
  
    [image: The Northumberland Nine Series]
  


  
    
      THE NORTHUMBERLAND NINE SERIES

      BOOKS 1-3

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        DAYNA QUINCE

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Red Rose Press]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        
          One Wild Dawn

        

        
          
            Preface

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

        

      

      
        
          Two Wicked Nights

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          Three Times The Rake

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          Four Times The Temptation

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

        

      

      
        
          The Five Second Rule For Kissing

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

        

      

      
        
          The Secrets Of The Sixth Night

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

      
        
          Seven Lovely Sins

        

        
          
            Prologue

          

          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Chapter 29

          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          
            Acknowledgments

          

        

      

      
        
          Eight Rules For Engagement

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

      
        
          The Nine Lives Of Lord Knightly

        

        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Chapter 3

          

          
            Chapter 4

          

          
            Chapter 5

          

          
            Chapter 6

          

          
            Chapter 7

          

          
            Chapter 8

          

          
            Chapter 9

          

          
            Chapter 10

          

          
            Chapter 11

          

          
            Chapter 12

          

          
            Chapter 13

          

          
            Chapter 14

          

          
            Chapter 15

          

          
            Chapter 16

          

          
            Chapter 17

          

          
            Chapter 18

          

          
            Chapter 19

          

          
            Chapter 20

          

          
            Chapter 21

          

          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Chapter 23

          

          
            Chapter 24

          

          
            Chapter 25

          

          
            Chapter 26

          

          
            Chapter 27

          

          
            Chapter 28

          

          
            Epilogue

          

          
            Thank You

          

        

      

    

    
      
        Also by Dayna Quince

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2023 by Dayna Quince

      All rights reserved.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      *~~Anyone who pirates this book is hereby cursed with painful paper cuts for all eternity. ~~*

      It is stealing not only from the author, but editors, cover designers, formatters, and the many other individuals who help to bring books to your hands. An author spends hundreds to thousands of dollars to produce an ebook that is sold for 0.99-4.99 on average. There is no excuse for piracy. Get a library card or enjoy the millions of free books available through legitimate ebook retailers.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ONE WILD DAWN

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Northumberland Nine series is a late Regency period Historical Romance series featuring nine sisters  and nine aristocratic gentlemen at a house party where there is hope at least one sister will form a match to save the family from poverty. The Northumberland Nine were first introduced in book nine of my Desperate and Dare Series, An Undesirable Duke. In this new series we return to Selbourne Castle  and each book will feature one sister and begin at the start of the house party.

      This large series features popular romance tropes such as: second chances, a secret baby, friends to lovers, enemies to lovers, secret romance, a secret marriage, strong heroines, and noble rogues that will leave you ready to fall in love.

      Happy reading!

      Dayna

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MAY 12, 1825 
      SELBOURNE CASTLE

      Lord Roderick Andrews spotted his prey across the grand hall of his castle home. Her dark hair shined in the candlelight, beckoning him, but he remained where he stood, sipping his brandy and watching. He cursed the rivulets of guests that blocked his view of her until she appeared once more. She moved through the crowd, as graceful as a swan gliding across water, smiling and nodding at guests, but never looking his way. A swell of bodies swallowed her again, and Roderick buried the urge to snarl.

      He hadn’t seen the hall this lit with candles, or this crowded with people since…ever. But his brother, the infamous Undesirable Duke of Selbourne, had recently returned to England and everyone wanted a glimpse of the mad, scarred duke. In reality his brother, Weirick, was quite sane but also determined to see Roderick wed as soon as possible. But none of the women invited to this ball compared to the one he truly wanted, the one woman who scorned the very air he breathed. His lungs hitched as she appeared again, closer than she’d been all evening. She did not even know she held his complete attention. Could she not feel the power of his gaze?

      Was she that immune to him?

      Annette Marsden stood tall and elegant, black hair coiled on her head with loose curls framing her face, speaking with her usual polite sereneness to Mrs. Dalrymple. She wore an outdated, white muslin gown, accessorized with a youthful pink satin ribbon under the bust that led one to believe Miss Marsden was the epitome of innocence. But Roderick knew, with one glance into her dark brown eyes flecked with honey and gold, there was so much more. Not that she wasn’t innocent, she most certainly was. Innocent was a word prescribed to the naïve and

      

      young, and Annette was one of those few people born with all the knowledge they would ever need, somehow older and wiser than everyone around them.

      Except for one minor defect in her knowledge. She had decided some time ago that he was not worth her time, and tonight, Roderick was going to correct that misinformation.

      But first, he would need to approach her, without garnering one of her freezing stares, and beg for a spot on her dance card. And beg he intended to do, for he could not settle for just any dance. No. It must be a waltz. Only a waltz would do for this momentous occasion of which Roderick would begin his campaign to change Miss Marsden’s mind about him. Changing a woman’s mind was no easy feat. One had to thread carefully, not insist or order, and show her the benefits of changing her own mind, the way a gardener carefully tends a delicate flower, feeding, watering, and keeping the weeds at bay until said flower saw fit to open her petals.

