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  Prologue
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London, spring 1806 (or a variation thereof) 
Doing his utmost to ignore the slight quiver in his muscles, Derek McKnight, Baron Ainsworth, drew in a deep breath as his fingers adjusted the simple, black mask covering the upper half of his face. He squared his shoulders, refusing to allow his unease to be visible to those around him, as he climbed the steps to Lord Radcliff’s towering townhouse.
Beside him, his friend chuckled. “This is a masked ball,” Tristan Turner, Viscount Elton, observed, amusement tinging his voice. “You’re not meeting the hangman at dawn.”
Clenching his jaw, Derek glanced at his friend, annoyed with Tristan’s obvious delight at this evening’s festivities. “At least one of us is amused,” he observed dryly, his lips thinning below the lower rim of his mask.
As they proceeded inside, Derek once more felt his muscles tense as he was met by the sheer volume of the ton, dancing and laughing and enjoying themselves without a thought for those less fortunate. The noise was deafening, and for a moment, Derek felt compelled to cover his ears. Never in his life, not even on the field of battle, had he ever felt so overwhelmed by the sheer presence of a large crowd. If he could have, he would have turned on his heel and left.
“Would you smile?” Tristan prompted, shaking his head. “No woman will ever agree to marry you if you scowl at her all the time.”
Grumbling under his breath, Derek willed his muscles to relax, which was not an easy endeavour. As they stood off to the side, watching couples twirl around the dance floor, Derek focused on controlling his breathing while listening to his friend’s voice as he prattled on. 
Unlike himself, Tristan had always been a buoyant and vivacious man, seeing only the good and doing his utmost to ignore the bad that he encountered. Still, he dreamed of true love and finding the woman who was his other half.
A part of Derek admired that, his perseverance in the face of his own miserable life. Maybe it was a blessing. Maybe it was a curse. For hope often led to disappointment, did it not?
Derek had learnt this time and time again. He knew very well that few people could be trusted, that most only saw to their own advantage, especially those who had been born to privilege. Gritting his teeth, Derek inhaled deeply through his nose, realising that now he was one of them.
Derek McKnight, Baron Ainsworth.
Once, he had simply been Derek McKnight, a farmer’s son.
Now, he was a peer.
His scowl darkened at the thought as he could not help but consider it an insult.
For his deeds during the war, he had been awarded the title of baron and received a small, run-down barony not two days from London. But what did that say about him? What kind of man did that make him? Would he now join his peers and ignore the plight of those he used to call his equals?
Oh, how he loathed the ton and their ability to turn a blind eye to the miseries of the common people! People like him. People like his family.
Only now, he was not one of them any longer, was he?
Shaking his head, Derek inhaled deeply, feeling a slight throbbing behind his left temple. Unable to flee the room, he returned his attention to his friend, hoping that their conversation would prove enough of a distraction from his gloomy thoughts. However, all the while, his gaze swept the crowd before him, amazed at the lightness with which they seemed to exist. Beaming eyes and smiling faces flew past him in an endless sea of ornate masks, their colours giving this evening a more cheerful note.
And then he saw her.
Her raven-black hair swept up and piled on top of her head, here and there a curled tendril dancing down to touch her bare shoulders, she twirled past him in the arms of a gentleman he all but ignored. The golden glow of her gown shimmered in the soft candlelight of the vaulted room, matching the intense green of her dark eyes, almost hidden behind an ornately designed mask. Her full lips drew up into a smile as her eyes drifted from her partner the moment their steps drew them apart. 
Derek sucked in a stuttering breath, shocked by the sudden inner turmoil that assaulted him. What on earth was going on?
Unable to avert his eyes, he watched her laugh and smile, exchange a few words here and there as she continued her rounds through the large ballroom, and he wondered what it was that drew him to her. Was it her beauty? She certainly was a vision, a sight to behold, almost without compare. And yet, Derek doubted that mere beauty would have touched his heart the way she had.
“I’d advise against her.”
Derek almost flinched at the sound of his friend’s voice. “What?” he croaked, then cleared his throat, reluctantly turning his gaze to Tristan.
Once more, an amused grin decorated his friend’s features. “That is Lady Madeline, daughter of the Earl of Carlton. She certainly is a vision,” he echoed Derek’s thoughts; “however, unfortunately, her expectations regarding her future husband are not easily met.”
Although he knew he ought not to ask for it would only encourage more teasing from his friend, Derek could not remain silent. “Expectations?” he asked, momentarily ignoring his long-standing decision not to marry…
…or at least not for years to come…
…or not to a woman considered a peer.
As expected, Tristan chuckled, his eyes aglow with delight as he watched Derek. “She’s already quite famous for refusing marriage proposals. As the daughter of an earl, she has vowed not to marry below her station, meaning anyone below the rank of an earl need not bother to ask for her hand.” Shaking his head, he laughed. “There are a number of bets held at White’s about whether or not she will marry at all, and if so, who will be the lucky…or maybe unlucky…sod.”
Drawing in another deep breath, Derek’s gaze narrowed as it returned to the dark-haired beauty, who now stood up for a cotillion with yet another gentleman he barely looked at.
He ought to have known. She was one of them. One of the few privileged people who considered themselves superior, who could not be bothered to think twice about anything that did not contribute to their own happiness, who had no interest beyond title and reputation, fortune and lineage. No doubt, all she cared for was finding a husband of rank and fortune to ensure her own standing in society and protect said privilege from passing to those less fortunate. It was a small circle, and those in it were determined to keep it that way.
As he watched her, Derek barely noticed that the space next to him was now empty. He was hardly aware of his friend striding toward the other side of the room. He failed to see the crowd that had bothered him not too long ago.
All he saw was her.
And for a long time, he allowed himself to watch her as he could not deny that that was precisely what his heart wanted. Why, he could not say, and he did not dare dwell on it for fear knowing the answer would make it all the harder to walk away.
