
  
    
      
    
  


  
    
      Meddle in a Marquess’s Affairs

      How to Reform a Rake

    

    
      
        Tammy Andresen

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2019 by Tammy Andresen

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Created with Vellum] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    Contents


    
      
        
          How to Reform a Rake

        

      

      
        
          Chapter 1

        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

      
        
          Never Trust an Errant Earl

        

        
          Other Titles by Tammy Andresen

        

        
          About the Author

        

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            How to Reform a Rake

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dear Reader,

      

      Meddle in a Marquess’ Affairs is a standalone romance that is the second of five books in a series. Your reading experience, however, would be enhanced if you first read the FREE prologue to the series, How to Reform a Rake. Not only is it a quick, fun read but it will give you tantalizing insight into Rex and Camille’s story.

      

      All my love,

      Tammy
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      Lord Reginald Baluster, Marquess of Highwater, sat in the overstuffed chair of the public gentlemen’s club wondering for the fifth time in as many minutes why in the bloody hell Max had dragged him here. “Are you going to tell me what we’re doing, Your Grace?”

      Max Longley ignored the question, not even looking at Rex. His gaze was trained across the room at the door. Damn dukes. Thought they could boss everyone around all the time. He started to get up but Max waved him back into his seat. “That’s him.”

      “Who?” Rex asked, narrowing his gaze to the group of men who’d just entered the club.

      “See the one on the left? Tall and handsome, dressed like a damned dandy.” Max jerked his chin toward the group.

      Rex saw him all right. He looked like the sort of bugger who deserved a good smack upside the noggin. “What about him?”

      “We’re going to wait for him to get drunk and then we’re going to mash him into a bloody pulp on the street.”

      “Why didn’t you say so?” Rex grinned. His past was a great deal more colorful than any of his friends. He hadn’t been raised among the peerage and had inherited his title by mere chance after growing up in one of London’s most notoriously rough districts. Which made him an excellent scrapper. He bore the scars in various places on his body. Not that he fought that much these days. Honestly, his rough features and large frame were fierce enough that most men cut him a wide path. He was well over six feet and thickly muscled.

      Max looked away from the other man to give him a withering glare. “I just did.”

      Rex chuckled. “I know now why you asked me to come. If there is one thing I’m capable of, it’s turning a man bloody.”

      “You are.” Max had gone back to watching the man who was crossing the room toward them. “It’s one of my favorite qualities about you.”

      “But what I don’t understand is why you want to pummel a man at all. It isn’t like you.”

      “That man hurt Lily. He’s going to pay.” Max’s mouth drew taut, his features becoming a hard mask.

      Ah…that explained everything. His friend had recently fallen in love and gotten married. Not that Lily Ducat needed much protection as far as Rex was concerned. The few times he’d met her, she’d scared the bloody piss right out of him.

      It wasn’t her physicality. She was a beautifully sweet little brunette. No wonder his friend had fallen so hard. Nor was it her demeanor. Quiet and kind, she loved Max the way he deserved and had waited a lifetime for.

      Nope, she didn’t need help. Not when she made him quake in his boots because she had looked into his eyes and seen right through him and his marquess façade. “What did this dandy do?” Rex asked, trying to focus on the situation at hand rather than the much larger problem he faced.

      Max drew in a deep breath, filling his lungs and expanding his chest. “He attacked her.”

      Bloody hell. He sucked in his breath and ran his hands through his overlong hair. It was a habit he’d developed as a reminder to himself. It wasn’t a style befitting his current station and it reminded him always where he had come from. “When?”

      “Last spring. He was calling on one of her sisters when he found her reading in the garden. Since she was alone, he took the advantage and he tried to—” Max’s throat worked up and down as his fist clenched against his thigh.

      “If that’s the case then I admire your restraint.” Rex would have patted Max’s arm if men did that sort of thing. They didn’t.

      Max gave a stiff nod. “As soon as we can get him alone. We’re going to make him wish he was never born.”

      That suited Rex just fine. He could use a good fight. Maybe pumping the blood through his veins would help him forget that damned night with the gypsy.

      He’d had trouble with women before but not like this. First of all, trouble with ladies usually came after a man bedded them, but he hadn’t laid a finger on the gypsy and he never would. The thought made him shiver in revulsion.

      No, instead, she’d given him a tarot card, which she’d claimed was an oath. That he was bound to try and collect a kiss from Lady Camille Ducat. He’d never even met Camille. What had happened to his life that women he didn’t know were causing such problems?

      He’d thought it had sounded like fun, of course. All his friends had bet to kiss one of the Ducats. That was until Max had gone and married Lily Ducat. He’d fallen madly in love after that one little kiss. Made a man think. Maybe kissing beautiful debutantes was not the best practice. Especially when gypsy prophecies were involved.

      If there was even a chance that the kiss could lead to marriage then he absolutely couldn’t take the chance.

      He’d made a pact with himself to never marry. Not ever. His jaw clenched. He didn’t belong in the peerage and he wouldn’t create an heir. Let some other happenstance relative be tasked with the title’s continuation.

      Max touched his coat pocket, rubbing his fingers against the fabric. “Do you think I’ll go to jail if I rip off any of his limbs?”

      “We’d have to kill him and dispose of the body. We could toss it in the Thames.” He cleared his throat trying to quell his curiosity. “Why are you rubbing your coat pocket?”

      Max reached inside and pulled out a colorful piece of cardstock. As he flipped it over for Rex to see, the picture of a Lily of the Valley made Rex suck in his breath. It was the tarot card the gypsy had given Max. He had a very similar card, only it held a chameleon. “It reminds me of her,” Max said softly. “I tried to give the card back to Vadoma, but she said I could keep it.”

      Rex didn’t dare touch it; he hadn’t looked at his own card since he’d stuffed it into a drawer in his chambers. Somehow he thought if he ignored the card, the bet, the gypsy, then the entire ordeal would fade away as would the promise of a future. “Why would you want to hang onto the card?”

      Max turned to him. “Lily is everything that’s right in this world and the card reminds me of that.”

      Rex shook his head. In his experience, only money, when a man had it, made the world bearable. The dandy passed by them and took a table just off to their right. “What’s his name?”

      “Michael Ralston.” Max spit the name. “He’s got debtors all over town, which is likely why he’s been coming here instead of his usual club.”

      “I could try to engage him in a game.” Rex leaned forward assessing the man. “Tell him I’ve heard of his reputation. That I want to play the best. Something like that.”

      Max patted his shoulder and gave a low whistle. “I knew I brought you here for a reason. You’re damn good at this kind of thing.”

      He flexed his fingers, attempting to relax. He imagined he was good at swindling other men. He’d stayed alive by convincing men to part with their coins. “You have to learn to swindle when you’re a street urchin,” Rex replied.

      A dark glint flickered in Max’s eyes. “I forget that about you sometimes. That you weren’t born into this life.”

      Rex shrugged. How could Max ever forget that? Rex rarely felt as though he belonged. He would think that would be obvious. He didn’t have the refined accent or looks of the other men. “Your man’s getting up and he looks like he’s in a hurry.”

      “Damn it,” Max growled as Ralston began shuffling to the other side of the room, while looking repeatedly over his shoulder. A quick glance at the door revealed why. Three men had come in, their scruffy faces and threadbare jackets making them stand out from the rest of the crowd as they were headed straight for Ralston. “They’re going to knock the tar out of him before I get the chance.”

      “What makes you so sure?” Rex was already standing. They were closer and could get to Ralston first if they started moving.

      “They’re debt collectors.” Max quickly edged around tables to follow the other man.

      “Sure you don’t want to let them?” Rex did the same just as Ralston disappeared through a doorway. Once a man started hurting others, it left a mark on his soul. Of all the scars he bore, the ones not seen on his body were the worst. The things he’d done… He didn’t deserve happiness and Max didn’t want to bear those types of black spots.

      Max growled. “I’m going to take what he did out of his hide and he’s going to know the sin he’s paying for.”

      Rex shook his head. He hoped no one ever beat his sins out of his skin. He wouldn’t have any flesh left.

      They made it to the door, a back stairwell to the club, just in time to see Ralston disappear a floor below. Racing down the stairs, they shot out in the kitchen just as Ralston disappeared out into the alley.

      Barreling through staff, they followed him out the door and Rex burst forward, knowing he had a better chance of catching the man than Max.

      Ralston fumbled with his coat and then turned, firing a pistol in their direction. A pinch tugged at Rex’s side and he scrunched his brow, wondering what had just happened. But he paid it no mind as he kept running.

      The door banged behind him and he turned to see who it was coming up on his rear but the motion of his head turning made the entire world spin in a most curious way. He stopped, blinking his eyes, trying to clear them.

      Max stopped too, looking at him with wide eyes as the other three men ran past them.

      “Heeee’sss getting aaawwwayy,” Was his voice slurring? Rex was having trouble understanding what was happening.

      “Rex.” Max grabbed him by both arms. “You’ve been shot.”

      He looked down to see his coat staining red. He brought his hand up to cover it and then winced at the pain that radiated through his side at the touch. “Bloody hell, I have.”
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        * * *

      

      Camille sat in the window seat, which overlooked the London street below. Snow was packed in ruts from carriages and horses, growing sootier by the minute. It wasn’t a particularly nice view but she was doing her best to stay out of her sister’s way.

      Lily was newly married and should be, by all accounts, spending time alone with her husband.

      A lock of her blonde hair fell into her face as it often did. She angled her lips up to blow it out of the way as she tucked her fist under her chin. A few months ago, she’d been reasonably happy. She’d been engaged. Lord Michael Ralston had been charming, witty, and handsome. He’d come with a reputation as a rogue and in her heart she’d known that Michael was more interested in her dowry than her personal attributes but she’d been certain that, with time, he’d grow to care for her.

      What a silly fool she’d been to think that she could reform his rakish ways.

      When he’d attacked her sister, she’d ended the engagement and destroyed her reputation. She’d also killed any trust she had in herself. Who choose a man who attacked her sister?

      Her breath caused the glass in front of her to fog and she reached up her hand to wipe it clean. Ending the engagement had only been the first in a series of errors. The most recent had been when Camille helped Lily run away with her duke. Her mother had all but tossed her out of the house. Frankly, she was lucky she wasn’t sent to the convent and even more fortunate that Lord Longley, Lily’s new husband, had agreed to take her in.

      As if she’d conjured him, Lord Longley’s carriage came speeding up the street, moving at a dangerous pace considering the snow. The horse skidded to a stop even as the carriage door banged open and the driver jumped from his seat, careening to the ground.

      She stood, her mouth covering her hand as they dragged a man from the carriage and began carrying him into the house.

      Her breath seized in her chest. Spinning around, she raced for her door. Stumbling down the stairs, she made it to the entry just as they carried the man inside, his head bobbing awkwardly to one side, his shirt and coat stained with an alarming amount of blood.

      She didn’t know her sister had come up behind her until Lily’s voice hissed over Camille’s shoulder. “What happened to Rex?”

      Rex? What a curious name. The very sound of it skittered along her nerves, causing her to shiver.

      “He’s been shot,” Max rumbled. “Help us get him upstairs.”

      She looked back at Lily and then the two of them stepped forward, each grabbing one of his massive legs. Together they began to heft him up the steps.

      “How…did…Rex…get…shot?” Lily huffed as she climbed.

      Max winced. “It’s a long story and—”

      “And what?” Lily snapped. “You brought him here, of all places. You know what a foolish thing that was to do.”

      Her lips parted. What did that mean? Camille didn’t have time to think on it further as Max bit back. “What was I supposed to do?” he asked. “Let him die in a gutter? The man is my friend. He was helping me.”

      “Helping you do what?” Lily asked, her voice rising so that it sounded near strangled.

      Max swallowed when they reached the chamber nearest to the top of the stairs. It happened to be next to Camille’s. “Lily.”

      “Tell me now,” her sister whispered.

      Max looked at Camille and then back to his wife. “If you must know, we were trying to give Ralston the beating he deserved.”

      “What?” Camille and Lily had spoken in unison, their voices echoing off the tall ceilings of the landing.

      Camille mind buzzed with emotion. “Did Michael shoot this man?”

      Max gave a stiff nod.

      A sob threatened to break free from her chest. How many more people would pay for her mistake? “This can’t be happening.”

      Max pushed open the door and they shuffled the man toward the bed. They’d almost made it when the leg she held twitched. Her gaze flew to his face where dark, penetrating eyes stared directly at her. His features were sharp and hawkish but his mouth was supple. The sort of mouth that made a woman long to run her finger across it.

      “Well,” he murmured, his gaze boring into hers. “Hello, Angel.”

      She hadn’t a clue what to say in reply, though she was spared answering. He blinked slowly, closing his eyes. They opened once and then shut again, his head flopping to the side.

      There had been a promise in his gaze and voice. She didn’t recognize it but she could sense it. This man had been shot attempting to defend her honor.

      She made a vow to herself as they lay him on the bed and she looked down at his still body. This man would not die. She brushed the hair back from his face. In fact, he would go on to live a happy, full life no matter what she had to do to make it happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The next few hours were a rush of frantic activity, followed by agonizing waiting. Camille watched as the doctor examined Rex. She laced and unlaced her fingers, rubbing her palms together as she waited to learn how serious his injury was. After several long minutes, the doctor turned to her, removing his spectacles and wiping them with a cloth. While he believed that the wound was far enough to the right to have missed Rex’s organs, he couldn’t say for certain. He informed them it was a blessing that the bullet had gone clean through and come out the other side.

      Camille had frowned as she examined the second hole in his back. “I’m glad that no surgery is needed but two open wounds are worse than one,” she whispered as though he could hear her. They’d both have to be cleaned and dressed regularly and Rex risked infection from them both.

      The bleeding had ceased, at least, and as Camille sat, she watched his slow shallow breathing, his lips devoid of color as they parted for each breath.

      Without thinking, she reached for his hand. It was cool to the touch and she sandwiched his fingers between hers. “You’re cold,” she whispered as though he might hear her. “I’ll get you another blanket.”

      She stood and crossed the room, heading for the door. Only as she was about to step through, did she notice that Lily and Max stood just in the hall on the other side of the threshold. “Camille,” Lily placed her hand at the base of her throat. “What are you doing?”

      “Getting him a blanket. He’s cold.” Camille made to push past them but Lily stepped in her way. “You don’t have to take care of him, you know. One of the staff can-—”

      “I’d rather do it myself,” Camille answered, moving around her sister. She didn’t mean to be rude but being cold would make him more likely to catch an infection.

      “Camille,” Lily called again, following behind her sister. “You don’t have to do this. We could hire a nurse, if you’re more comfortable with a professional, but you’ve got your own affairs to attend.”

      Sadness filled her chest. “I do not and we both know it.” Camille winced. She was devoid of future prospects and not likely to have any in the near future.

      “Still.” Lily touched her sister’s back. “It might be better left to a professional.”

      “I agree.” Camille turned her head back to look at her sister as she entered her own room. “A nurse could consult me in his care. Made sure I’ve thought of everything.”

      Lily tilted her head to the side, letting out a small huff. “You know that’s not what I meant.” Camille crossed the room and grabbed a blanket from the bed. Turning back she realized Max had followed them.

      “Your sister is right. We can hire nurses for the day and the night.” Max’s chin bobbed up and down to emphasize his words. It was the most emphatic she had ever seen him. How odd.

      “Excellent. Begin the process of finding help. I’ll take care of him in the meantime.” Then she started back toward his room.

      “You’re aware that you’re doing it again,” Lily said.

      Camille stopped in her tracks. “What?”

      “Getting involved where you don’t have to.” Lily’s lips pulled taut and her brows drew together. “I know you want to help but you don’t need to—”

      Camille waved her hand to stop her sister’s words. “I know you’re right. I’m meddling…again. I can’t seem to help myself.”

      Her brother-in-law gave her a small smile. “Without your meddle-er help Lily and I might never have gotten married. It’s a good thing most of the time.” His smile turned down, his mouth pinching. “But Rex, he’s my friend and all, but you shouldn’t get involved with him, Camille. He’s not the sort to trifle with. Even among lords and rakes he is dangerous.”

      Camille raised her eyebrows as she looked back at Max. “He’s wounded and unresponsive. How much trouble could he possibly cause me?”

      One of Max’s shoulders raised up and down. “I don’t know. He’s Rex. He’ll find a way.”

      She clucked her tongue. “Is that what this is all about? You two are lurking in doorways and following me around because you think the man who got shot while trying to defend my honor will cause me trouble?”

      Lily stepped closer. “He’s a rake, Camille. And you’re unwed and—”

      “Already ruined.” Camille started walking again, her heart poundings in her ears. Why did those words still hurt so much? “I wish to see to his care. I owe him that much after what he did for me and—”

      “Stop,” Max commanded deep and low as he waved her away. “He doesn’t even know who you are. He was defending Lily.”

      Camille did stop walking then. Not know who she was? When he’d looked into her eyes she was certain that he knew exactly who she was, that he had seen into her very soul. Was that why she wanted to care for him? Because she felt some sort of connection with him? “That doesn’t matter at all.”

      She was a fallen woman and he was an eligible marquess. Camille held no hopes of romance. But Rex had gotten shot by the man who managed to hurt those she cared for and so she’d help him however she could.

      She skirted around Max and headed back to the room. Covering Rex with the blanket, she tucked it around his body. She heard Max and Lily come into the room behind her but she didn’t look up.

      “Camille, I must insist you return to your room. It’s for everyone’s best interest that you do. Immediately,” Max rumbled behind her.

