
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      BEAUTY DARES THE BEAST

      



    




BOOK 11: WAGERS AND WALLFLOWERS

    

    




      
        ALYSSA CLARKE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Darkan Press Inc.]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Beauty Dares the Beast is a work of fiction. While reference might be made to actual historical events or existing locations, the names, characters, places, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously, and any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, business establishments, events, or locales are entirely coincidental.

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form by any electronic or mechanical means—except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews—without written permission.

      

      

      

      
        
        First Edition May 2023

      

      

      

      
        
        Edited by AuthorsDesigns and Gina Fiserova

        Cover design and formatting by AuthorsDesigns.

        Copyright © 2022 by Alyssa Clarke

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my family who rooted for me to write this series! For my amazing husband, who did all the cooking while I burrowed in the writing hut.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Alyssa’s Other Books

      

      
        About Alyssa Clarke

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        London

        48 Berkeley Square

      

      

      “We dare you to accept the Duke of Collingswood’s invitation.”

      Lady Drusilla faltered, lowering the teacup to the small walnut table with a clatter, aghast. The ladies she met at 48 Berkeley Square often partook in wicked wagers and fun dares, but this was absurd. She stared at her friends, never imagining this would be their reaction to her unburdening her soul, then an astonished peal of laughter tore from Dru.

      She chuckled for a few seconds, then sobered up when she realized her dearest friends—Harriet, Victoria, and Evie, regarded her with those determined juts to their chins and gleams in their gazes.

      “Do be serious,” Drusilla whispered, launching to her feet to close the door to the wagering room with a small snick, then walked back over to the sofa and sat, hugging one of the cushions to her chest. Though they were all very close at their ladies’ club, 48 Berkeley Square, only a few friends knew she had a secret identity as a writer. These last few months, she reached a sort of fame with her debut novel Cherished, published as written by S. Lovellette.

      The success of her story was unexpected. Drusilla was petrified that her father, the formidable Marquess of Somerton, would one day uncover the truth and banish her to one of his northernmost estates.

      Victoria propped her chin onto her palm, her bright eyes sparkling. “Will you do it, Dru?”

      Her heart jolted. “You ladies cannot be entirely serious. The duke lives in the most remote corner of Derbyshire!”

      “We are most assuredly not in jest,” Evie said.

      Dru glared at her friends. “A matter this grave and important most certainly cannot be decided on a dare. Careful consideration must be given to the duke’s letter. Perhaps I should seek Theo’s advice.” Except, the fearless leader of their secret club had recently returned to the countryside with her twin babies and husband.

      Lady Victoria lifted a decidedly imperious brow. “Why not? We can tell you might say no to the duke’s invitation, and this is a wonderful opportunity for you, Dru!”

      Her friends looked at each other for several moments before redirecting their attention to her. Harriet stood, walked over and sat beside her. “Why are you so afraid?”

      “I have said it before, and I shall do so again. A matter such as this cannot be decided on a dare,” Drusilla said, feeling stricken. “You are speaking about revealing my secret identity to a very influential member of the ton. A duke. Someone with wealth and consequences that could see me ruined. Please do not dare me to accept his outlandish invitation.”

      Drusilla played with the fringes of her elegant, brightly patterned shawl. It was incredibly sacrosanct to their members that once a dare was proposed, it should be fulfilled, as it proved their mettle and strength of character. Many of their members had been declared wallflowers by society and had been restricted by the expectations of their families. Living a happy life by fulfilling the true desires of their hearts seemed like an impossible feat. Yet, at 48 Berkeley Square, they learned how to accept that inner fire, frequently pushing themselves against the bounds of propriety set by society and their families. Each moment at their secret club felt like a treasured triumph, even though they were the only ones who knew about the shenanigans they got up to under the duchess’s roof.

      While Dru participated in several wagers, won money, and also lost a few pounds, she had never written her name beside one of the often naughty and outrageous dares on the large board mounted on the wall. Simply because nothing had inspired her to participate.

      “It is unfair to take what you have confided in us and make it into a dare,” Harriet said softly, holding her hand. “But this request came from the Duke of Collingswood himself. Even I have heard about him, and he did offer an unmatched sum for your services. Two thousand pounds. That is a fortune, Drusilla. A fortune!”

      Her throat aching, she withdrew her hand from her friend and leaned back against the sofa. “The duke has been hidden away from society for several years,” she murmured.

      “According to the whispers, society has not seen the duke for five years,” Evie said. “I asked mama about it, and though she was dreadfully curious about my reasons, I managed to deflect her rather skillfully. The…the rumors said that he killed his brother for the dukedom.”

      “That is ghastly!” Drusilla cried, pressing a hand to her chest.

      “Of course, we will discount such rumors,” Victoria said, a small frown pleating her brows. “Do recall that those busybody gossipers can be ridiculous with their conjecture. The scandal sheets always speculate about the duke because he has not been in town or Parliament for so long.”

      “Perhaps it is not the duke who wrote to me,” Dru said, snapping her spine straight. “What proof do I have that it is really His Grace? Anyone could have made use of his seal.”

      “To what purpose?” Evie asked drily, then winced. “We are being boorish, Dru. We can see that you are out of sorts and have always been unflappable. If you are uncertain, write back to the duke and reject his invitation and offer.”

      She nodded, feeling it might be the best thing to do. Still, his offer was an awful temptation merely because she did not want to marry the gentleman her family insisted was a perfect choice. Lord Dawson, while amiable, handsome, good natured, and an earl in his own right, inspired no passion within Drusilla. She had seen enough passion and love from her friends at the club to know what she desired in her own union. Furthermore, she wanted the dignity of deciding on the gentleman she would spend the rest of her life with. How could her parents think it such a light matter, that little to no consideration should be given to her feelings regarding this union?

      Dru wanted a burning love that would endure the ages. It was real…and she would settle for no less. That heaviness dug in her heart once more, for she was at a loss as to how to convince her family that she did not love Lord Dawson. That she had even dared to mention it to her father had been met with incredulity, and he had roared that romantic nonsense had no place within marriage alliances.

      Her breaking heart pushed her to write a novel about a young lady who met a young soldier, fell in love with him, and then lost him in the war. Her heroine, Miss Beatrice Needham, was then forced to marry a powerful man in society, thinking her lover had died. In a shocking twist, her soldier had returned alive and whole. That novel was only published three months ago, and its success had taken society by storm and shocked Dru speechless.

      In those pages, she had poured out the way she wanted those in her life to cherish her, as she showed her heroine’s struggle, vacillating between love and duty, and what being truly cherished meant. Her novel had even resounded with the Duke of Collingswood, where he had written a letter of admiration and praise to her publisher, which almost pushed her into a faint.

      Reaching into the folds of her gown, Dru withdrew the letter she had yet to share with her friends. This correspondence induced her to sneak from a ball this evening to the honored halls of 48 Berkeley Square.

      With trembling fingers, she opened the small slip of paper.

      
        
        Dear S. Lovellette,

        Allow me to congratulate you on a most exquisite novel.

      

      

      That first line had foolishly enchanted her with the unknown author. While the general public seemed to love her novel, the choicest of critics had torn it apart, suggesting the prose was too flowery and melodramatic. One had even implied that it was only a lady who could have written such romantic and idealistic leanings. For a long time, she had waited in dread for the outcry that a lady had written Cherished. Thankfully, their fearless leader, Theodosia, the Duchess of Hartford, who had helped Dru to secure a publisher, used her influence to squash those murmurs. Slowly, she lost the fear of exposure and basked in her unexpected success, accepting another contract from her publisher to write a second novel.

      Dropping her regard to the letter, she continued reading.

      
        
        I can hardly find anything to interest my mind of late, yet your words stirred me. The emotion displayed in your prose suggest an empathic soul, one who might have the capacity to handle certain topics with great care, and sensitivity, and one who might not wilt away in fear when staring upon a beastly countenance.

      

      

      She traced her fingertip over that line, again whispering, “What do you mean, Your Grace?” What beastly countenance?

      
        
        I present to you an offer, Mr. Lovellette. Attend to me at my estate in Derbyshire for an interview, as I would like for you to write a memoir. This, of course, requires utmost discretion, and I hold that you would be an honorable gentleman, and see to my request. I would compensate you with two thousand pounds for your services, on completion.

        I await your reply,

        Duke of Collingswood

      

      

      Dru cleared her throat. “Shall I read his letter to you?”

      “Yes,” her friends cried in unison, Evie and Victoria scrambling to sit beside her on the sofa.

      Their comforting presence warmed Dru’s heart, and she dearly wished Louisa was present. Her friend had recently wedded the Marquess of Marsden, in a stunning upset for several matrons with debutantes who had hoped he would marry their daughters instead. The marquess had even whisked his new marchioness away for an extended honeymoon abroad. Louisa’s kind and empathic outlook on life would have aided Dru in deciding what was best. Quickly, she read the duke’s letter.

      “What does he mean by beastly countenance?” Victoria asked, her dark green eyes curious and somber.

      Drusilla frowned. “It is a question I have asked myself. It was indeed an odd turn of phrase.”

      “I can see why you find this difficult,” Harriet said with a sigh. “The duke is expecting S. Lovellette for this interview. Surely, that is impossible.”

      “I know,” Drusilla murmured, “though there is a part of me that would love to write his memoir.”

      “Why?” Evie asked.

      “I…I do not know.” Upon reading his letter, she simply felt…captivated, a bit silly, which was perhaps due to her overly romantic heart that her mama was in despair of. That the duke appreciated and enjoyed Cherished so much suggested he might have a poetic soul. The notion seemed laughable, a romantic duke. All dukes were the proud and arrogant sort. But he seems different. “Did you not think that he sounded…unhappy?”

      “Perhaps,” Harriet said, “there is a reason he is considered a recluse. No one has seen the duke in society for years. I cannot imagine why.”

      “Perhaps the vile rumors were enough to see him shun the ton,” Evie murmured. “Can you imagine being accused of killing your brother?”

      Dru took a fortifying breath. “Pippa recently wrote that she is with child and is miserable casting up her accounts. Lord Trent is taking her to one of their smaller and more peaceful country manors in Derbyshire to rest.”

      A choked sound came from Evie and Harriet’s eyes rounded.

      “Are you suggesting what I am thinking,” Victoria said, a wicked gleam in her eyes.

      Drusilla groaned. “Perhaps I am being too silly and—”

      “No,” Evie said, grinning. “You are not silly. I shall ask Cousin Jemma to accompany you to visit Pippa. I will leave it to you, Dru, to slip away from Jemma’s watchful eyes so you can meet with the duke.”

      She took a deep breath, a dangerous thrill going through her heart. “Do I really dare?”

      “Yes,” Victoria said. “Isn’t that what we have learned from being members of 48 Berkeley Square. That when we dare, we accept the chance of finding love and the grandest of adventures?”

      “Love?” Drusilla asked in a choked voice. “Love with the duke?”

      The idea never occurred to her, and it was so outlandish that she rolled her eyes in a most unladylike fashion. “I would only go because I am most curious about His Grace. Who is he…and why has he been a recluse for so long? It fits perfectly with the themes I thought to insert in my second novel, Beloved. Hopefully I shall learn much from our interview.”

      This would also give her a chance to escape her parents’ incessant matchmaking attempts with Lord Dawson. They were becoming startling and insistent, and there might come a day when she could hardly refuse their orders.

      Drusilla departed 48 Berkeley Square soon after, tugging the hood of her cloak over her hair, as she boarded one of the many carriages the duchess made available to the members. The wheels clattered along the streets of London, taking her back to the ball, and as she moved the curtain aside to peer outside, Dru wondered if she could truly be so daring as to visit a gentleman’s home, without the benefit of a chaperone.

      What would he think when he discovers I am S. Lovellette? Would he still want me to hear his story? Or would he chase me from his estate?

      Unless…

      Dru gasped, dropping the curtain, as a most shocking idea unfurled in her thoughts. Who said she had to reveal to the duke that she was S. Lovellette? Drusilla laughed, knocked on the carriage, and bid the coachman to return her to 48 Berkeley Square. Thankfully, they had not journeyed far, and a few minutes later, she was running down the hallway, and wrenching open the door to the smaller drawing room. Her friends were sprawled on their stomachs, playing whist, and sipping what looked like brandy.

      “Drusilla,” Harriet gasped, giggling as she pushed to her feet. “We thought you would sneak back to the ball before your mother realized you were gone.”

      “I’ve decided to do it,” she said excitedly. “I’ll accept the duke’s invitation and travel to his castle …not as myself, but as Mr. Simon Lovellette.”

      Her friends stared at her, with varying astonishment, and she laughed. “I cannot believe after all the shenanigans our friends have gotten up to, with their wagers and dares, I have rendered you ladies speechless. I am rather impressed with my abilities.”

      “Dressed as a gentleman?” Victoria finally parroted. “You mean for traveling purposes?”

      “No,” Dru said, pushing back the cowl of her coat. “I mean in everything. There should be no reason for the duke to know that the person he wrote to is a young woman. That would ease my anxieties about meeting him and scandalously staying at his estate, even for a single night. The duke might be so exact with his proprieties, that he may turn me away once he realizes the author is a lady. Would he risk a lady under his roof, even for a night, possibly compromising him, and forcing him into more scandal and a possible marriage?”

      Her friends nodded slowly at her reasoning.

      Harriet smiled. “I understand what you are saying, and you are already proficient at wearing wigs.”

      Drusilla nodded, patting the blonde wig she wore tonight to hide her dark raven locks. Since being a member of their secret ladies’ club for almost a year, she had grown adept at disguises, even though nothing so outrageous as pretending to be a man. But truly, how difficult could it be?

      Theodosia understood their need for disguises, as they carried out more shocking dares, and had several wigs, costumes, and stage paint available. She would procure a wig cut in a fashionable style, apply makeup to her face, bind her breasts and wear men’s clothing.

      Evie swept a critical stare over her body. “You are slim enough to pass as a gentleman, but are you to disguise your voice?”

      “I shall practice,” she said in a low, gravelly voice to her friends, who seemed to breathlessly hang on to every word, before dissolving into fits of laughter and coughing. “I daresay, I shall get better with repetition. I will snatch a few of my brother’s clothes. He is in Bath, up to his usual debauchery, supposedly chasing his next mistress. Bartholomew will hardly notice I have absconded with his clothing.”

      Being a member of 48 Berkeley Square for over a year now, Dru learned that one ought to go beyond the bounds of propriety, and the roles they were taught to abide by in high society, in achieving the desires in their heart. Since she found success with Cherished, Drusilla harbored the hidden hope that she might truly attain a measure of independence and escape the pressure from her family to marry a man for whom she held no affection.

      The fortune the duke proposed to pay would see her amply provided for, should her father decide to banish her for her obstinacy and disobedience in refusing to marry. She could make a comfortable living, investing it using the knowledge she gained at her ladies’ club. Furthermore, she would earn sums from producing more novels by S. Lovellette. Drusilla warmed to her idea, and hastened forward, plotting with her friends for a long time, hoping she was not taking a dare too far and making the gravest mistake of her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Your Grace,

        I am greatly honored by your proposition. It would be my pleasure to take on the responsibility of writing a memoir, on your behalf. My discretion is assured, Your Grace, and I shall attend to you at your estate, Chappelle Castle, in a week’s time. I hope to arrive on Tuesday of next week, before dinner time. Thank you for the opportunity.

        Gratefully yours,

        Mr. Simon Lovellette

      

      

      Ambrose St. James, the 14th Duke of Collingswood, fed the note to the candle flame. He watched it burn until his fingertips singed, before removing his fingers from the flame, and glanced up to his man of affairs, who hurriedly looked away.

      Of course, the man had been staring at his scar, his expression one of horror and pity, though he had reason to look upon Ambrose’s countenance frequently. Ridiculous, he thought darkly, even as his gut tightened. He would never get accustomed to the flash of horror and pity in people’s stares whenever they saw the mangled mess of his face and fingers. “That will be all, Mr. Barrett.”

      “Very well, Your Grace,” his man of affairs said, pushing up the spectacles on the bulbous bridge of his nose. “I will make the arrangements for Mr. Lovellette.” Mr. Barrett bowed far too deeply before he straightened and hurried from the library.

      Ambrose’s lips curled in derision, pulling at the taut flesh above his mouth. Mr. Lovellette would be his first guest at Chappelle Castle in over five years, and he was not surprised the man had accepted the offer presented. Two thousand pounds was a fortune that would tempt anyone to prepare for a trip to this remote part of Derbyshire for an interview.

      Ambrose had not offered a lesser sum, for he wanted to ensure the man’s acceptance. He glanced from his right hand to his scarred fingers, which prevented him from doing something as simple as holding a quill and writing. With time, he regained the ability to do tasks like holding a glass of whisky. He would have written the accounts he wanted to pass on to his family, if he could have done it himself. But it wasn’t just his fingers preventing him, as with all his reading and education, he was never able to find the right words to express his joy, pain, and regrets. But when he read the man’s work, Ambrose knew he had found someone capable of creating those words, of capturing the memory of his beloved brother.

      A surge of anger went through him, that he could not do something as elementary as holding a quill and writing. Once, he’d held the world in his palms, then he lost everything in a reckless, foolish carriage race across the wild moors. Some would say he gained everything…wealth, power, and status…all the things many in society clamored for. But nothing he had gained would be able to replace the gaping hole the death of his brother had left within his soul. Ambrose reached up to trail his fingers over the brutal scars dissecting his cheek. They served as a reminder of all he had lost and how easily happiness could turn to agony and sorrow.

      He did not like the idea of sharing his life with a stranger. What was a memoir, really? Nothing but a piece of his memory immortalized on papers for someone else to read. And that was what Ambrose wanted, to share his memories with his niece, who was growing up without knowing her father, who had died far too young…or her uncle, whom she had screamed at and ran away from, upon seeing him a few weeks ago.

      The memory of little Emily’s cry and scream, dug into his gut and twisted, opening that old wound and pain. Never again, he silently snarled, pushing those useless feelings aside. In that quagmire of emotions, one could lose themselves. It was better never to wallow in sentimentality.

      That was how he survived blow upon blow that would have pushed lesser men to their knees, so they would be unable to stand.

      Ambrose made his way from the library, venturing down the long hallway and downstairs before exiting through the front door. He found most of his peace in the boat fishing on the lake. Once he reeled in his catch, he would gut and clean it himself, before roasting it above the fire on a stick.

      A soft grunt of irritation left him; for now, he needed some capable staff about the estate to see to his guest’s needs. Once the interview was completed, he would invite that gentleman to spend the night in the castle, for it might prove too much to return to London immediately. Surely, Mr. Lovellette would not want to live on a diet of fish, roasted pheasant, wild fruits, and nuts. Nor would he want to sleep, even for one night, in a castle with cobwebs streaming down from the ceiling to the bedsheets. The man would also be a guest at the castle for a few weeks if he passed the interview.

      Instead of heading to the lake, Ambrose made a beeline for the stables, calling the stable lad to saddle his stallion. Perhaps a ride would do better at clearing the memories that crept along the base of his spine, wanting to dig their claws into him and torment him with images he did not wish for or want. Once his stallion was readied, Ambrose mounted and urged him into a gallop, riding until they were both exhausted.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Almost a week after making her decision, Drusilla descended the well-sprung carriage the duke had sent to collect her from the local inn, some miles away from his estate. The journey from the inn to the castle went by quicker than she anticipated. Dru was beginning to enjoy the freedom of dressing in her brother’s clothes, apart from the wrapping, which bound her breasts flat, and the too high collar points to her shirt, as her brother aped the dandy set. The high collar did help with concealing the absence of an Adam’s apple, and perhaps lessened the obvious femininity of her facial features.

      She had not, however, chosen to wear a complicated starched linen cravat, and had settled on a spotted scarlet cravat tied in a simple bow instead. The blue jacket she wore was of last season’s design, and had been discarded as out of fashion by her rakish brother. It was a little loose, but the waistcoat had been adjusted to fit more snugly. She managed to find a pair of breeches her brother had long outgrown, that showed off a pair of legs which were, perhaps, a little too rounded for masculine dress.

      However, with the wig and false mustache in place, she believed she looked like a young man who perhaps had not the opportunities to embrace Corinthian activities, which might explain her unmuscular form. Gripping the small valise, she stared at the imposing house, built more like a castle atop an incline overlooking a glorious valley. As she drew closer, she realized the castle was set on a cliff, and its magnificence fairly stole Drusilla’s breath.

      The buildings straggled along the edge of the cliff with some fine trees below, which led precipitously down into a fertile valley, dotted with cottages, green hedges, and some distant sheep huddling together against the chilled breeze. All the buildings were constructed from the local cream-colored stone. She had been deposited at the main house, which towered six stories high, and was topped with crenulated battlements. Further, the buildings looked more traditionally elegant, although several were also crenulated at their pinnacles. A beautifully mowed lawn was visible, and additional buildings surrounded the area of simple green. She hoped to get a better view of the rest of the castle from the windows of the higher floors.

      Despite its beauty, there was a remoteness to the place that twisted a deep unease inside, and she tightened her grip on the cane, which held her hidden saber. She was grateful to have learned the art of self-defense at Berkeley Square, and excelled at fencing. She could also drop a man twice her size on his arse, should it prove necessary.

      “This way, sir,” the footman said, reaching for the valise she reluctantly relinquished.

      He led her over the graveled pathway up to the imposing door, which silently swung open. The butler had a grave countenance and dipped into a bow upon her entry.

      “Welcome, sir. The master is waiting for you in the library.”

      She lowered her head courteously, accepting that the reprieve she’d been hoping for—the chance to refresh her makeup, ensuring her disguise was well in hand—would not be forthcoming. It certainly did not speak well of the duke’s hospitality, as it was customary and polite to afford a guest a moment of rest before requesting a meeting.

      As she walked down the prodigious hallway, Dru noted how bare of paintings it was, and that the house felt empty…and a bit cold. Where were all the servants? An estate of this size should surely have a bustling staff of at least fifty or more. Save for the groom and the footman who had collected her from the inn and the butler she walked behind now, nary a servant was in sight, and it was barely seven in the evening.

      She entered the library, a soft gasp escaping her at its exquisite beauty. This she had not anticipated, given how austere outside had appeared. The library rose above her with deep shelves, all exquisitely carved in mahogany with intricate detail. Spiral stairs made of cast iron, the banisters and steps gilded with heraldic emblems, Tudor roses, dragons, griffons and many other devices of similar nature, led to balconies around the bookshelves on each level. There were ladders to reach the higher books on each shelf. The books lined three walls, except for the large double doors that had allowed her egress. The fourth wall was mostly windows draped in crimson velvet, with gold cord and tassels on the pelmets, each displaying the ducal arms in golden embroidery.

      However, it was the ceiling which made her gasp with joy. The entire ceiling was painted, with some classical scenes, if not by the great Sir Peter Paul Rubens himself, by an artist who had studied with him, and was an expert in emulating his style. This was a haven, she realized, a wonderful sanctuary, and right away, she realized the duke loved books. Of course, even her novel had reached him here.

      “Mr. S. Lovellette, I presume,” a low voice drawled.

      She whirled around, peering at the darkened corner, only able to discern booted feet. Good heavens. He was intimately cloaked in shadows, and her heart started a wild beating. This was most unusual.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she said in a voice that croaked, lowering her body in a bow she had spent so long practicing.

      The large room was awash with pale moonlight, which painted half of the room in muted shades of silver and moonbeams. The embers in the large fireplace barely flickered. Inside she winced, hoping she had not sounded too feminine. Her voice had attained a natural hoarseness from practicing far too long and hard. Peering into his darkened corner, she lifted her chin. “Are we to conduct our interview here, Your Grace?”

      There was a small beat of silence. Dru felt his stare…as if he touched her, as impossible as it seemed, while he assessed her from the crown of her short, dark wig to the tips of her polished gentlemen’s boots.

      “You are younger than I imagined,” he murmured. “Yet, you have written a remarkable story, with resounding emotional depth.”

      The praise warmed and flustered her in equal measure. “Thank you, Your Grace.”

      “Where did you attend university, Mr. Lovellette?”

      She choked on the air, but managed to say, after a brief struggle, “Oxford, Your Grace.” This was where her brother completed his studies, only last year.

      “And what was your course of study?”

      She breathed in deeply, suddenly nervous. Dru had not anticipated these questions, and she felt silly in her failure to prepare. “Am I to remain standing, Your Grace?”

      “Yes.”

      The shock of his words made her lips part, and she held herself still upon realizing the small measure of illumination, from the moon, beamed directly at the spot where she stood. From the shadows, the duke could assess every nuance of her features. “I concentrated on the classical studies and literature, Your Grace.”

      “What inspired you to write Cherished, Mr. Lovellette?”

      A desire for the brightest love. Yet she could not share something so incredibly intimate and personal. “I…I cannot say I was moved by anything specific, Your Grace.”

      “Your words rang with a truth that suggested a personal experience.”

      “It was entirely my imagination which fed my words, Your Grace.”

      “Do you plan to write a second book?”

      “Yes.”

      “What is the title?”

      She delicately cleared her throat. “Beloved.”

      A small silence fell and Dru did not like the nerves coursing through her veins.

      “Do you believe yourself capable of listening to several…personal accounts and writing these memoirs with the same passion and care you infused in Cherished?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Good.”

      She jerked when the gas lamp switched on, bathing the library in a soft, intimate glow. He slowly stood up, straightening to an impressive height of well over six feet. The duke was indeed tall, with broad shoulders, a narrow waist, lean hips, and long legs. He was unquestionably handsome—with his sensual mouth, prominent cheekbones, and thick raven-black hair, which was impeccably styled, curling softly at his nape.

      Her heart jolted, a most peculiar warmth fluttered low in Dru’s belly, and she flushed. The duke was immaculately garbed in black trousers and jacket, with a blue waistcoat and expertly tied cravat. Never in her wildest imagination had Drusilla envisioned someone so young or handsome. When she learned the duke was a recluse, she pictured a man in his dotage. The duke did not appear a day above thirty!