And walk away, he must.
And yet, Derek could not help the disappointment that seized his heart, and he realised that it bothered him to think of Lady Madeline that way. Strangely enough, he wanted her to be different, to see beyond a person’s superficial attributes and judge them for who they truly were.
Him, namely.
Still, as he looked at her, he knew that the barely notable strain that seemed to rest on her features as she smiled and laughed was only conjured by his own desire for it to be exactly as he wished. It was not real, not true. Nor was the dull gleam in her eyes that spoke of annoyance rather than amusement, exhaustion rather than enthusiasm.
Forcing his gaze to abandon her, Derek turned away, his eyes sweeping over the crowd. He caught sight of Tristan, dancing with a golden-haired beauty, both gazing at each other with such devotion that a touch of jealousy pinched Derek’s heart. He barely noticed that his hands were balled into fists, the sinews standing out white as he tried to fight off the sense of disappointment and loss that swept over him.
And then he saw him.
Townsend.
The Earl of Townsend.
At the sight of him, every muscle in Derek’s body tensed to the point of breaking. His teeth gritted together painfully, and his heartbeat pounded in his ears, drowning out the music and laughter echoing around him.
How dare he attend a ball and act as though nothing had happened? How dare he continue as though he had not—?
Closing his eyes, Derek forced the bile that rose back down his throat, trying to reason with the rage that had seized him so unexpectedly. Nothing he did would make the slightest difference. He could storm over and beat the man to a pulp, and yet, it would not help. It would not change anything. Townsend was untouchable. After all, he was a peer.
A bloody peer!
Renewed anger and indignation heated his veins, sending fire through his body. And yet, he remained calm for he knew that those who acted without thought, without reason, without control would not survive.
And he had a family to think of.
He would not abandon them by doing something foolish.
“Ask her to dance.”
Blinking, Derek stopped, for a moment unable to comprehend the words echoing to his ears. Then he turned to look at his friend, who had reappeared beside him. “Who?” Derek frowned, his eyes inevitably drifting to the lady with the raven-black hair.
“Not her,” Tristan hissed as he jerked his chin to the side, indicating the golden-haired lady he had danced with only moments before. “Her.” 
Only now, she was standing up with another man, and although Derek did not know him, he could tell from the predatory gleam in his eyes that he was a hunter, a rake. “Why?” he asked nonetheless, needing to buy time to force his emotions back into the box he usually kept them locked away in.
“So that Cullingwood will leave her alone,” Tristan snapped, clearly agitated.
“Then you dance with her,” Derek huffed, in no mood to humour his friend. However, the strained look on Tristan’s face told him how deeply the golden-haired lady had affected him.
“I can’t,” Tristan grumbled. “I already danced with her once, and the evening is barely half over. I cannot lay claim to her for the rest of the night or people will talk.”
“So?” Derek prompted, remembering how his friend had teased him before, determined to return the favour.
As expected, Tristan rolled his eyes. “So, I need you to intercept her before Cullingwood can lead her off the dance floor. Besides it would be a good opportunity for you to mingle. Since you have no interest in her, this should not be too difficult for you.”
Ignoring the ache in his own heart, Derek allowed the touch of a smirk to show on his face. “What makes you think I’m not interested in her?” he asked, watching his friend’s face closely out of the corner of his eye.
Once more, as expected, Tristan’s head jerked up, shock evident in his narrowed eyes as his hands involuntarily balled into fists.
Delighted to have hit his mark, Derek chuckled. “She truly made an impression on you, didn’t she?”
“Yes, she did,” Tristan snapped, impatience only too visible in his blue eyes. “Now, go.”
Derek drew in a deep breath, unable to deny his friend such a heart-felt request. “Fine,” he grumbled, equally unable to keep the annoyance he felt out of his voice as he strode forward, waiting until the dance ended before he stepped up to the lady who so obviously had stolen Tristan’s heart. He could only hope she was worth it.
As they stood up together, Derek breathed a sigh of relief when she showed no interest in conversing with him. Instead, her gaze drifted around the room, allowing him to return to his own observations. Torn between his seething rage toward Townsend and utter disappointment as well as fascination regarding Lady Madeline, Derek thought his heart would give out when the last notes of the music finally drifted away, and Townsend approached Lady Madeline, bowing to her and asking for the next dance.
Staring at them for the better part of a minute as though waiting for the hallucination to disappear, Derek finally cleared his throat, reminding himself that whatever happened next was none of his concern. And so, with a last regretful look, he turned around and walked away, wishing he could believe his own words to be true.
After all, was it not the utmost duty of a gentleman—peer or not—to protect those in peril?






  
  Chapter one
A Gentleman's Duty
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London, July 1806 
Four Months Later
Never had Derek felt at ease in a large crowd, which was especially true when that crowd consisted solely of lords and ladies of the ton. However, right then and there, at Lord Kingsley’s ball, he felt something akin to pleasure.
“It is truly wonderful to see you again,” the Duchess of Cromwell beamed as she embraced Tristan’s sister, Henrietta, warmly. Her dark red tresses swung forward, coming to rest next to Henrietta’s pale blond curls, as the two women held each other tightly. “It has been too long, Henrietta,” she added, suddenly standing back and gazing into her friend’s face. “A part of me feared, I would never lay eyes on you again when you all but ran off to Scotland.” The voice caught in her throat, and her eyes misted, prompting her husband, Edmond, to place a comforting hand on the small of her back.
A booming laugh echoed to their ears, and Henrietta turned her head to glower at her own husband. “I fail to see how this is amusing,” she reproached him with feigned displeasure in her voice. Her eyes, however, shone with mirth.