      “I won’t,” she answered without looking at him. She kept her eyes on Rex’s face. “If you have to toss me out, I’ll understand but—”

      Lily stretched out her hand to touch her. “Don’t say such things.”

      “But I need to care for him.” She straightened and spun about to face them. “Michael has managed to hurt nearly everyone I care about. I invited him into our family and so I need to correct these wrongs.” She took a breath giving first Lily and then Max a long stare. “Please understand.”

      Max’s face scrunched up. “If he hurts you, I’ll blame myself. I brought him into this house.”

      Camille shook her head. “Don’t be silly. He won’t hurt me. Besides, I’m already broken.”

      “Broken?” A voice rasped from her right. Twisting her head, her green eyes met his dark and penetrating gaze. In the darkness of the room, they appeared almost black. “Who broke you? Shall I kill him for you?”
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        * * *

      

      Rex looked up at the angel standing over his bed. Had he died? He shifted his shoulders slightly and pain radiated all down one side of his body. Surely he was alive, death didn’t hurt this much, did it?

      “Don’t move, you’ll pull out your stitches,” the angel clucked her tongue and leaned over him.

      A tendril of her hair floated down, brushing his cheek. It was soft and silky and as she moved over him, he caught the distinct scent of vanilla. Gentle hands tucked the covers tight about him.

      “Stitches?” he asked. The pain seemed to be relegated to his right side. Perhaps with his left hand, he could reach up and touch that hair. Maybe stroke her high cheekbone or run his fingers across her delicate jaw and then down the slim column of her neck.

      She let out a breath and it blew across his face, warm and inviting. “You were shot in the side.”

      Shot? Fuzzy memories of an alley and lone gunman floated about his mind but he couldn’t quite put what had happened together. “Always knew my end would be violent. It’s likely what I deserve.”

      “Deserve?” she asked. Her gaze met his and he noted the lovely shade of green, like new spring grass, that colored her eyes.

      He did reach his hand out from the covers then. The limb seemed to weigh twice as much as it usually did as he lifted it to her face and brushed his thumb along her plump curve of her lips. “I began as I’ll likely end: a ruffian on the street.”

      She shook her head, his thumb trailing along the silk of her skin. “I don’t know how you’ll end. But it won’t be now and it won’t be here. I’ll see to it.” Then she took his hand and placed it back under the covers, tucking him in once again.

      “Camille,” another woman gasped.

      Rex shifted his gaze to Max’s wife, Lily. Had she said Camille? The angel that cared for him was Camille? Camille Ducat? She was the very woman that the gypsy had foretold him about? A shiver ran down his spine.

      He shifted his gaze back to the heavenly blonde still tucking covers about him. Bloody hell, he was in trouble and the wound in his side was the least of it.
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      In the end, Lily and Max relented. Camille sat at Rex’s side wondering what the man had done to make her sister and brother-in-law so afraid to leave her alone with him.

      With a shrug, she decided it didn’t matter. The important thing was that she was here. After she grabbed a bowl of cool water by the bedside, she dipped a cloth into it, and squeezed a few drops into his mouth and then a few more.

      He hadn’t woken again, which both disappointed and relieved Camille. On the one hand, once he could stay awake, he’d likely be on the mend. On the other, he disconcerted her when he started talking.

      There was the intensity of his gaze. Astounding considering he was bedridden. Then there was the way his touch had sent a riot of sensations careening through her body.

      She took a deep breath, determined to ignore those feelings. Her only goal was to see that he got better. Once he completely healed, she’d leave him be as Max had requested.

      One corner of her lips turned down. It was near midnight and the house was silent. Slowly sitting on the bed next to him, her hip pressed to his. Lifting her hand, she brushed his hair back from his face. Camille thought of her ex-fiancé. Michael had been a classically handsome man, his face the stuff of Greek statues.

      Camille smoothed her hand down Rex’s scalp, her fingers tracing the shape of his ear. When they reached the soft lobe, she trailed them along his jaw. Rex didn’t have those same looks. His were rough and craggy. His nose had a slight bend as though it had been broken and he bore a small scar on one cheek. But somehow, his held even more appeal than Michael’s ever had. Where Michael has always had a cheerfully bright smile, Rex was dark and intense in a way that hinted at emotion under the surface.

      She touched the thick muscles of his neck and then over the broad sweep of his shoulder. So strong. She gently squeezed the bulging muscles of his upper arm. A man like this…she stopped. She’d been about to think that a man like this could protect a woman but he didn’t belong to her. If Max was correct—and who would know this man better than a close friend—Rex was not a man who would ever belong to any woman. Camille would do best to keep that in mind.

      Still, it was a lovely dream. Asleep like this, she could caress him and envision a life that would likely never be hers. She’d given up marrying a man like the marquess when she’d engaged herself to a complete cad. Frustration squeezed her heart. A mistake she’d likely pay for throughout the rest of her life.

      She let out a little sigh at the thought.

      “Is something the matter?” Rex’s voice rumbled underneath her hand. She jerked her hand away, realizing she’d been running her palm along his massive chest.

      “Nothing.” She swallowed down the stiff lump that clogged her throat. “My apologies. I was thinking of something else and I—”

      “Put your hand back on my collar,” he demanded.

      “What?” Instead she pressed her fingers to her own chest. The warmth from her palm sifted through her clothes, like touching him had branded her. “I couldn’t. I shouldn’t have. I—”

      “Angel,” he whispered as he untangled his arm from the covers and then grasped her hip, pressing them closer together. For a man near death, his grip was firm and the pressure of them being pressed together made her ache between her legs. “The warmth of your hand makes me feel much improved. Put it back on my chest.”

      Slowly, carefully, she lowered the hand until just her fingertips touched the blankets over his skin. She could still feel his heat as she pressed down, flattening her palm on his chest. “I’m only doing this because you said it would make you feel better.” She leaned toward him. “I’m sorry you were hurt today. It’s my fault. If I’d chosen a better man to marry then—”

      His muscles tightened under her hand. “Don’t you worry, Angel. And don’t be sorry because this isn’t your fault. But Ralston… If I get out of this bed, he’ll rue the day he was born.” Then he gave a halfhearted chuckle. “Though I think Max said something similar this morning and he’s a determined bugger. Might beat me to it.”

      “Max told you about Michael, did he?” Camille stared out the window not actually seeing anything in the dark night. Shame and regret made her shoulders hunch.

      “He said enough for me to know that the man deserves a good, solid beating.”

      She nibbled on her lip as she spread her fingers out. They itched to push the blankets back and feel his skin. “Have you ever made a mistake so big that it rippled like waves touching everyone you loved?”
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        * * *

      

      He twitched at the words and pain radiated through his side. Rex knew that she didn’t mean him when she referred to everyone she loved. She didn’t love him, but he pretended for just a moment that she did. That she counted him amongst her nearest and dearest people. That she worried about his life and that was why she held a vigil next to his bed.

      Rex was the only son of a lawyer, who had been the third son of a marquess. His grandfather had been a hard man, or so he’d been told, who’d ruled his family with an iron fist. Rex’s father had left, married his mother, and never returned. But his mother had died in childbirth and his father had departed this world when Rex was only five.

      He’d been deposited on the steps of an orphanage the very next day.

      He had a vague memory of one of his uncles coming to the place. He had no idea which brother it was but when he was naughty, the nuns would remind him that even his own uncle hadn’t wanted to keep him. That’s how awful he was.

      He knew that, like his entire family, Camille didn’t actually love him. No one ever did and with all likelihood, no one ever would. “Is Ralston the mistake that you speak of?”

      “Yes,” she nodded. “What he did, what I chose to do about it, has torn my family apart.”

      He squeezed her hip tighter. Damn this woman felt good. Like she had been molded to fit his grip perfectly. “Lay your head down and keep me warm, Angel.”

      “I shouldn’t…I can’t.” She shook her head and another piece of her golden hair fell from her coif.

      He pulled her hip, leaning her down toward him. It hurt like hell, but it was completely worth it. “I’ve got a wound to the gut. I wouldn’t be able to harm a hair on that gorgeous head. And besides…” He already knew the argument most likely to work. “It will help me to feel better.”

      He heard her intake of breath. “Will it really help?”

      “Yes, it will.” Then he tugged again. This time she allowed her chest to press to his as her head settled in the hollow of his neck. He scrunched his brow attempting to decide if he’d continue to hold her perfect hip or roam his hand up the curve of her back. Maybe he had died. Touching her was heaven.

      “Now, about tearing your family apart,” he said as he caressed her back to settle her closer. His side twinged again but he ignored it. “That is Ralston’s fault. He has made an actual living out of swindling men and women. How could you have combatted that? You were likely another job to him.”

      She lifted her head to look up at him. “Do you know him?”

      He initially wanted to protest, he’d been enjoying her heat, the feel of her weight on him, but as those green eyes met his, with her lips so close, he held his complaint back. He might be able to stare at her like this forever.

      “No, I’d never met him before today. But I’ve heard the stories. I saw the debt collectors who were also chasing him. I hope they didn’t get to him.”

      “Why not?” She straightened away, a frown creating a crease between her eyes.

      He moved his hand between her shoulder blades, allowing the weight of his arm to cause her to settle back into him. “I already told you. I’m going to make him pay myself.”

      “For shooting you?”

      He gave a nod. But the gesture was a lie. He cared little for his own life. This wasn’t even the first time he’d taken a bullet. But that man had stolen an angel’s wings. Some how, some way, he’d get them back. “Something like that.”

      She lay her head down again, her weight making his breath push out of his lungs. “I wish I were a man, sometimes. Then I could go up to him and I could—”

      “What?” The tiniest grin pulled at the corner of his lips. She had a little devil in her too, which only added to her appeal.

      She tensed against him, her body tightening, and lifted her head once more. “You think I’m silly?”

      “Not at all. I just want to know what you would do.” He would say anything to keep her talking. She was so close and her scent of vanilla wrapped about him in the most delicious way.

      “I would,” she paused, her brows scrunching together. “I’d like to punch him right in the nose.”

      He chuckled. “That’s the spirit.”

      She laughed too and then her face grew more serious, her eyes holding his. “What will you do if you get him before the debtors?”

      “First,” he wiggled his brows, “I’ll punch him in the nose for you.”

      Her eyes grew larger before a beautiful smile graced her lips. “Thank you,” she said and then, bloody hell, she leaned toward him, softly placing her lips on his. His lower half was radiating with waves of pain, so he shouldn’t have enjoyed the kiss. But the moment she kissed him, the entire world ceased to exist, even his pain melted away, leaving nothing but a raw hunger deep in his loins.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille pulled away again, staring at the man she’d just kissed. What had she been thinking?

      She hadn’t, that was the answer. Rex was a known rake and she had been warned to stay away. Even bedridden and sporting a serious injury he had talked her into his bed and now she was kissing him.

      That was her problem. She didn’t see rakish behavior for what it was. She was too sympathetic, too quick to try and solve another’s problems. As she rushed in to rescue, the trap sprung.

      Hadn’t that been the case with Michael?

      To further prove the undoubted truth, here she was again. Kissing a rake all because he’d made a few pretty promises about knocking about the first rake who had fooled her.

      She started to sit up because his proximity made her mind a jumbled mess that refused to work properly, but his hand pressed her down again even as his lips captured hers. She drew in her breath, consequently breathing him in. He smelled of leather, and gunpowder, and something manly and rough that made her heartbeat quicken. As he slanted open her mouth, he touched his tongue to hers.

      Her fingers dug into his collarbone as she pressed closer, allowing him to fully plunder her mouth. That’s what he was. A devilish pirate intent upon stealing every last drop of her treasure. The funny thing was that she wanted to give it to him.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she reasoned that she was already ruined. What was the harm?

      A moan caught her ear and she realized that it was her own. He cupped the back of her head, slanting her chin so that he could deepen the kiss further and then she was lost. She doubted she could deny him a single thing.

      He pulled away then and she blinked, trying to focus as he lay his head back down on the pillow. “Sorry, Angel,” he murmured. “I don’t have my usual stamina.”

      She let out a small gasp, as she realized what she’d been doing. Sitting up, Camille looked down at his pale skin. Touching his forehead, she realized that he was far too hot. “Oh dear.”

      He looked up at her. His dark gaze was slightly unfocused. “Will you stay with me?”

      “Of course.” She tucked the blankets about him, her hands still shaky after the passionate kiss. “Though I likely shouldn’t. You’re dangerous even when sick. Remind me to run the other way as soon as you’re well.”

      He closed his eyes, his features tightening. “I’d never hurt you. I’m not worth much but even I know that a woman like yourself deserves a man’s protection.”

      “Bah,” she said as she leaned over to get the cool water. Gently, she wiped his face. “You’re only saying such things to make me think you’re safe. Then, you’ll pounce again as soon as you’re able.”

      One corner of his mouth turned up. “You kissed me, Angel.”

      “You kissed me more,” she replied as she gave him a tiny drink of water. “I didn’t even know kissing could be like that. It was so—” Heat radiated in her cheeks at her words.

      He paused for a moment, his gaze capturing hers. “It can be so much better than that.”

      Her breath caught in her chest. See. This was the problem with rakes. Now she was dreadfully and truly curious.
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        * * *

      

      Rex gritted his teeth. He felt awful. On the one hand, he should be thankful to have been shot. If he hadn’t, Camille would not be pressed against him, mopping his brow and whispering sweet words of encouragement in his ear.

      On the other, he wished he felt better so that he might enjoy the moment a bit more. Would marriage be like this? When he got sick would his wife fuss over and tend to him? No wonder Max had gotten married.

      As a child, Rex had dreamed of such a thing. A mother with her arms about him, cradling him to her chest. She’d sing him a sweet lullaby and he’d burrow deeper into her soft warmth.

      But as he’d grown, he’d shed that dream. It was for fools and men with families. Instead, he’d taken to being as hard as he could. Fighting and stealing, he’d prided himself on his lack of emotional attachment. If he didn’t love anyone, he never risked being hurt.

      Honestly, he’d only happened into his group of friends by accident. They’d shared a love of liquor and quick dalliances with women. They’d taught him to manage his money and move about the elite. He’d studied them just as he had the thieves on the docks at the age of thirteen when he’d ran away from the orphanage.

      Rex hadn’t meant to like any of them. If he were of sounder mind, he would have pushed Camille away too. What she was doing felt too good. Her gentle hands, her soft words, they were a balm on his wounded soul. He liked it. In fact, he could love it, if he allowed himself, but what then? She might leave him just as his parents had—and his uncles too.

      It was too much of a risk. Still, he was too weak to resist now and besides, for a brief moment, he could pretend that this could be his forever.

      She touched his forehead again. “You’re so hot,” she murmured. “Too hot.”

      “After I pound Ralston into a bloody pulp, what will you do?” he asked.

      She gave a tiny shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “Tell me,” he croaked. His throat was growing parched and dry.

      She must have heard it because cool, refreshing water trailed over his lips. It soothed them and his throat as it trickled down his tongue. “My mother politely sent me away. If I’ve been tossed from the family, I’ll have to take a position, I suppose. I can’t continue to impose upon Max and Lily.”

      He growled out a protest. “Like hell you can’t. Longley can provide you with a dowry. See that you are matched—”

      She shook her head, more hair falling about him. “We tried that already. My only suitor was a baron’s son who had a great affection for meat pies and my dowry.”

      Fool, Rex thought as he closed his eyes. “Lay down with me again and keep me warm.”

      She did so without protest, her heat making him shiver but not with cold. The press of her body was delicious.  “Maybe I should call the doctor back.”

      “There’s nothing he can do. Stay with me.” He turned to look at her. His mind was a mess of thoughts and feelings. “All I’ve ever wanted was for someone to stay with me.” Had he just said that out loud?

      She brought her palm to his cheek, cupping his face. “I’ll stay.” Then she leaned her forehead against his. “For as long as you need me, I’ll stay.”
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      Camille woke with the sun streaming through the windows. She cracked open her eyes and wondered why the drapes were not closed. Her eyes ached with the effort. What had she done last night that she made her feel so terrible?

      A movement against her arm caught her attention as she opened her eyes wide. Rex.

      The night’s events came flooding back. Heat filled her cheeks. What if she’d been caught in his bed like this? What would Max do? But then she shook her head, she’d worry about that later, first she needed to check her patient. Quickly, she lifted her hand and lay it against his forehead. It was cool to the touch. Some of his color had returned to his cheeks and his breathing was deep and even. By God, he was going to live.

      Propping up on her elbow, she brushed his hair back from his face. The kiss. It had been heavenly. Which only made her grin. He nicknamed her Angel but he might be the one who was close to heaven. His kiss had been… Then she chastised herself. That was exactly what rakes did and now that he was well, she’d have to remember to stay away from him and she had to get out of his room before she was caught.

      With that thought, she began to rise, gently pushing off the bed.

      “Where are you going?” he rumbled out. “I thought you said you’d stay with me?”

      She let out a short breath. “Your ability to wake at the exact moment you shouldn’t is uncanny,” she muttered, slumping back down.

      He opened his eyes and looked at her. “I lived on the streets for three years. You learn to sleep very lightly and wake when what is happening concerns you.”

      A shiver ran down her spine. He’d slept on the streets. Here she was, worried about her problems, when this magnificent man had been through much worse than she ever had. “You lived on the streets for three years? Why?”

      He rubbed his eyes. “I was orphaned at a young age. I ran away from the orphanage at the age of thirteen.”

      “Orphaned?” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “That is terrible, my lord.”

      “You are to call me Rex. We’ve slept in the same bed, it seems appropriate.”

