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  Prologue
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England 1781 (or a variation thereof) 
The rain pelted on the roof as her mother’s screams woke five-year-old Henrietta Turner from a rather fitful sleep. With wide eyes, she stared up at the dark ceiling, her hands curled into the blanket. Dark shadows danced around her as she lay listening. 
The sounds of the storm raging outside her window almost drowned out her father’s lamentations as he berated her mother once again, his drunken slur raising goose bumps on Henrietta’s arms. 
Closing her eyes, Henrietta rolled onto her side. If only she could go back to sleep, then everything would be all right!
Most nights, the small hunting cottage lay in silence as her father slept off his drunken stupor. However, that night was not one of them. 
Something had roused him. Worse, something had angered him.
A chill crept up her small limbs, and Henrietta’s jaw began to tremble as she gritted her teeth against the onslaught of sounds. Her mother’s voice reached her ears, pleading, begging as she did her best to evade his anger. Her father, however, seemed oblivious to the fact that it was not an enemy he was advancing on, but his own wife. 
Their voices mingled into an all too familiar dance of pain and hatred that sent Henrietta from her bed.
Despite the raging storm outside, she did not feel safe in this house, never had. For the only reason, her father, Rupert Turner, Viscount Elton, dragged his family out into the woods to the small hunting cottage on the outer border of their estate was that it gave him free rein over his family. 
Out here, he did not have to hold back. Out here, he could do as he pleased. Out here, there was nothing and no one to stop him.
Least of all himself.
In her short life, Henrietta had seen it many times. In society, even with only servants around, her father did his utmost to portray the image that was expected of him. Despite his shortcomings in character and intelligence, few had ever seen him at his worst.
That privilege was reserved for his family.
Staring out into the storm, Henrietta squinted her eyes. Was that the shadow of a man? She wondered as a soft whinny mingled with the howling wind.
Then she closed her eyes. How often had her mind conjured a saviour who would come and stop her father and protect them? But he had never come, and he never would.
No one would protect her, not even her mother.
“Tristan,” Henrietta whispered, and her eyes went wide as her heart hammered in her small chest.
Tiptoeing across the wooden floorboards, she cracked open the door, relieved that the pelting rain drowned out the soft creak of old hinges.
Instantly, her father’s voice slammed into her as it echoed up the stairs from the small parlour in the front of the cottage. 
Henrietta closed her eyes and took a deep breath. Then she stepped out into the dark hallway and silently walked toward the far door at its opposite end. Sliding it open, she stepped inside, her cold feet carrying her toward the wooden crib by the window.
Standing on her tiptoes, Henrietta peered down at her sleeping baby brother, safely swaddled in a soft blanket, his tiny chest rising and falling with each breath. He was the image of peace and trust, and in her little heart, Henrietta knew that she needed to protect him.
Though tall for her age, Henrietta had to drag over a chair in order to take him out of the crib. Resting his tiny head against her shoulder, she cradled him in her arms, holding him tight as he slept peacefully.
Then Henrietta opened the door once more, straining her ears. Her mother’s frightened sobs reached her heart, and for a moment, Henrietta closed her eyes. As much as she wanted to help her, she knew there was nothing she could do. She glanced down at her brother. 
Him, she would keep safe.
Approaching the stairs, Henrietta glanced over the banister into the small front room. When all remained clear and her parents’ voices did not drift closer, she hugged her brother to her chest and silently slipped down the stairs. Glancing out the window, Henrietta knew she could not take him outside into the downpour, and so she tiptoed past the front door and toward the back where the kitchen was located.
The smells of fresh bread and savoury stew reached her nose, and Henrietta breathed in deeply as she entered the room. She rounded the working table in the middle and walked toward the small pantry. Stepping inside, she closed the door, then pulled aside a heavy crate of potatoes and slipped behind it, pulling it back into place.
Her back resting against the wall, Henrietta sat down cross-legged, her frozen feet like ice against her warm legs. Looking down at her brother, she wrapped him tighter in his little blanket, hugging him to her chest to keep him warm. When he slept on peacefully, Henrietta rested her head against the wall and closed her eyes, her parents’ voices echoing in her ears.
A tear ran down her cold cheek at her father’s angry shouts met by her mother’s whimpering sobs. 
Then her brother stirred, and Henrietta’s head snapped up.
Gently rocking him in her arms, she began to hum a lullaby. After a while he quieted down. Relieved, Henrietta continued to hum under her breath, afraid he would wake and alert their father to their whereabouts. What would he do if he found them?
Henrietta didn’t want to know.
After a while, her eyelids began to close and her head sank back. Henrietta immediately tightened her hold on Tristan, pulling up her knees to steady him, afraid her arms would slacken and she would drop him.
