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Chapter One

London 1817

 


“Goliath, stop that!” Christel set the bow on
the ground along with the arrow she was about to let fly at the
target in front of her.

Ryder MacLaren watched Christel McLellan. He
noticed her the first time he saw her and he’d inexplicably been
drawn to her. The Duchess had sent him to the lake to find her and
bring her to the recital. His father had been a good friend of the
duke when he was alive. He’d stopped by to see how The Duchess was
doing, something he always did when he was in the city.

Inwardly, Ryder grinned. Christel’s hair had
fallen in a few fanciful wisps around her shoulders, the sun
catching the golden blond tresses and highlighting them. She was
the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen and she had a way of
captivating him to the point he couldn’t stop thinking of her.

“Goliath...” The dog, the biggest wolfhound
Ryder had ever seen, dropped a ball in front of her then sat back
on his haunches, tail wagging and tongue lolling.

“All right then.” She grabbed the ball and
tossed it for the dog. He gave chase, picking it up in his huge
mouth then tossing it into the air and catching it.

Ryder’s breath caught in the back of his
throat. He didn’t move. The scene seemed so dreamlike and
enchanting he could barely breathe, and for a moment he felt as if
he intruded on something private.

Goliath tossed the ball in the air again but
didn’t catch it. The ball rolled toward the lake, then with a plop
sent ripples flowing and water droplets flying.

“See what you’ve done.” Christel placed fists
on her hips and looked at the dog as if he could answer her. The
dog sauntered toward her and with a bounce, placed his front paws
on her shoulder.

The huge animal was taller than Christel, and
now her light pink dress sported paw prints. Getting her to the
recital in this condition would mortify The Duchess. But it
appeared the lady in question didn’t care if she arrived at the
gathering.

“Go get it.” She pushed the dog away and
pointed to the lake. Goliath sat and grinned, shaking his head as
if to say, make me.

“Go on.” Christel pointed her finger toward
the ball again as if trying to urge him forward.

“Goliath, you threw it in the lake. Do you
expect me to get it for you? Well, of course you do.”

Goliath wagged his shaggy tail, seeming to
grin at his mistress.

Christel breathed in deep before looking at
the lake and the ball. She found a large rock close to the ball and
stepped on it. She kneeled, pulling the water in front of the ball
with her hand.

It inched closer.

She tried again, stretching—stretching. Then,
with just the slightest waver, she fell stomach first into the
water.

He couldn’t stop the roar of laughter that
followed her drenching. She rose from the lake, hair dripping, gown
molded to her hourglass figure. At the sight, his body tightened
with need. My God, Christel, you’ve turned into a beautiful
woman. It seemed he could see every curve and what wasn’t
apparent he imagined.

Somewhere in the back of his mind he recalled
a visit from the Clan McLellan to his home at MacLaren castle.
She’d been a precocious child back then. Blond ringlets bouncing
around her shoulders while she played in the courtyard with some of
the children.

He was at least five years older at the time,
and he didn’t pay much attention to her and her younger
siblings.

Having seen her several times during the
season, she’d even been part of a wager between Damian Andrews,
Aric Lakeland and himself. Now her cousins were married. He didn’t
understand why, but during that time he’d kept his distance.

At that moment, Goliath chose to join
Christel in the lake. He grabbed his ball, racing away only to
return and drop his ball at Ryder’s feet

“So, you want me to play too.” Ryder picked
up the ball just as Goliath shook, water droplets spraying
everywhere. “Well, I didn’t see that coming. Don’t know why
though.” Laughing, Ryder wiped moisture from his face.

“He’s incorrigible.” Christel rose from the
water and held her hand out to Ryder. “Just when you think he’s
going to behave, he does whatever he wants.”

Just like his owner, I presume.
“Christel McLellan?” he questioned, knowing exactly who she was.
“The Duchess sent me...”

“To bring me to the recital?” she finished
for him. “Well, I’m not going in this condition. Couldn’t have
planned it better if I’d tried, but I didn’t—try, that is. And I
don’t believe I know who you are.”

“Ryder MacLaren.” Disappointed she didn’t
remember him, he accepted her hand and helped her from the lake.
“You’re right. The Duchess wanted me to bring you to the recital.”
He let go of her hand when she reached land and stepped onto the
grass. “You can’t go like that.”

She smirked, trying to look solemn before she
shrugged. “I know. Like I said, couldn’t have planned this scenario
better.”

“I’m at a loss for words.”

“No one wants to hear me play or sing. When
it’s my turn, the good people of the ton either leave the room or
cover their ears. I screech like an alley cat when I sing, and my
fingers are all thumbs when I play.”

“That bad?” He chuckled, thinking about all
the horrible ones he’d attended. “I don’t like recitals either but
for far different reasons.”

“Let me guess. The good mothers parade their
daughters for your inspection. That’s why I’m going to become a
nun.”

“Really?” The poor convent would be in an
uproar from sunrise to sunset.

“It’s true.”

