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Desperation drove Cecilia Mallory to seek a union with a

stranger—one who would wed her sight unseen and grant her full

access to her inheritance with no expectations whatsoever. She

anticipated, perhaps, an older, undesirable, equally desperate

husband—never the young, vibrant, and devastatingly attractive man

who answered her call. What could such a man really be after?

Unknown to Cecilia, Viscount Michael Blackthorne, a soldier and

gentleman, owes a debt of honor to Lady Cecilia’s father, and

granting her unusual request to wed seemed a worthy way to repay

it. But an unseen threat perilously close at hand is convincing

Michael that his true responsibility is to protect the beautiful, warm-

hearted lady he has married . . . the woman he is unexpectedly

coming to love
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Appertan Hall, Middlesex, 1 September, 1841

Dear Sergeant Blackthorne,

Allow me to introduce myself. I am Lady Cecilia Mallory. We have not met

officially, and there are some who would feel that my writing to you is inappropriate

due to my unmarried state. But I feel a connection to you from my father’s letters,

and the disparity in our ages should put aside all gossip. You notified me of my

father’s death and sent kind words of condolence. I knew the military life was what

he wanted, and his death in battle could not be altogether unexpected. My mother

always feared this ending, and in some ways, I’m grateful she passed out of this life

first, so she did not have to suffer this terrible grief.

My brother is now the Earl of Appertan at the young age of eighteen, but I have faith

that he will take his duties seriously. He has left his studies at Cambridge, and, like

any young man, he is eager to prove himself as an adult.

But, Sergeant, how are you? My father’s death surely was not easy on you. His letters

were filled with words in your praise, ruminations on your long talks together. You

must keenly feel the loss of his friendship. Do write and tell me how you fare.

Yours in shared sympathy,

Cecilia Mallory

Bombay, India, 20 October, 1841



Dear Lady Cecilia,

You did not need to respond to my letter, but I am grateful you did. It eases me to

know that your brother has assumed the earldom with dedication. If he is anything

like your father, he will take good care of you. Do not worry needlessly.

I understand the grief of a father’s death. When it happened, I was separated by

continents from my family, and it is easy to feel alone in your sorrow. But you are not

alone. In memory of your father, I will always be interested in your welfare.

Your concern for my well-being was surprising. I assume by your words that you

wish to continue this correspondence, so I will do what I can to alleviate your

worries.

Your father spoke proudly of the years your entire family accompanied him to follow

the drum. A woman’s life is hard here, and I admire your mother’s courage for

keeping you all together as a family. My own family was not so understanding of my

choices. My father thought that I, as the eldest, had a duty to remain in England. But I

felt more keenly my duty to my country, and this estranged me from him. My

younger brother, Allen, has always been up to the challenge of seeing to our family

property. We correspond regularly and make decisions together. It is good to have a

sibling, is it not?

Now please tell me more of your life at home. It comforts me to think of you doing

everyday things, to know that there is more to the world than unrest and the threat of

war.

Your faithful servant,

Sergeant Blackthorne



S everal letters later...

Appertan Hall, 1 March, 1842

Dear Sergeant Blackthorne,

I truly enjoyed your last letter about the holidays in India. It reminded me well of the

friendships our family formed there, the gay parties. And yes, I remember the eager

young ladies who came to find husbands in Civil Service, but I’d never heard the

term “three-hundred-a-year-dead-or-alive-men.” So a pension to a widow was the

same as a husband’s yearly salary? Love cannot be a part of every marriage, of

course. After what I have told you of my life so far, you surely know that I am

practical by nature.

Your gossip makes me laugh, and I must admit, I have been doing little of that these

days, confined at home in mourning. I have not spoken much of my brother, and your

words from several letters ago about your closeness to your own brother gave my

heart a pang. I envy you, Sergeant. I’m trying to help my brother, but he is having

difficulty dealing with our steward. Oliver is still so young yet, and I alone seem to

understand that. I have come to appreciate my father even more, knowing that he

controlled these estates from India.

Soon I will be out of mourning, and I know there will be men who wish to court me. I

cannot believe I am writing of this to you, my father’s friend, but I find it easier to put

my thoughts into words rather than speak them, even though I know my dearest

friend, Hannah Webster, would understand. She is happy for a man’s notice, whereas

I wish I could remain anonymous. You must know I have a generous dowry, and I

cannot help believing that this matters more than what kind of woman I am. My

parents’ marriage was not what it looked like from the outside, and I would never

allow myself to be this unhappy. Oh, please do not think their sad marital state was

my dear papa’s fault—it was not. I’m not even certain what I’m trying to say in this



letter or if I have advice to ask of you. Thoughts of marriage trouble me, and I

sometimes wonder if I should marry at all.

Now see the silly things I am saying? Surely that is due to the influence of my

guardian, Lord Hanbury, a cousin to my mother. He and his wife are happiest in the

country, and their growing anxiety about chaperoning a debutante in London is surely

irritating my nerves.

Your sincere friend,

Cecilia

Bombay, India, 15 May, 1842

My dear Lady Cecilia,

I am humbled that you wish to confide in me. Know that I would be honored to assist

the daughter of my commander and friend. I am concerned to hear that your brother is

having difficulty adjusting to his new role. Maturity will help, of course. If your

steward is the same as the one employed by your father, then yes, young Lord

Appertan is in good hands. But if, as time goes on, things do not improve, please

confide this in me. For the sake of your father, and my friendship with you, I would

help your brother however I could.

As for marriage, although I am not married myself, allow me to say it is not to be

entered into lightly. But I sense from your letters you are not a flighty young lady,

given to making rash judgments. I, too, have sad history in my family, which is

probably the reason I have not married. And, of course, I am but a noncommissioned

officer, which is hardly the life for a young lady. I am a career military man, Lady

Cecilia, and I plan to remain in India, where my country needs me. You have your

own difficulties, of course, and it is never easy to be the daughter of an earl, to be



expected to marry within your station. You will meet young men, and you will make

the right choice if you listen to your head as much as your heart. Marry on your own

terms, not simply to satisfy another. Then you will be happy.

Your faithful servant,

Sergeant Blackthorne

Bombay, India, 30 August, 1842

My dear Lady Cecilia,

Do not think me presumptuous, but after corresponding regularly for over a year, the

absence of a letter from you leaves me puzzled and apprehensive, especially after you

shared your concerns about your future. Please write when you are able. Surely you

are in the midst of your reintroduction to Society.

Your faithful servant,

Sergeant Blackthorne

Appertan Hall, 19 October, 1842

Dear Sergeant Blackthorne,

Please forgive my lack of correspondence. You have written to me faithfully, and I

have allowed my own concerns to override my behavior as your friend. I have sad

news to report. No sooner did I emerge from mourning, than did my dearest friend

Hannah tragically drown. I have been comforting her younger sister, Penelope, as

well as her parents, even though my own brother requires more and more of my

attention. I am feeling constrained by my guardian, who will not grant me access to



my own inheritance until I turn twenty-five.

Unless I marry. Sergeant, you will surely think my next words mad, but please listen

to my reasoning. Would you consider marrying me? Neither of us has anyone we are

promised to, and every young man of my acquaintance is so shallow and immature

compared to you. I know you plan to remain in the Dragoon Guards for life, and I

would be perfectly content with that. We could marry by proxy, as has sometimes

happened when military men are stationed out of the country. I will remain here,

helping my brother with the Appertan estates, while you remain in India. If this favor

is beyond your ability to grant, I understand, and know that I will continue to be your

faithful correspondent—

Cecilia
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Middlesex, England 1843

A t the pounding on the front door, Lady Cecilia looked up from the letter she’d been

writing at the little desk in the drawing room at Appertan Hall. The afternoon was so

overcast as to seem like dusk, and a lightning flash illuminated the curtains while

giving off a crack of noise. Who would be out and about on such a day?

She briskly got to her feet and strode toward the cavernous entrance hall of the castle,

reaching it at the same moment her white-haired butler, Talbot, opened one of the

massive double doors. A broad man stood silhouetted briefly by another flash of

lightning, and she couldn’t see his face. A blast of mist blew in around him, and she

smelled the rain.

“Good afternoon, sir,” Talbot said in a dignified voice, even though he had to raise it

to be heard above the storm.

The man leaned heavily on a cane and nodded to Talbot. “Good afternoon.”

There was something about his deep voice that seemed ... different, that made her

more alert.

“I need to see your mistress,” he continued.

“May I ask who is calling?” Talbot said with reserve, as if he would be the stranger’s

gatekeeper and judge.

“Sergeant Blackthorne. She will know the name of her husband,” he added.



Cecilia covered her mouth, feeling a surge of shock and disbelief. Sergeant

Blackthorne? Here in Middlesex? He had assured her he never planned to leave his

regiment in India, and she’d assumed she might never meet him.

He took a step across the threshold, and she saw the broad, strong hands of a young

man, the unbowed shoulders. Her late father’s supposedly closest friend could not be

more than ten years her elder. How was it possible that she’d made such a wrong

assumption about his age? She’d married him by proxy six months before, thinking

she was making a perfectly rational decision about a husband she’d never wanted.

She must have made some sort of sound, for both men turned to look at her. Talbot

said nothing, surely realizing the next decision was hers.

“Please do come in, Sergeant Blackthorne,” she said with more calm than she felt.

He swept off his hat and limped inside, and she wasn’t surprised when he stared at

her for long moments. She knew she was pleasant to look at, but his regard seemed

more intense than any she’d ever felt before.

“Shall I send a footman for your bags, sir?” Talbot asked.

“And a groom for my horse.”

“Of course, sir.”

Talbot closed the door behind Sergeant Blackthorne. “Shall I send a tea tray, Lady

Cecilia?”

She cleared her throat. “To the drawing room, Talbot. Thank you.”

With his hat off, she could see Sergeant Blackthorne more clearly, brown hair



disheveled and damp. His face was broad and harsh, stark cheekbones beneath

intelligent, impassive brown eyes. He had a square chin and jaw, and eyebrows that

seemed like slashes on his skin. With his cane against his thigh, he swept off his wet

cloak and handed it and his hat to Talbot, who then silently melted away into the

gloom.

Sergeant Blackthorne had a soldier’s body, none of the lean grace of the refined men

she was used to. She could see the expanse of muscles in his arms and thighs, as if his

civilian clothes no longer fit quite properly. Heat rose into her cheeks with her

unusual awareness of him.

And then she remembered she’d invited him into the drawing room. She turned, her

skirts swirling, and led the way. The drawing room had once been the great hall of the

ancient castle, but over the years, her ancestors had refined it, with clusters of sofas

and chairs scattered about, and a pianoforte in one corner. But there was no civilizing

the massive fireplace as tall as a man, and no one had ever suggested removing the

swords and shields dominating the high expanses of the walls although large

landscapes and portraits hung below.

To ward away the autumn chill, she’d been sitting near the coal fire in the hearth, and

she led him there.

“You must be damp from your journey,” she said, trying to find polite conversation

when her mind was racing.

He stood near the coal grate for a moment, both hands braced on the cane, his head

lowered to the warmth. Then he glanced at her from beneath his dark, heavy brows,

and she felt as if a thread went taut between them, connecting them there, alone

together in the storm-darkened room.

“Forgive me for arriving unannounced,” he said in a low voice. “A letter would have



traveled at the same speed. I did not intend to return to England anytime soon, but

then I was injured, and ordered home until my health improves.”

“You are recovering, Sergeant?” She clasped and unclasped her hands while she

studied him too closely.

“I am.”

He did not elaborate, so she continued on, “I hope your wounds were not serious.”

For a man who could write interesting letters, he did not speak easily although she

didn’t need the sound of his voice to feel his very presence taking up the space all

around her.

“Shrapnel. There were several pieces they could not remove from my leg without

risking further damage. The cane will become unnecessary soon enough, then I will

be able to return.” He paused and slanted a look at her. “Normally, such a wound

would not merit this much recovery time, but my superiors knew of the circumstances

of our marriage and insisted.”

She bit her lip, then sat down at last, smoothing out her skirts with trembling fingers.

The circumstances of our marriage indeed. He’d gone along with the marriage—at

her request, of course. She’d desperately needed access to her funds. Sergeant

Blackthorne had seemed like the perfect solution in those desperate, sleepless hours

when she’d paced the nights away. She hadn’t wanted to marry, couldn’t risk being

controlled by any of the men of her acquaintance. They’d all seemed so eager when

they saw the riches of Appertan Hall—or when they’d admired her form rather than

shown interest in any conversation. With Sergeant Blackthorne, she’d thought she

was marrying an elderly compatriot of her father’s, one who would die sooner rather

than later, to be blunt about it.

But, this ... this healthy, intimidating, overpowering man upset every decision she’d



made for herself. She couldn’t stop staring at him, and he seemed to be feeling the

same way. It heated her skin, sweeping up from her chest to flood her face. She’d

never blushed so much in her life.

Why had this young man so easily agreed to marry her?

She gestured to the chair across from her. “Please sit down and rest, Sergeant.”

He did so, very slowly, as if the ride there had stiffened his leg, and she regretted his

discomfort. But at least she could breathe again, now that there was a small table

between them.

Except that he stared at her so very intently. “Your miniature does not do you justice,

my lady,” he said softly, as if he did not often make such a statement.

“You are too kind.” Her fingers clenched in her skirts. She didn’t want him to admire

her face or form, to assume ... oh, she couldn’t even think it. “But I have never seen a

portrait of you, sir. I must confess, I thought you much ... older.”

He arched one dark brow. “Did I do something to give that impression?”

“My father’s letters about you made you seem such a close friend. I made

assumptions.”

Thunder rolled deeply outside, startling her.

“You wanted to marry an elderly man?” he asked. “I did not know anything more was

required of me than my very presence releasing you from your guardianship. I wanted

nothing of you but the chance to help. I asked for no dowry, no control of your

finances.”



“And I thank you again for your generosity and discretion.”

She’d been picturing an older man at the twilight of his life, wanting only to assist the

daughter of his late close friend. A young man in his prime, without title or fortune,

could very well have other motives.

She always prided herself on her intelligence and sensible nature, but she was as

flawed as any other desperate woman. And she’d given this stranger power over her.

Or had she, she thought, swallowing back a desperate hope. Marriages by proxy were

risky and were sometimes invalidated. But she didn’t want to go back to being a

woman under a guardian’s control, her money withheld as if she were a child, all say

in her own life restricted.

She would have to consult her lawyers—but how to explain herself to her relatives

and friends? She’d already said she’d fallen in love with the sergeant’s letters. It

would be fickle to say that now that she’d met him in person, she’d changed her

mind.

His expression remained impassive. She was used to men who showed their emotions

freely—her father’s happiness and passion for life, she remembered sadly; her brother

Oliver’s moody outbursts. But, of course, he hadn’t always been like that, she

thought, stark, sad memories teasing the edges of her mind. She could remember

playing games as she chased him through the gardens of their bungalow in India,

their footsteps on the crushed shell path, their laughter.

“Since I was in England, I wanted to see to your welfare, my lady,” Sergeant

Blackthorne said. “I could not in good conscience visit my mother without seeing

how you fare first.”

“I appreciate your consideration, Sergeant.” She prided herself on being able to judge



a person’s character, but in so brief a time, Sergeant Blackthorne seemed utterly

blank to her, except for the very cloak of masculinity that made him so different from

her. The letters from him she’d once enjoyed now seemed foreign to her.

She mustn’t forget his history with her father. He’d opened himself up to her in his

letters, granted her request though it had cost him his freedom from a marriage of his

own choosing. She should be grateful—but she could not banish her suspicion.

“You are the daughter of my commanding officer,” Sergeant Blackthorne continued,

“a man I held in the highest esteem. His death—” He broke off from whatever he

meant to say, and his gaze went to the window, where the rain streaked down in

rivulets. “He taught me what it was to be a man and a soldier. I will never forget my

debt to him.”

He’d obviously looked up to her father, as had she. But she’d also resented his

dedication to his regiment, the Eighth Dragoon Guards, for the many sorrows it had

caused. It had made her mother miserable, and the older Cecilia got, the more her

mother had confided that misery.

“So you consider me a debt,” she said slowly.

“No,” he said, then spread both his hands. “What am I to you?”

She stared at him, and was glad when Talbot himself, rather than a gawking maid,

came into the room with a tea tray. Cecilia could only imagine how the servants’ hall

was buzzing with news of her mysterious husband’s arrival.

“Since dinner is some hours away,” Talbot said to her, “I had Cook prepare

sandwiches for Lord Blackthorne.”

“You are using an incorrect title, Talbot,” she said absently, still obsessed with



staring at the sergeant.

Talbot hesitated. “I have served this family for long years in London, Lady Cecilia,

and I have always prided myself on my knowledge of Society. I recognized Lord

Blackthorne’s name and heritage, but if he wishes me to use his military title, then I

shall. I acquiesced to your retention of ‘Lady Cecilia’ as your title, thinking you had

personal reasons. I now regret my silence.”

“My mistake was not your fault, Talbot.” Cecilia turned back to the man she’d

married. “Sir, you have a title I know nothing about?”

“It was in the marriage papers. You did not read them all? I hold a viscountcy.”

Talbot once again made himself scarce. Sergeant-Lord Blackthorne was not just a

soldier; he was a peer, a man with even more power than she’d thought. She’d never

heard of the title although she’d never had much time for London Society. She

regretted that her lawyers had the marriage papers.

“You’re a viscount,” she began slowly, “yet you are a noncommissioned officer. I

don’t understand.”

“I did not feel qualified to be an officer without the knowledge to lead. I wanted to

earn my fellow soldiers’ respect before I expected them to follow me into battle.”

“So you enlisted like any ordinary man.” She’d never even heard of that being done

by a peer. “And you call yourself sergeant? I don’t know what to think.”

“I don’t believe your thoughts occurred to me, my lady, considering I didn’t even

know of you when I made my decision years ago. I would have thought my being a

viscount might have appealed to you, might even have helped explain our unorthodox

wedding. The fact that you didn’t realize it makes me very curious.”



“Curious?” She forced a smile. “That is the least of what I’m feeling about this

awkward situation.”

“It seems we are beginning this marriage on the same footing.”

She willed her hands not to tremble as she poured his tea. “How do you prefer

yours?”

“Plain, Lady Blackthorne. Thank you.”

She flinched at the use of her new title, then watched him sip his tea and eat several

wedges of ham sandwiches.

At last he sat back and regarded her. “So, where do we stand, my lady?”

She truly was his lady, not just his wife. Their mutual stare seemed charged with

awareness, a knowledge that they were man and woman—joined, at least legally, as

husband and wife. It was an intimacy she’d never imagined. She got to her feet. “I

don’t know what to say, my lord. I had never planned on marrying—I am far too busy

here with the Appertan estates.”

He rose with a slow, graceful agility that suddenly made them too close. She stepped

back.

“That is a strange sentiment for a woman. And yet you are now married to me. You

cannot want an annulment,” he added, as if they were discussing the weather.

Then she’d be a ward again, at the mercy of her guardians, and without the power she

needed. He knew that. “I need to give this ... situation consideration. If I decide to end

this, then it could be scandalous that you lived here within the house. Please take no

offense, my lord, but would you sleep in the dower house? It is just across the



western lawn.”

For the first time, she watched his gaze move slowly down her body, taking in the

flower-sprigged muslin. She suddenly had trouble catching her breath.

“So now I am a horse to be examined before a sale?” she asked quietly.

His brown eyes met hers once again. “I never said you were, my lady. Do you have

other rules I as your husband should be aware of? No referring to my embarrassing

military title, no looking at my wife.”

“I never said I was embarrassed by your military title,” she protested. “You earned

that above other enlisted soldiers, and the accomplishment must be a source of pride.”

He bowed his head gravely. “You do me honor. But you also seem to believe I will

meekly acquiesce to whatever you want, regardless of how reckless it is. No, I will

not reside in the dower house.”

She tensed, but he spoke before she could reply.

“I am your legal husband, and I assume all of your friends and neighbors know. It

would cause a terrible scandal and harm your reputation if you were to cast me off.”

“I would not be casting you off,” she insisted, striving to be calm. “If my lawyers say

a proxy marriage is invalid, then we would have to abide by it.”

“You’d be making the marriage invalid by treating it that way. Now that I’ve met you

in person, I know something must be drastically wrong for you to marry a man sight

unseen, even if I do write interesting letters,” he added dryly.

Her mouth opened and closed, but her brain couldn’t seem to settle on the right



response. This man was insisting he knew what was best for her.

“I would be happy to continue this discussion at dinner,” he continued, “but first I

should change out of these damp garments.”

“Of course. I will have Talbot show you to your bedchamber. I hope you understand

that you will not be sharing mine.”

“I assume you have a spacious apartment, Lady Blackthorne. Give me whichever of

your rooms you’d like. I would never force myself on you. I will gladly give us time

to know one another. And it is no one’s business but ours.”

She let out her breath. “Thank you. I will see you at seven when we dine.”

He bowed. “Until then.”

She watched him limp across the drawing room, and it wasn’t until she glimpsed him

meeting with Talbot, that she stumbled back to sit on the sofa and close her eyes. Oh

God, what have I done?

M ichael, Viscount Blackthorne, followed the butler up into the mansion that had

obviously once been a cavernous castle. Part of his mind memorized the route to his

bedchamber, as any good soldier would, but another part of him was still stunned by

his first encounter with Lady Blackthorne.

His wife.

For the rest of his life, he’d never forget his first sight of her, the lightning

illuminating her beautiful, bewildered face, surrounded by a blond crown of hair.

He’d been stunned, having convinced himself that only a truly ugly woman would

need to marry as she had. Instead, he’d been astounded by her flawless features, the



high cheekbones, the golden tones of her skin that hinted she was a woman of the

outdoors. Her eyes reminded him of the petals of the Indian blue poppy, so vivid that

he could have lost himself in their depths. Her figure was just as captivating, curves

barely contained by her corset. He was still amazed he’d managed to speak to her

coherently.

Talbot opened a door, and Michael preceded him into a spacious bedchamber, the

chill of disuse now combated by a fire in the coal grate. The massive four-poster bed

dominated although it was complemented by a wardrobe, writing desk, washstand,

and several different chairs. He wondered if the door at the far side led to a dressing

room—or his wife’s chambers.

“My lord, a maid will arrive soon to unpack your bag,” Talbot said, apology in his

voice.

Michael nodded, barely noticing the butler’s departure as his thoughts returned to his

wife. His very reluctant wife—he could see that now, and it surprised him, after the

desperation that had hovered beneath each word she wrote. He couldn’t blame her for

holding him off. They truly didn’t know each other but for words on paper. The

instant connection he’d felt with her made them seem more intimate than they really

were. If she felt it, she was fighting it, for he saw no hint that she might be as

instantly smitten as he was. Her letters over the last two years had been the bright

point of each month. He’d read them several times each, smiling at her

lightheartedness, understanding that she tried to distract him with cheerful stories

from home.

After the first few letters, Michael had assumed that Lady Cecilia was doing well

enough, though in mourning, of course. His few friends in London had reported that

the estate thrived, and that she had a dowry to attract any man she wanted.

But something had gone terribly wrong, and Michael, half a world away, had not seen



it until the friendly letters were briefly silenced. The fact that she’d only come to him,

a stranger, had made him feel concerned rather than flattered, and now, upon meeting

her, his concern was only heightened. She’d experienced true desperation for some

reason, and Michael felt keenly the vow he’d made to her father to protect his

children.

He owed Lord Appertan so much he could never repay. His commander, a man more

like a father to him than his own, had died in his arms. It would have been his last

engagement; he’d wanted to return home to his children. With a bloody hand,

Appertan had held Michael’s own and begged him to take care of his family.

So when Lady Cecilia, a lively, intelligent, amusing correspondent, needed help, he’d

agreed to marry her. He’d thought for certain she was exceedingly plain and that she

must not trust any man who’d want to marry her. There were fortune hunters out

there, as he well knew—his own family bore the scars of such disastrous marriages.

He wasn’t going to do to a woman what had been done to the women in his family:

used for their money, not respected in any other way. His own father had been guilty,

his mother a victim, and as a youth, Michael had seen his father planning for

Michael’s own marriage to a wealthy girl, beginning to ensnare her family with lies.

It was one of the reasons he’d enlisted at eighteen, forgoing even one Season in

London. There were honest ways to earn money to restore his estate. Marriage would

have been what he made of it if he married at all.

Michael had learned never to let himself show interest in a woman when he lived at

home. He had held back, never giving himself the chance to know someone too well,

too deeply. He’d never realized how much that continued through his twelve years in

the army—until he’d begun to receive her letters. He’d been able to glimpse the life

and heart of Lady Cecilia, and for the first time, he’d felt a yearning for a woman he

could never have.

She was so lovely that he could barely look upon her golden beauty without wanting



her with a desperation he’d never felt before. He remembered all those men who used

to follow his beautiful mother around like rutting dogs. He didn’t want to be one of

them either. Thank God the late earl hadn’t known how Michael would lust after her.

He remembered the shock on her face when she beheld him—old and infirm, she’d

thought him, uninterested in a marriage bed. He’d done for her what no other man

would do—denied her dowry and any claim to her inheritance.

But she worried he had ulterior motives, and the truth of the rash proxy marriage

she’d asked for now stared her in the face. For a woman of intelligence, she’d not

thought further than her own desperation.

He walked to the window and looked out, past the rain-streaked glass to the Appertan

land, which must stretch to the horizon. He knew from her father the vastness of the

estates scattered all over England and Scotland. He imagined even though she was

now married, men still flocked to her.

Patience was the only card he could play. If necessary, he would dive into cold rivers

every day to keep himself from seducing her before she was ready. She wanted a

distant marriage—or no marriage at all, now that she’d met him.

He’d vowed to marry on his own terms, without the involvement of money. His

service in the Eighth Dragoon Guards—his rise in power, even without a purchased

commission—would add enough to the estate to guarantee the stability of his family,

along with the small investments in shipping and exporting he’d begun to make. As a

cavalryman, his dedication to work mattered more than his lack of inheritance.

Michael would do his best to be a good husband, for he’d already seen every mistake

a family could make and had learned from them. But first he had to find out why the

lovely sister of an earl, who could have married advantageously, was so desperate to

control her own wealth.



“C ecilia!”

A woman’s light, cheerful voice called to her, and Cecilia pasted a pleasant smile. “In

here, Penelope!”

Miss Penelope Webster was their nearest neighbor. Her parents leased a small manor

house from the Appertan estate. She breezed into the drawing room, her black hair in

perfect ringlets about her olive-toned complexion. She had cat green eyes that

projected mischievousness, and moved with grace, considering her abnormal height.

Her older sister, Hannah, had been Cecilia’s dearest friend growing up, and when

Hannah drowned last year, Penelope had become the little sister Cecilia never had.

Cecilia was grateful for her cheerful presence, for now that she dealt with the estate,

she didn’t have as much time to devote to writing letters to old friends.

Penelope’s sisterly relationship with Cecilia’s brother, Oliver, had changed with

maturity, and now they were engaged. Privately, Cecilia thought Oliver was too

young at twenty years of age, but who was she to judge someone’s marital fitness?

Penelope tolerated Oliver’s wild ways, and perhaps she could help change him for the

better.

“Did you miss the rain?” Cecilia tiredly patted the sofa beside her.

Penelope flounced onto it, her white skirts spreading all around her. She gave Cecilia

a quick hug. “Oh, I was already here, in the library with Oliver.”

“The library?” Cecilia repeated hopefully. Oliver had never been one for studying,

and the moment he’d inherited the earldom two years before, he’d gladly left

Cambridge. She had spent her life being tutored privately, and she would have given

anything to attend university. But she could not force her beliefs on Oliver; she could

only help him and was gladly doing that.



“We were looking up a title in Debrett’s. ” Penelope giggled, and when Cecilia didn’t

follow suit, her smile faded. “Is something wrong? I saw the stranger your butler was

leading away. You have a visitor?”

She’d meant to tell Oliver first, but it hardly mattered. “A stranger yes, but only in

one sense. It seems my soldier husband decided to visit me.”

Penelope’s green eyes went wide. “No! He didn’t inform you he was coming?” She

put a comforting hand on Cecilia’s arm.

Cecilia covered it with her own. “No. He was injured, and the army sent him home to

recover. And it also seems I should have read my marriage papers more closely

before handing them over to my lawyers. I am the wife of Viscount Blackthorne, not

simply Sergeant Blackthorne.”

“So you are Lady Blackthorne!” Penelope cried, clapping her hands together. “You

deserve to marry into a title and lands, Cecilia.” For a moment, Penelope looked

confused. “I thought I received an impression from you that your husband was older,

but I never heard you tell others such a thing. I must have been mistaken. Now things

have happened as they should. You work so hard—you need someone to work hard

to take care of you!”

But that wasn’t going to happen, Cecilia knew. She was going to continue to take

care of the Appertan properties until Oliver was ready to grow up and give up his

wild friends and his drinking. Even a fiancée couldn’t stop Oliver from doing that.

Sometimes, she thought Penelope didn’t even see Oliver’s flaws. She made more

excuses for him than Cecilia did. But basically, they were both hoping Oliver would

mature—soon.

“So what did you think of your husband?” Penelope whispered, looking over her



shoulder as if Lord Blackthorne were eavesdropping.

Cecilia sighed. “I—I don’t know. I was so shocked when I heard his name. I don’t

think I’ve yet recovered.”

“Is he finished with the army and come to sweep you off in romantic bliss?”

Cecilia blinked at Penelope, who broke into laughter that gradually faded when she

realized Cecilia hadn’t joined her.

“Oh dear,” Penelope murmured. “Do forgive me. It is all so strange. I thought to ...

lighten your mood.”

“I don’t think that’s possible. You’ve been in love with Oliver—forever.”

“But you fell in love with Sergeant-Lord Blackthorne’s letters!”

“But it’s not the same thing as meeting him in person,” Cecilia insisted. “He’s my

husband, a man with whom I exchanged so many letters”—none of them romantic

although he’d been kind and considerate—“yet he’s a stranger. I ... I don’t know if

I’ve made the right choice.”

Penelope gripped Cecilia’s hands and looked into her eyes with determination.

“Don’t be hasty, my dear. His letters moved you—that man is inside there

somewhere. Perhaps he’s nervous and confused, too.”

“He doesn’t seem confused,” Cecilia murmured, thinking about how intently he’d

stared at her.

“Men are good at hiding such things.”



Cecilia bit her lip, trying not to smile at her friend’s earnest certainty. Oliver never

hid a single thought he was thinking, regardless of how inappropriate—yet Penelope

didn’t see that.

Penelope leaned closer. “Have you told Oliver? As your brother, he’ll want to make

sure you’re protected.”

“You can tell him, Penelope. I think ... I think I need to rest before dinner. If he has

any questions, he can find me in the study.”

“And that’s resting? You’ll bury your face in account books, and the servants will

have to remind you to eat!”

“But it’s restful to me, honestly.”

“Very well,” Penelope said, as they both rose. “I’ll explain things to Oliver. Maybe

he’ll go find Lord Blackthorne’s room and talk to him. He is ... sharing your

apartments?”

“He is. I made certain he knows I am uneasy about our marriage.”

“But a man assumes ...” Penelope trailed off again, growing pink.

“I know what a man assumes. But this man was my father’s dearest friend. He has

offered to give me time.”

“Probably not much time,” Penelope warned. “He’s a soldier, after all. Now I must go

speak with Oliver.”

Cecilia kept a smile on her face as Penelope left her, then it faded away. How long

would he wait?
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C ecilia was almost late to dinner, when usually she was the most punctual one in the

house. But she’d paced the study for two hours, the account books not bringing their

usual focus, her mind whirling about her dilemma even as she imagined her

“husband” exploring her rooms. It was Talbot who gently announced—for the second

time—that their guests had already gathered in the drawing room, and dinner was

about to be served.

Breathless from hurrying, Cecilia found Oliver leaning against the massive hearth,

eyeing Lord Blackthorne with undisguised indifference, which pricked her with

sadness. His disheveled blond hair was darker than her own, his eyes a bloodshot

gray, his frame lean and gangly with youth. Beneath his brown coat, he wore plaid

trousers that set off his dashing red waistcoat. He seemed so young when compared

to Lord Blackthorne’s military bearing and air of quiet confidence. He was young,

she reminded herself.

Lord Blackthorne, neatly, conservatively, dressed in dark coat and trousers, stared

back at Oliver, nonplussed. She didn’t know if she expected him to wear his uniform,

but she was relieved he hadn’t. Oliver didn’t need to be reminded of their days in

India—and frankly, neither did she.

Penelope’s worried frown cleared upon Cecilia’s arrival. “There you are! And aren’t

we all just starving? Lord Blackthorne must be, after his journey from London.”

“It’s not that far from Town,” Oliver said sullenly. “A few hours by horse.”

“The weather and his injury might have affected his travel, Oliver,” Cecilia said. “But

why don’t you lead the way.”



She was paired up with Lord Blackthorne, who held out his arm, and she placed her

hand on it. She could feel the tight, hard muscles of his forearm, and it made

something strange swirl around in her stomach. Never had touching a man seemed so

fraught with intriguing danger. Releasing him as soon as was proper, she allowed him

to guide her chair beneath her.

The table could easily seat fifty people, but they sat together at one end. She

wondered if Talbot had ignored the family dining room to make sure that Lord

Blackthorne understood the importance of the family he’d married into.

“Sit at Oliver’s left, my lord, as our honored guest,” Cecilia murmured.

He nodded, and she slowly let out her breath as he walked away and sat down

opposite her. Penelope perched on a chair to her right, her expression fond as she

looked at Oliver, then hesitant, perhaps even eager, as she studied Lord Blackthorne.

Cecilia wondered what Penelope had said to Oliver because his sullen dark glances

were no true indication, and she felt another twinge of sadness. As the earl and host,

he might have begun the conversation, but he said nothing, only eating the first

course, acting as removed as a little boy.

She saw Lord Blackthorne studying him, and she felt a flare of embarrassment and

exasperated tenderness all at the same time. In some ways, Oliver had been more her

child than her mother’s, especially after the death of his identical twin when they

were only children. She touched the locket she always wore, with the miniatures of

both her brothers laughing as if to each other.

It took her a long moment to get beyond that memory. “Lord Blackthorne, how was

your journey from India?”

“Uneventful, thank you, Lady Blackthorne.”



“The steamships make the journey in only six weeks or so, which is far more

pleasant.” She gave a faint shudder. “I remember the six months’ journey on sailing

ships. My mother had a delicate constitution and spent much of the time in her bunk.”

Oliver casually said, “So, Blackthorne, tell us the real reason you married my sister,

sight unseen.”

“Oliver!” Cecilia cried.

Michael had been expecting this, so he wasn’t all that surprised. Young Lord

Appertan should be concerned about his sister—but Michael sensed there was so

much more going on. The young man seemed immature and didn’t even attempt to

hide it. It was hard to believe he was the son of a military hero. But, then again,

Appertan’s father had not often been a part of his life the last ten years or so.

Her face a pretty pink as if with embarrassment, Cecilia said, “My marriage is none

of your concern, Oliver. You weren’t my guardian.”

“But I am your brother, and the earl.”

Michael answered honestly, “I married your sister because she asked me to.”

Cecilia winced.

By letter, she had seemed to him to be a woman who did what was necessary, even

when it meant marrying a stranger. But she didn’t want her brother to know the

details? Michael began to wonder who was in command here.

“You’re that easily wed, Blackthorne?” Appertan demanded, smirking.

“I had no immediate plans to wed. But I considered your father a friend and mentor.



With his death, I wanted to assist your family in any way I could. Frankly, I assumed

Lady Cecilia was a plain spinster, who felt she could only attract a suitor with her

fortune.”

Lady Blackthorne gasped, Miss Webster covered her lips to hide what was obviously

a grin, and Appertan’s mouth dropped open before he barked out a harsh laugh.

Michael glanced at his wife apologetically. “You must concede that is a fair

assumption.”

“I told you I didn’t want to be under the control of my guardian, Lord Hanbury,” she

said.

“I admit, I was surprised when I first beheld you,” he said, looking upon her lovely,

flushed face.

She seemed more exasperated than angry. Other women might react differently, and

he was relieved she was not the kind to take offense easily. It was almost off-putting

to meet the woman behind the letters and see if reality could improve upon the sweet,

caring disposition she’d shown through words. He wasn’t disappointed—he was

intrigued, for he sensed depths she’d kept hidden from him.

Miss Webster turned to her. “What did you think your husband would be like?” she

asked eagerly. “After all, you felt you knew him well from his letters.”

Michael was very curious to know what Lady Blackthorne had told other people

about them.

“I will admit, I did not picture his face,” she began slowly.

She avoided meeting his gaze, to Michael’s amusement.



“I just knew he was a kind man, who honored Papa in every way, who was a hero in

battle.”

“I am not a hero,” he cut in, ignoring the darkness of memories that so easily welled

up inside him. “I did my duty, as did many men.”

Lady Blackthorne stared at him with obvious interest but didn’t ask for an

explanation. Perhaps she had too many of her own secrets.

“But she thought you a hero,” Miss Webster said dreamily. “I found it all so

romantic.”

Romantic? Perhaps through a young girl’s innocent eyes. It had practically been a

business agreement, where Lady Blackthorne received the reward of financial

freedom, and he received her gratitude—and the knowledge that he’d assisted the

daughter of his late commander. It had been enough for him, but not anymore, now

that he’d met her.

“I don’t care how romantic it is,” Appertan said in a bored voice. “I don’t know you,

Blackthorne, and your presence in Appertan Hall offends me.”

“Then Lady Blackthorne and I will remove ourselves to the Blackthorne estate,”

Michael said.

As his wife gaped at him, Michael calmly took another spoonful of his oxtail soup. It

was really quite delicious after army fare and shipboard provisions.

“Cecilia doesn’t even know you!” Appertan answered with outrage. “How could you

insist she leave?”

Michael met his gaze. “I am not insisting, Lord Appertan. You are.”



Appertan’s gray eyes narrowed, and his lips twitched, but he obviously couldn’t

refute that. “I would never allow my sister to leave with a stranger.”

“And I don’t intend to make her leave her home since I’ll be returning to India soon.

But I understand that Lady Blackthorne needs time to become acquainted with me,

and I intend to give her that time.”

Her flushed face took on a darker hue, and he wondered if she was embarrassed to be

discussed so freely—so familiarly. He already knew she wasn’t a woman given to

standing by while others made decisions about her life, and he admired that.

“Very well,” Appertan said between clenched teeth. “I’ll accept that, as long as I

never hear Cecilia complain in any way. How long do you plan to remain?”

“My schedule is flexible. Other than visiting my family, there is little I need to do in

England.”

“You are so anxious to return to India?” Lady Blackthorne asked. “We experienced

much of it as children, including traveling up the country with our father’s regiment.

It was hot and wet and unpleasant.”

It could be all of that. But was she so unadventurous? he wondered with

disappointment. “The climate has its disadvantages, but the views can be pleasant.

All of that is of little consequence to me. I am a soldier for the queen.”

“You’re not an officer?” Appertan asked, looking curious for the first time that

evening.

“I am a noncommissioned officer.”

“That makes no sense.” Appertan shook his head. “I would never want to make things



so hard on myself.”

No one answered that, and Michael guessed that Appertan made certain nothing was

very difficult in his life. How could one not relish a good challenge? That thought

momentarily changed the direction of his thoughts, and his gaze slid to his wife. Now

she was a challenge.

After several minutes of silence while they continued to eat, Michael said to

Appertan, “From what I could see of the grounds during the storm, they look well

cared for. Your father would be pleased that you’ve continued his excellent

management.”

He shrugged, lounging in his chair. “The servants know their duties. Whatever else

comes up, Cecilia is perfectly capable of handling it. It’s not that difficult.”

Michael saw Lady Blackthorne inhale and briefly close her eyes, as if she was

embarrassed that Appertan proved his own ignorance. Michael was more and more

disturbed every time the young man opened his mouth. He kept remembering the

pride with which the late Lord Appertan talked of his son—did he know Oliver at all?

Sadness and frustration warred with each other in Michael’s mind, and he knew how

disappointed his commander would be, how conflicted Lady Blackthorne must feel,

torn between the gentle pursuits of a lady, and the practical concerns of her family

estate. He’d begun to think she was a woman too used to controlling everyone around

her—even himself—but now he wasn’t so certain.

“You must have an excellent steward yourself, Lord Blackthorne,” his wife said,

“considering that you’re hardly ever home. Wait—now I remember that you wrote

about your brother handling such duties.”

He couldn’t help the way his gaze swept over her. He was feeling possessive, and

defensive on her behalf. “We keep in regular contact. But it is nowhere near the size



of the earldom.”

Suddenly, he wondered if other people saw him in the same light as Appertan, both of

them peers who allowed others to take control. Much as he knew their situations were

vastly different, it bothered him, made him wish there was something he could do to

help Appertan see the error of his ways.

“No wonder you agreed to this marriage,” Appertan said.

Michael felt the slur, saw Lady Blackthorne give a start and look away with

embarrassment.

Michael regarded him impassively. “I did not accept your sister’s dowry, nor do I

have access to her funds. You can be certain I will not abuse her finances.”

Appertan’s contempt seemed to fade into puzzlement, then he shrugged again and

started a conversation with Miss Webster about a party they would be attending. Lady

Blackthorne finished eating, keeping her eyes on her plate.

At last, Appertan rose and tossed his napkin down. “I’m off to Enfield for the

evening.”

Michael was relieved his new brother-in-law didn’t ask him to accompany him.

Michael might have to call him on his behavior, not a way to win the young man

over.

Miss Webster smiled at her fiancé. “I’m sure Papa has already sent the carriage for

me.” She looked back at Lady Blackthorne, and said, “But if you’d like me to stay ...”

His wife smiled. “You mustn’t keep your parents waiting, my dear. Have a good

evening.”



When Miss Webster and Appertan had gone, Michael sat back down.

Lady Blackthorne, hands on her armrests as if she meant to rise, paused to ask, “Is

there something you wish to discuss, my lord?”

“I have no business asking personal questions of Lord Appertan, but I have some for

you if you would humor me.”

She dismissed the footmen, and they closed the doors as they departed, leaving the

two of them alone again. She carefully drew her gloves back on. Did she wear them

all the time, or did she choose this moment to bow to propriety?

After folding her hands in her lap, she spoke calmly. “I’ll answer what I can.”

“You married me for access to your funds, but from what I’ve been able to see, you

aren’t in London enjoying your freedom.”

“I’m grateful for the favor you did me, and I’m using my financial freedom as I see

fit.”

“Taking care of your brother and his estate,” he pointed out.

Her shoulders were stiff with tension, and he guessed she wanted to tell him to go to

hell—in a ladylike manner, of course.

“My brother is very young, only twenty years of age. He inherited the title at

eighteen, while all of his friends were—and still are—enjoying their youth. He needs

to experience the same, just like any other young man.”

“So does his steward report to him?”



“He reports to me.”

“And the lawyers and bankers for such a vast estate?”

“They come to me.”

He steepled his fingers, and he saw her glance at his bare hands. “And this pleases

you? Do you plan to continue in this capacity?”

“Of course not.” She leaned across the table toward him, and her eyes softened with

earnestness. “It’s only temporary, until he’s a bit older.”

He arched a brow in surprise. Was she truly na?ve or just telling herself this? “You

don’t think you run the risk of him enjoying your coddling so much that he never

behaves as a man?”

“You do not know this family, Lord Blackthorne,” she said mildly.

“I knew your father well. Would this arrangement please him?”

“It would. I respect and admire the long tradition of my ancestors. These grounds and

every estate in the earldom deserve the best care, and I’m devoted to them.”

She spoke with such pride and fervor, as if the estates and its people meant

everything to her. He admired her devotion, even as he knew she would someday be

disappointed with this foolish path she’d chosen. She needed her own life, not that of

her brother.

“You must be devoted,” he said quietly, “to beg a stranger to marry you.”

Cecilia knew she was blushing again but couldn’t refute his words. She’d been



devoted—and desperate. She had no choice but to go forward and minimize the

damage. If she could just outlast his curiosity, surely her lawyers could somehow

extract her without her losing everything.

“And Appertan’s guardian?” he asked.

“He is a busy man and trusts me with the day-to-day affairs. Once a month he visits

and examines everything. He’s due in less than a week.” She hoped Lord Blackthorne

would not ask more—it was none of his business, after all. Lord Doddridge had been

Oliver’s idea—handpicked as a friend of their father’s, yet one who was so busy with

his own estates and Parliament, he would permit Oliver much leeway. As the new

earl, Oliver had been allowed to choose his own guardian, and he’d thought the

Hanburys far too rustic to oversee a prominent peer. Cecilia had no such choice and

had been stuck with the Hanburys, to the distress of everyone involved—until she’d

married Lord Blackthorne.

Lord Doddridge had control of the vast Appertan properties, but he was content to

allow Oliver—and hence Cecilia—to oversee its management, as long as he received

regular reports. But he held the purse strings tightly, something Oliver hadn’t counted

on. She couldn’t explain that she’d been acting in Oliver’s place to her own guardian,

so conservative he would have surely contacted Lord Doddridge and ruined

everything. She needed access to her own money, another reason to marry a man who

would allow her that control.

As if reading her thoughts, Lord Blackthorne said, “I assume you needed your funds

because your brother is quick to spend his own on pleasure rather than the estates?”

“You don’t know what his life has been like,” she said in a low voice.

“Regardless, in your opinion, Appertan cannot deal with his own estates, and you do

not trust a man of business to do it for you. Does Appertan have any responsibilities



at all?”

She leaned toward him, hands braced on the table. “Our father died, and Oliver has

suffered with his grief.”

“All while you managed more than your own duties—along with your grief.”

“He is my responsibility, my lord. I gave my promise to my parents that I would see

him well. Surely, having a younger brother, you understand that.”

“I do. But you do him no favors in this, madam. You need to rethink his future, and

your own.”

“Are you threatening me, Lord Blackthorne?” She was proud of her soft, dignified

voice.

“Why would I threaten you?” He sounded genuinely surprised. “I offer my advice as

an objective person outside the family.”

“Objective? For right now, you’re my husband. I’m not sure how objective you can

be.” Now that he’d seen the impressive castle that was her country home, perhaps he

was beginning to realize how much money he’d given up by allowing her her

freedom. “Please tell me the truth—why did you marry me? You say you honored my

father, but that cannot be the sum of it since you renounced the money I might have

brought you. You’re a viscount—you could find a perfectly lovely wife all by

yourself.”

“I’m a career soldier, Lady Blackthorne. Until this point, my regiment has been my

mistress and wife. I only planned to marry under my own terms, for I needed no

heirs, since my brother is perfectly adequate for that task. In that regard, you and I are

well matched since you seem too busy to want children, should we not be blessed.”



She blanched, for she never let herself think about children. And she didn’t want him

thinking about the creating of children.

“I believe, in marriage, we suit each other’s purposes. You need access to your

money ...” His voice faded as he frowned.

“And you, my lord?” she whispered. “What do you need?”

He hesitated, then spoke in a low voice. “I thought I needed to help the children of

my commander. I tried to write to you about how much he meant to me, but words

are not often my forte. But there was something in your letters, my lady, that called to

me in a way I’d never imagined.”

She found herself barely breathing, staring at him, but he did not continue with the

words that flattered even as they confused her.

He rose slowly to his feet, reaching for the cane hooked in the arm of his chair even

as he cleared his throat. “As for your brother, Lady Blackthorne, I had to express my

concerns.”

“Then I hope you can be objective, my lord.” She paused, realizing she could not

make a grand exit—he could simply follow her right to their rooms. Modulating her

voice, she said, “I know the evening is still young. I will be reading in the drawing

room if you wish to join me.”

“I thank you for the invitation, but I am fatigued from the journey. I’ll retire for the

evening.”

She kept her breath held, afraid she’d let it out in a big sigh of relief, knowing that

most men would insist they retire together. Feeling grateful for his consideration, she

said, “I wish you a good evening, Lord Blackthorne.”



They stared at each other, the silence fraught with the new awareness she now

associated with him. He bowed his head and left her alone in the dining room. The

silent footmen entered as if on cue, and, feeling numb with relief, she watched them

work. She’d thought she had everything in hand—she was helping her brother until

he was old enough to take over, she was in control of her own money, and had

miraculously found a husband who wouldn’t intrude in any way at all, except as a

convenient reason she wouldn’t have to tolerate other suitors. She wasn’t going to be

like her mother, so desperate to cling to her husband, to make sure he remained

faithful, that she dragged her children on military campaigns in a country that ended

up being the death of her and her son.

But now Cecilia’s world was starting to unravel. Oliver’s behavior was growing

worse instead of better, and her absent husband had decided to involve himself in her

life.

And she was fascinated by him—overwhelmingly, completely, helplessly fascinated.

Closing her eyes, she told herself she would get through this. She just had to be

patient. Oliver would realize his responsibilities, then she’d be able to trust him with

everything their ancestors had built. And Lord Blackthorne had come right out and

said he was returning to India as soon as possible, hopefully leaving their marriage as

it was.

She would consult her lawyers, but until she received a reply, she had to do her best

to steer clear of Lord Blackthorne.

