, you will.”

He mocked a small bow. “Then until tomorrow...” He gave her awink before turning
to leave.



As he wandered back to his own room, his body still hummed with desire from that
wonderful kiss. Diana was a very passionate woman. Her mouth and those tempting
lips would be branded on his forever. Kissing her had been pure enjoyment and now
he wished they were still in the greenhouse. Perhaps they should have been caught
because then he would have to marry her.

Marriage? He stopped and brought his thoughts to a halt as well. Why would he think
about marriage to her? Then again, the idea wasn't so terrible. He had wanted to
marry a woman he could fall in love with. He had always wanted his wife to be a
woman he could converse with easily and one who could make him laugh. And of
course, she would have to be more beautiful than he' d ever beheld.

He grinned fully. This certainly fit Diana.

Chuckling, he started his trek back to the front of the house. By the time he reached
the front door, the idea of proposing to Diana filled him with excitement. The more
he fantasized about being married to Diana, the more pleasing it sounded.

The next afternoon Diana stood in front of the full-length mirror in her bedroom and
stared at the pale-faced, pathetic woman with red, swollen eyes. The last two days
had been heaven on earth, and Tristan's kiss had made al her dreams come true...
until early this morning when she was awakened and disaster struck. She should have
known something bad would happen to her. It always had. There hadn’t been atime
in her life when things had gone her way. For once she would like to see that happen.

Bright and early this morning, her mother had got Diana out of bed with the most
dreadful news. Her father had received an offer of marriage and had accepted it.
Diana knew it hadn’t been Tristan because her father was still in Bristol and Tristan
was here.



Diana hadn’t gotten a chance to say anything to Tristan before their trunks were
packed and her mother rushed them out of the house before everyone had awakened.

Now, standing in her bedroom, she hesitated on going downstairs to talk to her father.
She wanted to tell him to wait another day or two—that Lord Tristan might make an
offer, but she feared her father wouldn’t listen. Perhaps if she told him Tristan
compromised her...

She shook her head. She couldn’t lie to her father. Although, if she and Tristan had
been caught while in their passionate embrace, her reputation would have been turned
to ashes and Tristan would indeed have to marry her.

Oh, why didn’t it happen like that?

Grumbling in distaste, she left the room. There was no enthusiasm in her legs as they
carried her down the stairs toward the sitting room. Silence greeted her when she
walked in and stood in front of her parents. Both of them wore wide smiles.

“Close the door behind you,” her father said.

She did as she was told, then walked to the sofa and sat beside her mother. The older
woman'’s eyes sparkled with excitement, which was something Diana didn’t see often

on her mother. Even her father’ s cheerful expression was foreign.

“Diana, my dear, I’m very happy about the offer that was made to me yesterday while
you and your mother were attending the party.”

Taking a deep breath, she slowly released it. “Who made the offer?”’

“Viscount Hollingsworth.”



Hearing the lord’ s name was like a slap across the face. Lord Hollingsworth? Why on
earth would her father accept a marriage proposal for his daughter from a man like
that?

Confusion filled her head and made her dizzy, and at the same time, her stomach
churned fitfully. She’d met Lord Hollingsworth afew times over the years, and that’s
all it took to decide she couldn’t stand the man. It wasn't his bright red hair or the red
freckles splattered across his pasty face that she didn’t like, nor was it that he was a
good twenty years older than herself that made her feel thisway about him.

In the few times they had conversed, he had never made her feel special—or even
important. Instead, he made her fedl as if she would be the most fortunate and
coveted woman on this earth if she had him as her husband. He' d been so rude with
his advances, and several times she had to tell him to leave her aone. “F-Father, you
must be jesting. Why, the man has not even courted me.”

“1 am most serious, daughter. Lord Hollingsworth has been enamored with you for a
few years now. He has made an offer for you every Season you have been out, but |
have respectfully declined, hoping to find you aloftier match. Y our beauty is equal to
at least an earldom.”

Panic filled her chest. “ Then why did you not decline him this time?’

“Because, my dear, I’'m ashamed to admit that I’m in financia ruins. In the last year,
| have had a run of back luck with... uh... business decisions.”

“You’ ve been gambling again,” Diana said matter-of-factly.
Her father’s face hardened. “Yes. | had one bad stretch at the tables and my markers

were caled in before | was prepared.” He raked a hand through his hair. For a
moment he looked so weary and vulnerable that Diana's heartbreak faltered a



fraction.

“1 didn’t know how | was going to pay,” he added with a shrug. “Lord Hollingsworth
came to my rescue and paid my debts in exchange for your hand in marriage.”

“What?" Her voice rose as she sprang up from the sofa. “He paid you to marry me?’
“Indeed, and that iswhy | accepted.”

“But Father...” Her breaths became faster. “ At the Dowager Duchess of Kenbridge's
party, | met awonderful man. Lord Tristan Worthington. We hit it off splendidly, and

| feel heisgoing to talk to you soon.”

Her father flipped his hand in the air. “I'm pleased you had a good time, but
unfortunately, | have made my decision. | have signed the contract and you will
marry Lord Hollingsworth within a couple of weeks.”

“But Father, Lord Tristan’s father is a duke—"

“The matter is closed,” he snapped as his face growing red with anger. “If Lord
Tristan would have talked to me sooner, | would have considered him, but asiit is, |
cannot go back on my word now. | do not want to hear another word about this. Is
that clear?’

Tears built behind her eyes and her throat tightened with sadness. “Y es, Father.”

He looked at her mother. “Esther, | want you to start planning your daughter’s
wedding immediately. Keep in mind that we don’t have the funds for a grand affair,

so keep the event simple.”

“Yes, dear.” She stood and yanked on Diana s arm. “Let’s hurry. We have shopping



to do.”

Tearsfilled Diana's eyes, but there was no use in shedding them. In al of her life, she
had never been able to sway her father. Once he made up his mind—that was final.
Her heart sank in deep despair. No matter how she looked at it, her life was tortured,
because marrying Lord Hollingsworth would eventually be the death of her!

Tristan hurried to his brother’s study and rapped on the door. Trevor would be awake
by now because he’' d always been an early riser.

“Enter.”

Tristan’s heart hammered in his chest so hard he feared he' d break arib. He couldn’t
believe what he was going to do. Yet, it felt right.

Keeping his shoulders back and chin held high, he entered Trevor's study. His
brother stood near the hearth with the poker in his hand as he broke apart the logs.
Trevor glanced his way then returned his attention to the fire.

“Good morning, Brother,” Trevor said. “I’m surprised you are not still asleep in bed
at this hour.”

“Too many things weigh on my mind.” Tristan stepped closer, linking his hands
behind him. “Before you act all domineering as the role of the oldest brother usually
does by telling me how you think | should live my life, let me tell you how I’'m going
to live my life.”

“Fine. Tell me.”



“l am going to marry Miss Diana Baldwin.”

Trevor snapped his head toward Tristan, his brother’'s eyes growing rounder by the
moment. Seconds passed in silence. The only sound in the room came from the
popping fire and crackling wood.

“What, pray tell, brought this on? When | spoke with you the other day, you were
grumbling about Mother’ s party and wishing you could be doing other things.”

Tristan smiled. “Indeed, | had grumbled, but then something wonderful happened to
me when | met her. We had such a glorious time together getting to know each other.
| haven't been able to get her off my mind, and | think...” he took a deep breath,
“...actualy, | know | want her as my wife.”

“That is exemplary of you, Tristan. | commend you for making a most important
decision about your future.” Trevor placed the poker back against the wall of the
hearth, and then turned toward Tristan. “I'm just very surprised at your
announcement. | thought—as well as our parents—that you would marry Lady Jane.”

Tristan arched an eyebrow. “True, our parents have been hinting strongly about me
asking for her hand, but | just couldn’t. | don’t love her. | don’t even like her much.”

Trevor chuckled. “You were always the brother whom | believed would marry for
love. Trey will never marry, | fear, and athough I'm betrothed to Lady Gwendolyn
and we barely know each other, | believe we will grow to love each other
eventualy.” He shrugged. “But now | wonder if you indeed feel love for Miss
Baldwin after only knowing her afew days.”

Chuckling, Tristan turned toward the window, scratching his head. Love? He still
wasn't sure if love was what he felt, but he couldn’t deny how manly he felt around
her. And athough they had just met, their brief time together made him feel asif he'd



known her much longer. They were destined to be together, he just knew it. “I have
never believed in love at first sight, but when | first saw Miss Baldwin, there was
something irresistible about her. | couldn’t stop thinking about her. When we danced
and we talked, | felt like | never wanted to leave her side. She was so natural. Not
fake like the other women | know. Miss Baldwin is so very different from Lady Jane,
and | really like the differences.” A grin tugged on hislips. “ So really, the thought of
marrying Miss Baldwin does not frighten me in the least. | actually look forward to
it

Trevor laughed. “My brother—always the romantic.” He flipped his hand. “Then go
ask for her hand before she fears you have abandoned her. | heard she and her mother
quietly returned home early this morning.”

Tristan swung toward his brother. “They are gone?’

11 Y%.”

“They can’t be. Dianatold me yesterday she and her mother were planning on staying
al day.”

Trevor shrugged. “Well, apparently something changed the baroness' mind, because
Mother told me that they had left.”

Growling, Tristan pushed his fingers through his hair. “I need to find out where she
lives. She never readlly told me.”

“Then, | suggest you be on your gallant way and rescue the damsel in distress.”

“Will you let our parents know where I’m going?’

“Of course.”



Tristan spun around and rushed out of the room. When he saw the butler, he
instructed him to aert the groomsman that he needed his horse saddled and ready
posthaste. He ran back to his room to grab his jacket and riding crop, and then dashed
back down the stairs and outside. Within fifteen minutes, he was atop his horse and
riding toward Bristol.

Excitement built in his chest with the thought of seeing Diana again. She wouldn’t
discourage the idea of them marrying. The dreamy haze of her eyes when she stared
at him, along with the way her mouth moved so seductively with his, let him know
she was just as attracted to him as he was to her.

He rode his horse hard and fast, and soon he neared Bristol. The first person he asked
when enquiring about the Baldwin's residence gave him directions. The manor
wasn't as large as he' d seen before, and the place looked quite run down. It appeared
that Lord Baldwin was having money problems. Tristan grinned. He would help his
soon-to-be father-in-law out to help him repair this place.

Before Tristan rode too close to the front of the house, he dismounted, and walked
slowly, eyeing the surroundings as he pulled his horse behind by the reins. From the
back of the house, a woman strolled toward the rundown stable. Immediately, Tristan
could tell it was Diana. Today she wore a copper colored dress trimmed with black
lace, and on her hands were black gloves. Her bonnet was copper, but thankfully
didn’t hide her pretty auburn ringlets.

His heart beat faster and he quickened his stride to reach her. As he came to the front
of the stable, he noticed her standing just inside, stroking her hand down the mare’s
nose. Her back was toward him, and her shoulders drooped.

“Oh, Chestnut,” she said softly. “What am | going to do?’ Her voice broke and she
leaned her face against the mare’ s neck.



Tristan’s heart clenched. He couldn’t stand to hear her desolate tone. “Not to worry,
my sweet. I'll make it right.”

She jumped and swung around. Her eyes widened and within moment, color entered
her face. “ Tristan! What are you doing here?’

“l1 have come to rescue the fair maiden.” He chuckled. “Actualy, since you left
without saying anything to me, | knew | must come find you.”

She sighed heavily. “I apologize for our hasty departure, but my mother received a
letter from my father who wanted us home immediately. | fear his news was
dreadful.”

He arched an eyebrow. “What news? Has he fallen ill?’

“Oh, Tristan.” Tears spiked her eyelashes. “My father has signed a betrothal
agreement.”

Sadness—and panic—weighed heavily on his chest. Groaning, he scrubbed his palms
over hisface. He had to stop this. He couldn’t let her marry anyone but him!

He stepped closer and touched her hand. “Who is the man?”’

“Viscount Hollingsworth.”

The man’'s evil face flashed through Tristan's mind. Impossiblel She couldn’t
possibly marry that vile man. “You must be jesting. Hollingsworth is a deceitful,
selfish man. Why would any father torture their daughter in such away by allowing

them to marry Hollingsworth?’

“I wish | knew, Tristan. | tried to sway my father this morning, but he will not



relent.”

Tristan hitched a breath. Anger and frustration sailed through him, making him want
to lash out at someone—Hollingsworth in particular since he was the root of Tristan's
turmoil right now. “That is utterly ridiculous! There must be a way to change your
father’ s mind.”

“My father wants us to wed within two weeks.”

Suffocation choked Tristan. Hollingsworth couldn’t have Diana—not when Tristan
wanted her! Tristan took her hands in his. “Diana, | came here to ask if you would be
my wife.”

Tears slid down her cheeks and her bottom lip trembled. “If Hollingsworth wasn't in
my life right now, | would happily accept.” Her voice broke as more tears fell from
her eyes.

“Surely, your father will listen to me. | am wealthier than Hollingsworth. I'm certain
| could sway your father.”

She shook her head. “1 pray you can, but | fear the viscount is holding something over
my father and is trying to swindle him in some way.”

Cursing silently, Tristan pulled her in his arms. She clung to him like she never
wanted to let him go. He felt the same helplessness and pulled her tighter in his
embrace. She sobbed against his chest, which broke his heart that much more.

He kissed her ear and whispered, “Diana, you must trust me. | will fix things. Lord
Hollingsworth will not marry you!”
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T ristan had never felt this desperate before. All he knew was that it would kill him if
he couldn’t stop Diana from marrying Lord Hollingsworth.

He glanced toward her house. “Diana, please allow meto talk to your father. | will do
al | can do to get him to change his mind.”

She licked her lips and nodded. “Come. | shall take you to him. Let me warn you that
heisavery stubborn man.”

Tristan arched an eyebrow. “Then | should be able to understand him well since my
brothers are also very stubborn.”

He followed Diana into her house as she led him to the sitting room. It was obvious
by the worn furniture, faded curtains and rugs that the Baldwins were in desperate
needs of funds. Perhaps this was the key to getting Lord Baldwin to change his mind.
Tristan could assist, and would gladly help as long as the lord gave Tristan his
daughter’s hand in marriage.

She squeezed his hands. “Stay here and | will fetch my father.” She remained
standing in front of him as her desperate gaze slowly moved over his face. “Tristan, |
wish you luck. | shall pray you will know the words to convince my father to break
the betrothal agreement.”

“1 will pray aswell.”

Releasing his hands, she turned and hurried out of the room.



Nervousness eased its way in Tristan's stomach. He flexed his hands, trying to think
of the right wordsto say. This must work!

Never in his life had he imagined being in such a predicament. Although he figured
he would marry for love one day, he had never imagined how much he would have to
struggle just to keep that dream alive. Shouldn’t this have just fallen perfectly into
place?

After several long and agonizing minutes ticked by, footsteps thudded on the floor in
the corridor, growing louder as they neared the room. Taking a deep breath, Tristan
said a silent prayer that al would work out, and by the end of the day he and Diana
would be engaged.

Diana walked in the room with her father. Lord Baldwin was a stout man, and not as
tall as Tristan. A frown etched his expression and bushy auburn eyebrows were
pulled together over a narrowed gaze.

Tristan gulped. Already things were not looking good.

“Father, allow me to introduce Lord Tristan Worthington.” She met Tristan's eyes.
“My lord, thisis my father, Baron Baldwin.”

Tristan nodded. “My lord.”

The other man grumbled the same response.

Hope that Tristan had tried to keep in his heart began to sink. Fast. Regardless of the
panic encasing him, he smiled his best at the other man. “Lord Baldwin, | am very
happy to finally meet the man whose daughter has captured my interest.” He took
another breath, wondering why his heartbeat seemed to be running a race with his
words. “The past few days at my mother’s party, | had the privilege of meeting your



daughter. | found her such adelight and—"

“You are too late, Lord Tristan,” Baldwin barked. “She has been betrothed to the
Viscount Hollingsworth.”

Tristan gulped and quickly cleared his throat. “Y our daughter has already explained
this to me. However, | am here to see if | can convince you otherwise.” He switched
his focus to Diana, who bunched her hands at her side, appearing as nervous as
Tristan felt. “Miss Baldwin and | have gotten to know each other, and | would very
much like to marry her.”

She smiled at him, but her lips quivered.

Tristan looked back at Baldwin. “I understand you have signed a contract with
Hollingsworth, but—"

“Please, Lord Tristan,” Baldwin grunted. “Do not make this any more difficult than it
aready is. The subject is closed. My daughter will wed Lord Hollingsworth.”

Irritation expanded inside Tristan's chest and he wanted to shake Diana's father
senseless. But he must remain cam. “My lord, if it's money you seek, | can assure
you I’ m quite weathy—"

“Please, no more.” Baldwin stepped closer to Tristan. Moisture glistened in the man’s
eyes as a different expression crossed his face. It appeared as if the man was silently
pleading for help. “Lord Tristan, there is nothing | can do. However, if you can
convince Lord Hollingsworth to break the contract, | will happily give you and Diana
my blessing.”

Something wasn't right here. Confusion swam in Tristan’s head as he recalled Diana
mentioning that Hollingsworth had some kind of hold over her father. Indeed, that



must be the case because usualy the father of the bride could break the marriage
contract, yet Baldwin was reluctant to do so.

Tristan nodded. “ That’swhat I'll do.” He bowed. “Good day, my lord.” He glanced at
Diana and tried his best to give her areassuring smile. “I will see you later with good
news.”

She brought her clutched hands to her chest and nodded. “I pray you will.”

Instead of waiting to be shown out, Tristan hurried out of the house and to his horse,
determined to find Hollingsworth and convince him to release Diana s father.

Although Tristan didn’t know the viscount well, he knew that the man loved playing
the gaming tables...and loved cheating people. Tristan would find that man even if he
had to search all over England.

Thankfully, he found Hollingsworth at the second place Tristan looked. It helped that
he knew people and had good connections.

When Tristan approached the table, a few of the other lords nodded greetings to him
and motioned for him to join them. Hollingsworth glared, but didn’t rebut the
invitation. It shouldn’'t surprise Tristan that his younger brother, Trey, was here. That
particular brother loved living up to his corrupted reputation.

After afew hands—and a few cups of port—Tristan relaxed and tried to get into the
game although his mind scrambled to think of away he could talk Hollingsworth out
of marrying Diana.

Tristan laid down his winning hand and grinned.

Lord Harris shook his head. “I should have known Lord Tristan would take my



money. It never failswhen | play with a Worthington.”

“Lord Tristan,” Hollingsworth said, aiming his glare at him, “If | didn’t know better, |
would think you were cheating this evening.”

The others in the room hushed as their hands stilled. Tristan had played cards with
Hollingsworth several times before, and should be used to his sour attitude by now.
Although Tristan should call the bugger out, he wouldn't... yet. “Then it's a good
thing you know me, isn't it?’

Grumbling, Hollingsworth swiped his fingers through his bright red hair that in spots
had turned to white. “Indeed, it's most fortunate | know you.”

The other men at the table relaxed, but Tristan couldn’t let the subject rest. He took
another swig of his port before adding, “And it's a good thing you are into your cups
alittle heavy tonight, or | just might feel the need to call you out.”

A few men gasped, but Tristan only heard the person sitting on his right. Slowly, he
turned his gaze to Trey. The wide blue eyes of his brother were dark with anger, and
silently he issued a warning. Trey had always been like that—thinking he needed to
protect Tristan against men who were very much like the youngest Worthington
brother. Tristan gave Trey a nonchalant shrug and returned his attention to
Hollingsworth whose face was flushed.

“Shall we continue playing?’ Tristan asked.

The others around the table chimed in with a positive response. Throughout the game,
Hollingsworth continued to throw visual daggers toward Tristan, which he did his
best to ignore. The fop had aways been a bad sport while playing cards, and if
Tristan didn’'t enjoy taking the lord’s money so much, he would refuse to play with
him most of the time.



Finally, Hollingsworth bowed out, gathered up the little winnings he had kept, and
stormed out of the room. The other gents followed suit. Tristan stood, and so did his
brother.

Trey reached his arms above his head as if he were stretching out kinks. “Well,
Brother. | believe | shall retire as well.” He clapped his hand on Tristan’s shoulder.
“But I’'m happy to see you have won big this evening, and once again, brought with
your company a bit of entertainment.”

“Entertainment?’ Tristan arched an eyebrow.

“Yes. You enjoy making the other gentlemen at the table nervous, including your
own brother.”

Scooping up his winnings, Tristan chuckled. “Well, someone has to liven up the
game.” He nodded to his brother, and hurried out to try and find Hollingsworth. He'd
give the man every last thing he earned tonight if it meant winning Diana’ s hand. As
he made his way down the steps of the building, a dark shadow against the building
pulled his attention.

“Lord Tristan,” Hollingsworth greeted in a not-so-civil tone.

“Hollingsworth.” Tristan nodded. “1 had assumed you were heading home to sulk.”

“You thought wrong.” The lord walked slowly toward Tristan, eyeing him carefully.
“I’m not aman who sulks. Instead, I’m a man who gets even.”

“Truly?’ Tristan folded his arms across his chest. “What a surprise. | hadn’t heard
that about you, Hollingsworth.”

The other man’s scowl darkened—if that were at all possible. “I’m warning you now.



| will not tolerate a cheater.”

“Ah, such a good thing to know about you.” Tristan nodded. “I’'m quite certain that
particular trait will make you one trustworthy lord one day.”

“Lord Tristan,” he snarled. “I do not want to play another game of cards with you
again.”

“Why not, my lord?” Tristan frowned. “Don’t you know how much | enjoy taking
your money? Are you sure we couldn’t just work this out?”’

Growling, Hollingsworth gripped the lapels of Tristan's overcoat and shook him
once. “Heed my warning, or you'll be sorry. If you don’'t do as | say, | might have to
harm someone close to you just to teach you alesson.”

Whether the man was foxed or not, Tristan had enough of this imbecile. Breaking the
hold Hollingsworth had on him, Tristan pushed the older man, causing Hollingsworth
to tumble back a couple of steps before righting himself.

“Now hear this, my lord.” Tristan sneered the last two words, hating that this kind of
man had been born to noble parents. “I don't take kindly to threats, especially aimed
at those | care about. So if you value your life, you will refrain from saying such
things. Understood?’

“Y ou doubt my sincerity?”’

Tristan could tell Hollingsworth wanted more—and Tristan would indeed give it to
him. “I'm a fair man, and although I’'m not an avid gambler like my brother, Lord
Trey, | do enjoy making bets. | have a wager for you, my lord.” He held out the
money he’'d won tonight. “I will give you every last shilling here, if you withdraw
your marriage offer to Miss Diana Baldwin.”



It took only seconds before Hollingsworth’ s eyes widened and he laughed. “Oh, what
asurprisethisis! | actually have something Lord Tristan wants.”

“I’m quite serious, Hollingsworth. Leave the lady alone. She does not want to marry
you. She wants to be my wife.”

Hollingsworth threw back his head and bellowed a laugh. “Oh, this is famous! Not
very often do | see atime when a Worthington brother does not get what he wants.”
He flipped his hand. “Regardless, | can assure you, Lord Tristan, you have lost. Miss
Baldwin and | will marry and thereisn’t athing you can do to stop it.”

Tristan’s mind grasped for anything that might help him. “How much do you want? |
will pay handsomely. | have spoken with the man earlier, and he will allow me to
wed his daughter if | can get you to release him.”

Hollingsworth shrugged. “If Lord Baldwin breaks the betrothal agreement, | shall see
the man in prison and he knows it. | can assure you this battle | will win because |

hold the trump card!”

As Hollingsworth walked away, Tristan’s heart crumbled. What could he possibly do
now to stop it?

“Tristan? What was that all about?’

Trey’s voice yanked Tristan out of his turmoil, and he turned to look toward the
building. Trey had been leaning against the side of the structure in the shadows. He
pulled away and sauntered toward Tristan.

“1 couldn’t help but overhear what you and Hollingsworth were talking about.”

“1’m sorry you had to hear that.”



“Is there something | can do to assist?”’
Tristan shrugged. “1 want to marry Miss Baldwin and she wants to marry me, but her
father signed a contract with Hollingsworth. Do you have any insane ideas on how |

can stop her from marrying the wrong man?”’

Trey chuckled. “I must admit, Tristan, | never thought I’ d see you so adamant about a
woman you just barely met. What happened with Lady Jane?’

“Nothing at all happened with her, nor will it ever. | want to marry Diana.”

“Well, if it were me,” he said walking past Tristan slowly, “and mind you, | will
never be in your shoes, but if that were me, | would take what is mine without
guestions asked.”

“But Trey, she'snot mine.”

Trey stopped, turned and looked over his shoulder at Tristan. “ Then make her yours.”

“How?”’

“Elope. Go get her tonight and take her to Gretna Green.”

“But can 1?’

“What is Hollingsworth or her father going to do once she’'s married and you have
consummated the marriage bed?’ He shook his head. “Not one bloody thing! And
although the elopement may dampen yours and Miss Baldwin's reputation for a

while, people will soon forgive and forget, but at least the lady will be yours and not
Hollingsworth’s.”



Hope sprang to life in Tristan's chest and he clamped his hand on Trey’s shoulder.
“What a brilliant suggestion. Has anyone ever told you how very clever you are?’

Trey’s smile widened. “All the time, my dear brother.”
Excitement rushed through Tristan once more, and he ran to his horse, mounted, and

rode toward Bristol to finaly rescue his fair maiden. He wouldn’t get there tonight,
but he would still take her to Gretna Green sometime tomorrow.
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D iana's stomach churned with dread, her nerves fraying with every passing second.
She had barely slept, her mind a relentless whirlwind of worst-case scenarios. All
night, she had waited, hoping Tristan would come with good news. But as dawn
arrived without him, her deepest fears began to take root, suffocating her fragile hope.
What if he hadn’t been able to convince Hollingsworth to release the betrothal
contract? What if this nightmare truly had no escape?

By ten o'clock, her mother had dragged her into the nearest village for more
shopping, an errand that felt like torture. She didn’t want to see anyone—Ieast of all
the villagers who might greet her with cheerful smiles, unaware of the dread eating
her alive. She couldn’t bear the thought of meeting their gazes and acknowledging
that she was destined to be the viscount’s bride. Her pulse thumped at the very
thought, her skin prickling asif she were wearing a dress made of needles.

As they moved from one shop to the next, Diana kept her head down, avoiding eye
contact with the bustling townsfolk. In the dress shop, she stationed herself by the
window while her mother haggled with the shopkeeper. The warm, musty scent of
fabric surrounded her, but she hardly noticed. Her gaze kept darting outside, scanning
theroad as if Tristan might magically appear to rescue her.

She sighed, resting her forehead briefly against the cool glass. But then—movement.
Her breath hitched as her eyes locked on afigure across the street, standing just inside
the blacksmith’s barn. A familiar shadow. A man facing the shop. Her heart stumbled
in her chest, then began to race.

Tristan.



She didn’t think. She couldn’t. The need to see him, to hear those long-awaited
words— you’'re free —propelled her forward with reckless speed. Her legs carried
her before her mind could catch up, and she burst from the shop, dodging a startled
vendor as she made her way across the road. The clatter of a passing horse and buggy
barely registered as she darted between them, her skirts brushing the wheels. She was
breathless, nearly to the barn door, her pulse thundering in her ears.

In just moments, she would see him. Just moments, and everything could change.

Entering the stable, she called out, “ Tristan?’

The shadow moved toward the light. A strong hand grasped her arm and pain shot
through her limb, making her cry out.

“No, my dear Diana. It’ s hot your precious Tristan, but your fiancé.”

The scent of alcohol from his breath made her gag, and she tried to pull away.
Instead, he yanked her closer.

“Ah, my pretty Diana.” His hand stroked her cheek. “Y ou are going to make a fine,
passionate wife, especialy if you show as much interest in me as you do to Lord
Tristan.”

“Please, my lord.” She struggled to get him to release her arm. “I don’t wish to marry
you. | will never love you. | love Tristan.”

A fierce growl rattled through his throat and suddenly, both hands were on her arms
as he roughly pressed his body against hers. “I care not about love. Only possession.

Y ou will be mine and there is nothing anyone can do about it.”

“Y—y—you are wrong. Tristan promised he'd make things right.” Fear shook



through her body.

He cackled alaugh. “Oh, my dear Diana, how wrong you are to put so much trust in a
Worthington brother. | can assure you, once Tristan realizes what kind of woman you
are, he will turn and run far away from you and your miserable, penniless family.”

“What are you talking about? He knows what kind of woman | am.”

He stared into her eyes for the longest time before a smile snuck across his face. “Am
| to believe that you don't even know what kind of family you have? If any true
nobleman learned of your family’s dark secret, | assure you, nobody would look upon
you even if you were lying in the gutter and they had to step across you to get to the
other side.”

“Lord Hollingsworth, please.” She struggled against him. “You are not making any
sense. | don’t know what you' re talking about.”

“Just know this,” he said in alower voice as he brought his face closer to hers, “once
the secret is out, | will be the only man who will want you, and you will be happy that
I’m such an understanding husband.”

Behind her, a loud curse tore through the barn, cutting through the air like a whip.
She spun around just in time to see Hollingsworth ripped from her side and hit the
ground with a heavy thud. Her breath hitched as she took in the scene—Tristan
standing over him, fists clenched, muscles taut with barely contained rage. His eyes
burned with intensity, a storm brewing behind them, and for a moment, the barn
seemed to shrink around them, suffocating in its charged atmosphere.

Diana sobbed with relief, tears blurring her vision as her knees weakened beneath
her. He was here. He found her. For a brief, fleeting moment, she allowed herself to
believe everything would be all right. But the weight of uncertainty quickly pressed



down on her chest. Could she trust that Tristan's presence would bring the salvation
she craved, or would it only plunge them deeper into this mess? Would he be her
shield—or the spark that ignited an even greater disaster?

The tension between the two men crackled like dry wood catching flame.
Hollingsworth groaned on the floor, rolling to his side, but Tristan didn’t move, his
fists still raised as if ready to strike again. His chest rose and fell with labored breaths,
his knuckles white from the force of his grip.

“Tristan,” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the pounding of her heart. She
didn’t know whether she was pleading for him to stop or for him to finish what he'd
started.

His eyes met hers. Worry etched his expression. “Areyou al right?’

“Y—yes. | thank you for saving me. Again.”

On the ground, Hollingsworth muttered curses as he stood. “Y ou have crossed me for
the last time, Worthington.” He aimed his curse toward Tristan as he jumped to his

feet.

Tristan glared, his blue eyes as hard as steel. “1 told you earlier, | would not let you
marry Diana.”

“And | told you that you don’t have a choice!” Hollingsworth thundered as he rushed
forward.

Growling, Tristan punched Hollingsworth in the nose, and the older man fell back to
the ground.

She gasped and covered her mouth, but heard other gasps around her. Startled, she



swung around to look behind her. Several people from the village had gathered.
Embarrassment washed over her. Scandal was about to explode, and this kind of
gossip would spread like wildfire.

Hollingsworth's evil laugh pulled her attention back to him. A trickle of blood
dripped from his mouth.

“Lord Tristan, | grow tired of your attitude. This between us will end now.” He
swallowed hard. “Better yet, it will end tomorrow morning. At sunrise, | challenge
you to a duel at Harvey’s Cliffs. Be there with a second, or your name—and your
family’ s name—will be reduced to that of cowards.”

Tristan threw a glance over his shoulder at the crowd who was growing larger by the
second, and then looked back at Hollingsworth. Tristan pulled his shoulders back and
lifted a stubborn chin.

“1 accept your challenge.”

“ And the winner will have Miss Baldwin as their wife,” Hollingsworth added.

A cold hand wrapped around Diana's arm. Her mother stood beside her with a face
void of color. “We are leaving now !” she grumbled.

“Yes, Mother.”

Diana turned and looked back at Tristan, her breath catching as her gaze met his. A
soft smile curved the corners of his lips, bracketing his face with warmth she hadn’t
realized how desperately she needed. He mouthed the words, don’t worry, and in that
brief moment, her fears unraveled like thread dlipping from a spool. Her heart
swelled, bursting with a happiness so pure that it momentarily drowned out the storm
of dread that had consumed her all morning.



The silent reassurance gave her the strength she hadn’t known she possessed. With
renewed courage, she turned toward her mother, ready to leave and face whatever
wrath her father would unleash once he learned of today’s events. The road ahead
was steep and uncertain, but Tristan's promise—unspoken yet deeply
understood—gave her the resolve to move forward.

As they walked away, the breeze whispered through her hair, carrying the salty tang
of the sea from the nearby cliffs. Harvey’s Cliffs were notorious for duels, their
jagged edges stained with the echoes of challenges fought and resolved. But Diana
didn’t tremble at the thought. Deep down, she knew Tristan would emerge the victor.
He had never failed her before, not when it truly mattered, and her heart told her he
never would.

With every step, she clung to that truth: Tristan was her anchor, her constant in a
world of shifting tides. And no matter what awaited them beyond those cliffs, she
believed she could count on him—always.

Tears spilled down Diana s cheeks, warm and relentless, as she stood by the window,
staring blindly at the world beyond the glass. The muffled voices of her parents and
Lord Hollingsworth filled the room behind her, discussing the details of her swift,
inevitable wedding. Their words were like knives slicing through her composure, and
she trembled beneath the weight of her despair.

She had waited al morning, clinging to hope like a lifeline, desperate to hear
something— anything —about the duel. But when her father had delivered the news,
it had hit her like a punch to the gut, stealing the air from her lungs.

Tristan didn’t show up for the duel... Took the coward’s way out... He's nowhere to
be found.



The words echoed endlessly in her mind, a cruel refrain that refused to fade. She hit
her lip until it hurt, trying to keep herself from sobbing aloud. She couldn’t afford to
believe it. She wouldn’t believe it. Tristan had promised her, hadn't he? He was
supposed to fight for her, to free her from the chains that Hollingsworth had tightened
around her life.

Y et, where was he now?

Witnesses at Harvey’s Cliffs had confirmed it—Tristan hadn't shown up. Only

Hollingsworth had been there, standing smug and victorious. And Tristan, the man
she had trusted with her heart, had vanished.

Abandoned her. Left her to the mercy of avile, ruthless viscount whose interest in her
wasn't love, but possession. She was nothing more than a prize to Hollingsworth, a
trophy to be displayed. He didn’t care about her hopes, her dreams, or her fears. He
only cared about winning.

Piece by piece, her heart splintered, breaking under the weight of betrayal and
shattered dreams. Tristan hadn’t loved her—not the way she had loved him. She had
been willing to give up everything, even prepared to elope with him if it meant
escaping the suffocating future her parents had arranged. But he hadn’'t fought for
her. He hadn’t shown up.

He'd left her alone.
A sob finally escaped her lips, and she pressed her hand against her mouth to stifle it.
The truth was unbearable, but she couldn’t run from it any longer. Tristan was gone,

and she was trapped.

In away, Diana wanted to feel relief—relief that she had seen Tristan Worthington's
true colors before she had married him. A coward. A deceiver. A man who had



abandoned her when she had needed him most. Her mind whispered that she should
be grateful, that fate had spared her from tying herself to someone so unreliable. But
no matter how much she tried to convince herself, the ache in her chest wouldn’t
subside.

Her heart stubbornly refused to let go of him. Even now, with her trust shattered and
her future slipping through her fingers, it clung to the memories of the man she had
believed him to be—the man who had once made her laugh, who had stolen her
breath with tender kisses and whispered promises of forever.

She hated him. She should hate him. But the truth burned like a brand in her soul: she
still loved him, despite it all. And that love, unwanted and unbearable, was what hurt
the most.

Tears blurred her vision as she stared out the window, her mind replaying moments
that now felt like cruel illusions. She had imagined a life with him, had dreamed of a
future full of adventure and freedom, away from the rigid constraints of duty and
expectation. Now, that future had dissolved, crumbling like a fragile dream in the
morning light.

Her gaze drifted to the road beyond the window, as if hoping, irrationally, to see him
standing there. But there was nothing. Only the cold, indifferent world outside.

The bleak redlity of her situation settled in her chest like a stone. She would marry
Hollingsworth, a man who saw her as a possession rather than a partner. She would
live a life dictated by duty, her hopes buried beneath the weight of someone else's
ambition.

The thought suffocated her, and yet she could do nothing to change it. Tristan wasn’t
coming back.



Her heart had been wrong to believe in him. But even now, it refused to stop hoping.
And that, more than anything, was the cruelest betrayal of all.
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Three years | ater, back at the unknown cottage

T ristan’s body ached terribly, and his skin chafed from the rope burns. When he
wasn't so mad, he'd have to compliment that maid for being so thorough with his
bindings. But until then, he was content to be upset with her—and Diana—for forcing
him to stay here.

The ladies had retired for bed hours ago and were probably sleeping just fine in their
comfy beds while their prisoner was completely uncomfortable in this chair. He
glanced over at the sofa only a few steps away from him. If only he could bounce
somehow to those soft, inviting, cushions and lay his head on something soft, then
he'd be ableto sleep.

As well as he could using only his chin and shoulder, he tried to remove the gag. It
moved a little, but didn’t come off. Still, it was enough that he could at least lick his
lipsif needs be.

Using all of his strength, he concentrated on jumping in the chair. It took him a few
times, but soon, he was able to move the chair—if only an inch at atime. That would
be good enough for now.

He huffed and groaned as he forced his body to move with the chair, commanding the
chair to move in the direction he wanted to go. Finally, when he got close enough to
the sofa, he lunged. The chair tipped, and thankfully, landed on the cushions. Half of
him was on the sofa, while the other half was still on the floor. It didn't matter,
because at least his head had something soft to lay on now.



Exhaustion filled him and he took slow breaths, trying to relax. Too bad his mind
wouldn’t relax. He still wondered why Diana felt that what had happened between
them three years ago was his fault. Her words had not made a bit of sense. If
anything, he should loathe her, which he did. He just couldn’t remember exactly
why...

His memory hadn’t fully returned, and that irritated him more than anything. It
seemed that no matter how hard he tried to recall the past, the further away he was
taken from the truth.

Slowly, he closed his eyes and listened to the rain pounding the roof in a steady
rhythm. Soon, his mind drifted asleep. Diana's wide green eyes—passionate
eyes—were in this thoughts.

Three years ago, he' d been crushed to discover she hadn’t tried to stop the duel. Not
that he wanted her to chase after him, but she didn't even voice her opinion or
pretend that she cared. Many of the events that occurred before the duel were foggy,
but he remembered feelings of despondency.

What had really happened that morning? Why couldn’t he remember? When he'd
findly started to remember his past, the deepening hatred for Diana stayed in his
heart and wouldn't leave. He remembered being in love with her, yet was that feeling
real at all”? Could he have mistaken love for infatuation—or Heaven help him— lust ?

As Diana stayed on his mind, a comforting sensation spread over him. When they
first met, she’d been so adorable blowing kisses at him even though it was really to
blow away the bee. Her eyes twinkled when she looked upon him while they danced.
And her laugh was like Heavenly chimes in his ears. When she said his name, it was
always followed with a sigh.

Then that dreadful day she'd learned of her betrothal to Lord Hollingsworth, her



emerald green eyes had pleaded for help. His heart wrenched, and he'd wanted so
badly to take away her pain—and his frustration. She'd made him feel like a man,
more so than any other woman had made him feel.

Lord Hollingsworth was also in Tristan's mind. So forceful. So cock-eyed sure of
himself that Tristan wanted to pummel the man’s face. Hollingsworth knew he could
make Tristan squirm, and that kind of feeling was not acceptable!

Slowly, the fog in hismind cleared.

Theletter... Diand s letter.

Drowsily, Tristan shook his head, trying to remember more. The duel hadn’'t
happened in the morning, but...

That night!

While he and Trey stayed at the local inn waiting for sunset to arrive that evening, a
letter had come from Diana. His heart had thumped wildly, hoping that she wanted to
meet him and perhaps they could run away to Gretna Green. Her letter had stated she
wanted to meet him, but at Henry’s Cliffs instead. She had exciting news to tell him.

“Tristan, this does not feel right,” Trey had repeated as they mounted their horses and
rode toward the cliffs.

Dusk covered the sky in blue and purple colors with a slice of red mixed in. Tristan
wanted to share this beautiful evening with the woman he loved. “Nonsense, Trey. |
couldn’'t very well meet her at her home. | believe she will be there waiting for me
with her satchel packed and ready to leave for Gretna Green.”

“1 pray you are correct, but | have an uneasy feeling about all of this.”



