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      Allowing herself to love had its risks, but everything changed when she met him…
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      Constance Whitmore had often been accused of stretching the truth when it suited her. This was not one of those times. The statement had been, and still was, true. But telling the truth had accomplished little more than getting her banished to the country in the middle of her fourth season.

      It had only been one statement. One misguided word perhaps. But to allow her brother the embarrassment of engaging himself to Miss Floyd when Constance had discovered the unvirtuous twit in the arms of Mr. Townsend would have been unforgivable. To complicate things even more, Mr. Townsend had been Nicholas’s fencing partner. She shouldn’t be surprised to find the man skewered upon her return to polite society.

      Happily, her father had seen fit to banish her to Foxwood. The old duke, a friend of her grandfather’s, was more than happy to sponsor her. And she found herself in a wonderland. Foxwood was anything but a prison, and the eighty-one-year-old duke was anything but an exacting warden.

      This morning she wandered the grounds alone, without a chaperone or companion needling her about etiquette. Four hours from the city, she felt the breeze of freedom. She also felt the need to avoid the morning ride. Foxwood had guests. Not many, but enough. She wandered past the guest stables, plucking daisy petals and making wishes. A quarter mile later, she came upon the duke’s private stables.

      The magnificent white stone structure drew her into the shade of its open door. She expected horses, but instead, she found a stablehand in the process of grooming one solitary white horse. That was it. Nothing else. No one else.

      “Beautiful horse,” she called to him.

      After finishing the last stroke, his arm negligently fell to his side as he turned to her. His gaze measured her from head to toe before settling on her face again. She expected the usual raised eyebrows and gleaming, devouring smile that overindulgent men tended to throw at her like ribboned favors. He did neither. Instead, he abruptly tugged the wide brim of his hat and returned to his duties. In other words, he put her off.

      What an intriguing reaction. Constance couldn’t look away, not when he’d been so dismissive. It didn’t hurt that he wore his shirtsleeves rolled high on his forearms and was pantingly gorgeous. Black hair, perhaps; it was hard to tell while he wore a hat.

      She gazed at the windows and the beams in the rafters while strolling toward the empty boxes, looking into each empty stall. With her hands behind her back, she slanted a glance at the man with the decidedly handsome profile, strong jaw, chin, and flexing forearms as he continued his chores. A prism of morning sunbeams slashed across the horse, illuminating the sleek hair like white fire.

      “Did you need a mount?”

      She almost jumped when he spoke. His deep, curt voice vibrated through her while he continued his work without looking up.

      Somehow, this bothered her. Not even a second glance. It wasn’t egotistical conceit that gave her pause. Men began giving Constance a second glance about the time she started filling out her dresses in all the right places. She hardly noticed it anymore. More often than not, it irked her that men should ignore her interests as if she were nothing more than an ornament until she began to believe it herself. Except now, when she felt a pang of disappointment that this man didn’t seem to care who she was.

      “I’m the daughter of an earl.” She offered this up with a small measure of hauteur, figuring she owed that much to herself for his disregard.

      “Is that right?” He continued with his work.

      “And it would be proper for you to stop what you’re doing and address me.” She took a shuddering breath when he suddenly pivoted on his heel, one arm resting against the horse’s satiny back.

      He removed his hat and gave a sweeping bow like a gentleman mocking her; then the rude man turned back to his horse.

      “Your hat.”

      “Miss,” he said.

      “I am not a miss. I am a lady.”

      He removed his hat again, drawing his forearm across his brow. “I’m hardly blind, miss. I’m aware of gender if you’ve any fear that I may be ignorant. I recognize a filly when I see one.”

      She swallowed hard, blinked, and squeezed her hands into fists, perching them on the swell of her hips.

      He scratched his cheek, then hung his hat on a peg above the horse’s head. The horse nudged him with his nose, which drew a playful chuckle from the handsome man. He gave the animal an affectionate pat on the cheek, like a hug. The act stopped her short, as if she hadn’t already been.

      She’d been about to give him a piece of her mind regarding his impoliteness, but the sight of him chuckling at his horse made her cheeks warm. Her heart stuttered through a beat. His fingers, combing through his sinfully black hair, transfixed her.

      “I believe it’s your turn.” His heretofore bland demeanor gave way to a good-natured smile that she suspected was more for his horse than for her.

      Constance shook her head, pulling her gloves from the waist of her well-fitted, butternut-yellow riding habit. Annoyed, she put them on with a smart tug at the wrists. Perhaps she didn’t look like a lady without all the proper accouterment.

      “I apologize for not wearing a hat today, but I am a lady.” She eyed him while he tapped his lips with an index finger, calling her attention to his mouth. She continued, albeit a bit distracted. “If you hadn’t recognized it, my good man, and if you’re new, I understand the confusion.”

      He snickered, this time, at her. He licked his lips, then pressed them together, turning them up in a grand smile. His eyes warmed with a squint. “I shouldn’t like to argue with you, ma’am, but I am quite comfortable with my understanding. I believe it’s you who is having difficulty with loitering.” He waved a hand toward her feet—the insufferable man.

      “It is not my custom to complain about servants, I assure you.”

      His brows shot up.

      She bowed her head slightly. “Or stablehands.”

      He coughed and sputtered, a choking sound.

      “But you may not be aware of proper address, so let me offer you a lesson.”
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        * * *

      

      Julian Derek Montgomery stood back, leaning a hip against the paddock wall, crossing his arms. Finn, the horse he’d been trying to groom, stood beside him, staring at the woman whose bright blond hair nearly outshone Finn’s sleek white coat. Her hair looked like finely spun silk wound simply atop her head. But as severe as it might appear on someone else, she made it a striking piece of art. If he weren’t so immune to perfectly sculpted women of the ton, he’d think her beautiful. Such as it was, he thought her a little irritating. What else would explain his rushing pulse?

      A lesson indeed. This should be entertaining.

      “My hat?” He addressed the last thing she had tried to say.

      “Pardon me?” She blinked, pulling her brows together in a quirky little vee, tilting her head just so.

      “A moment ago, you mentioned my hat.”

      “Oh that. It’s unusual. Are you perhaps a Quaker?”

      He sputtered a cough again, practically dislodging a lung. Was the woman serious? If he were a Quaker, he had a lot of sins to account for. But he supposed he shouldn’t blame her for such a question since his hat did resemble a Quaker’s.

      “The wide brim guards against the sun.”

      “So you’re not a religious man?”

      “Forgive my impertinence. Were you looking for something or someone?”

      “Lady Constance Whitmore.”

      “And who might that be?”

      “Me.” She put a feminine hand to her nicely shaped bosom. “I’m Lady Constance, which is the correct way to address me, or simply my lady, whichever you prefer.” She took a patient, teacherly approach with a voice hinting at condescension.

      “And why not Miss Whitmore?” He strove to keep his eyes from wandering any farther than hers while he baited her with intolerance.

      “Now you’re just being obtuse, Mr.…”

      “Derek.” He gave his second forename because damned if he was about to reveal the name his mother gave him, which just happened to be the Christian name of the Duke of Foxwood. Because, of course, he was Foxwood’s grandson. His friends called him Westforde, as in the Earl of Westforde. But he’d spent most of his early years in Cornwall and virtually no time around the ton or the season. He preferred his close friends over mingling with the upper crust, although several of them were the upper crust. And he supposed he was too. But not today. Today he was just as content to work with his grandfather’s horses. Thoroughbreds mostly, and Finn. His newest project, a stallion not quite trained, much the same as this Constance Whitmore apparently thought of him.

      “Mr. Derek—”

      “No, my name is Derek.”

      Finn gave a jerking nod, pawing the ground for emphasis.

      “I can’t call you that. It’s not proper.”

      “Neither is Miss Whitmore, I gather.”

      “Which is why you owe me an apology, Mr. Derek.”

      He bit his lower lip, wondering at the wisdom to make sport of the refined Miss Whitmore. He couldn’t help himself. This was far too easy. “Should I apologize for calling you a filly or Miss Whitmore… Constance?”

      She stretched to her full height of practically nothing. The woman couldn’t be any taller than five feet two inches. She pulled in her chin, her jaw resolute. With a piercing stare, her eyes all but skewered him. Dammit, if they weren’t the bluest he’d ever seen.

      He drew a hand across Finn’s back. “You have a formidable temper, madam.”

      “And you’ve no permission to use my name, Mr. Derek. I’m afraid I’ll have to speak to the duke about this encounter.” She said that with as much hauteur as he’d seen at the last ball he’d attended more than five years ago, a sign that she could not possibly know the playing field was tilted in his favor.

      “And what will your recommendation be? I imagine since you’ve lingered to teach me a lesson”—he scratched the side of his mouth before crossing his arms again—“I’d now have to question your motives.”

      She mirrored his stance, crossed her arms, and studied him, her foot thumping the finely trodden dirt like a wild hare. A spiraling brown haze enveloped her while the tip of her nose twitched. With a swipe of her gloved hand, she smeared dirt across her upper lip, creating a mustache like an actor’s grease pencil, while at the same time erupting into a frenzied cough.

      Derek pulled away from the wall, left Finn’s box, and crossed the short distance between them until he came to stand before her. While she did her best to manage the hacking, one fist covering her mouth, the other holding her chest, he bent to steady her knee with a gentle grip of his hand. His intentions were good, a gentleman saving a lady from being consumed by a dust storm. One she’d started. But she bridled at his touch, hacking away with renewed vigor.

      He cleared his throat, leading the proper Lady Constance Whitmore by her elbow outside the enclosure and away from the storm she’d created.

      “Now look what you’ve accomplished,” she said, flicking and brushing down her heavy riding skirt. “I’m filthy.”

      He reached a thumb toward her, trying to wipe the dirt from her upper lip, and she slapped his hand away just as quickly. Stepping back with his hands pressed out in front of him in the universal gesture of surrender, he replied, “I’d say we’re even. Do you think you might forgo reporting my negligence to my employer?”

      With a hanky she retrieved from the pencil-thin sleeve of her riding jacket, she swiped at her nose and cheeks. Then, with the precision of a tile cutter, she deftly folded the hanky into a perfect triangle and proceeded to wipe her mouth in a full, hypnotizing motion from corner to corner, turning her bottom lip pearly pink. His groin tightened involuntarily. He imagined kissing her, tasting the rich, heady smear of dirt on her lips and smelling sweet hay in her hair. He massaged his temple with his thumb.

      “I wouldn’t say we’re even, Mr. Derek, but I’ll consider the request.” She wet her lips but couldn’t seem to meet his eyes. “You might do something about the dust.”

      He swallowed a stifled chuckle. “I’ll do my best, my lady.”

      She stopped and turned to peer up at him, her gaze darting over his face before her eyes softened, and she gave a curt nod. “That wasn’t so difficult now, was it?” She didn’t give him a chance to reply. “Good day, Mr. Derek.”

      He moved to doff his hat, forgot it wasn’t there, and awkwardly smoothed his hair back while watching her leave, hips swaying, shoulders squared as if she weren’t wearing a layer of dirt.
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      The duke’s study, one long hallway and two salons away from the foyer, was not so cut off that the orchestra warming up in the ballroom could not be heard in the distance. Rosined bows vibrated against stretched strings. Flutists tuning their mouthpieces trilled in echo through the halls. Derek convinced himself he left the door open to hear the music. But semiconsciously he’d hoped for an unlikely encounter with a blond apparition floating past the doorway. The party was to be a masque, but not for one second did he wonder whether he’d recognize Constance Whitmore.

      She was the epitome of high society with beautiful eyes framed by lush lashes and perfectly winged brows, all done up in the color of fashion. Shiny blond hair, polished like silver. It was a good thing he wore a wide-brimmed hat for working because her hair alone demanded the guarding of the eyes, a salute to shade. And more than merely striking, her eyes were an overbright crystal blue, unlike his, which were more gray than blue. Maybe not as fashionable, but the women seemed to fall into them nicely.

      He’d not come to attend the duke’s house party but to enter his latest expenditures in the books. Except his attention crashed with every click and thud of the front door repeatedly opening and closing. The clip-clop from buckled shoes, women’s short heels with bows shuffling across the marble floor, and the audible hum of a stirring party distracted him. He recalculated the same column for the third time, his head full of noise, and not just from the party. A soft, curious, melodic voice from one misguided woman had his head rattling. His concentration waned. After rendering another quill useless, he put the books aside for the night.

      Just tired—the lie he chanted as he closed the files. Propping his booted feet on the desk, he leaned his head back, bracing his laced fingers at the back of his neck for support. The whisper of music washed over him, and he closed his eyes, seeking a bit of peace.

      The horses were the main reason Derek stayed with his grandfather for half the year. He did the books as a favor to the duke because he’d requested it. His grandfather had always been an integral part of his life, and Thoroughbreds were Derek’s specialty. However, any reputable solicitor could have taken care of the accounts, but he did it because he loved the older man.

      If his suspicions were correct—and he knew they were—his grandfather wished him to make Foxwood his permanent residence. Enter one blond-haired vixen, which Derek had suspected his grandfather might have had something to do with. Had the duke sent her this morning to the stables? He’d said he hadn’t. But Derek’s idle mind spent an hour speculating before irritation sent him on a reckless whim.

      The corridor outside the study remained empty, but the foyer brought a deluge of guests. Mr. Willoughby, the butler, acknowledged him with a nod. He stayed within the shadow of the wall, hovering just outside the entrance to the ballroom. If he kept his feet from crossing the threshold, he could maintain his five-year record of nonattendance. He only intended a peek. Just one bloody peek.

      As he expected, a room filled with country dandies and a bobbing sea of blond-haired women. At least it felt that way. In truth, there were brunettes, a few redheads, and a mixed bag of blonde variants.

      Before he turned from the door, he recognized the Earl of Richfield by his sheer height. He and Richfield were friends, gambling cronies, good for a round of sparring in the ring too. Mitchell Harrison, the earl, had just entered the ballroom from the terrace. Too far to wave or nod without looking like an imbecile, Derek continued scanning the crowd. He caught a glimpse of Lady Constance’s shimmering hair bobbing up and down in the sea of polite society. Odd. He assumed she’d be swarmed by gentlemen with punch in hand, but a moment later, she left alone through the terrace doors.

      Now what was the little princess up to? Roaming the gardens at night? Not wise.

      Without thinking, he swiveled about, his curiosity leading him on a merry chase. That was until he was stopped short by a man moving toward him or, more accurately, toward the ballroom. He made polite eye contact. Usually he would have given a nod and been about his business, but something disturbed him about this man. Something he couldn’t quite put his finger on. The man looked to be in his early fifties. Handsome, tall, dimpled chin. There was something oddly familiar about his gait. A dreadful thought wormed its way into his head as he rubbed his jaw, pressing his finger into the dimple on his own chin. Derek felt sick. It wasn’t the first time he’d asked himself if he were looking into the face of the bastard who’d spawned him. From where he stood, he could not make out the color of the man’s eyes through his demimask, but the dimple in the chin was enough to make the hair on his neck prickle.

      He’d always known about his questionable parentage, but his mother never spoke specifics, and his father… Well, he’d always been his father. Ashford Montgomery, the current heir apparent to the Duke of Foxwood, was and always would be Derek’s real father. His mother had married well before she’d known about the pregnancy and well before she could have known who sired him. Derek could technically be a bastard, but by all legal accounts, he was the legitimate son of Ashford Montgomery, the Marquess of Alderleigh. The legitimate grandson of Julian Derek Montgomery, the Duke of Foxwood. And no one could dispute that, not even this stranger. His mother’s side of the family had black hair. His sister had black hair. The hair was not an issue. But the shape of the face, the walk, and the damned dimple was enough to garner curiosity.

      If the man recognized Derek, he showed no sign. He simply swept a glance over at Derek, smiled, nodded, and entered the ballroom.

      Shaking off the nauseous apprehension burning a fierce hole in his stomach, hotter than Ethan Strong’s Irish whiskey, Derek had no doubt made more of it than he should. Surely the man would not have received an invitation to Foxwood if he were indeed his father.

      A minute later, Derek left through a side hall and out the back in pursuit of his cottage and a return to sanity, such as he knew it.

      The party revelers provided a particular challenge if he were to escape unseen. The way to his cottage took him straight through the terrace gardens unless he felt like hedging around the border.

      Which he did not.

      At this hour, any number of people, or even couples in various stages of distraction, might be entertaining a bit of moonlight along the dimly lit path.

      He was vaguely—only vaguely, he convinced himself—curious where Constance Whitmore had gone. With only one brief encounter, he could describe all her pertinent details.

      But who could blame him? She stunned the senses in the same way a fresh rose breaks through a vine, standing out among its blooming peers, soft, silky perfection undaunted by singed, furling petals that had spent too much time in the sun.

      Ahead of him, thick Irish moss and purple bugleweed, one of his late grandmother’s favorites, bordered the flagstone path. Hydrangea and roses popped up in miniature groves while cleverly placed shrubbery, some reposing in moveable pots to fill in where needed, rounded out the rest. Overall a lovely view, colorful when in full bloom and beautiful in its current state of budding greenery.

      A woman sitting on a bench popped her fan on the arm of an overeager gentleman, then snapped it open to hide a smile. Derek dipped his head in apology for the visual intrusion and continued on his way.

      The sound of merriment wafted through the terrace doors. Music and voices blended to form a strange cacophony that pleased and soothed. He tried to keep his eyes on the path. Not far ahead, the flagstone would end, and the hard, worn dirt, familiar even in the dark of night, would take him home.

      And he almost made it but for moonlit streams of glinting silver like a mirror in the sun.

      The tenacious Lady Constance appeared to have thrown caution and principle to the wind. She must have left the ballroom to meet a suitor because there she was with a vile-looking chap pressing her into a rosebush. All he could see was the back of her shining head, but the look on the gentleman’s face was not that of a gentleman. His eyes swam over her with intent, and his hands began creeping up her waist. Who would have thought that the prickly Lady Constance would be attracted to that sort of buffoon?

      But something about it nettled his temper. And then he saw Lady Constance whip her head to the side with her eyes scrunched closed and her hands jammed up against the man’s shirtfront as the devil pulled her in for a kiss. On closer examination, this was not an equally pleasing liaison. The dirty toad was mishandling her with an overeager proposal.

      Derek’s gut twisted with sickening force. In her world, gentlemen were born, but in Derek’s world, a gentleman was taught. This fool in front of him was sorely in need of schooling.

      Constance’s eyes opened, catching sight of Derek. The panic he saw etched in her forehead, the silent plea for help in her misty eyes, was real. Her throat convulsed as if she wished to scream but couldn’t remember how.

      The unfortunate fellow blocking her leave had been so busy that he’d failed to notice Derek’s approach. Like a vise, Derek wrapped his long fingers around the man’s limp arm while hauling him away from Constance with a jerk at every other step for good measure. It felt as if the degenerate had lifted nothing heavier than a snuffbox. That alone kept Derek from shoving a fist down his throat and pulling his groin up through his teeth. Even a half-thrown cuff was liable to knock the fool out for hours, or kill him, which sounded better and better with each step.

      Lady Constance didn’t deserve the scene that kind of violence would make, especially in such a public arena as a masquerade.

      Piloting toward the open french doors, he deftly hoisted the lech toward the house like a miscreant child. Twisting the man’s arm behind his back, Derek shoved him with a growl up the side steps, where the house threw a shadow. He chose against making an overzealous scene, not for the man’s sake but for the sake of Constance. If anyone saw him, there would be endless questions. The fool tripped, falling to his knees when Derek released him.

      “Next time you decide to amuse yourself with a woman you have no business touching—and I see it—I will do what I wished to do tonight,” Derek hissed, loud enough for the man to hear.

      “And that would be?” The arrogant man recovered, brushing the dust from his black trousers and a nonexistent wrinkle from his coat. If he intended to appear brave, he failed miserably. All the while, his eyes threatened Derek with a retaliation he was incapable of. His dismantled mask, crushed, hung from his hands.

      “I will beat you within an inch of your life or to hell, whichever comes first,” Derek answered, voice thick with loathing.

      The man smirked. “You may attempt to do so, but if I were you, I would keep my filthy messages to a minimum or I will have you thrown from the property.”

      “Please try. I’d love nothing more.” Derek finished with the idiot, turning his back, thinking of nothing but finding Lady Constance. His paramount concern was her safety.

      However, when he traced his path back the way he’d come, he found her gone.

      Perhaps it was best. No doubt the entire scene had embarrassed and frightened her, and no woman deserved either, not even the uppity Lady Constance Whitmore.

      “Well, dammit.” He breathed in the night air, a cross between the musty scent of burning oil from the lamps and the occasional waft of rosewater and perfume. He took a quick perusal, his hands braced on his hips. But there was no sign she’d ever been there.
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      Constance should have thanked Mr. Derek yesterday when the incident with Langley was still fresh and less awkward. But instead, she had spent the day reading in the gazebo, away from the guests and away from the only man she wanted to see. Or, more accurately, avoiding the only man she wanted to see.

      Two nights ago, she’d been foolish to wander so deeply into the gardens during the rout. Masks were like counterfeit courage, allowing those ill-mannered enough to steal opportunity without censure to bring harm to anyone within arm’s reach. The rules meant nothing to someone like Langley on a good day, and putting him in a mask was like fostering a fox in a henhouse. By the time she’d made her entrance, Langley had already been quite in his cups, something she had failed to notice while she searched for her friend. With little concern, her only thought as she left the house was to discern whether the redhead she had seen was indeed Lady Amelia Covington. It wasn’t like Amelia to attend a country soiree in the middle of the season, but she and Constance had made their come-out together, and Constance was eager for a friendly conversation.

      Amelia had not been on the guest list nor the list of arrivals. Still, the woman’s red hair was hard to miss. Much to Constance’s chagrin, she’d lost sight of the woman and run into Langley instead. It was a blessing that Mr. Derek showed up when he did, and it was pure cowardice, and not a little shame, that kept her from thanking him now.

      Yesterday would have been perfect. Today the guests were leaving and there was no good excuse for her to wander off to the stables.

      “Lady Constance.” The Duke of Foxwood stood as Constance entered the all-but-empty breakfast room. The guests had broken their fast in the parlor set aside for such things, packing pastries for their journeys.

      “Your Grace.” She gave a quick curtsy, then rushed to his side and kissed his gently wrinkled cheek before allowing him to seat her at a warm sunny table best positioned for viewing the back gardens. She signaled a footman for tea with a finger to the rim of a delicate rose-painted cup.

      “Did you decide against a morning ride then?” the duke asked as he sat opposite her.

      “I confess I’m missing nothing, Your Grace, because I’ve not ridden in all these days. It was but a ruse so that you might not worry about me. Truly, I’ve enjoyed the solitude more than I would have imagined.”

      “If not riding, what have you been up to, my dear?” The duke smiled, winked, and motioned for a footman to fill his cup.

      “Nothing so interesting that it should cause a stir, I promise.”

      “No more run-ins with my head groomsman, I take it then?”

      “No trouble at all. I should have never bothered you. Your servants have been very kind.”

      “Even our Mr. Derek?”

      She glanced at him and wondered for a moment if he was privy to more than he let on. “I don’t think he meant any harm when he refused me a proper greeting.” When she’d spoken with the duke about her morning two days past, she had no other name to give except the one Mr. Derek had suggested. Certainly that couldn’t be a surname. But then again, she didn’t know much about cottage life, and perhaps they had different rules. The duke had given her an odd look but said nothing.

      “I’m sure he did not, but I’m glad you told me.” The duke made busywork of buttering his toast. “I meant to have a word with him today.”

      Constance examined the duke, realizing that she could not quell her curiosity about Mr. Derek with wishes and good intentions. But she also didn’t want the man punished for something she now saw as inconsequential. Which, for Constance, was no small matter when it came to title because she was raised to hold status in great esteem.

      Without glancing her way, the duke continued, “If you see him this morning, perhaps you’ll relay the message for me?”

      “I hadn’t planned on a trip to the stables this morning, but for you, I’d make an exception.”

      “Hope springs eternal, my dear.” He sipped his tea.

      Alexander Pope, indeed. She suspected the duke was up to some mischief to recite An Essay on Man where God and fate intervene. Regardless, it gave her the perfect excuse to see Mr. Derek and thank him for his interference with Langley. Just in case the duke suspected her reasons, she took her time over breakfast, then more time changing her clothes. Which she considered might have been done for the groomsman.

      When she finally reached the private stables, they were empty, so she wandered around to the fenced paddock where she heard voices.

      There she found Mr. Derek working hard with the white stallion on a lead rope. He clicked his tongue and whipped orders into the air while Constance watched, fascinated by the sheer obedience of a beast bent on his master’s every lead. Absent his hat, Mr. Derek’s startling black hair was in complete contrast with Finn’s snowy white mane. And while Finn was a true beauty with his tail flashing and his hooves eating up the ground into a fine spray of dirt and dust, she had to admit that Mr. Derek wasn’t so difficult to appreciate either. Two beasts. Both beautiful. Both a work of muscular art. And both forbidden.

      As usual, Mr. Derek wore his shirtsleeves rolled up to his elbows. His straining muscles drew her attention like a magnet. With a clear view from the paddock fence, Constance placed a gloved hand on the top rail and took in every orchestrated movement from his broad shoulders that pulled his shirt tight across his back, his flexing biceps, to his half-naked arms, then straight to his gloved hands that gripped the rope taut. Her gaze came to rest on his powerful thighs and calves braced firmly against the pull of the horse. Dust clung to his tight-fitted breeches.

      She stood there gaping while he charmed the beautiful beast into doing his bidding. The action went on for a good twenty minutes. Horse and trainer worked side by side, both strong-willed, forming a relationship born of trust. Why were people not the same?

      “Cool him down,” Mr. Derek shouted to the only other groomsman in the corral. He was sweating from the morning’s workout, swatting and brushing with little success at the dirt riding his thighs and patting down his chest, creating a tiny cloud of dust. But he made dirty look brazenly compelling—an admittedly hazardous thought.

      “He’s a stubborn one,” the other handler said, taking the horse’s halter.

      “And strong and smart, Mr. Greyson,” Mr. Derek returned. “Walk him for five. I’ll do the rest.” He wiped his dusty upper arm, the part where his shirtsleeve clung, across his sweat-streaked brow and headed toward the barn.

      Disappointment settled in as Constance assumed he hadn’t seen her. He slid his knuckle across his jaw, giving his head a little turn, then stopped the moment their gazes collided. He gave her a brief glance. The look was noncommittal, and she couldn’t discern whether his perusal was complimentary. Nevertheless, she couldn’t stop the thrill she felt when his eyes met hers.

      She clapped her hands, her gloves restraining the thunderous applause she thought he deserved. “That was magnificent!” she shouted.

      He raised a hand in acknowledgment, then kept walking, content to ignore her. Constance pulled away from the fence and padded along the edge until the rails met up with the whitewashed brick of the stable. She stretched over the top rail, watching him until he disappeared into the building.

      “Good day, Mr. Derek,” she called.

      She heard his boots thumping the hard-packed dirt before he reappeared. Her pulse danced like the horse against the pull of Mr. Derek’s lead. She retreated a step back from the fence. With a towel swept over his left shoulder, he unbolted the gate, then turned his back and strolled away.

      “Latch it,” he called over his shoulder.

      “You’re very good at your work, aren’t you?” She slid the bolt into place, then hurried to keep up.

      He paused, his brow drawn in confusion; his face steeped with the heightened color of a hard workout. “Is that a compliment, Princess Whitmore?”

      She ignored the way he addressed her. “It was.”

      “It sounded like a question.”

      She shrugged as if it were obvious. “I can only assume you do that well since I’ve never seen it done before.”

      “I appreciate your benefit of the doubt.” The hint of a grin appeared at one corner of his mouth.

      “Quite so.” And then, “Oh, I almost forgot, His Grace wished a word with you this afternoon.”

      “And he sent you to request it? Or did you volunteer?” He swiveled about, his hands resting on his lean hips while he watched her, his breath still somewhat labored from exercising the horse.

      She’d waltzed, danced, and conversed with any number of grown men, but none smelled like this one. He was not awash with rose water or even musk precisely. He smelled of the earth and hard work. Of sweat and mystery. Of the hint of bergamot and something else. Mint. She’d spent her life avoiding dirt and sweat, and here she was now, wanting to lean in and inhale it from the skin of this man.

      She pulled back, clearing her throat. “Why would I volunteer? I’m not a servant.” She didn’t stop to think that might have sounded insulting. She only wished to put a little distance between her thoughts and the overwhelming urge to touch this man and rub the dust from his day’s work between her fingers. To stand on tiptoe and slide her fingers through his coal-black hair. The idea of it warmed her body and made her tingle.

      He shook his head and turned about. “I suppose this is why you’re following me? Why does the duke wish to see me?” He moved on, wiping his hands on the towel.

      “I shouldn’t know, and it would have been rude to ask. I’m a simple messenger, Mr. Derek.” She tripped into him as he halted his stride again. He looked at her over his shoulder.

      “No. I’d say there isn’t anything simple about you, princess.” He scooped up grain in a tin can and weighed it. “I certainly hope I haven’t lost my livelihood over any more of your silly remarks.”

      “My remarks are never silly, sir. And if you should find yourself without a job, you can blame no one but yourself, what with calling me outlandish names like—”

      “Princess? How about funny bird, because you certainly are that.”

      “I’m not.” She stood on the precipice of offense and hurt until she saw him bite his twitching lip. “You’re pressing me for a reaction, Mr. Derek.”

      “You catch on very quickly, Lady Constance.”

      “And now you’re calling me what? Stupid? An imbecile? Simple?”

      He turned completely around, his hands dropping to his side. For a flash, he looked angry, but on further reflection, he regarded her with a deep groove of uncertainty between his brows. “If you were listening, I called you a lady.” He shook his head, sighing. “You read too much into what is not said. I do apologize, Lady Constance.”

      Steel-gray eyes with flecks of silver never strayed from hers.

      She swallowed and nervously rubbed her earlobe. “Thank you.”

      He turned back to his task. The silence continued while she watched Finn return to his box. Waiting for the other groom to leave gave her a moment to gather her wits. She could have slipped out unnoticed—after all, she’d done as the duke had requested—but her true intent this morning was to thank the man, and as yet, she’d said nothing. Because it wouldn’t be proper for him to address the incident, the conversation fell upon her lead.

      Before she could say another word, he tossed a brush and hoof-pick with a dull clang into a tin bucket at his feet in order to clutch a fist to his chest and sketch an exaggerated bow.

      “Are you lost again? Or do you require a mount, in which case the guest stables are hard to miss?” He patted Finn’s rump as he passed behind him. “I could draw you a map.”

      With her hands clasped in front of her, she tilted her head. “No, thank you. I don’t like to ride.”

      “No?” Leaning over to retrieve the bucket, he froze midway and gaped at her.

      “No, Mr. Derek, I don’t care for horses, and they don’t care for me.”

      He blinked in disbelief, then shook his head and resumed his duties.

      Except that he was undeniably distracting with his work sleeves rolled up and the throat of his shirt undone. She’d never before seen so much skin on a man unless one counted her brothers when they were children.

      With annoyed force, he swung the bucket into the tuck of his left arm, shifting his weight on one foot like a horse that tips its hoof to the ground in warning. “My name is Derek, ma’am.” He let go a sigh when no response followed.

      Her heart made a nervous lurch as she considered the debacle in the garden. After watching him haul Sir Langley by the man’s scrawny arm back up the terrace steps and practically toss him through the door, she’d fled the embarrassing scene. It wasn’t that she hadn’t enjoyed watching Langley get his comeuppance—her skin still crawled with the memory of his hands on her. But she couldn’t face Mr. Derek’s possible judgment, which was why she hadn’t thanked him the day before. The nervous edge to her voice certainly gave the wrong impression. Having always considered herself nice, even she would admit to sounding a bit shrewish now.

      Belatedly she realized that he was staring at her as if she were daft.

      “Since you’ve delivered your message and informed me that horses don’t like you, what more do you hope to gain from this visit?”

      She swallowed hard, as if he’d made the statement about the horses of himself. Clearing the tension from her throat, she said, “I actually came to”—she steadfastly kept her eyes on his face—“thank you. So thank you, I guess.”

      He considered her, and for all his height, somewhere over six feet, he managed not to look down his nose at her. And she, even at a foot shorter, had to admit that she had done her best to do that very thing to him two days ago, as well as today—something she wasn’t proud of now.

      With a merciful half smile, he glanced at her softly as if he understood how hard this was for her. “You’re welcome.” His voice soothed her, and maybe Finn too, because the snowy white beast nudged him with his nose.

      “The shock on Mr. Langley’s face was priceless though. I will forever be thankful to you for that.” She pulled her bottom lip through her teeth, feeling her cheeks rush with heat.

      “It was my pleasure. I only wish I had perhaps knocked a tooth out of his pin-sized head.” He smiled back, flashing straight white teeth.

      “Well.” She waved a hand as if batting a fly. “I can take care of myself. I’m sure if you hadn’t come—which I’m not suggesting I’m less thankful for your help—I would have handled the hideous man and sent him packing.” Her eyes widened with determination, and resolved confidence filled her words.

      But Mr. Derek looked skeptical. “Really? You’ve had practice then? Dissuading delusional men from pressing their suit?”

      “Obviously.”

      “Hmm, it didn’t appear that way. It looked as if Mr. Langley was doing his best to press his mouth firmly on yours.”

      “Oh, well that. I’ve been kissed before, Mr. Derek.” She dismissed his disbelief with that simple confession, even if it was somewhat a lie.

      He performed some facial calisthenics while trying to restrain a lethal grin.

      “I can see you don’t believe me. May I assume that you have kissed a number of women in your time? As if women cannot do the same. Did you consider them fast for the offer?”

      “Would you?” He turned the question back to her.

      “Absolutely not. It is the nineteenth century, after all. Women enjoy…” What was on her lips to say was beyond her field of knowledge and altogether inappropriate to discuss with a full-grown man. Especially one that was arguably the finest specimen she’d ever seen. Or smelled.

      “Are you afraid to finish that sentence, or have you found that your vast experience far outweighs mine and thus you might shock me?” With an empty hand to his chest, he gave a slight shudder that rattled the contents of the bucket like it rattled her every second she stayed in his company. But her feet wouldn’t obey; they remained rooted to the floor. His presence drew her like no other.

      “You might be surprised, Mr. Derek. I am a woman of the times.”

      “If you had said an overly indulged woman of the ton, I might have believed that. I’m curious, Constance.”

      She pursed her lips and crossed her arms at the use of her name.

      “How many men have you kissed then?”

      “That is a vulgar question to ask a woman, and I’m of a mind to leave it unanswered.” But she couldn’t meet his gaze when she said it, concentrating instead on the wood grain surrounding a low stable window, running a clean glove along the sill and ignoring the dirt. More than embarrassed, she was afraid he’d see the truth.

      He nodded. “As I expected. None. Unless you count old Langley—which I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      “I take it, sir, that you have little wish to share your peccadilloes, so is it any wonder I don’t care to share mine? Or maybe it’s that you’re uncomfortably shy.” She smiled smartly, an eyebrow cocked for emphasis, and then spoiled the look with an outrageous giggle. “I guess that’s it. None or one, Mr. Derek?”

      A chuckle shook his broad shoulders as he left the loose box and transferred the bucket to a shelf with the rest of the grooming paraphernalia. “It may take more than a moment to calculate. Do you mind if I can’t remember all their names?”

      “How horrid. You have kissed so many women you cannot remember their names? Not one? I don’t even believe that Nicholas would have such a problem as that. And he has kissed at least a dozen, I’m sure.” Against all decency, she let her curiosity show. She considered it a dangerously fun game. “I’d like to see you try to name one. In fact, I dare you to do so.”

      “A challenge? Hmm.” He chewed his cheek, narrowing his eyes as he considered it. “I’m afraid I cannot. It’s entirely possible you may recognize one or two.”

      She gasped.

      “And is this Nicholas fellow one of your suitors?” he asked, pointing a finger and drawing a circle in the air like a bullseye.

      Aha, he’d let slip a little of his own curiosity. At least in this, they were matched. Constance put the back of her hand to her mouth, unsuccessfully hiding her glee. “I’m sure Nicholas would not appreciate the question. He might even be liable to knock a tooth loose from your overconfident grin.”

      “If I’m to be maligned, I’d at least like to know from whom.” He sounded a little jarred, maybe even irritated. That satisfied her.

      “Nicholas is my brother.” She licked the smile from her lips, trying to avoid annoying him further.

      “And where do you fall on this family tree?”

      “Three older brothers. I am the youngest sibling and the only daughter.”

      “Perfect,” he drawled.

      “Thank you,” she said with genuine gratitude while primly smoothing her skirts. Then with all the poise of a trained debutante, she stood perfectly arranged, silent, and patiently waiting.

      He brushed off his hands. “Well, princess, you may return a message to my employer and tell him I would be happy to attend a meeting when I finish here and clean up.”

      “I’d be delighted to relay the message if you’ll do me a kindness.”

      He tilted his head.

      “It would be awfully nice to have a name to give His Grace other than Mr. Derek. Unless that is your name?”

      “As I’ve said several times, it is. But if you’d like something more formal”—he closed his eyes for a thinking moment—“Mr. Campbell will do.”

      She took a deep breath, her hands politely clasped at her waist. “You see? How difficult was that?”

      “Very.” He emphasized the word with an exaggerated roll of his eyes.

      Her heart gave a little leap, happy that she’d needled information from him. She’d call him Mr. Campbell when necessary, but she had every plan to Mr. Derek him to distraction if he continued to call her princess or funny bird. And God forgive her soul, she hoped he would.

      He cleared his throat. “I appreciate your gratitude, Lady Constance, but I do have work to finish, and although you are amusingly exasperating”—he softened that statement with a wide smile—“I have little time for distractions this morning.” After a brief nod, he strolled into an empty stall where he picked up a shovel.

      Unwilling to leave just yet, she gingerly stepped closer to the stall he had disappeared behind and peeked over the fence into the pen. “Mr. Derek?”

      Midscoop, he straightened. “Just Derek… Constance,” he said, only a hint of displeasure behind it when he said her name.

      “Mr. Campbell,” she said instead. “About our earlier conversation?” She stepped back from the stall when he stood and leaned his chin against the shovel handle. The sweet smell of hay soothed her for some reason.

      With a heavy-lidded gaze, he seemed to observe her with little interest but remained patient nonetheless.

      “About the subject of kissing?”
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      Kissing. Kissing? Had the tenacious chit just brought up the subject of kissing again? The properly improper Princess Whitmore’s question struck Derek momentarily dumb. In an attempt to clear his head, he suggested she keep her mind on something less provoking. Although he’d have to admit it was good advice for him as well at present. Thankfully they were both saved from the conversation by the arrival of the Earl of Richfield.

      He watched as Constance strolled away, casting him a triumphant smile over her shoulder. A distance away, she stopped to chat with the earl, and Derek thought it best he hang back. He didn’t want to interject himself into the conversation when he didn’t have time to warn Richfield about the special circumstances with Constance.

      Standing in the shadow of the open door, Derek watched the two exchange pleasantries and chewed his lip as Richfield bent over her hand for the obligatory kiss. He felt his cheek twitch.

      After Constance was out of sight, Derek met Richfield in the stable yard.

      “And that was?” Richfield asked, amused, after she left.

      “Constance Whitmore. She’s a guest but it’s obvious you know her, so perhaps you should tell me.” Derek’s tone was not one of annoyance, but deep inside, he wondered how well the two were acquainted. He hadn’t seen her smile quite so effortlessly, and something about it challenged him.

      “I know who she is.” Richfield clarified. “The last I saw her, she asked me to dance. Do you know who she is?”

      “Yes. She’s a royal pain,” Derek said. “And, Mitchell, she doesn’t know who I am. I’d like to keep it that way. She’s been out here twice, doing her best to teach me the finer points of proper address.” He stopped and gave the earl a pointed look. “Lord Richfield.”

      Richfield scratched his cheek and tried not to smile but failed. “You’re a quick learner, I see, Your Grace.”

      “It will be a long while before that title comes to me. And I do not jest when I ask that you lay off the name. She knows me as Derek.” He pointed at the earl. “And before you rib me on that note, Derek’s my second name and something my mother calls me at times.”

      “Your mother?” Richfield laughed aloud. “Please tell me you didn’t just say your mother calls you Derek.”

      Derek sighed heavily and shot him a look of disgust. “Mitchell, I’m not disinclined to send you off with a cuff. A nice half-moon would improve your looks.”

      Richfield held up his hand in a mock gesture of truce. “No need. You’re wise to keep your given name to yourself. Constance has a way of bleeding little exaggerated tidbits of gossip with her refined friends. Although, to her credit, she’s not malicious.”

      “She knows me as Derek Campbell. I gave her my mother’s family name.” Derek picked up the grain he’d measured and put the can on the post of Finn’s stall.

      Richfield followed him farther into the stable. “I’ll let Strong and Havenly know about the change. But you’d best prepare yourself for worse ribbing than I gave.”

      Richfield had simply come by way of good manners to greet him after making a quick stop at Foxwood to retrieve something he’d forgotten two nights past. It was a long way to travel for an item that might be more efficiently delivered. But Derek didn’t question the why or where. The Duke of Havenly, the Earl of Richfield, and Ethan Strong were more than card-playing acquaintances. They were friends who could be trusted with anything without question, making their alliance unique. Derek was thankful for them. They generally called him by his courtesy title of Westforde, rarely called him by his given name of Julian, and now would have to call him by his secondary name, Derek.

      The aristocracy changed names like the rich changed linens. At great expense to another. Namely, death. It would take both his grandfather’s and his father’s death to make him a duke. He’d as soon go by Montgomery and forgo it all. The fact he could be a bastard was just one reason. His mother had gone to great lengths and unfailing secrecy to keep his possible parentage a secret for the grave, and in all honesty, not even his mother knew the truth.

      It had never mattered to Derek though. His father had raised him with the knowledge and loved him as his own. No one spoke of it, not even his grandfather. He was, and would always be, the rightful heir to Foxwood for all legal purposes, intents, and aims.

      Derek paused and turned slowly as the conversation sank in. “What do you mean, she asked you to dance? What proper ton-raised, etiquette-warped female asks a man to dance?”

      “The kind that’s about to be pounced upon by London’s most vicious gossip, Sir Gerald Clifton, who relishes shredding the esteem of young women like Lady Constance. She didn’t deserve it. Besides, I’ve known her family forever.” Richfield quirked a brow. “Jealous?”

      “Please.” Derek gave him a sharp look of contempt. “What do you want, Richfield?” He finished up with Finn.

      “Other than retrieving the cloak I left here the day of the party, I thought to seize the opportunity to discuss the horses. Ethan is interested in the breeding program.”

      “Sounds promising. I’ll speak with him when I see him next.” Then he added, “You staying? I have a meeting with His Grace. You’re welcome to join us.”

      Richfield shook his head. “Just a turnaround trip for me.”

      They both left the stable and headed back toward the house. Derek intended to see Richfield as far as the gardens.

      Without so much as a look his way, Richfield said, “I could put in a good word with Lady Constance if you need it.” His tone was teasingly patronizing.

      “Go to hell, Mitch,” Derek said with a straight face and even stride. In his head, he imagined Richfield dancing with Constance and found himself wishing he had paid more attention to his dance instructors.
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      After he bid Richfield a good day, he finished his work and then walked the short distance to the head groomsman’s cottage, where he stayed six months out of the year. It put him closer to the horses in case of an emergency. If his grandfather minded, he’d have stayed at the manor, but the duke was more interested in Derek’s visits than in his sleeping arrangements. He donned dinner attire and prepared to meet with his grandfather for a brandy, as he did most evenings. Foxwood was a large estate, big enough to lose oneself in or, in Derek’s case, lose someone else. Avoiding Constance wasn’t an issue. The issue was he couldn’t stop looking for her.

      The vision of her was engraved, like a fashion plate, on his male brain. The woman was too beautiful.

      And that was the problem. He preferred women who weren’t afraid of a little dirt, who paid less attention to matching their gloves to their shoes, and ones perhaps a little less pretentious.

      Constance was all of those. Her presence in the barn that morning had been so acutely out of place. Her awkwardly erect posture fought to repel the dust, the hay, the dirt, and any other smells. But after she walked away, he couldn’t shake the scent of her. The woman smelled of orange blossoms.

      Fresh orange blossoms and citrus.

      “Good evening, Mr. Willoughby.” Derek nodded to the butler on his way to the duke’s private salon.

      “Good evening, sir. His Grace isn’t down. Would you care for a brandy while you wait?”

      Derek thought little of it except that his grandfather was rarely late. He sat in a comfortable leather chair with a table of fresh white hothouse roses arranged in a crystal vase on the table beside him. He swirled the amber liquid in his brandy glass, then brought the rim to his nose and breathed in the smooth, spicy scent.

      “Don’t get up.” His grandfather’s voice reverberated from the paneled walls of the salon. It was a cozy room, small by estate standards but large enough to for a family gathering.

      Derek stood nonetheless and poured his grandfather a snifter.

      “I’d apologize for my tardiness, but I’m afraid it’s your fault I was detained.”

      “Really?” After handing the glass to his grandfather, who was seated in a matching chair on the opposite side of the table, Derek returned to his own.

      “I wouldn’t worry,” the duke said. “You are currently in no danger of losing your coveted stablehand’s position.”

      Derek looked over the top of his glass. It had to be the infamous Lady Constance Whitmore. Again. “I pray you did not correct her.”

      “Oho, my dear boy, but I did. I informed the lovely lady that you were the head groomsman. I’m not sure it made any difference.” The duke’s voice was full of mischief, and his eyes danced with the game.

      Derek hissed out a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

      The duke chuckled. “What have you been about today? And I might add you owe me for keeping your secret… Derek.” He emphasized the name. “The other day, when our dear sweet Lady Constance addressed you as Mr. Derek, it took every ounce of energy not to laugh. But then the darling girl begged me not to sack you.” His grandfather brought the snifter to his lips and took a nice sip, failing to hide his obvious joy over Derek’s discomfort.

      “We share a name. What else was I to tell her when she asked? I wasn’t about to tell her I was named after you. And my friends call me Westforde. Derek is anonymity’s insurance.” Derek eyed him with some suspicion. “And don’t you dare tell her any different.”

      “I must assume you aren’t quite ready for the likes of Lady Constance.”

      “Ready? How so? In what manner?”

      “She’s a handful.”

      Derek lifted his glass in a mock toast.

      “And she’s beautiful.”

      He slid his grandfather a wary look.

      “You cannot deny it.”

      “The woman is a nuisance and a royal pain in the arse.”

      “Absolutely not. I’m in love with her. Constance is a dear girl.”

      “I’ve never known you to seek out the company of young women.”

      “Now, now, you know better. Constance is my dear friend’s granddaughter, so she’s very special to me. I’d hoped you’d be kind to her. She isn’t exactly here on the best of terms.”

      “Oh?” Derek tried not to sound too curious. He settled back, a foot propped casually on his knee.

      “I won’t say why. I’ll let her do that.”

      “You mistake my interest in her, Grandfather.”

      The older man let go a warm, rumbling chuckle that filled the room. “I sincerely doubt it. She’s charming and lovely and everything sweet.”

      “You sent her out there, didn’t you?”

      “No. But the thought has merit.” The older man eyed him over his glass.

      “Don’t,” Derek said flatly. “Don’t do that to her or me, I beg you. Let it lie. I’m here for the horses, not your house parties.”

      “Not even one? Not for me?”

      Derek gave him a speaking look that lacked any menace, but discussions of the house party brought back the memory of the man with the dark hair. He sat forward in his chair, elbows to knees. “Grandfather? Do you know all the people who attend your parties?”

      “In good part.”

      “Did you know everyone at this most recent one?”

      “Can’t say I did or did not. Not everyone stayed here, and some guests do bring companions. I admit I don’t mingle like I used to. As I get older, I get more particular about the company I keep. Constance, for one, is good company.”

      Derek would not be sidetracked. “I know the answer, but tell me again if you know who…” He couldn’t bring himself to say it, not to his grandfather, the man who’d loved him, helped raise him, and never questioned his parentage.

      The duke held a puzzled frown, and then his eyes softened. “Your father is Ashford Julian Montgomery. That is the whole of it, and I won’t hear another word.”

      Derek bit the inside of his cheek and nodded. It was a subject long forgotten by everyone. Everyone except Derek.

      “Julian.” His grandfather sighed, clenching his fingers into fists, “Derek.” He gave a quick smile at the name change. “Your mother never mentioned the man. Your father is your father. The heir to Foxwood. You are his heir to Foxwood. Ashford married your mother the day after the incident.” He shook his head with an angry tilt of his mouth. “I-I can’t speak it. Cecily knew that Ash would have killed the man, so she kept silent for the sake of her family. Your father loves you. And he loved your mother so much that he convinced her to marry him posthaste so that she would never have the pain of scandal and more. I honored my son’s decision, and I adore your mother.”

      Derek hung his head and stared at the empty glass, the stem resting between his fingers, the bowl cradled in his palm.

      “I will admit that when you were born, we all held our breath, and that black-as-sin hair gave us pause, but not for long.”

      Derek looked up under his brow and gave a weak smile. “Until Morgan was born.”

      “No, son. Your grandmother on your mother’s side was a raven-haired Irishwoman. And feisty for all that. You and Morgan share her hair, her looks.”

      His grandfather paused for a painful moment while Derek set his empty glass on the side table, then reluctantly turned his full attention back to the duke. He held out for more but tried to keep his countenance as bland as possible. He had no wish to hurt his family. Like his father, he could imagine killing the man who dared harm his mother.

      “Did you know your father wouldn’t leave Cecily’s side when you were born? He scared the midwife into silence and held your mother’s hand until he saw you with his own eyes. Your mother tells me that he held you first before anyone. There may even have been a tear, but don’t dare tell him I said so.” His grandfather winked.

      Derek couldn’t help but smile at that. “Your secret is safe with me. Thank you for telling me.”

      “Derek?” It would seem the name was coming easier for his grandfather. “That’s why you don’t attend my parties, isn’t it? You’re afraid of running into the man who betrayed your mother.”

      “The lying cur. I’d break his neck myself if ever we met.” He couldn’t hide the darkness from his voice.

      “Your mother thought he loved her. She was young and sweet.”

      “Father loves her.”

      “Oh yes. Ashford has loved her since he was a boy. I think it turned out rather well. They seem very happy.”

      “They are.”

      “And very much in love. It’s a curse of the Montgomery men to love and cherish without end. It makes us do foolish things.”

      “Like marry women in the dead of night.” It was a statement, not a question. That’s how Derek’s parents had wed. Off to Gretna Green to wake a vicar. That way if Cecily was pregnant with another man’s child, no one would know, not even her. His father convinced his mother to elope the next day after the libertine, the stranger, convinced her he’d loved her, all for the game of compromising a young debutante. Men of the ton often saw them as fair game. His grandfather was right. He avoided the ton, the parties, and even his grandfather’s house parties because he never wanted to question his parentage. He never wanted to look into the eyes of another man and wonder. Thankfully, he hadn’t seen the eyes of the man who’d been at Foxwood three days ago.

      “You know, Derek, your father will never live at Foxwood. He’s made too much of a home in Cornwall. He’ll attend his political duty, but he’ll never come back. I had so hoped that you would make this your home.”

