
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
Storm's Passion

The fifth book in the Twelve Dancing
Princesses Series

 


Christine Young

christineyoungromancewriter.com

 


 


 


Published by Rogue Phoenix Press for
Smashwords

Copyright © 2014

ISBN: 978-1-62420-143-1

 


Electronic rights reserved by Rogue Phoenix
Press, all other rights reserved by the author. The reproduction or
other use of any part of this publication without the prior written
consent of the rights holder is an infringement of the copyright
law. This is a work of fiction. People and locations, even those
with real names, have been fictionalized for the purposes of this
story.

 


 


Smashwords Edition, License Notes

 


This ebook is licensed for your personal
enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to
other people. If you would like to share this book with another
person, please purchase an additional copy for each recipient. If
you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not
purchased for your use only, then please return to Smashwords.com
and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work
of this author.

 



Chapter One

 


The Year of our Lord: 1818

 


“No! I’d rather jump off hell’s cliff north
of here.” Storm’s hands were fisted at her side, her insides
churning. What could her father be thinking? But it was her father,
and she knew he thought only of himself.

“What?” Bradford appeared stunned at her
revelation, his eyes narrowing. His cheeks turned red, and a small
drop of saliva slipped down one corner of his chin.

“You heard me father.” She turned from the
old man who thought to call himself a man unable to look at him,
yet resigned to see this through to the bitter end if that’s what
it took. She would find a way to thwart his plans.

“You can’t refuse. I have a signed contract.”
His slack jowls quivered, his cheeks flaming with the rage he
wasn’t holding in check. He shook his fist in the air as if to make
his point clearer.

“This is not the Dark Ages. What kind of
contract.” Back stiff, she faced the man who’d sired her. He was
mean-spirited and meant nothing to her. No familial feelings had
ever existed between them.

“A written agreement, signed and notarized,
promising you will marry Charles Robertson. In this matter, you’ll
do as I tell you.” He moved forward in his chair as if this would
accentuate what he said.

“I will never say the words and in the end,
it is up to me.” Head high and fiercely determined, Storm faced her
opponent. “Real fathers, real men don’t betroth their daughters any
more. It’s archaic.” So angry, her body shook with rage and the
tempest brewing inside.

“It’s my choice. I am your father and this
marriage will be in your best interest. I have only your feelings
at heart.” His voice had regained a slight measure of calm, but his
eyes had darkened.

“You have no feelings or a heart. Look what
you did to my mother, your wife. She’s in her grave now, because of
you.”

A few shattered seconds passed as Storm
considered her biological father. A man who had despised her the
second he knew she was not the male heir he’d coveted. More than
anything, she needed to discover the truth about why he’d decided
to sell her off like an animal to the highest bidder. “Why?”

His ensuing grin sent chills down her spine.
“I can do whatever I want with you. It’s time you were out of my
home. You should have a husband who can control your impulsiveness.
And children to keep you in the home.”

“I’ll leave.” Her nerves snapped, and she
tried to hold on to her fast-rising temper. Ravyn, her older
sister, would give her a home. Storm had funds, one thousand
pounds, her father didn’t know about. Long ago, her survival
instincts had become part of her everyday life, and she’d found a
way to hide every extra penny.

“You’ll do as I say,” Bradford shot back, his
temper flaring to life. “This is your fault. I don’t have the funds
to send you to London and The Duchess, Storm. For the last few
years, I’ve asked you to find a husband, and you’ve blatantly
ignored my wishes. Now, my health is not at its best, and I want to
see you taken care of when I can no longer do it.”

“To you, I’m a means to an end. I can take
care of myself. And when have you ever cared about my well being?”
Storm challenged, seeing the angry red splotches on his face. “What
is this really about? For the same number of years you didn’t care
what I did. Why now?”

Bradford sat up straight, his hands on either
side of his chair. “Charles Robertson has offered for you when no
one else will have anything to do with you. You are wild, impulsive
and have no manners. You’ve frightened away all the men who might
have shown interest. I’ve had it with you and your willfulness. I
will see you wed before I die.”

Storm watched her father rub his fingers up
and down his breastbone. She understood the signs of his failing
health. That much he hadn’t lied about. “The state of your health
is nothing new.”

“I care now, Storm. You cannot continue to
run around the countryside doing whatever only God knows.” His
voice was raspy, the color of his face growing white as death.
“You’re a woman who has past her twentieth year. All this time you
have refused to listen to my requests. I gave you ample
opportunities to find a husband for yourself. Since you have
failed, I found one for you.”

Storm pressed her mouth together, ready to
defy her father again. “Bradford,” she began, loathe to call the
man in front of her, Father. “We have talked about this matter on
numerous occasions. My feelings have not changed. I do not want to
marry anyone. Ravyn has given you an heir, a male heir. There is
nothing more to discuss.”

“What Ravyn has done is no concern of yours.
Charles wants an heir,” Bradford retorted, his voice stronger.
“Every girl wants a husband. Your sister Ravyn is happily married.
You can be too.”

“Not to Charles. I can’t stand the man. And,
what, can he find no one willing to marry him? Am I surprised?
Hardly. He is as mean and as despicable as you, Bradford.”

“I will have some respect.”

“When you have earned it. If you acted like a
father, I would both love and respect you. I am nothing to you,
except a way to make money. So tell me, what will you gain from
this marriage? I’m beginning to think this affair goes deeper. What
have you done?” Storm approached her father. “Despite what you
haven’t told me, I don’t like Charles and I won’t marry him.”

“It doesn’t make any difference if you like
Robertson or not. Many successful marriages are made every day
between people who don’t like each other.” Bradford drummed his
fingers on the table, his brows drawing together.

