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The thought of Robert Breton’s touch fills Anne Clairemont with a delicious, scandalous heat—but her family’s happiness depends on her going through with her planned marriage to his wealthy, cold business partner. Then Robert gives her a searing kiss beneath the mistletoe that changes everything. Soon he’s showing Anne the intimate pleasures they could share, determined to fan the flame of their desire and convince her to call off her engagement. But can she disappoint her parents to be with Robert, or will she break her own heart first?















Dear Readers,


When I was asked to do a companion story for A Regency Christmas Carol, I had no trouble coming up with a plot. All the while Joseph Stratford was finding redemption and falling in love, there was another story going on in the background, waiting to be told. Anne and Robert deserved a happy ending as well.


And, of course, it gave me an excuse to make Christmas last just a little bit longer.


Christine Merrill






To my readers: Merry Christmas and a Happy New Year to you all.
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Chapter One



Anne Clairemont admired the sitting room of her once and future home, and gave an approving nod. Decoration for the holiday house party was well under way. If things were not exactly as they had been, at least it was more cheerful than it had been under her mother’s haphazard care.

Anne secretly admired the changes the new owner, Joseph Stratford, had made. It was true that he had a tendency to excess. Father called it a tradesman’s display of wealth, and unworthy of such a grand home. But it hardly mattered. Once she was married she would change everything back to the way it had been six years ago, before things had begun to go wrong.

Today, Mr. Stratford’s extravagance pleased her. It was demonstrated in the amount of holly, ivy and mistletoe that decked every available surface. The house looked as it had when she was a child, and all things had seemed larger and more wondrous. Despite herself, Anne smiled. Then, she returned her attention to her guest.

“Would you like tea, Mr. Breton? May I pour for you?”

Mr. Stratford’s friend responded with his usual grim nod, and she tried not to let her hand tremble as she raised the pot. It was most unwise of her to have this reaction when around Robert Breton, but she could not seem to control it. He was a very attractive man.

Not to say that Joseph wasn’t handsome. In his own dark and intense way, he was. But he had a driven quality that made her more nervous than intrigued. She did not think that he would be an impatient husband, for he showed no signs of holding her unease against her. Once they were married, she suspected that he would forget her entirely. All he really cared about was the running of his mill, and the successful operation of his looms. A respectable wife was nothing more than a way to secure his place in a community that showed no signs of welcoming him.

And if Joseph was rarely to be at home, she might be forced to spend even more time alone with his business partner. Not that she really thought of Mr. Breton as such. He was a gentleman, and little more than the source of financing behind the ambitions of Mr. Stratford. But Joseph trusted him as a brother, and seemed to find nothing improper about the amount of time another man spent in her company, seeing him as a chaperone and escort rather than a rival.


Robert Breton had said nothing about finding his own accommodations in the area, seeming content with the best guest room at Clairemont. In Joseph’s absence, he treated the house almost as his own. Anne must get used to the idea that, if she was to be mistress here, he would be a semi-permanent member of the household.

Breton sipped his tea, and Anne held her breath, then chided herself for waiting on his approval. Of course, he would like it. In the many afternoons they’d spent together, she had learned to prepare it just so, and selected tidbits and delicacies for the tray knowing that he would favor them. It was foolish of her to care what he thought, or to try to impress him at all. But she enjoyed his company, and wanted him to like her.

She thought it had been going quite well. They’d struck up a friendship almost from their first meeting. They had laughed and chatted and walked every inch of the property together. But in the last few weeks he’d grown more and more distant around her, cold and silent. When they were alone, he was sometimes sarcastic in his responses. But when Joseph was present he treated her with courtesy, and smiled as though there were nothing wrong between them.

Had she offended him in some way? She could not think how. It made her work all the harder to be nice to him, hoping for some bit of warmth, or at least a smile. She quite liked his smile, especially when it was directed toward her. And the strength of his arm as they’d walked and she’d shown him the park of the manor that had once been her home. He had put his hands on her waist to help her over a stile, and she had taken longer than necessary, just to feel them holding her. Later, when she was alone with her thoughts, she could pretend that it had been a caress.

Perhaps that day he had noticed. He had stared back at her, his dark blue eyes smoldering with what she assumed was disgust at her weakness. Then he had slowly and deliberately withdrawn his hand. He had been cold to her ever since.

Was it so awful to have a tendre for a man who was not to be her husband? She would not let anything come of it, of course. She was all but promised to Joseph, and the happiness of several people depended on her ability to go through with the marriage as it had been planned.

But she could not say she loved him. Though she would lie to him on the subject if it was necessary, she should not have to lie to herself. Although he was kind, she felt no real excitement at the touch of Joseph Stratford. But the thought of Robert Breton’s touch filled her with a delicious, languorous heat. If she could not have that, then she must work to maintain his friendship. Without Robert here to visit with, she would sit alone in this great house, waiting for her husband to remember that there was anything more important in his life than work.

At the moment, it was almost as lonely as if she had no company at all. Her companion drank his tea in silence and could barely look her in the eye, ending each sip with a sigh of distaste and a glance out the window.

After a polite knock, the housekeeper entered and inquired after the menu for the next day’s entertainment. Guests were arriving for the holidays and everything had to be perfect. Anne supplied the necessary information and a smile of approval, then went back to her cup as the woman retreated.

“You treat the house as your own, already?” Mr. Breton said with a raised eyebrow and an accusing tone. “I understood that the engagement had not yet been announced.”

“Well, no,” she admitted, shifting uncomfortably. “But it will be soon. Tomorrow, perhaps, at the ball. For now, Joseph seems to value my help. This was my parents’ house before he bought it. I know the staff and the rooms. And the best way to entertain in it. It is just…easier.”


“I see.” Robert said it as though he was catching her in some just uncovered deception, and not stating a fact that he understood almost as well as she did herself.

And then, he put down his teacup with a click and rose as though angered by the charade. “I must go. Stratford will be expecting me at the mill.”

It was an outright lie. In her presence, Joseph had often teased Mr. Breton about his disinterest in something so integral to his financial well-being. And Robert had responded with a laugh that he was quite content to remain by the fire and leave the place wholly to Joseph, so that they might both be happy. His current and sudden interest could mean only one thing: he was making lame excuses to remove himself from her presence.

Anne popped to her feet, searching for a way to stay his departure. “Must you go so soon? You have hardly touched your plate. Are you sure there is nothing more you wish? Because I would be happy to oblige you in anything you desire.”

“Do not make promises that you have no intention of keeping.” He was almost out of the room before she could think of a response.

“Wait. Please, Mr. Breton.” He turned and she decided to risk honesty and walked to him. “Is it me? Is it something I have done? You are clearly upset, and I do not know why.”

“You know quite well what the matter is,” Robert snapped.

She stood beside him now, looking up into his angry face. “In truth, I do not. Is there nothing I can do to make things right between us, as they used to be?”

“You wish things to be right between us?” He gave a mocking laugh. “Then you must begin to act like Stratford’s wife, if you truly mean to be so.”

“But I do,” she said, confused. “I am in this house from breakfast until late in the evening, ordering the servants about as though they were my own. But that is hardly odd. I belong here. I know this house like the back of my hand.”

“If you know it so well, then tell me where you are standing right now.”

It was her turn to laugh. “In the blue receiving room, of course.”

He jabbed a finger out, pointing to a place just above her head to an elaborate kissing bough hanging by a ribbon from the ceiling. “Under the mistletoe.”

She looked above her, and then back at him. “So I am,” she said, hardly able to take a breath. Without thinking, she wet her lips. What must he have thought of that? It probably appeared like an invitation. She was acting as though she wished him to kiss her.

But she did. With a marriage carefully arranged and only weeks away, she was thinking of kissing another man. It was disloyal of her, to Joseph and to her family. Robert would be disgusted by it, as he seemed to be by much of what she said and did. The silent moment stretched long between them, and she wondered what was to happen next. It would be best, she was sure, if she could make a simple apology, laugh at her own foolishness and back away from him.

“You offered me anything I might want,” he said.

Did he want a kiss, then? What harm could it do, if it was between friends? It was likely to be her only chance to have even a small taste of the lips of Mr. Robert Breton.

Without another word he removed the distance between them, standing so close that she could feel the heat of his body against her skin. She shut her eyes, waiting for the chaste peck on the lips that didn’t come. Instead his hands gripped her arms so tightly that it made her gasp. And then his mouth met hers, taking advantage of her moment of vulnerability to fill her with his tongue.