For a long while, only her mother’s occasional sobs reached her ears, but other than that, the house fell silent. Only the storm still raged outside, the rain drumming on the roof as the wind howled through every crack, reaching inside with cold fingers.
Out of nowhere, a scream pierced the rhythmic drumming of the rain, and once more Henrietta’s head snapped up.
Her mother.
Straining her ears, Henrietta listened, but she could not make out her mother’s voice. Or her father’s, for that matter. 
Again, the house lay in silence.
An eerie sense of foreboding crawled up Henrietta’s skin, and she swallowed, her only relief the peacefully sleeping baby in her small arms.
A shot rang through the dark, and Henrietta flinched.
Her heart hammered in her chest as she stared at the closed door to the pantry, afraid of what was happening on the other side. Had her father fired a shot? She wondered. He only used his rifles for hunting. Why would he…?
Henrietta swallowed before she stepped out from behind the box of potatoes and approached the door. Her arms trembled with the effort it took to hold her brother clutched to her chest, and her legs felt like pudding, wobbly and weak.
Cracking open the door a little, Henrietta peered out into the dark kitchen, but for the moment, all remained quiet.
Then footsteps echoed from the front parlour before they hastened up the stairs, the boards creaking under their weight.
With her eyes raised to the ceiling, Henrietta followed their sound as they stepped into one room after the other before finally returning downstairs. As they reached the front room, an angry growl echoed through the silence as the door was yanked open, inviting in the raging storm for but a moment before it closed once more.
The footsteps were gone.
For a long time, Henrietta stood by the door, peering through the crack. Straining her ears, she held her breath, trying to determine where her parents were. Had they left?
Henrietta felt utterly alone.
Swallowing, she pushed open the door before her courage could fail her and walked back the way she had come. As she approached the doorway to the parlour, Henrietta swallowed before peeking around the corner, hoping her father wouldn’t see her.
The moment her gaze fell on her parents, her eyes went wide and she almost dropped her little brother.
Staring at their lifeless bodies, Henrietta couldn’t help but wish that her father would yell at her, that he would glare at her with blood-shot eyes or even slap her across the face. Anything would be better than…this.
However, he never would again. He was no longer a threat to her or her brother.
Only, he had taken their mother with him when he had decided to leave this world, and Henrietta would never forgive him for that. A sweet-tempered woman, her mother had always submitted to his wishes, and yet, it had done her no good. 
Henrietta would always remember the pain and hopelessness in her eyes, and she would never forget the cold disdain in her father’s.
If she wanted to live, she needed to be strong.
For only the strong survived.






  
  Chapter one
A Heart's Desire
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Twenty-Four Years Later 
Feet apart to keep her balance on the soft ground of the clearing, Henrietta squinted her eyes as though focusing on her opponent. Then she lunged forward, extending her right arm at the same time, and her foil shot through the air, piercing the heart of her imagined enemy.
If only he were real. Henrietta thought, moving back into position.
A soft breeze blew through the trees bordering the small clearing, its coolness tickling her neck and soothing her heated skin. Henrietta sighed, enjoying the moment.
There were far too few of these.
With her ash-blond hair pinned up, she stood in the tall grass, her legs wrapped in loose-fitting breeches that she had taken from her brother’s closet long ago. Unhindered by her skirts, Henrietta moved across the clearing, attacking and retreating, her eyes focused, her heart beating with purpose.
Despite her frail appearance, Henrietta’s limbs were used to the exertion. She had long since passed the time when they would tremble with exhaustion, begging her to stop and rest. 
With a foil in her hand, she felt strong, powerful and in control, and she cursed the day her uncle had discovered her ability. 
Years ago, when her little brother had reached the age to be instructed, Henrietta had begged him to pass on to her what he learnt. Despite his initial reluctance, Tristan had complied because he loved his big sister dearly, and they had spent many wonderful days out in the woods, practising.
However, one day, their uncle had returned home unexpectedly and discovered them. He had been shocked out of his wits to see Henrietta in boys’ clothes and forbidden her from ever touching another blade.
Although Henrietta had endured her uncle’s harsh words, they had neither broken her spirit nor her determination to master the art. Tristan, however, had refused to practise with her ever again. 
Ever since their father had killed not only himself but also their mother, Tristan had grown up with the sole memory of his uncle’s disapproving gaze no matter how much he worked to excel at the tasks given him. Nothing was ever good enough, and yet, Tristan desired nothing more than his uncle’s approval, the only father he ever knew.
And so he had turned from his sister, knowing that her rebellious ways would not serve him.
Rationally, Henrietta could understand why he had made that decision. Her heart, however, ached with betrayal every time she thought of her brother. All her life, she had given everything to protect him, and now, he had turned his back on her.
