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Chapter 1

London

1853

Morgan Lyons, the eighth Earl of Westcliffe, unhurriedly trailed his fingers over the slender bare back—the appearance of which always delighted him. A light touch, barely there, as soft as a cloud drifting across the late-afternoon sky. He’d discovered that Anne responded best to only the hint of sensation, as though the torment of being denied more pressure heightened her pleasure.

She was such a wonderfully carnal creature, willing to explore passion and pleasure in all its forms. It was the very reason he sought her company.

She was soundly asleep, not reacting to his subtle gestures, but she would be miffed if he took his leave without giving her a proper farewell. Gathering up her hair, with its hints of red that often made it seem as though it might ignite at any moment, he draped it over one shoulder, exposing the nape of her slender neck. Shifting his body so she was cradled beneath him, he pressed his hot, moist mouth to the ridge of her spine and began to leisurely travel downward.

Moaning low, she stretched languorously, like a feline lazing in the sun. “Mmm, I do so enjoy the way you awaken me.”

Her voice, lazy, raspy, sultry, caused him to harden swiftly and painfully. With his knees, he spread her thighs, opening her to him, and slid into her velvety haven. It was only here, when he could become lost in wicked sensations, that he was master, that the world and all its disappointments receded.

Welcoming him with a groan of satisfaction, she lifted her hips slightly, and he delved deeper. Now he was the one to groan, a growl really, low and throaty. This was what he needed, what he always needed. Hands gliding, fingers teasing, mouths devouring.

Theirs was an ancient ritual of writhing bodies, escalating sighs, and intense sensations. With a triumphant laugh, she bucked him off, straddled him, claimed him. Even as he took her again, even as he caused her to cry out his name, he felt nothing beyond the searing press of flesh. Why the bloody hell couldn’t he feel more—true enjoyment, immense satisfaction, contentment—instead of this bloody wasteland of lackluster emotion?

The room echoed with their grunts, their shouts, their cries. He knew how to touch, how to stroke, how to please, how to bring her the ultimate in pleasure.

Even when she collapsed over him, he fought his own cataclysm, staved it off as long as possible, until it consumed him, came crashing around him.

Replete, exhausted, breathing heavily, he lay beneath her. As always it was never enough. His legendary prowess mocked him, leaving him dissatisfied. Ah, the physical release was grand, but afterward, he always experienced a keen sense of bereavement, of something amiss, something that he could wrap neither his head nor his heart around.

He was always left wanting more, but for the life of him, he couldn’t define exactly what the more should be.

He knew only that for all her exquisite beauty, she didn’t provide it. But he also knew the fault resided with him, not her. He lacked something essential. It was the reason no woman had ever loved him.

As gently as possible, he eased her off him. Her green eyes lethargic, she gifted him with a contented curl of her lips, a cat that had lapped up the last of the cream. He pressed a kiss to her forehead before rolling out of bed.

He gathered up his clothes from where they’d landed on the floor when she’d first divested him of them hours earlier. It wasn’t until he’d sat in the purple velveteen chair to pull on his boots that she scooted to the foot of the bed and said, “Tell me what’s troubling you.”

He peered over at her, now wrapped modestly in the red satin sheet. She swung her legs off the end of the bed and grabbed one post. She gave the appearance of someone sitting on a swing, and he was reminded of a golden-haired girl he’d long ago seen in that exact pose. If he were capable of flowery emotions, he might have thought he’d begun to fall in love with Claire that day. Silly thought.

“You’ve grown bored with me,” Anne said succinctly, before he could answer. Not that he would have. He was not in the habit of sharing anything that resided within him. He allowed only the outer shell to be available for her amusement.

Haughtily, making a great show of securing the sheet more tightly around herself, she walked to the window. “They say no woman can hold on to you. I thought to prove them all wrong.”

After tugging on his boots, he crossed the room and wound his arms around her waist, inhaling her fading scent mixed with the musky fragrance of passion he’d unleashed earlier. “I’ve not grown bored with you.”

“Then stay the night. For once, stay the night.”

He tucked his finger beneath her chin, tilted her head around, and took her mouth as though he owned it. Only when she turned and sagged against him, did he lift her into his arms and carry her to the bed. Setting her down gently, he drew the covers over her. “Not tonight.”

As he was striding toward the door, she called out, “I hate you!”

