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  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. and Lady E.F. were observed leaving the Marquess of D’s theatre box. It was noted by many that both young ladies were unchaperoned.


  



  London, England


  1818


  ~1~


  Goddamn simpleton.


  Bloody fool.


  Demmed disgrace.


  Christopher Quenby Ansley, Earl of Waxham stared out the long, double windows of his father’s office, at the steady passing of carriages in the London streets below. His fingernails bit into the hard, window sill.


  “You goddamn simpleton. I’ve tired of your games! Do you believe for one moment you are clever enough or powerful enough to thwart my wishes?”


  Ah, so it was to be goddamn simpleton. Now there was one of Father’s favorite labels. From the glass pane, Christopher detected the way in which the Marquess of Milford’s face contorted with barely suppressed rage. The familiar vein pulsed at the corner of his sire’s right eye.


  Knowing it would infuriate his father, Christopher feigned a yawn and wandered over to the collection of decanters atop the brass inlaid rosewood table closest to the door. For an infinitesimal moment, Christopher considered making his escape. Instead, he picked up one of the crystal bottles. “I don’t know what games you refer to,” he lied. He poured himself a brandy and took a sip.


  The marquess slammed his fist down upon the mahogany desk. Reverberations shook the crystal ink wells upon the surface. “You know very well what I’m talking about. You may have fooled the rest of Society with your charm and wit, but I know the truth.”


  Christopher inclined his head. “So I’m charming and witty? I’m honored, my lord.” He held his glass up in mock salute.


  His father continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “I made Redbrooke a promise before he died. He’d forgive my debt and you’d wed Sophie if the chit hadn’t wed in her first two Seasons. Well, the gel is on her third and his son is proven far less accommodating than the late viscount. Redbrooke paid me a call to discuss the debt. Fortunate for us, the old viscount settled a fortune on the girl.”


  That gave Christopher pause. He took another sip.


  “The girl is worth close to 100,000 pounds.”


  Christopher choked on a mouthful of brandy.


  His father gave a curt nod. “I see I have your attention.”


  Christopher downed the remaining contents of his glass and set it down. “One hundred thousand pounds?”


  “You heard me, correctly.”


  Christ. So Sophie Winters, the hoyden who’d made his earlier years a bloody misery was worth a fortune. He thought of the seat she’d occupied amongst the other wallflowers Season after Season. How very different things would be for the young lady if other gentlemen learned the truth.


  His mouth tightened. Ten years. For ten long, wonderful years he’d not uttered more than passing greetings to the hellion who’d mocked him in his father’s stable. Memories he’d fought to keep long buried, resurfaced—her tinkling laugh as she’d scampered out of the stables. Christopher’s volatile reaction after she’d fled. The fire that had ravaged Christopher’s sanctuary. His gut clenched. Father had never forgiven him.


  And Christopher had never forgiven himself.


  Or Sophie.


  Father folded his arms across his chest. “The old viscount had some kind of foolish idea about letting the girl make her own match.” He chuckled. “He imagined she’d bring some chap up to scratch on her own and didn’t want the incentive of money to motivate anyone. Fortunate for us, no one knows the truth.”


  No one, except the Marquess of Milford.


  And now, Christopher.


  It would seem the late Viscount Redbrooke had been a deplorable judge of character.


  Christopher crossed over to his father’s desk and braced his hands upon the top. He leaned close. “You were the one who made the viscount a promise. You were the one who owed the man. You’d have me wed her to assuage your responsibility?”


  The marquess arched a brow. “You’re wrong on that score. I’d have you wed the girl to save us from financial ruin.”


  “What the hell are you talking about?” He knew his father owed the late viscount a debt from a failed business venture, but just how extensive had that investment been? “How much do you owe Redbrooke?”


  His father’s skin turned a ruddy shade of red. He tugged at his cravat. “It isn’t just Redbrooke.”


  Christopher rocked back on his heels. Father had made some regrettable business decisions over the years but this, this was incomprehensible.


  Father slashed the air with his hand. “The bloody French wars destroyed my investments. I sold off the textiles at a loss.”


  Christopher swiped a hand across his eyes. His father had so little faith in him that he’d not even sought Christopher’s advice. For his academic failings, Christopher had excelled in all things mathematical. Why hadn’t the old bastard let him look at the bloody ledgers? “What you’re proposing is madness.” Christopher made an effort to avoid the hellion who roused memories of that fiery night…and now his father expected him to wed her?


  The marquess jabbed a finger in his direction. “You idiot. You have an obligation to me.”


  “I have an obligation to no one.”


  His father’s white eyebrows dipped. “If you don’t marry her, we’ll be ruined. You won’t be so mighty when you’ve lost everything.”


  Christopher frowned. “Surely you exaggerate?”


  “The creditors have begun calling.” The black scowl on Father’s face was dark enough to raise bloody terror in the devil himself. Fortunate for Christopher, he’d grown accustomed to the hell of living in his father’s household long, long ago.


  Christopher’s rash actions might have resulted in the destruction of his father’s stables but he hardly deserved to spend his entire life atoning for that great sin by marrying Sophie Winters. “I’m sorry, Father. I won’t wed her.” Christopher went and poured himself another brandy. He could only imagine the kind of woman she’d grown into. Christopher took a long swallow. Nor did he care to find out.


  “You won’t be so casual when you are penniless, shut away from all good company. Christ, I’d had such great expectations for you.” The marquess’ hand slashed the air. “Who would have imagined you’d have turned into such a miserable failure as a son?”


  Christopher clenched his jaw to keep from pointing out that it was the marquess’ poor investments and proclivity to the gaming tables that had put them in the spot. His mind wandered off during the all too familiar, tirade. How often had it gone this way with the marquess? Ever since Christopher was a young boy, struggling in his studies, his father had looked on him with contempt and shame.


  The marquess presented one façade to Society and an altogether different one to the son who’d never managed to live up to his grand hopes. Over the years, Christopher had devoted himself to winning his father’s approval.


  Now, at thirty years of age, he owned some of the finest horseflesh. His company was desired by the most influential members of the ton. Young ladies clamored for his notice.


  All of that was irrelevant when coupled with his shortcomings.


  As if sensing the dark direction his thoughts had taken, his father placed his palms on the surface of the desk and leaned over. Rage dripped from his ice blue eyes. “I know what you are thinking, boy. You’re saying to yourself ‘I’m the darling of Society,’ but my, how all that would change if you were found to be the penniless simpleton you truly are.”


  A chill swept over Christopher. The promise of being cut off without funds didn’t terrify him as much as the risk of discovery. His father’s threat to expose Christopher’s struggles was a familiar one. Only this time, a thread of desperation underlined the marquess’ words, lending far too much credibility to his promise.


  “You wouldn’t,” Christopher forced out past dry lips. “You’d shame yourself with any mention of the truth.”


  “Bah, does it matter? If I am to lose everything, then by God I’ll see you suffer as well.” The marquess took a deep breath and composed himself. His age-weathered hands smoothed a path over the arms of the desk chair. “I know what you were about when you courted the Duke of Mallen’s sister.”


  Oh, did he? Christopher arched a brow. “Please, enlighten me with your reasoning,” he drawled.


  The marquess nodded. “You figured if you secured a match with the Duke of Mallen’s sister that as one of the most powerful peers in the realm, Mallen would protect you from Society’s scorn.” He continued with his flawed logic. “Except Lady Emmaline was far smarter than most gave her credit for. She saw your failings.” Just as I did. The words didn’t need to be spoken. They burned. Chafed. Dug at Christopher’s gut.


  He’d not admit to his father that there had been more to his courtship of Lady Emmaline. He held a deep abiding respect for the Duke of Mallen’s sister. That, in no small way, motivated his courtship.


  In the end, she’d chosen the better man in marrying Lord Drake, the Peninsula war hero and heir to a dukedom.


  Christopher’s father was right.


  God how he hated him for that.


  Christopher peered down his nose at his father. “I’ll say it a final time. I won’t wed the lady, not to appease you.”


  His father arched a single, ice-white brow. “This isn’t about appeasing me, Christopher. This is about survival.”


  “You’d consign me to the role of fortune hunter? I’m certain that Miss Winters’ father had grander hopes for his daughter than marriage to a penniless earl.”


  “The young lady is desperate. She’s better off with a fortune hunter than no one.”


  Christopher balled his hands into tight fists at his side. Rage thrummed through him, volatile and burning. “I won’t.” He turned on his heel. He reached the front of the room when the marquess called out, halting him in his tracks.


  “Yes you will, Christopher. If you don’t at least court the girl, I’ve no other choice but to cut off your allowance.”


  Christopher stiffened. He directed his response at the doorway as a show of disrespect. “You are making the assumption that the young lady will accept my suit.”


  “Way I see it, the girl is on her third Season without any prospects. She won’t have much of a choice.”


  He closed his eyes.


  “So what is your answer, boy?”


  Christopher tugged at the lapels of his coat. “Go to hell,” he said.


  His father’s laughter followed him from the room. It resonated with the cocksure arrogance of a man who knew Christopher had no eventual choice but capitulation.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. demonstrated her less than impressive archery skills with a loose arrow that found its way into the Marquess of A’s thigh. Fortunately the gentleman was not gravely injured. Just mortally embarrassed. And quite livid.


  ~2~


  The spear and shield Miss Sophie Winters held clattered together noisily; the reverberations echoed off the walls of Lord and Lady Thomas long hallway. Sophie peered over her shoulder, breathless as she awaited discovery.


  A sigh escaped her when no observers rushed forth with scandalized expressions, and she continued onward, her delicate, red muslin skirts swirling about her ankles.


  Then, it was unlikely any lord or lady in attendance would be skulking in the shadows. Lord and Lady Thomas’s masquerade had become one of the most sought after invites of the Season.


  After all, at a masquerade, a young lady could be anyone she wanted.


  And magic could happen.


  Of course, one would have to attend said festivities to even have a possible hint of magic.


  Sophie paused beside a closed door. Her mother and brother’s disapproving voices echoed around her mind. She should return at once to the ballroom. Sophie hesitated, and then turned the handle, slipping inside.


  Just a moment. She would steal just one moment for herself.


  Blessed silence filled Lord Thomas’s library.


  Sophie set down her shield and spear, and walked the perimeter of the enormous space. Her gaze climbed the shelving lined with leather volumes that reached from floor to ceiling. She craned her neck and studied the mural at the peak of the room. Plump, pink-cheeked cherubs fluttered about a garden. Sophie shook her head. What an odd bit of artwork. Cherubs belonged in the clouds and the heavens, not in a garden that looked remarkably like…she squinted up at the ceiling— Kensington Gardens. She hoped Lord and Lady Thomas’s literary collection was a deal better than their preference in artwork. Sophie returned her attention to the nearby shelving. She tugged a random book free all the while, considering her circumstances.


  At almost two and twenty, and very nearly on the shelf, Sophie had become rather practical.


  It appeared unlikely she would ever make a match. A match of her choosing, that is. Instead, she’d have to rely on her familial connections to other peers.


  Such a revelation had bothered her immensely when she was eighteen. Stung when she was nineteen. By twenty, she’d thought of her marriage prospects less and less.


  Now, she found she could do without her brother’s constant parade of eligible bachelors. Especially when those gentlemen had grander aspirations for a wife than Sophie, who even in her own estimation, was a short, plump, rather clumsy, almost spinster.


  Unfortunately, her brother and mother had grown impatient with her wallflower status. If her brother, Geoffrey had his way, she’d find herself wed to a man of his choosing. Of late, he’d spoken quite freely about that old, lecherous widow, Lord Carmichael. Sophie suspected it was a mere threat, but an unwed lady could never be too certain. She shuddered at the thought of marriage to the corpulent lord with his garlic-scented breath.


  With a sigh, she fanned the pages of the book in her hands. Based on its firm spine and immaculate gold leaf pages, she’d venture Lord and Lady Thomas were far from avid readers.


  She skimmed the pages of Homer’s Odyssey. Wouldn’t it be nice to go away, to leave home, and travel the far reaches of the world as Odysseus had? She continued staring down at the title.


  A quiet click drew her attention to the doorway and she silently cursed.


  The book slipped from her fingers and landed with a soft thump upon Lord Thomas’s Aubusson carpet.


  Sophie crawled behind the nearest sofa and pressed herself against the gold brocade piece of furniture.


  The door closed.


  She pressed a hand tight to her chest, certain the loud, thumping organ would alert her sudden company to her presence.


  Silence reigned. Perhaps, the person had merely peeked in the library and then left. Perhaps…


  The soft shuffle of feet as the interloper crossed over to Lord Thomas’ drink cart quashed any such hope. A soft tinkling of crystal touching crystal, and then the steady stream of liquid being poured into a glass echoed in the stillness.


  Sophie peeked out from behind the sofa to see who’d shattered her stolen interlude, but the dark cast of the room, illuminated by only a handful of candles, cloaked the stranger in shadows.


  She could make out a towering figure. Sophie squinted, trying to bring him into greater focus. The gentleman wore white robes that stood in stark contrast to the midnight black that shrouded Lord Thomas’s library. She edged a bit closer to the edge of the sofa, pressing her back against the velvet fabric. Bits of dust floated off the material and danced about the air.


  Sophie wrinkled her nose. Yes, it would appear she’d been correct and the library was not Lord Thomas’s favorite…“Achoo!” She clamped a hand over her mouth.


  She held her breath.


  “Please don’t feel you must stay there all evening on my account.” She jumped when the stranger’s deep, mellifluous baritone shattered the quiet.


  Sophie squeezed herself behind the sofa in search of refuge. She caught her lower lip between her teeth, contemplating her next move.


  If she were wise, she’d run as though Hades himself were after her.


  Except, she was attired in costume. Liberties not normally afforded young, unmarried ladies could be indulged by the luxury of a mask.


  A shriek escaped her when a pair of leather sandals came to a stop in front of her. White robes swirled about the gentleman’s feet.


  Her eyes slowly climbed up, up, up his long, powerful legs, a broad, muscular chest, and shoulders to rival Atlas. She tilted her head back to examine the masked stranger, and swallowed.


  “Hello.” His voice, gruff and low, washed over her like a hot, summer sun.


  She gulped. “Hullo.”


  He set a full glass of brandy down on the dark mahogany table beside the sofa, and fell to a knee beside her.


  Before she knew what he’d intended, the gentleman edged up her skirts to inspect her ankles. He captured first one foot in his hand, rolling it delicately, as though he were holding the finest Spanish lace, and then moved to the next.


  His fingertip trailed along the heart-shaped birthmark at the inset of her ankle. He lingered a moment, as though transfixed, and then removed his hand. “Are you hurt?”


  Sophie swallowed and managed a nod. Until she realized his attention was still directed down toward her ankle. “Just my pride,” she said on a husky whisper. Never before had she felt a man’s hands upon her bare skin. It was headier than the finest French champagne. Her gaze roved a path over his tall, commanding figure clad in long, white robes. She loathed the gold helmet that covered his head and the mask that concealed the better part of his face. Her fingers twitched with a sudden urge to tug his disguise free.


  He dropped her skirts back into place and stood, holding a hand out to her. Sophie stared at his long fingers, then placed her hand in his. The mysterious gentleman guided her to her feet.


  Shivers of awareness tingled along her spine as she studied him.


  In his white robes and sandaled feet, he resembled a Greek god. She squinted into the dark of the room. She would wager her smallest finger that underneath his helmet, he possessed a thick crop of golden hair…silken strands to rival a Greek god.


  “Odysseus,” he said, in answer to her unspoken question. He continued to speak in a gruff, husky tone so that she wondered whether it was in fact his speaking voice or an attempt at concealment.


  Sophie’s spine stiffened. She looked over to the forgotten copy of The Odyssey and then back to this gentleman who’d burst into her solitude.


  Fate.


  The word breathed to life inside her; it slipped around her mind like the whisper of fog at the break of dawn.


  Sophie gave her head a clearing shake. Don’t be silly, Sophie.


  The stranger seemed unaware of the foolish thoughts that swept through her. He rescued the fine brandy he’d pilfered from Lord Thomas’s drink cart. “And you are Aphrodite?”


  Sophie shook her head.


  He picked up his gaze to study her. “Dionysus?”


  She fetched her sword and armor and held them up.


  Even in the dark shadows of the room, she detected the dawning awareness in his eyes. He held up his glass in salute. “Ahh, Athena.”


  “Yes.”


  Sophie fiddled with her shield and spear. She glanced toward the door, then back at the stranger. “I should leave.” Instead, against all better judgment, she moved deeper into the library. She set her weaponry down upon a round, oak table. At the feel of his hot gaze upon her person, she shuffled back and forth on her feet. Unaccustomed to such frank masculine appreciation, she found herself grateful for her concealed identity.


  From behind his golden mask, the stranger’s eyes sparkled. “Ahh, but you are Athena, a veritable warrior undaunted by any challenge.”


  Sophie paused several steps away from the towering figure. What she wouldn’t give to gauge the color of his eyes. She peered at him. They appeared to be either blue or green. If he angled slightly toward the faint candlelight she might be able to make out…


  He took a sip and then set his glass down. “Do I pass your inspection, Athena? Or will you need to see my teeth as well?”


  Sophie’s skin heated with the sting of embarrassment. Giving a toss of her head, she said, “That’s a splendid idea. Why don’t you smile so I might inspect?”


  A burst of laughter escaped the stranger and her lips twitched in response. In more than two Seasons, she’d not found enjoyment such as this. Where had this stranger been since she’d made her come out?


  Odysseus smiled. “Well?”


  Sophie folded her arms and caught her chin between her thumb and forefinger. She made a show of studying him. “Hmm. I suppose they will do.”


  “Which is very good,” he said with solemnity, “because the alternative is no teeth or wooden teeth.”


  Sophie giggled. “Really? Wood teeth? Is there such a thing?”


  He nodded. “Oh, certainly.”


  They exchanged a smile and Sophie’s breath froze, suspended in her chest. Goodness, she wasn’t a debutante in her first Season but she wanted this moment to go on forever. She’d met gentleman after gentleman for many Seasons and none had managed to make her laugh as this stranger did. None of them had wanted to make her laugh.


  Odysseus stepped closer. “I would love to know what thoughts are swirling through your mind.”


  Oddly, she believed him. Her own mother and brother could give a fig for what she thought about. The only one to truly care was her dear friend, Lady Emmaline. Emmaline, however, recently wed to the Marquess of Drake had retired to Kent awaiting the birth of their first child. A pang of envy tugged at Sophie’s heart, a longing for a loving husband and family of her own.


  “What have I said to drive away your smile, sweet Athena?”


  She gave her head a shake to drive off melancholy thoughts. “You asked to know what I was thinking.”


  He inclined his head. “And?”


  “No. I was saying that is what drove away my smile.”


  Odysseus blinked several times, as though he’d spun around in dizzying circles.


  Sophie sighed. “I’ve confused you. My brother says I have that effect on people. He says I’m rather difficult to understand.”


  The gentleman frowned. “Your brother sounds like a pompous ass.”


  A thrill coursed through her at his rapid defense. Goodness, she could grow very well accustomed to his sweet words and masculine possessiveness. She scrunched up her mouth and tried to make out the details of his face without much success. The likelihood was that she very well knew him, that their paths had crossed.


  “Do you believe we’ve met?” she blurted.


  The stranger captured her hands in his. He turned them over and studied her palms. “Surely we would know.”


  Sophie managed a nod. Because she agreed with him. There was no way she would have ever met a man like him and not remembered that smile, that depth of emotion.


  From atop the fireplace mantle, the steady tick-tock-tick-tock of the ormolu clock punctuated the silence. It reinforced the length of time Sophie had been gone from the ballroom. This man might not know her identity, but her mother and brother would most assuredly note her absence. As loathe as she was to leave their host’s library, propriety demanded she go. She could ill-afford to give Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet further gossip. “I should leave,” she said.


  His response was instantaneous. “You should stay.”


  She craned her neck to look up at him. At several inches past six feet, he would easily stand taller than the average gentleman. “And are you issuing a challenge, Odysseus?”


  “I am. Stay.”


  ***


  Christopher, Earl of Waxham, released the young lady’s hands and fetched himself another brandy from Lord Thomas’ collection of fine spirits. From over the rim of his glass, he studied the winsome creature with the first real interest he’d felt that evening.


  The young lady was indeed correct. Propriety demanded she return to the evening’s festivities.


  The irrational part of him so thoroughly bewitched, however, wanted to keep her at his side until Lady Thomas’s orchestra had strummed the last chords for the evening’s festivities.


  He took a sip. “Are you enjoying yourself this evening, Athena?”


  She eyed the drink in his hand. “Oh, immensely, Odysseus.”


  “So much so that you are hiding away in Lord Thomas’s library?”


  She reached up and adjusted her helmet that had fallen too far forward on her face. “If you remember, I was trying to return to the ballroom.”


  Touché.


  “And what of you? Are you enjoying yourself this evening?”


  Christopher’s lips twitched and he slid into the folds of a nearby sofa. Cheeky thing. “Not at all. Just the opposite really. That is, until now.”


  “Oh.” At his honesty, the woman’s indistinguishable eyes went wide. He peered close. He ventured they were a blend of greens and blues. Her gaze alternated between the door and the empty seat beside him.


  Clearly the voluptuous goddess had no more of a desire to return to the ballroom than he did. It made little sense. He’d come into the library to steal a moment of quiet, and forget his family’s financial situation…and his father’s urging that he wed Sophie Winters. His jaw hardened.


  If his father had his way, Christopher would wed the termagant who’d tormented him as a child. He frowned. She hadn’t been remarkably different from his father in that regard and the last person he cared to spend the rest of his life with was someone who put him in mind of his father. Or the incident in the stables.


  Christopher gave his head a shake. He didn’t want to ruin this meeting with thoughts of his father or Sophie Winters.


  His gaze honed in on the lush Athena, her fingers fidgeting with the folds of her robes. She seemed as nervous as a bird about to take flight. Then, she took a step toward him, and he knew the stunning beauty had tossed aside propriety for the pleasure of a few stolen minutes away from the ton.


  She nodded to the brandy in his hand. “What is it about that brew that so entices men?”


  He held out his glass in a silent challenge.


  The woman’s brow furrowed. She took several steps toward him, and stopped. Her pleated, red Grecian skirts danced about her ankles. His gaze traveled up her legs, to the gently flared hips, ever higher to the daringly low décolletage as her chest moved up and down.


  She took the glass and their fingers brushed. A tingle of awareness, like the jolting shock one feels when walking barefoot on a carpet, raced through him.


  Christ, whatever is wrong with me?


  Athena stole a glance at him from beneath lowered lids and then downed half the contents of the drink.


  Tears flooded her eyes. She proceeded to choke.


  Laughter shook his frame.


  She glared. “That was neither appropriate nor amusing.” Then as if to save face, she tentatively tried another sip. This time her only outer reaction was a grimace.


  Christopher smiled as she continued to drink his brandy. Who would have imagined that teasing this young lady could be so vastly entertaining?


  Or seductive, he thought as she trailed the tip of her tongue along her plump lower lip.


  Her husky alto interrupted his dangerous musings. “Truth be told, the second sip wasn’t all bad.”


  He quirked a brow. “How about the third and fourth?”


  “Oh, the third and fourth were divine. But the fourth and fifth were vastly better.”


  “You’ve accounted for the fourth sip, twice now.”


  She frowned. “Have I?”


  “You have,” he said with mock solemnity.


  “Then the fourth sip must have been absolutely divine.”


  A laugh rumbled from deep within his chest.


  It would be better for the both of them if she returned to the ballroom. The last thing he cared to risk was being discovered with a masked lady, especially in light of his father’s plans for him.


  But he was having too much fun. He motioned to the empty seat beside him, fully expecting the young lady to come to her senses and realize the impropriety of being alone with him.


  Alas, sips four and five appeared to have clouded her judgment.


  Athena sat on the sofa, the delicate fabric of her skirts fluttering about them, and he stole a downward peek.


  Trim, dainty ankles.


  His blood heated. God, he was mad for trim, dainty ankles, especially upon a buxom, luscious creature like her.


  “What brings you here this evening? Are you, perhaps, avoiding your husband?”


  A husky laugh spilled past her lips. “I’m not wed.”


  Christopher released a breath he’d not realized he was holding. Good, he preferred his Athena unattached. His eyes went to the full set of perfect, bow shaped lips and his groin tightened uncomfortably. Yes, he preferred her without a husband. Granted it made their clandestine meeting that much more scandalous, the threat of discovery that much greater…but then, at masquerades, certain liberties were granted to staid Society members.


  Athena finished her brandy and held the glass out for a refill. Christopher hesitated. It would hardly do to get the lady soused, though she appeared nearly there. He fetched the decanter of brandy from Lord Thomas’ drink cart and returned to her side. He poured several fingerfuls.


  She downed it in a single swallow. A slight grimace twisted her lips.


  Hell, he was going to send the intriguing young lady back to the ballroom, thoroughly steeped.


  “So again, sweet Athena. What is the reason of your visit?”


  She tapped a finger against her chin. “Well, I was invited.”


  Christopher grinned. What a fetching thing. “You were invited to Lord Thomas’s library?”


  She held out her now empty glass. She’d had quite enough for the evening. He took it, deliberately brushing his fingers against hers.


  The young woman appeared wholly unaffected by his touch. She closed her eyes and slumped against the back of the sofa, her neck arched as if she planned on a nap.


  “I should go,” she murmured.


  He tamped down a swell of disappointment. This was the most enjoyable part of his evening thus far. “You should.”


  She nibbled at her plump, lower lip. “It is rather inappropriate for us to be alone,” she said.


  Christopher imagined all manner of inappropriate things involving those lips. He grinned. “Yes.” He had the distinct impression that his Greek goddess had little intention of leaving. “You never answered my question,” he pointed out.


  Her lids fluttered. “I didn’t?”


  “No.” What he wouldn’t give to tear the gold helmet from her head and reveal the mane she concealed underneath. Did she possess honey blond locks? Dark gold curls?


  “What was the question, my lord?”


  Christopher angled his head closer to hers. “What has you hiding away in Lord Thomas’s library? A clandestine meeting?” An overwhelming urge filled him, to reach out and stroke the silken curve of her cheek, to test if her skin was as smooth as it appeared.


  She pointed her eyes to the ceiling. “Hardly, Odysseus.” Then, as if it weren’t just the two of them present, she dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper. “I wanted a moment away from Polite Society and knew I’d not find anyone here.” She blinked. “Well, you’re here, so not everyone. What of you? Are you avoiding someone?”


  He was avoiding the reality of his circumstances. “I needed a break from the…” Plans my father has for me.


  “Cloying debutantes?” She winked saucily up at him.


  He grinned.


  Athena leveled herself upright and leaned closer to him. “And how do you know that I’m not one of those cloying debutantes.”


  Christopher studied her too-full, lower lip, battling the urge to claim her lips under his. “Debutantes don’t wear red.”


  Her smile grew; it highlighted a faint dimple in her right cheek.


  His fingers fairly itched with the urge to reach out and caress that spot.


  Then her smile dipped. “You aren’t…married?”


  “No.” Not yet.


  She must have detected the pause in his words for she nodded slowly. “I see.”


  His mouth hardened. “If my father would have his way then I’ll be wed to a…particular woman.”


  From atop her mask, her brow furrowed. “Ahh. That is the way of our society, isn’t it? My brother will see me betrothed as well.”


  It was irrational. It defied logic. But God how he hated the nameless bastard who would claim her. Suddenly he didn’t want the intrusion of reality to suck the enchantment from this room. Christopher was not a romantic by nature; mayhap it was the masquerade, mayhap it was the magic of their costumes…but he was lost in the moment. “I don’t think you’d care to discuss your impending betrothal any more than I do.”


  “No, you’re correct on that score.” There was a trace of dryness to her words. “So then what should we talk about? The costumes of the evening?”


  “Never anything that dull,” he said, with a hand to his chest.


  “Perhaps the stimulating company at Lord Thomas’s masquerade?”


  “Now I know you’re teasing, sweet Athena.”


  She drummed the tip of her finger along her lip. “Then what do you propose, dear Odysseus?”


  “Your interests. What does a woman of your great intelligence find pleasure in?”


  Merriment danced in her eyes. “You do know society frowns upon intelligent woman and yet in the span of, oh a quarter of an hour, you’ve decided I’m an intelligent woman?”


  “I meant no insult.”


  A little snort escaped her. “It would take a good deal more than that to insult me. I rather prefer being thought of as intelligent.”


  “Hence the Athena costume?”


  “Hence the Athena costume,” she agreed. There was a slight pause. “And you’ll tell me of your interests?”


  He raised a hand to his breast. “I would bare my soul to you this evening.”


  “Then I should be sure to ask very clever questions.”


  Christopher caught her hand and helped her to her feet. She swayed against him; the uncharacteristic indulgence in spirits clearly responsible and not his touch, but still, he angled her body closer to his.


  Her lids fluttered a moment, as though she were as captivated as he was, as though she’d been lured by the heady threat of discovery they both risked. “Your favorite book?” she whispered.


  His Athena’s words sent him crashing down on a wave of reality. Nausea flooded Christopher. Her words transported him back to the merciless teasing he’d received as a young boy.


  “Odysseus?”


  Christopher forced a grin. “Only if you’ll tell me first.”


  Athena spun out of his arms and danced away from him, on a husky laugh. “Where is the fun in that?” She threw open her arms. “We are in a library!”


  Christopher arched a brow and studied her movements. “So?”


  “So?”


  She tugged a book from the shelf. “I shall find my favorite book and you will do the same. Then, we’ll exchange our volumes.”


  Christopher couldn’t remember when the last time he’d had such a frivolous, yet whimsical meeting. It made him forget, even if for just a moment, his loathing for every last single volume in Lord Thomas’s library. “Very well.”


  Her laughter blended with his as they separated and began to scour the shelves.


  “Ahh,” she said.


  Christopher glanced back in time to see her pull free a book and hug it tight to her chest, which effectively concealed the title.


  “Have you found yours, Odysseus?”


  “Insolent thing,” he muttered and returned to his search. He walked down aisle after aisle of Lord Thomas’s floor-length shelving and, finally paused, his gaze trained so long on the books in front of him that a dull throbbing ache developed behind his eyes.


  “Odysseus?”


  He jerked out a green leather volume. His eyes fixed on the title, willing it into focus but the words danced before his eyes, before ultimately falling off of the cover. He wanted to hurl the bloody book across the room. “I have it.”


  His Athena crossed over to him, hugging her treasure close to her chest in a way that he envied that damn book. He’d give up his right to the marquisate to be that volume.


  “On the count of three, we shall trade books.”


  All his age old insecurities rushed to the forefront and he nearly choked on an all too familiar panic.


  “One. Two. Three.”


  Christopher studied the volume she’d handed him, and looked back at her. Perhaps she saw a spark of something in his eyes for she said, “Delphine.”


  “Yes. I see that,” he lied.


  Athena nodded to the copy she’d handed him. “Have you read it?” She didn’t wait for his response but instead prattled on about the book. “Do you know it was written by a woman? It was so controversial,” she dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “that Napoleon exiled her for her views on women’s freedom in an aristocratic society. And…”


  His silence seemed to register. She promptly closed her mouth.


  How fascinating that his Athena should prefer this work. He thought back to what she’d said about her impending betrothal and wondered how much of her selection had to do with frustration over her limited freedom in choosing a husband.


  She finally looked up at him. Intrigue and Love. “I’d hardly have taken you for a romantic.”


  Christopher frowned. Bloody hell. He’d grabbed the closest book at hand and forced a grin. “Do you presume to know my interests so well after so little time, sweet Athena?” He thought of Lady Emmaline Fitzhugh; of how miserably he’d failed to woo her and granted that Athena might be right on that score. “Nor for that matter can Intrigue and Love be considered a romantic work.”


  “It isn’t?” Athena frowned and glanced back down at it. “I suppose I should not make assumptions based off a title alone.” She held the copy back out to him.


  Christopher accepted it and returned her volume over to her. He cleared his throat. “I’d imagine someone will be missing the both of us.” As loathe as he was to give up this blithe moment with his Athena, it would be disastrous to both of them if they were discovered here alone.


  Athena nodded. She placed her copy back in its respective spot. “I feel as though it is wrong that we should say good-bye and never again see each other.” She made to take off her mask but Christopher set aside his book and took her fingers in his.


  Propriety be damned. Masquerades were a time of forbidden kisses; a time when anything could happen. He turned them over and stared down at her soft palms. “I agree, sweet Athena. I don’t want to spoil this moment with revelations that will do neither of us any good.”


  “So this is good-bye.”


  It was. It had to be. For the both of them. When the masquerade ended, they would be forced to reenter the world of rigid expectations and arranged unions.


  Devil that he was, Christopher wanted to steal one more moment, before his father ultimately forced his hand and he found himself wed to assuage a familial debt. Just so they knew that at one time there had been nothing but laughter, honesty, and freedom between them. “Meet me.”


  Her eyes widened at the scandalous proposition. What he wouldn’t give for the room to be bathed in full light so he could make out the shade of her riveting eyes. “What?” she squeaked.


  “On the last day of the Season, if you are not betrothed and I am, of course also free, meet me in Kensington Gardens.”


  The words sounded foolhardy even to his own ears. There was nothing appropriate, wise, or necessary about his impulsive suggestion, but if he were to honor his father’s wishes…then he’d at least allow himself the excitement of pondering over his mystery Athena and one day learning her actual identity.


  “Very well.” Athena leaned up, placed a kiss upon his cheek, and hurried across the room.


  She’d just settled her fingers on the handle.


  “Oh, and Athena?”


  She turned back to face him.


  “Thank you.”


  She angled her head. “For what?”


  For allowing me to forget. For making me smile. For the wisp of a dream that you represent.


  Instead, he murmured, “Your company.”


  Athena opened the door and fled.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  While waiting in Viscount and Viscountess M’s receiving line, Miss S.W. dropped her fan upon the staircase. The Incomparable Lady D.H. stumbled upon the item and fell quite gracefully down the stairs.


  ~3~


  Sophie squinted against the rays of sunlight that streamed through the dining room. Her stomach churned at the morning smells of smoked haddock, rice, boiled eggs, and a host of other scents. She wanted to bury her head in her hands and groan, but her brother, Geoffrey Alistair Winters, the Viscount Redbrooke, was seated across the table from her.


  A black, glowering frown turned his lips.


  He hadn’t said anything about her obviously foxed state last evening. Sophie had thought she’d been fortunate enough to have escaped his notice and that she’d be spared his censure.


  Geoffrey waved over a servant. “Please serve my sister a heaping plate of kedgeree.”


  The liveried servant rushed over with a plate piled with kedgeree and ham from the sideboard. He set it down in front of Sophie. Her throat worked convulsively. She raised her napkin to her lips and fought back a wave of nausea.


  Her brother set aside his paper and leaned forward. “Is something the matter, sister?”


  Bile surged to the back of her throat and she swallowed it back. “Nothing at all.” With the tip of her fork, she speared a piece of ham, and dangled it over the side of her chair. Her dog, Duke, a fawn-colored pug with a stripe of black down his back, stood and swallowed the ham whole. “Why do you ask?”


  Geoffrey leaned back in the chair with a snort. He folded his arms across his chest and continued to study her. “You’re certain you are well?”


  Sophie’s head and entire body ached as though she’d been dragged by her heels through London and tossed underneath a fast-moving carriage. The last thing she could formulate was a coherent thought. “I’m fine,” she said with a forced smile. She nibbled at a piece of warm, crusty bread. When her stomach roiled like a ship tossed about the sea, she dropped the remainder of bread to the floor.


  Duke swallowed the offering in two large bites and yapped his pleasure.


  “I’ve spoken to you about allowing that dog in in the dining room.”


  Sophie reached down and scooped Duke up onto her lap. She buried her cheek against his coarse fur. “Do hush. You’ll hurt his feelings.”


  “I do not care to discuss that miserable dog.”


  “He isn’t miserable.” Sophie didn’t care what her brother thought of her dog. As if he’d understood his mistress’ defense, Duke licked her cheek.


  Geoffrey frowned. “I’d like to discuss your marital state.”


  She groaned and then winced as the sound threatened to split her skull in two. No! This was not the time for her to discuss marriage. She needed to be clear-minded and not battling the influence of too many spirits. Alas, her brother had neatly trapped her.


  Sophie set her dog back onto the floor. He gave a final yelp and then waddled from the room. She sighed. Lucky little fellow. She shoved her untouched plate aside.


  “I’ve been patient with you for three years,” Geoffrey said, jerking her attention back to the moment.


  Yes, yes he had. Sophie folded her hands in her lap to conceal the manner in which they shook. Geoffrey had spoken about wedding her to Lord Carmichael if she didn’t make a match by her third Season. Lord Carmichael was as bald as a newborn babe with a paunch to rival Prinny. And he’d already had three wives to date. Sophie had no desire to be unfortunate number four.


  “I don’t want to marry a man three decades my senior.”


  “What about a man eight years your senior?”


  Well, that seemed rather specific and all the more concerning for it.


  “Who are we speaking about?”


  Both her and Geoffrey’s gaze swiveled to the doorway where Mother stood, framed in the entrance.


  Sophie sighed. The day had gone from bad to worse. Mother must have heard the word marriage mentioned and come running.


  Geoffrey waved for her to sit down. “I’m speaking to Sophie about her marital prospects,” he said, as Mother settled into her seat.


  Or lack of prospects, hence her brother’s humiliating need to interfere.


  “I’m quite content—”


  Geoffrey held up a hand. “As I was saying, I’ve been patient.”


  “We’ve been patient,” Mother corrected. She leaned back in her chair with a humph.


  Geoffrey continued. “I agree that Carmichael is too old a match for you.”


  “You do?” Her brother never agreed with her on any score. Her breath left on an audible exhale but died at his next sentence.


  “But that does not mean there aren’t entirely suitable gentlemen who would make you an excellent mate.”


  Sophie grimaced. Her brother made it sound as romantic as a broodmare being paraded and inspected for her suitability. She tried to shove back the throbbing ache behind her eyes and focus on his words. Geoffrey clearly had a gentleman in mind for her. “Who?”


  “He is a perfectly acceptable gentleman. He has a respectable stable of horseflesh.”


  Yes, because that is what every young lady dreamed of. “Who?” she pressed.


  “The Earl of Waxham.”


  Surely she’d heard him wrong? A laugh burst from her throat. She winced immediately, regretting the explosion of mirth. Sophie pressed her fingers along her temple. “You jest. Christopher?” Christopher’s family estate in Kent bordered her family’s. “I’ve not spoken to Christopher since…” Her words trailed off, and she fell silent. Her mind wandered back to that long ago night when she’d come upon him reading in the Marquess of Milford’s stables. The night of the fire. From then on, he’d never spoken to her anything more than a passing greeting. It was as though he’d blamed her for the incident that had destroyed his father’s stables.


  Geoffrey placed his elbows upon the table and leaned forward. “Since?” he pressed.


  “It matters not. I won’t wed him.” Sophie tossed her head back. Nor, for that matter did she believe Christopher would want to wed her. As children they’d teased one another quite mercilessly. When Sophie had arrived in London, however, as a bright-eyed young lady, eager for her first Season, she’d imagined Christopher would set aside any childhood animosity and present himself as a friend, a familiar face, to help ease her entry into Society.


  She’d learned all too quickly that the deeply admired Earl of Waxham had little intention of acknowledging her, or their familial connections. Instead, he’d seemed to go to great lengths to avoid her.


  Which was entirely fine with Sophie. As she was considered a social oddity, Christopher’s flawless image amongst the ton had always grated on Sophie’s nerves. No young lady cared to be reminded of her imperfections.


  Mother cleared her throat. “I assure you, Sophie, your brother and I are quite serious. Waxham would make you a splendid match.”


  “No.”


  Geoffrey frowned. “I don’t necessarily have to ask.”


  “You act as though this is the feudal ages, Geoffrey. What next? Will you lock me in a tower if I disagree?”


  Geoffrey’s brows lowered. “We don’t have a tower.”


  Sophie’s eyes slid closed. She directed a prayer skyward in the hope of strength in dealing with her brother. She opened her eyes and held Geoffrey’s stare. “I was being facetious. I’ll not wed him.”


  As it was, Christopher had courted her dearest friend, Lady Emmaline, now the Marchioness of Drake. He’d not even paid Sophie any notice, for which Sophie had been immensely grateful. What would make Geoffrey or Mother believe she could bring someone of his exalted position in Society up to scratch?


  Her mother stroked her skirts and spoke gently. “Sophie, dear, you could do far worse than to find yourself wed to Waxham.”


  “I could also do a deal better,” she muttered under her breath.


  “Oh,” Geoffrey drawled. “Who?”


  “The Duke of Mallen.” The room went silent at the name she’d blurted. Mother and Geoffrey exchanged a look. It was the one name that could silence the viscountess.


  Geoffrey laughed and cut into the shocking piece Sophie had dropped. Oh, the insufferable lout.


  “Do you expect me to believe you can secure the duke’s affections?”


  Sophie bristled and looked to her mother, who wore an equally bemused expression. No help, there. That was saying a good deal when the very woman who’d brought you into the world had so little faith in your ability to secure a husband. Not just any husband…but one of the most esteemed peers of the realm.


  “You must be mad,” Geoffrey said.


  Sophie frowned. She held the duke in very high esteem, but the fact that she’d proffered his name had nothing to do with any tendre she carried and more to do with her mysterious Odysseus. She’d managed to remain unwed for two Seasons. If she could manage one more and meet the man who’d so captivated her in the library…


  “Sophie, are you listening to your brother?”


  No. “Yes,” she lied.


  “The Duke of Mallen has given little indication of any interest in you.”


  “That isn’t true,” she insisted. “He asked me for several sets last Season; two of which were waltzes.”


  “Only because you are friends with Lady Emmaline,” Geoffrey pointed out.


  Well, he had her there. She’d not say as much. To do so would kill her argument. “That isn’t at all what Em told me.” Underneath the cover of the table Sophie crossed her fingers.


  Geoffrey and Mother exchanged skeptical looks.


  However, the stretch of quiet indicated they were both appearing to consider the merit of Sophie’s words. They might want her wed, but both Geoffrey and Mother were quite enamored with their status in Society.


  “Waxham is a certainty,” Geoffrey said at last, cutting across her hope.


  “Oh, of course he is,” Sophie mumbled.


  “He is very sought after,” Mother said, coming to the earl’s defense in a way she hadn’t moments earlier when Geoffrey had called into question Sophie’s status in Society.


  Sophie’s frown deepened. That stung more than she cared to admit. “I don’t need Geoffrey to provide his unending list of Christopher’s greatness. He’s already mentioned the earl’s stables.”


  Neither Mother nor Geoffrey appeared to pick up on her attempt at sarcasm. Or, mayhap they chose to ignore it.


  Geoffrey continued with his argument. “I merely say Waxham is a certainty because of our familial connections.”


  Sophie sat back in her chair and rested her arms along the sides of the seat. She drummed her fingertips and then winced as the ache in her head grew. “The connection is not as great as you give credit for—”


  Mother’s gasp interrupted Sophie’s words. “Your father and the Marquess of Milford’s friendship goes back to their youth. How dare you say something so insensitive?”


  Sophie dropped her gaze onto her lap, shamed by her rash words. Father had died several years before she’d made her come out. He’d always had such grand hopes for the match she would make. She wondered what he would say now if he were to see the current, sad state of her marital prospects. “Forgive me,” she said.


  Her mother must have detected the sincerity in that apology, for she nodded.


  “I merely meant that Christopher has no like sense of obligation to our family.” Ugh, there was something horribly depressing in thinking of oneself as an obligation.


  Geoffrey wagged his finger in a small circle. “That is where you are wrong, sister.”


  Sophie narrowed her eyes at the odd note in her brother’s tone. He spoke as though he possessed an interesting bit of gossip about Christopher’s family that he had no intention of sharing—something that would compel him to marry her. “There is a greater motivation for him to wed me, then? Something that goes far beyond our familial connections.”


  Geoffrey gave his head a shake and seemed to remember himself. “Don’t be silly, Sophie. I merely meant the marquess has a good deal of influence over Waxham.”


  Great, so he’d marry her off to a gentleman with no spine or mind of his own. Just lovely.


  The wheels in Sophie’s mind turned rapidly as she began to feel this situation was moving beyond her control. “Emmaline indicated that the duke holds me in high esteem.” Surely Em had said something like that over the years?


  The lure of a dukedom apparently was too great for Geoffrey. “I’ll allow you to try and bring Mallen up to scratch, but in the meantime, you are not to do anything to discourage Waxham’s suit.”


  She lunged forward in her chair to protest the terms laid out by Geoffrey, only to wince as the sudden movement sent the room spinning around her.


  Geoffrey raised a brow. “Everything all right, dear sister?”


  “Fine,” she said between gritted teeth.


  “Very well.” He turned to their mother. “I’d like you to invite Waxham’s family for a dinner party.”


  “You conveniently leave out the important fact that Waxham and Mallen are close friends. Mallen would never betray him by courting me while Waxham is.” It was a desperate grasp on Sophie’s part. She held her breath.


  Geoffrey picked his fork up and speared a piece of kidney. He popped it into his mouth and chewed it with meticulous care. “If Mallen is as enamored as you’d have us believe, then trust me, it will not matter.”


  Sophie bit the inside of her cheek. He had her there. Still, there was hope. After all, Geoffrey was making the very powerful assumption that the pompous, ‘much sought after,’ beast who’d teased her as a child and ignored her as a young woman, would in fact honor his father’s wishes and court her.


  Sophie acquiesced. “As you wish, Geoffrey.”


  “So it’s settled. A dinner, then.” He nodded his approval.


  Ever eager to host guests, the viscountess clapped her hands. “Wonderful!”


  Sophie slumped back in her chair. Yes. Just wonderful.


  “If I thought it would help, I’d recommend we bring in the finest tutors to school you on appropriate dinner conversation.”


  Sophie’s jaw hardened. “I know appropriate dinner conversation.”


  “That isn’t what the scandal sheets purport,” her brother muttered from under his breath.


  Sophie folded her arms. “It is hardly my fault that Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet took exception with my mention of Duke.”


  “Surely you know it is not acceptable to discuss a breeding pup?”


  “I merely made mention of the pups Duke had sired.”


  “To Prinny.”


  Sophie sat back in her seat. “Hmph. I suspected he would be fascinated by the blending of my pug with a mangy bi—”


  Mother gasped. “Sophie!” She clapped her hands. “That is more than enough. Geoffrey, do not bait your sister. Sophie…don’t…don’t be…”


  Sophie.


  Don’t be Sophie.


  How many times had her mother uttered that very statement? Sophie’s earliest remembrance of it went back to the days of Sophie’s first governess. How was Sophie to have known that the woman had worn a wig because she’d been bald underneath? And what five-year-old girl wouldn’t have very many questions about that very thing? After all, if the woman had been bald, would Sophie suffer the same fate?


  In the end, the woman had been thoroughly insulted. She’d packed her things and Sophie had been down her first governess.


  She sighed and shoved back her chair. “Really, Mother. I’m no longer a child. Nor should I be subjected to such unfair scrutiny.” Society had their diamonds of the first water. In Sophie’s case, she’d never even be considered a paste gem on the muddy Thames.


  Mother sighed. “Lady Emmaline was such a good influence on you. It is really such a shame that she’s married and you are, you are…” Mother passed her hand over the air in Sophie’s direction.


  Sophie tipped her head. “And I am?”


  “And you are unwed,” Geoffrey finished from across the table, effectively bringing the conversation round to where it first began. He rested his palms on the table and held Sophie’s gaze. “Sister, I’ve long accepted that you are no great beauty. I’ve also accepted that you have a penchant for saying the wrong things. What I’ll no longer accept is your unwed state. The sooner you resolve yourself to the inevitable, the better off you’ll be.”


  Sophie’s fingers curled into tight balls of fists on her lap. Oh, if she possessed a tad more courage, she’d plant Geoffrey a facer to rival Gentleman Jackson himself. Except Geoffrey and Mother both expected such a reaction from his incorrigible sister.


  Determined not to descend into their lowly opinion of her, Sophie forced a smile to her lips and took to her feet. “If you’ll excuse me, Duke is due for a walk.”


  “Do behave,” Geoffrey called out.


  “And do bring Lucy,” Mother followed up.


  Sophie directed her gaze to the ceiling. “You act as though I’ll find trouble on a morning walk.” She gave her curls a flounce and sailed past her mother and brother, choosing to ignore the pained look her less than confident family exchanged.


  Oh, how little faith they had in her.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. collided with a servant at the Countess T’s ball, who in turn dropped his tray of champagne flutes and sprayed the ballroom floor with bits of glass. Baron W and his partner fell amidst the debris.


  ~4~


  Sophie held a hand to her eyes in attempt to shield the sun’s bright rays. She winced at the blinding light, and swallowed back a wave of nausea. Never again. She wouldn’t ever touch spirits. She glanced down the crowded walking paths of Hyde Garden, off into the distance. Her gaze scoured the horizon for a glimpse of her dog. “Where are you, Duke?”


  Short of breath from the pace she’d set for herself, she weaved between the fashionable couples who strolled the gardens. Her unladylike behavior was met with shocked gasps and horrified stares from passing lords and ladies.


