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      One family united by loss, driven to find love…

      

      Dundee, Scotland  1790

      

      Roderick Maddox, fourth Duke of Manchester, stood at the helm of his newly acquired ship, and surveyed the river inlet he was steadily maneuvering. He was about to visit his Oxford chum, Reginald Alban, the third of five brothers, the sixth Alban a sister. She was the real reason for his visit. Reginald’s eldest brother, Stone, held a Scottish earldom but had been wildly successful using their coastal land to run a shipping company, among other endeavors. The Albans had become one of the richest families in all of Scotland.

      That reason alone made Lady Delia a wise choice as a prospective bride. Though the wedding would not be held for at least five years as Lady Delia was only thirteen. Beyond her wealth, however, Reginald had told him, with a twinkle in his eyes, that Delia was one of the few ladies on the island capable of mending Roderick’s ways. After all, she held five older brothers in check. And his ways, in truth, were in need of mending. After the passing of his father, he’d found himself in charge of a dukedom, and its less-than-stellar assets, but without much direction or knowledge of how to improve them. Nor was he terribly popular with the ton. A few trysts with questionable ladies had given him quite the reputation—not that he cared.

      Even if she could not tame him, he was certain starting a shipping company with the Alban brothers definitely would; and so he was off to meet his prospective bride and her family. Should all go well, he would enter into business with the men when he married their sister.

      His navigational skills were improving by the day and he reckoned one more bend and he would reach their private docking harbor. It was essential he master this skill if he were to join their shipping business as the southern branch. The river narrowed slightly and the water moved faster. Large rock faces jutted up on either side of him, making him feel closed in, almost claustrophobic.

      Just up ahead, he noticed several men standing on one precipice of the cliff. He smiled, recognizing Reginald instantly. But the smile died on his face. There was an oddness to their behavior. Shoulders hunched, they paced, nearly running into one another, their eyes trained down, closer to the water.

      He followed their gazes until his eyes reached an overhang halfway down the cliff where a small figure crouched on the narrow ledge. His gut clenched, the little one was too far down for the men to reach. Moving swiftly toward them, he watched as Reginald and two other men attempted to lower someone down. He looked to be a teenager, thin and lightweight, but he had barely been lowered below the lip of the cliff when a shower of rocks rained down, splattering the water and the ledge on which the child rested.

      The little head lifted and terrified eyes met his. His heart raced faster. A girl with the largest, bluest eyes he had ever seen looked at him with absolute terror. Her skin was nearly white, making the shade of blue even sharper. She may have screamed but the noise of the rushing water muted the sound so that it looked as though she mouthed the word, “Help.” Then his racing heart nearly stopped. Between her pale countenance and her voiceless plea, it was almost as though she were already a ghost.

      Roderick looked up for but a moment to see his friend, Reginald. “Catch her,” he mouthed over and over. He turned his focus back on the child, her eyes were still trained on him.

      They were nearly underneath her when a noise did rise over the water. A large crack rent the air, and Roderick didn’t have to look to know that the cliff was giving way above. He didn’t know what would happen to the men standing there, but he couldn’t focus on them now. His eyes stayed on her and he yelled louder than he had ever yelled anything in his life. “Jump, jump now!” He moved down the ship as it passed to stay under her and his brain screamed a prayer—jump, please jump, just jump, I beg you jump—but he was running out of room on the boat. She wasn’t going to do it. He would pass her by and, unable to look away, he would watch her be crushed by falling rock.

      Four more strides and he would reach the end, three and he would run out of space, two and then it would be too late, one and suddenly she saw the end too. All in one motion, she stood and hurtled herself into the air. Her body sailed toward him, arms and legs splayed wide, trying to slow her momentum. Dimly, he was aware that she was larger than he had thought, but not one second later, his hands made contact with her torso and he pulled her toward him. With a force he wouldn’t have thought possible, her body crashed into his and he stumbled backward, hitting the rail. For a sickening second, he thought they might both fall into the tumultuous water, but he clenched every muscle he had, even his face turned to granite, as he held her to him, both leaning out over the foaming, churning water.

      Her eyes, even larger and bluer than they appeared on the cliff, stared into his. Unable to look away, by increments he straightened up with her in his arms so that they were not leaning over the water but solidly on the boat. “You’re all right,” he murmured, stroking her hair. “I’ve got you, you’re fine.”

      Her purple lips parted, as though to answer, but nothing came out and then he watched as her eyes blinked twice and then closed. Her body went limp against his. For just a moment, he was afraid that he had still lost her, but then her warm breath blew across his cheeks even as her body went limp in his arms. He clutched her tighter and finally peeled his eyes away from her face.

      In that instant, he knew that this was Delia. Reginald had been correct. This slip of a girl would change his ways because, in this moment, something deep inside him shifted. He would give everything he had to keep her safe from harm. Life came into sharp focus.

      From up above, a shower of large boulders cascaded into the water and the smallest flash of white caught his notice. His eyes raised up to the top of the cliff but all the men above trained their gaze to the foaming river where the rocks had crashed.

      His brow crinkled, Reginald wasn’t there.
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      Five years later…

      

      Lady Delia Alban stared out the window from the salon in the northern tower, rolling her eyes at her brothers’ flare for the dramatic. They couldn’t have had this meeting in one of the many formal spaces within their home. It had to be the highest tower in their rather large castle.

      The giant structure was a relic of days when regular English raids had demanded that their home provide protection. Ridiculous, really, because nearly half her lineage was English. But her eldest brother, Stone, used the building to its fullest advantage. He had turned it into the hub of a successful shipping business and a training ground to prepare his sailors for pirate attacks.

      And now he wished to further spread that business by partnering with a southern Duke. His Grace, Lord Manchester. Delia found this arrangement completely unacceptable. Rumors swirled around the man. The ton called him a rogue and she knew for a fact that his voucher from Almack’s had been revoked. Unusual, but not unheard of for someone so closely related to the king. Being a northerner, she had far less regard for polite society, but his reputation caused a ripple of unease to travel down her spine. Rogues did not make good husbands.

      Inwardly, she sighed. It mattered not if he made a good husband. In fact, she deserved to marry a rogue or worse. But, it was known that he was devastatingly handsome and that he had a reputation for pleasing the ladies. She simply couldn’t have it.

      “He’s here,” her brother’s voice flowed over her.

      “Fine,” she gritted out.

      Four of her brothers filed in and stood in a line. She knew Stone wanted to impress this man, but it was absurd.

      Shifting the rest of her body to face the door, it slowly opened. Manchester absolutely filled the doorway before he entered the room.

      He was tall and strong, handsome too. His eyes glittered a marvelous shade of pale green while his dark locks curled delightfully around his face, almost softening the hard lines of his jaw and cheeks. His lips were full and appeared to be the softest thing about him. A woman would fall in love with a man like that.  If his reputation was any indication, he was most assuredly in love with himself.

      “The Duke of Manchester,” the butler called in his droning voice. All of her brothers bowed, and so she followed suit with a deep courtesy. Of course, she would never dream of being so bold as to not show respect but a tiny part of her wanted to rebel against Manchester and this meeting.

      His eyes were somber as Stone grasped Manchester by the hand and then embraced him like a brother. A lump formed in her chest then. Manchester had been friends with her late brother, Reginald.

      His eyes slashed into hers and her heart started hammering in her chest. Try as she might, there was no looking away, and something in the depths of his eyes startled her deep inside. It was a familiarity that called to her. It nearly burned her, and she tore her gaze from his, averting her eyes to make her pounding heart slow.

      “Your Grace, my sister, Lady Delia.” A hint of irritation laced Stone’s voice. Most likely he could sense her desire to rebel. Delia dismissed it. Stone loved her but he was easily displeased. If one worried about his fits of temper, one would rarely do anything else.

      She dipped into a curtsy, keeping her eyes on the ground. “Your Grace.”

      “My lady,” he responded. His voice rumbled straight through her. Even the roots of her hair seemed to tingle.

      The floor was no place to look, Stone was watching her like a hawk and would soon notice. Not wanting to meet his eyes again, she focused at a point just over his shoulder. “Pleasure to make your acquaintance.”

      “And you as well.” There it was again, that voice that made her insides vibrate.

      The entire meeting was most unsettling. Not knowing what else to do, Delia turned to look back out the window. Stone would chastise her later for her rudeness but she could see no other way. She had never intended on marrying, but since Stone was hell bent on matching her with someone, it would have to be someone less…attractive. If she must endure marriage, it would be to someone ugly or old, preferably both. Someone she could stand next to without fear of developing an emotional attachment. Obviously, Manchester could not hear her internal dismissal and so he moved closer. And while he was oblivious to her turmoil, she was painstakingly aware of his presence when his body came near hers. But she did not turn and kept her eyes focused out the window. “How far south do you live?” It was a deflection.

      One that failed. He stood just behind her and his breath tickled her neck as he responded, “It is but a day’s trip by the ocean, though a three-day journey by land.”

      Delia glanced back, another mistake. His piercing green eyes stole her breath and his chiseled jaw was close enough to reach out and touch. His brow quirked ever so slightly. “Oh,” she managed to murmur. She didn’t know what else to say. She couldn’t tell him that he made her insides melt like the spring sun to winter ice, or that she would never marry him because it was so. Because she didn’t deserve the happiness he would bring.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roderick watched her as a myriad of emotions flitted across her perfect face. Her eyes were exactly the same as he remembered them. Large and expressive with that blue-gray color that mirrored the ocean below. But everything else about her had bloomed into life. She had gone from a little girl to a stunning woman. He hadn’t expected to be attracted to her. It caught him completely by surprise.

      He wasn’t sure that he was happy about it. He’d made a promise to marry Delia and he’d see it through. In fact, he’d spent years readying himself to be the man she’d need him to be. But attraction, that had not factored into his plan.

      Neither did her ignorance to his identity. She knew who he was, of course. But Stone had told him that she did not realize he was her rescuer. Her brother had cautioned him that he should get to know her before revealing said information. He had no idea why, but he was about to find out. For more reasons than he could name, he was hell bent on marrying Delia Alban.

      “Should we sit?” he whispered closer to her ear than was necessary. She smelled truly delicious. Like cinnamon or pastry crust. She practically jumped at the nearness. Most curious.

      “Of course.” Her soft, pink lips turned up into the smallest of smiles. It still lit her entire face, her high cheekbones becoming more pronounced and the blue flecks dancing in her eyes.

      She was stunningly perfect. His gut clenched as he further assessed her features. Her blonde hair was pulled into a loose coif with pieces artfully cascading around her shoulders and face in long waves. Her overlarge breasts tapered down to a tiny waist and the flare of her hips, well, it made a man want… He stopped himself. Four of her brothers still stood behind him and this was not how it was supposed to be.

      Even now, her large eyes held a vulnerability that pulled him to her. They were like a beacon in a storm.

      Finally, he realized that she was waiting for him to move. Stepping back, he made his way to the pair of settees and settled himself on one. He must look ridiculous on this delicate piece of furniture, but he tried to act as though it were comfortable.

      She sat across from him. It would have been too much to hope that she might sit next to him. All the warmth had left her gaze. The fortunate part was he could now study the lines of her face without interruption.

      Another five seconds passed and he realized neither of them had spoken. Blast, her beauty was addling his brain and all his perfectly rehearsed words were failing him. Casting about in his mind for conversation, he realized she had attended a recent wedding. “How were your recent travels? You attended Manchester’s wedding?”

      “The trip to and from His Grace’s wedding were most uneventful. Though the nuptials themselves were beautiful. I had never been in a London church and I found it remarkably ornate.”

      It was his turn to raise his eyebrows. He knew Stone had yet to give Delia a proper season, but she hadn’t been to London at all? As a lady of a very wealthy earl, even a Scottish one, she could surely be sponsored. Perhaps this was a carrot he could use to entice her into accepting his courtship. Despite his attraction, he fully planned on proceeding with his plan. Not only did he and Stone intend on combining their shipping companies, he’d made a promise to Reginald long ago that he’d keep now. It mattered not that he did not deserve such a woman. Though Stone was as set on the marriage as himself, he wished Delia to come to it willingly. “Your first time? Wait until you see the palace, or Almack’s. I journey to London regularly.”

      Her mouth opened slightly and excitement lit her eyes, but then she clamped it back shut, her eyes glazing over, as she looked at a point above his shoulder. “I’m sure I won’t be going to London anytime soon.”

      Clearing his throat, he gave her an assessing look. He sensed some resistance on her part but now it was confirmed. He didn’t understand why she didn’t want him. As a duke, he had to confess to most women going out of their way to attract his attention. Despite her brother’s success, he was still a fair prize for her.

      But she was making it clear, she wasn’t interested. Considering their engagement was almost a certainty, it was odd indeed but he was nothing if not determined. I fact it seemed his determination alone would pull this match together. His and Stone’s. A new tact would have to be found. She looked away and he studied her profile. The blue of her gown brought out the color of her eyes. He could still see them on the day of Reginald’s death, staring at him, wide with fear. It made him want to touch her, hold her even. “Life can bring all sorts of unexpected things.”

      Turning back to him, her eyes met his again and she bit her lip. She opened her mouth and then closed it again, appearing to battle with herself. Finally, she spoke. “What unexpected things has life brought you?”

      He took a breath, it was important that he do this correctly. She was weary of him and he wanted to put her at ease. “I once saved a young girl. It near broke my heart and it positively healed it. I had been lost prior to that and I didn’t understand what was really important.”

      Her eyes, always large, were round saucers now, a mix of vulnerability and, he hoped, admiration. He didn’t want her affection to matter but somehow, it did. “Thank you for sharing something so…” she seemed to search for the appropriate word, “personal. She must be very grateful, who was she?” Curiosity brimmed from her gaze now.

      He gave her a grin. “Just someone I met in my travels. I hope she thinks of me fondly. I never saw her again.” Until today, he added silently.

      “Oh, you must find her. I was once rescued and I would give anything to meet the man who saved me.”

      “A valiant knight who came to your rescue?” He grinned at her. “Do you wish to shower him with affection for his bravery?”

      She blinked twice, her eyes darkening like the sea during a storm. “I don’t think so. Since you have answered me so honestly, I will do the same. I wish to ask him why he saved me and not my brother. Surely, it was a mistake.”
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      Delia took in a breath even as everyone else seemed to let out a giant exhale.

      “Delia!” Stone’s voice cut through the room.

      “Crum,” Delia whispered. She rarely expressed this thought because it angered Stone beyond reason.

      Manchester’s mouth hung open as he looked at her with shock. A small pang of regret made her grimace but she pushed it back down.

      “Forgive my sister, she does not always think her thoughts through before she speaks,” Stone gritted out.

      “There is nothing to forgive.” Manchester waved his hand, his look of shock vanishing. Delia looked at him in surprise. She had expected him to make a hasty retreat after that rather cryptic and honest admission.

      “How…kind of you.” She gave him a falsely bright smile. If honesty would not work in scaring him off, she would have to try another way.

      He gave her a brilliant smile in return. It made her toes curl and her nether region ache. Giving her head the tiniest shake, she tried to clear the feeling.

      “Let’s speak of something else.” He nodded encouragingly.

      Gathering her wits about her, she turned her head to assess him further. “Perhaps I can tell you a story.”

      “Please do.” His smile broadened, making his eyes dance. Her insides clenched tighter.