Her words gave him no pause. He’d heard them before, from others. The first time he was five-and-twenty. The words had pained him then, but never since. Why did women not understand that hate could not hurt if there was no semblance of love? She didn’t love him. He knew that, accepted it.

She was as frosty as he. It was the reason they were well suited, the reason he’d not yet grown bored with her.

“Westcliffe?”

Striving to come up with a way to communicate that he wasn’t upset with her, he glanced back and merely said, “Tomorrow.”

“I expect to receive a very nice bauble.”

He gave her a grin and a wink. “Something to match the green of your eyes, I should think.”

She blew him a kiss. She was so easily mollified. He was weary of growing bored, but ennui hovered nearby, waiting impatiently—

He would not succumb. Not this time. She deserved better.

He hurried down the stairs and out the front door into the lightly falling rain, where his carriage waited, illuminated by the distant gas streetlamps. The footman leaped forward and opened the door.

“St. James,” Westcliffe ordered as he climbed inside and settled back against the plush bench for the journey to his residence. Not a home. Simply a place where he resided, where he would wallow in his whiskey and contemplate why he refused to stay the night with Anne. Such a small request, but conceding to it would give her too much control over him. And he was a man who relished his freedom. He’d gone too much of his life without possessing either control or independence.

His father, damn him, had left behind little except debt, two sons, and a widow who understood the ramifications of her dire circumstances well enough that, without delay, she’d chosen as her second husband a man with a more powerful title and a good deal more wealth—the Duke of Ainsley. She’d blessed him with an heir, and five years later, he’d left her a widow—one who no longer relied on anyone for anything.

It was years before the same could be said of Westcliffe.

He’d been dependent on the kindness and generosity of his youngest brother, Ransom Seymour, the present Duke of Ainsley. He may have been the last born, but he acted as though he were the first—irritatingly responsible, obsessed with duty. He comported himself with the mien of someone three times his age. Their mother had often remarked that even from the cradle, he’d given the impression that he could handle the greatest of matters. Westcliffe had found it exceedingly difficult to usurp his brother’s rightful place in the sibling hierarchy when the next moment could very well involve holding out a hand, asking for favors. It was one of the reasons that Westcliffe had spent as little time as possible with his family—to avoid the reminders of the failures he’d inherited from his father, which had weighed heavily on his shoulders as he’d grown into manhood. He’d been more than willing to take whatever actions necessary to shed them.

It had been damned mortifying to go to the whelp whenever he needed anything: assistance in managing his estate, clothes, food, coins to purchase a trinket for his occasional lovers. So he’d welcomed the opportunity to be rid of his pauper’s realm—only to discover that the ultimate price was a battering of his pride far worse than anything he’d previously suffered.

The wheels whirred, splashing the rainwater against the sides of the carriage. He sought comfort from the calm, constant swishing, allowing it to seep into his soul. Perhaps tonight, he would fall into a deep, untroubled sleep. Perhaps tonight, for a brief time, he could escape the blight of Claire’s betrayal.

Yet the memory of it rose as bitter as bile in his throat while his carriage drew to a stop in front of his residence. He’d not set eyes on Claire since that fateful night when she’d taken his younger brother Stephen to her bed. During the intervening years, he’d received but one missive from her.

Forgive me.

To which his drunken youthful self had cleverly responded, When you’re rotting in hell.

The man he was now would not have responded at all. He’d have forced her to wallow in guilt and self-recriminations without a hint as to his true sentiments. The absence of knowledge was its own punishment, and she deserved to suffer.

He leaped from the carriage, only to discover that another waited in the drive, one he recognized as belonging to him. If he hadn’t known, the liveried men standing about would have served as a clue. What the devil?

Taking the wide steps two at a time, he rushed up the stairs. The door opened just as he arrived. His butler’s pale face told him all he needed to know.

“Where the hell is she?” he demanded.

“The library, my lord.”

His gut tightened. His sanctuary. He allowed no one in there. Least of all her.

Tossing back his hat, cloak, and gloves, not caring if they landed in Willoughby’s arms or on the floor, he strode down the hallway. He became abruptly aware that he smelled of another woman. Lilac. He considered, for a heartbeat, racing up the stairs to take a quick wash, then decided against it. He still remembered the sandalwood stench of his brother emanating from her when he’d discovered them—

The footman opened the door to the library as he approached, and he wished she’d had no warning that he was about to barge in on her. Three long years, and the silly chit dared to intrude on the life he’d created in her absence.

