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  PART ONE



The Wrong Brother








  
  Prologue
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England 1802 (or a variation thereof) 
“Argh!” Robert screamed, raking his hands through his hair. “This is agonizing! Why do we have to study Latin if it’s a dead language?” Shaking his head, he stared at the pages before him.
“Because it’s the language of scholars,” Charles replied. “Latin and Greek are at the root of every modern language and help us decipher history long forgotten.”
“Ugh!” Robert exclaimed, crinkling his nose as he looked at his younger twin. “You sound just like Mr. Punham.” Pushing back his chair, he sat sideways, eyes intent on his brother. “But do you know what? There is a reason why history is long forgotten, and that’s because it is of no importance. What good will knowing Latin do?”
Putting down his quill, Charles turned to his brother. Although they shared the same coppery brown hair and hazel eyes, the smirk that usually decorated his twin’s face spoke volumes of the differences in character they could not seem to overcome. “It allows us to read ancient texts and discover how people lived thousands of years ago, what their form of government was, what science they had and―”
“As I said,” Robert interrupted, “it is nothing but a waste of time.” Lifting his eyes, a longing smile came to his face. “We should be out there.” He gestured to the window and the open fields beyond, running all the way to the horizon, only bordered by a thick-growing forest to the east of Bridgemoore Manor. “That’s the real world. Adventure awaits out there. This,” he gave his book a hard shove so that it went over the edge of the table and hit the floor with a loud thud, “this is just boring.”
Shaking his head, Charles leaned down and picked up his brother’s book. “If you don’t study, Father will not let you come to the exhibit at the British Museum.”
Robert sighed. “Well, I’d say that would be good news… although going to London would be something. I bet there is a lot going on there apart from dusty museums and such.”
“But they have the Rosetta Stone on display,” Charles objected, feeling excitement bubble up in his veins. “It is the key to deciphering―”
“Why would I care about some old stone?” Robert whined. “Charles, the world is not only what you find between the covers of your books. It is out there.” Rising from his chair, he strode over to the window, an awe-filled expression in his eyes as he gazed at the stretch of green leading from the home he had been born to and the title he was to inherit to adventures unknown. “Let’s go,” he said, then turned and grabbed his brother’s arm.
“Go where?” Charles protested, trying to pull his arm free.
Dragging his brother behind him, Robert yanked open the door, then peeked down the corridor. “Let’s shoot some arrows,” he whispered. When the coast remained clear, he proceeded down the corridor, still holding on to his brother’s arm.
“Arrows?” Charles gasped, trying to free himself. “But Father said we were too young. He said―”
“He did when he was our age,” Robert objected. “And besides, what could happen?”
“We could get hurt.” Unable to wrench himself from his brother’s tight grip, Charles reluctantly followed him outside. “How would you know what to do? Have you ever even held a bow and arrow?”
Turning his head, Robert winked at him.
Charles’ eyes bulged. “You have? When? Father said―”
“Father is just as much a bookworm as you are,” Robert snapped. “I taught myself.”
After retrieving a bow as well as a quiver with arrows from a hiding place in the stables, Robert dragged his younger twin toward the tree line, always ducking behind bushes and running from tree to tree so as to stay out of sight.
“Is this truly your idea of fun?” Charles heaved, trying to draw in a deep breath, his face flushed with exertion.
Frowning at his brother, Robert shook his head. “You sound like Aunt Patty, always wheezing as soon as she takes a single step. You should really pull your head out of your books more often and join me in the real world.”
Proceeding deeper into the forest, Robert finally stopped at a fallen log. “This is where I come to practice.”
Staring at him dumbfounded, Charles shook his head, wondering if this boy, who was just now fitting an arrow into the bow, could truly be his brother.
“This is how you do it,” Robert instructed, eyes concentrated. Never had Charles seen him so focused on anything. “Don’t clench your hand. Then pull back the arrow as much as you can, aim a little higher than the target you have your eye on and…,” he took a deep breath, “release!”
The arrow shot forward, sailing through the air, and hit its mark―feathers and string tied into a circular pattern hung up in a tree at least fifty yards away.
“Yes!” Robert cheered, hopping up and down in a victory dance. “I told you I could do it!” Then he turned to his brother, and Charles knew that something was up. “Do you want to try?”
Eyes wide, he shook his head.
“Just once,” Robert said, holding out his bow. “If you try it, I promise I’ll study all afternoon tomorrow.”
“Truly?” Charles whispered, eyeing the bow and his brother suspiciously. “Only once?”
