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Westmore Hall

Whitehaven

Christmas was a time of miracles, when one should be prepared for an event that defied logic and the laws of nature. Yet the handsome gentleman entering the drawing room had been summoned by the devil, not the Divine.

Gwen clasped her trembling hands in her lap and willed herself to wake from her nightmare.

She’d heard Simon Garrick was dead. Shot by marauders in the Americas or forced off the plank of a pirate ship in the Indies. Someone said his wife found him cavorting with his mistress and drove a blade through his black heart. Mrs Berridge seemed convinced he’d gambled away his fortune and downed enough port to pickle his liver.

The tales were untrue.

Because, much to the horror of the other guests, Simon Garrick had just marched to the drinks table and poured his own brandy.

Flanders tried to intervene, but Mr Garrick shooed the butler away like one would an annoying fly. He tossed back the amber liquid, hissed to cool the burn, and quickly poured himself another drink.

All the men watched and muttered between themselves, their voices tight with disapproval, yet no one dared approach him.

Why would they?

They were staring at a ghost. A mesmerising and somewhat angry ghost who looked ready to drag their poor souls to Hades.

“So, Mr Garrick isn’t dead,” Mrs Astley said, relaxing beside Gwen on the sofa. She patted her vibrant red hair as a pleasurable hum left her lips. “That man is like fine wine. He gets better with age. How old is he now? Thirty?”

Gwen feigned disinterest. “I’m not sure.”

He would be thirty in February.

Despite every effort to ignore him, Gwen let her gaze slide southward over Mr Garrick’s impressive physique. The sight had her heart thumping hard against her ribcage. Broad shoulders filled his dark blue coat. Muscular thighs filled his buckskin breeches. His skin had a golden hue, and she imagined him stripping off his clothes against the heat of a tropical sun.

Five years had passed, yet she remembered everything.

The arousing smell of his cedarwood cologne.

The honey highlights in his sandy-brown hair.

Eyes as blue as a Mediterranean sea.

Lips that had devoured hers in a kiss that left her body aching. A kiss that ruined her for any other man.

“Did his father not own the neighbouring estate?” came Mrs Astley’s curious question. Everyone knew the widow wanted a new gentleman to warm her bed, and had come to Westmore under the guise of playing chaperone to her sister Miss Netherwell.

“Whitney Grange is a short walk from here.” Memories flashed into Gwen’s mind. The secret picnic with Mr Garrick in the woods bordering his property. His hand moving gently between her thighs. “The house has been empty since his father died last year.”

Mr Garrick had not returned for the funeral.

Confirming the claim he was dead.

Gwen looked up from her lap to meet Mr Garrick’s intense stare. The power of it stole past her defences, sending her pulse skittering.

He studied her over the rim of his glass, disdain marring his fine features, yet he was the one who had kissed her passionately and left England hours later without uttering a word.

Struggling beneath the weight of his observations, Gwen stood. Her legs wobbled as if the boards beneath her feet were made of quicksand. Mr Garrick’s arrival had shaken her very foundations.

She needed air.

She needed space.

And she needed answers.

Keeping the drawing room door in her sights, she put one unsteady foot in front of the other and crossed the room.

Don’t look at him.

Don’t give him the satisfaction of knowing you’re ruffled.

She walked past him, the force of his magnetic pull thrumming in the air between them. Simon Garrick made her feel alive. Just being in his presence did strange things to her insides.

“Gwendolyn,” he whispered in the low, husky voice she often heard in her dreams.

Gwendolyn.

An exceptional woman needs an exceptional name.

But she didn’t stop to acknowledge the man who had hurt her so cruelly. Words could not mend a broken heart. Excuses could not erase the five years spent lost and alone in utter confusion.

With a renewed sense of purpose, she strode across the hall to her brother’s study. The door was ajar, and she knocked before marching inside and closing it behind her.

Oliver sat perched on the edge of the desk, rubbing his jaw as if the action might atone for the fact he’d welcomed Lucifer into their home.

“Did you know Mr Garrick had returned to Whitehaven?” Blood charged through her veins but she fought to maintain a calm tone.

“No. He was the last person I expected to see when Flanders called me to the door. Garrick is in Whitehaven on business. The heavy snowfall means he’s stranded.” Oliver gritted his teeth. “He’s to stay here until the roads are passable.”

“Stay here?” Sleep mere feet from her bedchamber? “But Whitney Grange is a ten-minute walk. Why can’t he stay there?” Because he was leaving again and planned to ruin Gwen’s life for another five years.

“The house has been empty since his father died. There are no servants, no provisions. How could I refuse him?”

“Is that why you’re so agitated?”

“I’m not agitated.”

Gwen grinned. “You’re nibbling your nails. You only nibble your nails when there’s a problem.”

“I’m not nibbling my nails.” Oliver motioned to the door. “I wanted things to go smoothly, and Garrick is too uncouth for my liking. He’s bound to rile the guests.”

There was nothing uncouth about Simon Garrick.

Yes, he took what he wanted without compunction. He dominated a room, made every other man seem weak and insignificant. And he did it all with an air of grace and sophistication.

“I hoped you’d choose a husband this week.” Oliver spoke as if she were baggage he needed to offload. “You said you would consider all the eligible men I’ve invited.”

Gwen pursed her lips to stifle a sigh.

Lord Bancroft was ten years her senior and a frightful bore. Mr Payne was obnoxious. Sir Robert Harris possessed an affable countenance and fell over himself to shower her with compliments.

None of them looked at her like Simon Garrick had. Like they wanted to devour every inch of her naked flesh. Like they could hear the sweet callings of her soul.

“I agreed to spend a week in their company, Oliver, nothing more.” The thought of marrying anyone filled her with dread. She should leave tonight, take the stage to the nearest convent and take a vow of chastity. “Do not force the issue.”

He brushed a hand through his mop of black hair. “You’re five and twenty, Gwen. You cannot afford to wait any longer.” Feeling a little guilty for his blunt manner, Oliver stepped forward and captured her hand. “You’re beautiful and charming. I don’t want you to waste away waiting for Mr Perfection to walk through the door and offer his hand.”

She closed her eyes briefly against an image of the handsome Mr Garrick. “I don’t seek perfection. I just want someone to love me. Someone I can love in return.” Someone who made her forget about perfect kisses and broken promises.

Oliver snorted. “Our kind cannot afford to wait for love, Gwen. Besides, love is nothing more than infatuation. Such emotions fade with time.”

And yet, five years felt as little as five seconds. The sad reality was little had changed for Gwen during that time.

A sudden knock on the door brought light relief.

Flanders entered, his bushy grey brows drawn in consternation. “Forgive me, my lord, but Mr Garrick is demanding someone show him to his room. He’s tired after the long journey and finds the insufferable fools in the drawing room tedious company.”

Gwen suppressed a gasp.

The gentleman had the cheek of the devil.

Was he not grateful for their hospitality?

Oliver muttered something foul under his breath. “Tell Garrick I’ll be along in a moment. I’m sure he can bear them for a few minutes more. If all else fails, give the man brandy.”

Flanders gave a discreet cough. “I believe he has downed three glasses in as many minutes, my lord.”

“Good. Hopefully, the reprobate will be so sotted he’ll leave and freeze to death in the snow. I find myself thankful for the plummeting temperatures.”

Gwen blinked in disbelief. Oliver rarely lost his temper. But why permit Mr Garrick to stay? Why not throw him out? And what made Mr Garrick think he could ride roughshod over a viscount?

“I’ll tell Mr Garrick we have no rooms available,” Gwen said, though she would need every ounce of courage she possessed to face him.

“No!” Oliver recovered quickly from his sudden outburst and straightened his coat. “I’ll deal with him. I’ll not see you upset. Not when you had every hope of making a match this week.”

There was more chance of her marrying Flanders than any of the insipid men warming themselves in the drawing room.

“Why would I be upset? Mr Garrick means nothing to me.”

Oliver clearly doubted her word and reeled off reasons why he should deal with the problem. “Wait here until the coast is clear. Flanders will fetch you once Garrick has retired to his chamber.”

A flush warmed her cheeks.

Did Oliver know of the intimate picnic? He knew she had developed some affection for Mr Garrick, knew his absence had left her heartsick for months. But five years had passed. Why was he so anxious?

“I’m not afraid of Mr Garrick,” she said, striding from the study. Oliver called to her, but she ignored his irrational plea and returned to the drawing room.

Mr Garrick stood alone, his arms folded over his broad chest as he stared at her portrait. If he felt an ounce of remorse for mistreating her, it was not apparent. He was so lost in a dreamlike state he failed to notice her approach.

“Mr Garrick.” Gwen fought to keep the tremble from her voice. Being so close opened a Pandora’s box, the sudden plague of unwanted feelings leaving her lightheaded. “Might we speak privately?”

The man’s magnificent blue gaze moved slowly from the painting to her person. It did not come to rest on her lips—he used to stare at her mouth like a parched man in need of sustenance. “Where do you suggest we go? Not the orangery, or the woods, or the stables?”

Images of every kiss they’d shared filtered through her mind. Mr Garrick meant to provoke her temper, yet he left her awash with confusion. What had she done to deserve his censure?

“I thought the hall.”

“The hall?” he scoffed as if offended.

Deciding the matter called for directness, Gwen lowered her voice. “We have no rooms available. You cannot stay here.”

His heavy sigh breezed over her. It took effort not to breathe deeply and inhale the essence of the man she had never forgotten.

“The matter is not open for negotiation. Send one of your admirers away. I’m staying here, Gwendolyn, and you have no choice but to suffer my company.”

Heaven help her! When had he become so insufferable? Worse still, why did she experience a delightful shiver at the sound of her given name?

Sensing something was amiss, the ever-obnoxious Mr Payne approached. He’d barely opened his mouth before Mr Garrick growled, “Bugger off, Payne, before I shove my fist down your throat.”

“Now listen here, Garrick. The ladies⁠—”

“Step away. I’ll not warn you again.”

Oliver appeared. “That’s enough, Garrick. Flanders will show you to your room. I pray you’re in a more congenial mood tomorrow. We’re here to celebrate the festive season, not squabble amongst ourselves.”

If anyone should berate the man, it was Gwen.

She deserved answers—a detailed explanation as to why he had promised her the world, only to disappear as quickly as smoke up the chimney.

Yet, despite everything, her heart softened. The need to defend him against a barrage of criticism forced her to say, “I’m sure Mr Garrick is merely tired after his long journey.”

The gentleman met her gaze, the power of it throwing her off kilter. “As you say, Miss Caldwell, I wouldn’t want the guests to mistake my intention. All warfare begins with deception.”

And after that cryptic comment, he left.

While Oliver agreed to join Mr Payne in a game of cards, and made light of the incident to calm the guests, Gwen stared at the door.

Mrs Astley approached and thrust a glass of sherry into Gwen’s hand. “Good Lord. There’s nothing more appealing to a woman than a dangerous man. Mr Garrick’s disregard for propriety has left me all hot and flustered.”

Gwen could not disagree. Her body glowed. Her heart had not thundered in her chest since Mr Garrick laid her down on the picnic blanket and touched her intimately.

But these ripples of lust were the least of her worries.

A troubling emotion took precedence. Despite a five-year separation, she feared she was still in love with Simon Garrick.


CHAPTER 2
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Simon mounted the stairs two at a time, keen to distance himself from the woman who haunted his dreams. The need to release the breath he’d been holding since entering Westmore Hall left him gasping.

He would throttle Mowbray for this.

Had the blackguard concocted a story about spies to force Simon to confront his past? If only he’d not downed too much wine and stupidly revealed his secret. If only his tongue hadn’t been as loose as a bawd’s drawers.

He paused on the grand staircase, gripping the bannister as if it were his employer’s blasted neck. How the devil was he supposed to focus on the case when in the company of Gwendolyn Caldwell?

Just one more job before you retire.

You won’t need to spend a day in France.

Intelligence says this spy is working close to home.

Simon had gathered a wealth of information, spent weeks planning and preparing for the operation, only to find the north of England his destination—Whitehaven, to be precise.

Whitehaven!

Of all the godforsaken places!

He’d hoped never to set foot on Cumbrian soil again, let alone visit old haunts and stir unwanted memories. Like ghosts keen to make themselves known, visions of stolen kisses slipped into his mind. He heard echoes of promises made, of every romantic word he’d whispered as he nuzzled Miss Caldwell’s neck.

Guilt surfaced.

Should he have tried to resolve their differences?

Should he have spoken to her before leaving England?

A sudden cough drew his gaze to where Flanders stood waiting on the landing. “I beg your pardon, sir, but it may be unwise to linger on the stairs. After downing three glasses of sherry, Mrs Astley has a habit of wandering into the wrong bedchamber. Doubtless she’ll not be far behind.”

Simon hardly knew Mrs Astley, but only one woman had dared to scan his body like she wanted to devour him whole. And it wasn’t Gwendolyn Caldwell.

“How many glasses has the lady consumed?” he said, finding solace in the amusing conversation.

“Six at the last count, sir. Enough to make her indulge in the much-loved sport of swapping beds.”

Simon continued up the stairs. “Does Lord Holmes know his butler spreads malicious gossip about the guests?”

“His lordship suggested I have a polite word with all the gentlemen present. You fit the criteria.”

Simon snorted. “His lordship might disagree.”