Was this natural? She had never heard of such a thing before. It felt like the most right and wonderful thing in the world. He tasted of the gingerbread that had been on the tea tray, sweet and spicy. She mimicked the slow surge and retreat of his tongue against hers, trying to catch the flavor. Though the room had seemed cold just a few moments ago, now it felt hot. But in an aching confusion, her nipples were still hard, pressing against her light stays until she feared he could feel them through her gown.

And perhaps he could. He was pushing her back toward the nearest wall until her shoulders were pressing against the plaster. Then, his hands moved to touch them, cradling her breasts in his palms as he kissed his way down her throat, covering every inch of exposed flesh with licks and nips. The massaging of his hands was so exciting that she almost forgot to breathe. There was a spiraling excitement deep within her, pressing her toward some fantastic place she’d never visited.

She could image one final touch or kiss that would take her out of this world altogether, leaving her fainting in his arms. Then he could lift her, carry her in a half swoon to the couch, cover her body with his and ravish her back to wakefulness.

Just then, he kissed her on the mouth again. Though she had only the most basic understanding of the marital act, her body tightened suddenly, and she could imagine what it must feel like to be claimed by a man. Something burst inside of her with a dizzying rush. She could breathe again in deep happy gasps that made her heart hammer and her legs tremble. It was the most amazing feeling she’d ever known, as though she’d been dead for years and suddenly reborn.

And it was the middle of the day in a public room of a house that was not hers. Servants had questions, guests would be arriving. At any moment, she might receive a visit from the man she meant to marry.

She fought free of his kiss and her own desires and pushed hard against Robert Breton’s chest. The cold rushed back into her spirit as his hands left her body. “What are you doing to me?” she whispered.

“Exactly what I’ve wished to, from the first moment I met you.” He was smiling the cold, hard, self-satisfied smile he’d worn so often when he looked at her of late, as though the kiss was not something magical, but merely a confirmation of her weak character. Then, he reached into his pocket and removed a handkerchief, touching it to the corner of his mouth to wipe away a drop of blood.

Dear Lord. Had she bitten him?

His smile grew slightly broader as he saw her shock at her total lack of control. “And now, Miss Clairemont, if you will excuse me, I must go to speak with your fiancé. I shall leave you to contemplate your own happy future with him.”







Chapter Two



Robert Breton ate the fine meal provided by his wealthy friend, willing himself to clear his plate. He would choke down each bite if he had to, and swill enough of the expensive port to blot the episode with Miss Clairemont from his mind.

A short distance from him, Anne looked equally uncomfortable, seated between her parents and scant inches from the watchful eyes of Stratford. Not that Stratford was bothering to observe her. Robert had forced a promise from him to pay more attention to the girl he meant to marry, but it seemed to be forgotten almost as soon as it was made. Joseph simply didn’t care for her other than as another measure of his success.

But that indifference did not give Robert the right to kiss her. He could pretend that he’d expected her to strike him, to protest, and to ban him from the house. If she had tried, he’d likely have kissed her all the more, using any tricks he could think of to prove to her what he already knew: she did not love Joseph Stratford. It was unworthy of her to marry him.

Robert’s own feelings were no more clear than hers. He should not be pretending that he was trying to save his friend from a fortune hunter. He wanted Anne Clairemont for himself. Her total surrender to him after only a few kisses proved the feeling to be reciprocated. The slightest prompting had produced an orgasm worthy of a Cyprian. The savage kiss she returned left him imagining the lover she would become. The idea that she might develop those talents in a bed other than his own was almost too painful to contemplate.

But he could not seem to stop brooding on it. He finished his dinner in silence and plodded through the dancing and games of the evening with a wooden smile until the last of the guests were retiring. Then he slipped from the room so that he would not be forced to witness a sweet goodbye between Stratford and Anne.

“Mr. Breton? We need to talk.” He had been too slow. The object of his desire was coming down the hallway toward him.

“Surely it can wait until tomorrow. It is late. I must be getting to bed.” There was that image again, of her, sprawled in his sheets. “Tomorrow. We will talk then. Skating is planned in the afternoon.” There would be other guests about, and servants. And God help him, Stratford. How was he to go on?

“I wish to speak to you now. Tonight.” There was an earnest desperation in her big, blue eyes. “My parents and I will be leaving soon. The rest of the party has retired. Surely you can spare a few moments.”

It was an innocent enough request. But there was no innocence left in him to spare. Still, he was not strong enough to refuse her. “Very well. A few words only.”

She took him by the arm and pulled him into a small parlor at the back of the house, shutting the door behind them. The room was rarely used and barely lit. The lack of decoration proved that no one was expecting the guests to come to this part of the manor. They might be alone together for some time before anyone even thought to look here.

The thought was both pleasing and unnerving. He took a breath, reminding himself of the risks. Then he said, “What is it you wished to discuss?”

“I need to know why you kissed me.”

“Why?” Could she truly be this naive? Had it not been obvious from the first day how he had struggled with his feelings for her, knowing he must not touch her even as circumstance had pushed them closer and closer together?

“Yes,” she said firmly. “Why would you do such a thing? I did not think you liked me.” She was wringing her hands as though it embarrassed her to admit her fears.


“Like you?” He laughed in surprise. “I wish I did not. What I feel for you is far stronger than polite regard. It will be the ruin of me, I’m sure. But there is little I can do about it.”

“You seemed so cold,” she pressed on. “So distant.”

“You are a fine one to talk. You are willing to give yourself to a man you do not care for, just to get his fortune and his house.”

“That is not true,” she said. “About my not caring for Joseph. I care…very much.”

Robert groaned. “That is even worse. What kind of woman are you that you allow me to kiss you when you claim to care for another? And now that I have embarrassed myself by revealing my desire for you, how can you torture me with your feelings for my best friend?”

“I do not mean to hurt you,” she insisted. “I do not wish ill on anyone. And, of course, I care for Joseph. How could I not? He is kind, and has been good to me and to my family. I must care for him. I simply must.” She said the last as though she needed to convince herself of the fact, more than him.

“But all those times when we were alone together, were you simply being kind to me because I am a friend of Joseph’s?” he asked.

“Yes. No. I mean…I like you. Of course I do. If things were different…” Then she stopped, as though fearful to say more.

“You like me.” He felt a totally inappropriate surge of confidence. With her formal engagement only a day away, he must take steps quickly to fan the flame, or he would lose her forever.

“Well, of course I like you,” she said, as though it should have been obvious to him.

“But that does not explain why you allowed me to kiss you.”

Her eyes went wide, as though it had not occurred to her that she might be required to take a share of the blame for their indiscretion. “It was just a kiss under the mistletoe.”

“That was all it was to you, really?”

She knew quite well that it was no simple kiss. The dim light could not hide her blush. He reached out and touched a curl at her temple. “Suppose I were to kiss you here, tonight. There is no mistletoe to be found, so you would have no excuse for what happened. Would you allow it?”

“I should not,” she said, quietly.

“Should not is quite different from shall not. Let us see which one applies.” He bent his head to her, and kissed her.

It took no coaxing to get an ardent response. Her mouth was open. Her tongue met his. Her body strained to be touched. He need have no fear that she preferred another, for it was plain when they were alone that she wanted no one but him. He pulled her hips tight to cradle them against his erection, wondering how much she knew of a man’s desire and how perfectly she might satisfy it. Did he dare to show her tonight?

“Please,” she whispered, brushing her lips against his cheek. “You were right. It was more than a kiss. Do not tempt me to go further. My parents are here. If we are discovered…” She pushed his hand away from where it hovered by her breast.

His curiosity was satisfied. She’d admitted that she cared for him, and had been moved by him. He should make an apologetic withdrawal and escort her back to find her parents. But it would be far better to give her another reason to refuse, when Stratford finally made his offer. Robert kissed her gently on the forehead and ran a finger along the top edge of her gown, ruffling the lace that lay against her skin. “I suppose this means that you will not let me see the loveliness of your breasts. It will take more time getting you back into your gown than it will take me to have you out of it.”


“Robert!” She said his name in an urgent whisper.

“You did not say no, just now, my sweet. If you wish to put me off, you will need to be clear about the fact.”

“It would be unwise,” she said with a sigh.

“But I wish to please you,” he said. “It will be the work of a few moments. Would you like that?”

“Very much,” she said with a shy smile, slipping her hand in his and squeezing his fingers as though seeking reassurance.

“Very well then. Come over here, by the fire.” He led her to a sofa, and slid to the floor on his knees before her.

“What are you doing?”

He lifted her hem. “You shall know in a moment,” he assured her. Her skirt and petticoats were up around her knees revealing dainty ankles and shapely, silk-clad calves. “It is just another kind of kiss. I promise you shall like it.” He pressed his lips to her kneecap. And her legs, which she’d held tightly together, parted so that he could slide a hand up the inside of her thigh.

