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Chapter 1




London

1879


“Honestly, Sachse, I don’t know
how you expect to find a suitable wife if you refuse to be fitted
for new clothing.”

Archibald Warner, the seventh Earl of Sachse,
watched as Camilla Warner, his predecessor’s widow, paced
before him, clearly agitated, wringing her delicate hands,
furrowing her youthful brow. While the previous earl had been older
than any man Arch had ever known—not that he’d ever met
the fellow, and based upon what he’d learned so far he was
rather glad that he hadn’t—his widow
was two years Arch’s junior. And the most beautiful woman
he’d ever seen.

Today she wore a fashionable dress of the palest
pink silk, which accentuated her trim figure and complemented her
alabaster skin. She was quite at home in his residence—it had
been part of her husband’s holdings—and had removed her
decorative hat upon entering his library. The sunlight pouring
through the windows glinted off her upswept brown hair, touching
upon it and causing it to glisten, making it appear that many of
the strands had been spun from gold.


All Season, she’d been an exemplary hostess,
accompanying him on most of his outings, introducing him to this
duke and that earl, this marquess, that viscount. She knew the
history of every aristocratic family and details about their lives
that some might prefer she didn’t know. Without looking in
Debrett’s, she could advise on
the proper hierarchy and where one should be seated based on rank
so as not to give offense to anyone else at the table.

He was truly amazed that she’d mastered all
the etiquette and protocol, which he tended to bumble. He
couldn’t have been more grateful for her
assistance…usually.

This afternoon being a rare exception.

She’d arrived at his residence only moments
ago and before he could even offer a proper greeting, she promptly began to scold him because he had no
desire to be fitted with new clothing. Rather he preferred to sit
in his library—the only advantage he’d found so far to
being the earl was the abundance of books at his disposal—and
finish reading the novel he’d begun yesterday. He often
wondered if he should advise Camilla when she went off on one of
her tirades that he’d served for a time in Her
Majesty’s army and was quite skilled with a rifle.


“Sachse, have you listened to a single word
I’ve spoken?”

He looked into her earnest brown eyes. She cared so
much about things for which he cared nothing. And yet the intensity
with which she cared intrigued him.

“Perhaps I should simply marry you; then I
would not have to be concerned with a new wardrobe.”
Or a good many other things come to think of
it. The notion did have some merit.

Although judging by the exaggerated rolling of her
eyes, she disagreed. “You cannot marry me. I am barren. You
must marry a woman who can provide you with an heir.”

She spoke with practicality, but as always, he
heard her hesitation and her slight quiver over the word
barren. She tried so hard to appear
unfeeling, but he’d long ago deduced that it was simply a
well rehearsed act. Much of her behavior was a performance, which more often than not irritated him
because she did not trust him enough to reveal her true self.


Whatever had the old earl done to make her think
that she was naught but an actress upon his stage?

“Therefore,” she continued, “you
must see your tailor when he arrives this afternoon and not find
yet another excuse to leave the house before he gets
here.”

“I have very little interest in securing a
woman who places such high regard on the cut of my
jacket.”

“It is not your jacket that will impress her,
but rather what it tells her about you.”

“Which would be what exactly?”

“You care not only about the latest fashions,
but you have the means to purchase them. You are modern. You take
great pride in your appearance. You will make an excellent
husband.”

“A woman can determine all that from a bit of
clothing?” he asked, incredulously.


“One should never underestimate how loudly
one’s attire speaks to the world. Of course, in addition I
will be touting the strength of your character, and it will make my
calculated whisperings more believable if you are well turned
out.”

He set his book aside and rose to his full height.
She took a step back. She always did. Kept her distance when he would like nothing more than to close
the space separating them—the physical as well as the
emotional. She intrigued him because she appeared to live within a
tower of her own building, much as Rapunzel, and he wondered if he
removed the pins from her hair if the golden brown tresses would
fall to the ground.

“Why do you care so much that I marry?”
he asked.

“I care that you have an heir, that you do
not lose all that you’ve gained from the old Sachse—may
he rest in hell.”

Arch chuckled at the answer, which he suspected
only touched upon the truth. She gained nothing if he gained an
heir, and he’d learned that she never took an interest in
anything that offered her no gain. If she wished to pretend her
motives were as she’d indicated, he’d allow it for now.
In time, though, he would discern her true reasons.


“Camilla, I will not lose any of this until I
die, at which point, I will not care what happens to any of
it.”