As anger surged through her veins, Henrietta moved across the clearing, her foil slicing the air in angry thrusts. Sweat ran down her temples, and heat burned in her limbs, but she could not stop. She would go on and on as she always did, to the point of physical exhaustion. Only then could she be satisfied with her progress. Only then could she be certain that she had done everything within her power to prepare herself.
Never would she allow herself to be treated the way her father had always treated her mother: like a possession, a worthless possession that he could use every way he chose.
No, she could not rely on the men in her family to keep her safe, especially not when they were very likely the ones who would seek to hurt her.
Cursing her brother’s name, Henrietta groaned. If only she had a real opponent to practise with!


      [image: ]After days spent travelling in carriages with his legal adviser endlessly lecturing him about the importance of etiquette when appearing before parliament in order to claim his father’s title, Connor Brunwood, future Marquis of Rodridge and new chief of the clan Brunwood, was ready to shoot himself.
The muscles in his legs trembled with the need to be off, to move and shake off the burdensome stiffness that had claimed them days ago. Ignoring Mr. Granten’s shocked expression, he swung himself into the gelding’s saddle in one fluid motion as the gigantic horse pranced nervously, its flanks heaving with anticipation. “Ye needna look so worried,” he chuckled, shaking his head. “I assure ye I will meet ye in London before nightfall.”
Then he loosened his hold on the reins, gave the gelding a swift kick and they were off racing across the meadow toward the tree line. As the wind whipping through his dark hair and brushed over his face, Connor closed his eyes for a moment, trusting the gelding to find its way, and enjoyed the feel of freedom he had missed dearly these past few weeks.
Not three months ago, his father, Ewan Brunwood, chief of clan Brunwood, had died rather unexpectedly in his sleep, leaving his worldly possessions, including his titles, to his only son while Connor’s uncle, Hamish, tanist or second-in-command in the clan, had immediately become chief. Unexpectedly, Connor had been named his uncle’s tanist although he had never expressed a desire to be burdened with the responsibility. His cousin Alastair had long since been thought to follow in the line of clan chiefs, and to this day, Connor had no idea what had gone wrong.
Unfortunately for many reasons, Hamish had followed his older brother to the grave within a month, effectively sealing Connor’s fate. Knowing that he was not cut out for the more tedious aspects of his newly-acquired duties, Connor had immediately chosen his cousin Alastair as tanist before agreeing to his mother’s urgings to finally travel to London and claim his father’s titles.
Although he knew his duty to his family, his people, his clan, Connor was far from accepting the changes in his life. With everything that needed to be done, he had had no time to mourn his father and uncle, two men who had shaped his life like no others. Their wise words and strong hands had taught him all he knew, and a part of Connor feared he would not be able to honour their memory by being the clan chief everyone expected him to be.
Reaching the tree line, his gelding slowed down, reluctantly picking his way through the thicket of the forest. When they came upon a well-travelled path though, his horse lunged forward as though a shot had been fired, eager to run and stretch its legs.
Connor knew the feeling.
Never in his life had he sat in a chair as much as he had in the last few weeks. It was unnatural, and Connor deeply regretted the turn his life had taken. The boredom and monotony that would now burden his days would slowly squeeze the life from him. He was certain of it.
Cursing under his breath, Connor sighed. If only a little excitement would come his way!






  
  Chapter two
A Promise Given
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As the sun rose higher in the sky, Henrietta felt fatigue wash over her limbs; yet, her heart would not let her rest. Who knew when another opportunity would present itself for her to slip away and return to her sanctuary? With her uncle currently in residence at her family’s estate, Hampton Hall, his watchful eyes following her wherever she went, Henrietta’s days were filled with countless proper activities fit for a lady. 
Grunting under her breath, Henrietta lunged forward once more. Why was it that women were generally taught mind-numbingly useless things?
Nevertheless, a deep smile lifted the corners of her mouth as she pictured her uncle’s shocked expression should he find her like this: dressed like a man, her hair tugged up and hidden under a hat, which currently lay in the tall grass where she had tethered her horse.
If she were lucky, his heart would give out and he would die on the spot!
A chuckle escaped her throat, and she brushed a sleeve over her forehead, her sweat staining the fabric. It was not lady-like, and yet, it made her feel more alive than anything she had ever done!
A horse’s whinny echoed across the clearing, and Henrietta spun around.
Scanning the tree line, she felt the breath catch in her throat as a rider on a tall, dark horse emerged from the forest. For a moment, he stopped, head turned in her direction, before continuing towards her.
As her heart pounded in her chest, Henrietta forced herself to focus. Above all else, she must not allow him to see that she was a woman!
Returning to where she had tethered her mare, Henrietta snatched her hat off the ground, placing it firmly on her head and tugging away any loose strands. Then she slipped on her brother’s coat, hoping it would conceal the small curves of her female figure.