She pushed back, trying to close them again, pressing a hand down to hold her skirt in place. “Robert, you cannot. We are not married.”

Yet, he thought to himself with a smile.

“And if someone should discover us…”

“No one ever shall,” he assured her. “You shall be unchanged, I promise.” In body perhaps. But her spirit would be his forever. He withdrew his hand and kissed his own fingertips, and then dipped them below her hem and trailed them up her thighs. “This is not so very bad, is it?” he suggested, leaning forward and laying his cheek against the swell of her breast.

“No,” she said doubtfully and then gasped as his fingers found their mark, slipping easily between the wet folds of her body.

“I wish to touch you with my tongue, there. And there and there.” His fingers grazed lightly along the tops of her thighs and his thumb settled between them, teasing the hair between her legs for a moment before pressing inward.

“Why?” It was more of a gasp than a question. And she made no effort to avoid his questing hand.

“My dear Anne,” he said. “I wish to have something from you that no other man will ever have. I know when I look into your eyes that mine were not the first lips to kiss you. And tonight I dare not seek the ultimate gift. There is no understanding between us. Some things must be saved for the man you would marry.”

“But this other kiss?” Her voice was slow and hoarse, drowsy, as though she was slipping into the spell that he cast. Her body relaxed and her legs spread farther offering no resistance.

“It will be our secret. No matter what else happens, we will have this.”

“Please,” she said, and it was a desperate plea for release.

“Of course,” he said, soothing her. He’d raised her skirt until he could see all of her, pink and glistening in the light from the banked fire, and watched her trembling as the chill air touched her, letting the warmth of his hand be a contrast to it. Then, with one last look at her beautiful face, he buried his face in the musky center of her, drawing the lips of her sex into his mouth and lapping eagerly between them.


Her body went rigid with the shock of it, and she cried out his name. He could feel the muscles of her thighs twitching and massaged them with his hands, forcing them to relax as he flicked lazily with his tongue, first against the little bud of her passion and then at the opening which would be his ultimate goal. He made a few tentative thrusts with his tongue and she gasped and rocked to evade him then wound her fingers in his hair. But she did not push him away, only dragging him forward to the place where he had begun.

Very well then, the lady knew what she wanted, and he was happy to give it to her. He swirled about it, whispering, kissing, sucking, as she murmured softly, “Oh. Oh. Oh.” Then he slid a hand up her leg to push two fingers into her as deeply as he could go. Her muscles clenched on him like a vise as she lost control and gave herself up to him, heart and soul.

She whimpered as he gave her a final, brief kiss and stroked her with his hand, almost as one might soothe a pet. Would that she could do the same to him. While she was clearly sated, he was anything but. He’d been hungering for her since their first day together, and now desire was roaring inside him, tearing at his soul. If he could not have her, here and now, he longed for a solitary release while the taste of her was still on his lips.

He laid his head against her knee for a moment, praying that this was but a temporary parting from her body. Then he pushed her skirts out of her lap, and straightened them over her legs. And he waited, at her feet, for her reaction.

“You should not have done that,” she said at last. Her eyes were bright with some emotion that he could not read.

“But if I did not, you would marry Joseph,” he said. “You do not love him. You love me, or you never would have permitted what just occurred.”

“I am still going to marry Joseph,” she said. “There is nothing else for me to do. But you have made it so much more difficult.”

He swore, low vehement oaths that made her flinch. But he did not care if his words hurt her. He had been sure, only a moment ago, that there would be nothing in the world that could part them, now that he had proven to her how it would be between them. Why, though he was on his knees before her like a supplicant, did she still wish for another?

Before he could speak, a voice called from the hall, “Anne?”

“Here, Mother.” She gave him a frantic look and he threw himself away from her, back into the darkest corner of the room as the door opened.

“What are you doing in here, of all places?”

“I felt feverish and hoped a brief nap would help me. I am sorry if I have caused difficulty…” She drew back into the shadows as well so that her mother could not see the tears shining on her lashes.

“Well, come on then. The carriage is almost ready.”

“A moment to compose myself, please. Then I will come.”

Her mother gave a sigh. “Very well, then. But Mr. Stratford has already retired. It is not yet our place to linger too long.” She withdrew from the room, and Robert heard her footsteps retreating down the hall.

He waited a moment before shutting the door. Then he returned to Anne’s side. She was weeping in earnest now and he put a hand on her shoulder to comfort her. “Am I the reason for these tears, Anne?”

“It is not you,” she sobbed. “It is everything. I do not know what to do.”

“You must cry off,” he said. “Tell your parents you cannot marry Stratford.

“They will not want to hear,” she said with a fresh sob.


“Then tell him,” Robert said. “I have confronted him on the subject. He will not break off, at this late date, for your sake. If you do not end it for yourself, it is quite hopeless. I will not speak, if you say nothing, no matter how much I might wish to. I have said more than enough, already. You must be the strong one, Anne.”

“And I never was,” she answered, not looking up. “Perhaps if Mary was here.”

She had mentioned her late sister before, when they had first met. It seemed that the Clairemonts subsided into a place of perpetual grief over the loss. Mary had become the ghost at the feast that blighted the family’s happiness. But what a child that was five years in the grave had to do with the current situation, he was not sure. “Then the lot would have fallen to her. Or it might never have occurred at all. But it does not matter. She is dead and gone, much as no one wishes to acknowledge the fact. You cannot rely on her for help. You must be the one to speak, Anne.”

Her tears fell faster, and she shook his hand from her shoulder. Then she stared at him, angry and resolute. “I am stronger than you know, Robert Breton. And that is why I will not alter what is about to occur. It is best for all of us. Do not think that you can change my mind with your sly words and your temptations, and your…pleasure.” The last word brought a fresh sob and she stifled it with a balled fist. Then she turned and fled the room.







Chapter Three



“This party would be an excellent time to finalize the arrangement between you.” Her mother’s tendency to state the obvious made Anne flinch back in her carriage seat and rub her cheeks, wishing she could hide the embarrassed flush on her face.

“I cannot very well demand that Joseph make the announcement.” It was bad enough when her mother made casual pronouncements about her future when only family was present. But on tonight’s journey to Mr. Stratford’s house, they were not alone.

“His inviting other young ladies to your engagement ball does not bode well.” Mama glared across the carriage at Barbara Lampett, who was looking as uncomfortable as Anne felt. Mama loathed Barbara, probably because she had been a special friend of Mary’s, and was thus a perpetual reminder of that time just a few years past, when everything had been right and good and hopeful. Mr. Stratford was new to the community, and had blundered into the old family feud between the Lampetts and the Clairemonts by insisting that Barbara be included in the evening’s plans.

“I think there was someone he wished me to meet,” Barbara said hurriedly, trying to diffuse the tension in the small space they shared. “He was quite clear about there being eligible gentlemen in attendance.”

“Probably that Breton bloke.” Anne’s father grunted. “He’s a bit high in the instep for you, my dear.” He smiled condescendingly at Barbara. “But a bit low…second son…”

“You have not even met him, Father. He is really very nice. And neither too high nor too low.” And none of her business, either way. She should not be showing a partiality to Robert. She should not be thinking of him at all, especially on a night that might end in her engagement to someone else.

Thankfully the talk turned to the weather, which was turning foul, and the likelihood that they would have to stay the night in their old home. Only a few weeks ago, the thought of sleeping in her old bed would have thrilled her. But now, Anne was thinking not of a return to lost comforts but the possibility that Robert Breton would be scant feet down the hall from her. She might wait until the rest of the house was asleep. Then she could go to him, and beg him to do what he had done, with his mouth moving on the most intimate part of her body as though he was speaking directly to her soul, while his fingers were probing and stretching, plunging and withdrawing, making her imagine a tangling of bodies and bedsheets, bare skin and firelight. Oh, Robert…

The carriage hit a bump and she bit her lip, relieved that the sudden shock had kept her from crying his name aloud. Had he known what he was doing to her? She’d thought that the first time was an aberration. But then it had happened again. If there was a third such event she was likely to dissolve until there was nothing left of her but that feeling.

No wonder they cautioned young women on the wickedness of being alone with a man. If they realized that this was what awaited them, there would not be another minute wasted on watercolors and embroidery. How would she look at him tonight without remembering that moment, and feeling what he had done to her?

More importantly, how would she look at Joseph? Robert was right. When the offer came, she could not accept it. Joseph might understand, but her parents would be furious. She would be lucky to have a house to return to, if she spoiled the plans that had been so carefully arranged.


She must pray that Robert had meant what he said about caring for her. If he offered, then even if she lost her family, she would have no fear of the future. But there must be no more dallying in dark corners with him until she’d settled things with Joseph Stratford.