      “I know that, Grandfather. And I do love it here. I’m torn between the two places, but I don’t belong in your world.”

      “Odd, isn’t it?”

      “How so?” Derek asked.

      “That your closest friends would be here, a short four-hour journey to London, instead of the four-day trip to Bodmin? And you speak of not belonging here.”

      “What you say is true.” Derek looked up. “And you sent Lady Constance to convince me to stay. Isn’t that also the truth?”

      The duke lifted a brow and sat back in his chair. “I don’t recall sending her at all, except today, but only to relay a message for me.”

      “And what would that message be? I’m here as you requested, although you know quite well I’m here every night for a brandy, and yet you sent her anyway. What say you?” His tone had returned to light banter and the good-natured, relaxed conversation he enjoyed with his grandfather resumed.

      “I plead not guilty to any such crime. She needed the diversion. And I think you like her.” He sipped his brandy. “I dare you to say different.”

      “She hates the dirt. She’s terrified of horses. She’s insolent.” He could rattle off a longer list, but that was the worst of it.

      “Who better to teach her to love horses?”

      “She hates dirt, and she’s insolent. And what would you suggest for those?”

      “A husband.” The duke chuckled.

      Derek grunted a sigh. “I would not do so, not even for you.”
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      The following morning, Constance woke with one thing on her mind. What had the duke truly wanted with Mr. Derek? At first she feared the duke had meant to reprimand him for his bantering behavior. She’d gone to see His Grace to put in a kind word for his head groomsman, but the duke hadn’t seemed overly concerned, and today she was curious how his meeting with Mr. Derek had fared.

      With a half-hearted promise to herself, she pledged to avoid the stables. Mr. Derek had called her a funny bird. She would not prove him correct by skidding into the barn like an awkward albatross. But for all her busywork, battling idle thoughts with sewing needles and strands of thread and whatever other mindfully distracting activities she could dream up, she longed for a trip to see the horses. It had simply become habit—a small lie to ease her conscience.

      She slid on her gloves, forwent a hat, and took for the stables. When she got there, she found them empty but for one white horse. Finn’s ears pricked up as soon as she entered the cool shade of the barn. Late morning sunbeams streaked through the open windows like harp strings waiting to be plucked. Just the idea had her humming. Music was like company, and it kept her mind off Finn, who was now staring at her keenly, attentive to the melody she hummed. She inched closer, curious at his reaction, and this time when she reached the bridge in the song, she sang the Irish ballad outright. Her tongue trilled over the words.

      They get sober, take a wife,

      Ever after live in strife,

      And wish again for Mallow.

      By the time she finished the second stanza, she was standing at Finn’s box, her knees shaking under her skirts, her fingers trembling, and her heart hammering to run. Then Finn popped his snow-white head over the top of the enclosure. The deep scent of hay and grain laced with the pleasing musk of clean horseflesh greeted her. Slowly she pulled off her lace gloves. It wasn’t as if she’d never been around a horse. They were a way of life. But this untamed one could just as soon bite her as welcome a gentle touch. She continued humming for the horse’s sake as well as hers.

      She rolled her trembling fingers into her palm, then opened her hand, testing her courage. Her tongue darted out to wet her lips while she stared keenly at Finn’s wide nostrils.

      Should she? It was not a lie that horses did not care for her. And in truth, she was frightened of them. One wary brown eye fringed with spiky gray lashes kept watch while her fingertips came within inches of his neck. Her hand shook as she lifted it slowly toward Finn. She stopped to swallow hard. The horse blew a steamy breath through his nostrils, grunting in the back of his throat.

      “Shhh.” A husky, warm whisper brushed her left ear, sending a shiver down her neck. Finn puffed again at the scent of his caretaker, and Constance immediately knew it was Mr. Derek directly behind her. Besides recognizing that soothing, deep, resonating voice, it had only taken a few brief encounters with the man to have the masculine spice of bergamot and mint stamped permanently on her senses. It was heady and almost made her forget she was afraid of the powerful beast in front of her.

      Her pulse pounding, she held her breath to stave off a shudder.

      “Relax and breathe,” Mr. Derek suggested in the same quiet, breathless tone. He rolled her fingers over and directed the back of her hand toward the mouth of the horse. Unsure whether her heart’s thunderous leap had more to do with the man’s proximity or the fear of having her fist bitten like an apple, Constance settled on trusting the man who held her imprisoned between himself and the horse’s stall.

      “He just wants to smell you,” Mr. Derek said, and she relaxed slightly, feeling his hard chest against her back.

      His hand slid down her left arm, creating gooseflesh. Mr. Derek plucked the lace gloves she still held while supporting her like a stake tied to a sprouting vine. Without him, she’d surely fall to the ground in a nervous heap of petticoats and skirts. Finn’s brown eyes flew open, and his nose made a tiny buck until Constance, with the guidance of Mr. Derek, presented the back of her hand for inspection.

      The beast snorted warm, misty breath over her hand while his chin hair tickled her skin like a dozen cat whiskers. Mr. Derek slowly turned her hand palm up, flattening out her fingers, and the beautiful horse placed his mouth over the top. Constance jumped slightly at Finn’s wisp of warm breath as it came from his soft-as-velvet nose. She kept her hand flat while Finn flopped his lips against her palm.

      “You trust him, and he trusts you. That’s how it works.” Mr. Derek’s voice was like a caress and sounded like a smile, approving and calm. Not only did he have patience with the horse but he had patience with her.

      She felt him shift behind her, then place something hard like a rock in her hand. “Try this.”

      The cool scent of fresh peppermint filled her nostrils. She looked over her shoulder and was met with a deep, dimpling grin. “A treat for Finn?”

      “In the palm of your hand.”

      Was that a direction, or was he suggesting that treats were the way to Finn’s heart?

      “May I pet him?” Not daring to take her eyes off the animal, she directed the question with a slight movement backward, unsure whether the horse or his master was to blame for her hammering heartbeat echoing in her ears.

      “Give him the treat and he’ll be yours.”

      “Forever?” She giggled.

      “He’s a little green for that, but he’ll be yours for the day, that I can guarantee.”

      “How?” The candy felt sticky in her sweating palm.

      “Hand open flat. Fingers together side by side, and keep your thumb in too. Now slowly.” He guided her hand under the horse’s nose, which was just inches from his mouth and the largest teeth she’d ever seen. “Just like before, except this time your hands aren’t empty. Steady. He’s already excited.”

      Just as he said that, Finn bucked his nose high and then eagerly planted his mouth against her flattened palm. He could have swallowed her hand whole. Mr. Derek held her bent elbows tight to keep her from fleeing, and she, frozen with fear, kept her hand as still as possible while Finn swiped up the candy and devoured it with nearly one chomp.

      “Ha! I did it. Did you see that?” She wanted to clap, but one hand was decidedly tacky from sugar, so she waved instead. With a pivot, she found herself in the arms of Mr. Derek. Obviously his proximity was for the animal’s sake, and his arms around her meant to steady her so she wouldn’t scare the horse and get herself trampled in the mayhem. But a passerby would certainly suspect something very different. She met his eyes. He verily towered over her. And with her back to a beast that normally frightened her, she felt safe.

      “You’re a natural.” He looked pleased and perhaps a little proud.

      She nervously looked down, then held up her hand, splaying her fingers. “I’m sticky.”

      “That’s the general hazard. I’ve seen children lick their palms after feeding a horse a treat.”

      She flipped her hand, palm facing her, inches from her face, and scrunched her nose.

      “I don’t suggest it. We’ll wash it,” he said, pulling away.

      “May I pet him?” she excitedly asked again. She neither wanted her time with Finn to end nor her time with his master.

      “Yes. But first—” He left her side and pulled a clean rag from a pile, dipped it in a bucket, and returned to her side. “Finn would love to smell of peppermint all day, but I’m sure you’d rather not be stuck to his neck.”

      She watched his face while he washed the peppermint off her hand. There were tiny crinkles at the corners of his eyes, and his neck was brown from the sun. Today he smelled of shaving soap and the regular bergamot and mint she’d come to recognize, and she found that she liked him both ways. Dirty. Clean. All of it.

      He suddenly looked at her, a smile spread across his cheeks. She might have described him as charming yesterday, but not today. Today he was simply genuine. Charm had become something of a learned trait in her circle. But this… this was something else indeed.

      Constance was rarely at a loss for words, but the silence was sweet. She inhaled the moment. The earth, the grain, the rich green fragrance of alfalfa. And him.

      “Are you still interested?”

      “Me?” She blinked. “Yes, yes. The horse.” She cleared her throat. “May I?”

      He pulled a thumb across his eyebrow, disarming her with a squinting grin.

      “Show me how, Mr. Derek. I’m at your service.”

      “I rather think I’m at yours, Lady Constance. Give me your hand.”

      She nodded eagerly, breathlessly. He rubbed her palm where the candy had melted, ensuring it was dry. Then, like a dance, he spun her about so she faced the horse again. If he had tightened his grip, she would have found herself in the most intimate embrace, but he leaned forward, his chest against her back, still holding her hand, then stretched it toward Finn.

      With gentle pressure, he eased her hand against the neck of the horse. Finn’s velvety skin rippled under her touch and her pulse rippled under Mr. Derek’s touch, and if someone had asked her what day it was, she could not have answered.

      He removed his hand, and she continued with hers down the side of Finn’s sleek white neck. Without further encouragement, she did it again, proud and eager, her cheeks stretched wide with a smile. She could feel the hush behind her. The almost reverent stillness emanated from Mr. Derek. She licked her lips and placed her hand behind Finn’s ear, stroking gently.

      “He’s so soft.”

      Finn’s ears twitched. The one closest to her swiveled.

      “He’s listening to you.”

      “But I’ve said barely a word.”

      “There are often more words in touch than speech. He’s responding to you.”

      “Do you think he likes me?”

      “I think he loves peppermints.”

      She slumped a fraction.

      Mr. Derek chuckled. “And yes. I think he likes you.”
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      Derek didn’t know when the wall had been breached, but this morning when he set out to check on Finn, he had hoped to run into the haughty, pretentious blond baggage. If nothing else, she had made his mornings entertaining. But when he approached the barn and heard singing, not just a random plucking at notes but a voice like a songbird, he was pleasantly curious. And then, when he saw Constance edging closer to Finn’s stall and Finn’s ears pricked toward her, he was enraptured. At no time in his life had he ever used the word enraptured to describe a feeling, especially one toward a woman. He might have rolled his eyes at the notion of such poetic romanticism if he’d taken a moment to dwell on it. Not that he didn’t believe in love.

      On the contrary, he believed in it wholeheartedly. His parent’s love affair was nothing short of romanticism at its core. And their love for him even more so since the absolute truth of his birth could not be known. So Derek would be the last person to not believe in love. But from what he knew of the ton, they did not. Especially highly maintained women like Lady Constance Whitmore. He’d never in his life been attracted to women of her ilk and wouldn’t for the life of him admit that he might be now.

      But Finn. The stubborn stallion, whose affection had been hard-won, seemed to enjoy Constance’s singing. And Princess Whitmore was perhaps more than she first appeared.

      “Would you still have me believe that horses do not like you, princess?” The nickname was safer than appealing to etiquette, but she did not rise to the bait.

      “They don’t. I think Finn must have exceptional taste.”

      Ah, now there was the woman of the ton he’d met days ago, perhaps fishing for a compliment. To hell with romanticism. “Am I to agree?”

      “No.” She laughed. “Horses dislike me, and you are to believe everything I tell you because otherwise, my reputation would be tarnished beyond recognition.”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle. “You are honest to a fault then?”

      She searched the rafters in thought. “I don’t think I’m comfortable answering that since my brothers like to accuse me of stretching reality until it resembles a distorted mirror.”

      He pulled back and observed her, trying without success to see her distorted, with a long chin or exaggerated cheekbones. Her features were too perfect. So much so that he couldn’t imagine her any other way. He didn’t stop to think that perhaps he didn’t wish to imagine her any other way.

      She now appeared quite relaxed, charmed by Finn, or more appropriately, Finn charmed by her. She absently stroked the horse’s neck while she watched Derek over her shoulder, carrying on a conversation that blurred his focus and challenged him to question what he believed. Love, feelings, attraction as it regarded the ton, were fermented truth, something that might make you feel drunk for a moment but never lasted. Truth, the purity of a focused love of the heart, was the only thing that could overcome something as serious as birthright. Bastard was not only a curse but the kind of thing that kept women like Constance Whitmore from men like Derek Montgomery, Earl of Westforde.

      Derek stepped back and appreciated how Constance continued to pet Finn and coo to the horse. It struck him how this woman who didn’t like horses had formed at least a momentary attachment.

      “You know you’re welcome to visit him anytime.” The words came naturally, and he wondered at this side of her, confused by such charm from a socialite of the beau monde.

      She turned. “Oh, I couldn’t,” she said almost shyly. “I apologize for intruding today without permission. The two of you are quite remarkable, and it wasn’t my intention to interrupt or possibly undo your work with Finn. I wouldn’t blame you if you were a little angry with me. After all, I have no real reason to be here.”

      From the little he knew of her, it must have taken a lot to admit such things out loud. He watched her closely. “If I’m here, you can. And Lady Constance, I’m not angry.”

      “Thank you, Mr. Campbell.” She folded her hands, which reminded him that he’d stuffed her gloves in his pocket.

      “Don’t forget these.” He held out the dainty French-lace gloves.

      She took them, looking away, a nervousness about her now that he suspected had nothing to do with Finn. And just like that, he didn’t want her to leave.

      As if he hadn’t really seen her before, he noticed she wasn’t wearing the customary riding habit. Not that she’d come to ride any other day, but she’d been dressed to do so. Now she wore a simple day dress, the color of the afternoon sky, with lightly puffed sleeves. Today, partially twisted atop her head, her hair lacked its formality because she’d left the last coil undone to lie over her shoulder. Yesterday she’d been a high-buttoned, stiffly maintained woman of the aristocracy, but today she looked genuine. Which he realized sounded subjectively judgmental of him.

      He cleared his throat, feeling uncomfortable, as if he owed her an apology. He rested an elbow against his crossed arms, pressing a finger into his dimpled chin. “I came to let Finn out to graze and then thought I’d go riding. Would you care to help?”

      Her eyes brightened, and she nodded. “What do we do?”

      “First, I’ll need your gloves back. We don’t want them snagging on the rusty latches.”

      She pulled them off again and eagerly handed them over, then followed his instruction to unlatch the stall door while he looped a halter over Finn’s nose, sliding it easily over his alert, swiveling ears.

      Derek buckled the halter and pointed to a short rope hanging beside the stall. “Now the lead rope if you please,” he asked Constance. “Slowly. We don’t want to spook him.”

      “Perhaps he needs another peppermint.” She handed the rope to him, all smiles and eagerness.

      While he clipped the lead hook onto Finn’s halter, Derek leaned toward her and whispered, “Just one,” then slipped a peppermint into her hand.

      She discreetly held the candy behind her back and proceeded to back out of the stall. Derek clucked his tongue, and Finn bobbed his head, pulling the rope several inches through Derek’s hand. He gave a little tug. Finn took a step through the open box gate, then halted close to Constance, bent his head, and pressed his nose into her midsection with a playful nudge.

      She laughed. “Oh no. Not yet, young man.” She pressed a hand just above Finn’s nostrils and rubbed gently, effectively pushing him away.

      With a tug of the halter, Derek clucked again. Finn obeyed, watching Constance from the corner of his eye.

      She trotted ahead through the stable door that led out to the pasture. “Now, Mr. Derek?”

      He nodded and she turned, holding out her hand, palm side up, fingers flush together, just as he’d taught her. And that smart horse graciously lapped up what she offered. Much to Derek’s satisfied surprise, she wiped her hand down her pristine skirts without care.

      He quickly removed the rope and patted Finn’s rump, sending him out to the pasture.

      “He looks so happy,” she said. “We did that, didn’t we?”

      The woman was an enigma. She looked after Finn, so pleased with herself for doing the simplest thing, which caused him to wonder if she ever did anything of her own accord for which to feel accomplished. She stood, beaming, in the middle of the paddock, looking like a Gainsborough portrait. He took in a deep breath. “What does the rest of your day look like?”

      She turned her crystal-blue gaze on him. “Why do you ask? Is there more I can help you with?”

      “No,” he almost stuttered. “I thought you might care for a ride.” He didn’t expect an affirmative to that. She’d avoided the distraction all week. Or perhaps it was just the guests she avoided. And then again, it could be that she’d come to see him.

      That gave him pause.

      She bit her lip and traced a finger around her ear as if to replace an errant hair. But of course even Constance’s hair knew better than to fall out of place. She was that kind of woman, and everything he didn’t like about high society. So why would he willingly ask her to spend the day with him? Lord if he knew. Boredom, perhaps?

      “I… I’m not exactly dressed for it.”

      Today she’d forgone the riding habit. “I don’t see a problem.” And he meant it. How on God’s green earth, he didn’t know. But somehow she’d made him see past the facade and also made him wonder if she’d ever been free to choose her own day. That alone made him want to spend an unrestricted afternoon with her.

      “Finn?” she asked with a hopeful upswing in her voice.

      “You want to ride Finn?” He was more than a little shocked, although it was out of the question. Not even he would ride Finn for a leisurely stroll.

      “No, not me. I do not ride at all if I can help it.”

      Tilting his head, he studied her, contemplating the meaning behind her words.

      “I thought you meant for me to join you. As in ride with you.” She looked nonplussed.

      His eyes popped open in shock. Derek clasped his hands behind him and contemplated this seductive picture of mischievous innocence before him. Her silvery-blond hair glinted in the sun, and he could not deny that he was taken with her. “If you so wish.” It took every effort to keep his voice calm and even, as if she’d just asked him to fetch a lemonade and not a horse to carry her on.

      “If you’ll just return my gloves, I’ll leave it to you to find us a horse.” She held her hand out, waiting for him to do as she asked.

      Stunned into silence, resisting the urge to knuckle his mouth shut physically, he did as she requested.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 6

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Derek saddled a lovely, quiet chestnut mare, but after seating Constance in front of him, he questioned the lunacy that had driven him to agree. Thankfully there were no more guests at Foxwood save for Constance, and his grandfather was not likely to be anywhere near the stables, although he was equally certain that His Grace would not have objected and as equally certain that he would not tell the older man. If Constance was foolish enough to reveal the story to the duke, that was her decision, but Derek would do no such thing.

      The breeze pulled the fresh scent of vanilla and orange blossom from her hair, wreaking havoc on his libido, and if that were not enough to drive him crazy, the feel of her soft backside leaning against his thigh certainly would be his undoing. What had he been thinking?

      “You know, Mr. Derek, I’m usually terrified when riding horses. But today I’m not.” She turned a cheery smile on him. In her position of sitting sideways, she need only twist slightly to speak with him. She folded her lace-gloved hands in her lap as if she were sitting in a proper drawing room and not on a moving horse. He was relieved when she grabbed the horse’s mane to steady herself instead of reaching for him as they ascended a modest slope. It did not, however, stop her body from bumping into him with each uneven step while he enclosed her with his arms, holding the reins in two hands, until they reached the swell of the little hill. At the top, before them, lay a green meadow. He relaxed, enjoying the dusky pink of her cheeks as they came to a brief halt. This woman captivated him more than he’d like to admit.

      “You didn’t appear at all frightened while singing to my horse this morning. And Finn seemed to like it. I think you underestimate your power where animals are concerned.”

      “Perhaps you’re right.” She bent her head to examine the fit of her gloves, then bravely turned her gaze on him. “I am a little embarrassed to have been caught singing to a horse, however.”

      “Why? You have a beautiful voice. It would be a shame not to share it.”

      “Believe me, my mother would not allow a decade of music lessons to go unused. She had me singing for her women’s groups, teas, and holidays since I was a girl. But that’s not to say I enjoyed it.”

      “Ah, I see. You enjoy the pianoforte then? Or perhaps a women’s stitching group?”

      She laughed softly. “No. Although I am rather good at those things as well, I’m afraid.”

      “If you don’t care for the usual pastimes, what is it that Lady Constance likes?”

      “Lady Constance likes to please her parents. I, however, am not sure what I like.”

      “Hmm. What about Princess Whitmore, or the little funny bird that visits my stables?”

      “She’s an enigma.”

      “No doubt.”

      “Why do you say ‘your stables’? They belong to the duke, yes? And Finn is his horse, not yours. Is that right?”

      Derek cleared his throat and propelled the mare forward across the clearing as he answered. “A figure of speech. He is mine to train.”

      She seemed to accept that easily enough. Raising her face toward the sun, she shifted her body in the same direction and somehow kept her back as stiff as if she were sitting at a fine dining table.

      He preferred the woman who sang to his horse. “You cannot teach a bullfrog to sing like a nightingale. And you, Princess Whitmore, sing like an angel.”

      “Music has charms to soothe the savage breast.”

      “To soften rocks or bend the knotted oak.”

      “You know William Congreve?” she asked, almost astonished.

      “He was a poet and playwright.” He smiled, watching her from the corner of his eye. “I assure you I am adequately educated.”

      “And so you are, it would seem. I’d hoped you weren’t familiar with the quote and that you might argue the idiom as savage beast instead.”

      “Why, Lady Constance, do you seek to argue with me?”

      “Me? Never.” She bit back a smile.

      “I hate to disappoint you, but I do not argue with ladies.”

      “Only with princesses, I take it.” She watched him from under her lashes. “And funny birds?”

      “It would seem.” This was not her first season out. Women like Constance Whitmore were raised on banter. She knew the game well. Derek was sure that she knew her appeal to men and used it to her advantage, but when she’d sung to his horse, he had seen someone he had not expected. That woman seemed a truer version of herself, one she perhaps hid well. And that was the woman he hoped to encourage.

      Constance turned her focus back to the scenery ahead. “I’ve never been this far. Foxwood is truly beautiful.”

      Clusters of trees spotted the hillside. In between lay fields sprinkled with wild mustard and the beginnings of spring while in the near distance, the woods provided a secret canopy for all manner of little creatures.

      It was a wonderland, he must admit.

      When they reached the middle of the clearing, Derek stopped.

      “There,” he whispered, brushing her cheek with his fingertip while pointing out an animal just inside the edge of the woods. “A fox. Do you see him?” Ruddy with a sandy underbelly and black-tipped ears, the little devil stood stock-still, ears at attention, funneling any sound that might suggest danger.

      “Yes!” Constance’s excitement startled the fox, sending it scurrying into the woods, his bushy tail lapping at the wind behind him. “Too loud?”

      He bit his tongue. “In your defense, foxes can hear at great distances. At night they can be heard corralling prey.”

      “How so?”

      “They create chaos by throwing their screeching barks into the night. The sound is frightening, like something from a gothic novel.”

      She shuddered. “No, thank you.”

      “You don’t care for scary stories?”

      “Absolutely not. My preferred reading does not include monsters and myths.”

      “Hmmm. I will make a note: avoid ghostly quotes from the likes of Shelley in the company of Princess Whitmore.”

      “Do not tease.”

      “And are you afraid of the dark as well?”

      “Yes!” She bumped him with an elbow. “Now stop.”

      They rode, reaching the grove where the fox had disappeared, then through the copse of trees and out into another brilliant meadow.

      “We can stop for a bit if you’d like.” He would not have dreamed of making such a suggestion two days ago. Whether or not he wished it, she was getting under his skin, and even his subconscious was wary of what that meant.

      “Yes, yes, yes.”

      After lifting her from the horse, he hobbled the mare, then grabbed a blanket tied at the seat. He turned to find Constance lying in the cool spring grass.

      “I do have a blanket. Wallowing in the meadow isn’t necessary, but it certainly has its value.”

      With arms spread wide and eyes closed, she inhaled deeply from the fresh country air like it was the first time she’d ever taken a breath. He, conversely, was holding his, caught in a trance by the way her platinum-blond hair contrasted with the spring green of the meadow. She looked like a wood sprite.

      She opened her eyes and brought herself up, leaning back on her elbows and smiling up at him. “You have a blanket? Heavens, why didn’t you say so?”

      “I hardly expected Lady Constance Whitmore to muss her dress by lying directly on the ground.” He laid the simple gray wool blanket down. It was a good size and still small enough to be comfortably cozy. “You need a hat, madam. In this sun, you’re liable to freckle, and what would the rigidly formal society patronesses say to that?”

      He took her outstretched hand and helped her stand.

      “I think they’d have more to say about me standing alone in the woods with a man I hardly know.” She stretched a look over her shoulder, trying to see her backside. “How messy is it?”

      He was almost afraid to look. “Not overly.” He resisted the urge to brush a dozen blades of grass from her skirts. Instead, he waved his hand in the air, mimicking the motion. “You may wish to shake the fabric a bit.”

      “Is that enough?” she asked after flicking and smoothing the blue muslin back over her perfectly shaped derriere, which he could, unfortunately, attest to after such an intimate ride.

      He nodded, then helped her sit again, more appropriately this time. She was the picture of innocence until she pulled her legs in and untied her shoes. With the ribbons strung over her forefinger, she tossed them toward the upper corner of the blanket.

      “Lady Constance…”

      “I have no shoes on, Mr. Derek. I think you can call me Constance.” It was as much a dare as an invitation to drop the formalities.

      “I think Lady Constance is safer. Besides, I still have my shoes on.” He bent a brow and held back the overwhelming urge to smile roguishly. “What happens when you go missing this morning?” he asked simply.

      “Nothing. But I’m sure I won’t be missed. His Grace knows me to wander. Is there something wrong with that?” That last part was said with a challenge.

      “I doubt I’m the one to ask since I do not understand the more refined rules of polite society.”

      “You’re probably right.”

      Did she at all know how incredibly insolent she sounded? More than likely not. She wasn’t raised to behave this way, and Derek took that into account because he was sorely enjoying the softer side of her. The unguarded side—not to be confused with the softer side he’d just been witness to.

      “Do you always carry a blanket with you?”

      “Always.” The smile he flashed her was sinful, but then he took pity and clarified. “It’s part of my usual routine. Nothing untoward if that’s where you’re headed with that question.”

      “I do have a question, Mr. Derek, and this seems as safe a place as any to ask.”

      “You think there’s no one here to challenge your boldness? Is that it?”

      She bobbed her head with greedy anticipation.

      “I think I should sit for this.” He lowered himself to the ground, one leg folded and the other knee propped, his elbow leaning against it.

      “You were about to indulge me with the names of the women you have kissed. Do you recall the conversation?” she blurted.

      “No. I remember your asking, but I do not remember my agreeing.” There could not possibly be anything more inappropriate for her to ask.

      “You’re afraid I will know someone. I assure you, I only know the upper echelon of women who frequent London.”

      He shut his eyes to better hear the devil on one shoulder and the angel—who was quickly muzzled—on the other.

      “You first, Lady Constance,” he insisted, flicking his wrist toward her.

      “I have none to mention. I’m not even sure how it’s done.”

      “You are not getting out of this so easily. I believe you said you were a woman of the times and that you had kissed many men.” He watched her closely. “Name one.”

      “I never said that.”

      He only nodded that she had.

      “I think I would remember if I had ever said anything so outrageous.”

      “I think you remember what is convenient. But I will name you one, and then you will drop the subject.”

      She straightened, wriggling her bottom into place, looking astute.

      “Sarah… Hanover.”

      She laughed outright, and Derek joined with a grin. “You had me. I should have known you would not keep your word.”

      “And how do you know that I haven’t? Perhaps I made up part of it for anonymity’s sake.”

      She shook her head emphatically. “No, I don’t think you would do that. I’m finding that you either say what’s on your mind or leave it alone.”

      He shrugged a shoulder. “I guess we’ll never know.”

      Constance leaned her head back and closed her eyes against the sun. A few birds were trilling the first sounds of spring. And it was glorious watching her, relaxed and carefree. It took every ounce of good sense not to stare at her bosom as she breathed or imagine his lips against the soft skin of her perfectly stretched neck. A kiss, a taste, a tiny lick.

      “I think it is grossly unfair,” she continued.

      “What is?”

      “That men, who are so often guilty of stealing kisses, should expect to find a woman who knows how to give one when we are taught to keep our mouths to ourselves and to give up nothing.”

      Derek squeezed his eyes closed like someone with a grave headache. All the while, he endorsed that picture by massaging the brow over his left eye with his thumb and index finger and subsequently leaning his elbow on a raised knee. Thinking of her mouth sent a jolt of pleasure through him, frustrating the rest of his body into a long, drawn-out sigh. He then stared at her for at least a minute in silence, willing her to look at him.

      When she did, her eyebrows rose in defense. “I only said that because of my humiliation… Mr. Derek.”

      “Langley.”

      She nodded once. “He was rather nasty in his remarks to me.”

      “He’s a toad. I wouldn’t worry about anything he said.”

      “You do not have to worry over it, but I do.”

      “I meant that you do not need to worry over it.”

      “I know what you meant. It’s easy to say that when you’re able to run around as you may, kissing whomever you please without fault or blame or even permission.”

      “Not all men are like Sir Langley.” And then he asked, “What did he say?”

      “If I tell you, will you do something for me?”

      Questions like this one were rarely a good idea to tempt the devil with. And Derek had the distinct feeling that he was about to do just that.

      He breathed out in haste and then quickly, before he changed his mind, answered, “Against my better judgment, yes.” Really he wanted to know because what she said was mostly true, and if Langley had not been brought to heel by his intrusion, Constance would have been the one to pay the price. And no one would fault Langley for it—except, of course, the duke—but the ton would see it as opportune. She was, after all, in the garden freely.

      The bobbing of her throat was all too telling. She was nervous and ashamed. “He told me no one would ever care to kiss me again. And he would make sure of it because I was terribly inept at…” She looked down at her hands resting in her lap, not wanting to finish, and Derek could tell that she was more hurt by the insulting encounter than she had let on.

      “You need not go on, Constance. You needn’t tell me.”

      Strangely, just saying her name seemed to soothe her and give her courage. “He said a word not proper for young women to repeat, but suffice it to say, it meant lovemaking. I was terribly inept at… lovemaking.” She leaned in and whispered the last part.

      “That’s ludicrous.” He could only imagine the vulgar word Langley had used, now wishing he’d done to him what he’d threatened.

      “Indeed it is. The man is a brute.” She sat back again.

      “If it makes you feel any better, you stagnated his prowess by refusing to be seduced. That’s why he was so cruel.” He hoped that would instill a little confidence.

      “It doesn’t matter. If he were to repeat any of that to the masses, I would become this season’s delectable morsel. And I should know”—she looked up at him—“because I have grown up around a fair amount of gossip.”

      “I’m sorry that happened,” he said sincerely.

      “I’m thankful you were there.” The corners of her mouth turned up in the ghost of a smile. “Now I’ve answered your question; you must keep your end of the bargain.”

      And now the deal with the devil.

      “I would like a lesson in the finer points of—”

      Please do not say lovemaking.

      “—kissing.”

      Derek scratched his head, combing his fingers through his hair until he reached the back of his tensely knotted neck. “It’s unnecessary. I’m sure when the time comes, you will be more than adequate at it.” In fact, he was sure of it. Her petal-pink lips were made for it. Any man who could not bring the perfection of her mouth to life was not a man.

      “How good is your word, Mr. Campbell?”

      “Not that good.” And then he added, “You want me to explain the art of kissing?”

      “No,” she said, exasperated at his purposeful misunderstanding. “I simply want you to kiss me.”

      Now he fully believed that she had asked the Earl of Richfield to dance with her. She’d dare ask anything. And he was thoroughly stunned that this proper Englishwoman could accomplish such a thing as embarrassing him. He was even sure that his face was red with it, like a boy caught looking at a physician’s anatomy manual behind the barn.

      “Well?” One hand shaded her eyes against the rising sun while he pondered his position on the matter.

      Derek almost wished he were the stablehand she thought him to be, under which position he might get away with it because the mere idea was driving a whispering medley in his brain to satisfy a baser need to know what her mouth felt like.

      “Am I to believe I am the only man you’ve asked?” He knew he was, but he was stalling.

      She nodded her head. “Why would you think otherwise?”

      He glanced at her mouth, sucking in a healthy breath before letting it go. “I don’t believe otherwise, Lady Constance. I was just hoping with another minute you might forget you asked.”

      “I told you I do not forget the things I say.”

      He paused for an interminable minute. Perhaps even five passed. Numerous thoughts whirled through his head, such as: How was he going to get out of this nicely? He quickly realized that there was no way out without hurting her feelings and equally understood that giving in to her obscene request was like to keep him from sleeping at all tonight. No. Not just tonight. Many nights.

      “One kiss. And what do you wish to glean from it?”

      “Isn’t it more than obvious?” she stated. “How to do it, of course.”

      “One.” He held up an index finger.

      “One.” Her perfect mouth formed the word.

      He licked his lips.

      “Should I wet my lips?”

      “Constance. Do me a kindness and stop talking.” He gathered himself, swallowed hard, and allowed his body to perform every nervous twitch from rolling his hands open and closed to licking his lips.

      More than obvious. Is that what she said? It was more than obvious he was just this side of bedlam to even consider it. But consider it he did.

      Derek leaned over slightly, and Constance sat up a little straighter, her breath an anxious tempo.

      He put a finger to her chin and brushed her lips softly with his, hoping the brief contact would be enough for her. Surprisingly, however, Derek found it was not enough for him. He pulled back and watched. With her eyes fixed on his, she had not given in to shyness by shutting them. Their blue depths drew him like a cool stream under a baking sun.

      “Thank you,” she whispered.

      He sat back, stunned, his feelings a mottle of confusion.

      “Is there more?”

      “God have mercy, Constance.” He rubbed his eyes closed with his thumb and forefinger. “Don’t ask me anything else… Please… I beg you.”

      “I only wondered if there was something proper to do with my hands. I’m not a prude. I do understand animal husbandry.”

      The moment called for nothing less than laughter. “Animal husbandry?” He could hardly get the words out. “You just spoke of lovemaking. And you follow that up with animal husbandry? Constance, you are precious.”

      Her brow rose in surprise. “Thank you again, I guess.”

      “Princess, you are a funny little bird.”

      “I assure you it is not my intent to be funny. Who would you suggest I ask these questions?”

      “Not me. I believe your mother might be better suited.”

      She shook her head. “My mother is not here, and I can’t ask the duke.”

      Derek all but choked on that suggestion. “No, I would not ask the duke if I were you. Please, I’m beginning to think you’d dare anything. Do not, under any circumstances, ask that kind old man.”

      “Mr. Derek, I just said I wouldn’t.” She paused, and her gaze narrowed in deep thought. “Do you seriously think I’d do anything?”

      He smiled kindly. “That’s not what I meant. I think you’re curious and hurt and need a safe answer. Only I don’t think asking strange men for lessons in kissing is a good idea.”

      “I do not consider you a stranger. Do you consider me one?”

      “Not after today… no.” He grinned, almost embarrassed. Since when had a woman ever embarrassed him? Never. Not that he could remember.

      “Then will you answer my second question?”

      She had not once broken eye contact with him, and at present they stared at each other as if it were a contest to see who broke first. Next, he did something he should have never done.

      Leaning in again, a scant inch from her mouth, he instructed, “Put your arms around my neck.”

      She complied and looked at his mouth, and this time when Derek put his lips to hers, she closed her eyes. Her lips softened under the gentle pressure, and it took all Derek’s strength not to devour her. The tickling delight felt new, catching him by surprise, and Constance responded by securing her arms more tightly, pulling him closer.

      Sitting side by side, her arms locked around his neck, her fingers unconsciously torturing his skin, Derek lost his balance—it didn’t help that he’d already lost his mental balance. Straight back onto the ground they went. But Constance didn’t let go, and Derek couldn’t have let go of her mouth at that point if he’d wanted to.

      And he didn’t want to.

      He hadn’t counted on the lesson she was about to give.

      When they fell back, Constance let out a seductive little moan, driving the kiss into something more lasting and heated. He gently nibbled her full bottom lip, tugging and sucking until, under the pressure, her lips parted. He stroked slowly with his tongue, tasting the sweetness of her mouth and devouring the moan that escaped. She copied his lead, reaching, pressing her mouth more firmly to his, testing her tongue against his lips. It drove him mad when she slanted her mouth more firmly over his with a consuming hunger he could not have guessed at and was an idiot to answer.

      Leaning over her, he dragged his mouth from her swollen lips, trailing kisses down the silky column of her neck, her pulse beating against his tongue while he found the sweet, seductive curve between neck and shoulder. As she stretched her head to the side, allowing him complete access, he expertly grazed her skin with drugging kisses toward the soft mound of her breasts exposed above the neckline of her walking dress.

      Constance’s fingers threaded in his hair were more than the permission he needed and, conversely, a warning to the lost conscience that reeled him in. He dipped his forehead against her collarbone, his hair brushing her chest, and sighed. With his nose practically nestled between her breasts, he breathed in the fresh scent of orange blossom and heated skin. It intoxicated him. He slowly brought his head up, catching her gaze with his and watching her mouth part with little panting breaths. He smiled roguishly, shook his head, and then pressed a kiss on her daring mouth, lingering for only a second before he allowed himself one more delight, melting into her lips, exacting one last taste of her tongue.
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        * * *

      

      Constance had never been kissed. Not even close. A peck on the cheek, a brush on the hand—neither came close to the sensation of Mr. Derek’s lips on hers. Or his tongue. She had no clue about tongues. Married women all but stopped whispering whenever an unmarried woman approached their intimate conversations. More the pity. If young women were brought up to understand the pitfalls of desire, perhaps they would not fall prey to the seduction of rakes.

      Was he a rake? It was probably too late to ask because he nibbled her ear, sending pure tingling delight throughout her body, which pooled in the most discrete places, and she heard herself let out a tiny moan.

      He braced himself on his elbows and gazed down at her. “Perhaps you should start talking again.”

      “Is that permitted during kissing?”

      His eyes laughed. “No more lessons.”

      Sliding her palms down his shirtfront, she stopped where his cravat disappeared into the breast of his waistcoat. She pulled on the fabric, barely taking notice of the quality. She let the smooth, silky texture slide through her fingers.

      His hand covered hers, disengaging it from the fine folds of fabric. “No more,” he said, his voice husky. When he rolled into a sitting position, she felt a chill from her ear to the neckline of her bodice where he’d pressed his mouth, and Lord God help her, his tongue, against her exposed skin. He sat with his back to her, breathing heavily, perhaps allowing her time to sit up and compose herself.

      She cleared her throat.

      He stole a look at her, quirked a smile, and asked, “Was that clear enough?”
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      It was perfectly clear.

      So much so that Constance would not soon forget the experience.

      After Mr. Derek’s question, she could do little more than nod, blink, and try to bring her rippling pulse under control. She wasn’t used to the expert kisses of libertines. And though she wasn’t sure that Mr. Derek qualified as such, the man did know something about kissing.

      She watched him from under her lashes, gathering courage. “I’m grateful for your… help.”

      From his sitting position, he stretched to reach her shoes, grabbed them by the ribbons, and set them beside her. “May I?”

      “Please.” Slipping shoes off while trussed up in stays was easier than putting them back on. She didn’t wish to ponder how he might know that.

      The warmth of his hands permeated her silk stockings while the shoe sliding over her soles felt like a tickling caress. She seized the opportunity to watch him, his head bent over the task, a lock of sinfully black hair teasing his brow. He was dangerously handsome.

      “You’re staring at me.” He caught her gaze while his hand covered her ankle. His fingers gave a little squeeze, causing her insides to ache and tremble.

      She reached out and smoothed the fallen forelock from his brow. “I like your hair.”

      The ride there was memorable. The ride back would be even more so.

      They rode through the meadow of wild mustard in virtual silence. The scenery now paled compared to the tingle that lingered on her lips. She felt almost branded by the heart-fluttering, erotic sensations of the day, from the conversation to the kisses to him tying the ribbons of her shoes.

      The silence ended when the small, wooded area where they’d spotted the fox was within reach.

      “I can’t help but wonder what brought you to Foxwood. I had assumed that all well-bred single young women of the ton preferred the ballrooms of London to the country, at least during the season. Since the guests are gone, what keeps someone like Lady Constance Whitmore from returning to the amusements of the city?”

      The question caught her by surprise. But the gently swaying horse beneath her, the fresh smell of spring, lulled her into a false sense of security.

      She took hold of the horse’s coarse mane and turned her gaze forward. “Although I have enjoyed my stay at Foxwood, it was not my choice to come. But ’tis not my choice to leave either. Being banished to the country has turned out to be more like a holiday.”

      “Banished? Such a strong word makes one wonder.”

      “You have no idea how correct you are.”

      “I’m so rarely correct. Might you take pity on me and expound on that? A princess banished from her kingdom is no small deed.”

      She turned to see him and judge his mood. With his smoky-blue eyes trained on his task ahead, his lopsided grin was for her. “It was my honesty that got me banished.”

      “Your honesty? You were punished for being honest?”

      “Yes. And punishment, I suppose, is another strong word. I did nothing wrong. Not exactly.” She couldn’t bring herself to look directly at him if she were to tell him the whole truth. “If any wrong were done, it was Miss Floyd’s decision to have a liaison with Mr. Townsend at the Pettinridge ball.”

      “And you took notice.”

      “Only because the woman in question was soon to be engaged to Nicholas.”

      “Your brother.”

      “Yes,” she said in an exaggerated whisper. “It was not entirely untoward that she should take a respite on the balcony, even with one Mr. Townsend, after dancing. But it was completely odious of her to take that respite behind a private curtain in an alcove.”

      “I take it you decided it was your business to interrupt their tête-à-tête.”

      “I would not dare do that. But I did—discreetly, mind you—peek behind the curtain.”

      “Shocking.”

      “It was quite shocking, I assure you. I shouldn’t say what I saw, but I rather think you’ve already guessed.”

      “They were in an embrace.”

      “With disheveled clothing.”

      Silence fell after that statement, and she looked at him pointedly. He bit his lip and shrugged.

      “Is that not shameful enough?”

      “I suppose it isn’t appropriate, but the woman was not yet engaged.”

      “But she was engaged in a most improper action.”

      He shut one eye, squinting the other at her.

      “You’re suggesting that we just did the same thing?”

      “I think this may be a case of the pot calling the kettle black.”

      “I disagree.”

      “I thought you might.”

      “You did not remove my clothes. Nor I yours.”

      “Not for lack of wanting, I promise.” He slanted a warning look at her after that inappropriate announcement. “Now please continue. I want to know what happened before we reach the stables. You have exactly five minutes.”

      Her shoulders shook with suppressed mirth. “I returned home, and the next day Nicholas made himself available for a family dinner, something he rarely does. And since I had scarce time to speak with him in private—”

      “You burst forth with it at the dinner table.”

      “In a manner of speaking. Revealing what I’d seen was bad enough, but the word I used got me banished.”

      Mr. Derek quickly reined in the horse, throwing Constance against its withers hard enough to knock the wind from her sails in a little “oof!” She held a hand to her chest. “Was that necessary?”

      “My apologies, but the stables are just ahead of us, and I suspect it would have taken you another mile to reveal the word. And I’m not leaving this spot until you say it.”

      She took a deep, shaking breath, more for the sudden jolt than for her nerves. Nerves had rarely been an issue in Constance’s life. “Cuckold!” she said without pause.

      Derek rubbed his eyes, pinching the bridge of his nose while laughter welled up and out of him in waves, to Constance’s relief.

      “I promise my father did not think it so funny that his very proper daughter would use a vulgar word and initiate such a private subject at dinner with servants standing in the wings and my mother sitting there with a napkin pressed to her eyes. Thankfully Alexander, brother number two, and William, brother number three, were not present.”

      “Well, I can see why your brother would be angry. But to banish you? Whose decision was that?”

      “My father’s.” She let out a loud sigh. “First he accused me of stretching the truth, which I will admit can be… Hmm.”

      “A tactic of yours?”

      She looked at him askance and rolled her eyes. “I like to think of it as an expressive way to communicate.”

      “It seems rather extreme to be sent away for telling the truth. I imagine you saved your brother some trouble.”

      “Exactly,” she exclaimed. “According to my mother, my father has indulged me far too long. He is now, I assume, choosing a suitable husband for me.”

      “Without your input?”

      “It is the way it’s done.”

      “It’s barbaric.”

      She laughed out loud. “No. It’s necessary. My father wants me taken care of in a manner I am accustomed to. Is that so awful, to care for your daughter’s welfare? Reality would have me with few other choices.”

      “I see,” he said, then clucked his tongue, urging the mare forward again. “And is love not a choice?”

      “Love? Surely you jest. There is no truth in love. It is a word to soothe broken hearts perhaps. Or one to pursue tender ones.”

      “How do you think hearts are broken then? From running out of trinkets or amusements or being denied the newest fashion?”

      “I think they are broken when one misinterprets love.”

      “I am intrigued, princess. Do go on.”

      “I know I can be a nuisance and talk overmuch.”

      “No. Not too much, just very candidly with little discernment.”

      “Which I assure you is out of the ordinary for me to do. Truth, sincerity, honesty. These are not especially helpful in my circle. They bring pain, humiliation, and ruin.”

      “Then I assume you speak your mind with me because I am not a part of your circle.”

      “Something like that.” Filling her lungs with the beauty of spring, she caught the scent of the beautiful man behind her.

      “My father will surely find someone well suited; that’s never been the issue. The issue is that he had promised to give me time. I thought four seasons would be enough, but now that I’m here, I want this kind of freedom. I want someone who won’t mind that I wander off. Someone who won’t spy on my every move. Now I won’t even have time to ask Papa to consider a man with a longer leash.”

      “What about a man who does not carry a leash?”

      She cocked a brow at him. “Does one exist?” Before she finished the question, the stables were in view.

      “Leash or no, I have a feeling you often do as you please. I think that’s part of your charm, Lady Constance.”

      She stole a glance at him. He appeared perfectly serious. No cynical smile, no squinting of the eyes, no bantering tone in his voice.

      They arrived back at the stables just before noon, and Mr. Derek lost no time dismounting, then guiding the horse inside the large outbuilding and handing the reins to another groom.

      He reached up, grabbing her about the waist. His strong fingers pressed into the folds of her dress were more like a caress. With her hands on his shoulders and an anxious glimpse of the ground, she fell into him. He took a bracing step back as she fought the instinctual fear of tumbling from the horse’s back by locking her arms precariously around Mr. Derek’s neck and nearly sending them both into the dirt.

      “Constance.”

      She barely noticed her name on his lips. The only thing on her mind was planting her feet on the dusty ground.

      “Remove your death grip.” He grunted with an effort to keep her steady.

      “I’m sorry. Just the enclosure of the stable gave me a start. I told you I’m not the least bit comfortable around horses.” She spoke while still improperly clinging to him as if the ground were not now just inches from her feet.

      “You’ve been on one all day.” A sharp gasp escaped him when her body, tightly pressed to his, slid down the front of him. Aside from the kissing, this was the closest encounter she’d ever had with a man, and she found the hard, solid contour of his body delightful. Everything about him was hard except his wicked smile. If there ever were an excuse to stay in his embrace, she’d pay a month’s pin money to find out what it was.

      “Mr. Campbell.” She continued with his surname to place a measure of distance more significant than the mere inches between them. “I appreciate all you’ve shown me today.”

      He watched while she brushed off her dress from bosom to knee. “I’m sure it was my pleasure. Your persistence demanded nothing less.”

      Her mouth went dry, and she forced a swallow. “I meant the view and the fox. It was a lovely morning.” She shied away, rubbing the lobe of her ear and trying not to think about his mouth or the graze of his cheek against her skin. But those godforsaken smoky gray eyes lit a fire in her belly and made her want something else entirely.

      She eyed him suspiciously, feeling as if she needed time to recover her wits and return to a working relationship if one could call what they had a relationship. Or friendship. Suddenly, both made her feel uncomfortable.

      “Thank you.” She chose gratitude. It was the best she could do while he stood there, a knowing gleam in his eye—the devilishly handsome scoundrel.
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      Derek delayed at the stable door until Constance swayed out of sight. He could still feel her breasts pressed against him. It had taken everything he had to drown the temptation to tug on her bodice and tease her skin into gooseflesh. To see her taut nipples. To touch them. To find out what shade of pink they were. Taking her from that damn horse was enough to torture the profanity from a monk. He was already chastising himself for indulging her request for the kiss. But she’d looked so forlorn.

      Oh hell, who was he kidding? The minute she’d asked him to kiss her, he’d already surrendered. And who wouldn’t? He’d been forced to stare at those damn lips for nearly an hour before they stopped to rest. Before she’d even mentioned it, he was thinking it.

      With each determined step, his boots spit up a cloud of dust. If he stayed at Foxwood tonight, he’d never sleep. What he needed was a brisk ride. Alone. And a good fight. London was only four hours by coach. Three and a half by horseback. If he took Jonah, a black Arabian, well trained for travel and with more stamina than he had at the moment, he’d make it halfway there before he’d need a posting stop.

      He chose horseback.

      He arrived on the doorstep of Ethan Strong’s boxing club by four o’clock in the afternoon, and at a quick nod from the doorman, he wandered into the well-appointed establishment. Chairs and tables for lounging, sharing a drink, and playing cards were spread out in the anteroom. Cigar boxes rested on side tables. The storefront resembled a gentleman’s club, but beyond that was a true boxing paradise.

      He strolled through the anteroom without pause and quickly found his way to the large gymnasium where men exercised in the form of hitting stuffed dummies or people.

      “Strong!” Derek shouted over the thud of fists pummeling leather bags strung from the ceiling.

      Ethan Strong, six feet tall with an above-average build and a decided streak of auburn running through his otherwise brown head of hair, turned when he heard Derek’s voice. The shock that registered only lasted scant seconds before Strong’s eyes narrowed. “Derek!”

      Holy shite. Who had mentioned that? Most of his friends called him Westforde, but few knew him at all in England. He counted Ethan Strong as one of his closest friends here in the city, along with Richfield and Havenly.

      “Richfield told you,” Derek said, meeting Strong halfway.

      “I’d say he warned me.” A wide grin spread across Strong’s face along with a promise of badgering good humor. “Any confessions you want to make? Like why you’re suddenly going by your second forename? I have to say I do have my suspicions if you’d like to hear.”

      “You’ll keep them to yourself if you know what’s good for you.” Derek shook Strong’s hand. “Any bouts?” he asked with a nod toward the empty ring.

      “None. Is that why you’re here?”

      “Why else?” Derek followed Strong from the main gymnasium, down a dimly lit corridor, and into a private room with a full boxing ring in the middle.

      Boxing had been around for centuries, but legal bouts and betting were still frowned upon and could turn into hefty fines if one was not in good standing with the magistrate. The local jurisdictions wouldn’t admit to their acceptance of the sport, not vocally anyhow. Most noblemen showed up here to bet on private bouts. Some even brought women along. Few questioned Ethan Strong. No one wished to see the establishment shut down. It was one of the few clubs in the city that played by rules ensuring the survival of not only the participants but also the sport.

      Derek hung his coat on a peg, stripped out of his waistcoat, and pulled his shirt from his riding breeches. Strong was already waiting, standing in the ring with his hands wrapped.

      “Are you in that much of a hurry to have your face battered?” Derek bent under the rope and took a stand to meet his match, planting his feet and readying his fists.

      Strong mirrored his posture, knees slightly bent and fists to the ready. “Be a good fellow, Derek. Not the face.”

