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AMELIA
1808, COVENTRY, ENGLAND

C lutching the fresh bouquet of foxglovesin her hand, Amelia knocked gently on the
aged wooden door with her other. Upon hearing the soft permission to enter, she
pushed it open and spotted her sister upright in bed, pulling her sniffling pink nose
out of her latest novel.

“I'm off,” Ameliatold her. “Is there anything you need from the Estate?’

Lydia, five years Amelia’s junior, answered, “Another novel. I’'m just about finished
with this one, and Thomas should be able to pick one | haven’t read yet.” She turned
back to the near finished tome in her hand. “And do tell Thomas to stop his worrying.
I'm perfectly fine. He's been fussing so much, one would think I was on my
deathbed.”

Ameliafought her smile. “He worries because he cares,” she offered.

Lydiaturned her beautiful face, so like her sister’s, back to her. They both shared the
same heart shaped faces, but Lydia was softer, lighter, her face dlightly rounder. And
with her golden hair, blue eyes, and high, sweet voice, she possessed an angelic
guality to her features that Ameliadid not.

“He cares about you, too, but he doesn't lose his mind when you get sick,” she
countered irritably.



Amelia almost let her laugh out. Lydia was correct, of course. Yes, Thomas cared
about Amelia. And yes, he worried more for Lydia. But it wasn't Amelia's place to
state the obvious. Not today, at least.

Thomas Colbrook, the Earl of Coventry, was more their family than anything else.
His father had been close friends with Amelia and Lydia's father, John Becham.
When the late earl died suddenly in a hunting accident mere weeks after Thomas was
born, John vowed the new little earl would never feel the loss of a father so long as he
lived. A sentiment made all the stronger as the years passed and he sired no son of his
own.

Shortly after Thomas's birth, Amelia was born. The two grew up side by side and
could not have been more brother and sister had they, in fact, shared the same blood.
The Dowager Countess of Coventry was a kind woman, and she loved and welcomed
Amelia like her own daughter. Five years later, when Amelia’s mother died bringing
Lydia into the world, Adelaide Colbrook showered even more love on the girls,
filling in the space of mother, and raised them to be proper ladies. She died, however,
when Amelia was only fifteen and before she could launch either girl into Society as
she had wanted. John, for his part, didn’t participate in the workings of the ton . He
taught all three children the value of hard work and independence. And both parents
instilled in them the value of family, in all its shapes and sizes, and loving each other

deeply.

Lydia's birth didn’'t just inspire tenderness from the adults, though. Thomas and
Amelia, six and five at the time, respectively, felt a profound protectiveness for the
tiniest thing they’d ever seen in their short lives. One who had come into the world
with such sadness. They smothered her from the start, and while the girls became
proper sisters as Lydia grew, Thomas and Lydia never quite became siblings. Their
relationship turned into another kind of love. One they had yet to acknowledge or
declare, but one everyone else could see plain as day.



Adults now twenty years later, al parents having passed away, the trio remained
close as ever. Thomas visited the cottage multiple times a week, and the ladies visited
the Coventry Estate just as regularly. They would come and go from each home as
easily as if they belonged to both, which, of course, they did. But one tradition that
had established itself at the care of John and Adelaide was a weekly formal dinner.
Their parents began this tradition when Lydia was still barely a babe as a way to
instill the importance of regularly pausing with their family.

It was to this dinner Amelia was departing, leaving asick Lydia at home. She decided
to ignore Lydia's comment on how differently Thomas fussed over each sister and
replied instead, “I’ |l be sure to bring you a book.”

Lydia rolled her eyes but thanked her, and Amelia’'s smile broke through as she
closed the bedroom door, shaking her head.

Amelia made her way downstairs and out the front door of their old, perfectly
maintained cottage. Both the homey interior and stone exterior were cozy and
welcoming, and the garden that grew along the front of their home added life and
vibrancy to the whole structure. Walking past it, she climbed on to the front of the
ridiculous carriage Thomas insisted they use when he assumed responsibility for their
household after John's passing. Both women had protested it was completely
unnecessary with the Estate being less than aten minute walk from the cottage, but he
had not been swayed.

She sat down next to Walters, their butler and all-around house man, rather than
riding in the carriage by herself. He and Mrs. Nichols, their housekeeper and cook,
were the full of their little household and had been with the Bechams since they were
little girls. They didn't need more than them as all three kids rolled up their own
sleeves whenever needed.

“How is Miss Lydia doing?’ Walters asked in his old gruff voice, moving the



carriage forward.

“Better,” Amelia answered. “I’m sure she'll be back to normal in the next few days.
She’'s complaining, though, about Thomas's excessive concern.” Amelia looked over
to see Walters chuckling, matching her own amusement.

“Those two,” he agreed. “When they’ll finally get their heads out of the sand, we
have yet to see. Going on ten years waiting for them.”

“Ten years?” Ameliarepeated, a bit shocked. “Lydiawas ten, Walters.”

“Believe me, we all saw it then. Maybe it was too soon, yes, and they didn’t know,
but we did. She just had a bit of growing up to do. So did the little earl. We thought
when she was fifteen, they’d figure it out, but still nothing, and now she’s twenty,” he
shook his head in disappointment.

“1 intend to force their hand this year. It's been long enough. I'll give them a few
more months before | finally let the secret out,” Amelia shared her plan.

“You'll do no such thing,” Walters scolded. “Mind your own affairs, Miss Amelia.
L et them build their own story.”

“Hmm,” Amelia replied noncommittally. Walters understood, of course, and pursed
hislips at her stubbornness.

They arrived at the large and regal Coventry Estate, and Amelia bid Walters goodbye.
She made her way up the stone front steps, letting herself in. Hughes, the Coventry
Estate butler, never observed protocol with the Bechams as they had practically
grown up at the Estate. She knew Thomas would be waiting in the drawing room for
the Becham ladies to arrive, so she made her way there without delay. Crossing
through the luxurious entry hall, her steps light atop the extravagant rug, all was as it



should be until she opened the door to the drawing room.

Light from the setting sun still peeked through the large windows across from the
door, making the creams, pale colors, and light golds of the tastefully decorated room
seem brighter. She found Thomas standing up from the pale, intricately embroidered
couch facing the fireplace.

But he wasn't the only one.

In the matching armchair beside him, facing her head on, was the most beautiful man
Amelia had ever seen gracefully rising to his feet. He was tall, well-built, and broad
shouldered under his clearly expensive clothing. His dark hair fell in short, loose
waves around a tanned face. She was immediately riveted to that face, admiring the
sharp cut of exquisite cheekbones, a straight nose, and chiseled jawline. His harsh
masculinity stole her breath away and made her palms start to sweat where she still
held the gold doorknob. His thin lips were surrounded by the light hints of a beard,
like he hadn’'t shaved in a day or two. Amelia couldn’t explain why her mouth
watered at the sight.

His severe beauty registered, but then she met his almond shaped eyes. Bright green
emeralds captivated and tore through her, cataloguing each reaction she had and
more. Her heart began beating wildly in answer, as if it wanted to reach him. She
found herself unable to pull her gaze away from those eyes that saw straight through
to her soul before even bothering to pause at her face.

“Ah, Amelia,” she was barely aware of Thomas speaking. “Come meet Gideon
Edwards.”

Gideon .

“The Duke of Birmingham.”



That caught Amelia's attention. Her eyes snapped to Thomas. His perpetually
cheerful face, with blonde hair, pale blue eyes, and a forever smile, suggested he
hadn’t noticed Amelia’ s raging reaction to his companion.

She looked back at the starkly handsome man, whose face remained politely
Impassive but eyes gleamed at her knowingly. And she swore she felt those eyes like
atether wrap around her, pulling her, binding her directly to him. A duke.



Page 2

Source Creation Date: August 11, 2025, 7:36 am

GIDEON

G ideon watched the young woman still standing in the doorway continue to struggle.
She had yet to say a word or move since laying eyes on him, and he, too, couldn’t
find it in himself to look away. She was striking, with light brown hair that looked
like burnt gold spun into silk. Her large eyes were the softest brown he’'d ever seen,
surrounded by high cheekbones, a delicately pert nose, and a finely strong jawline.
She was at once both soft and defined. And those full, pouted lips had his mind
wandering to thoughts not fit for polite company. Her face boasted a lovely flush that
ran down her neck, and his blood stirred as he regarded her slim, yet still deliciously
curvy figure — even wrapped in the dlightly outdated, clearly worn dress as it
currently was. In aword, she was breathtaking.

And the way those eyes clung to his did things to him. Like he was both her storm
and her life raft.

“Gideon,” his friend, Thomas, continued, either oblivious or uncaring of what was
transpiring between him and this brazen creature who had just strolled right in. “Miss
AmeliaBecham.”

Ah. Well, her entry made more sense then. This was the Earl of Coventry’s infamous
mistress. Everyone knew about the all but reclusive earl and the family he supported.
Indeed, Thomas's disinterest in the workings of Society and lack of convention were
why he and Gideon were friends to begin with. It wasn't uncommon to have a
mistress, of course, but to shun Society for her and her family’s company alone was
less common. The woman, Amelia, had never been seen — Thomas was quite
secretive about it, not even mentioning her to Gideon — but it was well known she had



been close with the Colbrook family for many years before taking up her current
position two years ago after her father’ s passing. Gideon didn’t blame or judge her. In
fact, he respected any person willing to do what needed to be done to survive and
care for their family. Clearly, she made a smart arrangement as Thomas not only
supported her, but also her supposedly sweet and innocent younger sister and their
entire household.

Looking at her now, still frozen in the doorway, he began to understand why. Gideon
would easily spend that and more on such a captivating woman.

“Amelia?” Thomas spoke. “Are you aright?’

Gideon watched the young woman forcibly pull her eyes from him and turn towards
her benefactor. He'd be lying if he said he wasn't pleased to see her reacting so
strongly to him, especialy in front of Thomas. Within moments of meeting him,
something in her was instinctively responding to him — just as he was identifying a
similar feeling in himself. Almost like she was his.

He shook the thought away quickly.

Gideon watched her visibly gather herself and stand up straighter, and he couldn’t
fight the smile that tugged at his lips when he considered the futility of it. Her light
chocolate eyes turned back to him with determination as she finally strode forward, a
cluster of flowers swinging from one hand.

“Your Grace,” she said once she stood before him, dipping into a flawless curtsy. Her
voice wasn't high as he’d been expecting, but low and just the right edge of husky.
Gideon felt his cock twitch in answer.

He took her free hand and bent to place akiss to the back of it, his skin tingling where
it met hers. She shivered at his touch.



“Miss Becham,” Gideon’s voice came out rough. “What lovely flowers.”

She took her hand back and looked down at the other asif only now remembering she
held a bouquet of foxgloves there. She stepped to Thomas's side with a quiet “thank
you,” the blush on her face brightening all the way down to her neckline.

Gideon wanted to trace that blush with hisfingers.

What was wrong with him? This was his friend’s longstanding mistress. She wasn't
open to being pursued.

And yet, he couldn’t stop his mind, body, and something deeper from responding to
her. There was something about this woman — available or not, Thomas's mistress or
not — that was calling to him in away no other had.

“I’m sorry to intrude, Thomas.” Bold. Not only walking into his home as if it were
her own, but calling her titled benefactor by his Christian name in front of another
peer of the ream.

His amusement grew.
“I didn’t realize you were previously engaged,” she continued. Her voice was
confident, but Gideon noticed how she pointedly avoided looking at him. He could

feel her awareness of him, though, fight it as she might.

“Nonsense,” Thomas said cheerfully. “Gideon stopped by to see the mare | recently
acquired, and | invited himto join usfor dinner.”

Gideon hadn’t known Thomas's mistress would be joining, but he was glad she was
and that he’ d decided to stay.



She glanced at him, the nervousness beneath her confidence easier to spot in her eyes.
“I"'m sure | couldn’t disturb you both further,” she replied. “1 shall leave you to dine
without me.”

“Why?" Thomas's face pulled in confusion. “You're not disturbing us. If anything,
Gideon is the disruption,” he smiled good-naturedly at his friend. Gideon rolled his
eyesat him. “You'll stay,” he said back to his mistress. Amelia.

She pursed her lips, glancing again in Gideon’ s direction, clearly not pleased with the
command. Thomas hadn’t yet noticed her reaction to his other guest, and Gideon was
sure the young woman wanted to keep it that way. Likely the reason for her attempt
at aquick exit.

Time for Gideon to join in. He didn’t want her to leave.

“I"d be honored if you would stay, Miss Becham,” Gideon said seductively, “and
allow meto intrude on your previously laid plan.”

She met his eyes and swallowed. Her eyes were less helpless now, settling into her
response to him, and she looked at him with understanding and some scrutiny, testing
the edges of the challenge he presented her. She could tell it was a test, and she was
cautioudly interested.

My God, he absolutely understood why Thomas barely participated in Society, opting
to spend his days with her, taking on the burden of her family for years. Not only was
she beautiful beyond measure, she was at once the perfect balance of aluring, yet
vulnerable; seductive, yet submissive; experienced, yet innocent. Who in the world
was she, and what did he need to do to obtain her?

The back of his mind still protested, not wanting to cause insult to his only real friend
in the ton, but that voice was getting quieter the longer he watched this woman.



“Very well, Your Grace,” she said, her eyes still on him, and he gave her an
approving grin.

She didn’t offer one back.

“Now that’s settled,” Thomas said, rubbing his hands together before extending an
arm to his mistress. “Shall we?’ Taking it, Amelia turned away from Gideon and
proceeded to the dining room. Gideon felt his eyes narrow and mouth thin at the
contact. He didn’t like their easy familiarity, and he didn’t like Thomas touching this
woman.

He fell into step behind them, following their lead to the large dining room, which
was lit by the warm glow of several candles. She paused in the doorway to hand the
flowersin her hand to Thomas's butler, who stood just inside the room.

“They’ re from the cottage, Hughes,” she told him, obviously preoccupied.

“Very good, Miss Becham,” he took the offered bouquet, unfazed. As if this was a
normal occurrence during the mistress's visits. She must be quite comfortable here,
indeed.

Gideon stepped forward and pulled out a chair for her, taking her by surprise.

She took her seat at the elegantly set table with another murmured word of thanks. He
saw her blush, which had since camed, return fiercely at his proximity. Gideon
inhaled her warm, soft vanilla scent, and his blood heated in response even as it
soothed him.

Thomas took his place at the head of the table, while Gideon strode around it to sit
across from her on Thomas's other side. He had yet to spare his friend more than a
few glances since the beauty walked in. His eyes stayed trained on her, and while she



struggled to keep hers away, he knew she could feel it. Feel him.

Whatever this was between them, it was clearly potent and well beyond attraction. He
planned to explore the full depth and pull of it as much as he could while in her
presence.
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AMELIA

G ood Lord, what was happening to her? Who was this man, and why was she feeling
so deeply connected to him having only just met? What in heavens was going on?

She could feel his eyes blazing a trail of heat along her skin. Her spine tingled in
response, and her heart had yet to find its normal rhythm since she'd laid eyes on the
Duke of Birmingham. And when he'd touched her, his hand felt unexpectedly rough
for a Duke, while his lips were soft but firm in their pressure. God, she was still
overheated from the awareness that had shot through her at the contact.

“How is Lydia?’ Thomas asked, pulling her from her reverie, the concern in his tone
evident.

Amelia cleared her throat and tried to find her way back to common sense and
propriety.

“Much better,” she turned in her seat and forced her focus to center on Thomas seated
beside her, ignoring the tingles running down the back of her neck. “She'll be right as
rain in the next day or so, | expect.”

“Thank goodness,” Thomas's heavy sigh would have made Amelia roll her eyes if
she wasn't so on edge. Heavens, he did act like Lydia was dangeroudly ill, not down
with a common cold.

“She did bid you stop your worrying,” Amelia prodded, as they al filled their plates
with the food the footmen served. She began to feel on dlightly more solid ground



speaking easily with Thomas and going through their regular motions.

It wasn't to last, though. The powerful male wrapped in riches across from her forced
al her attention back to him. What little she had managed to redirect that is.

“Who is Lydia?’ his deep velvet voice caressed her skin. She tried to fight the shiver
that ran in its wake and failed. Once again turning to his fiercely masculine face, with
features artists could easily spend their entire lives trying to capture, she latched back
onto those bright, probing green eyes that held her inan iron grip.

“My sister, Your Grace,” her voice felt breathy addressing him when only a moment
ago it had been sure. She hoped the duke didn’t noticed. Who was she kidding? Of
course, he did. Something about this man seemed inherently attuned to her and all
that she was. She simplified her hope, instead, to Thomas not noticing whatever this
deeply intimate connection was between his two guests.

“Ah,” hereplied. “And sheisill?’

“Just a cold, Your Grace.” Why was she so jittery speaking to him? She couldn’t
understand the nerves coursing through her, but she had the sense that he, at least,
did. “Nothing serious.”

She forced herself to act like everything was normal and eat, taking small bites, but
she was unable to taste the deliciously aromatic food.

“Well, | hope she recovers soon as you expect,” he said both kindly and politely. And
yet the current between them, his force of will, her yielding, were anything but
proper.

“Thank you, Your Grace,” her voice was soft. Putting down her fork and knife, she
picked up her glass and took afortifying drink of wine.



There was a blissful pause for a few moments, during which the only noise was the
sound of cutlery against the fine china. Amelia kept her eyes steadfastly fixed on
either her plate or the lovely centerpiece of bright flowers that popped against the
white tablecloth between her and the duke. She chewed her food with forced calm.

“How old is she?” The Duke of Birmingham broke the silence, continuing the
conversation as if there had been no [ull.

Amelialooked up. “Lydia? Sheistwenty.”
“And how old are you?’ Again, he spoke with perfect politeness, but the tug she felt
towards him changed even the most mundane of conversations into an intimacy she

had never experienced before.

“1 am twenty-five, Your Grace.” Her hands had stopped moving as she answered his
guestions. Why was she feeling so warm?

“And it isjust you two?’' he asked, not stopping in his own eating as he continued to
probe.

“Yes, Your Grace,” she answered. “And Thomas.”

“Hmm,” he pursed hislips.

She could feel his displeasure as sure as her own confusion at it. She didn’t know
what caused it, or why she even cared, but she felt an immediate need to fix it. Some
part of her wanted to please him. This new part he had clearly unearthed and drawn

forth just by existing and meeting her. A part that felt as much her as any other.

It didn’t make sense. Nor did she know how to fix whatever had caused his
unhappiness. So, she stayed silent and tried to turn back to her food.



She chanced a glance at Thomas, and to her dismay, he was watching them curiously,
brow furrowed. Apparently, his previous obliviousness had not held fast.

She would have to deal with his questions later, she knew, but for now, she had to get
a damn grip on herself and make it through this meal. Everything else, Thomas, his
curiosity, the warmth that had yet to subside, the desire to please this stranger so
profoundly above her station, the cord she felt between them.... That could all wait to
be dealt with | ater.

“Your parents?’ that rough velvet voice spoke.

“Your Grace? She looked back at him to find his cutlery abandoned as he held his
glass of wine halfway to his mouth.

“What of your parents?’ he clarified before taking a drink. She watched his throat
work on the swallow, and she had to compose herself before answering.

“They are no longer with us,” she shared. “Our mother died giving birth to Lydia, and
our father joined her two years ago.”

The grief of losing her father had calmed, but she still felt it every day. His loss and
the loss of Thomas's mother still weighed on Amelia, as she was sure they did on
Lydiaand Thomas, aswell.

“We were lucky to have been granted so much time with them,” Amelia heard herself
sharing without prompting. She swallowed, reaching for her wine and shaking her
head lightly at the inappropriateness of her offering.

“Them?’ The duke's voice held atenderness to it, and she met the emerald traps that
were his eyes. The softness she observed there told her he saw the sadness she carried
with as much clarity as he seemed to see the rest of her.



Who was this man, she wondered yet again, and how did she know with such
certainty how well he saw her? She knew she would keep asking herself these
guestions for the rest of her days until she finally had the answers. She was never
going to forget the Duke of Birmingham.

“Yes, Your Grace,” she answered him still in a soft, intimate voice. Both of their food
and wine now sat forgotten, and Thomas's unusua silence made it al the easier to
forget he, too, was there. “Our father and the Dowager Countess of Coventry. She left
us some years before our father. When | was fifteen.”

“Y ou were close with the dowager countess?’ he inquired.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Amelia replied. “She was, for all intents and purposes, our
mother. She raised us.”

“l see,” he said, his face inscrutable, and she couldn’t even begin to fathom what he
was thinking.

Abruptly, the enthralling duke stood and stepped towards Thomas, clapping a hand
on his shoulder. “Well, | must be going,” he spoke, his eyes still fixed on Amelia.
“Thank you for showing me your mare, Thomas. She is truly beyond compare.” The
way those eyes watched her made Amelia think he wasn’t talking about the horse.
“And for the meal. It isthe best I’ ve had in memory.”

“You're sure you must leave so soon?’ Thomas asked his friend, speaking for the
first timein what felt like an age.

Oh, dear. Thomas was scheming.

“I"'m afraid so,” the duke replied. “But I'm sure | will see you soon.” He rounded the
table to where Ameliawas still seated, gently taking her hand, causing that current to



once again course through her from the point where his skin met hers. Her heart
stuttered and then ricocheted into a gallop.

He pressed those soft lips to her hand as he had earlier, and Amelia s tongue shot out
on reflex to lick her lips at the feel of the gentle pressure. She was struck with the
sudden desire to feel those lips on hers, and that thought was so new to her, she lost
all sense of how to respond.

“It was a pleasure, Miss Becham.” His touch, the seductive voice, the penetrating
green eyes, and his warm, spiced scent overwhelmed her senses. Her hand gripped his
tighter, whether to keep hold of herself or him, she wasn’t sure. She was overcome
with an impending sense of loss for this man so far above her, yet somehow, she was
sure he was something to her. Something vital and important. This she knew as well
as she knew herself. And she wasn’'t sure she'd ever see him again.

Asif he could read her thoughts, which she wildly thought he might, he whispered so
softly only she could hear, “We will meet again soon, Amelia.”

It was a promise, and it settled deep in her bones, calming the unusual panic she was
beginning to feel at his departure.

Understanding lit his eyes as if he could feel the emotions rolling through her, and
she registered his pleasure at how she responded to him. As if he was the composer,

and she was his symphony.

She settled further, both in his promise and his pleasure.
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GIDEON

S he was his. Gideon knew it. He had to have her. He could talk with Thomas and
make him understand. Thomas was a good man — and if Amelia Becham agreed, he
wouldn’t stand in the way of their happiness.

Gideon knew he had to leave. Sitting there much longer would have exposed what
was between him and the mistress in a most unfavorable manner. No, Thomas had to
be treated with respect and friendship as Gideon took over the care of his mistress.

Even more than that, he realized. Riding back to his Estate, he thought over what the
young woman had revealed — the Dowager Countess of Coventry had been a mother
figure to the Becham women growing up. This was more than just convenient
employment for Amelia Becham. It seemed she might have been groomed to be
Thomas's mistress from childhood.

Hopefully, her fondness and loyalty for the earl wouldn’t prevent her from severing
the relationship and entering into an arrangement with Gideon. Even as he thought
back to how she responded to him, his hands gripped the reins harder in jealousy. No,
he reasoned with himself, thinking in particular of how she yielded to him so
naturally and calmed at his murmured promise to see her again. No, whatever
feelings she had for Thomas, this mistress felt something powerful with Gideon.

He would still take care to woo her properly, of course. She deserved as much, and it
would quiet her mind, making it easier for her to follow through on what she already
seemed to sense and leave Thomas. It would also ease the hit to Thomas's pride,
should there be any, if she moved away from him slowly, showing their relationship



had simply run its course. And once he had her unfettered agreement, Gideon would
talk to Thomas.

Thomas had been Gideon’s good friend for the past six years. Ever since he'd taken
up the mantle of the Duke of Birmingham at twenty-six. Gideon had spent the better
part of his young adulthood abroad, having run away at seventeen almost the very
moment his mother had finally died. Watching her spend her life under the constant,
crushing weight of her sadness, Gideon had tried — tried and tried and tried — to bring
some joy to her life. He'd loved her beyond what had been healthy for a child,
shouldering the burden of her happiness, and he showered her with his love in his
childish innocence, thinking it would be enough. That it was al she needed. But it
never was. The cold indifference with which his father treated her had aways
outweighed anything Gideon or Genevieve could ever do. Although, his sister never
got the chance to feel the burden of their mother’s happiness and the guilt of her
sadness since she' d died with Genevieve was only one.

On its heels, though, Gideon also bore the weight of leaving his sister for nine years
with the bastard that had sired them. But Gideon couldn’t have helped it. He couldn’t
spend another moment under the same roof as the man that had given him hislife, his
future, and — in Gideon’s eye — had all but killed their mother with his neglect.
Genevieve had survived, and since his return, he had found in her a much more open
recipient for his affections. She had suffered a home devoid of care, warmth, and
parental love in her short life, and on the other side of the same coin, Gideon had
spent his young life having his love constantly rejected and found wanting. In
offering his brotherly affections to his sister, he was rewarded with her acceptance
and lovein return.

That was the only love Gideon believed in — the love a brother bore for a sister, and
hersin return. The love that parents bore for children was foreign to him, and the love
between husbands and wives — well, he didn’t believe such athing was even possible.
And so, he grew into a man that knew he would never marry. He couldn’t remember



ever consciously making the decision. He simply grew up and felt the knowledge
grow with him. If Genevieve never gave him a nephew to serve as his heir, however,
he might be forced to consider marriage, but even in that case, he knew with certainty
that he would never love his wife, nor would she love him. It was ssmply impossible.
A fact that left him with sadness when he considered Genevieve' s fate with her future
husband. But that was just how marriages were. A quality in their nature. He would
ensure she found a partner that took care of her and treated her with respect. And in
the very unlikely event he also married, he would give the same to his own wife.
Something their father failed to bestow on their mother.

He arrived at Birmingham Estate and upon entering, heard the music filling his home.
He cut straight to the drawing room to greet his sister, covering the large, darkly
colored entry hall in quick strides as he breathed in the warm spiced scent edged with
florals.

Birmingham Estate was grander, older, and felt significantly darker than Coventry
Estate. Where his friend’s home had balanced hints of dark luxury with lightness and
openness in its furnishings, his home was rich and dark, covered in decadent wealth
at every corner. From the intricately patterned wallpapers or wooden walls, the
detailed doors and bannisters, and the delicate gold trim lining every room throughout
the house. It was beautiful. It had always been beautiful, even when it felt cold and
loveless during his childhood. Now, though, with his parents long gone, the dark
paneled wood around the entire estate; the deep greens, reds, browns of the walls and
furnishings; the rich golds of their inherited wealth; the plush carpets and heady scent
were welcoming and warm.

Stepping inside the drawing room, he spotted Genevieve seated at the old pianoforte,
deep in her composition. He and his sister shared many of the same features and the
same dark hair, but where his eyes were bright green, hers were dark and currently
riveted to the piano keys.



She was vastly skilled in her music, and he was pleased to see the joy it brought her,
losing herself in the beauty she created. She had surpassed the skill of her governess
early on, and Gideon had promptly hired an instructor to help her further develop the
talent.

He made his way to the large, maroon armchair facing her and sat down. The room
enveloped him in its warm comfort, the red patterned wallpaper and glowing candles
surrounding him like a blanket. He relaxed with one ankle crossed over his knee and
watched her play, enjoying the notes of her creation as he waited for her to finish.
“How was the horse?’ she asked, not missing a note as she spoke.

Perhaps she wasn't aslost to the piece as he' d assumed.

“Very fine,” Gideon answered. “But | found myself preoccupied during my visit.”

“Oh?’ Genevieve brought the piece to a close and turned on the bench to face him
more directly. “By what?’

“Nothing that concernsyou,” he said firmly.

“Then why bring it up?’ she griped, her face pinching in irritation.

“You areright,” he replied, because she was. “1 shouldn’t have mentioned it. But now
that | have, suffice it say that | found more than just a beautiful mare at the Coventry
Estate, and | had avery enjoyable meal.”

“You are being purposely coy to bait me, brother,” she scolded, turning back to her
piano and clearly dismissing him. “And | find | do not like it at all, nor does it suit

you.



Gideon chuckled. His sixteen-year-old sister had more sense and composure than
most adults thrice her age, and she hadn’t even launched into Society yet.

“Perhaps you are right,” he said over the music coming once again from her skilled
hands. “| do apologize.”

She scoffed in reply and continued playing. “Call for some tea, then,” she said.

Gideon smiled as she accepted his apologize. He stood and made his way to the
fireplace, pulling the cord to call for tea. He resumed his seat and let his thoughts
wander under the melody filling the room.

Today had turned into a much better day than he anticipated when he first woke up
that morning. He thought back to those beautiful, unusually light brown eyes, looking
at him like he was her destruction and her salvation.

Their tea was brought in, and Gideon thanked their maid as Genevieve kept playing.
He poured two cups and relaxed back with his, letting the notes fill his soul.

No, he would never marry, but he would find happiness and fulfillment. With
someone who recognized him for who and what he was, and that fit him with who
and what she was. And with the blazing connection he had felt between him and
Amelig, their viscera attraction, the push and pull, he felt sure he had found her.

Gideon strengthened his plan as he sipped his tea. Genevieve finished the piece and
joined him on the couch beside his armchair, accepting the cup he handed her from
the small table. He felt easy in hisresolve.

All would proceed as it should, as he wanted. He reveled in the thoughts of having
her, and having her soon. He would care for her for the rest of his life, he had no
doubt. The power of their connection was so fierce, so potent — she had to have been



made for him, and he for her. He could fedl it in the marrow of his bones.
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AMELIA

“ A melia,” Thomas broke the heavy silence following the Duke of Birmingham’s
exit.

“l don't know,” Amelia stared at the door the duke had just exited through, still
reeling.

“What don’t you know?’

“l don't know what just happened,” she shook her head trying in vain to clear her
thoughts as she faced him. She was annoyed to find an obnoxious grin on his face.

“You'reinterested in him,” Thomas explained.
“It' simpossible,” she tried to remind them both.

“Why?" he pushed. They still sat at the table, but neither one of them made a move to
eat, drink, or leave, having their discussion right there. “Y ou like him, and from what
| could see, the feeling was very much mutual. You've never shown an interest in
anyone before, Amelia, and truth be told, you two are actually quite well-suited for
one another. He's a bit willful and sometimes seems cold, but he's a great man,
intelligent, and exceedingly kind. He cares deeply. More than any man |’ ve ever met
before. He has much in common with you.”

“Thomas,” she paused for emphasis. “He’'s aduke.”



“So, what?’ he argued. “He doesn’t hold store by Society’s rules, which is how he
and | became such good friends. And | have gathered that he is not overly fond of his
title.”

Amelia s curiosity piqued. “Why not?’

“His father was not a kind man from what I’ ve heard, though not directly from him,”
Thomas said somberly. “Gideon had a troubled relationship with both him and his
mother. It's said his mother was a sad, withdrawn woman because of her husband’'s
cruelty, and she was unable to show Gideon much affection as a result. He and his
sister were left to their father’s harsh care and teachings, and he grew up hating the
burden of thetitle and its association with the man.”

“Goodness,” Amelia breathed, her heart hurting at the thought of the strong,
confident man she met being raised in such pain. “How do you know this?’

“The gossips talk,” Thomas shrugged.

“The poor man. Even so, he is still the Duke of Birmingham. Nothing can come of
our interest.”

“The hell it can’'t,” she noted the steel of stubbornness glinting in her friend's eye. “I
think he is perfect for you, and title or not, you are a good match for him. Y ou both
are strong, generous, and have good heads on your shoulders. In fact, I'm quite
shocked it hadn’t occurred to me before now. And if anyone can bring love into his
stark world, it would be you. Y ou will make him afine duchess and even finer wife.”

“Thomas...,” she began, shock ringing in her voice. Her? A duchess? He had lost his
damned mind.