      Not the most advanced prose he’d ever strung together, but he’d forgive himself because he only needed to admit that talking to Annette Marsden, let alone dancing with her, made him nervous, and Roderick had thought he’d become immune to such nonsense long ago.

      He drew closer as the conversation between Anne and Mrs. Dalrymple concluded. Annette pivoted away with a gracious smile aimed at those around her and quietly slipped through a side door.

      Roderick just barely caught himself from bolting after her. Instead he frowned down at his cuff, as if it dared to insult him with a stain, and marched through that same door. Not very discreet, but Roderick had discovered during his years as a careless rake about town, that the more ordinary something looked, the less a person paid attention to it. And besides, no one—his mind vehemently repeated, no one—would ever suspect that he and Anne Marsden were up to something together. Her dislike of him was known far and wide.

      Which meant it was the perfect cover for this little endeavor.

      Roderick closed the door, his eyes adjusting to the darkness on the other side. This door led not to the kitchens or withdrawing room, but to rooms guests would not need to venture, affording him many opportunities. But why did she enter here?

      A creak in the floorboards up ahead alerted him to her presence, or perhaps the presence of someone else in the corridor. Either way, he would soon find out.

      He trod silently to the end of the corridor. In the weak light of a moonbeam breaking through a bank of rain clouds, there she stood, bathed in soft light, using it to ill effects to scribble on the papers of her dance card.

      He stood mesmerized, scarcely breathing as he pored over her features, the radiant glow of her skin, the black shine of her eyes that he suspected, if he looked into now, her face tilted up to his in the light, he’d see stars there. A vast space of black with points of light that he could fall into without fear. Her lips would part, the petal soft skin deeper in shade than its usual mauve perfection. But damn it, what would she taste like? In his fevered imaginings, he could never decide.

      “Eep!” She visibly jumped and clutched her hands to her chest.

      Roderick blinked, his musings vanished from his mind as she glared at him, catching him spying on her like the lecherous rogue he was.

      “What the—, Roderick! What are you doing here?”

      “Devil, I suppose you meant, but would never degrade yourself to say,” he said and smiled slyly. He moved closer so that more of the moonlight fell on him. “I live here. I can go anywhere I please without question. But why are you here, Anne?” He looked around the dim hall. “Meeting someone?” he teased. He’d yank his eyelids off if it were true.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I needed a space to think, and every other public spot available is brimming with people.”

      “Ah, yes. Your demise is other people, hordes of them.”

      She pressed her lips together, no doubt curbing some urge to insult him. Restraint is what lent Anne her peculiar air of seriousness.

      “Whatever the case may be, the truth is I followed you here, so that I may ask to be your partner for the waltz.”

      For a delicious moment, Roderick enjoyed the blanket of shock that covered her features.

      Then she blinked it away. “I beg your pardon?”

      “The waltz. There is only one, and I want to dance it with you.”

      She blinked again. “Good God, why?”

      He chuckled, inching closer. She was still safely out of arm’s reach, but he’d never had the privilege of standing so close to her, utterly alone, and the space between them was rife with possibilities. He was the only one of them aware of the possibilities, but all the same, it awed him to be so close to her. The only recipient of her attention, even if it carried a fair bit of scorn. He was that—he tried to find the right word—lost for her. Yes, lost. That was how he felt. Unmoored, drifting in foreign currents.

      He thought of his poem again.

      She’s quiet as a starless night, as still as waters deep. What lurks therein, secrets? The bones of ships long sailed, sailors entombed…

      Ah, a bit macabre he decided, but still worth finishing, for that was precisely what she made him feel. Lost, destroyed by a force as mysterious and all-consuming as the sea. That was how Anne Marsden made him feel.

      Damn it all.

      He was speechless, and she was gawking at him as if he’d grown a second head.

      He cleared his throat.

      “You…want to dance with me?” she said, with more than a little disbelief.

      “I will be required to dance every set, according to my mother, but tonight I want to waltz with you. We’ve known each other all our lives. It’s time, Anne.” Christ, what did he mean? Time for what?

      An unreadable emotion rippled over her face. “But what of Miss Everly. Everyone thinks you will pick her for a wife.”

      He swallowed, wanting to tug on his cravat that bit into his neck. He stepped closer.

      “Can you keep a secret?”

      She cocked her head to the side and gave him a slow blink to warn him of his stupidity and her impending lack of patience for it.

      “Of course, you can”—he stepped closer—“you see…” Lud, but she was within arm’s reach now. He couldn’t remember a time when he’d been this close to her, near enough to smell her perfume, to count the freckles on her cheeks.

      She folded her arms. She was not amused in the slightest.

      “Miss Everly is in love with my brother, and my brother is in love with her. My courtship of her is only a ruse to incite my brother to stop being an idiot.”

      She snorted, an entirely unlike-Anne sound. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I am extremely serious.”

      “You are never serious.”

      He scoffed. “I am about this. He means to leave England again—for good this time—and I can’t see my mother suffer like that again.”

      Her features softened. “That I believe.”

      “Good. But don’t tell a soul what I have told you. If Weirick knew we conspired to make him fall in love, he’d revolt.”

      “He’d tear your arms off,” she said with a smirk, as if she’d enjoy the spectacle.