With fury emanating from him, he stormed into the room. He was halfway across it, having passed two seating areas, when she turned from her perusal of the books aligned neatly on his shelves.

He came to a staggering halt as though he’d taken a powerful blow to the chest. He’d fought so damned hard to forget her, to forget everything about her.

And here she was in the flesh. Slightly older yet undeniably more lovely.

Claire.

His traitorous wife.


Chapter 2

She’d not known what to expect—of him or herself—when the moment was finally upon her. A slight shiver of dread, certainly. A tightening of her stomach. But this wild pounding of her heart, this gladness at seeing him. It took her off guard.

If only she’d felt it three years ago, on the day they’d married. If only he hadn’t terrified her then. He still did. Not only his size—so tall and broad—but the authority and determination that emanated from him. He’d always given the impression that once power was in his hands, he could wield it with uncompromising ability. She’d never known quite what to make of him. Still, she was older now. Not only in years, but in maturity.

But even so, she was unprepared for the sight of him.

His arresting face carved in disgust, framed by thick, black hair that was noticeably unstyled as though he’d only just awoken when surely he’d been up and about for most of the day and evening. She’d heard that he’d turned to cold marble, had heard a great deal about him during the intervening years. But it hurt now to know his implacable façade might be her doing.

He changed his direction, turning away from her, striding toward a corner table where various decanters were artfully arranged. She wondered what he’d intended with his original path. It would have brought him directly to her. Surely not an embrace or a kiss.

A fist more likely. At his side, as it was now. Not that he would ever raise it to her. He’d beaten his brother nearly senseless, but he’d never touched her with anything except gentleness—even when his hold on her was firm as he’d guided her to the carriage, she’d felt no pain. And somehow that had made everything all the worse.

With his wide shoulders and back to her, she couldn’t see his actions, but she heard the tinkling of glass, loud and soft, erratic, and she wondered if his unfisted hands were shaking as they poured him something to drink. Then silence. While she watched, he tossed back his head. Then the tinkling began again. When next it stopped, he faced her, one large hand wrapped around a tumbler filled nearly to the brim when she had no doubt he’d have preferred to wrap those long slender fingers around her slender neck.

“You’re not welcome here,” he said, his voice low, controlled, yet seething beneath the surface. “We had an understanding, an arrangement, you and I. Go back to the country estate, Claire.”

“Would that I could, but I have made a promise that requires I stay in London.”

“You broke the promise you made to me within hours of making it. Break this other one as well. Should be easy enough for you.”

She flinched at his harsh tone. Silly of her to think that hours, days, months, years would lessen his anger with her. Tentatively, she stepped toward him, stopping when his dark eyes narrowed.

“Westcliffe, I need you to forgive me.”

“I’ve told you the condition under which that will happen.”

“When I’m rotting in hell?” She released a bitter laugh. “Do you not think I’m already there? Do you have any idea how many ladies have come to visit me, to inform me of your lovers? You are hardly the soul of discretion. If you thought to shame and humiliate me, you’ve accomplished your goal remarkably well.”

“I take pleasure where I find it because it pleases me to do so. You are never a consideration. Quite honestly, Claire, from the moment I delivered you to Lyons Place, I’ve not given a single thought to you.”

“That’s always been quite obvious.”

He walked over to a chair before the fireplace and dropped down into it, stretching his long legs out before him. Suddenly, from beneath his desk crept a dog, a collie. It slowly limped to the chair, then curled beside it. Westcliffe reached down and began rubbing the dog’s head. It appeared he’d done it without even thinking, a habit, a ritual, and she wondered how many nights he’d sat there in that position with only a glass of spirits and an aging dog for company.

Not many if the rumors that continually landed on her doorstep were to be believed.

She took several steps nearer, until she could see his eyes more clearly. They were dark, almost as black as his hair, not blue or as kind as Stephen’s. How could two brothers be so vastly different?

Westcliffe’s features were carved by an unartistic hand: his nose a little too large, his chin a little too square, his brows a little too heavy. The wickedness he’d embraced had etched his face into a rugged handsomeness that she couldn’t deny. The years had been kind, his features even more darkly appealing.