“Amelia,” he shook his head with finality, cutting her off. “I have never pushed you



to find a husband or come out. But this | will push because you want it, too, and he
will make you happy. What’'s more, | think you can make him happy and, together,
can heal what his parents broke in him.”

“You have lost your mind,” she voiced her earlier thought. “I knew a day would
come when we'd seeit go, but | hadn’t expected quite so spectacular a departure.”

“Joke all you want, sister,” he rolled his eyes at her, not to be deterred. “But you will
be marrying the Duke of Birmingham. | promise you.”

Outwardly, Amelia sighed to let Thomas know how foolish she thought him.
Inwardly, however, his words nestled into her heart and mind, planting an
uncharacteristic seed of want and hope for the future he seemed to be picturing so
clearly.

She had always imagined she would wed. In some far off future, she eventually
expected to have a husband and children. Lydia and Thomas would marry and
perhaps find her a suitable partner once they were settled. But she’ d never before met
a man and wanted to join lives with him, nor had she expected to. That was, until
today. It felt like an impossible dream, but Thomas's conviction and the duke's
singular attentions had her starting to believe. And then there were these new parts of
herself she could feel awakening. Parts that felt so much like the truth of who and
what she was and that had only been waiting for him. Perhaps it was all meant to be.
Perhaps she was meant to marry Gideon Edwards.

Still, the more logical part of her countered, “I have nothing to offer him, though. No
money, no title, no connections.”

“Stop that,” Thomas said in a stern tone. “You have money. I'll settle a generous
dowry on you, and that will be yours . He has his own money, title, and connections.
What more could he need of that? What he needs is love and a partner. A true one.



Who could better give him that than you?’

“He doesn’'t even know me, though,” that insidiously reasonable voice spoke again.

“He will. Once Lydia is better, we'll need to get you both some dresses,” Thomas
began plotting.

“What? What for?’ she asked with both dread and a dliver of excitement that she was
logically trying to deny.

“You'll need some dresses and evening gowns for London. We'll join the Season and
that will give you and Gideon ample opportunities to interact. He can then begin his
official courtship.”

“London? Do you actually think he’' d follow us there?’ she asked, abit skeptical.

“I’ll make sure of it. I’ll tell him of our plans and that | intend to introduce you and
Lydiato Society. | have not the slightest doubt he' d follow us.”

She reached a hand forward and began spinning the stem of her wineglass on the
table as she considered what Thomas was suggesting. To think, just this morning, it
had been a normal day, and now they were trying to orchestrate her marriage. To a
duke, no less.

She asked somewhat nervoudly, “Are you really quite certain we should be doing
this? It's been some years since Lydia and | have been to Town, and we have never
been to any of the Season’s events or balls at al. Y ou know this.”

“1 do,” he nodded, “and I’ ve only attended the very few that were unavoidable. But |
learned enough from them to know Mother prepared you both well. It will chafe, but
she did indeed give us the lessons we need to navigate the ton .”



“Very well.”

She till couldn’t help the anxiety building inside her at the prospect of attending
Society’ s events, and she took up her glass again for a slightly more generous sip.

But she trusted Thomas, she thought to herself. This may also present the opportunity
at last for Lydia and Thomas to grow their relationship. As the Season progressed,
she would encourage their interactions and, with gentle but persistent pressure, force
them both to begin acknowledging their own feelings.

Her plotting on Thomas and Lydia s behalf helped settle her nerves. As much as she
wanted to see the duke again, the plans centering around herself felt rather daunting.
Let Thomas focus on setting up her future. She would focus on setting up his and
Lydia's.

“And once he's spent a bit of public time with you,” Thomas continued, finally
picking up his own glass and leaning back in his chair, completely oblivious to
Amelia s thoughts, “he’ll seek my permission to court you. From there, it should be
quick to arrive at an engagement. Before the end of the Season, to be sure, if not
much sooner.”

“You're getting ahead of yourself,” Amelia commented, knowing full well she was,
aswell. She was imagining asimilar timeline for Thomas and her sister.

“Trust me. Gideon is not one to delay when there’s something he wants,” Thomas
chuckled. “He is both stubborn and relentless. | wouldn't be surprised if you're fully
married in the next three months.”

“Thomas, for Heaven's sake,” Ameliarolled her eyes. “Let’s just take thisa step at a
time, shall we? Stop planning my wedding. Dresses and attending the right parties,
aright? Let’sfocus on that for now.”



“Youfocusonit,” headvised. “I’ll do as| please.”
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GIDEON

S itting back and savoring his brandy in the dark, smoky room of the gentleman’s
club, Gideon was still drunk from meeting the lovely Amelia Becham two days prior.
Even Genevieve had been sensing a difference in him these days since — his constant
smiles, elated mood — though she hadn’t said a word. Living with their father had
taught her a superhuman power of observation and ability to assess her surroundings.
Gideon knew she noted his evident happiness and excitement, and was monitoring it
keenly.

As he sat, lost to his own pleasant thoughts of his plans, Thomas walked in and,
spotting Gideon, beelined to join him.

“Well met,” Thomas said, taking a seat beside him.
“Thomas,” Gideon replied.

There was a pause, during which Thomas was promptly served a drink and Gideon’s
was refreshed, and then Thomas asked, “How are you, my friend?’

There was a mischief in his eye, but admittedly, it was hard to redly tell since
Thomas always seemed to have a mischievous glint to him. If Gideon had ever had a
brother, he would have both enjoyed and likely hated having one like Thomas.

“l am quite well,” Gideon took another sip. “And you? How has your other dinner
guest been?’



Thomas's face split into a grin at Gideon's question. “Oh, we are both ‘quite well,’
too, I’d say. Although, Amelia might be atouch better. Much like you, | imagine.”

Thomas was baiting him, and Gideon felt a wariness take hold within him. Was
Thomas trying to encourage Gideon? Or was he calling out Gideon’s inappropriate
behavior towards his mistress at his own dinner table? He'd never known Thomas to
be an indirect man, but then again, Gideon had never disrespected him, nor tried to
take anything of his before, let alone something as unmistakably precious as Amelia
But it seemed too far-fetched to think Thomas wanted to be rid of her.

Gideon decided on a cautious approach. “1 am glad to hear it,” was al he said, not
taking the bait.

“l won't beat around the bush, Birmingham,” like Gideon thought, Thomas was a
direct man. “I will be taking Amelia and Lydiato London in afew days timeto join
the Season. We plan to attend the Welsey's Ball at the end of this week, as well as
accept al other invitations we receive.”

Gideon’s mind went into overdrive as he stared at the reclining earl and read between
the lines of what he was saying. Thomas wasn’t telling him this information by way
of idle conversation. He was informing him of their plan so Gideon could adjust his
accordingly. But what Gideon was still unsure of waswhy .

He stared unseeingly across the room, taking a mindless drink of his brandy. He
could easily figure their participation this Season was to launch the younger girl,
Lydia, into Society, assuming Amelia had asked him to find her sister a husband. It
was unconventional, dare Gideon say improper , to bring one’s mistress into Society
and try to marry off her sister, but it wasn’t impossible. And Thomas was a far cry
from conventional.

But did Thomas want Gideon to marry the girl? He wondered as he swirled the liquid



in his glass. Thomas couldn’t possibly expect that. Perhaps he wanted Gideon to
employ her as Thomas did Amelia, and this was an excuse to get them to meet and
spend time together.

But then why had Thomas been baiting him about Amelia?

Was he really trying to rid himself of Amelia and saw an opportunity in Gideon and
Amelia's reactions to each other the other day? Perhaps he wanted to pursue the
younger girl himself, considering the way he’'d asked after her at dinner. That would
be extremely convenient. More than that, he admitted to himself, it would be ideal.
Gideon would happily, happily , take over the care of Amelia Becham. In fact, he
fully intended to, whether Thomas was on board with it or not, but he had been
planning on a more nuanced approach. But if his musings proved correct, it would be
far more direct and expedient.

He would need more time to be sure of Thomas's intent, though, and that time would
be in London. And if Thomas wasn't trying to find a new mistress, then London
would give Gideon the opportunity he needed to enact his original strategy — woo the
mistress and encourage her to leave Thomas for him. He also couldn’t deny the thrill
he felt at the prospect of spending so much time with Ameliain the coming weeks.

“Well, then,” Gideon lifted the crystal tumbler in his hand, “perhaps this might be the
Season for meto join, aswell.”

Thomas's grin grew and, without a word, he reached his own glass out to touch it to
Gideon’s and toast their design. They spent the rest of the evening without another
word on the subject, but the conversation never left Gideon's thoughts. He was
impatient for the coming weeks. Because that was all it would take. Only a few more
weeks, and he would have Amelia Becham.
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AMELIA

“ T his is going to be an interesting few months,” Lydia commented as she and
Ameliajostled in the moving carriage.

It had been four days since she'd met the Duke of Birmingham, and in that time,
Thomas had been relentless in his scheming. He'd also brought Lydia up to speed,
and as far as Amelia could tell, her sister had been only too happy to assist him. So,
Thomas and his staff left the day before for his Townhouse, Coventry House, and
today, Ameliaand Lydia were packed and following.

“l imagine so,” Ameliareplied.

“We haven't had much time to talk about everything, Amelia,” Lydia began. “How
are you feeling?’

“Truthfully, I’'m not sure,” Amelia confided in her. “A week ago, life was normal. |
was tending the garden, bringing you soup, stitching a new design on an old dress,
and now we're off to London to buy a new wardrobe, twitter about Society, and catch

aduke. It'sall alot to think about when | do pause to do so. The absurdity of it all.”

Lydia scowled at her. “You're not out to ‘catch’ anything, Amelia. You and | both
know you are not a scheming fortune-hunter or title-hunter.”

“Thomasis scheming,” Amelia muttered.

Lydiarolled her eyes. “Because that’s Thomas. He wants you to be happy. And he's



not scheming for you to marry a duke. He's scheming for you to get to know and
marry the only man you’ve ever shown an interest in. Who, from what he tells me,
showed asimilar interest in you. That man just also happens to be a duke.”

Amelia made a noncommittal noise in the back of her throat and stared out of the
carriage window. So, Lydia continued.

“And why should it be absurd?’

Amelia turned back to her sister with a small, resigned sigh. “Oh, Lydia, you know
it's absurd for me to marry a duke. | know Thomas doesn’t think so, but you and |
have better sense than that.”

Amelia had wavered the past few days. Whenever she thought of seeing Gideon
Edwards again and spending more time with him, she was filled with a new kind of
excitement. But there was always that pernicious voice in the back of her mind that
remembered this man was a peer of the realm and well outside her station. Thomas's
confidence would run through her mind, as well, but it could never quite silence that
little voice' s incessant whispering.

“l don't see why, my darling,” Lydia said soothingly, reaching out to squeeze
Amelia s hand in her lap. “Would it be absurd for me to marry atitled man?’

Amelia pursed her lips and looked out at the passing countryside again, unable to
meet her sister’s eye as she knew exactly what Lydia was implying. And Lydia knew
her response, too. Of course, it wasn't absurd for Lydia to marry a man with a title.
She would marry a man with atitle, and soon, if Amelia had anything to say about it.

Lydia, sensing her point had landed, let go of her hand, sitting back against the
cushioned seat once more. Moving on, she said, “ So, tell me about him. Y ou’ve yet to
tell me anything about the Duke of Birmingham. What's he like?’



“1 don’'t know him,” Ameliaadmitted with a shrug, face still turned away.

“l know,” Lydia soothed. “But what was it like when you met him? From what
Thomastells me, you clearly felt something.”

Amelia thought for a moment, pulling her gaze back into the carriage as she tried to
find the words. “It's more than | can explain,” she told her sister, the person she
trusted most in all the world. “From the moment | saw him, | was drawn to him. I've
never felt anything like it before. It felt like an immediate and undeniable connection
between us, and | didn’t even know his name yet. More than that,” she met her
sister’s nonjudgemental blue eyes, finally saying the words out loud, “I feel as
though...as though there was a whole part of me | had never known existed, which
came to life upon meeting him and just feels right. So right that | don’t know how |
made sense before without it. And | had only been waiting to meet him for it to
awaken. Like something in him fits with this part of me.”

She shook her head, looking down, still trying to make sense when she knew she
couldn’t. How could she explain something so profound, so astonishing, so... true.

“lI know,” she continued, staring at her fidgeting hands in her lap. “I know it's
nonsensical. | don't know him. | can’'t tell you the first thing about him. | spent barely
an evening with him. It’s absolutely foolish, but | can only describe it as... he feels
like the other part of me.” She felt her face heat at the ridiculousness of what she just
said, but that was exactly what it felt like.

“It doesn’'t sound foolish in the least,” Lydia said quietly, a hint of wonder in her
voice. “It sounds beautiful.”

Amelialooked up to meet her sister’s accepting gaze, and she agreed wholeheartedly.
What she felt with the Duke of Birmingham...it was beautiful.
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GIDEON

G ideon circulated the Welsey’s large, stiflingly warm ballroom. It was romantically
lit with hundreds of candles, and music filled each and every corner. He was
surrounded by brightly and extravagantly dressed people, many of whom twirled and
danced in a sea of color on the center dancefloor. He prowled the edges, weaving in
and out of people, snagging a drink from the refreshment tables now and then before
finishing it quickly and handing it to a passing footman as he waited.

How people enjoyed these events, he never understood. Not only was it amost
unbearably hot with so many bodies crushing in on him, but the mothers and
daughters trying to catch his unmarried eye pushed his tolerance to its limits. They
hadn’t seen him at a proper ball since he'd first returned to England six years ago,
and his attendance now was bringing the wolves out to hunt.

After speaking with Thomas earlier in the week, Gideon had happily packed himself
up and made his way to his Townhouse in London, leaving Genevieve in the care of
her governess, Mrs. Potters. He was here for Amelia Becham, and if he had to suffer
marriage and title hunters circling his bachelor blood, so be it. He was not unused to
it and had perfected his cold, aloof persona over the years. He wasn't his father’s son
for nothing, after all.

Finally, he recognized Thomas's light blonde hair and humor filled eyes entering the
ballroom. Following close behind were two very similar looking young women, one
of whom stood out under his scrutiny and sent a shock of awareness across his skin,
stopping his feet.



Hewasn't sureif it was his singular focus on the woman joining the ball or if the rest
of the room, indeed, hushed at the new arrivals, as well. He realized it was the latter
when, a moment later, the buzz of whispered words took up the silence with a
vengeance.

Regardless, an unmoving Gideon kept his eyes on his query, the edges of his lips
pulling up for the first time that night. Her sister carried many of the same features as
her, but where Thomas's mistress was at once sweetly beautiful and sensually
striking, the younger Becham girl was all soft sweetness, like a pretty cherub of a
woman.

As he watched the trio progress further into the ballroom towards the dancefloor and
Gideon, he noticed that unlike last time, when the mistress had worn a well-loved,
older style dress, tonight that lovely figure was delightfully on display in arich, dark
green silk of the most recent fashion. Gideon would have paid a small fortune to rip
the stylish garment right off her.

Thomas greeted a few acquaintances and made uncomfortable introductions. After a
moment, his gaze found Gideon’'s across the dancefloor before giving him what
looked like an amused smile and nod. Gideon returned the gesture and shifted his
focus back to the woman he’ d come for, only to find those soft brown eyes already on
him. He couldn’t help his smirk as he watched the blush he was growing increasingly
addicted to spread over her face.

In his periphery, he saw Thomas lead the younger Becham onto the dancefloor in a
flurry of pink silk. The mistress kept her eyes locked on Gideon’s, however, as if
nothing existed except for him. She watched him like he was the beginning, middle,
and end of her entire world.

Gideon made hisway to her.



“Miss Becham,” he greeted her, taking her gloved hand and placing a delicate kiss
atop it. “What a pleasure to see you again.”

“Your Grace,” she replied, her husky voice breathless, causing his pulse to quicken
even at the distasteful address. Said by this woman in that voice made him ache to
hear it again. More than that — he wanted to see how far he could push it, push her,
see if he could make her scream it. And then he'd push still further until she forgot
herself completely. Until she remembered nothing but his name.

His voice came out rough with arousal when he told her, “Y ou look lovely, my dear.”

The flush on her face degpened, running down her neck to where her luscious breasts
strained against the neckline of her dress. His breath caught when his eyes moved
back to her face to find her smiling at him. The first smile she'd ever given him, and
one he'd not soon forget. “Thank you, Your Grace. You look very handsome, as
well.”

He chuckled, “I’'m thrilled you approve. Might this handsome gentleman have your
next dance?’

She nodded, looking both confident and still nervous, and Gideon was once again
struck by this woman’s honest contradictions — her natural vulnerability even with her
vast experience as a mistress.

He offered her his arm and led her to the dancefloor. He wasn’t going to lie to
himself, he was eager to pull her delicately curvy body close to his. Inappropriately
close. And he did just that. It did nothing to ease his desire, though, as he led her
expertly through the dance. If anything, he realized as he breathed in the warm vanilla
of her perfume, holding her like this only teased him and made him crave touching
her further.



“You dance well,” he commented, hoping to distract his mind and body from his
growing desire.

“Thank you,” she said. “Thomas's mother taught me when | was young.”

“Ah,” he nodded, understanding. “Well, if she was indeed a mother figure to you, it
seems reasonabl e that she would.”

“1 have heard Your Grace hasasister...,” Amelia svoice trailed off, the question in it
Clear.

“Genevieve,” he supplied. “ She's sixteen.”

“Lady Genevieve,” she repeated before continuing. “Forgive my delicate question,
but was she fortunate enough to have someone fill such arole for her? | believe your
mother passed when she was quite young.”

Gideon tried not to acknowledge the sadness that had been his lifelong companion
waking up inside him. Instead, he forced himself to smile at her, knowing it probably
looked more like a grimace. “Y es, our mother died when Genevieve was one. She has
a young governess now, ever since | returned from abroad when she was ten and
replaced most of the staff. | imagine Mrs. Potters is more of an older sister figure to
her. | have hired some of the best instructors in the country, however, to teach her all
the things she needs to be successful when she comes out.”

He felt her squeeze his shoulder as he spun them around the ballroom, as if she could
somehow sense his sadness.

“She is very dear to you.” The way she said it didn’'t sound like a question, but he
answered anyway.



“There is nothing | hold dearer.” He didn’'t understand why, but his voice came out
almost defensive. She gave his shoulder another comforting squeeze.

“How lucky for her. To have a brother who loves her so much.”

Amelia s light brown eyes were warm and unassuming, and it made his chest ache.
Being seen so closely. Down to the soft center where an unloved little boy still
resided. He didn’t like remembering that boy was there, but the way she was looking
at him.... That little boy liked being seen with those eyes.

He wasn’'t planning on doing it, but it was those eyes on him. The way she made him
feel like she understood there were feelings he kept hidden. Even from Genevieve.
Even from himself. The way she didn't push further to see them herself, but just
acknowledged and accepted what she saw in him.

As the dance came to an end, he went off-plan and asked, “Would you care for a
stroll on the terrace, my dear?’

She gave him another trusting nod and took his arm so he could lead them out. She
didn’t seem to notice the whispers that followed her, seemingly only aware of him. It
was a gratifying experience for Gideon.

Stepping outside, they walked in silence in the crisp, cool night air as he searched for
his goal — a dark corner, which he found farther down the aready empty terrace. He
was aware of her every step, every breath. She did not pause or hesitate, but followed
him with ease, and her implicit, instinctive trust satisfied yet another deep need
within him. One that he’ d never registered having before.

Reaching the shadows, he pulled her in front of him to rest her back against the stone
exterior of the house. They were completely hidden from prying eyes, should anyone
choose to join them outside. She said nothing, nor asked anything. She simply let him



guide her and looked up at him with expectation and patience.

“You captivate me, Amy,” he whispered, leaning forward, his hands on her upper
arms, thumbs stroking her skin. He nestled his face into the side of her neck, inhaling
her vanilla scent, letting it comfort him and the softness she had unwittingly exposed
within him. He was surprised that it did not upset him, her seeing the sadness he still
held inside. A part of him, that part of him, felt the oddest desire to show her all of it.
Seeif she would accept it. Seeif it was enough for her.

He let his lips barely skim over her sensitive skin. He delighted in how she shivered
In response, tilting her head to give him better access, her chest rising and falling

rapidly.

Lifting his head, Gideon brought his face a hairsbreadth away from hers. “May | kiss
you, my dear?’ he asked, needing her permission.

He didn’'t remember she was a mistress. That she was with someone else. That they
barely knew each other. He wanted to kiss the woman that inherently saw he had love
in him. And he wanted her to want to kiss him, too.

Again, Amelia nodded her head in consent, and his chest warmed. He sealed his
mouth over hers. His kiss was soft, but his grip on her arms tightened, pulling her
close. Her hands moved gently to his chest, and she hesitantly matched the
movements of hislipswith her own.

The gentleness of the kiss left him as he became drunk on her taste, deepening the
kiss. His hands moved down to her waist, pulling her still closer, while her hands
wrapped around his shoulders. He bit her full bottom lip lightly, and she went lax in
his arms with the sweetest moan before her kiss turned desperate and hungry.

A moment later, however, she pulled away, moving a hand to his chest to separate



them.

“l am sorry, Your Grace,” Amelia breathed, her voice and free hand shaking as she
reached it up to touch her lips. She didn’t elaborate on why she was apologizing or
stopping, but understanding hit him square in the chest. She was still with Thomas.
He hadn’t meant to bring her out here or kiss her. He hadn’t been thinking about any
of that at all. He had only been feeling those emotions that were brand new to him.

They had to move delicately, he remembered, but he was still thrilled by this
wonderful night with her. Their conversation. Their kiss. She kissed him like she had
never been kissed before and yet would die without it.

“Not at all, my dear,” he traced his fingers down her flushed cheek like he'd been
wanting to since the day he met her. “I understand.” He leaned forward and placed a
chaste kiss on her lovely lips. Stepping back and offering her his arm again, he
murmured, “ Shall we?’
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AMELIA

A melia had a later start to the morning than usual. Even with their late arrival home
the night before, she found herself unable to sleep, replaying her evening with the
Duke of Birmingham. The conversation, the dances, the smiles, the small touches and
stolen glances, and most especially, that kiss.

Thefirst kiss of her life, and it was absolutely perfect. Better than she could have ever
imagined. And she was eager. Eager for another. Eager for what came next. Eager for
the future. Because now she found herself believing as Thomas and Lydia did. The
Duke of Birmingham really did want to be with her, regardless of their stations in
life.

She made her way down to the dining room for breakfast. The sun shined brightly
through the room’'s sheer curtained windows, lighting up the pale walls, and she
found Thomas and Lydia already eating and whispering. She could guess about what,
and she would rather they engaged in other kinds of whispering together. Although,
she was happy with their progress from the previous night and how often the two had
danced together.

Amelia made her way to the dish laden side table and began filling a plate as Thomas
teased her, “Ah, look who' s finally chosen to join us.”

“Oh, stop it, Thomas,” Lydia chided before turning her attention to her sister. “So,”
she asked, “how was your night with His Grace, then?’

They had all been tired and quiet during the carriage ride back to Coventry House,



lost to their own thoughts. This morning, however, Thomas and Lydia seemed
impatient to hear about Amelia’ s night with the duke.

Amelia took her seat on Thomas's free side, across from Lydia, and bit back her
smile. “I think it went well,” was all she offered.

“Well?’ Lydiarepeated incredulously. “Amelia, he hardly left your side all night. I'd
say that went better than ‘well.”” She looked to Thomas for support.

“Indeed,” the teasing glint still in his eyes. “Not to mention how he whisked you
away almost as soon as we arrived. Tell us, what did Gideon want to discuss out on
the terrace?’

Lydia groaned, but Ameliamet his eye. “What do you think , Thomas?’

“l imagine it wasn't your opinion on the rather lovely hydrangeas neither of you
could seein the dark.”

“You imagine right. And how was your night?’ she asked with a glance between her
two companions at the table.

“Oh, no, you don’'t—,” Thomas started, but Amelia cut him off quickly.

“Y ou two seemed to dance as much, dare | say more, than His Grace and | did.”

Lydiablushed. “Well, of course, it was a ball after all.”

“Hmm,” Amelia let her skepticism hang in the air as she chewed her breakfast,
watching Thomas's sudden solemnity with amusement. He didn’t meet either of their

eyes.



After a moment’s pause, Amelia swallowed her bite and added a satisfied, “It seems
it was a productive evening for all three of us.” She was rewarded by a blush
matching Lydia' s come over Thomas' s fair face.

Thomas met Amelia's gaze, and she gave him an encouraging smile. He cleared his
throat. “Yes, | suspect I'll hear from Gideon soon enough for my permission to court
you. I'd hardly be surprised if he called on you today with how attentive he was last
night. And next week we have the Humphry’s Garden Party and Perrington’s Ball.”

“Will His Grace be in attendance at both?’ Lydia spared Ameliathe question.

“1 have no doubt. By then he'll be officially courting Amelia, aswell, I'm sure.”

“You're quite confident,” Amelia couldn’t help the trickle of doubt in her mind. The
duke was clearly pursuing her, and she was beginning to trust Thomas's sense on this.
And yet, she was human and that small voice couldn’t resist echoing in her mind,
wondering if it was al just a bit too easy.

“As should you be,” Thomas replied.

“Amelia,” Lydia said in her uniquely soothing manner, “everyone saw the attention
His Grace paid you last night. He made no secret of it, nor does he appear the type of
man to keep his intentions close to the chest. He wants to be with you as clearly as
you want to be with him. He will not wait.”

Amelia nodded and had faith in Lydia, Thomas, and the duke, pushing her self-doubt
out of her mind.

Her doubt crept back in over the following days, however, as Lydia and Thomas's
assertions did not come to pass. For three days after the Welsey’s Ball, she received
no visit or note from the Duke of Birmingham. Asif their night together hadn’t even



occurred.

Amelia was ditting by the library window in the afternoon on the third day,
distracting herself with embroidering the neckline of one of her new gowns, when
Thomas strode in and announced with satisfaction, “Gideon will be joining us for
dinner.”

Lydia glanced at him from where she reclined on the couch with a book, then her
gaze snapped to Amelia's. Amelia, on the other hand, had her eyes glued to Thomas
with such immense relief on her face, the satisfaction in his expression seemed to
waver.

“Heis?" It was Lydiawho spoke, sitting up with a smile spreading on her lovely face.
“He' sreached out,” she exclaimed to Amelia

“Well, not quite,” Thomas admitted with hesitation.

Amelia, who was torn between shocked excitement and relief, lowered her stitching
to rest on her lap. “What do you mean, Thomas?’ she asked calmly.

“Well, since | hadn’t heard from him, | thought 1I’d help him on. | invited him to
dinner, and he accepted,” his embarrassment prevented him from meeting her eye,
unwilling to watch the happy surprise leave her face as she realized Gideon wasn't, in
fact, calling on her, but rather Thomas was playing matchmaker.

“Ah,” was all Amelia said. She had started to consider many alternatives the past few
days. Perhaps the Duke of Birmingham wasn't as serious as they’ d thought him to be;
he had changed his mind; he had realized the weakness of her social standing or, dare
she consider, her lack of experience from her unpracticed kiss.

She felt her companion’s eyes on her as she looked outside the window and absorbed



the implications of Thomas' s words. Their excitement dwindled as they watched the
heaviness of Amelia s thoughts weigh down upon her.

Taking a deep breath through her embarrassment, doubt, and ssimmering anger, she
stood and gathered the gown she was working on. “I’d best get ready then,” she said
steadily and left the room.

If he was coming, she would keep her head high and her doubts hidden. There was
nothing else for it.
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GIDEON

G ideon had been pleasantly surprised to receive Thomas's invitation to dine at
Coventry House that evening. He had been growing impatient to see Amelia Becham,
the memory of how she'd looked at him when they spoke about Genevieve, her
comforting gestures filling him with a strange tenderness. And then her kiss. How
perfectly, innocently, sweetly she kissed — as if there had been none before him and
would be none after him.

She was absolutely amazing and knew just how to fulfill his deepest needs, ones he
hadn’t even realized he possessed.

He hadn’t known how he was going to make it the few more days to the Humphry’s
Garden Party when Thomas's letter arrived. Not only had he immediately accepted,
he was thrilled to document yet more evidence that Thomas was ready to find himself
a new mistress and was supportive of Gideon assuming his role with Amelia. Either
that or Thomas did indeed hope to set Gideon up with the younger Becham girl, but
he pushed that distasteful thought aside. Not even Thomas was so progressive as to
think a duke could marry the sister of hisfriend’s mistress. He'd likely been closer to
the truth that the young girl was ready to enter her sister’s profession, but given how
often Thomas had danced with her at the Welsey’s Ball, he was likely clearing the
way for himself. So, Gideon chose to believe Thomas was giving him his blessing to
assume responsibility for Amelia

He arrived at Coventry House with his spirits high and was shown promptly into the
drawing room, where the other dinner party attendees waited. The room and house
had much the same balanced lightness and understated luxury as its country



counterpart, clearly decorated by the same hand. Likely Thomas's mother. Lydia,
dressed in a soft green gown, sat on a cream sofa facing the room'’s fireplace as
Thomas stood beside her. Both of them paused their conversation as they greeted
Gideon. He spared them a quick greeting before his eyes moved with impatience to
the woman plaguing his every thought.

Ameliawas seated separately in an armchair by the fire, wearing a deep red dress that
made her soft brown eyes appear darker and Gideon’s mouth go dry. Her face was
neutral, her posture regal, and her body alluring. Finally, he saw what he had
envisioned as the confident and proud mistress.

And Gideon could sense her displeasure.

At what, he wasn’'t sure. At the exclusion of her lover and sister’s conversation? Was
she jealous? His eyes narrowed, his possessiveness rearing up. Yes, she was still in an
arrangement with Thomas, but she soon wouldn’'t be. She was his. She had to know
that by now.

Perhaps she was displeased at Gideon’s silence the past few days. That thought tasted
better, but of course, she aso knew he couldn’t reach out to her yet. She had stopped
their kiss for the exact same reason.

But if she was his, so, too, was he hers, he realized. Maybe he should have sent a
letter or some word conveying such. They hadn’t yet spoken plainly after al, and she
didn’t know of hisintention to be with her with any certainty.

Whatever the reason, something in Gideon sat up, at attention, knowing it was his
responsibility to fix whatever had caused her upset.

“Gideon, will you spend the entire evening at the door or do you plan on joining us at
some point?’ Thomas's voice dripped with amused sarcasm, forcing Gideon's eyes



away from the most beautiful thing he'd ever seen, which currently required his
attention. He still hovered in the doorway, having yet to join the party that watched
him.

Both Thomas and the younger Becham sister had smiles playing on their faces, and
he was certain his hope behind tonight’s invitation and the bait to join them in
London was correct. He gathered his focus, ready to search out a private moment
with Amelia over the course of the evening and fulfill his duty to her.

“As | did accept your invitation, | might as well join you properly,” Gideon quipped,
stepping into the room and in Amelia s direction.

“Don’t let us pull you from your examination,” Thomas remarked. “ Amelia does ook
quite ravishing tonight, doesn’t she?’

Definitely correct. Thomas was handing her off to him. Wonderful. This would make
things so much easier.

Gideon’s eyes moved back to the woman in question as he stood before her. Her lips
had thinned and face reddened, but she stared studiously into the fire, not looking at
him.

Y es, she was not happy in the least.
“l have yet to see her look anything short of exquisite,” he spoke honestly, his eyes
never leaving her face. She looked at him then, and he saw something vulnerable and

unsure shine beneath that proud exterior.

Did his silence after their kiss make her think he was abandoning her? Surely not. But
why the wariness?



They needed to speak. Damn the waiting.

He stepped closer to her seat and blocked out the other two occupants of the room
who were already whispering between themselves. Amelia watched him, still quiet,
still cautious.

“Would you take a turn about the room with me, my dear?’ he asked softly.

She stood without a word and wrapped her arm around his. He proceeded to lead her
out of hearing range of the other couple.