      The duke took a step forward, and it was then she noticed three thick scars bisecting the right side of his face from his hairline to his hard chin, that marred his handsome countenance. They were brutal and spoke of a horrendous experience. She jerked her gaze to his eyes, and quickly glanced away from the bold, intent scrutiny.

      “Most rush into apologies upon seeing my countenance,” he said with a caustic bite.

      A story existed behind those dark throbbing words, and she considered him carefully. Was it this part of himself that he wanted to share in a memoir? How he got his horrific wounds?

      “I am not discomfited by your appearance, Your Grace,” she said, her heart thumping. “Your wounds speak of a personal pain and nothing more.”

      He studied her appraisingly. “Have a seat, Mr. Lovellette.”

      She took measured steps to an armchair, opened the small satchel she’d traveled with, and removed her tools—a few notebooks, a small traveling writing case with inkwell, and several quills. Leaning over, she rested them atop the large oak desk, conscious of his stare. Dru removed her gloves, anticipating that she would start writing now. The duke’s shadow fell over her, but she did not startle, although she was impressed that he moved so silently.

      Drusilla was befuddled by the tension knotting through her belly. He reached down and trailed a finger over her knuckles. That single, improper touch almost pushed her into a faint. Her skin burned with alarming awareness. Shocked, she snapped her gaze up to him; however, the duke merely stared at where he touched her, his expression inscrutable.

      “Your hands are the most elegant and delicate I have ever seen, Mr. Lovellette.”

      She stilled, feeling like a rabbit caught in a hunter’s trap. “I have been told so many times, Your Grace.”

      The strong line of his jaw grew even more rigid. “Different parts of the body…how they are shaped and presented to the world can tell a story.”

      Her heart stuttered once again, and she met his gaze, sheer bravado propelling her forward. “Do they?”

      “Hmm.” He touched her skin, and a heat swirled low in her belly. “These hands tell me a story, Mr. Lovellette. They are slender…soft, the nails well-manicured, and there are no callouses, or even the smallest paper cut. These hands have not known hardship or pain. Earlier, you clenched them into a fist that did not take proper form, suggesting you have little experience with boxing, or even forming a proper fist. I suspect the clothes you wear are second hand, and were not originally tailored to fit your form.”

      How could the duke tell this much from mere observation? Worse, she did not like the path he traversed. Dru deplored the boxing art of self-defense most, and usually avoided those lessons at Berkeley Square.

      “Your Grace, I am uncertain what my hands have to do with anything.”

      His fingers fell from hers, and she released a steady breath.

      An indecipherable emotion passed over his face. The duke went to the mantle poured a drink and took a healthy swallow. He allowed the silence and tension to wretchedly linger for several beats before he spoke.

      “It is a good disguise, Mr. Lovellette, a very good disguise. However, it is not good enough to fool me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      Dru swallowed around a tight knot of panic. Her pulse tapped briskly in her ears.

      A good disguise? Could he really suspect it? The duke’s gaze skipped over her face like a sharp cutting blade.

      “I understand why it was necessary.”

      How could the duke see through her get up? It had been perfect, and in her journey down from town, no one had had an inkling they were interacting with a young lady. Her fingers tightened on the quill until it snapped, and Dru surged to her feet. She was painfully aware of the duke taking several slow, measured steps closer.

      We are standing too close.

      The thought wafted through her, but a gentleman would not be so skittish. She breathed him in—the intoxicating aroma of oakmoss and sandalwood. Pushing aside this emerging awareness of the duke, she allowed her lips to hitch in an amused smile, and lifting her brow, Dru said in a low, rough tone, “Are you implying I am in some sort of disguise, Your Grace…because my hands are slender…and soft? How unusual, given you are a man of the world.”

      At her steady, challenging stare, he smiled—a slow, dangerous curve of his lips that made her nerves leap.

      Good heavens, what is this?

      Then he used a single digit and stroked along the curves of her hips. Dru’s belly quivered. She clenched her teeth to hide a shiver that had little to do with her apprehension.

      His eyes unexpectedly gleamed with intelligence and wickedness. “This lushness reveals to me all the more you are in disguise.”

      Her heart was a pounding mess, and her knees were weak. “I have no notion of what you speak, Your Grace; have I made some error in—”

      His gaze narrowed. “I do not like liars.”

      How cold, arrogant, and ducal he sounded.

      Their gazes collided. She held his regard for several beats, the tension coating the air, feeling decidedly perilous. Drusilla saw the opportunity slipping from her fingers, and an ache crowded in her throat. There was no help for it; somehow, the duke had seen through her disguise, and it would be foolish of her to keep pretending. Still, she was mortified that he had done it with such ease. “It is not my character to so flippantly utter falsehoods, Your Grace. I am…I am sorry.”

      “Did you write under a pseudonym because of your identity?”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she said.

      “Who are you and who is your family?”

      She fisted her hands at her sides, a stir of rebellious heat filling her belly. “Must you strip me of everything?”

      There was a pulse of brittle silence, and then he said, “If we are to work together, I insist upon it.”

      “You…you would still wish me to write your memoir?” Dru gasped.

      “It is your talent I seek. It has no bearing if you are a gentleman or a lady.”

      However, my connections might see you booting me from your home. Taking a steady breath, she dipped into a curtsy. “I am Lady Drusilla Evans. My father is the Marquess of Somerton.”

      The duke stilled. “Lord Somerton?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      His deep-set eyes, a piercing blue, expressed faint surprise as he stared at her. “Ah, now I understand your disguise in full.” A contemplative silence lingered for a few beats, then the duke said, “ Your room is the fifth door, on the second floor. Avail yourself of its comfort, and we shall begin in a couple of days, Lady Drusilla.”

      Confusion rushed through her. “I do not understand, Your Grace.”

      “You will remain my guest until the memoir has been completed.”

      A startled laugh escaped before she had the presence of mind to gather her composure. “Remain your guest?”

      His unwavering silence pushed her to say, “I anticipated being your guest for a single night while we conducted the interview, Your Grace. I also planned to take detailed accounts and notes tomorrow, and complete the memoir based on exchanging letters.”

      His expression grew remote. “You will reside under this roof until the memoirs are completed.”

      Alarmed, she cried, “But…but that could take weeks!”

      “Yes,” he said enigmatically.

      “That is most absurd, Your Grace!” Her heart tripped and wings of indecision took flight in her stomach. “I cannot reside at your estate for weeks! That was not a scene I planned for, and it would be most ruinous. I regrettably must decline. If I cannot leave tomorrow as planned, I cannot write your memoirs.”

      “Foolish,” he murmured. “Have you not already handed yourself over to my care?”

      “I beg your pardon?” she asked faintly.

      “You will stay at the castle to complete my memoirs,” he said, with a ruthless curve to his mouth. “I have no faith that whatever letters are sent will not end up in the scandal rags. What I share with you will be for your ears only and will not be duplicated for any purpose other than that which I intend it for. You’ll not have to worry about any ravishment under my roof, Lady Drusilla, but you will stay.”

      The shock faded and fury surged through her chest. “There is no force on earth that can coerce me to remain against my own inclination, Your Grace,” she spat. “If you cannot accept my terms, you will have to find another author to write what you need.”

      The confrontation crackled between them, and his lips tipped in a small smile, pulling the skin over the savage scars.

      “How refreshing that you think you can challenge me.”

      “I will leave this ridiculous—”

      “A letter will be sent to every newssheet in town revealing the true identity of Mr. S. Lovellette should you disobey me.”

      “You beast!” shock pushed the wild cry from her mouth. “It is not the mark of a gentleman to resort to blackmail!”

      His head reared back as if he had been slapped, and a raw emotion flared in his eyes before his lashes lowered, effectively veiling his expression. “A beast…an epithet I have grown accustomed to hearing, my lady.”

      Then he turned around and walked away, closing the door behind him with a softness that belied the anger between them. Drusilla dropped her face into her hands, taking a few ragged breaths. “Oh, God, what have I done?”

      If she possessed any wisp of rationality, she would depart immediately and hope her powerful connections in the ton would see her through this mess. She closed her eyes, seeing the independence she hoped to achieve vanishing under a cloud of scandal and ruination. Dru understood why he wished to keep all their correspondences highly guarded and secretive. The ton would be rabid to get their hands on his personal thoughts. The scandal sheets would sensationalize those accounts in their papers and all of society would gleefully read them. But did the duke have no care for a lady’s reputation, to blackmail her so baldly into staying under his roof?

      Her hands curled into fists at her sides, and she grit her teeth. “The dreadful beast,” she muttered, then felt that awful ache pinch in her heart. Calling the duke a beast was decidedly unkind when it was evident others had leveled that accusation on him, perhaps because of his disfigurement.

      She stared at the closed door, feeling the empty echoes of the place seep inside her bones. How could she remain in Derbyshire for weeks when she was only absconded from her home for a few days to visit Pippa? What explanation could she provide that would not see her ruined?

      “Surely I cannot stay,” she whispered.

      The season was almost over, and most of society would retire to the country in the coming days. That would relieve some pressure on her to be present for balls. Her parents should also be returning to their country estate in Kent. However, she could not stay away from home for two weeks or more—unless she informed Theo of everything that had transpired and hope for her intervention. A letter from the duchess perhaps to her parents asking for Drusilla to accompany her in the countryside should provide a suitable explanation for her mother.

      With trembling fingers, she reached for the inkwell, dipped in her quill, and wrote a letter to the duchess.

      
        
        Dearest Theo,

        How are you faring? I’ve missed you, most dreadfully. I do hope you and the twins are getting along famously. I have found myself in a quandary and need your assistance in this grave matter. I responded to an invitation from the Duke of Collingswood to visit him in Derbyshire. The duke wishes for me to write his memoir, and I was captivated by the offer. I daringly made the journey disguised as a gentleman. Upon arriving, the duke has an expectation for me to reside under his roof, as a guest, until a draft is completed. I am sure you can understand my dilemma, and I have been put in a position where I cannot refuse or face exposure of my pseudonym. Please help me by sending a letter to my dear mama, supporting the claim that I will visit you in Hertfordshire for a couple of weeks. I shall faithfully apprise you of my stay here at Chappelle Castle, and I hope to see you and the twins very soon.

        Your friend,

        Drusilla
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        * * *

      

      A beast, am I?

      The words were a bitter growl in Ambrose’s thoughts, and as he rode his stallion along the lanes of his home, he wondered if he had been too ruthless with the lady. Had he simply been too far away from the polite niceties of society?

      The wind whipped along his face, stinging him, and he slowed the horse to a canter, frowning. Ambrose recalled the instinctive anger that roared inside him when she lied. He loathed dishonesty and perhaps expected too much from others in that regard. The last lady to deceive him had done so with pretty tears falling from her lashes, though he had found her in the arms of another man.

      A fiancée who hardly dared to look into his mangled face, but had desperately wanted to become a duchess with a cuckolded duke. He tipped his head to the sky and vented a low chuckle. It had been some years since he thought of Lady Amelia, the daughter of the Earl of Glendale.

      Wheeling his horse around, Ambrose rode far, giving the animal the freedom to move with all its power. They raced through the valley, cresting over another incline, until he found a beautiful manor nestled between some juniper trees.

      Childish laughter floated on the air, and his fingers tightened reflexively on the reins as he scanned the surrounding, looking for her. His niece…little Emily St. James, his brother’s precious daughter. She was nowhere to be seen, and Ambrose thought he imagined the sound. It was far too late for a child of five years to roam in the woods.

      He lifted his fingers to his face, a muscle ticking in his jaw, at the memory of her frightened scream when she had gazed upon him for the first time.

      Must you subject her to your horrific beastly appearance, her mother had cried. Miss Sara Bolton was the genteel young miss his brother had fallen in love with, despite many objections from their mother. He had been determined to marry the girl and anticipated their vows. However, he died before he could fulfill the promises made to her. While their mother, the Duchess of Collingswood, had been dismissive of her grandchild, labeling the innocent child a bastard, Ambrose had seen the child, and the woman his brother adored, were taken care of as their due.

      He rested on his horse, watching the lamplight in the windows, once again hearing the tinkling laughter of a child. A part of him wished he was inside that manor, out of the creeping cold, basking in the warmth of laughter…and perhaps in the sensual haze of a woman’s arms.

      Gritting his teeth against those insidious thoughts and senseless yearning, he turned his horse and raced back to his castle. It made no sense for him to even think about those longings. He had ruthlessly buried them, and hardly gave them any thought; it was even aberrant now that he did so. While his brother had lain dying in Ambrose’s arms, Anthony pleaded with him to make an honest woman out of Miss Sara.

      “Please, Ambrose, I made her so many promises and now I’ll disappoint all her love and expectations.”

      Wracked with guilt that his reckless urging to push their carriage faster had caused his brother’s demise as they barreled along the country road, he had agreed. Yet, his brother’s lover had taken one look at Ambrose’s broken body and ravaged face, and preferred to live in solitude with her child instead of being a duchess.

      Once in the forecourt, he dismounted, handing over his stallion to the stable hand and entered his home. His boot heels rang on the stone floor as he climbed the stairs, slowing his steps as he passed Lady Drusilla’s chamber. Ambrose paused, listening to her frantic pacing for several moments, before walking to his chamber at the end of the long hallway.

      He would owe her much, especially if his actions threatened her reputation. He ruthlessly tossed that thought aside. That she had dressed as a gentleman and traveled from town to Derbyshire, informed him she was an unusual lady of great resources. That she had written and published such a celebrated novel showed a lady of courage, strength, and connection.

      He needed this memoir for his niece. Ambrose was not allowed in her life, and another of his brother’s dying words had been ‘let my child know of me…promise it’.

      He had vowed it, and if his face repulsed and petrified the child, she would come to know her father through an empathic, beautifully written account of who he had been as a brother, a son, and as the 13th Duke of Collingswood.

      Nay, Lady Drusilla would reside under his roof until he released her, even if she thought him a beast for his implacable decision.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      A restless night saw Drusilla yawning, quite indelicately, as she trudged into the duke’s palatial library the following morning. She had always loathed fiery confrontations, after growing up with her father’s mercurial temper, and had been hesitant in traversing below stairs. It was hunger that drove her downstairs a few minutes after nine, to see a castle bustling with a few servants that had been noticeably absent yesterday.

      There was pride and excitement in their steps as they worked, and she’d even heard a housemaid whisper to another that several more staff would join them soon, and Chappelle Castle would finally be restored to its former glory. Another young miss daringly wondered if a duchess would soon finally be announced, and they had giggled, and firmed their lips upon seeing her.

      Dru polished off a hearty breakfast of thinly sliced ham, eggs, and slices of pound cake. The duke left no instructions for her, so she attempted to explore the east wing of the castle. The castle had simply been too large; however, the inside was just as exquisitely designed as the outside. Her excitement had urged her from one of the towers to seek out the duke’s library.

      Such a treasure had to be explored.

      Dru eased the door open and peeked inside, scanning the three stories, and probing the shadows. The duke was thankfully absent. Clutching her notebook and quill, she strolled forward and set them on a small writing desk by the roaring fire. She walked to the center of the room, tilting her head to the painted ceiling, laughing her delight to be surrounded by so many books, enclosed in this stunning haven. This space removed some of the resentment she felt at the duke coercing her to stay.

      “It is so breathtaking,” she murmured. “Oh, Harriet you would love it here!”

      “It is said it took my grandfather almost five years to finish its construction.”

      Muffling a shriek, she whirled to the sound of his voice in time to see the duke closing a wall of bookcases. “You have a hidden passage, Your Grace!”

      Dru darted forward, quite forgetting how terrible he had been last night.

      “Yes.”

      “How exciting!”

      She smiled up at him and he blinked, appearing almost startled before he stepped into the shadows of the room. Dru stilled, realizing it had become instinctive for the duke to hide his appearance at the slightest provocation. Her heart squeezed but she did not foolishly express any sympathy, sensing he would be angry should she even attempt to empathize.

      She clasped her hands before her. “Are there many passages, Your Grace, and may I—”

      “These passages are forbidden to you, Lady Drusilla.”

      Her heart jolted. “Your Grace, please, I—”

      “Do not ever go in them or you will feel my wrath!”

      The harshness of his tone stole the protest from her throat, and she carefully stepped away from his temper. An odd silence fell, and though curiosity shimmered through her, Dru padded over to the desk and sat in the chair, carefully preparing the ink for her quill.

      The duke sat behind his desk, and she was conscious of his contemplative gaze upon her. Dru discreetly observed the duke did not garb himself in a civilized manner, but had his sleeves rolled to his forearms, his white shirt shockingly without a cravat, and it was parted enough so she could see the strong column of his throat. His hair wild and upswept as if he had been riding. She was strangely, startlingly conscious of the duke’s sensual appeal and the fluttering of her heart.

      Oh, why should I be so aware of this wretched, impossible man!

      “You have retained your gentlemanly disguise.”

      Dru looked at him, a smile quirking at her mouth. “I only traveled with the one suit, Your Grace, believing I would be on my return journey to my friend’s home this afternoon. Pippa is the Marchioness of Trent. She and the marquess are at one of their smaller estates only a few miles away and are anticipating my return.”

      “You will write a letter of explanation.”

      “I do not think it will suffice to alleviate their worries, however, I shall do so right away.”

      A small frown touched his brow. “I shall double your compensation.”

      Her heart jolted and she lowered the quill. “Are you saying you will pay me four thousand pounds, Your Grace?”

      “For the inconvenience of kidnapping you,” he said with cool politeness as if they discussed a simple matter as the weather.

      She’d only met a few men like the duke, where their aristocratic elegance cloaked immense personal power and such arrogance. “I believe it was a matter of blackmail,” she said pertly, swallowing the outrage. “Certainly not a mild inconvenience as implied.”

      A low noise rumbled in his throat, then he said, “Would you prefer to converse with the door ajar, Lady Drusilla?”

      There was a soft mockery in his tone. The awareness bloomed that he was a man, she was a woman, and based on the whispers of her friends from the club, the most scandalous and sensual deeds happened behind closed doors. She hated to admit there was a strange, but very becoming, warmth unfurling somewhere low in her stomach.

      Silly!

      “I shall leave the decision in your hands, Your Grace.” She readied her notebook and gave him an expectant, yet professional look.

      The fierce intensity with which those wintry eyes ensnared her had her pulse leaping.

      “I would like to recount memories from my childhood,” he said gruffly. “Memories…of my brother, Anthony St. James, the previous duke. I would prefer to do so in complete privacy.”

      A wealth of emotions rumbled in his tone, and she tightened her fingers on the quill. “Very well.”

      “Whatever I share with you will be kept in the strictest confidence, Lady Drusilla.

      “I understand, Your Grace.”

      “This memoir is for my niece.” He cleared his throat. “Her father died before she was born, and she has no notion of who he is. She is…not recognized by the Duchess or her other family nor is society aware of her existence. I wish for her to know who her father was, never having to live with that hole his absence must have created.”

      Her heart aching, Dru nodded. From his words she understood the child was illegitimate. “Permit me to enquire of her age, Your Grace.”

      “She is three months and five years.” A faraway look entered his eyes. “My first memory of my brother began when I was three years of age. There had been a sense of wonder, realizing I looked upon a face that was perfectly identical to my own.”

      “He was your twin?”

      The duke touched the bridge of his nose as if in deep contemplation. “Yes, older by only a few minutes, and to all accounts Anthony came into the world with the bearing of a duke, silent and observant; where I came wailing, as if I had been wrested from a place of comfort and was already disenchanted with the world around me.”

      His words flowed and Dru wrote, never missing a beat. The duke painted an image of two brothers who had connected as friends, who loved, respected, and supported each other. His voice was a soothing rumble as he pulled her into his memories, and it was only when her fingers cramped that she lowered the quill.

      “You have been writing for three hours.”

      Astonished, she snapped her gaze to the clock on the mantle. “Upon my word! I was not aware of it. Your words are engaging, Your Grace. I daresay, you did not need my help.”

      His gaze lowered to his hand, and she noted the scars. “I…I spoke without thought,” she managed, grateful to hear her voice unshaken. “I had not realized your wounds…”

      “Why would you?”

      How icily indifferent he sounded? The duke shifted and their gazes collided. His eyes were deeply assessing as he held her regard. She couldn’t help noticing the dark blue of his eyes glared like a harsh, bitter winter, yet exquisitely beautiful, burning with suppressed emotions.

      The duke rose and moved from around his desk. “That will be all for today, Lady Drusilla. We shall meet again tomorrow by nine.”

      She stood, dipping into a curtsy. “Yes, of course, Your Grace.”

      Dru exhaled a low breath when the door closed after his departure. She collected her writing tools and made her way outside. The day was warm, though a bit windy.

      Dru walked until she came upon a large willow tree and sat beneath its shade. She leaned her head back against the thick trunk and closed her eyes for a few minutes. These were the very hills and valleys the duke and his brother played with their mother, who had not acted like a duchess, but rather a lady who ran outside with bare feet and even climbed trees with her children.

      The duchess would have been a perfect member of 48 Berkeley Square, and Dru realized she wanted the child to know her grandmother through the memoirs. It would already be so terrible when Emily realized she was illegitimate. Some of the pain and dashed expectations might be soothed if she were to understand the choices her parents made.

      I shall do my very best, Your Grace, to convey your hope and wishes.

      Setting the notebook in her lap, Dru withdrew a paper from her case, dipped the quill and the ink and started to write.

      
        
        My dearest Harriet,

        It has only been a few days, but I already miss your amiable smile and your comforting presence. I even long for Evie’s sarcasm and the way her eyes twinkle when she thinks of some mischief. I have reached Derbyshire safely. Pippa has stopped casting up on her accounts and glows beautifully with her pregnancy. The clean, crisp country air has done wonders and her duke unashamedly dotes on her. Please assure everyone that she is well and very much settled and contented with her lot.

        I continued my journey to the Duke’s home. Chappelle Castle is a beautiful wonder that you and Evie would adore. Even Victoria who often complains that the countryside is humdrum would delight in Chappelle Castle and its grounds. It is so very grand and possesses the most wonderful library I have ever seen.

        The duke is a formidable gentleman, with a handsome yet austere countenance which makes him seem the proud, unbendable, and arrogant sort. It pains me to admit His Grace has seen through the disguise we worked on so diligently and has revealed himself to be a keen observer who is decidedly cunning.

      

      

      Dru sighed, biting her lower lip, twirling the quill between her fingers. Should she mention the duke was scarred and that was perhaps the reason for his reclusiveness? Feeling that she had no right to reveal his private torment, Dru decided against mentioning it to her friends. Dipping the quill into the ink, she continued writing.

      
        
        I was mortified that the duke uncovered my ruse so effortlessly, and even more alarmed that he insisted I am to be a captive in his castle until his memoirs are completed. Should I disobey, he will reveal my identity of S. Lovellette to the ton. I have no reason to believe the duke is blustering. He seems very uncompromising. Stop your gasping, Harriett; you and Evie have no need to rush here to rescue me. That would only endanger your reputations, and I could not bear that. I also admit I am not terribly distressed, for I have asked Theo to write a letter to my parents providing a suitable excuse for my absence. I would love the chance to explore the castle interior and the grounds. I have started on the duke’s memoir, and I confess I am endlessly fascinated. Who is he truly? I shall write again when I learn more. Do let me know the happenings at 48 Berkeley Square.

        Your faithful friend,

        Drusilla

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Our feet whispered over verdant grass as we ran from our tutors. So many days were spent outdoors in the woods, high atop the cliff, listening to the wind as it whispered down the mountains and through the trees like a nightingale. Chappelle Castle was our own kingdom, and we would explore its corners daily, imagining ourselves to be great explorers, stomping through dangerous and enchanted lands. Anthony, at seven years of age, already owned the bearing and sensibilities of a duke, where my mother often teasingly called me a rascal.

      He was dedicated, studious, a lover of the classics and the written word. Determined to save my brother from the tedium of duty, I would encourage him to sneak away from our lessons and explore the hills of our home. At first, he would resist, but there was a ready smile on his lips and a gleam of excitement in his blue eyes. It would not take much for him to toe off his boots and stockings, running bare feet in the valley with our great hounds by his side.

      A game we loved to play was hide-and-seek, and Anthony was a most excellent player. I had never been able to discover the whereabouts of his hiding spots, even if I spent hours searching every crevice of the castle, yet he was always able to uncover mine. Even at seven years, he had the will of a bloodhound and the impressive resolve to be outstanding. Although, it was I, his twin brother, who encouraged him to play truant from his lessons, Anthony was always the leader in our mischief. I would follow wherever he led, and together we were blissfully happy in our amusements. Away from the castle we would play and talk with other children we encountered, never revealing that we were anything but a country gentleman’s sons. Inside the castle, the staff treated us both as young princes, spoiling us dreadfully and frequently covering up for our absences or misdeeds. We had everything befitting our station, yet we had the most enjoyment out of the simplest of pursuits—skimming stones into the river and fishing with simple hand-made fishing rods, even though we had much finer ones in the armory of the castle. The expensive rods would have singled us out as young aristocrats, and we would not have enjoyed the camaraderie of the local children. We would not have been accepted as friends, to play in the rough and tumble games of young boys.

      When we could find no other young rascals to join in our merriment, we climbed as many trees as we could, frequently falling out of them, yet surprisingly we came to no harm. We grew expert at avoiding our jailors—Mr. Blackstock, our tutor, the nursery maids and grooms, whose jobs it was to make sure we were safe and kept within the castle grounds. The best time to escape was when our parents invited guests to stay, for then the castle staff was so busy we could evade detection more easily. We also played silly tricks on the guests, pretending to be ghosts, rattling chains in the secret passages to frighten them, slipping tadpoles into the guests’ evening shoes which had been left outside for their servants to polish. Sometimes we got caught and punished, but as mother did not approve of spanking children, we lived a mostly idyllic childhood.