All the while, her eyes never left the approaching rider. 
As he came closer, she could make out his broad stature, thick legs and muscular arms that spoke of strength and power. Black hair framed his face, a matching beard darkening his features, and despite his normal attire, he seemed out of place, wild somehow as though he did not belong.
Taking a deep breath, Henrietta squared her shoulders and raised her head before she remembered that it might not be a good idea to meet his eyes and allow him to look into her face. Although no one would describe her features as soft and feminine, they still might be enough to arouse suspicion.
“Good day, Sir,” the rider greeted her in a foreign slur as he pulled up his beast in front of her. “May I enquire what ye’re doing so far out here? From afar, it looked a wee bit as though ye were dancing?” A slight chuckle shook his raspy voice as dark green eyes darted to the foil in her hand. 
A spark of relief went through her at his address, and her hand on the foil’s hilt relaxed a little. However, his derogatory remark irked her to no end, and she could barely keep herself from lifting her head and meeting his eyes. Instead, she glanced at him from under the rim of her hat. “A good day to you as well, Sir,” she said, a touch of anger in her voice. “I was merely practising my footwork. However, I suppose from a distance it could have appeared…differently.”
Henrietta gritted her teeth; conceding when she wanted to attack nearly drove her mad.
The stranger nodded as his eyes slid over her, a hint of curiosity in them. “I apologise. Allow me to assure ye that I meant no offence.” While his gelding pawed the ground restlessly, its rider sat calmly atop its back, the expression on his face one of honest interest. “Even from afar, I could see ye’re a fine swordsman.” He nodded his head in compliment.
Pride surged through Henrietta at his words. No one, except for her brother, had ever given her such a compliment, and before she knew what she was doing, her head rose and a deep smile came to her face.
The second she met his penetrating eyes, Henrietta knew she had made a mistake.
But it was too late.


      [image: ]Connor frowned. There was something strange about this young man.
When he had come upon him, Connor had been surprised to see him train out in the woods all by himself. Would it not be easier to train on his estate? Judging from the young man’s clothes—although they hung rather loosely on his body—they were of good quality, suggesting that he came of money and could well afford other means. The foil, too, looked to be of excellent craftsmanship.
A hint of regret filled Connor at the thought that despite the man’s ability, he would never become a formidable fighter. Tall and slightly-built, he lacked the muscles and with it the strength to overpower an opponent. If he had not, Connor would have offered himself as a training partner. However, he did not wish to humiliate the young man.
And so Connor extended his honest compliments and was rather surprised to see such delight on the man’s face as he lifted his head.
Instantly, Connor’s eyes narrowed, and his gaze swept the young man’s soft features and pale blue eyes, which widened in answer, staring back at him in shock.
When Connor leaned forward in the saddle, the young man dropped his gaze to the ground as though embarrassed, his hand tightening on the hilt of his foil.
He was hiding something! Connor knew he was, and so he dismounted determined to find out what. “’Tis a fine day,” he observed, walking closer, his gelding trailing behind him. “D’ye come here often to practice?”
“Yes, I do,” the young man answered in a strangely low voice as he took a step backwards. 
Since the young man had lowered his chin almost to his chest, Connor could not see his face any longer. However, the way he moved was just as telling. There was a touch of gracefulness and pride, which Connor had never before seen in a man, and he remembered his earlier thought that the young man had seemed as though he had been dancing. “D’ye always practice alone?”
The young man stopped and straightened his shoulders as though he had decided not to run anymore. “I do what I must in order to maintain my skill.”
Connor nodded, taking another step closer. “’Tis commendable,” he remarked, stopping only a step away from the man’s shoulder. And while the young man kept his head down, determined not to look at him, Connor’s eyes swept over his thin shoulders, scrawny arms and long legs, and a suspicion began to form in his mind.
Connor leaned closer then, breathing in the soft scent of honeysuckle only slightly masked by sweat and a hint of panic. He also noticed the man’s rapid breathing, not from exertion but rather fear, as his hand curled around the hilt of the foil, a slight tremble in his arm. “I forgot my manners,” Connor called in feigned surprise. “Allow me to introduce myself.” He inclined his head, his eyes still trained on the young man’s posture. “Connor Brunwood, future Marquis of Rodridge.”
“It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance,” the young man forced out through gritted teeth, his voice not as low as it had been moments ago.
“And ye are?” Connor asked with a chuckle.
The young man cleared his throat. “My name is…eh…Henry…Henry Smith.”
“Pleased to meet ye,” Connor said, then shook his head laughing. “What are ye doing out here without an escort, Henry?”
The young man froze. “I beg your pardon.”
