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Chapter 1
 
April, 1817
Wainwright Masked Ball,
Wainwright House, London
 
“I absolutely refuse to marry a man as—as cruel and debauched as the Duke of Hawkwood, Papa.” Emma had brushed past her father when she rushed from the ballroom a few minutes ago, and she had no doubt it was now he who had followed her to where she had gone to seek refuge in the Wainwrights’ library. The soft closing of the door behind him had now shut out the noise of the revelry and music coming from the ballroom.
She could not bring herself to turn and look at her only parent quite yet, but continued to stare sightlessly out the window in front of her. Partly because she could not bear to see her father’s disappointment following her fierce rejection of marriage to the wealthy and influential duke, but also because she didn’t wish her father to see her tears of humiliation, which she knew would be visible through the eyelets of the jeweled mask she wore.
“I know how much you wished me to accept the duke’s proposal,” Emma continued in a shaky voice. “But the man is beyond detestable to have visited you this afternoon to request my hand in marriage, and then this evening to flaunt his affair with Juanita Millbrook to all in Society. It is not only unacceptable, it is positively indecent.” Emma’s whole body was now shaking with the depth of the devastation she had suffered as she and everyone else present had witnessed Hawkwood and Juanita Millbrook’s intimate behavior together.
Well, perhaps they had not all witnessed quite the intimacy that Emma had.
The duke and Lady Millbrook had first danced together before then secreting themselves away in one of the private alcoves that edged the ballroom. Except Emma had been standing close by, and the privacy curtain had not been completely pulled, allowing her to witness Juanita Millbrook dropping down to her knees and unfastening Hawkwood’s pantaloons to release his long and fully erect and engorged member.
To witness such a display was shocking enough, but Lady Millbrook had then taken Hawkwood’s cock in her mouth, and he had proceeded to thrust it in and out between her obviously greedy lips. So much of that length had disappeared into and down that lady’s throat, it must surely have choked her.
And to think Emma had been flattered and excited when her father told her earlier today of the duke’s proposal. She had naively believed, hard as it might seem, that the duke must have fallen madly in love with her when they danced together at the Chisholms’ ball the previous week.
It was obvious to her now—as it must be to the whole of the ton—that any marriage announcement between herself and the duke would be nothing more than a sham. A mask, much like the ones all the guests were wearing this evening, in order for Hawkwood’s bride to hide his continuing affair with the married Lady Millbrook, and whatever women came after her.
The straitened circumstances of Emma’s family finances had ensured, at the age of twenty, she had not received a single offer of marriage she could ever have contemplated accepting. Privately, she had received many other, less respectable offers. But any proposals of marriage were invariably from elderly gentlemen who had no interest in whether or not Emma had a fortune, because they wished her to take on the role of nursemaid rather than their wife, with perhaps the occasional servicing of her husband’s baser needs.
It was because of this lack of a dowry that Emma had been so certain the offer from the wealthy duke must be because he had fallen in love with her. Or in lust, at the very least.
Her stomach now churned at the unforgettable sight of her possible future husband’s thick and rampant cock being thrust in and out of another woman’s mouth.
“If, as you say, I had behaved in such a manner, then I would indeed deserve your accusation of having behaved cruelly, debauched, and indecently.”
Emma turned with a gasp at the first sound of that deep and drawling voice. A voice she instantly recognized as belonging to Adam Stirling, the Duke of Hawkwood himself.
As she now recognized him.
He stood with his arms behind his back, looking every inch the haughty and arrogant duke he undoubtedly was. He no longer wore the plain black mask of earlier, fully revealing the expression of harsh disapproval on his aristocratically handsome face: winged brows above glowering silver eyes, a long and aquiline nose between high cheekbones, sculpted lips, and a strong and arrogant jaw. His hair was as black as a raven’s wing, and a little overlong to be completely fashionable. But his black evening clothes and snowy-white linen were perfectly tailored to his tall and muscular body, wide shoulders and chest, tapered waist, and powerful thighs and long legs.
Aged almost five and thirty, the Duke of Hawkwood was, without a doubt, one of the handsomest gentlemen in English Society. Indeed, Emma knew for a fact she, and all the other debutants, had sighed over this gentleman’s good looks since her own Coming Out three years ago.
To no avail, of course, Hawkwood having steadfastly refused to acknowledge with so much as a glance any of those eager young ladies yearning for his attention.
Emma had now witnessed exactly the reason why he had no interest in such innocents as they all were. “I saw you just now.” She raised her chin in challenge, refusing to be cowed by the dangerous glitter in Hawkwood’s icy-gray eyes. She had seen him, damn it. “In one of the private alcoves.” Indeed, the duke should look more debauched than he did after such licentious behavior, but instead, he stood there with not an ebony hair out of place.
“What was I doing there?” Hawkwood prompted mildly as he stepped farther into the library, his height and presence instantly dominating and seeming to suck all the air from the room.
Emma felt the bloom of embarrassed color heat her cheeks. “You know you were with Lady Millbrook.”
Dark brows rose to his hairline. “Doing what exactly?”
“I—” Emma moistened the dryness of her lips. “You were— She was—”
“Come now, Emma,” the duke taunted. “Having leveled the accusation of indecent behavior toward me, you should at least be prepared to back it up with facts.”
How had she thought, even for a single moment, that this arrogant and confident gentleman could have fallen in love with her? How!
It was also more than a little forward to have Hawkwood address her in so familiar a manner, as if he already had every right to call her by her given name.
Which, now she had witnessed his disgusting behavior with another woman, he never would. No matter how prestigious or advantageous such a match might be for her family. Even accepting one of those offers from an elderly gentlemen in need of a companion or nursemaid would be preferable to being used as a shield to her sexually robust husband’s affairs with other women.
“You had your—your member thrust down the lady’s throat,” she accused. “This is a not subject for amusement, Your Grace,” she snapped her indignation at seeing the wry quirk that now tilted the duke’s lips.
“I assure you I am not in the least amused, Emma,” he continued in that deceptively mild tone. “Tell me, what was the color of the mask I was wearing?”
“You know it is black.”
“And where is that mask now?”
“Probably still in the alcove where you left it following your intimacy with Lady Millbrook,” she came back with accusation.
“Except,” the duke bit out, “I arrived at the Wainwrights’ only a few minutes ago, and the mask I brought with me to wear this evening is a perfect match for your own.” He produced that mask from behind his back, much like a conjuror performing a trick.
Emma could only stare at the mask, which was an exact match to her own. “No…”
“Yes.” He nodded tersely. “Your father informed me this afternoon that this was your choice of mask. I thought, in the circumstances, it might be appropriate for me to wear one similar.”
“But I saw you,” Emma insisted. Heaven knows this man’s height and muscular grace of body and movement were distinctive enough to set him apart from all other gentlemen.
“My brother, Alexander, is also attending the Wainwrights’ masked ball this evening,” Hawkwood continued in that soft and merciless tone. “I seem to recall he was wearing a black mask when he left Hawkwood House earlier.”
All other gentlemen, Emma realized with a sickening jolt to her stomach, with the exception of Lord Alexander Stirling, the duke’s younger brother!
Three years in age separated the two men, but they might almost have been twins in their appearance, both very tall, their dark hair worn overlong, and possessing wide and muscular shoulders. Their swarthy features were also similar, except the younger brother had green eyes where the duke’s glittered that pale and piercing gray.
As they did now, Emma acknowledged with another inward quake of alarm.
If Hawkwood had been serious in his marriage proposal, then he was perfectly within his rights to withdraw it after Emma had treated him with such suspicion and accusations.
Erroneous accusations, it appeared.



Chapter 2
 
Miss Emma Harris, Adam decided grimly, had earned herself suitable punishment for daring to accuse him of engaging in oral sex with another woman in the middle of a Society ball.
Adam had no doubt that the guilty gentleman was indeed his brother, knowing Alexander had, for some months, been involved in a clandestine affair with Lady Juanita Millbrook.
Obviously not clandestine enough if the two of them had been observed behaving in so intimate a manner in public together. If Alexander was not careful, he would find himself engaged in an illegal duel with that lady’s husband, causing a scandal of such enormity, Alexander risked being banned from Society completely by the Prince Regent for having disobeyed that gentleman’s dictate regarding the ceasing of all duels.
Something Adam intended to discuss with his brother over breakfast tomorrow morning.
As he now intended to deal with Emma’s unwarranted suspicion regarding his own behavior. Adam rarely bothered to attend Society events, let alone behave in such a scandalous manner as she had described, when he did. He had decided to attend this evening only because he had believed, having visited Emma’s father this afternoon and asked for her hand in marriage, that she would appreciate his presence. He deeply regretted having been so foolish, some might say romantic, as to purchase and wear the same mask as her this evening.
He raised challenging brows. “I believe an apology to be in order.”
Her creamy throat moved as she swallowed, her face pale beneath the gold mask, her lace-gloved hands twisting awkwardly together in front of her. “I sincerely apologize for having wrongly accused you of— For having wrongly accused you, Your Grace.” Her cheeks blushed a fiery red.
“Your apology will not be made now, but at two o’clock tomorrow afternoon,” Adam bit out harshly. He’d made his decision as to what this young woman deserved as punishment for having wrongfully accused him. “At Hawkwood House.”
She stilled, her eyes wide. “You wish me to call upon you at your home tomorrow so that I might repeat my apology?”
“That is what I said, yes.”
“I do not see what more there is to say on the subject…”
“Oh, I will find plenty to say, have no fear,” Adam assured her grimly.
She continued to eye him warily. “I do not think… I am not sure my father will allow me to call upon the home of a single gentleman.”
Adam’s mouth twisted. As, only minutes ago, Harris had been the one to give Adam the directions to follow his daughter into the library, he very much doubted the other man would object to Adam’s request to spend time getting to know Emma better prior to their betrothal being announced.
Indeed, Adam was starting to believe he might have acted prematurely in offering her marriage at all.
Having escaped the parson’s mousetrap for almost five and thirty years, he should have known better than to think of marrying an innocent young woman almost fifteen years his junior.
Truth be told, Adam had taken little notice of Miss Emma Harris these past three years when he saw her out and about in Society, easily dismissing her as being one of the silly young debutants thrust upon Society every Season.
He had spoken with her at the Langdon ball the previous week only because his host, a close acquaintance, had asked if he would dance with one of his wife’s friends. The Harrises’ lack of funds ensured Emma Harris often played the wallflower at the dances and balls given each Season.
It had been to please Langdon, and Langdon’s wife, that Adam had agreed to step onto the dance floor with the far too youthful but admittedly beautiful Emma.
The moment Adam took her in his arms, he had at first been incredulous at the realization the insidious aroma of Emma Harris’s unique and earthy perfume was invading his senses, causing his cock to engorge and rise. To his added surprise, the longer they danced together, the harder his cock became, and the more he wanted Emma’s lush and bared body beneath his own as he laid claim to her.
God knows Adam had fought this unwanted desire, taking himself off to several houses of the demimonde during the week that followed. To no avail. None of those women possessed Emma’s soft golden hair, the creamy perfection of her skin, the shy beauty of her green eyes, and that deceptively voluptuous body. Nor was their perfume so deliciously fruity, it instantly made his cock hard.
He had even visited a previous mistress one evening, in the hope the two of them might rekindle some of their former desire for each other. To Adam’s chagrin, his cock had refused to rise to the occasion, or for that woman.
Making Emma his mistress was also impossible. Impoverished or otherwise, Miss Emma Harris was a young and virginal member of Society.
It seemed the only alternative open to Adam, if he was determined to bed her, was to seriously consider making Emma his duchess.
He had balked against taking such a drastic step as that. Until he had attended the Faulkners’ picnic the previous weekend and been filled with a murderous rage at the sight of several young bucks buzzing around a blushing and beautiful Emma.
It was not conceit on Adam’s part but the way in which Society functioned for him to know that the Duke of Hawkwood having singled Emma out for a ball the previous weekend was now the reason for her newfound popularity. As Langdon and his wife had intended that it should be.
Except Adam had bristled in resentment at the attention Emma received that afternoon of the picnic. He’d been filled with a burning desire to hide Emma away from all male eyes but his own.
Possessive feelings he had never experienced before, toward any woman.
To have now had his conduct, his reputation as a gentleman, brought into question by that same young woman was an insult Adam could not allow to go unchecked.
He had always believed that the punishment should reflect the crime.
His cock engorged and lengthened at the thought of what form that punishment would take once he was alone with Emma tomorrow afternoon.
“You will leave your father to me,” Adam now told her with haughty dismissal. “But you may well believe there will be no objection forthcoming from him in regard to your visiting me at my home.” His mouth twisted derisively.
Emma knew there would not be. If anything, her father was more excited at the prospect of having Hawkwood as his son-in-law than Emma was at having him for a husband. Such an alliance would open doors, both socially and privately, that had not previously been available to the impoverished Lord Mark Harris.
The fact Hawkwood wished to speak with Emma again tomorrow surely meant the duke still considered a marriage between them to be a possibility.
But at what cost? She had no doubt that Hawkwood was angry at her still for having accused him unjustly. She could see that anger in his narrowed and hard eyes and the taut set of his jaw.
This was not the way she had envisaged their next meeting after her father informed her of Hawkwood’s offer. In her imaginings, Emma had graciously agreed to consider the duke’s offer of marriage and then kept him waiting several weeks before accepting.
Her faux pas this evening had put her at a severe disadvantage.
“You may bring your maid with you,” Hawkwood added at her continued silence. “But be aware she will not be allowed into the same room with us.”
Emma’s wariness deepened. “Why not?”
“That is for you to learn tomorrow,” he assured her. “I advise you not to be late,” he added in a hard voice as he threw the mask that matched her own onto a chair, then turned abruptly on his heel and left the room.
 
Emma was in a state of even more confusion and nervousness by the time Hawkwood’s butler showed her into the duke’s private sitting room the following afternoon.
As Hawkwood had predicted, her father had made no objection to her plans to visit the duke’s home this afternoon. Mainly because her parent had received a note from that gentleman this morning, explaining that Emma would be visiting Hawkwood House this afternoon so that she might have time to consider any changes she might wish to make to the house or household before they were married.
Her maid, as the duke had told her would be the case, had been taken off by a footman upon their arrival, no doubt to join the rest of the household staff below stairs, while the butler was helping Emma remove her bonnet and cloak.
If anything, the duke looked even more imposing today as he stood with his back toward one of the long windows that faced out into the garden. His shoulders appeared wider than ever in a dark gray superfine and snowy-white shirt and neckcloth, his waistcoat a silver brocade, worn with pale gray pantaloons that emphasized the musculature of his thighs above brown-topped, knee-high Hessians.
Emma kept her gaze lowered as she said the words she had practiced over and over since the two of them parted the previous evening. “I sincerely apologize for having offended you—”
“That is not the type of apology I require from you.”
A frown creased her brow as she looked at him. “Then in what way do you wish me to apologize, Your Grace?”
“On your knees.”
Emma gasped. “On my knees…?”
Adam had been in a state of arousal since the moment he arrived at the Wainwrights’ ball the previous evening, easily recognizing Emma beneath the mask that matched his own as she stood across the ballroom. She had looked utterly beautiful in a magenta-and-cream satin-and-lace evening gown, her hair a gleaming halo of gold about her head.
Except he had not realized at the time the becoming blush on Emma’s cheeks and the slightly feverish glitter in her eyes had been caused by watching his brother’s cock disappear repeatedly down Juanita Millbrook’s throat!
An intimacy which, despite Emma’s condemnation when she had believed that gentleman to be him, had obviously aroused her.
It displeased Adam to an equal degree for Emma to have seen and been aroused by his own brother’s cock. “Having now witnessed how it is done, I believe a demonstration of what you learned from your spying yesterday evening to be appropriate.”
The color quickly left and then blossomed in Emma’s cheeks. “You cannot be serious.”
“Completely.”
“But—”
“It is nothing more than I shall expect once you are my wife. If you become my wife,” he added in warning.
Emma continued to stare at him.
“Now, Emma.” Adam continued to hold her gaze as he slowly unfastened the buttons on his gray pantaloons, allowing the flap to fall forward. As he was wearing no drawers beneath, he breathed a sigh of relief as his rigid and aroused cock was allowed to spring free, jutting up almost to his navel.
Emma’s gaze became riveted on the thick length of Hawkwood’s bared cock the moment it was released from its confines.
A cock she instantly realized was not the same one she had seen entering Lady Millbrook’s mouth yesterday evening. Hawkwood’s cock was even thicker and slightly longer than his brother’s, the bulbous top a deeper shade of red.
“I will not wait indefinitely, Emma.”
Her gaze flickered doubtfully to the duke’s face and then quickly to the side as she saw the unrelenting resolve in his expression and those pale glittering eyes. Once they were married… If they married, Hawkwood had warned her to expect to perform this intimacy with him in the bedchamber. But they were not married yet, and this was not the privacy of a bedchamber.
“Get on your knees,” he instructed harshly.
Her frown was pained. “What if someone should come in whilst we are—I am…”
His answer was to cross the room and lock the door, his lengthy and exposed cock bobbing in front him. One dark eyebrow was arched expectantly when he turned back to face her.
Emma gave a shake of her head. “I have never done anything so scandalous—”
“I should damn well hope you have never done this before,” the duke said coldly. “Nor will you perform this act with any other gentleman but me once—if we are married.”
She eyed him uncertainly. “There is still the possibility of marriage between us?”
Emma had believed, despite the letter of explanation Hawkwood had sent to her father this morning, that the duke’s real reason for bringing her here was so that he might humiliate her in private before also humiliating her in public by withdrawing his offer of marriage. Nothing had been announced as yet, but as Emma knew only too well, the ton had a way of finding out these things.
But if there was the least possibility of a marriage still taking place…
Hawkwood’s eyes narrowed. “I will let you know that at the end of the week.”
“The end of the week?” Emma squeaked.
He nodded. “I have decided that you will call upon me every day at this time until I decide otherwise.”
“For what purpose?”
“For the purpose of my deciding whether or not a marriage between the two of us would at least be physically compatible,” he taunted.
Implying he had already decided the immaturity she had demonstrated last night, when she accused him so unfairly, to be irredeemable? “Surely that is something we should decide together.”
He raised a scornful brow. “Is it?”
Emma managed to restrain another protest. Just. Because Hawkwood was as aware as she that as a wealthy and eligible duke, and she being only the daughter of an impoverished lord, he was the one who held all the power between them.
“If you are unwilling, perhaps we should put an end to this now.” His long and slender fingers moved to adjust the open flap of his pantaloons.
“No!” Emma drew in several steadying breaths in the hope of levelling her voice to something resembling normality. “I am merely… I did not expect this when you deman—asked me, to come here today.”
Hawkwood gave a humorless smile as he released that flap on his pantaloons, once again fully exposing his straining cock, the tip damp from a release of juices. “Any more than I expected to be accused of being unfaithful before we have even walked down the aisle together.”
She drew in a shaky breath. “I have apologized for that. Numerous times,” she added ruefully.
Adam liked the spark of rebellion he could see in Emma’s eyes. The last thing he wanted in a wife was someone who always bowed to his dictates. Indeed, he had fully expected Emma to refuse his demand for intimacy.
The fact that she had not had left him curious as to whether that lack of refusal was because she was bowing to his command or if she was curious to indulge in the intimacy she had witnessed yesterday evening.
Admittedly, Adam’s initial intention had been to bare his cock to shock and punish Emma for daring to question his moral code—which included refraining from affairs with married ladies. But having now released his cock, Adam found himself held in the same grip of curiosity as to whether or not Emma wanted his cock. Wanted him.
Whether she would get down on her knees for him, as he asked, or turn tail and run.
Adam watched through narrowed lids as Emma slowly approached where he stood, his breath catching in his throat as she then lowered her gaze and sank gracefully to her knees in front of him.
Dear God…
Adam had enjoyed receiving fellatio from ladies of the demimonde and the occasional mistress, often reciprocating if it was the exclusivity of the latter. But none of those other encounters had ever affected him the same way as having Emma on her knees in front of him did, her golden head bowed in submission. He now craved pushing his cock into the heat of her receptive mouth.
It was something Adam knew he could very easily become addicted to.
Emma swayed slightly as she realized her kneeling position meant her face was now on the same level as Hawkwood’s bared and fully erect cock. It was so engorged, Emma doubted her fingers would meet about that thickness, the blood visibly pulsing in the thick vein that ran along its length, a clear liquid leaking from its tip. All of which filled her with a longing to lick up and taste that release.
Would it be sweet or bitter? Creamy or viscous?
Oh God, was she really going to do this?
Was she going to take Hawkwood’s cock into her mouth, lick and taste him, and then take him deeper still, as she had witnessed Juanita Millbrook doing to his brother the previous evening?



Chapter 3
 
“Remove your gloves first,” Hawkwood instructed as Emma tentatively raised her hands with the intention of encircling his throbbing member with gloved fingers. “I wish to feel your bare skin against mine.”
Emma instinctively snatched her hands back and curled them into fists. She had thought she would at least have the barrier of her gloves between her own flesh and his, and that by doing so, she might have achieved keeping a distance between them. Which, in retrospect, seemed highly ridiculous of her when Hawkwood had the obvious intention of eventually pushing his cock deep into her mouth in the same manner she had seen his brother do with Juanita Millbrook.
Emma kept her gaze lowered as she slowly removed her gloves, conscious the whole time of the swollen and erect shaft bobbing just inches away from her face. She was also breathing in his male essence, an earthy muskiness that invaded her senses and caused her breasts and between her thighs to swell in anticipation.
Unfortunately, once Emma had removed her gloves and put them aside, she was again at a loss as to how to proceed.
“Did you learn nothing from watching my brother and his mistress together?” Hawkwood demanded harshly as she continued to hesitate.
Her cheeks bloomed with heat. “I was too… I was upset. Angry, when I believed that man was you.”
“I am well aware of your misplaced anger,” he bit out. “Unfortunately for you, I am still angry, at you, for having believed me capable of such licentious behavior on the same day I called upon your father and made you an offer of marriage.”
Emma could hear that anger in Hawkwood’s voice. And something else. Something that had sounded a little like disappointment at her continued skittishness. “I really am so very sorry—”
“And I am suggesting a way in which your forgiveness might be earned.”
She shook her head. “But this… What you are asking me to do is—is indecent.”
“You seem to like saying that word,” he murmured speculatively. “Does it excite you to do so?”
It did, Emma realized dazedly. Just saying indecent in these circumstances caused the blood to pulse hotly through her veins and made her breasts ache.
“Answer me!”
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Whether it does or does not is not important.”
“Everything we do and say together is important. Does it excite you to use certain words when you are speaking to me?”
“Yes.” She closed her lids, aware of the pulse beating erratically in her throat.
“Words such as cock and pussy?”
Emma felt a clenching between her thighs. “Yes.”
“Say them.”
She flicked a glance up at him, quickly looking away again to quietly repeat, “Cock and pussy.”
“Louder.”
“Cock and pussy!”
“Ass and tits.”
She swallowed as her mouth was instantly infused with saliva. “Ass and tits.”
“Would you like to feel my cock sliding between your breasts and then inside your pussy and ass?”
Emma felt a gush of fluid between her swollen nether lips merely thinking about those intimacies.
“Answer me.”
“I did not know… Is it really possible for your cock to—to go there?” she gasped.
“Fucking you in your ass?” Adam deliberately said the words that were causing her the most embarrassment.
And something else. Something that sounded distinctly like excitement.
It had only been his intention to make Emma squirm today. To make her suffer in the same way he had suffered the previous week and during the previous night and this morning as he waited to see her again. As soon as she entered his private sitting room, wearing a day dress the same sunny yellow as the daffodils in his garden, he had been beset with a need to strip her naked and bend her over the back of the couch before ploughing into her from behind.
Even so, he had not intended to take this any further than punishing her by shocking her for having wrongly accused him of infidelity.
Had he?
No matter what his initial intention might have been, the moment Emma sank to her knees in front of him, Adam had been lost to all else but the thought of the pleasure of having the heat of her mouth on him, around him, sucking him.
“Say the words, Emma.”
Her throat moved as she swallowed. “Is it possible for a man to—to put his cock in a lady’s ass?”
“Yes, it is definitely possible,” he answered evenly, allowing her a little leeway. Emma was a lady, not a mistress or whore. “Do you think you might enjoy doing that?” It was something Adam particularly enjoyed. The tightness, the taboo pleasure, of taking a woman in her most intimate hole.
“I… Perhaps. Does it hurt?” She frowned up at him.
“Not if the gentleman prepares you properly and thoroughly.” The explanation that preparation involved his lubricated fingers going into and stretching that orifice could perhaps wait until another time. His cock was demanding her full attention for now. “Curl the fingers of one hand tightly about the base of my cock, and use the other hand to cup my balls.”
Emma had been lost in the imagery of the lovemaking Hawkwood described. It sounded debauched, forbidden, indecent. And was now something she felt curious to try. But first…
She followed the duke’s instruction, gasping softly at how silky soft the skin was on his cock, in direct contrast to the hairy roughness of the sac beneath.
“Part your lips. Good girl,” he praised as Emma obediently opened her mouth, his hands coming to rest lightly on her shoulders to watch as the top of his cock press upon and then enter Emma’s moist and parted lips.
He held her in place as he slowly began to pull back and then thrust forward. He repeated the movement, going deeper into the heat of her mouth each time he did so.
“Relax the muscles in your throat,” Adam encouraged when Emma gagged and tried to pull back. He had been kept waiting too long to feel in the least patient. “Perfect,” he purred as he felt the immediate softening of her throat, allowing his cock to go deeper still. “I can actually feel myself moving deep inside you,” he murmured with satisfaction, his hand caressing the length of her throat allowing him to enjoy the continued slow and deep thrusts of his cock.
It was, as Emma had accused last night, utterly debauched to indulge in such intimacy as this, and yet she could feel her own body responding to it. Her nipples were hard and aching inside her gown, her core heating, her nether lips becoming slick, the tiny nubbin above that a needy throb.
“Dear God…” Hawkwood suddenly growled above her as she tensed the muscles of her throat to squeeze the long and throbbing length thrusting to the back of her mouth.
One of Emma’s hands moved to grasp his thigh in an effort to keep her balance as his hips immediately began to piston faster, pushing deeper. Her other hand tightly gripped the base of his cock.
“Release your fingers and let me come, Emma,” he said harshly. “Dear God, release my cum,” he groaned achingly.
That pleading told Emma she had been wrong in her earlier assumption regarding power.
The power was now all in her hands and mouth as Hawkwood’s thigh muscles tensed and trembled. She could hear his ragged breathing above her, feel his long fingers digging painfully into her shoulders as he pleaded with her to allow his release.
She sucked his cock harder and deeper at the same time as she released the grip of her fingers, instantly feeling his flesh swell and grow even harder and longer inside her mouth, and seconds later his cock began to jerk and pulse and hot jets of his sweet and delicious release exploded down her waiting throat.
 
“Tomorrow afternoon, it will be your turn to choose an intimacy you would enjoy.” Hawkwood held Emma against his chest as she sat on his thighs, the two of them lounging in an armchair after he had adjusted and refastened his pantaloons.
“Surely we shall see each other again tomorrow evening at the Harpers’ musical soiree, if you are to attend?”
“Unlike my brother, I do not care to enjoy clandestine assignations in other people’s houses,” he dismissed scathingly.
Emma hid the heat of her face against his chest. “Did you enjoy our assignation today?”
“Very much,” he answered honestly.
“I enjoyed it too.”
It pleased Adam to hear that.
Her shyness after the intimacy they had shared also pleased him.
His barbaric behavior today had been driven by feelings of… Damn it, by feeling jealous of his own brother! Because last night, it had been the sight of Alexander’s cock that had excited Emma. Aroused her.
The moment he saw Emma again today, so virginal in her sunny yellow gown, Adam had been unable to think of anything else but how much he wanted to see her on her knees sucking his cock.
It had been more glorious than he could ever have imagined.
In part, he knew, because of Emma’s obvious innocence.
The pleasure she gave him was not practiced or paid for as it was with ladies of the demimonde or a mistress, and it had been all the more erotic because of that.
Adam wished her to know he intended to return that pleasure. “Tomorrow afternoon, you shall be the one to choose the way in which you would like me to pleasure you to release.”
Adam could feel Emma’s heat as her bottom squirmed against his thighs. See how swollen her breasts were as they threatened to burst over the top of her gown. All telling him that Emma was in need of that release now.
A release he knew, from having been forced to wait for over a week for the feel of her lips upon his own flesh, she would feel all the more strongly for delaying it another day.
Adam felt no compunction about making Emma wait. Not when he intended to spend the rest of this week pleasuring her until he was sure that she saw and responded to no other man but him.
Maybe he really was a barbarian.
Or had this unexpected desire for Emma turned him into behaving like one?
Emma’s cheeks burned with embarrassment as she kept her face pressed against Hawkwood’s chest. “I know nothing of a lady’s pleasure.”
Her mother had died in childbirth when Emma was only two years old, her newborn brother along with her. Her father had never remarried, and Emma knew he had done his best to take on the role of both parents to her, but the conversation of what took place in the marriage bed was something he had not felt comfortable discussing with his only child.
Perhaps if she had been a son, her father would not have felt so reticent, or perhaps he thought the governess he had employed until Emma reached an age where she was ready to enter Society, would broach the subject with her as part of her education.
Whatever the reason, apart from observing Lord Alexander Stirling and his mistress together the previous evening, Emma had little knowledge of physical intimacy other than to know the release from a man’s cock provided the seed that germinated inside the woman’s womb and resulted in the birth of a baby nine months later.
And to now know that Hawkwood’s release tasted deliciously sweet and addictive.
Emma had several married friends, so perhaps she might consider talking to one of those ladies on the subject of a woman’s sexual pleasure prior to returning to Hawkwood House tomorrow.
“Nothing?” Hawkwood glanced down at her. “Does that mean you have no knowledge either of how to assuage the arousal you are currently feeling?”
Emma was aware of the heat and throbbing of her breasts and between her thighs, but no, she had no idea how to go about relieving that discomfort.
If she seriously wished to marry a man as confident and experienced as Hawkwood, then she would be wise to rectify that ignorance at the earliest opportunity.
After the intimacy they had just enjoyed, Emma was in no doubt Hawkwood meant it when he said these afternoons were to be a test of their physical compatibility. Admitting her ignorance of all things carnal, apart from what they had done together today, would have done nothing to reassure him on the subject.
She rose to her feet, distancing herself as she straightened her gown. “I believe it is time I left—” She broke off as a knock sounded briefly on the door before the handle was turned. Her panicked gaze returned to Hawkwood as that knock was followed by a heavy pounding on the wooden door when it refused to open.
“What the hell…?” a male voice was heard muttering outside in the hallway. “Adam, why is this door locked?” came the impatient demand. “Are you pleasuring yourself, or do you have a woman locked in there with you?”
Adam drew in a deep and calming breath, briefly closing his eyes as he prepared himself to confirm at least part of his brother’s mocking comment once he had unlocked the door. He knew his brother well enough to accept Alexander would not go away until his curiosity had been satisfied. Although Adam doubted Alexander seriously expected him to have a woman here with him.
As Alexander had not returned to the house until five o’clock this morning, he had not been awake at eight o’clock to join Adam for breakfast. Consequently, the two brothers had not yet had a chance to talk of Alexander’s ill-advised behavior the previous evening. Adam intended to rectify that as soon as Emma had left.
“You cannot let anyone find me in here alone with you!” Emma hissed as Hawkwood crossed the room with the obvious intention of unlocking the door.
He paused to arch a mocking brow. “It seems inevitable that must be the case, as I do not intend to embark on a conversation with my brother through a locked door.”
“Please, you cannot,” Emma protested again.
“I assure you I can,” he stated as he turned the key in the lock and opened the door.
Emma stared across the room at Alexander Stirling as he looked first at his brother and then across at her as she stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, her bare hands clenched together.
“So, not pleasuring yourself, then,” Alexander Stirling mused speculatively.
“Obviously not,” Hawkwood bit out.
No doubt the duke was enjoying humiliating her further by allowing his brother to see her here with him, but Emma had no intention of letting it continue. “If you will both excuse me.” She gathered up her gloves before sweeping across the room and then on past Hawkwood and his brother.
“Make sure to return here at two o’clock tomorrow,” the duke reminded her.
Emma did not acknowledge the comment as she continued on her way until she reached the cavernous entrance hall. When she finally felt able to breathe again.
Although she doubted the embarrassed color would leave her cheeks for some time.