      

      Drusilla lowered the quill, smiling as she imagined twin lads roaming over the lands, enjoying the beauty of their home and life. Today was her fifth day at the duke’s home, and she had written several pages of his memories, captivated by the stories he shared. That they had lived a privileged life, as the sons of a powerful duke, was evident, but they had also been cherished. They had the freedom to express themselves and acted beyond the cage of propriety and expectation that must have been set for them. The duke provided several accounts, showing their care, how they were molded and how their family loved them. Emily would be immersed in the life of her father, for the duke faithfully recounted all that he could remember.

      Dru was aware of the ache that grew inside her heart whenever he spoke of his past, and of the young boy he had been, wild…irrepressible, a lover himself of poems and the written word. The duke now seemed rigid and so self-contained; there were times she watched him as he stood outside on the edge of the cliff, a wall of stillness surrounded by silence. Last night she watched him from her windows, wondering what it was he sought out there and why he seemed so achingly alone.

      The duke rode across his lands daily, as if some demons or nightmare chased him, and this was the only way to escape. He departed over an hour ago, and if he stayed true to form, he would not return until the sun lowered in the sky and moonbeams painted the land.

      She opened the top desk drawer and plucked up another piece of paper. Dru needed to write another letter to Harriett. How she wished one of her friends were with her at Chappelle Castle. It would not do to disturb Pippa as she adjusted to her first pregnancy.

      
        
        Dearest Harriet,

        I have been at Chappelle Castle for almost a week, and I wait in dread for news that it is discovered I am here and not in Hertfordshire with the duchess. I have not heard from Theo or you, and this has increased my anxiety. Yet these worries are a mere shadow in my thoughts because I am endlessly fascinated about the duke. I should not be, because he is not the sort of gentleman I would ever imagine dancing with or taking a stroll with in Hyde Park. He is too unfeeling and cold. Yet when I feel his stare on me, my skin tightens, my chest aches, and last night I scandalously dreamed of what it would be like if the duke took me into his arms and kissed me. I confuse myself with the feelings stirring inside my heart for the duke.

        Oh, Harriet, I know I must be careful in my thoughts and actions being so enclosed alone with a gentleman, but I seem unable to stop these desires from invading my thoughts. Thankfully, the duke does not seem stirred by me, and I admit I am left unsure of how to feel when there is this brewing longing awakening inside me. To distract myself from these absurd thoughts, I shall do my best to explore the castle in the upcoming days.

        I am eagerly looking forward to your reply, Harriett.

        Love,

        Drusilla

      

      

      She folded her letter, slipped it into the envelope and left careful instructions for the butler to have it delivered to her friend at 48 Berkeley Square in London. Sunlight poured through the castle, bathing her in its warm rays, tempting her to stop writing for the day. Drusilla went outside, lifting her face to the sky and inhaling the crisp country air into her lungs. Trudging forward, she explored the eastern section of the vast property, passing several well-tended gardens to venture deeper into the woods, walking along a beaten path.

      Dru dipped below some foliage, smiling when she came upon the lake. She had not known it was here, for one had to take a special path through the woods to find it. The duke had spoken of the time he and his brother discovered it, how he had fallen in, and Anthony had bravely jumped in, determined to save him. After their near brush with death, their father made it his personal duty to teach his sons how to swim. The duke had loved his sons, and in return, he was admired and adored by them.

      The lake was a beauty, a hidden gem surrounded by weeping willows. She toed off her boots, shoved the trousers off her hips, until she stood only in her brother’s white shirt which hung to her hips. Dru removed the wig and the pins that held up her hair, allowing the heavy tresses to tumble over her shoulders and down to her hips, laughing with the anticipation of jumping into the clear waters.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ambrose had never seen a lady so enchantingly beautiful. By God, you are exquisite. A mass of raven black hair tumbled over Lady Drusilla’s shoulders and down her back, in a shimmering wave. Her fingers teased the buttons of the shirt, and he held his breath. It hissed from him when her fingers fell away, and a rough chuckle escaped him. He was indeed a beast to intrude upon such a private moment when the lady stood in a state of scandalous dishabille. There was no doubt she planned to dip her toes into the water and—

      His thoughts careened when she ran and jumped into the water with a great splash. Hell. That he had not expected from a lady of her genteel background, but he should not have been surprised, given the unflinching spirit she had shown. Ambrose waited for her to resurface, knowing the massive depths of the lake. Several seconds ticked by before dread wended through his chest. Where is she? Ambrose rushed to the edge of the lake and peered in, unable to see her.

      Growling, he shoved off his boots as fast as his body would allow and dove into the water. He sluiced through the hidden depths of the lake, his heartbeat a harsh pounding in his ears. Ambrose swam until his lungs burned, then he tried to surface only for his wretched hand to become cramped and spasm, the pain twisting through his shoulders. His body jerked under the lash of agony, and somehow his damn mouth opened, and water rushed inside.

      He was underneath, and he choked, but when he tried to surge upward his body did not obey. Shock darted through him, then a slim hand wrapped around his neck and shoulders, and with a surge he broke the surface, spluttering.

      A harsh groan emitted from Ambrose for his damn hand was still cramped. Somehow, he managed to haul himself from the lake, dropping onto his back on the grass with another ragged groan.

      Her shadow fell over him, her wet hair curling around her forehead and his chest. “Your Grace, whatever were you doing?” she gasped.

      “Saving you,” he hissed through gritted teeth. “You were below the surface for a long time!”

      Enchanting blue eyes widened. Had her eyes always been this blue…her skin this soft? Annoyed that he had noticed, a sound rumbled from his chest, and a flush worked itself over her cheeks.

      “I was perfectly safe, Your Grace. I am a most excellent swimmer.” She placed her hands on his chest. “Are you well…you seem to be in pain.”

      That damnable touch stirred senses that had been dormant for years, and he stilled. Bloody hell. This emerging awareness was not a complication he needed. He had the sudden urge to take her into his arms and kiss her until she wilted from pleasure. Annoyed by the thought, he shoved away from her and tried to stand.

      “Your Grace, I—”

      “I am quite fine!” he growled.

      His damn legs folded from beneath him as he slid in the grass, and slammed to the ground, dragging Lady Drusilla with him. She tumbled onto his chest, her head butting his chin.

      Ambrose hissed. “Do you damn well plan on killing me?”

      It was the shaking of her shoulders which alerted him to her muffled laughter. Then the sound pealed from her, loud and unfettered, pulling a reluctant smile from his mouth. She tried to move, her elbow digging into his thigh and perilously close to his manhood. He grunted and gripped her hips with the intention of pushing her off. Instantly his senses registered her stillness and the lush, soft feel of her skin under his fingertips. No…not her skin, but the wet shirt which clung to her flesh so delightfully, it was as if he touched the lady herself.

      Her head snapped up and her wide eyes met his. Temptation tugged at him with relentless force, and it was her gasp that made him blasted realize, he had twined her heavy tresses in his fingers and tugged her closer.

      Ambrose clenched his teeth until his jaw ached, then he stilled when she lifted a hand and cupped his jaw…right along his wicked scars. They both stilled, and it was as if the forest followed, for the chirping of crickets and the babbling of the nearby brook faded.

      Ambrose did not stir or betray his hunger with so much as a whisper of a breath. Her delicate fingers trembled, a tip brushing like a butterfly’s wing over one of his scars. There was no revulsion or fear in her eyes, only a sensual awareness. The realization that she felt the tension between them, yet showed no disgust, shocked Ambrose. Would she scream or become hysterical if he tried to kiss her? Holding her stare, he tugged her closer, never taking his eyes off hers. The pulse at her throat fluttered wildly, and a most becoming blush spread across her cheeks, but she offered no resistance.

      “Shove me away,” he said through gritted teeth.

      “Why?” she softly asked.

      “Have you no sense of self-preservation?”

      His words were a desperate growl, for it would not be fair to unleash the hunger sweeping through him on her at all, for she was damnably innocent. He could see it in the soft, luminous stare and the fine trembling of her lips. She had the most intriguing, kissable mouth he’d ever seen.

      “I have always been daring,” she whispered, “and I have never been kissed; my heart is thrilled that you clearly want to.”

      Bloody hell!

      A rather mischievous smile touched her mouth, and the tempting minx leaned in just a bit closer. The honor he had brutishly held onto as he had fallen into despair was in peril, given the temptation singing in his blood. Ambrose knew he would never marry, so to take what she so innocently offered would make him more than a beast.

      “I have not touched another in four years and six months,” he said gruffly, shocked that those were the words to slip from him.

      What right did she have to intrigue him so effortlessly? Or stare at him as if he were desirable and not horrifically scarred? That hand on his jaw moved, feathering lightly over his chin to rest at the hollow of his throat.

      “If I kiss you…I will not stop there,” he growled. “Go, Lady Drusilla.” Please.

      Disappointment crossed her face before she attempted a smile. “Perhaps it is wise if I return to the main house.”

      He slammed his eyes closed, then let his hand fall from her hair.

      “How I wish I had always been able to listen to good reasoning,” she murmured.

      Ambrose snapped his eyes open at that, only spying the wicked sparkle in her eyes before she surged forward and fitted her mouth against his. Her lips were soft and lush. Hunger curled low in his belly and made him burn to touch her. Her delicate hand pressed against his chest.

      Thud.

      “I can feel your heartbeat,” she said against his mouth. “It beats as fast as mine.”

      “I gave you the chance to run,” he growled. Even to himself, Ambrose’s voice sounded as if it came from a long distance. Who was this creature that stared at him with such fearlessness?

      “I am not afraid.”

      “You should be.”

      “Why? Are you not just a man?”

      Do you not see me as a ghastly beast?

      As if she heard his anguished question she lightly skimmed her finger over his jawline. Even his breath stilled within his body. Lady Drusilla disturbed the stillness he had been living with and fired his blood. Ambrose did not like it. Yet, he felt unable to put her away from him.

      He squeezed her body tightly to his, cupping her jaw and moving his lips over hers with sensual force. She gasped and he swallowed it, taking it into his being and allowing her taste and scent to fill the void that had haunted his steps. Shockingly, Ambrose was only aware of her taste and soft moan; the outside world no longer existed, and as he ruthlessly kissed her, he broke free of the cage around his desire. He couldn’t help kissing her, tasting her, inhaling her moans and ragged whimpers.

      Ambrose dragged her up the length of his body, so that her lush figure draped perfectly across his. He groaned, thrusting his fingers into her hair, tugging her even closer. He could feel the wild tempo of her heartbeat underneath his thumb, pressed into the curve of her throat. Those delicate, searching fingers cupped his jaw, and she squirmed to be closer to him as they kissed endlessly. He coasted his hand over her shoulders, moving down her damp curves and cupped her arse, drawing her ever closer to his body.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      The heavy length of the duke’s arousal pressed against her stomach, shocking and rousing Dru’s senses. She felt sensual and adventurous as she allowed his tongue to carnally intertwine with hers. Dru moaned when his fingers danced over her quivering belly, that light touch filling her with fire and a desperate hunger she’d never known was a part of desire.

      He dragged his mouth from hers and kissed along her neck. She arched, giving him access to her sensitive flesh. Her senses were filled with the duke’s warm, masculine scent, and she shivered under his mastery. His touch became even more wicked, lightly resting above her mons, lightly caressing the skin. Her curiosity stirred, and something unknown tumbled inside Dru. Her body was filled with sudden exquisite tension, and she desperately wanted a firmer touch…there, at that throbbing place between her legs.

      She was suddenly terribly afraid of the barely leashed passion, and the shock of that wanton thought made her stiffen. The duke stilled, rolling from her body to repose on his back. His chest lifted in a harsh breath, and Dru slid her hands through the grass, trying to still the fine trembling in her body. She had been inexcusably reckless just now. Instead of fleeing from this scandalous encounter, she wanted to roll atop the duke, press her face against his chest, breathe in his rousing, masculine scent, and hold it in her body.

      “Forgive my lack of restraint,” he said, raking his fingers through his hair. “I do not know what came over me.”

      It is passion, you dolt.

      “I have no plans to marry; knowing this, I should never have lost control.”

      Her heart lurched. He means never to marry? “It is quite easy to know what came over you, Your Grace,” Dru said lightly, aware of the terrible pounding inside her chest. “It was my exquisite beauty and charm. I do not mean to flatter my own vanity, but I am rather delectable.”

      “Delectable?”

      “Yes.”

      “What arrogance is this?”

      She smiled. “Do you deny it?”

      The corner of his mouth curled up. “The last lady I took in my arm fainted before I touched my lips to hers.”

      “Perhaps she was overcome by passion.”

      A low sound rumbled from him, and she realized it was a short laugh. “You are an interesting creature.”

      Her chest warmed, and she looked away from his steady regard, afraid he would see the longing in her gaze, a longing she hardly understood. Whenever she envisioned her first kiss, it was with a gentleman who owned a romantic soul like hers, a man quick to laugh, not one with a temper, someone affable and loved by all. Someone who longed for a wife…a family, a little corner of the world to make his own special home. The duke was not a man she should be so aware of, for he did not fit any of the secret yearnings she had long held inside her heart, when she lay in her bed and dreamed.

      The duke was too darkly intimidating and powerful. With his sensually cruel mouth and enigmatic regard, he gave the overall impression of cunning and feral beauty, made even more terrifying by his fearsome scars.

      “You will not have to fear seduction under my roof,” he said, his gaze skipping over her face, as if he tried to discern her thoughts.

      Smiling, she pushed onto her knees, standing, suddenly conscious that she only stood in a long white shirt that clung to her body. “That is never something I fear, Your Grace.”

      His entire body grew still, then he slowly stood, his heavy eyes piercing upon her. “Have you had a lover before? Is that why you have no fear of being alone with me, Lady Drusilla?”

      She bit back her gasp, realizing should she say yes, he would take her into his arms and ravish her. It was her innocence that kept him in control. Dru took a measured step closer. “No, Your Grace. You were, in truth, my first brush with madness.”

      He looked intently at her, as though he were memorizing every line and curve of her features. “Was I truly?”

      “Yes. I am merely confident in my abilities to resist your charm.”

      His dark brows winged upward. “And what abilities are those?”

      How bored and mocking he sounded, as if he were suddenly indifferent to her existence. It stung that he could so easily dismiss her from his awareness, even as she chided herself, for that was the last place she should desire to exist. Inexplicably, she wanted him to exist with the same perplexing sense of want that had been creeping upon her. Dru glided closer, hooked her leg underneath his ankle and tugged. The duke’s legs went out from under him, and he landed on his backside with a thud.

      “Bloody hell,” he snarled.

      “Those abilities, Your Grace,” she murmured before darting away to dive deep below the glistening waters of the lake.
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        * * *

      

      A young lady whose head barely touched his chin, and was perhaps less than half of his weight, had landed Ambrose on his arse with perfect ease. A rough sound came from his throat, and he stilled when he realized it was another laugh. The second one to have been provoked by this creature, even though he’d found no reason to smile in almost six years. He frowned, wondering at the curious fascination wending through his chest.

      He felt bruised and still aroused, but Lady Drusilla had admitted to being a virgin, and he had never sought to seduce young innocents, especially ones with noble fathers. The marquess would not look kindly on him for debauching his daughter.

      Ambrose chuckled darkly. That would make a fine scandal if the gossipmongers and the press caught wind of it. He ached in places he did not want to consider, and not all related to his old injuries or the tumble in the grass. Lady Drusilla was certainly an intriguing young lady and tasted like sweet cherries, and he knew he wanted more than a taste of her. However, he was determined never to marry, and he knew he could not honorably encourage her or give her further opportunity to upset his equanimity.

      He got up and headed to the castle to dry himself and change his clothes. While he strode back he tried, unsuccessfully, not to remember how luscious she looked with the sun behind her, revealing every detail of her body through that wet shirt. It would have taken a saint not to be tempted by the picture she presented, and he knew well that he was no saint.

      Once in his bedchamber, he saw a letter on his bed. Ambrose snarled, “Interfering wretch.”

      He should sack Branson, his valet, who once again overstepped. Walking over, he picked up the offending envelope, intending to toss it into the fire without reading its content. Ambrose hesitated. It was from the duchess. Slightly annoyed, he opened it, and quickly read the contents.

      

      Your Grace,

      I have not seen you in two years, and I request you attend me at Balfour Manor. Lord Glendale has once again made his hopes of forming an alliance with our family known. We hope you will accept Lady Amelia as your fiancée, and our family can make an announcement to society. I implore you to wear a mask should you visit. It is not for my sake but for your sister, who has a sensitive disposition, and is easily overwhelmed.

      Affectionately,

      Your mother

      

      Ambrose scoffed and tossed the letter into the flames. It was interesting that she ended the letter in this manner. All others had been signed the Duchess of Collingswood. The door opened and his valet shuffled inside.

      “Your Grace—”

      “Out!

      A grimace of understanding passed over Branson’s features. He bowed and hurried from the bedchamber. Ambrose removed his boots and wet clothes, hissing an irritated breath as it proved more difficult than he’d anticipated.

      Curse these wretched, deformed appendages.

      Would Lady Drusilla respond to him so sweetly if she knew one of the hands that had held her was mangled? Pushing that inane thought from his mind, he removed the last sodden garment and padded over to the bath area, stepping into the large bathtub. The water was scalding, and he immersed himself in its depth, letting the heat soothe the knots in his muscles.

      Leaning his head against the tub, he stared sightlessly at the painted ceiling of Neptune and his underworld kingdom. His mother wanted him to forgive Lady Amelia and elevate her to his duchess. Closing his eyes, Ambrose allowed one of his last conversations with his mother to wash over his senses.

      “Who else will have you! Have you thought of that with any great consideration?”

      “Because I am so scarred?” he had growled. “I should be grateful to marry her although she has a lover!”

      His mother had flushed, but jutted her chin determinedly. “Lady Amelia understands that until she has given you your heir, she must never see that gentleman again.”

      “Until she has given me my heir? As in to say she will be allowed a lover afterward?” Ambrose’s voice had been dark with suppressed fury.

      “Would you deny her the comfort give…” she glanced at his face before quickly looking away, “given the pain she will endure being your duchess; do not begrudge her that connection.”

      “Pain? What pain? Has she lost her brother, her best friend? Has she lost half of her face and damaged most of her body? What has she damn well lost, mother!”

      “Do you think any lady would find it easy to be your wife, Ambrose! I am your mother, I love you, and it ravages my heart to look upon your face and see you so wounded. Your face is also the face of another beloved son forever lost to me! Our servants whisper and look away and your sister fainted when she first saw you. What will the world say? It would be hard for your duchess to endure the pitying whispers…and your children. My God. That Amelia is still willing to be your duchess is not a matter you should lightly dismiss! You cannot shirk the immense responsibility which now rests upon your shoulders. You must marry as soon as possible, and I fear no other lady might have you.”

      Ambrose had stared at his mother for an unfathomable moment before he walked away, ignoring her insistent cry for his return. He had never visited Balfour Manor since. Though he had expressed to Amelia that he forgave her the deception of agreeing to his proposal while having a lover she adored, Ambrose would never forget the dishonor and unfaithfulness. Nor would he ever trust her again.

      He hissed, lifting his fingers to the jagged scars. He had met Lady Amelia at Balfour Manor after his accident, but her kindness towards him had been a facade. That she could not look directly at his face was not empathy as he believed, but disgust. The lady had been willing to do much to become a duchess. Shutting away those memories that still had the power to wound, Ambrose finished his restorative bath and garbed himself in a new set of clothes before descending the stairs.

      He would work on the estate ledgers, then spend the rest of the evening as he had done for the last few years—reading some rousing tale of revenge or love or some political tome, playing himself in a chess match, and then retiring to the cold emptiness of his bedchamber. Or perhaps he would ride his stallion across the wildness of the land and sleep outdoors tonight, with the velveted sky his ceiling and the grass his bed.

      The one thing Ambrose was certain he must do, was not to think or dream of Lady Drusilla in that wicked, carnal manner, lest he make a mistake that would be impossible to step back from.
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      The deliciously cool water sluiced over Dru’s heated flesh, and she swam to the bottom, daring herself to touch the bottom of the lake before pushing herself upward with strong strokes. She had been swimming and exploring the lake now for several minutes and grew tired. Dru resurfaced, finally working up the courage to glance toward the clearing. The duke had left. She released a deep breath, painfully admitting that she had lost a sense of herself.

      Almost an hour later, she entered her room, wincing for she dripped water onto the lush carpet. A steaming bath was waiting for her, and Dru removed the soaked garments, slipping into the copper tub with a gasp of pleasure.

      The heat of the water was perfect, soothing her abused muscles that were pushed far too hard from swimming. She took a long soak, rinsed, and detangled her thick tresses, with the aid of the maid the duke had assigned to her.

      “There are clothes in the armoire for you, my lady,” the young girl said, brushing Dru’s hair until it shone and crackled.

      “Clothes?”

      “Yes, my lady, they were delivered this afternoon.”

      She went to the armoire and stared in surprise at the array of beautiful day dresses, and even a riding habit. Dru laughed softly when she saw a few pairs of trousers, men’s shirts and two new coats, one suitable for evening dress. A glance revealed they would fit her rather well. She assumed that cravats, stockings, undergarments, and the necessary footwear had also been supplied, but she did not search through all the drawers. The maid assisted her into a thick cotton nightgown, and Dru left her hair about her shoulders, forgoing a mobcap as she climbed into the large four-poster bed.

      “I’ll bring you a tray up, as you did not have your dinner,” the maid said, curtseying before leaving the chamber.

      A couple of hours later, Dru stirred, expelling a sigh because she could not sleep. The supper had been pleasant, and she was famished from walking, swimming, and kissing the duke that afternoon. The meal was accompanied by a flask of lemonade, and a glass of red wine. She had savored the wine and found it far better than anything she tasted in town or from her father’s cellars. She suspected the duke’s palate was far more refined, and the wine was rather expensive.

      Dru rolled onto her belly, hugging the pillow to her chest. The room was dark, except for the low fire burning in the hearth, and thunder had been rumbling for a while. Finally, fat, heavy raindrops descended from the sky, slapping against the glass panes like pebbles.

      Dru scrambled from the bed, padded over to the window, and pressed her hands to the glass. She always loved the rain, and stood watching it sleet down, fiercely missing her friends at Berkeley Square, especially Harriet and Evie. She sent them a letter outlining her predicament, but she’d not received any correspondence from her friends thus far.

      A flash in the darkness snagged Dru’s gaze, and she watched as the duke urged his massive stallion through the rain.

      What do you run from, even in this downpour?

      As if he felt her stare, he glanced over his shoulder at her window. Surely, he could not see her in the darkness? The duke turned away and surged his horse forward, disappearing into the dark woodlands. Dru released a shaky breath before returning to her bed.

      A curious hunger to know him unfurled inside her chest.

      Who are you really, Your Grace?

      Another hour of restless tumbling passed before she pushed from the bed and hastened from the bedchamber. With the rain lashing down, she searched for a diversion. Dru carefully made her way down the hallway, keenly listening to the noises of the house and those she made herself. She slipped into the library, happy that the fireplace roared and was well-lit by several candles and wall sconces.

      She found a book detailing some of the history of Chappelle Castle and started to read. Drusilla was intrigued by the information concerning the castle’s secret passages. There were several intricate networks, and a thrill went through her heart at exploring them.

      These passages are forbidden to you. Do not ever go in them, or you will feel my wrath.

      Dru fretted her bottom lip for a second. Oh drat. She hadn’t thought to ask him his reason when he had banned her from traversing the passages. Dru frowned, wondering if she should seek the duke to secure his permission. The antagonistic tension between them had eased.

      “Did you ask me permission to force my presence here?” she muttered, thoroughly vexed. “Have you provided any means of entertainment?” Surely, he would not prevent her adventure before it even started.

      The weather was distracting for she was reading as lightning lit the sky and thunder rumbled around the castle walls. She could not work on her own book when she was paid to write the memoirs. Dru considered searching for the secret passages and perhaps a priest hole, while the storm raged outside.

      “I might find the hiding place of the duke’s brother,” she whispered, enjoying the excitement thumping through her chest.

      She recalled one of the secret passages opened into the library, but she had no idea where it led. However, the duke knew of this passage, so it clearly wasn’t the hiding place that the duke’s brother had discovered.

      She wasn’t sure when the passages were built, or their original purpose, or much more about the history of the castle. The cursory read of the book did not reveal much detail on where the hidden doors could be found. Although it brilliantly described Chappelle Castle’s beautiful location, the elegant rooms, and some of the interesting treasures, there was little detail on when it was first built and whether it was involved in any battles.

      Drusilla suspected it was built before the Civil War, but it was extended by previous occupants, as it sprawled over several acres. The grounds extended from the cliff for miles, although the valley below was not part of the estate. Her friends would have enjoyed exploring the castle with her, especially Evie.

      Dru rushed over to the wall the duke appeared from, feeling for some hidden mechanism. She badly wanted to climb to the battlements, and see the view all around from that vantage point. In the lashing rain, it was unlikely that she would even be able to make out the other buildings that belonged to the castle.

      Dru lit an oil lamp because she expected the tunnels and passages would be draughty, and candles might blow out. She decided to start at the top floor of the castle, but she would not risk going out on the roof. She hastened from the warm comfort of the library and climbed the main staircase. She noticed the suits of armor and weapons displayed, some of which seemed to be medieval, although the interior of the castle had clearly been decorated during the reigns of the Stuarts. She considered some redecoration may have been done when the Hanoverians took the throne.

      The top floor was uninteresting, containing mainly servants’ quarters. It was empty as staff performed their duties or perhaps gossiped together in the warmth of the kitchen.

      The rooms were in good repair, and although not very luxurious, they were more cheerful than the quarters allocated to servants in many ton houses. As far as she could see, there were no hidden passages leading from the servants’ quarters, but a narrow staircase in one corner led downwards. Assuming this was the servants’ backstairs, Drusilla carefully descended the steps. The stairs were narrower than the main staircase and spiraled down sharply. At one point she noticed a small landing with an opening in the stonework, but the opening was covered by what appeared to be the back of a tapestry.