“Tell The Duchess how you feel.” Ryder
shrugged out of his jacket and wrapped it around Christel whose
body shook from the cold. When he touched her, untamed energy swept
through him as if a bolt of lightning had slammed into his chest.
He cleared his throat, unsure of what to say next.

“I have told her. Thank you for the jacket.”
She adjusted it around her shoulders. “She has a mind of her own
and thinks she knows what is best for me, but she doesn’t.”

“You’ve goose bumps on your arms. We need to
get you back to the house.” Ryder wondered if The Duchess would
make her change and go to the recital.

“Whatever for? I can’t make it on time and
I’m not going late.” She set off towards her discarded bow and
quiver of arrows. “Could you get the target for me?” She shivered,
rubbing her arms.

“Sure.”

A few seconds later, he returned to her side,
the target and four arrows in hand. “You’re a great shot.” Ryder
admired her ability. Most women had no talents such as this.

“You sound surprised. All my sisters are good
archers.” She pushed wet hair behind her head then wrapped it
around her hand, squeezing water from it and watching it drip onto
the ground.

“I am, truthfully. Most ladies don’t spend
their time at target practice or retrieving balls for their
dog.”

“And falling into lakes? In case you haven’t
noticed, I’m no lady and I don’t want to be either.” Her back
stiffened and her hands fisted. “Parading me in front of
appropriate suitors will not create one, a lady.”

He focused on her, thinking how wrong she was
and wondered how she would describe a lady. “From my viewpoint, you
are very much a lady. Why would you say you’re not?”

“I’m not like them. I’m not searching for the
most eligible man to wed. I don’t want to marry and find myself
beholden to some man’s whims. While I might want children someday,
I’d like to decide when and how many.”

His laughter rolled across the lake and his
regard for her grew. “Once again you surprise me. If not a wealthy
husband, what do you want in life?” His strides slowed to match
hers as they walked to The Duchess’s home.

“I don’t know yet. I just know I’m not meant
for marriage—at least not to a man. I desire more from life,
something fulfilling.”

He coughed, trying to keep back the words. “I
see.” Who was she meant to be married to, a woman?

“No, I don’t think you do. Even though my
sisters Aidan, Eveleen, and Allura, have spent half of their lives
trying to deter me, I’m meant to be a nun, married to the church.
But they’ve left me wondering if my life long ambition is really
what I want. So for now, I’m going to wait and see what the next
few years brings my way.”

“A good plan I’m sure.” Truly perplexed now,
he wasn’t sure what to say to this woman who he was suddenly
focused on and who drew his attention like no other. Pursuing this
conversation as well as the lady interested him more than he cared
to admit. She had been his focal point since she arrived in London.
Business had taken him away for a while, but now he was back.

They walked in silence for a few minutes, the
townhouse now looming in front of her. They stopped. Brief thoughts
of holding her in his arms and kissing her swept his body with a
swift intense heat.

“I hope The Duchess isn’t too angry. Think
I’ll run up the back stairs.”

“And leave me to explain everything that has
transpired to her? I don’t think so.” He was usually pretty calm
about such matters, but this incident was not of the ordinary
variety. The Duchess was a formidable lady who had most the ton
cowering in their shoes when she vented her anger their way or
called in her favors. The Duchess held compromising information on
most.

“Please.” She smiled at him, and lightly
touched him on the shoulder. “I’ll change as fast as I can. You
won’t be alone with her for very long. I promise.”

His heart melted and for the first time in
his life, he couldn’t figure out how to say no. “Very well.” Bloody
hell, what would he tell The Duchess? Her charge fell into the
water while she was chasing her dog’s ball?

Ryder’s mind raced with a myriad of stories
and false explanations. He didn’t think anyone would believe the
truth unless they’d seen it first hand. But perhaps The Duchess
knew who she dealt with. This couldn’t be the first or the last
scrape Christel McLellan would undergo.

He inhaled a long and very deep breath,
praying for courage to confront the legendary woman with the facts.
This was a formidable lady. He looked up just in time to see the
back door to the townhouse close. Well, in for a penny in for a
pound.

He strode up the steps and knocked on the
door. Scarlet, The Duchess’s maid and companion, stood in the
opening tapping one foot.

“Ryder?” Scarlett asked. “Where’s Milady
Christel? You best make sure she is alright and not a hair on her
pretty head has been hurt, or The Duchess will have your hide.”

Well, that was blunt and to the point. He
couldn’t tell her she was in her room hiding for a few minutes. He
cleared his throat, running a finger around his collar.
“Well...”

“She’s done it again, hasn’t she?” Scarlett
motioned for him to step inside. “Now the truth; out with it. We
all know it’s not your fault. What has she done this time? Would
you like tea? Or some lemon bars?”

“I don’t think she’s going to be ready in
time for the recital.” He peered around the corner to see if The
Duchess was waiting for them.

Come in and sit down. I’ll pour you a glass
of brandy or scotch. Oh, I forgot I asked if you wanted tea.”
Scarlet bustled around him then pointed to a seat, clearly
distracted by the events.

He sat down, still holding the target and the
arrows. “Scotch, please.” This was not at all what he’d expected,
but then The Duchess wasn’t in the room yet.