      “It is about a fair maiden.” She wiggled her eyebrows. A girl did not survive with five brothers by being a wilting flower. This story would sting.

      “Was she the most beautiful in the land?” he gave her a devilish grin and she nearly giggled. Dear Lord, the man was handsome. But she wouldn’t allow him to distract her.

      “She was fair enough. But she was held prisoner by no less than four boorish beasts who told her what to do all day and never took her anywhere fun. In fact, they even took to keeping her in the tallest, north tower of their dastardly castle.” She took a breath but her brother Stone interrupted.

      “Delia, really, you’ve turned us into—”

      “Shush, Stone, you are interrupting.” She held her finger up to her eldest brother and guardian. He grew silent but frowned terribly at her. Her other brothers shifted in discomfort and Matthew was eyeing her with suspicion across the room.

      Manchester gave a look back over his shoulder, his lips pressing together as though he was trying not to laugh. “I have to admit, Lady Delia, this is a good story.”

      Something in her warmed at those words. Her brother, Reginald, had always been her partner in crime, her confidante, the person to laugh at her jokes. But Reginald was the very reason she could not let this man into her heart. “Then one day, the boorish beasts unlocked the tower and announced they had finally found a use for the maiden. She was to be sold on the marriage market to His Grace, the fourth Duke of—”

      “Delia!” Stone’s interruption was far louder, but her arrow had hit its mark. Manchester’s face went from laughing to hard as rock. He would have fit right in in the Alban family. Another pang of regret reverberated in her chest but she ignored it. Marriage to him was not an option.

      Manchester stood, and Delia followed suit, certain she had killed any hope he may have harbored. Stone would have to find her a fat old earl that would make her perfectly miserable. It was the only way she could see a future for herself at all. Truth be told, she’d rather be a spinster, but Stone simply wouldn’t allow it.

      “Lady Delia, it is always a pleasure. But I would ask, since I am sure we will be well acquainted, that you call me Roderick, rather than His Grace.”

      She gave a nod even as she pursed her lips. Apparently, he wasn’t going to be so easy to scare off.

      

      Rising early was Delia’s custom. So the next morning she was up before the sun. It was a chance for quiet reflection in a house that was often mad with people. And today, she had a great deal to think about. Namely, ridding herself of her pesky duke.

      It also gave her the opportunity to participate in her one hobby since the death of brother, cooking. Strictly speaking, it was not considered a lady’s pursuit but she enjoyed it so much, and her brothers preferred she stayed close to the house, so they had allowed her as much time in the kitchen as she wanted.

      Stone often grumbled about what a mistake it was. “You should be doing needlepoint or taking dancing lessons. Your husband is going to think he has married a peasant.”

      She didn’t care at all. In fact, his comments only seemed to fuel her infatuation. Delia loved Stone with all of her heart but his ambitions near drove her mad at times. In the end, he always got his way, except for this one thing. The rest of the family liked her cooking so much, they overruled him, and Delia remained in the kitchen. And he didn’t admit it often, but he’d always loved it too.

      Dressed in a simple gown with her hair loosely braided down her back, she tied an apron around her waist and began pulling out the flour and butter to make a nice pastry crust. She smiled with satisfaction as she worked the dough into a perfect ball, then she wrapped it in a cloth and set it aside, as she began to prepare the meat filling.

      The sound of the back door made her glance up. Cook always joined her. With four brothers, their three wives, and seven children thus far, there was a great deal of food to be prepped.

      But it wasn’t Cook. Her spoon paused mid-stir as Manchester walked into the kitchen. It could only be Stone who had told Roderick where she would be and given his permission for the duke to join her. The spoon clattered against the side of the bowl as she slammed it on the counter. “I’ll murder him,” she muttered.

      She heard his chuckle. “Are you up this early every morning? I’m an early riser but land sakes. Is there tea anywhere?”

      It took a moment for Delia to answer. Her head was at war with itself. One side desperately wished to tell him to get the devil out of her kitchen. The other warmed at his presence, with his broad chest and easy speech that made her want to share her darkest secrets. Instead, she sighed. “I’ll put on the kettle.”

      The kitchen held a large table that the family often used instead of the formal dining room. It was most unconventional but their family was significantly larger than many within the aristocracy and it served the children well. Those meals were some of Delia’s favorite times. Roderick sat himself at the table nearest her, turning his chair so that he could see her. “You never did finish your story yesterday.”

      “Alas, it has no ending…yet.” Did fairy tales ever end with the lady being married off to the aging marquess? Because Roderick would most certainly be the Prince Charming.

      Having started the kettle, she picked her bowl back up and continued stirring. Cook walked in and, after giving a brief glance, took herself to the pantry to get ingredients. The older woman knew that Roderick would not be there without Stone’s permission. Her brother was a fair employer, but nothing happened without his knowledge.

      “Ahhhh, a work in progress.” Roderick leaned back in his chair as he assessed her.

      “You didn’t finish your story either. About the girl you rescued. What did you rescue her from? Will you ever see her again?” Finishing with the meat filling, she began rolling out the pasties. The work soothed her, and as she worked out a rhythm with the roller, she found herself smiling.

      “I am certain I will see her, and I rescued her from drowning.” His rich voice flowed over her but her rolling pin stopped.

      Squaring her shoulders, she started rolling again. “Drowning? In what? A well? A bog? A pond? I must admit Your Grace, your storytelling skills require some improvement.”

      He chuckled low and deep and it rippled through her, making the pit of her stomach near ache with something she didn’t understand. “Call me Roderick. It was a river, and I do believe you are right. My storytelling skills are in need of improvement in general, but this particular story pains me still.”

      Her rolling pin paused again. This time she didn’t even try to finish the job, instead she turned toward him with rolling pin in hand. “Of course. I apologize. I can certainly understand why you wouldn’t want to share—“

      “Delia,” his eyebrow quirked up as he gave her a cocky grin. “Your compassion is the fourth reason I will make you my wife.” The kettle whistled but she stood with her mouth open, rolling pin still held in the air. He glanced at her. “The kettle is ready.”

      “I know that.” She slammed the pin down and grabbed a towel to pick up the hot kettle. But truth be told, he had gotten the upper hand. It was on the tip of her tongue to ask him what other reasons he had on his list for marrying a woman he had known a day. But her curiosity would look weak. Instead, working quickly, she added her unique mixture of tea and spices to the brew. Finishing it with a touch of honey, she set the pot along with a cup and saucer in front of him. Unable to hold it back, she bit out, “Fourth reason?”

      His eyes travelled from her navel, slowly up her body to her face. His piercing green stare met hers, causing the ache, always present in his company, to throb. The strangest sensation of knowing him from somewhere rippled through her as well. His eyes tugging at the back of her mind. Like they had met before yesterday but that couldn’t be.

      “Yes, fourth.”

      “You have a list? We only just met.” Her breath caught on a short gasps and she tried to slow her racing heart. Why were his words affecting her so?

      “I do indeed. Though seeing you yesterday has only lengthened it. You see, I am quite determined.”

      “You and Stone.” She grimaced, placing a hand on her hip.

      His hand reached up and touched hers on the hip. No man who wasn’t related to her had ever touched her like that. The ache pulsed between her thighs. “We will be a difficult combination to best.” His hand slid higher and rested on her waist. She moved to pull away but he held her firm.

      Torn between indignation and a breathless need, she tried to think of something that would push him away. “I’ve heard about you, Your Grace. You’re not serious about marriage?”

      “Roderick.” He was pulling her closer. “What have you heard about me?”

      She’d always been one to speak her thoughts. But she wasn’t sure she dared to do this. Forcing herself to breathe, she pushed the words out. “That you are a rogue. Isn’t that what they call you? Will you continue your roguish ways after we’ve married?”  Her stomach twisted after what she’d just said. But she couldn’t marry him. Her reaction to him was too intimate, too much like happiness. She simply had to push him away.

      His other hand moved slowly and gently to her waist as well. He was holding her so close, his hands on her body made the room spin.  “I have not been that waste of a man for a long time and I never will be again. There will only be you.”

      His statement stole her words and her breath, and she gasped, her knees near buckling, but he held her firm. Instead of being angry, he had given her an honest and compassionate answer. Standing, his hands never left her body. Slowly, he placed a kiss on her forehead.

      “I don’t know what to say.” He was deftly fighting off her attempts to push him away, stripping back each one of her defenses. Between that and her body’s physical reaction to him, he was difficult to fight.

      And of course, Stone wasn’t playing fair either, allowing him this time that was unchaperoned. Drat but the two of them were difficult to best. She couldn’t think of a single defense now.

      “Say that you will at least consider allowing me to court you.” He whispered close to her ear.

      Another throb jolted between her thighs. How could she say no with her body betraying her as it was? “I will consider it, but I make no promises.” She was swaying closer to him, of that she was certain. If only she could press her body against his to see what it might feel like. Traitor, her mind taunted her even as her body threatened betrayal.

      “Thank you,” he whispered, removing his hands and sitting back down to drink his tea.

      She wobbled at the loss of his support but managed to recover and returned on unsteady legs to her pastries. After a few minutes of working the dough, she thought she had returned to normal but then his voice jarred her out of her rhythm again.

      “I declare this the best tea I have ever had. What is in it?” She closed her eyes. Roderick was the most handsome man she had ever met but his voice, almost as much as his proximity, was making her weak in the knees. Think of Reginald, she chanted to herself.

      “I never share my recipe. I have three sisters-in-law who have been trying to get it out of me for years.” She tried to roll again but he had stepped up behind her, hands on her hips. Her teeth snapped together. If he didn’t stop touching her, she might lose her mental faculties.

      “I must warn you that former rogues have ways of extracting these types of secrets.” His breath tickled the skin of her neck and her insides melted into a puddle. She tried to summon the image of her brother. That was the only defense that would work now.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Roderick smiled to himself with a great deal of satisfaction. She was affected by him, he was certain. If he could only control his own attraction, he’d be able to win her hand for sure. He knew it was odd that he didn’t want to want the woman he wished to marry. But he’d promised to be a gentleman. Deserving of her hand.

      She was breathing in short gasps and she nibbled at her lower lip. He’d like to nibble on her lower lip. He stopped himself. That wouldn’t do at all.

      His status as a rogue seemed to bother her but he had answered honestly. In time she would learn that he had meant those words. He was not that man and never would be again.

      Holding Delia in his arms all those years ago, had both made him realize what strength meant and how fleeting life could be. He had nearly lost her while he watched his best friend perish. Reginald was the best man he had ever known. Kind, generous, strong, handsome, he had never taken advantage of a woman. He’d respected them, cherished them. Roderick had laughed at him once but Reginald had been unfazed. “I have a sister with golden hair and bright blue eyes. She dances and sings and makes the world a happier place. I give women the respect that men should give to Delia.” Roderick had laughed harder, a little girl? Roderick closed his eyes. If only he could tell his friend that he had been right all along. But he’d never have the chance. She was not a little girl anymore and his initial feelings of protectiveness had been amplified by desire now that she was grown. Though that intense need to keep her safe remained. “That meat concoction smells delightful. May I try it?”

      She nibbled harder on her lip but pulled a fresh spoon out and placed a generous amount of the filling on it. No wonder she smelled like confections. He would have to double his training and riding regimen to keep from getting fat if he succeeded in making her his wife. She made to pass him the spoon but he grabbed her hand instead and brought the instrument, now held by both of them, to his mouth. He knew he was being a cad but a rogue’s charm rarely had failed him in the past and it was a tactic he’d apply now.

      Taking a bite, the meat was a perfect combination of savory with a touch of sweet and it melted on his tongue. He was going to have to triple his training. He closed his eyes savoring the flavor. “I may have to move cooking up the list.” He exhaled, as he swallowed the final piece.

      Her eyes were huge as she looked at his mouth, her own lips softly parted. She was leaning her back against him, her blue grey eyes appearing stormy again. It would be so easy to dip down and steal the smallest kiss. Stone may well murder him, because he might not be able to stop with just one kiss. And he’d sworn to himself that he wouldn’t. She was burning every one of his senses until all he could see, taste, touch was her. Besides, Reginald would not have wanted him to. Roderick would restrain himself no matter the temptation.

      “I am curious to know what else is on this list.” She was trying to sound scathing, her tone dropping to chastise him. But it came out breathy, giving her away.

      “Each time we have an outing, I will tell you another. But for today, I have already shared one.” He had to find a way to gain another meeting. This seemed as good a method as any.

      “Outing? My brothers don’t let me have outings. Not anymore, not after…” Her jaw snapped shut and her body pulled away. His hands were still on her waist but she grabbed the rolling pin and began attacking the pastry shell.

      Most curious, he thought, but he didn’t pull away. What had he said that had caused her to stiffen so? Had it been her near mention of Reginald’s death? He skimmed his hands up her back and rested them on her shoulders. He began to knead her stiff muscles as she rolled out the dough. Touching her made every muscle tighten. Damn it all to hell.

      “What are you doing?” she grated out between her clenched teeth.

      He chuckled again, trying to remain casual. She had a little temper. He liked it. That may go sixth or seventh on the list. “You tensed up suddenly. I am trying to relax you again.”

      “Then perhaps you should give me some room to work.”

      “Does my presence make you tense? How curious.” He chuckled again. This was going even better than he had expected, though her sudden withdrawal was concerning. Like him, she likely still ached at Reginald’s loss. That much was becoming clear.

      “Strange men touching me does, in fact, make me nervous. I would think a known rogue would understand women far better.” She went to use her hip to push him away but instead, her bottom came in contact with his member.

      Even through her layers of skirts, he could feel the delicious curve of it, its softness. Delia was a woman top to bottom, built for sin. He sucked in his breath and her eyes went wide again as she snapped her head around to look at him, her mouth forming an O. Clenching his teeth together, he went to grab her hips, to remove them from the part of his body they were inflaming but as he grabbed the swell of her generous curves, pulsing desire raced through him. Holy hell, he was in trouble.

      She was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen and yet, it was her hips that made him lose all sense of reason. He was in danger of breaking his promise to his lost friend. “Delia,” he raggedly gasped out. Up to that point he had control of the situation. He was quickly losing it.

      Her eyes had lost all hostility but held their storminess, a hunger with a hint of question now filled them, more expressive than any he had ever encountered. They gave away every emotion and they were the first thing he had ever loved about her. “What is happening,” she whispered. Even as she moved her buttocks against the granite now lodged in his trousers.

      He shut his eyes, fighting for control. “Delia, you should know, a man can only take so much of that.”

      A small tinkling laugh bubbled from her lips and she moved against him again. “I had assumed. I have seen that look before. I have five, well four, brothers. Usually it precedes one of them carrying off his wife and then nine months later another Alban enters the world. What I don’t know is what happens in between.” Her voice dropped. “Though I must admit, I’m curious to find out.”

      His breath exited his body in a giant whoosh. Delia had turned the tables on him. A wild plan to take her right here in kitchen was forming in his addled brain. He was losing sight of his principles at the soft curve of her flesh. But his wild thoughts were interrupted by the voice of the man himself.

      “Are you teaching our guest to roll out pasties?” Stone growled out from the doorway.

      He had never heard a man who could sound so hard. Fitting with the name, Stone.