      This was getting worse by the tick of the clock. “I’ve little reputation left to save, but still, I’d appreciate if we kept that fact strictly between the two of us.”

      “If you wish.” He jerked his chin. “I don’t spend a great deal of time in polite society anyhow so you needn’t worry.”

      “I’d ask where you do spend your time, but I’m not sure I want to know. Still, thank you for your discretion. The last thing I need is other men thinking that I am available to be his mistress or—”

      He tried to sit up and then grunted in pain. As he lay back down his eyes gleamed with danger. “If anyone suggests that, I will personally tear him from limb to limb.”

      Camille looked down at him. What a ridiculous thing to say. Mostly, because it implied he was her guardian or her protector. She knew that he was the sort of man who would not stay for long. Hadn’t Max warned her of that? “Please don’t attempt to defend my honor anymore. You’ve enough extra holes in your body and I can’t keep nursing you back to health.”

      He narrowed his gaze. “I’ll have you know that I underestimated Ralston. It won’t happen again.” He propped himself on his elbow as well. It took him several seconds and a great deal of grunting. “I am a man who is feared and if I say I’ll defend your honor then know that I’ll see it done.”

      She bit back a smile. If there was one emotion that she didn’t feel in this man’s company, it was fear. “I can see why you’re so scary. Your hair is so long, it sticks up dreadfully in the morning.”

      He stared at her, his jaw slack. “How dare you, woman!”

      “How dare she what?” another deep voice rumbled from the door.

      Camille nearly jumped back and then spun about to see Max assessing her with narrowed eyes. “I was teasing him about his hair.” She took a step forward. “He spiked a fever in the night but it’s receded now.”

      Max walked into the room. “Excellent. Does this mean you’ll cease your vigil?”

      She clasped her hands one on top of the other, curling her fingers together. “Of course.” She looked back at Rex, his dark glower in stark contrast to the white sheets that covered him.

      “What is the matter with you?” Rex grumbled from the bed.

      Max walked past her, stopping at the foot of the mattress. “You’re in no condition to argue,” he said to Rex. “Unless you’ve changed your mind on the subject of marriage?”

      “You know why I’m not marriage material.”

      She turned her face away as she caught her breath. Not that she hadn’t known that Lord Reginald Balster would never be hers, but for a moment, she’d allowed herself to imagine the possibilities.

      Her shoulders hunched as she walked out the door.
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        * * *

      

      Rex watched her leave and then scowled at Max. “You frightened her away.”

      “Good. It was my intent.” Max took the chair that Camille had occupied—when she wasn’t in bed with him, that is.

      “What the bloody hell is wrong with you?”

      “What’s wrong with me?” Max gave him a glower to rival all glowers as he tipped back his chair. “You’re the one who stuffed the card in a drawer. You don’t want anything to do with this girl, remember?”

      Rex grimaced. The tarot card from the gypsy. He ran his hand through his hair. He’d nearly forgotten it with all that had happened. It occurred to him that he’d fulfilled the terms of the bet. He’d collected his kiss. He shifted himself in the bed so that he sat up more. Knowing that the terms were fulfilled left him feeling…hollow. “I didn’t want anything to do with the bet. With the gypsy. But with Camille…”

      Max leaned forward in his chair. “I am sorry you were hurt yesterday. Camille was right to attempt to correct that wrong.” Max scrubbed his face with his hands. “But listen to me, Rex. Camille has been deeply wounded by a man who was supposed to protect her. You have to be exceptionally careful that you don’t inadvertently do the same. As it is now, I fear she may never be able to open her heart again. Between what Michael did and her mother—”

      “What did her mother do?” He heard the low guttural tone in his voice. “Wait. Camille told me. She sent her here to live with you.”

      Max nodded. “She’s cast Camille out.”

      Rex scrubbed his scalp. His hair was sticking up and he began to smooth it back down. “She talked about getting a position.”

      “What?” Max snorted. “I’m a bloody duke. Like I couldn’t just support her myself.”

      Rex relaxed a little knowing Camille would be taken care of. “That’s what I said.” But then a new thought made him stiffen again. He didn’t like the idea of Max taking care of Camille. It should be someone else. Someone she could care for in return. He attempted to suss out why, but his eyes grew heavy. All he could think about was a blonde little angel curled up against his side, tucked safely under his arm.
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      Camille paced her room, walking back and forth with her hands clasped together. A creak in the floor made her stop, her ears trained to the room next door. Was that Rex? Did he need her?

      She gave her head a shake and then began to pace again. Dear lord, she needed help. Why was she always so fixated on aiding others?

      It had always been her way, try as she might to stay out of other people’s business. And now that Rex was recovering, he would not want her hovering about him. She had been a mere distraction. He likely had gaggles of women vying for his attention. Women who were willing to give themselves to him or give him a future.

      She was prepared to do neither.

      She hadn’t spoken to her mother since she’d left her family home but she assumed her parents would no longer provide her with a dowry. Not that Rex would have wanted a wife with a reputation such as hers. He didn’t seem to want a wife at all. Why wasn’t he marriage material? He’d offered her protection, he seemed just the sort to make an excellent husband.

      And she wasn’t the sort to become a man’s mistress…was she? Her stomach fluttered with nerves.

      She thought back to the kiss they had shared. It had heated every part of her body, making her ache in places she hadn’t even known existed and that was while he was consumed with fever.

      If she wasn’t going to marry, perhaps, just once, she could taste the forbidden fruit.

      Then she shook her head. What happened after that? What kind of life did she live after being a Marquess’s mistress?

      She shrugged her shoulder. Maybe it didn’t matter. She would either become Max’s responsibility or secure a position and spend the rest of her life working.

      And Rex? He’d shared things last night. About his life. He hadn’t come right out and said it, but his past had hurt him. He could use a woman who would care for him. Give him the soft affection that life had denied him all these years. Perhaps she could help him in that regard.

      Another scratching noise made her stop. As she twisted about to see what it was, her door swung open. She covered her mouth with her hand, freezing in place.

      “Am I interrupting?” Rex asked from the doorway. He looked better than yesterday but not much. His skin was still pale and he leaned heavily on a cane. Despite that, the man oozed masculinity. Though his midriff was covered in bandages, his chest was bare and his defined muscles made her mouth instantly dry.

      She dropped her hands and raced over to him. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      One corner of his mouth twisted up as he brushed back his hair. “I was attempting to nap but my neighbor has an affection for pacing and it’s keeping me awake.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.” She took a steadying breath as she reached his side and slipped a hand about his waist, sliding her shoulder under his arm. “I’ll help you get back in bed and then I will cease making noise. You need your rest.”

      They began the very short walk back to his room. “What I am wondering,” he grunted as they moved slowly down the hall, “is what has caused you such distress that you feel the need to pace so incessantly?”

      They reached his door and she grabbed the handle, swinging it open. “Besides being tossed out by my mother, living with my newly married sister, having to rely on the kindness of my brother-in-law, and causing an innocent man to get shot?”

      They stepped through the doorway, and he stopped, quirking a brow at her. “So you walk about your room like that daily?”

      A smile tugged at her lips. “Well, you are a recent addition to my worries.”

      They reached the side of the bed and she helped him to sit upon it then wrapped her arms about his massive chest to help him lie down. His warm skin sent tendrils of heat spiraling through her.

      He put his hand on her shoulder as he lowered himself. He weighed far more than Camille had expected and as she strained to hold him, his hand flexed, pushing her body closer to his until she all but collapsed on top of him. He gave a grunt of pain.

      “Are you all right?” she cried as she searched his face.

      “Never better, love.” His fingers spread out on her back. “You must be tired after spending so much of the night awake and doing all that walking. Rest with me.”

      “Like this?” she croaked, aware that her breasts were crushed against his chest.

      “Exactly like this,” he murmured close to her ear.

      She put her hands on his shoulders and gently pushed up. If she were caught like this… “I need to clean and dress your wounds. If you’re to get better we’ve got to do it.”

      He frowned but nodded.

      Slowly rising off of him, she crossed the room to get scissors from the table. Then she set to work cutting off the old bandages, cleaning, and rebandaging his midriff. As her fingers gently touched his skin, her eyes followed the contours of multiple scars crisscrossing his chest and back. She hadn’t noticed them in the dark of night but now they were completely obvious. She wanted to ask what had happened but his eyes were squeezed tight in pain as she worked.

      When it was done, she smoothed his hair back from his face, which was pinched and even paler. “All done,” she said, softly stroking the strands.

      He opened his eyes and stared up at her. “Will you lie down with me?”

      “I don’t think it’s a good idea,” she answered, withdrawing her hand. “Someone can walk in and see us together.”

      “You’re likely right.” But he captured her hand with his own. “Come have dinner with me tonight so that I don’t have to eat alone.”

      Camille nibbled on her lip. She should say no. Max and Lily didn’t want her with Rex and honestly, he was inadvertently filling her head with all sorts of wild ideas. Or perhaps it was on purpose. But he looked in such need that she found herself agreeing. “All right. For just a little while.”

      He closed his eyes again. “You really are an angel.”

      Camille wished that were true. But what she was considering, well, that involved the devil for certain.
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      Camille sat at dinner, fiddling with her napkin. She’d decided not to tell Lily and Max about her plans to visit Rex this evening.

      “How’s the patient?” Max rumbled.

      Camille nearly choked on her roast beef. How had Max known the very man she was thinking about? “What? Oh. He’s very good.” She dropped her napkin in her lap. “Frankly, I can’t believe how quickly he’s healing.”

      “He’s had a great deal of practice. Healing that is.” Max stabbed a piece of his beef. “Used to street fight for money.”

      Camille closed her mouth to keep from speaking. She’d noticed the alarming number of scars on his chest.

      “How dreadful,” Lily gasped. “Why did a marquess need to fight at all?”

      Max looked at Camille. “He was the son of the third son of the old Marquess. The first son had two heirs and so when Rex’s father passed the family never even bothered with him. Can you believe that?”

      “What happened to the cousins?” Camille had already heard the first part of this story.

      “Died crossing the Atlantic. Can you imagine? Brawling in the docklands one day and owning a fortune the next?” Max shook his head, staring down at his plate. “Sometimes I wonder how the man ever kept a level head.”

      Lily clucked her tongue. “How awful.”

      Max continued to stare at Camille. “He keeps up the fortune because he hasn’t forgotten what it means to go without. But he has flat out stated he’ll never marry and produce a proper heir. He hates the title and everything that goes with it.”

      Camille knew those words were meant as a warning. She dismissed them. “He isn’t the only one who will likely never marry.”

      “Don’t say that,” her sister cried. “You’re one of the most caring people I know. Of course you’ll have a husband and family of your own.”

      She turned to Lily. “Your faith in me has always been wonderful, but I just don’t think it’s true. I’ve no reputation and no dowry. Who is going to marry me as I am? Not even Mr. Mayfield wanted me without my dowry.”

      “Mayfield was a fool,” Max’s voice dropped low. “That man didn’t deserve you.”

      Surprise rippled down Camille’s spine. She expected this sort of devotion from her sisters but not her brother-in-law. “That’s very kind of you to say.”

      “Camille, I’m not being kind.” He propped his forearms on the table. “I’ve met a lot of women in my day and very few of them are as conscientious or devoted to helping others as you are.” He paused, dropping his chin. “Know that I care about you and that I want good things for you in the future. You deserve them.”

      Surprise momentarily stole her words. Camille rested her hand along her jaw as she tilted her head. What did that mean?

      “Max is very well-connected and knows several men who might be interested in your attributes, despite your lack of dowry and reputation,” Lily answered the question that Camille had only asked in her mind.

      Camille drew in a sharp breath. “I couldn’t allow you to do that.” Max had already done too much. And somehow, meeting other men seemed wrong. She thought of Rex and the kiss they’d shared.

      “Nonsense.” Max waved his hand in the air. “As soon as Rex is back on his feet, we’ll make a list of possible candidates and hold a dinner here. You can invite your sisters too.”

      “Is Rex on your list of possible candidates?” Camille raised an eyebrow.

      Lily shook her head. “As he doesn’t want to marry, I don’t think he’d be a good guest. Max simply meant that we’ll wait until we won’t be disturbing him with a party.”

      Camille cut a piece of her meat and placed it in her mouth, the beef suddenly tasting cold and stale. A wave of disappointment washed over her, which was ludicrous. Lily loved her and only wanted the best for her. She forced herself to swallow the meat, sadness stiffening her shoulders. Right now, the best thing for her didn’t include Rex. And that was a little bit tougher to swallow.
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        * * *

      

      Rex lay in bed waiting for Camille to arrive.

      For the first time since that gypsy had given him that tarot card, he wished to hold it, examine the intricate markings on the back and the picture of the chameleon that graced the face. Perhaps, he thought that small piece of cardstock would provide some clarity to his jumbled thoughts and feelings.

      Which was ridiculous…wasn’t it?

      Maybe the gypsy herself could help him. Except he didn’t believe in that sort of thing.

      Maybe Camille held the answers. He knew why he craved her touch. It was the way of the flesh. But he missed more than that. He wanted to hear the sound of her voice. Feel her breath on his cheek and smell the vanilla scent that surrounded her.

      He wanted to tell her more about his life and feel the comforting press of her arms about his neck. Bloody hell, he sounded like a woman.

      But he was stirring feelings in him he’d thought dead.

      He heard the doorknob softly rattle and he lifted his head as it creaked open. Camille slipped through the narrow gap and then shut it behind her. “I didn’t tell anyone I was coming,” she whispered.

      “Smart,” he replied lifting his arm toward her. He wanted to touch her skin. “Max would not have understood.”

      She reached her hand into his and then sat next to him on the bed. He’d hoped that she would lay across his chest, but instead she picked up the warm broth that sat on the bedside table and brought it to his lips. “You need to eat to get your strength back.”

      “I’ll be fine. A few more days and I’ll be back to myself.” He was lying. But he would be well enough to return home and go back to his usual life. He swallowed the bile that had risen in his throat. Why did that sound so dreadful?

      She gave him a soft smile. The sort that crinkled her eyes in the sweetest way. “I’m glad to hear it. Nothing will make me happier than to see you well.”

      He reached up his hand to stroke her cheek. “You are a wonderful woman.”

      She pulled her face away from his hand. “Everyone keeps saying that tonight. Why?”

      Rex shifted to study her face. Jealousy made him flex his hands. “Who said that?”

      “Well, just Max. But I get the feeling that both of you are trying to tell me something else entirely.”

      She was right. What he wasn’t saying was that if he were another man, he’d marry her and take her away from all of this. But he wasn’t. The Highwater blood was cold and cruel and he had no intention of ever carrying it on. “What else could Max be saying and why would he be saying anything like that at all?”

      Camille’s shoulders slumped. “He claims he is going to help me make a match.” She shook her head. “But I can’t accept his offer. It isn’t his responsibility.”

      He ignored the protest that rumbled in his chest. “If Max can help you, you should take his offer.” It pained him to think of other men courting her, but the alternative, her becoming a nanny or a tutor, didn’t sit well either. She should have a family, children of her own and a husband who adored her. His muscles tightened.

      She rubbed her temples. “I suppose.” Then her hands dropped. “What if I choose the wrong man again? Wouldn’t I be better off alone?”

      He ached for her. Ralston had shot him but what Rex had done to Camille was so much more hurtful. “Everyone makes mistakes.”

      She leaned down and kissed his forehead. He was tempted to pull her tighter against him and ravish her lips again but he held back. He thought back to what Max had said, what he’d just heard. This woman was hurting and kissing her without committing himself was the last thing she needed. He’d only add to her pain.

      “I suppose that’s true. But when I make them, I seem to do a bang-up job of it,” she said, then stood. “I’ll check on you in the morning.”

      “Camille,” he called, pulling himself up a bit. “Don’t give up yet.”

      Her lips curved as though she were smiling but no light lit her face. “I’ll keep that in mind. Thanks for listening.”

      As the door closed behind him, he rubbed his fist into his open palm. Maybe Camille would feel better when she’d had some revenge. Because she was absolutely getting it.

      He fell asleep thinking about how they would accomplish revenge without getting shot and when he woke in the morning, he still didn’t have a plan. He needed help.

      With that in mind, he ate the toast and an orange that had been left in his room and then rose to find Max. Using the cane, he made his way down the hall. He did feel stronger and he stretched his muscles as he walked.

      “What are you doing out of bed?” Max asked from the other end of the hall.

      Rex grinned. “Trying not to die.”

      Max chuckled. “Not likely. I’ve never met a man who gets into so many scrapes and lived to tell about it.”

      “Speaking of, we have a debt to settle.” Rex straightened his shoulders. It pulled at his stitches but his muscles flexed despite the pain, enjoying the movement. “What are we going to do with our new friend, Ralston?”

      Max waved him down the hall. “Let’s step into my study to discuss it. I underestimated that trapped rat this last time. Something I do apologize for.”

      Rex waved his hand. “No apologies required.”

      “Thank you. All the same, I think we should ask our other friends to help on this one. I can’t have you getting shot again.”

      “Not a bad idea.” Rex stretched his side. “I need a few more days and then I’ll be ready to go.”

      Max gave him a fierce look, his brows furrowed and drawn together. “You’ve gone mad.” They reached his office and Max opened the door. “They’ll have to come here because you are not moving for several days.”

      A lump settled in Rex’s stomach. “Here? With Lily and Camille about?” He slowly lowered himself into a chair next to the fire. “Are you sure that’s wise. I mean there is the bet and—”

      “The only one who is a danger to Camille, according to the bet, is you.” Max sat across from him, settling behind the desk. “And the only reason I’ve allowed you to be here is because I don’t think you can do too much to hurt her while you’re laid up with a gaping wound.”