Connor Brunwood, the new Marquis of Rodridge and Henrietta’s Scottish husband, grinned at her, his dark eyes sparkling with mischief as he pulled her into his arms, unimpressed by the hushed whispers his behaviour elicited from the rest of the guests in attendance. “If only ye had run off with me,” he teased her, utter devotion shining in his gaze. “However, I do remember ye were quite unwilling to even be civil with me.”
Tristan’s sister shrugged. “You deserved it. After all, you went behind my back to secure my hand in marriage.”
Connor rolled his eyes. “Will ye never let me forget that?”
“Not likely,” she whispered, smiling up at him sweetly. “After all, where would be the fun in that?”
As Connor groaned, the rest of them broke out laughing, and Derek had to admit—at least to himself—that Tristan had been right. There were good people among the ton. Nothing was black and white. These people who stood here beside him that night were devoted and loyal friends. 
Friends who made mistakes. 
Friends who were led amiss. 
Friends who did not always do the right thing.
And yet, when it mattered, they stood side by side and risked everything to save the other.
Glancing from Tristan to his golden-haired wife, Beth, as she leaned into him, his arm gently wrapped around her, Derek smiled. Everything had turned out the way it ought to have. Despite Derek’s own disbelief, his friend had found true love, the one woman who completed him.
“Anna, I admit I never thought I’d ever enjoy one of these events,” Henrietta stated, echoing Derek’s own thoughts, as she glanced from the Duchess of Cromwell to her brother. “A lot has changed in so little a time, and I truly wish we could stay longer.” A touch of sadness came to her eyes at the thought of their departure.
Only two weeks ago, she and her husband had raced to London, pushing their horses beyond their limits, in a desperate attempt to save Tristan’s life.
And they had.
It had been Henrietta’s dagger that had taken down their devious uncle in the nick of time.
Loyalty. Devotion. Derek thought. Traits so rare in today’s world.
“I wish that as well,” Beth said, looking at her new sister-in-law. From what Derek had observed, the two women had grown quite close in so short a time, forever linked by their love for Tristan. “Promise that we will see each other again soon.”
A deep smile came to Henrietta’s face as she nodded eagerly. “I would love it if you all would come visit us at Greyston Castle,” she said, glancing up at her husband, who nodded his head in agreement. “Maybe for Christmas. Connor says the Scottish hills look like a place out of a fairy tale when the snow begins to fall.”
“What a wonderful idea!” Beth beamed, turning eager eyes to her husband.
In answer, Tristan nodded, a large smile on his face. “We’ll be there. Nothing could keep us away.”
“Us as well,” Edmond chimed in, gently squeezing his wife’s hand as she smiled up at him. “However, I must warn you, Lady Etta is quite a handful, not unlike her mother,” that earned him a jab in the ribs from Anna, which he chose to ignore, “and will most likely turn everything topsy-turvy in Greyston Castle.”
Everyone laughed, and Henrietta assured the duke and duchess that their little daughter was more than welcome. After all, Christmastide was never as magical as when seen through the eyes of a child.
Before long, the three couples drifted away onto the dance floor, leaving Derek behind with a sense of accomplishment. After all, he had spent the past years watching over Tristan as his friend had fought the demons of his past. Now, finally, they had achieved victory, thus liberating Derek from his obligation. Finally, he would be able to return home.
Home?
It was a strange word, and admittedly, it did not yet apply to Huntington House. After all, he himself had barely set foot on the estate since being granted it after returning from the war. However, his family was there, and he had not seen them in a long time. 
It was time for him to go home.
Maybe, it was home after all.
Watching his friends twirl around the dance floor to the notes of a waltz, Derek’s gaze fell on a familiar face, and his heart tightened in his chest.
Not since that night four months ago at the masked ball had he laid eyes on her. Occasionally, his thoughts had strayed to her, but he had been able to convince himself that her allure had been founded in his imagination. 
A spur of the moment.
A short-lived infatuation.
Nothing more.
Oh, how wrong he had been!
Seeing her now, her dark green eyes aglow like the candles in the chandeliers above, he had to fight the urge to stride forward and sweep her into his arms. The muscles in his legs ached with the need to move, to cover the ground between them, but he would not let them. After all, it was not his heart that controlled him.
To allow so would be beyond foolish, and so he reminded himself that Lady Madeline would never deem him worthy of her presence, much less of her hand in marriage.
Marriage? He frowned, wondering where that thought had come from.
Unable to keep still, he ventured over to the refreshment table and procured himself a drink. However, as though he had no control over his eyes after all, his gaze immediately returned to the raven-haired beauty that haunted his dreams.
Her dark green eyes were fixed on the gentleman holding her in his arms, and her lips curled up into a seductive smile.
Derek cringed. The thought that Lady Madeline had finally made her choice and now eagerly awaited a marriage proposal twisted his insides painfully and sent red hot jealousy burning through his veins. And yet, he could not avert his gaze, willing the gentleman who held her to turn so that he could see with his own eyes to whom he did not measure up.
He needed to know.
Or this question would haunt him for the rest of his life.
Then, he could walk away for good.
A moment later, the heat in his veins turned to ice, freezing his heart and the breath in his lungs.
For the man who held Lady Madeline in his arms, the man who would see his marriage proposal accepted, the man to whom he could never measure up …
…was no other than Lord Townsend.
For long moments, all Derek felt was shock. 
Empty. 
Void. 
Uncomprehending.
With his fingers clenched around the drink in his hand, he stared as Townsend led Lady Madeline off the dance floor, the way they were looking at each other saying more than a thousand words.
However, just as Townsend was about to offer her his arm, a matronly lady bustled between them, rather unceremoniously elbowing the ruffled lord out of the way, her eyes narrowed as she regarded him. Then she turned to Lady Madeline and spoke in hushed tones. In answer, Lady Madeline’s lips thinned, and her eyes grew hard. She shook her head, and then after casting another meaningful glance at Townsend, turned and walked away, vanishing through an arched doorway that led to the ladies’ powder room.
