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The last embers in the drawing-room grate crumbled into soft, grey ash as Betty finished her final task of the evening. The great house was silent, a sleeping giant around her. The other servants had long since retired to their attic rooms, but Lord Montegue often kept late hours in his study, and she was expected to see to the fire and retrieve his empty brandy glass before she too could seek her bed. It was a duty she had come to both dread and crave with a desperate, aching hunger.
A soft footfall on the polished oak of the hallway made her heart leap into her throat. She didn't need to turn. She knew the measured, confident tread of the master of the house. She felt his presence behind her like a physical weight, a heat that prickled the fine hairs on the back of her neck.
“Betty,” Charles’s voice was a low rumble, devoid of its usual clipped, commanding tone. It was softer, laced with an intention that sent a shiver straight to the core of her.
She turned slowly, her hands clutching her duster. He stood in the doorway, a formidable silhouette against the dim candlelight. His cravat was loosened, and the top button of his shirt undone, a small sign of dishevelment that felt shockingly intimate. His eyes, usually a cool, unreadable grey, burned with a familiar, possessive fire.
“My Lord,” she breathed, her voice a mere whisper.
He didn't speak again, simply held her gaze and gave a slight, almost imperceptible nod towards the end of the hall, towards the heavy oak door of his study. It was their signal. Her stomach fluttered with a potent mix of terror and thrilling anticipation. This was madness. She was a housekeeper. He was a lord. The chasm between them was as wide and deep as an ocean, yet in these stolen, silent moments, it vanished completely.
Nodding her own silent assent, she placed her duster on a side table and followed him. He didn't look back, but she knew he was aware of her every step, of the rustle of her starched black dress, of the frantic pulse beating in her throat.
He pushed the study door open and held it for her. The room smelled of him—of old leather, expensive tobacco, and the faint, sharp scent of brandy. The fire was roaring, casting flickering shadows across the towering shelves of books that lined the walls. He closed the door behind them, and the heavy thud of the latch echoed in the silence, sealing them in their private world.
For a long moment, they just stood there. Then he moved, crossing the space between them in two long strides. He didn't touch her, not yet. He simply stood before her, his height and breadth overwhelming. He lifted a hand and gently brushed a stray strand of her long, dark hair from her cheek. His fingers were warm, his touch sending a jolt through her.
“I’ve been thinking of you all day,” he murmured, his voice thick. His stoic mask was gone, replaced by a raw, naked wanting that made her knees weak.
“And I you, my Lord,” she confessed, her eyes downcast.
“Charles,” he corrected her softly. “In here, I am Charles.” He cupped her chin, tilting her face up to his. “And in here, you are mine.”
He lowered his head and his mouth claimed hers. It was not a gentle kiss. It was a kiss of possession, of pent-up longing. His tongue swept into her mouth, tasting, demanding, and she met him with equal fervour, her hands coming up to grip the lapels of his jacket. The kiss deepened, growing desperate, his arms wrapping around her waist and pulling her hard against him. She could feel the solid strength of his chest, the heavy thud of his heart, and the undeniable ridge of his erection pressing against her stomach through the layers of their clothes.
He broke the kiss, breathing heavily, and rested his forehead against hers. “Take your hair down, Betty.”
Her fingers trembled as she reached up, pulling the pins from the tight bun at the nape of her neck. Her hair cascaded down her back in a dark, silky torrent. He threaded his hands into it, fisting the heavy locks and tugging gently, tilting her head back to expose the long, pale column of her throat. He pressed his lips to the sensitive skin there, his mouth hot and
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