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Chapter 1
London, England - Spring 1813

L ady Lily Fairfax braced herself for her mother’s discerning eye as she descended
the stairs of her parents' opulent London townhouse to attend her first ball out in
society. She had made her bow before the queen, marking her as an eligible debutante
on the Marriage Mart. So Lily would do as she was expected and she would attend
the season with the intention to make an advantageous match with a gentleman of the
highest title. At least that was what her father expected of her. Her father was an earl
and preferred his daughter to marry a man of the same station or higher, but at a
minimum atitled gentleman was expected .

Lily was nothing but practical and she knew she wouldn’t be the type of lady that the
pompous men of the ton wanted for their wife. She much preferred time spent reading
a book or play as opposed to household matters, and she didn’t have even the
glightest interest in the latest fashions. If that weren't enough, her unfashionable red
hair and light smattering of freckles on her nose and cheeks weren’'t what was
considered beautiful in the eyes of society. Then, when you added her gold-rimmed
spectacles, which she needed if she were expected to see far away without everything
turning fuzzy and blurry, she would be overlooked for one of the more fashionable
beauties seeking a husband.

So, in her mind, it went without saying that she would not command the attention that
a diamond of the first water would, or even as much as the debutantes a few rungs
below that. Lily figured it was their loss as she quite liked the way she looked. When
she looked in the mirror, she just saw herself, a lady who loved the written and



spoken word, had a sharp wit, and understood the way of the world from watching it.
She couldn’t look like or be anyone but herself, even if that meant she would end up a
spinster, to her father’ s disappointment.

If nothing else, she had her books and her plays. The thing she most looked forward
to about being out in society was going to the theatre, so she might see some plays
she had read so much about. She was enamored with the display of passion and
emotion from the works that she had read, particularly from Shakespeare. Stormy
WEells, atorrid playwright who had taken society by storm, was all abuzz in the news
sheets. She hoped she would get to experience one, or al of them, for herself.

As Lily made her way down the last few steps to meet her parents, her confidence
wavered. It was one thing to feel confident in one's own home, but was quite another
to be out in society where everyone seemed to have opinions and rules for everything.
It baffled her how their society lived by a system where women were property and
pompous men continued to decide what was acceptable behavior for all. How
convenient that it was acceptable for men to attend brothels and keep mistresses, but
women must be pure and devoted to their husbands.

“Lily, realy?’ her mother called out. “ Give me the spectacles.”

“Mama, don’t you wish me to be able to see the gentlemen?’ Lily knew it was too
much to hope that her mother might ignore them. She should have tucked them in her
reticle and then put them on once they arrived.

“You will see well enough without them. And you can make use of your quizzing
glassif the need presents itself.”

Lily huffed and tucked her spectacles in her reticule, hoping that would appease her
mother. Her parents meant well. They cared about her, she supposed, but they were
products of their society. They cared most about titles and social standing. Lily’s



younger brother would be the next earl, and it was her responsibility to marry well to
further the family’s connections. Or some such shite that Mama had told her more
times than she cared to count.

“There, much better,” her mother said. “Perhaps we should have powdered your

hair.

“We must leave if we don’'t wish to sit in the carriage for an hour from the traffic,”
her father said, tapping his foot as he checked his pocket watch. He wasn’t the kind of
man that one typically said “no” to. When he wanted something, he typically got it,
either by intimidation or throwing money at them.

For once, her father’s impatience would work in her favor. She would much rather
cause a scene in their foyer than have her hair powdered. It wasn't like the gentleman
who married her wouldn’t find out she had vibrant red hair.

They departed and boarded their carriage with no further primping and assessing of
Lily’s assets. At least, that’s what her parents believed were her assets. She would
argue that her ability to read and comprehend any text with ease, memorize plays, and
to speak multiple languages would be assets, but what did she know? Nothing, it
would seem in the eyes of society, which was certainly more their problem than it
was hers. Not that anyone cared she thought so, as she wasn’'t the one who made the
rules.

Once they arrived at the Fletchers ball, they greeted their hosts and then were
announced into the ballroom. She collected a dance card, and then her mother helped
to place it on her wrist. There were fans fluttering everywhere from the other young
ladies on the Marriage Mart, excited for the first ball of the season. Lily fought not to
laugh at the display and wondered how effective the fans were in catching a man’'s
attention.



She followed her mother to where some of the other matrons had gathered. She had
already met all of them when they visited during the calling hour, so she offered her
best curtsy when they greeted her. They spoke of some of the beautiful debutantes
and who they believed would make grand matches. It wasn't lost on her that none of
them deigned to compliment her appearance. Not that she required their hollow
words, but she would have thought socia protocols might have warranted as much.

The entire evening passed by at a snail’s pace. Not a soul asked her to dance, and she
wondered if she had somehow disappeared from view for all the gentlemen since they
didn’t glance in her direction either. Although she supposed she didn’t bother to
acknowledge them either.

Her mother made a few introductions, but each gentleman had to speak to someone
about a matter of import, or something of the like. They could at least get more
creative with their excuses to escape her presence without asking for a dance. Mama
simply reminded Lily that she needed to smile and appear approachable asif she were
the one who did something wrong.

If she put al her self-worth on how popular she was within society, she would be at
rock bottom by then, throwing herself onto the floor with no will to go on. But she
was her own source of strength and contentment and used the time spent ensconced
against the wall, pretending to watch the dancers while she did a few complex
calculations in her head and recalled some of her favorite Italian poems from
memory. When it was time for supper, she mentally acted out a few of her favorite
scenes from A Midsummer Night’'s Dream in her head while she ate. She was reciting
some of Puck’s lines to herself when her mother informed her they were ready to
depart.

They wouldn't stay for the rest of the ball. Thank God for small favors. She flashed a
victorious grin at her mother and then followed her parents out to wait for their
carriage. Once they had settled into their squabs, she knew it was only a matter of



time before one of her parents commented on her lack of success, so she stared out
the window and waited.

“Did you meet anyone of interest?’ her father asked.

“She didn’t dance a single time,” her mother said, her tone one of annoyance and
contempt. Again, making it appear as Lily’s fault that a gentleman didn’'t ask her to
dance.

“Not at all?’

She almost took it as a compliment that her father was surprised. Then she thought
that she should contemplate what a sad state of affairs that was.

“If you don’'t catch a man’s interest during the season, | will make an arrangement,”
Papa said, confirming that there was no compliment intended.

“I am sure | will meet someone at the next ball,” Lily lied. She just didn’'t want her
father to play matchmaker or her mother to get any ideas about powdering her hair

again.

The next few balls were much the same. Lily dressed in the most fashionable dresses,
according to her mother, and spent her evening as a wallflower. Worst of al, in her
mind, was that she had made no friends. The other debutantes either didn’'t take
notice or perhaps wished to avoid catching whatever misfortune they believed had
landed her on the wall.

She fiddled with her spectacles as she watched the dancers at Lady Harrowby’s ball
and recalled lines from Hamlet that evening. She glanced down the hallway that was
within her view from her place alone and saw a handsome gentleman appear from
one of the rooms, adjusting his cravat as he returned to the ballroom. A couple of



seconds later, a blond woman appeared from the same room and caught Lily’'s eye as
soon as she emerged.

Lily’s eyes widened, not sure how to react. The woman smirked at her and started
straight for her. Lily swallowed hard, trying to decide what she would say. Did she
pretend she didn’t witness them leaving their tryst in the middle of aball?

The woman came to stand by her side. “Y ou can keep a secret, can’'t you?’

“What secret?’ Lily asked, giving her aknowing look.

“Exactly,” thewoman said. “| don’t believe we have met. ”

“Lady Lily, the Earl of Fairfax’s daughter,” Lily said, giving asmall curtsy.

“Lady Preston,” the woman returned. “But | shall call you Lily, and you shall call me
Rosina. Friends can dispense with the formalities, can they not?’

Lily wasn’t sure that witnessing the woman’s dalliances made them friends, but she
wasn't in the position to turn down even the hope of having someone interesting to
talk to.

“Of course,” Lily replied. “If | had the luxury of disappearing for awhile, I might do
so. These things are rather dull.”

Rosina laughed, then snapped her hand over her mouth. “1 thought | was the only one.
Do you see the way these debutantes act like this is all they live for? It makes me

quite glad that | married and didn’t have a season.”

Lily’seyes grew wide at the realization that Rosina had a husband.



Her new friend noticed Lily’s reaction and spoke again quickly. “My dear husband
passed away. | have decided that | am open to making new...acquaintances.”

Lily noticed the pain in Rosina's eyes. “lI am very sorry about your husband,” she
said, offering her a small smile. She thought a subject change might serve Rosina
well. “Perhaps that is why | haven’t danced a single time this season. Not enough fan
fluttering, | imagine. Isthe flutter supposed to wave the gentlemen to them?”’

Rosina laughed again and gripped Lily’s arm to steady herself. “You are far too
interesting for any of these idiots. Well, not all of them are so bad. | shall introduce
you to the best people of the ton to befriend.”

Lily cringed as her mother approached.

“Lily, stand up straight,” her mother admonished, then positioned her shoulders
where she wanted them. “And try to smile, dearest. You want to appear
approachable.”

“Mama, have you met Lady Preston?’ Lily said, hoping her mother would realize she
was being quite rude not addressing her.

Her mother realized her error and Lily almost laughed at the light shade of pink that
reached her mother’s cheeks. “My apologies. I'm not sure where my head is. It's so
taxing with a daughter on the Marriage Mart. It is good to see you out of mourning,
my lady.”

“Thank you, my lady. Your daughter and | have become fast friends. She is one of
the most lovely young ladies out this season. ”

Lily fought not to laugh at her mother’s reaction, unsure what to say in response to
such a compliment to Lily.



“Indeed. Sheis sureto find her match soon.”

Lily knew her mother didn’'t believe that in the slightest. To her good fortune, one of
the matrons waved her mother over, and she excused herself.

“Your mother is quite overbearing,” Rosina sympathized.

“You didn't have to compliment my appearance, Rosina. | am far from the beauty
these titled gentlemen shall set their caps at.”

Rosina pulled Lily’s arm so that she faced her. “None of that talk. Y ou are unique and
quite beautiful. | imagine that red hair of yoursis quite eye-catching in the sun. Don’t
let anyone compare you to the young misses who all look the same. When you meet
the right gentleman, he shall take notice, and you shall be the only person he will ever
have eyes for. Who cares if you dance with one or a hundred gentlemen? Only that
one shall matter.”

Lily decided not to point out that it was easy for Rosina to say such things when she
had blond hair and perfect skin—and had already been married once before.

“1 shall think about what you said.”

“You just need to be around others that appreciate you. You appear more
approachable when you are afforded the opportunity to be yourself. | am going to
make sure you are invited to the Ockhams' house party at the end of the season,”
Rosina said, clasping her hands together in excitement. “1’ll convince your mama to
let me be your chaperone. We must get you out of these dreadful ballrooms.”

Lily would enjoy the opportunity to be away from her parents and perhaps meet other
interesting people. “1 would appreciate that if it isn’t too much trouble.”



“Nothing is too much trouble for my friend. And now you will have me to spend time
with at these events.” She paused and glanced around them. “When I’ m not otherwise
engaged.”

“Is it too forward for me to ask questions about your...engagements? Mama won't
tell me anything about what to expect when...” Lily let her words trail off, assuming
her friend would understand her meaning.

A playful smile appeared on Rosina’ s lips. “I shall answer any question you wish.”

“1 am going to hold you to that. Perhaps we shall take tea together soon.”

“I’m going to attend the theatre tomorrow. Would you like to join me? Y our mama
might let you attend without her since | am eligible to be a chaperone. Y ou could join
me for dinner at my townhouse and then we could attend together. It would be so
much fun.”

Lily fought to keep from letting the depth of her excitement show. Going to the
theatre with a friend would be an absolute triumph compared to the insincere

pleasantries and forced enthusiasm of yet another tedious London ball.

“That would be wonderful. | believe Duke About Town , the newest play by Stormy
Weéllsisplaying, isit not?’

“You are correct. Do you follow the theatre?’ Rosina asked.

“l do as much as | can, but I’ve never seen a performance before. It would be such a
delight to see one of Stormy Wells' plays.”

Rosina looped her arm in Lily’s. “Then come with me to find your mama. | will
arrange everything.”



Lily might not have succeeded in landing a husband, but as far as she was concerned,
the season was looking up.
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Chapter 2
Norfolk, England - September 1813
“Y ou will leave the party betrothed to Lord Knox.”

Her father’s words had played in Lily’s mind over and over since she arrived at the
house party hosted by Viscount and Viscountess Ockham. Her father was quite clear
in his intention to see her wed to the man, and he knew there was a slim chance that
she could refuse. It wasn't a request or a suggestion. It was a command. Lord Knox
apparently expressed interest in her after a conversation with her father, and if he
wished to marry her, it appeared her father would have the contracts ready.

House parties were known for sparking proposals, but typically from passionate
couples, taking advantage of the opportunity to give in to their desires while being in
close proximity for a fortnight. Or more accurately, being caught in the attempt to do
S0.

Lord and Lady Ockham had invited around thirty guests to their party, so the house
was sure to be lively. Lily wasn't certain if she would find herself announcing a
betrothal, but given how her father already put it around town that she was being
courted by the earl, it was another nail in her coffin, so to speak.

She wouldn’t meet Lord Knox until she joined the other guests for dinner. She hadn’t
met him during the season because he rarely frequented ton events. Lily supposed
that was a point in the man’s favor.



When her father told her she must marry Lord Knox, she wondered what her father
might have promised the man. She’ d never even seen him, nor did she know anything
about his character.

The man didn’'t even come to meet her when he discussed the matter with her father
at his club. Would it have taken that much time to at least call on her and meet her in
person? Her father said he was only in town for a couple of days, so the courtship
would wait until the house party.

Lord Knox was an earl, which would at least equal her father’s rank. She had heard
neither concerning nor good about him as the man didn’t spend much time out in
society. Which was a point in his favor, but it meant she had nothing to go on. Rosina
hadn’t even met him to have a measure of what kind of man he was.

It wouldn’'t matter if she wished to marry the man or not. If he asked, her father
would accept on her behalf. He already said as much. That was another point in the
earl’sfavor, that he didn’t just make the arrangement with her father and the matter of
business settled without meeting her. Her father agreed to her request to attend the
party with her maid and Rosina as chaperone, with the understanding that the man
would court her while there.

Lily had agreed to what she must in order to attend, but she hadn't actually been
certain whether she would entertain the notion of a courtship with the earl or not.
Although there was still the chance that once he met her and realized she wasn't a
darling of the ton that he would lose interest, and her problem would go away. Then
she could go on about her business and enjoy the house party.

Although, what if he was a total beast? She wasn’'t shallow enough to expect him to
make her heart stop when she met him, but she wondered what he might look like.
What if he had a horrible personality or was the type of man who would be cruel to
his wife? She wasn't certain any of those things would sway her father from the



match, which was the sad state of things for women in society .

She sighed at the notion, hating to admit that she was more nervous than she expected
to meet him. Glancing at the clock on the mantel, it was almost six, and her hostess
wanted everyone downstairs at six sharp. She knew enough about the fierce Lady
Ockham to know she didn’t wish to be on the woman’ s bad side.

Lily departed her chamber and made her way downstairs and joined the guests who
had already gathered. She found Rosina and joined her side.

“Have you figured out which one heisyet?’ Lily asked.

“Not yet, but once our hosts greet us, we shall ask for an introduction.”

A handsome man strode into the room, and Lily couldn’t help but take notice. She
hadn't looked twice a most of the gentlemen during the season because their
pompous, arrogant attitudes made them wholly unattractive, whereas the other
debutantes only waved their fans faster in their presence.