“Only once.”
Reaching out his hand, Charles reluctantly took the bow, surprised how light it was. Then he accepted the arrow his brother offered him and stepped up to the mark. Taking a deep breath, he followed Robert’s instructions, carefully fitting the arrow onto the string. Bracing himself, Charles let it slide over his hand as he pulled back the string and took aim.
Beside him, his brother grinned, and Charles felt goose bumps crawl up his back. What had he gotten himself into?
“I promise I’ll study with you,” Robert said, eyeing his brother with a satisfied grin.
“All right,” Charles said and pulled back the arrow as far as he could, feeling beads of sweat pop up on his forehead. His fingers began to tremble from the exertion.
“But only if you hit the mark,” Robert whispered into his ear.
“What?” Startled, Charles spun around, staring at his brother, who instantly ducked as the arrow was released and shot past his head through the thicket of the forest.
Staring after it, both brothers winced when a pained howl reached their ears mere moments later.
“Drat!” Robert exclaimed, his hand once more closing around his brother’s arm. Dragging him forward, he found his way through the thicket and out of the forest. When the meadow came in sight, voices echoed over from the stables, and they found their tutor, Mr. Punham, lying in the grass, hands wrapped around his left calf, face distorted painfully.
“I hit him,” Charles whispered, staring at the arrow protruding from his tutor’s lower leg. Blood seeped from the wound, staining his stocking as well as the grass.

      [image: ]Waiting in their father’s study, Charles could not get the image of Mr. Punham’s distorted face out of his head. “I shot him,” he whispered for the millionth time. The man had taught him Greek and Latin, opened up the world of the beauties of ancient societies to him, and now, he lay bleeding in the downstairs parlor.
“He will be all right,” Robert whispered beside him, his own cheeks a slightly paler color as well. “After all, it is only a flesh wound.”
Staring at him, Charles shook his head. “How can you say that? How can you―?”
The door opened, and both boys shot to their feet.
Never had Charles given his father cause for displeasure, and so when the man’s stern eyes fell on him, Charles felt tears stinging his eyes. “I am so sorry,” he whispered, eyes fixed on the floor.
Coming to stand before them, their father shook his head. “I am severely disappointed in you.” His voice rang cold, not resembling the kind-hearted man Charles knew him to be. “I might have expected such behavior from you, Robert, but Charles, what in the devil’s name has gotten into you? Shooting an arrow at your tutor?” Again, he shook his head, disbelief darkening his eyes. “I thought you to be a responsible, young man, not a reckless child.” Sighing, he closed his eyes. “I suppose I was mistaken.”
His gaze shifting from one son to the other, Viscount Norwood crossed his arms, and Charles knew that he was about to find out what punishment he was to receive. “Since I cannot trust that you will display appropriate manners when in London, I am afraid I have no choice but to leave you here.” Charles gasped, feeling the blood rush from his head. “You are to stay at Bridgemoore under Mr. Punham’s strict supervision―should he decide to stay on―and spend your summer reviewing the appropriate behavior of a gentleman. Am I understood?”
“Yes, Father,” Charles whispered as stars began to dance before his eyes and the breath caught in his throat. “I am so sorry.”
“Well, it is a bit late for―”
“Father!” Robert interrupted, taking a step forward. “Charles is not at fault here; I am.”
Unable to believe his ears, Charles stared at his brother.
Lord Norwood’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean? Did Charles not shoot the arrow? When we came upon you, he was holding the bow in his hand.”
Straightening to his full height, Robert raised his head. “He took it from me. In fact, the only reason he was out there was to try to stop me. It was my idea. The bow and arrows are mine as well. I have been practicing for a while now, and when Charles found out, he told me I was not to continue. However, I did not listen.” He took a deep breath. “I know I should have. I did not mean to hurt Mr. Punham. It was an accident.” He glanced at his brother. “Do not punish him. He is merely trying to protect me.”
For a moment, Lord Norwood remained silent, glancing back and forth between his sons, his eyes narrowed with suspicion. “Is that true?” he finally asked, looking at Charles.
Feeling the blood drain from his face once more, Charles did not know what to say. He glanced at his brother, stammering unintelligibly.
Nodding his head imperceptibly, Robert’s eyes urged him to agree.
“Well, I…” He took a deep breath and then looked at his father. “Yes, it is.”
“I see.” For a moment, Lord Norwood’s eyes lingered on his younger son before they moved to Robert. “In this case, it is you who will remain at Bridgemoore for the summer, and you will remain indoors and study.” Robert swallowed. “You do not set a foot outside, am I understood?”