On a dark winter’s night five years ago, Oliver Caldwell had made his true feelings known. Then, he had been his father’s errand boy. Despite inheriting the title Viscount Holmes, he was still an arrogant arse.

“Doubtless your master had much to say about me. I’m the unwelcome intruder come to spoil the festivities.”

“Nothing one could repeat, sir.”

Simon chuckled to himself. There was one consolation to this whole sorry business. Holmes’ face had twisted into a perfect picture of outrage as he read the King’s missive. The viscount had no choice but to grant His Majesty’s request and give Simon leave to conduct an investigation.

“What a shame you didn’t adopt the same philosophy five years ago,” Simon said. Had the butler kept his mouth shut, Gwendolyn would not have been forced to change her opinion. But who was he fooling? Perhaps she had always been false-hearted. “I might have married Miss Caldwell.”

Flanders gave a nervous cough and seemed relieved they’d reached their destination. “You’ll be staying in the blue room, sir. As requested, it gives an excellent view of the garden. It’s usually reserved for special guests.”

The butler led Simon into a palatial chamber of true Elizabethan design. Luxurious blue and gold hangings adorned the huge oak tester bed. Rich, detailed tapestries covered the walls.

A maid had been to turn down the bed, light the fire and lamps.

Oddly, Simon felt more at home in a traitors’ den in France. The Caldwells might not have betrayed king and country, but they were all snakes in the grass.

Simon strode to the window, focusing on his mission and not those who deserved his contempt. “I recall there’s a stile giving access to the coastal path leading down to the beach.” It was hard to get one’s bearings when gazing at nothing but a white blanket of snow.

Mowbray was confident the villain’s fellow conspirator would arrive by sea. But few, except for experienced fishermen, would take to the water in the dead of winter.

Flanders ambled to the window. “Walk beyond the formal gardens, past the fountain to the path behind the tall topiary hedge. Be careful if you venture outdoors, sir. The path is rocky underfoot and often unstable in bad weather.”

“You almost sound like you care, Flanders.”

“I’m paid to be polite, sir.”

“Regardless of how you feel about me, I admire honesty above all things.” What a shame Gwendolyn had spun a web of lies instead of explaining how she felt. “Perhaps you might teach your employer the value of integrity.”

The butler shuffled uncomfortably, the change of atmosphere revealing the servant’s sudden unease. What had made Flanders nervous? The mention of the beach or integrity? Simon had not discounted the possibility the spy worked at Westmore.

“So I might avoid Mrs Astley’s nighttime antics, can you tell me who occupies the rooms along this corridor?” It wasn’t Gwendolyn. She had a chamber in the west wing. It probably smelled of spring roses and other female trappings. Things a man remembered when his body craved company at night. Devices used to make a man fall in love.

“I’m not at liberty to say, sir, though Mrs Astley can cover the best part of a mile when half asleep and in a state of dishabille.”

Simon chuckled. He’d make sure to keep the door to his chamber locked. That said, he planned to do a little midnight snooping himself.

Flanders withdrew.

Time ticked slowly.

Simon’s thoughts turned to Gwendolyn, and a host of questions flooded his mind. Why kiss him passionately if she found him lacking? Why insist she must marry a titled man yet remain unwed? Every fellow at Westmore sought an alliance—that’s what had made him so damn angry. So why wait five years to take the plunge? Which fop had taken her fancy? He’d kill the first man who laid a hand on her.

Damnation!

Simon rubbed his temples to ease the mounting tension.

He should have stayed in the drawing room and been friendly to the guests. How else was he to catch a spy? Yet being in Gwendolyn’s company roused all the old memories.

He craved her touch. Needed to feel her delicate hands roaming over his body. Longed to slide his tongue over her plump lips. God, he was desperate to hear her sweet pants and moans.

They’re the moans of a traitor, he reminded himself. A woman who broke bread with him, professed her love only to abandon him hours later.

Only a fool would marry a pauper.

It was hard to believe those words had fallen from her lips.

Simon slipped his fingers inside his cravat and tugged it loose. The need to breathe clean air and rid his mind of these crippling thoughts had him striding to the door.

While the guests were engaged in a lively game of charades, he snatched his greatcoat from the cloakroom and headed out through the terrace doors into the garden.

The biting wind nipped his cheeks and ruffled his hair, but he pulled his coat tightly across his chest and braved the winter weather.

It made sense to venture along the path and check how easy it was to access the beach. Few spies conducted their unlawful transactions by day. A man needed to move quickly through the darkness. In these treacherous conditions, it paid to know the route.

He passed the fountain, the water frozen like his heart, and rounded the high hedge. Beyond the stile fifty yards ahead, he noted where the path met the cliff edge. A rickety wooden fence would hardly keep a man from tumbling to his death.

Simon was busy chastising himself for not bringing a lantern, when the crunch of snow and a feminine groan reached his ears.

Damn, Mrs Astley. The woman was probably scouting the bedchambers and had watched him leave. He hadn’t the patience to deal with her pathetic attempts at seduction.

Hoping the darkness would deter her, he hid behind the verdure but had to bite his tongue when snow tumbled from the high topiary hedge and landed on his head.

The footsteps came closer.

Water trickled down his temple and cheek. An ice-cold rivulet ran down his neck. He pursed his lips to avoid making a sound, but a shadow stepped from blackness into the moonlight. A dark-haired shadow with porcelain skin and rosebud lips.

“Gwendolyn!”

She jumped in shock. “Simon!”

“Mr Garrick,” he corrected, his anger surfacing. She had forgone the right to use his given name. “What are you doing outdoors, Miss Caldwell? You’ll freeze to death. And these paths are treacherous.”

He sounded like a vicar, not a dangerous bastard who caught criminals for a living.

“I—I saw you leave. I know you enjoy a late-night walk along the beach, and thought someone should warn you about the path. It’s no longer safe.”

The muscles in his abdomen tightened as he remembered kissing her beneath the full moon, the whoosh of the sea like a soothing sonata. “Thank you. You have done your duty and may return to the house.”

She blinked rapidly but gathered herself and tilted her proud chin. “You might sound a little more grateful.”

“Grateful you invented an excuse to follow me?” He let his anger swamp all feelings of love and lust. “Go back to the drawing room, Miss Caldwell. The men there are vying for your attention. I’m sure one will have the honour of being your betrothed before the week is out.”

She jerked as if reeling from a blow. “I have no intention of marrying any of the gentlemen my brother invited.”

Was this a callous joke? A means to torment him? “Can you not find anyone worthy amongst the wealthy men here tonight? Heaven forbid you were forced to marry a pauper.”

Her bottom lip quivered. “How can you even say that?”

“Say what?” What right did she have to feel affronted?

“Suggest I care about money after all that has passed between us.” Gwendolyn straightened her shoulders. “Why are you here? Have you finally come to claim your inheritance?”

There wasn’t a day that he didn’t consider returning home. “Inheritance? Do you know how much it would cost to repair the damp-ridden Whitney Grange?”

Finding funds was not the problem. He’d earned a small fortune while working for the government. The problem was living close to a woman who still held his heart in her talon-like grasp.

“I’m told you’re a capable man.” Her gaze dipped to his chest, and she swallowed deeply. “Your wild adventures abroad have had a marked effect on your physique.”

Good God! Had he heard a hint of admiration in her tone?

Was he good enough to bed, just not good enough to marry?

“Despite our past acquaintance, Miss Caldwell, such an intimate conversation is hardly appropriate. Perhaps you should save your praise for the men in the drawing room. It would take more than a half-hearted compliment to rouse a reaction from me.”

The lady clutched her breast as if mortally wounded. Water welled in her eyes. “What happened to make you so cruel?”

“Cruel?” Cruel was professing love for a man and casting him aside hours later. “Those in glass houses should not throw stones, madam.”

Confusion marred her brow.

Knots twisted in his stomach as she dashed more tears from her cheek.

“So it’s true. All hope is lost. You’re no longer the caring man I used to know.” Desperate to make a quick escape, she swung around too quickly and lost her footing in the snow.

Before Simon knew what the devil was happening, he’d caught her and hauled her into his arms. He was ready to chastise her again, but she sagged against his chest and wrapped her arms around his waist like she used to.

Simon closed his eyes, his soul content for the first time in five years. The warmth of her body melted the ice around his heart. She smelled exactly as he remembered—like sunshine and summertime—like the woman he still loved.

Don’t do this to me, he uttered silently.

Not now. Not after all these years.

He looked down at her, ready to pull away, but couldn’t resist pressing a lingering kiss to her temple.

Gwendolyn looked up, desire’s fire in her damp eyes, her plump lips parted as if hungry for more.

His cock hardened.

His pulse soared.

And his heart nearly broke in two.

He was seconds away from devouring her mouth, from laying her down in the snow and indulging in every wicked pleasure. The thought was like dousing a drunkard with cold water—sobering.

He clasped her upper arms, determined not to fall for this hoyden’s tricks. “We’re not the same people anymore. Go! Go now! Go, before I do something we will both regret.”


CHAPTER 3
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Gwendolyn took to her heels and ran, anger propelling her forward, though she wanted to drop to her knees and wallow in grief. Despite all the ridiculous stories she’d heard involving Simon Garrick, she always hoped he would come home, regretful, eager to make amends and plead for her hand in marriage.

I love you, Gwendolyn. Forgive me!

But no! He had put a lit torch to her dreams. He had forced her to face a stark reality. He didn’t want her. Perhaps he never had.

Damn the man.

Why had he come to Whitehaven and opened old wounds?

Ignorance was easier to deal with than the truth.

Blinded by tears, she stumbled and slipped in the snow, her bare hands breaking her fall. Despite the cold, she remained there, a crumpled heap, a fragment of the elegant lady who’d played the pianoforte so perfectly for her brother’s guests.

“Miss Caldwell.” Mr Garrick’s deep voice pierced the silence. “Allow me to help you back to the house.” Firm fingers gripped her elbow as he hauled her to her feet. “You’ll catch your death out here.”

She wanted to yank her arm free, tell him she was capable of finding her own way, but all the strength had left her body.

“Thank you, Mr Garrick. I should have known better than to venture out in this weather.” She brushed snow from her hands and cloak, though her fingers were as numb as her heart. “I shall be fine on my own.”

The last statement was a mantra she repeated often.

A state of mind she’d adopted the past five years.

“Miss Caldwell,” he repeated, looming like he had unfinished business and meant to flay her alive again. “We should agree to put our differences aside. It will make my stay at Westmore easier to bear.”

Gwendolyn couldn’t look at him. Of all the stressful situations she expected to encounter this week, this tested her resolve to the limit.

“Put your mind at ease, Mr Garrick. Whatever happened between us is in the past. For everyone’s sake, I’m sure we can be civil.”

She didn’t give him a chance to reply but continued her march back to the house, praying she didn’t fall again.

Her face damp with tears and her cloak wet with snow, she hurried to her bedchamber, locked the door and collapsed to the floor.

Breathe!

The world will seem brighter tomorrow.

She had told herself that many times.

Yet Mr Garrick lived under her skin.

He haunted her dreams nightly.

“Good riddance to all men!” she muttered.

It was better to remain a spinster than live with a loon. Mr Garrick was definitely three pence short of a shilling. His waffling made no sense. And he avoided answering the simplest questions.

A light knock on the door brought her maid. “Flanders said you’d retired for the evening, miss. But I knew something was wrong when you didn’t ring for assistance.”

Wrong was the understatement of the century!

“Come in, Myrtle, and don’t ask why I’m wearing a wet cloak.”

Myrtle slipped into the room and closed the door. “Happen it has something to do with your walk in the garden. It’s only right you’d want to speak to Mr Garrick now he’s made a shocking return.”

As always, Myrtle had the measure of the situation. “One question. One answer. What is so difficult about that?” Yet pride meant she hadn’t directly asked why he’d deserted her five years ago.

And why was he so angry?

It was like she’d missed a vital piece of the puzzle.

“Have any of the servants mentioned Mr Garrick?” Gwen raised her arms as Myrtle helped her undress. “Most of you were here when he left Whitehaven so suddenly.”

Myrtle hesitated. “Only that his arrival is bound to cause a stir.” She guided Gwen to the stool as if she were incapable of walking unaided, and quickly changed the subject. “Sit down, miss, while I brush out your hair. You know how tangled it gets in damp weather.”

Gwen met Myrtle’s gaze in the looking glass.

The air grew thick with suspicion and unspoken secrets.

Myrtle knew something.

“Flanders must have an opinion.” Gwen turned in the seat and faced the young woman. “A lady’s maid should always be truthful. If I cannot trust you, Myrtle, I shall have to find a replacement.”

Myrtle worried her bottom lip before blurting, “Flanders said Mrs Samuel would likely die of apoplexy if she’d witnessed Mr Garrick’s return. He didn’t say why.”

“Mrs Samuel? The old housekeeper?” A sickening feeling coiled in Gwen’s stomach. “What has she to do with anything?”

Oliver had thrown Mrs Samuel out when he inherited the viscountcy. The woman claimed to be their father’s mistress and had demanded money from the estate. But what did Mrs Samuel have to do with Mr Garrick?

“I don’t rightly know, miss, but Flanders said she could wrap the old Lord Holmes around her little finger and use him to spin a yarn.”