She turned away from him, and the temperature in
the room seemed to drop, causing a shiver to race along his spine.
He didn’t know how she managed so effectively to show her
irritation with him, yet she did.

“How can you not appreciate all that
you’ve gained?” she asked.


“I do appreciate it.”

She spun around. “You do not. You mock
it.” She lowered her gaze. “And in so doing, you mock
me.”


He longed to console her with a touch, but
he’d learned early on that she was not a woman who relished
his touch, so he clutched his hands behind his back. “I would
never dream to mock you, Camilla. I am merely uncomfortable with
that which I’ve gained through accident of birth—or in
my case through lack of other significant births.”

Although his bloodline could be traced back to the
third brother of the second Earl of Sachse, he was here only
because so few males had been born between then and now, and those
who had been born had subsequently suffered through the misfortune
of death.

She lifted her gaze to his. “There are those
who scheme, plot, and murder to gain what you have.”

“A life of leisure.”

“The life of a gentleman, an aristocrat, an
earl.”

He bowed his head slightly, conceding to her point.
“I should be more appreciative.”


“Indeed you should.”

He released a weary sigh, determined to battle a
bit longer for his right not to purchase more clothing. “I do
not see the urgency in acquiring a new wardrobe
when the Season is so near to being over.”

“Have you hunting clothes?” she
asked.

“No.”

“What will you wear when you hunt?”

“I had not planned to hunt.”

“Then how can you be an exemplary host when
you entertain at the country estate?”


“I didn’t realize that I would be
entertaining.”

She closed her eyes, as though losing patience with
a dull-witted child. He was sorely temped to cross the distance
separating them, take her in his arms, and demonstrate to her that
he in no way resembled a child but was a man to be reckoned
with.

But when she opened her eyes and pinned him with
her hard-edged glare, he was grateful he’d not moved a
muscle. Not that she intimidated him, but he was unaccustomed to
dealing with a woman’s wrath. He had a propensity for keeping
the women of his acquaintance jovial and in the most accommodating
of moods. With Camilla, he always felt a bit off-balance.

“Of course, we shall entertain. I have
already issued several informal invitations, and once we are
settled into the country estate, I’ll formalize them. We
shan’t invite many people, as you are still new to your
position, but we shall use the months between
this Season and next to secure your place among those with
influence.”

“And find me a wife.”

“To determine possibilities. People are more
relaxed in the country.”


“Will people not question you’re living
in the same house with a bachelor?”

“I’m a widow. I require no chaperone.
Besides, I’ll have my secretary with me to serve as my
companion. Sachse Hall is large enough that you shall be in one
wing and I in the other.”

“Is that how it was with you and my
predecessor?” he asked quietly, knowing it was none of his
business but unable to resist inquiring and praying that it had
indeed been that way. “You in one wing, he in the
other?”

She lowered her golden lashes, and he watched as a
faint blush crept up her ivory throat and onto her pale cheeks. He
was accustomed to country lasses of hardier stock. She always
seemed so frail until she spoke.

“He was my husband. I did as he
asked.”

“And what did he ask of you?”


She snapped up her chin, impaling him with her
eyes. It always amazed him how quickly she could go from ice to
fire. “That is none of your
concern.”

Of course it wasn’t, but still he found
himself brimming with curiosity. Before he could issue an appropriate apology for his inappropriate inquiry, the
door opened quietly, and the butler stepped into the room. Arch
still found having all the servants about a bit unnerving.

In spite of their discretion and quietness, he was
never able to feel as though he’d obtained complete solitude.
He suspected he was an inconvenience to them as well. Conversations
and actions stopped when he appeared, which left him with an
incredible need to apologize for disturbing them—which
Camilla had warned him was absolutely unheard of. One did not
apologize to one’s servants.

“Yes, Gibson?” Arch asked.


“My lord, you have a visitor.” The
butler presented a card on a silver tray.

Arch gave it a cursory glance before nodding.
“Send him in, Gibson.”

As soon as Gibson had left the room, Camilla took a
step forward. “Who is it?”

“Mr. Spellman.”

“The solicitor? Whatever does he
want?”

She looked toward the door as though she expected
Dr. Frankenstein’s monster to waddle in. He’d read Mary
Shelley’s Frankenstein to her
only last week. He’d read a good many books to her since
he’d met her. As much as she seemed to take delight in his
reading to her, he was disappointed he never could convince her to
return the favor.