Whereas Stephen was much fairer, his hair a golden brown with streaks of blond woven through it, almost as though they played hide-and-seek, as though his hair couldn’t quite determine what shade it should be. Nothing about him had ever been frightening. He’d been Claire’s friend for as long as she could remember, while she’d barely known Westcliffe. She had no knowledge of his smile, no memory of his laughter. Few memories of him at all really. But then he was eight years older, and it seemed when they were younger that his attentions had always been elsewhere. He’d been off at school or spending time with his friends or chasing skirts. Or seeing to the details of his estate.

His father had perished when Westcliffe was five, and Stephen had only just turned one. Westcliffe’s inheritance had been a crumbling estate and a marriage contract with Claire’s father binding him to the Earl of Crestmont’s firstborn daughter. She had never questioned it, but on her wedding day it had suddenly struck her as rather archaic, absolutely medieval, especially as the firstborn daughter had yet to make her appearance in the world when the papers were signed. What if she’d had the appearance of a toad?

She suspected nothing would have changed because absolutely nothing about her mattered except that she drew her first breath ahead of her sister. She’d not objected because marriage provided her with the means to move out of her father’s oppressive household, where his harsh hand had taught her that a lady did not question her place or her duties. But as her wedding day had progressed, fears had bubbled up to the surface. And when she’d shared them with Stephen …

“Nothing happened between Stephen and me,” she admitted now.

Westcliffe’s harsh laughter echoed around them. “How stupid do you think I am, Claire? I found him in your bed.”

“Still in his trousers when you dragged him out.”

“So I arrived before he could have his way with you. Or not. I can button and unbutton with surprising haste when the situation warrants. Even if he did not take you, it does not change the fact that you were in his arms!” He came up out of the chair with a brutal force that caused the air around him to shimmer and her to step back, unexpectedly gripped by terror. He hurled his tumbler into the empty hearth. It shattered, the amber liquid splattering. Breathing heavily, he gripped the mantel. “It does not change the fact that he was in my place, and you wanted him there.”

At the sight of his anguish, she couldn’t prevent the tears scalding her eyes. “I don’t know what I wanted. I was a child. A silly girl. He was always my friend. You I barely knew. If given a choice regarding my husband, yes, I probably would have chosen him. I don’t know. I only know that I was terrified of my wedding night, and he told me he had a plan that would allow it to be postponed.”

“I’ll come to your bed before him. I’ll hold you. Nothing more. He’ll be furious at me, no doubt, but it’ll gain you a reprieve. When you’re ready, you have but to tell him the truth. Then all will be well.”

They’d both had enough champagne and spirits to think it a brilliant plan. In the end, it had cost her a friendship and a husband. It had torn a family apart. It had destroyed all hope of happiness.

Turning his head slightly, Westcliffe slid his unforgiving gaze toward her. “You cannot have been that naïve.”

“I was five days past the celebration of my seventeenth birthday with no mother to guide me. The spinster aunt who saw to my upbringing knew little more than I did. Yes, I think I could have been that gullible. And Stephen, he has always been so charming. They say he can persuade an angel to sin. I am far removed from being an angel.”

With a heavy sigh, he shook his head. “What the devil do you want of me, Claire?”

“I want you to give me a chance to truly be your wife, not the caretaker of your estate.”

He turned to fully face her, his features hard and callous. A shiver skittered along her spine as his gaze slowly, leisurely roamed over her. She quite imagined he was envisioning her without her clothing. Perhaps she deserved his unkind regard, but she wouldn’t back down. For her sister’s sake, she would suffer whatever punishment he deemed necessary in order to get beyond this insufferable state of their marriage. To a point. She’d not let him force himself on—

“So you’re now willing to welcome me into your bed?” he asked, mockingly.

She should have come during the day, when such a possibility wouldn’t be an option because she knew bedding took place only at night, but she’d thought it would be easier to face him within the shadows. Her mouth was suddenly dry, and she could find no way to dampen it, so her voice was scratchy when she said, “I’m willing to be your wife in more than name.”

He studied her a moment longer before demanding silkily, “Unbutton your bodice.”

Her hand flew to her throat, her fingers skimming over the buttoned collar of her serge traveling dress. She glanced hastily around. “Here?”

“We’re alone. Well, except for the dog, but Cooper is not one to interfere or gossip. If you truly know of my reputation as you claim, then you know I don’t limit my bedding to bedchambers.” He jerked his chin toward her. “The buttons, Claire.”