      “Yes, I can tell you’d enjoy that, but in the meantime, I’d like to use my arms to waltz with you.”

      He’d caught her off guard. Good, she was forever en garde with him. He needed to convince her to let her walls down just a bit, at the very least.

      “Very well,” she said.

      He raised a brow but kept his triumphant hoot bottled inside. “Very well?”

      “I will give you my waltz.”

      He wasn’t about to question good fortune and ask why she had agreed. He nodded and presented his arm. “Unless you have more meetings to tend to in this hall?”

      She tentatively took his arm. “Not at the moment.”

      The touch of her gloved fingers sent trails of shock up his arm. He escorted her back to the hall where the music was beginning. He scribbled his name in her dance card and then retreated to his brother’s study for a bracing shot of whiskey.

      He was going to dance with Annette Marsden.

      At last.
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      Anne stood frozen, dazed by the brightness of the King’s Hall lit by hundreds of candles, illuminating every nook and cranny of the intricately carved ceiling. She blinked up at it, the noise around her blurring to one indecipherable sound.

      To be frank, she was stunned. Roderick had spoken directly to her, something they hadn’t done since—she thought back—nigh on eight years? She chewed her lip as she tried to remember.

      It was the summer she turned sixteen, when things were truly terrible for her family and their tenants after the famine of 1816. She was alone on the bluff, watching the sunlight shimmer on the water and enjoying a moment of quiet away from the noise of her family, when he’d come upon her and sat beside her. Anne remembered the tension that had filled her body. She’d seen very little of him since he’d gone away to school years before, but he still came back every summer. He was less a boy and more a man, and at sixteen, she’d begun to notice the difference, and the changes in her own body. His masculine and yet beautiful face had stunned her into silence, the breadth of his shoulders so wide she could imagine him carrying logs with ease. But he was still lanky and lean, not as he was now, his bodied thickened by muscles and maturity.

      She didn’t speak, but he placed a bundle of wildflowers down between them. She eyed it warily, expecting a huge spider to crawl out of it. A trick he’d attempted many times before.

      He chuckled. “It won’t bite.”

      She raised a brow, though breathless as she studied his profile. “If I touch them will my skin erupt in some terrible rash?”

      He picked up the flowers and brushed them against his cheek, then he presented them to her. “See? They’re for you. Happy birthday, Anne. I’m sorry I’m four days late.”

      Her heart sweetly exploded in her chest as his gaze held hers. “For—for me?” She took the flowers.

      “I know it’s been hard for your family since last year. It’s not much of a gift.”

      “Their lovely. Thank you.” She took the flowers, their fingers brushing. Her insides melted into warm honey.

      “I know I haven’t always behaved gentlemanly in your company, tossing insects at you and stealing your hair ribbons, but I’ve come to realize that—”

      “Roderick!” The duke bellowed. They’d both frozen in place, as if they’d been caught in some scandalous act.

      “Come away, Roderick.” The duke’s blunt-edged voice carried over the taught silence between them. Anne twisted to see the duke atop his horse some yards behind them on the road.

      Roderick slowly stood, as if the duke wasn’t there at all, and he was simply bored of watching the ocean waves. He lent a hand to Anne. Anne looked up at him, afraid, and more than a little confused by his actions. Who was this lad and where had he been all this time?

      “I won’t bite”—he grinned—“unless you want me to.”

      A flurry of heat filled her, but before she could respond the duke galloped toward them, and reared his horse far closer than any sane man ought to. Anne bolted to her feet, dropping the posy of flowers, her heart pounding against her ribs.

      “Are you mad!” Roderick bellowed at his father. “You could have killed us both.”

      “If I see you so much as look at that girl, I will. I can spawn another son but I won’t have my blood shamed and diluted by poor gentry. Return to the castle now. You will return to school at once.”

      Anne stood still, afraid of what wrath the duke would turn on her next, but he didn’t even bother to glance at her as he wheeled his horse away and rode off. To the duke, she was only that girl. Never mind they’d been neighbors her whole life. She was poor, and in his eyes, that meant she was nothing to him.

      Roderick glared hotly after his father, but then his gaze moved to her, his cheeks flushed with anger. “I’m sorry. Don’t take anything he says to heart. My brother, my mother, and I think very highly of you and your family. You’re…good, Anne. Better than I could ever hope to be. I must go. Happy birthday,” he said.

      Anne nodded, unable to speak. The flowers had been trampled under the hooves of the duke’s horse. He’d known her birthday? She questioned everything she thought she knew of him, and something warm and pleasant spread throughout her. What had he been about to say? Would she ever know? She watched him walk back toward the castle, the duke shouting orders at him and Roderick ignoring him.

      It was the first kindness he’d ever showed her and the last she ever saw. He seemed to forget that day and returned to his usual arrogant self, but Anne could never forget the way he’d made her feel.

      Alive, hot, and weightless, like she was falling.

      Her foolish young heart could have declared itself won by him in that single moment had the duke not interrupted and reminded her of her place. She’d always wondered what would have happened between them if the duke hadn’t interrupted them. What he would have said, and if—if he might have kissed her. But it was all wishful thinking.