Although he supposed he shouldn’t be. Camilla
preferred to be waited on rather than to be the one doing the
waiting. One of her more irritable charms.

“He has come to discuss finances,” Arch
told her. Mr. Spellman had sent word the day before that he needed
a moment of the earl’s time.

“Whatever is wrong with your
finances?”

“As far as I know, nothing.”

She rushed over to him, brushed imaginary lint from
his shoulders, straightened the lapels of his jacket, which needed
no straightening, and patted his shoulders. “Remember, you
are in command of your affairs. Your money is yours to spend as you
will, and expenses are incurred that a common solicitor cannot
possibly understand.”

He grabbed her wrists, stilling her fluttering
hands. An expression of fear crossed her features, which she
quickly masked, and he decided to ignore. Whether she realized it
or not, in whatever manner the old Sachse had treated her was
indeed Arch’s business, because he couldn’t undo what
he didn’t fully comprehend.


“What expenses?” he asked.

“Archie, you’re hurting me.”

He didn’t fathom how he could be, but the
fact that she’d slipped into an informal address alerted him
that she was truly upset. He released his hold
on her, not at all surprised that she quickly stepped beyond his
reach.

She began to adjust her own clothing, and he knew
she would not answer his inquiry regarding expenses she seemed to
know about that he didn’t. The woman was a continual mystery.
Fortunately, he enjoyed the challenge of solving a good
mystery.

A sound at the doorway caught his attention.
Carrying a well-worn leather satchel, Lawrence Spellman walked into
the room. “My lord.”


“Mr. Spellman.”

Spellman bowed his head toward Camilla.
“Countess, I did not expect you to be here.”

She angled her chin. “I spend a good deal of
time with the earl. How else can I educate him regarding his
responsibilities?”

“Quite commendable, but I assure you that I
am up to the task of telling him all he needs to know.”

“Then you were aware that Lady Jane Myerson
was seen in public without gloves?”

Arch pressed his lips together to keep himself from
smiling—not only because Camilla considered bare hands
scandalous, but because Spellman seemed at a loss for words, so the
first round of their constant battling would go to Camilla.

Spellman angled his head like that of a thoughtful
dog. “I was not aware of that fact, but it is hardly
condemning behavior.”



“Of course it is. A true lady doesn’t
display bare hands in public except when she is eating or playing
the piano for an audience. Lady Jane Myerson has let it be known
that she has an interest in the earl. If not for me, he might make
the mistake of actually considering her as a suitable wife when she
is anything but.”

Spellman released a sigh as though ready to accept
that victory wouldn’t be his today. “Then the earl is
fortunate to have you to guide him.”

“He is indeed.”

“Mr. Spellman, I believe you came here to
discuss my finances, not my social life.” Arch had no
recollection of Lady Jane Myerson. Perhaps he’d seek her out
simply to irritate Camilla.

“Yes, my lord. However, I must restate that I
do not believe it is appropriate to have the countess present
during our meeting.”


“Where’s the harm?” Arch
asked.

Spellman darted his gaze around the room as though
he was searching for the harm, or perhaps he simply wished to avoid
looking anyone in the eye. “The matters I’m here to
discuss concern the countess.”

“So you prefer to speak ill of me behind my
back rather than to my face?” she asked tartly.

And Arch wondered why she’d immediately
assumed the worst: that Spellman would be speaking ill of her
rather than complimenting her.



“I believe that a woman’s place is not
among gentleman,” Spellman said.

“I must disagree, Mr. Spellman,” Arch
said, before Camilla could issue her retort. “If you are here
to discuss matters that concern the countess, then I think she
should be present to hear what is said.”

“My lord, I must insist—”

“No, Mr. Spellman,” he cut in.
“It is I who will be the one to insist. Let’s get to
the business at hand, shall we?”


“Yes, my lord, as you wish.” With a
final glare at Camilla, which she haughtily returned, Spellman
crossed the room, stood behind the desk, placed his satchel on top
of it, and indicated the chairs opposite him.

Once Camilla had taken a seat, Arch joined her.
Spellman sat, releasing another drawn-out sigh.

“It is time, my lord, for you to determine if
you wish for the countess to have an allowance and if so what
amount would be appropriate. However, I must advise you that you
are under no obligation to provide her with anything, not even a
roof above her head.”