      Derek took the first swing, and Strong ducked. “Come on, Ethan. The women will like you better with a blackened eye.”

      A jab caught Derek’s left cheek, and he laughed.

      “Piss off, Westforde.”

      “Oho, having a problem in the filly department?”

      Strong powered a punch to Derek’s midsection, but he blocked it.

      “I’m sure nothing that rivals your own.” Strong made contact again with Derek’s left eye. The thwack of knuckle meeting bone echoed in the all-but-empty room. “I’m guessing the request for the name change has more to do with a skirt than with some outdated plot to separate yourself from society.”

      Both men worked on filling their lungs. Chatting was good for throwing your opponent off, but it also sucked precious oxygen from replenishing strained muscles.

      Derek threw a jab at Strong’s left arm with enough force to leave him with no doubt he’d hit upon something with the skirt remark.

      The insults stopped for the next twenty minutes, replaced with grunts and curses and labored breathing. For Derek, the exertion made for a pleasant break from his regular routine. After they’d both worked up a healthy sweat, he rinsed his face and replaced his shirt.

      “Where are you staying?” Strong asked, a hand towel flung over his shoulder. “You know you’re always welcome at my house.”

      “Normally I wouldn’t ask, but I think I’ll take you up on it this time. Opening my grandfather’s town house for just a night is too much bother.” Derek rubbed his jaw back and forth, testing it for bruising.

      “Why not stay longer? It’s apparent you need to work off something. When do you plan to leave?”

      “Tomorrow.”

      Strong popped an open hand on Derek’s right cheek and chuckled. “No. I mean when do you leave for your home in Cornwall?”

      “I have two more months at Foxwood.” He grabbed his coat from the peg. “And Ethan?”

      Strong turned a questioning look.

      “Pop me again, and I will blacken that eye.” With one finger hooked in the collar of his coat, he cast it over his shoulder. With all the sweating, bruising exertion, he’d toiled to pitch Lady Constance from his mind, but hard exercise had only heightened his memory by way of his racing pulse. The galloping pace matched the wicked pounding he’d experienced after kissing her in the meadow. At least tonight he’d sleep. He and Ethan would be heavily in their cups before nightfall. Nothing like a dozen drams of Irish whiskey to dull reality.

      An hour later, cleaned up but minus a shave, he was sharing a drink with Strong in his city town house. The same routine existed at Foxwood Manor between him and his grandfather. Brandy and talk. But this was a rare fine whiskey and a chum from university. With each glass, their inebriated conversation grew more boisterous. And as his vision blurred, so did the lines of privacy.

      “It is a woman.” Strong guffawed and poured again.

      “For God’s sake, Ethan, sit down. She’s not a woman. She’s a wood sprite. And a bit of a bother.”

      “Aha, a party guest.”

      Derek felt guilt for saying she was a bother. But why? He’d been saying it for days. That first day he’d met her, Constance had been snobbish and shrewish and all the things he normally couldn’t stand. But damned if he couldn’t drown from his mind the stimulating feel of her warm, willing lips melting into his. Not even after Strong had done his best to pummel his face to numbness could Derek rid himself of the sensation.

      He rocked his glass back and forth, staring into the amber spirits before taking another sip. “Change the subject, Strong. I want to enjoy my hangover tomorrow to its full potential, and this discussion is leaving me with a different kind of headache.”

      “All right, old man. The horses then.” Strong didn’t fill in any more, but then he didn’t need to.

      “Richfield’s interested, and maybe even Havenly. You still want in?”

      “Maybe. I know little about training or raising Thoroughbreds.”

      “You don’t need to know. I’m just looking for business partners,” Derek said.

      Strong examined him, a drink-induced frown between his eyes. “You thinking about staying? The duke finally convince you? Because you’re the one with the equine expertise.”

      Derek huffed, “No. I’m not staying at Foxwood. But it will take time to organize the bones of the business. Can’t do anything until I secure land and see to the incidentals. By then I’ll have trained someone who can stay in my stead. Thoroughbreds have always been an excellent investment, and I see a hardy future ahead.”

      “I do hold some property in Surrey, near Guildford; you’re welcome to take a look at it.”

      “Perhaps.” Derek sobered, sitting forward in his chair and examining his drink. “Tell me something. You attend the season, yes?”

      “For the most part if there are billiards and spirits. And women who aren’t looking for permanent attachment.” Ethan saluted with his drink.

      “Have you ever encountered a tall man with black hair and a dimpled chin?”

      “Is that a trick question? Because you don’t attend the season.”

      “Not me. An older gentleman.”

      “I can’t say I have. But the description leaves something to be desired. It’s a bit vague.”

      “Hmm. It’s very vague.”

      “Who is he?”

      “I believe that’s what I asked.”

      “No, you asked if I’d seen anyone that fit the description. It’s not enough. It could be any number of people. What has you looking?”

      “No reason.”

      “I don’t believe you, but I respect you enough not to ask.”

      Derek lifted a brow. “Wise.”

      “No one has ever accused me of stupidity.”

      Derek laughed. “Liar.”

      They drank too much, laughed even more, and their heavily inebriated evening cleared Derek’s mind. Tomorrow was soon enough to think of returning to the silvery-blond-haired temptress who’d asked him for lessons in kissing.
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        * * *

      

      Sleeping hadn’t gone as planned. Not even inebriated sleep.

      While Derek traveled back to Foxwood, he took the time to reconcile his private encounter with Constance. The stimulating memory would surely last him a month, and not just the physical part but the reckless conversation as well. He needed more than a day; he needed a week. But staying away without notice to his grandfather was intolerable. He owed him an explanation.

      If she had chanced the stables this morning like she’d been doing the past several days, she’d have found him absent. He wouldn’t be there to walk unwittingly in on her singing to his horse. Or to, by chance, find her gawking at him over the fence rail. Or to listen to her reprimand him over the use of her name.

      Secretly he’d missed that. The arrogant, high-society princess had managed to upend his usual opinion for reasons he could not explain. There was something genuine underneath the snobbery. There was a sincerity and innocence he had not expected. These were dangerous thoughts, and he’d hoped that a night in the city would have dampened the memory. Funny how it hadn’t worked out that way.

      Shortly after noon, Derek arrived at Foxwood and headed straight for the stables. He greeted Mr. Greyson, happily handing the reins to the competent groomsman. Too tired to seek out his grandfather for the usual brandy, he planned to clean up and relax in the quaint house he chose to live in while staying at Foxwood. It provided the privacy he cherished while still being close enough to his grandfather to appreciate the six-month visits.

      The cottage was large enough to house a small family. It boasted four bedrooms, one with an attached room for bathing and a full dressing room. The kitchen, roomy and homey, was adjacent to a family dining room and connected by a lovely oak archway to a perfectly sized drawing room. A small foyer lent a graceful charm to the heavy oak main door with a beautiful carved pattern of English ivy. And to the right of the entry, a fully appointed study and small library looked out over the front lawn. Trees providing for nice shaded, cool summers enclosed the house.

      Derek loved it. While he had no ambitions to move there permanently, he couldn’t find any fault with it either.

      After the long ride, his feet were more or less stuck inside his boots. Thankfully the cottage was a short walk from the stables.

      First: heat bathwater. Second: check correspondence and ledgers. Third: get the hell out of his sticky boots.

      He headed for his cozy study, then pushed aside a small stack of letters and opened a ledger. Meticulous was the word his grandfather used to describe his bookkeeping. He enjoyed it. Numbers made sense. They didn’t lie. They didn’t hedge around the truth. They were always what they seemed. One plus one would never equal three.

      After tallying several columns on grain, oats, and hay, he shut the leather-bound book and spied a note addressed to him in graceful strokes.

      Derek cracked the wax, then unfolded the paper.

      “Holy mother of God.” He let out a long hissing breath while reading the finely penned note.

      Mr. Campbell,

      I fear I have another question that must be answered before the next house party if at all possible. The subject matter is equal to our previous communications and I am confident your insight will be of great value.

      I am more than a little worried that our awful Mr. Langley will show again. You are welcome at the manor house to visit your answer upon me. Or I would be happy to meet you at your home if that is preferred.

      Thank you for your kindness,

      Lady Constance Whitmore

      

      “How the hell did I ever get involved in this? I’m being punished, surely.” He flung the note back on the desk. He hadn’t heard of another house party, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t one close at hand. Worst of all, he had no way of knowing whether she’d had the note delivered to his home yesterday or this morning. Or whether she’d delivered it herself or by a servant. Either way, it was all a risk. It was all wrong of her to do.

      He decided to clean up before tracking her down and delivering her a scalding reprimand for her foolishness.
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      Yesterday Constance had taken a note to the stables and asked Mr. Greyson if he might deliver it to Mr. Campbell on his return. This morning she watched from the upstairs salon as a lone rider arrived, wondering if it was the suspiciously absent Mr. Derek. She waited thirty minutes, then donned a blushing-pink day dress and left the house.

      On her way, she pulled the pins from her hair, setting it free down her back, the ends softly curled from her loose coiffure. This she did consciously.

      She also consciously followed the path from the stables to Mr. Derek’s cottage when she found the stable devoid of anyone, including Mr. Derek.

      It was a pleasant walk. Greenery on both sides of the path and massive, beautiful oak trees shaded everything. The crisp air smelled of nutty acorns and spring foliage. The exact distance was a mystery, but she had all day, and she hoped he was home. There was no reason to believe otherwise.

      The path eventually bled into a little well-manicured yard with sweet-smelling flowerbeds and shrubs marking the flagstone footpath leading up to the picturesque home. The cottage house was not visible through the trees, lending itself to privacy; it could have belonged to its own property.

      With her smooth knuckles unguarded by so much as a piece of lace, she rapped softly on the cool front door. When no response came, she knocked harder, her knuckles taking the brunt. She shook the bruising pain from her fingers. Still no response. But Constance wasn’t used to being left without answers, and she didn’t see any harm in trying the door. Perhaps he wasn’t home and she could have a peek into his private world.

      She chanced the latch, and the door gave way. Like fate, it practically beckoned her inside.

      The beautifully simplistic foyer was a marvel painted in muted shades of buttercream. It opened into a lovely drawing room that appeared empty. She checked the hallway but saw no one, not even a servant or housekeeper. So she invited herself into the drawing room and admired the hearth.

      It was painted in whisper-soft pale blue with wonderfully sculpted pilasters holding up either side of the intricately carved mantelpiece. The plush sofa set directly in front of the hearth was the same shade of blue, trimmed with accents of silvery gray. One might wonder who had decorated this room. It didn’t look like something a stablehand would choose.

      “Tell me I am seeing an apparition please.”

      Her shoulders jumped at the familiar husky voice, and her heart danced a nervous reel as she discovered Mr. Derek standing in the parlor, wearing nothing but a pair of breeches. He held a towel, his hand arrested in the act of drying his just-washed hair.

      She gasped, her palm flying to her chest. “You scared me.”

      She might have said more if she thought she could spare the oxygen that kept her from swooning. She drank in every inch of him from his bare feet, past his breeches, which hugged the muscles in his thighs like they were painted on, and over his broad, shirtless chest.

      Feeling light-headed, she filled her lungs and went on. “How did you manage a tan from your shoulders and into the waist of your… breeches? It challenges one’s imagination, does it not?” She stopped to swallow. The man’s entire torso was a golden-bronze delight. “You must walk around outside half-naked.”

      He looked nonplussed, and then a slow, unprincipled grin appeared, causing the stormy gray of his eyes to turn a deep, forbidding blue. “I can now see how you found yourself banished.”

      “You really should dress, Mr. Derek.”

      “You should knock, Princess Constance.”

      “I did.” She tried to look convincing, although she could tell he wasn’t buying it. “I do not lie. Your door is unlocked. When no one answered, I simply walked in.”

      “Why didn’t you walk away? That’s what most people do when they find a residence unoccupied.”

      “But it isn’t unoccupied.”

      “I suppose you knew that?” He dared her to answer false while hanging on to a deliciously wicked smile as she compulsively continued her perusal of his nearly naked body.

      Constance was losing track of the conversation quickly. She had never seen a man in this state of undress unless one counted her brothers when they were children swimming. But not a grown man. God Himself had chiseled this man in front of her. Her palms itched to touch him; her fingertips nearly tingled with the thought of tracing a line down the hard plane of his stomach to the waist of his formfitting buckskin breeches.

      The muscles in her legs felt shaky, and her knees buckled. “I’m sorry, would you mind if I sit?” she asked breathlessly. “I’ve walked a spell already.” She sank down even before he motioned for her to do so, unable to remove her burning gaze from him, leaning back with her hands, searching the space behind her, flailing for a cushion to land on. “I couldn’t know that you were home, and I did knock very hard. ’Tis a wonder my hands are not bruised with it.” She spread her fingers, the knuckles facing him for proof.

      He strode toward her, a determined look about him, while her eyes widened and she struggled to keep her mouth from falling open. But she trembled between his proximity and his rough thumb sliding over her knuckles.

      An intimidating chuckle leaped from his throat, and he shook his head. “I’m going to dress. Don’t move.”

      “Where would I go?”

      He threw behind him, “Down the hallway, following me like a puppy.”

      Gooseflesh prickled her skin, completely contrasting with the warmth flooding her cheeks. She drew in a heavy, shuddering breath, held it, and sighed slowly. Had he suggested that she might follow him to his bedchamber? Lack of oxygen, lack of a proper breakfast, and a lack of good sense left her mind weak.

      Why had she come? Oh yes, the note.

      Boots clipping on the polished wood floor sent her pulse beating frantically, which matched the tempo that drowned out all sense and sound in her ears. Constance tried to smooth her skirts before Mr. Derek showed again, this time wearing a casual, billowy linen shirt opened at the throat. His neck looked deliciously soft right under his ear, and for some primal reason, she wanted to lick it.

      “Lady Constance, to what do I owe the pleasure?”

      She heard Lady but found herself wishing he’d called her one of his vexing names. She opened her mouth to speak and then lost track of what she wanted to say.

      “You said the door was open, so you invited yourself in?” He rolled his hand through the air, attempting to coax further conversation.

      She gripped the back of the sofa so hard that her knuckles turned ghostly white while she stared up at him. “I thought it was better than leaving a note.” That comment was probably a mistake, but Constance was harassed by the vision permanently emblazoned on her otherwise innocent mind, of a country gentleman mostly naked. Well, not exactly a gentleman. Gentlemen were born, weren’t they?

      Naked. She couldn’t stop thinking it.

      “God forbid you should leave me another note.”

      “You’ve been gone since yesterday. I didn’t know how else to contact you. I figured it was faster to leave a note at the stables than to wait until I ran into you again, or until I could have a footman deliver it to your cottage. What would you have me do?”

      “Not send the note?” His breathing matched the intensity of his glare. “You are obviously out of your pretty little mind.”

      “Thank you.”

      He sighed, shaking his head and mumbling, “As expected, she would only hear the part: pretty little mind.” Then louder, for her sake: “That phrase said to any other socialite would not constitute a compliment.”

      “Then I guess I’m lucky to consider only the good things.”

      “You’re maddening. Do you know that?”

      “Naturally.” She stood to face him. “I thought the note was clear.”

      “Another lesson?”

      She nodded, folding her hands in front of her, anticipating what? She couldn’t think that far.

      “Are you insane?”

      “You agreed to teach me.”

      “Yes, and I was foolish enough to oblige. Not to mention we agreed on one kiss. One.” He held up a finger.

      “Did you not expect to be an excellent teacher?”

      “Princess…”

      That got a smile from her.

      “…I was simply responding to your lead.”

      “Mine?” She pointed to herself. “I didn’t know I’d taken one. I guess I did it right then?” She’d been a master at seasonal banter, but even Constance knew she was gravely in over her head now.

      “Yes, I guess you did. And your diligent study has been a constant harassment of my good sense. Now.” He gripped his lean hips. “Does anyone know you’re here?”

      “I’m sure they do not. I went to the stables, but no one was about.”

      “So you thought it best to walk by yourself to a man’s bachelor home? Constance,” he said earnestly, “your behavior is not wise.”

      “Should I be afraid of you?” That was a real question she threw back.

      “No. But the next man you ask for lessons is not apt to practice such restraint. Or have you already forgotten Mr. Langley?”

      That comment and the overwhelming fullness in her chest produced by this little expedition caused her eyes to burn with tears. Derek looked apologetic almost immediately.

      His hands fell from his hips. “I’m not trying to remind you of an awful moment, but it should have taught you something,” he said, softer.

      She looked at him, silently pleading for him to understand. “But instead, you did.”

      He shut his eyes against her for a long moment and then finally asked, “What did you expect to gain by this visit?”

      “I’m sure I’ve forgotten the answer to that question.” She frowned. “What happened to your lovely face?”

      He breathed in a chuckling sigh. “A pugilist exercise.”

      “You willingly allowed someone to hit you in the face?”

      “Something like that, yes.”

      “And I’m foolish?”

      He bit his bottom lip, unable to hold back a self-deprecating smile. “I concede your point.”

      She folded her hands. “Well then. Might you offer refreshments? I don’t see any servants about.”

      “No servants. Just me. And before you ask, yes, I cook for myself often and I can brew a lovely cup of tea.”

      “That sounds very nice.” She sighed with relief. This was a safe enough subject. She needed time to think because now the only thing plaguing her was an eagerness, any excuse, to touch him again. For reasons she could hardly put into words and certainly dared not, the palpable force surrounding him beckoned her to seek his touch. She needed it. That truth scared her a little, but not enough to leave.

      Mr. Derek moved to quit the parlor in the direction of what looked to be the dining room, and Constance was far too curious to stay behind. When he turned away, she followed on his heels. But when she found herself in a kitchen with him lighting an iron stove and putting a kettle on top, she was riveted.

      “What else do you do well, Mr. Derek?”

      He slanted his head to the side to see her and lifted a brow over his injured eye, which made him grimace slightly, reminding her of a pirate. “Nothing that should interest you.”

      She took in the little room as he turned his attention back to his task. It was closed off from the rest of the house by a small hallway and a heavy door. Windows opened outward to what looked like a small yard. The walls were painted from the floor to midway in forest green, then finished in toasted cream. Gray brick fanned out from behind the black stove, but still, the color was no match for his coal-black hair. The curls at his nape were in stark contrast to the neckline of his shirt.

      She forced her gaze away. “Where does that lead?” She pointed to the door at the long end of the kitchen—another perfect distraction.

      “Outside. There used to be a garden. A vegetable garden, to be precise. I, however, do not garden.”

      “Then you do employ servants,” she said with triumph.

      “No. The duke employs gardeners who are kind enough to take care of the small yard around this home. You’ll remember I don’t exactly live here.”

      “Could you if you chose? Would His Grace provide employment year-round?”

      He shrugged and fell into a pensive trance, staring at the simmering kettle, a thumb working his bottom lip. Immersed on the edge of thought, he seemed to have forgotten she was there. Constance wondered if she’d said the wrong thing. The subject of where he lived appeared to make him uncomfortable.

      “Can I help?”

      The question seemed to jolt him back to the present. “The cups. They’re in the cupboard behind you.” He pointed a thumb over his shoulder. “Sugar next to that, and I can acquire cream if you’d care for some.”

      “You have access to the icehouse?”

      “I have access everywhere, Lady Constance.”

      “Then why aren’t you the steward? If you’re educated, perhaps the duke would consider a higher position.” She found two matching cups made of fine china, painted with delicate yellow primroses.

      “I’m in no need of a higher position. I like what I do.” He reached over her head and grabbed a porcelain container of what she presumed was sugar. Then, as a man who knew his kitchen, he opened another cupboard and retrieved a silver tray. It was clear the duke held him in high favor, along with the steward, because the kitchen seemed nicely stocked. Just then, the kettle began a sputtering note before steam began to billow. Mr. Derek closed up the stove and took the kettle from the fire. He prepped the teapot with leaves and poured in the water. “If you’ll take the napkins, I’ll bring the cups when the tea is ready.”

      She took two snowy white napkins from a basket on the counter. “The dining room?”

      “That will do.”

      She bent over the polished table and heard him come in behind her. She stiffened, and from the corner of her eye, she saw him place the tray on the table. If she were parched as the desert, she didn’t think she could swallow a drop of tea. Warily, she watched him askance as he closed the space behind her. She could smell him, bergamot and mint, shaving soap and man. Excitement fluttered through her stomach as if she’d fallen headlong into a wild roll down a grassy hill to reach the bottom out of breath. She could feel him at her back. The warmth of his breath in her hair. If she moved an inch back, she would be in direct contact with his lean chest, which she remembered too well. His arms straddled her, his hands on the table, pinning her there. Her throat knotted, and her voice fell away.

      “Lesson number two.” His vibrating voice, a whisper near her ear, made her tremble. “Do not show up at a man’s home unannounced.”

      She sucked in a stuttering breath and nodded once.

      “Lesson number three.” He wrapped an arm around her waist, pulling her back against his hard frame. “Never turn your back to a man.”

      She licked her lips and turned around in the small space afforded her, still wrapped in his arms. “Better?” she whispered to his shirtfront, then raised her eyes to his.

      That same pensive look came over him again, and he watched her closely, taking in every part of her face as if committing it to memory.

      She scraped her teeth over her lower lip and watched his pupils react, shadowing the steel gray and reducing it until the outer dark blue rim produced the color she now recognized as passion.

      “Does your eye hurt?” Tentatively, she reached up and brushed the place directly under his lashes with her fingers. The cheek underneath wasn’t swollen, but it favored a bruise. He didn’t look badly damaged. If anything, he looked more dangerously handsome than before.

      He shook his head at the same time his hand slid up her back, his fingers causing gooseflesh as they glided into her hair like a comb. Her scalp tingled, and her breath caught as he pulled her into intimate contact with his entire body.

      There was no objection in her. No rule held her back. She folded into him as if it were a natural thing and accepted his mouth as it crushed hers without a word. She felt dizzy and off-balance, putting her arms about his neck, seeking an internal plumb line, but instead accepted the way he pulled her aching body into him, leaving her unsteady. His mouth opened over hers, and she did exactly as he’d suggested. She followed his lead, meeting him taste for taste, eliciting a moan from him when she swept her tongue into his mouth, softening her lips under his demanding pressure.

      This was something far more wild than the meadow had been. He tasted like peppermint, cool and hot at the same time. His body hard all over. His grip on her a decadently sweet ardor. Exciting. Causing a frenetic heartbeat between them. She pressed herself as close as possible while the table dug into her back. Just when she thought she’d have to move, he slid his hands around her hips, cradling her buttocks, then lifted her, settling her on the table as if she were the meal. When their noses touched, he slanted his head, encircled her with his arms, and ravished her mouth. The rhythm of his tongue made her feel alive. It tickled her imagination, and she wondered what it would feel like elsewhere, like on her breasts, her stomach.

      With a grunt, he wrapped one of her legs around him. She followed that lead by doing the same with the other until both her legs hugged his trim waist, creating a wet heat between them.

      The guttural sound he made was something she’d never heard before, something fierce, something untamed. With some urgency, he slid his hand under her skirt, his hot fingers gliding up her thigh. He gripped her hip in the groove where her leg bent, and the feeling was like nothing she’d ever experienced.

      His hands kneaded her bare skin, and then when she thought she’d melt away with pleasure, he grasped her bottom—her bare bottom—half picking her up, half sliding her closer, which produced a ragged growl from deep in his throat and raging want from deep within her core. With her skirts hiked high on her thighs, she should have felt exposed, but if anything, she felt overdressed. She panted against his mouth. He kissed her jaw, her neck. He suckled her earlobes. A need grew inside her, burning like simmering coal until she felt the fingers of his other hand stroking the skin above her neckline. Pulling her left leg harder around his torso, he tortured and teased the pink muslin with the tip of his finger, circling the place where her nipple lay under the fabric. She felt his fingers tickle her skin as he slid one, then two fingers under the fabric at the top of her bodice. He brushed her nipple back and forth, catching it between his fingers until the heat in her belly became like living fire between her legs.

      She knew just enough about lovemaking to recognize the burden pressed against her. It should have scared her. But instead, she was curious. A building need rose in her to know more of him.

      “Have you come to humble me, little bird? To teach me something?” His breath caressed her ear.

      And then he was back kissing her, his tongue tasting the corners of her mouth, coaxing her with what had become a tantalizingly familiar dance. She played with the hair at his nape, wrapping the black curls around her finger. His mouth slanted harder over hers, and she reveled in the moan that tore from him like a vibrating echo that she swallowed, tearing through her, exposing her heart. It was all the encouragement she needed to press her breasts against him, aching to close whatever infinitesimal gap that lay between them. She brought her hands to the back of his head, pulling him into a deeper, more forbidden kiss.

      And he devoured her.

      All the love play made her feel something besides pleasure.

      Most of her life had been spent learning how to suppress feelings. Derek woke something in her she’d thought never to know. Tantalizing and warm, his mouth moved over hers, gentle and then demanding. These were things that could not be taught. They were born from desire and cultivated without knowing, planted somewhere on the edge of reason and wisdom.

      His breathing, as harsh as hers, was hot against her neck as he nibbled, and she obliged by tilting her head.

      Her pulse quickened until it drowned all sound from the world.

      With his palms cradling her flaming cheeks, he gently pulled back. “Princess,” he breathed. “Lesson number four: don’t you ever, ever kiss any man but your betrothed like that again. Do you understand?”

      Held imprisoned by his touch and the intensity of his gaze, she nodded, swallowing hard. “I promise,” she whispered.
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      She’d kissed a man.

      A man.

      It might have started with him kissing her, but there was no denying that she’d more than kissed him back. She felt branded. Deliciously branded. And every inch of her tingled even still. The taste of him was still imprinted on her tongue, the scent of his skin an indelible penetration of her olfactory nerves. He tasted like heaven, smelled like heaven, and the way her body melded to his felt like heaven. She had returned to her room, her petticoat damp with wanting him.

      After making her promise not to kiss anyone but her betrothed like that again, Mr. Derek accompanied her as far as the stables. He then watched her until she was out of sight. It was good of him to care about her reputation, because her concern for self had fled the moment he’d agreed to the challenge in the meadow. The whole scandalous encounter, if known, would ruin her. And all she wished to do was discuss it.

      A day ago, she’d considered her curiosity pure fancy. But now ’twould be a lie to say so. Her heart screamed that this attraction was greater than a minor flirtation, and she wondered if he felt the same.

      She couldn’t sleep, not if one hundred woolly sheep leaped over her canopied bed. Like watching a pot boil, the sun took an eternity to rise. As soon as the first rays kissed the velvet drapes, illuminating them like a lampshade, she threw her legs over the side of the bed and hurried through her morning ablutions, pinching her cheeks into a youthful blush just before dashing out her bedroom door.

      She wore a simple day dress in the shade of whisper-pink rose petals, pulled on lace gloves, and then stole into the library to wait for the rest of the house to rouse. Seven o’clock was an ungodly hour for her to be this awake. She fanned through several books, looking past the pages.

      “Child, what are you doing reading at this hour?” His Grace asked when he found the library door open and discovered Constance sitting on the green-striped settee, bent over a book.

      She smiled warmly. “Good morning, Your Grace. I couldn’t sleep, so I came down early.” She put aside a book on floral arrangements for the modern home. “Have you come to fetch me?”

      “Surely.” He held out his arm and acted as if it were normal for them to dine at seven thirty in the morning.

      Like most mornings, the duke inquired about her day ahead. While she sought a proper answer, a footman approached, standing just out of reach, waiting to be acknowledged. It was poor manners to interrupt a meal, so Constance assumed it was important. The footman handed a note to the duke, and she watched while he broke the seal. His eyes scanned the contents; then he asked for a reading glass, which the footman quickly provided. The duke’s countenance changed before her eyes, from curiosity to concern to something that might have been construed as irritation.

      “By all the saints,” he whispered.

      Constance did not ask for the information. She sat quietly and hoped His Grace might reveal a tidbit or two.

      The way the duke glanced at her, then the note, and back to her again, sent an uneasy ripple up her spine. Certainly the message had something to do with her. The toast she’d just swallowed turned to sawdust in her stomach. Her first thought was that her father had written, requesting her return because he’d found a suitor. There was a decided convulsively retching feeling in her throat. A month ago, she would have been delighted to leave the task in his hands. He cared for her well-being and would find a man who would treat her with kindness, care for her future, and promise that her children would want for nothing. But she wasn’t ready to leave Foxwood and the duke behind. She didn’t feel rested enough.

      Nonsense. She didn’t wish to leave Mr. Derek. He’d become more than a diversion. She was comfortable with him. She could ask him anything. She might exasperate him, but at least she made him feel something. Thus far, she’d only been a dance partner, a vessel for punch-retrieving gentlemen, and the daughter of an earl.

      But since she’d met Mr. Derek, she’d begun to wonder what else she could be. No one had ever shown a genuine interest in her before. But he had. He’d introduced her to his horse and complimented her singing as if he’d meant it. He called her silly names but didn’t make fun of her. And he should have. Compared to his world, she was petty and frivolous. She could see that now.

      The truth was that she liked him. Very much.

      Now she was absolutely sitting on pins and needles to know.

      “Constance, my dear.” The duke sounded weary, and it worried her.

      “Is it bad news? Is it from my family? Has something happened?”

      “No, no, dear. I’m sorry.” He patted her hand. “It’s from Mr. Campbell.”

      At his name, her pulse beat frantically. “Has he said something to upset you?”

      “He’s left.”

      “Left? Where? To London?” He had gone there just days ago. Why should that upset the duke?

      “No. He’s gone home.” With his attention buried behind the worried crease in his brow, his gaze darted about the room until it settled on her. “Had he mentioned it to you, my dear?”

      “Why would he mention that to me?”

      “Because you’ve been visiting the stables daily.” The duke dipped his head to see her better when she nervously looked away.

      “No more than most, Your Grace. Riding is common practice in the morning.”

      “You misunderstand. I’m not accusing you of visiting the stables. Mr. Campbell is a fine young man, and I thought you might have developed a partiality toward him. Am I wrong?”

      Constance wasn’t sure how to answer that without prompting disapproval. Hiding behind a dry throat, she sipped her tea.

      The duke sat quietly, patience and concern written in the grim line of his mouth, waiting for her to find words.

      In her mind, Constance whirred around the irresponsibility of creating a lie. Without knowing what else was in that note, she couldn’t know what to say and what not to say. If the duke knew of her private visit with his head groomsman, there was every chance Mr. Derek would be sacked even though she’d sought him out and not the other way around. She couldn’t let that happen. Not when it was more than probable that he’d left because of her.

      “I went to see him. I think that’s why he left,” she confessed quietly, choosing the truth.

      He failed to look shocked. “I’m sure it wasn’t you, my dear. What could you have possibly done to scare him away? You’re a lovely, sweet creature.”

      She closed her eyes, laid her hands in her lap to hide her fidgeting fingers, and took a deep breath.

      “What troubles you, my dear?” The duke sounded genuinely concerned.

      “I don’t think you understand, Your Grace. I have not been visiting the stables to discuss horses or to ride. I have been, however”—she swallowed at the admission she was about to make—“seeing your head groomsman quite regularly.” She looked up at him with a doleful expression and was surprised to see his reaction did not condemn her.

      He smiled knowingly. “You think I’m too old to see what is happening in my own home? You like Mr. Campbell. Now isn’t that true, my dear?” He said that with such gentleness that it left her wondering how much he knew.

      “I’m not sure I understand what you’re trying to say, Your Grace.” She prevaricated, stalling for time.

      “I’m not saying anything. Just suggesting that you may have formed a friendship with him. Is that true?”

      She nodded, hardly able to look at him. She smiled shyly.

      “When you went to see him, what did you do if not ride?”

      “We talked. Simply talked.”

      “Well, that doesn’t sound too bad. I can’t imagine that had anything to do with him leaving,” he said, confusion still apparent in his narrow gaze.

      Constance bit her lip, trying to ready herself for a major confession. “It has not just been the stables.” She paused to see if he was paying attention. The duke’s eyebrows rose, and she continued. “I went to see him at the cottage… yesterday.”

      His eyes examined every inch of her face, and his countenance radiated either shock or glee. Which one, she couldn’t tell. “What did you do there?”

      “I shouldn’t like to say.” Constance was embarrassed at her wanton behavior, which was how anyone with breeding would describe it.

      “You’re fond of him, my dear. I can see that. No need to deny it.”

      “It’s not that easy, Your Grace.” She failed to meet his eyes.

      “Did he behave improperly?” His tone was quiet and soothing.

      She shook her head and chanced a glance. “No. Mr. Campbell has always been a gentleman—I’m afraid it was I who behaved dishonorably.” Shame spread like a branding iron over her cheeks. She gripped her hands together in her lap.

      “I cannot imagine that is true. You are kindness incarnate.”

      The conversation took an uncomfortable turn, and Constance didn’t care for any more apparent misunderstandings between her and the duke. The Duke of Foxwood had been her grandfather’s dearest friend, and it was a disservice to her family name to let him find fault with someone innocent of any wrongdoing, as Mr. Derek was.

      She braved on. “I’m afraid I asked him for a lesson of sorts. An unconventional one, I’m sure you’d agree.”

      “A riding lesson?” The duke straightened, pushing his tea aside, and listened with rapt attention, his eyebrows stitched together with apparent confusion.

      “No.” Constance wavered. “I asked for a lesson in the finer art of… kissing.” She said that last part hurriedly, hoping the shock would not be too much for the kindly old duke.

      He whooped, undoubtedly a sound he could not suppress. Had he heard her correctly? If there ever was a word for his behavior, it was giddy.

      “You are a precious one, Lady Constance Whitmore. Pure delight, child. Derek never had a chance.” He laughed again.

      Two things hit her at once: The duke had heard her clearly, and he was not angry. And he had called Mr. Campbell by his given name, which told her he was friendlier with Mr. Derek than she’d known. At the sound of the duke’s merriment, a footman came but His Grace waved him on, a smile wreathing his face from ear to ear.

      Constance fretted. Had the older gentleman lost his sense? “I’m not sure I understand your meaning, Your Grace. It is quite clear to me that my silly requests and actions have run him off. I promise it was not my intent, and I had a good reason for the request, which I’d rather not share at this time. And now you are left shorthanded.” More than a guilty conscience plagued her. Her crimes, if dispatched to her father, would speed up his search for a husband.

      The duke stood, and Constance followed him with her eyes while he walked around the cheery table, stopping directly behind her and placing a kiss upon her head.

      “Well,” the duke said, a bit conspiratorially, “we have some planning to do, my dear.” He squeezed her shoulders.

      Now Constance was confused.

      “If you send a letter to your family today, they won’t think to ask after you for at least a month. By then there will be nothing else to be done. Hopefully they’ll take out their animosity on me.” He paced across the thick Aubusson carpet. The fawn-colored fibers contrasted starkly with his varnished black shoes, and Constance just stared as if he were daft. “The trip there, in fit weather, will take a good five days. And there is the question of how long—”

      “Excuse me, Your Grace.” She wondered if he had forgotten her presence.

      He turned from his pacing, gathered his hands behind his back, and leveled Constance with a question. “Do you love him?”

      If her heart was not beating in full measure before, it certainly was now.

      A smile crept up his handsome face. “I can see by the lovely blush that you do.”

      The entire subject of love confused her. She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter how I feel—”

      Before she could finish, he went on. “He left for a reason. What was the last thing he said to you?”

      “Good day?” she answered, puzzled.

      “No, no, dear.” He shook his head and waved a hand. “Before good day. Was he angry?”

      “Not exactly.” She glanced away, avoiding his unswerving stare. He apparently hoped for more, and the decision to reveal it was on the tip of her tongue. “I’m afraid the last thing he said of any import had to do with… betrothals.”

      The duke stopped short. His eyes glowed, and Constance could not for the life of her understand why he was so interested in a groomsman. Even if he had great respect for the man, it simply made little sense.

      He took a steadying breath. “How do you feel about traveling, my dear?”

      Dawning broke. Understanding hit her full force.

      He continued, “As I was saying, if you leave a note for your parents now, they won’t worry. I’ll send with you a steward of the utmost character for traveling. When you get to Bodmin, he can see you off and then come back and report that you arrived safely. By then, I can send notice to your parents, and they can take out their frustrations on me, if they may. And you, my dear”—he smiled softly—“will have little trouble convincing your betrothed to bring you home. I can’t see Derek letting you return here without the safety of his company,” the duke said to a wide-eyed Constance.

      Her hand was covering her mouth, blocking her amazement at what he was suggesting, and the whole bizarre idea took root. Afraid to challenge the duke’s reasoning, she stayed silent on the most crucial matter of title and position because, God help her, this was an adventure. She’d never been allowed such a decision in her life.

      “Will you do it, Lady Constance?”

      She was stupefied, staring, her mind glazed, and then suddenly she raised her eyes to his. “Yes.” And she nodded for emphasis, ignoring the rattling between her ears and the obvious delusional state of the duke. “He will be at least a day ahead of me.”

      “Maybe even two if we cannot secure travel by tomorrow.”
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      Constance had never packed for such a journey. She decided on the simplest dresses but allowed for one ball gown because she’d practically been born prepared for any event.

      Every event except this one. This little escapade would meet with vehement disapproval from her father, and if he hadn’t found her a husband yet, she’d little doubt he’d either lock her in a convent—as he’d threatened—or pay someone an exorbitant sum to take her off his hands.

      Not really, of course. He did love her. That she knew. But mad as a hornet did not do justice to how he would surely feel.

      “You’ll take my coach the entire journey,” His Grace explained to her hours later. “Sanderson will see you there. Reading cannot be avoided for a posting stop, so we’ve planned a strategy to trade horses quickly without straying from the coach. It’s the only place I’m concerned someone might recognize you. But don’t worry, Sanderson has instructions. There will be food for the journey when you cannot leave the confines of the vehicle.”

      The duke ushered her from the house and helped her inside one of his unmarked coaches. It gleamed with a pristine lacquered black finish and bespoke wealth. But whose wealth would not be emblazoned on the door. She’d travel through the stops with the curtains drawn.

      “And for those places where an overnight stay is needed, Sanderson has a specific route planned for greater discretion. No one will question your travel, but if they recognize you…” The duke paused for emphasis.

      “They shall not, Your Grace. I promise.”

      She sat on the tan, plush seat. Sanderson rode with the coachman. Constance waved one last farewell to the duke, who stood his ground with a mixture of nervous worry and a dubious smile.

      He reached up toward the window and took her gloved hand between his. “He has two days on us, dear. And the posting route will take an extra day, but all will be well.”

      She nodded. “I’m sure of it.” She blew the duke a kiss as the tack jingled, and the coach took its first lurch forward, along with her nervous stomach. When they passed the gatehouse, her heart picked up tempo. She almost lost her breath. It was the first time she allowed herself to question why she’d agreed to such a scheme. But she could not deny that the adventure was not a welcome one.

      On the fourth day of travel, they spent the last night in a lovely little town that looked on the verge of booming. Buildings stood on both sides of the main street. She and Mr. Sanderson stayed in separate rooms at a fashionable hotel in the center of town, conveniently next door to a gentleman’s tavern—convenient for a gentleman, not for Constance.

      Early that fifth morning, Constance and Mr. Sanderson took for the roads east of town. The two-hour drive was beautiful. While the excitement of new places had filled her days and nights with lovely imagery, she was now flooded with images of Derek unexpectedly finding her on his doorstep. This was a different kind of excitement that had her feeling queasy, as if she’d been tossed about at sea, which was apropos since the ocean surrounded Cornwall on three sides. Though their travels did not take them close enough to walk the beach, she could smell the sea in the air.

      “Mr. Sanderson, I cannot thank you enough for bringing me all this way. You have been a most attentive companion. I’m sure the Campbells would love nothing more than for you to stay for a rest.” Constance used this last short leg of their journey, filtering plans through trial and error. She knew the intent was for the steward to return posthaste, but she remained hopeful that he might stay, providing a buffer and distraction for the coming days. She had no clue how long she’d be there and was clueless about how Mr. Derek would feel about escorting her home.

      Mr. Sanderson sat opposite her for this stretch. He smiled kindly, his head bobbing as they hit a small rut in the road. “I’m sure that will not be necessary, and His Grace will expect word of your arrival as soon as possible.”

      She sighed. “And he will have it.”

      “My lady, he has left a bank draft. I am to leave it with you today. It will see you home in luxury and fashion, so you need not worry for funds. There is enough for any incidentals you may find yourself in need of while you’re here.” He stretched an arm across the coach cabin and placed a drawstring pouch into her gloved hands.

      “Mr. Sanderson, please thank the duke for me and assure him that my father will repay him.” She knew that to be true, but thinking about her father suddenly put the fear of God into her. He had given her everything her heart had ever desired, but this outrageous behavior was something new, even for Constance.

      “I’ve no doubt there will be no need for that, my lady.”

      She nodded and smiled. Her stomach flipped again.

      Before long, the coach turned onto a dirt road and traveled a scant half mile before a country fence came into view, surrounding lush fields of pasture. Trees sprinkled the landscape here and there, and everything was green from the spring rains. The drive up ahead was nicely tended. It led to the front of a large two-story manor house dotted with windows fashioned with attic dormers. The mortared stone masonry gave the structure a rustic, beautiful appeal.

      Mr. Sanderson preceded her, helping the driver with her trunk.

      “Shall I walk you to the door?” Mr. Sanderson asked.

      “No.” She put a hand on his sleeve while staring at the structure. “No, Mr. Sanderson. I must do this myself.” She braved on.

      Her limbs shook and threatened to fall away as she walked toward the house. The time of truth had come. With her gloved fist, she knocked too lightly. If no one answered the door, she would simply turn around and go back to Foxwood, no worse for wear. She’d told herself that at least a half dozen times since leaving on this outlandish journey.

      Mr. Sanderson stood with his back to the coach, holding the driver until someone welcomed her and gave her a place to stay.

      Constance turned to look at him and nervously smiled, and when she did, the door opened.

      “Yes?” A woman’s voice beckoned her attention. Standing just inside the doorway was a beautiful woman of about fifty with red hair and hazel eyes. Her features were soft and feminine, and a questioning line furrowed her brow.

      Constance stood, a stranger on her step, taking in the woman’s features. This was Mr. Derek’s mother. She was sure of it. There were certain unmistakable characteristics, like the shape of her eyebrows and the way the woman crinkled her forehead. It reminded her very much of Derek.

      “May I help you find something, miss?” The woman tried again.

      Like a simpleton, she stood there saying nothing, the words choked back behind heavy anxiety. She caught her breath. “I’m sorry, ma’am. I’m looking for the Campbell residence.”

      The woman eyed her curiously, blinking several times as if trying to work out what Constance had said.

      She repeated herself. “The Campbell residence. I was given this address and directions. My name is Constance Whitmore.” She left off the Lady on purpose. However, at the mention of her name, the woman practically gasped. Perhaps Mr. Derek had mentioned her to his family after all.

      “Did you say Whitmore, darling?” the woman asked, wide-eyed.

      “Yes.” Constance smiled meekly and checked the urge to look behind her at Mr. Sanderson once again.

      “And which Campbell are you seeking?”

      She cleared the insecurity from her throat and breathed in confidence. It was now or never. “Derek Campbell, ma’am. Has he perhaps mentioned me?” By the woman’s previous reaction, it seemed an obvious question. She still had not introduced herself. Could it be that this wasn’t his mother after all? Did they employ a housekeeper? She didn’t look like a housekeeper.

      The woman asked, confused, “Would you be speaking of my son?”

      “If you are Mrs. Campbell, then yes, ma’am.”

      “Oh dear. I’ve forgotten my manners,” the woman said, a hand to her chest. “I am Mrs. Campbell. Derek’s mother.” Mrs. Campbell examined her from her shoes to the fawn-colored hat that matched her traveling suit, then smiled and shook her head like she couldn’t believe her eyes. “My lovely Miss Whitmore, who might you be?”

      Constance swallowed, turned again to Mr. Sanderson, and squared her shoulders. She mentally forced away the need to wring her hands. A show of confidence was in order.

      Quickly, before she lost her nerve, she said, “Mrs. Campbell, I am Derek’s fiancée.”

      Mrs. Campbell’s brows shot up. She blinked twice. Then a broad smile graced her cheeks, and her eyes looked to mist a little. “Miss Whitmore, please do come in. It wouldn’t be proper that I should leave my future daughter-in-law on the front steps, now would it?” Her rapid breathing almost sounded like a chuckle to Constance’s ears.

      Mrs. Campbell ushered her into the foyer. “I’m Cecily, my dear. I could not abide for you to call me Mrs. Campbell.”

      This kind of familiarity was utterly foreign to Constance. She wasn’t sure if she could do it, but she didn’t wish to appear rude by turning the woman down either. Noncommittal, she simply nodded. Then, before she fully entered the house, she stuck her arm out and waved through the door toward Mr. Sanderson in a gesture of confirmation.

      “Is that your chaperone? He’s welcome to come in,” Mrs. Campbell said.

      “No. I mean, yes, he is my chaperone and steward, but he has instructions to return immediately.” Constance paused uncomfortably. “I’m afraid I’ll need to return with him if it’s…” She couldn’t say the rest. She didn’t quite know how to ask for temporary room and board.

      And then she didn’t have to. “There is no question of where you’ll stay, my dear. You are more than welcome here. You mustn’t return before I’ve had a chance to meet you properly.” Mr. Derek’s mother motioned Constance further inside and then ran out to meet Mr. Sanderson, presumably to give him leave.

      Constance took a moment to take in Derek’s family home. It was larger than she expected. A grand foyer complemented by a large archway led into a great room filled with comfortable heavy oak furniture and overstuffed leather. It was a perfect showplace that discernibly represented the people who lived there. Two full sofas and four comfortable chairs took up opposite sides of the room. One ensemble was set before a wide hearth, and bookshelves surrounded the other on three sides. A beautiful runner embroidered with orange poppies split the room down the middle. It was such a welcoming room, large yet quaint. It looked like the type of place Derek would have grown up. She could almost imagine him here, relaxing with a brandy and conversing with his family, perhaps even a dog by his feet.

      And then it suddenly struck her that he was probably here, somewhere, on the property, and her nerves jittered, dancing to a tune she’d never heard before. She visibly jumped when the front door thudded into place.

      “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Campbell said in a rush. “Please let me see to your things. Would you care for refreshment? Perhaps a nice hot tea?”

      “I would love that.”

      “Lovely. You’re just lovely.”

      Constance only smiled.

      Derek’s mother suddenly turned, wrapped her in a joyous hug, and then hurried ahead. This kind of outward, emotional acceptance was not something she’d ever experienced. In her circle, people did not openly or so warmly greet one another physically. And just as she could not use Mr. Derek’s name—although she also could not avoid it—she just couldn’t call Mrs. Campbell by her Christian name. It didn’t feel right. Especially since there was no certainty as to how her son would greet Constance once he found her here.

      Daughter-in-law. That’s what she’d called her. It was too late to ask herself what she’d done.

      With a bit of prodding, she followed Mrs. Campbell into the kitchen. It resembled the cottage kitchen except that it was much larger and brighter. A beautiful, finely sanded butcher-block table took up the center of the room, surrounded by cherrywood shelving and carved hutches against the walls. Windows brought in plenty of sunshine. A cursory glance out the east window showed a barn in the distance. At that, her heart began to pound again. Derek might be out there, working with the horses.

      She felt unsteady, almost short of breath, and found it difficult to follow the conversation. She looked toward Mrs. Campbell and realized the woman had offered her a seat. “Thank you.”

      Mrs. Campbell hurried to put some water on and then returned to sit at the small kitchen table. It was so informal that Constance could almost relax. “Now then, you must tell me everything.” Mrs. Campbell’s eyes were light with excitement and something else Constance could not place.

      “As I said, my name is Constance Whitmore. I met your son while at Foxwood. And may I say he is a very gifted man. You must be very proud of him.” She left out almost every detail, hoping the simple statement would be enough. As if it could be.

      Mrs. Campbell folded her hands in her lap and looked eager for more but too kind to ask. “I see. At Foxwood?”

      “Yes, at the stables. I had come to visit the Duke of Foxwood, and so not to worry him, I pretended to ride every morning when in truth I don’t care for the diversion. His Grace hardly knew what I was up to, but then I would find myself spending more time in the stables speaking with Derek, and he showed me the horses.” She gave a funny smile. So much of what she had said made very little sense and had come out in such a rush. In addition using Mr. Derek’s name without the form of address in front of it made her feel odd. But how much more idiotic would she sound if she called him what she actually called him? That would require an explanation she was not prepared to give. She swallowed and waved a hand. “I’m rambling. I apologize.”

      “Nonsense, you must be exhausted. Why don’t I see to a room, and I’ll bring your tea there. You can freshen up, unpack, or simply lie down if you’d like.” Mrs. Campbell rose. “Derek isn’t home at present. He’s… busy with errands.” She stumbled a little on that explanation. “When Mr. Campbell returns, I’ll have him find my other son and send him to fetch… Derek. It may not be until tomorrow, I’m afraid.”

      Constance was relieved.

      She followed Mrs. Campbell upstairs. Her traveling boots clicked on the hardwood floor and then quieted when she reached the landing and stepped onto the floor runner, which matched the one with the orange poppies downstairs. A long hallway punctuated by closed doors indicated the bedchambers. Mrs. Campbell showed her through the third door on the left and into a remarkable guest room. Constance didn’t know what she’d expected to find. It was in much the same vogue as the decor at home. Nothing like downstairs—rustic with rich-smelling wood—this room, with rose carpet, boasted a beautiful four-poster bed with a satin coverlet, thick and welcoming, and two windows covered with long velvet curtains of sage green.

      Mrs. Campbell smiled. “Your trunk should be up soon.” And as she said it, two gentlemen brought the leather-bound traveling wardrobe through the door and set it against the wall.

      “Thank you,” Constance said. She was then left alone to work out the rest of her stay and wondered how angry Mr. Derek would be when he found her there. Though how could he blame her when he practically engaged himself to her?

      Practically.

      This was a point of contention that she had been happy to misinterpret.
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      The tavern was clean, the floorboards swept regularly, and the parlor tables welcoming during meal hours. Families were even known to dine at Bristol’s. It was that kind of place, agreeable during the day and entertaining into the evening. The place had a well-stocked kitchen and made deliveries to the hotel next door. When night fell, Bristol’s served a more boisterous crowd, mostly gentlemen. The only ladies that came to call after eight in the evening were working girls. No one could accuse Jeremy Bristol—the owner of such a fine establishment—of coming to the table unprepared. He was a gracious and thorough host and respected by the local townsfolk.

      Derek spent most of his time at Bristol’s playing brag. Tonight, only an hour into gaming and drinking, he’d won a fair amount. After leaving his grandfather a week ago without a proper goodbye, his conscience needed a retreat, a substantial diversion.

      The note he’d written the duke had been delayed long enough for Derek to leave Foxwood, and his decision to be silent on the matter had more to do with Constance than with the duke. He had little doubt that his grandfather had either sent Constance outright or, at the least, encouraged her daily visits. But when she showed up at his cottage alone, he knew it was Constance herself who had made that dangerously impulsive move. His grandfather would not have done something so foolish or inappropriate.

      And after that erotic encounter with her, he couldn’t stay. He knew she’d insist on more lessons, and he couldn’t trust himself or his reckless libido any longer. For God’s sake, he’d nearly taken unalterable liberties with her right there on his dining room table. Constance seemed to have a knack for causing undue trouble in the dining room. He should have known better.