And that proved harder than she expected. They arrived at the house. Joseph greeted them just as any good host should. But then, he was off again, into a crowd of people. Whenever she saw him he was surrounded. He even danced with Barbara Lampett, much to Mama’s disgust.

Try as she might, Anne could not seem to get a moment alone with him. She could not blurt the truth out for all to hear. The breaking of an unannounced promise might be easier than if he’d made a public declaration. But she must allow the man some pride and do this with discretion.

Finally after fruitless hours waiting for the right moment, she saw him standing alone in the doorway of the refreshment room. She excused herself from the conversation she had joined and hurried down the hall in his direction.

But by the time she arrived, he was gone, and she was not alone.

Robert Breton stood with his arms around Barbara Lampett, his lips on hers, bodies close together. He was kissing another woman in the very same room where he had first kissed her, under that same mistletoe as though there were nothing special about it.

She had been a fool to think it was more. Had not her mother warned her of the lying ways of men, and the need for caution? She had given her heart to a faithless stranger.

She turned and ran in the other direction, though she heard Robert calling her name. Did he think he could explain away the truth that was right before her eyes? To avoid the scene she darted through the first door she could find, and practically into the arms of her fiancé.

Mr. Stratford looked up, nervous, and surprised. It was quite unlike him. She had thought that nothing could unsettle Joseph, who was cool, confident and in control, even when facing the armed men that had come to break his frames and destroy his mill.

But he had not looked easy these last few days. She had blamed it on the stress of the holidays and the presence of guests when so much was still at stake. Many of the men here were possible investors. He had much on his mind.

She put on an amiable face, closed the door and stepped toward him. After a halting few moments he spoke, as she’d always known he would, making the offer that the whole of the Clairemont family expected. “Miss Anne Clairemont, would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

All she had to do was say no. Or beg for a postponement. Her father had insisted that the success of this house party was rested on settling the matter of her engagement at precisely the right moment. The only reason Mr. Stratford meant to have her was to impress his guests. It was her job, when the proposal came, to accept with all the grace she’d been bred to.

She had been ready to throw it all away, and ruin the evening on a romantic whim. It was all Robert Breton’s fault for confusing her, making her think that the wild, dramatic, swooping and diving ecstasy he brought her was anything more than a game to him.

Now he wished to play with someone else.

Anne looked at Joseph Stratford, who was a fine and upstanding man in his own right. If he had a fault, it was that he was not emotional enough when it came to courting her.

But that was probably for the best. She gave him her best smile and replied, “Thank you. I would be honored in return.”


There. The deed was done and she had committed herself to him. If the kiss they shared after was wooden, at least she could tell herself that it was not shared with another. Joseph was too wrapped up in his business dealings to care for one woman, much less two.

And if Barbara Lampett looked guilty when she found her in the retiring room a few moments later, the poor girl had no reason to be. There was no harm in sharing a kiss with an eligible young man when one was similarly unattached. She had done just such a thing herself. It had been nothing more than that. Anne moved to the opposite side of the room and seated herself in front of a mirror.

Barbara caught her eye in the multiple reflections of her own mirror and came to her side, taking the powder puff from her numb fingers and working to fix the damage Anne was doing to her own toilette trying to hide tears that she could not remember shedding.

Anne wished she could slap away the other girl’s meddling hands. But that would be impolite. And though her mother might not care who she offended, Anne had no intention of following in her footsteps.

Barbara shifted uneasily at her side, and then said, “What you saw in the refreshment room was nothing. Mr. Breton was attempting to be kind to me, I think. I am grateful, of course. But that was all.”

“It does not matter,” Anne said quickly. Even if Barbara was speaking truth, it was too late now.

“I think it might,” Barbara said. “Perhaps we could call the carriage, and return home rather than going back to the party. If it would help, I could pretend an indisposition and you could pretend to help me.”

“No,” Anne said hurriedly, ignoring the way her pulse raced and stuttered at the thought of running away from both of the men who occupied her thoughts. “The snow has come, and we will be staying the night. You as well. Do not worry. Arrangements are being made.” And they would put her just down the hall from Robert. “I will be quite all right, really,” she said firmly. She would be all right because she had to be. “I must return to the ballroom. Father will be expecting me. And Joseph.” Everyone was expecting her. They were making the announcement at midnight.

“But what do you wish, Anne?”

What did she wish? She wished that everyone would stop asking her to change her mind. “I wish for everyone to be happy this Christmas,” she said firmly. “And it does not matter what I do, that cannot be possible. We can only hope to limit the harm done, I think.” She lifted her chin, inspecting herself in the mirror. “That is much better. Thank you, Barbara. Now, if you would be so kind, I would like to return to the ballroom, and I do not wish to walk alone.”

Barbara took her arm and they went together, and Anne pretended for a moment that they were friends. That it had been her and not Mary that was Barbara’s favorite.

Of course, Mary had been everyone’s favorite.

It did not matter. She would be the favorite daughter tonight. She was the one who could restore the family fortunes, and return a Clairemont to the manor house. That was what mattered, really. Romance, love and unbridled passion were transient things, and she would viciously quash the longing she felt when she thought of them.

As they entered the ballroom she released Barbara with a grateful nod and went to stand at Joseph’s side. She forced herself to smile as he announced their engagement to the crowd. And she looked through a white-faced Robert Breton as though he was not even there.







Chapter Four



She was lost to him.

The brandy he was drinking simmered and burned in Robert’s stomach as he watched the happy couple standing at the head of the room and receiving the polite applause and congratulations of the guests. But their happiness was a misnomer, a lie, a sham put on for the investors. Anne was deliberately avoiding his gaze, the triumphant smile she wore faltering whenever she forgot to force it.

If possible, Stratford looked even more trapped than Anne. When Robert went to shake his hand, his friend smelled of spirits and had a manic glint in his eye that had nothing to do with the success of winning his fair lady and embarking on a new life.

Only Mr. and Mrs. Clairemont looked truly pleased.

Robert excused himself as soon as he could and went to his room, doubting that anyone would miss him, one way or the other. After all they had done together in the last few days, Anne had made her choice.

And Joseph was welcome to her. It was not a bad match, for all that. Stratford was rich, intelligent and an amiable companion, when he remembered to be. Anne would be a gracious hostess and a beautiful mother to his children.

The thought of the two of them, together in that way, twisted like a knife in his side. He had been a fool to give even the briefest of kisses to the Lampett girl. If she had not looked so pitiable, standing alone at the refreshment table, he would not have bothered. He had thought that a Christmas kiss might put a smile upon her face, and remove any suspicion that he might be lurking in empty rooms hoping to catch and kiss another woman that he had no right to.

Kissing Barbara Lampett was just one more in a series of stupid acts. He was an even bigger fool to feel as he did for Anne, and to have acted upon those feelings in a way that might have disgraced them both. After weeks of his gradual advances being politely rebuffed, he had steeled himself to let her go.

Then she’d weakened, and he’d begun to hope. He remembered her, warm against his mouth, gasping as she came for him. She was his, no matter what she might pretend. She might think she could cast him off as easily as removing a glove. But he would not allow it to pass without some explanation. If she meant to marry a man she did not love, then perhaps he could not stop her. But he must know why. She could not be as shallow and mercenary as she seemed. She must know that there was no other woman in his heart but her.

Robert removed his shoes so that he might move in silence down the hall to the room he knew had been hers when she’d lived here. He had been desperate enough to visit it on those occasions when he was alone in the house, overcome with his feelings for her and sure that she cared nothing for him. Then, he had gone to brood in a way that now seemed more pathetic than poetic.

He stood before the same door tonight, wondering if she would even open for him, now that she had accepted Stratford. His hand was already on the knob when he heard another door open onto the hall behind him. Whatever might happen, he could not be caught here. Without another thought he was inside, not bothering to knock or to be sure that there was no maid in the room. But it seemed, with the influx of extra guests, the Clairemonts were being forced to manage for themselves. Anne was alone and barely dressed. As he watched she dropped her nightgown into place and hid the tantalizing glimpse of bare flesh.


“What are you doing in my room?” she whispered. Her hand came up as though to cover her body, but hovered in front of it, a graceful pink accent against the white of the gown, which was open almost to the waist. He could see the soft white skin beneath it, smooth over belly and between breasts, lifting to points where the gown covered nipples that were a faint rosy glow through the thin fabric.

“I came to congratulate you on your announcement,” he said, not bothering to conceal his bitterness.

He expected some hurried denial, or a shriek of outrage. Instead she remained still and tossed her head. “Perhaps you would do better to search out Barbara Lampett’s room. It was her you were kissing in the same place you kissed me.”

