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        Author Note

      

      

      

      This novel is set in 1816. At that time, the future nation of Belgium was part of the United Kingdom of the Netherlands. For the sake of the story and in line with many other books, I have referred to Max’s home as being in Belgium.

      The London Conference of 1830 saw the recognition of the Belgian secession and its independence as a nation. Leopold I of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha became the first king of the Belgians and accepted the new country’s constitution in July 1831.
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      London, February 1816

      

      “Relax, Lily. I have you. I won’t let you fall.”

      With a smile, Lily loosened her grip on Max’s arm. His hand sat firmly, reassuringly in the middle of her back, holding her to him.

      “Sorry. I am not used to dancing with a partner in possession of such fine skills. Many men struggle with the waltz,” she replied.

      He spun her effortlessly into another turn. “The English were late to the wonder of the waltz, whereas I grew up on it in Belgium. My uncle brought the finest of dance masters all the way from Vienna just to teach me.”

      Maximilian de Viron was so different to all the other men Lily had met in her three and twenty years. He was a breath of fresh air. Light of foot. Charming. And devilishly handsome.

      She was certain she had fallen in love with the gentleman from Soignies the very first night they met. He was constantly in her thoughts.

      All day, she had wondered if he would be in attendance tonight, peppering her mother with questions as to who might be on the guest list for the ball the Prince of Wales was hosting at Carlton House. “Of course, Maximilian will be at the ball. He is part of Prince Leopold’s entourage,” Mrs. Saxby had replied.

      To Lily’s delight, Max had sought her out as soon as she arrived, spiriting her away from her parents as quickly as polite behavior would allow. And he had danced with her twice within the first hour.

      Max pulled her through the last turn of the dance before bringing them both to a perfect stop. As the guests applauded, Lily offered him a shy smile. Disappointment sat heavy in her heart.

      She sighed. “Society dictates that I am not supposed to dance with you again this evening. It would be impolite of me to keep all your time to myself.”

      The thought of him dancing with someone else had the bitter taste of jealousy rising sharply in her mouth. They hadn’t known each other all that long. She shouldn’t feel this way about the dashing Belgian. Yet, her logical self was forced to make way for the demands of her heart.

      Only I belong in your arms.

      Max leaned in, dazzling her with the full power of his deep brown eyes. “What if all my dances were yours to claim?”

      Lily’s lips parted on a gasp. “What do you mean?”

      He drew even closer, their faces barely an inch apart. “Marry me.”

      She stared at Max for a second, unsure as to whether she had heard him correctly. Her heart was thrumming hard in her chest, her mind suddenly caught up in a whirl of possibilities.

      Did he just propose?

      Her voice, when she finally found it again, was barely above a whisper. “What did you say?”

      A gentle laugh sat on his lips. “I asked you to marry me. Be my wife, Lily. Prince Leopold is scheduled to spend time with the Prince Regent tomorrow. I will be free of my obligations for the day. I can call on your father in the afternoon and seek his approval.”

      Things were moving quickly between them—she really ought to take the time to consider his marriage proposal, of all that it would entail.

      It would mean leaving England. My family.

      “I know this is all happening so quickly, but I feel we are destined to be together. And if I am being completely honest, I have to tell you that you have stolen my heart, Lily Saxby. I love you.”

      Lily considered his words. Marriage was a serious business—not something to be taken lightly. But this man made her feel things she had never experienced before. A soul-deep desire to be with him.

      I sense that this has all been planned by a higher power. Max is right; this is our destiny. I would be a fool to let this chance slip through my fingers.

      More than sheer coincidence had led to this moment. Max hadn’t planned to come to England with the prince. He had been a last-minute addition to the travelling party. And a headache had almost seen Lily cry off from attending the official welcoming function where they had met. All the stars had moved into alignment that night.

      From the instant their gazes had met, a strong connection had been formed between them.

      If I say no, I may never get this chance with him again.

      Once the announcement of Prince Leopold’s engagement to Princess Charlotte was made official, Max would likely have no reason to remain in England. Could she honestly let him leave, knowing that they may never see one another again?

      Her heart made its answer loud and clear.

      “I love you too, Max.”

      “Then say yes. Say you will be mine.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I will marry you, Max.”

      And right there, in front of everyone at the royal gala ball, Maximilian de Viron kissed Miss Lilian Saxby. They had declared themselves and their love. And this was forever.
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      Two weeks later

      

      “I have to go.”

      Lily wrapped her long legs around Max’s waist and crossed her ankles. She would do whatever it took to keep her husband captive in their bed.

      I don’t want you to leave.

      Husband. It was such a wonderful word—full of promise and hope. Of love.

      If anyone at the gala royal ball to officially welcome Prince Leopold to England had told her that not only, was she going to be proposed to by her future husband that night, but that within a week, they would be wed, Lily would have laughed at them.

      She leaned in and kissed Max softly on the lips. “I shall let you leave, but only if you give your solemn word that when your uncle is settled in his accommodations, you will return straight home and we can repeat our activities of this morning.”

      He chuckled. “You are insatiable, Madame de Viron. Whatever am I to do with you?”

      Lily softly sighed. “Love me. That is all I shall ever need.” Her heart gave a flutter as his captivating brown eyes met hers.

      You are such a handsome man. And you are all mine. Forever.

      “I expect that is what all brides think after the first week of marriage, but I am sure you will soon think of other things. Especially after we return to Belgium, and you are tasked with the role of running a house.”

      Her very own house. Lily couldn’t wait, imagining how sweet it would sound when the servants at her new home in Soignies addressed her as Madame de Viron.