      He did know better. Dash it; that’s why he’d come home.

      The note he’d left the duke informed him that when Lady Constance quit her holiday and returned to her family or London, then and only then would he return. The duke wished for Derek to make Foxwood his permanent address, and he saw Constance as the perfect temptation to draw Derek to stay. With the courtesy title of the Earl of Westforde, Derek’s place would eventually be Foxwood.

      But for now, the Montgomery country manor was home. He’d lived most of his life there. His brother and sister were there. His parents were there. And with his father as heir to Foxwood, Derek had time to put a title and its responsibilities on hold while he courted the life he’d rather live.

      If the gentry knew the truth, he’d never be accepted. Even legitimized bastards were still bastards in the eye of the haut ton. As a result, title meant little to him, which was another reason to escape the gripping lust that Constance had fired. Title and luxury were not just a part of her life. They were her life. And freedom and happiness were his. In his mind, the two were incompatible.

      Although, if one judged compatibility by the sexual frustration she stirred in him with her request for lessons, then they were an utterly agreeable fit.

      Rubbish.

      When she’d shockingly shown up at his cottage, he could have spanked her for such behavior, except that he oddly found the idea, which only reminded him of her perfectly formed bottom, rather stimulating. The memory of his hands on her soft derriere haunted him with possibilities. It was a fool’s mistake to have kissed her. He should have sent her away immediately upon finding her in his parlor. But the shock on her face and the way her heated gaze made a slow, worshipping perusal of his body had kept him from doing the right thing.

      She forever kept him from doing the right thing—the little minx.

      He’d completely lost his mind in that meadow.

      Constance Whitmore wasn’t his type.

      She was spoiled, and he liked independent women.

      She was too beautiful, too perfect, and he liked his women a little dusty and ones who did not find work objectionable.

      She was titled, and he had no wish to live that kind of life. She deserved someone of her noble class, not a man who would eventually inherit a title but never appreciate it.

      And… had he already mentioned spoiled?

      Yes. Irrefutably spoiled. Perhaps the others he could live with, but that precise one had him running for the hills, or Cornwall, as it were.

      “Westforde, the cards you’re holding haven’t changed in the past five minutes. Either take a card or fold, you thief.” The gentleman who’d spoken the inflammatory words didn’t mean them, or Derek would have dived across the table and deprived him of his teeth.

      He peeked at his cards. Then, staring intently across the table, he held a lazy smile just to irritate Manny Jessup. The four remaining men at the table were quiet, but Manny, who fell silent only when in his cups, was just sober enough to be throwing insults at him. All in good fun. Derek rechecked his cards, drumming his fingers on the table.

      Without notice, Jessup fell silent, and Derek looked up.

      “I’d throw away the ten of hearts.” The familiar voice came from behind.

      Derek threw his cards on the table. “Dammit, Rowan. What do you want?”

      “To sit.” Rowan looked more like his father than any of them. Hair a coffee brown and hazel eyes, a square jaw, and a sculpted mouth. And a booming voice that could be heard in the next county. But then there was no denying the Irish side either. His mother was part Irish, and Rowan had managed the temper and the cynical humor of her side of the family. However, even with Derek’s black hair and blue eyes against Rowan’s brown hair and hazel eyes, few ever doubted they were brothers. There was evidently something in the way they smiled.

      Rowan pulled up a chair and turned it around, then sat down and placed his folded arms on the chairback, resting his chin.

      “What’s the stupid grin for?” Derek said as he threw his cards on the pile of chips in the middle of the table, folding his hand.

      Manny piped up. “Leave him be, Mick. I’m losin’ to your thief of a brother, and I want a fair shot at winning my hard-earned money back.” Friends called Rowan Mick, an Irish taunt. Anyone else called him Mick, and Rowan and Derek alike were apt to color an eye or two.

      Rowan smiled and said with a spark in his voice, “You may not be the only one, my friend.” Then he threw two bits on the table. “Buy yourself a drink, Jessup.”

      “Why do I feel your witless grin has something to do with me?” Derek asked suspiciously.

      Rowan smirked and shrugged. “You wanna talk here?”

      Derek stood. “I don’t think so.” He squinted at his brother and yelled for the barkeep. “Cash it in, Jack.” Then he followed Rowan to a table in the corner and motioned for drinks.

      “Well?” he prompted when Rowan held out for more of the same ridiculous grinning.

      When the drinks came, Rowan dropped the smile and took back a healthy pull of ale. “Just thought you might want some company.”

      “I came here for company. But not yours.” Derek’s nerves added to his headache. Rowan was not opposed to bursts of tomfoolery, and Derek wasn’t sure he was in the mood.

      “Aw, brother, that smarts.” The mischief in his eyes told a different story. “I need to get you home. Mother has sent me to ensure you make it back in a timely fashion, as she is wont to say.”

      “Why? What’s happened?” He half rose. “Is it the gray?”

      “No, it’s not horseflesh. Just a mild emergency, one that shouldn’t wait another day. She’s afraid Father will interfere if you don’t get back in time.”

      “Hell.” Derek knew his father’s back was prone to seize up, and when that happened, he stubbornly refused to let anyone else help. No doubt it was something that Rowan couldn’t take care of alone. “I guess it’s a good thing I came home then, isn’t it?”

      Rowan only nodded seriously, but there was still a hint of amusement in his eyes. Derek suspected his mother was perhaps overreacting. He knew she was glad to see him, and he’d rudely taken off two days ago. His selfishness had kept him away. That and the need to clear the memory of one silver-headed temptress from his head.

      He and his brother rode back home at a canter, sometimes sprinting between landmarks and then walking the last half mile. Rowan was relatively silent, which wasn’t necessarily unusual, just a little unnerving considering that Derek still wasn’t sure why he’d been summoned. They reached the house together, trotting both horses into the stables. Derek handed off his to the stablehand and brushed the dust from his breeches, swiping with his hat and running a hand through his hair. It was early evening, and the sun was setting. Hopefully someone kept supper for them. So far there was no evidence of an emergency.

      Derek followed behind Rowan, who seemed to be in a hurry to reach the house. He kicked his black Hessians against the brick next to the back door, tore off his cloak, hung his hat on a peg, and lengthened his stride to keep up. With some suspicion, Rowan stopped just outside the family parlor, testing Derek’s nerves. The hair stood up on the back of his neck, his senses on heightened alert.

      Derek crossed into the room, watching Rowan warily. The parlor was full of family. Morgan, his younger sister, looked elated, seated in a leather-bound armchair in the far corner, her jet-black hair neatly coiled over her shoulder. His father, standing at the back of the room, had the shadow of a scowl about him if Derek had to guess. His mother visibly swallowed when his gaze fell upon her, a nervous smile that looked anything but elated. She stood centrally in the middle of the room, her hands tightly gripping each other.

      “Good of you to come home so quickly, Derek.”

      The use of his forename struck him as odd, but his mother was not unaccustomed to applying it, especially when angry. She didn’t look angry now, perhaps terrified, worried, or irritated. Derek could not accurately read her expression, nor anyone else’s.

      His mother tried again. “I believe congratulations are in order.” An awkward silence that couldn’t have lasted more than two interminable seconds passed.

      Morgan burst forth with: “Your fiancée is here!”

      Derek’s head snapped back to his mother, who shrugged at the same time Rowan moved into the room, slapping Derek on the shoulder and throwing him off-balance, as if he weren’t already. “Congratulations… Derek.”

      As if it were planned, synchronized by the intricate gears of a clock, his mother stepped aside to reveal Constance Whitmore hiding behind her. His whole body seized, his eyes fairly burned, and his mouth pulled taut. Now he understood the bemused smile his brother had been wearing.

      Whatever worry he might have had for his family halted on the spot, replaced by an angry retort he couldn’t possibly say in mixed company and one directed toward himself and not the endlessly surprising Princess Whitmore. This scenario was one he would have never thought to prepare for.

      No wonder everyone had used his forename. He couldn’t imagine what Constance had told them, so he decided against calling her anything at all. How had this daft woman introduced herself, and why had she adopted such a deception as calling herself his fiancée? Holy shite was all he could think.

      To her credit, she visibly shuddered as he strode forward, then firmly gripped her elbow and, without a word, began to march her from the room.

      Rowan chuckled. His mother and father exchanged looks. And his sixteen-year-old sister, Morgan, chirped, “Isn’t this exciting?”
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      Constance dared to glance back at his family, smiling and waving like she and Derek were restless for some privacy.

      He pulled her along, back through the hall, then out the same door, walking a distance from the house, stopping just short of the stables. He counted to ten, grappling for control and failing miserably.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” He had needed distance when he put five days’ travel between them. Now it wasn’t necessary. He no longer required space to dull his desire. He was angry enough with her right now to drown out any lust he’d felt when he left for Cornwall.

      And lust was the only explanation he had for the overwhelming drive to be with her.

      “Why can’t you just welcome me as your wonderful family has?” she asked, all sweetness and innocence, a coy tilt of her head.

      “Why?” he asked incredulously with a hard edge. “They don’t know you. But I do.”

      “Precisely. That’s why I’m here. I thought it best to visit, allowing them an opportunity to know me.” She acted as if that made perfect sense.

      “Have you no comment regarding the introductions? For the love of God, Constance, I saw you three days ago. At what time was I on one knee, confessing my…” He couldn’t say the word and have her misconstrue one more thing. The only thought he’d entertain at present was how to remove her from his house.

      “Never?”

      “Is that a question?”

      “No?” She grimaced.

      He threw up his hands. “I seriously don’t know what to do with you. What put this awful idea into your head?”

      “You did. And I don’t think it awful at all.”

      “You’re going to march back in there”—he pointed toward the house—“and tell my family that we are not betrothed. Do you understand?”

      “I don’t have issue with that.”

      “Good.” He breathed a quick sigh of relief. Not long-lived, however. He started to pull her along, but she hardly budged.

      “But ’twould be a lie to tell them we are not engaged.”

      He swiveled back so quickly that he had to grab her from falling backward. “What the devil are you saying?”

      “I’m saying that we have no contract, so the betrothal is not final. I realize that, but I will not lie about being your fiancée.”

      “But you are not.”

      “I disagree.”

      He couldn’t speak. No sound came forth. Oh, there was a growl in his throat and words in his mouth involving blasphemy that he would not say and a few others not for delicate ears.

      He shook his head to clear it. What on earth was she talking about?

      “Princess Whitmore… We. Are. Not. Engaged.” He finished in a louder-than-necessary whisper, close enough now to the house to be heard at a roar.

      She shrugged daintily. “I’m of a different understanding. And I will not tell these good people a lie.”

      “You already have.” Derek might not be roaring, but his ire was growing and threatening to spill over. His chest hurt just for swallowing it.

      “So you say.” She looked defiant now and dared him to continue attempting a battle of words with her, which he seriously wondered if he had any chance of winning. “You should refrain from yelling because your family may hear.”

      “Do you think I care?” He looked toward the house and turned back to whisper. “Do you think I care?”

      “I actually do think you care. Why do you think I’m here?” Those crystal-blue eyes bored into him.

      “To punish me.” With a hand on one hip, he combed his other through his hair. “He sent you, didn’t he? That daft old man.”

      “The duke? You should not disrespect him; he is kindly, and he is your better.”

      Dammit, shite, and the devil take him. Derek shut his eyes to gather himself. “What did the duke say to you, and what in God’s name did you tell him?”

      “Your position is secure. You’ve nothing to fear on that account.” She’d clearly misunderstood him.

      “I know what my position is. Now what did you tell him?”

      “I told him that you gave me lessons.”

      “God—”

      “In kissing.”

      “Dammit. Why?”

      “Because it’s true.” Her eyes flared.

      “I see. If you are so adamant about telling the absolute truth no matter the consequence, then why did you come here and lie?”

      “I did not lie. I’ve said that already. What do you not understand, Mr. Derek?”

      “I will tell you this, princess, I do not bloody well understand you.”

      He stood gazing down at her, which was a mistake. Even in the close of day, her blue eyes shone silvery and glossy, and her hair was hanging loose about her shoulders, wavy, natural, a far cry from the tight, formal twist she had worn at Foxwood. She looked younger, unconstrained by high-stepping dictatorial standards. At seeing her here in his home, with the fresh scent of grass and hay all around them, desire surged through him. His blood beat a rhythm that did not mimic the boiling anger he’d had a moment ago. For the first time since he realized her presence, he began to wonder how she’d traveled and with whom.

      “Do your parents know where you are?” he asked, softer now.

      “I suppose by now they are getting that message. The duke helped me make haste and sent a chaperone along,” she said, matter-of-fact.

      “And where is this chaperone?” he asked, hands on hips, regarding her with a bent brow.

      One side of her mouth rose with the eyebrow that flanked the same side in a gesture of calm indifference. “He went back.” She said all that as if it made sense.

      “And how did you expect to get home?” It was a fair question. He really was curious.

      “You tell me.” Her smile dimpled like this was a game.

      He shook his head and sighed audibly, closing his eyes against her, willing the scent of orange blossom to leave him be. “Lady Constance, you are a piece of work.”

      “Thank you.” As always, she took the high road with regard to his meaning.

      His gaze on her mouth, he cradled her cheek with his hand, but he would not kiss her. Not here. Perhaps not ever again. He did, however, relax from the fit of pique he’d been in since seeing her.

      He heaved a sigh and said with some control, “You need to go home, Constance.”

      She pressed her hands to his chest, gazing up at him. “I won’t leave.”

      “Yes, you will.” He nodded, pulling back farther, trying to add mental distance. He needed her to go before he did something stupid like kissing her again. Her eyes alone could start a fire, her lips an inferno.

      Taking her hands from his shirtfront, he resisted the urge to caress the palms and kiss each fingertip. With another step back, he released her, his cheek popping with annoyance and frustrated lust.

      The sparkle in her eyes turned to a flash of determination. With her hands placed squarely on her hips, she explained pointedly, “I’ve been in Cornwall nigh over a day, and you’re asking me to be bounced about again for a week so that you can pretend there is nothing between us?”

      His gaze darted between her eyes, his hand on his hips to keep them from grabbing for her again.

      Constance huffed in frustration when he made it clear he had no intention of changing his mind. He naively hoped to intimidate her with his silence. Evidently he was a slow learner. Intimidation was something she deflected like an opposing magnet.

      “Do you have any idea what it is like to be trounced across the country for five days without rest?”

      “Yes. I make this trip twice a year. I’m quite aware.” On second thought, he shook his head. “What do you mean without rest? Do not tell me you traveled at night.”

      “Why not? Would you be concerned if I had?”

      “Princess.”

      She smiled.

      “Don’t do that.”

      “What crime have I committed now? Smiling? How dare I.”

      “You’re incorrigible.”

      “And?”

      “And a spoiled brat.”

      She dared to raise a brow and look at him askance, as if he’d just said something absurd. “Have I ever given you any indication that I was anything other than?”

      “You can’t say it, can you?”

      “I’ll say it if you tell me there is nothing between us.”

      He looked skyward and huffed a sigh. “I do not pretend there is nothing between us. There is clearly something. I’m just not sure it’s a good thing.” He ground his teeth. “Your turn.”

      “I’m a spoiled princess,” she said with the blandest expression he’d ever seen.

      Rubbing his forehead, he felt a chuckle in his throat fight for release. “Only you would think nothing of it.” He waved a hand toward himself. “Come here.”

      She stepped forward into his arms. “I did not travel at night. Mr. Sanderson had our route mapped quite well.”

      Thank God it was Sanderson. He was one of his grandfather’s most trusted stewards. He dared to let his guard down, feeling her hands and cheek pressed against his chest; he tightened his hold, resting his chin atop her honeysuckle-scented hair.

      “What did you expect me to do when you left?” Her voice was muffled against his chest.

      “Surely not this.” He’d never meant for her to fall for him. He wasn’t yet ready to admit that he might have fallen for her.

      She looked up through her lashes, and he wondered if her movements were always so calculated. “Sending me home tomorrow would be cruel.” Her eyes widened for emphasis. “Monstrously so.”

      “Then stay.”

      Constance smiled as if claiming a minor victory.

      “Don’t smile too soon, love. You can stay a week, but I’m staying in town.”

      She frowned, but her eyes were determined. She pulled from his embrace. “What’s her name?” When he only stared at her as if she were addlepated, she clarified. “There must be a woman in town with whom you stay. Maybe one of the many girls you have kissed, perhaps? Who else have you provided lessons for, I wonder?”

      He rested an elbow on his arm, pinched his dimpled chin, and stared at her. “Is that why you came? To gather a list because you are jealous?” He could not deny that the mere thought stroked his ego.

      She raised both shoulders, letting out a little sigh. “If you cannot remember any of their names, Mr. Derek, perhaps Rowan can.”

      That brought an immediate stony glare from him, and not just because she’d used his brother’s name when she refused to drop the ridiculous form of address before his. “If I get word that you have asked my brother any such thing, I will track you down and tan your hide.” He clenched his jaw, and he continued seriously, “And if you need that defined for you, princess, I would be happy to provide an example.”

      “You wouldn’t dare. Your family would never let you lay a hand on me.” The comment held no fear or sense of panic. She was baiting him.

      His smile turned roguish and sure and wicked. The devil was in his eye—the same one who’d sat on his shoulder a week ago, taunting him to give her a lesson in kissing. “They’re a little late to that party, Princess Whitmore.”

      That brought a delightful result. A heated blush rouged her cheeks. “Threaten whatever you think will work, Mr. Derek, but I am staying.” She paused for emphasis. “For as long as I deem necessary.” Her eyes were rational, but her mouth, taut and resolute, held every emotion.

      She turned on her heel and walked back to the house. A decidedly womanly sway of her hips kept him staring after her. Derek could not have removed his gaze if he tried, an appreciative grin taking the place of any vexation she had caused.

      He followed suit thirty seconds later, finding that dinner had been held after all. Five paces ahead, he heard his mother ask Constance for help in the kitchen. When he caught sight of Princess Whitmore, he rolled his eyes. His confidence waned at the prospect of eating anything she might have helped cook.

      “I would love nothing more.” She stole a glance at Derek, throwing him a self-satisfied smirk.

      “Bedlam,” he muttered.

      “Possibly,” his father said from behind, slapping a hand on his shoulder while they all headed for the family dining room. “But I’m afraid you have created it. I wouldn’t have guessed at first, you know.”

      Derek stopped. “What is it you wouldn’t have guessed?”

      “That you were engaged.” His father eyed him speculatively, hoping for more.

      His father stood two inches taller than Derek and sported dark brown hair like Rowan’s and blue eyes like the duke’s, which were also the color of Derek’s eyes. Still, it was no certain evidence that the marquess was Derek’s biological father. But then it didn’t matter. It never had. Not until now, when Lady Constance Whitmore followed him home, having convinced his family that they were engaged. Even if he’d wanted that—which he did not—it wasn’t possible.

      Currently, through no fault of his own, Derek was trapped. He had no wish to embarrass Constance. He would give her time to admit the truth before he was forced to make an announcement himself.

      “The engagement, as Lady Constance is wont to call it, is complicated.”

      “I’m sure it is.” His father laughed. “But you cannot deny her reasoning. The attraction is obvious even to me.”

      “Perfect,” he drawled.
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      Mr. Derek’s response at finding her in Bodmin had not been the greeting Constance had hoped for. But then again, she wasn’t sure what to expect since becoming a fiancée was new. And meeting his family for the first time was new.

      It was all new.

      Typically, her parents would have been present for the introductions, and her mother would have planned all the appropriate social calls. Although, it was almost certain that her father, maybe even her mother, would not be thrilled at the prospect of joining their daughter to a mere mister. Forget that he worked as a head groomsman for a highly distinguished duke. And forget that her father had most likely already picked someone else for her. Someone that she, at this juncture, would consider completely unsuited.

      If she’d chosen a moment to ponder their reaction to all this, she would have lost her nerve before ever leaving Foxwood. It was the duke who’d ultimately convinced her to make the trip. The thought of such a grand adventure beckoned her like nothing she’d ever experienced and certainly nothing she’d ever done. Looking back, she could see the folly of it. That was until Mr. Derek showed up. Her pulse was a riot, not just because she’d shown up unannounced but because after having so many words with her, including some rather inflammatory ones that women shouldn’t hear, Mr. Derek had then asked her to walk into his arms. He’d held her. He’d smelled wonderful. And for all his resentment of her popping up where he least expected, his heart had beat a rapid staccato against her ear that outmatched her own.

      It was rather heady. Who could blame her for falling for him? Undoubtedly, plenty of other women had.

      At least his family seemed happy about her arrival.

      By day’s end, her heart had formed a tender spot for them, as it would seem theirs had for her.

      The following morning, she dressed in a simple gown of cream muslin with long sleeves and a teal shawl wrapped about her shoulders, then set out for the stables to find Mr. Derek. Nothing abnormal with that. She’d done the same thing almost every day since meeting him. The morning air had a crisp bite to it and smelled like it had been washed in the sea, then filtered through rock and sand and salt. Very pleasant.

      She found Mr. Derek where she’d expected, in the stables, speaking to a man she did not recognize. The door to the barn, large enough to walk three elephants through, stood wide open, and Constance positioned herself in the middle of the threshold until Mr. Derek took notice. When he did, he excused himself from the other man and turned to meet her. His long and powerful stride spoke of authority louder than any words. He stopped just out of arm’s reach, gazing at all of her, from her unbound hair to her feet.

      “You look like a painting.”

      “Is that good?”

      “I’m not sure.” He grunted softly, raising his eyebrows, then broke into a boyish, mischievous grin. “It would seem I’m certain about less and less these days.” As always, he smelled of sweet hay and bergamot.

      “Would it be wise to suggest that I do that to you?”

      “Most of your suggestions are not wise, nor have they been good for my peace of mind. You are perhaps the most industriously shocking woman I’ve ever met.”

      She coyly dipped her chin, trying to bite back a smirk, but failed. With her hands folded, she peeked through her lashes at him. “Would you care to take a turn about the grounds and find a private place to kiss me senseless?” Why stop at being brave and daring when one’s future hung in the balance? If she were unwilling to act on her preference to be courted by this man, she didn’t deserve him.

      “Senseless? You likely don’t need a kiss for that.”

      “You’re impossible.”

      “Because I won’t obey?” He looked comically affronted with wide eyes the color of a dark storm. His playful repartee sent her heart soaring, since yesterday she’d only managed to irritate him.

      She lifted her chin and challenged him. “Methinks you wish to kiss me, Mr. Derek, but you’re afraid you might like it more than I do.” Her lips curved up.

      “Princess, you are a funny bird.” As he said it, a horse whinnied, and another animal, led by a stranger, whinnied back. Banter, equine style.

      Constance felt a bud of encouragement break through what could have been a grim morning. “The names you impose upon me cry out your attraction more than they distance me from you.”

      “You think you’re a smart girl, Constance Whitmore?” His level tone taunted her.

      “I think I frighten you.” She whirled back and forth, her gown lapping at her ankles, keeping eye contact with his sultry gray stare. Outlined by a beam of sunlight refracted by a sash bar window, his broad shoulders shook with a chuckle.

      “That’s not news, love. I’ve already admitted that.” He took two steps, closing the gap between them to just inches, then whispered a breath away from her mouth, “You’re a vixen.”

      “Then I guess that makes you the lucky one, doesn’t it, Mr. Derek?” That comment lit a wicked spark. She was getting better at this game, but when he crooked a finger at her, she was unsure of the intelligence to comply. Not wishing to pass up the opportunity, she swallowed and lifted her face toward his, ready to be ravished, kissed to distraction like he’d done at the cottage. Instead, the scoundrel brushed her cheek with his, causing a shudder, then placed his lips close to her ear. He swept a featherlight kiss, like a wisp, against her skin. The pit of her stomach made a turbulent roll as if he had overpowered her with lust. He hadn’t even touched her. His hands were behind his back. He was in complete control. It left her wanting much more, and by the look in his devilish eyes, he knew it too.

      “You play with fire, princess.”

      She hardly recognized her own hoarse voice. “I’m not playing, Mr. Derek.”

      His fiery gaze settled on her mouth for a hairsbreadth, then slowly slipped over her nose and eyes and followed the fall of her hair down to her shoulder. She felt scorched, branded by his perusal.

      “What do you want from me, Constance?” His voice was like a caress.

      She put a hand to his chest, deliberately looking up at him. “Another lesson, Mr. Derek.”

      He pressed his mouth into a line and shook his head like he couldn’t believe her daring. His finger grazed her shoulder, along her collarbone, and between her breasts, where he hooked the bodice with a slight twist. Her throat convulsed on a swallow while he watched her, waiting as if it were a contest of wills.

      “I believe you’ve met your match if you think you can win this.” Her panting whisper, so thin, made her words nearly inaudible. But it didn’t matter because he watched her say them with such intensity.

      Her breath caught when his finger delved under the filmy fabric at her breast and traced a line over her heated flesh. She felt her eyelashes flutter against her cheeks.

      “What now, funny bird?”

      Ahem. “Breakfast?” It was too late for breakfast, but she could think of nothing better. “I’d planned to make you breakfast, but you were already at work before I rose.”

      His brow shot up. That announcement didn’t just surprise him; it broke the spell. Whether that was a win for her, she would never know because now she ached to be in his arms.

      He straightened, removing his tantalizing touch from her. A hard chuckle came with a shake of his head.

      “That amuses you?” she asked. “Why is that so funny?”

      “Are you serious?” He shook with mirth. “Yes. I can see you are. And what did you have planned? Something edible, I hope. You are full of talent.” He grinned.

      She made a face. “You doubt me? How can you believe otherwise?”

      “Because most of the things you say begin with a lie, and I know you can’t cook,” he said simply, pressing his thumb to his chin, something he frequently did, she noticed. “No one expects you to fit into this world, Lady Constance. And in case you doubted it, there are servants to help with the upkeep, which includes the kitchens, even if you haven’t yet seen them. This is a working business, after all.”

      Her mind stewed with what he’d said before that. “You think I’m a liar?” This had the makings of a storm. She could feel it like the first drop of rain.

      “I think you pick and choose what you believe.”

      “Is that what you truly think? Please, don’t spare my tender feelings as if they haven’t already been stretched to their maximum elasticity. Tell me more, Mr. Derek. It’s but my second day in your home. I shouldn’t expect to be treated as a guest for long. We are engaged, after all.”

      With his hands on his lean hips, he continued to stuff his foot in his mouth. “If I thought you were ready to hear it all, I would say it. But far be it from me to ruin your holiday.”

      One thing was for sure: the drop of rain had turned into something of a squall. “How convenient for you. While you contemplate your idiocy, I will be in the house getting to know my future mother-in-law better.” She dared him to try for more by regarding him for the same long minute and then left him standing alone, just inside the barn door, looking like the foolish man that he was.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Derek did not know when he’d lost the conversation; he only knew that she’d stomped off. It was a dumb thing to say. He knew it the second he said it, but perhaps too late to catch the comment before it left his mouth. Who could blame him though? Since he’d set eyes on her, his brain had been slow to react. The rest of him, however, couldn’t seem to stop reacting. From his body straight to his libido, his instincts were failing him. The machinations of this woman’s mind were more complex than a few gears in a watch, which wouldn’t have mattered much because he couldn’t repair a watch even with an instruction manual. This repair, which he knew he owed to her, would take more finesse.
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      Constance walked through the yard with deliberate restraint, not wishing to show any indication that Mr. Derek could vex her any further. She would not give him command over her countenance. At least not until she reached the house.

      She charged through the side door, thankful it was windowless, then threw the thick oak into its frame. The crash reverberated down the corridor, and she feared others might have heard. Being away from home had its benefits. Notably, she could lose her temper without a stinging reprimand and a reminder that ladies do not behave in an unseemly manner. She hadn’t stopped to wonder why she was so mad, except that being called a liar did not sit well.

      She was angry, yes, but more so with herself. She’d let her guard down, thinking that Derek was coming along. He seemed to enjoy her company. He certainly enjoyed kissing her; of that, she was sure. But she was also sure that he’d enjoyed kissing plenty of women before her, yet he remained unmarried. Somehow she’d have to convince him that he wanted her here. He had to. Hadn’t he just agreed with her last night that there was something between them? In her world, that was plenty to build a marriage on. More than enough.

      She retreated, her shoes sprinkling dry dirt like bread crumbs that followed her through the halls, up the stairs, and into her room. She sat on the bed and unbuttoned them. When her feet were free, she inhaled a fresh breath and then took an eye-opening look about the place.

      Someone had made her bed and tucked the few items hanging from her trunk back inside. She had seen no servants about, but she couldn’t explain her clean room otherwise. She had tried her best to straighten the coverlet and fluff the pillows, but house chores had never been expected of her. Guilt crept in, adding to the frustrating end of her conversation with Derek.

      These kind people treated her with gentle respect. She had shown up on their doorstep without notice, taken a room, introduced herself as Derek’s fiancée—which, in her mind, she was—and caused them undue stress by failing to perform the slightest duty. Derek was correct when he suggested she couldn’t cook. It was apparent she had few skills as a wife if one considered the condition of her room this morning. It certainly hadn’t looked this nice.

      For the time being, she’d accept Derek’s opinion of her, but she wouldn’t give up trying to prove him wrong. Somewhere downstairs, Mrs. Campbell was doing wifely things, and she decided it was time for another kind of lesson. This time from Derek’s mother. After all, she was not allergic to hard work—not with the right motivation—and Derek’s opinion provided just enough.

      In a chair before a small mirror, she sat and pinned her hair into a twist, intending to seek Mrs. Campbell and ask if she might assist with housework even though she’d never attempted so much as making her bed before today. She jammed in another hairpin when she heard a rap on the door.

      “Come in,” she called. “The door is open.” Adjusting her thick coil of hair on top of her head, she saw Morgan’s reflection as she entered the room.

      She was a pretty girl and showed signs of becoming quite a beauty with shiny black tresses and a promising figure.

      “Morgan, I’m sorry. You caught me in the middle of a messy coiffure.” Constance turned from the vanity, gesturing toward the bed for Morgan to take a seat.

      “I love your hair. It’s like spun silver.”

      Before Morgan could sit, Constance changed her mind and motioned for Morgan to join her at the vanity. “Let’s see, shall we?” She rose and gave Morgan her seat, then leaned in cheek to cheek with the girl, her hands on her upper arms. “Silver and black. We are striking. If we walked into a ballroom together, why, we’d make quite the entrance. Every head would turn.”

      Morgan dimpled a smile, and Constance hugged her.

      “Sixteen. I remember that age. It’s the year my mother took me to London near the end of May and taught me how to dream.”

      “How so?” Morgan turned her face up, giving Constance her full attention.

      “We window-shopped for dresses and styles that might complement my figure when I made my come-out two years later.”

      “You planned that far ahead? Did you have a family to sponsor you? Or does your family take part?”

      Constance felt the question echo deep in her heart. She didn’t want to lie, nor was she ready to reveal the absolute truth. She was the daughter of an earl.

      “I was welcome to join the festivities when I turned eighteen.” She dodged that for the moment, then struck on something more distracting than faraway stories.

      She strolled to the trunk against the wall and stroked the scarred leather lid. Smaller than a full traveling trunk, it still held more than enough for a monthlong stay. She traced the heart-shaped latch that covered the keyhole, then threw her suggestion over her shoulder. “Let me repay you a little for your kindness. I have a dress that might fit you well.”

      Morgan popped up, glee flowing from her with contagious energy. Sixteen, an age of wonder, still young enough to be childish and yet old enough to look a woman. With the leather bindings unlatched, Constance levered the lid open and slid the top insert to the side, revealing her special dresses underneath, most of which were too fancy to wear on a working farm. She pawed through several dresses before finding the one she sought—a beautifully simple dress made more special by the deep russet-red color. The fine linen was thin as breath itself and would complement a cream chemise beautifully.

      “Here now, this color is meant for you.” Constance held the dress against Morgan’s body. “Look how dazzling your hair is next to the ravishing red. Here—” She tugged Morgan to the mirror. “See?”

      Morgan hugged the dress to her body, smoothing it with one hand. Her eyes glowed, and her face radiated a girl’s dreams.

      “You must try it on.”

      “Do you think I dare?”

      Constance nodded enthusiastically. “Your cream underdress will be gorgeous. You’ll see.”

      Constance joined Morgan behind the dressing screen. She helped her with the tiny buttons down her back.

      “This will be a far cry from the britches I wear training Ruby.”

      Constance froze, placed her hands on Morgan’s shoulders, then slipped her a look, peeking around her. “You ride astride?”

      She nodded. “Only at home.”

      “I think I’d like that. I’m forever hanging on for dear life, terrified of my riding skirts tangling in the stirrup. I’ve seen it happen.”

      “Ask Derek. He can show you how it’s done.”

      Silence fell like a hundred pounds of feathers.

      “Oh.” Morgan turned an apologetic eye on Constance, but there was no shame in her. “I didn’t stop to think how that sounded.”

      Her hands sweated, and her cheeks flamed. Her family would never speak with such abandon. The suggestion, the innuendo, was clear. And also clearly accidental. Perhaps Morgan’s lack of embarrassment could be reconciled to the raising of animals and how they multiplied. Constance had a working understanding of the whole ordeal, which was more than most unmarried women could attest. But still, no one approached the subject casually. She decided to ignore it.

      Morgan stepped out of her gown and into the rich red linen.

      “Don’t move,” Constance said. “I forgot the spencer.” She rushed to retrieve a pretty, natural cream-colored garment embroidered with tiny flowers that matched the crimson dress.

      Morgan filled out the dress better than Constance had first imagined she might. The spencer accented her breasts, contrasting well with her tiny waist.

      “I love that you’re here,” Morgan said while Constance helped the girl’s arms into the sleeves, then buttoned it under her breasts. “I don’t have a sister. You cannot know what it’s like around here with two obnoxious brothers.” Then, as if she realized what that had sounded like, Morgan clarified. “Oh, I don’t mean that Derek is obnoxious.”

      Constance pulled her hand back and placed it on her chest. Mirth rumbled under her palm while she gave over to the sweet truths Morgan could not hold in.

      Lyrical laughter filled the room. “Indeed, Derek is obnoxious. Little love, I have three brothers of my own, and they are all like Rowan and Derek. Believe me.” She walked around to face Morgan again and examine the beauty. “All the jockeying and mischief just means they love you.”

      “I hope to meet your whole family someday.” Morgan watched Constance as she stepped around her and stood directly in front of her again.

      Constance pulled at the bodice, straightening the fabric under the jacket. “I hope so too, little love. With all my heart,” she said. “Now, let’s see what we have here.”

      Morgan intently studied Constance while she looked her over. Constance shook her head in disbelief. She’d expected the dress to look nice, but she hadn’t thought to see this young girl grow up into a woman before her eyes.

      “It’s terrible, isn’t it?” Morgan grimaced.

      “No,” Mrs. Campbell said from the door. “It’s stunning.” She moved fully into the room, taking hold of her daughter’s elbow and ushering her before the mirror. Derek’s mother ran her hands down Morgan’s arms, watching her reflection.

      The room went silent. Even the fine, papered walls seemed to hold a breath.

      Constance wasn’t sure she should say anything at all. She couldn’t know if Derek’s mother would appreciate the interference. But the woman had a faraway look in her eyes, and Constance could have sworn they misted over a fraction.

      “Mrs. Campbell, I apologize. I hope you don’t mind. When I saw Morgan’s hair and coloring, I had to see this dress on her.”

      Mrs. Campbell nodded, and her mouth turned up at the corners. “I can see why, my dear. It is a beautiful gown.”

      “I would love for her to keep it. Replace the spencer with elbow-length gloves and the right adornments, and I can see her at a ball.” Constance rushed on when she saw that Mrs. Campbell was about to protest. “I don’t need it.”

      “Mama, oh please.”

      “Morgan,” her mother said in chastisement.

      Constance knew she shouldn’t interfere, but Derek’s family mistakenly thought her a mere miss and perhaps imagined she couldn’t afford to give away something so extravagant. She wasn’t ready to reveal her upbringing. She wanted them to see her in a simpler light, to know that she’d accept a family without noble roots. How could she convince Derek’s mother the dress would not be a hardship to give away?

      “Truly, Mrs. Campbell, I rarely attend a ball. My family knows the Duke of Foxwood. They are old friends, and he is the kindest man who insists I visit a party or two every year. Nothing more. So, you see, I shouldn’t need to bring this home. In fact, I shouldn’t need to attend another ball this year or even next. Derek and I haven’t settled the details of our living arrangements.”

      That explanation made Mrs. Campbell peek another look at her daughter. When Morgan’s face lit up and her eyebrows rose in hopeful anticipation, Mrs. Campbell relented. “Perhaps. We’ll talk of it later. Now go change into something more appropriate before your father gets a look at you and faints.”

      Morgan’s gaze shifted to Constance. “That’s as good a yes as any, Miss Constance.” Then the girl hugged her mother. “Thank you, Mama.”

      Mrs. Campbell paused after Morgan left. “Have the two of you made any plans yet?”

      Constance froze in the middle of straightening the clothing in her trunk after she’d pushed half of it aside to find the red dress. “None that I’m aware.” She slid the compartment in the uppermost part of the trunk into place, then straightened, turning toward Mrs. Campbell, who stood by the door. “What I mean is that until arriving here, I couldn’t know whether Derek had spoken to any of you. It appears he did not, so I assume he hasn’t tried to make any plans without me.” Her smile wavered as she realized that she’d just turned Mr. Derek’s statement into truth. Clearly these were lies. But he’d left her to them. And that was his fault. Another lie she told herself.

      “I can’t imagine he’d make plans without you, my dear.”

      “No, I would hope not.”

      “Have you two discussed where you’d like to live?”

      Constance squeezed her eyes closed, biting her lip. “Not exactly. But the cottage at Foxwood would be lovely, and I’m certain His Grace wouldn’t mind. It is a large enough place for a family.” She rushed on, carried away, burying herself deeper into the mire of deceit. She should have never come.

      “You would live in the cottage?” Mrs. Campbell’s face struck her as softly perplexed.

      “Yes. Or here.” She then hurried to say, “Not here, here. But in the area if there’s enough work for him. I’d go anywhere with him, Mrs. Campbell. That’s all I meant, truly.”

      Derek’s mother swallowed, that same mystified look about her, while she gazed at Constance from top to bottom. The scrutiny made her uncomfortable, but it didn’t have the same judgmental aura as that of the ton.

      Mrs. Campbell finally said, “I believe you. I think Derek has found something truly rare, and I hope he’s deserving.”

      That struck Constance’s heart as sincere. She felt a surge of acceptance that hadn’t been there earlier. She seized the opportunity to nurture this thread of connection she’d made with his mother. “Mrs. Campbell, is there something I can help with? I’m itching for a distraction that does not involve a horse.”

      “I was just going down to work on dinner. If you’d care to help, I’d enjoy that very much. I could use the company.” If Mrs. Campbell was skeptical of her cooking ability, she showed no sign.

      Although Constance questioned her sanity for the offer.
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      True, at some point in her life, Constance would need a better understanding of how a kitchen worked, but she’d never imagined she’d need to learn that from the inside out. It made more sense that she would need to know about the finances of running an estate, hiring staff, and helping with magnificent floral arrangements. She’d pay close attention to meal planning and parties rather than cooking the meals herself and setting the silver. But if she had any hope of convincing Derek’s mother that she could trust Constance as Derek’s wife, she’d best learn something about how he lived.

      The kitchen smelled of spices and had pitchers, used like vases, stuffed with sage and thyme. They made lovely bouquets of greenery, in some ways as beautiful as any hothouse roses she’d ever seen, except these beauties were edible. Which only reminded her of Derek’s skepticism that she could make anything worth eating.

      Mrs. Campbell set several large, empty bowls on the table that took up the center of the room. She followed that with utensils for cooking and knives for chopping, and if Constance were not so terrified, she’d have sat down and enjoyed the sunshine that cut across the fine butcher block. She’d love nothing more than to have a simple conversation, but in reality, her head desperately reached for a plan to get her out of this mess.

      The kitchen overwhelmed her. Mrs. Campbell didn’t have to be a psychic to see the panic because Constance was sure she wore it vividly, in the same way Morgan had worn the striking red gown. It could not be missed. Constance held her breath, unable to navigate the sea of prep work.

      Thank the good Lord for mercy. Her future family had it in abundance.

      “Darling,” Mrs. Campbell began politely, “you are a guest, and I don’t expect you to work for your dinner.”

      Constance blinked back the sting of onions and waved a hand over the room. “I can’t think of a better way to spend my time. But I must confess I’m not much of a cook. Not yet. But I’m willing to learn all of Derek’s favorites.” Too late, she realized Derek’s mother might now be concerned that she lacked the skills to properly care for her son. Constance cleared her throat. “You needn’t worry. I’m a quick learner. I promise your son will not go hungry.”

      Derek’s mother smiled. There was so much understanding in her eyes, and Constance was curious how this woman managed to convey such trust. She felt in her heart that if she laid bare any secret or admitted any flaw, Mrs. Campbell would keep such things private and never tell a soul. There seemed to be so much less burden to this life. Perhaps she’d only experienced the goodness, but Constance had difficulty imagining hurtful gossip reaching this place. That was how much trust Cecily Campbell instilled. And Constance had yet to meet anyone like her, save her own mother.

      “I’m not the least worried, my dear.” Mrs. Campbell finished drying her hands on her apron. “Now, what shall we make? Do you have a preference?”

      “Absolutely. I prefer to let you choose.”

      Mrs. Campbell laughed. “I’ll manage all the cutting. You can gather the water for boiling. I think that will be safest.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not very handy. I may have exaggerated a fraction when I mentioned that Derek will not starve in my care.” She held her finger and thumb apart by a centimeter to emphasize her point, squinting through the tiny space with one eye.

      Derek’s mother laughed. “I’ll show you how to make pie crust. Everyone will be impressed, and Derek can live on pie, I promise you that.”

      “I guess it’s a good thing he works so hard. I rarely see him at rest. Is that normal?”

      His mother took a moment to answer. The pause was noted. “He does work hard, dear. But I’m afraid since you’ve arrived, he has been absent for longer periods. I think he’s self-conscious because he had yet to inform us that you were coming.” And then she added, “Not that he wouldn’t have. Perhaps you made better travel time than he expected.”

      She swallowed, refusing to look Mrs. Campbell in the eye. “Perhaps.” If this perceptive woman guessed that she had arrived without Derek’s knowledge, the rest of the family must also know. And if they knew, had Derek filled their heads with lies about their relationship?

      No. She couldn’t believe that. Indeed, he would have said something while exasperating her with pleas to tell his family the truth.

      His truth.

      Her truth was something he wouldn’t listen to. Not yet.
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      That evening, Constance patiently stood while Derek presented her with a seat at the table. He took her hand in his, ushering her, holding her fingers and rubbing his thumb over the tips, but not in such a way that made her think he enjoyed it. Rather, it was more like he was examining them as if they felt funny.

      He raised a brow.

      She answered simply, “Butter.” And then she stole a glance at his mother.

      “And berries,” his mother said.

      “That would explain the color. Sounds delightful. My mouth is watering already.” Derek’s voice, laced with skepticism, reminded her of their conversation in the barn. Let him think she couldn’t manage a kitchen. Just wait until he tasted the wild-berry pie she’d made.

      Sure, her fingers were softer than usual from mixing the crust, not to mention they were stained a lovely purple, which Mrs. Campbell promised would not last. But she held out confidence in the final product. It looked and smelled wonderful.

      “Constance and I worked up a storm this afternoon. I can attest that she is an accomplished cook, and you’ve nothing to fear on that account, Derek.” Mrs. Campbell winked at Constance.

      “Accomplished? I’m impressed.” Derek smirked, enjoying his imagined victory. His eyes trained on her, seeking some deeper truth.

      “You know I have always held the occupation in high regard,” Constance insisted. She swore he rolled his eyes as he looked away.

      “I can’t say that I knew that. You, my dear, are often a mystery.” He held a bowl of sage-spiced potatoes and offered to serve her.

      Dinner lived and breathed with this family, and it amazed Constance how they passed dishes and held conversation like they were friends.

      “Oh, and Derek, you should see the dress Miss Constance gave me. It’s divine.” Morgan closed her eyes as if she’d just eaten the most decadent chocolate. “Ruby red with a cream spencer, and she said that elbow-length gloves would make it acceptable at a ball.”

      “And for what reason did Miss Constance give for bringing such a divine gown to a farm? Did she say where she expected to wear it?”

      “Does it matter? Is it possible that you could be any more surly?” Morgan asked.

      “Morgan Elizabeth, mind what you say,” Mr. Campbell added to the conversation.

      “Morgan Elizabeth,” Constance repeated. “Your name is beautiful. Elizabeth is my mother’s name. That must mean we were destined to meet.”

      Derek’s mother and father exchanged looks, but Derek gave it little heed, and Constance expected it had more to do with Morgan’s chatter than with anything she verily said.

      Dinner continued in much the same way. Except that Constance was content to listen and remain quiet on any other matter that might rain down unwanted attention on her and Mr. Derek because they’d yet to work through all the pertinent details of their engagement.

      When Mrs. Campbell called for dessert, Constance’s insides twisted over themselves like puppies playing leapfrog.

      “Let me help,” Constance choked out, pleased to leave the dining room and Mr. Derek’s foreboding smirk behind. She returned holding the berry pie, watching it intently while she stepped gingerly toward the table for fear she’d drop the thing.

      One glance at Derek and the pie tilted, almost sliding from her hands. He had the telltale signs of laughter biting into his lip while she did her utmost to return her attention to steadying the pie as she paraded across the polished oak floor. Setting it down on the table, she leveled Derek with a determined look, who in turn blinked innocently. He examined the golden crust that crisscrossed atop the oozing wild berries, which were, in her opinion, cooked to perfection.

      “Would this be the pie that you made?” Derek asked.

      She nodded and bit her lip. She’d never made a solitary piece of cooked food in her life.

      “You love pie, Derek.” That came from Rowan, who looked to be enjoying the awkward atmosphere as if they were all waiting for Derek’s approval. “I think you should have the first piece.”

      Constance wiped her hands nervously on the sides of her dress, refraining from her usual nervous tell of pulling at her ear for fear she’d turn the lobe purple.

      “Ash, you cut it.” Cecily Campbell moved to hand a knife to her husband, but Derek intercepted it.

      “If you’re going to make a fuss, I’ll cut it.” He gently sank the tip of the knife into the center while Constance held her breath.

      “Would you like me to serve you?”

      He bit back a wicked grin. “I think I have it.” He scooped up a piece, the juice bleeding out, barely missing the pristine white tablecloth before he got it to his plate. He then sliced a bit for everyone, taking their plates, filling each one, while Constance wanted to scream.

      But it was his plate, his pie, his bite, they all waited for. Constance looked expectantly. Her forehead determined with a frown of concern, she watched as Derek carefully pressed a portion onto his fork. She wrung her hands, not caring if anyone guessed at her nerves. How could they know she had no training in the art? With everyone’s eyes focused on him as he raised the fork to his mouth, she mimicked the bite.

      It settled on his tongue. Constance couldn’t breathe. He chewed and chewed and then swallowed while his throat bobbed into place. But to his credit, his face never changed. It looked neither pleased nor repulsed. The small crinkles at the corners of his narrowed eyes were the only tell that something was amiss.

      And then she knew. She’d completely forgotten the sugar. Her perfect-looking pie had turned out to be a disaster in disguise.
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      The sugar jar sat on the kitchen counter, its lid firmly in place. Somewhere between butter and purple fingers, Constance had forgotten it. Humiliation made a home in her heart. Her pulse beat a warm path up her chest, her neck, her cheeks, and into her hair. The offer to help with the cleanup put an end to her embarrassment for a time.

      “Don’t worry over it.” Derek’s mother tried to console her while they stacked dishes in the kitchen. At least she didn’t lie to her.

      “Failure was inevitable. Desserts are evidently not my specialty,” Constance allowed.

      “There are more important things than pie, my dear. Why don’t you join the others? They’ve gathered in the main parlor. Ask Derek to pour you a brandy. You deserve it.” Mrs. Campbell finished the kitchen, and Constance gladly found her way to the main parlor, passing Mr. Campbell in the hallway.

      “I think I’ll give Cecily a surprise and help her.” He winked without missing a step.

      Besides the open living area, there were two parlors—one for visitors and one for family. In addition to a large leather sofa, two matching chairs, and another pair set before the large stone hearth, there was a desk piled with ledgers. The room was homey and warm, the walls full of memories in paintings and knickknacks on shelves. In a glass curio cabinet was a collection of brass horses with blue ribbons, and Constance felt Derek’s family in every corner.

      Rowan and Derek stood when she entered, and Morgan stopped her chatter long enough for her to take a seat. Rowan offered her the place next to his brother on the sofa and she took it, only glancing at Mr. Derek before she sat. He had a shadow of a smile and something like understanding in his eyes. In that moment, she knew he’d protect her against her own self-deprecation.

      “Thank you.” She smiled. “Your mother suggested I could use a brandy. I think she’s right, if you don’t mind?”

      Derek took the lead and strode to the sideboard, choosing a decanter filled halfway with dark amber spirits.

      “Constance,” Morgan piped up. “The pie was not at all that bad.”

      “Morgan,” Derek chided.

      “What?” Morgan returned, wide-eyed and innocent.

      Constance repositioned herself, spreading her skirts out, wishing she had gone straight to bed. If she were to survive the evening, the brandy would come in handy. She only hoped it would work its intoxicating magic quickly.

      Derek handed the wide-bowled snifter to her and took a seat.

      Constance took a sip.

      Rowan held on to a boyish, mischievous grin. “Miss Whitmore, has my tight-lipped brother offered any ideas on dates? I’m only curious whether I should forgo any amusements in the coming weeks for a wedding.” He stood to pour himself a drink, obviously taking cover from the piercing aim of Derek’s eyes over that remark.

      “Don’t answer,” Derek said, an ambitious brotherly kick in his voice.

      She shrugged and eyed him back. “I hadn’t planned on it, darling. Your brother is trying to set your bristles. Aren’t you Mr. Campbell?” She directed that last bit to Rowan.

      He gave a half grin and arched a brow. “I like her, Derek. She’s perceptive.” And then he looked back to Constance. “You’re going to need a keen sense of empathic resolve to be married to this one.” He pointed his glass at Derek, sloshing the contents onto the back of his thumb. He gave his hand a little shake, smiling like the devil at his brother. “Tell me, Miss Whitmore, do you call my brother Mr. Campbell when you’re angry with him? Because I’m fairly certain he vexes you at every corner.” Rowan took a seat again, crossing a booted leg over the other.

      She gave Derek a sidelong glance and smiled. “No.” She caught his eye. “I call him Mr. Derek because that is the name he gave me.”

      “Oh, then can I expect he’s revealed his other name?” Morgan piped in.

      Derek shook his head almost imperceptibly.

      Constance was more than curious now. “You have another name?”

      “Morgan speaks out of turn. Don’t you, Morgan?”

      “Yes,” she said without her usual jubilant interjection.

      “Christian names, forenames, surnames. I think Morgan meant to say his other forename,” Rowan added. “We don’t use it though. For reasons that I’m sure he’ll explain someday.”

      “Oh my, is it something horrid? Like Percival?” Constance stifled a giggle behind her hand. She was more than willing to let the subject drop. She possessed her own secrets regarding names, ones that not even Derek knew.