“But not the same way,” he replied, refusing to be baited into an apology. “And it was not some harmless peck that led you to accept Stratford’s proposal. You meant to do it all along.” As though what happened between us meant nothing. He did not say it, for he was tired of her denials.

Then he closed the distance between them and pushed her hand out of the way so he could stare at the open gown, then trailed his fingers from belly to sternum before pushing the fabric aside and taking one of her breasts with his hand.

Her eyes fluttered up to show white like some startled mare, and for a moment he feared she might faint from the shock. But then they settled again, half closed. Her lips formed the faintest of smiles as though she struggled not to show the pleasure she was feeling. He pinched the tip between two of his fingertips and tugged lightly upon it. “You like that?”

“I cannot,” she said. “Not anymore.”

That was quite different from no. It was as if she could not give him a real answer, for the truth was too damning even to think, much less to say out loud. She could not want him to be here. If she did, it would ruin the plans that had been set in motion tonight.

“Then tell me to stop,” he said. “Push me away.” She said nothing, leaning against his hand. “Perhaps you truly are as mercenary as I fear. And utterly heartless as well.” He slid another hand beneath the gown, opened it wide and pushed it from her body until she stood naked in front of him. “Does it amuse you to tease me? Or is this some scheme to make Joseph care for you? He will not, you know. I sometimes think the man is incapable of love for anything other than his machines.”

“He is not unkind,” she said, softly.

“I never said he was. A marriage to him will be full of the gentlest possible indifference.” Robert raised a hand to touch her cheek, running a single finger from temple to chin. “Not enough for such a passionate woman, I am sure.”

She hung her head, showing none of the vivacity he knew she possessed. “I will do my best to be a good wife to him.”

“The sort of wife he deserves?” Breton said with a bitter smile. “Will you continue to take advantage of his carelessness?”

“As you do?” she responded.

“I will do what is necessary to get what I want,” he replied, suddenly sure that it was true. Then he cupped the back of her neck and jerked her forward into a rough kiss that crushed her lips. She reveled in it, stretching out to him as though basking in front of a fire. He felt her heart thawing, and joy, coursing like springtime in her blood. It made him want to rip the clothing from his body and push his own aching hardness into her. He pulled away before the madness overtook him. “After tonight, you belong to Stratford. If you mean to marry him, then call out for him.”

“He will not hear me,” she whispered.


“That is no answer,” he responded and pushed her back toward her bed.

“Do not make me summon him. The scandal would hurt us all.” She put a gentling hand on his arm as though pleading for understanding. “It is too late for us, Robert,” she said. “You must realize that.”

“I know nothing of the kind,” he said. “How can you tell me that there is no future, and then let me touch you, strip you bare and kiss you?” How could she not know how beautiful, how precious she was with her pink tipped breasts and the down of golden blond hair curling between her legs?

“I cannot help myself,” she said.

“You cannot deny me. You cannot cry off from Joseph.” He laughed in frustration. “Let me show you what it means to be truly helpless.”

By the time he was aware of what he’d intended, the job was practically done. He’d pushed her down upon the bed and snatched her stockings from the place she’d dropped them at its foot. Then he’d tied a pair of hurried loops in their ends and bound one wrist to each bedpost at the head.

And she’d allowed him to do it, eyes wide with surprise.

She was beautiful displayed thus, the pull of her muscles causing her breasts to lift proudly. He leaned forward, careful to touch no other part of her as his lips found a nipple, closed upon it for a moment and then released it. “And now, my darling Anne, you truly cannot help yourself.

She gave one nervous tug on her bonds, before subsiding again. “Let me go.”

“Do not ask for mercy, for you shall have none. Tonight, I will take what I want from you. And there is only one thing that will make me stop. Tell me not to do this because you love Joseph Stratford.” He draped one hand negligently across her ribs and leaned forward to take the other breast in his mouth, drawing upon it until she moaned.

As he pulled away her back arched as though she would follow him for another kiss. Then she settled back onto the mattress, watching, waiting.

“You have nothing to say to me?” he asked, and twisted his mouth into what he hoped was a heartless and frightening smile. “Tell me that you would rather be kissed by your precious Joseph and I will untie you immediately.”

Her silence continued. He glanced past her to a writing desk in the corner and its selection of quills. He went to it and snatched one, then returned to bring the tip of the feather in contact with her lower lip. “Speak, Anne.”

“I would not give you the satisfaction,” she said.

“You will give me that and more.” He brought the feather down her body in a straight line, pausing to circle her navel before returning to touch the tip of each breast settling into a metronomic swing between them, touching each in turn, over and over. “By the time I leave this room there will be no secrets left between us. And do not tell me this hurts you,” he added, “for I will not believe you.”

“Of course, it does not hurt.” He paused and watched as she willed herself to relax against her bonds and let her body sink into the pillows beneath her. Then he brought the feather to the underside of her breasts, following the crease where they met her body and dragging his tongue along the rib outlined beneath.

“Robert. Please.”

“What, my love?” he asked, only half interested in the answer.


“Stop this game. I do not think I can stand it much longer.” Her voice was a mixture of anguish and desire and she’d drawn her knees up tight to her body as though she meant to climb away.

He stroked the quill down her legs to brush the tops of her feet, the bottoms and the toes. “Tell me you would rather have Stratford, and I will be gone. Say you wish him to do this.” He brushed the backs of her knees. “Or this.” He cut horizontally across her thighs. “Or this.” He pushed her legs apart and teased the places he’d kissed on their last time together and watched as she turned her body this way and that, tossed her head and fought and lost to the climax that shook her to the core.

She slumped back onto the mattress, spent. Then she gazed up at him. Her blue eyes heavy lidded and passion drugged. But her lips did not smile. “You are a cruel man, Robert.”

“Because I force you to do what you want instead of what is expected?”

“Because you make me selfish.”

“Why do you think this is selfish?” The idea brought him a step closer to the truth.

She sighed. “How can it be otherwise? It benefits only me.”

It was doing him good as well. The need he felt for her was like a slow-growing fire. And if he could persuade her that her destiny lay with him, he would be rewarded with the longest, sweetest relief of his life. “Who told you that it is wrong for you to see to your own needs?” If it was Stratford, he would make the man pay for his cruelty. But Robert was sure that the fault lay elsewhere. The trick would be to get Anne to see it.

She had turned her head and closed her eyes to blot out the sight of him. And he could see tears squeezing out from beneath her lashes. “No one told me. But I know that I am selfish. I cannot seem to do the one simple thing that will fix everything.” She opened her eyes, and glared at him, tugging at the stockings that held her. “Because of you. Why must you make this so difficult?”

He smiled. It was a challenge to give credence to her argument when her frown looked more like a kissable pout and each struggle looked like an invitation to mount her. “It is not difficult at all. You have but to say, ‘I wish it was Joseph, here with me now.’ I will untie you and be gone.”

She stared at him in silence.

“No? Then you will at least explain to me why the marriage is so important, so I might understand why I am losing you to him.”

“Joseph Stratford has my father’s house,” she said in a toneless voice. “I mean to get it back. Is that plain enough for you?”

“If the house was so very important, your father was a fool to lose it. You will make him no less of a fool by marrying Stratford.”

“How dare you!” She was struggling again, her blond hair falling in waves around her face. If possible she looked even more beddable when angry.

He bit the inside of his lip and fought for control. Then he answered her. “I dare quite a bit when my own happiness is threatened by a reason as silly as that. What do you think to accomplish by regaining the manor? Do not lay there frowning at me. I will get the whole truth out of you eventually. It will save us both bother if you speak.”

Although the bother was more than a little pleasant, he was sure. When she did not speak, he reached into his pocket for his penknife.

Her eyes went wide. “What do you mean to do with that?”


He opened it, and took up the quill again, slicing the nib to a point that would write the finest imaginable line, should he choose to use it for its intended purpose. Then he knelt on the bed beside her. “I mean to write to you,” he said. “If there was time to woo you with my words, I would write endless letters to you, telling you the contents of my heart.” He wrote his name along her collarbone with the dry tip of the pen.

She arched her back in response.

He thought for a moment, and added the words dearest, and love, just below them.

In response, she moaned.

“If you do not wish me to continue,” he reminded her, “you have but to say the words that will send me from your life forever. Call out for your betrothed. One utterance of his name, and I am gone.”

“Robert,” she gasped.

The sound of his name on her lips was like a pull on his body, and he shifted, seeking a less distracting position.

She gasped in pain and he withdrew.

“The buttons on your breeches were pressing against me,” she whispered. “It hurt.”

“Then I will remove them,” he replied, expecting her shocked denial.

She said nothing.