“I see Miss Christel was out shooting that
bloody bow and arrow again. Can’t get her to practice the piano or
go to her voice lessons. Just doesn’t have any interest in ladylike
things.”

Ryder wasn’t sure how to tell her that
learning to use a bow and arrow where the McLellans lived could
save her life or someone she cared about which was something
playing the piano could never do. He cleared his throat several
times in an attempt to speak.

“Here it is.” Scarlet handed him the
drink.

“Well, did you find her?” The Duchess,
leaning on a cane and appearing uncharacteristically fragile walked
into the room. “I suspect you did and she’s found a way to escape
her responsibilities.”

Last time he’d seen the lady, she’d not used
anything for support and that was only about an hour ago.
“She’s...” He cleared his throat once more wishing he didn’t feel
so tongue-tied.

“I’m here,” Christel flounced into the parlor
with an amazing smile just in time to keep him from explaining what
had happened.

“You’re late. Again.” The Duchess, a stern
expression on her face, tapped her cane on the carpeted floor.

“I’m sorry, but I fell in the pond trying to
retrieve Goliath’s ball. Ryder,” she nodded his way, her wet hair
dampening her dress, making it cling tightly to her body, “was so
kind. He pulled me from the water without thinking about himself.
He’s a hero.” She stopped to draw in a deep breath and slanted him
a wicked grin.

Ryder almost laughed outright. Christel
McLellan was a little devil in an angel’s disguise. He could almost
see the halo. The Duchess was wrapped around Christel’s little
finger, and he didn’t think either of them knew it.

The Duchess turned his way. He nodded and
shrugged his shoulders, trying to look nonchalant, yet he couldn’t
keep the grin off his face. “Happened just as she said. Wasn’t a
whole lot I could do about it.”

“Darling child, you can’t keep on this way.
You have to at least pretend to like these things. Scarlett, pour
me a glass of brandy, please.” She took a moment, “Are there any
lemon bars around?”

“Balls, recitals and the never-ending stream
of suitors? Why would I pretend to appreciate events that make me
feel self-conscious and awkward?” Christel picked up a strawberry
tart and plopped it in her mouth. “I like to shoot and take long
walks. I like to play with Goliath, not on the piano.”

“Of course, and Lord Rathen, you should
really answer some of his letters to you. He’s interested and
politeness is important.”

“Why?” Ryder and Christel questioned in
unison, both staring at the other. Ryder knew exactly who Lord
Rathen was and what he wanted from Christel. His gut tightened.

“Sorry, none of my business,” Ryder said but
noticed the grin on The Duchess’s face then watched the smile
change to a look of concern.

“Because he’s a cad. He believes I have some
sort of trust fund or inheritance. I’ve told him several times I
don’t have a penny to my name and that I have to find a wealthy man
to marry or none at all, but he won’t be dissuaded.”

“He is wealthy,” The Duchess said.

“He’s gambled away his entire inheritance
plus some in IOUs.” Ryder needed to clear the air and tell The
Duchess the truth. Then he stood, “If I’m no longer needed to take
Christel to the recital, I’ll be on my way.” He didn’t want to
leave, but he was beginning to feel like an intruder in this
conversation.

“Please stay for dinner,” The Duchess invited
him, once more a grin on her weathered face no longer seeming as
fragile as she had when she entered the room.

“That won’t be necessary.” Ryder pulled at
his neckcloth, wishing to be anywhere but here, suddenly feeling as
if The Duchess played matchmaker with him. Settling down with a
debutante, even one as fetching and intriguing as Christel, was not
on his list but still, there was something about her that called to
him. What he really needed was to find another sunrise in some
other land. He sorely needed a distraction.

“Of course it’s not necessary. Relax, please.
It’s just my way of saying thank you. We would appreciate your
company.”

“Auntie Charlotte, he probably has somewhere
else to go. I’m sure the MacLaren is a busy man. He doesn’t have
time to waste with the likes of me.” Christel smiled sweetly,
appearing to be as weary of The Duchess’ intentions as he was.

“Pshaw,” The Duchess waved her hand in the
air. “A man has to eat. You must stay and tell us all about your
travels. I’ve heard via the grapevine you’ve been most everywhere
in the world and learned a few different tricks along the way.”

Goliath stood at the top of the stairs,
barking and seeming to punctuate the invitation before turning and
racing down the hallway.

“The source of my troubles.” Christel watched
the dog go then turned to her aunt.

Ryder stepped toward the door. “Really, I
must be on my way.” He turned to Christel, wondering if he’d ever
get the picture of her rising from the lake, clothes plastered to
her as if they were a second skin from his mind.

“Will I see you again?” Christel asked,
seeming to be unexpectedly interested in him.

If I have any say...

But Ryder cleared his throat. “I’m leaving
town for a couple of days, perhaps when I return next week.”

The smile on her face turned to a tiny frown,
her eyebrows furrowing together. “It’s that way? All right. I don’t
care at all.” She picked up her skirts and headed back up the
steps. Before she reached the top, she turned. “Perhaps Richy
Rathen will take me for a carriage ride in Hyde Park.”

