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        October 31, 1810

      

      

      Rosalinde Wilde pulled the edges of her worn pelisse tighter around her body, and yet she still shivered. The thin fur lining did almost nothing to block out the bitter wind that seemed to swirl in the carriage. Her poor maid, Gertrude, huddled closer, the two women seeking body heat to save them from the chill.

      “Great God,” Rosalinde muttered as she fought to keep her teeth from chattering. “Grandfather meant to punish me by making me take the oldest carriage in his fleet to Stenfax’s estate, but this is beyond the pale.”

      Gertrude shrugged. “H-how could anyone guess that a snowstorm would hit in October?”

      Rosalinde kept her counsel on that question. She feared that even if her grandfather had known a chance storm would overtake them on the road, he might have still forced her to follow him and her beloved sister Celia to the country now instead of allowing her to accompany them when they had made their own trek ten days before. After all, he claimed Rosalinde was a bad influence on Celia. And he seemed to like hurting them both.

      A blast of loud wind hit the vehicle, rocking it back and forth violently. Rosalinde squeezed her eyes shut. Without the inclement weather, their carriage would normally be rushing along at a brisk clip. Now they hardly moved as the snow swirled and the wind howled. She pitied their poor groom Thomas and the driver, Gertrude’s husband Lincoln, who were forced to ride out in the elements.

      “We’ll never make it to Caraway Court tonight, Mrs. Wilde,” Gertrude all but wailed.

      Caraway Court. It was the estate of Celia’s intended, the Earl of Stenfax, where Celia would be wed in a fortnight. The name made it sound very grand, indeed, but Celia had written that parts of it were somewhat in shambles, proof of Stenfax’s need for a bride with a dowry. Of course, Celia needed to wed a man with a title, so the match was perfect.

      Rosalinde sighed, determined to push away troubling thoughts. She squeezed Gertrude’s gloved hand and focused instead on comforting her frightened maid. Rosalinde was strong. She’d always had to be.

      “Oh, Gertie,” she said softly. “We’ll be fine!”

      She smiled in the hopes Gertrude would not see her own hesitations and fears about the idea of being stranded in the freezing cold. But no sooner had she managed an expression she hoped didn’t resemble a grimace than the carriage came to a stop.

      Rosalinde pulled back the curtain covering the drafty window. Outside the storm swirled on and the late afternoon sun was fading far faster than it should have been. Fear gripped her despite her best efforts to keep it at bay.

      The carriage rocked again, and suddenly her groom appeared at the window. Thomas smiled shakily and opened the door. Although he tried to block it, wind and snow blew in around him.

      “I’m sorry, Mrs. Wilde,” he said, “but I don’t think we can go much farther. There isn’t much snow itself, but the wind is blowing it around so much that it’s near impossible to see.”

      Rosalinde nodded. “I can see it’s getting treacherous, indeed. But what are we to do, Thomas? We may freeze if we remain out in the elements overnight.”

      Thomas shot the frightened Gertrude a look. “Lincoln has an idea,” he began.

      Gertrude leaned forward, smiling at last, as she always did when she heard her new husband’s name. “Does he?”

      Thomas pressed his lips together in worry before he said, “Aye. He says there is an inn a few miles east of the main road. If we can make it there, we’ll be safe for the night.”

      “Mr. Fitzgilbert will be furious if we don’t make it to the estate as planned,” Gertrude whispered.

      Rosalinde swallowed hard. That had been her own notion, and she couldn’t deny the anxiety in her chest when she thought of the potential for his wrath. Even an act of God like the snow wouldn’t appease her grandfather, she was certain.

      She looked at her groom, his face bright red from exposure to the wind and cold. She could imagine Lincoln was just as miserable, not to mention the poor horses. There was no way she would deny them all shelter and perhaps sentence them to death.

      “Grandfather can hang if he thinks I’ll get us all killed for the sake of his foolish timeline,” she said. “Thomas, tell Lincoln to try for the inn.”

      Relief flashed over Thomas’s face, making clear how dire the circumstances were. He nodded. “I will, ma’am. But be warned, it will likely take close to an hour to get there on these roads.”

      Rosalinde flinched at the prospect but forced a smile. “Just do your best.”

      He closed the door and Gertrude reached out to readjust the curtains on all the windows to hold in as much heat as possible. As the maid turned her head, Rosalinde could see the increased worry on her face. The fear.