Did she understand what she was offering to him? And could he last long enough to get the answers he wished from her? He must hope so. Now that the idea had presented itself, he could not seem to resist. He watched her as he set the quill aside and stripped the shirt over his head, casting it to the floor.

Her head tipped to the side and her gaze was both curious and admiring.

He dropped a hand to the buttons at his waist.

Her gaze followed it, and she held her breath in expectation.

He smiled at her and undid another button, then stepped back out of her range of vision.

And she rose as far as she could from the bed, craning her neck to see.

Proceeding was more than unwise. But it would claim her in a way that no other action could. At the very least he would show her what she was sacrificing by choosing another. He undid the last of the buttons, and let his trousers drop to the floor, stepping free of them and returning to the bed.

Other than a slight widening of the eyes, she gave no sign of what she might be thinking. And so he straddled her hips, letting his manhood settle between her legs, feeling the wetness of her body achingly close as he leaned forward and picked up his pen again.

He wrote in flowing strokes, up and down her arms and along her belly. Scraps of poetry, Shakespeare and Byron, anything he could think of. His hopes and dreams as well, that they could be together, that she could love him, and he could cherish her. He covered her belly with elegant script, and crossed her breasts with careful block printing. There was no ink to leave a mark, and the light pressure he used was not even enough to scratch the surface of her skin.

The feather had left her sensitive and the climax even more so. She was biting her lower lip and breathing through her teeth, eyes still closed, but tearless, crinkling at the corners as though she were about to smile. He watched as each touch of the pen drove her closer to the ultimate response and then paused, wiping the words away with his hand to prolong the inevitable.

“Why do you deny yourself this?” he asked softly. “I would give it to you every night of your life, if only you would let me.”


“And in daylight I would know that I had failed them again,” she whispered and he saw another tear.

“You parents?”

She nodded.

“How have you ever failed them?” he whispered back, his hand still on her body.

“When Mary died. It should have been me.” Her eyes opened suddenly, and she looked hopeless, frightened. “I was the strong one. But she was the one they loved. And now, she is gone. Nothing I can do will make up for that. Unless…perhaps…this time…”

“No.” He was losing her. With each thought, each word, she was remembering the reason she should not want him. “You are the one I love. No other. You, Anne Clairemont.”

“Robert.” She sighed his name again and he wrote it, with a flourish upon her belly, trailing letters down almost to her pelvis until she rocked her hips against his erection and gave a shudder of surprise.

He leaned forward again covering her, trapping himself between their bodies and arching his hips, grinding against her and feeling satisfaction only moments away. Then he kissed her, long and deep, enjoying the feel of her body like a pillow of silk beneath him, nipples peaking against the hair of his chest, and slender waist in his two hands. At some point he had dropped the pen and begun to stroke her with his fingers, making her purr like a kitten against his mouth. One of her hands had come untied but she had not noticed the fact, wrapping it unthinking around his shoulders to hold him to her.

He reached up and freed her other wrist then rose to kneel between her legs, spreading them wide, and gathering the bedclothes under her hips to tip her body up to receive him. With his thumbs he smoothed her own moisture around the opening of her body, stretching it to prepare her, bringing her back to the brink with careful touches. As the first tremors took her he leaned forward slowly, watching her eyes widen in shock and then close in relief as she accepted him.

Her climax continued as he thrust. The tight, virginal pressure on him was its own kind of torture, grabbing and holding, squeezing the life out of him, rendering everything else unimportant to the rush of his spirit leaving his body as it came into hers. It seemed to go on and on, as if he had never come before and his body could empty itself of a lifetime of need until he collapsed onto her spent.

They lay there for a moment. Then to his surprise, he heard what sounded almost like a giggle. But that could not be. Anne Clairemont was far too proper to laugh in such a way.

“Robert,” she whispered in his ear. “You have not fallen asleep, have you? Suddenly you are so still.”

“No, love,” he whispered back. “But I do not know if I can move. You have ruined me.”

“I did not,” she whispered again. “Do not say I hurt you.” It was clear that she was honestly worried by the thought.

He laughed softly back at her. “Not hurt, love. Merely rendered worthless to all women but you. You will have to have me now. For what other woman could want me, after what you have done?”

“Do not be silly,” she said back. “I do not think men can be ruined after something like this. I on the other hand…”

“You are the most perfect being on the planet,” he said. “I will not hear otherwise. If you doubt, then let me show you again.”







Chapter Five



Anne woke to a world where everything had changed. It was Christmas Eve morning, always a time of expectation, when one felt on the cusp of a new world. It was the day after her engagement as well. Such a momentous step should have left some profound difference in her, although it hardly seemed real and had been largely forgotten in the wake of last night’s visit from Robert.

But this morning, he was gone, and the illusion was fading. There was a smudge of virgin’s blood upon the sheets of her bed. She saw the sly smile of the maid who’d noticed it, but said nothing. The girl assumed it was Joseph who had visited her, and that they had shared a night to celebrate their betrothal. Anyone who suspected would think it was almost proper, and rather romantic that the two who had stood together before the ballroom could not manage to keep away from each other when the crowds were gone.

Anne remembered the brief time alone with him and the awkwardness between them. When he had made the proposal, he had seemed as miserable as she had been. They had gone through the process as lifelessly as they would go their married life, and then shared a brief kiss that was utterly devoid of passion.

Then she thought of Robert with a shiver of delight. He’d stayed in her bed until almost dawn, holding her, kissing her and making love to her again and again. She had not imagined it might be like this, to lie with a man, and to feel as if nothing mattered in the world but the two of them.

But he had known. He’d come to her and rendered her helpless, even as he’d assured her that she had the power to put an end to it. But why would anyone want to stop such delicious torture? And he had chosen the one word he knew she could not speak. It was hard enough to say “Joseph” when she faced the man, without trying to coax that word from her lips when all she could think was Robert, Robert, Robert.

She gripped the chair in front of her, remembering the moment of gentle restraint when all the control had slipped from her shoulders, leaving her helpless under him. It should have frightened or upset her, for she often felt powerless in the face of other’s demands. But even as he’d tied her hands, he’d freed her to do what she’d wanted, to receive pleasure she was obligated to refuse.

As she washed herself, she stared into the mirror at her body and was disappointed to see no evidence of what had occurred. The scratches of the quill on her body had been far too gentle to mark her. It should give her comfort. But today, she wished he had used ink so that she could see the words he did not say aloud.

She could think of several vile things he might have written, words that were as ugly as a branding. Though she did not know all of them, she was sure there were many terms for the sort of woman willing to sell herself to a man she did not love. It hardly mattered that she had a reason for it. The truth of her future was the same.

But when Robert had taken up the pen, he’d spoken with such gentleness and longing that she was sure he’d meant something else entirely. There would be sonnets. Maybe even prayers. The sweeping gestures he’d made might be a drawing. Perhaps it had been a vine, or a rose. In his own way, he had shown her his love.

And she would see him, again today.


But when she went down to the breakfast room, she remembered how things were meant to be, and her hopes fell. This morning, Joseph was managing to play the attentive fiancé, offering her the chair at his side and seeing that her cup was full and plate well supplied with dainties. Her parents were nearby, offering rare smiles of approval as she thanked him and spoke politely to the most honored guest seated on her other side.

Robert was well down the table, making conversation with Barbara Lampett. It was nothing, she was sure. He was only ignoring Anne to preserve her reputation. All the same, it made her want to scream the truth out loud, and demand that he destroy her in front of Joseph, his guests, and especially her parents. She wanted to be stripped bare of artifice, just as he had done last night when he’d removed her shift.

He had said before that he would not be the one to speak. It was up to her to break the engagement, so that they might be together. She glanced around the table at Joseph’s guests. He had worked hard to bring them and their money to the North, hoping that they would invest in the mill, just as Robert had. He had reminded her before their arrival that the week must be flawless. And she knew her part in it: his marriage to a proper lady was to be his crowning success and his proof to the upper classes that he was more than a mere tradesman.

She did not dare speak out now. To cry off would destroy the illusion. She forced a smile and took a sip of her tea. There would be time. Very soon. Twelfth Night at the latest. The moment the guests had departed, when the last carriage had reached the end of the drive, she would tell him that they could not be together.

Just not now.

The meal was breaking up, with little clumps of people discussing what the day’s activities might be. And poor, awkward Barbara Lampett was doing her best to escape the table, muttering that she must find a ride back to the village so that she might see to her parents. Joseph had gone to arrange for her transport. If a few more people finished their meals, she might have a moment or two with Robert.

But before that could happen he shot her a puzzled glare and pushed away from the table with a loud scraping of his chair. Then he almost bolted for the hall as though he could not stand to be alone with her.