Gwen’s father had behaved like a fool around the young widow, giving her an important role in the household when previously she’d only managed young children.

While Myrtle pulled out the pins and tugged the tangled curls, Gwen contemplated Mr Garrick’s strange behaviour. He wasn’t the only gentleman acting oddly. Oliver seemed more irate than ever, which added to her growing suspicions.

“Do the servants know what prompted Mr Garrick to leave five years ago?” Just as importantly, why had he stayed away?

Myrtle avoided meeting Gwen’s gaze.

“Myrtle?”

The maid’s throat worked tirelessly. “Mrs Samuel told Flanders that you’d sent Mr Garrick away because his father was a reckless fool. But it’s not for me to question your word, miss.”

Sent Mr Garrick away?

Why would she want rid of the man she hoped to marry?

Yes, his father was a wastrel, but she didn’t care about that.

A sudden chill passed over her.

A chill cold enough to freeze a tropical sea.

Had there been a misunderstanding?

The only way to know for sure was to ask Mr Garrick directly. But a lady could not barge into a gentleman’s bedchamber at night. Nor could she sneak about in a state of dishabille in a house full of guests. That said, when one had waited five years for the truth why care about the risks?

“You may leave now, Myrtle. There’s no need to return.”

The woman frowned. “I’m not sure I should leave you alone, miss. You seem all out of sorts tonight.”

“After such a taxing evening, I shall be asleep within minutes.”

As soon as the house fell quiet, she would dress quickly, find Mr Garrick and demand answers. She just had to pray she didn’t find the man sprawled naked on the bed.

What a glorious sight that would be!

Memories of her caressing his hard body made her heart skip a beat. What she would give to touch him intimately again, to kiss him, their tongues lost in an erotic dance. Failing that, she’d be grateful for his friendship and would learn to cope with the constant yearning.

Myrtle took an age folding clothes and tidying the room and eventually left when Gwen feigned sleep.

An hour passed before Gwen heard the boards creak and the guests bidding each other good night. Soon, all was quiet, so she quickly threw on her day dress and prised the door slowly from the jamb.

Tentatively, she crept along the dark corridors leading to the east wing, her heartbeat thumping wildly in her throat. The whine of a door opening scared her out of her wits. She crouched behind a bust in the alcove and watched Mr Payne leave his bedchamber and disappear downstairs.

Doubtless he was keen to empty the brandy decanter.

Mrs Astley was also on the move, hunting for late-night entertainment. Wearing a frilly silk wrapper, she swayed along the corridor, pitching left and right as if aboard a ship on high seas.

Gwen didn’t dare move a muscle.

She lost count of how long she hid in the shadows. She was about to venture to Mr Garrick’s room when the gentleman came creeping along the landing.

She squinted amid the blackness.

Where on earth was he going?

Perhaps he had her bedchamber in his sights and sought to offer an explanation for his strange manner. Alas, no. He checked the coast was clear before slipping into Mr Payne’s room.

Her heart skipped a beat.

How odd!

What did he want with Mr Payne? Did he mean to throttle the man as he’d threatened to do earlier? If Oliver got wind of these late-night antics, he would throw Mr Garrick out despite the plummeting temperatures.

Simon Garrick is not your problem, she thought.

Him leaving would be the best solution all round.

And yet she couldn’t bear to see him go.

The muscles in her throat tightened. She desperately wanted to hate him but knew she’d be heartsick the minute he left Westmore. The thought of feigning happiness for another five years urged her to stop this nonsense. It was time to put the past behind her. Time to discover what had gone wrong all those years ago.

Mr Garrick was not expecting anyone to enter the room. Gwen found him rifling through Mr Payne’s luggage like a common thief.

He swung around when he heard her shocked gasp. “Shut the damn door,” he whispered through gritted teeth. “I cannot let Payne find me here.”

Not wanting Mrs Astley to see her lingering in the doorway, Gwen did as instructed. She closed the door and crossed the room. “Why are you searching Mr Payne’s luggage?”

Mr Garrick muttered a curse. “Don’t ask questions. I’ll be done in a moment, and then you’ll not mention this incident to anyone. Do you understand, Gwendolyn?”

She blinked at his impertinence. If he thought she would live with more unanswered questions, he was grossly mistaken. “As mistress of this house, you will tell me what you’re looking for, sir. Is it money?”

“Money?” He shot her an irate glare. “Is that what you think of me? That I’m a wastrel like my father? Good God, Gwendolyn, I thought you knew me better than that.” Then he continued flicking through Mr Payne’s personal diary like the worst sort of snoop.

Gwen closed the gap between them and gripped his arm. “I don’t know what to think. You act like a stranger. I fear the man I once knew no longer exists.”

“No, you killed him long ago.”

The comment hit like the crack of a whip, causing a sudden pain in her chest. Something akin to grief and confusion. Something eradicated by a violent wave of anger.

“How dare you!” In a bout of sheer madness, she gripped his coat lapels and forced him to look at her. “How dare you come into my home and lay the blame at my door.”

He had the strength to shirk out of her grasp but didn’t.

The air about them thrummed wildly. Desire unfurled in her belly. Years of frustration had taken its toll. She stared at his lips, wanting to shake him and devour him in equal measure.

“I know what you want, Gwendolyn,” came his growled whisper. “By God, I mean to give it to you. Perhaps then you’ll see I’m no longer the fool you remember.”

He kissed her roughly.

Just once.

Their mouths meeting for a few agonising seconds.

They both stumbled backwards in shock, their gazes locked, their breathless pants mating in the air between them. Perhaps it was her imagination, but she could feel his hunger clawing at the walls—an inner desperation she shared.

She wasn’t sure who made the next move, but she was suddenly wrapped in his powerful arms, the heat of his breath on her neck, his hands squeezing her buttocks as he pulled her against his hard body.

Drawn by a magnetic force, their lips collided. This time, he coaxed them apart with his tongue and entered her mouth, eager to feed the craving.

Such was the sudden rush of passion, the wave of lust and love, she might have wept.

Regardless of his harsh words and muscular physique, this was the man she knew. The potent scent of cedarwood filled her nostrils. His earthy essence filled her mouth. His masculine aura surrounded her, a potent thing that left her feeling rampant.

Simon!

She deepened the kiss, pressing her aching breasts to his chest, keen to keep the emptiness at bay.

Don’t let this be a dream.

Perhaps it was. Somehow, she ended up with her back pressed to the door, Simon Garrick raining hot kisses over her neck, cupping her breast.

“God, Gwendolyn. Do you mean to see me in Bedlam?” He was panting hard, kissing her wildly. “Tell me you’ve touched yourself and thought of me. Hell, I’ve come so many times with your name on my lips.”

Cool air breezed over her legs as he slid his hand up her bare thigh. Yes! This was what she wanted. Not polite conversation. Not compliments about her musical ability. But the burning heat of desire. The touch of a man who made her mindless with need.

“I only ever think of you,” she whispered.

“Do you remember the last time I did this?” He slipped his fingers over her damp folds, rubbing lightly over her sex.

“I—I remember everything.” Lord, her knees almost buckled.

“Touch me, Gwendolyn. Like you used to.”

She dared to touch him.

He was solid, hard as steel.

As her fingers moulded around the thick length in his trousers, he kissed her, moaned in her mouth, massaged her sex and slipped his long fingers inside her.

She stroked him through the material, tried to maintain a steady rhythm, but her climax ripped through her. She came apart as she always did—with one man’s name on her lips. Simon!
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The muscles in Gwendolyn’s core clenched around his fingers. She was panting, her breasts heaving. They might have been lying on a picnic blanket deep in the woods or hiding in the orangery and stealing every second of pleasure. Instead, they were in Payne’s blasted bedchamber, Simon’s fingers buried deep inside her, his cock ramrod stiff.

He met her gaze, the need to make love to her urging him to lay her down and drive home. “How does it feel, Gwendolyn?” He pushed a little deeper into her wetness, relishing her sensual gasp. “Like I’ve never been away? Like you need my touch now more than ever?” Were their thoughts aligned?

She closed her eyes as he pumped his fingers slowly. He brushed his lips over hers and slipped his tongue into her mouth to tease a reaction.

He wanted an explanation. He wanted a bloody apology. More than that, he wanted to make her come again. He wanted to lose himself in the body of the only woman he had ever loved.

The spy was probably down on the beach selling secrets, while Simon was afraid to move from Payne’s room in case Gwendolyn cast him aside again.

“Talk to me,” he urged. “Tell me what you’re thinking.”

Though he wanted her, he couldn’t trust her.

He’d never trust her again.

A single tear slipped down her cheek. She opened her eyes, the power of her gaze holding him captive. “That I’m dreaming. That some part of you still wants me after all that has occurred.”

Because he was a fool.

A fool who couldn’t resist her.

“And you still want me.” He stroked her clitoris with his thumb. She was a slave to his will, grateful for every sweet morsel of pleasure. “More desperately than you did before.”

“It’s like we’re both starving.”

“I’ve been ravenous for years.”

“Then why leave?”

The image of her taunting him that night charged into his mind. The cruel things she’d said. The way she’d tossed him out like the dinner scraps.

With the sting of bitterness rising in his chest, he snatched his hand from under her skirt. “You made your feelings clear five years ago. Perhaps you take pleasure in toying with a gentleman’s affections. Is that why you remain unmarried?”

Her eyes widened—eyes he’d once presumed would never lie. Eyes no longer glazed with desire but clouded with hurt. “I told you I’d fallen in love with you. How was that toying with your affections?”

Was she being deliberately obtuse?

After years of imprisoning his emotions, he released them from their shackles. “You could have told me you were unsure about your feelings. You could have been honest instead of blaming my father. Hell, even when your brother delivered the letter written by your own hand, I struggled to believe you wrote it. That’s how much faith I had in you. That’s how much faith I had in us.”

Despite the vehemence in his tone, she stared through him, not saying a word. But then she shook her head. “What letter?”

“The letter you sent the night I left England.”

She started blinking and couldn’t seem to stop. “I never sent you a letter. One minute, we were kissing and enjoying a picnic, and I believed my whole life was mapped out before me. Hours later, Oliver told me you’d left. I’ve been confused ever since.”

What the devil?

He scoured his mind, dragging buried memories to the surface. “Oliver delivered the note to Whitney Grange. It looked like your handwriting. I feared your father had discovered our secret, decided I wasn’t good enough and persuaded you against a match.”

The frown lines on her brow deepened. “I was told you’d had a change of heart. I came to Whitney Grange in the dead of night, but your father said you’d left for the Continent.”

The words penetrated his armour, bringing with them the sudden realisation all was not as it seemed. Had he spent five years living with a mistruth? Five years trying to forget the woman whose callous words had cut like a knife?

“Do you take me a fool? I heard the truth fall from your lips.” He had not waited at Whitney Grange like a milksop. He hadn’t bothered to saddle his horse but had sprinted across the fields, hoping to change her mind and make her see sense. “You said you couldn’t marry a pauper. You said you couldn’t risk a child inheriting my father’s roguish ways.”

She jerked. “How could you think I would say such things?”

Simon dragged his hand down his face. “For the love of God, I saw you in the garden. I heard you tell your father you wanted to marry someone with a title.”

She touched her fingers to her forehead as if dazed. “I don’t know who you saw that night, but it wasn’t me. What time did you call?”

“Seven. Ten minutes after your brother left.” It had taken that long to catch his breath and stop his head spinning. “You were sitting on the bench amid the topiary, talking to your father. Your father chased me away.”

“I—I went to visit Miss Marsham that evening and didn’t return until eight. You may ask my brother and maid.”

Confused, he stepped back. “You wore your blue pelisse with the sable-trimmed hood. The one you said made you itch.”

She suddenly snapped her spine straight. “Then you didn’t see my face. You couldn’t have.”

He closed his eyes briefly against the memory. Every cell in his body had convinced him it was her. “No, but based on⁠—”

“Oh, Lord!” Gwendolyn clasped her hand to her mouth, smothering a keen cry. Her knees buckled. She would have hit the floor had he not caught her. Tears streamed down her face. She grabbed his coat lapels. “I—I gave Mrs Samuel that pelisse.”

Simon froze.

The truth hit him hard in the chest.

The Gwendolyn he knew would never have been so shallow.

He’d been duped.

Five years wasted.

Five years spent living a lie.

He couldn’t speak, which was just as well. He might not have heard the heavy footsteps trudging along the landing, followed by a sharp feminine gasp.

“Mr Payne?” came a woman’s voice from the corridor outside. “You gave me such a terrible fright. What are you doing wandering about in the dead of night?”

Yes, what was Payne up to?

Had he been checking the route to the beach?

“I might say the same of you, Mrs Astley.”

“I’m unused to keeping country hours and am on the hunt for entertainment. Perhaps you’d like to join me for a little tipple. Something warm to chase away the cold. Have you brandy in your room?”

Merciful Lord!

Gwendolyn would be ruined if Payne caught them in a clinch. The pompous Lord Holmes would call Simon out, leaving the spy free to trade his secrets, to sell the names of all the British agents working in France.

Fear darkened Gwendolyn’s brown eyes. Tears still fell. Simon was forced to press his mouth to hers again to mask every stuttered breath. And to taste her lips one last time.

“I’ve come to Westmore to win Miss Caldwell’s hand,” Payne said, his tone lacking conviction. “One mistake and all the hard work will be for nothing.”