The white-haired lady turned a dark gaze on Townsend before she bustled away once more, leaving him uncharacteristically flustered as he straightened his cravat. Swallowing, his gaze swept over the large ballroom before it settled on the doorway through which Lady Madeline had left.
Understanding Townsend’s intention and before he had even formed a conscious thought, Derek suddenly found himself rounding a rather large group of ladies—most of whom gazed at Townsend longingly. Heading straight for the man he despised like no other, Derek dimly asked himself what he intended to accomplish when they suddenly collided, his drink soaking the man’s clothes.
Muttering a curse, Townsend stepped back, brushing a hand over the wet fabric, his eyes hard as he glared at Derek.
“I do apologise, my lord,” Derek mumbled, unable to keep the seething hatred from showing in his voice. “It would appear fortune does not smile on you tonight.”
For a moment, Townsend’s eyes narrowed in confusion as he tried to understand. “It is of little consequence,” he replied in a clipped voice that spoke of annoyance rather than hatred.
He does not know who I am, Derek thought, not surprised in the least, and yet, oddly tempted to throw the man’s deeds in his face in front of the whole world. However, it would do little good. On the contrary, he expected as the ton took care of their own, and he was only the lowly son of a farmer, his title not handed down through the generations.
“If you’ll excuse me,” Townsend muttered, jarring Derek out of his thoughts.
Before Derek could think of a way to stop him once more, Townsend headed toward the arched doorway.
Panic spread through Derek’s chest. What was he to do? Short of tackling the man to the ground, his mind could not conjure any kind of solution.
To Derek’s relief, fortune smiled on him as the group of ladies he had passed before rushed forward, their eager hands dabbing handkerchiefs to Townsend’s soaked front. Annoyed, the man tried to disentangle himself from them, however, to no avail.
A pleased grin spread over Derek’s face as he stepped back and then quickly turned. Measured strides carried him toward the back of the ballroom, and with a last glance at Townsend, he stepped through the doorway in pursuit of Lady Madeline.
He had to warn her.
After all, whatever her faults, he was certain she deserved better than a man like Townsend.






  
  Chapter two
A Hope Dashed
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After stopping at the ladies’ powder room to ensure that not a single curl had escaped her coiffure, Madeline stepped back into the dimly lit hallway. However, instead of turning left and returning to the crowded ballroom, she headed down the other side, slipping through an open door and into a small drawing room. 
Would he come? She wondered as she stepped up to the tall window, gazing at the silvery moon casting a magical glow over the room as well as the gardens below. Had he understood her meaning? Or had Aunt Odelia frightened him off?
Madeline inhaled deeply, trying to steady her nerves, as she cursed her father’s sister for her meddlesome tendencies. That woman truly needed to find a charity or pastime to which she could devote her copious amounts of time she had on her hands.
Often, her aunt had argued in favour of or against one gentleman or another as she seemed to think that not Madeline but rather she knew best who would be her niece’s perfect match. However, Madeline had been steadfast in her endeavour, politely but firmly informing Aunt Odelia that she knew exactly what kind of man she was looking for.
And it had taken her a long time to find him.
But finally, she had been successful.
After all, Lord Townsend fulfilled all her expectations. Not only was he handsome and much sought after by the young—and not so young—ladies of the ton, but more importantly, he held the title of an earl, had inherited a tremendous fortune upon the death of his father and could look back on a long line of respectable ancestors, all of whom had been upstanding members of society.
Indeed, he was her perfect match.
He would give her the life she wanted.
The life she deserved.
After all, procuring his attention while sidestepping one potential scandal after another orchestrated to trap her into marriage was truly a most heroic feat.
As the only daughter of an equally well-respected earl and heiress to a large fortune, Madeline had been sought after by gentlemen ever since she could remember. In addition, she had inherited her late mother’s grace and dark beauty, which seemed to increase her appeal even more. Whenever she appeared in society, men would swarm to her side like moths to a flame. Certainly, they had their appeal as they almost tripped over one another to endear themselves to her. However, after her first season, she had soon realised the burden that came with their obsession.
Nothing was secret.
Nothing remained private.
And yet, no one saw her. Not truly.
But tonight, all that would change. Tonight, Lord Townsend would ask for her hand, and she would accept him, finally ending the chase. And soon, she would be a married woman, a countess.
Biting her lower lip, Madeline felt the corners of her mouth tug up. Would he kiss her? She wondered. For all her experience with a myriad of suitors—or maybe because of it—she had never even been kissed.
Such an action would have been much too dangerous as most men would have seen it as an acceptance of their proposal; therefore, Madeline had always taken great care to ensure that she had never ventured anywhere alone, always bringing along a chaperone.
After all, she would be the one to choose.
Not the other way around.
And now, she had chosen, eliminating the need for a chaperone.
Maybe tonight she would not only receive a marriage proposal, but also her first kiss.
As though in answer to her thoughts, she heard the faint sound of footsteps as they proceeded down the hall and then stopped just outside the room. The door she had left ajar, almost silently swung open, before slightly louder footsteps crossed the threshold.
Taking a deep breath to calm her fluttering heart, Madeline smiled, then turned to the man she would marry. “Lord Townsend, I must say you—”
As her eyes found his face, half-hidden in the nebulous shadows of the room, her heart stilled in shock and the rest of her words lodged in her throat…for the man standing in the doorway was not Lord Townsend.
“I’m afraid I must disappoint you, my lady,” the man said, his voice harsh with a touch of anger, as he ran a hand through his pitch-black hair.
Had he not spoken, Madeline would have thought him a shadow. Dressed in black from head to toe, the white of his shirt more like a reflection of the moon outside, his dark eyes lay almost hidden in the mask that covered the upper half of his face. He seemed like an apparition, a phantom, the shadow of a memory. As he approached, she found herself watching him, strangely fascinated with the smooth movements that carried him across the floor as though his feet never even touched the ground.