      Their interactions were scant after that day. He grew older, wilder, and he remained mostly in London after finishing university, but her curiosity only intensified. Rumors spread all the way to Northumberland of his antics, the drinking, the carousing. She only saw him in passing, receiving cool nods of recognition. Never again did he look at her as sweetly as he had when he’d tried to give her those flowers. She’d even thought maybe that moment had been a fever dream, born out of her fantasies. So instead she tucked the memory away and chided herself for even thinking he was anything more than what he was.

      A spoiled lord.

      But the moment, the memory still lingered in her mind, burrowing deep and taking root, making her dream of things that could never be.

      And now he wanted to waltz with her. He was a puzzle she couldn’t quite fit together. It didn’t help that his pieces were wit-scattering beautiful, his masculine air nearly overwhelming with his thick light brown hair and stormy sea green eyes. Very much the fallen angel, he was. And he knew it. And he used it. Much like Lucifer, he delighted in being shocking and stirring trouble if it amused him. And that was the very core of Anne’s deep dislike. Though his life was never perfect—she knew never to accuse him of that—he’d still been given everything he could ever need or want, and he dared to not appreciate it.

      Anne, one of nine daughters to an impoverished landed gentleman and extremely fertile mother, simply had no patience or forbearance for his ilk.

      But he still had the ability to stun her with his physical magnificence and it galled her.

      She took a deep breath and refocused her attention on the swirl of activity around her. She fisted her hands, praying her damp palms wouldn’t sweat through her white gloves, and lifted her chin. She felt as out of place as a fish among birds, pretending for the sake of her family that she belonged here, even though her nails were chipped, and her palms sported callouses from the labor of keeping their house presentable without enough staff.

      She did not resemble the elegant women here in the slightest, but for the sake of her mothers and sisters, she must be here. For here were eligible gentlemen, who might—if Anne believed in miracles—want a wife, poor or not.

      Poor is what Anne and her sisters were. And desperate.

      Their small plot of land did not yield enough income to feed nine daughters, clothe them, present them, and pay a full staff. Village assemblies and the rare occasions in which the duchess entertained at the castle were the only opportunities Anne and her sisters had to meet potential suitors. Their only other source of money came from their witless father, who upon seeing the growing number of his offspring, sought not to abstain from his wife but to be away constantly searching for willing husbands, only to return periodically and foist another pregnancy on his wife. Thankfully, after Willa’s birth, their mother had become barren. A mercy if Anne had ever seen one. But there were still nine growing young women to care for. If none of them found a husband before their father died, they would be at the mercy of their cousin Irving, a solemn sort who, thankfully, none of them would be forced to marry because he already had a wife.

      But that was little comfort when it was very possible they would be ejected from the only home she and her sisters had ever known.

      Anne wandered toward the dance floor, not having a partner for the first set. That suited her. She was still reeling from her introduction to Miss Violet Everly, Roderick’s supposed candidate for a wife. But after what he’d told her of a hidden romance between Violet and his brother, Weirick, Anne was inclined to review her opinion of the vivacious woman with striking beauty and honey gold hair that shone like a newly minted gold coin. She could admit she had not been very welcoming to Violet.

      Anne hated to acknowledge there might have been a bit of envy involved in her poor treatment of Violet. Her sister, Bernie, who’d quickly befriended Violet during this house party, said Violet had already turned down four proposals. She was the sister-in-law to a duke and could marry whomever she wished whenever she wished. She had fine gowns and simple but tasteful—and most likely real—jewelry, whereas Anne had none.

      Anne searched for her sisters, knowing she would only continue to stand here and compare herself to the other women present if she didn’t find some distraction.

      Her breath caught as she spied Roderick there on the dance floor, clapping in time with the other dancers, partnered with Violet. Her sister Bernie and their other neighbor Lord Chester completed the foursome as they matched hands and circled around each other. Anne turned away, retreating to the drawing room. There she found the duchess again, but she didn’t want to cower near the woman’s skirts, so she pivoted toward the refreshment table.

      A flute of champagne in hand, she watched as the guests who were not dancing ambled the room and admired the famed and awe-inspiring King’s Hall. A relic of the dark ages, lovingly cared for to still appear new, with gleaming suits of armor lining the walls below the massive windows.

      “So nice to see you again, Anne.”

      Anne turned with surprise toward the voice. “Weirick—I mean, Your Grace.” She belatedly remembered to curtsy.

      She hadn’t seen or spoken to him in years, not since his tragic accident five years ago. He was…startling, and yet more himself than the beautiful boy he used to be, with roguish long hair. He was scarred and carried an air of danger, but as he studied her now, she saw what she’d always seen in him. A slumbering beast woken by his tortured past. The scars that he now carried stretched from his back to the bottom of his head, forcing him to shave off his hair. His new appearance suited him, in Anne’s opinion, though he hid the scars whenever possible with a high collar and top hat pulled low.

      “Don’t bother with that nonsense. We’re old friends.”

      She didn’t know what to say to that. “Are you enjoying the evening?”

      His gaze swiftly moved over the dancers before it returned to hers. “No.”

      She raised a brow, remembering what Roderick had told her of his brother’s supposed love for Violet. Did it bother him that Violet and Roderick were dancing together as much as it did her?