Reaching out, Connor swiftly pulled off the hat, and although most of her blond tresses were pinned up in the back, a few loose strands tumbled down, framing her shocked face. Round eyes stared back into his, and Connor had to draw in a deep breath as his gaze swept over her, now knowing she was a woman. “A bonny lass,” he whispered, smiling at her.


      [image: ]All noise was drowned out by the blood rushing in her ears as Henrietta stood in the clearing, staring at the bear of a man who had just now unmasked her, a delighted smirk on his face. His eyes slid over her in frank perusal, touching not only her lips and the curve of her neck but also venturing lower.
Refusing to be intimidated, Henrietta took a deep breath and squared her shoulders, her right hand coming forward, bringing the foil with it.
Instantly, his eyes snapped up to meet hers. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but is it not unusual for an English lass to ride out on her own?” he asked, amusement curling his lip., “And with a weapon no less?”
Henrietta’s mouth pressed into a thin line as her eyes narrowed. “Maybe you are less acquainted with English customs than you think, my lord.”
Smiling, he took a step closer, his eyes drilling into hers. “I doubt that,” he whispered, and his breath brushed over her skin, making her shiver. “Ye’ve done yer best to conceal that ye’re a woman,” he continued, his eyes sweeping over her form as though trying to glimpse beneath her clothes, “which means that someone would be verra displeased with ye if he were to find ye this way.” He met her eyes. “And yet, ye are here.” He nodded. “This is important to ye.”
Henrietta swallowed, suddenly acutely aware of the powerful man towering over her. Although she was tall for a woman, he seemed like a giant, and Henrietta had to admit that she was no match for him. That thought coincided with the realisation that they were, indeed, alone.
What she had considered an asset had now turned into a threat. What did he want?
“There’s no need to be scared,” he said, his eyes never leaving hers. “I mean ye no harm.”
“I am not,” Henrietta hissed, forcing herself not to take a step backwards. “However, I would appreciate it if you got back on your horse and left.”
Again, a smile curled up the corners of his mouth. “Ye’re willing to let me leave? Are ye not afraid I might betray yer secret?”
Henrietta tensed. Would he? Or rather could he? After all, she hadn’t even given him her name. So, how on earth was he to find her? “You are not from these parts,” she mumbled, considering her options.
He laughed. “What gave me away, Lass?”
Gritting her teeth, Henrietta fought the urge to run him through. And yet, despite his mockery, his words felt like a caress, and she shivered at the term of endearment.
In all her years, no man had ever unsettled her the way this brute did. From what she could tell, no man had ever wanted to. Curt words and harsh replies had always been her best defence against the opposite sex.
Maybe in his country, people did not consider civility a requirement for proper communication.
“Have ye made up yer mind?” he asked, clearly amused with the situation.
Raising her gaze to meet his once more, Henrietta took a slow step forward, her eyes cold as steel as she spoke. “Leave. Now.” She lifted her foil, just barely, but his eyes caught the movement, and instantly, his hand shot out, twisting the foil out of her hand.
Henrietta gasped as he dropped the weapon to the ground and grabbed her. Forcing her chin up, he looked deep into her eyes. “Ye still have a lot to learn,” he whispered, his gaze dropping to her lips, “but I’d love to teach ye.”
As a shiver went through her, Henrietta swallowed and forced herself to remember what she had taught herself. “I demand that you release me immediately,” she snarled, ignoring the amused gleam that came to his eyes.
To her relief, he did as she had asked and took a step back. “Ye should head home,” he said, picking up the foil and handing it back to her hilt-first. “A storm is brewing.”
Glancing at the sky, Henrietta noticed that the clear blue sky had turned dark, heavy with grey clouds. Then she took hold of her foil and stepped back, eyes on the man who had just taught her a valuable lesson.
Complacency would be her end. She needed more practice, real practice. What she needed was a real opponent.
“Farewell,” he said, back on his black horse as though rider and steed formed a strange symbiosis. “Until we meet again.”
Mounting her mare, Henrietta stopped as his words reached her. “We will not meet again,” she snapped. “I can assure you that I will do everything within my power to avoid a future meeting.”
A smile on his face, he nodded, then softly kicked his horse and came toward her. 
Henrietta drew in a deep breath and swallowed as he stopped beside her, his knee touching hers.
“We will meet again,” he said, his eyes holding hers, a promise in them that shook Henrietta to her very core. “I will find ye, Lass.” He nodded. “Be assured of that.” He held her gaze for a moment longer, then spurred on his horse and shot past her, galloping across the clearing like a warrior ready for battle.
And for the first time in her life, Henrietta was at a loss.


      [image: ]As London came in sight, Connor slowed down his gelding, watching the sun set on the horizon as it cast a warm glow over the city. Drenched from head to toe, he smiled. The downpour had been exactly what he had needed, and for the first time since his father had died, Connor looked into the future with a happy heart.