Chapter 4
 
Alexander quirked a mocking brow. “Should I ask?”
“No.” Adam scowled, stepping back from the door to allow his brother entrance. He then crossed to stand beside the unlit fireplace. He would ensure that fire was lit and warming the room when Emma arrived tomorrow, when he had every intention of divesting her of most of her clothing.
The image caused his cock to swell a second time, and with no promise of relief until he saw Emma again.
“What was the beautiful Miss Harris doing here?” Alexander strolled into the room uninvited.
“You were seen yesterday evening being intimate with Juanita Millbrook.” Attack, Adam had often found, was the best form of deflection. Besides, he took exception to Alexander noting Emma’s beauty.
His brother threw himself down into a chair, one long leg draped over the arm, his expression completely lacking in concern for the accusation. “Are you telling me Miss Harris came here to gossip about my behavior?”
Adam shook his head. “I learned of the incident last night.” He did not add from whom. Emma might have been the one to inadvertently reveal his brother’s behavior with her accusations toward Adam yesterday evening, but he would not have his brother believe she had deliberately told tales about him. “Unfortunately, you had already left the Wainwrights’ ball by the time I sought you out, and you did not return here until the early hours of this morning,” he added censoriously.
“I’m thirty-two, Adam, not two,” his brother reminded with a roll of his eyes.
“Millbrook would be perfectly within his rights to call you out over your affair with his wife.”
“Except there no longer is an affair,” Alexander dismissed. “Last night was our swan song, if you will.”
Adam breathed heavily through his nose. “A very intimate one, from what I hear.”
“You heard correctly,” his brother taunted as he rose to his feet.
“Was your…parting, mutual?”
“Not in the least,” Alexander drawled. “The lady can be something of a vixen, which, while enjoyable in bed, can be a little tiresome when she is thwarted. But I had heard at my club that Millbrook has been making rumblings about his wife’s behavior, and decided to end the affair forthwith. Juanita’s actions at the Wainwrights’ were an attempt on her part to persuade me into running away together instead.” He grimaced. “She is a beautiful and sensual woman, but not someone I would consider taking as my own wife. How could she be trusted if she can embark on an affair with me when married to another man?”
“That is very astute of you,” Adam allowed grudgingly.
“Speaking of beautiful and sensual women.” His brother eyed him mockingly. “I am still waiting for you to tell me what Miss Harris was doing alone in here with you with the door locked.”
Adam should have known his brother was far too intelligent to allow himself to be diverted from the original subject.
Not that Adam had any intention of telling Alexander any of what had occurred during Emma’s visit. Although, after Emma’s admission of ignorance regarding physical pleasure, he should probably thank his brother for having so ably demonstrated to her the art of performing fellatio on a man, at least.
Not that he would ever do so.
But the adeptness and speed with which Emma had learned the act told Adam she was going to be a very attentive and eager student to his tutoring, in both the receiving as well as the giving of pleasure.
Adam’s mouth watered as he thought of the ways in which he would be the one to give Emma that pleasure.
“I have nothing to say as yet on the subject of Miss Harris,” he answered his brother.
Alexander’s brows rose. “As yet?”
“Just so,” Adam confirmed tightly.
Alexander’s interest in Adam’s intentions was understandable. His brother was currently Adam’s heir, and if Adam decided to marry and that marriage produced children, specifically a son, then Alexander would no longer be heir to the title of the Duke of Hawkwood.
His brother grinned. “I have often speculated as to whether or not there might be more to the prim and proper Miss Harris than appears on the surface.”
Aware of his brother’s proclivity for preferring the safety of having affairs with married women, Adam felt a jolt of displeasure at Alexander’s having noticed Emma to such a degree he should have made any observations about her. Especially coming so hot on the heels of Emma having seen and obviously been fascinated by watching Alexander’s cock being repeatedly thrust into another woman’s mouth.
“Then I suggest you speculate in another direction forthwith,” Adam snapped.
“I will certainly try, brother.” Alexander chuckled as he rose to his feet and left the room.
His brother had better do more than merely try. In fact, Alexander would do well to avoid Emma altogether unless he wished to feel the full force of Adam’s displeasure.
 
“Is there a specific reason, apart from my brother’s untimely intrusion yesterday, as to why you seem somewhat subdued today?”
Emma glanced up at Hawkwood and then quickly away again. She was not subdued exactly, more…numbed, and more than a little skeptical, following her conversation with her friend, Lady Felicia Langdon. She had called upon that lady immediately after leaving Hawkwood House yesterday afternoon, eager to learn if all Hawkwood had told her was true or if he was merely still punishing her for her wrongful accusations toward him.
Her conversation with Felicia was something Emma could not banish from her mind, no matter how hard she tried.
“Care to enlighten me as to what this sudden curiosity is all about?” Felicia had prompted lightly once she had poured the tea.
The two women had become firm friends during their first Season together, but unlike Emma, Felicia was the daughter of a wealthy earl and she had married the handsome and wealthy Lord Langdon almost two years ago.
Even so, Emma really did not care to discuss the reason for her questions. Not when the answer was in relation to one of the closest friends of the other woman’s husband. “It is, as you say, merely curiosity,” she evaded. “After all, I hope to be married myself one day, and I doubt my husband will appreciate my complete lack of knowledge regarding what happens in the marriage bed.” An ignorance she had already admitted to and demonstrated to Hawkwood.
Felicia chuckled. “I believe those needs to be so diverse and unique to the individual that we are all ignorant when it comes to what will please and excite our own bed partner.”
She wrinkled her brow. “I do not understand.”
“It is something you and your husband will learn together,” Felicia explained. “For instance, I would not have thought so once, but after Langdon and I were married, I quickly learned that I very much enjoy it when Richard puts his mouth… I enjoy having parts of my body licked and sucked by my husband,” she amended ruefully. “Whereas for many women, that would be unacceptable. Even being naked in front of their husband is not something all woman enjoy.”
Emma barely heard the rest of her friend’s statement as she wondered where Felicia liked to be licked and sucked.
“There are many sexual intimacies a man and woman might enjoy together,” Felicia continued lightly. “As well as the normal face-to-face sexual position, there is being mounted and claimed from behind, or the woman on top of the man. There is also mutual oral sex. Anal sex—”
“That really is possible?” Emma gasped.
Her friend eyed her curiously. “It is, yes. Do not look so horrified, Emma darling. It’s not as painful or unpleasant as you might imagine.”
After Hawkwood’s comments on the subject Emma had definitely imagined on the carriage ride here. “Have you and Langdon— Never mind.” Her cheeks blazed with color, and she turned her gaze away. “I should not have asked such an intimate question as that.”
The other woman chuckled. “As we are discussing the subject of sexual relations, we might as well discuss all of it.” Felicia gently teased Emma’s obvious embarrassment.
And her friend had proceeded to do exactly that, to the degree Emma had been squirming with embarrassment—and something else she now knew to be sexual arousal—by the time she and Felicia parted.
That sexual arousal had continued to plague Emma all evening and then again today. It was a burning heat that caused her nether lips to feel swollen and wet, and her nipples were engorged and hard when Emma undressed for bed. After sleeping fitfully, Emma discovered her breasts were still uncomfortably swollen when she woke this morning.
Being in Hawkwood’s private sitting room again today, the intimate warmth of a fire burning in the hearth, was not helping with that physical discomfort. Especially when he was looking as handsome as always in a dark green superfine.
“I asked you a question, Emma.”
Her face was tilted upward by the placing of Hawkwood’s finger and thumb against her chin, and she found herself looking directly into that harsh and handsome face.
Did Hawkwood really want to do all the things with her she and Felicia had discussed yesterday afternoon?
It would be naïve on Emma’s part of think the duke, at almost five and thirty years old, had not already performed all those acts with other women. More than once.
Emma found she did not like the thought of that at all!
If she became Hawkwood’s wife, she would not be happy if he were to then take a mistress. Felicia’s answer to that had been blunt and to the point: what a man cannot have at home, he will seek elsewhere.
“I will only ask you once more—”
“I called upon Lady Langdon after I left here yesterday,” Emma blurted.
“Indeed?” Adam had no idea what significance that had to Emma’s current reticence.
Unless Emma now knew that it was Langdon who had asked him to dance with her at the Faulkner’s ball, and she had taken umbrage at the knowledge?
Or perhaps she was confessing to having revealed, inadvertently or deliberately, their own close association.
Emma nodded. “Felicia is one of my dearest friends.”
“I am aware of that,” Adam said cautiously.
She pulled away from his restraining fingers. “You told me it was to be my pleasure today, and I—I wished to know what choice of pleasures there might be.”
Adam was incredulous. “So you asked Lady Langdon?” Gentlemen, he knew, might praise or dismiss the physical attributes of a mistress in conversation, but they did not discuss such things when it came to their wife or the woman they intended to marry.
“Yes.” Emma’s gaze remained averted from his own.
“So she knows you have a lover?”
Emma glanced at him curiously. “Do I have a lover?” She appeared intrigued by the notion.
“I will happily give you another demonstration if you doubt it,” Adam challenged.
Color brightened her cheeks. “Well, I told Felicia only that I was curious as to…as to what I might expect in the marriage bed. I certainly did not mention that you have made an offer for me or what had happened between the two of us yesterday afternoon.”
“Then I must be thankful for small mercies,” he stated dryly.
She shot him a reproving frown. “My only intention was to ensure you did not find me lacking, Your Grace.”
“Good God, Emma, you really cannot continue to address a man with such formality when you have had his cock down your throat!” Adm snapped his exasperation. “And since your admission of innocence in such matters, it was—is my intention to be the one to…educate you”—he gentled his tone when he saw her stricken expression at his previous rebuke—“on the pleasures of your own flesh.”
“Oh.”
Adam forced the stiffness from his shoulders, able to relax a little now that he was aware of the reason for Emma’s tension when she arrived. A reticence which did not detract in the slightest—or prevent his cock from engorging—at how beautiful she looked in a pale green gown that perfectly complemented her creamy complexion. Today, he intended to know, intimately, exactly what bounty lay beneath that gown.
He quirked one dark brow. “I trust Lady Langdon’s revelations did not shock you too much?”
Langdon, also being a gentleman, did not discuss his wife or his marriage bed with any of his friends. But the contentment of the Langdons’ marriage was obvious for all to see. Based, Adam did not doubt, upon the couple’s enviable physical compatibility.
The same compatibility Adam hoped to find with his own wife, with Emma, during their afternoons of sexual exploration together.
“What pleasure did you decide upon?” Adam prompted huskily.
“Well.” The color deepened in Emma’s cheeks. “Felicia… Lady Langdon… She explained the particular enjoyment of having a man return the intimacy we shared yesterday.”
Adam’s mouth salivated at the very thought of baring Emma’s pussy before licking and sucking her there until she climaxed and her juices gushed onto his tongue and lips and down his throat. “You wish to have my mouth on your clit and cunny?”
She swallowed. “If those are other names for my—my lady parts, then yes, that is what I should like.”
Dear God, her lady parts!
Emma was very young, Adam reminded himself.
Too damned young for someone as jaded and autocratic as himself?
Perhaps.
But he was too deeply enamored with her already to change his mind about marrying her, even if he could. It would ruin Emma utterly in Society if, having made her an offer of marriage, the Duke of Hawkwood then withdrew that offer.
But there was no need for them to rush these afternoons together of getting to know each other better. Alexander was attending a sale of horseflesh this afternoon, and Adam had every intention of taking his time, of gorging himself by kissing Emma’s delectable lips before any further intimacies took place between them.
“Say the words as you did yesterday, Emma,” he instructed huskily.
She blinked. “Clit and cunny.”
“And do you know exactly what they are?”
She winced. “No, not really.”
“Your clit is the hard little nubbin hidden amongst the curls on your mound, and cunny is another name for your pussy. Both of which I shall be licking and sucking today.”
Emma’s eyes widened. “You will?”
“Definitely.”
She watched as Hawkwood—Adam—crossed the room with what appeared to her to be predatory steps. “Perhaps we might have tea first?” she said hastily.
“I do not care for tea,” he dismissed softly as he came to a halt in front of her. “You have very sensual lips.” His fingertips brushed across them lightly
Conversing with Felicia on the subject was one thing. Actually putting the details of that conversation into practice with Adam was something else entirely.



Chapter 5
 
Emma certainly was not prepared when Adam’s lips claimed hers. Not in the demanding or fierce way she might have expected, but with a gentle exploration that took her breath away.
It was a long and sensual kiss, his lips caressing lightly over hers, the soft rasp of his tongue parting those lips to stroke inside her heat, igniting pleasure and responsive nerve endings Emma had not realized existed until now.
It was a slow and relentless kiss that caused Emma’s legs to tremble so badly she was forced to cling to Adam’s wide shoulders in order to stop herself from crumpling at his feet.
“You taste utterly delicious,” Adam murmured as his lips now trailed down the sensitive length of her throat. “Of strawberries and cream enjoyed in summertime.”
Again Hawkwood surprised her. His demeanor was usually so austere, bordering on bored arrogance, she would never have thought him a fanciful or romantic man. But it was surely both those things to imagine she tasted of anything other than herself.
“Your skin is as soft as silk,” he added appreciatively, having pushed the gown from her shoulders to allow his lips to explore the warm flesh beneath.
If it was Adam’s intent to seduce her, then Emma feared he had already succeeded!
No, she did not fear it at all, she realized, as a sudden sense of exhilaration expanded in her chest.
If she was to learn about physical pleasure, then she could not think of any other man she would have chosen to be her tutor.
“Your breasts are delectable.” Those firm lips now trailed across the swell bared to him above the scooped neckline of Emma’s gown. “Are your nipples as juicy, I wonder?” His eyes darkened as he pulled the front of the gown far enough down to allow her bared breasts to topple free, exposing her nipples. “They very much look to be,” he groaned, his hands firm on her hips to hold her unmoving as he lowered his head.
Emma stopped breathing altogether the moment she looked down to watch as Adam’s moist tongue rasped across one of her engorged nipples. It sent a wicked quiver of pleasure down her spine and then settled at her heated core.
“And so very responsive,” he added achingly as he lavished that same attention on her other nipple. He parted his lips wider to take that engorged berry fully into the heat of his mouth, then suckled deeply. One of his hands moved up to cup and squeeze her other breast, assured fingers tweaking and pulling on the nipple.
Emma’s breath left her in a whoosh, her neck arching, fingers tightly gripping the material of Adam’s jacket at the sheer ecstasy of the pleasure coursing through her body.
A pressure built deep inside her the longer Adam suckled and teased her nipples, and there was now a slickness between her thighs along with that increasing heat.
She felt lost in wonder at the knowledge it was Adam who was giving her this pleasure. The aristocratic and remote Adam Stirling, the Duke of Hawkwood, lavishing the attention of his mouth and hands upon her breasts.
It was glorious.
Utterly and wickedly glorious.
Even if it was not specifically the pleasure she had asked for or prepared herself to expect.
This was better, and so much more than she had asked for.
She bit her bottom lip so as not to groan lewdly at the depth of the passion that held her as firmly in its grip as Adam’s steadying hand upon her hip. She—
“Good God!”
Adam had been too engrossed in pleasuring Emma to be aware of the approach of footsteps. Nor, he realized belatedly, had he remembered to lock the door of his sitting room today. None of the staff would dare enter without his permission, and he had believed Alexander otherwise occupied.
Except his brother now stood in the open doorway, his face frozen in an expression of openmouthed shock as he stared at the two of them together.
A glance at Emma showed she was too devastated at being found in such a compromising position to have even thought to hide her naked breasts from Alexander’s curious gaze.
“Straighten your clothing,” Adam instructed as he stepped in front of Emma and allowed her the privacy to adjust her gown. “What are you doing here, Alex?” he demanded icily.
His brother’s expression turned to one of bewilderment. “What the hell is going on, Adam?”
“Your Gr— Adam,” Emma spoke in a small voice behind him. “Perhaps I might go to the ladies’ retiring room to—to tidy my appearance?”
He turned to lightly grasp her arms, gaze narrowed as he easily noted the pallor of her face and the devastation of her expression. He nodded as he released her. “It is the second door on the right down the hallway.” He waited until Emma had left the room, her head bowed to avoid Alex’s gaze, then turned his attention to his brother. “I thought you were spending the afternoon at Tattersalls?”
Alexander gave a slow shake of his head. “There was nothing there I considered worth my time or money. Which is perhaps as well,” he added harshly. “This is the second afternoon in a row I have chanced upon you and Miss Harris alone together.”
“Your point being?”
“I am not sure there is a point. Yet.”
“Do not talk in riddles, Alex,” Adam bit out.
Instead of answering, his brother crossed the sitting room to where a decanter and glasses sat on a side table. He poured some of the amber liquid into a glass, threw it to the back of his throat before refilling the glass.
“Whatever your point is, I do not believe it warrants becoming inebriated in the middle of the afternoon,” Adam rebuked as he watched his brother down the second glass of brandy. Alex held up the decanter questioningly toward Adam. “No, thank you.”
His brother scowled as he poured yet more brandy into his glass. “My point is, does this sudden interest in Emma Harris have anything to do with the fact your thirty-fifth birthday is fast approaching?”
“I am well aware of what age I shall be on my next birthday,” Adam snapped.
“Well?”
He sighed. “The reasons for my interest in Miss Harris are none of your concern.”
Alexander gave a disgusted snort. “They are very much my concern if you are thinking of sacrificing yourself on the sword of matrimony with a young woman who cannot possibly hold your interest beyond the first bedding, simply because our father added a codicil to his will stating you shall not inherit the Hawkwood fortune if you reach the age of five and thirty unmarried. We have talked about this, Adam, and Father was wrong to do such a thing—” He broke off at the sound of a breathy gasp.
Adam turned to see a white-faced Emma standing in the doorway, tears of humiliation glistening in her accusing eyes. She turned abruptly and ran down the hallway as if the devil himself were snapping at her heels.
“You fool!” Adam gave his brother a furious glare. “You utter bloody fool!” he rasped before striding purposefully from the room in pursuit of Emma.
The devil snapping at her heels.
 
“This letter was just delivered for you, Miss Emma.”
Emma raised her aching head slowly from the pillow to glance across her bedchamber to where the family butler stood in the doorway, a silver tray balanced on one palm. “Just leave it on the dressing table, Silver,” she instructed wearily. “I will read it later.” After hours of crying, Emma not only had a headache but she felt exhausted. She was certainly in no mood to read a letter from one of her friends. In all probability, it was from Felicia, possibly containing an adage to their conversation yesterday.
Fresh tears stung the soreness of Emma’s eyes at the memory of that conversation. Of how excited she had been to experience some of the pleasures with Adam today that Felicia had described to her so avidly.
Suspecting Hawkwood’s reason for offering for her, and having that suspicion so bluntly confirmed when Emma overheard his conversation with his brother, now left her in no doubt as to why the duke wished to marry her.
He needed to take a wife before his thirty-fifth birthday if he was to inherit the vast Hawkwood fortune.
Any wife.
But preferably, Emma had no doubt, one whom he might impregnate, after which he would expect her not to interfere too much in his personal life. A young woman of little means who would simply be grateful to become the Duchess of Hawkwood and produce his heirs.
One such as the impoverished Miss Emma Harris.
Utterly humiliated, Emma had run from Hawkwood House without collecting her cloak and bonnet or her maid from below stairs. She had kept running until she found herself in a park she did not recognize. Unable to run anymore, she had sat down upon a bench beside the pond to sob in earnest.
If she had received any curious looks, Emma was unaware of them, could only feel the pain in her chest and the utter humiliation as she remembered how eagerly she had responded to Hawkwood’s lovemaking.
And at the realization she was falling in love with him.
Only to learn she had been nothing but a means to an end for him, so that he might take a wife and inherit the Hawkwood fortune.
Thankfully, her father had been nowhere in sight when Emma returned home, and so he had no idea of the devastation of her emotions. Her maid had returned in the interim, however, bringing Emma’s bonnet and cloak with her. Emma had no explanation to offer for her tardiness and had dismissed her maid in order to be alone in her bedchamber.
How she was to tell her father of her decision not to marry Hawkwood, she still had no idea. Marriages of convenience were not unusual amongst the ton. In fact, they were more often the norm, and marriage to a duke was beyond anything Emma or her father might ever have imagined for her. But it would utterly destroy Emma to marry a man she knew herself to be falling in love with when his only interest in marrying her was so that he might inherit the family fortune.
Fresh tears fell unchecked down her cheeks.
“I was instructed to inform you to read the letter immediately, Miss Emma.”
She frowned her irritation as she saw Silver was still standing in the doorway of her bedchamber. “Instructed by whom?”
“The young gentleman who delivered the letter announced himself as being a footman in the household of His Grace, the Duke of Hawkwood.”
Hawkwood had written her a letter?
How could he?
How dare he?
Emma sat up and turned to place her bare feet on the rug beside her bed. “You will leave the letter on the dressing table, Silver,” she repeated evenly, watching as he did so. “Now you may consider your duty done,” she added with light dismissal.
She remained seated on the bed long after the butler had gone, but was unable to stop herself from glancing constantly at that folded piece of parchment.
Why on earth had Hawkwood written to her?
To explain?
Apologize?
Because there was no explanation he might give, no excuse for the manner in which he had intended to use her for his own selfish ends. Nor would an apology suffice to lessen the humiliation Emma felt at learning of his deliberate manipulation of her innocence in order to attain that end.
Nothing Hawkwood could do or say would ever convince Emma he was not a conniving and coldly controlling bastard.
Her curiosity finally got the better of her, however, and she rose slowly to her feet to cross the room and pick up the missive. Only her name was written on the front in a large and confident script she would have known belonged to Hawkwood even if Silver had not already informed her he was the sender. The writing was so very much like the man himself, both bold and arrogant.
Emma’s fingers shook slightly as she broke the seal and unfolded the letter.
It was not an apology or an explanation for his despicable behavior toward her.
The letter consisted of a very few but precise words.
Emma,
Attend the Harpers’ musical soiree this evening.
Hawkwood
The postscript was equally as terse.
Do not even think of disobeying me.



Chapter 6
 
“I wish to apologize for any hurt or insult I might have caused you earlier today.” A voice spoke softly behind Emma as she perused the sheets of music on the piano in the Harpers’ large and ornate reception room. The other guests had gone into another room to enjoy refreshment during a short break in the evening’s entertainment.
Emma’s spine stiffened when she recognized that voice, and she drew in several steadying breaths to prepare for turning to face Lord Alexander Stirling. Her cheeks burned with embarrassment as she recalled that earlier today, he could not have helped but see her exposed breasts as his brother made love to her.
To add to her discomfort, Alexander looked far too much like his older, impossibly arrogant brother this evening, in his black evening clothes.
Emma had been speechless with anger earlier after reading the abruptness of Hawkwood’s letter. She’d then been rendered equally furious by the arrogance of his postscript.
As if Emma had any reason—any reason at all—for obeying that autocratic gentleman.
Admittedly, she had decided to attend the Harpers’ musical soiree, after all. But that had been to placate her father rather than because of anything Hawkwood might have written to her. She had yet to tell her parent of her decision not to accept the duke’s proposal.
At least that was the excuse Emma had given herself earlier this evening as she bathed and dressed for going out. If she also had the opportunity this evening to tell Hawkwood exactly what she thought of his duplicity and those arrogant instructions in his letter, then all the better.
If he attended the soiree, of course. His instruction for her to attend did not mean that he also intended to be here. The man was arrogant enough to feel a perverse pleasure in ensuring she did as he instructed, without feeling the necessity to attend himself.
Emma certainly had not anticipated, nor had any intention of, engaging in conversation with Hawkwood’s brother. “On the contrary, my lord, I believe I should thank you for having alerted me to the real reason for your brother’s recent interest in me,” she dismissed with a coolness she inwardly congratulated herself in achieving.
“You are kind as well as beautiful.” Stirling picked up her hand and placed a light kiss upon the back of it, flirtatious green gaze deliberately rising to meet hers. “My brother, on the other hand, has made no secret of the displeasure he feels about my untimely interruption.”
“The duke is neither kind nor beautiful,” she came back tartly.
And not altogether truthfully, Emma admonished inwardly. Hawkwood possessed a wholly masculine beauty it was impossible to ignore.
Stirling chuckled. “Kindness was definitely not the emotion he demonstrated after my interruption earlier today.”
Emma’s smile lacked humor. “I have no interest in anything to do with your brother, but most especially his feelings regarding having had his duplicitous behavior exposed.”
“Until two evenings ago, I had believed one was presumed innocent until proven guilty,” Hawkwood observed behind her.
Emma gave Alexander Stirling an accusing glare as she turned to face the duke, sure Stirling must have known of his brother’s presence this evening. The two might even have traveled here in the same carriage.
Seeing the brothers together in such close proximity only made their similarities in appearance all the more noticeable. Both were dark-haired, with swarthy good looks, their shoulders wide in their perfectly tailored evening clothes.
Those similarities caused Emma to feel justified in having mistaken Alexander for Adam two evenings ago. “Not when that one was quite literally found standing over the body with a smoking gun in his hand, Your Grace,” she answered him coolly.
“Indeed?” Adam arched dark brows, allowing his glance to shift to where his brother still held one of Emma’s gloved hands. “I believe you may release her now, Alex.” He stared coldly at his brother until he did exactly that.
“If you will both excuse me?” Emma didn’t wait for a reply from either brother as she turned and walked away with a decisive swish of the silk skirt of her cream evening gown.
“There is much more to her than the prim and proper Miss Emma Harris she presents to Society,” Alexander murmured beside Adam with obvious admiration.
The two brothers had not spoken again after Adam left his study earlier in search of Emma. A search that had proven fruitless. The Harrises’ carriage was still waiting outside Hawkwood House, and enquiries showed her maid was still below stairs there, leaving Adam with no indication of where Emma might have disappeared to, or how.
Rather than chase her all over London or calling at Langdon House on the off chance she might have gone to visit her friend, Adam had written her a note. His hope had been that Emma would attend the Harpers’ musical soiree if only so that she might have opportunity to tell him exactly what she thought of him and his arrogant letter.
The satisfaction Adam had felt upon seeing Emma the moment he entered the Harpers’ reception room a few minutes ago was totally nullified the moment he recognized his brother as the man standing beside her holding her hand.
He turned to face Alexander. “Whatever your reason for being here this evening, I advise you to have a care in your behavior where Emma is concerned.”
“Or?” his brother challenged.
His gaze narrowed. “Or you might find you have overstepped the line with the wrong woman. Or gentleman,” he added softly.
Alexander raised speculative eyebrows. “I have never seen you behave in this…possessive manner toward any other woman.”
Adam’s mouth thinned. “With such an unconcerned chaperone as Harris, someone must protect Emma’s reputation.” He had seen the older man in the drawing room taking refreshment when he arrived, with Emma nowhere to be seen. Harris, in conversation with their hostess, had waved a hand in the direction of the adjoining reception room when Adam made enquiries as to Emma’s whereabouts.
“Your interest in her did not look in the least fatherly earlier today,” Alexander mocked.
Paternal was the last thing Adam felt toward Emma. As now always seemed to be the case, his cock had engorged to attention the moment he set eyes on her again this evening. A persistent arousal that did nothing to improve his temper. “Stay away from her, Alex,” he growled in warning, then strode away to look for wherever the hell Emma had disappeared to this time.
 