The moment he stepped into the glow of the moonlight, Madeline sucked in a breath for the look on his face sent chills down her back. Without a doubt, she knew that this man was dangerous, his gaze hard and focused like that of a hunter, his tall, muscular frame towering over her, forcing her to tilt up her head. In the dim light, his eyes seemed almost black, and yet, they glowed eerily as they reflected the moonlight, …
…and they held hers with a power so forceful she did not dare look away.
And then he blinked, and the spell was broken.
Swallowing, Madeline drew in a deep breath, trying to focus her thoughts. “Who are you?” she demanded, craning her neck to see behind him. “What are you doing here?” Instantly, fear crawled up her spine. “We must not be seen alone together.”
For a moment, he remained silent, his lips thinning into a hard line as his eyes narrowed, an open accusation resting in them. “You had no such scruples regarding Townsend.”
Madeline almost flinched. Had he been watching her? Where was Lord Townsend? Had he harmed him? Her thoughts ran rampant as they stared at one another, trying to determine what they saw. “Where is he?” Madeline finally demanded. If this man in front of her indeed was a lunatic, then it would not serve her to appear weak.
A snort escaped him. “Back in the ballroom, a clowder of debutantes fawning over him.”
At his words, Madeline felt her muscles tense. Of course, she was aware of her future husband’s reputation. She was not a dimwit and always had an ear out to the gossips. Hell, she was one of them. However, she knew just as well that gossip was never equal to the truth. More than once she had taken note of rumours about herself, which had been far from the truth as well. Therefore, she had always counselled herself not to base her decisions on rumours, on gossip, on the falsehoods of society.
And yet, there and then, in that moment, all her principles failed her. Never in her life had she experienced jealousy. Never had she had any reason to. Never had a man chosen another woman over her.
Never. 
“You lie,” she hissed, her nostrils flaring as she stared at him, willing him to reveal his words to be a falsehood. “He would not abandon me.”
A wry grin touched his lips. “He had help.”
Frowning, Madeline took a step forward. She’d be damned if she let this stranger intimidate her! “Yours?” she pressed, daring him to reveal his own involvement.
Holding her gaze without flinching, without the slightest sign of hesitation or uncertainty, he lowered his head toward hers. “Yes,” was all he said, and the look in his eyes dared her to attack him with all the anger she felt.
Lips pressed together, Madeline inhaled deeply through her nose, seeking to steady her shaking hands. Lashing out at him would serve no one. It would only draw unwanted attention.
Above all else, she had to get rid of this man, and then see to Lord Townsend, ensure his well-being. “Leave. Now,” she hissed, jerking her chin toward the door.
He swallowed then, and for a moment, she thought he would comply. However, instead of retreating, he took another step toward her, the look in his eyes faintly softened by something resembling honest concern.
Madeline was utterly flabbergasted. Who was this man?
Then he opened his mouth, and his voice was almost gentle as he spoke. “I followed you tonight because—”
Madeline sucked in a sharp breath. “You followed me? Why?” Again, panic seized her as she remembered all those many moments gentlemen had tried to catch her alone to compromise her, to trap her into marriage, to take the choice out of her hands.
Always had she seen them coming, seen their intentions and thwarted their plans.
Often, she had prided herself on her ability to read people, to know what they thought.
Only this man was different.
She had not seen him coming.
She could not even recall laying eyes on him.
It was as though he had appeared out of thin air.
“What is going on here?”
At the sound of her aunt’s voice, Madeline jerked her head toward the door, which now stood wide open, revealing a bunch of old matrons staring in, their eyes widened in shock as they took in the scene.
Speechless, Madeline briefly closed her eyes, groaning inwardly as she knew exactly what they thought, what they thought they knew was happening, what she had done.
Swallowing the lump in her throat, Madeline glanced at the man beside her, his face stoic as though nothing could surprise him, as though the consequences of their actions did not concern him in the least. Madeline, however, felt as though the hangman had just knocked out the stool from under her, her feet dangling in the air as the rope cut into her neck, closing off her lungs.
“Aunt Odelia,” she began, forcing an innocent smile onto her face as she approached the circle of women, “I assure you nothing untoward is going on here. This gentleman merely lost his way, and I…” On their faces, she could see the same disbelief she felt in her heart, knowing only too well that her words were a lie.
Her aunt’s quick eyes slid over her face, searching, wondering, before shifting to her partner in crime. Her gaze narrowed as she regarded him for a long moment. All the while, the ladies in her back whispered to one another, their eager eyes enthralled as they watched the drama unfold.
“Lady Otwell,” her aunt intoned without lifting her gaze off the stranger, “would you be so kind as to fetch my brother?”
“No,” Madeline gasped, her voice so quiet she could barely hear it herself, as she watched Lady Otwell turn on her heels without a moment’s hesitation and dart off in the direction of the ballroom. “Aunt Odelia, you cannot—”
“Save your breath, my dear,” her aunt interrupted, the look in her eyes determined. “That is for your father to decide.”
Unable to face the disapproving looks of her aunt’s little circle any longer, Madeline averted her eyes and glanced up at the tall stranger beside her. Would he not say anything? Of course, he would not. After all, this was exactly the outcome he had hoped for.
And yet, when she looked at his face, Madeline could see neither triumph nor satisfaction. Instead, the dark light in his gaze had dimmed and his eyes narrowed as his thoughts seemed to be directed inward. He inhaled slowly, and his lips thinned, but not with anger. If Madeline was not thoroughly mistaken, there was a trace of guilt in the way he clenched his jaw and straightened his shoulders as though the implications of their situation had never occurred to him before this very moment.
“What is going on?” her father’s voice cut through the hushed silence, his words echoing her aunt’s from only a few moments earlier. Then he stepped into the room, and his eyes immediately sought hers before they narrowed as he took notice of the silent man by her side.