He had asked for excitement. He had gotten more than that. A lot more.
Yes, he would ride into London. He would do as Mr. Granten had instructed, and he would claim his father’s titles.
However, before he returned to Scotland, he would claim something much more valuable to him than anything he had ever laid eyes upon.
Remembering the fierce look in her eyes, Connor chuckled. She was a wildcat, not a proper lady, and he wouldn’t have her any other way.
Despite his slightly advanced age, Connor had never been married, and although his parents’ match had been arranged, they had developed a deep love for one another, and, therefore, they had never pressured him to choose a bride let alone chosen one for him.
As was customary in his family, marriages were often arranged between cousins, and before today, while he had not been looking forward to wedding his cousin, Connor had had no objections.
Today, however, had changed everything.






  
  Chapter three
Grievances
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A knock on the door roused Henrietta from her gloomy thoughts. 
“Enter,” she called, sliding the only letter Tristan had sent her since leaving the house back into the small mahogany box where she kept her most treasured possessions.
“Do you have a moment, Dear?” her aunt asked, closing the door behind her. 
Forcing a smile on her face, Henrietta nodded, knowing that her efforts were not enough to convince her aunt as the woman’s eyes slid over her, a concerned frown drawing down her greying brows.
A sympathetic smile touched her aunt’s face as she came forward and reached out her hands, drawing Henrietta’s into her own. “I know you miss him,” she whispered, giving Henrietta’s hands a gentle squeeze.
Drawing a deep breath, Henrietta blinked, willing the tears back down. “I do, yes.” Then she withdrew her hands from her aunt’s and walked over to the window, looking down into the gardens. “Is there something I can help you with, Aunt Clara?”
Her aunt cleared her throat. “Actually, I came here because I have news.”
Henrietta’s head spun around, and her heart constricted painfully as an old fear swept through her. “Of Tristan? Did something happen to him?”
As long as he had been under his uncle’s strict supervision, Tristan had always been one to follow the rules and never acted out. However, ever since he had come of age and left his uncle’s house, he had more than once taken a stroll on the dangerous side of life. 
For a second, her aunt’s eyes widened before she shook her head. “No. No, it has nothing to do with Tristan.” She sighed. “I am sorry for frightening you.”
“It’s all right.” Henrietta swallowed. “What is it then?”
A careful smile on her face, Aunt Clara stepped towards her, once more reaching for Henrietta’s hands. “I have news of the Duchess of Cromwell.”
Henrietta drew in a deep breath as the muscles in her body tensed. “Anna? Is she all right?”
Her aunt smiled, and Henrietta felt herself relax. “She just had a little baby girl.”
For a moment, Henrietta closed her eyes as contradicting feelings surged through her. 
Anna had a little daughter. She was a mother, and she would be a good mother; Henrietta was sure of it. After all, Anna was strong, not weak like Henrietta’s own mother had been, and yet, she couldn’t help but wonder if Anna would be strong enough to protect her child should her husband ever turn against them.
Henrietta sighed. Despite her misgivings, she hoped with every fibre of her body that Anna would never have to find out, that she was justified in thinking her husband a good man. With all her heart, Henrietta wished that she had been wrong to caution Anna the way she had, nevertheless, she knew she could not have acted any other way. What kind of a friend would she have been if she had allowed Anna to continue down a treacherous path without doing her best to warn her, to protect her?
Henrietta knew she had done all that she could. However, her sense of duty to her friend had cost her that very friendship.
“You miss her, do you not?” her aunt asked, squeezing her hands. “Do not deny it for I can see it in your eyes.”
Henrietta sighed, once more fighting tears.
“You used to be so close,” Aunt Clara continued, her gentle eyes searching Henrietta’s face. “Whatever it was that you two quarrelled about, was it really worth losing each other over?”
Shaking her head, Henrietta sighed. “I had to,” she whispered. “I couldn’t just stand by and…” She met her aunt’s gaze. “It’s who I am. I had to protect her. I had to at least try.”
Once more, Aunt Clara squeezed her hands, her soft brown eyes searching Henrietta’s. “Not every man is like your father,” she whispered, and Henrietta felt like she had been slapped in the face. “Most men are truly honourable. They make mistakes, yes, but don’t we all?” Gently, she cupped a hand to Henrietta’s face. “I know you’ve seen things no child should see. But you’re not a child anymore. You are a grown woman, and you’ve robbed yourself of a future by allowing your past to rule your life.”
Stepping back, Henrietta brushed off her aunt’s hands. “What future? On the contrary, I have done everything I could to assure that my future does not turn out like my mother’s.”