The damn snake.

As if Gwendolyn would marry someone so shallow.

“You could always marry my darling sister. She has a decent dowry, and you’d get to spend an inordinate amount of time with me.”

Payne sighed. “Miss Netherwell is as dull as a winter’s morn.”

“Yes, bless her soul, but I shall ensure you’re never bored in her company. And it will save me having to attend tedious house parties again.”

“Miss Caldwell’s brother is a viscount.”

“Yes, but my sister is far more biddable.” After a brief pause, Mrs Astley added, “Come. Let us venture to my room and discuss the matter in detail. No one will disturb us there.”

For heaven’s sake, go! Simon silently willed.

“I could fetch Holmes’ best port from the library,” Payne suggested, his complete surrender to the widow a given.

“I shall come with you,” Mrs Astley purred. “We may steal a quiet moment alone, though it will be our little secret.”

The creak of the boards accompanied the pad of footsteps.

Simon pressed his finger to his lips, urging Gwendolyn to remain silent. They stood statue still but for her bosom heaving against his chest.

Only when the danger had passed did the true meaning of their conversation hit him. Gwendolyn’s father and brother had ruined his damn life. The men were responsible for five years of abject misery. Had conspired to destroy a profound love affair. A love that would always be tainted. A love that would always be marred by their wicked treachery.

Anger burned in Simon’s chest.

The previous Lord Holmes might be entombed in the family’s mausoleum, but Oliver Caldwell was still alive and breathing. By God, Simon wouldn’t rest until he’d made the bastard pay.

“Return to your room, Gwendolyn,” he whispered with some urgency. “I shall ensure the coast is clear.” Then he would seek out Lord Holmes and smash his fist into the viscount’s smug face.

She shook her head, her beguiling eyes swimming in disbelief. “Tell me again why you left.”

“Your family convinced me you didn’t want me.” Hatred licked at every word. “That’s the only reason I accepted Lord Mowbray’s offer to work overseas.”

She swallowed deeply. “So, you didn’t come back for me?”

He could not lie, but the truth cut through his heart like a rusty blade. “No, Gwendolyn. I did not come back for you.”


CHAPTER 5
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Gwen fought to remain upright but her world spun on its axis, her mind a whirl of questions. She wasn’t sure which one to address first: the loss, the pain, the treachery, the revival of a passion she thought dead and buried. Still, despite the confusion, two things remained.

She still loved Simon Garrick.

And Oliver had been lying to her for years.

No wonder Simon’s arrival had left her brother agitated.

The thought caused a sudden tempest in her chest, a rising storm of anger. Someone would pay for ruining her life, starting with her conniving brother.

She met Simon’s gaze as he repeated the words that had pierced her heart like barbed arrows. “I didn’t come back for you, Gwendolyn. I didn’t come back because I heard you’d made a new life for yourself.”

A new life!

“You thought I’d married?” He thought she spent her days loving another man, not standing on a deserted clifftop staring at a bleak sea.

He shrugged but seemed impatient to leave Mr Payne’s room. “It’s of no consequence now. You need to return to your bedchamber before we’re found together. I have urgent matters requiring my attention.”

He didn’t wait for a reply but peered around the jamb and checked the corridor was clear before beckoning her to follow.

They crept from their hiding place just like they had after every passionate clinch. This time, they weren’t grinning, touching, stealing one last kiss and promising to meet again tomorrow.

Uncertainty hung in the air.

“Good night.” He took his eyes off her to scan the shadowed walkway. “The evening has been …”

Magical?

Heartbreaking?

“Enlightening?” she offered.

“Yes. Enlightening.”

She didn’t throw herself into his arms but turned away and hurried along the corridor. With the first steps came the ache of separation, a feeling that grew in intensity but quickly turned to anger.

Oliver owed her an explanation.

An explanation that could not wait until morning.

She whirled around and retraced her steps, hesitance giving way to determined strides. Hurt firing her fury.

The door to Oliver’s chamber was closed, but the growl of irate voices inside confirmed he was not alone.

Despite rarely entering Oliver’s private domain, Gwen gathered her confidence and barged into the room.

In the soft glow of candlelight, she saw Simon kneeling beside Oliver in bed, one hand gripping her brother’s throat. Forced to ignore the sight of her brother’s bare chest, she closed the door and stepped forward.

Amid their tussle, neither man heard her approach.

“Get your damn hands off me,” Oliver croaked.

“You bastard! I loved her, and you damn well knew she loved me.” Simon gave Oliver a backhanded slap. “I’m going to drag you out of this blasted bed and beat you as honour demands.”

“I had no choice,” came her brother’s pathetic cry. “That witch bribed me to keep my mouth shut. Besides, Gwendolyn needs stability and security. You’re too damn wild for her.”

“Don’t tell me what I need, Oliver.”

Simon’s head shot in her direction. His eyes were a cold Arctic blue. “Go back to your room, Gwendolyn.”

“Don’t tell her what to do,” Oliver snapped.

“Be quiet, Oliver. It’s too late to play the concerned brother now.” She braced herself and stepped closer. “You may release him, Mr Garrick. Let him catch his breath. He’ll need all his strength to pull himself out of the quagmire.”

Oliver muttered an obscenity as Simon scrambled off the bed. “I knew you’d come to Westmore to cause trouble.” He rubbed his jaw and stabbed his finger at the armoire. “Gwendolyn, pass me a shirt and trousers.”

Gwen scowled. “You’ll not move from that bed until you’ve explained why you lied to Mr Garrick. More importantly, why you lied to me.”

Oliver fell back against the pillow, sighing like he had suppressed it for five years. “Mrs Samuel convinced us Garrick was only after your dowry. She said he’d behaved inappropriately and suggested she might be his mistress once you were married.”

Gwen met Simon’s gaze in the muted light. She didn’t know this hard, rugged version of the man she loved. She didn’t know if the wild stories about him were true. But she knew he would never abuse a servant.

“Oliver, you’re an intelligent man. Did you not consider the fact Mrs Samuel had lied? By all accounts, she manipulated everyone in the household.”

Oliver couldn’t look her in the eye. “It was complicated.”

“He was sleeping with her,” Simon said, snarling with contempt. “She probably threatened to tell your father unless he did her bidding.”

Gwen blinked in shock.

But Oliver was so … so upstanding.

“Is it true?” She couldn’t quite believe it.

Her brother’s shoulders sagged.

“Oliver! Is it true?”

“Yes, it’s true.”

Gwen fought back tears. “True that Mrs Samuel was your mistress or that you ruined my life to prevent Father from discovering your sordid secret?”

“Both.” His face twisted in discomfort. His tone was heavy with regret. “I had to pay to get rid of her. I had a contract drawn up and gave her money. She’s not permitted to come within five miles of the property, or she will forfeit all rights to the money.”

Gwen staggered back. “But I—I trusted you.”

All these years, Oliver had said nothing. He’d seen her distraught. Sick with heartache. He’d offered guidance. Yet he’d let her believe a lie.

Dazed, she looked at Simon. “Did you come back because you suspected treachery? Is it vengeance you seek, sir?”

Guilt passed over his handsome features. “You must understand, my work is confidential. No one must know I’m here on the King’s orders.”

The King?

“What poppycock!”

“It’s true, Gwendolyn.”

She pointed at her brother. “Does Oliver know?”

“As a peer of the realm, he has a duty to protect the Crown.”

“And yet you both let me wallow in ignorance. Neither of you trusted me enough with the truth. You let me hope⁠—”

A rush of emotion choked her throat. Tears slipped down her cheeks, but she couldn’t dash them away quickly enough.

She couldn’t breathe.

She needed air.

She needed to be far away from this den of deceivers.

“Many people’s lives are at risk,” Simon said, desperate to offer an excuse. “I cannot neglect my duty, Gwendolyn.”

Oliver was about to slip out of bed but remembered he was naked and uttered a curse. “I don’t want him here any more than you do, but I had no choice.”

Gwen jerked, the words revealing the crux of the problem. Oliver didn’t believe in love. He couldn’t see the damage he’d caused. He thought her anger stemmed from his dishonesty, not because she had lost the love of her life.

She wanted to run as far away as her legs would carry her, but to waylay suspicion, she said, “I’m going to bed. I cannot think. We’ll talk in the morning.”

Both men let her go without question.

She didn’t care if Simon broke her brother’s nose.

She didn’t care if they spent the rest of the night squabbling.

Even when shoving her feet into her kid boots and wrapping herself in her pelisse, she felt numb. She only realised she’d reached the garden when a snowflake landed on her nose.

The cool air nipped her cheeks, reminding her she was still alive despite feeling like a ghost of her former self. The real Gwendolyn Caldwell was trapped in time. Stuck in the woods on a picnic blanket, believing life was wonderful.

The mutter of voices dragged her from her reverie.

Determined not to listen to Oliver’s pathetic excuses, she hid behind the high topiary hedge out of view. Two people passed, heading from the coastal path in the dark. It looked like Mrs Astley and Mr Payne, though the pair had likely been frolicking in the shadows, not admiring the view.

They stopped and kissed, all slobbering noises and fake groans, before returning to the house.

Well! Of all the cheek!

And this was the man Oliver would have her marry?

Anger mingled with hurt. She would rather freeze to death than return to the house and play the obedient sister. There was a cave on the beach that didn’t flood during high tide. It would serve as shelter for the night while she battled her emotions.

Determined to prove a point, she raised the collar of her pelisse and thrust her hands into her muff. After quickly stopping at the orangery to collect the wool blanket from the chair, she followed the coastal path down to the beach.

Braving the icy wind, she hugged the blanket and crossed the snow-covered pebbles to stand alone on the sandy shore.

Like her temper, the sea raged, the crashing waves racing to escape the emptiness. Amid the dark desolation she spotted a few stars sparkling in the distant sky. It was the glimmer of hope she needed. A sign tomorrow might be a brighter day.

“Gwendolyn!”

Her name was but a whisper against the roaring tide. Pebbles crunched beneath booted feet, but she didn’t turn around. Only one man refused to shorten her given name.

“Gwendolyn!”

He was close now, but she stared at the swell of a wave as it hurtled towards the shore.

Simon wrapped his fingers around her arm and whirled her around to face him. “What the devil are you doing out here? You’ll catch your death. Good God! You might have been killed on that path.”

“Go back to the house, Mr Garrick.”

“Mr Garrick?” He searched her face, but she could barely look at him without feeling weepy. “You were happy to call me Simon when I touched you intimately.”

It had been a mad moment of unbridled passion.

A perfect moment she would relive forever.

“Go back to the house, Simon.”

“I’m not leaving without you.”

She closed her eyes against the words. Memories surfaced. If only he’d waited an hour before coming to Westmore. He would have learned how much she loved him, how people were conspiring to keep them apart. He might have made the same pledge and taken her with him to France.

“If it’s any consolation, your brother is nursing a bruised eye. If I didn’t have to consider your feelings or the fact I’m here on the King’s business, I would summon him to a dawn appointment.”

She opened her eyes, tears gathering anew. “He deserves to live the rest of his life with a guilty conscience. Nothing he can say or do can make this right.”

Simon brushed a lock of hair from his brow. “I’m sorry, Gwendolyn.” He turned to stare out at the volatile sea. “I’m sorry I let them convince me our love was a lie.”

She faced the sea, too. It was easier to speak when not dazzled by his eyes. “I’m sorry my family did this to you, to us. You thought it was me in the garden and are not to blame.”

They fell silent while listening to the wind and the crashing waves. The light snowfall brought a certain magic to the scene.

“It hurts to think of what could have been,” she said wistfully. “We’re not the same people anymore. We might have matured together, yet now we seem worlds apart.” Her throat tightened. “I don’t know who you are.”

“I’m a hard, cold version of my old self,” he said.

Yet he had been hot and passionate in the bedchamber.

Perhaps it was his way of letting her down gently, of telling her he had changed too much to salvage anything from the wreckage. Well, she’d cling to hope a little longer.

“You are,” she agreed, aware she had nothing to lose by being honest, “and much more volatile. Though when you kissed me, it felt like nothing had changed.”

He inhaled sharply.

Then his hand came to rest on her back, and he drew her slowly round to face him. What she saw in his eyes was anguish, not love or lust. “I have a responsibility to the Crown and cannot allow my personal feelings to affect my investigation. I should be rooting through Lord Bancroft’s personal effects, not standing in the darkness with you, consumed with thoughts of stripping off your clothes and worshipping every inch of your magnificent body.”

His words did strange things to her insides.

The muscles in her core pulsed.

Every nerve sparked to life.

He wanted her.

Nothing else mattered.

She straightened, preparing to leave. This might be her only chance to steal a moment of happiness. “I know things will never be the same between us. We’re different people now. But I’m sleeping in the cave tonight. You’re welcome to join me.”

She didn’t wait for an answer but turned away and walked towards the cliff face. If he didn’t follow, the loss would be heavy. A weight she would have to carry for years.

Gwen reached the pathway through the rocks leading to the craggy opening of the cave. Too scared to turn around, she entered.

One way or another, she would be a different woman tomorrow.
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Simon watched Gwendolyn cross the beach and head towards the cave. The separation had the dreaded emptiness seeping into his bones. Bitterness still ran like poison in his veins.

All the time lost.

All the years spent believing a lie.

