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Description: Amidst the scandalous whispers of Regency England,
grieving Lady Selina Whitcombes quest for vengeance entwines with
the enigmatic Viscount James Blackwoods desperate fight to clear
his name, as they both discover that the path to redemption is paved
with unexpected passion and the unearthing of long-buried truths.

In the enchanting embrace of an English spring, the destiny of Lady
Hollyfield, Selina Whitcombe, takes a fateful twist as her husbands
life ends in tragedy, shrouded in suspicion. Grief becomes Selinas
relentless companion, and a deep-seated conviction takes root — the
dashing Viscount Blackwood is the architect of her husbands demise.
Thus begins her unyielding quest for retribution.

Viscount Blackwood, James Barton, renowned for his charismatic
allure and enigmatic history, finds himself both captivated and
challenged by Selinas unwavering pursuit. Accusations dance like
shadows, tension mounts, and amidst the fray emerges an unspoken
attraction, binding them in a battle that transcends mere intellect. As
secrets and whispers entwine to shape an intricate web of
uncertainty, they tread the treacherous terrain of a society steeped in
scandal.

With every meeting, the line between vengeance and yearning blurs,
igniting a fervent passion that defies suppression. Jamess past, a
specter that haunts him, resonates with Selinas icy heart as his
unexpected kindness thaws her world. Yet just as forgiveness and
comprehension beckon, revelations of staggering proportions
surface, threatening to rupture the fragile bond theyve woven.
Selinas path must intersect with painful truths, while James wrestles
his own demons in a bid to reclaim innocence.

Amidst a world where reputation and scandal intertwine, can Selina
and James surmount their shared history of anguish and deceit?

So Long, My Scoundrel weaves a narrative of redemption, love, and
absolution against the vibrant tapestry of Regency England. In a
season as capricious as affection itself, the question looms: can

Invvee tender hloom endiire the temnectiiniie triale of enrinAa?
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T he cemetery loomed like a sentinel as Lady Selina Whitcomb, the newly widowed
Countess of Hollyfield, tread softly upon its hallowed ground. The somber echo of
her footsteps was the only sound that dared disrupt the silence of the family cemetery.
Her black mourning gown whispered against the dew-kissed grass as she navigated
the labyrinth of stones and monuments, each a testament to a life once lived. She
glanced up at the gray clouds overhead. They cast a pall over the morning, their
heavy presence mirroring the weight in her heart.

As she reached her destination, an elegant tombstone marking the final resting place
of Nile Whitcomb, Earl of Hollyfield, a sharp breath escaped her. Her gaze lingered
on the cold marble, tracing the engraved letters of his name. Tears brimmed in her
eyes, not just from sorrow but from smoldering anger that smmered beneath the
surface like a tempest awaiting its moment to break free.

Her hands formed into fists at her sides, the tension in her body a stark contrast to the
tranquil surroundings. They were fists wound tight with resolve, the knuckles white,
nails pressing crescents into her palms. Selina refused to succumb to the role of
inconsolable widow, wilting beside the grave like a flower deprived of sunlight. She
was Countess Hollyfield. She would continue on with strength and dignity.

Her breaths came in measured sips. Y et, within her chest, the steady beat of her heart
drummed a rhythm of defiance. It urged her to peel away the layers of mourning and
to don instead the armor of vengeance. For while society might expect her to retreat
quietly into the shadows of her widowhood, Selina's spirit blazed too fiercely to be
guenched by the damp chill of expectation.

She would seek justice for her husband, for the man who had been ripped from this



realm under circumstances most foul and suspicious.

her gaze traced the inscription—a haunting promise of ‘Till death do us part'—Selina
allowed the tears to fall, not as a sign of weakness but as an acknowledgement of the
pain that honed her resolve into something unbreakable.

A gust of wind stirred the trees, their leaves whispering secrets of the past, and Selina
found herself ensnared by the memory of that fateful day. It was a moment etched in
time, acruel stroke of fate that forever altered the course of her life.

The sun had been shining incongruously bright when the news arrived—a cruel
mockery of her ensuing despair. The messenger's face had been a portrait of unease,
his lips trembling as he relayed the words that would shatter her existence. Nile, her
husband and Earl of Hollyfield, had perished in a catastrophic turn of the phaeton
wheels, hislife extinguished in the very pursuit of sport he adored.

Selinas knees had buckled beneath her as if the earth had been yanked from under
her feet. She had crumpled to the ground, the opulent carpet of their drawing room
offering no solace to her anguished cries. The walls of the grand estate, once filled
with laughter and murmurs of undying affection, closed in on her, suffocating her
with the ghastly silence of death. Her hands had grasped at nothing, seeking alifeline
that was no longer there .

Now, as the memories receded like the tide leaving the shore, Selina's spirit surged
with newfound vigor. The fragility of that moment had given way to an unyielding

fortitude.

She would not allow society's whispers, nor its oppressive gazes, to deter her. No, she
was made of sterner stuff—a Whitcomb by marriage, but a lioness by nature.

She glanced at the morning sky. The clouds overhead might threaten rain, yet they



could not dampen the fire that blazed within her—the fire that would illuminate the
path toward retribution and honor the memory of the man she had vowed to love for
al eternity.

"Rest now, my darling," she said, her voice barely audible above the distant tolling of
church bells. "I shall insure justiceis served."

And with that silent vow hanging between the living and the dead, Selina turned from
the grave, her back straight and her resolve unwavering. The echoes of her departure
resounded with a newfound determination, each step a declaration that, though she
walked alone, she carried with her the indomitable will of awoman wronged.

With each measured step across the dew-kissed grass, her mind whirled with the
specter of betrayal that had draped itself over her husband's untimely death.

“Viscount Blackwood," she murmured under her breath, the name leaving a bitter
trail in the air. The very thought of the Viscount sparked a tumult within her—a
cascade of memories both dubious and damning. He had put her in this situation. She
was certain of it.

Selinas grip tightened on the black lace of her parasol. A widow was expected to
embody the virtues of chastity and obedience, to wear her sorrow as though it were

another layer of crinoline—stiff, unwieldy, suffocating.

She could hear the whispers aready, see the sidelong glances cast by matrons and
maidens alike, each one heavy with judgment and thinly-veiled cynicism.

"Too young to be burdened with such sorrow," they would say, or worse yet, "Did
she drive him to his grave?"'

As if the role of grieving widow was not torturous enough, society demanded she



navigate its treacherous waters with grace, lest she be shunned. She would not allow
the memory of Nile, dear sweet Nile, to be tarnished by lies or left unavenged
regardless of the consequences to herself .

A crisp breeze stirred, sending a shiver through her, but her resolve remained
steadfast. The whispers of society held no power over her—not when the truth
beckoned with asiren's call.

"Viscount Blackwood, your days of deception are numbered,” she vowed. He may
have been a master of guile, a veritable fox amongst the hounds, but she would not be
outfoxed. He would receive his comeuppance if it was the last thing she ever
accomplished.
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One
Eleven months later...

Selinds carriage jostled over the cobblestone streets of London, the clatter of hooves
and wheels a counterpoint to the rhythm of her heartbeat. The leather seat beneath her
felt too soft, too indulgent for the task at hand. Her fingers traced the edges of the
letter hidden within the folds of her gown, its presence a constant reminder of the
justice that had yet to be served.

As the vehicle drew nearer to the Ashborne estate, where Lady Charlotte's garden
party was to be held, Selina reviewed the litany of questions she had meticulously
prepared. Each one was a barbed hook, designed to catch upon the lies she suspected
James, Viscount Blackwood, had woven. She would not be satisfied until every
thread was unravelled.

"Milady, we have arrived,” announced the coachman, pulling on the reins with
practiced ease.

"Thank you, Benson," she replied, her voice betraying none of the storm that raged
within her. With a grace that belied her inner turmoil, Selina stepped out of the
carriage and onto the gravel path that led through manicured gardens bursting with
the vibrant hues of early summer.

The air was thick with the scent of roses and lilacs, a fragrant assault that did little to
calm her thirst for revenge. The buzzing of conversation and the delicate strains of a
string quartet reached her ears as she approached the throng of guests.



Lady Charlotte greeted her with a warm embrace, her friendship and genuine concern
a soothing balm to Selina's frayed edges. "Selina, my dear, you look positively
radiant,” Charlotte exclaimed, her eyes bright.

"Thank you for the kind words, Charlotte," Selina responded, offering a tight-lipped
smile. She took a moment to admire the splendor of the garden party, it seemed every
member of the elite and privileged had turned out.

"Is... is he here?' Selina whispered, leaning in closer to Charlotte under the pretense
of admiring a nearby arrangement of peonies.

"Lord Blackwood? Yes, he arrived some time ago,” Charlotte replied, her gaze
following Selina's as it scanned the crowd. "He's been quite the center of attention, as

usual.

"Thankful am | for your help in getting the scoundrel here, dearest Charlotte," Selina
said, her gratitude genuine despite the weight of the task before her.

With a nod to her friend, she navigated through clusters of gossiping matrons and
posturing gentlemen. Her lavender skirts rustling against the grass as she moved
through the crush.

Finally, her eyes found him. James Barton, Viscount Blackwood, stood near a marble
fountain, his posture relaxed, a glass of claret in hand. The scoundrel’s laughter
echoed above the genteel chatter, ensnaring the adoration of those who lingered on
his every word. He was the epitome of charm and confidence, a visage she knew all
too well to be wary of .

Selina navigated the throng of nobility with measured grace, her eyes never leaving
Lord Blackwood. Amidst the verdant splendor of Lady Charlotte's gardens, he was a
dark star in the daylight, drawing gazes as surely as night summons shadows. The



murmur of voices around her faded to a distant hum as Selina continued toward him,
every step amplifying the accusation that had taken root in her soul.

James, ensconced in the light-hearted banter of his peers, paused mid-sentence as his
gaze intercepted hers. Amidst the gardens blooms and fluttering laughter, an invisible
thread pulled taut between them, woven of equal parts suspicion and curiosity. In that
charged glance, the air seemed to grow thick, heavy with the weight of unspoken
truths and lies alike.

She steeled herself as she closed the distance between them, her stride purposeful, her
intentions cloaked behind a mask of polite indifference. The questions she intended to
ask danced on her tongue, ready to be unleashed. Today was the day he would
discover her intentions.

"Viscount Blackwood," Selina greeted coolly as she came upon him, her tone laced
with the subtlest hint of disike.

"Countess Hollyfield, what an unexpected pleasure,” James replied, stepping away
from those he’ d been speaking with, his smile unfaltering. "To find you here amidst
such joyful reprieve is to see a rose among thorns. And that you have sought me out.
To what do | owe this delight?"

Her eyes locked with his in a silent challenge. "Your flattery remains as barbed as
ever," Selina retorted, refusing to succumb to the warmth of his charm. "One might
wonder your flowery words conceal."

"Surely you jest,” James quipped, his eyebrow arching in feigned surprise. "I hide
nothing, my dear countess. Come now, let us not shadow this delightful occasion with

such talk."

"Y et shadows cling to you most persistently, do they not?' Selina pressed, her tone



steady, though the undercurrent of her grief threatened to surface. "One suspects that
where Lord Blackwood stands, darkness follows."

"Accusations without evidence are but whispers in the wind, Lady Hollyfield," he
countered, his eyes holding hers with an intensity that bordered on defiance. Yet
beneath the assured veneer, there lurked a flicker of something else—an
acknowledgment of the stakes at play.

"Whispers can be quite revealing, should one only listen," she said, stepping closer,
the space between them charged with a tension that belied their tranquil surroundings.

Their proximity was dangerous, the heat of his body a weapon against her cool
resolve. The subtle scent of him—sandalwood and spice—threatened to dismantle the
walls she had so carefully erected. Yet, Selina stood her ground, her gaze never
faltering from his.

"Then let us hope, my dear, that the breeze carries only truths this day,” James said,
his voice low.

"Indeed,"” Selina replied, her breath catching dlightly as the intensity of their
encounter wove a seductive spell around her.

Selina drew in a steadying breath, feeling the weave of her silk gloves tighten against
her skin as she clenched her hands. She held the damning letter with an unyielding
grip, evidence that could very well rip apart the carefully constructed facade of
Viscount Blackwood.

"My Lord," she said, the timbre of her voice betraying no hint of the tumultuous
storm raging within her. "A private word, if you please." Her request was laced with
the decorum expected among the ton, yet it carried the weight of an unspoken threat.



He offered his arm, the corners of his mouth lifting in a semblance of a smile that did
not quite reach his eyes. "very well.”

"I would rather not, my lord," Selina said sharply, a glimmer of fire igniting in her
gaze as she strode away from his crowd of admirers. Once out of earshot, she turned
back to him. Selina unfolded the parchment between them. "What knowledge have
you of these accusations?' Her finger jabbed at the inked words, each one a silent
scream for justice.

His gaze flickered to the paper, his blue eyes sharp and assessing. "Accusations? Of
what? There is no crime in wagering.” He met her gaze. “My dear countess, you
wound me with your lack of faith."

"Faith has little to do with it," Selina retorted, her heart thrumming with a potent
blend of fear and resolve. It was not merely her reputation at stake but the memory of
Nile, whose specter lay between them, a silent witness to their confrontation.

"Two hundred pounds wagered on arace is agreat deal of money for anyone to risk."
The words fell from her lips like stones into still water, causing ripples that would
soon become waves. "An axle that mysteriously fails at a critical moment resulting in
you winning the outrageous wager. You must understand why such...coincidences
giveriseto questions of integrity."

"Integrity?' Lord Blackwood echoed, his voice smooth. He leaned closer, bridging
the gap she had meticulously maintained. "Surely, Lady Hollyfield, a woman of your

intellect would not be swayed by mere hearsay."

“Intellect demands | follow where evidence leads," she replied, every syllable
measured and precise. "And it has led me to you."

"Then alow me to allay your fears," James offered, a dangerous glint surfacing



within the depths of his gaze. "For | assure you, the only thing | am guilty of is being
ensnared by the charms of the most captivating widow in London."

His words, meant to disarm, only steeled her resolve further. Selina refused to be
diverted by his deft attempts at flattery. "l require answers, not flirtations," she said
firmly. "Did you sabotage the phaeton, L ord Blackwood?"

"Would you believe meif | told you | was innocent?' he asked, his voice lowering to
amurmur that belied the gravity of her inquiry. “Becauseindeed | am."

"Not without proof of such innocence," Selina responded, her pulse quickening as she
awaited hisrebuttal. “For if not you, then who?’

“| am afraid | do not know,” he said.

“Itisas| expected, then.” She glared at him.

“We were once friends," he said, his proximity sending a shiver down her spine
despite the warmth of the afternoon sun. “Y ou can trust me, Selina. Allow meto help
you discover the truth.”

She hesitated, torn between the desire for vengeance and the unnerving sense that
there was indeed more lurking beneath the surface. Could she trust this man who
stood before her, a paragon of vice and indulgence? What the devil was she thinking
to even consider such?

“You are no friend of mine," Selina said. "And know this, my lord: the truth will
cometo light, and | will have my retribution."

"Will you be very disappointed when you discover it is not me who you need to make
suffer?' he asked, a hint of a challenge dancing in his smile.



Selinamet his gaze, her own reflecting a tempest of emotion that could not be quelled
by charm aone. They were enemies even if he failed to redlize it. “We shall see,” she
said.

Offering a cool smile, Selina tucked the folded parchment into her reticule. She
paused, allowing the light breeze to cool her flushed cheeks. For a fleeting moment,
she allowed herself the indulgence of closing her eyes, summoning forth the visage of
Nile, whose memory spurred her onward.

“Good day,” she said, gathering the skirts of her lavender gown.
“Countess,” he said, offering a slight bow.
She strode toward the middle of the garden where Lady Charlotte held court. For

now, she would regjoin her friend. Soon enough she would determine what to do about
Blackwood.
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Two

T he brisk knock at the door of his London townhouse echoed through the grand
hallway. James Barton, Viscount Blackwood, with an air of distraction, set aside the
brandy decanter and stood from his leather-bound chair.

"Enter," he called, his voice carrying the weight of his station.

The door opened, revealing not his valet, but a messenger—a boy, really—clad in
inconspicuous brown, looking as though he had been plucked from the streets and
scrubbed clean for this singular purpose. In his hand, he held a missive, sealed with
unassuming wax, no crest to betray its origin. It was the sort of letter that made ones
skin prickle.

"From alady," the boy said, his eyes darting about, taking in the room.

"Indeed?' James arched a brow, intrigue piqued as he took the offering. He flipped a
coin that glinted in the muted light toward the boy, who caught it deftly before
vanishing back into the hallway.

Once alone, James turned the letter in his hands, the paper crisp against his fingers.
The seal broke with a quiet snap. Unfolding the parchment, his gaze flicked across
the elegant script, each word etching itself into his consciousness with chilling clarity.

“Lord Blackwood," he read aloud, the formality a stark contrast to the message's
ominous content. "Beware the widow's wrath. Lady Selina's accusations mount, and
the ton whispers of scandal—the death of her husband, laid at your feet."



Shock jolted through him. Disbelief gnawed at him as his pulse thrummed rapidly.
James's eyes narrowed, his jaw tensing as he paced by the window, the letter
crinkling in his grasp.

He knew Sdlina harbored some ill-will toward him. She had hurled accusations at him
yesterday. But this?

"Accusations of murder?' he muttered to himself. Lord Hollyfield's tragic demise had
been a spectacle for idle gossip, yet now it seemed his own reputation was at stake
because of her.

To the devil with her. She had gone too far! How dare she spread rumors about him!
He had a mind to wring her pretty little neck.

Hell, for all he knew, she had little to do with this.

James exhaled slowly. His mind raced, dissecting the implications of the letter. The
urgency of the situation was not lost on him—the ton was a fickle beast, and
innocence mattered little when faced with the maw of society's hunger for ruin.

"Seling," her name fell from his lips, a whisper laden with a history of uncharted
depths and unresolved tension. Visions of her wavy blonde hair and those hazel
eyes—often alight with intelligence but shadowed by sorrow—flashed before him.
She was a woman wrought from the fires of tragedy.

Could she truly believe him capable of such villainy? Or was there more at play here
than met the eye? He pondered the letters warning, a specter that threatened to engulf
him in a darkness deeper than mere scandal.

Regardless of her involvement, he had to put an end to this before it got out of
control—assuming it hadn’t already.



Without hesitation, James strode across the room to his writing desk, a resolute glint
in his sharp blue eyes. He seized a quill and penned a succinct note to Lady Selina
Whitcomb, the Countess of Hollyfield.

The words on the page were curt, a reflection of the urgency that gripped him—a
demand for her to stop besieging his name. Sealing the missive with a flourish of wax
stamped by his signet ring, he handed it to a footman with strict instructions for a
Speedy delivery.

"See that this reaches Countess Hollyfield without delay," he commanded, the timbre
of hisvoice brooking no dissent.

"Very good, my lord," the footman replied, bowing as he took the letter and
disappeared to carry out his orders.

With the die now cast, James turned his attention to the task at hand. His reputation,
blemished from his roguish ways, but not irreparable, now hung precarioudly in the
balance, threatened by whispers of murder.

He would not stand for it. Selina would retract her lies if she were indeed spreading
them. And based on their last interaction, he would wager she was.

If his letter did not get through to her, he would find another way. Regardless, he
would not sit back and alow her, or anyone else, to ruin him.

James poured a tumbler of brandy, then set about laying the groundwork to clear his
name. He drew forth a ledger, its pages worn from countless entries penned by
candlelight. Upon these sheets, he listed names and places, connections and
debts—each had a role in clearing his name. His contacts were many, culled from
years of mingling with those who wielded power and those who lurked in the
shadows of it.