A fter an hour alone in the library, Cecilia reluctantly retired to her bedroom, trying

to keep as quiet as possible. Her lady’s maid, Nell, took the hint and asked nothing

about the husband ensconced nearby in her apartments. Cecilia knew the girl’s

silence would only last so long, but for now she appreciated it. When she was alone,

she pressed her ear to the door of the dressing room that separated their bedrooms,



but she heard nothing.

At last she crept to her bed, where she read almost until midnight, not feeling the least

bit tired. After finishing her novel, she lay down, but her eyes refused to close.

Sighing, she put on her dressing gown, picked up a candleholder, and went out into

the shadowy corridor. There was supposed to be a lamp lit at each end, but apparently

the footmen had forgotten. Shaking her head, she held the candle higher. The library

was on the ground floor, and as she approached the main staircase dominating the

entrance hall, she slowed her step, for the darkness overtook the cavernous room

where the corridor opened out into it, and her tiny candle gave off little light. But she

knew every inch of her home well.

Just as she reached the balustrade, her foot hit something hard, pitching her forward

into the darkness. The candle went out, her hands flailed for the balustrade, and a

feeling of terror overwhelmed her. The bottom seemed to drop out of her stomach as

she began to fall.
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C ecilia’s feet hit the first couple steps, but she was pitching forward, unable to right

herself, terrified and helpless. Just as she would have tumbled headfirst into the

blackness, her hand connected with the balustrade and gripped it hard to catch

herself. She felt pain at her shoulder as her body came to a jerking stop, but she didn’t

let go. Collapsing against the rail, she remained still, eyes closed, breath heaving in

her chest as she hung there.

Slowly, she tried to stand up on the stair, and felt a mild twinge in her ankle that was

nothing compared to what might have happened if she’d fallen all the way to the

bottom.

She might even have broken her neck.

The candle had gone out; she could see nothing and certainly didn’t want to find the

library in the dark. Gripping the balustrade, wincing from the pain in her shoulder,

she limped up the few steps to the top, then bent down, trying to feel what she’d

tripped over. Frowning when she discovered nothing, she dropped to her knees and

widened the search with both hands. Still nothing. Had she just tripped over her own

feet?

But her toes were sore to the touch, and she could swear they’d hit something hard.

Shaking her head, she felt her way back down the corridor and into her room, where

the candlelight was a relief. She washed her perspiring face with hands that still

shook and couldn’t stop thinking about what might have happened if she hadn’t been

lucky enough to catch herself. Propping her foot on a pillow in bed, she picked up the

book she’d just finished and, with a sigh, started from the beginning.



W hen Nell arrived with a tray before dawn, Cecilia debated telling the girl about her

midnight accident but knew everyone would put up a fuss. She wanted to get on with

her day, not be coddled. Her ankle felt better already, and she was determined to go

on her usual long walk. As Nell styled her hair, Cecilia waited with resignation for

the questions to begin. She didn’t hear anything from the dressing room.

Nell had seen her glance. “Only you, Lady Cecilia,” she said, shaking her head. “I

guess I should say Lady Blackthorne.”

“Pardon me, Nell?”

“Only you would marry a man ye’d never seen, from halfway round the world, and

be lucky enough to land a handsome one. We all thought ye crazy, beggin’ yer

pardon, but ye come up smellin’ like a rose.”

Cecilia reluctantly smiled. “You know his features don’t matter at all, Nell.”

“Hmm, so ye say.” Nell continued to brush out Cecilia’s long blond hair. “But I will

tell ye somethin’ ye might find interestin’.” She leaned closer before glancing out the

window. “That husband o’ yours, who ye didn’t spend a wedding night with—”

“Nell, we don’t even know each other!”

“—he’s a proud man, that one. Said he didn’t want a valet, that he was used to takin’

care o’ himself in the army.”

That gave Cecilia pause. Lord Blackthorne had been raised as a gentleman—surely

he was used to servants.

“When he needs laundry done, I’m sure he’ll give us a call.” Nell sniffed. “A strange

man. Maybe you were right to make him wait on ye for a while.”



In the mirror, she met Cecilia’s eyes with her own wide ones.

“I mean, beggin’ yer pardon, milady.”

But there was a smile at the corner of the girl’s mouth; she knew what she could get

away with.

“Nell,” Cecilia began hesitantly, “were the lamps lit in the corridor outside my room

last night?”

Nell frowned. “Aye, they lit me way to bed. Why do ye ask?”

Cecilia shrugged and forced a smile. “No reason. I couldn’t sleep and didn’t see the

flicker of light beneath my door, and I was just curious.”

The storm must have sent a draft through the old castle and blown out the lamps.

After Nell helped her into a plain morning gown—“Blue to match yer

eyes!”—Cecilia ate a quick piece of toast with her hot chocolate from the tray Nell

had brought, then took a shawl and went outside. The sun was only just above the

horizon, the ground glittering with autumn dew, the leaves beginning to turn orange,

yellow, and red. Though the breeze was brisk, it promised to be a lovely day. She

followed her usual route, one that led her past tenant farmers and the mill, the stables

and outbuildings, where people knew they could speak to her if they needed to. She

avoided the soggy patches left over from the storm, even as gardeners were already

picking up broken twigs.

She’d no sooner left the formal gardens when she pulled up short in surprise. Lord

Blackthorne, limping along with the aid of his cane, had come to a stop when he saw

her. For a moment, they stared at each other beneath a glorious sun. Though he was

still dressed plainly, conservatively, nothing could hide the very maleness of him. He



made her far too aware of him as a man—as her husband. She couldn’t help feeling

that he wanted to look at her in a more thorough manner but stopped himself. She

was used to the admiration of men, but this seemed ... different, brazen, dark, with

maybe a touch of possession.

She thought of Nell calling him handsome. It seemed too tame a word for him. He

was too unfashionably ... large. He wasn’t wearing a coat, only his shirtsleeves and a

waistcoat above his trousers, a simple cravat tied at his throat. Now she could see that

he needed no padding in his clothing, that he was broad through the shoulders, even

barrel-chested, yet narrow through the hips. She felt herself blushing, remembering

how she’d protested when he looked at her in the same manner.

He briefly doffed his hat. “Good morning, Lady Blackthorne.”

“Good morning, Lord Blackthorne. I am surprised to find you exercising your leg.

Should it not be healing?”

“Your concern is appreciated, madam, but the leg will stiffen if I don’t use it. The

stronger it gets, the less I’ll need to use the cane.”

“But ... the shrapnel?”

He shrugged. “The doctors say the pieces of metal might work themselves out on

their own, or they might not. I’ll just have to become used to whatever the outcome.”

She hesitated, wishing she could say she preferred to be alone but knowing she

couldn’t. “I am walking toward the stables, if you’d like to join me.”

He nodded. She expected to slow her pace to accommodate him, but he moved along

briskly. He had obviously been in fine physical condition before the wound, and that

must stand him in good stead.



“You are going riding?” he asked.

“No, I walk every morning. The stables are simply one stop on my way. Did you plan

to ride?”

“I did enough of that yesterday. It made my leg quite stiff.”

Another awkward silence grew between them. She looked into the distance, at the

green rolling hills, the occasional cottage.

“I love this land,” she found herself saying. “I wasn’t born here, and we did not spend

much time here at all until Oliver returned to go to Eton, when Mother and I came

with him. But there is something about the place of our ancestors that calls you to do

your best to maintain it.” But not Oliver, she thought with a twinge of sadness.

“I understand,” he said. “I have been improving my estate to bring it back to what it

once was.”

She gave him a curious glance but didn’t feel she could question him.

He accompanied her from building to building, and she realized ruefully that in less

then twenty-four hours, the news of his arrival had spread far and wide. People turned

out in droves to see Lord Blackthorne, and many boldly introduced themselves. What

would happen when she had the marriage invalidated? There would be a scandal, of

course, but her servants knew they had not spent the night together. And Cecilia

didn’t care what other people thought, she told herself.

Lord Blackthorne proved a knowledgeable man about every position on the estate; if

only she could discuss things like this with Oliver. As she answered various questions

the staff asked about a grain shipment to London, or which cattle had been selected to

be delivered by train to market, she felt the uncomfortable stare of her husband. He



watched her like a falcon watched a rabbit, intently, single-mindedly, and it was like

an itch she couldn’t reach, couldn’t scratch. By midmorning, she wished he would

just go away so she could feel herself again, but he followed her into Appertan Hall

and right into the study, where the steward and secretary both waited. She introduced

her husband to the men, and was gratified when they did not begin directing their

estate questions to him, as some men might have.

She spent another two hours dealing with estate matters and correspondence, and she

kept waiting for her husband to leave, but he seemed interested. Even when he was

leaning on his cane, staring out the window, there was an alertness about him that

kept drawing her attention. More than once, she was distracted by him and lost her

train of thought. The steward and secretary shared amused glances but wiped away

their smiles when she frowned at them.

At last, the two employees left, and she sat back in her chair behind the desk and met

Lord Blackthorne’s contemplative gaze.

“Go ahead, say what you need to,” she said briskly.

He perched one hip on the edge of the window seat. “Tell me about Lord Appertan.”

She frowned. “I thought I already had. And surely my father spoke of him often.”

“But I want to hear your thoughts.”

She wanted to say that her brother’s life—her own—was none of his business but

didn’t want to antagonize him. She had already written to her lawyers, asking about

the proxy marriage and what options she had. But she had to bide her time until she

received a response.

She sighed. Anything she told Lord Blackthorne about Oliver could be gotten from



any family acquaintance, after all. “As I said, we were born in India and had a home

in Bombay. We spent summer in the Hills to escape the worst of the heat.”

“I am surprised your mother did not spend more time in England.”

“She did not want to be parted from my father.” Cecilia spoke impassively, but

inside, her stomach churned with the memories that wouldn’t go away. How, as she

grew older, her mother confided more and more in her as if she were a grown woman,

about her fears that Appertan would find a mistress to shame her if she left him alone.

Once or twice at a dinner party, she even forced Cecilia to follow her father, as if he

might sneak away from the card room for an illicit affair. The constant neediness and

dread and pessimism wore away at Cecilia, until she realized she could escape into

her studies, into her books. And that also helped her escape the memories.

“You went on campaign,” Lord Blackthorne said, and it wasn’t a question.

“We followed the drum, a military family.” She forced a smile, her fingers playing

restlessly with a quill on the desk. “When Oliver was younger, he played with all the

other boys, and it didn’t matter whose father was a sergeant or whose was a colonel.

But as he grew older, their different circumstances began to play out among even the

children. When Papa decided it was time to return to England, for Oliver to attend

Eton, I thought things would be better for my brother.”

“Eton can alter a boy,” Lord Blackthorne said. “I noticed it among my friends.”

But not himself? she wondered, but didn’t ask.

“It’s supposed to build character,” she continued, “or so I heard. But the friends he

made weren’t the kind I would have chosen for him. They now like to drink too much

and ... socialize with the wrong element. He is immature, and I wish my father were

still alive to take him in hand.”



Lord Blackthorne briefly looked away. He must miss her father, and she would try to

remember that.

“Every young man goes through such a period,” he said. “But Appertan has not come

out of it, and, forgive me, but I don’t think you’re helping by managing everything

for him.”

“I’m doing what I must,” she said coolly.

“Then I have a suggestion. Let me become involved.” He left the window seat and

limped toward the desk, sitting opposite her.

She stiffened. “I am managing the estate just fine, my lord.”

“I don’t mean the estate—with Appertan. Let me get to know him, to guide him. I

have a facility for instructing young men. I was often in charge of the new soldiers.

And I have a brother, too. When I became the viscount, I, too, needed a guardian, but

when I reached my majority, it was Allen, at twenty, who assumed much of the

mantle of the Blackthorne estates. I know exactly what Appertan is going through.

Although Allen and I are closer in age than your brother and I are, I do understand the

competitiveness that can exist between men.”

Though he made a persuasive argument, she was ready to refuse. But at the last

moment, her common sense overruled her feelings of defensiveness, and she

remembered her situation. If Lord Blackthorne was busy befriending Oliver, she

would have more time to make a decision about the marriage.

Surely, Oliver could deal with Lord Blackthorne. She remembered her father’s

constant praise of the man, his ability to negotiate a compromise with even the most

stubborn of enemies. It was almost like a character reference for a new employee.



“I do not know if this is a good idea,” she said slowly. “You are at least ten years

older than Oliver.”

“Ten years exactly, my lady.”

“I have matchless deductive powers,” she said, forcing her voice to be light.

He nodded, so focused on whatever task at hand, even if it was just talking to her.

When his dark eyes looked into hers, she felt as if she were the center of the world at

that moment, very different from when her suitors used to fawn over her. It was too

intense, even threatening to her very way of life. This man could wield so much

power over her if he chose. She’d given him that power; she’d have to find the best

way to take it back.

“If I allowed you to ... work with Oliver, what would you do?” she asked.

“Spend time with him in masculine pursuits—hunting, riding, even socializing. I

imagine it would help to meet and understand his friends. Then I should be able to

see why he so resists the responsibilities of his title.”

She bit her lip, trying not to smile.

He tilted his head. “Did I say something amusing?”

“Forgive me. I am trying to imagine you with Oliver’s fellow young bucks.”

His lips curved in the faintest hint of a smile, and he relaxed back in his chair. “I am

well aware of the mentality.”

“Are you? Does that mean you went through such a period yourself?”



“Not a very long one. I enlisted at eighteen, and although men off duty often

embarrass themselves in drink, that did not appeal to me.”

“I am not surprised,” she murmured, studying him just as intently as he liked to study

her. “Are you and your brother close?”

His eyes seemed to focus inward. “We are. Although it has been twelve years since

I’ve been able to spend much time at home, we were always playmates as children,

and our letters have deepened our friendship as adults.”

“I find myself envious,” she murmured, her eyes stinging.

“It is not too late, madam.” He hesitated. “You can have such a relationship with your

brother. With your parents gone, you need the closeness of family.”

Her throat was tight with the emotions she didn’t want to reveal. His kindness had

shown through in his letters, and now, seeing it in person, made her feel so very

confused.

“So I have your approval?” he urged.

“Are you asking for it?” She spoke softly, wondering about the kind of husband he’d

be.

“He is your brother.”

“So if I asked you to leave him alone, you would?”

He regarded her solemnly. “He is in need of an older male influence, but yes, I would

abide by your wishes.”



She realized she’d been holding her breath, and she let it out slowly. “Very well. You

have my permission to attempt the battle of Oliver.”

His head tipped back as if in surprise. “He’s been as bad as all that?”

“No, no, but it is you who make it seem like he’s your new campaign.”

“I am a soldier; I see much of life like a battle to be mastered and won.”

“And do you often win, my lord?” she asked softly.

“Almost always, my lady.”

He’d lowered his voice until it was a deep rumble that reverberated through her.

Again, she felt a twinge of intriguing danger, which she would do her best to ignore.

She was responsible for Oliver, and she’d vowed never again to fail a member of her

family.

The door swung open, and Penelope entered like a floral spring breeze. “Hello,

Cecilia!” she trilled, then came to a stop upon seeing Lord Blackthorne, her happy

smile fading to pleased curiosity. “Oh, I am interrupting you.”

Lord Blackthorne rose stiffly to his feet. “Good morning, Miss Webster.”

“You are always welcome, Penelope,” Cecilia said, finding herself relieved.

Hesitantly, the young woman said, “Did you remember that we were going to paint

the autumn colors of your garden after luncheon? But we don’t have to, of course.

Circumstances have obviously changed.” She gave Lord Blackthorne a bright smile.

Cecilia knew Penelope was thrilled with the revelation of Lord Blackthorne. But then



she was very much like her sister, Hannah, who’d been a firm believer in true love.

For a moment, melancholia rose inside her at the senseless drowning of her dear

friend. Every death seemed to buffet Cecilia in a new direction.

“Of course we’ll still paint,” she said, grateful that she had the other woman to

remind her that there was more to life than business.

“Oh, I’m glad,” Penelope said. “Talbot asked me to tell you that luncheon will be

served in half an hour.”

Cecilia glanced at the mantel clock in surprise. The morning had passed swiftly.

“We’ll be there.”

She expected Lord Blackthorne to follow Penelope out of the study, but after a couple

limping steps, leaning heavily on his cane, he turned back to her.

“Miss Webster was introduced to me as Appertan’s fiancée. For a young man still

living wildly, the engagement seems unusual.”

“They grew up in constant contact, as the Websters have long leased a manor from

the estate.”

“And Miss Webster was determined she would be the next countess?” Lord

Blackthorne asked.

“I never had that feeling,” Cecilia said, blinking in surprise.

“Then whose idea was it?”

She rose to her feet. “When my brother announced the engagement, I did not question

what had gone on privately between them. I trusted their feelings. Oliver plans to wait



until at least his twenty-first birthday to set a wedding date, which will give them

time to decide if such a match truly suits.”

“He is not certain of that yet he already asked for her hand in marriage?”

“You make quick judgments, my lord,” she said coolly. “I wrote to you about

Penelope’s sister, my dearest friend, who drowned in a pond near their home. Such

tragedy often brings people together, and they no longer want to waste time alone.”

“Then it is good that I know these circumstances, madam. They might affect how I

deal with your brother.”

“Be compassionate with him, Lord Blackthorne,” she said in a quieter voice, sinking

back down into her chair.

“I do not believe compassion has helped him much, but I won’t forget that you

requested it of me.”

He limped away before she could respond, closing the door behind him. She finished

filling out her report to Oliver’s guardian about the daily management of the estate.

But it wasn’t easy to think of business. Lord Blackthorne’s belief he knew what was

best for her brother disturbed her. Was it that she herself should be able to help Oliver

and couldn’t seem to find the way? Or was it that she found herself attracted to such a

strong-willed man?
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L uncheon was a grim affair. Cecilia watched Lord Blackthorne study Oliver’s slow

recovery from a night of drinking and waited for her new husband to change his

mind. But he didn’t, only kept talking to Oliver about upcoming issues for the next

session of Parliament, as if Oliver knew or cared.

But he should care, Cecilia reminded herself. There was no use being upset at Lord

Blackthorne because he was right. Yet she wanted to believe her brother would

overcome the tragedies of his young life eventually. Lord Blackthorne had obviously

kept abreast of political issues through his family and friends while on the other side

of the world. Oliver should be able to do the same.

After the meal, Penelope met Cecilia’s gaze and gestured with her head toward the

windows, where a rare sun was shining.

“Excuse us, gentlemen,” Cecilia said, coming to her feet.

It was obvious Lord Blackthorne had to struggle to stand, and Oliver seemed to do so

reluctantly. She imagined his pounding head made movement painful. Why would

one self-inflict such suffering? Except, perhaps, to forget for a while...

“Penelope and I have an engagement in the garden,” Cecilia continued. “Do not let us

keep you from your discussion.”

Oliver’s brows lowered disapprovingly over his bloodshot eyes, but she ignored him.

Outside in the formal gardens, Cecilia found easels already waiting for them, and

they placed them near a stunning view of the gurgling fountain in the foreground and



autumn-tipped trees swaying behind in the park. They mixed the ground powder of

their chosen paint cakes in water, chatting about color and detail and nothing in

particular. But once they were briefly quiet in concentration on the scene, Penelope

seemed to start speaking as if she’d been awaiting the right moment.

“Cecilia, Oliver told me he spent an evening out with his friends again last night.”

She couldn’t tell from his bloodshot, wincing eyes? Cecilia wondered.

“We’d had an engagement to walk this morning, but he slept through it. I am ...

concerned about him.” She gave Cecilia the pained yet eager look of a puppy hungry

for a treat.

“I know,” she answered on a tired sigh, gazing unseeing on the colors she was mixing

on her palette.

“We had discussed waiting at least a year to marry, but perhaps ... setting an earlier

date would help.”

Cecilia glanced at her in surprise. “You and he have discussed this? It is after all a

personal matter between the two of you, and perhaps your parents.”

“I know, and no, we have not discussed it. I wanted your opinion first.” Penelope bit

her lip and looked away. “I thought perhaps marriage would help him to... settle

down.”

It was as if she’d heard the discussion between Lord Blackthorne and Cecilia. Or

perhaps Oliver had forgotten one too many “engagements”—as if he’d forgotten their

engagement to marry.

She wondered if Penelope was clinging to her fiancé, soon to be her husband,



desperate to be with him, to change him. Cecilia felt a momentary twinge of dismay

at the thought of Penelope’s becoming like Lady Appertan.

“Although my opinion doesn’t count—” Cecilia began.

“But you’re his sister! Of course anything you say counts!”

Cecilia smiled and touched her arm. “Thank you. But you know what I mean. Only

the two of you can decide what’s best. But ... I don’t believe marriage will help settle

Oliver. Only maturity, and the realization that other things are more important than

his pleasure, will truly help him. You have to trust that he will gradually come to this

conclusion. Most men do.” She hoped. Although she was afraid to trust Lord

Blackthorne regardless of her father’s praise, she found herself saying a silent prayer

that he could help her brother be a better man, a better husband.

Penelope kept her eyes downcast as she nodded. “I appreciate your opinion.”

“But regardless, I’ll stand by whatever the two of you decide.”

“Just like you stood by us when we became engaged.” Penelope smiled.

“You didn’t need my support. Your mother was happy for you.”

Penelope giggled. “Thrilled, you mean. She always hoped I would catch the eye of a

peer.”

“What mother doesn’t wish that?” Cecilia said with a chuckle.

“Surely yours wanted the same for you? And you’ve succeeded.”

Cecilia hid a wince. “My mother ... yes, you are right, she wanted the best for me.”



Was that even true?

“Lord Blackthorne is a knowledgeable man of the world.”

Cecilia eyed her with faint amusement. “Are you saying you think Oliver should

become such a man?”

“Oh, no! Oliver is a man comfortable in England, at ease in drawing rooms or in the

countryside. I think he still fights the memories of his time in India but wants to

overcome them.”

“And Lord Blackthorne? Tell me your impressions of him.”

“I think you were very brave and in love to marry a man you’d never met.”

“You may say it without hurting my feelings, Penelope—you wouldn’t have done the

same.”

“I am not brave like you. Lord Blackthorne ... he seems a stern man, with a strong

feeling of duty to his country. He will go wherever his regiment sends him, and you’ll

be separated once again. Have you ever thought of traveling with him?”

Cecilia’s eyes widened. “No, my dear, my place is here. I had enough of India.”

“Then you will be separated much of the time.”

“He writes compelling letters. We will get by.” If she even stayed married to him.

L ate that night, Michael came awake with a start. He didn’t know where he was at

first until the shadowy gloom revealed the bedroom where his wife had banished him.



His very skittish wife.

But he couldn’t fault thoughts of his wife for why he awoke in the middle of the

night. It had been happening long before he met her. Dreams clung to the corners of

his mind like cobwebs. He saw his friends, the three his military decision had doomed

to death. In his dreams, they were alive again, even Lord Appertan, taking his son in

hand and making a man of him.

With a sigh, Michael slid his legs to the side and sat on the edge of the bed. These

dreams weren’t nightmares. No one haunted him, or berated the decisions he and his

superiors, the Duke of Rothford and the Earl of Knightsbridge, had made in all honor.

But the sadness of those lives cut short could not be denied, and he felt a debt of

honor—not one of guilt, as Rothford and Knightsbridge foolishly insisted on

feeling—to try to help those left behind. Guilt had no place, once a battlefield

decision had been made to the best of one’s knowledge and ability. And he would

never allow himself to be ruled by emotion.

Lady Cecilia’s family had been altered by a decision he’d help make: Three men had

died because Michael and his fellow soldiers had thought it was noble and humane to

release prisoners—including women and children—about to be tortured for

information in a secret encampment. He, Rothford, and Knightsbridge had turned

their backs while their prisoners slipped into the jungle, and thought themselves

making the honorable choice.

But their regiment had been attacked by the prisoners they’d released, and three

soldiers—good friends and mentors—had died. Rothford and Knightsbridge had

returned to England to make amends to the families of the other two dead soldiers.

Young Appertan was too soon the earl, without his father’s guidance and knowledge.

Michael could help make that right.



Lady Cecilia had written that the new earl had left Cambridge University to assume

his duties. Like a man, Michael had thought at the time, now realizing he’d only

made assumptions without knowing the facts. The young Lord Appertan seemed to

be a spoiled, arrogant boy who put his own pleasures above duty and responsibility.

Weak and selfish, he left the burdens of the earldom on his sister, enjoying all the

money and the pleasures for himself.

Michael could see what kind of woman Cecilia was: hardworking, selfless, beloved

by her servants and tenants. And if he worried it was love of power that drove her to

exercise control over the estate, he’d soon been able to tell that she was just as open

to suggestions from the people below her and would change her mind. She wasn’t

afraid of stepping in something unpleasant in a barn or taking a laborer’s dirty hand.

He’d watched everyone on the estate consult her even as they praised her to him, her

new husband. He’d almost felt proud, as if he’d had something to do with it. In one

sense he had: he’d enabled her to have access to her own funds, to do as she needed

to guide the earldom. He long ago heard of the late Lord Appertan’s pride in her, and

now he knew it was justified.

And he was still astonished by her range of knowledge about every aspect of the

estate. She must have been tutored at Appertan’s side in mathematics and even

agriculture rather than simply learning the feminine studies of languages, domestic

skills, and artistic endeavors like painting. Although she’d probably mastered those as

well from what he’d been able to observe so far. Their written conversations could

lead to even better discussions—if she allowed it.

But there was a sadness deep within her that surprised him. Did others see it, or did

they simply want to believe that she was content with her life?

First, he would make her life easier by teaching her brother to be a man. This should

help her soften her regard for him and hasten a more normal marriage. He hoped it

would happen quickly because sleeping so near Cecilia might surely destroy his



peace of mind.

M ichael awoke in the morning, feeling tired from his restless night. He’d bathed the

night before, so he dressed for the day, looking out the window. He knew who he was

looking for: his wife. Perhaps she thought of him, even longed for a man’s touch. He

knew what he was missing, after all. He might not be reckless, but he’d had the

occasional night with a willing woman. Of course, he had no idea how far things had

gone with her suitors before she married him...

Hearing a knock on the door, he went to answer it. Cecilia stood there, hands linked

together with casual elegance, fresh as sunshine in her cream-colored gown. He

wanted to bask in the warmth of her, and his body, long starved for a woman’s

attention, flared to uncomfortable life once again.

She didn’t cross the threshold. “I thought I would accompany you to the breakfast

parlor.”

“Very well.” Picking up the book he intended to return to the library—the nights

were long with Cecilia so nearby—he limped into the corridor, and she walked at his

side. Her floral scent drifted to his nostrils, and he inhaled deeply, silently, half

closing his eyes. But when she glanced at him, he regarded her impassively. In the

breakfast parlor, he placed his book on the dining table.

She glanced at it. “You enjoy reading, my lord?”

“It is a comfort to me in the field, when there are few others.”

“Military history,” she mused, studying the title. “Oliver does not read. He had access

to the best education, but he treated it lightly, squandered it.” She turned away and

helped herself to eggs and toast.



He heard the envy and frustration in her voice and wondered if she sometimes wished

she’d been born a man and the heir. He certainly did not; her beauty was a soft grace

on a tired morn. He thought of waking up at her side and reminded himself that he’d

never needed soft comforts; he could wait for them now.

He filled his plate with fried trout, along with the eggs and toast. Their gazes met, and

he saw the clear, intelligent blue of her eyes. Did she guess his thoughts? If she did,

she would run away.

“You have offered your help with my wayward brother,” she continued, carrying her

plate toward the table. “And you’re dealing with me, a reluctant wife. Why?”

He came to a stop across the table from her. “Your father earned my loyalty every

day, Lady Blackthorne. He taught me strategy and ruthlessness; he taught me

patience. He guided me in the ways of diplomacy and negotiation, helping me to

understand the dark hearts of men.” Except that last time, when Michael had missed

the signs, been fooled so utterly. Through a clenched jaw, he finished, “He saw in me

a worthwhile soldier when my own father thought my calling was a mistake. I will

not forget Lord Appertan’s belief in me.” Feeling that he’d revealed too much, he

tried to lighten the mood. “Perhaps he was preparing me all along to come home to

you.”

She rolled her eyes. “That is not true.”

“How do you know? He talked about you constantly, and your brother, of course, but

the focus was always you. It was as if he knew we would suit each other.”

She bit her plump lip, and he almost forgot the point he was making, so instantly did

he wish to lean across the table and steal a kiss.

“Now you are deluding yourself, hoping to persuade me to change my opinion of our



marriage. My father and I often discussed my various suitors, and never once did he

show a preference. He trusted me to make my own decision.”

“Believe what you will.”

“However he trained you to be a soldier,” she said, going back to the original, safe

topic, “he didn’t give that to Oliver.”

“He never got the chance. He was about to come home when he died.”

He heard her gasp, saw her eyes moisten as she sat down heavily. In that moment, she

was a vulnerable daughter, not a commanding woman.

“I—I didn’t know,” she whispered.

“It was to be a surprise.” His voice was gruff in memory as he took his seat. He

hadn’t wanted his commander to retire, felt he could still learn from him. Those

choices were taken away by one battlefield decision—a wrong one, made in good

conscience. But Lord Appertan had always taught him to move on, that the past was

the past.

“Thank you for telling me that,” she said softly.

She searched his face for a moment, and he kept his expression impassive, a lifelong

study and so easy now, he didn’t have to think about it. They silently ate their

breakfast.

When at last she rose, he knew she was leaving on her walk. “May I accompany you

this morn?”

“I would prefer to be alone today if you do not mind.” She spoke firmly.



“Of course.”

He followed her to the door of the breakfast parlor and stood in the doorway, seeing

two maids and a page cease whispering and look away with guilt. Cecilia would have

to accept their marriage soon, both for the benefit of her reputation—and for his

tenuous hold on his control.
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C ecilia spent the morning with her head in a whirl, finding it difficult to concentrate

on her daily tasks. Even her walk brought her no relief. Lord Blackthorne was so

difficult to read, his eyes calm rather than snapping with whatever emotion he felt. In

such an offhand manner, he’d revealed that her father had been on his way home to

them.

It hurt deep in her stomach to imagine that by one extra day, he’d lost his life, his

chance to retire from the army. She wanted to be angry at God for such cruel fate, but

every day, people suffered life’s traumas. She was no different.

Lord Blackthorne had surely acted out of honor and duty by marrying her; she should

be grateful, and she was. But for the first time, it bothered her that she was someone’s

idea of a debt, she, who’d been the toast of London her first Season, who had already

been proposed to several times. Ah, she was a vain creature after all, that she’d want

a convenient husband to confess he’d fallen in love with her letters, like the fictitious

story she told others about their relationship. She’d boasted they’d debated books and

art, that they’d even shared amusement over the mundane topics of raising sheep

versus cattle. In reality, she’d told him about her life on the country estate, just

hoping to have him keep writing more about the military world that her own father

chose over his family.

At luncheon, there was a strained tension coming from Oliver toward Lord

Blackthorne, whose topic of conversation left Parliament behind and switched to

horses. Oliver reluctantly told him about several new additions to the stables, and

they discussed the breeding of horseflesh for a while, from the demands of a military

horse all the way down to what a lady required. Cecilia contributed where she wanted

to, for she knew all about the cost of Oliver’s new horses.



“Lord Appertan, would you show me about the estate by horseback?” Lord

Blackthorne asked. “I would like to continue this discussion and see more of the land

your father described to me in such detail.”

Cecilia saw the suspicious glance Oliver gave him, as if Lord Blackthorne shouldn’t

be curious. He was her husband, after all.

Her temporary husband, she reminded herself.

“Of course, Lord Blackthorne,” Oliver said at last. “I have time to ride this

afternoon.”

He sounded as if he had a rigorous schedule that he could hardly interrupt, Cecilia

thought, briefly lowering her gaze to hide her amusement.

“Cecilia,” Oliver said, “I will be having several friends over tonight for an evening of

cards. Would you speak to the housekeeper and make whatever arrangements are

necessary?”

She withheld a frown as she considered him. He’d always met his friends elsewhere

for whatever drunken fun they had. Was the sudden change due to the arrival of Lord

Blackthorne?

“Oliver, I will see that you and your friends have whatever refreshments you need.”

She barely knew his friends, only one or two of whom were from local families, and

the others up from London on occasion.

“We’ll use the billiard room. Oh, and you might have the maids prepare several guest

rooms, just in case.”

She nodded, not wanting drunken young men falling from their horses. He did not ask



Lord Blackthorne to join them, and Cecilia gritted her teeth at his rudeness. She was

about to speak, when she could have sworn Lord Blackthorne almost imperceptibly

shook his head, as if he had other plans for her brother.

She’d agreed to this, she reminded herself. She’d wanted Lord Blackthorne to focus

on someone other than herself. When the men left on their ride, she told herself she

was relieved to be free of the both of them.

T hat night, well after midnight, Cecilia could hear the drunken laughter of Oliver’s

friends echoing through the castle. She was in her room but not undressed; servants

kept sending messages via the new page, Francis: “Are you certain we should provide

more brandy, Lady Blackthorne?” “They are roaming the corridors, Lady

Blackthorne, making a terrible mess in more and more rooms!”

She had greeted their guests earlier in the evening, of course. They’d grinned as they

each bent over her hand, eyeing her too boldly, making her feel uncomfortable and

embarrassed. They made what they thought were sly jokes about her as if she were

too simpleminded to understand the crude references. They’d already been imbibing

and were hardly witty as a result.

Strangely, she’d found herself wishing Lord Blackthorne had been present, as if she

needed to remind the men that she had a husband who might take offense. But her

“husband” had spent the evening in the library after his long ride with Oliver. She’d

seen him limping stiffly away from the stables, wondered if perhaps he’d overexerted

his injured leg. But one could never tell a man so.

Oliver’s friends had been upsetting the household more and more as the evening

advanced. Susan, the upstairs maid, had heard something crash, and when she went

inside the billiards room to investigate, she’d been indecently handled by one of the

guests. That was the last straw, as far as Cecilia was concerned. If Oliver didn’t see

that his friends were abusing his hospitality, then she would make them understand.



After sending Susan to bed, Cecilia moved through the darkened house, carrying a

candleholder, the sounds of revelry growing louder and louder as she descended to

the first floor. Something else crashed, and she could hear a roar of laughter.

She approached the billiard room from the rear of the house rather than the front

public rooms. The way was darker, and to her surprise, lamps were once again

extinguished, which made her progress slow. With her candle, she could see a short

distance before her, but every alcove or corridor became a gaping hole of darkness

once she passed. She shook off her uneasiness—she was only reacting this way

because she’d tripped at the top of the stairs the other night.

Just as she reached the closed double doors to the billiard room, she heard a rush of

air behind her, then a man’s arms closed around her. She cried out, but the sound was

lost against the loud voices from the billiard room, even as the candle fell from her

hands and went out before it hit the floor.

Stunned, she felt the man’s hot breath against her ear, his moist lips moving. “We’ve

been waiting for you. But maybe you’d like to play a bit first.”

And then he was dragging her away from the billiard room. She struggled, appalled

and offended and a little bit frightened that she could be overwhelmed so easily—that

decent men could lose their heads like this under the influence of strong drink. And

these were the kinds of men who befriended Oliver? He was so gullible that perhaps

he gave them whatever they wanted, money, liquor, his influence.

Not loose women, surely, she thought, not in this house. She opened her mouth to

demand her release, but he clamped his damp palm over her mouth as if he sensed her

intent. The lit edges of the billiard-room door receded into the darkness, and she had

her first moment of real fear. If she could not make this drunken brute realize his

error, she wasn’t sure what might happen.



She tried to bite his hand, but he gave her a tight squeeze around the ribs that made

her groan instead.

“Be a good girl, now. You’ll get your money at the end of the night.”

Then she heard the strangest sound, a growl of rage from nearby that made her

assailant pause. They weren’t alone anymore.

“Unhand my wife !” barked a voice in the commanding tones of a man used to being

obeyed.

Lord Blackthorne, she thought with relief. She couldn’t see him in the darkness, but

neither could her captor.

The man laughed. “She’s no one’s wife, except one for hire. Wait your turn.”

She felt the rush of air beside her, heard the sound of flesh meeting flesh, then a

man’s grunt. The hold on her loosened, and she ducked away, crying out as her hair,

brushed out for the night, was caught from behind.

“Damn you!” Lord Blackthorne grunted.

She felt him lunge past her. She flung back the door to the billiard room, and yellow,

flickering light spilled out into the corridor, illuminating the shadows. She whirled

about and saw Lord Blackthorne in his shirtsleeves, trousers, and boots. He knelt

above her assailant, pummeling him. The man—she now recognized him as Sir Bevis

Fenton from London—threw a couple punches of his own, but Lord Blackthorne had

him pinned to the floor. Helplessly, Cecilia picked up his cane, not knowing what

else to do.

Oliver staggered to the doorway and was bumped from behind by several other



curious men, who stood on tiptoes to see past him.

“Hey, who’s that attackin’ Fenton?” one of them cried, beginning to push Oliver

aside.

She stepped into the light, knowing she looked wrinkled and wild, with her hair

falling all around her. The men pulled up in surprise. One of them actually lost his

balance and fell backward onto a chair, gaping openmouthed like a fish.

“He’s getting what he deserves,” she said coldly. “He attacked me from behind.”

She saw Oliver’s grin falter and fade, and he glanced again at Lord Blackthorne, who

was now dragging the nearly insensible man to his feet. In the shadows away from

the door, Lord Blackthorne’s eyes gleamed, but his face remained vague and full of

menace. His big body controlled Sir Bevis with ease, his movements precise yet full

of power. If his injured leg bothered him, he didn’t show it. She could imagine what

his opponents saw on the battlefield: a brutally strong, angry foe, a man who’d show

no mercy. He dragged Sir Bevis toward the open doorway, limping slightly, and the

younger men fell back.

“I say, who is that?” one of them whispered to Oliver.

“Lord Blackthorne, my sister’s husband.” His voice was wary but laced with more

respect than he’d shown so far.

Lord Blackthorne dumped her assailant on a sofa near the door, where the man

groaned softly as his head lolled to the side. Her husband turned around and regarded

the gathering of a half dozen young men with a cold impassiveness edged with

disdain.

“Lord Appertan, this is your home and these”—he nudged the man’s boot with his



own—“are your guests. But they abuse their welcome when they dare attack my wife.

”

She wasn’t his possession, but a woman he’d married in name only. Yet he had saved

her from assault, she reminded herself.

“I’m certain Fenton didn’t realize she was my sister,” Oliver said with a touch of

belligerence. “You are well, Cecilia?” he asked belatedly.

She put her hands on her hips, the cane bumping her thigh. “I wouldn’t have been for

long. I believe Sir Bevis was expecting other women to this party tonight?”

Silence was her only answer, and she saw the beginning of resistance rise in Oliver’s

eyes.

“This is a gentle household,” she continued, “not a bachelor establishment. Surely

you gentlemen should meet elsewhere from now on, where you can conduct

yourselves as you see fit.”

Oliver’s tension ratcheted another level, and he was close to belligerence. She should

never have challenged his authority in front of his friends, but she’d begun to shake

with the aftermath of the attack. Oliver might not notice that, but Lord Blackthorne

did, approaching her, eyes narrowed. He took the cane from her and leaned against it.

“Madam,” he began, “are you well?”

She found herself looking again at Sir Bevis, who seemed helpless on the sofa but

had been very real, very menacing with his arms about her, handling her as he

wished. Her lips were trembling now, and she pressed them together. Hearing voices

in the corridor, she knew some of the staff had gathered to await orders. She could

not appear so weak in front of them.



“I am fine,” she said briskly.

But at least she had Oliver’s attention now, and he was studying her with curiosity.

“That’s enough billiards for the night,” he said. “Let’s hie to Enfield and see what

entertainment there is.”

Their cheerfulness at his idea seemed forced.

Pointing his cane at Sir Bevis as if it were a sword, Lord Blackthorne said coldly,

“Take that with you.”

As the men began to file out, he took her arm. “Allow me to escort you to your

bedchamber, madam.”

She was still stunned by all that had happened, and could only stare up at him and

nod. He gripped her arm firmly, and even though he still limped, he could be

menacing and frightening. She was glad of it this night, of course, for something far

worse could have happened to her. But for the first time, it made her wonder if he

would amicably agree to end the marriage when she insisted.

A footman handed them a candleholder, and Cecilia tried to smile at him but failed.

She felt unlike herself, her calm certainty in the world and her place in it as upset as a

toy boat in a stormy pond.

Lord Blackthorne remained a silent presence, his grip firm and warm and unsettling.

When they reached the door to her bedroom, he opened it and guided her inside as if

he had every right. And, technically, she’d given that right to him.

A man had never been in her bedroom before. It felt all wrong—the whole evening

felt wrong. One man had tried to drag her off to a darkened corner, and now another

man—her husband—had her alone.



“I am fine, my lord,” she murmured, knowing it was a lie.

“You experienced your first battle. It is only right for you to be upset.”

“My first battle?” She stared at him in bafflement.

“You fought for your honor.”

“Well, I may be upset, but you certainly weren’t,” she said.

“I was sixteen when a thief attacked me with a knife as I rode my horse, not far from

my home. The world seemed a much darker place after that.”

“At least you rescued yourself. I could do nothing. I am not used to feeling ...

helpless.” She looked away from him, hating that she couldn’t stop trembling.

“Yet you must have felt that last year, after it was apparent your brother was not up to

managing the Appertan estates. You found a solution and triumphed.”

“Triumphed?” she echoed, glancing at him.

He was staring at her intently, the shadows flickering over half his face. She couldn’t

place why her stomach fluttered and her pulse raced.

“You found a solution to your problems,” he replied. “You did it yourself.”

“With your help,” she said dryly.

He briefly bowed his head in acknowledgment.

“Why were you downstairs tonight?” she asked.



He looked grim. “To see what happened with your brother’s friends.”

“Did you think I should not have permitted the event?”

“Was that your decision?”

“No.” She sighed. “He is the earl. I fear I antagonized him in front of his friends

tonight.”

“He deserved it.” He practically growled the words. “I regret that I was not close

enough to intercept that fool who frightened you.”

“You stopped him. I am truly grateful. I’m sorry I did not yet say those words to

you.”

Michael stared at her, masking his surprise. She’d suffered a trauma, yet she still tried

to be polite, as if he were a stranger rather than her husband. He was both, he

realized. “I did not take offense.”

And still he stared at her, this woman who was his wife yet not his wife. In the

candlelight, her hair gleamed like a beam of moonlight, cascading down her back and

around her shoulders like a cape. She was made to be worshipped, and, out of honor,

he could do nothing.

And he could do little to comfort her either. He saw that she kept touching the locket

she always wore around her neck, like a touchstone that helped orient her.

He needed to focus his mind back on his mission. “Will Lord Appertan be affected by

what happened here tonight? Or will he take it in stride like a child who always wants

what he wants?”



He saw her back stiffen, even as she turned away to pour herself a glass of water. Her

hands still shook, and he yearned to hold her.

“You don’t understand him,” she said softly. “He has seen too much death at too

young an age.”

Michael frowned. “Your mother didn’t die all that many years ago.”

“No, but Oliver’s twin, the first heir, was only ten when he died.”

Startled, Michael stared at her somber profile. “I did not know you had another

brother. How did he die?”

“An accident, in India.”

He wanted more details but did not press her. There were things he didn’t choose to

discuss either. Yet it surprised him that her father had not confided in him.

“Oliver was close to Gabriel, and when he died, Oliver ... changed. My mother

became even more possessive of him, and my father thought it was time Oliver went

to Eton, to ... get away. In some ways, I think my father should have waited a year,

given Oliver time to grieve. He thought the change would do him good.” She glanced

at him with faint amusement. “I think that is a male trait. A woman will usually let

herself experience the grief until it lessens, while a man wants to forget it.”

But she wasn’t letting go of the grief, he saw that now. The sadness he’d sensed

wasn’t just about her father, but the deaths of her family one by one. She didn’t want

to control so much as to protect. She nourished a deep love for them, and the only one

she had left was Appertan.

“It doesn’t mean a man forgets the tragedy itself,” he said.



“Oliver’s behavior is his own reaction to everything that’s happened,” she continued,

“his own kind of grief.”

Michael arched a brow. “So selfishness and immaturity should be excused?”

She frowned at him. “He’s only twenty.” She held up a hand before he could speak.

“And I know what you were doing at twenty, a man’s work in the army. But ... Oliver

isn’t you.”

“You are being too lenient with him,” Michael said in a sober voice. “You expect

nothing of him, so he gives you nothing.”

“He is still practically a boy,” she insisted.

He realized she was going to continue to protect her brother because of the death of

Appertan’s twin. She was a woman of many layers, and, for the first time in his life,

he wanted to see beneath, to find out everything about her.

“Appertan is your brother,” he answered, giving her a brief bow. “You know him

best. I’ll take my leave.”

And he walked out of her room before he did or said something he’d regret.
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I t had taken a long time for Cecilia to fall asleep. In the morning, she felt fuzzy and

drowsy going through the estate ledgers, startling easily whenever someone knocked

at the study door. She kept hoping Oliver would come apologize for what had

happened, but he didn’t—of course, he probably wasn’t awake yet. He’d come home

in the wee hours, according to Talbot.

Cecilia’s mood only worsened during luncheon. Lord Blackthorne joined them for the

meal, and he was watching her every time she glanced his way, as if he thought she

would break down. Oliver coolly asked to speak with her afterward, and Lord

Blackthorne left, signaling to the footmen as he went to shut the doors for their

privacy. Oliver glowered at her when they were alone.

She sighed, knowing she wasn’t going to get an apology for his friend’s behavior the

previous night. “Is something wrong, Oliver?”

“I permit you to do as you wish with the estate,” he said crossly, “but my

entertainment is my choice. I did not care for how you challenged my authority in

front of my companions last night.”

She gaped at him, feeling sad and frustrated. “Oliver, how can you speak to me that

way after what Sir Bevis did?”

He reddened. “It was uncalled for, I know. But it was an accident. It had nothing to

do with—”

“It had everything to do with my own reaction!” She threw down her napkin. “How

can you think I’d want such a man in my house? He may have misunderstood my



identity, but he was about to force an unwilling woman to ... to ... be alone with him!”

Oliver’s gaze sidled away. “I know. And it was wrong.”

“Are you even grateful that Lord Blackthorne intervened? Or did that embarrass you,

too?”

“Of course not. He was right to do so. Perhaps I wish I could have been the one to

help you.”

She stared at him, her anger and indignation deflating and the first tears springing to

her eyes. “Oh, Oliver,” she whispered. “I know what happened wasn’t your fault.

And it is kind of you to wish you could have been the one to make things right. But

regardless, you must understand why I don’t wish such entertainment in our home.”

“I’ll explain your concerns to my companions,” he said after a long hesitation. He

used his knife to trace a pattern across his dirty plate. “About Blackthorne.”

She tensed. “Yes?”

“What do you plan to do about him? He seems to be—hanging about, intruding on

everything. I don’t like his superior airs.”

“He is my husband—for now. You know I’ve written to my lawyers to discover my

options. Until I hear back and make a decision ...” Her voice trailed off.

“He knows he’s unwelcome. If he were any kind of man, he’d leave.”

“Leave?” she replied, bewildered. “He’s injured, Oliver. And he promised Papa he

would see to our welfare.”



“By his clothing, he doesn’t have any money to do so,” Oliver said with a faint sneer.

“He’s been in uniform for years.” She felt suddenly tired. She’d been defending

Oliver to Lord Blackthorne, and now she found herself defending Lord Blackthorne

to Oliver. “And it’s not about money. You know that.” But there was always a deep

part of her that worried that maybe money really did play a part in Lord

Blackthorne’s sudden appearance. “Be patient, Oliver. I appreciate your spending

time with him. He has little enough to do here, and I don’t wish him to be bored.”

“If he’s bored, he’ll leave sooner.”

“No, he won’t. Surely you see that. He believes that it is best we stay married.”

“Of course he does,” Oliver said with sarcasm.

“Perhaps if you spend time with him, you could help me make the decision about my

marriage.”

“That’s easy. Annul the thing.”

“You know it’s not that easy. I like being an independent woman rather than a ward

to my guardian, which I’ll be once again if my marriage is ruled invalid. Surely you

can understand that since you’re about to reach your own majority.” Then a guardian

wouldn’t be the one giving Cecilia permission to manage the estates—it would be

Oliver. He could take it all away from her even if he wasn’t ready for the

responsibility. She thought she had time, but truly, it was less than a year. Lord

Blackthorne’s concerns about Oliver were valid.

Oliver frowned, then said reluctantly, “I do understand. But if he stays here, you

won’t be independent for long.”



“That won’t happen,” she said quickly. “He’s a career man, Oliver. The only thing

keeping him in England is his injury.”

“And perhaps you, Cecilia,” Oliver said, narrowing his eyes. “You have much to

interest such a man, and not just your money. I’ve seen him looking at you.”

“What do you mean?” she demanded, her voice suspiciously weak.

Oliver rolled his eyes. “You know you’re comely, Cecilia. Don’t make me

compliment you.”