When they reached the cliffs, Tristan pulled his horse to a stop. Trey halted beside
him. Shadows danced in the tall trees, most of the light from the sun had been
removed.

“I"'m telling you... something isn't right,” Trey repeated in alow voice.

Tristan scanned the area and called out, “ Diana? Where are you?’ He dismounted and
walked further.

The glade was peaceful and only the chirps from crickets were heard, and an
occasional hoot of an owl. The waterfall shooting down the cliffs crashed at the
bottom as it hit the rocks.

“Tristan, don’t you feel it? The atmosphere hereistoo... eerie.”

Apprehension washed over Tristan. “I agree, brother. Something is not right. Diana
would have been here by now.”

“1 think we should leave. What if this was some kind of trap?’

Tristan glanced over his shoulder and arched his eyebrow at his brother. “Do you
think Hollingsworth might have planned this and not Diana?’

“1 do. Hollingsworth has never been trustworthy.”
“He hasn’t, but I'm not leaving.” Tristan scanned the area again through a narrowed
gaze. “If heis here, then I'll stay. Killing that man is the only way Diana and | can

ever be together.”

“Are you aware what kind of hero you'd be?’ Trey dismounted. “I can count at |east
ten men who would be glad to see the bloke dead.”



Moving further into the glade, Tristan kept his ears alert. If Hollingsworth and his
second were here at all, they must have hidden their horses. Tristan took calculated
steps toward the trees. “Hollingsworth? If you’ re here, come out and show yourself.
Or are you a coward who hides behind the trees?’

Deafening silencefilled the air.

“I don't feel right about this.” Trey shook his head. “Tristan, get back on your
horse—"

The blast of a pistol pierced the air. Immediately, the impact of the bullet hitting
Tristan in the back above hisleft shoulder brought him to his knees.

Trey shouted a curse, terror laced his voice.

Pain like no other burned through Tristan’s back as he fell face-down on the ground.
Quickly the area soaked with sticky, blood. Dizziness assailed him, but he struggled
to stand.

“Tristan, you’' ve been shot,” Trey said as he pressed his hands to the core of the pain.

“I"'m fine.” Tristan grumbled and shoved his brother away. He stood—unsteady—and
glanced toward the area the shot had come from. “Come out and fight me like areal
man, Hollingsworth!”

Two dark shadows by the nearest tree finally materialized into forms. The descending
light from the sun touched them, and indeed one of them was Hollingsworth. Tristan
didn’t care who the other man was because he focused his hatred on the redhead
holding the smoking pistol.

“Is this the way you have made it through life? Shooting people in the back?’ Tristan



shook his head slowly, the dizziness becoming worse. “You have no right to call
yourself a noble man.”

Hollingsworth threw down his weapon and marched toward Tristan. “1 loathe men
like you. All of you think you' re better than the rest of us.”

“1 am better. | don’t shoot people in the back. | face them like areal man.” The pain
in Tristan’s back worsened, and numbness spread quickly through his arm. Still, if he
had to fight this imbecile with his bare hands, he would. If only the dizziness wasn’'t
consuming his vision right now.

Hollingsworth tilted his head back and laughed harshly. “My dear Lord Tristan. If
you knew your efforts were wasted, you would think differently.”

“What are you talking about?”’

“Miss Baldwin.” He stopped mere feet away from Tristan and folded his arms. “Have
you not asked yourself why her father was willing to marry her off so quickly?’

The pain was too great to think. He shook his head. “I can only assume you are
blackmailing him in some way.”

“1 paid off her father’s debts. Did she tell you that? Diana knew that | would send her
father to prison if hetried to back out of our deal.”

Hollingsworth’s words were muffled in Tristan’s head, and slowly, he started piecing
things together. “Diana knew | couldn’t stop you? She knew there wasn’t anything |
could do to talk you out of marrying her?’

“Now you're getting it, Worthington. And here all along, | thought you were the dim-
witted brother.”



Tristan rubbed his forehead, the pain getting worse. In back of him, his brother was
yelling at him to get back on the horse and leave, but all Tristan could do was stare in
shock at Hollingsworth’s confession.

“And that’ s not the best part,” Hollingsworth snickered.

At this point, Tristan didn’t really want to hear anymore, but the question came from
his throat anyway, “What is the worst part?’

“Diana is now a ruined woman. Just this evening, | took my lusts out on her in her
father’s barn and she was unwilling to stop me. | suspect she will be giving an heir in
nine months.”

A loud curse rent the air mere seconds before Trey attacked Hollingsworth. Trey
pounded hisfistsinto Hollingsworth’s face, knocking the man to the ground.

Tristan wanted to join in, but as he took a step toward them, he swayed. Suddenly,
from out of nowhere, Hollingsworth’s second plowed into Tristan. He lost his footing
and landed on the ground. The other man’s weak punches couldn’t harm afly, but in
Tristan’s deteriorating condition, he couldn’'t fight them off. Finally, he kneed the
man in the groin, giving Tristan the room to stand. The man screamed like alittle girl
as he knelt on the dewy grass, holding his crotch and rocking.

Glancing at Trey and Hollingsworth, Tristan realized they were closer to the edge of
the cliffs than they had been afew moments ago. Tristan broke into arun—as well as
he could with the world spinning around him—heading to help his brother.

Hollingsworth threw a punch, knocking Trey down. The redhead blackguard then
searched the ground for his weapon. Tristan prayed for strength as he bent and
planned to bump his head right into Hollingsworth’s chest.



Mere seconds before Tristan reached his target, Hollingsworth moved away.
Suddenly, the ground beneath Tristan's feet disappeared. Like a bullet, he sailed
through the air, down... down toward the turbulent waves below.

Coldness surrounded Tristan. He couldn’'t breathe. He whimpered and flayed his
arms. They seemed weightless.

From out of nowhere a woman’s voice soothed him. Diana. She urged him to drink
tea. Yet his mind still swam with darkness. Within minutes his body relaxed and his
mind drifted to a closure.
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T he next morning, Diana was up early and dressed quickly so she could check on
Tristan. Late into the night she’d heard him whimpering, and rushed to see what had
ailed him, and then almost laughed to see him lying half on the couch.

Seeing him sitting, or lying there so helpless made her want to untie him, but instead
she loosened his gag and gave him a sip of tea, urging him to drink. When he hadn’t
awakened, she threw a blanket over him and left him tied to the chair. She could tell
he was having a bad dream because of the way his forehead creased and the moans
that came from his throat. Even his head moved back and forth. After watching him a
few minutes and realizing that he had calmed down, she had returned to bed.

She glanced at her clock and uttered a loud curse. It was nearly afternoon. Oh, why
did she sleep so long? Quickly, she pulled a beige day dress over her head and tied a
copper ribbon around her waist, pulled her hair back in a coil, and then hurried down
the stairs. The scent of bread hung in the air and made her stomach grumble. Tabitha
must be up and making something to eat.

Instead of going to the kitchen, she decided to check on Tristan first. Would he be
awake? Then again, if he was, she was certain he'd be making a lot of noise right
now. Fortunately, he was in the same spot where she' d left him.

Taking careful steps toward him, she didn't want to disturb his slumber. His eyes
were closed, and his chin rested on his chest. The gag lay limp around his neck from
when she’' d removed it last night. She doubted he had rested any better than she had,
being in such a cramped position, but athough she'd lain on a nice soft bed, sleep
hadn’t come and she tossed and turned fitfully al night. Knowing that Tristan was
back in her life kept her more alert than she wanted to be.



“Oh, what am | going to do with you?’ she mumbled. She had thought of no solution
for their problem.

She glanced at the window. It wasn’t raining, and the sun was up. Still, as much asiit
had rained, the roads were probably very poor to travel on this afternoon. But if she
untied Tristan, he would try to leave anyway... as stubborn as he was.

Walking toward the window, she tried once again to think of away out of their mess.
Keeping him tied up wasn't a good thing, but what other choice did she have? She
stopped and peered out on the muddy ground as she recalled his confusing words last
night. Why did the insipid man act as if he didn’t know what she was talking about?
She’'d heard rumors that he'd lost some of his memory, but really, that was so far-
fetched, she wasn't sure if it was true or not since there were so many rumors going
around about him lately.

“Uh, Diana? Could you help me, please?’

His scratchy voice pulled her from her thoughts and she swung around. His head was
turned toward her, but his body hadn’t moved. “Lord Tristan, pray tell, what did you
think to accomplish by moving to the sofa?’ She walked toward him slowly.

“lI was thinking to rest my head on something soft so that | could sleep.” He
grimaced. “Now I'm rethinking that decision since it's made my body that much

more cramped.”

She grabbed the back of the chair and pushed him to an upright position. “There. Is
that better?’

“Actually, no. | would be much better if you untied me.”

“1’m quite certain you would, but before | do, | need to ask you some questions.”



He blinked his sleepy eyes as if he was clearing his vision. When his gaze finally
locked on hers, he nodded. “Good, because | have some questions to ask you as well,
but before that, might | inquire how long you and Tabitha are planning to hold me
here?’

She didn’t dare admit she had no plans—the right kind, anyway. But something in her
heart encouraged her to just talk to him and try to work things out.

“I’m not quite certain, Lord Tristan. | haven't been able to speak with Tabitha about
it yet. Last night I'd considered keeping you only long enough to make you anxious,
but now...” She shrugged. “I rather enjoy torturing you, so perhaps we shall keep you
longer.”

“1 do hope you will untie me before the torture begins. After all, your plan is already
in affect, so even if | try to deny it, the damage will be done to my character. Why
would | want to return home now anyway?’

She cocked her head, studying him. Was he playing another game? Then again, even
if he did escape, his reputation would be ruined.

“Well,” she stepped closer to him, sliding her fingers up his arm. Hard muscles flexed
noticeably. He' d definitely not been this strapping three years ago. “| suppose | could
untie you, even if the idea of keeping you bound and helpless sounds more and more
pleasing.”

He chuckled. “Oh, Diana, | never imagined your thoughts to be so wicked, especially
from arecent widow.”

Embarrassment washed through her as heat rose in her face. “You don't believe |
could think of such cruel thingsto do to you?’



“Actually, now that you mention it, | suppose it’s not totally out of your character to
be so vicious.”

She frowned, her heart dropping once again. Why did he continue to act as if he were
the injured party? None of this made sense, and she was determined to get to the
bottom of this.

He couldn’t recall the last time his body ached so much. He needed release. And
now! In his current frame of mind, he didn’'t care what he had to do—or say—to
make her release him. “Diana, if you will until me, I promise as a gentleman, not to
run. | feel we need to talk about the past. That is the only way to understand each
other.”

She tilted her head and studied him for severa minutes before nodding. “Fine, I'll
untie you, but remember, Tabitha still has a pistol and won't hesitate to useiit.”

“1 assure you there will be no need to use it on me.”

She moved beside him and started untying the ropes. Closing his eyes, he inhaled her
intoxicating scent of lilacs. Memories washed through his head, reminding him what
had really happened three years ago. He shook his head and snapped open his eyes.
Definitely, they needed to talk.

Slowly, the blood flowed back into his hands and feet, and tingled with awareness.
Since he was il close to the sofa, he hopped on the cushions. A sigh fell from his
mouth, enjoying the softness. “Ah, | thank you, Diana.” He patted the empty space
next to him. “Would you like to join me?’

“Not really.”



He shook his arms then his legs. “Diana, | have realized that you hate me for some
reason, and | cannot fathom why. The reason | told you | won't leave here is because
| need to know why you feel this way about me. It hurts to know you think I've
ruined your life.”

She snorted a laugh before quickly covering her mouth with her hand. Most well-bred
women would have scolded Diana for doing this. It's not proper they would have told
her with their noses in the air. Yet he thought it adorable the way Diana did it—so
natural. His heart melted. Perhaps there was still the old Diana inside this shell of a
woman after all.

“Oh, my lord, you are humorous. I’'m beginning to wonder if there was something in
that tea Tabitha made last night that I'd given you to make you talk this way. | fear
you are not thinking straight at all.” She shook her head. “I don’t think you ruined my
life. | know . And there is nothing you can do to make up for my misery, | assure

you.

“First off, I’'m in my right mind, and secondly—please call me Tristan. | recall atime
when you were wrapped in my arms and whispered my name with much emotion it
melted my heart.” He quickly snapped his mouth closed. Good grief! Why had he
said that ? He couldn’t bring up the past—not that part of their past, anyway.

She leaned back against the wall, folding her arms. Her gaze took on a seriousness he
hadn’'t expected. Her adorable green eyes moved over his face slowly then came to
rest on his lips. Anxiousness pumped inside him, and memories resurfaced once
again. Thisis not the time!

“Indeed there was a moment in my life | sighed your name with feeling, but not any
longer. I’m content now, living the life of a widow—or hermit, if you want to refer to
me as—only because it’s better than the ridicule | get when trying to associate with
members of the ton. I’ve spent all these years with bitterness in my heart for what



you'’ ve done, but now...” She released a deep breath. “Now | can live the rest of my
life knowing you paid the price along with me for our actions those days at your
mother’ s weekend party.”

Her words still confused him. What about what she’d done to him? Why wasn’'t she
remembering that?

“I"'m sorry if you think me evil or vindictive, but what's done is done and there is no
erasing what Tabitha did last night.”

“1 don’t think you are evil or vindictive at al, Diana. Although bringing me down has
brought great relief to you, | worry about what might happen if people found out you
and your maid planned my kidnapping.”

“They won’'t. Remember, Tabitha planned that all out before you climbed into the
wrong coach. Nobody will think | had anything to do with forcing you here. They’ll
think you came of your own free will. It'll be your word against theirs.”

He shook his head. “That’s not what | meant. I’'m worried about your reputation.
What will this do to you?”’

Her mouth stretched into a grin and she laughed. “Oh, Tristan. You have a short
memory. | don't have a reputation, remember. Nobody will care, and what has
happened here won't hurt or hinder me in any way. Polite Society might think I'm a
little mad, but | can handle that.”

“Do you want people to know we have been together since last night? Is that your
plan? Do you want people to think you have been my secret love interest for a few

months as Tabitha s missives have indicated?”’

“I highly doubt anyone will think I’m involved at all.”



He shrugged one shoulder. “They will if they realized | have been here in your
grandmother’ s cottage.”

“Honestly, Tristan, | don’t think it will matter.” She chuckled softly. “Although it
would be most humorous, would it not? Y ou, carrying on with the woman you ruined
all those years ago? The ton would certainly never expect that. You would have the
older matrons fainting dead away.”

He couldn't stop the smile stretching his lips. “I'm sure you're correct. They
wouldn’t expect this from me. In fact, | wonder if Lady Fairbourne won’t thank the
good Lord she didn’t marry me after this.”

Dianatilted her head, her smiling slowly disappearing. “Do you love her, Tristan?’

The tenderness in her question twisted his heart. “Y ou are the one who must not have
a good memory. Have you forgotten | didn’t like her much back when you and | first
met? That, my dear Diana, has not changed at all.”

“Why then did you want to marry her?’ She moved to the sofa and sat next to him,
her eyes wide with wonder.

“My mother’s headlth is declining. She often spoke of Lady Fairbourne and how she
wished | would marry her. My brothers even acted like they would like me to settle
down and raise afamily. I’ ve been a bumbling drunk since Trey and Judith found me
two years ago, and | knew that wasn't the kind of life | wanted. | had no energy to
court a woman the proper way, so | gave in to my family’s wishes and proposed to
Lady Fairbourne. | wasn't looking for someone to love, just someone to be
comfortable with. Jane was without a husband, and because she still showed interest
in me, | asked her to be my wife. | thought it was time to put the past behind me once
and for all.”



“I’m surprised some other woman hasn’'t sunk her greedy claws into you before now.
Y ou're a handsome and charming man who could have made any woman fall in love
with you.”

Whether she knew it or not, she’d given him a compliment. For someone who loathed
him, she certainly didn’t show it now. “You think I'm handsome? Charming?’
Leaning toward her, he dslipped his arm around her shoulders, gently pulling her
forward. “You think | could get any woman to fall in love with me?’

She stiffened and placed a hand on his chest. Strange, but he thought she should have
tried harder to keep him away, instead, he was able to pull her closer. Originaly, he
did it to tease, but now... now with her so very near, he breathed in her lilac scent as
her silky ringlet hair rubbed his hand. His teasing mood had vanished.

“Tristan... please,” she whispered.

It was al he could do to not kiss her, but he kept reminding himself this wasn't right.
Every time he’'d been with her before, the voice of reason had never won. Passion
had. “Please what?” Good grief, why had his voice dropped so low?

“I—I didn’t mean it like that.” She gulped. “I didn't say what | did for you to do...
this.”

Using his other hand, he swept his fingertips across her cheek, down her neck to rest
on her shoulder. Her body remained stiff, although her breathing accelerated. She
glanced at his mouth a few times, but switched her attention back to his stare. Panic
laced her eyes, and he knew he definitely couldn’t kiss her now.

“Forgive me, Diana.” He pulled away completely. The warmth of her body left him
in shock, like cold water being thrown on him. He forced a grin. “Besides, | was just
teasing. I'm flattered you think I’ m still handsome and charming.”



Slowly, he stood and tested his legs to make sure they would carry him as he walked.
Thankfully, the feeling was back in them. He walked to the window and looked out
on the wet land.

“| said that because | wondered why you hadn’t married anyone,” she said softly.

A grin pulled at the corners of his mouth and he glanced in her direction. “I haven't
married because you kidnapped me, remember?”’

She rolled her eyes. “I'm speaking about before that. Why haven’'t you married
someone before now?’

“Because | had loved someone at one time, and had been hurt. Terribly hurt. | hadn’t
recovered my memory from the accident, and | didn’t know why | was such a bitter
man. Now | do.”

She scowled. “What do you mean you didn’t know until now?’

“Because parts of the past were blocked from my mind. Last night | had a
breakthrough and | remembered what had happened... what had really happened
between us.”

“Tell me, Tristan,” she said rising from the sofa to walk toward him. Her forehead
was creased with anger. “Because apparently your version of the truth and mine are
completely different.”
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N ever had Diana felt more puzzled than right now. And yet an inner panic began to
grow in her chest. What if all these years she'd been misinformed and had judged
Tristan too harshly?

Dryness had suddenly filled her mouth and she swallowed. No matter what was said,
she was relieved to know the truth would finally come out. She’'d waited three years
for this.

“Last night while in my very uncomfortable position, | had a dream.” He ran his
fingers through his unkempt hair. “Actually, it wasn't a dream at al, but my mind
was being opened. The fog that had covered my memory had been lifted. | now know

exactly what happened.”

Women'’ s voices drifted to her ears from outside. Diana jumped from the sofa and ran
to the window. Visitors? Why on earth would she have avisitor?

She turned to Tristan and grasped his hand. “We have company. Y ou must hide.”
He nodded. “| agree. Where?”’

She pointed to the door. “Turn right and go down the hall. There's a bedroom on your
left. Go in there and shut the door.”

Within moments, his expression softened. His blue eyes nearly melted her. “Don’t be
long,” he whispered before quitting the room.

Her heart hammered. What rotten luck! Just when he was going to tell her something



she’ d been waiting for so long to hear, her friend, Lady Dashwood, would pay avisit.

The front door swung open and Tabitha was chatting with Claudia as they entered the
house.

Taking a deep breath, Diana smoothed her hands down her dress, hoping she didn’t
appear as rattled as she felt. She smiled at her long-time friend—the only person who
had stood by her side in everything Diana had gone through. She moved to Claudia
and gave her a hug.

“What a wonderful surprise.” Diana pulled away and looked over her friend's dress.
“You are simply stunning today, as aways, and you always seem to have a new gown
on every time | seeyou.”

Claudia laughed. “And you are always so full of compliments.” She lifted her chin
and displayed a victorious grin. “As you probably can surmise, I'm quite enjoying
being a widow and spending money my husband had never allowed me to touch
while he was alive.”

Diana nodded. “I understand you well, my friend. But tell me, why would you travel
here when the roads are so muddy?’

“Diana, | would travel across al of England to come see my dear friend and check up
on her. | want to make certain you are al right.”

“But of course | am.” Diana hooked her arm through her friend's. “I was just about to
have tea and biscuits. Would you like to go with me into the kitchen and get some?

Tabithais awonderful cook, and I'm certain you would enjoy her biscuits.”

“That is afabulous suggestion. Lead the way.” Her brown eyes twinkled.



As they entered the kitchen, Tabitha s gaze darted around the room. “My lady, where
ishe?

Diana’s breath caught. Why in heaven’s name had Tabitha said that ? Quickly, Diana
looked back at Claudia for her reaction. Her friend flipped jeweled fingers in the air
and shook her head.

“Not to worry. Tabitha just told me about what she did to Lord Tristan, and | must
say, what a brilliant idea Tabitha had.” She laughed. “I only wish | could have
thought of it instead.”

Ease washed over Diana and she nodded. “I wish | had thought of it, as well.” She
met her maid’ s stare. “Lord Tristan was tired so | sent him to the back room to sleep.”

“You untied him?’

“Yes. We can't keep him tied up forever, you know.”

“But what if hetriesto escape?’ Tabitha svoice rosein apanic.

“Then he escapes.” Diana shrugged. “ The damage has already been done, and there
isn’t much he can do to repair it.”

“Quite right.” Claudia nodded, her black ringlets jiggling with the motion. “The
whole town was abuzz this morning with talk of Lord Tristan skipping out on his
wedding to meet up with his secret lover.” She giggled. “I knew right away that |
must come see you to find out if you knew anything. I’'m very happy that my instincts
were correct.”

Claudia led the way to the table then sat. Diana followed. Tabitha prepared their
teacups and brought them to the table.



“So I’'m assuming everyone was in shock?’ Diana asked.

“But of course they were. They didn’'t expect this kind of rash behavior from Lord
Tristan.” She sipped her tea. “Now the youngest Worthington brother, Lord Trey...
before he married if he would have done something like this, society wouldn’'t have
batted an eye.”

“How right you are. But, what are they saying?’ Diana asked, hesitantly. “Have they
sent out search parties?’

“Not yet. Of course, | have heard a few people mention that they wonder if Lord
Tristan is having some kind of memory lapse. But if you ask me, | really don’t think
that story is very believable, anyway.”

Diana sipped her tea, watching her friend over the rim of her cup. Claudiawas only a
year older than her and married Lord Dashwood—a much older man—in her first
season. Like Diana, Claudia had been beaten by her husband.

“Why don’t you believe that story?’ Tabitha asked.

“WEell, mainly because he's been doing so well since he returned from the dead, so to
speak. He doesn’t act at all like he has no memory.” Claudia lifted the cup to her
mouth and took a quick drink. “But if you ask me, | think his memory-lost story is
not true, and just an excuse his family used to cover up what really happened when he
didn’t arrive the morning of the duel.”

“Do you know what really happened?’ Diana whispered. This subject had always
been a hard one for Diana to discuss. She was still so very confused about everything
that happened during that time. And to think, she’d find out as soon as she could get
her friend to leave.



“That, my dear, isyet to be discovered.” Claudia nodded.

“l heard he drinks himself into a stupor most nights,” Tabitha added her thoughts.
“Most of the servants at Lord Elliot’s townhouse talked about the lordship’s cousin,
Lord Tristan, asif they didn’t know anything else to talk about.”

Dianarolled her eyes. “Well, those Worthington brothers certainly know how to stir
up trouble and cause talk no matter what they seem to do.”

“l agree.” Claudia lifted her teacup and took another sip. “Their poor mother dealt
with enough scandal while her husband was alive. I'm surprised the poor dear can
still breathe.”

Frowning, Diana remembered what Tristan had said about his mother’s health issues.
She touched Claudia’'s arm. “How is the Dowager Duchess holding up now? Have
you heard?’

“I"'m sorry to say, | haven't heard. I’ m quite certain she will live through this tragedy.
If she can live through all the scandal her husband brought on the family from his
liaisons, and with Trey’ s rakish behavior, then to have Tristan disappear, the dowager
Isindeed avery strong woman.”

“S0 do you think the dowager is al right?’ Diana asked softly.

Claudiagave her areassured smile. “I think she'll recover splendidly.”

“Thank goodness. | would be very upset if something bad happened to her because of
my grudge.”

“Not to worry, Diana.” Claudia patted Diana’'s hand. “What you and Tabitha did with
Lord Tristan was perfect.”



As the conversation continued, Diana prayed her friend was right. And she also
prayed that she could stay focused instead of remembering that Tristan was just in the
other room, waiting to tell her the truth.

Tristan stood next to the door with his ear pressed against the wall. He was able to
hear bits and pieces of the conversation going on in the next room. Thankfully, the
women decided to adjourn to the kitchen to chat, or he wouldn’t have heard anything.

It made him happy to hear concern in Diana's voice when she asked about his
mother. His heart melted. Diana did care what happened to him and his mother. Even
though she' d acted like she was set on revenge and didn’t have a heart, she really had
one after all.

When the ladies started discussing mundane things, he paced back and forth in the
small room, eyeing the bed. He hadn’t dlept very well, and the feather pillows and
heavy quilts beckoned him to lie down. But he fought the temptation. He didn’t want
to fall asleep, mainly because he was afraid Diana wouldn't wake him, and he
definitely needed to talk to her about what he'd remembered.

But as the hours passed, his eyelids became heavy and he moved to the bed. As soon
as his head hit the pillow, exhaustion took over and he couldn’t open his eyes even if
he wanted to. He drifted to sleep with Diana on his mind once again.

Jerking wide awake, Tristan’s heart beat in a frantic rhythm as if he’d been running
from someone in fear. He groaned and scrubbed his hands across his face, then
threaded his fingers through his hair. Where am |?

Then he remembered. He ran to the window and pulled open the curtain. The
predawn morning peeked on the horizon. He groaned. Diana hadn’t come to wake



him up after all. Well, at least he was still here and he vowed he would not leave until
they had their talk.

He scratched his whiskery face. He needed a bath. His stomach grumbled. And food.
But not quite in that order. Right now, he' d take whichever he could get first.

As he sneaked out of the room, his mind turned to what he had remembered
yesterday.

Diana. The letter. The dudl... and what followed.

Could Hollingsworth have been correct when he said he'd paid off the baron’s debts
and that Diana knew about it? Confusion filled Tristan, making his stomach churn
faster. And had Hollingsworth taken Diana s innocence that very night and gotten her
pregnant? If that were the case, it was no wonder Tristan had held such feelings of
betrayal for her without knowing why.

But, Dianadidn’'t have a child. If she had been pregnant, what happened to the baby?

No, that’'s not what happened. Hollingsworth didn’t know how to tell the truth. So
why had the man wanted to marry her so badly? And why had her father been so
obliging to Hollingsworth?

The more Tristan thought of it, the more he wondered if Hollingsworth really had
paid the baron’s debts. That made more sense to why Diana’'s father wouldn’t break
the contract.

That dirty-rotten cheat Hollingsworth had planned on Tristan coming to meet Diana
at the glade the night before the duel. If the viscount would have met him the
morning of the duel, many people would have been there and seen firsthand who the
coward really was. And yet now Tristan knew why there had been rumors about him



jumping over the cliff, and not even showing up for the duel that morning.

Could that be the reason Diana had hated him so much and wanted revenge?

Taking a deep breath, he detected a faint food odor. It smelled pleasant, whatever it
was, reminding him how long it'd been since he ate. Perhaps he would eat before
bathing.

As he stepped into the corridor, he half expected Tabitha to rush toward him holding
apistol. It surprised him that he didn’t awaken with his arms and legs shackled to the
bed. Either that or shejust didn’t care if he escaped anymore.

Taking the lamp from the corridor table, he moved through the small cottage. No
women's voices were heard this time. But if it were early in the morning as he
suspected, then they would definitely still be in bed.

As Tristan moved down the hall, he hadn’'t realized until nhow how cozy the place
looked. For some reason this style of home fit Diana perfectly. Although he couldn’t
remember what the outside looked like—and probably wouldn’t have because it was
dark when they had arrived—the interior wasn’t as newly decorated as his mother
liked to keep her houses. Had Diana's grandmother been wealthy? Wood décor was
everywhere he looked, and so pleasing to behold. He would certainly not get bored
studying each painting or furniture and admire the artists’ touch.

Nothing looked worn or rundown. It just wasn't the fashion his mother enjoyed
having in her homes.

Finally, he entered the kitchen. Slowly he walked through the room, admiring the
shelves and cutting tables and the many stoves. In the corner sat a copper tub and his
attention remained there. He hurried to the tub and pulled it out into the room alittle
more. Grinning, he couldn’t wait for a nice relaxing bath.



The popping of wood jerked his focus to alarge fireplace. Several large pots of water
hung over the burning fire. Perhaps Diana or Tabitha was already up and preparing
water for a bath. Even towels and soap had been laid out. Well, he’d show them that
the early riser would be the one to claim the warm water first.

He tested the temperature of the water with his finger. Nearly what he wanted. Once
he removed off his clothes. It didn’t take long to pour the water into the tub before
climbing in. The warmth from the water crept over his skin and soothed his nerves
dightly. Since regaining some of his memory from those horrid two years of
wandering to find his identity, taking a daily bath was the one thing Tristan enjoyed
more than anything.

After he washed himself, he leaned back in tub to unwind. As he relaxed in the tub,
he mentally planned out his morning. Once he filled his belly with food, he would
take a tour through the house and acquaint himself with all the rooms. Hopefully by
that time, Dianawould be awake. They had so much to talk about.

Sighing in contentment, Tristan knew he'd made the right decision to stay here. With
such a peaceful atmosphere, he was certain to clear his mind enough to remember all
those events that were still trapped behind memory’ s door.

Whether Tabitha or Diana redlized it, they had actually saved him when they
kidnapped him. Marrying Jane would have made him more miserable than he’d been
already. Living a life of misery was not an enjoyable way to live. His parents could
testify to that.

He tilted his head back against the edge of the tub, and closed his eyes. From down
the corridor, he detected soft footsteps. Finally, one of the ladies was awake. Tristan
was quite certain they wouldn't like seeing their guest using the bath first...especialy
if they had drugged him last night which he suspected had happened.



The footsteps grew closer, and he struggled to open his eyes to greet whoever came
hisway, but it was too enjoyable to leave them closed. Finally, the headache he' d had
since waking up disappeared, and he didn’t want to do anything to bring it back.

Suddenly, a gasp ripped through the room, followed by a piercing scream from a
woman. Tristan jerked upright, only to lose his balance and dlip back in the tub,
splashing water on the floor. By the time he adjusted himself, he noticed the woman.

My Diana.

He expected her to be in her nightgown and bare feet. Instead, she was fully dressed
and even her beautiful hair had been wound in a coil as wisps of locks hung by her
ears. Disappointment hung heavy in his chest. Although it would have been improper,
Tristan rather wished she had been in a nightgown with her hair long and flowing.
Instead, she stood across the room, her shoulders stiff as she presented her back to

him. Always the proper Diana.

He cleared his throat. “Forgive me for startling you, my sweet Diana. | hope you
don’t mind that I’ m taking a bath without asking permission.”

“I, um... Well, | heated the water for whoever needed it,” she said over her shoulder,
but didn’t look at him.

“S0 you are not put out with me for using it?’

She released an uneasy laugh. “Don’t be absurd. It was for you or Tabitha.”

He studied her stiff back still facing him. “Diana, why are you up so early? | thought
| would have the house to myself for at least afew hours.”

“Sorry to disappoint, but I'm an early riser.”



He glanced over her body slower from the high neck dress with long sleeves, down to
her boot crusted with mud. Mud? “Why were you outside?’

“lI um... | had errands this morning, if you must know.”

“S0 early? That’ s unheard of.”

Grumbling, she glanced over her shoulder and looked at him. This time her face
flamed red before she quickly looked away. “Unheard of by whom, my lord? Men or
women?”’

“Both, actually.”

“Well, it s obvious you have never lived in the country.”

“1 have, but thisisn’t afarm so | doubt you were out milking the cow.”

“No, thisisn't afarm.”

“So what were you doing?’

She grumbled louder and folded her arms. “It’'s none of your business, Tristan. Now
just let the matter rest.”

He arched an eyebrow. Although she was awake and had been doing errands, it was
clear she wasn’t amorning person. “If you wish.”

“| do wish.”

“Diana, | need to ask... why didn't you wake me last night so we could finish our
talk?’



Her head spun around so fast when she turned and met his eyes, he thought it would
roll off her shoulders. “Actually, we had gone into your room to wake you, but you
were having a bad dream. Tabitha gave you a little tea with some sleeping draught in
it to help you calm down.”

“Pardon me?’ He sat forward in the tub a little more. “You gave me a sleeping
draught?’

She turned away from him again. “Only a little. Tabitha says it helps with
restlessness.”

“Then | thank you for helping me to sleep better.”

She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “1 shall leave now and let you finish your
bath in private.”

“Before you go,” he said as she stepped toward the door. “Will you do me afavor?’
She took a quick peek over her shoulder again. Her face still flamed an adorable red.
“What?’

“Wash my back?’

“Augh!” She hissed and stormed out the door.

Laughing, he relaxed back in the tub again. It was rather fun to rile her, and
especialy see her cheeks bright with embarrassment. Spending the next few days
with her would be quite enjoyable. Then again, that meddlesome maid was still here.

Too bad he couldn’t figure a way to get her to leave. Being alone with Diana was
something he desperately needed.
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“D id you really see him naked?’ Tabitha asked, her eyes wide with shock.
Diana shook her head as she stood in the kitchen an hour later, helping her maid
make breakfast. Heat climbed up Diana s face and she didn’t dare look at Tabitha.
Tristan’s image—all wet and bare—was engraved in her mind and she feared she'd

never be able to erase it. Every time she glanced at the tub, embarrassment flowed
through her just the same as it had done when she first saw him this morning.

“Tabitha, he was in a hip tub, for Heaven's sake! | wasn't even that close to it, and all
| saw was his chest and arms—and his bent knees, of course.”

Tabitha laughed. “I cannot believe he thinks he lives here now.”

Sighing heavily, Diana set down her fork and finally met her maid’s stare. “What do
you expect him to do? Stay tied up in the chair the whole time? Obviously, he
couldn’t even stay in hisroom last night.”

“I1f we had it my way, I’d keep him tied up,” Tabitha grumbled.

“Tabitha, really!” Diana shook her head. “So what are we going to do with him? We
can't keep him here forever.”

“As unbelievable as it sounds,” Tabitha continued, leaning her hip against the cutting
table, “I don’t think he wants to leave now.”

“Neither do |.”



“In fact—" Tabitha giggled, “I think he quite enjoys being here. | think he still has
feelings for you.”

Diana s face still burned with embarrassment. “If he does, then | pity the poor fool.”

“Do you want me to take him back home? | can wear the same clothes | wore when |
kidnapped him, and people wouldn’t think anything differently when | drive into
town.”

Diana placed her hand over Tabitha's. “Y ou should not be going into town at al. We
don’'t need Lord Elliot seeing you by accident. | shudder to think what he would do to
you if he knew you were here with me now. At night is different since you could hide
better and dressin men’s clothes, but day time...” She shook her head.

Tabitha frowned. “You are right, my lady. If | leave the house at all, it should be late
at night when | can remain in the shadows.”

“Quite right. Until Lady Dashwood finds employment for you in London or farther
away, the best place for you to hideisright here.”

“I thank you, Lady Hollingsworth. You have such a large heart for wanting to help
me escape my nightmare.”

“Think nothing of it.” She smiled then returned to stirring the eggs in the pan over the
stove.

“Did everything go smoothly last night?” Tabitha asked leaning closer to Diana as
her voice lowered.

Diana took a quick peek toward the door, grateful it was closed. When she met
Tabitha's stare, she nodded. “Yes, thank the Lord. Sally was beaten severely and |



fear it will take her severa days or even weeks to heal. Her soul, however, might take
longer.”

Tabitha blinked rapidly as tears filled her eyes. “1 should have stayed there. I’m older
and stronger than Sally. | could handle Lord Elliot much better.”

Diana clasp hands with her maid. “Don’t say such things. No woman should have to
endure such beatings, and no woman—even you—could have fought off Lord Elliot.”

“What are you going to do, Lady Hollingsworth? Single-handedly rescue all the
servants who are beaten by their masters and place them in other homes?’

“If | haveto, yes.”

“But Lord Elliot and other men like him will always hire more servants.”

“Then perhaps the key isto get rid of those lords instead.”

Tabitha's lips twitched before she laughed. “Oh, you are humorous and you have an
evil mind. Isit bad of me to want to help you rid the world of men like Lord Elliot?’

Diana chuckled. “Not at all, so long as we don't really act upon our feelings, mind

you.

“Of course not, my lady. Hanging is not something that sounds appealing at al.”

“1 agree. But Tabitha, | don’t want to talk about this any further. Lord Tristan cannot
know that Sally is here.”

Tabitha narrowed her eyes. “Do you think he'll try to return her?”



“No. I just don’t want him knowing what we are doing.”

“He will not hear it from my lips.” Tabitha nodded.

Diana turned back to the pan on the stove, stirring the scrambled eggs occasionally.
Her heart wrenched with sadness for Sally’s plight. The poor girl had been beaten
terribly. One eye was swollen shut. Cuts and bruises from Lord Elliot’s fists had
marred the girl’ s face, making her unrecognizable.

Deep down inside, Diana knew she couldn’t free every girl from a life such as this,
but it shouldn’t be for a lack of courage. While married to Ludlow, Diana had cried
herself to sleep too many nights. The more she fought his vicious attacks, the harder
he hit her. Finally, she’d lost all ability to resist. Thankfully, he tired of her quickly
when she was that way, but it hadn’t lessened the pain any.

Just as breakfast was done cooking, Tristan sauntered into the kitchen, appearing
more handsome than ever. It wasn't the way he dressed that made him more
attractive—since she hadn’t thought to bring him more clothes—but it was the way
his eyes sparkled when he smiled at her. His blue orbs nearly melted her to a puddle
on the floor.

“Good morning, Lord Tristan,” Tabitha greeted cheerfully.

Diana threw her maid a wary stare. Why was the girl acting in such a way... and
flirty?

“It is a very good morning, Tabitha.” He switched his eyes to Diana. “Here, let me
assist you with those.”

As he took the plates of food from her hands, his fingers brushed against hers. Heat
coursed up her arms before spreading through the rest of her body. She didn’t dare



yank away from his touch for fear she'd drop the plates and the food would spill on
the floor.

Her heart fluttered when she followed him to the table and sat. He took the seat right
beside her. Tabitha turned to leave the room, but Diana quickly said, “No, Tabitha.
Stay and eat your meal with us.”

The maid’' s gaze moved between Dianaand Tristan in hesitation.

Tristan nodded. “Indeed, come sit and eat with us.”

Shock registered in Tabitha' s face, her eyes widening. “As you wish.” She fixed her
plate then sat at the table.

“Tristan, | must say, you are remarkably chipper this morning,” Diana started the
conversation.

“l am, actually.” His smile stretched. “ This morning has been extremely pleasant thus
far. Not very often does a lovely woman disturb my bath.” His eyebrows rose

suggestively.

Fire exploded in Diana' s face. Why did he have to say it like that? “Y ou know it was
an accident—"

He held up his hand. “Nevertheless, | enjoyed it.”
She threw him aglare.
Silence spread through the room, giving Diana time to collect her thoughts. Since

she’d seen him al tied up in the chair, she hadn’t been able to think of anything but
their past. The moment she had heard Tristan fell over the cliff—and the rumors that



circulated at the time—was when she’d stopped believing in love. Ludlow had
married her a few days after the duel instead of the two weeks as she had been told,
mainly because of the rumors. That was when the torture began. By that time, she had
already realized there was no such thing as happy endings.

She till didn't know what had broken her heart more—Tristan’s abandonment or
Ludlow’ s abuse.

“Diana, my dear,” Tristan said, pulling her out of forlorn thoughts. “Why the sudden
frown? Are you not feeling well?’

She looked at him and attempted to smile. “I’'m fine, | assure you.” She quickly took
another bite of her eggs.

“What are your plans for thismorning?’ he asked.

She didn’'t dare tell him she wanted to slegp since she' d been awake all night rescuing
a beaten maid. “Nothing of consequence. Why do you inquire?’

“Because, | think we need to talk about our—"

From outside the thundering of horses' hooves shook the ground, and they all looked
toward the window. Within moments a woman’'s shriek blasted from outside. Tabitha
jumped up and ran to the kitchen door, pulling it open. The panicked voice of Lady
Dashwood finally became recognizable as she called for Diana.