“You're rather quiet, Amy,” he observed, his voice low as they walked around the
small piano stationed in the room. “Will you not speak to me?’

“What would you like me to say, Your Grace?’ she asked, her voice even, features
still schooled in indifference, but those expressive eyes were turned toward the room,
away from him.

Enough of that. He paused them in front of some painting of a country landscape and
turned to her, angling her body towards him when she tried to face the painting.

“What' s the matter?’ he asked directly.

He saw the immediate denial pass over her features before she stopped it. She stared
into his eyes as if searching for something, weighing something. He let her make her
perusal, not balking or hiding from her investigation, letting her see and assess his
unwavering resolve. He didn’t know what she searched for, but after their first dance
the other night, he would let her see all of him if that’s what she needed to trust him.
He'd let her see al of him, regardiess, if he could manage it. Manage being so
completely vulnerable.



Whatever answer she was looking for, she seemed to discover it because the
indifference melted away from her features. Gideon was struck by the depth of
insecurity that replaced it. No, more than that. She looked defeated. Maybe even lost.

“1 am confused, Y our Grace,” she said. Her voice so soft, it was almost a whisper.

Gideon felt his chest squeeze — not just at her words, but her honesty, her
forthrightness. She didn’t bother lying or pretending with him. He knew, in that
moment, with an intense certainty he couldn’t explain, she would never lie to him.
She'd lay herself bare at any question he asked. It calmed him and made him ache at
the same time. Made him want to give her more. Give her the thing the sad little boy
inside him wanted desperately to give to someone and have them accept it.

He didn’t bother to pretend not to understand, either. Of course, he understood.
“Because | kissed you and then you didn’'t hear from me,” he supplied, his voice
warm.

She simply nodded. Her vulnerability and defeat making his own vulnerability and
regret more pronounced.

“And so, you thought | had second guessed myself and my feelings for you,” he
continued. “Y ou thought | changed my mind. That | did not want you.”

No nod this time, but he saw the confirmation written on her face.
“You're wrong,” he told her smply. He saw the hope blossom in her eyes and her
rein it in. Her doubt bothered him. His thumbs rubbed circles on the skin above her

elbows. The warmth and spark coursing through him from where his skin met hers.

“You feel this, don't you?" Gideon asked quietly. “You feel what's between us.
Somehow, we understand each other. We know each other. We are connected to each



other. Before we even exchanged names, we knew we belonged to one another. | am
yours, Amy. And you are mine. You fedl it, do you not?’

She stared at him, shocked, but after a moment, her head dipped into a single nod of
confirmation, his words pulling her out of her doubt.

“Say it,” he commanded firmly, letting his dominant nature leak through his words,
knowing it would reassure her.

“Yes,” her voice was so, SO soft.

“Yes, what?’

“Yes, | knew,” she answered. When he said nothing, waiting, she continued, her
voice firming with each word she spoke. “I knew the moment | saw you | was yours.”

“What else?’ he pushed.

“And | knew you were mine,” she added quietly.

“If you knew that before anything else, why would you doubt it now.” He put the
guestion to her as a statement and saw his meaning settle in her mind, the last of her
defeat, doubt, displeasure falling away as her eyes lightened. He felt a weight lift
from his chest at the sight.

“1 am sorry,” he continued. “1 did not reach out to you out of respect for Thomas, but
| should have realized that truth, as well. | owe no explanation to anyone to be there
for you, and | should have prioritized you over what | thought proper. Y ou are mine.”
He dropped one hand from her arm to take hold of hers. “1 will always take care of
you. And | will always want you.”



“Alwaysis aterribly long time, Your Grace.” He was relieved to see the teasing glint
shining in her eyes but didn’t miss the hope there also.

“ Always,” he repeated. “And you know that, too. Trust what you feel, Amy. Trust it,
and accept it as our truth. | won't let propriety matter more than your needs, and you
will trust what you feel between us.”

“Always,” she mocked gently, her eyes twinkling, and Gideon had to use al his
willpower not to kiss her right there in front of some random painting in the Coventry
House drawing room.
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AMELIA

A melia felt better than she had all week. Her conversation with the Duke of
Birmingham reassured her, and it filled her with the security she'd been lacking as
more days had gone by without any word from him. Now, his deep, velvet voice
circled her head as they sat down to eat in the dining room.

| am yours, Amy. And you are mine.

It was arelief to know he felt the connection between them, too. She had been fairly
confident he did but hadn’t known for certain until now.

“So, Your Grace,” Lydia started as they filled their plates with the decadently
fragrant food served to them by the circling footmen. “How are you enjoying the
Season thus far?’

“It's been the best yet,” he replied.

“As if you've ever joined the Season before,” Thomas scoffed, adding the seasoned
fish to his plate.

“S0, my response proves accurate,” he countered.

“Would it not then also be your worst Season, Your Grace? Amelia asked,
smothering her sarcasm in sweetness as she lifted a bite to her mouth.

Gideon narrowed his eyes from the seat beside her, but his lips pulled up into a



charming and amused smirk.

“An argument could be made,” he acknowledged.

She swallowed her bite, glancing sidelong at him. “A rather sound one, I’ d wager.”

“Perhaps,” and she felt a bizarre giddiness at the sound of his chuckle before he
turned to his own plate and began eating. After he finished his first bite, he asked
Lydia, seated across from him, “How is your first Season, Miss Lydia?’

“Much as| rather expected,” she replied diplomatically, taking a sip of wine.

“And that is?’ he pressed.

“Full of unkind faces and whispers,” she supplied, picking up her fork and knife
again. “But also lovely dresses, music, and dancing, so there is some balance.”

“At least none of those unkind faces are at this table tonight,” Thomas offered even as
he nodded in agreement with Lydia.

Amelia noticed Gideon observing the couple seated in front of them as they ate, and
she wondered if he picked up on the obvious connection between them, too. It wasn’t
like the one she shared with Gideon, which had been instant, confusing in its potency,
and one they were still exploring and understanding. They were building a
relationship around it. Thomas and Lydia, on the other hand, had a lifetime of a
relationship already in place, and for them, the connection still needed to be
unearthed and acknowledged from within it.

“You mentioned you ladies were quite close to the Dowager Countess of Coventry,”
Gideon spoke. Amelia took a pause in her eating, laying her utensils gently against
the plate as she reached for her wine. “How did that start?’ he asked.



“Mmm,” Thomas made a slight noise indicating he would answer once he swallowed
his bite, which he promptly did. “Our fathers had been friends practically their whole
lives, | think. So, when my father died, it was Lydia and Amelia's father who first
stepped in to care for me.”

“And then when our mother also passed on,” Lydia picked up the thread of Thomas's
story from beside him. “Thomas' s mother did the same for us.”

“We were much like a set of mismatched, broken pieces that all somehow fit together
asafamily,” Amelia explained.

“You are quite fortunate in that regard,” Gideon murmured to the table, and there was
anotein hisvoice that pulled her gaze to him.

She had noticed it the other night. There was a deep sadness in Gideon, one likely
connected to the awful story Thomas had shared with her about his past. It had to be
since both that night at the Welsey’s Ball and tonight, they had been discussing
families when she caught a glimpse of it. His sister. The Colbrook-Becham family.
Perhaps he was also broken but hadn’t yet found all the pieces, beyond Genevieve, of
course, that fit with him.

“Your Grace's parents have aso passed?’ Lydia asked the obvious, and Amelia
immediately wanted to kick her. If only her leg could reach under the damn table.

His voice came out hard. “They have.”

“Were you not close?’ Lydiaasked, hearing it and tilting her head.

Gideon laughed as he made a grab for his wine. There was no humor behind the
sound. “Not in the least,” he replied.



“You don't need to talk about it,” Amelia said to him softly. Unable to stop herself,
she reached out a hand and laid it on his forearm.

Gideon’s head snapped to hers, and she registered the tightness of his clenched jaw.
The heaviness of his memories weighing in on him. He blinked at her, and she was
relieved to see the tension leave his face and his green eyes melt as he looked at her.

“Thank you,” he murmured. “I would like to tell you , | think. One day soon, if you
will let me.”

She felt her heart flutter as her chest filled with joy at what he was offering her.
Intimacy. Trust. Strengthening their bond in areal, tangible way.

“1 would be honored,” she kept her voice low so their companions would have a more
difficult time hearing what passed between her and the duke. “I am here for whatever
you want to share with me, Y our Grace. Whenever you're ready.”

She smiled at him, and he seemed unable to return it. His proud expression masking a
delicate vulnerability underneath it. She took back her hand and faced forward once
more, picking up her utensils and cutting her next bite. Amelia did not acknowledge
the way her brother and sister watched her and Gideon with obnoxiously pleased
expressions.

“What should we expect at this garden party, then, Thomas?” Amelia calmly changed
the subject.
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GIDEON

G ideon meant it. What he said to her. He did want to tell Amelia about his parents,
his family. About his father’s abrasiveness and neglect. His mother’s unmitigated
disinterest, and his obsession with making her happy. With loving her enough. The
way he ran. Ran far and fast the minute she died. His guilt at leaving his sister behind,
with no one to stand between her and their miserable excuse for a father. The scared
little girl he’d returned home to, who didn’'t speak for almost two years and watched
him with dark, unfathomable eyes, unsure if she could trust him. The years he spent
timidly offering that little girl his affection, similarly unsure if she would scorn it,
ignore it, judge it, only to have her soak it up like a starved creature.

S0, he gave her more, beginning to trust that she accepted it. And the more he gave,
the more she came out of herself and began to trust him in return. He still
remembered the way his heart stopped at the quiet, shy “good morning” twelve-year-
old Genevieve had given him after nearly a full two years since he returned home.
They were the first words she had spoken to him in her whole life.

Gideon wanted to lay al of that before Amelia. To tell her each and every little thing,
every fear he had ever held. Things he'd never shared with anyone before. The
scarred boy inside him nodded with something he hadn’t felt for close to thirty years.
Hope .

“If you'll excuse us, gentlemen,” Lydia said as she and Amelia stood from the dinner
table to retire to the drawing room. Amelia turned towards him as she rounded her
chair, catching his eye and giving him a small, infinitely warm smile. Gideon had to
clear histhroat and shift in his seat to move past the feelings that smile stirred in him.



Once the ladies had exited the dining room and both men were served brandy and
cigars, Thomas stood and rounded the table, angling Amelia’ s vacated seat towards
Gideon before sitting in it. Gideon adjusted his own chair to face his host, laying one
forearm flat on the table, cigar in hand.

“To apleasant evening,” Thomas held out his tumbler, and Gideon lifted his from the
table to tap it against Thomas's. They both drank before Gideon resumed his position
and Thomas continued speaking. "Where have you been, my friend?’

“1 haven’'t been anywhere,” Gideon answered truthfully.

“Allow me to rephrase since you are being intentionally obtuse,” Thomas rolled his
eyes. “Why haven't we heard from you since the Welsey’ s Ball?’

“1 had not realized anyone expected to hear from me,” Gideon replied, puffing on his
cigar before continuing. “1 admit it was foolish.”

Thomas made a derisive noise in the back of his throat. “Considerably. | did not
enjoy watching Amelia grow more upset with each passing day.”

Gideon felt his brows pull down. Yes, he was becoming more confident with each
interaction that Thomas was moving on from Amelia, but this was even more direct
than Gideon anticipated.

He turned away, focusing on taking a drink of his brandy. It wasn’t time yet to broach
the topic with Thomas, even if the man was laying it before Gideon invitingly.
Gideon and Amelia were still solidifying their connection, their relationship. That
took precedence over both his and Thomas's impatience.

Placing his glass down, Gideon faced his friend again. “lI understand,” he
acknowledged. “And | am glad to be here now.”



Thomas's jovial eyes narrowed dlightly, assessing him. “Yes,” he responded. “And
since you are, is there anything you'd like to discuss now before we rgoin the
ladies?’

What in the world?

Thomas wanting to move on from Amelia was inconceivable to Gideon. How anyone
moved on from such a fine woman, Gideon couldn’t understand, but he wasn’'t going
to argue that. Thomas's foolishness was Gideon’s good fortune, and he’ d be damned
if he ever let her go once they were together.

But Thomas's impatience was more than he could believe. Gideon was likely a
thousand times more impatient to be with Amelia. To move forward not only
physically, but also in these new, intensely intimate ways he was only just starting to
crave and didn't even remotely comprehend. Why was Thomas rushing this more
than even Gideon?

The priority was Amelia, though. He would put her comfort and feelings above all
else, including whatever the hell thiswas,

S0, he kept his eyes on Thomas's and answered firmly, “Not tonight.”
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AMELIA

T he evening was perfect. The dinner. Seeing Gideon and Lydia talk. His admission
of what he wanted to share with her. How he wanted to let her in. Amelialost herself
in thoughts of the future. Of the closeness with Gideon. Of nights like tonight
becoming a regular occurrence. Of his sister joining them. Of their two families
turning into one.

She could see what it would be like when the duke joined them every week. Because
his intentions for her had never been clearer. He had only been moving slowly out of
respect for her brother and guardian. Thomas had gotten it in her head that Gideon
would move quickly, but it seemed in this, he wanted to do things properly.

The thought warmed her.

Once they excused themselves after dinner, Amelia and Lydia made their way to the
drawing room.

“Well, it seems things are better now, aren’t they?’ Lydia dove right into the topic as
they walked. “Did His Grace explain why we didn’t hear from him?’

“Yes,” Amelia ducked her head so Lydia wouldn’'t see the smile she was unable to
hide. “He wanted to be respectful in Thomas's eyes.”

Lydia scoffed loudly. “Asif Thomas gives a damn about propriety.”

“He probably assumed he would in this.”



“We can't fault His Grace for that, | guess,” Lydia put on a begrudging tone that
made Amelialaugh.

“No, | guess we cannot,” she agreed.

“He's probably seeking permission to court you right now,” Lydia said confidently as
they entered the drawing room and sat down beside each other on the sofa, facing the
warmth of the fire. “Thisis the perfect opportunity.”

“1 hope s0,” Amelia admitted. “I feel better after speaking with him, but | would like
things to be more official so | need not second guess myself so often.”

Tea was brought in and set on the small table before them. Lydia leaned forward to
pour them each a cup before handing one to Amelia.

“Understandably,” she assured her, relaxing back with her own cup in hand. “But
there’s no reason for you to second guess yourself. He's just a little cautious, that’'s
al. He' s clearly serious about you. It seems all men share such caution when it comes
to love.” Lydia looked away, stirring her tea absentmindedly, and Amelia took the
opening that finally, finally , presented itself.

“| take it Thomasis continuing to take histime, aswell?’ she asked.

“What?” Lydias head snapped back to hers, the blush creeping up her face.
“Whatever do you mean?”’

“Lydia, please,” Amelia rolled her eyes. “If | can be honest about the Duke of
Birmingham, you can be honest about Thomas.”

“There' s nothing to be honest about,” Lydia mumbled.



“You love him,” Amelia said bluntly, lifting her cup and taking a sip of the warm
liquid. “And he loves you. Can you blame him for being slow in his pursuit when
you're slow in even admitting it to me? | can't even begin to imagine fighting it as
long as you both have.”

There was a pause following Amelia's words as they both drank their tea and
watched the flames crackle in the fireplace. Ameliarefused to speak first.

“1 don’t know what’ s taking him so long,” Lydia finally whispered, lowering her cup
torestin her lap.

Amelia wanted to jump up from her chair and cheer, but she knew that was exactly
the wrong reaction. Instead, she smothered the urge with a smile and ventured, “I
Imagine he's experiencing the same fear you are when you consider expressing your
feelings.”

Lydia huffed, slouching back against the seat cushions and letting her frustration
show. “But isn’t that his burden to bear, not mine?’

“Why on earth does that fall to him alone?’

“Because he's the gentleman, of course. He should overcome his fear and approach
first.”

Ameliaraised an eyebrow at her sister before leaning forward to place her teacup on
the table as she spoke. “I don’t think that’s fair. Perhaps if you had met as strangers at
a party, yes, but then this fear wouldn’t be there either. Nor would he love you as he
aready does. Your story is different, and one of you has to take the first step.
Otherwise, you'll both spend your lives in love with each other, and only each other,
but never own toit.”



“Will you give this same talk to Thomas?’ Lydia replied, the petulance thick in her
voice.

At that precise moment, the drawing room door opened and the subject of their
conversation entered, followed by a man whose bright emerald eyes were aready
steadfastly fixed on Amelia.

“If you wish,” she made sure to answer Lydia before losing herself to the Duke of
Birmingham’ s attentions for what remained of the evening. “But each of you waiting
for the other to make the first move helps no one, Lydia. Just think onit.”
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GIDEON

G ideon was having a hard time with the idea of leaving. The hour was growing late,
and he knew it was too soon to stay as an overnight guest at Coventry House, but the
evening had been so wonderful, he didn’t want to leave. Amelia looked absolutely
radiant as he approached where she sat on the pale couch in the drawing room after
he and Thomas had finished their brandy and cigars.

The peculiar conversation in the dining room and Thomas's impatience still circled
Gideon’s mind. It didn’t seem like Thomas was coming from a place of anger. In fact,
Gideon was sure Thomas was encouraging him and was disappointed that Gideon
hadn’t declared anything. But Gideon knew better than to open the topic tonight.

This evening was only his third interaction with Amelia, and she was his priority. Her
comfort and consent came first, and tonight felt like another unexpected breakthrough
for them. From her side, as well as his. He had been able to comfort her. She was
starting to trust in his ability to care for her. Even more surprisingly, however, he was
starting to believe he could trust her to do the same for him. Comfort and care for him
and all his broken, neglected pieces. He had never before considered such a thing
possible.

No, he thought as he stepped towards her on the sofa, this was a perfect evening.
Everything was progressing beyond his wildest expectations. Staying the night or
discussing matters too soon with Thomas would push Ameliatoo far, too fast. Best to
let things continue on their current course and let Amelia guide him on when and
where to push. She wasn’'t ready for more tonight.



As she watched him stride up to her now, her light chocolate eyes sparkling in the
firelight, he realized he wasn't ready for more yet either. He was impatient for
everything to finally be resolved, yes, but now that he had decided he was going to
open up to her, Gideon wanted that first.

And s0, he knew, it was time to take his leave. His heart felt full as he sat down on
Amelia's vacant side. It was a novel feeling, and one he was eager to always
maintain.

“I must be off, my dear,” he whispered to her, aware that her sister could hear the
endearment before she subtly excused herself to join Thomas by the mantle.

“So soon?” Amelia asked, the disappointment evident in her voice if not by the slight
downturn of her lips.

“I'm afraid so,” he gave her a warm and understanding smile, pleased by how her
thoughts mirrored his own. How aligned they were in their desires. She didn’t want
him to leave either. “I will see you in a few short days at the Humphry’s Garden
Party. You still plan on attending, do you not?’ he asked, adding a note of teasing to
his voice.

She sighed, her eyes dropping to the floor with feigned drama. “It seems | must. The
company | wish to keep requiresit.”

“Is that so? Such demands this company makes of you. Parading about with the
gossips in your finery.”

“Oh, the gossips have thus far left me quite alone,” she commented. He'd noticed
how members of the ton had avoided conversation with Amelia at the Welsey’s Ball
and the unkind looks thrown her way, which Lydia had also mentioned. He couldn’t
blame them, if he were being honest, but he hadn’'t expected Amelia to notice. He'd



tried to keep her focus on him the entire night. Likely adding more fodder to their
whispers, but he gave not the slightest damn about that. “And | do enjoy the finery.
But I’d much rather spend my nights like tonight, in peaceful intimacy with close
friends.”

“As would I,” he agreed, overwhelmed by a feeling of contentment as he pictured
quiet evenings at home with her. Eating, reading, ssimply enjoying the caimness of
time spent together. “We will have that soon, my dear. First, we must do this right,
and then | can’t imagine anything more perfect than spending the rest of my days in
peaceful quiet with you.”

The smile she gave him then lit up his whole soul. And he meant it. The promise of
their future, her smile every day — Gideon couldn’t imagine a better way to spend his
life, nor could he wait for it to begin.
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“ T hisis far more extravagant than | expected,” Amelia whispered to Thomas and
Lydia as he escorted them around the Humphry’s Garden Party. She eyed the
decadently dressed people promenading and laughing delicately in their pale-colored
dresses and coats. The dresses were stylish but more appropriate for the day
compared to the silks, skirts, and rich colors she'd seen at the Welsey’s Ball. The
party surrounded an unnecessarily ostentatious fountain, taller than any man present.
Servants circulated carrying equally decadent food that looked too pretty to eat and
that would almost certainly make Amelia’s stomach sick with sweetness. She felt just
as overwhelmed as she had when they had entered the Welsey’ s ballroom, but at least
she could breathe the open air here.

Had that really been only five days ago? Things were moving quickly. She had first
met the duke almost two weeks ago, and in that time, they moved closer to each other
with every interaction. He had yet to state his intentions to Thomas, which the latter
had told Amelia and Lydia with poorly disguised annoyance after the duke's
departure from Coventry House the other evening. After all their conversations, the
ease with which he'd stepped into their group, his desire to share his hidden sadness
with her, and his parting words, Ameliafound it easy to keep the promise she’'d made
the Duke of Birmingham. She trusted what she knew to be true. She trusted him, too.
He was approaching their relationship in the way he believed right and good. He
didn’t realize, or perhaps didn't want to take for granted, how unconventional
Thomas was as a guardian.

“It islittle wonder why you never had us attend these events before, Thomas,” Lydia
added in agreement as they continued to stroll around the Humphry’s garden. “Or



why you avoid them with such enthusiasm yourself.” She eyed a cluster of young
ladies watching them with indiscreet smiles and whispers.

“You get used to it,” was all Thomas supplied.

“I very much doubt that,” she muttered. She, too, had been irritated by the duke's
slow pace, but she kept that secondary to her unwavering support of Amelia.

Amelia couldn’'t stop her eyes from scanning those in attendance looking for the
Duke of Birmingham. It took her a few minutes before she found him already striding
towards them. She felt the knot of tension ease in her chest. It wasn't that she disliked
these events so far, but she had yet to get her bearings within them. The ton also
seemed less than accepting of new faces. Being with the duke allowed her to get her
feet beneath her and concentrate on him, rather than paying mind to anyone el se.

He walked directly up to their party, his dark hair tousled attractively from the light
wind, adding an almost carefree effect to his sternly handsome face. Almost . None
looking at his beautifully chiseled features, sharp emerald eyes, and rich attire would
think him carefree. He was too strong, too powerful, too overwhelming to be
anything else. And it was those same qualities that wrapped her in their safety when
she was with him.

Ameliadrank in the sight of him as he joined their group.

“Thomas,” he said with a nod before turning to her sister. “Miss Lydia, you look
lovely as ever.”

“Thank you, Your Grace,” Lydia answered, appraising him with a greater hint of
curiosity today.

“Miss Becham,” his already deep voice lowered intimately as he turned to Amelia.



The sound embraced her senses, making her want to sigh in relief. His bright green
eyes locked onto her, and she had that recurring sense of being trapped within his
gaze. Only now, she was no longer unnerved by it. Rather, she let herself belong
there, caught in that sea of crystal and green.

“Your Grace,” she smiled at him softly and watched his cool eyes warm in response.
That also seemed to be a recurring response. One he had to her, and she absolutely
loved it. Loved that her smiles made such a difference to this hard man. “It is
wonderful to see you again,” shetold him.

“Would you care to join me in a promenade?’ he asked, offering her his arm. She
took it without hesitation, and he led her away from Thomas and Lydia. Amelia
expected them to follow, but she turned a moment later to see they had begun to stroll
in the opposite direction. Likely to give Amelia and the duke their privacy while also
enjoying some of their own.

Ameliafelt the duke' s presence surround her. The rich material against her fingertips.
The hard muscle she felt beneath it. The spiced, masculine scent. She loved that, as
well. It was unique and wholly him. Deep, rich, and entirely male. It made her want
to sink completely into it and breathe him into her every pore.

“1 have missed you,” she said quietly, basking in the comfort of being with him. And
she had missed him, even if it had been only two days since she last saw him. Her
time with him was aways so short. She wished she could have more, and less
publicly so they could build on that trust they were starting to create between them.

“l love your honesty, my dear,” he replied. “Promise me you will always be this
honest and never hide yourself from me.”

She scoffed. “I doubt it would be possible for me to hide from you, Y our Grace, even
if | wanted.”



“Gideon,” he corrected her as they continued to walk. She noticed and appreciated
that he was leading her away from the other guests so they could speak more
comfortably. “And why is that?’ The smirk he gave her made her heart beat faster,
and she felt the flush creeping over her skin.

“Because of you,” she shrugged lightly.

She saw a flash of confused amusement pass over his face before his arm dlipped
from beneath her hand to hold it instead. Having led them slowly away from prying
eyes, he now whisked her hurriedly into a small maze built on Lord and Lady
Humphry’s grounds. He didn’'t say anything, just pulled her along as he searched.
Amelia grabbed the skirts of her new pale yellow day dress and followed him

willingly, giggling.

A moment later, he found a suitable spot. A small alcove built off the main path in
the greenery with a stone bench nestled within it. Easy enough for passersby to miss
if they weren't looking directly at it. He led her over, and she took a seat before he
did the same, angling his body towards hers.

He still held her hand in his as he grinned at her, clearly having as much fun as she
was. His thumb began drawing circles on her skin, igniting it in the way she was
coming to expect from his touch.

“You were saying? Gideon prompted, his eyes focused intently on her, ratcheting
her heartbeat back up and amplifying the sensations already coursing through her.

“Yes,” her voice came out breathy from the combined exhilaration of their hurried
steps and his touch. She cleared her throat before continuing. “Because of who you
are. To me, | mean.” She could fedl the blush darkening her skin and moving down
her neck.



“And who am | to you, Amy?’ His voice came out low, as if they were speaking in
Secrets.

“1 do not know,” she sighed, feeling vulnerable and safe with him. She looked off
into the garden path as she continued, “But | do know you see me. All of me. Parts of
me that | didn’t even know existed until | met you. Y ou exposed me, even to myself.
How could | ever hide from that?’

His free hand moved to cup her chin, tilting it up and urging her to meet his eyes. She
did and practically preened under the fiercely possessive look she saw in them.

“You can't,” he confirmed in a rough voice before moving his hand to the back of
neck and pulling her lips to his.

He kissed her like aman lost to his desire, intensifying the heat that had already been
growing under her skin from his excruciatingly soft touches on her hand. She felt a
moan escape her, and his hand released hers to grasp her waist and pull her against
him. His tongue coaxed hers into a heated dance, and the hand at her neck squeezed.
She felt al the tension in her body fall away as she turned to liquid in his hands. Soft
and pliant and his.

Amelia felt that need in her blood grow. The need for him. The need for more. Her
hands moved over his chest, his muscles firm under his fine clothing. Moving on
instinct, she curled one hand around the rich fabric, while reaching the other up to
weave her fingersin the silky strands of his hair. He deepened the kiss with a groan,
and warmth pooled between her thighsin answer.

He was everything. Everything, everything, everything. His hands on her, his lips on
her, his tongue against hers, his scent around her. She was overwhelmed by him, and
still she craved more. She craved all of him. All that he was to consume all that she
was. And she wanted to devour him in kind.



She had never felt this before. This world-ending, all-consuming need. It had begun
with that first kiss and only grown. Grown and grown, her body struggling to contain
it.

His lips moved down her neck to below her ear, and she tilted her head so he could
nestle into her. A sharp gasp left her as he found a particularly sensitive spot.

“Your Grace.” She didn’'t recognize her own voice, nor did she know what she was
saying or why.

Lifting his head dlightly, his voice was a rasping whisper in her ear. “ Gideon ,” he
reminded her before biting her earlobe. The whimper that left her was desperate and
needy asthefireintensified in her core.

“Gideon,” she breathed. It felt right to say his name. She loved the fedl of it on her
tongue.

“Yes, Amy?’ he murmured seductively between kisses, moving down to where her
neck met her shoulder. She trembled in his hands.

A set of giggles broke through her lust, and she immediately shot back, extricating
herself from Gideon and putting distance between them. Her head turned to the main
path just as Gideon’'s snapped up in the same direction. A small cluster of girls was
scurrying away, their hands covering their mouths as they snickered at what they’d
discovered them doing. Amelia and Gideon were so tucked away in the maze that the
girls must have followed them in here.

“Oh, dear,” Amelia said, turning back to him. She wasn’t too upset. Yes, she would
have much preferred their rendezvous to remain private, but she was far too warm
and relaxed to mind the prying eyes and indiscreet giggles of some young girls.
Besides, the duke, Gideon , had made clear time and again that she was his and he



would care for her. She trusted him to remove any blemishes made to her reputation.
It was with that trust that she looked at him now. She noticed the annoyance etched
onto his features as he stared after the girls. His expression was stern, mouth thin,

when he finally turned back to her.

He blinked, taking in her face. Once. Twice. His gaze softened at whatever he saw
there, and his voice held a small note of wonder when he eventually spoke.

“Y ou are magnificent, Amelia.”
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GIDEON

S he was magnificent. Gideon hadn’t meant to kiss her, or at least he hadn’t
conscioudly intended to when he led her away from the party. He wanted some
privacy with her, something they had yet to truly have, after she had unexpectedly
told him she missed him. Unashamed. Unrestrained in her honesty. He wasn’t sure if
it was a core quality of her personality or something she only possessed with him, but
it was refreshing and empowering to hear her speak her thoughts so openly and
without hesitation. He had never experienced that kind of honesty from anyone, nor
had he imagined such a thing existed. He hadn't seen anything even remotely
resembling it in his parents volatile relationship. It gave him hope. And that
extremely vulnerable and fragile part of him that kept making itself known in her
presence wondered if perhaps they could have something more tender than what he
had initially thought possible between them.

Now, as he observed her after those damned children had interrupted them, he
couldn’t imagine anyone more perfect. She was looking at him with such unmitigated
trust. Without a single care or worry, as if she could depend solely on him. That kind
of faith was staggering. It made him immediately want to be a better man for her. To
never let her down. To never lose that 1ook, that trust. He felt the most wonderful and
powerful pressure begin to settle upon him. Like he held the most precious thing in
the world.

He reached over and gently took her hand in his again as he sidled closer. “I can’t
either,” he admitted.

“Pardon?’ Her eyebrows twitched adorably in confusion.



“l can't hide from you either,” he told her honestly. He released her hand to clasp
both of histogether as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and stared at the grass
at their feet. Instinctively hiding his gaze from hers as he exposed himself. “There are
parts of me that I've kept so deeply buried, even from myself, that are coming
forward now with a new kind of desperation. Because you can see them. Those
hidden parts. And they want to be seen.”

There was a pause before Amelia shifted closer so that the side of her body touched
his. She didn't say anything, didn't pressure him. She just silently gave him her
support and waited for whatever he wanted to give.

So, that little boy gave her all.

“My father was not a kind man,” he began. It was odd how it was the voice of a man
that filled his ears, when he felt so much like that confused, hurt child he still kept
locked up tight within himself. “He didn’t harm us physically, and he left me very
much alone, never talking to or acknowledging me. But he was outright cruel to my
mother. For along time, it was just us three, and | never knew any warmth from her
either. | can’t say it was her fault. She'd wasted away in her relationship with my
father, and the woman | knew was a shell. But | loved her.” He was gripping his
hands together so tightly that his knuckles turned white, but Gideon couldn’t fedl it.
“Very much. | didn't have my father’'s love or attention, but | was desperate,
desperate, for hers, Amelia”

He dropped his head, shaking it. “| was convinced that if | just loved her enough, that
love would be enough for her. Enough to make her happy. Enough to make up for my
father’s neglect. It would be enough to bring her back to life.” He paused, and the
voice that spoke next was hard and jaded. “It wasn’t.

“By the time Genevieve came along when | was sixteen, | had long since understood
that my father’s disregard had so completely broken my mother, there was nothing



left for me in that family. But | still couldn’t leave. Not until my mother died did |
finaly run away. | ran away for nine years. That's how long it took for my father to
finally die, and when | came back, | had to live with the consequences of my
selfishness.”