At that moment, she despised him almost as much as she had when he’d exiled her to his ancestral estate. “I hate you!” she’d yelled, as he’d departed the manor after informing her that she would stay in residence there while he returned to London. His dark laughter had echoed along the hallways and followed him into the stormy night.

Now, she wanted to turn on her heel and march from the room. She wanted to tell him to rot in hell. Instead, she tilted her head defiantly, met his cold stare with one of her own, commanded her fingers not to tremble, and forced them to loosen one blasted pearl button after another. Strange how she’d not noticed the chill in the air until the material parted. It seemed to take hours before her fingers finally reached the last button at her waist.

She thought so much distance separated them, but he reached her in five long strides, bringing with him the scent of lilac. He’d come here not from his club but from another woman’s bed. Tears once again burned the back of her eyes, but she blinked them away. She’d not let him see how much he could devastate her without even trying. For the first time, she thought she might finally know what he’d experienced on that long-ago night. It shamed her that she’d been so young and self-centered not to have realized it immediately.

He did deserve his revenge, however he meant to exact it. She would do anything to put the past behind them.

His gaze still on hers, he placed one finger on the hollow at her throat. A challenge. A dare. So be it. She’d not retreat. He would see she was not the ninny she’d once been. She’d had three years of managing his household at the estate. It thrived beneath her watchful eye, and he’d never even had the decency to thank her—the ingrate.

He dipped his gaze and trailed his finger down, his hand slipping beneath the cloth, further parting it to expose the swell of one breast above her chemise. She barely breathed as his other fingers joined the first to skim over the exposed flesh. She was only grateful that he’d lowered his gaze, so he couldn’t see the anticipation mixed with fear that was no doubt clouding hers. How could he stir these unwanted sensations with something as simple as a touch?

His fingers moved slowly up, then back down, across one way, then the other.

“Tell me, Claire, is all of you as enticing?”

Her gaze clashed with his, and to her mortification, the heat of passion consumed her. Had she ever seen so much fire in eyes so dark? Yet, beneath it all, she could see the mockery. He wanted her to desire him, so he could punish her all the more. She was certain of it. She’d created this villain—with a moment’s weakness, with a gossamer dream of a life far different from what had been unfolding before her. She’d wanted to change her path and had been stumbling along it ever since.

She deigned to ignore his smoothly delivered taunt, certain he would have his answer in short order. Her heart beat erratically, her breathing refused to settle into anything resembling normalcy. She’d heard he was skilled at seduction, a master at eliciting pleasure. Strange how her knees suddenly wobbled. It was the lack of air. She thought she might swoon.

“You said you were in London because of a promise. What promise?” He sounded as though he were on the verge of strangling.

What promise indeed? Why am I here? She shook her head slightly to clear it, to focus on his question. “My … my sister. Beth. Father has arranged for her to marry Lord Hester, despicable man, so much older than she. With Father’s blessing, she has one Season to find another prospect. I know what it is to marry a man you barely—”

“Are you saying he forced you to marry me?”

“I’m saying I had no choice. How could you think otherwise when you were fully aware of the contract, when you never courted me or asked for my hand?”

His fingers jerked over her skin, his eyes probing hers as though he sought evidence of deception. “So you will be a wife to me in order to save her? You could accomplish your goal by staying elsewhere in London.”

She considered telling him everything, but she didn’t think it would sit well. The ladies were not happy that her husband ran wild through the boudoirs, that he gave their own husbands the notion that a man owed no fidelity to his wife. In order to receive invitations to the balls, in order to help her sister be accepted into Society, she had to bring her own husband to heel. But instead, she said, “You have influence. I must take my place beside you in order to properly introduce her into Society.”

“Which you no doubt see as a noble sacrifice.”

Her patience snapped. “For God’s sake, Westcliffe, I’ve asked for forgiveness, which you withhold, and I’ve told you that I wish to be your wife in all matters. Why must you make this so blasted difficult?”

“Because I no longer want you for my wife.”

Her heart slammed against her ribs, her stomach dropped to the floor as he stepped away. She’d never even considered that he’d refuse her. That he’d make it difficult, that he’d make her pay for her youthful indiscretion—yes. But to not want her at all? He needed an heir. He needed a wife. He had a wife.