  Her ears perked up at the whinny of a horse, followed by a series of shrieks. “Duke,” she panted, and sprinted toward the mayhem.


  “Miss Winters!” Lucy called out sharply. “The viscount…”


  Sophie increased her pace, so that her maid was left in the distance. She very well knew the trouble awaiting her at home. She certainly didn’t require any reminder from her faithless maid.


  Sophie crested a small grassy incline and arms akimbo, scanned the area. She froze at the sight of Duke. Her fawn-colored pug ran in circles about an enormous black mare. She groaned, and raced down the slight hill.


  Her foot became entangled in the lace trim of her ivory gown. A gasp escaped her and she threw her arms out to steady herself but it was too late. She tumbled forward, bouncing, and sliding until she landed with a thump at the base of the rise.


  Duke pounced on her chest with his front paws. She winced and gently moved him off her person. His coarse, salty tongue lapped her cheek and she turned her head to face the troublesome dog. “Oh, Duke. This is bad. This is very bad.” She could just imagine what Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet would read the next morning.


  A towering figure leaned over her, blotting out her unfettered view of the late spring sky.


  The gentleman dropped to a knee alongside her. “Are you hurt?”


  She swallowed. “No. I…” Sophie shoved herself up on her elbows and groaned. Of all the riders in Hyde Park, it would be her misfortune that Duke should stumble upon Christopher Ansley, Earl of Waxham—her childhood nemesis and paragon of Society.


  She’d have rather accepted help from Lady Ackerly. “You.”


  Christopher frowned. “I should have suspected when this unattended fiend,” he jerked his chin in Duke’s direction, “nearly unseated me, you were somehow behind it.”


  Duke sat back on his haunches. His little pink tongue lolled out the side of his mouth and he yapped happily at the earl. Apparently the dog was a far worse judge of character than she’d credited.


  “I’m certain your beast spooked him,” she said in defense of her precocious pug. After all, that fiend, as Christopher had referred to him, was a good deal more loyal than most people.


  Christopher’s frown deepened. “I’ll have you know, Intrepid is not a beast. She is a refined and beautiful lady.” He patted Duke upon the top of his head. Then, he seemed to remember his annoyance, for he yanked his hand back and grasped the edge of her skirts.


  “What are you doing, Christopher?” she hissed, stealing several glances at the nearby voyeurs. She could only imagine how the scandal sheets would report on this latest scrape she’d managed to land herself in.


  Christopher followed the direction of her stare, and glowered at the people staring at Sophie’s prone form. “I’m inspecting you for injury,” he said after their observers scurried off.


  Her skin tingled from where his long fingers still clasped her ankle. She slapped his hand away, her heart hammering in the oddest way. “You mustn’t touch me. Not in public.” Not with said touch causing all the strangest, unfamiliar little sensations in her stomach.


  Christopher grinned, and his attention shifted from her leg to her eyes. “Is that an invitation to touch you in private?”


  Sophie slammed a hand over her mouth. Her eyes widened. “You sir, are no gentleman.”


  He gave a slow wink. “And running disheveled through Hyde Park, you hardly epitomize ladylike gentility.”


  She wondered what the highly proper earl would say if he knew she was half seas over from alcohol she’d pilfered with a mystery gentleman the previous evening.


  He cocked his head.


  “What?” she blurted.


  “I’m merely trying to interpret that mischievous glimmer in your eyes.” Christopher didn’t allow her an opportunity to respond, instead, leaned over her leg, and again reached for her ankle.


  “I said, you mustn’t touch me,” she said, hurriedly. It wouldn’t do for her to be seen with Christopher handling her person in this very intimate manner.


  He glanced up with such alacrity a black lock escaped the queue at the nape of his neck, and fell over his eye.


  It was merely because he was trying to help her… and because it must be so very difficult for him to see…and the fact that he’d been surprisingly gentle with Duke, but Sophie gave in to the urge and brushed the lone strand back from his forehead.


  Christopher’s whole body seemed to freeze.


  A rush of heat flooded her cheeks. “I…uh…imagined it was difficult to see and thought if I moved the hair from your eyes that you’d be able to see a good deal better and…” Be silent, Sophie. Be silent. She promptly closed her mouth.


  “You’ll touch my hair in public but won’t allow me to inspect your ankle?”


  “It’s entirely different.”


  Fortunate for Sophie, Christopher didn’t press the point because she really wasn’t altogether certain how it was dissimilar.


  A beleaguered sigh escaped him. “Very well, then.” He stood and held a hand out to help her up.


  And because she couldn’t sit there indefinitely in the midst of Hyde Park with an audience privy to her every action, Sophie placed her hand in his. Tears flooded her eyes when she made to rise and sank into a moist patch of soil. She fell back against the ground.


  Duke jumped up and proceeded to dance in circles about Sophie, clearly believing she and the earl played some kind of game.


  Christopher spared him a single glance, then shifted the whole of his attention to Sophie. “Don’t be silly, Phi. Let me ascertain whether there is a break.”


  She shook her head with such vigor that her already loose chignon tumbled free, and sent curls tumbling down her back. “There is no break, Christopher.”


  He lowered his voice. “Really, Phi? You’d rather make your way through Hyde Park with a broken ankle than accept my help?”


  “You mustn’t call me Phi.” She stole a sideways glance at the voracious spectators who’d converged upon them yet again. “You are creating a scene.”


  Christopher arched a single brow. “I think you moved well beyond a scene when your holy terror of a dog went racing through the park and nearly unseated me from my horse.” Either her dog was a good deal less intelligent than she’d given him credit for or in desperate need of attention, for the faithless pup nuzzled his head against Christopher’s lower legs and gazed up at him with wide, adoring chocolate brown eyes.


  So much for being a loyal pup.


  She tried to look at Christopher objectively. Odd, she’d never noted how his lean, muscular frame towered over her by more than a foot. The tan hue to his skin indicated he was a man comfortable with the sun on his person. Goodness. A startled squeak escaped her. She fanned herself. Why, Christopher was…Christopher was…


  “What is that look?”


  Handsome!


  “What is what look?” she asked, a touch too quickly. She probed her head with the tips of her fingers. Surely she’d hit her head in her fall. There was no other suitable explanation for her sudden awareness of Christopher as a far too handsome gentleman.


  “You look like you swallowed a plate of rancid kippers.”


  Sophie remembered herself and dropped her hands back to her sides. “Aren’t all kippers rancid?” she mumbled.


  A bark of laughter slipped past perfectly sculpted lips, and seemed to startle him as much as it did Sophie.


  Christopher swept her into her arms as though she weighed no more than one of the pups Duke had sired on the mangy dog who called the kitchens home. No minor feat considering Sophie’s plump form.


  Sophie gave her head a clearing shake. She’d not been injured in her earlier fall but surely she was still foxed from the prior evening’s indulgences. There was no other explaining this odd breathlessness at Christopher’s strength. But, how had she failed to notice the specks of gold and green dancing in his hazel eyes until this moment? Or his lithe power and the olive coloring that bespoke his Roman roots? He possessed the thickest black hair and though unfashionably long, he pulled it back at the nape of his neck, putting Sophie in mind of a rogue pirate.


  “Madness,” she muttered aloud.


  “Phi? I say, are you all right?”


  No. She rather believed she wasn’t. Not if she were studying Christopher with a woman’s eyes.


  Desperate to place much needed distance between Christopher’s broad, muscular chest and her too-fast beating heart, Sophie gave him a discreet shove. “Put me down. Do you hear me?”


  “Oh, I heard you, Phi. If you aren’t careful, all those watching will also hear. Furthermore, the last thing I need is for my father to discover I’d abandoned you to your own devices, even if it is entirely your fault that you’re in this condition. You’ll have to suffer through this humiliation.”


  “Hmph.” Sophie settled against his chest. She directed her gaze to his crisp white linen shirt to keep from noticing the fascinated stares of the lords and ladies they passed.


  Christopher stopped alongside his black mare that chomped away at a bush. He set Sophie down with the care he might have shown a priceless treasure, and mounted his horse. Then, leaning down, he scooped her up into the spot in front of him.


  Her maid Lucy descended over the rise. She gasped and all but sprinted to Sophie’s side. “Miss Winters!”


  Sophie nodded toward her pug who barked wildly at Christopher. “See to Duke.”


  Lucy’s mouth fell agape when Christopher kicked the horse into motion and raced off.


  “My maid…”


  “I trust can find her own way home,” he whispered against her ear. His breath, a blend of coffee and citrus tickled her skin.


  Sophie held her form erect. As Christopher’s enormous black beast carried her closer and closer toward home, her mind spun. She could only imagine what the scandal sheets would read. The Incorrigible Miss S.W. and her unruly dog nearly killed the ever-charming Earl of W.


  She bit down hard on her lip. Oh, how she hated proving her brother and mother correct. They always expected Sophie to cause some scandal or another and here she’d gone and made quite the scene. No one would care that Duke’s leash had snapped. Nor about the geese on the lake that had spooked the skittish pug and sent him hurtling toward Christopher’s enormous black mare.


  All anyone would see was that Sophie had once again fulfilled everyone’s very low expectations of her.


  “Phi, you can rest against me.”


  She hesitated a moment, and then relaxed, allowing him to support her. “Geoffrey is going to be livid.”


  “I’d imagine that is an understatement,” he drawled.


  Sophie peered over her shoulder at him, and expected to find a condescending grin on his lips. His hazel stare was directed forward, his flat expression gave little indication as to what he was truly thinking.


  “Then, considering what Geoffrey proposed this morning, mayhap that won’t be the case,” she muttered.


  Christopher leaned close. “What is that?”


  She started, grateful that her back was to Christopher. Since she’d been a small girl she’d had a bothersome tendency of speaking to herself. “Uh, nothing.”


  They didn’t speak for the remainder of the trip until Christopher slowed his mare to a halt in front of her home. He leapt to the ground and then lifted her from the horse.


  “You really can just set me down. I can see to it from here.”


  “It’s a little late to avoid discovery, Phi.” He carried her up the steps.


  The front doors opened and the butler, Ralston, greeted her with a bored yawn. “Miss Winters,” he said as though it were entirely commonplace for the viscount’s sister to be carried through the front door, by a gentleman, sans chaperone.


  She sighed. “Hullo, Ralston.”


  Her heart fell somewhere in the vicinity of her toes. Geoffrey stood beside Mother in the foyer, arms folded across his chest. His black stare conveyed brotherly disapproval. Had she really expected anything else?


  Sophie chose to forget that the gentleman who held her was in fact her childhood nemesis. She wanted to bury her head in the front of Christopher’s jacket. “It’s not my fault, Geoffrey.”


  Geoffrey ignored her protestations of innocence. “Thank you so much for seeing to my sister, Waxham.”


  Her mother sighed. “Whatever have you done now, Sophie?”


  Geoffrey scooped her out of Christopher’s arms and set her on her feet. “We are indebted to you. I’m sorry she’s caused you trouble.”


  Christopher inclined his head. “It is not the lady’s fault. I’m afraid I was galloping where I shouldn’t have been and spooked her dog.” He caught and held Sophie’s gaze.


  Her eyes went wide at the lie. The boy she remembered would have delighted in telling Geoffrey of the trouble she’d managed to get herself into. She didn’t know what to do with this unexpected kindness. It shamed her. Made her wish she’d been more gracious when Christopher had merely wanted to help her. “Thank you,” she mouthed.


  He gave the faintest nod.


  Mother rang her hands together. “Regardless, you have returned Sophie to us in a most gentlemanly manner.” She shared a look with Geoffrey. “May we extend an invitation to you and your father to dine with us?”


  The earl’s hesitation was a palpable force. All Sophie’s oldest insecurities, the feeling of being nothing more than a polite obligation resurfaced.


  She cleared her throat. “I’m certain Lord Waxham is busy. There’s really no need to burden him and the marquess.”


  “Mother didn’t even mention a specific evening,” Geoffrey said drolly.


  She bit the inside of her cheek. Drat.


  As if on cue, Mother spoke. “Tomorrow evening?”


  “Lord Waxham has plans tomorrow evening.” Sophie directed her attention toward Christopher. “Don’t you, my lord?”


  He dusted his hands together. “Actually, I do not.”


  “See, Mother. He…” What? Sophie’s words trailed off. “You do not?”


  “Splendid!” her mother exclaimed, clapping her hands together.


  Christopher caught and held Sophie’s gaze. “In fact, I can’t think of any way I’d rather spend my evening than with your family.”


  Did she imagine the way he paused overlong on those last two words? She narrowed her eyes. What was this about? She’d learned when they’d been small children to be very cautious where Christopher was concerned. There was certainly more to his gentlemanly response.


  And Sophie didn’t trust it.


  Didn’t trust it one bit.


  She tried once more. “You are just being polite, my lord, but on the ride over you mentioned your plans for the evening.”


  Her mother’s face fell. “Oh, do say you’ll come another evening then?”


  Christopher folded his arms across his chest. “Your daughter is mistaken.” He looked to Sophie. “You are mistaken,” he said more emphatically.


  “I am?”


  “You are.”


  Three pairs of faintly accusing eyes landed on Sophie. A telltale flush of shame heated her cheeks. “Really? I’d thought…that is to say, I’d believed we’d spoken of your plans for tomorrow evening.” She discreetly crossed her fingers and stole an upward glance at her brother.


  Geoffrey’s black glower indicated that he knew Sophie wasn’t being altogether truthful.


  Or in this case, at all truthful.


  But really…why would Christopher want to join her family for supper? He’d made his feelings for her quite clear over the years. This gentlemanly side of him, his chivalrous attempt to shield her hoydenish behavior at Hyde Park from Geoffrey was so very uncharacteristic. Christopher had never been kind to her over the years just for kindness sake.


  Geoffrey’s words brought her back to the moment. “We really would be honored to have you and your father for company tomorrow evening, Waxham.”


  Christopher bowed. “The pleasure will be all ours. Miss Winters, I wish you a speedy recovery.” With a long, undecipherable look for Sophie, he took his leave.


  Sophie stared after him, frowning. Yes, there was more to Christopher’s actions this day…and she had every intention of getting to the heart of it.


  “Sophie…”


  Just as soon as she dealt with her mother and Geoffrey.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  While attending the Countess of L’s dinner party, Miss S.W. knocked over a candelabra and effectively doused the dining table in flames. Although there were no injuries, the dinner event ended prematurely.


  ~5~


  Christopher shifted on the bench of his father’s carriage. He glanced over at Father. With the hard, unyielding line of his mouth and stony expression, the old marquess might have been carved of marble. Christopher pulled back the black velvet curtain and peered out the window into the darkness.


  Being closeted away in the carriage with the heartless bastard and the steady clip clop of the horses hooves upon the London streets whipped up memories of his youth—memories better buried and forgotten.


  Except, he’d let them in, and they flooded through his consciousness. His hands balled into fists as he remembered back to the day the Head Master at Eton had summoned the Marquess of Milford. The two men had discussed Christopher’s dismal performance at the distinguished school.


  Christopher’s poor academic report had been met with a backhanded slap to the cheek. Mallen had borne witness to that little humiliation. Christopher had figured that any boy who could observe something so shameful and remain tight-lipped was one he’d like to call friend. From then on, they’d been fast friends.


  Father pulled out his gold, engraved watch fob and consulted the timepiece. He tucked it back into the front of his jacket just as the carriage rocked to a halt.


  Christopher returned his attention to the window. The thin sliver of a moon hung in the sky. It bathed the Viscount Redbrooke’s white townhouse in nightly shadows. Self-loathing burned like acid in his throat. He would infringe upon the other man’s hospitality with the most dishonorable of intentions. Christopher let the curtain fall back into place and looked to his father. “I’ll have you know I’m doing this to appease you, Father.”


  His father snorted. “If you were truly intent on appeasing me, you’d ruin the girl and be done with it.” A chuckle escaped the old marquess. “You’ll find yourself deep in the pockets with only me to thank.”


  Christopher spoke through gritted teeth. “Rest assured I have no intention of thanking you.” How had it come to this? He, the Earl of Waxham had been turned into a loathsome fortune-hunter preying upon an unsuspecting young lady. Even if Sophie had been the bane of his childhood existence, she still deserved more than this cold, sinister attention.


  The driver rapped on the door.


  “Just a moment,” Father bellowed. He frowned at Christopher. “I don’t understand you, boy. Arranged matches are the way of Society. And it is not as though you have a more lucrative option.”


  Christopher’s mysterious goddess flitted through his mind. God, he should have allowed her to remove her mask that magical exchange three days ago. He should have revealed his identity to her, should have insisted she do the same.


  “There is another woman,” Christopher said, and reached for the door handle.


  The marquess slammed the tip of his cane against the door of the carriage, halting Christopher’s exit. “What do you mean there is another woman?”


  At one time, that silken hiss of a threat had made Christopher’s knees knock with terror. He was no longer a boy of ten. “There is another woman.”


  “I heard that part,” his father bit out. “Who the hell is she? So you won’t tell me?” His father snapped when Christopher failed to supply him with a name. “I don’t care if it is Helen of Troy resurrected from the grave. By God, you’ll not ruin this for us. Not for some nameless whore.”


  A growl worked its way up Christopher’s throat.


  The driver knocked again. “I’ll tell you when I’m bloody ready,” Father shouted. He tugged at the lapels of his jacket. “I understand you want more than the plump bit of goods who hasn’t managed to make a match in all these Seasons. All you need to do is wed her, get an heir or two off the girl, and then you are free to carry on with a string of mistresses if you so desire.”


  Christopher swiped the back of his hand over his eyes. With the exception of passing greetings, he’d taken great care to avoid Sophie. Following the incident in the stables, the girl who’d tormented him and the father who loathed him had become entwined, representing an amorphous figure that illuminated all Christopher’s failings.


  Christopher took a deep breath and opened the carriage door. He climbed down, not pausing to see if his father followed.


  The old bastard moved with a pace better suited to a man thirty years his junior. He fell into step alongside Christopher and spoke out the corner of his mouth. “It is time you start taking your responsibilities serious, Christopher. So wipe that dour expression from your face and smile. You might be lacking a brain in your head but you have a way of charming the ladies that will serve you well in this instance.”


  Again, Christopher was returned to those pained moments of his youth when Father had jeered him for his academic failings. “I’m here because you requested my presence. Now you require a smile? Is there anything else I can do for you, my lord?”


  The door opened and Redbrooke’s butler greeted them. The gray-haired, lean older man smiled as they entered the townhouse. He assisted Christopher and his father out of their cloaks and passed them off to a waiting servant. “If you’ll follow me?”


  He ushered them into a garish red parlor, adorned in gold ornamentation from etchings along the fireplace mantle to the arms of the King Louis’ sofas. He winced and fought the urge to shield his eyes.


  “Lord Milford, how very good to see you!” The Viscountess Redbrooke rushed forward and with as little propriety as her daughter had exhibited growing up, took his father’s hands in her own and gave a squeeze.


  Proper greetings were exchanged by everyone, until Redbrooke cleared his throat. He gestured to his sister who stood off to the corner of the room. “My lord, you remember my sister, Sophie.”


  As if anyone could forget the little hellion.


  Sophie dipped a curtsy for his father. “Always a pleasure, my lord.”


  His father peered down his hawk-like nose at Sophie. His lip pulled back in a sneer, a clear indication that he’d found the young woman somehow wonting. “What a…lovely young woman you’ve grown into.”


  An overwhelming urge to place himself between Sophie and his father gripped him. He might lay blame at her feet for that fateful night of the fire in his father’s stables, but she didn’t deserve to be victim to the marquess’ vileness.


  “Really?” Sophie said under her breath. “That’s hardly convincing, my lord.”


  Christopher laughed. It appeared Sophie had developed a stiff spine over the years.


  His father’s brows dipped. “What was that, girl?”


  The viscountess giggled nervously into her hand. “They would make an excellent couple, wouldn’t they, Milford?”


  Sophie made a show of studying the tips of her slippers the way a scholar might study an exhibit at the Royal Museum. Christopher’s lips twitched with amusement.


  The marquess glowered in Christopher’s direction. “Isn’t she lovely, Christopher?”


  Christopher again looked to Sophie. She met his gaze with a bold intensity he appreciated. Her cornflower eyes snapped with humiliated rage. And he rocked back on his heels. Christ, if his father wasn’t right. The smooth expanse of creamy white breasts peeked from the daring décolletage of her yellow satin gown. Her gently flared hips were the kind of hips a man dreamed of.


  Her eyes narrowed to catlike slits and he suspected she’d interpreted his silence as an insult. He gave his head a clearing shake. “Ah, yes. Just lovely.”


  Her brows snapped together into an angry little line that said she resented this public humiliation their families had subjected her to. Sophie grew in his estimation.


  “It is always a pleasure, Sophie,” Christopher said.


  She inclined her head. “Yes. It is, always a pleasure. Just as it was a pleasure when you turned my boat in the lake adjoining our families’ properties?”


  The viscountess gasped.


  Christopher frowned. It appeared the little termagant was as much a hellfire as he remembered her to be. Still, it wouldn’t do to point out that he’d only tipped her vessel that day because she’d mocked him for the poor grades he’d received at Eton.


  “Or there was the time you dipped the strands of my hair in ink. That too, was quite, how did you phrase it?” She arched a brow. “A pleasure?”


  His father’s laugh broke the thick tension enveloping the room. “Christopher was something of a handful growing up.”


  “Christopher was nearly fifteen when he did those things.” Her voice was soft but he swore she muttered those words beneath her breath. It appeared the viscountess heard a like response, for she glared at Sophie until the young lady had the good sense to look away.


  Christopher’s eyes went to the gold clock atop the fireplace mantle. It was only a dinner. Soon it would all be over.


  That was, if his father didn’t manage to see him wed the vixen.


  ***


  Sophie stirred the carrot soup in front of her with the tip of her spoon. She stared down into the liquid contents of her bowl, wishing she were anywhere but at this table, sitting with these guests.


  Fortunately her mother and brother were engaged in a full conversation about the weather, she speculated. Or mayhap they were speaking of the Season’s events? Or…


  Christopher leaned close and whispered into her ear. “Your company is stimulating as usual.”


  A flush of color heated her neck and it was all she could do to keep from dumping the contents of her bowl onto his immaculate black trousers. “And you’re as rude as ever,” she said between her teeth. She didn’t expect someone who was so polished and sought after by the ton to understand how devilishly awkward it was for Sophie to attend social situations.


  She continued to direct her attention at the bowl in front of her. Oh, the smug, condescending beast! How he’d managed to garner the ton’s attention as one of the most sought after bachelors was well beyond her imaginings. He was nothing like—she shook her head and shoved thoughts of Odysseus from her mind.


  Her musings were interrupted by the appearance of a servant who cleared her soup bowl, replacing it with a plate of venison.


  She stole a peek from the corner of her eye.


  Christopher sat back; his expertly folded white cravat a stark contrast to the midnight black fabric of his coat. His broad shoulders filled the sabre leg dining chair and he studied her with an inscrutable expression. From the relaxed line of his square jaw, to the almost bored expression in his eyes, he maintained a remarkable composure. Drat the man! How she wished she could remain as cool and unaffected by the insufferable bounder.


  “Don’t you know it’s rude to stare, my lord?” she said for his ears alone.


  He drummed his fingertips along the arms of his chair. “Christopher will suffice.”


  “Very well, don’t you know it’s rude to stare, Christopher?”


  His brows dipped. “You’ve not changed at all.”


  She touched her palm to her breast. “Why, thank you.”


  Christopher’s jaw hardened. “That was not a compliment.”


  She smiled up at him. “Oh, I knew that.”


  “It’s no wonder…” His gaze fell to her décolletage and the words died on his lips.


  …you are still unwed.


  She glared at him, having little doubt as to what he’d been about to utter. “What was that, Christopher?”


  He blinked several times. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


  But it had been there and Sophie hated that it stung as it did. It never ceased to stun her with the fact that no matter who uttered those words—her mother, brother, strangers, or even this man she’d grown alongside as a child—they always managed to hurt.


  “Waxham, do tell us. The scandal sheets have mentioned you’re in the market for a wife.”


  Sophie winced at her mother’s blunt statement. “There’s no question there, Mother.”


  Her mother blinked in apparent confusion. “I beg your pardon?”


  “You said, Waxham, do tell us. You followed it with a statement. There was no question there.”


  Mother’s mouth formed a small moue of displeasure. “Very well. Are you in the market for a wife, Waxham?”


  Sophie picked up her fork and knife and speared a piece of the heavily seasoned meat. She popped it into her mouth and chewed, all the while wishing she could slip under the tablecloth and hide from the disgusted twitch of Christopher’s lips. Sophie very well knew her mother to be a salacious gossip and was cause for much shame.


  A loud guffaw burst from the Marquess of Milford’s chest. “I keep telling the boy it’s about time he settles down. Hopefully he intends to heed my advice.” The pointed look he shot toward his son did not go unmarked by Sophie.


  For one long moment she felt a remarkable connection to Christopher. They were each victims of their family’s machinations.


  As a bachelor, Geoffrey must have commiserated with Christopher’s awkward situation for he neatly steered the conversation in another direction. “Waxham, I understand you are to be congratulated on fleecing Lord Whitmore of his stables.”


  Christopher shifted in his seat, seeming equally uncomfortable with the new topic for discussion.


  Sophie’s ears perked up. Lord Whitmore was a reprehensible dandy. Yet, it was inexcusable to relieve the gentleman of his entire stables.


  Mother gave Geoffrey a pointed look. “It is not the thing to discuss gaming with ladies present.”


  “Oh, come. I think Waxham is to be commended,” Geoffrey said to Mother. He directed his attention at Christopher once again. “If there is truth to the rumors, you are now in possession of two Friesian and three thoroughbreds?”


  “It is actually three Friesian,” the marquess interjected for his son. “Then there is the white Arabian. Isn’t that right, Christopher?”


  Christopher picked up his wine and took a long sip. “That’s correct.” His voice sounded curiously flat.


  Sophie frowned at his detachment.


  He must have felt her harsh stare for he looked at her. “I gather by the creases at the corners of your eyes and the frown upon your lips that you disapprove.”


  “I do not have creases at my eyes,” she said automatically. “And I don’t approve of anyone who uses their skillset at cards to exploit another’s weakness.”


  His eyes narrowed. He leaned close and she immediately sank from him. Her heart hammered wildly at the muscle that throbbed at the corner of his hard, firm lips. “First, Whitmore chose to partake in cards. He was free to leave the table at any time. Second,” he dropped his voice to a low whisper. “Unless you know all the details, Miss Winters, I suggest you avoid speaking in absolutes.” Christopher refocused his attention on his meal, promptly dismissing Sophie.


  He didn’t speak another word to her. Sophie didn’t know why his disregard should fill her with this keen disappointment and breathed a sigh of relief when the meal neared its conclusion.


  At last, Mother clapped her hands. “Shall we retire to the parlor? Sophie will regale us with a song upon the pianoforte.”


  Sophie’s relief died a swift death. “No!” The refusal burst from her with such vehemence that four pairs of eyes swiveled in her direction. She cleared her throat. “That is, I’d rather not play this evening.” She glared over at her mother, whose lips pursed with a clear desire to protest.


  The last thing Sophie wanted was to subject herself to the humiliation of performing like a small child for the marquess and his son. Her mind traveled back to the first time she’d played in front of Christopher. She’d been a girl of seven; he’d been nearly five and ten years. Sophie had wanted nothing more than to play with her doll, Penelope but Mother insisted Sophie play the pianoforte for the Marquess of Milford. She’d played not even three notes when Christopher had beat his hand against his leg and roared with laughter.


  It was the last time she’d played for an audience.


  Her brother, in attempt to cut the palpable tension, directed his attention toward Christopher. “My sister is quite accomplished on the pianoforte. Aren’t you, Sophie?”


  Christopher’s gaze landed on her.


  Perhaps she should smile and show her teeth after all. It would be a good deal more direct than this game young ladies were forced to put on for the sake of a marital match. “I’m not playing, Geoffrey.”


  Mother cleared her throat. “She’s just being modest.”


  Sophie shook her head. “No, no I’m not.” She held her brother’s gaze in a silent battle of the wills.


  Geoffrey shoved back his chair and stood. “You’ll play.” He directed his attention to his guests. “Why don’t we retire to the parlor?”


  She opened her mouth to labor the point when Christopher climbed to his feet. He helped her from her seat and held his elbow out. Sophie placed her fingertips along the sleeve of his jacket and allowed him to escort her to the Red Parlor. With its blood-red wallpaper and crimson upholstery it was the most garish room in their entire household. She wrinkled her brow. The one saving element to the room was her beloved pianoforte.


  “I’d say this is the quietest I remember you,” Christopher murmured, interrupting her puerile musings. “Never tell me you’re still afraid of the Red Parlor.”


  A smile played on her lips. “It is a horrendous room.”


  He chuckled; the sound familiar and friendly, not the sarcastic expression of mirth she expected of him. “It is the kind of space that would give young children night terrors.”


  They entered the blood-red room, with its soaring ceilings and full floor-length windows. Her gaze traveled around the fifty-foot space, until it landed upon the snarling lions. She loathed them with the same burning intensity she had as a child.


  Christopher followed her gaze, to the red-upholstered sofa with its dark, mahogany arms. He turned to her mother. “Might I take Sophie for a stroll around the room?”


  Mother clapped her hands like a child who’d just received a reprieve from her daily lessons. “What a delightful idea, Christopher.”


  “Thank you for sparing me from her and Geoffrey’s pestering,” Sophie said.


  Christopher lifted his chin in unspoken acknowledgement. He ushered her in silence down the perimeter of the long room, until they’d placed a considerable distance between their families.


  He slowed his pace. “They’re trying to make a match,” he said, breaking into the silence.


  “Yes. Yes, they are,” she muttered, humiliated by her brother’s desperate attempt to marry her off; especially to a gentleman who’d so clearly avoided her through the years. The sting of embarrassment slapped her cheeks.


  He chuckled. “Based upon your response, marriage to me is not something you would prefer.”


  Unbidden, Odysseus danced through her imaginings. His ready grin. His appreciation for intelligence. He’d not looked at her as an oddity or as a lady underneath his notice.


  She held her palms up. “How am I to respond to that, Christopher?”


  “Honestly.”


  Sophie glanced up at him and started. When had Christopher gone from the tall, gangly boy who’d teased her to this towering, lean but well-muscled figure? She furrowed her brow and continued to peer at him. His too long black locks defied fashion’s norms. And his eyes. She squinted…there was something ever so familiar, ever so friendly about his hazel eyes.


  “Phi?” He wrinkled his brow. “Are you all right?”


  “Uh, yes. Fine.” Her toes curled at having been discovered studying him. “You were saying?”


  “I was pointing out that you don’t want to wed me.”


  “Nor you me.”


  He blanched. “God, no.”


  She bit the inside of her lip not knowing why his words should cause this pang in her heart. “Why don’t you say what it is you’re thinking and be done with it.”


  He must have heard the hurt in her words. “I’m sorry. It wasn’t my intention to offend you,” he said, in hushed undertones.


  Sophie started at this unexpected side of her childhood nemesis. Mayhap he’d not grown into as boorish a man as he’d been a child. She stumbled a bit and he helped right her footing.


  “My father would like us to make a match of it.”


  Ahh, so they’d come round to the real reason for Christopher’s sudden interest in her company. Sophie glanced across the room. Mother’s hawk-like gaze rested on Sophie and Christopher as they continued their stroll around the room. Her brother sat with his legs folded, a smile on his face.


  She sighed. “As do my brother and mother. Alas the only thing to stop them from agreeing to…” Sophie snapped her lips closed.


  Christopher paused and forced her to a stop. “The only thing to stop them?” he urged.


  Sophie looked anywhere but at him. The last humiliation she needed was to admit Geoffrey and Mother’s grasping attempt at a ducal title. Especially when it required Sophie to secure said ducal title.


  “Phi?” he pressed.


  Perhaps it was the desperate urgency underlying his tone that made her set aside any attempt at self-preservation. “I told them I could bring a duke up to scratch.”


  Christopher’s rocked back on the heels of his black Hessian boots. “A duke?”


  She nodded.


  He caught his chin between his thumb and forefinger and proceeded to study her. “Any specific duke?”


  “I told them the Duke of Mallen,” she said on a rush. And because she knew Christopher’s closest relationship was with the duke, she felt her whole body flame with mortification.


  “Mallen?” he repeated, as though she’d suggested God himself had plans to court her.


  Sophie lifted her shoulder in a little shrug. “The only thing that would stop their tenacity was if I dangled his title in front of them.”


  “And they believed this?”


  At the incredulity in his tone, she slipped her arm back in his and gave him a sharp pinch.


  He winced. “Ouch.”


  “What would you have me do? Agree to their madcap scheme to wed me to you?” She tugged her arm free and resumed walking. His long strides closed the distance she’d put between them, and he fell into step beside her.


  “That’s rather insulting,” he groused from under his breath.


  “That’s something we’ve never been short of, my lord. Insults.”


  Christopher’s brow furrowed. “Why give them Mallen’s name?” he asked suddenly, unexpectedly.


  Sophie held her palms up. “My mother and brother are not unlike every other family that seeks the most advantageous match. Can you think of a match more suitable than one with the Duke of Mallen?”


  “Hmm.”


  If their families weren’t staring she would have pinched him again for the incredulity in that one syllable utterance. Why was it so very hard to believe that she, Sophie Winters, should garner the notice of the Duke of Mallen? She shoved aside the very obvious reminder that she’d not managed even one serious suitor in two full Seasons.


  Except Odysseus. My mystery hero.


  Christopher looked across the room. She followed his stare to where it lingered on their families, who now studied Sophie and the young earl as though they were an exotic genus of insect on display at the Royal Museum.


  “Sophie, it’s time for you to play the pianoforte.” Geoffrey’s directive carried across the long parlor.


  She winced. Much the way she had done as a small child, Sophie glanced around in desperate search of escape. “I’d rather…” She looked to Christopher.


  He, however, was of no help. Instead, he guided her over to the instrument, as though he were a kind of executioner leading her to the steps of the guillotine.


  Sophie didn’t know how to explain this swell of disappointment as he abandoned her for a seat alongside his father. Her gaze alternated between Christopher, who stared at her with a warm expectancy that she didn’t know how to make sense of…and the pianoforte.


  “Sit, Sophie,” Mother snapped.


  Sophie jumped, her legs knocked against the delicate bench. She dipped a curtsy. They treated her little better than Duke; expected to sit, stand, and come upon command. She tugged out the bench and sat, her gaze fixed on the ivory keys. They called to her. Beckoned. When she was at this instrument, all her doubts, all her insecurities lifted and she was simply a woman captivated by the power of music.


  What her brother and mother expected of her, however, killed all such joy. They would transform her love into something intended to garner the notice of Lord Waxham and his father.


  Her fingers poised over the keys, she took a deep breath and began to peck at them, one finger at a time.


  



  With his eye on some coin, Lord McMartin


  Behind a curtain, courted Lady Aberdeen


  He asked for her hand


  He promised her laughter


  And happily ever afters


  If only she'd kneel…


  



  “Sophie!” Geoffrey barked.


  Sophie’s fingers ground to a screeching halt. She fought back a wave of guilt when her mother buried her head in her hands and shook it back and forth.


  A glitter of what she thought was amusement filled Christopher’s eyes. His father on the other hand, appeared as though he’d taken a bite out of a sizeable lemon.


  Sophie stared down at the keys not feeling the sense of victory she imagined she should feel. Instead, she battled down the realization that she’d once again disappointed her family.


  “That will be all, Sophie,” Geoffrey snapped. The black look he favored her with indicated that Sophie was in a good deal of trouble when their company left.


  She scrambled to her feet, and dipped a hasty curtsy.


  A ghost of a smile played on Christopher’s lips. Was it because her performance had only fueled his every negative perception of her? Suddenly, Sophie wished she’d handled the evening altogether differently.


  Wished she’d not allowed her pride to interfere with her actions.


  “Uh-I…if you’ll excuse me.” She managed one more curtsy for Christopher and the marquess and hurried from the room.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. was reminded why young ladies should not tilt back on the legs of their chairs after she upended herself at the Marchioness of K’s music recital.


  ~6~


  “Do you know what hour it is?”


  Seated in the Duke of Mallen’s leather winged-back chair, Christopher glanced across Mallen’s office to the ormolu clock. “Five o’clock.”


  Mallen stifled a yawn with the back of his hand. “Five o’clock in the morning. The morning,” he said as though speaking to a small child. “And, isn’t it a bit early for brandy?”


  Christopher found his friend to be taking this conversation rather well, considering the favor he’d just put to him. He sipped from his glass of brandy. “I need your help, Mallen,” he pressed.


  Following last evening’s dinner party at Redbrooke’s, he’d thought about his conversation with Sophie as they’d strolled around the Red Parlor. She’d spoken with a refreshing degree of candor that really shouldn’t surprise him considering her lively personality. Right before he’d fallen asleep, an idea had come to him—an idea that very well might help him thwart his father’s plans for him and Phi. Said plan, however, involved leniency on the part of his close friend, Mallen.


  Mallen opened his mouth to speak. No words came out. Instead, he went and poured himself a brandy. He took a long swallow. “You would like me to court Sophie Winters?” He reclaimed the chair behind his desk. “Sophie. Emmaline’s dearest friend. The rather plump young lady…”


  Christopher shifted in his seat. “Ohhh, would we call her plump?” For some reason, Mallen’s insult grated on his very last nerve. Of course he should be incensed. He’d known the young lady since she’d been in the nursery.


  Mallen scratched his brow. “I didn’t intend it as an insult. I would call the lady more voluptuous than anything else. She has—”


  “Will you help me?” Christopher bit out. He’d heard quite enough from Mallen on Sophie’s attributes. He liked Mallen’s detailed description of Phi even less than the earlier perceived insults. He told himself the odd churning in his gut was merely a brotherly sense of affection for the young woman.


  Mallen tapped his fingertips along the rim of his glass. “I’d like to make sure I understand you clearly.”


  Christopher’s hand slashed through the air. “A ride in Hyde Park, an ice at Gunter’s. Nothing more than that.” He imagined those gestures alone should deter Redbrooke’s interest in pairing Christopher and Sophie.


  Mallen raised a brow. “If you were this romantic in your attempt to woo my sister, it is no wonder I ended up with Drake as a brother-in-law.”


  “I’m not trying to woo Miss Winters,” Christopher pointed out. The Duke of Mallen represented a means to an end of any foolish attempt by Christopher’s father to see him married to the vixen.


  A ducal frown formed on Mallen’s lips. “I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out that the young lady will be gravely wounded should your plan be discovered.”


  “Bah, she won’t discover anything, Mallen. Only you and I will know the truth.”


  “Dare I even ask what has fueled such a mad scheme on your part?”


  Christopher managed a half-grin. “Miss Winters herself said the only thing that would thwart her mother and brother’s efforts were if she secured the affection of a duke.”


  Mallen sighed and took another swallow of his brandy. “Any duke will do, eh?”


  “Ah, yes, that’s right.” That wasn’t altogether true. Sophie had specifically mentioned the Duke of Mallen. Christopher’s gaze wandered past Mallen’s shoulder, to the full-length window. Outside, the sun and moon warred for dominance in the morning sky. Burnt hues of orange and red painted the horizon.


  Why didn’t he want to admit to Mallen that Sophie had in fact dangled his specific ducal title?


  The actuality of it was that Christopher didn’t particularly care for Sophie’s mention of Mallen. He didn’t know why. Nor did he care to analyze such irrational sentiments overly long. He blamed it on fatigue. “Will you help me?” Christopher pressed.


  Mallen dragged a hand across his eyes. “I do not want to risk endangering the young lady’s affections.”


  “I’m sure she’ll just welcome your attention,” Christopher hurried to assure him. “She merely wants to avoid a match with me.”


  Mallen’s lips twitched with what was surely amusement. “You’re a fool if you believe that. No young lady desires anything less than marriage.”


  Christopher drummed his fingertips along the edge of his chair. Yes, Mallen had him there. The goal of all young ladies was a respectable match. “Sophie’s different,” he said. And she was. Unlike any other young lady of his acquaintance. She had a penchant for getting herself into scrapes that resulted in her name appearing in the scandal sheets. She spoke her mind with remarkable freeness.


  Mallen’s next statement pulled him back to the moment. “Miss Winters might seem different to you but remember you have a remarkably poor record with young ladies. First my sister, now, Miss Winters.”


  “Stuff it.” Christopher drained the remaining contents of his glass. He set it down upon the table next to him. “I need help. I no more want marriage to Miss Winters than she wants to marry me.” His jaw hardened. He’d be damned if he gave in to his father’s demands. The old marquess could go straight to the devil with his plans for Christopher and Phi.


  “You do realize what you’re asking could create much difficulty between myself and my mother and sister?”


  Christopher had considered that. “I’m not asking you to spend the entire Season courting her. Just several outings to deter her brother.”


  “And deter your father.”


  Christopher nodded. “Correct.”


  Mallen arched a single brow. “How does he intend to force your hand?”


  Christopher shifted in his seat. “He threatened to cut off my allowance if I don’t offer for the lady.” He couldn’t manage to humble himself with all the embarrassing details.


  Mallen made a sound of disapproval. “Hardly the thing, trying to force a man’s hand.”


  Christopher couldn’t agree more. He used Mallen’s sympathy to press for the other bachelor’s support. “My father, however, can’t lay blame at my feet if Miss Winters rejects my suit.”


  Mallen sighed.


  “Mallen…”


  “I’m considering it, Waxham.”


  The duke said nothing for a long while and the longer the stretch of silence grew, the more likely it became that Mallen would say no to Christopher’s outlandish request. It would mean Christopher had failed in his scheming. It would mean that he had to court Sophie who surely wouldn’t be able to rebuff his offer of marriage. It would mean his Athena in the library would be forever lost to him; before he’d even gathered the young lady’s identity. More than that, it would mean that his father had yet again won.


  Mallen finally spoke. “Why do I feel there is more to your request, Waxham? That you’ve come to me out of more than your desire to preserve your allowance?”


  Again, Athena’s teasing smile surfaced on the fringe of his memory, taunting him. “There isn’t. There isn’t,” he repeated at his friend’s incredulous expression.


  “If I didn’t feel this great sense of guilt about Emmaline throwing you over for the Marquess of Drake, I wouldn’t even begin to contemplate this foolhardy scheme.” Mallen set his glass down on his desk. “I must be mad.”


  Christopher scrambled forward in his chair. “You’ll do it?”


  A frown twisted Mallen’s lips. “Only with the greatest reluctance.”


  Relief surged in Christopher’s chest. “I’m indebted to you.”


  “Oh, you most certainly are,” Mallen said. He jabbed a finger in Christopher’s direction. “If Miss Winters begins to express feelings where I’m concerned, then this foolishness is at an end. Is that clear?”


  Christopher nodded. “Abundantly,” he added when Mallen looked ready to protest.


  A beleaguered sigh escaped the duke. “Is there anything I should know about the lady?”


  It was on the tip of Christopher’s tongue to say Sophie Winters was nothing less than a termagant who’d tortured him during his boyhood years but that no longer rang true. “She’s a lovely young lady. She’s…” He searched his mind. “Very sweet and docile.”


  A snort escaped Mallen. “You forget we’ve been friends since Eton. I remember the time of it Miss Winters gave you over the years.”


  “She was just a girl.” Christopher’s protest sounded half-hearted to his own ears. “And you probably know a good deal more about Sophie than I do. She’s been friends with your sister since they made their come out.”


  Before Mallen reconsidered, Christopher shoved himself to his feet. “I owe you a good deal. I’ll send around a bottle of my finest brandy.”


  “You certainly owe me more than a bottle of brandy,” Mallen muttered.


  Christopher grinned. “I’ll return the favor should you ever require it.”


  Mallen folded his arms across his chest, looking altogether very ducal in his unyielding posture and presence. “Rest assured, someday I do intend to collect more than a bottle of brandy.”


  Christopher inclined his head. “I’m grateful, Mallen.”


  Mallen tilted his chin toward the doorway. “Go now, before I change my mind.”


  Christopher hurried out of the room, with a greater sense of optimism than he’d felt since his father had issued his decree on Christopher’s marital status.


  He whistled his way out the front doors of Mallen’s townhouse. With a lighter heart, he took Intrepid’s reins from the waiting servant and climbed on his horse’s back. He gave a slight nudge to his black mare and they moved into a trot. At this ungodly hour, Hyde Park would be blessedly empty. He could allow Intrepid, to run freely.


  Christopher reached Hyde Park. As he guided the mare down a quiet riding path, he considered his meeting with Mallen. Going over to the duke’s, Christopher had been so very confident in his plan. Sophie wanted to wed Christopher even less than he wanted to marry her. Why, a union between them would be a comedy of errors best reserved for the stage. Only now, the reservations voiced by his friend danced around his mind.


  He didn’t fear Sophie would lose her heart to him.


  Mallen, was an altogether different story.


  Any young lady would be hard-pressed not to fall for the distinguished peer—if for just his title alone.


  Not that Sophie had ever struck him as a title-grasping young lady.


  A small cry rent the stillness of the grounds. Intrepid danced nervously beneath him.


  Christopher frowned and pulled on the reins. “Easy, girl,” he murmured, stroking her gently and rhythmically on her withers. He scoured the surrounding area and began to think he’d imagined the sound.


  Another shriek filled the morning sky. Christopher kicked his horse forward, galloping toward the cry, just as a young woman stepped into his path.


  His horse reared on its legs and came down amidst a shower of dust and pebbles. Christopher silently cursed and leapt to the ground.


  “Have you been hurt, miss?” He froze, the remainder of what he’d been about to say, died on his lips. “Sophie? Whatever are you doing here at this ungodly…” His stomach tightened. Mud dotted the hem of her pale pink gown. “Christ.” The one word emerged more as a prayer. It tore from somewhere deep inside of him where fear lived.


  A single trail of tears fell down her dirt-stained cheeks. “Christopher,” she cried and flung herself into his arms.


  Instinctively he folded them around her, holding her close to his fast-beating heart. All the ugliest scenarios played out in his mind. By God, when he found the man responsible he would rip the bloody bastard’s entrails through his throat.


  “What happened?” He strove to keep his voice calm.


  She raised her head. “You must help me.”


  “I will. Tell me what to do.” He would lay himself at her feet to drive back the panic bleeding through her cornflower blue irises.


  Sophie stepped away and took him by the hand.


  “Phi…?”


  “Come,” she pleaded.


  He allowed himself to be pulled along.


  “It’s Duke.”


  Those words penetrated all the horrific possibilities that had swelled in his brain. His steps slowed. “What?”


  “My dog.”


  His eyes slid closed on a whispered prayer. It was only her dog.


  Sophie glanced up at him. “We came upon some geese. There was a mother and her babies. Duke chased the baby fowl and the mother charged after him. Will you help me?”


  Christopher could only imagine what that entreaty cost Sophie. She was a proud woman…and he ventured, she’d sooner welcome help from the devil himself.


  “Of course I’ll help,” he said, gentling his tone.


  She dashed a hand across her eyes. “I’m crying.”


  His lips twitched. “Ah, yes, I see that.”


  “I never cry.”


  He wiped away a lone tear from her cheek, and then froze. It was as though a bolt of lightning had jolted him right there amidst Hyde Park’s lush greenery. Emerald green and turquoise flecks dotted her irises, a shade of blue to rival the purest ocean waters. They were the kind of eyes a man could lose himself in.


  He forced his gaze downward, and it landed on her mouth. Her teeth troubled the plump, lower flesh of bow-shaped lips and god help him, his mind wandered a path of all the wicked things those lips could do.


  Christopher released Sophie with such alacrity, she nearly toppled over. His hands immediately came up to right her, settling on the silken flesh of her forearm. He dropped it as if singed.


  “Christopher?”


  He heard the question there.


  “Fine,” he managed hoarsely. But he wasn’t. He’d bloody well lost his mind. There was no other explanation for why he’d be lusting after the hoydenish Sophie Winters on this riding path in Hyde Park. “Where did you last leave the miserable cur?”


  “I beg your pardon?”


  “Your dog,” he clarified, his tone harsh to his own ears.


  Her gaze narrowed. “His name is Duke.”


  Based on his recent dealings with the pup, Christopher would venture his was a more apt moniker for the creature.


  Christopher allowed himself to be dragged along, much the way he had as a child when he’d visited with Sophie’s family. Then it had grated. After all, there was nothing more a young boy liked less than playing nursemaid to a troublesome child.


  Now, the part of him that noted her sweetly rounded hips and plump buttocks was inclined to follow her to an out of the way path and worship her mouth with his lips.


  They crossed the Serpentine Bridge that divided the two parks and approached the Long Water. Sure enough, the fawn colored pug, who’d clearly had too many treats at his mistress’ hand, danced in circles about a gray goose.


  The angry bird flapped its wings and honked, dancing about on its pink feet in a way that Gentleman Jackson would have been proud of.


  Christopher studied the tableau. He didn’t take Sophie as one who would be afraid of a bird. “You didn’t try to intercede?”