Although, a fan might have been helpful at present to cool flushed cheeks. Perhaps
the fans made more sense after her reaction to whoever the gentleman was. He had
dark, chestnut hair that was a bit longer than was acceptable for gentlemen. Almost
rakish in his looks, but he didn’t carry himself like a rake. She couldn’t see his eyes,
much to her disappointment, but she took notice of how finely his clothing was cut to
fit his taut form. His shoulders were broad and, for the first time in her life, she
noticed a man’s thighs. How had she not looked there before? Because on that man,
they were beyond enticing.

It wasn't just this man’s looks, which were indeed quite attractive, but there was
something else about him. She couldn’t quite place her finger on it, but she found him
intriguing. What if he could be Lord Knox? That would just be too perfect. A girl had



seen a boy across the crowded room and the boy turned out to be the very one
supposed to be courting her. Sounded just like something Stormy Wells would write,
only he would add a bit more flair.

“Rosina, do you know who that is? Perhapsit’s Lord Knox.”

Rosina looked at the man and frowned. “Sorry, but | know that gentleman. That's
Viscount Callan.”

Lily should have known better to think things would work out in such a fantastical
way. If a play were to be made about that encounter, it would be a tragedy. One
where her character was the ironic, witty spinster, and the handsome gentleman
married some other young lady who batted her lashes and drove him to distraction.
The story wrote itself.

Besides, why would a handsome man like him need to arrange a courtship through
her father instead of attending the season and selecting a bride for himself? A

troubling thought crossed her mind.

“Has he been one of your...engagements?’ Lily asked. It would be quite awkward if
she had contemplated a man that her friend had bedded.

“No, he'snot my type.”

Lily laughed. “Handsome and titled isn’'t your type? | beg to differ.”

Rosina nudged her friend. “My type is men who don’t wish to marry. And | haven’t
heard him declare as much.”

“S0 he is seeking a wife?’ Lily wasn't certain why she was asking, but she couldn’t
stop herself.



“1 suppose | don't know, actually.” Rosina smirked at her. “Are you trying to suggest
him for me?’

“No, not at all,” Lily said, much faster and more intently than she should have.

Rosina arched her brows and patted Lily’s arm. “| see. This might be an interesting
party, indeed.”

“It’s not that. Oh, never mind.” Lily huffed. Perhaps it was that. Not that it mattered.
With the viscount’ s obviously handsome masculine features, he would be the type to
chase after Rosina or one of the other ladies, but not her. The sooner she met Lord
Knox, the better.

Lily noticed her friend was watching another gentleman she didn’t know. He was also
quite handsome. Wasiit arule that only handsome men were invited to this party?

“And who areyou staring at?’ Lily asked.

“That isthe Duke of St. Albans,” Rosinareplied, not taking her eyes off the man.

Rosina only had a couple of men with whom she had “engagements’ as Lily always
referred to them, but the ton found out when her last gentleman told others about their
involvement. Rosina shattered his poor heart when she refused to marry him, and he
set out to ruin her. Which only proved why Rosina was right to regject the man's
proposal.

But since society was quick to believe a man’s word, the gossip mongers made it out
as if she took a different man to her bed every night. It wasn’t as scandalous as al
that, and Lily commended Rosina's resolve not to marry when she didn’t wish to do
S0 again. Rosina was three-and-twenty and a wealthy widow, so she had the freedom
to do as she wished.



“You seem taken with him,” Lily said, eyeing her friend.

Rosina waved her off. “This is his first event in society, other than casual
appearances, where his attendance was required. He would make an intriguing
friend.”

“Intriguing, indeed.”

Rosina glanced at her that time and opened her mouth to offer a retort but closed it
again when their hostess approached them .

“Are you both having a pleasant time so far? Dinner should be announced soon,”
Lady Ockham said.

“We are, my lady,” Rosina said. “We hoped you might introduce us to Lord Knox as
we aren’t certain who heis.”

Their hostess nodded in understanding. “I believe | heard something about him
courting Lady Lily,” she said, giving Lily akind smile.

“At least that iswhat my father’sintentions are,” Lily replied, fighting an eyeroll.

“Well, come with me. | think | see him among some of the other guests. You
probably couldn’t see him from here.”

The ladies followed behind Lady Ockham, moving through a group of guests until
they reached a gentleman standing near the sideboard.

“Lord Knox,” their hostess started, “please alow me to introduce Lady Lily and Lady
Preston.”



“My ladies,” he said, bowing to them. “Pleased to meet you both.”

His appearance surprised Lily as she found him quite handsome. Not so much as
Viscount Callan, in her opinion, but that was of no matter. He had brown hair, but
some strands almost appeared gold. A gentle kindness shone through his eyes, which
were a deep blue. He had a perfect aristocratic nose and broad shoulders. She dared to
glance at his thighs, and they didn't appeal to her the same way that Viscount
Callan’s had.

He took Lady Lily’s hand in his. “I hope you might allow me to spend some timein
your presence over the next fortnight.”

“We shall let you two get acquainted,” Lady Ockham said, looping her arm in
Rosina s as they moved on to another group of guests.

“1 should like that, my lord,” Lily said, replying to his earlier request.

“Tell me some things you enjoy.”

She grinned at him, pleased that he asked about her before telling her all about
himself. “Well, | enjoy reading, maths, museums, art, and the theatre.”

“The theatre?’ he asked. “Have you been to see aplay yet?’

“Oh, yes! Rosina, Lady Preston, she has a private box, and | have gone several times
with her during the season. The first show we went to was Duke About Town . It was
so witty, with such a romantic ending. There is nothing better than attending the

theatre. Don’'t you agree, my lord?’

He appeared distracted, and she wasn't certain if he had heard her.



“Um...yes.”

She almost questioned him about it, but Lady Ockham appeared again.

“My lord, my lady. Please allow me to make my friend, Lord Demming, known to
you both. Marquess of Demming, thisis Lord Knox and Lady Lily.”

Another handsome man, Lily thought. Surely it had to be a requirement when Lady
Ockham made the guest list. She might believe so if their hosts weren't famously a
love match and prone to displaying their affection in front of their guests.

“It is a pleasure to meet you both,” Lord Demming said, bowing over her hand and
then nodding to Lord Knox.

“You aswell, my lord,” Lord Knox said.
“Hopefully,” Demming started again, “I shall get to know both of you better during
the house party as | am sure we will partake in many of our hostess activities

together.”

Lord Demming seemed like a kind man, and Lily found she aready liked him very
much. He wasn’t as stuffy as some of the other gentlemen she met during her season.

“1 look forward to it, my lord,” shereplied.
Dinner was announced, and Lord Knox extended his arm to her. She accepted it and
allowed him to lead her to the dining room. He seated her and then took his own seat

at the other end of the table.

The meal was served, and dinner passed with casual conversation all around her. She
mostly listened, and no one asked anything of her. She wished Rosina had been



seated nearby so she would have had someone to speak with.

Once the meal ended, the ladies returned to the salon while the gentlemen enjoyed
their port and she rejoined Rosina.

“What do you think of Lord Knox?' Rosina asked. “I’ve been dying to find out. He is
very handsome.”

“Heis,” Lily replied. “And he seems nice enough, but | know nothing about him yet.”

“You shall have many days to learn about him. Just be yourself and remember what |
said the night we met.”

Lily had thought about her friend’ s words many times. She just wasn’t convinced that
it would happen for her.

“ And what about you and Lord St. Albans? | saw you speak with him.”

She thought she might have seen a bit of blush on her friend’s cheeks. “There is
perhaps a chance we might get to know each other better aswell.”

“Do | get to hear all about it?” Lily asked.

“But of course,” Rosina replied, looping her arm in Lily’s. “I can’'t believe your
mama lets you be my friend with my scandalous influence. ”

Lily laughed. “You are well connected and are the Dowager Marchioness Preston.
That isal my mother needed to know.”

A couple of other ladies joined their group, and they spoke of many varied topics
until the gentlemen joined them in the salon.



“Are you enjoying the company of the other ladies?’ Lord Knox asked, catching her
attention.

“I am, my lord,” she replied. “It seems none of the gossips and more discerning
members of the ton are in attendance.”

He patted his chest with a dramatic flair made for the theatre. “Well, that is quite a
relief.”

She couldn't help but laugh. “You jest, but it is. | might even get to have an
intellectual conversation without being called a bluestocking.”

“What is it you are most interested in discussing?’ he asked, seemingly interested in
her response.

“I mentioned earlier how | love reading and the theatre. So | aways enjoy the
opportunity to discuss those things.”

Rosina awaystired quickly from her speaking at length about such things.

“And do you have afavorite play?’ he asked.

“l can recite most of Shakespeare's plays by heart. I'm not certain | could select a
favorite. | enjoy both tragedies and comedies, so that doesn’t help me narrow down
my choice. | also relish the plays by Stormy Wells. The way he evokes such emotion

in the dialogue draws a person in.”

“If you will excuse me,” Lord Knox said suddenly. “I am going to take in a bit of the
night air.”

He had done the same thing again. The man asked her a question and it appeared that



he wished to hear her response. Then it was as if he forgot he was engaged in a
conversation.

“Did | hear that you enjoy the theatre?’ a rich baritone asked, pulling her from her
irritation at Lord Knox.

She turned to see who it was, and Viscount Callan stood beside her. Her breath
caught for a moment, but she recovered and turned to face him. “Indeed, my lord.”

“l do as well. Very much so, in fact,” he said, offering her a wide smile. “I don't
believe we have been introduced.”

She schooled her features, hoping he didn’t notice the inevitable blush of her cheeks.
“We haven't, but | won’t tell anyone if you won't.”

He laughed, and the sound of it was almost enough to make her flutter her lashes,
which was ridiculous.

“I’m Viscount Callan, my lady.” He gave her a small bow and winked when he stood

The man was an obvious flirt, but given that no man had ever deigned to flirt with

her, she could see how it was indeed effective.

“Lady Lily,” she responded.

Realization washed over hisface. “Ah, you are being courted by Lord Knox, | hear.”

She wasn't sure why his words irked her as much as they did. He wasn’'t wrong, she

supposed, but she didn’t like him viewing her as attached to another man. Not that
she would ever be anything to Lord Callan, so it didn’t matter, but it ground at her



nerves, regardless.

“We're getting to know each other. | just met him tonight,” she replied. It was the
truth, and for some reason, she didn’t wish to speak the words of courtship.

“Surely he won't mind if | ask you about the plays you have seen? I'd love to hear
your perspective.”

If a man could grow even more attractive before a woman’s eyes, Viscount Callan
had just done so, and knowing he would never see her the same way may just be the
greatest tragedy she could imagine for her life.
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A lexander Bourke, Viscount Callan, was utterly intrigued by the charming Lady
Lily. He typicaly avoided marriage-minded misses, but there was something
different about her. She wasn't like any of the other women in attendance. It wasn't
just that she was different in appearance, although he found her to be quite pretty,
beautiful if he were honest, but it wasin how she carried herself.

She didn't try to win the favor of anyone or capture the attention of the room. The
few freckles on her nose and cheeks added to her charm, and he glanced at them
when she spoke. He could tell by the way her light blue eyes moved behind her
rounded spectacles she was a person who remained constantly in thought. He had
always found intelligence and meaningful conversation appealing but often lacking
among the shallow members of the society they both circulated in.

“Before the house party, Rosina...| mean, Lady Preston, and | went to see A Love
For aLady , and it was wonderful. | am not one often brought to tears, but | admit my
eyes did not remain dry during the performance.”

Alex didn’'t find it hard to believe that she wasn’t the type to go into hysterics. She
seemed far too reserved and controlled for such behavior, even if he had just met her.
“What was it you enjoyed most about it?”

“Stormy Wells has a way of capturing human emotions in his words, and the actors
were superb as well, of course. The depth of the heroine and her heartbreak, and the
healing that she encountered on her path to love. It was just so...real. | could fedl it.”



He noticed something changed in her expression, something almost painful.

“Does that resonate with you, my lady? Have you had your heart broken?’ The
notion irritated him, and for some reason, he hated the thought of some cad doing so.
He knew far too well what it felt like.

She narrowed her eyes at him. “It’s forward of you to ask, my lord, but no, not in the
way you mean. The heart can be broken for a multitude of reasons.”

Something about her made him long to know more about her. And call it his sense of
honor, but he didn’t like the tiniest thought that someone could have hurt someone as
charming as her.

“Will you tell me about it?” he asked.

She looked at him as if he had gone mad, and he supposed he had. He was being far
too forward, and she had every right to tell him to bugger off. He enjoyed
experiencing and learning about the experiences of others since it aided and inspired
him with his writing.

“Why would you care to know, my lord?’
He shifted on his feet. Alex didn’t have a suitable answer for that. Not one that he
would share with her, anyway. He fought to find the right words to respond to her

with.

“I’'m just curious. My gentlemanly principles got the better of me at the thought of
anyone having distressed you.”

“l don't need saving, Lord Callan. But | appreciate the sentiment,” she replied. He
knew she was going to turn things around on him when her eyebrow arched. “Would



you like to tell me about the heartbreak you have endured?’

No. Never. Not in the dlightest. If he could go his entire life without recalling the
lowest point of his life—he would pay a king’s ransom to ensure it. “1 see your point,
my lady. Please accept my apologies for asking.”

Her expression shifted back to a sweet smile, and the tension left his body. For some
reason, he dreaded the thought of her harboring the slightest irritation towards him.

“You areforgiven.” She widened her smile.

She really was quite beautiful. He was almost certain she didn’t realize it, which
made her even more so. Lord Knox was going to be a lucky man to win her hand.

“Lily, are you ready to retire for the evening? | was going to head up,” a woman’s
voice said.

Alex shook off his thoughts about Lady Lily and noted that Lady Preston had joined
them.

“Yes, | shall walk up with you.” She shifted her attention back to Alex. “I’m sure we
will speak more soon.”

“1 look forward to it,” he replied. He watched her walk away with her friend, and
there wasn’'t a bit of falsehood or pretense in his words. He would certainly look
forward to speaking with her again.

Alex took the opportunity to retire to his chamber for the evening as well. Once his
valet had helped him ready himself for bed and departed, Alex sat in a chair by the
fire with his writing journal. He dipped his quill in the ink sitting on the table beside
him and jotted several of his thoughts from the day .



He smiled, recalling everything about Lady Lily. She would make the perfect heroine
in a play. He didn't want to forget any detail about her or their conversation, so he
wrote until he captured it all. Her hair, her quick wit, and everything about her form.

By the time he finished writing, he noticed his cock pained from straining against his
breeches, the only clothing he wore beneath his banyan. He groaned and forced
himself to shake off the reaction. He was a man, and it had been a bit since he’d been
with awoman, so he told himself that it meant nothing. Well, it meant that perhaps he
needed to wet hiswick soon since it had been awhile, but nothing besides that.

The next morning, Alex strolled into the breakfast room to join the other guests. He
glanced at the long table as he made his way to the sideboard and noticed Lady Lily
sitting with Knox. It annoyed him dlightly but only because he would have enjoyed
speaking with her. For no other reason than that. She was interesting and intelligent,
which made conversation with her easy .

He made his selections, filling his plate before he found a seat across from where the
couple sat, but a few guests down. He was close enough that he could see them, but
not close enough to join in their conversation. It was probably for the best. If the man
was courting her, he shouldn’t take up her time just because he found her to be a
stimulating conversationalist.

Alex speared a bite of his eggs and brought the fork to his mouth, watching Lady
Lily’s lips move. He couldn’t help but wonder what she was speaking to Lord Knox
about. From the delight in her expression, she seemed to enjoy herself. He continued
eating while he watched them. It nagged at him, and then, when he glanced at Knox,
it gnawed at his insides even more. It was clear the man was politely tolerating her
company at best. He wasn't rude or ignoring her, but his smile didn’t reach his eyes.
He didn’t appreciate the conversation, and that seemed like a shame to Alex.