“I won’t be one of them.” Storm closed her
eyes for a moment, trying to tamp down the rage threatening to
explode. “Bradford, I want you to listen to me,” she said, praying
her words would reach him and change his stubborn determination to
control her. “I loathe Charles and as I said earlier, I would
rather jump off the cliff at hell’s edge than wed that man.”

“Storm, you must realize by now that a signed
contract is binding. I expect you to honor my wishes. I have no
apologies. This is expected of you. You are my daughter whether you
like it or not.”

Strom faced the door, wishing she could run
away from this conversation and what it meant to her future, but it
was imperative she get to the real reason he was selling her to
Charles. She wiped sweaty hands on the red day dress she wore while
she paced the length of his study. “It can’t be binding,” she
argued. “You can’t do this without my consent and I don’t give
it.”

Bradford sat forward, his forearms on his
desk, and his hands clasped tight. “I never told you it was a
betrothal contract.”

She strode to the desk and rested both hands
on the polished surface, knowing her fingerprints there would anger
him. “Now we get to the truth. What is it then, the real reason for
this travesty?”

He cleared his throat, and she watched his
Adam’s apple move up then down on his meaty throat. “More of a
gentleman’s agreement.”

“You are not a gentleman. Did you gamble
something away, me? Charles is a cheat. You should know that
fact.”

“I did not gamble with Charles but his
father, Henry.”

Storm sat on the chair in front of her
father’s desk in an effort to calm her escalating emotions. “Stop
skirting the question, Bradford. Tell me the truth and not one
lie.”

Bradford grinned again. “A few days ago,
Storm, I borrowed some money from Henry to escape a debt. I’d
placed too much money on a horse race and lost. I was sure the
beast would win.”

“But he didn’t. Was he a horse from your
stables?”

“You told me he was the best. That he would
win every race. It’s your fault.”

The facts became clearer. “You bet on Fiacre.
He is not ready to race. When I spoke of him, I spoke of his
future. Did you enter him against my wishes?” She held her breath,
searching for an inner calm but found nothing remotely similar to
tranquility.

Bradford cleared his throat then leaned back,
folding his hands in front of him. “Henry wants his money, and I do
not have that much. I lost a small fortune. Now he wants me to
settle. But the real problem stems back over fifteen years. I’ve
owed him money and interest on what was borrowed.”

“Settle?” Storm questioned. “What does that
mean?”

“The translation is simple. He gave me a
choice, the cash or...”

“Or agree to marry me off to his son,” Storm
finished, the despicable reality of the situation finally out in
the open.

“Yes.”

“You hate me that much, Bradford? Surely Mr.
Robertson knows how I—no, how every girl in the town feels about
his son.”

“He doesn’t care anymore than I do. Charles
has told him how much he adores you and can’t live without you.
That’s enough for Henry, and if I had a son, I would give him
whatever he wished for.”

“That sounds like obsession, not love. Do you
know why Charles left last year?” The hair on the back of her neck
stood on end.

“Not really,” Henry said, “he was looking for
adventure. Quite respectable for a young man.”

“He...yes, I suppose it is acceptable for the
male to find adventure.” She knew what had happened and she’d
agreed not to tell anyone, but Charles had forced her best friend
and an illegitimate child had resulted from his action. He left to
allow things to cool down, but now that he’d returned he was
causing more trouble.

“Tell me if I’m wrong. You have signed an
agreement with Henry Robertson that states he will forgive the debt
if I marry Charles.” Her father was worse than she’d thought. How
could a father do that to a daughter?

Bradford grinned. “You are very bright for a
girl. It’s that or turn the stables over to him.”

“Fine,” Storm said, “then we will do just
that.”

“Good.”

“We will hand over the stables. He can have
them. He won’t know what to do with them but that’s his
problem.”

Bradford rose, his body quivering in anger.
His hands fisted on the desktop. “You are a selfish bitch just like
your mother. The stable and the brewery are all we have. If I turn
the horses over to Robertson, I’ll have nothing.”

“What about the brewery?”

“The funds are controlled by my brother
Tenley. I couldn’t sell my interest even if I wanted. As the
eldest, Tenley controls everything.”

“Oh, you might have to sell the house?”

“You would be on the streets.”

“I would find some way to support myself. I’m
young and smart. I’ll be fine.” Her bravado was just her way of
covering up the real fact. Other than begging on the streets, she
didn’t know how she’d survive.

Bradford’s lips thinned when he glared at
her. “You can’t do that! I’ve arranged a fine marriage for you to
one of the richest young men in these parts, next to Hadden
Johnston.”

“Charles is an ogre and the most odious
creature I’ve ever met.” Storm knew her arguments were not heard.
Bradford’s mind was made up, and she’d have to figure some way out
of this situation or she was well on her way to becoming Mrs.
Charles Robertson.

“If you won’t do it to improve yourself and
your status in the community then do it for me. I’m bound to honor
the contract, and I know you don’t want to lose the animals. Your
selfishness will dishonor me. I don’t think I could live with the
shame.”

Storm’s fingers dug into the armrests on her
chair. She tried to keep from screaming at her father. In a tight,
controlled voice, she said, “I’m selfish? You accuse me when you
fathered so many children on my mother, wishing for a son, that she
died in childbirth. How dare you speak of selfishness? I did not
gamble all my fortune on a horse and borrow money from Henry
Robertson. I will not be bartered so you can pay him the money
owed. I don’t care if you sell the stable, sell the house, or sell
your soul to the devil himself, but I will not marry Charles
Robertson.”