      Taking a deep breath she stepped forward and pushed through the tapestry. It was quite difficult, and when she finally untangled herself from the dusty drape, she was coughing and spluttering. She immediately realized that if she stepped to her left, she could slide under the edge of the tapestry, which showed a beautiful unicorn fighting with a lion.

      Dru discovered many guest bedrooms, some with dressing rooms, all of which were draped in dustsheets. There was a small servants’ room with flat irons, pressing tables, and a couple of doors that only revealed linen closets. There was nothing to indicate another passage existed, such as a false wall or space between rooms. There was, however, an additional servants’ staircase on the other side of the building. This staircase was not disguised by tapestry, and it had a perfectly normal appearance like the other rooms.

      She gasped, laughing when she uncovered a door to the side leading to another passage. “Oh, I love it here,” she whispered, venturing forward.

      An odd sound made her stiffen, her heart climbing into her throat. Dru was frightened after hearing another loud clang, recalling all the gothic ghost stories they told at Berkeley Square.

      “Courage, Drusilla, courage,” she admonished herself.

      Perhaps she should have waited until morning to carry out her search, although this would hardly have made a difference with the distinct lack of windows. Footsteps drew closer, and she pressed her back against the wall, her heart galloping.

      It was the duke.

      His dark hair was mussed, his cravat loosened, revealing the strong columns of his throat, and his feet were bare. The shadow of his beard gave him an even more dangerous aura, the scars stark, appearing even more savage. Her belly knotted, and the breath inside her chest stilled.

      “Did I not inform you the passages are forbidden?”

      His voice was a low rumble of menace, his expression cold and foreboding. Dru bit her lower lip as anxiety seared her. It was perhaps foolish, but she did not answer, but merely whirled and ran.

      And dear God, the duke gave chase.
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      Dru made it a few steps before she stumbled. She cried out when a powerful hand gripped her waist and lifted her off her feet. His easy strength alarmed her even as it aroused her senses to an alarming degree. The lamp dropped and shattered at their feet, dousing them in darkness. He led her away from the mess on the floor, taking her back the way she’d fled. The duke paused, lowering her feet to the cool ground, his powerful body pressing her into the wall.

      The duke brushed his fingertips along the curve of her throat. “You are living dangerously, Lady Drusilla.”

      Her heart pounded terribly and she felt faint. “I had not thought to encounter you here, Your Grace.”

      “Did I not warn you about exploring?” he hissed.

      The strong feel of his fingers, sliding over her skin, sent her pulse racing. “Perhaps I forgot, Your Grace.”

      “Liar,” he drawled, his tone dangerously soft. “I ought to wring your damn neck.”

      “Are you truly capable of that when you kissed me so sweetly earlier?”

      He jerked, then stilled. Her palms grew suddenly damp, as alarm shivered through her, for she was acting unspeakably reckless. The thought of provocatively teasing him may have horrified her a short while ago, but not now. What was it about the duke that inspired this madness within her? Her eyes strained to see him in the dark.

      “Why did you disobey me?”

      “I am truly not the obedient sort,” she whispered. “My family forever despairs because of it.”

      He made a low sound in his throat that chuffed suspiciously like a laugh.

      “Why were you here?”

      “I…I could not sleep, and I thought I could explore the hidden passages finding the place your brother normally hid.”

      “I’ve already found it,” he said gruffly.

      “You did?”

      “After…after losing him, I also lost the ability to sleep, bitterly haunted by regrets and what-ifs. I roamed the castle like a ghost…as well as the outdoors and woods until I found a hideaway in a small grotto near the lake.”

      “There is a passage that leads from inside to the grotto?”

      He tucked his finger beneath her chin and stroked her cheek with his thumb. “Yes.”

      “I am terribly sorry for your loss, Your Grace.”

      He drew a deep, shuddering breath. “It had nothing to do with you. Why are you sorry?”

      “Because I can hear the pain in your voice…feel it in the stiff way you hold your body from mine.”

      This time there was no mistaking his low laugh. “The pain of grief is not the reason I hold my body from yours. It is the pain of restraint.”

      “Oh dear,” she said softly, unspeakably thrilled that he wanted her with such intensity. “This is reckless.”

      “It is, Lady Drusilla.”

      She bit her lower lip. “Because you’ll not marry me after.”

      “I’ll marry no one,” he bit out.

      “Why?”

      She felt his start of surprise.

      “I’ve concluded that you are perhaps addled. Is that why you look at me with no fear or revulsion?”

      “Your scars are brutal, Your Grace, but I am not afraid to look upon you.”

      A deep silence fell.

      “I met my niece a few weeks ago. She…screamed and descended into hysteria.”

      Dru’s heart cracked. “She was frightened?”

      “Aye, of my face.”

      A peculiar emotion wrenched deep inside her chest at the loneliness in his tone. Dru imagined what it must have cost him to seek that connection with his niece, only to be rejected.

      “Your sons and daughters would know you from birth and not fear you, Your Grace. Their mother would raise them to be understanding, loving, and empathetic.”

      “Is that so?”

      How amused he sounded. It stung because he evidently thought her whimsical and naive.

      “Yes, Your Grace,” she said, for that was how she would be as his wife, lover, and friend.

      Acting on instinct she hardly understood, Dru threaded her fingers through the thick strands of his hair and melded her mouth to his. He froze momentarily before the softest groan vibrated from his mouth to hers. Her kiss was hesitant, and she cupped his cheeks, feeling the rough edges of his scar under her fingertips. He pulled her tightly against his body, moving his mouth over hers with ruthless persuasion. Dru moaned, parting her lips, sensuously intertwining her tongue with his. The duke was ravishing her with such exquisite thoroughness she was consumed by needs her body had never dreamed of.

      The darkness became a decadent, sensual haven.

      The duke unfastened the strings of her nightgown and pushed it from her shoulders, gliding his fingers over her skin. It felt like he touched her everywhere, desperate caresses rousing and enslaving her senses.

      “You are so soft,” he groaned against her mouth.

      His voice was rough with wonder, as if she gave him a precious gift. Emotions squeezed her throat when she recalled that he’d not touched another in years. She cupped his jaw and tugged him to her, searching for his mouth in the cool darkness. Their tongues dueled in a passionate dance as he kissed her deeply and passionately.

      There was a hot pulsing low in her abdomen and down between her thighs. A small bell sounded an alarm in the back of her thoughts warning Dru that she behaved far too wantonly, but Dru wanted this. She chose passion. The duke’s finger hooked on the material of her gown and pushed downward. The cold night air kissed her skin, but it did little to calm the fire that burned inside her. He kissed the curve of her throat, licking her madly fluttering pulse.

      “I have never wanted to taste anyone as badly as I want to taste you.”

      Her breath hitched and her heart somersaulted. “Then taste me,” she whispered provocatively.

      He groaned, then stilled. Dru expected to feel his mouth pressed against hers again, but the duke lowered himself. She felt the movement of his body and frowned. “I…”

      Dru gasped when he pushed her nightgown to her waist, running his palm over the curves of her inner thighs. She trembled, leaning against the passage wall. He traced the folds of her cleft, and she moaned as he used a single finger to part swollen flesh. Her awareness narrowed to that sweet, pulsing pleasure between her thighs.

      “Ambrose,” she whispered, “I….”

      The words tapered off in a strangled groan when she felt the hot, wicked glide of his tongue on the plump folds of her sex. The first touch of his tongue to her clitoris destroyed her, and she cried out, slapping a hand over her mouth.

      “I want to hear you,” he growled against her. “Do not hide your cries of pleasure from me.”

      She blushed but lowered her hand, threading it through his hair instead, holding him to her. He licked her again, and sharp whimpers fell from her lips, as sensations she’d never dreamed of wreaked havoc through her body. He explored and teased her quim, sliding one finger, and then two slowly up inside her. His mouth kissed her sex over and over until she was a trembling mess. Dru writhed, twisting, bucking against his mouth as he worked her clitoris.

      Oh God!

      Passion flared between them, harsh and bright, wrapping them in evocative intimacy. She cried out as pleasure swept through her, blistering and forceful. He rose, and she sagged against him, trembling. He swept her against his body and lifted her, padding down the hallway. That he moved so effortlessly in the dark spoke of his intimacy with the passages.

      “Wrap your legs around my hips.”

      His voice was a sensual growl of hunger. Dru did as he bade, hitching her legs around his waist. The world tilted, something soft pressed against her back, and the duke’s powerful body came down on hers, cradling perfectly between her legs.

      Had he placed her on a cot or a chaise longue?

      A firm, heavy pressure lodged against her wet opening, which ached with desperate need. He took her mouth in a raw kiss as he flexed his hips and sank his manhood deep inside her body. She screamed at the shocking pain, and he swallowed that sound, murmuring soothing nonsense against her mouth.

      “It hurts,” she sobbed.

      “It will soon pass,” he promised.

      Reaching down, she pinched his arse through his trousers. An odd sound came from him. “What was that for?”

      “Revenge,” she said, then still not satisfied, bit hard against his lips. “I forgot to mention I have a vengeful heart.”

      He laughed and kissed her, ripping her mind from the still-burning throb inside her core. Her lover reached between their bodies, slicking his fingers over her nub, pressing and rubbing. She moaned, and he jerked his hips, pushing deeper. She squeaked, biting his mouth.

      “Bloody hell, woman, what was that for?”

      “I thought…I thought you were…you were all the way in!”

      “Only about halfway,” he said in a strangled tone. “By God, stop wiggling about, or I will spend like an untried youth.”

      “I can’t help it,” she whispered. “It feels…the pressure feels too much.”

      “Let me make it better,” he coaxed, kissing her slowly and deeply.

      Ambrose centered her to the taste of his lips, as he began to work his cock inside her in shallow thrusts that opened her and stretched her to accept his steady penetration.

      While kissing her endlessly, he withdrew and thrust deep. Dru was so very wet and aroused, her flesh yielding, but even so, her muscles resisted his invasion, and her core quivered to accommodate his thickness. Each slow plunge ignited a fire deep in her stomach until sweet, mind-shattering ecstasy blew through her.

      Dru ripped her mouth from his to bury her face in the curve of his throat, clasping his shoulders tightly, as he chased his own pleasure. He groaned, withdrawing from her body to release on her belly. They stayed hugged together for a very long time, breathing in tandem, her heart pounding. The warm satiety in her flesh cooled, and Dru closed her eyes tightly at the enormity of what she had just done.

      I am irrevocably ruined.

      The duke eased away, and she held herself still as he gently cleaned her and pulled her down over his hips. Dru felt unmoored. Everything happened so fast, and now she understood how so many young ladies led themselves to ruin from a rake’s sweet, but very ruthless, persuasion. He wrapped her into what felt like her own nightgown. She could not see what he did, but he seemed to know where everything was in the dark.

      She gasped softly when the duke gently picked her up, and she slipped her hands around his nape, holding on as he carried her through the long corridor, down narrow staircases, and round meandering passages. There was no light, but she was not frightened. He did not take the same path she had, for all too soon, she heard a snick, and they entered the brightly lit library.

      For several moments neither of them moved. “Do you regret it?”

      “No,” she whispered, even though her heart ached fiercely.

      The duke was silent for a long time, then he said, “I will send a letter to the marquess asking him to attend me here.”

      The shock of those words almost caused her to faint. Dru pushed at his shoulders, and he lowered her to her feet. Staring up at him, she asked, “Your Grace…”

      “Ambrose…Drusilla.”

      A hot, confusing feeling shivered low in her belly. “You intend to write my father because… of what transpired between us?”

      Her breath hitched at the indefinable emotions darkening his eyes.

      Oh God. Dru breathed raggedly, feeling a little shaky, on unfamiliar ground. “You plan to make an offer for my hand…in marriage?”
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      “Yes, it is the honorable provision,” Ambrose said gruffly, aware of the harsh pounding of his heart.

      Drusilla stared at him with large, rounded eyes, her lips swollen, her cheeks bright red, and her hair tousled. She appeared like a lady who was thoroughly ravished by a rogue. Ambrose found her inexplicably lovely. He hadn’t planned to take her, and most certainly not in the damn hidden passages of his home. She deserved better. He was helpless against her taste. Swirls of want and need long denied had rushed through him, and he had given in to all the lustful cravings in his heart.

      “Do you love me, Ambrose?”

      That soft question jolted his heart. Worse, there was something tender and hopeful in her eyes. He almost bloody laughed at this bit of ridiculousness. “Love? Do not be foolish. We hardly know each other, my lady.”

      He felt like a damn beast when her lashes lowered, hiding her expression from him. She took a measured step, rose slightly onto her toes, and leaned forward. A whisper of a kiss feathered over his jaw, and he closed his eyes against the impossibly sweet sensations. Emotions Ambrose had never felt before careened through his heart with forceful intensity. What the hell is this?

      “Thank you for the honorable offer, but I must decline.”

      His heart stilled within the cage of his chest. The damn woman was determined to keep shocking him. She started walking away, and he snaked his hand around her hip and held her. “You are refusing to marry me?”

      “Yes, Your Grace.”

      “Do you understand what just happened between us, Lady Drusilla?”

      The corner of her lips quirked. “I was a willing and enthusiastic partner, Your Grace.”

      Instinctively, he jerked his hand to the savage grooves of his face, and he grew cold. Of course, for a brief moment, he had forgotten. Ambrose tensed when she lifted her hand and placed it over his.

      “Please do not,” she said softly, her eyes imploring.

      “Do not what?” his words were a feral hiss, yet she did not flinch from the show of temper.

      “My refusal, of your honorable offer, has nothing to do with your wounds, but rather the fact that you do not love me, Your Grace…and I do not love you.”

      Those soft words twisted like a dagger inside his chest. “I do not expect you to love me,” he said tightly. “Nor do I need it.”

      She flinched, then jutted her chin. “I am three and twenty, Your Grace, and I have enough experience of the world to know that people have been lovers without rushing to the altar.”

      “Is that so?” he asked with dangerous softness, fighting to temper himself.

      “Yes. My friends naughtily share their stories of passion, and affaire de coeur. My experience with you was breathtakingly wonderful, but still a reckless mistake.” She took another deep breath. “I would only marry for love, not something cold and unendurable as an honorable duty. In the confines of duty, there is only obligation…there is no cherishing.”

      His gut knotted, and a sliver of unfathomable emotion wafted through Ambrose. He remembered her novel, and in a flash of startling insight, he realized why she had been able to craft such beautiful prose and longing. Drusilla wanted everything she granted her heroine. Her solace for the unattainable was poured into her story. “Foolish,” he murmured. “Whimsical.”

      Her lips trembled and she stepped back, gripping the edges of her nightgown she sank into a graceful curtsy. She rose, vulnerability glimmering deep in her exquisite eyes, yet there was pride, strength, and a conviction in her belief.

      “I shall endeavor to ensure…whatever just happened does not repeat itself, Your Grace.”

      She turned and fled as if a nightmare chased her through his castle. Ambrose went over to the mantle and poured himself a drink. He swallowed the brandy and tipped the decanter to his mouth instead of refilling his glass.

      “She is destined to be disappointed with her lot,” he murmured, peering into the fire as if it would give him an answer.

      It was easy to offer her marriage, for he had never seen revulsion in her eyes, or felt in her touch. His honor demanded that he make the offer. She was innocent, and he would truly be a beast to use and discard her because he could not restrain his desperate passion. That same honor would not see him force her against her will.

      A third lady refused to be his duchess, except this reason was…beyond nonsensical. He silently scoffed. Ambrose had loved his brother…and his mother, but he had never formed a tendre, even though he had several sensual liaisons before his accident. He appreciated the female form, adored their company, and enjoyed the chase in seduction. What he felt for his family, that duty, friendship, and gentle caring, had never been transmuted to a lover.

      He thought of Lady Amelia, the fiancée who had abhorred his touch. He had admired her beauty, smile, and quick wit. Lady Amelia never demanded words of affection, nor had he thought to ask for them. Her admiration was enough. Her connections and reputation were suitable for his duchess. There were no other considerations in his requirement to select a wife, and it had never occurred to him there should be.

      Raking his fingers through his hair, Ambrose left the library and climbed the stairs to the ducal chambers. He stripped from his clothes and lowered himself on the cool sheets, determined to dismiss Lady Drusilla from his awareness. Her refusal saved him from his foolhardiness, for a marriage alliance would become bitter. Any wife would grow resentful with the whispers about his ugly countenance when they made public outings. His children would fear him when he tried to play with them. His own mother asked him to wear a masquerade mask whenever he visited her, and he coldly refused, even when she wept her bitter tears.

      The wind raged outside, and the windowpane rattled when lashed by the unexpected storm. Ambrose tried to sleep, but the damn chit tormented his sleep. He could still smell the heady and decadent fragrance of her passion, taste the lush sweetness of her sex, hear her lovely cries of fulfillment, and feel the rippling tightness of her quim as she attained her release.

      He groaned, then cursed rather virulently. Ambrose did not know how long it took before he slipped into slumber. He was determined to hasten the telling of his memoir, so he could excise her from his mind and memory.
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        * * *

      

      The following morning, Ambrose went through the account books and several pieces of correspondence, between having the breakfast delivered to him on a tray. He made quick work of his meal and sent orders for Drusilla to see him in the library at ten.

      She sauntered into the library, wearing a light yellow gown that fitted her slim curves with mouth-watering sensuality. The tempting chit wore her hair loose, those dark tresses rippling down her shoulders and back. Her feet were bare of shoes and stockings, and he blinked when she padded over to the sofa, climbed on, and curled her legs beneath her shins.

      He had never witnessed such a lack of propriety in a lady, and humor washed through him. There was something about her unpretentious air that he admired. Ambrose cleared his throat, and she snapped her head up, searching the library. He stepped from the shadows.

      Her palm pressed against her chest, she said, “You alarmed me, Your Grace.” A becoming flush crept up her slender neck, pinkening her fair cheeks.

      “I am at a loss. There are no ghosts here; any sounds will be me or a servant.”

      Her blue orbs sparkled, and the closer he got, the pinker her cheeks became. Drusilla could not meet his gaze, and a wry smile touched his mouth. It was quite easy to burn in mad passion in the darkness, but in the light of day, it seemed much harder for her to look upon him, no doubt recalling all the wicked things they had done.

      Her shoulders squared, and she lifted her regard to his, her blush brighter. He almost teased her, only to frown, for he was not the kind of man to tease.

      “Shall we continue with the memoir, Your Grace?”

      He almost reminded her that he allowed the intimate use of his given name, but he realized she used the formality as a barrier.

      A reckless mistake.

      One he could tell she was determined never to repeat.

      We are of a like mind, Lady Drusilla.

      She waited on his response, her teeth nibbling nervously at her lip, drawing his attention to the fullness of her soft mouth. Ambrose ruthlessly looked away from the temptation.

      Drusilla had one of those expressive faces where every thought and feeling was written across it—she wanted to pretend the night had never happened. Ambrose drew on the cloak of politeness, sat in the high wingback chair, closed his eyes, and delved into his memories.
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      It was entirely expected that Anthony would be the first to fall in love. We were eighteen, young lords heading off to Cambridge University after a summer of fun about London. We visited Vauxhall Gardens, the famous theater and opera houses, and caroused about town, as men of our station do. Anthony was the next Duke of Collingswood, and he had a certain dignity about him, for he had never forgotten the burden of the inheritance on his shoulders. I, as my mother deplored, was still the unceasing rascal determined to lead Anthony on wayward paths. If only they knew his true heart, that the reserved ducal mien he often showed was indeed not his true nature.

      We were on our way from town to Derbyshire when we came upon a young lady bravely trying to rescue a calf from the raging river. I instantly thought her foolish enough to risk her life, inevitably tossing her parents into mourning, should the river take her away. It was eventually revealed that the calf was not owned by her family. It belonged to a neighboring farm. Anthony thought she was the gentlest, kindest soul, though the way she cried and prodded that calf reminded me of a right termagant. Eyes of the beholder, I presumed. Perhaps I was jealous of how taken Anthony seemed with her.

      He jumped into the water to assist her, and I heedlessly followed, for I would not allow him to risk his life alone. The river did sweep them both away, and he dared to be angry that I saved him first. I eventually pulled her to safety. Anthony could only stutter and stare at her, completely abashed by her shy smile and pinkened cheeks. She was pretty with her corn-colored hair and bright blue eyes, very much like the sky. I never understood the emotion that made him walk about the castle as if he existed in a dream, that silly smile about his mouth, and rich gleam in his eyes. I confess, even years later, I am still uncertain of the emotions which made him proclaim he was in love with a girl from the village, Miss Sara Bolton, your mother.

      He loved her completely, and with his whole self, even knowing our parents would never approve of the match. Our father died in our second year at Cambridge, and Anthony suddenly inherited the heavy mantle of the dukedom. He never wavered from his responsibility, such was his strength and understanding of his role. He was assiduous in providing for the welfare of his staff, tenants, pensioners, and workers. We grieved together for our father, he with quiet dignity, while I spent many days drunk, indulging in pursuits I can never divulge to you. I also grieved for my brother, who had to take on the responsibilities of the dukedom so young.

      Your father remained steadfastly devoted to your mother, and they seemed to fall even deeper into each other with every letter they shared. The day arrived when the duchess announced it was time for Anthony to solidify the dukedom, by selecting his bride from the crème of the London debutantes. He confided to me that he would only marry Miss Sara, an action he knew would bitterly disappoint our mother and rock the ton with scandal. Anthony argued with our mother, but she was adamant that he must marry well, and that Miss Sara would not make a suitable duchess.

      Our family had always been close-knit, loving, quite open in our affections and support of each other’s dreams and desires. It would have killed something inside Anthony to lose mother’s love and respect because of his choice, but there would be greater pain if he did not marry his love, Miss Sara.

      Who was Miss Sara Bolton? The daughter of a local merchant who was educated beyond the standard of most people in her station, due to the devotion of her mother and father. Miss Sara was charming, kind, with a loving and compassionate disposition. She did not want to relinquish Anthony, but there seemed no other way for them to be together. Anthony and mother never discussed the matter again, and although he visited London at our mother’s behest, he never stopped seeing and corresponding with Miss Sara. Their romance was very discreet, and as the castle was far from London, there was no gossip about it in the ton. Her parents and I advised that they should part, but they never accepted this. They vowed not to marry any other.

      

      The crack of thunder violently tugged Dru from her thoughts, and she lowered the quill, rubbing her aching fingers. How sad the love story of Anthony and Sara had been. The pressure of expectations must have been heartbreaking to all concerned.

      She sighed, thinking of her own folly. It was almost five days and tortuous nights since her reckless encounter with the duke, where she lost her virtue in a blaze of passion. Since then, they spent hours alone in this library, immersed in his brother’s life story. They did not speak of their encounter. Dru did not realize sensual surrender would bring this shattering sense of awareness whenever she was in his presence. How did lovers in the ton hide the illicit nature of their affairs? She sometimes felt Ambrose’s stare, and Dru would fight the terrible blush determined to creep up her neck.

      The memoir had already filled two journals, and Dru worked on the third. The duke continued to speak about their many adventures including the time spent with their father learning to swim, hunt, and ride. He spoke of their schooldays together at Eton, the trips to Venice and Rome, the pain of losing their grandmother, and the celebration of a younger sister when his mother discovered she was with child. Their sister was only a young girl of six when father died, but now she is a young woman of sixteen years. The memories flowed in no particular order, and Drusilla was enthralled by the beauty of Ambrose’s voice, and the depth of love he felt for his brother.

      The duke’s brother was an admirable man…yet, it was the snippets of the duke, as he revealed more of himself, that Drusilla ached to discover.

      Rising, she padded over to the window, wondering when the rain would stop. The duke went riding in all forms of weather, but she did not know where he was on this particular day. The wind howled loudly and became fiercer, and the rain had not eased since early that morning.

      It did not bode well for the shooting parties which were organized for the following week at most of England and Scotland’s country houses and shooting lodges. The duke did not mention holding such a party at his estate. Drusilla sighed, pressing her hand against the cool windows. She had been at the duke’s estate for too long. Her parents would be annoyed that she was not there, to entertain the various young men who badgered their household for an invitation to enjoy the grouse shooting. Of course, her mother would do her best to persuade Dru to accept a proposal of marriage from one of them. Especially Lord Dawson.

      It felt more dangerous each day she stayed away from home. Worse, she had not heard any news from Theodosia or any of her friends from Berkeley Square. Dru suspected the ghastly weather prevented the arrival of any letters. The roads would be waterlogged, and perhaps impassable where rivers had overflowed their banks. She groaned. What if her mother called upon Theo and discovered that Dru was not in residence?

      I must leave by the end of the week.

      She did not think the duke’s memoirs would be ready by then, and shockingly there was a part of her that had no great desire to leave the castle. Despite his bad temper and scars, Drusilla found herself warming to him, the more he revealed of his past.

      That young gentleman he described was carefree, perhaps even a rakish libertine, the antithesis of the cold and almost unfeeling duke. The one constant seemed to be his indifference to romantic love. She suspected his aversion had nothing to do with his scars, but more with the character of the man himself.

      Who are you?

      She hungered to know it and was mortified her craving grew each day.

      It was a reckless mistake.

      Dru was not sure why she was so attracted to him, although his kisses and love making had been very stimulating. It was an enigma she was trying to unravel, for he seemed too proud and unfeeling.

      She gasped when she saw him walking down the far steps of the castle, three great dogs at his heels, and a gun casually tossed over his shoulders.

      Was the duke going hunting?

      As if he felt her stare, his head snapped toward her. Dru fought the instinct to duck away as if she had not been unabashedly staring. Instead, she lifted her palm in a casual wave. He stared at her for several moments, before he walked up the steps and toward the house.

      Dru’s breath caught, sharp and quick. “Good heavens,” she muttered.