  She made an impatient sound, and he looked back down at her. “Of course I did.” She held up her hand for his inspection. A thin trail of blood ran down the soft flesh between her thumb and forefinger.


  He cursed, and reached for the hand. “What happened?”


  “I didn’t know geese had teeth,” she muttered.


  He cocked his head. “Do they?”


  Sophie gave a curt nod. “My sentiments exactly. I didn’t know any bird had teeth.”


  Christopher reached within the front of his jacket and pulled out a handkerchief. He wiped the thin streak of blood. “Who knew?” As he wrapped the cloth around her wound, he studied her long fingers, transfixed. God, if she didn’t possess the kind of fingers a man dreamed of; wrapped around…


  He dropped her hand.


  “Are you going to help me fetch him?” Sophie asked, chewing at her lower lip, seemingly oblivious to the turmoil raging through him.


  The alternative was to stand there and dream up all manner of improper things about Sophie Winters. He rushed into the fray and bent down to scoop up Duke. The goose apparently took issue with his intervention and rushed at Christopher, pecking at his boots. The pug squirmed, eager to continue its battle.


  Then, the miserable little cur sank its sharp teeth into Christopher’s hand.


  He winced, and held the dog out to Sophie.


  Her eyes lit like he’d bestowed upon her the finest jewels and not this yapping, snorting excuse of a dog.


  She hugged him. Duke calmed, resting in his mistress’ arms.


  Christopher’s gaze fell to the generous mounds of pale, white flesh that teased the décolletage of her pink, muslin gown. If he’d had his head resting upon her breasts, Christopher would find himself quite contented, as well.


  A strangled sound worked its way up his throat.


  Sophie looked up at him with a question in her eyes.


  “Fine,” he said with a wave of his hand.


  Then, Sophie Winters, the girl who’d tortured him for all his earlier years, who’d frowned, snapped, and tormented him, did the most unexpected thing…she smiled.


  Christopher grinned back. “Well, I’d imagine Lady Ackerly will have something rather positive to write about this time,” he teased.


  Sophie shook her head with mock solemnity. “Oh, no. She’d never do something so contrary as to write something positive. Mustn’t do something like that. It would ruin the lady’s reputation.”


  “Is it a lady?”


  She started. “Hmm. I just assumed that it was.”


  He looked around at the empty park. “Do you always walk at this ungodly hour?”


  Sophie’s shoulders moved up and down in a little shrug. “I find I like the privacy of my own company. There is less for Lady Ackerly to write about at this time,” she mumbled from under her breath.


  At her words, it seemed to occur to the both of them that they were standing at the edge of the lake, in public for anyone to see, with no chaperone.


  Sophie trailed the tip of her slipper in the gravel. “I should be going.”


  Oddly, he had this desire for her to stay. Instead, he said, “Yes. You should.” He looked around. “Where is your maid?”


  As if on cue the woman came hurtling from around the corner, her chest heaving up and down from her efforts.


  “She couldn’t keep up,” Sophie whispered.


  He bit back a grin. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d smiled this much.


  “Miss Winters!” the woman gasped. “There you are. You mustn’t…” her words died at the sight of Christopher. She clamped her lips shut and dropped her gaze to the ground.


  Duke wriggled in Sophie’s arms until she was forced to set him down. The pug darted over to the pinch-mouthed maid, and barked wildly at the young woman. “Mother managed to find me the least fun maid in the entire kingdom,” Sophie said, out of the corner of her mouth.


  Christopher laughed, and she joined him. They shared a look.


  Sophie trailed her tongue along the seam of her lips. “Thank you for helping with Duke. I should be going.”


  “Yes, you said that.”


  Sophie curtsied, and walked several paces. Then, all of a sudden, she spun back around. “Christopher?”


  He inclined his head. “Yes, Phi?”


  “Last evening, you spoke of Whitmore. You said I didn’t know all the details surrounding the game of cards that resulted in your acquisition of his stables.”


  “Is there a question there?” he asked, gently.


  “You know there is. What happened between you and Whitmore?” She let out a little sigh. “Very well, then,” she said, when he didn’t reply. Sophie turned on her heel.


  “Phi?” he called out.


  Sophie turned around so quickly, she stumbled. She threw her arms wide to maintain her balance.


  “I learned Whitmore was abusing his horses.” His mouth tightened when he thought about the undernourished, chestnut thoroughbred he’d acquired from Whitmore. The poor creature had been whipped so many times it bore the scars upon its sunken flanks. Christopher had named the horse Survivor, and had taken it upon himself to care for it. “It would be ungentlemanly of me to discuss the details.”


  Her eyes filled with sadness. “The poor dears.” She scuffed the tip of her slipper along the ground. “Christopher, forgive me. I should not have passed judgment.”


  They continued to stare at each other, neither speaking.


  Duke pawed at Sophie’s skirts. She bent down and scooped him up, yet again. “Uh…I…thank you for your help with Duke.” She curtsied, and then rushed off.


  Her maid fell into step alongside her.


  He stared after Sophie until she’d disappeared from sight. His reservations with the plan he’d concocted stirred yet again.


  When he’d sought out Mallen, he’d done so with thoughts of that fateful night Sophie had snuck up on him with a lantern in her hands. She’d set it down upon a mounting block and searched the stables until she’d found him attempting to read to his horse, Resilience; a pure-blooded Arabian who didn’t judge.


  Sophie had giggled, mocking his efforts, and raced from the stables. Christopher still recalled the burning humiliation in his chest, as it licked at his insides. He’d thrown a nearby saddle against the stable wall, and stormed out, not having realized until too late that his rash actions had upended the forgotten lantern. The barn had been ravaged by fire, and though most of his father’s horses had been saved, a stunning Arabian and her foal had perished. The suffering Christopher endured at his father’s hand was no match for the despair and sense of responsibility Christopher carried for the loss of those loyal horses. Sophie Winters’ cruelty had become inextricably tied to the great loss suffered that night.


  He shook his head, displacing the troubling memories.


  Now, Sophie was more than that girl who’d wreaked havoc upon his life. She was a woman who battled wild geese to defend an undeserving mongrel of a dog.


  As Christopher started home, he had the niggling thought that his scheme might prove more problematic than he’d originally considered.
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  Miss S.W. was observed entering London Hospital. To what ends, still remains unclear.


  ~7~


  Sophie stepped down from the carriage, and glanced up at the sign welcoming one to London Hospital, before returning her attention to the note she’d received from Emmaline. She scanned it once more.


  



  Dearest Sophie,


  Oh, I do miss your company and all the good fun we had. Since my dearest husband, Drake, learned I am enceinte, he’s been a stodgy boor. I take great delight in telling him this. Drake assures me that once I’ve come out of confinement I can return to dashing all over the countryside. In the meantime, I’ve a request to make, Sophie. My confinement put a temporary end to my visits with the wounded soldiers at London Hospital. Would you be willing to pay these brave men periodic visits?


  You are a dear.


  Ever Yours,


  Emmaline


  



  Her maid cleared her throat. “The viscount will be most displeased. It isn’t seemly for you to enter a hospital, especially—”


  “That will be all,” Sophie said. “Please take the remainder of the morning for yourself.” Not allowing Lucy an opportunity to protest, Sophie pressed ahead, climbing the stone steps. Since the moment she’d made her come out and been labeled a wallflower, she had made fast friends with Emmaline, the Duke of Mallen’s cherished sister. Emmaline had filled Sophie’s lonely, uncomfortable evenings at many balls and dinners with laughter and friendship. As a result she was wont to deny her friend anything.


  Sophie’s dog, Duke, gave a happy yelp and bounded ahead of her. He stopped at the front door, barking excitedly.


  “Do behave,” she tried for her most stern voice but Duke rubbed against her skirts with another little yelp, and knew she’d failed deplorably.


  The door opened and an older, reed-thin woman clad in modest brown skirts greeted her with a smile. “I am Nurse Whiting. You must be…” Her gaze wandered downward. The woman’s kindly brown eyes went wide in her face. She cleared her throat. “Miss Winters,” she finished, recovering from the shock of Duke’s presence. She motioned Sophie forward.


  Sophie smiled. “I hope it is no trouble that I’ve brought Duke.”


  The nurse paused, head cocked at an angle.


  “My dog,” Sophie said by way of explanation. “I thought it would do the men good to see him. He’s well-behaved.”


  As if he sought to prove the inexactness of his mistress’s words, Duke bound ahead. His short legs pumped furiously as he climbed the stairs.


  Good Lord. Sophie groaned. “Duke, no!”


  Apparently God was not inordinately busy that day, for Duke stopped, and raced back to Sophie’s side.


  “Ah, that is a lovely idea.” The note of hesitancy in Nurse Whiting’s eyes belied her words. “Lady Emmaline tells me you play pianoforte.”


  Sophie’s cheeks warmed. “Uh—I…” Not one comfortable discussing her own accomplishments, her response went unspoken.


  “She says you are quite remarkable,” the nurse continued.


  “She is just being kind,” Sophie murmured, as they walked down the long, stark white halls.


  Nurse Whiting cast her a sideways glance. “My lady mentioned in her note that you would say as much.” She stopped and opened a door, allowing Sophie to enter first. Sophie glanced down the row upon rows of hospital beds, her heart squeezing painfully at the sight of so many men forever wounded for their heroic deeds. Nurse cleared her throat, calling Sophie’s attention. “However, she must have a good deal of appreciation for your skills, for she and Lord Drake purchased this,” she motioned to a pianoforte at the center of the room, “for you to play when you visit.”


  Sophie froze, and took a step backward. Emmaline had mentioned nothing of Sophie playing pianoforte for these men. She didn’t perform for audiences. “I can’t,” she said, around the lump in her throat.


  Just then, a ray of sun filtered through a narrow windowpane and settled upon a vase filled with vibrant dahlias, nerines, and the purplish-pink fuchsia. The fragrance of the buds wafted throughout the otherwise cheerless space and filled Sophie’s lungs with the sweet, Spring scent.


  Nurse Whiting cut into her musings. “Lady Emmaline has flowers delivered each week.”


  Sophie sighed. She should have seen her friend’s hand in this. Emmaline possessed a level of skill with flowers and shrubbery that would make most gardeners throughout England green with envy.


  Her gaze strayed to the sea of curious looks trained upon her.


  “Miss Winters?”


  And because it seemed like a very small sacrifice in light of everything these men had given to their country, Sophie lied through her teeth. “I’d be honored to play.”


  Nurse Whiting clapped her hands together. “Wonderful! Just wonderful!”


  Duke barked in agreement.


  Sophie leaned down and rubbed the top of his head. Little traitor.


  “Do you intend to play?”


  Sophie started and looked around for the person who’d uttered the question. A big, burly fellow with red hair smiled at her.


  Nurse Whiting performed introductions. “Miss Winters, this is Lieutenant Woods. Lieutenant Woods, this is Miss Winters, a very dear friend of Lady Emmaline.”


  Sophie smiled. “It is a pleasure to meet you.”


  The man’s eyes went round in his pale cheeks. “Lady Emmaline?” Murmurs from nearby beds met his question.


  “Yes, the very one,” she said. Based on the warmth and awe in the soldiers’ eyes, it would appear Emmaline had earned their eternal admiration. Sophie’s heart tugged as she shared a connection with these men. Her days in London had been so very lonely since her friend had wed Lord Drake.


  “I gather I have very large slippers to fill. That isn’t to say that Lady Emmaline has large feet, but rather…” Be silent, Sophie. She closed her mouth. And then because it seemed to need explaining, “Not that I’ve ever really considered Lady Emmaline’s feet. I’m sure, however, they are remarkably daint…”


  Nurse Whiting and Lieutenant Woods stared at her as though she’d sprung two or three heads. Sophie felt herself coloring. She glanced down at her slippered toes. “I would love to play the pianoforte,” she finished lamely. And this time, she found herself meaning it.


  Nurse Whiting escorted her over to the instrument.


  Duke trotted along and lay down with his head upon his paws. Sophie eyed the pianoforte for a long moment.


  “Ahem.”


  Sophie jumped. Then taking a deep breath, sat. She studied the ivory and black keys, considering her music selection. Long a favorite of Beethoven’s sonatas, her mother and all Polite Society thought his music nothing more than noise.


  Of course, Charles Dibden’s, Tom Bowling was quite popular.


  She peeked around at the men who stared at her with expectant looks on their somber faces.


  Then, the song written about his brother’s passing at sea was hardly the stuff of cheer.


  “Miss Winters?” Nurse Whiting rested her hand upon the top of the pianoforte.


  Sophie tapped a single key. The chord reverberated and echoed around the still room. She straightened her shoulders, and played.


  



  “The moon on the sea


  So bright and free


  A reminder of my sweet, lass Lady Tindley


  With our love so strong


  No storm will part us


  No dangers await us


  In each other’s arms, we’re free


  When wartime is over


  We shall meet in the clover


  And celebrate my love for Lady Tindley!”


  



  She lost herself in the lyrics, her fingers dancing upon the keys, until the song ended in a triumphant crescendo. Breathless, Sophie looked up. Her stomach curled at the thick silence that had fallen over the room. All her oldest insecurities came rushing back. Her palms grew damp and she shoved back her seat. This was utter foolishness. She should have never…


  The room broke out into resounding applause that echoed off the walls, and windowpanes.


  Nurse Whiting dashed tears from her eyes. “That was just…just…splendid, Miss Winters.”


  “Please say you’ll play another,” a young man with a thick black patch across his right eye called from several beds away. Similar requests came from those around him.


  Sophie smiled, her heart lifting. “It would be my honor.”


  And she continued to play.


  Sophie played until the minutes blurred into hours. She sang until her voice grew hoarse from overuse and the tips of her fingers ached.


  “Just one more,” an older man cried when she fell silent.


  Nurse Whiting held a hand up. “We must allow Miss Winters to rest.”


  Her pronouncement was met with a chorus of groans and protests.


  “I promise to return,” Sophie said, rising to her feet.


  All the reservations she’d carried with her that day faded as she made her way through the hall with Duke at her heels, returning fare thee wells to the soldiers. Nurse Whiting accompanied her to the foyer. A servant rushed over to open the door.


  Sophie made her goodbyes to Nurse Whiting and had a foot outside when someone called, “Miss Winters?”


  Sophie spun around, and a smile formed on her lips. The Duke of Mallen stood at the center of the marble foyer, a glimmer in his emerald green eyes. “Your Grace,” she said and dipped a curtsy.


  He bowed. “I’m surprised to see you here, Miss Winters.”


  Sophie tipped her head to the side. Well, that was remarkably insulting. Granted she’d only just come to London Hospital for the first time, but that was neither here nor there.


  The duke must have realized he’d offended her for he sketched another bow. “My apologies.”


  She waved him off. “This is only my first trip to the hospital.” She reached into her front pocket and pulled out the note from his sister. “Emmaline encouraged me to visit.”


  “Ahh.”


  She dropped another curtsy. “Good day, Your Grace.” Sophie stepped outside.


  She paused at the top step. Her eyes struggled to adjust from the darker interior of the hospital to the sun-filled, cloudless sky. She peered around for her carriage. Drat. Where had Lucy and her driver gone off to? Sophie caught her lower lip between her teeth.


  “Are you in need of assistance?”


  Sophie’s shriek blended with Duke’s flurry of barking. Her arms flew out in desperate attempt to keep from tumbling down the steps of London Hospital.


  The Duke of Mallen moved with a speed Apollo himself would have applauded, righting her before she humiliated herself right there on White-Chapel Road.


  Duke growled up at the tall, powerful noble, clearly taking offense with the gentleman’s hand placement upon his mistress. “Thank you,” she said, as the duke removed his hands from her person.


  He grinned. “No thanks are necessary. I could hardly leave you to fall, even if you did manage to do so with great grace and aplomb.”


  Sophie snorted. She imagined such high praise would have set many a-ladies hearts aflutter. After two Seasons, however, Sophie had no grand illusion as to any gentlemanly interest in her. “Yes. Grace and aplomb, indeed,” she said, with a little wink.


  The duke tossed his head back and laughed.


  At the Duke of Mallen’s explosion of amusement, her dog barked incessantly up at him. “Enough, Duke,” she scolded.


  The Duke of Mallen frowned. “I beg your pardon?”


  Duke knelt into a crouching position, and she groaned as the little devil pounced on the Duke of Mallen’s immaculate, black Hessian boots. “Sit, Duke.”


  “Wha—?”


  She bent and retrieved Duke. “I’m sorry. His name is Duke.”


  His lips twitched with what she thought was amusement. “You named your dog Duke?”


  She nodded, hugging the dog close. “He is a commanding, arrogant little thing and so it seemed perfectly appropriate…” Sophie swallowed the remainder of her words as she realized the insult she’d dealt the powerful peer. She clamped her lips tight, and looked at her toes. Then at the sky. And out in the street. Anywhere but at His Grace. “Ah, well, I see my carriage. If you’ll excuse me,” she said her voice higher pitched than usual. Sophie dropped another curtsy and fled.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. and her ill-behaved dog wrought havoc upon a riding path at Hyde Park, nearly unseating the respectable, Earl of W.


  ~8~


  From within the overly warm, crowded ballroom, the orchestra thrummed the opening strands of a quadrille. Christopher curled his mouth around the flute of champagne dangling from his fingers. He eyed the couples as they completed the intricate steps to the dance around Lord and Lady Cavendish’s ballroom floor. “A single dance should do. A waltz would be even better. Of course if you are feeling very generous then two dances would sufficiently quiet the viscountess.”


  The Duke of Mallen glared at him from the corner of his eye and then redirected his attention out around the ballroom floor. “If I’m feeling very generous? I’d say in having agreed to aid you, my actions constitute extreme magnanimity.” A servant materialized with a tray of fresh champagne flutes. Mallen deposited his empty glass and retrieved another. “You’re fortunate my mother is off in the country with Emmaline and Drake, else you’d find yourself on your own with this foolishness.” A shudder wracked his frame. “I don’t even want to consider what my sister will say when she comes out of confinement.”


  A momentary twinge of guilt stabbed at Christopher but he pushed it aside. Mallen was his closest friend in the world. There was nothing he wouldn’t do for the other man. “Someday I shall return the favor,” he promised.


  “I’ll not have any need of such an outlandish plan as the one you’ve concocted. Nor for that matter would I ever require intervention on your part.”


  Christopher grinned. Mallen was entirely too cocksure of himself. Christopher had little doubt that Mallen’s mother was fast tiring of her only son’s marital state. He chose to let the matter rest. Instead, he returned his attention to the crowded ballroom. “Where is she?” he muttered.


  Mallen tipped his head toward the corner of the room where a row of wallflowers sat. “The young lady just found a seat.”


  Christopher followed Mallen’s focus. Sophie Winters stifled a yawn behind the floral fan in her fingers, and with her bored expression, appeared a good deal less than interested in the evening’s festivities.


  Then his gaze fell to her ankles. Her feet tapped to a lively little beat atop the marble floor, effectively ending the lady’s attempt at detachedness.


  He told himself the desire to cross the room and secure the next set had nothing to do with the wistful expression he read in Phi’s eyes and yet…even though they had been childhood nemeses, he still did not care to see her forlorn and forgotten along the wall. “Join me, will you?” Christopher murmured to Mallen.


  Christopher started out across the room, pausing when he reached Sophie’s side. “Hullo Miss Winters,” he said with a bow.


  Sophie peered at him like he’d sprouted horns. She seemed to remember herself and scrambled to her feet. “My lord,” she said with a curtsy.


  “Miss Winters,” Mallen said. Sophie’s gaze moved from Christopher to the duke who claimed her hand and placed a kiss along the top of her wrist.


  “Your Grace,” she murmured. A rush of pink infused Sophie’s cheeks and damn if she didn’t look fetching with that delightful hue of pink on her skin.


  Christopher frowned. And damn if he didn’t abhor that captivated way in which she studied Mallen. The bright-eyed gleam in her eyes as she studied the duke was not part of the plan Christopher had concocted. He told himself that the interest in her cornflower blue gaze could only complicate things for all of them.


  He cleared his throat.


  Sophie returned her attention to Christopher. The pale pink in her cheeks deepened to the red hue of a deep, summer sunset. For what reason? At being caught studying Mallen? Something hot and volatile stirred in Christopher’s chest.


  “I trust you and Duke made it home from London Hospital without incident?” Mallen said, grinning at Sophie.


  London Hospital? What is this about?


  “We did, Your Grace. Thank you.” Her husky tone possessed a honeyed warmth that made Christopher grit his teeth.


  What business did Sophie Winters have at London Hospital? And why had she seen to that business with Mallen? The burning sensation in his chest grew. A growl started deep inside his chest, it worked its way up his throat.


  Sophie cocked her head at an endearing, little angle. “Are you all right, Christo…my lord?”


  “Will you join me for a set?”


  The fan tumbled from her fingers down to the marble floor. “I beg your pardon?”


  Christopher retrieved the delicate accessory and gestured to the dance floor. “A set. You know, with a partner, one moves ones feet in time to the music.”


  The corners of her lips tugged upwards. “I know what dancing is. In spite of my dearth of partners,” she mumbled under her breath. “I’m merely pointing out that you haven’t danced with me in two years.”


  The duke cleared his throat and Sophie and Christopher jumped, both seeming to have forgotten his presence. Mallen nodded to the chintz fan in Christopher’s hand. “I suspect the lady would like her fan back, Waxham. Though you do handle it with remarkable ease.”


  Christopher looked at the item and blinked several times. “Oh. Right. Yes. Here you are then,” he said, handing it over to her.


  Sophie accepted the fan.


  Mallen’s gaze flickered between Christopher and Sophie, and then he offered Sophie his elbow. “May I claim the next dance?”


  Her smile deepened. She glanced down at the card that dangled from her wrist. “A waltz?”


  Mallen’s lips twitched. “Is there a problem with that? Has some gentleman already claimed your waltz?”


  Sophie laughed, the husky sound, rich and fulsome, earned the attention of those around them. She held up her card for his inspection. “As you can see, Your Grace, the gentlemen are hardly clamoring for my company.”


  Mallen bowed his head. “More the fool are they, then.”


  It was all Christopher could do to keep from dragging Mallen away from Sophie. Yes, he’d asked his friend to court her but damn, he hadn’t wanted Mallen to flirt with Sophie. She was young. Impressionable. She would be no match for Mallen’s full-ducal charm.


  “I’ll take the next set,” Christopher snapped.


  Sophie and Mallen’s gazes swiveled toward him.


  Christopher dug his fingers into the palms of his hands to keep from tugging at his suddenly too-tight cravat.


  Mallen inclined his head toward Sophie. “Very well. The next waltz, then, Miss Winters?”


  Sophie frowned. “Lord Waxham is merely being polite. Aren’t you, Christopher. He doesn’t want to dance with me.” She shook her head. “You know you really needn’t partner with me.”


  He frowned. “I don’t do anything because I don’t want to.” He reached for the pencil on her wrist and scribbled his name upon the card. There. It was settled.


  He looked over at Mallen who studied him with no small trace of amusement. If Sophie and the other row of wallflowers weren’t present, Christopher would have explained to Mallen that his offer to dance with Sophie merely stemmed from a need to appease his father.


  Christopher was saved from saying anything further by the smattering of applause as the strings for the quadrille came to a rest. The orchestra thrummed the opening strands of a waltz.


  “Really, Christopher.” Sophie’s words ended on a squeak when he ushered her out to the dance floor.


  He settled his hand upon her waist while he placed hers upon his shoulder.


  “You really…”


  “I heard you quite clearly, Phi,” he bit out. She hadn’t protested Mallen’s offer. God if it wasn’t a childish thought but still, it chafed.


  Her mouth snapped closed. Christopher relaxed his hold upon her and guided her in the steps.


  Unbidden, his mind returned to a time she’d begun sessions with her dance tutor. Christopher and his father had been visiting her family’s country estate, and Sophie had rushed outside to greet him and inform him about her dance lessons. She’d asked to dance with him so she might practice. He’d laughed at her and in response, she’d ground the heel of her slipper upon his foot and raced away.


  He started at the memory. What had possessed him to be such a bastard?


  “Has it really been two years since I danced with you?”


  She gave a firm nod. “Lord and Lady Tisdale’s ball was the last time.”


  How very odd that she should recall the last time he’d partnered with her for a set. He wondered what it was she remembered about that exact night. Had he been a bastard to her? Guilt roiled in his belly.


  “I don’t recall dancing with you,” he said, truthfully. It seemed the greatest tragedy that he should have ever forgotten the satiny feel of her skin.


  A wry smile played on her lips.


  “I shouldn’t have laughed at you,” he said, startling the both of them.


  Sophie’s eyes went wide in her face, giving her the look of a night-owl startled out of concealment. “You laughed at me?” she said, when she seemed to find her voice.


  “When you were a girl,” he clarified. “You’d just begun taking lessons. You asked me to dance with you and I laughed.”


  Sophie caught her lower lip between her teeth. “Oh.”


  He wished he’d been a better person, wished he hadn’t hurt her. Mayhap things might have been different between them. Mayhap the incident in Father’s stables would never have taken place. “Forgive me. I was boorish.”


  She lifted her shoulder in a slight shrug. “It was a long time ago, Christopher.”


  “That doesn’t pardon what I did.”


  Her gaze fell to his cravat. “I…I wasn’t always pleasant to you, either.”


  The day of the fire crept into his thoughts. The stables had been his place of refuge from Father’s disappointment and abuse. The mockery she’d made of his efforts to read aloud, had forever shattered that sanctuary. Unable to forgive her, she’d come to represent an extension of his father’s cruelty. “Perhaps we should pledge to be kinder to one another.”


  Sophie dipped her head at an endearing little angle. The sudden movement released a single, golden strand from her artfully arranged coif. Christopher’s fingers itched to tuck that lock behind her ear. There was something so very familiar about the sight of it; a tempting image that danced just beyond the wisp of a memory.


  “Why are you being so nice to me, Christopher?” Her question pulled him back to the moment.


  He frowned and guilt stirred to life in his breast. What would Sophie say if she were to learn of his plan with Mallen? He shoved aside the unwelcome emotions. She wouldn’t discover anything. In fact, he suspected she’d feel quite kindly toward him if he unveiled his attempt to thwart his father’s efforts and preserve her inheritance.


  “Your silence only deepens my suspicions, Christopher,” she said, tapping him upon the arm.


  “I only want to help you, Phi.” Christopher was struck by the absolute truth of those words. “Have you always had such a low opinion of me?”


  A wave of guilt slammed into him at the contrite look that flooded her eyes.


  She sighed. “Forgive me. It just makes so little sense. You haven’t spoken to me in years.”


  “It hasn’t been years.”


  Her full, bow-shaped lips twitched. “Good-day, hello, and good-bye, do not count.”


  He stared transfixed at those luscious lips. These were not the lips of a young woman who’d tormented him, but rather the lips a man dreamed about—lips capable of a different kind of torture. 


  “Christopher?” she said, with a trace of hesitancy.


  He gave his head a clearing shake. “Come, never tell me you desired more from me than that?”


  “Oh, never,” she concurred with a little laugh. “I still marvel at the façade you manage to present to Polite Society.”


  A wave of cold slammed into him and just like that, the gentle, teasing camaraderie between them lifted. He schooled his expression. “Oh?” he said, coolly.


  Her seductive red lips tipped down in the corners.


  Fortunately, at that moment, the strains of the waltz came to an end.


  Christopher clapped, offered a hasty bow, and then abandoned her on the dance floor.


  He’d maintained a lie for more than twenty years of his life. It was only a matter of time before Society learned that his whole life had been a carefully crafted ruse— but he’d be damned if either Sophie Winters or his father would expose him.


  ***


  Sophie chewed at her lip, staring after Christopher’s retreating figure. He’d dropped her hand and stormed off like his heels had been set afire. Her mind spun as she tried to piece together exactly what she’d said or done to elicit such a reaction. Feeling eyes boring holes into her skin, she peered around at the curious onlookers. Oh, she could only imagine Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet the next morning.


  Miss S.W. was abandoned on the dance floor by the distinguished Earl of W. One can only wonder what the young lady did to so offend…


  “I say, you look to be in need of an escort.”


  Sophie jumped, slapping a hand to her breast. She spun to face the Duke of Mallen. Her eyes traveled the length of his more than six-foot frame. His golden halo of hair gave him the look of an avenging archangel, which in that moment, he may as well have been.


  “Oh, thank goodness,” she murmured and accepted his proffered arm.


  He leaned close and whispered into her ear. “That makes a gentleman feel rather good about himself.”


  “And it makes a young lady feel rather good to be rescued from sure embarrassment,” she said in hushed tones. On the heel of her honest admission, heat flooded her cheeks. “I, ah-that is, uh…”


  Mallen winked. There for all to see. He winked! Sophie glanced around. The crowd of onlookers murmured and eyed her and the Duke of Mallen with dogged intensity.


  “It’s not like Waxham to be so rude.”


  “It depends on who you are,” she muttered.


  Mallen arched a brow. “Oh?”


  She clamped her lips tight. If she were to prattle on, then she’d be no different than that horrid Lady Ackerly.


  Sophie eyed the row of chairs occupied by the other wallflowers. It seemed so very far away and she couldn’t very well say nothing to the Duke of Mallen’s pointed ‘Oh.’ Fortunately, he saved her from responding.


  “Might I fetch you a glass of ratafia?”


  She stumbled against him. The duke tightened his hold to keep her from falling. “That would be lovely,” she said.


  “Now, Miss Winters, tell me what it was that Waxham did to offend you.”


  Both his tone and request belonged to a man in possession of one of the oldest, most distinguished titles; a man accustomed to having his commands obeyed. She stole a sideways glance up at the duke. “Is this a test, Your Grace?”


  He looked down at her, blankly.


  “If I do not respond to your inquiry, well then I’m surely rude. If I do reply, then I’m no different than Lady Ackerly.”


  His brow wrinkled. “Who?”


  “Never mind,” she said. Making reference to the gossip column that highlighted her social failings would be the height of foolishness—especially in front of the Duke of Mallen.


  “It doesn’t escape my notice that you’ve failed to answer my question about Waxham.”


  Sophie tapped his arm with the tip of her fan. “Nor does it escape my notice that you are in fact searching for gossip about Waxham.”


  His tall, muscular frame went ramrod straight. Sophie bit the inside of her cheek. Drat. She always managed to say the absolute worst thing. Nay, all the wrong things. Her mother’s niggling voice pierced her silent thoughts. Sophie we do not insult peers of the realm.


  “Forgive me,” Sophie said hurriedly. “I didn’t mean…”


  Mallen tossed his head back and barked with laughter, effectively cutting into her apology.


  Sophie started. The ton wouldn’t know what to make of this; a waltz with the Earl of Waxham, laughter and ratafia from the Duke of Mallen. “If you aren’t careful, Your Grace, you’re going to give me the reputation as an engaging miss.”



  He looked down at her. A smile glinted in his eyes.


  Sophie angled her head. Funny, she’d never known eyes could smile.


  “I see why my sister enjoys your company, Miss Winters.”


  A wave of longing for Emmaline’s company filled Sophie. “Thank you, Your Grace,” Sophie said, tamping down any melancholy.


  They reached the row of wallflowers. Sophie curtsied and claimed her familiar seat.


  “I’ll return momentarily,” he promised. He paused and yet again, winked. “And then there’ll be no more evading my question about Waxham.”


  Sophie watched him walk off. Well, if that wasn’t a ducal order. Unfortunately for the duke, Sophie had long ago perfected the art of defying orders.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. spilled wine upon Brummel’s immaculate, satin breeches. Fortunate for Brummell, the shade of the spirits matched the fabric of his trousers.


  ~9~


  Sunlight streamed through the tall windows in the Red Parlor. The sun’s rays beamed from the crystal chandelier, and shot prisms of light around the room. Sophie’s eyes struggled to adjust to the brightness. She set down her copy of Lord Byron’s sonnets. Her gaze wandered over to Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet as she considered the events of last evening. As expected the scandal page had noted the manner in which the Earl of Waxham had stormed off following their set.


  This time, however, the paper made mention of the Duke of M’s peculiar interest in Sophie. Lady Ackerly had managed to somehow turn the duke’s attention into an insult.


  Regardless, it had come quite close to a compliment, and Sophie would have to accept such praise where she could from the nasty scandal sheet.


  She picked up the book, and returned her attention to Byron’s work.


  “You have a caller, Miss Winters.”


  Sophie glanced up at the servant in the doorway. “A caller?” she repeated in unison with her maid, Lucy, who sat in the far corner of the room.


  Sophie frowned at Lucy, who had the good sense to drop her eyes to the embroidery on her lap.


  With the exception of her friend, Emmaline, there had been a dearth of callers for Sophie these past three years.


  “The Earl of Waxham to see you.”


  The book fell from her hands and landed on the floor with a loud thump. Christopher? If the servant had announced the king himself had shown up for tea and biscuits, she couldn’t have been more surprised. First, there had been Christopher’s very gentlemanly request to dance last evening. Then had come his apology for past wrongs he’d committed. Considering how he’d abandoned her in the middle of the dance floor last evening, she couldn’t imagine this was a social visit.


  The butler cleared his throat. “Miss Winters? Shall I tell him you are receiving visitors?”


  Sophie caught her lower lip between her teeth. There had to be some motive behind Christopher’s sudden attention.


  “Miss Winters?”


  “Uh-yes, that would be fine.”


  The servant inclined his head and hurried off.


  Sophie jumped to her feet. Her book lay forgotten on the floor as she recalled her mother and Geoffrey’s wishes—their desire to see her and Christopher wed. Sophie had been so convinced that Christopher would sooner see her to the devil than court her, that she’d not taken Geoffrey’s demands at all seriously.


  Nor did Sophie believe for one moment that Christopher truly wanted to court her, let alone wed her. Not that either of their wishes were of singular importance in their status-driven Society. Most unions were forged on a good deal less than the connection shared by her and Christopher’s families.


  She sighed. Mother had said she could do a good deal worse and Sophie knew most of the ton would be in agreement. After all, to Society, Sophie was nothing more than the plump, unwed, and unsought after sister to Viscount Redbrooke. She’d rather not spend the rest of her life amidst Christopher’s perfection, being reminded daily of all her many inadequacies.


  She paced the Aubusson carpet. “What could he possibly want?” she muttered to herself. “He can’t possibly want to court me.”


  “Who couldn’t possibly want to court you?”


  Sophie shrieked and spun around.


  Christopher stood in the doorway, arms folded across his broad chest, a knowing half-grin on his sculpted lips.


  She pressed a hand to her racing heart. Had his mouth always been so very wickedly seductive? Sophie forcefully shoved aside such silly ponderings. “How do you manage to do that?”


  Christopher advanced in the room as bold as if he owned the garish Red Parlor. “Do what?”


  Sophie gave her head a shake. He’d always possessed a remarkable sense of hearing. “Nothing. Nothing at all.”


  He came to a stop several feet from her and arched a single, black brow. “Aren’t you going to offer me a seat? Refreshments?”


  She cocked her head. “Is that why you’ve come? For a social visit?”


  He chuckled and without standing on gentlemanly ceremony, settled into the nearest sofa with his long legs, sprawled out in front of him. “What if I say I’d come for your company?”


  Sophie snorted and crossed over to him. She pressed the back of her hand to his forehead. “Then I’d say you’d surely developed a fever, my lord.”


  She gasped when he caught her hand in his. He raised her palm and studied the intersecting lines upon it with a singular intensity. “Wh-what are you d-doing?” she squeaked.


  “Courting you?”


  At the flinty edge to his words, she frowned and jerked her hand away. Yes, it was as she’d suspected. There was more to Christopher’s visit than any real desire for her company. The thought settled like a stone in her belly.


  Sophie gave a flounce of her curls. “La, you’ll turn my head with such a sweet tone. If you used such charm with Emmaline then it’s no wonder she chose Lord Drake.”


  His lips snapped into a firm, hard line but he said nothing.


  A tendril of guilt snaked around her stomach. Taunting Christopher over Emmaline’s rejection of his suit was unpardonable. Even if he was an ill-mannered lout, he still didn’t deserve to be the victim of meanness.


  To escape his frigid stare, she spun away and marched over to the window. She pulled back the brocaded curtains and peered down into the streets below. “I assume you are here at your father’s urging?”


  His silence served as confirmation.


  She dropped her brow against the sun-warmed windowpane. “You needn’t court me out of any sense of obligation.” She winced at thinking of his courtship that way. Sophie might not desire a match with him but it still chafed to admit that her one and only suitor was motivated by pity.


  From the glass pane, Sophie observed the way Christopher drummed his fingers along the sides of his chair. “I came to apologize for last night, Phi.”


  Sophie dropped the curtain back into place and spun back around to face him. Her mother and brother would hardly believe it…but Christopher had managed to render her speechless. Suddenly, she felt shamed by her earlier unkindness. “I…for what?” she blurted.


  He met and held her gaze, penetrating her with the hot intensity of his eyes. “I abandoned you on the dance floor. It was unpardonable.” His frown grew. A dark look filled his eyes, then lifted so quickly, she wondered if she’d imagined it.


  Sophie walked back over to him and claimed the vacant King Louis chair nearest his seat. She folded her hands in her lap and studied the interlocked digits. “The next thing you’ll have me believe is that you’d consider marriage to me.”


  She suspected that if he hadn’t been sitting, her statement would have knocked him over. He grimaced. “Egads, no.”


  Her brows dipped. Oh, the lout. “Say what you’ve come to say and be done with it, Christopher.”


  “I came to see if you were the same girl I remembered.”


  “And?” Her breath caught as she awaited his response. It shouldn’t matter what Christopher thought of her, and yet, oddly, she wanted him to approve of the woman she’d grown into.


  He passed an assessing gaze over her figure. His eyes lingered overly long on her embarrassingly plump décolletage. A flush heated her skin. Oh, why couldn’t she possess the trim, gentle figure favored by the ton?


  “No, you aren’t.” And when he said it in that husky whisper, her rounded curves didn’t seem like such a bad thing, after all. “But nonetheless…you seem to be the same, impertinent, cheeky chit who tormented me during my younger years. Lady Ackerly keeps quite a reporting on your escapades.”


  Sophie clenched her jaw so hard, her teeth rattled. She pressed her fingers along the line of her temple and rubbed. Bloody Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet. If Sophie found out the identity of the woman, why, she swore she’d do more than destroy the hem of her gown or set the unknown harridan’s table aflame. The scandal sheets had become the bane of Sophie’s existence. It had fueled Geoffrey and Mother’s impatience with her marital state and scandalous actions, as Lady Ackerly titled them.


  Christopher continued. “Lady Ackerly also indicated—”


  “Tsk, tsk. Never tell me you’ve come to rely on scandal rags as a reliable source of your information.”


  He sat up in his chair. “Hardly. Still, it is my understanding that there is in fact some truth to the information reported.”


  “I wouldn’t say that’s entirely true.”


  He grinned. “You didn’t shoot an arrow through Lord Avondale’s thigh?”


  She felt a sting of heat slap her cheeks. “It was hardly my fault that he ran out to inspect his arrow’s position when it was my turn to shoot.”


  Yes, that story had found its way into the scandal sheets. The gossips had devoured that tasty morsel much the way Duke did Cook’s hambone.


  Sophie was convinced that particular incident had been the final impetus her brother needed to see her wed to whomever he could manage to pass her off to.


  She looked to Christopher. Mother and Geoffrey believed him that man. That is, if she couldn’t snare the attention of a duke.


  Sophie sighed. “You are here to court me. Well, let’s get on with it, then.”


  Christopher blinked. “I beg your pardon.”


  “Yes, a courtship by you should begin with an apology, but let’s get on with it.”


  “Get on with what?”


  Sophie dashed a hand across her eyes. When she removed it, she found him studying her with an inscrutable expression. “You indicated you were here to court me. My brother would be amiable to a union between us.” She motioned to the book she’d dropped earlier. “Will you read me sonnets?”


  Christopher’s cheeks went a ruddy shade of red. He tugged at his cravat. “Don’t be foolish.”


  Sophie wagged a finger at him. “You mustn’t call the young lady you are courting foolish. That will earn you no one’s affection. A walk in the park?” she asked, interrupting him before he could respond to her previous statement.


  “I’d say after you and your dog’s recent escapades at the park, we should avoid that particular location.”


  She bristled at the dry humor in his tone. “Well then, why don’t you tell me how you intend to court me?”


  He leveled himself upright in his chair. “I am visiting, aren’t I?”


  Sophie pointed her eyes to the ceiling. “That does not a courtship make.”


  “Oh, and why don’t you enlighten me, Phi?”


  A knock sounded at the door.


  Sophie and Christopher’s gazes swung toward the front of the room. The butler stood framed in the entranceway with a silver tray.


  “You’ve a visitor, Miss Winters.”


  “I do?”


  “She does?”


  She glared at Christopher, resenting the shock in his question.


  As if on cue, the Duke of Mallen materialized behind the butler.


  “The Duke of Mallen to see you, Miss Winters.”


  Sophie’s mouth fell open. “Whatever are you doing here?” The words escaped before she could call them back. She clamped her fingers over her lips.


  The duke grinned and held out a bouquet of pink roses interspersed with yellow freesia and ivy. “I’ve brought flowers.”


  Her heart sped up. It wouldn’t have mattered if he’d proffered a fistful of weeds or blooms from a hothouse. They would have been glorious for what they represented. No man had ever before brought her flowers.


  Christopher muttered something under his breath, diverting her attention away from the duke.


  She glanced over at Christopher with a small smile. “That is how you court a lady,” she whispered for his ears alone.


  ***


  Christopher frowned at the flowers Mallen held in his hand. What the hell was the meaning of this? He’d enlisted his friend’s aid to thwart his father. The duke had agreed to a pretend courtship of Sophie. The arrangement did not require Mallen do something as foolish as buying the young lady flowers.


  He glanced down at his own empty hands, feeling incredibly foolish for his less than impressive courtship. Even if he was only here at his father’s urging, no man liked to be thrown over for another chap.


  Last evening, he’d believed Mallen’s rescue of Sophie on the dance floor a flawless touch; a perfect deterrent to Christopher’s father’s plans.


  This morning call from the Duke of Mallen, however, was a bit too much.


  He settled back against his seat and studied the exchange between Sophie and Mallen.


  Mallen bent down and retrieved Sophie’s forgotten book. He thumbed through the pages. Suddenly, his fingers stilled. He didn’t remove his gaze from Sophie’s as he began to recite one of the poems.


  She walks in beauty, like the night


  Of cloudless climes and starry skies;


  And all that's best of dark and bright


  Meet in her aspect and her eyes:


  Thus mellowed to that tender light


  Which heaven to gaudy day denies


  



  One shade the more, one ray the less,


  Had half impaired the nameless grace


  Which waves in every raven tress,


  Or softly lightens o'er her face;


  Where thoughts serenely sweet express


  How pure, how dear their dwelling place.


  



  And on that cheek, and o'er that brow,


  So soft, so calm, yet eloquent,


  The smiles that win, the tints that glow…


  



  Of all the nonsensical drivel. A snort escaped him and cut into Mallen’s recitation.


  Sophie and Mallen looked to him.


  Sophie frowned at Christopher with disapproval to rival the tutors he’d tortured over the years.


  “Something the matter?” Mallen drawled. “You don’t care for Lord Byron’s work?”


  Christopher bit back an angry snarl, resisting the ungentlemanly urge to toss Sophie over his shoulder like he were some kind of barbarian and hide her away from Mallen’s appreciative eyes. He’d asked Mallen to take her for ices or for a walk, not this…this…romantic drivel that spouted from his mouth. Sophie would be no match for the duke’s full-charm. Hell, no lady would.


  “There is nothing the matter,” Christopher bit out. Now was neither the time nor place to challenge Mallen’s actions.


  “Where was I?” the duke murmured.


  “But tell of days in goodness spent,” Sophie supplied without even a glance at the page.


  Mallen inclined his head. “Ahh. Yes. But tell of days in goodness spent…”


  Christopher allowed his mind to wander down a path that involved him bloodying Mallen’s nose and he managed his first real smile that afternoon.


  Christopher might have perfected an image amongst Society as capable, sought after young lord…but his image had been as carefully constructed as a baker’s sugary treat; one hot sun away from destruction. Mallen, on the other hand, possessed a title, intelligence, and power to rival the king himself. He’d never begrudged Mallen those things. Until now.


  Watching him read out of that bloody book to Sophie did something to him. It made Christopher want to throw his head back and rail at the unfairness of life. It reminded him of all his inadequacies. It reminded him that his father was right and he was a failure as a man.


  Mallen murmured something to Sophie; the words lost to the intimacy of his hushed whisper. Sophie giggled.


  “May I read another?” Mallen offered.


  “Oh, please…”


  “Please spare me,” Christopher muttered.


  Sophie and Mallen looked at him.


  Christopher hooked his ankles and propelled back on the legs of the Trafalgar chair he occupied. He sighed. “Very well, then. Another poem.”


  Sophie frowned. “You’re being most disagreeable, my lord.”


  Yes. Yes, he was. He didn’t give a jot about it, either.


  Mallen quirked a single brow in his direction and then proceeded to recite Solitude by Lord Byron.


  If Sophie weren’t present, Christopher would have extended his finger in a most ungentlemanly manner for his friend’s benefit.


  Christopher sat there, as the minutes ticked by on the ormolu clock, waiting for Mallen to tire of his visit or his voice to grow hoarse, whichever came first, it didn’t really matter. Christopher used the time to study Sophie. When had this fulsome woman replaced the vexing child of his rememberings? Her sweetly rounded form could rival Botticelli’s Venus, and Christopher possessed the sudden urge to fill his palms with her plump breasts…


  He toppled backwards in his seat and crashed to the floor.


  Sophie gasped. She came to lean over him. “My goodness, Christopher,” she said, seeming to forget herself. “Have you been hurt?”


  Mallen pulled into focus; a half-grin on his arrogant face. He extended a palm. “Yes. Are you all right, Waxham?”


  Go to hell, Mallen.


  Christopher managed a smile and accepted Mallen’s offer of help. He climbed to his feet, his pride smarting just as much as the back of his head did from the fall.


  Christ, what was wrong with him, though?! He’d been ruminating about Sophie Winters’ breasts? Surely he’d descended into madness.


  “You know you shouldn’t tilt back in your seat,” Mallen continued like he was a too stern tutor reprimanding his student.


  A somber expression settled into the graceful lines of Sophie’s face. “Absolutely. If you remember from Lady Ackerly’s column, it is in quite bad form to tilt in your seat, Chris…my lord.”


  The duke looked back to Sophie. “Who is this Lady Ackerly?”


  Sophie waved her hand about. “She is the gossip who reports quite frequently about my goings-on.”


  Christopher dusted his palms over the front of his breeches. “Yes. Sophie was guilty of tilting back on the legs of a chair at Lady Tarrington’s ball.”


  “It wasn’t Lady Tarrington’s ball. It was Lady Kavanaugh’s recital.”


  “Regardless, Phi…Miss Winters toppled over and…”


  “Society should have learned from my experience not to tip in one’s seat. Especially those who pay such particular attention to Lady Ackerly’s reporting,” she said with pointed censure for Christopher.


  Mallen frowned. “Never heard of this Lady Ackerly. Sounds like an atrocious bit of baggage.”


  Sophie cornflower blue eyes went all wide and soft, as if the Duke of Mallen had slain a dragon on her behalf.


  Oh, I’ve had about all I can take of this nauseating exchange. “Are we done here?”


  She blinked. “I beg your pardon.”


  A dull heat crept up Christopher’s neck. He cleared his throat. “I said it’s quite sunny in here.”


  Mallen folded his arms across his chest. “Odd, it sounded remarkably like you said…”


  Christopher glared him into silence.


  “Are you certain you’re all right, Christopher?” Again, Sophie’s use of his Christian name indicated her momentary lapse in propriety. If anyone had ever said that Sophie would look at him with this gentle concern and not the typical annoyance he’d come to expect from her, he’d have said they were one carriage ride away from a trip to Bedlam.


  “I’m fine, Phi,” he assured her.


  Her full lips settled into a smile…


  That she redirected Mallen’s way. “I didn’t know you cared for poetry, Your Grace.”


  Great, so we’re back to this.


  Mallen inclined his head. “I can’t imagine anyone dislikes poetry.”


  His friend would be wise not to settle a sum on that wager. Christopher loathed every single written word that reminded him of his flaws.


  Sophie caught her lip between her teeth. “I’d thought Em said you gave her quite a hard time about her poetry selection.”


  Christopher hid a grin behind his hand. There was no other lady in the entire British Empire who would challenge the Duke of Mallen, even inadvertently—except Sophie. He’d imagine that Mallen wouldn’t care for such insolence in young ladies.


  It appeared he was wrong.


  Mallen tossed his head back on a loud guffaw. “I do say, Miss Winters, you have me there.” He leaned close, blocking Christopher’s view of Sophie. When he spoke, his voice came out as a low, mellifluous whisper. “Then, you inspire a man to acquire a taste for poetry.”


  Oh, for Christ’s sake. Christopher had about all he could stand of this display. “The duke has an appointment and must be going now,” Christopher snapped.


  The adoring gleam that had glazed Sophie’s eyes lifted. She gave her head a shake. “I’m sorry?”