Robert drew in a sharp breath before nodding his head. “Yes, Father.”
Returning to the seat behind his desk, Lord Norwood bid them to leave. “Oh, and Charles? Although it is noble to want to protect your brother, I would strongly advise against lying to your father! Is that clear?”
Charles nodded, then followed his brother out into the hall. The second the door closed behind them, he pulled Robert back. “Why did you do that? It was my fault. I shot Mr. Punham.”
Robert shrugged. “That may be so, but the only reason you were out there was because I did not give you a choice.”
“That’s not true,” Charles disagreed. “I could have left. You did not force me to pick up the bow.”
“Maybe not, but I distracted you.” When Charles opened his mouth to protest, Robert lifted a hand to stop him. “Leave it be, Charles. Go to London, see that stupid stone of yours, and who knows, a day may come when I need you to protect me.” Smiling, Robert clamped a hand on his brother’s shoulder, then turned around and walked down the corridor.
Charles simply stared after him, for the first time understanding the true meaning of brotherhood.






  
  Chapter one
A Brother's Return
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Fifteen Years Later 
Breathing in the early night air, Robert Dashwood, Viscount Norwood, looked up at the looming structure of Bridgemoore Manor. It had been years since he had been here. Not since his father had died and passed on his title to him.
The very sight of his childhood home made his insides quiver. Memories resurfaced of careless days spent in leisure with his brother, with his friends. A smile drew up the corners of his mouth as he remembered the many days he had spent in detention, punishment for yet another reckless deed he had felt compelled to commit. Those days had been good; yet, the moment he had come of age, Robert had left, his feet trembling with the need to get away and see the world.
Title or no, Robert knew that if it had not been for Charles’ note, he would never have come home.
Climbing the front stairs with long strides, he entered the house, silence hanging like cobwebs in every corner. At least as children, their own voices had sent echoes through the house. Now, it lay almost dead, like one of Charles’ old, dusty books.
Knowing with absolute certainty where he would find his brother, Robert made his way across the marble hall and down the west corridor until he reached his father’s old study. Again, a rueful smile came to his face. How many times had he stood outside these very doors, waiting for his father to call him inside and shake his head at him for yet another unwise decision?
But not today.
His hand only hesitating for a moment, Robert slid open the door and stepped inside, his careful footsteps all but silent on the parquet floor. After his eyes had adjusted to the rather dim light, he found himself staring across the room at his father’s old desk, his brother sitting in its leather armchair, quill in hand, head bent over some papers.
For a moment, Robert just looked at him, a smile curling his lips. In a strange way, he felt transported through time, as though he were a young boy again, and the man behind the desk his father. While Charles and his father had always shared the basic characteristics of their personality, Robert had often felt like an outsider to their shared interests. Never had he been able to relate to what brought them such joy.
Still, he felt a deep connection to his brother, and for the first time, Robert was glad he had come home.
“Squint anymore, and I’m sure you’ll go blind.”
At the sound of his voice, Charles’ head snapped up, his eyes growing wide as he beheld his mirror image standing by the door. “Robert!” he exclaimed, almost jumping to his feet. Rounding the desk, a delighted smile on his face, Charles came toward him. “A part of me thought you wouldn’t come,” he said, drawing him into his arms. “It is so good to see you.”
For a moment, Robert closed his eyes, savoring his brother’s embrace and all the emotions it elicited. Then he stood back. “You cannot truly believe I would miss my little brother getting married. What sort of man do you take me for?”
“The worst kind.” Shaking his head, Charles laughed. “Look at you! You look like a pirate. When was the last time you cut your hair?”
Compared to Charles’ rather stylish crop, Robert wore his auburn hair long and tied in the back, a perfect match to his loose-fitting clothes. “What can I say? I have a reputation to uphold.”
Charles laughed. “Do I dare ask what you have been doing?”
“I’m sure you don’t want to know.”
“I suppose you’re right,” Charles admitted. “Frankly, your escapades are well known all over London. Did you know they’ve earned you the rather flattering nickname of ‘Notorious Norwood’?” Again, Charles shook his head; an amused smile seemed to tickle the corners of his mouth. “I generally tend to turn a deaf ear.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” Robert confirmed, not daring to be any more specific. If his brother only knew half of what he had done, he would have turned deep red at the very sight of him. Perhaps London knew a lot less than it thought it did. “So? You’re getting married tomorrow. Isn’t that a bit soon?” He winked at his brother. “Is there a reason you’re rushing this wedding?”