She moved away from the table and darted toward the door. Something was
dreadfully wrong to have Claudiain such adither.

“Oh good Heavens, Diana,” Claudia began breathlessly. “I came as soon as | heard
the shocking news.”



Diana clutched Claudia’s shaking hands. Her gut twisted and she wasn't sure if she
wanted to hear what her friend had to say. “W—what?’

“Lord Elliot Henson was found murdered last night!”
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T he statement boomed through the room like a canon blast. Tristan sprang do this
feet, knocking over the chair he'd just been sitting on. His cousin—Elliot? No, it
couldn’t be!

Gasps ricocheted off the walls. Tabitha slapped a hand over her mouth and Diana's
facelost all color. She' d swoon any moment, he just knew it.

Taking long strides, he hurried to her side and touched her elbow. “Diana, | think you
need to sit.”

Staring at the wall, she shook her head. “1’ll be al right.”

“Lord Tristan is correct, dear,” Claudiasaid. “You don’t look well at all. Your faceis
white.”

“No, I'm fine, really | am. It's such a shock to hear...” She took a deep breath. “Oh,
dear.”

Tristan didn’t wait for Diana to ask for his help. He slipped an arm around her waist
and led her back to the table. She followed without hesitation, leaning on him for
support.

He switched his attention between the three ladies. Each one looked as desolate as the
other. The news was devastating, and Tristan could hardly grasp the concept. He'd

never approved of some of the things Elliot did in hislife. The man was too wild.

Curiosity niggled at Tristan as he studied each of the ladies in the room, and he



wondered how they all knew Elliot—enough to have the news of his demise affect
them in such away.

“Lady Dashwood,” he asked. “What exactly did you hear?’

“Oh, it was just awful,” she began as she took a seat next to Diana. “My cook had
gone into town for supplies and heard the rumors. Apparently, Lord Elliot was found
in the stable without a stitch of clothes with stab wounds all over his body.” She
squeezed Diana s trembling hand. “Just as you had found your husband.”

Tristan nodded. Clearly the person who had killed Hollingsworth had taken Elliot’s
life as well. Another similarity between the two dead men where that they were both
womanizers and loved to gamble.

“This cannot be good,” Diana whispered. “People already suspect me of killing
Ludlow. Now they are going to believe | killed Lord Elliot.”

Inwardly, Tristan groaned. He'd almost forgotten that she was under suspicion for
Hollingsworth's death just as Tristan was. A nagging thought pounded in his head.
Would they suspect him of Lord Elliot’s death as well? The only dealings he had with
his cousin had been that they’d played cards on a few occasions. In fact, three nights
ago, they’d had a futile argument during a game, but they were both drunk and hot
tempered. Both of them were asked to leave the game. Tristan’s friend, Lord
Hawthorne, was given the privilege of escorting Tristan home that night.

Tabitha s grumble pulled him out of his thoughts. She stood, her hands bunched into
fists, her lipstight inirritation. Her blue eyes blazed with fury.

“Well forgive me for not holding my tongue, but men like Lord Elliot don’t deserve
tolive”



Both Lady Dashwood and Diana gasped. “Tabitha, really!” Diana scolded. “You
should not speak ill of the dead.”

“l meant every word,” Tabitha countered. The hatred in her eyes made them even
darker. “All that man ever did was drink, gamble, and beat his servants. The world is
a better place with him gone.”

Although Tristan agreed with the maid, he couldn’t help but wonder how she knew
this about his cousin. He narrowed his gaze on her. The only way she would have
known that about the man was if she’d been a servant in his home. So if she was the
man’ s servant, what was she doing with Diana?

“Not to worry, my lady,” Tabitha said as she stood behind Diana and rested her hand
on her shoulder. “I will tell the authorities you were here the whole night.” She
glanced at Tristan. “He could even back up my story.”

“1 thank you, Tabitha,” Diana said. “But neither of you know for certain that | was
here all night since we all slept in different rooms.”

“Diana, there is no reason the magistrate will suspect you.” Lady Dashwood shook
her head.

“Why can | not fully believe that?’ Diana arched her eyebrow and glanced at Tabitha
before moving her focus back to Claudia.

The other two women hung their head. Tristan found it strange that nobody answered
Diana's question or at least tried to convince her otherwise. For certain, something
was going on here that they didn’t want him to know about. Curiosity got the better
of him, yet he didn’'t dare voice his thoughts. He'd wait until he could get Diana alone
and talk this out with her—and only her.



A small groan of despair came from Diana as she rubbed her forehead. “Let’s pray
that I’m not a suspect. | fear | wouldn’t know how to talk my way out of this one.”
She looked up at Lady Dashwood. “I’'m grateful you came here to let me know.”

The lovely blonde woman nodded. “Y ou were the first person | thought to tell when |
heard the news.”

“Please, return to your house and please keep me informed on anything else in
regardsto Lord Elliot.”

“Indeed, | shall.” Claudia met Tristan’s eyes and nodded. “Lord Tristan, it was a
pleasure to see you again. | hope all iswell with your family, and your mother.”

“The last time | checked they were doing splendidly.” But the last time he saw them
was the day before the wedding. It surprised him that Diana's friend didn’'t question
him about his disappearance yesterday morning at the church. Obviously, she had
known what Tabitha and Diana were up to the whole time.

“1 shall take my leave now.” Lady Dashwood stood. “I’ll pay you avisit tomorrow.”

Dianatook a deep breath and met her friend s eyes. “I look forward to it.”

Nothing was said after Claudia left. Tabitha cleared up the dishes and continued to
clean the kitchen. Tristan stood. Diana s gaze followed him.

“Diana, would you join me in the sitting room? | believe the sofa would be much
more comfortable to sit on than these chairs.”

“You are correct.” She stood. “I suppose we can have that much needed talk about
our past now.”



Diana’'s legs shook as she walked into the other room. Between the lack of sleep and
the shocking news, her body—and emotions—were a mess right now. A headache
throbbed, but she couldn’t let that stall her talk with Tristan.

She sat, and he scooted himself on the sofa right next to her. In away, she wished he
had chosen a different chair. Being this close to him played havoc with her emotions,

and especially the feelings she thought had been put to rest.

He reached over and caressed the ringlet by her ear. “You still have no color in your
face.”

“Yes, well... when receiving such news that another man was killed the exact same
way as Ludlow, it's no wonder |I'm rattled.”

“Very true.”

She fidgeted on the sofa, uncomfortable with the awkward silence. “So Tristan,
yesterday you had mentioned remembering something.”

“I did.”

“Will you please tell me what it was?’

“Remarkably enough, it was what happened the night before the duel.”

“The night before? Pray, what could have happened that night?’

He arched an eyebrow. “I believe | aready know the answer, but | need to ask you
nonetheless... Did you send me a letter to meet you at Henry’s Cliffs the night



before?”’

She creased her brow and shook her head. “ Of course not. My parents had me heavily
guarded for fear | was going to sneak out and meet you someplace so we could run
away to Gretna Green.”

“Just as | expected.”

“Why, Tristan? What happened?’

“1 had received a letter with your name on it. In the letter you stated that you wanted
me to meet you at the glade. When Trey and | arrived and didn’t see you, we felt that
it had been atrap. We were correct.”

Surprise flooded through her. “Hollingsworth met you the night before?’

“Yes. He was a coward and didn’t want to meet me for the duel and have the crowd
watch him die.” He reached his hand over his shoulder and brushed his fingers across
a section on his back. “Last night | had remembered exactly what happened at those
cliffs, but it wasn't the bullet that had pushed me over as | had originally thought.”

She furrowed her brow. “Did you... jump?’

He hitched a breath and stared at her with wide eyes. “Jumped? Are you jesting? You
thought | had jumped off the cliff?’

She shrugged. “WEell, there were so many rumors going around, | didn’t know which
onesto believe.”

He studied her through hooded eyes, scratching his chin. “Will you tell me what
Hollingsworth told you had happened?’



She sighed heavily. “He didn’'t say much. He rarely ever did, but when he showed up
the next morning at the house and said you were a coward and didn’t come to the
duel, | feared the worst. But many people had gone to the cliffs that morning and they
al had the same story—that you were not there.” She swallowed hard. “Other rumors
started spreading a week or so after it had al happened about you going to the cliffs
before anyone else had gotten there to try and talk Ludlow out of the duel. When he
wouldn’t relent, you had tried to shoot him, but missed. When he got his weapon out,
you fled and jumped over the cliffs.”

Tristan cursed under his breath. “ And you believed him?’

The tone of his voice accused her of something she should have known already.
Before marrying Ludlow, all she knew about him was that he was a domineering man
who took advantage of people—her father being one of them. After she married
Ludlow she learned quickly enough that he was a deceiver. He'd hinted about her
family having some deep dark secret, and all he was talking about was that her father
had gambled away her dowry and left the family in financia ruins.

“It wasn't just him that told me, and | didn’t want to believe, but others were there
and could see you had not shown up for the duel. Then when you were found alive,
Ludlow tried to convince me that you had faked your death because you owed him
money. By that time, | was so confused about everything.” She choked back a sob.
“If only your brother had said something to me—or anyone—I would have believed.
But he said nothing.”

He huffed and leaned forward, loosening his cravat. “1 want to show you something.”

She held her breath. Why was he undressing?

Once he’'d removed his cravat, he lifted his shirt over his head, and turned his back
toward her. “Do you see that large scar on my shoulder?’



The scar was till puckered and dslightly red. Reaching out to touch it, she stopped
herself before her fingers could make contact. “Yes.”

“This is where your husband shot me .” He turned back to her and pulled the shirt
back over his head.

She frowned, chiding herself for even believing that story in the first place. Yet, there
was a part of her that hadn’t believed at all. She’'d just been waiting for Trey to tell
her what really happened. “I’m sorry, Tristan,” she whispered.

“What other rumors were going around?’

“Some say you jumped off the cliff while Ludlow was aiming to shoot you again.”
She shrugged. “There were even rumors that Ludlow and his second weren’t even
there—that you and your brother had been traveling abroad and came upon bandits
that were being chased by the local military regiment and you were caught in the
crossfire. They said you were close to the cliffs and when the bullet hit you, that’s
when you fell over the edge.”

“1 like that story better.” He shook his head. “Nevertheless, Lord Hollingsworth and
his second were the ones hiding within the shadows of the trees the night | received
the letter. Trey had told me he didn’t feel right about things, and urged me to get back
on my horse. Just as | had turned to do that very thing, Lord Hollingsworth shot me. |
couldn’'t even return a shot because | had no weapon on me at the time. Then we
fought, and | fell over the cliff.”

Tears burned her eyes and she blinked to keep from crying. “Forgive me for thinking
you jumped or that you were a coward and didn’t show.” Without wanting it to, atear
slipped down her cheek. “1 didn’t want to believe that about you. | hadn’t known you
for very long, but the kind of man I’d come to know during that short time wasn't the
kind of man who would jump—or run away.” She cleared her throat when it began to



crack. “Ludlow had aso tried to convince me that you were a rogue just like your
younger brother. Ludlow told me the only reason you were so determined to win me
was because, because...” She took a deep breath, trying to steady her emotions.

“Because?’ he asked softly as he brushed his thumb on her cheek, removing a few
more tears that had slipped free.

“Because you wanted to bed me. Y ou were not used to giving up on a woman until
after you had claimed your prize.”

His jaw hardened. After a few moments of awkward silence, he exhaled slowly and
withdrew histouch. “Why did you believe him?’

“1 didn’t believe him, but over the next couple of weeks the servants talked of this as
well. People in town were aso discussing your rakish behavior, especially because
you had singled me out at your mother’s party.” She took a breath and continued,
“After awhile, | just finally accepted it as the truth. If only Trey had said something
to me—or anyone—I| would have believed. Why had your brother not come to tell
me? Didn’'t he think | cared?’

Releasing aragged sigh, Tristan pushed his fingers through his hair. “I had heard that
Trey blamed himself for my death because he couldn’t save me. Because he didn’t try
to stop the duel in the first place. | heard he was half mad with remorse that he kept to
his room for months. The thought probably never crossed his mind to tell you.
However, | do believe after Trey had tried to move on with hislife, he blamed you.”

She inhaed sharply. “Me? But why?’
“Because he figured you should have tried to stop the duel. He felt that you had

encouraged the duel in thefirst place. Trey also felt that you should have confessed to
being a compromised woman and possibly being with child.”



His words vibrated through her so hard, it nearly shook her off the sofa. She jumped
to her feet and stared at him. * What ? Y ou think | was in the motherly way 7’ She
took a deep breath. “Why in Heaven’ s name would you believe that?’

He held up his hand in surrender. “Wait a moment before you get yourself in adither,
let me finish explaining.”

“Oh! Please do.”

He patted the empty space on the cushion next to him. “Sit back down, please.”

Anger, hurt, and humiliation raged through her. Tears fell from her eyes for different
reasons this time. Bunching her hands by her side, she glared at him. “Y ou thought
that just because | had allowed you to kiss me in the greenhouse, | had given other
men the same privilege—and more?’

“Diana, please. Just sit down and let me explain.”

She couldn’t sit. She couldn’t think. She couldn’t even scream at the top of her voice
how unfair life was. All she could do was... was... A sob tore from her throat and she
covered her hands over her face. Diana didn’t need to ask why he and his brother had
thought this. Ludlow had ruined her reputation—and her life—in more ways than
one.

Sobbing that she could not contain rushed forth. The palms of her hands dampened
quickly from her tears. Frustration and helplessness had aways been part of her life,
especialy after being forced to marry Ludlow, and she was tired of it. Tired of
everything!

Strong arms wrapped around her shoulders and Tristan pulled her against his body.
Warmth spread through her, comforting her more than she could have imagined.



Gently, he urged her back to the sofa, where she obediently followed.

For years she' d been holding back her feelings, convincing herself there was no use
in crying since it never solved athing. Y et now as she sobbed against Tristan’s chest,
relief made her chest lighter, and that confused her. She couldn’t understand the
peace flowing through her, either.

He kissed her forehead and tightened his arms around her. “Please don't cry,” he said
softly. “It’ stearing me up inside.”

“Since your return from being um... dead, | have noticed you held bitter feelings for
me.” She sniffed. “Those times we had attended the same dinner parties, or the same
balls, or | saw you in town, you glared at me.” She lifted her head and looked at him.
“I could never understand what | had done.”

He ran the pads of his thumbs under her eyes, wiping away the tears. “When |
returned to civilization, | had no memory of the duel. | remembered the days we'd
spent together—and the time at the greenhouse—but not much after that. However,
whenever | saw you, | did have afeeling of loathing... of hatred, but | couldn’t make
sense of those emotions. It wasn't until last night while | was dreaming that my
memory opened up and led me through what really happened and what | had felt
during those moments.” Tristan leaned forward and kissed her forehead.
“Hollingsworth had told me after he'd shot me that he' d forced himself on you earlier
that evening and you were probably carrying his heir. He also mentioned that he had
paid off your father’s debts, and that you had known about it the whole time. Trey
heard the same thing as | did, and | was never able to talk to my brother about
Hollingsworth’ s accusations before | fell over the cliff.” He caressed her cheek.

She sniffed back another sob. The pain in her heart made her chest feel as if a house
was resting upon it. “Ludlow lied when he told you he’'d compromised me. He didn’t
even touch me until after our wedding.” She took a deep breath. “But he did pay my



father’'s debts. | had known this, but | was too embarrassed to say anything to you.
My father and | both thought that if you paid Ludlow back he d change his mind and
break the engagement.”

Tristan nodded. “I think that was why | held so much anger and betrayal in my heart
for you after my accident. | didn’t know what it was, but now | feel that’s what drove
me to drink and turned me into a bitter man.”

She wiped a tear diding down her cheek. “I’'m so sorry, Tristan. Ludlow had lied to
both of us, and was determined to keep us apart no matter what the cost.”

“So true. | just wish | could have stopped him. If | hadn’t have gone to the cliffs that
night to find you—"

“Shhh.” She placed a finger to his lips. “We cannot relive the past. We must start
over right now and move forward from here.”

He shrugged. “You are correct, of course. | had wallowed in my heartache for too
long. | had lost you, and | couldn’t bear the thought of not being with you. Whenever
| saw you in town, it hurt too much to look at you.”

“Oh, Tristan.” More tears poured down her face. “I never wanted to marry him. |
hated him. He was cruel and always threatened me if | didn’t do his bidding. It didn’t
take long for me to become bitter toward you for not... not...” She took a deep
breath, releasing it slowly as she tried to control her emotions. “I had hoped that the
rumors about you were false, and that you were somehow still alive so you could
rescue me from my miserable life. | suffered so much abuse from that man. When |
couldn't get pregnant, he beat me. When | disagreed with him over anything, he
struck me and locked me in my room for days. Living with him was pure hell, and the
whole time | kept imagining what might have happened if we were married.”



“Oh, my sweet Diana” He kissed her forehead again and pulled her tighter as he
brought her head to rest against his chest. “If | had known he treated you so
terribly...” Hisvoice broke. “I’m so sorry for everything. | had wanted to rescue you
and marry you. We would have been very happy together, | know it.” He stroked her
hair. “And | would have never lifted a hand to you in anger like he had.” He buried
his face in her hair. “Oh, Diana, if | had known sooner what he’'d done, | would have
killed him by now.” He kissed her head. “1 promise you no man will ever lay a hand
on you now that I’'m here.”

Slowly, the tears stopped and she wanted nothing more than to cuddle next to this
strong man for the rest of her life. As she rubbed her cheek against his shirt, peace
filled her. Soon her heart would mend, but it would take time. The best thing for both
of them now was to heal—emotionally. Then, and only then, would they be able to
trust each other and fall in love all over again.

“Tristan, indeed you are awonderful man, just as|’d realized when we first met.” She
wrapped her arms around his waist and snuggled closer.

He relaxed back against the sofa, seeming content just to hold her. She'd waited for
this kind of comforting feeling for too long. Needless to say, it would be impossible
to let him go now. But she must. There were still too many obstacles in their way, and
until those were resolved, she and Tristan could never be together, and since that
wasn't an option, she realized she must do all she can to right the wrong.

Being without Tristan was like a flower without sunlight. She would not be put
through that torture again.
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T ristan awoke, feeling more alive than he' d been for a very long time. As he blinked,
he realized he was still holding Diana while they slept on the sofa.

Smiling, he closed his eyes again and caressed her back and arm. Happiness spread
through him. Having their talk made his heart light once again, and yet knowing how
her husband had treated her, broke Tristan's heart. He' d always blame himself for not
being able to save her. But as she'd mentioned before—they couldn’t change the past
now. All they could do was move forward, and he was definitely going to move
forward. With her. They were both on the road to recovery, and soon, she would be
back in hislife forever.

A thought struck him, making him open his eyes. As long as they stayed in this
cottage—their haven—out in the middle of nowhere, they were safe. But he needed
to think of his family and to let them know all was well. Unfortunately, he had to talk
to Jane to tell her and her controlling father, that there would never be a marriage
between Tristan and Jane.

He didn’t think his mother would be too unhappy about the news, especially when he
explained that there was another lady in his life, one that he'd loved for three years
now.

Looking toward the window, he tried to gauge the time of day by the sunlight. If his
calculations were correct, it was mid-afternoon. He needed to return home before
night fell upon them.

“Sweet Diana,” he whispered and kissed her head. “Wake up, my dear.”



A soft moan escaped her throat as she stirred against him. Slowly, her hand rubbed
across his chest, and a smile gradually stretched across her face. Adorable!

“My dear, we have to wake up.” He kissed her forehead again, letting his lips linger
on her skin a smidgen longer this time. Inhaling, he breathed in her lilac scent,
recalling now why he had always enjoyed walking through his mother’s flower
garden to the lilac bushes since he' d returned to civilization.

Diana s eyelids fluttered open. When she looked at him, her smile widened.

“Tristan.”

He caressed her cheek. “Did you sleep well?’

“Remarkably well, thank you.” She sat up and stretched.

He loved seeing her so relaxed and content.

“1 don’t think | have slept so well in avery long time,” she said.

He winked. “Me, either. | have struggled to remember my past, which kept me
depressed and drinking entirely too much. It was a nice little break for my mind to
finally have undisturbed sleep.”

He stood and stretched. Strange how his body wasn't even cramped for lying crooked
on the sofa. Y et, she had been in his arms, which meant everything was as it should
be.

“Diana, | hope you don’'t mind, but | really need to return home.” A frown marred her

expression, so he quickly explained. “I have no other clothes here. Besides that, my
mother is probably very worried about me.” He leaned over, grasped Diana s hands



and pulled her up to stand by him. “There' s something | have to do as well. | need to
talk with Lady Fairbourne and her father to let them know there is not going to be a
wedding. Ever.”

Finaly, Diana's smile returned which made her eyes sparkle. “That is a very good
reason to return home.”

Chuckling, he wrapped her in his arms. “Are you going to remain here or come back
and live closer to me?’

“Ludlow left nothing to me in his will. Although my grandmother’s cottage isn’t
legally mine, it's my brother's, he allowed me to stay here without question.
Returning to Ludlow’s manor is the last thing | want to do, but | suppose it won't hurt

to go back at least until his cousin comes to claim the property.”

“I will be nearby to protect you. | do wish we could live in this cottage forever. It's
the perfect escape from society.”

“That, itis.”

“Perhaps we can meet here again in a couple of weeks?’ He waggled his eyebrows.
She laughed and nodded. “I think that’s a splendid idea.”

Slowly, he traced his fingers over her beautiful face, over her creamy skin, her
eyebrows, cheek bones, and down to her tempting lips. “I want to thank you for
kidnapping me.”

“You forget it was Tabithawho did the deed.”

“True, but she would not have done it if she hadn’t have loved you so much. You are



why she did what she did, which was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

“I'm so very relieved everything turned out the right way this time. You cannot
imagine the relief flowing through me at this moment.”

Tristan arched an eyebrow. “You don’t think | can imagine it? | assure you, | can
relate to that perfectly.”

He dropped his lips to hers. The kiss was so very gentle, and yet passionate as it
stirred emotions in him he thought he'd lost years ago. The newfound feeling thrilled

him completely and gave him hope for a better future with her.

Reluctantly, he pulled away. Kissing her was so perfect he never wanted to stop. “My
sweet Diana, | must leave now.”

“I know.”

“Promise we will see each other tomorrow.”

She nodded. “I assure you, we will even if | have to pay you a visit just to make an
excuse to be in the same room with you.”

“You will always be welcome at my home.” He kissed her mouth one last time then
stepped out of her arms. “Do you have an extra horse for me?’

“| do. Take the black stallion.”

“Until later, my sweet Diana.” He bowed, turned, and quit the room.

It didn’t take him long to get himself ready, saddle the horse, and leave. Diana and
Tabitha stepped outside to see him off. Both women waved until he couldn’t see them



any longer.

He wasn't familiar with this part of England, but he knew the direction of Mayfair, so
he rode hard searching for anything familiar that would let him know he traveled the
right way.

A few hours later, he was home. Already he missed Diana and wanted to return to her
grandmother’s cottage. But he must remember he had other responsibilities first.
Businessfirgt, play later.

He rode to the stable and dismounted. The stable boy rushed out, his eyes wide with
surprise.

“Lord Tristan! You have returned.”

“1 have, indeed.” He ruffled the boy’ s hair. “Is her ladyship still here?’

1 Y%.H

“Then | shall go straightway to see her.”

He hurried into the house. As he passed a few young maids, they stopped whatever
they were doing and stared agape at him. First he went to his mother’s favorite sitting
room, and when she wasn't there, he took the grand staircase two steps at a time,
heading to her chambers. He opened the door and peeked inside. She sat in a
cushioned char by the window as she stared down at her flower garden, her
expression laced with sadness. He'd only been gone a few days, but it seemed her
hair held more gray streaks, and several new wrinkles marred her complexion.

Slowly, her head turned toward him. A gasp sprang from her as she clutched her
hands to her chest, tearsfilling her eyes quickly. “Tristan? Is that really you?’



“Yes, Mother.” His wide strides ate up the distance between them until he knelt by
her chair and hugged her. “1I’m back now.”

“Ohhh,” she sobbed and clung to him. “I was so distraught. Nobody knew what
happened to you or why you would not come to your own wedding.”

“Forgive me for not saying anything sooner.”

She withdrew and looked at him with confusion in her gaze. “Where were you? |
heard you were kidnapped.”

“You did?” He arched an eyebrow. “Pray, who would say such athing?’
“Nobody knew for certain, but there was a man who'd come forth. Apparently, you'd
been drinking with him the night before the wedding. He saw you climb into a

carriage before someone chained the door closed and hastily rode off.”

So someone had noticed... “It's nothing to worry about, Mother.” He kissed her
cheek. “I’'m back now, and I’ ll set things right.”

She swept her hand over his face and hair, then down to his shoulder and arm. “Y ou
appear healthy.”

“l amjust fine, | assure you.”

“Were you kidnapped?’

“Yes and no.” He shook his head. “It's along story, but everything isasit’s supposed
to be.”

A smile trembled on her mouth. “ Thank the Lord.” She wiped her moist eyes. “Have



you heard the terrible news about your cousin?’

“Yes, Mother.” He frowned. “I heard Elliot had been killed.”

“It’s such atragedy, and my heart goes out to my brother and his family. | know how
it feels to lose a child.” She patted his cheek. “But I'm also worried about you. |
heard you and Elliot had an argument the other night, and | fear the magistrate will
suspect you just as he suspects you of Lord Hollingsworth’s death.”

“Cease your worries. | have witnesses who will say | was nowhere near my cousin’s
home last night.”

She sighed heavily. “Thank heavens.” She dropped her hand from his check. “Have
you spoken to Lady Fairbourne or her father yet? They are beside themselves with
worry. Her father even sent out ridersto find you.”

“No, | have not seen them yet. | came here first.” He glanced down at his wrinkled
clothes. “However, | need a bath and to change before | pay them avisit.”

She nodded. “You do that and | shall send notes to your brothers to inform them of
your return.” Sighing, she cupped hisface. “I’m just so relieved you are home.”

“Asam|.”

He kissed her cheek again, stood, then headed for his room. A nice warm bath, clean
clothes, and a chipper spirit would get him through the rest of the day as he
completed his duties. Jane and her father would be quite upset with Tristan, but he
didn’t care. All that was important to him was seeing Diana again.

It didn’t take long to make himself presentable, and he left the house. During the ride
to Lady Fairbourne’s townhouse, Tristan rolled his thoughts around, trying to come



up with the best way to tell her he didn't want to get married. Naturally she’d be
upset—as her father would be—but Tristan would try to soothe their emotions as well
as he possibly could.

He reached their place sooner than he wanted, and after giving his card to the butler
was shown to the sitting room. Since the door was left open, the servants' whispers
came from the corridor. Tristan couldn’t quite tell if they were excited whispers, or
panicked.

Time seemed to crawl, but soon heavy footsteps boomed on the floor in the hall. The
square frame of Viscount Hastings came through the doorway first, followed by his
wife and Jane. Tristan was relieved that they were all together and that he didn’t have
to travel to the Hastings' townhouse as well.

It was impossible not to notice the scowl the viscount threw at Tristan, but both
women kept their eyes lowered. The women sat, but the viscount stood with his arms
folded across his chest. Although Tristan was taller than the other man, the viscount
came across as the authority figure.

“Worthington, | am in a foul mood, so say what you need to quickly,” Hastings
barked.

Tristan nodded. In any event, he hadn’t planned on being here that long. “I am very
relieved to see you and your wife here with Lady Fairbourne. | have come to speak
with you all about what happened yesterday.”

“Do you mean what didn’t happen at the church?’

“Yes, sir. That's exactly what | meant.” Tristan stole a glance at Jane who snuck a
peek at him before lowering her gaze again.



“Well go on,” Viscount Hastings urged.

“Because of circumstances | could not control, | was unable to attend the ceremony.”
“We heard you were kidnapped.” The viscount eyed Tristan carefully.

“l was.”

“How did you get away?’

“l was released.” Tristan diced his hand through the air. “I won’t go into detail, but
during those hours | was tied up in a chair, | pondered my life and realized that
marrying Lady Fairbourne would have been aterrible mistake.”

Jane and her mother gasped. They both swung their focus to him.

“What are you saying?’ Jane questioned softly.

He turned to her. “Lady Fairbourne, forgive me for putting you through this. | should
not have asked for your hand in marriage.”

“How do you know | would not have been happy?’ Her voice cracked with anger.

“Because my parents were never happy in their arranged marriage, and | don’t wish
that torture on anyone.”

Viscount Hastings stomped in front of Tristan again. “Do you think your apologies
will help now? Y ou are dragging my daughter into a scandal.”

“Then tell everyone you broke the betrothal. Then only my reputation will be
damaged.”



Tears flooded Jane’s eyes, all the while scowling at Tristan.

“And pray, Lord Tristan,” she said in a tight voice, “what would be my reasons for
wanting to call off the wedding?’

“1t doesn’t matter what reasons you give. Whatever it is, | will go along with it.”

“But | don’t want to give any at all. | still want to marry you.”

“No, Jane. | shall not enter a marriage unless love is part of the deal, and | am not,
nor have | ever been, in love with you.”

Her bottom lip trembled as more tears streamed down her face. She turned to her
mother and sobbed against the older woman'’s chest while she soothed her daughter.

Huffing, the viscount stepped closer to Tristan. The other man’'s expression was
deadly. His eyes would shoot out venom any moment now, Tristan was certain.

“1 warned you before that if you ever hurt my daughter—”

“Don’'t you understand?’ Tristan asked, raising his voice. “I’'m saving your daughter
from alifetime of unhappiness. Marrying me will make her miserable.”

“All of thisis because of Lady Hollingsworth, isn’'t it?’ Jane shouted, pulling herself
away from her mother and stomping up to Tristan.

“Pardon me?’ he asked in panic. How did she know Dianawas involved?

“You don’t want to marry me because of Lady Hollingsworth.”

“What does she have to do with any of this?" Tristan wouldn’'t give Jane the



satisfaction of knowing the truth.

“1 heard you were with her the past couple of days.”

What on earth... That was impossible. Nobody would have known that information,
especially when Tabitha was the one who kidnapped him! “I believe you have heard
wrongly, then.”

The older man’ s face reddened even more as he pushed his finger into Tristan’s chest.
“If you don’t marry my daughter, you will be the one miserable. I’'ll personally see to
it, Lord Tristan.”

Tristan shrugged. “Do your worst. | will not change my mind.”

He turned back to the women, bowed, then walked past them and out the door. The
viscount’s threat didn’t worry him in the least. Tristan knew the man over-reacted.
Jane would find another willing soul very soon, he was certain.

As he mounted his horse, he breathed a sigh of relief. One obstacle down, others to
hurdle, but they would be easy, he was certain.

Diana's coach stopped in front of her home. Ludlow’s home, she reminded herself.
This grand estate would never be hers, and really she didn’t want it even if she had
that option. There were too many bad memories here. Evil lurked in every corner, and
she still had nightmares that her husband’ s spirit would haunt her.

She turned to Tabitha who sat next to her and patted her maid’s hand. “1 hesitate to
bring you in as my new maid. Ludlow’s servants were very loyal to him since they’'d
been with the Hollingsworth family for years—although I don’t know why—and they



all hate me. | fear they will not like you because we are friends.”

Tabitha shrugged. “Then we shall spend more time together, won't we?’ She smiled.
“1 don’'t have alot of friends, so I'll be fine. We shall get through this together.”

“Yes, we shall. | pray our time here will not be long. The only reason I'm hereis to
be closer to Tristan.”

Tabitha tightened the bows of her bonnet underneath her chin. “Do you anticipate
him asking for your hand?’ She winked.

Excitement rushed through Diana even though she shouldn’t feel this way. Just
because they had talked about their past and he had kissed her so tenderly and
passionately, didn’t mean he would propose. As much as she wanted him to, she still
feared that when he discovered she was barren, he wouldn’'t want her for awife after
al. Ludlow had wanted children, but she had never conceived, and he blamed her for
not giving him an heir.

“Right now,” Diana said, “I don’t want to push Lord Tristan to do anything he does
not want to do.”

“Oh, he' s sweet on you, my lady. He still has feelings for you, | can tell.”

The footman opened the coach door and Diana climbed down first. Once Tabithawas
out, she pointed to the trunks on the back, directing her gaze on him.

“Take Lady Hollingsworth’ s trunks to her room.”

The middle-aged man glared at Tabitha, then switched his focus to Diana. She
nodded. “Yes, Curtis. Do as Tabitha has instructed. She is now my personal maid.”



His eyes widened. “But what will become of Martha Whitehead?’

“I'm certain we can find some other area for her to work on the estate. In fact, |
believe she would make a wonderful housekeeper since Mrs. Newton has been very
ill lately and is much too old to handle the manor by herself.” Diana turned and
headed toward the front door, keeping her chin up and back straight. She couldn’t
allow these servants to make her cower in any way. She was still the mistress of the
manor until Ludlow’s cousin, Mr. Tobias Lusk, cameto claimit.

Entering the manor, she glanced over her shoulder at Tabitha who followed closely
behind. Diana was grateful she would at least have a friend in this place, but she still
feared someone would know Tabitha had worked for Lord Elliot. Diana could only
pray that wouldn’t happen because she did need an ally here, if even for alittle while.
It would make staying here that much more bearable.

“Oh my,” Tabithawhispered in awe. “Y our husband had some lovely things.”

Diana rolled her eyes. Slowing her steps, she waited for Tabitha to come closer.
“Indeed, he did. He enjoyed showing off his wealth, and he treated these paintings,
vases, and rugs better than he did hiswife,” she ended lowering her voice.

“When will his cousin arrive to take over?’

“1 don’t know.” She shrugged. “Mr. Lusk has been notified of Ludlow’s passing, but
| have yet to hear when he will arrive.”

The maid stopped, her gaze darting around the hall slower this time. “Perhaps we
should sneak some expensive items out for you before he comes,” she whispered.

“After al, you haveto live, too.”

Tabitha's comment caught Diana by surprise, and she laughed. “Oh, Tabitha. Believe



me, that thought has crossed my mind severa times, but | talked myself out of it.
Once leavethis place, | don’t want anything to remind me of Ludlow.”

“That’ s understandable.”

From the kitchen, the staunch cook, Mrs. Jennings, walked out, her narrow gaze
trained right for Diana. She gulped, not liking the way the older woman looked at her.
Collecting her courage, Diana squared her shoulders and waited to see what the

servant wanted.

“My lady,” Mrs. Jennings said sternly, “I was not told you would be returning this
soon.”

Diana arched an eyebrow. “Isthere a problem?’

“WEell, not entirely. But yesterday you had visitors. Mr. Phillips told them we didn’t
know when you would return.”

Diana shrugged. “1 suppose if it were important to see me, they will return. Did they
leave any kind of message with the butler?’

“No, Mr. Phillips did not have a message.”
“Who was it that came?’ Diana wondered.
The cook narrowed her gaze and lifted a haughty chin. “Mr. Phillips said that the
magistrate and some of his men were the ones inquiring after you, my lady. The

magistrate has some questions to ask you about Lord Elliot’ s death.”

Diana’s heart dropped as fear ran rapidly through her blood. The hint of brightnessin
her future quickly faded.
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H eavy clouds filled the night sky, making the evening appear darker than normal as
Tristan walked to the men’s club where he and his brother, Trey, visited frequently.
Although Trey would probably not be here, he enjoyed more spending time at home
with his wife. Their good friend, Dominic, Marquess of Hawthorne, would probably
be playing some card game, and winning. Tristan amost hoped to see his brother,
Trey tonight. It would be easier to explain what was going on if both Trey and Nic
were in the same room.

He hurried inside and gave his overcoat and top hat to the footman. Tristan strolled
into the main room in search of his brother. Most of the tables were surrounded by
men drinking and visiting. At first nobody looked at him, which suited Tristan just
fine. Finally, one gent sitting at the closest table met Tristan’s eyes. The man gasped
and nearly spilled hisdrink asit fell from his fingers.

“Lord Tristan.”

The trickle effect was rather astonishing. Once Tristan's name was spoken, gasps
exploded around the room—his name on most everyone's tongue. Soon whispers
overrode the gasps until the room buzzed with Lord Tristan. Surprised faces stared
dumbstruck at him as if he'd risen from the grave. This expression was very familiar
to Tristan since many had looked that way when he returned from the dead not too

long ago.

He inclined his head briefly, but didn’'t say anything. As another footman walked by
carrying empty wine glasses, Tristan said, “Excuse me, but can you tell me if Lord
Trey and Lord Hawthorne are here?’



“Yes, my lord. They arein the blue room.”

“1 thank you.” Relieved to hear his brother was here as well as their mutual friend,
Tristan flipped agold coin to the man before hurrying in that direction.

When he entered the parlor, his younger brother and Dominic were in conversation
with two other gentlemen. Each man held a glass of wine. Tristan found it odd that
they all wore the same, sour expressions.

When Tristan stepped further into the room, the floor boards groaned beneath his
feet. Trey was the first one to snap his attention in Tristan's direction. His brother
gasped, then sprang from his chair. The piece of furniture tipped over behind him and
fell to thefloor in aloud crash.

This sparked the other men into spinning around to look at Tristan. Their jaws
dropped as shock registered on their wide-eyed expressions.

“Tristan!” Trey wrapped Tristan in a hug. When Trey pulled away, he glared through
hooded eyes. “Where in the blazes have you been these past few days?’

Forcing himself to chuckle, Tristan walked to the table. It touched him to know his
brother cared so much. Dominic jumped to his feet and shook Tristan’s hand heartily.

“Thank the Lord you are back safe, my good man. Please tell us what happened.
There was so much gossip we didn’'t know what to believe.”

“Forgive me for worrying you al.” Tristan glanced at the other two men and nodded.
“Lord Gilbert. Lord Caldwell.”

The men stood and shook Tristan’ s hand.



“| see you are not playing cards.” Tristan motioned to the table. “It’s not often | see
Trey and Hawthorne in the same room without cards in their hands and a stack of
billsin front of them.”

“Tristan,” Trey said with irritation in his voice. “Quit skirting around the question.
Where were you?’

“We heard you had been kidnapped,” Caldwell said.

“Indeed | was, Caldwell.” Tristan sat then the other men followed as they gathered
around the table. He studied Gilbert and Caldwell. The older men were friends of
Hawthorne's family and had been kind to Tristan’s mother. At times he wondered if
these men were interested in her, yet they never let their feelings show. Tristan really
didn’t know if he trusted them enough to tell them what truly happened.

Clearing his throat, he drummed his fingers on the table. “I was kidnapped by a
woman who thought to exact revenge when | had nearly ruined her reputation a few

years back.”

All eyes widened in disbelief. Seconds later, Dominic snorted a laugh and Trey shook
his head.

“You must be joking,” Trey muttered.

“I"m gravely serious, dear brother.”

“How did you escape?’ Hawthorne asked with a smirk on his mouth.

Tristan wagged his brows. “1 charmed my way out if you must know.”

He waited for their reaction, but it didn’t happen as quickly as he figured it should.



But within moments, they all barked with laughter. Grinning, Tristan relaxed in his
chair.

“Who isthe lady?’ Gilbert asked.

Tristan held up his hand and shook his head. “| have aready ruined her reputation
enough. | shan’t do anymore damage.”

Caldwell arched athick, white eyebrow. “1 see you escaped unscathed.”

“Indeed, | did.”

Trey released a heavy sigh. Sitting back in his chair, he linked his fingers together
and rested them on his mid-section. “| hate to be the bearer of bad news, but | fear
you have returned home at the most unfortunate time.”

Studying his younger brother, Tristan tapped his finger on the table. The sour look
was back upon Trey’'s face—just as it had been when Tristan first walked into the

room. “Why do you say that?’

“Because there has been another death—our cousin, Elliot. His life ended pretty
much the way Hollingsworth had.”

Tristan gave his brother a blank stare. “And pray tell, what does this have to do with
me?’

“Have you forgotten? You are still one of the magistrate’s suspects for
Hollingsworth’s murder.”

“S0.” Tristan shrugged.



Dominic leaned toward Tristan and shook his head. “The suspicion has grown now
that Lord Elliot has been killed. Several witnesses reported to the magistrate that they
saw you and Elliot arguing a couple of nights before he was murdered.”

Tristan scratched his chin. “But you were there, Hawthorne. You had to take me
home from the card game because | was foxed. Y ou know the argument didn’t mean
anything.”