She almost smiled.

Someone knocked on the door to the family dining room. She gave a start, and Oliver

called for the person to enter.

Talbot stepped inside and bowed. “Lady Blackthorne, you have visitors, several

ladies of the neighborhood and Miss Webster. I have escorted them to the drawing

room.”

“Thank you, Talbot,” she said. “I’ll be there momentarily. Please send tea and

whatever cakes Cook has made today.”

He bowed again as he left the room.

Cecilia found herself watching Oliver’s face and felt relieved when his smile seemed

to relax on hearing his fiancée’s name.

“I could tell Penelope you’d like to see her,” she said.

He shook his head and grimaced. “Wish I could, but I promised Blackthorne I’d shoot



with him.”

She smiled. “Thank you for keeping the peace, Oliver. I knew you would.”

He shrugged and left, and she followed him out, listening as the footmen filed in

behind and began to remove the dishes.

Cecilia followed the wide corridor to the public drawing room at the front of the

castle. She heard the ladies even before she arrived, their voices carrying out into the

entrance hall, echoing up the two floors. She smiled, feeling calmer than she had that

morn.

As she entered, all four ladies looked up with varying expressions. Mrs. Webster was

Penelope’s white-haired grandmother, a formidable woman who’d made herself

important in the town social life by sheer will. She never let the lack of a title in the

family impede her. Miss Jenyns was Mrs. Webster’s constant companion, plump and

reticent and on the shelf for decades, who took her social cues from the other two

ladies. Lady Stafford was far more congenial, with a twinkle in her eye that suggested

one was in on her little jokes. She was just reaching her middle years, her dark hair

glinting with strands of gray that she swore came from trying to find a husband for

her daughter.

“Ladies, how nice of you to call,” Cecilia said.

Miss Jenyns blushed furiously and couldn’t meet her gaze. The spinster was able to

compose herself when a maid entered the room pushing a tea cart, where iced cakes

were displayed to entice.

They made small talk about parish events while Cecilia poured the tea and handed out

refreshments, but she couldn’t help noticing that Penelope seemed ... nervous. Or

maybe she was just distracted. After all, her beloved was somewhere on the premises,



and perhaps she wished to be there.

But then she realized the cause of Penelope’s tension, when her grandmother set

down her teacup and fixed Cecilia with a pointed gaze.

“Lady Blackthorne,” Mrs. Webster said, “I must admit, when I first heard several

months ago that you had married a soldier who was still in India, I was ... surprised at

your choice.”

Miss Jenyns watched her mentor with earnestness, while Lady Stafford gave Cecilia

an encouraging smile, as if they both realized it was none of their business, but even

she would like to hear the details. Cecilia had been permitted to get away with vague

answers before, but now the actual man had arrived.

She sipped her tea and debated how to respond. “Mrs. Webster, after the tragedy,

Lord Blackthorne’s letters gave me comfort. He had been with my father at the end

and could explain so much. We shared sympathy and temperament, and I found I

could write my feelings to him in a way I’d never cared to express with another

man.” And that wasn’t a lie, she reminded herself.

Penelope was watching her with a soft expression, as if she hoped to share even a part

of such wonder with Oliver.

Lady Stafford leaned forward. “That is a noble sentiment, my dear, and one we all

can understand. But we’re so curious—what was it like when you finally met him?

He just ... arrived at your door unannounced!”

Cecilia kept her smile relaxed and confident, knowing that her next answer would

make its way about Enfield, and even into London itself. But she felt anything but

confident, a new experience for her. She explained about Lord Blackthorne’s injury

and his need to recover. “Surely he shouldn’t have languished in London, in pain,



waiting for a letter from me?”

“No, no, of course not,” Miss Jenyns mumbled as she dabbed a crumb from her lips.

Mrs. Webster looked doubtful but held her remarks.

“And when I saw him ...” Cecilia began, trying not to laugh as all four ladies leaned

toward her, “I felt that all my father’s praise of his kindness and honor showed right

there on his face.”

“Is he a handsome rascal?” Lady Stafford asked.

“Some would think so.”

“Including me!” Penelope almost squealed, and the other ladies chuckled.

Before Cecilia could continue, she caught sight of Lord Blackthorne through the open

terrace doors, approaching the drawing room. His coat flapped open in the breeze,

and his hair was unruly. Perhaps he only just realized that she had guests, for when

their eyes met, he gave her a nod and backed away. But she wasn’t certain he actually

left the terrace.

“But,” Cecilia said, before anyone could speak, “our marriage was by proxy, and my

lawyers wish to ascertain the validity.”

“So he agreed to your reluctance,” Lady Stafford said, eyeing Cecilia with closer

interest. “And?”

“He is a soldier and a gentleman,” Cecilia said simply. “This affects both of our lives,

and we want to make certain everything is legal.” Then she wanted to wince, and

Penelope actually did. It almost sounded like Cecilia was afraid he was after her



money. But she could hardly protest that he’d done the exact opposite, requesting

nothing. If only that didn’t seem so suspicious, now that she’d actually met him, a

young man in the prime of his life, not an elderly grandfather.

“A soldier,” Lady Stafford mused, exchanging a look with Mrs. Webster, who looked

through her lorgnette at Cecilia as if she were a bug. “We cannot help being curious.

It has been a long time since someone mentioned the Blackthorne viscountcy.”

“He doesn’t come to London,” Mrs. Webster explained. “He’s never attended a

Season although his father used to, quite frequently, until he landed Lady

Blackthorne.”

“ ‘Landed’?” Cecilia said. “That is not very complimentary.”

Mrs. Webster sighed. “I did not want to be the one to tell you—especially since I

assumed your marriage was legal, and it was too late. But if there’s a chance that your

lawyers say that you would have to wed here in England, you might want to think

carefully.”

Cecilia spoke coolly. “What are you saying?”

“Only that his father was a fortune hunter, and it was much whispered that his mother

was very unhappy in the marriage.”

“That can be said for many Society marriages,” Cecilia said sternly. “My father had

nothing but the highest praise for him. Only an honorable man would feel that he

wanted to enlist and learn to be a soldier before becoming an officer.”

If Lord Blackthorne was eavesdropping on this, she could only imagine what he’d

think of her staunch defense—or what kind of ideas it would give him.



“Then it’s true, he didn’t purchase a commission?” Lady Stafford asked, eyebrows

rising. “I can see the family’s financial difficulties have continued.”

Cecilia never condoned gossip and refused to be drawn into intrigue. “Upon meeting

him, you will see that he is a decent man, a soldier injured in service of the queen.”

“We would very much like to meet him,” Mrs. Webster said.

Cecilia stood up. “Then I shall make it happen. Enjoy the cakes, dear ladies, and I’ll

return in a moment.”

She strode across the drawing room to the open French doors and went outside,

where the autumn sun still shone down with startling warmth. She shielded her eyes,

looking across the gardens, wondering if Lord Blackthorne was still exercising his

leg, or if he’d already gone to meet Oliver.

“Looking for me?”

She turned her head upon hearing his deep voice and found him right beside the

doors, leaning against the rough stone wall of the castle, the shadows almost

obscuring his dark garments and hair. She pretended to walk slowly along the terrace,

as if still looking for him.

But the moment she was out of sight of the drawing room, she quickly closed the gap

between them and leaned up into his face with rare indignation. “You were

eavesdropping. ”

“We would call it spying in the army,” he said dryly. “It has its place.”

“But on a ladies’ tea?” She threw her arms wide in outrage.



He looked down her body. “I did not know you could be so dramatic. I like it.”

She resisted the urge to fold her arms over her chest. “Please answer me.”

“I came upon your party quite accidentally. I heard your spirited defense of my

character and could not tear myself away.”

The teasing strummed her like a bad guitarist. “If you’d been caught, it wouldn’t

reflect well on your status as my husband.” Without realizing it, she poked him in the

chest to emphasize her point.

He caught her gloved hand and didn’t let go when she tugged.

“Madam, you have made certain I don’t know what my true status is.”

He leaned over her now, his voice a deep rumble. She could feel his breath on her

face, and the broad outline of his body seemed to cast a shadow over her. They were

in full view of anyone in the garden, but Lord Blackthorne behaved as if they were

alone.

She found her voice. “Lord Blackthorne, I have been honest with you about

everything. And if your pride is causing you to have doubts—”

“ My pride? Madam, it is becoming clearer every day that I am not the only one

who’s proud in this marriage.”

“It’s not a true marriage,” she said between gritted teeth, still trying to pull free.

But he didn’t allow it.

“No? It was a marriage when you wanted access to your money.”



“I know!” She felt confused and guilty and flustered. “But now—I don’t know what I

want.”

Her breathing was erratic, and to her surprise, his gaze suddenly dipped to her

breasts. For a just moment, she could have sworn his dark eyes actually smoldered

with heat. He let her go, and she took two fast paces away.

“So what do we do?” he asked.

He spoke as if he’d never allowed her the briefest glimpse of ... something.

“For right now, you meet our guests.”

“Perhaps you should take my arm. I am a wounded soldier of the queen.”

She rolled her eyes at his repetition of her own words. When she would have walked

past, he stuck out his elbow, almost catching her in the chest.

“My lord!” she fumed.

“Yes, I am. Please take my arm and help me inside. I am feeling the need for some

feminine sympathy, and I’m not finding it out here.” He added the last with a touch of

humor in his voice.

She pressed her lips together and slid her arm through his, waiting as he adjusted his

cane to the other hand. She only realized she’d become cold in the shade of the

ancient castle when his body seemed so very hot near hers.

Together, they walked through the glass doors. Penelope smiled, casting sidelong

glances at the other ladies for their reactions. Mrs. Webster had her lorgnette closely

affixed to her eye again, and Cecilia wondered if it was Lord Blackthorne’s turn to



feel as inspected as horseflesh. Lady Stafford just smiled and looked him over, a bit

of surprise shown, then hidden away. Miss Jenyns blushed and lowered her face to

sip at her tea.

“Lord Blackthorne,” Cecilia said, “allow me to introduce my dear friends, Lady

Stafford, Mrs. Webster, and Miss Jenyns.”

He bowed, then sat in a chair across from their little group. Cecilia felt she had no

choice but to take the chair at his side. He seemed so very masculine, his hands

dwarfing the teacup he accepted from her.

“I fear I know little of your ancestry, my lord,” Mrs. Webster said, peering at him

now through her lense. “What part of England do you hail from?”

“Buckinghamshire, Mrs. Webster.”

“And your family?” she prodded again.

“My mother still resides in our country seat, along with my unmarried brother.”

“And you never came to London for the Season?”

“No, madam, and neither has my brother.”

“Eligible bachelors, connected to a title, ignoring Society?” Lady Stafford mused, her

eyes glinting with humor. “How very rare.”

Lord Blackthorne said nothing, merely took another sip of his tea.

Miss Jenyns ogled him with occasional glances from the corner of her eye. Penelope

kept looking back and forth from Cecilia to her husband, as if she awaited something



really interesting to happen. Cecilia suddenly felt a twinge of sympathy for him.

“Lord Blackthorne was in the Eighth Dragoon Guards under my father’s command,”

she said.

“Ah, a cavalryman,” Mrs. Webster said with apparent relief, as if she held to the

standard belief that a mounted soldier was far superior to one in the infantry. “And

where did you serve, my lord?”

“Most recently in Bombay, India, madam.”

“Did you see much action?”

He glanced at his leg. “Some, but it is nothing I would discuss in the company of

ladies.”

“War must be ... quite ferocious,” Miss Jenyns murmured, her eyes wide. “I heard

about all those poor soldiers who died in that massacre in Afghanistan.”

Cecilia watched Lord Blackthorne’s face, and saw the faint touch of sadness like a

ghost in his eyes. Thousands and thousands of soldiers, women, and children had

died, picked off by Afghani sharpshooters in the mountain passes during the retreat

from Kabul. The newspapers had claimed it one of the worst defeats in the history of

the British Empire.

“A soldier is trained to handle all manner of tasks,” he said, “and actual battle is only

one of them. Often it is more a matter of perfecting skills while simply waiting.”

He didn’t want to speak of those who’d died—perhaps he’d known too many of

them.



“Then patience is important to a soldier,” Lady Stafford murmured. “I imagine that

helps when one is newly wed.”

Cecilia tried not to blush, for that comment could be taken so many ways—as Lady

Stafford probably intended.

Lord Blackthorne only nodded.

“You must have been anxious to meet your new wife,” Mrs. Webster said.

It was as if the ladies were taking turns trying to get something—anything—out of

him. Cecilia felt tense as thread in a loom, realizing that she and Lord Blackthorne

had never discussed how they should explain their marriage.

“But I understood he had a duty to perform,” Cecilia said, trying not to sound like

she’d cut him off before he could speak. “I was content with his letters until such

time as we could be together.”

“A good writer is rare,” Lady Stafford said. “Lord Blackthorne, you must be

exceptional to win the heart of our practical Lady Cecilia—pardon me, Lady

Blackthorne.”

“So romantic,” Miss Jenyns said.

Lord Blackthorne glanced at Cecilia, and with the slight arch of his brow, it was as if

she could read his thoughts: I wrote romantic letters?

“And there were so many men she could have chosen from,” Penelope spoke

earnestly. “She’s been sought after since she came out of the schoolroom at

seventeen. Oh, the proposals from besotted men—”



She broke off when Cecilia stared pointedly at her. Lady Stafford lowered her

amused gaze to the cake she nibbled, while Mrs. Webster regarded Penelope with

fond exasperation.

“Then I am lucky to have won Lady Blackthorne’s regard,” Lord Blackthorne said,

setting down his teacup. “Ladies, I must take my leave. Lord Appertan is waiting for

me in the park.”

“He told me you’re shooting together,” Penelope said. “He is quite the shot.”

Lord Blackthorne nodded at her pleasantly enough, but Cecilia could only imagine

that a trained soldier would be far superior. With the aid of his cane, he rose to his

feet, then surprised her by lifting her hand to his lips.

“Have a pleasant afternoon, my lady wife.”

He spoke the words so close to her gloved hand that she could swear she felt the

warmth of his breath through to her skin. His dark eyes met hers, and she couldn’t

decide if he laughed at her or was trying to please her.

She watched him as he limped across the room and out onto the terrace. When she

turned back, all four ladies’ gazes were fixed on her with varying degrees of interest.

“I knew he was romantic,” Miss Jenyns murmured.

They only stayed for another half hour, but it felt interminable. Even Penelope

abandoned her, saying she wanted to watch Oliver and Lord Blackthorne shoot. Her

grandmother gave her permission, after reminding her they would be leaving soon.

At last, Mrs. Webster said they had other calls to make and rose stiffly from the sofa,

turning down Cecilia’s offer of assistance. Cecilia accompanied them to the entrance



hall, where Talbot waited with their bonnets and wraps. He stood patiently as they

adorned themselves, his gaze turned away with respect.

Cecilia saw the change come over Talbot’s normally impassive face as he glanced up

to the first floor, open to the hall below. To her shock, he cried, “Watch out!”

dropped the garments, and launched himself at Cecilia, pushing her backward. She

fell onto her backside and he tripped over her legs just as a bust that had sat upon the

balustrade fell and cracked into a thousand pieces.

Right where she’d been standing.
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A fter the loud crash had settled into a frozen, shocked silence, Miss Jenyns screamed

and covered her face. From her place on the floor, Cecilia vaguely heard people

beginning to come to life all around her, the rustle of the ladies’ skirts, and the vague

cries from other servants nearby, but she could only gape at the ruined bust shattered

on the marble floor.

“Lady Blackthorne!” Talbot cried, crouching beside her in an undignified manner for

the proper man. “Are you hurt?”

“No, no, I’m fine.” She let him help her to her feet and didn’t protest when he still

clutched her elbow. “What happened?”

“I do not know,” he said, looking bewildered. “Out of the corner of my eye, I saw

movement and realized something was falling.”

When he looked up to the first-floor balustrade, she did the same. They both saw the

head and shoulders of Susan, one of the upstairs maids, her cap askew as she gaped

down at them between the giant potted ferns that framed the opening. Then she

promptly burst into tears.

“Oh, Lord Blackthorne, I’m so sorry!” the girl wailed.

Then Lord Blackthorne leaned over the balustrade at her side. “Is anyone hurt?”

Cecilia should have answered at once; she should have reassured him. But she kept

staring at him, wondering why he wasn’t out shooting with Oliver.



Lord Blackthorne’s frown could have frozen a winter pond. “Madam? Are you well?”

“I’m—I’m fine,” she said, then cleared her throat. She refused to sound weak

although, at that moment, her knees began to wobble. A strange little shiver seemed

to work its way up her back until her neck ached. She put a hand there in distant

wonder.

“Damn, stay still,” Lord Blackthorne called.

She swayed again, and Lady Stafford surged forward to grab her arm.

Cecilia blinked at her. “I’m all right. Truly I am.”

“You are too pale, Lady Blackthorne,” the other woman said, not releasing her. “I

think you should sit down.”

Cecilia had no choice, as Lady Stafford and Talbot guided her backward until she sat

on an overstuffed chair. She could hear her husband’s quick, uneven steps as he came

down the marble staircase far too fast for a man with a cane.

She looked up as he limped toward her. “I am well,” she said, unable to stop staring

into his concerned face.

Why had he been on the first floor near the maid? How could that slip of a girl have

knocked over the bust? It had been created in homage to her distant great-grandfather,

wreathed in jowls, as the man had been. The maid almost would have had to throw

her shoulder against it and push.

“My lady?” Lord Blackthorne said, crouching before her chair. “Are you going to

swoon?”



She straightened her spine. “I do not swoon.”

“I didn’t think so,” he said dryly. He glanced at Talbot, who stood on the other side of

her. “What did you see?”

Talbot licked his lips and spoke sincerely. “Nothing except the bust falling forward.

And Lady Blackthorne—” He broke off, his eyes a bit wide.

Cecilia touched his arm. “I will be fine. I’m simply in shock.”

“Nice of you to diagnose yourself,” Lord Blackthorne practically growled.

Then he lifted up both of her arms and turned them over, examining them as if she

were a doll. She tried to pull away, but he ignored her, taking her whole head in his

hands and running his fingers along her scalp, dislodging strands of her hair.

“I say!” she cried. “Is this necessary?”

The three older women stood together in a little knot and gaped at Lord Blackthorne’s

familiar handling of her.

“I wanted to make sure you’re not bleeding.” He examined his bare hands. “No

blood.”

“I could have told you that. I felt nothing.”

Nothing at all, except the surprise of seeing Lord Blackthorne right where the bust

had been.

“What did you see, my lord?” she asked.



He grimaced. “Nothing. I’d greeted the maid as I passed, and then I heard the screams

below.”

She stared up at him, unable to look away. Twice since he’d arrived, accidents had

almost harmed her—almost killed her.

He ran a hand through his hair, closing his eyes for a moment. “I must have startled

her. It’s not her fault.”

Cecilia realized she could still hear someone sobbing. “Oh dear, I must go to Susan.”

She tried to push past Lord Blackthorne, but he caught her shoulders. “Your devotion

to your servants is admirable, Cecilia, but you are as white as a flag of surrender. You

should rest.”

Surrender? Hardly. “I’m fine.”

He released her only to take her elbow until she was on her feet.

“Susan?” Cecilia called.

The sound of the maid’s name set off fresh wailing from the far side of the entrance

hall. Mrs. Ellison, the tall, thin housekeeper with spectacles perched on her nose,

stood beside Susan, the plump maid who huddled on her chair clutching her dust rag.

Giant tears seemed to smear the freckles that dotted her face. Mrs. Ellison kept a firm

hand on her shoulder, and Cecilia realized with relief that it was meant to comfort.

Susan raised great wet brown eyes as Cecilia approached. On a hiccup, she said, “L-

Lady Cecilia, I don’t know what happened. I—I never meant—” Sobs overcame her

again.



Cecilia caught her chin and lifted her face until their eyes met. “No one blames you,

Susan. It was an accident. Do you remember what happened?”

“I didn’t think nothin’ happened!” she cried. “I don’t remember bumpin’ into

anythin’. I was dustin’ the railin’, and I heard a man’s voice. I turned around, and

there was Lord Blackthorne, havin’ just passed by. And then I heard the shouts.”

Just like her husband had said, Cecilia told herself, trying to calm her own breathing,

although her lungs still felt too big for her chest, as if she couldn’t get enough air.

“Maybe your skirt caught on the bust,” Mrs. Ellison said in a kind but firm voice.

“Can you remember that, Susan?”

The girl shook her head. “No, mum. It’s all awhirl in me head.”

“It’s all right,” Cecilia said, stepping back. “Why don’t you go have something to eat

and drink in the kitchen, Susan? A good cup of tea will calm your nerves. Take the

rest of the day off.”

Glumly, she mumbled, “Ye mean the rest o’ me life.”

“Of course not. You are a good maid. This was just an accident.” Maybe if she

repeated it enough, she’d believe it herself.

Mrs. Ellison led the stoop-shouldered maid away, and Cecilia watched them retreat

down the wide corridor. The quaintly dressed subjects of the portraits seemed to stare

down, frozen in time, waiting for what would happen next.

Slowly, Cecilia turned and saw Lord Blackthorne regarding Talbot, who’d brought in

the page to clean up the shattered stone. Her husband seemed to feel her gaze, for he

met it with his own.



“I only returned because I’d left my pistol in my bedchamber,” he said, shaking his

head. “I was on my way when ...” He trailed off, pointing at the mess.

“Oliver and Penelope must be waiting for you,” she finally said. “Go tell them

everything is all right before they hear it from the servants and think the worst. I’ll be

fine.”

Mrs. Webster, Lady Stafford, and Miss Jenyns then crowded around her, patting her

like a lost little girl, leading her back into the drawing room for more tea. She felt like

a lost little girl. Her mind was whirling with terrible thoughts, contemplating awful

conclusions. It was just another accident, one part of her kept insisting. Another,

deeper part of her whispered that she’d had two such accidents since her husband had

arrived. But that could only be a coincidence.

The sun was shining in streaks through the French doors, dust motes floating like

birthday decorations. The ladies kept up a steady chatter, and things began to seem

more normal.

During the first accident, she’d tripped in the dark, she reminded herself. This time, a

maid had been right there, dusting up above. These were accidents, they had to be,

because it was impossible that her father would have spent years with Lord

Blackthorne, in fierce battle and in quiet moments of dreadful anticipation, and not

known what kind of man he was.

A fter the ladies had departed, Cecilia retreated to the study—once her father’s

domain—and sank down in the leather chair that still smelled faintly of her father’s

cologne and snuff. Or so she often told herself. She was surrounded by familiar and

normal and comforting, and took several deep breaths, her hands on the ledger she’d

been working on that morning.

Her mind felt blank, yet at the same time so full she couldn’t pull anything free. She



was almost relieved when the door burst open with Oliver’s characteristic disregard

of her work.

“What happened?” he asked brusquely, going straight to the bottle of brandy kept on

the sideboard.

She let out a soft sigh. “I imagine you must know since you’re here.”

“Blackthorne went back for his pistol, and when he returned, he said you’d had an

accident. The bust of Great-Grandfather Mallory sprouted wings or something.

Mentioned it was his fault—something about distracting the maid? Made no sense.”

Oliver took a deep sip, then sighed his satisfaction.

She calmly filled in the details, even as her brother collapsed into a deep chair and

regarded her.

“Were you frightened?” he asked.

She gave him a faint smile. “Afterward, certainly. It was a close call.”

“Good old Talbot to the rescue.” He saluted her with his glass and took a deep

swallow. “Why did you earlier keep Blackthorne from our shooting match?”

“The neighborhood ladies descended.”

“The three witches?”

She tried not to laugh, but it escaped her in a snort. Oliver eyed her with amused

satisfaction. In these moments, she could forget her worries about him, the press of

duty and responsibility. But he kept sipping his brandy, and her smile faded, knowing

how the drink would affect him as the day wore on.



“They wanted to meet my husband,” she said at last.

“Can you blame them? You’d never even met him.”

She sighed. “Did you get in any shooting?”

“A few rounds, but Blackthorne seemed distracted, and after ruthlessly proving his

domination, he came back to the Hall. He said he couldn’t concentrate.”

“Did he ... say anything?”

Oliver went to refill his glass, and his movements were already slower. “He said he

learned to shoot as a boy, that the army improved him, and I could get better with

practice. No need to do that, of course. I have servants to put birds on my dinner

table.”

She nodded wryly. “But aren’t you men usually competitive?”

He shrugged. “Why? Too much effort. I have better things to do.”

“Like what?” she whispered.

He didn’t hear her, only saluted her again with his glass and took himself and his

drink from the study.

T hat night, Cecilia paced her room, one end to the other, over and over again, trying

to exhaust herself so that her mind would quiet and allow her to sleep. She kept

replaying the day in her mind, remembering how Mrs. Webster had said the late Lord

Blackthorne had been a fortune hunter. Cecilia’s husband hadn’t bought a

commission—did that mean his family was short of funds?



But he’d asked for nothing from her.

It didn’t matter. Lord Blackthorne had no access to her funds, and even on her death,

nothing would go to him but a small stipend. But does he know that? a voice

whispered as if from a quiet hiding place inside her.

She was being foolish. There were many little things bothering her, but none of them

added up to the serious crime of attempted murder.

She heard a knock from the dressing-room door and called, “Come in, Nell.”

The door opened, but it wasn’t her maid. Her husband stood there, paused on the

threshold, wearing trousers and boots, in shirtsleeves with an open collar. His neck

looked so ... exposed, from the deep hollow of his throat, to the bump of his Adam’s

apple. And once again, her body reacted with heat, even if her mind told her not to.

“You’re not Nell,” she said dryly, realizing she wore only her nightgown, with a

dressing gown belted over it. Her hair was loose in anticipation of a good brushing,

and her feet were bare.

He leisurely studied everything she wore. He was her husband—she’d claimed him as

such when it suited her but wanted to deny it now that he was here. She’d spent so

many years in control of herself and her home that the threat of losing even part of

that was so very real.

“Am I disturbing you?” he asked quietly. “I could hear you pacing.”

“All the way from your room?”

“No, of course not. I’d come into the dressing room. But I wouldn’t have knocked if I

thought you were asleep.”



And he still hadn’t even stepped inside but was waiting there.

“I could tell you to go,” she said.

“You could. And I’d go.” He leaned forward, one hand braced on the cane, the other

on the doorframe. “I promised to give you time, and I’m keeping to that. But today ...

I wanted to make certain you were all right.”

She gave a sigh. “Come in. But I trust you’ll tell no one you were here.”

He arched a brow as he limped forward and closed the door behind him. “I’m not

certain what that would prove one way or the other. I’m your husband, and they’ll all

believe—”

She held up a hand. “Stop. I don’t wish to discuss this tonight.”

He paused, as if gaining mastery of himself, but any struggle did not show on his

face. It was remarkable how well schooled his features were. She wasn’t used to it,

wanted to see every emotion written there—if he even had any deep emotion.

“Then we won’t discuss our marriage,” he said.

“We could discuss my brother. He said you offered to shoot with him, but after my

accident—”

He grimaced. “He and I were both distracted. Mistakes happen that way, and I didn’t

want to take that chance.”

She leaned both hands against the back of her dressing-table chair, feeling a bit

foolish keeping the chair between them. “You have spent some time with Oliver. Do

you feel like you’ve helped at all?”



He walked the few paces toward the window and looked out upon the full moon. “He

is very young still, and I see his kind often, brash and arrogant, feeling entitled to do

as he pleases from position and wealth.”

It hurt to hear his assessment, but she knew it was true—partly. “You don’t yet see

the whole picture,” she said. “I’ve told you of the deaths, that Oliver wasn’t even

meant to be the earl. Don’t you think that matters?”

“I do. I’m simply telling you the image he projects to the world.”

“Do you know he felt very bad that he wasn’t the one to rescue me from Sir Bevis?”

Lord Blackthorne glanced over his shoulder, surprise widening his eyes. “That is an

interesting comment from him. And it shows promise. But he didn’t fling the man

from Appertan Hall, and he still left with him.”

She bit her lip. “They’d all been drinking. I wish he’d stop. He uses it to forget.”

“That is part of it—some men would rather forget what hurts, what they can’t change,

using alcohol to do so. It is a childish thing, like covering your ears and pretending

you can’t hear bad news.”

She sighed. “What do others do to forget?”

“Strong people—like you—do just what you’ve done, go on with their lives. They

don’t forget, but they learn to accept and put it in the past, since most things can’t be

changed.”

She wondered if he spoke from experience, imagined the horrors he’d seen—maybe

even participated in.



“So what do you do to forget?” she whispered. “What are you doing when you’re not

with my brother, or not annoying me?”

“Annoying?”

Again, she thought she saw the faintest smile curve his lips, and it caught her breath,

making her wonder how truly handsome he might be if he gave in to a softer emotion.

Oh, she didn’t want to think like this about him. He’d promised to stay on the other

side of the world, after all. But for the rest of her life, even if they separated and

never saw one another again, she’d remember him there in her bedchamber.

“I cannot possibly annoy you like your many suitors used to do,” he said. “Were there

dozens of marriage proposals you turned down in your day?”

“You make it sound like I’m ancient.” But she was trying not to smile, even as she

took another step closer. “And there were certainly not dozens.”

“A half dozen?”

She didn’t answer. It had been a long time since she’d bantered with a man, a year of

mourning, and soon after, her marriage. They were alone in her room, and no one

knew. She was surprised at the forbidden pleasure of it, had never imagined that this

might attract her.

It was the danger, she realized, and felt a little shiver. He could do ... anything. And

yet she didn’t ask him to leave, nor did she flee. A single candle kept him in the

shadows, his broad shoulders filling the window frame.

“Tell me, Cecilia,” he murmured.



Again, she felt the lure of the familiar way he said her Christian name. She’d heard

him use it just after the accident. It made her feel ... close to someone, not so alone,

with the weight of so many responsibilities on her shoulders. Responsibilities she

wanted, she reminded herself. And she was strong enough to accept them. But to

Lord Blackthorne, she was a woman.

“You don’t want to hear about my suitors,” she said, finding herself at his side. They

stared out on the moonlit gardens, where the pale light illuminated the strangest

shapes, making it not the grounds she knew so well.

“Why wouldn’t I?” he asked. “They are all the men you turned down, so you could

choose me.”

She almost choked out a laugh. “Choose” him? She’d turned to him in desperation.

“Some were simply too young, others too old. And I loved none of them.”

“I didn’t realize you cared about such an emotion. I thought maybe you didn’t even

believe in it, as if you were so very different from other young women.”

She shrugged, still not looking at him. With a prickling awareness, she realized he’d

silently stepped behind her, and now she could see his face reflected in the window,

above and behind hers.

“Love—love doesn’t matter in the management of great estates,” she said.

“So cynical for one so young.”

He very gently rested his hands on her shoulders. She tensed, but when he did

nothing else, she didn’t pull away.

In a soft voice, he continued, “But others obviously believed that you married me



because of my letters. Aren’t they misleading themselves into thinking that’s love?

Or did you tell them something else?”

“I was vague,” she admitted. “I told them your letters were ... meaningful, and I

allowed them to believe what they wished.”

“But I hear I was romantic.”

She was hot with embarrassment, with his nearness, with the crazy feelings that were

surging inside her very blood. “You know you weren’t. You’re a practical man, Lord

Blackthorne.”

“I’m sure others believe the opposite, that one would have to be very romantic to woo

such a sensible woman as you into a wedding ceremony performed on the other side

of the world from the bride.”

His hands weighed heavy on her shoulders, and without her skirts keeping them

apart, he was able to stand very close behind her. She thought she could feel the brush

of her dressing gown against his legs. She almost wanted to sway with abandon.

He was not making love to her with his words, but there was something about being

alone with him, on the edge of danger, that made her realize now why good girls

didn’t allow themselves to be alone with a man.

“Tell me the things that a romantic man would write,” he said, his voice growing

huskier. “I have no experience in courtship, unlike you, with your half dozen suitors.”

He was moving his hands on her shoulders now, very gently squeezing, and it felt ...

strangely relaxing. At the same time, she couldn’t imagine being any more awake and

aware. His long fingers spanned her collarbones, dangerously close to the rise of her

breasts. She could see in the window that his head was bent, as if he watched his own



hands upon her. She couldn’t move—the moon and the night and his presence

enthralled and held her captive.

She had to speak; surely that would break the spell. “I guess ... you could have

written about the moon. That seems to captivate young lovers.”

“The moon,” he mused. “You think imagery would lure you into marriage?”

“Others were ready to believe it so.”

In the window, she could see his head lift as he gazed out on the English moon that

loomed over the land with distant benevolence.

“I remember the moon,” he murmured, “shimmering in the night heat, rising over the

ruins of a temple that was being swallowed up again by the jungle.”

It was difficult to swallow, difficult to find moisture, when her lips wanted to part.

She didn’t remember India that way and didn’t like that he could conjure up such a

vision with only words. She cleared her throat. “That imagery ... wasn’t bad.”

She wanted him to chuckle, to keep things light between them, but he didn’t. He was

studying her in the window just as much as she was studying him. And then she

realized that the dressing gown she’d clutched to her throat had now separated, the

belt sagging, her neck revealed, along with the dark valley at the tops of her breasts.

It was nothing he wouldn’t have seen as they danced a waltz in a ballroom, but they

were so very alone in the night—in the bedchamber that by law he should be able to

share with her.

Her trembling started again, and he must have felt it, for his hands slid to her upper

arms, and he began to rub up and down, slowly, so slowly.



“Tell me more,” he said. “I want to learn what pleases you.”
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M ichael wanted to take back the words as soon as he said them. Everything was so

perfect here in the dark with Cecilia—his wife, the wife he never thought he wanted.

But his words of pleasing her called up in his mind the sensuous slide of her clothing

from her body. He could imagine touching her, the erotic thrill of her telling him

what pleased her. He barely kept himself from pressing into her from behind, trying

to find relief and delicious pleasure.

But she would pull away. She was angry that he disturbed her perfect little world,

perhaps even frightened of all the changes. He knew it was easier for her to be in

control than to let emotions overwhelm her.

But she didn’t pull away, only stared at him in the window with a faintly curious

look. Maybe she didn’t even understand the double meaning of his words.

“What romantic words please me?” she murmured, sounding confused, turning her

head to the side as if she could no longer look at him.

The fall of her golden hair was like a curtain drawn across the classic beauty of her

face, with its slanted cheekbones, the sultry mouth made to form to a man’s—to form

to his.

“What else should I have written?” He had to whisper, afraid to trust his voice. He

didn’t want to sound harsh and frighten her when it was taking every ounce of his

control not to draw her back against him, to cup her breasts, to part her gown. She

was wearing so very little, and all of it of the finest silk. He could see her nipples,

hard for him, though she might not realize it.



“You could tell me about the nautch girls,” she said.

He glanced back at her face in surprise.

“A long time ago, I was at the court of a rajah,” she murmured. “I remember little of

it except feeling ... captivated by their dancing.”

He inhaled the warm scent of her and closed his eyes. “I would write that their beauty

was nothing to yours, even in their jewels and glittering fabric. Their long scarves of

gold floating about them in time to their dancing would be dim in comparison to your

hair.”

When she said nothing, he murmured, “How was that?”

“Adequate,” she said after a long pause.

He was still moving his hands slowly up and down her arms, could feel the faint sway

of her body, saw her eyes half closed as she succumbed to the magic of the moonlight

and their nearness to one another.

He wasn’t certain, but he didn’t think she’d ever been touched, ever been kissed—or

maybe he just wanted to believe that she’d saved even the first caress for her

husband.

But that couldn’t be true, not with a half dozen proposals. He knew every other man

who beheld her must have succumbed to the same dazed longing. But it wasn’t just

her beauty—he admired her determination, her belief in herself, the very intelligence

that let her stand toe to toe with any man.

He leaned closer, felt the strands of her hair against his face as he imagined baring

her throat for his kiss. He inhaled deeply, smelling warm woman, fragrant with



something exotic, as if she’d brought it back from the Far East.

He let his hands drift lower down her arms, no longer knowing what he meant to do.

He encircled her wrists with his fingers, wanting to draw her arms up so that her head

would fall back against him, that long, supple hair spill down his body—

“What are you doing?” she whispered.

He froze, hearing a thread of unease in her voice. He couldn’t express his lustful

thoughts—not without frightening her. His mind scrambled and latched on to the first

thing he remembered—the thing that had haunted him all afternoon and evening.

“I can’t forget your near escape today. I feel like I need to make certain nothing is

broken.”

Very slowly, he released her wrists, then silently cursed as she straightened and

moved away from the lure of the moon and the apparent threat of his body. She

touched the locket at her throat as if for comfort. He stood still for a moment, eyes

closed, breathing deeply, evenly, calming himself, as he had such practice

doing—although usually for a very different reason than the ache of pleasure

thwarted. He told himself that this was promising, that Cecilia wasn’t immune to him,

that perhaps she might come to realize staying married to him was the best thing for

her.

She stood indecisively in the middle of her own bedroom, as if she didn’t know

where it was safe to go. Her gaze hastily avoided the four-poster bed, with its

luxuriant hangings meant for warmth but so intriguing when used for privacy. The

counterpane had been turned down, the pillows plumped, already bearing the

indentation of her body.

He began to perspire, never imagining what a fine line he’d walk, trying to get close



to his skittish wife.

She rubbed her arms almost absently, as if she didn’t quite remember what he’d done

to her. “I’m fine,” she said too firmly. “It was only an accident.”

“I don’t like to imagine a woman in danger.”

She turned then and studied him with an earnestness that caught him by surprise. He

didn’t know what she was looking for but remained transfixed in her spell, off

balance. And then he realized he didn’t have his cane. He had to look for it, so he

didn’t further damage his leg by letting it collapse underneath him.

“It’s leaning against the window frame,” she finally told him, as if reading his mind.

He heard the faint amusement in her voice, and something in him relaxed. “I had no

memory of where I put it. I think I was trapped in your notion of romantic letters

when I set it down.” He reached for it, then knew what he must do. “I’ll bid you good

night then.”

“Good night,” she murmured, even as she turned away.

Disappointed, Michael went into the dressing room and closed the door behind him.

C ecilia didn’t even bother climbing into bed. She practically ran to her writing desk

and began to search the little drawers until she found what she’d been looking for: the

letters her father had written from India.

She hadn’t read them since he’d died, tying them away with ribbon because it was too

painful to see his sloppy cursive, realize that the faint scent of his snuff was gone.

But she could no longer delay. Today had shown her too many things about Lord



Blackthorne: the ridiculous, momentary thought that he might be trying to harm her,

then that his voice and his presence could make her forget everything else except her

longing to succumb to his touch.

She put her hot face in her hands and groaned aloud. What had she been thinking?

The moon? Dancing girls? Where had all that come from, and why hadn’t she simply

asked him to leave?

But no, apparently she had a weakness she’d never guessed. She’d spent so many

months as almost the master of Appertan Hall and all of the earldom’s lands that

she’d never realized she hadn’t thought of herself as a woman.

Lord Blackthorne made her remember what it felt like when she’d first come out and

experienced the admiration of a man. She didn’t want to feel like this, disturbed and

intrigued and strangely languorous all at once. And maybe, regardless of what he’d

led her to believe, he might not like that she was in control of her own life, that she

no longer needed him.

Her father managed to mention Lord Blackthorne in almost every letter. “Blackthorne

was a good sounding board today,” “Blackthorne’s bravery is never rash,”

“Blackthorne should have left the wounded enemy behind, but wouldn’t.” Her

husband sounded like a saint, she thought with exasperation. Then she found an

incident where her father didn’t envy Lord Blackthorne’s decision, and she forced

herself to slow down. An enemy was running at them, firing, using a woman as a

shield. Lord Blackthorne reluctantly ordered his men to fire in order to save the

company, and the woman ultimately died. When her father counseled Lord

Blackthorne on how to handle his guilt, he said that although he regretted the action,

he felt no guilt. He had to save his men and would have made the same decision all

over again.

Cecilia stared down at the words, rereading them. Yet Lord Blackthorne was also a



man who tried to help a wounded enemy. He was a contradiction, and the letters only

made her even more frustrated. She got the sense that her father respected Lord

Blackthorne’s abilities as a soldier. In the last one she read, her father mentioned that

he’d never met a man more trustworthy, so she eased her misgivings with those

words.

Sleep proved elusive, leaving her to pen invitations to the dinner party she would host

when Oliver’s guardian arrived—and the first that Lord Blackthorne would attend at

her side.

T he next morning, Cecilia had to wonder if Lord Blackthorne had deliberately

waited for her to go on her walk because he caught up to her before she’d even left

the terrace.

“Cecilia,” he called.

She was forced to stop, surprised to find herself most reluctant to face him after their

encounter in her bedroom. Under an overcast sky, he was still a dark presence in his

sober garments. He walked with a cane and didn’t even have a smile for her. All

those things should have kept her removed from him.

Instead, she could only remember the way he’d stood so close behind her in the night,

the gentle way he’d touched her without pressing her too far, how he’d left when she

asked him to. In the light of day, she shouldn’t be thinking those things, knowing

she’d blushed more in the last few days than ever in her life. She’d had a wealthy

duke pay her homage, not to mention a foreign prince. But her husband, a cavalryman

and a viscount, left her flustered.

He stopped before her, so tall and commanding that she kept her shoulders back, as if

to measure up to him. “Yes, my lord?”



“It’s a blustery day.” He squinted out over the gardens. “I took my walk as dawn

broke and was almost blown off course.”

“I’ll remember to clutch a tree when I need to.”

A corner of his mouth turned up—was that his version of a smile? For a moment, she

felt pleased with herself.

“I was wondering if I could have your permission to rouse Lord Appertan from his

bed at a more decent hour.”

“That would be quite a feat,” she said dryly. “But I don’t understand why.”

“I would like him to accompany us into town this morn.”

“ ‘Us’?” she echoed. “Why do you need me? You insist that Oliver is your mission

while you’re here.”

“Frankly, he will be more likely to accompany the both of us than me alone. I will

have a better understanding for how others see him, and what I might do to make him

see the same.”

She considered only briefly, knowing she could not refuse if she wanted Oliver to

improve.

“Very well. Do what you wish,” Cecilia said. “I will be very curious to see if you can

persuade him.”

To her surprise, when she returned to Appertan Hall an hour later, Oliver stumbled

out of the breakfast parlor, shadows under his eyes, his lips shaping a sulky pout.



“I can’t believe you’re insisting I attend you,” he said, folding his arms over his chest.

She was about to protest that it wasn’t her idea when she noticed that his hands were

trembling. She bit her lip, then glanced at her impassive husband, now limping into

the corridor.

“It will do you good to get out during the day,” she said. “We could eat our luncheon

at the old inn, just like we used to.”

“You’re living in the past,” Oliver grumbled. “Since the railway came, that old

coaching inn has seen better days.”

“All the more reason we should patronize it. I’ll be with you shortly.” In her

bedroom, she changed into a morning gown, and found herself not too frustrated

when Nell insisted on fussing with her hair.

“Ye have to make a good impression, milady,” Nell mumbled between her lips,

where she kept pins dangling at the ready.

“Whom do I need to impress?” Cecilia demanded, as if she didn’t already know the

answer.

“Yer husband, o’ course.” Nell tsked and shook her head as if her mistress were a lost

cause.

When at last Cecilia stepped out onto the front portico near where the carriage

waited, both Oliver and Lord Blackthorne turned toward her. Lord Blackthorne stared

for a moment too long, nodding at last, while Oliver looked from one to the other and

frowned before heading to the carriage and grumbling under his breath. Each of them

was playing her on his own behalf, and she was caught in between.



Then she saw Oliver’s horse tied to the rear of the carriage, and when she turned to

say something to her brother, he beat her to it.

“I don’t know what my plans are for this evening, so I’d best be prepared. And

besides, I might not be able to stand being alone with the two of you.”

Wearing a frown, Cecilia allowed Lord Blackthorne to assist her inside. Oliver

crowded in beside her, then smirked at Lord Blackthorne, who had to sit across from

them. Her husband simply rested both hands on the top of his cane where it leaned on

the bench between his thighs, and regarded her brother.

The coachman guided the carriage away from Appertan Hall.

“What?” Oliver demanded, folding his arms across his chest. “You insisted I

accompany you into Enfield; I am coming. You cannot expect me to be pleased at

getting so little sleep.”

And then he looked out the window, as if any conversation they had would bore him.

“And how are you feeling this morn, madam?” Lord Blackthorne asked.

He was studying her as if he expected to see an answer written across her face.

“I am well, my lord. You know I was not injured yesterday.”

“But it must have upset you greatly to have such a close call.”

She almost said, It is not the first, but caught herself in time. “Regardless, I will not

be thinking about it again.”

Oliver glanced at Lord Blackthorne. “And are you not upset on your wife’s behalf,



Blackthorne?”

“Upset? No. Concerned, yes. A terrible tragedy could have befallen your family

yesterday. I believe you don’t realize how important your sister is to you, the last

member of your immediate family.”

“I mean no offense, Cecilia,” Oliver said with a smirk, “but I guess you haven’t told

him about our many cousins, and the fact that I could do so much good—your

words—with the money I’d inherit should you leave this earth. You didn’t mention

that in one of your letters?”

Cecilia took a deep breath and eyed her brother. “I don’t find your sarcasm amusing

today, Oliver.”

“And I find you disrespectful,” Lord Blackthorne said.

“Then I guess you need to learn about my sense of humor,” Oliver shot back.

“That’s enough,” Cecilia insisted. Part of her was relieved that Lord Blackthorne

knew where her money would be going should she die. She imagined if she stayed

married, the lawyers would be pressing her to change her beneficiary, but he didn’t

need to know that.

They reached Enfield, and although Cecilia tried to proceed directly to the inn, Lord

Blackthorne would have none of it. She found herself paraded about the cobbled

market square, then the park along New River, with her husband and brother. They

were the center of attention, and the brave immediately approached for an

introduction, while the shy held back and gawked. Cecilia knew everyone was

curious, but she wished she’d forgone this adventure. Soon she might be having the

marriage invalidated, and all along, she’d told herself it didn’t matter, that she didn’t

care what Society thought of her. “Society” had been nebulous in her thoughts, the



people in London she’d once socialized with.

But what about all these people who respected her, the people she spent her life with?

Cecilia hoped they wanted the best for her, that they would understand.

Lord Blackthorne was gravely respectful to everyone he met, but she felt

uncomfortable with the way he studied the townspeople’s reactions to Oliver. She

noticed, too, their reserve, the almost quick dismissal of Oliver in favor of a more

open pleasure on seeing her. She felt embarrassed for her brother and wished she

knew if her husband could help him.

In a private dining parlor at the inn, Oliver picked at his meal, then seemed relieved

when he looked past Cecilia into the corridor. “I see Rowlandson. I’ll return soon.”

And then he escaped.

Lord Blackthorne shook his head once Oliver had gone. “Your brother does not like

me.”

“Then you are giving up so quickly?” she asked.

“For a woman who was so reluctant to accept my help, you sound disappointed.”

She wanted to look away from the intense focus of his eyes, but she couldn’t. “If he

keeps going as he is, he’ll have no one’s respect, including his own. And I am ... at a

loss.” She broke a piece of bread apart in her hands but couldn’t bring herself to eat

it.

Lord Blackthorne leaned closer and lowered his voice. “It costs you much to say that.

You are not a woman who easily admits defeat.”

“I never have to,” she said with indignation.



To her surprise, he lightly touched her ungloved hand with his own. “I like that you

are a decisive woman, that you don’t wait for things to happen but take charge.”

She could read nothing in his face, not even this “admiration” he professed. He

continued to touch her unexpectedly, and it troubled her that he knew how it would

affect her. “Most men would not prefer such a woman.”

“Which is why you turned down so many proposals.”

She shook her head. “You think you know me, my lord, but that is only part of it.

There are not many men who want a woman to so actively involve herself in her

family estates.”

“Which is why we suit,” he said. “I need a woman who’s not afraid of doing things

on her own. A wife cannot always be at a soldier’s side.”

“And there’s where we don’t suit. I never promised to be at your side, especially

overseas.”

He studied her. “I know. Once I met you, I thought I might change your mind.”

Now it was her turn to lean toward him. “That will never happen, my lord.

Understand that.”

He didn’t answer, and she now knew she had another reason for ending this marriage.

She was never returning to India, to the place where her family had fallen apart.

The serving maid arrived with their next course of food, and Cecilia noticed that the

young woman’s cap was askew and her sleeve torn.

“Is something wrong?” Cecilia asked.



The girl met her eyes with her own full of tears. “I’m sorry, milady. I ... displeased a

gentleman. ’Twas me own fault.”

Cecilia didn’t recognize this girl, but a pang of foreboding chilled her. “What

happened?” she demanded in a quiet but insistent voice. “I’d like to help.”

“Oh no, milady, you mustn’t,” the girl cried.

The door opened, and Oliver walked in. Cecilia’s stomach seemed to rise into her

throat as she prepared herself to handle a terrible confrontation, but the girl actually

relaxed when she saw it was Oliver. Cecilia felt Lord Blackthorne watching her,

knew that he’d been thinking everything she had. But they were both wrong—of

course they were. But she couldn’t stop feeling terribly ill that she’d believed the

worst of Oliver. The maid finished refilling their glasses with a trembling hand, then

bobbed a curtsy and left.