"Stephens,” he murmured, summoning his most trusted footman. "I shall require
information on the attendees of Lord Hollyfield's final race. Discreet inquiries only."

"Of course, my lord,” came the response, as reliable and unobtrusive as the man
himself.

"Furthermore, arrange a meeting with Inspector Fleming at Bow Street. There are
guestions that need answering regarding the investigation of Hollyfield's death.”

"Straight away, sir."

James would call upon every favor owed, leverage every secret gleaned from
whispered confidences. If a murder had occurred, he would not be taking the fall for
it. Leaning back in his chair, James tried to recall what he had done the day of the
race. Where had he been that morning? Where did he go afterward?

Amidst the memories and missives, the quill and ink, James found his thoughts
straying back to the Lady Selina. She was as enigmatic as she was beautiful. A lady
that had long ago caught his attention, though he had never had the pleasure of truly
getting to know her.

Perhaps once he cleared his nhame—put a stop to her accusations—he could come to
know her on amore intimate level.

Shaking off such dangerous musings, he refocused on the task at hand. He could ill
afford distractions—especially those of the female variety.

James finished his brandy in one large swallow, then extinguished the candles one by
one, the darkness enveloping him. He had done all he could for tonight.

He retired to his chamber, the silence of the night echoing the solitude of his



thoughts. Sleep proved elusive, and as dawn approached, he rose from his bed,
dressed with purpose, and left his residence, stepping into the cool morning air.

He cast a glance skyward, where the morning light painted the horizon with hues of
rose and amber—a silent herald of the day's quests.

His boots echoed against the stones, a rhythmic cadence that matched the pounding of
his heart. With every step, the weight of the accusations seemed to grow heavier—a
tangible force that sought to drag him down.

The devil if he would alow anyone to ruin him. James quickened his pace,
determination driving him forward. Still, it seemed someone may have arranged
Hollyfield' s accident, and if so, James had to find the culprit.

He strode through the awakening city, passing vendors preparing their stalls and
milkmaids with their clinking pails, before pausing at the iron gates of a discreet
establishment known by few—a haven for those who navigated the undercurrents of
information.

Here, he would gather resources, seek allies among London’s underbelly, and revisit
old contacts whose loyalty could be bought or bartered.

As he entered the dimly lit confines of the establishment, his eyes adjusted to find the
keeper—a man of dubious repute but invaluable connections—waiting with an
expectant |ook.

"Blackwood," the keeper greeted, a knowing smile playing on his lips. "To what do
we owe the pleasure at this ungodly hour?"

"Information, my good man," James replied, sliding a purse across the counter—a
weighty incentive for discretion and swift service. "And perhaps a touch of



subterfuge. | need everything you can get about Lord Hollyfield' s tragic end.”

"Say no more," the keeper said, pocketing the purse with practiced ease. "You will
have what you need by week’send.”

With a curt nod, James turned on his heel and departed, leaving behind the murky
world of secrets for the deceptive clarity of daylight. His mind was aight with
strategies and contingencies, each plan meticulously crafted to peel away the layers
shrouding Lord Hollyfield's untimely death and clear his hame.

James set off once more, his pace brisk and purposeful as he strode toward his
waiting carriage. This nonsense had already gone too far for hisliking.

Y et, despite his rising irritation, there was an exhilarating freedom in the pursuit—a
dance along the knife-edge that separated the condemned from the vindicated. And as
he ventured forth, he knew he would reveal the truth of the matter .

No scurrilous rumor or cunning foe, no matter how alluring, would deter him from
his purpose. The game was afoot, and he would emerge victorious.

Before long the vague outlines of St. James's Park emerged from the morning mist,
its iron-wrought gates guarding the manicured sanctuary within. The park was quiet
at this early hour—a refuge where he could gather his thoughts. He knocked on the
carriage roof, signaling his driver to stop. “I should like to walk for a bit,” he said,
then stepped down from the conveyance.

James strode down a well-worn path as he considered his past conversation with
Selina and the letter he'd received. "Confound it," he muttered under his breath, the
words escaping in puffs of vapor. Before him stood a towering elm, its gnarled
branches reaching skyward. It was beneath this very tree that he had once shared a
stolen moment with her. That day, her laughter had rung pure and clear, untainted by



the murky waters of suspicion that now threatened to engulf him.

That was back before she married Hollyfield. Before, he and Hollyfield became
adversaries, competing over everything and anything. James had indeed fancied
Selina, but not to the point he would murder her husband all these years later.

In fact, he had embraced his bachelorhood in the years since, chasing vice and
enjoying the freedom granted to those without wives. He had scarcely laid eyes on
Selina after she married, let alone pined after her.

Shaking off the memory, he pressed onward, his mind meticulously sifting through
the events leading up to Lord Hollyfield's demise. ”Justice will not elude me,” he
vowed, the words an oath to himself and to the woman who now stood against him.

Why couldn’t she see he was not her enemy? They would be stronger together. If she
would put her suspicions aside for a short time, they might be able to get to the truth
much soon than he would on his own. Perhaps he could convince her to be his ally
rather than his enemy?

Determined to change Selina's mind, he strode back to his carriage. As he settled
against the plush leather seat, he called out, "To Hollyfield House, and make haste."

The wheels clattered against the cobblestones as they set off, matching the rapid pace
of James's thoughts. He would appeal to Selina directly, force her to see reason .

As the horses trotted steadfastly toward their destination, James peered out the
window, his mind a whirlwind of thoughts. How could he convince Selina of his
innocence? What evidence could he present to dismantle her unwavering conviction
of his guilt? He had spent the day of the accident with Alexander, lord Rockingham.
Would Selina believe Rockingham if he vouched for James?



"Damnation,” he muttered under his breath, frustration lacing his words. The thought
of anyone—least of all Lady Selina, with her keen intellect and maddening
allure—believing him capable of such a heinous act was intolerable.

The carriage jostled over uneven terrain, a physical reminder of the rocky path that
lay ahead. With every second passed, the tension coiled tighter within him.

The carriage came to a stop outside the elegant facade of Hollyfield House. He
alighted, straightening his cravat and sgquaring his shoulders. He would need every
ounce of his charm and wit for this encounter.

The butler answered his knock, eyeing him with thinly veiled suspicion. "Lord
Blackwood to see Lady Hollyfield," James announced, his tone brooking no
argument .

After a moment's hesitation, the butler led him to a small drawing room. "l shall
inform her ladyship of your presence,” he said stiffly before withdrawing.

James paced the room, his fingers drumming against his thigh. The minutes stretched
interminably until, at last, the door opened.

Lady Selina entered the drawing room, her silhouette framed by the light pouring
through the doorway. Shoulders squared and head eyes as her gaze flared with
indignation, or anger, or perhaps something else entirely. He could not be sure.

"Lord Blackwood," she said, her voice sharp. Her gaze, those hazel eyes that had
once captivated him, fixed upon him unyieldingly.

"Lady Hollyfield," James replied, inclining his head dlightly, though his spine
remained rigid. "I must insist we dispense with pleasantries. You have made your
rather grave allegations against me public and | will not stand for it."



Her lips pursed, the color rising in her cheeks. "Grave, yet merited. You were seen
quarreling with my husband not a fortnight before his demise. You also bet a small
fortune on his race. And now society speaks your name in hushed tones with every
mention of his death. That is your own doing. | merely intend to make sure you pay
for your crime. "

"Whispers can no more dictate truth than shadows can hold substance,” James
countered, his own frustration simmering beneath the surface. "Y our husband’ s death
was atragedy, but to lay it at my doorstep without proof..."

"Proof!" Selina's laugh held no mirth, a bitter sound that danced amidst the crackle of
the fire. "Is it not proof enough that you and Nile were adversaries? That your
contempt for one another was the talk of the ton?"

"Adversaries, perhaps in sport and temperament, but never to the extent of murder,"
James retorted, his hands clenched at his sides. Emotions warred across his features,
the battle between indignation and the need to convince her of hisinnocence.

"Then explain your presence at the race, Lord Blackwood. Explain why my husband
is dead while you stand here before me hundreds of pounds richer for it," she
demanded, her composure morphing into that of an avenging angel.

James met her fierce gaze, his blue eyes steely with resolve. "l went to the race as any
gentleman might, drawn by the thrill of competition, not bloodlust. | had no hand in
Lord Hollyfield's fate and | will not allow your grief, however profound, to blind you
to my innocence. "

"Y ou are attempting to blind me to your guilt," Lady Selinaretorted, her frame taut as
a bowstring. Y et, beneath her fiery veneer, adiver of doubt flickered, visible only to
aman who knew well how to read the subtleties of human expression.



"Your pursuit of justice is admirable, Lady Hollyfield," James said softly, his voice
laced with a sincerity that belied the rogue he was known to be. "But | swear on my
honor, | am not your villain."

Their gazes locked, two forces caught in atempest of distrust and unspoken tension.

“The longer you insist on pursuing me, the longer it will take to catch the true
villain,” he said, his tone meant to soothe.

"Perhaps,” she said, the word barely more than a sigh, "but honor is a currency in
which | find your purse regrettably light, Lord Blackwood."

“"Then let us deal in truths rather than coin,” James proposed, taking a measured step
forward. "If you truly seek justice for your husband, then align with me. Together, we
stand a greater chance of unearthing what really transpired that fateful day."

The proposal lingered between them, a fragile bridge over a chasm of suspicion.
Selinaregarded him, her gaze full of scrutiny, weighing the merit of his words against
the tumult of her emotions.

"Even a man of... indulgent habits," James conceded, his words deliberate, "can
distinguish between right and wrong, innocence and guilt." He stepped forward,
laying a carefully folded document upon the mahogany table that stood as a barricade
between them. "This letter, penned by none other than Alexander Harrington, Lord
Rockingham, attests to my whereabouts on the day of Lord Hollyfield's tragic
accident. | wasin his company, at our gentlemen’s club, until which time we departed
together to watch the race. | had no time to sabotage your husband’ s phaeton.”

Selina's eyes flickered toward the parchment, but pride, or perhaps fear, kept her
from reaching for it. "Convenient that your alibi should come from a lord so
renowned for his own roguish antics," she countered, her voice unwavering, though



the subtle clench of her jaw betrayed the turmoil beneath her calm exterior.

“Indeed, it would appear convenient, were it not corroborated by others,” James
retorted, his tone even but firm. "I have no taste for violence. My vices are of another

sort.

"Vices that nonetheless cast a shadow over your character,” Selina said, her fingers
tightening into fists at her sides.

"Perhaps,” he acknowledged with a nod, conceding the point. "But those pursuits do
not extend to murder, my lady."

"Murder..." The word hung between them, laden with sorrow and unspeakabl e | oss.

"In your heart, you know | am not responsible for Lord Hollyfield's death," James
said earnestly, taking another step forward, close enough now to note the tremble that
touched her lips, the faintest sign of vulnerability amidst her fortress of resolve. “Let
me help you discover who is.”

"Someone must answer for it," Selina said as she lifted her chin. "If not you, then
who?'

"That, my dear lady,” James murmured, a hint of triumph in his voice, "is the
question that haunts us both."

"Us?" Her eyebrow arched.

“Indeed, us,” he affirmed. "For | too harbor suspicions about that fateful
day—suspicions that reach beyond the easy scapegoat of a notorious rogue. Lord
Hollyfield had enemies, debts owed him... entanglements that may well have led to
his untimely end."



"Y ou dare suggest—" Selina began, her ire rising anew.

"| dare suggest we seek the truth, wherever it may lead." James's voice was a
seductive purr, designed to coax her from her precipice of anguish and guide her
toward the murkier, more treacherous waters of intrigue. “To that end, | have
employed some...detectives. | daresay you will wish to know what they discover.”

"An investigation spearheaded by the very man accused of the crime?' Selina's laugh
was devoid of humor, a sharp, disbelieving sound.

"Who better to prove hisinnocence?' James queried, offering awry smile that did not
quite reach his eyes.

Selina regarded him for a long moment, a tempest of emotions raging in her eyes.
After several long heartbeats, she exhaled slowly. "Very well, Lord Blackwood. Let
us see where this path of truth leads."

"Excellent,” James said. As he turned to leave, the light pouring through the windows
casting elongated shadows across the rich carpets, he allowed himself the barest
smile. Selina—tenacious, clever, and undeniably captivating—was now an ally.
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Three

T he next day, Selina entered the library with a mix of excitement and nerves. Her
enemy was in her domain, but could she catch him? Her heart raced as she walked
toward Lord Blackwood. He looked devilishly handsome, leaning against a bookshelf
near the mahogany table.

"Please, Lord Blackwood, do have a seat." Her voice, though laced with the poise of
nobility, quivered ever so dightly as she lowered herself onto the chair. She would
not let him unsettle her.

James rose from his casual lean against the bookshelf, his movements deliberate and
graceful. The air between them crackled with an unspoken tension as he crossed the
distance, his eyes—a tempestuous sea of blue—locked on Selina's face. Without
utterance, he settled himself into the chair opposite her, the creak of aged wood
punctuating the silence.

"Countess," he said, his tone guarded but not devoid of the warmth that often played
at the edges of hiswords. His gaze, sharp and assessing, never wavered from hers, as
If attempting to decipher the woman before him.

It was clear to Selina that he did not trust her. Fitting considering she had no trust for
him either. They were an odd alliance indeed.

"Lord Blackwood," she began, her voice now steadier, infusing each word with the
gravity it deserved. "We have much to discuss." She held her back straight, head
high, yet beneath her composed exterior, her mind raced with thoughts of the report



clutched in her hands—thoughts she dared not let betray her poised demeanor.

"Indeed, the library suits well for such grave conversations," James replied, his voice
betraying none of his usual roguish charm. Instead, it carried the weight of one who
understood the stakes they were both gambling with—a dangerous game of truth and
deception. Neither truly trusting the other.

Selina unfurled the ribbon binding the leather-bound report. She placed it upon the
table, an island amidst a sea of aged tomes and flickering candlelight. The parchment
quivered ever so slightly with her touch as she turned to the first page, the crisp sound
glicing through the room's stillness.

"My husband’'s demise was no mere misfortune,” she declared, the timbre of her
voice a subtle blend of conviction and sorrow. Her gaze, steadfast and unyielding,
locked onto the document as if willing the truth to rise from the ink itself. “Thisisthe
report given to me by Mr. Mark Sullivan of Bow Street.”

James leaned forward. His eyes, the color of a tempestuous sea, latched onto the text
with an intensity that bordered on voracious.

"Continue, Countess," he urged, his voice low, each syllable a soft command veiled
behind the veneer of genteel breeding.

"Upon thorough examination of the wreckage," Selina began, her words painting the
dread-laden scene, "it became apparent that the axle had not simply failed but..." She
paused, the weight of implication heavy upon her tongue. A delicate breath escaped
her lips—a silent prayer for strength—and she continued, "The evidence shows that
someone tampered with Nil€'s phaeton. In fact, the axel was cut. see?' she pointed to
alinein thereport .

Jamess countenance remained an enigma, yet the dlight tightening of his jaw



betrayed a flicker of something potent churning beneath the surface—was it ire or
apprehension?

"A clean cut running more than halfway through,” he said, the words rolling off his
tongue. His gaze remained on the report, yet she felt the piercing scrutiny as if his
eyes were burrowing into her very soul, seeking out the veracity of her findings.

For the first time, she wondered if he might be innocent after all. She shut her eyes
for a second and drew in a calming breath.

"Indeed,” she affirmed, her own resolve hardening. "It was no accident.” She moved
her finger to the next line in the report “They found fragments,” she said, her eyes
locked onto James, “of what appeared to be...” She trailed off, swallowing hard
before continuing, “metal filings near the broken phaeton axle—further evidence that
suggests intentional tampering.”

James's posture stiffened. His eyes narrowed imperceptibly. The space between them
thrummed with tension and mystery.

Selina watched as his gaze flicked to the page where the words lay bare the vile act,
then back to her face. “And there is more,” she added, though it suddenly pained her
heart to voice the suspicions that had taken root in her mind.

His reaction was immediate, a furrow etching itself into his brow as if concern itself
had carved a path across his forehead. “What more could there be?’ James asked, his
voice low and steady, betraying none of the tumult that surely roiled beneath.

Selina braced herself against the mahogany table, feeling the intricate carvings press
into her palms. “Y our wager,” she said, each word laced with anger and accusation,
“on the outcome of the race.” Her fingers brushed against the report's edge, where the
damning numbers were inscribed, a copy of the ledger that spoke volumes of the vice



which held London's gentlemen in its grip.

James leaned back, his countenance now a mask of contemplation. He did not protest
nor did he explain, choosing instead to absorb the blow, gauge its merit, and perhaps
ponder the twisted fate that had entangled them both in this morass of tragedy and
suspicion.

In that moment, Selina realized the perilous game they played—a dance of trust and
treachery, where every step could lead either to revelation or ruin.

The information hung between them, its weight palpable in the dimly lit library as she
searched the planes of his face for any fissure of falsehood, any crevice where deceit
might lurk. Yet what met her eyes was not the shadow of guilt, but rather an
enigmatic blend of curiosity and resolve that caused her to further question her
beliefs.

James took a measured breath, the subtle rise of his chest betraying none of the
urgency that might have fluttered within. When he spoke, his voice carried the steady
cadence of reason.

"Allow me to present something which may illuminate our quandary,” he said,
reaching into the pocket of his impeccably tailored waistcoat. His fingers, deft and
sure, produced a folded piece of parchment.

With deliberate care, he unfurled the document, smoothing it so Selina could discern
the names inscribed upon it. "Here," his finger traced a list, each name etched with
precision, "are the names of those who bore witness to the calamitous turn of events
on that fateful day."

Selina leaned forward, the warmth of his proximity doing little to quell the chill of
apprehension that danced along her spine. Her eyes flitted across the assembly of



names. Each one, possibly, a conspirator in her late husband's murder .

"Consider these gentlemen," James said, his tone laced with a hint of earnest entreaty,
"and ponder their connection to Lord Hollyfield. For amongst them may hide the true
culprit."

As she absorbed his words, the candlelight flickered, casting shadows that seemed to
sway to the rhythm of her racing thoughts.

Selina perused the list, each name a member of London's high society—many of
which she knew. Her gaze lingered on a few. Lord Henry Hawthorne's meticulously
scripted name caught her eye. She knew him well. His character was as polished as
his top boots.

"Lord Hawthorne,” she murmured under her breath, tracing her finger along the
elegant curvature of his surname. "What secrets does he harbor behind those roguish
smiles?’

"Hawthorne," James mused, observing her reaction closely. He leaned back in his
char, every inch the picture of relaxed nobility, but his eyes—sharp as a
hawk's—remained fixed upon Selina.

"His debts are as notorious as his duels,” he offered, "and yet, his loyalty to your late
husband was said to be beyond reproach. Curious, isn't it?"

"Indeed.” The word dipped from Selina's lips, laced with skepticism. She pondered
the potential alliances and rivalries that her late husband had. Could the charismatic
Lord Bernstein, with his golden hair and winning smiles, be implicated in such dark
affairs?

"Curious that," Selina ventured, "This says that Lord Hawthorne's presence at the



race went largely unnoticed, despite his... proclivity for standing at the center of all
things consequential .”

James's gaze intensified at her observation, a spark of admiration igniting within the
cool blue of his eyes. His posture remained casual, yet there was no mistaking the
keen intellect hard at work behind his composed exterior.

"Perhaps he prefers the role of puppeteer to that of the marionette," he suggested.

"Or perhaps he is both," Selina countered, feeling the weight of the evidence before
them. “Though | find it hard to believe he was involved. Lord Hawthorne has been a
friend, to first my husband and then myself.”

“Did you inspect Lord Hollyfield' s books?’ James asked.

“1 did but found nothing unusual. Neither did my steward,” Selina said.