  “Not as sorry as I’m sure the duke is. If you’ll excuse him, Mallen has matters of business to attend to.”


  Mallen straightened his shoulders. “No, I don’t. Lord Waxham misspoke.”


  Sophie and Christopher spoken in unison.


  “I did?”


  “He did?”


  Mallen nodded. “Oh, yes. What Waxham intended to say was that he has an appointment.” He looked over the top of Sophie’s head and grinned at Christopher. “Good day, Waxham.”


  Christopher clenched his teeth so hard, his jaw ached. He beat a hasty bow for Sophie. “Miss Winters,” he snapped and then stormed from the room.


  Christopher didn’t know what game Mallen played, but he intended to find out.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Madame LeCompe, the esteemed French modiste, has avowed to no longer design for Miss S.W. after the young lady questioned the authenticity of the woman’s French accent.
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  “Good day, Waxham.” Christopher muttered under his breath as he stomped up the steps of the Duke of Mallen’s townhouse. “He says, ‘good day, Waxham.’”


  Christopher lifted the knocker and pounded the wood panel hard enough to rouse the neighboring residents. The Duke of Mallen’s old butler threw open the door. His bushy gray brows flared in what Christopher suspected was surprise. No one would expect the calm, easy-mannered earl to do anything remotely shocking. Suddenly, the image he’d established for himself grated.


  “My lord,” the servant greeted.


  Waxham sailed past him, through the front door, and into the foyer. “I’m here to see His Grace.”


  The servant’s eyebrows knitted into a single line. “I’ll see if he’s receiving guests.”


  He didn’t need the butler to point out that it was hardly the thing to storm another man’s home at nearly two o’clock in the morning. Christopher folded his arms behind his back and paced the white, Italian marble floor.


  He supposed he should have spoken with Mallen many hours ago. Only, earlier that evening Christopher had gone to White’s and convinced himself that he hadn’t cared about Mallen’s unexpected visit with Sophie. Somewhere around eight o’clock that evening he’d begun to think about the duke reading to her from that ridiculous book of sonnets. And around nine o’clock he’d considered Sophie’s infatuated response to the young duke. By 11 o’clock he’d convinced himself yet again that it didn’t matter to him if Mallen courted Sophie with more vigor than Christopher had required. Two minutes after 11 o’clock he’d realized he was a bloody liar.


  Upon that staggering realization, he’d continued to drink until…he pulled out his watch fob, and squinted to bring the numbers into focus. He stuffed it back inside his jacket.


  It really didn’t matter.


  He was bloody soused.


  “Waxham,” a voice drawled.


  Christopher spun around. His gaze climbed up the staircase, where Mallen stood looking bloody impeccable in his black evening attire.


  “To what do I owe the pleasure of this unexpected late evening visit?” There was a faint hint of censure in Mallen’s words.


  Christopher started up the stairs. “I’m here to speak with you, Mallen,” he said, when he reached Mallen.


  The duke wrinkled his nose. “Have you been drinking?”


  “A little.” A lot.


  Mallen motioned for Christopher to accompany him. He didn’t wait to see if Christopher followed suit but then, when one was a duke, people did as you bid.


  They entered the duke’s office. Mallen closed the door behind them and walked over to his desk. He folded his arms across his chest. “What is this about?”


  “Not what, but who, Mallen. I’m here regarding Miss Winters.”


  The duke’s arms fell to his side. His brow furrowed. “Miss Winters?”


  Christopher tapped a hand alongside his thigh. “I wanted to speak to you about your visit this afternoon.”


  Mallen propped a hip on the edge of his desk. He tipped his chin in the direction of the leather winged-back chair closest to him. “Why don’t you sit, Waxham? Can I offer you a brandy? Though,” he arched a single brow, “with the amount of spirits you’ve consumed thus far today, you probably could do without further drink.”


  Christopher blamed the sudden urge to bloody Mallen’s nose on his inebriated state. He shook his head. “I don’t want to sit. I came to address your visit with Miss Winters.”


  Mallen looked down the bridge of his aquiline nose. “Oh? Is there a problem?”


  As Christopher saw it, there were any number of problems. In fact, since that afternoon, he’d compiled quite a list. Only now, all those reasons, with the exception of one, seemed to escape him. “I asked you to court her.”


  His friend crossed his legs at the ankles. “And that is what I am doing.”


  “You did it with too much…too much…”


  Mallen’s brows lowered. “Too much?”


  “Seriousness!” The word exploded from Christopher’s chest. He spun on his heel and began to pace the floor. “Sophie is too impressionable. If you insist on reading poetry and bringing flowers,” he shook his head, “well, there is no saying the damaging effects it could have.” He spun back around to face his friend.


  Mallen said nothing for a long while. Then, he shoved himself from the desk and walked over to the decanters of spirits in the corner of the room. He poured himself a glass of brandy, took a long swallow, and cradled the glass in his hand. “Do you want to wed the lady?” he asked bluntly.


  Christopher stumbled to a halt. “God no.”


  “Your ultimate goal is thwarting your father’s plans for you and Miss Winters, correct?”


  Yes, that was the case. His head throbbed. Or, Christopher thought it had been…until today. Today, he’d detected the infatuated gleam in Sophie’s eyes, her unspoken yearning for a real courtship, and the tendrils of guilt in his belly had fanned out and filled him.


  There had also been a niggling of something deep and dark that he didn’t recognize. Something green and ugly that had festered inside him the moment Sophie’s bow-shaped lips had tipped up in a smile for Mallen. An emotion that felt like…jealousy.


  Christopher shook his head. Foolish thoughts.


  “Waxham?”


  “I’m fine,” Christopher said.


  “That’s not what I asked.”


  It wasn’t?


  “Oh.” He blinked. “What then?”


  “I had asked whether your goal was to thwart your father’s plans for you and Miss Winters.”


  “Yes.”


  “Then, a thank you shall suffice.” Mallen took another sip and then set his glass down. “Trust I know what I’m doing.”


  Christopher had been forced to defer to his father’s judgment and decisions since he was a young boy. He’d not cede control over to Mallen. There was a difference in enlisting the duke’s support and quite another to turn the scheme blindly over to him.


  He pointed a finger in Mallen’s direction. “I think this would be a good time for us to discuss in more detail the plans for Miss Winters.”


  A vein pulsed in Mallen’s neck, the only outward indication of his annoyance with Christopher’s high-handedness. “Out with it, Waxham,” he said in clipped tones.


  Christopher nodded and proceeded to tick his orders off upon his fingers. “There is to be no flowers. No poems. No clandestine meetings.”


  “Clandestine meetings?”


  Christopher continued as though Mallen hadn’t spoken. “No making the lady laugh. No…reading to her.” He stumbled over that part.


  “Have you finished?”


  Christopher went through the list he’d compiled throughout the day in his mind. He frowned. It had seemed far more comprehensive several hours ago. He blamed alcohol for his muddled thoughts. “No pastries or treats.” Sophie loved pastries. If Mallen courted her with confectionaries, well her heart would probably forever belong to the other man.


  “I suppose escorting the young lady to Sunday sermons would be acceptable?” Mallen drawled.


  “Lovely idea.” Christopher agreed with an empathic nod.


  Mallen’s gaze narrowed. “I was being sarcastic.”


  “Oh.”


  “Now have you finished?” Mallen settled his palms upon his desk. “Do you know what I think, Waxham?”


  “No.” Nor did Christopher care.


  “I believe you crafted this scheme to maintain your freedom but are now questioning your way in going about it. I believe you care a good deal about Miss Winters,” he held up a hand when Christopher opened his mouth to speak, “whether you’ll admit it to yourself or not. After all, you’ve known the young lady since she was practically in the nursery.”


  Actually, she had been in the nursery. He’d been quite put out at having to pay the Viscount Redbrooke’s newborn daughter a visit and still remembered studying the plump, red-faced baby held in her mother’s arms. She’d had the most god-awful caterwaul of a cry which oddly had stopped when her glassy, baby-gaze had landed upon him.


  Mallen continued, not detecting the path Christopher’s thoughts had wandered down. “You feel protective of her, Waxham. It is clear you have a sense of obligation toward her. So my suggestion to you is end this mad scheme, do your familial duty by the girl and wed her…and for the love of God, leave me out of any foolish plot where you and Miss Winters are concerned.”


  Christopher raked a hand through his hair. “No.”


  Mallen sighed. “I suspected you would say that. Very well, then I’ll continue to court Miss Winters as I deem appropriate. Now if you’ll excuse me. It is late and I am taking Miss Winters for a walk in Hyde Park later this morning.”


  A haze of red blinded Christopher. His nostrils flared. Then, the knowing grin on Mallen’s face registered. Well, bugger him. His friend merely sought to get a rise out of him.


  Christopher forced a smile. “Splendid.” After all, a walk in Hyde Park had not been on Christopher’s list of outings Mallen was to avoid with Sophie. Yet, it didn’t feel like any kind of victory. Quite the opposite. “Good evening, Mallen.”


  “Good evening, Waxham.”


  With a bow, Christopher beat a hasty retreat. He started on his way home, choosing to walk the short remaining distance to his townhouse. It allowed him to consider the somber, brooding thoughts that thrummed a dark chord inside him.


  Unlike Mallen who possessed a loving, supportive family, Christopher had lived a remarkably solitary life. There’d been no proud father, or loving mother. There’d been no younger siblings to care for, or older siblings to torment.


  His gaze locked on the sliver of moon that hung in the sky. Mallen was the closest thing to family Christopher had. That friendship had been one of the forces that compelled him to court Emmaline.


  Lady Emmaline with her sharp wit and overall good heart represented a connection to everything he longed for—a family.


  Christopher strongly suspected that if he asked Mallen to delve into the fiery depths of hell for him, Mallen in his loyalty would inquire how far he needed to dive.


  Except, at this moment, the last thing he felt toward Mallen was anything remotely friendly. The logical part of Christopher recognized that Mallen’s visit with Sophie had merely been to demonstrate the flaws in Christopher’s plan.


  But then, ugly, insidious thoughts filtered through Christopher’s mind. Mallen kissing Sophie. Mallen exploring each generous curve of her sweetly rounded figure. Mallen parting her creamy, white thighs and… All logical thought escaped him, replaced by a black, icy rage that clouded Christopher’s vision.


  God, how he resented Mallen for having snared Sophie’s interest, and for being correct. No young lady deserved to be the recipient of a false courtship.


  Yet, as reprehensible as his actions were, Christopher was still protecting Sophie from his father’s grasping attempt at her dowry.


  Christopher swiped a hand over his eyes. Even if his duplicitous actions benefited both him and the young lady, it did not assuage his sense of guilt.


  At last he arrived home.


  He needed to sleep. He was certain that come morning, all this nonsensical drivel distracting him would be sorted out.


  Yes, come tomorrow he wouldn’t care quite so much about Mallen’s pretend courtship of Sophie or the captivated way in which she’d gazed at the duke or the fact that Mallen had winked at her in that intimate way two times or…


  Christopher groaned. It was going to be a long, long night.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. was observed entering the Egyptian Hall in Piccadilly to view Mr. Bullock’s Great Serpent exhibit.
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  The door bounced open, and slammed hard against the plaster wall of the breakfast room. Christopher looked up, bored by his father’s constant temper.


  Christopher picked up his fork and knife and began to slice the ham on his plate.


  “What is the meaning of this?” his father bellowed.


  A newspaper landed on top of Christopher’s plate of ham and bread. He glanced at his father, whose hawk-like nose flared. Fire glinted in the marquess’s icy blue eyes.


  Christopher looked back down at the paper in front of him and swallowed around the last bite he’d taken. The ham threatened to come back up. “Father,” he greeted, and removed the newspaper from his plate. He made to hand it back to his father.


  Father swatted at Christopher’s fingers. “Go on, read it.”


  Just like that; with those four jeering words, Christopher was transported back to his childhood when his sire’s approval had meant so much, to a time when he’d cared what Father thought about his only son and heir. Then, Christopher had poured every last bit of his energy into excelling at his studies.


  Christopher balled his hands in his lap. He was no longer a child. He met his father’s hard stare. “Why don’t you tell me what it says, Father?”


  The marquess guffawed. “Ahh, that’s right. Why don’t you give it a try, Christopher? Read it.”


  Christopher’s eyes fixed on the page in front of him. The words shifted in and out of focus. He squinted and tried to make them clearer.


  Miss S.W. …


  And…


  A dull throbbing pressure built behind Christopher’s eyes. For all the tutors he’d had, for all the personal instruction, Christopher had never overcome his difficulties reading. Taxing situations had always made it that much more challenging. He shoved the paper aside. “Go to hell.”


  His father’s thin lips flattened into a hard line and a vein throbbed in the corner of the older man’s eye, indicating that Christopher’s response grated on the older man whose rank and status had protected him from any outward shows of insolence. “I’ll tell you what it says! It says the Duke of Mallen is courting Miss Sophie Winters. That’s what it says.”


  Not for the first time in Christopher’s miserable life, he cursed his inability to make clear sense of the written word. The desire to know what the newspaper said about Sophie, and not have to hear it from the lips of salacious gossips, nearly consumed him. He picked up the paper and attempted to read Ackerly’s reporting on Sophie and Mallen.


  Father ripped it from his hands. “Do you take me for a fool, Christopher?” He tossed the paper to the floor.


  “Never a fool, Father.” A cold-hearted, ruthless bastard, yes. A fool, no. That moniker had been reserved for Christopher.


  His father slammed his fists down upon the table, rattling the plates. Liquid sloshed over the rim of Christopher’s coffee cup. “This is all your doing. I know it.”


  He never ceased to be amazed by his father’s devious, but precise thinking. Christopher should have known he couldn’t outwit his sire.


  Christopher met and held his father’s hard stare. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Bahh, come now. Would you have me believe that of a sudden the Duke of Mallen decides to court that spinsterish cow?”


  Christopher rose so quickly, his knees knocked the back of the chair and sent the piece of furniture tumbling backward. “Watch your tongue,” he snapped, gripping the edges of the table. For all the cruelties he’d suffered at his father’s hands over the years, none of them had roused this icy-rage the way it did hearing the marquess disparage Sophie.


  Perhaps it was that of late he’d come to appreciate her as more than the hoyden of his past. With her penchant for finding out trouble and the endearing way she spoke to herself when she thought no one was listening, she became more than the amorphous figure of his youth. She was a young woman, who no more wanted to be controlled by Society’s expectations than he did.


  The marquess folded his arms across his chest and studied Christopher before speaking. “I expect you to make this right or else her dowry will slip through your fingers into Mallen’s already plentiful coffers.”


  Christopher’s gut clenched. That is what his father would make him—a fortune-hunter. “I don’t want to court the lady for her fortune.”


  His father snorted. “So now you’ve developed a set of principles? Where was all that moral integrity when you cheated your way through Eton and Oxford?” He closed the distance between them until he stood toe to toe with Christopher. Though several inches shorter than his son, the marquess managed to somehow peer down his hawk-like nose at Christopher. “If you don’t secure her fortune, we are ruined. We’ll have nothing. But I, I’ll have my reputation. You, however, well, it is only a matter of time before the world learns the truth about you.”


  Christopher sat back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “That threat is growing tedious, Father.”


  “It is no longer a threat.” The marquess meandered over to the sideboard; the stiff set to his shoulders belied the casualness of his actions. He piled kidneys, bacon, and sardines with mustard sauce upon a plate and then carried it over to his seat at the head of the table.


  A servant rushed over to pull out his seat. The marquess slid into it. “Leave us,” he ordered the servant.


  With downcast eyes, the young man bowed, and rushed from the room. The door closed behind him with an ominous click.


  His father picked up his stark white linen napkin and snapped it open. “When you were younger, Christopher, I believed your struggle to read stemmed from laziness. In time, it became very clear to me that there was…is…something very wrong with you.” He looked across the table at Christopher, and arched a brow. “What, nothing to say, now?”


  The muscles in Christopher’s body went taut. “Say what it is you mean to say and be done with it.”


  Father spread his hand out in front of him. “What other explanation could there be for your difficulties—other than madness.”


  His father’s words came as if down a long hall. His fingers found the edge of the table as he sought to steady himself. “You would consign me to a life in Bedlam to right the wrongs you’ve done?”


  Father continued. “If you will not do what needs to be done, well then I’m sure Marcus will be more amicable to the plans I’ve set out.”


  Marcus. As in Christopher’s cousin, and after him and father, the next in line to the marquisate.


  “How?” Christopher squeezed out past dry lips. “I’m your heir.”


  “Yes. Yes. But it would be nothing to have you carted off for Bedlam. Polite Society would be none the wiser. The doctors would look the other way. And your cousin, Marcus, well, I imagine he would quite gladly marry Miss Winters in order to preserve the family holdings.”


  Bile built in Christopher’s throat and it was all he could do to keep from casting up the contents of his stomach at his gloating father’s feet. Ultimately, the old bastard was correct. Christopher did care. He’d maintained a carefully crafted image for Society. His lies had sustained him all these years. The truth would destroy him.


  Christopher’s mouth went dry, and he lied. “You’re wrong. I’ve not involved Mallen in anything.”


  Father’s brows dipped. “But he’s courting the chit?”


  Christopher’s gaze fell to the forgotten newspaper. “I…”


  His father jabbed a finger at him. “The important thing is that you win the lady over. Charm her. Woo her. Ruin her. I don’t care what you do. But wed her.”


  A chill snaked through Christopher. God help him. Could he sacrifice his honor to avoid the fate his father threatened him with? “You are making the assumption that Miss Winters would choose my suit over Mallen’s.”


  A frown formed on his father’s lips. “Regardless of what I know to be the truth about you, Christopher, Society does not. You are quite favored by the ladies. If you use your charm, I’m sure even you can woo her away from the duke.”


  His father was wrong. Unbidden an image struck Christopher; Mallen on bent knee, reading a poem to a wide-eyed Sophie. The duke would never stumble through the written word. His eyes would never fail to make sense of letters that shifted in and out of focus.


  By nature of Christopher’s flaws, he would never be able to elicit such a reaction from a young lady. As Sophie had pointed out, Mallen knew how to properly court a lady. Not like Christopher, who’d bumbled through his courtship of Lady Emmaline.


  “I can’t do it.,” Christopher said at last.


  “Oh, you’ll do it, Christopher. And do you know why I’m confident of that?” When Christopher failed to rise to the bait, the marquess raised a brow. “Very well, then. I’ll tell you. Because at the end of the day, you are not unlike me.”


  A protestation sprung to Christopher’s lips. “The devil I am.” He’d spent the better part of his life trying to be different than the cruel, calculated marquess. Christopher tugged at the lapels of his jacket and made to leave.


  “Where are you going?” His father shouted after him.


  Christopher paused at the doorway. “I’m not like you.”


  “You might protest, but ultimately you know I’m correct. Just like I know your survival means more to you than anything else. And that is how I know you’ll do your duty and wed the girl.”


  His father’s malevolent laugh followed him as he left. Christopher paused outside the dining room, and breathed deep. The chill inside him had nothing to do with the dark, unlit hall and everything to do with his father’s evil.


  Suddenly, he was filled with a desire to drive back this cold, to see Sophie. It was irrational. Defied logic. But he needed to see her. Mayhap he needed to punish himself with the reality of what his father intended for the young lady. Or mayhap it was to remind himself of the pain she’d caused him during his youth. Sophie hadn’t been unlike his father in that regard.


  He rang for the butler.


  “Yes, my lord?”


  “I’d like my mount readied.”


  The gray-haired servant nodded and rushed off. As Christopher made his way to the foyer, he considered his father’s latest threat.


  “My lord, your horse is ready.” The butler’s monotone voice cut into his ponderings.


  Christopher accepted his hat and fled his father’s lair. As he set out on horseback, he went over his exchange with the marquess. Initially, he’d wanted to avoid marriage to Sophie because she was…hell, she was Sophie, the bane of his existence. She was no mystery Athena in Lord Thomas’s library who’d made him feel a lightness and desire for whimsy that had never before plagued him. Yet at some point, that had shifted. Changed. His desire to avoid marriage now stemmed from a need to protect her from his father’s machinations.


  From atop his black mare, Christopher ignored the passing greetings, wholly focused on his morning meeting. Redbrooke’s familiar white townhouse came into focus, and a sense of purpose propelled Christopher forward. He leapt down and adjusted the brim of his hat. “Hullo, you there.”


  A young boy with black grime coating his cheeks jabbed himself in the chest. “Ye mean me, yer lordship?”


  Christopher nodded. Then, reaching into his jacket front, he pulled out a sovereign and tossed it to the lad. The young boy’s eyes went wide in his face, as though he’d received a king’s fortune. He handed the reins over to the lad. “Wait for me and there’ll be another.”


  “Aye, yer lordship.” The child nodded with such enthusiasm he dislodged the cap atop his oily black hair.


  With determined steps, Christopher approached the front of Viscount Redbrooke’s townhouse and wrapped on the front door. He was greeted by the stoic butler.


  “The Earl Waxham to see Miss Winters.”


  The older servant studied the card. He wrinkled his nose and for a long moment, Christopher thought the older man intended to turn him away, but then with a flick of his chin, he motioned him forward. “If you’ll follow me, my lord? I’ll see if Miss Winters is receiving guests.”


  The other man moved with infinite slowness up the winding staircase, his path intercepted by Viscount Redbrooke. Redbrooke glanced down the stairs at Christopher. The lines of his face settled into a momentary frown before he masked it with a forced grin. “Waxham. Good to see you.” Though his tone said it was anything but a pleasure.


  Christopher suspected the other man’s palpable disappointment stemmed from the fact that Christopher had come calling and not the more distinguished Duke of Mallen. Christopher frowned. He might disapprove of the manner of courtship Mallen had launched, but it would appear Mallen’s plan had worked brilliantly. He thought he should feel a greater sense of success and not this knot-like pressure deep in his gut. He bowed. “Hello, Redbrooke.”


  The viscount waved off the butler. “Ralston, I’ll escort His Lordship to my sister.”


  Ralston bowed. “Very well, my lord.”


  Christopher doffed his hat and handed the article over to the butler.


  Redbrooke clapped Christopher on the back. “I’m sure Sophie will be delighted to see you.”


  The viscount clearly didn’t know his sister at all. It was more likely that Phi would send Christopher to the devil with a wave and a smile.


  He fell into step alongside Redbrooke, who prattled on about the latest addition to his stables; a Spanish mustang he’d purchased from Lord Robertson.


  “He’s a stubborn creature,” Redbrooke groused. “Not the docile, obedient horse Robertson promised.”


  If Redbrooke had only delved a little deeper before making his purchase he would have learned if not properly trained, the Spanish mustang was in fact quite hard-headed. “With the right trainer, he can be a splendid horse,” Christopher assured him. “It’s one of the more intelligent breeds.”


  “Is it?” Redbrooke asked, his tone hopeful.


  At any other time, Christopher would eagerly embrace a discussion on horseflesh. It was a topic he was comfortable with and an interest he’d found great success in over the years. He’d turned his and Father’s stables into the most well-stocked, distinguished ones in all of England.


  Instead, as they walked, Christopher could only focus on how neatly his plan had fallen into place. If he had his way, and with Mallen’s help, Christopher would be free of Sophie and thwart his father’s loathsome efforts.


  He froze as the haunting strains of an unfamiliar melody drifted from behind the open door. The melody, achingly poignant and sad, reached deep within Christopher and wrenched around his heart.


  Redbrooke paused at the doorway to the room, seeming to just realize that Christopher did not follow. He looked over his shoulder. “Sophie is quite accomplished on the pianoforte.”


  Quite accomplished?


  Redbrooke waved his hand. “You’re thinking about that whole business of her performance following dinner. Sophie has always had something of a wild spirit.”


  Truer words were never spoken. It would appear, however, that Sophie Winters also possessed a musical ability to rival the heavenly symphonies. Christopher closed his eyes a moment and allowed Sophie’s playing to carry him off to a far distant place where reality merged with fantasy.


  The pianoforte reached a passionate crescendo and then the melody ended on a discordant note. It forced Christopher’s eyes open. He tugged at his cravat, a flush heated his neck at having reacted so to Sophie’s performance, in front of her brother no less.


  There was a pause.


  Then, jaunty, light notes of the pianoforte drifted out of the parlor.


  Redbrooke motioned him forward, and they entered the room.


  ***


  “You have a visitor, Sophie.”


  Sophie’s fingers froze above the keys.


  She scrambled to her feet so quickly, the backs of her legs bumped the piano bench. The delicate piece of furniture scraped the floor.


  Christopher stood in the doorway, alongside her brother. A victorious grin tipped Geoffrey’s lips and she didn’t know if it stemmed from the fact that Christopher had paid her a visit or whether he felt victorious over having violated her wishes from the dinner party with the Marquess of Milford and his son. In the end, her brother had managed to have his way.


  Sophie bit the inside of her cheek. Then, that was the way of their world. A woman’s wishes meant very little when coupled with the desires of a man. She looked to Christopher expecting to see a mocking glint in his familiar eyes.


  As he bowed, his blank expression gave very little indication as to his thoughts.


  She could only imagine his humor at her efforts on the pianoforte. Even if it was a skill she possessed, Christopher would never do something as gracious as to acknowledge her talent.


  Her friend Emmaline, however, had indicated Christopher was a gracious, attentive suitor.


  Sophie’s lips twisted with wry humor. Not that Sophie considered Christopher a suitor.


  “Sophie?” Her brother shot her a pointed look.


  Sophie dipped a curtsy. “My lord.”


  “Miss Winters.”


  Geoffrey slapped Waxham on the back. “Oh, come. There’s no need to stand on ceremony. We’ve known each other most of our lives.” He looked to the corner of the room where Sophie’s maid, Lucy, stood. “I have business to attend. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll leave you to your visit.”


  Christopher didn’t speak until Geoffrey had taken his leave. “You do play pianoforte.”


  Unsure how to respond to his statement, Sophie said nothing.


  He appeared unwilling to allow the matter to rest. “That is why you spend so much time in this garish parlor. Because of the pianoforte.” He sounded like a man of science who’d just discovered some unexplained bit of information. His gaze scanned the room, and then settled once again on her cheeks, which she imagined were flaming red to match the crimson upholstery. “It is hard to imagine the same young girl I sent fleeing this very room is now an accomplished songstress.”


  “I’m hardly an accomplished…” Her words trailed off. A strand of hair tumbled over her brow and she brushed it back. All these years she didn’t believe he’d remembered his unkindness toward her. The stubborn curl fell back across her eye, yet again.


  Christopher took a step toward her. He brushed the lock back from her face, tucking it behind her ear. “Your parents insisted you play.”


  Her breath caught and held in her breast at the feel of his fingers against her skin. Sophie thought back to that long ago day. Mother, with her pursed lips, and commanding stare, had ordered Sophie to perform. “I didn’t want to play,” she said softly. “I wanted to…”


  “Play with Penelope,” he finished for her.


  With its golden ringlets and blue eyes, Father had always said her doll, Penelope, resembled Sophie.


  A swell of emotion clogged her throat. Christopher could have only been fifteen or so years of age, and yet he remembered something as mundane as the name of her doll?


  He continued, as though he’d heard Sophie’s unspoken question. “Your hair was like spun gold. I’d never seen a color that vibrant—until I saw you traipsing around, hand in hand with Penelope. She reminded me of you.”


  Sophie tried, without success to swallow past that blasted lump in her throat.


  Christopher captured one of her gold curls between his thumb and forefinger. He rubbed the lock back and forth between his fingers. “Even pleading with your mother, you were so remarkably composed.” His eyes fell to her mouth. She trailed the tip of her tongue along her lips. “Your mother tolerated your pleading but she never stood for your show of tears in the presence of company.” Sophie opened her eyes just as he raised the strand of hair to his nose, and inhaled. “I felt so bloody awful reducing you to tears that day.” The corners of his lips twitched. “Your screams could have shattered the windowpanes. The way I saw it, you’d be fine once you were off playing with Penelope.”


  She blinked. “What?” Her mind spun as she tried to make sense of his words. Christopher had deliberately insulted her pianoforte skills…all to spare her from being paraded about?


  It challenged everything she knew to be true of him.


  Christopher released the golden curl. It bounced alongside her cheek.


  Understanding dawned in his eyes. “You believed I was deliberately cruel, didn’t you?” Shocked hurt underlined his question.


  “I…” She closed her mouth. Because she had believed it. “I didn’t know, Christopher,” she said, when he took a step away from her.


  If she’d been so very wrong about that day, long ago, what else had she been wrong about?


  All along she’d thought him no better than the fanged monsters of the Red Parlor. In actuality, he’d been a kind of Lancelot, intending to slay her demons.


  Christopher passed an assessing glance over her face. “Why didn’t you wish to play after the dinner party?”


  She lifted one shoulder in a small shrug, feeling suddenly very foolish over her childish showing for him and his father. “I don’t prefer to play on command,” she said, not willing to admit just how affected she’d been by his insults some fourteen years ago. “It is enough that every other aspect of my life is dictated for me.” There, that wasn’t an untruth. Her love of music was the sole aspect of her life not subject to the whim and fancy of her mother and brother’s wishes and desires.


  “I understand that,” Christopher said, quietly.


  Sophie started at the admission.


  He held his palms up. “When Society places stringent expectations upon you, it becomes very important to hold onto some aspect of one’s life.”


  Her breath caught in her chest. Christopher understands. It was hard to fathom that they could connect on this score, especially considering the history of animosity between them.


  “Are we the only ones to question Society’s norms?” she wondered aloud.


  Christopher glanced to a point beyond her shoulder. “I believe your friend, Lady Emmaline, was not unlike either of us in that regard.”


  Sophie tried to detect whether there was any trace of hurt or resentment to his statement. When Emmaline had severed her betrothal with the Marquess of Drake, Christopher had courted the Duke of Mallen’s only sister. At the time, Sophie had suspected Christopher’s interest had stemmed from his connection with the duke and the advantageous match Emmaline represented. Now, Sophie wondered if there had been more to Christopher’s pursuit of Emmaline.


  “Did you love her?”


  Her words seemed to jolt him. Her cheeks flamed with heat at the boldness of her question. She wanted to call the words back.


  Yet she found, more than that, she wanted an answer.


  His shoulders stiffened and he returned his gaze to Sophie’s. “I deeply admire Lady Emmaline. I always have.”


  Sophie’s heart clenched at his honest admission. It shouldn’t hurt that Christopher held Emmaline in high-esteem when he’d always looked so unfavorably upon Sophie…and yet, it caused a sharp pang. It would be one thing if the young earl had tormented her and Emmaline over the years, but quite another if only Sophie had been the victim of his ill-regard. Never before had Sophie felt jealous of her only friend in the world. Just then, however, an overwhelming surge of hideous, green envy consumed Sophie.


  “You’re quiet, Phi. That isn’t like you.”


  Her toes curled in her slippers. No, she’d always been far too garrulous, saying all the wrong things. “I…I’m sorry you were hurt by Emmaline.” Surprisingly, she meant it.


  Christopher’s expression grew pensive. “I care for Emmaline. I believe in part of that is because of my connection to Mallen, but part of that is who she is. I know my pride was hurt when she wed Drake. Beyond that, I do not believe there was any grand passion.”


  Sophie’s heart lifted in the oddest way. “I am glad.”


  He froze.


  She felt heat slap her cheeks. “Uh, I mean, that is, I am glad you were not hurt by her marriage to Lord Drake,” she lied.


  Christopher began to pace. She studied his long legged stride as he marched a back and forth path over the wood floor. He spun back to face her. “I didn’t want to court you, Phi.”


  Her heart plummeted down somewhere around her toes. She dug deep for indignation but couldn’t battle past the humiliated pain. Even her three long years as a wallflower and being featured with regularity in Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet couldn’t come close to the sting of Christopher’s words.


  I didn’t want to court you, Phi.


  She wrinkled her brow.


  Didn’t.


  Not— I don’t want to court you.


  But rather, didn’t.


  Only a handful of letters, and yet they greatly changed the meaning of his words. It implied he wished to court her, now.


  Her silence must have registered because Christopher approached her. His fingers brushed her jawline and he tipped her chin up. “I didn’t mean to offend you,” he murmured.


  “Thank you.”


  Christopher stroked her cheek with the tip of his index finger.


  A strand of midnight black hair fell across his eye. “For what?”


  “For being honest with me.”


  “Honesty is so important to you?” There was an earnestness to his tone.


  “Of course. Isn’t it important to everyone?” Sophie reached up and shoved the lock back. Her finger brushed against his aquiline cheek and a jolt of heat slammed into her. His gaze fell to her lips. Christopher appeared transfixed. A man under some kind of spell and God help her…she felt the very same way.


  “Miss Winters, you have a caller.”


  She jerked her fingers back. In unison, Sophie and Christopher’s heads swung toward the doorway where the butler stood with a remote look on his wrinkled face.


  Sophie placed several steps between herself and Christopher. “Uh,-thank you, Ralston.”


  The Duke of Mallen entered the room. He bowed. “Miss Winters. I’ve come to claim you for our walk.”


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  In a great showing of disrespect to the distinguished hostesses of Almack’s, Miss S.W. arrived twenty minutes late to Almack’s Assembly Rooms and was turned away from the hall.


  ~12~


  If one had told Sophie a mere fortnight ago that the Duke of Mallen would be escorting her along one of the many walking trails of St. James Park, she’d have accused them of madness.


  Her glance strayed from the Duke of Mallen’s chiseled features to the gardens of flowers off in the distance. She expected she should feel elated at having garnered attention from the much sought after, very eligible, young duke. Why, every last lady from ten to one hundred and ten clamored for Mallen’s notice and here it was, bestowed, oddly enough upon her—plump, garrulous, incorrigible Sophie Winters.


  All she could think of, however, was Christopher’s odd, yet honest visit. For days she’d believed his courtship had stemmed from his sense of familial obligation. Now, however, she wasn’t altogether sure.


  “How very odd to see horses flying through Hyde Park.”


  A gentle spring breeze kissed her skin and freed a lone curl from the intricate coif arranged by her maid. She tucked the strand back behind her ear.


  “Hm-mm,” Sophie murmured. The strand came loose yet again and fell across her eye. The Duke of Mallen shot her a sideways glance. A half-grin tugged at his lips.


  “And my, if that isn’t Lady Jersey dueling with Lord Applesbey in the middle of the walking path,” he said.


  The duke was amicable. Abundantly charming. So why, at this moment, was she thinking about Christopher?


  “Is she?”


  Mallen gave a solemn nod. “Oh, yes. And if that isn’t Lady Caro cheering on Lord Applesbey.”


  His words, finally registered. Sophie came up short and looked around.


  “Ahh, I see I’ve at last secured your attention.”


  Sophie winced. “My apologies, Your Grace. I’m afraid my mind wandered.”


  “Did it?” he drawled.


  “It did,” she confessed, until she realized he was being glib.


  Sophie sighed. This wasn’t going well at all. Oh, if her mother and Geoffrey learned she’d insulted the duke on an outing, well then they’d probably see her wed old, lecherous Carmichael as penance for her ill-behavior.


  “Forgive me,” she said.


  He inclined his head. “No apologies are necessary, Miss Winters.”


  “You are too gracious, Your Grace. I’ve been unpardonably rude.”


  His smile broadened. “I must admit, I’m not accustomed to being ignored.”


  “How very humble of you, Your Grace.” The words slipped past her lips and it was entirely too late to call them back. She groaned, the sound swallowed by the duke’s booming laugh.


  “I say, I don’t remember when I’ve enjoyed myself this much,” he confessed after his laugh had faded to a small chuckle.


  Sophie grimaced. “Really, Your Grace? If this is your idea of enjoyment, then you’ve been remarkably deprived.”


  He inclined his head, his expression growing somber. “You know, we dukes aren’t ones to be freely entitled to anything light-hearted. Early on, we learn to be strict, somber, and stoic.”


  Mallen softened those words with a smile but he clearly spoke with an element of sincerity underlining his admission. As long as she’d known Emmaline, Sophie had marveled at the freedoms enjoyed by the Duke of Mallen and his family. Only now did she realize that with his title came far greater limitations than she’d imagined of them.


  “You’ve turned all serious on me, Miss Winters.”


  “I feel badly for you.”


  He turned to face her, a question in his emerald green eyes. “No man likes to be the recipient of pity,” he said.


  “Nor any woman,” she added.


  He nodded. “But then, I was not the one pitying you, Miss Winters.” His gentle reproach caused her to sigh.


  She was making quite a bumble of this whole outing with the young duke. “Forgive me.” And because he deserved clarification, she continued. “It is not that I pity you, but rather your status.”


  The gaze he passed over her face grew more pensive. He urged her forward and they resumed walking. “I swear you are the only woman in the entire realm to speak unfavorably upon my title.”


  Sophie waved her hand. “Oh, it is not that I look unfavorably upon it. I just imagine that it is…well, difficult, to go through life under such close scrutiny, desired for your position.”


  “Well,” he muttered.


  “I’m doing a rather poor job of explaining myself.” It didn’t escape her notice that he didn’t disagree. Sophie felt remarkably sure that this would be her last visit from the duke. “I understand to some extent what it is like to be closely scrutinized.”


  “This Lady Ackerly person you speak of so often?” he supplied.


  She nodded. “Yes. Lady Ackerly reports almost daily about my missteps and flaws. It garners the fleeting interest of the ton that sees me as an amusing diversion…but there are no stringent expectations placed upon me. To Society I’m merely Miss Sophie Winters, an incorrigible miss. But you,” she looked at him, and his gaze held hers. “You, Your Grace are expected to be above reproach and you do so admirably. I, on the other hand would fail miserably if I were to possess such a distinguished title as yours.”


  The duke took her hand. He gave it a firm, but gentle squeeze. “You do yourself a disservice, Miss Winters.”


  The duke hadn’t strung together anything more than the most polite utterances in the three years she’d known him, and now he defended her character. He possessed a gallantry that would melt any debutante’s heart. Why, she wasn’t a debutante and his quietly spoken assurance warmed her through.


  “Thank you, Your Grace, but I know what I am.”


  The duke raised a brow once more. “Oh, and what is that?”


  She gave a little shrug. “I am incorrigible. I say the wrong things. I somehow manage to find myself in scrape after scrape. I have a love of all pastries.”


  Mallen said nothing for a long moment. When he spoke, his words came out almost introspectively. “Do you know, I find I rather prefer that about you, Miss Winters?”


  “My love of pastries?”


  His smile deepened. “Your love for pastries, I understand. However, I referred to those unconventional attributes you spoke of.”


  Unconventional attributes. That was certainly one way of putting it. Sophie snorted. “You should tell that to my mother and brother.”


  “What of Waxham?”


  He caught her when she stumbled. “Christopher?” she repeated and then heat suffused her cheeks at the use of the young earl’s Christian name. “I-ah, that is, Lord Waxham?” she corrected herself. “I merely used his given name because we’ve known each other since I was in the nursery and…”


  “I didn’t say anything about your use of his name,” he interrupted with a trace of humor in his tone.


  Sophie closed her mouth. Stop talking, Sophie. Stop talking, this instant.


  “You’ve known him your entire life.”


  She gave a curt nod. “I have,” she said, upon realizing that his gaze was trained forward. They came to stop at St. James’s Park Lake. He stared out at the waterfowl with a singular intensity, and then glanced back down at Sophie.


  “You gave him a good deal of trouble as a child,” he said.


  Sophie chewed at the inside of her lip. How was she supposed to respond to such a statement? If she were to protest, and list all the mean, horrible things Christopher had said and done to her as a young girl, then she would sound childish. Now, with a woman’s mind and maturity to her years, Sophie could acknowledge that she hadn’t been altogether kind to Christopher. In that, the duke was indeed correct.


  “You’ve gone quiet,” the duke observed, calling her back to the moment.


  “You are rather interested in my history with the earl,” she countered.


  The duke grinned. “You are as bold and spirited as my sister.”


  Sophie smiled back. “Thank you.” Most young ladies wouldn’t like being compared to the duke’s sister. After all, it hardly inspired romanticism to be likened to one’s sister. In Sophie’s case however, he’d paid her the ultimate compliment. Emmaline possessed strength, courage, and character not found in most men.


  “How did you meet Chris…Lord Waxham?” she asked, turning the questioning back on the duke.


  He captured his strong, squared jaw between his thumb and forefinger. His gaze seemed to turn inward. “We met as young boys at Eton. Waxham was a remarkably lonely, shy young boy.”


  Those words gave Sophie pause. She thought of the boy she remembered and the man he’d grown into; a leading peer of Society, his company desired by the most respected lords and ladies. “Impossible.”


  The duke looked to her. “Not impossible. Quite true.”


  She shook her head. “I never knew him to be that boy,” she said, at last. No, he’d always seemed so full of confidence. He’d excelled at social graces, unlike the very inept Sophie.


  The duke shook his head. “No, I imagine you didn’t. I imagine you saw an entirely different young man. We don’t always present our true selves for Society.”


  Sophie caught her lower lip between her teeth. The duke couldn’t be more right on that score. After all, members of the ton failed to note any of her redeeming qualities. Then, what was the true Christopher? The arrogant lad who’d teased her mercilessly, or the shy, uncertain, friendless child spoken of by the duke?


  Her heart cracked in a painful way at the image the duke had painted of Christopher as a lonely little boy. His life had not been a joyful one. His mother had died when he was a small boy. Sophie imagined it had been quite difficult growing up with the condescending Marquess of Milford as one’s father. She bit down on her lower lip as she considered the very unsettling possibility that she had, in attempt to shield herself from hurt at Christopher’s hands, inadvertently caused him greater sadness.


  “You mustn’t feel guilty,” the duke said, correctly interpreting the reason for her quiet.


  She followed the path of a Great White pelican as it glided into a graceful halt upon the lake. “We weren’t always adversarial toward one another,” she confided and then felt herself blush at the honest admission. Over the years, she’d considered her relationship with Christopher and tried to determine whether one event had turned him into a frowning, disapproving figure. Or had it been a series of moments over the years that had altered their relationship?


  The duke continued to rub his jaw in that introspective manner. “You aren’t solely to blame for your turbulent relationship with Waxham.”


  She said nothing.


  Pause. Then…


  “It says a good deal about your character that you’ll not speak ill of him and how he treated you as a girl.”


  Sophie shifted, not at all comfortable with the duke’s high praise. She’d grown so accustomed to disappointing—her mother, her brother, Lady Ackerly—that she’d forgotten how to field compliments. Her father had really been the last person to compliment her.


  “Thank you, Your Grace.”


  “Sebastian will suffice.”


  She looked to him. “As in your name,” she blurted. “Oh, that wouldn’t be proper.” Sophie could just imagine Lady Ackerly’s article if it were discovered she’d gone and called the duke by his Christian name.


  “I insist,” he said.


  And because she imagined it would cause a greater scandal if she stood and argued with the distinguished Duke of Mallen, she said, “Very well.”


  He neatly steered the discussion back to the topic of the earl.“I’d wanted Waxham to make a match with my sister.”


  The moment Emmaline had severed her age-old betrothal to the Marquess of Drake, Christopher had launched his courtship. At the time, Sophie couldn’t have imagined a more disastrous match for her friend, or any lady, than Lord Waxham.


  Now, she acknowledged that Christopher wasn’t a poor prospect. In fact, he might make the right young lady a dashing husband. As Society’s incorrigible miss, Sophie would never fit that role.


  “He did not have an easy time of it as a child.”


  Again, the duke’s words tugged at Sophie’s heartstrings. “You had said he was lonely at school…”


  Sebastian shook his head. “Not simply at school. His mother died when he was quite young. All rather tragic.”


  Sophie had only been a mere babe of three and therefore, the details of that time in Christopher’s life escaped her. She knew the young marchioness had died in a carriage accident on her way to a soiree.


  “He was just turned eleven,” the duke supplied.


  The well of sadness within her breast filled and threatened to spill over. Odd how she’d never considered how the loss of his mother had affected Christopher. Sophie’s father had died several years ago and the pain of that, well it would never go away. It still snuck upon her at the most unexpected times and robbed her of whatever happiness she felt in the moment. “How hard that must have been for him,” she said quietly.


  The duke nodded. “I’ll not speak ill of the marquess, but being Lord Milford’s son was not easy for Waxham.”


  As a frequent victim of the marquess’ condescension, she’d always wondered at his friendship to her loving, gentle father. Lord Milford’s lip seemed perpetually pulled back in a sneer whenever she was near. For all the times her brother had driven her to madness with his teasing, and for all her mother’s disappointment in Sophie’s attempts at making a match, Sophie had never doubted their love.


  Sophie wandered to the edge of the lake and stared out. She could not imagine what Christopher’s life must have been like as the only child of such a mean, miserable man. How very lonely he must have been. Guilt ate at her for never having considered Christopher’s circumstances—until now.


  Pebbles and gravel crunched loudly under the duke’s boots and he stopped alongside her. She looked up at him.


  And because she should respond in some way to his earlier statement about the marquess, Sophie said, “The marquess isn’t the most good-natured gentleman.”


  Mallen’s lips flattened into a hard line. “The day Waxham learned of his mother’s death, his father slapped him for crying.” A muscle twitched at the corner of his mouth. “He said it was unbecoming to show such emotion, even for one’s mother.”


  Sophie gasped. “That’s horrid.”


  Mallen nodded. “His father’s derision only became worse after the stable fire. He blamed Waxham for the blaze.” He glanced at her from the corner of his eye.


  She caught her lower lip between her teeth. Sophie recalled that night. She had come upon him reading in the stables, and had mocked him for reading to the horses. Shame filled every corner of her person.


  “From that point on, Christopher seemed to care a great deal about the tons perception of him. He strove for complete amicability; always a grin and kind word.”


  “The Christopher you describe is vastly different than the one I have known over the years,” she whispered.


  “Why do you think Waxham is so very different with you, Miss Winters?”


  She lifted one shoulder in a little shrug, suddenly very uncomfortable with this intimate conversation about Christopher. “I’m not altogether sure.” Mayhap he blamed her for the fire that had ravaged his beloved horses. Her heart ached.


  “Perhaps you know Waxham better than most and he isn’t comfortable with that.”


  “That’s preposterous,” she said.


  He lifted a brow. “Is it? Waxham has attained a respectable position amidst Society. He is quite admired. That is, by everyone with the exception of you and his father.”


  Sophie shifted, not altogether comfortable with being placed in the same category as the marquess, especially considering the duke’s latest revelation about the abhorrent father. “Might I speak freely, Your Grace?”


  “Please.”


  “As you know, I have a reputation vastly different than Lord Waxham. I somehow manage to say and do the wrong things. I always have. He took great delight in pointing that out over the years. It was, therefore, hard for me to develop the same impression of Christopher that you, and others have of him.” She glanced down at her hands. “I’m humbled to admit that some of my earlier actions merited his contempt.”


  “You were a child, Miss Winters,” he said, gently.


  “A horrid one,” she mumbled beneath her breath.


  His lips twitched. “I’m trying to imagine you as a small child.”


  “Oh, you mustn’t do that,” she said with an emphatic shake of her head. She dislodged a curl. “I was an utter disaster.”


  “Were you?” The duke looked at her with a sparkle in his emerald eyes.


  “My mother despaired of me ever becoming a proper lady.”


  “You’ve proven her wrong.”


  She smiled up at him. “You are just being polite. Thank you, Your Grace.”


  The duke bent down and retrieved a pebble. He flicked it so that it skipped once, twice, and a third time upon the water’s surface.


  “I wouldn’t imagine a duke skipping rocks.”


  He winked. “I’m not really a proper duke.”


  Sophie stooped down and searched for a suitable rock. Her fingers found a flat, smooth stone. She winked back up at him. “Then you are in good company,” she said and skipped her rock. It traveled four hops before it sank beneath the surface of the water.


  Mallen clapped his hands together. “I’m very impressed, Miss Winters.”


  “Oh, that is nothing. I can skip them a good deal farther.” She sought out another stone. Her eyes collided with a smooth, flat rock several feet away.


  If the rock had just been a bit closer.


  If she hadn’t been in such a blasted hurry.


  If it hadn’t rained last evening.


  Then Sophie would have been just fine.


  As it was, her foot slipped on a patch of mud and she skidded forward, tumbling into the lake.


  Her stomach lurched wildly as she slid unceremoniously into the mouth of the lake, soaking her skirts and slippers.


  Sophie closed her eyes. She could only imagine tomorrow’s copy of Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet.


  Goodness. She was in trouble when she returned home.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S.W. asked Lady Jersey whether she’d read Lady Caro Lamb’s latest work; Glenarvon. Lady Jersey walked away from Miss S.W. without a single utterance.


  ~13~


  With his father’s recent revelation about their impending financial ruin, Christopher knew he really should be closeted away in the old marquess’ office, reviewing the ledgers so he might ascertain the full-extent of their financial woes. There had to be an alternative solution that did not entail Christopher resorting to the contemptible role of fortune hunter or a life in Bedlam.


  A walk, however, often helped him focus on important business matters.


  Yes, a trip through Hyde Park was just the thing he needed to develop a sensible strategy to his precarious state.


  Said trip had nothing, absolutely nothing, to do with Sophie’s morning outing with Mallen.


  “Waxham, so good to see you!”