Arch was acutely aware of Camilla stiffening beside
him, thought he could actually see the hairs on the nape of her
neck bristling. He, on the other hand, assumed a casual pose,
leaned back in his chair, and stretched out his legs.


While Camilla’s strategy when facing an
opponent was to reveal her arsenal, Arch’s was to keep his
hidden until the precise moment it was most needed. He realized he
often gave the impression that he wasn’t up to the task of
seeing to his affairs, but he felt he gained an advantage by not
revealing all his strengths—or his weaknesses. “Why in
the world would I not wish to see to her comfort, Mr.
Spellman?”


“The previous earl didn’t deem her
important enough to mention in his will.”

“An oversight I’m sure. The earl was up
in years. Did he alter his will at all after he married the
countess?”

“No, my lord.”

“Did you mention the oversight to
him?”

“No, my lord. It was not my place to question
the earl’s actions.”

“Yet, here you are seemingly questioning
mine.”

“Because I fear matters are getting out of
hand.” Spellman reached into his satchel and retrieved a
stack of papers. “These are lists of items bought thus far
this year from various establishments throughout London. Each month
the countess purchases at least two dozen dresses, nearly as many
shoes, a dozen hats, cloaks…the list is
endless—”


“Will you be unable to pay for these
purchases when the time comes?” Arch
asked. He knew the elite shops—which he was fairly certain
were the ones Camilla would make use of—expected their
influential clients to be bothered with paying for purchases only
at the end of the year.

Spellman’s face turned blotchy as it
reddened. “Of course, I shall be able to pay for
them.”

“Then I fail to see the problem.”

“The problem is the abundance of items
bought. The old earl was an extremely frugal man, but since his
death three years ago, expenditures within the Sachse households
have gone up tremendously. Thus the reason that I thought I should
make inquiries now, rather than waiting to be shocked at the end of
the year as I have been each year before you arrived to take the
helm. The countess is prone to making unnecessary purchases, my
lord, and in truth is no longer entitled to spend the earl’s
money. A fact that I generously overlooked in the past, because a
woman must have some means with which to live. But the matter is
now in your hands.”

Arch looked at Camilla. He could understand the
increase in spending within the last year as Camilla came out of
mourning, but he was baffled that expenditures had increased during
the first two years following the old earl’s death.
He’d had numerous people remark on how faithfully she’d
observed the two-year mourning period. None seemed to fault her for quickly dispensing with the
half-mourning attire. After all, she was young and a favorite among
the Marlborough House Set. Within their eyes, she could do no
wrong. They all seemed to want her happiness as much as Arch
did.


Based on rumors he’d heard, he wasn’t
certain the same could be said of the old Sachse. Perhaps
she’d purchased items she couldn’t yet use simply
because her husband’s death gave her a measure of freedom
she’d not had while he lived. Arch wondered how many times
the previous earl had taken her to task for purchases such as
these. As Spellman had also worked for the man, Arch assumed he was
familiar with the way the old earl had managed things. But now
there was a new earl in London, and it was time everyone began to
accept and grow accustomed to his
ways.

“Are they necessary purchases,
Camilla?” he asked quietly.

She turned to him, and he could see the worry lines
deepen within her brow. “Yes, Sachse. You
see—”


He held up a hand to silence her explanation. If he
determined that a problem regarding the expenditures existed, they
would discuss the matter in private, not with an audience. He gave
his attention back to Spellman.

“Have I the means to pay for them?” He
knew Spellman had answered the question earlier,
but he thought it bore repeating. He knew the answer, but was
making certain that Spellman knew it as well. It was a habit from
the days when he taught lessons at the Haywood School for
Boys—determining someone’s knowledge by testing.

“Yes, my lord. You are quite well-off, but
you will not remain so—”

“Then, pay the accounts when they come due,
Mr. Spellman.”

Spellman folded his hands on top of the papers.
“I had every intention of doing so. But I think it would
behoove you to set a limit on how much the countess can spend
yearly, if you are so inclined to allow her to spend at
all.”

“The countess has already stated that she is
purchasing necessary items. One does
not limit necessary purchases.”


“But two dozen dresses—”

Silencing Spellman with a practiced, hardened gaze
that had never failed to bring under control a roomful of unruly
boys, Arch slowly unfolded his body and came to his feet. “It
is not your place to question the countess or her purchases. Nor
should you be running about London looking into her activities. You
are simply to pay the bills that come your way and send me an
accounting. If you are unable to manage that task, then I shall
find someone else to handle the affairs of this estate.”