      She reached out to touch Gertrude’s arm. “Gertie, Mr. Fitzgilbert won’t hold you responsible,” Rosalinde said softly. “I will ensure that he blames me for our delay.”

      Gertrude didn’t look fully convinced, but nodded nonetheless.

      Rosalinde settled back against her seat and shoved her hands into her pelisse pockets. “Celia will worry, though,” she mused out loud.

      “Yes, but she must be very caught up in arrangements for the wedding. That will distract your sister.”

      Rosalinde pursed her lips. She wasn’t so certain of that fact. Celia was the most disinterested bride she had ever known. Neither she nor Stenfax seemed to have allowed emotion to come into the equation of their nuptials at all. After her own bitter experience with marriage, Rosalinde supposed she should be relieved that Celia wasn’t letting her heart lead.

      And yet she was uncomfortable with the fact that her younger sister was only being practical. Would she be unhappy with that decision in the future? Would she regret being forced to make the choice Rosalinde had not?

      Rosalinde glanced over to find Gertrude watching her closely. Apparently she was awaiting some kind of answer to her earlier statement about Celia’s impending wedding.

      Rosalinde shrugged. “Well, worried or no, we’ll get there tomorrow and it will have to be enough. All we can hope now is that we arrive safely at this inn of Lincoln’s and that tonight is more uneventful than today has been.”

      “How could anything be as eventful as today?” Gertrude asked with a laugh.

      Rosalinde joined her in the laugh, for she knew in her heart that her maid was right. The inn couldn’t be anywhere as shocking as the road had been. Not at all.
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        * * *

      

      Gray sat in the corner table at the Raven’s Wing Tavern, nursing his ale and watching the crowd fall in from the storm that raged outside. Normally he would curse the weather, which currently kept him from his business, but since he wasn’t actually looking forward to the duty before him, he toasted it instead.

      “One more night won’t change a thing,” he muttered to himself.

      He sipped the ale and grimaced. If the snow hadn’t forced him off the road an hour before, this was not the kind of establishment he would normally patronize. It was worn out, ill kept, and the ale was terrible. But beggars, it seemed, could not be choosers. A proverb that had always chafed Gray, as he was not accustomed to begging anyone for anything.

      Even a drink. And it didn’t seem he had to, for the round innkeeper’s wife who had greeted him and shown him to his small but serviceable room when he arrived now stepped up beside him with another tankard in her hand.

      He smiled his thanks. “You are getting busy,” he said, nodding toward the door where another group of travelers had just staggered in, brushing snow from their clothing as they were welcomed by the portly innkeeper.

      The woman’s eyes gleamed with greedy pleasure. “Aye. When you travelers lose, it seems we win. We have only a room or two left for the night.”

      Gray tilted his head. “And what happens when they are full? Being stuck in this storm could be deadly.”

      “My husband says we’ll stack them out in the great hall here like firewood,” she said, rubbing her hands together with glee, “and charge them half of what we’d have them pay for a bed and a fire of their own. We’re already doubling up the servants in the back.”

      Gray pursed his lips. He was glad he’d gotten his room when he had, for the idea of sleeping out here in this sea of wet and sniffling humanity was unpleasant, indeed.

      The door opened yet again and a swirl of snow entered before the new arrival. As the door was shut and the flakes fell away, Gray straightened. It was two women who had entered this time. They were obviously lady and servant by their posture. The lady wore a red coat, its hood up around her face. When she pushed it back, Gray caught his breath.

      She was stunningly beautiful. Her dark hair was almost jet black, but her eyes were icy blue, piercing the room even from the distance between them. She was the kind of woman who men turned to stare at if she passed them on the street. Now the main hall of the inn grew silent as those within did just that. The lady shifted as a grumble rustled through the crowd of mostly men.

      “Ah, here’s another!” the innkeeper’s wife cackled. “And I bet she’ll pay a pretty penny not to have to sleep out in the main room with the riffraff.”

      She hustled off toward the lady without another word for Gray. He was just as glad for it. Right now his body was doing things he had not allowed it to do for months, hell, years. He’d been a veritable monk during that time, focusing on his investments, his fortune, his family.

      Now he wasn’t feeling particularly monk-like as the lady newcomer smiled at the innkeeper’s wife and began to speak to her softly.

      She looked nervous, though Gray could hardly blame her for that after her entrance. Every man in the room was still casting side glances at her like she was a sweet and all of them were starving. Gray included, it seemed.