Amelia said nothing as he stopped to take a deep breath. His posture remained
unchanged, but he lifted his head to look out over the greenery around them. She
simply sat beside him with the warmth of her body pressed against his increasingly
cold one.

Exhaling, he continued, “I had left Genevieve alone for nine long years with no one
but that devil that sired us. In truth,” he forced himself to say it. “I didn't even think
of her. And when | returned, she didn’t speak. It was months before she said a single
word around me, and even then, not directly to me. She just watched me. All the
time, like some type of scared animal.

“1 fired the whole staff,” his teeth ground out. “Any adult in the house that had been
there and allowed her to become that fearful. But it was my fault. | am her brother.
Her family. And | hadn’t been there for her.” His voice broke on the last word, and he
stopped speaking.

“How are things between you now?’ Amelia asked gently after a few moments
passed in silence.

That thought made him relax a bit. He unclenched his fingers, finally sitting up and
rubbing his stiff hands against his thighs as he told her, “Good, very good.” He still
looked out into the garden as he spoke, but he could see her watching him out of the
side of his eye. “It took time, but we became close. | was careful with her, and | admit
it took some time for me to trust her, too. Trust that she wouldn’t reject me like our
mother had. But once | realized how she soaked up the affection | gave her, | focused
it al on her. And she slowly came out of that protective shell she lived in.” He took a



few breaths, making sure he had himself in hand.

“And the piano, aswell,” he added now turning to face her and meeting her soothing
gaze. “The piano helped. | found her a proper instructor, and she surpassed him
within weeks.”

He smiled at the memory, and Amelia reflected it back at him, speaking genuinely,
“ She sounds exceedingly talented.”

“Sheis,” he nodded.

Her face turned sober as she looked down at his hand, reaching for it.

“Gideon,” she said, her soft brown eyes meeting his again and taking his breath away
for the hard strength he saw within them. “You are enough. You are more than
enough. It was your mother’s failing, not yours, that she did not see it. And your
father’s choices, his actions, are not your burden to bear. Neither with regard to your
mother, nor your sister. | know | cannot say anything to absolve you of the guilt you
carry, but | can assure you, you do so unfairly. You were a child. And you were hurt
and uncared for. You did what you needed to do to heal enough and become the
person that could heal your sister in turn. If you hadn’t gone, if you hadn’'t separated
from the place that harmed you all your life, you might not have become someone
able to show her even the dightest amount of love, which is what it seems she
needed.”

Her words shot through him, and he didn’t know what to do or think or feel. She
wasn't judging him at all, but comforting him. The little boy inside him crumbled at
the words he needed but thought he'd never hear. And the man he was didn’t know
what to do in this moment as he felt the turmoil and heartbroken joy burn within him.

The logic of what she said made sense, but could it really be that simple?



He couldn’t speak, but his eyes held onto her steady and sure ones like the lifeline
they were.

She squeezed his hand, lifting it to her lips to kiss his knuckles before she clasped her
free hand around him, too. Holding their hands against her chest, she spoke with
unwavering confidence, “You didn’t leave her, Gideon. Y ou came back to her .”
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AMELIA

A melia was filled with rage for Gideon and the sister she had yet to meset,
Genevieve. She tried to curb it, knowing that was not what Gideon needed, and he
clearly, clearly , never had someonein hislife focus on what he needed.

Their parents. Their awful, terrible parents. Amelia was torn with regard to his
mother and what he'd shared. She understood it was the woman’'s husband that had
harmed her so much, she withdrew. But Gideon was her son . It wasn't his fault. She
had brought him into this world. Many women didn’t have a choice in that either, of
course, so that also flashed in Amelia’'s mind. She had no idea what that woman'’slife
was like, but the picture Gideon had painted for her. The way he had loved his mother
and learned likely the single most important lesson of hisyoung life, that hislove was
not enough, made it hard to reason away the late duchess' s indifference.

And that father. He was root of that family’s cancer. He was it. He destroyed his
mother, Gideon, and Genevieve. And Gideon felt guilty? That guilt was not his to
bear. It lay solely and squarely on the man Ameliawished was turning in his grave.

She could see Gideon was struggling. She was full of anger and sadness on his and
his young sister’s behalf, but she also felt pride. She was honored that he had shared
his story with her, something he hadn't shared with anyone before, she knew.
Something he said he kept so deeply hidden, he didn’t even acknowledge it himself.

“Thank you, Gideon,” she said into the silence, lowering their clasped hands to her
lap. He watched her with such hope, it broke her heart still further. He looked almost
desperate to believe the words she had spoken, that it wasn't his fault, that this wasn't



his guilt to carry, that he was enough. Damn the people that ever made him think
otherwise. Damn them al straight to hell.

She gave a tiny shake of her head, focusing on what she wanted to say to him.
“Thank you for trusting me.”

He looked away, aimost as if the emotions were too much for him, which was likely
the case. She still held his hand between both of hers, though, unwilling to let go
while he was so obvioudly adrift.

Clearing his throat, Gideon turned back to her, and it was once again the sure,
confident duke meeting her gaze. She smiled at him, accepting all the parts of him, all
his needs and hopes and ways of coping.

“Like | said, my dear,” he finally spoke, giving her that heart melting smirk. “I can’t
hide from you either.”

She laughed, breaking the tension. “I am very glad to hear it. It would have made our
relationship frightfully unbalanced.”

“Oh, but | do like unbalanced sometimes,” he murmured seductively, banishing the
last of the clouds that had hung over them while he shared his burden with her.

Gideon leaned into her space, their bodies aready touching from when she had
moved closer to him in an attempt to provide support when he was vulnerable. His
free hand came up to cup her jaw, his thumb brushing along the edge of her bottom

lip.

That fast she lit up with desire for him again. Only it tore through her more potent
now as the weight of his trust, her anger, their sadness served as yet more fuel for
their passion. She closed her eyes and leaned into his touch, feeling his face move



closer, hislips brush hers.

“And | think you like it, too,” he purred before sealing his lips to hers again. The kiss
was different this time. The fire and hunger were still there, but their earlier frenzied
passion was gone. Now, their kiss was infused with something deeply tender, slowing
the pace and pulling at her heart. Her body still responded, and she placed one of her
hands on his chest as she felt her skin grow tight, the moisture gathering again
between her legs.

He shifted his hand to cradle her head and gave her what she craved, tightening his
grip on the back of her neck at the same moment as he deepened the kiss. She had
never imagined that would be something she liked or desired until he had squeezed
her nape earlier. And just like that time, the action now triggered her to turn soft and
warm in his arms. Becoming vulnerable and open. All for him. Because his
dominating nature brought out her yielding one. Or maybe it was her nature that
brought out his. Either way, they fit one another, their needs in perfect harmony.

He pulled his head back to look down at her, and she blinked at him still soft, still
trusting. Gideon grinned, his eyes glowing triumphantly while his thumb traced along
the edge of her jaw. She shivered at the touch.

“Oh, yes, my dear,” he crooned in his deep rumbling voice, which kept the fire
kindling within her. “Y ou most certainly like it, too.”
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Y et again, Gideon found himself suffocating in a crush of bodies while he waited.
The Perrington’s ballroom was smaller than the Welsey’s, but their party was far
more extravagant. The large production of flowers, and the tiered delicacies and
drinks piled high atop tables surrounding the space were amost garish in their
grandeur. And the guests, dressed in their silks and riches, were swept away in the
excessive luxury. Gideon was no stranger to luxury, of course; his own home was a
prime example of the extreme wealth and inheritance associated with his title. But
where his home was comforting in its lavishness, this felt tasteless and over the top.

Or perhaps he was just tired of the whole Season and the ton . This was his third
social event in less than that many weeks — and the ton was beside themselves over it.
Nor had they missed where he focused his attentions during these events. The added
intrigue of it was making them practically crazed. That didn’'t stop the mothers and
daughters from continuing to pursue him, however. They were unwilling to give up
the opportunity to trap the reclusive and formidable Duke of Birmingham when it
was before them. Luckily, his cold stares and silent judgment were still enough to
discourage them when they tried getting too close. If al went according to plan, this
was the last he would have to endure them and these events.

Y esterday, he had followed his instincts and opened up to Amelia in the Humphry’s
garden, and he had been rewarded with her unconditional, steadfast support and
acceptance. She’'d seen all of him. The ugliness and guilt he kept locked away from
outside eyes, and she did not balk. She was so much more than the flawless mistress
he originally assumed. He thought her innate vulnerability and innocence coupled
with her experience was what made her so valuable. No, there was so much more to it



than that. She was a balm to his lifelong festering wounds, and now he couldn’t
imagine his life without that kind of trust and acceptancein it. He wouldn’t be able to
go without it. She knew all of him, and she didn’t shame him for what he carried. In
fact, she had lightened the load.

Then, there was their physical intimacy, which much to his surprise and joy, now felt
secondary to him in light of how she had cared for him . Y et another novel feeling,
and one he was unwilling to give up. He was thrilled by how perfect they were for
each other even in their passion. Her nature to surrender was the precise match to his
nature to control. It's what he needed. Her trust in him and in his ability to meet her
needs.

As he paced the overly hot ballroom, still reeling from the changes in him and his
expectations of their relationship, he grasped that it wasn’t just Amelia’ s combination
of innocence and alure that set her apart, or even the intense connection he'd felt
from the start.

No. The truth was she filled so many parts of him that he hadn’t even realized were
empty. That hislife had been empty, and now she was making it whole.

It was time. She was ready. He was ready. Thomas was beyond ready based on their
conversation over brandy at Coventry House. This one last event, and then he would
pay her avidit this week before speaking with Thomas. He wanted to speak with her
first, though, in private, without eyes and ears a constant stone’ s throw away.

His eyes finally alighted on Amelia's graceful figure standing at the edge of the
dancing couples. He'd been so lost to his own reverie that he hadn’t noticed her
arrive. She stood alone, not noticing him tucked amongst the other guests, and
watched her sister and Thomas dance with asmall smile on her lips.

Gideon didn’t approach her immediately. He couldn’t stop himself from taking a few



moments to simply drink in the sight of her, his chest swelling with all the wonderful
new emotions she stirred in him. Her heart-shaped face was free from the blush that
often adorned it in his presence. Her burnished gold hair was styled perfectly atop her
head, and those temptress curves were wrapped in arich purple silk. He craved her
like a man starved. Not just her body, but her kindness, her strength on behalf of
others, her laughter, her thoughts.

He was still admiring her when he noticed her attention shift from the dancefloor.
Looking politely to either side, she observed a group of young women standing
together, chatting. She didn't seem to observe, however, the whispers and unkind
glances thrown her way as she took a step in their direction, her intent to join them
clear. Gideon felt his feet move without thinking, knowing he wouldn’t make it in
time to intercept her. The young women whispered more hurriedly to each other
before making direct, cold eye contact with the approaching Amelia and, as one,
turning and walking to the other side of the dancefloor.

Amelia halted in her tracks. He could see her shocked face absorbing the ladies
rebuff. He didn’t like it, even if he understood it. He wasn't quite sure what she was
thinking or what she expected — why she thought she could approach them. Although,
when he let himself follow the thought, he realized Thomas bringing her into Society
and Gideon establishing their relationship in public view were both outside propriety.
Nor had she been exposed to Society enough asit was to know what was appropriate.

Gideon stepped up behind her where she still stood by the dancefloor. The shock had
not yet finished morphing into confusion on her beautiful face. “Good evening, my
dear,” he said quickly, trying to pull her attention away from the insult she was still
processing. “I find myself in need of you.”

“Gideon,” she said his name easily as she turned around to face him, and he loved the
sound of it in that husky, feminine voice. Perhaps he was imagining it as a result of
his earlier musings while waiting for her, but he thought he detected notes of



tenderness in her voice when she spoke his name.

Amelia smiled at him, brushing away the insult just hurled at her. “What is it | can
help you with?’ she asked sweetly, amusement lighting her eyes.

“1 require a dance partner,” he held out his hand for hers, lifting one side of hislipsin
asmirk.

She sighed dramatically as she considered his outstretched hand. “If | must,” she
declared with false resignation as she placed her hand in his. “One does not deny the
Duke of Birmingham.”

He laughed. “1 should hope not.”

Joining the couples on the dancefloor, he pulled her body to his. His blood heated at
her proximity and the feel her under his palms. He saw the blush he loved color her
cheeks, and he had the oddest desire to kiss them. Her warm vanilla scent comforted
him as he led her through the waltz.

“There is something | wish to discuss with you, my dear,” he said after a few
moments spent simply holding each other and moving with the music. “In private. |
would like to call on you tomorrow, but without Thomas or your sister present.”

He watched as that beautiful blush spread down to the top of her chest. Her soft
brown eyes held a note of uncertainty within them as they spun across the room.
“Alone? Without a chaperone?’ she asked, her voice low.

He chuckled, fighting the urge to laugh outright. She, a mistress of two years, was
worried about a chaperone? What need did she have of one? Unless she was still
worried about Thomas's reaction? No, he shook the thought off. After everything
from this week — Thomas's behavior, hers, their shared confidences and kisses — no,



she must be speaking out of habit, understandably unused to a new relationship.

Her innocent responses never felt like a show, which was yet another thing he loved
about her. He was coming to believe her ability to hold contradicting truths was
simply who she was. She was a professional, but she was also sweet and pure.

He answered kindly, even as he suppressed his amusement, “Y es, my dear, without a
chaperone. We must be allowed to speak freely and without the expectations of those
around us.”

“What is it you wish to discuss?’ she probed, dancing flawlessly just as she had
during the Welsey’ s Ball. She was exceptionally graceful in how she moved.

“1 would like to have a candid conversation about our future and hear your thoughts
on my proposal, free from the influence of others.”

He knew Amelia was a strong woman. At first, all one could see was her exceeding
gentleness, but the more he spoke with her, shared with her, the things he felt with
her.... It was clear that gentleness was a profound kind of strength, the likes of which
he' d never encountered before.

Gideon also sensed that she was avery giving person. Another quality of her strength.
And that particular aspect likely made her more susceptible to the opinions of her
loved ones. In this, in her consenting to their arrangement, he wanted that discussion
between only them, and her agreement only hers.

“1 understand,” she assured him, the edges of her mouth pulling up. She paused,
biting her lip and looking over his shoulder as she considered. “You should perhaps
pay call intwo days time. | can speak to Lydia and Thomas tomorrow to give us our
privacy. They could use that time alone together, as well.”



So, Gideon had been right. Lydiawastaking her sister’s place. He mildly wondered if
Thomas had been waiting for the younger girl to come of an appropriate age all
along. Not that it mattered, and he let the thought wander to the back of his mind,
where it was already edging.

“The staff will be there, but that is unavoidable, | am afraid. Had we been in the
country, we could have met at the cottage,” she scrunched her face adorably to one
side in passing regret, and he pulled her closer as they danced. She hid a smile at his
action before explaining, “We'd only have Mrs. Nichols and Walters to worry about
there, and | could have simply given them the day off. We'll have no such luck at
Coventry House.”

Gideon was surprised. She had a staff of only two at her cottage? Why didn’t Thomas
lavish this incomparable woman with riches and staff of a hundred. It wasn't even
close to what she was worth.

Ameliawas watching him expectantly. So much about her distracted him.

“Two days,” he agreed as the song drew to a close, and she practically beamed as
they continued to stand there, agreeing without words to the next dance.

She was looking at him with such unwavering trust in those large, chocolate eyes as
they waited for the music to begin again, but he aso noted something else in her
gaze. Something deeper that made his chest clench. The vulnerable part of him,
which belonged to her and her alone, was desperate never to lose that 1ook.
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AMELIA

L eaving the Perrington’s Ball having danced and laughed the night away with
Gideon, Ameliawas full of buzzing energy. Both Thomas and Lydia, however, were
exhausted and leaned back in their seats as the carriage made its way to Coventry
House.

Thomas had been right, after all. Gideon was not one to wait or stall when there was
something he wanted. Amelia worked on maintaining a stoic expression as she kept
her face turned to stare out the window at the passing night. Thomas, however, called
her on it.

“What’'s going on, Amelia?’ he asked, head resting against the carriage wall, eyes
barely open as he watched her. It seemed he was too tired to even bother with his
usual teasing. Lydiatilted her head towards Ameliafrom the seat next to her.

Ameliafaced Thomas in the seat across from them and attempted to seem ignorant as
she asked, “Is something going on?’ Of course, she failed miserably when the smile
she’ d been fighting broke free across her face.

“You've always been amiserableliar,” he sighed. “Just tell us.”

“Very well,” Amelia was smiling so widely, her teeth were on full display. “Gideon
IS going to propose to me in two days.”

It was almost comical, and Amelia did indeed laugh, as both Thomas and Lydia
sprang up in their seats as though they’ d had buckets of water dumped on them.



“Heis?

“Truly?’

“What did he say?’

“Oh, Amelia, thisiswonderful!”

“Amelia,” Thomas's voice was firmer than she’'d ever heard from him, demanding
her attention. “What did he say?’ he repeated.

“He said he wants to have an honest, private conversation with me to discuss our
future,” she recounted. “He wanted to stop by tomorrow, but | asked him to wait
another day so | could speak with you tomorrow instead. Y ou couldn’t wait, though.”
Her chiding had no edge at all as her joy overflowed, filling each corner of the
carriage.

“In private?’ Lydias sweet expression was still thrilled as her brow pinched in
something like concern.

“He doesn’t want us burdened by an audience.”

“A chaperoneis not an audience,” Thomas said, his voice suddenly quite sharp.
“Thomas,” Amelia held fast. “A chaperone cannot help but be an audience. And he
knows as well as you both that | regard your opinions highly. He wants my answer to

be mine and mine alone.”

“1t would be,” Thomas insisted. “He needs to talk to me anyhow. | will still need to
be present.”



“Thomas, you're being mulish,” Lydiarolled her eyes as the carriage jostled, adding
to the effect. “You must understand that he wants to know her answer is only hers,
even if we three know it would be.”

“l am not comfortable with this,” he grumbled. “Nor do | want anything indecent to
happen while he visits, Amelia, do you hear me?’

“Who do you think you're speaking to in that tone, Thomas Colbrook? Amelia
bristled.

“Stop, Thomas,” Lydiaturned to face him fully. “Thisis a happy moment. One we've
been anxious for. What’s more, Amelia and His Grace are both decent and honorable
people. It is perfectly appropriate for them to keep such an important conversation
between them alone. Be happy. Thisis what we wanted, and it’ s thrilling the moment
isfinally at hand.

“Now, tell me, sister,” she continued, twisting her body in her seat to face Amelia
better in the confined space, “are you happy? You're certain you want to be with
him? You've only known His Grace for a terribly short time now. Do you feel as
though you know him well enough to accept him?’ Lydia s tone held no judgement
or worry, but rather supportive inquiry.

Amelia turned her eyes from a begrudgingly quiet Thomas, sulking with his back
against his seat, to Lydia. Looking at her darling sister’s open face, she was honest.
“It is true we haven't known each other long, but | do feel as though | know him. |
admit when we first met, there was an intense attraction and connection between us,
but it’s grown to so much more than that even in such a small time. He's shared a
great deal with me. And he's spent time with the three of us as a group.”

Her eyes shifted back to Thomas. His posture was unchanged, but his blue eyes held
less ire and more curiosity. She nodded to him as she continued, “Y ou were right. We



complement each other very well. In our nature, but in other ways, too.”

She turned back to Lydia to explain. “For example, one would think our family,” she
gestured between the three of them “was broken from the start, but we know that’s
not true. We have aways been whole. Gideon’s family, on the other hand, seemed
whole, but it's been terribly broken. And I've understood more of who he is as a
result. What he carries. How his life has shaped him. There’s more to him than | ever
could have realized.”

“It's true,” they turned to find Thomas nodding in his seat. “That was why, seeing
you two together and also how you reacted to one another back in the country, it
finaly occurred to me how well suited you were to one another. He has a hard
exterior, but | think it protects something immensely fragile within him. You, sister,
may seem gentle and soft, easily influenced, but your core has always been one of
steel. He can take care of you, but | meant it when | said you can heal him. You've
aready started. I’ve never seen him smile or laugh as easily as he has the more time
you two have been spending together.”

Amelia's gaze gentled, her previous annoyance at Thomas dissipating as she better
understood what he'd said to her the day she met Gideon. He was determined to
irritate her, however, as he continued, “I don't see why he never paid you a proper
call, though. Or why there's a rush for an engagement now. He should spend a few
weeks courting you properly instead.”

“Thomas, | don’'t understand,” Amelia said, exasperated by his lack of enthusiasm.
“Did you not want Gideon to ask for my hand?’

“No, | did. I do . | simply want him to court you first. Thereis away to these things.”

“You, yourself, said your friendship is based on your mutual desire to step away from
tradition,” she reminded him. “And you were plenty bothered by his concern for



propriety the other night.”

“Y es, but not when it comes to you and not in this. And | was bothered that his sense
of propriety had him taking a glacial approach to courting you, not that | didn’t want
him to do so properly. Why didn’t he ask for your hand the other night if he is so
eager? Where is his propriety now in asking to meet with you aone and
unchaperoned? | am beginning to question his inten-."

Amelia cut him off. “Gideon is agood man,” she was adamant. “Y ou know he would
not dare act in an untoward manner with a member of your family. Y ou would never
have encouraged or allowed his attentions if he was such aman.”

“lI know,” Thomas conceded. “ | know . But this does not fed right to me.” He
paused, taking a visibly deep breath. He shook his head before continuing, “I am not
fond of this plan, Amelia, but if thisis how you want to proceed, very well. | trust
you. | will choose to trust him.” Thomas's tone left a bit to be desired in its
confidence, but Amelia decided it was the best she could get in the current
circumstance.

“1 am sure he plans to speak with you directly after,” she said, hoping to calm the last
of his apprehension.

Thomas only nodded, his mouth still pulled into agrim line.

Lydia brought the conversation back to her unanswered question. “Darling, are you
happy about his proposal? Even though you are growing closer and feel like you
know him, you can still take more time. As Thomas said, no one is going to rush

you.

“No, | do not want more time,” Amelia s voice came out quieter as she was struck by
what awaited her in two days. “I am happy, Lydia. So very happy.” A lump formed in



her throat, making her voice thick as she finished answering.

Her sensible sister, Lydia, let out a small squeal, the likes of which Amelia hadn’t
heard since they were little girls, and threw her arms around her. “Then | am happy,
too, Amelia,” she laughed into her hair.

Amelialooked over, somewhat embarrassed after her admission, and was surprised to
find the smile on Thomas's, up until now, serious face. “You really are a perfect
match. | am very happy for you both. Please don’t doubt that.”

“1 would never,” shetried to hide her sniffle. “It was al your idea after all.”

Lydialaughed yet again, unable to contain her joy. Amelia cleared her throat and her
emotions to broach the next necessary topic.

“So, Gideon will meet me in two days at Coventry House. Y ou two can spend that
time making things official between you , as well. Perhaps starting with a carriage
ride or picnic in the park.” Her words were a suggestion, but her tone brooked no
argument. Now that her future was settling with Gideon, she would see the same done
for her stubborn sister and, for all intents and purposes, brother.

“What—,” Thomas and Lydia both began simultaneously, but Amelia interrupted
them quickly.

“1 love you dearly,” she continued in the same tone. “Y ou know this. And we all, and
| do mean all , know how you feel about each other. You have done your part in
securing my future, now | am repaying you with the same courtesy. It is time for you
to start being honest and to begin your life together. There has never been a more
opportune time for you to nurture what’ s between you,” she finished encouragingly.

Never had Amelia said it so directly, but she knew she had done the right thing when



neither of them argued her words or tried to deny them. Rather, Lydia was suddenly
riveted by the darkness outside the carriage window, her face aflame, and Thomas
again wore that serious expression on his usually cheerful face.

The quiet settled around them as they made the last of their trip in silence. Amelia
didn't disturb it, recognizing she had struck the match, but it was for them to let it
blaze.

The carriage slowed and came to a stop in front of Coventry House. Before the door
opened, however, Thomas broke the silence with a steady and sure voice. “Very
well,” he said, eyes on Lydia, and those two words yanked her gaze to his.

Amelia only smiled, looking between them, as the door opened next to her. She took
the footman’ s hand and left the two lovers alone to finally begin their own story.
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GIDEON

G ideon sat at the desk in his study, his back to the windows directly behind him. He
stared unseeingly at the wood paneled wall before him. The fireplace was lit on his
one side, and the comforting wall of books was on his other. He reread Amelia’ s note,
confirming the time for their meeting tomorrow. He had never been this excited for a
social call before. His skin felt jittery in anticipation of at last finalizing their
arrangement. He hadn’t planned through how the conversation would go tomorrow,
but he was confident it would be simple and just the final step in settling what they
already knew.

No, he wasn't concerned about what he would say to Amelia. He was concerned,
instead, about what he needed to say to his sister. He stood to pour himself adrink as
he thought it over, making his way to the small side table in the corner by the
bookshelves with an array of delicate crystal decanters and tumblers atop it.

Genevieve had also sent a letter today. This one inquiring none too subtly on how the
Season was progressing and if Gideon had selected a wife. She, like everyone else,
was under the impression that Gideon had decided to break out of his isolation to
wed. It was a reasonable conclusion, of course, and with his sister coming of age
soon, having awife to guide and oversee her would be extremely useful.

Stoppering the bottle after pouring his glass, he took a sip as he walked back to his
desk chair. The liquor burned its way through his chest delightfully as he sat down.
Leaning back, he cradled the crystal between both palms and continued thinking
about Genevieve sinquiry.



Gideon was less inclined to take a wife now than ever before. He couldn’t think of
anyone except Amelia. What need did he have of a wife in the end? Someone to be
miserable and unhappy with, making his home an absolute punishment in which to
reside, meanwhile Amelia would be in his arms, warming his bed, caring for his
heart.

His heart . That thought pulled him up short. He couldn’'t believe he realy just
thought that, but now that he acknowledged it, he couldn’t deny it was the truth. The
way he had exposed the bleakness he carried inside himself, his memories, his
burdens, and how she had received them all with open arms. Without judgement or
blame. The way his chest repeatedly clenched around her in both pain and pleasure.
The ache to have her. Not just her body, but her . To care for her. To deserve her.

And then there was his secret hope that they might have something different from the
relationships that had shaped him since childhood. Taking another drink to bolster the
vulnerability he felt at that wish, he continued to reflect. He was stubborn, willfully
ignorant, yes, but he wasn't stupid. Y es, he wanted, trusted , her to care for his heart.
If he wasn't as sensible as he was, he might have even believed himself in love with
her. He knew better than that, but there was no more denying that the sweet, kind,
playful, beautiful Amelia Becham had claimed his heart. Withered and unused as the
pitiful organ may be, it was hers. Just like the unloved boy still living inside him. Just
like him .

What to tell Genevieve, though? He leaned forward to place his glass on the desk and
pulled a blank sheet of paper forth. He would tell her the truth, to start, that he wasn't
searching for a wife. He had come to London at the behest of the Earl of Coventry,
who had decided to participate in the Season this year. That part was simple.

No, the difficulty was that he wanted to tell Genevieve about Amelia. He wanted the
two women to meet. He also wanted to share what he was feeling with his sister.
Something he had never done, nor ever expected wanting to do at all. It was Amelia.



Not hiding anything from her made him want to hide less from others, too. What's
more, Amelia with her welcoming, nonjudgemental, calming presence — she would
do wonders for Genevieve. Perhaps even bring her further out of the shell she still
often kept herself safely tucked within. Amelia was a safe space. He had no doubt she
would be that for Genevieve, too. Amelia could heal her. She could heal them .

But how could he possibly do that, he wondered as he continued to stare at the
unmarked page. There was no way he could expose his sister to any woman that
provided such services. It wasn't Amelia or even her character that was in question.
She was impeccable and someone his sister could only benefit from knowing. But
Amelia's circumstances had led her into a profession that he could not bring in
contact with Genevieve. It wasn't her. It was her occupation.

Then there was the whole living situation, which had been simple enough before.
Amelia had her cottage. She would live there, he would assume responsibility for it
and provide for her, and he would visit her there. But after spending some more time
with her, Gideon now understood that he always wanted to be with her. And not just
to be intimate. He wanted to talk with her, dance with her, dine with her, just sit with
her.

He wanted Amelia to live with him . That was impossible. Absolutely and
unequivocally impossible. And yet, he wanted it. There was no way he could bring
that scandal into his home, though. It would make no difference to him — he was the
Duke of Birmingham. It would, however, bring an unaccountable amount of scandal
on Genevieve. She would be ruined, never able to find a match if he did that, and he
couldn’t do that to her. After selfishly abandoning her when he was young, he
couldn’t ruin her life further. He remembered Amelia’ s words in the face of the guilt
he carried, but it would be some time yet before he could find the strength to let it go.
Strength he would find with Amelia’s support.

He could wait, he told himself, picking up his quill and dipping the tip in ink. Once



Genevieve was married in the next few years, he would move Ameliain with him. In
the meantime, she could stay at the cottage as originally planned and he would visit
her often. Likely so often that he would practically be living with her .

No, it was best he didn't disclose anything about Amelia to Genevieve a al, as
desperate as he was to do so. His responsibility to Genevieve was more important
than what he wanted from his sibling.
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AMELIA

| n the days following the Perrington’s Ball, Amelia felt different. The whole world
felt brighter and more exhilarating. She' d never felt her life lacking before. She was
perfectly happy with the life she, Lydia, and Thomas had built. Y es, she expected to
one day marry, and for Thomas and Lydia to aso wed, but she hadn’t realized how
colorless her life had been before sne fell in love.

In the day and a half before Gideon’s visit, Amelia rarely spent a moment without a
smile on her face. Lydia and Thomas watched her with pleasure, but when they left
that special day, Amelia noted they did so with their own shy excitement coloring
their features.

Amelia, meanwhile, could not care less that she was about to be engaged to a duke.
All that mattered was Gideon, the self-possessed man that he was, the tenderness he
held within, the way he made her feel. She knew she was all that mattered to him, as
well.

Thomas and Lydia gone, Amelia waited in the entryway to Coventry House. She had
asked the servants to make themselves scarce today, so when Gideon arrived, she
opened the door herself. Amelia did her best to control her giddy joy and pounding
heart as she took in the sight of him on the doorstep, her hand still on the door she
held wide for him.

“Good afternoon, dear,” his smirk was both arrogant and charming, and had her lips
pulling up into the largest smile her face could withstand without breaking. “Are you
happy to see me?’ he teased, stepping in without further invitation. He reached over



her head to grab the edge of the door and push it closed. Once it clicked shut, he
stepped into her space, gently taking hold of her hand and placing a soft kiss to her
forehead.

“Mildly,” she offered, looking up at his sparkling green eyes while her heart stuttered
at his gentle show of affection. She strengthened her grasp on his hand and turned,
leading him into the house and towards the drawing room.

“It's lovely to see how radiantly you shine with mild happiness,” he commented
behind her as they walked into the bright, sunny room they’d be occupying. She
paused after pulling him in to shut the door behind them and then led him to the
couch, before which ateatray sat ready on the small table.

“Thank you,” she said cheekily, taking a seat and finally releasing his hand to pour
their tea. Gideon sat down beside her, and she felt his gaze heating the side of her
face.

Amelia handed him his cup, smiling. “I am glad you are here, Gideon.”

“Asam |,” he ran the back of his fingers along her cheek before taking the cup she
offered. His demeanor sobered, and he focused on the business at hand. “To that end,
you know | come here with a purpose.”

“Yes.” Amelia ducked her head to hide the blush brightening her face in anticipation,
even though she knew he could see it. He wasn't wasting any time, and she was
thrilled by it.

Gideon didn’'t show any signs of amusement at her reaction as she might’ ve expected.
He usually seemed to enjoy her blushes, but perhaps he was just too nervous today.
Of course, she would accept him, he had to know that, but she imagined it was still
nerve-wracking to ask someone to marry you.