“He is only playing with you.”
Emma had escaped to the ladies’ retiring room after leaving the Stirling brothers, hopeful that Hawkwood, if he should feel inclined to seek her out and continue the conversation, would never follow her in here. Knowing the arrogance of the duke, that was not a certainty.
A glance about the room showed there was only herself and Lady Juanita Millbrook still present, telling Emma the second half of the musical program must have now started.
Which meant that scornful remark must have been addressed to her. “I beg your pardon?” she enquired lightly.
The beautiful Juanita Millbrook’s Spanish heritage on her mother’s side was evident in her dark hair and eyes. The sneer on her lips was uniquely her own. “I thought you should know I am not in the habit of sharing my lovers.”
Considering the other woman was married and had been so for some years, her possessiveness in regard to any lover was disgusting.
“I have no idea what or who you are talking about.” Emma had enough to concern herself with this evening with Hawkwood’s arrival without being subjected to another woman’s jealous temper.
Although, taking into account what Emma had witnessed two evenings ago during the Wainwrights’ ball, it was not too difficult to guess that Lady Millbrook’s words of warning were in regard to Alexander Stirling.
“Alex is simply trying to make me jealous by showing you attention.” The other woman scornfully confirmed that assessment. “As if I would ever feel jealous of someone like you.” Her hard dark gaze swept over Emma dismissively.
A set-down Emma had no doubt was meant to hurt. “All evidence to the contrary.” Her chin rose proudly. “Considering you have felt it necessary to issue me such a warning.”
Juanita’s nostrils flared as her temper rose. “Do not get clever with me.”
“I am merely being myself, madam,” Emma assured her stiltedly. “As I believe Lord Stirling is being himself by flirting with every woman he meets.”
The older woman gave a dismissive snort. “You do not have the experience to ever hope to hold the attention of a man as sensual as Alex for long.”
The same, Emma accepted heavily, could be said about her and Adam Stirling, the Duke of Hawkwood. “Then it is as well I have no interest in attempting to do so.”
Lady Millbrook gave a haughty inclination of her head. “As long as we understand each other.”
Emma gave a falsely sweet smile. “Oh, I believe I understand you only too well, my lady. But perhaps you should look closer to home for the reason you are unable to keep your lover’s interest.”
“Why you little—!”
Emma had no warning before long fingernails scraped down the side of her exposed throat, her gasp a mixture of surprise and the sudden pain. She instinctively raised a hand to cover her throat to prevent the other woman from attacking her a second time.
Dark eyes glittered with dislike. “You will stay away from Alex in future if you do not wish to receive more of the same.” Juanita turned on her well-shod heel and marched from the room.
Emma was so shocked, she could not move at all for several minutes, and when she did, it was to remove her gloved fingers from her neck and see there was blood on the cream lace. She moved on shaky legs to the mirror so that she might inspect the damage to her neck.
Three long gouges raked down her skin, all slightly oozing blood.
Three very noticeable gouges.
So much so that Emma knew she could not return to the rooms where others might see those scratches and ask questions she would rather not answer. Luckily, the other guests would all now be listening to the music, which would allow Emma to collect her cloak and send a message to her father with one of the footmen. She would tell him she had accidentally spilled a drink down her gown and was returning home early because of it. That excuse would suffice until her father saw the scratches on her throat at breakfast in the morning. If they had a cat, she might have blamed the injury on that, but as they had no pets, she would have to come up with some other excuse.
Emma had no doubt Adam Stirling would assume she had left early this evening because of him, but for the moment, she could not concern herself with what that gentleman thought, of her or anything else.
It was unfortunate, then, that the duke should happen to be standing outside when she stepped into the hallway.
Emma quickly lifted her hand to cover the gouges on her throat and kept her head turned slightly away from him. “I have nothing more to say to you, Your Grace.”
He smiled tightly. “But I have several things I wish to say to you.”
“Can they not wait until tomorrow?” Reaction to Lady Millbrook’s attack was definitely setting in now. Emma’s whole body was starting to shake. She was also doing her best to hold back the tears stinging her eyes, but she feared she would not be able to continue doing so if Hawkwood delayed her for much longer. “I am feeling rather…fatigued and intend to leave early.”
Adam, sensing a lack of Emma’s usual fire when she spoke to him, now studied her from between narrowed lids. Her face was extremely pale, and she was not looking at him directly. “What has happened?” he demanded.
“Nothing has happened.” She kept her face turned slightly away from him. “I am simply tired, as I have already stated.”
“No, that is not it,” Adam said slowly as he approached her. “Tell me—” He broke off as he saw that the cream glove resting against her throat was no longer pristine but appeared to be covered in— “Who the hell did this to you?” He gently moved Emma’s fingers aside so he could see three long scratches down the right side of her neck. “Who?” Now that Emma had raised her head, he was able to see the glitter of tears in her eyes.
“I accidentally caught—”
“Do not attempt to tell me these are anything but deliberately inflicted wounds,” Adam grated.
“They hardly merit being called wounds,” Emma mumbled.
He was not fooled for a moment. The scratches looked both red and sore, and were deep enough to have drawn blood. He had been standing in the hallway for some time waiting for Emma to leave the retiring room, and the last person to leave had been— “Lady Millbrook did this to you,” he stated grimly.
Emma’s throat moved as she swallowed. “I am sure it was an accident.”
“What possible reason could she have for doing this to you?” Adam bit out through gritted teeth. “The truth, Emma,” he demanded as she once again avoided meeting his gaze.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “I believe she took exception to your brother talking to me earlier.”
Adam closed his eyes briefly in an effort to gain control of his temper. A temper he rarely, if ever, lost, and yet had done so more than once in the past three days. The difference being this time, it was in defense of Emma rather because of her.
He took a light grasp of her arm. “We will collect your cloak and I shall escort you to my carriage, where you will sit and wait while I return to the house for a few minutes to inform your father you are leaving.” He also intended to speak severely to Alex about his ex-mistress, tonight if possible, but tomorrow if not. But Emma did not need to know that. “Do you understand?”
Her eyes flashed. “I am neither deaf nor stupid.”
Adam smiled at hearing some of the fire return to her tone. “No, thank God, you are neither of those things.” He sobered. “I shall only be a few minutes.”
After Hawkwood had collected her cloak and she was seated in his carriage, Emma leaned weakly back against the plush upholstery. She suddenly felt as exhausted as she had earlier claimed to be. The tears that had threatened since Juanita Millbrook’s attack also began to fall.
And to think, just three days ago, Emma had thought her existence dull and uninteresting. Since Hawkwood’s advent into her life, she had been made love to by a duke, flirted with by a lord, and physically attacked by a lady who had revealed herself as not being a lady at all.



Chapter 7
 
Adam could see Emma had been crying when he stepped up into his carriage a few minutes later, the tracks of those tears visible on the pallor of her cheeks in the glow of the lamp inside. The pupils of her eyes were also thoroughly blown, so that only a small ring of green remained about the edge. She was shaking uncontrollably.
Understandably; unlike Adam, who had served in the army for five years, he very much doubted Emma had ever been subjected to deliberate physical injury of any kind.
“Drive on,” he instructed the groom as he sat next to Emma.
The carriage moved forward as Adam lifted Emma across that seat and onto his thighs before drawing her against the comfort of his chest. His arms tightened as she began to cry in earnest.
Adam allowed her to cry, knowing the tears would be cathartic to the shock of having been so willfully attacked.
As well as making his own and Emma’s excuses to Lord Harris, Adam had sought out his brother and told him in no uncertain terms to “get control of your bitch or I will do it for you.” Alexander had been as visibly shocked as Adam by Lady Millbrook’s unwarranted attack on Emma.
Emma felt like a soggy embarrassed mess by the time her tears began to abate long minutes later. No doubt her eyes and cheeks were an unattractive red.
She also felt very small, safe, and protected in Adam’s muscular arms.
“Here.” A white handkerchief appeared in front of her.
Emma’s fingers shook slightly as she took possession of the silk square. Not only must she look a mess, but as she sat up, she realized Hawkwood’s shirtfront and waistcoat were also distinctly damp. Something she attempted to rectify once she had wiped the residue of tears from her cheeks.
“Leave it.” Adam rasped his impatience with her efforts.
Emma looked at him shyly from beneath her lashes. “I am most terribly sorry for having cried all over you in that unladylike fashion.” She chewed worriedly on her bottom lip, her gaze once again lowered so he could not see her eyes.
Adam snorted. “I believe we might agree the only unladylike person present this evening was the Millbrook bitch,” he bit out, still inwardly seething with anger toward the other woman. How dare she lay hands on and physically hurt Emma, let alone cause her this added emotional suffering?
“Possibly,” Emma allowed shakily. “She certainly has an unattractive temper.”
Adam chuckled softly. “Whereas your own temper is one of your most attractive features.”
Emma’s back stiffened, and she would have moved from sitting on his thighs if his arms had not tightened about her to keep her firmly in place. “I have never lost my temper with anyone in the way I do constantly with you,” she defended.
“Or I with you,” Adam mused. “I wonder why that is?”
“You are an infuriating gentleman?” she came back pertly.
He gave another chuckle. “What is my own excuse in regard to you?”
She winced. “I am an infuriating young lady?”
“You are indeed.” Adam straightened. “But as I very much enjoy our verbal sparring, I am making no complaint on the subject.”
Her eyes widened. “You do?”
He nodded. “It heightens the physical awareness between us. Do you know what I enjoy even more?”
As his voice had lowered to a husky and sensual drawl, Emma had no difficulty at all in guessing what that something more might be.
Emma had also become aware of the intimacy of sitting on Adam’s thighs, of being able to feel the long length of his arousal pressing against her hip. She felt an answering heat move from her throat, down into her breasts, before settling at her core.
She glanced out the window as a distraction. “Where are we going?” The darkened street outside seemed familiar, but it was certainly not in the direction of her own home.
“I wish to properly examine and clean those scratches on your neck,” the duke stated grimly.
Emma raised her eyebrows as she turned back to look at him. “We are going to Hawkwood House?”
He gave an arrogant inclination of his head. “I have the necessary medical supplies there.”
“But—”
“I fail to see any difference between your visit to Hawkwood House this afternoon and the one this evening.” An underlying impatience laced his voice.
Well… No… Neither did Emma, when the reason for her earlier visit had been totally in the pursuit of pleasure, her own, at least. Which brought back all too forcefully the reason for Adam’s interest in her. “My father will be expecting me to be home when he returns.”
“Your father was too busy being flattered by our hostess to object when I told him I was escorting you home,” Adam bit out disapprovingly.
Emma’s cheeks flushed at the obvious rebuke toward her parent. “I am sure he believed you were escorting me to our home, not your own.”
“No doubt he did,” Adam dismissed.
Emma frowned, once again irritated by this gentleman’s arrogance.
Almost as much as she was tempted by the opportunity to once again be alone with Adam.
Their lovemaking had been halted abruptly this afternoon by the arrival of Alexander Stirling, and the desire that had been building within Emma then still roiled and ached inside her. Even more so being in Adam’s arms and held against the heat of his body, with the evidence of his own desire still pressing intimately against her.
Whatever his reason for wishing to marry her, he could not deny his arousal in her presence.
Nevertheless… “I did not anticipate this happening.”
“Neither did I,” Adam assured as the carriage came to a stop outside Hawkwood House. It was true, he had not planned for this to happen, but now that it had… “But that does not mean I do not intend to take full advantage of it.”
“Perhaps I should go straight home after all.”
“Perhaps you should.” Adam looked at her from beneath hooded lids. “But you are not going to. Are you?”
No, she was not going to do that, Emma accepted, her cheeks burning as she busied herself gathering up her cloak.
This might be the last opportunity she had to be alone with Adam.
 
The Duke of Hawkwood’s private sitting room was becoming as familiar to her as her own, Emma acknowledged as she gave a rueful glance about the wholly masculine and candlelit room with its large, dark furniture and equally big and comfortable cream couches.
As Emma’s gloves were badly stained with her own blood, she decided to remove them completely, putting them to one side to warm her bare hands in front of the crackling fire.
She studied Adam as he stood across the room in conversation with his butler, able to hear him requesting the man to bring him clean cloths and warm water, along with some ointment from the dressing room adjoining his bedchamber.
“Let me see,” Adam demanded as, having dismissed the butler, he strode over, lit candle in hand, to join her beside the fire.
Emma straightened, giving a pained wince as tilting her head to one side pulled on the ragged edges of her gouged flesh.
“Bitch was far too mild a description of that she-cat.” Adam’s gaze grew flinty as he held up the candle to inspect the scratches. “An animal would be put down for less.”
Emma gave a nervous laugh. “I hardly think that applies to Lady Millbrook.”
“I disagree,” Adam rasped. “Alexander will be speaking to her this evening, but I do believe I may have to pay that lady a visit myself in the very near future.”
Emma took a step away from his gently probing fingers. “I would rather you did not.”
Adam placed the lit candle on a side table. “Why not?”
She shrugged. “It would give far too much importance to the incident if the Duke of Hawkwood were to take a personal interest in the matter.”
“Even if I do have a personal interest in the matter?”
Color warmed Emma’s cheeks. “I would really rather you did not draw further attention to this unpleasantness.”
Adam had no doubt this young woman was accustomed to remaining on the fringe of Society rather than being in the thick of it. Just as he was aware it was his own involvement with her, and therefore that of his brother, which had brought Emma this particular unwanted attention.
Adam respected Emma’s feelings on the matter of Juanita Millbrook, but at the same time, he knew this incident could not be allowed to go unchecked. The other woman was a vicious vixen who needed her claws clipped, and if neither Alexander nor Millbrook were capable of doing that, then Adam would, whether Emma liked it or not.
“Ah, thank you, Dilley.” Adam decided to abandon the subject of Juanita Millbrook now that his butler had returned with the cloths, water, and salve he had requested. “That will be all for this evening, thank you,” he dismissed the elderly man once the butler had placed the items on a small table beside one of the armchairs.
Adam had already noted that the decanter of brandy had been replenished since Alexander had downed most of its contents earlier today, and he now moved to pour some of that amber liquid into a glass. He held it out to Emma. He had some other distractions in mind for after he had cleansed her wound, but for the moment, she would need something to take the edge off the pain.
“Goodness!” Emma gasped after taking a tentative sip from the glass of brandy the duke had given her. She had never tasted the liquor before now, and she was uncertain as to whether or not she ever wished to taste it again as the heat of it burned its way down her throat and settled as a warm glow in her stomach. “Mm, perhaps it is not so bad.” She licked her lips, then took another sip, prepared for, even enjoying, the burning sensation this time.
“I think that might be enough of that for now.” Adam deftly removed the glass from her fingers and placed it back on the tray with the decanter, preventing Emma from taking a third sip. “I would rather you did not become completely inebriated,” he derided as she frowned her disappointment.
Was she even a little inebriated after partaking of only two sips of brandy?
Emma thought perhaps that might be the case when none of her earlier anger returned and she offered none of her usual resistance as Hawkwood guided her to sit in one of the spacious armchairs. She leaned her head back wearily on the upholstery. No doubt the residual rush of emotion left over from Juanita Millbrook’s attack was not helping to banish Emma’s feelings of exhaustion.
Adam went down on his knees beside the chair where Emma was seated so that he might more closely inspect the wounds through narrowed lids. The scratches were not particularly deep, but they were at least three inches in length, and the fact the skin was broken would cause the warm water to sting a little as he cleaned them. Hopefully, the salve he applied afterward would help to ease that discomfort.
He sat back on his haunches. “I will do my best not to hurt you.”
She roused herself enough to look at him, her eyes a dark green. “Will you?”
Adam’s breath caught in his throat at the feeling he had that Emma was not only referring to the cleansing of her wounds, making him question how deeply Alex’s words had hurt her this afternoon. “Yes,” he confirmed huskily.
“Good.” She nodded as she once again leaned her head back and closed her eyes.
Adam forced himself to deal quickly and efficiently with cleansing and treating Emma’s wounds, all the time aware of the conflicting emotions churning inside him.
On the one hand, he wanted to return immediately to the Harpers’ home to seek out Juanita Millbrook and administer a severe tongue lashing as to what he thought of that woman’s viciousness toward Emma.
On the other, he was aware of Emma’s anger toward him.
As he was also very aware of Emma’s close proximity.
Of the way in which her unique perfume once again invaded all of his senses.
The warmth of her body mere inches away from his own.
Of the upward and downward swell of her creamy breasts as she breathed.
The temptation of her slightly parted and moist lips.
Of how he was not going to be able to allow Emma to leave him tonight without giving in to the need he felt to once again taste that soft and delicious mouth.



Chapter 8
 
Emma felt herself being lulled into sleep by the warmth of the room, and there was only the sound of them both breathing as Adam first carefully cleaned the scratches on her throat before applying an ointment that instantly soothed away the sting.
It was so very pleasant to forget her anger and disappointment in Adam for a while. To merely sit here and allow herself to be pampered and cared for, and to know that gentle care was being given by Adam Stirling, the gentleman most of Society knew as the arrogant and austere Duke of Hawkwood.
There was no doubting Adam was arrogant—his reason for wishing to marry her was proof of that—and he could be austere when he chose to be, but there much more to him than that.
His impatient tolerance of his flirtatious brother spoke of his filial affection.
The gentleness he now showed toward her was indicative that Adam also had a compassionate side.
His lovemaking… Oh God, Adam’s lovemaking caused Emma’s knees to weaken and her body to once again long for, ache for the release he had promised her earlier today, and which his brother’s interruption had prevented from happening.
Her heart sped up, heat suffusing her body at the realization she and Adam were once again alone in his private sitting room. The warmth and candle glow, along with the caress of Adam’s fingers against her throat, all added to that intimacy.
The anger Emma had felt toward him after his brother’s revelation regarding their father’s will now seemed somewhat out of proportion to the crime. Adam had made her no false declaration of love. Nor had he deliberately tried to deceive her with a lie as to the reason for his offer of marriage. The latter mainly because he had not stated his reasons.
But many marriages of the ton were based on political or financial gain or social prestige, so why should she have thought Adam was any different? Not that an alliance with Emma would give him any of those three advantages, but marriage to her before his thirty-fifth birthday would ensure he kept the Hawkwood fortune.
Could she condemn him for that?
Adam’s lovemaking, both yesterday and today, implied he intended for her to enjoy the experience at least. She already knew from Felicia that a gentleman could enjoy lovemaking without the presence of love. It was not Adam’s fault that she was falling in love with him.
“Emma?” Adam had been watching the play of emotions across her face in the candlelight.
There was the discomfort from his tending her wounds, of course, but there were also other emotions.
Frowning concentration.
Self-mockery.
Rueful acceptance.
And lastly, quiet resolve.
But resolve in regard to what?
Her eyes were once again that bright and entrancing green when she raised her lids, a smile curving the softness of her lips. “I will inform my father in the morning that I have decided to accept your offer of marriage.”
Adam sat back on his haunches so suddenly, he almost toppled over. He placed a hand on the armchair to steady himself. “You will?”
“Yes.” Her smile widened. “My reaction earlier to hearing the reason for your offer was extremely childish,” she dismissed with a self-derisive laugh.
Childish or not, it had at least been an honest reaction. Something Adam did not believe Emma’s air of false bravado was now giving him. “I do not recall agreeing with my brother’s assessment of the situation.”
She laughed softly. “That is because, beneath your façade of arrogance and haughtiness, you are a gentleman.”
Adam wasn’t sure he agreed with her
assessment of his character. Although calling him arrogant, haughty, and a gentleman all in the same breath surely rendered the remark as much of an insult as it was a compliment. Which, he allowed ruefully, was typical of the feisty Emma he was coming to know.
“I am, of course”—a delicate blush now colored her cheeks, her lashes lowered—“agreeing to it being a true marriage, and—and all that entails. Whatever your plans for the future, I accept you will eventually have need of an heir.”
Adam eyed her beneath lowered lids, wondering if Emma was really saying what he thought she was. “My brother is currently my heir.”
“Of course. But you are a duke, and no doubt you would one day like a son of your own to inherit the title.” The color deepened in her cheeks. “If I become your duchess, I am not averse to taking every measure to provide that heir.”
She was saying what he thought she was.
Having been completely taken aback by her about-face in deciding to accept his offer of marriage, Adam was even more surprised that it now seemed that Emma was admitting, albeit obliquely, to enjoying their
lovemaking.
“I would prefer that any—any liaisons formed outside of our marriage,” she continued determinedly, “do not become public knowledge.”
Adam could feel his own anger rising. “I will not tolerate any wife of mine becoming embroiled in liaisons outside of our marriage.”
Her eyes widened. “The remark was not made in reference to my own behavior!”
Which meant it had to have been directed toward his. A statement that implied a readiness on Emma’s part to accept Adam would be unfaithful, not that he might be. Something Adam found he disliked almost as much as he did the idea of Emma taking lovers.
He placed a hand on each of the arms of the chair, effectively trapping Emma. “I do not believe you to be in a position to state conditions for a marriage which does not yet exist.”
Emma blinked. “Is it too much to ask that I not be made to suffer the public humiliation many husbands of the ton cause their wives when it becomes known they have taken a mistress?”
It was not too much to ask at all. It was the assumption Adam would be taking a mistress outside his marriage which continued to rankle. Especially so when he desired Emma so much, he couldn’t even see other women, let alone want to bed any of them.
It was for him to now ensure she felt that same desire only for him.
Emma gave a gasp as Hawkwood’s hands moved to the bottom of her gown and slowly began to push the material upward over her stocking-covered calves and knees. “What are you doing?”
Hawkwood’s smile was predatory. “In the interest of the two of us becoming better acquainted, I am continuing where we left off earlier today.” He lowered his head, his lips warm against the bared flesh revealed at the top of her stockings held up by pretty white garters adorned with pink rosebuds.
Did he mean…? Was Adam intending to…?
“These drawers will have to come off.” His hands moved to untie the bow fastening at her waist. “Lift up your bottom,” he instructed huskily.
Oh God, he was!
Emma was too surprised by the suddenness of the intimacy to do anything else but obey. Color heated her cheeks as Adam pulled her drawers steadily downward, fully exposing the blonde curls covering her mound and releasing the sweet floral perfume of her arousal as she lifted higher still so that he could remove her drawers completely and discard them.
“Slide down a little and then part your legs as wide as they will go.”
The bodice of Emma’s gown suddenly felt so tight, she could barely breathe, her heart pounding, and between her thighs becoming hot and damp.
“Emma.”
She drew in a ragged breath, her gaze riveted on Adam’s bent head as he watched her slide her bottom to the edge of the seat and part her legs.
“Wider.” He placed both hands on her thighs to assist and adjust her posture, and then those hands slowly moved higher still, thumbs stroking lightly over her exposed flesh. “Hold your skirts so they do not get in the way.”
“Adam…”
“Do it, Emma,” he instructed, waiting for her compliance before his thumbs held her nether lips apart and he slowly lowered his head.
Emma threw back her head and gave a low and mewling groan as she felt the hot and rasping stroke of Adam’s tongue along her oversensitive flesh, from her moist opening to the throbbing nubbin above. The pleasure of that stroking tongue was almost painful, becoming all-consuming as Adam continued to lick that same sensual path over and over again until Emma felt herself poised on the edge of—
Of what?
How—
“Come for me,” Adam instructed gruffly, sucking that pulsing nubbin into his mouth and allowing his tongue to stroke and lash that sensitivity.
The pleasure that coursed through Emma’s body was so intense, she felt as if she might faint. Long and rolling waves of pleasure that caused her whole body to quake and tremble and the juices to gush from her slit, only to be lapped up by that marauding tongue.
Emma wanted more. More of Adam’s strong hands caressing her nether lips. More of Adam’s tongue licking the juices from her pussy. More of the heat of his mouth on her clit, claiming her, pleasuring her.
Adam gave her more, taking her to that edge of release again and again before his hands and mouth pushed her over into that maelstrom of pleasure.
Emma lay sprawled in the chair, legs lewdly apart, her pussy a pleasurable throb by the time Adam raised his head some time later and rested back on his haunches. His hair had fallen onto his forehead, his face was flushed, his lips and chin slick with her juices, his eyes a glittering silver between narrowed lids.
His mouth twisted. “I hope you will agree this is a good beginning to the two of us getting to know each other better.”
Emma felt the embarrassed color licking along her throat and spreading into her cheeks; Adam certainly knew her more intimately than anyone else, including herself.
Adam rose agilely to his feet, that tousled dark hair his only show of dishevelment. “It is late. I will leave you to put on your drawers. And adjust your clothing,” he added dryly as Emma quickly dropped her skirts to cover her nakedness below the waist, “while I go and arrange for my carriage to take you home.”
Emma felt frozen in place for several long seconds after Adam had left the room.
What had just happened?
Well, she knew what had happened. Adam had pleasured her with his hands and mouth, until her body sang in response to his every caress and touch and she had felt herself teetering on the edge of plummeting into madness if he attempted to give her one more release.
And then he had abruptly ended the encounter.
Had stood up, straightened the cuffs of his shirt beneath his jacket, and strode from the room looking every inch the composed and self-contained Duke of Hawkwood.



Chapter 9
 
“You are very quiet this afternoon.” Felicia raised a questioning brow as the two ladies once again lingered over enjoying afternoon tea together. “Is that because, after observing you with both the Stirling brothers yesterday evening, I see you are as confused as I am as to which of them holds your affection?” she added teasingly.
Emma gave a pained wince. Pain which was not exclusive to her emotions but also included the aching of the rest of her body, as a pleasurable reminder of Adam’s lovemaking the previous night.
She had no doubt as to which of the Stirling brothers held her affections, had accepted during her lonely carriage ride home the previous night that she was not falling in love with Adam but had already fallen in love with him.
All while having absolutely no idea how he felt toward her.
His lovemaking last night had been beyond anything she might have imagined from Felicia’s previous revelations on the subject. Only for Adam to then send Emma home alone in his carriage.
Her emotions were still reeling as to the reason she had received such callous treatment.
Had Adam taken what he wanted from her and felt no further necessity to continue those explorations just then?
Or had he been so disgusted by her unladylike responses, he could not bear to be in her company a moment longer?
His silence today, on any subject, either by calling upon her or sending another letter, even one as dictatorial as the last one, was not helping Emma’s feelings of uncertainty.
Men, she had decided earlier as she changed her clothing to visit Felicia, were far more complicated than women, no matter what she may have previously heard to the contrary. Or, at the very least, Adam was too complicated for Emma to even begin to second-guess his motives for doing anything.
Perhaps she had given in too easily the night before.
Or her response had been too wanton for what he required in a wife.
Whatever the reason for Adam’s silence today, Emma had not thought it prudent, after all, to tell her father of her decision to accept the Duke of Hawkwood’s offer of marriage. She would look very foolish indeed if Adam had now decided to withdraw his offer.
“Not at all,” she answered Felicia dismissively. “The duke and his brother had merely both engaged me in polite conversation.”
The other woman gave a snort. “I cannot say politeness is a virtue either of the Stirling brothers is known for. And did you see the sour look on Juanita Millbrook’s face when she saw you talking with them?” Felicia added with obvious glee. “Green does not even begin to describe her jealousy!”
Emma raised a hand to where she had earlier applied a dressing to cover the scratches on her neck. They had developed a light scabbing by this morning but were still visible as being exactly what they were: wounds inflicted by a vicious she-cat. Emma had decided, rather than put up with awkward questions from her father or Felicia, to instead cover the wounds and make up her own reason for having done so.
“I do not recall seeing Lady Millbrook in the ballroom, no,” she dismissed truthfully. Juanita had not been so unsubtle as to have challenged Emma in public but had chosen to attack her in the privacy of the ladies’ retiring room instead.
“It was most amusing.” Felicia chuckled. “I was about to come over and congratulate you for giving her the set-down when you suddenly disappeared.” She frowned. “Presumably that was when you went for your stroll. Did you injure yourself very badly?”
Emma had fabricated the story of having caught herself on a rose bush as she took a break from the entertainment by walking amongst the lush foliage of the Harpers’ candlelit conservatory. “Not too badly, no,” she now dismissed. “But as it is rather unsightly, I think it best if I do not attend the Thomases’ ball this evening.”
“Oh that is a pity.” Felicia sighed. “Perhaps—”
“His Grace, the Duke of Hawkwood, my lady,” the butler announced from the open doorway.
Emma stiffened at the mention Adam’s name. What on earth was he doing here? Which was a ridiculous thing for her to ask when Langdon was one of his closest friends. Even so, it was disconcerting to know Adam was now in the same house as her.
Felicia smiled blandly. “Did you inform His Grace my husband is not at home?”
The butler nodded. “His Grace was very clear it was Lady Langdon he wished to see.”
“Indeed?” Felicia’s brows rose. “In that case, you had better show him in.” She waited until the butler had departed and then turned to Emma. “I wonder if the duke’s visit today has anything to do with your being here too?” she asked archly.
“I very much doubt it,” Emma said scornfully, trying her best not to look flustered by Adam’s imminent arrival.
He had been politeness itself the previous night as he accompanied her outside and ensured she was comfortably seated in his carriage before he returned to the house.
He had treated her with the politeness Felicia claimed he did not have.
As if Adam had not just taken Emma to heaven and back. Several times.
Well, if Adam had shown her a glimpse of heaven last night, Emma felt as if she had been in hell ever since.
She had no idea what to make of his hot and then lukewarm behavior. Did not know how he could have treated her with the politeness of a virtual stranger after the intimacies they had just shared. Obviously, Emma was not made of such fine distinctions as Adam was, nor could she possibly make a pretense of such sophistication.
“I will make my excuses and leave once social politeness has been satisfied,” she told Felicia.
“So it is Alexander Stirling with whom you are enamored!”
A blush warmed Emma’s cheeks. “I—”
“His Grace, the Duke of Hawkwood.”
Both ladies stood as the duke swept into the room, Emma glancing at him surreptitiously from beneath her lashes as he strode over to his hostess to bend politely over the hand Felicia graciously held out to him.
He nodded abruptly in Emma’s direction to acknowledge her presence but did not make any attempt to approach her.
“Your Grace.” She curtseyed, her gaze lowered. Which did not mean she had not first observed how handsome Adam looked today in a perfectly tailored dark gray superfine and snowy-white linen. “I am afraid I really must be going now.” She offered her regrets to Felicia. “I still have some errands to run this afternoon.”
Her friend frowned her disappointment. “But—”
“You will be accompanying me in my carriage when I leave,” Hawkwood stated in a tone that brooked no argument.
Emma’s eyes widened. She wasn’t sure if it was due to indignation at his daring to order her about in public, or surprise at his wanting her to accompany him at all. Indignation won out. “My own carriage is waiting outside to take me wherever I wish to go.” Which, she realized belatedly, meant that Adam could not help but have seen the Harris carriage outside when he arrived, and so known of her presence here.
“I have already informed your father that you will be traveling home with me,” he bit out at Emma’s incredulous gasp.
Her father? When and where had Adam spoken to her father?
Her parent had still been out to lunch when Emma left the house earlier, so could Hawkwood possibly have met him at his club?
Or called at her home and spoken to her father there?
Either way, Emma did not appreciate Hawkwood’s highhandedness in thinking he could tell her what to do without so much as a by your leave, and she could feel the heat of that anger rising in her cheeks as she prepared to tell him so.
“I believe I will go and talk to the housekeeper regarding dinner this evening,” Felicia put in quickly. She had known Emma long enough to recognize the signs of her impending temper.
Neither Emma nor Hawkwood acknowledged their hostess leaving the room, which, in the circumstances, was very rude of them. Instead, their gazes were locked in a silent battle, green against gray, the one heated, the other icy.
Emma was finally the one to break the silence. “How dare you even think I would accept your intention to dismiss my carriage in that autocratic manner?”
Adam’s nostrils flared. He was in no mood to put up with Emma’s anger. Too much of her feistiness today, and she was likely to end up bare-assed over his knee. “As we are both going to Harris House when we leave here, it is ridiculous to go in separate carriages.”
“I… You… Why are you going to Harris House?”
Adam bristled at the suspicion in her tone. “For the same reason I called there an hour ago. So that your father and I might discuss the details of the marriage contract and you might begin the wedding preparations. Except,” he continued firmly as Emma would have spoken, “it seems my future bride has not informed her father of our betrothal this morning, as she had said she intended doing.”
“Well… I… But you…” She looked completely flustered as she lifted her chin in challenge. “Your manner last night did not indicate you still wished to marry me.”
“On the contrary,” he bit out. “I believe my behavior last night can have left you in no doubt as to my wishing to make you my wife.”
The color deepened in Emma’s cheeks. “I was referring to your coldness toward me when we parted.”
He scowled darkly. “What would you have had me do? Carry you upstairs to my bedchamber and fuck us both into exhaustion until morning, as I wanted to do?” He gave a harsh laugh at hearing Emma’s shocked gasp at the crudeness of his language.
This woman, Adam had decided through a long and virtually sleepless night, had the power to turn him to drink.
But as he had no intention of doing that, the cold lash of his tongue would have to suffice. “Why is it so damned difficult for you to be where you are supposed to be and do what you are supposed to do?” Adam had not enjoyed Harris’s surprise when he stated his business and the other man had looked completely blank about the subject. Worse, Harris had told him Emma was not even at home.
Her eyes glittered like twin jewels as she glared at him. “Possibly because I am free to do as I wish and not a dog you can call to heel whenever the fancy takes you!”
Some of Adam’s anger deflated at the ridiculous image that brought to mind. Although he was rather partial, did have a fancy, for having Emma on her knees in front of him again…
Most of the reason for his restlessness during the night was due to the throbbing of his unsatisfied cock.
He could have taken care of the problem himself, but the last few weeks had shown him it would have served little purpose. The moment he even thought about Emma’s bared breasts and the delicious taste of her pussy, his cock would have risen again just as painfully.
As it had done the moment he walked into Felicia Langdon’s sitting room.
Emma’s hair glowed golden in the sunlight shining in through the window behind her, and her burnt-orange day gown emphasized the creaminess of the swell of her breasts above the neckline. Adam knew exactly what delights lay beneath
that gown now.
The sooner Emma became his wife and he could satisfy this uncontrollable lust, the better.
“Your father is perfectly happy for the two of us to arrive back at Harris House together,” Adam informed her loftily.
“So the two of you might discuss the details of the marriage contract and I might begin the wedding preparations.”
Adam sensed there was a trap in Emma having repeated his statement so accurately, but for the life of him, he couldn’t discern where or how. “Yes.”
Emma glared. “I have yet to hear a marriage proposal.”
He scowled his irritation. “You know that is not the way things are done.”
“I think the two of us have already gone far and beyond the way things are done,” Emma snapped. “And if I am to marry you”—she drew herself up straighter still—“I have decided I shall require a marriage proposal first.”
When had she decided that?
No doubt it was after Adam had ushered her from Hawkwood House in so timely a fashion the night before.
Alexander had been right. There was much more to Miss Emma Harris than appeared on the surface. She was also, without a doubt, the most stubborn female it had ever been Adam’s misfortune to— To what? Want to marry? Most definitely. But Emma was more than that. Much more.
She was intelligent, independent, and, like Adam, she did not suffer fools gladly. She was also the most artlessly responsive lover he’d ever known.
The ladies of the demimonde were tutored in the art of pleasing a man, and they were paid handsomely for it. The same with a mistress, except she usually required a house for giving exclusivity for the duration of the arrangement.
But Emma… Physically, she gave all of herself, without reservation or artifice. She was all the more desirable because of it.
Adam gave a terse nod. “We will discuss it in my carriage on the drive to your home.”
Emma had no idea why she was being so stubborn and challenging Adam in this way.
Except he infuriated her.
Irritated her intensely.
How was she supposed to have known how he would have preferred last night to end? She was not a clairvoyant, nor did she know him well enough as yet to discern the nuances of his mercurial moods. Why could he not have simply said he wanted to fu—make love to her? It would have saved her a wealth of unhappiness during those long hours of fitful sleep.
“We will discuss it,” she answered him. “But not in your carriage,” she stated. “No matter your opinion on the subject, I shall travel home as I arrived, in my own conveyance.”
“Stubborn, unreasonable, bloody female,” Adam muttered before drawing in a long and controlling breath. “Very well.” He nodded. “Once we arrive, I will ask your father if we might have a few minutes alone together before any negotiations are made between the two of us on the marriage contract.”
“You intend to propose to me?”
“I intend to buck against Society and ask you to marry me, yes.”
“Perhaps we will start a new fashion.”
“Perhaps,” he allowed dryly.
It was a moment of triumph, and yet strangely, Emma did not feel as if she had won anything, least of all their argument. How could she when it felt as if Hawkwood was humoring her rather than agreeing her request was a reasonable one.
Possibly because she knew that request was totally unreasonable. It was the way of things that the male head of the household, after possibly consulting the female on the matter—it was not a given this would occur—would then accept a marriage proposal on her behalf.
But Emma did not consider her relationship with Adam to have been in the least conventional so far, so why change things now? Most couples would not even have had a conversation alone together until after they were married, let alone indulged in the intimacies she and Hawkwood had already shared.
Emma had no more time to ponder the subject as Felicia returned and Adam immediately made excuses for both Emma and himself to leave. Felicia’s expression, when she glanced at Emma, promised there would be lots of questions asked, and answered, the next time the two women met.
“I am waiting for another set-down in regard to my arrogance in having made our excuses for both of us to leave as if it is already my right,” Adam drawled as they walked down the front steps of the house together.
Emma’s lips twitched as she held back the laughter at hearing his resigned tone. She doubted the autocratic Duke of Hawkwood was accustomed to being rebuked for any reason. But she did not need to win every argument between then, only most of them.
Besides, Emma had no intention of becoming predictable to him, and therefore boring. “Not at all,” she dismissed smoothly as her groom stepped forward to open her carriage door. “You are—” Emma gave a scream when she saw a dark and furiously buzzing cloud inside her carriage.