“l should like to have a look at them as well,” James said, leaning forward.
“ Something that appears innocuous to you may stand out to me.”

Selinanodded. “Very well. | will have them at hand tomorrow.”

A pause stretched between them, filled with the crackle of thefire.

"Tomorrow, then," James broke the spell, his voice a gentle baritone that resonated
within the room and within Selina's chest. "I assure you, we will get to the bottom of
this."

Selina nodded. "Tomorrow," she agreed, her thoughts a whirlwind of conjecture and

anticipation. As she rose from her seat, the scent of sandalwood and spice and
something intrinsically James lingered in the air—a tantalizing mixture that sent a



wave of unexpected longing through her.

What the devil was wrong with her? He was still her enemy, and yet, with each
passing moment, the line that divided them grew ever more blurred.

Shaking her head, she reached for the materials on the table. Her fingers grazed the
vellum with practiced care, but in her haste, a wayward gesture brought her hand into
contact with James's. The touch was but a whisper, yet it surged through her like
lightning, igniting every nerve with an awareness she could not quell .

Their gazes locked, and in that fraction of a second, a silent conversation passed
between them, fraught with the unspoken tension that had been mounting since their
first contentious encounter. The air itself seemed to crackle with the intensity of that
gaze, the world beyond the library walls fading into nonexistence.

With a start, Selina pulled her hand back as if scalded by the very air that hung
between them. Her cheeks flourished with a bloom of crimson, betraying the
tumultuous emotions that clashed beneath her composed surface. There was
embarrassment, certainly, but interwoven with her mortification was an undeniable
thread of desire—alonging that, despite her best efforts, refused to be corralled.

"Forgive me," she murmured, her voice laced with a vulnerability that vexed her. She
had always prided herself on maintaining control, yet in this instance, it seemed
perilously close to slipping from her grasp.

James merely inclined his head, the corners of his mouth hinting at amusement—or
was it something more profound? "Think nothing of it, my lady," he said, his tone
suggesting a shared secret, one that danced on the line between propriety and scandal.

Selina composed herself. She was the Countess of Hollyfield, after all, and no
fleeting contact—no matter how charged—would shake her.



With renewed determination, she addressed the task at hand, letting the list of names
anchor her back to the reality of their investigation. “Leave this with me,” she said,
adding the list of namesto her pile of evidence.”

"As you wish," James murmured, the sound of his voice dicing through the thick air.
“Perhaps you will recall something useful upon further introspection.”

“Perhaps.” She gave adlight smile.

Lord Blackwood pushed his chair out. “1 shall leave you to it then.”

She nodded, grateful for the respite, yet strangely reluctant to part ways. "Indeed,
Lord Blackwood," she said, her voice smooth as silk.

Her gaze followed the assured grace of his departure. The door closed with a soft
click, and solitude enfolded her once more. In the quiet aftermath, Selina released a
breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding, her chest tight with unspoken emotions.

Her mind began to spin, weaving through the labyrinth of facts and suppositions laid
out before her. Yet, beneath the cool surface of logic, there stirred a warmth that
infused her cheeks with color and her limbs with an unfamiliar restlessness.

James Barton, Lord Blackwood—infamous rogue and sworn enemy—had managed
to breach her carefully erected defenses.

His presence was akin to a flame flickering dangerously close to the fine muslin of
her self-restraint. She had witnessed his vices, his unabashed indulgence in life's
darker delights, and yet she could not deny the intelligence and sincerity that seemed
to mark his pursuit of truth.

Her heart, weathering the storm of bereavement, suddenly contended with an



insurgent tide of attraction. How perilous, to feel such stirrings amidst the ashes of
her past life. Selina chided herself. She was a widow, a countess—a woman of
substance, not some doe-eyed debutante to be seduced by a charming scoundrel.

With a determined shake of her head, she redirected her focus to the list of names
James had provided. Each one was a potential clue. She focused her attention on
plotting and planning their next move with meticulous precision.

Y et even as she pondered strategies, the echo of that accidental touch—the electric
current that had sparked between them—refused to be silenced. It was a scandalous
sensation, one that whispered of forbidden pleasures and the tantalizing possibility of
surrendering to desires long suppressed.

With a sigh, she set the list aside. Tomorrow, they would delve deeper into the
intrigue that claimed her husband's life. But tonight, she must navigate the
treacherous waters of her own heart, steering clear of the siren call that was James
Barton, Lord Blackwood.
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T he dying embers of the fire reflected a flickering glow across the study, casting
shadows that danced upon the walls as the first rays of sunlight breached the widows.
James paced restlessly, contemplating the news he'd received from his contact the
prior evening. There was not a trace of evidence to be found among London’'s
underbelly. It could only mean one thing—whoever wanted Hollyfield dead was a
peer, and he, or she, did the job themself.

A sharp knock at the study door drew his attention. “Enter,” he said, expecting a
footman.

Selina entered the study. Her wavy blonde hair framed a face that mirrored her
resolve, while her gaze fixed on James. Her fingers curled tightly around a letter, the
knuckles turning white from the pressure.

He stopped pacing, his eyes narrowing as he took in her expression—Dbarley
contained anger. He braced himself for what was to come, the muscles in his jaw
tightening. What was she doing here? What was so important that it could not wait
until this afternoon? And why the devil did she look so beautiful when her eyes were
burning with fury?

“Lord Blackwood," she said, her voice steady but laced with accusation. "I demand
an explanation for this." She thrust the letter at him, the parchment crackling with the

force of her grip.

He took it, his eyes scanning the contents as an icy knot of anger formed in his



stomach. The letter suggested a connection between himself and Selina's late
husband, the Earl of Hollyfield' s death. It was penned by Lord Gregory Berner, the
very man who had raced Lord Hollyfield that fateful day.

"Selina, I—" he began, his voice faltering slightly under the weight of her gaze.

"I will ask you once more. Did you have a hand in my husband's death?' she
demanded, her voice unwavering. "Tell me the truth."

"Of course not!" James protested, his eyes soft with sincerity. "You must believe me,
Selina. | would never be involved in such athing.”

"Then explain thisl" she insisted, jabbing a finger at the damning letter. "It links you
to Nile and the circumstances surrounding his race. Lord Berner wrote you were near
the phaetons before the race began and that you and Nile had an argument just before
the race. He claimsthat you told Nile he would be sorry."

"Selina," James implored, desperation creeping into his voice, "l had no hand in your
husband’ s accident. | would never betray you or your family in such a manner. The
argument was no argument at all. Nile had been bragging about his new horse and
saying it could not be beat. | told him he would be sorry because | knew his
opponent’s horse well and the speed it brought." He paused, his gaze searching hers
for understanding. "It was innocent banter. The sort we often exchanged. Please, trust

me.

She hesitated, her expression wavering as she studied him intently. The taut lines of
her brow easing as her lips dlightly parted.

"I wish trust came so easy," she said, her voice softening. "I shall endeavor to trust
you, for now. But know this, Lord Blackwood: Should | find even the slightest hint of
deception, | will not hesitate to expose you for what you truly are. | will avenge my



husband’ s death if it isthe last thing | do."

James's fingers tightened around the parchment, crumpling it slightly as he fought to
control the rising anger within him. He raised his gaze to meet hers, the hazel depths
of her irises shimmering with a mixture of anger and resolve.

"Selina, whoever was responsible for Nile's death,” he said earnestly, his words laden
with sincerity. "They are messing with my life as well. | vow that | too shall have
revenge."

"Do you?' she said, her gaze narrowing. “Or is it smply that you, Lord Blackwood,
do not wish to have the truth uncovered? Y ou are a man known for his vices? A man
of leisure who would have a great dea to lose if he were found guilty of such a
crime.”

As she spoke, her voice grew more forceful, each syllable like a hammer blow against
his defenses. James took a deep breath, his mind racing to find the right
words—something, anything—to convince her of hisinnocence.

"Seling, please," he pleaded, his voice thick with emotion. "Y ou know me, or at least
you once did. Can you not see the truth in my eyes? | would do nothing to harm you
or your family. Y ou must believe me if we are to discover the true villain. "

Her resolve wavered, and she hesitated, her gaze searching his face. What she found
was a flicker of vulnerability and uncertainty, a glimpse into the heart of a man who
had always seemed so impenetrable.

"James," she said, doubt creeping into her voice like the tendrils of fog that clung to
the windows of the study. "If you did not have any involvement in Nil€'s death, then
help me find out who did. Prove to me that your words are true. | vow | wish to
believe you, but it is hard with so many clues |leading right back to you."



"That is the very thing | am trying to do," he said without irritation, relief surging
through him as the weight of her suspicions lifted ever so dightly from his shoulders.
"We will uncover the truth together and bring whoever is responsible for this heinous
act to justice. Y ou have my word as a gentleman.”

"Very well," she said, her eyes never leaving his. “I just want this to be over. | need
peace. For myself and Nile.”

As she spoke, the morning light shone across her face, casting her features into sharp
relief and revealing the turmoil within her. In that moment, James knew he could

not—would not—betray her.

He swiftly closed the distance between them, a mixture of desperation to comfort her
and the desire to hold her in his arms overwhelming him.

"Seling," he breathed, pulling her into hisarms. “1 will help you find peace. | vow it.”

She looked up at him, her gaze warm and lips parted ever so slightly.

Unable to stop himself, he pressed his lips against hers.

Her breath hitched in her throat, and for a heartbeat, she hesitated, caught in the
whirlwind of passion that threatened to consume them both.

Their bodies were pressed together, the heat of the fire surrounding them as they
kissed. But amidst the passion and desire, doubt crept into his mind. Could they really
discover what had happened to Hollyfield? Could they clear his name? Would she
ever truly trust him? “Please, trust me,” he murmured against her lips.

She pulled back, her eyes clouded with uncertainty as they searched his face. Selina
swallowed hard, taking a step back. "I will trust you, James. But only so far. And



there will be no more kissing, do you understand?"

"Agreed," he said, the intensity of his gaze never wavering. He released her from his
embrace, and she took another step back, adding distance between them.

"Let us start by examining this letter more closaly,” she suggested, as she unfolded
the damning parchment. James nodded, his own thoughts racing as he tried to piece
together the puzzle that lay before them.

Together, they scrutinized every word, every nuance, searching for hidden meanings
or clues that might lead them closer to the truth. As they worked side by side, the
tentative truce they had formed solidified their shared goal of uncovering the truth,
drawing them closer together.

"Could there be some hidden message within these lines?' She wondered aloud, her
brow furrowed in concentration.

"Perhaps," James mused, his fingers absently tapping against the wooden desk as he
mulled over their options. "Or maybe the author of this letter sought to mislead us
intentionally."

"Look closer,” she declared, her voice steady with determination. "See here?' she
pointed to a spot where the ink was smudged, “And here?’ her delicate finger moved
to another section of the letter.

"There are severa smudged spots," he said, raising an eyebrow as he looked more
closely at the letter. Her proximity sent ajolt of longing through his veins, igniting a
smoldering fire deep within him.

"It israther curious," she said, handing him the parchment for closer inspection. "The
Ink appears to be smudged in certain places, as if someone has attempted to alter the



words."

"Curious, indeed," James murmured, his eyes scanning the document intently. "What
do you make of it?'

"I am uncertain,”" she admitted, her brow furrowing in consternation. "But | cannot
shake the feeling that we are on the cusp of a revelation—one that could change
everything."

"Perhaps,” he said, his gaze never leaving the letter as he contemplated the possible
reasons for the smudges.

"Could it be that someone is trying to frame you, James?’ she asked. "Perhaps there
Is another who had a hand in my husband's demise, and they seek to divert suspicion
away from themselves by implicating you?

"An intriguing notion," he mused, pondering her words. "And it certainly seems that
way, but who would possess both the means and the motive to do so? And why target
me, of all people?’

"l cannot say," she admitted, her frustration evident. "It is a puzzle that seems to have
no solution.”

"Yet," James added, his eyes meeting hers with afierce intensity. "But | swear to you,
Selina, | will not rest until | have proven my innocence and brought the true culprit to
justice.”

“Nor |," she vowed, her gaze unwavering.

"Indeed," he agreed, his heart swelling with a mixture of admiration and something
more—something he dared not name. “I will not rest until justice is served and my



nameiscleared.”

"Let us hope that our dedication is enough,” she murmured, her hand reaching out to
briefly touch his in a fleeting moment of intimacy that sent a shiver down his spine.
"For both our sakes."

"Indeed,” he echoed, watching as she withdrew her hand and turned away, her every
movement a symphony of grace and elegance.

He watched her pace to the hearth and back, his mind racing. "l believe our best
course of action would be to delve deeper into the circumstances surrounding Nil€e's
death. There may be clues there that have yet to be discovered. We should speak with
those who were present at the race. And with anyone Hollyfield had financial
dealings with."

"Agreed," Selina said, her voice resolute. "We will leave no stone unturned in our
pursuit of the truth. And when we discover the treacherous party... well, let justice be
swift and merciless."

James could not help but feel both hope and trepidation. Their alliance was fraught
with danger and uncertainty, but it also provided an opportunity—a chance for
redemption and perhaps, just perhaps, the possibility of something more. Something
he did not know he had wanted before she blazed back into his path.

“I will call upon Lord Rockingham to help. He is a trusted friend and respected
among the ton. You might send your investigator to speak with Lord Berner. See
what he has to say about that |etter.”

"Very well," Selinasaid, her voice low yet firm. "We shall part ways for now, each to
pursue our own avenues of inquiry. When we meet again, we shall combine our
findings and, God willing, expose the truth."



"A solid plan,” James replied.

"Promise me one thing, James," she implored, the gravity of her words underscored
by the intensity of her stare. "Promise me you will not withhold any information, no
matter how insignificant it may seem. We are bound by trust in this venture, and
should that trust be broken... "

"Seling," he interjected gently, his large hand engulfing her slender fingers as he
sought to ease her fears. "l give you my word as a gentleman that | shall hold nothing
back. Our aliance is built upon honesty; there can be no deception between us. | vow
| will prove myself to you."

"Very well," she conceded, offering him the faintest glimmer of a smile. She turned
toward the door, clutching the letter tightly in her grasp.

James watched her departure, his chest heavy. He was determined to prove his
innocence and protect her from the dangers that lurked in the shadows, no matter
what that entailed.

As the door clicked shut behind her, he allowed himself a brief moment of
vulnerability, his eyes closing as he drew in a steadying breath. He felt the weight of
their shared burden like an anchor upon his soul, but amid that darkness, there was
also aglimmer of hope—afaint, flickering flame that refused to be extinguished.

"Godspeed, my pet," he said into the silence, his heart heavy with both promise and
trepidation. "And may we find the truth."
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J ames stepped into Lord Henry Hawthorne's opulent drawing room, the scent of
beeswax assaulting his senses. His piercing blue eyes swept over the lavish
furnishings—Aubusson carpets, gilt-edged mirrors, and paintings that likely cost
more than some men's yearly incomes. It was a display of wealth that bordered on
vulgar, even by ton standards.

Lord Rockingham followed close behind, his blond waves perfectly tousled as
aways. James suppressed a smirk at his friend's rakish appearance, so at odds with
the refined surroundings.

"Ah, gentlemen!" Lord Hawthorne's voice boomed as he entered, arms spread wide in
welcome. "What a pleasure to receive you both. "

James inclined his head, studying the man before him. Hawthorne exuded charm, his
sandy hair artfully styled and his cravat tied with precision. But there was something
in the man’s eyes that set James's nerves on edge.

Faking an ease he did not feel, James offered a smile. "The pleasure is ours, | assure
you," he replied smoothly. "We're grateful for your hospitality."

Hawthorne's smile widened. "Nonsense! | won't hear of it. Now, brandy for you
both?"

As their host busied himself with the drinks, James exchanged a loaded glance with
Rockingham. They had come seeking answers, but Hawthorne's overzealous



welcome felt like a carefully constructed facade.

"I must say, Lord Hawthorne," James began, accepting the proffered glass, "your
home is quite impressive. One can only imagine the stories these walls could tell."

Hawthorne chuckled, but James did not miss the tightening around his eyes. "Oh, if
only they could speak! But | am afraid my life is rather dull compared to yours, Lord
Blackwood. | hear you have had quite the... eventful season."

The loaded pause hung in the air, and James felt his jaw clench. He took a sip of
brandy to mask his reaction; the liquor burning a path down his throat.

“Indeed,"” he replied carefully. "Though | confess, the events of the past year have
been most distressing. The tragedy at the races, in particular.”

Hawthorne's expression softened with practiced sympathy. "Ah yes, poor Hollyfield.
A terrible business, that."

James leaned forward dightly, his voice low. "You were there that day, were you
not? | wonder, did you notice anything... unusual ?*

For a fraction of a second, something dark flashed in Hawthorne's eyes. But it was
gone so quickly, James amost believed he had imagined it.

"I am afraid not," Hawthorne said, shaking his head. "It all happened so fast, you see.
One moment we were cheering them on, and the next..." He trailed off, his gaze
distant. “Well, you know. Y ou were there.”

From the corner of his eye, James saw Rockingham shift in his seat, his sharp gaze
scanning the room asif searching for hidden truthsin the gilt and velvet.



"Of course," James murmured. "It was quite shocking for all who were present. "

Hawthorne nodded, then abruptly changed the subject. "But come, let us not dwell on
such grim matters! Tell me, Lord Rockingham, how fares your new team? | heard
they are quite impressive.”

As Rockingham reluctantly engaged in the conversation, James sipped his brandy and
observed. Hawthorne was good—too good. Every deflection, every redirect was
executed with the finesse of a master manipulator.

What are you hiding? James wondered, the familiar thrill of the chase coursing
through his veins. And how far will you go to keep your secrets?

As if sensing James's scrutiny, Hawthorne turned to him with a solicitous grin. "Lord
Blackwood, | hope you will forgive my impertinence, but | feel compelled to express
my concern."

James arched an eyebrow. "Oh? Whatever for?"

Hawthorne leaned forward, his voice lowered to a conspiratorial whisper. "These
vicious rumors surrounding you and poor Lord Hollyfield's demise. It is utterly
preposterous, of course, but | fear they may tarnish your good name.”

A chill ran down James's spine, despite the warmth of the brandy. He maintained his
composure, years of navigating treacherous social waters serving him well. "Y our
concern is touching, Lord Hawthorne. Though | assure you, my conscienceis clear."

"Naturally, naturally,” Hawthorne nodded, his gaze never leaving Jamess. "I, for one,
never doubted your innocence for a moment. But others... well, you know how
society can be. Vultures, the lot of them."



There it was—a flicker of something sinister behind the veneer of sympathy. James's
instincts screamed danger, even as Hawthorne continued to smile benevolently.

He caught Rockingham's eye, a silent exchange passing between them.

"Y our support is much appreciated,” James said, rising to his feet. "But | am afraid
we have imposed upon your hospitality long enough.”

“Nonsense. Y ou are welcome to call anytime,” Hawthorne said, rising to hisfeet.

James nodded.

Asthey made their farewells, James could not shake the feeling that they were fleeing
a lion's den, having narrowly avoided becoming prey. Something was absolutely
amiss with Hawthorne, but what was it?

S elinas fingers trembled ever so dlightly as she grasped the ornate brass knocker of
Lord B’erner’s townhouse. The imposing facade loomed before her, a testament to
his wealth and influence. Perhaps she should have sent the investigator instead of
coming herself?

Nonsense, this was Mayfair. She was a countess and had her dear friends in toe.
Selinainhaled deeply, centering herself as the door swung open.

A well-groomed footman ushered Selina and her friends, Miss Besatrice Sinclair and
Lady Charlotte Ashbourne, into a sitting room that dripped with opulence. Gilt-
framed mirrors reflected the soft glow of crystal chandeliers, while Selina and her
friends settled onto silk damask upholstery, a Persian rug beneath their slippers.