Spellman stood, a visible shudder running through
his body as though he were attempting to unruffle his own
feathers.

“The previous earl understood that a woman
must be given boundaries, or she will take advantage and lead a man
to ruin. I advise you to take the reins and limit her
spending.”

“Why?”

“Why? Because, my
lord, she spends frivolously.”

“Which I’ve already stated is none of
your concern.”


“But it is my responsibility to advise you so
that mistakes may be avoided.”

“And I appreciate your advice when it
pertains to business or the running of the estates. Where the
countess is concerned, however, I keep my own counsel, and you
would do well to remember that if you wish to remain in my
employ.”

Leaving the papers where they rested, Spellman
picked up his satchel. “Very well, my lord. You won’t
be the first to have been brought down by a woman.”

“Mr. Spellman, I am not too proud to admit
when I have made an error in judgment. However, I have carefully
reviewed my financial status, and I do not see any cause for alarm.
I know you had the best intentions, and I do appreciate your
bringing your concerns to my attention.”


“That is what I am paid to do, my lord. I bid
you good day.” He angled his head toward Camilla.
“Countess.”

Spellman strode from the room. Arch didn’t
think the man was at all satisfied with the outcome of his visit,
but then it wasn’t Arch’s goal to please his solicitor.
He was more interested in pleasing Camilla. He turned to her.


Her luscious lips were parted slightly, her brow
knitted. She looked to be momentarily stunned, as though she could
hardly believe what had transpired. Then, like someone wiping a
slate clean, she blanked her expression.

She rose from the chair, walked to the window, and
gazed out on the garden. “I have always found Mr. Spellman to
be a most unpleasant man. I thought you handled him
admirably.”

Arch sat on the edge of his desk and folded his
arms across his chest. Ah, yes, he’d handled the man
admirably. But how best to handle the countess was something he had
yet to ascertain.

“I believe you have earned the right to spend
the earl’s money more so than I have.”

“You are more generous than he ever was. I
had fully expected you to take the larger of his two London homes
when you first arrived. Instead, you took the smaller residence.
You are a constant source of amazement to me.”

“I could say the same of you.”


She shook her head as though she didn’t wish
to travel in the direction of his comment. “The old earl
would have required an accounting and explanation for each
purchase.”


“I am not the old earl.”

“So I am slowly coming to realize.”

Slowly? He wondered
what he could do to hasten the process along. In spite of his best
intentions not to do so, he rose, crossed over until he stood only
a hairbreadth away from her, inhaled her sweet rose perfume, and
said with a low voice, “I wish I had known you before he ever
possessed you.”

Watching her delicate throat as she swallowed, he
desperately wanted to press his lips against her fluttering
pulse.

“You would not have liked me,” she
whispered.

“What was there not to like?”

“I was ignorant…poor…”


As though suddenly realizing that she was revealing
too much, she managed to dart away from him without meeting his
gaze. “I would die before I returned to the life of a
commoner. I have established a place for myself among the
Marlborough House Set and am in a position to achieve anything I
want, and I want a good deal. While we search for a wife for you, I
shall be searching for a duke for myself.”

“You say that as though the most important
aspect to a man is his title.”


She arched a finely shaped eyebrow. “Because
I believe that a man’s title is all that matters.”

He shook his head in denial of her words.
“You can’t mean that. What of love?”


“What of it? It has no power. It garners no
attention when one walks into a ballroom. It doesn’t provide
servants, or fine clothes, or a large residence. It doesn’t
earn one favor with the queen. It doesn’t keep you out of the
street or the gutters. I have been a pauper, and I have been a
countess. Now I seek to be a duchess. As such, I shall garner
respect—”

“You don’t need a title to have
respect.”

She scoffed. “How little you know. If it were
possible, I would strive to be a queen. Then there would be no one
more important than I.”

“If you were to search for love, rather than
rank, then to one man there would be no
one more important than you.”

“Spoken like a poet, rather than a
realist.”


He was not a man usually prone to violence, but he
thought he’d find great satisfaction in plowing a fist into
the old earl’s face, because he’d managed to strip
Camilla of her ability to dream, and Arch thought that might have
been the old Sachse’s cruelest legacy. “You have never
known the reality of being my
countess.”

“And we both know that I never shall. Not
that it matters. As I’ve said, I have goals. I shall help
find you an agreeable wife, and in the process,
I shall find myself a satisfactory duke.”