Once his plate was empty, he realized he hadn’'t spoken to anyone for the entire



breakfast and had just watched Lady Lily, willing the roar of the surrounding
conversations to quiet down enough that he might hear the things she spoke about.

Before he had time to think more about that insight, their hostess encouraged them all
outside for a game of Pall Mall, organized into partners. He noticed Knox remained
to the side with some of the other guests who intended to be spectators for the event,
and that meant he wouldn’t partner with Lady Lily. He watched her for a moment as
the other players sought their partners and she stood waiting to see if anyone would
ask her.

Alex noted the disappointment in her expression, and it pained him more than he
cared to admit. Alex rushed to her, moving through the other guests.

“Would you partner with me, my lady?’

She looked up at him and grinned. “1 would be delighted, my lord.”

“Why don’t you select amallet for us?’

She moved to the rack and selected the blue one, holding it up to him as if she were
asking for his approval.

He nodded, and she returned to his side. “I must warn you, my lord, that | am not
very good at this game.”

“Well, we are well matched because | am unlikely to hit the ball straight even once.”
It was true. He was never one to have the patience to master such games, but it never
bothered him to admit defeat. At least in the matter of yard games.

“Well, that takes the pressure off, then,” she said. “We shall pass the morning without
the spirited competition.”



They lined up with the others and would take their turn last. With the way the hostess
organized the game, each team would share a ball and mallet and would take turns
hitting the ball when it was their turn again. The first team to get their ball through
the last wicket would win a prize.

Once their turn came around, Alex let Lady Lily take the first swing, which sent them
closeto alarge tree. They moved together to wait by their ball for their next turn.

Alex didn’'t mind that they were a bit separated from the other guests, if only so that
he might converse with her without worrying that others might interfere with their
conversation.

“Tell me something no one else knows about you,” he said, deciding he didn’t wish
to waste time with all the polite pleasantries about the weather and how kind their
hosts were.

If he expected her to drop her mouth open in shock from his statement, he would be
disappointed. “Well, that shouldn’t be a challenge, since | don’t have all that many
friends.”

He noticed she didn’'t seem upset by her statement, and he found her comfort with
who she was intriguing.

“Well, tell me something anyway.”

She thought for a moment and bit into her bottom lip. The action made him notice her
lips again and how full they were, and he drew a deep breath when she began
speaking again, if only to give him something else to focus on. “I speak six different

languages. ”

“That is quite impressive,” he said, in genuine awe of her abilities. “I assume French



is one of them?’

“Oui, monsieur.”

“1 happen to be proficient in that particular language. What do you say we only speak
in French for the rest of the game?’ he asked, then chastised himself for not stating
hisideain French, which would have impressed her far more.

But the smile she gave him at the suggestion made him quickly forget his error.

“Vousrevenez,” she said, motioning to the ball when it was his turn again.

“Merci.” He took his swing and missed the wicket. They both laughed and started
after the ball so they could await their next turn.

As the morning progressed, he found it to be one of the most enjoyable encounters
he'd had in a long time. The conversation was engaging, and her French was
excellent. He learnt more about the books she read and that she enjoyed doing maths
in her head and reciting entire plays to cope with mundane socia events. He found
her ability to memorize plays fascinating.

Alex rarely spoke much about himself to anyone, but he opened up to Lady Lily. He
told her a bit about what he enjoyed studying at university, as well as alittle about his
family, especially his younger siblings, who were quite the handful. He learnt she
also had a younger brother, who was away at Eton for school.

Neither one of them spoke a word of English for the rest of the game until Lord
Irvine and Lady Elizawere finally declared the winners.

“That was fun, my lady,” Alex said, returning to English. “We shall have to do that
again sometime. | may have to become proficient in Italian next.”



“1f you do, | shall be happy to help you practice.”

He looked at her, and their gazes held for severa moments. Forcing himself to look
away, he glanced across the grass at the other guests. “Should | return you to Knox?
he asked.

She also looked at the other guests. “1 don’t see him anywhere.”

For a man who was supposed to be courting the lady, he didn’t seem to put much
effort into keeping her attention for himself. Alex couldn’t decide why that annoyed
and delighted him so much.

“ThereisRosing,” she said. “I believe | shall join her for awhile.”

Alex extended his arm to her. “ Allow me to escort you to her.”

She took hisarm, and they moved at aleisurely pace until they reached her friend.

“1f you will excuse me, | shall see you both later,” Alex said, bowing to them.

He had the urge to remove himself from her presence. There was something about her
that made him think and feel things he wasn’t certain he wished to feel. And certainly
not for a woman who was being courted by an earl, one of his fellow peers at the
same house party.

Alex decided he would return to his room for the afternoon and write. He had many
thoughts and happenings from the day that he wished to get out of his head and onto
parchment. The way his writings were coming together, Lady Lily might just be the
basis for one of his next plays. One of the wildly popular Stormy Wells plays the
whole of society had no idea was written by a viscount of the ton . It was his best-
kept secret and one he would never divulge if he could help it.



Focusing on his parchment, Alex would spend the afternoon buried in his writings
and just might succeed at convincing himself that as intriguing as she was, and what a
great story her character could tell, he felt nothing deeper for Lady Lily.



Page 4

Source Creation Date: August 8, 2025, 3:48 pm

Chapter 4

T he next day, Lily struggled with her muddled thoughts. She wasn’t certain what she
wanted anymore. She had resigned herself to be a spinster who would enjoy attending
the theatre and reading all the latest books, perhaps hearing about Rosina's latest
conguests. Assuming her friend remained resolved in her desire to remain an
unmarried widow. She would have been perfectly at ease and content with such alife.
Then somehow her life became far more complicated than all that.

There was Lord Knox, who was a mystery in his own right. He didn’'t seem ready to
profess any kind of love or adoration for her. Far from it, in fact. Nor did he befit a
man who was teetering towards a proposal, but he had a kind warmth to him. He
sought her out the previous afternoon and spent a few hours by her side after the Pall
Mall tournament, although she noticed he was till distracted at times. Lord Knox
admitted to her he wasn’t good at such matters of courtship, and she could appreciate
his honesty. Besides, neither was she.

She was almost certain she would feel nothing for the man beyond friendship, but
that wouldn’'t matter in the least to her father. Her determined father had his own
expectations, and he was also the one who held all the control over her life. If she had
to marry Lord Knox, she was at least fairly certain he would never harm her and
would allow her to live alife close to the one she had imagined for herself. She didn’t
picture him as a passionate husband, or even one attentive enough to involve himself
with her interests beyond casual conversation.

In some ways, she thought such a match could be perfect for her. She would be out
from under her father’s control and would be able to mostly do what she pleased with



an agreeable husband. She had never thought that love, or passion, or even attraction
would be part of her future, and never thought to hope for such things.

But then Lord Callan had made his way into her sphere, and he became quite difficult
to disodge from her every thought. She had never felt more seen by another person
than she did in his presence. She wasn't aware of the power of such arevelation, and
it only pulled her in further when she noticed how he gazed at her. No one in her
entire life had truly seen her before. Perhaps Rosina, but that wasn't the same. She
wasn't seen for her intelligence, her personality, and certainly not her appearance.
The perpetual wallflower in her own life, and yet the most intriguing man she had
ever met appeared to have taken notice of her.

She very well could have imagined all of it. It could have been afoolish girl’s wishful
thinking, misreading the man’'s polite, good-natured intentions. To think that the
wallflower of the ton would attract one of the most handsome men was something
that would happen in one of her beloved plays, but certainly not in redl life.

Lily chastised herself for only thinking about his appearance. Doing so was shallow
and didn’t do him justice. That was the real tragedy of the matter. He was far more
than just handsome. He was witty, clever, intelligent, and passionate. She blushed
thinking about him as being passionate, but she imagined he was quite experienced in
al the things that occurred between a woman and a man that Rosina had told her
about.

“Areyou al right, my lady?’ Lord Knox asked from beside her.

She refocused her attention on her horse. After they broke their fast that morning, a
riding group organized to tour the estate before they would enjoy a picnic by the
pond. She hadn’t ridden since before the season began, so it would be in her best
interest to cease with the woolgathering and focus on controlling her mare.



“Indeed,” she replied. “ Just getting comfortable in the saddle again.”

Lord Demming approached, traveling in the opposite direction, catching Lord Knox’s
attention. “I forgot | have to get a missive out straight away. Would you be willing to
come back with me and then we'll catch up to the group?’

“Of course, my lord,” Lord Knox replied. He looked over at her and gave her a small
smile and anod. And she waved him off.

At least she wouldn’'t have to attempt conversation with him when her mind was
muddled, which wasn’t a state she had ever been accustomed to.

“Lady Lily,” that intoxicating rich baritone called out from beside her. She hadn’t
even noticed he had caught up to her.

“Lord Callan.” She wasn't typically at a loss for words, just a loss for someone to
speak the words to, but for the first time, she struggled to find something to say.

“1 saw Knox returned to the stables, so | thought you could use a bit of company.”

“That would be appreciated, thank you.”

Lily wanted to roll her eyes at how high her voice became when she responded. She
wasn't sure she sounded like herself—more like a ssimpering miss than that of her
own voice. Lily drew a deep breath, steadying herself. Perhaps she could make him
do most of the talking this time.

She glanced over at him and found him looking back at her, then shifted her gaze
back to the front. “Why don’t you tell me something no one knows about you?’ she
asked.



He remained quiet, so she glanced at him again, finding him in thought as if he
warred with what he wished to disclose. She watched him, eager to learn what he
might share about himself.

“l write,” hefinaly said.

She wasn't sure what she expected him to say, but she didn’t think it was that.

“What do you write?’

“All manner of things. Journal entries, short stories, poems, even tried my hand at a
few plays.”

She turned her head to look at him again. He seemed nervous to share such personal
information about himself, and it endeared him to her even more than he already was.

“That explains why you asked me about what | enjoyed most in the plays |’ ve seen. |
am impressed, my lord. | would love to read some of your stories or works
sometime.”

A smile played at the corners of hislips. “I’ll think about it.”

“Do you not wish for anyone to know about your writing? | would think it was such a
thing others would know about you.”

He glanced forward and drew a breath. She alowed her gaze to glance lower and
noticed how his thigh appeared even more taut, and she swallowed hard. What was it
about his thighs that she couldn’t stop looking? When she had never noticed them at
all on aman before Lord Callan.

“1 have told no one that secret about myself before. My writing is for me, a way to



express myself with anything that | might be feeling at the moment.”

“1 believe | may be the opposite,” she replied.

“What do you mean?’

“That is what reading and the theatre are for me. | lose myself in books and plays
because | relate to the emotion and angst of the characters. Perhaps | even live
vicariously through them at times.” She regretted the words as soon as they left her
lips. What happened to letting him do more of the talking and not adding to her
muddled thoughts ?

She kept her gaze forward, not wanting to meet his eye, or to know if he stared at her,
or worse, pitied her.

“| understand,” he said. “1 do the same with characters| write.”

“1 wouldn’t think a handsome viscount would have much need to escape hislife,” she
said, knowing she was being far too bold, but each of their positions in life was not
the same.

“So you think I’'m handsome?”’

Lily looked at him again, this time so he could see how she rolled her eyes. “You
know you are. And wealthy, and titled, and a man. From my vantage point, it would
appear you don’'t have all that much to live through othersto achieve.”

His brow furrowed as if she struck a nerve. “If we go by your logic, neither do you.
Unless you wish to be a man, that is. Because, from everything | see before me, you
are indeed awoman with atitled father, and a beautiful one at that.”



“Don’t say things you don’t mean, my lord.” She didn’t want fake compliments and
pretense between them. It was wholly unnecessary and did nothing to change who she
was.

“Which part? That you are a woman? Please forgive me if | was incorrect on that
point,” he said, giving her awolfish grin, and it did things to her insides.

“You know which part,” she replied, looking back forward. “No one has ever thought
of me as beautiful. My own mamawould balk at such a statement.”

“Then perhaps your mama should be horsewhipped.”

Her head shot in hisdirection. “My lord!”

He met her gaze, and she couldn’t look away from the hold his intense green eyes had
on her. “I will speak plainly so that perhaps you will hear me this time. You are
among the most beautiful of women. These other chits don’t hold a candle to you,
and | won't have you, or anyone else, saying otherwise.”

Lily swallowed hard, and all words and coherent thought left her head. She looked
back at the path and fought to get control over her mind and body. She tensed and
delighted at his words. The way he spoke, she knew he meant what he said, or at least
believed he did, but it did nothing to assuage her growing attachment to the man,
which wasn't idedl.

They arrived at the location for the picnic before they could speak anything else to
each other. He climbed down from his horse. Before she could do so herself, he was
in front of her and his hands were on her hips, lifting her down.

The feel of his large, powerful hands on her sent electric pulses throughout her entire
body. She had never experienced such a sensation before, and when he released his



hands, her skin grew cold from the loss of his touch. She looked up at him, and her
heart flipped from the soft smile he gave her.

“May | escort you?’ he asked, shifting to stand beside her and extending his arm.

She tucked her hand in the crook, and the electricity returned when she gripped his
muscular forearm.

There were five blankets already set out, with baskets in the middle of each one. Lord
Cdlan led her to the furthest blanket from the other guests and helped her to seat
herself before settling beside her. But not as close to her person as she'd prefer, if she
were being honest. She had to remind herself that they were in full view of the other
guests, and besides, he would not marry her, even if he found her to be as beautiful as
he said.

He prepared her a plate from the selections in the basket. She took the plate but didn’t
meet his eye, keeping her chin down as she stared at the chicken, cheese, and fruit on
her plate.

“Did | say something to upset you, my lady?’

“Not at all. It'sjust...”

He glanced around to ensure no one was in earshot. “It’sjust what? Y ou can tell me.”
“1 should have thanked you for your compliment. | apologize for the lack of manners.
| am just not used to receiving them. So | guess what | am saying is thank you, my

lord.”

“That is the fault of these idiots, and not one of your own doing. You need not
apologize for their shortcomings,” he replied, all seriousness in his tone and not a



single hit of pity, which she appreciated.

They fell into a prolonged silence again. Surprisingly, it wasn't awkward. She
glanced at him, just as he did the same, their gazes holding for afew seconds.

Lord Callan cleared his throat and glanced at his plate. “1 didn’'t ask where Lord Knox
went. Was he going to rejoin the group?’

“He went back with Lord Demming, but | believe they were going to join everyone.”
She glanced around and didn't see him anywhere. If she were honest, his
disappearance had not disappointed her. It gave her more time with Lord Callan, to
whom she feared she could easily lose her heart if shewasn't careful.

“1 am grateful that you have allowed me to keep you company in his absence.”

“1 enjoy your company,” she said before taking a bite of a piece of chicken.

The lopsided grin he gave her almost caused her to choke on the bite, but she quickly
recovered.

“I very much enjoy spending time with you,” hereplied .

She wasn’t certain where it came from, but a streak of boldness coursed through her.
“Why have you never married, my lord?’
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L ily wasn't even certain she wished to know the answer. The man could have a
mistress he was in love with. He could prefer the company of men, something she
had been intrigued to learn about from Rosina. But he appeared to her to be around
six or seven-and-twenty, and of an age to have taken awife.

He appeared taken aback by her question and opened his mouth to speak before
closing it again.

“Forgive me,” she blurted. “I shouldn’t have asked.”

“There is nothing to forgive,” he said, his tone soft. “It’s just that | don’t trust all that
easily. And that isall | shall share at present.”