      She looked sophisticated, as well. Every movement of her body spoke of quiet elegance. She must have had money, for the innkeeper had now joined his wife in their discussions and both of them were practically drooling all over the newcomer.

      The newcomer who was still unaccompanied except by her maid. There was no man who had yet marched through that door to wrap his arm around her and stake his claim before the masses.

      The innkeeper’s wife smiled and motioned for the lady and her maid to follow her, guiding them through the crowded hall and up the stairs where the bedrooms awaited.

      Once the mysterious lady had gone, the room drew breath again and the men around him began to make various lewd conversation about the beauty who had just been in their midst. Gray gripped his tankard a bit harder as he heard just snippets of the conversation of those close to him.

      “Beautiful eyes⁠—”

      “…those breasts…”

      “I’d like to⁠—”

      It seemed everyone in the room had the same lascivious thoughts about the lady. Gray certainly hoped she would be wary when it came to the men in the hall. Most would likely do no more than talk about her behind her back. But a few…Gray looked around. A few did not look savory.

      The innkeeper now circulated into the crowd, taking over his wife’s job of pouring fresh whiskey and checking on the men in his company. As he passed by Gray’s table, he paused.

      “And may I get you another tankard, sir?”

      Gray stared at his still full glass. “Not right now, thank you. But I wonder if you might have more information about the lady who just arrived.”

      The innkeeper’s eyes lit up with mirth even as he feigned shock. “Ah, I see, sir. You’re not the only one who has an eye on the lady.”

      Gray pursed his lips, hating the teasing tone of the man beside him. “I thought I recognized her,” he lied.

      “You and every bloke in the hall,” the man laughed.

      Gray scowled before he reached into his pocket and drew out a coin. He pressed it into the man’s palm. “As I said, I think I know the lady. Perhaps you could verify that for me.”

      The greedy innkeeper pocketed the gold piece swiftly. “Mrs. Wilde, she told my missus,” he said, his tongue now freed by heavier pockets. “I came in late to their conversation, but it seems she’s from a very important family to the west. She was trapped on her way to their great country estate, I think.”

      Mrs. Wilde. Gray smiled at the name. The lady at the door hadn’t seemed particularly wild, but then, looks could be deceiving.

      “And her husband is seeing to the horses?” he pressed.

      The other man laughed again. “She don’t have one,” he said. “A widow, I think.”

      Beneath the table, Gray gripped his fists on his thighs and tried to ignore the aching of his cock.

      “Hmm, well, I thank you for the information,” he said.

      The innkeeper took the dismissal as it was intended and bowed away to the next table, leaving Gray to ponder his situation.

      He scowled as he thought about the foolish thing he’d just done. Asking after a lady he had no intention of pursuing? Paying for the damned information? A foolish waste of money. Yes, she was striking, and yes, his body was reacting in ways he’d made himself forget, but he hadn’t allowed himself to be distracted by a woman for a very long time.

      He certainly didn’t intend to start now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Rosalinde sat in a lumpy chair before a roaring fire, her eyes shut as Gertrude refashioned her hair. The wind had spun it up wildly, probably leading to all the stares in the hall below when she’d entered the Raven’s Wing Tavern an hour before.

      “It isn’t much of a room,” her maid mumbled, pulling a pin from between her lips and sliding it through Rosalinde’s mass of curls and coils.

      Rosalinde opened her eyes and looked around. Gertrude was correct in her assessment. The room was very small, with just a double bed a few feet from the fire and a tiny table beside the rickety window. The wind rattled the pane, and through the frosty glass, Rosalinde could see the outline of a swinging tree.

      “It’s warm,” she said, leaning in toward the fire and yet still feeling her earlier chill down in her bones. “And it will do. Especially since we have little other choice in the matter.”

      Gertrude sighed as she slid the final pin in place. “Are you certain you don’t want me to stay here with you?”

      Rosalinde pushed to her feet and turned to face her maid. “Gertie, I’m sure you’d rather stay with Lincoln. You told me the innkeeper gave you a room together.”

      Gertrude’s blush was swift and bright. “Er, yes. When I told her that Lincoln and I had only been married a short time, she declared we’d have a room away from the others. It’s tiny as a mouse’s house, but it is private.”

      “Tiny might be a good thing when it comes to a marital room,” Rosalinde teased, laughing as Gertrude’s red face got even redder.

      “I-I suppose,” her maid stammered.