“You think a duke will make you suddenly
fertile?”

She blanched, and he regretted the harshness in his
voice and the callousness of his words immediately. He didn’t
know why he’d been unable to prevent the anger from forcing
them out of his mouth. “Camilla—”


She sliced her hand through the air, effectively
silencing his apology. “I am not stupid, Archie. I shall
target a duke who already has an heir and a spare.”

“Which means he will no doubt be
old.”

“And I shall be burdened with him for fewer
years.”

“Why would you knowingly go into a marriage
that you hoped would be brief?”

“My dear Archie, obviously there are
subtleties to the aristocracy that you have yet to fully
comprehend. I require rank, and I shall pay whatever price I must
to achieve it.”

What he did comprehend
was that it angered him beyond all reason that she sought something
that mattered so little.

“When searching for a wife for me, do not
apply your standards in acquiring a duke. I want a woman I cannot
live without, a woman whose death would cause my heart to
break.”



He stepped toward her. “I require a woman who
makes me smile and causes me to laugh with abandon. A woman with
whom I may be comfortable in silence, but whose voice will delight
me and whose conversations will bring me joy. A woman who will stir
my blood to the point of boiling. She must care deeply about all
things and not shy away from revealing that she does so.”
Another step.

“She will be compared to fire, not ice. She
will embrace all that life has to offer, not hold it at bay. She
will love me with every fiber of her being, hope for a thousand
years to be held within my embrace, and mourn my passing as though
she truly regrets that I am no longer by her side.”

“You have unrealistic expectations regarding
a wife.”

“I know of a queen who loved her prince
exactly like that.”

“I find that sort of love to be cruel. I
think it better not to experience it. Then one never has to deal
with the depth of loneliness and despair that comes from mourning
so great a love.”

“But then one must also live with never
knowing so great a passion.”

Before she could argue further or he could convince
himself that he was making a terrible mistake, he took her within
his arms and lowered his mouth to hers. She released a tiny,
muffled squeak. Her arms were stiff, wedged
between their bodies, but her lips were plaint, urging him on. But
he had no desire to rush this moment that he’d waited months
to experience.


She’d taunted him with her constant nearness,
her faint rose fragrance teasing his senses, her sultry voice
whispering etiquette and protocol near his ear, her warm breath
wafting along his chin and neck. He’d watched her eat
countless meals, studied the way she ran her tongue over her lips
as though she feared wasting a bit of sauce. He’d reveled in
the dreaminess that came to rest within her eyes whenever he read
to her—and had imagined the emotions flitting across her face
were for him rather than the story.

Slowly he deepened the kiss, exploring the confines
of a mouth that was quick to issue a tart response with a voice
cold enough to freeze water. But he found no chill. Only heat.
Shimmering between them as their tongues welcomed the dance of
seduction.

He relished the taste of her. Sweet and
so…salty. He became vaguely aware of the warmth pooling
around his lips, seeping into the kiss. He drew back.

Tears welled within her eyes, washed along her
cheeks, gathered at the corners of her mouth. He’d never seen
her appear so young, so vulnerable, so terrified.


Her gaze dipped to his trousers, the tight cut
revealing the unmistakable evidence that he’d not only
desired her, but had been prepared to go well beyond a kiss. She
was panting, trembling as though she could find no air to
breathe.


“Damn you, Archie, damn you!” she
rasped.

Before he could respond, she spun on her heel and
dashed from the room. Frustration bit into him because he was
hardly in a condition to give chase. And even if he were, what good
would it do him?

He turned to the desk, grabbed the inkwell, and
flung it with all his might, sending it crashing through the window
and into the garden. Grabbing the edge of the desk, he bowed his
head.

What in God’s name had just happened?

He’d never in his life lost control of
himself, of his emotions, of his desires. And yet in the space of a
heartbeat, he’d managed to do all three.

Worse yet, now that he had tasted the sweet nectar
of her mouth, how in God’s name could he ever forget that he
had?








    

Chapter 2




Camilla continued to tremble as her carriage
clattered along the London streets. Whatever had possessed Archie
to kiss her?

Certainly she’d sensed a spark of anger in
him as he’d rattled off his expectations for a wife, but it
was the passion in his voice that had held her mesmerized. His
words had seemed to flow from his heart, as though he truly
believed that love such as he’d described not only existed,
but should be available to him. His determination to possess it
left no doubt that one day he would. A man who cared so deeply
about love was a rare occurrence, and she found herself envying the
woman he’d take as his wife.