She wondered what happened to him, or what someone had done to him to break his
trust. Her heart pained for him, and she longed to brush his hair back from his
forehead and cup his chiseled cheek.

Before she could give in to something so forward and scandalous, two horses
galloped towards the group and slowed to a stop. Lord Knox hopped down from one
of them and scanned the guests until he caught her gaze. He started straight to her,
and she was a bit saddened by his reappearance and knowing she wouldn’t be able to
continue speaking with Lord Callan as they had been.

“1 do hope you will accept my apologies. It was a lucky thing that | had accompanied
Lord Demming as we got turned around on the way to rejoin everyone,” Lord Knox



said.

“That isquite all right, my lord. Lord Callan was kind enough to keep me company.”

Lord Knox gave Lord Callan a polite nod of thanks.

The gentleman spoke back and forth to each other about something, but she didn’t
hear it. She let her thoughts drift to the reaction she had to Lord Callan and to all he
had shared. She wasn’t even certain the man considered her in the same way she did
him. He could find her to be a beautiful woman and not want anything more than
friendship. Men believed their mothers and sisters to be beautiful, too, so the words
didn’t signify.

If Lord Knox offered for her, that was who her father was going to accept—if he
hadn’t already—and that was that. It wouldn’t do her any good to imagine otherwise.

She attempted to refocus herself on the conversation and she noticed Lord Callan
casting her a curious glance.

Nearby, the other guests readied themselves to head back to the stables. The clouds
had rolled in, and the sky had grown darker. It appeared that they may all get caught
intherain if they didn’t make haste to depart.

Lord Knox rose and then reached out to her to help her stand. It was painfully
obvious that she didn’'t have the same reaction to the man as she had to Lord Callan.
She wasn't certain if it would have made things better or more complicated if she
had. She decided on the former. As if she reacted to both, she could at least tell
herself that she would lead a contended life if she ended up married to Lord Knox,
which was almost certain to be her future.

She dlipped her hand into the crook of Lord Knox’'s arm and glanced back at Lord



Callan to see him following behind them. Lord Knox led her to their horses and
helped her into her sidesaddle. He leapt onto his own horse and continued on with the
group, so she followed behind.

Lord Callan caught up to her and was at her side in a matter of moments.

They trotted along in silence until a crack of lightning, followed by a crash of
thunder, made her jump in the saddle. She recovered and kept herself from losing her
sedl.

“We must quicken our pace,” Lord Callan called out beside her. She glanced back,
and Lady Juliet was far off in the distance with Lord Camden.

“Should we help them?’ Lady Lily asked.

“We are better off sending someone back. | believe the lady’s horse is afraid of the
impending storm. Camden islooking after her.”

The rain fell harder and had reached her cheeks. Lily urged her horse into a gallop,
intending to get back to the open field as quickly as possible so they could race across
the grass to the stables.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw Lord Callan following behind her. They
cleared the trees, and he caught up to her, galloping at her side across the field. The
other guests were ahead of them on the other side of the field, also racing to get out of
therain.

Suddenly, the clouds erupted, and the rain fell hard and fast. In a matter of moments,
Lily became soaked, and the rain only kept coming down in buckets. The wind took
her riding hat, and it blew away, but she didn't slow her pace. Lord Callan glanced
back, and she waved forward, indicating she didn’t wish for him to go back for her



hat.

Lily shivered from the cold but pressed on. The galloping loosened the pins in her
hair until they fell out, releasing her coiffure so that her long tresses fell down her
back as she rode.

They finally reached the stables and were under cover from the rain. Many other
guests had dismounted and were making their way inside. Lord Camden and Lady
Juliet came riding in with her straddling the gentleman. Lily pretended not to take
notice of the improper position they werein.

A groom started in her direction, but Lord Callan had jumped down and was at her
side before the groom could assist.

“We must get you inside. You are surely amost frozen,” he said, lifting her down
from the saddle.

He took her hand in his, and even through their wet gloves, she already felt warmer.
Hastening their steps, they hurried towards the house. Lord Callan opened the door
and allowed her to enter first, then followed her.

She waited for him, and they fell in step beside each other. “I must look like a
dreadful mess,” she said, stopping to take off her spectacles and do her best to dry
them.

Lord Callan stopped with her and dug out his handkerchief. “Try this. It feels dry
enough.” He handed it to her, and she noticed his gaze appeared to linger on her,
from what she could tell with her limited eyesight. “You are...breathtaking,” he
whispered.

“My lord?” She dlid her glasses back on her face, and he took another step closer to



her.

“And now you are perfect.”

Her lips parted from gasping at his words. She wasn't sure if she had heard him
correctly, but he stood before her, staring at her asif she were the most precious thing
in the world. It had to be adream, as it wasn't possible that he looked at her that way.
His eyes darted to her lips, and the attention there made her bite one side of her
bottom lip.

He looked around, then pulled her into an alcove that was just behind where he stood.
Her heart raced with anticipation at what he might do, knowing she wanted whatever
it might be. He removed his glove and cupped her right cheek with his bare hand,
turning them so he hid her body with his own.

“I’m going to kiss you now.”

She could only nod in response, her body instinctively leaning closer to him.

He leaned forward and softly pressed his lips to hers, feathering a few light kisses.
She sighed, resting her gloved hands on his firm chest. She had the strongest urge to
massage the muscles beneath her fingers, but before she could decide if she would do
so, he wrapped his arms around her and kissed her again. When he ran his tongue
along the seam of her lips, she opened to him, and he swept his tongue into her
mouth.

The taste of the wine he drank at the picnic and the velvety feel of his tongue
massaging hers caused the place between her legs to throb with need. He didn’t
relent, and she released alow mewl when he lightly sucked her tongue into his mouth
and then massaged it with his again. Even soaked from the rain, she knew there was
heat and dampness between her thighs that was for him.



He broke their kiss and kissed along her jaw and then her neck. Every bit of her skin
tingled and heated from the places he touched with his lips and tongue.

“My lord,” she whispered.

He stopped and stared into her eyes, and even in the dark alcove, she could see the
depth of hisdesirein them. “Alex.”

“Alex,” she whispered, not looking away.

He dipped his head to kiss her neck again, sliding one of his hands from her back
across her rib cage and up to her breast, which she had never realized how much she
longed for attention there. He lifted her breast and massaged it in his hand, which
caused her to release a series of low moans.

Alex kissed higher on her neck until he reached her ear and whispered against it, “Did
you like that?”

She nodded.

His fingers shifted to dance across the top of her breast before he dipped his hand
below her neckline and lifted her breast from her wet stays. Her damp skin exposed to
the cold air caused her to shiver. She gripped the lapels of his coat, steading herself.

He leaned his head down and flicked her nipple with his tongue before sucking it into
his mouth. Her head rolled back, and she arched her back, pressing her chest harder
against his mouth. She felt him smile against her breast before he lifted the other one
and repeated the attention with his mouth to her other nipple.

“Alex,” she moaned. She shivered again, and he stopped what he was doing.



He stared at her, attempting to catch his own breath. “I got carried away,” he said,
tucking her breasts back into her gown.

“1 enjoyed it very much,” she whispered, her hands still holding on to his coat.

He leaned down and kissed her one more time. “Y ou are soaked and need dry clothes
before you catch acold.” He rubbed along her arms asif to warm her.

She released the hold she had on his coat, even though every part of her body longed
to pull him closer instead. She had the urge to rub the place that ached against him, to
soothe the need that built within her.

He dlipped his glove back on his hand, then turned and peeked his head out of the
alcove. Grabbing her hand, he pulled her back into the hallway. “You must change
right away. | hope thereisafirein your chamber.”

She noted he didn’'t release her hand, and she had no inclination to pull it away from
him. Lily allowed him to lead her to the main staircase.

Her heart raced just as hard as when he had kissed her, the electricity from his gloved
touch still enough to make her rethink everything she thought she knew. Was that the
feeling she had read about in her books and watched in her plays? The passion that
drives one to such distraction that they would risk everything if it meant they could
receive just one more kiss. Just one more touch. Just one more anything, aslong as it
was Alex who gave it.

Lily glanced over a him as they climbed the stairs, and he looked as if he were
pondering something. She couldn’t make out his expression, but she thought she saw

abit of confusion in hisfurrowed brow.

“Alex?



He shook off his thoughts and looked at her when they reached the top of the
staircase.

“I’ll seeyou at dinner,” he said, bowing to her, then departing to the wing where most
of the gentlemen were staying .

She hurried to her room and was relieved to find her maid, Posy, waiting for her.
Posy helped her out of her wet clothing, and she donned her dressing robe to sit
before the fire. Lily stared into the flames, attempting to make sense of the thoughts
garbled in her head.

Bringing her fingers to her lips, she touched where he had kissed her. She closed her
eyes and relived every detail, the heat building in her core again. It might be the most
wicked she had ever been, and she might end up married to another man, but more
than anything, she wanted to kiss Alex again. And so much more, not that she could
admit such athing to anyone, ever.
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Chapter 6

A lex was still on edge from when he had kissed Lily the day before. She hadn’t
given him leave to refer to her by her given name, but in his dreams when she came
to him, he thought of her as his Lily. Alex kept his distance from her the evening after
their kiss, with Lord Knox in her presence. He wasn't certain of the state of the man’s
courtship, and he didn’t wish to interfere.

He supposed that wasn’t exactly true. If one didn’t wish to interfere, they shouldn’t
do the things he did to the lady in an alcove. If she hadn’t shivered from being in
soaked clothing, he couldn’t swear that he might not have done more. She had been a
goddess with her long red hair down around her waist and her eyelids heavy from
desire.

He wasn't the type of man who dallied with innocents, but there was something about
her. Lily drew him in. She was like a perfect rose, just beginning to bloom. She didn’t
even realize it, which made her even more tempting and beautiful.

It wasn't in his imagination how she responded to him. Hell, she said she enjoyed it.
But then she was seated with Knox at dinner, and he was in her presence most of the
evening. She didn’'t seem all that interested in the man, and every time he glanced at
her, her gaze found its way to his.

But he had believed that before, and the lady chose the other gentleman, he reminded
himself. The pain of that realization hit him harder than he cared to admit. He tried to
shake it off, but the pain of those scars coming to the surface told him to guard his
heart from bringing the same torture and misery upon himself yet again.



Once he dressed that next morning, he made his way to the breakfast room. Lily was
seated at the table by herself, so he quickly made his selections and took the seat
beside her.

“Did you enjoy the music last night?’ he asked.

“Very much so. Did you?’

He took a bite of his eggs and swallowed before answering. “I did. | was surprised
you didn’t perform.”

She released a stream of laughter, and he grinned at the way it sounded like the most
beautiful, melodic bells. “You never want to hear me sing. | never had much talent
for music.”

“Well, | am far more impressed with your skills in maths and languages anyway,” he
said, winking at her.

He glanced over at her after he took a bite of toast, and her cheeks were a pretty
shade of pink. He pushed aside the thoughts of what color her skin would be if he did
al the things he dreamt of the previous evening. His cock twitched, already far too
aware of her presence.

“Are you going on the trip to the village today?’ he asked.

“I am,” she replied, glancing around the room as if she were looking for someone.
“Lord Knox is supposed to escort me.”

She shifted her focus back to Alex. “Would you join us?’

The last thing Alex wished to do was to be the third wheel to whatever the situation



was between her and Knox. It was all too familiar and reminded him he was quickly
losing control of the situation between them.

“1 believe | am going to stay back today.” He leaned closer and lowered his voice. “I
have some writing to do.”

She grinned at him, and the air threatened to leave his body at how much he wished
to pick her up and carry her from the room. The charactersin the play he was writing
would do just that. If he couldn’t do and say the things he wished to her in redl life,
he certainly could in his play.

After breakfast, Alex spent hours poring over his writing. He continued to work on
the idea for his next play and wanted to get as much as he could down on paper. It
hadn’t been as easy as he had hoped to make progress since his thoughts kept shifting
to Lily and what she was doing at the village with Knox. The thought only made him
want to break his quill and throw it across the room. A childish action, to be sure, but
he kept enough control over his ire to keep his quill intact and pressed to the
parchment. He did his best to push it aside and use his irritation as motivation and
ideas for hiswriting.

It hadn’t been easy keeping his writing a secret. His father would find such a thing to
be a waste of time. He would tell Alex that it was time he could spend managing his
estates and partaking in activities that would be deemed more accepted by society.
His father might suffer apoplexy if he knew Alex sold his plays, as earning an income
from such an effort would be deemed an act beneath the members of their society.

The haute ton enjoyed having money, but they didn’t work or dirty their hands with
the actions required to make money besides participating in society and coordinating

with their men of business.

So he wrote in secret and did what he wished, with no one being the wiser. His



encounter with the enticing Lady Lily had inspired him. Everything about her had
driven him to distraction, and he feared he was steadily losing his heart to her. He
wasn't certain he would survive another heartbreak after he picked up the pieces from
the last one, especially given that he had never felt as strong a feeling for anyone as
he did for Lily.

Lily wasn't just beautiful. She was the type of woman who would challenge him
intellectually. She shared the same interests he did, possibly more so. He had never
been compelled to share his biggest secret with anyone, but yet he was already
tempted to do so with her.

Alex hadn’t been opposed to marriage, the opposite, in fact, until he had experienced
the sting of rejection. Marrying just any chit in order to get an heir off of her didn’t sit
right with him. There was a part of him concerned a wife might not appreciate the
time he spent writing, but he believed Lily would find his writing intriguing. That she
would be proud of him .

A wide grin formed at the thought of her reading over his work and giving him her
input. He aso thought about what it would be like to have her at his side every day
and in his bed every night, which he quickly came to realize that he wanted more than
anything.

Tossing his quill on the desk in his chamber, Alex decided he was far too distracted
to get any more writing done that day. He rose and stretched his arms wide after he
had remained seated for so long. Alex decided he would see if perhaps the guests had
returned from the village, and if not, he would take a walk and think about what he
wished to do about his growing feelings for Lily.

She may come back betrothed to Knox, and then there would be nothing he could do.
Knots formed in his stomach at the thought that she would be lost to him. He wasn’t
certain he could alow that to happen, but that would mean he must offer for her.



Especidly if her father was so intent on seeing her wed to atitled gentleman. What if
she didn’t accept him? She seemed as affected by their kiss as he was.

Alex made his way downstairs, finding many guests congregating in the salon and on
the terrace. He glanced around for Lily and didn’t see her anywhere. He continued on
to the terrace and took the stairs down to the yard, intending to clear his mind with a
bit of fresh air.

Once he reached the back of the house, he noted Lily following Lord Camden around
to the other side of the house. Camden glanced around as if he were determining if
they had been seen, and Alex backed out of sight.

What was she doing sneaking out with the man? Marquess Theodore Camden was a
notorious rake of the ton and could only attempt to lure Lily away from the other
guests for nefarious reasons. Especially since he had spent most of the house party
with Lady Juliet.

After a few moments, Alex moved again, hurrying in the direction they had gone.
Bile rose in his throat, thinking about why a known rake would pursue the woman he
loved. He loved her? He shook off the thought, unwilling to allow himself to ponder
his feelings at present. First, he needed to ensure that the blackguard didn’'t put a
single finger on Lily.

He peeked around the corner when he reached the side of the house they had
disappeared to. Alex wasn't quite certain he could believe what he saw. Lily leaned
against the brick of the house, looking at where Camden sat on the grass with
charcoals and parchment. He appeared to be drawing her. Why would the man do so?

Alex couldn’'t help but watch them. They didn't even speak to each other. Camden
looked up every so often from his parchment and then back to continue his work. He
must have watched them for at least a half hour before Camden said something to her.