Chapter 10
 
“Take another sip of brandy,” Adam encouraged gently as he helped to lift the glass up to Emma’s pale lips. It wasn’t only her lips that were pale; the whole of her face was white as snow.
Understandably so when she had almost been attacked by a swarm of angry bees.
Thank God he’d had the foresight to slam the carriage door closed the moment he realized what the strange buzzing noise was; otherwise, Emma might have been seriously stung. Too many bee stings could, in some cases, prove fatal.
As it was, Adam had slammed the door to confine the bees before turning to catch Emma as she swayed, no doubt from shock. He had lost no time after that to carry her back inside the house and lay her carefully down on one of Felicia Langdon’s couches. The other woman had, thank goodness, the presence of mind not to fuss or ask too many questions as she instead instructed her servants to bring smelling salts and brandy.
Emma had revived within seconds, thank goodness, and was now well on the way to being over the worst of her shock.
The question Adam wanted answered was how the bees had gotten into the carriage in the first place? They could have formed their nest under one of the seats, he supposed, but if that was the case, why had they not swarmed previously? Bees didn’t usually attack like that unless first provoked.
Adam straightened as he saw some of the color was now returning to Emma’s cheeks. “I will be back in a few minutes.”
Emma watched Adam stride from the room, the rigidity of his wide shoulders and brisk walk unmistakably caused by anger.
Felicia sat on the couch beside Emma. “Hawkwood said something about bees inside your carriage…?”
Emma trembled. “Hundreds of them, it seemed like. If I had stepped inside and closed the door without realizing…” She gave a shudder. “I am allergic to a bee’s sting.” She had been stung once as a small child and had swelled up to almost twice her size. She would almost certainly have died if she had been attacked by a whole nest of them.
“It is time I took you home,” Adam announced as he came back into the room. “Thank you for your assistance, Lady Langdon, but I believe Emma would now benefit from being within the comfort and safety of her own surroundings.”
Emma felt something melt inside her at Adam’s correct intuition of her emotions. It was exactly how she felt, much as she loved Felicia and appreciated her friendship and concern.
Except she did not wish to return home quite yet…
“Could we possibly go to Hawkwood House first?” Emma prompted once she and Adam were seated in his carriage. Her own carriage was no longer outside the house, and Emma could only presume Adam had sent it away when he had excused himself earlier for those few minutes. “I need to… I should like to be alone with you for a short time.” Color warmed her cheeks as she gazed shyly across the carriage at him. “If it is not an imposition.”
Adam looked at her wordlessly for several seconds, his gaze remaining on her as he knocked on the roof of the carriage. “Hawkwood House, Sheffield,” he instructed the driver, his gaze remaining fixed on Emma. “Knowing how much you dislike not being informed, I think I should tell you that there was no hidden nest, but a sack containing the bees had been deliberately placed under the seat of your carriage.” His expression was grim. “A surprise gift for you, according to your groom—although he had no idea what that gift was—from a beautiful dark-haired lady who claimed to be your friend.”
Emma stilled, stunned at the deliberate viciousness of such an act. “It was Juanita Millbrook,” she stated with certainty. After all, the other woman had warned Emma she would further regret her supposed friendship with Alexander Stirling.
Emma also recalled having once had a long conversation with Lord Millbrook on the subject of his keeping several hives of bees at Millbrook House because he enjoyed their fresh honey. She remembered admitting to enjoying their honey too but being allergic to a bee sting. Had Juanita Millbrook been present for that conversation? Emma did not recall, but it seemed likely, in view of the method the other woman had chosen to continue her attack.
Adam, well aware of the other woman’s viciousness toward Emma the previous evening, had drawn the same conclusion within seconds of the groom explaining the sequence of events leading up to them finding the bees in Emma’s carriage. The lad should not have let anyone enter or leave something in Emma’s carriage, of course, but Adam was sure Juanita Millbrook could be very persuasive when she chose to be. Lord Malcolm Millbrook, Adam also knew, could talk long and boringly for hours about his interest in beekeeping.
It seemed Alexander had not been able to do as Adam asked and curb the other woman’s jealousy of Emma.
A visit from Adam later today would leave that lady in absolutely no doubt as to which of the Stirling brothers held Emma’s welfare in the highest regard. By the time Adam had finished that conversation, he would have ensured the woman was muzzled and declawed.
Emma frowned. “Surely she must have realized we would get to the truth of the matter quite easily, when many in Society are aware of her husband’s hobby of beekeeping?”
“I can only assume her less than healthy infatuation with my brother has addled her wits.” Adam frowned. “I overheard you telling Lady Langdon earlier you are allergic to bee stings?”
Emma nodded. “Since I was a child. The doctor warned then that I should take care never to be stung again, as the consequences could be dire.”
“The Millbrook bitch might have killed you!” Adam knew, whether or not Emma was allergic to a bee sting, she could have died anyway if she had received enough of the poisonous venom into her bloodstream.
“And I can only assume, as Lady Millbrook could not possibly have thought the Duke of Hawkwood was interested in me,” Emma teased, “that she did not believe me when I assured her I was not pursuing Lord Stirling nor being pursued by him.”
Adam was relieved to hear some of Emma’s sense of humor was returning.
Although quite how he was to continue keeping his hands off her once they were alone together again at Hawkwood House, he had no idea. But refusing her request had been beyond him when she had asked so shyly and he desired her so utterly.
Adam doubted even his considerable willpower or his iron control would be enough to resist her. He might have lost Emma today. The possibility of loss through death, he now realized, was a great leveler as to who and what was or was not important in one’s life.
“I am becoming very fond of this room,” Emma acknowledged ruefully a few minutes later as she glanced about the familiarity of Adam’s private sitting room.
He quirked a mocking brow. “Might I take that remark as meaning it is one of the rooms you are not intending to change the décor of when you become mistress here?”
Emma now trembled for quite another reason than her reaction to having almost been stung by bees. The thought of being mistress of this magnificent house, of becoming Adam’s wife, his duchess… “Your brother will not interrupt us again today, I hope?”
“I have locked the door and left instructions with the servants to inform Alexander not to come knocking on it, under sentence of his premature death,” Adam assured her dryly.
“Then will you please kiss me?” she invited huskily.
He winced. “I am not sure that is a good idea, considering what I wished to do with you last night.”
Emma was counting on that being the case. Because she very much wanted, needed, Adam to kiss her right now, and then for them to both enjoy together anything that came after that kiss. She needed that reassurance of warmth from him.
She now had absolutely no doubt the two of them would marry, so what did it matter if they anticipated their wedding night by a few days or even weeks? “When is your birthday?”
“Next month.”
“Then we should probably arrange a wedding date soon.”
Adam scowled. “Is this about that ridiculous clause in my father’s will?”
Emma gave a rueful smile. “I should not like the tardiness of a few days’ or weeks’ delay in our wedding to be the reason you lost your fortune.”
His nostrils flared. “It is not my own but the Hawkwood fortune which I would forfeit to the future hair, whether that be Alexander or a son of our marriage. I have accumulated enough personal wealth to not need to touch a penny of the family money.”
“Does a gentleman ever have too much money?” she teased.
“Emma—”
“Please kiss me, Adam,” she encouraged huskily.
As all the blood had now rushed from Adam’s head to his rapidly engorging cock, he had little sense left in his brain to think of anything more than touching and tasting Emma again.
But he would not forget this conversation regarding the Hawkwood fortune.
Nor had he forgotten the need to call upon Lord and Lady Millbrook, to put a decisive end to this unreasonable vendetta the other woman now waged against Emma. But as Emma was currently safe and here with him, that visit could also wait a little longer.
A lot longer, he amended, the color having fully returned to Emma’s creamy cheeks and her eyes bright with arousal, as indication she desired him as deeply as he did her.
As Adam had suspected might become the case, being with Emma, touching her, kissing her, was fast becoming an addiction. As necessary to him as the air he breathed.
Rather than responding only to raw desire and emotion as they had last night, Adam was determined to make love to Emma today. To take his time and worship every inch of her, as she deserved.
“If we are to start a new fashion of the gentleman proposing to the woman rather than simply asking her father’s permission, then the least that woman deserves is a romantic setting for such a proposal. Which we do not have here.” He frowned. “Instead, can I make you a promise that the proposal will be forthcoming when the time is right?”
“Of course.”
His jaw tensed at this further evidence of Emma’s complete trust in him. “Last night, I managed to part from you before I anticipated our wedding night. I cannot promise to be so…to have that same willpower today once I have kissed you.”
Emma stepped forward until she stood only inches apart from Adam, determined to leave him in no doubt as to her own need. “I shall say yes to your proposal when you choose to make it. I might be stubborn, but I am not silly enough to say no to becoming your duchess.”
Adam smiled ruefully. “So the incentive is my title.”
“Not in the least.” Emma met his gaze steadily, leaving him in no doubt as to who or what was the main incentive. Him.
Adam exhaled noisily. “Do you have any idea how much I desire you?”
Desire, Emma noted, not the same love she felt for him. But there would be time for love to grow between them, and if it did not become love on Adam’s part, then she would enjoy his desire for her for as long as it lasted.
“As much as I desire you, I hope,” she returned shyly.
A fire flared in the depths of his eyes as Adam stared into hers for several long seconds and then pulled her gently into his arms to lower his head and claim her lips with his own.
It began as a slow and exploratory kiss, but the want, the need, the heat between them, quickly spiraled out of control.
“So good,” Emma gasped as Adam’s lips traveled hotly down her throat to the swell of her breasts. Her back arched as she felt the rough lave of his tongue across her nipples.
It was the first realization she had that her gown was now unfastened at the back and gaping open at the front, freeing her breasts to the ministrations of Adam’s mouth and hands before it slipped down her body completely to pool about her ankles, leaving her wearing only her chemise and drawers.
Emma had never helped a man to undress, and she had no idea how to go about doing so now either. But she was more than willing to be guided by Adam as she helped divest him of his boots, jacket, waistcoat, and neckcloth before he pulled his own shirt over his head and drop it to the ground with the rest of his clothes.
Her breath caught in her throat as she stared at the broad expanse of Adam’s naked torso: wide shoulders, tautly muscled chest with a dark dusting of hair across bronzed nipples and then in a vee down to his slender waist. His arms were also muscular, with a similar dusting of hair on his forearms.
Adam was so much more without his clothes and with his dark hair disheveled. More muscular. More mouthwateringly handsome. More!
Emma’s hands reached out tentatively, only to freeze just short of touching him as she heard Adam’s sharply indrawn breath.
“Touch me,” he groaned, hands clenched at his sides, every muscle tensed beneath that golden flesh. “For God’s sake, Emma, touch me!”
She could feel Adam shaking as she placed her hands against the heated skin of his chest, the play of muscles beneath her caressing fingertips, the rapid and heavy beat of his heart. A man such as Adam would not take it as a compliment to be called beautiful, and yet he was. As perfect as a painting Emma had once seen of Michelangelo’s David.
Emma barely suppressed a giggle at the realization one part of Adam’s anatomy, at least, was far larger than David’s. Adam’s cock was so much longer and thicker than the statue depicted David’s as being.
She moistened her lips with the tip of her tongue. “Might I kiss you?”
A nerve pulsed in Adam’s clenched jaw. “You can do whatever you wish with me.”
She gave Adam’s face a quick glance before hastily looking away again, feeling feverish at the hot lick of desire she could see burning in the depth of his glittering eyes.
Unlike a statue, Adam’s flesh was hot and fluid against her lips, and Emma acted purely on instinct when she laved the wetness of her tongue across one of his bronzed nipples. She heard Adam groan, his hands reaching out to grasp the tops of her arms to pull her closer still as that nubbin hardened beneath the moist caress.
Emma wondered whether he was as sensitive and would feel the same pleasure as she did when he suckled on her nipples.
“Dear God…”
Emma’s heart leapt at the sound of Adam’s aching gasp when she sucked his nipple into her mouth at the same time as her fingers plucked at its twin, caressing, pinching, until it was hard and throbbing.
“That is— No woman has ever— I had no idea of the pleasure— Do not stop!” Adam groaned achingly.
Emma had no intention of stopping, continuing to bite, pinch, and suckle on those bronzed nubbins for several more minutes and then trailed kisses down the vee of dark hair leading to his taut waist. “Adam, is it too forward if I—”
“I gave you leave to do whatever you wish,” he reminded her gruffly.
She straightened, looking straight into those darkened gray eyes as she slowly slipped the straps of her chemise down her arms, first bearing her breasts, her slender waist, and allowing it to fall to her feet.
“Let me.” Adam gently pushed her fingers aside as she would have unfastened her drawers.
It was Emma’s turn to tremble now as the silk bow was released at her waist and her drawers began to slide down her hips and legs, fully exposing her in a way she had not been before. Previously, Adam had undressed parts of her but never revealed all of her at once.
The warmth of Adam’s hands remained on her naked hips, not quite tight enough to bruise the flesh, but enough that Emma felt that touch to the depth of her core.
“Take down your hair,” Adam instructed softly, eyes hooded by lowered lids as he watched her delicate arms lift and remove the pins. Her blonde curls tumbled down onto her shoulders and the length of her spine. She looked— “You are so beautiful,” he groaned as his lips captured the softness of Emma’s in a fierce and possessive kiss.
Within minutes, they were both prone upon the couch, Adam groaning into the warmth of Emma’s throat as his fingers lightly caressed the wet heat between her thighs and then up to the nubbin which pulsed above.
“Oh please!” Emma’s hands clung tightly to Adam’s shoulders as she arched her hips up in rhythm with those caressing fingers, giving her the friction she desired until pleasure burst inside her, spreading to the whole of her body in wave after wave of heady release.
Then Adam’s mouth was at her cunny again, his lips hot as he lapped up her juices with his tongue, piercing her swollen nether lips to thrust inside to the same rhythm as his thumb rubbed and tweaked her clit.
Emma’s second release was fiercer than the first.
The third was even more intense.
She rolled onto her side to push Adam onto his back beside her. “I want to pleasure you now.” She unfastened and pulled down his pantaloons, revealing that he once again wore nothing beneath them and his cock was fully erect and leaking that liquid she liked so much.
“Not this time.” Adam held her gently at bay as she would have taken that delicious length into her mouth. “Unlike a woman, a man needs recovery time between each release,” he explained gruffly. “Much as I love having your mouth on me, today I should very much like to release my cum inside the heat of your pussy.”
Emma felt her cheeks warm, not from embarrassment but from the pleasure she felt at knowing how much Adam desired her, wanted to possess her completely. “I am not sure we are lying on the correct piece of furniture for that to be possible,” she murmured derisively.
“Straddle my hips,” Adam encouraged, nodding his approval once she had done so, the pertness of her breasts a delicious temptation above him. “Now lift up until you are high enough for the tip of my cock to touch the entrance to your cunny.” His fingers tightly gripped and raised his cock until the tip touched the heat of Emma’s pussy lips. “Now I want you to slide slowly down onto my cock. It might hurt a little at first,” he apologized as she gasped. “But in this position, you will be able to control the depth of the thrusts. The pain lasts only seconds, and the pleasure will follow shortly thereafter, I promise.”
Her channel was hot as wildfire, and it took every effort of Adam’s will to slowly feed each inch of his cock inside her until it was totally engulfed and swallowed by stretched nether lips and the heat inside her pussy.
“All right?” he prompted hoarsely.
Emma breathed raggedly as her body slowly adjusted to the intrusion. “Are all gentlemen as large as you?”
Adam chuckled. “As I have never entered into a conversation where the size of my cock is compared to another gentlemen’s, I could not say.”
She raised her brows. “Not even with your brother?”
“Perhaps as youths.” His humor faded. “But I believe you now have more knowledge as to the size of my brother’s cock than I have.”
“Yours is larger,” she instantly assured him.
Adam had not been pleased at mention of his brother at such an intimate moment, only to seconds later find himself holding back a smile at Emma’s eagerness to reassure him. “Witch,” he teased.
Emma’s hands were placed on his chest, Adam’s cock still buried inside her to the hilt. “What do we do now?”
“Are you now quite comfortable with the intrusion?”
“Quite,” she assured shyly.
“Then now you slide up and then down again, and when you slide down, I shall thrust upward.”
Emma swallowed before slowly doing as Adam instructed, able to feel every inch of that silky cock as she rose high enough to leave only the bulbous tip inside her.
“Now slowly down again,” Adam advised gruffly. “Then repeat.”
Much as Emma enjoyed the intimacy, it was also torture, she decided after repeating that movement half a dozen times. The pulling out of Adam’s cock was too slow and the thrust back in was not nearly hard enough.
“More?” Adam prompted intuitively.
“Oh yes please.” She breathed her relief that she had not actually had to ask Adam to fuck her harder.
What followed was the most wondrous experience of Emma’s life as Adam’s hands on her hips now controlled the upward and downward movement of her cunny onto his thrusting cock. He brought her to release again and again until she felt him stiffen inside her and seconds later her pussy was awash with the heat and fierceness of spurt after spurt of his hot cum.



Chapter 11
 
“You are looking as smug this evening as a cat that has lapped from a bowl of cream,” Felicia teased Emma as they stood together in the Thomases’ ballroom.
Emma had no doubt she felt as satiated as that cat, if for a very different reason.
Her afternoon with Adam had been pure ecstasy. A feast of lovemaking that had no doubt left its mark upon her, in her demeanor if in no other way. And it had been lovemaking to her. She could only hope it had been the same for Adam.
In any case, she had found herself smiling as Adam escorted her home in his carriage and kissed her lightly on the lips as they parted. She had been smiling still when she dressed to join Adam at the Thomases’ ball this evening, after all. Emma’s maid had arranged her hair in such a way as to hide the scratches down the side of her neck.
“Or savored your first taste of cock,” Felicia added softly.
Color warmed Emma’s cheeks. “I am sure your conversation did not used to be as scandalous as this.”
The other woman chuckled. “Marriage to Langdon has made me less prudish, I agree. Nor did you deny my comment,” she added speculatively as she arched questioning brows. “Tell me, is Hawkwood as cold a lover as he seems as a man?”
“Adam is not in the least cold—” Emma broke off as she realized from her friend’s satisfied smile that she had fallen into the other woman’s trap. “That was hardly fair, Felicia.”
Her friend chuckled softly. “All is fair in love and war, darling.”
Her cheeks warmed. “I do not remember mentioning love.”
Felicia gave her a sideways glance. “I know you well enough to be sure nothing less than love would tempt you into engaging in an affair with Hawkwood.”
Emma had every reason to hope it would be much more than an affair. Adam still had yet to propose, of course, but she did not doubt his promise to do so.
Her breath caught in her throat as she looked across the crowded room and saw Adam standing in the doorway of the Thomases’ ballroom. Her heart rate increased at how absolutely magnificent he looked in his black evening clothes. It then stopped completely the moment Adam’s gaze caught and held her own, and he began to walk purposefully toward her.
“I will speak to you later,” Felicia murmured softly.
Emma was barely aware of her friend’s departure. Her gaze continued to be held by Adam’s as he strode across the ballroom. He totally ignored any and all who tried to greet him or engage him in conversation.
He came to a halt in front of her. “Emma.”
“Adam,” she returned a little shyly at the memory of their shared intimacy this afternoon.
“Would you do me the honor of dancing this waltz with me?”
“Yes.” She placed her hand in the one he held out to her as they stepped onto the dance floor together and Adam took her into his arms.
“You are looking particularly beautiful this evening,” he remarked evenly.
“As you are looking very handsome.”
His mouth twitched humorously. “Pleasantries covered, I have several things I wish to discuss with you.”
This pronouncement was so typically Hawkwood that Emma could not help but smile.
He nodded. “Firstly, Lord Millbrook has decided that he and his wife shall return to their country estate for the rest of this Season, and possibly the next, if his lady is not fully recovered from her…hysteria,” he added grimly.
Emma sobered. “Poor Lord Millbrook. He must be heartbroken to be parted from his beloved bees.”
Adam mouth quirked upward with rueful humor. “He apparently has more hives to keep him busy in Derbyshire.”
Emma chuckled. “Of course he does.”
Adam sobered. “Secondly, I wish to reiterate that the clause in my father’s will has absolutely nothing to do with my having made an offer of marriage to you.”
“I believe you.” Now that Emma was fully over her shock in having learned of that clause in the way that she had, she did not doubt Adam’s claim.
He had been out and about in Society for almost as long as she had been alive, and although his father had died ten years ago, and Adam must have known of the existence of that clause in the will for the same amount of time, he had made no effort to take a wife before now.
She still had no idea why Adam should have offered for her, of all women, but she believed him absolutely when he assured her his father’s will had not influenced that decision.
“Thirdly…” Adam came to a halt in the middle of the dance floor, continuing to hold her hand as he stepped back and then moved down onto one knee in front of her.
Emma was not the only one to gasp at his unexpected move. The other couples who were dancing slowly came to a halt to turn and look at them curiously. The rest of the guests, becoming aware that something unusual was happening in their midst, all fell silent and also turned to look at the two of them. Even the musicians ceased playing as there were no longer any couples dancing.
The room had grown deathly silent.
“Miss Emma Harris.” Adam made no effort to lower his voice as he gazed up at her. “I have admired you for several weeks now, and latterly I have come to love you, and I would deem it the highest honor if you would consent to become my wife.”
This was so much more than a proposal of marriage, Emma realized breathlessly. It was a grand gesture of an unforgettable kind for all to see the aristocratic Duke of Hawkwood down on his knees proposing marriage to a young woman whose lack of fortune caused most in Society to have previously deemed her as being unmarriageable.
And had Adam really said that he loved her?
“Not enough?” he murmured at her silence, one dark brow raised questioningly. “You are the epitome of all that a wife should be,” he continued in the same modulated tone as before. “Beautiful. Gracious. Fiery,” he added with an approving glitter in his eyes. “Passionate and true. But most of all, you are the woman I love beyond what mere words could ever convey.” He kissed the back of her gloved hand. “The only woman I love and shall continue to love for the rest of our lives.”
She had not imagined it, then. Adam had truly made love to her earlier today. And he was now offering her a happiness she could never have imagined by telling all in Society of the love he felt for her.
“Marry me, Emma,” he pressed more urgently. “Be my wife, the mother of our children, and make me the happiest and proudest man who has ever lived.”
The tears of happiness came so readily to Emma’s eyes, she was having trouble focusing on his dearly loved face. “Yes,” she breathed softly. “A hundred times, yes!” She stepped into his open arms as he rose to his feet. “I love you so very much, my darling Adam,” she murmured for him alone to hear, his eyes glittering his pleasure as he lowered her head and claimed her lips in a long and lingering kiss.
It was only when the clapping started, and then became louder still, that Emma realized what a spectacle they were making of themselves.
Not that she cared.
Now that she knew Adam loved her, she cared for no one else’s opinion but his.
Adam loved her.
As she loved him.
For the rest of their lives.
Once the kiss had ended Adam easily lifted her up into his arms and carried her from the ballroom. The buzz of conversation started as soon as the two of them were out of the room.
Emma’s arms were about Adam’s neck as she looked at him with glowing eyes. “Now that was the sort of marriage proposal all women should receive.”
Adam threw back his head and laughed long and happily.
As Emma had no doubt the two of them would continue to laugh together and love each other through all their long and happy years together.
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Prologue
 
1785
City of Landon 
Kingdom of Countavia 
 
It was with great pleasure that King Bertram II, better known as Bertie to his closest confidants, beamed at the newly born son resting in his arms. Frederick made number seven. Seven glorious boys all born to him and his beautiful Queen Charlotte. God had been good to him, unlike how He’d been to his brother, saddling the poor man with three daughters. And triplets at that!
But he needn’t worry about the hassles of raising a brood of young women. Sons were far easier to bring up. 
All he had to do was provide for them, see to it they lived to adulthood, give them the best education, and then marry them off so they could sire heirs to continue the family lineage. 
And what could be so difficult in that? It wasn’t like royal princes needed to concern themselves with the trials of ever being ruined. Scandal, gossip, and ruination were the labors of women. Not men.
No. He needn’t worry about any of that…