Placing his untouched cup back on the table, he spoke with determination. “I would
like you to be mine, Amelia. Permanently.”

Amelia looked at him then, her brow furrowing. Was this his proposal? It didn’'t
sound like how she imagined a proposal would, but what else could it be? Wasn't he
supposed to go down on his knee, though?

“Beyours?’ she queried in an attempt to confirm his meaning.

“Yes,” was al he replied, his face the mask of staid purpose. Here was that
determined duke she had felt beneath all the warmth and smiles he showered upon
her. The solid strength she constantly felt within him and that often grounded her. His
warmth and care were still there for her, but his resolve was taking priority in this
discussion.

For the first time since knowing him, she didn’t fedl settled by it. In fact, wariness
began to grip her the more she watched him. She pushed, “What exactly do you
mean, Gideon?”’

“1 would like to become your benefactor,” he answered. “1 will take care of you and
have you be mine. Mine and no other’s for the rest of our lives.”

“Benefactor?’ Shock encased her like ice, protecting her hopes and dreams for as
long as possible before the truth she was already understanding could properly crush
them. And her.

“Yes,” he said again, matter-of-factly.

“You want me,” her voice was low, soft from disbelief and the reality melting
through her, “to be your...your mistress ?’



Gideon blinked, confusion layering his features. He stared at her for a moment,
maybe two, and then she watched his face harden, his jaw clenching as he arrived at
some sort of conclusion she didn’t understand. But there was so much she didn’t
understand in this moment, so much she could barely begin to process, that the
change in his expression did little more than register.

“Yes, Amelia,” his voice was hard. “And understand this, | will not share you. You
are mine. For the rest of our lives, you are mine, and | am yours.”

His. Even in the muddled fog of confusion and hurt overwhelming her, she couldn’t
deny the truth of those words. She just couldn’t believe how wrong she' d been about
what being his, what having him, what their relationship meant.

He hadn’t been courting her at all.

He' d been seducing her.

She had no words. No idea of what she should say. She had been so very, very
wrong.

And so, she said nothing.

She' d thought she’'d be a wife. His wife . But he would have her as his mistress. His
whore , she forced hersdalf to think the word. Because that’ s what she would be.

But even in her pain, she wasn't sure if she should reject his offer. He was right. They
did belong to one another. And she didn’t know if she could deny the opportunity to
be with him in whatever way possible.

She vaguely registered Gideon’s temper growing as he watched the turmoil playing
out on her face. The silence stretched between them.



He finally broke it, his anger bleeding into his words as he stood abruptly. “I am
leaving.”

She looked up into his cold, green eyes. He had never looked at her so coldly before.
She had never felt so cold before. Frozen and shaking from the inside out.

Tears filled her eyes without her consent. She fought them, not wanting him to see,
and that only broke her heart further. Because yesterday — no, not even that long ago
— an hour ago, she wouldn’t have thought it possible for her to want to hide anything
from him. Or that she was even capable of it. She had meant what she said to him the
other day. How could she hide from the person that had finally made her feel truly
herself in a way no one else had, not even her own company? Now, she wondered
who she really was if that was still true, and yet he had only ever seen her as a
possible mistress.

As if to further validate the struggle within her, Gideon saw the tears she valiantly
tried to hide. Shock flashed across his face before he quickly replaced his mask of

rage.

He turned forcefully and moved to the door. Amelia couldn’'t make herself move or
speak. She could only watch his retreating form storm across the room as the
coldness within her made her shake. Her teacup rattled quietly where she still
clutched it in her lap, reminding her it was there. She couldn’t even bring herself to
get rid of it.

Gideon paused in the doorway about to leave. Without turning around, he spoke.
“You are mine,” he repeated again. A reminder. A demand. “I expect you to come to
terms with it. | will give you until tomorrow to do so and to end what needs ending. |
will return at this same time to finalize our arrangement.”

With that, he left. And the tearsfinaly spilled over.
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GIDEON
G ideon was livid. Disappointed. Pained. Livid .

He tore through the streets, pushing his horse as if the wave of his emotions would
come crashing down on him the minute he slowed.

Had he misunderstood the depth of her feelings for Coventry? The strength of the
bond there? The commitment she had to him? Gideon had been quite confident that
Thomas was ready to move on from his mistress. Perhaps he had misread something.
He played back all of their interactions as he rode. No, Amelia very much had
feelings for Gideon. He was not wrong about that. Nor Thomas's encouragement for
Gideon and Amelia to be together, even if his pursuit of Lydia Becham had felt less
certain.

Was it Amelia then? That made more sense, and it aso drove his anger to
unmanageable heights. She had known Thomas al her life. Their relationship was
perhaps more complicated than he realized. He had clearly been a fixture for her for
as long as she could remember. Their relationship may have even been a planned
arrangement since childhood. He was likely the only man she had ever known, and
she had been with him for two full years now. Perhaps, even with the potency of her
connection to Gideon, now that the time had come for her to end her arrangement
with Thomas, she was...feeling things Gideon didn’t want her to be feeling.

Gideon’'s blood had yet to stop pounding through his body. He arrived home and
made his way inside. He went straight to his study, poured himself a drink, and tossed
it back. He poured another before sitting at his desk and planting his face in his



hands.

The hurt on her face. The way she had looked so lost. The tears . Gideon didn’t
realize how much that would affect him. It had taken everything in him — including
relying on the ssmmering rage that had been boiling through him — to not take her in
his arms and comfort her.

Yes, he promised to take care of her. This was him taking care of her. He wasn’t
going to coddle her when she was behaving unacceptably. What did she expect? She
knew she was meant to be with him. All of their interactions and conversations made
that unquestionably clear. Her fear of change, the unknown — even though she knew
him , she didn’t know an intimate relationship with anyone but Thomas. It prevented
her from taking the next step with Gideon.

He leaned back, his drink back in hand. He rubbed at his face and took another swig.
The liquor calmed his raging anger.

He had been harsh. Perhaps too harsh, he thought. Only in demeanor and tone, he
argued with himself. His words had been perfectly acceptable. And he could make up
the comfort tomorrow, when she had worked through her fear and moved forward
with him.

Truthfully, he hadn’t been able to control his emotions. He' d felt her rejection right in
the soft center he kept open for her, and he had barricaded and defended himself the
only way he knew how. He couldn’'t bear seeing her struggle over another man. It
angered him...no. No, it hurt him that she was looking so deeply heartbroken over
what being Gideon’s meant. Losing Thomas.

Still, he knew he had been too harsh. Even though he acted in self-defense against the
pain, she deserved better from him. The more he camed down, the more that
certainty destroyed any arguments against it.



It was understandable that she would have a hard time letting go. He had been all
business from the start instead of broaching the conversation with warmth and
support. He treated it like paperwork. Like the sale of a mare. Not a change from the
only man she'd ever known to the one she was meant to be with. She never denied
that she and Gideon were meant to be together or claimed she didn’t want him. She
had only been scared, and he had been selfish. Instead of holding her through it, he
tried to protect himself by glaring at her and storming out, barking demands. He stood
by those demands, but he could have consoled her. He should have consoled her.

Damn it, she had cried. And he hadn’'t held her. He left her. To cry alone. To sort
through her thoughts and feelings and pain alone.

Damnit.

He had gone about this all wrong. He hadn't been prepared. He thought today’s
conversation would be straightforward, easy, a quick necessity for them to start their
life together. And when it didn't go that way, he fell back on bad habits. Anger.
Coldness.

Just like his father.

Gideon finished his glass and poured yet another. No longer thinking of only himself,
he recognized how he'd failed Amelia today. He didn’t take care of her, no matter
how he dliced it. And his care should not be contingent on her behavior. She wasn't a
horse. She wasn’'t an errant child. She deserved hisvery best at all times.

He would treat her better. He would shower her with comfort and warmth and smiles
tomorrow, fixing his mistake. He would make her feel secure in her decision, in her
trust in him. She should be able to trust him not to lash out in defensiveness, even
when his feelings were running rampant. He had a responsibility to her. She deserved
no less. And he would fix this. Tomorrow.
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AMELIA

A melia had finally composed herself since Gideon left, taking some time alone in
her bedroom before Lydia and Thomas returned. She didn’t know how she was going
to explain today’s events to them when they got back. Thomas was probably
expecting Gideon to still be here, waiting to speak to him. After everything Thomas
said the other night, not even taking into account how accurate he’d been, Gideon's
absence wouldn't sit well with him today. One day, she’' d have to tell them the truth.
But that wasn’t today.

No, today she would simply have to be strong. Strong enough to withstand Thomas's
fury, Lydia s questions, and make a decision on what she was going to do.

But she already knew.

She couldn’t stop thinking about how wrong she'd been. The past weeks of Gideon's
attentions, the stolen kisses and whispered words, all of it shone differently in the
light of stark reality. She felt like a fool. She was so taken away in her feelings, so
caught up in faling in love with him, with Thomas's confidence, Lydias
encouragement. Of course, the Duke of Birmingham would never marry her. Who
was she? Absolutely no one.

Amelia knew she was swimming in awell of self-pity, and she needed to get it under
control. The sadness, the foolishness, the shame. She would pull herself together
before Gideon returned tomorrow for her answer, or rather, her compliance. But until
then, she would let herself mourn the lost future that had felt so bright and within her
reach, but had only been a dream. She would never be anyone's wife, let alone the



Duke of Birmingham'’s.

Hearing Lydia and Thomas enter through the front door downstairs, Amelia forced
herself not to acknowledge what they were expecting to find. She slipped on a mask
of hope and minor disappointment before leaving her room.

She found them both looking blissfully happy as they passed the center table in the
entryway with its cheerful display of flowers. They were headed towards that
dreadful drawing room. She didn’'t hear what they were saying before they turned
towards the sound of her descending footsteps on the staircase.

Lydia was the first to spring into action. Before Amelia could make it al the way
down, Lydia had bounded up to her, her face bright as the sun with excitement as she
grasped Amelia’ s hands. Thomas was at the foot of the staircase not a moment later.

“Amelia,” she exclaimed. “Oh, dearest, how did it go? Did he ask you to marry him?
Did you accept?’

At this last question, Lydia turned over Amelia s left hand to examine a ring that was
not there. Confusion passed swiftly across her face before she turned her bright,
unworried eyes to Amelia’s. She likely assumed there was a reasonable explanation
for why the ring was still pending.

There must have been something off in Amelia's smile, because Lydias own
dimmed once she registered it. “I have no news yet,” Amelia said, maintaining eye
contact with her sister as she repeated the words she’'d practiced in her bedroom
before they returned. She kept her feet planted on the stairs. Her hands steady in
Lydia's. “His Grace stopped by, and we shared a cup of tea and conversation. He did
not stay long, but it gave us time to talk without pressure and expectation, which felt
guite nice. | believe our courtship is progressing well. He plans on calling again
tomorrow at the same hour, which should give you both more time aone, as well.



How are you progressing?’

The words sounded rehearsed even to her own ears, as did her attempt at deflecting,
which of course, did not work.

“He did not propose? Thomas confirmed, not to be distracted. Upon Amelia’s nod,
he added, “Well, that explains why he isn’t here, then.” He looked around as if to
ensure Gideon was, indeed, not hiding somewhere.

Lydia was watching her, though. She pulled her sister gently into her arms and
whispered softly into her ear, “I am sorry, sister.”

Ameliafelt the jagged edges of her shattered heart as she pulled in a shaky breath, the
back of her eyes once again burning. She forced herself to keep the tears in as she
returned Lydia s hug, swallowing past the lump in her throat.

Lydia let her go when Amelia pulled away and did not comment on the emotion she
noticed her sister fighting to control. Thomas, as close as they were, likely didn’t
notice it, but Lydia knew her as well as she knew herself. Her sister could see the
sadness and disappointment hanging over her like a cloud, even if Amelia was
pretending it wasn't there. But Lydia would respect her privacy and be there
whenever she was ready to talk.

“All isfine,” Amelia assured her. “| confess to a bit of disappointment, of course, but
we haven't known each other long. What's a bit more time when we consider a

lifetime together?’

She finally resumed her descent, heading towards Thomas as Lydia linked arms with
her, matching her steps.

“If you're sure you're still happy,” Thomas asked with a probing look as they neared.



“I am,” Amelia confirmed.

“Then we shall trust your instinct,” he replied. They finally joined him on the
landing, and he continued, “These things do take time, and while | did expect him to
propose quickly, we are still in very early days. He may still be coming to terms with
his own feelings. Men do take more time in matters of the heart, especialy one such
as Gideon, who never planned to marry at all.”

It seemed Lydia had talked to Thomas about his behavior during the carriage ride
home the other night as only she could really make him act more sensibly. The irony
of the change was not lost on Amelia.

“And it has only been a matter of afew weeks,” Lydia added comfortingly, arms still
linked with hers. “Two, to be precise.”

“Exactly,” Thomas nodded. “As long as he did not try anything untoward with you,”
he turned a questioning and serious eye to Amelia.

Perhaps he couldn’t fight all hisinstincts for the sake of sensibility. Amelia had never
appreciated that quality of her brother’ s more than in this moment.

“Not at all,” she answered truthfully, her voice thick at Thomas's concern. “Just tea
and conversation.”

Satisfied, Thomas continued, “ Then we shall give him histime. As you both said, you
have the rest of your lives, and it has only been afew weeks.”

Amelia hated lying to them, but while she had given in to her melancholy in private,
she had aso devised a plan. She could not, would not, let her choices affect Thomas
and Lydia’'s future, as indeed it would if not handled correctly. She would first see
them settled, and then tell them the truth. It would kill her, break her heart, but she



would cut her ties with them, let them live untainted.
“Let’s eat,” Amelia turned around, directing the way to the dining room as she tried
once again to deflect the attention from her. “And you both can tell me about your

afternoon.”

This time, her attempt was met with bright faces and timid smiles as they
remembered their afternoon together.

Y es, they would be just fine. Everything would be absolutely fine.
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GIDEON

G ideon reined in his horse and dismounted outside of Coventry House. He could feel
the regret pushing to the forefront of his mind as he remembered yet again how he
had left yesterday. He would do things differently today. He was going to treat her
with the warmth and kindness she deserved from him.

Stepping up to the front door, Gideon prepared to knock, but the door opened before
he had the chance. Amelia stood in the doorway, her sweet face serious, heavy with
emotions, and those fresh brown eyes not meeting his. She didn't say a word, just
stood off to the side, waiting for him to enter.

Y es, she was till hurt. But he was here to fix it. He felt the purpose and focus settle
deeply within him, and he would bring that same security to her as he was supposed
to. Starting now.

“My dear,” he greeted her, pitching his voice into alow, intimate tenor. He lifted one
side of his lips up in his usual, relaxed smirk to lighten the weight he'd alowed to
build upon her. He stepped into the house, facing her with the door still open behind
her back. He cupped her face, tracing his thumb along her soft, full cheek.

Finally, she looked up, and he found those expressive, warm eyes shuttered and wary.
His worry grew alongside the regret. She stepped out of his touch and closed the
door. Without another word or glance in his direction, she led the way back to the
drawing room. Gideon followed, undaunted by the tension and challenge she
presented.



Unlike yesterday, Amelia didn't sit on the couch or pour him a ready cup of tea
Instead, the windows were drawn, throwing the usualy light and open room into
darkness, and a fire was lit, forcing a literal heaviness to the already emotionally
charged air. He instantly felt overheated. Gideon understood without needing to ask
that she'd lit the fire to fight the chill he'd left her with the day before.

As if in proof, Amelia took up a place standing directly next to the mantle with her
arms wrapped around herself. Gideon took off his coat and folded it across the back
of the couch, making sure the usual amused tilt to his lips remained securely in place.
He then strode right up to her and placed a chaste kiss on her lips asif it was the most
natural thing in the world. Stepping back, he sat on the arm of the couch, crossing his
own arms, and watched her, waiting for her to warm under the heat of the fire and his
control.



Page 25

Source Creation Date: August 11, 2025, 7:37 am

AMELIA

A melia's chest ached from both the pleasure of his kiss and the loss of arelationship
where he would come home to her every day and give her a smple kiss in greeting.
But she wouldn’'t be his wife. He wouldn't come home and kiss her sweetly. He
would visit her or summon her to his bed when the mood struck him and only that.
She banished the fog of self-pity and focused on the smile on his handsome face. The
warmth in those captivating eyes. The tenderness in how he’ d touched her.

“How are you?’ his beautiful voice asked.

Amelia released her arms, forcing her posture to relax. “I suppose | am well, Y our
Grace, in al the ways that matter. And you?”’

“Much better now that | am with you,” he answered. “And it's Gideon. Why are you
unwell?’

He had understood her meaning perfectly. Of course, he knew what weighed on her,
but he was giving her the space to share her thoughts and feelings as he hadn’t
yesterday. She recognized that.

“l am troubled, as you can imagine,” she told him, as she clasped her hands together.
She knew he would ask, so she answered before he did, “By the proposition you |eft
with me.”

“What concerns do you have, dear?’ His rasping velvet voice washed over her, strong
and sure. It caused some of the tightness in her to ease. Even with the bleakness of



her new reality, the choice that had never really been a choice, she immediately felt
better. This was why she would be with him any way he wanted, because they had a
connection that went deeper than titles, status, propriety, even lust. He anchored her.
Kept her steady. And she softened him.

Unlike his frustration yesterday when she was reeling, he was trying to care of her.
She could fedl it in the clear control and confidence emanating from him and the way
he focused it on her. Such a stark contrast to the last time he was in this room. Angry,
aloof, abrupt.

She met his emerald eyes and felt more secure.

“A few,” she said, her voice taking on the strength he lent her, and he smiled
encouragingly. “First, you swore to take care of me for the rest of my days. What will
happen when you bore of me or when my years begin to show?’

Gideon chuckled. “If only | could tire of you so easily, Amy. You are the most
beautiful thing I’ve ever seen, and | doubt our years together will do anything to
diminish that. But to ease your worry, should | dare to ever stray from you, you will
aways be looked after and provided for by me and no other. Until the very last of
your days. Even after | die, | shall leave arrangements to make sure you needn’t
worry for what remains of your life.”

His words finally broke through the ice numbing her heart, warming her where the
fire falled. But as wonderful as his words were, there was aso the reality of the
situation. “And your wife, when you have one?’ She ignored the sharp pain in her
chest at the thought and forced herself to speak past it. “I am sure she would not be
very accepting of alifelong mistress or the burden of one.”

“1 do not intend to marry,” he told her, his deep voice patient and calm. “But in the
unlikely circumstance | do, my wife will have no concern over where my heart lay. |



will make that clear from the start. She will have a title, money, a house to run, and
children to carefor.”

The whirlwind of emotions that bombarded Amelia was overwhelming. On one hand,
she had his heart, something he had never confessed to her before. Yet, in the same
breath, he told her he’' d share her dreams for her life with another woman. Nor would
he be faithful to her. And why would he? She was the mistress.

All the spinning in her mind stopped at a single thought. Children .

“Yes, children,” he said, brow furrowing slightly as he scrutinized her.

She must have muttered the word out loud.

“We can have children,” he said, his face softening and arms uncrossing as he
understood her desires.

“They would be bastards,” Amelia said with atwist of her face, hating the word.

“Yes,” he grit out asif the thought was equally as abhorrent to him. “And they would
be loved and want for nothing,” he vowed.

“Save aname,” she whispered more to herself.

She noticed a flash of pain flit across his face at whatever he heard in her voice or
perhaps the truth of her words. But he didn’'t say anything. What could he say, after
al?

She turned her head to stare into the fire and allowed herself another moment to
apologize to the children she had yet to bear. She would have them and damn them to
anameless future. Selfishly, she would give herself the chance to be a mother.



With a deep breath, she returned to the task at hand and the family member that
existed now.

“1 would ask something of you,” she met his eyes with determination.

“Nameit.”

“1 would see my sister settled respectably and in a happy home before...we begin our
arrangement,” she said, struggling to describe their relationship.

He nodded. “ Then you will seeit done.”

Amelia couldn’t contain her relieved sigh as he accepted her biggest concern. She
still had to tell him the details of the current situation between Thomas and Lydia, but
just the simple surety with which he joined her in the challenge finaly eased her
worry. Lydia and Thomas would be settled. Between the two of them, they’'d

accomplish the task easily over the next few weeks.

Gideon seemed pleased to have so obviously eased her concern. He asked, “Is there
anyone in particular you' d see her wed? Perhaps someone she fancies?’

“Thomas,” shereplied.

Gideon blinked. “1 beg your pardon?’

“Thomas,” Amelia repeated. Then when Gideon continued to look confused, she
added, ailmost in question, “Thomas Colbrook. The Earl of Coventry.”

“That’ s not possible, my dear.”

“Why not?’ she demanded, her brow pinching. Lydia and Thomas loved each other,



they both admitted it and knew it, and they had even started courting. It should be
incredibly simple. Just a matter of hurrying them along. Amelia wanted to see her
sister building the home she would never have. If anyone could secure the match
quickly, it was Gideon. “It shouldn’t be difficult,” Amelia assured him. “They love
each other dearly.”

“Amy,” Gideon explained in an exaggeratedly kind tone. “Thomas would not bed you
while being in love with your sister. If anything, | think he has been hoping for a
similar kind of arrangement with her. And we cannot make your sister a countess or
gain any sort of title. We must find her asimpler, but still happy, home.”

If he'd pushed her straight into the fire, Amelia could not have been more shocked.

“Bed me,” she repeated, aghast. “Thomas has never bed me. | have never been with
any man.” She couldn’t believe she even had to utter those words. Bed her? Thomas?
The man who could not be more of a brother to her, her lover? That's what Gideon
thought?

Gideon went rigid, his jaw clenching. Coldness seeped into his voice as he spoke,
“Indeed.”

He didn’'t believe her. It was clear in the icy shift to his demeanor. Not only did he
think she had an affair with Thomas, he thought she was lying to him about it.

Amelia's sad resignation to the whole situation finally, finally , turned to fury. Here
she was, laying her honor, her dreams, herself on the line for him, to have him in any
way she could, to love him and see that love watered no matter the pot it was in, and
he thought she could give herself up so easily to any man? To more than one? To
Thomas ? To anyone but Gideon? Did he think he was just another man in a line of
men to her? Did he not see her love? Did he not feel it?



She had put all her faith and trust into him, and yet he didn’t know or understand her
at al. How could she have been so perfectly mistaken in that?

Amelia dropped her hands to either side, straightened her shoulders, and announced,
lifting her chin, “I believeit’stime for you to leave, Y our Grace.”

His strength suddenly felt weak to her, so she called upon her own.

His green eyes flashed. “Not yet,” he replied.

Her anger escalated. “You seem to misunderstand. It was not a request.” Her voice
was hard.

Gideon’s anger seemed to rise, matching hers. He peeled himself off the edge of the
couch with such slow, precise movements, such power radiating from him, that even
in her anger, Amelia's heart stuttered. Her eyes widened as he approached her,
watching her like he owned her. Like she belonged to him. Asif in proof, she felt the
connection she had with him go taut in her chest as he stepped closer. She was
pinned, ensnared, trapped by those hard emerald eyes.

As hard as he gazed at her, the hand that reached up and cupped her cheek was
indescribably gentle. She was caught between her own anger, the focused control of
his eyes, and the tender caress of his fingers.

He leaned down, an inch from her face, and Amelia breathed in the spice of his scent.
“Not. Yet,” he repeated softly, and then his mouth was on hers. He didn’t ease into it.
No, he took her mouth with the same ownership his eyes had collared her with. His
tongue ravished her, and a moan tore through her as she wrapped her arms around his
shoulders, meeting his kiss with the ferocity of her own smmering anger, hurt,
desire, and love.
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GIDEON

G ideon was a man possessed as he kissed her. She had her arms wrapped tightly
around him, her body arching into his, and she met his lips with afervor matching his
own. It was aggressive. Possessive. Demanding.

When he first arrived, he had felt such immense relief and joy as she talked through
her thoughts. They were alright, he' d thought. He could still sense the sadness coating
her, but he was confident he could wash it away.

And when she mentioned children with such wonder in her voice.... He couldn’'t
deny the thought of seeing Amelia heavy with his child, or playing with a little boy
the image of her, or holding alittle girl with his eyes did strange things to him. He'd
never wanted children before, but when he added Ameliato the picture, he felt a new
kind of desperation for them. He knew deep in his bones she would make an excellent
mother. A much better mother than the one he had as a child. And he hated when she
called them bastards. Hated it. But neither could he deny it.

Then, things took aturn. At first, he was sure he’d misunderstood when she said she
wanted her sister to marry Thomas.

Perhaps she meant another Thomas. What other explanation could there be? She
couldn’t possibly mean for her sister to marry her benefactor of the past two years.
Her sister — the woman Thomas seemed determined to engage as his next mistress.

Then shelied to him. Thefirst lie she'd ever given him. He hadn’t thought it possible
between them after all their shared honesty and vulnerability. And such an obviouslie



at that. Everyone knew the truth. It wasn't exactly a secret. Of course, even so, it
was...unsavory to speak of her old lover to her new one. He could understand that.
But the lie still left a sour taste in his mouth as he finally discovered the line of her
candor, appropriate asit may be.

Still, he tried — he really did try — to keep himself positive and settled during today’s
conversation. Kicking him out, however, broke that resolve. In truth, he had not
expected it. She lied to him , and she was angry at him for not buying it? She didn’t
accept the monumental impossibility of her sister marrying Thomas and dared to kick
him out for naming it?

It was as good a time as any to demonstrate his control. He would care for her, take
responsibility for all of her, give her emotional and physical security, but he would
not be tamed. He would not yield when pushed.

Now, they were wrapped up in each other, trying to devour and destroy, trying to
expel each of thelr raging emotions.

Gideon deepened the kiss with a groan. He felt her go soft in his arms, making his
aready hardening length turn to steel as she let go and gave herself over to him
completely. Never breaking the kiss, he turned around and walked her back until she
hit the arm of the couch. Lowering his hands to the back of each thigh, he lifted her
onto it and nestled between her spread legs, bringing his body flush with hers. As
close as he could possibly get with the barrier of their clothes between them. She
wrapped her legs around him, pulling him in even more, as she shoved her hands into
his hair.

He kissed down her neck. Making his way to the tops of her breasts, Gideon ran his
lips barely over her skin, causing goosebumps to rise in his wake. His nimble fingers
pulled at the ties at the back of her dress. Then, his hands caught the layers of fabric
at her shoulders and pulled down, freeing her from the confines of her clothing.



Gideon pulled back and beheld her beauty and utter perfection. Her dress undone; her
exquisite breasts exposed, nipples pebbled and calling for attention; her skin flushed;
and those soft brown eyes hooded and watching him. His anger and determination
dissolved into a sea of tenderness and lust. He forgot everything but her. He groaned,
bending back down to kiss her neck as he filled his hands with her full breasts,
squeezing gently and running the pads of his thumbs over the soft pink nipples. He
licked his way down to take each peak into his mouth one at a time, flicking his
tongue and biting gently.

The sounds Amelia made almost undid him. She was panting and clinging to him like
he was the air she breathed.

He inched back up to her ear as one hand continued to tease her breast, rolling her
perked nipple between his fingers. His other hand wrapped around her back and
pulled her harder against his cock straining between them. He bit down on her
earlobe, and the deep moan that escaped her was thick with need.

“Listen to you,” his voice was gravelly with his own arousal, and she trembled at the
sound. Goosebumps skittered along her skin where his voice tickled her. “Panting
like awhore for me.”

The effect was immediate. Amelia’ s body went rigid in hisarms.

He hesitated.

A moment passed. Another.

“Remove yourself from me,” she said in a hard voice, still rough with desire.

Gideon pulled his head back, eyes wide in surprise. He didn’t ask questions, just
pulled his hands away from her skin and extricated himself from her limbs. He took



two steps back and watched her, assessing the quick turn of events. This was a new
side to her, he realized, as she quickly pulled her dress back into place, covering
herself, and stood.

Head high, she strode to the door, where she stopped and turned on him. He had
never seen such fury in a person’'s eyes, let alone his sweet, honest Amelia's soft
brown ones. Then again, fury like that was nothing if not pure and honest. He realized
in that moment that even when she'd had sadness, wariness, confusion, even her
earlier anger in her expression, she’'d always had a core of trust there, too. That trust
he had been so desperate, so frantic never to lose. He felt something like terror and
panic wash through him as he registered that the trust that was so vital to every single
part of him was visibly absent in her gaze.

What just happened?

“l am no man's whore, Your Grace,” she said, her voice a fortress built between
them, “and my body will know only my husband’ s touch. Y ou have used my love for
you to manipulate me, and | am through permitting it. | will not be your or anyone
else’'swhore .”

She turned and strode from the room without a backwards glance.

Gideon stood transfixed, staring at the doorway in her wake.

It couldn’t be. He couldn’t have been so wrong. So unforgivably wrong.

She couldn’t be avirgin .
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AMELIA

A melia s vision was red and blurry at the edges as she stormed upstairs to her
bedroom.

She had lost the ability to think when he kissed her. Never before had he kissed her
like that. It set her body on fire. Such an exquisite fire, she thought she would diein
the pleasure of it. Her clothes had felt too tight, the air too heated, her blood too
frenzied. Amelia’ s body had been alive in ways she had never experienced, and it was
al because of Gideon. When her nipples hardened and strained against the bodice of
her dress, he'd freed her from it, causing her core to melt. Her skin had tingled in the
wake of his lips as he moved along her jaw, down her neck, over her breasts. And
then when he' d bitten her...she had felt that bite right between her thighs.

She hadn’t been able to recognize the needy sounds escaping her. Her whole body
was overstimulated, heart hammering uncontrollably in her chest. And the need. The
need for more. More, more, more. It was like nothing she had ever felt before. She
needed everything. She needed him . She couldn’t understand the need coursing
through her, but she had held on to him like he was al of it. And he was. Oh, God, he
was.

Then, the man she loved called her awhore.

Amelia had called herself nothing less over the past day, knowing it's what she would
be, but to hear him call her that. To know that’s what he thought of her.

She reached her room and slammed the door shut behind her without meaning to. Her



fury was so overpowering, she couldn’t stop moving as she paced aong her room,
wishing she could throw and break things.

Amelia had spent the last day grieving, worrying, and hurting as she planned to
become Gideon’s mistress. She had barely been able to sleep as her mind obsessed
over the thought.

But he was manipulating her. He took her trust, her love, and he twisted it. He turned
it into a weapon to make her what he wanted. And she had allowed it
unguestioningly. Thinking he still cared for her. Respected her. Loved her. That it
was only because of their vastly different stations in life that they were forced into
such a circumstance.

Now, as she tried to force her jittery body to sit on the edge of her bed, she felt
confident in her decision. At least in this moment. Maybe it was spur of the moment,
maybe it was driven by emotion, maybe she'd regret it later. But right now, as she sat
on her bed, hands atop it on either side, leg bouncing erratically.... Right now, she
meant it.

It was one thing to love each other and be together as best they could within the rules
of Society, a peer of the realm and a gentlewoman. It was something else entirely to
think her a liar and a whore who slept with men for convenience and gain. For
money. She was not that, had never been that, and if that’s what he thought of her,
then he'd never known her at all. Let alone loved her.
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GIDEON
A fter afew moments spent paralyzed in shock, Gideon was jolted back to reality by
the sound of a door slamming shut. It spurred him into action, and he grabbed his coat

and stormed from Coventry House, stopping only to demand from Hughes where the
earl was. He rode hard as he urgently directed his horse.

It couldn’t be true, his mind reeled as he galloped through the streets of London. How
could he have misunderstood everything so profoundly? He could not have made
such a horrible mistake.

He needed to talk to Coventry. Immediately.

Gideon was at the park within minutes and found Thomas and the younger Becham
girl laughing as they picnicked in the grass. Accompanied by amaid. A chaperone.

He was courting her.

Fuck .

With the selfish blinders pulled from his eyes, Gideon saw it as he observed them
from a distance. Clear as could be. There was something deeper between Thomas and

Lydia Becham that was more than just lust.