      “He keeps trying to eat the filling, so I doubt he will make a good chef,” Delia called, as if her perfectly plump derriere were not lodged against his pulsing member. She had most definitely taken the upper hand. And while part of him wanted to bark at Stone to leave the way he’d come, the man had likely saved him from a terrible mistake.

      “Are you going to take that from her?” Stone addressed him. A moment of panic set in. He couldn’t possibly answer. His voice would never work properly and Stone would know what was happening behind the large work table.

      “With any luck, no he won’t. He’ll run screaming the other way.” Delia straightened away from him. He backed up a few inches and tried to get his raging body back under control.

      After ten deep breaths, he answered. “Not a chance.”

      He heard the scraping of Stone’s chair. “Come and sit. We’ll use the quiet to talk about how to expand your business. If we combine forces, as we’ve already begun, we could transport goods for all of Scotland and England.”

      He took several more deep breaths. Delia was bent over the pastry dough with her bottom sticking out as she rhythmically moved back and forth. He didn’t want to build anything in this moment…except maybe a child. How would he continue to be the man she deserved when she was in his bed? Because right now he could think of little else than the feel of her skin against his.
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      Delia glanced back as she put several pasties in the oven. Stone and Roderick were deep in conversation. Their faces serious, their hands moving as they talked. Immediately, she started another batch, these filled with jelly. The children couldn’t get enough of them.

      Working with her hands gave her time to think. The ache between her thighs was still there, pulsing. He felt it too, she could tell. Literally, it had rubbed against her. Alexa and Bridget, her sisters-in-law, were always going on about their husbands’ endowments. They giggled and tittered while Delia made disgusted faces, but in her defense, they were discussing her brothers. Undeterred, they both assured her someday she would understand.

      That was the thing, she had expected never to understand. She knew Stone would arrange a marriage but not to someone like Roderick. It was her fault that her brother was gone, if she hadn’t gone where she wasn’t supposed to, it never would have happened. She was the one who should pay for the mistake, not Reginald. She couldn’t change the past now, but could control the future. And that meant she’d do her duty but she didn’t deserve a happily ever after.

      The meat pasties came out of the oven and the jelly ones went in as she stoked the fire. Pulling four off her sheet, she pushed them onto plates and set them in front of her brother and Roderick, being careful not to look at him.

      “Thank you,” he murmured, his voice rumbling through her, making her ache pulse all the more. She could sense his eyes on her, but she ignored them as she returned to the stove.

      As she began to beat eggs, Flora, Stone’s eldest daughter, entered the kitchen. She was eight years old, and an imp, but a delightful one. She reminded Delia of herself at that age. “Are those meat pasties?” she chirped as she swiped one off of her father’s plate.

      The sound of silverware bouncing off the table reverberated through the kitchen. Delia turned to see Roderick staring fixedly at her niece a look of shock darkening his face.

      “How many times have I told you that you are not to take food from other people’s plates?” Stone addressed his daughter, but his voice held none of its normal gruffness.

      “But I don’t have a plate,” she pointed out. “Who are you?” She looked at Roderick, taking a bite.

      “This is the Duke of Manchester, Flora. You are to address him as such.”

      “Nice to meet you, Your Grace.” She dipped into a little curtsey.

      “And you as well,” he responded quietly.

      “This is my daughter, Lady Flora.”

      “You are the spitting image of your aunt.” Roderick’s voice sounded almost hoarse, his look still pained. It was most curious.

      “Oh, thank ye. She is the most beautiful woman in the whole of Scotland. Maybe the world.” Flora flounced toward Delia. “Did you make any jelly pasties, Auntie?”

      “I did, my sweet. Come help me beat the eggs.” She glanced at Roderick, his were fixed on both of them. His mouth was pinched and his eyes looked almost haunted with longing. His conversation with her brother seemed to be forgotten.

      “It is uncanny,” Roderick murmured.

      “I know. I have thought the same.” Stone shrugged.

      Roderick dropped his voice but she thought she heard him say the words, “My past and my future.” What could that mean? How could she be part of his past when they’d only met yesterday? And in terms of a future…

      More family members began filing in and she set Flora to work to serve up all of the food necessary to feed the fifteen Alban family members. As she bustled about she felt Roderick’s eyes on her. Biting her lip, she wondered how she would find the strength to fight him. He was tempting beyond anything she had ever experienced. Closing her eyes, she said a silent prayer

      She didn’t have to time to think anymore, as plate upon plate was set on the table. The men began discussing the morning training session. All of the sailors were trained in combat. Sometimes, it was necessary for them to fend off pirates and Stone wanted them to be ready. The castle was well-equipped for such endeavors with a large interior courtyard that had been historically used for soldiers’ training.

      “Delia, you should attend this morning’s session,” Stone called from his end of the table.

      Doing her best to shoot daggers at him with her eyes, she gave a simple nod. Roderick now had become part of Stone’s business plan. Seating herself at the other end of the table, she clenched her fists in her lap.

      There was silence as the family dug into the food. Delia took a quick glance at Roderick’s plate and noticed his pasties were all gone. It shouldn’t give her satisfaction that he liked her food. He was the enemy. But her pride swelled nonetheless.

      One by one family members began leaving for the day’s events and Delia got up to get ready for the training session. Her state of undress wouldn’t do, a more formal dress would be required. Her eldest sister-in-law, Eliza, called to her. “Delia, I’d like a word.”

      “Of course,” she replied. Stone was fifteen years older than herself and had been married to Eliza for as long as she could remember. Having little memory of her parents, Eliza had been like a mother to her.

      The other woman headed up the stairs out of the kitchen. Delia followed. Moving down the long center hall, Eliza turned into her favorite salon, which the family referred to as the Pink Room. The light from the early morning sun gave it a soft hue.

      Seating herself on a settee, Delia was across from sister-in-law. “What would you like to speak to me about?”

      “Your marriage prospects.” Eliza had always been plain-spoken. She and Stone rarely had difficulty understanding each other. Agreeing with one another was another matter entirely, but Eliza was strong enough to stand up to her brother.

      “Prospects?” she asked.

      “I’m sure it is no secret that Stone prefers Manchester, but another has declared his interest and will arrive tomorrow. The Earl of Sunderland comes to call. A woman should have some choice.”

      She appreciated Eliza’s care more than she could say. She’d guess that her sister-in-law had fought hard to make this happen. “Why didn’t I know about this sooner?”

      “You know your brother.” Eliza raised her eyebrows and Delia gave a nod. Stone didn’t tell her because he wanted her to pick Roderick. At this moment, she wanted Roderick too. A dangerous position.

      “He loves you, you know.” Eliza’s words pulled her out of her thoughts.

      Delia waved her hand, dismissing the words. “Stone? He’s my brother, of course he does.”

      “No, Roderick. I can see it in his eyes. He loves you.”

      “He only met me yesterday. How could he love me?” Delia huffed.

      Eliza looked at her for a long time, she seemed to be trying to decide something. “What do you remember of the day you fell on the cliff?”

      Delia narrowed her eyes. What did that have to do with this? In truth, she remembered very little. She had hit her head during the initial fall so most of the events were foggy. Whenever a memory did try to surface, she pushed it firmly back down. She did not want to remember the day she had lost Reginald. He had been her lifeline, her partner in crime, and her world had grown dark when he left it. She sometimes dreamed about it but she had no idea how much truth those visions held. “Not much, I suppose, just rocks and a boat…a man catching me. Probably a passing fisherman. I’ve never asked. Did Stone give him a reward?”

      “Yes. Yes he did.” Eliza’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      “I see.” Delia wondered what the reward was and if the man had ever returned. She started to ask these questions but then realized she didn’t want to know any more. It was still so painful.

      Eliza opened her mouth a few times but each time closed it again. Finally, she spoke. “I don’t want to tell you what decision to make, but I can not see why you are resisting the Duke of Manchester. He is handsome, funny, honest enough, successful, and smitten with you. There is little else you could ask for.”

      “I have my reasons.” Her eyes were cast down to the floor.

      “It happened the way it happened, Delia. There is no changing it. At some point, you have to just live your life. Do you think Reginald would want you to be miserable? He loved you—“

      “Enough Eliza. I don’t want to talk about it.” Delia shook her head. It was easy for Eliza to say.  Her stupidity had not killed her own brother. Delia would have to live with her actions for the rest of her life.

      Eliza was silent for several seconds until Delia finally lifted her eyes from the floor. The other woman’s sharp glance was on her. “You should get ready for the training session. Wear that blue morning dress.”

      “That is my newest gown. You want me to wear it for a training session? It just arrived—“

      “You’re being courted. Honestly, Delia.” Eliza threw her hands in the air. “What I wouldn’t give to look like you and you want to hide in drab clothing.” The other woman stood. “Now go. And don’t make me come dress you like a child.”

      With a huff of her breath, she stood. “You’re trussing me up like a turkey. Are you going to put me on a platter too?”

      “Perhaps, if you don’t start cooperating. Now go. Your future awaits.”
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      Delia stood on the observation benches out in the training yard in the dress Eliza had requested. Her hair had been pulled into loose waves. Her sister-in-law was right. It was a stunning dress. At the age of twelve, she had loved to dress in the latest fashions and she had dreamed of a season in London. Now her sisters-in-law had to drag her to the modiste to be fitted. And she only wore the creations when it was required of her. Or, more precisely, when Eliza threatened.

      She wasn’t attempting to be difficult but it was a choice she had made. She should be gone and Roderick here.

      “Guard,” one of the men shouted as he lunged in with his sword. The other growled and lunged back.

      Bridget rolled her eyes. “Why must they play these games? Most of the pirates are untrained and run screaming when they realize our men know how to fight.”

      “You love watching them, don’t deny it.” Alexa gave them both a smirk.

      “I love watching Matthew.” Bridget gave a cat-like grin. “That man still makes my knees weak—“

      “I beg you, don’t start.” Delia rolled her eyes.

      They both laughed. “Wait until you are married to that fine figure of a man.” Bridget wiggled her eyebrows. “Then you will see.”

      “One would think you ladies were men that way you carry on,” Delia whispered as Stone and Roderick walked by.

      Alexa smiled at the newcomer, waving her kerchief. “A pleasure, Your Grace.” He gave her a nod and then his eyes fixed on Delia. She blushed under the intensity of his gaze, particularly after the conversation she had just had.

      “Will you train today?” Bridget asked.

      “Of course.” He gave them an easy smile. “I rarely have a chance to best such specimens as the Alban men.”

      Alexa seemed at a loss for words, but Delia took that as a challenge. Though it made her insides wiggle in discomfort, she had to try to push him away. “Any of my brothers could teach you the definition of humility. Only foolish ladies believe the words of a rog—”

      His laugh and Stone’s frown stopped her words. “Little you know of rogues. They must be especially good at two things and one of them is fighting.” His eyes twinkled and he slapped Stone on the back. “Shall we?”

      It was on the tip of her tongue to ask what the other was but her cheeks turned red all over again. She knew whatever the answer was, it would embarrass her. Rarely at a loss for words, she stamped her slipper on the wooden foot bench to release some of her frustration. Dimples appeared in his cheeks at her fit of temper. That only aggravated her more so she stepped up to him. Standing on the foot bench, the top of her head still only reached his chin. She tilted her head back to glance up and he looked down at her. Her breath heaved her chest and as their eyes met it stopped for a second. “Are you actually sharing the finer points of being a rogue with a lady?”

      His green eyes sparkled with merriment and she realized her mistake. She should not have stepped so close. At the curve of his gorgeous lips, all she could think of was his lips dipping down to press against hers. Her own parted in anticipation.

      “The lady brought it up first and I merely suggest that sword play is one of my strengths. In my opinion, a husband should also be able to defend his lady should the need arise.” He gave her a devilish grin. “That dress looks stunning on you. You should always be in that color.”

      Eliza gave a satisfied snort, but Delia ignored it. Verbal sparring was one of her favorite activities and no one else in her family enjoyed it as she did. Delia could feel her pulse rising in excitement as the words formed on her lips. “Changing the subject is cowardly at best. Another reason Stone will surely best you. He knows how to take a foe—”

      “Delia, one more word and I will banish you from the kitchen for a week,” Stone growled.

      Roderick, however, didn’t seem the least upset. In fact, he seemed to enjoy the sparring too. His devilish grin softened and his fingers reached up to brush her cheek. “I look forward to hearing the end of that sentence, but now I must go be trounced by a different Alban. If you will excuse me, my lady.”

      Flora ran up next to her, giving him a grin. Wrapping her arms around her aunt, she bounced a little. “You’re going to fight with my papa?” she addressed Roderick as though she had always known him.

      “Yes, though it is only pretend,” Roderick assured her.

      She grinned again. “I know that, silly. But be careful. He is very good.”

      Roderick gave her a little chuck on the chin. His eyes travelled to Delia’s face. There was almost a pleading in his eyes. He was asking her to give him something.

      She looked down at her niece who was, in turn, grinning at Roderick. And then she saw it. A picture of her and Roderick and a child all their own. Would the babe have her blue eyes or his green?

      Giving Flora a gentle squeeze, her own heart contracted painfully and she gave the top of her head a light kiss. “Come sit with me and we will see what happens.”

      Taking a deep breath, Delia tried to steady herself. Roderick was breaching her defenses. Making her want things that she shouldn’t. She was being stripped bare of her defenses and it made her feel raw and open.

      Stone and Roderick took their positions as the ladies seated themselves higher up on the benches. For all her words, Delia suddenly realized she wanted Roderick to win.

      Metal clanked against metal as Stone made the first move and Roderick deftly blocked it. Men looked so beautiful when they moved. Fluid muscle rippled across Roderick’s body as he blocked, countered, attacked, blocked again. Watching him made her breathing ragged and, without thinking, she opened her fan to cool her heating skin.

      The tittering next to her made her look away. Both Bridget and Alexa were giving her we tried to tell you looks. “Wait until you see him without his clothes on,” Alexa whispered so Flora couldn’t hear.

      Eliza looked at them. “She says she isn’t going to wed him.”

      “Have you gone daft? Look at him,” Bridget huffed.

      “And have you noticed the way he looks at her. What more could a woman want?” Alexa tossed her hands in the air as if that explained it all.

      “He’s a rogue.” Delia waved her hand as if to dismiss it.

      “Stone told me last night that he gave you a very honest and forthcoming explanation about his past.” Eliza sounded irritated. Like Delia was somehow missing the point.

      “I don’t know about that. That is the part of a rogue’s charm, I would imagine. He’ll say anything to get what he wants.” It was Delia’s turn to sound annoyed. They wouldn’t understand and she didn’t want to explain it to them. How did one say I shouldn’t even be alive. I don’t deserve a man like him?

      “You should give him a chance. At least find out,” Eliza pressed.

      “What am I doing? I’m sitting here, aren’t I?” Delia’s fists clenched at her side. She was having a hard enough time fighting Roderick and Stone. She couldn’t possibly best Eliza as well.

      But Eliza only responded with another cryptic statement. “Reginald wouldn’t have wanted you to keep punishing yourself. He’d want you to be happy.”

      Delia felt the blood drain from her face. The day was suddenly too much. “Stop this,” she pleaded, her voice catching part way through the words.. “I do not want to discuss it further.” Standing, Delia walked down the benches. Tears were filling her eyes, and blindly she made her way from the training yard out of the castle gates.

      How would Eliza know what Reginald would have wanted? She was doing this to honor him, wasn’t she?