Dominic nodded. “And | have aready told the magistrate this, but because you
disappeared the night before your wedding and nobody knew where you were, you
are still a suspect.”

“Lord Tristan,” Lord Gilbert spoke. “My cousin is one of the men working with the
magistrate on this case. He informed me that your name is high on the suspects list.
Unlike Hollingsworth, Lord Elliot didn't have that many enemies, but because you
are linked to both men, the magistrate is going to start searching for more clues. Since
your so-called kidnapping happened a day before the killing, that makes the
magi strate more suspicious.”

“What?" Tristan jumped out of his chair, standing above the other men. “My so-
called kidnapping, you say? Indeed | was kidnapped. | didn’t plan that, and | certainly

didn’t have any reason to kill Lord Elliot.”

Lord Gilbert nodded. “I believe you about the kidnapping, but the magistrate will
want to know who you have been with these past few days.”

“1 was with the lady who kidnapped me.”

“Are you willing to give them her name?’ Gilbert tilted his head, his eyes narrowing
with distress.



Tristan scowled. “Of course | won't give them her name. As I'd mentioned before, |
shan’t cause scandal to her again.”

Trey grasped Tristan’'s arm and glared into his eyes. “By not giving them the
information they seek, that might be the very reason you'd get arrested.”

Confusion swam in Tristan’s mind. He understood the dilemma, but... No, he
couldn’t ruin Diana any more than he had already. “Then that’s a chance I’ ll have to
take.”

“You are willing to be arrested for a crime you did not commit?’ Trey’s voice lifted
inirritation.

Tristan nodded. “If that’s what it takes, yes. | can only pray the magistrate will seek
to find proof before they have a trial, because | can assure you, they will not find

any.
Gilbert scrubbed hisjaw. “I wish the higher courts believed in such athing.”

Across the table, Dominic released a ragged sigh and ran his fingers through his hair.
Trey groaned, rubbing his forehead and met Tristan’s stare. “Then we need to have
our older brother, Trevor, hire that well-known solicitor after al because | fear you

will need him soon.”

Dread squeezed Tristan’s heart. Sadly, he knew his brother was correct thistime.



Page 20

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 8:41 am

T he next day, Diana sat as still as she could on her cushioned chair and waited for
the butler to bring in her unwelcome guests—the magistrate and one of his men. Not
more than five minutes ago, she watched from the window as their coach rolled to a
stop in the front of the house. Fear leapt to her throat and stung her eyes. She couldn’t
tell them the truth about the night Lord Elliot had been killed. Good Heavens, they
would think she had done the deed for certain.

Although she maintained a cam outward appearance, her heartbeat flipped with
anxiety, and her pams were moist. Inhaling deeply, she realized her breathing had
been altered, as well. Would they notice she was trying to hide something?

Slowly, she did her palms on her dress to dry the wetness gathered, as she listened
for their footsteps to sound on the floor in the corridor. The longer she waited, her
stomach churned, and she wanted to scream with frustration.

Why would they suspect her murdering Lord Elliot? True, she had been there that
night she'd rescued Sally, but the girl had met her out by the servant’s door. Diana
hadn’t even gone inside the manor, and she especially had not been spotted by any of
the nobleman’s other servants since they were supposed to have been al in bed
adleep. Not that Diana checked on every one, but she knew her servants—or
Ludlow’ s—would have been asleep at that time during the night.

Finally, the sound she’'d been waiting for came when severa footsteps clamored on
the floor. Taking another deep breath, she turned her eyes toward the doorway just as

her butler showed them in.

The magistrate looked as if he were attending a social gathering, wearing a top hat,



and his black coat stretched across his portly belly, and his black breeches |ooked just
as snug. The man along with him wore a uniform—black jacket with golden buttons
up the front and on the cuffs—and a black top hat and matching shiny boots. They
entered the sitting room and then simultaneously removed their hats and bowed to
her.

She nodded then motioned to the sofas. “ Gentlemen, would you care to sit?’

“1 thank you, Lady Hollingsworth,” Sir Felix said and moved to the piece of furniture
as the other followed. “I hope you forgive our intrusion, but we have some questions
to ask you about Lord Elliot’s murder.”

“Thereis nothing to forgive. | will answer any question you have for me.”

The other man gave her a smile, although Diana could see it was forced. Still, she
regarded them with as much kindness and politeness as she could muster.

“How well did you know Lord Elliot Henson?’ the magistrate asked.

She shrugged and folded her hands in her [ap, hoping to stop the quakes threatening
to become noticeable in her limbs. “Actually, | don’t know him well at all.”

“1 believe he was acquainted with your late husband,” the other man said.

“He very well could have been,” she answered. “My husband had many friends, but
that doesn’t mean | associated with them.”

“S0 are you saying you have never spokento Lord Elliot?’ the magistrate probed.

Diana shook her head. “I didn’'t say that. Y ou asked me how well | knew him, and |
told you I didn’t know him well.” Perhaps she shouldn’'t have said it like that, but the



two men irritated her more as the seconds passed.

Sir Felix scowled. “Pardon me then, my lady. Let me rephrase my question.” He
swallowed hard. “Have you ever talked to Lord Elliot?’

“A few times, yes.”

The two men traded glances before the man with the thinning black hair straightened
and looked at her. “Did you discuss anything personal ?’

“Tell me sir, how could | discuss anything personal with a man | didn’t even know
well?’

“Lady Hollingsworth.” The second man’s voice nearly growled with malice. “One of
his servants overheard you threatening Lord Elliot approximately two weeks ago.”

Diana's blood turned cold as fear sliced through her. She couldn’t believe someone
had heard that conversation. “Tell me sir, did this servant tell you that | threatened his
life? | can assure you | did not.”

“Then tell uswhat you said,” the magistrate said.

Trying not to show how rattled she was, she inhaled slowly and exhaled softly. “I had
attended a gathering at his manor with afriend of mine, Lady Dashwood. | happened
upon Lord Elliot and one of his maids during the event. They werein aroom, and as |
walked by | heard him yelling at someone. When | looked in the parlor, | saw him
dap the woman across the face not once, but several times. Fear was evident in her
eyes and the terror in her voice was unmistakable. | cannot bear to see anyone
abused, so | snapped at Lord Elliot and reprimanded him for treating the poor girl in
such away—at a social gathering, no less.” She took a deep breath and lifted her chin
in defiance. “But not once did | threaten his life, even when he replied with some



cruel words toward me.”

The magistrate crossed his arms over his round belly and tapped his finger against his
elbow. “Lady Hollingsworth, where were you last night?’

“1 have been staying at my grandmother’s cottage near Greenford for the past two
weeks. One of my maids was with me, and Lady Dashwood visited me twice when |
was there. | have only returned home this afternoon.”

“Lady Hollingsworth?’ the second man asked. “Are you aware that Lord Elliot was
killed in the same manner as your late husband?’

She nodded. “Lady Dashwood told me, but if you must know, it's hard for me to
credit.”

“Why isthat s0?’

“Because | cannot imagine there is someone going around murdering gentlemen in
such away. It’ s very frightening.”

Sir Felix nodded. “Indeed, it is. Lady Hollingsworth,” he continued without
hesitating, “how close are you to Lord Tristan?’

Fear clutched her throat, and she held her breath. How could she answer that
guestion? Good Heavens! She forced herself to laugh lightly. “Oh, I’'m quite certain
you already know the answer to that. If you have lived around these parts in the past
few years, I’'m sure you have heard about the scandal that happened between Lord
Tristan and myself.”

Both men nodded, but it was the magistrate who continued his questions. “That is the
very reason | ask, my lady. As you are probably aware, Lord Tristan is also a



suspect.”

“Yes, | heard the rumor.”

“Well, we are now wondering if the two killings are connected—that maybe there is
more than one person involved.”

She didn’t like the sound of that. “Pray, please cease confusing me in such a manner.
What has this got to do with Lord Tristan?’

The magistrate’s eyes narrowed and a wicked grin stretched his lips. “With all due
respect, Lady Hollingsworth, we are wondering if you and Lord Tristan are working
together on this—ridding the world of men who abuse women.”

“Of dl the insane, ridiculous notions!” Diana jumped to her feet. “You two must be
out of your mind to think such athing.”

The two men quickly rose. “Lady Hollingsworth, were you not with Lord Tristan
these past few days? Rumors have it that he was kidnapped and taken away from
Mayfair by awoman set on revenge.” The magistrate arched his brow. “And you just
admitted to be at your grandmother’s cottage for the past little while. | think this is
too coincidental.”

“Then you,” Diana growled each word slowly, “are thinking entirely too much.”
Taking a deep breath, she concentrated on calming her ire. “Tell me, did you once
stop to ask yourself that if | had kidnapped Lord Tristan and taken him to my
grandmother’s cottage, how would we have been able to murder Lord Elliot?
Especially with his lordship’s manor completely out of the way from my
grandmother’ s cottage.”

The two dolts exchanged worried glances before they aimed their attention back to



her.

“Thank you, my lady.” Sir Felix bowed. “Y ou have been very accommodating. If we
have any more questions, we'll let you know.”

She walked to the parlor door, and motioned the butler over. “Mr. Phillips, please
show these men out.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She stood by the door and kept her eyes on them as the butler led them down the
corridor to the front door. Each step they took made her heart sink lower. Those two
idiots couldn’t possibly find any evidence that would link her to the murders, could
they? Yet, her nightmare was hinting at redlity. In her heart she had wanted her
husband dead, and she had wished for Lord Elliot to have the same demise.

And what about Lord Tristan? How could anyone have known that he'd spent the
past few days with her at the cottage?

Groaning, she rubbed her forehead, realizing that a pain in her skull had been there
since she waited for the magistrate to arrive. The happiness she'd always wanted in
her life was moving further and further away. Just as she felt Tristan would.

From one of the other rooms, the door slowly opened and Tabitha cautiously poked
her head out. She took a quick glance up and down the corridor before straightening
and exiting the room, heading toward Diana in an unhurried pace. When she reached
the sitting room, they both entered as Tabitha closed the door behind them.

“How did it go?’ Tabitha asked in aquiet voice.

Emitting a deep breath, Diana covered her face with her hands, her heart ready to



break and tears to flow at any moment. “I fear | made them more suspicious. | could
not lie to them, so | evaded their questions.” Breathing slower, she dropped her hands
and looked back at Tabitha. “However, | realy think they knew what | was trying to
do.”

“Nonsense,” Tabitha said as she patted Diana's shoulder. “Most men aren’t that
astute.”

A smile tugged on Diana' s mouth. She just couldn’t help it. Sometimes Tabitha's
clever comments made her laugh. “I had thought the same, but the magistrate and his
man knew things they shouldn’t have.”

“Like what?’

“They suspected Tristan was with me at the cottage.”

Tabitha scowled and folded her arms.

“Those two suspect that Tristan and | were working together to rid the world of
people like my husband and Lord Elliot.”

The servant arched an eyebrow. “Not abad idea, if | must say.”

Once again, Tabitha’ s comment caught Diana off guard and she chuckled. “As much
as | fedl the same, killing people is not the way to do it.”

Tabitha shrugged. “Nice thought while it lasted.”

Diana squeezed her friend's hands. “I’m just glad you are here to lend me support.
Heaven knows Ludlow’ s servants would not care in the least what happens to me.”



“I will always be your friend, Diana.”

She released a sigh and tried to relax. “Tell me, did you get a chance to ride back to
the cottage this morning to check on Sally?’

“Yes, and I'm happy to report, she's up and moving around, and her face is looking
much better. It’s not swollen any longer.”

Sighing with relief, Diana nodded. “I’'m very grateful for that. Maybe now Lady
Dashwood can find employment for her.”

Tabitha grew abnormally quiet as her expression took on a faraway look. She was
thinking about something, and Diana didn’t dare interrupt her friend’ s thoughts.

Tabitha tapped her chin as her gaze finally cleared. “Tell me, my lady, how well do
you know Sally?’

Diana shrugged. “Not that well at all. | only met her the night | caught Lord Elliot
beating her. Why do you ask?’

“Forgive me for wondering this, but is it possible that Sally killed Lord Elliot before
you had rescued her that night?’

Diana's stomach churned with unease. That thought had crossed her mind a time or
two. “I suppose it's possible, and | would not judge her if she had ended her
employer’s life.” She shook her head. “However, we need to think bigger, here.
Whoever killed Lord Elliot also killed my husband since both crimes were committed
in the same fashion. However, | don't believe my husband was close enough friends
with Lord Elliot to know his servants, and vice-versa.”

“1 suppose you are correct,” Tabitha said with a sigh. “I was just trying to think of



other people to help keep the magistrate from arresting you.”

“1 thank you, my friend, but we cannot blame the innocent. We must put our minds
together and try to think of who might be doing this, because if the magistrate doesn’t
find any more suspects, he will surely arrest me or Tristan.” A pain pierced her heart.
She couldn’t bear the thought of Tristan arrested. “But | need you to do something for
me.”

“What isit, my lady?’

Diana hurried to the desk in the corner of the room, found a piece of paper and ink
pen. “l need you to deliver a note to Lord Tristan, posthaste.” She sat and neatly
penned a short missive. “I need to let him know what happened with the magistrate
today.”

“Why do we not just take a drive and see if we can run into him in Town?’

“Because until the true killer is caught, Tristan and | cannot be seen together. That
will only make people more suspicious.”

“That’ s understandable.”

After she finished the note, she blew on the ink to dry it, and then folded it. As she
handed it to Tabitha, she met her friend's gaze. “Give it directly to him and nobody

else.
“Asyou wish, my lady.”
Tabitha turned and hurried out of the room. Diana's eyes misted and she prayed

everything would go according to plan. She must see Tristan, and the only way was
after dark and after everyone was asleep, and the only place to meet was in her



bedroom. They could ill afford having a servant—or anyone for that matter—witness
their meeting.
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“B loody fools!” Tristan grumbled as he stared blankly at the black and white chess
pieces on the table in front of him. His opponent, Lord Hawthorne, sat directly across
from him. Dominic had come over to try and talk some sense into Tristan, but
instead, he convinced his friend to play a game of chess. Unfortunately, Tristan
couldn’'t keep his mind on the game. Not when the magistrate had dropped by this
morning.

“Worthington? Is the reference you made to fools aimed toward your chess pieces or
something else?” Dominic had a hint of laughter in his tone, and sparkle of humor in
his eyes.

Tristan shook his head. “1 was referring to the magistrate and the idiot with him.”
“Ah, now your words make more sense.” Dominic nodded. “1 must agree. Those two
are fools, but fools who have solved many crimes before. Sometimes | wonder how

they do it when they don’t have an ounce of brain in their heads.”

Looking up from the chess pieces, Tristan pierced Nic with a scowl. “Are you
mocking me?’

“Hardly, my good man.” Nic waved his hand in the air. “I'm merely agreeing with
you in my own humorous way.”

“Well, now is not the time or place for humor. | have much on my mind, and none of
it isworth laughing over.”

“That explains,” Nic paused as he moved his white Knight and took over one of



Tristan’s black Bishops, “why I'm winning.”

Although Tristan didn’t like losing, in this case he should just throw his hands in the
air and admit defeat. Under the circumstances, there was no way he could concentrate
on the game now.

“So tell me, what is it about their visit that has left you so upset?’ Hawthorne leaned
back in his chair.

“They tried to get me to confess the identity of the lady who kidnapped me, and even
suggested the two of us were working together in Elliot and Hollingsworth's
murders.”

“Surely you jest.” Nic’'s eyebrows creased. “Why would they say that?’

“Because they are bloody fools!”

Nic tilted his head as his gaze narrowed on Tristan. “Tell me truthfully and settle my
mind. Was the lady who kidnapped you the same lady you had fallen in love with so
quickly afew years past?’

Tristan couldn't tell his friend. Yet, Dominic Lawrence had always been a
trustworthy fellow. Nic wasn’t the kind of man who spread hurtful lies, either. “What
would you say if indeed it was Lady Hollingsworth?’

Groaning, Nic rubbed his eyes and shook his head. “I would say my friend was not in
his right mind.” He met Tristan’s gaze again. “Because | know for certain that you

have feelings for Diana, and at thistime in your life, that is not a good thing.”

“What makes you think | have feelings for her?’



“1t was obvious when you talked to us after your return the other day,” Nic answered.

Shrugging, Tristan focused back on the chess set. “So what of it? Diana and | talked
for the first time since my accident. We both discovered truths that were kept from
us.” He lifted his eyes to his friend. “And believe me when | tell you, she was not to
blame in any of this. Not with what happened back then and certainly not what has
happened to Hollingsworth and Elliot recently.”

“ Although you might think this way,” Nic said, leaning forward, “the magistrate will
see it differently. He will think Diana wanted her husband dead all this time because
of what Hollingsworth did to her love for you. Now that you’ re back from the dead,
the magistrate will think you and Diana killed her husband so the two of you could
finally be together.”

Tristan fisted his hands as anger shot through him. “That’s ridiculous. They might
think that about Ludlow, but what about Elliot? What could possibly be the motive
for killing him? It's obvious that the two killings were done by the same person, so
tell me wise one, what links us with my cousin’s murder?’

“Perhaps Lord Elliot had seen the two of you kill Ludlow and was trying to blackmail
you.” He tapped his fingers on the table. “ Tristan, you don't understand that there
could be plenty of ideas the magistrate could create. The point is, you must not see
Diana until after they have caught the true killer. Don’t you see how dangerous that is
not only for you but for her?’

Growling in frustration, Tristan pushed away from the table and strode to the
window. Confusion clogged his rational thinking, and at the same time, loneliness
clutched his heart when he imagined not being able to see Diana. He couldn’t. He
wouldn’t . If needs be, he would find a way for them to be together, even if it meant
returning to her grandmother’s cottage. He would inform his family he was traveling
abroad for an extended period, and Diana could just tell those who needed to know



that she was caring for an ailing family member.

Worry eased dlightly from his idea. If this was the only way, then he'd do it. He
wouldn’t allow Dianato dlip through his fingers again.

The knock on the study door put a halt to Tristan’s thoughts. “Enter.”

Bentley, the butler, peeked inside. “My lord, you have a visitor. The young miss is
delivering a note from her mistress, but she refuses to give me her name or a card.
She says she has been tasked with making certain she hands the note to you and none
other.”

How odd, unless... “Bentley, show her in. | shall speak with her directly.”

After the butler left, Tristan turned to Dominic who wore that worrisome expression
Tristan was used to seeing lately.

“Do you honestly think that’s a good idea?’ Nic asked.

“If the messenger iswho | think it is, then it's avery good idea.”

“And pray, who do you think this young missis?’

Without being able to help it, agrin tugged at the corners of his mouth. “The woman
who kidnapped me, that’s who.”

Hawthorne's eyes widened. “Lady Hollingsworth?’

“No, it was actually her maid who takes credit for that.”

When footsteps creaked on the floor outside the study, Tristan held his hand up to



Nic, silently communicating with him not to say another word.

Just as Tristan suspected, the young miss that entered the study was Tabitha. She
wore a brown cloak over her gray dress, and a matching gray bonnet. However, the
hat was pulled low on her forehead as if she tried to hide her eyes. She watched
Tristan until Nic rose to his feet. Tabitha stopped abruptly as her gaze flew to
Hawthorne, and her eyes widened. In a flash, she threw her accusing glare back to
Tristan.

“Nice to see you again, Tabitha” Tristan smiled. “Let me introduce you to my good
friend, Lord Hawthorne. Hawthorne, thisis Lady Hollingsworth’s maid, Tabitha.”

The interest in Nic's eyes was quite obvious as he skimmed his attention over Tabitha
from the top of her head down to her shoes. A charming smile—the kind Nic enjoyed
giving to women to make them weak in the knees—stretched across his face.

He bowed dightly. “ A pleasure to meet you, Miss Tabitha.”

Tristan was surprised that the maid's cheeks didn’t flare with color like what
happened to most women when meeting Dominic for the first time. In fact, she rolled
her eyes and focused back on Tristan without even saying one word to Nic.

“My lord, | came here to deliver a note directly to you. My lady wishes that you tell
no one about this note.” She handed it to Tristan.

“1 understand.” He turned to Nic and said, “Lord Hawthorne, would you give Tabitha
and | afew minutes alone?’

“Of course.” He nodded to Tristan before turning to look at Tabitha. “Nice to meet

you.



She forced a smile until Nic left the room and closed the door then she turned back to
Tristan wearing a solemn expression. “My lord, Lady Hollingsworth assured me there
would be secrecy about this meeting and the kidnapping. So why did you introduce
me to Lord Hawthorne?’

“Cam yourself, Tabitha” Tristan walked to his desk and sat in the chair. “| assure
you Lord Hawthorne is a man | can trust. He will not tell anyone about you coming
here or about Lady Hollingsworth.” He broke the seal on the letter and scanned the
contents. Diana needed to speak with him tonight. It was urgent.

He glanced up at Tabitha. “Tell Dianal will be there.”

“l shall.” She turned toward the door and placed her hand on the door latch. “1 beg
you, Lord Tristan, please don’t say anything to your friend. Y ou might trust him, but
| do not.”

“Why isthat, | wonder?’ Slowly, he stood and walked toward her. “Have you met my
friend before or had dealings with him?’

“No, but...” Shetook adeep breath. “Men like your friend are only athreat to women
like myself. | may not know him, but I’ve heard of his reputation and it’s not a good
one.”

Tristan wanted to laugh, but he refrained. “I certainly can’'t argue with you on that
matter.”

She curtsied. “Good day, Lord Tristan.” She pulled the hood lower over her forehead,
ducked her head and |eft.

Tilting his head, he studied her as she scurried away. Strange woman, especially
when she tried her hardest not to have his servants look her way.



Tabitha rushed out of the townhouse, and breathed a sigh of relief to be out of that
place. She couldn’t have anyone recognize her or even think she looked familiar.
That would certainly not be a good thing and perhaps ruin her life—especially when
the wrong person saw her. But she wasn’t out of danger yet. As soon as she stepped
foot back into Diana s house, the immediate danger to Tabitha would be gone.

“What's your hurry, my lovely?’

The man’s sultry voice turned her blood to ice. Yet at the same time, anger filled her
and she wanted to tell the lord to mind his own business and leave her alone.

She glanced over her shoulder. Lord Hawthorne casually walked toward her from the
side of the house, still wearing that knee-buckling grin on his nicely chiseled face.
Curse the man for looking at her like that. He had no right. No right at all!

“If you will excuse me, my lord, | must be getting back.”

“But Miss Tabitha, I’'m certain your mistress would not scold you for talking to me
for two minutes.”

“Probably not, but I'd rather not take up your time.” She continued to hurry, but his
long legs had him catching up fast.

“I must admit Miss Tabitha, that you have me very curious about your behavior
toward me. Pray, did | offend you in some way when we met? Did | say the wrong
thing?’

Good grief! What was wrong with this man? Why didn’'t he take the hint? Huffing,
she stopped and faced him, causing him to nearly bump into her. She had to tilt her



head back to ook into his face—a face that was too handsome to be real.

“1f you must know, | would rather not converse with you. I’'m in a hurry—"

“Just two minutesisall | ask.”

He grinned at her again, and she wanted to slap it right off his face. “If | relent, will
you then leave me alone?’

His eyes widened as did his mischievous smile. “Leave you aone? Why would you
want me to do that?’

“Lord Hawthorne, I’ m quite certain you have charmed many women, but | will not be
one of them. Please save your efforts for someone who actually wants your attention.
I, my lord, do not.”

Not very often did she get to witness atitled man’s jaw drop and his mouth gape, but
this was one time she did. Surprise registered on his face along with bewilderment.
She was sure he never had a woman say that to him before.

It didn’t take long before he shook himself out of his stunned silence and
straightened.

“Miss Tabitha, you intrigue me, and | find myself wanting to get to know you better,
mainly because of your refusal to be courteous.”

He cannot be serious! “Then what would it take for you to leave me alone? Would
swooning at your feet and falling into your arms make you give up pursuit? If so, |

would gladly do that now just to be rid of your persistence.”

Lord Hawthorne chuckled and folded his arms across his chest. “So are you awoman



who doesn’'t enjoy a man giving her compliments?’

She shook her head.

“Do you mean to tell methat if | told you that your eyes were as beautiful as the blue
iris flower you would not like that? And if | told you that your face was lovelier than
most women | have met—that it wouldn’'t make a difference to you? Indeed, you are
an angel who has dropped from the heavens.”

Against her will, her heart did a silly flip. Curse his hide! But she would gladly show
him her devilish side—and she just might if he didn’t |eave.

Giving a nonchaant shrug, she said, “I’'m sorry to say, but no, your words do not
affect me. | don't have the time for flattery. You are wasting your efforts.” She
straightened her shoulders. “Now, my lord, | believe it has been two minutes and |
must be getting back to my mistress.” She bobbed a quick curtsy. “Have a pleasant

day.”

This time as she hurried away, he didn’t follow. It took all of her willpower not to
turn and look back, but as she reached the end of the walkway, she just couldn’t help
herself and peeked over her shoulder. Lord Hawthorne hadn’t moved from where she
left him, and when he saw her look back, his face beamed with happiness. Oh great!
Now she knew she’ d never be rid of him. Well, she would just have to try harder.

The closer to Diana’ s home, the more relaxed Tabitha became. She really didn’t want
to be around the Worthington family. Being right inside the dragon’s lair frightened

her nearly to death. And she wasn’'t an easy person to scare.

Y et she could never let them know her secret. Not now. Not ever.



Long after the servants had retired for bed, Tristan crept out of his house. He wore
black clothes and cape, hoping he wouldn’t get noticed. The streets were dark as he
rode his horse to Diana’ s house, and as he approached her estate, all seemed quiet. He
tied his horse to the front gate and cautiously snuck to the front door. Just as the note
indicated, the door was unlocked.

Once he stepped inside, he felt another presence. The dark corridor didn’t show him
anything, but he heard breathing. Seconds later, came the soft steps of awoman.

“Tristan?’ Dianawhispered.

A relieved sigh escaped histhroat. “Yes, itisl.”

A dark shadow moved in front of him and her hand clasped with his.

“Follow me.”

Tristan twined his fingers with hers and followed. Together they tiptoed up the stairs
and down another long corridor. When they reached a room, she opened the door.
Inside one candle had been lit, which helped him to see dlightly better.

Diana still wore a gown, but her hair had been brushed out of the ringlets and the
tight coil she usually wore. With very little lighting, he couldn’t see her beautiful eyes
like he wanted, but he knew they sparkled green.

“I’m so glad you came,” she said softly as she closed the door.

He moved in front of her and clasped both of her hands. “Nothing could keep me
away.” He wanted to take her in his arms so badly right now, but didn’t dare. Being

away from her these past few days had been torture, and he feared if he started
kissing her, he would never want to stop.



“Your missive sounded urgent.”

She nodded. “What | have to tell you is extremely urgent. It's about Lord Elliot’s
murder.”

Tristan tugged on her hands and led her to the sofa against the wall near the window.
He dipped off his cape and rested it over the back of a nearby chair before sitting
next to her on the sofa.

“Has the magistrate talked to you?’ he inquired.

“Yes, early this afternoon, in fact.”

“Same with me.” He rubbed his thumb over her knuckles. “And if they said the same
thing to you as they did to me, then | certainly know why your note sounded so

urgent.”

“Oh, Tristan.” Dianalaid her head on his shoulder. “What are we to do? We were not
working together to kill Ludlow or Lord Elliot.”

“1 know, but proving that to the magistrate might be quite atask for us.”

Shetilted her head to meet his stare. “ Somehow they know | kidnapped you.”

“Yes, they hinted that to me as well. They wanted me to confess that you were the
lady who | was with, but | refused to give your name.” He stroked her cheek. “I have

done enough damage to your reputation, and | assure you, | won't do any more.”

Sighing, she cuddled against his palm. “Oh, Tristan. We cannot go on like this, yet if
we are seen together, people will become suspicious. They will think the worst.”



She had been thinking what he had, but that didn’t make it any easier to handle. Truth
was, if he had to be without her for very long, he feared he would break down and let
everyone know his feelings about this kind and forgiving woman.

“Diana, you might be able to go without seeing me, but I’'m not that strong.” He
cupped her face and brought his mouth down on hers.

She responded quickly, meeting his kisses with a fierce urgency. Her hands clung to
the front of his waistcoat before dliding up to hook around his neck as she pulled him
closer.

Groaning with happiness, he wrapped his arms around her, keeping her in place
against his chest. Her heartbeat thumped the same quick rhythm as his, and her heavy
breaths were just as ragged as well.

It thrilled him to think her feelings mirrored his perfectly right now. Although he
enjoyed what they were sharing, panic grew inside him and he wondered if he'd ever
get to kiss her like this again. Three years ago when they’d been so passionate,
something yanked away his happiness and left him in misery. He prayed that
wouldn’t happen again.

Y et somehow... he felt the worst was about to happen.
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“O h, Tristan,” Diana whispered breathlessly against hislips. “I fear if we don’t stop
thisinstant, we might do something very improper.”

Tristan’s body shook with silent laughter, and she withdrew dlightly to gaze into his
shadowed eyes—eyes that she’' d dreamed about for so long now that she still couldn’t
believe thiswas real. Smiling, she fingered the soft hair on his neck.

“My dear, Diana. I’'m happy to know your thoughts are as wicked as mine.”

“Y ou were thinking the same thing?’

“1 was thinking earlier that if | started kissing you tonight, | would never want to stop.
After seeing your beautiful long hair flowing around your shoulders, | realized how |
want you just like this, next to me and cuddling so personally.” He leaned closer and
rubbed his cheek against hers.

Happiness swelled in her chest. She'd waited to feel this way for so long.
Unfortunately, as most of the events in her life, falling in love with Tristan wasn’'t

right yet. There were too many barriers keeping them apart. Especially now.

“Tristan, whatever shall we do? We cannot see each other until they find the guilty
person, yet staying away from you would be impossible.”

“l agree.” He kissed her lips again briefly before pulling back. “But | do have a
solution.”

“Please tell. I'm all out of ideas.”



“l propose we return to your grandmother’s cottage. | shall tell my family I'm
traveling abroad, and you could tell your staff that you have sick family and you will
be gone for along time.” He grinned. “Nobody would know we were together.”

She sighed and rested her head on his chest, sliding her arms around his middle.
“That does sound Heavenly.”

“Then do you agree that’ s our only choice?’

“Yes, | do. But | still fear someone will find out, and if there is another murder, the
magistrate will continue to suspect us.”

“Wewon't let that happen. We shall be very careful.”

Diana lifted her head and looked into his eyes. “You are serious about this, aren’t
you?’

“Extremely.” He cupped the side of her face. “We have been apart for too long. |
refuse to let anyone—or anything—keep us from being together.”

Her heart melted. How could it not from his sweet words? “Then when should we
start planning our little holiday?’

“The sooner the better.” He winked. “Actually | was thinking in afew days. You can
leave first then | shall leave three days later. That way people won't suspect we have
left together.”

She nodded as calmness settled in her heart. She prayed he was correct that nobody
would find out. Still, she must do something to try and discover who was really
committing these murders. There was no way she wanted to keep her feelings from
Tristan and everyone else.



For once in her life, she could see the end of a dreary tunnel, and she couldn’t wait to
get there.

The plan was simple. All Tabitha had to do was take a few of Diana’'s trunks to the
cottage, check on Sally, then return. Y et complications arose and by the time Tabitha
was having the last trunk loaded, she was ready to scream with frustration. If it
wasn't one of the horses losing a shoe, it was the footman dropping one of the trunks
and breaking it beyond repair.

She’'d wanted to leave early enough in the day so that she could return to the manor
by nightfall, but now she would have to stay the night. Being by herself wasn't
terribly boring, but conversing with Diana would definitely make time pass quicker.

Tabitha tightened the ribbons of her bonnet under her chin, and climbed into the
carriage. Just as she settled herself on the seat, the vehicle jerked into motion. She'd
brought a few books to read for her journey, but at the moment, she was too mentally
exhausted to think about absorbing anything in the leather-bound novels.

Resting her head back against the seat, she closed her eyes, wanting nothing more to
do right now but dream of her future. Or at least imagine what her future could be.
Unfortunately, just as she was picturing a different world—one with happiness and
solace—a man’s charming smile and intense eyes popped into her head.

Never had she seen a more handsome man before—wide shoulders and chest,
muscular legs, and blue-gray eyes that could melt a witch’s heart. Not only that, but
his husky laugh had made her heart skip a beat.

She growled and snapped open her eyes. Why was she thinking about him ? The
scoundrel shouldn’'t even be worth her time or worth daydreaming about. Men like



him didn’t have hearts.

From outside the carriage, someone whistled and the vehicle slowed. Mumbling
voices were heard. Someone was talking to Mr. Coggins, the driver. Seconds later,
the door opened and in jJumped a man. She gasped and braced herself on the seat. In a
split second, he had closed the door and sat next to her as the vehicle picked up
speed. Familiar blue-gray eyes twinkled when he smiled.

“Where are we going, my lovely?’

When it finally sank in her head that Lord Hawthorne had invaded her space and
privacy, anger overrode the shock pumping through her. She bunched her hand into a
fist and punched his arm. “You cannot be serious. What in Heaven's name are you

doing here?’

“I’m riding with you.” He motioned his head toward the front of the carriage where
the driver was. “Did you not hear me asking the driver if | could get in?’

“Of course not. If | had, | would have blocked the door to keep you away from me.”
Sitting back in the seat, he stretched his long legs in front of him as he raked his
fingers through his wind-blown hair. “You didn’t answer me, my lovely. Where are

we going?’

“ We are going nowhere! You, however, will be getting out any moment or else I'll
personally push you out myself.”

His gaze skimmed over her arms then traveled down her dress. Chuckling, he shook
his head. “I wouldn’t bet on that. Y ou do not appear to be that strong.”

Sherolled her eyes. “Are you sure?’



He shrugged and held his hands out, palms up. “Giveit atry. | dare you.”

Oh, the infuriating man! “Fine, you win. | cannot possibly throw you out, so I'll
politely ask you to leave,” she said, grinding out each word.

“All right. Go ahead.”

“Go ahead? What are you talking about, sir?’

“You said you would politely ask me to leave.” His grin stretched. “I’m still waiting
for the polite part.”

“Augh! What have | ever done to deserve this?’ she muttered.

He leaned closer, gazing deep into her eyes. “You know, | don't believe | have ever
seen such avivid color of eyesin my life.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Y ou have never seen blue before?’

“Yes, but your eyes are more than that. In fact, | believe we shall name a new color
right now—just for your eyes and your eyes alone.”

“And pray, what would that name be?’

“Amazing.”

Inwardly, she groaned. “Y ou have got to be jesting.”

“ About your eye color?’

“Not that—about your choice of words. | believe, my lord, that you are repeating



memorized phrases specifically used to charm awoman senseless.”

He hitched a breath, placing his hand on his chest. “You wound me deeply, my
lovely.”

She growled. “Will you stop calling me my lovely 7

Leaning closer, his gaze rested on her mouth. He lifted his hand and gently stroked
her cheek. Heat slipped from his fingertip and melded into her skin. Good Heavens
thisiswrong!

“l fear | cannot,” he said deeply. “The sentiment merely rolls off my tongue, and
stopping is furthest from my mind.”

He was too close. Inhaling deeply only made her that much more aware of his
intoxicating scent of leather and musk. Silently, she groaned, knowing she could not
be taken by this man.

She pressed her palms against his chest—a hard frame, no less—and moved him
away. “Lord Hawthorne, what have | ever done to make you want to pursue me like
this?’

“1 have not stopped thinking about you. In fact, you look very familiar to me, but |
cannot think how | know you.”

“You don’t know me. So go away.”

“But it's more than that,” he continued without acknowledging her request. “I find
you intriguing, and well, when | rode by Lady Hollingsworth’s estate and saw you
out front instructing the footman to load the trunks, | became curious. Especially
when | never saw the lady of the home actually board the carriage.”



“Lord Hawthorne, has anyone told you how insufferable you are?’

“Not at all, which is another reason why you intrigue me.”

“Because you' re not used to women shunning you?”’

“Exactly.”

She rubbed her forehead as the pounding that started when he flew into the carriage
grew worse. “Please tell me what | can say to make you leave.”

“What isit that you don’t like about me?’

“Y ou mean you don’t know?”’

“Humor me.”

“Weéll, for one, | don’t enjoy forward men. Y ou are far too bold for my tastes.”

Nodding, he scratched his chin. “And this coming from the woman who kidnapped
my friend?’

Heat climbed her face that had nothing to do with her anger. “And secondly, | do not
like that you have ignored every hint I’ ve given to discourage you, yet you continue
to pursue me.”

“What can | say? | find you fascinating.”
“And lastly, | do not like men who think that just because I'm a maid, that I'm a

willing participant in their lusty adventures.” Memories crashed through her head of
Lord Elliot. Hatred for men like him made her so angry she could spit nails!



“You think that’s what I’m after... awilling maid? Did you not hear me when | told
you how interesting you are to me?”’

She folded her arms. “Oh, I’'m quite certain you find me interesting, but only for the
bedroom. In reality, men of your station would never think of marrying a woman like

me.

His eyes widened and he lifted his hands in surrender. “ Stop right there. All | want to
do is get to know you, and suddenly you are talking marriage?’

“Tell mel’m wrong, Lord Hawthorne. The only reason you want to get to know meis
to charm me into having your wicked way with me.”

He didn't speak, and silence stretched between them as the seconds ticked by. She
knew she was right, and deep inside she wished for once she had been wrong. But she
was old enough by now and been taught too many of life's lessons to know that
fairytales never came true.

“You don’t have to answer that, my lord, but please leave. | did not invite you to ride
with me, so please be kind enough to go.”

“Where are you going?’ he asked.

“Away with Lady Hollingsworth to take care of her ailing relative.” She lifted her
chin. “That's al you need to know.”

“Then where is Lady Hollingsworth? If you are traveling with her, shouldn’t she be
here?’

Tabitha fisted her hands, hoping he' d leave soon before she hit him. She moved her
arm and pounded on the wall of the carriage and shouted, “Driver, stop the vehicle



now.

Lord Hawthorne narrowed his eyes as the carriage came to a stop. She motioned
toward the door. “Please leave now before I summon the watch.”

He nodded. “ As always, Miss Tabitha, it was a pleasure conversing with you.”

He opened the door and climbed out. When he shut the door, she released a sigh of
relief. Hopefully, from here on out, that man would stay far away from her.

Diana decided to hold a dinner party for just her close friends. This would be her last
appearance before she went away to help her sickly aunt—so her story would be. If
she stayed completely away from her friends, they might suspect she had killed her
husband. If they knew what had realy happened, they would have hailed her a
heroine because of what she had suffered being married to him.

Nevertheless, this evening she sat at the head of the table as she and six of her friends
ate their dinner and chatted about useless topics. It was al Diana could do to keep the
faux smile on her face as she sipped a glass of sherry.

After dinner, she led the ladies into the parlor where she’'d previously had tables and
chairs set up for a game of whist. It was hard to pretend to be enjoying herself, when
al she wanted to do was leave this place and go to her grandmother’ s cottage to be
with Tristan. Concentrating on the topic of conversations was also difficult, and she
found herself glancing at the clock in the room more times than she should have.

Once, she thought she'd heard a man’s voice at the front door, and her heartbeat
thudded faster in excitement, hoping... praying it wasn't Tristan for fear people
would speculate about their relationship. When she redlized she’'d been hearing



things, her spirits dropped and it was even more difficult to smile.

She really needed to snap out of this melancholy mood before one of her friends
noticed. Dianawouldn’t put it past Lady Dashwood to actually say something, either.

Finally, when she could stand no more, she excused herself to visit the ladies retiring
room. Up the smaller corridor was the room. A few maids were there, ready to assist.
Dianawished to be alone, yet that wasn't proper without causing suspicion.

She didn’t spend a lot of time in the room before she was presentable again, and
when she walked out, she took slow steps, not really wanting to pretend to enjoy her
friends company. She must make some excuse to end the evening. Perhaps she
would tell them that she had along journey on the morrow, and she needed her sleep.

Shrugging, she rolled her eyes. At this point in the evening, she'd say anything to get
her friends to leave. As she passed one of the empty rooms, the door was gjar and she
could tell someone wasinside. Curiosity had her stopping to take a peek.

Before she had time to think, the door widened and out from the darkness shot a
man’'s hand, grabbing her and yanking her into the room. Her feet moved
obediently—it was either that or fall on her face—and soon she was pressed up
against a muscular body. Immediately, she knew his scent, and the way her body
cuddled so well with his.