      “Honestly, I will be fine on my own,” Rosalinde said, squeezing Gertrude’s hand. “You go and see that Lincoln and Thomas have gotten warm in the servant’s quarters. They had a much worse ride than we did. I’ll have some supper and you’ll come see to me later to help me ready for bed. It will be morning before we know it and then we’ll be on our way.”

      Gertrude sighed. “Very well. But if you’re going to eat in that main hall, do be careful, Mrs. Wilde. I didn’t like some of the looks the men were giving you.”

      Rosalinde blinked. “Looks?” she repeated. “You must be mistaken.”

      Gertrude drew back, lips pursed. “You underestimate yourself. Every man in that room noticed you when we came in. And some of them weren’t too genteel, neither.”

      Rosalinde shook her head slowly. It was hard for her to imagine her appearance would cause the kind of notice Gertrude implied. She just never pictured herself as an object of men’s desire. Her late husband Martin had made sure she knew just how undesirable she truly was.

      “I’ll be careful,” she reassured her maid. “Now go on. Lincoln is waiting, I’m sure, and you’ll want to fill your own bellies too.”

      Gertrude gave her one last uncertain look, but then she bobbed out a nod and said her goodbyes before she slipped from the room and left Rosalinde alone. Once she was gone, Rosalinde sagged against the chair once more.

      In truth, sending Gertrude away had been for her own sake as much as the maid’s. In the past eighteen months, everything in Rosalinde’s life had shifted significantly. A night alone before she had to face the chaos that would surely surround Celia’s Society-approved wedding was something she actually looked forward to.

      With a sigh, she straightened and walked to the window. The curtains were flimsy and did little to block out the chill that pierced the glass. She wrapped her arms around herself and watched the storm outside. Since her arrival, darkness had almost entirely taken over outside. Still the snow was swirling, the wind slamming against the inn and banging through the trees until they swung in time to the rhythm of the storm.

      It was a devilish night, but Thomas and Lincoln had both assured her they believed the worst would be over soon and that tomorrow they would be able to continue their way to Caraway Court, even though they might not reach the place until late the next night.

      Her stomach rumbled and she dropped a hand to cover it. “I suppose I should go down and find some sustenance,” she said to herself. “I do hope the food is decent.”

      She walked from the room, securing the door behind her, and down the hallway to the stairs. Already she could hear the buzz of the crowd below, mostly men’s voices echoing in laughter and talk. She smelled the mixing scents of food and ale wafting up the stairs as she made her way toward the hall.

      But as she stepped from the last stair, she stopped. The hall, which had been about half full at her arrival, was now packed. Every table was in use, with men gathered together, shoving food into their mouths and drinks down their throats. A few looked up as she made her way into the light.

      She thought of Gertrude’s implication that she might not be safe in such company, that the men would look at her with wanting eyes. Her body thrilled just a little at the thought, though she couldn’t exactly picture herself falling into the arms of any of the men she saw. They were all coarse and unkempt and…

      Her thoughts trailed away as her gaze shifted toward a table in the corner of the room. There was room there only for two, but the man who sat at it was alone. There was something different about him. Unlike the others, he was seated ramrod straight, his shoulders even and broad. He was clean-shaven, with a harsh jawline and a full-lipped mouth. She couldn’t see the color of his eyes from this distance, but they were very dark.

      They were also focused on her. Not in a leer like some of the others in the room exhibited, but merely in an even, intense stare that seemed to draw her in. She actually nearly took a step toward him and was only saved from such a foolish act by the appearance of the innkeeper’s wife. The frazzled woman stopped beside her, a tray brimming with drinks balanced precariously on her hip.

      “Good evening Mrs. Wilde,” she said, blowing a stray lock of hair away from her forehead with a gust of breath. “Have a seat, luv.”

      Rosalinde looked around the room, this time purposefully avoiding the corner where the intense stranger sat. “Er, where?” she asked. “I see no open places.”

      “Aye, it’s busy with all the guests,” the innkeeper’s wife conceded. “I’m afraid you’ll have to share a table with some of the others. Excuse me now.”

      The woman took off before Rosalinde could ask a question or lodge a protest. She took a long breath and looked again at her options in the room. There was a spot at a long table, but it was currently inhabited by a large group of rough men, some of whom leered openly at her.