He held his breath, hoping he might hear what they said. Unable to make out the
words, he only heard low mumbles. Lily started in his direction, but Camden
remained behind. Alex jumped behind a bush, hiding himself so she didn’t see him.

Lily passed by and returned the way she came. He listened to see if Camden would
follow, but he hadn’t done so yet. The bush rustled as Alex worked his way out once

he was certain Lily was out of sight. He went to round the corner and walked straight
into Camden.

“Callan,” the man said, taking a few steps back with wide eyes. “What are you doing
out here?’

“1 could ask you the same thing.”

The man gave him an indifferent shrug, and Alex clenched his jaw.

“Just out for awalk.”

Liar. The man would tell Alex what he was about, even if it required physical means
to do so.

“Then why did | see Lady Lily out here with you? Surely, with your reputation, you
don’t expect me to believe that you had innocent intentions.”

Camden sighed and waved him off. “She agreed to help me with something. We
became friends of sorts during our trip to the village. Nothing more, | assure you. ”

“1 thought Knox was her escort to the village.”

Camden eyed him curiously. “He wasn’t feeling well, or | believe that is what Lady
Lily said.”



Alex rubbed his hand down his face. He could have spent the day with her instead of
allowing the rake before him to do so.

“What did you need her help with?’

“Why do you care so much? If you have your sights set on the lady, | assure you | do
not have a horse in that particular race.”

“Just answer the question,” Alex ground out. “What were you doing with her, away
from the rest of the guests? Y ou appeared to be drawing something.”

It was Camden’s turn to clench his jaw. “1 shall show you, but you will keep this to
yourself.”

Alex nodded in agreement.

The man pulled the parchment from a satchel he carried and handed it to Alex.

Alex’s breath caught at what he saw. Camden had drawn her and captured her with
the precision of a professional artist. She was almost just as beautiful on paper as she
was in person. From one artist of sorts to another, Alex was impressed with the man’'s
talent.

He glanced up at Camden. “Why? Why did you draw this?”

“She has such a unique beauty, and | wanted to see if | could capture her essence on
parchment. The rest is my business, and | ask you to pretend you saw nothing. | don’t

have designs on Lady Lily if that iswhat you are concerned about.”

Alex released a sigh of relief and stared at the drawing again. “Can | keep this?’ Alex
asked. “I'll pay you for it.”



Camden gave him a knowing grin, and it annoyed Alex to no end. “It's al yours. |
wish you luck with the lady.”

The man stepped around him and took off around the side of the house before Alex
could say anything else. He stared down at the drawing again. He closed his eyes,
allowing himself to accept what he already suspected to be true. Alex was in love
with Lily, and he couldn’t handle another heartbreak.
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Chapter 7

A lex had searched for Lily after his encounter with Camden, but when he didn’t see
her anywhere, he assumed she must have returned to her chamber. He did the same so
he could put the drawing in a safe place instead of tucked inside the breast pocket of
his coat.

Once he had returned to join the rest of the party for dinner, he watched Lily in the
company of Knox. The man didn’'t leave her side the entire time, listening as she
spoke to him. Alex tried to determine what topics they might speak about, but he
couldn’t hear them or make out what she was saying. If only he could determine if
she was interested in the man. He wouldn’t have thought so by the way she had
encouraged Alex’ s kiss, but she could have only been caught up in the moment .

At dinner, he was seated away from them, so he didn’t get a chance to engage her
then either. He glanced at her, hoping she might glance in his direction, but she spent
most of the meal in animated conversation, seemingly enjoying herself.

He tamped down his jealousy and irritation. After dinner was over and the gentlemen
rgoined the ladies in the salon, their hostess suggested a game of charades. Alex
fought not to roll his eyes. As a playwright, he enjoyed charades and the practice of
expressing ideas through acting and dramatics, but if he didn’'t speak with Lily, he
might explode. He wasn’'t sure what she thought after their kiss, or more importantly,
if she intended to wed Knox.

Alex tried to focus his attention on the game, but he kept glancing out of the corner of
his eye where Lily sat on a settee with Knox at her side. The man didn’'t appear



besotted with her, or even overly interested, but he stayed by her side all evening.
Perhaps he should ask the man what his intentions were and then determine what he
would do to win her once he knew if Knox would remain a competition for him.

After the game had ended, they rose and Knox bowed to her, taking his leave to exit
the salon. Alex didn’t waste a moment and appeared at her side.

“Follow me,” he said to Lily. He hadn’t planned out where he would lead her or what
he might even say, but he had to take the only opportunity he had to get her alone.

She followed Alex across the salon, and they exited out to the terrace. He closed the
door behind them and glanced back to see if anyone noticed their departure. The
guests seemed to be occupied with their conversations, and a few had departed to
their chambers.

“Alex?’ Shelooked at him curiously, then bit into her bottom lip.

Unable to control himself, he grabbed her arms and pulled her to him, then took her
lips with his. She sighed into their kiss and leaned into him. She opened to him right
away and when his tongue swept inside, his cock sprang to life. As much as it could
beneath the confines of his skin-tight buckskin breeches. He pressed his body against
hers, pulling her enticing front against his throbbing bulge.

Lily suddenly broke their kiss. “We can’'t do this.”

He attempted to hide the pain of her rgection. “Of course, please forgive me. |
overstepped. | expect nothing from you.”

She glanced towards the door to the house and then turned her head back to face him.
Lily took his hand in hers and electricity shot through each of hislimbs. “It’'s just that
anyone could see us. We aren’t in private.”



He observed the area, searching for away he might kiss her again. He needed her kiss
and the taste of her more than he had ever dreamt of needing another woman.

“Come with me,” he whispered, pulling her hand to guide her to follow him. He
noted the humor in the double meaning of his words and grinned to himself. He'd
have to remember to write that down.

She willingly followed him as he led them both down the stairs of the terrace. They
rounded the side of the house, and he pulled her across the lawn to a gazebo he had
seen earlier that day when he followed her with Camden.

Once they were underneath the gazebo, he pulled her into his arms with all the need
that built within him pining after her all day and pressed his lips to hers again. The
intensity grew when she cupped her hand on his cheek and returned his kiss. His skin
heated where she touched, reveling in the feel of her bare hand against his skin. If he
reacted as such to her hand upon his cheek, he wasn't certain he would survive her
touch in more sensitive places.

Every part of his body was aware of her, and the sweet sounds she made when she
lost herself in their kisses. She pressed her body tighter against his, undulating herself
against him.

He broke the kiss and rested his forehead against hers. “I want to touch you, love.”
“Then touch me,” she returned, her voice low and sultry.

“Did you like when | touched your breasts?’

She nodded against his forehead.

Needing no further invitation, he slipped his hand beneath her neckline and cupped



her right breast. He feathered kisses along her neck as he paimed her round globe,
feeling the bud of her nipple tighten beneath his hand.

When his lips were close to her ear, he whispered, “Have you ever touched yourself?’

“What do you mean?’ she asked, rubbing her cheek against his.

“Between your legs, love,” he said, sucking the lobe of her ear into his mouth, teasing
it. “Have you ever slipped your hand there?’

She shook her head. “No. | know a man inserts himself there, but why would | touch
myself in that place?’

He swallowed hard at her words, imagining what it would feel like to bury himself
within her untouched heat .

“Do you trust me to give you your first taste of pleasure?’ he asked, the hope evident
in his tone. “You will remain a virgin in doing so.” He wanted to be the one to
introduce her to such things. To be the one who brought her to the brink of madness
from her first climax. To be the one who wrote the pages of this chapter in her life.

“Yes, Alex,” shesaid. “I fed like | need something. | ache there.”

He pulled back so he could stare into her eyes. “Will you allow me to soothe that
ache?’

“Please.”
Alex kissed her again, walking her towards the backless bench that was behind her.

He swooped her into his arms, not breaking their kiss, and then laid her longways
across the bench. He positioned her legs so her feet rested on the ground on each side



and her bottom almost hung off the end.

Gently lifting her skirts, Alex laid them to rest on her waist. Standing at the end of the
bench, between her legs, he leaned his arm down and ran his fingers over her folds,
and she gasped.

Watching her move and try to push herself against his hand, he thought she was the
most beautiful, enticing woman he had ever seen. He circled the sensitive flesh above
her folds with his fingers.

She arched her back. “ Alex,” she moaned.

“Alex, more? Or Alex, stop?’ he asked, hoping more than anything that she would
allow him to continue.

“Alex, more,” she pleaded.

He trailed his fingers lower, exploring her core until he reached her wet cunt, slipping
afinger inside of her. His cock warred against the buttons of his breeches at how tight
shewas. “You are so wet.”

He moved his finger inside of her, and she rocked with his movements. Alex needed
to taste her. He wanted to give her the most exquisite first orgasm that would radiate
through her entire body. One that would make it difficult to walk from how her legs
shook and tensed, from the way he licked, sucked, and loved her. Kneeling between
her legs, he lowered his head to flick histongue against her most sensitive place.

She released a loud moan, and her hands shot to his hair. He loved the feeling of her
fingers gripping his head and he increased the intensity of the attention he gave with
this mouth. He removed his finger and dipped his head lower so that his tongue
dlipped inside of her, and she moved against him in such a way that he knew she



enjoyed and wanted everything he was doing.

Alex placed his free hand on her stomach to hold her in place against the bench, then
used his other hand to dlip two fingersinside of her, stretching her tight opening .

He worked his fingersinside of her while licking and sucking her sensitive flesh. Her
moans and mumbles were unintelligible the closer she came to the peak of her
climax. Alex glanced up at her and she writhed as much as she could beneath the hold
he had on her.

“Are you ready for me to make you come?”’

“I'm not certain | know what that means,” she said, panting between each of her
words.

“You are about to find out, love. Just let go and allow it to wash over you.”

He returned his mouth to the opening of her dlit and lathed it with his tongue, two
fingers still moving within her. 1t only took a few more moments before she cried out
and shattered from his touch, bucking beneath him. She moaned and cried out his
name and some other words he didn’'t understand. He slowed his attention so she
could ride the waves of pleasure for aslong as possible until she stilled and released a
sated sigh.

Alex withdrew his fingers and used both hands to spread her open further, exposing
her wet cut to him, then ran his tongue from the bottom to the top, tasting the proof of
her climax.

“Alex,” she whispered.

As much as his cock hated him for it, he lowered her skirts and helped her to sit up on



the bench so that he could sit beside her. “You taste so good.” He placed several
kisses along her neck.

She tilted her head to the side, giving him better access. “Isn’t there something | can
do for you? So you feel the same.”

Alex’s cock jumped at her words. “As much as | would enjoy doing more, we must
return. We have been gone too long already.” He could admit that he wanted her for
himself and believed he would ask for her hand, but he didn’t wish to risk them being
caught together and removing her choice of a husband from her. His affection for her
was far too great for that. She deserved to choose her future, and he wished to be
chosen. More than anything, he wanted her to choose him.

Alex rose and pulled her to her feet to join him. He kissed her, hoping his kiss
conveyed everything he felt. Hoping she somehow knew what his heart wished to
speak to her.

“Can we speak tomorrow?’ he asked after he broke the kiss.

“Of course.” She placed another quick kisson hislips.

He tucked aloose curl behind her ear. “Let’s get you back inside.”

With any luck, Lady Lily would soon agree to become his viscountess.
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Chapter 8

T he next day, Lily paced the terrace of the Ockhams home. Lord Knox had asked to
speak with her after they broke their fast, and she was almost certain he intended to
offer for her.

Lily wasn't certain what to do. Her father had been clear in his direction to her. She
must return from the house party betrothed to Lord Knox. That was what he expected
of her. Legaly, that was what her father would require her to do, whether or not she
agreed.

The challenge was that she believed Alex had claimed pieces of her heart bit by bit,
and it was only a matter of time before he had it al, if he hadn’t already. His was the
face that consumed her thoughts and dreams .

But she was certain that if Lord Knox offered for her, he was who her father was
going to accept. Lord Knox was an earl, while Alex was a viscount. Although,
hopefully, in the very distant future, Alex would be an earl one day as he was in
succession to inherit hisfather’ stitle.

The way Alex touched her the previous evening with his hands and mouth was even
more delightful than Rosina had led her to believe. She wasn’t certain that once with
him would ever be enough. Worse, and as much as she wished to keep fighting the
realization, she loved him. She was in love with Viscount Callan, and they could
never be together.

Tears formed in the corners of her eyes as she continued to pace, thankful she found



herself alone and away from the other guests. It seemed others at the house party
would settle down in marriage with their perfect loves, but she would be subjected to
a loveless marriage of convenience. Lord Knox’s kind demeanor suggested that he
would make a decent husband. But once she knew the depths of what love felt like,
she wanted to be selfish and longed for a marriage filled with everything she knew
she deserved.

Thanks to her encouragement, Lord Camden was upstairs, righting his wrongs with
Lady Juliet, and another happy betrotha would be announced. While she was
delighted for them to have found each other, her own heart was in a state of utter
misery.

Lord Knox would seek her out at any moment, and she dreaded his appearance before
her. She couldn’t possibly say no, and that would be the end of any hope with the
man she loved.

“Lily,” arich baritone said from behind her.

She discreetly wiped her eyes and drew a deep breath before she turned to face him.
“Alex,” she whispered, unable to find any other words to say to him.

“What is the matter? Has something happened?’

She shook her head. “No. | must have something in my eye.” Better to lie than to tell

him what she feared. She didn’t even know if he felt the same. Lust wasn’t the same
thing aslove.

He eyed her curiously, and she wasn't certain if he believed her or not. She offered
him a small smile, hoping he wouldn’t ask her again or else she might crumble.



“1 hoped we might discuss last night and our collective future,” he said.

“You needn’t feel obligated...” Shouting in the distance captured her attention, both
of their heads turning in the direction of the sounds.

“Help! It'son fire,” avoice could be heard shouting from the other side of the house,
towards the stables.

Alex took off running down the stairs, and she followed behind him as quickly as she
could. Once she reached the grass, they ran around the side of the house and saw one
side of the stables on fire. Servants were bustling about, getting horses out to safety.
Lord Demming ran into the burning stables, and Lily’s heart raced faster from the
perilous situation.

They were still a good distance away, but Alex didn’t stop running, with Lily fast
behind. Lord Knox appeared from the back entrance of the house, also running
towards the entrance. He hollered after some of the men and then ran inside. Alex
continued closer to the stables, which were ablaze, running straight towards the fire,
and somehow she knew he would attempt to run into the building as well.

Lily increased her speed and worked to catch up with him. As he got closer to the
deadly situation, she cried out after him. “No!”

He seemingly heard her and glanced over his shoulder. Seeing that she was following
him and had almost caught up, he halted and turned around to grab her arms. Fear
marred his handsome face.

“Y ou must stay back.”

She clutched the lapels of his jacket as if doing so would keep him from attempting to
enter the building. “Come with me,” she pleaded, her heart thumping so hard she



believed he might see the movement in her chest.

He glanced at the opening. “1 must try to assist.”

“I won't let you.” She gripped hislapelstighter.

Behind them, one corner of the building caved in, and smoke continued to overtake
the area. She coughed as a few sparks caught the bottom of Lily’s dress, a small
flame starting on one of the ruffles. Alex panicked and began patting at her dress,
ensuring that it was put out.

More sparks sprayed on them, and Lily began coughing from the proximity to the
smoke. Alex swept her into his arms and carried her away from the scene.

She clasped her arms around his neck, and behind them she saw another corner
collapse, one side of the building in flames. “They are still inside,” she said to him.
Once they were a safe distance away, he set her back on her feet, and they watched
the entrance to the stables. She reached for his hand and held on to it, not caring if
anyone should see her doing so.