      “Something like that.”
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      Derek knew that eventually he’d have to tell her, but today was not that day. It would preferably come in the form of a letter after she’d returned to her own side of the world. To London, to be specific. The thought, however, did not bring him comfort, and just thinking about her leaving sucked the cynicism from him. If he thought he lived in the eye of a hurricane now, he was indeed mistaken, because leaving her behind would create a storm in his heart and his home, wherever he decided to make it.

      “And what’s your second name, Miss Whitmore?” With that single question, emphasizing the miss, he put away any fanciful inquiries she might claim on his identity. It at least bought him some time. She was unaware that his family might know who she was, and he was not ready to remedy his part in the deception.

      “I think we can save the conversation for later. I’m feeling warm and fuzzy. I’ve rarely had brandy, but I’m certain it’s doing exactly what it was meant to do.”

      “And that would be?” Derek could not resist. Her eyes sparkled with the mist of inhibition, putting him dangerously under her spell.

      “Relax me enough to send me to bed.”

      The smile Rowan was doing his damnedest to hide did not escape Derek.

      “I’ll walk you up,” Morgan said and then yawned. “I’m tired. It’s been an exciting day. And even if I’m not supposed to speak of it again, I still think your pie was not at all that bad.” Morgan pointed a look at Derek, looping her arm with Constance’s. “The crust was perfection.”

      Constance giggled, no longer embarrassed. The alcohol had taken care of that.

      The men stood. The ladies departed. And Derek was left with his brother’s all-too-knowing, astute glare.

      “Her cooking is the least of your worries, brother.”

      Derek pinned him with a glance, silently suggesting that he keep his mouth shut. But when had that ever worked? He knew Rowan would not rest until he knew why she’d followed him to Cornwall. But not even Derek understood that truth completely. Not yet. Because it could not be what she’d claimed. They could not be engaged, if for no other reason than Derek had never asked.

      Already Rowan was badgering him with personal questions after Constance and Morgan had left the parlor, a mere ten minutes before. He had to hand it to his brother. Waiting until now had been generous. They’d had few private moments together since Rowan had collected him from town. Central Bodmin was just east of the Montgomery estate. Derek had to thank Rowan for sticking to the name he’d given Constance. It wasn’t exactly awkward since his mother liked to use it when she was angry.

      “Please, Derek, say what you will, but don’t lie to me. If you are such an idiot that you’re unaware of your attraction to the girl, then let me be the first to announce that everyone else is aware of it.” Rowan refused to let the subject lie.

      “I never claimed that she wasn’t attractive,” Derek answered, hoping to put an end to it.

      “No, you claimed you had no feelings for her.”

      “I have a good many feelings regarding Constance. Most of them embody annoyance in some fashion.” Derek knew it for a lie, but hopefully his brother wouldn’t. He couldn’t sit again, not with Rowan’s inexhaustible curiosity. He wandered to the curio cabinet and tapped the glass as if it held an animal or fish or something that moved instead of the brass horses from Morgan’s competitions.

      “Nonsense. They may begin with annoyance, but they end with something far more passionate. Why don’t you admit it?” It didn’t help that Rowan looked the leisurely gentleman, quite comfortable sitting with his forearm resting on the back of the sofa and his leg negligently propped on his knee, his foot bobbing.

      “Because”—Derek pinched the bridge of his nose—“admitting it wouldn’t change anything.” The statement alone conceded too much. Derek swirled the brandy in his glass, glowering into its depth for some way out of this conversation.

      “It would change everything. And that’s what scares you,” Rowan said bluntly.

      Derek refused to comment on that truth. He took an inordinate amount of time to warm the spirits in his glass and then threw back the last of it, wishing it was Ethan Strong’s Irish whiskey. Lost somewhere between desire and lies, he stared into the empty fireplace, waiting for an out, dreading the next query.

      “Have you given much thought to telling her? Or are you such a coward that you’d let her return home without knowing the truth? If Grandfather sent her here, he isn’t likely to let you off so easily. He’ll tell her as soon as she returns.”

      “Coward?” Derek raised a questioning brow. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      Rowan hadn’t said it profanely. It was simply a challenge.

      “And I can’t believe you are so cruel that you’d let her find out that way. She’ll be crushed you didn’t tell her. She trusts you. And—”

      “And what?” Derek whispered fiercely, leaning his body toward the sofa, aware of one platinum-blond ferret who would not give a second thought to spying on their conversation.

      “And she deserves better,” Rowan finished.

      “Than me? Of course she does. She deserves to have the life she was raised for. Hell, she was trained for it. And this isn’t it.” He tipped his head toward the ceiling, suggesting the family estate. More accurately, the way his family lived, which was a far cry from the life of a London socialite. “Constance cannot live this life. She would wilt here.”

      “You’re a bastard if you don’t at least offer her a chance to make that decision for herself. She deserves the courtesy.” Rowan closed his eyes against a loud sigh, shaking his head, obviously catching the words he’d just said. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. You know that. Right?” He looked up at Derek, imploring him to understand. Bastard was not a word loosely said in this house.

      “You have to ask? If I wanted to hurt you over a word, it would have been coward, not bastard.” Derek smirked and took some pity. “I know, Rowan. And you’re right. On both counts.”

      “Both?”

      “I would be a bastard if I let someone else tell her. And… the fact that I may truly be a bastard is far less acceptable in her world than being a servant, which is just about what she thinks I am.”

      It was true that his mother couldn’t know whether or not she was carrying a child when she married Ashford Montgomery. But Derek felt like a bastard nonetheless, perhaps because no one knew the truth. As far as they were concerned, he was the legitimate son of the Marquess and Marchioness of Alderleigh. His parents had raised him in Cornwall, staying away from London. His father would return when he inherited the dukedom, but Ashford Montgomery would never subject his wife to such a life again. The ton had done too much damage. Derek’s father—in every sense of the word—loved his mother beyond measure. They had been neighbors. Best friends. And Ashford Montgomery had laid down his life for her. He feared that if Cecily returned to London, she’d fall apart.

      That was perhaps why Derek’s grandfather tried so very hard to coax him into living at Foxwood. The duke missed his family, and Derek could not blame him for that. Derek loved his grandfather. He loved his parents. Sometimes he felt as if he lived between two worlds, torn by each of them and accepted by none.

      He’d grown up in a loving home. One where the parents loved each other. Not like the families of the ton, where love seemed to be a rare thing and hardly spoken of. He wanted what his parents had, and he knew the likelihood of finding it while attending the London season was thin.

      When he witnessed the questioning sneer from his brother, he added, “You don’t know these people.”

      “Maybe not, but it’s possible I know your fiancée better than you do.”

      “No,” Derek said seriously. “You do not.”

      Rowan smiled triumphantly. “Ah, then you do agree that she is your fiancée?”

      Derek put his glass down, the severe and grim line of his mouth meant to dissuade his younger brother from any more meddling.

      “What?” Rowan laughed, throwing up his hands. “Don’t tell me you’ve run out of answers.”

      “Don’t tell me you believe that lie,” he countered.

      “If her story held no merit, why would she travel all this way? It’s no short distance, and she’d never done it before. That alone reeks of smoke. So who started the fire? If you only answer one question, that’s the one I’d prefer, just in case you were curious.” Now Rowan couldn’t keep from grinning, his arrogance a result of the shift in power. He thought he had the upper hand. To the point, he added, “Why would she come all this way unless you gave her some hope that a betrothal might come from it?”

      Derek sidestepped the possibility that his brother was correct. “Tell me, what do our parents think?” He still hoped that Constance would come to the truth, although telling the truth now might be catastrophic to her self-esteem. He rubbed the back of his aching neck. It brought an uneasy twisting deep in his gut. His brow puckered, and he wrestled with the uncomfortable idea. With everything she’d put him through so far, he still didn’t wish to see her embarrassed. Surprisingly, he liked her the way she was.

      Rowan shrugged. “I’ve yet to discuss it with our parents. But I suspect they want to believe it’s true. Morgan does believe it’s true.”

      “That’s because Morgan, I fear, is too much like her.” With one hand braced on the fireplace mantel, he ran a hand through his hair.

      Rowan nodded his agreement. “I suppose we should prepare ourselves. Our sister will be eighteen in two short years.” He paused, rubbing the bottom of his lip. “Is attraction enough?”

      Derek could tell his brother held out hope, so he gave him a straightforward answer. “No.”

      “Do you love her?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous.” Derek eyed him from under his brows, rubbing his neck all the while.

      Rowan chortled. “All right. I won’t be ridiculous. Now, do you love her?” His smile vanished.

      “That’s my cue to either say good night or blacken your eye. Your pick.” Derek straightened to leave, passing in front of Rowan, who never stopped glaring at him.

      “I get a choice? How kind of you. I don’t care for a half-moon, thank you. Unless Constance likes that sort of thing. Some girls do, you know?”

      “You’re an ass, Rowan.”

      Rowan bobbed his head good-naturedly. “I suppose. But if she doesn’t belong to you…” He shrugged. “I think she’s stunning. One of us should take notice. Otherwise, that poor girl’s esteem will— What did you say again? Oh yes, wilt.”

      Derek turned back before leaving, one hand resting on the threshold trim. “You want an answer? It’s complicated.” He tapped twice on the parlor wall, a hollow sound, signaling the end of the discussion, and left his brother sitting alone to cogitate whatever the hell he meant.

      At present, Derek wasn’t even sure what he meant.

      He didn’t love Constance. Rowan had to know that. So why had he asked? Irritating him and instigating arguments was in line with his antics, but the question resonated. Rowan had asked with suspicion. And Derek couldn’t stop his demented mind from wondering how Constance might weigh that question.
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      Several days had passed since the embarrassing pie incident. Mr. Derek had not taken himself into town as he’d threatened to do that first day when he’d discovered her. But neither did he seek her out. Constance tried not to put too much emphasis on what that might mean. Instead, she busied herself learning about vegetable gardens because there had once been one at the cottage at Foxwood. Perhaps she had a green thumb. Nothing like the purple one she’d stained after the pie-making debacle. She stayed out of the kitchens after that.

      She made a point of keeping company with his family. To stay visible and available. And yet she had failed at finding a moment alone with Mr. Derek. Either he positioned himself that way, or she’d had a bit of bad luck. She feared the former.

      This morning Morgan had insisted she come riding; although Constance had refused, she saw an opportunity to put herself in the way of Mr. Derek again.

      She sauntered to the stables, assuming he’d be in one of them. Not once had he come seeking her company in the gardens. She only saw him at dinner and then had taken to having a brandy afterward. Unlike that first night, she merely sipped on it to keep her head steady. She watched him at home with his family and wondered if this hadn’t all been a mistake. Their warmth and relaxed cordiality overwhelmed her because she’d been trained how to answer and ask a question. Or better yet, to remain quiet, sit, nod, praise, and be an entertaining ornament. These people seemed to know who they were. Constance had never felt more alone and, at the same time, more accepted. The Campbells had been good to her. They seemed to like her. Very much. And Derek… Well, Mr. Derek seemed to avoid looking at her and rarely acknowledged her.

      Deciding to change that, she swallowed her pride and went in search of him. Let him call her a funny bird today.

      She wandered toward the second stable after finding the first one devoid of people. Rowan had suggested he might be in the paddock where Morgan rode Ruby. Without a cloud in sight, the morning felt warmer, and Constance realized that she’d failed to pack a parasol and she’d practically given up her fancy bonnet. The ribbons and frippery had been challenging to work around. She had little doubt that her face would be littered with freckles when she returned home.

      When she came within range of the paddock, she spied Derek. He was helping Morgan with her mount, repeating words of praise to his sister and her horse. And he was wearing the same hat as when they’d met, round on top and wide-brimmed, made of thick felt dyed a rough dark gray and trimmed with a black satin band.

      “Straighten it out,” Derek shouted to Morgan.

      From the paddock fence, Constance watched him work. As per his usual uniform, his sleeves were rolled up, showing off his flexing muscles. Memories of their afternoon in the meadow at Foxwood flooded her, causing a swirling heat of sensation to spread throughout her belly. His eyes shone with a flicker of shock as he spun on his heel and caught sight of her—another reminder of Foxwood.

      “Constance,” Morgan called, waving a hand. Horse and rider trotted over to the corral fence. “Did you change your mind?” She practically bounced off the horse and climbed one leg up on the fence rail, making her a head taller than Constance. “Please say yes and come riding.”

      Derek grabbed Ruby’s reins. “Morgan, put Ruby away and leave Miss Whitmore be.”

      Constance wore an amused expression, and although she loved spending time with the girl, she also needed Derek’s undivided attention.

      Morgan huffed. “Really, Derek, I only meant to wish Constance a good day.”

      “No, you actually just invited her to ride with you.” He turned a lopsided grin on Constance. “And I know for a fact, Miss Whitmore doesn’t care to ride.”

      “I thought you were only jesting for my brother’s sake. You truly don’t care to ride, do you?”

      “Stop please,” Constance said to Derek, and then to Morgan, “I would love to ride with you sweet, another day perhaps.” A thought seized her. “Mr.…” She threw a stunned look at Derek.

      He grinned unrepentantly. “Mister?”

      “Oh please,” Morgan began, “do not tell me you call him Mr. Campbell. Heaven’s worth, you are to be married. Surely my brother doesn’t allow you to use such formality. He’s never required it before.” She jumped from the fence and took the horse from Derek.

      Now Constance turned a questioning brow on him. “Other women call him Derek?”

      “Morgan, walk the horse before you take her in.”

      “Other women, Mr. Derek?” She tried again.

      “Pish, other women? Derek’s rarely without the company of some dilly-headed horsewoman.” Morgan spoke freely, like most siblings, and Constance wondered if this was how her brothers felt whenever she interfered. It did have its charm. But right now she was a little irritated at the mention of other women. Evidently more than a few.

      “Dilly-headed? I hope you know you say that about yourself if you speak of horsewomen,” Derek put to Morgan logically.

      “Constance knows what I mean.”

      She knew nothing of the sort. And then it dawned on her that Morgan might have information he would not provide. “Who are these dilly-headed horsewomen, Morgan?”

      “If you two mean to disparage my name, I think I’ll put Ruby away.”

      Morgan gave a conspiratorial glance toward Constance when she said overloud, “Penelope Kent.”

      “All right, Morgan,” he said with finality. “You put her away. I think you’ve said enough.”

      Morgan winked at Constance. No doubt the name she gave was of little consequence; otherwise, she wouldn’t have mentioned it. Clearly Morgan liked her too much to cause her pain on purpose. But causing her brother pain, now that Constance could believe.

      And Derek was plainly uncomfortable. He pulled his hat off and ran a hand through his thick black hair, swiping at his forehead before placing the hat back, fixing the brim just right, and avoiding her eyes.

      “So who’s Penelope?”

      “No one. Morgan is goading me.”

      She wanted to tease him, but he looked so dismayed that she chose a pinch of mercy. “I’m not worried. You’ve forgotten I am a younger sister too. That is something I would have done just to get my brother’s goat.”

      Derek stood on the opposite side of the fence, pulled off his work gloves, and leaned his forearms on the top rail, knocking his hat back an inch with a knuckle. “What has you up before the sun has reached”—he squinted at the sky—“the noon marker?”

      “It’s not that late. According to Rowan and your father, you’ve been at work for hours.”

      “It’s early for a woman of the ton. They just don’t know you.” He tapped the tip of her nose, and his hand smelled of leather and horses. A year ago, had someone told her she would enjoy the smell of horses, she would have bet the dimwit her allowance.

      But here she was, enjoying it. A very masculine scent that spoke of a man who loved his work. Constance shamelessly wished he felt the same for her as he did for his horses. And maybe he did. Neither had she a year ago thought a horse would make a fine comparison.

      “Never mind. Did you know I’ve been working in the garden?”

      He slapped his dusty gloves against his breeches. “I’ve heard. I suppose you can’t get into much trouble making a salad.”

      “Dessert may not be my specialty, but I may be perfectly capable of preparing a main course. How would you know?”

      “I’m not sure I want to know. And darling, dessert is your specialty. That’s the problem.”

      Her lips curled up, and her heart swelled. She’d missed this part of him. When he wasn’t calling her a liar, he was quite charming. Rubbing her ear, she tipped her head. “What else is on your agenda today? Perhaps I can help.”

      “I very much doubt that. But then again…” He smiled wickedly. “I have a horse that needs gelding. I can only imagine that just might be up your alley.”

      She reached out and grabbed his hat, pulling it down over his eyes. “You’re a beast.”

      He laughed. With reflexes faster than a fly, he grabbed her hand, yanking her up to the fence. He climbed up one step. “Remove it.”

      “What?” She giggled in protest. His teasing tickled her senses.

      “The hat.” His vision still obstructed, he bent his head, leaning over the fence.

      Constance pulled it from his head, but he did not let go, just grinned, closing the gap between them.

      “I dare you.”

      “To do what?”

      “Kiss me. Right here, with my family nearby. They’re all itching to see it, you know.”

      She flopped the hat back on his head, watching him grin from ear to ear, then clutched each side of the wide brim and pulled it down as low as possible, listening to him laugh as she did it.

      He growled, pulling himself up with his arms, practically leaping over the fence with one swoop. He patted down his legs and fixed his hat. “That wasn’t fair. I could have fallen in the dirt. You’re a naughty girl.”

      “And I thought all this time I was a funny bird.”

      “A princess.” He grabbed her arm and playfully pulled her against him. “A pampered pet.”

      With her head tilted back, she gazed up into his silver-flecked eyes, his pupils flooding them, the crinkles at the corners deepening with his boyish grin.

      “Kiss me or answer all my questions,” he said.

      “You want me to initiate a kiss? How very forward.” She teased him, but his eyes dared her. “What are the questions?”

      “Kiss me, Constance. Kiss me and tell me why you followed me home.”

      She looked at his mouth while her heart made a quick, hard thump. Her pulse answered him with a jolting rhythm. And her throat went dry. “Couldn’t you just kiss me?”

      “Not this time.”

      Her fingers shook as she placed them on either side of his cheeks. She hadn’t seen him for days, and suddenly it felt as if they’d barely met. Pulling his face closer, she stood on tiptoe and pressed her mouth against his. She stayed there, frozen to his lips, waiting for his participation, then pulled away. She swallowed hard, uncertain what he was trying to prove or accomplish.

      “Why, Constance? Why did you follow me here? Did you fall in love? Is that why?”

      She pulled back, stumbling a bit, which was nothing compared to what that question did to her good sense. “We do not fall in love, Mr. Derek.”

      “We, as in the ton?” He sounded irritated by her answer.

      She nodded.

      “Not even a contemplation. Not a second did it take for you to answer that. And why? Because the nobility doesn’t believe in something so antiquated? Did you come here for a betrothal? No. You wanted an arrangement. But I’m but a groomsman. What sort of arrangement did you hope for? Land? Money to join our illustrious houses? Let’s not let something like love interfere in such a business arrangement. Or even a kiss.”

      She stuttered, “I think… I think it’s going splendidly, don’t you? Your family seems to like me, and your mother asked where we plan to live after we’re wed.” He’d caught her off guard. Confused her with earthly notions that were dangerous. These were feelings that held power to destroy and hurt other people. She’d been warned away from them from the beginning, and she’d never suggested it would be any other way.

      “No, Constance. It is not going splendidly. My family does not like you, precisely.”

      That statement pierced her joy, sending a sharp, painful reminder, like a hot dagger through her heart, that she had been an unexpected guest, if not unwelcome.

      “They like an apparition. A lie. You have not told the truth for one minute since you arrived.”

      She took an involuntary step back and swallowed. “And have you? Told the truth since I’ve arrived? Besides, I do speak truth; you’re just too… dilly-headed to admit it.”

      “What do you think they’ll say when they discover we are not engaged? Because that bit of truth will eventually come out when, in a year’s time, there is still no wedding.” He was irritated now, frustrated, angry.

      “What do you think they’ll say when they discover that we truly are?”

      “Constance, you make very little sense. They already believe that we are.”

      “Well then, Mr. Derek, it is you that makes no sense then, isn’t it?”

      “You speak like a cyclone, sucking up words and spitting them out all over the county. You are exasperating and childish. This little game you’re playing can hurt people. This is not just my life you have uprooted; it’s my family’s. It’s Morgan who idolizes you—and do not say thank you for that,” he warned when she was on the verge of doing just that. “Not to mention your family. I can’t imagine them thrilled to find you gone. And the apparent friendship the Duke of Foxwood has enjoyed with them is no doubt in jeopardy. Did you not consider that when you ordered up a coach and followed a stranger to another part of the country?” By the time he finished, he was out of breath. He fixed his hat into place, then pulled on his gloves like a second skin—one that kept her from him—a visually painful piece of symbolism.

      Blinking back tears, she confessed, “I hadn’t considered that my family would blame the duke.” She turned doleful eyes on him. “Do you really think they will?”

      “I would.” His words were a short, clipped, staccato. “I do.”

      “You do?” She was incredulous.

      “You think because I work for the duke, I cannot be angry with him? I’m livid, Constance, if you had any doubt. And I may not return to Foxwood this year because of it.”

      “Then how shall I get home?”

      “I suggest you pen a letter and have a chaperone jolted across the countryside to pick you up. It will surely be a good two weeks before you can leave. We’ll just continue to stay out of each other’s way until then.” By the time he finished his tirade, his voice calmed. And then, as an afterthought, without conviction, he added, “If that suits you.”

      “Very well,” she whispered, a tear scorching a trail down her cheek.

      “Constance, I did not intend to make you cry.” He took a step toward her, his gaze softer, perhaps apologetic.

      “You needn’t worry about me, Mr. Campbell. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”

      Tears blurred her vision as she took for the house. Had he been seething like this for days? Was that why he’d not approached her? She’d ignorantly thought that because he’d buried himself in work, his temper had abated. She couldn’t help the tears he had seen, but she could help how he viewed her retreat. It was time to think about home. Let him tell his family whatever lie he wished. Right now she could think of nothing else but packing.
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      After luncheon, Constance sat at the little writing desk that graced the family parlor and penned the letter Mr. Derek had suggested. It was superfluous to begin packing bags at this juncture. With all the travel time, including the travel from the Campbells’ estate to post and from post to Foxwood, it was sensible to think it would take two weeks. Unless someone was already on their way.

      “Oh dear.” She swept the feather quill along her chin.

      “Oh dear what?” Morgan popped up behind her before she could cover the letter. Morgan didn’t seem the rude type that would overextend her welcome by eavesdropping on someone else’s note, but it took little to notice the bold request scrawled out—I require a chaperone immediately. Constance turned in her seat to see glossy raven hair woven together in two plaits on either side of Morgan’s pretty face. Still present was the girl in her, yet when she had worn the burgundy gown, that girl had all but disappeared into a woman.

      It reminded Constance that she was no longer caught in that wonderful in-between age. She was now a full-grown woman and didn’t particularly like it.

      Constance reached up and touched Morgan’s hair. “Lovely. Your hair is so stunning, Morgan. The color.”

      Morgan smiled, her eyes sparkling with the compliment. “Thank you. Wearing it plaited helps with riding. Your hair would plait beautifully.”

      She let the subject of hair create a buffer, drawing away whatever attention Morgan might have put on the half-written note. “I’m sure I’m too old for such a thing.”

      “And I am probably too young. Even so, it helps with riding.”

      “Stay young, my darling. If you’d like, I’ll show you how to wear a fashionable London chignon.”

      Morgan smiled prettily. “I would like that very much. Have you had many opportunities to wear dresses like the ruby gown?”

      Constance could not meet her eyes. She might have stretched the truth about the betrothal, but she’d never considered it an outright lie. But what she must tell Morgan was every bit a lie if she were to keep her identity from the Campbells. She had wondered how they would feel once they knew who she really was, but now that she’d decided to return home, they need never know. Mr. Derek could tell them what he pleased. It would not touch her life. Not again. The idea made her sad, but it couldn’t be helped.

      “Who are you writing?” Morgan asked when Constance didn’t readily answer her question about the gown.

      She slumped into a weary sigh, abolishing all hope that Morgan had not witnessed the letter.

      “I shouldn’t ask. It’s just that… Well, I wasn’t reading over your shoulder, but I saw the word chaperone.” The black-haired beauty now sat on the sofa, the padded arm holding her elbow and her chin resting in her hand. “Please don’t tell me you’re leaving.”

      “It’s nothing to concern yourself with, dear. I must leave sometime, and I’ll need a chaperone when I return home. Besides, putting the plans in order will take weeks, and we’ll have all that time together.”

      “I thought perhaps you were to travel with Derek to plan the wedding, and I simply can’t wait.” Her sentences often excitedly ran together, and Constance wished she felt a fraction of that excitement now. She had a week ago. Now defeat knocked at the door.

      Defeat and Cecily Campbell.

      When she noticed Constance working at the desk, Derek’s mother quietly walked across the room and summoned Morgan to leave. By the look in her eye, she had guessed at Constance’s challenging encounter with Derek this morning.

      “Derek can be hardheaded,” Mrs. Campbell began after Morgan quit the room. Her eyes turned soft and sympathetic. “I am sorry. I noticed you were upset when you returned from your visit with Derek this morning. Would you care to talk?”

      “You’re very perceptive, Mrs. Campbell. Only a lovers’ quarrel, I’m sure.” She cleared her throat uncomfortably. That word love in any form sent her mind racing.

      “He must know it is unacceptable to make you cry.” She waited a beat, then said, “Does he know that? That he made you cry?” Mrs. Campbell sat on the edge of the settee, leaning toward Constance as if she mentally took her hand and patted it.

      “Yes, he knows.” She shrugged, trying to smile convincingly. “I suppose it is as much my fault as his.” Constance subconsciously folded the letter, drawing Mrs. Campbell’s attention to the condemning paper.

      “Going home? You know you are welcome to stay as long as you like. I take it your family knows you’re here?”

      The woman wanted answers today, and it made Constance even more uncomfortable. She couldn’t very well tell her she’d come on a foolish whim. “I was writing home and requesting a chaperone be sent.”

      A brief silence lingered, and Mrs. Campbell seemed to lose track of the conversation, her eyes frozen on an unseen object across the room. She appeared deep in thought, and her mind’s trajectory worried Constance for a moment.

      “Constance, darling. Why don’t you take a nice walk? The property is vast and beautiful and edged by wonderful woodlands. I’ll have Ash mail your letter first thing in the morning. The afternoon air will refresh you.”

      She couldn’t argue. The idea alone refreshed her. And maybe the walk would clear her head and help her forget this morning’s conversation with Derek. Perhaps it would put things in proper focus and give her the strength to survive the following weeks.

      Constance left the house through the back door, went beyond the garden, and per Mrs. Campbell’s instruction, east toward a large oak tree, an apparent marker a half mile from the woodland. It was a long, mind-clearing walk. After what felt like an hour, she finally located the large, single oak in the distance. The air smelled of wild spring mustard, and the thick scent dulled her lingering jealousy. She’d tried to see it as an adventure. A lesson. Another perspective. It was the only way she could think to salvage this reckless trip.
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      Derek could not tear Constance from his mind. After a hard morning of work, he returned to the house, worn thin from their heated exchange, and decided to avoid all contact with Constance until dinner. It didn’t strike him as odd that he hadn’t seen her immediately, not even while he lugged a bucket of steaming water to his room for a bath. He hadn’t noticed her in the great room, nor heard her soft laughter in the parlor, and she was not in the kitchen—thank the good Lord.

      He didn’t know what to do with her. He couldn’t be around her more than five minutes before wanting to kiss her and throttle her all at the same time. It was true he avoided her company, if for no better reason than he wasn’t sure anymore whether he wanted her to go home. Even apart, there was something between them. Something tangible yet invisible. A powerful force that one might call fate, chance—he rolled his eyes—or Cupid.

      When he returned downstairs, dressed in a fresh, clean lawn shirt and soft buckskin breeches with his hair still wet, he offered a cursory glance around for Constance.

      “Are you searching for your bride-to-be, Derek?” his mother asked, her tone suspiciously offhand while she rested before dinner in the family parlor.

      “Not particularly,” he answered, but he couldn’t keep the interest from his voice. Or from his next question. “Where is she?”

      “I suggested she go for a stroll.” His mother didn’t look up from her needlepoint, just continued to jab the fabric and pull tiny, colorful threads up through the cloth.

      Derek made to take a seat, his mind uncomfortably preoccupied with Constance’s return. He bobbed a foot draped across his knee and fiddled with a newspaper.

      His mother leveled him with a stare. “Please, Derek, the paper rattling is getting on my nerves. What has you fidgeting?”

      He set the paper down and thrummed his fingers on the arm of his chair.

      “For heaven’s sake, go find her if you’re that troubled.”

      “I’m not troubled,” he said to his mother and then looked at the clock. “What direction did she take?”

      Putting aside her needlework, his mother sent him a disquieting gaze, then waved a hand as if they were having a casual discussion. “Oh, I suggested she stroll out to the oak—”

      “What!” Derek leaped to his feet. “When? The oak is at least three miles out.”

      His mother looked him straight in the eye, and without so much as an apology, she answered, “Two hours ago.”

      “Two bloody hours! And she’s not back? She could be lost in the woods, Mother. What were you thinking?” He heaved a loud breath and then rolled his eyes shut. “You are wicked, Mother. Wicked.”

      “Not at all. Are you going after her?”

      “Obviously. You don’t know her. She’s not used to the outdoors.”

      “She looked capable to me,” his mother said, then stood and put her things in a sewing basket as if she’d been passing the time while waiting for him to show. He had to admit it was a fine strategy.

      Derek’s chest pounded, the feeling almost painful. The jagged lump in his throat was definitely painful. This morning he’d jumped too quickly into frustration with Constance. He’d known it then.

      He was sorry now.
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      When his mother sent Constance for a walk, she might as well have planned his evening for him. By the time he reached the oak, his worry had turned to panic and his rushing pulse intensified with every hoofbeat. Constance was not a friend of nature.

      Anxiety churned like a million ants marching in his veins. He danced his horse around the perimeter until he located a trail of flattened weeds and tall grass that could have only been made by a human. The beaten path disappeared into the woodland.

      As lads, he and Rowan had once become separated in these woods, lost for an entire afternoon before their father found them. Their ears took a blistering all the way home for worrying their mother. It was that story that caused him the most concern, and finding her before nightfall became all important.

      The grass turned sparse, like a balding forest floor, under the trees’ dense shade. She couldn’t have gone far. He left the horse at the edge of the woods. The crackle of bramble and dried leaves under his boots made it hard to hear, so he stopped to listen every few yards.

      At the next pause, he shouted, “Constance!” The quiet continued until he took another step and called out for her again. “Constance!”

      This time he heard the sound of snapping twigs and then a shrieking yelp. A frenzy of palpitations thumped against his ribs. “Don’t move! Stay where you are!” he shouted again, afraid she had twisted an ankle or stepped on a sharp branch and punctured her slippers.

      Naturally, she chose not to follow directions. Coming toward him wearing a sage-green muslin dress, her shining metallic-blond head bent toward the forest floor, was Constance. She watched her feet while she gingerly waded through the brush, not paying heed to the branches she mindlessly pulled back. He lunged forward to snatch a tree limb as she let it go, catching it just before it thwacked her in the face.

      “Am I now to be subject to a search party just because I took a walk?” she asked, her voice a sharp edge.

      “Are you hurt?” Wounds were his first concern.

      “No. You startled me is all. I hadn’t expected to find anyone out here, least of all you.” She pulled a leaf from her tree-tangled hair.

      “I’ve been lost in these woods. I didn’t wish to see the same thing happen to you.”

      “Isn’t that kind,” she said with sarcasm, glancing up at him before moving past him for the unobstructed sunshine of the meadow.

      Walking directly behind her, Derek held back another branch, and they both stepped from the shade of the woods into the remaining late-afternoon sunlight.

      “I don’t require your help. Your mother gave perfect directions to this place, and I doubt I’ll have any problem finding my way back.”

      Derek had his doubts. Most of all, he suspected his mother’s interference. Like his grandfather, it was growing apparent that his mother adored his false fiancée and was now subjecting him to her ill-conceived plans. It made perfect sense that his meddling mother would send Constance on a walk that would later require him to search for her.

      “Your mother is the kindest of souls.” She avoided his eyes, instead making a show of fixing her hair. She slipped out the pin that held the loose twist, stuck it between her teeth, and continued pulling her fingers, like a comb, through the thick mass.

      Derek watched in silence. The heat of the day had worn down, but the sight of her delightfully tangled hair warmed his blood.

      With a quick twirl, she piled her hair back on her head, leaving sexy loose pieces curling about her neck, by her cheek, and along her jaw. Leveling him with eyes of granite, she continued, “I am not riding that horse with you if you had any delusions about returning me thus.”

      He looked behind him at the bay when she referenced as his horse. “No one is returning tonight, including the horse—just in case you had any delusions thus.”

      Her face was a fog of confusion now. “Whatever do you mean? I can walk back, Mr. Derek. I don’t require your assistance nor the assistance of your beast.” She spoke with assurance, but her brow creased with worry.

      “We can walk back to the oak as you wish,” he said calmly.

      She put him off pace so often that he sort of relished giving a little back. The confused expression she wore dulled any previous irritation with her. He was, however, still peeved by his mother’s interference.

      “I don’t believe I understand,” she said while following him along the forest’s edge. Everywhere he stooped to pick up a short log, she bent to see his face better. She repeated this so often that soon her hair fell from the clasp again. Clutching the pin in her fist, she waved it like a saber and queried a bit frantically, “Are you planning on telling me what you’re up to?”

      He gave her a dull glance, enjoying her chagrin, and then evenly loaded two saddlebags with logs. Constance scowled and continued to follow him. A common occurrence.

      “I’d prefer you guess.”

      “By the set of the sun, I would hazard you are planning to make dinner on an outside fire.”

      The grin he gave her at the conjecture showed up in her eyes as alarm, and her mouth fell open.

      “Has anyone ever told you that you are brilliant, princess?” Derek tightened the straps of the bags, tested their weight, and clucked to the horse to follow his lead. He walked with horse in tow through the tall grass, avoiding the winding path that Constance had initially made. It went without saying that the shortest distance between two points is a straight line—unless one considered Princess Whitmore’s talent for distorting the truth.

      He could hear her dainty feet clomping behind him when she lifted a knee higher than normal to make the pass over an unusually overgrown patch of field. Her skirts rustled through the brush, and he could hear her labored breathing. Whether she did that because of him or because the terrain was more difficult, he couldn’t tell. And then he felt sorry for her, turned on his heel, took two steps toward her, and picked her up. To his amazement, she didn’t protest.

      She curled a hand around his neck, holding tight while he cradled her in his arms, and tried his level best to avoid peeking at the line of her bodice now clearly in his view. And to top it off, she smelled of fresh linen and sunshine. Derek high-stepped it back to the path she had initially made through manageable low-lying grass.

      He carefully set her feet on the ground. “Is this better? Or do you need me to carry you all the way?” He meant it, asking with genuine sincerity.

      “You would do that?”

      Derek chucked her under the chin. One side of his mouth turned up. “If you needed it.”

      The realization took some of the bluster out of her, and her attitude brightened slightly. “Thank you,” she said softly. “I’ll be fine. It was only that my legs are too short for the tall grass, and you seem to manage it rather well.”

      They both began the trek back to the oak again, this time using the meandering trail she’d left through the shorter grass.

      “You know I may not be one with nature, but I am not averse to enjoying it, Mr. Derek. No matter what you may think of me.”

      “I’m fairly certain you don’t know what I think of you.” He tossed the comment over his shoulder. Unfortunately, he was far from understanding his own feelings at present.

      It didn’t require an answer, but Constance commented anyway. “Well, I assume most of the time you are annoyed or angry with me.”

      He glanced behind him. “And the rest?” He tempted fate with that question, but his curiosity was the least of his issues. His desire took the lead.

      “I don’t think I should say.”

      “Why? Does it fall outside your expert knowledge concerning men?”

      The oak was close enough to smell now, woody and nutty and fresh. The scent enveloped them. With a click of the tongue, the horse stopped, and Derek worked to undo the bags, strip the horse of tack, and let him go.

      Constance watched intently. “He won’t run off?”

      Derek shook his head.

      “How do you know?”

      Arrested in his current duties, he looked at her and chuckled. “Because I trained him. He’s headed for the small stream. Free to graze. I imagine he’s in a bit of heaven right now.”

      “Do all men feel that way? To wish the freedom to graze?”

      Her willy-nilly questions never ceased to catch him off guard. “He’s an animal, not a man. And a gelded one at that. As for a man, I suppose lopping off their bullocks would keep them around. Then again, perhaps marriage does that with one fatal slash of the blade.”

      “You speak very frankly. And I would argue that a man is also an animal.”

      He eyed her askance while making the trip between the small stack of wood and the firepit. “Scientifically speaking, you are correct.” He assembled the wood inside the pit that he and Rowan had built some years ago with a dozen small boulders. It sat far enough away from the oak not to be a hazard.

      “It’s nice to know we agree on something.” She sauntered closer, her hands behind her back. “This looks like a well-used spot. Do you come here often?”

      “Used to. Now I’m not here often enough.”

      “Are you truly going to cook dinner on that? I hope you don’t expect me to eat a snared rabbit or some other woodland creature like a defenseless squirrel.” She shuddered.

      “No.” He laughed outright, half turning on his haunches, resting an elbow on his knee. “I’m preparing it so that we don’t freeze tonight.”

      Constance’s eyes turned owlish while a fresh wave of discomfort passed over her face. “Tonight?” Her voice squeaked with panic.

      “It’s too late to ride back. Why do you think I came looking for you in the first place?”

      For a moment she looked wounded, as if seeking her company should be his only reason.

      “I would have made it back before dark had you not waylaid me.” She stared while he lifted one log and then another, piling them with care to produce enough oxygen underneath for the fire to breathe. “How long have you been planning this?” She gestured toward the firepit.

      “Evidently not long enough to have brought my own firewood, but my mother made sure to pack food. Maybe you should ask her the same question and pin those big accusing eyes on someone else for a change. Besides, I do not need lessons, Princess Whitmore, so you need not worry.”

      “You’re outrageous.” Constance pulled back, her voice dropping to a whisper as he leaped back on his feet, brushing at his breeches.

      He chose to ignore it. Then explained, “I came looking for you because when I left the house, I knew there was no way for you to return before dark. Unless you had already made it halfway home, which you had not. And the woods can be a frightening place.”

      “You have a horse. I’ve changed my mind about riding. We can go back now. Surely the horse can make it there before the sun sets.” She stepped backward, out of his way, as if he’d been ready to pounce.

      His answer was a look to the west and then a direct impassive stare back at her as the sun descended toward the horizon. “It’s a beautiful sunset. We can have a bite and watch the sky change color.”

      “But what of the horse, Mr. Derek?” She did her best not to sound frantic but failed.

      “The horse can eat what he likes. This is his buffet.” He stretched his arms wide to indicate the entire meadow. And then relented, his hands out in front to hold off the daggers she threw with one look. “As you were, please,” he said with a quick chuckle. “I can’t chance a ride back through the fields. Between rain, field mice, hedgehogs, and the like, the ground is riddled with potholes and not safe in the dark. And although you may not mind risking a twisted ankle, the horse cannot afford it.”

      Her eyes followed him. “You care a great deal for the horses, don’t you?”

      “I’m practical.”

      “Perhaps, but I’ve met some who are positively cruel to them. Men like to pride themselves on their Thoroughbreds and then run them into the ground for their pleasure.”

      “Has it occurred to you this might be why you don’t care to ride?”

      The question seemed to surprise her, and her gaze froze on him. “No,” she said simply. “It hadn’t.”

      Derek shrugged. “Something to think about.”

      He grabbed blankets from the bags and several small containers wrapped in napkins. Bread and cheese and dried fruit, accompanied by plum jam, enough to tide them over until tomorrow. The only thing he regretted at this moment was that he’d not included a bottle of wine. The sunset was breathtaking. They sat facing west on a log large enough to accommodate two people without touching. He carefully kept his distance but couldn’t help noticing her profile, her glowing, flawless skin, and cheeks like silky soft rose petals. When his gaze reached her mouth, he consciously pulled his attention back to the horizon.

      “It’s exquisite, the colors and the clear sky. I rarely see such a lovely backdrop. Most of the time I’m in the city, playing tea party with friends. If I’d known I was missing this, I think I’d have spent more time in the country,” she said in awe.

      “You were in the country when I met you.”

      She turned a beguiling smile on him. “Yes, Mr. Derek, spending all my time in the barn.”

      “Well, obviously. It certainly wasn’t the kitchens.” He tilted a grin at her.

      “That’s too bad of you.” Then she destroyed the reproving facade by flashing a smile. “I’m not allowed in the kitchens, and not for the reasons you think. When I was a girl, I had an unfortunate mishap with a knife.”

      He turned his head to look at her, leaning an elbow on his bent knee. “Cooking again?”

      “No. I was curious, not about cooking, just about the knives.” Her eyes grew round, and she gave a little shudder. “I’m rarely allowed to do anything dangerous. I know that surprises you.” She flashed him a teasing look. “So one day, when I found the kitchens empty and a knife left on the butcher block, I decided to see just why I was not allowed in the kitchens, and in an act of defiant stupidity—do not laugh—I cut my finger.”

      “How old were you?”

      She looked at the sky. “Twelve.”

      “And you couldn’t handle a knife?”

      She looked at him incredulously. “Did I not just say I was kept from all danger?” She turned back to the sunset. “Truth is, I’m rarely allowed to leave the house or roam the grounds without an escort.”

      “You’re never alone?”

      “Rarely.”

      He’d accused her of being spoiled, but perhaps he’d been too quick to judge. He couldn’t imagine being watched all the time and now understood why she forwent the activities at Foxwood and chose the private stables instead. His grandfather, no doubt, had purposely allowed her some much-needed time to herself. He was also confident that her parents would likely be angry over his negligence. This little trip could be the end of the duke’s longtime friendship with the Whitmores.

      “It did leave a scar if that gains me any pity on your part.”

      “Most people don’t want to be pitied.”

      “Most people don’t care enough to truly understand what other people want or need.”

      “Who are we speaking of?”

      She slanted him a look.

      “Let me see it.”

      “No, thank you. I’m not interested in your pity.”

      “Constance.”

      “Mr. Campbell, I am wearing my shoes; therefore, I am not in the mood to be treated with familiarity as if you know me at all.”

      That remark cut. He’d never met anyone like her. He’d assumed women like Constance wanted for nothing, including companionship, friendship, family. Feeling like a heel, he opened his mouth to say something, but she cut him off.

      Pointing to the horizon, she commented, “Oh look. The sun is winking. I guess that means good night, Mr. Campbell.”

      He placed a hand on her arm to keep her from standing. “Let me see it.”

      The line of her sweet mouth flattened with annoyance while she lifted her other hand, holding up her index finger with the pad pointed directly at him, square between the eyes like a target. She bent a brow.

      He had to squint to see the tiny scar. “That must have frightened you.”

      “Only the blood,” she said without emotion. “Since that day, I have been forbidden even to enter the kitchens. So you can see that I sacrificed more than my pride when I made that pie.”

      “I’m going to inform my mother to keep you out of the kitchens.”

      She paused for a long moment, a question between her brows. “Then who will cook for you, Mr. Derek?”

      “When we don’t get married? I imagine it will be me.”

      She put a hand to her throat. “Truth?”

      “Who do you think feeds me? Sultry country wenches?”

      She leaned into her arms, which were casually wrapped about her middle, revealing a fair amount of silky soft flesh above her bodice. He strove to concentrate on the winking sun.

      “You came a long way, Constance. Why? Why leave Foxwood for me?” He couldn’t look at her. He wanted the truth. His mood did not lend itself to more fabrications. He needed to know if her feelings ran deeper for him than he’d hoped. Or perhaps he’d find her tenacious attitude toward getting whatever she wanted took precedence. He would have bet real money on the latter, tamping down the flip his gut gave, thinking she might care for him. That was something he couldn’t afford to dwell on. And if Rowan hadn’t planted the ridiculous notion, he wouldn’t be reflecting upon it now.

      Fairly certain she had no problem with eager beaux every season, Derek couldn’t come to grips with why she’d chosen him to sink her teeth into. She thought him a servant. What if she knew the truth? Better yet—what would happen when she found out the truth?

      Here he had spoken of her lies when he had a few of his own. In his defense, she was the one who misinterpreted.

      He could see her turn a gaze upon him from the corner of his eye when she answered the question of why.

      “Because you didn’t say goodbye, and I thought I deserved at least that much.”
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      Constance was right. He’d kissed her to distraction before he left for Cornwall. He’d enjoyed every blasted minute of it too. Her legs wrapped around him, her skirts riding high on her knees. He could have taken her on his dining room table.

      Instead, he left. Without saying goodbye. How could he fault her for being hurt over something so inexcusable and, yes, a bit cowardly?

      The truth—his truth—was that he rarely trusted women of the ton. He’d indulged a few liaisons in his time, but nothing serious. Those women had been attracted to him because he was a laborer and perhaps because he was safe and more likely to be discreet.

      But none had followed him home or asked him for lessons in kissing.

      Constance, being the picture of the haut ton, should have been easy to figure out. But she was the damnedest mystery he’d ever wanted to solve.

      He stood and offered his hand. She didn’t take it, just sat watching him, like a dare. He left her sitting on a log to light a lantern. “Are you feeling chilled?”

      “A little.” She pulled her knees up and wrapped her skirts around them, watching him strike sparks from the flint and coax the fire. “Where… How do you sleep out of doors? I’ve never done this before.” Her voice wilted into a nervous whisper.

      “There’s another blanket, and the fire will keep the wolves away—”

      “The what?” she asked, alarmed.

      “They won’t bother us. You have a blanket. I have a blanket. And if you get restless—” You can always sleep with me. The thought came unbidden, but he said instead, “You can count the stars. I promise you’ve never seen so many, and the experience will be worth it. Even if it is a bit unconventional.” And then, because he couldn’t leave her to wonder about the wolves, he continued, “And by the by, there are no wolves.”

      Darkness closed in until the stoked fire drove it back, and he watched as Constance left the log and did her best to find a space opposite the subtle breeze and meandering smoke. The goal was to avoid the windswept ash. When she sat on the ground, her skirts ballooned about her, which she fought like a windmill. She wiggled around a bit, a hen in her nest of petticoats, then stole a glance his way. He considered her from where he lay on his blanket; his hands locked behind his head, the familiar comfort of a layer of soft grass beneath him.

      He wanted her in that godforsaken grass.

      Once again, he questioned his feelings for her. Their conversation this morning confused him. The fact she could spark a light of annoyance in him with one sentence befuddled him. But why?

      Because there were people in the world who believed that love was beneath them. And that upset him. Even more upsetting was the fact that Constance had chased him home with no such feelings at all. Passion is strong. It drives people to do all manner of things. So, if not love, what had driven her to do this? Why seek out a groomsman and then make believe an engagement existed?

      Her actions affected more than just him. The further he allowed this charade to go, the harder it would be for Morgan when she found out the truth. Not to mention the embarrassment for Constance.

      “About this morning, Mr. Derek,” Constance shouted over the crackle and hiss of the fire. “I would never do anything to hurt Morgan. She’s a lovely girl. I hope to have her at our home when she turns eighteen. She will fare nicely at her come-out ball.”

      And therein lay the problem. He couldn’t decipher whether she believed her lies. “Princess Whitmore, you know we are not engaged. And lying about it to Morgan has already hurt her.”

      “Why would you say that?”

      “If we’re engaged, where is the ring?”

      “I’m not asking about our engagement, you oaf… Why would you say I have hurt Morgan? That is simply not true.”

      “It’s interesting how you speak of truth. You deny the obvious lie: we are engaged. And then suggest that the actual truth is a lie: that your actions have hurt Morgan. That you have lied at all has hurt Morgan. She just doesn’t know it yet. But when we return from this little night out, you and I are going to have a talk with the whole family.”

      The shadows made by the fire added to the dark anger growing in her eyes. “Perhaps it is you who lies to your sister. Not I.”

      He could solve nothing more tonight by arguing with her, so he chose to work on a more current problem.

      “You know your dress will not survive the morning dew?”

      She refused to look at him and pulled the only blanket she had around her shoulders, then spread her hands before the fire.

      “Nor will it survive the night grass.”

      “It’s perfectly dry. There has been no rain in all the days I’ve been here,” she said with cool defiance.

      He shrugged, tugging his mouth to the side. It was of little consequence to him. “Grass is alive, princess. It may feel dry, but aside from morning dew, it is full of water, and your bottom crushing and grinding it into the earth will turn it into green pulp. I just thought you’d like to know.”

      She gave him a pointed look of exasperation but stood up all the same and flipped the blanket out, letting it fall to the ground. She twisted and brushed at her delightful bottom. “Well?” she said, noting that he was watching her. “Do you see grass on my skirt?”

      It reminded him of the morning in the meadow when she’d lain on the ground and then stood and asked him the same thing. He had thought her beautiful and refreshingly silly. Tonight he didn’t know what to think.

      “Or are you looking at something else, as you did that day at Foxwood?” Her eyes condemning, she dared him to deny it.

      “I think the bigger question is: Did you want me to look for grass that day at Foxwood, or were you flirting?” And then he couldn’t help adding to the palpable atmosphere. “Princess.” He had purposely changed tack to avoid an argument, and here he was getting himself into another one. Derek was hard-pressed to understand his motives anymore.

      “By all means, keep it up. The hole you dig yourself is almost big enough to bury a jackass,” she said and sat back down on the blanket. Without its warmth, she rubbed her arms brusquely.

      “Do I hear you calling me a jackass, princess?”

      “Absolutely. Only a jackass with an ego as big as yours would think I am flirting.”

      Immediately the chill in the air fanned through the fire, making it dance, and she rubbed her arms, shivering. Even from Derek’s perspective, the sound of her teeth chattering was clear. He watched her blatantly and shook his head because her next approach to the problem of warmth was something he would have never thought to do. Maybe it was genius.

      It was, without a doubt, provocative.

      And entertaining.

      Plainly uncomfortable with the current situation, Constance stood with her back to him, hiked up her skirts, fumbled with the ties at her waist, and then dropped the outermost petticoat in a pool at her feet. A makeshift wrap in less than two minutes. Amazing. But not enough. The fine bleached muslin, draped around her shoulders now, left an ample part of her arms still bare. All this and she hadn’t even tried to lie down yet.

      “Warm?” he asked, a tinge of merriment in his voice.

      All he got in return was a scalding glare. A long night lay ahead. Derek couldn’t help but validate that thought. “Eventually you’re going to tire of sitting.”

      “And this bothers you because?”

      He sighed and rolled to his feet. Stalking her, he watched her bright blue eyes widen with alarm. She rose from the blanket, still clutching the petticoat with one hand, visibly confused by his actions, and took an unsteady step backward. Explanations were often a time-consuming affair with her.

      He pressed a hand to her waist, encouraging her to move her feet off the blanket where she stood. Then he stooped, snatched up the blanket, and gave it a hard whip while she watched. He then tugged the petticoat from her clutches. “Thank you,” he offered.

      She appeared stunned. Robbed of words.