      Rex winced inwardly. He’d likely done enough already. He shifted in his seat. Though it was her that had kissed him. At first. But he was the one who kept using her kindness to convince her to spend more time with him. “Does Camille know about the bet?”

      Max gave his head a firm shake. “No, and I’d like to keep it that way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille resisted the urge to check on Rex in the morning. She’d been up half the night considering what he’d said but also what Max and Lily had offered and she’d come to some decisions.

      First, she wasn’t ready to meet new suitors. Much as she appreciated the offer, it filled her with dread. If Max needed her to leave as a consequence, then she’d find a position but she would not choose a man just to secure her future. That type of arrangement didn’t feel right.

      Neither did forgiving herself and moving on after what she’d done to her family by becoming engaged to Ralston. Rex should understand better than anyone that consequences were still being felt from her failed attempt.

      Heading down the hall, she started for Max’s office. She wanted to discuss her options and a possible reference. The door was open, and she heard him rumble, “Bloody hell.”

      Stepping through the door, she took one look at his dark glower and asked. “What’s wrong?”

      His eyes widened as his mouth dropped open. “Why do you ask that?”

      “You’re cursing and scowling,” she said as her hand came to her hip. What was going on?

      “That’s how he always looks.” Rex rumbled.

      She snapped her head around to see him sitting next to the fire. “What are you doing out of bed?”

      Max chuckled, leaning back in his chair.

      Rex cleared his throat.  “It’s done me good to stretch a bit.”

      Camille did note he had more color than the day before but he was by no means recovered. She narrowed her eyes. “It’s hardly been a day. Back to bed with you.”

      “You do like to tell me what to do, don’t you?” Rex asked even as he stood. He wobbled a little as he did, and her heart leapt in her chest.

      She sprang over to his side, placing her shoulder underneath his arm. “See? You’re not ready to be up and about.” She looked back at Max. “I’d like to discuss a few matters with you. Will you be home later?”

      “I’ll be here all day,” Max answered. “In fact, I can wait here for you if you’d like.”

      “Excellent. Thank you.”

      She and Rex shuffled out the door as he mumbled. “He just doesn’t want to leave me alone with you for too long.”

      She looked up at him, her breath catching. “Likely a wise choice.”

      He squeezed her shoulder tighter. “May I ask what you need to discuss with him?”

      Her gaze dropped to the floor. “My future.”

      “Are you going to take them up on their offer to meet perspective candidates?”

      She shook her head. Pressed against his side, she couldn’t think of being with any other man. “No.” She took a deep breath. “After what happened with Michael, I’m not sure that I’m meant for marriage. I’m certainly not ready to entertain suitors now. What if I make the same mistake again? What if I make a different one that is just as bad or worse?”
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        * * *

      

      Rex leaned more of his weight on her. Not because he needed to, in fact, he’d faked the wobble when he’d stood just to be close to her. He knew that Camille would rush to his aid.

      Max was doing a fine job of creating space between him and Camille but the man should understand that rakes always managed to find a way.

      “Camille,” he rumbled, drawing her a little closer. He ached deep down for her. “You are a wonderful woman and you deserve to be happy.”

      She stopped walking and looked up at him. “Thank you,” she said, her voice soft and buttery.

      The sound made him clench and he dropped his head lower. “Whatever you say to Max today, don’t close the door on his offer.” The words pained him but he kept his face blank. Inside, however, his gut clenched at the thought of another man touching her. He hated the idea of another man taking her to wife but Rex ignored that base instinct. He would not be selfish where this woman was concerned as she had been more than generous with him. “You deserve that future. Don’t forget that.”

      They reached his room and Camille opened the door. “What do you see in your future?” she asked as she helped him onto the bed.

      He lay back, closing his eyes. His limbs were heavy, his short walk having worked them far more than he’d intended. Camille began pulling the blankets up over him, tucking them about him, the motion providing him with an already-familiar comfort. “I don’t know. I’ll likely end up in some scrape where the bullet goes two inches more to the left and I don’t recover.”

      She stopped, her hands on either side of his hips. “Your plan is to get shot?” Then she began tightening the covers again, her hands pulling at the blankets with enough force to make it difficult for him to breathe.

      “Camille,” he pushed out. “That’s too tight.”

      She clicked her tongue. “I could save you the trouble of getting shot and just use the blanket to…”

      For a moment, he didn’t speak. This sassy side was new to him but he quite liked it. He let out a chuckle, although a rather weak one. “I appreciate the offer. Only people I consider my very closest friends have offered to put me out of my misery.” She gave the blankets a pull, loosening them enough so that he could better breathe. “I don’t want to die. I just don’t expect to live a long life. In fact, I’ve made it far longer than I ever imagined I would when I ran away.”

      “If you don’t expect to live then why keep up your holdings? Why not just spend it down to the last cent?” She sat in the chair next to the bed. He frowned, wishing she were closer. He considered pulling her on the bed next to him but forced his hand to remain under the blanket. Max was right. By pulling her close all the time, he might give her the impression that he wanted a future with her.

      Did he want a future with her? He clenched his fist under the blankets. The question was irrelevant. “If I should spend all the money before I die, what then? I may die in a gutter somewhere but I’ll never call it home again.”

      She cocked her head to one side. “Is that why you don’t want to marry? Because you don’t want to leave a wife and child behind?”

      He supposed that were partially true. “It’s not an easy world for a woman to navigate on her own.”

      Camille drew in a deep breath. “That is most certainly true.” Then she stood and crossed to the window, staring out as her forehead pressed against the glass.

      He was tempted to share his other, deeper reason for not marrying. The men in his family hadn’t done a single good thing in their lives. In fact, they’d only managed to hurt the ones they should love. That wasn’t a legacy he’d pass on and one of many reasons he didn’t want a child. “Do you think you can reconcile with your mother?”

      Camille shrugged, still not looking at him. “I’m not even sure I want to. It will only give her power over me again and allow her to match me with some man of her choosing.”

      His chest tightened. Why did he have this reaction every time he thought of her married to someone else? He’d swear he was jealous. He willed himself to relax, letting out a long, slow breath. “I see your point.”

      She turned back to him. “I should go. Max is waiting.”

      He hated those words nearly as much as he hated himself for nodding in agreement. She shouldn’t be seeking out Max to discuss her future. She should be at Rex’s side.

      As the door clicked closed, he hit the mattress with his closed fist. He wouldn’t keep her for his own. She deserved better than a street urchin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille ran her hand along the wall as she returned to Max’s study. She wasn’t sure why but the pattern on the wallpaper bumping underneath her fingers provided some measure of comfort as she once again attempted to sort through her feelings.

      This morning she’d had them all in order. Then she saw Rex again and it was as though he shuffled her thoughts and feelings…mixing them all together. What did she want?

      Oh, but she knew. She wanted him.

      Of course, she did. She always wanted what she couldn’t have. Just look at her first fiancé. Michael had wanted marriage but he’d remained emotionally distant. Camille had thought she could overcome the divide between them, that their feelings would grow over time.

      Rex wasn’t emotionally unavailable; he just legally refused to commit. This time all the feelings were there but the result would likely be the same.

      Even if by some miracle he decided to marry, she doubted he would choose her. He could have any woman in all of society. So what was her next option? Did she really want to be hidden away in someone else’s home, taking care of someone else’s children?

      She reached Max’s door but found her sister rather than her brother-in-law perched on his desk. “Lily.”

      Lily gave her a smile that creased her eyes and spread her cheeks taut. “Good morning.”

      “I was looking for Max. We’re going to discuss my options and—”

      “I know.” Lily stood, crossing the room and taking her hands. “I’ve thought about it too and we rushed you last night, asking you about suitors and so on. You aren’t in the way here, Camille. You can stay for as long as you like.”

      Camille squeezed her sister’s fingers. “That’s most kind.”

      “I mean it. Let’s put any decisions aside for now. Just enjoy being here.” Lily nibbled at her lip as she gave Camille’s hands a little shake. “We brought it up yesterday because we were nervous about Rex being here.”

      “Why?” Camille asked, then dropped Lily’s hands. “You don’t trust me with a rake do you?”

      Lily gave her head a vigorous shake. “No, that’s not it. We don’t trust Rex with you. Max’s old friends are—”

      “Lily, we’ve been over this.” Camille crossed her arms. Though she didn’t completely trust herself, Lily’s lack of confidence irritated her.

      Lily grabbed her arms. “Listen. It’s more than just him being a rake. The friends, they made a bet.”

      Camille pulled back. “What?”

      “They each agreed to collect a kiss from one of us that night they were snowed in at the brothel. And Rex, he agreed to try and collect one from you.”

      A stabbing pain pierced her chest. She’d told him things. Things about herself and her feelings she hadn’t shared with anyone, even her sisters. And she’d been a bet to him? She held back tears as she looked at her sister. “Is that why you were so adamant I stay away?”

      Lily nodded her head as she chewed on her lip. “They are each going to try and collect a kiss from one of us. Max was opposed to it from the beginning. It’s why he left and was travelling back to London when we met him at the Mayfield estate.”

      Camille drew in a shuddering breath. “I really can’t be trusted with a rake.” She was never going to marry. She’d only choose a terrible man.

      Lily shook her head. “You haven’t done anything.”

      “I kissed him, Lily. He was telling me about his childhood as an orphan and then on the streets and I fell for all of it.” Her voice broke on the last word as more tears shimmered in her eyes. Why was she so gullible? Her fist came to her mouth. She wanted to scream out her frustration, so she squeezed her eyes shut, trying to hold it all in.

      “He told you about his childhood?” Lily tilted her head to one side. “That doesn’t sound like a man just trying to collect a kiss.”

      Camille hardly heard her. She dropped her hands to her sides, allowing them to limply hang beside her. As her shoulders slumped, she bowed her head. “I’m such a fool.”

      Lily reached for her. “Don’t say that. It’s not your fault. If anything it’s his—”

      Her limp hands jolted and clenched into fists. Lily was right. She spun about and raced back down the hall.

      She heard Lily behind her but she didn’t turn as she ran faster. Reaching Rex’s room she saw Max sitting at the foot his bed. “I’ve sent notes to all of them.”

      She didn’t pay him any mind as she stopped in front of Rex. “You!” Her finger pointed down in his face.

      He lifted his hand from under the covers and gently pushed the accusing digit down toward the bed. “Me what?”

      “Did you really make a bet to kiss me? Is that what I am to you?” The tears that were brimming in her eyes threatened to spill over.

      His face scrunched up. “I had no intention of fulfilling that bet, despite what the gypsy said.”

      “Gypsy? What gyspy?” She looked behind her to see Lily huffing and puffing in the doorway.

      “I hadn’t told her about the gypsy. I was just warning her not to kiss him.” Lily pushed out between gasps of air. “But it’s too late.”

      “Too late?” Max roared, standing. “As soon as you are well, you’ll marry her.”

      “No.”

      The single word popped from Camille’s mouth. As it did, the room fell silent. Rex looked up at her, his face unreadable.

      “What do you mean, no?” Max asked.

      “Think about it, Max? Are you going to tie me to a man who doesn’t want me and doesn’t want to marry over a simple little kiss?” Camille shook her head. “It’s worse than Ralston. At least he wanted to wed me.”

      Rex let out a grumble but didn’t say a word as Max rubbed his temples with his fingers. “Fair point.”

      She looked down at Rex who had hardly uttered a word. “I hope your recovery continues to go smoothly.” Then, with a swish of her skirts, she left the room.
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        * * *

      

      Rex watched her go, his fist slamming down on the bed. Damnation, what had he just done?

      The answer was not a bloody thing. He’d stayed there like the invalid he apparently was.

      The problem was that part of him understood this was for the best. Camille wouldn’t find happiness with a street urchin. A man whose very blood was tainted with despair. But he didn’t want her to go. Another voice in his mind demanded that he call her back and tell her that he’d give her whatever she wanted in this world if she’d just lay pressed against him again.

      For a man who prided himself on keeping his relationships with women light, this one had gotten rather heavy. His angel.

      “We’re not done discussing this,” Max rumbled as he took a step closer. “I can’t believe you fulfilled the terms of the bet. Even wounded and bedridden, I can’t trust you.”

      Rex open his mouth but hesitated. She’d kissed him. “I am still just a street fighter. We don’t fight fair.”

      Max inhaled then exhaled quickly, his eyes flashing with frustration. As Rex swiveled his head to watch him go, he realized Lily still stood in the doorway.

      She didn’t say anything as she walked over to the bed, then she stopped, looking down at him with her large brown eyes. He pulled at the blankets and swallowed the lump in his throat. Why did such a tiny woman frighten him so much?

      “Has anyone changed your bandages today?” she asked.

      “I’m sure they’re fine,” he replied, tightening his grip on the blanket.

      Her eyebrows went up. “Don’t be silly. I don’t think Camille’s coming back today to change them and they need to be replaced every day.” Then she grabbed the blankets and gently pulled them out of his grasp. “If you’re going to die, it won’t happen in my house.”

      “Very well,” he answered, because it was difficult to argue with that, not because he wanted her to touch him. “Are you sure you aren’t just going to do the deed yourself?”

      “Deed?” She helped him remove his shirt and then began to cut the bandages away.

      “My death. Camille already threatened to smother me with the covers and I am sure Max is planning my demise as we speak. You could beat them both to it.” He stopped talking when she gently pulled the bandage from the wound. It still hurt like hell.

      She gave a gentle laugh. “You’re funny. I didn’t expect that.”

      He glanced over his shoulder. Her smile was soft, her brown eyes sparkly. “I didn’t expect you to be nice to me.”

      She gave a small shrug. “Under normal circumstances I would have been happy to have met you. It’s just that my sisters are everything to me and when I heard about the bet…”

      He looked away, fixing his gaze on the wall. Her point made his stomach roil for a number of reasons. Most of all because he admired their bond. “I won’t hurt your sister, I swear it. She kissed me and now that it’s done I’ll keep my distance. I know she’s been hurt by a rake and I would never do anything to add to that pain.”

      Lily gently rubbed a salve on the wounds and then began to wrap his midriff again. “Thank you for that.” She cleared her throat. “I am honestly less afraid of her being hurt by you and more afraid that she’s closed herself off forever.”

      His mouth fell open. Well, that was something. Dropping his head into his hands, he drew in as deep a breath as the bandages would allow. “I’m afraid she’ll get over her loss and then I’ll have to watch her marry another man.” Damnation. Had he just said that out loud?
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      Two days had passed and by some miracle, Camille had managed to avoid Rex. Her anger had cooled some but the hurt remained. She’d thought they’d had an actual connection but he had just wanted to fill the terms of a bet.

      She hadn’t had the heart to ask Lily about the gypsy. She was probably some beautiful dark haired lover who would make fun of the naive lady who believed, for a moment, that a man such as Rex might actually care for her.

      She had no evidence of this, of course. But two days of mostly staying alone in her room had allowed her imagination all kinds of time.

      A soft knock at the door pulled her from her thoughts. “Who is it?”

      “It’s Lily,” her sister called. “May I come in?”

      Camille rose and crossed the room to open the door. “What is it?”

      “You’ve been in here a really long time.” Lily stepped into the room. “I’m worried about you.”

      Camille twisted her hands together. Dare she admit that she’d also listened to Rex moving about his room? He was getting stronger and she was sure he’d return to his home, wherever that was, soon enough. And she’d go back to her sad little life. “I’ll be fine. Has Rex said when he’s leaving?”

      Lily shook her head. “No. But I thought perhaps you and I could go out this evening.”

      “Go out? Where?” Camille turned to her sister. “I’ve been shunned by most of society.”

      “Aunt Mildred has invited us for dinner. Cristina and Victoria will be joining us as well.” Lily gave her an encouraging smile. “It would be nice to get out of the house.”

      It would. Camille shifted. “That does sound lovely. Maybe a night out would do me good and I miss our sisters.”

      “I agree.” Lily wrapped her arms about Camille giving her a hug. “We’ll have a lovely time. And Victoria and Cristina will be able to help sort your future, I’m sure of it.” Then Lily drew back, biting her lip. “Do you think we should tell them about the bet? Or about Rex?”

      Camille wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know. I hate keeping secrets from them but…”

      “Knowing could send Victoria straight into the lions’ den so to speak. If there is one thing she loves, it’s trouble,” Lily finished, her face drawing taut.

      “And you can’t tell Cristina anything that she won’t then tell Victoria.” Camille pressed her palms to her cheeks.

      “I’d never forgive myself if I inadvertently brought about the ruin of another sister.”

      Camille’s hands dropped. “We’ve been over this. You are not in any way responsible for my fall from grace.” She reached for her sister’s hands. “You have been my savior. What would I be doing right now if you hadn’t married Max?”

      Lily shrugged. “You’d be planning a wedding to Mr. Mayfield.”

      A shiver raced down Camille’s spine. It wasn’t that she disliked the man with any passion but she didn’t like him either. It would have been a tedious marriage, far different than what she dreamed for herself. “Too true. So thank you.”

      Lily gave a curt nod, her eyes still crinkled as though she weren’t sure. “Aunt Mildred has invited us for seven. I’ll arrange the carriage.”

      “What will Max do without you?” Camille gave her sister a teasing smile. The two were almost never separated.

      Lily winked. “I’m sure he will enjoy Rex’s company.”