      Was he coming inside to her? Dru hastened from the library and met him in the hallway. “Your Grace?”

      “Would you like to go hunting with me?” he asked gruffly.

      A sharp tremor of uncertainty quivered through her. “Hunting?”

      “Yes.”

      She arched a brow at the droplets glistening on his hair. “In the rain?”

      The corner of his mouth hitched in a small smile, pulling the tight skin across his scars. “It is a light drizzle, my lady.”

      It hovered on her lips to refuse, but she spied a flash of loneliness in his gaze. Dru suspected he had not invited any of the neighboring landowners to hunt on his land, and he perhaps eschewed most company. She noticed he normally read in the evening and played a game of chess with himself.

      Her heart ached for him. “If you grant me a few minutes, Your Grace, I shall change into appropriate hunting attire.”

      He smiled and changed before her eyes. Dru blinked as the aloof duke vanished, and a charming gentleman stood in his place. His smile was crooked, his blue eyes dark with heat and pleasure. Warmth surged into her chest.

      She hurried to her chamber, changing into male clothes suitable for riding, tucking her wild hair beneath a hat, and ran downstairs. The duke held a second gun out to her in a waterproof case, and a bag to store any catch, however unlikely.

      “I presume you know how to use it, given that you landed me so spectacularly on my arse.”

      Dru laughed, nodded, and reached for it. She opened the wrapping and examined the gun. It was beautiful with silver mountings and the ducal shield engraved in gold. They went outside together, and she was happy to see the sun peek through the clouds, splashing a warm golden glow onto a verdant green lawn. She drew in a long, cleansing breath of fresh air, walking over to the beautiful horse a stable lad brought to her. Dru handed her Manton to the duke, and without the aid of a mounting block vaulted onto the powerful horse.

      A slow whistle of admiration came from his throat, and she laughed.

      “Quite impressive, my lady.”

      Dru tossed her head. “I’m aware,” she drawled.

      As he passed by her to reach his own horse, she heard his low mutter about charming vanity. Her cheeks pinkened at the somewhat backhanded compliment. She would prove that she could shoot, if not as well as any man, at least better than most. The duke pointed in the direction of a copse some distance ahead.

      The horses seemed totally unconcerned by the rain, and they were eager to be off. It was far more comfortable to ride astride than the nonsense of riding sidesaddle. She felt more in control of the horse and cantered alongside Ambrose with the three huge dogs running behind them. The rain was more than a drizzle and it dripped down her neck, but she made no complaint. If the duke could tolerate such weather, then so could she.

      “Have you hunted before, Drusilla? At your father’s estate?”

      She cast him a quick side glance. “Papa is not so liberal, I’m afraid. I have hunted at the Duchess of Hartford’s estate. She is a dear friend of mine, and last year several of…of my friends and I visited the duke and duchess’s estate for a spot of hunting.”

      “I am familiar with Hartford,” he murmured. “We attended Cambridge together, though I believe he was a couple years ahead of me. I read about his marriage, but I am not familiar with his wife.”

      “Theo is wonderful,” Dru said, smiling. “Your life would feel richer for knowing her.”

      “You admire her.”

      “I do. She is the reason I know how to hunt and to land, er, gentlemen on their arse.”

      “I sense a most intriguing story.”

      Dru smiled but made no comment. When they reached the trees, the overhanging branches, covered in drenched leaves, did not lessen the rain. It was more concentrated, so it fell erratically in huge droplets which bounced from her hat, shoulders, and the side of her horse.

      The duke slowed his mount, and she followed, allowing herself to draw in the fresh smells of wet grass, leaves and wild herbs. They crossed a small stream which was close to spilling over its banks, but it was too shallow to cause any difficulties for their horses. Continuing, they reached a small clearing where woodcutting brought down an old elm. Smaller branches and logs were piled to the side presumably to be taken away at some future date.

      They both dismounted, tethering their horses to a nearby tree, where they contentedly cropped the wet grass. The duke removed a tarpaulin from one of his saddle bags, and spread it over a flat patch of grass. He loaded his gun and handed Dru the bag containing the dry gunpowder, balls, and wadding. Dru loaded her gun.

      It was heavier than those she was accustomed to, so she would make allowances for her aim. It should be more accurate, but she also expected a greater recoil. Ambrose laid down on one side of the tarpaulin and she laid beside him, settling into a firing position.

      Dru felt his stare on her bent head, and she looked up.

      His lips quirked. “Did I thank you for your company, Drusilla?”

      “I believe you just did, Your Grace.”

      His small smile disappeared to be replaced with a bleaker look. What did he think of? His gaze dropped to her lips, and he looked away, an angry tic leaping into his jaw. Dru looked forward, taking a low deep breath to steady the unexpected racing of her heart.

      “Let us hunt,” he said gruffly.

      Most grouse hunting was done standing with servants brushing the hoods to put the birds up, but everything the duke did was slightly different.

      Dru nodded to him, indicating she was in position, and he whistled. The dogs, which were definitely not gundogs, pointers, nor spaniels, sat quietly by the horses while they had prepared. They looked to be some wolfhound and possibly mastiff cross. They silently disappeared into the undergrowth and shortly after two rabbits appeared in the clearing. Ambrose shot them both.

      One of the dogs appeared, picked up both rabbits in his mouth, and trotted over to Ambrose and dumped them at his feet before vanishing. A hare was the next creature to appear. She wanted to show the duke her capability and she brought the hare down with her first shot.
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      “Impressive.”

      “I know,” Dru said cheekily, warming at the praise.

      “You vainglorious minx.”

      “You like me this way,” she said, shocking herself with her flirtatious retort.

      The duke smiled and reloaded his gun. The dogs put up a shower of grouse and they were shooting and reloading as fast as they could, taking them as the birds tried to fly away. The three dogs collected up their kill and brought them to their master. The duke was packing up the grouse, rabbits and hare into their bags and rewrapping his gun. He stood up as the dogs bounced over him and licked his face, then more warily they headed to Drusilla, sniffing at her hands, and then allowing themselves to be stroked.

      “Not a bad day’s shooting, for such a wet day.”

      Laughing, she asked, “How did I do?”

      “You brought down two brace of the grouse. Game pie for supper tomorrow. You are a pretty good shot with a gun you’ve never handled before.” His eyes gleamed. “You are rather impressive, my lady.”

      Dru smiled. “You flatter my vanity, I like it.”

      He laughed appreciatively.

      “I think you shot eight birds as well as the rabbits. You are much quicker at reloading that I am, Your Grace.”

      Thunder cracked overhead, and the duke lifted his face to the sky. “I think we should get back and warm up because the rain is coming down hard now; after all, you might wash away in all this water.”

      “I am tougher than I look, Your Grace,” she said but they packed up, and Dru mounted her horse while the duke held its head to keep it still.

      He mounted and led the way back to the castle where they headed to the stables at a gallop. Grooms ran out to take the horses, the dogs slid inside the stable and were being toweled down by one of the lads, and another man took the game bags and guns from them. Everyone was running as the rain fell hard in an absolute deluge.

      Ambrose grabbed her hand and set off at a run. Terribly conscious that he held her hand in a clasp, Dru followed as fast as she could, although the rain made it difficult to see where they were headed.

      The duke opened a door into a glazed building within the castle courtyard. She had not explored this area before and had not been aware that there were gardens within the sheltered courtyard. As she pulled off her hat and shook the rain from her hair and body, she realized they were in a vinery with an ancient vine which clung to one of the castle walls laden with dark purple grapes. The room was warm, more than warm, and the moisture steamed from their clothes as their ragged breathing from their headlong dash began to ease.

      They were both soaked to the skin and the duke’s clothes revealed a very taut and muscular body hidden beneath the once immaculate tailoring. He grinned although his mouth pulled at one side and looked so much younger, like a lad caught out in mischief. Drusilla laughed and he tossed her a towel which she used to dry herself as best as she could.

      “This is glorious, Your Grace. That vine looks ancient, has it been here for many years?”

      “I think it was first established when Charles II was king, but the building itself has been rebuilt at least twice to my knowledge. My father and grandfather used to have wine made from the grapes; but as I do not entertain, there was too much wine to drink. A French émigré suggested we distill the grapes and so now every year the yield makes about three casks of brandy, and he keeps a cask, and the rest is bottled for the castle.”

      He led her over to a bench which had been placed near the boiler which heated the vinery. A blanket was casually tossed on the chair to the left and he grabbed it, tossing it over her shoulders. She moaned, snuggling into the warm feel.

      The duke paced, no doubt to keep himself warm against the blistering cold.

      She cleared her throat. “Your Grace, we could share the blanket.”

      “It is not large enough,” he said without looking at her.

      Oh God, she should really not say this, but Dru pushed the words out. “If I…if I should sit on a small piece of your thigh, then it would be able to wrap around both of us, Your Grace.”

      A rough sound came from the duke. Dru peered up at him, and almost gasped at the tender amusement glowing in his eyes.

      “A tiny piece of my thigh, hmm?”

      Hating that she blushed, she muttered, “Or we can simply take turn warming ourselves.”

      “Be assured I am unbreakable, Drusilla. There is no need to worry about my comfort.”

      Whoever worries about you? She silently asked.

      “The duchess taught you to shoot; was she the one who also taught you how to land a man twice your size on his arse?”

      Dru smiled. “We have a teacher who is most incredible in the art of self-defense. It is a skill many of us ladies do need to know lest we encounter a bounder.”

      “We?”

      She hesitated slightly. “A club that the duchess owns.”

      “Ah, I see. Very enterprising and forward thinking of her.”

      Amusement rushed through Dru. “I daresay it is.”

      “What does Lord Somerton think about your activities at this club?”

      She winced, and a low laugh came from the duke.

      “Rebellious as well, I see.”

      “Do you disapprove?” she asked tartly.

      “No…I…I like you, so I would not disapprove,” he said this, almost to himself, walking away to stand before the wide windows that took up half the room.

      I like you. “Is that to say you would disapprove if it were your sister joining this club?”

      His shoulders stiffened and Dru held her breath, feeling as if she were poking a lion.

      Please speak to me, I so do want to know you, she silently pleaded.

      “I have not seen her in several months,” he unexpectedly said. “I think Elizabeth would love such a club. Before the accident, she owned a very animated spirit.”

      “Is she no longer?”

      “No.”

      The tone of his voice suggested that Dru should no longer probe. She stared at him, noting his air of isolation, wondering why it made her chest ache in this terrible manner. Dru wanted to go to him, slip her hands around the duke’s waist and hug him. “Would you like to speak about it, Your Grace?”

      He looked directly at her, the earlier good humor gone from his eyes. “You cannot bear to call me by my name, despite my invitation do so, yet I am to share my intimate thoughts with you?”

      She sucked in a breath, flushing. The duke was very properly and thoroughly affronted. Still, Dru did not look away from that cold condemnation, instead she gave him the honesty he said he preferred. “I…It feels safer to say ‘Your Grace’.”

      “Does it work?”

      Her heart missed a beat and then raced to catch up. “Your Grace?”

      “Does the ache of want feel less, Drusilla, because you call me ‘Your Grace’? Tell me.”

      “You are so outrageous,” she cried.

      His eyes gleamed. “Am I truly?”

      She laughed, the sound so unexpected she slapped a hand over her mouth. “Yes, you are. A true gentleman would have allowed a lady the space to step back without naming the true reason she did something.”

      “You like me this way,” he said, tossing her earlier words back at her.

      I do, so very much. Uncomfortable with the awareness, she murmured, “The rain is easing, I…I believe I shall hurry—”

      “Do not go, stay.” The words rasped from his throat, more an order yet to her ears it felt like a plea.

      His face tensed, as if his own words jarred him. “I merely mean to say it is still raining, and you can catch your death from too much exposure.”

      He returned to facing the windows, holding himself impossibly still. The duke had his horses and dogs, but not much else, and a frightened yet fascinated part of her wondered if he kept her here at his castle because of his loneliness.

      I want to know you too, but surely you must see I cannot stay.

      Dru stood, keeping the blanket wrapped tightly about her body to stand by the glass, peering outside.

      “Your home is beautiful, Your Grace; I do not believe I told you before.” She pressed the flat of her palm to the cold glass. “Is it common for the rains to be so unrelenting this time of the year?”

      “No.”

      “Do you think it will ease so the roads might get a chance to dry?”

      “You are worried,” he said. “Why?”

      An incredulous sound hummed in her throat. “Surely you jest, Your Grace. I am an unmarried lady who has been away from home for days. I…my parents and friends must be dreadfully worried.”

      “Did you not write to them? Did you not provide to your parents a reasonable and credible excuse as to why you are not with them?”

      “Yes, but I’ve had no reply.”

      A tension-filled beat of silence passed.

      “You want to leave.”

      She glanced up at him quickly, but he was looking directly ahead, his profile set in rigid lines of aloofness. Her fingers tightened on the edges of the blanket. “I could…I could complete the memoirs through letters, Your Grace, and—”

      “If I am able to write all my thoughts in letters what would have been the point in hiring you?”

      “I not only record your memories, but I also organize them in a logical chronological order, Your Grace. You do not tell me about your past in that manner, so I do more than merely transcribe your accounts,” she said hoarsely, knowing he would be unmoved by her worries.

      Hurt and anger mushroomed in her chest at his silence. “Should it be discovered I have been here alone with you for several days, I do not think I could bear the consequences.”

      “Is that supposed to move me?” he asked with a caustic bite.

      She felt utterly discomposed by his indifference. “How can you be so unfeeling? I—”

      His expression veiled. “You may leave in the morning.”

      Shocked, she stilled. “Truly?”

      “I will arrange for the carriage to take you safely wherever you wish to go. You may pack your belongings this evening. Please take all the clothes with you. I have no use for them as they were ordered only for you.”

      Dru was truly at a loss how to respond for she never anticipated he would agree without a terrible argument, or a reminder of the threat he held against her to bend her to his will. “Why?”

      A rough laugh escaped him, and he shifted to face her. The stark planes of his face remained set in rigid lines. “Is not this what you wanted?”

      Dru felt silly, however she said, “You surprised me by agreeing.” And every bit of you that you reveal…somehow enchants me.

      “I will give you three months to return and complete the work you owe me.”

      She gasped. “What ruse am I to use to return, Your Grace?”

      “You are a lady of great ingenuity; I am sure the answer will come to you.”

      “I will have no solution, Your Grace, and I cannot live in dread, feeling as if a sword hangs over my head if I do not complete your bidding! You only need to send me letters and—”

      “No letters.”

      “Why not?”

      He violently tugged off his gloves and lifted a severely scarred hand to her face. “This,” he snarled, anger darkening the blue orbs in his gaze.

      She jerked back, her heart pounding. “Please control your temper!”

      The duke’s lips were unsmiling, the lines of his face hard, cold. For a moment Drusilla’s heart stopped, then resumed with a dull thud that echoed in her ears. His scowl could surely wilt flowers in full bloom.

      He seemed to gather himself. “The bones are badly knitted, the nerves are damaged, and I am barely able to pen any sort of letter, and I will not bear my soul and past to my man of affairs or any damn lawyers. There was a reason I chose you!”

      He started to lower his hand, and Dru took it within hers. He froze as if he had not anticipated her actions. A lump formed in her throat at the damage that puckered over his knuckles, his palm, and up to his wrist, vanishing under the sleeve of his jacket.

      She looked up at him, now knowing how much it must have cost the duke to ask for help. “I am sorry that I did not give any thought to why you would have asked someone else to write such personal accounts for you.”

      A dark lock had fallen forward invitingly over his right eyebrow, and she was tempted to brush it away. The duke’s unblinking gaze did not reveal anything, and she had no inkling of his thoughts as he took her measure.

      “I will come back,” she softly said. “I promise it.”

      He jerked, and she could see that he had not expected it of her.

      “Are you a woman of your word?” he asked gruffly.

      “I am, Your Grace, and one of great ingenuity. Somehow, I’ll revisit you to complete these memoirs.” I promise you.

      His fingers closed over hers, and he tugged her closer. Surely there was no strength in his actions, yet her feet moved forward, closing the small space between their bodies. His nearness was disconcerting, and a dangerous thrill scythed through her heart. “Your Grace?”

      “I believe it customary to seal a deal with a kiss or something of the sort.”

      She almost choked. “I believe that something of the sort is a handshake!” Dru said, concentrating hard upon keeping her manner indifferent, when her heart trembled.

      The dratted man did not release her but hauled her up against him and kissed her. The protest tangled in her throat as the sweetest longing rose inside Dru. Almost against her will, she slipped her hands around his neck and held him to her, ardently returning his embrace.

      Flames of excitement raced across her body, and she parted her lips, accepting the sensuous glide of his tongue against hers. She gasped into his urgent kisses when he lifted her, padded over to the table, and set her atop of it, nudging her legs wide to move between them.

      He gripped her hips, dragged her off the edge of the table so their most intimate parts connected. She pressed her thighs together against a sudden lick of heat. Their lips parted.

      “We cannot repeat our mistake,” she whispered.

      He slammed his eyes closed, as if her sensible words had wounded him. Dru lifted her hand to cup his scarred jaw, and he jerked his face away from that touch.

      Oh heavens, why do I feel so bereft?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWELVE

          

        

      

    

    
      The desire Drusilla roused in Ambrose was too urgent and desperate, so he stepped away. He raked his fingers through his hair, knowing he should damn well apologize, but he had never been a hypocrite.

      “I am not in the least bit sorry,” he said, feathering a thumb over her red, swollen lips. “So I will not offer words I do not mean, Lady Drusilla. You are the sweetest thing I have ever tasted, and if I could kiss you every damn day I believe I would.”

      Her eyes widened and even Ambrose did not know what he meant by the impulsive words. Worse, he was not an impulsive man, not since the carriage accident that had taken his beloved brother. Moving from between the beckoning heat of her open legs, he dipped into a short bow, whirled, and walked away. Ambrose had never tasted anything as delightful as her kisses, and his mouth burned with the imprint of her lips.

      Perhaps I am merely lonely for female companionship, and that is the reason I find her so compelling.

      He paused outside the vinery, lifting his face to the stinging rain. “That is bloody well not true either.”

      There were a number of ladies he could take to his damn bed for a romp, whether for a coin or because he was a wealthy duke. Before she had entered his castle, Ambrose hadn’t felt as if anything was damn well missing. It was by choice he had removed himself from society, and he had felt…contented with his lot. He visited London several times since his accident, but had simply done so without fanfare, and always kept his hat on even when it was required for him to remove it.

      He’d attended a few plays at the opera house, but no society balls. He had walked along the Thames, he had visited the gardens, but then he had stopped, feeling a sort of emptiness in those activities.

      But now…

      The gentle touch of a finger on his jaw, a whispered sound of need, an endearment, the sweet feel of a mouth pressed against his, and the bleakness of his existence made itself present. Ambrose hungered for them, and not from any lady, but Drusilla. He looked over his shoulder in time to see her emerge from the vinery. She had removed the wig and her mass of black hair tumbled over her shoulders. He’d seen his fair share of beauty, but somehow Ambrose felt Lady Drusilla was the most beautiful, alluring creature he could remember setting eyes upon.

      I am acting the besotted fool.

      The very memory of the last time he had indeed felt like a fool knotted his stomach. Except, for the first time since the discovery of Lady Amelia in the stables bedding her lover, he smiled, recalling how she had swooned when he offered to join them. His revenge had been petty indeed, for Ambrose had shrugged from his jacket, went up to her lover and kissed the frozen man lightly on the mouth. A devil of anger had been riding him, and Ambrose had turned to Amelia and assured her he had enough stamina to satisfy them both.

      The damn unfaithful witch had fainted after shrieking he was a wretched monster, a beast.

      And somehow, Lady Drusilla wanted him…not for a coin and not because he was a duke. Ambrose touched the scars on his cheek. There was no mistaking the lust in her eyes when he kissed her, no mistaking the trembling in her body when he’d loved her. She liked him like this…even though he owned to a surly temper.

      The lady blushed under his unwavering regard, and Ambrose suspected the longing he felt washing over his senses was naked for her to see. Turning away he marched toward the stables. A long hard ride, even in the rain, was what he needed.

      He all but ran to the stables, and not because of the rain, but to burn away the hunger urging him to return to the vinery and seduce her until she was begging him for fulfillment. Ambrose called for a fresh stallion, mounted him, and surged from the stables, uncaring that the sun was slipping behind the clouds and lightning forked from the sky.

      He rode for a long time, until he reached the hill overlooking the manor. The curtains were drawn, and not even the lamplight was visible to him.

      “Your daughter is growing lovely, Anthony,” he murmured. “I have the perfect pony for her. I’ll tell her you named your first pony Starlight, and perhaps she will name hers the same in honor of your memory.”

      The wind rustled through the leaves, and Ambrose whimsically thought, if there were an afterlife, his brother and father heard whenever he spoke to them. Grabbing the reins, he whirled around, riding along the road that would take him closer to town and toward London. A river was some miles away, and he wanted to ensure the banks were not flooded, and it would be safe for Drusilla to travel tomorrow. There was no doubt she would be packing to leave. The relief in her eyes had been inescapable, yet there had been a softer emotion he’d not been able to name.

      It is unimaginable to think, but I just might very well miss you.

      He laughed, the wind whipping about the sound. At least she would return in three months. A bright flash of lightning flared, his well-trained horse reared then bolted.

      “What the hell…!”

      The horse dipped, and Ambrose sailed from the saddle, landing with a resounding thud. Pain exploded through him, and he gasped out a harsh breath when he realized one of his damn legs was still caught in the stirrups. He tried to push up to untangle himself, but a bewildering blackness tugged at him relentlessly until he knew no more.
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        * * *

      

      A piercing scream ripped through the stillness of night, jerking Drusilla awake. A quick peek at the clock on the mantle revealed it was only a few minutes after nine. She had only fallen asleep an hour ago. Stifling the yawn, she hastened from the bed, tugging on her robe. Slipping from her chamber, Dru hurried down the long hallway and the winding staircase to the lower floors.

      The servants had gathered round the main hall, and a still body was being carried in from the dark and rainy night on a door by three men. A few of the servants wept, and one even frantically prayed.

      What is happening?

      To start with there were so many people hovering that she was unable to see who was being carried inside. Then as the crowd of servants stepped back to allow the men to carry the injured man in, she realized it was the duke and that his head was covered with blood, his clothes ripped, muddy and bloody, and that he was not moving at all.

      Her heart jolted, and she leaned against the wall feeling weakened. Where she could see skin, it was mostly bloody and mud-splattered.

      “We must take the master to his bedchamber,” someone said, weeping.

      She wanted to speak and could not. Her tongue felt heavy, her throat tight, and her eyes achy. Drusilla stepped out of the way so they could bear the duke upstairs to his chamber. The butler issued orders, and the servants ran to obey and fetch whatever was needed. They carried him very slowly upstairs as if they were bearing a coffin. The duke looked so still, so pale and lifeless. Dru was terrified he might be dead.

      Tears welled in her eyes, but she dashed them away. Outside she could hear grooms trying to calm a terrified horse and lead it to the stables. Anger unexpectedly rushed through her.

      Why did you so rashly ride off into the storm, and now you might be dead or dying!

      Dru hovered outside the duke’s room, fear and worry gnawing at her. The servants blocked the door so she could not enter while they stripped and tended to him. Finally, the door opened, and one of the footmen said, “You can go in now, my lady; he’s really banged himself up badly this time. His horse dragged him back, and he knocked his head. Mr. Elton sent for the doctor, but I doubt he’ll be any good coming out on such a wild night as this for he is probably stinking drunk by now.”

      “I…thank you for telling me.”

      The servants left and she slid into the duke’s room. He looked so pale and still in the center of the bed. Dru dragged an armchair closer and sat in it, staring and willing him awake. She stayed in the duke’s room, though there was little she could do to help him. Her medical knowledge was slim to none, and the butler had sent a footman into the village for the physician.

      Ambrose’s chest rose and fell in an even rhythm, but he did not stir awake. She occasionally felt his cheeks and forehead for telltale signs of fever and his neck for the beat of his pulse, sighing with relief each time she found him well.

      “Why don’t you wake?” she whispered. “You stubborn bacon-brained fool, why do you push yourself so?”

      Why had he gone riding in the ghastly weather?

      Of course, he made no answer, and Dru kept vigil for a few more hours. She fell asleep curled into the armchair, abandoning her plan to leave Chappelle Castle in the morning. How could she abandon him now?

      A low groan jarred her awake. Thankfully, the rains eased outside, but a quick peek at the duke showed that he remained in a deep slumber. Dru sleepily looked around the chamber. There was no one else there, so what had made the sound? The duke mumbled, and it was then Dru saw that his cheeks were now noticeably flushed with fever.

      “No,” she softly cried, rushing from the chair and clambering onto the bed. She pressed a hand to his forehead. “Why are you fevered?”

      Dru rushed from the room, calling for the housekeeper, who revealed the physician had not arrived.

      “Why? It has been hours?”

      The housekeeper wrung her hands, her distress evident. Dru took a deep breath, for the servants needed someone to keep them steady.

      “Please send word to his…to the duchess. Inform her of what has transpired. Before you do that, send up fresh strips of clean linen, brandy, and jugs of cool water.”

      The housekeeper nodded and hastened away to do her bidding. His servants had removed his clothes and put him into a clean nightshirt, his head was bandaged but had stopped bleeding, but she did not know what she would find beneath the shirt. She folded back the covers and saw that while one leg was whole and unblemished, the other was a mass of scars from the top of his foot to the side of his knee, which the nightshirt did not cover. She eased the nightshirt up and found the scars went up to his groin and beyond. The fresh cuts and grazes had not been bandaged, but a pad of sheets had been laid underneath him.

      The housekeeper returned, bringing with her one of the maids, carrying the requested items between them. Dru was inspecting the grazes, which were extended across the backs of both thighs and clearly went higher. They were not deep, but the back of his bad leg was already a mass of puckered healed scars, which had been ripped apart.