Only one thing could numb his pain and it wasn’t brandy.

When you kissed me, it felt like nothing had changed.

She was right. The first touch of their lips had ignited their passion. Only she could sate the hunger growing inside him. Only she could fill the emptiness.

He took the first few steps, then quickened his pace, his body urging him to follow her to the ends of the earth, even if his mind was a little slow to catch up.

I’m sleeping in the cave tonight.

You’re welcome to join me.

A gentleman would caution her against such folly and escort her back to the house. But honour be damned. He imagined holding her soft satin body against his bronzed skin, taking the one thing he’d always wanted. Her.

Simon watched her enter the cave. She didn’t glance over her shoulder, offer a coy smile and beckon him into her boudoir. The decision to join her was his alone.

He stepped into the cave.

The devil himself couldn’t stop him.

Gwendolyn was waiting.

He didn’t caution her about the cold or ask about the tides. He didn’t tell her this was madness and they should accept the cards fate had dealt them. He didn’t urge her to save herself for the man she would eventually marry.

A smile touched her lips, lips soon to be bruised from his rampant kisses. Her hair fell in ebony waves almost to her hips. “I’m glad you came.”

“I’ve never been one for parties, but some invitations are impossible to resist.”

Her sensual brown eyes caressed him as she unbuttoned her pelisse. “It’s a small affair, but we have never struggled to keep ourselves entertained.”

Nothing had changed.

His body reacted instantly. His heart thumped a wild beat in his chest. In truth, he didn’t care if he died tomorrow. But by God, he meant to have her tonight.

“I should return to the house and fetch kindling, attempt to light a fire to keep us warm.” His mouth was dry, his cock thickening. If he had his way, they’d be making love until dawn.

She shrugged out of her pelisse and laid it on the ground. “Now we’re sheltered from the elements it’s not so cold. During our escapades in the woods, we never struggled to make our own heat. Besides, you know we won’t care about a thing once we’re kissing.”

He moistened his lips, his hunger reaching a fever pitch. The minx wore nothing under her dress. He’d never seen her breasts, only cupped them in his palms, but he’d imagined them round and full and squashed against his chest.

“Come here,” he growled.

“I issued the invitation, Mr Garrick. You must come to me.”

He was out of his coat by the time he reached her.

Their mouths clashed with the power of a lightning storm—all electrifying intensity and a passion to light the heavens. It was wild. Frantic. He’d not stop until he was buried deep inside her. The only place on earth he belonged.

They were panting as they tried to undress each other, neither wanting to break the kiss. They fumbled with buttons and tugged at material, their frustration building in a bid to be naked.

On a gasp, Gwendolyn tore her mouth from his. Her hands shook as she shoved his waistcoat off his shoulders and dragged his shirt from his breeches. Nervous fingers moved under his shirt to flutter over every hard muscle.

“Love, I want you so badly I can hardly breathe.” He’d never been this aroused. Not when he’d made her come on a picnic blanket. Not when he’d pushed her against Payne’s door, his fingers pumping inside her.

In a lustful frenzy, she dragged his shirt over his head and threw it to the sandy bed beneath them. While he unbuttoned his trousers, unable to get them off quickly enough, she tugged her dress off her shoulders, wiggling her hips as she pushed the garment past her narrow waist.

Her breasts were glorious.

Pale against the slivers of moonlight shining in through the cave entrance. Nipples pink and tight like rosebuds.

Her gaze journeyed over his body to linger on his hard cock. “You’re everything I imagined and more. Forgive me if I appear impatient.” She stepped forward, a naked goddess on a mission to please. The minx touched him, her dainty fingers wrapping around his thick shaft.

Simon hissed a breath. “Stroke me.”

Convince me this isn’t a damn dream.

“I want what my brother stole from me,” she uttered, her hand moving slowly back and forth along his hard length.

She wanted love and marriage and a lifetime of bliss?

“I want you to have my virtue,” she clarified. “I want to indulge in every wicked pleasure. I want you inside me.”

His conscience pricked him for all of a few seconds.

But he was a slave to this woman’s will.

His heart ached. His cock throbbed.

“And you shall have it all.” He pulled her tight to his body, relishing the feel of her soft breasts against his chest. “Tell me again what you want.” He’d spent so long believing she’d cast him aside that he’d never tire of hearing her salacious demands.

“You,” she breathed.
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The chill night air did not deter Gwen from her quest.

The risk of someone finding them did not prevent her from stroking Simon’s engorged manhood or daring to say things no respectable lady should repeat.

Confessing her desires had never been a problem.

Declaring her love? That would be a mistake. She’d risk ruin but not rejection. Her heart would not survive another cruel blow.

Simon kissed the sensitive spot below her ear. “All the times I imagined this moment, the need was never this great.”

She shivered against him.

I’ve only ever wanted you.

The words whispered through her mind, though she refused to address the host of feelings fighting for supremacy.

His body. That’s what she wanted. That would be enough tonight. And his attention. She would command every second, make him look at her, make him want her so desperately he would never leave Whitehaven again.

Their goals were similar, it seemed.

The man who stole her breath, bent his head and sucked her erect nipple into his mouth. Warmth spread through every cell in her body. But it was the sudden flick of his tongue over the peak that made her knees tremble.

“Don’t stop,” she panted, releasing his manhood to grip his hair and anchor him to her breast. “Yes.”

He was ravenous, determined to drive her wild.

Worship me!

Hearing her silent plea, he lowered her down onto the makeshift bed, his mouth finding hers as he nudged her legs open with his knee.

His body was hot. Hard. Heavier than she remembered. The dusting of hair on his chest sent tingles scattering over her skin. Their tongues thrust together with a confidence they had lacked in their youth.

“Are you cold?” he whispered against her neck. Simon Garrick was on a mission to kiss every inch of her naked flesh.

“No.” Her body burned like a blacksmith’s furnace. She smoothed her hands over his broad back, wanting to remember every muscled contour. “I’m never cold when I’m with you.”

Outside, snow fell, white and pure amid frigid temperatures and the hostile roar of the sea. Inside, they bathed in the glow of passion, their pleasurable moans the only sound that mattered.

Simon kissed her breasts, kissed the tiny mole below her ribs. The hot brush of his lips left a scorching trail down to her navel. He looked up at her, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “I mean to taste you, love. I’ve wanted to taste you for so damn long.”

Gwen was trying to establish what he meant, but his tongue slid through the folds of her sex before grazing lightly over her bud.

The action tore a gasp from her lips.

Their intimate touches on a woodland picnic had been daring.

This was downright wicked.

A scandalous assault on her senses.

The coil of arousal tightened as Simon’s tongue worked its magic. The man had her rolling her hips in time with every lewd stroke.

“You taste like heaven,” he uttered as the intense feelings inside her grew. “And you smell divine.”

The man devoured her as she came apart against his mouth. The shudders had barely subsided when he rose above her, a broad grin on his handsome face.

“Shall we return to the house before we’re missed?” He glanced at his jutting erection. “We’re at the point of no return, love. Say now if you’ve had a change of heart.”

Despite arousal thrumming in her veins, she had not lost the use of her faculties. Five years spent nursing a broken heart helped to put things into perspective. She wanted no man but him. Even if it meant that one night of heavenly bliss had to last her a lifetime.

Gwen reached for him. “I need you. I need to know you intimately before you have to leave.”

She wished she’d not uttered the last word. His secret mission for the King would see him returning to London once the snow thawed and the lanes were passable. She didn’t know if he’d ever come back.

Simon bent his head and kissed her, so slow and deep her toes curled. She clung to him as he nudged at her entrance. Delighted in the glow of satisfaction on his face as he pushed inside her.

“Gwendolyn,” he groaned as her body stretched to accommodate him. “You were made for me, love.”

She wrapped her thighs around him as he rocked slowly in and out of her body. It wasn’t enough. She needed every inch of him, chased the desire to feel full, complete.

“Don’t wait,” she panted, urging him on.

“It might hurt a little.”

Nothing would hurt as much as the day he left her. “I don’t care. I’m confident any pain will be fleeting.”

His eyes remained locked with hers as he thrust hard. He studied her, hissing a breath while sinking deep. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” She was soaring above the clouds. He was hers now. No one could steal this moment from them. Simon Garrick would always be her one and only lover.

They lay still for a few seconds. The powerful emotions rioting through her were almost too much to bear.

Tears pricked her eyes

Focus on pleasure, not love!

Gwen stroked his back and rocked her hips, a sign she was happy to continue. Carnal needs took over. The pressure inside her built again as he moved slowly in and out of her.

They found a perfect rhythm.

Their bodies moved as one.

Despite the need to temper her emotions, love filled her heart as he filled her. She clung to him, hugged every inch of his naked flesh. Remembered how every day without him had felt as cold as the dead of winter. Recalled every lonely night spent wrapped around her tear-soaked pillow, wishing it was him.

I love you, she whispered silently as their desperate pants and groans mingled in the cool air.

He came up on his muscular arms, rocked against her sex until the movement proved maddening. She came apart around him, the power of her climax ripping through her core.

It was divine.

An emotion-choked moment beyond all comprehension. One made worse when he withdrew abruptly and loneliness consumed her again.

Simon Garrick had taken her heart to France five years ago. The next time he left Whitehaven, he would take her soul, too.


CHAPTER 7
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Simon gathered Gwendolyn in his arms and pulled the blanket over their naked bodies. She curled into him, her cold hand resting gently on his chest. Neither spoke. What did a man say to a woman when he’d taken her virginity out of wedlock? What words would assuage his guilt?

And yet he was not sorry.

Touching her always felt right.

The timing couldn’t be worse.

Pursuing spies was a dangerous hobby. Every dice with danger might be his last. He couldn’t promise to right past mistakes until he’d caught the villain. This wasn’t the time to chase his own happiness but a time to think about the lives of every British agent living and working in France.

Aware of his disquiet, Gwendolyn came up on her elbow and looked him keenly in the eye. “I have no regrets. I invited you here. We were always destined to be lovers. We could barely keep our hands to ourselves all those years ago. Why should it be any different now?”

Her hair was a mess of dark curls, her lips swollen from their passionate kisses. She’d never looked more beautiful than she did at this moment. “A gentleman should show restraint.”

She smiled though her eyes lacked lustre. “Restraint? According to gossip, you’re a pirate and a heathen.”

He smoothed his hand over her bare buttock. Mother of all saints! He wanted her again. “Minx. We should dress before I roll on top of you and plunder you senseless.”

“A damsel alone in a cave wouldn’t put up a fight.”

Only a rake would take her again so soon. “As enticing as the thought may be, you need time to recover.”

Time was the one thing they didn’t have.

The ache in his chest returned.

Only two months ago, one of Mowbray’s men was shot whilst attempting to apprehend a suspect in Dieppe. If the spy was amongst the gentlemen attending the viscount’s Christmas festivities, he would kill to keep his identity a secret.

“I understand. I must sound like a wicked wanton.” She sounded hurt and a little embarrassed. “What must you think of me?”

He cupped her cheek. “I think you’re adorable. But there’s a reason I’m here, an important reason. If I fail in my duty to the Crown, men might die. I can’t live with that on my conscience.”

“Let me help you. I can find what you’re looking for. No one would question me inspecting the bedchambers.”

Though she made a good point, he’d not place her at risk. “It’s too dangerous. The less you know, the better.”

The determined set of her jaw said she disagreed. “You suspect Mr Payne of a crime. Why else would you rummage through his personal possessions? I can help you. I have a reason to question the men staying at Westmore.”

He stroked her hair off her cheek. “When did you become so brave?”

“Life is precarious, and we—” She froze.

The scuffle of footsteps on the pebbled beach forced Simon to sit up. He tapped his finger to his lips and lowered his voice. “Rise slowly. Dress quickly and quietly. Stay away from the cave entrance.”

Gwendolyn obeyed his instructions.

He threw on his clothes, crept to the entrance and peered out.

A lonely figure stood on the dark shore. Judging by his height and build and swathe of dark hair it had to be Lord Bancroft. The man carried a lit lantern, the flame spluttering amid the wind and light snowfall.

Seconds passed as he stared out at a desolate sea.

Was he waiting for a boat? For his French counterpart?

Only a fool would risk making the journey when the weather was volatile. Had Simon’s arrival left the lord spooked? But no one knew he worked for the Crown. Unless there was a traitor amongst the ranks.

“What the hell is he waiting for?” Simon whispered.

Gwendolyn crept up behind him and peered over his shoulder. “Is that Lord Bancroft? Why would he be outside in the dead of night?”

“Who can say?” In hindsight, perhaps it was better if Gwendolyn knew the truth. What if she accosted the lord at breakfast and invented a story about seeing him from her window? “Can I trust you?”

“I would never break a confidence.”

He’d always believed she was loyal to a fault, until her brother conspired to prove otherwise. “According to intelligence, one of the guests is a spy. There’s to be a trade. Money for a list of British agents working in France.”

She snorted. “Lord Bancroft is too dull to be a spy.”

Simon smiled at her naiveté. “It’s always those you least expect. Any one of the guests might be guilty. If I can find the list, I can save the lives of those working abroad.”

“And that’s what you were doing in Mr Payne’s room?”

“Yes, until you became an alluring diversion.”

She laughed, her hot breath tickling his nape. “So, I’m to blame for you losing focus?”