 


~ * ~

 


Why did she say that? No way in hell would
she go on a carriage ride or anything else with the cad. Yet she
appreciated the look on Ryder’s face when she’d mentioned Richy.
Perhaps the desired result was achieved.

“Duchess.” Scarlett entered the room. “Lord
Richy Rathen is here to see Miss Christel.”

Her stomach lurched as her body quivered,
despising the man. No. She looked at Ryder, hoping he
wouldn’t leave her alone with Richy, a man she detested. But Ryder
didn’t appear to see her fear or recognize the distress she
felt.

Richy strode in, swinging a cane and
whistling with a confident air. His eyes focused on her. She stood
at the top of the stairs, hands clasped tightly in front of her
while her skin crawled. “Lord Rathen,” she nodded.

“Come down, dear,” The Duchess motioned her
forward. “You must be polite to your guests. All of them.”

Where she came from, in Scotland, she was
expected to speak her mind in a situation such as this. With a deep
breath, she complied, wishing the lady wasn’t so intent on finding
her a husband and trying to figure out a way to get rid of Richy.
She knew her auntie had been dreaming of planning big weddings for
her and her cousins. Both Amorica and Ravyn had disappointed her.
Amorica eloped and Ravyn’s wedding was a small one in this very
parlor.

Rathen bowed. “I was hoping you were at home
this evening when you didn’t appear at the recital.” He slanted
Ryder a meaningful glare, seeming to say, what are you doing
here?

Rathen’s red-rimmed pale blue eyes were
eclipsed by his waxy appearing flesh. Beneath his shirt his stomach
sagged, proclaiming the indulgences he’d partaken of throughout his
life. He twirled his mustache and grinned, his gaze riveted on
Christel.

“Would you care to join me for a ride?” Richy
asked pleasantly. “It’s a beautiful day and I’m sure everyone who
is anyone will be in the park.”

Christel prayed Ryder would jump in and claim
her time, but the eerie silence told her that wasn’t about to
happen.

“I’m not really feeling well. I’ve a
monstrous headache.” She brought the back of her hand to her
forehead and closed her eyes, wishing the horrible man to vanish.
When she opened them, he still stood in front of her.

“Perhaps a ride would help the ache in your
head. A little fresh air always works wonders.” Ryder’s husky voice
surprised her.

He really didn’t mean to encourage Lord
Rathen, did he? And did she hear a hint of laughter?

“I...” she began, playing with her skirt.

Ryder had turned to Rathen. “Miss Christel
has already agreed to a ride with me. The horses have been saddled
and Christel was just going upstairs to change into her riding
clothes and dry her hair so she doesn’t catch a cold. The Duchess
has asked me to stay for dinner.”

Thank God Ryder had taken charge of the
situation, but Richy was clearly displeased.

“Perhaps the lady should make her own
decisions.” Rathen cleared his throat and looked pointedly at
her.

“I did. I told Ryder I would ride with him.”
Lord, but she’d never been so relieved. Just looking at Ryder made
her head swim with thoughts of romantic sensual kisses exactly the
way Amorica, her cousin, had described them.

“Then why did you claim sickness?” Richy
asked her pointedly a frown on his face.

She paused, winding her fingers tightly into
the fabric of her dress. “I didn’t know what to say when you asked.
Please accept my apologies. I guess I handled that poorly.”

“Politeness is ingrained is some people.”
Ryder spoke up as he stepped closer to Christel who had descended
the stairs during the conversation.

“I don’t equate a lie with politeness,” Lord
Rathen said. “I will join the two of you.”

“No.” Christel could not allow that to
happen. “The truth is, Lord Rathen, I do not like you, and I don’t
want to go for a ride with you. Ever. The lie was simply spoken so
I wouldn’t have to tell you how I feel about you.”

Richy’s brows drew together in a scowl, his
lips pursed then twitched. He squinted his eyes and venom leapt
from his words. “You will regret this.” With that said, he turned
and marched from the room.

Scarlett let him out before returning. “Doubt
if we’ve seen the last of him even though I hope I’m wrong.”

“Oh, Scarlett, I hope he never comes around
again. That man makes me sick to my stomach.” Christel looked to
Ryder for confirmation.

But Ryder stared out the window, his arms
behind his back, rocking on his heels. “What are you waiting
for?”

“Me? I didn’t think...I mean you were
leaving. Are we going for a ride?” She caught her breath with a
deep inhale.

Ryder turned from gazing out the window.
“Changed my mind. Richy was right about one thing. It’s a beautiful
day and I’d like to enjoy the afternoon in your company. Everything
else can wait.”

Her heart fluttered and she felt the smile to
the tips of her toes. “I’d love to ride with you. Give me a minute
to dress.”

“And dry your hair.” He added with an
emphasis on dry.

Good God, but his appearance was different
from Lord Rathen. She met his whiskey-hued eyes, and her stomach
made a little flutter, the response catching her off-guard.
Surprised, she stared at his dark, furrowed brows, the
well-chiseled lines of his rugged face. His black hair was tied
back with a leather thong, dampened as if he’d just been doused by
Goliath, a slightly off-center nose that spoke of an adventurous
past. A few days’ worth of razor stubble covered his throat and
jaw. And his body was lean and well-muscled.