Diana glanced up into his shadowed face. “Tristan, what are you doing?’ she
whispered.

“How did you know it was | ?’

She chuckled. “I assure you, there is no other man who wants to grab me and pull me
into aroom for some privacy.”



He cupped her face with one hand. “ Then indeed, | am the most fortunate man. | do
not want any other man paying attention to you.”

“You are too kind. But | think the other men will stay far away because they believe
me to be a murderess.”

“Good.” He grinned.

“Good?’ she gasped in shock.

“Yes. If they think that way about you, then | won't be competing with any other
suitor thistime.”

She shook her head. “You were not in competition with anyone last time, either. If
you recall, | was being forced to marry Ludiow.”

“1 do recall very well now, and I’m vastly relieved there is no other man in your life.”

“You are the only one | want. Now and always.”

She didn’'t alow him to make the first move. Lifting on her toes, she reached up to
capture his mouth with hers. Thankfully his mouth had begun to descend and so she
didn’t have to reach very high.

His arms wrapped around her and held her tight as she dlid her palims up his chest and
hooked her hands around his neck. His lips moved perfectly with hers, so soft and
gentle at first then alittle more urgent. Her heart burst with love and acceptance, and
she loved thisfeeling that hadn’t been part of her life before.

She wanted more—much more. Never did she want to be separated from him again.
If only fate would lend a helping hand this time. If only the real killer out there would



get caught.

“Oh, Tristan,” she sighed and broke the kiss. “We should not be doing this here. My
guests are waiting for me to return.”

He blew out a frustrated breath and leaned his forehead against hers. “I know, my
love, but | couldn’'t keep away from you. | knew you had visitors this evening, and

when | arrived, | begged Tabithato let me see you—if even just a glimpse.”

“Really?’” Surprise jolted through her. “I thought I’ d heard a man at my door, but then
| realized it was only my imagination.”

“No, it was |I. When | saw you sitting in with your guests, | knew | had to steal a
private moment to take you in my arms and share a passionate kiss.”

“Three days,” she whispered. “I will leave for the cottage tomorrow and then you will
follow in three days, just as we had planned.”

“1 cannot wait that long.”

Smiling, she stroked his cheek. “Neither can |, but we must.”

“You are correct, my dear. | will try to have more patience.”

She pulled away and squeezed his hands. “L et me leave the room first.”

“I will.”

Diana turned and stepped to the door, but the floor creaked as he stepped behind her

and took her in his arms once again. Closing her eyes, she grinned as his chest
pressed against her back. She rubbed his arms circled around her waist.



“Tristan...”

“Yes, | know. | had a moment of weakness. But can you blame me? | just enjoy
holding and kissing you so much.” He dropped a kiss to her neck.

“No, | won't blame you.” She pulled away from him once again and peeked at him
over her shoulder. “I’ll see you in three days.”

He nodded. “ Three days, and not a moment longer.”
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T abitha reached the cottage just as the sun descended in the horizon. The long ride
made her dreary, but her conversation with Lord Hawthorne made her emotionally
weak. She kept reminding herself that he would only see her as a maid. Nothing
more. It didn’t matter if she was the bastard child of a nobleman, or if she perhaps
had extended family with titles, she was too far beneath his station to live in his
world.

She climbed out of the carriage and hurried into the house before the driver could
bring in Diana' s trunks. As Tabitha removed her bonnet, the stairs creaked, and she
swung in that direction. Sally crept down the steps, her eyes wide with fear.

“It's just me,” Tabitha assured her. “But go back up to your room before the
coachman, Mr. Coggins, seesyou.”

Nodding, Sally quickly retreated.

Tabitha hurried to the front door and held it open for Mr. Coggins. She wondered
how she could keep him from seeing Sally. Because it was too late in the evening for
him to travel back to the estate, the man must stay at the cottage.

Without speaking to her, the coachman carried the trunks and set them on the floor.
Obviously, he was one of Lord Hollingsworth’s loyal servants because every time
Coggins looked her way, he wore that same judgmental scowl as the rest of the
servants wore.

“Thank you, Mr. Coggins. If you will excuse me, | shall prepare us something to eat
in the kitchen.”



“I thank you for your offer, Miss Tabitha, but | will not be staying to take the meal
with you. | have a brother that lives not far from here, and | would rather visit with
him this evening.”

She didn’t want to show him how happy that made her, so she tried to hold in her
exhilaration. Nodding, she said, “As you wish. Have a safe journey to your brother’s
place.”

He turned and left without replying, but that was al right with Tabitha. The quicker
he was gone, the better. She followed him outside, and stayed until he climbed on top
of the carriage, then steered the horses back up the road.

“Is he gone?’ Sally whispered as she peeked out around the door.

Tabitha smiled at the other woman. “Yes, thank goodness. | worried he would not
leave until morning. | would have been watching him nonstop then to make certain he
didn’t find you here.”

Relief swept over Sally’ s expression and she smiled. Moving away from the door, she
walked outside toward Tabitha. The reed-thin girl was probably eighteen or nineteen,
but because of her thinness, Tabitha thought she looked much younger. Today her
pale face actually held a little more color, and her blonde hair looked more yellow in
the shadows.

“1 would not have liked him here, either,” Sally said. “These past couple of days, |
have enjoyed coming out in the yard and partaking of this warm weather. It pleases
me to smell the fresh country air and walk through the paths decorated by lovely
flowers. After Lord Elliot’ s last beating, | feared | might not get through it alive.”

When Sally stepped in front of Tabitha, she patted her friend’s arm. “I would not
have et him touch you one more time. Neither would Lady Hollingsworth.”



Tears welled in Sally’s eyes as she smoothed her hand over her brown dress, till
sporting the rips that had happened during her last beating. Tabitha was thankful the
other woman'’s face was not as bruised as before, and the cut on Sally’s bottom lip
was nearly healed.

“Seeing how you turned out,” Sally said, “makes my will strong. Because you have
endured, so shall I.”

“And you will.” Tabitha smiled. “Nobody should be put through the torture that we
have. And God might strike me down for saying this, but I'm vastly relieved Lord
Elliot has met his Maker. | assure you, God will not be merciful.”

“l pray you are right. There were many times while he hit me when | wished |
could... could...” She sobbed and brought her hand to her mouth.

Tabitha moved closer and put her arm around Sally. “Y ou were not the only person
feeling that way. I’m sure many of his servants wanted him dead.”

“I"'m truly grateful for al that you and Lady Hollingsworth have done. It's just very
unfortunate that Lord Elliot had to die on the same night she rescued me. | hope the
magistrate does not know she was there.”

“1 will do everything in my power to keep Lady Hollingsworth safe.” Tabitha folded
her arms across her chest. “What people don’t seem to understand is that Lord Elliot
deserved his fate. In fact, | think he should have gotten worse. | would have enjoyed
driving aknife into his chest one last time.”

In the stillness of the night, a noise was heard in the shadowy hedge other than the
rustle through the leaves. It almost sounded like... a gasp!

Tabitha swung toward the hedge and fixed her stare on the dark shadows. “Did you



hear that, Sally?’

“Hear what?”’

“It sounded like...” She stepped closer as her heartbeat frantically pounded against
her ribs.

“Likewhat?’ Sally asked, her voice softer than before.

“1 pray I’'m wrong, but it sounded like someone is hiding in the hedges.”

Saly released a panicked squeal and darted inside the house. Tabitha continued
toward the spot where she’ d heard the sound. The closer she came, the more her legs
trembled. Yet, if someone were hiding—and listening—wouldn’t they be trying to
get away right now? The hedges remained unruffled and there were no other sounds.
She stopped inches away from the greenery and peered as hard as she could through
the darkness, but couldn’t see anything.

Perhaps she’ d been wrong. After all, it could have been a small animal. So then why
did it sound like aman’s gasp?

Shaking her head, she turned away and hurried back inside the house. Her
imagination was playing tricks on her again. Why would anyone be this far away
from the town without making their presence known? It definitely wasn't Mr.
Coggins because he had traveled in the opposite direction.

She settled her panic and convinced herself it had indeed been a small animal. As she
entered, she closed the door behind her. “Not to worry, Sally. | think it was a rodent.”

“Areyou sure?’ Sally’s voice came from the kitchen.



“l saw nobody trying to run, and | couldn’'t detect anyone still hiding. So yes, I'm
certain it was arodent.”

Sally slowly exited the kitchen, running her fingers through her hair. “That relieves
me greatly.”

“Forgive me for frightening you.”

“There is nothing to forgive. We all need to be very cautious. At least until Lord
Elliot’s murderer is caught.”

“1 agree.” Tabitha rubbed her hands together. “Now, let’s forget all of this nonsense
and fix us something for dinner. I’'m famished.”

As she made her way into the kitchen, unease grew inside of her. Something wasn't
right, and she couldn’t shake away the feeling. From time to time throughout her life,
she'd experienced these kinds of feelings. More often than not, she was right and
horrible things had occurred. Now, the apprehension growing in her gut hinted of a
danger that lurked in the future. One she could not control.

Tristan paced the floor in his study so much that he feared the rugs needed to be
replaced. And to think he still had to wait three more days. How could he do it? Even
now, the wait was killing him.

Since his return from the cottage after being kidnapped, he'd ridden his stallion by
Diana s estate every day, but never saw her sitting by a window or outside. However,
eavesdropping on his servants proved informative. That was how he’'d heard about
Diana s dinner party with close friends last night. And this morning, the servants had
mentioned how they’ d seen several trunks loaded on Diana' s carriage.



Although he wanted to go to her now, there were still things he must do to ready his
family and friends for his traveling abroad story. He must let his mother know so she
wouldn’'t worry, and for certain he needed to let his brothers and Hawthorne know so
they would not panic. Tristan would only tell his older brother, Trevor, the truth just
in case the magistrate wanted to arrest him.

Deciding not to put this off a minute longer, he snatched his coat jacket off the back
of achair and left the study. “Gentry,” he called out as he marched down the hall.

“Yes, my lord.” The servant rushed out of one of the rooms.

“Please have my horse ready to ride quickly.”

“Asyou wish, my lord.”

Gentry hurried down the hall as fast as his boney legs could carry him. He reached
the front door and opened it, but came to a halt. Standing with his fist raised to knock

was Dominic Lawrence.

“Hawthorne,” Tristan called and motioned his friend to enter. “What brings you to
my door this morning?’

Dominic walked in, but he wasn't wearing his usual cheerful smile. Instead, worry
laced his eyes and frown.

“Worthington, | need to speak to you in private.”

“Certainly. Let’s adjourn to my study.”

Asthey walked to the study, Tristan noticed something else different about his friend.
The dark circles under Nic's eyes, wrinkled clothes, and his unkempt appearance



reminded Tristan of how he used to look after returning from alate night of drinking.
Although—Tristan took a deep sniff—Nic didn’t smell strongly of spirits at all.

Once they reached the study and Tristan closed the door behind them, it was NicC's
turn to pace the floor with his hands clutched behind, resting on his lower back. His
expression was unreadable, but Tristan could see there was much turmoil weighing
on hisfriend’ s mind.

Tristan walked to his chair and sat. “1’m assuming you have heard bad news.”

Nic stopped and faced him with wide eyes. “How do you know?’

Tristan wanted to chuckle, but refrained. “Because of the way you are acting.”
Hawthorne nodded. “What | have to say is not good at all.”

“Then please, tell me what is on your mind.”

Running his fingers through his hair, Nic breathed in deeply then exhaled in slow
measurements. His gaze dropped to the floor. “The other day when | met Diana's
maid, the girl intrigued me, and | felt asif | knew her somehow.” He shrugged. “She
looks so familiar, but | cannot figure out how we met.”

Tristan groaned and rubbed his forehead. “ Stop right there.” When Nic’s eyes jJumped
up and met Tristan’s, he continued. “Are you going to tell me you seduced Miss

Tabithainto your bed?’

Confusion swept across Hawthorne's expression for a split second before he rolled
his eyes. “Of course | didn’t seduce her. What would make you think such athing?’

“Because you have away with charming women, and | noticed the way you had acted



around her the other day.” Tristan arched an eyebrow.

Nic flipped his hand in the air. “Well, remove that idea from your mind because it did
not—and never will—happen.”

Tristan couldn’t believe how relieved he felt right now. He nodded. “Then pardon my
intrusion. Please continue.”

Clearing his throat, Nic straightened. “As | was saying, the girl interested me enough
to watch her closely. Something just was not right about her. Last night | caught her
in Diana’s carriage with Diana's trunks, yet | knew Lady Hollingsworth was at that
party which you had attended. When | talked to Miss Tabitha, my suspicion grew so |
followed her to a place | have never been before—a few hours southwest of here. She
arrived at a small cottage that sat on a beautiful piece of land surrounded by a
magnificent grove of trees.”

Tristan nodded. “That’s the place she took me when she kidnapped me. It's Diana's
grandmother’ s cottage.”

“As it were, | continued to spy on her.” He paused and cocked his head. “Were you
aware they are keeping one of Lord Elliot’ s servants there?’

Surprise washed over Tristan and he blinked. “No, | was not.”

“Apparently, Lord Elliot had beaten her severely, and Dianais now caring for her.”

A smile stretched Tristan’s mouth. Diana had such aloving heart. “ That is something
shewould do.”

“However,” Nic said, folding his arms across his chest, “were you aware that Lady
Hollingsworth had taken this maid from Lord Elliot’ s townhouse the very night of his



murder?’

“Of course not. Don't be ridiculous. | was at the cottage during that time. There was
no way Diana had taken this servant on that night.”

“Well, she did. Both Tabitha and the servant girl had spoken about it while | was
listening to their conversation.”

Tristan’s mind scrambled to remember details about that night. Wasn't that the night
the women had given him adrink of tea laced with sleeping draught because he'd had
a bad dream? Come to think of it, that next morning when he was soaking in the tub
and Diana had walked in on him, he realized her boots were caked with dried mud
and she looked tired.

Pain throbbed behind his eyes and he tried to rub it away. No! This couldn’t be right.
Nic must not have heard correctly.

“Tristan,” Nic said as he walked closer, “| believe Lady Hollingsworth knows more
than she has told you. From what | had overheard, | received the impression that Miss
Tabitha killed Lord Elliot and Lady Hollingsworth knows about it.” He placed his
hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “And if Miss Tabitha killed Lord Elliot, then she was the
one who killed Diana’ s husband.”

The confusion inside Tristan grew thicker and it felt like his head was being squeezed
by giant hands. Not only that, but his chest tightened, making it harder and harder to
breathe. If what Nic said was true...

“No!” Tristan pushed his friend’s hand away, rose from his chair, and stormed to the
window. The throb in his head had intensified. “What you say cannot be true. If
Diana knew Tabitha was the killer, she would have said something to the magistrate.”
He swung and glared at Hawthorne. “Mine and Diana s reputations are at stake here.



She knows neither of us wants to pay for a crime we did not commit.” He raked his
fingers through his hair as frustration built inside of him like a fierce volcano, ready
to explode. “ She wants to be with me as badly as | want to be with her, yet we both
know making our relationship public is out of the question because of this very
issue.” He breathed deeply. “And if she has known al this time who the killer was,
then she bloody well better report it to the magistrate.”

Sighing, Nic leaned back against the edge of the desk. “Do you think Miss Tabithais
blackmailing Diana then?’

Once again, Tristan thought back to the time he was held prisoner, remembering the
way Tabitha and Diana acted around each other. “No. Tabitha is not blackmailing.
Dianaloves her maid too much to be fearful of her, and Tabitha has too much respect
for her mistress to do such athing.”

That conclusion meant only one thing. Diana knew who had killed her husband and
Lord Elliot and wasn’t about to say anything. If Tristan got arrested, would she then
speak the truth to free him? He wasn’t sure he wanted to wait until that time came to
know of her loyalty.
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“1 cannot believe she wouldn’t tell me,” Tristan whispered brokenly.
“There must be areason.”

Tristan shrugged. “The time we were apart, we each held onto the love we had once
shared even though we tried to hide it those years. And now, when we can finally be
together, she is the one stopping it, all because of her maid.”

“Let’s not assume anything yet,” Nic said. “Because of what | heard Miss Tabitha
and the other girl say, | believe Miss Tabithaisthe killer. But | will continue to watch
them both closely. Perhaps I’ m wrong and Diana doesn’t know—"

“Then we must find out.” Tristan’s heart broke—a feeling he had never wanted to
experience again. “From what | have observed between Diana and her maid, they are
as close as sisters. If she is protecting Tabitha, | want to know now—not after I'm
arrested.”

“But how can you find out? If she hasn’'t said anything to you...” Nic threw up his
hands and began to pace. “Does she not love you more than her maid?’

“1 want to think that,” Tristan said in quiet tones as he stared blankly at the floor.
“And | want to trust her. If | lose that trust, | cannot fully give her mine. And love
without trust isno love at all.”

Hawthorne stopped in front of Tristan. “What will you do now?”

“l don’'t know. | was actually going to join her at the cottage in a few days without



anyone knowing | was there. But now...” He sighed heavily. “I will leave today. |
cannot go on any longer without knowing the truth.”

Nic gave Tristan a quizzical glare. “Are you addled? Why would you go now? What
if Miss Tabitha makes you her next victim? And what if the magistrate finds you with
Diana? He would certainly believe you two are in this together.”

“Not if you go with me.” Tristan nodded as confidence built inside him. “Y ou must
go with me, mainly so nobody gets suspicious. | need to talk to Dianain person, or at
least hear it for myself that Tabithais the killer. We need hard evidence to present to
the magistrate to clear my name from their suspects’ list.”

Pausing, he scratched his chin as thoughts rushed through his mind. Silence filled
through the room for the next several minutes while memories flitted through
Tristan’s head. All that he and Diana had been through, why did it have to end up like
this? Why couldn’t love win out for once in hislife?

“l fear the only thing for me to do is go to see her today,” Tristan said in defeat.
“Even if it means discovering something | don’t wish to hear.”

Nic came closer and clasped his hand on Tristan’s shoulder. “Give me time to return
home and change before we're off.”

“Yes, but hurry. I’'m exhausted with all this worry. | want the truth out in the open
once and for all.”

Nodding, Nic turned and hurried out of the room. As Tristan watched Hawthorne
leave, he prayed their plan would come about, and the real killer discovered. Tristan
didn’t know what he was going to say to Diana or how he was going to act, but one
thing was certain—he couldn’t trust her until she opened up to him about Tabitha
Until that happened, he couldn’t fully give her his heart, either.



Diana stared out the window at the passing landscape, not really paying attention to
the land she knew was so beautiful. Due to the pain in her heart, it was impossible to
gaze upon such loveliness and smile.

The carriage whedl hit a rut and jerked her on the seat. She scooted back and made
herself comfortable again. Y et deep in her heart the rut of despair could not be filled.

Pain squeezed her chest as she recalled the exchange she'd overheard between Mr.
Coggins and Martha early this morning as the two servants loaded the carriage for
Diana’ s departure.

After all these years of wondering why Ludlow’s servants hated her, she finally
discovered the truth.

Blinking back the tears stinging her eyes, their voices echoed in her ears—like a
terrifying screech that would always be branded in her memory. They hated Diana
because she had never given Ludlow a child. Apparently, Ludlow’s father had a
temper when he first married, but after Ludlow was born, the temper disappeared.
The servants who knew Ludlow’s family were in hopes that this would happen with
Ludlow, but when Diana couldn’t conceive, they blamed her. And ultimately, they
blamed her for his death as well.

When she had realized she could not have a baby, aray of satisfaction had glimmered
in her heart. She didn’t love Ludlow, and hadn’t wanted his child. She didn't want a
child to have to experience some of the beatings she had done during their years of
marriage. Unfortunately, hisjudgmental servants couldn’t see it that way.

Dianatook a deep breath and slowly released it, hoping to calm her spirits. With any
luck, Mr. Lusk would arrive at the manor while she was staying at the cottage. Then



she would never have to return to the nightmare she'd endured for far too long.
Shouts from Mr. Coggins and the slowing of the carriage alerted her to her
surroundings once again. Home at last. This cottage held such wonderful, tender
memories of the times she spent with her grandmother. And now... Diana sighed and
smiled. Now new memories would be made—happy and unforgettable.

When the carriage stopped, she opened the door and climbed down. Tabitha rushed
out of the house and began issuing instructions to Mr. Coggins. Dianatried to ignore
the suspicious glares from her disgruntled servant as he carried her trunks inside the
house.

“Good day, Tabitha. | trust all iswell with the place?’

Tabitha smiled brightly and nodded. “Everything isin order, my lady.”

“Splendid.”

Tabitha moved closer and touched Diana's arm. “When will Lord Tristan be
arriving?’ she whispered.

“Our plans were for him to arrive in three days.”

“Sally and | have been cleaning aroom and getting it ready for his stay.”

“How is Sally faring?’

“She gets better and better every day. Y ou can hardly see the bruises on her face.”

Diana smiled and squeezed her friend’s hand. “I thank you for everything. | do
believe my life is going to change for the better now.”



“Indeed it will.”

It took afew more minutes for Mr. Coggins to finish unloading all of Diana’s trunks,
and Tabitha assisted as much as she could. By the disapproving glares from Mr.
Coggins, Dianawas vastly relieved she wouldn't have to deal with him much longer.

As she stood just outside the front door watching the man’s departure, a cool wind
blew against her. Gathering her cloak together, she glanced up at the sky. Dark clouds
threatened overhead, hinting that rain would be coming soon. From the fierce rumbles
in the air, she surmised today’ s storm would be long and bring plenty of moisture to
the land.

She entered the cottage, and immediately, her mind returned to the last time she was
here with Tristan. Finally, happiness had found her. She just prayed it would stay.

The stairs creaked and within seconds, Sally hesitantly stepped into view. Diana
nodded and motioned with her hand for Sally to come closer. “Mr. Coggins is gone
now. Y ou will beal right.”

Sally moved closer, her hands clutched against her middie. “I am very happy to see
you again, my lady. Y our presence here lightens my heart.”

“What a sweet thing to say.” Diana lifted Sally’ s chin with her finger and studied her.
“You are looking much healthier, | notice.”

“l feel much better.” Sally smiled. “Soon | will be ready to obtain employment
elsewhere.”

Chuckling, Diana shook her head. “Let’s not rush it. For now, you are welcome to
stay here and assist Tabitha.”



Diana removed her bonnet and gloves as she strode to the stairs. “But for now, I'm
going to retire to my room to rest. | fear the journey—and the turmoil on my
mind—have exhausted me greatly.”

“We shall prepare a mid-day meal while you rest,” Tabitha said cheerfully.

“1 thank you. | don’t plan on resting for very long, so please wake me when the meal
iSsready.”

Just as she placed her foot on the first step, thunder boomed through the house,
shaking the walls. Within seconds after that, rain pelted the roof, sounding more like
rocks were striking the cottage. She groaned. Perhaps she wouldn’t get any rest at all.

Once she walked into her room, she realized the howling wind was in competition
with the hard rain to see which one could be nosier. She threw her bonnet and gloves
on the vanity before flopping down on her bed. A lamp had been lit, but the dark
clouds made the room much darker than Diana had expected.

She stood and went to the lamp to adjust the lighting. As she turned back to the bed
and removed her cloak, a tree from outside knocked against the side of the house.
Thunder boomed in the air again, but this time it sounded like men’s voices, even
Tristan.

Chuckling, Diana rationalized that because she wanted to see Tristan so badly, she
could imagine him and actually hear his voice. These next three days were going to
pass slowly, she just knew it. She couldn't wait to be in his arms again, gazing
lovingly into his dreamy eyes, and hearing his husky tone.

Another sound ricocheted through the air and she swung toward the door, listening
closer. Tabitha s voice was raised, but not with excitement, nor was it lifted in panic.
It was more like she meant to warn...



Quickly, Diana rushed out of her room and to the top of the stairs. The voices were
more precise now, and there were definitely visitors in the house. By the tingles
running up and down her arms, she knew Tristan was here.

With her heart beating happily, she hurried down the stairs to greet the man she
loved, but as soon as she rested her gaze on the people in the room, her feet skid to a
halt. Lord Hawthorne? What is he doing here?

Both men were drenched from head to toe and shucking out of their soaked cloaks.
Although they had removed their hats, each man’s hair was saturated to their head.
The rain pelting against the cottage reminded her of the storm swirling around them.

Diana took a quick survey of who stood in the room, and her heart sank when she
noticed Sally still here. The maid stood in the corner of the room, twirling a blonde
lock of hair around her finger as she stared at the floor, appearing as if she wanted to
crawl in a hole and hide. Tabitha stood next to her—cheeks bright with fury—as
she’ d been talking, but upon seeing Diana, the young woman'’s chatting ceased.

Diana swung her attention back to Tristan. Although he smiled at her, his expression
was faux. Distrust coated his gaze. Within a split second, her heart cried out as guilt
swept over her like waves of despair.

She wasn'’t foolish enough to believe he was here for their secret get-away holiday,
especialy since he'd brought Lord Hawthorne with him. So then why had Tristan
come, and in therain?

Deep down inside she knew. Tristan was here for answers and nothing less.

Silently, she prayed he would believe her and understand when she confessed the
truth.
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T aking a deep breath, Tristan prayed for courage... courage to hold strong and
demand to know the truth from Diana. He also needed the courage to keep his heart
from melting every time he looked into her fascinating green eyes. Her lovely orbs
had always had an enchanting effect on him that made him lose his mind severa
times since he'd first met her. How could one woman have this kind of control over
his senses? If he discovered she was withholding the truth from him, his heart and
mind wouldn’t be ableto take it.

A shiver ran through him that had nothing to do with the coldness seeping into his
drenched limbs.

“Lord Tristan. Lord Hawthorne. What a surprise it is to see you here.” Diana stepped
toward them to take their cloaks. Tabitha rushed to help assist.

Tristan peeled his cloak off his shoulders and handed it to Diana while Nic did the
same, giving his to the maid. Tristan moved his attention from beautiful Diana, past
Tabitha and to the corner of the room.

A qirl, dlightly younger than Tabitha, stood still, acting as if she was afraid to move
and appearing as if she wished she were a part of the wall. This must be the maid Nic
had mentioned. Her pale face and downcast gaze let him know she did not want to be
seen, and appeared to be frightened, like a mouse caught in atrap.

“Please come over here by the fire to warm yourselves,” Diana encouraged. “Today’s
storm was certainly fierce and so very unexpected.”

He followed her to the fireplace, watching her reaction closely. It was obvious by her



wide eyes and over-exuberant greeting that she tried to turn an uncomfortable
situation into a good one. She also fidgeted too much, which meant she was
nervous... more nervous than she should be, in his opinion.

He switched his focus to Tabitha. The young woman acted the same way around Nic,
except she didn’t try to talk to him. Hawthorne, however, trained his suspicious gaze
on her directly.

“Lady Hollingsworth,” Tristan began and he rubbed his palms up and down his arms,
trying to circulate warmth back in his body, “forgive us for this surprise visit, but it
was most urgent that | speak with you. Regretfully, Lord Hawthorne and | had no
idea we would be caught in the rainstorm, so | hope we have not burdened you in any

way.”
“Don’'t be ridiculous.” Diana brushed her hand in the air. “Y ou are always welcome
here, Lord Tristan.” She glanced behind Tristan at Dominic. “And you as well, Lord
Hawthorne.”

“You are very kind, Lady Hollingsworth.”

“| fear,” Diana continued, “that | don’t have any extra clothes for the two of you to
change into while we dry your wet ones.”

“Actually,” Tabitha hastily cut in, “your grandmother was a large lady if | recall,
Lady Hollingsworth.” She ran her gaze slowly over Nic, and Tristan was surprised to
see disgust instead of interest when she looked at his friend. “So I’m certain if Lord
Hawthorne wouldn’t mind wearing a nightgown—"

“1 appreciate your concern,” Nic quickly replied, “but | would rather catch
pneumonia than be seen wearing alady’ s nightgown, or any gown, for that matter.”



Tabitha glared at Nic, looking as if fire would shoot out of her eyes any moment.
Tristan bit his lip to hold back a laugh. This was the first time he'd ever seen a
woman not fall al over herself trying to impress Lord Hawthorne. This definitely
couldn’t be good for Nic's ego.

“Be that as it may,” Tristan said, hoping not to encourage Tabitha and Nic into
starting a heated argument, “1 think standing by the fire will dry us quickly enough.”

“Areyou certain?’ Diana asked in atender voice. “1 could find some woolen blankets
and you two could wrap yourself in those while your clothes are drying.”

He smiled softly at her. It was hard not to. “I suppose we could do that.”

“Come,” she said, turning toward the stairs, “you and Lord Hawthorne can use the
guest bedroom to change. Tabitha?’ She glanced at the maid. “Will you find me two
blankets, and Sally will you get started on our mea? I'm certain the men are
extremely hungry after their long excursion.”

“As you wish, my lady.” The women chimed together then moved out of the room,
heading in different directions.

“Gentlemen?’ Diana amed her attention on Tristan. “If you will follow me, | shall
show you to the chamber.”

As Diana led the way, Nic nudged Tristan with his elbow then motioned his head
toward the door Sally had exited and mouthed the words, that’s her. Tristan nodded,
but didn’t say anything to hisfriend. Instead, he wanted answers from Dianafirst.

Marching ahead of him, he wondered what her big hurry was. He grasped her elbow
in aloose hold, slowing her down abit. She looked over her shoulder at him. “Diana,
who is the new girl? She wasn't here before.”



Her eyes widened and her attention jumped between him and Nic. “Her name is
Sally. | thought she could help out Tabithafor awhile.”

“How very thoughtful of you.” He really didn't know what else to say. Getting
serious about a conversation at this point in the evening was useless. If he said
something to upset her, she’'d send him away, and in this downpour that wasn’t such a
good idea. It was best to prolong their much needed conversation until sunset. Diana
wouldn’t send him out of the house then. She was too much alady to do that.

She led them into the bedroom before moving to the fireplace to lay some logs on.
Taking fast steps, he hurried to her and grabbed the piece of wood out of her hand.

“Allow me to make my own fire,” he told her. “It’s the least | can do for showing up
unannounced.”

Her stare delved deep into his eyes before slowly moving over hisface. “Tristan, why
are you here? What was the great urgency to speak with me?’ Her voice was low.

He shook his head. “Not now. There will be plenty of time for usto talk once I’'m out
of these wet clothes.”

The shuffling of feet pulled his focus from Diana toward the doorway as Tabitha
entered. She handed a blanket to Nic—almost shoved it at him, actually—then nicely
handed Tristan a blanket.

“Thank you,” he told the maid.

“1 shall leave you to change now,” Diana spoke calmly. “Just place your wet clothes
outside the door and Tabitha and Sally will hang them above the fire to dry.”

As Tabitha walked past Nic, she turned up her nose at him. Hawthorne gripped her



arm, stopping her and piercing her with his hard stare. “I better not see burns in my
clothes caused by your careless hand.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Indeed, my lord, | had not thought of such a thing, but

now...

“ Tabitha ,” Diana warned. “I assure you, Lord Hawthorne, your clothes will not be
burned.”

When the ladies left and the door was closed behind them, Tristan breathed a ragged
sigh. Although wet and weary, the worst of the evening was yet to come.

“By Jove, my good man,” Nic said with a sudden cheerful voice, “I believe you put
on a splendid performance.”

Gritting his teeth, Tristan glared at his friend as he started to remove his neck cloth.
Traveling to the cottage had been a long journey, and his friend’s humor had grated
on his nerves for the last time today. “Oh really? What gave it away? My sarcastic
tone? The hard set of my jaw as | gnashed my teeth? Or was it the distrust that I'm
sure Diana saw in my eyes?’

Nic tilted his head and gave Tristan aquizzical stare. “Honestly, was that called for?’

“What are you talking about?’

“I’m referring to your vicious attitude.”

Blowing out a frustrated breath, Tristan finished removing the neck cloth and
shrugged out of his waistcoat. “My apologies, my friend. I’m in a sour mood, and |

should not be vexed with you. After al, if you had not overheard the two maids, |
would still have my head in the clouds feeling an abundance of lover’s bliss.”



Nic scowled. “Are you saying | should have held my tongue?’ He shook his head as
he yanked off his waist jacket. “Forgive me for thinking that kind of news was
important. All that was going through my mind was imagining the trouble you would
get inif the truth wasn't discovered soon. | did not want to see that happen to you.”

Tristan waved his hand in the air. “Y ou misunderstood, Hawthorne. I’'m grateful you
told me, but at the same time, my heart is broken because the woman | have loved for
so long is deceiving me. That iswhy | have arotten disposition.”

“Of course, Worthington. | understand. | shall try not to poke fun at your expense any
longer. | cannot even imagine how you must feel right now.”

“1 thank you, Hawthorne. | pray you will never have your heart broken like this. Then
again—" Tristan scratched his chin, “it would be a miracle if you ever gave your
heart to awoman at all.”

Nic laughed loudly. “That miracle will never happen, | assure you. | shall remain a
bachelor for the rest of my life.”

After removing his shirt, Tristan knelt in front of the hearth and threw the logs in.
“You never did tell me why you are like this.”

“What do you mean?’

He struck the flint. “Why are you so reluctant to fall in love?’

“Worthington,” Nic said as he struggled to get his wet shirt over his head, “there are
many things you don’t know about me. Why are you so certain | have never given my

heart to a woman? Perhaps | have been burned in the past, which iswhy | don’t want
todoit again.”



The spark in the fireplace started. Tristan blew on it gently until a good fire began to
burn. “Are you going to alow one woman to control how you feel for the rest of your
life?’

Nic moved to stand by the fire. Tristan looked up at his friend’s serious expression.
Not often did Hawthorne show this vulnerable side to him.

Nic tapped his finger on his chin. “You know, | could say the same about you.”

“Me?’

“Indeed. Have you not allowed Lady Hollingsworth to control your feelings? If we
discover from our visit here that she has indeed deceived you, will your heart be
scarred for life? Or will you eventually find another woman to love?’

Tristan stared into the fire. Numbness spread across him and he refused to think of
the future. Nic was correct. Tristan had allowed Diana into his heart, and God help
him, he never wanted to let her out.

“1 just don’t understand you, Tabitha. Why do you taunt that man so much?’ Diana
sat at the table peeling potatoes as her maids helped her prepare the meal. “Lord
Hawthorne is a respected man... and a man many women would love to marry, |
might add. | just cannot understand why you don’t have dreamy eyes for him.”

A loud unlady-like grunt came from Tabitha as she rolled her eyes. “ That will never
happen. Men like him are not worth my time. And honestly, the only reason | put up

with Lord Tristan is because of you.”

Diana set her knife and potato down before looking at Tabitha. “What do you mean



men like him ? Are you referring to rakes or nobility? Because Tristan has never been
ascoundrel.”

“Perhaps it's a combination of both that I'm disgusted with.” Tabitha frowned.
“Gentlemen think of themselves as holier-than-thou creatures who cannot even force
themselves to speak civilly to someone who is beneath their station, and if they do
speak, they treat uslike our only purposeisto warm their beds.”

Diana patted her friend’s shoulder. “There are a lot of men like what you have
described, but Lord Hawthorne and Tristan are not like that.”

“1 see them differently, my lady. They treat me differently when you are not around.”

Narrowing her gaze, Diana shook her head. “Tristan has treated you in such a way,
like he wants you to warm his bed?’

Tabitha cringed. “No, not that way, but he looks down on me as if | were nothing but
dirt on his boots.”

“Lady Hollingsworth,” Sally cut in, “I must agree with Tabitha. Because we are not
but mere servants, we will always be treated as such. Lord Elliot taught us that lesson
well.”

“Not all masters are like Lord Elliot.” Diana cut up a potato, letting it drop into the
pot. “In fact Tabitha, do you not remember how it was when you and your mother
worked for my grandmother?’

“Yes, | remember. Working for her was pure Heavenly. Your grandmother was the
sweetest woman | knew.” Tabitha smiled at Diana. “And now | know that her
granddaughter inherited her sweet nature.”



“You aretoo kind.” Diana’s face grew warm with the compliment.

“But back then,” Tabitha continued, “I worked for only a woman. After your
grandmother died, | was sent to Lord Elliot. That was the first time a man had been in
charge of me.” She shivered. “I never want to go through that hell again.”

Diana touched her friend's hand. “Tabitha, not all men are like that. | assure you,
Tristan and his brothers will never treat their servants with such disdain.”

Tabitha set her knife down, narrowing her gaze on Diana. “Are you certain, my lady?
| have heard talk from servants and they say the old Duke of Kenbridge was very
mean to his servants and treated women like they were slaves.”

Sighing heavily, Diana nodded. “Indeed, Tristan’s father was a very inconsiderate,
selfish man who loved to create scandal, but even the one son who we thought would
turn out like him, Trey, didn’t end up like his sire after all. Trevor and Tristan will
never be like that, either. | stake my lifeonit.”

“I’m comforted to know you have so much faith in them. However, they are but three
men, and England isfilled with men like Lord Elliot and Lord Hollingsworth.”

Memories Diana tried to bury resurfaced. Scenes flashed through her head of Ludlow
raising his hand to her when he thought she’'d done something wrong. He even
starved her on a few occasions, and those were the nice punishments he'd inflicted
upon her. “Very true, Tabitha. | wish more men were like the Worthington brothers.”

“As do |,” Tabitha said with a frown. “Forgive me for speaking my mind, but I'm
vastly relieved Lord Elliot and Lord Hollingsworth have been taken from this world.
They both deserved to die for what they did to all of us. In fact, the thought of killing
them with my bare hands had crossed my mind several times. | cannot tolerate men
who treat women in such away. They all deserve to die, or be punished severely.”



“1 agree,” Sally muttered her response.

Diana carried the pot of vegetables to the hot stove before pouring water over them.
“1 believe there are many others who share your thoughts.”

“Lady Hollingsworth? Did you ever think of killing your husband?’ Sally asked.

Diana walked back to the table and sat. She linked her fingers together and rested
them on the edge of the table. Thoughts swam in her head, followed by the bitter
feelings she’d once had. “Although | didn’t think about doing the actual deed, | had
prayed that something would happen to my husband to end hislife.” A tear slid down
her cheek that she hadn’t realized was there. “I hated myself for feeling that way, but
when it finally happened, | thanked God that it had. | couldn’t believe how free | felt,
even when the magi strate suspected me of murder.”

“For months | felt that way about Lord Elliot,” Sally injected softly with tearsin her
eyes.

“Asdid |.” Tabitha nodded. “And | was grateful this angel of mercy—" she touched
Diana’ s shoulder—* came to rescue me.”

Sally nodded. “That was also the day | will never forget.” She sniffed and wiped her
hand underneath her nose. “Lady Hollingsworth, you are truly my Savior for rescuing

me from that monster.”

When Diana smiled her lips quaked as she tried to hold back the sob rising in her
throat. “I just wish | would have known about it sooner.”

“You saved my life,” Sally said.

“And mine.” Tabithawiped atear off her face.



Diana stood and hugged Sally, then gave Tabitha a hug as well. Tears streamed down
the servants cheeks, and Diana s own cheeks were even wet.

Pulling away, she wiped her knuckles under her eyes to dry the tears before
smoothing her palms on her apron. “Well, | think we should concentrate on getting
the meal finished. I’'m certain our visitors are famished. And we need to fetch their
clothes and—"

Before she could finish, the floor outside the kitchen door creaked. Diana sucked in a
quick breath and swung toward the door. Her heart dropped.

“What’swrong, my lady?’ Sally questioned.

“1 think someoneisin the hall, coming.”

Diana prayed she was hearing things because she didn't need Tristan or Nic
overhearing and asking her questions later. Her mind argued that the men wouldn’t
leave the room wearing only a blanket to venture into a room with three women,
yet... Someone was indeed outside the door. She could feel it as a dark cloud of
doom settled over her.
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T ristan hitched his breath. We're going to get caught.

He traded panic glances with Nic before motioning with his head toward the nearest
room. As quietly as the two men could walk, they hurried on bare feet inside and
closed the door. Tristan didn't dare make a sound. He even held his blanket around
his shoulderstighter for fear of accidentally dropping the covering.

The squeak from kitchen door opening alerted Tristan that they had just barely made
it before being spotted. Pressing his ear against the wooden door, he held his breath.

“Who is out there?’ Tabitha s voice ailmost echoed through the empty corridor.

“l don't see anyone,” Diana said as relief lightened her voice. “1 suppose | was just
hearing things.”

“Most likely that is what happened,” Tabitha answered. “The wind outside is still
blowing strong. Perhaps that is what you heard.”