      There was a table with a few women, the only others in the tavern, but it was full already. Rosalinde sighed. She could return to her room and ask for food to be sent up, but with the way the innkeeper and his wife were bustling around, she would wager her order would not be filled for hours, if ever. Once again her stomach rumbled, as if to mock her plight.

      “Break bread with me,” came a low, rough voice.

      She spun to find the very handsome man from the corner table now standing at her elbow. He was almost touching her, and a spicy scent, perhaps cinnamon or cloves, seemed to exude from his pores and warm her body. Up close, she could see his eyes were chocolate brown, dark and intense when focused. And they were very focused now on her face as he awaited her answer to his request.

      “I—” she began, then cut herself off. She didn’t really know what to say. What he was suggesting wasn’t proper. It was entirely forward at best, dangerous at worst.

      “Trust me, Mrs. Wilde, I am your best bet.” His mouth turned up in the slightest hint of a smile. He motioned his head toward the crowd in the hall. “If this lot sees you with me, they won’t trouble you.”

      Rosalinde arched a brow. “And how am I to know that you won’t trouble me?”

      That smile grew to a grin, and Rosalinde caught her breath. God’s teeth, but he was handsome. She didn’t think she’d ever seen such a well-favored man. He had a hard face, yes, but his features were each uniquely beautiful. Together they made up a picture of someone not to be trifled with, someone who got what he wanted, when he wanted it.

      “You ask a good question,” he said. “What if I vow on my honor?”

      She tilted her head, her breath now coming short for some reason. “I don’t know the value of your honor, sir. Some men have very little.”

      What was she doing? Verbally sparring with the man? And rather flirtatiously at that? This was not her normal way of behaving. And yet she couldn’t seem to stop herself.

      “Another good point scored by fair lady,” he conceded, and lifted a long, lean finger to his lips. The action drew her attention there yet again and she noted how full those lips were. Full lips meant for kissing.

      She shook the thought away.

      “And—and what is your rejoinder, sir?” she gasped.

      “I am a gentleman,” he began, “though I may not be practiced at it as of late. I vow to you now that I have no ill intent toward you. But I do admit that I saw you enter the inn earlier and your beauty caught my attention. I cannot deny that I ask to share supper with you for my pleasure as much as in a noble attempt to save you from unsavory attentions.”

      She blinked. How long had it been since she heard such compliments? She could hardly recall, but she liked the way he looked at her when he said those words. And though it was foolish to be seduced by such praises, she found she couldn’t deny their power.

      “Your honesty does you credit,” she said softly. “And lends some credence to your claim of honor. And since you are correct that my other options here are…suspect, I-I will dine with you. With my thanks for the invitation.”

      He held out an arm and she stared at it. A very muscled arm, she could tell that even beneath his jacket. With just a small hesitation, she reached out and closed her fingers around his muscles, shivering as they rippled slightly beneath her hand. He guided her back to his table and helped her into her seat.

      She took a deep breath before she settled in. There was nothing to fear. It was just supper.

      And yet her heart stuttered just the same.
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        * * *

      

      Gray internally cursed himself with all the worst vocabulary in his vast library of profanities. What had happened to not pursuing the delectable Mrs. Wilde? That had been the plan and yet instead he’d leapt to his feet and asked her to join him in his supper. A rational explanation would have been a gentlemanly urge to protect her from any unwanted advances she might find at another table. But that excuse was not correct. His thoughts were nothing gentlemanly as he stared across the table at her. In truth, he had been driven by far more wicked impulses.

      Ones best left ignored, even if it took a lion’s strength to do so.

      He smiled at her and she returned the expression with some awkwardness. Of course it would be awkward. Since they’d taken their seats ten minutes before, they had been in a silence that felt like it cut the air.

      Luckily they were spared any further discomfort when the innkeeper arrived with two heaping plates of food. He practically threw them down before darting off to pour more wine for those at an adjacent table.

      Gray looked at the food before them. The plate consisted of a roast Cornish game hen with root vegetables set around it. He leaned in and took a long sniff before he let his gaze return to Mrs. Wilde’s face.

      “It smells safe enough.”

      She laughed. “It smells divine. Come, I will try it first and we’ll see if we have something to fear.”

      He watched as she carefully cut a slice of meat and lifted it to her ruby red lips. She licked them slightly before she took her bite, and his groin throbbed. Goddamn it, why did he have such strong sexual urges toward this blasted woman? Was it just the length of time between conquests? Was it the odd circumstances? Was it only because she was uncommonly beautiful?