Skirt hiked, she raced up the stairs. Once
inside her room, she explored her closet, tossing clothes on the
floor until she found a beautiful blue riding habit—thought again.
She didn’t want to ride sidesaddle and somehow she didn’t think
Ryder would think less of her if she rode astride. Arturo hated the
sidesaddle. He’d prance around as if he wanted to shake off the
horrible thing.

From her trunk she pulled out a pair of
riding pants and a shirt. She didn’t take the time to dry her hair
but wound it in a tight coif, securing it with pins to hold it in
place. A few minutes later she stood at the top of the stairs, one
hand resting on the banister, her heart beating a rapid staccato.
She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes.

When she opened her eyes, Ryder stood at the
bottom, a smile on his face. “What took you so long?”

“Couldn’t decide what to wear.” She made her
way down the staircase, still hesitant.

“You like to ride astride?” He held out his
hand for her as she reached the bottom step.

“I’m Scottish,” she said as if that explained
everything. Until she’d arrived in London, she’d never ridden
sidesaddle. The Duchess had insisted she learn.

Christel liked to believe no self-respectable
Scotswoman would ride any way but astride.

He led her through the house to the back door
and on to the stable.

“Have a nice time.” The Duchess stood in the
doorway of her townhouse waving and grinning.

Christel turned and waved at her. Ryder
nodded.

Cantering down the streets of London,
Christel felt as if she were in heaven. The sky, dotted with
clouds, was a brilliant shade of blue. Once they reached Hyde Park,
birds sang in the trees, a soft breeze ruffled the leaves and a
song in her heart helped her believe in life again.

Riding next to this handsome chivalrous man
gave her second and third thoughts about giving her life to God.
Perhaps her cousins were right. She wasn’t cut out to be celibate.
Particularly if she acknowledged the carnal thoughts racing through
her mind about Ryder, the nuns would kick her out or not let her in
the door.

She didn’t know what to say so she swallowed
the ridiculous phrase that came to mind. She felt like a schoolgirl
with her first beau. She was no longer a schoolgirl, and Ryder
wasn’t a beau, just her savior.

“I’m worried about you.” Ryder slowed his
horse.

“Why?” That was a strange thing to say.

“Richy is after you for some reason. He’s a
wastrel and a gambler. He wants you and he’s not going to stop
until he gets you to the altar. He can be ruthless.”

She shook her head, feeling as if Ryder was
wrong. “He lost the wager and Damian won. It’s done with. I won’t
ever marry that horrible man.”

“So, you do remember me.” He didn’t wait for
an answer and grinning continued to say, “Don’t delude yourself.
Rathen is not finished where you’re concerned. Rumor has it he has
no money and his father is about to disown him if he hasn’t done so
already. A respectable wife would go a long way in his relationship
with his father.”

Heat rose to her face. “I remember every time
I saw you, talked to you.” She had to clear her throat, trying to
answer his every statement. “If he’s after me for my money, he
should know I have none. Not a penny to my name.”

“No dowry?” Ryder questioned, grinning,
seeming to enjoy their easy banter.

“No. I have nothing.” She wondered if Ryder
acted interested in her because he thought she had funds to bring
to a marriage. She hoped not. If that were true, this might be the
last time she would see him.

“Where Richy is concerned, perhaps that’s a
good thing.” Ryder pointed to a squirrel scampering up a tree. “You
could hope he runs from you, but first we’ll have to put the word
out there. Make sure he understands what you’ve been trying so
desperately to explain to him.”

“You really think he might persist in wooing
me? Even after what I told him today? What kind of fool would
pursue a woman who despises him?”

“One who is in dire financial straits and can
think of no other way to pay back a huge sum of money.” Ryder’s
back had stiffened.

She followed his line of sight to see Richy
Rathen riding in a carriage with a lady. “Do you know her?”

Ryder shook his head. “Is he moving on to
someone else, or is he trying to make you jealous?”

“He can’t make me envious, so let’s assume
he’s moving on.” Relieved he didn’t want her any longer and must
believe she was poor as a church mouse, she urged her horse a bit
faster and in the opposite direction of Richey’s carriage.

“Let’s enjoy the rest of the day, shall
we?”

“Can we ride somewhere else?” Christel had
lost her light-hearted mood. Richy had a way of bringing dark
clouds whenever he appeared. He terrified her and she didn’t know
why.

“Where? I’m yours for the day.” Ryder
motioned with one arm, seeming to indicate they could ride anywhere
she wanted.

“Don’t know.” Christel eyed the surrounding
countryside. “Any suggestions?” She didn’t want to be so bold as to
ask to go somewhere more private.

“I believe I know just the place. Follow
me.”

They left Hyde Park behind them, riding
farther into the country and leaving the city in the distance.

A meadow stretched in front of them. Christel
looked sideways at Ryder. “Race?” She dug her heels into Arturo and
he surged forward, leaving Ryder behind.