“1 certainly hope so.”

As soon as the kitchen door squeaked again, Tristan quietly pulled up on the latch his
hand had been gripping so tightly, opened the bedroom door, and peeked out. Tabitha
and Diana had gone back inside the kitchen. His pounding heartbeat slowly returned
to normal as he expelled a breath.

“Come,” Tristan whispered to Nic, “let’s return to the room before they realize we
were listening.”



Nodding, Nic pulled the blanket tight around his body and hurried up the corridor
behind Tristan toward the stairs.

“That was a close call,” Nic said as they reached the top of the stairs.

“Too close.” Tristan glanced over his shoulder at Nic. “But when | have my talk with
Diana and she asks how | know, | will tell her | overheard her in the kitchen.
Although she insists on holding the truth from me, | shall not do the same. | plan on
being completely honest.”

“That’ s the only way to be.”

“However,” Tristan paused once they reached the room and entered, “I need you to
keep Tabitha occupied. | do not want anything to interrupt my talk with Diana.”

Nic rolled his eyes. “1 shall try, but that woman can drive a man to drink, and | don’t
know how much alcohol Lady Hollingsworth has in this small cottage for me to
consume.”

“Then | suggest you ask her. You are very talented at holding your liquor and being
charming at the sametime.” Tristan grinned.

“Do not make light of this, Worthington.”

Fortunately, they hadn’t waited for Tabitha to collect their clothes, laying out to dry
themselves. Nic marched to the fireplace and adjusted his clothes that had been
draped over the chair to dry. Tristan followed and copied his friend’s actions. The
guicker the garments dried, the more comfortable Tristan would feel.

“I have never met awoman like Diana’ s maid,” Nic continued. “She actsas if I'm the
one who is far beneath her station to even speak to me. When she does talk, nothing



but disdain pours from her mouth.”

“That is certainly out of the ordinary. Whatever have you done to vex her so?’

“Nothing, | assure you.” Nic lifted his head and looked at Tristan. “The few times
I’ ve talked to her, she has been thisway.” He shook his head. “| have never wronged
her or caused her ill will, yet she treats me like | have made her life miserable.”

“Indeed, that is very strange behavior.”

“Quiteright.”

“Asit were... will you still help me out by keeping her occupied?’ Tristan asked. “I
don’t want her to accidentally hear her name in the conversation | have with Diana

and come barging in to interrupt us.”

“Of course. | just pray your talk with Lady Hollingsworth doesn’t take too long. | fear
| won't know what to do if Tabitha upsets me more than she has done already.”

From out in the corridor, the stairs squeaked. Tristan swung his attention to the door.
Mere moments later came a knock.

“Tristan? Are you still there?’

He walked to the door and opened it enough to poke his head out. “Yes, Diana.” He
smiled, although he couldn’t feel the happiness inside him as he'd felt before when
peering into her lovely face. “Where else would we be? There is no place for usto be
since we are covered in blankets.”

Her cheeks turned pink. “I suppose you are right.” She folded her arms. “I just came
to check on you to seeif you were undressed so we could take your clothes.”



“Actualy, the fire is blazing well enough in here so we just draped our clothes over
chairs and placed them in front of the hearth. There is no need to have Tabitha hang
them up now.”

“Splendid. | shall tell her to continue helping in the kitchen.”

Diana didn't say anymore, and neither did she move. Her gaze studied his face
slowly, and soon guilt laced her eyes. She stepped closer and touched his cheek
tenderly.

“Tristan, something is amiss. | can see it in your expression.” Her voice was low for
their earsonly. “Y ou are worrying me by not telling me what iswrong.”

“Shh...” He reached out and clasped her hand with his. “1 will explain, but not now.
Wait until my clothes are dry first and | can dress completely before we talk.”

“| fear | cannot wait.”

“And | fear my dear,” he said with a chuckle, “that if | talk to you like this, my
blanket might slip from around me and fall to the floor.” He shook his head. “What a
scandal that would be, surely.”

The corner of her lips lifted into asmile, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “| do understand
your dilemma.” She released a long breath. “I shall try to be patient. And while I'm
waiting, would you and Lord Hawthorne like me to bring up some port for you?’
“Port?’ Nic said from behind him in a most anxious voice. “Y ou have port?’

Tristan wanted to laugh, but refrained.

“Yes, Lord Hawthorne,” she answered in alouder voice.



“Then we shall certainly enjoy our port, thank you Diana.” Tristan smiled.

She turned and headed back down the stairs. He watched her as long as he could until
she was out of his vision. His throat tightened with emotion, yet anger flared inside
him at the same time.

He closed the door and stormed to the bed before plopping down. His head pounded
in frustration and all he wanted to do was shake some sense into her. Y et touching her
would make him want to pull her against him, hold her tight, and taste her sweet lips.

“Do you think she knows?’ Nic asked.

1 Y%.H

“What will you tell her?’

“1 shall tell her what | suspect, what | feel, and what | think we should do about
Tabitha.”

Nic walked away from the fireplace and to the window where he leaned his shoulder
against the wall as he stared out into the rainy evening. “What will you do if she
doesn’t agree?’

“1 do not know,” Tristan answered in a whisper as he stared down at the blue and
brown quilt on the bed. “As much as | love her and want to spend the rest of my life
making her happy, | cannot have lies between us. | want to trust her. | want to believe
she loves me more than her maid.” He looked up at his friend. “Is that selfish to think
in such away?’

“Not at all.” Nic drew hisfinger on the windowpane.



“Why then do | feel so guilty for making her choose?’

Shrugging, Nic looked Tristan’s way. “Probably because you are forcing her to make
a decision. Yet, if you think about it, this is something Diana should have already
decided. She knows right from wrong. If she knows Tabitha killed those two lords
then Diana needs to do the right thing. Because Tabithais her friend, Diana will need
encouragement, which of course is where you will help out.”

Tristan groaned and covered his hands over his face. “Why is life so difficult? Why
can it not be perfect al the time?’

A chuckle came from his friend. “You are asking me ? Sorry my good man, but | am
not aman of the cloth who has all the Divine answers.”

The hilarity of Nic's comment made Tristan grin and he dropped his hands. “So true.
Out of all the professions in England, being a clergyman does not suit you, I'm
afraid.”

“1 agree.” Nic nodded. “So let’s not speak of this again for fear | will receive this
calling from God as punishment for all the women I’ve wronged in my life. That is
certainly something | do not want for my future.”

“The future,” Tristan muttered as a frown reclaimed his face. “What | would not give
to know the future.”

“What we al would not give,” Nic said then leaned his head back against the wall.
“Did you ever picture your life would be this way when you were younger?”’

“No. For years | knew | would be the one brother who married for love, but now | see
my other two brothers have beaten me to it. The one thing that has been driving me
these past few years—since returning from the dead—was knowing | did not want to



turn out like my father in any shape or form. Father died not long after | had fallen
over the cliffs. He died alone and had many enemies, pretty much like Lord
Hollingsworth and Elliot. Women hated them and others looked down on them.” He
shook his head. “I do not want to end my life as they have.”

“Perfectly understandable.” Nic rubbed a hand over hisarm. “Let’s pray neither of us
end up in such away.

Sighing heavily, Tristan stood and walked to the hearth to check his clothes. They
weren't as wet as before, but too damp to wear unfortunately. “At this point, | shall
be happy to stay out of prison for acrime | did not commit. Proving my innocence is
of utmost importance.”

Nic folded his arms across his chest and lifted his chin. “ Then starting tonight we will
discover the truth.”

The snap of alog breaking in the fireplace was the only sound in the dining room.
Chatter around the table was kept minimal and abnormally quiet for dinner. Both
Tristan and Lord Hawthorne were fully clothed and eating as if they were half
starved. Diana could only pick at her food as she studied Tristan's withdrawn
expression, her spirits sinking lower and lower. Even Lord Hawthorne acted as if he
was not pleased with something.

Sally had taken her meal to her room for fear the two lords would recognize her
somehow, although Diana didn’t think they would. Still, she allowed the maid to hide
out in her bedchamber instead of helping to serve them.

Tabitha acted as the dutiful maid and served Diana and the men, but before she could
return to the kitchen to eat, Lord Hawthorne had invited her to dine with them. Even



Tristan had agreed. Diana could tell the invitation had shocked Tabitha—just asit had
surprised Diana. Tabitha had complied, and joined them at the table, but the
conversations were kept very limited and not personal at all.

Tristan acted differently today than he had the last time he visited this cottage or the
last time they had talked before she'd left to come here. Deep in her heart, Diana
knew something was wrong. Very wrong.

Diana stared at her stew as she stirred her spoon around the carrots and potatoes, and
hadn’t looked up for a few minutes to see what everyone else was doing. It wasn't
until Tristan cleared his throat when she finally lifted her gaze and met his.

“lI must say, thisisavery good stew. Compliments to the cooks.”

Even though he smiled, Diana could see it was forced. Her heart clenched once again
with worry.

“l agree,” Lord Hawthorne added. “It’s a shame Sally couldn’t eat with us.”
Something was definitely wrong! Diana could not believe Lord Hawthorne would say
such a thing when he knew servants did not eat with their masters. “Well, Sally has
beenill lately—"

“Sally is quite shy—" Tabitha said at the same time.

Both women quickly stopped and traded glances. Tabitha's eyes were wide and she
snapped her mouth tightly.

Taking a deep, calming breath, Diana recovered as she met Tristan’s suspicious stare.
“Yes, Sdlly is a shy girl but she has felt under the weather lately.” She glanced at
Lord Hawthorne. “I thank you for inquiring about her.”



Tristan set his spoon down and using a cloth napkin he wiped his mouth before
placing it on the table next to the utensil. “Lady Hollingsworth? Are you ill
yourself?’ He took a quick glance at her bowl. “I have noticed you are not eating
much.”

“I’m quite fine, | assure you. I’m just not that hungry, | suppose.”

“Then can | convince you to come with me into the parlor so we can talk in private?’

Her heartbeat raced, but not in excitement. This was it! He was going to tell her the
dire news, yet now she realized she didn’'t want to hear it. If his news was going to
break her heart, she would just as well not talk to him at all.

But curiosity got the best of her and she nodded. “I would be glad to accompany you,
my lord.”

He stood and walked around the table to her side and offered his hand. She graciously
placed her hand in his and stood, gazing deep into his eyes—eyes that had no spark of
love in them as they had only a few days ago. Tears burned behind her eyes and she
blinked as she tried to keep them from falling. She walked beside the man who held
her heart—and would always hold her heart.

Not another word was spoken as they entered the parlor and he closed the door
behind them. Keeping her hand with his, he led them to the sofa where they sat
together—the same spot they’ d been sitting when they had their talk after Tabitha had
kidnapped him.

He turned at the waist toward her, taking both of her hands now. His thumbs gently
stroked her knuckles as his attention focused on her face.

If he didn’t say something soon, she would not be able to hold back her tears. Yet he



seemed content just to stare into her eyes and stroke her knuckles.

Swallowing the lump of emotion stuck in her throat, she took a deep breath for
courage. “ Tristan, the silenceis killing me. Please say what is on your mind.”

He nodded. “I will. I'm just collecting my thoughts.”

“Tell me, have you changed your mind about me... about us being together?”’

“No, | have not. Although, | fear you have.”

She wasn’t prepared to hear those words. She shook her head as a small throb started
in her skull. “1 don’t understand. Why would | change my mind?’

Tristan didn’t answer her right away, but once again he appeared deep in thought.
Every second that passed made the creases on his forehead more profound. This time
Dianalet him think, all the while her heart raced with worry and she feared the worst.
Had he found another woman to love? Was the scandal that had happened between
them too much for him to bear?

Finally, after too much silence, Tristan expelled a heavy breath. “It has come to my
attention that you might know the true identity of the person who killed your husband
and Lord Elliot.”

All the thoughts speeding through her head came to a sudden halt and she gasped.
“Pardon me? Y ou think | know who killed my husband? Pray, enlighten me, because
| can assure you, | do not know such athing.”

The rubbing of her knuckles stopped, but he didn’t release her hands. “Diana, please
be honest with me. If we are to have arelationship it must be based on trust. Y ou can
trust me. | am nothing like Hollingsworth, | assure you.”



Confusion filled her and she shook her head. “I fear your words are most alarming,
and | know not what they mean. Indeed, you are nothing like Ludlow, and | can
assure you that | trust you with my life and heart.”

“Then why do you hold the truth from the magistrate about the killer? The longer you
put off telling him, the longer we have to wait until we can be together.”

She pulled a hand from his and rubbed the pound in her forehead. “Please, Tristan.
Tell me what you are talking about, because you have me most confused. What am |
withholding from the magistrate or from you?”

“The identity of the murderer.”

Frustration filled her and made her jittery. She stood and moved toward the fireplace.
“Do you not think | would tell the magistrate if | knew? | assure you, if | knew their
identity, | would say something. | want to be with you without anyone being
suspicious.” Stopping, she looked over her shoulder at him. “Why do you believe |
know this person’s identity?’

“Diana, | overheard you speaking with Tabitha and Sally while you were cooking. |
had come down from the room and heard you outside the kitchen door. | dared not
enter because | could not believe what all of you were saying.” Slowly he stood and
made his way to her side. “Diana, | really think Tabitha is the one who killed your
husband and my cousin.”

Shocked, a loud gasp escaped her throat before she could stop it. “Pardon me? Y ou
believe Tabitha... my Tabithais a murderer?’

“Indeed, the same. |Is there another Tabitha?’

Although their conversation was not comical, she couldn’t stop the laugh bubbling up



from her chest. “You honestly think Tabitha killed Ludlow and Elliot? | can assure
you, my lord, that you are sadly mistaken.”

“You can assure me? How so, may | ask?’

Her mind scrambled for areason to give, but she couldn’t come up with one. She just
knew her friend—a friend she had known for years and considered a sister—could
not have done such athing.

Or could she?

Shaking the negative thought from her mind, she frowned and glared at Tristan.
“How dare you accuse Tabitha?’

“Oh, | dare” He raked his fingers through his hair. “Especially when | heard her
confession of wanting to kill Ludlow and Elliot. Y ou were in the room with her, did
you not hear her say those very words?’

“Well, yes, but...” She shook her head. “ She was not confessing to a murder, she was
voicing her thoughts. She, along with Sally, has every right to hate men like my
husband and your cousin. If | have withheld anything from you, it’ s this...” She took
a deep breath and slowly released it. “Because of Ludlow’s treatment toward me, |
cannot abide men like that abusing their servants, or their wives. There are many of
us in England, Tristan. Were you aware of that? Even Lady Dashwood was abused
not only by her husband, but her father. Together Claudia and | have taken it upon
ourselves to rescue these women from their most unfortunate situations. Tabitha and
Sally are no more killersthan Claudiaand | are.”

Tristan stared at her as his frown intensified. Anger filled her quickly as she
continued, “Tristan, it hurts me that you cannot trust me. Do you honestly believe that
| would become friends with a murderer? Tabitha may have hard feelings for men



who beat women, but she is not a killer just because she has thought about it. | had
thoughts about wanting my husband dead, so does that make me a murderer in your
eyes?’

“No,” he said in amost awhisper.

“So then why do you think that about Tabitha?’

“Because everything adds up,” he explained. “Tabitha s anger toward men is the key,
Diana. Have you not noticed how she acts toward Hawthorne?”

“Well yes, but that doesn’t prove—"

“1 have not met one woman who hasn’t nearly swooned when Hawthorne smiles at
them, yet Tabitha does the opposite of most women and throws perpetua invisible
daggers at him. Not only that, but she is devoted to you. She will do anything to
protect you, Diana... even kill. And because she was beaten, | would not judge her
for wanting those men dead.” He stepped closer. “Tell me, where was Tabitha the
night Hollingsworth was found stabbed to death?’

Tears swam in Diana's eyes but she refused to let them fall. “She was here at the
cottage. Two days prior to my husband's death, | had taken Tabitha out of Lord
Elliot’ s house because he had beaten her severely.”

“S0, in her condition, would she have been able to travel without her master stopping
her?’

Diana scowled. “You cannot be serious! Tristan, have you ever seen a beaten
woman? Her eyes were swollen nearly closed, and she had bruises all over her body.
She was as weak as akitten.”



Tristan exhaled a frustrated sigh and ran his fingers through his hair. “Oh, Diana,
forgive me. I’'m just trying to piece things together. I’'m so sorry that Tabitha was hurt
by my cousin, and | wish | had known so | could have stopped it.” He shook his head.
“I’'m just trying to make sense of all of this. | have a gut feeling that Tabitha is the
killer, she has motive, and | fear | cannot shake that from my mind.”

She fisted her hands by her side as she thought back to that day. “You are just going
to have to try, Tristan, because Tabitha did not do it!” A tear dlipped down her face.
Sadness washed over her, but not because she thought her maid guilty, but because
she didn’t know how to change his mind. “Tristan, how can | make you believe? Do
you not trust me 7’

He met her gaze and nodded. “1 do, my sweet Diana, but | fear your love for the maid
has clouded your judgment.”

“l assureyou, it has not.”

“Then what do you want me to do?’ he asked, his voice pleading.

“1 want you to put thisinsane idea out of your head and help me try to figure out who
thereal killer is.”

He reached out and grasped her hands, but she quickly jerked them away. Taking a
step closer to her, he ran his palms up and down her arms slowly.

“| fear, | cannot. Deep inside me, | feel Tabithais the one. Everything points to her.”
He stroked her cheek. “My love, can you not trust my feelings?’

“1 have trusted you so far, Tristan, and although | will always love you, | fear | cannot
let you turn Tabitha in to the magistrate. If you try, | promise, | will do everything in
my power to stop you.”



He remained silent, but his expression told her his thoughts. It was too late. She
couldn’t change his mind.

Heartbroken, Diana turned away. Obviously, his love for her didn’t run as deep as
hers. Now the question was, could she free him from her heart as he had done from
his?
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N ic kept hiswary eyes on Tabitha. After Tristan and Lady Hollingsworth had left the
room, Tabitha started cleaning up the dishes and taking them into the kitchen. He
didn’t want her out of his sight, so he helped her. She arched a curious eyebrow at
him, but didn’t say anything as she went into the kitchen.

They were both far enough away from the parlor where Tristan and Lady
Hollingsworth were having their talk that Tabitha couldn't eavesdrop on them
without Nic knowing, and while she cleaned the dishes, he knew she wouldn’'t be
trying to get away from him.

But she was nearly done, and he had a feeling that she would make her move at any
minute now.

Once she wiped and put away the last dish, she remained by the cupboard with her
back toward him. She didn’t move, except for when she inhaled deeply. From this
view, he couldn’t tell if she was angry or just flustered. Knowing Tabitha, she was

angry.
“My lord, | wish you would stop staring at me as if | were a dish of sweetmeats.”

After they’d been in silence for so long, it was refreshing to hear her voice. “And how
do you know I’ m staring?”’

“Because I’'m not a fool, my lord. What else would you look at in the kitchen?’
Slowly, she turned and faced him, but stayed by the cupboard. She folded her arms
and arched an eyebrow. “1 hope you don’'t think I'm going to stay and entertain you
while Lady Hollingsworth and Lord Tristan are in the other room.”



“Actualy,” he said rising from his chair, “that’s exactly what | expect. The night is
still early, and | don’t wish to retire to my room.” He shrugged. “ So | suppose the two
of us should do something to pass the time.”

“The two of us will do nothing, my lord. My plans are to check on Sally and visit
with her. What you do with your time is not my concern.”

She stepped toward the door, but he quickened his step and reached the spot, blocking
her escape. “Oh, my lovely Miss Tabitha. | have been looking forward all evening to
spending time with you.”

She rolled her eyes. “I fear that your idea of spending time with me does not meet
with my approval. | know what you really want, Lord Hawthorne, and if you cannot
recall our last conversation, let me remind you that | do not find you interesting in the
least. Y our twinkling eyes and knee-weakening grins will not charm me as they have
done with other ladies.”

Slowly, a grin stretched his mouth. He stepped closer to her, running the tips of his
fingers across her cheek. “You think | have twinkling eyes and a charming grin, do
you? How very sweet of you to notice.”

Groaning, she smacked his hand away. “I did not mean it that way, my lord. Quit
putting words in my mouth.”

“Oh, my lovely, | don't need to put words in your mouth at all. You are doing just
fine with that on your own. In fact, | still consider our conversations very
stimulating.”

Her jaw tightened and her fisted hands were turning white. “Please let me pass, my
lord.”



Nic struggled to keep a charming composure. It was hard to think of her as a killer
when she looked so beautiful when angry. Her blue eyes were dark with passionate
malice, yet he was still drawn to her. Heaven help him, he still wanted to see what it
felt like with her locked in his embrace while he kissed her to distraction.

Good grief, what was he thinking? Indeed, she was a woman who would drive him to
drink, and he had the sudden urge for a bottle of strong spirits right now.

“Could I indulge you to give me afew more minutes?’ he begged, hating the fact that
he'd been reduced to this level. “I realy would like your company. | promise not to
give you any of my charming grins, and | will try my hardest not to have my eyes
twinkle.” Hetried to be serious, but it wasin his nature to flirt with beautiful women.

She's akiller, he reminded himself. Unfortunately, his subconscious wasn't listening
because he still wanted to hold her and see if passion was as evident in her kiss as it
was when she argued.

Soon the lines of anger on her forehead and around her mouth disappeared and she
nodded. “ Shall we adjourn to the sitting room, then?’

“Splendid idea.” He smiled and held out an arm for her.

Her attention moved to what he offered as a smirk tugged at the corner of her mouth.
“Lord Hawthorne, you do not have to escort me. | assure you, | can walk to the room
just fine on my own.”

He opened the door and motioned his hand. “Then lead the way, my lovely.”

As he followed her into the other room, he enjoyed watching the way her gray gown

molded to her womanly curves. He admired the lift of her stubborn chin, and took
pleasure in studying the way her brown hair swept up into a coail, leaving him ample



view of her slender neck. A neck he wouldn’'t mind kissing.

Stop this! He silently scolded his thoughts as he searched the room for a decanter of
spirits. Once she closed the door, she turned toward him but didn't say a word. As
before, familiarity nudged in the back of his mind. He knew her from somewhere,
and until he remembered, it would drive him mad.

“My lord, would you like adrink?’

Thought you' d never ask! “Indeed, | would, Miss Tabitha.”

She moved over to the liquor tray and poured him a drink. “All Lady Hollingsworth
has is port. | hope that will do.”

“It will, thank you.” He took the glass from her then nodded to the decanter. “ Are you
not going to have a glass?’

“Servants don’'t drink with their masters.”

“Well, since I’'m not your master and you did very little to conform with propriety, |
think it’s appropriate. Besides, this evening we shall be equals.”

She chuckled and poured herself a drink. “Equals, my lord? I'm surprised at your
behavior this evening. I’'m most certain if your fellow comrades were here witnessing
this, you would not be acting in such away.”

“True, | would not. But it’sjust you and | here now, so why can we not pretend to be
civil to each other?”

Shrugging, she carried her glass over to the sofa and sat. He followed and sat beside
her, drinking his port. Daintily, she sipped her glass as she looked at him from over



the rim. In one word, she was adorable, and he wished he didn’t think that way of her.
“Tell me, Miss Tabitha. Where did you grow up? Have | ever met you before?’
“Believe it or not, most of my younger years were spent right here in this cottage.”
Her gaze moved slowly around the room. “Lady Hollingsworth’s grandmother lived
here and my mother was her personal maid.” She returned her attention back to him.
“S0 unless you came here to visit, we would have never met.”

“You said you were here in your younger years. What age were you when you left?’
“1 was sixteen, my lord.”

“So where have you been since then?’

She lifted the glass to her mouth again, taking her time in drinking the port. Nic
wondered why she hesitated, unless she was trying to think up alie.

“I was a laundry maid for a man who was cruel to me. After he died, Lady
Hollingsworth took mein.”

Tilting his head, he studied her. Up this close, he could get lost staring into her lovely
eyes. “You are not going to tell me the lord’ s name?’

113 NO_”
“Why not?’
“Lord Hawthorne, | can assure you we have never met before. | don’t believe it’'s any

of your business who | used to work for, and the only reason you ask is because you
think you know me from somewhere. | can promise you, we have never met before.



Because | was alaundry maid, | was never allowed to be around my master’s guests.”
Nic grumbled under his breath. Tabitha was more intelligent than he gave her credit
for. But of course she was smart. Who else could have killed two lords without

leaving atrace of evidence?

“Forgive me for upsetting you, my lovely. | fear I’ve been doing that quite a lot
lately, and it’s not my intention.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Then tell me, Lord Hawthorne, what exactly is your
intention?”’

“Just to get to know you better.” He set his empty glass on the table next to him.
“Why?’

“Because you intrigue me. Is that not enough reason?’

“No.” She placed her glass on the small table beside the sofa before turning to look at
him again. “Gentlemen like yourself have no business wanting to get to know female
servants so personally. There is only one reason masters want to chum with us, and
it'sonly for seduction. As| told you before, | will not allow that to happen.”

“And as | told you before,” he moved closer, dliding his arm along the back of the
sofa until it touched her shoulder, “that is not my purpose. In fact, I'm getting quite
annoyed that seduction isall you can think about.”

“ Me?” She gasped. “I assure you, that is not what I’m thinking about at all.”

“Yet, every time we have talked, our conversations always end on this subject. Tell
me why isthat, especialy if you never think about it as you proclaim.”



“Once again, my lord, you are putting words into my mouth.”

He dropped his focus to her lips and wished she would stop bringing his attention to
that most tempting feature on her face. “Actualy, | think you are trying to put ideas
into my head, my lovely.”

“l am not.”

He met her heated gaze. “No? Then why are you talking to me like this? | never once
mentioned seduction, and already in our short conversation, you have brought it up a
few times.”

“Lord Hawthorne, not only do | wish we could cease this most improper topic, | can
assure you seduction is the last thing on my mind.”

He narrowed his gaze on her and tilted his head dlightly as he studied her. “You
know, Miss Tabitha | believe you.”

Her eyes widened. “Y ou do?’

“Indeed, | think | have been mistaken about you. Now | can clearly see that seduction
Is not what you want at al. It's obvious that you are too frigid to be the kind of
woman who is passionate.” He nodded. “Now | see why no man has claimed you for
his own yet.”

She inhaled sharply and her whole body went stiff. “What?’ she shrieked. “You
cannot be serious.”

“Oh, I’'m indeed very serious. Everything is beginning to make sense.” He gave a
light laugh as he stood and walked to the liquor tray, tempted to pour himself another
drink, but refrained for the moment. “You are the first woman | have come across



who didn’t enjoy my attention. Now | know why.”

“That is not why!” She jumped to her feet and stormed toward him.

He held up his hands in surrender. “No need to get upset. It's al right to admit that
you are not interested in men.”

“For the love of—" She muttered something under her breath incoherently. “You are
the most infuriating man I’ve ever met, and you are very wrong. | am indeed
interested in men.”

“Actually, you're not.” He grinned.

Tabitha stomped her foot. “I am!”

“Forgive me for not believing, but you have shown nothing of the sort, my lovely.”
Her face turned so red he thought it would explode. She grumbled again.

He' d give anything to know her thoughts right now. Taunting her this way was quite
enjoyable, and yet, it was as if he wanted to goad her into doing something that only

happened in his imagination.

Shame on him because he'd never had to sink to this level with a woman before. If
teasing her and seeing the fire in her eyes wasn't so stimulating...

“You insufferable... jackanapes! If you weren't so thick-skulled, you'd see...” She
gnashed her teeth. “Augh!”

He wanted to laugh, but he worried she'd catch on to his game. “Miss Tabitha, there
IS no need for name-calling. | promise | shall not speak a word to anyone about this



discovery.”

Stepping closer, she clutched his shoulders. “If | didn't hate you so much, I'd...
I'd...”

“You would what, my lovely?’ he said almost in a whisper, hoping she’d do what he
wanted her to do.

Her gaze pierced his before it wandered over his face, coming to rest on his mouth.
Dryness gathered in his throat, and he didn’'t dare move, especially when her angry
expression slowly disappeared and was replaced with one he never imagined he
would see on her.

Before he knew what was happening, she rose on tip-toes, wrapped her arms around
his neck and kissed him. Stunned at first, he didn’t know how to react, but within
seconds, her body pressed more closely against his and he dlid his pams around her
back to bring her closer. He molded his lips to hers until they softened. At that
moment, she relaxed and he had to tighten her in his embrace to keep her up.

Just as he’d imagined, her lips were soft and her kiss so gentle. Tilting his head, he
deepened the kiss as his heartbeat knocked out a maddening rhythm against his chest.
A heavy sigh tumbled from her throat, and she held onto him and met his urgent
Kisses.

Never in his life had he felt so alive and his heart raced so fast from just kissing a
woman, yet he didn't want to stop to ponder these foreign feelings. Instead, he
wanted to pick her up, carry her back to the sofa, and make them a little more
comfortable as they continued kissing.

He broke the kiss to do what he'd just been planning, but when her hooded eyes met
his, he practically melted from her smoldering gaze. Passion was evident in her



sapphire orbs, and for the life of him, he couldn’t stop staring. He'd once called her
eyes amazing just to get her ire, and now he realized he' d been correct to label them
such aword.

“Forgive me, my lovely,” he said in a deep, soft voice, “because | was wrong about
you. Very wrong.”

A slow smile tugged at the corners of her mouth and for the first time, stars gleamed
in her eyes. Her gaze dropped to his mouth again and she moved forward to kiss him
once more, but just as her lips touched his, Lady Hollingsworth screamed get out
immediately from the other room, followed by the loud bang of a door slamming.
Both noises echoed through the house, shaking the walls.

Tabitha jumped back. Her face turning pale as her eyes widened. Her chest rose and
fell quickly, and Nic was certain his breathing was just as ragged.

“l1 must go see to Lady Hollingsworth,” she muttered in a tone entirely too sensual
and unrecognizable.

“Indeed, you should,” he said, although he really wanted her back in his arms.

Tabitha stood, having a staring war with him for a few earth-quaking moments.
Before too long she blinked, turned, and |eft the room.

Sighing heavily, he pushed his fingers through his hair. Something was definitely
wrong with him. He knew Tabitha was the one who killed Hollingsworth and Lord
Elliot, yet at this moment, Nic had wanted her more than he'd ever wanted any
woman. No other woman had made him so breathless and confused at the same time.
And none intrigued him as much. Yet, she would be arrested soon and placed in
prison.



And possibly hanged.

And there wasn't anything he could do to stop it, even though he was hafway
tempted to try.
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T ristan stared at the door for the longest time, praying it would miraculously open
and Diana would rush back into the room and ask for forgiveness. She would tell him
how much she loved him—much more than the devotion she had toward her
maid—and that she would assist him in any way she could to put Tabitha in prison
where the murderous woman belonged.

But his prayer went unheard. The longer he watched the door waiting for Diana to
return, the more his heart ripped apart piece by piece and became heavy with sadness.
Clearly, Diana did not love him as much as he had wanted her to, as much as he loved
her.

Tears burned his eyes, but he refused to shed them. Anger was the emotion governing
him as it forced him to march across the floor in haste, yank open the door, and leave.
His wide strides ate up the floor as he hurried to the stairs and took two at a time on
his way to the bedroom.

Inside the room he paced like a caged animal. Bunching his hands at his side, his
thoughts tumbled with confusion and betrayal. This was the second time in hislife he
had allowed this woman to upset him so, enough he almost couldn’t bear the pain.
His chest weighed heavily with despondency and he scarcely could breathe.

He found himself at the window staring out into the night’s storm, but he didn’t know
how he got there. Nevertheless, he didn’'t want to move. His mind didn’t want to
think and his body stood stiff as a board. He wished his heart could remain as still and
unaffected as the rest of him.

The bedroom door opened and strong footsteps walked in. Tristan didn’t need to ook



behind him to see who it was.

“Worthington, what in the blazes just happened?’

It took Tristan a few moments to gather enough strength to talk. He didn’t want his
voice to choke and prove his vulnerability right now. “My hopes and dreams have
been shattered, Hawthorne, that’s what happened. Diana doesn’t love me enough to
turn her maid over to the magistrate. And because | wouldn’t change my mind, Diana
yelled at me to leave. Tonight.”

Nic groaned and moved closer. “ She cannot be thinking clearly. We would catch our
deathsriding in this storm.”

“I know.”

“Did you tell her that?’

“No. There was hardly time.” Tristan leaned his forehead against the glass. “Once she
ordered us out of this house, she rushed out of the room and slammed the door.”

“Then | shall go speak with her, because sending us out into this storm in highly
improper and not cordial at all.”

“We will stay in the stable with our horses. I've spent many of nights in the stable,
and I'm still alive to talk about it.” He glanced over his shoulder at Nic who stood
with stiff legs and his arms folded across his chest as he scowled. “We will take some
blankets to keep warm.”

“I still cannot believe Lady Hollingsworth would even think of sending two
gentlemen, such as ourselves, out—"



“Hawthorne, we shall be fine, | assure you.”

Nic grumbled. “Tabitha must have some kind of hold over Lady Hollingsworth’s
mind to have alady act in such away.”

“l know not, and right now, | care not.” Tristan walked to the chair where his coat
hung and shrugged into it. “Come, Hawthorne. It is time we take our leave.”

“Did you say everything to Dianathat you had wanted?’

“Yes, | believe so.” He paused, trying to think of more to say since it seemed a
struggle to do that now. “I thank you for keeping Tabitha occupied. I’m quite certain
that was an unbearable task.”

“Uh, indeed it was.” Nic dropped his gaze as he slipped his arms into his coat.

Tristan grabbed the woolen blanket that he’ d been wrapped in earlier while he dried.
“This should be enough to keep us warm. Grab yourself a blanket, Hawthorne then let
us leave this cottage for good.” He turned toward the door. “I, for one, cannot wait to
get back to speak to the magistrate about our suspect. I'm certain Sir Felix is
intelligent enough to know when to make an arrest.”

“1 truly hope s0.” Nic took his blanket and folded it before heading toward the door.
Tristan nodded to his friend. “Hawthorne, | thank you for all you have done. You are
truly agood friend. Y ou have always been the one person my family has been able to

count on for anything.”

Nic smiled. “l appreciate your kind words. | have aways felt part of your
family—almost like one of your brothers.”



Tristan took a deep breath and opened the door. The corridor was empty. Even the
house seemed abnormally quiet. “Let us take our leave now and never look back. We
did what we came here to do.” Unfortunately, saying goodbye to his love for Diana
wasn't part of that plan.

Tears streamed down Diana’ s face as she rocked back and forth on her bed, clutching
a pillow to her chest. Tristan's accusations rang through her head and were
permanently branded in her memory. Never would she forget the look on his face or
his accusing words.

It had taken her a few moments after Tristan had blurted out his most disturbing
thoughts before she found the courage to pick up her shattered heart and tell him to
leave. Immediately.

He' d tried to talk some sense into her by grasping her arms and pulling her against his
chest. He even had the nerve to kiss her, but she fought him and in the end, he
withdrew. She was relieved to know he was the kind of man who didn't use
force—not like Ludlow had.

As she had marched toward the door, his final words echoed in her ears. Diana, know
this now. | will not rest until Tabitha is in prison. That is the only way we can be
together.

Squeezing her eyes closed, Diana sobbed harder. Why had he hinted they would be
together? Hadn't he realized he threatened to have an innocent woman arrested for a
crime she didn’t commit? Diana and Tristan definitely could never be together now
that he had broken the trust between them.

Fast footsteps coming up the corridor made Diana look toward the door. Tabitha



opened the bedroom door and hurried inside. Her face was flushed, and her eyes were
wide.

“My lady, what happened?’ She ran to the bed and wrapped her arms around Diana.

More sobs escaped her throat as she buried her head against Tabitha's shoulder.
Tremors shook her body, and she couldn’t control them. Her world was falling apart.
Again. And once again, Tristan was the center of her turmoil.

Was loving him worth this much agony?

“Oh, Tabitha,” she said in a shaky voice, “the worst thing has happened. | cannot
trust Tristan any longer, and he definitely does not deserve my love.”

Tabitha' s gentle hand stroked Diana s head. “ Tell me what happened.”

It took her a few minutes to collect her strength to pull away, and when she did, she
looked into her friend’s worried eyes. “Lord Tristan and Lord Hawthorne think you
killed my husband and Lord Elliot.” She sniffed. “When | defended you and told him
there was no possible way you could have done the deed, Tristan wouldn’'t believe
me. Can you believe he would do such a thing?" She wiped the moisture from
underneath her eyes, but the tears kept falling in buckets. “1 thought he loved me. |
thought we would be happy together. Forever.”

“Isthat why you ordered him to leave immediately?”

“Y ou heard that?’

Tabitha blinked and nodded. “1 think everyone in the house heard, my lady.”

“When | couldn’t sway Tristan from thinking you were the one responsible for killing



those despicable blackguards, | ordered him and Lord Hawthorne out of the house. |
know the storm is still going full force around us, but right now | don’t care. | don’t
want to see his untrusting face or hear his uncaring voice again.”

Tears collected in Tabitha's eyes and her frown grew deeper. “ Both of them thought
| had killed those men?”’

1 Y%.H

“But w—why?” Tabitha s voice broke.

“They had overheard us talking in the kitchen before dinner, and they thought the
worst.”

Tabitha bit her bottom lip as atear slid down her cheek. “How could he think that I...
um, | mean how could they think such athing?’

“That’s what hurts so badly. | don't know how they could believe that. And what
makes things worse, | cannot change Tristan’s mind. He' s a determined man.”

“| thank you for trying to defend me,” Tabitha said in a choked voice.

“Of course | defended you. Tabitha, | know you did not do the crime. Unfortunately,
Tristan feels having you arrested and locked in prison is the only way for him and me
to finally be together.” Closing her eyes, she shook her head. “But | cannot possibly
love a man who doesn’t trust my word.”

“How can you not love him, my lady? He' s been in your heart for years.”

Diana wiped her eyes again and met her maid’'s gaze. “I’m going to have to bury my
feelings for him. It’simpossible for me to make it through life this miserable.”



Tabitha was silent for the longest time as more tears fell down her face. She
swallowed hard and nodded. “I do understand, but | shall make it so you don’t have
to be unhappy. | shall make it so that you and Lord Tristan are happy together as it
should be.”

“What do you mean?’

Taking a deep breath, Tabitha straightened and lifted her chin. “1 will turn myself in
for killing Lord Hollingsworth and Lord Elliot.”

After Tabitha had said the words, ice-cold fear diced through her. The magistrate
would certainly take her word, arrest her and lock her away in the Newgate prison
without a second thought. Or perhaps Sir Felix would decide prison was too good for
her and have her hanged instead. It wouldn’t matter if Lord Hollingsworth and Lord
Elliot were vile, scoundrels who had deserved to die. Because they were gentlemen,
that quality alone would protect them in England’ s eyes.

Diana gasped and clutched Tabitha' s hands. “What are you saying?’ She shook her
head. “No! | will not allow you to do such athing. Y ou are innocent!”

Another tear slid from Tabitha's eye as she studied the panic etched on her friend’'s
face. “1 might not have stabbed them, my lady, but in my heart and mind | have killed
those men—as well as others like them.”

“That is not the same and you know it.” Diana’s lips trembled as if she tried to hold
back a sob. “If you turn yoursdlf in, the real killer goes free to murder others, and that

Isnot justice at all!”

“But my lady, how else will you and Lord Tristan ever be together? It's like you



said...until I'm arrested, you and Lord Tristan cannot show your love in public.
Nobody can know or they will accuse you of the murders.”

Diana wiped her eyes. “There is no love now, Tabitha. Even when the killer is
arrested and Tristan sees how wrong he was for blaming you and tries to come back
to apologize, | cannot forgive him. He did not trust me and that is something I'll
never forget.” She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “So | will have no more
talk of you turning yourself in to the magistrate. Is that clear?’

Nodding, Tabitha glanced down at her lap, surprised she didn’t see her broken heart
lying on her lap. It crushed her—nearly suffocated her, in fact—to hear that Lord
Hawthorne had thought she was the killer, when only a few moments ago she’d been
wrapped in his arms enjoying his heated kiss. How could a man kiss a woman so
passionately if he thought she was a killer? Surely, there must be an ounce of
kindness in that man for him to have such emotion. Yet now she knew it was all an
act. Just as she'd suspected before, al he wanted was to seduce her and she couldn’t
believe she fell for histrickery!