Her heart raced, hoping that both men would emerge safely from the building.
Seconds felt like hours as the grouping of guests watched. Finaly, Lord Knox called
for help at the entrance and a couple of grooms ran inside and immediately exited
again, carrying Lord Demming with them. Lord Knox emerged behind them and then
collapsed in the grass .

A group formed near where they took Lord Demming, with Alex moving closer. She
stood at his side, and sadness washed over her at the sight of the man whose

breathing was shallow.

Lord Knox ran the rest of the way to them, coughing when he reached the group.



Alex attempted to keep him back, but Lord Knox pushed past him and dropped to
Lord Demming’'s side. Lily cried, watching the scene unfold. The air was thick with
fear as everyone dreaded the thought of losing the noble and heroic Lord Demming,
who had been the first to rush into the building to save the others.

Finally, Demming coughed, and everyone breathed audible sighs of relief. There had
been no people or horses lost in the fire, which was a miracle in itself. The stables
would have to be rebuilt, but that was a far better outcome than loss of life.

Tears till streamed down her face, overwhelmed by the gravity of the situation and
what might have occurred. Her shoulders shook, and she fought to regain her
composure.

Alex noticed her emotion and clasped her hand again. “Come with me.”

She nodded and let him lead her back inside. With the guests outside, they were alone
in the house. It was so silent, one might have heard a pin drop. He turned her to face
him, and her tears were unrelenting.

Cupping her cheek, he kissed her forehead. “Lily,” he whispered before pulling back
to look at her. His expression was pained at seeing her in such a state.

Alex picked her up, cradling her in his arms, and carried her from the room. She
wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder. He carried her
to the stairs, then climbed them with her secure in his arms. When he reached the top
of the staircase, he whispered in her ear, “Which chamber is yours?’

She picked up her head to point down the hallway to the door that would lead to her
room.

He strode to the door, carrying her inside, and closed it behind him. She heard the



turn of the lock before he carried her across the room to the settee. Alex sat down,
still holding her across his lap.

Releasing all the emotion and fear of the moment, she sobbed into his neck.

“Shhh,” he whispered, rubbing her back as if she were preciousto him. “It's al right.
All iswell.”

She was overcome by thinking about what might have happened, and as selfish as it
was, what might have happened to Alex if he had run into the burning building. Even
if she couldn't go against her father’'s wishes and marry Alex, she couldn’'t live if
something had happened to him. It was a cruel twist of fate that she might have found
love, and her father insisted she wed another man.

After several more sobs, Lily calmed herself but kept her head on his shoulder as they
sat in silence for afew minutes.

“The events of the day would make a great scene in a play,” he said, attempting to
lighten the mood.

“Don't jest,” she said, raising her head to meet his gaze. “| was frightened.”

“1 wouldn’'t have let any harm come to you.” He ran his knuckles along her cheek.

She shook her head. “I was frightened for you . You were going to run in there,
and...and...” shedidn’t finish and pressed her lipsto his.

He parted his lips, and she dlipped her tongue inside of his mouth until her tongue
pressed against his. She tasted his tea from breakfast, reveling in the feel of his
tongue as she recalled the wicked things he did with it the night before. The area
between her thighs became damp, and she wrapped her arms tighter around his neck.



His hands moved and explored her body over her dress, settling his hand on her hip.
He moved her against the bulge that pressed to her other hip. Breaking their kiss, he
sucked the tender place on her neck.

“Alex,” she whispered as he licked and sucked along the tops of her breasts. “I want

you.

He ceased what he was doing and caught her gaze. “| don't think you know what you
are saying, love.”

She shifted her feet to the floor and removed herself from his lap. Turning to face
him, she straddled him, placing a knee on the cushion on each side of histhighs. “My
best friend is Rosina, and she told me quite a few things. | assure you, | know what |
am saying.” Before he could respond, she sat down on his lap and took his lips again.
He clasped his arms around her, placing his pams flat against her back to hold her
against him.

As she deepened their kiss, he began working the buttons on the back of her dress.
Exploring every bit of his mouth with her tongue while he unfastened button after
button until he slipped her gown down. She broke their kiss to pull her arms from the
sleeves so her dress could be pushed down around her waist. She kissed his neck and
jaw, loving the salty taste of his skin, while he worked to unlace her stays.

Once he loosened them enough, he lifted them from her body and tossed them aside,
leaving her bare from the waist up before him.

Lowering his head, he took one of her tight buds into his mouth and sucked hard
while both hands massaged and kneaded her breasts. She instinctively rocked on his
lap, easing the ache between her legs by using his body to apply pressure to the place
she never knew existed until he licked there.



He released alow growl and slipped one of his hands to her bottom to help her move
against him. His breeches hardly hid the hard bulge between his legs that teased her
through the fabric. He shifted his mouth to her other breast, sucking and flicking her
nipple with his tongue.

“Alex,” she whispered again, pleading.

He pulled his head up to look at her. “Are you certain?’

She nodded but then bit into her bottom lip, the doubt washing over her. “Unless you
don’t a'so want me.”

He looked at her as if she had gone mad. “Sweetheart, | only want you to be sure. |
assure you | would pick being with you over having air in my lungs.” He reached
between them and unbuttoned his falls, allowing his member to protrude between
them.

Glancing down, she took in the sight of it, having never seen one in person before. It
was much larger than she imagined, which made her mildly concerned knowing
where it was expected to go. Lily placed her hand on it, longing to experience what it
felt like. It was soft and smooth to the touch, but when she fisted her hand around it,
it was like a stedl rod.

Alex sucked in a breath of air when she felt along his shaft, and he licked his lips.
“You feel how hard my cock is?” he whispered. “Itisal for you.”

She needed to see the rest of him and began undoing the buttons of his coat. He
shrugged his arms out of his coat and then she helped him remove his waistcoat. She
lowered her lips to his neck when she began unfastening each button of his shirt.
After tossing his shirt aside, he was naked above the waist. Lily ran her hands along
his taut chest. She ran her fingers through the light smattering of dark hair on his



chest. “Y our body islike that of a statue of Zeus.”

He cupped her cheeks and placed a tender kiss on her lips. “That is a line from a
Stormy Wells play.”

She leaned down and kissed the top of his shoulder. “It doesn’t make it any less true.”

He rose to stand, taking her with him. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he
held her bottom as he carried her across the room to her bed.

Alex set her down gently and then laid her back across the coverlet. He pulled her
dress down over her hips, then tossed it to the floor.

She shivered when the cool air reached her naked body, laid bare before him on the
bed other than her stockings.

“You are perfect, love,” he said, running his hand down her right leg, slowly
removing her stocking. He placed alight kiss on the inside of her left thigh, his warm
breath driving her wild, then removed the stocking from that leg.

He pushed his breeches down and kicked off his boots and socks, then scooted her
further back on the bed. Alex climbed onto the bed with her, positioning himself on
his knees between her legs. She watched him with interest and heavy-lidded desire
when he lifted her legs and pressed her thighs so they were against her stomach,
giving him full access to her most intimate, sensitive place. Holding her legs, he
lowered his head and licked the wicked area that throbbed.

She moaned with each flick of his tongue. Then he shifted his head lower so that he
pushed his tongue inside of her, while she was spread open before him. He flicked his
tongue and she tried to rock against him as he held her steady.



“You are so deliciously wet,” he said, raising his head. “Let’s see if we can make you
more so.”

He returned his head between her legs and went even lower, running his tongue along
the hole of her arse.

She gasped in shock. “Alex.” But the wicked pleasure of his tongue there made her
crave for more.

Unfortunately, he picked up his head. “Did you not enjoy that?’

“1 did. Very much,” shesaid. “I just didn’t know...didn’t know it felt good there.”

He smirked at her. “Love, there are many things | can introduce you to, particularly
there. But all in good time. ”

Lowering his head, he licked his way back to the wicked area again. That time he
pushed the tip of histongue inside, stretching her in away that she never would have
thought possible.

Using his left forearm, he held both her thighs and shifted his right hand between her
legs, where he dlid two fingers inside of her core. He continued the attention with his
tongue on her arse and worked his fingersinside of her.

He removed his tongue and lifted his head, and she was disappointed to lose the
sensation there. “You are so ready for me, if you still want me,” he said, moving his
fingers again. She moaned, and he lowered his head to suck and lick her nub. She had
been so worked up, teetering on a precarious edge of bliss that a few more flicks of
his tongue caused her to shatter and buck beneath him, cresting the peak of her
climax. Moving herself against him, she fought to prolong the pleasure as long as she
could.



He released her legs so that one was on each side of him. He hovered over her and
leaned down to kiss her lips. Sweeping his tongue inside of her mouth, she tasted
herself on his tongue when he pressed it against hers. His hard cock pressed against
her, and she wanted to know how it would feel inside of her. “Please, Alex, | want

you.

He feathered kisses along her jaw and neck, groaning from his own desire. When he
reached her ear, he whispered, “I will do my best to keep from hurting you.”

“1 aready know it hurtsthe first time, but | don't care.”

He positioned himself at her opening, pressing the head of his shaft inside. The action
was thrilling, and she pushed against him, wanting to take more.

“Wrap your legs around me, love.”

She did as he said, and he pressed further in, kissing her in between each inch. He did
so slowly, allowing her to adjust to him. The more he filled her up, the more her love
for him radiated from her body. She wanted to join as one with him, to know what it

felt liketo be his, even if they would only have that one time together.

He pushed the rest of his length into her core, and there was a bit of pain. She closed
her eyes, waiting for the pain to ease.

“Areyou al right?’ he asked, the worry evident from how his brow furrowed.
She blinked several times and locked onto his gaze, wondering at the tenderness in
his expression. Could it be love? It appeared to be what she believed love might look

like.

“Yes, | amal right.” She pressed against him, ready for him to move .



He withdrew and then thrust himself completely inside of her again. The sensation
was even better than she might have dreamt. Perhaps it was also how much she cared
for the man who gave her such pleasure with his body.

The thought of never being with him again overtook her, and she wrapped her arms
around him, wanting him closer to her. He shifted to hold himself up with his elbows,
and she enjoyed the warmth of his torso pressed against hers, moving against her
body with each thrust. He kissed her tenderly on her lips, then pulled back and stared
into her eyes while he thrust into her with slow, tender movements.

She amost looked away, feeling dlightly embarrassed being so exposed and
vulnerable beneath him, but the intensity of the moment and her love for him kept her
gaze locked on his, each thrust of his hips driving her closer to faling over the edge
of something exquisite.

“Lily,” he whispered. “This must be what heaven feelslike.”

With his slow, deep thrusts, he pushed her just to the peak of her orgasm and her eyes
rolled back and she cried out when pleasure shot through her body in intense waves.
“Alex,” she moaned, convulsing beneath him.

He thrust into her a few more hard and quick times before he pulled out and warmth
pooled on her stomach as he took her lips with his again, releasing small groans as he
rocked against her.

After he took a few heavy breaths and kissed her forehead, Alex rose from the bed.
She watched as he retrieved a cloth from the washbasin and was instantly cold from
the loss of his body against hers. Even worse, the realization that she would never be
with him in such away again.

Lily willed herself not to cry. She could do so once he departed. And she would,



probably all night long.

He returned and gently wiped between her legs. “There was blood from your first
time. | can take the cloth with me so your maid won’t see it and become suspicious.”
He wiped her stomach and then used the cloth on himself. Lily sat up in the bed and
watched the way the muscles of his back and arms flexed as he moved, and it made
her want him again. Her skin heated, and she fought the urge to pull him back into the
bed with her.

The tears threatened to fall again, knowing it wasn't meant to be. Once Lord Knox
proposed, she wouldn’t allow another man in her bed, no matter how much she
wished for Alex to never leave her side. Her father wouldn’t allow her to refuse Lord
Knox’s proposal, and she couldn’'t go against her father. No one did. And even if she
could, legally it wouldn’t matter .

Her situation rivaled the most tragic of Shakespearean plays. A realization she might
have found ironic if it were happening to anyone else, but she better understood
heartbreak in away she hadn’t appreciated before.

Alex dlipped his breeches up over his hips and buttoned them. He glanced at her, then
opened his mouth as if he wished to say something and then closed it again. Drawing
a deep breath, he knelt to the floor beside the bed and clasped her hand.

Oh no, he couldn’t intend to ask for her. The ironic tragedy of the situation drove the
knife deeper into her heart.
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Chapter 9

A lex was on his knee, naked from the waist up before the woman he loved. He
hadn’t doubted for a moment he was in love with her before they had lain together.
Being with her in that way only confirmed the depths of his feelings and that he must
have her in hislife forever.

“Lily, I know it may seem fast and mad, but | am falling in love with you. And, given
what has occurred between us, | am inclined to believe that you might care for me,
too,” he said, rubbing his thumb along her hand that he held in his. “Will you marry
me?’

He stared at her, expecting her to throw her arms around his neck and delight in the
heartfelt profession of his love and that he wished to marry her. Several seconds
passed, and his entire body tensed, and he did his best not to let his expression convey
the same. His heart was in his throat, watching her appear to be at war with her
thoughts. Had he misread everything between them? No, he couldn’t. He was just
inside of her only minutes ago.

Alex stared into her eyes, and his smile faltered further with each additional second
that it took her to muster her response.

“No, Alex. | will not marry you.”

He rose to his feet and paced aong the side of the bed. Unsure if he heard her
correctly and trying to make sense of what had occurred between them.



“But | loveyou,” hefinally said.

She said nothing and clasped her hands in front of her naked body. She wrung and
squeezed her fingers, and it only put him in an even greater state of unease.

“Are you telling me you feel nothing for me?’ he asked, almost pleading, begging her
to feel the same that he did, or even enough to give them a chance.

“Alex,” she whispered.

He held his hand up to silence her. “Tell me. Tell me that there is no part of your
heart that is mine.” Surely she wasn’'t without any feelings for him. Their meeting had
to have been the work of fate, a story he would have told across a hundred pages.
This couldn’t be how their story ended. They were aromantic comedy, not a tragedy.

Lily’s expression was one of sadness and there were tears that formed at the corners
of her eyes. He longed to press his lips to her salty tears and tell her he loved her
again, but he had already played the part of the lovesick fool once before. Although
he would do so again if she didn't give him a good reason why they couldn’t be
together.

She swallowed hard and found her voice. “1 will marry Lord Knox.”

He fought all the rage that boiled within him that he had found himself in another
situation where he wasn’'t good enough to be the one chosen. Believing he had found
the woman he would wed, and then she married someone else. At least he hadn’t
bedded that one. His hands formed tight fists. “You encouraged me into your bed
when you were engaged to another?’

“No,” she blurted. “He hasn’t asked yet.”



He released his fists and allowed his shoulders to lower. If she wasn't engaged, he
had a chance. “ Then marry me, Lily. There is nothing standing between us.”

“Heintendsto ask, and | will say yes.”
“Why?" Nothing made sense. His world was spinning, and his stomach tightened and
knotted every second that Lily didn't say that she felt something for him, and not

Knox .

“It doesn’t matter why, Alex. The end result is the same.” She raised her chin and
drew a deep breath.

“Tell me. | want to hear the reason.” He couldn’t let her off that easily. There was
something else going on. He knew it in his heart.

She looked at him, and a tear rolled down her right cheek. She opened her mouth to
speak and closed it again, then she began speaking in another language.

Alex thought it might have been German, but he wasn’t proficient in the language.
“Lily, tell me what you just said,” he pleaded. “In English thistime.”

She shook her head, and he knew she was fighting back more tears.

Alex grabbed his shirt and dlid it onto his body before buttoning it. He donned his
boots and picked up his coats. His movements were abrupt, doing his best to hold
back the anger brewing within him again. He stuffed the cloth he used to clean them

both in his pocket.