How did he miss that? How had he let himself become so single-minded in his
pursuit? He d thought he was an intelligent, observant man.



Gideon stormed up to where they sat and failed spectacularly in his attempt to appear
composed as he ground out, “I am sorry, Miss Lydia. | need a private word with the
Earl of Coventry. Without delay.”

Thomas and Lydia stood up, clearly surprised by his abrupt arrival, their laughter
dying.

“Of course, Your Grace,” Lydiareplied. She shared alook with Thomas — as if they
had been expecting him. She was even hiding a smile. Thomas, too, had a smile
pulling at hislips.

No, no, no.

Thomas's eyes were warm as he reached for Lydia s hand, squeezing it in farewell.
Lydia s answering smile was blinding.

Thomas followed Gideon as he wordlessly led them away from the other occupants
of the park, many of whom watched them with poorly disguised interest.

Seeing their goodbye, the intimacy, the shared looks. Ameliawas right. They werein
love. Gideon had missed it entirely.

Still, he fought with reality. Even though the truth was ripping through him, he held
on to the hope that he hadn’t been so exquisitely wrong.

“l can’t say I'm surprised to see you, Gideon, but | hadn’t expected such theatrics,”
Thomas chuckled good-naturedly as they came to stand beside a bench hidden from
prying eyes and ears. “But | do admit, | understand your impatience.” He smiled
genuinely at Gideon.

Thomas had been expecting him? No. Dread inched coldly down Gideon’s spine. He



ignored it.

“What is the nature of your relationship with Amelia Becham?’ Gideon asked the
guestion eating at him since Amelia had walked out of that room. The question he
desperately needed answered.

The smile froze on Thomas' s face before melting away completely.

“What is it you are implying, Birmingham?’ his voice was lethal. Thiswas a version
of thejovial Earl of Coventry Gideon had not yet met.

“1 want to know what’ s between you two,” Gideon fought from shouting. He couldn’t
wait much longer. He needed to know beyond all certainty, even if the truth was ice
seeping through hisveins.

Thomas's jaw clenched. “I know you would not be so foolish as to suggest anything
immoral between me and the woman that has been my sister, and | her brother, al our
lives. And as her guardian, | will not take well to or tolerate anything but the most
honorable and gracious opinions of my ward.”

The answer and warning were clear. Gideon's knees finally buckled under the weight
of his shock and actions. He fell ungracefully onto the bench and held his head in his

hands.

Thomas stood over Gideon and eyed him with suspicion. “What did you do,
Birmingham?’

Gideon heard it in the low tone of his voice. Thomas would kill him if he had done
anything dishonorable or disrespectful. It wasn’t even a question.

Gideon lifted his head and looked at his friend’s unforgiving face, feeling helplessin



a way he couldn't remember feeling since he was a child. Seeing and correctly
interpreting Thomas's expression, Gideon stood quickly, remembering himself and
findly realizing who was before him. He wasn't talking to Amelia’s benefactor. He
was in conversation with her guardian.

“Nothing, Thomas,” Gideon said, assuming his normal control and confidence. It
sounded thin, even to his own ears. “You have failed the Becham women, however.
Y ou have not noticed what they say about them and your relationship with them these
past years.”

Thomas's brow furrowed, but his anger did not soften. “What are you talking about?
Speak plainly, Gideon.”

“The entire ton says Amelia is your mistress.” Someone had to tell him. Thomas
needed to know. In fact, Gideon was waking up to a few shades of anger, himself.
Some directed at Thomas for missing the mark on Amelia' s character so completely
while he assumed her care.

“What?” Thomas almost yelled, the surprise driving him to take a step back.

“You heard me,” Gideon said and moved in the direction of his waiting horse before
either of their extreme emotions erupted on each other by mistake. “It’s time to fix
this, Coventry. You are her guardian, and you’ ve allowed her reputation to be sullied
under your care. | will expect you at my house tomorrow so we can start cleaning this

up.”
Gideon took two steps, but before he could fully make his exit, Thomas's chilling
voice stopped him.

“There is a ssimple way to clear this up, Your Grace,” he hissed. “You could marry

her.



Gideon’s hands clenched painfully into fists as time stopped. He stood there with his
back to Thomas, feeling unable and unsure. Thomas was right, he was absolutely
right. And yet, Gideon couldn’t unclench his hands. Couldn’t move his body to turn
back. Couldn't force his mouth to ask Thomas the question he'd clearly been

expecting from him.

The guilt that had been chasing him since Amelia left him came crashing down. The
depths of his mistake and his treatment of her descending fully.

And still, he did not move.

After a heavy, smothering pause, Gideon forced his leadened feet forward. And |eft.
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AMELIA

A melia steeled herself as she made her way down to breakfast. After three days of
locking herself in her room, not joining meals, asking for privacy whenever Lydia
and Thomas knocked, she finally fought through the onslaught of her grief and anger
enough to compose herself. She had to come out. She also knew she had to move on
with her life. Move on from Gideon, what he thought of her, how he wanted her. She
needed to pick up the pieces and go back to her world before he had been in it. And if
that wasn't possible, she had to continue in this one, where she knew he existed, but
was not in her life.

She dtill felt like she had done the right thing. Her anger was still fresh days
afterwards. But the sorrow was moving once again to the forefront, too. She had felt
safe with him. Seen. Their connection and match felt pure and true. She had trusted
him completely to be her foundation, solid and sure. Now alone, she would once
again hold herself up, even if the ground felt soft without him.

Stepping into the dining room, she found Lydia and Thomas already seated and
eating.

“Good morning,” Amelia greeted them.

“Amelia,” Lydia exclaimed, rushing over and pulling her sister into a tight gripped
hug. Amelia blinked past the tears that came instinctively to her eyes. She had not
actually cried in the days since rejecting Gideon, determined not to shed another tear
for her broken dreams. But now in her sister’s arms, she felt her throat tighten and the
pressure build behind her eyes.



Thomas and Lydia had been so supportive to her these past days. They didn’t
begrudge her need to be alone or pressure her to come out. They each smply knocked
on her bedroom door once a day to ask after her and see if she needed anything
before giving her space. They knew her nature. They had lived together their whole
lives. They knew she needed time. Anyone would. And they would be there for her
however she needed, just as she always was for them. Just as all three of them had
been raised to be.

Still wrapped in Lydia' s embrace, Amelia looked over her shoulder to Thomas. His
expression was serious and knowing. “I’m glad you're here,” he told her.

“Me, too” Lydiaagreed, pulling back but keeping her grip on Amelia’ s shoulders.

Amelia cleared her throat and blinked the tears back from her eyes. “I am sorry to
have kept myself away for so long. | just needed a bit of time to feel like myself
again. | am better now, though,” she assured them. “ So, tell me, what has been going
on while I’ ve been acting the hermit?’ she tried to joke, but it fell flat.

“We want to know the same, actually,” Lydia replied, smiling, but the heaviness of
her eyes told Amelia she knew everything. Giving her sister a kiss on the cheek,
Lydiaresumed her seat and continued, “Come, let’s eat and catch each other up.”

Ameliamoved to the side table and made herself a plate before joining them.

Thomas cleared his throat and spoke first. “I guess we may as well get right to it. |
want us to stay in London and you, Amelia, to continue with the Season. Birmingham
was not a suitable match after al, but there are plenty of men that are. We'll also use
this time to plan and hold the wedding. Lydia won’t be going back to the cottage
when we return to the country, and if you want to stay at the Estate with us, you know
it isyour home, too.”



“Thomas, you're being dictatorial,” Lydia commented.

“The wedding?’ Amelia repeated, holding her fork in the air halfway to her mouth as
she bypassed everything else Thomas had laid down and zeroed in on the
announcement. Her eyes shot to Lydia, who was blushing and smiling in happy
embarrassment. “Y ou’'re engaged?’ Ameliavery nearly screeched.

“That was what you expected, no?’ Thomas challenged.

She dropped the fork on her plate and shot up from her seat. She laughed, “Why did
you not tell me?’ The heavy clouds that hung on Amelia the past few days dispersed
immediately. She pulled Thomas into her arms where he sat and then rounded the
table to do the same with Lydia. The tears from before came back fresh and spilled
over with her joy. “Y ou should have screamed it through the damned door the minute
it happened.” She wasn't sure if she was scolding them with how full of happiness
and laughter she and her words were. “1 would have been out that very minute, mess
and all. | am so happy for you.”

She sat back down, still laughing in her happiness, one hand clutching her chest while
the other wiped her cheeks. She felt teary and breathless.

“We knew you needed space, Amelia,” Lydia's eyes were gentle and understanding,
even as her expression was full of happiness. “We weren’'t going to take that from

youl.

“For heaven's sake,” it felt good to roll her eyes, and her words still came out on a
happy laugh. “Regardless, that didn’t take long at all. It hasn’t even been a full week
since | forced you two to pull your heads out of the sand. Are you happy? Both of
you? Truly?’ Her eyes bounced between them.

“Yes, we are,” Lydia was beaming. She reached her hand out towards Thomas, and



he took it, smiling at her with such love and wonder, Amelia's chest ailmost burst
from finally seeing it out in the open.

“Tell me everything,” Amelia picked her fork back up, still smiling so much her
cheeks were beginning to hurt. “When are you thinking to have the wedding? We

need to get started on the planning.”

Thomas answered before Lydia could, letting go of her hand and pivoting to face
Ameliaon his other side. “Did you hear anything else | said?’

Ameliapursed her lips. “Of course, | did. I'm not deaf, Thomas. Y ou want me to find
ahusband,” she reached for her tea and took a generous swallow.

“Do you want to talk about His Grace, Amelia?’ Lydia asked quietly.

“What is there to say?” Ameliafelt her chest ripple in pain, but she put her cup down
with a steady hand. Anger was still the primary emotion within her, and she spoke
with a hardness to her voice and eyes. “He thought | was a mistress for hire and
wanted to employ me. | set him straight and on hisway. That’ s the beginning and end
of it.”

Thomas went rigid in the corner of her eye.

“1 should have killed him,” he spoke harshly.

“Don’'t be daft,” Amelia scoffed, forcing herself to behave normally about the whole
situation. “You can’'t kill a peer of the realm.”

“1 can if he questions your honor,” he fought to control hisvoice.

“Amelia,” Lydia continued in the same soothing manner, balancing out Thomas's



brutishness as she leaned forward. “There’'s more to it than that. Y ou loved him. Y ou
still do.”

Amelia took a deep breath, focusing on her plate and compiling another bite on her
fork. “I do, but it does not matter. What matters is he had one vision for our
relationship, and | had another. | am willing to continue the Season, Thomas,” she
turned to him. “I hear there are some false assumptions circulating about what you
and | are to each other. 1'd like to set that straight, as well as set them straight about
you two.” She nodded at Lydia before lifting her fork and continuing to eat.

“l would, as well,” Thomas unclenched. “I’ve recently learned of that apparent
longstanding rumor and have been soliciting the staff’s help in rectifying it. They’ve
set to work on getting the truth circulating in various households, but we do need to
do our part by attending events, announcing the wedding, and allowing suitors to
court you.”

Amelia did not want, nor was she ready, to enter into any courtships. She knew,
though, that it was not only necessary to dispel the rumors, but also a part of moving
on from everything that had happened. So, she said, “Then, let’s do our part.”

“Amelia,” Lydiaknew her sister. “Are you sure?’

“Yes,” Amelia gave her a reassuring smile, still moving through the motions of
having breakfast. “Now, back to you two.”

Thomas and Lydia looked at each other with such undiluted love that Amelia was
ashamed to admit a stab of jealousy flared in her momentarily. She was thrilled,
beyond thrilled for them. But in another world, Gideon would have been at this table
with them, all laughing together, sharing their own story of a proposal, and planning
two weddings instead of one.



She brushed the fantasy quickly away before either of them noted her. “When are we
having the wedding?’ she asked again.

“We were thinking next month,” Lydia turned back to her. “We can plan it as we
continue to attend the various socia events. Then, we'll end our participation this
Season next month with the wedding before returning home. From there, Thomas and
| will leave for a short honeymoon. Y ou would have to return to the country with us,
of course, as you cannot stay in London alone. We could also delay the honeymoon
and finish the full Season first before leaving if you' d rather. What do you think?’

“Next month is brilliant,” Amelia answered. “Rather fast, but considering the rumors
already circulating about the three of us, what does talk about a quick wedding
matter? And you deserve a honeymoon right away. | am rather finished with this
Season, aswell, if I'm being honest.”

“Precisely our thought,” Thomas chimed in.

Amelia was glad she had finally left her room this morning. Talking with them,
laughing, being open about the insults Gideon had hurled at her and making light of
them, fixing them. She felt more like herself than she had since Perrington’s Ball. It
felt like months had passed since then, not a mere week. So much had changed over
these few short days, but this, the three of them, that had not. She doubted it ever
truly would.

“Will you move to the Coventry Estate after the wedding? You could shift your
belongings while we're away or wait until we return so we can move both you and
Lydia at once,” Thomas looped back to the final unaddressed item from his initial
proclamation in a hopeful voice. “I don’t like the idea of you alone at the cottage.”

“Certainly not,” Ameliareplied. “Threeisacrowd.”



“Not with us,” Thomas argued.

“You two will be newly married.”

“That won't matter,” Lydia offered.

“It won't help the rumors we're trying to squash if the alleged ward and previously
assumed mistress moves in with the newlywed couple.”

There was a pause as the truth of that sank in. “Damn them and their rumors,”
Thomas spat. “1 don’t want you alone at the cottage.”

“Thomas,” Lydia voiced what they all knew. “She makes a valid point. All this effort
setting everyone right.... It would keep the rumors fresh in everyone's minds and
invite further storiesto spread.”

“I will be fine,” Amelia assured him. “I won't be alone. Walters and Mrs. Nichols
will be there. And once you both are done honeymooning and are ready to have a
guest, | will keep visiting. You both will come to the cottage often, too, I'm sure.
We've lived with two of our trio at the cottage for years. This will be the same. Just
two of uswill be at the Estate, instead.”

Amelia felt the impending change weigh down in the room, and Thomas and Lydia
grow heavy, perhaps with guilt. But she wasn’'t worried. In this, she was light. She
had expected this, hoped for it. This change, of all the changes the past few weeks
had brought, this change was beautiful. And it gave her hope. Hope that the part of
her that was sad and lost without Gideon’s solid presence would be fine, just as she'd
vowed.
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GIDEON

“ G ideon, what are you doing here?’ Genevieve looked up from the book she was
reading in the library of Birmingham Estate. “| wasn’'t expecting you home for some
weeks yet. You didn’t mention anything in your letter.”

Mrs. Potters quietly stood and excused herself from beside Genevieve with a small
curtsy to Gideon. He strode further into the comforting room with its three walls
covered fully in floor to high-ceilinged bookshelves and rolling ladders. The only
break in the rows of books were the two large windows on one wall and the door on
the wall opposite. The fourth wall near where Genevieve sat held a fireplace with a
crackling fire and an array of beautiful paintings.

Gideon approached his sister and took Mrs. Potters' s vacated seat next to her.

“I'm just here for a day or two,” he told her, leaning back and trying to appear
nonchalant. “I came to see how you were faring.”

“1 think a letter would have sufficed to that end,” Genevieve eyed him suspiciously.
He withstood her scrutiny, not particularly enjoying how her silent, critical
observations felt like she could see through the lies he layered on thickly — mostly for
his own sake.

“Areyou aright, Gideon?’ she finally asked, closing her book and leaning forward to
place it on the table while still keeping her eyes on him.

“Yes, why do you ask?’



She paused before answering matter-of-factly, “Because you' re not. What' s wrong?’

A maid interrupted them at that moment, bringing in tea for the returned duke without
either of them having called for it. His household was pleased to see him. He, too,
was relieved to be home, but he couldn’t deny how ill a ease he aso felt. Asif he
shouldn’t be here. He was too far. From Amelia

Gideon couldn’'t go near her, though. He needed to push through and get used to this
feeling until it left him entirely.

Once they were aone, Genevieve poured two cups of tea, handing him one before
leaning back with her own. She took a sip before pushing again. “Tell me, Gideon.
Y ou came back all this way because something iswrong.”

“It’s not anything you need to concern yourself with, Genevieve,” he sipped from his
own cup, avoiding her eye.

She was right, of course, though he wouldn’'t admit it. He came back here to see her.
For himself. It was the only thing he could think of that would help him feel better,
even remotely.

“1 am your sister, Gideon,” her voice took on a fraught quality at the edges, forcing
him to look at her. “Please let me be here for you.”

He assessed her and understood what she was asking. With his absence and their
parents’ interference, they were never given the opportunity to rely on each other as
siblings might. As Ameliaand her sister did. As Amelia and Thomas did. Because he
finaly recognized that relationship for what it actually was instead of what was
convenient for him.

He swallowed. He missed Amelia. And envied her relationships with her family.



But maybe he and Genevieve could still have that. Or their own version of it. It was
just them now. No one else clouding it with their hatred and neglect. Rejecting their
love because it wasn't enough. They could be their own people. Figure out who they
were. Figure out what their family looked and felt like from now on.

“You’re so young, though,” he voiced his argument with himself out loud.

Genevieve scoffed in a particularly unladylike manner. “Well, while | may not meet
the age requirement one needs to function as a sister, let’s give it atry, shall we? See
if | can somehow manage it at my tender, tender age.”

Herolled his eyes, and it felt good. He enjoyed seeing her sarcastic side, giving him a
hard time. It had taken significant time after he’'d returned from his travels for her to
let out that part of her personality, and she still only did so sparingly.

Gideon had done the right thing, coming to see her. Maybe she was right. Maybe he'd
feel even better if he talked to her.

Sighing, he set down histeaand said, “I made aright mess of things.”

Genevieve didn't say anything when he paused, just looked at him expectantly.
Encouragingly. So, he continued while she sipped from her cup.

“There is a woman,” he pushed past the blockage in his throat. “I hurt her. Very
deeply. | tried....” He adjusted his seat to distract himself from the shame. He didn’t
want to share that shame with Genevieve. His sister, who had been failed time and
again. He didn’t want her to know she had a failure for a brother, too.

Still, she kept silent when he didn’t continue. She just waited, which prompted him to
finish his thought.



He rubbed one hand over his face, not meeting her eyes as he confessed, “I tried to be
with her in only the way that suited me. | vowed | would take care of her, and then |
disregarded her completely for my own stubborn beliefs and selfish desires.” He
shook his head, remembering, before he leaned forward to prop his elbows on his
knees and hold his head in his hands. He continued, speaking to the floor, “I made her
less. | disrespected her. | insulted her. | took what the gossips said about her and
believed it, even with all the evidence to the contrary that was before me.”

He paused, forcing his head out of his hands and clasping them under his chin. “All
because it was convenient. It served my needs. |....” Taking a deep breath, he said the
difficult thing that no one else would understand except his sister. “| became like our
father.”

Gideon dropped his clasped hands from his face, letting them fall between his knees
as he hung his head. He waited for Genevieve' s judgement. Her hatred.

“And now?’ was all she asked.

He paused, shaking his head. Taking a deep breath, he sat up and fell back against the
dark green, cushioned seat.

“Now, nothing,” he admitted, staring at the bookshelves opposite him and still
avoiding his sister’s gaze. The disappointment and loathing he' d find there. He could
see her watching him out of the corner of his eye, her tea forgotten in her lap. He
continued, “I’m doing everything | can to fix her reputation, which has worked easily
enough. A few well-placed and well-circulated conversations, the help of the staff,
the use of my own influence. It al put everything straight quickly enough. Her
guardian is also doing his part, which should put the last of the rumors safely to bed
for good.”

“What about you and her , Gideon?' Genevieve clarified, her voice somewhat



sharper.

“Thereisno me and her,” he ground out.

“You love her.” It was a statement.

He shook his head. “| don’t believein love.”

“It’s not that you don’t believe in love. You've just never seen it before,” Genevieve
corrected him. “That’s also why you can’t identify it in yourself.”

“That’s not —."

“Do you love me?’ she cut him off.

“What?" His head turned to her automatically. “Of course, | do,” he answered.

He couldn’t find the disgust he was expecting anywhere in her gaze. No, she only
raised her eyebrow and pushed, “But you don’t believe in love. How can you love me
if youdon't believein it?’

“That’ s different. You are my sister.”

She gave a pensive nod, finally leaning forward to discard her cup on the small table.
“You know, our father didn’t believe in love,” she spoke thoughtfully, hands clasped
in her lap. “He didn’t love our mother, you, or me. We were his family. His children.
And all of us withered under that disbelief. Mother died. You left. | retreated into
myself. And yet, with him and his disregard gone, you and | have been...” she gave a
delicate shrug. “Well, maybe not thriving yet, but we've been rebuilding. And
somehow, you love me. Having never seen it before or ‘believed’ in it, as you say,
you still somehow fedl it for me. And | for you. And things are getting better for us



because of it.

“If you truly didn’'t believe in love, sister or not, | don’'t think you would love me.
Our father didn’t, and | was his daughter. You were his son. | do not think you
disbelieve in love. | think you're scared of it. Of it not being enough. Because it
wasn't enough for father to love you back. Or for mother to care for you or live. We
both know what it looks and feels like to be near someone who doesn’t believe or
have an ounce of love in them. That's not you, brother. | think you love deeply.
Deeper than you can manage. And | think you're terrified it still won’'t be enough.
Butitis. Itisfor me. And | am sureitisfor her.”

His chest hollowed out as he looked away unseeingly into the library. He was still
that little boy, unsure and confused, pulling out pieces of himself over and over and
over, hoping for a smile from his heartbroken mother. Maybe one more piece, maybe
the right piece, maybe just a little more, and she would be happy. She would smile.
She would light up his whole world. He just had to give her some more. More of his
love. His energy. Himself.

Amelia had seen that little boy. He'd shown him to her. All the broken, rotten,
scarred pieces of who he still was. And she had embraced him. Of course, Genevieve
was right. Amelia had aready shown him his affections were enough. He was
enough, exactly how he was.

Genevieve, his sixteen-year-old sister, wasn't done destroying him with a wisdom she
shouldn’t have been forced to possess at such ayoung age.

“You haven't become our father, Gideon. Not yet. Y ou are allowed to make mistakes.
Terrible, heartbreaking mistakes. Y ou are allowed to be imperfect. But it’s the choice
you make next that matters. Will you make it right? And | don’t mean her reputation.
Will you bring my sister-in-law home and love her? Allow her to love you? Allow us
to be the family we never had? Or will you let her heart stay broken until you both



wither under the disbelief you’ re forcing upon yourself?’
Gideon said nothing. He couldn’t say anything. He didn’t know.

“It'syour choice, Gideon,” her voice was comforting and strong. “Y ou can choose to
be him. Or you can choose not to. Choose to be different. The way you chose to love
me.”
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AMELIA

A meliaand Lydiawere shown into the Dunhill’ s drawing room, where several ladies
were aready gathered. The room was sunny and floral scented from the many lovely
arrangements decorating the tables along the walls. It was dlightly smaller than the
drawing room at Coventry House, but still splendidly decorated with expensive
furnishings, bright matching colors, and an oddly welcoming feel. Like a park
brought indoors.

“This is quite new,” Lydia whispered quietly before Daphne Lucas, the Countess of
Dunhill, rushed over to them, a huge smile splitting her face. She looked genuinely
pleased to see them, which was surprising since they’d been in London for weeks and
hadn’t received a single invitation from her or any of the other ladies present to join
them for tea. In fact, Ameliawasn’t sure the countess had ever even passed a greeting
to either her or Lydia before.

Even so, they were here now, and that was progress. Amelia did understand theton’s
past resistance in light of the rumors she now knew. Still, a part of her was a

bit...well, bitter.

“Welcome, my dears,” Lady Dunhill sang, “It is so wonderful of you to join us.
Comein, let me introduce you to my daughter.”

“It is our pleasure, Lady Dunhill,” Lydia replied with a cool smile. She was a bit less
understanding of Society’s shifting opinions of the Bechams.

The countess' s demeanor was polite and friendly, and Amelia didn’t sense anything



Insincere in it. She gave their hostess a kind smile in return and followed her towards
apair of ladies sitting at one of the windows in the room, apart from the older women
in attendance seated at the couches in the center. They looked to be generally around
Ameliaand Lydia s ages, perhaps alittle younger.

“Thisis my daughter, Lady Anna,” Lady Dunhill indicated a soft beauty with red hair
and light blue eyes, “and her good friend, Miss Emily Davenport.” Her hand moved
to her daughter’s companion, another pretty young lady with brown hair and caramel
eyes. “Girls, let me introduce Miss Amelia Becham and Miss Lydia Becham.”

They greeted each other, and the Bechams took up seats beside the ladies as the
countess went back to join her other guests.

“1t's wonderful to meet you properly,” Anna said tactfully. Like her mother, Amelia
didn’t detect anything disingenuousin her tone.

“It is,” Emily agreed, somehow sounding much more enthusiastic than her friend
even in those two little words. “Once we learned of the awful error surrounding your
family, we were absolutely mortified.”

Ameliafelt her face begin to flush. This was the first time anyone had directly spoken
about the false rumors. Up until now, everyone seemed content to pretend the rumors
hadn’t existed and they were only now meeting the Becham sisters for the first time.
Amelia felt herself warm to these two young women. She appreciated their candor
and authenticity.

Before Amelia could think of a good reply, however, Lydia spoke, her sweet voice
dlightly scathing, “Aswere we.”

“1 am glad things were put to rights,” Anna spoke. She was graceful and managed to
maintain genuine warmth in her polite replies. “No one deserves to have wicked



things said about them, and for no other reason than Society enjoying the drama and
not bothering to learn the truth. | hope past misunderstandings have not harmed our
friendship before we could even establish it?” The question in her words and their
sincerity rang clear.

“Yes,” Emily agreed, and she leaned forward and clasped Amelia’s hand where it
rested in her lap. Her lovely golden eyes held Amelia' s gaze as if to emphasize her
earnestness. “We are sorry, Miss Becham. For the dreadful things that were said
about your family, for believing them, and for not gaining your acquaintance in spite
of them. If you would alow us, we would like to offer you and your sister our
friendship.” She nodded to Lydia.

The shock on her sister’'s face made Amelia smile. Lydia had been holding such a
grudge with the ton , and having any members of it be so forthright seemed to fluster
her.

Amelia shifted her focus back to Emily and looked between her and Anna. She
covered Emily’s hand with her free one. “We would be honored,” she told them.
“And please, call me Amelia”

For the first time in the week since breaking things off with Gideon, Amelia felt a
true wave of warmth envelope her. She was looking forward to getting to know and
building afriendship with Annaand Emily.

“Aswould we, Amelia,” Annasaid, giving her alovely smile.

Emily was positively beaming when she leaned back, cupping her tea with both hands
once again, and continued excitedly, “Now, shall we discuss this Earl of Coventry

and the love he has for Miss Lydia?’

The mischief sparkled in Emily’s gaze as she looked between the Becham sisters.



Lydia's bright red face, Emily’s playful disregard for her discomfort, and Anna's
pursed lips but obvious curiosity made Amelia's chest start to bubble. Before she
knew it, she was laughing.
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GIDEON

G ideon sat at the desk in his Townhouse's study, refusing to let thoughts of Amelia
overcome him as he tried to focus on the letter from his Estate manager. One his
Tenant’s needed a little extra support right now. It was a welcome distraction, though
he disliked any of his Tenant’s struggling. He was just pulling out a sheet of paper to
direct his Estate manager on the different provisions they should make to support the
man and his family when the door to the study opened and his butler, Lewis, showed
Thomas into the room.

“The Earl of Coventry,” Lewis announced before leaving the two men alone.

“Thomas,” Gideon muttered, turning back to the correspondence he still needed to
compose. “Pour yourself adrink, | just need amoment.”

“Take your time,” Thomas replied, but Gideon was aready absorbed in the
instructions he was drafting.

Once finished, Gideon looked up to find his guest reclining on the couch, drink in
hand.

“S0,” Gideon stood and joined him after pouring a drink of his own. He sat opposite
his friend, or at least, he hoped they were still friends. So far, their conversations had
focused on clearing the rumors. He wasn't sure if he'd still have afriend at the end of
al this. “What brings you here this afternoon?”’

“The pleasure of your company.”



“Bullshit,” the word came out fast and sarcastic.

Thomas made a noise somewhere between a laugh and scoff. “You are right. | came
to tell you that Lydiaand | are getting married.”

“I knew that,” Gideon told him.

“You did? It hasn’t been properly announced yet. We've only told Amelia...?” The
implied question hung heavy in the air.

“I surmised it from what | saw in the park the other week,” Gideon told him, taking a
drink of hisliquor and avoiding answering Thomas's question directly.

No, he hadn’t talked to Amelia. And he hated himself for it. For putting them in this
situation. For how he treated her. What he tried to make her. And now for keeping
them apart even as Genevieve' s words constantly replayed in his mind.

“You need to make the announcement,” Gideon ignored his thoughts and was direct
with Thomas. “It seems we' ve been successful in making your guardianship clear to
the ton , but once you announce and hold the wedding, | am sure the rumors will
finaly disappear for good, even from memory. You' [l make her your sister in truth,”
he couldn’t bring himself to say her name, “and that will dispel the last of it. No one
would ever think to suggest, even in private, anything dishonorable of the Earl of
Coventry’ s family.”

“1 know,” Thomas nodded, and Gideon lifted the glass to his mouth to burn away the
pain left behind from talking about Amelia. “We are planning to announce it in the
coming days. | thought you did not know, however, and wanted to tell you first.”

That surprised him. Thomas was being considerate and thoughtful, as if he, too, was
hoping they could maintain their friendship after all of this was over. If Gideon was



understanding him — though he no longer trusted himself after all the tota
misunderstandings he' d arrived at these past weeks — Thomas was here cobbling their
friendship back together.

Still, Gideon wouldn't make assumptions anymore. He was just going to take this at
face value and leave it at that.

“Thank you,” he said sincerely. “And | offer you both my congratulations.”

Thomas smiled. There was a dight pause, and Gideon made his own attempt at
cobbling.

“Would you like to stay for dinner?’ he asked.

“No,” Thomas said, and Gideon felt a twinge of disappointment, which he quickly
masked. “Thank you. | must be going actually.” He finished the rest of his drink and
set the glass on the table before standing. “The ladies are waiting for me. They’ve
thrown themselves quite enthusiastically into wedding planning, and | am sure they
have plenty to bombard me with during dinner.”

The envy surprised Gideon, and he was struck by how lonely his evening, hislife, felt
compared to the picture Thomas painted. He wouldn’t have the laughter and love
he' d witnessed between Thomas and the Bechams. He had Genevieve, but soon, she
would marry and leave him. It would just be him. Alone and miserable. Which was
no more than he deserved.
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AMELIA

“ T he Viscount of St. Alsbrook is here to call on Miss Becham, My Lord,” Hughes
announced.

Thomas was working at the desk in the library, while Lydia and Amelia sat by the
window debating different patterns Amelia could embroider onto Lydia' s wedding
dress. They had picked it up the day before from the dressmaker, and much of the
other planning for the wedding had aso been falling into place. They had
simultaneously continued attending social events, including the Dunhill’s tea, and
people had finally stopped snubbing the Bechams. Apart from their new friends,
Anna and Emily, the newfound friendliness of the ton didn’t sit well with Amelia,
Lydia, or Thomas. Their judgment turned to kindness based on the hot air currently
circulating. But the three of them suffered it. Playing their part, and fortunately
making two new friends along the way.

Amelia let her dance card fill up at these events. Pretending the man she loved was
not there, at the edges of each one, dancing with no one. Pretending she couldn’t feel
his eyes on her. Pretending her heart was not a broken messtrailing at hisfeet.

This was the first caller she had received, though. Philip Mason, the Viscount of St.
Alsbrook, had danced with her twice last night. During the second dance, she was
sure her face was on fire from the relentless heat of the Duke of Birmingham’'s gaze
scorching her, but she didn’t look at him to confirm what she could feel. She didn’t
need to. Because dance after dance, promenade after promenade, smile after smile,
she could still feel him. Still feel the connection to him. If anything, the cord felt
tighter, more constricting, the more she ignored it.