      I’m not jealous. I’m annoyed.

      Yes, annoyance. Roderick was skilled in annoying her and had been since she was ten and he fourteen. And now at eight and twenty, he had it down to an art form, keeping her on edge whenever she was in his presence. On impulse, she decided that he could have very well lied about Weirick being in love with Violet simply because he could.

      For the same reason he’d delighted in finding ways to slip spiders in their pockets or frogs in their bonnets.

      Her teeth clenched.

      “He’s changed,” Weirick said at her side.

      “Has he? I haven’t noticed.”

      “Why haven’t you come to any of the other festivities during the house party? I know my mother invited all of you.”

      “All of us tend to be a bit much to withstand,” Anne murmured.

      He chuckled. “I suppose. Willa is how old now?”

      “Ten and seven.”

      “My god, nine women all in need of husbands.”

      “Which is why I didn’t attend the party. I’m on the shelf now, so it is up to my younger sisters to wear the mantle of desperation.”

      “Never say that Anne, you don’t look a day over eighteen.”

      She wanted to snort. She felt much older than her twenty-four years. Steady daily labor will do that to a body.

      “Then why come tonight?”

      “Your mother insisted. She promised my mother a ham if at least half of us came.”

      He chuckled again.

      Anne spared him a side-glance. Was it amusing? Yes, but also embarrassing that a ham hock could be used as bait to lure them out of their home.

      “It’s good to have you home, Weirick.”

      “It’s only temporary. Once I see Roderick settled in a good marriage I will leave again.”

      Why? Anne was tempted to ask but despite him declaring them old friends, there was a wall around him that Anne had no right to breach. She remembered Roderick’s words again, and how Violet might be the one to keep Weirick here in England. Perhaps he wasn’t lying after all. Perhaps Roderick had finally begun to care about something, and that something was the brother he’d lost once already.

      “’Tis a shame. You will be missed,” she stated.

      He nodded, his focus on the dancers once more. “If you will excuse me.”

      There was an edge to his voice. For a heartbeat, Anne thought he might intercept Violet and Roderick as they finished the dance set and left the floor, but he turned away and left the hall instead.

      Anne forced herself away from the edges of the party and went to Bernie’s side. Lord Chester smiled at her in greeting and introduced her to the other guests in her circle. But Anne barely paid attention because Violet joined them, but Roderick did not. He sidled away out of her field of vision, and she couldn’t help wonder where he might be going.

      Searching for his brother?

      She didn’t like this awareness of him that she couldn’t ignore, but for as long as she could remember she’d always been attuned to him, when he entered, when he left. Perhaps it was instinct. But whatever the cause, he plagued her night and day. Especially now, when it was becoming so clear that something about Roderick had changed, and she was dying to know what it was.
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      Roderick stumbled out of his brother’s study, having sufficiently avoided the remainder of the dancing as he’d steeled his nerves with whisky, in preparation for his waltz with Anne.

      He tugged his coat down, regretting that last glass since he was now a bit jug bitten. But inebriation was his preferred state, after all, and he was confident he could waltz just as well, if not better, than when he was sober. His gait steadied as he drew near the King’s Hall, but his breaths became shorter, anticipation coiling inside him like a spring. He entered the hall, the glare of the candles and sparkle of the jewels of the many women nearly as intoxicating and dizzying as the half bottle of whisky he’d drunk.

      He searched the throng of people, catching sight of one sable crowned head atop an elegant slender neck that sparked the hairs on the back of his neck and his arms to rise. He didn’t need to see her face to know it was she, even among her sisters who shared her fair skin and coloring. Marsden’s always bred true. But Anne had an air that set her apart from her sisters, a quiet stillness as if she were waiting for something to happen at any moment.

      She’s as quiet as a starless night, as still as waters deep…

      “What lurks therein?” he asked himself quietly.

      For he’d always wanted to know what lay under Anne’s calm exterior. He’d seen her bristle at him, like a cat whose tail had been stepped on. She’d glared at him more times than he could count. And she’d had a way of uttering his name so quietly, yet with such rank disdain his ears rang afterward.

      “Roderick.”

      He couldn’t help smiling as he weaved his way through the guests. He could hear her in his head, uttering his name in such a low growl, her eyes sparking with fire and wrath. It amused him. Yet he could not stop his mind from hearing it again in a different scenario. Not after he’d slipped a tadpole down the back of her dress, but one where she was held tightly against him, her knee hitched to his hip, head thrown back, eyes closed, face transformed by ecstasy. What would his name sound like then?

      Still low and throaty or light and breathy? Parts of him began to stiffen in agreement with his train of thought, so he switched his focus back to her disdain for him, and what the bloody hell he could do to erase it. She turned at his approach, her eyes widening, her lips parting as if she’d sucked in a small breath. It was without effort that Roderick catalogued all these things. He’d been doing it for years, testing her reaction to him, waiting for the time when she’d see him as more than a pestilence unleashed upon her and as the man he was now. Matured, though still quite the rake. It wasn’t a tadpole he wanted to slip under her dress. It was his hands and his lips.

      For the life of him, he could not get her out of his mind.