“Something dreadful happened,” Cecilia said to Oliver.

Her brother drained his glass of wine and refilled it himself. “Rowlandson is still

down from London, and his night of drinking isn’t over yet.”

“But it’s the middle of the afternoon!” she cried, looking to Lord Blackthorne as if

one of the males in the room had to make sense.

Her husband was studying Oliver, absorbing everything without interfering. “What

did that maid have to do with it?” he asked in a voice that portrayed indifference.

But she didn’t believe it. He’d taken on Oliver as his project, and from her father’s

letters, she knew that Lord Blackthorne never backed down from a challenge.

She was his challenge, too.



Oliver shrugged. “Rowlandson tried for some enjoyment with the maid. She didn’t

take kindly to it.”

“Like your sister didn’t take kindly to Fenton?” Lord Blackthorne demanded. “What

kind of friends do you have?”

Oliver narrowed his eyes. “My friends are none of your concern, Blackthorne.

Remember that you are only in my home because I allow it. Do not cross me.”

She was about to dress down her brother when she felt her husband grip her knee,

hard enough to make her round on him. But he wasn’t looking at her, only at her

brother. He didn’t want her interference, but Oliver was her responsibility.

“I am not crossing you, Appertan,” her husband said. “But it is my right to keep

Cecilia safe, especially after what Fenton did.”

“Rowlandson would never do that,” Oliver said dismissively. “He’s down on his luck

and wanted a little fun. When the girl refused, he backed off.”

“Down on his luck?” Cecilia whispered. “And that gave him the right to ...” She

couldn’t even finish her sentence, as the memory of her fear at the hands of Sir Bevis

returned to her. It was rare for her to experience such helplessness—and this poor

maid must feel it often.

“No, he stopped it,” Oliver insisted forcefully. “Nothing happened.”

Except that a young girl’s confidence in herself and the world had been shaken. And

that didn’t seem to matter to Oliver. He didn’t meet her eyes.

“He’s my friend, and he asked me for help,” he continued between bites of his beef

pie. “Needs a place to stay. I told him it wouldn’t work at Appertan Hall.”



She silently let out a shaky breath.

“Rowlandson was upset, of course,” Oliver continued, “but I made him understand

that you wouldn’t have it.”

She was practically a target again because of his thoughtlessness in blaming her. Lord

Blackthorne stiffened, and now it was her turn to touch his leg although she did so

only briefly.

“I offered him a few nights at the inn at my expense,” Oliver said, “until his monthly

allowance was released. Everything is fine now.”

He seemed pleased with himself, convinced that he had handled the situation, and she

didn’t know what to feel. She didn’t like his “friends” so close—and was dismayed

that Oliver didn’t seem to understand why. Or he didn’t want to understand. Would

he feel any different if Penelope had been the one attacked by these friends of his?

Maybe not, Cecilia thought sadly.

Her brother briskly finished eating, and all she could do was push her food around on

her plate. At last she gave up.

“Since we’re nearby, I’d like to visit the milliner.” She tried to sound more enthused

than she felt. “I’ve had nothing new since I emerged from mourning.”

Lord Blackthorne pointedly rubbed his leg. “I fear I need to rest. Lord Appertan,

would you mind escorting your sister? I will join you soon.”

Oliver sighed and agreed, but Cecilia looked over her shoulder as they left the private

dining parlor, knowing that her husband wasn’t telling the whole truth.
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T rue to form, Oliver stepped one foot into the milliner’s shop, saw the display of

dozens of hats and many pairs of interested feminine eyes, and turned around to wait

outside. Cecilia hid a smile, but she did feel some relief. She needed a moment to

herself, surprised that the maid’s dilemma brought back all her uneasiness, even her

worry over the accidents that had happened to her.

She strolled through the displays, trying to picture the gowns she wanted new hats

made for, but it wasn’t working.

“Cecilia!”

Startled, she turned and saw Penelope coming toward her, dressed in a smart shawl

and matching bonnet, towering over the other customers. They held hands briefly.

“Did you see Oliver outside?” Cecilia asked.

“I did not.” Penelope glanced out the window but didn’t rush away.

Cecilia appreciated that. “He must have returned to the inn.” She hid her worry,

hoping that Lord Blackthorne had finished whatever he needed to do before Oliver

arrived. If there was a confrontation...

But no. Lord Blackthorne was a soldier, not a fool, at least according to her father.

“Cecilia, you seem ... upset,” Penelope said, worry creasing her brow. “Is there

something I can do to help?”



Cecilia studied her friend’s face, and in that moment, she was so tired of bearing the

burden of her worries. It was almost a relief to lead Penelope into the small garden

behind the shop and quietly tell her about the two accidents that had happened.

Penelope took both her hands and squeezed. “My dear Cecilia, I wish you’d told me

sooner! Surely you’re worried for absolutely no reason.”

“I honestly thought I tripped over something going down the stairs, but I couldn’t

find it, as if ... whatever it was had been removed. It sounds ridiculous, I know, and I

put it right out of my mind. But then the bust almost hit me— me, not any of the

other people in the entrance hall, as if someone had waited for me to be perfectly in

place.”

“But everyone loves you, Cecilia! I cannot believe you’d think a servant would want

to harm you.”

“Perhaps not a servant,” she whispered, looking over both shoulders. But they were

surrounded by bushes and trees, then a high fence. No one could overhear.

“Then who—no!” Penelope reared back in her melodramatic fashion. “You can’t

mean—Lord Blackthorne?”

Cecilia sighed. “I know it can’t be true. He has no reason to harm me. He didn’t

search for me, I kept writing to him. And he asked nothing of me—which is why I’m

even entertaining such foolish uncertainties. What man wants no dowry, no control of

his wife’s money?”

Penelope patted her hand. “Not everyone needs to feel so ... in control, Cecilia. Look

at Oliver. I think we suit well because he’s content to bide his time, learning what he

needs to from you and his steward.”



Cecilia barely held back a sigh. She wanted to help Oliver, she truly did. But her

defensiveness about Lord Blackthorne’s helping him truly bothered her. Was she

letting her suspicions cloud her thinking, or was she so afraid of losing control that

she pretended Oliver was all right?

She thanked Penelope for listening and reassured the young woman that she was well

even though she didn’t quite reassure herself. Together, they enjoyed a very feminine

exploration of the millinery, and Cecilia bought a lovely ready-made beribboned

bonnet and ordered another, more elaborate one. When they exited the shop, they

found Lord Blackthorne and Oliver seated on a bench near the market square and

seemingly engrossed in conversation.

Penelope glanced at Cecilia, eyes wide. “Well, well,” Penelope said, beginning to

smile.

Cecilia smiled, too, telling herself that Lord Blackthorne was doing what he thought

her father wanted, trying to help Oliver. And Oliver was doing as she’d asked, going

along with Lord Blackthorne on her behalf. It was all such a muddle.

When Oliver saw both women, he stood up and gave Penelope a grin. “I didn’t know

you were in Enfield today.”

She shrugged, her eyes brimming with flirtation and excitement. “Well, I am. Will

you walk with me, so that I may display my fiancé?”

He chuckled and held out his arm. Penelope took it and looked over her shoulder at

Cecilia, smiling her encouragement, even as she risked a glance at Lord Blackthorne.

He was commanding in black, solid and broad to Oliver’s litheness. Cecilia had

always thought she should find her own happy young man, but something about them

always seemed ... frivolous. Perhaps she was judging young men on the basis of her

brother, which wasn’t fair.



She looked up at her husband. “It seems Oliver had good reason to bring his horse,”

she said.

Lord Blackthorne nodded. “Are you ready to return?”

She was, but suddenly she didn’t want to know what might have happened at the inn,

and she wanted to delay questioning him as long as she could. So, instead, she asked

him to accompany her to the bookshop, then to the grocer’s, where she bought a set

of lovely, fragrant soaps, all under the watchful eyes of Lord Blackthorne—who was

under the watchful eyes of the townspeople. At last, Cecilia allowed him to call for

the carriage. He climbed up and sat beside her, forcing her to slide farther away.

When the coachman closed the door, and the carriage jerked into motion, she faced

him with resolution. “What happened at the inn after I left?”

He glanced at her, a brown eyebrow cocked as if in surprise.

“Do not play coy, Lord Blackthorne. It doesn’t become you.”

“Play coy?” he echoed. “Is that not something virginal misses do to intrigue a man?”

“You know what I mean.” She tugged her shawl higher about her shoulders and

glared at him. “What did you say to Mr. Rowlandson? You were not resting your leg.

You walk for miles every morning, after all.”

“Perhaps I reinjured it on my walk.”

“Or it stiffened in the carriage, another good excuse. I cannot believe it could

suddenly be so bad.”

He leaned toward her. “As my wife, it is your right to see my wound, to decide what



should be done about its care.”

Her mouth fell open as she had a sudden image of his very naked leg, and how little

clothing he would have to wear for her to see it. She’d nursed injuries before, but ...

he was her husband, whom she was keeping from her bed.

Her temporary husband.

She lifted her chin. “Your injury happened months ago, my lord. I imagine your care

was adequate since you’re recovering.”

He was watching her mouth as she spoke, and his eyes seemed light with amusement.

She didn’t want to be the source of his humor. “You’re trying to distract me. It isn’t

working.”

“Very well, I admit your brother’s behavior at luncheon disturbed me.”

She clutched her skirts in her hands, hoping he couldn’t see.

“He attempted to seem so unconcerned about the attack on the maid. I wondered if he

was beyond hope, if our efforts would even matter in the long run.”

“I can’t believe that,” she whispered, feeling tears of despair prick her eyes.

He lifted his hand and cupped her cheek, and she closed her eyes, feeling connected

to another person in her misery. She could feel the warmth of him through his gloves.

“I don’t truly believe it either,” he said in a low voice. “Appertan wouldn’t meet your

eyes, and that’s the look of a man who feels guilty on behalf of his friend and is

trying to pretend it’s fine when he damn well knows it isn’t.”



She searched his face, wondering if he only told her what she wanted to hear. She

touched her locket and moved away from him. His hand slowly fell back to the

bench.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

They were silent for a few minutes, their bodies jostling gently to the same rhythm. It

was strangely intimate, riding with this man, when she’d done the same thing with

others hundreds of times.

“I did run into Mr. Rowlandson in the taproom,” he admitted.

“ Run into? Did you knock him to the ground?”

“I wanted to. And it would have been so easy. But I simply warned him to be on his

best behavior since he was your brother’s guest in town. And I might have implied

that I would develop a relationship with the innkeeper, who would keep me abreast of

any abuse of his servants.”

She slowly smiled at him. “I appreciate your restraint.”

“You’re welcome. I am capable of it, when necessary. Life here is not the same as on

a battlefield.”

He studied her from beneath lowered eyelids, his focus once again making her feel

like she was the reason for everything he did. Even with daylight streaming in the

windows, it was as if they were alone, with darkness enveloping them, hiding them.

“I know you are confused about this marriage between us,” he began in almost a

conversational tone, letting their shoulders touch. “How do you expect to make a

decision?”



She couldn’t seem to think, so captivated was she by the mysterious depths of his

brown eyes. “I ... imagine by coming to know you better, interacting as we’ve been

doing these few days.”

“Interacting,” he said dubiously. “Last night was our first time interacting alone.”

“That is not true,” she insisted.

“Alone with you in your bedroom, as a husband should be. I put my hands on you.”

“You shouldn’t have.” Though she tried to look away, he touched her chin, tilting her

face back up to his.

“We should feel something about each other when we touch,” he said softly.

“Indifference would be the mark of people who do not suit. I don’t feel indifferent,

Cecilia, and I don’t think you do, either.”

“That is not a reason for marriage.” Her mouth felt so dry she licked her lips, then

gave a little start when his eyes seemed to heat.

“Money is your reason for marriage,” he said.

“Yours is duty,” she replied, narrowing her eyes. “Do you think I want to be a man’s

duty? Neither is a motive for a lasting relationship.”

“There are many who would disagree, of course, but you aren’t the type of woman

who would settle for those motives. And duty was never my only motive. So can you

not explore other reasons to be married? Or are you afraid to?”

She stiffened. “I am not afraid of you.”



“I think you might be afraid of feeling something for me.”

They stared at each other, and she didn’t know how to respond, she who was gifted at

handling every difficult situation. She had to look up to meet his eyes, and he seemed

to loom over her. For just a moment, she wanted him to kiss her.

Hastily, she turned away and looked out the window. “Believe what you want, Lord

Blackthorne, but wishing won’t make it so.”

M ichael had pushed too hard with Cecilia, and that had been a mistake, he thought

that evening as he watched her dine. She had to be slowly brought along in their

marriage, like a new recruit.

In India, he’d remained outside British society, not taking advantage of the dances or

dinner parties. He was focused on his regiment. But now he made no secret of his

admiration of her fine figure, of the gentle, ladylike ways she comported herself.

Staring at his wife made him realize he’d forgotten the softness of a graceful woman,

the way just being with her made him ignore everything bad in his life. He frowned

and glanced down at his plate. He wasn’t a man who needed to forget the decisions

he’d made, the deaths he’d caused. It bothered him that suddenly he wanted to forget.

But he couldn’t stop looking at her whenever they were together. And tonight he

could be even more obvious, for they dined alone. She’d retreated to her study after

returning from Enfield. Although he could have followed her there, he’d given her

some time alone to regroup. She was the kind of woman who preferred to show the

world only her strengths and hide her vulnerabilities and emotions.

Part of what would soften her was if he could help her brother, so he let her prattle on

about London Society, as if either one of them cared, then interrupted at last.

“Forgive me, but I must cut this meal short.”



The footmen had only just begun serving some kind of tart, and now they froze,

looking to Cecilia.

“Do you have an engagement, my lord?” she asked civilly.

“I will be joining your brother in Enfield this night.”

She blinked at him, her only show of surprise. Then she thanked the footmen and

dismissed them. “Does Oliver know you’re joining him?”

“No, but since he has previously invited me, and my leg is feeling much better—”

“After your fireside rest at the inn,” she interrupted dryly.

He gave a slow nod. “So I will join him. Since the townspeople had such a reserved

reaction to the earl, I decided I should see why.”

“A reserved reaction,” she mused, resting her chin on her palm, a touch of sadness in

her eyes.

“If he changes his ways soon, they will attribute his behavior to youth, and forget it.”

“I hope so.” Now she eyed him, wearing the faintest hint of a lovely smile. “Will you

be able to tolerate a group of such young men?”

“You forget I am a sergeant in the dragoons. I see such young men every day, and I

mold them into the soldiers they need to be.”

“But Oliver doesn’t need to be a soldier.”

“He needs to become a man. There are some similarities.”



She bit her lip, resisting a smile, he knew. She would continue to resist everything

about him until he made her see that it was futile. He was ruthless in pursuit of a goal.

“Take care,” she said, when he rose to his feet. “The roads are winding, and you do

not know them well in the dark.”

“Concerned for me, Cecilia? You would think if I broke my neck, you would be well

rid of me.”

Instead of smiling, she paled and put a hand to that locket she always wore.

“Forgive me,” he said. “That was dark humor of the sort not used among ladies.”

“But used among soldiers,” she murmured.

“We talk often of death, as if we might keep it away with words alone.”

Her gaze remained troubled. He couldn’t put the image of her out of his mind on the

ride into Enfield. Was there something wrong he didn’t know about?

He found Appertan and his friends at the same coaching inn taproom, and they were

already in full drunken splendor. Several loose women had wisely been brought in to

focus their merriment. Michael remained on the fringes, assessing each young man,

and several not so young, old enough to know better but obviously hanging on to the

coattails of the foolish earl. Michael felt decades older than most of the young pups.

Appertan noticed him at last, and after a weary roll of his eyes, sent over a drink.

Soon, he was introducing Michael to the other men, and they all began to ask for

bloodthirsty stories of fighting in the mountains of Afghanistan. He obliged them

with a few, and even Appertan looked impressed. But it was difficult to talk of that

time, when his regiment had been sent back to Bombay after the taking of Kabul, and



those left behind were slaughtered a few years later while fleeing Afghanistan

through winter mountain passes.

If Fenton, the man who’d attacked Cecilia, had been there, he’d made a quick

departure before Michael could see him. As it was, Rowlandson seemed to have

forgotten Michael’s threats and acted as if they were old friends.

One by one, Appertan’s compatriots either sank beneath a table or disappeared into a

back room, where they gambled over card games and dice. Appertan himself kept

studying Michael as if he wanted to say something but couldn’t make up his mind. At

last, he brought a brandy to Michael’s table, plopping it down until it sloshed over on

his hand. He laughed and licked it off, seating himself as if he were a sack of grain

ready to spill open.

Michael silently saluted him with the brandy and tossed it back in one swallow.

Appertan laughed, then rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward. “So did

m’sister send you to be my nanny for the evening?”

“No, in fact, she was concerned this might not be a good idea.”

Appertan sipped from his glass, nodding as if in deep contemplation, when he was

probably so drunk he had to take time to formulate words. “It’s a good thing you’re

here,” he mused, wiping at a spot of port on his chin. “If Cecilia is in fear of her life, I

should keep an eye on you.”

Michael reminded himself that the other man was drunk. “What do you mean by that?

Is someone threatening my wife?”

“I don’t know. Are you?” Appertan hiccoughed and chuckled.



“Explain yourself.”

He raised both hands. “Calm down! They were just accidents. Cecilia knows that,

really.”

“ ‘They’?” Michael stressed the words in a low rumble. “She’s had more than one

accident?”

“Penelope said she shouldn’t have told me, but Penelope tells me everything. Seems

Cecilia almost fell down the stairs a couple nights ago, caught herself on the

balustrade. She probably tripped and doesn’t want to admit that she could be as

imperfect as the rest of us.”

Michael barely resisted taking him by the collar and giving him a shake. “Go on.”

Appertan shrugged. “Penelope said Cecilia thought something actually tripped her,

but she couldn’t find it. Of course not, because she just missed a step in the dark.”

Teeth clenched, Michael glowered at the foolish young man. Cecilia never

exaggerated or misspoke—he already knew that about her, and if Appertan were

sober, he’d remember that as well. So Cecilia felt that she’d been deliberately tripped.

“She didn’t fall all the way down the stairs,” Michael said slowly. “Or otherwise ...”

He restrained a rare shudder at the thought of her body broken at the bottom of the

stairs.

“Or otherwise ...” Appertan used his finger to mark a line across his throat. “She only

told Penelope. I’m a little offended.” He snorted a laugh into his glass of port. “And,

of course, it was an accident. Everyone loves Cecilia.”

He didn’t bother to hide his sarcasm—or his jealousy, Michael thought. “And then

the bust fell on her in the entrance hall.”



“Another accident. The maid was right there, dusting. Cecilia is just being overly

dramatic.”

“And have you ever known her to be overly dramatic?” Michael demanded.

“She’s a woman, after all.” He stood up unsteadily. “I’m tired of talking about her.”

Michael almost pulled him back down, but knew it was pointless to interrogate

Appertan when he was drunk. “I’m heading back to Appertan Hall. Would you care

to accompany me? Cecilia said the roads are hard to follow at night.”

“You’re so easy to read, Blackthorne,” Appertan said, shaking his head and wearing a

foolish grin. “You’re just trying to get me to make an early evening of it. It’s only

one in the morning, and there’s more fun to be had,” he added after squinting at the

clock on the mantel. He slurped the last of his port before slamming down the glass.

“As if a soldier couldn’t find his way back on good English roads,” he muttered,

walking away with a noticeable lean to one side.

Michael no longer cared if Appertan made it home. All he could think about was

Cecilia alone and unprotected, fearing for her life—and maybe with good reason.
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C ecilia wasn’t certain what woke her. She’d been exhausted when she’d fallen asleep

after an evening of pacing. Now, as she rose through the depths of slumber to

awareness, something wasn’t right.

She didn’t open her eyes—couldn’t. Her breathing was shallow with sudden fear, but

she controlled it, controlled herself, when she wanted to fly from the bed.

The floor creaked. Someone was in the room, and she knew it couldn’t be Nell, who

hummed when she worked.

Cecilia debated what she could use as a weapon. The letter opener was on her writing

desk across the room. All she had nearby was a candleholder of heavy pewter. How

could she reach for it without attracting notice?

The steps didn’t come closer; someone hovered, watching her, and she felt a strange,

tingling awareness. She was so helpless, so vulnerable. But she couldn’t lie still and

simply let her assailant do as he wished. Slowly, she opened her eyes the slightest

crack. She was relieved she’d left the curtains open, so that faint moonlight

glimmered, giving everything a ghostly hue.

The shadowy outline of a man stood unmoving near the open dressing-room door.

The moonlight reflected off something—a polished cane. Lord Blackthorne’s cane.

Suddenly, he sat down in a chair and leaned his head back. His eyes were black

hollows in the moon-touched planes of his harsh face. He gave a great sigh, his wide

chest lifting and falling.



“You’re safe,” he whispered.

Safe? Why would he say such a thing?

Her breathing calmed, and she silently berated herself for her momentary fear.

But perhaps her husband felt compelled to claim his marital rights. She had heard her

friends whisper that a man needed a woman, that it was painful for him if he did not

... if she didn’t allow...

She could no longer pretend to sleep, stirring as if awakening. He stiffened but

remained where he was; he didn’t care if she saw him.

She came up on her elbows first, doing a masterful job of acting drowsy and

confused, or so she thought. “Is someone there?”

He didn’t hesitate. “I am. I did not mean to frighten you.”

She pushed up onto her hands, only realizing that her blankets had fallen around her

waist when his gaze dropped down her body. Her nightgown covered her well, but it

was of a fine, thin fabric, and she felt almost naked in it compared to the layers of

garments she wore like a shield during the day. She pulled the blankets back up and

tucked them beneath her arms, across her chest.

“Why are you here?” she asked.

“I was worried about you.” He hesitated. “It was ... a strange feeling, one I can’t

explain.”

“I did not hear you knock; nor did I invite you in.” The faintest scent reached her. “I

smell ... strong spirits.” She wondered if drink lowered his every inhibition?



He grunted. “I did not drink nearly as much as your brother. Considering his thin

build, I am amazed that he still functions at the end of the night.”

“He returned with you?”

“No. He said he had more entertainment to enjoy.”

“But not you?”

In the gloom, she could see the shrug of his big shoulders.

“I am too old for such pointless endeavors. And I never did like wondering what I

said or did while inebriated.”

“But surely you’ve been in that state a time or two,” she said, scooting back to lean

into her pillows.

“Every man has. And I know Appertan is still a very young man, but one with many

responsibilities that he cannot continue to ignore.”

“You are a viscount, with your own responsibilities. Surely you should not have

overimbibed.”

He rested his cane across his thighs. “My father was still alive when I enlisted. He

was embarrassed by my decision and furious with me, but just to prove myself, I

decided to drink like a man with the other soldiers.”

“You showed him,” she murmured, fighting to keep from smiling.

He sighed. “I certainly did. I wasn’t even ten miles from home. We drank so much

and brawled to show our fighting prowess that the tavern owner complained to our



company sergeant. The man had great pride in wearing the uniform and thought little

of someone who dishonored it. And I was wearing my uniform—when you’re

enlisted, you have to, at all times.”

“But surely a few drunken soldiers weren’t all that unusual.”

“But I was a drunken baron, my courtesy title. The sergeant dragged my ass—forgive

me—he dragged me back to my father and threatened to discharge me then and

there.”

She winced. “And proud man that you are, I imagine you did not take well to that.”

“I was humiliated, and it was all my own fault. Never again did I embarrass myself

that way.” He hesitated. “It was the last time I ever saw my father. I inherited the

viscountcy six months later, when he had an apoplexy and died.”

“I’m sorry your last memory was a poor one. Surely he was proud of you, that your

letters—”

“It was six months before I arrived in India. By the time I posted my first letter, he

was already dead.”

She shouldn’t speak, but the words tumbled out of her. “I hope the letter informing

you of his death was as kind as yours was to me.”

Old sorrows hung between them like laundry abandoned on the line.

“I only spoke the truth about Lord Appertan,” he said quietly. “He was a great man.”

She thought of Lord Blackthorne’s many letters to her since, asking how she did,

telling her of his daily life without revealing much bloodshed. But she had begun to



know his letters well, and could read between the lines, the tension of a border

dispute, the endless waiting and worry when he’d sent a detachment into danger.

He’d not been sentimental or full of flowery phrases, but clear and concise and

reliable.

Such a man could not want her dead. He would have had to plan it from the moment

of her father’s death, crafting his letters to appeal to her, planning to visit her all

along.

Squeezing her eyes shut, she leaned back into the pillow with a sigh.

“You are tired,” Lord Blackthorne said as he rose.

She tried not to tense, remembering how he’d touch her—how she’d allowed it,

dwelled on the sensation. He limped toward the dressing-room door.

“Good night, my lord,” she called softly.

“Sleep well,” he answered, and shut the door behind him.

She told herself she was relieved.

A t dawn, Michael walked the rolling hills of the Appertan estate, needing to exhaust

himself each day just to sleep at night. He’d never imagined that being so close to a

woman would enthrall him, having thought himself above such weakness. But no, his

wife was like a siren to a sailor, luring him in even though it might not end well.

And now she might be in danger, and every protective instinct in him demanded that

he spend the nights with her now, but she would only think he wanted to bed her.

When he’d stood above her, saw her sleeping peacefully, a great weight had felt like

it crushed his chest, filling him with an aching tenderness and worry and a



helplessness he wasn’t used to feeling.

She was his; he would protect her with his life. He’d been na?ve to think that making

himself a husband in name only, from the other side of the world, wouldn’t change

him or his life. Her sweet letters had drawn him in, until he couldn’t stop wondering

about the real woman behind the words, the one who needed money to protect herself

and her people when her brother couldn’t do it. The moment Michael had been

ordered to recover in England, he hadn’t protested, not one bit. He’d wanted to meet

her, this woman who thought she had all the answers. And she hadn’t disappointed

him.

But Cecilia didn’t want him, or the devotion of a husband, and he wasn’t the sort of

man to force himself on a woman, regardless of his rights by law.

It might have begun with words on paper, with her kindness toward a lonely soldier.

She’d put aside her own pain, and now he knew she did that for everyone she cared

for, from family to servants. Her fright at almost dying beneath a shattered bust didn’t

matter as much as the poor maid’s fears of being let go. She gave up her chance at a

normal young lady’s life to help her brother. And someone might be repaying her

kindness by trying to kill her. By not thinking of herself first, didn’t she increase the

danger?

She’d had two accidents, so minor that she only mentioned her concerns to Penelope.

But the fact that she felt any sort of trepidation made him believe her, for she wasn’t

the type of woman to imagine things. He’d almost told her what he knew, then

thought better of it. She wouldn’t want his help, and if she forbade him from looking

into it, he’d only anger her by going against her wishes. So for now, he would keep

silent, helping her behind the scenes, keeping her safe, trying to find out if there was

anyone who might wish her harm.

And the first one to question would be her brother.



The people closest to the victim were often the ones involved. And Appertan

certainly had the most motive: Cecilia controlled everything he owned. Under his

permission, yes, but what if he was beginning to chafe? With the approach of his

twenty-first birthday and the withdrawal of his guardianship, perhaps he thought it

wouldn’t be so easy to dissuade Cecilia. What if he didn’t give a damn about his

responsibilities, his estates—and he’d certainly shown that so far—and simply

wanted access to whatever money he could? For all Michael knew, Appertan was not

only a drunk but a gambler, as so many young men were. Most would simply ignore

the wishes of his sister, but Cecilia was a powerful force—a representative of their

father, whom Appertan had disappointed.

But for now, he would question Appertan about other suspects and see what

happened. Michael went to the kitchens first, and the respectful cook followed his

directions and mixed him up the soldier’s antidote to a night spent drinking. Then he

carried the foul-smelling glass to Appertan’s apartment, pushing past the protective

valet, who insisted that ten in the morning was far too early to awaken the earl.

Appertan was sprawled across the turned-down bed, his clothing askew, boots placed

neatly on the floor—due to the valet, Michael presumed. The room stank of alcohol,

and Appertan snored louder than the worst military band.

Michael set down his glass on the bed table, then shook the other man’s shoulder.

Appertan didn’t even stop snoring.

“He is a sound sleeper,” said the valet from the dressing-room doorway.

“A bad trait in my line of work.” Michael shook him harder, tempted to toss a pitcher

of water in his face.

At last, Appertan frowned and sputtered and stirred, blearily opening one eye, then

closing it again. “Go ’way.”



“I’m not going anywhere. I need to talk to you about Cecilia. And I brought you

something that will help you recover.”

Appertan tried to drag a pillow over his head as he rolled over, but Michael pulled

him back.

“Do you want me to feed you like a child? We need to discuss something important!”

He spoke each word with clipped force.

After several more threats from Appertan about expelling Michael from the castle,

the young man at last sat up and reluctantly took a sip of the thick liquid.

He gagged. “What the hell—!”

“Plug your nose if you have to, but get it down.”

Appertan choked and gasped until it was all in his stomach, where it only remained

for several minutes, until his eyes went wide, and he ran for the chamber pot.

Michael was waiting patiently beside the bed as Appertan collapsed on it.

“You’re trying to kill me!” the earl groaned.

“If I were trying to kill you, you’d be dead. You’re an easy target. I need to talk to

you about who might be targeting your sister.”

“It’s all in her head.” Appertan clutched his own and moaned softly.

“Even I know she would never imagine something like this. Talk to me. This is

important.”



At last, the other man allowed his valet to fluff his pillows, where he reclined with a

sigh, crossed his arms over his chest, and glared at Michael. “You really think

someone is trying to kill Cecilia? It’s just—preposterous!”

“Maybe. I hope you’re right. But I’m not willing to take that chance. Now get

yourself together and think.”

Appertan gave a dramatic sigh. “Really—who would have anything against Cecilia?”

“She’s taken on a man’s role, and there are some who don’t appreciate it.”

Appertan stiffened. “What are you saying?”

“I don’t know—I’m talking out loud, trying to come up with a reason someone would

resent her. Any disturbance with servants? Any let go recently?”

He closed his eyes. “Not that I know of. But as long as the staff functions well, I

don’t pay attention.”

“Because Cecilia does,” Michael said dryly. But there was an edge to Appertan’s

voice that seemed ... wrong, but he couldn’t place why. Perhaps there was something

to the idea of a problem with servants.

“The household is always a woman’s domain,” Appertan shot back.

“You’re right. I’ll have to speak with someone more knowledgeable about that.”

“What about Cecilia? Have you talked with her?”

“No. She hasn’t confided in me, and I don’t want to make our tentative relationship

worse.”



Appertan narrowed his eyes. “Perhaps I should ask about your relationship.”

“I understand your suspicions. You and I are both closest to her, and anyone seriously

investigating would think we both have motive. But I’ve asked nothing of her, so

what motive could I have?”

“And I’ve asked for her help—why would I want to make my life harder?”

Michael crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at Appertan. Was he telling

the truth? He didn’t know the man all that well, and what he knew he didn’t

particularly respect. But attempting to murder one’s own sister? It seemed ... far-

fetched.

“If it wasn’t you or me,” Michael continued, “and perhaps not a servant, although I’ll

look into that, who else?”

“We can’t even come up with names! Of course no one’s trying to kill Cecilia.”

Michael leaned over the bed and pointed his finger at Appertan’s face. “She’s almost

died twice! I will damn well keep looking into this until I’m satisfied that they were

both accidents.” And how suspicious was it that Appertan was trying to talk him out

of the investigation. “Now think, man!”

The earl swung his legs off the bed and sat up, briefly holding his head in his hands.

“Oh, very well, give me a minute to do all this thinking. Too bloody early,” he added

in a mumble.

“Any suitors?”

“Dozens of those. Could have beaten them off with a stick and hit several at once.”



Michael eyed him. “Violent image.”

“Oh please,” Appertan said with a grimace. “You know what I mean. Stupid men

fawning all over her, begging for a dance, begging to be noticed. I would never do

that to a woman.”

“You don’t have to. You’re an earl. The women must have come begging to you.”

“True.”

“Is that why you became engaged at such a young age? To avoid debutantes and their

annoying mothers?”

Appertan shrugged again and dropped his head back in his hands as if he didn’t want

to meet Michael’s gaze. “Not really. Knew Penelope would do and saw no reason to

wait.”

“What an ardent declaration of love,” Michael said dryly.

“None of your business, Blackthorne.”

His voice had the sharp ring of command, sounding much like his father, and Michael

was reluctantly impressed. If only the pup would mature into a man who could use

such strength of command wisely.

“And I never heard of you declaring your love for my sister.”

“That’s because I didn’t.” Michael kept his voice mild. “She asked for my help to

access her funds, and I gave it to her.”

“So selfless.”



The sarcasm in Appertan’s voice wearied Michael rather than offended. But Michael

wasn’t about to confess his growing feelings for Cecilia to her brother. “You keep

veering off track. Her suitors? I need a list.”

“I can’t keep them all straight. But several live nearby and most certainly will come

to our monthly dinner.”

“We have a monthly dinner?”

“ We have a monthly dinner, not you. My guardian visits us—tomorrow,

incidentally—and he enjoys the camaraderie of our neighbors. Several local men

thought they had a chance with Cecilia, and one or two even proposed.”

“I hear there were six,” Michael said, unable to keep the antipathy from his voice.

Appertan fell back on his elbows to look up at him. “Six? You should feel honored

that she settled on you in her desperation.”

Michael gritted his teeth, surprised to find it was difficult to ignore the provocation.

“So these suitors will be here soon.”

“Yes. And besides, what will it get them to harm her now, when she’s already

married?”

“Revenge?”

“There are other heiresses.”

“None like Cecilia.” Had he actually spoken those words aloud?

He must have, because Appertan gaped at first, then chortled. “You’ve only been here



a few days, and already you’re under her thumb. Pathetic.”

Michael ignored him. “What about your friends? I already know that two of them are

men who think nothing of harming women they deem beneath them.”

Appertan’s head sank between his shoulders. “Their behavior was

unconscionable—they know it. They’ve learned their lesson.”

He spoke meaningfully, as if the behavior of his friends really did bother him.

“But what motive would they have to harm Cecilia?” Appertan continued.

“She’s spoiling their amusements, after all, controlling your money, restricting their

use of the house.”

“She’s not controlling my money, only that of the estate,” Appertan growled,

obviously offended.

He would only keep defending his friends, so Michael altered tack. “What about her

steward? He works closely with her.”

“And with my father beforehand. Why would he want to deal with me?”

“He’ll have to eventually.” And Appertan would be far easier for an employee to

manipulate. “Any close friends besides Miss Webster?”

“Penelope’s sister, Hannah, died last year. She was Cecilia’s closest friend. She

wasn’t a strong enough swimmer, and all those clothes women wear ...” He shrugged.

“So you were there for Miss Penelope Webster in her grief.”



Appertan came to his feet with surprising speed. “Are you saying I took advantage of

her?”

Michael looked down upon the shorter man. “Strange that you would interpret my

words that way.”

“I’m done with this foolishness—I’m done with you. You can leave now.”

“And I don’t receive any thanks for improving your head and stomach this morn?”

Appertan ignored him and stalked to his dressing room, slamming the door behind

him.
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O liver didn’t often join Cecilia for luncheon—he was usually either still asleep or

just having breakfast. She was surprised when he arrived, and relieved, too, so she

didn’t have to spend the meal alone with Lord Blackthorne. Her husband watched her

too closely, and she kept remembering being alone with him in her bedroom and

feeling far too intrigued.

Oliver looked from Cecilia to Lord Blackthorne, then rolled his eyes. “This

newlywed shyness is beginning to bother me.”

“Shyness?” she asked archly. “I have never been shy a day in my life.”

“You wouldn’t guess it from the way you behave around Blackthorne. You

contracted this marriage, sister dear, so deal with it.”

Affronted and embarrassed by his frank language, she said, “Oliver! This is none of

your business.”

“You’re making it my business by having him live in my house.”

“You just haven’t given each other enough time.” Cecilia tried to remind Oliver with

her narrowed eyes that he’d promised to help her with Lord Blackthorne.

“We don’t seem to care for the same entertainments,” Lord Blackthorne said, leaning

back in his chair to watch Oliver.

“You’re men,” she said. “Do something—manly!”



They regarded each other, Lord Blackthorne impassively, Oliver full of sulky

defiance. What had happened between them? Only last night, Lord Blackthorne

thought that Oliver might be redeemable. But not if they couldn’t find a way to spend

time together.

“A manly sport might do the trick,” Lord Blackthorne said at last, “but I imagine a

young man who drinks and socializes has not made the time.”

“I fence!” Oliver practically snarled.

“No sharp weapons,” Cecilia said. “I don’t trust either of you.”

“Do you box?” Lord Blackthorne asked. “My brother Allen and I often passed an

afternoon testing each other’s defenses.”

Oliver straightened and slowly smiled, as if he knew the best secret. “It just so

happens, I do box.”

“But then again, you are much younger than I am,” Lord Blackthorne continued.

“Allen and I were close in age, almost equals. It made for interesting fights.”

“And my youthful energy will negate your experience, old man,” Oliver shot back.

If Oliver thought he could box, let him try, Cecilia thought wearily. “Then your

afternoon entertainment is taken care of, gentlemen. I will occupy myself.”

“That’s wise,” Lord Blackthorne said. “Such a sport isn’t for a lady’s eyes.”

His implication that she couldn’t handle it mildly stung. “Indeed? I would faint at the

sight of all that blood, is that what you’re saying?”



“I promise not to drain too much from his veins,” Oliver said smugly.

Cecilia wanted to wince at his attitude. Couldn’t he see how much ... larger Lord

Blackthorne was? Her husband was a cavalryman—trained to fight!

But the two men both seemed quite pleased with themselves, and she was the irritated

one. When at last she finished her sturgeon and peas, she went to her study. Though

she tried to concentrate on the projection of sheep to be driven to market this fall, and

the eventual profit, she kept speculating about Oliver’s boxing ability. He did spend

time in London, and men seemed to enjoy that sort of exercise, or so they often told

her when trying to impress her at dinner parties.

At last she gave up any attempt at concentration and left her study. She still felt

uneasy roaming the corridors of her own home, but after two “accidents,” she was

doubly attentive. She hated feeling vulnerable, nervous, and almost felt like she was

skulking from room to room. Or was she just being foolish, as even Penelope

thought?

She found the two men in the green drawing room, with ceilings two floors high, just

like the entrance hall. She was able to hide within the small curtained balcony

overlooking the room. She was relieved that she didn’t hear the sounds of an

audience cheering, for it wouldn’t do to have servants watch their master should he

lose. The two men had rolled back the carpets and pushed furniture out of the way.

They’d already removed coats and waistcoats, even collars and cravats. Lord

Blackthorne had tugged his sleeves up to his elbows, and she saw his brawny

forearms, which surely were the size of Oliver’s biceps—or so she remembered.

She wanted to groan at the foolishness of men, who couldn’t just have an intelligent

conversation to discuss their differences—no, they had to prove it with their fists.

They faced each other, fists raised, Oliver circling, lighter on his feet than her limping



husband, who basically stood in place, favoring his wounded leg. How could this be a

fair contest? Oliver jabbed with his right, but Lord Blackthorne blocked it easily.

Oliver tried a few more punches, and when he couldn’t get past his opponent’s

defense, settled back and circled again, obviously waiting to see what would happen.

They were both sweating, their fine shirts beginning to cling. Swallowing, she

couldn’t help noticing once again that Lord Blackthorne had a soldier’s body, hewn

for combat, all threatening muscle. She wanted to be wary of him, but, instead, she

was full of admiration and curiosity and an unsettling almost-ache that she couldn’t

define.

At last Lord Blackthorne punched Oliver, but even she saw it coming, and her brother

blocked it easily, grinning. Then Lord Blackthorne hit Oliver in the ribs, so quickly

she barely saw the blur of his arm. Oliver grunted and danced back out of reach. Lord

Blackthorne didn’t grin or taunt or do anything other than look focused and

intent—deadly.

She remembered the story her father had written, about Lord Blackthorne’s ordering

his men to fire although a woman might die. He’d honed himself into a weapon on

behalf of England. He was dedicated to guarding the lives of his men. Her father’s

daughter, she knew the costs of war, even in her own family.

Let the men play their little games; she enjoyed her work. Lord Doddridge, Oliver’s

guardian, would be arriving the next day, and there were preparations to see to for the

dinner party. Searching for the housekeeper took her down a floor, into the main

public rooms—past the door to the green drawing room.

To her surprise, she heard the voices of two footmen and the new page as she

approached.

“—a lot of blood,” one of them said, followed by the boy’s snicker.



“Blood?” she cried, glancing into the now-open doors of the drawing room and

seeing that Oliver and Lord Blackthorne had gone.

The two footmen, Tom and Will, brothers alike in height, blond good looks, and

gold-buckled livery, exchanged a glance even as they straightened like soldiers to

attention. Francis, smaller and darker, copied their behavior, sticking out his chest.

“Who was bloody?” Cecilia demanded, staring each of them down.

“Lord Blackthorne had a lot covering his shirt, milady,” Tom volunteered. “He and

Lord Appertan helped each other off to their rooms—we think.”

Helped each other? she thought, aghast. Had Oliver somehow hurt Lord Blackthorne?

How much blood were they talking?

And then she saw red droplets scattered on the floor, and for just a moment, she

remembered the crash of marble, and how close she’d come to having her own blood

seep onto that floor.

“Lady Cecilia, are you well?” one of them asked.

She didn’t answer, could only think of blood. And then she started running.

She practically flew up the stairs, through corridors that seemed endless, to the family

wing, where she passed her own door and the dressing-room door, before flinging

open Lord Blackthorne’s.

Standing in the middle of the room, leaning heavily on his cane, he seemed to move

so slowly as he faced her. And then she saw all the blood staining his shirt, could see

nothing else.



“Oh, God, oh, God, where are you hurt?” she cried, running toward him.

She felt frantic as she pulled at his shirt, heard a button pop.

“Cecilia,” he murmured, trying to cover her bare hands.

She pushed him away, pulled his shirt apart, imagining a terrible wound to cause so

much blood. This time, her husband trapped her hands flat against his warm chest,

then spread them wide so that she could see.

“I’m not injured,” he said quietly. “Your brother had a bloody nose.”

She blinked at his chest, still feeling shocked rather than relieved. Beneath her hands,

she felt the contours of muscle, the faint brush of chest hair. This was what a man’s

chest really looked like beneath his garments? She’d never visited museums in

London, but Hannah used to write of such things to her, and Lord Blackthorne’s chest

seemed to match those long-ago descriptions.

“Cecilia, why are you so upset?”

He pulled her closer, her hands still spanning his chest, her body pressed against his.

He whispered, “Tell me what is wrong.”

And in that moment she almost confided everything in him, that someone might be

trying to kill her. Everything would change then. He’d never leave her alone, and

she’d be trapped in this marriage for all time.

She raised her gaze from his chest and up to his face. He was leaning over her,

holding her against him, closer than a waltz, so imposing and dangerous, but she

didn’t want to run away. She could feel the beat of his heart beneath her palms, the



rise and fall of his breath. Her own breath was coming too quickly, her lips parted. He

was staring at her mouth, his gaze full of a stark hunger that shocked even as it lured

her.

And then he leaned closer, until their lips almost touched, and his whispered words

mingled with her own breath.

“I’m going to kiss you.”

She had a moment to stop him, knew he was giving her that choice. But she didn’t

turn away, only trembled as his mouth gently touched hers, soft kisses that dampened

her lips, explored them, but never frightened her. She swayed into him, and he pulled

her even harder against him until she was standing between his spread thighs, her

skirts all tangled about them.

The kiss’s very restrained gentleness drew her more than wild passion, as if this

strong soldier reined himself in just for her because she was precious to him. It was

she who couldn’t seem to get close enough, she who began to part her lips, not

knowing if she wanted to taste him or devour him.

And that very feeling of wildness shocked her back to herself. She broke the kiss to

stare up at him, breathing hard, feeling faint. This was all wrong; it couldn’t be

natural.

“Release me,” she whispered, her voice hoarse.

He did so at once, and she took several steps away. He stood still, as if she were a

wild animal he didn’t want to frighten, his bloody shirt ripped open as if she truly

were an animal.

“Oh God,” she breathed, covering her mouth with both hands.



“Cecilia, that was a kiss, not a defiling,” he said with the soft tones used to calm

someone out of control.

Like her. She didn’t know herself anymore.

“It doesn’t mean you’ve decided anything about our marriage,” he continued. “But

how will you know what we can share if you don’t try the occasional kiss?”

“Share?” She almost choked on a laugh. “That sounds ... too gentle for”—she

gestured toward him with a fluttering hand— “that.”

Once again, she drew out of him the faintest of smiles.

“I’ve not heard my kiss described in such a way.”

“And have you kissed that many women in your soldier’s life?” she demanded.

“A few.”

“Did they all throw themselves at you, maybe even ripping open your shirt?” She

groaned and briefly closed her eyes. What kind of woman was she becoming?

“I was not so lucky. In India, one could have an Indian mistress, but I chose not to.

Too many soldiers left illegitimate children behind, who fit into neither parent’s

world. I couldn’t do that to a child. Of course, there are plenty of British women who

come looking for husbands, but a man should be serious if he dallies with one of

them.”

“And you don’t dally.”

“No, I don’t.” His voice softened. “But I would kiss my wife every day.”



“And I’m supposed to enjoy feeling so ... reckless, so swept away?” she demanded.

His eyes suddenly seemed to darken, and his voice grew husky. “I would make

certain you enjoyed it.”

Just the sound of him sent a shiver of need twined with pleasure through her. “But I

don’t want that, Lord Blackthorne,” she whispered, feeling helpless next to the desire

he evoked in her. “I’ve told you so.”

“I can wait until you change your mind.” He straightened and put his hands on the

ruined shirt. “I’m going to change now, but you don’t need to leave.”

He shrugged the shirt down his shoulders, and she gaped a moment too long, seeing

the ridges of his abdomen and the faintest line of dark hair disappearing into his

trousers. She turned and fled, silently insisting she wasn’t a coward, that she didn’t

want to tease him when they had no future.

A fter Cecilia slammed the door behind her, Michael leaned one arm against the

mantel and squeezed his eyes shut. The tender kiss was all he’d imagined it might be,

full of her sweet breath and gentle yearning. It had taken every ounce of control

honed over years of warfare to stop himself from taking more, from plundering her

mouth to explore. Those brief tastes only hinted at what they could share. He knew

that going too fast, showing her his powerful desire, would only scare her off. Gentle

kisses had frightened her, but she hadn’t left immediately, had gifted him a few more

minutes of time alone with her. Somehow, he would win her trust.

Because she was so frightened by her fears of attempted murder, she’d panicked

when she heard what happened at the boxing match. And it was all his fault—he’d

deliberately lured her to the fight, implying that, of course, as a lady, she couldn’t

handle the sight of a boxing match. He’d had two reasons, only one of which was to

keep her nearby; the other was so that she would look at him as a man. Sometimes it



was difficult to remember he would eventually be free of the cane.

From the moment she’d entered the balcony up above, he’d known she was there,

feeling her presence and her gaze so vividly, he’d momentarily lost track of what he

was doing. He’d punched Appertan harder than he’d meant to, bloodying his nose.

And while he forced Appertan to stand still while he made sure it wasn’t broken,

blood had soaked both of them.

Michael rang for a bath. He’d started out living in this castle trying to be his own

man, without needing a valet. But he’d definitely succumbed to the luxury of having

a bath brought to him instead of submerging himself in a cold river.

He had a new purpose for every servant he encountered—finding out something

about his wife, and if there might be someone within the household who wished her

harm. So when the footmen carried in the bathing tub, he began what might be a long

attempt to win their favor.

When the two of them returned with the first pails of water, he commented that they

must be brothers, and they sheepishly nodded agreement, admitting that they were

named Tom and Will. Practically the only way he could tell them apart was a faint

scar on Tom’s cheek.

“Weren’t the both of you outside the green drawing room?” he asked, when they’d

brought in the last buckets to fill his tub.

They glanced at each other. “Yes, milord,” they said in unison.

“I hope you do not think I deliberately tried to harm your master.”

“No, milord,” said Tom.



And Will added, “ ’Tis none of our business, milord.”

“You live in this household; it would seem all its residents are your business. But

then again, I imagine it is Lady Blackthorne who is more the mistress of the house

than her brother is the master.”

They said nothing, just exchanged uneasy glances.

“It must have been quite frightening for the staff when she was nearly injured by that

falling bust.”

“Susan didn’t mean to—” Tom began.

Michael held up both hands. “I know she didn’t. And it was all my fault for

distracting her; I told Lady Cecilia that.”

“And we’re grateful, milord,” Will said, giving his brother a warning look. “We’re

her only family, our sister she is, and if she was to be dismissed ...”

He let his words die off, and Michael well understood the plight of servants. “Does

Lady Blackthorne let servants go?”