Chapter 1
 
1807
Baine Palace
City of Landon, Kingdom of Countavia
 
Frederick Arthur Louis David was a prince with a problem. Specifically, a brown haired, brown eyed, curvy problem that presented itself in the form of one, Lady Eliza Littlefield.
His gaze lingered at the enchantress reclining at the bottom of the bed. No female should look that enticing in men’s clothing. Then again, Lizzie wasn’t your typical woman. “We can’t do this anymore.”
A frown settled on Eliza’s luscious, pink lips. “But we haven’t caught our man, yet.”
The thief they’d been chasing wasn’t really hers to catch, if he were to be honest with himself, which his blasted conscience had finally insisted he do. Nasty little thing. 
Their game had to end tonight, as the Crown’s problems were not Lizzie’s to bear. “This is the eve of your twentieth birthday. I can’t keep you my best friend forever.”
“So, you’re casting me out?  Just like that. And for what? For getting old?”
Old wasn’t exactly how he’d put it. Better suited words would be dangerous, beautiful, tempting, and every other fucking adjective that would likely put him in moral peril. One more of these secret ventures spent with Eliza, one more night spent with that damn shapely body of hers slammed up against his, her perfect arse shimmying against his groin every time she’d get excited at spotting their target or thinking she had, that raspy voice of hers whispering her finds, the scent of her violet perfume fanning his nose, the puckering of her rosy nipples just one shift layer away from his mouth, and he’d be facing the freakin’ chopping block, Earl Archibald Littlefield wielding the axe above. 
Bloody hell. Why did she do this to him?  Of all the women in the world, and there were many who would give up everything to be his, the only one who rendered his senses uncontrollable, was Eliza. He shifted his legs and adjusted his trousers, his shameless dick acting all on its bloody, fucking own. Again.
No. It had to end tonight. He had to let Eliza go. And not because she wouldn’t make the perfect wife, but she simply didn’t belong in his world. She was too innocent, too good a soul to get tangled up in his covert operations that had, since his country’s last battle with that despicable Little Corsican, enticed their own Northern enemies to start testing the strains of the two kingdoms’ borders. 
Maybe had he been born the first son, or even the sixth, he’d have more to offer. But he hadn’t been above the fold in the birth order. He was unlucky number seven, the son born below the cut off for counting in the royal pecking order. He was the expendable one. The one who didn’t even need the king’s permission to marry.  Putting himself on the front line in war and or in the blatant face of death in the espionage battle, was the rightful place for himself. He was the son his father would never feel pain over losing, would never grieve over. 
“I’m sorry Lizzie.”
His little seductress scooted off the bed, an angered huff falling from her mouth. “That’s Eliza, to you now. Lady Eliza.” She shucked her boots, then unbuttoned the flap of her trousers and let the pants fall to a pool of gray fabric at her feet. She stepped out of them, her bare toes scrunching against the pale blue carpet. 
He loved her toes. She had the most delicate feet. And wrists. Even neck. God, but he loved that neck of hers, with its smooth skin and small birthmark. Often he’d imagined running his lips and tongue over that small, deep pinkish-red heart-shaped patch of skin between her collarbone and throat. Of course had he ever acted on that impulse, he’d land in trouble. His tongue probably wasn’t stoppable when it came to Lizzie. He’d start at her neck and work his way down. Too far down for comfort considering the current state of their platonic relationship. 
Friendship was for fools. 
Eliza sauntered across the room and came to a full stop right in front of the massive stone hearth. She couldn’t have picked a worse place to turn and face him again. Thanks to the freakin’ fire crackling behind her, every last inch of that curvy body of hers was visible almost as if she wasn’t even wearing that damn, thin shift. “You’re a hard one, Frederick.”
Oh, God, if only she knew how true that was.
“Soft one second, hard the next.”
His dick twitched. “Eliza…”
She glared at him.
“Lady Eliza, please know I am doing this for your own good.”
“Spoken like a true cad. It’s always for the woman’s good, isn’t it?  More like for the bastard’s good, letting go of a perfectly fine specimen of the female sex for some tart or other inappropriate woman. But I guess such women make for better bed partners, don’t they?”
He huffed. “It’s just getting too dangerous.”
She raised one brown eyebrow.
“The Wharf,” he said. “Our joint ventures of saving the pickpockets.”
“Oh, right.” She paused, bit her bottom lip, stared at the carpet then back up at him. “It has always been too dangerous, Freddie. But you didn’t mind me tagging along for the last two years, catching all those young scoundrels, teaching them lessons, threatening to turn them in if they didn’t rehabilitate themselves. Do you know how many lives we’ve changed?”
He hadn’t kept specific numbers, but he’d imagined they’d saved at least a dozen and probably curbed the habits of many, many more, making The Wharf at least a somewhat better environment. At least in the day. And that had to help some of the residents who had no choice but to live there. But these last few missions they’d run into some pretty rough blokes, a new wave of older, and more ruthless thieves.  “Things have changed. I believe The Wharf is no longer a place that can be turned around.”
Eliza rounded the bed and slipped her feet into the pair of pale pink slippers she’d always leave there before they went out. She plucked her red cape off the nearby chair. “Don’t ever speak to me again, Prince Frederick. In fact, if we ever meet at a ball, a dinner, a house party, even cross paths on the street, don’t acknowledge me.”
He hated that she hated him. 
“Especially in the city,” she continued, fastening the button on her cape, the one just below that stupidly oversized hood. 
How he loved the way her long, thin fingers moved.
Another twitch went off at his groin. 
Her fingers weren’t helping his situation.
She stared him square in the eyes. “And…if ever you see me walking in the heart of Landon, I want you to cross the street.”
“Lizzie…”
She raised her hand and waved her finger.  “No. I will not hear any more of your stories, Frederick. We had a good thing and you’re now tossing it away.”
She really was way more upset than he ever imagined she’d be at ending their stupid little nighttime charity trips. Why the hell did they mean so much to her?
Eliza headed for the door, her hands balled into tight fists.
“Lizzie….”
“Don’t talk to me.”
He let out a deep breath, brought his fingers to the bridge of his nose. And pinched. Hard. “You can’t go out that way.”
Eliza froze. A slight huff emanated from her mouth. She spun around, head held high, nose in the air, shoulders back and straight. “I knew that, thank you very much.” 
“Of course you did.”
She ignored him.
He patted the mattress as he watched her stomp back across the bedroom. “Why don’t you just come up here and wait until the staff retires for the night. Then I can get you safely out of the palace without anyone seeing you.”
She shook her head, a ringlet of curls falling free from her previously neat bun coiled at her nape and escaping her cape’s hood. “I’ll just take the window, Your Royal Highness. After all, it is the proper way for lowly commoner such as myself to flee the palace.”
There wasn’t a single thing common about Eliza. “It’s a long climb down.”
“I’ve done it before.”
So she had. But only with him helping her.
At the window, Eliza gave him one last angered glance, and then was over the ledge in a heartbeat. 
Stubborn little hellion. 
He inched off the mattress. No way could he let her scale the palace side on her own.  In fact, he shouldn’t have even ever told her about the damn secret escape route. 
The bedroom door slammed open behind him.
Freddie turned around. 
“The prime minister has been killed,” his brother, Edward, said, crossing the threshold, black top hat firmly on his head, walking stick in one hand.
“Throat slit,” Harry added, showing up with their other brother, Vic. Both, he noted, were dressed as if ready to go out, coats and all. 
“And this is supposed to matter to me how?” He glanced at the window. Since Eliza had disappeared from view, he hadn’t heard a single peep carry in from outside. Hopefully she was scaling the wall without incident. 
Edward stepped up to the bed and rested his hip against one of the four velvet-draped mahogany posters. “We’re forming our own group, Freddie. Taking charge of this whole anti-monarchist movement before the Northern Territories ignite it full blast.”
Between Countavia’s ongoing battles with their northern neighbor, and Napoleon’s war, he had to admit the kingdom’s troops were spread thin. Creating a personal fighting force to attack the anti-monarchist movement probably was for the best. And as the princes of the realm, he and his brothers were suited for the task. Though he doubted seven men would be enough to truly do the job. “Are we including any of the cousins?”
“In time,” Eddie answered. “We have plans to expand, but we have to do it wisely, take in only those we can trust.” 
The whole thing sounded like a scheme Edward would cook up as he was the brains of the seven. “I think we might need even more than just us and a few cousins.”
Eddie nodded. “Alex and Leo both mentioned a few possible peers to consider as well. From there, who knows what will happen.” 
“Where are those two, by the way?” Funny how all six brothers knew about this dreaded news ahead of him finding out. 
“They went over to parliament. Lord Blue was murdered in the Upper Chamber.”
 He’d been home for over an hour and not once during that time had one of his brothers come up to his apartments. Of course he was glad of that, or they’d have discovered Eliza. But still… “Just tell me, was it your idea to include me, Eddie? Or Kit’s?”
“Mine,” Kit said, entering the room in his typical superior swagger, one only a crown prince could walk, a scowl on his face. 
“Why?” He had to know.
“For the love of God, Freddie. You are our brother and while you may not think you count in father’s eyes, you do in ours.” Kit crossed his arms. “And while we’re on the subject, father doesn’t know a damn thing about what we’re discussing.”
He had to admit keeping this venture secret from their father was a huge hazard for Kit. Countavia wasn’t like other European countries. Their father had absolute power, and while previous generations of Baines adhered to the next-in-line rule based on male birth order, it was not a given. Any one of his brothers could become king if their father so deemed it, though the notion hadn’t ever been discussed. And breaking tradition hadn’t ever happened in the entire history of Countavia. But still, it was a high risk Kit was taking. 
“Are you in or not?” Kit asked.
Freddie glanced once more at the open window, a whiff of violet perfume wafting in on the breeze, the scent coming off the fluttering drapes. If he checked on Eliza, he’d expose her as having been here. Something he doubted his brothers would accept and something he knew for fact his father wouldn’t. No. He couldn’t risk destroying Eliza’s reputation. She deserved more.
He reverted his gaze back to his four brothers.
“Freddie?” Edward quirked one black eyebrow.
“I’m in.”



Chapter 2
 
Two years later…
 
October 1811
The Wharf 
City of West Landon, Kingdom of Countavia
 
The hard barrel of a firm object jabbed at her back.
A pistol.
Lady Eliza Littlefield gripped the wicker handles cradled in her fingers and froze midstep, the babe in the basket at her side her only concern. She knew the seedier end of West Landon—commonly referred to as The Wharf by the pirates and other degenerate seafarers who spent their landbound days in its taverns and brothels—was no place for a newborn. The area courted danger enough during daylight hours. Never mind at night. But urchins and orphans in need of rescuing didn’t live on High Street or within a stone’s through of the Palace. They also didn’t choose their hour of need. And unfortunately, most of those calls came at nightfall, like the note found slipped under the front door of Haven House two hours ago.
She kept still.
A warm breath reeking of whiskey and the remnants of days-old mutton pie fanned her cheek and snaked under her nose as the beast behind her drew closer. 
“Shout and I’ll kill you,” the ruffian said.
She thought back to her days of helping Freddie clean up the area, and to the tactics she’d used on those occasions when she’d end up in a bit of trouble. “I have no money. So if that is what you’re looking for, go on your way and leave me be.” She lied, but it was her only defense.
“It’s not money I crave.”
Of course it wasn’t. The men who stalked this rat-infested district of the city possessed a bevy of sinful desires, money probably being the least of them. Especially once their minds were addled with drink. And by the smell of it, her assailant had excelled exceptionally well in that vice tonight.
The faintest of whines lifted from the basket.
Eliza held her breath and prayed Little Charlie settled down.
He didn’t.
“What do you have in there?” The lewd beast peered over her shoulder, his stubble-dressed chin scraping her cheek.
She couldn’t risk the child. “A small dog. A rather nasty little mutt who has taken a fancy to biting. She rather dislikes men.”
“Well then, I think we should begin our evening by ditching the bitch, don’t you agree?”
Not the results she wanted.
Tightening her hold on the basket, she sucked in a deep breath and with one swift move of her free arm, slammed her elbow against the wool of her cape and then further back until it collided with the solid form of the bastard shadowing her.
A shot went off.
Eliza jumped.
“Bloody hell,” the ruffian said, pulling away and dropping his gun. 
Metal clanked against cobblestone. The weapon skidded several inches before halting, barrel down, in a pool of stagnant water. 
From inside the basket, Little Charlie wailed.
Eliza hiked the wicker carrier closer to her chest as she peeled her gaze away from the pistol’s jewel-encrusted handle and ran.
Her heart pounded. 
Earlier in the evening, she hadn’t expected to end up in this situation. In fact, she’d been so confident in carrying out Charlie’s rescue on her own, she’d gone so far as ordering Bosworth and Georgiana to wait in the carriage one street over.
How’s that looking to you now, Lizzie? 
“Oh, bugger off, for God’s sake!” A conscience was a terrible thing to have when one made a mistake.
So was an older, domineering brother and unfortunate for her, she had both. 
Archie was going to be sorely pissed about her impromptu visit to The Wharf. 
Unless she made certain he never found out.
Of course to do that, she’d have to survive tonight and do so without getting caught.
The sound of gaining footsteps rang out behind her.
Bloody bastard.
She picked up speed. 
The jeers of drunken sods, along with the aromas of roasted beef and other foods emitting from the taverns lining the street, came at her in passing shouts and whiffs.
The basket stilled.
Oh, God.
She did not need Charlie to stop crying now. The infant could have easily been injured with the way she was toting around his make-shift cradle. Wicker wasn’t bullet proof, nor was it crook proof, snatch proof, or anything else proof, but stopping to check on the child would only give their assailant the lead he’d need to catch them again.
And then who knew what would become of Charlie? At least with her he had a chance at a decent life. If she could keep them both alive long enough to make it across one more street.
She ran faster.
And tripped, landing promptly in the arms of a strong man who not only snatched her by the waist with little care for the basket in her arms, but also scurried her into a dark alley.
He wrapped one glove-covered hand over her mouth. “Scream and you’ll be dead. Understood?”
She nodded, a vague familiarity nagging at her brain.
The rogue removed his hand.
“You ruffians really need to learn some new lines,” she whispered, the taste of worn leather and exotic sandalwood lingering on her lips. 
Not the usual miscreant. What pirate or mercenary favored a clean-scrubbed body? None she’d ever met. Though a prince she once knew did tend to love his baths. So much so, they’d had many conversations with him in his copper tub and her sitting by the fire out front of said tub. The wheels of her mind started to turn.
Her kidnapper enforced his hold of her.
“You’re hurting me.”
“We need to move into the shadows.”
“Why? I doubt assaulting me in public will matter in this place, it’s not exactly the most noble of areas.”
A faint curse lingered at her ear.
What was God thinking when he created men like those who favored The Wharf? Probably the same thing he thought when he’d molded Archie’s and Freddie’s souls, which couldn’t have been much since neither her brother nor the prince ever considered anyone else’s feelings in any given matter, much like the beast who now held her.
A whimper rose from the basket.
Thanks be to God. 
At least Charlie was alive, though if she didn’t get him safely to Haven House soon, he’d die of the cold as the thin blanket in the basket surely wasn’t enough to keep a babe warm. He was probably also in need of milk as it hadn’t appeared that the baker who’d originally found him was up to sparing food on a child that wasn’t his. “I have nothing to offer you,” she said to her new kidnapper, “save for myself.” She’d do anything to keep Little Charlie safe, that and the fact this abductor was a lot stronger than her last, so elbowing him and running away wasn’t a plan. 
“I’m not out for a bit of sport, my lady. My presence here has a higher purpose. Now hush or you’ll get us both killed.”
Definitely not the typical wharf-goer. “Are you a thief taker?”
“You must drive your husband mad,” the man whispered.
“I’m not married.” She hadn’t meant to blurt that out, but her captor had an uncanny ability to be charming compared to the pistol-holding cad who’d previously held her up. This one was easy to talk to. Again, a bit like Freddie. “You still haven’t answered my question.”
“And you still haven’t followed my request to keep quiet.”
She noted he hadn’t said order. What kidnapper requests anything of his captive? Her brother could learn a thing or two from this cad. “I’m doing my best to maintain a low voice and not shout. Surely a whisper will not do us in.”
The man huffed. “I pity your family, my lady. But to answer your question, no. I don’t make a habit of catching criminals. Not officially, at least.” He retained his hold on her waist, his firm body pressed against hers, his enticing heat seeping through her cape and gown, and reaching all the way to her spine.
She instinctively leaned back and reveled in the warmth.
Maybe this is what Hannah felt when wrapped in Archie’s embrace, though for the life of her she could never imagine what that intelligent, beautiful woman ever saw in her arrogant brother.
She sighed.
Then swallowed, her hands going cold and clammy as her pulse raced.
There was something definitively wrong with her because any sane female in the same position would be screaming at the top of her lungs, doing whatever she could to get freed.  But not her. She was enjoying her abductor’s embrace.  Enjoying!
In fact, she now even relaxed a tad, skimmed her fingers along the assailant’s arm, relished the feel of his skin against hers. While the man keeping her captive may very well be a degenerate—any man to favor The Wharf was—he possessed well-toned muscles and donned the finest wool jacket her hand had ever graced. He obviously worked at a trade or perhaps had won enough money in the gaming hells, as any pirate she’d known, which amounted to precisely one pirate, often couldn’t afford to dress like a king even when enjoying the spoils of his pillaging. Or maybe her captor worked for the Crown doing something dubious. She had to know. “If you’re not a thief taker, then are you a tax collector?”
“Some may say so, but directly, no.”
“What does that mean? Either you are, or you aren’t.”
“Are you always this inquisitive?”
Before she could answer, a snicker resonated in the distance.
The gunman.
Eliza held her breath.
“Here pretty, pretty,” her former assailant called from the street, the sound of his slurring words filtering into the alley.
She stiffened. “That’s the man I was running from. He held a pistol to my back.”
“You’re safe with me. I promise.”
Putting her trust in a captor was never wise. But what choice did she have? It’s not like she was about to dash out of the alley and back to the bloke who more than likely would have fired that damn gun at her if she hadn’t elbowed him. Remaining with her wealthy abductor would have to suffice.
She frowned.
Little Charlie started to kick, sent the basket swinging. He also now reverted to his full, high-pitched wailing.
Her kidnapper-with-a-conscience pulled them both into an alcove of a bricked-up doorway as attacker number one stumbled past the alley.
“Good God, please tell me that is not a child you’re carrying?” The man’s annoyed whisper came out clear as day at her ear.
“It is.”
“Well, do something to stifle that cry or we’ll all be found out.”
“You’ll have to release me if I’m to get at the basket.”
The man hesitated but eventually loosened his grip on her waist.
Eliza lowered the wicker bundle to the floor, then crouched and retrieved Charlie. Straightening, she held him against her chest and wrapped her cape around his small body.
The click of horses’ hooves trampling the street glided through the air. “You’re late,” her previous assailant shouted. A second later a carriage door slammed, and the sound of horses’ hooves echoed once more.
Eliza’s shoulders rounded. At least Mr. Pistol Jabber was gone. Now she only had to deal with her nice abductor, though if she were honest, no kidnapper could really be referred to as nice.
The man moaned. 
And slumped to the ground, his hands sliding down her body as if he fought to steady himself. 
With her hold on Charlie tight, Eliza spun around. 
She teetered, her knees quickly meeting with cobblestone, but she ignored the pain. Her gaze flew straight for the man’s open black jacket and slashed shirt. 
She gasped. A stain marred the shirt’s white fabric, its crimson color visible even in the alley’s dark environment. “You’re wounded.” 
“I’ll survive.”
“Of course you will.” She hated to lie but voicing her instinctive opinion on the matter would do the man no good.
Eliza’s gaze rose to the man’s face.
Freddie. Oh, God, it was her Freddie. And he was on the cusp of death.
With her free hand, she gently parted the shredded cotton of his shirt. 
Freddie grimaced.
“Sword or dagger?”
“You’re quite up on wounds for a lady.”
He hadn’t yet recognized her, which was probably a good thing considering his condition. “You’d be surprised what a lady manages to witness in her lifetime. Now answer my question.”
“Dagger,” the man said. “And it was a very fine blade, too. Bore an emerald-eyed snake on its hilt.”
“Oh, well that makes a world of difference. It’s common knowledge that a lesion inflicted by a blue-blooded weapon festers far more magnificently than one caused by a lowly commoner blade.”
The man huffed. “And here you had me wondering why a beautiful woman such as yourself had yet to snare a husband.”
Well, at least he thought her pretty, though he still hadn’t yet called her by her name. Which meant he probably hadn’t even remembered their secret friendship. “One does not snare love. It comes naturally, unimpeded and unexpected.”
Freddie sneered. “You, my lady, have read one too many novels.” 
“I think you should save your energy, sir. You’re bleeding out quite quickly.” She placed Charlie back in the basket now that he’d quieted down, and then reached for her gown’s hem.
With a firm tug, Eliza ripped off a wide band of silk and then proceeded to further section it off until she had three swaths ready to be tied together. “This might hurt, but your wound needs wrapping.”
Her prince nodded.
She worked the fabric around Freddie’s ribs, twice, and then fastened it on the side. 
Blood continued to seep through. 
She doubted he would survive much longer without the help of a proper surgeon. “I have a carriage one street away. If I can get you to my house, we can send for the doctor.”
“No. Just go. Save yourself and your child.”
He really hadn’t recognize her. “He’s not my…”
Freddie’s head sloped to the side. He was out cold, of that she was certain, but he wasn’t dead. At least not yet. Which meant she had time to get to Bosworth and Georgiana and have them come back and help her fetch him.
The approaching sound of footsteps came her way.
Eliza stood, then stiffened.
“Thank the good Lord,” her butler Bosworth said, stepping from the shadows. “I was worried sick about you, my lady.”
At least it wasn’t another kidnapper. “We must help this man.” She peered down at Freddie, but hadn’t wanted to give his identity away. “He’s been stabbed and is in need of a doctor.”
“If your pretty little head is contemplating taking that beast to Haven House, you had better dispel the notion immediately.”
“We can’t just leave him.”
Bosworth expelled a long breath. “It may not be my place to speak so freely, but your father did request I look after you. And with that in mind, I must say the funds he left to run Haven House cannot afford to take on adults. We’re stretched to the gills as it is with the children you rescue. Feeding and caring for drunks who are not worth their salt is out of the question.”
Freddie hadn’t even had the faintest hints of liquor on his breath. “He’s not drunk.” She really did not want to leave him in this filthy alley, his wound bleeding out. “I can’t abandon him.”
“You must.”
She had to tell Bosworth the truth. “He’s Prince Frederick.”
“Then all the more reason to leave him be.”
“Are you crazy?”
Bosworth grabbed her arm. “Look, if we take in the prince, we could be accused of stabbing him. Then what will happen to us and to Haven House?”
“Freddie would never lie like that.”
Bosworth furrowed his brow. “Oh, I see. It’s Freddie, now is it? What have you been playing at, my lady?”
She couldn’t tell the man her secrets. Especially since they were Freddie’s as well and she hadn’t a clue if he’d want them revealed, even if it meant dying instead. 
She bent and double-checked her wrappings covering Freddie’s wound. As she also checked to see if he was still breathing, the sound of a carriage rolling to a stop filtered to her ears.
Bosworth stepped away, then returned. “That’s one of the king’s own carriages, Eliza. We have to go. Now.”
She reached into the basket, remembering the calling card the baker had found with Little Charlie when the child’s mother had dropped him at the shop’s door. It was no surprise Charlie came with the card. She and Georgie had often left the small bits of rag inscribed with the name Haven House and its address, in various places around The Wharf. Most went unnoticed, but occasionally they would do their job and reach a young woman in need.
Eliza pushed the basket toward Bosworth, then she slipped the card inside Freddie’s glove. 
If when he came too, and if he continued to need her help, he’d find his way to Haven House.
 
***
Freddie’s ribs ached like hell. As did his head, which more than likely meant he’d lost a fair amount of blood. 
If only his father could know of the sacrifices he and his brothers made for the Crown but informing the king that his precious heirs were hunting down the realm’s most notorious killer and anti-monarchist, by their own hands, wouldn’t do. They were royal princes, for God’s sake. At least, that was what their father would say. But with the man’s illness increasing by the hour, his father no longer had good sense. 
And that pained Freddie even more than did the gaping wound slashed across his chest.
If only the criminal he’d been hunting hadn’t gotten away.
Bastard.
A hint of violet lifted from his shirt. He’d never forget that fragrance or that voice or the sprite in that stubborn but innocent spirit. 
Eliza.
What the hell was Lady Eliza doing down here at The Wharf? Hadn’t he been clear to the woman in his ruthless rejection of her that her trips to this place had to stop.
Ruthless. God, but he was a bastard. He should never have let her go. 
He leaned back and took in another breath, enjoyed Eliza’s scent. Not a single day had gone by in all two years, that he hadn’t thought about her. In fact, he thought about her more now, than before.
And now she was lost to him. Even had a child of her own. Though he hadn’t ever heard of her marrying.
Oh, God, but he prayed she hadn’t fallen for another cad. One who had taken advantage of her. 
This was all his fault.
What was she thinking traipsing about at night with her child in a basket? Maybe the rogue lived down here. If that were the case, her situation would be doubly horrible.
And now she might have been seen with him. What if his enemy had witnessed him pulling her into the alley? 
He cringed, and not just from the pain in his chest, but because of the realization Eliza was in even more danger than she could possibly have known wandering West Landon, home to the Crown’s most notorious murderer.  Five peers dead in twenty-four months. Adding a lady to that count wasn’t what he desired.
“For the love of Heaven,” his brother Edward called as he stormed through the alley, the sound of his stomping bootheels ringing out like a hammer smashing stone. “I’ve been looking up and down every last bloody street for you.”
Crouching, Edward reached for his shirt. “Oh, for fuck’s sake, Freddie, you’ve been stabbed.”
“It’s bad, Eddie. It’s reopened my war wound.” He’d secretly gone to war two years ago aiding the British coalition fighting with Austria against Napoleon. But three weeks in and he’d ended up on the wrong end of a bayonet, the damn injury forcing him to return home a failure, once again having nothing of success to show to his father. He might have left in secrecy, but he had high hopes of returning victorious and finally winning his father’s approval. He hadn’t even told his older brother. “Don’t tell Kit. He’ll kill me. He can’t know about the past. Just tonight.”
Edward felt around Freddie’s chest. “By the looks of it, I don’t think you’ll have to worry about Kit.”
He was going to die. Reaching out, he grabbed Edward’s coat. “Promise me, when I’m gone, you’ll tell father I really did try to be the son he wanted.” 
His brother didn’t comment. “I’ve got to get you up.” Edward secured him under the arms. “This might hurt a tad.” He hoisted him.
“Bloody hell!” Freddie screamed. “That was not a tad.”
“Sorry, but it was the best I could do.”
A heavy hand clamped down on his shoulder, sent a punch of pain through his body. 
Harry.
A second hand slapped him, this time on the back.
Vic.
He bit his lip. Did his brothers not realize he’d been injured? “Please tell me you didn’t also bring the other three.”
Eddie sneered. “Nope. Just the twins.”
“Good, because I’d hate to have to kill all my brothers. Now get your fucking hands off me, so I can catch a decent breath.”
“Easy, now, Freddie,” Harry said, the oldest of the family twins by minutes. “If you kill us, then you’d be left with just the boring Baines. And I know you. You’d never survive with just Alex, Leo and Kit.”
Harry was right, though at the moment he doubted he was going to survive regardless. The wound in his chest was festering.
His vision blurred. 
He slumped into Eddie’s arms and gasped as a wave of nausea rolled over his senses. 
Eddie cursed. “Just a few feet more, Freddie.”
A few more feet be damned, his legs were giving out now, and he hadn’t even the strength to voice that truth. 
“Best if we carry him,” Vic ordered. 
His brothers lifted him on the instant, the motion sending a whiff of violet to his nose.
Damn Eliza. He did not need her scent lingering on his clothes, making him think more about her than about his wound or his mission. The latter being the deadliest of those ramifications. 
But like it or not, he was half way to Hell and all he could smell was that sweet perfume of hers.
If he survived his injuries, he was going to have to pay the Lady Eliza a visit.
And teach her a damn good lesson on how to stay away from danger. Obviously, he wasn’t clear about that two years back. 
And once he’d get that out of the way, he’d teach her the pleasurable consequences of having enticed Countavia’s most scandalous prince.



Chapter 3
 
Freddie cracked his eyes open and stared at the painted ceiling, the scene of pudgy smirking cherubs doing nothing for the pain filtering through his body. Then again, it wasn’t up to angels to save sinners. God granted redemption only if those needing it had earned it.
And as of late, his scandalous soul couldn’t be further away from the Lord’s graces. Hell, he didn’t even deserve the Devil’s wrath at the moment, but judging by his recent mishaps, he doubted Satan paid attention to things the way God had.
If only he hadn’t let that miscreant killer at The Wharf get away.
He pushed himself up from the mattress and promptly banged the back of his skull against the headboard, his body failing to get into a good sitting position.
“Bloody broken ribs,” he muttered.
“Easy there, brother. I wouldn’t want you to hurt yourself.”
Of all his brothers, only Kit could be that sarcastic. 
Clenching the sheets between his fingers, Freddie glanced to his left. “The injury is not a reflection of my fighting skills.”
“I’ve never doubted your skills,” Kit said from behind the page of newspaper. He looked out of place in the petite side chair, his long, muscled legs pinched between the seat’s dainty white-washed arms. 
“Those chairs are hell.”
Kit flipped down the edge of the page and snickered. “If mother ever heard you say as much...”
“I know, she’d have my mouth washed out with soap and then crack me over the shoulders with that spare rung she keeps in the Royal Design Shop.” He may be twenty and six, but when it came to the queen and her control over the palace furnishings, not even the Good Lord was safe. 
He stared at Kit. The man was not his usual tidy self with the cuffs of his shirt rolled up and his waistcoat wrinkled to the point it looked as if slept in. Even his black velvet trousers were in need of a dusting off. But probing the man wouldn’t get Freddie anywhere. Kit was as rigid as a straight stick when it came to discussing emotions.
And despite not caring to see his brother in such a state, he had no choice but to the let the situation stand.
Rustling the paper, Kit folded the news and tossed it onto the bed. “Did you make any progress?”
“Other than two broken ribs and a slash the size of the Nile running down my chest, no. But thank you for asking.” For once he just wished his brother would put family before king and country.
Kit’s lips tightened. “I suppose I do deserve that, but in case you hadn’t noticed, your wound is nowhere near the size of the Nile, you’ve slept quite comfortably without any disturbance for two days, and during those forty-eight hours, I have been the sole person to tend to you.”
No, he hadn’t been aware of that single but highly important fact. Which also explained a lot, specifically about his brother’s appearance. Tension eased from his muscles. “I’m not myself at the moment.”
“Understandable.” Kit clasped his hands. “But that does not change the fact that someone is killing the realm’s top peers.”
He thought back to the scuffle he’d had behind The Pig and The Bear. The bastard who’d stabbed him was a formidable opponent, a man with muscle and meat on his bones, not the usual scoundrel who teetered from pub to pub. Their enemy was a man determined not to be caught. The beast knew how to use his physical might to evade being captured, and he had brains, which made him even more dangerous. “I did get a decent look at the dagger the culprit used. It bore an emerald-encrusted snake design etched into the hilt.” He paused. “I don’t think we’re dealing with the typical criminal. The man has money and skill, though I came away with the impression his fighting talents were more on par with something properly learned, perhaps at university, rather than on the streets. I’d wager he was formally trained.”
“Are you saying he’s one of us?”
“Maybe not a royal, though God knows father does have a good number of cousins who’d love to see him pushed off the throne, but only because they covet it themselves. So with that in mind, I’m confident family members can be stricken from the list of possible anti-monarchists. They just don’t agree with father’s new Constitution.” 
“True,” Kit said. “Which does help narrow the list some, though not enough.”
“Maybe you should gently suggest to father he hold back on new policies for the time being.” The king had been granting the people of Countavia many freedoms over the last three years of his reign, and while the new policies didn’t please everyone, they were needed for the country.
“I’ll see what can be done, but it’s not easy telling a dying man he cannot fulfill his end of life wishes.” Kit raked his hands through his hair, brushed away a few of the black strands that had fallen by his eyes.
The torment that graced his brother’s face reminded Freddie how lucky he was being seventh in line to the throne. His shoulders never had to bear the weight of a country and his soul never had to worry about filling a dead monarch’s shoes. And while his father was very much also his king, the man was far more his parent than anything else. The same could not be said for the relationship Kit shared with the man. Parental love played very little in the dynamics between monarch and heir. “Even dying, father will put Countavia first. I know he will.”
“You’re probably right,” Kit said. “But I’m going to have to be careful with my choice of words unless I give us away. And God knows father will not appreciate what we’re doing to hunt down this murdering bastard.” Kit tapped the toe of his boot against the room’s wood floor. “If family is crossed off the possible suspect list, then that leaves a peer or a well-educated merchant or someone of a similar class, based on your observation.”
The notion hammered Freddie’s brain. There were many members of parliament, as well as wealthy land owners who at one time or another held a grudge against the monarchy. Countavia didn’t need a king to be successful. Any one of those so called free thinkers could be anti-monarchists and one of them could be the killer he and his brothers were hunting. 
He tossed off the blanket and sheets, the scent of sun-kissed cotton wafting under his nose. An unwashed man with a festering wound, lying in bed for two days, didn’t smell this good. “Has Osbourne been in?” 
“Only when Edward first brought you up. Why?”
“The sheets are clean.”
A smirk crossed Kit’s face. “I know. I changed them myself, which was no easy task as you were practically out cold. And I washed you down.”
“Bloody hell, Christopher. You know how I hate it when you change up on me. This whole business of cold crown prince one minute, loving brother the next, is damn unnerving.”
“You’re welcome.”
He waved his hand in frustration. His brothers meant the world to him and he was one lucky bastard to have them. “We should look into the jeweled dagger and see where that leads.”
Kit stretched. “I agree. I’ll see what Arianna can find out. If the killer is repeatedly using the same weapon, and if he is a member of the Ton, then there might be a chance he could be among Ari’s patrons.”
The Countess of Montgrieve had sacrificed a lot for the kingdom, especially for him and his brothers. “I will never understand how you got the woman to agree to your miserable scheme. It’s unfair what you’ve done to her.”
Kit snickered. “You make it sound as if I’ve saddled her with a horrible life when in fact she’s wealthy, well-protected, and is an elite member of the royal inner circle. I’ve given her everything.”
“While ruining her reputation.” Just because the woman was illegitimate didn’t mean she deserved to act as a brothel mistress for the sake of the Crown.
“She freely agreed to participate in our operation,” Kit said. “And for the record, the brothel was her idea, not mine. Never once did I force her to do anything.”
“On the surface, no, we are all innocent where Ari is concerned. But who the hell are we fooling? All seven of us are guilty of destroying the Countess of Montgrieve’s reputation.”
A grimace crossed Kit’s face. “When this is all finished,” he bit out, “I will make amends and see to it Arianna’s reputation is restored. There are plenty of honorable peers who would kill to marry a woman of her beauty and wealth.”
Still, Freddie didn’t like the idea of ruining Ari, even if her reputation could be restored later. “What if she truly is one of us? I mean…what if the rumors are true?” His father clammed up every time he or one of his brothers mentioned Arianna’s lineage. And while he did understand his father never agreeing to having had an affair that produced an illegitimate daughter, for their mother’s sake, the man did not have to deny it when solely in their company. And yet he continued to do so, leaving the truth hidden. 
Kit leaned back in the chair and drummed his fingers on the arm. “I think we may never know. But regardless, Ari will always be taken care of. Even after father dies I will personally see to it her allowance and inheritance remain as they are today.”
At least there was that. 
He inched his legs off the bed. “Since I know best what the dagger looks like, I’ll talk with her.”
“You are in no position to go trekking about while still recovering.” Kit was out of his seat in a dash. He tugged the bedcoverings up.
Freddie pushed them down again. “I’m not an invalid. Making a few inquiries is not going to kill me, besides, I can breathe fine which means the blade missed my lungs. Other than the broken ribs, I’m only suffering an annoying cut.”
“That is not just a cut.”
“You can’t keep me down.”
A long breath escaped Kit, though his features softened. “All right. But at least give yourself one more night. Come morning, I don’t give a fuck what you do. But tonight, you are staying in. On my orders.”
He hated when Kit got all high-handed, acted as if being crown prince gave him the right to control every aspect of their lives. “Tomorrow might be too late. Another peer could be dead by then.”
Kit stepped back, his blue-eyed gaze glaring. “Need I fetch mother?”
God, no.  If an off comment about a chair could earn him a whack with that damn rung, imagine what would happen if he had to divulge to Her Majesty that her saintly sons were hunting a serial killer. “You wouldn’t dare.”
“Care to call my bluff?”
He bunched the edge of the sheet into a ball. “Fine. But I’ll give in only for tonight.”
Kit nodded then reached into the pocket of his waistcoat and withdrew a crumpled rectangle of rag. “There was this, inside your glove. Edward found it.” He handed over the calling card, a faint trace of violet lifting from the stock. “What were you doing with a calling card from an orphanage?”
He hadn’t realized Kit was familiar with Haven House. “How do you know it’s an orphanage? Have you been there?”
“It says so on the bottom of the card.”
He glanced down. “Right.” He couldn’t tell Kit about Eliza. “I’m not sure why I had it. I don’t remember anything about it, so perhaps I had a lapse in memory. I did crack my head a time or two during the scuffle.”
Kit looked concerned, almost as if he hadn’t believed him. “I think it’s still worth investigating as the place has, as of yesterday, been brought to my attention. Something about illegal adoptions or some sort of corrupt goings on happening there. Maybe our man is associated with it. Check it out.”
Eliza was too kind to be associated with a murdering bastard. Though he did suppose anyone could be bought or made to do nefarious deeds under the right circumstances. In the least, it would give him cover for that visit to her he had planned on taking. “I doubt anything will pan out, but I’ll go over in the morning before my talk with Ari.” He prayed to God his detached attitude sounded convincing.
“Good,” Kit said. “If nothing else, you can find out if the place needs shutting down or further investigating.”
“Will do.” He lied. No way was he going to turn Eliza over for crimes he knew she wasn’t capable of committing. Something seriously wrong had to be going on in the woman’s life if she was resorting to dubious behavior.
He needed to find out what the hell she was up to.
 