      The walk to his spot by the fire was no more than seven steps. Constance followed. He had expected nothing less and said nothing at all, just gently took her arm and guided her down onto his already warmed blanket. He rolled up the petticoat and stuck it under her head, then spread her blanket over the top like a woolen sandwich. She lay on her side, and he lay down next to her stiff, unyielding body, doing his best to keep from touching her.

      Constance cleared her throat. “This is warmer.” The matter-of-fact tenor of her voice sounded more forced than natural.

      Leaning on his elbow, he twisted her hair around his hand. What had been like silk was now coarse with fallen leaves, a bit of fire ash, an errant dandelion sprig, and it looked as if she’d lost an argument with a thistle bush. He pressed a handful to his nose and breathed her in.

      “Are you smelling my hair?” She didn’t turn but sounded indignant all the same.

      “Mmmm. Fresh earth and sky with a note of lemon zest.” He leaned over her. “It’s perfect. You should bottle it.”

      She huffed, almost knocking him in the nose as she swiped the hair from his fanned fingers, the tresses licking his palm. He released a rumble from his throat.

      “I wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for you.”

      “No? Where would you be, sweet?” Rubbing a hand down her arm, he played with the lace that edged her puffed sleeve while she held her hair like a rope.

      She shrugged. “Somewhere else.”

      He let out a low chuckle again. “I meant it when I said your hair smelled like heaven.”

      “You said perfect, not heaven.”

      He licked his lips, biting back his need to laugh, his body hanging on to a thin thread of self-control. “Better than heaven then.” He felt her relax an inch, her back falling against his chest. Sliding the hair from under her hand, he twisted it over the makeshift petticoat pillow. “It smells wild. Natural.” He traced a finger softly up her jawline, around her ear, stopping at the soft lobe, then gently rubbed it between his fingers. She tilted her head back, and he caressed the long column of her neck. As soon as he gave temptation a lead, brushing a soft kiss behind her ear, she threw her shoulder up against her neck, effectively dislodging him with a jolt to his chin. But what gave him pause was the unexpected giggle that bubbled out of her. Passion answered with laughter was not particularly good for his ego.

      Constance half turned to gaze up at him.

      “It appears I’ve lost my skill as a teacher,” he said into her eyes.

      Constance placed a palm against his cheek and rubbed. “It’s this. I don’t think I’ve ever touched an unshaven cheek. It rather tickles.”

      “Oh?” he asked with mischief, touching his cheek to hers, sliding back and forth. Her reaction was more laughter and her hands pressed into his chest. Derek took one wrist and pinned it over her head while taunting her with a half-tilted grin.

      “Don’t you dare.” Her eyes were wide with laughter, and when she shook her head again, he ran his tickling shadow of whiskers on the other side of her cheek, following the line of her jaw as he’d just done with his finger and then ended in the hollow of her throat. She squirmed with a spasm of giggles underneath the tickling scrub, and he grabbed her other arm, placing her clasped hands in one of his above her head.

      With a roguish tilt of his mouth, he bent to kiss the side of her mouth while she laughed. He nuzzled her neck, grabbing the opportunity to breathe in life from her. The giggles, the dirt, the grass, the woodlands. All of it cast a spell over him.

      “Mr. Derek,” she gasped, shrieking with pleasure. “If you keep this up, you are no better than Sir Langley.”

      Her eyes were still alight with delight when he went perfectly still. Derek let go of his hold on her wrists and stared at her for a long, silent minute. Pain, a wretched feeling, seized his heart unexpectedly. How could she compare him to Langley? This woman had a hold on him. She caused a myriad of passionate responses from ardor to anger in seconds.

      He realized Rowan was right. He must love her if she could hurt him this badly.

      He didn’t know how to go on.

      Pain did him no favors by stepping in and deciding for him.

      Constance slowly brought her hands down, her face a mask of apologetic understanding. Holding his gaze, she continued to regard him, worrying her lip.

      Derek scowled. “I don’t know, darling; I don’t recall Mr. Langley physically detaining you. You stood in the open with every way out.”

      A hand shot to her cheek as if he’d just slapped her. “The man had my back pressed into a rosebush,” she said indignantly. “You’re being mean.”

      “I’ve never been mean or cruel, and in general I’m not an angry person. Until I met you.”

      “Oh yes… I made you cruel,” she had the audacity to say.

      “No,” he retaliated. “You lied and made me angry—You want cruel, Constance? Then let me give you another lesson. Other women have enjoyed the same position you are in and liked it. My mistake, however. I apologize. Let me suggest the next time you find yourself in a compromising position, don’t look at the gentleman like you want to be kissed.”

      Her throat bobbed on a hard swallow. “What other women? A tavern wench named Penelope! And did she have a nickname too, like princess?” she bit out.

      He responded with a low growl. “Not a tavern wench. An actress, although I couldn’t say whether she was a better one than you are.”

      “Barbarian!”

      “And yes, my pet, I called her Penny.”

      “Penny? You called her Penny?” she said in disbelief.

      “And beautiful, and gorgeous, and lovely girl.” He could see his words stung, and Constance seethed with anger, her gaze lashing out at him. That she had hurt him so badly was his only excuse for saying such horrible things. He’d made her jealous. And worse than that, he’d done it on purpose because he wanted her and feared that she didn’t want him the same way. It drove him to act like the barbarian she’d called him. The phrase: the ton do not fall in love clanged repeatedly like a gong, again and again, in his caveman brain.

      Her eyes, such a shade of effervescent blue, were so perfect not even the storm in her could change that. “Are your shoes on?” She meant to remind him of their time in the meadow, her comment winding its way through his heart like a worm.

      “Yes.” He responded with quiet self-loathing.

      “Then good night, Mr. Campbell.”
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      The morning chill woke Constance. Even though she’d fallen asleep angry, she had been angry and warm. But then the warmth had left her lying alone on the ground with a blanket pulled to her chin, smelling of bergamot and mint and heartbreak. Her veins felt flooded with hot tears, but it was no match for the aching cold that seized her soul. Why had he said such hurtful things? She understood his fury. She truly did. Her comments had been ill-placed, hidden behind humor.

      Of course Derek was nothing like Sir Langley. But what she meant as a jest had come out like something cruel. The very thing she’d called him. She knew that he wanted her, but forgetting the way he’d treated her, the things he’d said, might prove impossible.

      Except why did she care? What did it matter? She wasn’t the type to fall in love. Was she?

      Sitting up, she glanced around. The fire still glowed with dying embers. The only hairpin left to her had gone missing yesterday. Forced to make do with finger-combing her hair, she twisted it to the side, pulling it over her shoulder, which reminded her of the beautiful way she’d felt when he complimented the tangled nest.

      There he was, next to the tree, readying his horse for their departure. He looked up, caught her eye, and cinched the saddlebag belt into place. He still appeared angry. Or perhaps merely disgusted, but with whom she couldn’t guess. There were only two possibilities. He was either angry with her or angry with himself.

      Constance folded the top blanket and set it aside, then unconventionally whipped her petticoat out in front of her, debating whether or not to put it back on. While she deliberated over her choices, Derek approached. He remained silent, saying nothing, then leaned over, swiping up the blanket she’d just folded. Next he put out his hand for the petticoat. He lifted a brow as if he questioned whether she’d planned to wear it back. She just shook her head, feeling awkward.

      He leaned forward, snatched it from her grasp, then packed it away with the other things. She retrieved the second blanket, folded it, and took it to him while he arranged the contents of the saddlebags to accommodate all the items. He clearly had a process.

      Without looking at her, he commented, “If you need some privacy this morning, there’s a stream just over that slope. I promise I won’t move from this spot.” Propping his forearm on the bay’s back, he laid his hand on the horse’s rump and directed his gaze at her for a reply.

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks felt like fire, if not for the conversation then because he’d finally spoken.

      When she returned, he was standing next to the readied horse.

      “You ride. I’d rather walk.” She needed the time alone to think.

      “You expect me to ride off without you?”

      “I see no issue. I walked out here by myself. I can walk back before nightfall.”

      “I can understand that you don’t want me to touch you, Lady Constance, but I will not leave you out here to walk alone. And I don’t have time for a leisurely stroll back. I have better things to do today.”

      She locked eyes with him. “Like what? Prey on gorgeous, beautiful, lovely girls?” Well, I guess that didn’t help. Derek’s cheek popped with intensity, his jaw working the muscle double time.

      His answer was to pull himself onto the horse’s back and respond in a slow, dangerously pleasant tone. “Give me your hand. Place your foot on mine for leverage, and I’ll do the rest.” He instructed her as if she were ten and he was schooling her in the finer art of riding.

      Constance just stood there, holding a frown, determined to keep his patronizing voice from sending her over the edge. Consternation set in her brow when he clucked his tongue and rode ahead, leaving her standing slack-jawed. She had no mind-wandering urge for a long walk this morning. What propelled her forward was the thought of checking on Mr. Campbell’s progress in posting her letter requesting a chaperone. With any luck, the extra-long, determined stride would catch her up with Mr. Derek. He had the horse walking like a turtle.

      He soon halted, his expression bored, and held out his hand again. This time she took it. Leveraging her foot on his, he pulled her into a sitting position directly in front of him. Comfortable was not the word to describe it. The last time she shared a ride with him, she’d felt safe, comfortable, and stable. He had wrapped an arm around her waist and pulled her against him—a far cry from this bumpy, jolting, poor excuse for a ride. Riding with no saddle, he sat only inches from her, but it felt like a mile.

      Constance fought every hoofbeat. With her unable to match the rhythm, her bottom popped up and down, and her back jarred and twisted because she could not anticipate the next step. She expected a bruised rear end by the time they arrived at the house. Sitting just this side of the withers, she felt it when the horse bounced again, throwing her off-kilter. She hastily grabbed for the horse’s mane.

      “Would you like some help? Since it does come with my offensive touch, I didn’t want to cross any boundaries and send you into a swoon.” Exasperation filled his every word.

      Constance turned her head with the full intention of bestowing one of her finest looks of hauteur, but the horse was having none of it. As soon as she shifted to face Derek better, she lost all hope of staying in her seat. The only thing within grabbing distance this time was Derek. Launched into his chest, she hung to his arms and tried to steady herself. The muscles under his shirt flexed against her hands, and for a moment she wanted to touch his skin.

      He crossed the reins over the neck of the horse just long enough to enfold her in an embrace, pulling her back, settling her up against him, and positioning her between his powerful thighs. When she no longer bobbled, he removed his arms and took up the reins again, careful not to touch her.

      But then he didn’t have to. His legs were in constant contact, their warmth penetrating layers of skirting.

      Most of all, it worked.

      The deafening silence made the thud of her heartbeat sound like thunder in her ears. She jumped when Derek spoke.

      “I apologize you were forced to sleep outside last night. I’m sure it’s improper for privileged ladies of the ton to spend so much time out of doors. Freckles and all that.”

      She could feel his legs tense when he spoke, like it took every inch of control to keep him from saying more.

      Was he truly picking another fight with her?

      “If I had hoped for anything less, I’m sure I wouldn’t have strayed so far,” she relented.

      “In the same way you strayed into my stables weeks ago? What were you hoping for then?” He rattled her with that question.

      She looked at him askance. “What do you mean? I told you why I came to the stables.”

      “That first day, yes,” he said, refusing to look anywhere but straight ahead. And then he turned those fathomless, stormy blue eyes on her. “But the next day… Why?”

      While she contemplated that, he continued. “Am I your pet project? Did you expect me to fall all over you with flowery words and then let you lie me into an engagement? And then what?” he spoke relentlessly, unwavering and not giving up any distance so that she might speak. “Would you have dragged me to your home and introduced me to your family? Oh, I’m sure your father would have adored having a groomsman for a son-in-law.”

      “You’re being unfair.” Her heart pounded painfully. Her eyes burned.

      “Am I?” he mocked. “Am I being too un-ton-like for your tastes? Luckily, it doesn’t matter that in all your lessons, I didn’t give you one on love since your kind believe the notion beneath them. And if that’s true, I have little doubt that your father would have thrown me out before you even got out of your mouth that I was not just a groomsman but head groomsman.”

      Her stomach hurt with each painful blow.

      “And if head groom does not suffice as a noble enough title, maybe shepherd will. We can defend my position with biblical illustrations—like David was a shepherd king, and he killed Goliath—that should do nicely.” His words taunted and stung.

      “Why,” she whispered. “Why say these things now?”

      “Because,” he railed at her. “You are sitting here stone-faced, silent, without an ounce of feeling!”

      She gasped at the idea he would suggest she had no feelings. “My feelings are plenty.”

      “Wonderful. I’m thrilled.” Harshness spilled out of him.

      “For instance, I have some potent feelings about Penny! Is that strong enough for you?” She managed to give a little back. However, it did nothing to help her. It just caused her more embarrassment that he should know that this unknown woman could grate under her skin. Anger and jealousy are fitful dictators.

      “And what about Lord Richfield?”

      “Mitchell?” She all but choked. Where had that come from?

      “I would hope that your calling him by his Christian name means you know him well enough to ask him to dance, as he informed me you did the last I saw him. Does that not break a few of your precious ton rules?”

      Could it be that he was jealous of… the Earl of Richfield?

      “Lord Richfield is a good friend of my brother’s. The two play billiards and gamble, although they don’t know that I know. Besides, he’s a rake like you,” she finished sarcastically.

      “And your brother? What about him? Evidently you think every male is a rake.”

      “Nicholas is the worst kind of rake. He thinks he’s a proper gentleman.”

      “You’re all so civilized. Amazing.” He smirked. “They’re all rakes, and you’re a master manipulator. A lovely little liar who thinks this is all going splendidly.”

      All that accomplished was to remind her of yesterday morning when this pointed argument had begun.

      Constance’s good sense spiraled out of control, sending her into a tumultuous pit of ire. A place she had never visited before. Her blood boiled, and she couldn’t grasp the moment it started. Except, after she’d compared him to Langley—admittedly an idiotic thing—all hell broke loose.

      No, on further contemplation, it began when she suggested that their engagement was coming along nicely. Then again, how could she be angry with him when he didn’t consider them engaged in the first place? For her, it began with Penny. Perhaps his feelings for the lustful actress went deep.

      Her gaze fell back to him. Sitting sideways, it wasn’t difficult. “Everyone hears what they want to hear, Mr. Derek. That’s why perception is always changing. And why it always rules reality. Now, I would love to hear you argue that.”

      “You are a master manipulator, as I’ve already said, and a lovely little liar—that is my perception.”

      “Thank you for saying I’m lovely.”

      His eyes fought a losing battle to hang on to his seething anger, turning from positively glacial to a warm relenting. The corners even creased a little. “That comment is precisely what I’m talking about, princess. It was not a compliment. This is part of your strategy to avoid focusing on the real issue.”

      “I do not have a strategy. And your use of the word princess is derogatory.”

      A shameless smirk appeared on his tanned face while he continued to pin her with deceptively charming eyes. And he said… nothing, just delved into her transparent jealousy with silence.

      “If I am a lovely—a word generally known as a compliment—liar, as you say I am, then by all means, confess to me why you haven’t told your family I lied. You keep speaking to me of these lies, but I find it odd that the subject is so unimportant that you would leave it to me to tell. Why would you do that, I wonder?” She searched his eyes.

      He met her gaze with a piercing chill. His mouth pressed into a biting line, making her want to kiss him. “Indulge me just for a moment and stop asking questions in order to sidestep questions you don’t wish to answer.”

      It was a challenge he threw at her, and she could see that he didn’t expect her to accept it. “As you wish. Ask me what you will.”

      He heaved an impatient sigh. “Why did you come all the way to Cornwall to tell my family we were engaged?”

      “Because I know what it takes to get everything I want, Mr. Derek.” She said that with pride, refusing to be daunted by his judgment. But there was none, only unmitigated shock at her statement. She took a deep breath. “Now I’m not sure what I want. But I do know one thing, Mr. Derek, you are not without flaw.”

      His eyebrow arched, daring her to continue. “I don’t recall saying otherwise. But now you have me curious.”

      “You are a man afraid of change.”

      “Oh?” It would seem he had not expected that turn.

      “Yes.”

      “I live in two worlds. What is my supposed fear?”

      “That you may have to choose. You think you want to marry a country basket weaver. Someone who won’t challenge you or defy you. Someone who likes to wear trousers and ride horses and isn’t afraid of bugs and snakes and wild animals. Someone who can bake a pie from rote.”

      At the mention of the pie, the smile he had buried yesterday burst from one corner of his mouth, resulting in a disarming half grin.

      “And someone who can help expand your business here in Bodmin because you think you want this, but you can’t afford to leave your work at Foxwood behind. You know the difference between you and me?”

      “I’m fairly certain I know the difference.” His eyes softened, and the muscle in his cheek relaxed, but Constance couldn’t afford to be distracted.

      “Don’t be smug—the difference is that I was willing to give up my title, my home, the routs and parties, the ball gowns, and that surprises you, Mr. Derek, because you think I’m a shallow, spoiled aristocrat. Isn’t it interesting to find that your country snobbery outweighs this socialite’s pretentiousness?” she finished, energized.

      “What could you possibly know about country snobbery when you spend your life in the city—?”

      “I live in England. Do you not know the meaning of the word country? And to think, with your extensive education a simple word like country fails you.”

      “You think me a snob because I live here, far from London, on the unacceptable outskirts of your precious England?” he asked, surprised, not expecting that.

      “Certainly.” She didn’t waver. “Do me a courtesy, marry your Penny or Martha or June. Make yourself happy and let them make your choices for you like all brave men do.”

      Irritation weeded its way back into his eyes. They had all but reached the stables and the end of this uncomfortable conversation. “You wouldn’t be happy here, Lady Constance.”

      “Do not, for one moment, assume you know what makes me happy, Mr. Campbell. You missed those obvious mile markers a long time ago.” Now she was on a roll, she couldn’t stop.

      “I never wanted to marry Penny, Constance. You begged for a name back at Foxwood, and now you’re sorry you have one. I can’t help that.”

      She stared at him, baffled by his idiocy. “How do you do it?”

      “What?” He slid from the horse, ready to help her down.

      “Sweep women off their feet?”

      He grabbed her around the waist and lowered her to the ground. “What women?”

      Constance batted his hands away. “Exactly. Your talent for conversation eludes you. Stick to kissing, something you’re good at—just a little lesson from me to you. Now hopefully we’ve both learned something.”

      She smoothed her impossibly rumbled skirts.

      “Constance, look at me.” He sighed. “I must make a delivery today. Just do me a favor and don’t talk to anyone until I get back.”

      “Lovely,” she said. “Do me a favor, Mr. Derek.”

      “What?”

      “Don’t talk at all—you’re rather nice-looking when you’re not speaking.”

      She turned on her heel and left him there looking like a buffoon.
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      Yesterday Constance left the house to refresh her sagging mood, only to return a day later with stewing anger. It was a pot filled with resentment, confusion, pain, and life-sucking jealousy. This could not be the way people were meant to live. Thank goodness she had been raised to discourage the kind of affection that destroys people and tears them apart. She guarded her heart against it, and her good sense and manners kept her safe.

      Only she didn’t feel safe. She felt out of control. She felt scared for the future. She felt her nerves unravel.

      She felt… undone.

      As undone as her frightfully tangled web of hair. She snuck up to her room like a leaf blowing up the stairs, silent and smelling of the earth. And him.

      Finding her room, then a mirror—big mistake—and then sighting her trunk, the lid open like a trained seal waiting to be fed, set her in motion. She took the time to clean up, change her clothes, and put her trunk to rights. The thump of the heavy leather-bound lid and the sound of the brass latch were familiarly satisfying. She realized her awkward absence would need addressing. Combing out her tangled hair gave her sullen mood time to settle. When everything looked in order again, she tiptoed from her room, braced herself at the top of the stairs, then descended, intent on meeting Mrs. Campbell head-on. Truth and all.

      Before the last step, she stopped to adjust her dress and gather courage. A tug at her bodice to ensure modest coverage and finger pleating her skirts so they looked crisp and fresh gave her a moment to shake off the anxiety that came with telling the truth. Which only reminded her that telling the truth had cost her the season and gotten her banished to Foxwood in the first place.

      Mrs. Campbell stood, closing her book without so much as a page marker, leaving Constance with the impression that she hadn’t been absorbed in her book at all. In fact, the way Mrs. Campbell laced her hands together waist-high was a sure sign that she’d been waiting for her.

      Constance wet her lips. “I didn’t mean to interrupt you.”

      “Nonsense,” Mrs. Campbell said. She stepped aside, indicating that Constance should sit with her. “I apologize for yesterday. The walk to the oak isn’t all that close, and for someone unfamiliar with the terrain… Well, I don’t know what I was thinking.”

      Constance had her doubts, but conveying them would be rude. Besides, she imagined Mrs. Campbell had plotted the encounter for her own reasons. Not for harm. “I appreciate your sending food.” She forced a smile and hoped she appeared at ease.

      “Please know, darling, I wouldn’t have considered sending Derek if I’d thought he wouldn’t behave.”

      Constance placed a hand over Mrs. Campbell’s and replied genuinely, “He did, Mrs. Campbell. Derek has always been a gentleman. Truthfully, I’m thankful you sent him. I had not considered there might be wild animals in the woods.”

      An awkward silence followed. Constance made a visual sweep of the room, feigning interest when her gaze fell on the leather-tufted arm of the sofa they sat on. There were things she needed to know. And answers she desired before making her next move.

      As bizarre as the silence was, it could not match the peculiar jump into a subject that shouldn’t be spoken in open parlors or with those who weren’t your mother.

      “Mrs. Campbell,” she blurted, unable to meet her eyes. “Do you love your husband?” Constance quickly amended. “I know it is ill-mannered and silly to ask, but—”

      “But nothing. It’s not a silly question. And yes, I do love him very much. Are you going to try to convince me you don’t love my son?” Although the question was prying, she’d asked it gently.

      Constance shook her head. The action was not an answer, just a reaction to a question packed full of confusing emotions.

      “It’s all right to be honest with me. I will not judge, Miss Whitmore.” Her eyes were penetrating but kind.

      Constance eyed her from under her lashes and then picked the mantel clock across the room to rest her gaze. The second hand ticked relentlessly. The sound grew louder with each mark. In the same way, her life had ticked by at the same pace, perfectly timed, until now. She had been so sure when she arrived, but now her heart felt unsettled, always thumping madly in a race she hadn’t expected to run.

      “The truth is, Mrs. Campbell… I don’t know.” Constance turned her searching gaze back to Derek’s mother. “There are things that you and Mr. Campbell do not know about me.” She took a deep breath, feeling her next words would condemn her forever.

      “Your son and I—we aren’t engaged.” Constance waited for a gasp, but none came. “And I am Lady Constance Whitmore. My father is an earl and my mother a countess.” Her shoulders heaved with a deep sigh. “I met Derek while visiting the Duke of Foxwood, His Grace, Julian Montgomery. The duke was a faithful friend to my grandfather, and my parents entrusted him to watch over me for the rest of the season, which is why I have a ball gown in my trunk. At home, I have dozens of them. It would please me very much to leave the red one with Morgan. But I will understand if that’s not acceptable.”

      Before she could continue, Mrs. Campbell interrupted her confession. “Lady Constance.” She smiled, addressing her correctly. It sounded so natural, the way she said it. “Did you and Derek have a talk last night? And did he make any confessions of his own?”

      “We had a… loud discussion.” Her eyelashes fluttered quickly, as if she could avoid the truth by blinking it away. “He has been insisting I tell the truth since I arrived. And he’s right. I must clear my flailing conscience before I return home.”

      “And what about his?” Mrs. Campbell said.

      She seemed upset, but Constance had the feeling it had more to do with Derek than with her lies. It was a curious puzzle, but she had no intention of putting it together or asking after it. It was possible Mrs. Campbell suspected Derek loved her, but Constance knew differently. Besides, the ton do not fall in love. That was something his mother could not understand, and she didn’t wish to spend the time trying to explain that bit of embarrassing truth to her.

      Constance blinked her curiosity back and refused to contemplate further. “He has done nothing wrong. It’s been me all along. I have—as is my apparent habit—misinterpreted the situation. I want you to understand that. It’s important to me. Derek never asked me to marry him.”

      Derek’s mother sat quietly next to her, the picture of poise, not betraying any sign of shock or judgment. And Constance wondered if she had heard her.

      “You do understand?” Constance asked when it didn’t appear Mrs. Campbell meant to answer her.

      Mrs. Campbell shook her head as if to clear it. “What I understand is that Derek cares for you.” She smiled, then leaned in and patted Constance’s hand. “I can see you don’t believe me, but I know my son. Furthermore, I know something must have happened for you to believe he would be more than receptive to your calling on him. This is a long way to come on a whim.”

      “You’re right. It was a long way. The foolish way. And it’s time for me to own my mistakes.” She raised her brow, and her eyes followed as if a string connected them. She swallowed the unrelenting sob laddering up her throat. This next part would be difficult, but it had to be done. “I’ve packed and am ready to leave, but I need a ride into the town. From there, I can hire a post coach and purchase a ticket home. I have more than enough funds for my return. Perhaps Mr. Campbell would be so kind as to provide transportation to town. Only if he has time.”

      “Wouldn’t it be prudent to wait for Derek to return and have this discussion with him? Besides, you need a chaperone. If your father is a peer, he will demand it.”

      “My father isn’t here,” Constance said with finality. “And I alone am responsible for my debacle. My father will come to understand it.” She realized then that Mrs. Campbell might think her father an ogre, or worse, abusive. “And I assure you, he will be angry, yes, but he is a good man. A good father. The worst punishment for my foolishness will be to my pride. I’ll be fine, Mrs. Campbell.” Her smile wobbled, not because she doubted her words but because she would miss this family. She wouldn’t allow herself to miss Derek. But Morgan, his mother, his father, and even Rowan, them she missed already.

      For now the only thing on her mind was removing herself, her raw, exposed emotions, and the tears she refused to shed, from the house before Derek returned.
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        * * *

      

      It was no small task convincing Derek’s father to escort her to town. His stubbornness rivaled his son’s. But Constance would not be put off. When she announced she had no problem waiting on the road for a passing farm cart, Mr. Campbell relented. He insisted on seeing her checked into the nicest hotel and then graciously arranged for her to leave on the morrow. After that, she’d be on her own.

      Mrs. Campbell was correct when she suggested her father would be livid with her for traveling alone. Four or five days ought to be enough to devise a solid plan for waylaying his temper. Maybe. She had little doubt that spending the rest of the season locked in her room was a given. Foxwood had been a lovely reprieve from the antics of a London season, but she’d managed to get into more trouble in the country than she’d ever accomplished in the city.

      The service at the hotel was unmatched. In no time, a tub was filled with steaming water, and she melted into it, eyes closed, letting the heat lift the burdens. She lay there, going over each moment of the past week. Where it went wrong. Where it went right.

      The column of things having gone awry was quite long, and every entry her fault.

      Why had she come? Why had she done this foolish thing?

      She had powerful feelings for Derek, but had they been strong enough for this bit of spoiled, stubborn behavior? So what did it matter if he’d left without saying goodbye? They came from different worlds. Maybe he was right that she had been attracted to him because he was off-limits and wouldn’t be a threat. And here she was, no better than him because she’d left his home without saying goodbye.

      But her heart ached. Pain radiated from the middle of her chest and infiltrated every nerve ending like an army, intent to search and destroy, rubbing against every good feeling and erasing it. And she needed her feelings erased. She couldn’t take this pain home.

      Derek had it in him to care for other women. She was nothing special. He didn’t learn how to kiss so effectively by not practicing on someone like Penelope. And it wasn’t just Penny. Morgan had alluded to other women. How many had chased him as she had? How many had caught him? None.

      “You can have all the dilly-headed females who will take you, Mr. Derek,” she said to an empty room and then dried away the frustration, rubbing her skin with the linen towel as if she could rub out the memories of the week. She wanted new skin. New feelings. No emotions. But all she did was increase the pain.
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      The town’s streets came alive with the dusk, and the saloon across from the hotel seemed to be a favored spot. The telltale sign of men coming and going from it was proof enough, and Constance rightfully decided it was time to quit the public dining room.

      She took the key from her reticule and let herself into her hotel room. It was painted white with wainscoted wintergreen trim that matched the counterpane and the curtains. As soon as the door shut, she removed her hat, tossed it on the bed, fussed with her hair, and folded her fine lace shawl with little yellow flowers woven in for a soft touch. She placed it gently in her trunk and pulled out a tan traveling costume accented with dark brown piping. Intent on packing before bed, she readied her things, laying the traveling suit over the trunk’s open lid. She placed a pair of soft kid gloves within reach and left out her short walking boots.

      The night maid rapped on the door. Mr. Campbell had reluctantly left Constance and, worried for her, had only agreed to leave after arranging for the housemaid to check on her.

      “Who is it?” she called to be safe before opening the door to a possible stranger.

      “It’s a man. He’s over six feet tall with black hair and a sweeping mustache.”

      The deep, resonant tenor of Mr. Derek’s voice permeated the door, vibrating through her in a panicked flutter. What in heaven’s name was he doing at the hotel, knocking on her door? Didn’t he know what an impossible position he’d put her in just by doing so?

      “You’re ridiculous,” she called through the door. She couldn’t seem to stop the smile that developed over the description of a mustache though. And then she couldn’t stop imagining him with one. The picture of Derek sporting such an affectation would have made her laugh if she weren’t so angry with him.

      She pressed her ear to the cold painted surface of the raised-paneled door, listening intently, unsure whether she should allow him access to her room, her heart, her company. All of it.

      She heard nothing.

      She tried again. “How did you know I was here?”

      “If you open the door, I’ll tell you. I don’t think it prudent to leave me standing in the corridor, do you?”

      He sounded normal. Not particularly rattled. Definitely not angry. A folded piece of paper, sliding halfway under the door, tapped her slipper. She picked it up. It was a note from Mr. Campbell to his son explaining that he should meet him at the hotel posthaste. Evidently his father had left the note before he escorted her to the hotel.

      She pressed an ear to the door again. Thirty seconds of complete silence was all she could manage. Inching it open, she peeked her head out, but the hallway appeared empty.

      Suddenly a familiar, tanned hand shot out from virtually nowhere and grabbed the edge of the door while she squelched a scream and tried without hope to shut it again. He had been standing to the side against the wall—sneaky man.

      “I just wish to say a few things and then I’ll leave.” He let go of the door when she stepped back, but he didn’t try to come in.

      The first thing that registered was that he indeed looked worried she wouldn’t comply. And, curiously, crossed over his chest was a leather strap connected to a satchel. The kind that holds files.

      He leaned a forearm against the doorjamb, a casual move for sure, and a decidedly roguish one as well. The scoundrel. Did he know how boyishly handsome he was, leaning against her door, his booted feet not crossing the line?

      “I will not barge in. Either you invite me in, or we can continue speaking through doors and give the capable maid service something to gossip about tonight.”

      Constance pulled her mouth to the side, feeling her eyes roll. She bit her lip, noticing the satchel again, wondering about its contents, then gazed up and met his eyes. He casually flipped the hand hanging from his wrist, the one that held up the doorway, while his other hand rested on his hip. He couldn’t look any more dashing if he tried.

      When she continued her silence, he let his head fall back on a loud, exasperated sigh, gathering what she could only assume was patience. It took all her patience to rein in her wandering eyes from gazing at the long, tanned column of his throat.

      “I concede.” His gaze pinned her, but not with severity. “I thought I told you to wait for my return before you spoke to anyone. Do you know how dangerous it is to travel alone?”

      “Is that really what you came here to say, Mr. Derek?” she asked, her speech empty of cadence or inflection of interest.

      “No, indeed not.” He straightened. His voice softened. “I came to apologize for last night.”

      Constance shot a covert look around the door while she grabbed hold of his arm and did her darndest to haul him inside. No small feat. He was a powerful man, and her fingers didn’t come close to making a grip on the flexed muscles of his arm. It would have been futile if he hadn’t stepped in voluntarily, but he followed her lead, almost tripping over the threshold. The door rested in its frame with more force than she intended, and Derek looked at her in surprise.

      “What’s the matter with you, suggesting that we’d spent an evening together? Anyone strolling the corridor might have heard.”

      “You’ll recall I recommended that you invite me in, but you left me hanging in the hallway like a beggar.”

      “That’s an even worse thing to say.”

      “I don’t think anyone can hear me… anymore,” he said in an exaggerated, hushed tone. “Besides, whether I stand in the corridor or stand in here, I’m not leaving until I’ve said what I’ve come to say.”

      Taking one significant step back, she folded her arms over her chest, a weak shield against his penetrating good manners.

      “Would you care to sit?” he asked.

      “No.” She clasped her fingers tighter over each arm and steadied her mouth into a straight line. “You wished to say something, so say it. I’m listening, but my patience will not last forever.”

      “I understand—”

      “Do you?” There was no way she would make this easy for him. The past two days had been the most awkward, humiliating, and difficult days of her life.

      “Yes,” he said. “In fact, I do understand.”

      “And what does that mean exactly?” Now her hands were on her hips. “That I have run your patience thin so often that you would understand the feeling?”

      “I cannot deny that your statement rings a little true.”

      Crossing her arms again, she grasped her elbows painfully, feeling her fingernails bite into her skin. “Lovely. You have such a nice way with words, Mr. Derek. Have I ever told you that?”

      “Actually,” he said, amused, “I think you’ve told me just the opposite. Regardless, I’m going to give it a shot, but I think it might be more comfortable if we sit.”

      “How brave you are,” she said mockingly. “I’d rather not sit. And if you’re interested, I have spoken with your family, told them your truth, and now I find following directions spewed by you is something I lack the will for.”

      He scratched his head, running his long fingers through thick waves of coal-black hair, and looked confused. “I will not say the obvious, like you have never had the will for following directions because if you did, you would have listened to me when I left you at the house this morning.” He finished with eyebrows raised.

      “Oh yes. When you commanded I say nothing until your return. How surprising. I suppose you expected me to stay in my room all day after you’d just berated me over all the lies I’d told when you’ve done nothing but demand that I confess my crime against you and your family since I arrived.” The words poured from her until she hadn’t the breath to continue. The conversation had worn her defenses down, and she had to stop because that last bit came out thick and full of unshed tears.

      She put a hand to her feverish forehead, feeling less focused. “I think I will sit.” Before she completely settled herself, she added, “But only because I choose to.” She sat at a table in front of a sparkling window overlooking the front of the hotel.

      His mouth shifted to hide a grin, and Constance couldn’t spare more than a brief glance because it just added to her heartache.

      “I wish you had listened to me and not told them anything,” he said tenderly.

      She didn’t move her head but raised her eyes to his and blinked several times, thoroughly perturbed.

      Derek dug into the inside breast pocket of his coat and pulled out something shiny. He leaned close to her and placed it on the table. The band of gold clacked against the polished wood, and he pressed it down with a finger, sliding it slowly toward her.

      “What’s that for?” she whispered.

      “For you. I figured since we were engaged, you ought to have a ring.” He shrugged, placing his hands in his pockets and rocking back on his feet. “And, I suppose, if you’re inclined to break the engagement, you should have a ring to throw at me.”

      “It’s beautiful. Why would I throw it?” Engraved with an Irish braid, the wide gold band was simple and lovely, and she wondered where and when he’d acquired it.

      He rubbed his neck awkwardly. “Just a guess.”

      Refusing to touch it, afraid she might try it on for size and never take it off, she held her hands in her lap and leaned over the table to examine it as if it were rare. And perhaps it was.

      “I have a few things I need to tell you, and when I’m done, you can either keep the ring or give it back. It’s up to you, of course. I’m honestly not sure which you’ll choose.”

      “Am I to believe that you have some horrible confession?”

      He opened his mouth to respond and stopped, his breath ragged, and worry formed on his brow. He was nervous. That alone gave her pause.

      “Maybe you should sit,” she suggested.

      He did, directly across the little table. With a firm, masculine hand, he pressed the floral arrangement aside to see her better, and Constance sat back in her chair, not quite ready to soften her heart but curious.

      “Do you remember our conversation yesterday morning?”

      She nodded, her eyes blank and unrelenting.

      “I asked if you realized that your words might hurt people.”

      She swallowed hard, an unwelcome knot of pain in her throat. “Did I hurt you?”

      “Yes. You did.” He breathed a sigh of relief at the admission and rubbed his jaw. “I knew you would never purposely hurt Morgan or my family… But maybe me.” A half smile appeared despite the thumb pressed against one side of his mouth. His elbow rested on the arm of the chair.

      “Regardless of what you think of me, Mr. Derek, I am not in the habit of hurting people.”

      He broke into a full grin. “I love it when you call me that.”

      She raised a brow. “It is often said that women are the more confusing sex. But you have completely baffled me today.”

      “Then let me try to shed some light.”

      “How did I hurt you?” She couldn’t wait any longer for him to explain.

      “You left me.”

      “How dare you put that on me. I never left you. On the other hand, you have done your damnedest to leave me behind since the day I met you.” She let the accusation fly and land where it may. No way would she sit there and be blamed for leaving when he’d hoped for it all along.

      “Against my better judgment—”

      “May I suggest you tread lightly? Your judgment is in question.” She batted away the broken stem of a yellow rose hanging willy-nilly from the vase he’d pushed aside and then added, “And what the devil is the smirk for?”

      He had difficulty biting back a silly grin, and that damned arched brow made him look like a rogue. “I take it by your language that you’re angry?”

      “No. My vocabulary has been ill-affected from mingling with unmannered stablemen for too long.”

      “I’m just glad you’re arguing with me. And might I add that I’m not a stableman, princess.”

      “You’re glad that I’m arguing with you?” She blinked several times, then added sternly, “And do not call me princess again. Ever.”

      His mouth hitched to the side. “Hmmm, then what would you like me to call you?”

      “A post chaise.”

      He shook with suppressed laughter and scratched the side of his nose for distraction.

      “You’re not funny, Derek.”

      He sobered, but only a little. “No, I don’t imagine I am. But you, my dear, are.”

      “Wonderful,” she breathed. “Why are you here? Surely not to harass me.” She raised an irritated brow and pursed her lips into a little bow. His comment reminded her of the words he had said to her on that first day. “I think it’s uncouth that you should pick fights, I might add.”

      “You and I seem to be at our best when we are uncivil. At least you tend to communicate honestly when your ire is on the rise.”

      “Well, by all means, ask me anything. According to you, I’ll be forced to answer truthfully, which is something I have difficulty with otherwise—also according to you.”

      His eyes turned notably soft, and the slight tilt of his head spoke volumes. “Will you forgive me?”

      She could feel her entire scalp ease. The release of tension drew her ears back and made the roots of her hair tingle. Or maybe it was just his proximity. “For what?”

      “Last night, for a start.”

      She fixed her attention on the clock beside the bed, silently ticking off the seconds yet again. It was easier to stay angry if she didn’t stare directly at him. He was too handsome for words. “That was my fault.”

      “No, it wasn’t, Constance.”

      The sound of him saying her name soothed her. She met his eyes and offered, “I’m sorry. You are nothing like—”

      “Don’t say it. I know you meant nothing by it.” He reached across the table for her hand. She allowed him to massage the stiffness from her fingers while he continued. “I wasn’t angry about Langley. I didn’t say such hurtful things to you because of the silly comparison you made. I was already”—he fought for the right word—“damaged. Suggesting that you aren’t the kind to fall in love upset me more than I would have thought. I admit I will never understand that particular rule adopted by proper English society. Constance…”

      She pulled her hand away. Just the heat of his palms and the strength of his fingers brushing hers made her thoughts stray.

      “My mother told me what you asked her. Why did you wonder about my parents’ relationship?”

      She shrugged, too embarrassed to say. “Why should it bother you that I don’t believe in love when you have no tendre for me?”

      A smile immediately popped up, and his gray eyes glittered. “Because I do have a tendre for you. You may not understand it—hell, I don’t understand it—but I believe in love.” He gently added, “I know it. Because I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      All expression melted away, and she blinked to clear her vision.

      “And if I have to, I will spend the rest of my days teaching you how to love me back—just in case you’re interested in lessons.” He cocked his head to the side and regarded her so tenderly she almost cried. And she rarely cried.

      Was this what she’d wanted when she came to Bodmin?

      She had never considered love in the equation. All she knew was that she had this overwhelming need to see him, touch him, talk with him, be with him. That was all she had hoped for when she followed Derek home. Not this. And now that he had confessed a feeling she thought never to realize, she didn’t know what to think.

      The ring pulled her direct attention. She drew a shaky breath.

      “That’s my mother’s ring.” He nodded toward the gold band. “My father gave it to her when he begged her to marry him. He wanted her for his wife the first time he met her. He gave her that ring, promising to buy her one of her choosing as soon as possible. If you decide to wear it, I make the same promise to you.”

      She bit her lip, folded her hands under the table, and glanced up at him. “I don’t understand. You were so angry with me yesterday.”

      He shook his head. “No, not with you. I was just angry. Angry that the ton could take such a sweet girl and deny her the permission to fall in love.”

      “I only asked your mother those things because it’s different where I come from, and I wanted to explain it before I left. I’m afraid I did a poor job.”

      “My mother understands better than you know.”

      She watched him closely while he seemed to gather himself for more. “What else did you come to say?” Something was burdening him. He’d told her he loved her with no hesitation, but now he seemed to grow more uncomfortable by the second.

      “My family is complicated. I was born here in Cornwall but should not have been.”

      “Are you not from here?”

      “Not exactly. My family is from Surrey originally.” His uncertain gaze wandered the room. “My father took my mother away immediately because their marriage was not approved of. Not by her parents nor my father’s.” He turned back, steadying his gaze on her. His mouth was drawn as if he worried about his next words. “My mother was only eighteen, and she was…” He took a deep breath and glanced away again. “She feared she might be pregnant.”

      Her hand shot to her mouth, but not swiftly enough to stifle a gasp. “The poor thing. She must have been terrified. But your father married her. He made it right.”

      “And this is the complicated part. In a way, yes. He did make it right, except my mother’s father—my grandfather—meant to find the man who had ruined her and force him to marry her. But the man didn’t love her, and she was crushed. So my father, because he’d been in love with her for an age, insisted she marry him. They were neighbors at the time.”

      Constance made a concerted effort not to keep covering her mouth. In the wrong hands, this information would make for a terrible scandal. “It was you. You are the eldest son. She came here pregnant with you.”

      “My mother wished to leave the continent, but my father thought it best to stay in England. She settled for Cornwall because it was far enough for privacy and close enough for family.”

      “So Mr. Campbell legitimized your birth. But technically, you are—”

      “A bastard? It’s possible. We’ll never know. My father married my mother and dashed her away so quickly the answer to that question can never be known for sure. He planned it that way. He took me as his son. And truly, I may be. As it concerns me, he is my father. My only father. He raised me, loved me, taught me how to be a gentleman, and accepted me as his. My family knows this, but very few others do.”

      With great care, Constance picked up the ring, admiring it, and turned it around in her hand. “And you thought that your parentage would make a difference to me?”

      “I couldn’t know that. But, yes, I’ve wondered.”

      She looked up at him but didn’t put on the ring. “It doesn’t. Derek, there are things expected of me, like marrying a peer and having a husband with lands, title, and a good name. Nevertheless, I wanted you.” After the words hit her ears, she amended, “That didn’t come out right. I know you have some land and a good name, but title and family heritage are very important where I come from. It can mean the difference between a decent life and a life of struggle. Women do not have the same choices as men. We learn early to use everything at our disposal. Your family has made me rethink those things.”

      “And now?”

      “Now…” She sighed. “I’m confused. You expect a wife who can cook and keep a house on her own and a woman who knows what it is to love a man, and I’m none of those things. I’ve tried to be. But I failed, as is evident by the pie debacle.” She waited for him to laugh at that.

      He did not disappoint. Amusement crinkled the corners of his storm-blue eyes. The effect was contagious, and Constance shyly looked at her lap while biting back a smile.

      “I’ll do all the cooking,” he replied.

      “The last time I ironed anything, I burned a hole straight through one of my favorite walking dresses.”

      “I can brand cattle; I should be able to manage an iron.” His eyes danced and never left her face.

      “I can’t even make a bed correctly,” she confessed.

      “I promise you will never have to make a bed.” He flashed a glowing smile. “You may never leave it, but you’ll never have to make it,” he added, teasing her.

      “Well, I’m afraid I wouldn’t know how to do that either.”

      “I’ll teach you.”

      That comment caused her to shift in her seat and rethink the entire conversation. “Tell me something. Who made my bed this past week? I did try, but it was a fright. And every night when I turned in, it was in much better shape than when I left.”

      “I know.”

      “How do you know?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Because most days, I fixed it. And I believe Morgan did one day.”

      Her jaw dropped. “Tell me that isn’t true.”

      “I’ll tell you anything you want to hear. And anything you want to know.” He meant it. The truth was everywhere, in the softened crinkles at his eyes and the relaxed way he crossed a booted foot over his knee. In the way he reclined back against the chair and folded his hands loosely in his lap. The set of his mouth, no longer sharp, was turned up at the corners, and all Constance could think about was the last time he’d kissed her—too long ago.

      “Don’t tell me what I want to hear. People have been doing that my whole life.” She swallowed hard, letting her resolve drown out her pride. She rested her hand on the table, holding the gold band between two fingers, and left it there on display.

      He uncrossed his legs and sat up. One long, work-callused finger tapped the table while he seemed to weigh his next words.

      Constance prompted him. “Why did you leave Foxwood without saying goodbye? Don’t you think I deserved that? The duke wasn’t even aware of it. You just disappeared.”

      “I left because what I thought to be a shallow, insipid girl of noble blood, spoiled and indignant because I refused to address her properly, wandered into my stables and wooed my horse.”

      At that remark, she pointedly pressed the ring down onto the table and slid it across to him. But her finger never left it. She raised her chin, challenging him to continue with his character assassination, however correct he was.

      He took the ring from under her index finger and gently placed it on the third finger of her left hand, then continued, “I’m sure Finn hasn’t yet forgiven my leaving either.”

      She left her hand in his, tingling and sparking a fit full of fireflies in her stomach. “You left because I was—embarrassingly—caught singing to your horse?”

      He stretched across and kissed her fingertips. “That and the damned request to teach you how to kiss the day we visited the meadow. I couldn’t stop thinking about you.”

      “So why did you have to?” A painful lump blocked her throat.

      “For the reasons you just told me.” When she wrinkled her brow in confusion, he continued. “The noble class does not consort with servants. They marry accordingly and at their parents’ discretion. Money, title, prestige. I couldn’t imagine you felt anything more than a passing fancy. And I couldn’t stay because you were right. What you said this morning, before I left on an errand, about not wishing to make a choice, was painful to hear but absolutely correct. My brother said much the same thing, among other things, like calling me a coward.”

      “Truly?”

      He held her with a gaze and nodded.

      “You aren’t a coward.”

      “Yes, I am. And combined with what you said about letting a woman of lesser ilk make all my choices for me, made me rethink all the things I’d said to you before I left Foxwood. I realized my choice of words might have given ample cause for you to think I wished to propose. But the ironic truth is that this was the very thing I feared the most. My feelings for you were quite unexpected. And not a little frightening.”

      Constance hesitated to say anything. During their conversation, she couldn’t stop from wondering what was in the satchel he’d carried. It rested at his feet on the floor. He bent and unbuckled the strap, then flipped open the leather flap. With one hand, he pulled out a small stack of papers. Bold script printed across the top indicated they were legal documents. A smile creased his mouth when he caught her staring. She straightened from her position of dipping her head to peek under the table at the same time he sat up.

      “You’ve seen a solicitor.”

      “I did. This morning, I had these drawn up after finishing my business.” The paper fluttered, and he snapped it flat, then tapped the edges together but didn’t lay them down. There were at least a dozen pages.

      “My father sits for days with solicitors putting together contracts. How could you get something drafted and legally tended in one morning, whatever it is?” It would be rude to ask outright.

      “It’s a betrothal contract. My family has a solicitor on retainer, and he owed me a favor.” He grinned and looked utterly pleased with himself.

      “Those carry my name?” She pointed to the contract.

      He nodded. “And mine.”

      Rubbing her lips together, she stared intently at the papers and then tilted her head and fingered the spot behind her ear. She cleared her throat, which brought a worried frown from Derek.

      “You don’t have to sign these. You don’t have to keep the ring. I already told you that. I just ask that you listen before you decide.” He misunderstood her posture.

      “It matters not. My signing it won’t make it legal anyway. My father’s signature is needed for that. His is the only name that will count.”

      “I know that. But I’d like for you to sign as well. At least read it.” He placed it on the table, but too afraid to look at it, she let her eyes trail away.

      “I have a confession,” she began, then took a deep, cleansing breath. Her eyes closed. She forged ahead. “It mortifies me to reveal this, but whatever name you have written in that contract, I can promise you it isn’t mine.”

      “Really? Whose is it then? Maybe you should read it first.”

      “No, thank you.”

      “Constance—” There was worry in his voice.

      “That’s not my name.”

      “What?”

      “Constance is not my real name.” She opened her eyes. “My true name is too humiliating, so I go by Constance.” She pointed to the documents. “Those may not be legal.”

      To her surprise, Derek chortled and then laughed outright. This was a side of him she hadn’t seen before. The laughter filled the room. It was warm and humble and a little insane. “Well then, we have something in common, princess.”

      She gave a dubious look.

      “Since our first meeting, the tables seem to have turned. I can’t call you anything else but princess, now can I? You’ll have to confess your true identity.”

      “I’m who I say I am. Just not…” She stumbled through the words. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      “Princess suits. Besides, I’m only laughing because my name isn’t exactly Derek either.”

      “You’re teasing me.” She smiled despite herself.

      He shook his head. “Not at all.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “I’d prefer you go first.”

      “No, no, no.”

      “You can always just read the contract. It’s stated in the first line and the last.”

      “I don’t think so. This is more fun.”

      Derek scratched his chin, then laid the papers facedown. Because of nerves or the room’s warmth, he stood, shrugged out of his coat, then tossed it over the back of his chair.

      “Do you mind?” he asked before unbuttoning his waistcoat.

      She had enough experience to feel a blush even before it flooded her cheeks. Derek wasn’t exactly undressing, but the fact he felt uncomfortable made her nervous. Whatever he had to say weighed heavily.

      “I’m fairly tempted to have you sign the damn thing first.”

      With her elbows on the table, she rested her chin on the back of her hands and fluttered her eyelashes, sending him a clear signal she had no intention of going first.

      Derek linked his fingers behind his neck and tugged, cracking his neck side to side, and then, of all things, he took up pacing.

      Constance sat back so that she might track him. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen you pace. It can’t be all that bad. For heaven’s sake, if you want me to go first, I shall.”

      He stopped momentarily, stretching his fingers wide and then fisting them. He repeated the process several times. Something was amiss. Something bigger than the confession of his birth.

      Constance stood. “Derek, are you truly worried that I won’t sign this? Look.” She held up her left hand, displaying the ring he had just placed on her finger. “I haven’t taken this off. I’m not going to take it off.”

      His eyes trailed from hers to the ring on her hand and then back again. “You don’t know that.”

      “Your proper name is going to change my mind? That’s the ridiculous notion you have? You must really think me shallow.”

      “No, princess, I think you deserve better.”

      “Better than what?” she asked. “You think better is a puffed-up, egotistical earl or an old sausage of a duke—not that I’m calling His Grace of Foxwood an old sausage.”

      Derek coughed, choking on that last comment. “Oh Lord.”