Lydialooked to Amelia. Amelialooked to Thomas. Thomas |ooked back at Hughes.

“Please show him to the drawing room, Hughes,” Thomas said. “And have tea
brought up.”

“Yes, My Lord,” Hughes nodded his exit.

“Thomas,” Amelia's voice was thick. He turned to her, but Amelia couldn’t find the
words. She felt Lydia reach out and squeeze her hand where she was still holding the
many sketches they’ d been perusing and adjusting.

“It'sjust tea,” her sister said quietly.

Thomas didn’'t break eye contact with her, though. He was waiting for Amelia to
decide. His hope was evident on his face, even though he was trying to hide it. She
knew he wouldn’t force her to meet with the viscount if she did not want to.

Amelialooked away first, clearing her throat to dislodge her panic. “Not another peer
of the realm,” she joked instead of saying what she had actually wanted to. “Where
are all the barristers and tradesmen?’

“You may just have to suffer atitle, sister,” he teased, but the tone did not match his
grave expression.

She stood, putting aside the designs and trying to hide her shaking hands. “He is a
nice enough gentleman to forgive it momentarily, | suppose. Let's not keep him
waiting. Lydia?’

“Do you want me to join you?’ Thomas asked as Lydia stood, linking her arms with
Ameliain support and moving towards the door.



“Not right now,” Amelia forced her shoulders back, donning the politely friendly
mask she’' d been relying on over the past week and a half. She just had to get through
it. All of it, this tea, the weeks until the wedding, and then she would be back home.
Back to redl life. Alone, in her little cottage, trying to forget the Duke of Birmingham
existed somewhere not with her.

“I can come in half an hour to see him out,” Thomas offered instead.

Amelia smiled gratefully, and then she and Lydialeft the library.

“It will be fine,” Lydia whispered as they walked. “Just one cup of tea, a little
conversation, and then he’ll be gone.”

Lydia understood without Amelia having to say it. She wasn’t planning on entering
into any courtships or marrying, even if that was Thomas's goal. Amelia was ready
for this awful Season to be over and done with. Her first and last.

“1 know,” Ameliasaid. “I can manage. Hereally isakind man.”
The Viscount of St. Alsbrook was standing by the window when they entered the
drawing room. Amelia tried not to recall the other man that had visited her in this

room. And what they did at the end of that sofa.

“Miss Becham,” the viscount crossed the room, taking her hand and giving it a kiss
beforeturning to Lydia. “Miss Lydia.”

“Lord St. Alsbrook, welcome,” Lydia said. “We've called for some tea. Would you
please be seated while we wait?’

“Yes, thank you,” he extended his arm to Amelia and led her to that godforsaken
couch. Lydiawent to sit by the window the viscount had just vacated.



He was a handsome man. With dark blonde hair a touch lighter than Amelia s own,
blue eyes, and gently masculine features, he made many a woman look twice. And
Amelia had been honest when she told Lydia he was a kind man. He was, and it felt
genuine to Amelia. Not the forced, fake friendliness with which the other members of
the ton now greeted her.

“You look lovely today, Miss Becham,” he said to her as they sat down.

“Thank you, My Lord,” she answered. “How did you find your ride here?’

“Pleasant. It isa good day for riding,” he told her as the tea was brought in. “I would
have asked to take you for a carriage ride, but thought you might be more
comfortable in your own home today.”

“That was very thoughtful,” she said honestly. “Perhaps we can take that ride another
time.” Amelia wanted to kick herself as soon as the words left her mouth. She was
being polite, finding it difficult to face such consideration and shun it, but she didn’t
want to encourage him.

“That would be delightful,” he smiled warmly, a dimple peeking through on the left
side. It was charming.

“And how has your day been, Miss Becham?’ he asked, taking asip of tea.
“Quite nice, actually,” she told him, her hands cradling her own cup. It was easy to
talk to him. “We are preparing for my sister and the Earl of Coventry’s wedding. We

were trying to decide on adesign for her gown when you arrived.”

“Did the dressmakers not design it for her?” He sounded genuinely interested in what
she was sharing, even though they were discussing dresses and designs.



“Yes, of course. But at the risk of sounding too self-important, | am quite skilled at
embroidery, and Lydia has asked me to make her a special design for her wedding

day.

“It isn't self-important to be aware of one's strengths.” He redly did have a warm
voice. Like melted honey. “That’ s kind of you to make for her.”

“It's not kindness,” Amelia corrected him, lifting her cup. “1 am honored to do it.”
“Of course,” he smiled. “Do you enjoy embroidery then?’

“Very much,” Amelia admitted. “We learned many things from the Dowager
Countess of Coventry, but | fell in love with the creativity and beauty of needlepoint.
| also find it quiets my mind as nothing else does. It’'s avery peaceful exercise.”
“That sounds quite wonderful.”

“Do you have any such pastimes?’ she asked him, curious.

“Hmm,” he paused to consider. “Riding, actually. There is a path near my country
home, and riding there brings me the serenity you describe.”

Amelia gave a small smile in acknowledgement. It was nice to talk to the viscount.
He felt like he would make a pleasant friend.

That was it, though. Amelia had known that before she entered this room, as they
moved through their conversation, and as they said their goodbyes and Thomas
walked the Viscount of St. Alsbrook out.

Because Gideon had always been right. She had never doubted it, nor did their
separation change the truth of it.



She was his and could never be anyone else's.
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GIDEON

G ideon followed Hughes to Thomas's study, pretending he had no interest in his
surroundings. But his eyes still roamed, searching out the woman he knew was
hidden somewhere in this same house.

It wasn't the first time these past weeks that they’d shared space, of course. In fact,
Gideon was still obliged to attend the same events of the Season for her, all with
increasing wretchedness. He kept his distance, not speaking to or acknowledging her,
but Thomas and Gideon had worked tirelessly to set the world right when it came to
its opinion of Miss Amelia Becham. A big piece of that plan included Gideon’s own
word and influence. Through it all, though, he'd had to watch her circulate, socialize,
dance, and smile with men that were not him. And she’d been careful, too. Avoiding
him, not sparing him a single glance, as if he were just another table or piece of
furniture.

“The Duke of Birmingham, My Lord,” Hughes announced him before promptly
leaving.

“Gideon,” Thomas greeted him with a smile, standing from his desk and gesturing
towards the seating area next to the fireplace before he made his way to the corner
side table to pour them both brandies. Like every other room he' d seen in this house,
this too was bright and friendly with pale, tastefully expensive furnishings. “ Thank
you for accepting my invitation.”

Thomas, ever the kind-hearted and happy man that he was, had fully moved past
Gideon’s misunderstanding, though they were both careful not to mention the



relationship between Gideon and Amelia, pretending instead that nothing had existed
there at all. Gideon couldn’t explain the hollowness that left in him.

“Thomas.” Gideon took the offered drink and seated himself. “Will your fiancé be
joining us?’ he asked when what he really wanted to know was if his fianc€'s sister
would be joining them. The woman who knew his deepest truths. Who haunted the
edges of his every thought.

Hewasn't sure if he felt disappointment or relief when Thomas answered, eyeing him
with knowing curiosity, “No, she and Amelia have gone shopping for the wedding.”

“l see,” he cleared his throat and continued his uncaring pretense. “And how is the
wedding planning coming?’

“Quite well,” Thomas's contented smile filled Gideon with burning jealousy. He was
happy for his friend, truly, for both unselfish and selfish reasons. Gideon was glad
Thomas was marrying a woman he loved. And he was more than a little relieved —
surprisingly so — that Thomas had never shared any intimacies with Amelia. But in
his misery, Gideon envied a smile like that and the obvious feeling behind it.

Thomas continued, “You'll stay here, yes, during the festivities? | aready told the
staff you would.”

“Then | will,” Gideon nodded. In his perfected game of pretend and avoidance, he
didn't comment on how close that would put him to the woman he refused to
acknowledge, even in his own mind.

“Very good,” Thomas said before taking another drink. He continued in a more
serious voice, “Now, |I'm sure you are aware, as good as it always is to see you, |
have asked you here for a specific reason. | won't insult you by being indirect. |
believe you care for Amelia, especially considering the lengths you have been willing



to go for her reputation these past weeks. | wish you to share a bit more on your depth
of concern for her and your intentions.”

“l have no intentions,” Gideon ignored the hammering of his heart and bitterness
coating his mouth. Genevieve' s words screamed in his mind. “I admit to a fondness
for her, but | do not plan to pursue afuture, or even a present, with her.”

He knew Genevieve was right. That he had a choice here. But for some reason he
couldn’t comprehend — or perhaps hadn’t really tried to comprehend — he couldn’t let
go of what his parents had left him with. He couldn’t...he couldn’t make that
different choice.

“No future at all?” Thomas was skeptical. As much as Gideon attempted to fool
himself that his reactions and demeanor were in his usua manner, Thomas saw
through the facade.

“None,” he answered sharply. “Y ou know | do not intend to take awife.”
“Yes, but | wondered, seeing the strength of your connection with Amelia, if your
thoughts on matrimony had finally changed and if you might finally walk to the alter

amore willing man.”

“1 have experienced no such change,” Gideon said with finality, ignoring Thomas's
disappointed expression before him and Genevieve' sin hismind' s eye.

“WEell, then, | guess that settles it.” Thomas leaned back against the cushions of his
seat, taking another sip of hisdrink. “1 will speak to Ameliatoday.”

“What do you mean? About what?’ Gideon’'s attention snapped up, releasing his
defensiveness.



“The Viscount of St. Alsbrook.”

Gideon felt his hackles rise. The Viscount of St. Alsbrook. The whelp of a man that
had spent too many dances with Amelia in his arms or promenades in her company.
Gideon had taken note of him — far more than he cared to admit. He had also taken
the liberty to look into the man and found he had means and was generally liked by
most people. Gideon, however, loathed the bastard. He refused to admit why.

“What about St. Alsbrook?’ His words came out clipped.

“He has been courting Amelia and asked for my permission to offer her marriage. |
know she has feelings for you, however, and | wondered if they might be mutual. 1f
they had been, | would not have disturbed her with his request.”

“Have you given him an answer yet?’ Gideon was having trouble thinking through
the roaring in his head. A hole was ripping itself wider and wider in his chest. The
pain of it made him grit his teeth. He was sure he was shaking.

“Not yet. | think he's a decent match for her, though. They could live a comfortable
life together, but | wouldn’'t dream of giving him an answer without speaking to her
first.” Thomas scoffed darkly as he imagined the consequences of doing just that.

“Indeed,” was all Gideon could manage in answer. He was having trouble breathing.
He needed to leave. He needed to run and rage and tear the world apart like he was
being torn apart from the inside out. He shot to hisfeet. “Well, | must be off, Thomas.
If there' s nothing else?’

“There isn't.” Thomas's mind was aready elsewhere, likely considering his
upcoming conversations with Amelia and St. Alsbrook. “Thank you for coming, my
friend, and for your candor.”



Gideon merely nodded and showed himself out, not waiting for Hughes to escort him.
The heartbreak was violent within him. His feelings were too much for company or
propriety. And with each passing moment, he was feeling more and more as though
he was willingly losing a dream for the sake of holding on to a nightmare.
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AMELIA

“ | "ve had a visit from the Viscount of St. Alsbrook,” Thomas announced as he,
Lydia, and Amelia sat for a cup of teain the drawing room after dinner.

Amelia took a fortifying sip. Thomas had been clear that he wanted her to find a
husband this Season. She knew it wasn't so much about ridding himself of her
burden, but more a persona apology for the false hope he'd given her around the
Duke of Birmingham. He was worried for her and wanted her happy after her
heartbreak. She, on the other hand, had gone along with the Season for the purpose of
clearing her name, deciding to deal with any offersif and when they came. If she was
being honest, she hadn’t thought she was capable of getting any, especially after her
experience with the duke.

The viscount was a nice man. He had paid her compliments and calls. He asked about
her life and interests. He made her smile, even if she hadn’'t laughed. Thomas liked
him. Lydia seemed less enthusiastic, but accepting overal. And yet, Amelia did not
want to marry him. She appreciated his friendship and attentions, especially as a new,
deep loneliness was taking root within her. But she still loved Gideon. That wouldn’t
go away any time soon. How could she marry the viscount when he was only a
distraction from the hole left over from losing the man that completed her?

The truth was as the days and weeks built up, so too did her doubt and growing regret
for rgecting Gideon. How could she blame him for believing those rumors about her
and pursuing her accordingly? The memories had been real. The time they’d spent
together. Their conversations. Their feelings and passion. None of that had been false.
And if those rumors were so well-known about her, which it seemed they had been, it



was absolutely appropriate for him not to marry her. Yes, as he got to know her and
saw her with Thomas and Lydia, a part of her argued that he should have noticed the
nature of their relationships, seen that something was amiss in his understanding. But
If he was so sure those rumors were the truth, how could he have noticed it?

And now that her anger had cooled and she set about living her life without him, she
was left with nothing but grief and loss. She missed him. She missed talking to him.
Joking and laughing with him. Feeling the weight and focus of his eyes. The joy of
his smiles.

Who gave a damn if she was his mistress or his wife as long as they were together?
But then she would think of Thomas and Lydia, and she could not bring such scandal
on them when they were just about to embark on a happy life together.

“What did he want, Thomas?’ Lydia asked, bringing Amelia back to the moment
when she didn’t fill the silence.

“My permission,” he answered, not looking away from Amelia

Again, the silence was loud and unending. Thomas broke it. “I haven't given him an
answer,” he shared. “He is a good man, and he will take care of you. But | will not
force you into anything. | want your happiness, and if you will not find that with
Philip, then | do not want you to marry him. It is your decision.”

“1 do not want to marry him,” she told him.

He forced a note of cheerfulnessinto hisvoice, “Then you won't.”

Yet, again the silence weighed down upon the room, each consumed with the

heaviness of her answer. Thomas with his disappointment. Amelia with her
heartache. And Lydia with the understanding that her sister intended never to marry.



She would spend her days devoted to a man she was separated from.

Lydia set down her cup. “Amelia, I’'m getting a bit tired. Would you help me sort
through the packages we bought today before retiring?’

“Of course,” Amelia shook off her melancholy, setting her teacup on the table, and
focused on her sister.

The ladies bid Thomas goodnight and made their way to Lydia’ s bedroom. When
they reached the landing, however, Lydia looped her arm through Amelia’s and led
her instead to the latter’ s room.

“What's going on?” Amelia asked as her sister steered her in the wrong direction.

Lydia didn’'t answer. Instead, she ushered Amelia into her own bedroom and closed
the door behind them. “I wanted to talk to you privately,” she said once they were
alone and closed off from stray ears.

“About what?” Amelia's voice came out defeated. She knew Lydia wanted to
continue the conversation about the viscount, and Amelia didn’t know how to explain
it to her in a way she’'d understand. She was still Gideon's. She always would be.
There was no husband for her out there.

“1 want you to accept the Duke of Birmingham,” Lydia stated decidedly.
Ameliaphysically reeled, taking a step back once she registered what Lydia said. She
had already been mentally preparing her excuses for rejecting the viscount, when her

sister wanted to discuss the real reason for her regjection.

“He’'s made no offer to me, Lydia,” Amelia replied once she gathered herself from
the shock of her sister’s remark.



“Yes, hedid,” Lydia continued confidently. “I think you should accept the role of his
mistress.”

“What? Why would | do that?’ Her heart began to pound as Lydia cast her vote in
support of the thoughts Amelia had aready been considering. The only thing that
eased her regret for reglecting Gideon and prevented her from going to him now was
the thought of what being his mistress would mean for her sister and Thomas. But if
Lydia supported her.... Amelia was scared to give in to the immediate hope kindling
in her chest.

“Because you love him. You will aways love him. | know you. | know your
character. You will spend your life apart from him, loving him, and never be with
anyone else. So, be with him. It's not idedl, it's not marriage. But he loves you, too.
He wouldn’'t have shared his deepest held secrets and burdens with you if he didn't.
That was real, Amelia. So, be with him.”

Lydiawas making it sound so easy, so simple. Amelia couldn’t believe her sister was
encouraging her to do this. To be sure, she voiced the only argument that stopped her
these past weeks from doing exactly what Lydia suggested now.

“1 would be a mistress, Lydia,” Amelia voiced quietly. “This will come back on you
and Thomas. Having awhore for asister.”

“Oh, come now,” Lydia scoffed. “You could never be a whore. You're devoted to
him. And neither Thomas, nor | care about what anyone says or thinks. | just want
you to be happy. Thomas wants you to be happy. He thinks it will be through
marriage. | know it will only be through the Duke of Birmingham. So, be happy with
him. If that’s all he can give you now, then very well. Those are his demons, my
darling. Not yours. Don't let them or the gossips keep you from your happiness.”

The hope blossomed fully in Amelias chest. She missed him. Desperately.



Inconsolably. She felt half herself at all times. All this time without him, watching
him and feeling him, but never more. Pretending to give her attention to others, when
the cord that bound them together pulled on her ceaselesdly.

There was one other issue that dampened her brightening hope. What she had done
and said to him the last time they spoke. “He might not accept me,” Amelia admitted,
remembering. “Not after everything | said to him.”

Amelia could see Lydia fight the instinct to insist he would. But after all the broken
hopes already weighing on Amelia regarding the Duke of Birmingham, Lydia didn’t
pile on yet another. Instead of giving her another promise she couldn’t trust, Lydia
gave her the power of achallenge.

“Try,” Lydiasaid. “Youcantry .



Page 36

Source Creation Date: August 11, 2025, 7:37 am

GIDEON

G ideon nursed his brandy and stared unseeingly at the fire in his study as leaned
back in his desk chair. His thoughts were consumed by Amelia. He pretended, each
time he saw her, he pretended that he did not know exactly where she was in the
room at any given moment. That he did not watch her, did not feel her, did not sense
the connection that pulled and strained between them. That he did not care that she
may soon be marrying someone else. He pretended and pretended, and the ache had
yet to leave him.

But right now, alone and in the dead of night, he let go of the charade and let his
sweet, perfect Amelia fill his thoughts openly. Her heart shaped face; the trust and
pure faith in him shining in those soft brown eyes; her full lips and their taste; the
blush that spread from her face down to her chest; her smiles and teasing and
moaning; her unconditional acceptance and support; her steel when he fell short.

He was so lost in the memories of the woman he refused to admit had become his
whole world that he did not hear the door open until Lewis spoke. “Miss Amelia
Becham, Y our Grace.”

Gideon stared at him for a moment wondering if he had misheard — if his thoughts
were so al-consuming that he had imagined the words that had come out of his
butler’s mouth. Then the man stepped aside and Amelia entered the room. Lewis left
quietly and without comment, shutting the door behind him.

Gideon sprang up from his seat, lamming his glass down on top of his desk in haste.
He was around the piece of furniture a moment later, but kept one hand firmly



secured to its edge to restrain himself. Because being alone with Amelia for the first
time since that fateful day, he wanted nothing more than to go to her, hold her in his
arms, beg her forgiveness for breaking his word and her trust, and promise her
forever. That vulnerable child within was desperate for him to do exactly that. Right
thisinstant.

He held back, though. Because she was here. At his home. Alone. In the middle of
the night. And nothing had changed.

“What's wrong? Are you aright?’ His words left him in a rush, his worry forcing
them out as fast as possible.

“Yes,” her soft, husky voice was music to his ears. He hadn’t heard it in weeks. If he
heard nothing else for the rest of his days, he would be the happiest man alive. But
the dominant part of his mind focused on her, her presence, what she needed. “Yes, |
am alright, Your Grace. Nothing iswrong.”

“Then what are you doing here?’ he asked, the urgency in his voice made clear that
he didn’t believe her, and why should he? Never before had she come to his home,
and after how they had ended things, her presence was all the more peculiar.

“1 came to see you,” she said honestly. He registered more then. The nervous hope in
her eyes. The faint blush to her cheeks. The hesitant pull upwards at the corners of
her lips. The hands she clasped in front of her with fingers twitching to fidget.

Gideon felt something in him hardening and taking over. That part of himself that he
hated. The part of him that kept them separated. His hand on the desk curled so

tightly into afist that his knuckles turned white.

“Why?’" Now, his voice came out hard.



She swallowed and stepped properly into the room. She seemed prepared for his
reaction.

“Thomas and Lydia are getting married in aweek,” she spoke.

“l am aware. What | am unaware of iswhy you are here at my home in the middle of
the night, alone and completely unchaperoned. Enlighten me.” After everything, all
he and so many others had done to right her tarnished reputation — as unearned as it
may have been— she was here, throwing it all away in a single moment.

“I missyou.”

His anger stuttered.

Still. After al this time and all that had passed between them. After he had
abandoned her so completely. Still, she was honest. His honest, open Amy.

He shook his head. The fact remained she was here uninvited and unchaperoned,
ruining everything. More than just her reputation, but also his efforts at pretending.

“What does that matter?’ he ground out. It mattered. It mattered immensely. But he
wouldn’t tell her that or let her see. He missed her. Wildly. Irrationally. Manically.

She hesitated. His anger making her waver momentarily. But then, she moved closer
to him, bridging the gap between them, stopping only afew short feet away. She took
adeep breath, visibly gathering herself and her courage, and spoke with conviction.

“It does not,” she admitted. “1 am here to seek your forgiveness and to be with you. |
broke us apart. | let my pride and anger separate us, and | should not have spoken to
you so harshly. All the more since | was behaving precisely as you had described. |
was panting like a whore for you. | would do that and more for you. | had no right to



take such offense at you ssmply naming it.

“The news of the rumor surrounding my family did take me by surprise, but you did
not start that, and you are innocent in believing it. How could you not? You did not
know me beyond what was said. | do wish you had not been so misinformed, but it
does not change how things progressed between us. | may not be a professional, but |
am still not a suitable marriage partner for the Duke of Birmingham, regardless of
Thomas and Lydia’'s biased opinions. Your duchess must be well-bred, graceful, and
rich in waysthat | am not. There are limitations around our relationship outside of our
control, which I admit | foolishly forgot as| fell in love with you.”

Gideon’s chest squeezed, preventing him from drawing in a full breath as he heard
those last few words. But she wasn't finished.

“And so, | come here to apologize for how | spoke to you, when your words and
intentions were ultimately justified and appropriate, based on false information or
not. | do not need to be a wife. | just need to be with you . My life would have so
much more meaning and joy being with you in any way we can than | could ever
have as someone else’ s wife.

“1 am here, alone, unchaperoned, at your home in the middle of the night to ask to be
your mistress. | love you and would be honored to be with you. Truly, | do not want
to be without you. These weeks apart have been long enough.

“We no longer need worry about finding Lydia a husband, either. As we've
established, she and Thomas will be married in aweek. | would be so bold, however,
as to ask for the other agreements we had made. That you care for me until the end of
my days and that | bear our children. | keep a very small household and will ensure |
am never a burden on you and the future duchess, should there be one. And you are
under no obligation to continue being with me if you grow tired. But | do not want to
be with anyone else, nor could | rely on Thomas and Lydia or continue to associate



with them. | am willing to contribute to my household, if that would make you more
comfortable. | am rather gifted at needlework and can provide seamstress services,
but | would ask for your help in disassociating my reputation from such a business.
Other than that, | am yours. And | wish for you to be mine again.”

Speech ended, she paused. The silence was resounding. A beat passed. Two. Three.
Gideon said nothing. He just stood there, rigid, staring at her. The tension rolled off
him in palpable waves. Amelia hesitated, unsure. It seemed she had not been prepared
for his silence.

Gideon could fedl his blood boiling under his skin. He'd thought he was shocked
when she appeared at his door, but that was nothing compared to what he felt now.
And there was pain. Such a deep, profound ache in his chest, it was hard to breathe.
But he did. He forced air in and out through his nose as his teeth ground together. He
couldn’'t take his eyes from her. His exquisite Amelia. The center of his whole
goddamn world. And the rage pounded through him as he glared at her.

“That was it,” she said after another few moments passed in silence. “That is why |
came here. What | came to tell you.”

Gideon took a deep breath and exhaled. Forcing the word through his clenched teeth,
he seethed, “Leave.”

His heart broke — he admitted as much to himself because there was no way he could
possibly deny the feeling — as he watched that sweet, open face crumple. He turned
away, unable to bear it, and forced himself to move back behind his desk. He didn’t
look at her as he picked up his glass, but he heard the door close softly. So, so softly.

He drained the entire tumbler in a single gulp, then went to the side table to refill it,
draining that one, too. Refilling it again, Gideon made himself continue to breathe as
the pain and rage ricocheted through his heart and mind.



He' d done it, he thought bitterly. His father would be proud. He'd won. He'd broken
her. She had come here to give up her dreamsfor her life to be with him. He had done
exactly what she had accused him of all those weeks ago — he had used her love for
him to manipulate her. To seduce her. He forced her into the position he wanted her
in. He had vowed to care for her every need, and when he learned the truth of who
she really was — or was not — he had abandoned her. Because she didn’t fit into what
he wanted her to be. He left her and forced her to change. He showed her he would be
with her in one way and one way only, and if she wanted him, she would make
herself fit. He didn't take care of her at al, and now here she was, asking him to
forgive her , forgetting her hopes for her life, her needs, because he had starved her of
him. And her need for him, he knew, trumped everything else. Just as his almost did
for her. Because his need had not outweighed his own stubbornness.

He finished his glass and paced back to the table to fill it again. He hated himself. He
had never hated himself more.

And now she' d come here to give him hisway. She came to become his mistress. His
whore. His actua whore . That's what she believed of herself. That's what she
believed she was worth to him. And why should she not? He could have married her.
He could have fixed everything from the start by marrying her. But he chose not to.
He chose to let them both wither while they went about other ways of rectifying her
reputation. And because he hadn’t married her, here she was, ready to set fire to her
perfect reputation anyway. For him. To be with him.

She believed she was not worthy of being his wife. That she deserved only to be his
mistress. That he would take another woman as his wife and never be faithful to her.
She would cut Thomas and Lydia from her life, knowing the Earl and Countess of
Coventry could not keep company with the Duke of Birmingham’'s whore. Her
younger sister would become a countess , and she would take up a life where she
believed he thought her love a service she provided him. That he could tire of and no
longer want one day. She would even take up other services if she was too costly to



help him support her. Because she had to earn her keep with him.

His hand clutched the tumbler so hard that the etching in the crystal cut into his palm,
but he barely noticed.

Because he knew, she would be his wife. In everything, she would be a wife to him
and consider him her husband, but never say it. She would love him like a wife.
Accept him for all his damage and faults. Devote herself completely to him. Be with
no other for the rest of her life. She would care for him and ease his burdens. She
would do everything in her power to support him. She would bear his children, love
them, and raise them. She would be awife. And would let him call her his mistress.

The glass shattered loudly against the wall. He was disgusted with himself, with
everything that he was. He was a coward. A failure. Over and over and over, he failed
her. He made promises and said pretty words. But he never made the different choice.
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AMELIA
L eave.

For five days now, that word and the absolute disgust with which he delivered it had
not left Amelia

She made it out of Gideon’s Townhouse that night. Made it back to Coventry House.
She didn’t tell anyone what transpired. The staff, in al their faithfulness, didn’t
breathe a word. Lydia and Thomas didn’t know, but they noticed her despondency as
much as she tried to hide it in the days that followed. They had asked after her. Lydia
stayed close. Thomas's attention was tangible.

Amelia hated herself for her failure in hiding her misery. It was unbearably selfish,
even if she was trying. They were getting married in two days. Lydia and Thomas
should only be thinking of themselves, full of joyous excitement that should be
smothering everyone around them. And they were, but they were also clearly worried
about her.

Still, she kept at her attempts to hide her heartbreak. She made sure her face was
always cheerful, even if she knew they weren’t buying it, and pretended she was fine.
She had gotten through her failed hopes the first time, she told herself. This was just
another turn about the same course. Only at night, when it was just her and her
unending loneliness, did she let reality crush her.

Leave. Leave. Leave.



Now, five days later, she sat on the couch in the drawing room alone, putting the final
touches on Lydia's gown. The staff were well underway with readying Coventry
House for the wedding and packing for their departure directly after. Lydia and
Thomas would proceed to their honeymoon, while Amelia would move back to the
cottage. She had already written to Walters and Mrs. Nichols to expect her. Amelia
had been away from home far too long, and after the whirlwind of the past two
months, it was time for her to return to her life.

Lost to the mind-numbing task of finishing Lydia's dress, which she was determined
to make perfect, she didn’t immediately hear the door opening and others joining her.
She looked up to see Lydia following Thomas into the room, a look of dread and
anger mingled together on her face. That pulled Amelia fully to the moment,
concerned by what put that expression on her sweet, calm sister’s face. But she didn’t
even need to ask.

With horror, she watched as the Duke of Birmingham strode into the room.

She forgot the dress in her lap entirely. She forgot Lydia. She forgot Thomas. All she
knew in that moment was the piercing green gaze and harsh beauty focused solely on
her without apology. So severe was her shock, she didn’t notice how different this
was from the past few weeks and how his face was absent of any hostility.

A lifetime passed in a single moment. His gaze swept down her. Not with heat, but
with curious concern, as if checking to make sure she was alright. An echo of pain
rippled in her chest in response to his scrutiny. His perusal ended where it began,
back on her face, and his eyes darkened, brows pinching together. She didn’t have
time to wonder at it as Thomas spoke, reminding her they weren’t alone. Neither one
of them pulled their eyes from the other, however.

“We have a guest,” he announced unnecessarily. “I forgot to mention, Amelia, | had
invited Gideon to spend the next few nights leading up to the wedding with us. He



will be my best man during the ceremony.”

Amelia felt the blood drain from her face, and she thought she was going to vomit.
Her panicked eyes shot to Thomas before turning to Lydia, whose face was thick with
displeasure.

Amelia felt lightheaded, getting further and further adrift. Her breaths were coming
out rapidly, and she vaguely wondered if she was going to pass out. It was a good
thing she was already sitting down, she thought wildly, as she struggled to breathe.
She couldn’t get areal breath in.

So lost was she in trying to pull in oxygen, she didn’t notice Gideon had moved until
he was standing directly in front of her. The worry she had glimpsed on his features
had deepened dramatically. He took her hand without permission, and the back
reaches of her mind registered the current still run through her from the point of
contact with his skin. His other hand grasped her elbow, and he urged her to stand,
Lydia sdressfaling from her lap.

“Look at me,” he said.

She couldn’t. She couldn’t find his face. Couldn’t focus on it. Couldn’t focus on
anything except the struggle to breathe. Her heart was galloping painfully. Like it was
determined to break through the confines of her ribs and run for it.

“Amy, look at me,” hisrepeated firmly.

It worked. Her eyes found his and stopped. He looked so calm. So in control.
“Breathe,” he commanded, his voice and gaze grounding her. She clung to his eyes as

he took a deep, exaggerated inhale and she matched it, pulling in her first full breath
since the panic set in. She didn’t look away. His hand moved from her elbow to brush



alock of hair behind her ear as he instructed, “Again,” taking the deep breath with
her.

She did his bidding without conscious thought. Finally, her heart started to slow its
rhythm.

“That's it, my dear” his low words were soft and soothing as she focused on
breathing and calming her heartbeat. “You are aright. Everything is alright. Just
breathe.”

She felt her eyes fill with cursed tears, and a fresh wave of anger washed away the
last of her panic. She blinked rapidly to force the tears away and stepped out of
Gideon’s hold. She refused to acknowledge the loss she felt from doing so, but her
vision clouded again with the evidence. Not fast enough to block out the similar
agony flashing across Gideon's features.

She crouched down, picking up the beautiful gown and laying it carefully on the
couch before she turned on Thomas.

“What' s the meaning of this?’ she demanded, her voice breaking with emotion.

“There’ s no meaning to it,” Thomas looked apologetic. “Gideon is my closest friend.
| want him to stand with me on my wedding day.”