But why had he placed his mouth against hers after speaking about great love and great passion when
she was a stranger to both? What had she done to give any
indication that she would welcome his advances when she tried so
hard to keep a wall in place so he wouldn’t realize that she
was fascinated by him?

There had been no love lost between her and her
husband. And there most certainly had been no passion. He’d
acted as though he could barely tolerate being between her legs,
and she’d certainly never enjoyed his presence there. Often
the pain had been unbearable, but she’d stoically endured it
because not to do so resulted in worse consequences. She’d
learned the hard way that displeasing him in the least was to be
avoided at all costs.

Shuddering with thoughts of her late husband, she
shoved them back into the corner of her mind where nightmares
dwelled and concentrated instead on the present earl and the flavor
of his kiss. He tasted of mint. Or perhaps she’d only
imagined that he did. She could barely remember the specifics. Only
that his arms had been like taut rope, not flabby like her
husband’s, which had always reminded her of bread soaked in
milk. She should have been frightened by the strength she felt
within Archie. But she wasn’t. From him, she felt no threat
of physical harm. But the harm to her heart?

She dared not contemplate the possibilities there.
Because they did exist.



Archie was undoubtedly the most kind and generous
man she’d ever known. When he looked at her as he had just
before he pressed his mouth to hers, she wished that she was anyone
other than who she was, that she was deserving of a man such as
he.

She fought not to remember how her stomach had
quivered and her heart had fluttered. He unsettled her. He caused
her to want things she couldn’t have, to be willing to risk
discovery of the truth for a few moments in his arms—for
surely a man such as he would discern the truth with ease. When in
his presence, she was forced to keep her guard up, to remain ever
vigilant against revealing her weaknesses.

How was she to have known that he would become a
weakness, like a box of chocolates that once opened was impossible
to close until its contents had been devoured.

“My lady, are you all right?”

She glanced over at her secretary, who’d been
waiting in the earl’s foyer. Everyone knew Camilla
didn’t believe that a lady of her status should be bothered
with the mundane tasks of her position, and so she kept her
secretary near as much as possible to handle inconsequential
matters.


Lillian was only a little older than Camilla. The
fifth daughter of a merchant, Lillian had been educated, but all
the education in the world couldn’t alter
her appearance. Camilla didn’t like to be cruel or speak ill
of those she favored, and she was fond of Lillian, but the dear
woman was little more than bones and points jutting here and there.
No matter how much she ate, she never seemed to gain weight so she
rather resembled a stick walking along the street, but refused to
pad her clothing. She had an angular face. A pointed nose that held
her spectacles in place. Even her front teeth came together to form
an unattractive angle that led one’s gaze down to her sharply
pointed chin.

Camilla forced herself to smile and hoped that
Lillian couldn’t tell that Camilla’s lips were swollen,
tingled, and carried the intoxicating taste of Lord Sachse upon
them.

“I’m fine, Lillian, thank you for
inquiring.”

“You seem unsettled, and I saw Mr. Spellman
lurking about. His presence usually doesn’t bode
well.”

Camilla smiled softly. “Hardly lurking. He
wanted to speak with the earl about my expenditures.”


“I feared they would get you into trouble
again.”

“No, not with this earl. He told Spellman
they were none of Spellman’s concern, and even after Spellman
left, he failed to ask me why I would purchase so many
clothes.”


Archie had surprised her by standing up to Mr.
Spellman, defending her right to spend as she chose. Yes,
she’d earned that right, but she’d not expected a man
to understand what it was for a woman to be berated constantly,
never to measure up to her husband’s expectations.

She’d been only sixteen when the old earl had
taken her as his wife, believing that his aged seed could more
easily find root in a younger girl. He was desperate to replace the
son lost to him when his first wife had taken the boy to America
for a holiday. The child had fallen ill and died there, and the old
Sachse had never forgiven his wife for taking so little care with
his heir. Camilla wouldn’t have been surprised to discover
he’d poisoned the dear woman.

He’d been a horrible, horrible man. Camilla
had come to loathe him with every fiber of her being. But she had
been powerless to control her destiny.


That was no longer the case. Now she was in
complete control. She had paid dearly to acquire power and
influence—and she would do anything to hold on to all
she’d gained and if possible to climb higher.