“No fair.”

She heard him call out the words and grinned.
Arturo flew with the wind. Her hair fell loose from the many pins
that had confined the locks. Her breath raced, her heart pounding.
She heard the thundering of his horse and knew he closed in fast.
His stallion was larger and would win, but the exhilaration of the
moment had her wondering if there was anything better than
this.

He flew past her then nodded at her before
slowing his horse to a walk.

“You win.” She pulled up. Arturo was winded
and needed a nice cool down. She slid off the horse and taking the
reins, strolled to the top of the hill. Below, a small pond
shimmered when sunlight danced off the ripples made from the
wind.

“It’s beautiful.”

“Yes.”

He stood beside her, hands clasped behind his
back, his body so close she was sure she heard his heartbeat and
felt his heat.

Leather and horse were the scent emanating
from him. She wanted to reach out and touch him but she didn’t
dare. The thoughts in her head were bad enough, enough to condemn
her in the eyes of the church.

She sat down, trying to keep her view on the
water but so aware of the male strength beside her. She smoothed
her trousers across her knees, which she’d tucked up in a tight
ball then set her chin on top them.

“It’s so peaceful.” She picked a dandelion
and twirled it between two fingers then plucked off a petal.

He loves me. He loves me not. Crazy, I’m
going certifiably crazy.

She remembered all-too-well this saying.
She’d pulled many dandelion petals from its rightful stem.

“Look.” Ryder pointed to a large bird that
had suddenly soared into the air, a fish hanging from its bill.

“I wish...” she began.

“What is it you want, little one?” he asked
before he sat down beside her, stretching out and leaning on an
elbow. He picked a piece of grass and stuck it between his
teeth.

He appeared relaxed and all male. “I just
wish I were home, in Scotland. I don’t like London, hate the
endless parties and gossip, despise that some men marry for money
then keep a mistress on the side. Like they were dessert. I wish I
could feel as free as that bird.” Christel pointed to the bird.

“Not all men.” His brows furrowed
together.

“Would you keep a mistress if you were
married?” She covered her mouth with one hand. “I’m sorry. It’s
none of my business. My horrid curiosity and my unmannerly way of
blurting out my thoughts are some of the reasons my cousins and my
sisters tell me I’d never make a very good nun. I’m just not
pious.”

“Why on earth would you give yourself to the
church?”

He looked displeased for some reason she
couldn’t fathom.

She shrugged her shoulders, unable to really
give an answer. “I’m not sure you’d understand. Sometimes I’m not
sure I understand. It’s just, well, I feel a calling. And I can’t
explain...”

“Really, a calling. Or are you afraid of men
and sex?”

“Well, that was blunt.”

“Touché.” He smiled before bending close and
tucking an errant strand of hair behind her ear. “If you are going
to ask probing questions, then I believe I should be able to do the
same. And to answer your questions, no, I don’t believe I would
keep a mistress. You see, I wouldn’t marry anyone unless I cared
for them a lot. And if you care for someone, you would do nothing
to hurt them.”

She had looked down at her toes peeking out
from beneath her dress. “Was that Richy’s mistress in the
carriage?”

 


~ * ~

 


“I told that Richy Rathen not to come here
ever again.” Spittle flew from The Duchess’ lips when she spoke.
“I’ve never been so outraged. If he ever shows up on this doorstep,
I’ll have him thrown out.” She gestured so hard tea flew from her
cup.

“Calm yourself. I’ll have him tossed on his
arse if he ever has the audacity to darken these halls again.”
Scarlett took the cup from The Duchess’ hand and poured her more
tea. “Have a lemon bar.” She pushed the plate closer to the older
woman. Food will soothe your anger.”

The Duchess held her hand at her throat. “I
don’t think my heart will ever stop racing.”

“Look on the bright side, Charlotte. Ryder
didn’t leave and now the darling couple are out riding.”

“Bright side, yes, if she hadn’t chosen to
wear her riding breeches. She has several lovey habits that were
just made for the sidesaddle.” The Duchess sipped her tea, hoping
Christel and Ryder’s little excursion would take them someplace a
bit more private than Hyde Park. Before she died, she wanted to do
something right, and she’d always known Christel and Ryder were
made for each other.

She hadn’t exactly failed on the first two
attempts at matchmaking, but her plans had not resulted in
beautiful weddings. She needed to get this one done right and maybe
the proud papas of the other families would send three more girls.
My goodness, she pondered, who would come next?

“You wouldn’t think as much of your little
niece if she gave in to womanly wiles. She likes to be herself,
that one.”

“She’s a lot like me, but I never for one
minute thought the place for me was hidden away in a convent,
married to the church. No, I wouldn’t give her two minutes before
the kindly nuns were overwhelmed with her antics and tossed her out
on her tiny backside.”

“When do you expect them back?”

“Not for a couple more hours.” She slanted
Scarlett a sly smile.

“No!” Scarlett covered her mouth with her
hands and leaned forward. “Really, you’re not hoping...”