“l can't believe | did thisagain. | am questioning if | even know you,” he said, rising
and moving towards the door. “I’ll never understand how you could be so cruel to



invite me to your bed and then tell me you intend to marry another man.”

He didn’t give her a chance to respond and he couldn’t look back at her. Unlocking
the door, he poked his head out to check the hallway, then departed, needing to put as
much distance between them as possible. Given the state of his dress and how in
disarray he was, he quickly made hisway to his chamber.

The only good thing from the last few minutes was that he believed he went unseen
by one of the other guests.

Alex leaned against the door of his chamber after he locked it behind himself. She'd
turned him down. Lily gave him her virginity and the most intense, ardent experience
he' d ever shared with awoman, then she refused to marry him.

His heart had been ripped in half and every muscle in his body ached from the pain of
her rgjection. After what they had experienced together, there hadn’t been a doubt in
his mind that she would have agreed to marry him. Then they could have planned to
announce their betrothal later that evening, but she’'d crushed his entire heart and soul
when she'd said no.

None of it made any sense. She had to feel something for him. His Lily wasn’t cold
and unfeeling. He recalled the way she looked at him when she refused to allow him
to enter the burning stables. She hadn’t stopped or called after Knox. She called after
him. Alex.

When she spoke what he believed to be German, there was something in her
expression and the emotion in her words that he was inclined to believe that she did,
in fact, love him. Perhaps it was wishful thinking on his part, but if she didn’t love
him, wouldn’t she just say so?

If she held any feelings for Lord Knox, wouldn’t she have also said that? Wouldn't



she have taken Knox to her bed instead of him?

The mental image of her taking another man to bed caused bile to rise in his throat.
He couldn’t allow her to marry someone else. He couldn’'t allow another man to
touch her in al the ways he had. She was his, and he'd determine what held her back
and then help her see that whatever it was did not signify for their future. There was
nothing that would be strong enough to keep him from her, and the sooner she
accepted that, the better.

Moving across the room, Alex dropped into the chair at the writing desk in his
chamber. He ran his hands down his face and rested his elbows on the desk before
him, propping his chin in his hands. He drew a deep breath and picked up his quill. If
he were to write the event into his play, he' d certainly give them afar happier ending.

Alex tapped his quill against his cheek, replaying the conversation with Lily in his
head again. It didn't add up. He thought about it for every bit of a haf an hour.
Analyzing every word she said, at least the ones in alanguage he could understand.

The only thing he could come up with was that he must speak to Knox. Perhaps if he
could ascertain the gentleman’s intentions, he could convince Knox to abandon his
plans to wed Lily if it came to that. And if the man didn’t readily agree, well, Alex
would cross that bridge when he came to it, but he would not give up on her.

He would do whatever it took to give them both a chance at alife together.
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Chapter 10

T he next morning, Alex hoped he might speak with Knox right away. Better to
tackle the matter head-on before the man spoke with Lily and did something
disastrous like propose to her. He couldn’t alow that to happen. If he believed she
loved or cared for the man, he loved her enough to step aside, but there was
something in her reaction that told him it wasn’t the case. It seemed more likely to
him that she believed, for some reason—probably related to her father—that she must
marry Knox.

Alex learnt from his valet the previous evening that Knox would take a tray in his
room, so Alex did the same. He didn't wish to encounter Lily so soon after she
regjected him. The small silver lining to his broken heart was that he used the angst
and turmoil in the play he was writing. He had crafted a character inspired by Lily,
and if he couldn’'t get her to see that they belonged together, he could rectify their
situation on the page. Doing so gave him a bit of satisfaction and even abit of hope.

Joining the rest of the guests for breakfast, he glanced down at the table, looking for
Knox. The dratted man wasn’t there, but Lily was. He wasn't certain if she saw him
or not, as he glanced away from her and went to the sideboard. Once he made his
selections, he sat at the far end of the table on the same side as her. The seating
eliminated the chance of staring at her during the meal, which would be for the best.
Even though she looked even more beautiful than he recalled in his dreams, in the
two-second glance he allowed himself to have of her that morning.

His heart ached, and if he were less in control of his actions, he would pull her from
the table and throw her over his shoulder in front of everyone, marking her as hisin



their eyes. While he did give that idea more consideration than he ought, he needed
her to choose him. He knew he deserved to be chosen the same as his heart had
chosen her.

He ate quietly, avoiding the polite small talk from the guests sitting around him. As
soon as he had cleared his plate, he departed the breakfast room without so much as a
glance back.

Alex rang for his valet and asked him to alert Knox’s valet that Alex wished to speak
with him as soon as possible, requesting Knox to meet him in the library. No more
waiting, and no more trying to happen upon him. And if Knox didn't come down
soon, Alex was going to break down the man’s chamber door.

After an hour of pacing the library, Knox finally appeared. “You wished to speak
with me?’

Alex whirled around to face him. He noted the man wore ajoyous smile, almost as if
he had been engaged in more-than-satisfying bed sport. Perhaps he had, which would
explain why he hid away in his chamber, or in someone else's. It was a common
occurrence at house parties.

Alex couldn’t judge the man, given he had done the same thing, and with an innocent.
And he'd be lying to himself if he didn’t acknowledge that he walked around half-
erect from wanting her again. But if Knox was entertaining someone else and then
intended to ask for Lily’s hand, that would earn the man afacer. Or ten.

“1 wish to know what your intentions are towards Lady Lily.” He might as well get
straight to the heart of the matter. Alex had no patience for pleasantries and pretense,

not when his future with Lily hung in the balance.

Knox gave him an amused expression. “Do you mean to tell me that you are in love



with her, Callan?’

“Yes,” he replied, taking a few steps closer. “I wish to marry her, but she seems to
believe you intend to propose.”

He seemed to contemplate what Alex said. “ She can't have affection for me, as she's
given no indication of such. Perhaps she doesn’t return your affections, Callan.”

Alex clenched his fists at the man’s words. “| have reason to believe she does,” he
ground out.

The man laughed, not cruelly, but in one that indicated he found Alex amusing, and it
took everything Alex had not to proceed with his plan to plant him that facer he had
considered, until Knox finally spoke. “I do not intend to propose, my good man. |
intended to speak with her today to inform her of such. Then it shall be up to you to
win her.”

Alex released a long, relieved breath that he wouldn’t have to do something more
severe to prevent Knox from attempting to take Lily away from him. “Why did you
allow her to believe you were interested if you weren't?’ He shouldn’t care since the

man wouldn’t be an issue, but something about the matter didn’t sit right with him.

“Her father,” Knox said, the smile leaving his face. “The man was quite insistent, and
he was difficult to refuse. ”

Alex nodded in understanding. Just another reason for Alex to dislike Lily’s parents.

Knox took the last couple of steps to where Alex stood and grabbed his shoulder.
“For what it’ sworth, | hope you succeed at winning her hand.”

Alex’s heart clenched at the mere thought of what it would mean if he failed. “I



must.

“1 will speak with her as soon as| can.”

Relief washed over Alex that Knox wouldn’'t offer for Lily. He still had to be sure
that she wanted to be with him, but Knox would remove an enormous obstacle from
their path.

“Thank you,” Alex replied. Both men started towards the exit. “If our hosts are
looking for me, | shal be in my chamber. | have some matters to tend to.” Those
matters included avoiding Lily, at least for the time being, and picking up work where
he left off writing his play while he thought of what he'd say to her.

Alex took off towards the stairs, needing to get his thoughts on paper and prepare to
speak with Lily again. Even though she had broken his heart when she rejected him,
once he found the right words to ask her again, he hoped with everything in his soul
that she wouldn’t refuse him.
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Chapter 11

L ily wasn't sure how she had appeared presentable to face the day and attend
breakfast with the rest of the house party. Every part of her body had been aware
when he entered the room, but she couldn’t bring herself to look at him. If she caught
his gaze, he would see it on her face and in her eyes. He would see the love she had
for him, and he wouldn’t accept that they didn’t have a future together.

After she had refused Alex the day prior, she cried for so long that Posy had been
worried about her and insisted she take atray in her room for dinner. She didn’'t even
bother to poke at the food for Posy’ s sake, leaving it untouched .

She had been afool for thinking that experiencing such love and pleasure in his arms
would alow her to carry on in a marriage she didn’t want. It might have been more
palatable if Alex hadn’t told her he loved her. She might have been able to convince
herself that he was another man who wanted to use her body and move on to his next
conquest. But he'd told her everything she had dreamt of hearing and what she had
longed to say to him in return.

Lily hated that she had allowed him to believe she didn’t feel the same. The hurt that
marred his expression had broken her heart into so many pieces, it might never be
mended again.

“What is the matter?’ Rosina asked.

The pair had gone for a long walk since they had spent little time in each other’s
company during the house party thus far. Rosina had been taken with her own



pursuits, and Lily was a bit envious of her friend’ s far simpler existence.

“It’ s nothing.”

Rosina grabbed her arm and pulled her to a stop. “What is going on, Lily?’ she asked,
then assessed her friend with concern. “You are trembling. Did someone do
something untoward?’ The anger in Rosina's voice was touching, given that she
knew her friend would give anyone in attendance a firm set down on her behalf.

“I must marry Lord Knox,” Lily sobbed, unable to hold back the emotion.

“1f he did something to you...”

Lily shook her head. “No, it’s nothing like that. | love Lord Callan. Alex.”

Realization washed over Rosina's face. “Dearest, have you been”—she paused to
scan the areato confirm that no one was in earshot—" intimate with Callan?’

Lily drew a deep breath and nodded.

Rosina clasped her hand and squeezed it. “You do not have to marry Knox if that is
not what you wish to do.”

“But my father—"

“To hell with your father,” Rosina said, cutting her off. “Go to Gretna Green if your
father doesn't agree. It matters not what your father and Knox had discussed.
Assuming Callan wishes to marry you.” Her face hardened again. “Because if he

dallied with you and toyed with your affections, he has another thing coming.”

Lily released a puff of air. “He asked me to marry him, and he says he loves me.”



“And you refused him?’

“Yes. Right after we...”

Rosina drew a deep breath. “His pride may be a bit wounded, which is typical of a
man who faces rejection. But if he loves you, he will do what is necessary to have
you, even if that means convincing your father to allow him to do so or the scandal of
eloping to Scotland. But do not marry a man you don’t love.” Her words were laced
with emotion.

Lily squeezed her friend's hand. “Y ou still miss him. Y our husband.”

Rosina gave her a somber nod. “And that is why | know you deserve love, and if
Callan loves you, you must fight. Fight whatever stands in your path because love
doesn’t come around often.”

She noted Rosina appeared to be struggling with something, and she wasn't certain it
had to do with her husband.

“Do you have feelings for the duke, Rosina?’

Rosina flinched as if Lily had struck her. “What? We're talking about you,” Rosina
said, waving her off. “What are you going to do to make things right with Callan?’

“1 suppose | must speak with Knox and then confirm if Alex still wishes to marry

me.

Suddenly, she recalled something he said about doing the same thing again. That
realization brought their conversation about broken hearts crashing back into her like
aton of bricks. He'd had his heart broken before, and then Lily had refused him. She
had made a mess of everything and needed to set things to their rights. Rosina was



right. To hell with her father.

“I must go. | will seeyou later,” Lily called out to her friend as she hurried away. She
didn’t wait for a response and made her way back to the terrace and reentered the
salon. Thinking about what she would say to Alex.

A life with him was the only future she wanted and thus the only one she would
entertain. If he loved her as he said he did, he would move mountains to be with her,
and that just might be what was needed.

“My lady,” afamiliar voice called to her when she returned to the salon.

“Lord Knox,” she said, giving him a polite nod. She was relieved to see him so she
could inform him that she would not marry him.

“We never got to speak yesterday after all the unfortunate events. Might | be able to
speak with you now?”’

She inhaed afortifying breath and nodded. “| would like to speak with you as well.”

He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm, then led her back to the
terrace. “1 think it best if we have abit of privacy.”

She steadied herself. He was going to propose, and she’ d have to decline another man
in less than a day. He might get angry at her and write to her father. She and Alex
may have to leave the house party immediately if she could convince him to do so.
Lily shook off her thoughts and tried to force herself to listen to what Knox had to

Say.

Once they were on the far corner of the terrace, he gave a tender smile and finally
spoke. “Areyou in love with Lord Callan?’



Had she heard him correctly? Why would he ask her that? There was warmth in his
voice, a genuine sympathy that replaced any hint of anger or hurt she might have
expected from him.

“Yes,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

He nodded as if she had confirmed what he already knew. “And you wish to marry
him?’

“More than anything,” she said, allowing her heart to hope that it would be the case
for them.

Lord Knox grinned at her. “ Then marry him.”

11 B ut_”

“1 don't intend to offer marriage after al, my lady. Y ou are intelligent, charming, and
beautiful, and you will make a wonderful wife for Callan, not me.”

She swallowed hard, unsure she believed what she heard. “But you arranged things
with my father.”

“We signed no contracts. | will write to him right away, and | will encourage him to
support the match with Callan.”

Unable to stop herself, she threw her arms around Lord Knox's neck. “Thank you.
Thank you so much.” The action was far too forward and not typically done, but he
didn’'t push her away. He gave her back a soft pat and then she released him. “How
did you know about my affection for Lord Callan?’

“Your gentleman spoke with me. He seems quite determined. | believe you have



yourself agood man, there.”

“You are aso a good man, Lord Knox. | hope you find someone as well,” she said,
her eyes turning glassy.

“Call me George, please,” he said. “And don’t you worry about me. Just make things
right with Callan. Perhaps I'll even get an invitation to the wedding.” He flashed her
agrin riddled with mirth.

“Of course, George. Well, if he will have me. | already rejected his proposal.”

His expression turned to a knowing stare. “I don’'t think you have to worry about
that.”

“If you will excuse me,” Lily said. “I must find him right away.”

He extended his arm to her. “I’ll do better than that. | know where heis, and I'll take
you to him.”

She took his arm and allowed him to lead her through the house. They ascended the
grand staircase, and she suspected Alex must be in his chamber. They navigated to
one of the other wings of rooms opposite from where her chamber was. Once they
reached alarge white door, George nodded towardsiit .

“Good luck, Lily,” he said, grinning at her.

“Thank you, George.” Lily squeezed George's hand and then released his arm as he
backed away.

She closed her eyes and drew a long breath before trying the handle and quietly
entering Alex’s chamber. She closed the door behind her without making a sound.



Scanning the room, she found him hunched over his writing desk, lost in thought as
his quill glided across the parchment.

Lily took afew steps closer to him and stopped again to watch him work. Some of his
hair had fallen across his forehead and he rubbed the back of his neck as if he were
working out a bit of tension but didn’t stop writing. She could have watched him do
so all day and been more than content.

Unable to help herself, she noted he had dispensed with his coats and cravat, and her
knowledge of what he looked like beneath his shirt caused her entire body to heat.
She sighed, and his head jerked towards her.

“Lily,” he exclaimed, jumping to hisfeet. “What are you doing here?’

Lily clasped her handsin front of her and raised her chin. “I came to ask you to marry

me.

“What?’

She stepped closer to him so there was only about a foot of space between their
bodies. “I wish to marry you.”

He stared at her with a range of emotions reflected in his eyes. Hurt, disbelief, pride,
love. “Lily...”

“I love you, Alex. | had resigned myself to being a spinster and believed the closest |
would get to love was watching it on the theatre stage. My father commanded me to
leave this house party betrothed to Lord Knox. But | will only marry you. I’'m sorry
that | didn’t jump into your arms and speak the words when you asked. | only hope
you can forgive me because | shall love you every day for the rest of my life.”
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Chapter 12

A lex reached for Lily and pulled her against him. He was half afraid that he was
dreaming and that his angel was teasing him in his sleep, so he needed to fedl her in
his arms to confirm that she was real. “| was prepared to spend every minute of every
day working to convince you of the very thing.” He lowered his head and pressed his
lips to hers, pleased that she immediately opened to him so he could taste her tongue
against his.