***
Eliza paced the library of Haven House, her eyes glued to the pink flowers embroidered on her silk slippers. Archie was infuriating this evening and giving in to the man was the last thing she cared to do. Egotistical earls did not deserve her cooperation.
“You do realize this is for the best, Lizzie,” Archie said, his boot-clad feet propped up on her desk. 
She needn’t look at her brother to know how he’d sat as he never failed to make himself at home in her house, boots on the table and all. Of course he’d never dare consider doing the same in his own home. Littlefield Hall was his masterpiece, a showstopper to display his fortune and perceived good taste, to the Ton. Though he wouldn’t even have the house or the money, if it hadn’t been for their late father’s good sense, as the Hall had come quite close to losing its entailment thanks to debt brought on by previous titled generations. And as for Archie’s apparent good taste, that was due strictly to his wife Hannah’s credit.
She stopped at the desk and raised her nose high, a feat not easily accomplished thanks to the stench of horse emitting from the manure caked on the soles of Archibald’s boots. “You cannot make me marry Meyock.”
“I most certainly can and will. The man has asked for your hand in marriage and I’ve agreed to give it.”
“It’s amazing how you so freely give of something you don’t even own.”
Archie slid his legs off the desk, a trail of muck marring up everything from the leather blotter to her beautiful pink and green Aubusson carpet. 
She sighed. The man was a buffoon, at best, and at this late juncture in life, there was no hope of him ever improving. “You’re a twenty-eight-year-old child, Archibald.”
He jumped to his feet, the gusto of his move crashing his chair to the floor. He leaned forward. “Here me well, sister, for I am no child, but a man with authority. I do own you in that I own the family name and title. And this little establishment you run is an embarrassment to both. And I will tolerate it no more. The Earl Meyock and I are of the same mind, so come your wedding day, Haven House will fall to new owners. The sale has already been agreed upon.”
Her nostrils flared, of that she was certain because she heard her breath blow out like a stoked bull’s. 
Archie was not going to win so easily.
Squaring her shoulders, Eliza stood on the tips of her toes and met her brother head on. “Archibald Lancelot Littlefield, here me well. Haven House is not yours to sell. Nor are its coffers yours to raid. Make that move and I swear upon father’s grave I will destroy you. Regardless of the cost to myself.”
Archie remained standing but said nothing.
“And,” she added, jabbing her finger at her brother’s green velvet-clad chest, “you can relay my sentiments to Meyock. If you prefer not to, then I will tell him myself.”
“Cross that line, Eliza, and I will disown you.”
As if that would be so terrible. 
“Without me,” Archie continued, “the process by which Haven House conducts its business, might be questioned by the courts.”
He had her there, the bastard. Haven House broke all the rules when it came to the illegitimate and abandoned children it housed. By Countavian Law, citizens under the age of ten who had no willing parent or legal guardian to take responsibility over them, belonged to the Royal Children’s Bureau. But between a lack of funds and noted deplorable living conditions, the RCB did little to truly aid the orphans it oversaw. 
There was a need for Haven House. 
But Archie was right. Parliament turned a blind eye to her business because of her lineage, and if Archie disowned her, Haven House couldn’t exist as it did today. She hadn’t the funds to file for legal guardianship of all her little guests.
The sound of voices—specifically those of happy, giggling children—floated in from the hall and distracted her.
Eliza turned away, glad for the chance to clear her head of the anger now brewing toward her brother.
Bosworth, dressed in his typical black tails and neatly tied cravat, appeared at the open library doors. “Miss Hampton has brought the children back from their daily walk.” The butler kept a stiff upper lip in the earl’s presence. 
And for that, Eliza was thankful, because Bosworth would defend her to the death. And if anyone was going to get the satisfaction of throttling Archie, it was going to be she.
“Thank you. I’ll join them in the drawing room in a minute.”
Bosworth offered a slight bow, then left the room, but not before tossing Archie one of his icy, gray-eyed glares.
She had a mind to do the same but looking at her arrogant brother at the moment would only serve to rile her up more. And considering her hands were already balled into tight fists, Archie’s nose probably wouldn’t survive her turning to lay eyes on him once more. “I trust you know where the front door is, My Lord.”
She continued staring toward the hallway.
“We’re not finished, sister.” Archie rounded the desk and grabbed his walking stick which he’d earlier left leaning against the sofa. “In one week’s time you will be the new Lady Meyock. Banns have been posted in the parish and a special license has been obtained thanks to my connections at the Registry Office.” He raked her with his disgusted gaze. “Make certain you wear something appropriate for the occasion.”
Archie twirled his walking stick, then headed out of the library.
If she hadn’t been so angry, she’d have kicked him square in the arse. But her legs were too stiff with fury to move.
Her best friend Georgiana came to the door, a bouquet of half-wilted wildflowers in her hands. “Is everything all right?”
“In Archie’s dandy world, it is. Though I can’t say the same for reality. The prat is at it again and this time he’s gone too far.”
Georgie raised one blond eyebrow, but remained calm. “Dare I ask what he’s done now?”
“For starters, the man has riled me up. He can be so infuriating at times.” Eliza grabbed a small vase off the corner of the desk and held it out for Georgie to deposit the flowers the children picked from the park, daily. “He has agreed to marry me off to that puritanical Earl Meyock and sell Haven House.”
Georgie gasped as she shoved the daisies into the glass container, several white petals falling to the floor. “But what about the children?”
Haven House had seven orphans under its care at present, three boys and four girls, all within the age range of infant up to six years. “It won’t be easy placing them with good families in such short time, but I have no choice. I’m to wed Meyock in one week.” 
“And if you don’t agree to your brother’s terms?”
“He’s threatened to bring down Haven House.”
Georgie returned the vase to Eliza’s desk. “I’ll do all I can to help, as I’m sure Bosworth will too, but you’re right, it won’t be an easy task.”
“Do you think that great-aunt of yours, the one with the magnificent country house and with no heirs save for you, would mind playing host to you and our brood for a bit?” She pursed her lips.
“I know that look, Eliza. And it reeks of mischief. All-out, no good mischief.” 
“I know. And I don’t have a firm plan yet, but in the interim, I need the children safe. Plus, if I fail, I’m hoping with your aunt’s connections, maybe you and she could place the children in proper homes and not have to rush their adoptions.”
“I’ll get on it first thing in the morning.” Georgie picked a stray string from the skirt of her green gown. “Besides, I do love spending time with Auntie Grace. And I know she’ll do anything for me. But are you sure you’ll be all right on your own?  I’ll need to borrow the carriages, and Bosworth, at least for the trip out as I couldn’t manage all the children on my own for the ride over.”
“Don’t worry about me. I’ll be just fine.” She wasn’t sure that would truly be the case, but she did know one thing—two could play at Archie’s game. He and Meyock might have thought they’d arranged her future, but neither of them realized she had a will stronger than both of theirs put together. 
She would do anything to save the children she’d rescued. Even resort to blackmail by using that damn diary of Archie’s she’d discovered hidden in the drawing room last month. Thank goodness she had the sense to hide it away in a new place her brother would never think of looking in.
She sighed. Resorting to such low tactics was not her style. Her parents had raised her better than that.  
A whiff of manure smacked her nose as she glanced at her beautiful, but now smudged carpet. 
Propriety be damned. 
She was not going to lose Haven House.



Chapter 4
 
Freddie stepped down from the carriage, the silver-topped walking stick gripped in his palm bearing the brunt of his weight. Every move hurt liked hell, but at least he was alive and, on the mend, though a little less protest from his ribs and wound would be welcomed.
He surveyed the well-kept but modest limestone entrance to Haven House. With its black painted door, two matching Ionic columns with detailed capitals, and black wrought iron fencing that adorned both the walk and small set of steps, the house was undistinguishable from the others gracing the tree-lined street. It simply blended in. 
Which was a characteristic he hadn’t considered when thinking of his feisty Eliza.
But at least this was a more reputable part of Landon. And it was far safer with its upper middle-class residents than the waterfront’s mercenaries and pirates.
He sauntered up to the door, grabbed the brass ring dangling from the mouth of the lion head ornament, and knocked.
As his hand released the ring, a burst of aroma of fresh baked butter cookies emitted from the house’s open windows. The delicious smell tempted his nose. 
Eliza obviously had the good sense to employ a decent cook. The smell of those inviting treats reminded him of the rare moments spent with his governess sneaking into the kitchens at Baine Palace, the two of them raiding the endless rows of jars searching for cookies. What he’d give to have back just one of those carefree moments now.
The door creaked open and promptly returned him to the present. Freddie sucked in a deep breath. He wasn’t sure if it was from nerves over suddenly questioning his abilities after losing his first real lead on the killer in the alley, or from the sight of the woman in her pale blue velvet dress, a cascade of violets embroidered down the front making her appear as fresh as a breath of spring air on this cold, fall morning. He sided with the latter.
“Freddie?”
“Lady Eliza.” He tipped his head, thinking it best to keep things formal. For now.
“I guess you found my calling card.” Eliza wiped her fingers down the front of her gown. 
“I did.”
“Is there something I can help you with?”
God, but she could most definitely help him, though he doubted she’d agree with the acts of which he was thinking. Which was why he needed to clear his head. And fast. Shifting focus, he wondered why she was opening the door herself. Where the heck was the bloody butler?
“Freddie?”
Right. He needed to find his tongue. “I’m here to inquire about Charles.”
One finely arched brown eyebrow rose on Eliza’s brow.
He glanced down at the tattered calling card clenched in his glove-covered fingers and flipped the damn thing over. “Forgive me, I meant Little Charlie.” He raised his gaze.
“Oh…” A look of concern etched Eliza’s face as she reached for the blue ribbon at her waist and toyed with one partially frayed end. “Are you his father?”
“For God’s sake, no.” Hadn’t she known who she’d slept with? “I thought you were Charlie’s mother?”
Eliza gave up a laugh, a bit of annoyance carried in her tone. “No. The boy is here because this is an orphanage. I was rescuing him the other night. But I’m glad to know you think so highly of me. I did tell you, back in the alley, I hadn’t married.”
So she had. “Why would you think I was the father?”
“You were stabbed.”
Realization sunk in. “No. A woman did not do the deed, though I wouldn’t have blamed you if you had.”
“Me?”
He couldn’t well tell her that he’d missed her, that he should never have tossed away their friendship, that he was more than right for having done what he’d done to protect her, though maybe not the way he’d done it. No. He couldn’t tell her any of that. At least not this very second. And he certainly couldn’t tell her he had feelings for her. Very strong feelings that hadn’t ebbed an ounce since the night she’d climbed out the damn window of his bedroom. “I know I didn’t leave things well between us. And for that, I am sorry.”
“Well, at least you’ve come round. Two years too late.” She started to close the door.
He stuck out his arm. “May I come in?”
“For what? I certainly don’t want the hem of my gown back. Consider the wrappings that obviously saved your life, a gift.”
“I’d like to discuss Little Charlie.”
“Why?”
“I want to inquire about becoming the boy’s benefactor.” He prayed she’d accept the idea.
“Forgive me, but it isn’t every morning that an arrogant prince, who has no ties to me whatsoever according to polite society, shows up at the door bearing money. Do you see where I’m going with this?”
Damn her for being wise. “I do. But I promise if any of this gets out, I will not let anyone paint you in a bad manner.” He needed to give her at least a bit of the truth. “I know you have no reason to trust me after I so horribly dismissed you, but that doesn’t mean I have to make the same mistake twice. I’m here because I want to repay you for saving my life.”
“I think you must have me confused with someone else as the only lives I save are children’s. Very small, children. And while I do agree brain-wise you think like a ten-year-old, I would be a horrible person if I were to take advantage of that fact.”
He really did care to repay her for saving his life. “Please, Eliza. Just give me a few minutes of your time.”
“I really am busy at the moment.” 
A second whiff of cookies came his way.
Eliza glanced down the hall, then turned back. “Though I suppose a minute or two won’t kill me.” 
Oh, crap, did she really have to say those specific words? A minute or two with him could very well kill her if anyone saw him here today. Which he prayed they hadn’t. He entered and removed his coat, but didn’t know what to do next as still no butler had surfaced.
“If you don’t mind,” Eliza said, “I need to fetch a batch of cookies from the oven.” She closed the door.
“Isn’t that Cook’s job?” He draped his coat over his arm and followed Eliza down the hall, her dainty slipper-clad feet scurrying over the black and white marble-tiled floor.
“Cook is off today.”
“And the butler?”
“Bosworth is on a trip.” 
A house could not run without a proper staff. And yet, here was his Eliza, seeming to be happy about baking cookies and doing all the work herself. To say she was incredible was an understatement.
“Do you bake often?” He needed something to say and it certainly couldn’t be I’ve missed you, love.
“Yes. One dozen cookies, daily.”
That was a rather large batch to make for one woman and an infant who probably couldn’t yet eat solid foods. How many children did she house here?
Eliza rounded the maple bannister at the back of the hall and headed down the flight of narrow wood stairs.
His bootheels thumped against the creaking steps, but the combination of cookie aroma and that damn violet perfume unique to Eliza, couldn’t keep him away if he wanted to. He’d squish himself between the sides of two colliding ships if need be to follow her. Which really was not his way. 
And certainly not good for his covert work.
Which was why it was imperative for him to get the woman out of his system. He’d set up a trust for Little Charlie and then be on his way, never to return to Haven House again.
Then he’d be able to inform Kit he’d found out nothing on the place, and then settle on a clear head and go catch his killer.
His gaze lowered to Eliza’s arse. Her gown might not be form fitting, but it did drape nicely about her body and that was enough to give him an absolute perfect view of her absolute perfectly shaped bottom.
“Do you eat buns or cookies, Freddie? I honestly can’t remember which of the two you preferred.”
Buns, definitely buns. The sort that were well rounded, fit nicely in his hands and were warm from the slap of his palm.
“Freddie?” At the bottom of the stairs, Eliza stopped abruptly and spun around.
Dear God, but he nearly crashed into her. What the fuck was he doing fantasizing about the woman’s arse? “Buns.” Shite. Buns were going to get him into trouble. “No. That’s not right. Cookies. I prefer cookies.” 
“Well, I have both. Nice, hot sticky buns and soft, melt-in-your-mouth butter mound cookies. You can have both.” She pivoted and went for the ovens.
The last thing he needed was to be eating sicky buns and meltable mounds. Kit really should have just let him go to Ari’s last night, then he wouldn’t be in this mess right now.
He glanced around the large, fairly modern kitchen. It had all the latest contraptions, even the same servants bell system they had in place at the palace, but minus the finely painted walls. Eliza’s kitchen appeared worn, as if it was used for a large family and perhaps had consisted of slightly second-hand pots and the like. Come to think of it, the hall above did have spots of chipped, peeling paint. The whole house probably needed a refurbishing. God help him, but he was thinking like the queen now. And recalling his mother, while in the presence of a woman he’d love to toss over the table and drive hard until they were both spent, was so not a normal thing. He cleared his throat. “Do you often give the staff days off, leaving you here alone?”
Eliza set the batch of steaming cookies on the table. “No.”
“Then why today?”
She glanced over to him, her towel-wrapped hand still gripping the cookie tray. “You ask a lot of questions for a friend who tossed me away. Really, Freddie, just because I saved your life in the alley, doesn’t mean you suddenly have to care about mine again.”
He cringed. He hated that she thought he’d totally dismissed her. He removed his gloves and shoved them into his waistcoat pocket. “I had reasons for doing what I did.”
“I’m sure you did.” Reaching for a chipped white china plate and piling it with an assortment of treats that included those damn sticky buns and cookies, Eliza cocked her head to the side, a single chocolate brown, loose curl escaping her otherwise neatly coiled bun. “But really, it doesn’t matter anymore, I’ve gotten over you. Now, about this business of Charlie’s future.” She leaned forward as she pushed the stacked dish his way.
Her words went straight to his heart. How could she get over him after all they’d been through together? He hadn’t forgotten her.
Freddie went for a cookie, the far safer treat than the sticky bun, and winced.
Torture anew flared in his chest.
Eliza’s eyes went wide. “Are you all right?”
He nodded. But couldn’t get a word out with the pain pulsing as it was.
Getting in a good breath, he found his voice again. “The injury from the other night just happened to aggravate an old war wound.” 
“When did you go to war?”
Oh, shite, again. He’d just revealed his deepest secret. Damn Eliza, but she always had that magical ability to put him at ease, bring out his calmer self. Save for when he was thinking about taking her to his bed, which was quite often, even back then. And that meant she was as dangerous as they came. But there was no going back now, at least not where his war revelation was concerned. “I left two weeks after we last saw each other. And though I did want you to know, I thought writing was not appropriate at the time due to the way I ended things, and due to Countavia’s precarious position trapped between England and France. Letters didn’t always make it through and writing before I left wasn’t doable for other reasons.” He couldn’t tell her about the covert operation he and his brothers were working on. “And please, keep this just between us as I haven’t even told my father I was on the Continent. Same for Kit or any of my other brothers, though Edward does know.”
“Your secret is safe with me.” Eliza bit her bottom lip as if she were contemplating going to war herself. 
What he’d give to know what went on inside that enchanting head of hers. 
Taking a second go at the cookies, Freddie got in a full bite this time, crumbs falling down his waistcoat front.
“I am curious, how much are you willing to help Little Charlie?”
Much to his mouth’s protest, he put down the cookie he’d been eating. “I’d like to secure his future—specifically his education and then set him up to be a gentleman. If you don’t mind.”
“I’d be delighted to accept on his behalf. But I should warn you, things are a bit difficult at the moment and if you want to do this for the boy, then I advise you set it up within the week.”
This could not be good. “Are you in some sort of trouble, Lizzie?”
“I thought we agreed it was Lady Eliza to you.”
“Oh, for Pete’s sake, Lizzie. That was two years ago, and I am sorry. Truly.”
She shrugged.
He fumed. “Are you Charlie’s guardian, are you not?”
She hesitated.
“Lizzie?” 
“I am in charge of the tot…in a roundabout way.”
He pinched the bride of his nose. His scandalous influences obviously had rubbed off on the woman. “You say that in a rather dubious manner.”
“It’s a complicated situation.”
Having been in enough complicated messes himself, he knew exactly what Eliza meant. The woman was doing something that could land her sweet arse in serious trouble.
And he wasn’t going to let her out of his sight until he knew precisely what she was up to.
Eliza wrung the towel in her hands several times before balling the cotton cloth and tossing it onto the table. “Please don’t ask me what I do here, just know Little Charlie could really use all the help he can get. And if you are still of mind to be his benefactor, then please do so and set up the legalities immediately.”
“Where is the infant now?” He was not going to let her land her arse in the constable’s jail.
“He’s safe. As are all the others.”
All the others? “How many children do you care for in total?”
“Seven. Three boys and four girls. I normally don’t take in more than five at a time, but over the past few months two additional children, Charlie being the last one, needed our aid.”
“And where are they today?”
Her shoulders drooped. “I’ve sent them away. But…to a good home owned by a very wealthy and very caring and very upstanding member of society. They will be well tended to and eventually, placed in permanent homes.”
He didn’t like the sound of this. 
Freddie stepped around the table. “Why did you need to send them away?”
Eliza backed up an inch, her small, blue silk slippers shuffling across the white marble floor. He hadn’t noticed how worn the shoes were before now. “It’s complicated,” she said.
“How so?” He closed the gap between them.
Eliza widened it again. She braced her hands behind her back. “Archie is kicking up a bit of a fuss as of late. He doesn’t care for the work I do.”
“And is your brother in the right?” He continued his pursuit of her, step by step, matching her every gain with one of his own, the click of his walking stick sounding every time he pushed forward. 
He successfully backed Eliza against the wall.
She bit out a little ‘Oh’.
Placing his right hand above her shoulder, his fingers braced the cold stone wall behind her. “You didn’t answer my question.”
“Legally…maybe. Maybe not.”
She stared him in the eye, little hellion that she was. Hadn’t she realized she was at a disadvantage at the moment? Never had he encountered a female so determined, so…fearless as his Eliza.
His. God, but that was a dangerous thought.
“I need time to figure out my rights.” She dipped her head.
He rested his cane against the wall and reached for her chin, brought his hand to her soft alabaster skin and lifted her head to meet his gaze once more. “How can I help?”
 
***
Never in her life had she expected Freddie to make that statement. “What do you mean by that, exactly?”
He brushed his thumb over her bottom lip. “I’ll give whatever you need.”
The scent of sandalwood filled the air. Freddie always did smell good, especially in bed where his sheets gave off the perfume of exotic spices that made her contemplate taking part in all sorts of hot, tempting sins. She knew he wasn’t good for her. Not by a mile. And yet she wanted him.
“I can save Haven House, refurbish it, help you legally find proper homes for the children, even take care of the guardianship papers.”
He certainly could back up his words, that was a given. Even as Countavia’s youngest prince, Freddie still wielded immense power. But with his fine gray frock coat, silver embroidered waistcoat and black wool trousers and matching boots, he also wielded power over her. And she didn’t know which side of Freddie she was caving to at the moment.  The help offering prince, or the sin offering one? “I’ll need to think about it.”
Freddie stepped back. “How can you turn me down when you’re in trouble?”
She couldn’t tell him Archie had thrown her out of Littlefield Hall the night she’d snuck out of the palace. Her brother was furious at her late arrival home and in a fit of anger to counter his own, she’d blurted out the fact that she’d spent the night with Freddie. Telling her secret to Archie had been the worst mistake of her life, to date. She didn’t need to make another. “Making a quick decision is what landed me in this mess in the first place.”
Freddie leaned forward, brought his lips to within a hairsbreadth of hers. Then he kissed her.
And she hadn’t pulled away. Not a single inch. Instead, she opened for him, allowed his tongue to enter and explore her mouth, flavor her taste buds with the faint trace of cookie. 
She couldn’t let him get the best of her. Not again. She had too much at stake now—the children, Haven House, Archie and the family name. The list was endless. She slipped away, breaking their kiss. “I’m sorry, but I really do need to think about this.”
“I might not be able to return, Lizzie.”
“How come?”
“I’m not at liberty to say.”
“And yet you kissed me.”
Freddie lifted his head and stared up at the ceiling. “I know this is going to be hard to do, but you just have to trust me, Lizzie.”
“Like last time?  As in this is the best for me?”
He brought his gaze back to face hers. 
She’d be a fool to turn down Freddie’s bargain. Who knew if one would ever come again? “Can you settle things in a week?”
“What has your brother threatened you with?”
“I never said he threatened me.”
“You didn’t have to. I know from experience there are people in this world who do not always agree, for various reasons, with righteous acts. They simply aren’t capable of seeing the good in some things.”
Freddie certainly had Archie figured out all right. “I can’t discuss it.”
“Then I’m afraid I can’t help.” Freddie walked back to the table and plucked his coat from the surface.
“That’s not fair.” It was a bold move, but what did she have to lose?
“I think my offer is more than fair.”
She walked up to him. “Of course your offer of help is most gracious, but I’m talking about your refusal of that aid just because I can’t tell you everything. It doesn’t seem fair you can keep secrets when I can’t.”
His mouth quirked. “You’re a minx, Eliza. A true, spitfire of a hellion minx. But touché. You have me there and I have no shame in admitting it.” He returned his coat to the table. “What do you suggest?”
“Either we divulge all to each other, or leave some things unsaid. For now.”
“Unsaid.”
She could accept that. “Agreed.”
“Good. Then I will have my solicitor draw up Charlie’s trust. I’ll need information from you, so I’d appreciate it if the man can meet with you tomorrow or the next day. Whatever works best for you.”
At present, no time worked best for her. Archie could return at any hour, but even if he did, the presence of a solicitor just might scare him a bit. Or in the least make him think she wasn’t going to go down easy, as he didn’t need to know why the solicitor was here. “Tomorrow will be fine. Thank you.”
Freddie stepped into a beam of sunlight as he glanced around the kitchen, appearing to survey the room. His hair glistened like fine obsidian—black and enticing.
Her fingers itched.
What are you thinking, Lizzie? 
“Oh, bugger off!”
“Excuse me?”
Sweet Jesus, she hadn’t meant to say that out loud. She ignored her shocking comment…and Freddie’s as well for that matter. “Why are you sizing up my kitchen?”
“I think the house needs a bit of refurbishing.”
“I can’t afford it.”
“I can.”
Lying to him, or rather not coming clean about how her life was going to change in a week thanks to her pending marriage, might not have been the wisest of moves. “Let’s just concentrate on Charlie first. Then we can talk about Haven House.”
Freddie grabbed his coat. “As you wish, Eliza.”
“What if I need to reach you? How can I contact you? I’m sure I can’t just show up at the palace.”
He hesitated, licked his lips and swallowed. 
Maybe putting her trust in the hands of a man who’d tossed away once, wasn’t the best thing to do. But his offer was darn enticing. 
“If you absolutely must reach me…and please know I am not disappearing…at least not permanently…I am coming back, but my life and my work are complicated at best at present…you can send a written correspondence to Montgrieve House, Fifty King’s Lane, North Landon. Put it to the attention of the Countess of Montgrieve, and I will receive it.”
“Is she your mistress?”
Freddie choked. “That’s quite forward, don’t you think?”
“Not really. I should know my new business partner, don’t you think?”
Freddie laughed. “Very well said, Eliza. No, Arianna is not my mistress, but rather a very, very dear friend who will help with anything. You can trust her to keep our business venture to herself. Of that, you have my word.”
This Arianna sounded like someone she needed to know. 
And she planned to do exactly that as soon as Freddie took his leave.