  Christopher bit back a curse and slowed his steps as Lord Dennington stepped directly into his path. Though he and Dennington’s acquaintance went back to their days at Oxford, they’d always moved in different social circles—in large part because Dennington had always been a worse gossip than the matrons at Almack’s.


  He forced a grin for the foppish lord. “Good to see you, Dennington,” he lied. He had important matters to attend to. Christopher went to step around the podgy earl, which was no easy feat considering the other man’s girth.


  Dennington held up a staying hand. “Did you hear?” he said in a whisper that carried a good distance away.


  Christopher sighed. The one minute he’d spent in Dennington’s company was one minute more than he cared to. He made to step around him.


  Dennington matched Christopher’s movement, effectively blocking his escape.


  “Did I hear what?” Christopher didn’t bother to bite back the impatience in his question.


  “About the Duke of Mallen.”


  Christopher froze. His spine stiffened. Perhaps he did care about what Dennington had to say after all. “What about Mallen?”


  The other man gave a pleased nod. “Glad I have your attention, now. All quite scandalous,” he said. “One never expects a scandal from the duke. From her perhaps. But never him.”


  Christopher’s head spun as he tried to keep up with Dennington’s rambling. His stomach tightened. “From her?”


  “The incorrigible Miss Winters,” Dennington supplied. He gesticulated wildly with his hands. “If that isn’t an unlikely pairing? The flawless Duke of Mallen and the hoydenish Miss Winters are walking in St. James’ Park. Can you imagine?”


  Christopher’s hands balled into fists at his side. He’d rather not imagine. Christ, what was Mallen doing, taking her on a walk through St. James’ Park? With its location near the clubs on St. James’ Street, everyone knew it was not the place for an unmarried lady who wished to protect her reputation.


  Encouraged by Christopher’s silence, Dennington continued prattling on. “I have to be honest. I’m not altogether certain why he’d go about courting her.”


  That single condescending statement jerked Christopher’s attention back to the moment. It mattered not that the courtship had been fabricated by Christopher and Mallen. A haze of fury momentarily clouded his vision. He arched a single brow. “Oh?”


  Dennington was either a dolt or too absorbed in his latest morsel of gossip for he didn’t appear to heed the lethal edge in Christopher’s utterance. “It is no wonder she remains unwed. Why she’s nothing more than a plump, unseemly bit of—”


  Christopher punched Dennington in the nose, knocking the other man upon his arse.


  Dennington’s eyes went wide in his fleshy, pallid cheeks that stood in stark contrast to the blood streaming down his bulbous nose. “Whatever did you do that for?” he cried.


  A small crowd converged upon them. Christopher cursed at the unwanted attention. He leaned close to Dennington, who whimpered like a wounded pup. “If you ever, and I mean ever, utter Miss Winters’ name, I swear I’ll do more than blacken your eyes. Is that clear? You aren’t even to greet the lady in passing.”


  The whimpering dandy nodded so emphatically, he dislodged his beaver hat.


  Christopher stormed off. This time, with more purpose in his step as he made the long trek to St. James’s Park, wishing, not for the first time, that he’d taken his mount.


  Fury fed his movements. When Christopher had enlisted Mallen’s support, he’d never imagined his friend would do something so callous as to jeopardize Sophie’s reputation. Why, a walk through St. James’s may as well be tantamount to an offer for an unwed lady’s hand. Anything else was incomprehensible.


  Not for the first time since he’d concocted the blasted scheme to thwart his father, the guilt churning inside of him threatened to boil over.


  Sophie was a young, unwed lady. Mallen had been correct in his reservations…they both risked endangering her heart.


  His stomach tightened and he picked up his pace, until he reached St. James’s Park. He paused and scanned the open land. Less crowded than Hyde Park, it would still be nigh impossible to single-handedly locate a specific person…in this case, two specific someones.


  With a curse, Christopher resumed his search, finally admitting to himself that his walk had everything to do with Sophie. And Mallen.


  Christopher gritted his teeth so hard, his jaw ached. He flexed it and continued on his course until he reached the walking trail that led to the central lake.


  Mayhap the fool Dennington had been wrong about Mallen and Sophie. Mayhap they were in fact in Hyde Park. Mayhap…


  He froze.


  At the edge of the lake, stood a tall gentleman alongside a lush, blonde woman. The sunlight glinted off her crown of golden curls. Just then, a faint breeze rustled her pale yellow skirts. For an infinitesimal moment, the fabric clung to the young lady’s gently flared hips, highlighting her rounded buttocks. She looked up at the man beside her.


  And all the air left Christopher.


  Sophie?!


  Christ. He squinted.


  No. It couldn’t be.


  He took a step closer, and another until her familiar face pulled into greater focus.


  Except, it was.


  When had Sophie developed into this winsome goddess? He staggered back a step.


  Mallen tossed his head back and even with the distance between them, his laughter carried over to Christopher’s ears, the sound grating on every last one of his already frayed nerves. He didn’t care to analyze why he wanted to plant a facer on Mallen’s affable face and toss him into the lake. Or why he wanted to place an appropriate amount of space between Sophie and the bloody duke. Propriety aside, Christopher all but sprinted toward Sophie and Mallen.


  A cry rent the otherwise quiet park. Christopher’s heart froze suspended in his chest, and then resumed beating a frantic rhythm as Sophie stumbled and pitched forward into the lake. Christopher picked up his pace, tugging his jacket free as he ran. He reached the side of the shore just as Mallen waded in and fished Sophie’s damp figure from the shallow depths.


  The moist material clung indecently to her voluptuous form, hugging every delectable curve of her body; a mocking reminder that gone was the girl who’d taunted him and in her place was this nymph who beckoned him.


  “What in the blazes are you doing?” Christopher snapped, tossing the garment over her shoulders.


  Sophie glanced up, her cornflower blue eyes went wide in her pale cheeks.


  “Waxham,” Mallen greeted as casually as if they were meeting in a drawing room.


  Christopher spared a single glance for Mallen, and then directed his attention back to Sophie. “Are you mad?” he hissed. “Do you know the scandal you’ve caused here?”


  “Actually I do,” she said underneath her breath. She folded her arms across her chest, hugging herself.


  Damn if she didn’t look fetching in his jacket.


  “And you,” Christopher shot at Mallen, “a walk through St. James’s Park? Whatever were you thinking? No, you weren’t thinking,” Christopher said when Mallen opened his mouth to interject.


  “I prefer St. James’s Park.” Mallen spoke with all the authority befitting his station as duke. In his world, he could go where he pleased without fear of censure.


  Unlike Christopher, who’d spent the better part of his life living with the fear of being discovered as an idiot who couldn’t read a bloody sentence without giving himself a megrim. The reminder of his flaws only fueled his ire. “Are you trying to ruin the lady’s reputation?” he snapped.


  Sophie covered a gasp with her fingers. “Christopher!”


  Mallen’s brows dipped. “If you were anyone else, I’d call you out for such a charge.”


  And if Christopher had been anyone else, he might have been intimidated by the other man’s frigid glare. Alas, this was Mallen. He’d known him back when he’d been putting toads in his sister’s teacups. It would take more than a glowering visage to unnerve Christopher.


  Christopher returned his attention to Sophie. “Where is your maid?”


  She lifted one shoulder in a little shrug. “I sent her for a walk.”


  His eyes slid momentarily closed. “No wonder you find yourself in Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet,” he muttered.


  Sophie took one, two, three steps until less than a hairsbreadth separated them. “I beg your pardon?”


  “I said…”


  “I heard you,” she snapped.


  “Then why did you say…”


  “Because I’m trying to convey suitable outrage.” Sophie’s chest heaved up and down with the extent of her upset.


  He stared transfixed, unable to remove his gaze from the sight of the plump white mounds of her décolletage.


  Sophie tugged his jacket closed, a pink, becoming blush stained her heart-shaped cheeks. “Did you hear what I said, Chris…my lord?”


  He yanked his gaze away. “No.”


  Mallen folded his arms across his chest. “The young lady was wisely pointing out that you are in fact causing undue attention.”


  Christopher looked around and for the first time noted the gentlemen who’d halted their mounts and now gawked like they’d come upon a riveting stage performance right there on St. James Street.


  He took Sophie gently, but firmly by the arm. “Come along.”


  “Christopher,” she hissed. “Whatever are you doing?” Sophie dug her heels in with the same contrary stubbornness she’d demonstrated as a baby sinking her teeth into the tender flesh of his palms.


  “I’m escorting you home,” he growled and tried to urge her forward.


  Sophie remained rooted to the ground. It would appear the only way he’d get her out of this blasted park was if he tossed her over his shoulder.


  As though she’d followed the primitive direction his thoughts had taken, her eyes narrowed. “Do not even think of it, Christopher.”


  “Your brother will thank me.” He squeezed the words out past tight lips.


  “He most certainly will not.” She nodded none too discreetly toward Mallen, who stood off to the side, arms folded across his chest. He studied Christopher and Sophie with thinly veiled interest.


  Christopher’s eyes lingered a moment on Mallen and his gut clenched. Based on Sophie’s words, it would seem Christopher’s scheme was going to plan. He expected to feel relief that Redbrooke had turned his marital aspirations for Sophie on the duke.


  Instead, Sophie’s subtle reminder of the viscount’s intentions to wed her off to Mallen burned like alcohol thrown on an open wound. His gut churned.


  “Christopher?” Her hesitant question called him back to the moment. “Are you all right?”


  His breathing grew rapid as he confronted the shattering realization that he didn’t want Mallen to court her. He didn’t want anyone to court her.


  Christopher dropped her hand as if burned. He took a hasty step backwards. What is this? It defied logic. This was Sophie Winters. The bane of his childhood existence. The hoyden who’d tormented him when he’d been a boy. The girl he’d blamed for the fire in his father’s stables.


  And God help him, if he didn’t want her. “Nothing is the matter,” he said at long last, his voice hoarse to his own ears.


  Everything is the matter.


  When had this happened? Just then, it occurred to Christopher that he’d not given thought to the mystery Athena from Lord Thomas’s library since Sophie had re-entered his life.


  He extended his arm. “We’re leaving.”


  “I’ll see her home,” Mallen interjected, his jaw set at a stony angle.


  The hell you will.


  ***


  Sophie’s gaze moved between the two gentlemen. Her brother had once said that there was a greater likelihood of horses flying than her being courted by the Duke of Mallen.


  She peeked at the sky. Hmm. No horses there. It did, however appear that the duke’s intentions were serious where she was concerned.


  And…


  She looked at Christopher. The firm set to his square jaw, and the muscle that ticked at the corner of his eye indicated Christopher’s annoyance.


  Her heart flipped painfully in her breast. Christopher didn’t believe she was good enough for the duke. In fact, the very proper earl would rather create a scene then leave her alone with the Duke of Mallen. After years of Christopher’s aloofness, Sophie had thought herself accustomed to his disdain. The pain that knifed through her proved how very wrong she was. Her toes curled inside her sopping wet slippers. She’d never before resented him the way she did now.


  Mallen’s gaze caught and held hers for a moment. He frowned, returning his attention to Christopher. “I escorted the lady here. It is only appropriate I see her home.”


  Christopher’s hazel eyes snapped fire. “I’ve known the lady’s family for some time. I imagine they’d prefer I help her from this latest scrape she’s gotten herself into.”


  Oh, the lout.


  She dipped the tip of her wet silk slipper, beyond all hope of repair into a patch of mud and flicked it in his direction.


  Thwack!


  The thick, soppy dirt landed on the front of his fawn-colored breeches. It proceeded to drip a thin, muddy trail down his legs, and onto his boots.


  Christopher jerked as though she’d fired a pistol at his chest and not merely a small bit of dirt onto his once immaculate attire.


  “Uh-my foot slipped,” she said, when his gaze narrowed on her.


  Mallen chuckled and gave Sophie a slow wink that said he knew there’d been no accident there. They shared a smile.


  “And for the love of Christ, stop winking at her,” Christopher bit out.


  Mallen’s brow furrowed. “I didn’t wink at her before this.”


  “You winked at her during Lord and Lady Cavendish’s ball.”


  The lines in Mallen’s forehead deepened. “Did I?”


  Christopher ticked it off on his fingers. “During your first set and a second time when you fetched her ratafia. This is now the third. Stop winking at her.”


  Sophie started. What an odd thing for Christopher to note not once, not twice, but three times.


  The sun dipped behind a cloud and she shivered, tugging Christopher’s too large jacket close.


  His gaze snapped over to her. “You are cold, Sophie. Let me escort you home.”


  Did she imagine the gentleness to his offer?


  He held out his arm. Sophie hesitated a moment, torn. She caught her lower lip between her teeth and troubled the flesh, knowing with all the intuition of a lady who was written about regularly in Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet, that whatever decision she made just then, would be the wrong one.


  She placed her fingertips in Christopher’s, and he guided them to the crook of his sleeve.


  The Duke of Mallen cleared his throat. Her head whipped in his direction. “You needn’t go with the earl, Miss Winters. I’d be glad to see you home.” A thread of regret underlined his gallant offer.


  She gave a small smile. “Thank you, Your Grace. You’ve been gracious enough. I’m very sorry to have created such a scandal.”


  He bowed. “Think nothing of it. I must say I don’t remember smiling quite this much.”


  She laughed. “You are too kind.”


  “If he was kind, he wouldn’t allow you to stand here catching your death of cold,” Christopher said, sounding more and more like a petulant child and less like the polished earl so respected by Society.


  The duke directed a long, stern look toward Christopher who appeared immune to the duke’s displeasure.


  Fearing the two gentlemen would come to blows right there in the middle of St. James’s Park, and Lady Ackerly would have one more bit of gossip to report in her scandal rags, Sophie gave Christopher’s sleeve a gentle squeeze.


  The slight pressure seemed to pull him back to the moment. He shook his head. “Good day, Mallen.”


  Sophie opened her mouth to make her good-byes, but Christopher propelled her forward. She looked over her shoulder to the duke and found him frozen at the lake’s edge wearing the most bemused expression. With a sigh, she returned her attention to Christopher.


  “My maid…”


  “Again, you should have considered your maid before you dismissed her.”


  Sophie gritted her teeth at his high-handedness. “Must you be so contrary?”


  His lips turned down at the corners. “Contrary?”


  She slashed her free hand in the air. “I do not know how you’ve managed to convince the ton you are so affable when you are so…so…”


  He raised a single black brow. “So?”


  “Combative.” The word burst from her lips with a violent intensity and all the fight drained out of her.


  Christopher halted so suddenly, she stumbled against him. Their hips collided, and her thigh brushed against his sculpted, muscular leg. In spite of her wet garments, a wave of heat radiated from where their bodies touched, and sent shivers of awareness racing along her spine.


  She swallowed hard.


  He tipped her chin upward, seemingly unaware of how attuned her body was to his every move. This time, there was no mistaking the gentleness in his hazel eyes. “I’ve been boorish, Phi. Forgive me.”


  Under any circumstances, Christopher’s apology would have raised warning bells. Staring up at him, Sophie felt herself hopelessly lost in the specks of gold and green dotting his irises. He studied her with a singular intensity; the way a man might study an old familiar lover. The warmth inside spread to her belly and fanned out, filling her, consuming her.


  She swallowed. Why, this was utter madness. This was…this was…Christopher.


  “Phi?” he whispered.


  The use of her childhood moniker should have grated. It always had. Only this time, it seemed to roll off his tongue like a silken endearment.


  “Yes?” Her response came out as a breathy whisper.


  His gaze roved a hot path over her face, lingering upon her lips and for one, long, hopeful moment she thought he might kiss her.


  “If you do not remember the way to Miss Winters’ home, I can escort the lady,” the Duke of Mallen’s droll voice cut into their exchange.


  It was as though Sophie was once again submerged beneath the surface of the lake. Christopher glared over his shoulder at the duke, and then with Sophie’s hand tucked in his elbow, continued walking.


  Sophie struggled to keep up with the brisk pace he set for them. Her breath came out in little gasping puffs. “Slow down.”


  “I’m trying to hasten our escape before we earn any further notice,” he muttered.


  Still, Christopher slowed his step.


  She sneaked a quick look at the passersby who continued to study her and Christopher. A small sigh escaped her. Once again she’d fulfilled his very low-expectations of her. “Your efforts are futile, Christopher.”


  The stretch of silence allowed her to consider the scandal she’d caused this afternoon. Her mother and brother would be livid that her outing with the duke had ended in such a dismal manner. At any other time the impending lecture she was to face would have consumed her thoughts. This time, she couldn’t stop focusing on the subtle shift that had occurred between her and Christopher. Her body had responded to his nearness with a savage heat and intensity that frightened and baffled her.


  Never before had she seen him as anyone other than the boy who’d teased her and the young man who’d disdained her.


  Until now, that is.


  “You’re quiet, Phi. That’s not like you.”


  She smiled. He knew her better than mayhap anyone, which might account for the discomfort she’d felt whenever he was near.


  “I would love to know what thoughts are swirling through your mind.”


  Sophie tripped. Those words. So very familiar. Spoken by another gentleman in a candlelit library.


  “What is it, Phi?”


  Odd how she’d not thought of her Odysseus in the library since Christopher had begun coming round. Until now. She took a deep breath, shoving back her foolish musings.


  “Nothing. You just…reminded me of someone.”


  Christopher looked at her with that same warm concern that was wreaking all kinds of havoc on her emotions. She wished he would stop being so…so…blasted caring. He was throwing into question everything she’d believed about him all these years, and it forced her to consider the possibility that he wasn’t the unkind, aloof gentleman she’d taken him for.


  They reached the main entrance to the park.


  “Miss Winters!”


  Sophie groaned as her maid came tearing at an unladylike pace toward them.


  “I’m fine,” Sophie said hurriedly when Lucy reached her side.


  Lucy’s dark brown eyes conveyed her disapproval. “Whatever have you done now, miss.”


  The ever so slight emphasis on that one word stabbed at Sophie’s pride, reminded her of how Society saw her. “I…”


  “How do I explain this to the viscount?” Lucy snapped.


  “Miss Winters needn’t answer to you,” The steely edge to Christopher’s words seemed to reach the maid.


  She blushed. “I…” Lucy began, but her sentence trailed off. “My apologies, Miss Winters.”


  “It is fine,” Sophie said, waving her hand.


  Christopher held his arm out once again. “Now, I suggest we go, lest you catch your death of chill.”


  Sophie placed her fingertips in his yet again.


  Christopher had made the claim that he did not want to court her. He’d alluded to the fact that he did so out of some obligation.


  Just then, however, his palpable concern at the lakeside and his defense of her now to Lucy were the actions of a gentleman defending his lady.


  The thought was preposterous.


  Impossible.


  But if Sophie were being truthful with herself…quite…wonderful, indeed.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Miss S W created quite a stir at St. James’s Park when she took a tumble into the St. James’s Lake. More noteworthy, however, is the seeming rivalry between the Duke of M and Earl of W for the young lady’s affections.


  ~14~


  Two hours and fifteen—now, sixteen minutes.


  Sophie’s glance slid away from the clock atop the mantle in her brother’s office, over to where Geoffrey sat behind his desk.


  It had taken two hours and ten minutes longer than usual for her to receive the summons to Geoffrey’s office following her scandal at the lake.


  Geoffrey drummed his fingertips on the opened ledger that rested atop an otherwise immaculate surface.


  The grating rhythm threatened to drive her mad.


  Sophie shuffled on her feet. After several hours with no word from Geoffrey, she’d thought he might say nothing about her latest scrape at St. James’s Park.


  A sigh escaped her. Mere wishful thinking on her part.


  As she awaited his stern rebuke, she made a mental list of all the faux pas she’d committed that afternoon. There’d been the trip through St. James’s Park with the duke when everyone knew no respectable miss would dare accompany a gentleman so close to St. James Street.


  Then, she couldn’t very well have challenged the duke’s decision to take her walking in that forbidden park. Nor, truth be told, had she wanted to. Certain liberties were afforded a lady of her age. A frown pulled at her lips. She’d thought she was afforded certain liberties.


  Or mayhap Geoffrey would scold her for her tumble into the lake.


  Or allowing Christopher to escort her home instead of the duke.


  Or having gotten into a hackney with Christopher and her maid.


  Or…


  “Lucy informed me that you’ve been visiting London Hospital.”


  Sophie blinked. She hadn’t been expecting her visits at London Hospital to be the reason for Geoffrey’s displeasure.


  Geoffrey went on. “Lucy says you’ve been playing the pianoforte for the wounded soldiers there.”


  Lucy had a bigger mouth than the carp Sophie had used to catch in Father’s lake. She took a breath, prepared to defend her recent outings at the hospital.


  A grin formed on Geoffrey’s lips. “Well done, sister.”


  She wrinkled her brow, uncertain of the direction of this latest scolding.


  “The duke serves on the board of London Hospital. Did Mallen suggest you visit the hospital?”


  “Mallen?” She knew she sounded like a sapskull, but there was no helping it. Whatever was her brother talking about?


  “If Mallen suggested it, then I want you to continue your visits.”


  Sophie opened her mouth to correct his error, and then promptly closed it. It hardly behooved her to explain it had in fact been Emmaline who’d initiated Sophie’s visits to the hospital. If the only reason Geoffrey allowed her to attend was to encourage the duke’s suit, so be it. For then, Sophie would still be able to continue her trips to the hospital.


  “Are we done, here?” Sophie shifted on her feet.


  Geoffrey snorted. “Hardly.”


  So he did plan to scold her for the incident at the lake. Oh blast, she’d had enough. “Well, get on with it, Geoffrey.”


  “Get on with what?”


  Sophie spun on her heel. Mother sailed through the doorway, wearing a silly smile on her ageless, if plump cheeks.


  “Hullo, Mother.” Sophie greeted.


  Mother responded with a giggle. “Well-done, Sophie. It would appear you were correct.”


  Hmm. Based on Mother’s girlish response, it appeared she was pleased with Sophie’s latest scandal. This was a rather unexpected turn of events.


  Mother clapped her hands. “Don’t you have anything to say, daughter?”


  A wave of heat flooded Sophie’s cheeks. It took very little to piece together just what had earned Geoffrey and Mother’s approval. “Uh, thank you?”


  Mother came to a stop in front of her. She claimed her hands and spun her around in a circle. “I must be truthful. When you first claimed you could bring a duke up to scratch—”


  “Not just any duke,” Geoffrey chimed in. “The Duke of Mallen.”


  “Yes, yes,” Mother exclaimed. “Whenever you told us you could bring the duke up to scratch, well I thought you were madder than King George himself.”


  “We both did,” Geoffrey tossed out for good measure.


  Sophie tapped her toes on the floor. “I’m flattered.” They apparently were so smitten with the idea of her having snared the Duke of Mallen’s attention that they either ignored or failed to hear the sarcasm in her tone. “So I’m not here for a lecture from you?” she asked hesitantly, then immediately wanted to call back the impulsive question.


  “Oh, I didn’t say that,” Geoffrey drawled.


  She folded her arms across her chest. Alas, she should have known better.


  “You, once again are responsible for several pieces of unwanted gossip.”


  “Geoffrey,” Mother said.


  Mother and son shared a look. Then Geoffrey sat back in his chair. “Very well. I promised Mother I would let the matter rest.”


  “What?” Sophie blurted. Her mother wasn’t known for her magnanimity where Sophie’s escapades were concerned.


  Mother inclined her head. “I think it is more important that we focus on what you’ve accomplished.”


  “You mean my fall into the lake?”


  “Don’t be silly, Sophie,” her mother snapped.


  “She refers to Mallen and Waxham,” Geoffrey said with a heavy amount of impatience in his tone. “It seems you were correct.”


  Geoffrey claimed Sophie had been right about something. He hadn’t reprimanded her for the incident in the park. Mother was pleased with her. Yes, the world had gone all topsy turvy on Sophie.


  Geoffrey continued. “It is no longer prudent to accept Waxham’s suit.”


  Sophie’s heart did a funny little leap. “Did he ask for permission to wed me?”


  Her brother shook his head. “The marquess indicated an offer of marriage would be coming soon.”


  The organ beneath her breast crashed down, somewhere to the vicinity of her toes. It was a foolish, inexplicable reaction. Whyever would she want Christopher to make her an offer of marriage? They were two very different people. He was the proper, sought-after earl…and she was, well—the Incorrigible Miss. Sophie would do better with a gentleman who did not fear Society’s censure. Say, a gentleman who would steal into his host’s library and pilfer his brandy and flirt wildly with her.


  Her mother and brother exchanged a look. “You are quiet, Sophie.” Geoffrey’s tone said he was leery of such an uncharacteristic reaction from her.


  “It’s just that…that…”


  “What?” her mother prodded.


  Sophie sank into the leather winged-back chair at the foot of her brother’s desk. “Christopher doesn’t want to court me.”


  “Don’t be foolish,” her mother said, settling into the chair alongside Sophie. “Tell her not to be foolish, Geoffrey.”


  “It doesn’t matter whether or not he wants to court you. He is.” It didn’t escape her notice the manner in which he danced around their mother’s order. “And I’ll not accept a bid for your hand until we ascertain the extent of Mallen’s interest.”


  She studied the palms of her hands. Geoffrey spoke with such a calculated matter-of-factness about her future. But what was she to say in return? That she wanted to be courted not because a gentleman was being forced to do so? That she wanted to be loved? He’d scoff at such fanciful yearnings.


  Mother reached over and took her hand. “We mustn’t be hasty and accept a lesser man.”


  Sophie frowned. “Christopher isn’t a lesser man.” Granted he didn’t possess the ducal title held by Mallen, but most young ladies would trade their baby finger to wed the earl.


  Her mother and brother exchanged a look. “He isn’t a duke, Sophie,” Geoffrey pointed out in a tone he might reserve for a small child.


  She shifted, her stomach tightened at her title-grasping mother and brother’s ill-words about Christopher. It mattered not that a short while ago, she would have eagerly agreed with their unfavorable opinion of him. Something had shifted. Perhaps it was the universe. But, something had changed between her and Christopher.


  She bit the inside of her lip, shamed by her family who prattled on about the Duke of Mallen and his recent visit. Whatever would they do when they discovered the Duke of Mallen had invited her for another walk through Hyde Park? Dance a lively country reel of happiness throughout Geoffrey’s office?


  “Sophie?” Her mother tried to gain her attention.


  Sophie shook her head. “I’m sorry. I was wool-gathering.”


  Geoffrey and Mother exchanged a look. “Do you think you can bring the duke up to scratch?”


  Not a chance in God’s good Earth. “Uh, yes?” The truth was that she’d merely suggested the duke’s name to her brother and mother as a means of ending their plans to see her wed Christopher.


  Then, as if he were a mythical creature come to life, the young duke had shown up and added truth to the words she’d uttered to her family. Sophie expected she should feel…more than this apathy that plagued her. After all, how many times had she and her friend Emmaline yearned for suitors who would visit, recite poetry, bring flowers? Sophie had experienced that yesterday and remained oddly…empty.


  She told herself it was her mother and brother’s desperate grasp at the Duke of Mallen’s title that sat heavily on her heart.


  She told herself that.


  But she knew she lied.


  “Are we done here, Geoffrey?” Sophie asked with a touch of impatience. The last thing she cared to do was discuss a possible strategy to secure the most advantageous union. It was all so…calculated.


  Geoffrey waved his hand. “Yes, yes. I wanted to tell you that I’m very pleased with you.”


  He spoke to her like she was a small child who’d earned her parent’s favor.


  A knock sounded at the door and Sophie looked up to where a servant stood framed in the entrance.


  “Miss Winters has a visitor. I took the liberty of showing the Earl of Waxham to the Red Parlor.”


  Sophie told herself that the joy that filled her was only because Christopher had rescued her from this meeting with her brother and mother.


  Geoffrey waved his hand. “We’re done here, Sophie.”


  She gritted her teeth at his high-handedness and took her leave.


  As she made her way to the Red Parlor, she considered her meeting with Geoffrey. For whatever reason, the Duke of Mallen had decided to court her.


  It defied logic.


  And deterred Geoffrey from making a match between her and Christopher.


  Sophie should want nothing more in the world than a match with Mallen. Just one step shy of royalty, he was witty, charming, and more handsome than a gentleman had a right to be.


  Of late, she found she preferred Christopher’s too-long dark locks to Mallen’s golden halo.


  She stepped into the parlor.


  Christopher stood at the window, staring down into the street below, his hands clasped behind his back.


  She used the moment as an opportunity to study him. This man before her, the one who’d rescued Duke, who’d defended her to Lucy, was so very different than the man she’d known over the years. All the girlish resentment she’d carried for so long had begun to fade.


  As though he sensed her presence, Christopher spun on his heel. He smiled. “Hullo, Phi.”


  Sophie expected after their recent meeting and the scandal she’d created in the park that he would be if nothing else, faintly disapproving. “Hello, Christopher.”


  She stepped into the room and took a seat.


  He studied her with an inscrutable expression. “I came to see how you fared following your recent swim.”


  Her lips tugged at the corners. “I’m doing splendidly. Thank you for your assistance.”


  Christopher sketched a bow. “I imagine your brother was quite put out with you.”


  A frisson of guilt unfurled within her belly. She couldn’t very well explain that Geoffrey had been far more understanding because of the duke’s courtship. Suddenly uncomfortable, Sophie motioned to the seat across from her. “Please sit, Christopher. I’ll call for refreshments.” She didn’t wait but rather rang instantly for a servant to fetch tea and pastries.


  He waited for the servant to take his leave and then slid into the seat closest to her. His finger beat a steady rhythm along his thigh, drawing her attention downward. Goodness, she’d never before noted how…how very masculine, how very muscular he was. She fanned herself. Young, unwed ladies weren’t to notice a gentleman’s legs. If her mother ever found out the unseemly direction her thoughts had wandered she’d have a tower built and lock Sophie away in it.


  “I say, did you hear me, Phi? You haven’t developed a fever, have you?”


  Sophie realized she’d been cooling herself and froze. She jerked her gaze upward, heat staining her neck and climbing up to her cheeks. “Uh, I’m sorry. No. No fever.”


  “I asked if you’d like to fetch ices at Gunter’s.”


  “What?”


  “You know, ices. Delectable, cool treats you can find at…”


  She laughed and swatted at him. “Don’t be silly. And ices would be delightful.”


  “Splendid.”


  A servant appeared with a tray of pastries and tea. Sophie waited until he took his leave before reaching for a pastry. “Ooh, a lemon mince tart. I swear they are one of my…” Her fingers stilled over the tray. She yanked her hand back.


  Christopher motioned to the tray. “No need to wait on my account, Phi. After all, we’re friends.”


  “Is that what we are?” The words slipped out, and she was unable to call them back.


  “I like to think so.”


  “Who would have imagined you would ever consider me a friend?”


  Christopher reached over for a tart. He held it out to her. She accepted it, there fingers brushing. “We’ve grown up.”


  Sophie nibbled at the edge of the treat. Yes, they were no longer children. Funny how that truth had eluded them until only just recently.


  “So Mallen’s been courting you.”


  She choked around a mouthful of the flaky, lemon treat.


  Christopher reached over to pat her on the back but she waved him off.


  “Fine. Fine,” she managed.


  He folded his arms at his chest. “Well?”


  Sophie directed her eyes downward toward the plate. How did he expect her to reply to that statement? “I didn’t know it was a question, Christopher.”


  “Fair enough.”


  She made to take another bite.


  “And?”


  She froze mid-bite. “It seems that way.”


  “What do you mean by that?”


  Sophie sighed. “It seems so very odd. I’ve known the duke any number of years. He never seemed to take note of me before this Season.”


  “Mayhap he’s finally come to appreciate your beauty,” he said, with a solemnity that tugged at her heart.


  “Or mayhap he needs to be committed to Bedlam,” she said under her breath. “Though I prefer your suggestion much more.”


  ***


  Christopher’s gut roiled at her unwitting comment about Bedlam. It reminded him of his father’s threat if he didn’t wed Sophie. Not for the first time since Christopher had developed his scheme, tendrils of guilt snaked around his belly.


  Based on Sophie’s words, she was suspicious of Mallen’s motives and the reality of it was that she should be.


  Only…Christopher’s defense of her beauty was born of truth.


  For all these years, he’d he failed to note her winsome beauty, a laugh that rang like the purest tinkling bells, her clever wit—until now.


  “He’d be mad not to want to court you, Phi.”


  She snorted. “You must have developed the fever.”


  Perhaps he had. Because just then, he couldn’t tear his eyes from that plump, lower lip.


  God help him…


  He stood so suddenly, his legs knocked the small table in front of them, something tumbled to the floor.


  Sophie craned her head back to look at him. “Christopher…” A squeak escaped her when he pulled her to her feet.


  Christopher dipped his head, his lips finding hers and at last explored the sweet beauty of her mouth. He angled his head, and trailed fingers along the curve of her waist.


  A breathy little moan escaped Sophie. It was all the encouragement he needed. He parted her lips and his tongue delved inside the warm contours of her mouth. She tasted of lemon and spice and he wanted to devour her right there.


  His tongue caressed the tip of hers and with a woman’s intuition she followed the age-old seductive dance. Her tongue met his with a wanton boldness.


  Christopher hardened against the soft flesh of her belly.


  Sophie gasped.


  The breathless sound penetrated the madness that consumed him. He made to pull away but Sophie reached up and tangled her long fingers in the strands of hair that had escaped the queue at the base of his neck.


  She tugged the band free and twisted her hands through his hair.


  Christopher groaned. There was something so sweetly erotic about her bold innocence.


  A gasp at the doorway jerked them apart, effectively killing his ardor.


  Sophie’s maid stood, eying her mistress with stern disapproval.


  He looked down at Sophie.


  Sophie blinked and took a hasty step away from Christopher. “Lucy. Uh…” Her words trailed off as she sank back into her seat and folded her trembling hands upon her violet skirts. “Geoffrey is going to be livid,” she whispered.


  “At worst, he’d insist we wed.”


  He started, even as her eyes flew to his, unsure as to where those words had come from. Mere weeks ago, he couldn’t have imagined a more outlandish, disturbing prospect than marriage to Sophie. In a short time, something had changed. Something he didn’t understand. Something he couldn’t explain.


  She looked away. “You don’t want to wed me.”


  Sophie flinched, when he didn’t immediately respond.


  “Phi…”


  She waved her hand. “You don’t have to say anything, Christopher. I know you are only here at your father’s edict.” That had once been true. “What is it? A sense of obligation to my father? A sense of guilt?”


  The lie between them burned like bile in his throat. What would she say to the truth? In his own twisted attempt at self-preservation, he’d allow his father to turn him into a fortune-hunter for a dowry she didn’t even know she possessed.


  “You don’t understand,” he said. Nor could she understand since he couldn’t bring himself to admit the truth.


  Sophie’s lips scrunched up as though she attempted to solve a trying riddle. At last, she nodded. She gestured for him to sit.


  He hesitated but took his seat, with Sophie following suit. She bent down and retrieved an item from the floor, placing a book upon the table.


  His heart sped up. His mouth went dry.


  He stood so suddenly he once again bumped into the table, sending the book falling to the floor.


  “Christopher?”


  “I have to go,” he said, his voice gruff to his own ears


  God, how he loathed the written word. The constant reminder of his failings; a secret shame he carried.


  He sketched a hasty bow and took his leave.


  Sophie was too good for him or his father.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  While attending the Countess of H’s house party, Miss S.W. was observed to be riding astride her mount in the early morning hours.


  ~15~


  From where she sat amidst the other wallflowers, Sophie surveyed Lord and Lady Brackenridge’s ballroom. Lady Ackerly and the rest of the ton would believe she was searching out the Duke of Mallen.


  Her gaze rested upon the dashing, young duke at the corner of the room. He lounged against a white marble pillar, a flute of champagne dangled between his long, elegant fingers. From where he stood, he caught her eye and grinned.


  She returned his smile and then continued her search.


  Lady Ackerly, like the rest of the ton, would be wrong.


  Sophie had it on good authority from a kitchen maid who’d heard from Lady Brackenridge’s groom, who’d heard from the Marquess of Milford’s scullery maid that Christopher would be in attendance. Except she’d been counting the minutes and the minutes had become hours and he remained absent.


  “I wonder who it is you’re searching for, Miss Winters?” The Duke of Mallen drawled.


  Sophie shrieked, earning disapproving glances from the row of ladies at her side. That is until they noted the gentleman who stood before them. Then, they sat forward in their chairs, desperation and hope warring within their wide-eyed stares. Sophie hoped she’d conducted herself with a good deal more pride over the years than the other young ladies she now kept company with, though she wasn’t altogether sure of it.


  She jumped to her feet and curtsied to the duke. “Your Grace.”


  He leaned down. “You know, it hasn’t escaped my notice that you’ve ignored my question.”


  “I was looking for my mother,” she lied.


  The duke used his glass to motion toward the corner of the room. “Over by Lady Tisdale,” he said. “Directly across from you.”


  “Humph. Imagine that. I didn’t even notice.”


  “Apparently not.”


  Sophie groaned. Mother studied Sophie and the duke with a rabid intensity. She wanted the ballroom floor to open up and swallow her whole.


  “Should we wave to her?” he whispered close to her ear.


  A snort of laughter escaped Sophie. She stifled it behind her hand. “She’s a bit obvious, no?”


  “To say so would be ungentlemanly.”


  “But truthful.”


  The duke took another sip of champagne. “You value sincerity.”


  Sophie wrinkled her brow. “Doesn’t everyone, Your Grace?”


  “No. I rather think they do not. It isn’t the way of our world.”


  Sophie looked around the crowded ballroom. Cynical though it was, there was merit to the duke’s statement. Their world was one of thinly veiled innuendos and craftily woven stories. Having become a victim of Lady Ackerly’s acerbic wit, Sophie had developed a greater sense of appreciation for honesty. “It matters to me, Your Grace. It matters a great deal.”


  The usual glint in the duke’s eyes seemed to darken, though Sophie suspected it was merely the candlelight playing off their host and hostess’s chandelier responsible for the uncharacteristic response.


  “Could you forgive a lie?”


  She angled her head and studied him. “That’s a very cryptic question.” He continued to study her with that impenetrable look. “That would depend upon the lie,” she said.


  “What about the reason for the lie?”


  Sophie shook her head. “I don’t believe there are grounds that ever merit dishonesty, Your Grace.”


  “That is very naïve of you, Miss Winters.”


  She smiled. “I prefer to think of it as possessing integrity.” And because she’d had enough of this too serious conversation, she said, “How is your sister?” Emmaline remained in Kent where she and Lord Drake awaited the birth of their first child.


  Mallen’s body jerked at the mention of his sister. Sophie wrinkled her brow at the odd reaction.


  He schooled his features. “She is well,” the duke said, his voice as garbled as if he’d swallowed a mouthful of pebbles. Then, he bowed and took a handful of steps backwards. “If you’ll excuse me, Miss Winters?” With a last, hasty bow, he left Sophie staring after him, and her empty dance card dangling from her wrist.


  Sophie turned over in her mind what she might have done or said to have merited such a swift retreat by the duke. She stole a sideways peek from the corner of her eye. Based on the wistful expressions on the row of ladies alongside her, they wondered the very same thing.


  Goodness, it was moments such as this when she missed her friend, Emmaline, all the more. Sophie would never begrudge Emmaline the much deserved happiness she’d found with Lord Drake. She’d after all had to go to great lengths to bring the marquess up to scratch. As happy as she was for Emmaline, it had been a very long, lonely Season without her.


  Only, Sophie had discovered that joy could come in the most unexpected places…or in this case, from the most unexpected people.


  Her gaze moved throughout the ballroom, and finally found Christopher as he made his entrance.


  Sophie told herself to look away but it was as though a spell had been cast over her and she stared transfixed at Christopher as he moved easily through the crowd. It was hard not to admire the effortless charm he exuded. He wore an easy grin for those he passed; a crowd of people who all seemed eager for a word with the dashing young earl. Sophie sat back in her chair and studied him, marveling at his seeming ability to make whoever he passed feel like the most important person in the room. No one had ever craved her presence in that way.


  She caught her lower lip between her teeth. Prior to her come out, Sophie had always thought she’d prefer to be one of Society’s Incomparables. Since she’d become the victim of Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet, however, Sophie found she preferred anonymity. How very different she and Christopher were in that regard.


  His hazel stare wandered around the room, as though he were searching for someone.


  Her heart kicked up a beat. Foolishness. He wouldn’t be seeking her out.


  Then his gaze collided with hers. He grinned and discreetly tipped his head in the corner of the hall.


  She cocked her head.


  Christopher gave one last pointed look and then continued on.


  This time her heart sped to triple time. His meaning, lost to everyone else, had been quite clear to her. He wished for her to follow him.


  If she were to do so, she would be flirting with ruin. Her absence would surely be noted. As would his. Then, no one would ever assume they’d gone off together. Why, it was more likely that Sophie would be off in a retiring room than meeting with one of Society’s favorite young lords.


  She looked over at her mother, who stood conversing with their hostess, Lady Brackenridge. Careful not to raise undue attention to herself, Sophie stood and skirted the edge of the ballroom, all the while casting glances about the room. Alas, after hours of waiting for something to happen, mayhap a scene between Christopher and the duke, the ton had apparently grown tired of studying her.


  She wound her way through their host’s impressive home, wondering all the while if she’d imagined Christopher’s signal. After all, what could he possibly have to say to her that couldn’t be said in polite company? Or worse…what if it were another woman whose attention he’d intended to attract?


  That insidious thought invaded her mind like a fast-spreading poison. Her fingers clenched into tight fists at her side as she imagined Christopher with some other, nameless woman. At one time she wouldn’t have cared if he’d gone to the devil let alone carried on with some scandalous widow. Now, thinking of him with another burned at her insides as Sophie confronted the staggering truth of her jealousy.


  The soft tread of her silken slippers echoed along the empty marble halls. Sophie turned the corner just as Christopher entered one of the rooms. She hurried to the door, and pushed it open.


  She peered in and then stepped inside, closing the door behind her. “Christopher?”


  “Were you expecting someone else, Phi?” he teased.


  A little sigh slipped past her lips and she leaned against the door, embracing the blessed silence.


  The rows of leather bound books caught her attention.


  The library.


  Her eyes slid closed as she remembered back to a different library. A masked gentleman. And wicked spirits. How much had changed in so little time. Her Odysseus had been a fantasy; a dream of a man. Christopher, however, was real.


  “What are you thinking, Phi?”


  Sophie opened her eyes and walked over to where he stood at their host’s sideboard. “I was thinking of someone.”


  His eyes narrowed into thin, impenetrable slits and it occurred to her that he didn’t appear to like the idea of her ruminating over another any more than she liked thinking of him with another woman. It was a rather heady sensation this feeling of inspiring jealousy in him.


  “Who is this someone?” The words came out smoother than the silken edge of a blade.


  Sophie lifted her shoulder. “Emmaline,” she lied.


  “That is hardly flattering to a man’s ego.”


  She giggled.


  He held his glass of brandy up.


  Sophie pressed her fingers to her temples; the moment merged into that night not very long ago.


  He angled his head. “What is it?”


  Foolishness.


  She shook her head, the slight gesture rattled the wood panel. “’Tis nothing,” she said at last.


  He proffered his glass. “No thank you,” she murmured. Since her meeting with the mysterious Odysseus at the masquerade, she’d forever sworn off spirits.


  “Never tell me you’re afraid to try a sip of brandy?”


  Sophie wasn’t afraid to try it. She was afraid to try it, again. “I’ve drunk brandy before, Christopher.”


  His eyes widened. Good, she liked that she’d shocked him.


  “And?”


  And she’d paid with a wicked megrim the next day. “I don’t care for it.”


  “I’d wager there is a story behind that furrowed brow.”


  She smiled. “You’d win that wager.”


  She should turn on her heel and leave. If they were discovered, she would be ruined. They’d be forced to wed. Instead, Sophie wandered deeper into the room.


  He jerked his chin to the spot beside him. Sophie hesitated, and then sat. The scent of him; a rich combination of sandalwood and brandy wove about her senses, more intoxicating than any fine liquor.


  Christopher’s arm came to rest along the back of their seat. His fingertips brushed the sensitive skin along the tops of her shoulders. She swallowed, and looked up at him to determine whether he was affected by her nearness the way she was by his.


  His gaze was fixed upon the rapid rise and fall of her breasts. Before this moment she’d always been ashamed of her plump décolletage. With the heated gleam in Christopher’s hazel eyes, it was hard to feel anything other than this heady sensation of a woman who’d captivated a man.


  He captured a golden ringlet between his fingers and studied the strand. “Is it truly possible we’ve known each other this long and never felt this pull?”


  She swallowed around a lump in her throat. With trembling fingers, she reached up to caress the firm line of his square jaw. The tip of her finger rested upon the faint cleft there. “We were quite awful to each other as children.”


  Christopher released the lock. It bounced back into a tight curl against her lip. “We were.”


  She blew back the piece of hair but it fell promptly back into place. “You teased me a good deal.”


  He brushed the tip of his finger along her lower lip. “You weren’t the sweetest young girl, Phi.”


  Sophie swatted his hand. “Only because you were so unconscionable.”


  “Was I?”


  She nodded. “Horribly.”


  “Phi?”


  “Yes?”


  “Do you really want to spend this time talking about the childhood years we spent fighting one another?”


  Her mouth went dry. “I shouldn’t be here,” she whispered.


  ***


  No truer words were ever spoken.


  When Christopher accepted the invite to Lord and Lady Brackenridge’s soiree, he’d done so with the most dishonorable of intentions. He’d intended to follow through with his father’s directive and compromise Sophie. All Christopher’s honor and integrity had been replaced with a blood-curdling fear of being locked away in Bedlam for the remainder of his days.


  He’d entered the hall, sought her out, and lured her to Lord Brackenridge’s library, knowing very well the likelihood of their timed departure being observed and discovered.


  Only, Christopher had come to appreciate her wit, intelligence, and…the candlelight bathed her face in a soft glow— the depth of her beauty.


  She deserved more than this…more than him.


  It struck Christopher that he cared more about her happiness than he did his father’s plans for him.


  He could not ruin her reputation.


  Not even to save himself.


  “You need to leave, Phi,” he said, quietly.


  She tipped her head at an endearing little angle. “What if I don’t want to leave?”


  His eyes slid momentarily closed as he battled the selfish desire to keep her at his side. “Go,” he said, his tone harsher than intended. However, they danced with disaster. Christopher needed her to flee. He needed her to save herself from the threat of scandal.


  Hurt flooded Sophie’s eyes. She jutted her chin out. “Tell me you want me gone, and I shall leave. Tell me you don’t want me here.”


  Resplendent in her diamond encrusted pale pink gown, with generous breasts cresting the floral bodice of her glittering décolletage, he could sooner cut off his left arm than set her free. Christopher didn’t care about the threat of scandal, the lies between them—he only knew and felt her.


  “I don’t want you to leave, Sophie.” It was the first honest thought he’d had that evening.


  She smiled and leaned close. “I know,” she whispered. Again, that loose golden tendril he’d released from her intricate chignon fell over her brow. He reached up and tucked it under the thin diamond band that rested like a shining halo upon her shimmering gold locks.


  Christopher cupped the back of her satiny soft neck and rubbed the flesh.


  A little moan escaped her. “I’m sure I shouldn’t say this, but that feels delicious.”


  He lowered his brow to hers. “I like that you’re honest with me, Phi.” You crave her honesty, but you’ve been duplicitous in your intentions for her. He crushed the jeering voice inside his mind and lowered his head.


  “I thought you didn’t like me,” she blurted.


  His mouth froze a hairsbreadth away from her bow-shaped lips. He pulled away. That had been true at one time. Everything had since changed.


  “Christopher?”


  “Of course I like you, Phi.” He sat back and rested his head along the back of the ivory striped sofa.


  “You haven’t spoken to me in years.”


  “That’s not true.”


  She pinched his arm. “I’ve already said hello and good-bye do not count, Christopher.”


  Christopher draped a hand over his eyes as he weighed just how much to reveal to Sophie. For the easy camaraderie that had developed between them in the past weeks, the prospect of humbling himself at her feet, of acknowledging his greatest failings dug at his insides. What woman, especially one of Sophie’s intellect, could respect a man who struggled to read?


  His throat moved reflexively.


  Her brow wrinkled. “Are you all right?”


  “Fine,” he said, his word garbled to his own ears. “Sophie, we were both awful to each other over the years. We had a way of knowing each other’s greatest weakness and using that to hurt one another.” That was as close as he preferred to get without acknowledging the whole truth.


  “Very horrid of us.”


  He felt the first real stirrings of amusement that night. His lips twitched. “Yes. It was.”


  “We’re no longer children, though,” she said and her husky alto better suited to kisses and forbidden whispers reminded him of all the wicked things he wanted to do with her.


  Christopher lowered his head. Her breath, fanned his lips…


  “You courted Emmaline.”


  Only Sophie could douse his ardor as quick as she’d enflamed his senses. He quirked a brow. “Do you really care to discuss my courtship of Emmaline again?”


  Her wide, unblinking blue eyes indicated that she very well did. Christopher would never fully understand a woman’s mind. There was nothing less Christopher wanted to consider than Sophie with another man. Yet, in this moment, instead of allowing him to kiss her senseless, Sophie preferred to discuss his courtship of her dearest friend.