“I haven’t had my mind on the mission since locking eyes with you in the drawing room.” In truth, he’d spent the journey northward remembering every passionate kiss. “If I’m not careful, I’ll get myself shot.”

“Shot!” The word left her lips in a shriek of panic.

Her body was close to his, he felt her shudder.

“Shush. Bancroft will hear us. If I’m to succeed in my mission, I must stay alert. I must apprehend the traitor before he discovers who I am.”

She fell silent for a moment, and he could almost hear the cogs in her mind whirring. “Searching the rooms during daylight hours would carry less risk. I shall supervise the cleaning of Lord Bancroft’s bedchamber in the morning. See what I can discover.”

“What if you’re caught?”

“I shall say my prying stems from a need to know more about the man I might marry. It’s the perfect excuse. No one will suspect me.”

He thought to inform her she would marry no one but him. But what if they were destined to be nothing more than lovers? What if he was destined to die during the assignment and fate had granted them a chance to say goodbye?

“Let’s wait and see what Bancroft is up to before we make a plan.” There was every chance the deal would be done tonight. “If I’m forced to leave the cave and confront him, you must race back to the house and inform your brother.”

They watched and waited.

Long minutes passed.

Still, Bancroft stood on the shore.

Gwendolyn yawned. She didn’t wrap her arms around his waist and rest her head on his shoulder. Despite spending the last hour making love, despite the spark of electricity in the air, she seemed reluctant to touch him again.

“Look,” she whispered as a figure in an over-sized greatcoat hobbled along the shore towards Bancroft. “It’s a man. It’s impossible to say who, though it’s not one of the guests.”

The newcomer stopped to talk to the peer, though no documents or money changed hands. Bancroft pointed to the headland north of their position. The men seemed to be negotiating. They could be arguing over the price, though the stranger pointed at the heavens while shaking his head.

Upon reaching an agreement, both men nodded and parted ways. Perhaps they’d arranged to meet tomorrow night. If so, that meant Bancroft had the list in his possession, and Simon still had time to find the document. If only he could focus on the task, not the woman whose soft breath stroked his neck.

“Mr Pope walks with a slight limp.” Gwendolyn gestured to the stranger with the odd gait. “And he owns a fishing boat. His business has suffered since he injured his leg and his son moved abroad.”

Simon turned to look at her—and almost wished he hadn’t. God, he had never seen anything as beautiful. The gleam of satisfaction in her dark eyes held him spellbound. He wanted to kiss her but could not afford to become distracted.

“You’ve an eye for detail,” he said, keen to make amends for five years worth of pain. “Perhaps you could assist me. On condition you do exactly as I say.”

Gwendolyn’s eyes widened, and she grinned like a court jester. “Do you mean it? I swear, I shall be no trouble. I shall do whatever you ask.”

His heart swelled. He could think of many things he’d like her to do, none relating to the case. “Come. You’re shivering. We cannot sleep here all night. Now Bancroft has gone, let me escort you back to the house.”

She nodded, though he sensed her hesitance. “It was foolish to think we might remain in the cave until dawn.”

“It’s not foolish to long for what we once had. What we might still have when I’m free of my obligations.” Danger lurked in the shadows. It would be foolish to make promises or cling to false hope. If only he could find the damn list.

“I promise to be a help, not a hindrance.” She placed her hand on his upper arm, the merest touch igniting a fire in his blood.

“Then perhaps you should kiss me to seal our bargain.”

Their mouths met.

The kiss was achingly slow. A caress so deep it tightened every muscle. They held hands as they walked along the snow-covered beach, only parted as they neared the house.

They met her pathetic excuse for a brother in the hall. Snow covered the shoulders of the viscount’s greatcoat. The ugly purple bruise surrounding his eye made him look more like a pirate than a peer of the realm.

“Where the hell have you been?” the lord whispered between gritted teeth. “I searched the house and gardens. Walked as far as Whitney Grange. You realise you left the front door open, Garrick?”

“I’ve not visited the Grange in years,” he said, keen to avoid discussing their whereabouts. “Perhaps a vagrant forced the lock.”

“There’s a makeshift bed on the floor, blankets strewn about the place. Someone had stacked dry wood beside the fire.”

The lord’s accusatory tone roused Simon’s ire. “As I said, maybe some poor devil is merely sheltering from the storm.”

“A deserted house would be the ideal place for a lovers’ tryst.” The lord stepped closer, his nose twitching like a hound sniffing out the scent of their arousal. “Look at her. She looks like she’s been tumbled in a bloody haystack.”

“It’s snowing and blowing a gale,” Gwendolyn countered. “Mr Garrick found me on the beach and insisted on escorting me home.”

The viscount muttered a curse. “You being here, Garrick, has left everyone unsettled. I encountered Miss Netherwell wandering aimlessly along the corridor. Myrtle had taken to cleaning the study because she couldn’t sleep. I found Mrs Astley and Mr Payne drinking port in the library. Both were keen to know why you’ve come to Whitehaven.”

“I trust you put your duty to the Crown before your need to feed the gossips.” Simon considered the man who had lied to his family. Oliver Caldwell was a consummate actor. Perhaps he was the spy and wished to cast suspicion elsewhere.

Simon made a mental note to search the lord’s desk. He would only mention it to Gwendolyn if he found proof of her brother’s duplicity.

Gwendolyn stifled a yawn. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to go to bed. It’s been a day full of shocking revelations. Doubtless the guests would be appalled to know you’re not what you seem.”

Despite her brother’s plea to discuss the matter privately, she whirled around and marched upstairs.

“My work abroad taught me an important lesson,” Simon said, feeling contempt, not pity for the pathetic lord. “A man cannot escape his transgressions. The past always comes back to haunt him.”


CHAPTER 8
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Gwen was the first down to breakfast. Partly because she had not slept a wink last night. It had nothing to do with the aches and pains from making love on a sandy bed. Or the way her heart still raced at the memory. Nothing to do with nerves. She would steal into the King’s chamber if it meant finding the list and preventing Simon getting hurt.

No. Oliver was the cause.

After his treachery, how could she continue to live at Westmore?

How could she play hostess for a man she didn’t respect?

The alternative proved bleak.

She stared at the floral pattern on the plate while nibbling her toast. How quickly one’s illusions could be shattered. One could spend their life with someone and wake to find they were living with a stranger.

“I’m surprised to see you up bright and early.” With a ravenous glint in her eyes, Mrs Astley examined the breakfast buffet. “You were out well past midnight.” She loaded a china plate with cake rather than eggs and ham. “I believe Mr Garrick’s room was empty, too.”

Ordinarily, Gwen would feign ignorance and change the subject, but she had grown tired of being lectured by hypocrites.

“I’m surprised you had time to notice. I heard you plotting with Mr Payne in the corridor. I saw you kissing him in the garden.”

“Touché, my dear.” Women like Mrs Astley thrived on being rebellious. “Why remain indoors when there’s pleasure to be had elsewhere?”

Gwen waited for Mrs Astley to sit before questioning her morals. “Where are your loyalties? Mr Payne made it clear he’d come to Westmore to win my hand.”

The footman returned with the teapot, though Mrs Astley did not curb her tongue or her wanton eye. “Mr Payne has more chance of marrying a princess of Persia than he does marrying you. You can’t keep your eyes off Mr Garrick.”

Gwen couldn’t argue with the woman’s assessment. “Mr Garrick is a handsome man.” He was an incredible man. Strong. Virile. “You said so yourself. Still, my brother arranged these festivities hoping I would find a husband.”

This time, the lady had the foresight to glance over her shoulder before speaking. “Yes, because you’re a dreaded inconvenience. He wants rid of you so he can move his French mistress in. It’s supposed to be a secret, though a select few are party to the gossip.”

French mistress!

Gwen’s heart missed a beat. The toast slipped from her fingers and landed on the plate. “I—I’d know if my brother had a mistress.”

Would she? Oliver had kept a wicked secret for five years. He had taken a servant into his bed. Did it not prove he was a walking monument to deceit?

Mrs Astley swallowed a mouthful of saffron cake. “From what I hear, the mistress may soon be the wife.”

The wife? No wonder Oliver had been keen to host the party. The man was desperate to see her wed. No wonder Oliver was angry. Mr Garrick’s arrival had scuppered his plan.

Mrs Astley gestured for the footman to pour the tea. “Tensions are running high, my dear. A storm is brewing, and I’m not referring to the weather.”

Mr Payne appeared looking more gaunt than usual. He smoothed his hand through his dark hair, bowed and moved to sit beside Gwen. “Good morning. I see the weather is still grim. The heavy clouds suggest more snow.”

“What a pity. I hoped you would leave once the roads were passable.” Gwen gestured to the seat beside Mrs Astley. “You should sit there, sir. I would hate to deprive lovers of a chance to hold hands beneath the table.”

Mr Payne’s sunken eyes widened.

Mrs Astley merely grinned. “Miss Caldwell saw us in the garden last night. I suspect she knows you need her dowry and the connections that come with marrying a viscount’s sister.”

Mr Payne froze. Conniving men rarely knew what to do when confronted with the truth. “I—I⁠—”

“Do close your mouth and sit down,” Mrs Astley said, offering a satisfied grin. “The game is up. You may as well enjoy your breakfast.”

Lord Bancroft entered the dining room with Miss Netherwell and Sir Robert and soon engaged the guests in mundane conversation.

As per the plan, Gwen had to await Simon’s arrival before she could sneak upstairs to inspect the bedchambers. She did not need to wait long. Minutes later, the gentleman strode into the room, a perfect picture of masculine dominance.

Their eyes met, and her insides melted. She struggled to keep her breathing even, let alone maintain an impassive expression.

Visions of his naked body burst into her mind. She watched him help himself to food from the platters, entranced by the sight of his firm stance and large hands. She’d been wrong to think making love would sate her growing need for him. It was quite the opposite. All the food on the silver platters wouldn’t stifle her hunger.

Gwen excused herself before Simon sat down.

Mr Payne made to chase after her, but Mrs Astley forced him back into the seat. “Don’t go making a fool of yourself. No one likes a dribbler.”

Gwen climbed the stairs. She slipped into Lord Bancroft’s room without notice and forced herself to focus.

The bulging valise on the floor struck her as odd. Daring to peer inside, she found folded clothes and a coin purse stuffed with sovereigns. No list. No incriminating letters. Not even a weapon.

She searched beneath the pillows and mattress, in drawers and cupboards, all to no avail. Without evidence, they could not accuse the lord of treason.

In contrast, Mr Payne’s room was in utter disarray. One could barely see the floor for clothes, let alone glimpse a flimsy piece of paper. Judging by the state of his bed, he had not slept alone last night. The crumpled sheets reeked of Mrs Astley’s French perfume.

The maid was already cleaning Sir Robert’s room. Gwen entered on the pretence of checking Jane’s work. Still, there was nothing amongst the baron’s belongings but books.

Suspecting the spy might have hidden the list somewhere less conspicuous, Gwen thought to check Mrs Astley’s room. Doubtless every man had been in there. But nagging questions drew her in the opposite direction.

Did Oliver have a French mistress? Had she duped him into betraying his countrymen? Anything was possible. He had friends in the Foreign Office and made regular trips to London.

Gwen was about to knock on Oliver’s bedchamber door but noticed it was ajar. Peering around the jamb, she saw Myrtle ferreting in the nightstand.

The maid jumped out of her skin when Gwen entered. She slammed the drawer shut and thrust her hands behind her back. Never had a woman looked so guilty.

“Myrtle? Why were you rooting through my brother’s things?”

Myrtle’s eyes shifted nervously back and forth. “Forgive me, miss. Since Mr Garrick came, I’ve not had a minute’s peace. There’s rumours. Terrible rumours.”

“What rumours?”

Myrtle’s grimace spoke of a brief tussle with her conscience. “That Mr Garrick is here on the King’s business. That he’s come to catch a spy. Happen he’s here because of his lordship’s French mistress.”

Mother Mary!

Was Gwen the only one ignorant of the facts?

“I know it’s wrong to go snooping, miss, but we’ll all be for the gallows if evidence comes to light.”

“My brother is not spying for the French.” Gwen tried to sound convincing, but a sliver of doubt crept into her mind.

“I pray you’re right, miss.” Myrtle showed Gwen a letter she had hidden behind her back. “I think it’s written in French. Happen you could read it and put all our minds at rest.”

Gwen should have argued against reading a person’s private missive, but lives were at risk, and she had to discover the truth.

She took the letter, the heavy floral scent assaulting her nostrils. “It is written in French.” Despite neglecting her studies, she deciphered the message. “It’s a love letter.” A lewd letter. “There’s nothing here to support these ludicrous claims.”

Myrtle’s shoulders sagged. “Thank heavens.”

“If you have any further concerns, you’ll bring them to me.”

The maid curtsied. “On my word, I’ll not go snooping again.”

Gwen opened the chamber door. “I’m sure you have work to do.”

“Yes, miss.”

Myrtle scuttled away, leaving Gwen to place the note back in the drawer. She glanced about the room before making a quick retreat. Thankfully, she’d reached the stairs when Oliver came striding up, mounting the steps two at a time.

“I need a private word with you.” His clipped voice revealed his displeasure. With his bruised eye, he looked like the devil on a mission to slay souls. “We’ll remove to my chamber.”

“I have other matters to attend to at present.”