Chapter 5
 
Freddie cautiously lowered himself onto the yellow and gold striped settee in Ari’s private drawing room, then leaned back and stretched his legs. A throb of pain slammed his ribs, but nothing he couldn’t stomach. 
A whiff of exotic orchard lifted from the pillow at his side. “You really have outdone yourself with this place, Ari. I can’t believe how you’ve managed to pull it off.”
“I’ve had some help.” She winked at him, then shuffled across the room to the liquor-stocked sideboy. The threads embellishing her pink gown sparkled like liquid silver in the salon’s candlelight. 
No one would suspect this establishment was the Crown’s greatest means of compiling espionage secrets. “How are things truly proceeding at Montgrieve House?”
Ari shrugged. “Other than those last two French infiltrators we uncovered, it’s been fairly quiet. But that is expected since I lost three girls in the last four months due to the fact they each found love with returning war heroes. And who can blame their husbands? No man would want their wife acting as a makeshift courtesan, even for the sake of king and country. And no woman would want to continue such a masquerade once she made a permanent match.”
He had to agree. He for one certainly would not want his wife traipsing about an establishment such as Montgrieve House. Of course he hadn’t had a wife, but if he had, he wouldn’t want her associated with an establishment such as this one. “Are you planning on hiring new recruits?”
Ari nodded, a bright thrill lighting up her azure blue eyes. “I am. In fact, I have a young woman arriving this evening. Perhaps you would care to sit in on the interview?”
He hadn’t ever interfered with Arianna’s end of the operation, that was always Kit’s realm. “I suppose it can’t hurt, me being there, though I would have thought my brother would prefer to oversee that bit of the business.”
Shock coveted Arianna’s delicate features. “Kit? Do an interview? God no. He’s never questioned my choices or told me how to run Montgrieve House. Then again, the brothel was my idea. But even so, he’s trusted me without question, since day one.”
The revelation hadn’t surprised Freddie. For the last twenty-one years Kit had taken Ari under his wings, turned the then ten-year-old girl into what she had become today—a beautiful and proper thirty-one-year old princess. Well, princess save for the actual title. But it also cost the woman a hell of a lot, including a life of her own. And probably the role of becoming a mother. She’d given up her youngest years to serve Countavia. 
Kit had better know what he was doing when it came to Ari, or he was going to have six very pissed off brothers if their dear friend did indeed end up on the shelf. 
His mind wandered back to the damn alley and the ache in his ribs. “What do you know of jeweled daggers?”
“All my girls carry them. Why?”
“Christ, Ari. You arm your women?”
“I arm Countavia’s finest spies in order to protect themselves. You do realize this is a brothel that caters to the most cunning of our country’s male population, as well as foreign interlopers.”
She had him there, but for some reason he never imagined a harlot being armed with a blade. Even a pretend harlot. 
Ari cocked her head to one side, her blue eyes and light blond hair granting her a very innocent appeal. No one would suspect she kept some of Countavia’s most valuable secrets. Much like no one would suspect Eliza of her dubious dealings.
Damn the woman. What made Lizzie pop into his head now? It’s not like he wanted to spend the night with her or anything like that. Well, maybe he did want that a little of that after having seen her again today. But he was still too dangerous for the woman. He couldn’t let her into his private world right now.
“Did Kit send you here just to ask me about some high-priced blades?”
Right. His mission. “I had a run-in with a man I thought might have been our villain, and though he got away, he did so only after having stabbed me in the chest with a jeweled dagger. It had an emerald-encrusted snake on its hilt.”
“I’m familiar with those,” Ari said, pouring a dram of Scotch. The sound of crystal clanked against crystal as the tip of the decanter pinged against the glass’s rim. “I believe you’ve crossed paths with a member of the infamous Knights Venomous.”
She sauntered over and handed him the drink. 
“I’ve never heard of them.” The scent of whiskey drifted to his nose. “Is this some new-found organization?”
Ari took a seat on the settee across from Freddie. “I’m not certain of their origins, but they are a radical bunch mainly consisting of lower or disgruntled peers, wealthy merchants, and a few characters of questionable lineage. From what I understand they troll universities and other academic institutions quite often seeking new blood, but they are very specific with whom they let in.”
“And they use jeweled daggers to slit their enemies’ throats?”
She gave up a slight smile. “I don’t think that is the group’s goal. The blades, or more specifically the insignia itself, is a way of silently letting other members aware of their brothers when in the same company. They use the design on weapons, shoe buckles, even buttons. The insignia can be found anywhere, once you are aware of it.”
Kit was a genius in employing Ari. The woman took her position in the family quite serious, even if she hadn’t yet figured out her true familial ties. “Do you have a list of the knighthood’s members?”
“No. They are beyond secretive, but my girls do know a few by name. And that list I can supply to you.”
He downed a gulp of the whiskey, it’s smooth liquid warming his throat. He placed the glass on the coffee table, then stood. “I think I’ll spend the night. Maybe I can go over that list and see if there are any names that resonate with me. Though I must admit, I don’t like the idea that we’re dealing with an entire group. I thought we only needed to concern ourselves with one demented human being. Now I’m more of the mind to worry about a whole team of miscreants.” 
Ari ran her hands over the pink silk of her gown. “I’m sure not all members are cold-blooded killers.”
He prayed to God they were that lucky. “May that turn out to be the case.”
 
***
The front door to Montgrieve House stood slightly ajar. 
Eliza inched up to the entrance, the ground cold beneath her slipper-clad feet. From her vantage point on the street, she took note of a finely dressed woman standing in the hallway, her thin fingers brushing against a well-attired gentleman’s embroidered waistcoat.
The woman gave up a soft laugh, and then fluttered her eyelashes. 
A courtesan. “We’ll I’ll be.”
Montgrieve House was a brothel, house of ill-repute, or whatever they called it, for she wasn’t all that certain of the correct term. Especially for a place situated in the high-end of town, it’s white limestone front only several doors down from the king’s own cousin’s known residence. 
She gasped. Maybe coming here was a mistake.
The woman caught sight of her.
Too late.
The gentleman exited the house, his dalliance one step behind him. “We’ve been expecting you,” she said.
Her? Expected here? “I’m sorry, but I think…”
“You are the new recruit, no?”
Recruit? Was the woman mad? Becoming a strumpet would ruin her.
A devious thought slipped into Eliza’s mind. It shouldn’t take much for her reputation to be ruined after a night spent at a place like Montgrieve House. All she’d need was to find a way to document her stay, as she would need definite proof to convince that good-for-nothing, puritanical Lord Meyock that she was indeed ruined, and then the man should be handing her back to Archie in no time. Of course she’d be compromising herself for eternity, but it would be worth it if it meant saving Haven House. She had all the children she could ever want in the orphans she took in. “Forgive me, but yes, I am the new recruit.” An odd term to use for a woman of the street, but what did she know? Maybe that was the de-rigueur word nowadays.
“Have no fear. I was nervous my first time, too.” The woman extended her hand. “Come.”
Eliza accepted the lady’s offer and entered the house. 
She gasped, just a slight little intake of breath. But it was expected after glancing at the ceiling and walls, being confronted first step in with paintings of frolicking cherubs doing nasty deeds with women and men alike. 
Oh, Sweet Jesus, what was she getting herself into?
She fanned her face.
“Love, it’s really not that bad,” the lady said. “Once you get over your first time, you’ll be more than anxious for your next. I couldn’t believe the information I learned from one gentleman alone, my first night here.”
Judging by the paintings, she couldn’t even begin to imagine what information she’d learn. She didn’t know the first thing about bed play, save for what she’d read in novels and those books Archie hid in the library at Littlefield Hall. 
Maybe she would have been better off writing to the countess, as Freddie had suggested.  But running out now wasn’t an option. The woman would think her a cowardess and if she was to get the help needed for Haven House, she’d have to prove herself. Though this was not what she’d expected.
“Her Ladyship is currently in a meeting,” the woman said. “But she’ll be up to interview you afterward, though I do believe she thought you were coming much later tonight.”
“Well, I was finished with my other work early.” She wasn’t sure that was the right thing to say. Did courtesans have other jobs? She hadn’t thought so, unless they worked in the theatre or such. Which was a talent she could not pull off.
“Rosinda,” a lovely voice called from down the hall.
“I must go,” the lady said. “But if you take the stairs and wait in the room at the end of the hall, Lady Montgrieve will be in to see you after she’s finished her work down here.”
Eliza nodded, but couldn’t get a single word out.
She headed for the magnificent curved staircase with its marble steps and decorative iron bannister.
“And make yourself comfortable,” the lady added as she strode away. “You’ll find it much easier if you’re relaxed.”
Comfortable her arse. 
Archie was so going to kill her once she’d ruined herself. 



Chapter 6
 
There were two rooms at the end of the hall, three if Eliza counted the one square ahead. 
“Just lovely, Lizzie.” She really shouldn’t be talking to herself as the rooms on either side of the corridor could be occupied, and while she did indeed desire to be discovered at Montgrieve House, she hadn’t wanted the whole world to know about her suddenly illicit ventures. Just Archie and Meyock. Though for them to find out, her ill deeds were probably going to have to be exposed to the entire city. 
Oh, well, it wasn’t like she had any other offers of marriage. And this one only came about because Meyock and Archie were in cahoots. Which was a problem all by itself considering her brother’s rather shady business deals as of recent. The man had a serious problem keeping himself out of trouble.
She rubbed her palms together, let out a deep breath.
If only Archie could have left her alone to the live the life she wanted.
But he hadn’t.
And now she was forced to do the unthinkable, which was so not like her. The strength to do whatever it took, yes. But to play a coy mistress to unknown men? Definitely not.
Closing her eyes, she shook her head and prayed.
If she didn’t come out having escaped that dratted marriage to Meyock, and save Haven House in the process, she’d be sacrificing her virtue all for nothing.
“This had better work,” she whispered.
Cracking open her eyelids, Eliza studied the three sets of double doors at the end of the corridor. Right now, she just needed to choose the correct one. And although she had half a mind to dash back down stairs, find the welcoming Rosinda and ask the woman to clarify which room she’d meant, appearing as if she couldn’t follow orders would probably lose her the job before she even met with the countess. And where would that put her? She certainly didn’t need the countess to tell Freddie what a daft woman she was. He’d pull his offer of help, for sure, putting her right back where she’d started, Haven House and herself in peril.
Bloody hell.
She’d just have to make her own decision about which room to go to.
The one dead center seemed the most logical, as it was the one at the very end of the hall.
Eliza scurried forward.
A tingle shot up her legs as the soles of her thin slippers brushed the carpet’s red and gold wool fibers.
She really should have worn a pair of boots tonight.
At the doors, she reached for the knob on the right panel. Smooth brass caressed her fingers, the handle’s intricate scrollwork kissing her palm with a cold, icy touch. 
She shivered, but turned the instrument just the same.
As the door pushed open, a burst of fresh burning pine, topped with a hint of sandalwood, smacked her nose.
Hinges creaked.
She winced, then glanced over her shoulder.
The corridor remained still and empty.
Eliza slipped inside the bedroom.
As the wood slab closed behind her with the faintest of clicks, her mouth fell open.
The most magnificent sleigh bed she’d ever seen, greeted her. A detailed crest protruded from the center of its footboard, its rich burls of walnut glistening in the room’s flickering hearth light. The detailed carving drew her attention. She couldn’t help but step forward and run her fingers over the hand-chiseled crevices, trace its centerpiece with the large, fancy capital ‘F’ crowned with a prince’s coronet. 
Archie should see this room, for Littlefield Hall had nothing on Montgrieve House. The place would drive her brother mad with jealousy.
Pulling away from the bed, she unfastened her cape and draped it over one of the green velvet upholstered, gilt-framed side chairs. The countess obviously had money to fill her rooms with gold-brushed furnishings. This bedchamber alone was fit for a king. If the entire house had rooms like this one…
She couldn’t even begin to imagine the countess’s wealth.
Eyeing the mattress, temptation tugged at her heart.
When was the last time she’d had a good night’s sleep? A year ago? Two? Haven House didn’t have comfortable beds as did Littlefield Hall. Heck, they were lucky enough just to each have their own beds. And that was a huge improvement over the first night she’d spent at the make-shift orphanage.
She’d come a long way since then.
Still, the bed in this room was enticing.
One little try couldn’t do all that much harm. Especially considering she had time before anyone was going to come up and talk with her.
But it’s not my bed to test.
“Bugger off, you mad little beast.” Her conscience really was a nuisance.
And tonight, she wasn’t going to let it win.
 Scooting over the soft carpet, Eliza approached the bed and leaned in, graced her hands against the soft silk sheets.
She closed her eyes.
And moaned.
Sleeping on a bed this rich, was probably like sleeping in a bed of clouds in Heaven.
Her mouth watered.
She’d love to give the children at Haven House sheets like these, but with seven, not to mention Bosworth, Georgiana, and herself, to support, no way could she even afford so much as a single set of these luxurious items.
But she did wish she could.
Opening her eyes, Eliza hopped up onto the bed.
“Oh, God, but this is like sleeping in pure extasy.” Not that she knew what extasy truly felt like. But it probably was this. Pure, unadulterated bliss.
Well, maybe not unadulterated, Montgrieve House was a brothel after all.
She rolled her head against the pillow.
All tension drained from her neck.
“Oh, Lizzie, you are so doomed.” She was never going to like her own bed again.
She smoothed her hands over the mattress. Not a single piece of straw or horsehair stuck her palms. 
God, what she’d give to spend an entire night in this bed.
She bit her bottom lip. To truly get the full effect of how the really wealthy lived, she probably should ditch her gown.
At least for a few minutes. 
And testing out a bed wasn’t a sin as far as she knew.
Reaching down, she undid the ribbon at her waist, then removed her gown before untying the drawstrings of her stays and eventually divesting herself of all layers of clothing, including her undergarments.
Then she shimmied under the covers, scooting deep beneath the sheets until her entire body just relaxed, all stiffness fleeing her muscles. 
God, but she hadn’t ever remembered being this relaxed. And in a brothel of all places!
She closed her eyes, once again.
Just for a few minutes.
 
***
Freddie never thought scaling a set of stairs could be so painful. But they were and that hadn’t included the walk down the hallway. Why the hell did he have to choose the room at the end of the corridor? Granted, it was one of the largest bedchambers in the house, but he could be just as satisfied staying in the servant’s quarters as he could the royal suite.
Alas, this was his room and it was the one Ari was proud to present to him.
He entered and tossed his walking stick against the chair.
All he wanted was a few moments of peace tonight. Maybe a bit of uninterrupted sleep, if his ribs and wound cooperated.
He took one step forward and his boot snagged on something.
What the bloody hell?
Peering at the floor, he noted a heap of clothes. Women’s clothes.
Ari must have accidentally given his room away.
He nudged the garment off his boot toe and proceeded to the bed.
And froze.
The mattress was not empty.
Freddie leaned in.
His nose twitched.
Violets.
Bloody hell, it couldn’t be. 
It better not had be.
With one fast reach of his hand, he yanked the sheets down.
Eliza screamed. A pitch so shrieking, he waited for God to appear, as her shrill probably reached as far as Heaven and he doubted the sound could be ignored, even up there.
The bedroom doors swung open, both solid planks slamming against the walls with a thunderous thud.
His little minx sat up, her bare breasts and taught stomach exposed to the world. Never mind the thatch of brown curls at the apex of her thighs.
“Eliza?” A man behind him questioned.
Freddie spun around. “Who, pray tell, are you, sir?”
The man stomped up to him, the half-dressed woman who’d accompanied him left back at the door. “I believe I should be asking you that question, you bastard. My intended is in your bed.” 
“If your intended is in my bed, then maybe that is because you were in another woman’s bed.”
The man rolled his eyes. “I am a man. I have my needs.”
He swung a punch.
Freddie ducked, but not without slightly losing his balance.
Damn his ribs.
Pain flared in his chest. As did the feel of a slight tear as if his skin had just ruptured and was about to spew forth all his guts.
A second punch flew his way, but this time, he grabbed the man’s wrist before it met with his face. “I demand you give me your name.”
“Why? You’re not the bloody king.”
“No. I’m not. I’m his son, Frederick, Prince of Countavia.”
A gasp echoed behind him.
Eliza. Now was the wrong time for her to suck in her breath and contemplate her actions, which of course he was certain she was doing, as any sane woman would be doing in her circumstance at the moment. But he’d deal with her later. First, he had to take care of the degenerate whose wrist was still grasped in his hand. “Your name.”
The man backed down, his face going pale. “Forgive me, Your Royal Highness.” He bowed. “Kenneth Meyock, Twelfth Earl Meyock, at your service.”
He released the bastard. “Get. Out.”
Meyock left on the instant.
As did the woman who’d arrived with him.
Eliza jumped from the bed.
Shooting out his arm, he reached behind him and stopped her from going a single foot more. “Not you.”
“I’m sorry,” Eliza muttered. “Really, I am. This is not what it looks like.”
Freddie pivoted. He counted to ten, but kept his hold on Eliza’s arm. He stared at her, her body more enticing than he ever could have imagined.
He dropped his gaze to the floor and swallowed. “First, pick up your damn clothes.” 
She didn’t budge.
“Suddenly gone deaf, my lady?”
“No. You’re holding my arm. I can’t bend.”
So he was. Fuck.
His hand didn’t move.
Double fuck and triple fuck.
He slowly released her and slapped his hands upon his face, covered his eyes and rubbed his cheeks. He laughed. For a few minutes he hadn’t been aware of the pain in his ribs. Now the bloody ache was back. And worse than before.
He dropped his hands from his face and peered down.
Blood seeped through his waistcoat.
“Your wound has reopened.”
He didn’t need the fucking woman to tell him what he already fucking knew. He kept silent, not sure he trusted himself to speak just now.
“I think you should lie down.”
He ventured to the bed, still holding his tongue.
Eliza crouched and went for his boots.
“What are you doing?”
“Helping you out of your boots.”
“You’re still naked. Didn’t I request you get your clothes?”
“No. You pretty much ordered me to fetch my garments. And I must say, that is very unlike you. You must be in unbelievable pain to speak at me in that manner.”
The woman was enough to drive him mad. “Pain is not what pushed my temper.”
“Really? I can’t imagine what else it could have been. Certainly not the site of me exposed to the world. That, I think, would have given rise to something else, not your temper.”
Oh, for Jesus’ sake. “I’m not going to win this argument, am I?”
She shook her head and then pulled off his boots, all the while still bare as a newborn babe. 
Eliza leaned over him and unbuttoned his waistcoat, then pushed up his shirt. “Just as I thought. You have indeed, reopened your wound.”
A deep gasp sounded at the door.
Ari.
“Freddie?”
“I can explain.”
Eliza glanced over her shoulder. “No, he won’t be explaining anything. Fetch a surgeon. His wound’s reopened.”
Ari shot him a surprised look, but disappeared. He imagined she’d gone to do exactly as Eliza had ordered. “You’re still naked.”
“And does that bother you, Your Highness?”
“It’s Freddie, to you.”
She shook her head. “I don’t think so. The Freddie I know doesn’t cavort in brothels.” 
“And the Lizzie I know doesn’t get engaged and not tell her best friend.”
She licked her lips, the look of guilt veiling her face.
“I think it’s safe to say we’ve both kept things from each other, though you are correct. I don’t cavort in brothels. This place isn’t what you think it is. At least, it’s not for me.”
Eliza backed away from the bed. 
“Where are you going?” He might be mad as hell at her, but there was no way he was going to let her out of his sight now. Not with that furious Meyock on the loose. The man was probably headed for that uncooperating brother of hers, this very minute. Like it or not, Eliza needed his protection now.
“I’m going to get dressed, and then head home.”
“That’s not possible.”
“Ordering me about, again?”
“No. But I have reason for wanting you to stay.”
She smirked. “Oh, I am sure you do.”
The woman was enough to drive him to an early grave, though to be fair, he was doing a damn good job of that himself. But he did need to protect Eliza. “I am not referring to that.”
“Oh, so now I’m not good enough for you? Is that what you think?”
“No. Of course not. I would have no problem bedding you, kissing you, holding you in my arms…keeping you safe.” He’d said too much.
Eliza’s mouth gaped.
Wisps of her brown hair dangled from her bun, framed her face in the most enticing of ways. He wanted to reach out and undo the whole fucking knot, get his hand thoroughly through those cocoa colored strands, wrap them tight about his fingers and pull her head back so her neck fell bare for his lips to explore. But he couldn’t even move a frickin’ inch, bleeding out like he was. “What I meant was…”
Eliza slipped into her shift just as the surgeon appeared at the door. “That was fast,” she said.
“He lives next door.”
Eliza nodded. “Convenient, and probably best for a ruffian such as yourself. I think it best I wait downstairs.” She turned and left him to the doctor’s care.
He really shouldn’t have snuck up on her like he had. But he had acted out of impulse, bullheaded fool that he was.
He’d compromised Eliza tonight. Ruined her reputation.
And he’d compromised his whole damn mission, as no one knew he’d frequented Montgrieve House.
But Lord Meyock now knew.
And probably come morning, so too would Eliza’s brother.
Once again, he’d failed his father.
You are such a bloody, fucking fool, Freddie.



Chapter 7
 
“Who exactly are you?”
Eliza cringed as she faced the Countess Montgrieve sitting behind a large cherry wood desk, a cold glare glazing her narrowed eyes. “Lady Eliza Littlefield.”
“And you came to my establishment under false pretenses because…”
“It’s complicated, Your Ladyship.” She prayed the woman would understand.
“No doubt. But this is my home and you are only still here because of my good grace not to call the constable without learning your full story, first.”
“Thank you, for that.”
“Don’t get ahead of yourself.” The countess shoved a stack of documents piled in front of her into a red leather case and then closed the flap. “I might still decide to have my guards fetch the authorities. But I deserve to hear your story.”
She agreed, the woman was well within her rights to know the truth. But with so many little souls resting on her success here, Eliza just didn’t know where to start. She squeezed her arms tighter around the wad of garments held at her chest. 
“I’d like to know that tale, as well,” a tall, finely dressed, black-haired man said, entering the office. His blue eyes bore straight through her. 
She averted her gaze just enough to avoid those bone-chilling orbs.
With a noisy breath, one that enlightened her to the man’s obvious annoyance, he shucked out of his blue great coat and tossed the thing onto the settee. The fine wool garment ended up no better than the wrinkled mess in her arms.
She swallowed. Archie and Meyock now seemed such trifle problems compared to having to deal with the Countess Montgrieve and her bulky henchmen. Haven House was probably lost for good after this fiasco.
A second, and just as dashing man as the one with the icy-blue gaze, appeared at the door. “Sorry I’m late.” He removed his coat and top hat and hung both on a peg on the brass stand in the corner. “What did I miss?”
“For fuck’s sake, Eddie. Just sit.” The first man was indeed angered.
The so-called Eddie sat on the sofa across from her.
Eliza slouched.
“Gentlemen,” the Countess said. “I’d like you to meet Lady Eliza Littlefield.”
Eddie, nodded.
His beastly friend, the one who remained standing, didn’t.
The Countess rose from her chair and then joined her on the settee. “Eliza, may I present to you His Royal Highness, the Crown Prince Christopher.” She motioned to the standing brute. “And his brother, Prince Edward of Countavia.”
Freddie’s brothers. Well, the two eldest of them anyway, as she knew, like all subjects of the realm knew, King Bertram and Queen Charlotte had seven sons. No daughters, just seven wild boys.
She stood and curtsied, her hands still grasping her clothes.
The Crown Prince shook his head, and lowered himself next to his brother. “Please, sit.”
The click of a cane tapping against marble reached her ears. She turned.
At the door stood Freddie, his bare chest clothed only in fresh cotton wrappings, splotches of blood still seeping through some of the fabric. He looked worse than she’d ever seen him, tired and bruised. All six-foot one of his muscular body appeared in need of a dose of good sleep. A pang of guilt seeped into her soul. “You should be in bed.”
“Yes, you should be,” Prince Christopher said, his words clipped.
“Go stuff it, Kit.” Freddie sauntered over and wedged himself, slowly, between her and the countess.
Eddie leaned back and smirked.
Kit glared at him.
“What? He’s only saying what we’d all like to say to you at the moment, but he’s the one being most true since Ari and I, and probably Lady Eliza, are doing our best to keep it formal. Your Royal Highness.”
Kit pinched the bridge of his nose. “Okay. Maybe I did lose myself a bit. But I have good reason for having a temper just now.”
The crown prince paused, dropped his hand, then focused solely on her. “I’d very much like to hear your story, Lady Eliza.”
She opened her mouth, but no words came.
Freddie reached for her knee and squeezed, gently. He nodded.
“I’m sorry, Your Royal Highness, but I came to Montgrieve House…” She stopped. That wasn’t right. Her story started three nights back.
“Lady Eliza?” Kit quirked a black eyebrow.
“I first met your brother years ago and we had a secret friendship. Two years ago, he abruptly called it off. Then three nights ago we ran into each other in an alley at The Wharf.”
The look of shock that coveted Kit’s face was near horrifying. Obviously, her Freddie hadn’t shared this bit of information with his siblings.
“It’s all right,” Freddie said. “Go on.”
“Your brother rescued me from an assailant and I in turn tried to stop him from bleeding out. Then he showed up at my home, Haven House, this morning, offering to help me and the orphans I rescue, with financial aid. He mentioned, should the occasion arise that I needed to get in contact with him, I should write to Countess Montgrieve, at this address as we both thought it best I didn’t show up at the palace. However, I thought it best I show up here in person and well, the rest mistakenly unfolded from there.”
“I see,” said Eddie.
Kit just cocked his head, shot his brother a new round of glares. “Really, Eddie? You comprehend that whole slapped together tale?”
“I do. Boy meets girl. Boy falls for girl. Boy gets scared of falling for girl. Boy meets girl again. Boy saves girl. Girl saves boy. The two engage in some probably not so legal business. The two end up in bed in a brothel. What is so mystifying about that?”
“It’s a damn good thing I was born first,” Kit spit out. 
“Eddie is right,” Freddie added, still stiff with apparent pain. He clutched his ribs.
Edward rose. “Well, now that we have it all straightened out, I am going back to my card game.” He bowed to the countess. “Ari, as usual, it was a delight to see you.” His gaze wandered over to Eliza. “And Lady Eliza, a pleasure to meet you. I am sure it won’t be the last time.” He winked at Freddie who simply huffed.
After grabbing his coat and hat, Prince Edward departed.
If only she could flee as well. But she couldn’t, especially with the crown prince staring at her as he was.
“How many orphans have you rescued?” Kit asked, his tone a tad bit more serene now, almost as if he actually took interest in her work.
“Over the last two years, I’ve taken in and resettled about twelve. I currently care for seven.”
“And you do not have the proper funds to run your house, is that correct?”
“She does now,” Freddie interrupted.
Kit rolled his eyes. “Well, that is very good news, Your Royal Highness. At least I can rest tonight knowing one issue has been resolved on your list. Yours and Lady Eliza’s very long list of very serious and compromising issues.”
Freddie squared his shoulders as he pried his back off the settee, his movements stiff and slow. “The lady saved my life, Kit. What the fuck more do you want from her?”
Kit stood, his face going red from his cheeks to his brow. He looked like Vesuvius about to blow. “What I want, Freddie, is for you to once consider the realm over yourself. A royal prince does not go and make offhanded business deals with unsuspecting women who know nothing of the danger said prince has put them in. You have compromised the Crown by bringing Lady Eliza into this whole covert serial killer mess.”
Did she just hear right? Was Freddie hunting a serial killer? Now the wound and the alley and everything else about the other night made sense.
“No. I have not compromised anything. You have. Just now.”
Kit ran his hands over his face, then squeezed his cheeks before returning to his seat. “Damn, you Freddie. You always get the best of me. And it needs to stop. Now.”
“Lady Eliza will keep our secrets. Of that I assure you, brother.”
“You should have stayed in bed, as I ordered you to.” Kit, apparently, couldn’t let things go.
“Why? So I could hide like a coward behind the palace façade while our own subjects are being slashed at the throat? I think not.”
The Countess Montgrieve pushed off the settee. “I think this is a private discussion, Your Royal Highnesses.” She scooted from the room before either man could comment.
Eliza wasn’t sure what to do. Go? Stay? Sink into the cushion and pray she’d find a fantastical hole that would gobble her up in one swift instant?
Kit rose and walked over to their side of the room. He bent to reach Freddie’s ear, but did nothing to lower his voice. “You shall remain at this house for one week, brother. Not a single day less. And you are to keep Lady Eliza at your side every minute of that span as she is now your sole responsibility. And God help me if you show your ugly face in my presence during that time.”
“You can’t keep me off the mission.”
“I can. And I will.”
And with that, the crown prince left Montgrieve house.
She didn’t dare turn and look at Freddie. Not now, not knowing she’d caused him all this distress, not to mention the reopening of his blasted wound.
And as for spending the whole week in the prince’s presence, well, that was not going to happen either. Bosworth would be back the day after tomorrow and she couldn’t not be home at Haven House when the man returned. He’d call the full cavalry out to search for her if he’d suspected she was missing.
But she did owe Freddie at least tonight. “As much as I hate to admit this, I do think your brother is right. You should be in bed.”
“I am not going back up those bloody stairs again. I’ll sleep right here.”
“You cannot sleep on a settee.”
“Why not?”
“One, it’s not large enough for you. And two, this is Countess Montgrieve’s office. I don’t think she’d appreciate a royal ruffian spending the night in her personal domain.”
A slight laugh filtered from Freddie’s throat. “You may have a point there, Eliza.”
She stood and balled her garments under her left arm and offered him her right hand. “I’ll get you up the stairs.”
Freddie’s lips ticked upward. “You do realize I am at least three times your weight.”
“And you do realize I have reared nineteen children, practically on my own, for the last two years. You’d be surprised what one small woman can manage to achieve in a role such as that. For instance, cats are not the only creatures who get caught in trees or who climb tall cubbards to steal cookies and perch on the top shelf for a better view of the kitchen. And when those things happen in the middle of the night, Bosworth, my butler does not care to be disturbed.”
In the hallway, they headed up the stairs.
Freddie leaned heavily on his cane, but kept his arm entwined with hers. “You do a lot for the children you rescue. But why do it all?”
“Well, I must admit, there are days when I ask myself the same question. But those moments are fleeting. I had a fortunate life, though not a spoiled on. At least not in the sense of wealth.” She paused, her mind thinking back to the years her and Freddie had kept their friendship secret.
“I know we once agreed to not discuss our personal lives with each other,” she said. “But I think you need to know me better.”
Freddie nodded. “We only agreed to that because we wanted to just be Freddie and Lizzie. Not Prince Frederick and Lady Eliza. But I think all that has now gone out the window, Lizzie. This isn’t about rescuing young pickpockets anymore. I’m in far more dangerous a situation at the moment. And I’ve embroiled you into it as well. But all that aside, I would love to know what your life growing up was like.”
This was the Freddie she used to know. “Well, it was a simple life actually. Littlefield Hall had massive debts when my father became earl. He worked them off through good investments and frugality. And during that time, he and my mother appreciated their good fortune by opening Haven House. My father realized it was heart and not money that made a happy home. And he and my mother were wonderous to the children they took in. When my father died, and my mother only a month after him, I inherited Haven House and a small fund to keep it going. It suits me.”
At the top landing, Freddie stopped and rested against the wall. “My offer to fund Haven House still stands, Eliza.”
“I couldn’t ask you to help me, now. Though I would have no objections to you becoming Charlie’s benefactor. The boy deserves a good life. But as for anything else, absolutely not. I will find my own way, as my father had.”
“Please don’t take this the wrong way, but as a prince, I can do a lot more than you. My father, and to a degree, Kit, are the law in this country. And despite my brother’s anger tonight, he will come round. He has a soft spot for children. And beautiful women.”
Her cheeks warmed. “Are you calling me beautiful, Freddie?”
He retook her arm. “I do believe I am.”
If only she could keep her ruffian prince. But alas, she could not. For one, she didn’t fit in his world. And two, once the gossip rags got a hold of her story, and considering the anger she’d seen in Meyock’s eyes tonight, not to mention the humiliation, the gossip papers were sure to be filled with every last detail of the debacle. And that was going to destroy Archie.
And she couldn’t let that happen, even if her brother was the biggest buffoon ever to grace this planet. 
No, she could not keep her prince. 
Or Haven House.
But perhaps by the good graces of Georgiana’s aunt, the current seven children would find new homes and Bosworth new employment.
As for her, she was going to have to sink away from society and settle down in some country cottage, maybe even one of the thatched roof houses on Littlefield Hall estate.
But no matter, Prince Frederick was not hers to keep. 
At least not for more than tonight.