“It’s late. I’ll have Willoughby prepare a guest room for you,” he said, his voice flat, back in control. “We’ll discuss this situation in the morning.”

He began striding across the room.

“Where the devil are you going?” she called out after him.

But he didn’t answer, didn’t even glance back as he made his exit from the room. Sinking to the floor, she allowed the tears of humiliation to flow at last. How was it that her life had become such a frightful mess?


Chapter 3

Damnation! As his carriage clattered through the streets, Westcliffe could still feel the heat of her alabaster flesh against the tip of his finger. What had he been thinking to dare her so? She was still remarkably naïve not to realize the full extent of her betrayal and the lengths he’d go to in order to make her suffer.

He’d anticipated marriage to her as he’d anticipated nothing else in his life before or after. He’d known that at long last he’d acquire the funds that would set him free of Ainsley. But it had been more than that. In spite of how it might have all appeared, her damnable dowry was only a small part of the reason he’d honored a preposterous contract, the terms of which his solicitor could have no doubt relieved him with very little effort.

From the moment his mother had married the Duke of Ainsley, Lyons Place—Westcliffe’s ancestral home—had been relegated to a lost manor, of no consequence. Its upkeep cost more than the income it provided, so it was left to languish, while the family took up residence at the magnificent Grantwood Manor. It was there that he’d first caught sight of the girl who would one day become his wife.

He couldn’t deny the pleasure he’d felt when he’d initially glimpsed her smile. His own mouth had twitched when he’d first heard her laugh. While she’d played with the others, he’d watched from afar, and he’d known, known, in his heart and soul that she could help him bring Lyons Place back to what it was meant to be. It could become again a place where a family would gather. It would no longer be shunned and forgotten.

He would no longer be shunned or forgotten. There were times when he felt like an outsider in his own family. Perhaps because he’d always fought to keep his distance, not to readily accept another man as his father, regardless of the other man’s goodness. The eighth Duke of Ainsley could not replace what Westcliffe had lost.

He’d been convinced Claire could somehow fill the void. He’d taken such damned care in preparing himself for his wedding night, bathing again, shaving again, donning fresh trousers and a silk dressing gown. He’d planned to be gentle with her, to take such care. He’d had no intentions of rushing her.

Then he’d walked into the bedchamber and seen his brother in his place, and once again he’d been struck with the realization of being worthy of nothing—not even his own wife would remain loyal to him.

He became acutely aware of his hands aching. They were fisted so tightly—as to almost push bone through skin. He unfolded them as his carriage came to a halt. He belonged to several clubs, but Dodger’s Drawing Room was his favorite haunt. Its owner, Jack Dodger, had risen from the streets to become a powerful man. He understood a gentleman’s needs—although he had recently dispensed with his girls. Marriage no doubt was taming him.

But no matter. There were brothels aplenty if a man was in need of a warm body. At the moment, Westcliffe simply needed to be away from his residence. He strode through the gambling room and went into the recently renovated tobacco room, where men enjoyed a cigar or pipe along with their liquor. He took a chair in a corner sitting area.

At Dodger’s, customer preferences were memorized by liveried youths whom the owner had pulled from the streets and given employment. No one was left to wait for more than three minutes. Westcliffe didn’t even look up when his favorite brand of whiskey and a cigar were quietly set on the table beside him.

He did look up when a gentleman sat in the chair next to his. He glared, but his brother paid him no heed.

“Thought I’d see you here tonight,” Ainsley said. “So how did you find Claire?”

Westcliffe arched a brow at him, and his brother merely shrugged. “She came to my residence earlier, thinking that you still lived there. She was quite surprised to discover that you had purchased a residence of your own. Do you not communicate with your wife?”

“No.” Westcliffe reached for his glass, relished the slow burn as he swallowed the caramel-shaded smoky-flavored brew. He set the glass down, right side up, a signal that it was to be refilled. Promptly, it was.

Ainsley grabbed his own drink and leaned forward. “Why is she here?”

He’d always wanted to dislike Ainsley—simply on principle. He’d been born with everything: wealth, a powerful title, his mother’s love, and his father’s adoration. But he couldn’t help but admire him because he’d always been such an affable fellow, willing to help when needed, never keeping accounts on what was owed. Sometimes it irked knowing that his youngest brother was the best of them. “Apparently her sister has one Season in which to find a suitor, or their father will force her to marry Hester.”