“Now, Gwendolyn!” Oliver ushered her back along the corridor and into his room. He slammed the door shut and whirled around to face her. “Have you lost your mind? A respectable woman needs a respectable husband. Garrick is a rogue. Had Mother been here to see the state of you last night, she would have died of apoplexy.”

The mere mention of their mother left her choked with emotion. “If Mother were here, the last five years wouldn’t have been so unbearable. Indeed, she would have seen through your facade. Doubtless she’s turning in her grave, horrified by your duplicity.”

The insult barely roused a grunt. “Garrick is using you to hurt me. He’s out for revenge. You’ll be left here, ruined and alone. I’m of a mind to throw the devil out.”

Did Oliver have something to hide?

Was he clambering for an excuse to get rid of Simon?

“I’ll wager he’s made the whole thing up,” Oliver ranted. “There is no spy. He’s come to Westmore to drive a wedge between us.”

Gwen fought to remain calm. “You drove a wedge between us when you lied to Mr Garrick. When you spent five years lying to me.”

“It was for your own good!” In his anger, he knocked his cufflink box off the chest of drawers. “That bastard has been here for five minutes and already has you in the palm of his hand.”

“That’s not true.”

“He stole your virginity. Don’t dare deny it.”

“He didn’t steal it. I gave it to him.”

Gwen didn’t wait for Oliver’s reply. She darted from his chamber and hurried along the corridors back to her own room. Once there, she changed into sturdy boots, grabbed her ermine-trimmed pelisse and matching muff.

A walk to the harbour would calm her spirit. Moreover, she needed to question Mr Pope about his late-night antics. She wrote Simon a note, gave it to Flanders, then left the house.

She kept to the lanes rather than taking the shorter route across the fields. Snowflakes fell like soft feathers from the heavens. Was it not a sign one should have hope? A belief their problems would be resolved soon?

Her thoughts drifted to the many times Oliver had lied, and how she would be oblivious to his treachery had Simon not returned to catch a spy. Indeed, she had reached the market hall when the thud of footsteps woke her from her reverie.

Simon appeared, panting with exertion, every breath leaving a puff of white mist in the chill air. “I thought we agreed to visit Pope this afternoon?”

The sight of him had her heart thumping hard against her ribcage. “We did, but I encountered Oliver’s wrath and had to escape the house.” She paused—her loyalty conflicted. Despite her brother’s treachery, how could she betray him? “You should avoid returning to Westmore. Oliver may call you out. He may look for a reason to get rid of you.”

“To call me out is to call out the King,” he said as they strode towards the harbour. “It would be considered treason.”

“Not if he lays the blame at your door. He’ll say you ruined me.” Like a trapped bird, panic fluttered in her throat. “Perhaps you could stay at Whitney Grange for a night or two.”

Simon gave a mocking snort. “I’ll not flee like a coward. Besides, according to Mrs Astley, Oliver has a French mistress. A mistress whose brother was killed by a naval officer. A British officer.”

Lord have mercy!

Could matters get any worse?

“I found Myrtle in my brother’s chamber, looking for proof he’s a spy. I wonder if that’s why she was cleaning his study late last night.” Gwen relayed her conversation with Myrtle. “Oliver may not be a loyal brother, but he is loyal to his country.”

Simon brought her to a halt and faced her. “After what he did to me, to us, I’ll never trust the devil again.”

Gwen hung her head. It came down to a choice. Her kin or the man she loved. “You must do what you think is right. You have my blessing and my full support. I’ll not give you cause to doubt me.”

Simon glanced around the deserted street before kissing her on the lips. “I know now is not the right time to speak from the heart, but for the first time in years, I fear what tomorrow will bring.”

She drew her hand from her muff and cupped his cold cheek. “People conspired to keep us apart once before.” If she lost him again, life would not be worth living. “It’s best to leave nothing unsaid.”

Regardless of the public setting, he wrapped his muscular arms around her. “I’m in love with you, Gwendolyn. I’ve always been in love with you. I will always be in love with you.”

Tears welled. His love was all she wanted, all she had prayed for. No amount of sadness or regret would spoil this moment. “I have never stopped loving you, Simon. I love you more with each breath.”

They stood on the snow-covered quay, Mr Pope’s establishment in their sights, but they only had eyes for each other.

“I promise no one will keep us apart again.” As the words left Gwen’s lips, a thought gnawed at her confidence.

A traitor lurked in the shadows.

Someone capable of tearing their world in two.


CHAPTER 9
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With a disgruntled mumble, Pope led them to his private quarters above the boathouse. A small fire crackled in the hearth, stealing the icy nip from the air. The elderly man struggled to look Simon in the eye, and his shiftiness screamed of guilt.

“What brings you from Westmore on such a bleak day?” The fellow dropped into a rickety chair and propped one leg on a stool. He rubbed his knee vigorously. “The cold squeezes the life out of old bones. Don’t expect it affects you young’uns.”

“Perhaps you should remain indoors at night,” Simon said, eager to discover the truth and put this sorry business behind him, “instead of meeting Lord Bancroft on the beach.”

A muscle in Pope’s ruddy cheek twitched. “Happen you’ve mistaken me for someone else. I never venture far from the hearth in the dead of winter.”

Simon produced the letter bearing the King’s seal. “I’m in Whitehaven on behalf of the Crown. I followed Bancroft last night and witnessed your private encounter. You may know nothing of Bancroft’s nefarious deeds, in which case, it’s in your best interests to confess all now.”

As quick as a fisherman casts out a line, Pope’s resistance faltered. His shoulders curled around his feeble frame. “He’s paying for the use of my boat. I’ve explained it’s lunacy to take to the water when there’s a storm brewing, but the man is desperate.”

“Desperate to do what?” Gwendolyn asked, her distress evident.

Doubtless she prayed her brother was innocent. That his French mistress had not persuaded him to betray his country. Simon had no such loyalty. But if he meant to marry Gwendolyn, he couldn’t be the one to send her brother to the gallows.

“He means to elope and wants me to row seven miles to Workington,” Pope said. “From there, it’s not far to the Scottish border. He said the girl is willing.”

“Elope? With whom?” Gwendolyn clutched her chest like she was the intended victim.

Pope shrugged. “A young lady staying at Westmore. She’s under the care of her sister. He’s agreed to pay me twenty sovereigns. A poor man can’t say no. Not to a nabob with deep pockets.”

Clearly, he referred to Miss Netherwell.

No wonder the woman was so quiet around company.

Gwendolyn’s excited smile died. Any joy she felt for Miss Netherwell was surely overshadowed by the fact Bancroft was not the traitor. Indeed, all suspicion reverted to her brother.

Simon silently cursed.

If Oliver was found guilty of treason, Gwendolyn would be ruined. Not that it mattered. Simon would marry her regardless. The world was a big place, and he had no real ties to Whitehaven.

“You’ll not mention this meeting to anyone.” Simon loomed over Pope to ensure he took the order seriously. “Once Miss Caldwell confirms the girl is a willing participant, you may go ahead as planned.”

Pope blinked in surprise. “And if she’s not?”

“I’ll deal with Bancroft, and you shall have the sovereigns for your silence.”

Pope agreed, and they left him nursing his aching leg.

“I doubt Mr Pope can row seven yards, let alone seven miles,” Gwendolyn said. “Still, one must commend Lord Bancroft for wanting to rescue Miss Netherwell from her scandalous sister.”

“I pray his affections are genuine, and he’s not out to make a hasty escape with the list.” Simon scrubbed his face with his hands and sighed. He’d dealt with more complicated cases, always when his heart was filled with anger, not when it thumped wildly with love. “We must return to Westmore. I shall question Bancroft while you speak to Miss Netherwell.”

Gwendolyn inhaled deeply. “Afterwards, we’ll confront Oliver together.”

Simon reached for her hand and entwined their fingers. “I suspect he will do everything he can to drive us apart.” No man wanted to live with a constant reminder of his mistakes.

“Oliver won’t ruin my life a second time.”

Despite the cold, they strolled back to the house. Gwendolyn hugged his arm. When their passions overwhelmed them, they stopped to kiss behind the broad trunk of an oak tree.

They kissed again before parting at Westmore’s gates.

He watched Gwendolyn walk up the long drive. Love for her consumed him. Yet a deep sense of trepidation warned him not to count his blessings.

Before tackling Lord Bancroft, Simon went in search of Oliver Caldwell. He’d not let the bastard upset Gwendolyn, and the viscount would not discuss his mistress with his sister present.

He knocked on the study door and was met with silence.

The lord wasn’t in the drawing room or library.

“His lordship asked me to give you this note, sir,” Flanders said when Simon sought him out.

Simon snatched the note from the silver salver and broke the seal. Oliver wished to meet him on the beach and advised he bring his pistol. It wouldn’t be the first time Simon had stared down a loaded barrel or been threatened at gunpoint by a madman. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be the last.

Even so, he did not race upstairs to fetch a weapon. The quickest way to defuse the situation was to arrive unarmed. For all his faults, Oliver would not court dishonour.

Simon headed to the beach. Gwendolyn was probably questioning Miss Netherwell, and he would not alarm her unnecessarily.

The lord was pacing the shore like a caged animal, a pistol evident in his right hand. “I should have shot you the moment you arrived at Westmore.” The wind whipped at his ebony locks. “You’ve ruined my sister in the most despicable fashion and deserve to pay with your life.”

Simon remained calm and raised his hands in surrender. “I love Gwendolyn and mean to marry her, with or without your blessing. You’ve stolen five years. You’ll not steal a day more.”

“Lying bastard.” The lord’s growl of frustration mirrored the angry rush of the sea. “Does she know you have a wife? I have the proof of it here.” He dragged a note from his pocket, the paper fluttering amid the wild gusts. “You left this in your bedchamber. A letter to your dearly beloved.”

What the devil!

“You know damn well I’ve never married. You obviously wrote that to turn Gwendolyn against me.” Or to give him a justifiable reason to shoot. “She knows about your plans to marry your French mistress. She read the letter hidden in your bedchamber.”

The lord jerked his head. “What letter? I don’t have a mistress.”

“The gossips beg to differ. Mrs Astley told everyone at breakfast. You invited people for the Christmas season to marry off Gwendolyn and be rid of her. If you don’t believe me, gather the guests and ask them yourself.”

The lord seemed lost in a moment of confusion.

Simon sought to offer clarity. “I’m inclined to believe you’re a traitor to your country. I’ll wager I’ll find a list of British spies hidden in the house.” He decided to bend the truth. “Mrs Astley said your mistress means to use you to exact revenge for the death of her brother.”

The viscount cursed. “I’m a peer of the realm. Loyal to the King. Why the hell would I risk the noose for a casual encounter?”

“Why would I write to a wife I don’t have?” Recognition dawned. Was Myrtle planting letters, not finding them? “Might this be an attempt by the real traitor to stir up a hornet’s nest?”

The lord frowned in disbelief. “But I might have shot you.”

“I wouldn’t have shot you. Gwendolyn means too much to me.” She might never forgive him for killing her brother. He’d rather die than have her lose faith in him again. “Whereas you’re seeking a way to justify your actions.”

The viscount had the decency to look ashamed. “As her brother, I have a right to shoot the man who left her damaged.”

“Then, shoot yourself. You broke her bloody heart.” A sudden pang in his chest stole his breath. If the real traitor wanted them to kill each other, did that mean Gwendolyn was in danger? “If you’ve finished acting the hero, we should return to the house. It’s like we’re puppets and someone is pulling our strings. If we mean to discover who, we must work together.”

They hurried back to Westmore. Despite searching the main rooms, Gwendolyn was nowhere to be found.

The guests were enjoying hot punch and playing piquet in the games room.

Simon spotted Miss Netherwell sitting alone in the corner. “Have you seen Miss Caldwell? She wished to speak to you about playing the pianoforte before dinner tonight.”

After her shock at being addressed directly, Miss Netherwell nodded. “She asked to speak to me privately, but her flustered maid interrupted us.”

Her maid?

Suspicion flared.

“What was so important?”

Miss Netherwell shrugged. “I heard mention of a meeting at Whitney Grange.” A blush rose to her pale cheeks. “I wondered if you had arranged an assignation. Miss Caldwell seemed eager to leave but insisted the maid accompany her.”

Fear snaked up Simon’s spine. When they parted, Gwendolyn knew he was to question Lord Bancroft. They’d arranged to meet later in the orangery and share a kiss along with their findings.

The viscount gave a mocking snort. “Perhaps she wants to inspect her future home before she accepts your proposal,” he whispered for Simon’s ears only. “The place isn’t fit for a dog.”

“She would have spoken to me first.”

“Like the rest of us, perhaps Miss Caldwell is bored,” Mrs Astley said with a deep sigh. “The lack of entertainment is shocking.”

“You’re welcome to leave,” the viscount snapped. “While on the subject of entertainment, perhaps you might explain why you’re spreading lies about me to all and sundry. Who told you I had a French mistress and meant to get rid of my sister?”

While the other guests paled, Mrs Astley’s mouth curled into a sly grin. “Reliable information always comes from those with nothing to gain. A lowly maid has no cause to lie.”

Simon’s heart constricted. The pieces of the puzzle were slotting into place. “The same maid who encouraged Miss Caldwell to leave for Whitney Grange?”

Mrs Astley turned to her sister. “What is that girl’s name?”