      Strong hands settled on Lily’s hips. She playfully pouted as Max shifted her off his lap and tumbled her onto the mattress. He climbed out of their bed.

      The sooner he leaves, the quicker he can return.

      “Did the messenger say what time your uncle’s yacht is expected to berth this morning?” she asked.

      Max opened the drawer of his travel wardrobe and took out a shirt. Since they were due to leave London in a matter of days, it had been agreed that unpacking would be a waste of time.

      “Sometime before midday, but I want to be at the dock when he arrives. Corneille is not a patient man, and if I am late, he will be grumpy.”

      Lily frowned. From the little that Max had told her of his uncle, Count de Viron didn’t sound like much of an agreeable man. She could only hope that he would understand a newlywed couple’s desire for privacy.

      Max and I still have so much to learn about one another.

      Naked, Lily lounged on the bed, enjoying the simple pleasure of watching her husband dress. His quaint mannerisms, of which there were several, set a smile to her lips.

      After slipping his shirt over his head, Max rummaged around for his trousers. But, instead of going straight to the hanging space where they were always kept, he undertook a tour of the wardrobe from the top left drawer all the way to the bottom.

      She didn’t bother to ask him why, just accepted that everyone had their little quirks. Her own family had long ago stopped remarking about her habit of taking two sips at a time when drinking tea.

      “What do you think he will make of our sudden marriage; will he be happy for us?” she asked.

      The thought of what Max’s uncle would say when he discovered his nephew and heir had taken on an English wife did concern Lily somewhat. Not that their union was any kind of mésalliance. Her maternal grandfather had been an earl. And her father’s family were distantly related to British royalty. She came from good haute ton stock.

      Her worry lay in what Max had told her of the count. From what Lily understood, Count de Viron was a man used to making all the decisions in his nephew’s life. By marrying without his uncle’s knowledge, Max had likely broken a cardinal rule.

      Max lay his trousers flat on the bed, and his socks next to them, one by one.

      One sock. Two socks. He is so sweet.

      “To be honest, I am not sure what the count will make of us. That is why I want to meet his yacht when it arrives. If I speak with him and get things settled, then it will make your first encounter with his excellency go more smoothly.”

      His words didn’t fill Lily with great hope, but she was not to be deterred. She scooted across the bed and grabbed her dressing gown. After wrapping it about herself, she loosely tied the ribbons in a bow and came to Max’s side.

      To her relief, he immediately ceased dressing and slipped an arm around her waist, drawing her to him. Lily’s fingers itched to ruffle Max’s copper-brown hair.

      I hope our babies have the same-colored curls as their father.

      Max dropped a kiss on Lily’s nose, and she chortled. As long as they were together, they could take on the world.

      “I am sure things will be fine, my lovely bride. Corneille will no doubt grumble at me for a few minutes before quickly realizing that what is done is done. As the minister said, ‘What God hath joined together, let not man put asunder.’ We are married, and there is nothing he can do about it.”

      “And what if he doesn’t approve of our marriage? What if he hates me—our lives will be misery?” she replied.

      Perhaps Mama was right; we should have waited.

      Mrs. Saxby had counselled that they delay the wedding until Max’s uncle arrived in England, but the groom had been determined to go through with the nuptials as soon as possible. A common marriage license had been procured and a hastily arranged ceremony conducted at St. Margaret’s, Westminster.

      At the time, Lily had been so caught up in the whirlwind of romance and new love that she had agreed. But with the imminent arrival of the count’s yacht, she had started to wonder whether Max’s eagerness for them to be man and wife so quickly was due to a fear of his uncle.

      Was this an act of rebellion that they may live to regret?

      Max touched his fingers to the ring on Lily’s hand. “This is forever. You and I bound together for the rest of our lives. I love you, Lily de Viron. No matter what Corneille says nothing can ever change that.”

      Lily nodded. She was just being foolish. Frightened of a man whom she had not yet met. As long as she and Max were united in purpose, they would overcome any possible reservations the count may have about their union. “I love you too, Max. Now hurry up and dress. You have an appointment at the dockside to keep.”

      “And you had also better get ready. If my uncle is true to his usual self, he will want to meet you as soon as I inform him that I have taken a wife.”

      Lily drew out of Max’s embrace and rang the bell for her maid. Perfectly set hair and an elegant gown were her choice of armor.

      I am just fretting. The count is a man, not a dragon.
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      Within the first few minutes of having met the count, Lily had changed her mind. She would much rather fight a fire-breathing lizard. At least she could have had the satisfaction of wielding a sword and slaying the wild beast. But polite society frowned upon the spilling of blood in family drawing rooms.

      Count Corneille de Viron didn’t have reservations about the marriage between Lily and his nephew—he was openly opposed to it. No sooner had Lily been introduced and dipped into a deep curtsy, then he made his opinions known.

      “This is impossible. Maximilian, what were you thinking? I sent you to England to help with the prince. Not to run off and marry some . . . some English woman.” He waved his hand in Lily’s face. The expression on his own countenance resembling that of someone who had found a stray dog in his front garden.

      She wouldn’t be the least surprised if he didn’t yell ‘shoo’. “Your excellency, I intend to be the best wife I can be to Max. I shall do everything in my power to make him happy.”

      Lily was the eldest of nine children and had learned at an early age to stand up for herself. The count may well be above her station, but that didn’t mean she was going to tolerate his terrible manners.

      His brows knitted together as he looked at Lily down the length of his nose. “Maximilian’s happiness is neither here nor there
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