      She walked, not paying attention to where she was going. She just needed time alone to collect herself. She did not normally allow her emotions to best her. She didn’t realize she was returning to the very spot it had all happened until the cliffs came into view. It had been years since she had been here. Taking a deep breath, she slowed her pace. The wind tousled her hair, but she paid it no mind. The spot where the rock had dislodged was a deep pit in the bank of the cliff. She walked toward it until her feet were just inches from the edge. Slowly she looked down until she could just see the very ledge she had perched on, halfway down the rock face.

      Her eyes welled with fresh tears as the edges of memories filled her thoughts. She’d carefully hidden those remembrances and she didn’t welcome them now. It hurt too much to think of how her brother had died.

      In part, she was doing this to honor Reginald, but truthfully, she wanted to punish herself. She didn’t deserve to live while he perished trying to save her.

      Two hands firmly wrapped around her waist. “Delia,” Roderick breathed. “What are you doing?”

      The sound of his voice and the feel of his hands, jolted her from thoughts. She turned to look at him, his face taut as his gaze searched her own. Her body drifted closer to his until she found herself pressed against him, his heat and hard muscles bringing her a comfort she didn’t merit. “I haven’t been here since it happened,” she mumbled as she leaned her forehead against his chest. “Why him? Why not…” She didn’t finish but the words reverberated in her mind…why not me?

      He squeezed her close, brushing her hair out of her face. “You’re all right,” he murmured.

      Long minutes passed as neither of them spoke and she drained all her emotions out through her eyes. Finally, taking a shaky breath, she lifted her head. “You must think I’m mad or daft or both.”

      “I think you’re neither,” he whispered close to her ear.

      She gave a nod, wrapping her arms around his strong waist. Part of her wanted to explain why she couldn’t marry him. In this moment, her heart told her he would understand, but she couldn’t ruin the closeness they were sharing. She hadn’t been this connected to anyone since Reginald died.

      That thought jolted her and she made to pull back but he held firm. “When you are ready, you can tell me all of it.”

      “I can’t tell anyone.” Her lip trembled and tears once again pricked her eyes until one spilled over.

      The pad of his thumb brushed it away. “You can tell me. There is nothing you can say that would change the way I feel.”

      “I know you think that, but it isn’t true. Besides, telling you won’t change the way I feel.”

      “It wasn’t your fault, Delia.”

      “You couldn’t know that; it was my fault. I’ll never forgive myself and I don’t deserve—” She stopped the flood of words flowing out of her mouth.

      “Reginald would have disagreed.”

      “How can you say that—”

      “Delia. I loved him like a brother. And I am telling you that I don’t blame you, your brothers don’t blame you, Reginald certainly did not blame you and would never have wanted you to suffer like this—”

      “I blame me. I can’t just go on being happy while he is gone. It isn’t fair.”

      His eyes held hers. Ever so gently he lowered his head and placed a light kiss on her lips as his thumb stroked her cheek. “Have you ever thought that you owe it to Reginald to live for both of you?”

      Shock waves pulsed through her. It was both the kiss and the words. Reginald had died that day, but she had stopped living too. “I didn’t…I never…I wanted to honor his sacrifice.”

      “He wouldn’t have changed it. He would have given himself a thousand times to save you. And he most certainly would have wanted you to live a happy life.”

      Delia closed her eyes. Unbelievably, more tears leaked from them. She had never thought of it that way. What would Reginald have wanted for her?

      “Delia, sweetheart, I—“

      She held up her hand. “No more. Please, I need to think about what you said.”

      “I understand, but this…”

      The thunderous sound of hooves rose over even the noise of the water being pushed through the narrow cliffs. “Crum,” she groaned. Stone was coming.

      “Let me deal with him. Promise me we can finish this conversation tomorrow.”

      “There is another suitor coming tomorrow.” She laid her head back on his chest.

      His arms held her tighter. “It doesn’t matter. You’ll marry me.”

      She had to grin. At least a tiny tug of the lips. Any other time she would have tossed her head back and told him how wrong he was. But in that moment, she wanted to keep her head on his strong chest, wrapped in his capable arms. “You’re awfully sure of yourself,” she murmured, still keeping her head tucked against him.

      “I am. Did you know that our marriage was Reginald’s idea to begin with?”
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      The entire world seemed to tilt before it righted itself again. Delia tried to speak but then closed her mouth. There was so much she wanted to say but her thoughts were a jumble and she couldn’t form the words.

      “What are you doing here?” Stone’s voice boomed over the rush of the water below.

      “By your leave, I would have a little time to speak with Delia.” Roderick’s voice was not nearly as loud as Stone’s but it carried. Her brother looked down at her and she nodded her consent.

      Stone turned his horse, and rode back to the cluster of riders gathered fifty feet away. They sat waiting on their horses giving the couple the ability to speak privately although they were in plain view.

      Delia took a breath, attempting to gain control over the tide of emotion his last statement had brought.

      “Who told you that?” She could barely keep the tremor out of her voice.

      “I would like to explain all of it to you, but may I ask first why you came here? I don’t want my words to distract you from what drew you to this place.”

      Shuddering, she glanced over her shoulder at the cliffs. What had she hoped to accomplish? She didn’t know why, but something about Roderick made her answer more honestly than she ever had. In her heart, she had always feared her family blamed her. If she voiced her own worry, Reginald’s death was her fault, than it might strengthen their own belief in the same. But Roderick was not her flesh and blood and the burden of holding her feelings had been heavy. “Deep down, I’ve always believed that I should have perished that day instead of him. How can I just live a normal happy life while he does not? It should be him getting married and having children, not me. I don’t remember much of it, I hit my head in the initial fall. But maybe if I came here, saw where it happened, I could remember and understand why it was him and not me.”

      “Oh, Delia.” Anguish filled his voice. “No one would have wanted you to keep living more than Reginald. He loved you so much. He, above anyone, would want you to be happy.”

      “Did he tell you that?” Her voice caught and her eyes flew back to his, searching for the answers.

      “As a matter of point, he did. He told me that no woman in all of England or the world was as beautiful as his sister and I would have to become a man of substance to be worthy. He was adamant that I could only court you if I could reform.”

      More tears flooded from her eyes. This changed everything. If this was the path that Reginald had planned, that he had wanted for her, than perhaps it was her duty to her brother to see it through. But how would she hold her feelings back for this man while living with him every day, performing her wifely duties? Because she could not fall in love. Not when Reginald would never have that chance. “Thank you for sharing all of that.”

      “Do you want to walk to the edge or would you rather not?” His hand massaged her back as he asked.

      “Yes,” she choked out as she turned toward the cliff. She remembered the first part as if it were yesterday. “Reginald had returned from Oxford, and William from a long sea journey. To celebrate, the family had a picnic near the cliffs. It was a beautiful day with a cloudless blue sky. I was days away from my fourteenth birthday and I remembered hounding Stone to give me a new pony.” She took a breath as she reached the edge of the cliff. The memories turned sharp and painful. She could see the ledge below.

      “My oldest nephew had screamed for me to stop whining and chased me away with his arms flapping. As I ran, I looked back over my shoulder to stick my tongue out at him. I slowed my pace knowing I was close to the edge but not enough…” Her voice trailed off and a sob replaced it. Stone’s wild scream was the last thing she heard before she was falling.

      “What happened next?” His arms had been around her, but now they gave her an extra squeeze.

      “I remember landing on the shelf but then my head slammed into the rock and the world went dark. There are only snips of memory but when I dream, I see a flash of white in falling rocks.”
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        * * *

      

      Roderick closed his eyes. Should he tell her? He had been there, he’d seen it too.  Hurt radiated from her body, every muscle of hers tense against his making him ache for her and himself. He gathered her tighter. “Delia, I have to—”

      “Delia, please.” Stone’s voice was hoarse.

      Roderick turned to look at the man. Stone might be the strongest man he knew, but not at this moment. His face was twisted in agony while his shoulders sagged. The man’s burden had also been a heavy one. He understood it, at least he thought he did. Reginald hadn’t been his brother, but the loss had almost been more than he could bear.

      “I can’t remember, Stone,” she answered softly.

      He must have heard her because he answered, “Perhaps it is better that way.”

      “I’m not so sure.” Roderick replied before Delia could. She needed to heal and it hadn’t happened in the years since Reginald’s death. It likely wouldn’t until she faced the memories. This was one way that he hoped he could help her.

      “I have given you a great deal of leave. Do not test my patience,” Stone barked. His shoulders stiffened and his face hardened, returning to the man to which Roderick had become accustomed.

      Still holding Delia, Roderick bent down. “There is more I need to share with you. By your leave, we will meet in the kitchen tomorrow morning.”

      She gave a nod. Stone’s horse pranced and Roderick looked back to see an impatient Stone, extending his hand. Delia grasped it, and Stone pulled her up onto his horse. The hoops of her skirt, stuck out awkwardly, but she was beautiful sitting sideways on that steed. Roderick had the intense urge to pull her back into his arms and carry her back to the house himself.

      Matthew trotted his horse over to Roderick and reached his hand down. Pausing for a moment, Roderick assessed the other man. He couldn’t remember the last time he had ridden a horse with someone else and Matthew unsettled him. Being Reginald’s twin, the resemblance made him feel as though he were looking at a ghost.

      Finally, he accepted the hand and climbed onto Matthew’s giant steed. Falling in line behind Stone, they began the short trek back to the castle. Matthew was silent, and Roderick watched Delia’s skirts sway to the movement of the horse.

      “I’ve never thanked you for saving Delia.” Matthew spoke out of nowhere, startling Roderick.

      “You didn’t have to,” he replied.

      “I know you were very close with my brother. I’m sure you miss him—“

      “Not as much as you. But yes, I’ll never have a friend like him as long as I live.” He wanted to add that Reginald had made him a better man but it was strange to share so much with Matthew, wasn’t it?

      “I’ve near reached out to you, though I thought about it many times, but even my family struggles with our resemblance.” He sighed. “I suppose I worried you would too.”

      Roderick grimaced behind him. It seemed the entire family struggled with Reginald’s loss. A pang of regret tightened his chest. He should visited over the years. It had just been so painful. “I have done the same. I meant to come here, I just—“

      “You’ve missed him. We all have. And I would like to think that we have consoled each other but sometimes, I think we have each retreated to a corner of our own grief. May I ask you what Delia has said? I don’t mean to put you in an awkward position but more than any of us, she has closed herself off. I worry she blames herself.”

      “Matthew, I don’t want to betray her trust, but I might recommend you ask her.” At that moment, he saw Delia peeking over Stone’s shoulder to look at him. They were nearly through the castle gates and Roderick was already plotting how he might get her alone again if for no other reason than to hold her close and learn more about her. He wanted her, more than any woman in his life, but more than that, he wanted to heal her and to help. It was a strange feeling for a former rogue.

      The emotion surprised even him. Upon saving her, and losing his best friend, he’d sworn to change his life. To be the man Reginald would want for his sister to marry. And her eyes haunted him in his sleep. They’d also pushed him forward when he wanted to retreat back into his old ways.

      He had successfully remade himself, though his reputation from his early days continued to follow him. It didn’t bother him what others thought, he’d been dedicated to changing himself and being the man she would need. What he had not expected was to feel so much for Delia beyond commitment.

      His body tightened at the sight of her. He would have to keep his desire firmly in check if he wanted to accomplish his other goal, making her whole again. No one knew better than him that a second chance was possible.

      She slipped off Stone’s horse with such grace, even in her hooped dress and pelisse. Simply walking around her family, she headed straight for the kitchen entrance to the castle. Her head was high and, while many of her family gave her long looks, no one asked. As the door closed behind her the dam broke and her family began to pepper Stone with questions.

      “Where did she go?”

      “What is wrong?”

      “Why did she run?”

      “Is it him?”

      Stone sliced his hand through the air. “Leave her be.”

      Roderick’s mouth turned down. He understood Stone’s desire to protect Delia but no one was talking to her, helping her work out her feelings. It was going to be difficult but he had had to convince Stone to allow him another private conversation with Delia.

      The other man headed back to the training yard and Roderick followed. It was perfect. Men talked best when swinging swords. Every line in Stone’s body was taut. This was going to be a challenge but Roderick didn’t mind. In fact, his own body tensed, ready for a good healthy fight.

      Stone picked up his sword, most likely to put it away.

      “Care to finish what we started?” Roderick called from behind him.

      “No one is here to watch me trounce you,” Stone growled back.

      Roderick gave a low laugh. “’We’ll still know.”

      His opponent gave a single nod and then stepped back to allow Roderick to ready his sword.

      Stone gave him an appraising glare. “I will admit you swing a sword well. For a big man, you have some real agility.”

      Roderick grinned. Not at the compliment but that Stone was talking. He wanted the man communicating. Giving a short bow to signal he was ready he moved into position.

      Stone made a quick jab but Roderick was ready and deftly blocked it. Two more maneuvers and, after passively blocking, he thrust right into Stone’s body. The swords were dull and the men wore body shields, but it was a point in Roderick’s favor.

      “You’re good,” Stone grumbled.

      “So are you, though I’d wager you win many battles on intimidation alone.”

      Stone gave him a long look. “I am not sure if I should be angry with you for that remark or not.” Jabbing again, he marked Roderick on the shoulder. Even with the dull blade it smarted.

      “If you’re not upset yet, then I shall continue. You need to speak with Delia about Reginald.”

      “That is not your business.” Stone made a heaving slash toward him but he was angry and his move was easily avoided because it was so obvious.

      “Delia is now my business. She thinks it’s her fault that Reginald died.” Roderick hit him with another body jab.

      “Eliza says the same, but it simply can’t be true. Why would she think—”

      “Don’t ask me, ask her. The silence is killing her, she needs to discuss it and you must give her permission to do so.”

      Stone faked left and then swung right, giving Roderick a good thump on his right side. He grunted from the force. “It’s not my way.”

      Roderick groaned. It had been a good hit but he used the extension of Stone’s arm to his advantage and plunged his sword in what would have been a kill shot if they were not only sparring. “Then make it your way. She needs to heal.”

      “I already told you to mind your own damn—”

      “Stone, I won. Victor’s spoil or whatever you wish to call it. But you are speaking to her.” He took a step back. “And then I need to talk with her too. She won’t consent to our match until she’s worked through her feelings.”

      Stone glared at him silently. He couldn’t refuse and Roderick knew it.
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        * * *

      

      Delia watched them out the window. She’d at first thought to cook, working through her feelings but her feet had carried her upstairs instead to the salon where she’d met Roderick. Her thoughts swirled round her mind and she wanted to sift through them. But as she’d sat she’d heard the clash of metal against metal and had moved to the window to see Stone and Roderick sparring once again. Their mouths moved and she couldn’t remember ever seeing Stone speak so much. What were they discussing? Most likely their business. Stone took a giant heaving swing and Delia blinked. Her brother appeared angry. She wondered why.

      She did not have to wait long to find out. Within minutes of the men exiting the yard, Stone charged into the north tower salon.

      “Is everything all right?” she asked, startled.

      “Roderick is under the impression that you blame yourself for Reginald’s loss.” Stone’s voice came out low and dangerous.

      Delia was unfazed by her brother’s gruffness. But Roderick’s betrayal was another matter entirely. “How dare he share—”

      “Share? So it is true? Delia, I consider you to be a woman of reasonable intelligence.”

