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	Chapter One
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	The carriage rumbled through the gate of Hillbury Castle and Amelia barely contained the shudder that threatened to work its way through her body. At least the drive was so long that it would take another quarter hour before they would reach the door…before she would be forced to face her nightmare.

	“You are very pale, Lady Blackgrove,” her longtime lady’s maid, Helen, said. “Are you well?”

	Amelia shifted. With any other servant, she would be reticent to speak the truth, but Helen wasn’t the average maid. The two had all but grown up together. She considered Helen to be a friend, even if the servant held herself slightly apart, as was proper.

	“I will admit,” Amelia said slowly. “I’m not looking forward to this exercise in humiliation.”

	Helen reached out to briefly take Amelia’s hand. “I hope it will not be as bad as all that.”

	Amelia drew a pained breath. “How can it not be? I’ve been summoned to the country home of my husband of six months—a husband I am estranged from—in order to prepare for a farce of a Christmas celebration with our two families. It is bound to be dreadful.”

	She turned her face and stared out as the drive wound through dense, beautiful woods for a few moments. She couldn’t help but think of the last time she’d seen Stephen. It had been the day after her wedding…and her wedding night. She had still been basking in the glow of having the man she loved introduce her body to such pleasures and then…

	Then she had found out the terrible truth about him. 

	“My lady!”

	Amelia jolted at Helen’s sharp tone and found her servant was now holding out a crisp handkerchief. She blushed as she realized that a tear had escaped her eye and was winding its way down her cheek.

	“At least I’m doing this in the safety of my carriage,” she muttered as she swiped the errant tear away. “I certainly don’t want to weep in front of his servants so they can report it to him when he arrives next week.”

	Helen nodded. “You’re strong, my lady. You’ll manage.”

	“I will,” Amelia agreed. “I must. For the sake of our families and the upcoming holiday. I certainly won’t let Lord Blackgrove see that his lack of affection causes me any pain. Luckily I have seven days to make certain I hide the bitter truth.”

	Helen had stopped looking at her and was now staring out the carriage window. Her face was suddenly pale and her eyes wide.

	“My lady,” she began, then trailed off. 

	Amelia wrinkled her brow at the servant’s obvious dismay. “What is it?”

	“It—it’s…” Helen pointed out the window as the carriage stopped. “It’s him!” 

	Amelia moved to Helen’s seat, all but shoving her poor servant out of the way, and pressed her face close to the glass. From this angle she could see the front entryway of her husband’s castle. And there, standing no more than four long strides from her carriage, was the man himself. 

	The Earl of Blackgrove. Stephen. Her husband. The man she loved. 

	The man who had made it utterly clear that he cared not a whit for her and had married her only for money.
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	Stephen drew a long breath as the carriage stopped along the drive. The increased air did nothing to quell his anxiety, and as the footman stepped forward to open the door, Stephen’s heart began to pound at double the normal rate. 

	The first to exit the vehicle was not his wife, but her lady’s maid. The seemingly ever-present Helen shot him what could only be described as a glare before she turned back and spoke softly into the dark carriage. Stephen leaned forward, but couldn’t hear the words the women exchanged.

	But did he need to? It was all too evident that his wife didn’t want to exit the carriage now that she realized he was here, not back in London where she had expected him to be. Amelia didn’t want to see him.

	Not that he blamed her.

	He cursed himself for his stupidity, as he had for months, and marched forward.

	“Excuse me, Helen,” he said, gently setting the maid aside before he climbed into the carriage, shut the door and took a seat across from his wife.

	Amelia was…beautiful. Her dark brown hair was bound up beneath an exceedingly proper bonnet, but little tendrils framed her lovely face to perfection. Even in the dimness of the carriage, her bright blue eyes stood out, watching his every move, filled with anxiety and sadness and anger, all of which he so richly deserved.

	“Amelia,” he said softly.

	She sucked in a harsh breath before she folded her hands on her lap. “Why are you here?”

	“It’s my home,” he replied, pretending not to understand the core of her question.