      “I’m simply saying that I don’t need a title. I think you told me once that true gentlemen aren’t born, they’re made.”

      “Princess, I know you’re trying, but you are not making this any easier.”

      He stripped out of the waistcoat he’d just unbuttoned, laid it over the same chair, and then rolled up his shirtsleeves. She had to do something to convince him. Heading for the secretary, she grabbed the papers as the color drained from his beautiful, tanned face. Black ink scrawled from the quill she held with perfectly poised penmanship learned from practicing countless hours on calling cards and invitations and making lists for the milliner.

      “There.” She handed the contract back to him without even taking a cursory glance at the first page or paying any heed to the last.

      “You’re not interested in what you just signed?”

      “Not particularly. I assume it says I, Derek—or some such name—Campbell, legitimate heir of the Campbell Manor, do bequeath my life or monies or storehouses of horses to…” She paused and took a quick breath. “Constantine Rachel Whitmore. Or some other nonsense.” She let that last bit sink in. “Now, can it be worse than that? Truly? Constantine. That’s my name, Derek. It’s horrid, and I’m sure my father did it to vex my mother. He named me, after all. He always said he wanted his daughter to be as strong-minded as his sons. I’m afraid that’s exactly what he got because here I am, halfway across England. To his credit, he never calls me that. Nor my mother. She refuses to admit it happened that way. But my brothers are merciless except when announcing it in public, which they would never do.”

      Derek pinched the bridge of his nose.

      “I’m sorry. I’m rattling. It’s just that it’s so degrading, and I’ve never told another living soul.”

      “Constance, you’re beautiful. Do you know that?” He chuckled.

      “If I say yes, are you going to call me names?” She looked him square in the eye. Too many men had hailed her beauty for her to fake humility on that account, so she decided on honesty.

      “Come here,” he said.

      She stood close enough for him to simply reach out for her without her moving a muscle. One hand closed over her upper arm, gently drawing her, while his other arm wrapped like a band across her back and curved around the side of her waist. A glass of brandy had nothing on this heady dizziness. She laid her cheek against his chest the same way she had done with the door. But unlike the cold stark surface of the door, she felt and heard a passionate, throbbing heart beating wildly against her ear, and although it attested to his nerves, the sound soothed her.

      “My second forename, the middle one, is Derek, love.”

      The sound muffled through bone and sinew, and she lifted her head and looked up at him. “That is nothing close to my confession.”

      He let her go and pressed the paperwork back into her hands.

      “I don’t want to read this. Just tell me. Please.”

      His eyelids slowly closed, and he took in a hearty breath. “My name is Julian.”

      “Truly? That must be why your mother looked so peculiar when I knocked on the door, asking for her son Derek.” She smiled up at him. “Does your family call you Julian?”

      He nodded. “Mostly. Occasionally, when it’s confusing to do so, they might call me Derek. My friends in your world, however, call me Westforde.”

      “Julian Derek Campbell.” She repeated his full name as she knew it. “Why Westforde?”

      “Not Julian Derek Campbell.” He paused while she waited patiently. He swallowed. “Julian Derek Ashford Montgomery.”

      She took a step back. “Were you named after His Grace for some reason?”

      “I was named after my grandfather.”

      She searched his eyes for some sign of mischief. There was none. “Foxwood? Your father is the Marquess of Alderleigh?” She felt behind her for the chair she’d just been sitting in moments before. “Your mother is a marchioness?”

      He barely nodded.

      She felt around the room with her gaze, drinking in nothing but memories of her calling Lady Alderleigh Mrs. Campbell for a week. “Campbell?”

      “Is my mother’s maiden name.”

      Derek knelt beside her and caressed her cheek with the back of his hand.

      She pulled back, rubbing her hands over her crossed arms. Feelings polished by truth came out in a fidgeting display. Far-off musings caught her in a fog of unanswered questions.

      She gazed down at him kneeling beside her, confusion and worry now etched again in lines about his forehead. “That makes you Lord Westforde? As in the earl of?”

      He nodded again.

      “Why didn’t you tell me? You let me go on addressing your family as Campbell and said nothing.” She squeezed her eyes shut. “They must think me a fool.”

      She felt him take her hand between his. “Not at all.”

      Her eyes popped open. “Did they not believe we were betrothed the whole time?” Humiliation drowned her every thought.

      “They believed you, darling. They were angry with me.”

      “And you wanted me to confess my crimes? Oh my. I sat with your mother and explained to her my misunderstanding. I must have looked an idiot.”

      “They love you. And I love you.”

      She searched his face and saw the worry between his eyes, his position kneeling on the floor before her like she was the princess he liked to call her.

      He squeezed her hand. “I am the idiot. They took every moment to tell me so whenever I tried to explain. From that first day you arrived, they saw what I was not ready to admit.”

      She blinked as a tear gathered in the corner of her eye, and he wiped it away. “I never cry.”

      “Is that good news for me or bad news?”

      “I don’t know.” Another tear fell. “I don’t know what I’m feeling.”

      “Would you like to throw that ring at me? I can stand across the room so you can give it a hard toss, something a bit more dramatic and damaging if you’d like.”

      She swallowed and shook her head, feeling the first hint of a smile at the corners of her mouth.

      “Why not tell me who you were that first day in the barn?”

      “Because, Constantine…”

      She playfully rolled her eyes at his disrespectful use of her name and felt her heart melting.

      “I thought you a royal pain in the ass. I imagined you were like every other woman of the ton I’d ever met. Years ago, I attended a number of my grandfather’s parties. I quit going to them when I realized they were all the same—the women, the men who chased them, the entertainment. I preferred to work and stay in the cottage and have a life that felt more like home. And my grandfather, ironically, appreciates honesty.”

      “Why is that so ironic?”

      “Because, my dear, he manipulated a rather lovely little liar to plague me until I couldn’t take it anymore.” He chuckled when she scowled. “He wanted me to stay on. To live there permanently, but I am torn between two places. This is my home and that is my home, and neither felt right to leave.”

      “And what about now?”

      “Now my home is wherever you want it to be.”

      She took a deep, shaking breath as she allowed the information to sink in. But most of all, she wanted her Mr. Derek back. “I want to live in the cottage. That’s what I wanted when I left there to find you. Is that possible?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      If only it were that easy. But for now, Constance refused to let anything dull her happiness.
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      Sitting in front of a conspicuous window in a strange hotel in the middle of Cornwall, Constance palmed Derek’s cheek as he knelt beside her. She reached for the almost-forgotten paperwork on the table, the contract she’d just happily signed her name to.

      “Are you interested in the betrothal contract now?” Derek asked while she quickly scanned the papers again.

      “My name.”

      “Yes?”

      “I’ll be Lady Westforde.”

      “It’s what you wished, isn’t it?”

      “No.” She set the papers down and, without reservation, fell into him while he knelt before her, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “Who do you want to be, Constance?” His voice rumbled near her ear.

      She pulled back, her hands resting on his broad shoulders. “I want to be Mrs. Derek. That’s all I ever wanted.”

      He cocked a brow like he didn’t believe her.

      “Since the day you rescued me from the rose garden.”

      “I’d do anything for you, Mrs. Derek.” He cupped her cheek and leaned forward. She met him halfway for a simple kiss. But nothing had ever been simple between them.

      He drew out her arm, kissing the soft inside of her elbow, sending a shiver through her. When he lifted his mouth, her skin chilled into little goose bumps. His tongue was hot, his mouth like fire, as he continued to trail kisses down to her wrist, not stopping until he reached each sensitive tip of her fingers.

      Standing, he gently pulled her from her chair, placing her thoroughly kissed fingertips against his neck, then lowered his mouth to her ear.

      He whispered, “Tell me what you want, Constance. Whatever it is, I’ll do it.” He nibbled her neck.

      Her breath stuttered. “Another lesson, Mr. Derek. I’m afraid I’ve forgotten.”

      She gave an involuntary jolt when he tasted the spot behind her ear, flicking it with his tongue, sucking until she let out a moan. She pulled her hand from his grasp and placed it against his beating heart. The muscle under his shirt flexed. The hand splayed on her back pulled her in tighter. His free hand slid up the back of her neck and into her hair, clutching her coiled mane until the pins came loose. With a grip of her hair, he gently tugged her head back so that she looked up at him, then greedily kissed her like a starved man.

      What he got was a starved woman. Without knowing, they both had kept a part of themselves away from such madness, such feeling. Constance could feel it in him, a burning need that had been absent before. As for her, she felt an overwhelming ache. A tenderness of flesh, a melting of bone, and a beating of her heart that threatened to break from her chest. There was no time to contemplate such emotion.

      Stretching high on her toes, she folded her short frame into him, bending backward so that her body was in complete contact with his from her lips to her breasts, down to her stomach and hips. With one foot caught between his, she straddled his thigh.

      She wanted to feel his skin against her feverish body. She wanted him to touch her more completely than he’d ever done before.

      Hairpins dropped one after another, silenced by the thick carpet underfoot. Strong fingers threaded her hair and massaged her scalp, and the scent of warm bergamot and mint permeated her dull senses and colored her desire. Her stomach swirled, her body throbbed, and the answer was in his kisses. If wanting someone this desperately was what love felt like, she was madly in its grasp.

      Unbearably, she pulled her mouth from his and turned to check the window that faced the street. With darkness outside and the sconces lit inside, they would be visible to passersby who took to the entertainment of voyeurism.

      Derek guessed her fear. “I should get to my room. The coach leaves in the morning at ten o’clock.”

      Constance ignored him, hung on to his hand, and took two steps toward the window. She deftly pulled the drapes with her free hand, first one side and then the other. When she turned back, he eyed her speculatively.

      “You’re not leaving me again,” she said bluntly. “Besides, what will the maids think if you’re seen leaving my room this late?” She slipped her hands smoothly around his waist, luxuriating in the feel of taut muscle under the fine white linen.

      “Constance, you play with fire,” he warned in a thick voice.

      She shrugged. “I already told you I’m not one for the outdoors. You’ll have to teach me how to build one safely,” she suggested coyly.

      He groaned. “Princess, you need no lessons in building the fire. But if you want to be safe, you need to tell me to leave.”

      “I can’t do that. I want you to stay.” Her voice trailed off as she stood on tiptoe and kissed him. This time he kissed her slowly and languidly, possessing her mouth with the softest of pressure. First her top lip and then sucking at her bottom lip, he played with her desire until she couldn’t take anymore. Constance buried her hands in his hair and brought him closer, increasing the pressure of his mouth on hers, and then she took his lead as she’d done in the meadow. She flicked his lip with her tongue and captured the moan of pure desire he released into her mouth.

      A warm sensation shot through her veins like sparks from flint. Her body felt feverish, and to her delight, so did his. It radiated through her until she wanted to be closer. No, she needed to be closer. This was the fire he spoke of. She’d thought it a metaphor. But seductive warmth spread from the core of her out to her fingertips, pulsating with each heartbeat.

      “I love you, Constance,” he whispered against her mouth.

      She hugged him, pulling his shoulders down low enough to reach his neck. Placing a kiss on the side, she tasted the salt on his skin and smiled when she heard him take a sharp breath. Her lips next to his ear, she whispered back, “Show me, Mr. Derek.”

      He pulled back. For a heartbreaking moment, he searched her eyes, and she thought he might leave her again until his gaze followed the line of her throat, his chest quivered under her touch, and his fingers tugged at the tiny buttons on the back of her dress. She felt cool air on her bare skin when each button popped open. If he had ripped them off, it would not have been fast enough. But he seemed to like the pleasure of torturing her.

      One by one, the buttons went, and he teased her with kisses. His tongue brushed her lips. His fingertips tickled her bare skin wherever they touched. When she felt him loosen the ties of her stays, it was almost more than she could bear. And she was still dressed. Her breasts ached. Her skin felt tight. When he’d released the last button, his hands went back to her cheeks, his lips to her mouth in soft caresses. He traced the column of her throat.

      A moan escaped her when she felt his powerful hands grasp hold of the shoulder and sleeves of her dress, pulling it down and imprisoning her arms at her sides. His thumbs grazed over her heated skin, the cool of the night air puckered her nipples for his touch, and he stayed there for a painfully pleasurable moment.

      All the while, he watched her face and she wished he would kiss her again.

      He gazed at her body, exposed to his view, exposed to his touch. “God, you are beautiful, Constance.” He imprisoned her with a look. “My turn to say thank you. Your body is a compliment to me. Do you know that?” He helped release her arms from the sleeves but left the dress at her hips.

      She shook her head. “I don’t understand.”

      He chuckled; all the while, his breathing was a bit reckless. “That you chose me to share yourself with me is beyond thinking.”

      “Because you love me?” Her voice sounded foreign.

      “I adore you, sweet girl.”

      “If there’s more, I want it all.”

      “Oh yes.” His smile was positively lethal. “There’s more. I imagine you’ll have taught me a few things before morning.”

      “Like what?”

      “Patience,” he said just before he swept her up in his capable arms.

      He laid her on the bed, following her down and kissing her forehead before he stood back. A moment of strangled fear seized her, and then she caught his gaze, and she thought he looked as frightened as she did. That gave her courage.

      A wanton courage.

      Holding his gaze while he stripped out of his shirt, she licked her lips, stretching her arms over her head in pagan surrender.

      “Vixen,” he said just before lowering his knee onto the edge of the bed and his head to one bared breast. He flicked his tongue across her nipple, then gently sucked as he let it go.

      And it felt deliciously nice. Warmly decadent. Shamelessly wanton. And caused her such fierce pleasure in those parts of her body that most girls were not allowed to speak of.

      She stretched like a cat with her hands above her head.

      “Stay where you are.”

      She brought her hands down to touch him, but he pinned them again above her head, and she remembered what he’d said by the fire. “You think I’ll like this? Is that what you’re saying, Mr. Derek?” Every time she said a wicked thing, his eyes turned dark with passion, and she felt a rush of control. “You think to take an inexperienced girl and teach her what you know?”

      “I’m beginning to think I don’t know a thing.”

      “What you don’t know, sir, is me.”

      “Hmmm. I think you’re wrong. I think I know you better than you know yourself, Constantine.”

      With her head arched to the side, exposing her neck, while her arms remained above her head, she smiled knowingly, recognizing that look in his eye. “Do your best, Mr. Derek.”

      With her head turned away and her hair splashed out on the pillow beside her, he stripped from his clothes. She heard them fall to the floor, then felt him sit on the bed and remove his boots. When she peeked back, his chest was bare, and she knew the rest of him was as well. Not so brave yet to look, she crooked a finger.

      As he leaned over her, she felt the first singe of skin on skin. The sprinkle of hair on his chest lightly tickled her breasts. Her nipples strained to meet him. But like before, when she tried to bring her hands to direct his head elsewhere, he wouldn’t allow it, holding her clasped hands in one of his.

      “Move them again, and you will force me to be unkind.”

      She giggled. “What unkind deed could you possibly do to me now? You can’t look at me without smoldering.”

      He stood, chuckling, a daring sound. He moved to the end of the bed and tugged the rest of her dress free. “Look at me, Constance.”

      “I can’t.” She licked a smile away, automatically bringing a hand to cover her eyes.

      “You move that hand again, and I will put it somewhere else.”

      She felt her whole body flush. “Stop this.” Try as she might, she could not stop the nervous giggle from under her hand.

      “Oh, now you’ve done it, sweet.”

      “No, I’m complying. See?” She quickly put both hands overhead again and bit her lip. Then her mouth went dry when she allowed her gaze to trail down his lean torso. The muscles were like etched marble. She swallowed. His manhood stood erect, and she fought to remember if she’d ever heard a name for it. Cock-stand. Oh heavens. She giggled again. “I can’t help it. Have some pity, Mr. Derek.”

      “You laugh at my body?”

      That stopped her cold. It knocked the wind from her. “No.” She breathed the word, a bare whisper. “You’re beautiful.” Then she smiled shyly. “What do you call all this?”

      He smiled roguishly. “Do you want the naughty words?”

      “I want all the words.”

      “Well, the act would be coupling, or lovemaking, or…” He cleared his throat. She raised a challenging brow as if to tell him out with it. “Well, I think you’ve heard that word.”

      “That is a naughty word.” She couldn’t help the flutter in her belly the word created. “Do I use it?”

      “You, my dear, may use all the words.” He brought his hand across his member. “This is my cock. And hopefully you will feel as if it’s yours as well.” He bowed his head regally. “Please accept this humble gift.”

      “I apologize, but I’ve been instructed not to move my hands.”

      “We’ll get to that.”

      “Oh.” Her voice was a sultry mix of groan and giggle.

      He leaned over her, straddling her hips, then started from the top. “This is a shoulder.”

      She wanted to laugh, but she trembled the second he touched her.

      “Would you like me to snuff the candles before we go on?”

      She shook her head. “Don’t leave me.”

      “Your every wish is my command.” His brow rose while he drew one finger down the side of her breast and underneath it.

      “I’m sure you know these parts.”

      Gooseflesh beaded in the wake of his touch. He circled the outermost part of her nipple.

      “What shall I touch now? You tell me the parts you know.”

      “I cannot.”

      “Why? I’m dying to hear you say it.”

      She swallowed hard, felt her throat bob, her breath shudder.

      “Show me.”

      She stole a glance at him and, as if looking into his eyes, gave her the courage she needed. She held him there, then moved a hand to her breast and put her finger at the tip.

      “Ah, the nipple. Very nice.” When she tried to retreat, he said, “Leave it.” He placed his thumb over her finger and rubbed it back and forth.

      She gasped with pleasure. The feel of her skin under her own finger, the feel of him pressing it there. It was erotic, like nothing she’d ever imagined. She knew what the marriage bed was, but this was the bed of a mistress, and her lover wanted to marry her. She felt alive.

      He leaned his head down, brushing her skin with his hair while using her own body against her. He kissed the other taut tip, and her head fell back with a moan. Now she was lost to every nerve ending in her body, and she didn’t care how she came upon the feeling; she just wanted more of it. Without his prodding, she cupped her breast and ran her thumb across the nipple, and he groaned deep in his chest, grazing his teeth across her other nipple while she felt overwhelmed with need and pleasure and every feeling under the sun.

      She felt his cock hard against her hip. When he moved lower, trailing kisses down her body, he moved her hands back up over her head and then touched the places she felt like she’d die for—his hot mouth on her hip and his finger under her garter.

      “These we leave on.” The pressure of his palms on her legs felt delicious. “And this lovely garden belongs to me.” Those were the last words she heard all night. With his tongue between her thighs, her legs felt weak. She moved her arms, and he promptly stopped, raising his gaze to her, a brow cocked in question.

      “You’re mean,” she said breathlessly.

      He rumbled with a gravelly, rich laugh, then licked her. He licked her again, and again, and again until she moved with the pure, delightful pain of it all. She grabbed the headboard, and her legs opened. And without any other prodding and one more penetrating, thick touch of his tongue, she burst into a cry, and her body released the tension she’d been holding her entire life. Wave after wave of it. Her heart pounded, her toes curled, and her hands clenched the hardwood of the bedframe. He put his finger where his tongue had been and held it against her pleasure, kissing her thighs. She could feel his breath, hot on her stomach. Then kisses on her navel, up to her breasts, and then she felt him there. Ready for her.

      Lying there, so fully sated, she looked up at him like in a dream. Without a thought, she reached a hand between them and watched him close his eyes as she touched him, stroked him. His face was a pain of holding back. He moved against her hand but wouldn’t take her innocence, as if he hadn’t already done so with his tongue. She might still technically be a virgin, intact, but she was no longer a virgin in her soul.

      She put a hand on his cheek, and he opened his eyes. His breathing had become quite ragged. She nodded. The relief on his face was visible as he put the first inch of himself inside her. The resistance was there, but she relaxed as best she could because he needed her, and no one had ever needed her like this. She had something to give. A gift for this moment. For this man. More than virginity, it was something more profound. And before she could think any longer, she grabbed his hips and drew him in quickly with one thrust.

      The room echoed with low, passionate groaning like a song.

      With their foreheads together, he moved his hips against hers while she tried to relax against the burn. Surprisingly, she didn’t mind it. And as she became accustomed to the size of him, she met his rhythm because it felt like the natural thing to do. Before long, he held her hips with force, then quickened his thrusts until he shuddered, pinning her against him. She wrapped her legs around him, thinking of the day in his cottage when he’d placed her on the table. She realized this was what her body had wanted.

      This is what she wanted.

      Slow, nibbling kisses tickled her neck, and his breath sounded in her ear with rushed force.

      When he lifted his head again, love shone. It had to be because it was a look she had never seen before. His pupils dilated, his shoulders flushed, and his lips as bruised as hers must be.

      “Constance,” he barely breathed. “Why did you do that, love?” The concern on his face melted her.

      “Because.” She ran her hand over his brow, swiping a sable curl to the side. “I could see that you needed it.” She shyly smiled up at him.

      “Next time I promise it will be different.”

      “I loved it. What do you plan to do differently? Because if you make any changes, I want a say.”

      He chuckled. “Next time you can come with me.”

      “Is that what you call it?”

      He nodded. “I’m sorry I ever called you spoiled.”
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      Scones, honey, and coffee greeted morning risers in the hotel’s main salon. Derek had no trouble having several scones and a small tumbler of honey set aside for them to share later in the coach. He’d paid for a post chaise that seated two so that Constance could not only rest but they could enjoy some privacy before returning to the world. Once they reached Constance’s home, Derek was sure they’d be apart for a while. No doubt her mother and father were worried sick. That alone spelled anger. The terrified kind that comes with not knowing whether your loved ones are safe.

      He trusted his grandfather had sent the earl and countess a message after Mr. Sanderson returned, but still, no one had heard from them since.

      He put the basket of goodies in the coach, then turned to see Constance emerge from the hotel directly under the street-side window where they had spent a good deal of time not sleeping. Seeing the drawn curtains brought on an insatiable smile.

      He’d packed her belongings, leaving what she’d need this morning along with fresh pitchers of water and a clean basin to wash up. She looked beautiful standing there on the stoop, all done up in a beige traveling costume, her hair stuck under a bonnet. She’d been working at her own hair since arriving in Cornwall, and he rather liked the haphazard coiffures that left errant wisps framing her face and dusting the back of her neck.

      “I was afraid I might have to drag you down here or miss our coach. I guess I’ll have to get used to that.” His smile was light and easy. Hers was wobbly and unsure.

      He helped her inside the chaise, then took his seat next to her. “It’s not exactly proper, but traveling singularly and not with other companions should help with privacy. We’ll check in as family, perhaps cousins. Separate rooms. It looks like three nights before we get you home.” He laced his fingers with hers, bringing them to his lips, kissing the tips, smelling a clean mixture of kid leather and lemon. “When you’re ready, I had a bite of breakfast packed.”

      Constance cleared her throat and squeezed his hand absently as the chaise gave a lumbering lurch. “Should I look you straight in the eye today or blush?”

      “You are my funny bird.”

      She turned her head to see him, but her bonnet kept the upper half of her face covered so that only her tantalizing mouth was in view. He’d have kissed her if he thought he might escape being mauled by the brim of her hat. He imagined it provided just the right amount of privacy this morning.

      “Am I?” She licked her lips, then tugged at the cream satin ribbon under her chin and pulled the hat, brim in hand, from her head, leaving her hair mussed in a way that made him want to pounce on her. Her bright blue eyes met his, determined, although her voice was a warble. “I’m finding it’s not so much what we did last night that bothers me but that we did it in the broad, flickering strokes of pure white candlelight. Now I fear it’s all you see.”

      He chuckled despite himself. “Not to worry, darling, it’s very much all I’ve been seeing when I look at you. The only difference now is that the picture is much clearer.”

      “You’ve been imagining me naked?”

      “In all your glory. And glorious it is, I might add.” One side of his mouth curled up, and he brushed her cheek with the back of his hand. “Don’t be embarrassed, love. I’m overwhelmingly delighted. You are refreshingly surprising all the time.”

      She sucked in a steady breath and blew it out slowly, visibly trying to relax. “Is it normal then? To want to be seen? Because I rather thought it erotic.”

      “Is that good?” He’d only meant to ask if she felt it was good. He positively loved it.

      “I don’t know—is it?”

      “Yes!” He laughed at the comical look of dismay between her eyes.

      “I want to do it again, with the lights out, and compare.” There was a clear step in her voice now.

      “Constance, never, ever, ever stop being you.”

      The cabin grew overly quiet when she didn’t answer, and her countenance changed to stiff and worried as her gaze slid to the window. “Who am I, Derek?”

      “What do you mean?”

      She turned fully toward him, bending her leg onto the seat and bracing herself with her left hand atop the cushioned leather backrest. “I mean that I was raised to marry someone important. To be an ornament of a wife. To bear the requisite heir and spare. And then to go about my life as if my hair and dress and house parties would fill my days. It would be most proper for me to have a charity to raise money for, but then that would only be an excuse to show off in front of the ton. So uneventful and unfulfilling.”

      He realized he’d never seen her do anything out of pure joy. She’d surprised him, yes, time and again. But he’d never seen her surprise herself, except perhaps when she sang to Finn. “You can do anything you want. What is it you have a passion for?”

      “I’m not sure. I think I know, but it’s things I’m not supposed to have a passion for.”

      “Like what? Do you want to own a business? Design buildings? Run an apothecary?” He imagined she wanted to do the things that were generally expected of the male sex.

      “No. Is that what ambitious females want?”

      “I think ambitiousness is subjective and, female or male, you should have a choice.”

      “Mine have always been assumed for me until I just gave up on dreaming altogether. In any proper sense anyway. I have lived in my imagination because it’s the only place I’ve survived well. And if that meant that my truth bled over into the real world in the form of what you like to call little lies, then that’s also how I’ve survived.”

      He felt like a heel for calling her a liar when her behavior resulted from unrequited dreams. “What does Constantine Rachel Whitmore dream about?”

      “Something other women of my station would shun.” She rubbed her eye, turning away. “When I was sixteen, learning how to be a lady with other girls my age, I once shared my dreams, and they all told me I was silly and ridiculous and that I had it all wrong. That somehow my life would have to be rewritten, as I’d come to dream of it, because in our class it just wasn’t done. Like the rules were written in a book that we all studied. And frankly, they were. And for a while, I butted heads with the idea until there was no one left to share my unconventionality with. Being made fun of did not feed my confidence well, and my self-esteem faltered. So I became what I was supposed to be.”

      As Derek listened, he saw a very different woman. She was far more complex than he’d realized. The layers underneath her beautiful facade were deeply ingrained with pain and futility. No wonder she’d given up on love. He’d misjudged her by his own prejudice because perhaps that’s how he’d survived.

      “Try me, love. Tell me what you want. What you dream.”

      “I want children.”

      That was not the answer he’d expected. He folded his arms and shrugged. “Is that unusual?”

      “Yes. Women like me are ordered to have children but then are relieved after they’re born. I see them season after season, young married women who give birth and leave their children at home. They hire nurses and wet nurses and governesses, and most of them hardly remember the names of their offspring. I’ve always imagined children were named after other people so their parents wouldn’t have to think too hard when introducing them at Christmas just before sending them to bed. In other words, the ton do not take pleasure in their children except as stock.” Her gaze bored into him as if she were seeking something. Perhaps approval. Or perhaps she expected him to find the whole idea odd.

      “So what is my beautiful wife-to-be saying precisely?”

      “That I dream of raising the children I bear. I always thought that would prove the real gift of marriage since I never expected to love my husband.”

      “Ah, and do you admit that now? That maybe you do?” He thought he had her there.

      “I can’t say. I’m not sure what that even means. You cannot possibly know what confusion has come from meeting you and your family. It doesn’t even matter that I know the truth now because, in my heart, you will always be my Mr. Derek. The man who raises horses. The man who wears a silly wide-brimmed hat and dirt like it’s a second skin.”

      “I shall take that as a compliment.”

      “As you should.” She trailed a finger up his collar, over his cravat, until she brushed the skin of his neck, sending a shiver through him. “Do you know what I thought when I chased you to Cornwall?”

      He shook his head, catching her hand, pulling off the glove, and kissing her palm.

      “I had all this happiness inside me to think that my dowry might finance your dreams. So much so that I never really considered what mine might be.” She cupped his cheek. “Can you understand how unconventional my dream of being a mother is? That’s all I’ve ever wanted. I want no wet nurse. I want to attend to my children. I want to play games with them and put them to bed. To watch them sleep, to hear them in the middle of the night, needing me as no one ever has before.” Her throat bobbed on a swallow. “Is that enough? Is that dream big enough, I mean?”

      “Indeed it is. Happiness is not built on how high you can fly. No.” He shook his head softly. “It’s measured by the stories you make. I am touched that you thought to share your dowry with my dreams. Let me assure you I want to share everything I have with yours.”

      “Well, Mr. Derek, since they will be equally your children, I should hope so.” She smiled then, almost a chuckle, and her eyes shone like a new sky after the clouds parted. Then that shine turned wet, and a tear escaped. “I’ve never felt like it was enough or like I was enough. How did you do that?”

      He brushed the tear. “What have I done?”

      “Helped me feel like I’m finally enough.” More tears fell. He handed her a handkerchief. The lump in his throat threatened to spill the mist in his own eyes.

      “You’ve come to that yourself, Constance. You have always been enough, sweet girl. Always.”
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      Throughout the four days and three nights of travel, Constance had argued about the sleeping arrangements. Or better yet, the non-sleeping-together arrangements. In her opinion, they had wasted the opportunity for midnight shenanigans while traveling incognito. Mr. Derek had refused her at every turn. Such a simple request, she thought. But then again, she had to appreciate his wanting to protect her virtue, which she feared would be an issue as soon as they hit the courtyard of Buckthorn, her family seat.

      “Derek, my father will not be at all pleased with me. I know I told you he has given me everything I’ve ever asked, but this is something very different. He will be furious, and I doubt very much he’ll be receptive to a betrothal request. At least not right away.”

      “I’m willing to be patient.”

      “Well, I’m not.” Her mind went into gear-and-cog mode. “Maybe it would have been better if I’d come home with child.” He cocked a brow and looked at the hand that had just grabbed his arm. “Perhaps we should try it again. The carriage seems large enough. With what you know of breeding—”

      He pressed a finger to her lips, stopping the rest of her thoughts from spilling out of her mouth. “Constance, no. And please do me a kindness and listen this time. Do not speak with your father. Let me do it.” A finger brushed the bottom of her chin, directing her gaze toward him. “Do we have an understanding?”

      He waited for compliance. “Constance?”

      She heaved a sigh, crossing her arms. “You don’t know what you’re saying.”

      He chuckled. He’d done that a lot during their week of travel. “Perhaps I don’t know how to go about this courtship, but I know that pregnancy is not the way around a disgruntled father. Unless you’d like to see me at twenty paces, clutching my chest.”

      “My father wouldn’t dare shoot you.”

      “Wouldn’t he?”

      She gave him a sideways glance and a smirk. “I believe his preference is sabers.”

      “Lovely. And to think you’re not fond of gothic novels.”

      The countryside had become uncomfortably familiar in the past five minutes, and before she could think of another plan, they were kicking up the finely packed gravel at the entrance to Buckthorn’s courtyard. Before the carriage even came to a halt, Mr. Smith had the front door open, and Constance could imagine the butler’s calm, booming voice announcing their arrival.

      Derek allowed the driver to help Constance down while he hung back long enough for her mother to race across the yard and pull Constance into her arms.

      “Oh, darling, you cannot know our worry.” Looking at Constance’s bare head, her mother began finger-combing the wild stray hairs that had come loose during this last leg of travel.

      Constance took her mother’s hands. “I am so sorry, Mama.” She looked behind her as Derek stepped from the vehicle, her face pulled with worry and a silent prayer. He stood beside the chaise, calm and straight, like a footman who didn’t expect an introduction. “You must meet the duke’s grandson. He is an honorable man, I assure you.”

      “It will not matter, Constance. Your father…” She broke off just long enough to give Mr. Derek a quick perusal. “He’s in a state. I don’t suggest you invite your escort in.”

      “At least meet him.”

      She looked around Constance, gave a perfunctory smile, a dip of her head, then guided Constance by the elbow, hurrying her along. Even though they were of a similar height, Constance still had to rush to keep up, the gravel underfoot chomping at the balls of her feet with each stride. She stole a look behind her. Derek waved, then pointed to the ground at his feet as if to say he’d be waiting right there.

      Her mother rushed her through the foyer and down the back hallway, headed straight for the closest drawing room. The cheery yellow-papered walls, the comfortable chairs and settees, the tea service already laid out, all lacked the usual welcoming atmosphere. Not with her father standing tall in the middle of it all, his face flush with rage, his jaw visibly popping. She had never seen him in such a state, not even the night of the infamous dinner that started it all. His dark brown hair looked as if he’d been pulling at it, then smoothed it down again. And perhaps he had been doing so for the past two weeks.

      “By all means, have a seat,” her father said, pointing to the settee, then went about crossing his arms, his chin pulled to his chest like a cornered bull.

      Constance opened her mouth to speak.

      “Sit!”

      She clamped it shut again. Her father rarely raised his voice to her. This was not a good sign.

      Her mother sat beside her, holding her hand. “Charles, it’s been an exhausting journey. Why don’t you sit as well? You’re overwhelming us all.”

      “Have all the women in my life lost their minds?” He stormed, throwing his hands in the air before he turned on his heel and walked to the hearth—the standard position for railing, reeling, and all manner of exasperation. Constance feared for the marble ormolu mantel clock and its tiny cherubs, which were playing about the face and matching candlesticks. She’d never seen her father in such a fit.

      “You did get the message from His Grace?”

      “Don’t start with me, Constance,” her father said, pointing a finger at her. “Don’t do it. You dragged that poor old man into your scheme. He was my father’s closest friend; otherwise, I’d have called him out and to hell with his age.”

      Her brows rose in unison. Her father never cursed. Not in front of women anyhow. “Would you allow me to explain?”

      “No.” His whole body radiated the word right down to his clenched fists.

      “Then what exactly are we doing here? Because there’s a young man waiting outside to ensure I’m not throttled.”

      “Lovely!” her father shouted before he stomped out of the room.

      Her mother patted her hand. “Oh dear. I’m afraid you’ve done it now, Constance. He’ll drag that poor boy in here.”

      “He’s not a boy, mother. He’s a grown man. And a good one. A nice, polite one. And the future Duke of Foxwood.”

      “I know who he is. Your father knows who he is. And if you’ve gotten it in your head to marry him, you’ll listen to me.” She brushed another lock of hair back up into Constance’s failing chignon.

      “I never said a twig about marrying anyone. I simply went on holiday.”

      Her mother went on as if Constance had never said a word. “Let your father work through his anger in his own time. He was worried to the point of illness practically. You are his only daughter, Constance. You must understand that.”

      “I do.”

      “You cannot know the like of worrying over one’s child.”

      Constance couldn’t argue with that.

      “His blustering is just that, all bluster. He loves you, and he’s angry with himself for sending you away, although I think it’s probably been good for you.”

      Constance rolled her head to the side, looking at her mother with disbelief.

      “I’m on your side. Just remember that.”

      She heard heavy, echoing footsteps thudding through the foyer. No doubt the quick ones belonged to her father while the others, clipping along, must be Derek’s.

      The doors to the drawing room flew open, just short of banging into the walls. Her father huffed through the door while Mr. Derek stopped just inside the threshold, a cautious, rather confused look about him. No doubt her father hadn’t bothered saying two words before he marched him into the house.

      Her father threw his hands toward Derek. “Is this the man you speak of?” At that, Derek slanted a questioning brow at Constance.

      “This is the good man who accompanied me home because I’d threatened to travel here myself, all alone. Do you think that would have been better, Father?”

      “I think it would have been grand had I put you in a convent two months ago.”

      Much to her chagrin, a smile popped up on her face. “Oh, Papa. I am sorry for worrying you. I truly am.” She stood. “Have you met Lord Westforde?”

      “He has, Lady Constance,” Derek chimed in.

      “I don’t need your help, boy,” her father countered.

      Derek held up a hand and bowed his head in meek surrender.

      “I’m just trying to figure out what the hell to do with him now. Should I call him out, Constance? Is that what you want? Is there need for such measures? Because I needn’t tell you what the ton would say if they ever caught wind of this little excursion of yours.” Her father shook his head, his teeth grating.

      “You’re overreacting, Papa. And I can see that was the wrong thing to say. You’ll be happy to know that Lord Westforde behaved in much the same way you are now when I showed up unannounced on his family’s doorstep.”

      Her father visibly calmed after taking in a much-needed deep breath. His gasping purple hew returned to normal. Then he looked Derek over, only pausing for his mouth to twitch once. “You may have some sense left,” her father said to Derek.

      “I bow to your better judgment, Lord Buckthorn. I only hoped to return your daughter home safely. My grandfather made an error in allowing her to extend her holiday in Cornwall.”

      “Is that what she told you? She was on holiday? Hah. If you believe that, you’re a bigger fool than I.”

      “I believe this is a family matter, and I am but a messenger.”

      “You’re not here to ask for her hand?” Constance couldn’t tell if her father was disappointed or stunned.

      She shot Derek a sharp look, not knowing whether he should confess his intentions at that moment or not.

      “I’m here to see her home. I’ll be returning to Foxwood.”

      “You don’t attend the season?” Her father narrowed his eyes.

      Derek still stood in the open doorway with no request to join them. “I never have, no.”

      “Good.” Her father turned his attention back to Constance. “Because if you think to overstep my right to find a man who can handle you, Constance, you have another think coming. I intend to make good of the few waning weeks of the season left to me.”

      “You mean the season left to us both? I never thought to overstep, Papa. I know you’ve always had my best interest at heart, but I cannot believe you’d make a match for me without my consent. Please tell me you haven’t.”

      “As is my right,” her father said while leaning into the comment, pointing a determined finger to his chest.

      Constance had pricked his pride, taking from his hands what he felt was his. Or perhaps he felt as if Derek was taking her away from him without permission. She was beginning to see his side—just a little. Daughters are a father’s weakness. Hadn’t she seen fit to use that against him since she was a child old enough to know? She realized Derek was right. Her father needed time, and he needed to feel as if his opinion mattered. Not because her father was a bullheaded dictator but because she mattered to him.

      Her mother turned in her seat. “Thank you, Lord Westforde, for bringing her home.”

      Her father grunted his appreciation, then Mr. Smith showed Derek out.
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        * * *

      

      As Derek found his way back to the rented chaise, thinking idly that this first encounter with Constance’s father could have been worse, he heard rustling skirts hurrying behind him. He half expected to find Constance standing there.

      “We haven’t been formally introduced, Lord Westforde. I apologize for that, but Buckthorn has been in such a state.”

      “As he should be, madam.” He bowed toward the woman with flaxen hair, almost the same bright shade as her daughter’s. It shone with shiny strands of white-gray that might have dulled another woman’s complexion, but it made Lady Buckthorn fairly glow. Constance was of the same height, the same color of hair, but he imagined she had her father’s temper, resistance, and determination, which was apparently a lethal combination for his heart. He’d never have dreamed it so.

      “Buckthorn will cool down, I’m positive. And if your intention is a betrothal, I applaud your tolerance and patience.”

      Derek merely smiled. It would not serve him or Constance to reveal anything today.

      “You understand this is a delicate matter?” Lady Buckthorn cocked her head. Beautiful blue eyes watched him while she held on to her composure. That, too, reminded him of Constance. “He will take time to convince, which is why I wished to have a word in private with you.” She folded her hands, tipping her chin up to see him. “May I? Speak freely, I mean?”

      “I should love that, Lady Buckthorn.”

      She sighed, almost relieved. “Good. First, I think you are brave for showing up today. It says a great deal about your character. You may not realize how much it will help your case later, but I promise it will. You seem to have patience in spades. And second…” She pleated and unpleated her skirt. “I wished for you to know I was acquainted with your mother. We were friends many years ago.”

      “She’s spoken fondly of you,” Derek warmly informed her.

      Lady Buckthorn put a hand to her chest, and her smile was more than relief. It was pure joy. If he was not mistaken, her eyes misted briefly as if her emotions were being kept under check.

      “Then you truly are the duke’s grandson.” It wasn’t a question but a statement of affirmation.

      Derek brought a folded, wax-sealed letter from his breast pocket and handed it to her. “My mother wished this delivered to you. Lady Buckthorn, I’m not sure how much you know of my family, but I have a brother, Rowan, and a sister, Morgan. Morgan is a delightful sixteen-year-old whose middle name is”—he smiled deeply—“Elizabeth.”

      He needn’t say more, because just at the mention, her eyes welled with tears.

      “I’m sure it’s not a coincidence.”

      Elizabeth was Lady Buckthorn’s birth name. She sniffled, and he handed her a handkerchief. Dabbing her eyes, she offered, “I had no idea. How lovely. You cannot know how much that means. We used to write regularly until our lives took over and family duties swallowed up our time. I remember when you were born. Cecily was thrilled and wrote to me of your black hair and blue eyes. They are the color of your grandmother’s.” She clarified. “Your mother’s mother, I mean, whose Irish ancestors were raven-haired. And she wrote to me of Rowan. But I never knew of Morgan. When this all settles, perhaps they’ll come.”

      “My hope is they will come for a wedding.” Under the circumstances, he felt that safe to add.

      “I should like to hope for that too,” she said, her throat thick with tears. “Now—” She chortled, folding the delicate handkerchief and handing it back to Derek. “If we can just keep Constance silent until her father gets over his fit, we can begin planning it.”

      Derek grinned with a gentle chuckle.

      “And Lord Westforde—”

      “Yes?”

      “Your mother loves you very much.”

      He couldn’t be sure, but the unusual comment came through, laced with uncertainty, and he predicted that his mother must have entrusted Lady Buckthorn with her reasons for fleeing to Cornwall. If Constance’s mother knew of his birth, how much did her father know? That could prove an issue. But not today. Lady Buckthorn didn’t appear upset, only concerned.

      “I also wished to thank you for bringing our daughter home safely.”

      “My pleasure.” He gently took her gloved hand and bowed.

      After shutting the door to the coach, Derek leaned his head back. It was the first peaceful moment he’d had in weeks. And also the loneliest.
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        * * *

      

      “Did you not even make an appearance?” Ethan Strong asked two hours later when he found Derek had not been home to Foxwood yet. “His Grace, I know, has a town house just a block from here. He doesn’t frequent London, but I’m sure the house is open for you.” Ethan joined Derek for a drink in the parlor.

      “I hear Havenly married while I was gone.”

      “And Richfield a week ago.” Ethan didn’t bother clarifying.

      While Derek had basked in the convoluted company of Lady Constance, his friends had managed to get betrothed and married.

      “When I left, you were a bachelor. Please tell me that remains true,” Derek said while seating himself on a comfortable royal-blue tufted armchair. The room was minus all the womanly touches like heavily damasked wall coverings that matched the curtains, the chairs, the floors, the doors. Or else it seemed so. That must be how women caught their flies, by decorating rooms where no man could find the exit.

      Ethan Strong had no need for a wife. He changed women weekly. He never bothered keeping a mistress and enjoyed his freedom, perhaps more so than anyone Derek knew.

      “You know I have no plans for marriage,” Strong said, pouring more brandy for them both. “Don’t tell me you do?” He stretched a glance over the rim of his snifter.

      Derek relented. “All I can say is, it’s catching, my friend. Beware.” He saluted with his glass, then idly watched the brandy he swirled around the bowl. “Havenly and Richfield? Both?” He looked back at his friend. “In a single season?”

      A dull laugh came from Ethan.

      Derek rubbed his day beard with a thoughtful swipe of his thumb across his chin. “What the hell happened to us, Strong?”

      “What do you mean, us?” Ethan’s brows drew a confused line over both eyes.

      “If I can convince the Earl of Buckthorn, I’m afraid I’ll be joining the club.”

      “Lady Constance?” Ethan whistled between his teeth. “The woman’s a—”

      “Strong, continue on that path and I might be obliged to knock the ridiculous grin from your face.”

      “I only intended to point out that she’s too beautiful by half for a scoundrel like you. Besides, I thought you limited your stay to half the year. Buckthorn’s a peer. He’s not likely to allow his daughter the move to Cornwall.” Ethan stated the obvious.

      He could point out to his friend that husbands have the last say, but somehow Derek realized his notion of marriage was all wrong. “I’m staying here.”

      “The devil you say.”

      “I’m surrounded by questionable language these days.” He smirked at his friend.

      Strong shrugged. “Richfield warned me about a month ago there might be a woman, but I never dreamed it was Lady Constance.”

      “She’s staying… was staying at Foxwood for the season. That’s how we met.”

      “I take it you haven’t spoken to her father.”

      “Not yet. Not precisely.” He emptied the glass and set it aside. “All I’m interested in this evening is getting drunk and losing a few hands of brag to anyone willing to take my money.”

      Ethan nudged the corner of his mouth to the side, creating a dazzling, crooked smile. The affectation drew women exclusively to him whenever he was in a room. That and the dangerous occupation he practiced—pugilism. His barely legal boxing club had more than its share of secret spectators. Some of them women.

      “I’ll send a note for Havenly and Richfield. They’re both in town. But the besotted fools are liable to bring their wives.” He chuckled.

      Derek shook his head emphatically. “No… No women. Please tell me they have a better grasp on their wives than that.”

      Strong lifted a brow and announced, “No, of course they don’t. Take note, Westforde. If you marry that headstrong blonde, you’re in for it worse than the rest of us.”

      “You know what they say about famous last words, Strong?”

      “You forget who you’re talking to. I have no need for an heir and no need for a wife. There’s need and then there’s need. And with any luck, they shall never meet.”

      Derek couldn’t fault him for that. Ethan had always been his own man. Then again, so had Derek.
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      Between Foxwood and Bodmin and one very handsome horse trainer, Constance would never be the same. She felt alive and free despite her perception that she’d now been banished to her room until she could change her father’s mind. Or until her mother softened his reserve. Her mother had begged for more time and strongly suggested that Constance not rush the process. But she missed Mr. Derek more than she’d have guessed possible. It had been two days since she’d seen or heard from him, and she assumed he had returned to Foxwood immediately.

      The pale pink colors of her bedchamber did nothing to soothe her. She had not been ordered to her room, but out a perverse sense of self-preservation, she stayed there anyway.

      “Constance,” came the familiar timbre of her eldest brother’s voice along with a rap on her door.

      “Come in, Nicholas.” With her heart hammering, she prepared for a confrontation she’d known would come. She had yet to see Nicholas since the inciting incident that got her banished. Was he still angry with her for saying his beloved had made him a cuckold? Which surely she would have done if he’d gone through with the betrothal. Honestly, she wouldn’t be surprised if he confessed to killing Mr. Townsend, the man Constance had seen Miss Floyd with, the woman whom Nicholas wished to marry. Whether true or not, she realized now that the dinner table had not been the place for such a discussion. She had done a disservice to her brother for not speaking to him in private.

      The last she’d seen of Nicholas, he’d been in a foul temper, and she hoped it had subsided substantially. She stood in the center of her room, waiting to find out.

      The door slowly opened. Her brother’s dark blond hair showed as he peeked around the edge of the door, his hand clutching the handle.

      “Is it safe then? Or am I to meet with a vase to my skull?”

      She released a breath and a smile. “I could ask the same.” Relieved, she walked forward and greeted him. He took her hand and kissed her cheek.

      “Mother says you refuse to leave your room.”

      “Not refuse—I just wish to stay out of Papa’s way for now.”

      “It is your stubborn willfulness that gets you into trouble.”

      “Are you speaking for Father, or do you assume I need more reprimanding? I thought you were my brother. I’m afraid I don’t need another father.” She sighed heavily. “Nicholas, let me begin by apologizing to you. I know my callous words at dinner that night were ill-planned.”

      “Let’s not speak of it again.”

      “We must speak of it because it’s the reason I’m in this predicament.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re in love now.” His tone mocked her.

      That stung. “I wouldn’t like to be that foolish. But I do care for Westforde very much. And he’s perfect.” Her brother opened his mouth to speak, but she interrupted. “And don’t tell me I’m too young to know my own mind.”

      His mouth closed promptly, giving her the impression that she’d been correct to think so. He ran a hand through his thick hair and took a seat at her vanity.

      “You must meet him.”

      He rolled his eyes, putting his head in his hands.

      “I don’t understand you, Nicholas. I truly don’t. You say you were in love—”

      “But you are not, Constance.” His head snapped up. “And you are too young. Not by age, mind you.”

      She scowled at him.

      “But by experience. You’ve only seen what you want to see or what our parents will allow. It’s not all primroses out there.”

      “I’ve been to Cornwall.”

      “Well then, you must know everything.”

      “You’re being obtuse. I only meant that I traveled on my own to a strange place and managed quite well. In fact, I had every plan to come home without an escort.”

      “Oh, and why is that? Because what I heard is even worse, that Westforde brought you back alone. Exactly how well do you know him?”

      The meaning was clear. She rolled her eyes, crossing her arms. “Mr. Derek is a gentleman.”

      His dumbfounded expression would have been funny had the situation been less severe. “Who the devil is Mr. Derek?”

      She looked at him and said as if it were obvious, “Westforde.”

      He cleared his head with a shake. “You call the Earl of Westforde Mr. Derek?” He smiled then, the kind of smile that transformed him into the charming brother she knew. “Oh, my dear sister, you have fallen hard, haven’t you?”

      “I shouldn’t like to say.”

      “What makes him so different that he should win your heart when others have failed repeatedly?”

      “Because when I first met him, I didn’t know who he was.” She clasped her hands to keep from wringing them, then sat on the edge of her bed.

      “How could you not? He’s the grandson of the Duke of Foxwood.”

      “If you’ll listen, I’ll tell you.”

      He leaned his back against the vanity table and crossed his arms. “Go on then.”

      She told him how she’d visited the stables in lieu of riding. She told him how Derek had saved her from the clutches of the horrible Mr. Langley. She even told him how he had discovered her singing to his horse. Then she explained the entire embarrassing debacle in Cornwall. She left nothing out except the very private parts, like asking him to teach her how to kiss. And the night in the meadow. And in his cottage home. Which accounted for a lot.

      “I understand why he gave his middle name and wouldn’t wish you to know who he was. But what I don’t understand is why you assumed a betrothal when you’ve indicated nothing to suggest he’d asked for your hand.” When she couldn’t look at him, he said, “Ah, I see now. What did he say that you purposely misunderstood? Because I know that’s your tactic.”

      “It’s not a tactic. And I can’t tell you.”

      “Won’t tell me, you mean.”

      “No, I won’t.” She looked at him. “Nicholas? I know what I did to you was not right, but will you tell me why you were so angry with me for showing you the truth about Miss Floyd?”

      He gestured with his hands like it was all nonsense. “Because for one, I didn’t want to believe it. And two, because you could have told me in private and saved me some major embarrassment, not to mention the hearty round of questions I endured after you left.”

      “Why does Father care what you do?”

      “Our father cares about the Whitmore name. And that is something I don’t think you’ve considered in this little fight to get your way.” He held up a hand to stop her next words. “Save me the blistering. You owe me the freedom of a lecture.”

      “You’re right, I do. And I appreciate you coming to speak with me. I never meant you any harm.”

      “I know that. And I’m not ungrateful for what you did, just embarrassed. Love is a foolish thing and not to be believed. You should be cautious when trusting a man who says otherwise.” He raised a brow, and she had the distinct feeling he could read her thoughts, which was why she’d purposely left out the part about Mr. Derek professing his love for her. “Now what have you schemed up to convince Father to listen, because I know you must have a plan.”