“Myrtle,” Miss Netherwell said. “The maid who’s always lurking in the shadows.”


CHAPTER 10
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Gwen was so scared she could barely put one foot before the other. Her worst fears had been realised. Oliver had summoned Simon to Whitney Grange and meant to make him pay for stealing her virtue. She pushed through the snow-covered fields, desperate to reach the Grange before Oliver did something stupid.

Please don’t shoot him!

“Keep up, Myrtle. The cold won’t kill you.”

With the snow inches deep, the maid lagged behind. Perhaps it was unwise to force her to come, but Oliver would not embarrass himself in front of his staff. And if Oliver was the spy, was it not better to have a witness to his crimes?

“Happen I should return to Westmore. I’ll send a carriage, save you walking back on foot, miss. You’ll be frozen to your bones when you reach the Grange.”

The idea had merit. The cold had worked its way into every extremity. But a twinge of distrust drew Gwen to a halt.

“Are you certain Mr Garrick mentioned Whitney Grange?” Would the beach not be the best place to kill a man? One could weigh down a body and cast it out to sea.

Myrtle brushed snow from her gloves. “His lordship told Flanders to give Mr Garrick a note. Flanders said one of his lordship’s pistols is missing from the case he left on his desk.”

The butler had confirmed as much.

“And Mr Garrick said to tell me he’d come to the Grange?” Gwen attempted to confirm. It didn’t take much to put Myrtle in a tizzy, though perhaps an empty house was a perfect place to fight a duel.

“Yes. He said not to follow.” Myrtle glanced nervously behind. “I’ll go back and have Mr Davies bring the cart. If his lordship has shot Mr Garrick, we’ll need help.”

A knot of fear tightened in Gwen’s gut. Surely Oliver wouldn’t be so cruel. “No one is getting shot today. My brother will fetch the carriage once I’ve given him fifty lashes with my tongue. Now, keep up, Myrtle.”

With mumbled complaints, Myrtle kept Gwen’s pace.

While Whitney Grange’s ancient cedar tree stood as a symbol of strength, its broad branches healthy and robust, the manor’s exterior spoke of neglect. Beneath the winter blanket, the lawn was likely overgrown. A stone urn lay smashed on the steps. The rendering was cracked and faded, the windows filthy.

So why did Whitney Grange feel like home?

Memories of secret liaisons slipped into Gwen’s mind. The moonlit walks. The stolen kisses. Every tender caress. It’s why she had not ventured to the Grange for years. It represented all she had lost. But she’d be damned before she’d let Oliver ruin her life again.

Gwen stepped over the debris and entered the house. The front door creaked on its hinges as she pushed it open, the sound echoing through the damp, cobwebbed hall.

“Oliver?” Gwen called but received no response.

All was deathly quiet.

Nausea roiled in her stomach.

What if she was too late?

What if she found both men lying in a pool of blood?

Raising the hem of her skirt, Gwen raced into the drawing room. Someone had been in the house. Embers glowed in the hearth. The smell of wood smoke clung to the air.

She faced Myrtle and pointed at the burgundy coverlet acting as a makeshift bed. “Is that not the coverlet missing from my mother’s old ottoman?”

Myrtle shrugged. “Happen it’s similar.”

The creak of the upstairs boards had them glancing nervously at the ceiling. Someone was in the house, yet Gwen would stake her life it wasn’t Oliver or Simon.

“Stay here,” Gwen whispered, determined to investigate.

She crept to the first floor, though every stair groaned and the wood felt spongy beneath her feet. Dead leaves and shards of glass littered the landing.

Gwen headed for Simon’s old bedchamber.

The door was ajar.

Heart pounding, Gwen pushed it open and stepped over the threshold. The person inside made no attempt to hide or flee. She wore her black hair loose, wore a grin that distorted her pretty features.

“Mrs Samuel?”

The woman snorted. “We both know I’ve never been married, my dear. Though, I mean to rectify the situation soon.”

Gwen fought to calm her breathing. She scanned Mrs Samuel’s faded blue dress. “Does Oliver know you’ve decided to spend the Christmas season in Whitehaven?” Had she fallen on hard times and found herself destitute?

“I could hardly broadcast my return.”

What on earth did she want?

Gwen scoured her mind. “If you’ve come to pressure my brother for money, I assure you, he will refuse. As I’m aware of his betrayal, you have no means to blackmail him.”

“I’m not here to blackmail a viscount.” The lady stood a mere six feet away. She made no move to sit or draw Gwen into the room. “I’ve concocted a far more elaborate plan.”

Was vengeance the plan?

A means to punish Oliver for casting her out?

Anger sparked in Gwen’s chest. “Where is Mr Garrick?”

“He’s dead.”

The words hit like a punch to the gut, but she refused to fall for this woman’s wicked tales. “You’re lying.” She would know if Simon had drawn his last breath. “You’re not clever enough to overpower him.”

The lady’s evil titter grated. “All a woman has to do is pit one man against another, then sit back and watch the show. Two angry men in a fight with pistols never ends well.”

Gwen’s blood pumped at too fast a rate. “Where are they? Tell me!” She had to find them before it was too late.

“Likely dead on the beach.” Mrs Samuel brushed dust off her sleeve as if proud of a job well done. “I couldn’t persuade your father or brother to marry me, but I’ve had better luck with your cousin. Indeed, Thomas Caldwell will inherit the viscountcy, and I shall be his viscountess.”

Gwen blinked in disbelief. Thomas Caldwell was a bumbling idiot. A dull man of science and a staunch advocate of reform who had never married.

“Poor Thomas was easily seduced. The besotted ones are quick to tame. Thomas alerted the Home Office of a spy willing to sell a list of British agents. I explained I had a contact in Whitehaven, showed him a few fake letters, and he convinced Lord Mowbray to send his best agent.”

“You conspired to have Mr Garrick sent to Whitehaven?”

Mrs Samuel shrugged. “I prayed Mr Garrick would throttle your brother as soon as he discovered the truth. Sadly, it took a little more manipulation, and Myrtle was able to help.”

Hearing her name, Myrtle slipped from the shadows. “Forgive me, miss. Mrs Samuel knows my brother stole two silver candlesticks from his employer. She has his signed confession. If I don’t do what she says, he’ll hang.”

The foolish girl.

“She has lied to you, Myrtle. If you’d come to me in the beginning, we could have dealt with the matter swiftly.” And yet, Gwen couldn’t help but think a higher force was at work. One keen to right the wrongs of the past. “I just pray my brother and Mr Garrick had more sense than to shoot each other.”

As soon as the words left her lips, a question sprang to mind.

One that sent an icy shiver shooting up her spine.

“Why summon me to Whitney Grange? I’m no threat. Thomas will inherit if my brother dies.” Gwen would have always believed the spy story and that Oliver and Simon had fought over her.

Mrs Samuel straightened her shoulders. “Because your cousin will probably pity you and offer to make you his bride. I can’t take the chance. They will blame Mr Garrick for your death. The man has never forgotten the cruel and callous way you discarded him.”

Blind fury surged through Gwen. She was about to issue an ultimatum, but Mrs Samuel suddenly screamed and charged at her like a banshee.

A violent tussle ensued.

While Myrtle looked on, the deranged Mrs Samuel tried to push Gwen over the railing. The rotten wood cracked and splintered against the sudden weight. The railing and spindles broke away and crashed to the floor below.

Gwen gulped.

One slip and it would be a sure tumble to her death.

Mrs Samuel must have feared the same. With the devil’s strength, she grabbed Gwen’s cloak and tried to push her to her doom.

Gwen gritted her teeth, determined to be the victor. “You’ll not hurt me again.” She dropped to her knees without warning, throwing Mrs Samuel off balance.

That’s when Myrtle rushed forward and shoved Mrs Samuel hard in the back. The lady tumbled over Gwen and fell to the tiled floor below, landing with a heavy thud.

Death’s stillness descended, the silence punctuated by Gwen’s ragged breaths and Myrtle’s cries for mercy.

The front door burst open.

The Lord had answered Gwen’s prayers. Simon mounted the stairs two at a time, while Oliver stared at Mrs Samuel’s lifeless body in disbelief.

“Good God, Gwendolyn.” Simon reached her, crushing her to his chest and raining kisses over her hair. “What were you thinking? This place is a death trap. You might have been killed.”

“I—I feared Oliver would shoot you,” she uttered as tears fell, tears of relief. “I was scared I might lose you.”

Simon clasped her cheeks and dashed the tears away with his thumbs. “Love, the devil himself couldn’t part us a second time.”


CHAPTER 11
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Gwen wrapped her cloak across her chest, hugging herself as she stood on the shore, staring at a calmer sea. The spangle of stars in the night sky made her smile. The heavens were celebrating their victory. Fate decreed it safe to travel the seven miles along the coast to Workington.

She did not need a pocket watch to know it was seven o’clock. Nor did she need to turn around to know the clip of booted footsteps on the pebbles heralded Simon’s approach.

He dropped his valise on the stones and slipped his arms around her waist. “Are you sure you’re happy with the plans?”

She hummed as he nuzzled her neck. “I’ve waited five years for you. I’ll not wait another second. After the way my brother has behaved, he will understand our need to do this.”

“I’m not sure Lord Mowbray will. But as this was my last assignment, I don’t give a damn. I’ll send the report once we’ve reached our destination.”

“Did you see Oliver?” Gwen had left a note explaining all and hoped it would suffice.

“He’s drinking port with the magistrate. The coroner’s jury agreed Mrs Samuel’s death was accidental, though your cousin must answer for his naiveté.”

“What about Myrtle?”

“Oliver will make a plea for transportation over the noose.”

Gwen released the sigh she’d been holding. “Good. We can put all this behind us and focus on the future.”

He drew her to face him and captured her chin. “Then, I shall ask you the same question I did two hours ago when we agreed on this plan. I love you. Marry me, Gwendolyn?”

Tears of joy sprang to her eyes. “In a heartbeat.”

“You’re certain you don’t want a lavish wedding in London?”

“Most certain.” She wanted him. Just him.

Simon claimed her mouth in a fierce kiss. His hands roamed over her body, possessing her with every scandalous caress.

They might have slipped into the cave and made love, but the glow of lantern light in the distance signalled the boat’s arrival.

Lord Bancroft rowed to the shore while Miss Netherwell looked on proudly. “Ahoy there!” the lady called, sounding more chipper than she had all week.

Simon carried Gwen to the boat and loaded their luggage. “I shall row to Workington,” he said when Lord Bancroft wiped beads of sweat from his brow. “As you bought the boat, it’s the least I can do.”

Lord Bancroft didn’t argue. “We should make Workington in a few hours. From there, we’ll find someone to take us to Scotland.”

A gentleman at the Pheasant Inn lent them the use of his vehicle for a reasonable sum. Tired and aching, they reached the Scottish border a little after sunrise. They found rooms at Gretna Hall. Once a manor house, the now coaching inn was the perfect place for runaway aristocrats seeking to marry.

While Lord Bancroft had Miss Netherwell carry a posy of winter heather when they exchanged vows, Gwendolyn insisted on holding nothing but Simon’s hands.

Like the night he had buried himself deep inside her, when he pushed the gold band onto her finger love infused every cell.

“I shall purchase something more suitable once we return to town,” he whispered.

Gwen glanced at the ring he had bought from the innkeeper, tears gathering behind her eyes. “There’s never been anything complicated about our love. It’s pure and precious. I’ll always wear the ring you gave me on our wedding day.”

They kissed the moment they were declared husband and wife.

Lord Bancroft suggested they dine together.

Gwen smiled. She wasn’t hungry for food. “Perhaps tomorrow. I’ve barely slept and would prefer to take a tray in my room.”

Simon’s warm hand settled on the small of her back. “We’re all in need of a good night’s rest.” He made polite conversation before bidding the Bancrofts good night. “Come, Mrs Garrick,” he said when they reached their bedchamber, “let me carry you over the threshold.”

“On the subject of thresholds, we’re yet to decide where we shall live.” While he was her home, a piece of her heart lived at Whitney Grange.

He scooped her into his arms and entered the room, kicking the door shut behind them. “We can go anywhere in the world. Paris. Boston. I don’t care where as long as I’m with you.”

Gwen pursed her lips, unsure how he would react upon hearing her suggestion. “I want to make a home with you, raise a family. It will take hard work, and I’m a capable gardener.”

Simon smiled. “What are you saying, love?”

“That I’d like to make Whitney Grange our home.” She touched his chest. “We can make one room habitable at a time. If we need a bed, we can always sleep in the cave.”

“I imagine we’ll visit the cave even when the Grange is habitable,” he said, his voice warm and husky.

“Yes, but tonight we get to make love in bed.”

His gaze burned hot with desire. “In bed. On the floor. Against the wall. You straddling me in the chair. All the ways I’ve dreamed about for so damn long.”

He claimed her mouth in a searing kiss. A kiss that chased away all the painful memories. They stripped each other naked, caressed each other, declared undying love.

“Your body is so hard and hot,” she breathed as he entered her, filling her in one long stroke. “I’ve been so cold without you. I’ve spent so many winters feeling empty, believing you didn’t want me.”

“I’ve always wanted you.” Simon withdrew, and they both moaned when he pushed inside her again and slid slowly to the hilt. “You’re mine this winter and every winter to come.”
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