 


~ * ~

 


When anyone asked Storm to keep a secret, her
lips were closed tight, but this had gone on far too long. Ella
needed to step up and tell the world what Charles had done. But
that wasn’t going to happen. They were the best of friends but
opposite in every way. This time Storm needed someone to listen to
her woes. And it was this very difference that always prompted
Storm, at every crisis, to turn to Ella for counsel and advice.

Ella Brummel and her new husband Lawrence
lived in a plain brick house situated near the center of the
village located near Berwick-upon-Tweed. Although Ella had wanted
to live closer to Storm, Lawrence insisted they live close to the
port where he kept the books for many of the merchants. Ella had
confided that she didn’t understand why this was so important to
Lawrence, but she refused to question her husband. Ella had been
grateful Lawrence had accepted the bastard child into his house. In
return Ella would give her husband everything his heart
desired.

After leaving her father’s study, Storm had
raced to the stables, saddled her favorite horse, Fiacre, and with
hair flying behind her, sped to her best friend’s home. Riding into
the Brummel’s yard, Storm jumped off the horse, and tossed the
reins over the hitching post while muttering a few choice phrases,
and praying Lawrence wasn’t at home. She needed to talk to Ella
about the situation her father had put her in, but it was private
and she didn’t want to hear Lawrence’s opinion. She strode to the
front door and pushed it open a crack, poking her head in and
calling, “Ella? Ella are you home?”

“In the kitchen, Storm.”

Her heart racing, Storm closed the front door
and strode through the tiny living room into her friend’s
kitchen.

“What brings you visiting this afternoon?”
Ella’s voice was cheerful. She bent over and with a large mitten on
her hand, opened the oven and brought out a loaf of freshly baked
bread. “I didn’t expect you today. I thought you were training the
new filly at your stables.”

Throwing her hands in the air, she said,
“Everything has gone awry.” Storm was curt and immediately
regretted the way she sounded. “Bradford has done something cruel,
and I have to talk to someone. I hope this isn’t a bad time.”

“I’d love to talk with you. Sammy is taking a
nap and should be asleep for at least another hour. So out with it.
What’s on your mind?”

“Way too much and none of it good. I’ve a
problem and it’s the biggest I’ve ever faced.”

“So, what has Bradford done?” Ella’s smile
faded. She took her friend’s hands in hers and led her to a chair.
“Sit and I’ll slice some bread and pour us a cup of tea.”

Until Charles had forced Ella, she’d always
thought a cup of tea would solve the world’s problems. But Storm
was too upset to sit. Instead, she paced the length of the kitchen
then back. With a reluctant sigh, she gave up and pulled out a
chair. “What I need is a glass of wine or a shot of the best scotch
you have, not a cup of tea.”

Ella’s eyebrows disappeared into her fringe
of bangs. “Bloody hell, Storm, what could be so bad? You know I
don’t judge and there has been a number of times we’ve both
indulged but...”

“Bradford.”

Despite her concerns, Storm couldn’t help but
remember other times. Mostly the anxiety had come from Ella. But
this time she was shocked when Ella rose and went to the sideboard
where she pulled out a bottle of scotch and poured her a drink.

“Here you go. Now let’s have some girl talk.
Tell me what your father has done to upset you this much.”

“He sold me.” Storm told her friend. “He
bartered me and signed a contract with Henry Robertson, selling me
into marriage to Charles.”

Ella hissed in a lungful of air. “Doesn’t he
know what Charles is capable of? If he did, he couldn’t have done
anything so despicable. Didn’t you tell him what he did to me?”

“You swore me to secrecy. Besides, Bradford
doesn’t care about me, only himself. He would tell me that you had
wanted it, and Charles couldn’t refuse you or your advances.”

“That much we both know is true. But why?
This seems so sudden.”

“It’s a long story.” Storm downed the scotch
in a gulp, grimacing at the fire shooting through her insides. She
slapped the glass on the table and poured herself another drink.
“It seems Bradford entered one of our horses and bet on him, but
the stallion wasn’t ready. He wasn’t old enough to race.” Storm
finished the tale, tears sliding down her cheeks. “And he did it to
pay off another debt plus interest he accrued years ago.”

“Well, that’s your father. I don’t think he
will ever change. He’s a selfish man, but to betroth you to that
scum of the earth, Charles Robertson.” Ella paused, then, “You need
to tell him.”

“No.” He wouldn’t believe me and even if he
thought there was a grain of truth in the story about you and
Charles, his wishes would still come first on his agenda. I’m a
female and can be used in any way he pleases. He’s proved many
times what he thinks of women.”

Ella gazed out the window for a moment,
sucking her bottom lip beneath her teeth. “You know, Storm,” she
began, “he has a point. Not with Charles Robertson but with someone
else. Wouldn’t you like to be married and have children?”

“Not really...maybe if I loved that
someone.”

“You are wed to your horses and now you are
about to lose them. What will you do? How will you take care of
yourself?”

“I have thought about that very thing. I will
go to London then on to America. Ravyn will take me in and give me
a home.”

“That would be running and that’s not you.
Honey, this is your home. I understand you’re afraid, but I know
you and you are determined and courageous. I’ve never seen you hide
from adversity. You stand up and fight.”

Ella was her supporter, but could she reveal
Ella’s secret to the world? No, she could not but maybe Ella could.
“You said earlier that I should tell Bradford what happened to you.
Did you mean it?”

Ella’s face drained of color but she
stiffened. “Yes, Lawrence knows the truth, but I don’t believe he
wants the entire village to learn of it. Telling your father would
be a wild card.”