      “Is his back as bad as this?” she asked. “One of the footmen said the skin had been ripped off…” Dru said, hoping to be given some less bad news.

      “It was hard to tell, my lady. I don’t know how much blood His Grace has lost, but we had to wash him, or the dirt would stop him from healing. All we can do is hope and pray.”

      Together they rolled him to one side and recleaned and bandaged the worst of his wounds. Thankfully they more appeared to be grazes. The horrid scarring seemed to be from his first accident. How had he pulled through from it?

      You must have been in so much pain.

      No wonder Ambrose had not undressed when he had made love to her; he must have been embarrassed by the scars and not wanted her to see them.

      Her fingers shook and, ridiculously, she blushed. He had already been inside her body, doing the most intimate act a man and woman could do; why was she blushing? She sat on the edge of the bed, and she sponged him down with the cool water. His restlessness ceased after several minutes of ministration, and his breathing calmed, yet still, he did not wake. Exhausted, she stood, and his hand darted out and clasped her elbow.

      “Do not leave me,” he said raggedly. “Please.”

      His eyes were still closed, and Dru could not tell if he was aware of his actions.

      “Your Grace,” she whispered. “Ambrose, I…”

      “Drusilla…”

      Her name sounded like a benediction, and her heart wrenched.

      “Do not leave me alone in the cold,” he said.

      Something inside her chest cracked. “I’ll warm you, I promise it,” she whispered.

      Dismissing all possibilities of upholding any sense of propriety, Dru gently eased from the duke’s clasp, walked around to his uninjured side, and climbed into the bed with him. Immediately, the duke shifted, hurting himself to draw her closer to his side. He sighed, the sound of contentment and relief, then fell into a deep slumber. Exhausted from her care and vigil, she rested a hand on his chest and allowed the darkness to take her under.
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      Ambrose slowly opened his eyes, wincing at the brightness of the sun. The heavy drapes were parted, and the windows, which covered an entire wall of his chamber, opened. The fresh air was bracing, and he inhaled deeply, letting it out with a sigh. Ambrose shifted, intending to rise from the bed. Only then a soft body curved into his side registered against his senses. His heart lurched, and awareness rippled over his skin.

      Lady Drusilla.

      He glanced down, moving so he did not crush her delicate weight. The lady murmured, snuggling even closer into his body. What the hell was going on? He tried to remember if he had seduced her into his bed, and the memory of tumbling from his horse, the piercing pain in his skull and then blackness rushed to him. How had he returned to the castle? He took stock of his body, feeling the dull aches and pains. There also lingered a throb at the back of his head. A quick exploration of his body revealed several bandages.

      Bloody hell.

      That he was alive informed him that he had been fortunate or blessed, and Ambrose certainly did not rely on either to live. What Ambrose believed in were logic and pragmatism. He’d been reckless, lost in a place in his damn head because of the woman in his bed.

      What are you doing here?

      The breath stilled inside his chest as his memories provided an answer. He closed his eyes, feeling the phantom caress of featherlight touches of those slender fingers over his chest and scars, her soft murmurs of encouragement as she fed him water, and the sweet sound of her voice as she sang.

      Had it been a dream?

      “You are awake,” she said huskily, rolling from his side to sit up in his bed.

      Ambrose stared at her, swallowing tightly at the way his heart jerked. The lady was garbed in a modest, white cotton gown that hid more of her figure than it revealed, yet his carnal imagination stirred violently to life. The sun streaming inside lit on her like a shimmering flame, and his mouth dried. Her mass of raven tresses tumbled over her shoulders, and her beautiful blue eyes glistened. Ambrose was aware suddenly that the brightness in her eyes was caused by unshed tears.

      Were you worried about me?

      The idea that she had been filled him with bewilderment…and awe. “I am awake,” he said gruffly, dragging himself up to sit with his back pressed against the headboard.

      The motion deepened the ache in his body, but he carefully kept his expression composed. It mattered to him that she should not needlessly worry.

      A deep sigh of relief came from her, and she smiled. “Let me summon the doctor—”

      “No.”

      In shuffling from the bed, Drusilla paused and glanced over her shoulder. “Why not?”

      “I will see him eventually, not now.”

      There was a moment of hesitation, then Drusilla settled back on the bed, no sense of discomfort at this blatant lack of propriety in their actions. He was glad because he did not want her to suddenly recall decorum and run away.

      “Tell me what happened? How did I reach home?”

      “Your faithful steed brought you,” she said softly. “You had many scrapes and bruises. Thankfully the ground was wet and muddied, or you would have been more seriously injured. You…you have been sleeping for four days.”

      Her words then sank into his consciousness. He had been sleeping for four days? “I see.”

      “You had a fever the first night, but thankfully it broke within a few hours.” Her breath audibly hitched. “You were not even aware when the doctor tended to you, Ambrose. Everyone was worried about you.”

      His damn heart lurched. Ambrose. Was she aware she had done away with the barrier of his title? Given her air of exhaustion, Drusilla had kept vigil the entire time he had been abed. “You stayed with me,” he said gruffly.

      A flicker of emotion he could not identify flared in her eyes. “Yes.”

      “Why?”

      Her eyes widened. “You expected me to leave when you were hurt, Your Grace?”

      Yes. “My staff is handsomely paid to look after me. I released you. You had no obligation to remain at Chappelle Castle.”

      You had no duty to sit by my bed for days.

      Her eyes crinkled at the corner. “I fear you have not paid me yet. How could I leave?”

      He stilled, and that small, lush mouth curved into a small smile.

      “I only tease you, Your Grace. Do not be so serious.”

      “I know you do, Drusilla.” She had not only stayed at the castle at the cost of her reputation but also in his rooms. He vaguely recalled that she had hovered over him all night, cooling his face with wet cloths, coaxing water between his lips, and murmuring comforting words.

      You truly stayed for me.

      What had his servants thought? It was clear to him the lady had no worries about servants’ gossip. Her only worry was for…him. Ambrose was decidedly uncertain about what to think. Feelings, however, were not beyond him. They writhed and crackled within his chest, and he felt alive in a way he had never experienced.

      His damnably disobedient gaze dropped to her lips. Her mouth was entirely too pretty…too kissable.

      It was a reckless mistake.

      Damn it all to hell. It was a mistake he wanted to make again and again. She must have perceived his thought, for the minx smiled, then giggled, the sound too sweet and sensual.

      “Do not look at me so, Ambrose, please.”

      His heart started to stutter inside his chest. He loved that she called him by name, not ‘Your Grace.’ “Thank you for staying with me, Drusilla.”

      It was absurd to be feeling slightly breathless at her closeness.

      “I was happy to,” she murmured, shifting as if nervous.

      He was aware of the faint fragrance of soap, the damp tendrils on her forehead to suggest she had taken a recent bath, and the lush cleavage peeking above her gown.

      “You are still looking at me in that manner,” she said, blushing prettily, then boldly queried, “What are you thinking?”

      “I cannot seem to help this infernal desire to kiss you. An annoyance I shall no doubt soon overcome.”

      Her eyes danced with merriment. Her gaze had an answering hunger, and he stilled as she leaned forward. She did not kiss him as he wildly hoped but tenderly brushed her fingers over his forehead, the worry evident in her gaze.

      “I was so very scared. Are you certain you are feeling well?”

      He let his gaze drift over her. “I am.”

      Ambrose wondered when anyone other than doctors and servants had taken such care of him because they wanted to and not for some obligatory compensation.

      His stomach rumbled alarmingly, and she lowered her hand, smiling. “I shall inform the cook to prepare some broth—”

      “You speak blasphemy, woman.”

      She made a choking sound. “It was the doctor’s order, Your Grace, and—”

      He snagged her slender fingers and gently squeezed. “Please, do not.”

      She sucked in a deep breath and widened eyes landed on him. “Your—”

      “Do not…do not go back to calling me so.”

      After a moment’s consideration, Drusilla smiled. “Very well, Ambrose,” she said softly. “Whenever we are alone, I shall refer to you by your given name.”

      His damn chest warmed. “I have a remarkable dislike for broth. And any type of food doctors deem for invalids.”

      Sympathy softened her features. “What do you wish to eat?”

      “A feast fit for a king,” he said with a touch of arrogance. “And you shall have it with me.”

      “Was that supposed to be an invitation to dine with you?”

      “Yes.”

      She made a low sound of outrage, but her eyes gleamed with good humor. “I shall  meet you here within the hour—”

      “In the library.”

      She hesitated. “Ambrose…you hurt your head and your body. The doctor said you need rest.”

      “I know my body best,” he said, holding her regard. “Being in bed is certainly not what I need. I promise should I find it difficult to be up and about, I will not cause you to worry needlessly but will retire to my chamber.”

      The deep anxiety eased from her expression. “You would consider my feelings on the matter?”

      “Yes.”

      She stared at him as if uncertain of what to make of his answer. “Why?”

      “Must a man reveal every bit of himself?”

      Her lips quirked. “If he wishes for the lady to understand him, I fear the answer is yes.”

      “I do not wish you to suffer any anxiety,” he said gruffly.

      “So my feelings matter,” she said impishly.

      They do. Yet he only made a non-committal grunt.

      She dipped her head to hide her smile. “I will join you in the library.”

      Drusilla pushed from the bed and dipped into a curtsy. He hated even this hint of formality. Suddenly he wanted to smash all the barriers she still had between them. Ambrose wanted her laughing and talking without reserve. He wanted her flushed and repleted from pleasure. He wanted her honesty, her anger, her… love, a wicked, spiteful hidden part of himself whispered, mocking his earlier belief that love was for whimsical fools.

      “Send the doctor to me.”

      She nodded, whirled away, and calmly walked from his room. He stared at the closed door until his damn eyes ached. Shoving back the coverlet from his body, he carefully clambered from the bed. The room spun, but he gripped the post, centering himself against the sensation.

      The door opened, and the physician and his valet entered.

      “Your Grace, how pleased we are to see you up and about,” Dr. Hickling said. “Please permit me to examine your wounds and—”

      “A bath first,” he said to Branson.

      “The water is already prepared, my lord, on orders of Lady Drusilla, who anticipated your needs daily in the hopes you would awake soon.”

      Her consideration once again stoked those dormant emotions, and Ambrose could only stare at Branson, who seemed too pleased with the lady’s efforts. His valet opened the door, and footmen entered with buckets of steaming water.

      As they ventured into the bath area, he removed his clothes and bandages with the aid of his valet. His body ached, and the pain he had ignored made itself known. Still, it was not the worst he had ever felt. Dr. Hickling made odd noises as he examined his body, even probing a few wounds.

      “I’ll leave a tincture for the pain—”

      “No.”

      “Your Grace.”

      “No laudanum,” he snapped. “As I am not dying, leave me.”

      They bowed and hastened from the room. He lowered himself into the large tub, hissing as the heat stung his wounds. Ambrose allowed the heat of the water to soothe his injuries, hardening his determination to not rely on the opiates. Once, he had done so; it felt like he had lost a piece of himself as he struggled to cope with his grief and rage.

      Never again.
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      An hour later, Ambrose sauntered into the library, pleasure rushing through him when he saw Drusilla waiting for him. She was garbed in a lovely high-waist yellow gown, her feet bare, and her raven locks flowing over her shoulders in beautiful disarray. How sweetly fetching you are.

      “What a brilliant strategy,” she murmured appreciatively, staring at his chessboard. “Agatha would be impressed.”

      Ambrose gently closed the door behind him. “And who is Agatha?”

      Drusilla straightened and whirled to face him, the loveliest smile blooming on her lips. “Agatha is another dear friend of mine. She recently wed the Duke of Ranford. Do you know the duke?”

      “We’ve met,” Ambrose said. “It has been years since I’ve visited London for frivolities or political dinners and meetings.”

      A small frown pleated her brow, and she stared at him consideringly. “Do you have plans to visit soon?”

      “No.”

      “Do you not miss your friends or…the pleasurable pursuits you have mentioned in your memoirs?”

      “No.” Yet an unfathomable sensation pierced his chest. Ambrose walked over to the table laden with several dishes.

      “These were only just delivered,” she said, coming over to stand beside him. “They smell wonderful.”

      His chef had outdone himself, and Ambrose could not recall when last a seven-course meal had been prepared in the castle or if everything had ever been laid out in this service à la francaise fashion.

      “We have roasted duck with cranberry sauce, stuffed quail, roasted pork, and fish. We have salads, jellies, cheese, and vegetables.”

      “Did you think I would not see the broth?”

      Soft laughter poured from her, the sound rippling through the air like musical notes. Ambrose hoarded the sound like a drowning man desperate for air.

      Ridiculous. His harsh admonition of himself did nothing to stem the longing for the woman beside him.

      “The broth is merely a precaution if your stomach does not tolerate this rich offering.”

      He glanced at Drusilla to see her staring up at him, her eyes sparkling. “Thank you for your consideration,” he said softly.

      “We are friends,” she said, lightly touching his arm. “Such thanks are not needed.”

      She started to lower her hand and he caught it, gripping three of her fingers. “Is that what we are? Friends?”

      Her gaze lowered to their joined hands, and a beguiling pink rose on her cheeks. She raised her head and met his stare.

      Drusilla’s face lit with pleasure. “I would like us to be, Ambrose.”

      “What would be the point of this friendship?”

      “There are many benefits to a friendship between us.”

      He lifted a brow. “Do enlighten my ignorance.”

      The lady pulled her fingers from his clasp, and he let his fall away. She walked along the length of the table, rubbing her palms together with evident anticipation of eating this feast. The lady had given up all pretense of decorum, and he liked her all the more for it.

      She stabbed a single finger in the air. “Firstly, I would not hesitate to reveal my gluttonous side to you if we were friends. If we are not, I will have to consume only a small bit of food to my eternal regret.”

      Ambrose laughed, unable to stop the need. The damn minx seemed delighted that he did.

      “For the sake of sparing you this regret, I will accept this bond of friendship,” he said drolly.

      “I daresay you shall not regret it.”

      Smiling, she selected one of the plates and took a sample of every dish. Ambrose was certain she would not be able to consume it all. He followed suit, sampling all the dishes except the broth. Drusilla went to the walnut table by the fireside, sat, and waited for him.

      His servants had really outdone themselves. He’d not expected them to set up this table and chairs inside with all the necessary cutlery and even a smaller table with port, sherry, and wine. Ambrose joined her, his heart jolting that this was the first time he had not dined alone in over four years. For a precious moment, the awareness almost robbed him of breath.

      “Let food be thy medicine,” she said, plucking up her fork.

      “Ah, a lady who reads Hippocrates.”

      She saucily arched a brow. “Surprised?”

      “No. I expected you to be rather amazing, Drusilla.”

      She smiled. “You are frowning. Are we too informal?”

      “No,” he said gruffly, reaching for his utensils. “I’ve not had dinner with anyone for a long time.”

      Drusilla sat up a little straighter. Her gaze caressed over his face, lingering on the savage scars. “You’ve…eaten alone since your accident?”

      “Yes.”

      He forked off a piece of roasted pork and brought it to his mouth. They ate in silence, and he watched with perplexing charm as she ate every single morsel on her plate. Ambrose hid his smile when she got herself a second serving. She leaned back against her chair, her lovely features flushed with satisfaction.

      “That was—” Drusilla’s eyes widened, her mouth forming a small moue of surprise. “Do not turn around and alarm them, Ambrose, but a few of your servants are outside with their faces pressed to the windows…staring at us.”

      Of course, he turned and looked. The servants frantically ducked, but he recognized his valet, the housekeeper, and butler. Head servants who should own to better conduct.

      Still, his mouth twitched and Drusilla laughed.

      “Please do not fire them. My heart would feel so wretched if they were relieved of their post simply because of curiosity.”

      “I will consider your request for the sake of your heart that can bear no wretchedness.”

      She wrinkled her nose, her eyes gleaming with that bewitching light. “Are you jesting, Ambrose?”

      He cleared his throat. “An attempt to make you smile, I admit.”

      She rewarded his efforts with a lovely curve of her mouth.

      “Would you like to play chess with me?” The invitation slipped from him before he fully understood the need driving him.

      She stifled a yawn, her gaze flicking to the clock, which revealed it to be very late. “I would love to, Ambrose.”

      Yet he could see the dark circles forming under her eyes. Why are you so willing to selflessly give of yourself to me? Is it pity?

      His body went cold at the very thought. Ambrose stood. “You are exhausted. Another day perhaps.”

      She stood, peering up at him. “Now that you are awake…I shall return home and come back to finish your memoir as promised,” she said softly.

      No, the denial wanted to rip from him in a snarl, but he contained it. “Very well. We will end the memoirs, and you should pack to return home.”

      Drusilla stared at him as if she wanted to uncover his soul. “Would you like to tell Emily about the accident that killed her father, or do you wish to leave that out of the memoirs?”

      If he traveled down the dark hallways of memory, he would be lost to it. “I will not tell her.”

      “Would you like to tell me?”

      Ambrose stilled, waiting for the burn of anger or something fiercer to pull at his chest. There was nothing save for the longing to sit and talk with this woman. He padded over to the fireplace, took the chessboard from the table, and sat on the floor. As if she read his thoughts, Drusilla took the thick blanket on the chaise and spread it on the lush carpet before the fire. He merely lifted a brow when she grabbed the decanter of whiskey and brought it over. They lowered themselves to the blanket and started to play. Several minutes passed in tense, anticipatory silence.

      “You are very good,” he murmured when she promoted her pawn to knighthood.

      “I know,” she whispered, tipping the decanter to her mouth and taking a healthy swallow.

      He laughed and she smiled, peeking at him from beneath long lashes. Ambrose reached for the whisky, and she handed it to him. Taking several sips, he hummed appreciatively. He handed it back to her, and she shook her head, grinning.

      “I am a terrible drinker. My friends lament how easily I get tippled, so I limit myself to a small amount.”

      “You drink with your friends?”

      “What men have done, women can do,” she drawled. “We drink, though I admit in moderation; we fence, box, ride astride and read the naughtiest books.”

      Bloody hell. “I am impressed. Check.”

      Her eyes narrowed on the chessboard, her teeth sinking into her bottom lip in concentration.

      “You are too cunning,” she muttered, sacrificing a bishop to save her king. “I should not like it, but I do.”

      Smiling, he plucked up a knight, dropping it in a clatter as his damn fingers cramped. The pain pushed a hiss from Ambrose. Drusilla shuffled closer to him, took his palm between hers and started to knead away the twisting knots. He stared at her lowered head, unable to understand the sensation hammering at his heart.

      “I can do this myself,” he said gruffly.

      “I know.” Yet she did not release him, just continued with her gentle ministrations. Deep, circular massages into his knotted flesh reduced the pain before it bloomed into true agony.

      He curled his palm upward, and she slipped her palm over his, allowing him to take her hand in a clasp. Drusilla’s head remained lowered, and she traced the tip of her fingers over his scars.

      “We were racing along the main road taking us from town to Derbyshire. Anthony…he had the reins, and I urged him on, feeling we could beat the time set by Lord Matheson and his set. We lost a wheel, and our carriage went over an incline.”

      Drusilla had faltered into stillness. His body felt on edge, and his damn heart pounded. Ambrose had never spoken of that day with anyone, not even his mother, who had screamed and slapped him in her grief.

      “Our bodies were broken,” he said softly.

      She jerked, tightening her fingers on his.

      “I held my brother, my best friend, in my arms while he died. I am damn glad I was with him. I do not know how Anthony did it, but he smiled at the end and told me I should live a good life before I followed him to the afterlife. He would wait for me there to hear all the stories of how I have laughed, lived, and loved. He asked me to care for the lady he loved and their child.”

      She lifted her head and stared at him. Drusilla’s dark blue eyes were bright with unshed tears. Thankfully she did not utter any empty platitudes. She lifted his scarred hand up and brushed a kiss over his knuckles. That gave him comfort more than any words she could have said.

      The winds howled outside, and a bramble scraped against the windows. Ambrose cleared his throat. “The rains have only lessened. I suggest you give it another week to ensure the roads are safe for traveling.”

      “I cannot stay another week,” she gasped, releasing his hand. “Every day away from home increases the risk of discovery and—”

      The abrupt way she stopped speaking had him intently studying her.

      “And what?” he prompted.

      Her throat worked on a swallow, and her color considerably heightened. An unexpected silence fell between them, and her gaze lingered on his lips for shocking moments.

      “Ah,” he murmured, using the back of his fingers to gently touch her cheek. “You are worried about repeating your mistake.”

      She slammed her eyes closed, screwing them tightly, a soft breath shuddering from her. Drusilla opened her eyes, and the desire there had him dropping his hand as if he’d been burned. Knowing she wanted him sparked a hunger that gnawed a burning hole in his belly and threatened to devour him from the inside out. Still, Ambrose mastered himself, shifting from her tempting softness.

      “You have no need to worry about ravishment, my lady,” he said softly. “I am not a beast unable to control my urges.” Amusement rushed through him. “If I do find myself overwhelmed, there are wenches in the village—”

      “You would not dare!”

      Those words seemed to shock her as much as they did Ambrose. A faint blush bloomed across her cheekbones. Though she jutted her chin, heartbreaking vulnerability settled on her face. Yet a beguiling fierceness there said she would make him suffer if he took another lover.

      God, she is magnificent. His pulse thrummed with want. “I would not dare,” he agreed, wondering if he had lost his mind. Why was he giving her his fidelity when they had nothing between them?

      “Not while we are…friends,” she said shakily.

      “I vow it.”

      A small smile trembled on her mouth, then Drusilla leaned closer and pressed her lips at the underside of his jaw in a fleeting kiss. Ambrose closed his eyes as visceral feelings pierced his chest. The warm fragrance of her perfume drifted through his senses. When Drusilla retreated, he felt empty. No other words passed between them, and she struggled to her feet and walked from the library, presumably making her way to her bedchamber.

      Ambrose felt as if he would have given one of his arms for the privilege to follow and spend the night in her arms. A wry smile touched his mouth, and, ruthlessly fighting back the desire to chase her, he stood, padded over to the window, resting his forehead against the cold glass, sensing the night would be long and torturous.

      For tomorrow you are leaving.

      And Lady Drusilla would take the only ray of light to pierce his lonely darkness in years.
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      Drusilla’s belly was a coil of nerves, her heart an aching mess as she lay in the dark of her bedchamber, listening to the howling winds, unable to sleep.

      Our bodies were broken.

      Such a simple phrase that did not detail the terrible horror he and his brother must have endured.

      I am so sorry for your pain and loss. Words she had wanted to tell him, but instinct had warned her that such sympathy would have been unwelcomed. Dru tossed, thumping her pillow with her deep frustration. She would leave tomorrow morning and not see the duke again for about three months. There was nothing Dru wanted more than to be with him tonight. She had left his presence more than an hour ago, and Dru could not suppress the reckless desire racing through her veins.

      She rolled onto her back, her eyes wide open. Dru did not want to think about responsibility or what was right. She only knew that tomorrow she would leave Chappelle Castle and Ambrose. Dru pushed from the bed, grabbed her robe and slipped it on. She hastened from the room, hoping he was still awake.

      Dru couldn’t explain away the desire or even begin to understand it, only knowing she wanted to spend the rest of the night with the duke. Either playing chess or simply in conversation. Once in the long hallway, the distant sound of a pianoforte reached her ears. She hesitated, walking down the winding staircase to the lower floors. She strolled beyond the library to another room near the end of the hallway. Dru opened the door noiselessly and peered inside.

      The powerful shape illuminated by the pale moonlight revealed that the duke played. He did so beautifully. His fingers danced over the keyboard, his uninjured hand moving with more vigor and speed than the other. The raw beauty and sweetness of the song made her heart ache and her eyes sting. Those notes were poignant, haunting, and recounted a tale with which she was unfamiliar. The raw beauty of the music evoked a desperate longing inside her chest. Dru touched her cheek, startled to find it wet with tears.

      She must have made a sound, for the duke’s shoulders stiffened, and a discordant note echoed. Dru tried to step back into the shadows, feeling odd at intruding upon his private moment and whatever emotions pushed him to play.

      “Stay with me, Drusilla.”

      Surely he could not know she was there. Dru took another step into the shadows.

      “Please, stay with me.”

      Those soft words hooked inside her chest and pulled her into the music room. “How did you know I was there?”

      “I could…feel you.”

      She padded to the bench, sat beside him, and trailed her fingers over the keys. “You play beautifully, Ambrose.”

      He was silent for a few beats, then he asked, “Do you play?”

      “The violin. My pianoforte skills are ghastly.”

      A smile touched his mouth. “Do you need music sheets when you play the violin?”

      “No.”

      “Good,” he said gruffly, his fingers moving with powerful assurance over the keyboards. “Would you play with me?”

      Her pulse raced. “What would you like to hear?”

      “Your favorite piece.”

      She stood and sat by the windows overlooking the garden, picking up the violin and cradling it in her arms. Dru was not daunted by his exceptional skill, one she could never hope to match. Dru started to play a piece that had always moved her, Il trillo del diavolo. The music moved through her, and quite familiar with the music Tartini claimed the devil played for him in a dream, Dru gave it her all. The night fell away as the notes swept through her, and she vaguely became aware that Ambrose had stopped playing the pianoforte and was sitting on a stool before her, his expression rapt.

      The notes died way, and she lowered the violin.

      “You are magnificent,” he said softly.

      Drusilla smiled, leaned forward, and clasped his jaw in her hands. “And so are you,” she whispered, then pressed her mouth against his.

      This was not her conscious intention of coming below stairs, yet Dru knew it was what she needed. Ambrose tasted of brandy, of life, happiness…and like the man she had been yearning and waiting for.

      Oh, I am so silly to be falling in love with you, she silently cried.

      Dru nipped his bottom lip, and he groaned, dragging her from her chair onto his lap. Her breasts swelled with languorous heaviness, and an ache throbbed between her thighs. Ambrose twined his fingers through her hair, tilted her head and ravished her mouth with a deep, satisfying kiss.