Sighing, her aunt nodded. “Yes, you do not have a husband who beats you when he's drunk. But neither do you have a husband who watches over you when you are sick, who comforts you when you are sad, who smiles with you.”
Henrietta snorted, “Are you trying to say that Uncle Randolph does these things for you?”
“No,” her aunt sighed, a hint of sadness in her eyes. “He does not. We cannot all be fortunate enough to marry a man who truly loves us. But your uncle keeps me safe. He provides for me and my son. He never beats me.” Her eyes looked into Henrietta’s imploringly. “He is kind and caring, and for me, that is enough.”
“I am happy for you, Aunt Clara, but I am not you.”
“Do you never dream of a husband?” her aunt asked, curiosity marking her face. “Of love even? I did when I was young.” A soft smile came to her face. “Do not all young women imagine the man they would one day marry?”
Henrietta shook her head, her lips pressed in a tight line. “I never did. Not once. All I ever thought about was how to protect myself from the man who would one day turn against me should I agree to marry him!”
Her aunt sighed, “As long as you only see the bad, you will never be happy.”
“But I will be safe,” Henrietta insisted, despite knowing her aunt meant well. However, the life Aunt Clara lived, always subservient to her husband, was none that Henrietta longed for. 
Her aunt nodded, and a hint of resignation rested in her sad eyes. “That is good,” she whispered before turning to the door, “but maybe you should go and see her.” For a moment, she met Henrietta’s eyes. “Do not waste your time clinging to grievances. What good is a life spent alone?”
After the door closed behind her aunt, Henrietta sank into the armchair under the bay windows, tears flowing freely down her cheeks.


      [image: ]A fortnight passed, and Henrietta’s heart still ached with the losses she had suffered and been reminded of so unexpectedly. Although she had to admit to herself that she wanted to see Anna, Henrietta could not bring herself to visit her. Deep down, she knew it to be a sign of surrender, proving her wrong in her fears. And although Henrietta hoped for it to be true, she did not believe it, and she could not act against her own convictions.
Swallowing, Henrietta put Anna out of her mind and instead focused her energy on Tristan. Months had passed since she had last seen him, and even then, they had parted in disagreement. 
Tristan was forever torn between complying with his uncle’s wishes and being his own man. Often, he tried so hard to set himself apart from his uncle’s expectations that he became reckless, and Henrietta constantly feared for his safety. When she had challenged his motivations, he had been outraged and stormed out.
A part of her had hoped that eventually he would come to see her, but he hadn’t, and Henrietta began to wonder if he ever would. After all, he was her brother, and they shared the same stubbornness that so often ruled her own decisions.
However, he was her brother, and she could not allow such a minor disagreement to tear them apart for good. After all, he was all she had left.
Her uncle was a distant man, always disapproving of everything she did. Neither Tristan nor Henrietta had ever been able to develop an affectionate relationship with him. Her aunt was different; however, she often echoed her husband’s opinion, which only strengthened Henrietta’s resolve to keep her distance. And her cousin Matthew was merely a younger image of her uncle.
Tristan, her mind thought, and her heart ached. Would he want to see her if she went to London? Or would he send her away?
Her aunt’s voice echoed in her thoughts. Your uncle keeps me safe. He provides for me and my son.
Who would provide for her once her aunt and uncle passed on? As a woman, Henrietta’s options to provide for herself were severely limited, and at her age and with her disposition, Henrietta doubted that an offer of marriage would ever be made to her, not that she would accept it should one be made.
Her mind made up, Henrietta hurried down the stairs. She needed to see Tristan, whether he was still angry with her or not. After all, he was her baby brother, the only one she had ever truly loved without caution and restrictions.
“Henrietta, wait!” her aunt called in a hushed voice as she hastened after her down the corridor toward her uncle’s study.
Stopping, Henrietta turned around. “What is it? I need to speak with Uncle. I’ve made up my mind; I need to see Tristan.”
Her aunt nodded, but still took her hand and led her past the study and into the front parlour. “That needs to wait. Your uncle has a visitor.”
“A visitor?” Henrietta frowned, aware that her uncle rarely conducted business on the family’s estate. “Who is it?”
Her aunt shrugged. “He did not look familiar, and he had a strange accent. He must be a foreigner.”
At her aunt’s words, Henrietta’s blood froze in her veins as the man’s description echoed in her soul. Catching her breath, she swallowed, then turned to her aunt. “Was he tall, with broad shoulders, black hair and a beard covering his face?”
Aunt Clara’s eyes widened. “How do you know?”
For a moment, Henrietta thought she would faint. What was he doing in her uncle’s study? Was it a coincidence? Or had he discovered her true identity after all and was at this very moment informing her uncle of her unladylike behaviour? But why would he? What did he have to gain from betraying her secret?
Sinking onto the settee, Henrietta waited for the verdict.