“Father, I can explain,” Madeline began, wringing her hands, praying that her father would allow her to do so. “This is all a terrible misunderstanding.” Was it? She wondered. How on earth was she to explain something she could not even understand herself?
However, her father was unwilling to even grant her that small mercy. Shaking his head, he stepped toward her, his big, warm hands engulfing her own chilled ones. “I’m sorry, my dear,” he whispered, honest regret in his eyes as they held hers. “You’ve done it now.” His gaze shifted to the side, indicating the cluster of women behind him, listening intently. “There’s no way to contain this. You would be ruined.” Again, he shook his head. “I love you too much to allow this to happen.”
“Father,” Madeline pleaded, her eyes misting with tears as her carefully structured world began to crumble around her. “Please.”
He inhaled deeply, and his mouth tugged up into a tentative smile. “Maybe this will be good for you,” he spoke, his voice still hushed, only meant for her. “You’ve never been able to make up your mind, never given your heart to one of the many gentlemen who sought your attention, your affection. Maybe this is a blessing in disguise.” He glanced at the still silent stranger, standing like a stone pillar behind her. “Maybe this will give your life a new purpose. Maybe this will make you happy.”
Closing her eyes, Madeline sank her teeth into her lower lip to keep from crying out in desperation. As her father ushered her aunt’s circle of friends out the door, stating in no uncertain terms that a wedding would follow swiftly, Madeline spun around to face the man who had ruined her life.
Shifting his gaze from the far wall, he met her eyes, his own calm and collected, and yet, she could see a storm brewing underneath. She wanted to lash out at him, strike him, rake her nails across his face, anything to shatter that calm exterior of his. She wanted him to know that he had ruined her life and that she would never forgive him.
He would be her husband, and she would hate him for it.
Hate him with a passion he had never encountered.
However, before she could say a word, her father stuck his head in, his gaze focused on the man who had not uttered a single word during all of this. “My lord, may I have a word?” he asked, his voice respectful and kind as though he held no grudge, no bitterness or animosity toward the man who had ruined his daughter’s chances in life.
Madeline inhaled a calming breath. Knowing her father, he probably did not.
But that did not mean she could not.
And she would.
If it was the last thing she did.






  
  Chapter three
One Night's Consequences
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As he could not afford a townhouse of his own, Derek always resided with his friend Tristan whenever he was in town. Although taking charity rubbed Derek the wrong way, Tristan had never once treated him as someone inferior. His friend was one of only a handful of people he knew who cared very little for title and reputation, and Derek had never had any reason to doubt the honesty of his words or the truth of his loyalty. Had Tristan not married a woman far beneath him on the social ladder? 
Standing beside the happily-married couple as they waved their goodbye to the Marquis and Marchioness of Rodridge, Derek swallowed, knowing he would have to reveal to his friend the trouble he had gotten himself into. He could not remember ever having done so before. After all, was not Tristan the impulsive dreamer and he the level-headed pragmatist? Suddenly, their roles were reversed, and Derek had no doubt that Tristan would enjoy this most thoroughly.
“Oh, I will miss them,” Beth sighed as the carriage turned the corner and was lost from sight. “Strangely enough, I feel as though I’ve known them forever.”
Pulling her into his arms, Tristan brushed a kiss on her cheek. “We will see them again soon,” he reminded her. “After all, Christmas is just around the corner.”
Beth laughed, slapping his shoulder good-naturedly. “Do not poke fun at me, my lord, for you might not live to regret it.”
With his hands linked behind his back, Derek stood to the side, waiting patiently for an opportunity to catch Tristan’s attention. Even though he dreaded this conversation, he could no longer put it off.
However, as always, his friend was oblivious to such subtle signs. In the end, it was Beth who noticed the strain on Derek’s face, her knowing eyes sliding over his tense shoulders before she turned to her husband. “I shall be in the library,” she said, planting a kiss on his cheek. “A little peace and quiet will be wonderful after these rather turbulent days.”
Listening to the receding sound of her footsteps as she walked away, Derek inhaled a deep breath before he spoke. “Do you have a moment?”
Turning around once his wife was lost from sight, Tristan smiled at him. “Certainly.” Then his gaze narrowed. “Is something wrong? You seem quieter than usual…if that is at all possible.” Laughing at his own joke, he stepped up to Derek, his gaze open, awaiting a response.
“I’d appreciate it if we could take this into your study,” Derek forced out through gritted teeth. Strangely enough, he felt like a little boy about to confess a misdeed to his father.
And he did not care for it in the least.
Noting the tension on his friend’s face, Tristan sobered, then nodded and led the way to his study. After closing the door behind Derek, he poured them both a drink, holding out one glass to his friend. “Here, you look like you could use it.”
“You know I do not indulge.”
Rolling his eyes, Tristan set the glass down. “It’s only one drink. I was not suggesting you drain the whole bottle.”
Derek cleared his throat, unable to see the humour in his friend’s words.
“Fine,” Tristan said with a deep sigh, setting down his own glass as well. “What did you want to talk about?”
Derek drew in a deep breath as a strange sense of detachment washed over him. After all, this could not possibly be true. This could not be the reality he lived in. And yet, for the past few days, he had awoken every morning, realising that he was wrong as time refused to wash away the truth of what had happened.
And still, he could not believe it was real.
“Would you tell me what’s going on?” Tristan snapped, his gaze narrowed as he watched Derek closely. “You look as though someone’s died. What has happened?”
Swallowing, Derek opened his mouth. There was no point in delaying the inevitable any further. “It would seem I am to be married.”
As expected, Tristan’s jaw dropped open and his eyes widened in utter astonishment as though they wished to spring out of their sockets. “Say again,” he mumbled after a while, still not blinking.
“You heard me.”