      “Thank you, ever so kindly.” Her voice dripped with sarcasm.

      Stone ignored it. “But bloody bullocks, if anyone is to blame, it is me. I should have protected ye. If I hadn’t let ye fall, he never would have gone over. And I should have ordered him from the edge. He never did have any sense where ye were concerned. I told him twice he was too close.” Stone’s face had twisted into a painful knot. His breath caught and Delia felt her own throat tighten and swell to where she could barely breathe. Tears were stinging her eyes again.

      “I should have been watching, Stone. I was foolish and irresponsible. If I had only paid attention to what I was doing.”

      “You were a child.” He looked at her as though it was the most obvious thing in the world.

      “You don’t think I am at fault?” she breathed.

      “No, and neither does anyone else. The burden of guilt is mine to bear.”

      She shook her head. Stone bore much in this family. “Your burden is already too heavy, you should allow me to lighten it.”

      His eyebrows rose then. “I have been trying to get you to lighten my burden by marrying Lord Manchester. He just bested me in sword play. His business is growing. He, more than any other, could help me support this family.”

      Delia stared at her brother. For a man who spoke infrequently, he had boxed her into a corner with this conversation. She took a deep breath. “He said the marriage was Reginald’s idea.”

      “And so it was. Reginald saw beyond what Manchester was to what he could be. What he is now. He is a good man.”

      “But Stone, I am afraid.” She worried her lip with her teeth.

      “Of what?” Her brother patted her back awkwardly. It was not a usual part of their relationship.

      “How can I go on making a life when Reginald has none?”

      She heard Stone take a deep breath. “We owe it to him to lead the fullest lives possible. That is what would make him happy.”

      “Roderick said the same.” The noose was closing in. Roderick had been right about something else. Stone and Roderick were nearly impossible to fight.

      “He’s a smart man and he’ll make an excellent husband. Say that you’ll marry him so that I can dispatch the Earl of Sunderland post haste.”

      She gave her brother a glare. She was losing and she knew it, but she wasn’t ready to admit defeat, yet. “I shall think on it.”

      “You are a stubborn chit, you know that?”

      “I have had the very best teachers. Now, if you will excuse me, I’d like to lie down. It’s been a taxing morning.”

      “That is probably best.” He gave her back one final pat.

      “Stone, you really ought to talk more. You’re quite articulate when you put your mind to it.” She gave him a devilish grin. She was teasing him, but the truth was, their conversation had made her heart feel lighter.

      “I shall not speak for a month after this,” he replied solemnly.

      Delia shook her head. “That is absolutely absurd.”

      “Now go rest and decide when the wedding will be. I can have the bans posted tomorrow if necessary.”

      A scathing retort rose to her lips but the sound of the gatekeeper interrupted her words. Crossing the room to look out the tower’s other window, she saw a large band of travelers and wagons proceeding through the gates.

      “The Earl of Sunderland,” Stone gritted out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Even from her perch in the window, Delia decided she did not like Lord Sunderland. Riding at the front of the group, he wore a deep red cape over his cravat that spoke of a desire to be seen. His posture was incredibly stiff with none of the easy grace Roderick or her brothers had. She squinted her eyes. The look on his face was that of someone who had just smelled something awful. Did he look like that all the time?

      “Were you picking the least desirable candidate possible?” She turned to Stone, narrowing her eyes.

      He looked everywhere but at her. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “I could demand a season.” She crossed her arms.

      His face visibly paled. “You don’t even like…” His words trailed off.

      “I could learn to love it.” She fixed him with a pointed stare.

      “Understood.” Stone cleared his throat. “But what is the need? Manchester is a most acceptable choice—”

      “Enough.” She waved her hand at her brother as she huffed. In her heart, she was feeling the shift. She would marry Roderick, but Stone didn’t know that yet and the problem of emotional attachment still plagued her.

      “Should I introduce Sunderland then?”

      “May as well,” she grumbled as she gave him a final glare.

      “We’ll meet him in the entry, come with me.” Stone exited and she followed.

      

      It was worse than she could have ever imagined.  Lord Sunderland did indeed always look as though he had smelled something awful. His hooked nose curled up distastefully so that she had a clear view of every nose hair that protruded from his overlarge nostrils.

      Admittedly, he was neither fat nor old but he was no less unattractive. Unlike Roderick, he had clearly never swung a sword and his thin body looked soft in his clothes, a contradiction that was most puzzling.

      As he was introduced, he dramatically twirled back his blood cape, which was mostly out of fashion, even Delia knew that, so that it sailed behind with a giant flourish. He bowed to her. “My lady.” And his nasally voice grated every sense she had.

      She curtseyed. “My lord,” she murmured, but he was barely looking at her. His eyes were taking in every detail of the castle’s main room.

      “What a majestic home you have.” His eyes continued to dance from place to place. “A few splashes of color would do wonders.”

      “Thank you, my lord,” she said, though it hadn’t really been a compliment.

      He didn’t look at her or respond. Instead he turned to Stone. “My Lord.” He bowed. “I would request a moment of your time to discuss the details of the dowry.”

      Stone’s head reared back, his teeth baring slightly. “There will be time enough for that. Why don’t we allow you time to…freshen up after your long journey?”

      “Most right.” He gave another elaborate bow and then the butler moved to show him to his room.

      Stone stood completely still until the party had exited the main room, then he turned to her. “I don’t know what punishment you want to bestow upon yourself but I’ll not assign a penny of your dowry to that man.”

      Her lips parted in argument but then she closed it again. Truth be told, he made her skin crawl. If she were honest, she had pictured a kind grandfather and her imaginings had never wandered behind the chamber door. To think of that man taking his husbandly rights made her queasy. But she didn’t want to give Stone the satisfaction of admitting it. Not yet, anyhow, so instead she turned and left for her room.

      She would not get that rest now. Instead, she would be changing her attire, yet again, to greet her gentlemen callers.
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        * * *

      

      Glazed eyes stared out the window. Delia had long given up attempting to listen. Lord Sunderland had been droning on for over an hour. She thought they were now talking about his wardrobe but she couldn’t be entirely certain. They had first talked about how he had redecorated his town house. It had included gold plating of several items done in French stylings.

      His nasal voice continued on, “I have found with my dark hair that red is the color that suits me best. The dye must be imported from China, but truly, it is worth it. Don’t you think?”

      “Mmmm,” she responded. She glanced over at Eliza as she chaperoned. The other woman’s face held the same blank stare. Delia had quickly realized that her participation was not required for this conversation so she sat and pictured Roderick swinging his sword yesterday.

      “Pardon the interruption,” Stone’s voice called from the door. “But Lady Delia has another appointment.”

      “Another appointment?” Lord Sunderland nasally voice responded incredulously. “I was not aware that—”

      “You’ve now been made aware,” Stone cut him off. “The Duke of Manchester.”

      Roderick’s large body filled the door. He gave Lord Sunderland a simple nod.

      Sunderland stood, giving a bow.

      “Sunderland,” Roderick mumbled.

      Sunderland stared at his competition with open curiosity. It was the first time he had been silent since he had entered the room

      Roderick raised his eyebrows. “If you will excuse us.”

      “Of course.” Sunderland made for the door. Finally when he reached the threshold, he turned back to Delia. “My lady.”

      She gave a nod, sighing with relief as he went. Stone followed Sunderland out the door and then Eliza settled herself inconspicuously back in the corner.

      The door closed softly and Roderick crossed the room, and took her hand into his. For a half a second, she made to protest but the second he touched her, a thrill ran through her and she sighed instead. How could one touch be so comforting and yet amazingly exciting, all in one breath?

      “How do you fare?” he whispered in her ear.

      Inexplicably, tears sprang to her eyes. She had just entertained another suitor and yet he was asking after her well-being. Either his roguish ways had taught him exactly what to say or he was more concerned with her than with himself. “Do not attend me so, if you are not sincere.”

      His lips curled into a smile, and the hair upon the back of her neck raised up. “Delia, only you can take a question of concern and turn it against the asker.”

      She looked to the side but a one corner of her lips turned up. The exchange pulled her out of her sadness. While she was happy to spar verbally with him, especially after the exchange she had just had with Sunderland, she wanted her body pressed closed to his. She was drifting closer to him and she wanted to touch him again, like she had in the kitchen. “I am not turning it against you, simply making sure. How do you fare?”

      One of his hands came up and cupped her cheek. He glanced quickly at Eliza and Delia followed his gaze but her sister-in-law stared determinedly at her embroidery. “I am fine, but I will be better when Sunderland has left and you have agreed to our marriage.”

      Her eyebrows cocked. “Marriage? I haven’t even agreed to courtship yet.”

      His dimples appeared again. “Fair enough.” His look grew more serious. “It is better that you don’t make your decision yet. I have something else to share first,” he whispered in her ear.

      A flutter of nervousness made her breath quicken. What could it be that he was glad she hadn’t agreed to marriage? Surely it was terrible. “What is it?”

      “In the kitchen tomorrow, I’ll tell you. I promise.” His lips whispered over her ear.

      Delia took a deep breath. He’d been working so hard to convince her to the marriage, she tried and failed to think of what he might have to tell her that would change her mind. Especially when she was just beginning to warm to the idea of marriage. “Tell me more about yourself. What is your home like? What do you have for family?”

      “It will be just you and I. I was an only child and my parents passed some time ago. My mother when I was a teen and my father shortly before—“

      “I understand. I am sorry for your loss. Here I am going on about my suffering when you have experienced so much of your own.” She bit her lip. In her attempt to honor Reginald, she had neglected to think of Roderick’s loss.

      “Don’t be sorry. I understand why Reginald’s loss has been so difficult. Stone blames himself too, you know. He thinks he should have taken better care of both of you.”

      “That is absurd. Stone cannot control the actions of other people all of the time. It is no more his fault then it is—”

      “Yours?” Roderick asked.

      The weight of his words bore down on her. Was he correct that she had little to do with his death? Her knees weakened and he wrapped his arms tighter around her, supporting her weight. Eliza remained blessedly silent despite the intimacy of their embrace.

      “My home sits upon a cliff, looking down at the water, much like yours. You can see the clouds roll in before a storm. It is in desperate need of redecoration but I will leave that up to you. The main hall is…” his voice whispered in her ear, its melodious baritone soothing the jangled edges of her nerves. She began to picture the place he’d described and, she knew, she was picturing herself living there.

      Her head fell against his chest as she spoke. “I will miss my family.” She hadn’t meant to say those words. She’d hardly admitted to herself that she’d made the decision but there it was. She’d chosen Roderick after all. Amazingly, a weight lifted off of her shoulders. Somewhere deep inside, she knew that Reginald would be pleased. It near brought tears to her eyes and she clutched at his arm.

      “I will bring you here often, your brother has already agreed to let Matthew travel with us. I could use a second in command, an opportunity he does not have here.”

      “Matthew and Bridget will come with us?” To have them and her nephews would mean so much.

      “Of course, love. I want you to be happy. I will do whatever—”

      “Am I really your love?” Her eyes held his. She needed to know the truth.

      There was a flicker for just a moment before he answered. What did it mean? But then it was gone. “Always,” he soothed in a hushed voice and his lips came down on hers in a soft kiss. “Besides, I have made a commitment to your brother to honor you. It is the third reason on my list that you will be my wife.”

      “That list,” she breathed, but then rising up on her tiptoes, she brushed her lips against his again. Longing to press closer, her arms tightened around him.

      “Not here.” He smiled down at her but his body straightened away. “I will have to leave soon. Stone and I have much to discuss.”

      She nodded. If only Reginald could be here to see her marry his best friend. But, she would honor her brother’s memory by acceding to his wish. There was nothing to be done for it, she was losing her heart to Roderick in the process.
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      Roderick walked out the door, closed his eyes, and leaned his forehead against the wall. She had all but agreed to be his wife. He hadn’t rested against a wall like this since his father had passed. Then, he had been burdened by the responsibility of taking on the title and the debt. Now, he was weakened by the attraction that was consuming him for the beautiful and outspoken Delia. And he’d sworn upon Reginald’s death that he’d be a perfect gentleman. The man she deserved.  Though, that wasn’t his most pressing problem. All his gains could be lost still.

      What stood between him and his promise to Reginald, and to himself, was the knowledge that he had rescued her. That should be a simple admission but with Delia’s guilt over the loss of her brother, he knew why Stone hadn’t told her. Her brother worried that she would take her own guilt and transfer it to him. She may think that Roderick had rescued her when he should, in fact, have rescued Reginald.

      It made him physically ill to think she may slip through his fingers because he had saved her to begin with, but he couldn’t change it, and wouldn’t if given the choice.

      He tried to remember a time that he had been more nervous and couldn’t. He would rather battle a hundred pirates on the open sea than tell Delia he’d rescued her, but Delia deserved the truth.

      He pushed off the wall. He would request a private audience with Delia. Stone would grant it, considering what he needed to say. He’d decide what to do about his physical response to her after he’d secured her hand.

      Stone’s study came into view. The door was open and Roderick could hear voices filtering from the doorway. Sunderland’s nasally whine could be easily distinguished from outside the door.

      “I was not made aware that there would be other suitors.”

      “Sunderland, it is one of the few times a lady has a choice. Frankly, Manchester was her intended, but Delia has resisted the match. You have the opportunity to be the usurper, if you choose to take it.”

      “Woo her? I was under the impression that I would simply provide a match for a woman who was not getting a season. I was doing a service simply by travelling here.” His indignation was evident.

      Roderick’s hand clenched into a fist while he fought the urge to bloody the man’s nose. Delia was the finest women in all of England and Scotland combined and this bounder expected to do no work whatsoever. She was a woman who deserved a man who would fight for her and for her affection. He unclenched his hand. Sunderland was a man who wanted to work for nothing and have everything handed to him. If Stone allowed Delia to marry that man, he might challenge Stone to a dual, or Sunderland, or both of them and win her hand by force. His own thoughts made him start with surprise.

      Shaking his head, he tried to calm himself. It was unlike him to be so emotional. Sunderland stepped out and as he eyed the man with open hostility he heard himself growl. Low and deep. Sunderland started and then, cutting him a wide path, he moved down the hall.

      “You sound like me.” Stone chuckled from the doorway.

      “Tell me you will not let her marry him.”

      “I would run myself through with a sword first.” Stone glared in the direction Sunderland had walked.

      “I’ll run him through.” Roderick jabbed his hand the same way.

      Stone slapped him on the back. “How’d it go with Delia?”

      “Very well, but I grow more fearful of revealing my role in her rescue.”

      “I do not envy your job there, but clearly you are far better suited than I,” Stone grumbled as he moved back into his office. “You have made far more progress with her in a short time than I have over the last several years. Truly, Reginald understood her better than any of us. He knew you would make a good match.”

      “He knew me better than I knew myself.” Roderick tossed himself in a chair and rested his head on his hand. “I must do this correctly, I can not lose her now.”

      “Eliza thinks that you love her.” Stone was quiet.

      Roderick didn’t answer at first. It was strange to share his innermost feelings with these men, especially ones he hadn’t sorted out. He supposed he would have to get used to this type of intimacy. It was part of being a family. Reginald had been like a brother to him, and somehow it was natural that Reginald’s brothers would now fill the role of providing brotherly advice. “What I feel for Delia is unexpected and I’m not yet certain how to define it or...” He paused, pained to reveal the next part. “How welcome it is. I promised Reginald I would remain a gentleman.”