Amelia had no words. She stared at Thomas and wanted to scream. She wanted to
scream and rage right in his face. But she couldn’t. So, she gathered up the dress,
reminding herself to be gentle when her movements came out aggressive. Without a
word and with the dress tucked safely in her arms, she rushed to the door.

Gideon didn’t speak, nor had he moved. He just watched, but Amelia refused to ook
at him again.



Leave.

She had to leave. Right this second.

“Where are you going?’ Thomas asked, his arrogant ass voice edged with concern
that wastoo late.

She could have hit him.

“Let her go, Thomas,” Lydia spoke, her voice quiet with support and understanding.

“But —,” Amelia heard Thomas start as she walked into the hall.

“No,” Lydia interrupted him firmly. *Y ou made this decision without warning either
of us. So, you'll let her go until she's ready.”

And then Amelia was out of earshot and didn’t know what came next. She went
straight to her room, depositing the dress gently on her bed before sitting down next
toit.

Leave.

And she fell completely apart.
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GIDEON

G ideon stared at the doorway Amelia had just run through, listening to the soon-to-
be Countess of Coventry dress down Thomas, uncaring of their audience.

God, how he'd hurt her. He'd absolutely crushed that sweet, open, innocent woman
he' d spent weeks with. So much so that just the sight of him had thrown her into full-
fledged panic. He' d acted on instinct, rushing to her.

Enough was enough. He couldn’t do this to her anymore. He was a coward. He'd
been a coward for most of his time knowing her. First, unknowingly; then,
stubbornly. Because that's what it was. Stubborn pride to believe a happy marriage
couldn’'t exist. Any marriage with Ameliain it couldn’t be unhappy. And his refusal
to marry her, he had finally acknowledged, was his stubborn determination to prove
that marriage and love did not coexist in a single relationship. But Genevieve was
right. He could let them wither under that forced disbelief, or he could choose
something different.

He was ashamed to add to his list of cowardice that he spent the first few days after
her midnight visit completely drunk. But then he'd thought of Genevieve's words
again, and he finally decided he was done. He was done being a coward. Done
hurting her. Done pretending he wasn’t uncontrollably and overwhelmingly in love
with Amelia Becham.

She knew him. She knew every part of him, even the ones he wished she didn’t
know. She knew the controlled duke. The broken boy. And these past weeks, she saw
his father’ s cruel son. He wasn’t perfect. He wasn't good enough for her. But she saw



all of him, accepted each part, and loved him for all that he was.

Gideon was going to be the man she deserved. If he had to work every damned day
for the rest of hislife to be that man, he would. He was making a different choice. He
was choosing to love her unconditionally and unendingly, and he would never let her
doubt her worth to him or anyone else ever again. She was the world. His whole
world. And he would never let her forget it.

So, he was here. Keeping his promise to Thomas to stay at Coventry House for the
wedding and to make things right with Amelia. Judging by the past ten minutes since
he arrived, however, it would be significantly harder than he’'d anticipated. That was
understandable and acceptable. He would do everything and anything she needed for
aslong asit would take. She was al that mattered.

Lydiafinally addressed him, pulling him out of his reverie. “Should | go to her, Y our
Grace?’ her tone was polite, but he could hear the distrust, disapproval, and curiosity
layered heavily within it. She had eyed him with similar feelings when he'd initially
been shown to the library where she and Thomas were reading and working.

Her question, however, took him by surprise. Even though she didn’t trust him and
was clearly upset with him — and it wasn’t difficult to figure out why — she was
deferring to him on how to proceed with Amelia. Hopefully, that meant her
disapprova didn't run so deep that she would oppose their match or try to talk
Ameliaout of trusting him again.

“No,” he pulled his eyes to the scowling bride. “She'll seek us out when she' s ready.”
He was confident in his answer. The comfort of others, even her sister, would be
unwelcome to Amelia right now. The way she panicked, the way she ran out, not
making eye contact with anyone — her needs had been clear. She needed to be alone.
She would come out when she no longer needed that.



And she did. Not an hour later, she reentered the drawing room. Thomas sat on the
couch, Gideon next to him in the armchair watching the door, as they drank their tea,
neither one of them attempting conversation. Gideon’s mind had been upstairs with
Amelia, and Thomas was focused on his bride, who was pointedly ignoring him as
she played at the piano.

Gideon was the first out of his seat when Amelia walked in, shooting up as if he'd
been sitting on an open flame. Thomas was slower to stand, and Lydia quietly called
her sister’s name before going to her and grasping her hands.

“Darling, are you aright?’ Lydia s voice was concerned.

Amelia was careful not to look in Gideon’s direction, but he could see the puffiness
of her eyes and the redness surrounding them. He hated that he’d made her cry yet
again. “Yes, I'm fine,” she said unconvincingly. “I apologize for my outburst. Y ou
are most welcome, Y our Grace.” She angled her head towards him when she said the
last part, but still kept her eyes averted.

“Amelia, I'm sorry,” Thomas started.

“It’s fine, Thomas,” the snap of her voice was in direct contrast to its civil politeness
immediately before.

“It'snot,” heinsisted, and Amelialooked at him.

She read something in his face before sighing and saying, “You are not wrong for
wanting someone important to you to stand with you at your wedding.”

“1 should have told you, though.”

“Yes,” both Lydiaand Ameliareplied.



“Yes, you should have,” Amelia continued. “But it's done now, and everything is
fine.”

Thomas's face twisted, the regret clear on his features. He strode to Amelia and
wrapped her in hisarms. A beat passed before she hugged him back.

“1 am truly sorry, sister,” Gideon heard him murmur, and his chest clenched, again
berating himself for the past and how enormously he’d mistaken their very obvious
relationship.

“It's okay, Thomas,” came Amelia’s soft reply in that husky voice he loved.

Gideon cleared his throat. “Would you care for some tea, Miss Becham?’ he asked.
“No, thank you, Your Grace,” she answered, her voice solid. She stepped out of
Thomas's embrace, but still stood facing him and Lydia. “1 would like some air.

Lydia, would you care to join me in the garden?’

“Of course,” Lydiareplied without hesitation, stepping forward and linking arms with
her sister.

“May we all join you?’ Thomas asked.

“Yes,” Amy replied before steering Lydia towards the outside door.

“Well, I’'m good and in the doghouse, I'd say,” Thomas muttered to Gideon as they
followed the ladies.

“I'd say so,” Gideon agreed, stepping outside. “Why didn’'t you tell them | was
coming to stay?’



“1 knew they’ d both be displeased.”

“1 guess we're both cowards, then,” Gideon commented.

Thomas looked at him with interest as they moved through the greenery of the
Coventry House garden. “Oh?’ he said. “And how are you a coward, Birmingham?’

Gideon gave hisfriend awry look. “Y ou know how,” he answered.

“l see,” was all Thomas said, but Gideon could see the earl’ s mind working.

They were quiet for a moment as they trailed the women, and then Thomas spoke
again. “Would you like to walk with Amelia?’ he asked directly.

Gideon gave his friend an assessing look, surprised he would trust him with Amelia
again. He answered plainly, “Yes.”

“Wait here,” Thomas instructed and then hurried forward to talk to the ladies. Gideon
saw Amelias back stiffen and both Thomas and Lydia look to her. After an
agonizing moment, she nodded, and Thomas turned back to him, nodding, as well —
but Gideon was already striding forward.
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AMELIA

A melia heard the Duke of Birmingham approaching. Thomas and Lydia had already
moved on, talking privately. She waited, tense, for Gideon to reach her. When he did,
he offered her his arm. She took it, ignoring the shiver of awareness that came from
touching him. They were silent asthey fell into step.

She focused on breathing and keeping her eyes forward. One step in front of the
other. These little things were al that mattered. Not the man beside her whose arm
she held. Not the smell of spice and warmth burrowing into her chest. Not the loss,
loneliness, pain. Just her breathing and walking forward.

“I missyou, too,” the deep velvet voice was low and reverberating, and she felt it trail
across the back of her neck, making the hairs stand on end.

Her fingers tightened on his forearm reflexively, her heart rate picking up.

“When you came to me the other night,” he continued, not waiting for her to respond.
His words were stilted with an agony she’d never heard in them before. That had her
angling her head just dlightly towards him. He cleared his throat and continued. “I
didn’t know what to do. | had already been struggling, day in and day out, minute by
minute, staying away from you. Watching you. And pretending everything was
normal. That | wasn't holding myself together through sheer stubbornness and
arrogant pride.”

He paused to lead them to a bench they’ d come upon in the small garden, unwrapping
her arm from around his but keeping hold of her hand as they sat.



“And then you came to me,” he continued, his emerald eyes burning into her with his
earnestness. “1 swear to you, Amelia, | had never felt such worry in my lifeas| did in
that moment when you walked through the door. My mind cycled through so many
different awful scenarios that could have brought you to me, risking such scandal.

“But then you said what you said. You told me why you were there. What you had
chosen for your life for the sake of me and my stubborn, cowardly pride.” The venom
in his voice was heavy. Ameliaturned to him fully, watching his face as he spoke, but
it was his turn not to meet her gaze. He stared off into the garden as he continued.

“1 had been hating myself more than you could ever imagine after how | treated you,
what | tried to force you into, and then how | abandoned you and kept us apart when
you demanded my respect. For you to then come to me and take that burden onto
yourself, to make yourself smaller — tossing aside your hopes, dreams, name, family,
reputation, everything — when | vowed to care for you....” His voice trailed off as he
swallowed audibly.

“l needed you to leave,” he said, his deep voice quiet and so, so pained. “Because |
have never loathed myself more than | did in that moment and every moment since.
And that loathing has no place in the same room as you.”

He looked at her, then. What she saw in his eyes made her breath catch. “You are
everything, Amy. The center of my world. The only thing that means anything. And |
have failed you in so many ways. At every corner. | do not deserve you or your
forgiveness for al I’ve done, the pain I've caused you, the ways that | have failed
you. But | seek it anyway. Because | love you. More dearly and madly than | could
have ever imagined or hoped for. You are the most precious thing there has ever
been, and | cannot live without you.”

Ameliadidn’'t second guess it. His love and sincerity settling into her as an absol ute,
and she was unwavering in her decision of what came next. Without a word, she



placed a hand on his cheek. His skin was rough and warm under hers. He didn’'t say
anything, just kept his crystal eyes pinned to hers. She leaned forward and kissed
him. She didn’t care who was there to witness it. If Thomas and Lydia still strolled
around the garden or the staff watched. All she cared about was kissing the man she
loved and was sure she'd lost. The man who loved her.

Her heart was full, and she wanted to weep for joy at what he confessed to her. He
loved her, and there was nothing else in the world that mattered save that.

His hand came up to cover hers as he kissed her back, letting her guide it, until she
pulled away, barely an inch from his lips. She met his emerald eyes again and
whispered, her breath mingling with his, “Y ou will come to me tonight?’

His gaze was reverent as he nodded, confident and sure. She smiled then on a small
laugh, no longer able to suppress the tears of happiness, and this time, he kissed her.
His hand came to her waist and pulled her as close as he could in ther seated
position, while hers moved into his hair. He kissed her with so much emotion, it
seemed he couldn’t take anymore when he finally broke the kiss and buried his head
in her neck, hugging her close instead.

Amelia had never been happier. She wrapped her arms around him, smiling
unabashedly as she eagerly envisioned the rest of their life. Starting tonight.
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GIDEON

G ideon walked quietly down the hall towards the room Amelia had pointedly entered
earlier. He couldn't believe how he deserved her and how she had forgiven him
without a thought after everything. He would not let down the faith she put in him
again. He would treasure and protect it with everything he had. Just as he would love
her and never intentionally make her cry anything but tears of joy ever again. It had
made his heart soar when she laughed with those tears in her eyes, and that smile on
her face. She glowed with joy. Like she couldn’t believe it. And neither could he.

He couldn’t believe that the loveliest woman he’'d ever known was meant for him on
such an intrinsic level. That she fit him and fulfilled him so perfectly. And after the
turmoil of the past weeks and their confusion, misunderstandings, pain, she was still
his. She would always be his. And she accepted him. He was hers.

The night couldn’t come fast enough. When Amelia invited Gideon to her tonight, he
knew she needed him. The truth was, he needed her, too. To hold her, love her,
reassure himself that they were no longer apart.

Coming up to the door, Gideon tapped his hand on the wood quietly. Not a full breath
later, the door opened, and he hurried in. She must have been waiting just inside for

how quickly it opened.

He closed to the door behind him, careful not to make a noise. Then, he turned
around and all thoughts left his head.

Ameliawas a vision. She stood there, looking simultaneously confident and shy, her



burnt golden mane down in waves around her face. She was dressed in only her
nightgown with her dressing gown open in front. Gideon had never seen a more
beautiful sight than Ameliain this moment. Open, trusting, offering him herself.

As if to further that point, before Gideon could say or do anything, Amelia let her
dressing gown fall to the floor. Then, face flushed and looking radiant, chocolate eyes
never leaving his, she pulled her nightgown over each shoulder and shrugged it down,
until it, too, pooled at her feet.

Gideon’s mouth went dry. His eyes raked over those luscious, naked curves that his
hands craved to touch, before moving back to her face. She watched him with
unfaltering love and trust. The trust it had killed him to lose these past weeks and that
now saved him with its return.

He didn’t miss the shyness peeking through Amelia' s eyes either. In the space of two
heartbeats, he had his hand on the back of her neck and his lips on hers. His other
hand grasped the delicious curves at her waist and pulled her body flush against him
and his already hard length.

He'd never kissed her like this. Even that awful day when he learned the magnitude of
his mistakes, he'd kissed her seductively, possessively. Tonight, he kissed her
savagely. Greedily. Without a shadow of restraint. As if kissing her, touching her,
feeling her —it was all there was in life. She was afeast, and he was starved.

Both of her hands were in his hair, and she tugged at the strands gently. His chest
rumbled from the pleasure of it. She arched her body into him and kissed him back
just as desperately. Like she needed him just as much as he needed her. Like he was
her sustenance, too.

His hand at the back of her neck squeezed before moving into her hair. Just like every
other time, the action triggered her body to melt in his hands, and he used his grasp



on her rootsto angle her head just right and deepen the kiss.

The moan she rewarded him with shot straight through his cock, and he ground
against her instinctively. She tore her mouth from his, gasping. He didn’'t stop,
immediately moving his mouth down the column of her neck, while the hand at her
waist moved to her breast and began teasing it.

“Your....” Her voice was abreath of air. “Your Grace...,” she started.

Gideon snapped his head up, his grip on her hair tightening to inflict just the right
hint of pain. He got the desired result — she opened her eyes and looked at him. Her
glazed look of lust made him strain still further in the confines of his clothing.

“ Gideon ,” hisvoice was acommand.

She shuddered, her eyes rolling back in her head. That reaction pleased him
immensely. He loosened his grip on her but still kept afirm hold.

“Gideon,” she corrected, her voice huskier with her arousal.

He continued cupping her breast while watching her. He pinched her nipple, rolling it
between his fingers, and she arched into him. She was lost completely to him, and he
was still fully clothed and had barely touched her.

“Yes, dear?’ he pitched his voice low, letting it rumble out of him.

“I need....” She broke off in a moan.

“Yes, Amy? What do you need?’

“l...1 don’'t know. More. Please, Gideon.”



That cracked through his own crazed desire enough for him to remember. He was
moments away from fucking her against the nearest flat surface. That was not how he
wanted thisfirst time to go.

Gideon leaned in to kiss her again, slower this time but just as thorough. He bent
down, lifting her off the ground with one arm under her knees, the other supporting
her back. Her arms encircled his shoulders. Gideon didn’t resist biting that lusciously
full bottom lip as he carried her to the bed and murmured, “I’ll take care of you, my
dear.”
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AMELIA
A meliawasn’'t a person anymore. She was pure sensation.

Everything about her zeroed in on Gideon’s hands on her, her blood coursing through
her, the heat pooling within her, the ache.... Oh, that deep, deep ache that she
couldn’t identify but needed satisfied. She knew Gideon would ease it. She needed
him. More of him. More of everything that was happening. More, more, more.

He deposited her gently on the bed, and she pulled herself back to its center, not
taking her eyes off him. He didn’t join her on the bed. Instead, he looked at her with
such intense heat in his eyes, she had to bite back another moan. He wasn't even
touching her. He was just looking at her, and she was at his mercy.

He started undressing, and with each item of clothing he removed, he watched her
reaction. Her mouth watered. She couldn’t imagine a more perfect man. She
catalogued the muscles he revealed one by one. His tan skin with light dustings of
hair. She drank in the sight of him, and when he finally revealed what she had felt
against her on multiple occasions now, she instinctively licked her lips.

My God, he was beautiful. Every inch of him. The most beautiful sight she'd ever
seen. She itched to run her fingers and then her mouth over those hard ridges and
muscles. Memorize the feel of them. She wanted to grasp the hard length of him and
please him as he guided her. She wanted to explore that magnificent body and sear it
into her mind so she knew it aswell as her own.

He climbed over to her, and she laid back as he covered her body with his own.



“You're so beautiful,” she told him reverently, her fingers coming up to gently trace
along the muscles of his chest.

He met her eyes before kissing her again. Her hands had a mind of their own as they
continued to run across his chest, his shoulders, his back. His skin was hot to touch,
his muscles firm under her fingers.

He moved out of her grasp, lowering himself down her body. He kissed her sensitive
breasts, licking and biting until she quivered beneath him. Her hands fell to the

sheets, and she fisted them in her grip, surrendering to the feel of him.

“So perfect,” he murmured, his deep voice hoarse from his desire. She could feel his
warm breath on her stomach as he continued moving further down.

“Your....” She stopped, correcting herself again. “Gideon. What are you doing?’
“Shh,” he kissed her stomach. “Do you know | love you, Amy?”’

“Yes,” it came out as a moan. Just the thought of this strong, resilient, confident man
loving her, being soft and warm for her, caring for her.... It pushed her further along
the wave her body was steadily climbing.

He rubbed his lips over the skin below her belly button. “Do you trust me?”’

“Implicitly,” she answered without hesitation.

She could feel his smile against her skin, and then he moved with purpose. A moment
later, he was pushing her legs apart and nestling his shoulders between them.

Her heart pounded in her chest, but she didn’'t ask what he was doing again. She
leaned into hislove and her trust, just like he’ d intended her to with his questions.



And then his mouth was on her, and she was gone. His tongue ran up her entrance in
along, steady stroke before he wrapped his lips around her clit. He started off light
and teasing. Her body arched off the bed, and he wrapped one hand behind her back
to keep her lifted up and angled to him. The other stayed planted on her thigh,
holding her open. His tongue flicked and teased before becoming more insistent. He
bit down gently and pushed her further, further, further.

She writhed against him as the pressure built, powerful, unstoppable. The ache for
him was all-consuming, and still his mouth did not cease. It wasn't until her body
started trembling violently that he finally removed his hand from her back and pushed
a single finger into her, stroking. Pleasure rocketed through her. The sounds coming
out of her were unholy, and she didn’t care.

It was close. So close, so close, so close. But not enough.

“Gideon,” she panted. “ Gideon ...."” It was all she could say. The only thought left in
her mind apart from the agonizing pleasure coursing through her.

He added a second finger, stretching her further, before he curled them both inside
her. A heavy moan pulled from deep within her chest. Her muscles were coiled so
tight, she was sure she was going to rip apart.

Gideon pulled his mouth from her only for a moment.

“Let go, Amy,” he instructed gently in his soft gravel voice, and it pushed her
completely over the edge she had been climbing since he first kissed her. She
exploded. Her blood pounded through her, reaching the edges of her fingertips, her
toes, her lips.

Her body collapsed back to the bed, and he gently kissed the inside of her thigh
before crawling back up to aign himself with her entrance. She looked at him



through hooded eyes and found the crystal green of his on absolute fire for her.

“So stunning,” he whispered before his firm lips were on her again, and the taste of
her mixed with him filled her with wanton pleasure. She grabbed at him, unable to
get close enough. She wanted to devour him, pull him right into herself.

He growled, ratcheting her wild desire to afever pitch.

Everything she'd felt so far was amazing, but it still wasn't enough. If anything, she
was more ravenous than before. She needed more. She needed him. She needed
closer .

She felt his cock nudging at her center, and she pulled away from his kiss to moan, “
Yes.

Her word unleashed him. Gideon pushed forward and finally, finaly , sank into her.
That gorgeous, mouthwatering cock stretched her so deliciously, she amost lost her
mind. He must have thought so, too, because he groaned so deeply and
uncontrollably, she nearly climaxed from the sound aone. She knew she would
become addicted to hearing the sounds of his pleasure.

He was still being gentle, she realized somewhere in the back of her mind, his
movements slow and shallow. He wasn't even fully inside her yet. She understood
why a moment later when his strokes came up against resistance. She stiffened at the
pinching sensation, but he was there immediately. Kissing her deeply, devastatingly.
His hand kneading her breast. His fingers rolling her nipple. His teeth biting her lip.
His body covering hers. His scent overwhelming her. She turned to liquid under the
onslaught, completely lost to him.

Sensing the moment she relaxed, Gideon shifted his hips and pushed through the
barrier within her, causing the pinch to turn sharp, and seated himself fully. She



pulled her mouth from his and gasped, scrunching her face.

But Gideon became ruthless. Once he had broken through, he set a punishing rhythm.
Circling his hips, he pushed her quickly through the pain until she felt nothing but
pleasure and the fullness of him inside her.

She ran her lips along his collarbone, kissing and licking. He hooked one her legs
over his arm, pulling it up, and the new angle had him hitting a spot within her that
turned her moans into screams. He covered her mouth with his and swallowed the
sounds, not stopping or slowing his pace. She began to match his rhythm, her hips
meeting his. One of her hands dug into the muscles of his arms, while the other
reached up and grabbed the pillow in aniron grip.

“Fuck, you're so tight,” he growled as he continued to slam into her.

She began shaking again as he drove her closer and closer to the edge with each of
his deep thrusts.

Gideon buried his head in her neck with a groan that tickled the sensitive skin behind
her ear. “Again, Amy. Come for me again.” His voice was aggressively rough, and it
was the most erotic sound she'd ever heard. She came undone with a cry of his name,
her body clenching down hard on his as he moved inside her.

He made a sound deep in his chest as her climax set off his. He sank his teeth into the
skin at the base of her neck as his cock twitched and he pumped his release inside her.

Quiet.
Gideon’ s head stayed buried in the crook of her neck as they floated down. He kissed

over his bite, releasing her leg, and then raised himself up to ook into her eyes. They
were both sweaty and panting, and he gently brushed the hair back from her face



before cupping her cheek.

He was looking at her with such tenderness, Amelia's chest hurt from how full her
heart felt. Asif the organ could no longer fit inside her own body. Turning her head,
she kissed the palm of his hand. She looked deep into the emerald green eyes of the
most handsome, kind, strong, damaged man she’'d ever met. The eyes that pulled her
in and bound her to him the very moment they had met hers. She could live and diein
his gaze. She hoped she would.

“l love you, Gideon Edwards.”
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GIDEON

G ideon lay staring at the ceiling with Amelia s head resting on his chest and his hand
tracing circles along her spine. Her warm vanilla scent soothed him. He couldn’t
remember ever feeling so content. So at peace and in love. And this amazing,
wonderful, stunning woman wanted his love. Took it al in and gave him hers in
return.

Of course, he'd known for along time that she loved him, even before she' d first said
it. She'd been showering him with her love for aimost as long as he’ d known her. She
hadn’'t said it until that night she came to him at his Townhouse, and it had made his
breath leave him when she did. But hearing it tonight.... For no other reason than just
to say, just to love him in their happiness together. The warmth that spread through
him at the sound of those five words in that low, husky voice, it was indescribable.
He' d never experienced anything likeit.

“1 will talk to Thomas tomorrow,” he said into the quiet night.

“About what?" she asked sleepily. He smiled at the sound, unable to rein in the
fiercely male pride he felt at wearing her out so thoroughly. He couldn’t wait to wear
her out in every possible way he could imagine.

“To ask for hispermission,” he replied.

Her head snapped up. No longer lethargic, she looked at him with her brow furrowed
deeply in confusion.



“What?’ she asked.

“What?" he repeated.

“His permission for what, Gideon?’ Amelia pushed to sit up fully, not bothering to
cover herself.

“For your hand, of course,” he answered, sitting up, too. “I was planning to wait until
after the wedding, so as not to distract from their day. And truthfully, | imagined I'd
need more time to beg your forgiveness. Down on hand and knee if need be —it's no
lessthan | deserve. But after tonight, | don’t think it wise to wait.”

“Gideon,” she shook her head, her distress clearly growing.

Gideon watched her struggle. He rubbed her back comfortingly, and his voice was
warm, gentle, and sure when he asked, “What' s the matter, my dear?’

“But | am your mistress,” she looked at him with confusion and what looked oddly
like fear on her face. Asif he was rejecting her —which made absolutely no sense.

“You are not my mistress, Amy,” he said firmly. “You will be my wife. | will never
have a mistress or be with anyone else but you for the rest of my life.”

She looked down, shaking her head, and pulled the sheet up to cover herself.
He couldn't understand it. Unless.... Unless she didn't believe him? Unless she
thought he would change his mind on his way to marrying her and then she wouldn’t

be his anything. Was that it?

He lifted her chin, forcing her to meet his eyes with her soft brown ones. “What is the
matter?’ he repeated, adding more of his dominance to the soft command.



“1 am content, Gideon,” shetold him quietly, truthfully. “I don’t want to lose what we
have, lose you , trying to gain something more. | just want to be with you. | don’'t care
about marriage.”

This was it. The difficulty wasn't in obtaining her forgiveness. No, it was in this. In
showing her what she meant to him, what she was worth. Gideon felt the now
familiar ache of regret in his chest. She still didn’t believe herself worthy of being his
wife. So much so that she thought she would lose him again at the prospect of it. That
she could lose him at all.

There was nothing for it. He couldn’t undo the past, but he could be the man she
deserved going forward and give her the solid footing she needed to never doubt her
feet again.

“What did | tell you all those weeks ago, Amy?’ His voice was hard but not without
warmth. “What am | to you?’

She hesitated before answering. “Y ou are mine.”

“And what are you to me?”’

“l am yours.”

“And what will | aways do?’

“Take care of me, my needs, without apology or reservation.” He couldn’t hold back
the pleased smile that pulled at hislips.

“And what will you aways do?’

She hesitated another moment, but then said, “ Trust in us.”



“1 broke my word before and failed you. | have made you doubt your worth to me and
the permanency of my love,” he cupped her face. “But let me be clear now. You are
the most beautiful, most exquisite thing in my world, and always will be. Thereis no
one richer, brighter, more perfect for me, nor will there ever be. There is no better
wife for me; mistress for my bed; mother for my children; duchess for my house;
sister for my sister; love for my life. | don’t know how you were made for me, or | for
you, but you were, and you have gathered the pieces of my broken and scarred soul
and rebuilt it whole and healed.

“l had been so sure there was no happiness to be found in marriage after seeing
nothing but pain, loss, hatred, and indifference in my parents marriage. In their
treatment of Genevieve and me. But you, my sweet Amelia, have shown me that
won't be true of my marriage. That a man can love his wife like she is the center of
all things. The most precious, most important thing of his life. His strength, his heart,
his soul. Because you are, Amy. All that and more.

“1 will never fail you or make you doubt yourself again. | will never abandon you. |
will never put my needs or my stubbornness before you and your needs, because
caring for you and loving you is my greatest need. So, | guess, yes, you will be my
mistress. My whore in our bedroom. And | will be yours. | will love you, care for
you, cherish you, and want none but you for al our days and after. There is no one
that could ever be anything more for me than you. Y ou, my soon-to-be wife, are my
everything.”

Her lip trembled as she stared unblinkingly into his eyes. He let her see his sincerity,
determination, and love — al of it, uncensored and unfaltering. She lost her
composure completely as a sob escaped her. Covering her face with her hands, she let
the sheet fall to her lap and cried. Gideon did not hesitate. Pulling her to him, he
wrapped his arms around her and kissed the top of her head, while her cries mixed
oddly with laughter.



She lifted her face back up, not bothering to wipe her tears.

“You want to marry me?’ she repeated, another laugh joyously escaping with her
words.

“More than anything.” Amusement played in his eyes even as his face and voice
remained serious. “1 must confess, | did already tell Genevieve without first asking
you, but we can remedy that right now. Won't you be my duchess, my dear?’

She laughed outright, her happiness overflowing, and kissed him then, the salt of her
tearsmaking it all the sweeter.
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EPILOGUE
9 months later

“You three really need to stop this,” Gideon grumbled, annoyed, as he helped Amelia
up the steps of the Coventry Estate.

“I like it,” Genevieve commented from behind them. “And Adelaide is so sweset. |
love seeing her.”

“You're not helping, Genevieve,” Gideon muttered, displeased.

“What' s there to help with?” Amelia asked, letting Gideon guide her unnecessarily to
the entrance. He had been adamant about helping her with everything. She was
certain it would become a bit trying very soon, but she also cherished his over-
solicitousness. And she might have already coordinated with Genevieve to help keep
him in check when it became too much.

Genevieve was still such a quiet and observant girl, but with Amelia s love, Thomas
and Lydia' s friendship, and the growth of their family, she had been blossoming. She
had opened up more to show how wise, fierce, and loving she truly was and how
much her dry humor matched that of her brother’s. The change in her over the past
several months filled both Amelia and Gideon with pride.

“Stopping these nonsense visits,” Gideon seethed through clenched teeth as they
entered the Estate. He clearly did not appreciate the women not taking him seriously.
“You're about ready to burst and still we have to take a difficult carriage ride over



here for ameal.”

“She’sfine, brother,” Genevieve removed her cloak. “Good day, Hughes.”

“Your Graces,” Hughes greeted them, shutting the door. “Miss Edwards,” he smiled
affectionately at her.

Gideon nodded at him, and Amelia smiled her greeting.

“Accept it, Gideon,” Amelia said to her husband as he helped her with her cloak.
Hughes began leading Genevieve towards where Thomas, Lydia, and their newborn
daughter waited for them. “Y ou have a large, loving family now. And it will be good
for the children, too,” she rubbed her swollen belly. “They can al grow up together
and keep the tradition going when they are the adults.”

Before Amelia could take a step away from him, Gideon’s hands grabbed her wrists
from behind. His grip was firm and at the edge of painful, eliciting the effect he
desired. Shelet out a small whimper and leaned back into him, completely pliant.

He smirked, bending down to nuzzle her neck and trace over her rapid pulse with his
lips. She angled her head, giving him better access. He kissed her, biting down
lightly, and she pushed her backside against his stiffening cock.

“1 guess | will have to accept it,” he pitched his voice into the low, seductive timbre
that he knew intensified her arousal. Her breath began coming out in quiet pants.
Gideon smiled like the devil himself, loving how responsive she was to him. He bit
her earlobe, and she moaned. “And | guess you'll have to accept being wet for me for
the next few hours without any release, won't you?' He kissed that tender spot
behind her ear before letting go of her wrists and stepping around to stand beside her.

Amelia's eyes were hooded, giving Gideon a deegp sense of satisfaction. He rubbed a
hand warmly where his child was growing before offering her his arm. Amelia could



only blink a him with soft, glazed eyes. She looked at him like he was till the
beginning, middle, and end of her whole world. Gideon couldn’t help it. He leaned
forward and planted a soft kiss to her full, pouted lips before taking her hand and
tucking it into the crook of his elbow.

Leading them forward, he noted the empty entryway and the door Hughes had left
gar for them before discreetly giving the Duke and Duchess of Birmingham their
privacy.

“That was mean, Gideon,” that husky feminine voice whispered as Amelia came out
of the fog of arousal Gideon had created.

“Don’'t worry, my dear wife,” Gideon laughed quietly. “When | get you home, I'll
fuck you like my mistress needs to be fucked.”

Soft brown eyes met emerald green ones in a powerful mix of mischief, passion, and
unimaginable love.

“Do you promise?’

The End