“Oh, no, milord, never,” Tom said, ignoring his brother’s frown. “She’s fair to

everyone, and has even added to the staff.”

“How long have you both been here?”

“Five years, since we were pages,” Will quickly said, perhaps attempting to control

his brother’s side of the conversation. “We’ve lived in Enfield our whole lives.”

Then they knew Cecilia’s family well, perhaps even down through generations.



Hopefully, that made them trustworthy. “So who are the new servants? I will make

certain to appreciate their work.”

Will’s smile was faintly suspicious but grateful. “Our sister, Susan, o’ course, and the

new page, Francis, and another watchman for the grounds.”

“Name’s Parsons,” Tom supplied.

“I hope the new servants enjoy working here.”

“Oh, they do, sir,” Tom gushed.

Will had begun to roll his eyes at his brother’s behavior. Was that because of Tom’s

kowtowing to Michael, or because his assurances about the servants weren’t true?

“I’m glad to hear it,” Michael said, knowing he couldn’t push for any more answers

without causing too much suspicion.

“Shall I come take your garments to the laundry, milord?” Tom asked, then ducked

his head. “Since ye’ve not got a valet.”

“Thank you. I would appreciate it.”

They left him alone to his now-tepid bath, where he sank in and gave thought to how

he could use Tom and Will. He couldn’t keep an eye on Cecilia every moment, but if

he knew she had trustworthy servants about her, that would help.

After his bath, he deliberately lingered near Cecilia’s study as she worked, so she’d

get used to seeing him now and again throughout the house. He wanted her to know

she had someone to call upon for help should she need it.



Seeing her before dinner was more arousing than he’d imagined it could be after one

virginal kiss. Her face reddened when she first saw him across the drawing room, and

for once he was glad Appertan was more interested in the bottom of his brandy glass

than anything else. That allowed Michael to stare at her as he wanted, to remember

the kiss and let her realize what he was thinking, all without saying a word.

When she walked into the dining room without waiting for his escort, Michael

watched the way her swaying hips made her skirt do a lively dance. She was all grace

and elegance, her blond hair immaculate, not a lock cascading down her perfect neck.

He assisted her into the chair.

Appertan gave a snort. “I’m sure Cecilia never seated herself before you arrived.”

Michael eyed his afternoon opponent, who sported a faint bluish purple bruise

beneath one eye. “A lady always welcomes assistance.”

“Perhaps a lady doesn’t wish to feel like a fragile flower,” Cecilia said dryly.

“No?” Michael was still behind her, hands on her chair, trying not to openly enjoy the

view down the front of her cleavage.

With an exaggerated sigh, Appertan looked away.

“You do not feel appreciated when a man assists you?” Michael asked her.

Appertan grumbled almost inaudibly, “Cecilia, just put all of us out of our misery and

tell him to go away.”

“Pardon me? I didn’t quite hear you,” Michael said.

The earl didn’t repeat his comment, and Michael walked to his own chair.



As the first entrée of curried fowl and boiled rice was served, Cecilia looked

pointedly at her brother. “When your guardian arrives, do you have any recent

concerns we should discuss?”

Appertan shrugged. “No. You’ll show him your journals and account books, he’ll

spend a day closeted with them, then he’ll pretend he wants to have a meaningful

conversation with me. At last he’ll be on his way, feeling like he’s done his duty.”

“What an interesting arrangement,” Michael said. “He makes certain all is well but

doesn’t care how that’s accomplished, which suits you both. Luck has gone in your

favor.”

Appertan frowned. “How’s that?”

“Because your sister assists you in overseeing the household.” “Assists” was too

minor a term to encompass Appertan’s utter disregard of his duties, but Michael

couldn’t risk alienating him just then. And as for Cecilia, she’d put aside her own

future for the brother she loved. How would she feel when he no longer needed her?

“And Lady Blackthorne was lucky as well because she is permitted to do as she

pleases, especially since marriage to me removed the impediment of her own

guardian. I imagine there are many guardians who would have insisted on doing

much of the work themselves.”

“His lordship is a busy man,” Cecilia said, after swallowing a taste of rice. “He has

recently proposed several bills in the House of Lords, and he’s in the midst of

restoring his own estates.”

Restoring? Michael focused on her. “It sounds as if his estates had deteriorated.”

“I believe he spoke of the work as basic maintenance that occasionally needs to be

done when one owns property,” she explained.



Appertan leaned toward Michael. “But then you wouldn’t know much about that.”

Michael arched a brow. “And why wouldn’t I, as I own a landed country house?”

“Just like I have my guardian and Cecilia to ‘assist’ me,” Appertan said, smirking,

“you have your brother. Seems neither of us cares for the work of owning land. At

least I didn’t run away.”

“So you believe a man who feels a calling to serve his country is simply running

away?”

“I’m certain he didn’t mean that,” Cecilia said, her lovely brow furrowed as she sent

a pointed glance at her brother. “Can we not have one peaceful evening? After dinner,

we can relax together as our family used to, instead of you rushing off, Oliver. I’ll

play the pianoforte, and you can sing.”

Michael tried to imagine that domestic scene and failed. Appertan met his gaze, and

in that moment, they both sobered, as if they shared a realization that Cecilia perhaps

should not be left alone. Or was Appertan simply acting?

“I’ll stay for a while,” Appertan said at last. “But remember, you haven’t named him

as family yet.”

A faint blush swept her cheeks, and she was so lovely that Michael didn’t take any

offense. Not that he would have anyway; he’d known from the beginning that she

would not be easily won over. She was a challenge, and the triumph of winning such

a strong woman would be sweet.

He thought of the evening ahead—and the night, which he could no longer risk

letting her spend alone.
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C ecilia followed the men to the main drawing room, where the pianoforte took up

one corner, and several chairs and sofas were grouped nearby as if awaiting a

performance. She wished Penelope had come to dinner that night, for she suddenly

felt self-conscious and ridiculous. Oliver didn’t want to be there—perhaps he now

only had one use for Cecilia, and that was as his business steward. And Lord

Blackthorne? He said he would remain her husband, and he was doing everything

possible to make her agree. She should feel ... crowded, smothered, irritated, but,

instead, she could barely keep her gaze off him, wished desperately that she could

kiss him again.

Marriage to him would be the end of her perfect life, where she controlled her own

destiny and answered to no one.

Except Lord Doddridge, she thought, feeling bemused. But he’d never bothered her,

and certainly Oliver didn’t, at least as far as her management of the vast Appertan

estates. But now there was Lord Blackthorne, and to honor her father, he was trying

to remake Oliver into a dependable man. A very good goal, and she

definitely—someday—wished that Oliver would be able to do the work she did.

Unless she was more selfish than she’d imagined, wanting the reins of the earldom

without the title, and that was why she resisted Lord Blackthorne’s efforts with

Oliver.

She watched Oliver pour himself a brandy, then begrudgingly offer one to Lord

Blackthorne, who declined.

“I need all my faculties to decipher this book,” he said, picking up Jane Austen’s



Pride and Prejudice.

She turned away, struggling to hide a smile. Who would have guessed such a sober

man hid a sense of humor? She didn’t want to know these things about him. She went

to the pianoforte. “I know I volunteered to play, my lord, but do not assume I am

supremely talented. Every young lady learns to play. Whereas my brother—”

“Isn’t going to sing,” Oliver interrupted. “But I’ll turn the pages for you.”

She hid her disappointment, hoping he’d change his mind. At the keyboard, she tried

to clear her head, to recapture what it had once been like to be a family, to spend an

evening together. In her mind, she returned to their bungalow in Bombay, imagining

her brother Gabriel still alive, teasing Oliver, making their mother smile and

distracting her from the anxious looks she usually bestowed on their father.

“What are you thinking?” Lord Blackthorne asked, from his place on a nearby sofa.

She gave him a wry smile. “I am remembering evenings from my childhood, when

our father used to have us perform.”

“He was very proud of you both,” Lord Blackthorne said. “There were nights when

we were not permitted to sleep, waiting to move into position for a dawn engagement.

We all took turns talking about our families, and your father participated just as

freely.”

“What did he say?” she asked, feeling wistful, even as her fingers began to play a

melody she knew by heart.

Oliver pretended to ignore them, leafing through sheet music with great

concentration.



“He spoke often of stories of Lord Appertan at Eton,” her husband said. “I heard

about a particular archery incident.”

Oliver remained hunched over the table full of music, but he was no longer searching

through them, his fingers still, his head tilted. Cecilia felt sad even as the amusement

of that famous family incident returned.

Lord Blackthorne looked at her brother. “Did you really try to prove you could shoot

your arrow through the skirt of your tutor’s academic gown without hitting the man

himself?”

For the first time in a long while, Oliver wore a smile that wasn’t tinged with

arrogance or sarcasm. Cecilia started to laugh. All her concerns slipped away, and she

pretended she had back her brother of old.

Oliver sipped his brandy and eyed Lord Blackthorne. “I pinned him to a tree. I was

quite the hero, even when I was flogged afterward.”

Lord Blackthorne just shook his head. “You were lucky you didn’t pierce his leg—or

anything else.” He glanced at Cecilia. “He spoke of you, too. For a woman who

claims she doesn’t like the adventure of the Indian countryside, it seems you could be

quite daring.”

“Tell me something he said about me,” Cecilia said with an eagerness she didn’t try

to hide.

Lord Blackthorne gave her his faint smile. “I heard you used to go on long walks

even as a child—and without permission. There’s an ancient castle ruin nearby, isn’t

there?”

She threw back her head and laughed in a most unladylike way. Her husband’s eyes



sparkled as he watched her, and to hide the warmth of her response, she glanced at

her fingers moving on the keys.

“I was convinced there was a hidden dungeon there, no matter how many people told

me otherwise,” she said. “I had to go explore.”

“I like that spirit of adventure,” Lord Blackthorne said softly.

She couldn’t meet his eyes. “Yes, well, I could have been seriously hurt.”

“But you weren’t,” he countered. “I hear you found the undercroft and were

convinced that instead of storage, it housed evil knights.”

“It was my special hiding place,” she mused, far-off memories moving slowly

through her mind. “I did my studies there by candlelight when I was older. It’s been a

long time since I went back. It really is too dangerous.”

“I’d like to see it,” he answered.

They looked at each other for long moments, and she imagined taking him there,

showing him the places she’d hidden unafraid, knowing he’d take that as proof that

she could be the kind of wife he wanted, one who’d follow the drum into any

adventure. She looked away.

“I take it you weren’t very daring at school, Blackthorne,” Oliver interrupted.

“I didn’t go to school.”

Oliver boldly asked the question she wanted answered. “Why not?”

“Because my father refused to send me. He preferred to have us tutored at home.”



She looked back down at her fingers moving over the keys. Tutored at home? How

very strange for a viscount’s heir.

Oliver grunted. “There were days I wished I’d been allowed to stay home.” Then he

glanced speculatively at Lord Blackthorne. “Did you wish you could have gone?”

“Yes. From what I understand, you often meet your lifelong friends there. Luckily, I

met mine in my regiment.”

“Do you miss them?” Cecilia asked, feeling a pang of sorrow for Hannah.

A darkness seemed to briefly cross his face and was gone so quickly she thought she

imagined it.

“Actually, my two closest friends and I returned to England together.”

“Do I know them?” Oliver asked.

“Rothford and Knightsbridge,” Lord Blackthorne answered.

The Duke of Rothford and the Earl of Knightsbridge, she thought in surprise. No

lowly soldiers, those men. They’d purchased commissions in their youth, and would

have been Lord Blackthorne’s superiors. It seemed he got on well with authority,

unlike her brother.

“They have both sold their commissions and officially retired from the army,” Lord

Blackthorne continued. “So when I return to India, it will be without them.”

Return to India. That phrase sent a surprising shiver of sadness through her. She

wanted him gone—why did the thought so disquiet her?



The silence grew tense, and Cecilia felt a need to change the subject. To Lord

Blackthorne, she said, “So what childhood memory did you discuss with your fellow

soldiers on those long lonely nights?”

“I had little to say,” he answered, smoothing his hand over the cover of the book

almost absently.

“You were so very perfect as a child?” Oliver taunted.

“ ‘Boring’ is the better word,” Lord Blackthorne said wryly. “Every chance I got, I

played with my toy soldiers and staged elaborate battles in the library. My mother

permitted me to keep them set up for days, so that I could conduct entire wars. And

when I outgrew that, I buried myself in war history and battlefield memoirs.”

“You really were boring,” Oliver said, setting a song sheet on the piano, then leaning

against a sideboard to contemplate his ever-receding brandy.

Lord Blackthorne’s childhood sounded lonely to Cecilia. “What did your brother do

while you prepared yourself to be a soldier?”

He shook his head with bemusement. “He released frogs onto my battlefields,

dragged me fishing, and occasionally agreed to a sword battle with sticks.”

“We could still fence,” Oliver interjected.

“No sharp weapons,” Cecilia reminded them, but inside, she felt glad that Lord

Blackthorne’s brother had played with him. He had those memories—she had

memories, too. And they never discussed them, as if Gabriel hadn’t existed.

Obviously, even her father kept quiet about his son, for Lord Blackthorne had never

heard of him.



“Our brother Gabriel was a daring prankster,” she said, glancing at Oliver. “Do you

remember when Gabriel confronted that pack of wild dogs in Bombay?”

Oliver tensed, and she worried she’d made a mistake.

“Your brother had to be quite young,” Lord Blackthorne said.

“He was eight.” Oliver took a sip of brandy. “Cecilia told him to stay in the carriage,

but he wouldn’t. I egged him on.”

“Our family used to take carriage rides in the evening along the Esplanade,” Cecilia

explained. “It was near the seashore, and there were rotting carcasses and... other

things thrown there by the fishermen. The smell—” She gave a shudder, and said to

Oliver, “Do you remember?”

“How could I forget?” he murmured.

Cecilia turned back to Lord Blackthorne. “There was a pack of wild dogs that fed

there, and if you were foolish enough to leave your carriage to walk the sand, they

would attack. Gabriel was determined to see how far from the carriage he could go

before spotting them.”

“I assume your parents didn’t approve,” Lord Blackthorne said.

“Of course not.” Cecilia smiled. “But Gabriel had it all planned, and darted out of the

carriage before Mother could stop him. He chose a night Papa wasn’t with us. While

she shrieked, and the coachman hesitated to risk his own life, Oliver and I crowded

the single window to watch. Gabriel went twenty paces before the dogs appeared over

the nearest mound. We screamed his name, and he ran back, vaulting into the

carriage, falling onto the floor laughing, while Mother slammed the door shut and

pounded on the roof for the coachman to drive off. We were all flung back by the



speed of those panicked horses.” Her smile faded. “He was very daring.”

“And it killed him,” Oliver said, turning to look out the window as if he could see

anything in the night.

“How did he die?” Lord Blackthorne asked.

She winced, but Oliver didn’t respond. It had been ten years, after all. She found she

didn’t want to tell the story either.

“Go ahead, say it,” Oliver prodded, looking down at her where she sat hunched on the

piano bench. “You brought it up.”

Something in her eased when he didn’t openly blame her for Gabriel’s death. But she

had enough guilt of her own.

Lord Blackthorne was studying them closely. “It is obviously a painful memory. You

don’t need to speak of it.”

But she was watching Oliver, and thought of the pain of never speaking of his

beloved twin. “He was killed by a crocodile,” she whispered.

Lord Blackthorne frowned.

“You probably expected a fever to have taken him,” she said, her voice hoarse now.

“He pushed me out of the way—saved my life.” She was supposed to be watching

over him—his death was all her fault. It should have been her whose body was never

found, not her sweet little brother.

She waited for Oliver to condemn her as she condemned herself. Sometimes, she felt

like she was always waiting for that.



“He would have been the earl,” Oliver said. “A better one than I.” He drained his

brandy and poured another.

“That’s not true,” she insisted.

When Oliver didn’t answer, she began to play the piece he’d picked out, but he didn’t

join in, as if he didn’t want to be that sort of brother anymore.

“I have to leave,” Oliver said, when she’d finished.

Michael watched Cecilia’s face, saw the disappointment and sadness that she so

quickly hid. Now that he’d heard the tragic story of her brother, it was obvious she

had much practice at concealing her emotions—and her guilt. She must never have

gotten over being the one who lived instead of dying. Her worried gaze followed her

brother to the door, even as her fingers touched her locket.

“You are very talented,” Michael said into the silence that followed.

She glanced at him, then looked back down at the keyboard. “Thank you,” she

murmured.

“Appertan will be all right.” He wanted to lift the concern from her eyes, make her

happy, but she didn’t want him to do that.

She gave a faint smile. “I hope so.”

“That locket you wear—does it have something to do with Gabriel?”

She looked down at it, then glanced at him, wearing a sad smile. “Each side is a

miniature of my brothers just before Gabriel’s death. Although they were identical, I

could always tell them apart.”



She opened the locket and held it up to him, displaying the small faces of two

laughing boys, both with tousled, lighter blond hair than Appertan had now.

“The artist tried to persuade them to be serious,” she continued, “as the subject of

such paintings usually are, but they just ... couldn’t.”

When she closed the locket, he said, “Does Lord Appertan look at the miniatures?”

“No.”

“I imagine becoming the earl made him relive the death of the brother he’s now

replaced. That is only natural.”

“Do you think so?” She sounded hopeful.

“I do. We’ll continue what we’ve been doing. It will help. Will you play another song

for me?”

She nodded, and to his surprise, she began to hum and eventually sing, her voice

simple and pure, her beauty angelic in the candlelight. Michael let peace wash over

him, as if the world’s cares could remain beyond the closed doors. He knew desire

could forge a bond between two people, but he’d never imagined that contentment

and happiness could be just as seductive. She made him happy, just being with her.

But they would be separated soon.

The last notes of the song trailed off, and Cecilia rose to her feet. “I believe I’ll retire

for the evening. Don’t let me inconvenience—”

But he’d already arisen. “I’ll escort you.”

She bit her lip but didn’t protest. Will waited in the shadows of the entrance hall with



a candleholder, and Michael accepted it. Side by side, they walk up the main

staircase, and he wondered if she remembered the terror of beginning to fall just a

few days before. Her expression was impassive, showing him nothing.

“I understand you’ve recently hired a watchman,” he said.

“I have. He joins two others. The grounds are extensive, and I don’t want miscreants

to assume we are ripe for their mischief.”

“Do they patrol indoors?”

“Patrol? My lord, we are not a regiment stationed near the enemy.”

“Forgive my wording, but you know what I mean.”

She sighed. “Talbot is responsible for locking all the entrances, and he’s spent his life

doing exemplary work. The servants know they are not to leave the house during the

night. We are secure, Sergeant.”

Though he wanted to chuckle at her use of his rank, he was too concerned about the

hours they would spend apart—when she would be alone. Any servant could grant

access to the house in the middle of the night, circumventing outdoor watchmen.

At her door, she opened it before he could, murmured a quick “Good night,” and

ducked inside, closing it behind her. He heard the key turn in the lock.

He sighed, not expecting anything else, no long kiss or invitation to join her. But he

was glad she was safely locked inside and made sure the dressing-room door was

locked as well. In his own room, the bed was turned down invitingly, but he wouldn’t

be using it although he did disturb it so that the servants wouldn’t realize what was

going on. His wife might be in danger. Silently, he entered the dressing room she’d



abandoned as some sort of no-man’s-land since his arrival. By leaning his head near

the door, he could hear her speak with her maid, and relaxed at their soft laughter.

Then he limped as quickly as he could back downstairs, using only the faint

moonlight through the windows to guide him. He checked every exterior door

although it took him almost an hour to do so. Talbot was doing his duty, at least.

When he returned to the dressing room, he could no longer hear anyone speaking in

Cecilia’s room. He closed his eyes and put his hand on the doorknob, remembering

how she’d looked when she slept. After removing his coat and boots without a sound,

he lay down on the cot kept there in case the maid needed to remain nearby.

He fell asleep, but in the way of sleeping lightly, he was restless, with dreams

invading his mind. His dead friends returned to him again, as they’d begun to do

every night. In some ways, seeing their deaths over and over again would be easier

than imagining their lives if they’d lived, but tonight his dreams gave him the future

that might have been. He saw the late earl in command of his estates, guiding his son,

allowing Cecilia peace of mind. His two dead friends returned to England, one to a

wife and child, the other to see his sister settled before embarking on his own search

for a wife.

Michael forced himself to awaken. They were dead—many men had died in the

empire’s endless quest to remain strong. And he was alive. He didn’t feel guilty about

things that couldn’t be changed, so what were his dreams trying to make him see?

It was still several hours before dawn, but after listening at Cecilia’s door again,

Michael did another slow patrol through the castle. The doors were still locked, but

that didn’t mean he could relax.

C ecilia awoke just before dawn, when the world was gray with the promise of a new

day. But she felt sluggish rather than energized. She’d heard footsteps several times



outside her door and had tensed with fear, but no one had tried the knob. Surely it

was a servant passing by in the night, seeing to Oliver.

Or a restless Lord Blackthorne. She was surprised he hadn’t insisted on escorting her

directly into her room. Since their kiss, she felt like he hadn’t left her alone, and that

was making her even more nervous because of the way he drew her to him.

She was already dressed by the time Nell arrived and had even pulled her own hair

back. The maid tsked at her.

“I have so much to do today,” Cecilia insisted. “Do I look presentable?” She took a

piece of toast from the tray, slurped her hot chocolate, and started for the door,

determined that she was not going to alter her life because of fear.

“Ye didn’t even let me reply!” Nell cried, hands on her hips.

“Sorry!” She opened up her door—and found Lord Blackthorne seated on a bench

beneath a wide landscape painting.

“I thought I’d accompany you on your walk,” he said, standing up.

He was so overpowering, even in the high-ceilinged ornate corridor. She glanced

behind to see Nell looking past her, full of interest and approval. Since when had

Lord Blackthorne begun to win over her servants, even her own lady’s maid? She

frowned at Nell, who quickly busied herself in the wardrobe.

Cecilia wanted to refuse him but knew that would make him suspicious, and even

more insistent about accompanying her. So she smiled tightly, tossed her piece of

toast back on its plate, and allowed him to fall in beside her. He was carrying a basket

that bumped rhythmically against his good leg.



“What is that?” she asked with suspicion.

“Breakfast. It seems your cook has heard you are not eating enough. I believe I saw a

simple piece of toast in your hand—and you didn’t finish it.”

“Are you spying on me?” she demanded, coming to a stop.

He pivoted about the cane and looked down at her. “Your cook came to me, the man

you’ve proclaimed as your husband—although you’ve not convinced yourself.”

She flushed. “We’ve discussed this. It’s only been a few days. I haven’t decided.”

“And now that I’ve kissed you, you seem even more against the idea of spending time

with me.”

She swept past him. “Just because you wish to remain married doesn’t mean I do.”

“The longer you take, the more scandal it will be.”

He was right—she hadn’t been thinking deeply about it, weighing her options. She

was too concerned with her brother’s future—and with the “accidents” that had

plagued her.

“Lord Blackthorne, I don’t even know how to begin to trust you!” They were near the

balustrade that wound about the entrance hall, and her voice echoed. She winced and

looked about but didn’t see any servants nearby. “Yet denying this marriage means

becoming a ward again, and I don’t want that.”

“When I meet Lord Hanbury, perhaps I’ll see your problem.”

“Lord Hanbury was my guardian. Lord Doddridge is Oliver’s. Oliver ... chose him



when he inherited the earldom.”

Lord Blackthorne went still. “Excuse me?”

“Lord Doddridge was a friend of my father’s, but a man more prominent in London.

Oliver chose him as someone who would understand what a new earl was going

through. Regardless, this doesn’t matter to me right now.”

“Of course it does. Appertan will turn twenty-one within the year, and no longer need

a guardian at all. But if you’re under guardianship, you will not be able to so easily

control him or the estate—your reasoning for our marriage, I believe. That—and

access to your funds. You may do as you please financially, yet I will keep you from

scandal, keep you safe.”

“Safe from what?” she whispered, looking up into his eyes.

“I don’t know,” he answered back, just as softly.

Then he touched her arm, and she flinched.

“What do you need protection from, Cecilia?”

She pulled away from him. “You’re being ridiculous. I am perfectly safe. Now let’s

walk if we’re going to do this.”

To her relief, he remained silent, both of them inhaling the autumn scents of

harvested grains and the richness of the earth being plowed for the spring wheat crop.

He didn’t try to come up with awkward conversations, for which she was grateful.

Gradually she relaxed, letting the peace of the countryside soothe her as it always did.

Her tenants were growing used to them both and no longer sent him suspicious

glances—although they should, she reminded herself.



When they crested a low hill, they could see the New River winding its way toward

London, and the windows of Appertan Hall glittering in the rising sun, as they’d done

for hundreds of years. Cecilia looked upon it all and knew that her family had taken

good care of it, encouraged growth, and protected its people. And within the year,

Oliver could change all that if he didn’t mend his ways.

Lord Blackthorne said, “Let us have our picnic here.”

From within the basket, he removed a blanket and awkwardly tried to spread it out

himself.

“I might have overdone it boxing yesterday,” he said ruefully.

She straightened out the blanket, surprised he would admit any kind of weakness to

her. “Shall I help you to sit?”

He arched a brow. “I am not in my dotage yet, Cecilia.”

She raised both hands in surrender even as she knelt. “You’re the one who said you

were feeling stiff today.”

He smoothly lowered himself to the ground with the aid of the cane. “Shall we see

what Cook prepared?”

It was a feast of sliced ham, bread with butter and jam, several apples, and cider in a

corked bottle. Cecilia was glad to have something with which to busy her hands. Lord

Blackthorne watched as she unbuttoned and removed her gloves, as if even such

innocent skin fascinated him. The wind caught her hair, loosening the occasional curl,

and she kept impatiently tucking each behind her ear. Then, to her surprise, Lord

Blackthorne caught her hand, and with the other, he slowly slid the hair behind her

ear, letting his bare fingers linger. She shivered, and had no choice but to meet his



eyes.

“Don’t,” she whispered, imploring him.

“Don’t what?” he answered in a husky voice. “Touch my wife? We are in public, in

the middle of the facade you created.”

She stiffened. “That is unfair.”

“I know, but it’s the truth. Now you say we are to hold a dinner party tomorrow. Like

the ladies from Enfield—”

“Who will be there,” she interrupted glumly.

“—will others believe you were enraptured by my way with the written word?”

She looked down at her knees almost touching his thigh. He leaned back, bracing

himself on one hand, the better to see into her face, she knew.

“Yes,” she whispered.

“How shall I behave? What would you like me to do? And don’t say ‘disappear,’

because that will not happen.”

She tried not to smile but couldn’t help it. She saw his expression relax, those dark

brown eyes softening. She felt trapped there, trying to see into his soul.

“Behave as you wish,” she said simply. “I cannot tell a grown man what to do. I only

ask that you not ... ingratiate yourself with everyone.”

“You fear I am so quick with conversation and friendship?” he said dryly.



“I have put you in a terrible position, I know.” She covered her face and sighed

before looking at him again. “It isn’t fair, this marriage I asked of you. You should go

now, before my demands get worse. When I decide, I’ll ... send word. Surely your

family misses you.”

“Go now, so you can deny that I’m your husband?” he said gently.

“I haven’t let you be my husband. I probably won’t.”

“In the eyes of the law—”

“We don’t know what the law truly says!”

“In the eyes of Society—”

“Stop!”

She put her hand over his mouth, a childish move, but it suddenly felt very adult. He

caught her hand and briefly held it there, and when she felt the touch of his tongue

tasting her bare palm, she gave a shudder as the sensation burned a path clear into the

depths of her stomach. She caught her breath.

He let her go, and when she clasped her hand back against her chest, he leaned

toward her. “Has any man made a simple kiss on your hand feel like that?”

“That wasn’t a kiss! It was—it was—” What was it? She couldn’t even describe it.

“I want to taste even more of you,” he said hoarsely, cupping her face with one hand.

Her mouth fell open as she imagined his lips on hers again, parting, and the taste of

his tongue. She’d been imagining that taste ever since their first kiss. His palm was



hot on her cheek, his face so close she thought he might kiss her again, right there in

the open, where anyone could see.

“I won’t be a—a thing you owe my father,” she whispered.

“Though I never saw it coming, what’s between us is so much more than that—can’t

you tell?”

“No, I can’t!” She broke away. “Now stand up so I can fold the blanket. I must get

back.”

He remained silent on the walk back to the house, and she kept in front of him, not

wanting to look at his face, to remember the burning intensity he’d shown her.

Talbot met them in the entrance hall. “Lady Blackthorne, Lord Doddridge has arrived

and is already in your study.”

Relief swept over her like cool water over a burn. “Thank you, Talbot, I will go to

him.” She glanced over her shoulder at Lord Blackthorne, not meeting his eyes.

“Have a good morning, my lord.”

He bowed, the picnic basket in one hand, the cane in the other, studying her with too

knowing a gaze. She hurried off to meet with Lord Doddridge, feeling herself again,

calm and in control in her study, not like that windswept girl on a hill who didn’t

know what she wanted.
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M ichael watched her flee, noticed that even Talbot almost arched a brow at the last

twitch of her skirts.

“May I take the basket from you, my lord?” Talbot asked smoothly.

“I’ll accompany you to the servants’ wing,” Michael said, handing over the basket.

If that made Talbot curious, he would never reveal it. Together, they walked through

the older section of the castle, into the servants’ wing that had been built in the

eighteenth century for more modern times. They passed a wine storage room, beer

cellar, and the plate scullery.

“What can you tell me about Lord Doddridge?” Michael asked.

Talbot answered promptly. “He has been a gracious guardian to Lord Appertan.”

“But a recent one, according to my wife.”

“I do believe that is so, my lord.”

Michael felt a pinch of frustration, but he’d known it would be difficult to discover

things from such a loyal employee. “And the first guardian?” he asked.

Talbot waited for a maid to pass, her eyes downcast, then he gestured for Michael to

enter a small room, obviously his office, with a desk, sideboard, and several chairs. A

small window looked out on the garden, surely a sign of his respected position in the

household to have such a view.



“My lord, I am not certain what you require of me—”

“Some help, Talbot. Your mistress asked for my assistance with Lord Appertan and

his behavior. But if I don’t know everything that is going on, how can I help her? It’s

obvious she is worried about her brother, and if I can do anything to ease her mind, I

want to do it.”

Talbot hesitated, and in that moment, Michael realized that if Talbot knew the

strained status of the marriage, he would never help Michael at all. But at last he

gestured to a chair, and instead of walking behind his desk, pulled up another chair

next to Michael.

“My lord, I am only the butler,” he said quietly. “But I have been with this household

my entire adult life, as has Mrs. Ellison. We both want his lordship and Lady

Blackthorne to be content with their lives. But do I know things of a personal nature?

Perhaps some, most of which I would not dream of sharing with anyone, even my

lady’s husband. I would not long be trusted as a butler if I betrayed confidences that I

overheard in the course of my duties. But as to their guardians, I might be able to

briefly converse although I don’t believe what I know is of much benefit.”

“That’s a fair answer,” Michael said, crossing his arms over his chest as he studied

the other man. “So tell me about the first guardian, the one they both shared.”

“The guardianship was arranged long ago with a cousin of their mother’s, someone

who would not be in line to inherit any part of the earldom. But he was a country

cousin who seldom went to London. Young Lord Appertan chafed almost

immediately, for their guardian never went to Town, and only made rare appearances

at Appertan Hall. I do believe that Lady Blackthorne concluded they felt it difficult to

properly chaperone an heiress, and did not wish to deal with Lord Appertan’s ... high

spirits.”



“So once Appertan became the earl, he had a right to choose his own guardian, and

Lord Doddridge suited him, according to my wife.”

“I imagine all young men wish to do whatever they please,” Talbot said in a faintly

amused voice. “Lord Doddridge permitted this, as long as he could be certain the

estates were being properly cared for. When Lady Blackthorne proved she could

function in that capacity, he stipulated that he would visit once a month to be

apprised. But surely you know most of this, my lord.”

“Did you ever hear that Lord Doddridge might have deliberately sought the position

of Lord Appertan’s guardian?”

“Sought?” Talbot echoed, frowning. “As in, for a motive all his own?”

Michael nodded.

“I’m sorry, my lord, but that I don’t know.”

“And he doesn’t benefit in any way?”

“I believe not.”

This was pointless. How could he ask the butler if Lord Doddridge would benefit if

Cecilia were dead? It would sound ... ominous.

“Thank you for your information, Talbot,” Michael said. “I’ll be having dinner with

the man tonight and no chance to discuss him with my wife beforehand. You’ve been

helpful. Do you mind if I ask about the new servants most recently hired?”

Talbot frowned. “There have only been three, my lord, only one of whom is under my

direct control. Susan, the new maid, works for Mrs. Ellison, and Parsons, the



watchman, is overseen by the gamekeeper. The page, Francis, runs errands and does

the occasional task about the house when the footmen are too busy.”

“How old is he?”

“Seventeen. He, of course, aspires to be a footman. But we are his first employer.”

The boy was certainly old enough to be up to mischief if he wanted to. And Susan

also had the run of the house, but Michael remembered the horrified expression on

her face when the bust fell toward Cecilia.

“My lord, have we given you some reason to question our hiring decisions?”

Michael would have liked to confide in Talbot but worried that his suspicions might

become common knowledge. “I know Susan the maid is also relatively new, and that

accident involving the falling bust concerns me. My wife almost died.”

Talbot studied him gravely. “And you fear for her. I understand.”

“Due to my military career, we will most likely be separated for long periods of

time.” How strange that he would have settled for this so easily once upon a time, but

now that he was so against it, he didn’t have the first idea how to solve it. “I need to

know that my wife is safe, Talbot. Can you do me a favor and recheck the references

and the backgrounds of the new people hired?”

“Of course, my lord. I will confer with the steward and see it done.”

Michael stood up with the aid of his cane. “Thank you. I know I have no true

standing within this household, but I appreciate your taking my concerns seriously.”

“Lady Blackthorne often remarked on the late earl’s high praise of you, my lord. I am



grateful to see your concern for her, considering ...” He trailed off.

“Considering I agreed to marry her sight unseen?” Michael answered dryly.

Talbot gave a brief nod.

“I am more than content with my decision.” He only hoped that someday Cecilia

would say the same.

B efore dawn the next morning, Cecilia congratulated herself for getting out of the

Hall before the sun was even up. Surely she was safe in broad daylight, out among

her people. She needed a walk to help her think, and she couldn’t do that with Lord

Blackthorne dogging her heels. It would be a long day, much of it spent answering

more of Lord Doddridge’s questions before welcoming a large party of guests for

dinner.

The old man was as genial as always, and she received the usual pats on the head for

a job well-done, as if she were his favorite pet who performed all the right tricks. He

did appreciate her work because, of course, it left less for him to do, but he was so

very patronizing.

Her thoughts wandered as always to Lord Blackthorne, who’d attempted to seduce a

decision from her on their marriage. He wanted her to trust him, and often she felt

like she couldn’t trust anyone but herself. She remembered her panicked suggestion

that perhaps he should visit his family. He wasn’t going to do that. So last night,

she’d realized she could bring his family to him and had written a letter to his mother,

sending it the half day’s journey this morning with a footman. She was still

congratulating herself.

As the gray light gave way to the first rays of the sun, she waved to gardeners and

grooms, dairymaids and plowboys. Farther from the hall, she followed her usual path



along a creek and into a dense copse of woodland. She could smell the falling leaves

of oak and sycamore, see the muted colors of autumn mixed in with the green. Leaves

already formed a dense carpet across the path, and she kicked at them, trying to

summon up her usual optimistic start to the day.

Suddenly, the ground seemed to give way before her. She’d been moving so quickly,

all she could do was flail her arms as she fell forward, where leaves now trickled

between branches that had been laid as a distraction. She crashed through them and

down into a hole, landing hard on her side, her breath knocked from her to leave her

gasping. Dazed and shocked, she tried to roll onto her back, and it was as if every

bone in her body had been realigned in the fall, and now protested painfully. For what

seemed like endless moments, she gaped up at the overcast sky glimpsed between

treetops. Crisp leaves continued to fall gently on top of her, along with the faintest

drops of a light mist.

The cool wetness seemed to make her brain function again, and she slowly pushed

herself into a sitting position. The ground oozed with mud, her filthy skirts were

twisted around her. And although it hurt to take a deep breath, she hadn’t hit her

head. Her limbs seemed to work, and there was no blood. She’d been so lucky, she

thought, hugging herself.

And then she realized she’d walked this same path yesterday, and the hole hadn’t

been there. Why would someone dig in the middle of a little woodland? It wouldn’t

be for a well—there was no cottage nearby, and the creek was so close that moisture

continued to ooze slowly into the hole.

Holding on to a root protruding from the earthen wall, she got to her feet—and

realized that she couldn’t reach the top of the hole. Standing on her tiptoes, she tried

over and over, but only managed to dislodge dirt that fell into her eyes and mouth,

making her cough and gag, even as her eyes ran.



She was trapped.

Fear shot through her, and she crouched against the edge of the hole, as if someone

would start shooting down at her, as if she were a deer with a broken leg—or

something equally expendable.

Had—had someone done this deliberately?

No, she told herself. It had to be an accident. If deliberate, the person would know she

walked this way nearly every day, had done so only yesterday. Everyone would be

able to find her, especially Lord Blackthorne, who surely knew her customary paths

by now.

There might be people who would think he had motive not to find her, but she

refused to believe it. Whoever put her there knew she might be found soon, which

meant they only wanted to harm her—or did they think the fall would kill her?

She hugged herself, feeling the cold mud surrounding her bare stocking. Somehow

she’d lost a shoe, she thought a bit wildly.

And then she started to scream for help.

She walked these paths every day, knew how desolate they could be—especially in

bad weather, she realized bleakly, as rain began to fall in earnest. So she screamed

louder, reminding herself that someone in her household would miss her and come

looking.

M ichael stood in the breakfast-parlor window, staring out at the bleak landscape

through the rain that ran in rivulets down the diamond-shaped panes of glass. His jaw

ached from all the clenching he’d done since the moment he realized Cecilia had left

on her walk without him. He’d known in his gut he had to accompany her



everywhere, and now something was wrong. She hadn’t returned in her normal time.

He pivoted about his cane and saw Lord Doddridge calmly eating his bacon and

mushrooms, buttering a muffin, his lined face unconcerned as he squinted at the

Times. He was a short man, but his posture was unbowed, as if he met the world

squarely and was confident in his ability to handle anything. Did he think that

everyone was just as capable as he was, leaving him unconcerned about Cecilia?

Or was he unconcerned because he was in on some sort of plot?

Appertan lounged almost regally in his chair, watching Michael, then rolled eyes.

“She got caught in the rain and is waiting it out somewhere. You don’t need to be so

worried.”

And then he looked away, because he damn well knew why Michael was worried.

Did he look away out of guilt?

The uncertainty was the worst part—whether or not someone was trying to kill her,

and if so, who it was. But that didn’t matter right now, so much as finding her and

making sure she was all right.

“I can’t wait here any longer,” he said, limping swiftly toward the door.

Doddridge glanced up at him with curiosity. The old man hadn’t said much when

they met this morning, only arched a brow when Appertan had introduced Michael as

Cecilia’s husband, looking him up and down without stating his conclusions. He

shook his head and went back at his newspaper.

“You’re going out in this?” Appertan demanded. “She’ll laugh at you when you find

her—or she’ll be angry that you didn’t trust her to handle herself.”



“I’ll accept any of that as long as I know she’s well.” He glanced at Talbot, who was

looking relieved. “Can you send someone to the stables to prepare my mount while I

retrieve my cloak?”

A half hour later, Michael was riding across the grassy park, feeling like himself

again on his horse. He followed Cecilia’s usual path, asking the occasional tenant or

servant if she’d been seen. She had, but then most pointed to the dripping sky and

said they had gone indoors and hadn’t seen her return. After an hour, the sick feeling

in his stomach seemed to be spreading, clenching his heart, bringing an ache that

battered the inside of his skull. She meant so much to him already. Her sunny letters

to India had never failed to cheer him even though he knew they’d masked pain. He’d

been a stranger to her, someone she didn’t have to care about, but she’d taken the

time for him. But then, she took care of everyone residing on their estates, believed

she could make the world right for her younger brother though he was a grown man

and should have been taking care of her. She thought the best of everyone—yet

someone might be trying to kill her, and she knew that, and was trying to deal with it

on her own.

Michael slowed his mount when he reached the woodland. She could be lost within

the trees, her ankle twisted, looking for shelter. “Cecilia?” he shouted, as the rain

trickled beneath his collar like a cold brush of reality. He slowed his horse to a walk,

feeling that old stiffening in his neck that he’d always trusted. Some men felt it in

their gut, but he trusted his neck. “Cecilia?”

And then he thought he heard the faintest cry. He froze, and his horse did the same,

its ears twitching. Slowly, he went forward, and the cry became louder, though

hoarse.

“I’m here! But beware the hole!”

He came up short when he understood her and dismounted. He could see the hole



now, a gaping blackness in the center of the narrow path. Cursing under his breath, he

pulled the cane out of the strap behind the saddle, and limped forward. He saw the top

of her blond head before he reached the edge, and went down on his knees to peer in.

“You came,” she cried, sagging back against the dirt wall that was etched with

rivulets of water and mud.

The color of her gown was indiscernible, her hair and face matted with mud. But she

was alive and on her feet and staring up at him with hope.

“Are you injured?” he demanded.

She shook her head. “But I can’t get out. If you hadn’t come ...”

She trailed off, swallowing, and he knew she’d feared that she’d been abandoned.

“I’ll always come for you, Cecilia,” he said. Then he saw a stone as she dropped it,

the gouges in the wall one above the other near a tree root. “Were you trying to dig

stairs?”

Her blue eyes lightened with satisfaction. “Yes, I was. But it’s very muddy, and I

wasn’t sure they could hold my weight, even if I supported myself with the root.”

“You’re a resourceful woman,” he said with admiration, watching her blush beneath

the layer of dirt on her skin. “And you never lost your head. Take my hands, and I’ll

pull you to safety.”

Her hands were slick with mud, and he could feel her trembling. As he pulled, she

used her feet to climb up the rough walls of the hole. When she emerged, she

collapsed against him. He held her tight, kissing the top of her head over and over,

feeling more relieved and full of fear than he’d ever felt on a battlefield.



She clutched at him for a moment, her heart pounding against his chest, her body

quaking. And then he realized how cold she was, for her hands were like ice. He held

her back a bit although she was still in his lap.

Chafing her dirty hands between his, he stared into her face. “What happened?”

“I don’t know,” she said between chattering teeth. “One moment, I was striding

along; the next, I was falling forward. I’m so lucky—I could have broken my neck!”

She stared up at him almost wildly.

He took her cold face between his hands. “Thank God you’re all right. I knew

something was wrong even though everyone else thought you’d sought shelter from

the rain.”

“Thank you,” she whispered, then dropped her gaze.

“Let me get you home. We’ll talk then.”

He saw her chin lift, the mutinous curve of her mouth, as if she planned to keep

everything in. Well, he’d just see about that. He stood up first, and when he pulled

her up after him, she swayed.

“Goodness, my skirts are heavy when they’re full of mud,” she said, her

lightheartedness obviously forced.

“The horse won’t care.”

She pulled back and stared up at him. “We are not riding together.”

He rolled his eyes even as the rain streaked down, washing more of the mud from her

stubborn face. “Do you hear yourself? Do you plan to walk back in this weather? I’ll



mount first, then pull you up.”

She opened her mouth as if to protest, but he ignored her, mounting and securing his

cane, before reaching down a hand. With an exaggerated sigh of surrender, she put

her foot on top of his in the stirrup, and he had an intriguing glimpse of her damp

stockings. Then he pulled, and he managed to toss her across his lap although she

obviously meant to ride behind.

“This is ... uncomfortable,” she fumed.

He slid back in the saddle so that her hip wasn’t jammed against the pommel. “For

me, too. But I’ll suffer quietly.”

Of course, he was suffering in ways she couldn’t imagine, with her body so

intimately close to his. He opened his cloak and pulled it around her, sharing his heat.

He felt her stiffen, thought she’d protest, but then, with a sigh, she sank back against

him. They rode home in silence, and he wasn’t surprised to see Talbot, Mrs. Ellison,

and Nell waiting beneath the portico, wearing relieved expressions. But her brother

wasn’t there.

Mrs. Ellison and Nell took charge, hustling Cecilia away. Talbot called for Tom and

Will to see to bathing tubs for both rooms. Michael had a brief flash of sharing a

brimming tub with his wife, but he put it from his mind—for now.

Talbot was staring at him. “My lord, do tell me what happened. Lady Blackthorne

looks a fright.”

Michael saw Appertan leaning in the doorway of the drawing room, and Doddridge

hovering just behind, wringing his hands together.

“Do you want to know, too?” Michael asked his brother-in-law.



Appertan frowned. “What kind of question is that?”

Michael glared at him. “It’s a good thing I didn’t listen to you. She’d fallen into a

hole.”

“Why wasn’t she walking her normal route?” Appertan asked irritably.

“She was. That hole wasn’t there yesterday.”

He saw Talbot inhale and Appertan’s eyes widen, even as Doddridge gaped.

“A hole?” Appertan echoed. “She wasn’t limping.”

“The hole was deep enough that she couldn’t escape. I heard her screaming for help.”

Appertan grimaced and ran a hand through his hair before eyeing Michael once again.

“My thanks for your gallant rescue. Go take care of yourself before you catch a

fever.”

“Shall I escort you, Lord Blackthorne?” Talbot asked.

“I’m fine.” He glanced back at Appertan. “I’ll speak with you soon.”

“I assume you’ll be speaking with my sister first. We can cancel the dinner this

evening if she likes.”

Michael was tempted to decide in her stead, saying of course they should cancel it.

But there would be so many people who knew her—possible suspects. Yet it wasn’t

up to him. “I’ll let you know.”

He went up to his bedroom to change, and then confront his wife.
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C ecilia couldn’t stop shaking, even after submerging herself in a steaming bath. Nell

wanted to bundle her into bed for the day with hot compresses, but Cecilia was too

impatient for that, dressing in a plain, loose gown, then pacing after Nell brought her

a tray of carrot soup, bread, and hot tea.

When she was alone, Cecilia looked crossly at the tray. “I’m not sick.”

But inside, she was sick at heart. She was so used to being in control of every

situation, and these—these accidents made her feel like cowering under her covers

and never leaving her room. She couldn’t live like that. Uncertainty and fear were

making her question everything.

Except ... Lord Blackthorne. He’d rescued her from the hole, confirming her belief in

his innocence. Nell confided that he’d been worried through breakfast, whereas

Oliver said that surely the storm had delayed her.

As if her own brother didn’t want her found.

Cecilia felt the prick of tears again, put her palms over her eyes, and willed them

away. Crying wouldn’t help.

A knock on her door made her straighten, and she tried to compose herself as she

called for the person to enter. She wasn’t surprised to see her husband, his gaze

focused darkly on her, taking everything in. With her old garments on, and her hair

pulled back with a simple bow, she felt unmade, unkempt, which was the most

ridiculous thing to think at such a time. But Lord Blackthorne seemed to do that to

her.



He closed the door and leaned both hands on his cane as he studied her.

“Do I pass inspection?” she asked wryly.

“You clean up well.”

She almost laughed at that even though she wasn’t amused.

“How do you feel?”

She hesitated. “It hurts to take a deep breath.”

“Your ribs.”

“So the doctor informs me. I have some aches, but he says I was very lucky, and

there’s nothing he can do for me except prescribe rest and warm baths for my pain.”

In her mind, she was in the cold mud again, feeling the rain start, wondering with

terror what it would be like to waste away like a trapped animal.

“Try not to think about it,” he said, his voice gentler.

She blinked at him. “We’ve been acquainted just over a week, and already you read

me too well.”

“Too well? Do you not think I’ve spent the last several hours imagining what might

have happened if I hadn’t found you? From the looks of you, you’ve done the same.”

She gave him a weak smile.

“So tell me what happened,” he continued, his voice businesslike again. “And then



we notify the constable.”

Her head came up. “No. Surely some poacher dug a hole to—”

“Enough with these games where you pretend to ignore the truth,” he interrupted.

He limped toward her until she had to arch her neck to look up at him.

“You don’t believe any of this was an accident, and I’m done going along with your

games of fancy, where you wish things were different.”

“What are you saying?”

“We’re all concerned about you, and we’ve shared information. Miss Webster

confided your concerns to Appertan, who confided in me. You think someone might

be trying to harm you—or even kill you.”

She’d said that to Penelope, but hearing the cold, hard words from her husband’s

mouth felt ... different, and very real. “I ... I imagine I shall keep my secrets from now

on.”

He groaned and ran a hand through his dark hair. “ That’s your response? That you

wish you’d said nothing? Would you prefer I think you had some bad luck, so that

when this villain succeeded, we could have only complained about how we wish

we’d known?”

She looked away from his focused gaze, hearing the frustration in his voice even

though he didn’t raise it. He was not a man to lose control, to react without thinking.