“Charles would be dishonored, and his father
would know him for the reprobate he is.”

“Yes, yes...”

Looking at Ella’s face, the lines of worry
and despair etched across her forehead, Storm understood the secret
had to be kept. She could not infringe on Ella’s happiness. “I’ll
figure out another way around this. No matter what Bradford says or
does, I won’t marry Charles.”

“I’m asking too much. I’m just as selfish as
your father.”

“No, you are not. You have your family to
think about, and they should come first. I feel better now just
talking to you.”

This time Ella poured herself a shot and
Storm her third. They both downed the drink in one gulp. After a
huge sigh, she said, “You have to tell Bradford everything. I will
speak to Lawrence and if anyone would understand, he would. He’s
told me more than once how mean and despicable Charles is when he
drinks. He would abuse you and cheat on you. Nothing in this world
is worth that kind of pain. Your life would be a miserable one, and
I won’t have my dearest friend undergoing a lifetime of sorrow and
misery.”

“I can’t do that. I won’t lower myself to
discuss something so...so private with him. Even if I did, he
wouldn’t believe me. As I said before, he wouldn’t care. The debt
is all important to him.”

“But Storm you have no choice.”

“No,” Storm repeated. “When you told me about
what Charles had done to you, you made me give my word I wouldn’t
speak of it to anyone. I feel like I betrayed you just thinking
about telling Bradford. I don’t know what Bradford would do with
the information. Even if he went straight to Charles, you know the
man would deny it, and I know who Bradford would believe. “

“What are you going to do?”

“I don’t know yet,” Storm said. “I thought
maybe you had a better plan than running to London or the United
States.

“You know,” Ella said, tapping her glass on
the table, slanting her gaze to the ceiling then back to Storm. “I
just might.”

Storm inhaled a breath of air, her nerves
shattering while she waited for Ella’s idea.

“What you need is to marry someone, and I’m
not telling you that because I’ve found wedded bliss with Lawrence.
You need to do this before Charles returns from his hunting trip.
When will he be back?”

“I have no idea but that’s not the answer to
my problem. I don’t want to marry anyone. I just want to go on
running the stables.”

“You and I both know that won’t be possible,
not unless you can find the money to pay back the debt and the only
way to do that is to marry the wealthiest man in this part of the
country.”

Ella rose and for several minutes paced the
length of her kitchen. She halted in midstride, her eyes lighting
with excitement. “I’ve got it. You can marry Hadden Johnston.

Storm leaned back in her chair and laughed
until tears ran down her eyes. “That’s the most foolish idea I’ve
ever heard. Hadden doesn’t want to marry any more than I do.
Besides he’s always gone. He sails with his merchant ships. We see
him in town every six months or so.”

“Don’t you see? That’s perfect. He would be
at sea, and you would be home in the stables doing what you love.
You’d never stomp on each other’s toes.” She clapped her hands
together. “What do you think?”

“Really? You’re serious about this aren’t
you? You’ve lost your mind, is what I think.”

“This calls for another drink.” Ella sat down
and poured them each another shot of Scotch. “My dearest friend,
he’s not only the answer to your problem, he’s the perfect
answer.”

“At this rate I’m not going to be able to
ride home.” Storm downed her drink anyway then set the small glass
on the table.

“Fiacre knows the way home.”

“I might have to rely on that. Your scheme
while worthy has too many flaws. Mr. Johnston is not going to
suddenly ask me to marry him. Why on earth would he want too?”

“Well, that is exactly what we are going to
have to figure out.”

“You are aware that every girl of
marriageable age is after him. I don’t stand a chance. And besides
no one has received so much as an invitation to a dance, much less
a wedding ring.”

“That doesn’t matter.” Ella slanted her a
huge grin. “It just doesn’t make any difference what so ever. We
can figure out some way to pique his interest.”

“Ella,” Storm said as if speaking to a
stubborn child. “Hadden Johnston does not want to get married and
neither do I.”

“I understand all that. It’s what makes this
plan so flawless. The two of you could come up with some kind of
agreement. You know, a marriage of convenience.” She put a finger
to her lips. “He doesn’t want all that female attention, and you
need someone to pay your debt. It’s a bargain neither of you can
deny.”

“You’ve gone crazy, Ella. He would never
agree to something so insane. He would never agree to this devil’s
bargain.”

“He might, if we, if you laid out your plan
in a way he couldn’t refuse.” Her eyes sparkled to life in a way
Storm had never seen them.

“Ella, no.”

“Storm, yes. All we have to do is figure out
how to lay out our plan so Hadden Johnston is in agreement. After
we do that, you can go to him and present the idea.”

“Idea? It’s more like a proposition which
doesn’t sound so good. I refuse to blackmail him.”

Ella planted her hands on her hips and glared
at Storm. “Would you please stop seeing something bad in every
thought I have. I’m trying to help you out of a terrible place and
I never said blackmail.”

“I know you are,” Storm gave her best friend
a huge hug, “and I appreciate you more than I can ever say. But
Ella, this idea or proposition is so ridiculous I can’t take it
seriously.”

“I really think you should, or you’re going
to find yourself walking down the aisle with Charles Robertson
before you have time to blink an eye. Now I know you’re adamant
that you won’t do it, but I think in this matter Bradford has the
upper hand.”

“I know I would lose everything. But wouldn’t
that be better than a life with Charles?” Storm inhaled a deep
breath.

“Do you want to live in poverty?”

“No, but The Duchess or Ravyn would take me
in.”

“You wouldn’t have your horses,” Ella
countered.