She waited for only a few moments to give the faintest illusion of propriety before excusing herself from the table and hurrying down the hall after him.

“Robert,” she said softly.

Instead of looking at her with a smile, he looked immediately around to be sure that she had not been overheard. It was a small and natural act. Yet it reminded her of the risks they took in talking at all. Then, rather than answering, he turned and chose the hall toward the ballroom, away from the most common and popular rooms of the house.

She followed him without another thought.

When he was sure they would not be interrupted, he turned and said, “Until you have ended your engagement, we should not meet like this during the day.”

“But you plan to visit me at night?” she demanded. For though she wished he would, it was all the more wrong to lie with a man who did not wish to acknowledge her outside of the bedroom.

His expression seemed to melt, going quickly from frustration to confusion, to a soft, loving resignation. “To be with you at all is madness. When you are alone with me, I know your feelings. But to watch you seated at another man’s side? Do you know how that tears at me?”

“What am I to do?” she said, wishing she did not know the answer.

“Tell him the truth. I cannot. It would ruin you. And he will not break the engagement. He feels honor bound to continue with it, for your sake. But you have the power to end this. You need not be afraid. It is not a fall from grace if there is someone standing ready to catch you.”


“My parents would be distraught,” she said, willing him to understand. “And Joseph would be humiliated in front of his guests.”

“But you will be happy.”

“Happy without them? Because they will turn their backs on me at Christmas. I will be as dead as Mary to them.”

Robert shook his head in disgust. “You are dead to them now. But your sister seems to be very much alive. She must have been very cruel to wish such a fate on you.”

“Certainly not. She was the sweetest, kindest, most generous girl in the world.”

“Then she would have wanted you to be happy,” he said simply. “I promise I will give you that happiness. Go now and tell Stratford the charade is over. If you do not, then I must leave this house until you do. For I cannot bear another moment of lying about my love for you.”

“No.” She clung to his arm. “If you leave, you will take what little strength I have with you.”

“Then run away with me. We will both go.”

“I cannot. After Christmas, perhaps. Give me but a few days.”

“It is not as if I am offering you dishonor,” he said patiently. “Quite the opposite. We would be married by special license. My family would welcome you as their own. They are kind and generous, and will be happy for us. I have money. Not as much as Stratford, but more than enough so you might live in comfort. You will have anything you wish for.”

“Except my family,” she reminded him.

“Is that truly so important?”

It should not be. When had she ever been their favorite? And when had her needs mattered more than theirs? “I am all they have,” she said at last, hoping that he could understand.

“You have me,” he said, and his eyes blazed. Her body answered the look with its own heat. “You always will. But I cannot stay here. Especially not after last night. You chose him, publicly. Then, you took me into your bed.”

“I could not deny you,” she argued.

“And you cannot have us both. Allow me some pride at least. Either break from him, or let me go until you do. I will not stay here. For I cannot stay away from you. If it is discovered it will disgrace us both.”

“I will not let you go.” And then, she did something foolish, displaying her desperation. She threw her arms about his neck and kissed him, dragging him back into a curtained alcove beside the ballroom doors. Despite his objections, he yielded, and kissed her in return.

“Don’t leave me,” she buried her face against his coat, twining her arms around his neck. “I cannot go on without you.”

Robert laughed, and it was a cold, hollow sound against the stone of the alcove walls. “You would leave me no honor at all, would you? If you do not end this engagement, do you expect me to stand quietly by while you marry another? That is likely to end with me cuckolding my best friend.”

“It will be over soon,” she whispered back. “But I cannot cry off just yet. I simply cannot. It would kill my parents. Have I not brought enough grief upon them?”

“What have you ever done to them?” he asked.

“I lived,” she said. “It was enough.”

Robert took her hand, and looked seriously into her eyes. “The grief has gone on far too long. It is a part of them, now. Nothing you do is likely to change that. Do you want to end up as they are?”


“No,” she admitted.

“Then marry me,” he whispered. “We could run away tonight.”

She moaned with all the frustration and anguish in her heart. “Could you not wait a few days, until I make a graceful way out of this?”

“I am tired of waiting.”

She needed more time. What could she do to make him change his mind? She sank to the bench that was set into the wall beside him and pressed her face into his stomach and fumbled for the buttons that closed his trousers. He reached for her hands to stay her, but she evaded them, thrusting fingers into the opening she’d made and seizing him, staring up into his eyes as she stroked. “You cannot leave me. Please. Tell me what you wish, and I will give it to you.”

“I wish to marry you,” he said softly. “So that we could be together.”

It was not what she wanted to hear. So she blotted it out, closing her eyes and tightening her fingers. “And we will be. In time. But what do you want, right now?”

“I will take nothing more from you,” he said through gritted teeth, as though he were trying to ignore the feel of her hand, moving upon him. “I should not have last night. It was wrong. Look at where it has got us.”

“Now you are the one who is too frightened to act,” she said. It was both exhilarating and terrifying to be here, alone with him, like this. “It was right. You know it was. You felt what I felt. We are meant to be together.” She spoke softly, slowly, and watched words and actions have their effect upon him. He relaxed, leaning his back into the wall; eyes closed head back, breathing slowly.

She undid another button and watched in the dim light as he sprang forth, ready and eager for her touch. She stroked the length of him, her hand gliding over the head of him and down the smooth shaft. “Do not spout words about your honor,” she whispered. “It is not a thing I can understand. For a woman, honor means having to deny oneself the pleasure I feel, when I am with you. The pleasure you are feeling now.” She tightened her hand around him and he lurched away from the wall and put his hand on her shoulder to steady himself before settling back again.

“If honor means we cannot be together, then it is useless to me. You are talking of nothing more than pride. But I have none of that. It is my family’s pride that has brought me to this unhappy pass. Stay, Robert. And no matter what might happen, I will be your mistress, your lover, your everything.”

She crooned the words and sank to her knees before him, touching him with her lips. Above her, she heard the careful breaths he took, as though each one was a struggle.

So she willed them to follow the beat of her own heart, kissing him harder, closing her mouth around the tip of him to bind him to her with her ardor. He would not leave. After today, he would not be able to. His hand was grasping and flexing on her shoulder as though he’d forgotten he held her and she increased the pace of her stroking hand to match, sucking upon him and trying to use her tongue as he had done for her.

Suddenly he pushed her away and fumbled in his pocket for a handkerchief. She clasped her hands over his as he lost control and spilled his seed into the cloth.

“Anne,” he said in a ragged voice.

“Robert.” She rose and held him, leaning her face against his lapel as he slumped against the wall. “I love you,” she whispered. “A few more days. A week. A month. Soon, we will be together. But you must not leave.”

He seemed almost ready to agree. She could swear she saw the beginnings of a weak nod. Then their hiding place was filled with light as the curtain drew back.


Barbara Lampett’s face was shocked pink at the sight of them. Anne wondered what, if anything, she had seen, how long she had been standing there, and whether she’d heard their muffled groans.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “I had no idea…” She turned quickly, shielding her eyes.

Robert stepped in front of her, pulling composure from thin air with a quiet curse. Then he said, “I am sorry you were a witness to my disgraceful behavior, Miss Lampett. And that you had to experience it, Miss Clairemont.”

He was speaking so hurriedly, spinning wild lies to hide her part in it. “My fate is in your hands, miss,” he said to Barbara, “as is the honor of a lady…I will be leaving Mr. Stratford’s home early in the New Year and returning to London. There will be no further risk of another incident.” And without another word he walked away from her.

In his absence Anne was babbling apologies, pleading with Barbara, admitting to everything. And God help her, she was weeping. Why could she not manage to stop? Perhaps Robert was right. He should not stay in the house until this was settled. Each time she saw him, she would want him. If she could not hold her tongue and dissemble now, what might happen next time?

But if he was not there, how could she find the strength to end it?

The other girl hugged her, shushed her sobs and promised she would keep the secret. And when the housekeeper called out to her from the end of the hall, Barbara dropped the curtain and answered, pretending that she had been alone and leaving Anne to compose herself.

As if that was even possible. She suspected that composure was to be a thing of the past. Life had been so much easier when she had not expected more from her future than peace and quiet. Now that she had begun seeking happiness it seemed that, no matter what she did, there would be shouting and tears from someone. Perhaps from several someones.

Without a Christmas miracle, someone would need to be badly hurt and she would be the one at fault.








Chapter Six



It was just past dawn on Christmas morning. And judging by the sounds emanating from the front hall, Joseph Stratford had gone mad. It hardly came as a surprise. Robert had found him wandering in the house wearing his nightshirt just a few days ago. His condition had deteriorated steadily since then, with dark hollows forming in his cheeks and bags under his sleepless eyes.