“Lord Blackthorne—”

“My name is Michael. I’ve been ‘Sergeant’ or ‘Blackthorne’ for so long that I forget



what my Christian name sounds like. I would like you to use it.”

“Michael,” she said in a soft voice.

Some part of him must have relaxed, for he spoke in a more normal tone. “When you

fell into the hole, you saw and heard no one?”

“Not until you arrived.” She folded her hands at her waist.

“And since this all started at the time of my arrival, do you think I’m capable of

this?”

“No.”

“What can I say to convince you that—” He broke off in sudden realization of her

denial. “My rescue today must have convinced you of my innocence.”

“Not really. I simply ... never believed you capable of it even when I wondered if I

was being na?ve.” Her father had known Michael for years under the worst sort of

conditions and only had high praise for him. Ever since his arrival, although they

disagreed about their marriage, he’d abided by her wishes and even tried to help her

brother.

“Thank you,” he said softly, his eyes momentarily tender.

The answering sweet ache deep inside her was unsettling.

He cleared his throat. “Then call the constable,” he said again.

She briefly closed her eyes. “And what would I say, Michael? That I tripped down

the stairs? That a maid admitted she thought she’d accidentally bumped the bust that



fell on me? And now—a hole? The constable sees poacher traps every day!” And the

most damning reason: the person with the best motive to harm her was her brother,

whose life she controlled. But since he could take all of that control away from

her—and she so loved him—she refused to believe he might be guilty and didn’t

want anyone else tarnishing his reputation by suggesting it aloud. “Michael, I have no

proof. ”

“But if we talk to the constable,” Michael continued, “then he’ll be on the alert.”

“Any more than you already are? You live here.”

“Are you saying you trust me to take care of you?”

“I don’t know what I believe.” To her dismay, her voice cracked, and she cleared her

throat to cover the weakness. Was she really like her mother? Cecilia had tried so

hard to be confident in her own worth, but her mother could never trust in that, could

never trust the men in her life. Maybe Cecilia was the same way, and she’d never

realized it. She didn’t trust Oliver to manage the estate; she didn’t trust Michael to be

a husband to her. Those fears had made her mother a miserable, clinging woman

who’d destroyed every small happiness that came her way.

It all came down to trust, and Cecilia didn’t know how to trust anyone but herself.

How could that be, when she’d had such a wonderful father? Perhaps she thought no

man could ever compare. Was a lack of trust the reason she never wanted to marry,

why she was so content to take over the estates herself? Putting herself in someone

else’s hands seemed like the worst mistake imaginable. It was better to be alone.

“We need to cancel this dinner,” he suddenly said.

He was standing near the window, looking out on the park, his expression cool and

composed. Appertan Hall was just a place to him, but to her, it was an integral part of



her life, as necessary as her blood. And somewhere out there was a person who

wanted her dead.

“This dinner might have suspects,” she said. “You’re a soldier—isn’t it your duty to

investigate?”

“I’ve already begun.” He glanced at her pointedly.

“You have? What have you learned?”

“I don’t have time to lay it out for you today—unless you’re canceling the dinner.”

She lifted her chin. “No.”

Then he came to her, so swiftly she almost fell back a step. He caught her as she

began to sway, his hands cupping her waist, his face leaning toward her.

“I will keep you safe, Cecilia,” he whispered with urgency.

How could he? If someone who knew and loved her wanted her dead...

But no, that was a fatalistic attitude. The villain didn’t have to be Oliver. Perhaps

there was someone else.

She stepped back, and Michael’s warm hands fell away from her waist. “Then I’ll see

you for dinner,” she said.

He looked as if he wanted to say something else, then he pressed his lips in a straight

line, nodded, and limped toward the dressing-room door.

He suddenly stopped, and said over his shoulder. “Don’t mistake a simple limp for



weakness, Cecilia. I will ensure your safety, whatever I have to do.”

And then he left, and all she could do was hug herself. Sometimes she wished she

were the type of woman who would fling herself into a man’s arms and beg to be

rescued.

But she would never let that happen.

C ecilia spent much of the day in her bedroom, where Mrs. Ellison came to consult

her about the seating for the dinner party and a problem with the menu. Cecilia was

glad to think about something other than the suspicions buzzing endlessly around in

her brain. When Mrs. Ellison hinted that they could still cancel because of the

unfortunate accident, Cecilia firmly refused.

Late in the afternoon, Talbot informed her that Penelope and Oliver were awaiting

her in the library. She would have preferred to talk to them at dinner, where she

wouldn’t have to relive the accident again. But she had no choice. She went

downstairs, glad for Talbot’s escort, and entered the book-lined room, with its leather

furniture. She saw the way that Penelope glanced worriedly at the plain gown Cecilia

was wearing, and Oliver stared at her over his brandy glass.

As Talbot pulled the door shut behind him, Cecilia looked down at herself, and said

lightly, “You caught me before I could prepare for dinner.”

Penelope rushed to hug her, then gripped her upper arms and stared into her eyes.

“You look as if nothing has happened!”

Cecilia felt as ancient and tired as a god who’d lost his powers. “Believe me, my

aches and pains tell me otherwise.”

“There’s a bruise on your cheek,” Oliver said.



Cecilia touched it with her fingers. “I thought Nell did an admirable job hiding it.”

“But I know you too well,” he said, turning to refill his glass.

The tightness in her throat threatened to choke her, to cause a terrible waterfall of

tears.

“Do you know who dug the hole?” Penelope asked.

She shook her head.

“Do you think someone meant to take down a deer?” Oliver tilted his head as he

studied her.

Cecilia hesitated, wondering if he was implying that he didn’t believe her. “I hope so.

But I understand that both of you repeated my concerns, and now Lord Blackthorne

knows I believe these are more than accidents.”

Penelope winced. “Oh, dear. I thought your brother deserved to know. Was that

wrong of me?”

Cecilia took her hand and gave a tired smile. “No, I understand your concern.” Then

she glanced at Oliver. “I imagine you thought my husband should know.”

Oliver shrugged. “Seems you didn’t bother to tell him. Was that because you think

he’s trying to kill you?”

Penelope gasped aloud, and Cecilia stiffened, surprised to feel herself defensive on

Michael’s behalf.

“No,” Cecilia said. “There’s no motive for him to do so. He will inherit none of my



money. And he was Papa’s good friend for many years.”

Oliver shrugged. “He and I discussed many different suspects.”

“He offered to tell me everything.”

“As you should have done with me,” Oliver countered.

He looked mutinous and angry, as if he realized she didn’t trust him. But how could

he know the depths of her suspicions? Even she didn’t want to consider the worst.

Penelope glanced at each of them with concern. “You have had a terrible day,

Cecilia. If I’d known, I would have come earlier to help you deal with this dinner

party.”

“Mrs. Ellison has it so well in hand that even I have had little to do today, but it is

very sweet of you to offer.”

“You could sit and relax, and I would be happy to read to you.”

Cecilia opened her mouth to decline, but Penelope seemed so anxious to help in any

small way. She finally smiled. “That would be lovely.”

Penelope glanced at Oliver. “Do you mind, Oliver?”

He gestured with his glass. “Good of you to help. I’ll be in the billiard room.”

Anything to escape, Cecilia thought, faintly smiling as she watched him leave the

room. But her smile faded, and her chest hurt, but it wasn’t because of her fall that

morn.



Was she losing her last brother?

M ichael went down to the drawing room before the dinner guests were due to arrive.

Dozens of lamps had been lit to emphasize the ancient weapons displayed high on the

stone walls. Fresh flowers festooned each table, and the smell was almost

overpoweringly sweet.

It was difficult to think about entertaining guests after what had happened that

morning. And it was a mark of Cecilia’s bravery—or stubbornness—that she was

going through with it. He stalked to the French doors and looked out through the

windows at the gardens, where dusk had fallen. Long shadows crept across the

ground like fingers pointing at the castle.

Logically, he understood that since the “accidents” had begun right after he arrived,

she might suspect him. But she didn’t, as if she’d grown to trust him. He felt elated

and hopeful, until he remembered the bust shattering on the marble, and looking over

the balustrade to see Cecilia gaping up at him from where she’d tumbled to the floor.

She’d almost fallen down the stairs the first night he arrived. Yet she’d gone on

denying what had happened, pretending everything was all right.

He’d thought the way she kept her distance from him was about their marriage, his

insistence on remaining in the union and her resistance to the whole idea. And then

there was her brother and his many problems, and the future certainty that she’d have

to give up running the empire she’d nurtured. There were so many reasons for her to

be upset—he’d just never considered that she was frightened for her life.

After leaving her earlier, he’d gone to meet with Talbot, who’d already looked into

the new servants again. The page, Francis, was the only one hired without references,

but he was a parish boy, whom everyone knew. Talbot had heard a story or two about

the boy brawling with friends, or fishing when he should be working, but nothing that

would implicate him as a murderer. But then again, a page had tasks all over the



house, errands for this person or that. He’d least be missed. But dig a hole to kill his

mistress? That would achieve nothing but her death, and how could Francis possibly

want revenge against a mistress beloved by the entire staff?

The new watchman, Parsons, had grown up in Enfield, moved to London as a young

man, then recently returned to support his wife and two babies. His London

references were impeccable. And as for timing, the watchmen had a nightly schedule

where they checked in with each other routinely as they patrolled the grounds. A

watchman would have been noticed if he was lurking in the Hall the day the bust fell.

And Susan, the maid? He’d seen her face during the incident, believed down to his

soul she’d been shocked and horrified. And again, her brothers Tom and Will lived in

the Hall, too. What motive could she have? Servants as suspects just seemed so

implausible.

Voices disturbed Michael’s rumination, and he turned, realizing he stood in the

shadows by the French doors, for Miss Webster and Appertan had not seen him. She

was obviously besotted with the young lord, worshipping him with her eyes when he

wasn’t looking, smiling and tossing her head when he might be admiring her figure.

Michael felt so much older than either of them. It seemed long ago that a young girl

wanted to impress him. And even then, it had only been because of the lies his father

told about the status of their family.

Though Appertan seemed to expect such feminine attention, there was a distant focus

to his eyes if Miss Webster wasn’t speaking. Michael wondered if he worried for his

sister—or worried he might get caught. How was Michael supposed to make sure

Cecilia was never alone with him again? He was her brother! Michael had put

together a contingent of servants, led by Talbot and Mrs. Ellison, to make certain that

Cecilia never went anywhere alone, though his proud wife would certainly protest.

It was Mrs. Ellison who escorted her into the drawing room. Michael gritted his teeth,

remembering the way the housekeeper had reddened when she’d told him Cecilia’s



wish to make her entrance without him.

“She’s beside herself right now, my lord,” Mrs. Ellison had whispered. “Give her

time. She’s used to being on her own, poor thing.”

He’d acquiesced reluctantly, and now, as Cecilia arrived, he felt himself relax at last.

For just a moment, she paused on the threshold, and he saw her gaze take in Appertan

and Miss Webster, who stood talking quietly together, not noticing her. Her blue

eyes, usually so lively, looked momentarily bruised and sad. Michael couldn’t

imagine what it would be like to wonder if the brother she’d helped raise was a

villain.

When Appertan glanced up at her, Cecilia blossomed with a smile. It was all an act,

but in that moment, she shone with a radiance that made Michael ache both in

sympathy for her and in painful desire. Her blond hair was upswept, and several tiny

ringlets danced about her ears and brushed her shoulders. Her gown matched the deep

blue of her eyes and sparkled with beading across her square-cut bodice. Her bare

shoulders looked vulnerable and tempting at the same time, and her cleavage was

close enough to the edge of propriety as a married woman was allowed, enough to

make her husband practically drool. Her waist was tiny, and her hips flared out,

emphasized by the sweep of her skirts and the graceful way she moved.

When their gazes met, everything else seemed to stop. If he had seen her across a

London ballroom, he’d have known she was out of his reach, a goddess among mere

mortals. He noticed only distantly the pleased smile Miss Webster granted Appertan,

as if to tell him she approved of Cecilia’s marriage. Appertan didn’t smile back.

But Cecilia was Michael’s wife, and he meant to keep it that way, whatever her

brother thought. He limped toward her now, surprised when she swept into a curtsy

that allowed him to see even more of the valley between her breasts. Other men

would see that sight tonight, and he didn’t like the ugly jealousy that stirred in him.



How would it be, night after night, imagining her half a world away from him,

meeting the rakes of Society?

“You look handsome tonight, my lord,” she murmured.

“My trunk of clothing finally arrived from the steamship,” he said. “Even in Bombay,

we had need of evening garments, but of course, you must remember that.”

“We did try to copy English society as much as possible,” she admitted.

Now that he was closer, he could see the bruise marring her cheek beneath the

powder. He cupped her cheek, lightly touching it with his thumb. He felt her shiver.

“Does that hurt?” he asked quietly.

She shook her head. “Only if one presses hard.”

He allowed himself one last brush of her skin, then let his hand fall away.

“Be careful,” he murmured. “You realize, of course, that you can never leave this

room unattended.”

“I know.”

She seemed almost relieved when Talbot announced the first guests. Mrs. Webster

arrived with her son and his wife, Miss Webster’s parents, and Michael saw the way

they doted on Appertan as if he’d long been a part of their family. What was it about

the young man that made everyone treat him that way? Michael wondered irritably.

And then Cecilia turned toward him expectantly, her smile pleasant and proud. For

the next half hour, he was introduced to two dozen neighbors and friends. He knew



many had been eager to meet him and felt uncomfortable as their avid gazes looked

him over. His family had never socialized much once the estate had gobbled up his

mother’s dowry. But he was surprised how much his military experiences assisted

him on such an evening since he’d often attended events in Bombay with Lord

Appertan. He answered questions and appeared interested; little more was required of

him as the center attraction that evening.

To his surprise, several of Appertan’s friends arrived, including Rowlandson. Cecilia

did not make much of this though she quietly spoke to Talbot about the dinner seating

when she had the chance. Michael didn’t glare at Rowlandson but kept his gaze cool

and narrowed, and was surprised by the man’s confusion.

Eventually, he and Cecilia were separated, and he made it a point to thread his way

through the chattering crowd right for Rowlandson.

The other man eyed him nervously. “My lord?”

“I’m surprised you attended, sir,” Michael said in a low, barely restrained voice.

“I was sure the absence of my invitation had been accidental.” Rowlandson’s gaze

searched the crowd, then landed on Appertan with confusion.

Michael frowned. “Do you not remember what happened at the taproom a few days

ago?”

“I was deep in my cups,” Rowlandson said with a wince. “I remember your being

there, but little else. I hope I did not ... offend you.”

“Offend me? You terrorized a maid, and we had words about the subject. I threatened

you.”



Rowlandson blanched. “Truly? Forgive me for not remembering.” He looked down at

his hands as if desperate for alcohol.

“Perhaps you need to drink less,” Michael said sarcastically.

Or perhaps Rowlandson remembered it all and was pretending not to. Could he and

his cronies still hold a grudge against Cecilia because she’d practically banished them

from Appertan Hall? Inebriation could make some men lose the last of their

inhibitions. Perhaps Rowlandson’s fondling a maid wasn’t that far removed from

trying to incapacitate Cecilia, if not kill her.

“You are correct, my lord.” Rowlandson shrugged. “I allow drink to consume me

when I shouldn’t.”

He seemed pliable, so Michael decided to use that to his advantage. “I imagine it’s

difficult to avoid alcohol when Lord Appertan and all your other friends are imbibing

at great speeds.”

Rowlandson nodded ruefully. “It is true. I can’t seem to deny myself when others

aren’t.”

“Does that include gambling? There was a bit of that going on the other night, but I

wasn’t certain if Lord Appertan approved.”

“Approved?” Rowlandson echoed, then laughed. “He indulges his betting instincts

like the rest of us.”

“So it’s common among your set?”

“As common as among any group of men.”



“I imagine you all must go through your allowances quickly.”

Rowlandson reddened and couldn’t meet Michael’s gaze. “Occasionally, yes, but

Appertan is always the one with the cool head about such things.”

Cool head? Not a term Michael would have used to describe his brother-in-law.

“Appertan doesn’t gamble?”

“Not to excess, unlike ... some of us.”

Michael didn’t think Rowlandson’s face could get any redder. He lowered his voice

as if in confidence. “There were ladies expected the night your crowd played billiards

here, a different kind of excess for someone like Appertan.”

Rowlandson showed the first signs of confused unease. “The women were for others,

not Appertan. He’s surprisingly dull where the fair sex are concerned. Loyalty to his

fiancée and all that. Seems before marriage should be the time for a last fling, eh?”

First coolheaded, and now twenty years of age and not chasing wild young women?

Why did this not seem like the Appertan Michael had known these last few days?

Michael looked around the room. “I don’t see many of your other friends here. Are

they back in London?”

“Some, but most live within an hour’s ride or so. We used to stay at Appertan Hall,

but recently ...” He let his words trail off, then shrugged, as if he didn’t want to

disparage Cecilia to her husband’s face. “I mean no disrespect to Lady Blackthorne,”

he quickly added, his expression striving for sincerity. “A few even considered

courting her, and I heard one had even gone so far as to make his intentions known,

but Appertan wouldn’t tell me who it was.” He slowly smiled and gestured with his

chin. “Could be any one of those fools flocking around her, yes?”



Michael turned his head sharply, and there was Cecilia, bathed in golden light from

the chandelier overhead, several “fools” too close. They gazed with varying degrees

of admiration and regret, but how to know what they were truly thinking?

She smiled at them all with a soft, pretty sweetness, as if she had forgotten what such

attention was like. Suddenly, from somewhere deep inside Michael’s brain, he found

himself thinking, Not again.

Whoa, he told himself, as if he were a racehorse off on the wrong course. Cecilia was

not like his mother, except for beauty and wealth. His mother might have been an

heiress, but she’d been known to have loose standards of fidelity, and his fortune-

hunting father had taken her off her family’s hands.

It was an ugly story, and Michael’s father had only let it slip once, when he’d had too

much to drink. He’d even implied that perhaps Michael’s brother Allen wasn’t truly

his son. Michael had always believed his mother made the best of their situation.

Never had she complained, as their status was lowered, along with their money, and

her family would have nothing to do with her. She’d been a caring, loving mother.

Michael had successfully pushed those old, ugly accusations from his mind until he

saw Cecilia surrounded by adoring young men. He now realized why he’d been

relieved when he’d thought her plain, and the sight of her true beauty had surprised

him—he’d felt the shock and recognition of possibly repeating his father’s life.

Though he’d vowed to marry on his own terms, instead he’d married a ravishing

heiress. It didn’t matter that he hadn’t accepted her money. He knew what it looked

like—as if he’d tricked her into marrying him from halfway around the world.

The guests’ gazes he’d thought simply intrigued now seemed to have a dark edge,

and it took him a moment to call himself away from such foolishness. He knew who

he was, and it wasn’t an imitation of his father. What Cecilia thought was all that



mattered.

“Lady Cecilia!” called a young man’s voice from near the doorway.

Michael couldn’t see who it was, but he heard several gasps, saw people whispering

together. The crowd parted before the quick strides of a young man, with longish

blond hair disarrayed, as if he’d traveled there in haste. His face practically beamed

with happiness.

“Lady Cecilia!” he said again, taking both her gloved hands in his. “I just returned

from the Continent yesterday, and traveled to Enfield just to see you. I haven’t even

had a chance to speak with my parents—”

“Roger,” began an older woman nervously, touching his arm, the feather in her gray

hair bobbing forward. “I didn’t even know the date of your arrival.”

“I know, Mother,” he said, his gaze obviously entranced by Cecilia. “The

housekeeper told me where you were. How fortunate!”

“We really must talk,” his mother said, looking around as if for support, but if her

husband was in the room, he didn’t step forward.

“Lady Cecilia, you look lovely,” Roger continued, never taking his eyes from her,

“no longer in mourning, I see.”

Michael limped toward them, taking his time, wondering how the tableau would play

out. Cecilia glanced at him with bewildered blue eyes, and in that moment, he

realized she didn’t quite understand Roger’s enthusiasm.

She began to say, “Mr. Nash—”



“Surely you’ll allow me to call upon you again,” Roger Nash interrupted. “I could

take you driving, and oh, the picnics we used to have.” He smiled at his wide-eyed

mother. “Of course, you can chaperone us, Mother. I’d never subject Lady Cecilia to

improprieties.”

Michael gave a bow as he reached them, twining his arm with his wife’s, surprised to

feel possessive. “Cecilia, may I be introduced to your friend?”

Nash looked at him at last, and his brilliant smile faded at the edges, as if Michael’s

familiar use of her Christian name had at last penetrated.

“Mr. Nash, allow me to present my husband, Lord Blackthorne.”
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C ecilia felt almost nauseous with fatigue and sadness as she watched Mr. Nash’s

happy expression fade into confusion and disbelief. He hadn’t known she was

married, that much was evident. He’d been an ardent suitor, but had dutifully gone to

travel the Continent because his parents thought him too young to pursue a wife.

He must have heard she’d gone into mourning and just assumed he had plenty of time

to return and pick up where he had left off courting her.

And there was Michael, one hand on his cane, the other tucked behind his back, his

posture proud with military bearing, his expression cool and sober, his very maturity

making Mr. Nash look like an exuberant boy. If Michael cracked a smile, maybe this

would be easier on the young man—or maybe worse, she suddenly realized.

Michael’s very look seemed challenging, as if Mr. Nash could compete for Cecilia’s

hand, and Michael would have to accept the challenge.

None of that was true. Mr. Nash was a distant memory of her youth, when young men

pursued her, and she was half-flattered, half-exasperated. Michael now seemed all

that was dangerous and threatening, not to her person but to her ability to remain

aloof, to be herself. He was drawing her in, luring her to risk everything for the

chance to be ... intimate with him.

“Forgive me, my lady,” Mr. Nash now said stiffly. He gave a cool nod to Michael. “I

ask the same if I have offended you, Lord Blackthorne. I did not know that Lady

Blackthorne had married.”

“Understandable,” Michael said. “I was in India when the marriage was performed

there.”



Cecilia wanted to wince at the confused look on Mr. Nash’s face, as if he couldn’t

understand why she’d marry that way when there were so many local young men to

choose from. Several of her former suitors were in attendance. They’d all been

neighbors—she could hardly invite their parents and not them.

Mr. Nash gave a clipped bow to Cecilia. “My felicitations, Lady Blackthorne.” And

then he escorted his mortified mother away.

“Are you well?” Michael murmured.

“I am.” Cecilia stifled a sigh.

He leaned over her almost protectively—or possessively. It might look many ways to

her guests. But she heard the concern, felt the steadiness of his solid arm within hers.

She remembered with a flash looking up from that muddy pit just that morning, and

seeing his wet face staring down at hers with determination. She’d never been so

happy and grateful to see anyone in her life.

“There are several men here who seem to regret our marriage,” he said, frowning.

She attempted a smile for the benefit of their curious guests. “Perhaps. But there are

also many women here, who upon meeting you, now think our marriage makes

sense.”

He looked truly baffled, and she found herself shaking her head ruefully.

“My lord, you are a handsome man—and a viscount. I am the daughter of an earl, an

heiress. Both of us could have married far more conventionally than we did.”

“I am handsome?” His brow wrinkled.



“Are you looking for a compliment?” she asked. “It is simply that now that they’ve

seen you, my neighbors think I am not so ... eccentric.”

Again, he offered the faint smile that hinted at more. “It was eccentricity that brought

us together?”

“No, it was about control,” she whispered, looking away and blinking at the sudden

moisture in her eyes. “I thought I could control a husband from halfway around the

world, just like I guess I control Oliver, even though I never meant that to happen.”

He said nothing, only watched her with intensity, as if she were a laboratory

experiment.

“But I’m not in control of anything, am I?” she asked, pasting a bright, practiced

smile on her face.

“That’s not true,” he answered solemnly. “You are the master of an entire earldom. I

wonder how many men here realize that.”

She shrugged, but something inside her felt a touch of pride.

“But as for this mystery that has upset the household, we will solve it, so that you’ll

no longer feel so unsettled.”

“ ‘Unsettled,’ ” she echoed. “What an understatement.” Then she stiffened as she saw

someone approach. She held Michael’s arm even closer as she murmured, “Now here

is a suitor who often wouldn’t accept no. Perhaps you will be handy to have around

tonight.”

Michael’s dark eyes glinted. “I don’t mind being used by a beautiful woman.”



She arched a brow. “ ‘Used’? What a wicked word.”

“And it has very many meanings of which I will be pleased to show you.”

She didn’t quite understand what he meant, but it felt decidedly wicked, and to her

surprise, that felt decidedly ... good. Heavens, she didn’t even understand her own

thoughts on that crazy day.

For the half hour before dinner, she treated Michael’s arm as if she needed it to stand,

drawing Oliver’s tipsy, amused regard and Penelope’s curious smile. Michael was

large and threatening, but under a very civilized veneer that seemed a touch thin. She

felt glad of his dangerous air, surrounded by all these people she no longer knew if

she could trust.

These were her neighbors—was one of them trying to kill her? Perhaps she should

hope they were, so it wouldn’t be her brother. Oh please, God, not my brother.

Oliver was standing near his guardian, Lord Doddridge, who still had the same

bewildered, concerned look on his face he’d worn from the moment he’d heard about

her rescue. He was speaking in low tones to her brother, who kept nodding absently,

while staring down into his drink. Was Lord Doddridge concerned about what would

happen if she no longer had control of the estate? Surely, that would make things

worse for him if he had to oversee Oliver closely.

Unless he and Oliver already had some sort of furtive agreement. Oh, she wished she

could just shut off her mind.

At last, Talbot announced that dinner was served. She tried to concentrate on her food

and not look at Michael, who, although seated with Penelope on one side, seemed to

be talking intently across her to Lord Carrington, another man who’d once fancied

himself Cecilia’s suitor.



Last year, she would have seated Hannah at Michael’s side, the better to ease his

transition into their small society. She’d never imagined how easily Penelope would

fill her sister’s role in their parish, in Cecilia’s heart. Sometimes, she could almost

pretend the worst hadn’t happened.

But Cecilia couldn’t hear their conversation. Instead, she listened to two of her

father’s old friends, who might have thought they were speaking in controlled tones

but who were really talking loudly about the letters her father used to send.

“He’s not what I imagined,” Sir Eustace Venn was saying, his voice tremulous with

age, along with his jowls.

Then Cecilia realized that he glanced at Michael, and she tried to pretend she was

studying the menu as the footmen began to ladle soup into a bowl before each guest.

“He seems so young,” answered Mr. Garnett, his muttonchop sideburns emphasizing

the lean boniness of his face. “Not at all the seasoned, talented soldier Appertan

proclaimed him.”

More than one nearby guest glanced at her, but no one stopped the old men from

conversing, and she wasn’t about to embarrass them. Frankly, she wanted to hear

what they had to say.

Sir Eustace slurped a spoonful of soup, then thankfully used a napkin. “Ruthless,

that’s what Appertan called him. Said he always went beyond anything asked of him.

Deadly with a gun and sword.”

“Not afraid to use them,” Mr. Garnett answered. “Once, when his gun had been

discharged, he used his bayonet on one man, his sword on another almost

simultaneously. Not a scratch on him, eh? Wonder how he got the limp.”



She winced at their vivid descriptions, then stared again at her husband, who although

dressed in elegant evening clothes, seemed as sober as a magistrate. There might be

some who did not want to hear of their husbands’ having to kill—but part of her was

satisfied that he would never give up until he knew who was trying to harm her.

Then he glanced at her with eyes that seemed briefly warm with understanding.

For just a moment, she felt almost ... safe.

But she wasn’t safe, she reminded herself, gazing again at all her dearest neighbors

and wondering if one of them was a killer.

A ll through dinner, Michael did his best to get an understanding about Lord

Carrington, seated on the other side of Miss Webster. She eagerly attempted to

facilitate a conversation between both men, but he could hardly tell her to be quiet so

that he could get a measure of the man who’d once courted Cecilia. After dinner, he

made sure to play cards at the same table as the man, understanding his very

arrogance, as if he could have anything within his grasp.

But Carrington hadn’t won Cecilia, Michael thought with satisfaction, then almost

had to smile at himself. He hadn’t won Cecilia either—she’d come to him in

desperation.

But he ruled Carrington out as a suspect when someone else told him his lordship had

already proposed to a girl he’d spent a year pursuing.

At one point, he heard Cecilia explaining the rumors neighbors had heard, about her

falling into the poaching hole. She made it sound so amusing, as if she were in no

danger at all. If the villain were in attendance he would surely believe he was as yet

undiscovered.



At last, the guests began to dwindle away as, one by one, Talbot announced the

arrival of their carriages. When the last guest had departed, and Oliver had gone off

to meet up with friends, Michael watched Cecilia’s shoulders slump, as if it had only

been sheer will keeping her upright. Several maids moved silently through the

drawing room, beginning to collect glasses.

He put his arm around Cecilia’s waist. “Do you need help to your room?”

The fact that she didn’t even shake him off attested to her exhaustion.

“I could sweep you right off your feet,” he added.

That succeeded in coaxing a smile from her. “No, my limbs are working.” But she

didn’t protest when he took her arm and led her toward the double doors.

At the stairs, they took a candle from Will the footman and ascended to the family

wing. In Cecilia’s bedroom, Nell was dozing by the fire but came to her feet with a

smile. Michael left them and found Tom the footman waiting in his room. He’d

begun to take turns with his brother acting as Michael’s valet. But Michael only

removed his coat, waistcoat, and white cravat before dismissing Tom. He paced his

room impatiently, then opened the door at a knock.

“I’m done for the night,” Nell told him.

He wished her a good night, then went through the dressing room and knocked on

Cecilia’s door.

There was a long pause, long enough that he wondered if she would ignore him. His

hand was already on the knob when he heard her call, “Come in, Michael.”

He closed the door behind him and leaned against it, feeling compelled to take hold



of his restraint. Cecilia wore a dressing gown, which only emphasized how small and

defenseless she really was. Then he remembered the marks on the side of the dirt

hole, where she’d tried to claw her way out. She was stronger than she appeared.

But now that she’d washed away the concealing powder, the bruise on her cheek

looked stark and ugly, a reminder of someone’s cruelty.

She stood in the center of the room and gracefully tilted her head. “Did you forget

something, Michael?”

“Perhaps you did, if you think I’m going to allow you to be alone tonight.”

Cecilia felt a frisson of excitement that didn’t bode well for her vaunted mastery of

any situation. Michael walked toward her out of the shadows, his shirt gleaming

white, the collar open to display his tanned throat. His dark eyes beheld her as if they

had the power to coerce her into ... anything.

“Michael, you sleep right next door. I think—”

“The past two nights I slept on the cot in the dressing room.”

Her eyes widened. “I had no idea.”

“But that didn’t help protect you, did it? From now on, either the most trusted

servants or I will be with you at all times.”

She wanted to object, feeling as if her life was no longer her own. But it would be

foolish to risk death because things were spiraling out of her control.

“I can call Nell back,” she began.



“That won’t be necessary.”

She could not help but glance at the bed.

“You have a chaise longue.” He gestured to the long reclining chair she kept near the

window for better reading light. “I would never force you to do something you’re not

ready for.”

They stared at each other, a silent battle of wills, one she should not even try to win.

“Very well,” she murmured. She went to the bed and removed the counterpane,

taking it to the chaise, along with a pillow.

When he tried to lay the bedding out, she wouldn’t allow it, doing it herself while he

clenched his cane.

“This isn’t about your being unable to help yourself, you know,” she said, feeling the

presence of him behind her even though she wasn’t looking. “This is about my

obligation.”

“ ‘Obligation,’ ” he said, drawing it out. “What an interesting choice of word.”

She winced. “I didn’t mean—”

“Cecilia,” he said softly, putting a hand on her arm. “You take everything so

seriously.”

“And you don’t?” She regarded him over her shoulder as she straightened the pillow

for a second time.

“I can be too serious, which is perhaps why I recognize a fellow sufferer.”



“You know,” she said, walking away from the chaise with an attempt to appear

casual, “two of my father’s old friends were talking about you at dinner tonight, and I

think they could be counted on to believe you far too serious.”

He said nothing.

“You’re not curious?”

“You wouldn’t have brought it up if you didn’t mean to tell me.”

She rolled her eyes. “They were actually complimentary about your ruthlessness in

battle, mentioning several examples of your determination not to quit.”

He nodded but remained silent.

“You expect me to trust you when you don’t talk about these things?” she asked with

exasperation.

“There is little I can say since I do not intend to discuss my war experiences with you.

I won’t discuss the things I saw, or what I had to do to keep my men safe.”

She studied him in surprise. Her father used to have many anecdotes to tell, even if

he’d tamed them for civilian ears. She couldn’t be surprised at Michael’s modesty, of

which he’d shown plenty, but there seemed to be something else going on inside him.

“Do you think I couldn’t understand what you’ve had to do?” she asked softly. “I

lived in India, remember, and my father told us things that perhaps he shouldn’t

have.”

He stared at her impassively for a moment, before saying, “It was difficult enough to

live through some events, Cecilia. Why would I want to relive them?”



She felt a pang of sympathy for him and knew the sacrifice it took to defend the

Crown. If he didn’t want to discuss it, who was she to press him for answers or

explanations? Unless ... she wanted him to trust her with the worst of it, to perhaps

unburden himself.

Oh God, did that mean she wanted his trust because she wanted to offer hers?

As if reading her mind, he said, “Does this mean you’re ready to discuss your

relationship with your brother?”

“We’ve already done that,” she said crisply, beginning to blow out candles around the

room.

He stood unmoving, watching her. “Cecilia, you’ve allowed me to be here tonight.

It’s obvious you no longer believe I might harm you. It warms me to have your trust.”

“Just because I might not think you’re a murderer doesn’t mean I trust you,” she shot

back, her hands gripped behind her back.

For the first time, he gave her a real smile, one of indulgence and surprising

tenderness. It took her breath away, made her realize that he did not easily show the

world this side of himself. But he showed it to her.

“You trusted me enough to keep away all your old suitors tonight.”

She couldn’t deny that.

He began to walk toward her. “I feel so used,” he said softly.

She bit her lip, trying not to smile. But that urge faded into uncertainty and

excitement when he didn’t stop walking, and she was forced to back up until her



knees hit the edge of the chaise longue, and she sat down with a thump. He loomed

over her, bracing himself with his hand on the curved backrest.

“I think you owe me something,” he continued.

Very gently, he cupped the side of her face, then slid his hand back into her braided

hair. To her surprise, it soon fell down around her shoulders.

“You have the most beautiful hair,” he said hoarsely.

His gaze seemed to devour her, and instead of uneasy, she felt a rise of excitement

that seemed all out of proportion to his touch. No man had ever made her feel this

way—which was perhaps why none of them lured her into marriage at a younger age.

This thrilling sensation must be desire, a need that was taking hold of her, making her

want to explore. She’d always been curious about the world, but never had she felt

this kind of yearning.

“And what do you think I owe you?” she whispered, tilting her head up to meet his

intent gaze as his hand continued to move through her hair.

“At least a kiss.”

He leaned lower until their breaths mingled. He didn’t wait for her acceptance, and

she couldn’t even have spoken, with her breath coming so fast. When his mouth

touched hers, she expected the gentle kiss he’d given her before, but this one was

totally different, urging her lips apart once, twice, then his tongue sought entrance,

and she granted it in shock, even as a moan escaped her. He swept her mouth like a

conqueror, played with her tongue until, at last, she responded with her own tentative

exploration. He nibbled her and tasted her, suckled her or plundered like a pirate

taking what he wanted.



And she gave it to him willingly, so caught up in his need of her—and her need for

him, she realized in astonishment. She felt desperate enough to reach for him, to run

her hands up his arms, to hold him tight.

Still kissing her, he sat down on the edge of the chaise, leaning her onto the long,

curving backrest. He began to press kisses along her jaw and down her throat,

nuzzling her, licking her. She made little noises, whimpers of need that should have

embarrassed her, but didn’t. She held his head to her, felt the full softness of his hair

between her fingers. And then his mouth moved lower, and lower still, as he parted

her dressing gown. She was holding her breath in anticipation, knowing she should

stop him, even as a sly voice whispered, He is your husband.

He pressed kisses along the neckline of her nightgown, until she squirmed beneath

him, desperate for more, though she didn’t know what. He skimmed his lips along her

breasts, and then through the silk of her gown, he took her nipple into his mouth. She

cried out and arched her back, shocked and aroused and joyful all at the same time.

She’d never imagined such intense feelings, and it only doubled when he cupped her

other breast with his palm and gently kneaded it. With his fingers, he rolled one

nipple, with his tongue he licked the other, until she was quivering and desperate. She

gripped handfuls of his shirt, sliding it up his back so she could touch his hot skin

beneath. To her surprise, he sat up long enough to pull the shirt off over his head, and

she stared in surprise at the muscular expanse of his chest, the scars, one near his

shoulder, another on his arm, a third along his ribs, like something sharp had

deflected across the bones.

“Oh, Michael,” she whispered, touching the one on his side. “You’ve been so hurt.”

She sat up, and he stiffened, his hungry expression fading away into impassivity as if

he thought he’d lost her. She slid her dressing gown off her shoulders. It pooled on

the chaise, and his eyes seemed to smolder.



“Cecilia.”

He whispered her name with relief and urgency and the hunger that made her feel like

she was the only woman in the world, the center of his universe.

And then he pulled the ribbon of her nightgown, and the neckline parted at her

shoulders. His fingers spread it wider, brushing across her sensitive skin, freeing her

breasts. Her nudity almost shocked her, but he cupped them and once again

worshipped them with his mouth, until she was moaning and moving fitfully in her

tangled nightgown. Then he lifted her free of it, and she was naked in his bare arms,

feeling every inch of his hot skin against hers. He limped across the room to the bed

and spread her out across it, his hands sliding down her torso and thighs as he stood

up.

She lay there naked, her hair all around her, and watched him finish disrobing. He

bent to remove his trousers and undergarments, and when he straightened, she stared

at her first sight of a naked man, his erection prominent in his dark hair. She was

distracted by the web of raw-looking scars twisting down his thigh.

“Oh, Michael,” she breathed, wincing in pain for him.

She reached to touch his scars, but he caught her hands.

“Not now. They mean nothing to me.”

And then she forgot them, too, because he stretched out on top of her, every inch of

their bodies touching. He felt so different from her, hard where she was soft. She

could feel his penis cradled against her belly, strange and threatening and intriguing

all at the same time.

He started kissing her again, deep, drugging kisses over and over, taking her mouth,



seducing her thoughts and will until she was nothing but aching need. She held him to

her, desperate to be closer. She wanted to wrap herself around him, and parted her

legs to do so. But then he settled between her hips, rocking against her.

She cried out at this new, deeper, stronger jolt of desire. Pressing herself against him,

she murmured, “Please, oh, please, tell me what I should do.”

He chuckled against her neck, and she lifted his head to stare at him, shocked. His

mouth was still wide with amusement, his brown eyes soft with warmth.

“I’ll show you everything,” he whispered, “but not so quickly. I feel I’ve waited a

lifetime for you.” He slid off her, resting on his side.

She groaned and reached for him.

“Not yet, my inquisitive one. You aren’t in command here.”

Then he kissed her again, and his hands took a journey down her body, caressing and

teasing her breasts and belly, moving ever closer to the part of her that burned to be

touched, even as somewhere inside her she felt hesitant. She ignored the cautious

voice that ruled so much of her life. When his hand slid along her thighs, she only

briefly considered holding them shut. But they opened as if of their own accord. His

fingers brushed her curls and slid deeper, stroking her. Gasping at the shocking

pleasure, she buried her face in his shoulder, unable to look at him when he was

doing such brazen things to her.

The pleasure suffused her, built inside her until she was panting. He was gentle at

first, then bolder, and she couldn’t help noticing how wet she was, how easily his

fingers slid along the crease of her body. She was straining for something elusive and

so powerful, then gaped up at him when he suddenly pressed her onto her back.



“Michael!”

He covered her body with his, and she felt his erection slide along her. She

shuddered, her need cresting again, when he suddenly drove home. More shocked

than hurt, she was amazed that the two of them fit together at all.

He bent to kiss her mouth. “Are you ... all right?” he asked, his voice tense, his

expression almost angry, although she knew he wasn’t, not if he felt anything like she

did.

“I’m fine. But please—”

She broke off as he pulled back, then surged in again, shocking her very nerves into a

rising explosion that, with just one more thrust, sent her helplessly over an edge into a

shuddering oblivion of blinding pleasure. He kept moving, harder and faster, and she

didn’t know where the first wave of pleasure ended and more began.

She knew when his own climax took him by the way he groaned into her shoulder,

then collapsed onto his forearms, bearing much of his weight. They were both

breathing hard, gasping, and she could only stare up at him in wonder.
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A s Michael gazed into Cecilia’s damp, flushed face, he couldn’t remember a time

when he had felt more at peace. His body was still afire with lust, and he could have

kept pumping away until he was ready to do it all over again, but his wife had been a

virgin.

At last, she was his wife in truth.

She searched his face with wide eyes, her lips parted. She almost seemed bewildered,

as if emerging from a dream. Very carefully, he slid out of her body, already missing

her as if he’d found what he’d been searching for his whole life. He rolled onto his

back, then gathered her against him so that her cheek rested on his shoulder. But she

seemed tense, as though she might flee if he made one wrong move. So he said

nothing, just stroked her hair where it tumbled in a tangle across his chest.

Then, to his surprise, her eyes drifted closed, and she fell asleep without a word.

Michael was usually the silent one in any relationship, and her behavior briefly

puzzled him. But she’d been fearing for her life for days now, perhaps lying awake,

listening for footsteps. He winced, remembering how many times he himself had

walked past her door as he patrolled the corridors.

He came up on his elbow to blow out the last candle, then drew the blankets over

them both. He kissed her tousled hair, silently promising she would never have to be

alone with her worry again.

C ecilia slowly came awake, warm to her core, vaguely surprised that sunlight

streamed in the windows. She’d never drawn the curtains, she drowsily thought. And



she never slept this long.

And then all the rest of her senses returned in a rush as she realized she was lying on

her side, that Michael was snug against her back, their naked bodies spooned

together, his very obvious arousal nestled against her backside. His large arm

encompassed her waist, his hand loosely cupping her breast.

She went tense with surprise and burgeoning regret, even as she heard him snore

softly into her ear. Letting out her breath, she closed her eyes, barely stopping herself

from groaning loud enough to wake him.

What had she done?

She’d become his wife in truth, and any chance of invalidating the marriage was

gone. Her emotions seemed all jumbled inside her as the memories of their night

together overwhelmed her. She’d been like an animal, so desperately in need of him,

she’d allowed him to do ... anything he wanted. It had felt good, no doubt about it,

but that didn’t make such absolute baseness forgivable.

She moved the tiniest bit and could already feel a tenderness at the juncture of her

thighs from his lovemaking. He’d been forceful and overpowering, and she’d wanted

all of it. Even now, as she stared down at his hand against her breast, she could have

pressed herself into him to feel it all over again.

She couldn’t be so close to him; she couldn’t want him this much, depend on him. He

was leaving her, and she wasn’t going with him. She might be married, but it didn’t

mean she would lose herself in him, or lose herself in sorrow when he left. She would

go on as she had before, in control of her life and her emotions. She wouldn’t let

herself love him or need him—he had to understand that.

But, of course, she needed his help to find whoever wanted to harm her.



But oh God, he felt so good against her, his body sinfully warm and alluring. She

could have sunk into him, beneath him, and let all that rough masculinity consume

her. Instead, she gritted her teeth and forced herself to slide toward the edge of the

bed.

He caught her back against him, and she gasped.

“Good morning, wife,” he murmured into her ear.

She shivered at the rumbling of his voice, which seemed to echo through his ribs and

into hers. His hand was no longer loose but cupped her breast firmly, playing with it,

teasing it into a point that abraded his palm and made a surge of pleasure shoot all the

way into the pit of her stomach. And then he slid his hand down her torso and

between her thighs to boldly cup her.

She pushed him off her and vaulted from the bed, standing dazed and naked on the

carpet. Where were the garments she’d so wantonly relinquished in her frenzy the

night before?

Michael pushed himself up on one arm, his eyes full of admiration, the covers falling

loosely about his waist. “You look exquisite with the morning sun bathing you in

light.”

Without thinking about it, she crossed her arms over her breasts and groin. Laughing,

he dropped back on the bed, arms wide, body arched as he seemed to stretch every

muscle. She gaped at him, shocked at how much she enjoyed the sight of all the

masculine beauty dominating her feminine bed.

He grinned at her, as if he knew what she was thinking. She couldn’t stop staring at

his face either, the way his smile transformed her sober soldier into a lighthearted

lover. Once again, she had the strangest feeling that only she had ever been privileged



enough to see this satisfied, relaxed side of him. It made her feel all funny and

melancholy and sweet inside, and she desperately ran for her dressing gown. Only

when it was belted around her did she let out her breath and close her eyes.

She practically jumped a foot when she felt his arms close about her from behind.

“Come back to bed,” he urged.

“You’re naked!”

She tried to pull away, but he seemed to think it a game and only held her tighter.

“Naked and eager for you,” he replied.

“I can’t do this!” she cried.

He let her go, and she only briefly saw his happiness fade before she firmly turned

her back.

“Please don your trousers. I can’t—I can’t talk when you’re like”—she waved her

arm in his direction—“that!”

After a minute of rustling, he quietly said, “Very well, I’m decent. Now you can talk

to me.”

She turned around to find him leaning on his cane, nude from the waist up. Briefly,

she had a flash of memory of the terrible wound in his leg. But she couldn’t afford to

feel any sympathy right now.

And she couldn’t keep looking at his impressive chest, full of muscles she couldn’t

imagine having, tiny ripples of them leading down his stomach. She forced herself to



bravely meet his eyes and not feel sadness at the lack of emotion there. Only

moments ago, he’d been so happy, but she couldn’t let him think that was how their

life would now be.

“I guess you have what you wanted, a legal marriage,” she said, trying to sound as

impassive as he always could. “I know I initiated all of this.” She threw her arms

wide. “But I would have ended it, and you pursued me.”

“You’re my wife. What did you expect me to do? I did not force you to make love

with me last night.”

“I know,” she whispered, letting out her breath in a sigh. “I’m not blaming you.”

The tension in his shoulders eased, and he took several steps toward her. “Then why

are you so upset?” he asked in a quieter voice.

“Because intimacy doesn’t change things between us! You need to know that. We

can’t have a normal marriage. You’re going back to India, and I’m staying here.”

He inhaled. “After this, I thought you’d see we belong together. When Oliver reaches

his maturity, you’ll be free of the estate. You could travel.”

“First, you imply that my brother might mean me harm, and now you’re talking as if

he’s a functioning earl, ready to assume every responsibility. Which is it, Michael?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted. “We will find out who wants to harm you, then we’ll

deal with what comes after.”

“I know how I want to deal with what comes after,” she said, trying to sound like she

had everything figured out. “You have a career in the army, and I’m here. I can’t risk

the livelihood of everyone on all the Appertan estates by abandoning them.”



“And I can’t abandon my family without a source of income,” he answered, sighing.

“I have some small shipping investments just beginning in India. Perhaps sometime

in the future ...”

“And you’d just give up on your career, what you’re best at?” she asked pointedly.

“Or do you think I’d blithely follow you to India? I won’t, Michael. That country was

the death of my brother and mother, even my father. It tore apart our family. I won’t

be second place again.”

They stared at each other, and she tried to keep composed, but for some reason, her

eyes were stinging, and she knew her nose was getting red.

And then a knock sounded at the door, startling her. “May I answer my own door? I

don’t imagine a villain would ask permission to enter.”

“If it’s the easiest, most unexpected way to get to you, he might.” He raised his voice.

“Who’s there?”

“Nell, milord.”

“We still have much to discuss about your current situation,” Michael said, pulling

his shirt over his head and tucking it into his trousers.

His choice of words was almost amusing. She found it easier to breathe without

staring at all his flesh, remembering where she’d pressed her lips, how she’d licked

the salt from his skin. It was as if she were a different person in the night. “Please

allow me to dress first. I’ll have Nell send up breakfast, and we can eat here in

privacy, where no one will overhear us.”

“Very well.”



“Come in, Nell,” Cecilia called, trying not to sound relieved.

As the maid bustled in, Cecilia knew her own face was bright red. The counterpane

was in a pile near the chaise longue, and to her horror, her nightgown was in a

discarded heap nearby.

“I’ve a bath on its way, Lady Blackthorne,” Nell said, nodding politely to Michael.

“Milord, Tom tells me he’s seein’ to one for you.”

“My thanks, Nell,” he said.

Then, to Cecilia’s surprise, he took her hand and brought it to his lips. She wanted to

pull away, to furiously ask if he’d heard anything she said.

“Until breakfast, Cecilia,” he murmured, and in his eyes was a promise that their

discussion wasn’t over yet.

She couldn’t help but stare after him as he started to leave the room.

Suddenly, Nell called, “Wait, milord, I’ve a message for ye. In the commotion of

Lady Blackthorne’s scare yesterday, and then dinner, Will forgot to let ye know he

returned with a letter from yer family.”