      Inwardly, Camille flinched. Rex. She wondered how he was doing then chastised herself for even asking. She was nothing but a bet to him. Why should she care about his health? She ignored that little voice that said she did care…a great deal. Straightening her spine, she decided she didn’t. Not one bit.
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        * * *

      

      Rex sat in the library, looking out onto the dark street. Max sat across from him, though neither spoke, a fact for which Rex was grateful. He leaned his head back and closed his eyes as the noise from below filtered softly into the room.

      On his way to the library, he’d stepped out of his room in time to see Camille making her way down the hall. She’d worn a dress of pale green silk, her tiny waist accentuated by the cut of the gown. Though her back was to him, he imagined that the gown highlighted the green of her eyes, and the rosy hue of her lips. Her blonde hair had been loosely tied back and he pictured burying his hand deep in the coif, sending a scattering of pins about the floor.

      Now he couldn’t get her image out of his head, no matter how hard he tried. He wanted her pressed against him again, to feel her lips, taste her tongue, and let her sweet vanilla scent wrap him in a warm cocoon.

      What frightened him was that it wasn’t just lust. That need he understood and expected. Passion could be satiated and then set to the side.

      But his fantasies involving Camille, not only did he make passionate love to her, then he held her the entire night, close to his body. He remembered the way her heart had felt beating next to his own. He envisioned the sweet warmth of her breath caressing his cheek as he kissed her face and whispered words of— He stopped. Damnation, he had been about to say love. “What is it like to be married?” He broke the silence as he looked over to Max.

      Max started in his chair. “Nothing like I expected,” he answered, leaning forward so that his elbows rested on his knees as he stared into the fire. “I want her happiness more than I want my own.”

      Rex scrubbed his jaw. He had so little expectation in terms of happiness for his own life, that it wasn’t hard to imagine that hers would be more important. “Will you grow tired of that at some point?”

      Max shrugged. “I don’t think so. If you’ve chosen the right woman, she wants your happiness more than she wants her own, and so she gives back to you whatever you’re giving her.” Max stared into the flames for several seconds as he drew in and then let out a long breath. “It adds a layer of dimension and purpose to life that I never imagined, but now that I have it, I never want to be without it again.”

      Rex forgot to breathe. Purpose? The way Max described love made the idea tempting beyond anything he could have dreamed. “You like the experience then? You don’t wish you hadn’t succumbed?”

      “I thank my lucky stars, the fates, and even the gypsy every day that Lily is my wife.”

      It was Rex’s turn to stare into the fire, its heat hardly warming him as his mind turned circles. He held out his hands, hoping to ward off the cold that was filling him. “I’m not sure I’m worthy of such emotion. What if my heart and my blood are too cold to give the love I receive?”

      Max shifted, his coat scraping against the back of the chair. “If you are willing to go to great lengths to see her happy and cared for then you will be enough. Whatever you’re not giving, Camille will let you know.”

      His head jerked up. “I didn’t say I was contemplating Camille. I…” But he stopped as Max grinned.

      “I won’t tell. But I’d be a fool not see what was happening.” Max stood and poked the fire with an iron. The flames flickered to life again and the wood crackled and snapped. “She’s a woman who lives her life with her heart wide open. You’d be hard pressed to find another who could give you and your children more love.”

      Rex dropped his head into his hands causing his side to burn. Could Camille’s loving heart make up for his terrible heritage? He honestly didn’t know.

      “What’s with the serious mood in here?” Chase Averstone called from doorway as the butler showed him in to the room. “I mean, isn’t this the third time Rex has been shot since we’ve known him? It’s like Christmastide, it comes every year.”

      Rex lifted his head and gave a low chuckle. He’d missed Chase. His brown hair was in its usual style, which was carelessly perfect while his handsome features were set with a devilish delight. “This one was to the gut. Bloody painful.”

      “A gut shot?” Chase stopped, his hand covering his heart. “And you’re up after a few days? What are your insides made of? Iron?”

      “Who’s made of iron?” Key called from behind him. Kenneth Marksburg flashed them a smile. It was one he used often to put people at ease. Most usually women he wished to bed, but he must have a personal request for them today.

      Chase looked at Key, slapping him on the back. “You’re up to something, which usually means great things for me personally. Is there a party tonight we must attend?”

      “How did you know?” Key’s grin broadened, making his blue eyes even darker.

      Max grunted. “We’re here for a serious matter. Put your party plans aside.”

      “Ah,” Chase replied. “Our ever dower and depressing duke.” He opened his arm wide, puffing out his chest. “What can we help you with, my lord? We are here to serve.”

      Rex, using his cane, slowly rose from the chair. He placed his hand over his wound, hoping to garner his friends’ undivided attention. “You are here to help us exact revenge. It is a dish best served with malice so no light skirts for you this evening. You’ll need to be sharp and not satiated.”

      “Pity.” Key crossed his arms. “From whom are we exacting revenge?”

      “Lord Michael Ralston,” Max said, his fists tightening at his sides.

      Chase scrunched his brow. “The man’s a degenerate gambler. Did you beat him soundly and then he shot you?”

      Rex shook his head. “Have a seat, and we’ll explain.”

      Key pulled another chair toward the fire. “Si can’t make it until later but I’ll catch him up.”

      “Good,” Max said. “Because we’ll need all of us to make this work.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Make what work?” Chase asked.

      Rex and Max exchanged a glance. Rex gingerly sat back down. “We’ve come up with a plan to draw him back out in the open, but we’ll need your help.”

      “The problem is the man is being chased by a slurry of debtors and so he’s keeping quiet.” Max poked the fire again, not bothering to sit.

      “May I ask again why you engaged him in the first place?” Key rubbed the back of his neck. “He’s clearly dangerous.”

      Max ceased poking the fire and drew up to his full height. Rex decided to spare him answering by quickly sharing the story of Lily, Camille, and Ralston.

      “This is why we don’t fall in love,” Chase rumbled, his eyebrows drawing low over his eyes. “It is a black pit of despair.”

      Rex stopped to stare at Chase. It wasn’t the first time his friend had referenced his deep distaste for any emotional attachment.

      Max pointed the poker he still held in his hand out toward Chase. “If you don’t want to help, there is the door.”

      Chase stood, placing his hands in front of him. “I know you are still angry with me after I forced you into that bet. I am not trying to raise your ire again. My issues with romance are my own. My apologies.”

      Max gave a curt nod.

      “Besides,” Key raised a brow, “Chase has been shot at more than once himself. He is just usually the one who has offended some cuckolded husband.”

      “I have not been cuckolded.” Max’s growl had grown sinister, its rumble low and deep as he pointed the poker toward Key.

      Rex heaved himself back out of the chair. “We know, Max. Lily was not a willing participant and it’s completely different than Chase’s antics.” Which was true. Chase would never force a woman to do anything. He had dallied with a few bored wives. A sin to be sure, but still very different from what Ralston had done.

      Max drew in a deep breath. “Sorry, gents. My anger is for Ralston not for you.” He gave his head a shake. “I know this will be difficult to understand, but Lily means everything to me and he took advantage of her innocence. One way or another, I want to make him pay.”

      “As do I.” Rex’s own anger bubbled to the surface. He ground his fist into the meat of his thigh. “What he did to Camille was just as bad and—”

      “Wait,” Key ran his hands through his hair. “Just so that we’re clear, you are not looking for revenge for what he did to you but what he did to Lady Camille?” He scrubbed his scalp. “The gypsy did curse us after all.”
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        * * *

      

      Camille sat in the carriage, taking in the dark London streets lit by the soft glow of gas lanterns. The steady clopping of horse hooves filled the night as people called out to one another. She’d missed being out.

      Lily chattered next to her. “I do miss living at home sometimes, don’t you? It hasn’t been the same not seeing our sisters.” Then she reached for Camille’s hand. “I’m glad you’re staying with us. I love Max but it’s nice to see you every day.”

      Camille squeezed back. “I’m glad too.”

      They reached Aunt Mildred’s home just as another carriage pulled in the half-circle drive behind them. “Oh, it’s Cristina and Victoria!” Lily bounced a little as she poked her head out the window.

      The sisters embraced on the drive before heading up the steps to ring the bell.

      “I’ve missed you both so,” Cristina gushed as she held both their arms. Her dark hair and eyes glistened in the moonlight.

      Victoria, always more reserved, smiled. “As have I. It’s been too long.” She turned to face them. “Adelaide wished she could be here. Mother insisted she attend some dinner party with an Earl.”

      “Mother still has plans for her three remaining daughters, I see,” Camille said as she averted her gaze into the bushes.

      Lily tapped her foot. “For being expected, it is taking an exceedingly long time for the butler to answer the door.”

      Just then it swung open. “My apologies, ladies, and good evening.” But even as he said the words, he held up his hands to halt their carriages from pulling out of the drive.

      “Is everything all right?” Lily asked, her eyes squinting.

      “Nothing is amiss but your aunt has come down with one of her headaches.” He held his hand for them to come in. “She’s left instructions for you to have dinner without her, but I was holding your carriages to allow you to decide.” He took another step back. “But please come in while you do.”

      The ladies filed into the entry, and Camille glanced up the stairs toward her aunt’s chambers. The poor woman had suffered these headaches most of her life. She could be fine for months and then one would send her to bed for a day or longer. “I hope Aunt Mildred recovers quickly.”

      “As do I,” Cristina replied. “I think we should leave so as not to disturb her.”

      “Agreed.” Lily turned toward them. “Let’s all go to my home.”

      Victoria gave a little shiver. “How exciting! You have a home you can now invite us to. It’s so grown up,” she sighed. “I don’t think I’ll ever be that lucky.”

      “Don’t be silly. Of course you will.” Camille soothed her sister, taking her hand.

      Victoria shook her head. “I’m not so sure, Cami. If you can’t manage to come out of a season unscathed, how will I? We all know I can’t stay out of trouble no matter how hard I try.”

      Camille’s chest constricted. Damn Michael and the seeds of doubt he’d planted everywhere. “The other day I thought about Michael,” she said as she held Victoria’s hand. “The effect of the pain he’s caused has rippled through our family. Don’t let him touch you, Vic. Please.”

      Victoria drew in a sharp breath. “I won’t,” she answered. “I suppose it’s just touched all the places we naturally doubt ourselves. For me, I don’t mean to cause trouble, but I see something I want and I forget to factor in the consequences.”

      “Like the time you stole an entire pie from the kitchen?” Cristina grinned.

      Lily laughed. “Or the time you climbed a tree in your best dress to rescue a kitten?”

      “Exactly. Cristina warns me every time but I disregard the likely outcome.”

      Cristina wrapped her arm about her sister. “Stop worrying so much. That is my job, remember?”

      They all laughed at that. Then Lily, giggling, added, “Cristina can make a chart of all possible scenarios and rate them by likelihood.”

      They all chuckled at that as they climbed into Lily’s carriage.
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      Rex sucked in his breath as Key’s words reverberated through his mind. The gypsy did curse us after all. Had she? Was he fighting against a match that was now his fate?

      He thought about being married to Camille. He didn’t give a lick about his past or his rakish ways, he’d give them up in a moment to be with her. But what if he inadvertently did to her what his family always did? Hurt her…abandon her….

      He looked over to Max. His friend would keep him honest. Max might have to use that fire poker to do it but he’d make sure that Rex was a good husband to Camille. “What we want is for you to set up a closed-door gentlemen’s game. The list will be for the best gamblers and by invitation only. In that way, Ralston will feel comfortable enough to join and motivated by a large potential pot.”

      Max nodded. “We can’t touch it, he’s seen us. But he might participate if he doesn’t know we’ll be there.”

      Chase raised one eyebrow, his eyes gleaming in the firelight. “I like this plan. What will you do with him?”

      Rex growled. “I honestly considered tearing him limb from limb and tossing the parts into the Thames. But, I think a trip to the tower affords a lot more time to contemplate his sins.”

      Max sat down for the first time since their friends had arrived. “A most excellent plan. Though he’ll go with a few more bruises, don’t you think?”

      “And a broken nose,” Rex added. “Camille’s request.”

      Key choked on his own spit while Chase let out a low whistle. “Camille sounds like she’s got a fair bit of personality. I like that in a woman.”

      Rex jerked his head around to glare at Chase. Camille was not a woman that Chase was permitted to…well…chase. “You’re not to like a single—”

      “Hello,” Lily called from the hall. “Max, are you in there?”

      “Bloody hell,” Max rumbled, jumping from his seat to race to the door. “I didn’t tell her Key and Chase were coming.” Then he opened it and stepped into the hall, blocking the entrance to the room.

      “Are we a problem? Does the duchess not approve?” Chase stretched his legs out in front of him, placing his hands behind his head.

      “Of course she doesn’t,” Rex answered. “We’ve vowed to try and ruin her sisters…all of them.”

      “Bloody good point.” Key scrubbed his face. “Though, if the gypsy is right, they’ll ruin us.”

      Rex looked at his two friends. “Perhaps you should think of it in another way. You wouldn’t be ruined. You’d be saved.” At least that was what he was wondering himself.

      Both men stared at him with slack jaws.

      “You’ve gone mad,” Chase said, recovering first.

      “Who is that?” Lily asked in the doorway. “Did you bring them here? Which ones? Why would you do that?”

      “Oh, who is here?” Another female voice that Rex didn’t recognize filtered into the room. Cold fear washed down his spine. Had more Ducat sisters arrived? Damn it all to hell, this couldn’t be happening.

      “Victoria,” Max’s voice bit out sharply, “no one you need concern yourself with.”

      “Victoria,” Key croaked, his voice sounded strangled. He pushed off the arms of his chair, sending it crashing to the floor.

      One of the ladies gave a yelp at the noise.

      Chase, always poking open wounds, leaned back even further. “By all means, Max, let’s see the ladies then.”

      “Over my rotting corpse,” he sniped over his shoulder.

      “It’s all perfectly chaperoned,” Chase replied. “It would be rude if you didn’t. What would your mother think if she were alive?”

      Max spun about and stomped into the room. “Lily,” he said between gritted teeth. “I thought you had a dinner with your aunt tonight or I never would have invited them.”

      “Aunt Mildred is having one of her episodes.” Lily looked about the room as she nibbled on her lip, her hands pressed to her stomach. “We won’t disturb you. I’ll take everyone to the front salon.”

      “Now don’t run off.” Chase slowly rose from the chair. “I know Lily already.” He scanned the other three ladies. “Let me see if I can guess who is who.”

      Chase had been Rex’s friend for several years. The man actually had a good heart, if one could get past his troublesome tongue. But in this moment, if Chase said a single cross or crude word to Camille, he’d beat the man with his cane. With that in mind, he pushed himself from his chair and stood to his full height before crossing the room. The two sisters he didn’t know took a step back until they were on the threshold of the hallway. One gave him a slightly curious side-stare while the other assessed him from top to bottom as though she were calculating his height-to-weight ratio.

      But he didn’t heed either of them a bit as he stepped to Camille’s side and turned to face Chase. “Lord Averstone, I think it is time for you to move on to your next activity.”

      Chase cocked a single brow. “But it has only just gotten interesting here.”

      “Lord Averstone?” Victoria stepped forward. Her eyes travelling up and down him. “Oh. I thought you’d be more handsome.”

      Key’s hearty laughter filled the room and Victoria looked over to him. A flush turned her cheeks red and then the color travelled down her neck. Key stared at her like a thirsty man in front of a tankard of ale. “Lady Victoria,” he said low and deep as his shoulders straightened and his chest broadened.

      She only turned redder as her gaze lowered to the floor. “How did you know?”

      “It was surely fate.” Chase folded his hands and clasped to one cheek. “Obviously this lovely blonde vision is Camille. If I hadn’t known it before, the way that Rex is standing guard would give it away. And judging by the resemblance of our fourth female companion to Victoria, I am going to guess that she is Cristina. Which means Adelaide isn’t here. Pity.”

      Camille stepped away from Rex and slowly walked over to Chase. Part of Rex wanted to call her back, or follow her, or beat Chase. She kept going until she was within inches of him. She tilted her head back, and Chase looked down at Rex’s little angel.

      She didn’t speak for a moment and when she did, her voice was soft and yet everyone heard it. “If you hurt my sister…if you go anywhere near her, I’ll—”

      “You’ll what?” Chase grinned. He was now enjoying this exchange. “Will you kill me?”

      Rex’s gut tightened and he started to follow, wanting to protect her, but Max reached out his arm and gently held him back. “Let her go.”

      “No,” she replied. “That would be too kind. But I will have you castrated.” She moved even closer, rising on her toes. “Then you can go through life never being able to enjoy what you seem to want the most.”

      “Bloody hell,” Chase answered, his jaw slack.

      Rex filled his chest, enjoying Chase’s surprise. He glanced over to see Max wiggling his brows. “I should have warned you that there is a little devil underneath her angel façade.”

      Camille spun around and swept past him to the door. She hardly looked at him as she called to her sisters, “Let’s go.” Then she turned to her right and marched down the hall.

      The other women followed suit with Victoria leaving last. She gave several glances at Key, who held completely still, his face set like stone.

      “I think that went exceedingly well,” Max said next to him.

      Rex partially agreed. Chase deserved far worse punishment than Camille had just handed out, but Camille hadn’t given him so much as a glance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille pressed her hands to her stomach. She wanted to kick herself. She shouldn’t have spoken that way to Lord Averstone. It was unbecoming. Her mother would have fainted on the spot. Her mother. Her heart throbbed again. When had life gotten so difficult?

      The rapid tap of footsteps alerted her that someone was attempting to catch up to her. Cristina came up on her left, holding her skirts in her hands. “Camille,” she panted. “Slow down.”