      Not until he proved he was better than he used to be.

      “Anne,” he said, his voice deeper and smokier than he intended. He cleared his throat. “I believe this is our dance.”

      She didn’t speak, but she did nod.

      Her hand trembled slightly when she placed it on his arm, and Roderick inwardly smiled. Led astray by a siren’s song, sweet death hath come upon me. What choice have I but to succumb? When her embrace is all that…damn. His mind blanked again. Binds me, finds me? No, it’s all rubbish. He bit back the urge to grimace. He carefully glanced down at her, but her focus was straight ahead as he led her to the dance floor. His body went rigid, and he had to force himself to breath as he placed his hand on her waist and faced her.

      She met his gaze, her pupils large, and he felt off balance staring into them, as if he might fall. The abyss would welcome him, warm and comforting, the deep black as soothing as plush velvet. The music began, and he stumbled into the first steps, catching her and forcing them into the proper step. Her gaze narrowed at him.

      “My apologies,” he muttered.

      “Perhaps it would be wise to restrain your consumption of spirits if you intend to dance, my lord.”

      He agreed he was properly foxed but not only on whiskey. She had drugged him with her beauty, her close proximity, the warmth under his hand that he acutely knew was her body heat, and the mesmerizing slide of her fabric against her skin. It all was too much to bear, and yet he couldn’t get enough. He wanted more.

      He drank in her expression even as she rolled her eyes with exasperation and looked away from him. Her skin was luminescent in the soft light of hundreds of candles, her cheeks flagged with a hint of a blush that spread from her face to the rounded valley of her breasts.

      “What is the matter with you?” she hissed.

      He swallowed and met her accusing stare. She’d caught him ogling her breasts, damn it. He could practically hear her teeth grinding.

      Bloody hell, he was doing a miserable job of impressing her.

      “My apologies again, Anne. I’m not myself tonight.” You are undoing me.

      “You’re drunk, how is that any different from any other night?”

      “I beg your pardon?” Damn if she isn’t right, though.

      “You deny it?”

      “I readily admit I have imbibed my share of whisky tonight, but it wouldn’t be any more than usual.”

      She rolled her eyes and scoffed. “You are terrible.”

      “How so?”

      “You’re a drunkard, Roderick. Don’t you see?”

      “I’m a rake. Drinking is a preferred pastime of a rake. As is—”

      “Spare me the lecture, please. I know what you are. I’ve known you all my life.”

      Her tone was scathing but something about her words brought comfort, like a familiar blanket softened by time and repeated washing.

      “Yes, you do know me, don’t you?”

      “I do, and I find you quite contemptible.”

      Suddenly that metaphorical blanket was made of itchy hair. “And I find you rather dull, Anne.”

      She squeezed his fingers. He clenched his teeth, but he was determined not to show her that she’d caused him pain. How had she come by such a firm grip?

      “Is this why you wanted to waltz with me? So you could insult me?” she asked.

      “You started it.”

      Her mouth popped open as if to refute him but then she snapped it shut. “Childish.”

      He tightened his hold on her hand and her waist, certain she might try to abandon him on the dance floor.

      “My apologies, again. The truth is… You make me nervous.”

      She leaned back in his hold, turning her head slightly and staring at him as if he were speaking in tongues.

      “I make you nervous?”

      “I want to make amends with you.” And sweep you off your feet. “I thought a good place to begin would be a waltz where you would be—”

      “Unable to run away without humiliating myself?”

      He snorted. “I’d like to think I was that intelligent, but the truth is, I’ve never known a woman who could refuse a waltz.”

      “We’re conditioned not to. It’s the height of rudeness to a refuse a dance without just reason.”

      “Patent dislike isn’t a just reason?” he quipped.

      Her lips twitched. It was a ghost of a smile, but Roderick relished it all the same.

      “No, I cannot openly dislike you, that would be an insult to your mother, who I admire and respect very much.”

      The truth stung, but he continued with his plan anyway. “What can I do to change your impression of me?”

      Her expression was almost pitying.

      “Please, Anne. Take pity on me. I’m trying to reform my ways.”

      Now her features displayed skepticism.

      “Very well, I’m not trying to reform but I am trying to make amends with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Why not?”

      “That isn’t a reason to change my impression of you. It’s been ingrained in me since the first time you slipped a tadpole in my tea—which was very cruel to both myself and the poor tadpole you murdered.”

      “It was already dead,” he clarified. He’d never intentionally injure an animal no matter how small.

      “What?”

      “The tadpole. I found it in a dried pond.”

      She shook her head, a marvel considering they were spinning about. He wondered if she felt dizzy at all.

      The music was coming to an end. He would need more time and undivided attention from her if he were to convince her to think differently of him. He slowed their pace, scanning their surroundings for opportunity.

      “Roderick.”

      She said his name low and quiet, secretive as if to confess something. The tone slithered along his nerves the way silk slides over skin, and immediately his blood warmed to an uncomfortable degree.

      The music came to a crescendo and finished. They swirled to a halt, and in the chaos of the mix of dancers parting, Roderick swiveled them to the side and steered her through a side door. The very one they’d used earlier.