Suddenly, a face-splitting grin stretched over Tristan’s face, and he clapped his hands together in delight. “It’s about time,” he exclaimed. “Congratulations, my friend! Who is the lucky lady?”
Feeling his muscles tense, Derek swallowed. “Lady Madeline.”
If Tristan’s face had held stunned surprise before, it now almost fell apart in utter shock as he gawked at Derek for the better part of a minute. Then he blinked; a slow smile tugged up the corners of his mouth. “Lady Madeline? Lord Carlton’s daughter?” Derek nodded. “How did you manage that?”
Still embarrassed by his own lack of foresight, Derek related the events at Lord Kingsley’s ball, and with each word, Tristan’s grin grew wider. “Was it your intention to compromise her?”
Derek’s glare hardened. “I had hoped you knew me better than to ask that.”
“I apologise.” Shaking his head at him, Tristan sighed. “I assure you I never meant to call your honour into question.” An apologetic grin came to his face. “However, I must admit I find your story quite entertaining.”
“I assure you you’re the only one who thinks so,” Derek grumbled, remembering only too vividly the hateful glare in Lady Madeline’s eyes. How could he ever marry her?
“I take it the lady is not taken with the idea of your impending nuptials?”
Derek exhaled loudly. “I believe it is certain to say that she despises me.”
Stepping forward, Tristan clasped a hand onto Derek’s shoulder. “I admit there are better ways to start a marriage,” Derek rolled his eyes, “but there is still hope. Remember that my own marriage started in a similar fashion and look at me now. I never thought I’d ever be this happy.”
Derek shook his head. “As far as I remember your wife never hated you on sight,” he grumbled, feeling a sense of hopelessness engulf him. “Quite on the contrary, you were both taken with each other from the first moment your eyes met.”
Tristan shrugged, then sighed a bit exasperatedly. “What do you expect, Derek? She was taken aback. After all, she does not know what kind of man Townsend is. No one does. And you didn’t tell her, did you? You didn’t tell her why you came after her?”
Holding his friend’s accusing gaze, Derek straightened his shoulders. “We were discovered before I could.”
“Then you can hardly expect her to be grateful to you for that night’s developments,” Tristan continued, his mind working far too rationally for Derek’s liking. “After all, you know how focused she has always been on becoming at least a countess upon marriage. Naturally, she feels cheated.”
“Thank you,” Derek mumbled, a sarcastic tone to his voice, as he wondered whatever had possessed him to take Tristan into his confidence. “I do appreciate your support.”
“I’m not finished,” Tristan chided. “All I meant to say was that marriage does not always start with great love, but that doesn’t mean it cannot develop over time.”
Rolling his eyes, Derek turned away. “Maybe for you,” he snapped, feeling guilt rise in his chest as he remembered his thoughtless behaviour. “However, what I did forced her hand. She has no choice now but to marry me to protect her reputation.” He exhaled loudly. “I’ve sentenced her to a life by my side. A life as a baroness. A life she never wanted. I’m certain she will hate me for it, and I cannot even hold it against her.”
Stepping forward, his gaze as serious as Derek had ever seen it, Tristan met his eyes. “Listen to me. I know that you see the world differently than I do, but I am telling you now that there is hope. You’re a good man, and in time, she will come to see that she couldn’t have chosen a better husband herself. Have faith.”
Faith? Staring at his friend, Derek could barely keep himself from shaking his head. Faith? No, the world simply did not work like that. Nothing came together on its own. Everything he had achieved, he had worked for and paid for, shaping his world as best as he could, fitting it to his own expectations, his own demands.
This had certainly not been part of his plan. If he ever would have married, Derek could not say in that moment. However, if so, he felt convinced he would have chosen a woman who could relate to the life they would have had, who had similar expectations, who needed no incentive to marry him.
A woman who wanted him.
And even though he knew almost nothing about Lady Madeline, Derek knew beyond the shadow of a doubt that she did not want him.
Had there ever been a couple more ill-matched than them?
If he could cry off without ruining her reputation…and her life, Derek knew he would not hesitate to do so.
And yet, somewhere deep inside a voice whispered that if he did so, he would come to regret it.
For the rest of his life.

      [image: ]After spending the morning pacing her bedchamber, unwilling to meet anyone and see the pity in their eyes at her misfortune, Madeline now almost raced downstairs, willing herself not to trip over her own feet. That indeed would have been the crowning moment to the farce that had become her life!
As she approached, the footmen hurried to open the doors, and she rushed into the drawing room without a single thought for decorum. “My dear Elsbeth, how glad I am to see you!” she exclaimed, almost throwing herself into her friend’s arms.
“Oh!” Slightly taken aback, Elsbeth Lancaster, Marchioness of Elmridge, slightly swayed on her feet before she gently wrapped her arms around her friend’s shoulders. “I heard the good news,” she mumbled into Madeline’s hair, “and came to offer my congratulations.” Then she stepped back, and her pale blue eyes searched Madeline’s face. “You don’t look happy,” she observed, a touch of confusion in her voice. “What happened? I was so delighted when I heard you had finally chosen a husband. Admittedly, I felt a bit irked when you didn’t inform me yourself but—”
Madeline rolled her eyes. “Chosen?” she snapped, instantly regretting the harshness of her tone when she saw her friend flinch. “I assure you I did not choose. I would never have chosen…” Groaning, she shook her head, staring at Elsbeth with wide eyes. “I don’t even know his name!”
“What?” Elsbeth’s eyes widened in utter shock.
Madeline snorted. “Isn’t it ironic how after all my careful planning I am now betrothed to a man I don’t even know?”
Grabbing Madeline’s hand, Elsbeth pulled her down onto the settee. “Tell me what happened. I thought you’d finally fallen in love. How can you be betrothed to a man you don’t know?”
“He compromised me!” Madeline almost yelled as her heart hammered in her chest.