“Not what you’re thinking, but maybe a first
kiss would be nice, a real kiss. There is nothing at all wrong with
kissing.” She set her cup on the table and looked at the ceiling,
remembering the first kiss the duke gave her. Ah, but how she
missed him, the laughter, the quiet conversations, the sex...

“A kiss would be nice,” Scarlett agreed then
she waggled her finger “But nothing more until the vows are
said.”

“Let’s not put the cart before the horse.
They are not even engaged. Ryder has not courted her properly yet.”
But she didn’t think Ryder would do anything properly.

“Are you telling me not to start planning a
wedding?”

“I think we need to give the young ones some
time to fall in love first.”

“Or to get in a wee bit over their heads.”
Scarlett added with a sly wink.




Chapter Two

Ryder slanted Christel a sideways glance, not
wanting to tell her the truth about Richy but knowing she deserved
the facts. “I believe the woman you saw in the carriage is his
mistress, at least the one of today. It seems he changes them
weekly.” Ryder watched carefully for her reaction.

“Actually, that’s what I thought.” She
smoothed the fabric of her pants then looked upward. “What would it
take to fall in love?”

Ryder often wondered about that. “I’d have to
really like the woman, and I’d want her to be someone I could tell
my every thought.” And that was what he did here. He wanted to
touch Christel, smooth her hair off her shoulders. He wanted to
kiss her, taste her essence.

“Me too,” she said and her voice sounded a
bit wistful.

“Tell your every thought?” His query had him
thinking about Christel as more than just a pretty face and
luscious body.

“Yes,” she nodded. “I think so. I’d want to
spend every waking minute with him, and I’d have to enjoy his
company.”

And I, my little one, would also like to
spend every sleeping minute with you. “I’d not want to leave
her side but would be happy to know she was in my home waiting for
me when I returned from work.”

“Or an adventure?”

“It would be imperative for me to have my
wife by my side when I saw a new sunrise.” If he loved someone, he
knew that to be the truth, and the more he spent time with Christel
the more he thought she might be that woman.

“I like to see new things, but if I enter a
convent and become a nun, I don’t suppose I’d have a lot of
opportunities.”

Ryder stiffened, her wistful expression
tearing at his heart. He needed to find a way to dissuade her of
those thoughts. “I think...” he paused for a moment and did take
that time to move a piece of her hair behind her ear, thinking he’d
like to trace the delicate pink shell with his tongue, “...you’d
wither and die if you became a nun. Your spirit is wild and
untamed.”

She pointed a finger at him, a strange light
shining in her eyes. “Why does everyone think that?”

He knew, at least for him, it was in his best
interest for her to stay far away from a convent. His feelings for
her were something he wanted to explore in depth and he needed
time. “Because you have so much to offer the world, and I honestly
don’t believe you would be happy if you were confined.”

“I don’t know if you are right. I do want to
give my life to God. Amorica says there are other ways besides
entering an abbey.”

“She is right, you know.” He leaned closer to
Christel, could smell the sweetness of her breath, the subtle
fragrance that was hers alone. His heart raced with anticipation of
a kiss.

Christel sighed. “I’ve studied the bible. I
love the stories.” She placed her hand on his shoulder.

“That doesn’t mean you could survive living
the life of a nun. Do you want children? A husband? Have you ever
thought about those things?” He held his breath, waiting for the
answer.

“I never really thought a husband or children
were in my future, at least not until we all came to London.”

He placed his hand on her cheek then gently
touched her lips with his thumb. She moved her head slightly as if
trying to give him better access. “I want to kiss you.”

“All right.”

He gently touched her lips.

He knew he had to move slowly and doing so
proved to be difficult. His mouth met hers. The kiss was soft and
she felt so delicate beneath his caress. He moved his hand to the
back of her head but didn’t need to hold her in place. She moved a
tiny hand to the back of his neck as if working on instinct.

Then he pulled away, slightly, to look into
sky blue eyes. “Do you like that?”

She nodded and licked her lips. Then he bent
closer and kissed her again, this time tracing the seam of her lips
with his tongue. He desperately wanted to taste the very essence of
her life.

She met him, touched her tongue to his. He
closed his eyes, knowing he’d never been quite so gentle with
anyone before. But he needed her to understand how beautiful this
was and sensual. He wanted to bind her to him in the most primitive
ways, and he needed her to ask for more.

Her fingers wound into his hair and he
reveled in the feeling of her touch. His hand slid down her back,
pulling her closer. He felt the rise and fall of her breasts
against his chest, and he wanted to peel her clothes off and see
her but he knew that would scare her. So, he savored the moments he
was able to have, knowing he would come back to her and that she
meant more to him than anyone else ever had.

He drew away and looked at her. “Did you like
that? The kiss?”

She nodded. “Yes.” Her single word was a
breathy sigh.

“Would you want to go without
that—kissing—the rest of your life.” She was not meant for a life
of celibacy.

Christel fiddled with her fingers and the
fabric of her shirt. “No.” she looked away from him. “I don’t think
you play fair.”