	Her full lips pursed with displeasure. “But why are you here now, my lord? You made your directions to me very clear. I was to come here to oversee the holiday preparations and you wouldn’t join me until the others did in a week’s time.”

	He smiled slightly. “Had I told you the truth, that we would be alone together, would you have come?”

	For a moment, she was silent, and her lack of a verbal response was an answer in itself. She looked at her lap instead of at him. 

	“You have no need to be here. I am perfectly capable of preparing the house without your supervision, Stephen.” 

	He tensed at the sound of his given name coming from her lips. The last time she’d called him by it had been at the height of her pleasure on their wedding night. 

	“Not a requirement, no,” he agreed. “But then, you aren’t really here to prepare the house for the holiday, Amelia.”

	She shook her head and refused to look at him. “Why am I here?”

	“Because I want a week with you,” he whispered. “In a place where you cannot escape, where we won’t be interrupted.”

	Now her gaze slowly lifted. “Why would you ever want a week with me?”

	“Because I want you to be my wife,” he said on the barest of breaths.

	To his surprise, her response was a bark of humorless laughter. She moved toward the carriage door as she said, “I am your wife, my lord.”

	He caught her wrist before she could escape the carriage and dragged her across the gap between the seats so that she almost tumbled into his lap. Their faces were close in the warmth of the carriage and he could smell the faintest hint of orange blossom on her skin.

	“No, Amelia,” he said, breathing deeply of her scent and watching her eyes dilate with a desire it was clear she did not want to feel. A desire he hoped to exploit. “I want you to be my wife in more than name. I want you.”

	 


Chapter Two

	[image: MC900026832[1]]

	 

	 

	Amelia’s mind screamed at her to extract herself from Stephen’s embrace, and her body betrayed her by instead leaning in closer. By exploring every inch of his handsome, arrogant face. He was all hard angles, with a defined jaw, chocolate eyes that never revealed his thoughts or feelings, and dark hair with nary a lock out of place. The only things that didn’t seem to fit were his lips. Those full, lush lips that had been made to…

	She shook her head. She wasn’t going to think about the things he could do with those lips. Every one of them had just been another version of a lie.

	She had always been drawn in by his looks. She and likely a dozen other women, if not more. She had been aware of him for years, which was why when he suddenly pursued her, she had been taken aback. Their courtship had been lightning-fast, but also sweet and she had believed…he had let her believe…he cared for her.

	It wasn’t until after their first full day as man and wife that she realized she never really knew him. He put her off when she tried to learn more. 

	And why wouldn’t he? She wasn’t important to him. She was a means to an end. 

	“And so is this,” she said out loud. He wrinkled his brow in confusion, but she didn’t explain her outburst and simply tugged away, finally breathing again when he wasn’t touching her.

	“Amelia,” he said, that seductive voice of his curling beneath her skin, stroking between her legs.

	“Don’t play games, Stephen. I’m not so foolish as I once was,” she said, unlatching the door and stepping out onto the drive. The frigid winter air hit her in a blast and cleared her head in an instant.

	He followed her from the vehicle, but she ignored him as she turned her attention to the servants gathered outside. How humiliating that the house staff had been witness to their little…exchange.

	“Helen, will you prepare my quarters?” 

	Her lady’s maid shot her a questioning glance, but nodded swiftly. “Of course.”

	Amelia looked at the butler. “Henderson, isn’t it?”

	“Yes, my lady,” he said with a low bow. “Welcome to Hillbury Castle.”

	She tossed a quick glance over her shoulder at Stephen, who was standing behind her watching her, arms folded, with an expression both of irritation and admiration. She wasn’t sure which look pleased her more.

	“Thank you. I find I’m tired after my journey,” she said. “Could you arrange for some tea to be brought to my room?”

	Henderson looked past her to Stephen. She felt rather than saw her husband move, and suddenly he was at her side, his arm around her, his hand resting in the small of her back. Her knees went weak against her will.

	“Have tea sent to my chamber,” he insisted. 

	Amelia jerked her

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
Previously Published in 7he Wanton Christmas Wishes Collection

All he wants for
Christmas is her.
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