      “What the devil!” She turned and hissed at him as he closed the door behind them.

      “I need to speak with you.”

      “You need to find your good sense. You can’t just abscond with me because you feel like it. I have a reputation to protect and eight—I repeat eight sisters who also have valuable reputations to uphold. You’ve already proven that you have not changed. You think of no one but yourself.”

      Stunned, he stepped away from her. Her words stung like a slap or a chill glass of water tossed in his face. She was right of course. He cursed himself and said nothing. She glared at him and then slipped back into the ballroom without another word.

      Roderick remained in the dark hall, the shadows pressing down on him like a physical manifestation of his loathing.

      If he couldn’t change. How would he ever be worthy of her?
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      Anne paused just in front of the door, catching her breath, her heart racing as if she’d just run head first into freezing rain.

      She scanned the faces around her, but no one seemed to have noticed Roderick ferrying her away.

      The little consideration given to her whereabouts by the other guests was both a blessing and a curse, but what of Roderick? He was the whole reason for this ball, for this whole dreadful house party orchestrated by his mother and the duke, Roderick’s elder brother, to marry him off. Three women had been chosen as potential brides, and Anne and her sisters simply invited as filler guests. Anne had refused to go, despite the addition of the other gentlemen in attendance. She knew she should have attended for that reason alone.

      If anyone deserved a party in which marital prospects were paraded about, it was Anne and her sisters. Roderick was not desperate to marry, but Anne was, as were all of her sisters. Every year that passed put Anne, Bernadette, and the others further on the shelf, and the dwindling prosperity of the small patch of land their house stood on didn’t help matters.

      With their father gone all the time, not caring for the land and the few tenants they’d had left, the tenants had moved on, and the land went to fallow. The only income they had coming in was from their neighbors who leased it for grazing pasture.

      But the future was bleak for the Marsden women. When their father died, there would be no place to go, no relative who would accept all ten of them.

      She couldn’t help searching the room for him. Did he have other dance partners? Of course he did. He had three women—or rather, two, if what he’d said about his brother and Miss Everly was true.

      Anne didn’t know what to believe. He'd singled her out tonight and thrown her wits into the wind. She felt off, like she was dreaming, waiting for the pleasant evening to turn to a nightmare.

      This was what Roderick had always done as a boy, appear friendly, but that was a ruse to distract her while he pinned a tail of horsehair to the back of her dress or slipped a lizard in her pocket. He was a rascal, and there was nothing he loved more than to stir up mischief.

      So what could be his aim tonight?

      Anne noticed her sister, Georgette, at the refreshment table and moved in that direction as she pondered Roderick’s motives.

      Reaching her sister’s side, she nodded in greeting.

      “Were you waltzing with Roderick a moment ago?” Georgie asked with wide eyes.

      Was it only a moment? It felt like more than a moment, rather like hours. That’s how effectively he captivated her. The dance, the dark hall he'd snuck her into. Everything drifted away when she was with him, her focus so trained on him, the world dropped away.

      She was on her guard, but also… She was mesmerized by him.

      Anne couldn’t help it. As much as she loathed him, she was equally enthralled by him.

      His handsomeness stunned, and when he spoke, the deep timber of his voice and the wicked words from his sultry and soft lean lips wove a spell she couldn’t resist. She ached for his attention, even though the flurry of emotions that followed when she got it was overwhelming and uncomfortable. He was a vice she couldn’t purge from her system. A sin she should regularly confess to every Sunday.

      But she couldn't, she wouldn’t tell a soul about her fascination with a man who likely had no ability to care for anyone but himself now.

      Roderick had become a rake in every way. He drank, he womanized, he gambled, he slept until the afternoon even when in the country, according to his mother.

      He could never redeem himself in her eyes, and yet she still longed for the sight of him, for a quip from his wicked tongue, for a glimpse of the young man who’d tried to give her flowers.

      He was the devil, and he tempted her more than anything in her life.

      But resistance was Anne’s strength.

      She knew where the line was drawn between her and him. It wasn’t just their status that separated them. He was the sun—bright, hot, with the ability to burn her. And Anne was the moon, forever opposite, destined to remain hidden in the night, out of the sun’s warm rays.

      Ugh. She loathed poetic metaphor.

      “ANNETTE MARSDEN!” Georgie waved her hand in Anne’s face.

      Anne pushed her hand down and glared.

      “Why are you shouting at me?”

      “I’ve been speaking to you directly and saying your name repeatedly and all you’ve been doing is staring vacantly over my shoulder. I thought you had an apoplexy.”

      “Now everyone will stare at us!” Anne hissed in embarrassment.

      “No one cares about our doings. We’re just barely eccentric, and invisible, when more interesting people like Weirick and Roderick are about. We’d need a real scandal to bring attention to our family.”

      Anne froze. Roderick had pulled her into a dark hall. That was scandal enough in her mind, but apparently, no one had noticed.

      “By the way, you still have made no comment regarding your dance with Roderick. Shall I check your pockets for rodents?”

      “You think he danced with me to slip a mouse in my pocket? This dress doesn’t have pockets.” She patted her sides just to be sure, even though she knew her one and only evening gown had no pockets. But she wasn’t sure of anything right now. Because Roderick had waltzed with her and pulled her into a dark hall.