He leaned back and let out a deep belly
laugh. “I don’t, not when I want to prove a point.” But he wanted
so much more from her and the feelings came on fast, strong and so
unexpectedly.

“I think we need to get back.” The sun sat
low on the western sky. “The Duchess will start to worry.”

He had enjoyed his time with Christel so much
he hadn’t noticed the lateness of the hour. He had never thought to
fall in love or how it would feel, and he didn’t know if this was
love, but he knew he didn’t want to let her out of his sight, and
he felt a strong need to protect her. He wanted to make love with
her but understood he would wait. These feelings and thoughts were
so new to him, he intended to take a step back and think.

An hour later, The Duchess stood at the door
of the stables, tapping her foot, her back so rigid Ryder thought
of a broom handle. He knew she’d be worried but he hadn’t expected
her to greet them before they dismounted. The Duchess’ protective
nature matched his.

“Oh my, she must be so worried about us. I
should have paid closer attention to the time.”

Ryder searched for a plausible excuse for
their tardiness but could come up with nothing. Sorry, Duchess,
the time got away from me, didn’t sound very good. He knew what
his imagination would come up with, and The Duchess had been
married to one of London’s most dangerous and notorious rakes.

“My apologies.”

“Well, you should.” The Duchess shook her
sword cane at him, the glint in her eyes startling him.

She must want to slice and dice him for his
transgressions. Surprising him, she set the cane down and slanted
him a wicked smile, one that sent a lightning bolt to his core. She
thought she knew what they had been doing and she was happy.

“Duchess, really we were just talking.”
Christel turned to Ryder. “Would you like to stay for dinner?”

Ryder wasn’t sure. He glanced at The Duchess
and back to Christel. Then he loosened the tie on his shirt.
“I—”

Looking over her shoulder, “Of course he is
going to stay.” The Duchess strode across the lawn to the house.
“Any man who steals a kiss from a debutant has to stay for
dinner.”

She blushed, confirming The Duchess’ words.
“You know you don’t have to. If you have other more important—”

Ryder cut her off with a flourish of his
hand. “I have nothing waiting for me at home.” He’d planned to meet
friends for a little drinking and gambling, but he realized he’d
rather spend time with Christel.

Christel’s smile melted his heart; all his
macho vanished with the smile. His parched throat threatened to
give his emotions away.

“Christel, how are you.” Ravyn flew in the
door and gave her cousin a big hug.

“What?” Christel turned to Ravyn for an
answer.

“Ravyn and I are here for dinner. We are
leaving on the morning tide. Didn’t Ryder tell you?”

Ryder felt awkward. He’d forgotten they were
leaving. Had forgotten everything but looking at Christel and
wondering if he would find a chance to steal another kiss. He
shrugged. “I didn’t think to say anything. The subject never came
up.” And the way their marriage had played out, he wasn’t positive
Ravyn would follow Aric to the States.

“Are you my only surprise tonight?” Christel
asked.

“I hope so. Sometimes surprises aren’t nice.”
Ravyn’s smile didn’t convince Ryder she wanted to leave with
Aric.

The girls sat down to chatter and gossip.
Aric took Ryder aside. “When are you going to need me in the
states?”

“Another few months and I think we will have
the crops in. You can bring the three horses over when you
come.”

Ryder nodded, unsure how this would all
progress. He didn’t want to leave London and when he’d volunteered
for the job, he didn’t know Christel. He’d seen her and been
mesmerized by her beauty, but he never talked to her. Today had
revealed a lot about Christel. She’d stolen his breath with her
smile and his heart with her sweetness.

Along with his burgeoning feelings for
Christel, he was afraid for her. A determined Richy, and one who
owed half of London money lost through gambling, was a dangerous
man.

“I doubt if I’ll stay long,” Ryder told Aric,
fear taking over thoughts. “Have you ever had the feeling something
wasn’t going to end well?” He wondered where that thought came from
and once again the image of Richy Rathen stood out in his head.

 


~ * ~

 


After the men had left, Christel and Ravyn
chatted in Christel’s room.

“Do you love him?” Christel watched the play
of expressions on Ravyn’s face. Christel needed to know what love
felt like.

“Yes,” Ravyn answered, but the one word
didn’t sound convincing.

“But you’re not sure.”

Ravyn sighed and gathered her skirts around
her. “I intended to rid myself of Dicky. And I blurted out that
Aric and I were engaged. The Duchess took us one step farther and
had us married before either of us could explain what I’d done. But
I think I love him. We haven’t really had a chance to find
out.”

“But you don’t want to go with him.” Christel
cocked her head and studied her cousin.

“I’d like to stay in London. I’m not like
you, Christel. I love parties and balls.” She waved her arms in an
outward motion. “All the festivities.”

“I would be happier anywhere else. Isn’t it
strange how things work? You’re going off to an untamed wilderness
and I’m staying here.”

“And what about you and the MacLaren?”

“I don’t know what you mean.” Christel rose
and paced the room. She stopped to look out the window at the
street below. She heard Ravyn laugh.

“Of course you do, silly child. Do you love
him?”

“I haven’t known him for all that long.” She
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