“Better than having Charles for a husband.
I’ve got some serious thinking on my plate. So what if I did talk
to the elusive Mr. Johnston? And he agreed. What then? That still
isn’t going to solve the problem of paying Henry back. We would
still lose the stables, so what’s the point?”

Ella paused for a moment, looking a bit
sheepish, then said, “I think after a woman gets married, her debts
become her husband’s responsibility. So Mr. Johnston would probably
be legally bound to pay Mr. Robertson.”

“Ella!” Storm was stunned by her friend’s
despicable plan. “That’s horrid. I can’t believe you’d think this
let alone suggest it. I would never do that to Hadden Johnston. I
don’t even know the man, except from doing business with him, and
he’s never been anything but honest and polite with me. I couldn’t
possibly deceive him like that.”

Ella waved a dismissive hand. “Nonsense. We’d
figure out some way to pay him back.”

“How?”

“I don’t know. Let him have your best racing
stallion and all of that horse’s colts to do with as he pleases. He
could keep them for himself to ride or he could train them to
race.”

Storm’s eyes narrowed as she thought about
all of the possibilities. “You might be on to something. I don’t
think he’d want to ride. I’ve heard he doesn’t like horses, but
racing them. If the horse wins, I could have the debt paid off in
no time, and I wouldn’t lose the stables and my beloved horses
either.”

“Right,” Ella nodded excitedly. “Everybody
wins. You get to keep the stables and you’re safe from Charles
Robertson, and Hadden Johnston saves a fortune. And, you can also
use the shipping contract he has with the Graham brewery to further
cement the deal.”

“Well, in the first place he hasn’t lost
anything. So that brings me back to the beginning. Why don’t I just
go to Mr. Johnston with the proposition that he pay off my debt and
receive the winnings from the races and the colts that are sired
and see what he says? If he accepts, there is no reason for
marriage.”

“Because that won’t save you from Charles,”
Ella countered. “You know what that man is like. He’s crazy-insane.
If Henry thinks Charles wants you, he won’t give up. What you need
is protection only a man like Hadden Johnston can give you. No, you
need to marry Mr. Johnston.”

“Well, I still don’t think Mr. Johnston will
agree to something quite so preposterous. How on earth would I go
about approaching him?”

“Play on his sympathies. You just said the
two of you have a good business relationship, which means he likes
you. Tell him about the deal you’re willing to offer him, and if he
argues, confess you’re being threatened by Charles and your father.
But don’t call your father, Bradford. That will not do at all.
Hadden despises Charles, so he’ll most likely take pity on
you.”

“Why does Mr. Johnston hate Charles?”

“Ah, a couple of years ago a cousin of his
came to visit and there was some trouble between Mr. Hadden and
Charles over her.”

“Indeed, Charles asked her to go buggy
riding. Hadden allowed her to go, but something must have happened,
because afterward, Mr. Johnston challenged Charles to a duel. Of
course that’s no longer legal, but Charles agreed then turned and
fired at Mr. Johnston before the count of ten. Charles missed and
Mr. Johnston was gentleman enough to shoot him in the arm when he
could have killed him.”

“I remember. Did the Robertson’s press
charges?”

“And have Charles’ cowardice come to light?
No, they didn’t. But there were enough people in attendance that
the truth could not be hidden for long.”

“Knowing what I know now, I hate to think
what Charles might have said or done during that buggy ride,” Ella
said.

“Anyway, knowing how he feels about Charles,
if you tell him you’re being forced into marriage with him, he just
might agree to help.”

“Or he could kick me out.”

“You have nothing to lose. The worst he can
do is say no.”

“If he told me no, I would just be back where
I am now. I really don’t want to leave my home and my friends or my
sisters. What if he laughs in my face?”

“He won’t.” Ella pushed away from the counter
and gave Storm a reassuring hug. “After all, he can’t be all bad.
He did challenge Charles to a duel, and he didn’t kill him when he
had the chance.”


Chapter Two

 


“Who’s that?”

Hadden Johnston looked up from the golf ball
he was about to hit then tipped back his cap. He frowned, staring
down the fairway, unable to tell who was walking toward them. Her
long legs showcased in the riding trousers she wore. The golf club
she carried appeared to be more of a weapon than a piece of
sporting equipment.

“I don’t know, Garret. Can’t tell from this
far away.” Hadden shielded his eyes with his hand in hopes of
rectifying the mystery.

“Whoever she is, it looks as if the girl
means business.” His ball boy Garrett pointed out.

“Storm Graham?” Hadden’s surprise was
apparent. “What is she doing out here?”

“Does she want to play golf with you? I’m not
carrying her bag,” Garret said with an indignant air about him.

“She doesn’t seem to have one—a bag.” Hadden
laughed, amused by Garret’s assessment of the tomboyish and
impulsive Miss Storm. “We’ll have to ask her why she’s here.
Despite the fact she’s carrying a club, I doubt if golf is the
reason.”

With a nod, the pair waited for Storm to
catch up to them.

“Whew that was quite a long ways to walk.”
Storm wiped her forehead with the back of her hand. A few moments
later, she inhaled a long and deep breath of air then smiled at the
men.

Impressed by her smile and her fortitude,
Hadden motioned to the ball that was still sitting on the ground,
giving her a cheeky grin. “You’re supposed to play the course not
just walk it.”

“Oh I know that, but I don’t know how to
play. I thought I should carry a club in case anyone questioned me.
I could always pretend I know what I’m doing.” She laughed and it
sounded like a breath of fresh air.

“Women don’t belong on the fairway,” Garret
said, seeming rather annoyed with her. “They’re supposed to be at
home, cooking and cleaning.”

“What?” Hadden was astounded by Garret’s
assessment.