"Lord Berner will be with you shortly," the footman intoned, bowing out of the room.



Selinds heart hammered against her ribcage. She longed to pace but forced herself to
perch on the edge of a settee, her back ramrod straight.

"Are you certain about this?' Beatrice said, concern etched across her features.

Before Selina could respond, the door opened once more. Lord Henry Harrington
swept in, his very presence seeming to fill the room. Tall and broad-shouldered, with
sandy-brown hair and deep blue eyes, he exuded an effortless charm that had
captivated many a London ballroom.

"Lady Hollyfield," he said, bowing over her hand before greeting Bea and Charlotte.
"Towhat do | owe this unexpected pleasure?

Selinds throat constricted, but she willed her voice to remain steady. "I am afraid this
isnot asocia call, Lord Burner. There is a matter of grave importance | must discuss
with you."

Curiosity flickered in his eyes as he settled into an armchair across from them. "How
intriguing. Please, do enlighten me."

Selinds fingers trembled as she withdrew the letter from her reticule. "I received this
anonymous missive, Lord Burner. It insinuates... certain things about my husband's
death. | find myself compelled to ask: did you write this?'

She extended the letter, watching intently as his expression shifted from polite
interest to genuine surprise. His brow furrowed as he scanned the contents, a frown
tugging at hislips.

"My dear Lady Hollyfield," he said at last, looking up. "I can assure you with utmost
certainty that | had no hand in penning this... this scurrilous piece of correspondence.
Nor do | have any knowledge of Lord Hollyfield's death beyond what | witnessed at



that ill-fated race."

She studied his face, searching for any hint of deception. "You deny any
involvement, then?”

Harrington's eyes softened with what appeared to be genuine sympathy. "I do, most
emphatically. While Lord Hollyfield and | were not intimate friends, | respected him
agreat deal. Hislossisatragedy for al of society."

Selina's mind whirled. None of it made sense. She felt adrift, grasping for answers
that seemed to dlip further from her reach with each passing moment.

Steeling herself, Selina pressed on, her gaze fixed upon Lord Burner’s face. "During
the race, did you overhear any conversation between my husband and Lord
Blackwood?'

Lord Burner’s brow furrowed. "I did observe them speaking,” he admitted, his voice
tinged with regret. "But | am afraid the din of the crowd and the thundering of hooves
rendered their words inaudible to me."

Sdlinds heart sank, but she refused to let her disappointment show. Instead, she
asked, "What can you tell me about their relationship? Were they truly rivals to the
extent that some have suggested?”

A wry smile played across Lord Burner's lips. "Rivals? Perhaps in the most
gentlemanly sense of the word. They were more akin to friendly competitors, always
trying to best one another in sport and wit. Their camaraderie was evident to all who
knew them. And while | was not particularly close to either man, our paths crossed
often enough."

Selina's mind reeled. This portrayal of James and Nile's relationship contradicted the



rumors swirling through London's drawing rooms. "And what of the accusations
against Lord Blackwood?' she asked, her voice barely above awhisper.

Lord Burner shook his head emphatically. "Preposterous, my dear. | have known
Lord Blackwood for years. He is arogue and a scoundrel, but a murderer? Never. The
very ideais absurd."

As Selina absorbed this information, she felt a curious mix of relief and frustration.
Lord Burner’s words painted a picture of innocence, yet something still felt... off.
Someone had indeed written the letter, but who? And to what end? And why sign
Lord Harrington’s name? Unfortunately, she would not get her answers here .

"I thank you for your candor, my lord," Selina said, rising to her feet. Beatrice and
Charlotte followed suit, exchanging glances that spoke volumes of their own
uncertainty.

As they made their way to the door, Selina's mind buzzed with new questions and
theories. She knew, with a certainty that burned in her very core, that she needed to
speak with James—and soon.

“We will return home now,” she said to the footman who handed her into her
carriage.

“Very well, ma'am,” the footman said, handing first Bea then Charlotte into the
conveyance.

As Selinas carriage clattered through the cobblestone streets of London, the rhythmic
sound echoing her racing thoughts. She sat rigidly, her hands clasped tightly in her

lap, while Bea and Charlotte exchanged worried glances across from her.

"What do you make of Lord Burner’'s words, Selina?' Bea ventured, breaking the



tense silence. “Do you believe him?’

Selinds gaze flickered to her friend's face. "I am uncertain,” she admitted, her voice
low. "His account paints Lord Blackwood in afavorable light, and yet..."

"And yet you still have doubts," Charlotte finished, her tone gentle .

Selina nodded, a frown creasing her brow. "There is something we are missing. Some
piece of thisinfernal puzzle that eludes me."

The carriage lurched to a stop, and Selina peered out the window, recognizing the
familiar facade of her townhouse. As she alighted, a figure caught her eye—tall, dark-
haired, and unmistakably familiar.

"Lord Blackwood," she breathed, her heart quickening despite herself.

James turned, his gaze meeting hers. "Lady’s,” he said, bowing dlightly. "I was
hoping | might have a private word with Lady Hollyfield."

Selina hesitated, acutely aware of Beatrice and Charlotte's presence behind her. "I
believe that would be wise," she replied, her voice steadier than she felt. "There is
much to discuss.”

“We will see ourselves to the receiving room,” Bea said, hooking her arm through
Charlotte's. “Do not fret over us.”

“Yes, take as long as you need,” Charlotte added, as the pair ascended the steps
before disappearing into the house.

As Selina and James entered the house, she could not help but notice the way his
presence seemed to fill the room. He was a man of contradictions— charming yet



dangerous, alluring yet suspect. And far too handsome.

She felt a rush of conflicting emotions, not the least if which was an undeniable
attraction to the rogue standing before her. Her cheeks flushed with heat as she cast
her glance hisway, and for the first time, she truly hoped he was innocent.
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Six

T he light pouring through the drawing room windows highlighted the planes of
Selinds face as she leaned forward, her gaze intense. "Lord Burner did not write that
letter, James. | am certain of it."

James's gaze met hers. "How can you be so certain, Selina?’

Her heart quickened at his use of her name. She pushed the feeling aside, focusing on
the matter at hand.

"He denied writing it when | paid a call on him this afternoon. The letter genuinely
puzzled him. Besides, | have seen examples of his penmanship before. The
handwriting in the letter is similar, but not identical. Someone went to great lengths to
imitate his style, but the deception is clear upon close inspection. Add to that the
smudges."

James nodded slowly, his jaw tightening. "This confirms my suspicions that we are
dealing with afar more intricate plot than we first imagined. Y ou must be carful.”

Selina's mind raced, recalling the events of the past. The phaeton race, Nile's death,
the mysterious letter—all of it seemed to be connected by an invisible thread she
could not quite grasp.

"We have to delve deeper,” she insisted, her voice low and urgent. "There are too
many unanswered questions surrounding my husband's death. | must have justice for
Nile. | can not rest until | do."



“l am pleased that you no longer suspect me.” James's expression darkened, and he
ran a hand through his hair. "I have a suspicion as to the true cul prit. Though you may
not like what | have to say."

Selinas breath caught in her throat. "Tell me," she demanded, steeling herself for
whatever revelation he might offer.

"I have been observing Lord Hawthorne closely,” James began, his words measured.
"His behavior has been... disconcerting, to say the least. The way he changes topics
abruptly when certain matters arise, how he averts his gaze when pressed for
details—it all points to a man with something to hide."

Selina felt as if the floor had dropped out from beneath her. Lord Hawthorne? The
charming, respected pillar of society who had been so attentive after Nil€'s death?
Could it be?

"But he was so concerned,” she murmured, more to herself than to James. "He called
on me frequently, offering condolences and support. He was a friend to my husband
and to me."

James's eyes flashed with something akin to jealousy, but it was gone in an instant.
"Perhaps that very attentiveness should have been our first clue. A guilty conscience
often manifests as excessive kindness."

Selinas mind whirled with memories of Lord Hawthorne's visits, his solicitous
manner, his gentle inquiries about her welfare. Had it all been a facade? A ploy to
keep her from suspecting his involvement in Nile's death?

"I dismissed his actions as those of a concerned friend," she admitted, her voice
trembling dslightly. "But now... now | cannot help but question everything. But what
would his motive be? Why would he murder aman he called afriend?"



“1 do not know, but you yourself just called his actions odd.” He leaned closer, his
proximity sending a tantalizing shiver down her spine. "Trust your instincts, my
lady."

She met his gaze, acutely aware of the tension crackling between them. It mirrored
the intensity of their shared purpose, the drive to uncover the truth no matter the cost.

"What do you propose we do next?' she asked, her voice barely above awhisper.

James's eyes glittered with determination. "We continue our investigation, but with a
new focus. Lord Hawthorne may hold the key to unraveling this entire mystery."

She nodded. “Perhaps | should invite him for tea?’

“No. | do not wish to place you in danger. Not if | can help it.”

Selina nodded. Whatever came next, she knew she could face it with James by her
side. The thought both thrilled and terrified her, a reminder of the dangerous game
they were playing—not just with their lives, but with their hearts as well.

Her fingers trembled as she reached for the worn leather volumes on the side table.
She lifted them, feeling the weight of secrets and potential revelations within their
pages. With a deep breath, she extended the books to James, her hazel eyes meeting
his warm, blue gaze.

"These are Nile's ledgers," she said softly. "I... | trust you with them, James. Perhaps
your keen eye will uncover something | have missed.”

He accepted the books, his hands brushing against hers for a fleeting moment. The
touch sent a jolt of longing through Selina's body, and she quickly withdrew, her
cheeks flushed.



"Thank you, Selina" he murmured, his gaze never leaving her face. "Your trust
means more than you know."

She nodded, her heart racing. "I should inform Charlotte and Beatrice of your
continued presence. They will be wondering..."

"Of course,” James replied, already opening the first ledger. "I will begin my
examination while you tend to your guests.”

As Selina turned to leave the drawing room, she cast one last glance at James. His
brow was furrowed in concentration, his fingers tracing the lines of text with careful
precision. The sight of him so engrossed in her late husband's affairs stirred a
confusing mix of emotions within her—sorrow, anger, and a tenderness she fought
against welcoming.

Shaking off the unwelcome feelings, Selina made her way to the parlor, where she
knew her friends would be waiting. As expected, Charlotte and Beatrice wore
matching expressions of concern. Both abandoning their conversation to look up at
her with worried gazes.

"Seling, darling," Charlotte began, her voice soft and worried. "Is everything alright?
Lord Blackwood has been here for quite some time."

Bea, ever the more direct of the two, arched an eyebrow. "Indeed. One might wonder
at the propriety of such alengthy private audience.”

Selina took a steadying breath. "l assure you both, there is no cause for alarm. Lord
Blackwood is... assisting me with some matters related to Nile's death.”

"But you suspect him of being responsible for Nile's death," Bea said, her green eyes
narrowing suspiciously.



"I may have been too hasty in pointing my finger at Jame...Lord Blackwood. He has
unique insights that | find helpful," Selina replied, trying to keep her vo ice even. "I
appreciate your concern, truly. But | promiseyou, all iswell."

Charlotte and Beatrice exchanged glances, their reluctance clear. Finaly, Charlotte
spoke, "If you are certain, Selina. But do be careful."

"Indeed," Bea agreed, though her tone suggested otherwise. "Do be careful, darling.
Men like Lord Blackwood can be... dangerous. Even if he is not the one responsible
for Nile's death."

Selina nodded, suppressing a shiver at Bea's words. If only they knew the half of it.
But of course she would not tell them about how he had kissed her or how she longed
for his touch. Leastwise, not right now. She offered them what she hoped was a
reassuring smile and said, "Thank you both. Now, if you will excuse me..."

After her friends said their farewells and departed, Selina leaned against the parlor
door, her mind racing. The weight of her husband’'s death and her growing feelings
for James—threatened to overwhelm her. With a deep breath, she steeled herself and
returned to the drawing room, where James awaited with whatever truths the ledgers
might reveal.

Selina entered the drawing room to find James hunched over the ledgers, his brow
furrowed in concentration. The late afternoon light cast dramatic shadows across his
face, accentuating the sharp angles of his jawline. She hesitated, struck by the
intensity of hisfocus.

"Have you found anything of note?' she inquired.

James looked up, his sharp blue eyes meeting hers. "Indeed, | have. And | am afraid it
Israther... unsettling."



Selina's heart quickened as she moved closer, the rustle of her silk gown loud in the
tense silence. "Tell me," she urged.

He ran a hand through his dark hair. "There is a record here of a substantial business
deal between Lord Hollyfield and Lord Hawthorne. It appears Hawthorne owes—or
rather, owed—L ord Hollyfield a significant sum."

Selinds breath caught in her throat. "How significant?’

"Enough to ruin a man, even one of Hawthorne's standing," James replied grimly.

The implications of this revelation crashed over her like a tidal wave. Her legs
suddenly weak, she sank into the nearest chair, her mind reeling. "Good God," she
whispered, her voice trembling. "Lord Hawthorne... he visited so often after Nile's
death. He seemed so concerned, so... genuine. "

James's expression softened with sympathy. "The most dangerous among us often
wear the most convincing disguise.”

Selina clenched her handsin her lap, her knuckles white against the deep burgundy of
her gown. "To think, all this time... he might have had a hand in Nil€e's death. And |
welcomed him into my home, accepted his condolences! Treated him as a dear
friend."

"We must not jump to conclusions," James cautioned, though his tone suggested he
believed otherwise. "But this certainly provides a compelling motive. Who is the
executor or Lord Hollyfield’ s will?'

“l am,” she said, an icy chill coming over her. Selina's mind raced, recalling every
interaction with Lord Hawthorne since her husband's death. His solicitous manner,
his frequent visits, his subtle inquiries about the estate's affairs, about her—all took



on asinister new light.

"I have been such a fool," she murmured, anger and shame coloring her cheeks. “I
have been so focused on revenge and finding my target that | latched onto you being
the culprit and turned a blind eye to Lord Hawthorne' s overzealous interest in me and
the estate. ”

James moved to kneel before her, taking her trembling handsin his. "No, Selina. You
have been a woman in mourning, one who sought answers for you late husband.
Thereisno shamein that. Indeed, Hollyfield was a lucky man."

His touch, warm and reassuring, anchored her amid the storm of her emotions. She
met his gaze, finding strength in the determination she saw there.

"If this is true, he must pay. What do we do now?"' she asked, her voice steadier.
“How do we prove his involvement?’

Jamesss lips curved into a grim smile. "Now, my dear, | pay Lord Hawthorne a visit.
It is high time we had afrank discussion about his... financia obligations.”

Selina's breath caught in her throat as she realized how close James was. His hands
still enveloped hers, their warmth seeping into her skin. She found herself studying
the lines of his face, the determined set of his jaw, the intensity in his eyes that
seemed to pierce right through her defenses.

"I... yes, of course,”" she stammered, trying to regain her composure. "But you will not
go aone. | am coming along, for this is my fight. We must confront him together.
And | wish to see him pay more than just this debt. | want revenge. | want to see him
suffer for what he has done.”

James's thumb traced a small circle on the back of her hand, sending a shiver up her



arm. He seemed to realize their proximity at the same moment, his eyes widening
dlightly before he released her hands and stood.

"My apologies, Lady Hollyfield," he said, his voice rougher than usual. "l forgot
myself for a moment."

Selinarose as well, smoothing her skirts to give her hands something to do. "There is
no need to apologize."

She turned away, ostensibly to gather the ledgers, but truly to hide the flush she felt
creeping up her neck.

"We will sort this out and if my hunchisright, | will see that justiceis served," James
said behind her. *Y ou have my word.”

Selina nodded, though to her shame, her focus had shifted to James and the odd pull
she felt between them. How could she fedl this way, especially now? Her husband's
killer was still at large, possibly the very man who had feigned friendship in her
darkest hours. She should be focused solely on justice. On uncovering the truth. And
yét...

She glanced over her shoulder, catching his gaze. The heat in his eyes made her
breath hitch, and for a moment, she allowed herself to imagine a different future, one
where her heart was not torn between duty and desire.

"I should like to call on Lord Hawthorne at once," she said, forcing herself back to
the task at hand. "What is our strategy?"

James pointed to an entry in the ledger. "According to these dates, the debt was called
in just days before your husband's... accident. As the executor of his will, you are
now ableto collect on the debt. We will start there."



Selinas heart raced, a mix of shock and vindication coursing through her veins. "And
if he refuses, we will call for a constable and have him removed to debtor’s prison,”
she declared, her voice steely with determination.

"Agreed," James replied, snapping the ledger shut. "But we must tread carefully.
Hawthorne is a powerful man, and if he isindeed behind Nile's death..."

"Then we are walking into the lion's den," Selina finished, a hint of fear coloring her
words.

His hand found hers, squeezing gently. The touch sent sparks through her, comforting
and electrifying all at once. "We will face this together,” he assured her, his gaze
intense with resolve. “And | will protect you.”

With one last shared glance, they quit the drawing room and stepped out into the crisp
London air, the weight of their mission hanging between them.

Her heart fluttered as they descended the steps of her townhouse, her gloved hand
resting lightly on James's arm. The cobblestone street stretched before them, a path
leading to potential danger and revelations. She stole a glance at his profile, admiring
the determined set of hisjaw.

"James," she murmured, her voice soft and smooth, "I cannot help but feel we are on
the right course and that, because of it, danger lurks around the corner.”

His gaze met hers, a storm of emotions swirling in their depths. "l believe you are
quite right, but do not fret. | have you and | will keep you safe.”

His words sent a shiver down her spine, one that had little to do with the early
evening breeze. Selina chastised herself silently for the flutter in her chest. This was
no time for such frivolous feelings.



As they walked toward the carriage, her mind raced with possibilities. "What if Lord
Hawthorne denies everything?' she pondered aloud. "We have no concrete proof,
only suspicions and ledger entries."

“The ledger should be enough to get him talking. We will confront him with the
information and see what he says.” James's lips curled into awry smile. "If he denies
it, then we shall have to be particularly... persuasive," he replied, his voice low and
rich with promise.

She felt her cheeks warm at his tone, memories of their shared kiss flooding her
senses. She pushed the thoughts aside, focusing on the task at hand. "And if he admits
to hisinvolvement?"' she pressed. "What then?"

"Then, my dear," James said, his grip on her arm tightening ever so dlightly, "we shall
have justice, and perhaps..." He trailed off, leaving the sentence hanging tantalizingly
in the air between them.

Selinds breath caught in her throat. She knew she should not ask, should not
encourage this dangerous flirtation between them. And yet... "Perhaps what?'

He stopped, turning to face her fully as the footman opened the carriage door. His
eyes blazed with an intensity that made her knees weak. "Perhaps we might explore
whatever this is budding between us, without the shadows of the past looming so
large."

For a moment, Selina forgot how to breathe. The world seemed to narrow to just the
two of them, standing on a London street, teetering on the precipice of something
both exhilarating and terrifying.
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Seven

J ames felt the tension coiling in his gut as the carriage rattled down the cobblestone
streets of London. Beside him, Selina sat ramrod straight, her fingers twisting the
fabric of her skirts. The silence between them crackled with unspoken words and
mounting apprehension.

As they neared Grosvenor Square, James caught Selina's eye. "Are you certain you
wish to proceed with this?' he murmured, his voice low and tinged with concern.

Her chin lifted, a spark of determination igniting in her gaze. "l have come too far to
turn back now."

He nodded, admiring her resolve even as worry gnawed at him. Hawthorne was a
formidable opponent, one who may have already proven his willingness to resort to
murder. The weight of Selina's safety pressed heavily upon James's shoulders.

The carriage wheels groaned as they rounded a corner, before lurching to a stop.
James's gaze darted to the windows. The hairs on the back of his neck prickled as he
took in their location.