      “Chase made me so angry,” she huffed. “And he thinks he is clever and that women will just fall at his feet and he probably leaves broken hearts strewn about in his wake.”

      “Remind you of someone?” Cristina asked.

      That made Camille stop. “Oh my,” she said, staring at her sister.

      “He is very like Michael. Clever and handsome and rakish to his core.”

      Camille drew in a trembling breath. “I suppose that is true.”

      Cristina linked her arm through Camille’s and started down the hall once more. “Rex, however, looked like a knight about to go to battle to defend his lady’s honor. At one point, Max even held him back.”

      “What?” Camille asked, her stomach flopping over.

      Cristina gave her upper arm a pat. “Can’t you see? That man is smitten with you.”

      “He told me that he never wanted to marry. He’s been very clear about it.”

      Cristina looked up at the ceiling, her brow pressing together. “Max didn’t want to marry either, if I’ve heard the story correctly. More often than not, unless they are in need of funds, I don’t think many do. They need persuasion.”

      “But Cristina, I am ruined. He wouldn’t want me.” But a little hope was blooming in her chest, making her warm.

      “Dear sister.” Cristina gave her a soft look. “I don’t think a man with his reputation is as concerned with that as you. Try to consider that your reputation might be more of a black mark for you than it is for him. You are your mother’s daughter after all. We all have some of mother in us.”

      Would Rex really consider marrying her? Somehow she doubted it. Perhaps he wouldn’t care about her reputation but his own past was something different. He held deep wounds that had never healed.

      But she was her mother’s daughter and she’d been thinking about her relationship with Rex in very definite points. Either he’d marry her or he wouldn’t. He cared or he didn’t. But perhaps she needed to shed some of her own precursors. She was ruined, and despite Lily’s plans, she doubted she’d marry. But if she were about to lead a life of spinsterhood anyway, who was to say that she couldn’t indulge in a little pleasure before she was put on the shelf forever?

      Camille steered them into the salon and Lily and Victoria joined them. Lily rang the bell to have a meal prepared. As she did, the other three sat down but they were all rather silent. Victoria had gone from bright red to ghostly white. And Cristina moved her lips softly, though she didn’t speak out loud. She was clearly working something out in her mind.

      Camille let them be. Her own thoughts were spinning to dizzy heights as she allowed herself to imagine what it might feel like if she truly allowed herself to be ruined. It was rather a delicious proposition.
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        * * *

      

      Rex lay in bed, an arm over his eyes. What a disaster tonight had been. First, he was worn out from all the activity. But now, Key had met Victoria. Hell and damnation, this was a mess. Then again, neither of them had been too keen on the other. In fact, it had seemed the opposite. Something strange had been in the air.

      This feeling had hung about them, tangible tension that he could almost taste. Metallic in its tanginess.

      While he was proud of Camille this evening, she hadn’t spoken a word to him. He wasn’t a man who usually talked about feelings but in her case, he’d have to try. He’d clearly hurt hers.

      A soft knock at the door made him drop his arm. “Come in,” he called.

      The door creaked open and Camille slipped in, then clicked it shut once again.

      She was still in her evening attire and his body tightened at the vision she made before him.

      “Are you doing all right? I can’t believe you were up out of bed and socializing.” She crossed the room and began to fuss over him. Tucking in the covers, feeling his forehead, and finally plumping the pillows.

      As she did so, she leaned over him, her vanilla scent wrapping about him even as her bosom hung a few inches from his face. He was in heaven or hell, depending on how one looked at it. A rush of blood surged down his body. It was a sweet torture to be this close.

      “I’m fine. Healing nicely,” he said through clenched teeth.

      She placed her hands on either side of his shoulders so that she leaned over him. Her cleavage was still exposed and her face suspended above his. If he just pulled at her waist, she’d be on top of him. “You’re sure?” she asked. “It was a lot of activity.”

      “I’m sure.” Rex tried to decide where to begin. Should he start by explaining the bet or should he ask her about Victoria and her feelings for Key? He lifted his fingers from the bed to brush her hip. It was a light touch that made his body cry out for more.

      Camille leaned down a little closer. “How soon until you return home?”

      Her nose twitched. Was his answer significant in some way? “I don’t know but likely a few days.”

      She focused on the wall behind him, no longer meeting his gaze. “Do you think that we’ll see each other ever again after you’ve gone?” Then she pushed up and away from him. He wanted her back close. Actually, he’d like her closer. “That’s a silly question, isn’t it? You’ve fulfilled the terms of the bet, why would we?”

      He pulled his hand from under the covers and managed to just catch hers before she was out of reach. He held tight as she tried to pull away. “You are so much more than some ridiculous bet.”

      She relaxed her arms. “Then why did you make it?”

      A sigh— part frustration, part resignation—escaped his mouth as he pulled her closer. Drawing her in, he reached up his other hand to guide her hip until she sat next to him. “I have made it my mission over the last ten years to take very little seriously.” He kneaded her hip with his hand. “In my defense, much of this life seems like a game compared with life on the streets and I’ve lived it as such. A series of conquests, altercations, and injuries, as well as financial victories, have been like chess pieces on a board to me.”

      She gazed at him, her beautiful green eyes unwavering in their focus. “I think I understand.”

      “What I didn’t know, until very recently, was that it was mostly meaningless. Or I made it so.”

      She sucked in her lower lip, then released it with a pop. “What has changed your mind? Your injury?”

      He laced his fingers through hers. “Partially, I suppose. The injury led to me to an angelic nurse who made me realize how shallow my existence had become.”

      She let out a little gasp even as he pulled her down for a kiss.

      She pressed against him the moment their lips met. Not wasting any time, he slanted her mouth open and ran his tongue along the inside of her lip. She moaned as hers met his.

      The beads sewn on the front of her gown pushed into his bare chest as he pulled her closer, their mouths feverishly trying to devour one another. She reached her fingers into his hair, scraping along his scalp and pulling at the strands in a most satisfying way.

      Before he even thought to move her, she was pressed down his length as she lay on top of him. He wanted to mold her body to his but the layers of fabric between them kept them apart. As he pulled at her gown, he heard the distinct sound of the fabric tearing.

      They both stopped. “Oh dear,” she murmured but he felt her smile against his lips.

      “How bad is it?” He tilted his head to the side to see around her. The gauzy fabric over the skirt had torn near in half. “I’ll have to buy you a new one.”

      “You can’t.” She pushed her upper half away so that her pelvis sank deeper into his and her cleavage was exposed to him. He was going to have to kiss every inch of that skin very soon. “I’ll just have to hide the dress but if Max sees this or catches you giving me a new one…”

      She didn’t have to finish. His friend would insist that they marry. His muscles clenched in anticipation. He decided he didn’t care as he ran his hands up and down her back. “I’ll take my chances.”

      She shook her head. “You don’t want to marry and we don’t have to.” She stopped licking her lips and then licking them again.  “I’m already ruined and you’re a rake.  I may as well be thoroughly ruined since society considers me to be so anyhow.”

      He stilled, his hands resting on her backside. “Are you saying that you will give yourself to me without the bonds of marriage?”

      She gave a tentative bob of her chin. “I’ve tried to marry after Michael, but I just don’t think it’s meant to be. This might be my one chance to be with a man.”

      He rolled her to the side and then sat up, pulling her with him. “Camille, you are undervaluing yourself. You are not giving yourself to a known rake without some sort of commitment. It’s mad.”

      “You mean, I shouldn’t give myself to you,” she answered in a clipped tone but her shoulders hunched over.

      “Love, you shouldn’t give yourself to any man.” He squeezed her hips possessively. The thought of another man touching her made anger swell in his chest. “You are too special to be a casual affair.”

      She scooted off the bed, as she untangled his hands from her hips. “Is that your way of saying that you don’t want me?”

      “That isn’t what I’m saying at all.” He tried to pull himself to sitting as she backed toward the door. “Don’t leave, Angel. We need to talk about this.”

      She shook her head from side to side as several strands fell loose. “I don’t want to talk anymore. I’m sorry I asked you.” Then she spun about and opened the door, disappearing from his view.
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      Rex hauled himself out of the bed and, not bothering to shrug on a shirt, followed.

      He heard her door click closed as he reached his. Making his way down the short distance of the hall, he knocked on hers. Sweat broke on his forehead. He touched his bandage, feeling his wound throb with awareness. He’d been too carefree when he rushed out of his room. “Camille,” he roughly whispered.

      Silence.

      Clearing his throat, he knocked a little harder. “Camille.”

      When she still didn’t answer, he gave a firm knock. “It’s not as though I don’t know you’re in there.”

      “Go away,” she answered, her voice breaking.

      He leaned his forehead against the cool wood. “I won’t. We need to discuss—”

      “You will leave her alone at once,” Max commanded, his voice sharp and loud.

      Rex slowly pushed off the door. “I only wish to apologize.”

      “For what?” Max crossed his arms over his chest.

      He gripped his cane tighter. Rex wanted to yell out his frustration. Or hit something. Maybe both. “Bloody hell, Max. I am just trying to talk to the woman.”

      Max took a step toward him. “You are, under no circumstances, allowed in her room at this time of night. Or any time before or after. If you do not heed me, I will either shoot you myself or see you to the altar. Your choice.”

      Rex pushed out a long breath as he raised his hand to run it through his hair. He was tired. His body ached and his heart wasn’t much better. “Can we finish this conversation in my room? I need to lie down.”

      Max’s arms dropped instantly and then he reached a hand for Rex’s elbow. “You shouldn’t be out of bed at all. You’re mad for pushing yourself so much.”

      “What do you care?” Rex smiled. Max had a hard exterior but it masked a warm underneath. He’d always known it. It was in the way Max helped people when they really needed it. The way he was hell bent on protecting his wife and punishing the man who’d tried to hurt her. “You’re going to shoot me anyway, remember?”

      Max gave him a sideways look. “I’d prefer not to, so perhaps you could behave yourself.”

      “Noted,” Rex answered as they reached the side of his bed. Max helped him lay down and then went to pull the covers up over Rex. Rex held up his hand. “I’ll do it myself.”

      “Why?” Max asked as he dropped the covers.

      Rex reached down and pulled them over his body. “You won’t do it as well as Camille, anyhow.”

      Max pulled a chair closer. “So what is it you have to say?”

      Rex took a steadying breath. “I’ve thought about your offer of either being shot or marrying the eldest Ducat and I’ve chosen.”

      Max stilled. “Bloody hell, don’t tell me you want me to shoot you.”

      “Why would you assume that?” Rex closed his eyes. This conversation with Max was the easy one. Tomorrow he’d have to make things right with Camille. That conversation would be far more difficult.

      “Because you’re always going on about violent deaths.” Max leaned forward.

      He supposed so. But his time on the street had prepared him for that end. He expected it even. “I guess, in my wildest dreams, I never thought I’d be living this life. I don’t always know how to go about it. But I do catch on eventually.” He opened his eyes and looked at his friend. “God drops an angel at your door only once in your life, I’d imagine, and that’s what she is, Max. I won’t squander this opportunity, I want to marry her.” He swallowed a lump in his throat. “I love her.”

      There, he’d said it. Put it out into the world.

      Max gave him a wide smile. “That’s a good chap.”

      “Promise me one thing,” he said as he reached for and held tight to Max’s forearm. This was important. “She deserves a good man. The kind who will love her. Honestly, it’s not something I’ve got much experience with.” He picked his head up off the pillow, giving Max a long stare. “If I am bullocksing it up, promise me you’ll give me a good beating.”

      Max clasped him on the shoulder. “I promise.” Then he patted his upper arm a few times. “And I expect you to do the same for me. These Ducat sisters…” Max trailed off. “They are a different type of woman entirely.”

      Rex lay his head back down. “We’ll have to protect the others from our friends. Has Chase always been so crass? I nearly knocked the man senseless tonight.”

      Max stood. “I think he has but we can plan while we breakfast in the morning. For now, you need your rest. Tomorrow will be a big day.”
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      Camille woke with the first rays of the sun, despite having slept little in the night.

      After dragging herself from bed, she dressed and styled her hair. She paused mid-brushstroke and looked in the glass. She’d made a complete fool of herself the night before. Rex had been very kind in his dismissal of her but, in truth, he had turned her down.

      It was a sign. She wasn’t meant to have an affair or be a mistress. Apparently, she wasn’t cut out to be a wife either. No man actually wanted her. She saw no choice but to find a position. Live her life as a spinster.

      She made her way down to breakfast, and finding the house empty, she headed to the front parlor and rang for a cup of tea.

      A pot had no more arrived when the front bell rang.

      She stood, wondering who could possibly be at the door at this early hour. Crossing to the window, she saw her family’s carriage in the drive.

      Straightening, she heard the front door open. She’d barely moved when the butler ushered her mother through the door. Camille’s stomach sank into her knees. “Mother?”

      Her mother gave her a glowing smile. “Darling,” she answered as she crossed the room to kiss Camille’s cheek. “You look stunning as always.”

      Camille smoothed the front of her skirt. It was a lie. She’d seen herself in the mirror, and she looked awful with dark circles under her eyes. It wasn’t like her mother to hold back. Camille drew in a ragged breath. What was her mother up to? “Thank you. As do you.” She gestured to the chair next to hers. “I was just about to have tea. Would you like some?”

      “Please,” her mother replied as she folded her hands in her lap. “I haven’t had a thing today.”

      Camille poured the tea, then handed a cup to her mother. She wanted to ask her what she was doing here but it wouldn’t be polite. And she’d been raised to always behave with decorum. “That isn’t like you.”

      Her mother accepted the cup. “I wanted to speak with you and I know you’re an early riser.”

      Ah. That made sense. She’d come on purpose, knowing Lily would still be asleep. “What did you wish to speak to me about?” She ignored the butterflies flitting around her stomach.

      “I’ve an invitation for dinner tonight. It’s a friend of your Aunt Mildred’s and you’ve been included as well.” Her mother took a sip of her tea. “I could make your excuses of course, but I think you should attend. There will be several eligible men there who might make a good match for you.”

      Camille pursed her lips. “I don’t want to make a match now. All my attempts have been nothing but folly.”

      Her mother set down her cup as she huffed a breath. Then, she stopped and gave Camille a bright smile. “That’s not what your sisters say. Doesn’t Lily have several candidates lined up?”

      Camille drew in a sharp breath. So that was what this was about. Her mother thought Lily might succeed where she had failed. Her mother hated to be bested. “I told her exactly what I just told you.”

      Her mother reached for Camille’s hand. “Then don’t worry about making a match. Come and show your face in public and see if we can’t repair some of the damage. It will be good for you no matter what you do.”

      Camille’s nose twitched. She might be able to talk to some of her contemporaries about possible positions. And she’d like a little time out of Lily’s house. Facing Rex today filled her with dread. “I’ll do it, but I need to come home with you so that I might find something suitable to wear.”

      Her mother gave a satisfied smile. “Excellent choice, darling. You’ve always been my most obedient and sensible child.”

      Camille leveled her mother with a stare. “No, I haven’t. Lily was always your most obedient. Which is why you owe her an apology, Mother. You treated her terribly and you tried to prevent her marriage.”

      Her mother turned her face away, staring at a spot on the wall. “I’m not ready.”

      Camille clasped her hands. It wasn’t the answer she’d hoped for, but it was progress. “Fair enough. Give me a few minutes. I need to write Lily a note so she doesn’t worry.” Camille stood, crossing to the secretary. She hoped Lily wouldn’t see this as a betrayal. Camille loved her sister dearly, she’d just secure her future and she needed…well, she wanted time away from Rex and his rejection.
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        * * *

      

      “She’s bloody gone where?” Rex nearly spit the words as Lily’s eyes widened. Max reached over and put his arm about his wife, glaring at Rex. He’d pulled himself from bed to come down to breakfast and talk with her. Now she was gone. He tilted his chin down and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “To dinner with my mother at the Havershams’.” Lily rubbed her forehead, her expression growing serious. “I don’t understand either. Why would she leave with mother after everything that’s happened?”

      Nerves, like cold water, made him shake. It was because of him and what had happened last night. She’d run away and now she was out there without him. What if someone tried to hurt her? What if some man propositioned her?

      He forced himself to calm down, taking several deep breaths. She was under her family’s protection, she’d be fine. But he didn’t have the opportunity to apologize or express his feelings. Would her parents approve of his suit? What if they didn’t? He ran his fingers down his face.

      Rex didn’t care about her dowry one bit. Money was one thing he had in spades. Drawing in another breath, he looked at Lily. “I need to see her. Can you bring me to your family home?”

      Lily’s throat worked, visibly, then she touched her chest. A shade of pink stained her cheeks. “I’m afraid I can’t. I’m…I’m not welcome.”

      His brows drew together. “Not welcome?”

      Max spoke for the first time. “She ran away to marry me, Rex. Remember?”

      Rex scratched his head. “What parents are angry that their daughter married a duke?”

      Lily cleared her throat. “My mother supported one of her daughters marrying Lord Longley, just not me. She thought I’d be better suited to a baron’s son.”

      Rex let his back fall into the chair. Bloody hell. He’d hoped his status as a marquess might win over the Ducats. Because his past and his current reputation wouldn’t. “So if your mother doesn’t approve of me, then Camille would have to run away to marry me?”

      Lily gasped. “You want to marry Camille?”

      Rex looked at Max. “You didn’t tell her?”

      Max’s skin turned a deep shade of red, nearing the color purple. “We were otherwise engaged.”