It was probably just as well that Robert had forced himself to stay another night, if only so that he might calm the wild man and get him to cease from shouting Merry Christmas before his guests took notice of him. “Stop making such a racket, Stratford, or you will wake the whole house.”

Joseph was grinning like an idiot and pumping his hand as though he expected water to spout from his mouth. “A Merry Christmas to you, Breton. And might I take this moment to say I never had a truer friend, nor a better partner.”

“And I might say the same of you,” Breton said, feeling even worse than he had. No matter how he might feel for Anne, he could not keep lying to his friend. “And that is why I must speak. I know it is not the time or place. But there is something I wish to discuss. I did not get a wink of sleep last night and I do not think I can stand…”

But Stratford would not stop speaking. Robert increased his volume and his tempo, trying to shout his confession over the other man’s ravings.

Then he stopped. For he had been almost certain, a moment ago, that Joseph had said he was going to break his engagement to Anne.

Robert’s own words slowed to a trickle, as he tried to comprehend what his friend was saying. Stratford was about to ride to town, visit the Clairemonts and put an end to the betrothal. And more than that, he was urging Robert to act.

How did Stratford know? What had he heard or seen? Had Barbara Lampett spilled their secret? And why did he care? For it did not seem that Stratford did. Robert had but to give the man a few minutes to set the cat amongst the Clairemont pigeons. And then, he could ride to the rescue, stepping in to offer for the distraught Miss Anne.

It was not quite as he’d hoped. It would have been better if he’d been able to persuade Anne to make the break. But after what had occurred yesterday, he had no right to wish for further proof of the girl’s devotion to him. Some young ladies might find the strength to act against their parents’ wishes. Others never would. He would have to be content.

And yet? He still wished for her to be strong.

But perhaps she would grow so, with time. It was a problem for another day. For now, Robert paced the stones of the front walk, waiting for his horse to be brought round to him.

Or would a carriage be better? He did not wish to give the wrong impression. Then he laughed as he realized that there was no need to worry. He could go in rags to their doorstep and it would not matter. He would not leave their home until they had promised Anne to him. Assuming that Stratford was as good as his word, of course. With a madman, it was hard to tell.

But when he arrived at the Clairemonts’ home, it was clear his friend had come and gone, leaving chaos in his wake. The house was in an uproar, with whispering servants tripping up and down stairs and the sound of incessant weeping coming from the parlor.

Mr. Clairemont met him in the entry hall, his expression as firm and unpleasant as ever. “Mr. Breton, it is Christmas morning and hardly the time for a social call.”

“I can think of none better, sir,” Robert said, grinning back at him. “I wish to discuss with you a matter of some importance.”

“And I said, now is not the time for that,” Clairemont responded, somewhat louder.


“If you are referring to the hubbub that your family is in? Then I can go far to set it to rights. I wish to offer for your daughter’s hand.”

For a moment, Mr. Clairemont could not manage to decide between bluster and relief. At last, he decided to bluff. “She is spoken for, sir.”

“And I say she is not. You might try to keep it a secret, Mr. Clairemont, but I doubt it will last longer than the morning.” Not if he could help it. If the entire town did not know by nightfall, Robert would spread the story himself. “Do not think you will win Mr. Stratford back through pleading. I think his affections are fixed elsewhere, and I am equally sure that once he broke his engagement to your daughter, he was off to another, eager to plight his troth.” At least, Robert hoped that the mania he had exhibited was a sign of love and not a reason to send him in a cart to Bedlam.

“He did not break the engagement!” Clairemont almost shouted. “It was that foolish girl that did it. She ruined everything.”

Robert smiled. It seemed he had been given the only gift he wanted. Anne had broken it off after all. It had taken some pressing, of course. But in the end, she had removed the last shadow between them. “I am sorry, Clairemont. But with all due respect, I will not allow you to speak so of Anne. I have seen nothing foolish about her, other than her decision to accept Stratford. But since she agreed to that only to make you happy, I cannot fault her for it.”

“That is utter nonsense,” the man spouted back. “It was an excellent match. Truly, the best she was likely to get in this area.”

“Then you could have taken her to London,” Robert pointed out, offering a silent apology to his friend. “There she might have caught a title, for I swear she is as lovely as any girl at Allmack’s. But she was willing to stay in York and marry into trade to get your house back for you.” He gave the man a sharp look. “If it had been me, I’d have been happy enough to have a living, breathing daughter capable of such selfless love that she would sacrifice herself to fix your mistakes.”

“She did not mind,” her father insisted. But there was the first sign of doubt in his voice.

“I do,” Robert said. “I am the one who loves her, and the feeling is reciprocated. I can give you a hundred reasons why I am the better man for her. But that is the only one that matters. Now are you going to offer excuses, while you try to find some other husband that suits you? Or will you let her follow her heart?”

There was a dangerous pause. And for a moment he feared that Anne’s father would ban him from the house for his impudence. Then, without another word, Clairemont stepped out of his way and gestured toward the parlor.

When he entered, Anne was there, her arms wrapped around the weeping Mrs. Clairemont, crooning almost as though she were holding a child. “There, there, Mother. It will be all right.”

“How can it be? We have lost so much. So very much.”

“And yet, you still have much to be happy with,” Robert supplied, startling them both. Anne shot him a quick, triumphant look before it crumbled again into the defeated countenance he was used to seeing when she faced her parents. She remained silent, but her eyes seemed to say, now see what we have done.

“Lady Clairemont,” Robert said with an attempt at respect, going down on one knee before the woman. “You must not cry. It will be all right, I promise you.


“Mary is lost,” the woman intoned. “The house is lost. And now, Anne has ruined herself.” She raised her head and shot her daughter a brief accusing look through the handkerchief that half shielded her face.

There was so much that was wrong about that, he hardly knew where to start. But most of it could be dealt with later. The most important thing was the last. “Anne is not ruined in the least,” he said firmly.

“She has refused the most eligible man in the Riding. Who would want her, after this disgrace?” her mother demanded.

“I do.” That ought to be simple enough for even the most distraught mother to understand.

“You?”

“She was only marrying Joseph Stratford to please you. But she said nothing, because she would never do a thing to harm or upset you, if it was in her power to do otherwise. I have been trying to persuade her, before it was too late, that she would be much happier should she marry me.”

He waited for some response that might show the mother had been won over as the father had been.

But then, Anne spoke. “What he is saying is true, Mother. If there were a way to turn back the clock, to give you what you want, I swear I would do it. But I do not wish to marry Joseph, nor does he want me. I love Robert.”

It warmed him to the core to hear the words. While she might have spoken them to him in the heat of the moment, he had never imagined she’d find the courage to say them aloud to her family.

Her mother looked crestfallen. And Robert was sure that the watery gaze she turned on her daughter was meant to weaken her. “If you are sure then, that there is no other way, I suppose we will have to let you have your way in this.” It was said with such obvious disappointment that he was sure the weight of it would break Anne again, and send her back to searching for a course that could please everyone but herself.

Instead she thought for a moment, and then looked at Robert and smiled. “I am glad that you see it that way. Robert and I will be married at the earliest opportunity.”

Her mother’s jaw gaped wide in shock. It seemed that she expected Anne to do just as she wished and go running back to Stratford, even when an alternative presented itself. “You cannot…” her mother muttered, now she had realized that her hold was broken.

“I do not see why not,” Anne said reasonably. “Before Mr. Breton arrived, I had a very interesting conversation with Mr. Stratford. I have not yet explained it all to you, but I am sure you will see, when all is revealed, that it is far better that I should marry Mr. Breton. For now you must trust me. Or not. Do as you choose. But either way I mean to have Robert.”

The older woman’s face held many emotions, but none of them were pleasant. There was no gratitude, no sign at all that the happiness of her daughter meant a thing to her. In turn, Robert felt rage and resolution. Even if Anne had not found the strength to remove herself from the household, he would have taken her away by force to give her the love and respect that were sorely lacking in her own home.


She was smiling at him now, open and unreserved, as she had on those first days when her engagement to Joseph had seemed a happy future and not some horrible mistake. “It means my Christmas shall be merry, at any rate.” Her eyes were twinkling with pure devilment, and she showed no sign of setting her parents’ minds at rest. After all they’d put her through, they deserved some share of worry. “And now that you have declared yourself to my parents, Robert, would you be so kind as to walk me to church? It is Christmas morning, after all.”

“As you wish, Miss Clairemont.” He tried not to smile as he offered his arm to his beloved.

She gave a sigh of satisfaction. “Exactly as I wish, Mr. Breton. It is, indeed, exactly as I wish.”
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