      He pulled from her, breathing harshly. “Go,” he said tightly.

      “No,” she whispered, her breath fanning against his mouth. “I am leaving tomorrow. I want to be with you for the night.”

      He stilled. Thud. Thud. Thud. She could feel the terrible force of his heartbeat against her breast.

      “Drusilla—”

      She pressed a shaking finger over his mouth. “We could sit by the fire and read together. Or finish our chess game. Or…or just play together.”

      The hand on her hip tightened.

      “I want more,” he said with rough need.

      Dru’s heart shook with hope. “More of what?”

      “You,” he groaned and sank his fingers into her hair.

      He meant…physically. Though her heart twisted, Dru could not even pretend for a moment with herself. She wanted him too, desperately. “Yes,” she whispered.

      “No regrets, Drusilla,” he said, his voice sounding as if he hung on by a thread. “I could not bear your regret.”

      “This is reckless,” she said, touching the corner of his mouth, still very close to hers. “But it is not a mistake. I want you, Ambrose, so very much,” Dru whispered. Those words were so inadequate to express the depths of feelings she had for him, but there it was. “I can see the same desire and longing in my heart reflected back at me.”

      He stood, easily lifting her weight in his arms. Ambrose walked from the music room and made his way up the stairs. She pressed close and wrapped her arms around his neck, her heart thrumming with anticipation. They did not speak, and the sense of intimacy and want only deepened with their silence.

      He entered his bedchamber, and she noted the room was pitch black with a bare sliver of moonlight piercing the gloom. Ambrose lowered her to the floor, removing her nightgown in a smooth whisk over her head.

      “I wish I could see your beauty,” he murmured.

      “Stoke the fire. See me.”

      A silence lingered.

      “I am not afraid to see your scars,” Dru whispered. “They are a testament to your iron will and experiences.”

      A low, ragged sound came from him, then the whisper of movements which suggested the duke removed his boots and clothes. A lump formed in her throat at the pain and doubt a powerful man like him could feel that he would make love to her in the dark. Dru surged toward him, gasping when her body encountered a wall of muscle and heat.

      His hands cupped her cheeks, tilting her face upward. His mouth pressed against hers, and he swallowed her moan. The passionate way he kissed her sent a scorching sweetness melting through her heart. It felt as if he seduced her mouth, his kisses light and tender, then deep and hungry, his tongue gliding against hers with primal hunger. He tasted like a storm…he also tasted like happiness. His touch felt as if it filled all the empty crevices of her heart that had remained unfulfilled for so long. He tore his mouth from hers to kiss the long length of her throat, nuzzling into the hollow of her collarbone. She rested her head against the curve of his shoulder and chest, delicately tracing her fingers over the puckered scars she felt. He lifted her into his arms, and she gasped as the world shifted, then she felt the cool sheets beneath her back.

      His weight vanished, and Dru sat in bed, listening to the rustles. A warning light bathed the room, and suddenly she could see him. Her mouth dried. “You are so beautiful,” she whispered.

      His body was lean and corded with muscles, his manhood a thick jut in front of him. She held his gaze as he padded over to her, and her heart squeezed at the remoteness of his expression. Ambrose came onto the bed, and she boldly looked at his body, seeing the horrific scars, biting back the need to cry for how he must have suffered.

      “Do you see me,” he asked gruffly.

      She met his stare. “I do.”

      “Are you afraid?”

      “Never,” she promised, reaching for him.

      Ambrose reached for her, and she flowed against his body. He kissed the tip of her nose, then her eyes, and finally her mouth with a tenderness that brought a lump to her throat. He bore her down onto the bed, trailing kisses from her lips to her throat and over her collarbone. She moaned when his mouth closed over her nipple. The heated wetness of his tongue tormented the tender tips of her nipples, and arrows of exquisite sensation shot through her.

      Dru gasped, arching toward his body as he tugged and teased her breasts until her core ached. It was as if lightning struck her low in her belly. He slipped a hand between their bodies, caressing a path over her quivering stomach down to her thighs and to her wet folds.

      She moaned when his fingers rubbed over her, drawing her eager responses. A soft moan turned into a sob of raw need when he stroked her clitoris, pinching and stoking a raw fire of need. The friction had her arching her hips more into his questing fingers.

      Ambrose seemed as if he touched and kissed her everywhere. The underside of her breast, down to her quivering belly, the edges of her hips, nipping and licking at her inner thigh before he kissed her sex, licking and driving her to madness with his tongue.

      “Ambrose,” she gasped, fisting the sheet at her side.

      To her shock, he placed her legs over his shoulders, opening her lasciviously wide. His tongue flicked, and then his teeth scraped against her nub of pleasure. He used his mouth and fingers to drive her wild. Her thighs trembled, sweat slicked her skin, and her heart pounded harshly. Everything seemed as if it was spiraling out of control. Dru cried out when the pleasure broke, heat cascading through her.

      Ambrose rose above her, spreading her thighs in one powerful motion.

      “You are so damn lovely, Drusilla,” he said raggedly, his eyes glittering with emotions she could not decipher.

      She cupped his jaw, holding his stare as he entered her in one smooth glide. Despite her wetness, her flesh pinched, and she gasped. He kissed her deeply, filling her body with chaotic hunger. He started a primal, passionate rhythm, gliding to and fro, at times shallow and then wonderfully hard and deep. Acting on the wanton urge beating in her blood, Drusilla wrapped her legs around his hips. His groan of approval filled her with pleasure, and she dragged her lips down his jaw and to his throat, sucking at his flesh. He thrust harder and deeper, and she coasted her hands over his shoulders and down to his buttocks, holding him even deeper inside her. The passion that raged felt frightening and tempestuous, yet she wanted to burn within it forever.

      The pleasure coiled deeper and deeper low in her belly, and she bit into his shoulders as everything expanded, and she climaxed with soul-searing intensity. He kissed her, and seconds later, he pulled from her body and, with a groan, found his own release.

      “That was….” Dru laughed. “I understand why so many ladies indulge in affairs.”

      His mouth curved in a tender smile, and her heart hitched. A startling sense of recognition prickled through her. I am falling in love with you, Ambrose. The raw emotions tearing through her were wholly unexpected, and it hovered on her tongue to ask him if he thought he could ever learn to love. It was her pride and dignity that kept her silent.

      “Your eyes have dimmed.”

      “I believe I shall miss you when I am gone.”

      A powerful emotion flared in his gaze. “You will return.”

      Her heart felt even more hollow at those assured words. Was that all he wanted? The duke lowered his head, she lifted to meet him, and their mouths melded together in another searing kiss.

      “Stay with me for the night,” he said against her mouth.

      “Yes,” she said, hating that it felt as if her heart was breaking.

      Dru hugged him to her, kissing him, knowing that she might never return to Chappelle Castle despite her promise.
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      Drusilla’s laughter poured over Ambrose like the warm rays of sunshine after being locked in the cold and darkness for hours. They had made love again, bathed in his large copper tub, read a book together, and now traded anecdotes about their childhood.

      The selfish part of him did not want her to leave. He girded himself against the emotions, smiling at how she held her side when she laughed. Ambrose liked that she was so unfettered.

      “I know you did not tell me this tale as a part of your memoirs,” she murmured, smiling at him. “Would you mind if I entered it?”

      “I do not think I would like anyone but you to know I was chased by a cow and forced to climb a tree and stay there for hours.”

      She laughed again, her eyes dancing with merriment. The sun crept into the room, and Drusilla glanced over her shoulders. The smile dimmed, and when she faced him, her expression was sober.

      “I should go.”

      “I know.”

      Yet neither of them moved. She delicately cleared her throat, and he noted that her fingers gripped the sheets tightly. Finally, she released them, leaned over and pressed her mouth to the underside of his jaw. Ambrose closed his eyes, holding the feeling tumbling through his chest close. He wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. She felt so right and perfect in his arms. He tightened his hold slightly on her hip, wanting to keep her with him, then released her. Drusilla hastened from his bed and rushed from his chamber without looking back.

      Ambrose summoned Branson and relayed his orders to ready the carriage for his guest’s departure.

      “She…Lady Drusilla is leaving, Your Grace?”

      “Yes.”

      His valet seemed as if he wanted to protest, but then he bowed stiffly and left the room. Ambrose completed his toiletries, dressing himself before going down the stairs and to his library. There was a sense of emptiness creeping over his senses, and he hissed his annoyance. She was leaving. There was nothing complex about it that should set him on edge so.

      Lady Drusilla was a young lady who needed to be with her family, one who had no wish to marry him since he did not love her…

      Ambrose stood and went over to the windows to stare outside.

      What was this damn love she spoke about? How in God’s name did a man know he loved a woman…and how would she know it?

      Foolish, romantic claptrap.

      She would leave today, and life would continue to exist; the logical and pragmatic part of him, which he had always found reliable, reminded Ambrose. Yet as he stood there, staring out at the vastness of his lands, the feelings of loss dug deeper into his heart, leaving him with a sense of bereft pain and longing.

      He took a deep breath and exhaled slowly.

      By God, why does the thought of you leaving ravage me so?
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        * * *

      

      Dru gripped her small writing case and met the duke’s shadowed stare with a determined smile. It had not taken her long to pack, for she had left all the clothes the duke had procured for her in the armoire. It had taken immeasurable will to keep her expression composed when she entered the library to bid him farewell, especially in the face of his reserve and distance.

      “The carriage is ready and waiting. Two footmen will travel as your protection as you make your way to your friend’s home.”

      “Thank you,” she said.

      He nodded. The tension in him was palpable, yet he said nothing. The ache in Dru’s chest became physical, and there was no ease in its tightening grip. “I shall look forward to your…letters.”

      “Good,” he murmured.

      Why did it feel as if they were strangers? Was he also perhaps holding tightly onto his emotions. Dru had the most appalling and maddeningly tempting urge to close the distance between them and hug him. “Ambrose, I—”

      A sharp knock sounded on the door, and he commanded the servant to enter. His butler opened the door and bowed.

      “Your Grace. A carriage has pulled into the forecourt.”

      A frown flickered over his face. “I am not at home to unexpected callers.”

      The butler cleared his throat, looking almost nervous. “Forgive me, Your Grace. It is the Marquess and Marchioness of Somerton. I have led them to the rose parlor to await your audience.”

      Shock shuddered through her, and Dru almost fainted. “My…my parents are here?”

      “Yes, my lady.”

      She sucked in a harsh breath, pressing a hand over her chest.

      The duke stepped forward. “I will see—”

      Dru rushed from the library and toward the smaller rose parlor. The door had been left ajar, and emotions swelled within her chest when she saw her father pacing by the fireplace and her mother sitting on the sofa with a cup of tea. “Papa, mama!”

      Her mother surged to her feet with a relieved cry. The marchioness set the cup on the walnut table with a clatter and rushed over to Dru. She almost sobbed when her mother enfolded her in an embrace.

      “I was so dreadfully worried,” her mother scolded.

      “I am so sorry, mama,” she hugged her.

      Her mother eased from her clasp, gazing critically over her appearance. Whatever she saw relieved her, for the tension eased from her shoulders.

      She glanced over at her father, who stood with his hands clasped behind his back, his expression austere. “You have a lot to explain, young lady.”

      “Papa—”

      Her words crumbled when the duke entered the room and closed the door. Her mother stepped back and dipped into a respectful curtsy while her father nodded stiffly.

      “Lord and Lady Somerton,” the duke greeted enigmatically.

      Dru’s heart started to pound, and she had no idea how to start explaining.

      “You will announce your engagement to my daughter,” her father said without preamble. “By God, you will marry my daughter for bringing her to ruin!”

      Then the import of his words sank into her bones, leaving a chill. She took a few steps forward. “Papa, it is not what you think. I was about to leave and—”

      “I’ll not hear of it, young lady. You will return to the carriage with your mother, and I shall stay and sort out the arrangements with—”

      “Everyone will leave,” the duke said, his voice a rumble of icy civility.

      Her mother swayed, and Dru rushed to her side.

      “By God, Collingswood,” her father said, clenching his fists. “You will marry her, or I will—”

      “Or what, Somerton?” Ambrose said, his tone implacable. “By what power do you presume to threaten me?”

      Shocked, she held herself still, staring at Ambrose. Given his power, not even her father and the threat of scandal could force his hand. Not that she wanted him to. This was a terrible mess!

      “Have you no shame?” her father hissed, jerking as if he had been slapped. “Have you no honor?”

      Ambrose’s expression veiled even more. “Lady Drusilla was about to leave Chappelle Castle. You have no notion of our agreement to barge in and demand marriage without the courtesy of speaking to your daughter and understanding the situation. I presume you know she has a mind of her own.”

      Silence blanketed the room.

      Her father’s face mottled with his anger. “You dare lecture me about my daughter as if I do not know her foolish, willful, and impulsive character?”

      “See yourself out, Somerton.”

      “I will not leave until I have discussed matters to my satisfaction,” her father said tightly.

      The duke looked at her, and perhaps he saw something in her expression, for he dipped his head. “Very well. I will see you in my study.” Then he turned and walked away. After taking a steady breath, her father followed.

      Dru felt numb and uncertain.

      “Come,” her mother said gently. “We will leave your father and His Grace to discuss matters.”

      Dru went outside with her mother, shocked to realize a desperate hope was writhing inside her chest that the duke would perhaps agree to a marriage. He would stop her from going outside, ask for an audience with her, and confess to Dru that he loved her…and never wanted to see her go. Only silence lingered, and her hope, pride, and heart shattered with each step that took her closer to the family’s carriage.

      Why am I feeling so?

      The wind whipped her hair across her cheeks in stinging lashes, but she directed her steps forward, refusing to look over her shoulder. The footman knocked down the steps of the carriage, and her mother bid her to enter first. Dru entered the carriage and sat on the padded cushions, holding herself still, for she was deathly afraid she would crumble and start crying.

      She could not understand the raw emotions tearing through her.

      The marchioness entered, seeming pale and out of sorts. A quick peek through the carriage curtains revealed her father storming from the castle to mount his stallion. His anger informed her the duke had been unmoved. She swallowed tightly and lowered the curtains as the carriage rattled into motion. Thankfully she was alone with her mother while her father rode his stallion alongside the carriage with his outriders.

      “Your father cannot force the duke’s hand,” her mother said softly.

      Dru flinched. “I would not want him forced, mama.”

      “You silly child,” her mother said with a sigh, “Can you not see that you are ruined? Only marrying well will render you respectable.”

      Curling her fist on her lap, she met her mother’s gaze. There was no condemnation there, only sympathy. “I am not ruined, mama,” she said.

      “Drusilla,” the marchioness said tightly, “that you resided under the duke’s roof for even a night without a proper chaperone, you are ruined, and I have gathered that you have been under the duke’s roof for more than one?”

      She bit back a sigh at society’s ridiculous expectations of women. Still, it seemed her parents did not know the full truth of it. “How did you know I was here, mama?”

      “Your father had the good sense to visit the Duke and Duchess of Hartford, who then informed us you were in Derbyshire to visit Lady Trent. Of course, we then traveled to the marquess’s home, considering you have been away for over two weeks. We only arrived yesterday, and we were considerably distressed to understand that you visited Collingswood. We waited, but you did not return last night! Hence, this morning we hastened to the duke’s castle. Why did you stay overnight without a chaperone? What were you thinking, Drusilla? How could you act so recklessly?”

      It seemed Pippa had not told her mother she had been at the duke’s castle since she traveled to Derbyshire. Thank you, Pippa.

      Before she could reply, the carriage slowed, and her father entered. Dru swallowed, hating the look of disappointment on his face. “It has started to rain,” he said gruffly.

      “Papa, I—”

      “The duke has refused to do the honorable provision and marry you.”

      Her heart squeezed. “Papa—”

      “You will marry Lord Dawson,” her father said, his stern face looking more austere than usual.

      Shocked, she stiffened. “Papa! There is no rumor, and no one would know I stayed at the castle unchaperoned!”

      “I know it,” he snapped. “Why would you even stay under the duke’s roof without protection for even a night?”

      His voice cracked like a whip, and she lifted her chin, defiance surging through her heart. “I am S.M.Lovellette, papa.”

      Her mother gasped, slapping a hand over her mouth while her father’s brows furrowed. “I beg your pardon?”

      “I am the author of the novel Cherished, papa. Because of this identity, the duke invited me to visit his home.”

      Awareness dawned in his eyes. “You?”

      “Yes.” Dru took a steady breath. “The duke invited me to Derbyshire to write his memoir. An honorable endeavor for his niece who lost her father, his brother, the previous duke. I am sorry I had to deceive you in my ventures, papa. I wished it had not been so, and my heart is heavy with regret that I felt as if I could not be honest. However, I was not ruined. No one knew I was there, only my dearest friends. The duke paid me an astronomical sum to write his memoirs, so there is no need for me to marry Lord Dawson! I cannot marry him, for I do not love him.”

      “Has the duke paid you enough to rescue this family from the debt we are in?” her mother asked quietly.

      Dru’s heart jolted, and she stared at her mother in bewilderment. “Debt? Mama, of what do you speak?”

      “We are so much in debt that an alliance with Lord—”

      “Johanna,” her father said tightly. “This is not to be Drusilla’s worry. Her only duty is to marry and marry well.”

      Her mother lifted her chin and firmed her lips. “Our daughter is not a child to be cossetted anymore, given her willful and improper conduct that could have ruined everything we have been hoping for as a family.”

      Her mother moved beside her, taking her hands between hers. As if he could not bear to witness the entire matter, her father moved aside the curtain and looked outside at the verdant countryside.

      Dru was shaken. “Mama, please, what is happening?”

      “Our family has lost a lot of money, my dear. Enough so where it will soon be about the ton, a disgrace to our family. It is imperative that you marry a gentleman of the earl’s wealth and connection. It would be better if it was a duke…but I gather no attachment was formed there, nor does your father have the power to force the Duke of Collingswood to the altar. The duke has not conformed to any societal expectations for the last several years, and the threat of gossip would not move him. That would more likely to see us ruined than anything else. Our family needs you and your brother to make advantageous matches, and Lord Dawson has asked for your hand twice. Your father has agreed, and we need you to sign the betrothal contract without any fuss.”

      She withdrew her hands from her mother’s, leaning against the squabs. Dru felt faint. Marry Lord Dawson? A man she found boorish and arrogant, and…she slammed her eyes closed, feeling that awful prick of guilt. While the earl was not an amusing conversationalist, he had not truly proven himself to be boorish. He seemed to be amiable and handsome.

      So why does my heart not tremble and yearn when I think of him?

      Dark blue eyes caging a winter storm flashed through her thoughts, and she flinched. The memory of his indifference as her father cantered away stabbed against her chest. The duke did not love her and would never offer for her. Yet…it was Ambrose her heart had awoken for, and it was the duke she loved.

      Her throat aching, she whispered, “Mama, the duke has paid me four thousand pounds to write his memoir. Surely that can—”

      “It is a mere pittance, Drusilla,” her mother said firmly. “The loan your father needs to secure from the banks will only be approved if we are attached to a family as estimable as Lord Dawson. There is no other way.” The marchioness sighed. “You wish to marry for love, but that is a foolish aspiration given our state. I might have given you too much freedom, which has led to the proud, willful young lady before me, but you are not unkind and selfish. I expect you to put the needs of this family before the nonsensical leaning in your own heart. You must also never reveal to the earl that you are the author of Cherished.”

      Her heart felt shattered, and she nodded mutely, unable to speak around the terrible pain inside her body. Thankfully, they spoke no more, and she shored up her heart to face Lord Dawson upon returning home.
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      Almost a week later, Dru collected her coat and bonnet before deftly sneaking from her parents’ townhouse. They had only returned to town yesterday, and she had been dreading Lord Dawson’s visit. That alliance was all her parents spoke about, and she cried herself to sleep. That she did so infuriated her, especially as she did not fully understand the heavy pain in her heart.

      As 48 Berkeley Square was at least thirty minutes from her home, she hurried down the cobbled streets, walking to the people she needed to see. Somehow Dru held herself together until she was led into the comforting drawing room on the second floor of 48 Berkeley Square. The large townhouse was devoid of many of its members and activities as most of their residents had withdrawn to the country.

      Sitting before the small desk, she wrote a small letter to Victoria, Evie, and Harriet, asking them to visit her if possible. Dru hoped they were still in town and had not left for the countryside with their respective families. Emotionally exhausted, she toed off her shoes, unpinned her hair, and reposed on the sofa, hugging a cushion to her chest. Determined not to think about the duke, she closed her eyes and fell asleep.

      The gentle touch of a finger on her brow jolted her awake.

      “Harriet,” she gasped, scrambling to sit up. I am so happy that—” The words tangled in her throat, and Dru shocked herself by bursting into tears.

      “Dru, what is it?” Harriett asked fretfully, wrapping her arms around her shaking shoulders.

      “I’ve come in time,” Victoria said from the entrance, closing the door and rushing forward.

      The door shoved open, and Evie marched in, her expression militant. “Whom do we murder? I brought my rapier because your note sounded grave and very unlike you.”

      Her friends offered no words of reproach, and she tossed herself against their bosoms, sobbing, the story rushing from her. “He just let me go, and now I have to marry Lord Dawson, and I do not love him,” she whispered.

      Her friends shared a glance and Harriet asked, “You speak of the duke?”

      Swiping the tears from her cheek, Dru nodded. “Yes.”

      “Tell us everything,” Victoria urged, “from the beginning.”

      She unburdened onto her friends, even confessing the duke had ravished her three times, sparing them the wanton details.

      “You’ve fallen in love with the Duke of Collingswood,” Harriet whispered. “Oh, Dru, we are so sorry he does not return your regard.”

      Evie asked, “How did your papa appear at the duke’s estate?”

      “He visited Pippa, and while she was of a mind to protect my folly, her husband informed my father that I was in Derbyshire. In truth, I cannot blame Lord Trent.”

      “Yes, you can,” Victoria cried. “Everyone here gets up to all matter of shenanigans while we act out our dares. It is sacrosanct we keep each other’s secrets. Where did the marquess get on his moral high horse when he had all but compromised Pippa into marrying him with his roguish conduct?”

      Her friends nodded, and she smiled, loving them so fiercely.

      “What will you do?” Evie asked. “You cannot marry Lord Dawson when your heart belongs to another. That is the recipe for a very unhappy and tumultuous marriage.”

      “There was no hesitation in the duke’s eyes or heart when I was leaving, and it hurts so much, Evie.”

      “That blackguard,” her friend gasped.

      “He isn’t. At first, he seems the proud and indifferent sort, but upon closer acquaintance, he is kind and honorable…just a wounded soul. I feel foolish because he did not make any promises…and once…once he had said we should marry. But that was merely for honor. Should I have accepted and then slowly worked on our marriage?”

      “You truly love him?” Victoria asked.

      Dru nodded. “I do. I…before I met the duke, I had a vague idea of what love might be like, but the reality of it far surpasses my imagination. I want to share his worries, laughter, joy, and passion. I barely know his full depth, and I wonder at the idea of knowing and learning all of him. When I imagine the future…I see myself walking beside him, always. Is that silly?”

      “Then you cannot marry Lord Dawson,” Evie cried, her eyes flashing.

      Blinking back the tears that stung her eyes, she gently drew away from her friends. Dru would defy her parents and rush back to Chappelle Castle if she, for a moment, thought the duke’s feelings reciprocated hers.

      They drank in moderation, laughed, and chatted for another hour before she returned home. Their butler appeared relieved that she had returned, and she paused in removing her bonnet.

      “Is everything well, Andrews?”

      “Lord Dawson has called for you, Lady Drusilla. He is awaiting you in the drawing room.”

      “I see.” She swallowed. “Is my…is my mother at home?”

      “Yes, my lady, she is with the earl.”

      “Thank you, Andrews.” Taking a deep breath, she made her way to the drawing room, her mother’s laughter mixing with a deeper voice reaching her ears.

      The door was ajar and she entered. The earl looked up, admiration lighting his eyes. He stood, and she dipped into a curtsy.

      “My lord,” she greeted.

      Her mother stood and excused herself, opening the door wider.

      “You look lovelier every time I see you, Lady Drusilla,” he said, his gaze far too warm.

      She went to an armchair and sat, loathing the terrible mess of feelings knotting low in her belly. He sat on the armchair opposite her, and she lifted a brow at the intimate way he allowed his gaze to roam over her body.

      “You were away from town for almost three weeks,” he said, lifting the tea to his mouth.

      Surprised, she stared at him. His gaze narrowed over the rim of his cup, then he lowered it to the small table between their chairs with a clatter.

      “I asked you a question, Lady Drusilla.”

      Dru canted her head. “You made a statement, Lord Dawson. I daresay there is a difference.”

      The smile that touched his mouth did not reach his eyes. “Where were you?”

      “In Derbyshire.” She leaned over and prepared a cup of tea from the trolley left behind.

      “Why?”

      Dru paused. “Why are you asking me these questions, my lord?”

      “It is my right to know why my fiancée was not about whenever I tried to call upon you. I did so several times, and the marchioness provided excuses that sounded…contrived.”

      His expression was intent, and with a sense of shock, she realized the earl was perhaps angry. “I am not yet your fiancée, my lord.”

      He smiled, and she did not like it.

      “Has your father not mentioned that he approved our union?”

      She stared at him as helpless fury surged in her heart. His demeanor suggested that her agreement did not matter and that, more than anything, informed her of the type of relationship they would have. “I have not read the betrothal contract nor signed it.”

      A flicker of emotion passed in his eyes, and his brows lowered. “Does that have anything to do with you being at the Duke of Collingswood’s estate, I wonder?”

      Shock stole her breath, and she could only stare at him. There was knowledge in his gaze and something far more troubling.

      “I…I beg your pardon?”

      His low chuckle felt forced and held none of the good humor with which she knew him for. Dru then realized that the earl must have sent someone to watch or follow her. “You are outrageous,” she snapped.