She was not by nature greedy, but she’d
learned through harsh experience that wealth was preferable to
poverty, beauty favored over ugliness, confidence better than
doubt, holding a title more advantageous than
being a commoner. She’d attained all and looked back on her
life with no regrets, except on the most lonely of nights when she
would undoubtedly find herself staring at too many regrets to
count.

But then ciphering had never been one of her strong
suits, so it was quite possible that her regrets were not as
numerous as she feared. But neither were they as dangerous as the
truth, for if revealed it would cause her to lose her influence
more quickly than anything, so she kept it well hidden. Even
Lillian, who spent the most time in her company, didn’t
suspect.

Manipulation of facts and appearances was a part of
whom Camilla had become, and although it reeked with dishonesty, it
was the only way she knew to protect herself. As Charles Darwin had
theorized twenty years earlier with The Origin
of Species, survival was dependent upon adaptation to
one’s environment. And if she was nothing else, she’d
determined she was a survivor.


“Perhaps you should explain to the new earl
what you do with all these purchases.”

“No, as generous as he appears to be, I have
no way of knowing if his generosity will extend beyond me.
I’ll not risk having my good works stopped.”

“So the possibility exists that he could
withdraw his generosity at any time,”
Lillian mused. “What will you do under those
circumstances?”

“For security, I must find myself another
husband. I’ve not given up on snagging a duke simply because
one got away from me this Season.” For a time, she’d
been betrothed to the Duke of Harrington, but Rhys had fallen in
love with a Texas heiress, which had caused scandal and near ruin
for all involved. Still, she’d

managed to survive the fiasco.

She would find herself another duke with the
ability to elevate her status to that of duchess. After all, she
had turned thirty only recently and was extremely skilled at
managing her assets: her face, her figure, her ability to appear
confident and in control, when she was anything but.

“Finding another duke will be a bit of a
challenge when Lord Sachse seems to take up an inordinate amount of
your time.”

“Lord Sachse is no bother, I assure
you,” she responded hastily, not understanding her need to
defend him when she’d never felt a need to defend any man.
“He is nothing like the old earl.”

Which makes him oh so much
more dangerous.

She returned her gaze to the window. Archie was
indeed nothing like the old earl. He was handsome beyond measure.
Young, energetic, fit. She loved the way his eyes sparkled when he
discovered something new, and she’d been able to share so many discoveries with him in London.
They’d attended concerts at Albert Hall and seen Madame
Tussaud’s wax figurines. They’d strolled through art
museums and gone to operas.


She’d never met anyone who possessed as much
curiosity as he did. He asked questions about everything, studied
all around him as though unable to be fully satisfied with any
explanation, as though there was always more to discover.

And when his inquisitive gaze fell on her, his eyes
would darken, causing her to quiver with anticipation—of what
she didn’t know, but it hovered just beyond reach, a silent
promise as yet unfulfilled.

He did more than watch her. He studied her as
though she were a butterfly housed beneath glass. What did he see
when he stared at her so intently? What was he able to discern from
his constant perusal? Obviously he did not see her true self, or he
never would have pressed his mouth against hers.

And what a marvelous mouth he had. So skilled at
eliciting pleasure. She’d found the movement of his lips, the
sweep of his tongue incredibly tantalizing. As much as she’d
wanted to retreat, she’d been forced to stay, because
she’d never known anything as sweet or enticing. Or hot. The
heat had seared her blood, had warmed her throughout. Then the
tears had come because for the first time in her
life, she experienced the rising tide of passion. She
couldn’t give in to it. He would discover her secret
then.


And with the discovery, he would cease to look at
her with interest because she had little doubt that what he valued
most, she lacked. She’d faced rejection countless times
throughout her life, but she had an odd feeling she’d not
survive a rejection from him.

“Lillian, have the driver stop the carriage.
I wish to walk in the park.”

While Lillian saw to the task, Camilla kept her
gaze on the grassy green knoll that had come into view. Children
scampered over it, and she imagined the games they were playing.
Their laughter and cries were filled with innocent joy. She hated
that a time would come when all that would be stolen from them,
when the realities of life would shove aside hopes and dreams.

The carriage rolled to a stop. The footman opened
the door and helped Camilla climb out. She knew Lillian would no
doubt join her, but she had no desire to wait.

She began walking along the path, enjoying the
rustling of the leaves in the breeze. She preferred the bustle of
London to the slow waltz of the countryside. If not for
Archie’s need of a hostess and the fact that
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