"Something is... off," he muttered, more to himself than to Selina.

Selina's hand went to her chest as she peered out the window. "Dear Lord.”

"Stay," James replied, his hand instinctively moved to the pistol concealed beneath
his coat. He turned to Selina, his gaze intense.



He handed her his second pistol. "Do not open the door for anyone. If someone
should barge in, shoot them. Do you understand?"

Her lips parted in protest, but James cut her off with a gentle yet firm touch on her
arm. "Please, Selina. | could not bear it if harm befell you."

A flicker of surprise crossed her features, followed by a softening of her expression.
“"Very well. But do be careful. | have grown rather accustomed to your company and
should hateto loseit.”

A wry smiletugged at James'slips. "Do not worry yourself over me, pet. "

With afinal nod, James stepped out of the carriage, his senses on high aert. The air
was thick with foreboding, and as he approached the front of the carriage, he could
see the man who' d stopped them.

“What istheissue,” he called.

A blur of motion caught his eye. Two burly men, faces obscured by dark kerchiefs,
burst from the shadows flanking the road.

"Seling, stay inside!" James shouted, his hand raising his remaining pistol.
But before he could aim, the first ruffian was upon him, meaty fists swinging. James
ducked, the blow whistling past his ear. He pivoted, using his attacker's momentum

against him, and drove an elbow into the man's solar plexus.

The second assailant lunged for the carriage door. Selina's scream pierced the air,
mingling with the sound of splintering wood as the brute wrenched it open.

James's heart thundered. He had to reach her. Had to protect her. But the first ruffian,



though winded, grappled him from behind, pinning his arms.

"Unhand me, you cur!" James snarled, struggling against the iron grip. His mind
raced, calculating angles, leverage points, anything to break free.

Inside the carriage, Selind's voice rang out, sharp with defiance. "l will shoot!"

A resounding thwack echoed, followed by a pained grunt from the second attacker.
James allowed himself a fleeting smile. His Selina was no wilting flower.

His Selina? The unbidden thought startled him, but there was no time to dwell on it.
With a grunt of effort, James stomped hard on his captor's instep, then snapped his
head back. A satisfying crunch signaled contact with the ruffian's nose.

The grip loosened, and James wrenched free. He spun, fists raised, ready to continue
the fight. But the attacker was already staggering back, blood streaming from his
face.

"James!" Selina's cry galvanized him.

He whirled to see her fending off the second assailant with her parasol, landing blows
with surprising force. But the man was regaining his footing, reaching for her with
malicious intent.

James moved without thinking. In three long strides, he closed the distance and
launched himself at the attacker. They went down in atangle of limbs, rolling across
the gravel drive.

Fists flew, each man seeking any advantage. James tasted blood, felt the sting of split
knuckles. But beneath the pain and chaos, a cold fury burned. How dare they threaten
Selina? He would make them regret ever laying eyes on her.



With a savage growl, James landed a crushing blow to his opponent's jaw. The man's
eyes rolled back, and he went limp.

Panting, James pushed himself to his feet, scanning for the first attacker. But the man
vanished into the night.

"Seling," James gasped, turning back to the carriage. "Are you hurt?"

She stood in the doorway, parasol still clutched like a weapon, her eyes wide with a
mix of fear and exhilaration. "I'm... | am quite aright. Thank you."

James reached for her hand, helping her down from the carriage. His touch lingered
longer than necessary, but propriety be damned. They had just survived an attack.

“You are bleeding,” she said, reaching for a handkerchief and pressing it to his brow.
James shrugged it off. "It is nothing. A mere trifle, | assure you. | have survived far
worse. You fought admirably," he said, a note of pride in his voice. "But why didn’t
you shoot?”

“1 have never fired apistol, but | know how to swing a parasol.”

James could not help the laugh that escaped him. “I daresay you are full of surprises,
Lady Hollyfield."

A faint blush colored her cheeks. "As are you, Lord Blackwood. | never knew you
were so... capable in afight."

James's lips quirked in aroguish grin. "There is a great deal you do not know about
me. Perhaps, in time, that might change."



“Perhaps,” she said, her gaze moving to the man on the ground.

James turned his attention to the unconscious ruffian. "Now, let us see what our
friend here has to say for himself."

He knelt beside the man, roughly shaking him awake. The ruffian's eyes fluttered
open, unfocused and dazed.

"Who sent you?' James demanded, his voice low and dangerous.

The man's gaze darted nervously between James and Selina. "I... | don't know what
you're talking about."

James's grip on the man's collar tightened. "Do not play coy. Y ou and your associate
did not happen upon us by chance. Certainly not in this area of London. Who hired
you?"'

Selina stepped closer, her voice trembling dlightly. "Was it Lord Hawthorne?'

The ruffian's eyes widened at the name, and James knew they had struck gold. He
leaned in, his face inches from their attackers.

“Lord Hawthorne, is it?' James pressed. "What did he want? To scare us? Or
something more... permanent?”

The man squirmed, sweat beading on his brow. "I can't... helll kill meif | talk."

James's laugh was cold and mirthless. "And what do you think | will do if you don't?"

Selina gasped behind him, and James felt a twinge of regret. He did not want her to
see this side of him, but needs must.



The ruffian's resolve crumbled. "Alright, alright! It was Hawthorne. He wanted us to
disappear you, scare the lady. Said it'd teach her to mind her own business."

“Disappear me?’ James's mind raced. This was the proof they needed, but it still
didn't explain everything. "And what of Lord Hollyfield's death? Was Hawthorne
involved in that aswell? ™"

The man's eyes darted away. "I... | don't know nothing about that. We was just hired
for thisjob, | swear!"

James stood, his thoughts whirling. He turned to Selina, whose face was a mask of
shock and anger.

"It seems," James said, "that we have stumbled upon something far more sinister than
we imagined."

James needed more information, and he needed it quickly if he was going to see
Hawthorne imprisoned before he could harm Selina. Turning back to the ruffian, he
fixed him with a steely gaze.

"You may not know about Lord Hollyfield directly, but surely, Hawthorne said
something. Think, man. Your life dependson it.”

The ruffian swallowed hard, his eyes darting between James and Selina. "He... he did
mention something about a race. Said it was a shame about the accident, but some
men just don't know their limits. And now the pair of you are catching on and he
can’'t have that."

Selinds sharp intake of breath cut through the tense atmosphere. James glanced at
her, noting the pallor of her face and the trembling of her hands. He longed to
comfort her, but knew he had to press on.



"A race, you say? That's oddly specific for a man who claims to know nothing,"
James prodded, his voice dangerously low.

The ruffian's resolve crumbled further. "Alright! He... he laughed about it. Said he'd
arranged the perfect accident, and no one would ever suspect. Saved himself a great
deal of money for the effort.”

James felt a cold fury building within him. He turned to the coachman, who now
stood beside the carriage, alarge bump on his forehead where the attackers must have
hit him with something. "Y ou, there. Get me some rope, then go fetch a Bow Street
Runner. We will need official testimony."

As the coachman scrambled to do his bidding, James returned his attention to the
ruffian. "Now, my good man, you are going to cooperate and tell Bow Street
everything. And | do mean everything."

The ruffian nodded as the coachman handed James a length of rope.

James tied the attacker’s hands together before forcing him to sit beside the carriage.
As they awaited Bow Street, James paced back and forth, his eyes never leaving the
bound ruffian. Selina sat rigidly on the carriage seat, her fingers twisting the fabric of
her gown as she peered out at them.

"How long do you think it will take the Runner to arrive?' She asked, her voice
barely audible .

James glanced at her, his expression softening momentarily. "Not long, | hope. But
rest assured, this vagrant is not going anywhere."

The ruffian shifted uncomfortably, the ropes creaking against the wood of the
carriage wheel. "Y ou can't keep me here forever," he growled, a hint of desperation in



hisvoice.

"Oh, | assure you, we can," James replied coolly. "And the longer we wait, the more
inclined | am to extract every sordid detail of your association with Lord Hawthorne."
James patted the pistol in his pocket for good measure.

Selind's eyes darted between James and the ruffian. "What if... what if the other one’s
return?"

James wrapped his fingers around the hilt of his pistol. "I am ready," he said firmly,
his gaze never leaving their captive.

The minutes ticked by agonizingly slow. Every rustle of leaves, every distant sound
of hoofbeats made them tense, wondering if it heralded the runner or some nefarious
aly of Lord Hawthorne.

Finally, the sound of purposeful footsteps approached. James positioned himself
protectively in front of the carriage door to guard Selina as the footsteps neared .

“Mr. Sullivan,” Selina called out as the runner approached. “How fortuitous that it
would be you.”

He bowed, his weathered face etched with determination. "Lord Blackwood, Lady
Hollyfield, | came as quickly as| could. What's this about a confession?”

James felt awave of relief wash over him. "We have a most interesting tale of murder
and conspiracy, courtesy of this... man."

The Runner's eyes narrowed as he took in the scene. "Is that so? Well then, let us hear
what he has to say."



James watched Selina as the ruffian confessed his actions as well as told Mr. Sullivan
the sorted details of Hawthorne' sinvolvement in Lord Hollyfield' s death.

“When the ruffian stopped talking, Mr. Sullivan turned his attention to James. “I’ll
be,” Sulivan said. “The evidence in my investigation was pointing else ware. | must
say, | am glad we have found our villan.” Sullivan nodded, offering a dlight smile. “I
will take this ruffian to lockup and ensure he goes before the magistrate at first light,
my lord.” He looked at Selina. “I1t seems we have solved your husband’s murder. | do
hope you find some peace now, my lady. ”

“Thank you,” Selina said, offering anod. “My peace will come once Lord Hawthorne
iIsmade to pay for his crime.”

“1 assure you he will pay dearly, my lady. | will seeto it personally.” He tugged on
his prisoner, causing him to sway. “But first | must get this one in front of a
magistrate and take an official statement. | shall see it done with haste, but until
Hawthorne is charged, | must insist that you stay clear of him. Go home and wait for
word from me.”

“Indeed,” James drawled. “We will expect to hear from you by tomorrow afternoon
at the latest.”

“My lord. My Lady.” Mr. Sullivan gave a nod, then hauled the ruffian away.

James turned to the coachman, his gaze moving to the nasty bump on the man's
forehead. “Are you ableto drive?’

“Yes, my lord,” the coachman said, his hand moving to the angry raised knot over his
left eye. “I think they hit me with arock. Knocked me unconscious for a moment, but
| am right as rain now.”



“Very good. Return us to Lady Hollyfield's residence,” James ordered, before
climbing into the carriage and sitting beside Selina.

His hand rested gently on the small of her back as the carriage swayed into motion.
Neither spoke as they traveled and when they arrived, James handed her down.

The street lamps cast long shadows across the cobblestones as he led her to the door,
her hand tucked into the crook of hisarm.

"I cannot thank you enough for your bravery tonight," she murmured, her voice
trembling slightly as she tightened her grip on hisarm.

James patted her hand. "Think nothing of it, my dear. Y our safety is paramount.”

Once inside, James led Selinato the drawing room. As she sank into a chaise longue,
he poured her a small measure of brandy.

"Drink this," he urged, pressing the glass into her hands. "It will help calm your
nerves."

Selinatook a sip, grimacing at the burn, then turned her gaze on him. "What are we to
do now? Lord Hawthorne will surely not stand idly by once he learns of tonight's
events. Those other ruffians may well be giving him the details as we speak. And
what if the miscreants tale is not enough to have Hawthorne held to account? He is a
powerful lord. Are we truly to do nothing save for wait?"

James's eyes gleamed with a predatory light. "On the contrary, my dear. | believe we
have him precisely where we want him. "

"How s0?" Selina asked, her brow furrowing.



"Consider this," James began, pacing the room. "Lord Hawthorne's desperation has
led him to make a grave error. By hiring those ruffians, he's exposed himself. By this
time tomorrow, he will be behind bars."

Selina took a slow sip of the brandy before returning her gaze to him. "But what
about tonight? What if he sends more assassins? He knows where we live. Surely a
man of his standing?—"

"Has much further to fall," James finished. "Trust me. By tomorrow evening, Lord
Hawthorne will no longer be athreat. Asfor tonight, | do not believe he will take the
risk. Still, I will send men to guard your house."

Selina stared at him, a mixture of awe and trepidation in her eyes. "You are a
dangerous man, Lord Blackwood."

"Only to those who deserveit," he replied softly, his gaze meeting hers,

A charged silence fell between them, the weight of the evening's revelations pressing
down. Her hand trembled as she set down her glass.

"I owe you an apology,” she said. "I misjudged you terribly."

James moved to sit beside her, taking her hand in his. "You had every reason to be
suspicious, given the circumstances. But | hope now you see that we are on the same
side."

Selina nodded, tears welling in her eyes. "To think that Lord Hawthorne... that he was
responsible for Nile's death all along. | feel like such aninny."

"You are anything but," James said firmly. "Y ou are awoman of remarkable strength
and intelligence. Hawthorne preyed on your grief, manipulating it to his advantage.”



Selina looked up at him, a newfound resolve hardening her gaze. "l want justice for
all those Hawthorne has wronged.”

“It isthe best revenge.” James squeezed her hand gently. "And justice you shall have.
Together, we will ensure the scoundrel is brought to his knees."

Selinds eyes lingered on their joined hands, her heart quickening at the intimacy. She
cleared her throat, then said, “ Stay with me tonight.”

James's breath caught in his throat, his eyes widening at her unexpected request. For a
moment, he was at a loss for words, torn between propriety and the undeniable pull

he felt toward her.

"Selina," he began, his voice low and husky, "I do not think that would be wise. Y our
reputation?—"

"Hang my reputation,” she interrupted, her eyes flashing with a mixture of fear and
determination. "After tonight's events, I... | cannot bear to be alone. Please, James."

Her words sent a shiver down his spine. He searched her face, seeing the vulnerability
beneath her brave facade. With a sigh, he nodded.

"Very well, | shall stay."
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Eight

T he flickering candlelight cast dancing shadows across the drawing room,
illuminating Selina and James as they sat side by side on the chaise longue. Her
fingers trembled as she set down her brandy snifter, the amber liquid sloshing gently.

His heated gaze locked onto hers, filled with a potent mixture of desire and hesitation.
She found herself unable to look away as the air between them crackled with tension.

"James," Selina whispered, her voice barely audible. "l have changed my mind about
Kisses."

She shifted closer, bridging the small gap between them. Her hand rose of its own
accord, fingertips grazing his bruised cheek with feather-light softness.

He inhaled sharply at her touch. "Selina," he murmured, his rich baritone sending
shivers down her spine. "Are you certain? | have no wish to take advantage of you."

Her mind raced. Was she certain? After the loss of her husband, she had sworn never
to open her heart again. And yet, here she was, trembling with longing for this far to
handsome rogue.

"Yes," she said, her voice quavering. "'l cannot deny what | feel when | am with you."
In one fluid motion, James captured her hand in his. Warmth shot through her at the

contact, setting every nerve alight. He tugged her closer until she could feel the heat
radiating from his body.



"Darling, Selina," James breathed, his eyes flickering with tenderness. "There is
nothing | want more than to kiss you."

Her breath caught in her throat as James leaned in, his lips barely brushing against
hers. The world around them faded away, leaving only the drumming of her heart and
the intoxicating scent of his cologne—a heady mix of sandalwood and spice.

As their passion ignited, her mind warred with her desires. "We should not,” she
gasped between kisses.

James pulled back dlightly, his gaze intense. "When you kiss me like that," he
growled. "I want you, Selina. All of you. But | will stop if you wish it."

With those words, the last of Selina's reservations crumbled. “1 want you, too,” she
sighed, leaning closer. She surrendered herself to the kiss, her body desperate for
him.

As they sank back against the plush velvet sofa, her mind swam with a mixture of
desire and disbelief. James's hands roamed her body, igniting a fire she thought long
extinguished.

"James," she said, her voice thick with longing. "l never thought | would feel this way
again. That | would need aman like | need air."

He pulled back, his gaze searching hers. "My darling Selina," he murmured, "you
deserve all the passion this world has to offer. Let me worship you."

She nodded, her lips parting in invitation as she pulled his mouth back to hers, and
her world narrowed to the exquisite sensations coursing through her. The taste of
brandy on his tongue, the warmth of his hands as they caressed her through the thin
fabric of her gown, the sound of their mingled breaths in the otherwise silent room .



Selina arched her back as James's lips found the sensitive spot behind her ear. A soft
moan escaped her, and she clung to him, her nails digging into his shoulders through
his coat.

"Ah!" she exclamed, as Jamess hand skimmed the side of her breast. Her mind
reeled, torn between loyalty to Nile's memory and the passion brewing within her.
"James, |... | am afraid."

He lifted his head, his eyes filled with a mixture of desire and tenderness. "Of what,
my darling?'

Her voice trembled as she confessed, "Of losing myself. Of betraying Nile. Of being
hurt again."

James cupped her face in his hands, his touch gentle despite the fire in his eyes. "You
cannot live in the past. | swear to you, Selina, | will never willingly cause you pain.
Trust inme, as| trust in you."

As their lips met once more, Selina surrendered herself to the moment, allowing the
pleasure to wash away her fears and doubts. She wanted him more desperately than
she had ever wanted anyone, and she would not deny herself.

Her fingers fumbled with the buttons of Jamess waistcoat, her usual dexterity
abandoning her in the throes of passion. He chuckled softly, his breath warm against
her ear as he assisted her, shrugging off the garment and tossing it aside .

“It has been along time,” she said.

"I am glad of it," he said, his eyes twinkling with mischief, “for | have the honor of
reawakening your wanton side.”



“Bequiet and kissme,” she laughed.

“My. But you are impatient, darling,” he teased.

She felt a blush creep up her cheeks, but she met his gaze defiantly. "Perhaps you are
simply too slow, my lord."

James's eyebrow quirked at her challenge. With swift, practiced movements, he
began unlacing her gown. "Isthis more to your liking?"

As the fabric loosened around her body, Selina's breath caught in her throat. "James,"
she sighed, her voice thick with emotion, "I have never wanted as | do now. | feel as
if I will dieif you do not make love to me this instant."

His hands stilled, and he gazed at her with such intensity that Selinafelt asif he could
see into her very soul. "Nor |. Y ou have awakened something in me. Something more
than mere lust. | want to savor you. Take my time and explore every curve of your

body."

Her heart raced as he peeled away her gown, his fingertips leaving trails of fire on her
skin. She shivered, not from cold, but from the intensity of her desire.

As James's shirt joined her gown on the floor, Selina marveled at the sculpted planes
of his chest, tracing afingertip along athin scar near his collarbone.

"A remnant of my misspent youth," James murmured, his voice husky with want.

She leaned forward, pressing a soft kiss to the scar. "Every mark tells a story,” she
breathed against his skin. "And | want to know them all."

He cupped her face in his hands, his eyes shimmering with a mixture of desire and



vulnerability. "And so you shall, Selina, my darling. I've spent years guarding my
heart, but you have stormed its defenses. | want to share myself with you. Mind,
body, and soul."

Selinas breath hitched, her own walls crumbling in the face of his honesty.

Their lips met in atender kiss, far different from the passionate ones they had shared
earlier. This kiss spoke of promises, of afuture neither had dared hope for.

As they parted, he traced the curve of her cheek with his thumb. "I have always
wanted you. From the first time | saw you. Bloody hell, | was jealous when
Hollyfield swept you off your feet. It was the only time he truly bested me."
Selinaleaned into histouch, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. "l had no idea.”
“That is because | was not of amind to marry and you deserved a husband.”

“And now?’ she asked, a coquettish grin playing at her lips.

“Now you deserve to be ravished,” he said, nipping at her neck.