For the past few days, she had done her utmost to ignore the unexpected and highly undesirable turn her life had taken. Upon awakening each morning, there had been a moment—utterly too short—when the truth of those recent developments had still been absent from her mind and she had found herself smiling. However, within seconds, reality had come rushing back, and she had groaned into her pillows at the thought of marrying…a no one.
After all, this was the definition of utter failure, was it not?
In today’s world, there were many things women could not do to distinguish themselves. The one thing they could do, though, was marry a high achieving gentleman and share his title, his fortune and his standing in society. However, despite all her assets, Madeline had failed.
Utterly.
Completely.
Devastatingly.
“He compromised you?”
Drawing in a deep breath, Madeline did her best to calm her rattled nerves as she related the events at Lord Kingsley’s ball. “Father insists that I marry him as he fears my reputation would be undeniably ruined.”
Elsbeth nodded, an apologetic look in her eyes. “His reasoning is sound.”
“I know!” Madeline snapped yet again before the muscles in her jaw tensed, and she forced a deep breath down her lungs. “I do not fault him. He only does what he thinks best for me, but….” Closing her eyes briefly, Madeline felt her anger flare up once more. “I blame him. I blame….” Her voice trailed off, and once more she groaned in annoyance. “I blame whatever-his-name-is!”
“How can you not know his name?” Elsbeth asked, a touch of incredulity in her kind eyes. “Even if you didn’t know it that night, your father surely must have mentioned it.”
Madeline rolled her eyes, huffing, “I’m certain he did, and I’m equally certain I was not listening at the time.”
“Well, here at least I can help.”
Turning a confused gaze to her friend, Madeline frowned. “What do you mean?”
Giving Madeline’s hand a gentle squeeze, Elsbeth said, “His name is Derek McKnight, Baron Ainsworth.”
Madeline groaned, “He’s only a baron?” This was far worse than she had expected. “Wait! How do you know this?” After all, Elsbeth had never been one to gossip. Quite on the contrary. “And why don’t I?”
Elsbeth shrugged. “Considering your rather popular attitude regarding your future husband, this development has spread through town like nothing I’ve ever seen. Everyone knows his name.”
Madeline’s shoulders slumped. Would this keep getting worse?
“I also asked Frederick if he had heard of him,” Elsbeth said, a gentle question in her voice as she watched Madeline expectantly.
Madeline sighed, uncertain if she truly wanted to know more about the man she was to marry. “And what did your husband say?”
“Well,” Elsbeth began, “as far as he knew Lord Ainsworth is a simple-born man, who returned rather gloriously from the war and was awarded the title of a baron.”
All blood left Madeline’s face as she listened to her friend. “He’s a commoner?” she asked, almost breathless.
“He was,” Elsbeth corrected, a touch of a challenge in her pale blue eyes. “He’s a baron now, remember?”
Burying her face in her hands, Madeline closed her eyes. “Instead of a countess, now I’ll be a lowly baroness. Barely even a peer. The wife of a butcher or farmer or—”
“A soldier,” Elsbeth corrected once again, a hint of a reproach in her voice now.
“As though there’s a difference!” Madeline snapped as she jerked up her head, staring at her friend. “Everything I’ve worked for my whole life is now lost. Thanks to that…that soldier!”
With brows drawn down, Elsbeth looked at her, almost imperceptibly shaking her head. “I have to admit I’m rather disappointed in you, Madeline. Before, I always thought of your insistence not to marry anyone below the rank of an earl as an eccentric peculiarity of yours, hoping that once the time came, you would allow your heart to sway you.” Now, shaking her head for certain, Elsbeth held her gaze. “How can you discount him for his own achievements? You don’t even know the kind of man he is. Allow me to remind you that you were the one to leave the ballroom unchaperoned.”
“But he followed me!” Madeline hissed stubbornly, hating how this made her feel like an insolent child.
“Did you ask him why?”
“I did!”
“And pray tell, what did he say?” Elsbeth demanded, her watchful eyes trained on Madeline’s face.
Opening her mouth, Madeline realised that she could not recall what he had said. Had he even replied at all? He had hardly said a word that night.
Unable to keep still any longer, Madeline surged to her feet, resuming her pacing with vigour. “I don’t remember,” she finally admitted in a small voice, unable to meet her friend’s gaze.
After a long moment of silence, Elsbeth rose to her feet, holding out her hand to Madeline. “Come, a little fresh air will do you good.”
Although tempted to refuse out of fear to be subjected to the stares and whispers of London society, one glance in Elsbeth’s determined eyes told Madeline that such an attempt would be futile. And so, she found herself strolling through Hyde Park not half an hour later, welcoming the sun’s warmth on her skin, her lungs filling with fresh air.
“Better?” Elsbeth asked, tightening her hold on Madeline’s arm.
Madeline shrugged. “A little. Unfortunately, this doesn’t change anything.”
“No, but—”
“Good day, Lady Elmridge, Lady Madeline.”
At the sound of his voice, goosebumps broke out all over Madeline’s body. Turning her head, she forced a breath of air down her lungs. “Good day, Lord Townsend,” she whispered, her voice barely audible, as her eyes raked over his smiling face.
As always dressed fashionably, he cut a dashing figure as he looked down at her from his chestnut gelding. His blond hair, cut short to reveal an almond-shaped mole below his right ear, complemented his deep blue eyes that seemed to sparkle whenever he looked at her. “I heard congratulations are in order, Lady Madeline,” he said, a gentle smile on his face. And yet, Madeline thought to see the utter despair that rested in his blue eyes as he forced himself to look at her, to be civil, to hide what that night had done to him as well.
If only things could be different! If only he had been the one to come upon her! If only Lord Ainsworth had not thwarted her plans!
After a few polite words about her upcoming nuptials, the weather and other nonsense, Lord Townsend took his leave. Looking after him, Madeline felt her heart plummet to the ground and shatter into a million pieces as the future she so desired rode out of sight.
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