Charles shook his head at him again. To Robert, it seemed like all Charles ever did was shake his head at him. “I’d appreciate it if you would refrain from any such comments with regard to my fiancée. For your information, we have been engaged since last season. Was it my fault I had such trouble tracking you down? You have not changed in the least.”
“I saw no need.” A devilish smile drew up the corners of his mouth, and Robert saw its effects on his brother’s face long before he spoke again. “After all, in my experience ladies generally do not merely want the saint, but a little bit of the sinner as well.” He shrugged, enjoying the slightly shocked expression on his brother’s face. “And you know me, I hate to disappoint.”
Slowly, the shock fell from Charles’ face and was replaced by a rather indulgent smile. Once again, Robert felt like a young boy being called into his father’s study. “You truly have not changed,” his brother repeated. Turning to the liquor cabinet, he filled two glasses, offering one to him.
Downing it in one gulp, Robert cleared his throat. “So? Who is the lucky woman?” he asked, feeling the need to change the subject.
“Lady Isabella Carrington.”
“Lord Gadbury’s daughter?”
Charles nodded. “The eldest.”
“I don’t believe I’ve had the pleasure of meeting her.” Pouring himself another drink, Robert settled into one of the armchairs by the window front, gesturing for his brother to follow. “Tell me about her.”
Taking a seat, Charles smiled. “She is indeed very amiable and possesses all the qualities of a lady.”
Robert chuckled. “You truly sound enthusiastic, Brother. How did you meet?”
“At the British Museum.”
Robert groaned, hearing his worst fears realized.
“She, too, was engrossed with the most recent Egyptian artefacts,” Charles elaborated, a slightly disapproving look in his eyes as he looked at his brother.
“This truly sounds like a love match,” Robert teased, unable to stop himself.
With lips pressed into a thin line, Charles eyed him with displeasure. “And what would you know about love? Believe me, although I tried not to, it has been nearly impossible not to know how you’ve spent the last few years. More than once, I’ve heard the whispers that follow you. From what I can gather, you’ve never spent more than a few days in the company of one woman.”
Again, Robert chuckled as memories surfaced that would have Charles faint on the spot. “Yes, but I always thought you were different. As dedicated as you are to your dusty, old books, I always thought that one day, you’d find a woman you’d be equally dedicated to. Instead, you seem to have found one who shares your dedication to…,” he gestured at the tall bookcases lining the far wall of the study, “those.” This time, it was Robert who shook his head at his brother. “Quite frankly, I can’t wait to meet her. She seems to be your other half.”
Downing his drink, Charles set down the glass with a loud clank. “What do you want, Robert? Certainly, even you can see the advantage in choosing one’s wife based on common interests. You can’t truly believe that to be wrong?”
Seeing the pulse hammering in his brother’s throat, Robert lifted his hands in a gesture of truce. “Far be it from me to oppose your match.” Leaning forward, he rested his elbows on his knees, his eyes focused on his brother’s face. “But to be frank, you sound more taken with the old Egyptian trinkets than your future wife. The real question is, does she get your heart pounding?”
Charles huffed. “In what way is that relevant?”
Robert laughed. “If she did, you’d know why.” Clearing his throat, Robert took a swig from his glass. “I really did not mean any disrespect but was merely curious what kind of woman had captured your attention.”
Looking rather annoyed, Charles eyed him carefully. “She is well-read in history, which means we are never at a loss for words in each other’s company. Also, her demeanor speaks of a courteous and noble character, and she will, I am certain, represent our family with grace. Even though she is a few years younger than I am, she is not childish in the least but behaves with the utmost respect toward anyone in her presence. Upon meeting her, I am certain you will believe so yourself.”
“Dear Brother, I never meant to suggest that she was not worthy of our family or of you.” All teasing left Robert’s voice, and his eyes became serious as they looked into his brother’s. “I simply meant to ensure that you have indeed chosen wisely.”
“Wisely, brother? And what would you know of choosing a wife?” Charles laughed, once more shaking his head. “Am I mistaken, or are you still looking for the future Lady Norwood?”
Robert chuckled. The mere thought seemed ludicrous. “I have no intention of ever marrying. I thought you knew that.”
“You cannot be serious,” Charles objected, quite honestly stunned by his brother’s words. “What about your title? You need an heir.”