  He sighed. “I already told you, Phi. I’ve known Mallen since we were children.”


  “You’ve known Geoffrey since you were children.”


  “And?”


  “Is that why you’ve been courting me?”


  Christopher realized with a dawning awareness that for all the time they’d spent together these past weeks, Sophie still mistrusted his motives. His sweet, prudent Sophie. She had the good sense to be cautious of him.


  It felt like he were one slip away from saying the absolute wrong thing. He picked his way carefully around his next words. “Sophie, I like being with you. That is why I’m courting you.” The lies between them reared their ugly head but Christopher tamped them down. Originally his interest in Sophie may have been born of his father’s ultimatum, but somewhere along the way, all that had changed.


  “Christopher?”


  A long breath of air escaped him. “Yes, Phi?”


  “Is it wrong that I want you to kiss me?”


  He groaned. “You need to go,” he pleaded.


  Fire lit her eyes. “No.”


  His mouth closed over hers…


  A startled gasp cut through the stillness of the room.


  “Oh my goodness! Miss Winters!”


  Christopher looked to the doorway and his stomach clenched.


  Bloody hell.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Though not of particular note, Miss S.W. was seen at the Bartholomew Fair. What is of particular note was the manner in which the young lady rescued the dog used in the bear-dancing routine. Also noteworthy was the manner in which Miss S.W. ran from the fairgrounds with the dog in her arms.


  ~16~


  Sophie tumbled from atop the perch of soft contentment she rested, and careened back down to earth.


  Her gaze flew to the doorway where a bevy of spectators stood, witness to her social demise. And there at the center of the macabre scene were her mother and brother.


  When Sophie had been a girl of five, her brother Geoffrey had tossed her into the lake upon their family’s country estate. She’d sunk beneath the dark, icy surface. Water had filled her throat and lungs until she’d been consumed by a cloying helplessness.


  This moment was not remarkably unlike that horrific day from long ago.


  Sophie’s stomach churned and in a paltry attempt to blot out the shame and fury radiating from her mother and brother’s eyes, she buried her face within the crook of Christopher’s shoulder. Her efforts were for naught. Until she was gone from this earth, she would forever feel that keen sense of disappointment; greater than all other moments in her past.


  “Waxham.” Her brother’s voice fairly dripped rage. “Remove your hand from my sister’s person this instant.”


  Sophie’s eyes fell to the Aubusson carpet. She wanted to pull back the red trim border of the fabric and tug it over her head. She’d counted no fewer than five people alongside her mother and brother.


  As if a warrior of old defending his lady, Christopher stood and placed himself between Sophie and Lady Brackenridge’s guests.


  It did little, however, to shield Sophie from Lady Brackenridge. The thin, wrinkled older woman stepped into the room, clapping her hands. “Now, now. We’ve seen enough here.” The victorious glint in her eyes was the response of a woman who knew she’d stumbled upon the latest on dit.


  “Sophie, come along, now,” her mother barked.


  Sophie jumped to her feet, but not before Christopher reached for her hand, and leaned down to whisper, “I’ll do right by you, Phi.”


  She managed a jerky nod, knowing that equated to an offer of marriage.


  Even though he didn’t want to, he would wed her. It was as though a vise were being squeezed about her heart. He would do right by her…but not because he desired a match with her.


  “Sophie,” her mother said again. “Come.” Mother wrapped her fingers around Sophie’s forearm and all but dragged her from the room, and through the same halls Sophie had wandered ten, twenty, thirty minutes ago? Some point in Christopher’s company, time and reality had all fallen away.


  A half-sob, half-laugh lodged in her throat.


  Her mother shot her a silencing look.


  They didn’t speak again until they were safely ensconced within their carriage.


  Sophie slid into the seat opposite her mother. She pulled back the red velvet curtain that covered the window and peered at Lady Brackenridge’s townhouse, awash in candlelight. The glow radiated off the carriage window. Sophie rested her head against the glass, expecting the surface to feel warm against her skin. Instead, the cool of the glass chilled her already trembling form.


  “Drop that curtain, Sophie,” her mother snapped.


  Sophie did as she was bid. She held her palms up. “Mother…”


  “Not a word. Not a single word.” Rage poured from her mother’s blue eyes.


  She tried again. “I’m sorry…”


  Her mother’s bitter laugh interrupted her paltry attempt at an apology. “Do you think an apology can fix what you’ve done this evening, Sophie?”


  “Christopher will offer for me,” Sophie said. Surely that certainty would appease her mother and brother’s ire. Not that she wanted a husband whose hand had been forced in such a public manner. There were, however, certain scandals a young lady’s reputation could not weather. Being discovered alone, locked in an intimate embrace with a gentleman…tears flooded Sophie’s eyes. She blinked them back.


  “You don’t comprehend the damage you’ve done, Sophie. Your brother and I have been very tolerant of the scandals you’ve created over the years. But this,” her mother hissed. She slashed the air with her hand, “this is beyond the pale. For if Waxham doesn’t offer for you…”


  “He will!” He’d said he would, amidst a sea of witnesses. She couldn’t imagine the man she’d come to know would so callously abandon her to weather this scandal on her own.


  “For if he doesn’t,” her mother went on as though Sophie hadn’t spoken. “You’ll be ruined and no one will want you.”


  This wouldn’t serve as a time to remind Mother that she’d hardly been sought after before this scandal.


  The carriage door opened and Geoffrey climbed inside. Sophie curled her fingers into tight little fists until her nails dug painfully into the soft flesh of her palm. The door closed behind him with an ominous click.


  He slid into the seat beside their mother, giving him a direct vantage of Sophie. His gaze, however, remained fixed on the velvet curtain that shielded them from view.


  The carriage lurched forward and Sophie’s stomach went with it. She swallowed down the bile that surged to the back of her throat.


  “I hope you’re pleased with what you’ve done,” he said at long last.


  Sophie shook her head until she realized Geoffrey’s hard stare remained fixed on the garish, red fabric.


  “I’m sorry, Geoffrey.”


  Geoffrey’s silence stretched until Sophie wanted to toss her head back and scream. She could take the disappointment dripping from his blue eyes. She deserved that. She would even welcome it if he railed at her until his voice rattled the windows of the carriage.


  What she could not take was this portentous, stony silence.


  The carriage jerked to a stop.


  Sophie folded her hands upon her lap and studied her interlocked fingers until a servant opened the door.


  Mother accepted the servant’s help. Geoffrey followed, and then held a hand up to Sophie. “Await me in my office,” he said, his tone low.


  She nodded and made her way up the steps of their home, through the front doors.


  The old butler caught her eye and gave his head a slow, pitying shake. She swallowed hard. It appeared word of her ruin had already made its way here. Sophie all but ran to her brother’s office. She closed the door behind her.


  Mother and Geoffrey were most certainly off in discussion about Sophie’s latest scandal. Her mother and Geoffrey had made it quite clear that her response merited more than an apology. Beyond that, Sophie didn’t know how else she could try to make the situation right.


  She pressed her fingers into her temples and forced herself to relive the moment when she and Christopher had been discovered.


  Except, God forgive her, the taste of Christopher still lingered upon her lips, his touch still burned her skin.


  She didn’t want him to wed her out of a sense of obligation and that was what his offer on the morning would amount to. Yet, she’d discovered only too late that she wanted him to court her and more than that—wanted him to want her; the way he’d wanted Emmaline.


  Her heart turned over at the reminder of his affection for Emmaline. Oh, he’d spoken about his respect for the Duke of Mallen when discussing his courtship of Emmaline, but Sophie had known with a woman’s intuition that there’d been more there. Mayhap not on Emmaline’s part but on Christopher’s…and it ravaged her bruised heart.


  “Sit down, Sophie.”


  Sophie slammed her hand to her breast and spun around to face Geoffrey.


  “Geoffrey…” Her words faded to silence and she promptly slid into the leather winged-back sofa across from his oak desk. It would be better to do as Geoffrey bid, if just this time.


  Geoffrey walked over to the sideboard. He poured himself a brandy, downed the contents, and then filled the glass to the top. This time, he crossed over and propped his hip on the desk until Sophie had to crane her neck backwards to look at him.


  “You insisted you wouldn’t wed Waxham.”


  Sophie held her hands out, palms up to speak, but Geoffrey continued. “You even used Mallen’s title to deter my goal for you and Waxham.” He raised a brow. “Did you truly believe I didn’t see through your efforts? Imagine my surprise when Mallen actually began courting you.” The hot flood of shame burned her cheeks. Her brother never had really held her in high-regard. “You hated Waxham.”


  She flinched. “I didn’t hate him.” She’d resented his treatment over the years, but hate? No, she’d never hated him.


  He went on as though she hadn’t spoken. “Then in a few short weeks you’ve become so enamored of the earl that you’d throw away everything; a possible match with the Duke of Mallen, your reputation, any pride you might have possessed.”


  Sophie tried to swallow past the lump in her throat.


  “Waxham, who’s ignored you for years, of a sudden is paying you court, luring you away from polite company.” Her gaze slid away from his. “Surely you must have wondered at Waxham’s sudden interest?”


  A frisson of unease unfurled along her spine. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said, her mouth dry with fear.


  Geoffrey gave his head a sad little shake. “I don’t think you can comprehend the error of your mistake, Sophie. You will in due time. And I only hope you are able to live with the decisions you made this evening.”


  Ice dotted her flesh at those cryptic words.


  Geoffrey tossed back the remainder of his brandy. “Now, why don’t you find your rooms? I expect I’ll have an early visit from Waxham.”


  Sophie swallowed and fled like the hounds of hell were nipping at her heels. Her brother’s dark pronouncement continued to twist and turn around her brain. Geoffrey had alluded to there being something dishonest, something more sinister behind Christopher’s interest in her these past weeks. At one point, she too had been skeptical of Christopher, but in a short time, she’d come to see him not as the removed figure revered by the ton, but as a real man who laughed and who made her laugh. She set her jaw stonily. Geoffrey was wrong.


  The man she’d left behind at Lady Brackenridge had been one determined to protect her at all costs. She wondered how he’d fared in her absence. A little sigh escaped her. She suspected sleep would be a fickle friend this evening.


  ***


  More than an hour later, Christopher stared out the double windows of his father’s office, his gaze trained out into the ink black, starless London night sky. He’d made his escape from Lady Brackenridge’s shortly after Redbrooke had dragged off Sophie.


  Christopher raked a hand through his hair. He knew ruin had awaited Sophie on the other side of Brackenridge’s library door. He should have insisted she leave before Polite Society converged upon them like hawks devouring their prey. Now Sophie would pay the price with marriage to him.


  A bitter laugh escaped him. His father would be bloody well pleased by the turn of events. In the end, even though inadvertently, Christopher would wed Sophie. She deserved so much more than a hurried wedding to salvage a ruined reputation. Guilt stabbed at him like so many blades pressed to his flesh.


  She would become his wife. At the thought, a calming peace filled him.


  Odd, how so much had changed in so little time. The insecurities he carried, his greatest fear that she knew his failings and delighted in them no longer mattered. Christopher allowed himself to imagine a passel of daughters with blonde ringlets like Sophie’s and her wide cornflower blue eyes.


  His musings brought back remembrances of the young girl she’d been. Christopher’s lips twitched. Sophie had followed him around his father’s country estates with a dogged intensity that, as a young boy, had aggravated him.


  A knock sounded at the door. He glanced over his shoulder.


  The butler cleared his throat, his eyes downcast. “Lord Waxham, you have a visitor.”


  Christopher’s gaze narrowed on the intricate English Bracket clock on the mantle. It was nearly three o’clock in the morning.


  The Duke of Mallen stepped into the room.


  “He said he needed to speak with you on a matter of some urgency,” the butler said, an apology in his tone.


  Mallen eyed him with a stony set to his firm jaw. “Waxham.”


  Christopher inclined his head.


  The servant hurried from the room.


  Mallen closed the door behind them. It would appear whatever his friend intended to say wasn’t for the ears of passing servants.


  “Can I offer you a brandy?”


  Mallen’s brows dipped. “I’m not here on a social visit.”


  No, Christopher rather thought there was more to the duke’s early morning call. He gestured to the leather sofa.


  “You and Miss Winters left quite the scandal in your wake.”


  His chest tightened. It would have been the height of foolishness to have expected a different outcome. “Did we?”


  Mallen’s eyes narrowed into thin, dark slits. “Imagine my surprise to learn the Earl Waxham, so above reproach compromised Miss Winters.”


  A dull flush worked its way up Christopher’s neck. He tugged on his suddenly too tight cravat. He’d come to expect stern disapproval from his father—but never Mallen. Mallen had been the one person to stand alongside him through all the darkest points in his life; the death of his mother, the cruelty of his father, the years of shame he’d known as a student.


  Mallen couldn’t possibly hate Christopher any more than Christopher hated himself. He swiped a hand over his brow. “It’s been a long evening, Mallen.” He shot a pointed look over to the doorway.


  Mallen folded his arms across his broad chest, wearing his go-to-hell-expression.


  “I’m not in the mood to discuss this with you, Mallen.”


  Mallen stepped deeper into the room “Oh, I’m sure.” The caustic bite to his tone threatened to singe Christopher where he stood. “Tell me this. Were you or weren’t you discovered kissing Sophie Winters?”


  He shifted as the wave of guilt grew. He couldn’t bring himself to respond to the question. Sophie deserved more than Christopher gossiping about her to Mallen.


  Mallen stormed across the room. He dragged Christopher up by the lapels of his jacket. “I’ll ask you one more time. Did. You. Kiss. Her?”


  Christopher held his hard stare. “You seem very concerned about Miss Winters.”


  His friend tightened his hold on him, his black glower darkening. “This is not any young lady, Waxham. This is Sophie Winters. She is my sister’s dearest friend.”


  Christopher inclined his head, as his friend’s reaction began to make more sense. “So this late visit stems from your sister’s relationship with Miss Winters?” He didn’t allow Mallen to respond. “Rest assured, Mallen, I intend to do right by the young lady. I plan to visit Redbrooke first thing in the morning and offer marriage.”


  Mallen released him with such lightning speed that Christopher stumbled against the desk. The young duke spun away from Christopher, presenting him with his back. “Why did you invite me into your scheme? Why, if you intended to offer for the lady anyway? Why, Waxham?” There was an aged weariness to Mallen’s tone; of the like Christopher had never before heard from the other man.


  Christopher cleared his throat. The rest of Society could go to hell…but Mallen’s opinion mattered a great deal to him. “It wasn’t intentional. It was…” His words died on a breath of air. “Christ.”


  His friend turned back to face him, a frown on his lips. “What?”


  The realization sank like a stone in Christopher’s belly. It churned and twisted until he thought he might be ill. This was incomprehensible. Inconceivable.


  “You’ve grown to care for her.” He wanted Mallen to deny it; wanted him to laugh at the preposterousness of it all. According to Lady Ackerly’s reporting on Sophie, she’d had only a handful of dances, two walks in Hyde Park, and several visits from the distinguished peer.


  Then, with Sophie, it didn’t take much more than that.


  Mallen looked away.


  And Christopher had his answer. He raked a hand through his hair. “Mallen—”


  “Shut the hell up,” Mallen snapped.


  “I didn’t intend for this to happen.”


  Mallen’s upper lip pulled back in a sneer. “Come now. You’ve never thought this all through. I warned you that you played a dangerous game with the young lady.”


  Only neither of them had considered that Sophie’s heart wasn’t the only organ to be endangered by Christopher’s scheming.


  “You needn’t have agreed to help me,” Christopher said.


  The left-handed jab spun Christopher around and knocked him to the floor. A momentary black haze clouded his vision. Christ, Gentleman Jackson would have been proud of such a punch. He pressed a hand to his bleeding nose and peered up at Mallen. “I deserved that,” he said around blood-smattered fingers.


  Mallen towered over him, chest heaving. “Miss Winters is entirely too good for you. She’s entirely too good for either of us.”


  “You are right,” Christopher said. Christopher had thought the very same thing more times than he could count on his two hands. “Regardless, I’ve come to care for her.”


  His friend passed a hard, probing stare over Christopher’s face. “Do you love her?”


  Christopher started. Did he love Sophie? He’d come to care for her in the past weeks. He desired her. He enjoyed her company. But love? “Love isn’t required.”


  Mallen’s upper lip pulled back in a sneer. “Why don’t you tell that to Miss Winters?”


  “I’m sorry you’ve been hurt, Mallen. That was never my intention. Will you stand up with me when I marry her?”


  His friend made a crude gesture with his hand. “Go to hell, Waxham.”


  With a final, black look he stepped over Christopher’s prostate form and left him alone to confront the reality of what he’d done.


  His friend had been closer to the mark than he possibly knew. There was a special place in hell reserved for Christopher and his father.


  “I’m proud of you, Christopher.” As if the devil himself had summoned him, the Marquess of Milford stood framed in the doorway. An uncharacteristic smile formed on the old bastard’s hard, unyielding lips.


  Christopher climbed to his feet. “How long have you been there?”


  His father arched a white brow. “Long enough to see Mallen knock you to the floor.” He waved his hand about. “Doesn’t matter.” A rusty laugh squeezed out of the marquess’ throat. “I imagine the duke isn’t accustomed to not getting his way. In the end, Miss Winters chose you. Did you tup the girl?”


  Christopher’s hands balled into tight fists at his side. It was all he could do to keep from storming across the room and beating his father bloody. He looked past his sire’s shoulder and the fight went out of him. In the end, Christopher had no one to hate except himself. The marquess hadn’t ruined Sophie…those actions belonged to Christopher alone.


  He dropped his chin to his chest.


  “Not that it matters,” his father went on, either oblivious or uncaring about the internal battle that raged within Christopher. “She’s ruined and has no choice but to accept you. Still, it would be better if she was sullied for anyone else. That way we wouldn’t have to worry about Redbrooke trying to pass her off to a better chap.”


  The viscount would be wise to do just that. Any number of lords would be more deserving of Sophie’s hand. Mallen’s visage came to mind. Christopher gritted his teeth. He was truly a bastard because even now, even if it meant Sophie’s happiness, he didn’t want to see her wed to anyone other than himself.


  “Be sure you are at Redbrooke’s first thing in the morning. The last thing we need to provide the viscount is time to realize you’re hardly the gentleman Society believes you to be.”


  He dropped his head into his hands, as his father took his leave, a maniacal laugh Christopher’s only company as he was forced to confront the ugly truth of what he’d done.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  It is been purported that Miss S.W. was seen at Mary Somerville’s lecture on her understanding of the night sky at the Royal Astronomical Society. As this individual who looked markedly like Miss S.W was wearing breeches and a hat, the identity cannot be wholly confirmed and shall therefore, remain wholly speculative.


  ~17~


  Christopher handed his beaver hat to Viscount Redbrooke’s butler.


  The servant wrinkled his nose as though he found Christopher’s company distasteful. He appeared to be a good judge of character. “If you’ll follow me, my lord.” He didn’t wait to see if Christopher followed but made the long climb up the winding staircase to the main floor of the house.


  With each step he took, Christopher’s guilt grew and grew until it was a living, breathing force that threatened to choke off his air supply.


  He could not in good conscience enter into a union with Sophie unless he confessed all; his father’s ultimatum, Christopher’s efforts to thwart his father, Mallen’s role in helping him.


  Yet, he knew with an intuition that had protected him from public shame all these years that the moment Sophie learned the truth, the gentle lightness that had grown between them would be shattered. She could never look at him the same.


  Nor would he be able to blame her.


  The butler stopped outside Redbrooke’s office. He glanced over his shoulder and then opened the door to announce Christopher.


  Christopher paused at the entrance and took a long, slow breath.


  “Enter,” Redbrooke called out.


  Perhaps Sophie needn’t know the truth after all. Perhaps they would both be best served by her ignorance of Christopher’s sins.


  Redbrooke didn’t pick up his head from the documents in front of him. “Waxham.”


  The butler took his leave and Christopher moved into the room. He stopped at the foot of Redbrooke’s desk, and waited for the other man to finish reading the papers that occupied his attention.


  As he stood there, all the age old insecurities that had haunted Christopher reared their ugly head as he was forced to confront the reality; Redbrooke would require him to read and sign off on legal documents. His eyes closed and he counted his shallow breaths until they slowed.


  When he opened his eyes, Redbrooke’s gaze was trained on him. “Sit.” His command was no polite offer.


  Christopher slid into the seat across from Redbrooke. He cleared his throat. “I wanted to begin by apologizing for…”


  “For?” Redbrooke interrupted. He arched a single brow.


  The viscount apparently intended to make this exchange as uncomfortable as possible for Christopher which was no less than he deserved. Christopher didn’t have any siblings but he tried to imagine if he was in the other man’s position and some undeserving gent had compromised his sister. He was confident that he wouldn’t do something as polite as offer the man a seat across from him to discuss a marital contract, but would instead greet the bastard across a dueling field at dawn.


  “I’m sorry for the shame I’ve caused Sophie.”


  Redbrooke tossed his pen down. Black ink smattered the documents atop his otherwise orderly desk. “Sophie caused her own shame. She’s been the bane of my existence for two, now three years.”


  Christopher gripped the arms of his chair in an unrelenting grip. It was all he could do to keep from dragging Sophie’s pompous brother across the desk and punching him in the face. “This wasn’t her fault, Redbrooke.”


  “No, it wasn’t. And I’d wager it was all quite intentional on your part.” Christopher started. “Oh, come now, do you take me for a fool?” Redbrooke pressed. “Your father owed my father quite a significant debt.”


  “I didn’t know,” Christopher said, his voice hoarse with shame. “That is, I didn’t know until only just recently.” There were enough lies between him and Redbrooke.


  The viscount sat back in his chair. “Tell me what else you only just recently learned about.” He folded his arms across his chest and studied Christopher like he was a piece of grime at the bottom of his boots.


  The dowry.


  The word dangled in the air between them, unspoken but no less real for it.


  When it became clear that Christopher didn’t intend to speak, Redbrooke’s lips curled in a sneer. “I assume you know Sophie is worth a fortune.”


  Christopher’s gaze slid to the floor. It didn’t matter that he’d decided not to go forward with his father’s demands and deliberately compromise Sophie—because in the end, he’d ruined her reputation all the same. He imagined that it would be a waste of energy to dispute that with Redbrooke. Nothing about Christopher’s actions in the past twenty-four hours seemed at all honest. “I’m not marrying your sister for her dowry.”


  “No, you’re marrying her because you ruined her.”


  He flinched.


  Redbrooke apparently grew tired of bating Christopher. He turned his attention to the leather folio in front of him, opened it, and scanned the top page. “Here,” he said, and jerked his chin toward the pen.


  Christopher hesitated.


  “Go on. Take it. Read it.”


  Christopher reached for the legal document with damp palms, fighting to steady his fingers. Mayhap this time the words would make sense. Mayhap this time they wouldn’t dance upon the page.


  He looked at the sheet.


  Alas, this day wasn’t one for miracles. A painful pressure built behind his eyes as he ever slowly picked through the sentences.


  “I’ll spare you the time reading it,” Redbrooke said, seeming unaware of the silent battle being waged inside Christopher. “You’ll of course receive Sophie’s 100,000 pounds. I ask that Sophie receive no less than 1,000 pounds in pin money annually.”


  “Of course,” Christopher said with a nod. Hell, she could have all the money. It meant nothing to him.


  Redbrooke continued. “In the event of your death, I want half the sum to revert back to Sophie.”


  Christopher nodded. “That is fine.”


  Redbrooke’s lips turned down at the corner and Christopher suspected the other man had anticipated more of a fight in terms of the marital contract.


  Christopher made quick work of signing the formal documents.


  More than thirty minutes later, all the documents had been signed.


  Redbrooke blew on the top sheet and then stuck it inside the leather folio. “It is done.”


  A chill filled him at those ominous three words. “Does she know?” He forced out the question.


  Sophie’s brother leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. “Know what? That you ruined her reputation for her dowry?”


  Redbrooke had made up his mind about Christopher’s intentions and the truth of it was that Christopher’s actions, from the outside, looked quite black. Self-loathing warred with hatred for his father who’d forced Christopher into the role of fortune-hunter.


  No, he had no one to blame but himself. Christopher could have told his father to go to hell and hoped the threat of Bedlam was just that, a threat.


  “My mother will insist on an elaborate wedding.”


  “No. I’ve come from Doctor’s Common.” Christopher reached inside the front of his jacket. “I obtained a special license from the Archbishop,” he said, displaying the document in hand. “We’ll wed within the week.”


  Again, the other man sneered at him. “Do you fear her dowry will slip from your greedy clutches if the bans are read for three consecutive Sundays?”


  Christopher didn’t want to wait any longer than need be to make Sophie his wife. Again, it had nothing to do with her dowry and everything to do with protecting her and her already tarnished name.


  The fight seemed to leave Redbrooke on a lengthy sigh. “Very well.” The weariness in his tone belonged to a man who knew he was largely powerless.


  “I ask that you please not say anything about her dowry.” When the time came to discuss the truth, he wanted to do so without interference from the viscount.


  “I really don’t care what the hell you want,” Redbrooke spat. He clasped the front of his jacket and gave a tug. “Get the hell out of my sight, Waxham. Your presence sickens me.”


  Christopher understood that. He didn’t much like himself in that moment. He stood.


  Redbrooke called out, and Christopher froze. “For a long time, despite Sophie’s protestations, I had encouraged my sister to accept your suit. How ironic that Sophie was a good deal more perceptive than Mother and I.”


  Christopher clenched his jaw. “Good day, Redbrooke,” he said with a bow, not giving Redbrooke the fight he was clearly spoiling for.


  As he wound his way back through the viscount’s house, Christopher considered the other man’s words. For years, Christopher had gone to great pains to avoid Sophie. How could her brother therefore, believe there was anything honorable in Christopher’s intentions?


  He swiped the back of his hand across his eyes. Not for the first time, he wondered if Sophie ever really needed to know the truth. He feared the enormity of his sins were ones she could never forgive.


  When he reached the foyer, the butler handed his hat over to him.


  “Are you leaving, Christopher?”


  He spun around.


  Sophie stood at the bottom step, head tipped to the side. Light radiated from the fathomless depths of her blue irises and put him in mind of a clear, summer sky in the country.


  “Uh, I…” Another wall of guilt slammed into him. He’d arrived here without even a bouquet of flowers for the young lady. In all her imaginings, she’d probably had greater dreams for the man who would offer for her hand. “Forgive me.”


  “For what?” She continued walking over, and stopped in front of him.


  He held his palms up. “I didn’t bring you anything.” What a lout.


  She waved her hand. “I don’t need anything.”


  She might not need for anything, but it was a simple kindness he could have shown to the woman who would be his wife. Christopher took her fingers in his and raised them to his mouth. He brushed his lips over the tops of her knuckles. “I don’t deserve you.”


  Sophie snorted, and pointed her eyes toward the ceiling. “You’ve never been dramatic before, Christopher.”


  He managed his first real smile since his world had crumbled down upon him. “Most ladies would call it romantic.”


  “I suppose they would. However, I’m not most ladies.”


  No, no she wasn’t.


  “Will you allow me to escort you on a walk?”


  She grimaced and it dawned on Christopher that the last thing Sophie cared for was to be seen in public following their scandal at Lady Brackenridge’s. “Would you care to take a turn about my mother’s garden?”


  He nodded and waved off the butler who came over with his cloak. Christopher returned his hat to the servant.


  “Lord Waxham will not be leaving just yet,” Sophie said and then with little regard for propriety, took him by the hand and led him through house toward the gardens. She cast a glance back up at him. “As a fallen woman, I’m afforded certain luxuries now.”


  “I’d hardly call you a fallen woman,” he drawled.


  “Regardless, of what you call it, I am afforded certain luxuries.”


  “Like holding your betrothed’s hand?”


  She tripped and he stumbled against her back. His arms came up to right her.


  “Sophie?”


  “Is that what we are? Betrothed?”


  Christopher nodded. “I spoke to your brother. The formal arrangements have been made.”


  A small, wistful smile played on her lips. “Imagine that. I’ve gone from never courted to suddenly betrothed.” She seemed to remember he was there for she gave her head a clearing shake, and then continued tugging him along.


  They entered the impressive gardens, moving past the rows of well-pruned English boxwoods, interspersed with pale pink roses. He froze alongside one of the bushes, which forced Sophie to a halt.


  She looked up at him with a question in her eyes.


  Christopher released her hand and reached for one of the branches. A thorn bit into the pads of his fingers, drawing blood. He dusted his fingers along the sides of his breeches and made one more grasp at the stubborn bud. He tugged it free and held it out to Sophie. “I should have brought flowers,” he said by way of apology.


  A sheen of tears smarted behind Sophie’s eyes. The flower slipped from his fingers, and fell in a fluttery dance to their feet. “What is it?”


  Sophie shook her head. She stooped down and rescued the flower, studying it overly long. “It’s utterly perfect.” He reached for the hand that held the pink rose. His fingers gave hers a gentle squeeze and she continued. “It’s perfect because it came from you.”


  Oh Christ, this viselike pressure squeezing his heart was too much. Most young ladies dreamed of sonnets and hothouse flowers and yet his meager offering had driven this proud woman to tears. It made him wish that he’d been a much better man to her before this, made him wish that he’d come to her with strictly honorable intentions. Christopher brushed the backs of his fingers along her cheek. “You deserve so much more, Phi.” In the very least, she deserved more than him.


  “I don’t want more than this, Christopher.”


  Christopher lowered his lips and claimed hers in a gentle kiss. Her lips parted on a breathy whisper and he used that as all the encouragement needed to slip his tongue inside and re-familiarize himself with the hot, moist contours of her mouth.


  Sophie reached up, tugged free the queue at the base of his neck, and wrapped her fingers within the strands of his hair.


  He groaned at the sweet seductiveness of her innocent gesture and deepened the kiss. His mouth slanted over hers again and again until she moaned with desire.


  “Christopher,” she whispered against his lips.


  His hands moved an exploratory path along the graceful flesh of her shoulder, down her forearms, and settled at last upon the generous curve of her hips. He tugged her closer, his aching hardness settled with a familiarity against the softness of her belly.


  Her head arched back, and she cried out.


  The throaty wantonness of that cry broke through the haze of desire that clouded his better judgment. He placed a kiss at her temple.


  She blinked back the desire clouding her eyes. “Why did you stop?” she blurted, and then a becoming flush stained her cheeks.


  God, he should be sainted for resisting what she so clearly offered. “When we are married, I’ll take the time to show you all the ways a man can love a woman. But I’ll not disrespect you, not any more than I already have, Phi.”


  Sophie sighed. “What if I want…?”


  “No.”


  “But…”


  “No, Sophie,” he said, gruffly. It was taking every ounce of strength he didn’t know he possessed to resist her arousing entreaty.


  “Not even if I point out that I’m now a fallen woman?”


  He grimaced. “You are not a fallen woman.”


  “Very well.” She rested her cheek against the wall of his chest.


  Christopher dropped his chin atop her crown of golden curls. He inhaled the citrusy scent of lemon that clung to her and wondered not for the first time if she bathed in the sweet fragrance.


  “My brother suggested that there…was a reason for your interest in me, Christopher. Why is that?”


  The magic of the moment couldn’t have ended more quickly than if Sophie had lifted her knee and slammed it into his groin.


  “Christopher?” she asked, when he did not immediately respond.


  He shook his head, turning over possible answers in his brain. In the end, he settled for the truth. “I’m marrying you because I want to,” he said at long last.


  “Truly?”


  “Truly,” he said, willing her to hear the veracity of his somber response. He took a steadying breath. Sophie deserved the truth. All of it. Their marriage could not be built off the lies between them. Christopher opened his mouth to confess that which had originally prompted his courtship.


  “I knew he was wrong,” Sophie muttered.


  Christopher pulled back. The truth died a swift death on his lips. He ran a gaze over her heart-shaped face; the slight cleft, so very familiar in her chin, the pale white of her satiny smooth skin. Lies may have fueled his earlier motives where Sophie was concerned…but that had all changed.


  He dropped to a knee.


  “Christopher?”


  “You deserved to be courted, Phi. And you deserved a proper offer of marriage,” Not the scandal he’d brought upon her in front of the censuring eyes of Society members who delighted in her fall. “Will you marry me?”


  A tremulous smile formed on her bow-shaped lips. “You know I have too, though,” she said, gently.


  He squeezed her hands. “Marry me not because you have to. Marry me because you want to. Forget your brother and mother. My father. The scandal. All of it. Will you marry me?”


  Her eyes locked with his. She reached down and framed his face between her hands. “There is nothing in the world I want more, Christopher. Yes, I’ll marry you.”


  As he took her in his arms yet again, Christopher couldn’t shake the mocking question that twirled around his mind; would Sophie still feel that way when she learned the truth of his deception?


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  Quite a scene was caused in Hyde Park when Miss S.W’s ill-mannered pug attacked the carriage of Viscountess C, leading the distinguished hostess’s beloved bull mastiffs on a harrowing chase among the throngs of carriages.


  ~18~


  Amongst their families and the Duke of Mallen, Christopher and Sophie were wed in her brother’s office one week later.


  From where she now sat at Geoffrey’s dining table, Sophie studied the somber expression in her mother’s familiar blue eyes, the hard glint in Geoffrey’s eyes, the boredom in the Marquess of Milford’s stare. Even the Duke of Mallen, who stood beside Christopher at the ceremony and served as witness, wore a black frown on his lips.


  She tried to convince herself the awkward stiltedness to their family’s conversation existed solely in her mind, but knew she lied.


  Since she was being honest with herself, she could admit this wasn’t the dream she’d carried for her wedding day.


  Sophie had always imagined Mother would have been exasperating in her attention to every last detail of Sophie’s wedding; from the breakfast to the bridal trousseau. Her dearest friend Emmaline would have been there, smiling and supportive. She would have even allowed Sophie to ask all the scandalous questions Sophie had as an unwed woman, about her wedding night.


  As if he sensed the dismal direction Sophie’s thoughts had taken, Christopher reached under the table and found her hand. He gave her fingers a gentle, but firm squeeze. The raw vitality of his hold robbed her of breath.


  All the regrets she carried in her heart melted away. Christopher was now her husband.


  He leaned down. His warm breath fanned her cheek. “You haven’t eaten anything.”


  Sophie tugged her hand free and used the tip of her spoon to stir her bowl of oatmeal with sweet cream. “I’m not hungry.”


  Christopher tipped his chin in the direction of the raspberry tart on her plate. “Not even for pastries? Something must truly be wrong.”


  A giggle escaped her. She reached for the tart and nibbled at the corner. “Well, the pastries. But nothing else.”


  “Waxham?”


  He winked at her and then looked over at the Duke of Mallen, who’d asked him a question.


  Sophie studied her husband. Husband. She rolled the word around her mind, testing the feel of it. She, Sophie Winters had a husband. Not just any husband. She’d wed the much sought after Earl of Waxham. She, the incorrigible Sophie Winters, the source of gossip in Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet, had secured a match.


  A smile played about her lips. Since Sophie had been in the nursery, she and Christopher had spent their lives tormenting one another.


  Odd, her destiny had been within her fingertips and she’d never even suspected.


  Not for the first time she considered the ugly possibility; what if he’d wed Emmaline? What if Lord Drake had not fought for her friend’s hand?


  A chill stole through her as she considered how their lives would have been forever altered.


  Christopher froze mid-conversation, seeming so very in tune with her body’s responses. He leaned down. “Are you all right?” he whispered.


  She nodded.


  “Are you certain?”


  “Truly,” she promised. And she was. For the first time in a very long time, she was more than fine. She was blissfully contented; her life complete when she’d never before realized it was incomplete.


  The remainder of the meal passed in a blur. Then, they were making their way to the carriage.


  She expected there would be laughter…or…something from her mother or brother. Alas, even though Christopher had wed her, Sophie’s family appeared unable to forgive her great transgression at Lady Brackenridge’s. Her throat worked up and down.


  Christopher made to hand her up into the conveyance.


  “Wait!”


  Sophie spun around. Her mother raced down the townhouse steps. The normally proper, leading Society matron’s chest heaved up and down from her exertions.


  “Mother?” Sophie had used to tease her mother and say that if their townhouse was ablaze, Mother would have walked out with slow, deliberate, ladylike steps. She glanced around at the passing ladies and gentlemen who eyed her mother with no small bit of curiosity. “Lady Ackerly…”


  “Oh hang, Lady Ackerly,” her mother cried. She wrapped her arms around Sophie. “I just want you to be happy,” she whispered into her ear.


  “I am happy,” Sophie hurried to assure her.


  Mother pulled back and looked at her through tear-filled eyes. “Do you love him?” her mother blurted.


  Sophie glanced over at her husband, who was in conversation with the Duke of Mallen. Did she love him? She knew even the thought of him filled her with a euphoric joy that she’d never before known. She knew when he wasn’t near, she ached at the loss of his presence.


  Sophie staggered back a step, feeling as though she were falling slowly.


  Her mother caught her by the arm, a smile on her normally stern lips. “I think I have my answer.” She pressed a kiss to Sophie’s forehead. “Know that everything I’ve done has always been to protect you.”


  “I know that, Mother.”


  “Everything,” her mother added. She looked over Sophie’s shoulder to Christopher. “Your husband is waiting for you.”


  Sophie battled through the sheen of tears that filled her eyes.


  Geoffrey stepped past the Duke of Mallen and the Marquess of Milford, a familiar bundle in his arms. “Are you forgetting something?”


  Duke all but leapt into her arms and lapped her face with his coarse, pink tongue. “I could never forget you,” she said against her dog’s fur.


  He gave a small yap.


  Christopher groaned, and eyed Duke like he were Cerberus, with its serpents tail and mane of snakes and not the too plump, precious bit of joy that he was.


  Geoffrey managed his first real smile of the day. He held a hand out to Christopher. “Take care of her,” he said.


  Her husband eyed Geoffrey a moment, and then accepted the unstated offer of a truce. “I give you my word.”


  The marquess made his way over. Before he spoke, Christopher all but heaved her up and tossed her inside the carriage. “We’re going,” he bit out. Without waiting for the servant, he pulled the door closed, wrapped on the ceiling of the carriage, and set the conveyance into motion.


  It lurched forward.


  Sophie pulled back the curtain and saw the faces of her loved ones fade into the distance. She hugged Duke close; the pug represented one, small reminder of home. Odd, she’d spent many years of her life with the dream of being free of Geoffrey and her mother’s irritation. She had imagined a life without their constant rebuke.


  Only, now with the carriage separating Sophie from her youth, a bittersweet wistfulness swept over her.


  ***


  Christopher sat back against the velvet squabs of the carriage. For the better part of a week, he’d held his breath anticipating that the carefully crafted lies he’d built his relationship with Sophie upon, would tumble to the ground and leave him exposed for the schemer he was. Instead, the days had passed with a surprising uneventfulness.


  Even his meeting with Mallen several days ago had gone unexpectedly well. He’d sought out his friend and made his apologies, asking him to stand up with Christopher when he wed Sophie. Mallen had been gracious and agreeable. Oh, the easy camaraderie that had always existed between him and Mallen was no more. Instead, their exchanges were stilted and cautious…but they’d taken steps to move forward from the scheme in which Christopher had involved the duke.


  Christopher studied his wife. A wistful gleam filled those eyes that normally sparkled with cheerfulness.


  The pit in his stomach, continued to grow. “Are you unhappy, Phi?”


  Her head jerked over in his direction. She winced as though it had caused her pain.


  “Not at all,” she said, a touch too hurriedly.


  Sophie used one hand to caress the nape of her neck, the other she used to hold onto that miserable little cur in her arms.


  Christopher sighed. Who would have imagined that he’d be jealous of a dog that didn’t even stand all of one foot in height?


  It also didn’t fail to escape his notice that Sophie didn’t say anything else on it. She redirected her attention out the window at the passing scenery.


  He used Sophie’s distractedness as an opportunity to study her. Resplendent in an ice blue, satin gown, she put him in mind of some kind of ice queen. A row of crystal had been embroidered along the trim of her bodice, drawing his attention to her splendid décolletage.


  Sophie looked over at him. Her brow wrinkled. “Where are we going?”


  He grinned. He’d wondered just when she’d ask that very question. “Kent.”


  Her eyes lit to rival the glimmer of the enormous tear-shaped diamond at her neck.


  Christopher continued. “I thought a small wedding trip would be beneficial. You always loved Milford House.”


  His family’s property in the country bordered her brother’s land, and was frequently inhabited by the marquess. As a result, Christopher had taken care to avoid visiting Kent. With the marquess in London, and Sophie’s love of the lush, green hills and crystalline lake, Christopher had thought it the ideal time to visit the country.


  “Oh, Christopher. I can’t think of a more perfect gift.”


  The pit in his belly became a boulder. He reached into the front of his jacket and pulled out a long, thin box. She looked from the box to him. “Go on,” he urged.


  Sophie set Duke down and the dog favored Christopher with a black look. She opened the lid and gasped. With tremulous fingers she removed the heart-shaped porcelain painted locket. “Christopher, it is lovely.”


  He wished he could give her more. But since his father had shared with Christopher the direness of their financial situation, Christopher had been loath to spend any money. “It belonged to my mother,” he said at last. “’I’m sorry it is not diamonds or emeralds.”


  She shook her head. “Do not be foolish. It is lovely. Truly,” she said, at last picking her gaze up from the pendant. “I don’t even like diamonds and emeralds.”


  It didn’t escape him that now he would be in a financial position to purchase her nothing but the finest jewels…but that realization felt empty, made his skin crawl at the truth that he’d in a sense stolen her fortune.


  “Every woman loves diamonds and emeralds.”


  She shook her head. “Not me. I hate them. So garish and attention-getting.”


  What a great tragedy; that a woman who so loved her privacy and solitude had attracted the frequent notice of Lady Ackerly and the ton.


  She set the box down on her lap. “How long will we stay in the country?”


  “I’d thought a fortnight.”


  Sophie’s lips turned down in a small frown. He ventured that anything shy of ‘forever’ would have been too short for Sophie.


  Christopher reached over and tugged her onto the seat beside him. He draped his arm over her shoulder, holding her close.


  She snuggled against his side. “Sometimes I imagine how my life would be different if you’d married Emmaline.”


  A sound of protest worked its way up his throat. “Phi…”


  “No. It’s fine. Truly.” And when she said it like that, with her matter-of-factness, he rather believed her. She peeked up at him. “But I do. I think how I would have probably always resented you for things you’d done as a boy and would have never known the man you’d become.”


  Again, the tendrils of guilt unfurled and crept like a fast-growing vine throughout him. He wasn’t the man she believed him to be. Christopher cleared his throat, uncomfortable with the direction the conversation had gone. “Why don’t you rest, Sophie? We’ve a long trip.”


  Her lips tipped up at the corners. “So it is to be Sophie? My, how very serious of you, husband.”


  He managed a smile and closed his eyes.


  “Are you trying to silence me? Humph.” She seemed to interpret his silence as a confirmation of her question. “Very well. But I’m only resting because I’m exhausted and not because you’ve ordered it.”


  “Of course,” he said with mock solemnity. “But it wasn’t an order, it was a suggestion.”


  “Yes, yes,” she said with a wave of her hand. Sophie nestled closer to his side, and with a yawn promptly fell asleep. When her breath had settled into a smooth, even rhythm, Christopher opened his eyes. He used Sophie’s stillness as an opportunity to consider his new wife.


  “Wife,” he said the word aloud, breathing it to reality. A few short months ago, he’d imagined there was nothing he wanted less in the world than a union with Sophie Winters.


  The plan he’d crafted to avoid marriage to her had been borne of resentment of his father’s dictates on his life and also a desire to be free of Sophie Winters. She’d been the only person, aside from his father and Mallen, to even come close to gathering the truth about his struggles to read. And for nearly ten years, he blamed her for the fire in the stables.


  Only now did he accept the guilt of his rash actions that day.


  He pressed his lips to the corner of her temple. She shifted but remained sleeping.


  The irony wasn’t lost on him. At last, he’d found peace in their past but the lies of their present prevented him from knowing any true happiness.


  Christopher closed his eyes.


  What felt like mere moments later, his eyes snapped open. He glanced around, struggling to adjust to the dimness of his surroundings.


  “You fell asleep,” Sophie said.


  Christopher rolled his tight shoulders to ease the ache there. “How long have you been awake?” he asked Sophie.


  She stifled a yawn behind her fingers, lifting one shoulder in a small shrug. “Awhile.”


  “Why didn’t you wake me?”


  “You looked too peaceful to rouse.”


  Christopher could name more than a dozen things he would have preferred to do in the carriage than sleep while his wife watched on. All those things involved Sophie with her skirts up around her hips and the bodice of her gown lowered to expose her plump breasts to his eyes.


  She pulled the curtain back. “We’ve arrived.”


  He looked out the window at Milford House, the family seat of his father. The cobalt blue dusk sky, streaked with purple and violet hues framed the Palladian-style country house, which looked out over landscaping by the late Capability Brown, England’s greatest gardener.


  A servant rapped on the door, and then opened the black lacquer panel.


  Christopher exited the carriage. He reached up to help Sophie down.


  Sophie stepped out, her gaze trained on the red door framed between the six pillars of the impressive estate. “I’ve always loved Milford House,” she said.


  He frowned and looked at the enormous stone structure, trying to see the monstrosity through Sophie’s eyes. His father hadn’t spared any expenses when it had come to Milford House. Rumor had purported that the wood furnishings had been Chippendale’s largest commission to date. The art collection itself contained great works of the Italian Renaissance.


  Yet, to Christopher, this place had represented a hell he’d been consigned to as a young boy. He’d been mocked and jeered for his failings. As a result, he’d wanted to leave Milford House and never return…and he wouldn’t have, if it weren’t for Sophie.


  She loved this bloody place. And he was beginning to find he was wont to deny her anything.


  He took her hand, and placed it upon the crook of his elbow. “Come,” he murmured.


  Sophie fell into step alongside him. They front doors were thrown open.


  “Lord Waxham.” The wizened butler greeted Christopher and Sophie.


  “Barker,” Christopher said with a smile.


  Barker had been with the family since Christopher had been a boy of just ten. He figured the old servant was somewhere close to his seventieth year. His shoulders were more stooped, his frame more gaunt. Yet, it seemed the man had little intentions of abandoning his post.


  Barker’s gaze strayed to Sophie, and then back to Christopher. “I received word about your nuptials. If I may be so bold as to congratulate you, my lord?”


  Christopher inclined his head. “Of course.” The old fellow had always been a stickler for propriety. It mattered not that he’d known Sophie when she was in leading strings or Christopher since he was running around the halls of Milford House, terrorizing his tutors.


  “I took the liberty of having the State Bedroom prepared.”


  The rooms usually reserved for the most distinguished guests were resplendent in ice blue and silver hues and Chippendale furnishings. “You of course, have seen to everything.”


  The butler fairly preened like a proud peacock and then seemed to remember himself. His mask of formal decorum was back in place.


  “Lord Waxham! What is this I hear of marriage?” The plump, gray housekeeper, Mrs. Marsh came running over. She’d been employed nearly as long as Barker, but had managed to retain a greater hold of her youthfulness. Mrs. Marsh clapped her hands. With her garrulousness and rosy, dimpled cheeks and perpetual smile, she made a perfect foil to the staid butler.


  She claimed Sophie’s hands. “I’ve readied the State Rooms for you. Old Barker said not to,” she said in a none too quiet whisper. “But I wouldn’t hear of anything else. Why those rooms haven’t been used in years and years.” Mrs. Marsh guided Sophie abovestairs. “Now come along. I imagine you are tired from your travels, and your wedding. Goodness, I can’t believe Christopher has finally wed. Never thought I’d see the day. Not that he won’t make you an excellent husband, just…” Her words faded into silence as she and Sophie reached the main floors, and disappeared from sight.


  The butler sighed. “Welcome home, Lord Waxham.”


  Christopher stared up after his wife. Home.


  For the first time, it did feel remarkably like he’d come home.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  While attending Mary Linwood’s exhibit at the Pantheon in Hanover Square, Miss S.W. wandered entirely too close and knocked down a number of the finest needlework reproductions. In her attempt to prevent further pieces from falling, she managed to knock down the remaining of the fifty nine pieces of artwork.


  ~19~


  Sophie sat at the edge of the bed in the State Room. Her maid, Lucy had turned down the blue and silver coverlet and Sophie now plucked at the gold tassels that bordered the fabric.


  Her gaze wandered from the bracket clock atop the French bureau secretaire to the double windows.


  Dusk had ushered in a black night sky, dotted with glittering starlight, but Christopher remained conspicuously absent.


  Sophie glanced down at her modest white muslin nightgown. In her dreams for her wedding day, her trousseau had included a scandalous satin French peignoir that young ladies shouldn’t even think about. There might have been pearl detailing or a jewel-encrusted bodice.


  Except, just as the wedding ceremony and guests and trousseau had merely been part of a young girls dreams, so to was the satin French peignoir.


  The door opened, and Sophie looked over at the entrance. Christopher stood, framed with his arm folded across his broad chest. He’d removed his jacket and shoved up his white shirtsleeves. Sophie popped up.