Storm drew in a sharp breath as she gazed up
at Hadden. Although she’d met him before, his size and amazing good
looks never failed to awe her. He didn’t fall short of the mark
now.

Bronzed. That’s the only word she could think
of to describe him. Bronzed skin, bronzed hair, bronzed eyes and a
body so large and muscular that even the most contented of wives
secretly speculated about what he would look like with his shirt
off. No man should look that good in buckskins and a white shirt.
Her eyes roved his frame. What on earth was she doing on this
fairway about to ask this perfect male specimen to marry her?

She coughed to gain a moment’s time and maybe
some courage too, not at all sure this was such a good idea.
Second, third and fourth thoughts assailed her, knowing she should
have turned and run without causing herself more humiliation and
that was exactly what she should have done.

All he can do is tell me no.

Fiacre had loved the wild ride to the golf
course. When she’d entered the stables, he’d known he was about to
get some much-needed exercise. And when she’d saddled him, he’d
pranced and shook his head in anticipation. Before she’d tied him
to the hitching post, she’d walked him around the yard. The time
she’d spent with her favorite horse had been as much fun for her as
it was for him.

Days had passed since her conversation with
Ella before she’d summoned the courage to meet with Mr. Johnston,
and when she’d first made her way to the docks and inquired about
him, his men had told her he wasn’t on board the ship then they’d
quietly gone back to work.

She’d had to persevere and demand someone
tell her where he was. After fifteen minutes of question and
answer, one sailor took pity on her and gave her directions to find
him.

Now she stood in front of Mr. Johnston
without the privacy she needed for this delicate venture. And she
still wasn’t sure she could go through with the crazy plan her
friend had come up with.

“What brings you here, Miss Graham?” He
squinted into the bright summer sunshine as he nonchalantly leaned
on his golf club. “Seems a strange place to find a lady such as
yourself.”

“Well, yes, you’ve got that right.” She
pushed an escaped lock of hair behind her ear, mesmerized by the
way the sun danced highlights on his thick dark hair. She cocked
her head sideways, and he stared at her.

“What can I do for you?” he persisted.

His whiskey-colored eyes and deep, rich voice
made her feel as if she couldn’t draw a steady breath. “I need to
talk to you about something. Something very important and private.”
She slanted Garret a look she hoped would tell him he should leave
them alone.

Hadden nodded, but when Storm looked away
unable to string together two coherent words let alone a few
sentences, his expression became more inquiring.”

Hadden looked down the fairway before
glancing at Storm. “Is something wrong at the brewery?”

“No.” Why was he bringing up the brewery? She
frowned at Garret when he wouldn’t take her less than subtle hint.
“Could we have some privacy? I know this isn’t what you had in mind
when you came here to play.” She spread her arms and gestured. “But
this is important, and I won’t take much time.”

Hadden sent a dubious look Garret’s way. The
man shrugged before sauntering toward the trees on the left side of
the fairway. “All right then, we can talk here for a minute.”

That was another trouble. She didn’t think
this would take a minute. “Thank you, Mr. Johnston. You don’t know
how much I appreciate having a moment of your valuable time.”

Turning, he headed to the other side of the
fairway and found a large rock to sit on. He gestured for her to do
the same. “I feel a bit awkward not knowing why you would ride all
the way out here to talk with me. Except for business we barely
know each other.”

Well, she felt pretty awkward too. Storm
perched on a rock so she faced him and waited for him to say
something else. When he didn’t speak, she smoothed the fabric of
the riding pants she wore.

“Okay,” he grinned. “What do you want to
discuss?”

Marry me. Don’t ask why. Just say you’ll do
it.

“I have a business proposal to present to
you. One I think could benefit both of us.”

Hadden’s eyebrows rose a fraction, looking a
bit perplexed. “I don’t know what I expected you to say, but now
you’ve got me guessing. I think I’m intrigued. So, I’m
listening.”

Storm drew a deep breath, praying she
wouldn’t faint or throw up before she managed to say what she’d
come to say. “I’m here to offer you my finest racing horse and all
his offspring to do with as you please. You could sell them for a
profit or hire a trainer and a rider, either way you’d make a clean
profit.”

A long silence ensued then he stood, walking
around a bit then turned back to her, frowning. “Go on.”

“That’s all, really.” Storm was so relieved
he hadn’t laughed at her that she didn’t realize she hadn’t stated
her terms.

Hadden continued to gaze at her with a wary
look in his eyes. “The offer is extremely generous. You understand
I don’t ride except in cases of emergency. Don’t like horses. Care
to tell me why you’re willing to do this for me. Do I have to kill
someone?”

“What? Oh, no, nothing like that. I guess you
would like to know why I’m proposing this.” The palms of her hands
were sweaty so she wiped them on her pants and tried for the
courage to finish.

Hadden nodded. “Yes I do.”

“Well, I guess, this isn’t easy but I need
something from you in return.” She grimaced while her heart did
flip-flops.

“That’s not surprising.” Hadden smiled. “And
what is it you want from me? My first born?”

Storm turned her head, suddenly unable to
meet his bronzed gaze. “I need for you to marry me.” There, she’d
said it, and now he’d say no. Now she would have to find a way to
flee and make her way to London. She knew The Duchess would protect
her even if her father would sell her to the highest bidder.

“I don’t think I heard right.” He shook his
head and pretended to clean out his ears.

She looked back, forcing herself to meet his
gaze. “I said...I need for you to marry me.”

Hadden did the expected. He burst out
laughing. When he finished, he said, “Well, Miss Graham, who put
you up to this prank? Was it Garret over there? Or my first mate,
Perkins? Or perhaps my entire crew?”