“An heir?” Robert laughed. The life that his parents had lived, the life that Charles and his new bride were about to embark upon was the very life that would have him running for the hills within a few days. He was not made for a settled life. He knew that, and he would not do anyone any favors if he pretended differently. “Why would I worry about an heir? There are much more important and, quite frankly, much more amusing things in life.” He winked at Charles, who looked almost scandalized. “And besides, I always thought you’d make a much better viscount than I ever could.”
Again, Charles stared at him, for a moment too stunned to say anything. “You cannot be serious?”
Robert shrugged, the need to lighten the mood tugging up the corners of his mouth. “I rarely am. However, today I’ll make an exception.”
“Robert, you cannot―”
“Let us not talk about this anymore. In a few days, I’ll be gone again. Let us enjoy what time we have together.” Rising from his chair, Robert refilled his drink. “To you and your perfect match,” he said, raising his glass. “I wish you all the happiness in the world, Charles. If anyone deserves it, it is you. I am sure you chose well, and that she will make you happy.”
With a touched smile playing over his lips, Charles approached him. “Thank you. This means a lot to me.”
“You’re welcome, Brother.”






  
  Chapter two
A Perfect Match
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Seeing her own face in the mirror, Isabella sighed. As her eyes travelled downward, taking in the elegant wedding dress that had once been her mother’s, a small lump settled in her throat, and her hands began to tremble. 
Today was the day.
Her wedding day.
After all her careful planning, she was finally here. She had found the man who would make her a fine husband, who would respect and honor her, who cared about her mind as much as he cared about her heart. A man she could share her passion for history with, who knew well the desire to understand foreign cultures and who she could spend entire afternoons with, their noses hidden in a book and enjoy the peaceful silence that simply existed between two like-minded people. Did he ever dream of travelling to these foreign places like she did? Isabella wondered. She didn't know, but there would be plenty of time to find that out.
She had chosen well.
“Why are you marrying him?” Adriana’s voice cut into Isabella’s musings. “He is so dull.”
“Shush,” their mother chided. “This is your sister’s wedding day. Do not ruin it for her.”
From the corner of her eye, Isabella saw Adriana take a step back, shaking her head. She all but felt her sister’s disapproving eyes glide over her, as though she had agreed to marry her worst enemy. “If you think him dull, you must think me dull as well,” she said, trying to ignore the sting her sister’s words had caused. “And yet, it would only prove that we suit each other.”
For a long moment, Adriana did not say a word. Nonetheless, Isabella’s skin began to crawl, as though she were about to be found out and revealed a liar; as if her sister’s eyes could see through her outer shell and into her core.
A place not even Isabella dared to look.
“There,” her mother whispered, dropping the veil she had been working on. “You can hardly see where it was ripped.” A radiant smile on her face, her mother looked over Isabella’s shoulder, meeting her eyes in the mirror. “You are a most beautiful bride, mi corazon.”
Turning to face her mother, Isabella felt her own lips curl up. “Thank you for everything.” Hugging her mother tight, she met her sister’s calculating gaze and instantly closed her eyes, determined to ignore it.
Stepping back, her mother dabbed her eyes. “I’d better go and see to your father.” She gazed at her daughter, and her eyes once more took on a dream-like expression like someone lost in a memory, seeing something no one else could, and the corners of her mouth pulled up into a smile. “How beautiful you are,” she whispered before she turned and left the room.
The moment the door closed behind their mother, Adriana came to life. “I implore you, Isabella, think about what you’re doing. He is not the right man for you.”
Isabella sighed, praying for strength. “You’ve been saying this for weeks now. Why won’t you understand? He quite obviously is not the right man for you, but he is for me. Why can you not accept that?” Looking at Adriana, Isabella tried to glimpse what had caused her sister’s stern insistence that marrying Charles was a mistake; for the longer it lasted the more rattled Isabella felt. “Please explain to me why you think he is not the right man for me!” she asked, feeling the last bit of patience slip through her fingers. “You cannot possibly be speaking from personal experience for I do not see a ring on your finger.”
With an indulgent smile on her face, Adriana shook her head. “And you won’t until I find it.”
“It?” Isabella asked, avoiding her sister’s eyes by busying herself with arranging and re-arranging her skirts. This discussion made her quite uncomfortable―as always.
“Love,” Adriana whispered as if there could be no question. “True love. The kind Mother and Father have.”
Isabella snorted. “Do not be absurd.”
Brows drawn down, Adriana stepped toward her. “You do not believe that Mother and Father share a true love?”