“Returned?” Michael said blankly.

Cecilia winced. “Because of yesterday’s ... upheaval, I forgot to tell you that I sent a

letter to your family first thing in the morning inviting them for a visit.” He frowned

at her, and she hurried on. “I felt bad that you’d delayed visiting them, and I didn’t

want your mother to think that a woman of poor manners had married her son.”

When he narrowed his eyes, it was obvious that he didn’t believe her explanation for



even a moment.

But he turned to Nell. “And where is the message?”

She removed a sealed envelope from a pocket in her apron and handed it to him.

Without looking at Cecilia, he left the room.

She stared after him, feeling both guilty she hadn’t told him and irritated that he had

chosen not to share the letter with her. But, of course, she would hate it if he’d gone

behind her back in the same manner. Her actions seemed ... underhanded.

She heard Nell moving about the room, humming even as she picked up the

nightgown. There was nothing normal about this situation, though Nell pretended

otherwise. When the maid began to remove the bedsheets, Cecilia groaned and closed

her eyes, remembering that there might be evidence of her “wedding night.”

“Now there’s nothin’ to be shy about, milady,” Nell said matter-of-factly. “I knew the

moment you were left to die in that hole that his lordship would never let you sleep

alone. And such a virile man as hisself? O’ course he would never be able to keep his

hands from his own wife, beauty that ye are. And I say it’s about time. Everyone

could see how fascinated ye both were with the other.”

“Everyone but me, apparently,” Cecilia said grumpily, sitting down at her dressing

table and glancing at the mirror. She stared in horror at her wild hair, her bare throat,

the gaping dressing gown that showed far too much of her breasts. “Good lord!”

“That’s what a man likes to see in the mornin’,” Nell said with satisfaction.

“And how do you know that?” Cecilia demanded.

“I hear things ...” she said innocently, then went back to humming.



Cecilia slipped behind the changing screen while the pages carried in the bathing tub

and buckets of hot water. The bath felt soothing, and she tried not to think of

anything, simply let Nell care for her.

Nell tsked over her bruised cheek. “Ye poor mite,” she murmured.

“I’m all right,” Cecilia said. “And I promise I’ll take things easy today.”

“Good, ye deserve to be pampered and petted.”

And then she chuckled, even as Cecilia felt her face heat with embarrassment. Her

gaze kept returning to the dressing-room door, as if she expected Michael to burst

back in, wearing the furious expression she’d only seen once, when Sir Bevis had

attacked her during Oliver’s billiards party. She should be relieved, she told herself.

She wanted to keep some distance between them, and the letter would certainly help.

But Michael didn’t arrive, and soon she was dressed, with breakfast on its way.

Dismissing the servants, she went through the dressing room, took a deep breath, and

knocked on his door.
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W hen Michael returned to his bedroom, he stared at the envelope, seeing his

mother’s slightly messy penmanship, and reluctantly smiled. Cecilia hadn’t informed

him that she wished to contact his family—and he couldn’t be surprised. She’d been

looking for any kind of buffer to keep between them—hell, even after the previous

night, she was still desperate to keep him away from her. There was nothing of proper

manners about her letter to his mother and the way she’d gone about it.

Cecilia was afraid, and not just because someone wished her ill. She was afraid of

their marriage, of the feelings that overwhelmed even him. There was a part of him

that would give up anything for her, even what made him the man he was. And that

wasn’t the way to keep his self-respect, or win hers.

She didn’t want to depend on him, but danger forced her to. And now they’d lain

together. She must have been thrilled that his mother’s letter distracted him.

He wouldn’t be distracted for long. Ripping open the letter, he read the brief note,

sighed, and rang the bell for one of his apprentice valets. As if they’d been waiting

for his signal, the bath procession began. He studied the pages surreptitiously, but

they completed their task with deference. What had he expected—that he might catch

an evil grin?

When he was dressed, a knock sounded at the dressing-room door.

“Come in,” he called.

Cecilia opened the door, and if she felt at all guilty, her graceful movements didn’t

betray any hesitation. She glided into the room, and although she was fully buttoned



up to a high neckline, he could still recall her lush nakedness as she’d lain beneath

him. He was hard in an instant, and it was difficult to collect his thoughts, to

remember that he was waging a war for his future, and every small battle counted.

Somehow, he would make her change her mind about India.

“I came to apologize.” She met his gaze forthrightly. “It was wrong of me to send the

letter, but at the time, I felt my actions appropriate.”

“Because I could have been a suspect.”

“I truly knew you weren’t.” She pressed her lips together in a thin line.

“I accept your apology.”

She blinked in surprise, then with a nod, turned away as if to leave.

“And you feel no curiosity at all?” he called in bemusement.

She froze, then said over her shoulder, “Of course I feel curious, but I would never

demand that you share a private letter.”

He could almost see the war within her, by her tight shoulders and her fisted hands.

But her curiosity won out, and she turned back to regard him.

“Is your mother well?” she asked.

He nodded. “And eager to see us both. She and my brother expected to be leaving at

dawn. I imagine they’ll arrive by luncheon today.”

Her eyes went wide. “Oh my! I’ll alert the servants, of course, but ... is their visit all

right with you?”



“I love my family, and I’m eager to see them.”

She let out her breath, and he couldn’t help but be amused how on one hand she

wanted to keep her distance, but on the other, she didn’t want to offend him. She was

trying to be a good girl at all times, perhaps most especially since she’d done

something last night that probably seemed wicked to her virginal self.

“But what you did not anticipate,” he continued ruefully, “is that I hadn’t told my

family of our marriage.”

She blinked, then smiled faintly. “I cannot be surprised. We hadn’t even met, and

perhaps you thought we might never be truly married.”

“I never thought that even once—unlike you.”

“Then why would you keep that from them? They might have heard through common

acquaintances.”

“As I’ve mentioned before, they do not socialize in the same circles you do. They

never go to London at all.” He hesitated. “Frankly, I thought the news best delivered

in person, so they could understand why I would enter into such a ... contract.”

“They would expect that I bring a dowry to the family,” she answered flatly.

“Not at all. My father and grandfather were fortune hunters, Cecilia. I vowed to

finance our family through my own efforts, and if I married at all, it would not be for

money. But, of course, now it looks like I did exactly what I swore I never

would—married a wealthy heiress, sight unseen.”

“You’ll explain things to them.” She lowered her gaze, her cheeks flushed. “I’m

surprised to find that I feel guilty for not granting you the dowry every man should



have when he marries.”

He strode to her, unable to keep himself from cupping her face and lifting it until

their gazes met. “You didn’t buy me, Cecilia, and that’s important to me. Our

marriage arrangement suited us both, and my family will understand.”

He couldn’t help himself—he leaned down to kiss her. He wasn’t surprised when she

ducked away.

“The sun is up, Michael,” she said primly.

He smiled. “And you think a husband and wife should not touch each other in the

light of day?”

“I have so many things to do to prepare the Hall for the arrival of your family. I will

be glad to meet them, and I won’t embarrass you.”

He stared at her. “Embarrass me? You could never do that, my sweet.”

She flinched from his endearment, but he wouldn’t stop using it. She could try to

keep her distance, but he didn’t plan to allow that. However long they had together,

he would make the most of it. If he could win her over, perhaps they could have some

sort of married life.

“I should go talk to Mrs. Ellison,” she said.

“No, we have our own plans to make.”

“Then come into my room, where breakfast is probably getting cold waiting for us.

We’ll ring for a servant.”



They passed the news of guests to Mrs. Ellison, then sat down at the small table in

Cecilia’s room to a meal of lobster and ham, eggs, and hot rolls. Michael was

ravenous, but he noticed that Cecilia picked at her food.

“I hope this disinterest isn’t worry about my mother,” he said. “She’s going to think

you’re wonderful.”

“I’m glad,” she answered softly. “I don’t wish to make things more difficult for you

than I already have.”

“You mean by thinking I’d try to murder you?” He smiled at her.

She didn’t smile back. “I saw you interrogating my former suitors last night. Did you

learn anything?”

“I don’t think our villain is Carrington or Nash. It would be simple to discover if

Nash had returned secretly before yesterday. Too many people talk. And Carrington

is obsessed with a young lady he’s been pursuing for nigh on a year.”

“Oh.” The worry lines in her forehead eased with relief. “That is good to hear.”

“Not that I appreciated how they all flocked around you like gulls,” he added darkly.

Her blue eyes sparkled. “According to you, they’re harmless.”

“Well, revenge because a woman didn’t marry you is a poor motive for murder unless

you’re insane. They don’t seem insane. As for other neighbors, unless you’ve

specifically harmed anyone or his reputation...” He let that drag out.

Wide-eyed, she insisted, “Of course not! I am fond of all my neighbors, and they

always seem fond of me.”



“And if it weren’t true, your servants would know from other servants. Both Talbot

and Mrs. Ellison insist they’ve heard nothing disquieting. As for Lord Doddridge, he

is leaving this morning, so I suggest we examine the account books after he’s gone,

looking for any irregularities.”

She stiffened. “I go over those books every day. I would see any irregularities. ”

“I know, but he is Appertan’s guardian for the moment, and we don’t know what

agreement they might have negotiated that you know nothing about.”

She blanched but didn’t protest. He realized she’d considered that even though she

didn’t want to believe the worst of her brother.

“As for Appertan,” he began.

“No.” She pushed back her chair and threw down her napkin. “Don’t you dare say

you believe my own brother would try to harm me.”

“Drink does terrible things to people,” he said quietly. “I have seen it ruin a good man

more than once.”

“Not Oliver!” she cried.

He could see her eyes swimming in tears, and the hurt cut him unexpectedly deep.

“Until we can definitely rule him out, Cecilia, it makes sense to be wary.”

“I’m ruling him out! You promised to help him—is this your way of neglecting that

promise?”

“Of course not. I was going to suggest that after Doddridge leaves, you invite

Appertan to look over the books with us and discuss investment strategies.”



“That is a good idea,” she said stiffly.

“You can tell him about our guests as well, so he’s not surprised.”

“You mean surprised when he’s expected to remain home this evening and

entertain?”

Michael raised both hands. “That is your decision, not mine.” He wanted to keep the

mood light between them, especially since his family was coming, but he could not

sit back while she ignored the danger her brother might be putting her in. “Cecilia,

sometimes I think you blame yourself for your brother’s selfish behavior, and that’s a

mistake.”

Her eyes flashed at him.

“He’s an adult, who must take responsibility for his own behavior.”

“His twin brother died!” she cried softly. “That would hurt anyone.”

“Ten years ago, Cecilia,” he pointed out.

“You don’t get over something like that.” A tear slid from her eye, and she

impatiently brushed it away. “I’ve never gotten over it.”

“But you became successful, regardless.”

“But it was my fault, Michael!” she cried. “Gabriel was under my care, and I didn’t

see the crocodile! I was reading, for God’s sake, absorbed in what I wanted to do, not

the responsibilities my parents had asked of me.”

“If you blame your thirteen-year-old self, then you must really blame Gabriel for



saving you.”

She bit her lip, and more tears fell.

“You would have saved him in a heartbeat. He simply beat you to it. Deep inside,

Appertan knows he’s failing his brother’s memory. But he doesn’t seem to care. You

can’t blame yourself.”

“Even if you say I didn’t fail Gabriel,” she said slowly, “I still feel that way. And I

won’t fail Oliver. You’re wrong about him.”

“Then begin to let go of the reins you’ve attached to him. I challenge you to spend a

day like a normal young lady instead of an earl. Let me walk Appertan through his

duties.”

Still, she hesitated, and he ached for the torment she inflicted on herself, the guilt she

should not be feeling. She’d done nothing wrong—whereas he himself had made

terrible decisions in his own life, and men had suffered and died. The pang of sorrow

took him by surprise, and he put it away until the night, when the dreams would come

to him.

“I don’t believe that’s a good idea,” she said at last. “Your mother will be arriving.”

“Not today, then. When they’ve gone.”

“That could be at least a week.”

“No, you don’t know my mother. She’ll want us to be alone with each other.”

She rolled her eyes.



“You don’t believe in a honeymoon? Technically, we’re on ours. Finding a person

attempting to murder you is not what one would consider a honeymoon adventure.”

He lowered his voice. “Let Appertan run his own estates for a day. You want him to

be a good man, a good husband to Miss Webster, don’t you?”

“Of course I do,” she insisted.

“Appertan reminds me of my father and grandfather, who squandered their estates

and money. I wish someone would have helped them before it was too late. Let’s help

your brother.”

“I know you’re right,” she said in a quiet voice. “But it’s difficult for me to abandon

the lands and people I love. But ... my father entrusted Oliver to me. I can’t let either

of them down. Very well, I’ll do as you wish and give Oliver a day.”

Just a day, Michael thought, watching as she relaxed enough to finally eat breakfast.

He was surprised how difficult it was for her to give up even that one day of control.

He suddenly realized it would take her a long time to give up overseeing her brother,

even once Appertan had taken over his duties. He would spend their marriage trying

to persuade her to join him in India, and the time would never be right.

C ecilia walked Lord Doddridge to the portico midmorning to see him on his way.

More than once, he’d said how glad he was that she was unscathed, and he seemed

sincere enough. But she was finding it difficult to trust anyone lately, and she

wondered if she’d ever be able to feel normal again. What if they never found the

person responsible for these “accidents”? Would she have to live in fear for the rest

of her life?

Michael waited at the door, watching her, she knew. And she was grateful. He

escorted her to the study, where Oliver waited, arms folded across his chest as he

glowered at them both. Cecilia talked about the account books, and what Lord



Doddridge had been looking at. Though Oliver said little, at least he appeared to be

listening, even occasionally nodding. Then Cecilia and Michael discussed the

earldom’s investments, from mines to shipping to railways, and once or twice, Oliver

asked a question. He tried to balk when she said he would be assuming her duties for

a day, but it was Michael who pointed out that a steward could cheat an ignorant peer,

and Oliver had to know what was involved, even if he wasn’t the one who oversaw

everything every day. At last, he acquiesced.

When Talbot announced the arrival of Michael’s family, even Oliver looked intrigued

enough to follow them to the entrance hall.

Cecilia stood back as the Dowager Lady Blackthorne and her son entered Appertan

Hall. Both had dark brown hair like Michael’s, but Lady Blackthorne’s was threaded

with silver, which, along with the confident way she carried herself, made her look

distinguished rather than old. It was very obvious her beauty had once captured the

interest of many a man. Her younger son seemed to be a more genial version of

Michael, a bit shorter, lighter of frame, with eyes that crinkled when he smiled, and it

seemed as if he smiled often.

Michael grinned as Talbot took his mother’s bonnet and shawl and his brother’s hat,

then swept them both into his big embrace. Cecilia saw Lady Blackthorne wipe away

happy tears, and Cecilia felt the sting of her own. She well knew what it was like not

to see someone you loved for months if not years at a time. After Gabriel’s death,

when she and her mother brought Oliver back to attend Eton, there were long

stretches where she never saw her father at all. And now, so many of her family were

gone. Perhaps that was why she clung so tightly to Oliver.

And now she was the wife of a soldier, she reminded herself bleakly.

Then Michael turned and gestured toward her. She came forward and let him take her

hand.



“Mother, this is Lady Blackthorne, my wife, and her brother, Oliver Mallory, the Earl

of Appertan.”

Oliver bowed as Cecilia curtsied, and when she rose, she was surprised when Lady

Blackthorne sank into her own deep curtsy, then smiled up at Cecilia with spry

amusement.

“I never imagined this pleasure,” Lady Blackthorne said, her voice deep and rich.

Cecilia smiled, surprised to find herself blushing. “Does that mean you never thought

your son would marry?”

“We doubted it,” her other son said wryly.

Michael sighed. “This is my brother, Mr. Allen Blackthorne.”

Mr. Blackthorne bowed over her hand. “The pleasure is mine, Lady Cecilia. If I had

known one could marry such beautiful women in India, I would have enlisted

myself.”

“But I did not meet him in India,” Cecilia said without thinking.

Michael only looked amused as his mother’s smile faltered with curiosity.

“Lady Cecilia and I had known each other through letters, and the gracious words of

her father,” Michael explained.

Cecilia led the way toward the drawing room, noticing that although Mr. Blackthorne

looked around appreciatively, Lady Blackthorne was focused on her.

“So ... you decided to marry without having met each other?” Lady Blackthorne said



in bewilderment.

“We married by proxy six months ago,” Michael explained.

“No wonder you didn’t tell us.” Mr. Blackthorne grinned and shook his head.

Lady Blackthorne was not smiling, her concern for her son very obvious. She looked

from Michael to Cecilia and back again. Cecilia wanted to cause no damage to the

Blackthorne family’s harmony, so she walked to Michael’s side and took his hand.

He glanced at her swiftly, but if he was surprised, he didn’t show it, only squeezed

her hand and looked down at her with a tender smile, the smile he’d first gifted her

with last night, the one that made her realize that only she would ever see a certain

side of him.

Whatever showed in her and Michael’s expressions, apparently it was enough for

Lady Blackthorne, who let out a sigh and gave a tentative smile.

“Well, I have no right to worry,” she began, “and never would I judge. You both

seem happy. And Lady Blackthorne, thank you for writing, because it looks like my

son is a bit too distracted to remember his mother.”

Michael squeezed Cecilia’s hand, as if bracing her against the teasing, and she looked

up with a reassuring smile.

For a few minutes, they discussed Michael’s injury, and he played down its severity,

but Cecilia had seen the scars, and knew he might have come close to bleeding to

death. She shivered. When Talbot announced luncheon, Cecilia led them all to the

conservatory, with its trees and ferns and climbing ivy making the glassed-in room

seem like a jungle.



“I thought it would be a nice treat to eat under the autumn sun,” Cecilia explained,

when her brother rolled his eyes at her. There was nothing wrong with trying to

impress one’s mother-in-law.

A cloth-covered table and wrought-iron chairs had been placed before the fountain,

and the gurgling of the water was a soothing background to their conversation.

Lady Blackthorne openly stared at Cecilia as they began to eat their breast of veal,

and finally said, “Please do excuse my curiosity, but I cannot miss the bruise on your

cheek. I hope the injury wasn’t more severe.”

The whole neighborhood knew of the “poaching accident,” so Cecilia explained it as

such.

“How terrifying!” Lady Blackthorne gasped, her hand to her chest.

“It was, but I truly didn’t fear for long. Your son rescued me within an hour.”

Oliver continued to eat, not even raising his gaze. She told herself that he might still

feel guilty for assuming she’d merely been avoiding the weather.

Lady Blackthorne cleared her throat delicately. “There was a time when I thought

Michael would marry a young lady who lived near our home. Now that I’ve met you,

I’m so very glad he waited.”

Cecilia straightened and eyed Michael in surprise, even as she thanked his mother for

the compliment. She thought he would be embarrassed, but, instead, his jaw worked

for a moment as if he clenched it.

“Mother, you know that was never serious,” Mr. Blackthorne began, eyeing his

brother.



At last, Michael met his mother’s confused gaze. “Did you not realize what Father

was doing?”

“I don’t understand what you’re saying or why you’re angry with me.” She blushed

madly and looked at Cecilia with embarrassed regret.

Michael sighed and reached to touch her hand. “I’m not angry with you. I assumed

you knew what Father was up to but were helpless to prevent it.”

Cecilia stared at each Blackthorne with curiosity, and knew that Oliver did the same.

Michael turned to Cecilia. “My ancestors married for money.”

Lady Blackthorne blanched, as if she didn’t like the words said aloud.

“My father was manipulating me into the same. He lied about our circumstances to

our neighbor, leading him to believe having his daughter marry me would increase

their wealth and connections.”

Lady Blackthorne gave a soft gasp. “I never heard this,” she whispered.

“It’s one of the reasons I had to leave,” Michael said, a note of apology in his voice.

“I couldn’t let him do that to another woman. I didn’t want her to grow even more

attached to me.”

Cecilia stared at Michael, wondering if he’d liked the young lady and regretted that

they couldn’t marry. And what had it cost his pride to marry her, a wealthy woman?

No wonder he’d gladly refused her dowry.

Lady Blackthorne’s eyes briefly glistened, but she didn’t cry. “Your father had his

flaws, but in his own misguided way, he was trying to help you.”



Cecilia could see that Michael didn’t quite believe that, but he didn’t contradict his

mother. He kept his fingers linked with his mother’s, even as he answered Mr.

Blackthorne’s questions about where his regiment had recently been stationed.

Everyone seemed glad for the distraction except Oliver, who rolled his eyes.

At last, Michael sat back to eye his brother. “So what have you been doing this past

year? Your letters were filled with neighborhood doings or estate business, but I felt

you were conspicuously leaving things out.”

Cecilia was surprised when Mr. Blackthorne received an encouraging look from his

mother.

Mr. Blackthorne gave a crooked grin. “I just established my own law practice in St.

Albans.”

Michael stiffened, and even Oliver stopped eating in surprise. It was not every day

that a gentleman went into trade. Oliver gave Cecilia a smug “I told you they were

poor” look. Cecilia ignored him, for she knew how personally Michael would take

this. He was a proud man, working hard to finance his estate on his own.

“You could have told me what you were doing,” Michael said without emotion.

“Doesn’t it take several years of apprenticeship?”

“I recently finished articling with a well-established solicitor.” Mr. Blackthorne

hesitated. “I wanted to tell you in person. I’ve been fascinated by the legal work for

the estate, and I decided it was something I wished to pursue.”

“So you’re enjoying it?” Michael asked doubtfully.

Mr. Blackthorne’s grin widened. “I’m enjoying the challenge of it and the work

involved. It seems I prefer to be busy most of the day.” He glanced at Oliver. “You



must understand that, my lord, with the breadth of the earldom you’ve inherited.”

“It’s important to surround yourself with knowledgeable people,” Oliver answered

neutrally.

Mr. Blackthorne nodded. “I’ve found that to be very true.”

Cecilia didn’t mind that Oliver avoided mention of the duties she performed. She’d

never wanted to embarrass him, only to help him until he was prepared. Michael was

right—she hadn’t been preparing him well enough, only coddling him.

Lady Blackthorne turned to Cecilia, as if she was anxious to change the conversation

from her son’s legal practice. “Regardless of things that have been said, I want you to

truly believe how glad I am that my son has chosen a bride. I will admit that my

marriage was not a happy one, and I lived in fear that my experiences soured Michael

on the institution itself. He was always such a sensitive child.”

Michael rolled his eyes as Mr. Blackthorne guffawed, and even Oliver grinned.

Cecilia knew her bright eyes must betray her, but she struggled to stay serious for her

husband’s sake.

“Sensitive, Lady Blackthorne? I would be so pleased to hear stories of what my

husband was like then.”

“Oh, he was very sensitive,” Mr. Blackthorne said, struggling to keep from smiling.

“So sensitive that he thrashed me when we were pretending to fence with long sticks,

so sensitive that he swam in the pond or rowed until exhaustion so he could defeat

every other boy in the parish.”

Michael calmly continued eating as if he was used to being teased and had long since

lost that sort of sensitivity. Cecilia was surprised how much she enjoyed this glimpse



into his past, and how relaxed she was becoming among his family. Her family now.

When Michael returned to India, she would at least have family to visit, his brother’s

children to spoil, along with Oliver’s children.

After luncheon, she suggested a walk in the garden to see the grounds. Lady

Blackthorne fussed over Michael’s leg. His face reddened with exasperation, and he

overruled his mother’s concern. Oliver escaped the outing with “a pressing matter,”

and she gave him a warning look. He should be there that evening for Michael’s

family.

When Michael opened the conservatory doors that led to the terrace, he paused on the

threshold and eyed Cecilia, saying in a voice meant only for her, “Stay by my side at

all times.”

“Do you think someone would actually shoot at us?” she whispered in disbelief.

“Every attack has looked so... accidental.”

“Do you know how many people ‘accidental’ hunting mishaps kill?”

Her eyes widened, and she swallowed. “Oh.”

He glanced back at the house, even as they led his family outside. “I wish your

brother had come with us.”

She stiffened, and said coolly, “Nonsense. I have nothing to fear from him, and I wish

you’d stop saying so.”

She noticed Lady Blackthorne watching them and gave her a pleasant smile, even as

she slid her hand into Michael’s arm and briefly leaned her head against his solid

shoulder.



“I don’t wish to argue, not today,” she begged quietly.

He patted her hand. “Of course.”

But he didn’t smile, and it took everything in her to keep a pleasant expression.

Luckily, Mr. Blackthorne began to ask her questions about the estate, and she

appreciated the distraction. Forgetting herself, she discussed the mill expansion, the

state of the stables, and how many tenants their country seat held versus the other

properties.

When, at last, they paused at the gazebo overlooking the pond, Lady Blackthorne

said, “My lady, you have incredible knowledge of your brother’s property.”

“It ... is a fascination of mine,” Cecilia said, blushing. “I try to help Lord Appertan

whenever he needs it. Now let’s continue walking this path, so you can see the

Roman temple my ancestor envisioned.”

Michael’s mouth twitched as he contained his laughter, while Cecilia simply ignored

him and began to point out the landscaping. She was relieved he was over his pique

with her, but was beginning to imagine the evening ahead, and what he’d expect of

her, now that they were permanently married.



Page 19

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 11:30 am

T hat night, Cecilia relaxed in her bathing tub, trying to think of nothing at all. But

that seldom worked for her, and it didn’t now. She had to deliberately call to mind

farming chores so she wouldn’t think about Michael in the next room.

Which fields would lie fallow during the next spring planting?

Michael, naked, leaning over her in bed, inside her, surrounding her.

She groaned aloud, slapped her hands on the surface of the water, and sank beneath.

When she came up, she heard the door to the dressing room slam open.

Michael demanded, “What was that sound?”

And then he came up short as he stared at her.

Nell giggled from somewhere behind her. “Shall I leave you for the evenin’, milord?”

“It’s not his decision,” Cecilia said sternly.

“Please do, Nell, and thank you,” Michael answered as if she hadn’t spoken.

Frowning, Cecilia sank even lower in the water as Nell’s laughter could be heard in

the corridor as she closed the door.

And then there was silence. She couldn’t look at Michael, only at the soap on the

surface of the water. The room was dark, lit only with candles. She prayed he

couldn’t see beneath the surface.



But he’d already seen everything—kissed her breasts, entered her body, for heaven’s

sake! Now she was being shy?

Michael limped slowly toward her, that tender smile softening his face, the one that

melted her insides, tempted her to forget all her promises about how she wanted to

live her life.

And in that moment, she realized how easy it would be to agree to anything he

wanted, to make him happy. And she might be happy, too—at first. And then the

regrets would come.

“I like your mother,” she said a bit breathlessly.

He blinked at her, and she realized the introduction of his family as a topic was

hardly conducive to romance. She decided to jump right in.

“Can you tell me why your parents’ marriage was so unhappy?”

With a sigh, he pulled up a chair next to her and sank into it. She felt like she’d

temporarily won, but, of course, she’d have to leave the tub sometime, and he’d be

waiting.

Michael sighed. “I’ve already told you much of the truth—or you’ve guessed. I

vowed never to marry for money, and it was because of my father’s and grandfather’s

decisions where their wives were concerned. They foolishly pursued wealth rather

than happiness, and when the money was gone, there was no foundation on which to

base a marriage. Everyone was miserable, and when I realized that my father was

trying to lead me the same way, I decided that I would seek my fortune in the Far

East, beginning with the army, and using the meager earnings left after supporting the

estate to invest in shipping and exports.”



“And you’re so proud of that, I imagine it shocked you that your brother became a

lawyer.”

“It had nothing to do with pride,” he insisted, leaning toward her fervently. “I was

worried that if he felt the need to supplement the estate’s income, then I’d let them

down, that I’d taken too long—ten years now—trying to improve our situation. He

deserved better. I remember having to make our own bullets as boys, share the same

horse. He never complained.”

Cecilia suspected that Michael never did either.

“But he seems happy with his choices,” he continued, “and who am I, an army

ranker, to tell him what he can or can’t do? But it will limit his ability to marry well.”

“So did enlisting in the army, but it doesn’t seem to have hurt you,” she said dryly.

She tried to decide what part of her body would best be covered by the facecloth.

When he gave a crooked smile, she hastily said, “But back to your mother. Did she

know she’d been used for her dowry?”

“Surely you have friends who worried about such things, and perhaps even you. I

believe a woman would know if there was no love involved, don’t you?”

She nodded, remembering more than one friend who had accepted a marriage

arranged by parents. “I never thought that would happen to me, of course,” she said

wryly. “I knew my father would never force me into such an arrangement—and yet

just by praising you, it was as if he deliberately led me right to you.” She shook her

head even as she smiled.

“Isn’t that a good thing?” he asked softly, pulling his chair a bit closer.



She sank deeper into the tub, and the water sloshed near the rim. “You’re certain you

don’t think of that young lady your father chose for you?”

“I don’t even remember her name.” His expression sly, he murmured, “You have

gooseflesh. It must be getting cold in there.”

“Oh, no, I am quite content and relaxed,” she said, too quickly. “So your mother

accepted the marriage, even though she knew your father didn’t love her?”

Michael grinned, but his amusement faded. “She was one of the women with no

choice. Once, when he was drunk, my father told me even he didn’t want to marry

her, but for the money.”

She stared at him in bewilderment. “But she seems like a wonderful woman, and you

obviously were raised well by her.”

“She is wonderful, but from what my father accidentally told me, I think she was

considered fast.”

Cecilia caught her breath.

“I understand that it’s shocking. You’d never know it to meet her. Her father wanted

to be rid of her, thought she encouraged young men, and there were whispers that

she’d done even more than that.”

“Oh, Michael, how terrible for you to hear such things. I don’t like your father very

much for repeating them.”

“He’d never been a man who could be satisfied with a decent life. He always wanted

more—more excitement, more money, more respect. You don’t achieve respect

behaving as he did. As for my mother ... I don’t know how immature she was as a



young woman. But she became a wonderful mother, and tolerant of my father, at least

in front of us.”

He seemed as if he might say more but simply thinned his lips and stared unseeing

across the room. Cecilia could only be amazed at how serene and uncomplaining his

mother was compared to her own, when the lady had obviously come down in the

world.

“I know I wanted all my inheritance for my control of the earldom,” she began

slowly, “and I understand that you don’t want my dowry because of the things your

family has been through. But, Michael, what if you used some of the dowry to

purchase an officer’s commission?” When he frowned, she went on quickly. “You

would earn more money for your family, and I’m sure the connections would help the

various enterprises you’ve begun investing in.”

“Thank you, but no. I am content with the life I’ve made for myself.”

She nodded, hoping that making the offer would help her feel better about what she

owed him and his family. And also, she almost hoped the whole conversation would

put him in a bad mood.

But apparently not, for suddenly he braced his weight on the rim of the tub behind

her, then dipped the fingers of his other hand in the soap bubbles floating before her.

She inhaled swiftly. “Michael, surely you can have a bathing tub sent to your

bedchamber.”

“But there’s one right here.”

She couldn’t stop staring at his hand as if mesmerized. He made slow circles in the

bubbles, coming ever closer to her breasts.



“I could scrub your back,” he whispered.

She tipped her head back and stared up at him, feeling like she couldn’t breathe

deeply enough the way his eyes gleamed down upon her. Her body seemed to be

coming awake, as if the memories of his lovemaking had lain dormant all day and

were now fanned hotly to life by the sight of his eagerness to have her.

He suddenly stood up and pulled his shirt over his head. “What the hell; I could just

get in with you.”

Shocked and panicky, she surged to her feet without thinking, “No, no, I’m done, it’s

all yours.”

As water sluiced down her body, he laughed and wrapped her in a towel, swinging

her into her arms and toward the bed.

“I see how eager you are,” he whispered even as he nuzzled her neck and kissed her

there. “I’ll have my bath later, and maybe I can persuade you to join me.”

He set her down on the edge of the bed and began to pat her dry. She felt silly and

embarrassed and hot with the desire she felt for him, the desire she could no longer

deny.

And then he kissed her, tipping her backward and coming down over her body,

exploring her mouth deeply, luring her tongue into his own. With a moan, she gave

up trying to pretend she could keep him away from her. He was a man, with a man’s

needs, and she was his wife. She wrapped her arms about him and kissed him back

with a fierce urgency. She moaned as he began to lick the water from her skin,

trailing down her body. She cried out when his tongue teased her nipples, and she

could have gloried in that forever, but he kept moving down her body, exploring her

belly, spreading her thighs.



She stiffened as he knelt at the edge of the bed, staring right at her—there. She came

up on her elbows. “Michael, what are you—”

“Relax,” he interrupted. “I was in such a rush to have you last night, I didn’t explore.”

“Oh, that’s all right. It’s not necessary.” She heard herself babbling, even as she

trembled with expectation and curiosity and desperation. “In fact, it’s been a long

day. You must be tired.”

He chuckled against her belly, then he said nothing as he moved lower and pressed an

intimate kiss between her thighs.

Her hips jolted beneath him, and she covered her mouth to stop her cries. She should

stop him, but she was overwhelmed and stunned, shocked by the fierce pleasure of

his tongue licking her, even inside her. She existed in a haze of rising pleasure,

shuddering, desperate for the joy she knew awaited her. And it came so suddenly,

pouring over her, leaving her gasping and languid beneath him.

He straightened up and leaned over her, grinning.

“You look proud of yourself,” she whispered.

“Oh, I am. There’s nothing to compare to pleasing one’s wife.”

She couldn’t help smiling at his silliness, even as a secret place in her heart thrummed

with a hint of sadness.

He removed the rest of his clothing as she scooted back into the center of the bed.

Crawling on all fours above her, he kissed her over and over until she almost begged

him to come inside her. He eased between her thighs and gently claimed her. She

gasped in awe at how wonderful it felt to have him deep inside her, as if he could be a



part of her forever.

“No pain?” he whispered against her mouth.

She shook her head. “None.”

“Good,” he breathed in obvious relief.

And then he began to move, sometimes sweeping her away in his urgency and power,

other times moving so slowly that she lifted her hips off the bed to capture him.

Everything made her ache in new and wondrous ways, and she reveled in it all, even

as she knew it could only be temporary.

W hen Michael awoke before dawn, he tensed, waiting for his wife to flee their bed

as she had the day before. But she was still asleep, and he was able to prop himself up

on his elbow and study her. Her complexion was not as pale as other English beauties

because she preferred to walk the land rather than remain indoors. But he liked that.

He lifted a strand of golden hair and inhaled, smelling the elusive, floral scent that he

would forever associate with her.

She blinked drowsily and opened her eyes, and he relaxed when she didn’t seem

surprised to see him. In that moment, as he yearned for her to smile at him, he knew

he was falling in love with her, and it had nothing to do with a debt to his past. It was

all about the woman she was and how he could no longer imagine his life without

her. But what should be a joyous feeling was instead brimming with uncertainty, for

although she tolerated him, even desired him, all of it was still very reluctant. Even if

she had tender feelings for him, she would never admit it, and it would scare her

away if he admitted his own.

She wasn’t ready to share thoughts and hopes. He found himself wanting to talk

about his brother’s law practice, and his concern that Allen would have less time for



managing the Blackthorne estate. Cecilia would be the perfect one to take over the

work—but she wasn’t ready to hear that. She was too focused on her brother.

So he smiled and saved the discussion for a later time. “Good morning, my sweet.”

He waited for her to object to the endearment, but instead, she gave him a faint

frown.

“You dreamed in the night,” she murmured, looking troubled.

He silently cursed the dreams of his fallen comrades, over which he had no control. “I

am sorry I disturbed you.”

“No, please, you didn’t call out or toss around—much. I’m ... simply not used to

someone else being in my bed.”

She blushed and briefly looked away, pulling the counterpane closer to her chin like

one of the shields on the drawing-room wall that used to guard her ancestors.

“What were you dreaming about?” she asked.

He shrugged and sat up as if to stretch out his back. He couldn’t look at her as he

misled her. “I don’t really remember. Battles, I think. Nothing to speak of.”

“It must be terrible to risk your life every day.”

She laid her palm low on his back, comforting him. For the first time, he realized he

didn’t want to tell her about his part in her father’s death. But ... if he was so certain

he’d made an honest mistake, and didn’t feel guilty, why didn’t he wish to tell her?

He’d never considered that before.



“Skill and training help a man reduce his risk,” Michael said almost absently.

“And you seem a very dedicated sort of man.”

Now he heard amusement in her voice, and turned back to study her. She was staring

at his torso, at the muscles she probably wasn’t used to seeing if her smile was any

indication. But then that faded, and he knew she was seeing the scars.

He gestured to them impatiently. “These were wounds of the flesh, none deep. More

annoyances than anything else.”

“You could have died of infection,” she chastised him.

“Perhaps, but I didn’t.”

He was the one who left the bed first.

Cecilia sat up and watched her husband, feeling even more intrigued now that she’d

made love to him twice. She felt she knew him so much more ... personally,

intimately.

And she knew he was holding something back, something about the dreams. It might

be something as simple as wanting to keep the dangerous details from her innocent

ears, she thought with annoyance. But it wasn’t just that. What didn’t he want her to

know about the dreams?

As he drew on his trousers, she changed the subject. “Though you never rebuked me,

I did invite your family to my home, where someone is trying to—harm me. I never

thought I might be putting them in danger. They didn’t seem ... real to me, when I

was trying to discover the truth about you.”



He came back to the bed and looped his arm around the bedpost. “I know. And I do

not fear for them here.”

“Why not?”

“Because I recently had a discussion with your brother about security. Since your fall

into the hole, we’ve increased the patrols of the watchmen. Tom and Will have been

taking turns in the family wing at night in the corridors.”

She slowly smiled. “You thought to discuss it with my brother? Thank you.”

He shrugged, and she knew he still didn’t trust him, but Oliver was the earl.

When Nell knocked on the door, Michael departed after reminding Cecilia that they

would go down to breakfast together. Of course, he was dressed before her and

waiting patiently in the corridor to escort her downstairs.

“I seem to remember your waiting for me here before,” she said.

“You were trying to elude your husband,” he replied, shaking his head.

“If it weren’t for this mysterious villain, I would be feeling a bit crowded.”

His expression briefly clouded, and she knew she had pricked him. But what else was

she supposed to do? They’d never have an idyllic marriage. Regardless of what

happened between them in bed, by the light of day they would have to separate. It

was best to remember that.

Michael’s family joined them at breakfast, although Oliver, as usual, did not. His

“pressing matter” of the previous evening had probably brought him home in the wee

hours before dawn.



Lady Blackthorne had more questions about Cecilia herself, as if she wanted to learn

everything she could about her new daughter-in-law.

“It must have been very exciting to spend much of your childhood in another

country,” Lady Blackthorne said with awe.

Cecilia shrugged. “Perhaps. When I was much younger, I thought it an adventure, of

course.”

She saw Michael glance at her sharply, as if with all her denials, he never imagined

she might once have appreciated it.

“My mother wanted to be with my father at all times, so we did not await him in

Bombay but followed his regiment wherever it went.”

Mr. Blackthorne actually whistled as he stared at her and buttered his toast at the

same time.

“We traveled jungles and mountains, waited anxiously behind lines at every

engagement.” She didn’t realize her voice was growing softer with each word as her

mind flew back to those dreaded hours, when they wondered if her father lived. She

gave a start and forced a smile for her mother-in-law. “My father seemed to have luck

on his side.”

“Not luck,” Michael said. “Talent and intuition. He had a gift for practically reading

the mind of the enemy. He seemed to know their intentions before they did and

concocted the perfect response, never needlessly cruel, never too timid. He had the

respect of his men, his superiors, and the enemy.”

Cecilia gazed at him with gratitude, touched.



“The two of you did not meet in those days?” Lady Blackthorne asked.

Michael shook his head. “Cecilia and her mother escorted young Lord Appertan

home to attend Eton. After that, she was there sporadically, and we never met. I did

meet your mother once, though,” he told Cecilia.

“I had not realized,” she murmured. “My mother was devoted to my father and did

not like to be long parted from him.” That sounded so ... innocent, so simplistic, when

the truth was more complicated. Instead, she thought about how Michael had tried to

make things easier by not mentioning Gabriel. But her brother deserved to be

remembered. So she told them about her little brother’s bravery in saving her life, and

the loss of his own.

By the end of Cecilia’s story, Lady Blackthorne was dabbing her eyes with a

handkerchief drawn from her sleeve. “Oh, my dear, I cannot imagine how your

family coped. You poor little things—and your poor parents. There is nothing worse

than outliving a child. But ah, your Gabriel had such heart.”

Cecilia nodded. “My mother was never the same,” she admitted, thinking back. “Yes,

she came back to England with us at first, but it was so obvious she feared for my

father, and that she longed to be with him. And from what my father used to write,

when she was with him, she lived in fear for Oliver and me. It was as if she couldn’t

decide where she needed to be.” But being with her father had won out because of all

her mother’s insecurities. She and Oliver had both needed her, but it had not

mattered.

“India killed my mother at last,” she heard herself say.

There was a pregnant silence, and she looked around in surprise. Lady Blackthorne’s

soft eyes were full of sympathy, Mr. Blackthorne’s with interest. Michael seemed ...

distant.



“It was a fever,” Cecilia explained, spreading her hands. “She was always susceptible

to the illnesses there, but she wouldn’t leave. I was with her.” Now that she’d started,

it was as if she couldn’t stop, and she knew it was all aimed at Michael, so he’d

understand. “I nursed her, and she suffered terribly. My father felt that India and even

his career killed her in the end. He was never quite the same after that. He wanted me

home with Oliver, where I could take care of him, and we’d have each other.”

Michael had known she’d suffered in India, but as they stared at each other, he knew

in his heart what she was saying—that she had too many terrible memories of India,

that she needed him to know she wouldn’t change her mind. He saw India as a

country of promise, a way for him to know success he’d never had before, and to her,

it was about death and loss. Three members of her family had died there—and he’d

been the cause of the last. If he told her ... she’d include him in all that loss, and their

marriage might never recover.

Withholding his past hadn’t seemed so important, but he’d realized, after she’d

mentioned his dreams, that he was almost lying by not telling her. Could he continue

to do that if he loved her? He still remembered how tenderly and sweetly she’d

watched him as he talked of her father’s bravery, but that tenderness wasn’t for him.
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I t rained most of the day, and Cecilia fully expected to find indoor amusements for

Michael’s family, but to her surprise, he took the lead, playing billiards with his

brother, then the both of them teaching her to play, while their mother laughed and

made her own suggestions. Oliver stopped in for this, amused but not sarcastic, and

for a brief time, Cecilia forgot her worries and simply enjoyed having family around

her again.

Even as Michael made plans to visit his family soon, and she was included, she didn’t

know if it would work out that way. Perhaps he still thought he could make her fall in

love with him, make her lose every dream she had for herself and the estates. That

simply wouldn’t happen.

And they got through another day without an attack, and she thanked God fervently.

That night, she reminded herself to keep her distance from Michael, that they

couldn’t ever have the different types of marriage they each wanted. But she still

ended up in bed with him, exploring new ways to pleasure each other, turning off her

thoughts and just letting herself feel.

He fell asleep first, and she lay wide-awake, aching over the future. She knew when

he started to dream, felt him twitch in his sleep, heard mumbling she couldn’t

decipher. She turned up the light on the lamp. His face was etched with anguish, and

she gently shook his shoulder. He came awake so fast, she gasped and gave a little

jump.

“Is something wrong?” he demanded, sitting up with a pistol in his hand.



She stared openmouthed. “No ... no, nothing’s wrong with me. W-where did you get

that?”

He exhaled, then slowly slid the gun back beneath his pillow. “I was hardly going to

leave you unprotected,” he said mildly. “I didn’t think you needed to see the

weapon.”

She swallowed and stared at his pillow, reminding herself that he probably spent

much of his life with a weapon close at hand. He saw nothing wrong with it—but for

her, it was a scary reminder of how dangerous her life had become.

“Cecilia?” he said curiously. “You woke me for something?”

She dragged her gaze from the pillow and met his. “You were dreaming again.”

He seemed to search her face, his expression one of hesitancy and sorrow.

“What is it?” she whispered, touching his arm. “You can tell me.”

He closed his eyes. “I didn’t want to burden you with any of this.”

“How could your dreams be a burden?”

He shook his head. “The dreams are only a result. I’ve told myself over and over that

we made the best decision we could, the honorable decision. And I’ve lived with it, as

I’ve had to live with so many things done in war in the name of England.”

Still holding his arm, she felt his tension. He covered her hand with his own.

“But a decision made in battle impacted so many lives, including yours and your

brother’s. I thought I didn’t feel guilty because I helped make the best decision we



could at the moment. But we were wrong, Cecilia, and lives were lost—including

your father’s.”

She inhaled even as she felt the pang of loss.

He ran his hand through his hair. “Because of your father’s death, you’ve had to leave

behind the life of a woman and take over for your brother. Appertan no longer has his

father’s guidance to grow into a good man. And when I saw this, I realized that my

actions affected so many things. I’m so sorry, Cecilia.” He whispered the last in a

husky voice full of regret.

She had to swallow the lump that seemed to grow in her throat. “Tell me, Michael. I

want to know, even if it hurts us both. But wait.” She slid from the bed, no longer

quite so embarrassed at being nude but not wanting to be so while hearing whatever

terrible thing Michael blamed himself for. Once she donned her dressing gown, she

turned around to find him buttoning his trousers, then limping toward her.

“Do you need your cane?” she asked.

He shook his head as if in irritation, but she knew him well enough to know he

simply wanted to tell her the truth immediately, now that he’d made up his mind.

He stared down at her, his expression serious rather than containing his old

impassivity. “We were escorting prisoners, Rothford, Knightsbridge, myself, and a

small contingent of soldiers. At the time, we were told our prisoners had been thieves,

men, women, and even children, and we saw how hungry they were, thought they

were trying to save their families as best they could. But others in command believed

they knew more information than they were letting on. We were ordered to escort

them to a compound, well hidden from most of the world, a place where secrets were

... extracted.”



She crossed her arms over her chest, feeling a chill raise gooseflesh. “That sounds

ominous.”

“It is, but sometimes one must do unsavory things in pursuit of justice. We didn’t feel

that this band of several dozen, half-starved villagers posed any threat—and that was

our first mistake. They deceived us, Cecilia. They deceived us, and we made the

decision to let them go.”

She didn’t say anything—what could she say? She saw how he regretted the mistake,

knew it had been made to the best of his ability.

“Those ‘starving villagers’ came back with reinforcements and attacked. Three good

men died—including your father.”

She bowed her head, and in some ways, it was as if the grief was fresh again. But she

knew it was fresh for Michael, too.

“Rothford and Knightsbridge are back in England to make amends to the families of

the other two dead soldiers,” Michael continued softly. “They felt a debt of guilt,

while I told myself it was one of honor.”

A debt? Even now, was she simply a debt to him? But she couldn’t want more.

“Everything I’ve ever learned told me that guilt is a wasted emotion on the

battlefield, that decisions have to be made without overthinking them, or lives would

be lost. I told myself I would never let emotion hold sway over me. Yet I couldn’t

watch women and children disappear into that compound. Men died because of my

decision, Cecilia, and I see the impact on you and your brother. I thought I kept this

secret to protect you, but I realized that if I didn’t want to speak of it, there must be a

reason. And it’s guilt and shame. I’m so sorry, Cecilia. Words are inadequate to what

I’ve cost you.”



He gripped her upper arms and stared down at her with the naked emotion of regret

and sorrow etching lines in his face.

She wondered if she should feel angry or affronted, but nothing could replace her

terrible sadness. “You were fighting a war, Michael,” she said tiredly. “You made the

best choice you could. Could you control everything that happened afterward, every

choice other men made during battle? If you think so, you’re arrogant as well as

proud.”

He slowly sank down onto the chaise longue, and she did the same, so that side by

side they stared into the gloom and shadows, into the past. She knew that Michael

was a man who grew up learning to hide his emotions, and he’d become a master at

it. Somehow, being there with her and Oliver had raised his doubts to a new level,

giving her the chance to see into his very soul.

She turned on the chaise until their knees touched and she could look into his face.

“You can’t blame yourself for Oliver’s behavior.”

He thinned his lips. “And why can’t I? He was forced to become the earl at eighteen.”

“His behavior started long before my father’s death. In some ways, Gabriel’s death

changed everything. It was hard enough for me to accept, but when a twin dies, half

of the whole ... it made him alone in the world for the first time. I think Oliver was

overly determined to have his own way because now he had to do it all himself. And

our mother was no use to him.”

“Why not?” Michael asked.

“If anything, she drove Oliver into selfishness because she was so very good at it.

Everything in her life was about her need to have Papa nearby, whatever the

consequences. She seemed to think she would lose him otherwise though he’d never



given her reason to believe so—or so I’ve assumed.” She regarded him thoughtfully.

Michael shook his head. “I never saw your father even look at another woman.”

Cecilia tried to smile. “I knew that. But my mother could never believe it, and that is

an insecurity that Oliver shares, and selfishness is his way to overcome it.”

“Could selfishness drive your brother to do things he’d never considered before?”

She shivered, knowing what Michael was asking. “I just don’t see why,” she

whispered at last. “I’d give him control of anything he wanted.”