      “Am I?” he asked with chilling arrogance. “I have already issued my challenge letter to that damn bastard for daring to touch what is mine.”

      “A duel?” she surged to her feet. “Have you taken leave of all your senses? You would challenge the duke to a duel! Do you wish to start a scandal?”

      The earl stood. “And I will place my sword in his black heart for daring to ever touch you.”

      Horror burned through her heart at the thought of Ambrose being hurt. The very idea was unbearable.

      “You have feelings for that creature,” Lord Dawson hissed.

      At that moment, she realized he knew of the duke’s scarring. How or why she did not care. Dru fisted her hand at her side. “Whatever dealings I had with the duke is my business. It is no concern of yours, my lord, that you would even think to challenge the duke to a duel with the hope of taking his life. I am not yours!” And I will never marry you, she silently added.

      Lord Dawson made a low sound in his throat and, to her shock, merely turned and walked away. Aghast, she rushed from the drawing room to the sitting area her mother commanded as her personal space.

      “Mama,” she cried, rushing inside. “Lord Dawson is acting in the most outrageous manner!”

      Her mother lowered the knitting needles, frowning. “Has the earl left? After meeting with you, I thought he would have spoken to your father.”

      “Mama, somehow the earl knew I was in Derbyshire. I suspect he had me followed. I cannot imagine what would have provoked him to act in such a dishonorable and deplorable manner, for I made him no promises! Lord Dawson plans to challenge the duke to a duel!”

      Her mother’s eyes widened and then she sighed. “The earl feels he has to defend your honor. It is his right.”

      Dru recoiled, staring at her mother in shock. “I beg your pardon?”

      Her mother stood. “Drusilla—”

      “The earl has no right in my life, mama. I have accorded him none. I have not promised to marry him, and I will not. I love His Grace,” she said, her throat tightening.

      “The duke is arrogant and unfeeling. You dare say you love him when I doubt that wretch has given any thought to your honor and reputation.”

      “He did, mama, and even wanted to marry me, but I refused because I did not wish to marry for something as cold as honor.”

      Her mother stilled and closed her eyes for several beats as if she could not bear to look at her. Finally, the marchioness said, “What is done is done. The affairs of men have little to do with us. I expect you to sign the betrothal contract and—”

      She whirled and rushed from the room, determination, anger, and fear driving her. Ambrose might have let her go and might not love her, but she could not sit idly by, knowing he might be caught off guard by Lord Dawson.

      Worse, she did not think Ambrose would refuse a challenge. His honor and pride would not see him do so. Recalling the wounds on his hands and how the muscles tightened up on him, a sob tore from her.

      Dru rushed to her room, knowing she would suffer the consequences of rushing to his side but knowing she had to be there. First, she hurriedly wrote a letter and gave it to a servant to post. There was a chance her letter might reach him before she did. Dru would hasten to 48 Berkeley Square, change into a set of boy’s clothes, wig, and hat, then set off for Derbyshire.

      Oh, please be safe until I reach you.
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        * * *

      

      Ambrose rode through the woodlands at his home, urging his stallion at a speed that almost felt dangerous. This was a daily exercise that did not rid him of the impossible hunger that he felt for Drusilla.

      God, he missed her. It had only been ten days since she left, but it felt like a blasted lifetime. He dismounted his horse, dropping the reins and allowing his stallion to freely graze. Tipping his face to the sky, he inhaled deeply of the fresh crisp air.

      “Collingswood,” a soft voice said behind him.

      Startled he whirled around, shock seizing his throat when he saw his mother standing there, staring at him. “Why are you here?”

      A sad smile touched her mouth. “Is this how you greet me after not seeing me for so long?”

      Ambrose raked his fingers through his hair and briefly looked away from her.

      “I have been waiting back at the castle for over two hours. I am just as surprised to encounter you in my walk to stretch my legs.”

      He levelled his gaze on her, noting the still way she held herself. As if she was afraid something might wound her. An odd emotion went through his chest and, with another dart of shock, he realized he had missed his mother. Quite fiercely. Ambrose cleared his throat. “Madam, I got no word of your visit and—”

      “I received a letter from a Lady Drusilla informing us that you were injured in an accident.”

      Ambrose stilled. “I’d not realized she wrote to you.”

      “Permit me to ask of the lady’s identity. She quite had a way with words.”

      “Apparently. Those words moved you enough to visit.”

      His mother gasped, casting him an accusing stare. He swallowed his sigh. “Will you walk back with me to the castle, mother?”

      She nodded, and he fell into step beside her. They strolled in silence for almost twenty minutes before they entered the main entryway. He was surprised she had kept her counsel. He was even more surprised she had rushed to see him upon hearing he was hurt. Ambrose was decidedly unsure how to feel about it.

      “Your sister is here,” the duchess said softly. “I could not keep her away once she heard you had an accident.”

      “I will not be putting on a mask,” he said with icy politeness. Never again.

      The dowager duchess sucked in a pained breath but made no comment. Another thing that startled Ambrose. He led her to the drawing room, then excused himself to his bedchamber where he took a bath and garbed himself in appropriate clothing. He smiled at how pleased his valet was to be dressing him in cravat and a waistcoat.

      Ambrose descended the stairs to the drawing room an hour after he left his mother. A part of him did not expect to see her, but there she was, standing with his sister by the open windows pointing at something in the distant woodlands. Their soft laughter and chatter was indecipherable, but he stood there listening, a wealth of emotions darting through his chest. He missed his family.

      Ambrose must have made a sound for they whirled around. They were a stunning replica of each other. Both owned bright blue eyes and hair as dark as a raven’s feather. Only the duchess had a smattering of gray at her temples, and a lump formed in his throat to see that his mother still retained her appearance of beauty and strength.

      Elizabeth’s eyes widened when she saw his face, and her lips parted. It shocked Ambrose when her lips trembled, evidently with the effort to contain her emotions.

      “Elizabeth,” he began gruffly, ruthlessly suppressing the instinctive need to touch his scars. “I—”

      He broke off when she hurtled herself forward and flung herself in his arms. Ambrose enfolded her, fiercely returning her embrace. “You are shaking, Lizzie,” he murmured.

      “I’ve missed you,” she said against his chest. “So much. I wish I had been able to visit you.”

      Regret and emotions he could not yet identify pierced his chest. “Chappelle Castle is your home. You can visit whenever you want.”

      His sister lifted her face. “Truly, brother?”

      “Yes.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at their mother who smiled, yet it did not reach her eyes. Ambrose led his sister over to the sofa and invited his mother to sit with them. The housekeeper entered with a tea trolley, and his sister expertly prepared their cups.

      “Were you in an accident?” his mother asked, taking the tea her daughter offered.

      Ambrose kept his account brief.

      His mother ran her gaze over him, as if to ascertain he was indeed recovered. “We tried to come as soon as we got the news. The roads made our progress slow.”

      Elizabeth nodded. “Mother was so worried she could hardly sleep.”

      He met his mother’s regard, noting the slight flush on her cheeks.

      “I am surprised.”

      She lifted a brow. “You are my son. Why would I not be distressed that you could have died?”

      “It was not so serious, madam.”

      She stared at him for a beat, then said, “Are we to meet this Lady Drusilla?”

      His heart jolted, and his mother must have perceived something in his expression for her gaze sharpened.

      “My guest has departed.”

      She took a sip of her tea, and it was his turn to arch his brow when he saw that she hid a smile.

      “Have I amused you, mother?” he asked with such polite civility his sister’s gaze darted between them.

      “Hmm,” she said, “your fingers are tearing your cushions apart.”

      Ambrose glanced down, hissing his irritation to see that he was indeed gripping the edges of the sofa as if his life depended on it.

      “I gather this young lady matters to you?”

      Ambrose felt an unexpected rush of some nameless emotion. It isn’t nameless, he silently snarled. Drusilla mattered so much he had not been able to sleep or eat well. That longing for her was a damn tangible hook inside his chest that he could not uproot.

      “There is no need to answer. I can see that she does. Do I know her family?”

      The hopeful note in his mother’s tone had him looking closer at her. She seemed…saddened. “Are you well, mother?”

      Her lips trembled and she firmed them. “Do you want the truth?”

      “Yes.”

      “I desperately want you to be happy, my son. I love you, and I have missed sitting and speaking with you as we usually did. I miss how you usually teased and charmed and flattered me with empty compliments. I missed you playing the pianoforte for me, and I missed our monthly picnics. I was unsure how to tell you this, and I keep waiting and hoping for you to visit me at Balfour Manor. Only when I got that letter that you were in grave danger that…that I realized I would die if something happened to you.”

      Stunned, he could only stare at her. When she stood, he also rose, and she came toward him almost hesitantly. It was perplexing how easily the anger and doubt left him, and he opened his arms to her, feeling that sense of missing and love for her. “I was a damn fool for not visiting,” he murmured, kissing the top of her head.

      “I should never have asked you to wear a mask as if I was ashamed of your pain. I am sorry.”

      Behind them, his sister was smiling widely. A knock sounded on the door, and his butler entered, his expression troubled.

      “Your Grace… a Lord Dawson is demanding your presence.”

      He stepped back from his mother. “I am not available to callers. Turn him away.”

      “I…Your Grace, the man has barged inside, stating it is a matter of honor.”

      His mother swayed and his sister frowned.

      “A matter of honor?” the duchess cried. “Good heavens! I am quite familiar with the earl. What is he doing here? What matter of honor concerns you?”

      “What does that mean?” Elizabeth asked.

      He faced his sister and mother. “Please, excuse me for a few minutes.”

      “Ambrose,” his mother said, “please be careful.”

      He nodded and left the drawing room, wondering which fresh hell had visited him at Chappelle Castle.
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      The elegantly dressed gentleman waiting for him in one of the smaller sitting rooms whirled around when Ambrose closed the door with a snick. He held two rapiers in his hand, his expression set in a determined line. The gentleman was tall, with dark blonde hair and vivid green eyes which sparkled with ire.

      Ambrose lifted a brow. “Lord Dawson, I presume?”

      The man’s gaze skipped over him, his mouth hitching in a sneer. “I cannot fathom how she could allow a wretched, ugly creature like you to touch her.”

      Ambrose stilled, ice forming inside. “I beg your pardon?”

      The earl’s face mottled with his anger. “I had Lady Drusilla followed, you see, and my man saw you and her by the lake. You were touching her as if you had a right to.”

      Ambrose stared at the earl, wondering at the kind of man who would have a young lady followed and spied upon.

      The earl withdrew the rapier from its sheath. “I challenge you to a duel to redeem the lady’s honor.”

      A dark amusement flowed through Ambrose. “Who are you to challenge me? Are you not aware I can crush you like a bug?”

      “I am her fiancé,” he snapped, tightening his grip on his weapon.

      Ambrose stilled, the very breath within his chest arrested. “Your fiancée?”

      The earl smirked. “Ah, she did not tell you? We are to be married soon. Her father has accepted my suit.”

      The man tossed a second rapier at him, and Ambrose stepped aside, allowing it to clatter to the floor. “You may see yourself from my home.”

      The man’s eyes widened with shock. “I am challenging you,” he hissed.

      “And I have chosen to ignore you.”

      The earl seemed uncertain. “You coward.”

      “If it suits you to think so.”

      “What kind of man ignores an honor challenge?”

      Instead of answering the earl, Ambrose opened the door, biting back his smile upon seeing his butler, valet, and a few maids hovering, all with some sort of thing that could be used as a weapon. A vase, a broom, and a stone. He was impressed by the determined loyalty. “Lord Dawson is leaving. Please see him out.”

      “Yes, Your Grace,” his butler said, his expression composed and professional as if such occurrences were commonplace.

      Ambrose walked down the hallway, ignoring the clatter of steps behind him.

      “Do you think I will leave this matter?” the earl hissed. “I will find the means to see you pay for sullying what is mine. Then I will teach that little tart proper manners—”

      The earl’s words tapered off, and he stilled when Ambrose faced him.

      “I did not accept your challenge because you do not have the right to act on her behalf. You are not her fiancé. Or if you are, it is a most recent development. It would be silly for me to run you through for matters not of your concern.”

      Outrage filled the earl’s gaze. “You cannot know—”

      “I know,” Ambrose snapped, “for she is a lady of honor, kindness, love, and compassion. She would not have …” Kissed me or allowed me to love her so fiercely or passionately if she had promised another her love and loyalty. Yet he did not say those words, merely pinned the earl with an unflinching stare. “If you ever again refer to her in such an insulting and unflattering manner, I will gladly bury you.”

      Wariness flickered in the earl’s gaze, and he took a step backward. “Are you challenging me?”

      Ambrose chuckled. “You are not worthy of it.”

      He turned away, and the alarmed cry of his maid had him whirling around in time to see the earl’s lunge. Ambrose caught the rapier with his hand, barely feeling as the blade sliced into his already scarred palm. He slammed his fist in the other man’s face, who crumpled to the ground with an alarming thud.

      “Is he dead?” a horrified yet fascinated voice called.

      He glanced over his shoulder to see his sister staring.

      “You are bleeding!”

      “Cart him from my home,” he said to his footmen, who rushed forward.

      Ambrose informed his mother he would attend to her questions another time. He had an urgent matter to attend to. Once in his bedchamber, he wrapped a piece of linen soaked in brandy over the wound he barely felt. His damn heart was pounding.

      Was Drusilla really to marry Lord Dawson? There must be some truth to it, or the earl would not have dared to travel to his castle to challenge him to a duel.

      “Bloody hell,” he said, scrubbing a hand over his face. “What does this mean?”

      Could she love the earl? Drusilla had been resolute when she said she would never marry for anything less than love. It was not yet two weeks since she had left his home. Was her father forcing her in an attempt to protect her honor?

      God…he damn well loved her, and the thought of her marrying another twisted through him like a blade. It was a truth he had been afraid to tell Drusilla because a no from her lips would have crushed the light she’d brought into his life.

      She brought warmth, peace, and pleasure to his cold existence. For so long, Ambrose had felt unmoored, like a ship without sails and had been unsure of his path in his life, living away from the ton and his family as he came to terms with his grief and disfigurement. But since her…everything felt like it had meaning. Blowing out a sharp breath, not for the first time, he wondered if he had done the right thing by turning away her father.

      He had almost accepted the marquess’s demands that he marry his daughter, but Ambrose had looked into her eyes and saw the wariness and the doubt. Then her words slapped at him.

      A reckless mistake…

      You do not love me, and I do not love you…

      I will not marry for honor.

      But it wasn’t honor or duty that had almost loosened his tongue, but the need to have her in his life forever.

      “I am a damn fool,” he muttered. “I want her with everything in me, yet I have…” He had been hiding in his castle instead of going to the woman he had fallen in love with. There was a chance she did not feel the same, and he might return home without a promise, but it was no longer tenable for him to wonder about what-ifs…he had to damn well act. And hope that he was not too late.
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        * * *

      

      “Mother did it for your own good…and our family’s reputation,” Bartholomew said by Drusilla’s side. His gaze was fierce and beseeching. “You cannot resent her for it, Dru. You were acting recklessly.”

      There were truths to her brother’s words; nonetheless, anguish and doubt pierced Drusilla’s heart. Determined to rush to Berkeley Square and then to Ambrose, she found her door latched from the outside with a key. Despite her pounding and furious demands to open it, she had been ignored. The shock of her parents’ actions had sobered her, and she had fallen onto her bed, crying copiously.

      Duty, respect for their wishes, love, and protectiveness for the duke had swirled within her, ravaging her emotions until she had fallen into tormented slumber. Upon waking, a food tray had been in her room along with a basin of fresh water for her toiletries, and once again the door locked. For almost a week, that had been her existence. The door only opened because the servants had reported to her parents that she was seen trying to climb through her window.

      “Lord Dawson is here,” her brother continued. “Please give him a chance, Dru. He is very connected. ”

      She could not acknowledge her brother. The earl strolled around Lady Pullman’s ballroom with the confidence of a man who had won a duel. Dru desperately wanted to know if he had gone to Derbyshire and what happened. The duke had not replied to her letter, and she wondered if he had received it.

      A wave snagged her attention, and relief scythed through her when she recognized Harriet and Evie.

      “I must greet my friends,” she said to her brother, handing him the empty champagne glass she’d been holding.

      Ignoring her brother’s spluttered objection, she hurried through the throng to her friends.

      “Why do you seem so anxious, Evie?” Dru asked upon reaching their sides. “I am so happy you are both here. This is our last ball of the season, and I worried I would not see anyone from the club until next year.”

      Harriet took a deep breath. “Evie overheard Lord Dawson and your mother’s conversation a few minutes ago.”

      Dru’s heart jolted. “What is it?”

      “He asked Lord Pullman’s permission to announce his engagement to you after the last waltz. Lady Somerton seemed delighted by his request.”

      “I…” Her throat closed. “My mother agreed?”

      Evie’s eyes flashed with anger. “Yes. They mean to force you into a corner, Dru. Once an engagement is publicly announced, your family will be ruined should you not follow through. This is the earl’s way of ensuring he marries you.”

      “I know,” she said. Dru had not signed the betrothal agreement, and she understood this was her parents’ way of ensuring she did her duty. She could not imagine a life with a man she did not love and one who most assuredly did not love or respect her. Pain pierced her chest. Dru felt numb when she noted the earl coming toward her, his expression smug and confident.

      “We can escape,” Harriet cried, following where Dru stared.

      A moment of somber silence fell. “The announcement can still be made even if I am not here,” Dru whispered. “I…”

      The duke had not replied to her letter or even come after her. She couldn’t go to him, but did he not miss her too? Did he not long for her? The pain stabbing at her heart felt too much, and tears burned behind her eyes.

      “Oh, Dru, we are so sorry,” Evie said softly. “Is there any way to communicate with His Grace and tell him that you have changed your mind and will marry him?”

      “Is it not too late?” she asked hoarsely. “An announcement will be made tonight…and the scandal if I should try and escape it….” A breath shuddered from her. Dru gripped the edges of her gown, uncertainty rioting inside her.

      “You could run away,” Evie said desperately, “like Perdie did. You have the monies from your work, and your next book will surely be as well received and successful.”

      She shook her head dazedly. “My family will face ruin should I act so capriciously. I could never…”

      “The Duke of Collingswood!”

      The announcement cut through the crowd, and Dru stilled, shock and hope writhing inside her chest. “He…he is here?”

      “It’s the duke!” Harriet gasped, straining to see through the crowd. “Did you know he would come?”

      “No. I…why is he…” The words fell away when he came into view. Ambrose was impeccably dressed in black trousers and jacket, a dark blue waistcoat she knew was a perfect match for his brilliant eyes. Even at this distance, the scars on his face stood out harshly.

      Whispers rippled through the crowd as society stared. Lord Dawson and her mother appeared at her side, but Dru could hardly take her gaze from Ambrose. At that moment, the last waltz was announced for the evening. She took several breaths, desperately trying to shove down the swirl of emotions trying to dig their claws into her—dread, confusion, and the bright burn of love.
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        * * *

      

      Garbed in a vivid golden, high-waisted gown, Lady Drusilla was ravishing. A few curls had escaped the confines of her chignon and whispered becomingly against her cheek. She watched his approach with wide eyes and a flush on her cheeks. Her lips parted, and she bit her bottom lip, a nervous gesture but one that set his heart to pounding.

      Ambrose had no eyes for anyone else as he stood before her, nor did he waste his time with polite pleasantries. She was gripping her fingers by the time he stood before her.

      “Lady Drusilla,” he said gruffly, dipping into a bow. “Would you honor me with a dance?”

      Her expression was serene, but he perceived her anxiousness from the tight clasp of her gloved hands before her.

      Ambrose could feel the eyes of the ton upon them, their avid gazes cutting against his skin like a knife. Their shocked whispers were not subtle, and their murmuring rose around him like a swell.

      “Who is he?”

      “Lady Hemmerling says he really is a duke.”

      “A duke? Good heavens, how is he not known to me?”

      “He is so frightfully disfigured!”

      “I do beg your pardon,” the glowering Lord Dawson said, his shoulders stiffening. “The waltz is the last dance of the evening, and the lady has already promised it to me.”

      “Upon my word, Lord Dawson, do you plan to start a scandal over a dance?” an older lady who appeared remarkably like Drusilla asked with an acerbic bite.

      Ambrose ignored them and directed all his attention to Drusilla. He held out his hand.

      “Your Grace…” she said shakily, her eyes growing wide and uncertain.

      The hand he held out to her now felt heavy, and his heart thudded.

      “A dance?” Drusilla asked softly. Tension visibly threaded through her. “Is that why you are here, for a dance?”

      Her dark blue eyes gleamed with emotions he could not interpret, but his lady was not mortified that those close to them could overhear their private conversation. There was so much he wanted to say, but he had always been a private man.

      “I am here for more than that.”

      For a heartbeat of silence, she stared at him, then her expression crumpled for a second. A flash of agony that told him how much she had despaired.

      Oh God, forgive me, my love.

      A tear sparkled on her incredibly long lashes, then she held out her hand and placed it in his. A few spluttering objections came from the earl, but Drusilla did not look behind her. She allowed Ambrose to take her onto the dance floor, slipping her hands up to clasp his shoulders as they positioned for the waltz.

      The strains from the orchestra leaped to life, and he subtly pulled her closer. She gasped, her gaze flicking to the crowd. They were in a room full of people, mostly watching and whispering.

      “Do you care about the attention?” he asked, spinning her.

      They moved to the rousing song for several moments before she said, “I only care that you are here. Why did you come?”

      “All I am hoping for in my whole life is to stay by your side,” he murmured.

      “I…”

      “Do you understand what I am saying, Drusilla?”

      “I am not certain I do.”

      “I love you.”

      She closed her eyes, then the most beautiful smile touched her mouth. When her eyes opened, they were bright with emotions. “I love you too, Ambrose.”

      His damn heart felt as if it would burst from his chest. “Marry me.”

      “Yes.”

      Whispers crested through the crowd as the music prematurely stopped.

      “What is happening?” Drusilla asked, frowning. Then her eyes widened in horror. “Lord Dawson is going to make the announcement!”

      “What announcement is that?”

      She gripped his hand in her panic. “I do not want to marry the earl, and he means to announce now that we are engaged, and then it will not matter if you offer for me because the scandal will be too much by then!”

      “Ladies and gentlemen, Lord Dawson has an announcement to make.”

      The earl lifted his glass. Ambrose smiled, slipping his arm around Drusilla’s waist.

      “Do you trust me?”

      “Yes…of course, I do.”

      He cupped her face in his hands, his voice as fierce as his touch. “I wish to hold your hands and give it my all. I love you.”

      She smiled, “I want to give it my all with you too. I love you.”

      “Good.” Ambrose lowered his head and kissed her.

      Silence weaved around them, and he kept his mouth on hers for a few beats. The kiss was chaste but perhaps the most shocking thing the ton had witnessed all year. When he lifted his head, everyone stared at them, and the earl was frozen with his glass lifted midair.

      “I hope everyone will forgive my enthusiasm,” Ambrose said, “It was rather poor of me to be unable to contain my joy. Lady Drusilla accepted my proposal just now and will be the next Duchess of Collingswood.

      Excited whispers rose around them, and she laughed, slapping a hand over her mouth. “You’ve just started a scandal,” she whispered.

      “I know,” he said just as softly.

      Her laughter rang out, free and daring and unfettered. “I love you so much.”

      To contain her guests’ reactions, the hostess signaled the orchestra to play another waltz. Ambrose held out his hand to Drusilla, and she did not hesitate, stepping into his embrace and swirling with him across the floor.

      “Everyone is watching us,” she murmured. “No one else is dancing.”

      That tender emotion stirred inside his chest. “I know.”

      Her radiant smile burned through his body like sunshine. He twirled with her across the ballroom, silently vowing to love and treasure this woman for a lifetime.
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        Six months later

        Chappelle Castle

      

      

      Dru shrieked as she raced across the castle grounds, glancing over her shoulder as Ambrose ran for the bat she had slapped away.

      “Run, Dru,” Elizabeth screamed wildly.

      Laughing, she reached the pitch, crowing for she was safe. Winter was finally over, spring had arrived, and Dru had celebrated with a cricket match between friends and family. Harriet eagerly toed off her shoes and ran over, picking up the bat.

      “I am up next.”

      Dru nodded, then frowned when she observed that Ambrose had faltered into remarkable stillness and was staring off into the distance. She signaled to her friends to continue playing and hurried over to him.

      “Ambrose?”

      He reached for her hand and laced their fingers together. “I believe Miss Bolton has accepted the invitation.”

      Dru gasped, looking around. Her husband was indeed right. She squeezed his fingers, and they stood and waited as Miss Bolton walked over with a little girl by her side. He had sent the memoirs some months ago, and Miss Bolton replied that she would ensure her daughter received them. They had since extended an invitation for little Emily to meet her aunt and grandmother and be welcomed as a part of their family.

      Silence had been their only answer, and Dru had tried to respect that even as she observed that her love hungered to connect with his brother’s child.

      “She looks like Anthony,” he said gruffly.

      Little Emily was indeed lovely with her dark ringlets and curious blue eyes. As she drew closer, those eyes seemed uncertain as she stared at the duke but did not frighten. Her mother perhaps prepared her to meet him again. A wealth of emotion rose in Dru’s chest when she saw the dowager duchess and Elizabeth walking over.

      “Do you think she will be afraid?”

      Dru leaned toward him and pressed a soft kiss at the underside of his jaw, right where his scar ended. “Perhaps. But even if she is, Emily will see through our actions that the outward evidence of pain is nothing to fear.”

      Ambrose faced her, his eyes gleaming with love.

      “Have I told you that I love you today?”

      “Only about three times,” she murmured, laughing when he boldly kissed her for all their guests and friends to see.

      They had married only a week after their scandalous kiss and dance in Lady Pullman’s ballroom, and life then had only grown more wonderful and beautiful every day.
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