      “I’ve schemed nothing. Unless you have a plan?”

      “Oho, do not involve me in your escapades.” He held up his hands.

      Constance needed her brother’s trust and him on her side if she had any hope of seeing Mr. Derek again. She eyed her brother from across the rich, rose-colored Aubusson carpet. “I do need a favor.”

      “No.”

      “You must. Despite my untimely confession at the dinner table, you owe me, dear brother, for all the times I distracted our parents away from difficult questions on your whereabouts.”

      “I will not help you sneak out to meet a reprobate.”

      “He is not a reprobate. And it is not sneaking if I wish to gather the items that I foolishly left behind at Foxwood in my haste.”

      “It’s just as easy to have them sent.”

      Against all hope of towering over her sitting brother, Constance stood and did her regal best to intimidate him into helping her return to Foxwood. While he continued to lounge with his back against the vanity, his elbows propped on the polished rosewood edge, she came to stand in front of him to plead her case.

      He regarded her negligently.

      “I cannot trust that everything will be properly packed.”

      “No.”

      “And that my most prized silks and taffetas will not be rent.”

      “No.”

      “Stop saying no.”

      “Then make another request.”

      She sighed, pulling her mouth to the side and folding her arms while she tapped her foot. It thumped against the carpet repeatedly. The last time she’d done that was in the stable when she stirred up a dust storm. “Please, Nicholas.”

      He heaved a sigh and sat up. “Mother likes him. I guess that says something about his character. And Father is angry up to his gills with you, my dear, and so am I if you’re interested. Westforde didn’t drag you to Cornwall, but he did safely bring you home, and that’s what counts.” Nicholas examined her with squinted eyes. “In one innocent piece, or else I’ll have his head. Do you have any idea what the wagging tongues would do with this little peccadillo if they found out? Gerald Clifton, that unrelenting gossipmonger, will nose around for information as soon as you make a showing. What will he find, Constance?”

      “Nothing.” Or maybe a few missing teeth for his efforts, she thought silently. Derek would ring Mr. Clifton’s bell if he dared say anything remotely disparaging. “I promise you’ll like him.”

      “I doubt it.”

      “You will.” She could see his resolve slipping. But what he said next changed her mind.

      “Father wants you back in London for the season, and I have it on good authority that your Mr. Derek will be there. He is to open the duke’s townhome.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Mother told me. And if you need a real ally, I suspect she is on your side.”
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      The Needham Ball was nothing special, but Derek attended with young, fop-like anticipation. It had been several years since he’d graced a ballroom, at least one this crowded. His grandfather’s estate parties were much smaller; even then, Derek had not cared to join them. Constance had mentioned dancing. Derek had promised he knew how, but he wasn’t sure he remembered all the steps. Tonight would either be the worst kind of humiliation or the best kind of memory. A life without tripping over one’s feet left you with very few lasting memories. In his own family, it was his experience that foibles created laughter that kept everyone warm through the long winter months.

      Derek adjusted the space between his neckcloth and his skin, wishing for a moment in the cool night air. May’s weather had warmed the house. Even though the night held a cool breeze, it failed to make it into the lush, gold-bedecked ballroom. At any rate, he’d have dressed in abrasive tweed if it made Constance happy.

      His return to Foxwood lasted long enough for his grandfather to pack and make the trip back to London. The drive gave them time to talk. His grandfather was sorry for meddling, just sorry enough to grin ear to ear when Derek broke the news that he planned to marry Constance. The duke then insisted on returning to the city so that everyone could see them together, securing Derek’s position in the eyes of the ton. They’d accept him readily if the duke made it a point to attend a few affairs, as he did tonight.

      Derek left his grandfather to his longtime friends, then found something more potent than champagne, all the while hoping to see Constance. He had it on good authority that she would be there.

      A heavy hand clapped him on the shoulder from behind.

      “Westforde.”

      Derek turned to find a tall gentleman with dark blond hair greeting him as if they knew one another. “I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure.”

      “Nor I, Mr. Derek.”

      Oh Lord, this had to be someone who knew Constance. And then it struck him. This was someone who knew Constance. Derek’s teeth clenched, and he narrowed his eyes while consciously keeping his hands from making a fist.

      “Are you not going to ask me about my sister? Or shall we have a standoff? Or a duel if you prefer?”

      “Derek Montgomery, Earl of Westforde. And you, I take it, are Lady Constance Whitmore’s brother.”

      “Yes. Viscount Reed.”

      “I’m glad to make your acquaintance.”

      “Are you?” Lord Reed said mockingly, his hands clasped behind his back.

      “Nicholas!” The unmistakable lilting voice of Constance interrupted the posturing.

      Derek had been so preoccupied with Constance’s brother that he’d failed to see her approach.

      Both men gave a bow. “Constance,” her brother began, “I believe you may know this man.”

      “I believe you’re correct. Good evening, Lord Westforde,” she said demurely, but her eyes were beaming. “I assume my brother is here to grant permission for a waltz. Aren’t you, Nicholas?”

      Derek lifted a brow, and Lord Reed provided a curt nod. “Only one.”

      “Lord Reed, do you play cards?”

      “Are you a betting man, Westforde?”

      “Very much. You’re welcome to join me as my guest for a game of brag.”

      “Name the place and time.”

      “Ethan Strong’s home along with Havenly and Richfield. Are you acquainted?”

      “I’ve known Richfield since we were lads. But not you. Why is that, Westforde?”

      “That’s enough,” Constance cut in. “I hear a waltz, and I believe I’m owed a dance.”

      Glad for the reprieve, Derek led her to the dancefloor on quaking limbs because he hadn’t danced in some time. He was out of his element and now understood what Constance must have felt with his family in Cornwall. If she noticed his nervousness, she didn’t show it. The simple gift of confidence encouraged his belief in his flagging talent for the steps. As expected, she would want to waltz. The first whirl was perfection until Derek tried conversing.

      “Mr. Derek, if I were you, I should let me do the talking. That last step almost ruined my new silk slipper.”

      He pulled her close—too close for ton standards. “I might require a private lesson or two, Lady Constance.”

      “I’d like that.” She trailed off, something across the room drawing her attention. “Who is that man?”

      Derek reluctantly shifted his gaze from her lovely face, and for a moment time froze, the air thinned, and his chest squeezed against sobering anxiety. He recognized the tall, dark-haired man from his grandfather’s house party. The same man who’d given him an unsettling pause.

      “What is it, Derek?” The worry behind her question was unmistakable.

      “It’s nothing,” he said absently, then lost count of the steps again. Thankfully Constance was proficient enough in the art that she covered his blunder with smooth, sure footing.

      “Well, I can’t like him.”

      Derek made light for her sake. “Love, you don’t know him, and if you keep twisting your neck like that, people will wonder how much you’ve had to drink.”

      “Well, I’d rather look at you any day.”

      “I missed you, darling.” He had not expected to fall in love with her, but he’d drowned in those eyes a month ago and was like to never come up for air again.

      She smiled shyly. “And I you. I know Nicholas has a bite, but he’s on my side… Our side.” She smiled. “And I can tell that he likes you.”

      Derek chuckled. “Can you? I think he’d like to skewer me.”

      “It’s all stuff and nonsense.”

      The gossips had taken the bit and run with the rumors that the Duke of Foxwood had turned out in society to officially introduce his grandson. It wouldn’t have mattered whether he’d declared Derek as his grandson or not; the deed was official. No one could argue that point. Few had met Derek. Tonight they’d be swarming to make introductions.

      As he and Constance returned to a growing crowd of interlopers, Nicholas looked disappointed, chewing at the side of his cheek. Havenly and Richfield had arrived with two women in tow. Constance hurried to the side of Richfield’s wife, who was evidently the friend Constance had been searching for the night Derek found her in the garden, being accosted by Langley.

      Introductions were made, and Derek enjoyed watching his future wife easily maneuver this world where she’d grown up. As was the custom, he could take only two dances with her, but he danced with his friends’ wives to save him from the mothers of every eligible single miss in the room. First Lady Richfield and then the Duchess of Havenly while Constance also shared a dance with their husbands. Derek wasn’t sure whether he enjoyed the party for himself or because it made Constance smile with genuine joy. In this world, her manners were perfect, her demeanor perfect, her conversation perfect. But he would always love the Constance who tried to bake a pie and sang to his horse. She was afraid to fall in love with him, but Derek knew she already had. If he’d thought any different, he would have never asked to wed her. It was only a matter of time before she realized that too.

      In the space of the evening, Derek took inventory of the other ladies who had been at their side. He watched for Constance and did his best to keep his face from expressing how he felt whenever she danced with another man.

      The Duchess of Havenly assured him, “It is common practice to dance with several partners. Even married couples do. Especially married couples. It’s considered gauche to dance solely with one’s spouse.” She shrugged. “Although I have never understood that particular peculiarity.”

      “The ton’s reasoning is a curiosity I’m not certain I’d care to understand.”

      “Lord Westforde, I was not raised among them, as I assume you were not. It is something you get used to, or at least learn to play the game.”

      “By the look on your husband’s face, I’m not sure he cares for the practice either.”

      “Grant is merely territorial. He can’t help it. He’s an animal,” she said with light in her eyes.

      Derek laughed as Havenly took his wife’s elbow from behind and whisked her away, growling under his breath. “Nothing you cannot tame, love.”

      Then Derek took the break in company to seek fresh air and perhaps to follow the stranger who’d just taken leave on the terrace.

      When Derek emerged from the crowded ballroom, he found the oddly familiar man smoking a cheroot. It reminded him of the night at Foxwood when he’d shoved Langley up the terrace steps. This man had been standing at the balustrade, casually smoking, paying little heed to Derek’s actions.

      “Are you looking for someone? Or just me?” the man asked, his voice a rich timbre, gravelly and confident.

      The terrace was empty, and they stood far enough from the doorway that their voices would not travel. Derek grabbed the opportunity to have a word.

      “Cigar?” the polished gentleman offered Derek immediately.

      “No, thank you.”

      The man shrugged. “Can I help you with something… Lord Westforde?”

      “I don’t think we’ve been introduced.” Derek watched him with narrowed eyes. The fact he knew Derek’s name made the hairs on his neck stand up.

      “Byron Blakely. The Viscount Hammond formally. Which name grabs you?”

      “Neither.” What an odd question. “I don’t frequent the season, so how is it you know my name, Lord Hammond?”

      “It’s on the tongue of every eligible female under the age of thirty. How old would that make you?” Hammond drew on his cheroot, the tip glowing, his eyes a squint through the dancing thread of smoke.

      “Old enough to know I’ve no obligation to answer your question.” Derek continued to scrutinize the stranger. Something about him rankled. The sound of his voice grated, and none of it sat well. “I saw you at Foxwood a month ago. How do you know my grandfather?”

      He chuckled. “Everyone knows the Duke of Foxwood has the best property for hunting and gives the best parties for another kind of hunting. I’ve never seen you there before, but I did see you put Langley in his place. For a woman, I presume? Was it the lovely Lady Constance Whitmore?”

      Derek didn’t care for his innuendo, but he had enough wisdom not to bite. “You seem to have an unusual curiosity about my business.”

      “Perhaps.” Lord Hammond’s answers were short and completely, purposely uninformative.

      “How do you know me?” Derek asked bluntly. He kept his voice level, doing his best to keep from scowling. The man was too perceptive.

      “I know your mother.” Hammond threw the cheroot into a bed of lilac and regarded Derek with scrutiny.

      “I doubt that.”

      Hammond raised his brows and pulled his mouth to the side. “Doubt it all you like. But Lady Cecily is your mother, I take it?”

      “The Marchioness of Alderleigh.” Derek corrected him. He didn’t stop to think that he sounded a bit like Constance that first day.

      The other man huffed a sigh. “So it is. You have the shape of her eyes. But the color… that’s not hers.”

      “No, it’s my grandfather’s. The Duke of Foxwood.”

      The man squinted and took in his height. They were nearly the same. “Not the duke’s. Maybe your father’s. I assume you have one.” He folded his arms. “You marrying Buckthorn’s daughter? You can deny that too if you’d like, but it’s written all over you.”

      Derek shook his head. “If you know who my mother is, then you know who my father is, the marquess. For a man who seems always to be alone, you ask a lot of questions, Lord Hammond.”

      “Actually, I’d guess you have more questions than I. But I do have a bit of advice.”

      Irritated, Derek felt his mouth twitch, and he glared unnervingly at Hammond. He answered with silence.

      “Lady Constance is beautiful. Don’t let it go to your head. You’ll be sorry you did.” He shrugged. “And it’s completely unnecessary.”

      “You’re a bastard, Hammond.”

      “No, I’m not. But you are, Lord Westforde.” He took a step and then turned back. “By the way, I coined that smirk and the eye color.”

      Derek stood frozen in place. It wasn’t like him to let another man get away with such derogatory behavior, but the minute he’d questioned the color of his eyes, he knew. There was little question that Lord Hammond could be his biological father. The duke had denied knowing who he was, and his mother would never tell him, but perhaps her closest friend at the time would know for sure. He planned to visit Lady Buckthorn.

      For now, his insides were in knots and he lacked definitive proof. His father was Ashford Montgomery, not the poor excuse for a man who had just walked away. He couldn’t deny they shared the same dark blue eyes, and there was something in the way he smiled that felt familiar, not to mention the damned dent in his chin, but whatever information he turned over, this man would never be his father.
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      Derek had come to the city three nights ago, and already he’d attended two balls, a musicale, and a night of cards with Havenly, Richfield, Strong, and now Nicholas Whitmore, or more accurately, Viscount Reed. Between the lot of them, there were enough names to put upon all the Ascot racehorses combined. Except for Ethan Strong. Or, plainly, Strong. Ethan held no title. He did not have numerous names to flaunt and perhaps had more freedom than any. And he seemed to enjoy it all.

      Derek was thankful for a place of common ground. Since Reed knew Richfield, Strong’s home provided a safe harbor for him and Constance’s brother to learn something about one another. Derek found he liked the man. And Reed seemed to have no ought against Derek. So far there had been no significant hurdle besides the one he’d already faced bringing Constance home.

      Not until Lord Hammond. Hammond could sour his plans. If Lord Buckthorn were privy to his birth, Derek might be turned away for that alone. He needed answers, and Lady Buckthorn was the only one with whom he could entrust his questions.

      He devoted an entire morning to finding the answers.

      “I just thought I’d ask, Lady Buckthorn.” Derek sat beside Constance’s mother in Buckthorn’s London town house on a rich chocolate damask sofa. The warm fall colors of the parlor made him wish for brandy. The conversation this morning with Lady Buckthorn made him wish it was late enough in the day to ask for brandy. Thankfully Constance was already dispatched for a day of shopping with her friends because he needed privacy with Lady Buckthorn to ask about the man who had hurt his mother.

      “Cecily never gave me a name.”

      “Anything would be helpful,” Derek added.

      “I don’t wish to abuse the friendship your mother and I had and hope to have again.”

      “Indeed, you’re right. It isn’t fair of me to ask, and if my mother were here, I’d ask her instead. I won’t force your position, my lady. I only ask because I’m worried about Lady Constance.”

      “I appreciate your reasons for asking. No one knew of the conditions for your mother’s marriage. No one but me and your grandparents.”

      “And my father.”

      “Yes, of course. No one is in doubt of that.”

      “I find that I am.”

      “You shouldn’t be. Your family is rare, Lord Westforde. I know for a fact that your father loves you.”

      “That is not in question here today. What is in question is what may come of this Lord Hammond if he makes his ramblings public.”

      “All I can tell you is that Cecily was adamant about keeping his name a secret. The scandal would have hurt not only her position for making a good match, but it would have hurt her sisters as well.”

      Derek sighed and tried not to sound frustrated. “Lord Hammond didn’t come out and say, but his demeanor convinced me that the possibility is at least plausible. Our eyes are the same shade of blue.”

      “The duke’s eyes are blue.”

      “An ocean blue, yes. But mine are a darker blue, hemmed in gray, the same shade as Lord Hammond’s. There’s the matter of a dimpled chin. And even I recognize his gait.”

      Silence settled over the room.

      “Lady Buckthorn, the man may be my father, and where this does not foul me against the man who raised me, I am worried that it will cause an irreparable problem with your husband. If Lord Buckthorn finds out, I’ve little hope of his blessing, and I don’t want to elope. And if that sounds as if I’m ashamed, I assure you I am not. My fear is for Constance. I love her.”

      Lady Buckthorn bowed her head, but not before Derek saw her eyes tear up. She sniffled, pulling a handkerchief from her sleeve. “Love is a sweet, dangerous thing.”

      “Why is that so? I confess I don’t understand this reasoning. It is a gift.”

      “Yes. It is. But it’s also something that young ladies are not conditioned to expect. Even my marriage to Buckthorn was an arrangement of title and money.”

      “That is why Constance refuses it.”

      Lady Buckthorn’s brow furrowed, and she gazed at him with sad determination. “And it’s why she must marry you. You are a rare hope that doesn’t come along often.”

      “My parents taught me well.”

      “And so they did. And might I say that I adore my husband, but all Constance sees is what she’s been taught by the ton, by her tutors, and probably by me, I’m ashamed to say. But you’ve reminded me of a simpler time. A time when youthful folly was the truest hope, unhindered by the realities of surviving the game.”

      “Life is not a game. And there is no surviving without love. I am a testament to that.”

      “You are a wise young man. I shall keep my ear trained toward the season’s gossip and see if we cannot silence Lord Hammond’s exhausting ego. Remember, you are legitimate and no amount of gossip will ever change that.”

      “No, but it won’t stop the damning word bastard from being touted. You know how cruel people can be. It is either stomp on the hurting or ignore them and step over them. Both are unacceptable, but the former is sugar to entertainment’s sweet tooth. If Constance is hurt, they’ll never stop. I can take that upon myself, but I will not allow that for her.”
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      Another two days passed with hardly a word from Derek and Constance was not the kind of woman to sit idle for long.

      But there were other plans she could make. Other actions at her disposal. She enlisted Nicholas for another favor, which he grudgingly agreed to.

      “Thank you, my dear brother. I knew you’d understand.”

      He gave her a dubious look. “I understand it doesn’t matter what I do or do not do. You’ve made your decision.” And then, softer, he added, “It is not my will to keep you from someone who unquestionably cares deeply for you and isn’t likely to cause you any harm.” This last part he said a little more pointedly, then broke into a toothy smile. “Two hours. I can take leave at Ethan’s club. And, little sister, be good. I’m sure that falls on deaf ears, but I have to say it anyway.”

      She jumped on the extra time, changing her dress into something light and airy, a butterscotch gauze day dress. It was beautifully simple in design and had a lovely free flow to it. With short puffy sleeves, it welcomed summer. Nicholas chose the carriage for travel. That way he could drive her there himself without needing a coachman. Taking a conveyance, however, meant a lengthy twenty-minute drive.

      Her brother’s actions showed a certain tightness, and she only speculated on it for thirty seconds before closing in. “Are you going to tell me what you know, Nicholas?”

      “Are you going to spend twenty minutes bleeding me like a leech?”

      “Yes.”

      He chuckled. “What do you want to know? It’s easier if I save the argument until after the bloodsucking.”

      “You’ve always been practical.” She looked to the side of the carriage, afraid to meet his eyes, watching as the wheels barely missed a sizable pothole. She wasn’t privy to what Nicholas knew. Or, more importantly, what he didn’t know. “What has Westforde told you?”

      “We’ve spoken of many things.” His hands were steady on the reins.

      “Which were?”

      “Constance.” Nicholas grew serious. “I know.”

      Her head snapped around. “What do you know?”

      “I know who he is. Your Mr. Derek and I had an extensive talk.” When her eyes went wide, he continued, “It doesn’t matter to me, but it may matter to Father.”

      “What else did he tell you?” She couldn’t imagine that Derek would share their intimately personal relationship, but she needed to know. Even before Nicholas answered, her cheeks turned warm and her arms flushed pink. But if he noticed, he was kind enough to keep it to himself.

      “It’s something he should tell you,” he said with only a cursory glance her way.

      “I’m asking you. I’ve covered up your exploits plenty. You owe me.”

      His cheek twitched, a habit of annoyance. “There’s a real possibility of trouble brewing.”

      “From where?” She was afraid to know.

      “A Lord Hammond has made a threat or two. I’m not sure how serious they are. I’m not sure what his motives are except he’s rather an arrogant, surly bastard. But I don’t think it’s anything you need worry over just yet. We have powerful friends with just the right effectual persuasion. I imagine it will be enough to keep him under control.”

      Constance hardly heard anything else he said because her mind was already deep in scheming territory. “Thank you, Nicholas,” she said absently.

      “Quit plotting, Constance. Let your future husband take care of it. Men like to do that, you know.”

      “Do what?”

      “Take care of the women they cherish.”

      On the verge of saying love, Constance was aware of her brother’s fall into that particular territory. He’d been there once. She had to trust what he said was true. She silently reached out, took his hand, and squeezed. A smile played at the corners of her mouth, and she let the reticence hang, a wordless vow to one another. A sibling’s secrets were always safe.

      Her brother escorted her into Derek’s town house. He stayed for a goodly amount of time just in case passersby might take notice of his quick arrival and equally swift departure. After the brief visit, Derek left her seated in the upstairs family parlor and showed her brother to the door. The house was virtually silent. The duke had gone back to his country seat not long after they’d arrived back in England. She and Derek were alone.

      Perfectly alone.

      Her first strategic move? Find the door to his room.

      But each solid, varnished mahogany door on the second floor looked the same. She tried several. The first door opened into a small study with a wall of books. Most of the austere room appeared to see little use, the furnishings polished like new, and the desk blotter was clean of ink. The next door boasted a closet of brooms, dustpans, and stacks of polishing cloths. It smelled like wood lacquer. She moved on.

      She turned a knob and peeked inside the next possibility. Finally a room with a bed. It appeared to be a guest room because although it was pretty and a nice size, it wasn’t grand enough for the owner. She backed out, pulling the door shut. When she moved to turn around, the heels of her short boots met the resistance of something solid behind her. She gave a little kick. Bootheel to boot toe. Usually the scent of mint soothed her. But she wasn’t sure what kind of reproach she could expect for her snooping. Mr. Derek had yet to say a single word, but she knew it was him. Her heart gave a pinching lurch into her throat.

      She sucked in air, then sighed as she leaned the length of her body back against his hard torso. The scent of him, subtle and enticing, pinned her to the door as thoroughly as the man himself.

      Warm breath and a curl of his hair tickled her ear when he softly said, “What are you looking for, Miss Whitmore?”

      She cleared her throat.

      “I apologize. How dreadful of me to deny you your title.” His chest felt warm against her back.

      She twisted to face him. He gave up not an inch while he leaned his forearms against the casing, provocatively pressing her against the hardwood-paneled door.

      “You can’t look at me?” he asked with a husky gravel to his voice.

      She shook her head and kept her hands at her sides, pressed flat against the door behind her.

      “Why not, my funny little bird?”

      She bit her lip, staving off a mischievous smile. “I have been strictly instructed—by a very formidable teacher, I might add—that I should not look at a gentleman like I want to be kissed. It’s sort of like the old saying never look a bear in the eye.” A stolen glance at him was all it took, the passion already building in the dilated, deep well of blue.

      “Do you want to be kissed?”

      She looked up from under her lashes. “Yes.” The word was barely a whisper.

      He leaned in, brushing her cheek with his, his breath warm at her ear, his mouth like fire on her neck. The gentle sucking pressure sent a pulsing sensation to the tips of her breasts, and her palms itched to touch him.

      “You started the fire, princess. Now what do you want to do with it?”

      Her throat bobbed as she watched his mouth. “I want to be consumed by you.” She rubbed her finger along his bottom lip where the hint of stubble met his soft, kissable smile.

      The growl that came from him, and the mouth that smothered hers, sent her blood rushing into her fingertips. She pulled her arms through the space between them and wrapped them around his neck, accepting his tongue into her mouth, relishing every low moan from his throat and wishing his hands were not still pressed against the door. At one point she feared the hinges would fly free and they would end up sprawled on the floor. If that did happen, Constance was sure she’d never notice. All she wanted at that moment was to rid herself of her clothes, confident that once that happened, his would naturally follow.

      She shivered with heart-pounding desire at the touch of his knuckle caressing her breast above her bodice.

      “Mr. Derek,” she said, breathless. “I need you. I need you to touch me. Please.” That pulled a groan from him, but the last straw came after she rolled her fingers over the waist of his trousers and tugged.

      He let go of his pinning stance long enough to unbutton the fall of his breeches. She rubbed her hand down the length of him, her knees weak, ready to collapse underneath him.

      But it was not to be because he yanked her skirts high the same moment he looped a wrist around her knee and wrapped her leg around his waist. Then, with both hands, he scooped her up from her bottom and without hesitation pushed the hard length of himself into her.

      The sensation was like nothing she’d felt before. Tingling gooseflesh, a rush of pure gratifying bliss, overtook her in one blasting wave. Her head swam as she hung on, pulling her knees in for lift and then letting herself fall into him again. With a quick move to the right, he had her pinned to the wall. Their equal echoing notes of passion could not have been more erotic for the chance of being found by a servant. One last thrust, and he held her crushed against him. His fingers kneaded her buttocks, and she moved shamelessly until she felt the waves of satiated pleasure that belonged to only them. For all time. A lesson they had learned together.

      “You promise you will not fall out of love with me?” she asked, her heart pounding against his, her legs, her body, her everything gripping him.

      “I’m marrying you, love,” he said, kissing her mouth.

      “Yes, but do you promise?” She traced a cross over his heart.

      Derek grabbed her hand and held it firm against his chest, the thumping strong and true, as if it were a part of her.

      “I promise,” he whispered.
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      Derek thought the front parlor of Ethan’s city townhome had turned into some kind of curiosity shop. The foyer echoed with the repeated thump of a door opening and closing. Richfield, Havenly, and now Viscount Reed—Constance’s brother—took various positions around the oak-paneled room.

      “I think we should take Richfield’s offer,” Ethan suggested to Derek.

      Now they had all arrived, Derek had five opinions, including his own, regarding the unofficial outcome of the Lord Hammond dilemma. Derek considered himself too close to the problem to trust his judgment fully, but he was not ready for Richfield’s suggestion that he allow his friends to intimidate the man into silence. It’s not that it wouldn’t work. After all, between his three longtime friends and now Constance’s brother’s involvement, Derek could plead anonymity if Hammond decided on retribution. All his friends need do was show up at every affair and glare the man out of the room. But it would never remove the problem permanently. Only Derek could do that.

      Ethan had suggested confronting the man in person. Derek agreed. So here they were, waiting. His blood pumped, lively in his veins, not for fear of the man but because he’d love nothing more than to run a fist through his chest and yank out the man’s heart.

      “Well, gentlemen, if the swinging front door is any sign, I think the man of the hour has arrived,” Havenly remarked brutally.

      “What a welcoming committee,” Lord Hammond intoned. He regarded each man standing in various positions about the parlor and then rested his amused gaze on Derek. “Montgomery.” Hammond gave him a nod.

      “Blake.” Derek gritted his teeth, spitting out the man’s surname as he’d just done to Derek.

      Lord Hammond continued, “It looks like a party. Or an execution.”

      Ethan Strong responded, “I vote for execution.”

      “Do I get a vote?” Hammond asked with as much nonchalance as a lady eating chocolates.

      “Depends,” Derek said, “on whether you can prove your allegation.”

      “I don’t need proof.” The viscount looked around the room. “Do you mind if I sit?”

      Ethan motioned toward a chair. The rest of the men followed suit, all except Derek.

      “Gossip is like art.” Hammond waved a negligent hand while resting his elbow on the club chair, his foot bouncing on the opposite knee. He looked like a relaxed gentleman. “When it’s unveiled, one person may adore it and another regard it as amateurish, but the thing that they both share is the possession of opinion. Differing, yes, but oddly that’s what makes it so interesting, isn’t it? Besides, lads, you know it’s true. And if you can’t see it, son, your friends can.” He pointed the latter remark directly at Derek.

      “Call me son again, old man, and I will cut out your tongue.” Derek kept his arms folded across his chest, his feet planted firmly to the floor like an oak, and held on to his calm demeanor, his anger, like an iceberg, hidden below the surface.

      Reed regarded Hammond with a loathing expression. “What do you want?” His question was scathing, and he could hardly hold in his contempt.

      Hammond shrugged and said, “I want Julian Derek Montgomery here to admit it.”

      Richfield and Havenly sat on opposite sides of the room like bookends. Havenly tugged his ear and said, “I don’t see it, Hammond. Oh, I’m not speaking of the resemblance, mind you; I just don’t think you’re that honorable.”

      “What the hell does it matter?” Derek bucked his head toward the man and raised his voice. “What do you gain by destroying innocent people? Lie or no—and if you want me to admit it and be done with it, then fine… I admit it’s possible.”

      It wasn’t much of an outburst, but something about it sparked a fire under Lord Hammond. “What does it matter, boy?”

      Derek shot across the room and grabbed a fistful of Hammond’s cravat. And just as quickly, Richfield darted and grabbed Derek’s right arm before he let his balled-up hammering fist fly.

      “No one leaves me; that’s why it matters!” The words were menacing and edged with an unguarded hatred. Hammond indignantly knocked Derek’s hand from his collar.

      It became clear that his was an issue of pride. Hammond had not loved Derek’s mother. He never had.

      “All this because she left you?” Derek laughed, dark and cruel. The mockery hit its mark, and Hammond stood. “And then she fell in love with another man and let him raise your son… the son who would inherit Foxwood, a respected dukedom. The son you would have never wanted. His mother, a wife you would have never taken.”

      “I took plenty,” Hammond spat out. “Now I’ll take more. You have a fortune available to you. Let’s call it a friendly game of blackmail.”

      “I wouldn’t give you a dime. You think my mother cares at all what you say or think or do? You think my father would let you live if you harmed her in any way? She’s not a part of your world anymore. You can’t hurt her. And I’d have to care about you for you to harm me.”

      Lord Hammond’s lip curled into an evil grin. “No, you’d just have to care about her. The pretty little blonde you’re trying to win.”

      This time Reed charged out of his chair and got a cuff in before Ethan could grab him.

      Hammond held his ground, although Reed’s right fist had made good work of knocking Hammond’s head to the side. Hammond stood, rubbing his jaw. “You think her father would look too kindly on a bastard? Even a legitimate one? You think a title will forgive that? Even one so lofty as duke? Think again… boy.”

      Ethan stood between Reed and Hammond and turned an eye on Derek.

      Derek’s nostrils flared. His insides burned. “That night at Foxwood, when you were standing on the terrace, you knew what was happening in the garden. You couldn’t bother to save her from the likes of Langley. Too familiar, was it? I’m sure you could give a lesson or two on assaulting women. I would analyze my definition of bastard were I you.”

      “You’re afraid. You stand close enough to me to use such a word with fear and trembling. You’re just a boy.”

      “And you’re a horse’s ass. You may be a gentleman by rank, Hammond, but I am a man, raised by a man, to respect women as a man. You are nothing but a coward alone in the world.”

      “Oh, I’m never alone. You can count on that, lad.”

      “It’s Westforde. Don’t forget it.” If Derek had not been standing in Ethan’s parlor, he’d have spat on the floor.

      Strong pressed Hammond’s chest harder, keeping him from closing the gap. “You familiar with the ring, Hammond?”

      “What?” His eyes were still trained on Derek, blazing. He shook himself and blinked. “Pugilism? Of course. Why?”

      “Because I have a proposition.”
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      Winner takes all. That was the bet. Derek wins: Hammond keeps his mouth shut forever. Hammond wins: Derek chances losing Constance to rumors and gossip. And all for Hammond’s spite. He was the true bastard in all this. Derek would’ve preferred to run him through, but dueling was illegal and Hammond would always be protected by his title. But humiliating a man like Hammond was equivalent to striking him down in the eyes of the ton. His future investments, his capital, all would be affected.

      Derek was a fine boxer, he even enjoyed the sport, but Lord Hammond had been practicing at it long before it was a gentleman’s sport. The age difference might have been a hindrance, but what Hammond lacked in youthful stamina, he gained in experience. Both men were angry enough for adrenaline alone to win the match. The outcome could not be predicted, which was why it became a matter of fortune. Although only a very few knew the reasons behind the match, it drew a vast crowd of gamblers.

      With but a day to prepare, bets came in so fast that multiple books had to be set out. And the crowd who came to watch filled the great room at Strong’s club, bleeding out into St. James Street. Not even the constable was willing to shut this one down. Ethan had to ask an outside source to set the odds because he was too closely involved. The odds were deemed even, although Hammond was considered slightly favored.

      Unlike many clubs, Ethan’s abided by a few lifesaving rules. No more than five rounds allowed. No hitting below the waistline. No continuous hammering away at any body part. If over three cuffs were thrown in succession, a third party would break the fighters into corners and a resumption would take place. Sometimes, like in this bout, the participants wrapped their hands. This protected everyone. It made for a place of sport instead of a death trap. Even though the latter brought in a fortune, Ethan appreciated the sport more than the danger. And five rounds were more than enough for sport.

      Both men agreed to abide by the rules.

      The first round went by with little ado. A punch thrown and received. A grunt, a hiss from the crowd, cheers, boos, but nothing too eventful. Round two clearly went to Lord Hammond when Derek took a left to the chin, ultimately knocking him on his ass. Round three was anybody’s guess. Both men looked like they’d been in a minor brawl.

      Havenly and Richfield stood sentry at the door. Not a soul was willing to challenge either of the men. They were both reputed to be rather talented in the ring as well. Reed guarded the books, having come to the party with a gun riding the inside of his boot. Ethan was the glue that held the whole thing together.

      By round five, both men had blackened eyes and Derek was breathing heavily, slumped at the waist, exhaustion nipping at his heels. He stumbled to the center. Hammond, still upright, used his energy to stand straight, and Derek took advantage of the older man’s overconfidence. He threw a left punch to Hammond’s waist, doubling the man over and leaving him open for a right uppercut to the chin. Hammond’s skin split open like a baked potato, and he wiped it on his left shoulder.

      The fighting continued with both of them falling into one another, holding on, their fists making quick contact without much punch. Hammond’s hair dripped sweat onto Derek’s bare shoulder. With their chins pulled in, they leaned into each other, slippery with sweat, a strategy used to steal a moment of rest. Derek’s nose had been rendered useless to smell the blood oozing from one nostril, but he could taste it.

      “Too much for you, son?” Hammond hissed on a pant when the two of them had to be broken apart.

      That comment was all that Derek needed. He didn’t draw on hostility or anger. He drew on something more solid. He drew on the future. His future. With a deep breath and a mighty right to Hammond’s gut, Derek sent the man to the ground in a coughing sputter. The fifth round was called for Derek, and he was named the winner.

      By that point, he didn’t care what Hammond said or did. The man was doubtlessly untouchable as a peer, but there were other ways to try a man without a hearing. Hammond was far too proud to go unscathed by a family who openly accepted and loved the son he’d never have.

      When the bout was over, it took Richfield, Havenly, and Strong to hold Derek up and get him to his cab. A doctor had been retained and Derek’s cuts seen to before he left the club. His knuckles didn’t sting until later because, in truth, he couldn’t feel them. Wrapping hands tended to save the participants undue agony and damage, but it certainly didn’t protect against open wounds, broken skin, or bruised abdomens and broken ribs.

      Reed and Strong saw to Derek’s return. Richfield and Havenly closed up the club.

      “I’ve got someone who can remove blood from any surface,” Ethan mentioned to Reed two hours after the fight. The stitches on Derek’s brow had broken open on the way home, and the inside of the cab looked as if a grisly murder had taken place.

      “We’ll need the physician to tend your wounds further tonight before the swelling gets out of control.” Reed held a rag pressed tightly against Derek’s brow. “At least his teeth survived.”

      Derek chuckled and then groaned for the effort. His head was pounding, and his knuckles were bloody and bruised.

      Ethan suggested, “Let us do the talking, my friend. You aren’t at your best right now.”

      “Yes.” Derek’s mouth filled with blood and saliva the minute he tried to speak, and he grabbed the rag from Reed and spat into it. “Yes, but I have my teeth. I think Hammond may have lost one.”

      “Dr. Tyler jammed it back in.” Reed laughed and then took off his waistcoat, balled it up, and pressed it back to Derek’s brow.

      Derek spat again. “Quit this, Reed. You’ll ruin your clothing.”

      “I’m afraid the damage is already done,” Reed said. “Now do us all a favor and shut up, Westforde. Blood is one thing, but I don’t care to be drooled on.”

      Derek sighed and nodded. His eye had swollen shut, and his jaw was on fire. His adrenaline waned. Maybe he’d be asleep before the doctor arrived and tailored his face back together again. The first time was bad enough, but now that the skin was swollen, the pain was bound to be five times worse. He closed his other eye, the one he was still in control of, and let his companions believe he slept.

      “I told you, Strong, we should have let Richfield take care of it.”

      Ethan replied, “This way’s better. If the man forgets the meaning of the word honor, I’ll be happy to take him to task. Our friend here deserved a piece of him. And it wouldn’t hurt for you to put in a good word to your father.”

      Reed rechecked Derek’s eyebrow, pinched the skin together, and continued with the compression. “I was thinking the same thing. I just hope she still wants him. He’s kind of ugly.”

      Ethan laughed when Derek stuck out a hand and grabbed Reed’s arm.

      “Shhhhh.” Reed shushed him like a misbehaved child, grinning the whole time. “Calm down there, little one; you don’t want any more damage coming your way tonight, do you?”

      Reed and Ethan erupted into laughter. Derek could do naught but lie still and take the jesting.
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      It matched the same pattern as his mother’s ring, a beautiful Irish braid molded into a thick band of gold, but Derek had gotten this one lined with fine diamonds on either side and sapphires in the tiny pits of the braid. It no doubt was not the wedding ring Constance had envisioned all her life, but he had learned so much from her about expectations that he could not resist giving her something he knew she’d cherish far more than a regal showcase of greed and abundance. What they had in abundance was love. But he did greedily crave those three words from her. He knew she felt them. He knew she wanted to say them. However, since the fight with Hammond four days ago, he couldn’t be sure what she knew of it or if she knew at all. It had been a bit of a spectacle, and the broadsheets did tell a tale. Oh, not the true one, but one that the gossips would eat up.

      It read something like: Lord Westforde, who is new to the social rhythms of the ton, got himself into a bit of a scrape with a lofty gentleman who did the duty of honor by calling the young man out. Fisticuffs were chosen because Hammond had called Westforde an animal, which the young future Duke of Foxwood took exception to. Hammond had been expected to win the fight, having been older and wiser, but Westforde won by a thread.

      A thread of stitches, perhaps, Derek thought. He tapped his brow where blood had dried, making the ends of the binding thread prickly. He’d have stayed away until the removal of the stitches or at least until his cheek returned to a finer color than green, blue, or yellow. But it was time to face the final round.

      When he walked into Buckthorn’s home, his stomach ached from the pounding, but thankfully he wasn’t clutching his side because of broken ribs. Derek was ready for this meeting. He’d sent the betrothal contract to Buckthorn a week ago.

      “Thank you, Mr. Manly,” Derek said as the Whitmores’ butler took his coat and hat, then led him down a long hallway toward the earl’s study.
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        * * *

      

      The hallway echoed with heavy booted steps, and the deep, resonating voice she’d not heard for days penetrated the wall and her heart. She spared a glance for her father, who sat at his desk thoughtfully considering some paperwork.

      “Thank you, Mr. Manly,” Derek was saying when she heard the study door open behind her and the butler announced Lord Westforde.

      “I’ve been asking after you.” She stood to greet the man whose voice was like sweet honey to her tongue and then froze. “What happened? Who did this?”

      His left cheek was bruised, and an inch of fine stitches kissed the edge of one eyebrow.

      Her father stood from behind his desk. “Good, you’re here.” And then he directed a comment to her. “Let him pass, Constance. He’s here to see me.”

      Words formed on her lips, but she could not gather enough breath to make a sound.

      “Princess,” Derek whispered, “it will be all right.”

      “This cannot bode well. Have you seen your face?”

      “Unfortunately, I have.” He grinned down at her.

      She reached up and touched the stitches at his eye. He grimaced.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “In places, yes.”

      “Who did this?” Concern and tears edged her voice, and Constance couldn’t stand on propriety another minute. She wrapped her arms around his neck.

      “Funny bird,” he said softly into her hair. With his arms around her, he stroked her back. “I’m not hurt nearly as bad as I look. And I promise in a week, I’ll be back to new, and you can look at me again.”

      He pulled her face back and held her cheeks between his strong hands.

      She swallowed hard. “You think that’s what bothers me? I’m not so vain—”

      “Of course you are, my dear.” He chuckled at the fierce look she gave him.

      Constance placed her hands on top of his, pulling them from her face, and for the first time, she noticed the knuckles were rougher than usual. They held the wounds of someone who’d been using them to hit things.

      “You’ve been fighting.” She gasped.

      “Constance.” Her father’s voice sounded behind her. “Obviously he’s been fighting. Now let him go. I don’t have all day.”

      “Papa, I’m not about to leave so that you can—”

      “Love,” Derek said, and he kissed her forehead. “Do what he says and trust me.”

      She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and nodded once. Without looking his way again, she passed her father on her way out of the study.

      The door shut, and she was sorely tempted to press an ear to it until her mother convinced her to wait in the salon.

      “Papa called for him?” she asked her mother.

      “Yes.”

      “I hope he won’t judge him for the obvious scrape he’s been in. I can’t imagine what happened, but I can promise he is not prone to fighting.” It might have been a lie. She couldn’t know for sure because she had seen him bear the telltale signs of fighting when he’d returned from the city to Foxwood when they’d first met.
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        * * *

      

      “Have a seat, Westforde,” the earl said when Constance left and the door clicked shut.

      “My guess is your daughter is standing outside the door with her ear pressed to it.”

      Lord Buckthorn squinted and stomped toward the door with exaggerated steps, then turned with a knowing grin and walked back into the room, motioning for Derek to sit. “If so, that should take care of it.”

      Derek chuckled. “I guess you would know all her tricks by now.”

      “Oh, I’m sure I don’t know them all. And I’m happy that I will no longer have to in three weeks.”

      He must mean after the reading of the banns. Why else would Derek be here but to sign a betrothal? He worried about the fight; it would be bloody lucky if the earl had not heard of it.

      “Now,” Buckthorn continued. “Suppose you tell me what really happened to your face?”

      “It’s a dull story, I assure you.”

      “What’s the other fellow look like?”

      Derek grinned devilishly. “Not nearly this good, my lord. I’ve no doubt the man’s sporting a nasty headache and, if I’m right, a broken nose.”

      “Good.”

      “Good?” Derek asked in disbelief.

      “I imagine that means I won my bet, Westforde.”

      “You won your bet?” It astonished Derek that his would-be father-in-law not only knew about the fight but he’d also placed a wager on it. He had yet to tell if the man also was privy to the wheres and whys.

      “Thank God,” Buckthorn said, pouring a brandy for himself and Derek.

      Derek took the drink, unsure at that point what to say. “You bet on me?”

      “Naturally. You can’t bet against family, now can you?”

      “And—”

      “And I know that Constance is likely to get herself into all manner of mischief, and I’m happy to know that her husband can take care of her. I also assume this fight took care of any further nonsense of gossip and scandal.”

      “I wasn’t aware that you knew, sir.”

      “My wife is very close to your mother.” The earl proceeded to his desk. “You know, Lord Westforde, I would have approved the marriage sooner if not for my pride.”

      Derek watched the earl take his seat behind the desk.

      “It was never about your legitimacy. As far as the courts are concerned, you’re a Montgomery. But my pride was deeply wounded. Constance has been trying my patience since she turned three. But she had my heart when she was born. I was lost as soon as I held her as a babe.”

      It shocked Derek that the earl spoke of feelings when Constance so clearly feared them. In good humor, Derek raised his glass. “I was lost when I found her singing to my horse.”

      The earl chuckled at that but didn’t ask for details. “I trust that the man you fought won’t be bothering anyone else with his stories?”

      “I’ve made certain of that.”

      “Good.” And then he looked at Derek seriously. “She’s my only daughter.”

      “As she will be my only wife and my children’s only mother.” He nodded his head. “I do understand, my lord.”

      “Son, you will not understand until you have your own. This is something deeper than anything you’ve ever known. I guarantee it.”

      “May I ask you a question?” Derek sat forward, placing the brandy on the desk.

      “Of course.”

      “Why did you finally agree?”

      “Because as you are the grandson of my father’s dearest friend, I knew you would be just the right fit for her. Oh, I couldn’t see it the day she returned. I was too angry, bitter, and hurt. I’d sent her to Foxwood for a rest—not because of her antics here but because I could see that the season wearied her. I had hoped it would clear her mind. But I had never imagined she’d bring home her future. Be warned. She’s prone to say whatever it takes to get what she wants.” He raised a brow at Derek.

      Derek’s gaze fell away while a smile crept up his cheeks.

      “When I found out that my proper, headstrong Constance had taken for Cornwall to follow a man who held no title, no wealth, no land—as far as she knew at the time—I refused to believe it could be her. She’d not have fallen for a baron, much less a groomsman.” Lord Buckthorn placed his hands on the contract he’d been working on when Derek walked in. “Westforde, I was terribly hurt that she’d risk so much without a word to her father. This was something out of my control.”

      The earl prepped a quill, and Derek remained silent because the earl didn’t seem finished, and he understood the necessity he must feel for such words before he let go of his only daughter.

      Buckthorn cleared his throat and dipped the quill, concentrating on the paperwork in front of him as he spoke. “I could tell she loved you from the moment I saw her with you.” He scrawled a signature. “I knew it was real. And as aggrieved as I was, I knew I couldn’t deny her what she wished for.” Then the earl smiled dangerously and looked at Derek. “You, on the other hand, I could deny whatever I wished. At least for a time.”

      “Lord Buckthorn,” Derek said, pulling himself up to the edge of the chair. “I’m not taking her away from you. We’ll live at Foxwood, or I’ll build her a home of her liking. But I can’t imagine she’d want to live far from her family.”

      Buckthorn folded his hands on the desk. “I know you will do right by her. For God’s sake, you took a beating just to get this far.” The earl smiled and reached a hand across the desk.

      Derek stood, taking the man’s hand. The earl pushed the betrothal contract toward him.

      “I assume it’s in order?” Derek asked.

      “Yes. And my solicitor added your contract to it.”

      Derek happily put his signature to the page, adding his initials to those portions where the original contract had been combined.

      His future father-in-law pulled the bell cord and requested Constance’s presence. When she arrived, a cautious quiet about her, her father left the room to them, but not before taking his daughter’s hands and kissing her cheek. “Be nice to this poor man.”

      She looked from her father to Derek.

      “What happened?” she asked as her father closed the door behind him.

      Derek moved to her, taking her hand, then kissing each finger. “Would you care to kiss a wounded man?”

      “A gentle kiss, I think.”

      “You let me worry about that,” he said, bending his head to place a kiss on her mouth. She reached up on her toes, her hands on his chest. He kissed her softly, tasting leisurely, making a memory so fine he should never forget it. His arms went about her waist, and just the sight, the scent of her, healed every wound. He’d judged her poorly, this woman of the ton who’d spent her life burying her dreams. There was something more profound about her than anyone would ever know, and he took pride in that. She was his. She was everything he ever wanted.

      He looped his fingers in the chain between her breasts, pulling up the ring he’d given her weeks ago. “I need this back.”

      She took it from around her neck. “You can put it back on my finger if you wish, but I’ll never relinquish it voluntarily. I promise.”

      “Do you?” He laughed, pulling a little box from his breast pocket.
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        * * *

      

      Constance couldn’t say that she’d waited for this moment all her life because she’d never considered the pleasure of marrying a man of her choice. A father’s task to find a husband for his daughter seemed rather ridiculous now. She had learned not to ask questions and had taken the teachings to heart. And now she was learning something new. It scared her, but only a little.

      Mr. Derek showed her a ring in the same braided pattern as his mother’s. Diamonds bracketed the wide band’s Irish braid, continuing around the full circle of the ring. Sapphires winked, threaded through the tiny spaces pitted between the plaited curves. The ring was beautiful. Simple. Earthy. Perfect, like him.

      He held it in front of her between his fingers. “Constance, I’ve enjoyed a life that makes sense. Where everything has a place, and all the columns add up nicely. Where one plus one always equals two. I’ve counted on that. But you were a wonderful surprise. You taught me that what I’d been living was a lie set against fear and truth. I promise to love you always, but I won’t put this ring on your finger until you tell me the truth. Until you tell me what I wish to hear. Have I made it so difficult?”

      She shook her head. Tears burned her eyes.

      Tears. She’d never cried so much in her life than in these past months. Never had she considered what was real. Her life had been decided before she was born. Until him.

      She’d shared everything with him. Her body, her soul, her dreams. She’d cried in his arms, argued with him, laughed with him. She’d experienced every emotion with this one man, and she’d been glad for it. Without reservation, she’d tell him all those things. But he only wanted to hear one. Could she say it?

      Cloudy with tears, her gaze shifted between his eyes. She panted, her heart panicking and tripping over the words she feared the most. She bowed her head.

      “You can’t look at me and tell me the truth?”

      Tears fell, skipping her cheeks and going straight to the carpet. She folded her hands in front of her.

      “You’re afraid?”

      Silently, she nodded and lifted her eyes to his.

      “Then let me teach you, princess.”

      Before he could move, she lifted her chin and bravely replied, “You don’t teach someone that. You show them.” She took his face between her trembling hands and kissed him soundly, pressing her mouth to his, tasting of tears and months of longing to say the one thing she’d known since that first day in the meadow. The one thing she couldn’t identify because pride and prejudice had stood in the way.

      She felt Derek take her hand and slip the ring on her finger. She quickly held him from finishing the task, stopping the gold band from passing her knuckle. “Not yet. Not before I tell you how I feel.”

      He held her hand steady as if they stood in front of the minister, taking their vows.

      “The men in my life have always made my choices for me, and I cannot allow you to do the same.”

      His brow pinched together in worry.

      “What I mean is that I don’t need you to assume what I feel or say what you think I cannot say. I do know my own mind, Mr. Derek. I know I need you. I know I want you. And I know you are the only person who’s ever made me feel wanted for being myself. And you’re the only one who’s ever asked what I wanted or who I was or who I wanted to be. You’ve been patient while I grow to understand the world a little better. You make me feel alive and cherished and wanted, and not because of what my family can offer but because of this thing.”

      “What thing?”

      She wet her lips, pulling the bottom one between her teeth. She held his hand on top of hers, his fingers still holding the ring in place. And then she did the hardest thing she’d ever done in her life. She told a truth that held the power to destroy, to heal, to dream.

      “I love you, Mr. Derek. I love you with my whole life.”

      “Constance. My princess, my little funny bird. I love you forever.”

      “Forever,” she whispered. She wrapped her arms around his neck, feeling the weight of her future banded around her finger. And it felt like a feather. With her mouth close to his ear, she said, “I don’t want one plus one to equal two. I wish it to equal three. And I warn you, Mr. Derek, I do get everything I want.”

      “It will be my pleasure, princess.”
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