She gasped at the sensation of his teeth grazing her sensitive skin. Her fingers tangled
in his dark hair, holding him close as he trailed kisses down her neck to her
collarbone. Each touch sent sparks of pleasure coursing through her body, stoking the
fire that threatened to consume her.

"James," she breathed, her voice husky with desire. "I need more. | need you."

He lifted his head, his heated gaze meeting hers with an intensity that made her breath
catch. "And | you, my darling. But first..."



His hands skimmed down her sides, leaving goosebumps in their wake. With
practiced ease, he divested her of her remaining undergarments, leaving her bare
before him. Selina fought the urge to cover herself, feeling suddenly vulnerable under
his heated gaze.

"You are exquisite," James murmured, his eyes roaming her form with unabashed
appreciation. "A goddess made flesh.”

Her body warmed at hiswords. "Y ou flatter me."

"I speak only the truth,” he replied, his voice low and fervent.

Before she could respond, he lowered his head, pressing soft kisses to her breast. She
arched into his touch, a soft moan escaping her lips as his tongue flicked across her
sensitive peak. Her hands clutched at his shoulders, nails digging into his skin as she
pressed greedily against him.

His fingers danced along her inner thigh, teasing and tantalizing as they inched closer
to her center. Selinds breath came in short gasps, her body trembling with
anticipation. When he finaly touched her most intimate place, she cried out,
overwhelmed by the intensity of the sensation.

"James," she moaned, her hips rising to meet his hand. "Oh, James..."
He worked her skillfully, his fingers finding that secret spot that made her see stars.
Selina clutched at him, her nails raking down his back as pleasure built within her.

She was so closg, teetering on the edge of ecstasy.

"Let go, my darling,” James murmured against her ear, his voice rough with desire.
"Give yourself over to me."



With a keening cry, Selina shattered, waves of bliss washing over her. James held her
close as she trembled in his arms, pressing soft kisses to her face and neck as she
slowly came back to herself.

"James," she whimpered, her voice thick with need. "Please...”

He lifted his head, his eyes dark with desire as they met hers. "Tell me what you
want, my darling,” he murmured, his fingers continuing their teasing caress.

She trailed her gaze over him, all lean muscle and barely restrained power. Her gaze
traveled lower, and she felt a mixture of anticipation and nervousness flutter in her
stomach.

"I want you," Selina breathed, her cheeks flushing at her own boldness. "I want you
inside of me."

A slow, sensual smile spread across his face, and with a low growl, he captured her
lipsin asearing kiss. In one fluid motion, he lifted her, carrying her to the nearby rug.
He laid her down gently in front of the fire, his body covering hers as he settled
between her thighs.

Her breath caught as she felt his hardness pressing against her.

He cupped her cheek, his gaze tender. "Are you certain?' he asked softly. "We can
stop if you wish."

Her heart swelled at his consideration. "I have never been more certain of anything,"
shereplied, pulling him closer, tilting her hips against him.

With a groan of pleasure, James entered her slowly, inch by inch. Selina gasped at the
exquisite sensation of fullness, her body stretching to accommodate him.



"Darling, Selina," he breathed against her neck. "Y ou fedl divine."

She wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him deeper, thrusting her hips against
him. She' d never felt such desire. Such intense passion and need.

He set a languid pace that soon had her writhing beneath him. She matched his
rhythm, her hips rising to meet each thrust. The firelight cast a golden glow over their
entwined bodies, highlighting the sheen of sweat on their skin.

"James," she gasped, her nails raking down his back. "More, please... "

He captured her lips in a searing kiss, swallowing her moans of pleasure. His hands
roamed her body, caressing and teasing, finding spots that made her shiver with
delight. She arched her back, pressing herself closer to him, desperate for more
contact as she took greedily from him.

His thrusts became more urgent, more demanding. She clung to him, her nails raking
down his back as waves of pleasure washed over her. She threw her head back, lost in
a haze of sensation, aware of nothing but James and the exquisite feelings he was
evoking in her.

"Look at me," James commanded softly, his voice strained with effort.

Selinds eyes fluttered open, meeting his intense gaze. The vulnerability she saw
there, mixed with the raw desire, took her breath away. In that moment, she knew this
was more than a night of passion. Her heart, which she had thought forever closed,
opened to him.

"James, 1..." she began, but her words were lost in a cry of ecstasy as her climax
washed over her.



He followed her over the edge with a guttural groan, burying his face in the crook of
her neck as he shuddered above her. For several long moments, they lay entwined,
their hearts racing in tandem as they caught their breath.

Finally, James lifted his head, pressing a tender kiss to Selinas lips before rolling off
of her and gathering her into the crook of hisarm.

They lay entwined on the rug, the fire casting a warm glow over their bare skin. He
pulled athrow blanket over them, cocooning them in warmth and intimacy as he held
her close.

"What happens now?" Selina asked, her voice quiet, tentative.

James pressed a kiss to her forehead. "Now, my darling, we hang onto each other. No
more games. Just you and |, side by side.”

Her lips curved into a smile. "I rather like the sound of that." She feathered her
fingers through the dusting of dark hair on his chest, then kissed his jawline.

As the night wore on, they spoke in hushed tones of their hopes and fears, their
dreams and regrets. The barriers between them, once seemingly insurmountable, had
crumbled to dust.

She couldn't help but marvel at how quickly her world had turned upside down.
Once, she had viewed him as her adversary, a thorn in her side. Now, she could not

Imagine afuture without him .

"I never imagined | could love again," she said, her fingers tracing the line of his jaw.
"Especially not you."

He chuckled softly, capturing her hand and pressing a kiss to her pam. "And | never



thought | would find myself utterly captivated by the formidable Lady Hollyfield. But
here | am, in love and utterly besotted. How things change.”

"Indeed, they do," Selina murmured, a hint of wonder in her voice. She shifted closer,
nestling into the crook of his arm, inhaling his scent. "Tell me, James, when did you
first realize your feelings had changed?’

A playful smirk tugging at his lips. "Perhaps it was the moment you called me an
'insufferable cad' at Lady Ashworth's ball. Y our fire intrigued me."

Selina laughed, the sound bright and genuine. "You deserved it, if | recall correctly.
Y ou had just spilled your champagne on my new gown."

"It was an accident, | assure you," James protested, his eyes twinkling with mischief.
"Though | can not say | regretted the way it clung to your curves."

“That was a lifetime ago.” A blush crept up Selinas cheeks, but she did not look
away. Instead, she leaned in, her lips a breath away from his. "And now, Lord
Blackwood? Do you still find me intriguing?*

His response was to close the distance between them, capturing her lipsin a searing
kiss that left her breathless. When they finally parted, her head was spinning, her
body alive with sensation.

"Does that answer your question, my love?' James murmured, his voice husky with
desire.

She could only nod, her heart pounding a wild rhythm in her chest. As she gazed into
his eyes, she saw not just passion, but a depth of emotion that both thrilled and
terrified her. For the first time since Nil€'s death, she allowed herself to imagine a
future filled with love and laughter.



As she snuggled against him, she fought the heavy pull of sleep, not wanting to miss
a moment of this newfound intimacy. But eventually, lulled by the steady beat of
James's heart and the warmth of his embrace, she succumbed to slumber.

He pressed a gentle kiss to her temple before allowing his own eyes to close, joining
her in peaceful repose.

A sharp click pierced the air, startling them awake. Selina's eyes flew open, heart
leaping into her throat as she found herself staring down the barrel of a pistol .

"How touching." Lord Hawthorne's smooth voice dripped with sarcasm. "I do hope |
am not interrupting.”
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Nine

J ames's eyes snapped open to a sight that chilled him to his very core. There,
silhouetted against the pale light from the dying fire, stood Hawthorne, a pistol
gleaming ominously in his grasp, and pointed directly at him and Selina.

"My, my," Lord Hawthorne drawled, his lips curling into a sinister smirk. "The
disgraced Lord Blackwood and the grieving widow, entangled in the sheets. How
delightfully scandalous.”

James felt Selina press against him, her body trembling. He instinctively tightened his
hold on her, his mind racing as he surveyed the room for any advantage. The
fireplace poker stood tantalizingly close, but Hawthorne's unwavering aim made any

sudden movements too risky .

"Hawthorne," James said, his voice steady despite the hammering of his heart. "To
what do we owe this... unexpected pleasure?'

Hawthorne's eyes glittered with malice. "Oh, | think you know exactly why | am here.
Y ou and your clever little widow have been quite the nuisance, have you not?"

James felt atremor run through Selina. He longed to reassure her, to promise her they
would find away out of this predicament, but the words stuck in his throat.

"It was you," Selina seethed, her voice laced with anger. "You killed Nile."

Hawthorne's laugh was cold and mirthless. "Bravo, Lady Hollyfield. | must say, you



are sharper than | gave you credit for. Yes, | orchestrated your dear husband's
unfortunate... accident. The fool thought he could expose my dealings, threaten my
position in society, leave me destitute. | could not allow that, now could 17"

James had suspected Hawthorne's involvement, knew it to be true after their run-in
with the ruffians, but to hear it confirmed so callously sent a surge of rage through
him. The odious man had caused Selina such pain and done his best to frame James
for his nefarious deeds .

"And now," Hawthorne continued, his tone amost conversationa, "l am afrad | must
tie up these loose ends. Can't have you two running about, spreading nasty rumors. It
would be most inconvenient."

At that moment, James saw aflicker of movement from Selina. Before he could react,
she had sprung to her feet, clutching the sheet around her body like a makeshift toga.

"You will not get away with this" Selina snarled, her eyes blazing with a
determination that took James's breath away. “"We will see you hanged for what you
have done."

James tensed, ready to jump into action at the dlightest opportunity. He admired
Selinds bravery, but fear for her safety gripped his heart. Hawthorne was
unpredictable, and the double chamber pistol in his hand could end their lives in an
instant.

"My dear Lady Hollyfield," Hawthorne said, his voice dripping with condescension,
"I am afraid you will not be seeing much of anything after tonight. Such a pity. You
really are quite an exquisite woman. | meant to take you to wife, but you have forced
my hand."

“1 would never marry you,” she said, taking a step forward. “Y ou are despicable,” she



seethed .

James's fingers itched to reach for the poker, to do something, anything, to protect
Selina. But Hawthorne had the pistol trained on her heart. He could not chance a
sudden movement that might cause the man to shoot.

"You are amonster,” Selina spat, her knuckles white as she gripped the sheet tighter.

Hawthorne's smile widened. "Perhaps. But | am a monster who will walk away from
this night unscathed, while you and your lover meet a most unfortunate end. How
tragic. The papers will be abuzz with the scandal.”

James's mind raced, searching for a way out of this. He knew that their lives hung by
athread, balanced on the whim of a madman. But as he looked at Selina, saw the fire
in her eyes and the set of her jaw, he felt a surge of hope. They had come too far,
overcome too much, to let it end like this.

His muscles tensed, every fiber of his being coiled and ready to spring. As
Hawthorne's gaze lingered on Selina, savoring his perceived triumph, James seized
the moment. With aburst of explosive energy, he launched himself at Hawthorne, his
body colliding with the murderous lord's.

"Selina, duck!" James roared as they crashed to the floor .

The pistol discharged with a deafening crack, the bullet embedding itself in the
celling. James grappled with Hawthorne, his hands desperately seeking purchase on
the weapon. Hawthorne's face contorted with rage, his earlier smugness replaced by
animalistic fury.

"You fool!" Hawthorne snarled, driving his knee into James's stomach. "I'll see you
both dead!"



James gasped, the air driven from his lungs, but he refused to relent. His fingers
closed around Hawthorne's wrist, twisting viciously until the pistol clattered to the
floor.

"Seling, the pistol!" James called out, struggling to pin Hawthorne's thrashing form.
From the corner of his eye, he saw her dart forward, her movements swift and
graceful despite the sheet wrapped around her. She scooped up the fallen weapon, her

hands steady as she leveled it at Hawthorne.

"It's over, Henry," Selina said, her voice cold and resolute. "You might as well
surrender.”

Hawthorne's eyes widened, a flicker of fear finaly breaking through his arrogant
facade. "Y ou wouldn't dare," he hissed.

James felt a surge of pride as he watched Selina, her chin lifted defiantly .

"Perhaps not," she replied, her finger tightening on the trigger as she pointed the gun
at the ceiling, then fired.

Hawthorne' s face turned scarlet. “ That was the last bullet, you little fool!”

The room descended into chaos as Hawthorne lashed out with renewed vigor. James
grunted as Hawthorne's elbow connected with his jaw, sending him staggering
backward into an ornate side table. The crash of shattering porcelain filled the air as a
priceless vase toppled to the floor.

"Selina, run!" James called out, his heart racing as he saw Hawthorne lunge toward
her.



Her eyes darted around the room, but she did not flee. In one fluid motion, she tossed
the pistol to the floor and seized the fire poker.

"I won't let you destroy any more lives," Selina said, her voice steady despite the
trembling of her hands.

Hawthorne sneered, circling her like a predator. "Y ou have no idea the depths I'll sink
to, my dear. Y our late husband |earned that lesson too late."

James felt a surge of rage at Hawthorne's callous words. He lunged at him, pushing
the man against the wall and pinning him in place. "It's finished, Hawthorne.
Surrender now, and perhaps you will avoid the gallows."

But Hawthorne was beyond reason. With aroar of frustration and strength, he broke
free. He charged at Selina, his hands outstretched to throttle her. James watched in
horror, his fingers tightening into fists, when suddenly Selina swung the poker with
al her might.

The resounding crack of iron meeting flesh echoed through the room as Hawthorne
crumpled to the floor, unconscious.

For a moment, silence reigned. James stared at Selina, her chest heaving, the poker
still clutched in her white-knuckled grip. "My God, Selina," he breathed. "You are

magnificent."

Three footmen and the butler appeared in the drawing room doorway, their eyes wide
asthe butler pressed into the room. “My Lady.”

“I am unharmed,” Selina said.

“Send for Bow Street at once,” James ordered.



A short time later, the clatter of boots in the entry hall announced the Bow Street
Runners. James quickly explained the situation, and within moments, the unconscious
L ord Hawthorne was bound and carried away .

As the commotion died down, James turned to Selina, his eyes filled with concern.
"Areyou truly aright, darling?'

Selina nodded, her body still trembling from the rush of adrenaline. "I... | think so. It
is over now. Bow Street knows what Hawthorne has done and he will be made to
suffer for his crimes."

“You have my word, darling. Hawthorne will be held to account.” James took her
hand, gently leading her toward the terrace. "Come, let us get some air."

They stepped out into the cool night, the stars twinkling above them like scattered
diamonds. Selina leaned against the balustrade, her eyes closed as she took deep,
calming breaths.

James watched her, marveling at her strength and beauty. "You were extraordinary
tonight. | have never seen such bravery."

She turned to him, a small smile playing on her lips. "I could not have done it without
you, James. We make an excellent team, do we not?"

He chuckled, moving closer to her. "Indeed, we do. Who would have thought that the
widowed Countess of Hollyfield and the notorious Lord Blackwood would end up
saving each other?"

Her eyes softened as she gazed up at him. "Y ou have changed me, James. | have been
consumed with a burning need for vengeance ever since Nil€e's death, but you... you
have shown me that there are more important things to focus on."



James cupped her cheek, his thumb tracing her jawline. "And you, my dear, have
shown me that there's more to life than vice and scandal. You have given me a
purpose, a reason to be better."

Their eyes locked, the air between them crackling with unspoken emotion. Selinas
heart raced as James leaned in, his lips mere inches from hers.

He hesitated for a moment, his heart pounding. He'd been with countless women
before, but none had affected him like Selina. She wasn't just another conquest; she
was something more, something precious.

"Seling," he murmured, his voice husky with desire. "l want you to know that this...
what's developed between us... it's not just a dalliance. You have become more
important to me than | ever thought possible. | meant it when | said | love you."

Her eyes widened, a mix of hope and fear dancing in their depths. "l feel the same
way."

James took her hands in his, bringing them to his lips. "My darling, | have known
from the moment | met you that you were different. Tonight only confirmed what |
have felt all along. Y ou are not just any woman, Selina. Y ou are the woman | want to
spend the rest of my life with. When | saw that pistol aimed at your heart... | would
have done anything to save you."

He watched as a myriad of emotions flitted across her face—surprise, joy, and then,
to his dismay, doubt.

"James," she said, "What exactly do you want from me?"

"Seling," he said firmly, tilting her chin up to meet his gaze. "I know I've lived a
colorful life thus far. | have given you, and everyone else, every reason to doubt me.



But | swear to you, on my honor as a gentleman, that you are the only woman | want.
The only woman | will ever want. Y ou are my heart, my very soul and if you allow it,
| will spend the rest of my life showing you how deep my love runs for you. Marry

me.

Selinds breath caught, her eyes shimmering with unshed tears. "Oh, James," she
sighed, emotion lacing her words. "I love you too. | have tried to fight it, to deny
these feelings, but | cannot. | will marry you and treasure you always. "

James felt his heart soar at her words. He pulled her close, one hand cupping her face
while the other wrapped around her waist. "My darling, darling, Selina" he
murmured, his lips a breath away from hers. "Y ou have no idea how | have longed to
hear those words."

Thelir lips met in a passionate kiss, weeks of pent-up longing and desire pouring out
between them. Selina melted against him, her arms winding around his neck as she
surrendered herself to the kiss.

James held her tightly, marveling at how perfectly she fit in his arms, as if she had
been made for him alone—two pieces of the same puzzle just waiting to be placed
together, and now that they were, he would never let go.

When they finally broke apart, both breathless and flushed, he rested his forehead
against hers. "Marry me right away," he said, his blue eyes intense as they gazed into

hers. "Be my wife, my partner, my everything as soon as we can have the banns
read.”

Selina smiled up at him. "So fast? Are you certain? Everyone knows you’' re a sworn
bachelor. Y our?—"

He silenced her with another gentle kiss. "None of that matters to me anymore. You



are al | want, al | need. | would gladly give up everything else if it meant having
you. And | have no wish to wait.”

“Nordol.”

She melted against him as their lips came back together in a kiss full of passion,
promises, and emotion that threatened to bring him to his knees.
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Ten
T hree days later ...

Selinds heart raced as she stood before the gathered guests, her hand clasped tightly
in James's. The summer breeze rustled through the garden, carrying the sweet scent of
roses and the promise of new beginnings. She took a deep breath, steadying herself
before addressing their friends and well-wishers.

"My dear friends," she began, her voice clear and strong despite the butterflies in her
stomach, "Lord Blackwood and | have an announcement to make." She paused,
savoring the moment as she gazed up at James, his bruises already fading and eyes
sparkling with adoration. She could scarcely believe how far they had come in such a
short time, but there was no doubt she belonged with him, and he with her.

James squeezed her hand gently, a reassuring gesture that sent warmth coursing
through her. "It iswith great joy that we share the news of our betrothal," he declared,
his deep voice resonating with pride and affection.

A chorus of cheers erupted from the crowd. Mr. Nicolas Winters let out a boisterous
whoop while Lord Rockingham raised his glass in atoast. Lady Charlotte clasped her
hands to her chest, her eyes brimming with happy tears, and Beatrice's delighted
laughter rang out like bells as the gathered guests applauded the happy news.

Selina's cheeks flushed with pleasure as she basked in the outpouring of support from
their dearest friends.



"Our path to this moment has been far from conventional,” she said, her voice
softening as she recalled the trias they had faced. "James and | have weathered
storms that threatened to tear us apart, but it was through those very challenges that
we discovered the depth of our feelings for one another."

James nodded, his expression solemn as he added, "Indeed, we have a love that defies
explanation and transcends all obstacles.”

Her heart swelled at his words, and she found herself blinking back tears of joy.
"James," she murmured, loud enough for their friends to hear, "you have been my
rock, my confidant, and my greatest ally. | cannot imagine embarking on this new
chapter of my life with anyone but you by my side.”