      “Oh my,” she murmured as she swallowed. “That is good.”

      He lifted his eyebrows at her sentiment, briefly distracted from his lusty thoughts by disbelief at her claim. “Could it be?”

      She motioned at him with her fork and he took a bite of his own. To his surprise, the meat burst with flavor and wasn’t the slightest bit dry or undercooked. The vegetables were tender and the light sauce that covered the dish was fresh and delicious.

      “Well, that is unexpected,” he admitted as he swallowed. “After trying the ale, I thought I was in for the worst meal of my life.”

      She nodded. “I have not tried the ale, but the quality of the establishment is obviously questionable. Still, this must be one of the best meals I’ve ever had the pleasure to consume.” She cut another slice of meat and gave him a long look before she ate it. “You know, I just realized we never introduced ourselves.”

      He watched her eat a moment before he shrugged. “That is because you were busy trying to talk yourself out of sitting with me. And I already know your name, Mrs. Wilde.”

      She blinked and her cheeks filled with pink heat as she broke their gaze. Once again, she wetted her lips and he all but growled with the action. Damn his body. He would have to use all his tricks to stifle this ridiculous desire.

      And he feared no matter what he thought of, nothing would help.

      “How did you know my name?” she asked, her voice so soft it barely carried even at such close proximity.

      “I told you, I noticed you when you entered. I asked.” He left the answer short in the hopes it wouldn’t inspire follow-up. Given his lack of ability to control himself tonight, he might just say something he regretted if given the chance.

      “And what is your name?” she asked, daring to look at his face once more.

      “Gray,” he said simply.

      “Mr. Gray,” she said. “A pleasure.”

      He stiffened slightly. She was not correct in her address. His first name was Gray, not his last. But perhaps it was better not to say anything after all. This was beginning to feel like a strange night stolen out of time. Anonymity might be best.

      “How did you come to be stranded on this night?” she asked. “Was your carriage stuck in the drifting?”

      He shook his head. “I was riding a horse, not in a vehicle. And though I could have perhaps made it farther, it didn’t seem prudent for the animal’s health to try to do so.”

      Her expression softened slightly at that admission. So she was an animal lover.

      “The innkeeper tells me you are a widow,” he said, pressing into a more intimate topic.

      He watched her face for pain in her reaction or regret, but there was none. She nodded slowly. “Yes. For about eighteen months.”

      “I’m sorry for your loss,” he said, though in that moment he was anything but sorry. A husband would have made this stolen moment impossible. Well, more impossible than it already was.

      “Thank you.” She sighed. “It was a fever.”

      Gray pressed his lips together. He shouldn’t ask more, but he couldn’t seem to stop himself. He wanted to ask more. He wanted to know more, despite the circumstances. And he surrendered to the urges, hoping they would prevent darker ones from pushing to the forefront.

      “But you are back in Society now, back in color,” he said at last.

      She looked down at herself for a moment, almost as if she’d forgotten what she was wearing. He followed her look and couldn’t help but notice the elegant curve of her throat, the fine swell of her breasts. She was truly lovely.

      “Yes,” she said. “To both your questions.”

      “You must be busy dealing with suitors.”

      She shook her head. “Certainly not. Why would you think that?”

      He arched a brow, uncertain if she was being coy or just totally unaware of herself. He thought perhaps the latter, which was utterly charming. “Please, Mrs. Wilde, you must see yourself in the mirror each morning. You are well aware that you are exceptionally beautiful.”

      Her cheeks filled with color and she turned her attention to her food for a few bites, to avoid responding, he supposed. Finally, she took a gulp of wine, and when she lifted her eyes she swept her gaze across his face, focusing for just a beat too long on his lips. He almost snarled in triumph. So he wasn’t alone in this attraction.

      “And what of you, sir?” she asked, her tone shaky. “Is there a Mrs. Gray?”

      “No,” he said simply. “I am a confirmed bachelor. I leave the marrying to my siblings.”

      Her brow wrinkled, and for a moment he thought she might press him on the topic. Then she shook her head. “We are straying into intimate topics, Mr. Gray. Perhaps it would be wise to steer away from them.”

      He held her stare a moment. She was right, of course. It was dangerous to speak of familiar things with a stranger, especially a stranger who he wanted so desperately to touch. But there was something about the circumstances, the oddity of being trapped together like this, that gave their meeting a sense of magic. Of freedom. Like there could be no consequences if he did and said exactly as he desired.