Chapter 8
 
Freddie let go of Eliza’s arm after they entered the bedroom, the scent of violets fading as she moved away from him. Usually, the most his room ever smelled like was ash from the wood burning in the fireplace, and sandalwood from his soap and cologne. Eliza freshened up the cold space, made it feel almost like a place he just might enjoy spending time in if he could share it with her. He could get used to having her in his life again. 
“It’s been a long day,” Eliza said, folding the garments she’d previously scooped from the floor, but now settled on the dresser.
“It has and I’m exhausted.” He limped over to the chair. If he could redo one thing in his life, it wouldn’t be his past sins and scandals, it would be the act of having put Eliza in danger tonight.
He propped his cane against the wall before turning around. “Dealing with fallout from tomorrow’s gossip is not going to be easy.” 
Eliza faced him. “It would have been worse if I had to spend the rest of my life with Meyock. One day or even one month of whispers are far better than a lifetime of misery.”
“What if isn’t just one day or one month? What if it is permanent? The Ton isn’t always forgiving, they thrive on spurnings and finger pointing and everything else they can do to cast one out of the ranks.”
“I was never in their ranks to begin with, that was all Archie’s territory and he kept it that way. Even with a ruined reputation, I imagine the future won’t be all that different for me.” A solemn look crossed Eliza’s face, almost as if she longed for a life she would have love to have, but knew better than to hope for.
It pained him to see her this way. She deserved more and should never have suffered. If he ever got the chance to meet her brother, Archibald, he was going to give the man a piece of his mind. 
He gripped the chair arms behind him and slowly lowered himself to the seat.
“That is not the bed,” Eliza said, shooting him one hell of a wicked scowl. 
“Do you do that with the children?”
“Do what?”
“Glare at them like that. It’s enough to give a child nightmares, I’d imagine.”
“Oh, you would imagine, would you? Well, let me inform you, Your Royal Highness, the nightmares you will endure by remaining in that chair rather than venturing to the bed, will be far greater than any I can inflict upon a petulant child.”
He smiled to himself. Eliza was a real spitfire, if nothing else. Though he was starting to see she was a lot more. In fact, she was everything he was missing in his life—kindness, beauty, humor, selflessness. He could go on all night about Eliza’s good qualities. He really should have never let her go. “I may be a cad and God knows what else, but I am not going to steal the bed from you. Now get in and get a good night’s sleep.”
“Not happening.”
“Really, it’s fine. I’m too sore to move.”
“You’ll be stiffer in the morning spending the night in a chair.”
He’d be stiffer spending the night in bed with her. “I’m afraid it must be as nothing can entice me to move at this point.”
“You really are difficult, Your Royal Highness.”
He quirked an eyebrow.
Eliza responded with a lick of her luscious, plump lips. 
The woman had no idea the misery she caused him. “If it weren’t for my damn wound, you’d be very sorry for having just done that.”
She shrugged. Then did the unthinkable.
The little minx actually reached for the skirt of her gown and pulled the damn thing over her head. And faced him bare naked.
Freddie coughed. “That won’t work.” How is it that one woman could make him lie so much in so few days? No doubt she was Eve to his Adam. “Still not moving, Eliza.”
“Are you certain about that, Ruffian?”
“I thought you were demure? Shocked even to learn that this was a house of ill repute—which for the record it actually is not, but that tale will have to wait.”
Eliza turned around. 
And bent over, reached for the sheets, her perfectly shaped bum directed straight toward him. “I am well learned, despite not experienced.”
Oh, God, she did not really say that.
Then she climbed into bed and did something he really hadn’t expected. The woman actually got on all fours and started fluffing the pillows, her arse shaking and shimmying as she moved. “Do you have pets, Freddie?”
He couldn’t get an answer out. 
“Freddie?” 
“No. Why?”
“Just, if you had a dog or two or a cat or two, you’d be more inclined to know how they fucked. I’ve read this position, similar to cats and dogs, is preferred by some lovers.”
He brought his hand to his mouth and rubbed his lips and chin. “Eliza…”
She turned around and abruptly flopped back against the now well propped-up stack of pillows. “Yes?”
“You’re far too innocent for this. Far too naïve. And far too good.”
“I’m far too gone, Freddie. That is the truth of it. I’m twenty and three, on the verge of being bandied about in the gossip rags, my family name on the brink of being forever tarnished, and my house and funds are about to be stolen from me. So, yes, while I may be innocent, I really don’t have anything left to lose. And because of that, I would like one night where I throw caution to the wind. Besides, what do you have to lose? You’ll be doing me a favor as I have no hopes for a proper match. Not after what happened tonight.”
“Do you think that is fair to me?”
She gave him a confused look.
Christ. She had no clue he was starting to care for her.
“You can’t spend the night in that chair.”
“I can.”
“Are you really certain about that?” Eliza spread her legs, wide, exposed her thatch of dark brown curls exclusively for him. Then she brought one hand to her pink mound and flicked herself.
“Stop.” He was such a fool. “Now.” He stood, the pain in his ribs ratcheting up not one, but three notches. 
He hobbled over to the bed. “Fine. You’ve won, Lady Eliza. I will share my bed with you, but solely to sleep.” He reached over and pulled her hand away from her enticing clit, the scent of her sex lingering in the air as he moved her arm. 
The deflated look on her face made him want to rip his own heart out. “I’m sorry,” he said. “But truly, I physically cannot do a damn thing tonight.”
She smirked and pulled the sheets out from under her bum. “And you say I am innocent and naïve.”
Bloody hell, she knew she was safe all along. “Hellion.”
A soft giggle escaped Eliza as she snuggled under the covers, the shape of her curvy body filling the sheets nicely. 
He’d give anything to run his fingers over the outline of her hip. But he had no intention of taking advantage of the woman. Even if he hadn’t had a gaping slash in his chest.
Kicking off his slippers, Freddie then removed his trousers and shirt, and climbed into bed. 
The light aroma of violets blanketed his sheets. Damn, but he was not going to get a fucking minute of sleep tonight.



Chapter 9
 
There was nothing better than waking up to the smells of his favorite meal of the day. Freddie fluttered his eyelids opened and took in a deep breath, the aromas of ham, eggs, and fresh baked muffins teasing his nose. 
He pushed himself up and stared at the end of the bed.
At his feet sat Eliza, her back reclined against the footboard, a sheer white gown with cranberry embroidery draping her frame. Her nose was buried in one of those damn gossip rags, her feet bare, and her mouth edged with biscuit crumbs. She pulled her hand away from her lips to lick a line of melted butter running down the crease of her palm.
He wanted to be that butter.
Stretching, he grabbed Eliza’s toes. “Good morning, My Lady.”
“You’re up!” She pushed the silver tray of food off her thighs to settle it on the mattress, and scooted up the bed, gossip paper still in hand. “I’ve succeeded.”
“In what?”
“Ruination.” She handed him the printed sheet. “Meyock’s name has been conveniently left out, but they’ve mentioned me at least ten times, and Archie, as well. The poor man. He must be having fits this morning. And Hannah.” She paused to nibble the pad of her finger. “I hadn’t given much thought to what would happen to my sister-in-law. I feel horrible about that.”
“I’m sure she’ll survive.” He took the paper from her hand and tossed it to the floor.
“Don’t you want to read it?”
“No.”
“But it’s such an exaggerated story, I was certain you’d find it entertaining.”
There was nothing amusing about ruining Eliza. He pulled her close, brought her soft body up to his. “I’d much rather write my own tale when it comes to you.”
She blushed. “You are such a flirt, Freddie.”
He wasn’t teasing and hadn’t meant to tease her. True, he’d spent most of his life acting more a devil than anything else, but when it came to Eliza Littlefield, he suddenly wanted to be the man she thought him to be. Which was going to take a massive amount of work, considering he was anything but that soul. 
“I need to come clean,” he said.
“About what?” Eliza gazed at him with those big, brown eyes. She was making this a hell of a lot harder than he’d planned. But he had no choice. The truth had to come out. 
“That other night in the alley…I was there working covertly, hunting a serial killer.”
Eliza propped herself up on one elbow. “That’s dangerous. Doesn’t the palace have guards to do that?”
“Yes. But this case is a bit different as the murderer is also an anti-monarchist. My brothers and I have reason to believe the man is targeting peers who have been the staunchest of my father’s supporters. And we don’t think this is a one-off situation. Our villain could very well be the brains behind a growing movement to take down the Crown. At any cost.”
Eliza remained silent, her lips pursed as if she were contemplating his every word.
He had to admit, this wasn’t the best conversation to be having with a woman in his bed. Right about now he should be trailing his fingers over her shoulder, pulling down the neckline of her gown, brushing his lips along her smooth, silky skin. Not talking about throat-slashers and politics.
And yet Eliza hadn’t backed away. In fact, she appeared intrigued by his revelation. “I hope you understand the severity of the situation.” He wanted to be as clear as possible on this matter because her life was now at stake since the damn gossip papers had linked her to him.
“Hunting a killer is always serious. I understand that fully.”
He shook his head. “No. It’s more than that. The killer knows who I am. Just like he’s familiar with every other member of the Baine family. The royal family has never lived behind closed doors. It’s not been our way. And my father and mother are more transparent about things than any of the kings and queens who’ve come before them. And they spend a good deal of their time among their subjects, as do my brothers and I. And now you’ve been linked to me.”
The blank stare that settled in Eliza’s eyes told Freddie she only now realized the true degree of danger last night’s episode had put her in. “I’m sorry, Eliza. If I had known it was you in my bed, I probably wouldn’t have…” He stopped. The lying had to stop now. “I probably wouldn’t have done anything different. And for that I am truly sorry.”
She pulled away. “Archie always said I had a way with infuriating people. In fact, I do believe you made a similar comment the night in the alley.”
Now she thought all this was her fault. “I didn’t mean it that way.”
“It doesn’t matter.” Eliza rolled over and slid off the bed. “I’ve achieved what I had set out to do and the rest will just fall into place as Fate deems.” After slipping her feet into a pair of slippers, she headed for the door. 
“Where are you going?”
“To do what I should have done, the moment I first arrived here.”
“And what is that?”
She didn’t comment.
“Eliza?”
She was out the door before he could swing his legs off the bed.
 
***
Not for a single moment had she thought about the ramifications her actions would cause Archie or Hannah. Or even Bosworth and Georgiana, for that matter. Now she’d placed them all in danger and for what? To avoid the best offer of marriage she’d ever had? The only offer of marriage she’d ever had?
But what about the children…
“As I’ve said many times before, bugger off, conscience.”
But Archie was set to turn the children out on the street or worse. And the Royal Children’s Bureau is indeed worse than the street.
“Oh, really, Lizzie. Do you seriously think you were really doing all this for a handful of orphans?” How much more was she going to have to argue with her damn conscience?
Eliza rounded the staircase and descended the steps two at a time, her feet barely touching the marble treads. 
“And another thing…what gives you the right to entrap a royal prince in your scheme?”
The Countess Montgrieve stopped dead in her tracks in the center of the entrance hall. “Is everything all right, Lady Eliza?”
She really needed to curb the self-talking. “I’d like to join your crusade.”
“Excuse me?”
She stepped off the stairs. “I have no life to go back to. And considering the fiasco I caused last night, it is the least I can do. Specifically, to pay back Freddie. I mean, Prince Frederick.”
Countess Montgrieve clutched the red leather box in her hands, against her chest. “I’m afraid that won’t be possible. I’ve already hired the woman who I thought you originally were. She did show up last night.”
“I see.”
“However, while Montgrieve House is no longer seeking a new courtesan, we can use someone to keep our secrets in order. I would think managing your house of orphans did require you to handle similar things?”
Lady Montgrieve had no idea the secrets she’d kept, or rather fudged, to sustain her illegal business. “It did indeed, though I feel horrible admitting to such deceitful behavior. But yes, I did what was necessary to give the children as best a life as I could.”
The countess grinned. “Then perhaps we can come to an agreement. Shall we discuss it in my office?”
She nodded and followed the countess down the corridor. “Please call me Lizzie. I don’t feel much like a lady at the moment.”
“Lizzie it is. And in case you hadn’t noticed last night, I prefer to be called Ari.”
The loss of formality gave Eliza a bit of hope. Maybe now that Haven House could no longer be, she could find a new life at Montgrieve House.
“How is Freddie this morning?” Ari asked.
“He didn’t comment about his pain, so I think he might have been feeling a little better.”
“He’s hard on himself. It’s not easy being seventh in line to the throne, as being that far down the ladder, I think he sometimes felt he didn’t count or that he had to prove himself in some way. But he’d never admit that to my face. It’s just my guess based on what I’ve witnessed growing up around the princes.”
No wonder Ari acted like a royal, she was raised among them. “You’ve known Frederick his whole life?”
“Just about. I came to live at the palace when I was ten. Freddie was five at the time.”
She would have loved to have known Freddie growing up. Though if what happened last night was any example of the trouble the two of them could get into, together, it was probably a good thing they hadn’t known each other that far back.
In the office, Ari placed the leather box on her desk, lifted its lid, and then removed a small stack of what appeared to be sketches. “I need these drawings of weapons sorted, then paired with the appropriate written account pertaining to its ownership.”
Eliza approached the desk and bent to look over the papers. “I know these.”
“You’re familiar with these particular weapons?” Ari’s tone bordered on shock. As did the look on her face.
“Not exactly the weapons, though that pistol does look similar to the one the man at The Wharf shoved into my back.” She pointed to the sketch of a gun with a jeweled snake design on its handle. “But I know the designs. Archie is a member of the Knights Venomous.  He joined the first year he attended King Bertram University. Though I hadn’t associated my pistol-jabbing attacker with the group until now. Perhaps it was the shock of the whole situation that the realization hadn’t dawned on me at the time.”
Ari bit her bottom lip as she tapped the desk, lightly but repeatedly, with her fist. “Do you think your brother can give us information about the men in the group?”
Archie would do no such thing. Not even upon the pain of death. At least, not when it came to giving up his dull-witted friends. “He won’t be reliable. Of that I can assure you.”
“That’s too bad.” Ari flopped into the chair behind her desk and huffed. “We could use a list of those men because one of them could be our killer.”
Archie wasn’t the sort to do justice if it diminished his perceived high-standing among his inner circle. But Eliza had known for years her brother had kept a diary that detailed the meetings of the knighthood, and those accounts just might contain the information Freddie and Ari needed. And she knew exactly where that damn book was hidden. “Maybe if I spend some time working with these sketches and their files, I might remember something.” 
Eliza hated compromising whatever trust Ari had suddenly placed in her, but if she didn’t find a way to slip out of Montgrieve House, undetected, so she could go retrieve’s Archie’s diary, Freddie’s mission could be compromised for good. What if the knighthood had decided to go quiet for a while? The group could be resort to working even further underground, recruiting a new generation of anti-monarchists, and then strike when all defenses were down and relaxed. 
No, she had to take the opportunity when it presented itself. She rubbed her arms. “Is there a shawl I can borrow? I’m a bit chilled this morning.”
“Of course, I’ll have one of the girls fetch you one.”
“Oh, I couldn’t impose. I can get it myself.”
Ari shrugged. “There’s a small armoire in the main drawing room. You’ll find an assortment of shawls inside.”
“Perfect.” Eliza smiled and left the office.
She headed straight for the front door and back to Haven House.



Chapter 10
 
“Don’t even think about moving,” Kit said, his face stern as he took over half the bed, fitted tailcoat still on and walking stick barely out of his fingers.
Being watched by his Pitbull of a brother was never this bad. “Eliza could be in danger,” Freddie said. “In fact, she is in danger.”
“You are not going to fetch her. Vic and Harry are on it.”
“But it should be me.”
Kit crossed his long legs and reclined back.
“Boots on a bed are bad luck.” Freddie nudged his chin toward Kit’s polished short black dress boots, their laces firmly tied.
“Did you have boots on the bed last night when Lady Eliza was found frolicking with you?”
“She did no such thing.”
“Then I don’t believe boots factor into your pull on bad luck, brother.”
And to think just this morning it was a beautiful, enticing creature he’d had in his bed. Now it was just him and Kit. “There is a chair, over there.” He pointed across the room.
“Not happening. Ari already made the mistake of trusting one of you, I won’t make the same error.”
He’d die if he couldn’t get to Eliza. “Where do you think she’s gone off to?”
“Probably to fetch that infuriating brother of hers. I looked him up last night, did a check of the peerage lists in the palace library and was surprised to learn the Lords Littlefield have always been staunch supporters of the Crown, up until this latest generation. Archibald is somewhat of a rebel.”
That didn’t shock him considering the things Eliza had mentioned about the man. “But if Archie is a problem, then that alone could put his sister in great danger.”
Vic and Harry showed up at the door, one looking more disgusted than the other. “No luck,” Harry commented as he entered the bedroom and flung his black top hat onto a chair. “And that miscreant Littlefield is missing as well. Left his wife in a state of tears.”
“He’s up to something,” Freddie said, balling his fists.
“Probably running for his life,” Vic added.
He really should be out there searching for Eliza. “Any word on Meyock?”
“No,” Harry said. “And the desk in his town house has been emptied, so I suspect he’s on the run, as well.”
“Or sizing up another throat to slit.” A million thoughts flickered through Freddie’s head, one more frightening than the last. If Meyock was their man, then last night’s debacle might have cost Eliza her neck. Literally. And he was all to blame. His father was right, he wasn’t worth anything. “I can’t stay put. I’m going to look for Eliza.”
Kit grabbed his leg. “You are not leaving this room.”
He glared at his brother. “Stop me and Meyock will be the least of your worries.”
Edward stormed through the open doors. “Now, boys, cool your claws.” He walked up to the bed, his coat tails swinging in his wake, grabbed Kit’s hand and freed Freddie. “Go do what you must, but do so knowing you’re on your own.”
Freddie slid off the mattress, but not before eyeing Kit. The man’s steely gaze was one of pure anger. And rightfully so. But still, he needed to do what was right and this time it was not about him, not about the Crown, and not about his brothers. 
 
***
Eliza tiptoed into the drawing room and held her breath, her gaze focused on the far corner. Her beautiful but well-worn Aubusson carpet sat rolled up, it’s off-white fringe flattened by Archie’s hand.
With Haven House empty of its usual residents and their giggling voices, her brother’s plundering of the secret compartment in the drawing room’s floor echoed like thunder as he lifted the metal grate and slid it across the now bare wood planks.
“It’s not in there,” she said, resting her shoulder against the doorjamb.
Archie jumped and then sprung up. “What did you do with my diary?”
“It’s in a safe place. I moved it ages ago, the minute I realized it might be useful to me one day.”
“That’s not fair. It belongs to me.”
“Just like Haven House belongs to me, and yet, you had no problem selling it out from under me.”
Archie combed his blond hair with his fingers, his hand shaking. “That was different.”
“How so?” She really was curious as to how the man could have one set of values for himself and another for her.
“My future depended on your marriage to Meyock. My life depended on it. Now all I have is that damn book to keep me safe.”
She strolled into the room and took a seat on the blue sofa. “For the life of me, Archie, I really can’t understand why you hate me so.  You were nasty to me even when we were children. Why?”
“Maybe you should tell her the truth, Lord Littlefield.” Meyock surprised them both, based on the shocked look crossing Archie’s face.
Eliza turned her gaze away from her brother. “How did you get in?” The doors, both the front and the kitchen entrances, had been locked, of that she was certain.
“I have many talents,” Meyock boasted. “Assembling an entire generation of anti-monarchists, cultivating their thoughts, and mind-washing them into seeing things my way aren’t the only ones. A good manipulator must also know the how-tos of mundane tasks, such as lock picking.”
“Well, I don’t know what you hope to achieve here, Kenneth,” she said, refusing to refer to him by his title. Her respect was not something he’d yet earned. “But I doubt there is little here of value to you.”
Meyock pulled out a dagger from under his coat sleeve and brandished the weapon about. “I can’t marry you now, Eliza. And although I made certain my name never appeared in the gossip rags this morning, it is known you were to be my wife. The posted banns at church alone are going to humiliate me.”
“And you expect me to pay you for that?”
Meyock, with his gray hair and cold stare, approached her. “Haven House is still to be sold. And when that deal goes through, I will take the profits.”
No one was going to sell Haven House out from under her.
“The house is no longer on the market, I’m afraid,” Freddie said from the doorway, a pistol in his hand.
Archie ran up to him. “Shoot him. Now.”
Freddie didn’t comment.
“Tell your story, Archibald,” Meyock said. “Or I’ll tell it for you.”
“Don’t believe a word he says, Lizzie.” Archie wipe his brow, beads of sweat now dripping down his face. “It’s just a pack of suspected rumors, nothing more.”
She turned to Meyock. “My brother should be of no concern of yours, Kenneth. Leave here and we’ll forget all of this.”
“Maybe you will and maybe that pitiful brother of yours will, but Prince Frederick won’t.” He turned to Freddie. “Isn’t that right, Your Royal Highness?”
Freddie inched into the drawing room. “A pistol is quicker than a blade.”
Meyock smirked, his eyes going as black as the wool of his coat. “But a blade has more chances of succeeding. A pistol only has one shot.” 
In a flash, Kenneth was on her, his arm wrapped tightly about her waist. He brought his dagger to her neck. 
“Let Lady Eliza go,” Freddie said.
“Sorry, but I won’t even consider that until Lord Littlefield tells his story.” He motioned his chin toward Archie, then toward the sofa.
Her brother scooted across the room and sat.
“Now start from the beginning.” Meyock’s dagger pressed into her throat. “And tell them both the truth.”
Archie swallowed. “Some people have said I was born on the same night as a maid’s son and that Lord and Lady Littlefield had lost their boy and the maid who had given birth to a live son, died in delivering the child.”
She’d never heard such sordid lies. “That’s not true, Archie. I never heard our parents mention anything like that.”
Freddie inched closer to her.
Meyock stepped back. “Easy there, Prince. I will kill her.  I have the know how to do so and the experience.”
Eliza swore she’d heard Freddie curse. He stopped in his tracks, but kept his pistol aimed at Meyock. Which could very well be her own head considering how close together she and Kenneth were standing. 
“Go on, Littlefield,” Meyock ordered.
“At university, those rumors started up again, thanks to this bastard.” Archie pointed to Meyock. “It was all because of that stupid society I joined. I just wanted to belong to something. Something not associated with my damn title, as I don’t even know if it is rightfully mine or not.”
“I’m sure you are a Littlefield,” Freddie said. “But I’m more curious as to why Meyock here has stirred up these rumors again?”
The smell of whiskey fanned her face. It was one thing being held captive by a sordid soul like Meyock, but adding drink into the mix made it a hundred times more dangerous. What if the man’s hand slipped? 
She’d lose her neck, that’s what. “I’ll give you the funds that support Haven House. Will that settle the matter?”
Meyock tightened his hold around her waist. “No. It’s not enough. I dig up stories like Lord Littlefield’s to keep my organization financially solvent, but I need many stories to accomplish my ultimate goal. And I want a promise I will not be hunted anymore. While I am far from being innocent, I did not kill Lord Blue. In truth, I don’t know who murdered the Prime Minister.”
“But you founded the anti-monarchist movement that did produce Blue’s killer,” Freddie said. “I can’t let that go.”
“Not even for the woman you love?”
Freddie laughed. “Love? Eliza? I think you have heard one too many rumors, sir.”
Her heart sank. He’d been lying to her all along. Maybe Freddie even knew about Archie and his damn club. What if that was the case? What if he was just using her? Maybe even set her up, hoping she’d show up at Montgrieve House last night? So many thoughts flitted through her head. And not one of them was in Freddie’s favor. Nor Archie’s, but at least her brother had an excuse, though he should have told her his fears years ago. Or in the least, when their parents died, and he was only left with just her. Stupid men. All of them.
The sound of the back door slamming, echoed through the room.
Meyock pressed his dagger into Eliza’s neck, this time drawing blood. 
Archie gasped.
Freddie aimed his pistol and fired. He missed Meyock, but only by a hair. And the mishap didn’t stop him. The gun was out of his hand in a flash, his feet running.
Eliza didn’t know what slammed her first, Freddie’s elbow or Meyock’s fist, but whatever one had won out, it was enough to send her to the floor, her mind spinning.
Archie came to her side and pulled her into the corner, safe from scuffling feet and moving body parts.
The sound of flesh punching flesh resonated at her ears.
“I’ll stop the bleeding,” Archie said, ripping strips of his shirt and holding it tight at her neck. “Don’t die on me, Lizzie. Please don’t.”
Her vision blurred.
Her hearing faded. 
“Lady Eliza?” Bosworth’s voice faintly touched her ears, but only for a second and then she was out, her last thought belonging to Freddie and that damn comfortable bed he owned.



Epilogue
 
Two weeks later…
 
Freddie sat at the breakfast table, his father at the head, his mother already finished eating and off to redesign one of the palace’s cottages. She even dragged his brothers with her, save for Kit and Edward who remained at the table with him.
“I hear you have gone to war,” King Bertram said, glaring at him.
He eyed Kit and Eddie, but neither of the two looked up at him, both lost to their newspapers. “Sorry, Papa, but you’ve heard wrong.”
“That’s not the account the British told your brothers.”
“They are mistaken.”
“Said you fought well.”
“It’s not true.”
King Bertram toyed with the eggs on his plate, the clatter of sterling silver clinking against china echoing through the air. “I once went to war, and like you, never told my father. Of course, I hadn’t sailed off for the Continent, which if you do decide to have another go at that in the future, I would appreciate knowing beforehand. Your mother would kill me if something had happened to you.” The man paused, took a deep breath. “And I would be devastated.”
Those words were the most endearing sentence his father had ever said to him. “Understood.”
“As for my own war story,” the king continued, “it was only a small battle on the border between Countavia and the Northern Territories.”
He hadn’t heard this tale of his father’s before. The man simply didn’t speak much of things other than the kingdom’s current politics, mention of his younger days almost non-existent.
“I was injured,” the king added. “Just a nick of the knee that came on the last day of fighting. The headlines labeled me a hero, when in fact I was not. I tripped and had the good fortune of shooting my enemy because my rifle had gone off in the fall. It did bring the man down and cause him and his small cluster of soldiers to retreat. But it was all on accident.”
“Still, you saved Countavia.” He enjoyed listening to his father speak. It made him feel more like family than just a prince in a long line of royals who lived solely for their country and nothing else.
“What was your injury?” King Bertram asked.
“I was bayonetted.”
“Nasty weapons, those things are.”
“I survived. Though the incident did not send troops retreating.”
The king stood. “You did more than I did. And for that, Countavia thanks you. As do I.”
“You’re welcome, sir.”
Kit put down his paper, as did Eddie. “He has a woman, father.”
“Really?”
“She isn’t a royal, though,” Eddie added.
King Bertram stared at Freddie. “Does she make you happy?”
“I don’t know. Yet. Though I suppose she could.”
His father looked away and fidgeted with one of the gold buttons on his waistcoat, then gazed back to Freddie. “Charlotte and I were fortunate. We made a good match, though it was arranged. However, I don’t suggest arranged marriages. They might not always work.”
“Thank you for the advice.” He wasn’t sure he wasn’t going to kill Kit and Eddie for having revealed his little secret about Eliza. Though to be fair, probably nothing would come of the relationship since Lizzie hadn’t even called for him these past two weeks. “I don’t think marriage is something needing to be discussed at this point, Papa.”
“Why not?”
Kit let out a deep breath. “The dull-witted fool refuses to call on the woman.”
“Is that so?” King Bertram was not easing up this morning.
What the bloody hell had gotten into his father? And his brothers, for that matter.
“I am not suited for her.”
His father returned to his seat and reached for Freddie’s arm. “You are a prince of Countavia. That alone makes you worthy by legal statute. But on a personal level, you are my son. And I know your heart, Frederick. You are far worthier than any of us. Don’t ever second guess yourself.” The king looked at Kit and Eddie. “These two on the other hand, could use your guidance. The one with his dratted like of cards and other with the misconception that I am dying. Do you know Kit had me in my grave twice this year, so far? Twice! Both times the comment earned him a swat of that chair rung, by your mother, but I stopped the woman, God bless her soul.”
It took ever last bit of restraint to stifle his laugh. But in the end Freddie could not contain himself.
“Oh, just get it out, Freddie,” Edward said, giggling himself.
Kit followed.
As did the king.
A minute later, his father said, “Go get the woman who owns your heart, Freddie. Make her happy. You deserve it.”
He didn’t need to be told a second time.
 
***
 
Eliza lounged in bed, her neck still a bit sore from where that blasted Meyock had cut her.  Too bad he hadn’t turned out to be the killer Freddie was hunting, though he was a member of the beast’s club. Hopefully some information from Archie’s diary will prove useful to the prince and his brothers.
She turned over and stared out the window.
A whiff of sandalwood drifted into her room.
Freddie.
“Just great, Lizzie. Now you think you even smell Freddie. Unfucking believeable!”
A cough echoed behind her.
Eliza turned around, the sheets falling halfway off her. “Freddie!”
“I had no idea you spoke like a pirate, Lizzie.”
“There’s a lot of things you don’t know about me. For starters, I do a lot of self-talking.”
He appeared to be biting back a smile. 
“What is so funny about that?”
“I know about the self-talking.” Freddie removed his coat and then sat on the edge of the bed. “You used to do it all the time when we would scour The Wharf for pickpockets.”
“Really? I don’t recall.” She paused. “Why are you here? I thought you didn’t love me anymore?”
“My words were only a ploy to get Meyock riled up. And I would have come earlier to tell you that, but you never asked for me. Finally, I got tired of waiting to hear from you. That, and my brothers roped my father into giving me some life lessons.”
“Now that I would have loved to have witnessed, the stubborn Freddie being brought to his knees.”
He slapped her on the hip. “I did not say they brought me to my knees. Though I do suspect you could do a very good job of that.”
Her cheeks went warm. “You really shouldn’t be in my bedroom, especially in my bed. This is Archie’s home and he probably won’t approve.”
A mischievous look crossed Freddie’s brown eyes. “About that. I’ve been thinking maybe you don’t need to retire to Littlefield Hall.”
The man was daft. She had no other options. “Haven House is empty now that Bosworth and Georgiana have worked with her Aunt Grace to place the children. And besides, I don’t think I can go back there on my own. It’s too desolate. Plus, I can’t afford to keep Bosworth just for myself. The funds for Haven House were specific in how they must be used and the trust insists there be at least two children at all times in residence.”
He reached over and pulled her on top of him. “What do you think about helping me overhaul the Royal Children’s Bureau?”
“Are you serious?”
Freddie untied the strings closing the neckline of her shift. “Absolutely. They could use someone who knows how to raise children the right way, how to care for them and give them love until they find a proper home.”
“I’d love to do that.”
He inched her shift off her shoulders. “But there would be a catch.”
She frowned. She should have known better than to believe her prince. “And what is that?”
Freddie moved her shift down even lower, over her breasts, exposing her nipples. The crafty little tips betrayed her on the instant. “Wanton creatures.”
“Excuse me?”
“Just self-talk. Ignore it. Now what is this caveat with the RCB?”
“My father has stated he’s looking solely for a princess to appoint as head patroness of the bureau.”
She definitely did not fit that bill. “Oh, I see.”
“Do you really?” He leaned forward and flicked his tongue over her right nipple, then brushed his lips over her tip and took it into his mouth and sucked. Hard. 
“Oh…yes…I do.”
Freddie kept it up, the whole while working her left nipple with his fingers. The sensation was driving her mad.
“Freddie?”
He moaned against her breast.
“Are you proposing?”
“Uh…huh.”
“That is so not proper.” She slapped him on the shoulder.
He pulled away, but not before giving her right nipple a good tug with his teeth. “You surely don’t want me on my knee right now. Do you?”
She pursed her lips. “I do, but I bet the thought going through my mind is not the same as what you’re thinking.”
He gave her another slap, this time to the side of her arse. “Well, hot damn, woman. I do believe we are even more alike that I’d previously imagined.”
They were so not good for each other. “We are going to get each other into so much trouble.”
“I agree. And I can see the headlines in the gossip rags now,” Freddie said. “Prince of Scandal Seduced by Lady Ace.”
“I love you, Freddie.”
“And I love you, Lizzie. For all eternity.”
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