      Stone slapped him on the back. “We’re men, there’s no need. Unless of course the women need you to. Then I would recommend labeling it posthaste. Women can get rather mulish if they think you’re withholding your feelings.”

      Roderick shook his head. There had been more than one woman in his past who had considered herself in love with him and had been rather sore when he didn’t return the sentiment. “Understood.”

      Stone gave him a grin. “Sunderland performed his role nicely.”

      Roderick crossed his arms over his chest. “What role was that?”

      “Well, he made you look like a fine catch. Didn’t even have to do anything, Sunderland did it all on his own.”

      “I will have you know that I was winning Lady Delia over without Sunderland’s help.” Roderick feigned offense. “But, he did seem to move the process along. At some point I will thank him.”

      “You had better not.” Stone grinned wider.

      “I will need a few minutes alone with Delia, if I am to explain about the rescue.” Apprehension rose in his chest as the corners of his mouth turned down. “Mayhap I can join her in the kitchen again in the morning?”

      Stone gave a nod of assent. “You have my permission, I trust you will be on your best behavior.”

      “How could I possibly be anything but? You may consider clearing all the knives from the kitchen tonight, however. It’s Delia’s behavior that we should be worried about.”

      Stone gave a hearty chuckle. “Removing the knives will surely tip her off. Besides, there are plenty more suitors to be found with coastal lands.” He knocked Roderick on the shoulder with his beefy fist.

      For a small moment, Roderick was offended and then he realized that Stone was teasing him. It was a friendly gesture, one he rather liked. The banter of the Albans made him feel more at home than he had at any social engagement in London. “Perhaps you need me to thrash you on the training field again?” Roderick returned.

      Stone threw back his head and laughed. “Perhaps I do. I don’t often find an equal training partner. Would do me some good.”

      Roderick stood with a grin, it was much the same for him. Besides, if he wasn’t swinging a sword, he’d be pacing the floors. Now that the truth was upon him, he was damned nervous. “I’ll meet you in the yard in half an hour.”

      “Done,” Stone boomed. “I’ll bring Matthew too. He’s slighter but quick.”

      “I’d like that.” Roderick rose to prepare.
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        * * *

      

      The sound of metal clanging against metal filled the castle for the better part of the afternoon. Delia was not at all surprised to see the men enter the salon before dinner looking worn out but pleased with themselves.

      All but Lord Sunderland. He sat in a cravat of bright red, sipping cognac, and looking distastefully at the other men. She distinctly thought she heard him mutter, “Barbarians.”

      Like much of their family customs, it was not normal for men of their station to spend so much time at sword play. Though Delia was certain many of them engaged in pugilistic contests, riding, and other manly pursuits. To her, Lord Sunderland seemed the one out of place. A man should be imposing and strong enough to protect the women he loved.

      A flash of memory flitted through her mind. Sailing through the air into the arms of a waiting man. The feel of both of them careening toward the rail, only his strength keeping them from plummeting into the icy water. It was a much clearer memory than she had ever had and she found herself doused in cold sweat.

      She looked up to see Roderick’s eyes intently upon her. He watched her always. Giving him a knowing look she moved to a secluded corner of the room and, just as she thought he would, he followed.

      “Is something wrong?” he asked as soon as he reached her.

      She shook her head but since he blocked the rest of the assembled party, she leaned her head on his chest. “I am fine, just a memory, that is all.” She tilted her head up and his was pointed down so that their lips were only a few small inches apart. What came over her, she didn’t know but she reached up on tiptoe and pressed her lips to his. “I am glad that you are here.”

      “As am I.” His hand shot out to her waist to hold her firmly against him. “Try to slip out into the garden tonight if you can.”

      “Dinner is served,” their butler called from the doorway. Delia stepped around him and scurried over to her family before anyone became suspicious. She glanced back to see Roderick’s smoldering gaze on her. With every touch, she came alive.

      Though she would have liked to further explore her feelings for Roderick, Lord Sunderland had been seated next to her, a fact that Eliza would pay for later. Delia was forced to listen him drone on and on about his many decorating victories while Roderick sat across from her with his eyes dancing.

      As the second course was served, and Sunderland had begun describing the unique shades of blue used to decorate his master bedroom, a hand grasped her ankle under the table. Giving a start, she looked up to see Roderick grinning. How he was able to manage the acrobatic feet, she had no idea, but his fingers danced up her skin, as shivers of excitement raced through her body ending in the sensitive nerves between her legs. She nearly gasped aloud when he gave her pantaloons-covered thigh a squeeze.

      “Don’t you think so?” Lord Sunderland gave her a grin. She blinked twice. Once because Sunderland was actually looking at her and she could not understand his sudden interest, and the other because she had no idea what he might be talking about.

      “I agree, Sunderland,” Roderick rumbled from the other side of the table. “That shade of grey blue is my absolute favorite. It reminds me of the color of Lady Delia’s eyes. The very first reason I ever wanted to marry her.”

      Her eyes widened as she glanced quickly at Sunderland. His mouth hung open, perceivably because his conversation had been foiled, but Delia only saw it for a second before she swung her eyes to Roderick. “This is not the first time you have mentioned the list. And we met this morning and I did not get another item from its docket.”

      His eyes danced with merriment as he responded, “Let me rectify the situation, then, my lady. The third reason is the swell of your hips and the roundness of—“

      “Your Grace,” Sunderland stood up at the table. “I would not want to have to challenge you to a duel.”

      Roderick gave her leg another squeeze. “Relax, Sunderland. I jest.”

      Delia’s insides were turning to pudding, soft, warm, and sweet. She was melting into her chair as his hand continued his ministrations on her leg.

      When the meal finally concluded, the men made to retire to the smoking room. Roderick breezed by her as they all exited and he whispered, “Meet me in the garden in a quarter hour.”

      Hitching a breath, Delia pulsed with excitement. She remembered the feel of his lips on hers and anticipation filled her. “Perhaps,” she whispered back, cocking one eyebrow. He knew she was playing hard to get simply because it was their game.

      He grinned back. “I am overwhelmed by your level of enthusiasm.”

      “As you should be,” she bit her lip as she whispered with a giggle. Later she would worry about not allowing her feelings for him to grow. Her body ached to have his arms around her. Lord Sunderland had proven her brother’s point. She didn’t really want a fat, old earl, or even a young, silly one. Reginald’s face rose in her mind. Please tell me you wanted this for me. I am trying to be strong for your memory but I am less certain of what the correct path is.

      She stepped into the ladies’ salon, where the women seated themselves in various places, chattering together. She watched the clock as she contemplated everything she had learned the past few days. Reginald had arranged this marriage because he thought Roderick was the man for her. Was Roderick correct that she owed it to her brother to be happy for them both? The clock chimed the quarter hour and Delia sprang up. “I fear I need a breath of air. Too much dinner, I think.” The words came out in a rush.

      “You barely ate,” Bridget said, her eyes piercing into her.

      “Oh, well, perhaps I am not feeling myself. This morning was so taxing. I’ll just take a little stroll…” She was backing toward the patio doors.

      Eliza’s face flushed with guilt. “Just for a few moments,” her sister-in-law murmured.

      Delia felt her own pang of guilt. Eliza had been trying to help her this morning, she shouldn’t use that against her, but Roderick’s embrace was healing her and she needed it now. “I’ll return posthaste.” And then she opened the door and softly closed it behind her as Bridget’s shrewd gaze followed her movements.

      Delia hadn’t taken but two steps away from the door when she heard him. “Perhaps?”

      Her hands came to her hips she opened her mouth to tell him what she thought of that when he reached for her hand and pulled her into the shadows and into his arms, bringing his lips down on hers. Then every word flew out of her head as his arms and his lips wrapped her in a cocoon of warmth.

      Losing track of time, his lips came down on hers again and again until he slanted hers open and his tongue gently touched hers. A bolt of desire rocked her and she tentatively returned the touch, wanting more.

      He groaned into her and then pulled away long enough to whisper, “Say you’ll be my wife.”

      Her lips curved up as she pressed them to his again. “Perhaps.”

      A low growl rumbled in his throat before his arms collected her against him, the onslaught of his mouth, fiercer, stronger, until she was breathless with wanting.

      “Perhaps, I will leave you to Lord Sunderland’s kisses.” His mouth assaulted hers again until she moaned with wanting.

      Her hand trailed down his neck, wanting to touch his skin. The collar of his shirt under his cravat stopped her touch and she gave it a frustrated tug. “Perhaps I should travel to London and join the ton for the rest of the season. I am sure many lords will want my company and my kisses—”

      A jealous grumble emitted from his lips before they came down on hers again, his tongue dancing with hers until she was breathless without a thought in her head. When he finally lifted his head, his voice was low and predatory. “Only I will kiss these lips. I’ll rip those lords to pieces.”

      A smile played at her mouth as she pressed even closer. His hand, which had been cradling her neck began moving down her collar bone and toward her chest. As his fingertips brushed the top of her breasts, she gasped again. “I want more,” she moaned softly, not thinking at all, just speaking.

      He chuckled. “All in good time, love.”

      Disappointment coursed through her, but was quickly replaced with desire as his lips touched the sensitive skin behind her ear. “You would deny me?”

      “As you would me.” His lips trailed down her neck.

      “Don’t be silly, you know Stone would never take me to London and certainly not to kiss other lords—“

      “I mean, you won’t agree to be my wife. As it is, Stone would have my hide if he found us. I can give you no more unless under the sanctity of marriage.”

      His lips were now moving down her chest and her breath came out in short gasps. “Where is my rogue?”

      “Have I told you that I love your cheeky tongue? It keeps me on my toes. As I keep assuring you, your rogue is reformed. But you, my Lady Delia, are most difficult to tame.” His tongue began to swirl on the globes of her breasts where they were exposed by her dress.

      She could barely think but she managed to push out, “I’m glad you like my brazenness. Not many people do.” She stopped when he nipped at her skin sending shivers of delight all through her. “Perhaps you should have tried this tact sooner, it seems to be working.”

      Laughter rumbled from low in his chest. “Duly noted, my lady. And indeed, I shall try it again and again.” His tongue darted under the neckline, catching her nipple, and she tossed her head back, arching up to give him better access.

      “Delia,” Eliza’s voice called sharply from the door.

      “Drat,” she mumbled. Roderick made to lift his head but she twined her fingers into his hair. “Will I see you in the kitchen tomorrow morning?”

      His mouth stopped. With a sigh, he answered, “Of course.” His arms loosened around her and his body moved away.

      Somehow, her words had interrupted the moment more so than Eliza’s intrusion. With a nod, she stepped out of the shadow. “I’m here Eliza, just enjoying the night.” A nervous flutter rose in her stomach, what would their meeting in the morning bring?
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      Delia had tossed restlessly in bed most of the night and finally, after what seemed like hours, fell asleep. But even her sleep was plagued with dreams and finally, the one she dreaded more than any other began in her mind. She was powerless to stop it.

      She was running toward the cliff, in her sleep she screamed to stop, but her body refused to listen and then Delia was falling. The cliff, as always, caught her fall but, this time, the world did not go grey. With stark clarity, she looked up to see her brother’s prowling at the lip of the cliff.

      Showers of rock rained down on her. They attempted to lower Matthew down to her, but the rock began to give. Then, she saw it. A ship approaching.

      A man stood in its bow, his eyes trained on her. The set of his shoulders, the shape of his head held a familiarity, she had never seen before. He moved closer and Delia screamed for his help, but her words were ripped away by the wind.

      He heard her anyway and he held his arms up to her. “Jump,” he mouthed. Their eyes met and Roderick’s green gaze came into sharp focus. As the ship passed them, he moved down it, effortlessly jumping the ropes and rigging, his arms aloft, his eyes never leaving hers. She was running out of time but she knew he would catch her, she knew she could trust Roderick with her life, her body, her soul, her love, and so she jumped, flying through the air until his arms clasped around her, reeling her in. Hard bands of muscle that kept her safe. Her eyes met his and for a brief moment, there was only them. She was not a girl in this dream, but herself, a woman. Suddenly she heard the cliff give and she knew the moment Reginald left her had come. But as she turned to catch the last moment of her brother’s life, Reginald was there next to her.

      “Delia,” his hand came to her back and Roderick’s too. “Let Roderick take care you. Please, for me.”

      A tumble of questions came to her mind but then he was gone.

      She awoke with a start, tears streaming down her face. It couldn’t have been Roderick. Could it? But all at once, jumbles of details fell into place. Reginald had invited Roderick to meet her and begin arrangements for their engagement. Roderick’s insistence that he had something else he needed to tell her. His distance when she asked about the meeting. Stone’s assurance she would meet the man who saved her.

      All along, it had been him.

      Climbing out of bed, she threw open her door and raced down the hall. Passing by the main staircase, she was fortunate no one was awake yet, because there was only one person she needed to see.

      As she entered the east wing, she eased into a walk. It was where guests were quartered but there were many rooms and she could inadvertently knock on Lord Sunderland’s door instead of Roderick’s.

      She moved at a slower pace, determined to find him. She knew Eliza liked the red room and the seaside room the best. She had redecorated both herself. While Eliza may not have known Sunderland’s affinity for red, she could only guess that Roderick, arriving first, would have been put in the seaside room with its sweeping views of the ocean.

      She tiptoed to the door and raised her hand to knock. She stood frozen for a half second, wondering if she should do this or not, when the door flew open and Roderick stood in the doorway, shirtless.

      More tears poured down her face and, not even lowering her arm, Delia whispered, “Oh, Roderick.”

      “What is it, love?” He gathered her into his arms and held her tightly against him, closing the door with a firm click.

      “I dreamed it again. The day I fell. Only this time, you were there. You saved me,” she breathed. His face tightened but his eyes held hers.

      “I’ve wanted to tell you…”

      Biting her lip, she tried to gather her thoughts. He had been there. He had seen his friend die and he had saved her. She hadn’t known how she would react to this moment before she had been in it, but now with clarity she knew, she owed everything to him. What was more, Reginald had wanted Roderick to save her. It had been his choice and this was the life he wanted for her. What was more, it was the life she wanted for herself.

      Without any more hesitation, she threw her arms around his neck and pressed her lips to his. “Yes, I will be your wife.” He returned her kisses with a fervor that left her breathless.

      “Oh Delia.” Her thin nightgown was all that separated them and she could feel the planes of his rock hard body. Why had she resisted for so long? Why had she not realized that Roderick was her future?

      “It took me some time to realize that Reginald had always wanted this for me, and the best way to honor him was to give him what he wanted. But now that I have, I don’t want to wait any longer. I want to be yours.”

      “Delia, we should wait.”

      “I’m marrying a rogue. I’ve expectations, obviously.” She cocked an eyebrow, suddenly giddy. It was like a weight that had been resting on her had suddenly been lifted. Her future was clear for the first time since Reginald’s death.

      But he shuddered against her and she pulled back in surprise. “I shouldn’t have kissed you like this. I promised Reginald I wouldn’t be that man, that I’d be the gentleman you deserved.”

      She blinked back the tears that had filled her eyes. “We both carry scars from his death, don’t we?”

      His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down. “I suppose we do. But I shouldn’t have even kissed you the way that I did tonight, I cannot compromise you in my room. I promised him, Delia.”