      Lily clucked her tongue and then stood. “Enough of that. I will write to the Haveshams. They are longtime friends and the party must be a very intimate one for Camille to have received an invite. Perhaps they’ll include the three of us on their guest list.”

      Rex’s heart beat in his chest. A bloody dinner party? He really was in love.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Camille sat in an uncomfortable chair as guests mingled around her, her insides twisting uncomfortably. What had she been thinking? Several of the ladies had given her long stares and just as many had whispered behind their fans when she’d strolled past them.

      Her mother sat just next to her and her father on the other side of her mother. It was a bit surreal, all of them pretending that nothing had happened. That she hadn’t been asked to leave her home.

      She should have stayed at Lily and Max’s to face Rex. It would have been far easier. Nor was she certain she could go through with her plan to inquire about positions. It would only affirm what they were likely whispering. She was beyond redemption.

      Staring down at her plate, tears pricked at her eyes. They would not fall. Her pride demanded that she hold it together for the night.

      Her mother had spent the entire day prepping her for the eligible bachelors who might be in attendance. She’d wondered about the word…might. Though she’d stopped caring by the second hour. She had simply nodded along and recited the facts her mother wished to hear. “Lord Bolton owns a country estate in Duxbury. Lord Cranmore is fond of hunting quail.”

      She glanced about the room and was relieved to see that neither man was in attendance, though guests still seemed to be arriving. She didn’t want to even feign interest in either one of them. She scanned down the far wall as she pointedly ignored two ladies whispering while they stared at her. Her heart stopped beating in her chest when her gaze landed on a man in the middle of the wall between two windows.

      Sitting, staring at her, was her former fiancé, Lord Michael Ralston.

      She gripped the underside of the table next to her as she swayed in her chair. She’d dreaded this moment ever since she’d ended the engagement. She hadn’t even spoken his name until recently and she wasn’t ready to see him. Actually, she didn’t want to see him ever again.

      Her mother leaned over to her. “Keep an open mind, darling,” she whispered. “He’s willing to make amends if you are.”

      Her mouth dropped open even as tears threatened to spill from her eyes. Her mother had been behind this. And she, fool that she was, had fallen for it. Regret stabbed at her. “But you prepped me to meet other lords who aren’t even in attendance,” she hissed back.

      “Would you have come otherwise?” Her mother patted her knee. “I know you hear the whispers. That could all go away.”

      Anger rose inside her chest like a bubble, threatening to erupt from her lungs. If she left right now, stood, and exited the party, could she make it to Lily’s home? Would her sister forgive her for leaving today?

      Of course Lily would.

      And honestly, she didn’t care that Rex had told her that he didn’t want her. She’d go to his room and tuck the covers about him. She’d kiss his forehead and thank him for being the kind of man who hadn’t taken advantage of her even when she’d laid herself out before him. Well, on top of him, but that was beside the point.

      The air in the room thickened as the doors opened again. Had she imagined it? She didn’t think so because conversation halted as well.

      Looking at the door, Lord Longley and her sister, Lily, stood at the threshold. Rex stood beside Max.

      Her heart swelled with love. This time a silly little tear escaped her eye but it wasn’t one of sadness. He’d come to rescue her. How had he known? Did it matter? No, it didn’t. He was here and that was enough.

      She started to stand but her mother’s hand clamped down on her arm. “Sit,” the other woman commanded.

      “Your Grace,” Lady Haversham gushed, flowing across the room with an ease that would have been noteworthy if Camille was able to look away from Rex. His eyes had locked on hers as he leaned casually on his cane. “My lord,” she effused. “I am so honored that you’ve come tonight to my humble home. That you have graced my door is such a treat.”

      That nearly made Camille giggle. What wasn’t said was that they hardly ever made social calls like this. No one whispered behind their fans as they stared at the newcomers.

      “Thank you for having us, Lady Haversham.” Lily smiled graciously. “We are honored that you have included us this evening.”

      “You did this,” her mother pushed out through gritted teeth. “You brought your sister here.”

      Camille nearly denied it and then she remembered the note. Her sweet sister had arranged to attend the party just to make sure that Camille was all right. “How someone as good as Lily could have come from you, I’ll never know.”

      Her mother retracted her hand as though Camille’s skin hand burned it.

      Rex, Lily, and Max began making their way toward them. Her mother said no more but she gripped the arm of her chair, her knuckles turning white.

      Lily and Max stood in front of them, Rex came to her side. She could almost feel his heat and she wished she could press herself against him.

      “Mother.” Lily gave their mother a cheerful wave. “Stand and greet me or everyone will know we’ve had a falling out.”

      She heard her mother huff under her breath, but she stood and kissed both of Lily’s cheeks. Their father did the same, and then proceeded to shake hands with Max as though they were old chums. Camille knew the two had never met. Her father had always been handsome. Rich, dark hair that so many of her sisters had. Tall and broad but recently he’d gone blank. He seemed unaware of what was happening about him almost all the time.

      Camille stood too, kissing Lily on the cheek, she whispered, “You are the best sister in the world and I love you more than I could ever say.”

      Lily gave her elbow a squeeze. “Say you are coming back with us tonight.”

      Relief made her breath rush out. “I shall never leave again,” Camille replied.

      Lily quirked a brow. “Don’t make that promise, dear sister.”

      What did that mean? But even as she thought the question someone touched her back. It warmed her, strengthened her. She turned to Rex who had wrapped his arm about her. “You can’t do that.” She looked about the room to see who might have noticed. “People will talk.”

      One of his shoulders rose up. “Let them. I don’t care.”

      She straightened. She supposed she shouldn’t either. And though she was ruined, ending an engagement was different than cavorting publicly with a known rake even if they had been cavorting privately. “Forgive me for being more indentured to the rules but—“

      “Camille,” the sound of his deep voice saying her name rumbled through her, causing her to shiver. “I don’t care because I have every intention of making you—”

      “Well, I see all the players have arrived,” Ralston drawled from her left.  Inadvertently, she stepped closer to Rex. “Lord Highwater a pleasure to see you again. How is your side?”

      “Perfect,” Rex said slowly. “Nice to see you looking so fit. You must be exercising regularly. Boxing? Shooting? Or running about town?”

      His hand tightened at her waist as he moved her closer still.

      Camille finally looked up at Michael. His lips were pulled tight over his teeth. How had she ever thought that man handsome?

      “It’s wonderful to see you again, Lord Ralston,” Lady Ducat gushed. Camille made a note to never call that woman mother again. What was wrong with her mother that she was so amenable to this man?

      “Same to you,” he replied. “Camille, would you consider taking a turn around the room with me?” His pale blue eyes wrinkled at the corners as he looked at her.

      Rex’s hand was now gripping her waist like a vice. Camille didn’t mind at all. In fact, she found it quite comforting. “I find I am short of breath and must sit. But thank you kindly for the invitation.”

      “Short of breath?” Michael raised his brows. “From sitting in a chair? Are you feeling well, my dear?”

      A low rumble emitted from Rex’s throat at the endearment.

      Max coughed under his breath. She distinctly heard him speak under his breath. “I’m going to rip his fingernails off one at a time.”

      Camille ignored Max and spoke to Michael. “I’m fine. Nothing that a little rest won’t cure,” she replied. Her shoulder brushed Rex’s chest. Dimly, she was aware that the room continued to be silent. A quick sweep confirmed that all eyes were on them.

      Michael’s gaze drifted to Rex’s hand and then slowly travelled back up her body. Revulsion shivered along her skin.

      “Well then, I will see you at dinner.” Michael turned and walked away.

      Her shoulders slumped in relief as she let out a long breath. Then she glanced over at her mother. She narrowed her gaze, hoping to get her message across. She would rather be put in the stocks than allow that man to touch her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      Rex tried to pry his fingers from her waist but they wouldn’t come undone. In fact, they were itching to carry her from this place and tuck her against his side where she’d be warm and safe.

      They could be naked too. He wouldn’t object.

      Her mother, if that viper could be called a mother, cleared her throat. “Harold.” She turned to Lord Rosemond. “Perhaps you should speak with the young man currently ruining your daughter at a dinner party.”

      “Which man is that dear? It’s difficult to keep them all straight.” Lord Rosemond sounded tired. His voice was low and lacked any emotion. Camille squinted her eyes as she assessed him.

      Lady Rosemond leaned over and whispered through clenched teeth as she snapped her fan on her palm. “The one with his arm about her waist.”

      Lord Rosemond looked over at him, his face slack and his eyes only partially focused. “Yes dear,” he answered. “Lord Highwater, if you’d be so kind as to follow me.”

      Rex wanted to say no. Every fiber of his body demanded that he be next to Camille keeping her safe. His jaw tensed as his teeth clenched. His fingers remained locked on her waist as he formulated an answer that told the man to go to hell without actually saying the words.

      “Go,” Max muttered. “I’ll be right here.”

      “Very well,” he muttered, finally removing his hand. “I’ll return momentarily.” He looked down at Camille, her green eyes staring back as her lips turned down, softly trembling.

      “Hurry,” she mouthed.

      He stepped away, despite his better judgment, and followed Lord Rosemond to the door and then down the hall to the library.

      The man held out a chair for Rex and then sat across from him. “Bloody difficult business having daughters,” he spread his fingers on the desk in front of him.

      Rex raised his eyebrow but said nothing. The daughters, near as he could tell, were lovely. It was the man’s wife who seemed to be lacking.

      “Charlotte has very specific ideas about how this should go.” Lord Rosemond rubbed his temples with his fingers. “I always hate to disappoint her, but Michael is only a Viscount and a poor one at that.”

      Only? Rex shrugged. He’d never understand the mentality of the peerage for which he inexplicably belonged. “And about to go to prison.”

      The man’s eye’s widened as he sat up straighter. “Say what now?”

      “I saw debtors chasing him.” Rex gripped the head of his cane tighter as he thought back to that day. “He’d use Camille’s dowry to dig himself out, but I guarantee you he’ll end up back there again and soon. Then Camille will be ruined all over when he goes to debtor’s prison.”

      “Gambling?” her father asked.

      His lip curled. Rex wanted to answer with a question of his own. How did Lord Rosemond not know all of this already about a man who wanted to marry his daughter? But he bit his tongue and instead said, “Yes. The man is always at the tables.”

      “Are you seeking my daughter’s hand?” Lord Rosemond stood and crossed to a small table where glasses and a decanter sat. He poured a large drink and swallowed it down in a few gulps.

      For a moment he didn’t speak. He was really doing this. “I am.” Rex stood as well. He didn’t like being seated when his opponent was standing.

      The man nodded, crinkling his brow as though he were confused. “Good. She is amenable?”

      “She is.”

      “Come to my home tomorrow to sign the contracts. In the meantime, acquire the license. We’ll see this business done as soon as possible.”  He poured another drink. “Once Camille is off my hands, I’ll only have three left in the marriage mart. And Adelaide,” the man gave a shiver. “She is going to be difficult at best.”

      Rex was tempted to bolt for the door but he straightened. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to draw up a contract tonight. We can have a more formal one in the morning but I’d like the security.” He was worried once Lord Rosemond faced his wife, he’d have a change of heart.

      Lord Rosemond waved at the desk, swirling his hand. “By all means.”

      Rex let out a long breath. Now he just needed to convince his Camille to say yes and be his bride.
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        * * *

      

      Camille sat next to her mother, twisting her hands in her lap. What was her father discussing with Rex? Would he attempt to force a match? What would Rex say to that? If he were any other man, she’d assume that his arm about her in public meant that he was serious about his intentions but he didn’t abide by the same rules as the rest of them—one of the reasons why she loved him so much.

      “Dinner is served,” the butler said, opening the doors once again for the guests to assemble in the dining room.

      Camille stood, planting herself next to Lily.

      “Drat,” her mother cried. “I’ve lost my favorite fan.”

      Camille turned, her mother scanned the ground, twisting around. With a sigh, she turned back. She could see it under the chair. “There it is.” Then she reached down and grabbed it, then passed it to her mother. Turning, she could see Lily already passing through the door.

      Her mother lifted one corner of her skirt and followed. The room was near empty, with the last guests filing out. Camille began to do the same when a hand clamped on her elbow. “We need to talk,” Michael said, his breath hissing in her ear.

      She attempted to pull away but he dug his fingers into her skin. Her muscles tensed with fear. “There is nothing to say,” she answered, tugging harder.

      He started pulling her toward the patio door. “I disagree. I should have never gone along with that ridiculous gesture. How could you think that you could just turn me away? You’re mine, Camille.”

      She choked as she tugged harder. She had to get away from this man. Fear and anger, which had been bubbling just under the surface, rose up making her breath catch. “I am not. I never will be.”

      He stopped and dropped his face with an inch of hers. “You think I’m going to let that bastard have you?” Droplets of his spit sprayed her face.

      “It’s not your choice,” she cried back. Then pulling at the exact second his fingers loosened, she broke free and ran for the door. Everyone else had left so her only option was to break free. He caught her within a few steps and spun her around, trapping her arms between their bodies. As he lifted her by the waist, he opened the patio door and carried her out. She tried to kick at his shins but her skirts got in the way.

      His lips clamped down on hers in a hard punishing kiss that made her stomach roil and she gagged. He pulled back just enough so that she could get a hand free and she smacked at his face but it had the same effect as a fly. “It is my choice,” he growled. “I’m going to take you here and now and then you’ll have no choice but to—”

      A thump broke the silence as his words stopped short and his hold of her loosened. She pushed out of his grasp and slid to the side. Rex was just behind Michael’s smaller frame. His cane still slicing through the air.

      Michael spun around to see who was there when Rex raised his other fist and planted it dead into Michael’s nose. The other man fell like a stone, crumpling to the ground. “As you requested, my lady.” Rex gave a short bow.

      Camille looked down as blood spurted from Michael’s nose. “I do believe you broke it.” It seemed to sit to the right rather than straight on his face.

      “I can’t very well disappoint the woman that I wish to marry, now can I?” He stepped over Michael and snaked his arm about her, pulling her against his body.

      “Marry?” she repeated, her breath catching in her throat. Her fingers gripped at his jacket even as his forehead came down to rest on hers. “But you said you didn’t want me.”

      “I said nothing of the sort.” He gave her a soft kiss. “I said you were too special for an affair and I meant every word.”

      How could this man be so achingly gentle? Her breath hitched as tears of joy stung her eyes. “I thought you were just being kind in your rejection. I thought you would never marry. What changed your mind?”

      “You did.” He kissed her again. “Camille, my angel, will you marry me?”

      “Yes,” she replied, pressing her lips to his again. “Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      “Wonderful, darling. Now I’m going to need your sash so that we can tie up Ralston. I can’t have him get away again.”

      A giggle caught in her throat as she looked up at Rex. “From the start to the finish this has been quite the courtship.”

      He quirked a brow. “You aren’t jesting. Tell me married life will be less interesting.”

      She kissed him again, pressing her lips to his. The ache that she always felt when they touched throbbed as her body tingled. “I hope not.”

      “What the devil?” Max called behind them.

      Rex, not letting her go, growled out. “You were supposed to watch her.”

      Camille tapped his chest. “I was right next to Lily and then mother called me back…” Her words died on her lips. “You don’t think she did that on purpose?”

      Lily gasped behind Max. “She wouldn’t. That’s low even for her.’

      Camille shook her head. What had happened with their mother? She’d always been strong-willed, perhaps vain. But she’d still been a committed parent. What had gone wrong?
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      Camille paced about her room in her night-rail as she waited for Rex and Max to return. She and Lily had left the party in the Longleys’ carriage. Max and Rex had hired a hack to deliver Michael to the Bow Street Runners.

      She heard the wheels of the carriage on the cobblestone below and raced to the window. Sure enough, Max climbed out, followed by Rex. She wanted to launch herself down the stairs and fling herself into his arms but she resisted. Tonight, she wanted to be near him and that meant waiting until Max had gone to bed.

      It was another agonizing half hour before she heard his cane thump up the stairs and then a quarter hour until the house quieted.

      Tiptoeing to the door, she slowly turned the knob and opened the large wooden panel inch by inch so that it wouldn’t squeak.

      “Good thinking,” Rex murmured. “Max has exceptional hearing.”

      Camille slapped her hand over her mouth to keep from yelping. She reached out to pull Rex in but as their hands clasped, he gave a gentle tug to pull her into the hall. “Max told me he’d shoot me if he found me in your room. For all the times I’ve squarely stated I expected to die in such a way, I find I have less appetite for it now that I am about to be a married man.”

      Camille stepped into his arms, as she lay her head on his chest. “You are forbidden to get shot again. It’s one of the stipulations I’m adding to the proposal.”

      He let go of her hand and wrapped it around her shoulders. “Consider it done.” Then he started walking her to his room. “Can I add a stipulation as well?”

      “Absolutely.” They walked into his room and crossed to the bed where he kicked off his boots and then lay on the bed. She slid next to him, pressing her body to his. He was strong and lean, and as she fit against him, she wanted to touch his skin, to be even closer.

      “If your mother tries anything like that again then—” He stopped. “Not that I am judging your mother.”

      “Judge all you like. She’s never going to be allowed in our home. My sisters, however, you have to be kind to. And considerate.”

      He gave her a small smile. “I’ll do better than that. Max and I will keep them safe.”

      Her heart swelled and she propped up on one elbow, an arm and a leg crossing over his body. “I love you, Rex.”

      He nudged her on top of him so they touched the full length of one another. “I love you too, Angel.”

      She kissed him, her lips teasing softly over his. He groaned and then buried his hand in her hair, tilting her neck so that he could slide his tongue along her bottom lip. The kiss intensified, lengthened, and she moved against him until the hem of her night-rail shimmied up her legs. She didn’t even notice until his hand came to the back of her leg.