  “Christopher,” she said.


  He inclined his head. “Phi.”


  She wet her suddenly dry lips and glanced down at the tips of her toes.


  “Never tell me you’re shy around me.”


  Sophie shook her head. “No. Yes.” She fell silent, unsure how to tell him that it wasn’t him she was nervous about but what would follow. Her mother hadn’t even prepared her for the details of her wedding night. Perhaps it was because her mother had given up hope of Sophie ever making a match.


  Christopher closed the door, and continued to study her through heavy-lidded eyes. “You look beautiful, Phi.”


  A snort escaped her. She brushed her hand over the front of her simple, muslin skirts. “And you are merely being polite.” Just like that, all her nervousness dissipated.


  His long leg strides ate up the space between them. He stopped in front of her. Taking her hands, he guided her up. “I’m not, Phi. You’re truly beautiful.”


  When he said it in that deep, husky baritone she actually believed him. He brushed his fingers along the edge of her jaw, trailing his thumb over her lower lip.


  “I want to kiss you.”


  Well, that was good because she wanted him to kiss her. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes.


  Several moments later, she looked up at him. A smile played at the edges of his lips.


  “What?” she blurted, feeling suddenly very foolish. Not for the first time she cursed Emmaline’s absence. Her friend was the only one who could have answered all the many, unseemly questions Sophie had about her wedding night.


  Christopher’s lips found hers and she froze at the heated contact. The taste of him, coffee and raw masculinity, flooded her senses and all her reservations ebbed. She reached up on tiptoe to better avail herself to his mouth, and returned his kiss with total abandon.


  A groan rumbled from deep within his chest. It encouraged her, enflamed her, and in response, Sophie twined her fingers in the thick, silken strands of black hair.


  Christopher parted her lips. His tongue found hers in an age old ritual.


  Sophie’s head fell back on a wanton moan that she expected would have embarrassed her, but all she was capable of was feeling. Warmth built in her belly. It fanned out, a molten heat that was setting her body afire.


  A startled squeak escaped her when Christopher swept her into his arms and carried her to the center of the bed. He laid her down with infinite gentleness and came to rest over her body.


  She moaned when his mouth broke contact with hers, but he was only moving his exploration elsewhere. His lips blazed a trail along her collarbone, her shoulder, to the rapid beating pulse at her neck until she thrashed her head wildly upon the pillow.


  “Please,” she whispered, not knowing exactly what she craved but knowing only Christopher could show her.


  He tugged her nightshift free and tossed it to the floor. The cool night air kissed her skin; a heady contrast to the heat of her husband’s body.


  She curled into herself, suddenly uncomfortable with being this exposed to Christopher’s eyes. Never before had the desire been stronger for a trim frame instead of her plump, wide-hipped figure.


  “Look at me.” The command came out harsh and powerful.


  Sophie met his gaze.


  “You are beautiful.”


  “I’m large,” she said, and attempted to fold her arms over her breasts to shield them from his eyes.


  Christopher stayed her movements. “I cannot imagine a greater tragedy than the beauty before me being covered up.”


  She hesitated a moment, then dropped her arms to her side.


  Christopher ran a searching gaze over her, lingering overly long upon the sight of her breasts.


  Sophie shifted, all the insecurities rushing to the front, but then her husband reached for one of the mounds of flesh with such reverence that all her doubts were cast aside.


  He lowered his head and claimed the tip of one of her breasts between his lips. A hiss of air escaped her. “What are you doing?”


  Christopher continued to worship the bud with his tongue. With a surprising gentleness, he caught the flesh between his teeth and gently troubled the pink tip until her head fell back upon the satin pillowcase.


  Mad. He was going to drive her utterly mad. And his ministrations would be worth that trip to Bedlam.


  ***


  Christopher cupped the pale white moons of Sophie’s breasts within the palms of his hand. He lowered his head and took the pink tip of first one, then the other between his lips.


  A sound, somewhere between a moan and a groan slipped past Sophie’s lips. Encouraged by her response, Christopher worked a hand between them and caressed the thatch of golden curls that shielded her womanhood.


  Sophie cried out, and bucked against him. Beads of moisture dotted his brow, then ran in a single path over his eye. He wiped it away with the back of his hand. He’d made love to some of the most experienced courtesans and skillful widows. All of that overt sexuality now paled alongside his innocent wife’s unabashed wantonness.


  He parted the moist folds of her flesh and slid a single finger inside her.


  She leveled herself up on her elbows. “Christopher,” she hissed.


  Christopher’s hand stilled. He picked up his head. “Have I hurt you?”


  In response, Sophie clenched her creamy white thighs tight around his fingers, urging him on.


  Christopher continued to tease her swollen nub, working her until she undulated wildly beneath him. “Please,” she cried out.


  Then, with a strength he didn’t know she possessed, Sophie gripped him by the shoulders and attempted to drag him up.


  “I want to feel you,” she whispered. A becoming pink blush infused her cheeks.


  “With pleasure,” Christopher said, his voice raspy to his own ears. His gaze never left hers as he pulled his shirt over head and tossed it to the floor. He made quick work of removing his breeches, and threw them alongside his shirt.


  Sophie reached out and ran the tip of one finger in a delicate circle around his flat nipple. “So very different,” she said as though she’d discovered some knew species of animal.


  He chuckled. “Thank God.”


  She shook her head, continuing her exploration. “No, you’re beautiful.”


  His lips twitched. “Men aren’t supposed to be beautiful.”


  Sophie tugged one dark whorl upon his chest. “That’s absurd. And you are. Beautiful, that is. Not absurd. Though there are times when you are most certainly…”


  “Phi?”


  She raised up her head.


  “Be quiet.”


  And because her passion-glazed eyes widened with such indignation, Christopher claimed her lips again under his, effectively silencing her.


  “You did that on purpose,” she murmured into his mouth.


  “Absolutely.”


  “They say I’m incorrigible but you are the one who is…” A hiss slipped past her lips. “Goodness, what are you doing?”


  Christopher grinned and pressed his hard thigh against her hot, wet center. He rotated his leg in a slow, gyrating rhythm. “I’m pleasuring you.”


  “You certainly are,” she gasped.


  He worked a hand between them and once again found her moist nub.


  Sophie gripped his head between her hands. “I’m going to go mad.”


  His body tightened at her unabashed response. He moved over her, and used his knee to part her legs.


  She leveled herself up on her elbows. “What are you doing?”


  “Driving you completely mad,” he said. A bead of sweat dripped from his head and blended with the moisture along her brow. It took every ounce of will-power he didn’t even know he possessed to keep from plunging his shaft hard and fast into her hot, welcoming center.


  He took a deep breath and counted to ten.


  “Christopher?”


  “Yes, Phi?” He managed to squeeze out past his tightly clenched lips.


  “Are you counting?”


  “Am I?”


  She nodded. “You are.”


  “Phi?”


  “Yes, Christopher?”


  “Do you always talk this much during lovemaking?”


  She caught the plump flesh of her lower lip between her teeth. “Well, I’ve never before made love. Until now, that is. So it would seem that I do in fact talk a good deal. It might have to do with my nervousness or…” Her eyes widened to round circles when he rubbed the tip of his shaft over the golden curls that shielded her womanhood from his view. “Goodness, that feels lovely.”


  He slid the tip of his manhood into the folds of her flesh; inch by agonizing inch, and it was all he could do to keep from flexing his hips and breaking through her maidenhead. Her tightness nearly drove him to the brink of surrender and he froze.


  “Christopher?”


  Christopher rested his brow atop hers, and looked her in the eye. “Yes, Phi?”


  “You’re counting again.”


  “Yes, I am.”


  “I’d really rather you keep doing what you were doing, however. Every time you count you stop and…”


  “Phi?”


  “Yes, Christopher?”


  “Forgive me.” And with a single, hard plunge, he flexed his hips and entered her.


  Sophie cried out. Her body went ramrod stiff underneath his. Those passion-glazed eyes stared up at him accusingly. “That wasn’t at all lovely.”


  Well, his wife was certainly honest…even if it was bad for a man’s ego. He began to move slowly, experimentally within her.


  Her eyes went wide again.


  “How does that feel?” he whispered against her temple.


  “W-well, th-that does feel nice.”


  His hips gradually increased their rhythm. In and out. In and out. “Just nice?”


  Sophie’s eyes slid closed and her breathy moan tickled his skin. “Very, very nice,” she said.


  With her pain now gone, Sophie welcomed more, and Christopher began to drive in and out of her with a deeper intensity until Sophie cried out. “Please, Christopher.”


  “With pleasure, my lady.” With a guttural groan, Christopher flexed his hips, and then Sophie was screaming, twisting under him, running her hands along the small of his back.


  Her body stiffened, her eyes went wide as she hovered at that precipice of desire, and then she was hurtling over, and he deepened his strokes until his body exploded and he, pumped his seed deep inside her.


  Christopher collapsed atop her. His chest heaved up and down as he struggled to draw in air. Christ, he’d never before experienced anything like that. Every experience before this moment had been an empty meeting of desire. With his wife, he at last knew a soul-reaching hunger. He…


  “Christopher?”


  He grinned, waiting for his wife’s high-praise. “Yes, Phi?”


  “I can’t breathe.”


  “Yes, it was rather magical, wasn’t it,” he said.


  “Uh, yes. It certainly was. But can you move off me a bit. I’m struggling to breathe.”


  A startled bark of laughter escaped him and he rolled sideways, pulling Sophie against his side.


  He never imagined he could know happiness like this. Had never known his life was missing something. Until now.


  On the heels of that, was the realization that he needed to speak to Sophie about his earlier deception. He told himself that Sophie was a reasonable woman; an intelligent one. When he confessed the truth, she would certainly understand the motives that had driven his actions to that point.


  Sophie inched away from him. She propped herself up with one elbow and stared down at him. Her eyes roved a path over his face.


  “What?” he asked, unable to read that indecipherable expression she wore.


  “I love you,” she said the words as though she were testing the way they rolled off her tongue.


  Her declaration filled him.


  Tomorrow. He’d tell Sophie everything.
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  Christopher yawned and reached over to pull Sophie close. His fingers met with cold, emptiness an indication his wife had taken her leave some time ago.


  He rolled onto his back and stared up at the mural painted upon the ceiling. Wide-eyed cherubs danced about fluffy, white clouds, while the robins-egg blue served as a tranquil background. A grin played on his lips, and he’d wager if he caught sight of himself in the mirror, he’d have the look of the jester who’d made off with the king’s crown.


  He’d spent the better part of the night making love to his wife. By the sunlight streaming through the window, he’d wager it was well past noon. Apparently his wife hadn’t been as sated as he’d expected.


  Christopher swung his legs over the side of the bed and picked up his hopelessly rumpled clothing. He pulled it on and then set out in search of his wife.


  He’d reached the main foyer when Barker stepped in his path.


  “Christ,” he said, a hand to his heart.


  Barker bowed his head. “My apologies, my lord.”


  Christopher made to step around him but the old servant cleared his throat.


  “Yes, Barker?”


  “If you don’t mind me taking the liberty, my lord, of telling you that Lady Waxham can be found in the Yellow Drawing Room.”


  Christopher grinned. “I’m going to see that my father doubles your wages.”


  “Very well, my lord.” With a bow, Barker shuffled off.


  Whistling, he set out for the Yellow Drawing Room. As he neared the room, strains of the pianoforte spilled down the hall. The rapid, staccato rhythm echoed off the walls. He entered the room to find Sophie with her head bent low over the keys. Her fingers danced wildly upon the pianoforte and he stared on, marveling at her mastery of the instrument.


  Her head bobbed in time to music that built to a steady crescendo, until Christopher felt like he was soaring.


  And then she looked up.


  Her fingers struck a discordant note. She shoved back the bench and jumped to her feet. “Christopher!”


  A red blush stained her cheeks.


  He entered the room. “Phi.”


  “I was just…” Her words trailed off and she studied the tips of her slippers.


  “What were you playing?”


  Her head snapped up. “A piece by Beethoven. My mother and brother say it is nothing but noise. Mother is forever asking me to play Handel or Mozart, but there is something so powerful, so very different in Beethoven’s work. I like that his compositions are unlike the orderly arrangements Society expects.”


  Christopher stared, transfixed by the sight of her gesticulating wildly, a shimmering sparkle in her eyes. In that moment, he was almost jealous of the music that had roused such a passionate response in his wife. The music she loved was not unlike her personality; bold and colorful when Society was a dull palette of whites and pastels.


  “You play magnificently, Phi.”


  A smile wreathed her precious, heart-shaped face. “I’m no longer deplorable?”


  He cocked his head.


  “Deplorable. When I was a girl, you claimed my playing was deplorable.”


  Christopher rocked on his feet. “Did I?” He smoothed his palms over the lapels of his jacket, not for the first time, shamed by how he’d treated Sophie.


  She nodded. The rapid movement dislodged a golden strand of hair from the butterfly comb that held her silken locks in place.


  “I was a bloody fool, Phi.”


  Her smile expanded.


  “Will you continue?”


  She hesitated and then reclaimed her seat. “Would you like me to perform a particular piece?”


  “Anything will suffice.”


  A coy little smile played on her lips. “Anything?”


  Christopher imagined that was the smile that had gotten her into trouble with her mother and brother over the years. He settled into the yellow velvet sofa, and draped his arms along the back of the seat.


  Sophie tapped the tip of her finger over her lip, and then stopped. Her hands froze, poised over the keys and with a slow wink, she began to play.


  I met a young lass, as bold as brass


  With cheeky retorts and flashing eyes,


  She opened her mouth and sounded quite crass


  So I scolded the lass who then raised up her glass, and told me to kiss her…


  Christopher’s sharp bark of laughter cut across Sophie’s playing.


  “Hand, goodbye,” Sophie sang between her laughter.


  “Wherever did you learn such a song?”


  Sophie shrugged. “When I was a girl I spent a good deal of time in the stables. I made friends with one of the stable hands. He taught me all number of improper songs.”


  Thick, all-consuming jealousy filled him at the thought of Sophie and this unknown stable boy. It licked at his insides. Sophie continued talking, seeming unaware of the powerful emotion that gripped him. “His name was Robert. He also taught me how to skip stones upon the lake.”


  “Did he?” The question came out clipped and harsh.


  Sophie nodded. She whispered conspiratorially. “Mother forbid me from seeing Robert anymore when he…”


  A growl worked its way up his throat.


  “Allowed me to ride Geoffrey’s horse astride,” Sophie finished.


  He blinked. “Astride?”


  “All very scandalous. Said that girls of twelve must only ride sidesaddle.”


  That was all. Suddenly feeling very foolish at the irrational path his jealous mind had traveled, Christopher cleared his throat. “I thought I recalled Lady Ackerly reporting that you’d been seen riding through Regent Park astride.”


  “Well, Mother never elaborated upon ladies of eighteen.”


  He chuckled and climbed to his feet. “Oh, Sophie. Sweet, sweet Sophie.”


  ***


  Sophie turned on the bench, and rested her elbows upon the ivory keys. A discordant thrum filled the room as she faced Christopher. He stopped in front of her, and she craned her neck to look up at him.


  Her breath caught. Her husband possessed the kind of beauty captured in paintings and carved in stone. And he belonged to her.


  Christopher took her hands in his and guided her to her feet. “Should I be suspicious of that impish smile, Phi?”


  Her smile grew. “Not at all.”


  “I was disappointed this morning, sweet.”


  Her brow furrowed. “Was it my playing? Or…last night?” She felt her cheeks flame with heat at the boldness of that question. “Uh, that is…”


  Christopher lowered his lips so they were a hairsbreadth apart from hers. “Quite the opposite. I was disappointed to find you gone.”


  “I thought you needed to sleep.”


  “Sleep is never more important than making love to you.”


  “But—”


  “Never.” That one word came out as a silken whisper that washed over her.


  His mouth closed over hers and this exchange was not the gentle meeting of lips but a man laying claim to his woman. The possessiveness of his touch enflamed Sophie. She arched into him, angling her neck so he might avail himself to the sensitive flesh.


  He did not disappoint. His lips caressed the rapid beating pulse there.


  It was the kind of wickedness that had gotten many an innocent consigned to life in an abbey, but Sophie didn’t want to wait to feel his touch.


  Christopher fisted her skirts and slowly raised them. The air slapped her skin, as Sophie realized her husband had no intention of waiting. He sat down upon the piano bench and lifting her skirts, pulled her astride him.


  “Wh-what are you doing?” she breathed.


  He responded by reaching between them and releasing his shaft from the confines of his breeches.


  Sophie gazed down at the impressive length, filled with a desire to please him the way he’d pleasured her the evening prior. She wrapped her fingers around his thick, solid length. His manhood throbbed in her hand.


  “Christ,” he hissed. His head fell back and he squeezed his eyes tight, as though in pain.


  Delighting in her newfound power over him, Sophie sank to her knees and stroked his shaft—slowly at first. Then, as he arched his hips upright, she grew bolder, squeezing him until moisture beaded on the tip. She stared, riveted by the sight of it and leaned down to taste the clear drop.


  Her husband nearly shot out of his seat. His hips arched. “Oh, god,” he groaned.


  Sophie raised her head to determine whether she’d caused him pain. His face contorted, and his eyes appeared tightly clenched. Her body heated at the response Christopher had to her ministrations. A pool of moisture settled between her thighs and she moaned.


  She returned her efforts to his manhood, trailing her tongue along the plum-shaped tip of him.


  “Sophie.” Her name emerged somewhere between a prayer and a plea.


  Christopher rested his hands upon the top of her head, encouraging her on. Sophie hesitated a moment and then took all of him into her mouth.


  “I can’t,” he rasped, and pulled back. He swept her into his arms.


  “Christopher?”


  But he was only carrying her to the sofa, lying her down so that her naked thighs were exposed to his heated stare. He slowly positioned her against the sofa pillows and then trailed whisper soft kisses down her body, touching each spot of bare skin until his breath hovered above the part of her that sought his attention more than anything.


  She studied him with heavy eyes. His breath tickled her womanhood. He put his mouth to her hot center and her hips lifted off the sofa. His tongue laved her hot womanhood, teasing, tasting, exploring. Sophie tangled her fingers in his sweat dampened black hair, and she held him there, encouraging him on. Her hips thrust upward as she neared her peak. She cried out when he cruelly stopped, and placed a lingering kiss upon her inner thigh.


  But then he was moving over her, his body covering hers as he braced himself on his elbows.


  His knee edged her thighs apart. He gritted his teeth, his shaft poised on the threshold of her womanhood.


  Sophie hissed when he dipped his shaft into her welcoming warmth. He thrust deep.


  She keened softly, as he moved between her legs, filled her. She’d never dreamed…never thought…her hips rose to meet his.


  “I love you, I love you,” she cried on a keening moan, and wrapped her thighs tightly about his waist. He sank his hands into the flesh of her hips and encouraged her on.


  Sophie met his wild thrusts. Her body seemed to climb higher and higher on the wings of desire until she feared she’d go mad at the sensation of his shaft filling her.


  Then, she stiffened, and wave after wave of pleasure flooded her.


  Her climax pushed him over the edge and his entire body stiffening, Christopher threw his head back, a guttural groan tore from his throat and he spilled his seed inside her.


  Christopher rolled sideways and promptly fell off the sofa, taking Sophie tumbling with him.


  He blinked back a haze of confusion. “I say, I forgot we were in the,” he glanced around. “Yellow Drawing Room, is it?”


  Sophie preened. “It seems I did very well, then.”


  Christopher grinned. “Do you think you can do better?”


  She nodded with mock solemnity. “Oh, absolutely.”


  And she proceeded to show him.
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  “Come along.” Sophie tugged at Christopher’s hand, urging him up the hill.


  “Phi, it’s going to rain.”


  She pushed her bonnet back and stole a glance up at the ominously darkening sky. Thick, gray clouds rolled across the horizon. “It is not going to rain.”


  Her pronouncement was met by a distant rumble of thunder.


  He arched a single black brow.


  “Trust me,” she said.


  Her words were punctuated by another loud roll. She smiled up at him. “See. No rain.”


  Christopher sighed.


  Sophie smiled and continued along. They’d spent the better part of the week at Milford House, alternating their time between making love and exploring the countryside. Sometimes both. Her smile dipped. The days were falling away and soon they would return to London.


  They crested a small hill, and her family’s country house pulled into focus; the enormous Georgian structure framed by thick white and gray storm clouds.


  Christopher’s brow wrinkled. “Are we visiting your brother’s home?”


  She pointed her eyes skyward. “Don’t be silly. Come.” They picked their way through the high grass. She stopped at the soaring field maple and reached for the wood swing that hung from a thick, brown branch.


  Sophie released Christopher’s hand and hopped upon the swing. The faint spring breeze caught her modest white skirts and the fabric fluttered.


  Her husband’s frown deepened. “We’ve braved the storm for this swing?”


  “I’ve missed this swing. And do not spoil the day; there is no storm.”


  As if on cue, a single, fat raindrop landed on the tip of her nose. She brushed it back. “Now push me.”


  Christopher bowed. “With pleasure, my lady.”


  Sophie closed her eyes as her husband placed his palms along the back of the swing, and set her into forward motion. She pumped her legs much the way she had as a small child. As she soared higher and higher, her gaze wandered out over the lake that separated their families’ properties.


  “Do you know when I was a small girl I would jump from this swing into the water.”


  He dropped his hands from the back of the swing, as though he feared she intended to do just that.


  “Oh, don’t be silly. I’d no longer jump from a swing.” She glanced over her shoulder at him and waggled her brows. “Well, not intentionally.”


  “This is the lake your brother tossed you in as a girl.”


  She started. “You remember that?” Until he’d raised that memory, she’d forgotten Christopher had been there. Now, her mind traveled back to that day long ago.


  “You were so small.”


  “Five,” she supplied. Which meant Christopher had been nearly fourteen years of age. Sophie had been traipsing around after her brother and Christopher, making a nuisance of herself as she’d been wont to do.


  “He tossed you into the lake.”


  All the familiar fear she’d thought long buried, surfaced, forcing Sophie to relive the terror of that day. The water had closed over her head and even as a small child, she’d felt the fingers of death threatening to pull her within their hold. Her eyes widened. “It was you.”


  He didn’t say anything.


  “You saved me.”


  That long ago time had been lost to a girl’s distant memories and gripping fears. Only now did she remember. Again, she looked back at him. “You plucked me from the water.” And he’d ceased to come around to visit Geoffrey. “You used to be friends.”


  “Not after that.” His square jaw tightened. “Your brother was a pompous ass.”


  Sophie slipped from the swing, and soared through the air, floating, falling, and landing with a solid thump into the ice cold water.


  “Phi!” he shouted.


  Sophie broke the surface. Her straw bonnet with its pink bow hung over her eyes. She shoved it back and waded toward Christopher. Her legs kicked at her skirts. “I’m f-fine,” she called. All the while, those words of his reminded her of another, a man she’d not thought of in the weeks she’d come to really know Christopher. Her mystery Odysseus had said the very same thing about Geoffrey. “I learned to swim, you know.” In spite of her mother’s protestations, her father had insisted Sophie learn to swim after her near drowning.


  “No. I did not know,” Christopher called out. He scissored through the water with long, sure strokes until he reached her. She suspected she should miss the enigmatic pull she’d known in the stranger’s presence. Yet, as Christopher caught her to him, she realized Christopher was the only man she would ever want.


  “I-I r-really am fine,” she said, even as her teeth chattered from the frigid temperatures. Somehow, the hard-muscled wall of his chest warmed her near-frozen body. “I-I i-imagined i-it would b-be a g-good deal warmer.”


  “Oh,” he said when they reached the shore. “Why is that?” He continued to hold her close.


  “The s-sun.”


  A jagged bolt of lightning zigzagged across the dark sky. “That sun?” A faint note of teasing laced those two words.


  “N-not today. The p-previous days of s-sun.”


  Christopher tugged her bonnet free and tossed it to the ground. The wind caught the article and whipped it upon the lake, where it landed atop the water’s surface. He framed her face between his hands. His gaze studied her with a singular intensity. “Are you all right?”


  “I s-slipped.”


  His lips pulled at the corners. “I gathered as much.”


  A little squeak escaped her lips when he swept her into his arms and started on the path home. His stoic strength gave not even a hint that he was affected by the chill from their swim in the lake or her plump form.


  “P-put me d-down. I r-really can w-walk.” She shoved his chest when he still didn’t release her.


  “I’m not putting you down, Phi, so you may as well rest against me.”


  “I-I’m too large,” she said, and felt a wave of heat cascade over her cheeks.


  He snorted. “Don’t be silly. You’re perfect.” His effortless strides, and unwavering hold leant truth to his words.


  Her heart sped up and she fell in love with him all over again. She rested the side of her head along his chest. The rapid beat of his heart pounded a sure, steady rhythm under her ear. “I love you,” she whispered. An ominous rumble of thunder sounded again and Sophie tried to tamp down disappointment that Christopher still hadn’t returned those words.


  She tugged at his damp sleeve, and gave it a hard tug when he didn’t respond. He slowed his steps and looked down at her. “Put me down,” she said.


  He hesitated, and then with deliberate care, set her upon her feet.


  Sophie settled her arms akimbo. “I said I love you.”


  His gaze skittered to a point beyond her shoulder but he still didn’t speak.


  “Did you hear me? I said it several times.”


  He sighed. “I…thank you.”


  Her eyes narrowed. Had he thanked her? Oh, the lout! Sophie knew she was being childish and desperate and all things petty, but she stomped away from him. He’d wed her, not because he’d been moved by overwhelming emotion for her, but out of a gentlemanly sense of obligation. After being discovered in Lord Brackenridge’s library, Sophie’s reputation had been in tatters. He’d merely been trying to put back the shattered pieces of her social status.


  God help her, she’d not plead with him for a profession of love. She wanted him to feel what she felt and the fact that he didn’t caused her heart to crack and bleed like he’d ground it beneath his soaked Hessian boot.


  He called after her. “Phi!”


  She kept walking toward Milford House.


  “Phi! Stop!” he barked. “Please.” That single, soft entreaty halted her in her tracks. She froze, until he’d caught up to her.


  Christopher took her by the shoulders, and turned her to face him.


  Her jaw hardened. “I don’t want your pity.” She only wanted his love.


  “I’m not capable of love, Phi.” He held his palms up. “I…” Again, his gaze wandered a moment and then returned to hers. “My childhood was not a pleasant one but it was because I’m flawed. I’m not even certain I’m someone a person is capable of loving.”


  “That’s silly. I love you.” She tried to infuse as much emotion into those words as possible. All the while she fought back the waves of sadness that lapped at her heart. She tried to imagine Christopher as a small child; motherless at a very young age, without siblings for friendship or companionship, the miserable marquess as his father. It was no wonder he doubted the emotion of love.


  “I’m sorry.”


  He started. “For what?”


  “I was horrid to you.”


  His eyes slid closed. “No, Phi. Don’t do that. Don’t…you were a child. We were both children. And I deserved it.”


  She made a sound of protest. “No. You didn’t.” All the good in him, the kindness he’d shown her, she’d never allowed herself to see it. She’d only noted the ways in which he’d teased and tormented her as a girl. “I’ve only just realized the kind of man you are.”


  He flinched. “Phi, you don’t truly know me. There are…” he hesitated, “things you don’t know about me. Things that brought shame to my father.”


  “Your father is a pompous ass.” She borrowed his phrase.


  She expected his lips to form a small smile, or perhaps that he should even chuckle, but the solemn, dark look remained in his hazel eyes, chilling her in ways that the frigid waters hadn’t been able to.


  “There is more, Phi. I need to confess something to you.”


  A streak of lightning lit the sky, followed by the rolling sound of thunder. Then, the skies opened up in a deluge that pounded down upon them. The sting of rain pelted her skin with a searing intensity. “What were you going to say?” she screamed into the sudden fury of the storm.


  Water ran in rivulets down her eyes. It blurred her vision until she struggled to see the hard, angular planes of his face.


  Christopher scooped her up yet again and all but sprinted the remaining distance home. By the time they’d reached the main drive, the rain had slowed to a steady, but slower patter. The butler, flung the doors open and Christopher sailed through.


  “Lord Waxham,” Barker said.


  “Have a hot bath prepared for Lady Waxham.”


  Barker nodded. “Very well, my lord. But…”


  “And have Cook prepare a tray of pastries and hot tea.”


  “Yes, my lord. If you’ll allow me to…”


  “What have we here?” That slow, condescending drawl cut into the butler’s words.


  Christopher set Sophie down with such alacrity she fell against him.


  Her heart plummeted as she faced the Marquess of Milford. The silver-haired peer stood at the bottom of the wide, spiral staircase. He ran a quick, assessing glance over her sopping frame. His lip curled back in a sneer.


  “Father,” Christopher greeted.


  Just like that, the magic of their wedding trip was shattered.


  Christopher leaned down and whispered into her ear. “Why don’t you go abovestairs, Phi?”


  Sophie nodded, grateful for the reprieve. She dipped a stiff, formal curtsy. “My lord.”


  Her father-in-law inclined his head. Without a backward glance, Sophie hurried past him, and made her way to her chambers. Not for the first time, her heart breaking at the thought of Christopher growing up with such a miserable, cold man. How had her father ever considered that man a friend? The marquess was so very different than her father. The late viscount had been a sweet, affable man who’d bounced her upon a knee and visited the nursery for tea-parties with imaginary figures and dolls. She thought it more likely that Christopher’s father would delight in scaring small children.


  Sophie entered her chambers and closed the door behind her. She leaned against the wood-panel, feeling like a thousand times the coward for abandoning her husband to the marquess.


  ***


  Christopher stared after his wife. When she’d disappeared abovestairs, he turned to his father. “You couldn’t stay away? You had to come here, now?”


  His father bristled. “I always spend my time at Milford House.”


  “A fortnight, Father. That is all I’d intended to stay and then you were free to have your miserable, god-forsaken Milford House.”


  The marquess’ eyes narrowed into small slits. “I needed to speak with you. Where are you going?”


  Christopher paused on the third step. “I’m wet. Cold. And in desperate need of a change of attire. Whatever you came to speak with me about is going to have to wait.” His father’s impatient curse followed him up the stairs to his chambers.


  His valet had apparently been notified of Christopher’s state of dishabille. He’d readied an immaculate pair of tan breeches and a sapphire waistcoat.


  Christopher made quick work of changing into the dry garments. He didn’t bother with his soaked hair. Instead, he left the locks sopping wet. The ends of the strands brushed the collar of his shirt, and dampened the fabric.


  He slipped his arms into the sleeves of jacket and tugged it closed, gritting his teeth. He should have expected his sire would do something as reprehensible as barging in on Christopher’s wedding trip. He’d never allowed him any happiness. It had always been about exhibiting a semblance of control over his son.


  This past week, Christopher had been happier than he’d been in his entire life. Many times, he’d been on the cusp of confessing everything to Sophie. But none of the moments had seemed right. He and Phi had spent the days learning each other’s bodies, but more, they spent the time learning about each other. He learned her favorite sweet was in fact berries dipped in chocolate. He’d shared his love of the theatre. She’d entertained him with ribald ditties on the pianoforte.


  He kept telling himself that he needed to tell her of his father’s plan and Christopher’s attempt to thwart those efforts. He intended to tell her. But something had always prevented him from doing so. Why, right before they’d been caught in the vicious storm, he’d been meaning to confess all.


  Now, he could admit that he’d merely made excuses. He’d been so bloody contented and hadn’t wanted to risk losing that happiness. As a result, he’d not given Sophie that which she deserved—the truth.


  Well, no more. After he met with his father, he’d seek out his wife and tell her all. Every last, shameful bit.


  His palms grew damp and he wiped them along the sides of his breeches. She’d understand. She had to. The alternative was not to be countenanced.


  A knock sounded on the door.


  “Enter,” Christopher called out.


  “My lord, the Marquess of Milford has requested your presence in his office.”


  Christopher gritted his teeth. Bloody, commanding bastard. He gave a curt nod. As much as he longed to defy his father’s orders, he was more inclined to meet with him and be done with their exchange. The sooner he met with his father, the sooner he’d be able to return to his wife’s side.


  He imagined her smooth, naked body under the hot, fragrant waters of her bath. A heaviness settled in his loins. God, what he wouldn’t give to join her.


  With a regretful look over in the direction of the door that separated their rooms, Christopher started for his meeting.


  When he arrived at his father’s office, he didn’t knock, but instead shoved the door open.


  His father sat behind the mahogany desk, his head bent over a ledger. “I’ve been waiting, Christopher.” A thick dose of annoyance underlined the marquess’ words.


  “What do you want?” Christopher asked, his hands balled into tight fists at his side.


  His father reached for his pen, dipped it into the ink, and scribbled something onto the page. He studied the words, and then set the pen down. Then, he sat back in his leather chair.


  “Sit down, Christopher.”


  “Get on with it, Father.”


  The marquess’ frown deepened. He folded his arms across his chest. “I wanted to tell you I’m proud of you.”


  Christopher blinked. If a choir of heavenly angels had come down and planted a halo upon the old bastard’s head, he wouldn’t have been more shocked. He eyed his sire with a leeriness befitting the old marquess.


  “You didn’t want to but you wed the girl, anyway.” He tipped his head. “I know you and I have not gotten on over the years but you sacrificed your happiness for our estates.”


  Bile worked its way up Christopher’s throat. “This is what you’ve come for?” he said, his voice coming out garbled. “To thank me for wedding Sophie?” He made to leave but his father held up a staying hand.


  “Here me out, Christopher. And then you can leave.” He motioned yet again to the chair at the foot of his desk.


  Christopher hesitated and then sat to hear what the old bastard had to say.
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  Sophie chewed at her lower lip, her gaze trained on the door. She’d bathed and changed into suitable attire. As much as she longed to remain closeted away in the safety of her chambers, Sophie was no coward. As an earl’s wife, she had an obligation to properly greet and welcome her father-in-law— even if he were an odious cur.


  “My lady, you rang?” Lucy entered the room, interrupting her musings.


  Duke hopped off the bed and ran over to the maid. He sniffed at her skirts. When he’d ascertained that she had no treats with which to share, he returned to the edge of the bed.


  Sophie scooped him up, and placed him back on the coverlet. With his two front legs, he dug at the fabric, and then settled down into the little nest he’d made for himself.


  “Do you know where my husband is?”


  “I believe he is meeting in the Marquess of Milford’s office. Is there anything else you require?”


  Sophie shook her head. “No, that will be all.”


  Lucy curtsied and closed the door behind her.


  With a sigh, Sophie stroked the black stripe down Duke’s back. He flipped over in response, presenting his belly for Sophie’s attention. “You do know I can’t stay here all afternoon?”


  His tongue hung out the side of his mouth.


  “I’d like to,” she went on.


  Duke’s wide chocolate eyes grew heavy.


  “It’s rude to fall asleep when someone is speaking to you.”


  A loud, sputtering snore was her only response.


  Sophie pat him on his head and abandoned her chambers. She wound her way through Milford House, toward the Marquess of Milford’s office. Her steps slowed to a halt outside the room. She bit the inside of her cheek.


  Mayhap she shouldn’t interrupt. She could arrange for refreshments. Why, it didn’t seem proper to intrude on Christopher’s meeting with his father. Her reservations had nothing to do with the cowardice that filled her.


  Sophie turned on her heel, and…


  “I wanted to tell you, I’m proud of you.”


  The marquess’ rumbling pronouncement brought her to a halt. Her heart warmed for Christopher. His childhood with the marquess had been a turbulent one. Sophie found she could even forgive the marquess his many sins, including interrupting her wedding trip to Milford House, for coming out to praise Christopher.


  She smiled and again made to take her leave, not wanting to be an interloper on the father and son’s private exchange, when the marquess’ next words penetrated the thick wood panel of the door. “You didn’t want to, but you ruined the girl, anyway. You’ve done very well, Christopher. I know you and I have not gotten on over the years but you sacrificed your happiness for our estates.”


  Sophie stared at the door, unblinking. Her heart froze, suspended in her chest. She reached out, her hands searching for purchase, and found it against the wall. A dull, humming filled her ears. She’d misheard the marquess. There was no other logical explanation.


  “I know you fancied yourself in love with that woman but you put aside your desires for the girl’s dowry.”


  Christopher’s response was lost to the thick plaster that separated them and her own shallow breathing.


  She borrowed support from the wall. Christopher was in love with another…suddenly, his laconic response to her profession of love made sense. A bitter, pained laugh worked its way up from deep inside her and lodged in her throat. It threatened to choke her. What a fool she’d been. She’d looked to him adoringly, all but pleading for him to return her feelings, when all along there had been another.


  Leave, Sophie. Run as far and as fast as your legs will carry you, so that you do not have to hear every other vile thing from your husband and father-in-law’s lips.


  Instead, she remained rooted to the spot, flagellating herself with the agony of their next words.


  “I know you had enlisted Mallen’s help to avoid marriage to the girl... I know the only reason he courted her was…” She pressed her ear to the Chinese wall-paper, and struggled to hear the remainder of that statement.


  Tears popped up behind her lashes, but she blinked them back. What a bloody fool she’d been. Mallen’s sudden interest now made sense. He’d merely been courting her because Christopher had asked it of him. The humiliation of that realization was nothing compared to the shattering truth of the lengths Christopher had gone to avoid marriage to her.


  In the end, he’d craved her dowry more than he craved his freedom. A single tear streaked a path down her cheek. She swiped it away, but it was met by another.


  Every kind word from Christopher, every seductive smile had been a carefully crafted lie. She’d never mattered to him; not as a young girl and not as the woman he’d married.


  The marquess continued speaking, his words slashed through the haze of despair that gripped her. “As I said, now that you ruined her, you can carry on with whomever you want. Society wouldn’t expect anything different.”


  All the life seemed to drain out of her legs. Sophie slid in an empty heap outside the marquess’ office. Since she’d made her come out three years ago, Christopher hadn’t offered her anything more than a polite greeting—and only then, in passing. Not one dance had he requested.


  Her brother’s words, spoken the night of Lady Brackenridge’s ball, filled her memory.


  Waxham, who’s ignored you for years, of a sudden is paying you court, perhaps luring you away from Polite Society. Surely you must have wondered at his sudden interest?


  She forced herself to confront the hideous reality of Christopher’s deception.


  Her insides churned until she thought she might cast up the accounts of her stomach right there in the midst of the hall.


  Geoffrey had known. As had Mother.


  Then, there she was. Poor, pathetic Sophie, too blinded by her love of Christopher to see the ugly truth even as it had been staring right at her. She’d given up her good reputation, all that a young lady possessed, for him, and in the end, all that had mattered to Christopher was her dowry.


  She rocked her head against the wall. “Foolish, foolish, foolish,” she whispered the litany over and over.


  “Do you intend to leave her here?” The marquess’ question jerked her out of her misery.


  Gooseflesh dotted her skin. Her husband intended to abandon her. A hard, brittle smile formed on her lips. Oh, she could just imagine Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet.


  Lord W, has quickly tired of the plump, incorrigible Lady W, and wisely abandoned the woman in the countryside…


  A sob wrenched from deep inside and filled the quiet of the hall.


  Christopher had stolen her reputation, her dowry, and worst of all, her heart.


  She would be damned if she turned her pride over to his greedy, cruel hands.


  Sophie spun on her heel and fled.


  ***


  Christopher’s head whipped toward the door. “What was that?”


  His father waved his hand. “Probably some nosy servant. Forget them.”


  Christopher fisted his hands at his side. It was all he could do to keep from punching his father. He looked down his nose, hardly daring to believe that this man shared the same blood.


  For thirty years, Christopher had braved his father’s shame, abuse, and mockery. It had fueled Christopher, driven him to try and be more and earn his sire’s approval.


  Over the years, his father’s disapproval had stung. Christopher had craved some kind of affirmation that the marquess was proud of his son.


  Only now, staring down at his cold, calculating sire, Christopher confronted the staggering reality—nothing he did would ever be enough. His father would always be ashamed of him…


  …and Christopher no longer gave a damn about his father or his opinion.


  What he did care about was Sophie. Sophie filled his life with more joy, more laughter than he’d ever imagined possible.


  Christopher sucked in a breath. Christ. He loved her.


  His father’s brows dipped. “What?”


  He loved that she sang ribald ditties. He loved her propensity to find herself in scrape after scrape. Hell, he even loved that she loved her silly, troublesome pug. He loved her with a burning hunger that threatened to consume him. At some point, her happiness had come to mean more to him than even his own.


  “Did you hear what I said, Christopher?”


  His entire life, Christopher had only cared about his image for the ton, and earning his father’s approval. Well, they could all go hang.


  Christopher reached over the desk and jerked his father up by the front of his jacket, until they were eye to eye. “If you ever, and I mean, ever breathe one more foul word about my wife, by God, I’ll take you apart with my hands.”


  The color leeched from his father’s wizened cheeks. “P-put m-me down.”


  Christopher gave him a slight shake. “Only after you swear not to go anywhere near my wife.”


  “But this is my home.” Christopher shook him again. “Fine. F-fine,” his father cried out.


  Christopher released him.


  “Where are you going,” his father barked. “I wanted to discuss the use of your wife’s funds.”


  Christopher sailed out of the room. He’d wasted enough time with the marquess. He wanted to see his wife. It was time she heard the words he’d kept from her for too long.


  He made his way abovestairs, hoping to find Sophie naked in a hot, lemon-scented bath. He’d join her, make sweet love to her, and then tell her the words she deserved to hear.


  Christopher grinned, his heart beating fast in anticipation of seeing Sophie. Nothing mattered but her. Not his father. Not his struggle to read. Not Society’s opinion. None of it. He turned the handle and entered her chambers.


  He peered around. An ominous quiet blanketed the room. His smile dipped. “Phi?”


  Silence met his question.


  Christopher made to leave, when he spied her in the corner, over by the window. She’d pulled the curtain back and gazed down into the space below. “There you are, Phi.”


  He crossed over to her and rested his hands upon her shoulders.


  Sophie stiffened. She continued to stare outside.


  Christopher dropped his hands to his side. The first stirrings of alarm flared in his brain. He cleared his throat. “Are you all right, Phi?”


  Sophie released the curtain. The fabric fell back into place as she turned to face him. In spite of her diminutive frame, she somehow managed to peer down her nose at him. “Tell me something, Christopher. Has it been worth it?”


  “Worth it?” he repeated blankly.


  “Why, you sacrificed not only your good standing with the ton by marrying the Incorrigible Miss Winters but you also gave up the woman you love.”


  He blinked. What in the blazes was she talking about? “The woman I love?”


  Her eyes seemed to bleed agonized pain and outrage, all at the same time. “I heard you and your father.”


  Oh god, she knew. The sound outside his father’s office hadn’t been a prying servant, but his wife. His eyes slid closed and his heart plummeted somewhere in the vicinity of his toes. No!


  “Yes,” she hissed.


  He was unaware he’d spoken aloud. “You don’t understand, Phi.” She couldn’t possibly understand because he’d never been wholly truthful with her and as a result, she believed all the worst about him and his intentions. Could he blame her? His mind raced and he tried to recall every vile, reprehensible word spoken by his father. “It is not how it sounded.”


  Sophie arched a golden eyebrow. “Oh, so you didn’t marry me for my dowry?”


  “No.” The word exploded from his chest. He drew in a steadying breath. “I can certainly see how it might appear that way.”


  “Come, Christopher,” she said. “Would you have me believe you married me for love?”


  The declaration he’d come up to her chambers intending to make, withered upon his lips. To utter those words now, even if they were the truth would only be perceived as one more lie he’d told. Still, he needed her to know. “I love you.”


  Sophie’s laugh came out as a near-hysterical cackle that spoke to the thin shred of control she had over her emotions. “Goodness, you must take me for a bloody fool if you think I’d ever believe that. Do you know what I believe you love?”


  “What?” he said, past dry lips.


  “My dowry. Tell me, how does the woman you love feel knowing you gave her up for my fortune? Was it twenty-thousand pounds? Thirty? Forty? More?” She asked, her high-pitched question, a testament of her shock.


  He forced himself to look at her. “God, Sophie, I…”


  “How much?” she cried.


  “One-hundred thousand pounds.”


  Her eyes widened to the size of half-moons in her face. Then, a smile twisted her lips up. “One-hundred thousand pounds? That is quite a sum. I see how you’d be willing to endure a life wed to even me for that amount.” She returned her attention to the window, presenting him with her rigid back.


  Christopher dragged a hand through his hair. He felt Sophie slipping away from him. Gone was his spirited, mischievous, ever-smiling Phi. In her place was this cynical, hard-eyed, ice-princess. Nausea twisted in his gut with the realization that he’d wrought this tragic transformation on his sweet, loving Phi.


  With a sick intuitiveness, Christopher realized if he didn’t find the right words, didn’t make her understand, that Sophie would be forever lost to him. “Will you hear me out?” he said, his voice hollow to his own ears.


  Sophie shot a bored look over her shoulder.


  But she didn’t say no, and Christopher had to find encouragement where he could.


  “My father ordered me to court you.”


  Her hands fisted the sea-foam blue fabric of her afternoon gown, the only tell-tale indication that she’d been affected by those words.


  “How very clever you were.” She spoke the words, more to herself. “You appeared so honorable. Why, you even called on me, and confessed your father’s wishes for you to court me.” She laughed, the sound hollow. “I even commiserated with you. Oh, the laughter you and he must have had at my expense.”


  “Never.” That one word wrenched from deep inside him. At her likening him to the marquess, his stomach churned. He wasn’t like his sire. “My father wanted me to ruin you.” He flinched, at the ugly truth—in the end, Christopher had done just that.


  She shoved back the gold-damask curtains and gazed out the window.


  Christopher rushed to have out every last sordid detail. “My father owed your father a significant debt. More than that, my father had made a series of disastrous business ventures. We are…were on the cusp of financial ruin. He insisted I wed you, Phi. I said no—until he threatened to have me carted off to Bedlam if I didn’t agree to his plans. I was going to do as he demanded, Phi. But I changed my mind in Lord Brackenridge’s library.”


  Sophie pressed her forehead against the pane. Her visage, reflected back in the glass panel, contorted as if she were suffering physical pain, and he nearly doubled over from the agony of what he’d done. “Marriage to me was so abhorrent to you that you’d brave Bedlam?” she whispered.


  Christopher cursed. He was bumbling his way through this. He reached for her, and then remembered she couldn’t see him. “I said no because I didn’t want my father to turn me into a fortune hunter.”


  “Isn’t that what you are, Christopher?” That weary question belonged to a more aged, bitter woman than his Phi. “Do you have nothing else to say?”


  He went on. “There was a woman.” She recoiled like he’d struck her. Christopher swiped his hand across his eyes. If he could take a dagger to himself and spare her this hurt, he would. “I didn’t truly know her, Phi. We’d met just once. She was a dream of a woman. A dream of freedom from my father’s rigid control. She made me forget all that was wrong with me.”


  “She sounds like a paragon.” Her voice came out flat, devoid of any and all emotion.


  “She didn’t know my flaws. Not like you, Phi. That day of the stable fires, you discovered my secret shame and I hated you for that,” he said, at last truthful with both himself, and her.


  Sophie turned to face him.


  His palms grew moist. He opened his mouth to admit his humiliating failings but the words wouldn’t come out. “I…struggle to read.”


  She cocked her head. “What?”


  He glanced away. His gaze wandered the room. “There is something wrong with me. I…I’ve always had the finest tutors but words on a page…they don’t make much sense to me. I was convinced early on that I was mad. My father thought I wasn’t dedicated enough to my studies. He beat me.” A memory of his father applying the birch rod to his back while he read from Shakespeare’s, King Lear, trickled to the surface. “It didn’t help,” he said. “You found me reading aloud that night. You laughed. In my frustration I accidentally upended the lantern you’d left behind. I thought you’d gathered all the truth about me. From then on, I…it was too hard to be around you, Phi. You reminded me of everything wrong with me.”


  Emotion flooded her cornflower blue eyes.


  “I don’t want your pity, Phi. I just need you to know why I didn’t want to wed you. That all changed when I spent time with you.”


  “What about Mallen?” Her question, the faintest whisper, cut into his words.


  Christopher momentarily covered his face with his hands and pressed the tips of his fingers against the corners of his eye. “I knew Redbrooke and your mother were both enamored of his title.” His lips twisted. “Who would settle for an earl when they could have a duke?”


  Her sad eyes ran a path over his face. “You thought it all out, didn’t you?”


  He took a step toward her. “I thought I did, Phi. I didn’t consider that I’d fall hopelessly in love with you.”


  “Don’t,” she rasped. “Please, don’t.”


  “But I love you,” he said, taking another step closer.


  Sophie stalked across the room, eyes blazing. Her hair whipped about her like she was some kind of warrior princess. “You are nothing but a liar, Christopher. You can’t possibly expect I should believe anything you would ever say.” A cold, near-hysterical laugh bubbled past her lips. “What a fool I was.”


  He shook his head. “No, Phi…”


  “I fell in love with you against my better judgment. Even as you courted me, I was suspicious. I only have myself to blame. I should have turned you away when you came to call. And I certainly should never have followed you from the ballroom at Lady Brackenridge’s. I would have been better with a ruined reputation than you as a husband.”