      But joy rather than worry bubbled inside of her. He wanted to do right by her and her brother’s memory.  “I am absolutely certain that Reginald didn’t mean that we couldn’t share passion.”

      “You were a child when he died, Delia. You couldn’t know what he thought or—”

      “Oh please,” she huffed, not wanting to hear anymore. “My parents were deeply in love and rather affectionate. Each of my brothers has followed his heart and, if my sisters-in-law are any indication, they share rather…zesty relationships. They are forever going on about their husbands’ endowments. I am absolutely certain that he’d want that for us, he just wanted you to reform your rakish ways with other women and treat me the way my brothers treat their wives. Which is to say, they get all of their husbands’ love, respect, and passion.”

      Roderick stared down at her with a look that she didn’t understand. The muscles in his jaw ticked and for a breath, she thought he might deny her and then his lips came down on hers and all reason left her mind. She only felt his lips as they ravaged hers.

      His hands were everywhere, sliding down her back, caressing her arms, one hand came to her breast and held its weight making her gasp. Then fingers gently tweaked the nipple and her entire body convulsed, it was so pleasurable. He swallowed her gasp and used his other hand to grasp her buttocks, pressing her closer. A storm built inside her as the pressure continued to mount. She rubbed against him, wanting more.

      Picking her up, he carried her to the bed. In one motion, he pulled off her nightdress and then lay her down on the soft feather mattress. Delia might have been embarrassed but his green eyes were so intense that she could hardly look away.

      Coming down on top of her, the sensation of his bare chest touching hers made her body tighten over again. She arched toward him. “Patience, my love,” he whispered and then his mouth was sliding down her.

      It stopped at her breasts, giving each one the attention they longed for but then his lips continued down her belly. Her eyes closed and her head lolled back until they met her soft core and then she went rigid from sensation. “How,” she cried, her entire body jerking.

      “Shhh, just relax,” he said when he raised his head for a brief second and then his lips were back on her. Her hands wound through his hair as her body rocked to the movement of his mouth. Her insides were clenching as her limbs twisted and her body writhed. Finally, he inserted a finger deep inside and she exploded in glorious release.

      “I didn’t know.” Her eyes were half closed and, if she had the energy, she may have teased him about his rogue’s skills. But honestly, it had been better than she could have ever imagined and suddenly, being skilled at lovemaking seemed like a great asset and not a deterrent at all.

      His lips were travelling back up her spent body, and little tingling sensations were starting anew. “I am honored to be your mentor.” He suckled one of her breasts and her core throbbed to life once again. Her eyes flew open and they met his in surprise.

      The green of his eyes looked closer to black, his gaze was that smoky. “I do not know how to—” His lips came down on hers and she ceased speaking.

      He was between her legs, and fumbling, he undid his breeches. She twisted to see what he looked like but his hips dropped down on hers. “I will teach you, all in good time.”

      And then he was pressing into her. She was being stretched and, heaven help her, it burned. She gasped, “How large are you?”

      “I’m sorry, love, you will come to enjoy it, I swear, but this first time…” And then he sank deep in her. She felt the rip and cried out in pain. He held still, kissing her lips, touching her face. Slowly her body adjusted.

      The pain subsided and her eyes focused on Roderick. He looked positively tortured. “What is wrong?” she asked, worried she was hurting him.

      “Delia, I can’t wait much longer, I need…” his voice trailed off, but Delia understood. He had given her such pleasure, this was how she returned the favor. Steeling herself for the pain, she wiggled against him to show she was ready. Instead of pain, however, her insides fluttered with desire, even more intense than what she had felt before.

      They began moving in unison, a cacophony of moans and sighs as the rhythm beat faster and their bodies moved together.

      Finally, it broke. It was more beautiful than Delia could have ever imagined.
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        * * *

      

      Delia lay in his arms, sound asleep. She was so beautiful, he simply propped his head on his hand and stared down at her, brushing the hair back from her face. He was in love with her and she was going to marry him.

      He owed it all to his friend, Reginald. A beautiful wife, a wonderful family, a thriving business to call his own. How had Reginald known that he belonged with the Albans?

      Her words last night had pierced through his heart. She was right. The Albans loved with passion and as soon as she’d said the words, he’d known that he was meant to give her all of himself. Every bit.

      He would let Delia sleep. Any minute now, Stone would come looking for her, her absence noticed. Her brother was bound to be furious, but he wouldn’t run from or hide his deeds. He would take whatever punishment Stone deemed fit and then they would post the bans for marriage.

      A pounding sounded at the door. Delia didn’t even stir. He slipped from the bed and pulled on his calfskin breeches. Roderick opened the door to find Stone, arms crossed, on the other side. He saw Stone’s eyes slash to the bed, where Delia slept.

      Roderick closed the door behind him. Stone, without a word, punched him in the gut. A whoosh of breath exited Roderick but he did or said nothing and Stone hit him again, this time, a jab to the chest.

      “Feel better yet?” Roderick gritted out.

      “No,” Stone barked. “I should have known that your roguish ways would come back to haunt me. I’ll not have my sister married to a man that beds everything that moves—“

      “Stone,” Delia’s voice cut through his speech as she threw open the door. “Only I get to speak to him that way.”

      Her hair was mussed and she was wrapped in his sheet, her eyes still sleepy. She looked more beautiful than anything he had ever seen and he reached his hand out to touch her face, though the muscles in his arm smarted painfully as he did.

      “Put on your clothes and get back to your room this instant,” Stone growled, not even looking at her.

      “I will not.” She stood straighter and her large breasts strained against the sheet. Roderick gritted his teeth. Even now, he wanted to throw her back into the bed and make love to her again.

      “You’ll do as I say or…”

      “Or what? You’ll neglect to tell me that you have betrothed me to my brother’s best friend and the very man who saved my life. How could you, Stone? How could you keep this from me?”

      “You weren’t ready, Delia. I was afraid—”

      “Afraid of what?” She poked Stone in the shoulder. It took all of Roderick’s energy not to grunt in satisfaction. Stone had hit him rather hard. He deserved a few good jabs.

      “That you’d reject him because you would place the blame on him for Reginald’s death.”

      She crossed her arms. “You’ve done altogether too much protecting. If you had simply told me the truth I might not have blamed myself.”

      “Blame yourself? It was never your fault. It was mine. I should have kept both of you safe.”

      “Oh Stone. You’re not to blame. Reginald should have backed away, he should have…”

      And then the tears started. He watched the first one roll down her face and he knew that the truth was there. It wasn’t any of their faults. Reginald, in his desire to protect her, had ignored his own safety.

      Roderick wrapped her in his arms. “He loved you and he wanted to save you. It isn’t your fault and it isn’t his. Sometimes these things just happen.”

      She nodded against his chest. “It’s difficult to accept.”

      “Stone.” Roderick turned to his soon to be brother-in-law. “Post the bans. We’ll marry as soon as we’re able.”

      Stone gave a slight jerk of his head for consent. “You’ll not do this again until after the wedding.” Then he turned and was gone.

      

      Roderick grinned at his back. He’d adhered to Stone’s request…mostly. He’d just discovered what it meant to be in love with his soon-to-be wife and to know that a happy future was his to have and to hold. He planned to hold her very tightly.
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      Delia lay in bed, curled into his side. He loved this time of day. It was just before dawn, and normally, she would get up and begin fixing breakfast. She had given up cooking any other time of day but that time was hers.

      The entire Alban clan had been staying in their Norfolk home for two weeks now and she seemed exhausted from the visit. “Stay in bed, love. You need your rest.” Roderick’s hands massaged her swollen belly as he snuggled her closer.

      “Perhaps, you’re right. I am so tired these days. Someone has been keeping me up at night.” She yawned and snuggled more deeply into him.

      He chuckled. “Are you referring to me or the baby?”

      “You, of course.” He felt her tiny shudder. “Though all the kicking isn’t helping,” she added as she rubbed her swollen stomach.

      “It isn’t a crime to be in love with your wife is it?”

      “No dear, not at all. Though wearing me out until I’m no use to anyone doesn’t seem sensible either.”

      “That is the eleventh reason I love you, your good sense,” he murmured in her ear. He was teasing her of course. He’d keep her in bed all day if it meant he could keep her up all night, even just to hold her. The longer they were married, the more he realized how foolish he’d been. Of course Reginald had wanted this for them both. What was commitment without affection, after all?

      “That silly list, I’ve forgotten now, what was on it?” She smiled because he’d told her nearly every day in the year they had been wed, all the reasons he had for marrying her.

      “Hmmmm, let me see if I can remember.” He nuzzled her neck to hide his grin.

      “You’re a terrible tease.” She twisted around to face him and at the press of her glorious breasts and swollen stomach, he couldn’t hold out any longer.

      He began to repeat them:

      

      
        	The blue grey of your eyes, like the sea in a storm

      

      2.  Your beauty, like none I have ever seen before.

      3.  The fact that I am in love with you, though I told Sunderland it was your hips. In fairness, he   deserved it.

      4. Your sharp tongue, honed from years of verbally sparring with your brothers.

      5. Your smell. Like cinnamon and honey mixed with pastry.

      6. Your cooking, though I will grow fat from it.

      7. The way your smile lights your entire face.

      8. The trust you place in me.

      9. The vulnerability and compassion, carefully tucked away, that you show only to a very few. I am blessed to be one of them..

      10. The promise I made to your brother, Reginald.

      

      She placed a fierce kiss on his lips when suddenly, her face tightened in pain. All of her muscles tightened. It had been happening more frequently.

      “Is it time?” he bit out nervously.

      “Let’s wait and see. I don’t want everyone in here unless it’s necessary.” She gave him a thin smile as her body relaxed again and she once again, snuggled down into his body. But within the hour, it became clear that it was time.

      As the sisters-in-law charged in, Eliza, Bridget, and Alexa ushered Roderick out of the room under great protest. Stone grabbed his brother-in-law’s arm. “They never let the husbands in. The doctor is on his way.”

      “I don’t want to leave her. I want to be there.” Roderick tried to shove Stone but the other man, true to his name, held fast.

      Matthew joined them, patting Roderick on the arm. “They’ll take good care of her. They’ve delivered seven Alban babies successfully between them.”

      “Eight, you daft bastard. Have you forgotten my new baby boy?”

      Matthew punched his brother and Roderick relaxed a little at the light banter. Until he’d met Delia, he had never known he had such an affection for teasing but it soothed him now.

      “How long will it take?” he grimaced.

      “Difficult to say. We may as well have breakfast.”

      Roderick looked at Stone as though he had gone mad. Eat at a time like this?

      “Trust me, you’ll need your strength.” Stone gave him a heavy pat on the shoulder.

      Roderick gave a single nod but the door opening stopped them all. Bridget poked her head out. “Won’t be long. Delia is progressing quickly.” And then she snapped the door closed.

      The blood drained from Roderick’s face and Stone led him to a chair. “Sit. Even if she is pushing, it could take hours.”

      It didn’t. Within fifteen minutes, the cries of a baby filled the air. The doctor never even made it. Bridget opened the door, smiling affectionately, but grumbling nonetheless. “Unbelievable, first birth and it barely took two hours.”

      “What is it?” Roderick breathed as he rushed into the room.

      Delia sat on the bed, looking serene as she clutched a wrapped bundle against her chest. “Roderick, come here. Meet your son.”

      “My son?” he gasped.

      She gave him a glowing smile. “The future fifth Duke of Manchester, Reginald Maddox.”

      He touched the baby’s head, of course he would be named Reginald. “’Tis a miracle.” He swallowed to push down the emotion welling up inside him.

      The baby made a guttural noise in his throat and the room burst into laughter. It sounded exactly like Stone’s growl.

      “It can’t be,” Delia laughed.

      “I believe it is,” Stone crowed proudly. “My nephew will be a man among men.”

      “Whatever he is,” Roderick kissed his wife, “we will love him.” Then he kissed her again. “As I love you.”

      “I love you too.” Delia’s eyes shone.

      Roderick’s chest constricted with love. He said a silent thank you to his departed friend.
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      Brethren of Stone
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      Six siblings unite after the death of their parents around their eldest brother, Stone. They consider blood to be a binding oath and vow to protect one another. They all must face their own demons as they find love and their places in the world.

      

      Fire and Brimstone…that is what the locals liked to call him. It was their way of referring to him as the devil. Let them fear him, he cared not. Stone Sinclair’s eyes slashed through the crowd daring one of them to say it here and now.

      He squared his shoulders and his neck made a cracking noise, causing several women to look fearfully at him. Utterly ridiculous. He knew that his scowling façade and his penchant for silence frightened some, as had his father’s, but they’d never been anything but responsible overlords. They were making these lands prosperous for all who lived here.

      His parents died while attempting to rescue miners from a collapsed mine shaft. If those actions didn’t speak to the kindness in their hearts, Stone didn’t know what else could.  He supposed it did in its own way. It was the reason so many now stood at their funeral. Though his more cynical side told him it was their twisted desire to ogle his family and hunt for any misstep that might confirm in their minds that they were devils.

      He could make out the occasional word, though he kept his eyes on the large stone that marked his parents’ grave. His five brothers stood in a line by birth order on his right side. And his sister, Arianna, only five years old, held his hand on the left.

      It was her little fingers tugging on his that finally cast his gaze down, instead of forward. “Stone,” she whispered.

      “Aye, my little lamb?” his heart constricted every time he looked into those luminous blue eyes. What she had lost was so much more painful than what had been taken from him. He’d had their parents for the first twenty-four years of his life. But a little girl should grow up with her mother.

      “When are Mama and Papa coming home?”

      She’d asked the same question several times and he’d given her his best answer each and every time. “They won’t come home, I am afraid. But it doesn’t mean that they won’t keep loving ye.”

      Her eyes swelled with tears and, thoughtless to the onlookers, he swung her up into his arms. He heard a gasp from someone in the crowd and his eyes narrowed, searching for the offender? Did they expect him to eat his own sister alive? Bloody hell, they thought him the devil but it was them feeding off his grief now. These people seemed to garner joy from hearsay and rumors about his family rather than acknowledge their accomplishments and care.

      And all these people had attended the wake. Ate his food and drank his wine. It only made them bolder in their derision.

      This was one of the reasons he wished he didn’t have to take his father’s title. To be earl of the realm, responsible for this ungrateful lot. It made his blood boil.

      Handing Arianna to his brother, Blair, he stepped up to the graves and carefully laid both dirt and salt on each. Standing once again, he returned to his siblings and took Arianna’s hand as they left the Kirkyard.

      He didn’t look back at the crowd, his own disgust making his shoulders hard, his body tense. He longed for the solitude of his home, to close the doors and find solace in quiet grief.

      But as they walked to the gates, a carriage sat just outside.

      “Who goes there?” His voice boomed, sadness and irritation making it sharp. He heard several titters from behind him in the crowd that followed.

      A man stepped out of the carriage. He was well dressed and graceful, his dark hair streaked with silver, his posture upright. “My lord,” his voice, always pleasant to the ear, soothed Stone now. It was his father’s solicitor, though Stone supposed that Allister McLaren was now his solicitor.

      “Good to see ye,” Stone’s tone changed instantly, softened, mellowed. This man had been a friend to his family since he was a child. Stone walked the rest of the way up the drive, the procession behind him continuing toward the village just beyond.