He lifted their joined hands to his lips, pressing a tender kiss to her knuckles. "My
darling Selina," he replied, his voice husky with emotion, "you have shown me what
it truly means to love and be loved in return. Y our strength and love have made me a
better man, and | vow to spend the rest of my days proving myself worthy of your
affection.”

As their friends looked on, visibly moved by the couple's heartfelt exchange, Selina
felt a surge of gratitude for the twists of fate that had brought them together. She
thought of the countless nights spent poring over clues, the breathless moments of
danger, and the gradual realization that her feelings for him ran far deeper than she
had ever imagined.

"Our journey has taught us the value of trust, perseverance, and unwavering
commitment,” she continued, addressing their friends once more. "As we look to the
future, we do so with hope in our hearts and the knowledge that together, we can
overcome any challenge that may arise."

James nodded in agreement, his thumb tracing soothing circles on the back of her



hand. "We stand before you not just as a betrothed couple, but as partners in every
sense of theword."

Her gaze swept over their assembled friends, each face beaming with genuine
happiness for their coming union. She felt alump form in her throat as she considered
how blessed they were to have such steadfast companionsin their lives.

James raised his free hand, gesturing to their friends with a warm smile. "We invite
you all to join us in celebrating not just our betrothal, but the bonds of friendship as
well."

As their guests surged forward to offer their congratulations, Selina felt a sense of
completeness wash over her. She turned to James, her eyes shining with unshed tears

of joy. "l loveyou," she said, the words a sacred vow between them.

He leaned in, his lips brushing against her ear as he replied, "And | love you, my
darling Selina. Always and forever."

Her cheeks flushed with warmth as his words sent a delightful shiver down her spine.
The boisterous laughter of their friends interrupted their intimate moment.

"I never thought | would see the day when the notorious Lord Blackwood would be
tamed,” Nicolas Winters quipped, his green eyes twinkling with mischief. "And by
our dear Selina, no less!"

Selina could not help but giggle, her eyes darting between James and Nicolas. "I
assure you, Mr. Winters, James is far from tamed. He is merely... redirected his

roguish tendencies.”

James chuckled, running his fingers through his dark hair. "l would say | have met



my match, wouldn't you, darling?’

Before Selina could respond, Lady Charlotte swooped in, her blonde curls bouncing
with excitement. "Selina, my dear, | ssimply must steal you away for a moment!" She
tugged gently on Selina's arm, her eyes sparkling with barely contained glee.

Selina glanced at James, who nodded encouragingly. "Go on, love. | will be here
when you return."”

As Charlotte led her away, Selina cast a glance over her shoulder, watching as
Nicolas and Alexander closed in on James, their grins promising relentless teasing.

“"Now, Selina," Charlotte began, her voice lowered conspiratorially, "you simply must
tell me everything. How did James propose? Was it terribly romantic?’

Selina laughed, her heart light with joy. "Oh, Charlotte, it was perfect. But perhaps
not in the way you might imagine..."

As she recounted the tale to Charlotte and Beatrice, who had joined them with a
knowing smirk, she found herself continuously glancing back at James. Her breath
caught as she saw him throw his head back in laughter at something Nicolas had said,
his voice filled with mirth.

The soft strains of a string quartet, their melodies weaving through the air like
gossamer threads, filled the surrounding space as Selina turned back to her friends.

“1 do believe your betrothed is pining for you already,” Bea said, a teasing lit in her
voice as she nodded toward the group of gentlemen.

Selina turned to see James approaching, his hand outstretched in invitation. "My
lady," he said, his voice low and rich, "might | have this dance?"



With a quick sgueeze of Charlotte's hand and a wink at Bestrice, Selina placed her
hand in his. "It would be my pleasure, my lord."

As James led her to the makeshift dance floor, Selina's heart raced with anticipation.
The moment his arm encircled her waist, she felt as though the rest of the world had
fallen away, leaving only the two of them in this perfect moment.

Her gaze locked with his as they moved gracefully across the garden, their steps in
perfect harmony. The soft grass beneath their feet cushioned each movement,
creating an almost dreamlike quality.

"I must confess," James murmured, his lips close to her ear, "I have been longing to
steal you away all afternoon."”

A delicious shiver ran down her spine. "Have you now? And here | thought you were
thoroughly enjoying Mr. Winters' company."

James chuckled, the sound reverberating through her. "Nicolas's tales of his latest
hunting expedition pale compared to the alure of your presence, pet."

As they twirled, Selina caught sight of their friends watching them with fond smiles.
Nicolas raised his glass in a silent toast, while Charlotte and Bea whispered behind

their fans, no doubt concocting something scandal ous.

"What do you say we indulge in a brief escape?' James suggested, his eyes twinkling
with mischief. "l believe | spotted arather secluded path near the rose garden. "

Her heart fluttered. "Why, Lord Blackwood, are you proposing we abandon our own
betrothal celebration?’

"Only for amoment,” he replied, his voice low and enticing. "l promise to return you



before anyone misses us overmuch.”

With a conspiratorial grin, she nodded. "L ead the way, my love."

Hand in hand, they dipped away from the party, the sounds of laughter and music
fading as they ventured deeper into the garden. They traversed a narrow path lined
with fragrant roses, their petals casting delicate shadows in the late afternoon sun.

"I can scarcely believe it," Selina murmured. "How swiftly disdain has turned to
devotion."

His lips quirked into that roguish smirk that never failed to quicken her pulse. "My
darling, | assure you, my devotion was there from the start. It merely took on a
different guise.”

Selina arched an eyebrow, a playful challenge in her voice. "Oh? And what guise was
that, pray tell?'

"Why, the guise of a man desperately trying to deny his attraction to a woman he
believed was his enemy," James replied, tugging her closer. His voice dropped to a
husky caress. "A futile endeavor, asit turns out. "

A delicious shiver raced down Selinas spine. "James Barton, are you attempting to
seduce me?"

"Always," he growled, before capturing her lipsin a searing kiss.
Selina melted into his embrace, her fingers tangling in his dark hair as she returned

his kiss with equal fervor. A hungry press of lips, followed by a slow dlide of their
tongues. She moaned, her hands sliding up his chest to rest on his broad shoulders.



When they finaly parted, both dlightly breathless, she gazed up a him with
adoration. "l fear | shall never grow weary of that,” she murmured, a coy smile
playing at her lips.

He chuckled, his gaze alight with joy. "Then | shall endeavor to kiss you at every
opportunity.”

"I love you, James Barton, Lord Blackwood,"” she murmured, tilting her face up to
his.

"And | love you, Selina Whitcomb, soon-to-be Lady Blackwood," he replied, before
capturing her lips in a degp-soul consuming kiss that spoke of passion, devotion, and
the promise of forever.

They strolled back toward the gathering, basking in the warm glow of their shared
happiness, their cheeks flushed and eyes bright.

"There you are!" Charlotte's cheerful voice rang out as they approached. "We were
beginning to wonder if you had eloped.”

Selina laughed, embracing her dear friend. "And deprive you of the spectacle of our
wedding? Never."

Charlotte's eyes sparkled with mischief. " Speaking of spectacles, | do hope you will
alow me to assist with the planning. | have the most delightful ideas for your

trousseau."

"Heaven help me” Selina groaned good-naturedly. "l shudder to think what
scandal ous creations you have in mind."

"Only the finest silks and laces befitting a lady of your station,” Charlotte replied



innocently.

"Though perhaps cut atrifle lower than is strictly proper," Beatrice added.

James cleared his throat, a roguish glint in his eye. "I, for one, wholeheartedly
approve of Miss Beatrice's suggestion.”

Selinafelt her cheekswarm. "Y ou would, you incorrigible rake."

"Your rake," James reminded her, pressing akissto her temple. “Only yours.”

Lord Rockingham raised his glassin atoast, his usually stoic demeanor softened by a
rare smile. "To Selinaand James," he intoned. "May your love be as enduring as it is
passionate. "

"Here, here!" The assembled guests chorused, glasses clinking merrily.

Mr. Winters approached, clapping James on the shoulder. "I must say, old boy, you
have done well for yourself. Though how you managed to win over our dear countess
is beyond me."

"I shall no doubt spend the rest of my days wondering the same," James replied, his
gaze never leaving Selinasface. "'l count myself the luckiest of men.”

Sdlina’s heart swelled with emotion. "And | am the luckiest of women," she said
softly.

As the evening wore on, Selina found herself swept up in a whirlwind of
congratulations and well-wishes. Yet through it all, her awareness of James never
wavered. His steady presence at her side, the warmth of his hand on the small of her
back, the tender glances they shared—all served as anchors in the sea of society.



Later, as the party wore on, Selina found a moment of respite near the refreshment
table. She watched as James conversed animatedly with a group of gentlemen, his
charismaon full display.

"He truly adores you, you know," came a quiet voice from beside her. Selina turned
to find Bea, her lips curved up in agentle smile.

"Isit that obvious?' Selina asked, unable to keep the smile from her face.

Bea nodded. "To anyone with eyes, my dear. The way he looks at you... it is as if
you've hung the moon and stars."

Selinds gaze drifted back to James, her heart full to bursting. "l never imagined |
could feel this way again,” she confessed. "After Nile... | thought that part of me lost
forever."

Bea placed a comforting hand on Selina's arm. "Love has away of surprising us when
we least expect it. You deserve every happiness, Selina. | am glad you and Lord
Blackwood found each other."

Tears pricked at Selinas eyes. "Thank you, Bea. | do hope you and Charlotte find
love aswell. You are my dearest friends and | fear | may not have survived the trials
of the past year if not for the two of you."

As if sensing her emotional state, James appeared at her side, concern etched on his
handsome features. "Is everything aright, my love?’

Selina smiled, blinking back the tears. "More than aright,” she assured him. "l was
just reflecting on how blessed | am to have such wonderful friends... and a man who
adores me."



His expression softened, and he drew her close. " Perhapsit is time we bid everyone
goodnight,” he murmured, his breath warm against her ear. "I find myself rather eager
for some private time with the woman | adore."

A thrill of anticipation coursed through her. "Lead the way, my lord," she replied, her
voice husky with promise.

The evening air was cool against her flushed skin as James led her toward the
carriage. Tomorrow would bring new adventures, new obstacles to navigate. But
tonight... tonight was for celebrating the love that had blossomed between them,
against all odds.

And celebrate they would.
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Eleven

T he morning light brought a new challenge as the House of Lords loomed before
Seling, itsimposing facade a stark reminder of the gravity of the day's proceedings. A
sea of silk and lace surged around her, the cream of London society jostling for
position as they flocked to witness Lord Henry Hawthorne's trial.

Her heart thundered in her chest, a staccato rhythm that threatened to overwhelm her
as she clenched her gloved hands, willing them to stop trembling. "I can do this," she
said.

James leaned in close, his breath warm against her ear. "You are far stronger than
anyone realizes."

His words, though meant to comfort, sent a shiver down her spine. It was not every
day an earl faced trial, and this was her one chance to gain revenge for Nile. She drew
in a steadying breath and squared her shoulders. She would have her retribution. And
once she did, she would put all the ugliness behind her.

James patted her hand. And as they made their way into Westminster Hall, Selina
caught sight of Lord Hawthorne being led into the building, his wrists bound in irons.
Their eyes met for a brief moment, and the hatred that blazed in his gaze nearly stole
her breath.

"Steady on," James murmured, his hand finding the small of her back. The touch,
though fleeting, anchored her.



Inside, the Great Hall buzzed with excitement. Her gaze swept over the assembled
crowd in the galery, noting the mix of genuine concern and morbid fascination on
their faces.

"Lady Hollyfield!" A shrill voice cut through the din. "How brave of you to attend. |
daresay it must be dreadfully difficult.”

Selina turned to find Lady Pembrook, her eyes gleaming with ill-concealed curiosity.
"Thank you for your concern, Lady Pembrook," Selina replied, her tone cool. "But |
assure you, | am quite capable of facing this day. In fact, | have been rather looking
forward to it for some time." She gave a half-hearted smile.

James stepped forward, his presence a palpable shield. "If you will excuse us, my
lady. We must take our seats.”

As they moved away, Selina could not help but marvel at his protective instincts. It
was a far cry from the rogue she'd first encountered, al charm and calculated
indifference. This was aman full of substance and deference. The sort of gentleman a
lady could count on.

Selina took her seat, acutely aware of the weight of expectation pressing down upon
her. James settled beside her, his thigh brushing against hers in a silent show of
support.

Lord Chancellor Eldon called the court to order, his voice resonating through the
chamber. "We are gathered here today to determine the guilt or innocence of Lord
Henry Hawthorne, charged with the murder of Nile Whitcomb, Earl of Hollyfield,
and the attempted murder of Selina Whitcomb, Lady Hollyfield, and James Barton,
Lord Blackwood."

Selinas breath caught in her throat. Hearing Nil€'s name spoken so formally, in this



context, made her heart ache anew. And to know how close she and Jame's had come
to losing their lives as well—it was nearly too much.

A chill ran through her as the first witness was called, a stable hand from the day of
the fatal race. As he recounted the events leading up to Nile's death, Selina found
herself transported back to that terrible day.

She swallowed hard as she clutched James' s hand, tears welling in her eyes.

"And you are certain you saw Lord Hawthorne near the earl's phaeton before the
race?' The Lord Chancellor’s voice cut through her reverie.

"Aye, sir. He was fussin' with somethin' near the whedl, like."

A murmur rippled through the crowd. Selina's gaze darted to Hawthorne, noting the
tightening of hisjaw.

James leaned in close. "All isgoing well," he said, his voice a quiet caress.

Selina nodded, her resolve strengthening. She had come too far, endured too much, to
falter now. She pushed the threatening tears away and sgquared her shoulders in
defiance.

As the prosecution excused the stable lad, Selina felt a gentle nudge from James. It
was her turn to take the stand. With a deep breath, she rose, her chin held high as she

made her way to the witness stand.

"Lady Hollyfield," the barrister began, "please recount the events leading up to your
husband's death."”

Selind's voice remained steady as she spoke. "My husband had been involved in Lord



Hawthorne's business dealings. | recently learned that he had called for Lord
Hawthorne to repay him a great debt that resulted from those dealings a few days
before the race."

From the corner of her eye, she saw Hawthorne shift uncomfortably in his seat.

"And on the day of the race?' the barrister prompted.

"Nile was confident, in high spirits. But after the accident...” Selina paused,
swallowing hard. "l felt that something was amiss. | hired a private investigator who
brought me evidence that Lord Hollyfield' s phaeton had been sabotaged.”

Hawthorne's barrister rose, his eyes gleaming. "Lady Hollyfield, isn't it true that you
and Lord Blackwood have been... intimately acquainted since your husband's
passing?"'

A gasp rippled through the assembled crowd, filling the chambers. Selina's cheeks
flushed, but she held her ground. "My relationship with Lord Blackwood is irrelevant
to these proceedings.”

"Isit?' the barrister pressed. "Or perhaps you concocted this story together to frame
Lord Hawthorne?"

James stood abruptly. “Lord Chancellor,” he called out, "I have additional evidence
that corroborates Lady Hollyfield's testimony."

The Lord Chancellor nodded, allowing James to approach. Selina watched, heart
pounding, as James produced a small leather-bound ledger.

"This, my lords," James announced, "is Lord Hawthorne's personal account book. It
details not only his fraudulent dealings but also the payment made to the ruffians that



attacked myself and Lady Hollyfield."

The chamber erupted with the hum of voices. Selinas eyes locked with James's, a
silent thank you passing between them. As she stepped down from the witness box,
she felt a surge of hope. Justice would prevail.

The verdict rang out like a thunderclap, silencing the packed chamber. "Guilty," the
Lord Chancellor declared, his voice steady and resol ute.

Hawthorne's face, usually a mask of charm and composure, contorted with rage and
disbelief. His eyes darted wildly, seeking an escape route as his sentence was
pronounced: “Death by hanging at Tyburn.”

Hawthorne made his move. With a sudden burst of strength born of desperation, he
shoved past his guards and bolted toward the doors.

"Stop him!" James shouted, already in pursuit. His long legs carried him swiftly after
Hawthorne, with Alexander chased close behind.

Selina's heart raced as she watched the chaos unfold. Spectators scrambled out of the
way as Hawthorne barreled through, pushing past anyonein his path.

James's voice cut through the din. "Alexander, cut him off at the entrance!”

The two men split up, James following Hawthorne's direct path while Alexander
veered to the left, anticipating the fugitive's route.

Selina held her breath, her fingers gripping the railing before her. She silently willed
James and Alexander to succeed, knowing that if Hawthorne escaped, all their efforts
may be for naught.



"You can't run forever, Hawthorne!" James called out, his voice a mixture of
determination and taunting. “Y ou are a convicted man.” His footsteps echoed off the
marble floors as he gained ground on Hawthorne.

Hawthorne glanced back, his face twisted with desperation. "You'll never take me
alivel If | anto die, it shall be on my own terms."

“1 assure you, he will.” Nicolas Winters grinned as he cut off Hawthorne's escape.
The cornered man skidded to a halt, his eyes wild as he looked for another way out.

James tackled Hawthorne, holding him down as constables put irons on his ankles.
As the men brought Hawthorne to his feet, Selinaran into James's arms. He held her
close as they watched Hawthorne get hauled out of the building in chains.

Soon after, the heavy oak doors of the House of Lords burst open, and Selina and
James emerged onto the bustling London street. The late afternoon sun cast long
shadows across the cobblestones, illuminating the sea of curious onlookers who had
gathered to witness the aftermath of Lord Hawthorne's sensational trial.

Whispers rippled through the crowd. "Did you hear? Hawthorne's to hang at Tyburn!"
an elderly gentleman exclaimed to his companion.

"Good riddance," a woman in a lavender bonnet replied, her eyes darting to Selina
and James. "And it is al thanks to Lady Hollyfield and Lord Blackwood. Such
bravery!"

Selina felt her cheeks flush at the admirative glances cast their way. She turned to
James, her voice low. "I never imagined we would become the talk of London

society. Leastwise, not in this manner."

James's lips quirked into a half-smile. "l daresay it's preferable to the gossip that



usually circulates about me. And soon, darling, it will be our wedding they are
gossiping about.”

Selina smiled, her eyes sparkling at the mention of their coming union. “Indeed, they
will,” she said.

Their carriage pulled up, a welcome refuge from the prying eyes and wagging
tongues. As James handed her in, Selina felt a surge of emotion at the familiar
warmth of his touch. Once inside, she let out a long breath, feeling the tension of the
day ebb away.

"We did it, James," she murmured, her gaze meeting his. "We got justice for Nile and
ensured Hawthorne will never bring harm to anyone ever again."

James took her hand in his, his thumb tracing gentle circles on her palm. "Indeed we
did, my love. Though | must confess, there were moments when | feared we might
fail."

Selinaleaned closer, drawn by the vulnerability in hisvoice. "What gave you doubt?’
"Hawthorne's reach was vast, his influence insidious,” James replied, his brow
furrowing. "If not for his foolish move in showing up at your residence welding that

pistol... He could have killed you."

“Oh, James,” Selina's free hand came up to cup his cheek. "I am alive. We are alive,
and free now to move on with our lives together."

James leaned into her touch, his eyes closing briefly. When he opened them again,
they held a mixture of tenderness and mischief that made Selina's heart skip a beat.

"WEell, my dear," he drawled, "how would you like to spend the first hour of the rest



of our lives?’

“Honor de?—"

The carriage jolted over arough patch of road, causing Selina to sway against James.
He steadied her with amuscular arm around her waist, pulling her close.

"Honor, you say?' James murmured, his lips tantalizingly close to her ear. "l am not
entirely certain my thoughts at this moment are particularly honorable, Lady
Hollyfield. "

A delicious shiver ran down Selinds spine. "Is that so, Lord Blackwood? And pray
tell, what thoughts might those be?"