When she turned to look, Garret was fiddling
with something in the ball bag and didn’t seem interested in their
conversation.

“Mr. Johnston, I am speaking from the heart.
I...”

“It’s all right, you can drop the act. I knew
Garret was going to do something to get back at me for telling the
Widow Brown he was sweet on her, but I never gave him credit for
being so original.”

“Mr. Johnston,” Storm interrupted, dismayed
he did not take this matter in a serious light.

“Tell me, Miss Graham, how did Garret ever
convince you to go through with this crazy drama?”

“Mr. Johnston, please, I don’t know
Garret.”

Hadden’s broad grin faded while he scratched
his head for a moment. “This isn’t a joke?”

“No, in no way would I think of this
lightly.” Storm felt the ensuing anger rising from the pit of her
stomach. “I assure you. I’m serious. My offer stands if you will
marry me. The arrangement could be advantageous for both of
us.”

“I think I’m going insane. I don’t believe
this is happening, and I’m willing to forget this conversation if
you are.” Hadden rose from the rock, looking as uncertain as she
felt.

“You’re not crazy and I’m dead serious.” What
could she say to win him to her side? God, she searched her brain
for the words but they weren’t there.

“Your proposition is ludicrous.”

Storm’s expression registered a combination
of embarrassment and defeat at Hadden’s blunt assessment of her
offer.

“I’m sorry you feel that way.” Giving up, she
turned to march down the fairway back to her stables where she
could hide. “I’ll not take up any more of your time.”

“Just a minute.”

She stopped midstride, wanting to turn and
look at him, afraid to acknowledge he might have second
thoughts.

“We could talk. I didn’t mean to embarrass
you or hurt you. You must have a reason, and I’d like to understand
why.”

Storm hesitated, knowing he had given her
another chance. Slowly she turned, drinking in the air around her
as if it were her only lifeline.

With hands clasped tightly together, she made
her way back to her rock and sat down.

“All right then, why don’t you tell me what
this is about.”

“There’s nothing to tell.” Embarrassment
settling in the pit of her stomach, Storm suddenly found it
impossible to confess the real reason she was trying to bargain
with him.

“Really? Now why don’t I believe you?” Hadden
countered. “So, you’re trying to tell me you came up with this
harebrained idea just to turn around and tell me it was nothing.
Miss Graham, I’m finding contradictions in everything you are
saying.”

“Yes. I know. But there are extenuating
circumstances I don’t want to admit to.”

“Oh, come on. Do you really expect me to
believe that? We don’t even know each other. It hardly seems
conceivable that you just unexpectedly developed an overwhelming
longing for my affection.”

This last eloquent statement made Storm look
at him in surprise. Well, he was right about those two things; they
didn’t know each other, and she didn’t have an overwhelming need
for his affection or anyone else’s.

“Of course you’re right. I don’t long for
your affection.” She agreed with him wholeheartedly.

Hadden frowned at her a moment while he
rubbed his chin. “I understand now. You’re in the family way,
aren’t you?” His voice had fallen to a soft barely audible
level.

“No!” Storm’s eyes widened in horror at his
outrageous assumption. The skin on the back of her neck prickled,
and she felt an urgent need to run.

“And you need a husband quick.”

“No. I’m not and I don’t. But I do. Oh,
bloody hell.” She didn’t know what to say and knew all her thoughts
had turned into gibberish. “Why, in order to be in that condition,
a woman has to...and I never would...I never have... Mr. Johnston,
that is preposterous. How dare you.” Now her hands were fisted. If
she were a man she’d hit something, maybe him.

“I’m sorry, Miss Graham. I didn’t mean to
offend. Look, why don’t we stop playing games. This proposition
might be easier for me to understand if you tell me the reasons
behind it. You’ve denied being in love with me and in being in the
family way. So, what is it? Something made you approach me.”

Storm gathered in a lungful of air, realizing
this was now or never. He was giving her a chance, and once again
she reminded herself all he could do was say no. She tried to
figure out how much of this sordid tale she should confide. She
couldn’t tell him about the debt her father owed. No, she thought
better of that and decided just to tell him about Charles and the
forced marriage.

“All right, I’ll tell you why I’m here.”

“That would be nice.” Hadden directed his
full attention to her, his cheeky grin returning.

She licked her lips and swallowed, trying to
force moisture into her throat. “I need your protection. For
reasons which I am not at liberty to discuss, my father contracted
with Henry Robertson to marry me to his son, Charles. It’s signed
and I have no recourse but to honor it. But I loathe the man and
don’t want to marry him.”

Hearing the sound of Hadden’s sharply indrawn
breath, Storm knew she’d hit a nerve. “I don’t want to marry him,”
she repeated.

“I can certainly understand that. But what do
I have to do with all this?”

Storm cleared her parched throat then forced
her gaze upward until she looked directly at him. “The contract my
father signed is binding, and the only way I can think to escape it
is to marry someone else before Charles returns from his hunting
trip.”

“So, you decided I’m the one? How did you
come up with me?”

Storm nodded, not wanting to answer his
second question.

“How?” he persisted.

“Because I didn’t think you wanted to get
married, and neither do I. I thought you and I could come to an
agreement where we would be married in name only. I would be free
of Charles, and you would turn a profit by being able to earn the
winnings from my horses. I can assure you there won’t be
any...entanglements.”

“You’re wrong, Miss Graham. There are always
entanglements.”

“I promise you, there won’t be. Besides,
think of the benefits. This plan could make you very rich.”

“I’m already damn rich, Miss Graham. But
you’re right about one thing. I don’t want to get married. In name
only or any other way.”