      And he knew now that the strange connection wasn’t one sided. Even now he felt the hum of desire, like a wire between them that connected them in a way neither would have guessed was possible. Her hands trembled slightly on the table, her gaze continued to flit to his mouth and she licked her lips every time it did. The attraction between them was most definitely mutual.

      And dangerous. He’d avoided such things for a long time. There was part of him that told him to continue to avoid them. And another that told him to reach over and touch her bare hand, to trace her skin and see if her pupils would dilate with want.

      He cleared his throat and straightened. “You are correct, of course, Mrs. Wilde. I didn’t mean to cause you any discomfort. Why don’t we talk of something less intimate? Are you a reader?”

      Her face lit up. “I am, indeed.”

      He smiled at her pleasure, for it was impossible not to do so. “Then tell me, what are you currently reading?”

      She leaned in, the subtle scent of lemons wafting to him from her silky hair, and began to speak passionately about her current reads, a few of which he had also enjoyed. And yet, as they ate and talked, he felt less than satisfied by the discussion. Because the longing he’d stifled was coming back, and he doubted any veneer of politeness would make it go away.

      Not on this night.
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      As the clock on the mantel began to chime, Rosalinde gasped. Was it truly midnight? That meant she had been sitting in the hall with Mr. Gray for hours now, without noticing the passage of time in the least. The last time she’d made any note of the time was at ten when Gertrude had come looking for her to help her with her nightly rituals. She’d sent the maid away, reluctant to end her conversation with the man who sat across from her.

      She’d been hesitant to join him when the night began, for he was an intimidating person, with his handsome yet hard face and his intense stares. Something about him made her nervous. And it still did.

      But now…well, now she couldn’t deny that her body reacted to every movement of his. She knew full well what those reactions were about. She’d been married. She’d even liked the marital bed for a time.

      What she was feeling was desire for this man. Much as she would like to deny it, it seemed she was just as her grandfather had long accused her of being: a wanton. She should have felt ashamed of that fact and yet she didn’t. The tingling need that pulsed through her body felt natural, not wrong.

      “You look very serious now,” Mr. Gray drawled, leaning in to examine her face. It felt like he saw into her mind, her soul, and she was not afraid to bare both to him, no matter how foolish a notion that was. “What thoughts are in that pretty head of yours?”

      She swallowed hard. There was no way she was about to tell him she had been pondering what it would be like to kiss him, to do more than merely kiss him. So she shrugged as she looked around the room.

      “I was thinking about how late it was,” she said.

      He joined her in examining the room and seemed as surprised as she was by what she found. During the stolen hours when they’d talked, many of the patrons of the inn had slipped away to their rooms. Those left were drunkenly sprawled out here and there, including the innkeeper and his wife, who leaned against each other in the corner crooning a bawdy song as they passed a bottle between them.

      “Time has flown, it seems,” he agreed.

      “We should go to bed,” Rosalinde said, then jerked her face to his as her words rang in her ears. “I mean, I should go to my room. You should—well, you are obviously capable of doing whatever you like. You’re a man, a grown man, a-a man able to make his own decisions.”

      Her cheeks grew hot at the stammering she suddenly couldn’t control and Mr. Gray laughed softly. It wasn’t a mocking laugh, but warm as the fire behind them.

      “I am very glad we have determined that I am a man. It takes a great deal off my mind,” he teased. “But you are right when you say that it is time for both of us to retire. After all, tomorrow will likely be a long one, for the storm may pass but the remnants will not make travel pleasant.”

      He rose to his feet and she caught her breath. She’d forgotten how tall he was. And now his big hand reached out to her, an offering of assistance. A temptation.

      “I will take you,” he said.

      She shivered despite herself. Of course he meant take her upstairs, but her errant, wicked mind conjured up other kinds of taking before she could stop herself. It must have reflected on her face, for his smile fell, and for a moment his gaze took on a heated quality that made her stomach flip and her legs squeeze together.

      She rushed to her feet.

      “Yes, yes, thank you,” she said, her words running together rather embarrassingly. “I would appreciate it.”

      She hesitated a fraction of a moment before she took his offered arm. She’d touched him earlier in the night, in this exact manner. That moment had been burned into her body and now she knew him even better. Now she could recognize that she wanted him even though it was foolish and ridiculous and dangerous to feel thusly. Touching him now was going to affect her even more.

      But she did it. She folded her fingers around his bicep with a
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