For a brief moment, she'd actually thought there might be a chance that the
illegitimate daughter of a nobleman could fall in love with a lord and have him love
her in return. Curse Lord Hawthorne for making her so vulnerable! Curse him for
making her remember things like that were just fairytales and would never happen in
her life.

Ever!

She swallowed the knot in her throat that was due to either anger or sadness, she
wasn't sure which right now, and looked back at Diana. “You have aways been so
kind to me. Y ou have put your life and reputation on the line for Sally and me, and
turning myself in would be away to repay you for your kindness.”



Diana shook her head. “Not if you're innocent. That proves nothing. Besides, | need
you now more than ever. Because | will die a lonely old woman, | shall need your
companionship.”

Tabitha tried to smile, but her quivering lips were making it hard. “We shall die
together lonely old women because | shall never find happiness, either.”

“1 doubt that, Tabitha. You are alovely young lady and you shall find a man who will
cherish you and treat you like a queen.”

Tabitha blurted out a laugh. “Y ou are very humorous, my lady. A queen maybe not,
but I'll be happy if a man treated me with respect. That’sall | want.”

“One day it will happen.” Diana smiled.

They stared at each other for a few more seconds before a frown clamed Diana’'s
face once again. She moved off the bed and walked to the window. Rain pelted the
glass and still sounded fierce as the wind howled through the trees.

“As much as | hate doing this, | think | need to stop Tristan and Lord Hawthorne
from traveling in this weather. I'd rather not speak with him, but I must let Tristan
know that he and Hawthorne can stay here the night and leave as soon as the storm
passes.”

Anger filled Tabitha stronger this time when Lord Hawthorne' s name was mentioned.
How she wanted nothing more than to claw his face off... or spit on him, or... cry.
Instantly, she shook that last thought from her head. No! She would not cry any
longer. She’'d known what kind of man he was when she first met him, so it was her
own fault for falling for histrickery. Y et now she wanted to get back at him for some
reason.



But how?

“My lady, let me go do it.” She snapped her mouth close quickly. Why in the devil
did she say that?

Dianaturned and looked at her. “Really? Y ou don’t mind?’

Shereally did, but it was the least she could do for her mistress. “I’'m your maid, so |
shall do even the most loathsome task you give me, even if it means telling Lord
Tristan and Lord Hawthorne they can stay the night. But keep in mind | might make
their stay very uncomfortable because of my hatred for them.”

Diana smiled again even if tears filled her eyes. “Perhaps you should not, Tabitha.
After al, they are convinced you killed those men. Perhaps | should have Sally do it.”

Tabithanodded. “I think maybe you are correct. | will go fetch Sally for you.”
“Thank you, Tabitha.”

As Tabitha left the room, irritation grew inside her, higher and higher from her gut
until it burned her throat. Diana was right. Tabitha shouldn’t go tell the men for fear
they’d want to take her to the magistrate themselves. However, if Tabitha didn’'t say
something to Lord Hawthorne the malice collecting inside her might explode and kill
her.

She couldn’t let that happen.

Quietly as she could, she crept to the guest bedroom and pressed her ear against the
door. The room was too quiet, so she knocked softly. Still quiet.

Perhaps the men had left after all. Y et, as much as she believed them to be fools, they



weren't stupid enough to travel in this kind of storm.

On her way down the stairs, she listened for men’s voices, but all she could hear was
the raging storm outside. When she reached the lower floor, she grabbed her cloak
and shrugged it on, heading for the back door.

Before stepping outside, she gathered the cloak’ s hood tight around her head and then
dashed out into the rain. Immediately, the light from the stable caught her attention.
Since Diana didn’t have a groom, there could be only one explanation for someone
being in with the horses.

She ran to the stable and peered in the window. Lord Hawthorne and Lord Tristan
were arranging the hay to make themselves beds. Both men wore frowns on their
gloomy faces, but neither of their expressions was angry. In fact, if she were to put a
name to it, she would think they were melancholy. Could she dare hope that they
were both re-evaluating their accusations?

Rolling her eyes, she moved away from the window. Not likely! They were probably
just sad because they were kicked out of a house with a warm fire to sleep in a cold
stable. Well, it served them right!

She turned and hurried back to the house. As much as she wanted to lash out verbally
at Lord Hawthorne, she didn’t want Lord Tristan to be present. So, she either had to
wait until he fell asleep or hold her tongue and never voice her thoughts to that
irritating man again.

Unfortunately, Tabitha was never the kind of person who could hold her tongue for
very long.
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N ic leaned against a bale of hay as he stared at the stable wall. How many hours had
passed since he and Worthington had entered this foul place, he didn’t know, but with
nothing to keep him entertained, the minutes seemed to drag.

Tristan, however, adjusted to the environment a little better. Of course his friend had
dept many nights in a stable since he found himself struggling to find his memory
and most of the time drunk. So naturally Tristan would fall asleep easier in a place
like this. It helped that they took the bottle of port with them and Tristan drank most
of it.

Nic glanced at his friend who indeed had aready fallen asleep. The steady pitter-
patter of the rain hitting the roof probably helped lure Worthington to sleep, Nic was
certain. But he was yet to feel the same exhaustion. His mind was a constant
whirlwind of thoughts that wouldn’t rest. Heaviness had settled in his chest as well,
making him completely miserable.

He blamed Tabitha.

Why had he alowed that dslip of awoman, a maid no less, to control his thoughts at a
time like this?

Guilt washed over him in drowning waves. Never had he regretted kissing a woman
in his life, but remorse dug a profound hole in his mind and heart now. He shouldn’t
have kissed her. He shouldn’t have acted like he enjoyed the moment she was in his
arms and her mouth eagerly met his in one of the most passionate kisses he'd ever
experienced. Then again, he wasn't acting. He had enjoyed every second of their
heated moment.



Grumbling softly as not to wake Tristan, Nic rose from his makeshift bed and strolled
to his horse. He picked up a brush and began stroking the animal’ s mane.

This night couldn’t end fast enough for him. Not only did he hate being here, but he
hated feeling this way and thinking about Tabitha.

Isshereally akiller?

He hadn’'t met many people with enough hatred in their soul to murder another
person, but deep down inside, he didn’'t think Tabitha could do it. Could she have
really killed Hollingsworth and Elliot or was she merely voicing her thoughts and
feelings when he' d overheard her and Sally?

What if I’'m wrong?

Although he didn’t like admitting when he made a mistake, worry grew inside him
like a festering boil. What if, by chance, Tabitha wasn’t the killer? What if she was
just an angry and hurt servant like Sally?

Or what if Sally wasthe true killer?

A noise from the back of the stable jerked him from his thoughts and had him
swinging toward the shuffling sound. From the darkness, a shadow emerged and
slowly formed into a woman wearing a cloak. The closer she came toward him, the
harder his heartbeat slammed against his chest.

Tabitha drew nearer and lowered her hood. Her eyes blazed a deep hatred as she
aimed her glare at him. Nic scanned over her cloak to her hands for fear she would be
holding a knife. But as his eyes adjusted, he could see she didn’'t have any sort of
weapon. He breathed a sigh of relief.



“Lord Hawthorne, forgive me for startling you. Lady Hollingsworth wanted me to
make sure you and Lord Tristan were warm enough.”

Nic arched a quizzical eyebrow. “Your ladyship actually wanted you to see to our
welfare?’

“Actualy no, she wanted Sally, but Sally was asleep. Lady Hollingsworth is aware
that she instructed Lord Tristan to leave, but after she thought about it and realized
the storm was too strong, she had wanted to let you know that you could stay the
night as long as you left first thing in the morning.” She glanced at their beds in the
hay. “Although, | see you have already settled here just fine.”

“Tell Lady Hollingsworth we appreciate her kindness, and we plan on leaving first
thing.”

“Yes, my lady is very kind, much more generous than | would have been, I’m sure.”

Tabitha's tone was very harsh, yet softly spoken as if she tried to keep the
conversation between them and not awaken Tristan. Nic glanced at his friend to make
sure he was still sleeping before looking back at Tabitha. Her heated glare could cut
through glass, Nic was certain. It tugged at his heartstrings to think he contributed to
her extremely unpleasant disposition.

“Tabitha, | realize what you must be thinking—"

In three long strides, she stood directly in front of him. Tears glistened in her angry
eyes, but she appeared too upset to cry.

“You have no idea what I'm thinking!” She took a deep breath. “How dare you
accuse me of something you know nothing about?’



His fingers itched to reach up to her face and smooth out the wrinkles around her
luscious mouth, amazing eyes, and tight forehead, to bring back her natural beauty
once again. He gulped down the guilt sneaking back into his heart.

“How dare I?" he asked. “I think considering the conversation | had overheard
between you and Sally, that | have every right to dare accuse you. Tell me, Tabitha. If
you were the bystander listening in on that particular conversation, what would you
have gathered from it?”

“You see, my lord, thisis one of the differences between men and women. Men jump
to conclusions whereas women will seek to find the truth.”

“Indeed? Are you certain about that? | know women are meddlesome, but | highly
doubt they are seeking to find any truth. They'd rather gossip and spread false
rumors.”

She rolled her eyes. “ Spoken by atrue gentleman, | see.” She folded her arms. “But |
can assure you, if you and Lord Tristan continue your pursuit to have me arrested for
those murders, you both will be convicting an innocent woman.”

“I think | shall let the magistrate come to that decision.” He lifted his chin to show
her his stubbornness.

“Just know this,” she snipped, “because | am indeed innocent, if | should die, my
wrongful death will be on yoursand Lord Tristan’s head.”

She spun around and marched toward the back door of the stable, toward the
shadows. He hurried after her, grasped her arm and turned her around to face him. A
few tears had dlid from her eyes making her cheeks gleam with wetness. Once again,
his chest clenched with indecision for his actions.



“If you are innocent as you proclaim, prove it,” he said softly, hoping not to disturb
Tristan’s slumber.

She gasped. “Prove it? Why should | prove my innocence? Y ou should be the one
trying to prove my guilt.”

“Then prove to me that what | overheard was wrong.” He pulled her body closer to
his. “I truly want to believe you are not a killer, Tabitha. I may not know you well,
but what little I do know about you, | cannot believe you would purposely stab two
men to death while in ahighly intoxicated and undressed state.”

She placed her palms on his chest and pushed to move him away, but he wouldn’t
budge. Heaven help him, but he enjoyed this closeness entirely too much.

“Were you aware that Lord Hollingsworth beat his wife?’ she asked. “Diana was as
much avictim in her home as Sally and | werevictimsin Lord Elliot’s home. If |—or
her ladyship or Sally—would have stabbed those men, it would have been to break
free of our cage—our hellish prison. So tell me, Lord Hawthorne, if you were in my
shoes, would you want to kill someone who repeatedly did that to you? And when the
person responsible was finally dead, wouldn’'t you be relieved to know they would
never be allowed to bring harm on another person again?’

Nic's chest clenched. She'd been beaten. He couldn’t imagine that, and out of
nowhere, anger filled him for Lord Elliot. “I am very sorry to hear that you were
treated poorly, and if | were in your situation, | would probably feel the same. But
you are forgetting one thing. It's not up to us to bring punishment to those disgusting
people. It’s up to the courts, and God.”

“Then | suppose my only crime is that I'm satisfied knowing that someone helped
God and the courts by hurrying the process.”



Shaking his head, he loosened his hold, but instead of removing his touch from her,
he stroked her arms lightly. “Please, Tabitha. | wish to believe in your innocence.
Help me.”

“1 don’t know how | can except by telling you | did not do it.”

“That’s hard for me to believe since | overheard you saying that you would do it.”

She shrugged. “Then that’s your problem, not mine. At least I'm being truthful,
whereas you don’t know how to be.”

He scowled. “What do you mean by that?’

“Think really hard, Lord Hawthorne. Think what we were talking about, and doing in
the sitting room while Lady Hollingsworth and Lord Tristan were away from us.”

Embarrassment crept over him, along with shame. He scolded his feelings. He should
not be ashamed for kissing Tabitha and enjoying it. So then why did he feel thisway?
“Why don’t you believe | was truthful 7’

“Are you jesting?’ She snorted what sounded like a laugh. “There you were trying
your hardest to seduce me, al the while suspecting me of murder. For a brief
moment, your actions earlier showed me what a kind, gentle, and understanding man
you were. For abrief moment | actually thought you were attracted to me, impossible
as it may seem. Yet that was all alie. | had known what kind of man you were, but
you tried to convince me otherwise. Now | know | had been right about you all
along.”

“How do you know | was lying?’

“Hal” She shook her head. “Y ou honestly think I’ m that foolish?’



“What if | tell you that for a moment | had been attracted to you, and | had enjoyed
our kiss?’

She snickered. “Then | would say you were a great performer, because why would
you enjoy a mere maid's kisses when you have seduced many women over the
years?’

Nic bit his tongue to keep from saying anymore. He shouldn’t have said what he had
to begin with. He didn't want to admit, especialy to her, how much their kiss had
meant to him. “Then it appears we are both talented performers. Does it not?’

“1, my lord, am not a performer.”

“Then neither am |.” He pulled her closer as he lowered his head. His attention
dropped to her lips—Ilips that tempted him to sample them again.

She sucked in aquick breath and her mouth parted in invitation. Good heavens! What
was he thinking? He couldn’t possibly kiss her even as much asthe idealured him.

“Lord Hawthorne,” she whispered, “| beg you not to do that.”

“Dowhat?” he asked quietly.

“You know exactly what I'm referring to. Kissing me will not solve a thing. You still
believe I'm akiller, and | still think of you as one of the most despicable rogues in
England.”

He swallowed hard to moisten the cotton that had formed in his throat. She was

correct again, blast it! He could not kiss her. He could not also understand why her
statement hurt so badly, like a knife through his chest.



“Indeed, it won't solve athing.” Reluctantly, he released her and stepped back.

She gathered the cloak tighter around her neck before pulling on her hood. She turned
to leave, but hesitated. For some foolish reason, anticipation shot through him,
quickening his heartbeat.

“Lord Hawthorne,” she whispered and looked at him over her shoulder. “If you really
cared about your friend, you would try your hardest to find the true killer so that Lord
Tristan and Lady Hollingsworth can be together. They have waited too long to share
their love, and until the real murderer is caught, they will never be fully happy. I'm
just a mere maid so there isn't much | can do to help my lady in this dire situation,
but you can. Lord Hawthorne, if you put your mind to it, you can help your friend
finally obtain happiness.”

She didn’t wait for his answer before hurrying outside. Nic stared at the closed door
for the longest time as her words ran through his mind. The more and more he

thought about what she said, the more doubt filled him.

Would a killer be so selfless and think about her friend' s happiness more than her
own?

Deep in his heart, he knew the answer.

“Who was that?’ Tristan’s voice came from behind him.

Nic jumped and spun around. Tristan was still on his bedroll, but sitting up looking
Nic'sway. “That was Tabitha.” He walked closer to his friend.

“What was she doing here?’

“She came to tell us that Diana has invited us back in the house for the night because



of the storm, but we are to leave first thing in the morning.”

Nodding, Tristan adjusted himself on the ground, draping his arms over his bent
knees. “I’m glad to know she has come to her senses, at least about that.”

The confusion thickened in Nic's head, giving him a headache. He grumbled and
strode to his blanket before plopping down on the covering. “Worthington? What if
we' rewrong?’

Tristan’s head didn’t move, just his gaze as it rested on him. “Wrong about what?’
“About Tabitha.”

“What makes you think we are wrong?’

Nic sighed as he picked off some of the hay from the blanket. “During my talk with
Tabitha earlier tonight, | saw a part of her | hadn't noticed before. And, just a
moment ago,” he motioned his head toward the stall where they’d talked, “I noticed
the same thing.” He lifted his gaze and met Tristan’s. “Would a cold blooded killer

think of others when her life hung by athread?’

Tristan didn’t say anything for the longest time before shaking his head. “No. A cold
blooded killer would only think of themselves, not others.”

“Well, Tabitha was thinking of you and Diana. Do you know what she told me?”’
“What?’
“She told me that if | cared about you, that | would try to find the real killer so that

you and Diana could be together, as you both deserve.” Sighing heavily, he pushed
his hair back away from his eyes. “Oh Worthington, | think we both jumped to



conclusions when we overheard her and Sally. | honestly feel deep down in my heart
that Tabithais not the killer.”

Tristan laid back and looked up toward the rafters. For several minutes he was quiet,
and Nic didn't want to say anymore, either. Blaming Tabitha had been very wrong,
and even if Tristan didn’t realize that, Nic would have to apologize to Tabitha soon or
the guilt would eat him up.

“I can't do this,” Tristan muttered.

“Can’'t do what?”’

“1 cannot allow things to be unresolved between Dianaand I. And | especially cannot
go on with this doubt in my head.” He met Nic’'s gaze. “I, too, have felt that blaming
Tabitha was wrong, but with everything we'd heard and the way the maid acts, it's
hard not to think that way.” He scrambled to his feet. “Now that I’ve had more time
to ponder on this, | redlize that Diana would discern the girl well enough to know if
she was a killer or not.” He breathed deeply. “| have been too quick to judge when |
should have trusted Diana more.”

Tristan marched to the stall’ s gate and picked up his overcoat. “1’m going back to the
house to speak with Diana. Things need to be resolved tonight!”
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T ristan treaded as softly as he could up the stairs toward Diana's bedroom. The
house was quiet, and he feared everyone would be asleep. He didn’t care if the maids
were asleep, but he needed Diana awake. They needed to talk this thing out.

He reached her door and stopped, lifting his hand to knock, but hesitated. What if she
wouldn’t allow him entrance? He couldn’t very well carry on a conversation with a
door between them.

Instead of knocking, he grasped the handle, turned it, and entered. The room was
dark, but in the corner near her bed was a lamp that had been dimmed, illuminating
Diana's body as she sat at her vanity table and stared in the mirror. She didn’'t look
his way, so he assumed she hadn’t heard him. He waited a few brief moments before
taking astep inside.

She wore the same nightgown and wrapper that she’d been in the first time he saw
her after his kidnapping. Although he still thought she was the loveliest woman he'd
ever seen, her eyes were swollen from crying and her desolate expression nearly
brought him to his knees in agony. She was this way because of him.

“Diana,” he whispered.

Gasping, she swung toward him but remained on the chair. “Tristan! What are you
doing in here?’

He walked in further, closing the door behind him. “We need to talk.”

Her surprised expression turned hard as anger appeared. “No we don’'t. We have said



everything that needs to be said.” She turned back toward the vanity mirror. “I would
appreciate it if you left my room.”

“| fear that | cannot do as you request. You see,” he paused, stepping closer to her, “I
cannot let things continue like this. It's breaking my heart to see you so distraught,
and this matter must be resolved tonight.”

“Tristan, please,” she said with a heavy sigh as her hands covered her face. “We have
nothing further to discuss.”

“Yes, we do.” He reached her and knelt beside her, resting his hand on her knee. “I
still need to tell you how much | love you, and how wrong | was to accuse Tabitha,
and especially how wrong | was to doubt your word.”

Gradually, she removed her hands as she met his stare. Her green eyes glistened with
moisture. “Y ou were wrong?’

“Indeed, | was. Men don't like to admit that, | know, but when I’'m wrong, | say it.”
He caressed a lock of her silky auburn hair as it hung on her shoulder. “I was
desperate and grasping at anything as a means to bring us together. I’'m so very tired
of hiding my feelings for you. | want the whole world to know how much | love you
and how badly | want to be your husband.”

A tear dlipped down her cheek. “But why did you blame Tabitha?’

He shrugged. “Because of what Hawthorne and | had overheard. But | understand
now how angry and hurt the maid was for my cousin’s violation against her, and |
realize now why she is so disturbed with men in general. I’'m sorry | jumped to
conclusions and blamed her.” He moved his hand up and stroked her wet cheek. “As |
pondered our conversation whilein the barn, | realized | hadn’t trusted your word. If |
love you as | have proclaimed then | need to believe in you. Forgive me, my sweet



Diana, for having aweak moment. It will never happen again.”

“Oh, Tristan.”

She turned toward him more and wrapped her arms around his neck. He pulled her
close as she cried silent tears against the crook of his neck. Moisture gathered in his
eyes, and his heart ached with sadness for causing her so much pain. He kissed the
side of her head and held her tightly.

“Tristan, | know Tabitha didn’'t do it,” she said brokenly as she lifted her head and
met his eyes. “ She was too weak and her soul was broken. She wouldn’t have had the
strength to kill Ludlow. And your cousin...” She shook her head. “ Tabitha was here
at the cottage watching over you the night Lord Elliot was killed. We gave you a
sleeping draught because we both feared what you might find if you had awakened
and caught us.” She sniffed and pulled back slightly. “You see, | had left Tabitha here
to watch over you so | could ride out to get Sally from your evil cousin. | was there
the night he was killed.”

Her words poured through him like ice as shock vibrated through his body. “You?’

“He'd beaten Sally and | had gone to his townhouse to rescue her. When | walked in
on your bath the next morning, | had just returned. That’s why my boots were dirty
and | looked so tired.” She took a deep breath. “Tabitha had been here the whole time
and was still in her room.”

“Oh, Diana.” He grasped her shoulders. “How could you put yourself in danger like
that? Do you know what he would have done if he caught you?”’

She nodded. “I’d prepared myself, | assure you. | had my pistol with me, but not a
blade. | didn't kill your cousin, but if he would have tried to attack me, | would have
pulled the trigger.”



Blowing out a frustrated breath, Tristan stood and paced the floor. Several thoughts
flew through his mind, and all of them were not good. “Diana, you should not have
done that. Do you know what would happen if the magistrate ever found out?’ He
stopped and faced her. “Oh, my sweet love, he would not understand at all. He would
believe you killed both men.”

“Yes, | know.” Her voice shook. “I fear every day that he will discover something
and come arrest me. The two times | rescued maids from their monstrous lords, were
the times someone decided to kill them.”

Groaning in despair, he hurried back to her and pulled her into his arms. She wrapped
her arms around his waist and pressed her head against his chest.

“Tristan, we must find the real killer so | don’t go to prison.”

“We will.” Closing his eyes, he tightened his arms around her, praying to the
Almighty that something would happen and Tristan would be able to save the woman
he loves. He must save her this time since he hadn’t been able to three years ago.

He exhaled dowly, trying to release the panic rushing through him. “Diana, does the
magistrate know about this cottage?’

“Yes.” She lifted her head and looked at him. “I don’t believe he knows the exact
location, but | did tell him thiswas where | was when Lord Elliot was killed.”

“Then we need to hide you somewhere else. If the magistrate finds any evidence that
you were at my cousin’s townhouse that night, you will be arrested. Until Hawthorne
and | discover what really happened, we need to keep you safe.”

A small chuckle bubbled up from her throat, even though humor was not the
expression on her worried face. “As hard as I’ ve tried to rescue abused maids and



keep them hidden, it now looks like I’ m the one who needs the protection.”

“You are, and thistime | will guard you with my life.”

Slowly, a smile touched her mouth. She lifted on her toes and placed her lips against
his. He crushed her in his arms and kissed her with all the love and emotion inside of
him. He didn’t want to think that this might be the last time they would be together.
Even if it meant breaking the law, he was determined to keep her safe.

Diana was the one who broke the kiss. “Tristan, | love you so very much.”

“You arethelight of my life, and | will do all | can to keep you here in my arms.”

“I think | have an idea.”

“What isit?’

“Lady Dashwood has always supported me and helped me in my endeavors. If | tell
her of my plight, I know she will help. She has many estates and cottages all over

Britain. She might be able to hide me.”

Bit by bit, relief eased into Tristan’s chest. He nodded. “Then let us go talk to her
tomorrow.”

“No, only | must go. Remember, we still cannot be seen together.”

He frowned. “You are correct. But please, inform me or send me a missive after you
have talked to her so that | know where you will be staying.”

“l promise.”



When he kissed her once again, he savored the moment. Kissing her had always been
so right, so perfect. Indeed, they were meant to be together. Forever.

He just prayed fate had the same idea.

Diana fidgeted in her carriage seat as she stared out the window. She couldn’t arrive
at her destination soon enough. It had been one very long night, and most of it she
hadn’t slept. She thanked the Lord that Tristan had returned to finish their talk, and it
pleased her to know he was now on her side.

Tristan and Lord Hawthorne left early this morning, and once Diana and Tabitha
were ready, they took the coach and rode toward Lady Dashwood's estate. Claudia
would know what to do, Diana just knew it.

The carriage bounced Diana on her seat. She scowled and glanced up to where the
coachman would be since she couldn’t see it from inside the vehicle. Because she
didn’t have adriver, Tabitha donned the same clothes she’ d used when she kidnapped
Tristan and was now acting as Diana s coachman. She just prayed that when they
arrived at Lady Dashwood' s estate, Claudia s servants wouldn’t get suspicious of the
feminine looking driver.

Worry of the unknown wouldn’t leave her and gave her a tremendous headache.
Groaning, Diana leaned back in her seat and rubbed her forehead. Would this
nightmare ever end?

Trying to think positive, she sat up straight and stared out the window. Her life had to
get better soon. She'd been living in hell for so long, it was time to bring things to a
happy ending... with Tristan, of course.



She smiled, remembering their talk, and especialy the loving words he'd said. And
their kiss. She smiled. The kiss that could have lasted al night if he hadn’'t pulled
away and left her room. He was such a gentleman, because if it had been up to her,
that wonderful man would have not |eft her room at all.

The coach hit another bump in the road, jerking her on the seat. “Tabithal Will you
watch where you' re going?’

“Sorry, my lady,” she called back.

Diana frowned. Tabitha hadn’t been the same after last night’s events, even when
Diana told her of Tristan’s confession. Something had happened between the maid
and Nic, but Tabitha would not discuss it. Diana noticed the fun-loving energetic
woman was quiet and withdrawn from everything this morning as they’d readied
themselves to travel. It broke Diana's heart to see her friend that way, and she
wondered if Nic had apologized to Tabitha as Tristan had done.

When the carriage slowed to a stop, Diana peered out the window and looked upon
Claudia' s grand estate. At least Claudia s husband was generous enough to leave her
money and the house when he died. Ludlow’s excuse to Diana was that because she
hadn’'t given him an heir, she didn't deserve any of his money. But the truth of the
matter was that she didn’t want his money. The quicker she could break free of that
miserable life, the better she'd be.

The door opened and there stood Tabitha, still dressed as the coachman, offering to
help Diana out of the vehicle. Once she was out and the carriage door was shut, Diana
leaned into Tabitha and whispered, “ Stay low until I’'m ready to leave.”

“Yes, my lady.”

She missed seeing the twinkle in Tabitha's eyes and her adorable quirky grin. One



day the maid would get them back, Diana hoped.

She was shown to the sitting room and within minutes Claudia swept in, wearing a
beautiful yellow day gown with scooped neck and puffy sleeves. Claudia aways
wore the latest fashions and was the envy of most ladies of the ton. Her blonde hair
hung in ringlets and was decorated with pearls and a golden ribbon.

“Lady Hollingsworth, what a pleasure it is to see you.” She hugged Diana. “Let’s sit
and have some tea and biscuits. My cook has just made a specia batch that | haven't
sampled yet.”

“1 thank you for the refreshment. I’'m eager to taste what your cook has made. He's
always creating such mouth-watering treats.”

The ladies sat together on the sofa as a maid brought in the tray of tea and another
servant carried in atray of biscuits. Lady Dashwood poured Diana a cup of tea before
pouring her own and sipping.

“Thank you, Gladys and Junie. That is al for now.” Claudia dismissed the other
women.

Diana watched the two servants leave, and once the door was closed, she switched
her focus back on her friend. “Claudia, | apologize for the unannounced visit, but it
was urgent that | speak to you.”

“Good heavens, dear. What has happened?’ Claudia set her teacup down.

“Lord Tristan and | fear that the magistrate will find evidence that | was at Lord
Elliot’s house the night of his murder and he'll arrest me.” Tears spiked her eyes, and
she wished she wasn't so emotional all the time. “Claudia, you are the only one that
can help me.”



“Oh, my dear Diana.” Claudia reached over to take Diana's hands. “Y ou know | will
do anything to help.”

“Sir Felix knows about my grandmother’s cottage, and so that is not a safe place for
me—or Tabitha and Sally—to stay. | apologize for being so desperate, but | beg you
to help me. Do you have a place we can go to hide?’

Claudia narrowed her gaze on Diana. “Is Lord Tristan not going to help you at all?’

“He is going to try and find the real killer, Claudia, but if we are seen together, the
magistrate will suspect we are in cahoots together.”

The other woman nodded slowly. “Does Lord Tristan believe he can find the killer?’

“l don’t know.” Diana shrugged. “He's going to do al he can to find this person.
Once the person is caught, then Tristan and | can be together.” She smiled softly. “It's
been too long, Claudia. | want a real marriage, a marriage where the husband and
wife love each other.”

Flipping her hand in the air, Claudia pulled away from Diana. “My dear friend, that is
not areal marriage at all. Most of the ton marriages are loveless. Y ou know that.”

“Yes, but | also know that marriage can be one of unconditional love. That's what |
want, and it’ s just within my grasp. Please Claudia, help me achieve this.”

“Of course, my friend. You know | will help you any way | can.” She sat back in her
chair and tapped a finger on her chin. “One of my estates in Essex is not in use right
now. | will need to get a few servants over there to ready the place for you and your
maids, but it will take at least aweek.”

Relief flooded Diana. “ Thank you, Claudia. That will be perfect.”



“But until that time comes, you must stay here with me. | cannot have you at your
grandmother’s cottage unprotected. My servants are devoted to me and they know
what hell you went through, as well. They will not say anything, | assure you. Both
Tabitha and Sally can be maids here during our wait. They will have nothing to fear.”

“Oh, Claudia.” She reached over and hugged her friend. “You truly are a gift from
God.”

Lady Dashwood chuckled. “1 don’t have many close friends, and | will do anything |
can to keep my friends protected.”

At long last, Diana s future was starting to look clearer. Now she needed to pray that
Tristan and Hawthorne could find the killer quickly.

Tabitha huddled in the corner of the coach house and pulled her overcoat around her
neck a little tighter before lowering her hat. A few of the grooms mulled about and
only glanced at her a few times. Thankfully, they didn't act as if they knew Tabitha
was awoman.

She prayed Lady Dashwood had ideas of where Tabitha could hide. She didn’t want
to bring harm or more suspicion on Diana, but Tabitha also didn’t want to go to
prison, either. Diana was correct when she said Tabitha turning herself in was not the
right thing to do because the true killer was still out there and might kill again.

A servant walked into the coach house carrying trays of food. The young woman
stood with the other two men as they partook of the meal. Tabitha pulled her gaze
away from them as she looked out into the grand gardens of the estate. Although she
had only been to afew estatesin her life, one of them remained foremost in her mind.
The Dowager Duchess of Kenbridge had the most beautiful flower gardens



imaginable. Tabitha didn’t know the woman personally and had certainly never met
her, but just that one time of seeing the gardens was enough to stay in Tabitha's
memory.

Blowing out a frustrated breath, she glanced back at Lady Dashwood'’s servants, still
chatting and chomping down food. In away, Tabitha wished she could talk with them
just to keep her mind occupied. It was hard to think of other things when the fate of
her future hung by athread.

It had almost been a week since she talked to Lord Hawthorne. Hurt and anger still
ruled her emotions and fueled her melancholy. She'd thought he would do the right
thing and convince Lord Tristan not to turn her in, yet because neither she nor Diana
had heard anything, or even seen the magistrate, she still worried that at any minute
Sir Felix would come to the door and arrest her.

She blamed Lord Hawthorne for her fear and sleepless nights.

Feeling restless, she strode out of the coach house and into the yard, but there was
nothing there to keep her busy, either. She turned and slowly walked around the
coach house, trying to waste her time. When she passed by one of the open windows
and heard Lady Hollingsworth’s name, Tabitha stopped and moved closer to the
window. Slowly she peeked inside. The driver, another man and the woman who'd
brought the food were standing together talking.

“| feel sorry for that wee woman,” Lady Dashwood' s driver said. “The lass has lived
in a home where her husband hated her and her servants loathed her as well.”

“Impossible!l” the other man said. “That kind, sweet woman? It's unbelievable the
servantswud give’er grief.”

“Aye, that istrue,” the woman spoke up. “I heard that her lady’s maid had been raped



by Lord Hollin sworth because his wife cud not satisfy him.”

“Just horrid!” the driver exclaimed. “That monster should have been horsewhipped.”
“Aye,” the other man said.

“But that’s not the worst of it for Lady Hollin’sworth,” the woman continued. “The
reason her servants hated their mistress was because she wud not go to her husband’s
bed. If she had given him an heir, his lordship wud not have taken the lady’s maid or
the other women workin’ in the estate.”

“Woas the lady’ s maid Martha Whitehead?’

“Aye,” the woman answered.

“| "ave'eard of Martha.”

“ She has a daughter who worked for the late Lord Elliot. I’ ve heard that her daughter,
Sally, wasn't treated kindly by that lord, either.”

“How utterly sad.”

“Tis sad, indeed,” the woman continued. “| have heard that Martha is now a very
angry and bitter woman.”

“And who would blame 'er?”

Tabitha sucked in a quick breath and moved away from the window. Good Heavens!
This explained alot. But not only did it explain the older woman's hatred for Diana,
pieces to the unknown puzzle started fitting together in Tabitha' s mind. Martha could
have killed Lord Hollingsworth, and because Martha's daughter had been abused by



Lord Elliot, the mother could have killed him as well. Everything was so very clear
now!

Hope budded in Tabitha' s bosom as she hurried around the coach house and to the
carriage. She needed to tell Diana, and she didn’'t think she could wait for her to
finish with her visit first.

Tabitha prayed this was the answer to the end of their torment. She also prayed that
Marthawouldn’t lie to the magistrate when he dropped by to ask her questions.

As she paced the drive, she thought for sure she’d wear out the bottom of her boots
before Lady Hollingsworth came out. She was ready to scream with frustration, and if
she had to hold this information inside her for much longer, she would be barging in
Lady Dashwood’ s house just to let them know what the servants had said.

From up the drive, another coach came her way with two riders beside it.
Immediately, she recognized the emblem on the vehicle, and one of the men. What
was the magistrate doing here? Her heart sunk, and fear expanded in her chest.

As the coach neared, she gradually stepped back underneath a tree and lowered her
hat on her forehead so they would not be able to see her face. The footman hurried
out to greet Sir Felix and they chatted for a few moments. Although she couldn’t hear
what was being said, she was anxious to get away, and to find Diana and get her
away from these men as well.

Just as panic consumed her, she turned and darted toward the back of the house, but
because her hat was blocking her vision, she ran into alow hanging limb. The branch
knocked the hat from her head, and immediately, her long hair tumbled down her
back and over her shoulders.

She held in a frightened cry as she bent to retrieve the hat. But as she peeked toward



the magistrate, he and the footman, along with the third man, were staring at her with
wide eyes.

“That’s her!” the footman stated. “That’s Lady Diana s maid.”

Sir Felix flew off his horse. “Halt, Miss Tabitha,” he yelled as he hurried toward her.

She wouldn’t give up without afight, and a good run. The chubby man was definitely
not fit to run asfast as she was.

Tabitha turned and sprinted across the lawn as fast as she could. Terror pumped
through her legs and helped with her flight. She came closer to the corner of the
house, and just as she darted around the bush, two strong arms reached out and
grabbed her.

“Sir Felix, | got her.”
Groaning, she struggled against his hold. Tears burned her eyes. She couldn’t
understand how she had forgotten about the third man—the one who’ d come with the

magistrate.

He pulled her toward the front of the house where Sir Felix met her. His scowl was
fierce.

“Miss Tabitha, | have come—"
“What is the meaning of this?” Diana demanded as she flew down the front stairs,
Lady Dashwood close on her heels. Dianarushed to Tabitha and tried to pry her wrist

from the magistrate' s grip. “ Release her at once, Sir Felix,” she demanded.

“l fear, Lady Hollingsworth,” he said, lifting his chin arrogantly, “that | cannot



release her. | have come to arrest her for the murders of your husband and Lord
Elliot.”

“No!” Tabitha yanked her hands, but the other man’s grip was too strong. “I didn’t
kill them.”

“We have witnesses that say otherwise.” Sir Felix arched a bushy eyebrow.

“They are wrong!” Diana folded her arms over her chest. “My maid did not kill those
men, | assure you.”

“Forgive me, my lady,” he replied smugly, “but your assurance holds no strength this
time. Now, if you will step aside so | can do my duty, | promise not to arrest you as
well.”

Lady Dashwood huffed. “Thisis highly irregular, my lord.”

The portly man threw a glare at the other lady. “And | suggest, Lady Dashwood, that
you stay out of my business as well.”

The portly man and his partner tugged Tabitha to the coach. Horror like she’'d never
imagined clawed its way from her stomach to her chest, squeezing the air from her
lungs. She turned pleading eyesto Diana. “1 didn’t do it.” Her voice broke.

“1 know you didn’t.” Diana cried and clutched her hands to her chest.

“Not to worry, dear Tabitha,” Claudia assured, “I will hire a lawyer and have you
released.”

Helplessly, Tabitha was shoved into the windowless coach as a chain secured the
door. There was no escaping now. If Diana couldn’t find away to release her, Tabitha



would surely diein prison.
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L aughter chimed around the room as the Worthington brothers and their wives sat at
the dowager’ s large dining table for a family dinner. Tristan tried to smile, but it was
so hard when his mind was occupied on trying to figure out this mystery of who
killed the two lords. What made him that much more upset was not coming up with
any leads. Tabitha wasn't a suspect on his list any longer, but Sally was. Now he
wondered how he could find out what really happened that night after Elliot had
beaten her.

Tristan glanced around the table, trying to act as if he were involved with the
conversation. The oldest Worthington brother, Trevor, sat near his wife Louisa, their
eyes sparked with love when they gazed at each other. Louisa was midway through
her pregnancy, and simply glowing. Trevor and Louisa had a rough patch at the
beginning of their relationship, but now Tristan could see they were destined to be
together, forever.

The youngest brother, Trey was just as happy with his wife, Judith. The two of them
were either holding hands or Trey’s arm was around his wife' s waist. Sometimes they
were this way in public, which made all the matrons tongues wag with gossip.
Tristan wasn't around when Trey and Judith were courting, but apparently it was
guite the scandal.

Earlier tonight, Trey had announced Judith was pregnant. Tristan's mother was as
ecstatic as any woman could be as she clapped cheerfully as tears of joy swam in her
eyes. Tristan prayed that one day he and Diana would have children, yet for some
reason fate had not been smiling on either one of them lately.

Tristan frowned. Maybe fate was never going to be a ray of sunshine in his life.



Mentally, he shook the thought from his head. He must stay positive. Diana was
destined to be hiswife. And Tristan would do all he could to see it happen.

“What is going on with the murder investigation, Tristan? Do you know?”’

He snapped out of his thoughts and looked at Trevor who'd asked the question. All
eyes around the table were now on Tristan, so he tried to replace his forlorn
expression with a cheery disposition, although he knew he failed miserably.

“Thelast | have heard, the magistrate has no leads to the killer, I'm afraid.”

“Does he still suspect you?’ the dowager asked softly.

“Yes Mother, but I’'m doing my best to try and change his mind. We all know | didn’t
do it, but for some reason, the magistrate now has it in his head that Lady
Hollingsworth and | were working together to rid the world of her husband and my
cousin.” He shrugged. “What a wild imagination that man has.”

Murmurs of agreement went around the room.

“However, just this past week, Hawthorne and | overheard a conversation between
Lady Hollingsworth and two of her maids.”

Both Trey and Trevor’s wide-eye gazes bounced back to Tristan.

“It seems,” Tristan continued, “Lady Hollingsworth has a maid who was recently in
Lord Elliot’s employ. He had been very abusive to this girl. Hawthorne and | are
suspecting she might be the one who killed Elliot, but were not sure if she had the

motive to kill Lord Hollingsworth.”

Gasps burst through the room. “Did Diana’ s maid confess to anything?’ Trevor asked



loudly.

“Her name is Sally, and she didn’t confess, but she did state how she' d wanted Elliot
dead.”

“Did you say anything to Lady Hollingsworth?’ Judith asked, swiping a light,
chestnut ringlet away from her face.

“Indeed, | did. Unfortunately, we still need to find the proof before anything can be
done.”

“Oh, dear.” His mother fanned her face. “ Tristan, you must make certain the girl is
indeed the killer before you lay blame.”

“Yes, Mother. | know this, but | heard her practically confess.”