Storm’s heart sank. “So, you won’t consider
my offer?”

“I’m sorry, but it’s out of the question. I’m
flattered you thought of me, though.”

“Well don’t be,” she retorted so angry she
saw red flashes in front of her. “The only reason I thought of you
is that you’re the one man in town powerful enough to intimidate
the Robertsons. So, if you’re entertaining the misconception that I
came to you because I was attracted to you, you’re deluding
yourself.”

Hadden’s face reddened and for the longest
time he stared at her. She saw his hands clasp into tight fists
then suddenly he was relaxed as if no emotion had just swept
through him. “I think we’ve said everything that needed saying.
Good day, Miss Graham.”

Her nerves sizzling with anger and
humiliation, Storm bolted from the rock and fled down the
fairway.

 


~ * ~

 


“He told you no? How dare he?” They sat in
Ella’s kitchen.

“Yes.” Storm nodded, wondering what she would
do next. She’d counted out the money she’d hid in the barn. One
thousand pounds would take her to London and The Duchess, but she
didn’t want to leave. And she couldn’t stay, not if it meant
marrying Charles. What if Charles came after her?”

Ella sighed, taking a sip from her tea then
setting the cup on the table. “I’m sorry, Storm. I feel guilty for
suggesting you talk to him. He’s made it clear to everyone he
doesn’t want a wife. Yet I did think he might look kindly on your
proposition.”

Storm let out a squeaky laugh. “He didn’t.
Just wanted to get back to his golf game. Words of marriage put a
horrified look on his face. I don’t think he likes women.”

“That’s odd. He was engaged once.”

“He was? When?”

“Five or six years ago. You never heard?
Well, maybe you didn’t listen to gossip. All you’ve ever cared
about were your horses.”

“He was really engaged. That must have been
something. What was her name?”

“Elizabeth...don’t remember her last name.
They broke it off one month before the wedding, but he never told
anyone why. She left and went to London. I haven’t seen her
since.”

“You really don’t know why?” Storm found her
curiosity was growing.

“Nope. But it must have been pretty serious.
He’d fallen so head over heels in love with her that he was
building a house for her. When she left, he just quit so it’s half
built and some say an eyesore. While others say it’s a testament
that men shouldn’t get married let alone engaged.”

“That half-built house a quarter mile out of
town? It’s gorgeous and the small lake nearby is a favorite
swimming hole.”

“Yes. And don’t you get caught swimming
there.”

“If he never goes to the house, he’ll never
see me swimming. I don’t even think he’d care.”

“Well, as I said, something terrible must
have happened between him and Elizabeth, and after what you said
about his reaction to your proposal, it seems as if he isn’t over
it yet.”

Storm shrugged her shoulders, staring
pensively out the window. “So, what do I do next?”

“I don’t know, honey, but I’m sure if we put
our heads together, we can come up with another plan.”

“What would happen if I just said no? A woman
can still do that. I don’t have to walk down the aisle if I don’t
want to.”

“You would lose the stables and your favorite
horses.”

“I know it’s worth the price. If I have to
pay it, I will, I just wish there was another way out.”

“You could always tell Charles you can’t get
married because you have to take care of your father.”

“What? He doesn’t need anyone to take care of
him. Besides, that’s the last thing I would do, and everyone who
knows me knows that for the truth.”

“Honey, is it the truth? He is still your
father no matter what you think of him. And you have a good heart.
At the very least the ploy would give you time to think of an
alternative.”

“If only Hadden had agreed.”

“You know, you almost sound as if you’d enjoy
being his wife.”

“Oh, Ella, don’t be absurd. Simply put, he is
convenient. Nothing else.” But somehow the thought seemed to grow
sweeter with every second. He was bewitchingly handsome.

“Of course,” Ella grinned, “convenient, and
drop dead gorgeous, and rich as Midas.”

“And most assuredly not in the market for a
wife.”

“Do you think you might be giving up to
quickly? Maybe all you need to do is think of another way to
approach him. Perhaps you could give him a bit more incentive.
Bring up something about the shipping contracts the Graham’s have
with him.”

“Why?” Storm threw her hands out in
exasperation. “What would you have me do?” Trick him, threaten him,
blackmail him? I keep the books for the brewery, but I don’t have
authority to do anything.”

“Of course not, but there has to be another
way to convince him to agree. Every man has his weakness. We just
have to discover Mr. Johnston’s.”


Chapter Three

 


“I think someone should teach her a few
manners. Didn’t her father ever tell her she shouldn’t be so
brazen?” Hadden slammed his glass on the wooden table in front of
him. His anger simmered deep inside. He liked the girl but, bloody
hell, he didn’t understand why she felt she had to ask him to marry
her.

Perkins, his first mate, let out a belly roll
of laughter. “If I weren’t married to the sea, I might take her up
on her offer myself. She’s a pretty little thing, delicate as a
flower, and I bet she smells sweet as one.”

Hadden snorted and downed a shot of whiskey
before pouring both of them another. “I tell you, I do feel a bit
sorry for her. No one should be forced to wed Charles Robertson.
But she’s not going to find the answer to her predicament with
me.”

Hadden knew what kind of person Charles was,
and he knew Charles had played a hand in Ella’s shame. But he
didn’t want to marry anyone he didn’t love. He couldn’t go through
that shit again. Well he hadn’t been married, but he’d fallen in
love. Bloody hell, he’d been so damn stupid. He didn’t believe in
love, only shackles and chains. Nothing she could say or do would
force him into a loveless marriage.

“Then step up and do the right thing. She’s
helpless in
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