  
  Chapter four
An Antagonistic Woman
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“Then we are in agreement?” Connor asked, eyeing Mr. Turner’s delighted face with a hint of apprehension. Something about the man struck him as odd. 
“We are indeed,” Mr. Turner said as he rose from his chair and offered Connor his hand. “I am quite pleased with our deal.”
Deal? Connor wondered, thinking it quite an odd way to describe the agreement they had reached, and yet, Connor himself felt a hint of guilt for allowing her uncle to dictate the terms. It was quite dishonourable. However, he could not ask her. Without a doubt, he knew that she would refuse him, and he could not risk that.
First rule of warfare: Know thy enemy…or, in this case, rather thy enemy thou regret thou have.
Leaving the study, the two men walked down the corridor toward the front hall. All the while, Mr. Turner marvelled at his good fortune, assuring Connor that they would be on their way within a fortnight.
Connor nodded, his eyes sweeping the rooms they passed as he wondered where she was. What would she look like with her hair down and wearing a gown instead of breeches?
As they stopped in the front hall, Mr. Turner bid him farewell, once again assuring him that all would go according to plan.
Frowning, Connor nodded. “I appreciate that, Mr. Turner. Please give my regards to the ladies of the house.”
“I certainly shall,” Mr. Turner assured him.
After bidding each other goodbye, Connor walked down the front steps and mounted his horse, a stab of regret in his chest that he had not even caught a glimpse of her. However, when he pulled up the reins, a curtain was pulled back from one of the windows in the parlour and before he knew what was happening, clear, blue eyes looked into his.
Angry, blue eyes, to be exact.
Connor could not hide a smile as he saw the confusion on her face as she searched his, clearly worrying about why he had come and possibly how he had found her.
A part of him wanted to go to her and lay everything open; however, he knew she would be furious and not yield easily. Better leave that to her uncle. He would speak to her later and explain himself…when they were alone.
As she stood by the window, glaring down at him, Connor’s eyes swept over her, comparing what he saw to the memory he treasured. While the deep azure gown accented her eyes, it also made her look pale; however, part of that could possibly be attributed to the shock at seeing him invading her home. Although he had often pictured her in his thoughts with her hair flowing over her shoulders, Connor thought he liked her better with her hair pinned up, revealing her graceful neck.
Holding her gaze, he marvelled at the twists and turns of fate. Had his father not died when he had, had Connor not been delayed to travel to England in order to claim his title, had he not felt the urge for a hard ride after spending days locked in a carriage, he would never even have met her!
And what a tragedy that would have been! A tragedy he wouldn’t even have been aware of!
Never before had he laid eyes on a woman who managed to stir his soul with a single curl to her lips. A woman who challenged him. A woman he could see riding by his side.
Chuckling, Connor nodded his head to her before he reluctantly kicked his gelding and they sped off down the drive.
Still, despite her unusual allure, Connor couldn’t help but wonder how he had ever fallen for that twig of a girl!

      [image: ]A shiver ran down Henrietta’s back that echoed into every fibre of her being as that man’s soul-searching eyes swept over her, touching places that were quite improper for him to notice.
He was a stranger, a foreigner even, and yet, he acted as though they were intimately acquainted. Very intimately.
When his black beast sped down the drive, Henrietta’s eyes stayed with them until they disappeared from view, and she wondered if she would ever see him again.
“Uncle Randolph!” she called, forcing herself to abandon her post by the window. After all, there was nothing to see anymore. “Who was that man? What did he want?”
Walking out into the hall, Henrietta stopped as her uncle came toward her, a satisfied smile on his face, a smile that had taught her to be cautious. Whenever her uncle looked immensely pleased, someone usually had to suffer for it.
Henrietta could only hope it wouldn’t be her.
As though patting himself on the back for an achieved victory, her uncle straightened then glanced from her to his wife before raising his chin and saying, “That was the new Marquis of Rodridge.”
Henrietta swallowed. “What did he want?” Judging from her uncle’s face, she doubted that the marquis had betrayed her secret. Surely, her uncle’s reaction would have been far from pleased. However, she had to know what was going on and why he had sought her out. After all, this could not be a coincidence that the same man who had come upon her in the woods would have business with her uncle.
Chuckling, her uncle met her eyes, and a cold shiver rolled down Henrietta’s back. “In fact, he came here to ask for your hand in marriage.”
That simple statement knocked the air from Henrietta’s lungs, and for a moment, she thought her knees would betray her.
“What?” her aunt whispered, her eyes widened in stunned surprise. “He did?” Her gaze turned to Henrietta. “How do you know him?”
“I…” Closing her eyes, Henrietta tried to focus. He had asked for her hand? Why on earth would he want to marry her? She looked at her uncle’s delighted face
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