      The feel of his rougher skin against her softer flesh made her shiver with delight. As his hand slid up her leg, she pressed into the hardness of his manhood, desperate for relief from the ache.

      He caressed her inner thigh, making her frantic for him to touch her. She bucked against him and suddenly he held her in place. “Camille,” he ground out. “If I don’t stop now, I won’t be able to. I’m losing—”

      She kissed him again. “Why would we stop? We’re getting married and I’ve been ruined for months.”

      He brushed her folds then and she spasmed with delight, giving a small cry as her head tilted back. “Oh Rex,” she gasped. “Please don’t stop.”

      He pulled his fingers back and she nearly cried out again, but then he was tugging off her night-rail. “Help me with my shirt, love. I’m still not very good at getting it on and off myself.”

      That made her still. “Am I hurting you?” Gads she was selfish.

      “Not even a little.” He brushed his thumb along her lips. “I want you more than I have ever wanted anything, anyone, in my entire life.” He kissed her again, much more softly. “I want you more than I wanted money when I was sleeping in the gutter on the street. I want you more than I wanted a warm bed.” Then pushing her up, so that she straddled him, he pulled off her night-rail.

      She was naked before him, and she reached down to start unbuttoning his shirt. It was time he took off some of his clothes too.

      He reached up and cupped her breasts, kneading the flesh, weighing it in his hands. “You’re divine.”

      Heat and want pulsed through her.

      After undoing the last button, she tugged the shirt open and exposed his chest. Thick muscles were partially covered by his bandages, and she ran her hands over his exposed skin, longing for more. Then she reached for the buttons of his trousers. As she slid them open, he traced her curves, her stomach, her back, and her legs.

      “You are perfect, love.”

      Pulling at his pants, she managed to get them off his hips. She stopped for a moment, staring at his manhood. “Is it…is it supposed to be that big?”

      He chuckled. Before she could move his pants any further, Rex pulled her down on top of him. As their skin pressed together, she moaned. Her hands threaded about his neck as he once again slid his fingers along her slit.

      Tiny little noises of pleasure started falling from her lips as his fingers worked along her seam, his manhood adding to the friction. She gripped him tighter as she tensed until she finally shattered, lights sparkling behind her lids.

      He groaned too and with a flick of his wrist, his manhood was free from her body and nudging into her opening.

      It felt…delightful. It sparked all the tender nerves along her flesh until it began to push inside her. As it stretched her open, she began to burn and ache. She tensed against the pain.

      He smoothed his hands down her back. “Relax,” he murmured into her ear. “I love you, Camille. I’ll go as slow as you need me to.”

      How could this rough, giant man be so tender? She kissed him then and she relaxed, he pushed further inside her. She felt her maidenhead tear and then break, but his kisses and the soft stroking hands along her back allowed her to relax into the pain. “Rex,” she said between kisses. “I’m so lucky to have you. I love you.”
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      What had Rex done in his life to deserve this?

      Camille’s blonde hair spilled about him in a cascade of silky tickling tresses, as her smooth skin rubbed against his.

      He ran his hands down the soft curve of her back and over her buttocks. He’d never tire of the feel of her.

      As he slowly pulled out, and pushed back inside her, he placed kisses along her neck. Words he didn’t even know he could say tumbled from his lips. “I’ll be yours forever, until my dying breath.” He told her of her perfection, of how he’d give her every worldly possession he owned if only she’d sleep in his bed every night for the rest of his life.

      Never in his wildest dreams had he imagined something so beautiful and wonderful could be his to have and to hold. He’d heard of people having a divine moment where they found God. This was as close as he’d reckoned he’d ever come to that. She was an angel after all.

      She relaxed under his touch and, after a bit, he felt the change. Her hips didn’t just accept him, they pushed into him, seeking more. He gave it to her.

      Even as stars began to explode behind his eyelids, he held on until she was bucking against him, begging for release. When she shattered, he broke too.

      Collapsing on top of him, she melted like butter, her body fitting against his.

      “Camille.” He brushed her hair away from her face and over her shoulder. “Love.”

      “Mmmmh,” she mumbled, her hand resting on his collarbone, tracing little circles.

      “Before you fall asleep, my sweet. Do you think you could finish taking off my pants? They are cutting off the blood to my legs.”

      She lifted her head and gave a small giggle. As she slid down his body, his manhood jumped again. She hooked the pants in her hand and then gave the tip a soft kiss. His teeth gritted.

      “Someone is anxious for more.”

      Camille kissed down the shaft and he hardened and lengthened as she pulled the pants down his legs. She kept going, kissing down his leg as she pulled the pants off each foot. Then she began kissing back up him, sliding the blankets with her.

      “Your body needs rest. It was the first time and—”

      “You brought me to completion with your hands. Can’t I do the same? Or with my…” And she kissed the tip again.

      Hell and damnation. “I am trying to decide if you are an angel or the devil, woman.”

      She gave him a wicked smile. The kind that made his already hard manhood throb. “You’ll have to spend some time with me to find out. Lucky for you, we’ve got a lifetime.”

      He’d have liked to answer. Say something clever even but as her lips wrapped around him, he forgot how to speak.

      It wasn’t until later, when she lay curled against his side, her body pressed to his that the words came back to him. “You’re both, love. My angel, my little devil, my savior, the softness in this hard, cruel world. I shall do everything in my power to make sure that you stay that way. I know all about what makes this world awful and I will always keep it away from our door and away from you.”

      She sighed softly in her sleep and he kissed her hair as he closed his eyes too.
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      One week later…

      

      Rex stood in Max’s ballroom waiting for his bride. His three friends next to him, Chase, Si, and Key. Lily and Max were in attendance, of course, currently with the bride, but her parents had declined to attend.

      Which meant her other sisters weren’t there either. He knew that hurt Camille deeply. He understood, but for his part, he was just glad they had consented to the match and signed all the contracts.

      Max had come to the meeting with Lily and Camille’s father where they had also settled upon an agreement. To the rest of society, it would appear the two Ducat sisters had made excellent matches with their parents’ full consent and participation.

      He gritted his teeth as he thought about the deception. How her mother had actively campaigned against him and how, in all likelihood, she had set her own daughter up to be forced into a match with a duplicitous criminal.

      Rex had promised himself to protect Camille, and he’d do everything in his power but, he confessed to himself, it would be challenging to protect her from her family.

      His angel appeared in the doorway, a vision in a pale green gown that made her eyes sparkle in the morning light. For once, her hair held in place and he smiled to himself, thinking that he’d take great pleasure in mussing it later.

      She smiled at him, her grin bright and full of promise, and he returned the grin, relieved she wasn’t too upset by the lack of family in attendance.

      The men next to him shifted. They hadn’t said much this morning as they filed in, but now, Key cleared his throat. “This is really happening. Another friend is marrying a Ducat.”

      Chase made a low groaning sound deep in his throat. “It’s coincidence. Vadoma said nothing about marriage. Only a simple kiss.”

      “If memory serves.” Rex gave Chase a sideways glance. He wanted to see his face when he twisted the proverbial knife. “You are the one who mentioned marrying the girls.”

      Chase choked, spluttering and coughing as Si let out a noise close to a growl. “If you cursed us to this Chase, I’ll see you pay for the transgression.”

      Rex hid his smile, covering his mouth with his hand. His eyes crinkled in amusement though as Camille walked toward him. Curse? Si didn’t understand. This was salvation.

      Max walked her to Rex’s side and then handed her arm to him. “I’m holding you to our agreement,” Max rumbled.

      “You had better,” Rex returned and then pulled his bride close.

      “Here we are,” she said, looking up into his eyes. Her gloved hand lifted as she trailed her fingers down his cheek.

      “Here we are,” he replied. Not able to wait, he leaned down and stole a small kiss. “I love you, my angel.”

      He heard a deep groan behind him. Likely Chase or Key. Let them squirm.

      “Shall we begin?” the magistrate asked.

      Rex nodded. The ceremony was short and to the point, but for him, it made it that much more meaningful. He was anxious for Camille to be his wife. “I promise to love, honor, and cherish you for the rest of my days.”

      Camille squeezed his hands. “I promise to love, honor, and cherish you for the rest of my days.”

      “You may kiss the bride…again,” the magistrate declared as the small group applauded.

      Rex dropped his head to capture her lips. He hadn’t cried since the age of ten. But as he looked down at his bride, the urge to allow a tear of joy to slip down his cheek overwhelmed him. He was the luckiest man ever to live.

      “Rex,” she breathed, her hands gripping his shoulders. “We did it.” Her smile trembled and her eyes filled with tears as well. “I’m so happy.”

      But as he made to answer, a movement at the door caught his attention. A red scarf floated into view first as the gypsy, Vadoma, sashayed into the room. “My congratulations.”

      “What are you doing here?” Max demanded. “How did you get past the butler?”

      Vadoma’s smile remained firmly in place. “I’ve come for the wedding, of course.”

      “But how could you know that we were getting married now?” Camille looked at Rex, her eyebrows drawn together.

      Vadoma winked. “I’m a gypsy, Angel. It’s my job.”

      Had she just called Camille Angel? He felt the blood drain from his face.

      “I have to confess. The wedding isn’t the only reason I’ve come. I couldn’t resist seeing what happens next.” Vadoma sat herself in a chair looking first at Chase, then Key, and finally resting her eyes on Si. The only sound to break the silence was the shifting of their feet on the floor. “Are you gentleman as excited as I am? What a delightful idea this bet was. I haven’t had this much fun since I told the fortune of a Russian prince.” Vadoma gave a small clap and then turned toward the door. “Here comes the excitement.”

      All eyes turned to the door as it banged open. Without even realizing what he was doing, Rex pulled Camille closer.

      Cristina stepped through the door, gasping for breath. “Lily,” she called. “Lily, I need your help. I’ve run away from home.”

      Key sucked in his breath as Rex snapped his teeth together. But Si? Si cursed loud enough for all of them to hear. Rex didn’t understand the words, they were likely Gaelic. But no one misunderstood his meaning. Si was not happy to meet Cristina Ducat. He placed his hand over his coat pocket and Rex wondered if his tarot card was there even now.

      Taking care of these Ducats was going to be more difficult than he’d thought.
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      Victoria stood watching her sister, Cristina, hold the hand of her new husband. It was their wedding breakfast and she had never seen Cristina happier. Tears of joy sprang to her eyes, as she watched her sister give Sirius Renwall, Earl of Clearwood, a glowing smile that lit her entire face and pulled at the apples of her cheeks.

      Victoria pulled out a kerchief and dabbed at the corners of her eyes. It was nice to see such a happy ending considering how difficult life had been of late. Her father stood next to her. “Where are we, Victoria?”

      She grasped his hand, her heart twisting in her chest. “We are at the Duke of Longely’s London estate, Papa.”

      “Who is Lord Longley?” he asked.

      Her lips pursed together as she held back a groan. “Your daughter Lily’s husband.”

      He nodded absently. “Are we here for breakfast?” He gave her a hopeful smile as he looked down at the plate of food in his hand.

      She blinked away tears. He was getting worse by the day. “This is Cristina’s wedding breakfast, Papa.”

      “Oh yes,” he answered flatly. “Now I remember.”

      Victoria’s insides twisted uncomfortably again. Her mother had run off recently without a word to where she had gone, though the why had become apparent. Lady Rosemond had been having an affair with a much younger man and her sister Camille’s former fiancé. Victoria’s fist clenched in her skirts. How could her mother act in such a deplorable and selfish way?

      Victoria relaxed her fingers. She couldn’t dwell on that now. Instead, she’d made a plan, a good one. Her life, since she’d been a child, had been filled with academic pursuits. The study of animals and their habitats filling her free time. It was a pastime she quite enjoyed but it made her less…interesting to the male species.

      She’d known that for some time. The moment she began talking, most men ceased listening if they were kind or openly laughed at her if they weren’t.

      She gripped her father’s hand tighter. He was losing his mental faculties. Which brought her back to her plan. Of all of her sisters, she was the least likely to find a match. So, after careful consideration, and weighing various options, she’d made her decision. She would remain unmarried and be her father’s caretaker instead. It would leave her free to continue to her studies and allow her sisters the freedom from responsibility they needed to build their own futures.

      “Is this why you are staying with Max? Your father can’t even remember his daughter’s wedding?” A deep voice rumbled behind her, rippling across her skin in the strangest way.

      Glancing over her shoulder, she swallowed down a lump as she met the deep blue eyes of Lord Kenneth Kissinger. “It’s none of your concern,” she answered, turning forward again.

      “Your brother-in-law has asked for my help, which makes it my business.” He had moved closer and his breath tickled along the back of her neck. It was pleasant except for the smell of stale alcohol from the evening before.

      “Help with what? I don’t see how you’d be able to help anyone in the condition you’re in.”  She straightened, moving away from him if only an inch or two.

      She heard his rumble of protest a second before he spoke. “I beg your pardon.”

      Her nose wrinkled in distaste. “Do you always drink enough to look like death or was Si and Cristina’s wedding a special occasion?” It was true. While it was obvious he was a handsome man, his blond hair was a sticking out at various angles while his shirt was wrinkled as though he’d slept in it the night before. He likely had. While the blue of his eyes were the color of the ocean on a sunny day, they were rimmed with red.

      Of course, it didn’t hide his broad shoulders, muscular chest, and lean torso, but she mostly ignored that. And his putrid color helped to hide just how sinfully handsome he was.

      “It is completely normal for men to drink the eve before a wedding,” he ground out.

      “With the groom. Yes. But Si looks as though he got a lovely night’s sleep. In fact, I’ve never seen him look…fresher.” She turned again and let her eyes slip up and down him, her lips pursing. She knew she was antagonizing him in a way that she didn’t usually act with men. Well, with anyone really.

      The problem is that Kenneth, though all his friends referred to him as Key, had made a bet that he would steal a kiss from her. It was a dastardly and rakish thing to do, make a bet like that. Though she’d be lying if she said she hadn’t considered allowing him to have that kiss. Not in this condition, of course.

      But as she’d decided to stay unmarried, she’d thought she might collect one kiss in her life. A memory to look back on.

      “If I hadn’t heard you patiently explain to your father where he was, I’d swear you were the most difficult woman in all of England.”

      Difficult? She was being rather. “It’s true, I suppose and I may as well explain to you that I thought about allowing you to just kiss me, you know, to get this entire bet affair over and done.”

      He turned even paler. “I have no intention of kissing you.”

      Her eyebrows cocked as she let go of her father and spun about to really look in his eyes. “You’re not a rake who goes around kissing all sorts of women?”

      One of his shoulders rose and fell. “I suppose I am. But not you.”

      For a moment, those words hurt. She’d felt the sting of rejection from many men and he was far more handsome than most, even in his current condition. But she straightened her back and lifted her chin. “Well then, we are in agreement. You find me as lacking as I find you.” Then, whirling about, she laced her arm through her father’s. She didn’t want to talk with him ever again. He was poking at wounds inside her best forgotten, creating a riot of butterflies in her belly for some strange reason.

      “Who said I found you lacking?”
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        * * *

      

      Kenneth Kissinger crossed his arms over his chest as he assessed Victoria Ducat’s complicated coif. Her hair was twisted into an elaborate design at the base of her neck that did little to hide its glossy texture all the while highlighting the delicate column of her neck.

      Her breath caught at his words, a breathy little sound that made his body tighten. “You just said that you had no intention of kissing me.”

      “I don’t.”

      Her head cocked back to look at him and then slowly she turned back to him. Her voice was prim, her words measured, carefully and thoughtfully weighed. But the lips that uttered them were complete sin. Full and plump, their pale pink color begged to be kissed. Her eyes were a dark, warm brown that sparkled in the morning light even as her high cheekbones flushed with color. She was breathtaking. “I don’t understand.”

      He had the distinct impression that she usually understood everything. Did she know about the gypsy who had facilitated their bet? That the gypsy claimed kissing the Ducats was their fate? And his three friends before him—well, they’d kissed their Ducats and promptly married them.

      Did she understand that he had no intention of marrying ever? He notched his chin down to give her a level stare. “I have no intention of ending up like Max, Rex, and Si.”

      She blinked and then her mouth fell open as understanding widened her eyes. “You can’t think that if we kissed, we’d end up married?” She shook her head, a small humorless laugh escaping her lips.

      He narrowed his gaze even as his fist clenched under his arm. “You cannot even entertain the possibility that we might marry?” He wasn’t used to women openly rejecting him like this. Her dismissal was annoyingly intriguing.

      “Gads no.” She pressed her fingers to her cheeks. “I could never be with a man who drinks the way you do. It’s…unbecoming.”

      Key stared at her, while his guts spilled out on the floor. Not literally of course. When had a woman’s rejection ever stung this much? Then again, when had a woman ever seen so completely through his façade and exposed his soft underbelly? Victoria already knew he wasn’t worth anything other than a good night’s drinking. He was next to useless. “Are you always so blunt? I find that rather unbecoming as well.”

      He saw the momentary shift where her features pinched and her shoulders hunched before her face returned to a blank mask. “Then we are back to where we started. We find the other lacking. Good. No kissing for us and certainly nothing more.”

      “Good,” he repeated, frowning. It should be good. He didn’t want to be swept away by a Ducat and certainly not this one, with her shrewd stare and her sweet lips. Even when drunk, women fell at his feet. They didn’t tell him he wasn’t good enough ever. He supposed that explained why he wanted to grab her and kiss her right now.
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