“What has the man got against his own daughter?”

Westcliffe gave his brother a wry grin. “If you’re so appalled by the notion, why don’t you offer for her?”

“Good God, no! I’ve only just reached my majority, taken my seat in the House of Lords. That’s ample accomplishment for one year. I do not need to add taking a wife to my list of achievements.”

Westcliffe hardly blamed him. He’d have not married so young if he’d not been desperate for funds. But no matter when he’d married, he’d have honored the right to marry Claire that his father had reserved for him.

Ainsley sipped his brandy, tapped his snifter. “I thought Claire looked well. Hale and hearty actually. I’d say she spent a good deal of time roaming over your estate.”

“I didn’t notice.” The lie rolled easily off his tongue. He’d noticed every detail about her. Her upswept blond hair. The gentle slope of her throat. The fire in her sunset blue eyes when he’d ordered her to unbutton her bodice. She’d wanted to tell him to go to the devil. Three years ago, she’d run from him. Tonight, she’d stood up to him. What had happened to strengthen that backbone?

But he’d noticed more. So much more. The heat of her skin against his finger. The quiver of her muscles as his touch lingered. Her rose scent wafting enticingly around her.

He’d spoken true. He no longer wanted her as his wife, but that didn’t mean he didn’t want her beneath him. Traitorous wench. How could he desire her? Because she was a woman, and he was a man. It was as simple as that. It had nothing to do with the blue of her eyes or the fine figure she presented. Or the defiance. Women desired him, granted his every wish in an effort to please and tame him. But in the end, they bored him with solicitousness. Claire infuriated him.

He reached for his glass, having lost track of how many he’d emptied while he and Ainsley sat there. The liquor swirled through him, as did the memories, the past and the present nudging up against each other. Only now, having seen her tonight, looking back did he realize how very young she had been on the day they’d married.

More sixteen than seventeen. Why had he and her father thought that a single day, the celebration of her birth, would change her from a girl into a woman? She’d been thinner then, but now she possessed more womanly curves. Then she’d not been so far removed from the swing.

“I know the situation with your wife is none of my business—” Ainsley began.

“No, it’s not.”

Ainsley sighed. “Is that why you avoid me? Because you don’t want to know my opinion on the matter?”

“Our paths seldom cross because I have matters that require my attention.”

“Based upon the rumors, most of those matters involve women.”

Westcliffe clenched his jaw. “Are you judging me?”

Ainsley shook his head. “No. Can’t say I wouldn’t do the same under similar circumstances. Only I’d be more discreet.”

“Not if you care nothing for the woman.”

“She’s still your wife. That should garner her at least some consideration.”

He had no plans to get into a debate regarding his indiscretions. Claire was the one who’d initially set the terms of their marriage. He’d accepted that it was unlikely he’d ever hold her love, but he’d been convinced he’d have her loyalty. And then he’d walked into her bedchamber and realized even that would be denied him.

He remembered so clearly the words he’d spoken when he’d delivered her to Lyons Place. “You’ve made it abundantly clear that you hold no affection for me. So be it. Ours shall be a marriage in name only until I decide otherwise. You shall reside here and I in Town. Until you give me an heir, I expect you to keep your knees tightly clamped together. Find yourself with a child that is not of my loins, and I shall destroy your reputation, and while the law may force me to accept it as mine, rest assured that society will not.”

He’d been walking toward the door when she’d yelled, “I hate you!”

And he’d forced himself to laugh so she wouldn’t know that at that moment he’d hated himself as well. He’d never wanted to be cruel, but she’d forced him to turn his back on her. His fury had known no bounds, and his pride had demanded that on this matter he would take no crumbs.

Over the years, he’d had his servants send reports. He knew about her infrequent visitors—an occasional lady, her cousin, her sister. No gentlemen. She spent a considerable amount of time alone, except for servants. Little wonder she was so devoted to the estate. What else did she have to do with her time?

“Do you remember when her family would come to the estate?” Ainsley asked, falling into his habit of arbitrarily shifting conversations around. Westcliffe, however, knew there was usually a method to his brother’s methods. “She was always such fun.”

“And yet you always hid from her.”

“It was part of the game.”

Westcliffe remembered once—she couldn’t have been more than seven, while he was fifteen. He’d been sitting in a chair in the library reading when she’d barged into it, searching for his brothers. He’d given her a harsh glare, and she’d promptly retreated.