Isabella shrugged. “I believe they love each other. I do. Yet, I can count the couples that I have seen gazing upon each other the way Mother and Father do on one hand.” Meeting her sister’s eyes, she shook her head. “The love they have is rare. What are the odds of all of us finding it in a mere lifetime? No, I’d rather marry a man I can respect, a man who is a friend, than wait for someone who may not even exist?”
“Who may not even exist?” Adriana echoed, a look of bewilderment on her face. “Have you never felt it? Not once?”
“Felt what? A mild infatuation that cools as soon as the sun rises the next day?” Isabella smiled at her little sister. “No, I’ve made my choice. You cannot sway me from my path.”
“I only hope you will not come to regret it,” Adriana whispered. “For even these mild infatuations as you call them have the strength to set your world on fire even if it is just for a day or a week. And besides, how do you know they’ll cool? Who knows? Maybe one day, you will meet someone special, and the very sight of him will turn your knees into pudding and set free an armada of butterflies in your belly. What if that happens and you find yourself married already? What will you do then?”
Feeling a lump settle in her stomach, Isabella drew in a deep breath. She loved her little sister dearly; yet, her misguided, overly romanticized notion of love was trying on most days. However, today, Isabella felt her own resolve weaken, and doubts steal into her heart and mind. What if…?
No! She called herself to reason. She had made her choice, and she would see it through. After all, what kind of woman would accept a man’s marriage proposal only to retract it the very day of her wedding? She would be ruined as would her family. Even if her sister were to find the man of her dreams, his family might not approve the match because of the damage her own refusal to marry Charles had caused. What would Adriana say then?
“I will honor my marriage vows,” Isabella finally said, sitting down on the settee, her trembling hands hidden in the folds of her skirt. “Charles is a wonderful man. You might consider him dull, but to me, he is the answer to my prayers.”
“He is?” Adriana asked, taking a seat beside her sister. “How can that be if you hold no love for him?”
“I care for him deeply, and I believe that as time goes on, I will come to care for him a little more each day.” Isabella smiled, feeling the effect of her own words in her heart. A comforting warmth spread through her, and she took a deep breath, feeling herself relax. “You know how we met, do you not?”
Adriana nodded.
“I have met many men who believe that a woman’s mind is not capable of rational thought, at least, not in the same way a man’s is.” Isabella shook her head, remembering the many conversations she had had with men that had made her feel as though she was an empty vessel with no thoughts of her own. “Whenever I speak my mind, these men do not listen or―what might be worse―ignore what I say. They do not care who I am. Their interest never goes below the surface.”
Remembering, a smile tugged at the corners of her mouth. “Charles is different. From the very day we met, he seemed elated to have found someone he could share his thoughts with, someone he could talk to about what he cared about and have that someone understand how deeply he felt about it.” Taking her sister’s hand, Isabella met her eyes. “I felt the same way. We are a match.”
Adriana took a deep breath, and Isabella could see some of the determination to argue leave her body. “I never meant to say that he was not a good man,” her sister relented. “I do remember how happy you always looked whenever you met him at an event and how you would spend most of your time talking about dead civilizations.” Adriana grinned, shaking her head, and Isabella had to laugh. “However, I cannot help but wonder if that is enough to make you happy for the rest of your days. Is he truly the man you want to marry? Or is he a man you are afraid to lose if you do not marry him?”
“Of course, I do not want to lose him.” Isabella struggled to find the words to make her sister understand how Charles made her feel. “Without him, I feel incomplete, as though something is missing; something vital that I cannot do without.”
“Are you certain?” Adriana asked. “I mean, I can see that you care about him. A lot. Still, the way you speak of him makes me think that what you cherish about him is his friendship. From what I can tell, he is a good friend. Maybe the only true friend you ever had, and, of course, you cherish him, but is it enough? Enough for a marriage? For you to become his wife?” Adriana shook her head. “What if being husband and wife ruins the friendship you have built? What if neither one of you can go beyond? In your mind, yes, but not where your hearts are concerned.”
Eyeing her younger sister carefully, Isabella frowned. “I am not repulsed by his touch if that is what you are suggesting?”
Adriana chuckled. “Not repulsed? Is that truly your idea of a good marriage? Of the man you intend to invite into your bed?” She shook her head. “Have you truly never felt even the smallest shred of passion? Are you so determined to live without it for the rest of your life?”
Feeling a slight blush creep up her cheeks, Isabella rose to her feet. Uncertain what to say or do, she strode over to the window, keeping her eyes fixed on the beautiful gardens of Bridgemoore
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