She took control of the kiss, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling herself
closer against his body, which was already on fire for her. She undulated against him,
and he almost questioned how she had so quickly become a tempting little vixen.
He' d delight in knowing he was the recipient of all of her wanton desires .

She pulled her lips away from his. “Y ou didn’t answer me.”

“Yes, love. I'm marrying you. And if your father wishes to question if you are mine, |
shall do what | must to bring him around to my way of thinking.”

Lily pressed against him and walked him backwards to the chair in front of his desk
and urged him to sit. “Let us not speak of my father just now.”

She placed a hand on each of his thighs to support herself and leaned forward to place
afew kisses along hislips. “Remove your shirt.”

He didn’t even question it, making quick work of the buttons and tossing the shirt to
the side.



She ran her hands along his chest, and his muscles flexed beneath her touch. Her
hands were so soft, and the intoxicating scent of vanilla from her proximity caused
his head to fall back. She took advantage and licked and sucked at his neck. His cock
fought hard against his breeches, and he rocked his hips, moving himself against the
fabric.

Her lips and touch disappeared, and when he lifted his head, she had knelt before him
and begun massaging his thighs.

“What are you doing?’ The words came out with a sigh. Hoping she would take him
into her sweet, beautiful mouth, he licked his lips, watching her reach for the buttons
of hisfalls.

“1’m going to taste my future husband.”

Her hands brushed against him through his breeches as she worked the buttons, and
he almost came undone. He' d let her have her fun, and then he fully intended to find
himself inside of her again.

His cock jutted into her hand when she released him, and he sucked in a breath from
her soft hands moving along his shaft. She lowered her head and licked the liquid that
had already escaped the tip. Watching her tongue lick around the tip of his cock was
almost more than he could handle.

“Do | doit like this?’ she asked before she took in half of his length and closed her
mouth around it, sucking him into her mouth.

He clasped her head. “Yes. Just like that.” Alex held her head in place and rocked in
the chair so that his cock moved in and out of her mouth. She glanced up at him
through her gold-rimmed spectacles, and the heat in her gaze almost set him on fire.
He kept his eyes fixed on her, taking him that way, knowing he would spend in her



mouth if she continued. As appealing as the thought was, he needed to be inside of
her, to feel her body against his, and to know that they would aways be together.
That she was his, and he was hers.

He pulled her head further off him. “Come here, love.”

She rose, and he lifted her skirts so she could straddle him. When she sat on his lap,
facing him, his shaft rubbed against her. He dlid his hand between them and guided
two fingers inside of her. She was dripping and ready for him, and he groaned at the
realization.

“1 think you enjoyed sucking my cock.”

She nodded and leaned against him, exploring his body with her hands and kissing
her way to hisear. “Very much so.”

Unable to wait any longer, he lifted her up and speared her with his entire length,
eliciting a loud moan from her lips. He held her hips and rocked her on top of him,
thrusting himself so each movement fully sheathed him inside of her wet heat.

He didn’'t have the control of his movements he wanted from their position in the
chair. So he clasped her bottom against him and stood, not removing himself from
her.

“Tighten your legs around me, love.”

He held on to her bottom and began thrusting into her where he stood. Shifting her to
bounce on top of him with each of his thrusts, penetrating her so deep he amost saw
stars. She held on to him around his neck and took his lips, kissing him with such
fervor, his body responded by bouncing her harder and faster .



“1 need to lay you down,” he ground out against her lips. “I am going to spend inside
you if | continue.”

“Don’t stop,” she pleaded. “1 want this. I'm marrying you.”

Her words made him come unhinged, and he gave her everything he had. She gripped
his neck tighter, and her core tightened and pulsated around him when her orgasm
came. “Alex,” she moaned into his neck, her teeth grazing his shoulder.

He thrust into her twice more and then held her hips in place tight against him when
he released his seed deep inside of her. He'd never released himself inside of a
woman before, given he had never wanted to risk the chance of a babe, and the
intensity from doing so made his legs wobbly.

She went limp in hisarms. Her head rested on his shoulder, and he continued to stand
there, holding her against him, wrapping his arms around her as if she were the most
precious thing in the world. Because she was. He kissed her neck, then her cheek and
jaw. “I loveyou, Lily.”

Lily gripped him tighter. “I love you, too, Alex.”

He carried her to the bed and sat her down, withdrawing himself from her. He tucked
himself back into his breeches and rebuttoned them.

“Your dress is quite wrinkled,” he said, grinning at her. “I believe you will have to
sneak to your room to change before you rejoin the others.”

“l don’t want to leave you.”

He leaned down and kissed her brow. “Then don’t. | don’t care about your wrinkled
dress. It's a reminder that I’ ve done my job to ensure you are a well-loved and well-



bedded woman.”

“1 don’'t recall being in bed until now,” she said, smirking at him.

“Am | to believe that you are disappointed then, my lady?’

She climbed off the bed to stand before him, wrapping her arms around his waist.
“Not at all. Knowing how strong you are only makes me more wanton.”

“Well, I am happy to tend to your needs in any way you see fit.”

She laughed and playfully swatted at him, moving to sit in the chair at his desk. “I
will need you to introduce me to all my options for doing so.”

He had barely recovered from what they had just done, but he wanted her again. “We
need to discuss our plans to marry. You may soon carry our babe, and that risk will
only grow greater the longer we delay making you my wife. Because even now I'm
thinking about in what position | want to come inside of you next. ”

Lily blushed at his words, and the flushed skin beneath her adorable freckles did
nothing to ease his desire.

“You should write to my father right away. He won't give a fig what | want, but if
you express your desire to marry quickly and join our families. He will respond to
your title and that of your father’s. And with Knox no longer an option, perhaps Papa
will agree.” She wrinkled her nose and glanced away. “He wanted the highest title,
but his disappointing, plain, bluestocking daughter was afailure during her season.”

He rushed to her side and clasped her hands. “ There is nothing disappointing or plain
about you. It is to my good fortune that no one else took notice of what was before
them, and not because you are lacking. Your parents lack any sound sense and



judgement, and they will not be allowed in your presence if they cannot show you the
respect you deserve.”

“You really must love me,” she said, amost as if she had finally accepted it. Her
expression changed as she contemplated him. “You said something yesterday.
Something about how you did the same thing again. Were you in love before?’

Alex had dlipped when he said that out of frustration, but leave it to his Lily to notice.
“l believed myself to be in love before, yes. But | asked for her hand, and she
declined because she had captured the attention of a duke.”

Lily winced and wrung her hands together. He could see the guilt marring her
expression from her rejection of hisoriginal proposal.

He knelt before her. “The situations aren’t the same, my love. | only believed myself
to be in love then and now | know that could never have been the case now that |
have met you. And | know you didn’t truly wish to marry Knox. That was the work
of your father.”

Alex took her hands in his and looked up at her. “I didn’'t know it was possible to
love another person so much. | would meet your father at the dueling grounds if that
Iswhat you wished for me to do to right the wrongs he had done to you.” He grinned
at her and chuckled to himself. “I would give my life for yours if it would ease even
the dlightest pain you have endured.”

She shook her head and laughed. “Now look who's quoting Stormy Wells.” She
glanced at the papers on his desk.

“About that, love. There is something else we should discuss.”

She picked up the parchment and then read the one beneath it. “What is this?" She



kept skimming the pages and then picked up another one.

“Lily...”

She had a character sheet in her hand that would be unmistakable where the
Inspiration came from .

“Are you writing about me? Or at least a character like me. The red hair and
spectacles seem to be a bit too much of a coincidence.”

“I wasinspired by you. In awe of you. | still am, and | awayswill be.”

She stared at him in disbelief. He wasn't sure if the expression was one of anger or
not.

“When we met, did you only get close to me so you could write about me?’

He clasped her hips, still kneeling before her. “No, sweetheart. | promise. | turned
you into a character to work through my feelings for you. Writing is how | think and
process things.”

“What were you going to do with these?’

“A man in love is just a man. It doesn’'t matter if he is a duke or a pauper, if the
woman he loves doesn’t return his affection, his life is diminished to nothing of
worth.”

“Why are you quoting lines from Duke About Town to me?”’

He drew a deep breath, steadying himself for what he must reveal. For what he'd
never revealed to anyone before. “I’'m Stormy Wells.”



She gasped and brought her hand to her mouth. “You don't jest?’

He shook his head. “No, love. You are the only person in the entire world besides my
solicitor who knows.”

Alex sat quietly and watched her process the impact of learning his identity.

“l just can't believeit,” shefinally said.

“It started as something | did to make sense of our world, and then | found | enjoyed
creating stories and how people would interact in different scenarios in our society. |
wrote my first play and had my solicitor send it to a playhouse, not expecting
anything to happen. They wanted to buy it. The show was so popular, they came back
to my solicitor asking to meet me. When | refused, they asked for more of my work. |
never expected the plays to become as popular as they did. My solicitor protects my
identity and | just write the stories | am compelled to tell.”

She stared at him with awe and admiration. He sagged against her abit in relief that it
didn’t appear she would change her mind about marrying him after learning his
biggest secret.

“Y ou must have made a small fortune.”

He shrugged. “l donated all of it. My solicitor sees the funds are given to the
orphanages and charities in the most need. | am aready wealthy enough, and all |
care about now isthat you will still have me.”

“Alex, it only makes me love you more for how brilliant you are. ”

He brought her hand to his lips. “You are the brilliant one. Perhaps with you at my
side, we can trandlate the plays into other languages and earn even more funds for the



charities.”

“You would let me work with you?’ she asked, shock and delight evident on her
beautiful visage.

“1 wish to share every aspect of our livestogether, love.”

Her eyes grew wide. “Does this mean | get to read your plays before they go to the
solicitor?’

“Of course. Anything you wish, you shall have.”

She leaned forward and placed a tender kiss on his lips. “Y ou shall be the very best
husband.”

He rose and picked her up off the chair, took the seat for himself, and settled her
across his lap. “Let’s work on this letter to your father, and then I’'ll show you more
of the husband | intend to be.”
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6 months later

Lily rubbed her rounded belly. Her stomach protruded enough that it was undeniable
that she carried a sweet little one. Given how often she enjoyed her husband, it was
no surprise that they had concelved almost right away.

The sun was high outside the drawing room window of their country estate, and she
watched a few birds outside the window, distracting herself from reading the new
book Alex had ordered for her. She still couldn’t believe she had been so lucky to
marry him.

Her father didn’t resist the match, especially given that George had withdrawn his
interest. But Alex gave her father a firm set down the first time he said something
unkind about her. Alex’s parents adored Lily, especially given that in their eyes she
got their son to settle down and start making an heir. Alex’s father even threatened to
give her father the cut direct if he should say anything disparaging about Lily. Since
then, her father and mother had both been on their best behavior and she could
forgive them for treating her the way they had.

Alex strode into the room, saying nothing to her, and came straight to where she sat
and scooped her up. He cradled her in hisarms and carried her away.

“What on earth are you doing?’
“l have a surprise for you.”

“l can walk, you know.”



He shook his head. “Y ou need all the rest you can get in your condition.”

She laughed at him and clasped her hands around his neck. “Y ou are impossible.”

Alex would be the most devoted father. He would encourage his children and help
them pursue whatever they wished. Very unlike what she had experienced growing

up.

He carried her to his study and kicked his door closed behind them when they crossed
the threshold. He sat her on top of his desk. “Close your eyes.”

She did as he said, waiting for what he would do next.

“All right, open them.”

Lily blinked her eyes open, and he held out a stack of parchment, tied together with
twine and then a pink ribbon tied around it in a bow.

She eyed the stack in his hands and then glanced at him, catching his gaze.

“It's my next play. | am giving it to you to read first.” He beamed at her, and she
radiated with pride for her talented husband.

She took the bundle from his hands and glanced at the title, The Viscount and the
Wallflower .

“Thisis about us?’ she asked.
“Well, | changed enough details so that only we would know and added a bit of

flourish. And | might have omitted a few titillating moments,” he said, winking at
her.



She wrapped one arm around his neck. “I love you so much.” She released him and
held the stack of parchment with both hands. “1 can’t wait to read it.”

He snatched the bundle from her and set it on the bookcase behind him, next to the
framed drawing that Lord Camden had done of her. She still found it humorous that

Alex had followed them outside and then got Camden to give him the drawing.

“I'm afraid that has to wait,” Alex said, kissing her neck. “I thought we might
celebrate the conclusion of the play with a bit of afinish of our own. ”

Alex pressed himself between her legs, raising her skirts so that she was exposed to
him.

“1 thought | needed rest,” sheteased, giggling at him.

He urged her to lie back on the desk, grinning at her. “I shall do al the work.”

Before she could object, not that she would, he dipped his head and had his tongue
massaging the sensitive place above her core. She arched her back off the desk and
moaned. No matter how many times he tasted her, each time was just as good as the
last.

He spread her legs wider and ran his tongue down until it was inside of her. Her
hands flung to his head, and she held him in place, rocking her cunt against his face.
He pulled back and inserted two fingers where his tongue had been.

“1 have the most perfect wife.”

She moaned at how he moved hisfingersinside her. “I want you, husband.”

“I noticed,” he said, grinning at her. He withdrew his fingers and brought them to her
lips. She wasn't sure when he had freed himself from his breeches, but as she sucked



his fingers into her mouth, he thrust himself inside of her. The sensation of it made
her suck hisfingers harder, and he released alow growl.

He brought his hand back and shifted her legs so her thighs were spread wide, and he
supported them with his arms as he thrust into her. She moaned and whispered his
name.

“Massage your breasts.”
She did as he instructed, lifting her breasts from her stays so that they were visible

over the neckline of her dress. She cupped them both, kneading as he moved inside of
her. When she ran her thumbs along the tight buds of her nipples, she moaned.

“Just like that,” he said, increasing his speed and pulling her thighs even tighter
against him.

After a few more thrusts, she shattered beneath him. She didn't muffle her loud
moans as she shook and savored her perfect fall over to the other side of her orgasm.

He didn't relent and buried himself deep inside of her. Releasing her thighs, he
shifted his hands up to her breasts, massaging them for himself as he spent inside of

her, slowing to a gentle rock of his hips.

Alex leaned over her and kissed her with her back pressed into the desk and his cock
still inside of her.

“1 should finish a play more often.”

He withdrew and then helped her to sit back up on the desk, lowering her skirts back
over her legs.

“Well, given how many times you've had me on top of this very desk,” she said,



tucking her breasts back into her stays, “| would say you don’t need such an excuse.”

He kissed her nose. “Y ou’ ve caught me. ”

Alex buttoned his falls, then grabbed the papers from behind him and handed them
back to her. He scooped her up and carried her to the settee. She wouldn’t even
pretend she didn’'t adore the attention he lavished upon her because she did. Lily
loved everything about the way Alex loved her.

He seated them both so they sat longways, with her positioned between his legs and
leaning against him, her back against his front. The fire roared before them and it was
the perfect, cozy moment. He kissed the top of her head as she untied the bow around
the papers.

Beneath the title, there was a dedication.
To a certain woman: You are as precious as a flower, but you were never a
wallflower. You have always shone from the center of the stage from the moment |

first laid my eyes on you, and you are forever in possession of my heart.

The tears rolled down her cheeks, and she glanced up at him to see him grinning at
her.

He shifted one hand to cup her rounded stomach, using his thumb to massage where
their precious babe grew.

“Keep reading, sweetheart.”