“I knew you could make her leave!” Ainsley—all of eight—had gloated as he scampered out from beneath the desk where he’d been hiding.

Westcliffe hadn’t been quite as happy with the results as Ainsley. He was afraid he’d frightened her. He’d been torn. He knew someday he was to marry her, but he also knew he had to look out for his brother.

“What are you reading?” Ainsley had asked.

“The Last of the Mohicans. It’s about life in America.”

“Isn’t it the same there?”

“No.”

“Are you going to travel there?”

“I can’t. I have responsibilities here.”

Responsibilities that had always weighed on him, duties that would be easier to bear with the dowry that came with marriage to Claire. He’d never questioned it, never doubted it, never wondered if she did.

“I always liked her,” Ainsley said now. When Westcliffe glared at him, he shrugged. “Not as much as Stephen did, of course. They were inseparable until he discovered what was hidden beneath skirts and found interests elsewhere.”

He didn’t need the reminders.

“So what are you going to do about this situation with Claire?” Ainsley asked.

Westcliffe answered with brutal honesty. “Haven’t a bloody clue.”

Claire wandered through the residence. She’d not taken the time before Westcliffe’s arrival, because she hadn’t wanted to be caught snooping, so she’d waited for him in the library. But now, alone again, she wanted to get some sense of her husband. He had an eye for finely crafted furniture, but everything appeared haphazardly arranged. In the parlor, she moved a large lamp from a small table to a sturdier one. Then placed a miniature statuette on the first table. Such a small adjustment, but it balanced the room a bit. Why did she care anyway? She wasn’t going to be staying. He’d made that perfectly clear. She should leave tonight, but where the deuce would she go? Her father didn’t have a residence in London. He abhorred the city. Claire would have to give serious thought to her next plan. But not tonight. She was so weary, yet she was fairly certain she’d not be able to sleep.

Hence the aimless wandering. What struck her the most about the residence was that there were no family portraits. She supposed they were all at the estate. The occasional painting here depicted a dog. The most poignant one showed a dog curled up beside a casket. She didn’t know why she was so troubled by it, why her husband enjoyed such gloomy images. This residence possessed a loneliness that seemed to settle over everything. She pushed a small sofa nearer the fireplace, to create a sitting area that was a little cozier, then wondered why she bothered. It was her nature she supposed. She’d done the same with the manor. She wanted each room to welcome and embrace its occupants.

She went to move a chair and stopped herself. “Leave it,” she muttered. “Once you truly begin, you’ll be here all night, and you have no idea when Westcliffe will return.”

Or if he even would. She’d handled everything so poorly. It was time to consider another plan. But there were so few options. She’d considered them all when Beth had first approached her about providing her with a Season. Their mother had died, no other woman would tolerate their father’s ill temper.

Claire had suggested their cousin Chastity, who had married in December.

“She’s with child and won’t be in London,” Beth had informed her.

“You might ask Westcliffe’s mother, the Duchess of Ainsley.”

“She’s scandalous. Word is that she’s taken up with an artist. She won’t have time for me.”

Who remained? Certainly not the aunt who had raised them. Seeing no other choice, Claire had consented to giving her sister a Season.

Beth had hugged her tightly. “Oh, thank you, thank you. You have saved me from a fate worse than death.”

But now Claire couldn’t help but wonder at what cost to herself.

She was embarking on this endeavor with as much trepidation as she had her marriage.

The ceremony had taken place at Ainsley’s country estate. In the small chapel just down the road from the manor. A gathering of Great Britain’s most illustrious families had been in attendance.

The exchanging of their vows and all that followed had been a haze until Westcliffe escorted her from the small church and settled her into the white open carriage to journey back to the residence for a celebratory breakfast. The fog had lifted and reality had set in when he’d muttered, “Damned glad that’s done with.”

Her heart had sunk clear through the floor of the carriage, to be left behind on the road, trampled by horses and carriage wheels. Her husband desired this arrangement no more than she did.

What an unfortunate state of affairs, she thought hours later, as she walked through the elaborate gardens, having finally escaped the festivities that had continued throughout the day. While traditionally, the groom and bride would have left by then on their wedding trip, she and her husband were staying the night at Grantwood Manor because it was far nicer than his ancestral estate. At least for now
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