      “I apologize for not arriving in time for the burial. We’ve had our own circumstances to tend.” Allister’s face pinched in a way that Stone had never seen.

      “Circumstances?” he asked. He knew they must be serious for Allister to have not been here. He’d long been a faithful friend.

      Allister’s brow drew together. “I have lost my wife, I am afraid.” Pain hunched the man’s shoulders.

      “I am verra sorry fer yer loss.” Stone clapped the man on the shoulder.

      Allister shook his head. “Thank ye, son. It’s been difficult fer both of us.”

      Stone noted that Allister said us. He’d used we before.

      A motion at the door of the carriage, caught his eye and he snapped his gaze up, as Allister reached his hand out.

      He first noted her fingers, creamy skin and long, tapered digits gently grasped Allister’s. He let his eyes wander up the slender-sleeved arm to the delicate curve of her shoulder and thin column of her neck. Tendrils of blonde hair were loosely pulled away from her face. And what a face. Delicate petal-pink lips were set off by the ivory of her skin. Her pert little nose wrinkled ever so slightly as his gaze snapped to her large brown eyes.

      “I’d like you to meet my daughter, Eliza.” Allister gestured toward her as she stepped from the carriage.

      She looked back at him and her eyes narrowed as her lips pressed together. He was used to the reaction. “A pleasure,” she replied, her tone devoid of emotion.

      “Eliza, this is Lord Alban.” Allister tucked his daughter’s hand into his elbow.

      Stone gave a nod of acknowledgement. “The pleasure is mine,” he said even as her eyes cast away from his.

      When he was younger, he’d stared at his reflection in the loche trying to understand why people responded so adversely to him. He wasn’t hideous and he prided himself on being fair, responsible, even level-headed. He rarely lost his temper.

      His mother had told him that he had a look of hardness. She didn’t mean it with any malice. She said his father had the same look and it made people wary, afraid. She’d held him close and told him that once people got to know him, they’d see the real man underneath. Just like she had with his father.

      He loved his mother dearly, but that was complete horse shit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Eliza took a steadying breath. How did one greet the devil?

      Very carefully, she answered herself.

      He looked exactly as she imagined. Like Aries, the god of war, might have. He was a massive man, with giant shoulders and bugling muscles. His face was set in hard, craggy lines that spoke of power and determination. The severe scowl that turned down his lips and pulled at his brow were almost frightening. The only features that softened him at all were his penetrating blue eyes and full curve of his mouth.

      She looked away, not able to stare at them any longer and found that her stomach tingled with nerves. There was something unsettling about him. Most likely his devilish ways.

      Though her father swore he was a good man, she couldn’t help but lend some credence to the multitude of rumors that swirled about this family. Or more particularly, the new Lord Alban.

      They said he was a cruel, hard man. That he would work his tenants to death. He allowed no grievances to be brought before him. He never allowed his colliers freedom from their servitude to him. It made her blood boil to think of such injustices. She suspected the rumor she’d heard in the village that claimed he would take the families’ firstborns to be an exaggeration but now that she’d seen the man, well, she wouldn’t put it past him.

      The former Lord Alban was her father’s single largest client, and his support of her father gave them a life that was beyond comfort, a fact that her father reminded her of as they travelled to this meeting. “You will not be rude, young lady,” had been his exact words.

      She normally wouldn’t have needed such a reminder but she’d resented having to travel for business so soon after her mother’s death. It had been a three-day journey to come from their home in Perth to Lord Alban’s highland estate in Glencoe.

      As if that weren’t enough, the closer they got to their destination, the more people talked of the notorious earl. He was dark, dreary, and dreadful. And while his father had made this land prosperous, they were certain the son would cast them into ruin.

      “Did ye see his glower? A more dour man never walked the earth,” one shopkeeper had said.

      “He’s spoiled and mean,” another had added. “I heard that he refused to let the farmers air their grievances when they were shorted money by the mills.” The older woman leaned closer. “Kept the money for himself, I’d wager.”

      The other woman had humphed. “I wouldn’t doubt it. I heard that he didn’t even have a proper wake. Removed the mourners from his home. Just didn’t want to feed ‘em likely as not. A disgrace.”

      Eliza had gasped into her glove. This was the man she had left mourning to attend? The rumors had only grown worse the closer they had gotten until she was near livid on behalf of the people here.

      “Let’s all make ourselves more comfortable inside.” Lord Alban pointed through the open gate to the large double doors beyond. “Ye must be tired after yer journey and it has been a trying day for us.”

      “My mum and da are never coming back.” A little girl spoke next to Lord Alban and, for the first time, Eliza looked beyond him to the others around him.

      She swallowed hard. The grief on their faces was far more palpable than Lord Alban’s and some of the younger boys wiped tears from their eyes still.

      A few were dark like Lord Alban, but some were fair and she wondered if they were all his siblings or relations of another kind. They clearly didn’t live in the village or they would have travelled on with the rest of the mourners.

      Lord Alban reached down and picked up the girl, who wrapped her arms and legs about him, resting her cheek on his shoulder. “I ken, lamb,” his voice was completely different, near soothing. Her insides fluttered again and she cocked her head to the side. Surely it wasn’t fear motivating her feelings now.

      A lump formed in Eliza’s throat, her empathy for the child making it difficult to hold back tears. The girl looked like a little angel. Her long blonde hair, cascaded down the dark rough skin of his arm. “Who will take care of me?” The little girl asked.

      “I will, of course.” He soothed. Then his eyes focused back on her and her father. She nearly jumped as their piecing depths collided with hers. “Shall we?”

      He didn’t wait for a response before he strode past them, still holding the child. Eliza attempted to not huff her breath. How rude. She knew she should make allowances because he was fresh into mourning but it was difficult after all she’d heard. And she mustn’t forget, no matter how sweet he had just appeared, she was dealing with the devil.
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      Stone led the way into the house, and into a sitting room where refreshments had already been laid out.

      He was mildly amazed they still had food to share. The mourners having nearly eaten them out of house and home.

      Not bothering with the food, he crossed to the decanter of whisky that sat on its own table. Reaching for a glass, he poured himself a large snifter and tossed the drink back in a single gulp. As he turned he saw Allister’s daughter give him a look of disapproval.

      Let the little chit judge. He cared not. Had she buried both of the parents today? Did she find herself to be head of a family and of the surrounding land? Thousands of people depending on her for their very survival?

      Damnation, he normally didn’t let people bother him so. It was surely the emotion of the day.

      Setting the glass back down, waved his hand and signaled for his siblings to line up. “Eliza,” as he said her name, she nearly jumped. Another ripple of irritation passed through him. “I’d like to introduce you to my siblings. This is Blair,” he pointed to his next oldest brother, “William. The twins are Matthew and Roderick. And then our little sister, Arianna.” He poured himself another glass of whisky. “On behalf of our family, we’d like to extend our condolences for your loss.”

      Eliza gave a stiff nod. “And to ye as well.”

      “If ye’ll forgive us for dispensing with anymore formalities, I think we’d all like to eat.” He gestured toward the food. “Please feel free to join us.”

      “Thank ye,” she said but he ignored it, tipping his glass to his lips.

      He heard her huff then. A little sound of disapproval. He dropped his glass back down and glared at her. It had been one of the worst days of his life and he’d endured enough judgment already. He wouldn’t tolerate it in his own home. But as she opened his mouth to speak, Allister stepped forward.

      “Thank ye fer yer kindness.” He gave a pointed look back at his daughter. “Refreshments sound lovely.”

      Both Allister and his daughter followed his siblings to the buffet of food. As the whisky blazed a trail to his stomach, he couldn’t help but note that his new guest was lovely. Granted she was no better than any of those other letches who had tittered behind their hands at his parent’s funeral but she was stunning.

      He needed solitude. Perhaps a good ride along the sea path, or a swim in the loche. It was still early in the year, but the cold water might shock him back to normalcy. He didn’t involve himself with pretty chits who gave him disapproving glares. His mind was surely muddled.

      He tossed himself into a chair and covered his face with his arm. With Allister here, perhaps the other man could help him with some of the duties so that he might take some time and grieve, perhaps learn what his new place in this world was.

      But for now, he needed some solitude. “Allister, thank ye again for comin’. We can talk more tomorrow, but if ye’ll excuse me.” He didn’t bother with an explanation. He assumed it was understood. He simply rose and left.
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        * * *

      

      Eliza watched him go and tried to refrain from huffing again. Her father wouldn’t approve. The man didn’t seem to have a soft bone in his body. I guess Stone Alban was truly a fitting name. You would think he would have stayed to entertain his guests.

      She had near crossed the country, despite being in mourning, to attend him. She supposed, she hadn’t been required to come. But with her mother gone, she couldn’t see herself staying in that house. Her mother had passed a month ago and it still didn’t feel the same as it had before. It used to be her home.

      Much had changed in the past month. She’d changed. She knew things about the world she wished she didn’t, how unjust it could be, how unfair.

      And she knew what it meant to be without her mother. It still took her breath away and that grief made her darker than she’d been before.

      She nibbled at the food on her plate but her legs were restless after hours in the carriage. Finally, she turned to her father. “Is it all right if I take a walk?” Even from this room, she could see hints of the river the house was built upon.

      “Of course,” her father nodded. “Please stay within sight of the house.”

      She stepped outside and the salty air hit her nostrils once again. The house sat perched at the mouth of a river that led to the sea. Lord Alban had been blessed in more ways than one, she noted. Rich fertile land, was both good for farming and yielded coal. The sea surely provided ample food as well. No wonder the Alban’s were so successful.

      She followed a path to the water and, at the edge of the cliff, looked down at the view of the water. It was breathtaking. But a movement to her left caught her attention. The land continued to rise and on top of a crest stood a Kirkyard. Even from this distance, she recognized the outline of Lord Alban standing by a large stone. He looked like a stone himself, rising out of the earth.

      Without meaning to, she found herself walking toward him.

      As she grew closer, she could see his head bowed, his hands clasped in front of him. She had a sudden pang of regret about the way she’d judged his behavior today. He’d buried his parents today. That entitled anyone to be brisk.

      Not that it changed the rumors swirling about him. But all the same, today, at least, he deserved some measure of sympathy.

      As she drew closer, he didn’t raise his head but his voice called sharply. “What do ye want?”

      She drew in a long breath. Had she just been feeling sympathy for this man? “I came to offer my condolences.”

      He looked up to her then, his gaze penetrating into hers until she did, in fact, cease moving toward him. “Thank ye. If ye don’t mind, I’d prefer to be alone.”

      She gave a curt shake of her head and turned to go. But then, she moved back to face him. “I’ll only keep ye a moment. But the day I buried my mother, I didn’t speak for the entire day, I can’t quite recollect, but I don’t think I spoke for several after.” She cleared her throat, these next words a little difficult. “I admire your strength.”

      Surprise lit his face, making it less heavy, handsome even. “Thank ye.”

      With a parting nod, she returned the way she had come.

      

      Stone watched Miss McLaren walk away, his teeth clenching together. Mostly because he didn’t want to like that woman. He’d seen the way she’d looked at him. Those looks had haunted his dreams as a child and, now that he was a man, he wouldn’t be prisoner to them any longer. Stone froze out any one who treated him with disdain.

      He’d do well to remember the judgement he’d seen in her eyes when they’d first met his. She was beautiful, it couldn’t be denied, and her attempt at kindness might lull him into letting his guard down.

      He looked back at the stone marking his parent’s resting place. How could this have happened? Technically speaking, he knew what had happened. The collapse had begun in one of the mines. Men were trapped and his father had rushed to the mines to help clear the opening. His mother had been awaiting his father when a second collapse had begun. She’d rushed in to save him or warn him. They’d never know.

      Stone swallowed down the lump rising in his throat. He was the keeper of the land, the one everyone was depending on. He wouldn’t cry now or ever.

      Turning away, he began back down the hill. Losing both his parents meant that he had no one to guide him now. Standing here wallowing wouldn’t help. It was best that he begin work.

      He spent most of the afternoon with Allister, going through books and reviewing projects his father had commissioned. Stone’s head ached by the time dinner approached. He only now realized that he hadn’t eaten any of the buffet that had been laid out.

      Placing his head in his hands he took a deep breath.

      Allister cleared his throat. “Forgive me, my lord but--”

      “Just Stone, Allister,” he said without looking up.

      “Stone,” Allister continued. “The funeral for the lost minors is tomorrow. Are ye going to attend?”

      “Of course,” he answered. “Their loss is my loss.” He shook his head, thinking of all the women who had lost their husbands. Twenty widows. Tomorrow, he’d count the children. “Have we started the school in that province?”

      “Yes,” Allister searched through the pile. “And a teacher has already been hired.”

      “Good,” Stone ran his hand through his hair again. It was overlong, but he’d worry about it later. “I’d also like to give each of the widows a sum for their loss. Help them find their way.”

      “That is not required,” Allister gave him a questioning look.

      He nodded. “I ken, but it’s the right thing tae do. Those men gave their lives to us. If I’m reading these books correctly, the mines make us more than farming, milling, or fishing combined.”

      “It’s true.” Allister paused, clearing his throat. “And I think it’s noble. But I am worried, especially with you being the new lord, that other people will attempt to take advantage. Widows and women claiming to be widows will arrive at your door in droves, looking for a gift.”

      Stone sighed. The farmers had already tired that trick. “I’ll deal with the consequences when they come. I won’t let people’s bad behavior keep me from doing what is right.”

      Allister sat back in his chair, giving him a smile. “That is what will make ye as good a lord as yer father.”

      Stone shrugged, staring at the papers in front of him. “I dunnae ken about that. I dunnae ken about any of this.” There was so much he needed to learn, to understand to do right by these people. His father hadn’t taught him nearly enough. Not that his father was to blame. They had both assumed Stone had years to learn all he needed.

      When Allister didn’t respond, Stone looked up at the man. Allister’s gaze cast to the ceiling. “I could stay for a time if ye’d like. Help ye with the transition.”

      “I couldnae ask that of ye,” Stone replied but he had to admit it was a welcome thought. Someone who was intimately acquainted with the assets and earnings of his father’s, well of his, holdings would be a great asset.

      “I’m offering, ye’re not asking.” Allister replied. “Besides, my house is too empty without Fiona. I do not relish going back.”

      That was something that Stone could understand. “If yer sure I wouldnae be putting ye out then I would love to have ye stay. If, however at any point ye want to go, ye can.”

      Allister shook his head. “It’s unlikely. Perhaps I’ll sell the house so that I might purchase a residence--”

      “Dunnae do that.” Stone replied. “I’ve a beautiful cottage by the water, right here on the property. Ye could stay in yer own quarters. Or, if ye prefer, I have several properties in the village.” He understood Allister’s feelings having just suffered his own loss. But once Allister sold the house, it would be difficult to undo. This didn’t seem the time to make rash decisions. Advice he would note for himself. “Give it time before you let go of the house. Ye dunnae want to do something ye’ll regret.”

      “Thank you, Stone,” Allister said. “Now I will have to face Eliza with the news that we are staying.”

      Stone mentally cringed. Of course Allister staying meant Eliza would stay. While that fact shouldn’t bother him, it did. “She won’t be happy?”

      Allister gave a shake of his head. “Strong willed and high minded like her mother.” A sadness pulled at the corners of Allister’s mouth. “I miss her.”

      “I ken.” Stone did. And he had no idea how to ease this ache.
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