“ Practically 7" Trey asked. “But that’s not going to hold up very well with the
magistrate, my dear brother.”

“Have you even talked to Sir Felix yet?’ Louisa asked before she sipped her dinner

wine.

“No.” Tristan sighed heavily. “It’s like | had said before, | need proof first. | don’t
want to cause any undue problems with Diana or her maid.”

“Areyou still in love with her?” Judith asked softly.

He arched an eyebrow. “Sally? Of course not. | have never held those feelings of
such nature for the maid.”

“No,” Judith corrected, “I was referring to Lady Hollingsworth.”



Louisa leaned forward as if waiting for his answer. It seemed his sisters-in-law were
more interested in that particular aspect of his life than his brothers, or even his
mother. “Yes, | am still in love with Diana.”

Knowing grins shaped Judith and Louisa's mouths. His brothers, however, nearly
scowled at Tristan, enough to burn holes through him.

“No wonder you haven't said anything to the magistrate,” Trevor barked. “1 think you
are trying to protect Diana more than you are trying to find akiller.”

“Now Trevor, dear,” Louisa said as she patted her husband's hand. “Have you
forgotten how confused you were when you realized you were in love with a thief,
only to discover how wrong you were?’

Not very often did Tristan get to see his brother blush, but Trevor’s cheeks darkened
apinkish color.

“You are correct, my love.” Trevor brushed his fingers lightly against her blonde curl
by her ear.

Tristan quickly continued before the two of them became any more zealous in their
love. “I haven't said anything to the magistrate until | have something that backs up
my theory.”

“That’sawisething to do,” his mother said.
“Do you think she might be innocent?’ Judith asked.
Tristan shrugged then took a drink of his wine. “I don’t know. | just know that | if |

were in her place and had been beaten like she had been, | would have wanted to kill
the man responsible.” He shrugged. “So | have two different arguments pulling at me.



| have logic that says once the true killer is put away, Diana and | can live our lives
the way we' ve always wanted to. And then my heart tells me that | shouldn’t blame
the maid because she was so abused and mentally broken.”

“Tristan?’ Louisa asked. “Why don’t you follow your heart?’

Inwardly, he sighed. He should have known she or Judith would say something like
that. And for the life of him, he couldn’t hold back from telling her the truth. “My
heart tells me Sally is innocent, but it's only because Diana trusts her maids, and |
trust Diana.”

“Oh, Tristan dear.” His mother bunched her hands on the table. “Please do not do
anything rash. Please make certain of your feelings before you pursue Lady
Hollingsworth any further. You mentioned that Sir Felix thinks you and Lady
Hollingsworth are in this together. | would hate him to have his suspicions confirmed
if he saw you and the widow together in public.”

“I'm very much aware of how it would look, Mother.” He rubbed his forehead,
hoping the pounding in his skull would disappear. “But | don’t think you will have to
worry about that any time soon. Until the true killer is caught, Dianaand | will not be
seen together at all. | just hope this ends quickly because | cannot see going through
life without Diana as my wife.”

“Tristan,” Louisa said, shaking her head, “don’t give up. If you love her, fight for her.
| would not be married to your brother if he had given up on me so easily.”

“Same here,” Trey added as he gazed into Judith’s eyes and smiled. “I don’t know
what kind of man | would be right now if Judith had given up on our love.”

Judith returned the tender smile and grasped Trey’s hand. “We certainly would not be
here and starting a family together.”



Everyone around the table chuckled and nodded. Except for Tristan. Once again, all
he could manage was a weak smile. Maybe it was jealousy, or maybe it was just that
there were too many obstacles keeping him from love.

Perhaps what his family said was true. After all, they had all been through trials in
their lives, and they were now all very happy. Blissfully happy, which was what he
wanted to be.

After dinner, he returned to his room. His mind was churning with ideas. Between
Hawthorne and himself, they would find Lord Elliot’ s servants and question them all,
even if they had to bribe them with money. One way another, they’d find something
to use that could lead them in the killer’ s direction.

From the corner of the small table near his bed, his attention caught something
different. A letter sealed with Lady Dashwood's crest embedded in the wax. He
snatched the letter and broke it open, his heart beating with anticipation.

“Dear Tristan. Something dreadful has happened. Earlier today the magistrate
arrested Tabitha and took her to Newgate Prison. We are beside ourselves and don’t
know what to do. Please meet me late tonight in Lady Dashwood’s stable so that we
can discuss what to do next. My heart is broken for this terrible injustice that has
happened, and | pray that you and | can figure away out of this mess. Please burn this
letter once you have read it so that Sir Felix doesn’t think we are planning something.
Most affectionately yours, Diana.”

Tristan groaned and sank on the edge of his bed. Poor Tabitha. Indeed, she was not
guilty, so what made the magistrate think she was? Surely Diana could speak to the
man and assure him of Tabitha's location during both murders. Tristan could even
attest to being in the cottage when Tabitha was there. Even if he had to stretch the
truth a bit, he could explain to Sir Felix that he'd been sick and Tabitha was nursing
him back to health. At this point, he'd say anything to get her released.



Y et, would that bring more suspicion on Diana?

He growled and hit his fist into the mattress. This would drive him insane! He
definitely needed to be with Diana, because that put him in better spirits. He could
think better around her as well.

Turning his head, he glanced at the clock on the mantel. It was only thirty minutes
past eight. Still too early to meet her, and if he left now, he’'d surely get caught by
SOmeone.

He took the letter to the fireplace and threw it inside. The flames licked the paper
quickly, turning it to ashes.

As he stared in the fire, his mind wandered to Hawthorne. What in the devil was that
man doing, and would he be able to help Tristan find the killer? When they had left
Diana's cottage that morning over a week ago, Nic hadn’'t been talkative, which
wasn't like him. By the faraway look in Nic’'s eyes, Tristan could see something
bothered him greatly, but the man never said anything.

Tristan decided to pen a note to Hawthorne to have him come to the house tomorrow
so they could plan away to contact all of Elliot’s servants. They needed to get on this
posthaste.

It didn’t take very long to write the note, sedl it, and have the servant take it to be
delivered. Tristan left hisroom to go in search of something to do that would keep his
mind occupied until it was time to go to see his Diana. Unfortunately, his brothers
had left and his mother had already retired to her chamber.

Grumbling, Tristan marched into his study and straight to his decanter of rum. It had
been a while since the drink had become his best friend, before his kidnapping, in
fact. Still, he needed something to settle his nerves, so he poured a generous amount



into aglass and sat in front of the small fire.

No matter how often he tried to think back over everything Diana had told him about
her husband’ s death and Elliot’s, there was something that niggled in the back of his
head. Something he should know, or at least figure out.

He took a drink, and then grimaced. What was that nasty taste? True, it had been a
little while since he had used the bottle to help calm his nerves, but it had never tasted
this bitter before. Or had it?

“Pardon me, milord, but will you be needing any more rum tonight?’

The servant’s voice startled him and he swung toward the door. “Oh, Gibbs. | didn’'t
hear you comein.”

“Forgive me, milord.” The older footman bowed. “I thought to check in on you
before you retire.”

“1 thank you, Gibbs, but | am fine.”

“Will you need more rum?’

Tristan couldn’t help but grin. This servant knew him well, but why hadn’t he noticed
that Tristan wasn't aroaring drunk any longer? Didn’t servants know things like this?

“No, Gibbs, I'm fine—"

Suddenly, an idea struck him and he quickly stood. “Gibbs, would you like to join
me?’ He held up his glass.

The older man chuckled. “What humor you have, milord. Y ou know me by now, and
know | can’'t refuse agood drink.”



Tristan motioned his hand. “Then please come in and I'll pour you a glass.” He
moved to the liquor tray. “I fear I’m quite bored this evening and | need someone to
talk to. Do you mind?’

“Of course not, milord.” Mr. Gibbs shuffled in and to the chair nearest to the
fireplace. The older man had been with the family since Tristan was a young boy.
Gibbs was like part of the family.

Tristan poured Gibbs a healthy dose of rum and brought it back to him. The servant
mumbled his thanks and took the glass. Both men tipped back their drinks at the same
time, and Tristan studied the servant over the rim of his glass. Bushy white eyebrows
arched over tired, withered eyes. The man was aways smiling and willing to please

the family.

Grimacing again at the bitter taste, he glanced into his glass. What was wrong with
the rum? “Gibbs, | hope you can help me out.” He looked back to the footman.

“I’ll do anything | can, milord.”

“You have been with our family for a long time, and you were my father’s footman
for many years.”

“Aye.” He took another drink.

“1I"m sure you know alot about what goes on in society, as well.”

The older man’ s wrinkled mouth lifted inagrin. “Aye, | do.”

“And I’'m sure that servants know what goes on in the household—even if things are
meant to be kept a secret.”



“Once again, you are correct. Loyal servants do not spread gossip, but unfortunately,
there are many servants | have met over the years who are not so loyal.”

“Are you friends with servants from other estates?’

Gibbs chuckled. “We all seem to know what goes on in other houses, I'm afraid.”

Tristan nodded. “Have you heard any of these other servants saying things you deem
to be inappropriate?’

“Plenty of times.”

“How about from Lady Hollingsworth’s estate?’

Gibbs took another gulp and nodded. “Sadly, yes. The servants blamed her for not
giving their master an heir.”

Although Tristan was grateful she hadn’'t given Hollingsworth children, Tristan's
heart wrenched for the pain she must have endured because of the servant’s
treatment. “Yes, that is very sad, indeed. What about Lord Elliot?’

“|1 fear your cousin wasn't very kind to his servants. | believe many of them wanted
him dead, especially the maids.”

Tristan nodded. “Yes, | had heard the same thing.” He paused in thought until a name
popped into his head from nowhere. “What about Lady Dashwood’ s household. Have
you heard anything about her servants who may not be very loyal?’

“Oh yes, milord. In fact, Mr. Tucker was ready to punch Lady Dashwood'’s driver in
the face not too long ago.”



“Really? | wonder why.”

“It wasn’t too long after you had been kidnapped. Mr. Tucker had visited a pub that
night and Lady Dashwood'’s driver was into his cups quite a bit and telling everyone
that he had driven his ladyship to Lady Hollingsworth’s cottage... and that the

viscountess had kidnapped a man. Y ou, milord.”

Tristan had tipped his glass up to his lips for another sip, but quickly dropped his arm.
“Me? The driver told everyone that?’

“Aye. That is why Mr. Tucker wanted to punch the man in the face for spreading
such gossip, but Miss Amanda wouldn’t allow it. She is engaged to Mr. Tucker, you
know.”

Anger filled Tristan, making him want to plow hisfist through the man’s face as well.
“No, | didn’t know this. Has the coachman ever been to this place to visit Miss
Amanda before?’

“Aye. A few times.”

“When was the last time?’

“Yesterday, | believe.”

Tristan grumbled under his breath. “How long has this driver been employed with
Lady Dashwood?’

“Only since her husband died.”

“Interesting...” Tristan allowed himself to take a drink this time. The wheels in his
brain were turning faster now as ideas he'd never thought of before surfaced. When



he'd returned after being kidnapped, he’d wondered how some people—the
magistrate in particular—knew that Tristan had been at Diana s cottage.

Now he knew.
As quickly as that thought ended, another hit him. Diana was there, at Lady
Dashwood's, and Tabitha had been arrested. With a loose-lipped driver such as this

servant, Diana was not safe at all.

With his heart pumping in an irregular beat, he jumped to his feet. “Gibbs, | must be
going. Thank you very much for the talk. It helped me immensely.”

“ls something amiss, milord?’

“l have aterrible feeling...” He paused as panic jolted through him. The love of his
life wasin danger. He just knew it.
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T ristan rode his horse hard and fast toward Lady Dashwood's estate. The closer he
came, the more his head filled with clouds and he became lightheaded. He shook his
head and blinked, trying to focus better. This didn’t make sense. He'd only had a few
sips of hisdrink, so why was he acting in such away?

He finaly reached the stable, and dismounted. Hurrying toward the structure, the
walls seemed to dance in front of him and the ground slanted as if he were walking
on aship.

Tristan stopped and squeezed his eyes closed. What the devil was happening to him?
Cotton felt like it was growing in his mouth, but along with it came the stale, bitter
taste of the liquor he’ d consumed earlier with Gibbs. In all the years Tristan had been
drinking, never had he had such areaction.

What were the odds the rum was laced with some kind of drug that made him feel as
if hewas floating right out of his body?

Groaning, he fought against his mind trying to come alert—to snap out of this haze
he'd been put under. Why had he taken the vile drink in the first place? Now he
cursed the spiked rum for making his head swim and his stomach twist. He vowed
never to touch liquor again.

He took in a deep breath and moved into the stable. Gradually, his limbs weakened.
Finding the strength, he lifted his hands and scrubbed his face, trying to get the blood
flowing through him enough to bring him alert. His muscles began to ache and his
body felt stiff. Indeed, someone had put some kind of drug in his drink!



He opened his eyes and tried to focus. Darkness surrounded him at first, and then a
small amount of light came from the far end of the stables. Slowly he turned his head,
but the movement was still too fast and his stomach lurched in protest. Closing his
eyes, he gritted his teeth to keep the contents of his stomach down where it belonged.

In the silence of the room, a horse snorted and shuffled his feet. Once again, Tristan
blinked open his eyes and this time things appeared dlightly clearer than before, but
not much.

Tristan took his time moving toward the light, only because the blasted barn wouldn’t
quit spinning around him. Right here and now he made another vow—never to touch
the vile drink again!

Mentally, he shook his head, remembering he' d already made that vow a few seconds
ago. Thevile drink be deuced! He would swear off liquor forever.

He inhaled deeply, and then exhaled slowly hoping to force his mind to be more
attentive. He could overpower whatever drug he' d taken since he only had afew sips.

Taking small steps, he continued to move his feet, keeping his hand on the wall as an
aide. The light he'd seen earlier had been the back door that was still open, and
thankfully the moon was full tonight which helped make the pathway out of the stable
brighter.

As he came closer to the stable door, he wondered why it was still open. Usually the
stable hands closed it when they put the horses down for the night. He blinked a few
more times, but still his eyesight wasn't as focused as he' d wanted.

Shuffling of footsteps was heard, so he stopped, as did the footsteps. He trained his
ears to listen for other sounds, but he couldn’t detect anything unusual.



Just as he took another step, a shadow appeared at the door. He rubbed his eyes,
hoping to see better. It hadn’t worked. His vision was still blurred.

“Who goes there?’ he asked with adry throat.

The longer he stared at the shadow, the form finally took shape into a person. A
woman, actually. His heart lifted. Was it Diana? He could only pray.

“Who are you?’ he asked again as he took another step closer.

All he could tell was that the woman wore a black hooded cloak. Although the hood
was over her head, the sides of the cloak were pulled back for him to see her silver
and white dress. He couldn’t see her face at all. Y et she seemed too tall to be Diana.
So who was this visitor?

“I demand you tell me,” he spoke louder this time.

The woman’'s hand moved away from her body and she was holding something long
and pointy. The moon hit the stedl just enough that it shined.

He sucked in his breath. She held a knife! Hollingsworth and Elliot were stabbed to
death. Was Tristan to be next?

He came to halt and flattened himself against the wall to hold himself up. “I demand
to know who you are and why you are here.”

“1 am here to kill you, my lord.”

The woman'’s voice was low, and he didn’t recognize it. Perhaps if he got her to talk
to him alittle more, he would be able to tell who this person was.



He swallowed the lump of fear in his throat. “You wish to kill me ? Do you know
who | am?’

“Not to worry, Lord Tristan. | have not confused you with anyone.”

“Why do you want me dead?’

She took a step closer. “Because you are getting too close to the truth, and | can't
have you turning me in to the magistrate.”

Confusion left his brain groggy. “Are you the one who killed Lord Hollingsworth and
Lord Elliot?’

“Those men had to die because of their ill treatment of their servants. You, Lord
Tristan, have not beaten or raped your servants as these other men have, but you still
must die. | need to continue to rid the world of people like Hollingsworth and Lord
Elliot.”

“You are not making any sense, madam. | beg you, please tell me who you are.”

The lady laughed. “1 see you are all out of sorts. I'm happy to know my servant
drugged your rum as I’ d asked him to.”

“Please, Madam. Tell me who you are.”
“You had thought Tabitha was the killer, but she’s not, and because you put ideas
into the magistrate’s head, he had her arrested. And because you are giving the

magistrate false ideas, you are in turn hurting my friend. | cannot have that at all.”

| know this lady! Now her voice was starting to sound familiar, but because his hazy
mind was not quite alert, he couldn’t pinpoint this lady’ s identity.



“Then allow me to ease your mind,” he told her gently, soothingly. “I promise you |
have not gone to the magistrate with any information. | had accused Tabitha, but
within a few hours | realized my mistake. | assure you, | will not speak to the
magistrate until | have solid proof.”

“Not if you are dead.” She came closer.

Silently, he prayed he would be strong enough to hold her off, or at least take the
knife from her hand before she stabbed him. Unfortunately, the room still tilted and
he couldn’t get his bearings.

“Isit money you want? Tell me how | can convince you to leave me alone?’

A low chuckle rumbled through her. “I am not in want of money, my lord. Only
revenge.” Lifting the knife higher, she lunged toward him.

Instinctively, he raised his hand to protect his face, and at the same time scrambled to
get out of her way. His limbs were too slow. The sharp blade of the knife dliced
through the skin on his right arm. Burning pain ripped through him, turning his
stomach quicker than alcohol had ever done.

When she pulled back and raised her hand again, he took the opportunity to move
away from her. Unfortunately, he feared because of his drugged stated, she would
eventually overpower him.

Oh Lord, help me!

Diana wandered outside, unwilling to sleep. How could she when her friend was in
prison?



Since the moment the magistrate hauled Tabitha away, Diana had been doing all she
could to get the maid released. Both she and Claudia had been busy today, calling on
people to get statements from them, and collecting anything they could that would
prove Tabitha's innocence. Most of the evening, Diana had spent talking to the
magistrate, pleading with him to free Tabitha. She'd explained to him about Tabitha's
beating two nights before Ludlow had died and that she couldn’t possibly have killed
him. Diana also explained how she had kidnapped Tristan and that Tabitha had been
keeping watch on him the very night Lord Elliot died. So why hadn’t the magistrate
believed her?

The whole day had passed in such a state of confusion and left her mind in a dither
that she had forgotten to send Tristan a note. Now it was too late. But she redly
wanted to see him. She needed to see him. She needed to be in his arms while he
comforted her.

She glanced toward the stable. Hopefully, Claudia wouldn’t mind if Diana took a
horse. She just couldn’t wait any longer.

As she waked toward the stable, she wondered why a lantern had been left on.
Perhaps a stable hand was still in there putting the horses down for the night. But the
closer she came to the stable, voices rang out from inside. She couldn’t quite discern
who was speaking, but whoever it was, they were arguing.

Perhaps she shouldn’t go in and disturb them. It would be hard, but she’'d have to wait
until tomorrow to see Tristan. But then Tristan’s voice rang through the air, strong
and laced with panic, amost demanding, her heart jumped in fear.

Something was wrong. She just knew it.

Within seconds, he cried out.



Lifting her gown to her ankles, she sprinted down the grassy slope toward the back of
the stables. Finally, she reached the edge of the structure. Out of breath, she quietly
tried to step toward the voices as she listened intently.

“You, Madam, are mad! If you kill me, you would surely hurt your friend, a friend
you have claimed to care so much about,” Tristan said.

Dianainhaled sharply. Kill him? Someone was trying to kill him?
Fear dliced through her, and she knew she must do something quickly, athough
running back to the house to get help was not the right thing to do. Somehow, she

must interfere.

“Oh, Lord Tristan, you are certainly full of yourself tonight if you think that your
death will hurt Diana.”

Stumbling, she couldn’t believe what she heard. This was about her? Impossible!

“Contrary to what you believe, Dianaloves me as much as | love her.”

Tears stung her eyes and her heart melted from his words, but panic still made her
limbs shake. One way or another, she had to help him.

“Not to worry, my lord. | will be there for her and soothe her when she hears of your
death. | assure you, she will forget about you soon enough.”

That voice! Oh, good heavens. It couldn’t be...
Diana took quick steps and rushed through the back door. The woman wearing a

dark, hooded cloak turned toward Diana with a knife raised in the air, ready to swipe
at her.



“Claudig, no! Itisl, Diana”

Her friend gasped and quickly brought her arm in back of her to hide the knife. The
movement knocked the hood from her friend’ s head, and the woman'’s blonde ringlets
gleamed in the moonlight.

“Diana... Wh—wheat are you doing here?’

“I’m here to stop you from killing the man | love.” She looked at Tristan. He stood
against the wall as if he were trying to hold it up. He gazed at her through hooded
eyes, as if he were intoxicated, and he was carrying his right arm... His bloody arm.
“Tristan, you're bleeding.” She rushed past Claudia and to Tristan. With one hand, he
reached out to her, pulling her beside him.

“It'sjust ascratch,” he said softly.

Although it was dark and shadows danced everywhere, the moon’s light let her see
that the blood on his arm was not from a little scratch. Anger filled her, and she
swung toward her friend. “ Claudia? Did you stab Tristan?’

“I had to,” shereplied in a pleading voice. “Don’t you see?’

“No, | do not. Please enlighten me,” Diana demanded.

“Lord Tristan was telling things to the magistrate that were false. That’s why Tabitha
was arrested. And he's getting too close to the truth. | will not allow this man to
damage all of the good I’ ve been trying to do by helping girls like Tabitha and Sally
escape their hellish nightmares. Men like Lord Tristan are thorns in my side, and do

you know what | do with thorns? | remove them!”

“Oh, Claudia.” Diana's heart wrenched. “You cannot be serious. Are you the one



who killed Ludlow, and Lord Elliot?”

Claudia straightened, standing her ground as she lifted her knife again. “I did, and |
would gladly do it again. England is much better without monsters that enjoy
tormenting women like us.”

“Like you?" Tristan asked. “Pray tell, Lady Dashwood, how do you fit in to all of
this?’

“1 lived with afather who beat me, only to marry a man who was worse. After | killed
my husband, | vowed to find all the lowlife men who were like my husband, and do
away with them.”

A few tears leaked from Diana’'s eyes. Her poor, misguided friend. What had caused
Lady Dashwood to go mad like this?

Diana glanced at Tristan. His gaze met hers and he pulled her tighter against his side.
Comfort washed over her, yet she knew he was losing too much blood, and he
wouldn’t be strong if they couldn’t convince Claudiato stop this insanity.

She looked back at her friend. “Claudia, please put the knife down. Killing Tristan
will not help cleanse the world of ruthless men, because he is nothing like your
husband or Ludlow. Tristan is akind and loving and gentle man, unlike any I’ ve met
before.”

Claudia stepped closer and into the moon’'s light. Her scowl was deep, and
frightening. “Diana step away so | can do what | came here to do.”

Diana moved in front of Tristan. He tried to pull her away, but his grip wasn't as
strong. Definitely, he was losing his strength fast.



“If you still intend on killing him then you shall have to kill me first. | refuse to
move!”

“Diana,” Claudiasaid in aharsh voice, “I beg you, move away from Lord Tristan.”

Diana lifted her chin stubbornly. “I will not.” She studied her friend closely and
although Lady Dashwood was determined, her bottom lip quivered.

“1t will sadden me greatly to kill you.”

“Then don't, Claudia. Just leave us be.”

“You know | cannot. Especialy now. If | don't kill Tristan, he will have me put in
prison. And if | leave you alive, you will hate me.” Lady Dashwood shook her head.
“Both of you must die!”

Just as Claudia lunged toward them, Tristan pushed Diana to the ground and
stumbled in front of her. He captured Lady Dashwood' s wrist and struggled with the
lady to make her drop the weapon. Diana could tell Tristan was losing his strength,
but he tried his hardest to fight Claudia.

Diana's vision blurred from her tears, and she swiped the liquid away as she stood.
Claudia and Tristan had moved farther away as each one fought for control. But just
as Diana feared, Tristan’s weakened body crumbled to the ground. Victory shone on
Claudia s face as she raised the knife toward Tristan.

“No!” Diana screamed, and could have sworn someone else had screamed with her.
From out of nowhere, the sound of a pistol boomed through the air. Seconds later,

Claudia cried out as the knife dropped from her hand. She fell to the ground,
clutching her bloody hand.



Diana swung toward where the sound of the pistol had come from as Tabitha ran
closer, holding the still smoking weapon.

“Tabitha?’ Diana gasped. “What are you doing here?’
Tabitha peeked down at Claudia lying on the ground and kicked the knife away from
the woman, and then turned her focus on Diana. “Is that the only thing you can think

of to say at thismoment?’ She arched an eyebrow.

Diana wanted to laugh, wanted to cry, wanted to run to Tabitha and hug her. But
before she did all that, there was one thing more important to do.

She hurried to Tristan. He was very weak but still alert. She fell to the ground beside
him and lifted his head to place it on her lap. She grasped the end of her petticoat and

ripped along piece off the garment. “ Give me your arm, Tristan.”

Without waiting for him to fully raise it, she carefully wrapped the strip of her cloth
around the wound tightly.

More footsteps padded on the dewy grass followed by wheezing of air flow coming
from aman. Dianalooked up and met the wide-eye stare of Sir Felix, the magistrate.

“It's about time you showed up,” Tabitha snapped. She pointed to Lady Dashwood
who appeared to have passed out. “Thereisyour killer.”

“Yes, | know,” Sir Felix huffed.

Diana shook her head. “How... how... when did you release Tabitha?’ She looked to
the maid. “What is going on?’

“Not too long ago, | received avisitor,” the magistrate began. “ Sally, aformer servant



of Lord Elliot’s, came to see me, begging for Tabitha's release. Sally had witnessed
Lady Dashwood killing Lord Elliot, but feared to tell anyone because the young girl
thought she would be the next to die.” He took a deep breath, his large chest lifting
and falling slowly. He knelt beside Claudia and slapped wrist irons on her arms to
keep her from doing any more harm. Letting out a slow breath, he turned his attention
to Tristan. “Worthington? Are you al right?’

“He has been stabbed,” Diana answered for Tristan. “He will need medical help
immediately.”

“1 shall fetch adoctor,” Tabitha said before taking a step to run.

“Tabitha, don’'t go yet,” Tristan said weakly.

The maid slowly turned back as her gaze fell on Tristan. “Why?”

“Sir Felix, will you please go fetch a doctor for me?” Tristan asked. “Now that Lady
Dashwood has wrist irons on, | don’t think she'll be going very far.”

“Yes, my lord. I'll hurry.” He stood and rushed up the hill toward the house.

“Tabitha,” Tristan continued, grimacing as he held his hand tighter. “I want to know
why you saved me when | was the one who accused you of murder last night.”

“Because... because | knew Diana loved you with all of her heart and you two
deserve to be together.”

Tristan shook his head. “I1t's more than that. Tell me, Tabitha. What made you change
your mind about me when | know you have always |oathed me?’

Diana watched as different emotions flittered across Tabitha' s face. Tears filled her



eyes and she bit her bottom lip. Diana aso wanted to know why her maid had saved
Tristan’s life. “Please Tabitha, tell me. Tell Tristan. | have known for a while now
that something has been bothering you, and | think it’'s time to let us know so we can
help you.”

A tear dlipped from Tabitha's eyes and her expression changed to relief. Diana held
her breath, anticipating Tabitha s confession.

Tristan waited for the maid to speak. His arm hurt terribly, and he had lost a lot of
blood already. He really should not worry about Tabitha and seek medica help as
soon as possible, but something in his heart told him to hear her out.

“Please, Tabitha,” he said. “I would like to know. Y ou have done a very heroic thing
by saving my life. Will you not think of me as afriend now?’

Indecision played on her expression for the longest time, and he wondered if she
would say anything at all. Finally, she took a deep breath. She remained standing as
she stared down into Tristan’s eyes.

“For many years,” she began, “I thought of you and your brothers as irresponsible
men who didn’t have a care in the world. | wanted to believe all three of you were
carefree, foolish men with no sense of decorum. In my mind, you were al worthless
creatures who dlithered along the ground and it wasn’t worth my time to even spit
upon you.”

Shocked, Tristan's eyes widened. What on earth could have made her feel that way
toward hisfamily?“Go on,” he urged, wondering if he even wanted to hear more.

“But then | got to know you a little and | realized you were not as | had expected. |



heard stories about your brothers, but they were different as well.”

Shaking his head, he still couldn’t understand. “But why, Tabitha? What have | ever
done to make you think that | was such aterrible person?’

“Because growing up, I'd heard how much you and your brothers were just like your
father. Forgive me for speaking ill of the dead, my lord, but your father was the scum
of the earth, and since his sons were supposed to be just like him...” She shrugged.
“Naturally, my first instinct was to hate you.”

“Tabitha,” Diana inquired, “why would you even care about the Worthington
brothers, and more importantly, their father?’

“Did you know my father?’ Tristan asked warily.

Hesitantly, Tabitha nodded. “When | was a little girl, he visited my mother quite
frequently.”

Tristan groaned as sadness filled his heart. He figured he knew her story already, but
he decided not to say anything, and to let her continue.

“My mother was extremely na?ve, and she believed the old duke when he told her he
would leave his wife and marry my mother.” Tabitharolled her eyes. “Even asagirl |
knew he would never leave a wife of good-breeding to marry a servant. Regardless,
my mother continued to wait for the time she and the duke could be together. He
would bring me trinkets and try to win my love and acceptance. At first, | wanted to
since | had no father. Thankfully, within a few years | learned the truth.” A tear
slipped down her cheek and she quickly wiped it away.

“What truth?’ Tristan asked.



“That the Duke of Kenbridge... was my f—father.”

Stunned, Tristan lay still not believing what his ears had heard. She couldn’t possibly
have said what he thought she said—that she was his sister? Beside him Diana gasped
as her hand flew to her mouth. Her shocked gesture confirmed everything. He hadn’t
Imagined the words coming from Tabitha.

“M—my sister ?You, you are my s—sister?”’

11 Y%."

Tabitha pushed her fingers through her dark brown hair, pulling it off her face.
Tristan could now see her facial features, eyes that resembled Trey’s, a mouth that
reminded him of Trevor's. And he couldn’t forget her stubbornness that was too
much like his.

“l have a sister,” he muttered to himself, still not quite believing. Yet looking at her
now, he knew without a shadow of a doubt that she indeed was his relation.

“l have asister,” he exclaimed and struggled to sit up. Diana helped him until he was
steady to stay aright by himself. He held out his good hand toward Tabitha. “I finally
have asister!”

A sob tore from Tabitha's throat as she fell to her knees and grasped his hand. He
pulled her in for a hug and she wrapped her arms tight around his shoulders, burying
her face into his neck. Hot tears dampened his skin, but he didn't care. Emotion
clogged in histhroat and he didn’t dare say anything without his voice cracking.

Diana sat back as she let brother and sister share a tender moment. He smiled at her
and gave her awink. Tears streamed down her face and she covered her mouth with
her hands, but he could see her happiness through the twinkle in her eyes.



Tabitha pulled back and wiped the tears off her face. “For years | hated you and your
brothers because you were living the life | would never have. | knew the old duke
wouldn’t tell his family about his illegitimate daughter, and | really didn’t want to
claim the Worthingtons as family, either.”

He cupped her face. “Can | share a little secret with you? | had a difficult time
claiming my father, as well.”

Tabitha hiccupped alaugh.

“However, | shall be very proud to tell all of England that you are my sister.”

Tabitha shook her head as color left her face. “Oh no, my lord. | don’t want you to do
that. | wouldn’t be able to handle theridicule.”

“We shall talk about this later.” He smiled through the pain in his arm that made his
l[imb turn numb. “But right now, if the two of you will help me into the house, |
would loveto lie down as | wait for adoctor.”

“Oh, Heavens.” Tabitha stood and dried her face. “I shall go help the magistrate fetch
the doctor—"

“No.” Tristan quickly grabbed her hand. “Stay. | would like my sister to assist
Diana.”

As Tristan struggled to stand with an arm around each woman, he felt complete for
the first time in his life. On his right he held the woman who would always be in his
heart, and soon to be his wife, and on his left, he held the one thing he’ d wanted when
he was a young boy.

A younger sister.
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T wo days later, Tristan was finally able to move around. He didn’t like feeling weak,
both mentally and physically, and he was very happy when he found the strength to
dress himself and leave his bedroom.

Since the night he was stabbed, his beautiful Diana had been coming to the house
every day, caring for him. More so than the good doctor, thank Heavens. Indeed she
was an angel. His very own angel.

When he walked into the dining room and saw his two brothers sitting at the table,
Tristan paused at the door. His brothers wore expressions that Tristan didn't like.
They didn’t appear gloomy, but more confused or frustrated.

“Good day,” Tristan greeted and he walked in and took his seat at the table.

The other two nodded greetings.

“I must say, Trey, I'm surprised that Hawthorne isn’t with you. In fact, | haven't seen
him since after we left Diana' s cottage.”

Trey shrugged. “Nic was called away suddenly. Something to do with his family in
New Castle. | don’t know when he'll return.”

“1 shall have to write him aletter, then.” Tristan smiled.
“How are you faring today my dear brother?’ Trevor asked.

“So much better than before.” Tristan’s smile dropped as he eyed his brothers warily.



“Why do you ask? Are you both going to tell me something | don’t want to hear?’

“Why would you say that?’ Trey wondered.

“Because of your expressions.”

The oldest brother and youngest brother traded glances with each other before
looking back at Tristan.

“Actually,” Trevor began, “Trey and | have been discussing something very serious.”

Leaning back in his chair, Tristan folded his arms across his chest. “ Something I'm
not going to approve of 7’

“Well,” Trevor scratched his chin, “the subject matter is a very delicate one. | think
you will have adifferent opinion from mine and Trey’s.”

Tristan shook his head. “What are you talking about?’

“Our sister.” Trevor sighed heavily. “Since you told us about Tabitha the other day,
Trey and | have been thinking about her constantly. We are very happy to discover
we have a sister, but we think we should keep the secret from our mother.”

“What?" Tristan sat forward in his chair. “Pray tell, why wouldn’t you want our
mother to know? She knew what kind of man our father was. Do you redly believe
she doesn’'t suspect there is one illegitimate child—or more—running around
England somewhere? Do you really think our mother is that nave?’

Trey shrugged. “She’s had so much scandal and heartbreak in her lifetime. | think
keeping Tabitha's secret is necessary for Mother’'s health as well as her state of
mind.”



“And,” Trevor added, “since Tabitha doesn’t want everyone to know who she really
is, | think it would be al right to keep the family secret from our mother.”

Tristan scowled as he stared at his older brother for a few moments then turned his
glare at Trey. Blast it all, Tristan really hated when they were right and he wasn't.
Perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to keep their sister a secret after all. Of course sooner or later
Tabitha might want people to know how she’s related to the Worthington family, but
until then...

He nodded. “Fine. We will keep it from Mother and the rest of society, but if and
when Tabitha wants people to know...”

“Yes, we will tell Mother when that time comes,” Trevor agreed.

“Have you thought over that other matter | asked you about the other day?’ Tristan
asked.

“What other matter?’

Tristan rolled his eyes. Sometimes he felt his older brother never listened to him. “I
don’'t want Tabithato live the life of a servant any longer. | would like to set her up in
a cottage somewhere away from the ton and give her an allowance so she can live her

life as she seesfit.”

Once again Trevor and Trey traded glanced with each other before returning their
focusto Tristan.

“Agreed,” the brothers said in unison and smiled.

“Splendid.” Tristan grinned. “Now, I’'m hungry.” He pushed away from the table and
moved to ring the servant to bring in his breakfast.



The rest of the morning passed in relaxation. His brothers left and Tristan had a nice
visit with his mother. Tristan tried to read a book, but he couldn’t concentrate. His
mind kept wandering to the woman he loved more than life itself.

“lI must see Diana,” he muttered in frustration as he closed the book and stood. He
took a step toward the door, but his mind halted him from going any further. He
wasn't sure where she was staying. Was she still at her own home even though Mr.
Lusk had now assumed the title of Viscount, or had she returned to the cottage?
Tristan knew she wasn't at Lady Dashwood’s any longer. The woman was locked
away in Newgate prison, and her servants were looking for other employment.

Groaning, he sat back down again and flipped open his book. He had to believe Diana
would come today after all she had been to see him every day since the stabbing.

Memories of what happened that awful, yet wonderful, night flashed through his
mind. He couldn’t believe Dianawould risk her life to save his. It thrilled him beyond
words to know she loved him that much. He would risk hislife to save hers without a
doubt, and it pleased him to know she loved him just the same.

The door to the sitting room opened and the butler stepped inside. “Lord Tristan,
Lady Hollingsworth is here to see you.”

His heart cheered and excitement shot through him. Grinning, he nodded to the
butler. “ Splendid! Please show her in, Bentley.”

Tristan stood and waited for her to enter. She looked so lovely in her lavender day-
gown with matching bonnet. Her auburn ringlets hung nearly to her shoulders but still
showed him a perfect view of her slender neck. When she met his gaze, her eyes
sparkled and a smile stretched across her tempting mouth.

“Diana, my dear.” He held out his good hand for her to grasp. “I’m so very happy you
came.”



“Really? Why isthat?

“Because | can't make it through the day without seeing your beautiful face and
hearing your gentle, caring voice.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Tell me, Lord Tristan, what is it that you want now? For
some reason, you are acting very suspicious.”

Chuckling, he pulled her to the sofa and they sat. He kept her hand in his as he
caressed her fingers. “I would be lying if | told you | didn’t want something, because
| do.”

“Ah-ha. | knew there was areason for al the flowery words, my lord.”

“Indeed, there is.” Before saying another word, he leaned forward and brushed his
lips across hers. “I hope you do not mind if | kiss you first.” He didn’t give her time
to answer, and pressed his mouth lovingly against hers.

A deep sigh escaped her throat as she threw her arms around his neck and responded
exactly how he wanted. He held her close and kissed her like a man starved for
attention... or in this case, like a man who was thrilled to have been given a second
chance at love. His heart burst in his chest, and he knew for certain she was the
woman he wanted to love. Always.

Tristan broke the kiss and only pulled back enough to gaze into her lovely green eyes,
the same pair of eyes that caught his attention when they first met. Eyes he has seen
in his dreams for three years, from the moment he awakens until he drifts off to sleep.

“Diana, | want you to know how much | love you. Never has there been a woman
who has touched me as deeply as you have touched not only my heart, but my soul as
well.” He stroked his thumb along her cheek. “Circumstances have kept us away for
too long, and | want to rectify that situation now.”



She smiled although moisture filled her eyes. “And pray, how can we rectify that?’

“Marry me as soon as we can obtain the license. | want to claim you as my wife and
treat you like a queen. | want you to bear my children and be the wonderful mother
I’m confident you'll become. And | want to love you endlessly and be by your side
forever.”

“Oh, Tristan,” her voice broke, “I would love nothing more than to be your wife,
but...”

“But?’ He held his breath, not knowing if he was going to like what she was about to
tell him.

“1 cannot give you children. | am barren. One of the reasons Ludlow beat me and
hated me so was because | could not give him a child. Although | would love to have
your children, | fear | cannot.”

His mind scrambled with thoughts. Having children with her would be wonderful, but
he would be happy to be her husband even if the Lord didn’t bless them with a large
family. “My love, you will always be special to me whether you are infertile or not.
However, | do believe that it was Ludlow who had the problem. Not you.”

Her forehead creased. “What makes you think that?’
“As many times as he had slacked his lust on other women, not one of them became
pregnant.” Tristan shrugged. “If he had sired any children, legitimate or not, he would

have been boasting all over town.”

She sat in silence for the longest time as her gaze traveled over his face before finally
resting on his eyes. Slowly, she smiled again. “ Tristan, | do believe you are correct.”

“Of course | am.” He winked and kissed her again, wishing this moment never had to



end. He broke the kiss and brushed his lips across her cheek and down her neck. “So
my sweet Diana, will you consent to becoming my wife?’

“Oh, Tristan,” she sighed. “I have loved you since you first thought | was blowing
kisses to you that day we met, and | will continue to love you until | take my dying
breath when we are both old and gray. Y ou have always made me feel so special and
loved, and | want to spend the rest of my life making you feel the samejoy.”

Love burst inside his chest and emotion filled him so full he could scarcely breathe.
He kissed her again, sealing their bargain. Happiness finally flowed through him like
he' d always dreamed it would.

At long last, he had found the very thing he'd aways dreamed about having... the
sweetest love.