James's gaze darkened with desire. "I find myself contemplating how best to celebrate
our victory. Perhaps with a private toast?"

Selina's breath caught in her throat. The proper response would be to decline, to
maintain the facade of respectability until their wedding. And yet...

"I believe," she drawled, her voice husky with anticipation, "that sounds like an
excellent idea.”

Their lips met in a searing kiss, full of promise and passion. And as the carriage
turned toward Mayfair, James's thoughts raced ahead to the evening before them. The
trial might be over, but he sensed the most thrilling adventure of hislife was only just
beginning.
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Tenyearslater...

T he soft glow of candlelight flickered across Selina's face as she stood before the
mirror, her fingers deftly adjusting the delicate lace at her décolletage. Movement
caught her eye, and she glimpsed James entering the bedchamber, a mischievous
smile playing on hislips.

"My darling," he said, sauntering toward her with roguish grace. "l have a surprise for
you."

Selinds breath caught in her throat. Despite their years together, he still had the
power to make her pulse race with a single look. She turned to face him, her eyes
widening as they alighted on the small velvet box in his hand.

"James, what have you done?' she murmured, a mix of excitement and admiration
coursing through her veins.

He chuckled, arich, velvety sound that sent a thrill of longing through her. "Nothing
you won't approve of, | assure you."

With a flourish, he opened the box, revealing a stunning necklace adorned with
diamonds and sapphires. Selina gasped, her fingers trembling sightly as she reached
out to touch the exquisite piece.

"Oh, James," she breathed, "it's beautiful.”

"Not half as beautiful as you, my darling treasure,”" he replied, his eyes smoldering



with desire.

As he fastened the necklace around her neck, Selina's mind raced. How far they had
come, from bitter enemies to passionate lovers. She had once despised this man,
blaming him for her late husband's death. Back then, she would have done anything
to see him hanged. Now, she could not imagine life without him.

"There," James said, stepping back to admire his handiwork. " Perfect."

Selina turned back to the mirror, her fingers ghosting over the sparkling gems. "It's
too much, James. | do not deserve?>—"

He silenced her with a finger to her lips. "Y ou deserve the world, my darling Selina.
And | intend to giveit to you one piece at atime."

He took her hand in his, the warmth of his touch sending a frisson of desire through
her body. "Come," he said, leading her toward the door. "l have another surprise
waiting."

Selina allowed herself to be guided down the hall, then onto the terrace, where a
sumptuous feast awaited them. Candles flickered in the warm summer breeze, casting
aromantic glow over the intimate setting.

As they took their seats, James raised a glass of champagne. "To us,” he toasted, his
eyes never leaving hers. "And to the love that has brought us through the past ten
years and will carry us through the rest of our days."

Selina clinked her glass against his, a smile tugging at her lips. "To us,” she echoed,
taking a sip of the bubbly drink. "You have outdone yourself, husband. Dare | ask,
what is the occasion?”'



He leaned back in his chair, a roguish grin spreading across his face. "Do | need a
special occasion to spoil the woman | adore? ™

Selina arched an eyebrow, her mind working to decipher his motives. "With you, my
dear rogue, there is always an ulterior motive."

James laughed, the sound rich and warm in the night air. "Y ou wound me, pet. Can a
reformed rake not simply wish to romance his lady?"

She laughed, the delicate sound filling the night air as her lips curved into a delighted
smile.

As they ate, Selina found herself swept up in Jamess charm. Their conversation
flowed easily, punctuated by laughter and tender glances, as it always was between

them.

"Do you remember," James said, reaching across the table to take her hand, "the first
time we danced together?"

Selina smirked, recalling the evening vividly. "How could | forget? | was convinced
you were trying to seduce me."

"And now?' he asked, his thumb tracing circles on her palm.

She met his gaze, her heart swelling with love. "Now, | know you succeeded.”

As the night wore on, their touches lingered and their glances grew heated. Selina
found herself torn between the desire to savor every moment of this magica evening

and the burning need to drag him back to their bedchamber.

"James," she said, her voice husky with want. "Thank you for this. For our life



together. For loving me."

He lifted her hand to his lips, pressing a kiss to her knuckles. "My darling," he
murmured, "thisis amere trifle. But asingle page in our story. | intend to write many
more volumes before drawing my last breath."

“l pray itisso,” she said, bringing his hand to her lips.

As the remnants of their sumptuous meal were cleared away, James rose from his
seat, a mischievous twinkle dancing in his gaze. He extended his hand to her. "My
lady, would you care to accompany me on a moonlit stroll through the gardens?"

Selinas heart quickened, a familiar thrill coursing through her veins. She placed her
hand in his, relishing the warmth of his touch. "I thought you would never ask," she
replied, a coy smile playing on her lips.

As they descended the marble steps, James drew her closer, his arm wrapping
protectively around her waist. The garden sprawled before them, bathed in ethereal

moonlight that cast long shadows and illuminated the path ahead.

"Do you recall our first night as husband and wife?' James asked, his voice tinged
with nostalgia.

Selina laughed softly, the sound mingling with the gentle rustle of leaves. "How
could | forget? Y ou were so determined to prove yourself a changed man."

"And have | succeeded?' he murmured, his breath warm against her ear.

She turned to face him, her gaze searching his. "Dearest husband, you continue to
surprise me every day."



A comfortable silence descended upon them as they wandered deeper into the garden,
the sweet scent of blooming roses and jasmine enveloping them as stars sparkled
against the dark vell of the evening sky.

"A penny for your thoughts, my love" James said, breaking the companionable
silence.

She sighed, tipping her head up to gaze at him. "I was thinking about how grateful |
am for you, for us."

James's expression softened, and he pulled her into his arms. "My darling wife," he
said, hislips mere inches from hers. "I count my blessings with every heartbeat."

Their lips met in a searing kiss as their aams came around one another, years of
passion and devotion pouring into the embrace. Her fingers tangled in His dark hair
as she pressed herself closer, desperate to eliminate any space between them. In a
touch of their lips, they were lost in their own private paradise.

As they parted, breathless, Selina rested her forehead against his chest, listening to
the steady rhythm of his heart. The night air had cooled, and she shivered dightly in
her thin gown.

James, ever attentive, noticed immediately. "Are you cold, my love?' he asked,
concern lacing his voice.

Selina smiled up at him, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "Perhaps alittle. Though |
can think of away you might warm me up, Lord Blackwood."

A low chuckle rumbled through James's chest. "My, my, Lady Blackwood. How
scandalous you have become." He pulled her closer, his hands tracing tantalizing
patterns along her back. "What would the ton say if they could hear you now?"



"I refuse to be bothered by gossips,” Selina murmured, her lips brushing against his
jaw. "I care only for your opinion."

“In that case.” James grinned mischievously, sweeping Selina up in his muscular
arms. “1 am of the opinion that you require ravishing.”

Love and longing threatened to overwhelm her as she reached up to run her fingers
along the handsome line of hisjaw. "It istrue. | fear | require it without delay."

“Then as ravishing you shall have.” With swift, purposeful strides, he carried her
back toward the house, their laughter echoing through the moonlit gardens.
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Excerpt
ROGUE UNDER THE MISTLETOE
REGENCY HEARTSAFLAME BOOK 2

| n the snow-kissed splendor of Regency England, a jaded lord with a scandal ous past
and a heartbroken lady determined to avoid love find themselves irresistibly drawn
together in a chance meeting. Lady Eleanor Winthrop has sworn off marriage after a
broken engagement. Her fierce independence and sharp wit are her shields against a
world that has let her down.

L ord Alexander Harrington, Marquess Rockingham, is a dashing rake with a
reputation as notorious as it is scandalous. Rather unfortunate for a man who’s grown
weary of vice. Seeking a fresh start, he arrives in Lancashire, inheriting Netherfield
Park and hoping to leave his past behind.

T heir paths cross in the village, and a magnetic attraction ignites between them. As
the festive season approaches, Eleanor hosts a grand Christmas ball, drawing the
attention of local gossips and igniting scandalous rumors. Determined to set things
right, Eleanor risks her heart and reputation, discovering a man worthy of redemption
and love, while Alexander discoversthat loveisthe best gift of al.

A midst the enchanting Lancashire winter, their love blossoms against a backdrop of
falling snow and twinkling stars, Eleanor and Alexander find a passionate second
chance at love, proving the magic of the holiday season and the power of second
chances.



R ogue Under the Mistletoe is a heartwarming Regency Romance filled with secrets,
scandals, and the enchanting spirit of Christmas, perfect for readers who believe in
the transformative power of love.
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Lady Eleanor Winthrop stood at her bedroom window, her emerald green eyes
scanning the grounds of the family estate. The snow-covered landscape glittered
under the pale winter sun, reflecting off the grand manor house and its sprawling
gardens. As she took in the view, memories flooded her mind—childhood summers
running through these fields, winter sleigh rides, lively parties inside the walls of her
family home. Now, as an adult, she could appreciate the beauty and history that
surrounded her.

Eleanor's fingers brushed against the soft, caramel-colored curls that framed her face.
She had spent weeks meticulously planning every detail of this years Christmas ball,
from the elegant decorations to the carefully curated guest list. However, her true
motivation for hosting such alavish event was her mother's incessant pressure to find
a suitable husband. As she adjusted her emerald gown and took a deep breath, she
was determined to make this night one to remember—both for herself and for any
potential suitorsin attendance.

With a heavy heart, she ran her fingers over the lace of her mother's wedding gown.
Memories of her own broken engagement flooded her mind, mixed with a deep sense
of resentment towards the traditional expectations for women. As she traced the
delicate patterns, she couldn't help but yearn for something more than a mundane life
as a wife and mother. A spark of rebelliousness flickered within her, a longing for
adventure and a chance to break free from familial expectations.

“Darling, you look lost in thought,” Lady Winthrop, Marchioness Banbury, said as
she entered the room, her voice laced with concern. Eleanor quickly let go of the
gown, forcing a smile onto her face.



“Mother, | was merely admiring your exquisite wedding gown,” Eleanor replied,
hoping to deflect her mother’ s scrutiny .

“Ah, yes, it was quite a day when your father and | married,” Lady Winthrop sighed
wistfully, her green eyes shining at the memory. “One day, my dear, you shall have
your own beautiful gown and a dashing gentleman to call your husband.”

“Perhaps,” Eleanor murmured, her tone noncommittal. She hesitated before
continuing, “l have been thinking about our upcoming Christmas ball, Mother. |
believeit istime for me to take the reins and host it this year. After al, | am no longer
achild.”

Lady Winthrop regarded her daughter with surprise, but also a hint of pride. “Eleanor,
are you certain? It isa great deal of responsibility, and I know how you feel about...
well, the expectations society places upon young ladies such as yourself.”

“Indeed, Mother, but | am determined.” Eleanor stood tall, her chin lifted in defiance.
“1 will make this ball an affair to remember, and who knows? Perhaps | will even find
someone who can convince me that love and marriage are worth pursuing once
more.”

“Very well, my dear. | have no doubt you will rise to the challenge,” Lady Winthrop
conceded, a warm smile gracing her lips. “But remember, there are many eyes upon
you. A successful ball not only reflects well on our family, but may aid in finding you
a suitable husband.”

Eleanor nodded, accepting the weight of her mother’s words. Her heart raced with
anticipation as she imagined the lavish decorations, the music, and the swirling
gowns of the guests. The Christmas ball would be the perfect opportunity to prove
that she was capable of more than simply being a beautiful bride.

“Thank you, Mother. | promise | shall make you proud,” Eleanor vowed,



determination shining in her eyes. As she left the room, her thoughts turned to the
task ahead.

A short time later, Lady Eleanor Winthrop stood at the window of her bedchamber,
gazing out over the snow-covered landscape of her family’s estate. A light dusting of
fresh snow lay upon the ground, sparkling like a thousand diamonds in the winter
sun. Her breath fogged the glass as she pressed her forehead against it, contemplating
all she must do to host a successful ball.

“Focus, Eleanor,” she murmured to herself, turning away from the view. She began
pacing across the plush carpet, her mind whirling with thoughts and ideas. “| must
create an atmosphere that is both festive and enchanting. ”

Eleanor closed her eyes for a moment, envisioning the ballroom filled with twinkling
candles, elegant garlands draped gracefully along the walls, and tables adorned with
exquisite delicacies. The scent of pine and cinnamon would fill the air, mingling with
the warm laughter of friends and family. The very thought sent shivers of excitement
down her spine, and she knew she had to make it aredlity.

“Mrs. Granger.” she called, her voice echoing through the hallways. Moments later,
the door opened, and the head housekeeper bustled into the room, her gray hair
pinned neatly beneath a white cap. Mrs. Granger was a plump, kind-eyed woman who
had been afixture in Eleanor’ s life since her infancy. Over the years, she had become
more than just a housekeeper; she was also atrusted confidante and friend.

“Good day, my dear,” Mrs. Granger said, catching her breath as she stood before
Eleanor. “What can | do for you this morning?’

“Mrs. Granger, we have much to discuss,” Eleanor replied, her eyes alight with
determination. “Mother has given me permission to host the Christmas ball, and |
need your help to ensure that it is the most splendid event our neighbors have ever
witnessed.”



“Of course, my lady,” Mrs. Granger replied with a warm smile, her eyes crinkling at
the corners. “1 am at your service. Where shall we begin?’

“First, we must make a list of everything that needs to be done,” Eleanor said,
retrieving a quill and parchment from her writing desk. As she wrote down her
thoughts, she felt athrill of excitement coursing through her veins.

“Decorations,” she mused aloud, her hand moving gracefully across the paper. “We
shall require garlands of holly and ivy, aong with mistletoe for the doorways. And
candles—hundreds of them—to illuminate the ballroom and cast a warm, inviting
glow.”

“Indeed, my lady,” Mrs. Granger agreed, nodding approvingly. “And don’t forget the
musicians. You will certainly want a quartet.”

“Ah, yes,” Eleanor said, adding it to her list. “Now, let’s discuss refreshments. We
shall need an array of delectable treats to tempt our guests palates. Mulled wine,
spiced cider, plum pudding, mince pies... Thelist goeson.”

“Of course, my lady,” Mrs. Granger replied, her eyes gleaming with anticipation. “I
shall oversee the kitchen staff personally to ensure that everything is prepared to
perfection.”

“Excellent,” Eleanor said, making a final notation on her parchment. “Now, as for
entertainment, we must have music and dancing, of course. But | also want to include
some unique diversions to keep our guests engaged throughout the evening.”

“An inspired idea, Lady Eleanor,” Mrs. Granger responded, her mind already racing
with possibilities. “Perhaps a fortune teller or a magician to delight and astonish our

guests?’

“Perfect,” Eleanor breathed, her heart swelling with optimism. “This ball will be an



evening to remember, Mrs. Granger. Together, we shall make it so.”

As they continued to discuss the details of the upcoming event, Eleanor felt a
renewed sense of purpose coursing through her veins. This ball would not only serve
as a testament to her own capabilities, but might also pave the way for a brighter
future—one filled with love, happiness, and perhaps even redemption.

“Let us begin,” she declared, determination shining in her eyes. And with that, the
two women set about transforming Eleanor’ s vision into areality.

A short time later, Eleanor’s carriage stopped in the village square. She stepped out
into the crisp winter air, her breath forming small clouds as she inhaled deeply. The
scent of wood-smoke and pine needles filled her senses as she surveyed the bustling
street. It was here that she would find the local artisans who would help bring her
vision for the Christmas ball to life. With a determined stride, she approached the first
of these tradespeople.

“Mr. Turner,” she greeted the burly blacksmith, whose forge radiated heat amid the
frosty surroundings. Sparks flew like tiny fireworks as he hammered away at a
glowing iron rod.

“Ah, Lady Eleanor.” Reginald Turner paused, wiping his brow with a soot-stained
sleeve. “What can | do for you on this fine day?’

“lI require some intricate ironwork for my Christmas ball,” Eleanor explained,
describing her concept for elegant candleholders and decorative wall sconces. Mr.
Turner nodded, his eyes alight with inspiration.

“Leaveit to me, my lady. Your guests will be dazzled by the craftsmanship.”

“Thank you, Mr. Turner.” As she turned to leave, the clang of the hammer on metal
resumed, punctuating the air like a heartbeat.



Next, Eleanor entered the warm embrace of Mrs. Sweatwater’ s bakery. The enticing
aroma of cinnamon and nutmeg filled the air, reminding her of joyful holidays spent
with family and friends. Plump, rosy-cheeked Mrs. Beatrice Sweatwater greeted her
with a motherly smile.

“Lady Eleanor. It is aways a pleasure to have you in my shop. How may | sweeten
your day?’ She smiled.

“Mrs. Sweatwater, I’d like your finest creations for the upcoming ball. Sugar biscuits,
gingerbread, avariety of cakes, and perhaps a surprise or two?’

“Of course, my lady,” Mrs. Sweatwater replied, her eyes twinkling like stars. “1 have
just the thing—a secret family recipe passed down through generations. Y our guests
will talk about it for years to come.”

“Marvelous,” Eleanor said, her anticipation growing with each step of the
preparations.

Finally, she made her way to Miss Penelope Stanton’s dress shop. The seamstress
was a whirlwind of energy, surrounded by bolts of sumptuous fabric. Colors and
textures abounded in the small room, a testament to her impeccabl e taste and skill .

“Miss Stanton, | need your finest gown for the Christmas ball,” Eleanor declared, her
voice imbued with hope. “ Something that will make an unforgettable impression.”

“Leave it to me, Lady Eleanor,” Penelope answered, her nimble fingers already
sorting through swatches of silk, satin, and lace. “1 will design a gown worthy of your
beauty and grace.”

As Eleanor watched the skilled hands at work, she felt a glimmer of excitement. She
knew that with the help of these dedicated artisans, the ball would be unforgettable.
The village sgquare dissolved into a blur of festive activity as she returned home, her



heart buoyed by the prospect of new beginnings.

And as the sun dipped below the horizon, casting a warm glow that bathed the
Winthrop estate in a heavenly light. Eleanor once more stood in her bedroom, gazing
out at the snow-covered grounds, her thoughts turning to the upcoming ball.

“Could this be it?" she whispered, her breath fogging up the windowpane. “Could
this Christmas ball be the key to unlocking my heart once more?’

“Are you speaking to yourself again, dear?’ Lady Winthrop asked, entering the room
with aknowing smile. “This habit is becoming most concerning. ”

“Mother,” Eleanor said, startled by her sudden appearance. “I was just... thinking
about the ball.”

“Ah, yes” Mother replied, her eyes twinkling with mischief. “And perhaps
contemplating the possibility of finding love and happiness again?’

Eleanor blushed but did not deny it. “Maybe. It's been too long since I’ ve alowed
myself to hope for such things.”

“Darling, there is always hope,” Mother assured her, gently touching her daughter’s
shoulder. “Especially during the holiday season. This ball could very well be the
turning point you’ ve been searching for.”

“Or it could be another disappointment,” Eleanor mused, biting her lip in uncertainty.
“Only if you let it, my dear,” her mother chided gently. “You must seize the
opportunity and make the most of it. Open your heart to the possibilities, and who

knows what might happen?’

“Perhaps you are right,” she conceded, allowing herself a small smile. “1 will do my



best to embrace the spirit of the season and see where it leads me.”

“Good,” Mother said approvingly, patting Eleanore’' s hand.

As mother left the room, Eleanor felt a newfound resolve coursing through her veins.
This Christmas ball would be more than just a lavish celebration; it held the promise
of redemption and the chance to reclaim the happiness that had eluded her for so
long. With her heart open and her spirit unbound, she stepped into the night, eager to
embrace whatever lay ahead.