“Does he know that, Cecilia?” Michael asked gravely. “Or would he be justified in

thinking you don’t trust him.”

“Trust him?” She stood up swiftly. “Of course I trust him! I’m the one telling you

he’s innocent.”

“But maybe he feels you don’t trust him, that you’ll spend the rest of your life

looking over his shoulder.”

“That’s not true,” she said, feeling almost queasy. But was it? “I’ve told you I’m

going to have nothing to do with the estate for a day after your family leaves. But I

want him to know he can ask me questions. Is that wrong?”

“Though I wish I could tell you, Cecilia, it’s obvious my judgment is as flawed as the

next man’s. But I think you’re doing the right thing beginning to step back.”

She shrugged. “Sometimes I wonder if Oliver is... hiding something that’s affected

him more than he could ever tell me.”



Michael studied her in surprise. “And you’ve never asked him?”

“I’ve only recently had this nagging thought, and I can’t shake it. I—I didn’t tell you

because part of me feared he was hiding his involvement in the attacks on me. But

now ... I don’t think so. It’s something else. And I’m going to discuss it with him.”

She lifted her chin resolutely.

Michael frowned. “I’m not certain it’s a good idea to antagonize him.”

“I won’t do that. I will simply ask as a concerned sister. Maybe he’ll tell me

something that will convince me he’s innocent of attempted murder.”

“I’d like to be there.”

“No.”

“Cecilia, I’m not leaving you alone with him.”

She closed her eyes, wondering how her life had become so warped that even her

own brother might be a danger. “We’ll see. Or maybe you can be nearby on the

terrace, as you were that day the ladies from Enfield visited.”

He nodded, and they remained quiet for several minutes, both thinking their own

thoughts.

“I can’t believe you have no harsh words for me,” he said at last, lifting both her

hands in his.

“You have punished yourself enough,” she answered. “My father loved you like a

son, and he would be the first to understand.”



Gently, he drew her into his arms. “Cecilia—”

He said her name with aching tenderness, then simply stopped.

“Yes?” she whispered.

He turned his head until they were face-to-face, then kissed her softly. “Thank you.”

When they returned to bed, he fell into what seemed like a dreamless sleep, while she

lay awake, wondering what he’d meant to say, feeling both relieved and mournful

that he hadn’t said it.

B ut Michael didn’t fall asleep as quickly as he’d wanted. He could not believe how

easily Cecilia had taken the news that her father had died because of his poor

decision. In some ways, he didn’t feel he deserved her understanding, and in others,

he was so grateful as to feel ridiculously weak about it. He’d almost shown his

gratitude by confessing his love for her, and that would have been a mistake. Their

relationship was yet fragile, and its continuation in no way certain. So much

depended on the resolution of who was trying to harm her. Michael couldn’t hurry

that along without going to the constable, and she would have none of it, not if there

was a chance her brother—or even his reputation—could be harmed.

That left Michael feeling frustratingly on the defensive, never on attack, forced to ask

inadequate questions and simply wait, hoping to intercept the next attack and

discover the truth.

In the morning, he saw his family off and was glad they seemed in good spirits at the

thought of exchanging visits. He didn’t discuss his eventual departure for India since

so many things were as yet unresolved. But he wouldn’t be having a country squire’s

marriage of parties and balls and land management. He and Cecilia both knew it.



When they returned to the house, they discovered Oliver about to leave, as if he could

escape his agreement to assume his duties for the day. He complained he was invited

to a race, and Michael remained silent, watching with relief as Cecilia held firm in

her resolve to begin handing over control of the estate.

“Now I have a meeting with Mrs. Ellison in regard to some renovations in the

bachelor wing,” Cecilia said. “You’ll be hosting plenty of house parties when you

marry, Oliver. Penelope will want the old castle ready.”

And then she left, escorted by Talbot, who’d already promised Michael he would

remain near Cecilia at all times.

Michael turned to Appertan. “Your steward would like to meet with you, my lord.

Also, a petty session will be held in Enfield this afternoon, and you can see how the

local magistrates handle their duties, for you should be assuming that role as well.

Would you like me to accompany you?”

“How else will you report to Cecilia?” he asked grimly.

Appertan followed him to the study, where his steward and secretary waited. The

morning went well, and Appertan seemed in decent spirits at luncheon. Cecilia didn’t

ask any estate questions, and neither did Appertan, as if a truce had been declared on

business discussions.

Michael studied his wife, knowing how difficult it must be for her to relinquish the

work she had such pride in. He prayed that she’d be able to find her own useful life

when Appertan no longer needed her. Michael thought of the adventures they could

have together in India with a sadness that took on more and more resignation.

It was the afternoon in the magistrate’s petty session that turned everything on its

head. He and Appertan were observing several cases, and the younger man yawned



occasionally to get his point across, though he seemed interested in spite of himself.

But during the case of a young husband taken to task for failing to support his wife

and child, Appertan suddenly said he’d had enough and left. Gritting his teeth,

Michael followed the earl, seeing the looks from offended townspeople, hearing the

whispers. As they rode their horses home, he tried to engage the young man in

conversation, but Appertan appeared deep into his own troubled thoughts. There

could be so many reasons for his behavior.

Back at the Hall, Talbot nodded as they came through the main door. Miss Webster

emerged solemnly from the drawing room along with Cecilia, who glanced at

Michael with concern. Appertan swore softly under his breath.

Miss Webster, pale and distraught, dropped into a stiff curtsy. “My lord, it seems you

have once again forgotten an appointment at my home. My parents were expecting

you.”

Appertan smiled briefly at her even as he moved past her into the drawing room,

directly toward the decanter of brandy on a sideboard. Cecilia opened her mouth as if

to protest, then slowly closed it. Michael hoped she was starting to realize that by

trying to be everything to him—sister, mother, guardian—she wasn’t helping.

Appertan turned to Miss Webster. “Forgive me, Penelope. I was seeing to my estates

and attending the magistrate’s petty session in Enfield.”

She nodded. “It is your duty, of course.”

“Next time I will consult with my secretary first.”

Michael felt like rocking back on his heels. That would be an improvement. One

afternoon watching a father’s irresponsibility had been some kind of last straw? It

seemed hard to believe.



Appertan turned to him. “My thanks for your assistance today, Blackthorne. And

now, Penelope and I would like to speak alone.”

“Of course,” Michael said, holding out his arm to Cecilia.

She looked as if she would balk but finally linked her arm with his and left. “We’ll

leave the door open for Penelope’s sake,” she said quietly.

And then Appertan closed the door behind them.

Cecilia whirled around, outraged that Oliver would be so thoughtless on Penelope’s

behalf. She’d just spent an hour consoling the crying girl, and her foolish brother

might just make everything worse.

“There’s nothing you can do,” Michael said softly. “Come to the study, where I can

tell you what happened today.”

She hesitated, then followed him, gritting her teeth. Once they were alone, she

erupted. “You should have seen that poor girl’s face when I said Oliver was gone.

Her father is threatening to call off the engagement, even though Oliver is an earl! He

spends no time with her—why did he even become engaged?”

Michael sighed. “He might want what every young man wants, Cecilia, which with a

proper young woman, he can’t have without marriage.”

She winced. “Surely he’s had women before. If he has urges—he could have quietly

taken care of that.”

“Rowlandson says he doesn’t regularly patronize the women of the demimonde, or

even the loose women he was going to bring into the house last week.”



“So you’re saying he might simply want to be with Penelope, and couldn’t find a way

to do so without making a formal offer?”

Michael shrugged. “Many men have done the same.” He glanced in the direction of

the drawing room. “I’m glad Talbot is still nearby. I feel better about Penelope’s

safety.”

Cecilia flinched as if he’d struck her. “I hope you don’t expect me to ... warn her

about something I don’t believe is true!”

“We can’t go on like this, my sweet. I’m going to need to talk to him honestly, and

not just ask if he’s having a problem.”

“You want to tell him you think he’s trying to kill me?” she cried, backing away.

“His behavior is suspicious. He had decent ideas and questions when we were with

his steward, but at court this afternoon, he couldn’t control himself enough to remain

still. We left early. Something is very wrong, and we need to know.”

“You really think he’s the culprit?” she whispered, hugging herself, feeling a wave of

despondency. “Did you ever think it’s not so much about me as it is the money and

power of the estate that’s tempting someone to do these awful things? Oliver doesn’t

need me out of the way to have any of it.”

“But he might think so.”

“You don’t have proof! Let’s—let’s see what happens if I back away completely, let

it seem as if you’re taking my place in influence with my brother.”

He hesitated, then said slowly, “A brilliant idea. And there’s a chance it will lessen

the danger for you.”



“That’s not why I’m suggesting it! I don’t want you in any danger either. But if I can

prove to you it’s about the money and power, rather than about me personally, then

perhaps we can find a way to prove it’s not Oliver. We can find the person trying to

control the earldom, and then—and then—” She broke off, staring at Michael and

realizing what was different. “You’re not using your cane at all anymore.”

“No,” he said quietly.

She straightened her shoulders. “Things can go back to normal.”

“What’s ‘normal,’ my sweet?”

She could have cried at the tenderness in his voice.

“Is it you helping your brother rather than being a wife to me?”

“You married me knowing we’d never have a real marriage, Michael,” she said

desperately.

He gathered her into his arms. “This is real to me, Cecilia, you’re real. My wife, my

responsibility.”

“You’ll return soon to India. Many people only see each other once or twice a year,”

she insisted. Was she trying to convince herself?

“And that will be good enough for you? What if you’re carrying my child?”

She stared up at him, not knowing what to say. She wanted to beg him to stay, even if

it meant giving up the career he found the most rewarding. And, eventually, he might

begin to resent her for making the choice.



Was she supposed to make the choice? Any choice seemed unfair to someone.

He slid his hand to her stomach. “There might be life here, Cecilia, our child. We

didn’t intend to feel anything for each other, but we do.”

“We respect each other,” she said at last. “Please respect me enough to know that I

can’t talk about this while our family is in turmoil.”

He sighed and leaned his forehead against hers. “Our family. It sounds good to hear

you say that.”

They stood holding each other for a long time. She listened to the reassuring beat of

his heart, wondered if there was already another heart beating between theirs, nestling

inside her body. She felt ... altered by the thought, by knowing they had

responsibilities beyond themselves. That might change everything.



Page 21

Source Creation Date: July 22, 2025, 11:30 am

C ecilia never imagined how difficult it was going to be to abruptly step out of the

life of command she’d been living for two years. For two days, Michael dealt with

Oliver, who seemed restless and distracted, while she arranged flowers, oversaw

menus and the redecorating. She couldn’t remember needlework stitches and would

have gladly thrown the handkerchief across the room. She felt ... useless. Of course,

she was confined to Appertan Hall and couldn’t invite visitors. That made it worse,

for she was used to being out among people every day. A servant followed her

everywhere she went, making her feel twitchy.

In her obsession with guarding her father’s legacy, she’d let her close friends fall

away. Now she wrote several letters, hoping to renew old ties. She had no close

cousins, and Oliver’s precarious place in her life frightened her, and Michael would

eventually return to India. She could easily be all alone in the world. Was that what

she wanted?

When she first took on Oliver’s duties, she’d given no thought to the future, to what

she would do when all the responsibility was taken from her. It seemed so foolish

now.

As she stood at the French doors overlooking the terrace late in the day, she put a

hand on her stomach. Maybe she wouldn’t be alone. She hadn’t thought about

children before Michael, never considered she’d have the time. She’d never felt

drawn to be a mother, the way some women did. But now ... just the thought gave her

hope, another person to love and cherish, a connection to Michael.

She could see Oliver and him riding in the distance, coming toward the stables. Their

heads were turned as they talked to each other, and she found herself praying that



Michael would have words of wisdom for Oliver, something that would help him on

his path to maturity.

Then, suddenly, Michael pitched sideways and fell from the horse, the whole saddle

sliding off with him. She cried out and flung open the door.

Talbot was beside her in an instant. “Lady Blackthorne, you cannot go outside.”

“My husband just fell,” she insisted, flinging an arm toward the park. “He might be

injured.”

Talbot squinted into the distance where she pointed, then sighed. “Very well, I shall

accompany you.”

They set off across the terrace, practically running down the marble steps that

widened out onto the expanse of lawn. Cecilia hastened through the gravel paths of

the garden, no longer able to see Michael and Oliver through the shrubbery.

When they emerged once more onto the lawn, her husband was on his feet, bracing

himself with an arm around Oliver’s shoulders. The rush of relief overwhelmed

Cecilia with a sting of tears.

“Michael!” she cried.

His head swung around toward her, and even with some distance between them, she

could see his frown. She didn’t care. The closer they got, the more she had to tell

herself not to fling her arms around him like a foolish girl.

Oh, God, am I falling in love with him?

She could see a bruise on his jaw as she stopped before him but no other damage.



Oliver spoke before she could. “Cecilia, you should have remained inside,” he said

with exasperation. “You’re the one who’s a target.”

“Apparently not just me,” she said between gritted teeth. “Michael, I imagine it’s

been a long time since you fell from a horse.”

He sighed. “Someone cut the girth almost all the way through. My weight eventually

completed the deed.”

“And you’re not hurt?” she asked, her voice embarrassingly weak.

Michael took her hand. “Reinjured my leg,” he said grimly. “Just when I’d stopped

using the cane, too.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry,” she said—and meant it deeply. It had been her idea to turn the

focus off herself, just to prove it wasn’t about her.

He gave her a tight smile. “Let’s get you out of the open.”

Talbot took the horses back to the stables, so Oliver could help Michael back to the

castle. Once Michael was settled on a sofa, his leg propped up, Oliver brought him a

brandy, clinked it with his own, and downed his. Cecilia stared from one man to the

other in confusion.

“Are we done for today?” her brother asked impassively.

Michael grimaced. “We are.”

Oliver glanced at Cecilia. “Then I’m off to Enfield for the evening.”

Michael watched Cecilia’s crestfallen expression as her brother left, then the way her



wide eyes came back to him. He hastened to reassure her, patting the sofa beside him.

“Truly, I’m all right, Cecilia.”

She sank down beside him, then leaned against his shoulder as if in defeat. “I didn’t

mean for you to get hurt,” she whispered. “I wanted to prove this villain was after

money and power, not just me.”

“And you’ve been proven brilliant,” he said, chucking her under the chin.

She touched his thigh. “Should we call the doctor?”

“I didn’t break it, only aggravated it. I know how to take a fall. It only means a few

more weeks with the cane.” A few more weeks in her company, he thought, grateful.

She straightened up, as if it were weak to lean against one’s own husband. “We must

talk to the head groom and the stableboys.”

“I’m sure Talbot already is. But I imagine whoever did this took care not to be seen.”

“I know what you’re going to say,” she said, her chin jutting forward defensively.

“And yes, Oliver could have done this, or had someone do it. But why? He certainly

knows you don’t stand between him and control of his money, whereas someone else

might believe you’re starting to influence Oliver too much.”

“True, but perhaps this person thinks I’m beginning to control you. ” He held up both

hands before she could speak. “But you could be right. Perhaps.”

The hope on her face was almost painful to him. He could only imagine how it would

feel if people assumed something terrible about his own brother, Allen.



Michael certainly didn’t want Appertan to be a villain. Or was that his own guilt

talking? Regardless of Cecilia’s forgiveness, Michael still felt responsible in some

ways for Appertan’s plight. Consequently, was he trying to help the young man too

much, just like Cecilia was?

“I know you’ve spoken to some of Oliver’s friends,” she was saying with animation.

“There are so many others who might want to keep a hold on Oliver’s old free-

spending ways.”

“I think you were right last night. We need to talk to your brother. And though you

may wish otherwise, I plan to be with you. He’s intelligent, and certainly not a fool. If

there’s manipulation involved, let’s see him try it on the two of us.”

Cecilia took a deep breath, then let it go. “Very well.”

“Good,” Michael said, leaning back on the sofa. “Shall we try to catch him before he

leaves?”

She nodded, beginning to stand, but Michael didn’t release her hand.

“Send one of the footmen, my sweet.”

“I feel like such a prisoner,” she said in disgust. “I know it’s only been days, but I

can’t remember what it feels like to walk my own home in freedom.”

“And now I have to be just as cautious,” he said. “Are you glad to have company?”

She frowned at him over her shoulder as she went to the drawing-room door. When

she returned, he drew her into his arms and simply held her. Soon, he wouldn’t have

this, only his memories. He understood everything about her now, the doubts she’d

overcome because of her mother’s neglect, the trauma of her brother’s death, and her



self-blame. Yet she’d risen above it all, becoming a wise, good woman who loved her

brother regardless of what he’d done.

Michael wanted her to come with him to India, but was that fair? He could be the one

to make the choice, to give up the career that gave him the most fulfillment and the

pride of being an independent man. He could stay here as Cecilia’s husband, with

little to do for his small family manor and no way to provide for his wife in the life

she was used to except through her own dowry, however much supporting the estate

had left of that.

Michael would be ... a shell of a man, dishonorable. He knew the truth of guilt now.

He was not used to feeling like a failure, but he could no longer deny the mistakes

he’d made. He had to support his wife and family, and the best way was in India. His

estate simply did not yield enough revenue on its own.

He would never force her to follow the drum, after what she’d experienced as a child.

So they’d live separately, except for a brief month or two each year.

And his own child, if she conceived? Michael would barely know him or her.

C ecilia spent an hour in the drawing room with her husband, awaiting Oliver. Her

brother had been taking a bath in preparation for the evening and agreed to give them

a half hour of his time with great reluctance, if the footman Tom’s hesitant

explanation could be understood.

Cecilia had wanted to pace her frustrations away, still full of nervous energy that her

plan had caused Michael injury. But he had drawn her into his arms until her head

settled on his chest. They rested together for long minutes. She should not feel

peaceful, but in that moment, she did, and looked up at him in wonder. He kissed her

gently, over and over again, soothing her until she thought she could do this forever.



“You don’t look like you need to talk to me.”

Cecilia jumped and turned to see her brother standing in the doorway, hands on his

hips, glowering at them.

“You made us wait,” Michael said simply. “We’re newly wed—what else should we

do?”

Oliver grimaced and turned as if to go.

“No, Oliver, please come talk to us,” Cecilia called. “This is so very important.”

He trudged toward them like a martyr, taking the seat opposite their sofa, with a low

table between them. He couldn’t seem to sit still, crossing his lower leg over his knee,

then changing his mind, restlessly lacing his hands together over his stomach, then

playing with the fringe that decorated the armrest. And through it all, he wouldn’t

meet her gaze.

She studied him, feeling a sudden calm come over her. He was in trouble, and only

she could help him. Something had changed for him these last few days, and this

restless nervousness of his was only a symptom. “Oliver, you know someone has

been trying to harm me.”

He sighed. “I didn’t want to believe you at first, but now ... the evidence is

convincing.”

“Do you have any idea who it might be?”

He glanced at Michael. “I’m sure you’ve given this much thought, being a soldier.

But even you haven’t come up with an answer. And I did think you had the best

motivation to harm Cecilia when you first arrived.”



“But now this person is targeting me,” Michael said softly.

“You can take care of yourself.” Oliver’s tone was dismissive.

She stiffened but felt the pressure of Michael’s hand on hers as if to calm her. She

tried to relax.

“But Cecilia,” Oliver said, turning back to her, “you don’t know how to protect

yourself. Perhaps I didn’t want to believe the attacks were real because there’s still a

part of me that thinks all this”—he gestured at the room, but seemed to mean the

castle—“has some kind of power to protect us. But I guess that was only true when

Father was alive. He would have protected you. I’ve failed you, just as I failed—”

And then he broke off, staring almost bleakly into the distance. He couldn’t mean

Gabriel; he wasn’t even with them when their brother died.

“You haven’t failed me,” she said quietly. “Neither Michael nor I has been able to

stop these attacks.”

“I should have,” he said in a hoarse voice. “But I didn’t want to see it. I thought ... if I

focused on myself enough, I could forget anything unpleasant. It didn’t work.”

“What are you trying to forget, Oliver?”

He opened his mouth, but at first nothing came out. Cecilia kept herself from leaning

forward, unwilling to break the moment. Then his face wrenched into an awful

grimace, and to her shock, a tear slid down his cheek.

“I did something terrible,” he whispered, then rubbed the heels of his palms hard into

his eyes.



Feeling ill, she told herself to be patient. She thought she might have to restrain

Michael, but he was so calm as to be a statue. He radiated acceptance and ease, as if

he were leaving the connection between her and Oliver alone.

“Can you tell me what you think you did?” she asked her brother.

“Do you remember the upstairs maid, Jennette, who used to work for us a few years

ago?”

Baffled, Cecilia stared at him. This wasn’t about the attacks? “Of course. She left our

employ and moved away, rather unexpectedly.”

“Not unexpectedly,” he said, his voice breaking. “I paid her to go away. I’d—I’d

seduced her, and she got with child.”

A wrenching pain clutched Cecilia’s chest as she took a swift breath, and she wanted

to press her hand to her heart. “Oh, Oliver,” she whispered. “Why didn’t you tell

me?”

“Tell you?” He gave a harsh laugh that held no amusement. “What was I supposed to

say? I was seventeen and stupid. Though I knew several other men who’d done the

same thing, I-I panicked, thinking of what Father would say. She didn’t want me

from the beginning. I made certain she felt ... she had no choice.”

Cecilia covered her mouth, trying not to show her horror that the brother she loved

had done something so despicable.

He wiped a hand down his face. “By the devil, I treated her as if she weren’t even a

person. And when she said there was a baby ...”

She flinched, as if with another blow.



“I was so angry.” His voice trailed off, and he looked dispiritedly at the floor. “After I

gave her money and sent her away, I never saw or heard from her again. I thought

that would be the end of it.” He lifted his head and stared hard into her face. “But I

can’t forget her, Cecilia. I can’t forget what I did to her, or how she looked so lost

when I sent her away. When I look in a mirror, I see Jennette, not me anymore.”

“And you drink to forget.” Her brother’s past behavior began to fall into place.

“It doesn’t help,” he said bitterly. “When you told me what Rowlandson had done to

the tavern maid—I’d done so much worse. I let you have my responsibilities so I

wouldn’t have to think. When Father died ... oh God, there was a part of me that was

glad he would never have to know what I’d done, how I’d betrayed our family

name.” He covered his face with hands that trembled.

At last, Cecilia looked at her husband. Michael’s expression was grim, but he said

nothing, only nodded toward her brother. Trusting her.

Oliver gave another shudder and looked up. His eyes were dry, his face haunted by a

grief that suddenly made him look ten years older. “I can’t go on like this. I know

I’ve relied on you too much, Cecilia, but ... tell me what to do to make this right

again, to find some way to live with myself.”

“I think we need to find Jennette,” she said in a firm voice. “She’s out there alone

with your child. Illegitimate or not, this child needs you to provide more than

whatever money you gave her. You need to support them both.”

He nodded. “Yes, you’re right, I know, but ... how?”

“Let me talk with Mrs. Ellison and see if she knows where the girl went. Servants

often leave forwarding addresses to have things sent.”



Oliver nodded. “I can talk to her if you’d like.”

“No, I—” But she stopped herself. “You’re right; you should talk to her.”

Oliver slapped his thighs as he stood up. “I’ll do it before dinner.”

He marched toward the door, and she stared after him, feeling bewildered and

heartsick.

At the last moment, he turned back. “Cecilia”—he reluctantly turned his gaze upon

Michael—“Blackthorne, thank you for listening, and not judging me too harshly.”

“I think you’ve judged yourself,” Michael said impassively. “Now follow through.”

The words took on the tone of mild command, but Oliver only nodded and left,

closing the door behind him.

Cecilia stared at the door for a long moment, then everything she’d been repressing

seemed to choke up her throat. She turned into Michael’s arms and buried her face in

his chest, weeping. He held her for a long moment, rocking her gently.

When the storm of her emotions had calmed at last, she stared up at him with wet

eyes. “I—I don’t know what to say. He—he raped a girl when he was, what,

seventeen?”

“Do you realize how often such things happen among the nobility, Cecilia? At least

he’s found his conscience at last. So many powerful men believe they can do

whatever they want.”

“Obviously, he believed it,” she said bitterly. “To think he ... he ...” She couldn’t even

find the words, only stared at her husband in confusion.



“He wants to make things right.” Michael gripped both her hands in his. “That’s a

good sign.”

“Do you think with all the guilt he’s been feeling, he was the one behind what’s been

happening to me?” She’d thought her brother incapable of harming her, but he’d had

no problem hurting Jennette.

“I don’t think so,” Michael said at last. “I think his treatment of the maid has been

tearing him up inside, not something he might have done to you. Going to court,

hearing about the man who’d abandoned his wife and babe, it must have been too

much for him at last.”

“I don’t know what to think of him anymore,” she whispered bleakly.

“We can be appalled at his lack of forethought and morals, but certainly, I am not one

to judge him, after all the mistakes I made.”

“Those were honest mistakes, Michael,” she said earnestly. “But what Oliver did ...”

She trailed off, shaking her head. “Yet he’s my brother, and I can only hope, by

making amends, he becomes a better man.”

And then a new thought occurred to her, and she felt a rush of cold clarity. “I

remember Jennette, but not well. She was only here for a year, so I don’t know the

kind of woman she is. But bitterness and hatred can do terrible things to a person.

Could she want revenge?”

Michael nodded slowly. “It seems plausible. She might believe you didn’t try to help

her—or she might think she could ruin Appertan’s life by making him look guilty of

your murder.”

Cecilia sank back against the sofa and closed her eyes. “Oh, but she has a child,



Michael, my niece or nephew. I would hate to think she was that kind of woman, for

then she might not be a very good mother.”

“We can’t make judgments until we talk to her.”

“You don’t think we should let Oliver handle this alone?” she asked in surprise.

“This woman has a reason to hate our family. If Appertan confronts her poorly, it

might make everything worse. It seems to me that he would welcome our support.”

She sighed with relief. “Thank you. I don’t think I could wait around to find out what

happens. But then again, we don’t even know how long it might take to find her.”

“We’ll hire an investigator if we have to, my sweet.”

As they waited for Talbot’s announcement of dinner, Cecilia studied Michael,

imagining that as a soldier, he must have had to investigate any intelligence that

reached his regiment. He immersed himself daily in a world where good tried to

defeat evil, and evil fought back with guile. She saw the nobility and honor of such a

life and felt a pang of sorrow, knowing she could never ask him to give it up.

She thought again about Jennette’s situation, and the fact that she, too, could be

pregnant. “Michael ... I feel so sorry for Jennette. I can only imagine how alone she

felt, how vulnerable. And then to discover that she was with child. She must have

desperately wanted to protect that baby, to give it a home. If I’m pregnant ...” She

trailed off, seeing him watch her intently. “Will our child be pulled between two

worlds, just as I was?”

“Your mother made you feel like that, Cecilia,” he said with quiet resolve. “And

you’re not your mother. Our child will know how much he’s loved by both of us,

regardless of our unorthodox marriage.”



Unorthodox marriage, she thought sadly. She wasn’t even certain what that meant.

And then Talbot announced dinner, and they followed him down the corridor to the

private family dining room. Cecilia kept glancing at Michael, limping at her side, and

she knew that “unorthodox marriage” meant that he would leave her. She might not

be as fearful and obsessive as her mother, but, for the first time, she had an inkling of

her mother’s desperation not to be separated from the husband she loved. With

Michael gone, her life would become as if black and white. She wouldn’t have his

wit, his calm strength, or the way he made her feel like the only woman in the world.

She loved him, the honor that made him regret honest mistakes, the loyalty he

showed to her father and to his men. But she would never use her love to bind him to

her.

The door opened, and Oliver entered the dining room, wearing a puzzled frown. He

shut the door behind him and leaned back against it.

“What is it?” she asked as she rose to her feet.

She turned to help Michael, but he’d already followed her, and put a hand on the table

to steady himself.

“Mrs. Ellison knows where Jennette is,” Oliver said slowly, wiping his hand down his

mouth.

“That’s good, isn’t it?” she asked.

“Penelope’s family hired her.”

Cecilia blinked in confusion, feeling a distant sense of unreality, a prickling of

unease. “Excuse me? How could we have heard nothing of this, not seen her in



Enfield?”

Oliver shrugged. “Could she have been hiding, for fear I’d send her away from the

only people she knows? I might have, too,” he added grimly. “I was certainly

frightened enough. Mrs. Ellison says she thought nothing of Jennette’s being hired by

the Websters because the girl said she felt overwhelmed here and needed to work in a

smaller household.”

“This would have been three years ago, am I correct?” Michael asked Oliver. “And

both of you have visited?”

“Numerous times,” Cecilia insisted.

“And never saw Jennette or heard about a baby in the servants’ hall?”

“Three years ago ...” Cecilia suddenly murmured. “Hannah was still alive! She would

have told me if she’d known anything about it.”

“Why would she have told you about hiring your servant?” Michael asked. “Perhaps

she was even embarrassed, as if they’d lured the girl away.”

“But ... none of this makes sense,” she insisted.

“It seems we have a mystery,” Michael said in his most impassive voice.

Her unease wouldn’t go away. “Do you think Jennette stayed nearby to wait for the

right time for revenge?”

“What?” Oliver demanded, stepping closer. “You think Jennette—” He broke off as

the color drained from his face. “You think she came after you because of me?”



“Perhaps to implicate you,” Michael said. “There are not many ways to punish an earl

after all, unless the crime is murder.”
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F irst thing in the morning, the three of them set off on horseback for the Websters’

manor, barely a mile away. Michael still felt angry that Cecilia refused to remain at

home, but he trusted himself to defend her more than any of the servants, so he’d

relented at last. She’d been determined to reunite with Jennette, needing to look into

her face for herself and see the truth. And perhaps Jennette would speak more freely

to another woman.

Michael didn’t bother telling her that sometimes evil could mask itself as good and

get away with it. Either way, they were probably going to have to involve the

constable eventually.

The sky was overcast, and a breeze chilled them. He watched his wife, who, although

wearing a cloak, seemed unaffected by the weather, her expression set with

determination, ready to fight the world in defense of her brother, as she’d been doing

her whole life. Appertan alternated between looking pale with mortification and grim

with the knowledge that his behavior could have cost Cecilia her life. Revelation of

his deeds would either improve him or ruin him. Michael vowed to make sure it was

the former, for the sake of both Mallory descendants—and for their father.

The manor itself was a two-story stone building, surrounded by a white fence with

climbing vines that had begun to brown with the encroaching autumn. Trees swayed

in the wind near the house, and a gardener could be seen working in the side garden.

After they’d been admitted to a small entrance hall, a maid went to fetch Mrs.

Webster, since Mr. Webster wasn’t at home. Michael surreptitiously glanced past

three doors that opened off the small hall, seeing a library, a sitting room of some

sort, and a corridor to the back of the house. He tried to imagine the layout in his



mind, wondering where the maid Jennette would be working at the moment—and

where she kept her child.

Mrs. Webster hurried from the back of the house, flustered in her plain brown day

dress and crooked lace cap. She peered at them above the spectacles perched on her

nose. “Oh, dear, my lord Appertan, Lady Blackthorne, Lord Blackthorne, I cannot

believe you weren’t shown to the parlor! Please, please, make yourself comfortable.”

Michael followed his wife and her brother into a small parlor, decorated with family

stitchery and amateur watercolors between traditional paintings. He remembered

meeting Mrs. Webster at the dinner party, but the woman had left little impression on

him except for her obvious devotion to Miss Webster, and the glowing pride she’d

evidenced at how well married her daughter would soon be. But, of course, Miss

Webster was the only child they had left. He couldn’t imagine how it must have felt

to lose their oldest daughter in such a tragic drowning.

When they were all seated in the cozy room, Mrs. Webster smiled overly brightly at

Appertan. “My lord, it is good of you to call upon Penelope. Luckily, she is at home.”

The young earl cleared his throat. “Mrs. Webster, although I would be pleased to see

your daughter, we have come on another matter. I understand that you have a maid

working for you who once worked at Appertan Hall.”

“Why, yes, we do,” she said without embarrassment. “Jennette. A quiet girl, who has

suffered terribly. We felt it right to hire her, when she was too embarrassed to remain

at Appertan Hall.”

Mrs. Webster didn’t seem to suspect that Appertan was involved in the maid’s abrupt

departure.

Appertan swallowed, then straightened his shoulders. “We need to speak to Jennette,

Mrs. Webster. Would you bring her to us?”



Mrs. Webster pulled a bell cord that summoned a plump, older woman, obviously the

housekeeper, then sent her off with the request. Michael could only imagine the

maid’s reaction after how Appertan had treated her. If she was innocent of the plot

against Cecilia, she’d be frightened that Appertan might send her away

permanently—or take her child. If Jennette was guilty...

Casually, while Mrs. Webster poured tea, Michael stood, ignoring the shot of pain in

his leg as he leaned on his cane and limped to the window. He’d noticed the rear exit

was on that side of the house, and he kept watch as if admiring the grounds. No one

ran out. Mrs. Webster saw his interest and began to talk about the roses she tended all

summer.

Cecilia could barely swallow, she was so nervous. Her spoon rattled against the

fragile china cup as she stirred her tea. She’d almost jumped when her husband had

stood up, but seeing him at the window, she understood his purpose. Her brother’s

knee jiggled with nervousness, and she longed to grip it, if only to stop him.

They heard two sets of footsteps in the corridor, and a shot of tension like lightning

moved among the three of them. Oliver stood up so fast, he almost tipped over the

cup Mrs. Webster was offering him. Baffled, she leaned back to look up, then saw

visitors blocking the doorway.

Cecilia held her breath as Jennette stood beside the housekeeper. It was obvious the

girl had been crying, for her face was stained with tears, and the housekeeper’s blouse

was covered in wet spots at the shoulder. Jennette took one look at Oliver and

shuddered, averting her eyes. But that shudder wasn’t one of anger, but fear.

Cecilia glanced at Mrs. Webster, wondering how she could ask the woman to leave

her own parlor.

“I’m not going to hurt you,” Oliver told Jennette urgently, as if he didn’t care who

overheard him.



Jennette trembled and held a handkerchief to her eyes and wouldn’t look at him.

“Lord Appertan,” Mrs. Webster began, coming awkwardly to her feet, “I don’t

understand what is going on. Jennette has been an exemplary servant. If you wish to

hire her back, the proper etiquette suggests ...” Her words died away as she looked

from person to person. “I don’t understand.”

“Jennette,” Oliver began, stepping forward.

The maid shrank back against the housekeeper, who put a bracing arm around the girl

and glared at Oliver, all rigid disdain and disapproval. Cecilia had thought the woman

simply overweight, but now she guessed she had the physique of one who’d worked

hard all her life, and now she meant to protect the maid under her authority.

“Jennette, please,” Cecilia began, “we don’t mean to hurt you. We simply need

answers.”

As if she’d somehow gathered her strength, Jennette gazed at Oliver tearfully. “I

knew you’d find me, but I couldn’t leave. I had nowhere else to go. You must want

the baby, but you can’t have her!”

Mrs. Webster’s mouth fell open in growing understanding, and it was hard to look at

her, knowing what she now thought of Oliver—knowing what everyone would soon

think. When Michael came to Cecilia’s side and put an arm around her waist, she was

grateful for the support.

“I haven’t come to take the baby from you,” Oliver insisted. “This is about my

sister.”

“This isn’t about Lady Cecilia,” Jennette said, her voice rising with hysteria. “She

was good to me—but not you!”



Cecilia exchanged a glance with Michael. That didn’t sound like someone who

wanted to harm her.

Jennette hiccoughed on a sob, then whispered, “I should have gone farther away. But

I was tired and sick, and Miss Hannah saw me on the road and insisted I come with

her.”

“Hannah,” Cecilia breathed, feeling an ache of loss, even as she remembered her

friend’s compassion. Michael gently squeezed her waist.

At the mention of her daughter, Mrs. Webster put her trembling fingers against her

lips and bowed her head.

“Miss Hannah said I should stay.” Tears fell down Jennette’s cheeks. “I—I told her

about the babe, but she didn’t care, God bless her. When she died, I d-didn’t know if I

could trust that strange Miss Penelope, but Miss Hannah had told her everything.

What choice did I have?”

Cecilia stiffened, even as she saw Oliver’s look of shock. Penelope knew about his

bastard? Cecilia felt a tingling down her back, an awareness of something crucial and

important. Penelope had known the truth, and she’d still agreed to marry Oliver. That

wasn’t surprising—she would become a countess, and there were many girls who

would wish for that. It wasn’t just power and wealth—Penelope loved Oliver.

But ... wouldn’t she have given Jennette money to go away once she was engaged?

Instead, Penelope had kept her nearby, under her control. Cecilia almost swayed,

knowing how much her own need to be in control had gotten her into trouble. One

couldn’t control life easily; one had to learn the grace to go along with whatever

happened—to trust in God, oneself, and those one loves.

But Penelope ... Penelope must have thought she might need to use the baby to

control Oliver someday.



“Where is your child?” Michael suddenly boomed out.

Jennette shot him a startled look, as if she’d only just realized he was in the room.

“Who are you? You’re not taking Darlene!”

“I am Blackthorne, Lady Cecilia’s husband,” Michael said shortly, using Cecilia’s

previous title as if to make Jennette understand. “Is the child with Miss Webster?”

Cecilia gasped in horror. “You don’t think—”

Oliver was gaping like a fish. “No. I don’t believe it.”

Jennette’s blotchy face paled to the color of dough. “What’s wrong? Why do you all

look like that?” She pushed herself away from the housekeeper and ran out into the

entrance hall.

In the sudden commotion of people trying to flee the room, Mrs. Webster fell back in

a chair. “What is happening?” she screamed.

“Stay with her!” Cecilia told the housekeeper, who nodded, eyes wide with fear.

Cecilia followed Jennette, Oliver, and Michael up the stairs, running as fast as she

could to keep up with them. She remembered the house well, and knew they were

headed for the small rooms at the back that constituted the servants’ quarters.

“Penelope!” Oliver shouted.

Cecilia shuddered at the fear in his voice, even as a child screamed. Oliver must

already be inside the room, while Michael held back a sobbing Jennette. Cecilia

ducked beneath Michael’s arm before he could stop her.

Penelope stood in the far corner of the bedroom, a chubby blond toddler pressed to



her chest. The little girl cried pitiful tears and reached toward her mother.

Penelope ignored her. “Oliver, you need to go home. This doesn’t concern you.”

She spoke in so calm and rational a tone that Cecilia felt gooseflesh rise along her

arms. But her eyes looked wide and wild.

“She is my daughter, Penelope,” Oliver said, a tremor in his voice. “And you knew.

Why didn’t you talk to me about it?”

“There’s nothing to talk about. I’ll take her away from here. She doesn’t need to

disturb us. Jennette was a fool to get with child—I won’t be anything like her.”

“Of course not,” Oliver said reasonably. “You’ll be my countess.”

“I deserve to be a countess.” Penelope nodded. “I’ve proven I can control you, after

all. I know everything that’s been happening because I’m very good with servants.”

Her eyes slanted toward Cecilia, and the momentary glimmer of hate made Cecilia

feel nauseous. She’d trusted Penelope—how had she not seen the truth?

“It was so easy to know everything going on at Appertan Hall,” Penelope said

conversationally. “Cecilia, you thought you were in charge, but it was really me, as it

will always be, once I’m Lady Appertan. Oliver was so easy to handle when he

wanted to kiss me. I played Francis, the page, the same way, and he did whatever I

wanted, told me all your secrets, until I knew so many bad things about him he

couldn’t stop doing what I wanted. He’s very good at digging—did you notice that?

But the bust falling, that was all me. So easy to hide behind those potted ferns you

keep everywhere. After you screamed and everyone looked over the balustrade, off I

went.”

The child cried out again, and Penelope gave her the sweetest smile. “Don’t worry,



little Darlene. I’ll take care of everything. I know just how to do it.” She shot Oliver a

sudden look of triumph. “I persuaded you to propose, didn’t I?”

“You did.”

“You didn’t love me, but what does love matter in a marriage? A marriage is about

power, and you were keeping it from me!” She suddenly pointed her finger at Cecilia.

“I didn’t know,” Cecilia said, spreading her hands wide to show she meant no harm.

She felt Michael holding a fistful of her skirt, as if to keep her near him. She had no

intention of rushing forward and risking her niece, not when Penelope was so near the

open window.

“You were the reason he wouldn’t set a date and make me a countess.” Penelope’s

voice rose slowly with each word. “I love him—I’ll make him a good wife and a

better man. But not with you there.” Her green eyes narrowed in rage. “You kept

interfering, doing everything for him. I was supposed to be his inspiration, his guide.

Why didn’t you just leave with your husband ?” She pointed at Michael, and her

whole arm vibrated with her passion. “But no, you had to interfere. Hannah tried to

interfere, too. She wanted to tell you about the baby, but I couldn’t let her.”

Cecilia covered her mouth, afraid she’d scream at the images that now flashed

through her mind. Had Penelope killed her own sister?

“What did you do?” Oliver cried, advancing toward her.

Michael pushed Jennette into Cecilia’s arms, and Cecilia staggered into the wall to

keep the crying maid from rushing toward her daughter. Michael caught up with

Oliver.

“Stay away!” Penelope screamed, leaning her hip on the window ledge, Darlene

dangling outside, shrieking. “I’ll come find you, Oliver, don’t worry. We’ll be



together!”

And then she swept her arm across the nearby table, upsetting a dimmed lamp. The

oil spilled across the floor, and a fire started with a “whoosh” of sudden sound.

Cecilia and Jennette screamed; Oliver and Michael launched themselves forward,

Michael diving for the nearest carpet to use against the flames. Flinging her leg over

the sill, Penelope reached for a branch in the tree that the sisters used to play in as

children. But the little girl gave a wild kick, which caught Penelope in the stomach,

throwing her off balance. She teetered on the ledge, Darlene squalling and squirming.

Oliver caught his daughter just as Penelope lost her grip. She started to fall backward

out the window, her expression one of shocked disbelief.

“Penelope!” Oliver shouted.

With a wild grab, he caught her skirt, but as a sharp rip sounded, Penelope screamed

and fell. Her voice abruptly went silent.

Cecilia only spared the shaking Oliver a brief glance as she searched for a pitcher of

water on the nearby washstand. She flung it at the fire just as Michael ripped the

curtains from the wall and tossed them out the window. Still clutching Darlene,

Oliver flinched, as if he thought Michael had aimed them at Penelope.

Jennette gave a wild cry and raced forward, and Oliver didn’t resist as she reached for

the little girl and hugged her to her breast.

“Take them out of here!” Michael shouted.

Oliver pushed Jennette into the corridor and followed her.

Though Michael had the fire almost completely eradicated, Cecilia ran across the

hall, found another brimming pitcher, and put out the last of the flames. Then she and



Michael stared at each other, coughing with the drifting smoke.

Dazed, she tried to move by him toward the window, but he caught her shoulders,

even as they heard the first screams from down below.

“Don’t look,” he said.

She flung herself into his arms and held on. “She—she killed Hannah,” she choked

out, sobs overcoming her.

“I know,” he soothed, running his hands down her head, across her back.

“She tried to kill me—all the time she was listening to my fears, she was—she was

plotting to—to—” She couldn’t finish her sentence, could only shudder with grief

and confusion. At last, she tipped her head back and gazed helplessly into his tender

eyes. “What did I do wrong, Michael?”

“Nothing. She was like this long before your father died, before you took over the

earldom. You were just one more obstacle in her way. But it’s finished now.”

“For you and me, maybe, but the Websters—Oliver—” She sagged against him

wearily. “I have to go to him. He’ll need me.”

“Of course he does.”

“But not the way you think,” she said, forcing her shaky limbs to hold her upright.

“I—I was proud of him today, Michael. Even with the terrible things he’s done, today

I was proud of him.”

D uring the rest of the traumatic day, Cecilia watched her brother begin to take

command. When Michael volunteered to ride for the constable, the sobbing Mrs.

Webster begged Oliver to let their family shame remain hidden, so she could mourn



her children in peace. Oliver looked at Cecilia, and she stared at the broken woman,

who would have to live with the knowledge that one daughter had murdered the

other. And Mrs. Webster didn’t even know what Penelope had done to Cecilia.

Cecilia leaned against Michael and gave her agreement for the day’s events to be

shrouded in secrecy. Penelope fell from the window accidentally, and that’s all

people would need to know. Even Jennette had calmed down enough to agree,

tearfully saying she owed the Websters too much to betray them. Mr. Webster

returned home at last, and his wife swooned into his arms. There was still Francis, the

page, to deal with, but by the time they’d returned to the Hall, he’d taken his things

and fled.

That night, Cecilia stood in her bedroom window, looking out across the darkly

shrouded grounds in the direction of the Websters’ manor. She’d had time to

compose herself, to remember that she was at last free of fear. Slowly, she closed the

curtains against the night and turned around.

Michael watched her, leaning on his cane. He’d washed the soot from his face and

hands, but a few spots still stained his shirt. It was the first moment they’d had to

themselves after dealing with Oliver, Jennette, and their little girl. Jennette had been

frightened of what Oliver might do, but he’d offered her a manor at the edge of

Appertan Hall’s property. He would deed it to his daughter and her mother, as long as

he could visit Darlene whenever he wanted, see that she was properly schooled, and

someday married well, with a sizable dowry. Jennette had gaped at him, then at

Cecilia, who’d smiled, before Jennette buried her face in her daughter’s hair and

nodded her acceptance.

Now Cecilia looked at Michael, and asked tiredly, “What did you think of Oliver

today?”

“He handled himself like a man,” Michael said, “but I don’t want to talk about him

anymore. I want to talk about us.”



She’d known this was coming but couldn’t think what to say except, “You’re still

hurt, Michael. We have time to decide—”

“No, I don’t need more time,” he said urgently, advancing toward her until they were

face-to-face. “I love you, Cecilia.”

She felt both stunned and humbled by those words, but could she believe them?

“Michael, I’m not a debt you owe my father.”

“You aren’t anyone’s debt—you’re my wife, and I can’t bear the thought of losing

you.” He dropped his cane and took hold of her upper arms. “Nothing is as important

to me as you are, certainly not a career. I’ll give it up, Cecilia. I’ll stay here with you,

or wherever you’d like.”

Tears burned her eyes, but they weren’t of sorrow. “Oh, Michael, that means so much

to me, but listen to what I have to say first. I’ve always felt so safe here, after all the

deaths my family suffered abroad. And being in charge only made me more powerful,

as if by controlling everything, I could make sure nothing bad happened. But that

wasn’t true, was it?” she asked, giving him a sad smile.

He drew her against him. “Cecilia—”

“Let me finish, please. By controlling everything, I held at bay my fears. I think ... I

think I slowly grew frightened of the wide world beyond this estate. I barely went to

London. Deep inside, I harbored bitterness toward my father that I kept denying to

myself. I—I couldn’t forget that the army seemed more important to him than his

own family, and I swore to myself that I wouldn’t let that happen to me. If I could

control everything, I would be safe. I wouldn’t marry, wouldn’t have children,

wouldn’t risk losing anyone else. But what kind of life is that? Maybe Oliver and I

each panicked in our own way. But I don’t need his life anymore. I want my own. I

want our children—I want you. I love you. ”



Smiling, he kissed her cheeks and her forehead. “To hear those words on your lips is

the greatest treasure I could ever have,” he murmured huskily.

“I don’t need Appertan Hall and all the estates, and they don’t need me. You may not

believe me, but you’ll see—I’ll give up all my money to the estate.”

“I don’t need you to be powerless, Cecilia,” he told her. “You are an intelligent

woman who needs a challenge. That money is yours to invest or do whatever with.

You deserve to have the kind of life you’ve always wanted because you’ve let

yourself suffer under too much guilt. And I haven’t felt it enough, never saw the

scope of how many lives my actions affected. My insistence on living as an enlisted

man has been my pride talking. I’ve let that rule my life for too long. I’ll purchase a

commission with some of the dowry, as you wanted me to. You deserve to be an

officer’s wife.”

“Then I’ll see what life is like as an officer’s wife in India.”

His expression grew hopeful as he searched her face, and her smile wobbled with

happiness.

“No, Cecilia, I won’t ask that of you.”

“You aren’t asking, I’m telling you. Didn’t you hear what I said? I won’t be afraid of

the world anymore, and as you reminded me, I’m not my mother. I’ll come with you

to India, and I hope we’ll spend several months of each year here in England. The

best of both worlds. We can make that happen, Michael.”

He kissed her then, drawing her up onto her toes until she had to hold him hard to

keep herself from falling. They kissed and laughed and tried to talk over each other.

“I’ll need your help, you know,” he insisted. “Allen’s law practice is growing, and I’ll

have to take over more of the Blackthorne estate. Who better to run it and see it thrive



than you with all your experience?”

“What a challenge!” she cried, flinging her arms wide, knowing he’d catch her. When

he drew her back against him, her smile faded, and she cupped his face in her hands.

“You make me feel beloved, Michael. You married me when I needed your help,

asking nothing in return. I’m asking for your help again. I want to start fresh, to see

India through your eyes. I want to make sure our children are never afraid of

anything.”

They slowly kissed, knowing the whole world awaited them.