  Christopher swallowed, and nearly choking on the lump of anguish that clogged his throat, he touched his hand to his chest to be sure his heart still beat.


  “Leave, Christopher,” she said, her voice tired.


  “No.”


  “Leave!” The order climbed in volume.


  He held firm. If he left her wounded and angry as she was, he suspected he might never attain her forgiveness.


  The plump mounds of her breasts heaved up and down with the extent of her emotion. “Very well, I’ll leave,” she cried, and stormed toward the door.


  Duke, sensing his mistress’ upset sprinted toward Sophie, and cut in front of her.


  Sophie cried out and stumbled over the fawn-pug.


  Christopher’s long strides ate up the space between them. “Are you hurt?” The moment transported him eerily back to their first exchange in Hyde Park when Duke had run out in front of his horse and nearly unseated him. It was as though he and Sophie had moved in a full circle, with Sophie leery of his motives and wanting him gone.


  He fell to his knee and reached for her ankle.


  As though the fight had drained from her body, Sophie laid on her back and stared with emotion-deadened eyes up at the ceiling. “I’m fine, Christopher.”


  Christopher’s heart squeezed painfully. He turned his attention to her ankles, removing first one satin silver slipper, and then the next. He rolled down her stockings. “Allow me to check for a sprain.”


  Sophie draped her arm across her eyes. “There is no sprain,” she said, tiredly.


  “Still…” His words died on his lips. He stared, his gaze transfixed upon a very familiar heart-shaped birthmark along the inner portion of her trim, dainty ankle. He blinked.


  It couldn’t be.


  It wasn’t possible


  He touched a finger to the marking that had haunted his dreams after he’d met his mystery Athena.


  Christopher released her ankle and sat back on his haunches.


  The irony of this moment was not lost on him. He’d initially avoided marriage to Phi for the sake of some nameless nymph he’d met in Lord Thomas’s library during the masquerade.


  In the end, Sophie was the mystery woman he’d longed for.


  She was his Athena.


  How had he not seen it before now?


  Sophie took advantage of his distractedness. She grabbed her slippers and stockings and pointed to the door. “Get out, Christopher.”


  He held his palms up. She needed to know. “I have to tell you…”


  “With the exception of good-bye, there is nothing else I care to hear from you.”


  “But you need to know…”


  She slapped him with such ferocity, his head snapped back under the force of the blow. The sharp crack echoed around his tortured mind.


  He accepted that pain; embraced it because it was no less than he deserved for lying to her.


  Sophie recoiled, as though in touching him, she’d been sullied.


  “Just go,” she whispered. Tears flooded her eyes, threatening to spill over. “If you care for me at all, you’ll leave.”


  And because he’d rather sever his own arm than inflict any pain upon her, Christopher rose. He sketched a bow. “This isn’t done,” he said, when he’d reached the doorway.


  A fat teardrop streaked a path down her cheek. Then another. And another.


  He reached for her.


  “Please, go,” she pleaded.


  Christopher nodded jerkily.


  He would do as she asked. For now.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  While taking part in a Frost Fair chair-pushing event with Lady E.F., Miss S.W.’s chair slid into a number of ice-skaters on the Thames River. There were no real injuries. Just outraged ice-skaters


  ~23~


  “Enter,” the Marquess of Milford thundered from within his office.


  Sophie took a deep breath, and turned the handle.


  She stepped inside his lair.


  The marquess didn’t pick up his head from the ledger in front of him. She used his distraction as an opportunity to study him. Somewhere in his sixtieth year, with stark white hair, and a hard-angular face, she imagined there’d been a time when he’d been very handsome. Sophie tried to imagine Christopher’s mother.


  Had the woman loved the cruel, condescending man? Or had theirs merely been an arranged match between two suitable individuals.


  He finally looked up. His gaze narrowed. “You.”


  All the earlier resolve that had driven her down, was restored at the chilled reception. She arched a brow. “Me.”


  His mouth went slack, and she suspected that he’d expected her to flee his office, with a quivering lip and terror in her heart. Not for the first time she wondered if he delighted in kicking small pups and gave thanks Duke was tucked away in her chambers. “Do you know, my lord, not for the first time, I wonder that my father ever claimed you as a friend.” Her father had possessed a pure heart whereas the marquess seemed to possess no heart. What an odd pairing of men.


  She wandered deeper into his lair. “There is something I want to say to you.”


  “Oh?” His bored tone fueled her ire.


  “You are a horrific human-being, and an even worse father. I’m sorry that Christopher grew up in such a household.”


  “So you’ve come to insult me,” he drawled.


  “I’ve come to tell the truth,” she said. She dusted her palms along the front of her gown. “It pains me to know the abuse Christopher endured at your hands. Hopefully, at some point, in these late years of your life, you reconcile the harm you did to your son…and search for peace, because if not, I’m certain there is a dark place in hell reserved for the soulless cowards like yourself.” She nodded. “That is what I came to say.”


  With a flounce of her curls, Sophie walked out as casually as she’d entered, closing the door softly behind her.


  In the early hours of the morning, when the black night sky still reigned, Sophie left.


  Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet


  



  In spite of the well-lit walkways at Vauxhall Gardens, somehow Miss S.W. stumbled upon a trysting couple and pitched forward into the colorful fountains. Her emerald satin gown was ruined beyond repair.


  ~24~


  Christopher struggled to open his eyes. He blinked back the fog of sleep, wincing when he moved too quickly. His mind tried to make sense of why he sat crouched on the floor in the corner of his chambers.


  Then reality rushed in with all the force of a sudden, summer rainfall. He leaned his head against the door that separated his and Sophie’s chambers. Throughout the day, her shuddery sobs had penetrated the walls between them. He’d knocked, pleading with her to allow him entry, but silence met all his requests.


  So, he’d sat at the foot of her door, and tortured himself with the aching tears of despair she shed for him and his deception.


  At some point, exhaustion had forced him into a deep slumber.


  He rubbed the corded muscles in his neck and stood. His body throbbed in protest, but Christopher embraced the pain. It seemed a small penance for the sin of breaking Sophie’s heart.


  He swiped a hand over his face, hoping that in the light of a new day, after a night of tears, Sophie had reflected on the sincerity of his words. Mayhap she'd, if not forgiven him, pledged to move forward.


  Christopher rapped on the door. His heart hung suspended as he waited for her call, granting him entry.


  He knocked again.


  Silence met his efforts.


  “Phi?” He tried the handle.


  Locked.


  A frown formed on his lips. He understood his wife’s hurt, even acknowledged that she was entitled to her anger but by God, he’d not allow her to lock him out forever.


  “Phi, please open the door.”


  When several minutes later, she still had not responded, Christopher shoved his hip against the solid wood panel. He winced as pain reverberated from his hip down to his thigh. He jammed his shoulder against the door, until he shattered a segment of the paneling.


  God, this is what he’d become? A brute who’d knock down his wife’s door. He reached through the break in the wood and turned the lock.


  Christopher entered her chambers. “Phi?”


  His wife’s bed had been meticulously made; not a wrinkle marred the sapphire-blue coverlet. He walked in a circle, taking in the surroundings.


  The bureau that had held her bottles of fragrance and brushes was devoid of all her female fripperies.


  His stomach tightened with the staggering truth before his eyes.


  No. She wouldn’t. She…


  He stormed across the room and tugged open the doors of her armoire with such force, he nearly ripped them from the hinges.


  Empty.


  Christopher staggered back. A dull, humming filled his ears. He dug his fingers into his temples to blot out the throbbing ache behind his eyes…his efforts futile.


  Sophie had left him.


  He sank down into the fragile chair at her vanity, and stared at the ragged creature with a day’s growth of beard, reflected back in the bevel mirror.


  “It can’t be,” he whispered.


  But the empty room spoke to the truth.


  Christopher folded his arms upon the top of the vanity, burying his head into his hands. A shudder wracked his frame. Then another. And another.


  In all his worst imaginings, he’d never believed Sophie would leave. The ache of losing her greater than any physical pain he’d ever endured. Her leaving indicated that whatever she’d felt for him was dead.


  He rose on unsteady legs. His jaw hardened. He could sit there and wallow in pity and self-defeat. Or he could go after his wife, find her, and convince her of his love.


  Christopher stormed from the room, his calls for his horse thundered down the hall.


  The butler met him in the foyer with Christopher’s cloak and hat. “I took the liberty of having your mount readied a short while ago,” he said.


  Christopher asked as Barker assisted him into his cloak. “When did she leave?”


  “Lady Waxham took the carriage nearly four hours prior.”


  He jammed his beaver hat atop his head. His heart stopped. “Four hours,” he repeated, his voice flat. Christ, she could be anywhere.


  “I also took the liberty of speaking with the driver. He informed me that Lady Waxham traveled to the Viscount Redbrooke’s properties.”


  Of course!


  Christopher folded the old family servant in a tight hug, then rapidly released him. “Well, done, Barker!”


  “Will there be anything else, my lord?” Barker’s tone sounded as bored as if he’d just sat through a tedious Sunday sermon and not just been embraced by the Earl of Waxham.


  “I’m increasing your wages. Again.”


  Barker bowed. “Very well, my lord,” he pulled the door open. “I suggest you bring Lady Waxham home as quick as possible.”


  Christopher grinned, and rushed outside, the first real stirrings of hope filled him. “I intend to.”


  He mounted his mare and nudged her forward, galloping toward Redbrooke’s estate.


  Only a few miles separated their lands, but the moments stretched on into an endless pattern of time. It allowed him to consider what he’d say to his wife. If he needed to plead with her to return, he would so humble himself. His pride, his happiness, his very life, meant nothing unless she was in it.


  His horse, Intrepid, thundered down Redbrooke’s drive. Christopher tugged on the reins, and the mare kicked up a sea of dust and gravel.


  Jumping from the horse, Christopher raced up Redbrooke’s front steps. He pounded on the front door with a single-minded intensity, cursing when silence met his efforts.


  Christopher considered storming the front door, but imagined Redbrooke wouldn’t take kindly to the violation of his property.


  At last, the butler, an aged servant Christopher recognized from his youth, pulled the door open. He peered down his nose at Waxham. “May I help you, my lord?”


  Christopher didn’t wait for admittance. Instead, he shoved past the butler and turned a circle about the foyer. “I’m looking for Lady Waxham.”


  The butler didn’t move from his post at the opened door. “Have you misplaced your wife?”


  “She’s not a material object. She…” Christopher snapped his mouth closed. He’d not debate this point with the angry servant. “Will you tell her I’m here?”


  The butler tilted his head a small angle. “I would. That is, if Lady Waxham were here.”


  Christopher’s heart skipped a beat. “She’s not here.” His mouth suddenly dry.


  “No. She’s not.”


  “I don’t believe you.”


  A beleaguered sigh escaped the older man. “My apologies. But she’s not here.”


  Christopher cursed. He glanced up the long, spiraling staircase, and briefly considered invading the house and hunting room by room for Sophie. But he suspected his search would turn up naught.


  His heart would know if she was here…and the cold, emptiness spoke as testament to the servant’s pronouncement.


  He took a steadying breath. “My driver delivered her here.”


  “Did he?”


  Christopher’s brows dipped. “He did. So at some point, my wife was here.”


  “Well, she is not here now, my lord,” he added as a seeming afterthought. The butler motioned to the door. “Now, if you will.” The meaning was clear. The butler wanted him gone from the property.


  Desolation swept throughout him, and he fought to keep from staggering under the weight of it. Sophie had gone and he didn’t have a bloody clue as to where she could be.


  The butler cleared his throat.


  “Thank you for your time,” Christopher murmured and took his leave. He stuck his foot in the door, just as the servant made to close it in his face. “For what it is worth, I love my wife.”


  The butler frowned. His brow screwed upright, and he appeared to take pity on Christopher. “I suspect if you really consider it, my lord, you know where she is.” He dangled that very subtle clue, and then closed the door.


  Christopher spun on his heel and peered out at the lake in the distance, which separated the two families’ estates. God, had it really only been yesterday that he’d pushed Sophie upon the swing? Who could have imagined that one’s life could unravel so completely in so short a time?


  He paced the front steps of Redbrooke’s property, all the while considering the servant’s words. The man had alluded to the fact that Christopher surely knew where Sophie had run off to.


  Surely she’d returned home to her mother and brother. Christopher bounded down the stairs and climbed astride his mount. “Let’s go find my wife, girl.”


  Late that evening, he arrived in London. His valet would have cringed at the state of Christopher’s rumpled attire and unshaven face. Somewhere in his journeys, he’d lost the tie at the base of his neck, and his hair now hung, ragged and wind-whipped about his shoulders.


  He pounded on the door until the butler, Ralston pulled it open.


  Christopher stormed inside. “I’m looking for my wife.”


  Ralston blinked. “My lord?”


  “Ralston, what is…?” The Viscount Redbrooke froze at the top of the landing and frowned down at Christopher. “That will be all, Ralston.” The servant shuffled off, leaving Christopher staring up at the viscount. “A bit late for a social visit, Waxham.”


  Christopher climbed the stairs. “Where is she?”


  His brother-in-law blinked. “I beg your pardon?”


  “My wife. Where is she?”


  The viscount ran an assessing gaze over Christopher’s unkempt figure. “Christ, you lost my sister.”


  “She’s not here.” The energy seemed to slip from Christopher’s body. He slid down onto the top step and stared unseeing down the long stairs to the foyer below.


  Redbrooke settled a hand on his shoulder. “Why don’t we retire to my office?”


  Christopher allowed the other man to help him to his feet and usher him to his office.


  All the while his mind spun.


  Sophie had left Redbrooke’s countryseat…but where had she gone? His hands curled into fists as he imagined her traveling, on her own. Christ, anything could happen. He’d driven her to this. He’d…


  “You look like you need a drink,” Redbrooke murmured, when they reached his office. He poured a tall glass of brandy and held it out to Christopher.


  “No.” He needed to be clearheaded. Spirits would only cloud his thoughts.


  “Drink it,” Redbrooke insisted, pressing the glass into Christopher’s fingers. He jerked his chin at the brandy. “Drink.”


  Christopher took a long swallow and set the glass down with a loud thump on a nearby table .


  “Now, tell me what the hell happened.”


  “She’s not here?” Christopher tried again, praying that the other man had merely been protecting Sophie, that she was in fact here.


  “No.”


  Christopher sank into the nearest seat and buried his head in his hands. She was gone and he didn’t have a bloody clue where she was, or how to win back her love and trust. Instead, he sat here drinking brandy with her brother.


  “Waxham?”


  Christopher raised his head. “She overheard my father. Said something to the effect of me wedding her for her dowry.”


  Redbrooke folded his arms at his chest. “And didn’t you?”


  “I never cared about Sophie’s money.”


  The viscount’s eyes narrowed as if skeptical of Christopher’s claim.


  Redbrooke, just like Sophie, deserved the truth. Christopher spoke, sharing everything with the other man.


  When he finished, Redbrooke remained silent for a long while, and then, “I don’t know where she is.”


  All the hope Christopher carried in his breast died. “I’m sorry for the pain I’ve caused your sister. Sorry I ruined any possible match between her and Mallen.” Sophie would have been far-better off with the duke than with him.


  Redbrooke waved off the apology. “My mother longed for the match between Sophie and Mallen. I just wanted her to be happy.” He must have seen the shock in Christopher’s eyes for he shrugged. “I’m not a total bastard. I’ve had several offers for her hand since she made her come out. None of them would have made her a good husband.”


  Hell, who knew? All these years, Christopher had taken Redbrooke as a pompous, condescending ass, more interested in his status and wealth than anything else. It turned out the other man did value something more than his image. Sweet Sophie.


  “Do you have any idea where she might have gone?”


  Redbrooke caught his jaw between his thumb and forefinger, rubbing it while he considered Christopher’s question. “Sophie has always been rather lonely. Never had many friends and…”


  Christopher’s heart stopped, and then sped up double-time. He spun around, racing for the door.


  “Where are you going, Waxham?” Redbrooke called.


  “To get my wife.”


  Redbrooke grinned. “You know where she’s gone?”


  Christopher paused, his hand on the door-handle. He couldn’t be certain, but he had the first, real hopeful suspicion since he’d discovered her missing. “I believe I do.”


  “Well, then let me offer you the use of my carriage. And you look like hell. Why don’t you rest for the evening and tomorrow…?”


  “No. The use of another horse will, however, be appreciated.”


  Redbrooke gave him a long look. “Very well. And, Waxham?” He called when Christopher stepped outside the door.


  “Yes?”


  “If you hurt her again, I’ll kill you.”


  Christopher bowed. “If she’ll take me back, I intend to spend the rest of my life earning her forgiveness.”


  “See that you do.”


  A short while later, the viscount’s carriage rattled on. Christopher had two matters of business to attend to: one on Fleet Street, and the other in Rochester, Kent.
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  Sophie shuffled back and forth on her feet. She glanced back at her carriage to the black double-doors of Meadowbrook Estate.


  When she’d taken her leave of Milford House two mornings ago, it had seemed like the ideal place to escape. She’d briefly considered returning to London but shame had prevented her from going to face the obvious disappointment and the deserving blame her brother and mother would heap upon her shoulders.


  Instead, she’d taken Christopher’s carriage to her family’s neighboring estate, and from there, her brother’s barouche. In doing so, she expected her husband would likely not ascertain her whereabouts.


  She sighed. It had seemed like a good idea.


  Now it seemed like she were nothing more than an interloper on her dear friend Emmaline and Lord Drake’s intimate family moment. Emmaline had given birth to a baby girl several weeks ago. And here was Sophie, infringing upon their privacy.


  She really should leave.


  Duke reared up as best as he was able on his stubby legs and scratched at the door.


  “No, Duke,” she scolded, and reached for him.


  Of course, with the time of it she’d had these past two days, Duke wouldn’t be obliging. A crow circled above. Duke’s ears perked up and he bounded down the steps, in pursuit of the high-flying bird.


  She raced after him. “Duke!”


  The driver, an older, portly gray-haired man set out after the dog.


  “I’m so very sorry,” Sophie called to Bennett.


  “Don’t think anything of it, my lady,” he managed between gasps for air.


  Alas, Bennett had clearly come to expect moments such as this as commonplace.


  They hurried after the dog.


  Duke drew in great, big snorting breaths, and then seemed to tire of chasing the crow overhead. Instead, he’d identified a new game.


  “No, Duke,” she pleaded when he danced back and forth on his short legs.


  He barked, then set off down the drive.


  Sophie grasped the edges of her skirt, and ran after him.


  “Sophie?”


  That one, shocked word brought her to a sudden, jarring halt. She spun around.


  Emmaline stood on the front steps alongside her husband, Lord Drake, her mother, the Duchess of Mallen, and brother, the Duke of Mallen.


  Sophie’s gaze collided with the duke’s, and all the humiliated hurt she’d carried since she’d discovered Christopher’s betrayal rushed to the surface.


  Then, Duke gave an excited yelp and she made a desperate grab for the dog, just as Bennett reached for him.


  Sophie and Bennett collided with a solid bang.


  Sophie grunted. Swaying on her feet, she threw her arms out to catch herself from falling.


  Alas, she landed with a solid thump upon the gravel drive. Bits of dust and pebble bit into the soft flesh of her palms. Duke must have taken Sophie’s fall as indication that whatever pug-game he’d played had officially ended. He licked her cheek.


  “Sophie!” Emmaline called out and raced toward Sophie.


  “Emmaline, you shouldn’t be running. Not so soon after…” Lord Drake called sternly. His words ended on the exasperated sigh of a man who knew he had no real control over his wife’s actions.


  The duke started after Emmaline. To help? He must have seen something in Sophie’s eyes for he jerked to an immediate halt. A dull flush stained his neck, and she suspected that he’d gathered the reason for her visit.


  Bennett had just helped Sophie to her feet when Emmaline hurled herself into Sophie’s arms.


  Sophie held on tight to her friend.


  “Oh, Sophie, I’ve missed you,” Emmaline whispered into her ear. “I missed your wedding.”


  And because Sophie had felt oh so very alone, and because she feared her heart would never mend from the damage inflicted by her undeserving husband, Sophie promptly burst into tears.


  “Sophie!” Emmaline pulled back and took Sophie’s hands in hers. “What is it?” She looked over Sophie’s shoulder toward the conspicuously empty carriage. Sophie knew the moment her friend had pieced together the reason for her visit. Her dark brown brows knitted into a single line. “What did he do?”


  Sophie glanced over at the trio on the steps.


  Emmaline followed her gaze. “Come, we’ll speak inside.”


  Again, the imposition she posed registered. She pulled back. “I shouldn’t have come. You’ve just had the babe. You should…”


  Her friend shot her a dark look. “Don’t be daft, Sophie. You are my dearest friend in the world. Is your opinion of me really so low?”


  Sophie shook her head. “No. It isn’t that. It’s just,” she held her hands up. “I’ve intruded.”


  “You are daft. I’ve been away in the country for months. Drake forbade me from doing nearly all physical activity.” A blush stained her friend’s cheeks, and Sophie now having known Christopher’s touch, understood the subtle meaning to Emmaline’s words. “I’ve missed your company.”


  Sophie swallowed. “Oh, Em. I’ve missed you so.”


  They reached the front of the house.


  She curtsied to the duke and duchess. “Your Grace, please forgive me for intruding. Lord Drake,” she turned to Emmaline’s husband, “my apologies. Though, please allow me to congratulate you on the birth of your daughter.”


  “You’re always welcome to visit,” Lord Drake said.


  A generous smile formed on the Duchess’ lips. “Hello, Sophie. I understand congratulations are in order.” Her brow wrinkled. “Where is Christopher?”


  Sophie’s heart contracted. Then the blasted tears flooded her eyes. She blinked them back. She’d thought she didn’t have any more to shed for her husband.


  The gentlemen were gracious enough to glance away from her tell-tale misery, but not before Sophie detected a flicker of guilt in the duke’s eyes.


  “Come,” Emmaline murmured. Taking Sophie by the elbow, she guided her inside. “We must talk. And you must meet my sweet Regan.”


  The enormity of her selfishness hit Sophie all at once. “Forgive me. I should have asked after her. I…I…” Her words tapered off.


  Emmaline gave her arm a gentle squeeze. “Don’t be silly. I’m certain Waxham has done something absolutely horrid.”


  “Why do you say that?”


  Emmaline stole a sideways glance at Sophie. “You forget. I had my heart broken once, as well.”


  Yes, she had. Betrothed as children, Lord Drake had taken great pains to avoid Emmaline over the years. There’s had been a turbulent courtship.


  “Would you like to visit the nursery? If you’re too tired from your travels…”


  Sophie expected she should be exhausted, but whenever she closed her eyes, Christopher’s pleading face surfaced and robbed her of rest. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do than meet Regan.”


  “Are you certain?”


  At the thought of seeing Em’s new daughter, Sophie felt the first stirrings of something other than grief. “Absolutely,” Sophie assured her.


  They made their way abovestairs, to the main living quarters, and down the hall to the nursery.


  Em opened the door.


  “Hullo, Prudence.”


  A stunning woman with dark brown hair, and a smattering of freckles along her high-cheekbones stood with a tiny bundle in her arms. “Hello, my lady. She’s just asleep.”


  Emmaline waved her hand. “How many times must I insist that you call me Emmaline?”


  Color suffused the woman’s cheeks. “It wouldn’t be proper.”


  “Bah, I’m not one for proper. Isn’t that right, Sophie?”


  Sophie managed a smile. “Neither of us are, Em.”


  “Forgive me,” Em said. “Allow me to introduce Regan’s nursemaid, Prudence. Prudence, this is my dearest friend, Lady Waxham.”


  Sophie hugged her arms at the chest, a meager attempt to protect herself from the pain of that reminder. “Please, just Sophie.” The reminder that she would forever be tied to Christopher, a man in love with another woman, a man who’d wed her for her fortune made her heart drop.


  Prudence rushed forward with the silent babe, and handed her over to Emmaline.


  Emmaline’s entire face lit like she’d been bathed in a summer sun. “Sweet baby,” she cooed, rocking Regan in her arms.


  For one ugly, awful moment, envy gripped Sophie in an unrelenting hold. Her friend had a husband who loved her and a beautiful baby. What did Sophie possess? Nothing more than a sham of a marriage.


  Emmaline pat Regan on her back. “That will be all for now, Prudence.”


  The nursemaid dipped a curtsy. “Very well, my lady.”


  Emmaline didn’t speak again until Prudence had gone.


  “Now tell me everything, Sophie.”


  A porcelain doll with golden curls and a white dress trimmed in pink rosettes caught Sophie’s notice. She wandered over to the child’s toy and picked it up from the bureau, studying the fragile doll. It was hard to remember a time when her life had been so blissfully uncomplicated. Sophie set the doll down. “I fell in love with him, Em.”


  Emmaline rushed over. “Oh, Sophie that is wonderful.” Lines creased her brow. “Or it should be wonderful. What happened?”


  Sophie hesitated and told her friend nearly everything. She went all the way back to the night of Lord Thomas’s masquerade and her mystery Odysseus. The only part she took care to leave unmentioned was the Duke of Mallen’s role in helping Christopher. She didn’t want to create tension between brother and sister and Sophie knew without a doubt that Emmaline would have words for the duke if she learned the truth.


  Nor did Sophie mention what Christopher had shared with her about his difficulty reading. For all the pain he’d brought her, she still would never bring herself to break that confidence. Whenever she closed her eyes, she still saw the shame, exposed in every tortured line of his face. She tamped down all sympathy for her husband.


  “He married me for my dowry, Em.” Sophie hardly recognized that bitter voice as her own. She didn’t like what she’d become.


  “Your dowry?”


  “It would seem I was worth a fortune. One-hundred thousand pounds to be precise,” she finished under her breath.


  Emmaline choked. “Did you say….?”


  Sophie nodded. “Imagine how vastly different my Seasons would have been had gentlemen been aware of my dowry.”


  “You wouldn’t have wanted that, Sophie. You deserved more.”


  Except, in the end, that was all Sophie had ended up with—a husband who’d wed her for her fortune.


  “It’s as you said when you severed your betrothal to Lord Drake, at least I would have no grand illusions as to their motives.” And she never would have been fool enough to believe that Christopher loved her.


  She looked away at the pity in Emmaline’s chocolate brown eyes. Em continued to rock baby Regan back and forth in her arms. “Is it…possible, that he did in fact come to love you? After all, there is no reason for him to lie. Not any longer. If his ultimate goal was your dowry, then he is already in possession of that.”


  Faint stirrings of hope whirred in her heart. She’d considered that same thing on the long carriage ride to Meadowbrook Estate.


  Regan let out a single, mewling cry, diverting Emmaline’s attention back to the baby. “Would you like to hold her?”


  Before she could respond, her friend came over and handed the baby over.


  With a woman’s intuition, Sophie cradled the baby close to her heart. The heart she’d thought so thoroughly shattered, warmed as Regan’s vacant eyes sought out hers. “Oh, Em,” she breathed. “She’s utterly perfect.”


  She gazed at the downy-haired babe, and an age-old yearning stirred within her for a child of her own. In her imaginings the babe would possess Christopher’s dark locks, and hazel eyes. Tears clogged her throat.


  “You can stay as long as you desire, Sophie but surely you’ve considered that you must eventually reconcile with, Waxham. He is your husband.”


  A knock sounded on the door, saving Sophie from answering. “My lady, Cook has a question about the evening menu.”


  “I’ll be along in a moment.” She looked to Sophie. “Will you stay with her until I return? I can send along Prudence.”


  “We’ll be fine, won’t we?” Sophie cooed to Regan.


  Emmaline sailed from the room, her garnet skirts swirling about her feet.


  “It seems it is just you and I, little angel.” Regan’s wide-eyed, glassy stare wandered until it settled on Sophie’s face. “What beautiful blue eyes you have, sweet.”


  The babe began to fuss, a little cry spilled from her pink lips. “Oh no, sweet. No need to cry,” she soothed. Her movement seemed to calm Regan, for the babe’s eyes grew heavy; her lids drifted closed, and then opened. “You will not miss anything, angel. I promise. Rest.”


  The quiet, click of the door filled the now silent room, followed by the soft thread of footsteps, which seemed to jolt Regan. The baby let out another sputtering cry. Sophie’s gaze remained fixed on the precious bundle in her arms. “Shh, sweet,” Sophie whispered. “I have her, Prudence,” she assured the nursemaid. “I…” She glanced up and her voice trailed off as she faced the Duke of Mallen. “Your Grace.”


  He clasped his hands behind his back. “Miss W…Lady Waxham.”


  Sophie chewed at her lower lip, careful to avoid the duke’s eyes. Despite his lofty title, there had been a time when she’d been so at ease in his presence. Now, humiliation burned strong at the mere sight of him. He served as a reminder of Christopher’s indifference, and the lengths both gentlemen had gone to circumvent a marriage between Sophie and Christopher.


  “You left Waxham,” he said, with bluntness that made her flinch.


  She rocked Regan back and forth until her eyes again closed.


  “I owe you an apology.”


  Sophie raised a brow. “Just one?”


  He walked over, and came to a stop in front of her. “For whatever value it has, I told him it was a deplorable idea.”


  “There is no value in that,” she said. “Tell me, Your Grace. Did you truly find me so unacceptable that you sought to deceive me or were your actions motivated by boredom?”


  Color crept up his neck. “It would cause me much pain if you truly believed that, my lady.”


  The rancorous laugh that burst from her lips caused Regan to stir. Sophie tamped down her ill-amusement. As a duke, he needn’t answer to anyone. Let alone, her, the Incorrigible Lady Waxham. Yet Sophie said, “Tell me what I should believe?”


  He made an impatient sound. “When Waxham first came to me, I thought him mad for having concocted such a plan.”


  “And yet, you still agreed to help him.”


  His square jaw hardened. “I don’t know how much Waxham has shared with you. He didn’t have a pleasant childhood. His father found fault with nearly everything he did. When Waxham struggled in his studies, the marquess beat him. I learned as much at Eton. I began to…assist Waxham with his studies.” He trained an unrelenting, ducal stare on Sophie. “I make no apologies for having helped him through his schooling.”


  Sophie hugged Regan close, trying to imagine what manner of parent could ever inflict pain upon their child. Her heart clenched at the thought of a young Christopher, struggling to read and being met with his father’s scorn and physical abuse.


  “I’ve always tried to protect him, my lady, and I will not apologize for that, either. I’m sorry you were hurt, but my motives were good. I believed Waxham in fact cared for you, and I could…encourage him to court you.” His gaze wandered to the window. “What I failed to consider was that I would come to care for you.”


  “As Emmaline’s brother…”


  “No,” he said, his tone sharp. “My feelings derived not from your relationship with my sister…but from the woman I came to know.”


  Sophie’s head snapped up.


  The duke walked over to the window, and he made a show of looking down into the grounds below. “I’m still sickened by my greed. I’d made a silent pledge to help Christopher make a match with you, and even knowing he cared, mayhap even loved you, I courted you with the most selfish of intentions.”


  With the tip of her tongue, Sophie traced the seam of her lips. “I...I would have made you a terrible wife. Lady Ackerly is correct, I really am quite incorrigible. I say all the wrong things. I have a disastrous tendency to fall down, I—”


  The duke laughed. “There is no need to disparage yourself on my behalf. You won’t convince me of your unsuitability. And Lady Ackerly can go hang.” He turned back to face her. “He loves you, you know.”


  Yes, Christopher had said as much. She placed a soft kiss upon the top of Regan’s sleeping head. “He merely feels a sense of guilt.”


  Mallen snorted. “Really, my lady. I expected you knew him a good deal better than that. Christopher cannot be forced to do anything. He was willing to forsake his family’s holdings, even his own respectability to avoid being turned into a fortune-hunter.” And if Christopher were to be believed, he’d also braved his father’s threat of Bedlam. “He loves you.” He glanced back out the window.


  “How do you know?” The question tumbled from her lips, exposing the hope and dream in her heart.


  A slight smile pulled at his lips. “How do I know?”


  She nodded. “Yes,” she said, remembering he couldn’t see her.


  “Because it looks as though he’s been dragged through hell without his valet.”


  Her brow wrinkled. “What?”


  Mallen nodded toward the window. “Your husband has arrived, my lady.”
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  With his free hand, Christopher pounded on the front door of Meadowbrook Estate, battling back impatience. But after two days with little sleep, a body aching from arduous travel, and fear for Sophie who’d set out on her own, he’d run remarkably short of the emotion.


  The door opened with such alacrity, Christopher stumbled forward.


  A younger man, missing an arm, glared down at him. “May I help you?”


  So this surly fellow was Lord Drake’s butler. Somehow, Christopher was not shocked by the unconventional servant.


  He held out a card. “I’d like to see Lord Drake.”


  The man studied his outstretched hand and at last, took the card. He studied it. A flicker of something registered in his eyes, but then was quickly gone.


  “That will be all, Jones.”


  Christopher glanced over the butler’s shoulder at Lord Drake’s frowning visage. “Drake,” he said.


  Drake passed a hard stare over him. “You look like hell, Waxham.”


  He didn’t wait to be admitted, storming past the tall war hero. “I’m looking for my wife. Is she here?”


  The other man must have heard the desperate edge underlining Christopher’s words.


  Christopher expected a mocking response to his admission.


  “She is.”


  A shocked gasp met Drake’s admission. “Drake!”


  Christopher looked up the stairs to where Emmaline stood, arms akimbo, outrage in her expressive, brown eyes. His gaze moved between the husband and wife. Christopher held his hands out in a desperate entreaty. “I miss my wife, my lady.”


  Drake and Emmaline exchanged a look. She sighed. “Sophie is here.”


  He staggered under the weight of relief.


  Drake gripped him by the arm. “Come with me.”


  Christopher dug his heels in. “I need to see her.”


  “You will,” Drake assured him.


  Christopher allowed Drake to guide him abovestairs. They paused alongside Emmaline, and Christopher sketched a bow. “My lady.”


  Emmaline favored him with a gentle smile. “There is no need for such formality, Chris…” She wrinkled her nose. “What is that…?” Her words died on a flush of embarrassment as she seemed to realize the smell of sweat and horseflesh clung to Christopher. “Drake, why don’t you show him to the Blue Chamber, this way Lord Waxham can…can…” She waved her hand.


  “I need to see Sophie,” he murmured.


  “You need a bath,” Drake muttered.


  They reached the Blue Chamber and Drake ushered him inside. He turned to leave.


  “How is she?” Christopher called, his voice hoarse with emotion.


  Drake paused. “Sad.”


  His stomach tightened. Until the day he died, he would forever remember the lines of grief etched in Sophie’s heart-shaped face. He stared sightless at the blue floral wallpaper. He’d journeyed for two days, searching for the words to convince her that she’d not been wrong in trusting her heart to him.


  He set his bundle down on a nearby bureau.


  “As you know, my own mistakes nearly cost me Emmaline’s heart.”


  Still, one year later, that stiff pronouncement spoken by Drake served as testament to the other man’s resentment and jealousy.


  Christopher tried to imagine how it would have felt to lose Sophie, only to watch her be courted by another man. His hands curled into tight fists at his side. “I’m sorry for having courted Emmaline.”


  Drake waved him off, clearly a more gracious man than Christopher. “In time, Sophie will forgive you.”


  “You sound so very certain,” he said with a trace of bitterness. It was so very easy for the other man whose life had sorted itself out to speak so confidently about Christopher’s marriage.


  “Do you love her?”


  His throat worked convulsively. “I do.”


  “Then she’ll forgive you.” Several servants appeared with a tub. “Now if you’ll excuse me.”


  “Drake?”


  The other man paused at the door.


  “Thank you.”


  Drake nodded, and closed the door behind him.


  ***


  Sophie’s heart thundered and she looked out the window for a sight of Christopher.


  “I believe he’s been granted entrance,” the duke said, leaning over her shoulder to peer outside.


  Emmaline raced into the room. “He’s here,” she panted, breathless from her exertions. “Oh,” she drew to a sudden halt at the sight of her brother. “You’re spending time in the nursery?” Surprise laced her words.


  “Em?” Sophie pleaded.


  “Oh, yes. Forgive me.” Emmaline gave a shake of her head. “He was pounding hard enough to take the door down and Jones granted him admittance. He has the look of a madman.” Her nose wrinkled. “And he smells quite foul.”


  Sophie angled her head.


  “Horses and sweat,” Emmaline said by way of explanation. “I do believe he’s been traveling in search of you since you left. Or he has very poor hygiene. But having known Waxham through the years, he never struck me as—”


  “Em!” Sophie said with a pained laugh.


  “Oh, right. My apologies. Drake showed him to the guest chambers, and I came right here. I’ll take her.” She rushed to take a still-slumbering Regan.


  Sophie spun on her heel and began to pace the floor. Her husband had come for her. If he’d merely been driven to possess her fortune, it should not have mattered that she’d left. Yet he was here. Surely that meant something. Surely.


  “He loves you,” Mallen murmured.


  Emmaline nodded. “He has the same desperate look that Drake had when he interrupted the dinner party with Waxham.” Her skin turned several shades of red. “I’m sorry,” she said quickly.


  “It is fine,” Sophie assured her. She expected the sharp, sting of jealousy at the reminder of Christopher’s courtship of Emmaline.


  Except, if Christopher had loved Emmaline, surely he would have challenged Drake for her affections.


  Instead, he was here, fighting for Sophie.


  The door opened and both Sophie and Emmaline jumped.


  Drake’s powerfully muscular frame filled the narrow doorway. “Your husband has requested an audience with you.”


  Sophie caught her lower lips between her teeth. “I—”


  “You’re going,” Em interrupted with a frown.


  “I’m not ready,” Sophie whispered. The ache of Christopher’s betrayal was still too fresh.


  “That’s utter rubbish. You at least have to hear him out. If you do not want to leave with him afterwards, then you are free to stay. But I never took you for a coward.” Emmaline directed her attention to Drake. “Where is Lord Waxham?”


  “He asked to meet in the library.”


  “The library?” Sophie blurted. With Christopher’s recent confession about his struggle to read, she’d imagine it was quite difficult for him to be in a room that served as a reminder of his struggle.


  “Sebastian, will you show Sophie to the library.”


  The duke held out his arm.


  Sophie eyed it for several moments, and then placed her fingertips along his coat sleeve.


  “You do know he’s going to be horribly jealous when he sees you on my arm,” he said, as they made their way through the halls.


  She pointed her eyes to the ceiling. “Then you do not know Christopher as well as you believe.”


  He snorted. “You’re wrong.”


  “It’s impolite to tell a lady she is wrong.”


  “Is it?”


  “Oh, I’m certain of it,” she said with a nod.


  The duke stole a sideways glance at her. “Will you forgive him?”


  “It’s also impolite to ask a lady such personal questions.”


  He chuckled “I’m allowed certain liberties as a duke. We’re here,” he said, before she could respond.


  Mallen held the door open.


  Christopher spun around, his eyes riveted to the place where Sophie’s fingers touched the duke’s arm. Her heart hammered at the realization that the duke had in fact been right. Christopher’s eyes radiated the fiery intensity of a man ready to storm the room and separate the duke’s hand from his person.


  He seemed to remember himself, for he gave his head a shake. “Phi.” He bowed slightly.


  She angled her head. Did he expect her to curtsy as though this was a normal social call? “Christopher.”


  The door closing behind the duke as he took of his leave, dimly registered.


  She and Christopher stared at each other a long while. His normally clean shaven cheeks reflected several days’ worth of beard. The thick, black strands of his hair pulled back were still damp, as though he’d just bathed. Considering what Emmaline had revealed, she suspected that to be the case.


  He rocked on his heels. “I had hoped to come to you, Phi, with all the right words, words that would convince you to believe me and my love for you,” he said without preamble. “But words have always posed a problem for me, and so I come to you, humbled.” He took a step toward her. “I can tell you that until you walked out of my life, I’d never realized just how much I love you. How wholly you complete me. I can tell you that for two days since you left, I’ve tried to determine what I love most about you; your bold spirit.” He took another step closer. “Your brilliant sense of humor. Your love for that troublesome dog.”


  Tears flooded Sophie’s eyes, and Christopher blurred before her.


  “I loved you from the moment I met you. Do you remember when that was?”


  “I was just a baby,” she whispered.


  His lips twisted into a small smile. “You have me there. I referred to my recent courtship.”


  “Well, that makes more sense,” she said softly. “When?”


  “The night you pilfered my brandy, you stole my heart.”


  She blinked, the wheels of her mind turning with infinite slowness. “I don’t drink brandy.”


  Christopher walked over to the mahogany side table, and picked up two books. He handed one over to her.


  Sophie took it. Delphine. Her heartbeat picked up its rhythm. Her gaze flew to his.


  Wordlessly, he turned over a copy of Intrigue and Love.


  “Impossible,” she whispered. She read the titles again.


  “I lied from the moment I met you. You, my beautiful Athena, deserve someone who possesses your intelligence and love of reading. I loathe books, Phi. They remind me of all that is wrong with me. I’ve never read Intrigue and Love. I merely grabbed the nearest book. I’ve told you too many lies, but I’ve never lied about my love for you.”


  Sophie clutched the books close to her chest. Her heart had realized what her eyes had not. “It was you,” she breathed.


  “It was you,” he said. “I’ve known you your entire life, and yet, I couldn’t see that which was before me. How blind I’ve been. I’m here now, asking you to accept me as I am, with all my flaws and all my failings. I…”


  The books tumbled from Sophie’s hands, and she hurled herself into Christopher’s arms. “Stop. Do not disparage yourself. Not on my account. Not on anyone’s account.” God, if his father was before them now, Sophie would have planted him a facer for the emotional scars he’d left upon his son.


  He folded her in his arms. “I wronged you, Phi. You could have found any number of gentlemen more deserving than me—.”


  “I don’t want any other gentleman,” she interrupted.


  “Not even Mallen?”


  She clasped his face between her hands. “I love you.”


  “You didn’t answer.”


  “Not even Mallen,” she said with a giggle.


  He lowered his head so their lips were a mere breath apart. “Are you disappointed that I’m your Odysseus?”


  “I’m only disappointed that you didn’t court me sooner.” She reached up on tiptoe and kissed him in the faintest meeting of lips. Sophie pulled back. “I love you,” she said again.


  Christopher reached inside the front of his jacket. “I have something for you.” He pulled out an envelope and handed it to her.


  “What is it?” she asked, accepting it from him.


  “Open it.” He nodded to the envelope.


  Sophie slid the tip of her nail under the seal and withdrew several sheets of paper and a copy of Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet. Her brow wrinkled as she skimmed the page.


  She turned to the next. “Lady Ackerly is actually George Lamb? As in Emily Lamb, Lady Cowper’s brother?” One of Almack’s leading hostesses, Lady Cowper had earned a reputation for her kindness and magnanimous spirit. Her eyes shot to his.


  “I paid a visit to the Lady Ackerly’s publisher on Fleet Street. It didn’t take much for me to ascertain Lady Ackerly’s identity.”


  George Lamb, the playwright and journalist had been the source of her misery these three years. “Humph.” Sophie pursed her lips.


  “That is what Lady Cowper said.”


  Sophie’s mouth fell agape.


  Christopher nodded. “Prior to coming for you, I paid a visit to Lady Cowper. Needless to say, she was displeased with the trouble her brother has caused you.”


  “She was?” It really should come as no surprise, considering Lady Cowper’s notoriety as a kind, and benevolent woman. She was, after all, the same woman who’d lifted the ban at Almack’s on her scandalous sister-in-law, Lady Caro Lamb, even after Lady Caro had written the shocking work Glenarvon that included thinly veiled references to some of the tons leading members.


  Christopher continued, interrupting her musings. “Lady Cowper was quite apologetic about the whole affair. She wanted me to convey my sincerest regrets and the assurance that her brother will no longer contribute to Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet.”


  A laugh worked its way up her throat, and spilled from her lips. “Surely you jest.”


  “Oh, no. Not at all. She did, however, agree to have her brother publish a final piece.”


  “Final piece?” she asked, her tone leery to her own ears. 


  Christopher removed the papers from her hands, and set them down. Then, he raised her knuckles to his lips, placing a gentle, lingering kiss upon them. “I would have arrived sooner if I’d not spent several hours with Lady Cowper. She transcribed the final column.”


  He reached into his jacket and withdrew another parchment—a copy of Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet.


  The Earl of W has fallen hopelessly and helplessly in love with his stunningly beautiful, musically gifted, outrageously witty wife, Lady W. It is his fondest wish that he can someday find himself worthy of her love.


  A single tear streaked down her cheek. Then another. And another. Falling in a slow, waterfall upon the words until the black ink had smudged. She dashed a hand across her cheeks. “I’ve ruined it,” she managed between little gasps of air.


  He winked. “There will be many other copies. It goes to publication tomorrow.”


  “Oh, Christopher, you don’t have to do this.” His social image had always mattered a great deal to him. That he would willingly humble himself on her account filled her with a growing warmth. “I know you love me. Truly.”


  His smile grew, displaying the even row of pearl- white teeth. “Good, Phi. But I’m still having it printed.”


  “You silly, silly man.” She reached up and placed another kiss upon his lips.


  “Should we have Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet print that? Lord W, a silly, silly…”


  “Christopher?”


  “Yes, Phi?”


  “Be quiet, and kiss me.”


  “As you wish.”


  And he proceeded to do just that.


  Epilogue


  Christopher stroked the top of Duke’s slumbering head. The pug let out a loud snore, his flat nose sprayed Christopher with bits of moisture. “You really are foul. Don’t tell your mistress I said as much.” The dog continued sleeping. “Not all the time,” Christopher amended. “There are times you are quite nice. I shan’t admit it to anyone. Not even your mistress.”


  “Christopher, are you talking to Duke?”


  His hand froze mid-motion. His gaze flew to the entrance of the room.


  Sophie stood framed in the doorway, a grin playing about her luscious red lips.


  “Uh, no. Not at all. I was just…”He sighed. “Talking to Duke.”


  She made an X across her heart. “Your secret shall not leave this room.”


  His eyes fell to the newspaper in her hands. “What do you have there, sweet Phi?”


  “This?” she said, breezily. “Oh, it is just a copy of Lady Ackerly’s Tattle Sheet.”


  His brows narrowed. By God, Lady Cowper had insisted her brother would cease dragging Sophie’s name through the paper. She’d given him her word as a lady.


  “Might I read you the latest piece?”


  A growl worked its way up his throat. He stood with such speed, Duke nearly tumbled to the floor. Christopher caught the pup, and set him down on the leather chair they’d occupied. Duke nestled into the folds of the winged-chair and fell promptly back to sleep. “What has he printed now?”


  Sophie opened the page. She smoothed a finger over it.


  “Lady W has fallen hopelessly and helplessly in love with Lord W, her magnificently handsome, intensely loyal, exceedingly clever husband. He has always been worthy of her love.”


  He crossed the room to take her in his arms but she danced out of his reach. “I thought it would be far too scandalous to print that which I truly wished to write.”


  He chuckled and this time swept her into his arms. “What is that?” he murmured. His lips found the sensitive place where her neck met her ear.


  “Mmm, you do know it is hard for me to think when you do that?”


  His mouth momentarily hovered above her flesh. “I do.” Christopher proceeded to kiss her.


  “Aren’t you just the bit curious as to what I wanted to print?” she whispered, angling her head to allow him better access.


  “Somewhat.”


  A breathy little moan escaped her. “I never would print it. I was merely trying to shock you.”


  “Were you?” he moved his attention to the corner of her lips.


  “I…I can’t talk. When. You’re. Kissing. Me,” she said between his kisses.


  “That is the idea, Phi.”


  “I really thought you’d like to know.”


  Christopher rested his brow against hers. The sooner his wife said her piece, the sooner he could resume making love to her. “What is it you thought I’d like to know?”


  “I’m in the family way.”


  Christopher blinked. His heart froze, suspended in his chest, and then picked up a fast, steady beat. “Phi?” he whispered. Since he’d wed Sophie, he’d often considered what it would be to have young, precocious daughters with her golden tresses and cornflower eyes, who had a special love for troublesome pugs.


  Worry creased her brow. “I thought you might be happy with the news. Was I…?”


  Her words ended on a breathy laugh when he swept her into his arms, and twirled her in a circle. Duke, alerted to the merriment around him, leapt from his seat and bounded over to them. He nipped at Christopher’s boots.


  Christopher stopped abruptly, and set Sophie down. “Christ. I’m sorry. Have I hurt you?” He ran his hands along her arms, inspecting her for injury.


  Sophie pointed her eyes to the ceiling. “I’m not injured, Christopher. I’m merely expecting.”


  Duke barked.


  Christopher bent down and scooped him up. “Do you hear that, boy? You’re going to have a sister.”


  “I imagined you would desire an heir.”


  He trailed his gaze along every precious line of her face, remembering back many, many years ago, to the time he’d been a small boy and she a mere babe. “It doesn’t matter whether it is a boy or girl,” he said. “All that matters is that the child is a piece of you. He or she will have your indomitable spirit. Your kind heart.”


  “Hopefully not my penchant for trouble,” she said, wryly.


  Christopher imagined a house with a gaggle of children running after a litter of fawn-colored pups and grinned.


  He couldn’t imagine anything he’d love more.


  



  The End
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