      For what, she wanted to shout. She bit her bottom lip instead.

      “What can I do to change your impression of me?”

      What could he do, short of making a miracle that would ever change her mind about him?

      “He said he wants to make amends with me,” Anne said.

      Georgie raised a brow. “Truly?”

      “I know, it sounds preposterous.”

      “Hmmm,” Georgie said and tapped her chin with a fingernail. “Perhaps he has finally matured after all.”

      Anne chewed her lip and worried about what that might mean. A mature Roderick, combined with his devilish looks and wit, would be devastating to her composure. She wouldn’t be able to stand in the same room with him. She knew how to be defensive with him, wearing her irritation like armor against his charms, but if he stopped with his childish antics, if he became more alluring and dangerous to her, what would she do? The worst fate of all would be to lose her heart to him. She could never let that happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 5

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      MAY 22, 1825
      ABLEHILL CASTLE, SCOTLAND

      Violet and Weirick’s Wedding Ball

      “Thank you for coming here with me,” Bernie said. “I know you weren’t particularly enamored of Violet when you first met her.”

      Anne grimaced. “I know. I wasn’t very agreeable, was I?”

      “That ball was a strange night.” Bernie said, turning her attention back to the dance floor where Weirick circled Violet at their wedding ball.

      It was indeed. Anne still felt out of sorts by Roderick’s behavior that night. But one thing was certain. He hadn’t been lying about Miss Everly and Weirick’s secret attraction, for now there they were happily married.

      Only Anne and Bernie had been allowed to travel to Scotland for the wedding, and tomorrow they would return home. They’d had to share a room, but the bed was much larger than theirs at home, and the room luxurious with thick carpets and velvet bed hangings.

      Anne darted a glance toward the side of the ballroom where Roderick leaned against the wall, cradling a balloon of brandy, a crooked smile on his lips as he watched his brother. Anne could almost say he looked triumphant.

      Was he gloating because he orchestrated the whole thing? After all, it was he who was supposed to get married, not Weirick.

      His gaze caught hers, and Anne snapped her face away, a gasp hitching in her throat. Her whole body grew alert, the fine hairs on her arms and the nape of her neck standing on end as if she were a rabbit hiding from a hungry fox and knowing she’d been spotted.

      She trained her gaze on the far wall, but she could see him in her periphery, and he pushed away from the wall, sauntering in her direction. She held her breath as he passed out of her vision behind her, her palms growing damp and her back rigid.

      Then nothing. He must have kept walking.

      She released her breath and wiped her hands on her thighs.

      Her mouth had gone dry. She backed away, out of the circle of light cast by hundreds of candles in the chandeliers above the dance floor and moved toward the refreshment table. She didn’t see Roderick anywhere, which was a relief, and yet she wondered where he’d gone after catching her staring at him. She passed a darkened doorway and a hand reached out, pulling her into the shadowed depths.

      Anne sucked in a breath to scream, but before she could emit a sound, a hand clamped over her mouth. She was backed against a wall, a hard body caging her there, warm, sweet scented breath bathing her cheek as the shadow of a man loomed in front of her. She caught the scent of something else, a familiar smell under the heavy aroma of brandy.

      It was starch and mint.

      She tamped down the urge to scream and settled on glaring at the man before her, but her heart still galloped like a runaway horse. He hesitated only a moment, as if sensing she’d recognized him and wouldn’t shout for help. He lowered his hand.

      Anne couldn’t think of a single thing to say. She’d never been this close to him. He surrounded her with his body and energy. It made her senses go wild, like she was experiencing everything, touch, smell, sight, more than ever before. Her eyes adjusted to the darkness, and she could make out a hint of his features: the dark pools of his eyes, the line of his lips.

      “As quiet as a starless night,” he said. “Have you nothing to say?”

      Speech was far beyond her. She was surprised she could still remember to breathe.

      “Still as waters deep.” His voice had lowered to a caress.

      It must be a trick of the light, but his head loomed closer, and with every breath, the tips of her breasts brushed his chest. Her nipples tingled as they hardened.

      Darkness surrounded her. She didn’t know if her eyes were open or closed as everything but him disappeared and his lips touched hers. She gasped against his mouth, and his tongue surged inside, brushing across her tongue like a paintbrush on a canvas, slow and sure.

      Steady and confident. A painter who knew his art form, his talent.

      And just like that, she was being thoroughly kissed by Lord Roderick Andrews.

      Her first kiss—and if she couldn’t remember how to breathe, possibly her last.

      He inhaled as he angled his head, and Anne did the same, sparkles of light filling her vision. She squeezed her eyes closed, and they went away. Her knees went slack, and he caught her against the wall, his arms coming around her. She reflexively grabbed his shoulders. They were chest to chest now, hip to hip. Her nerve endings became so sensitized it almost hurt not to move, not to slide her hands over his shoulders or squeeze her legs together.

      She returned his kiss, copying his movements, her pulse pounding in her ears as a new energy took hold of her, and she found the urge to push back at him with her body, to squirm and hold him any way she could.

      He tasted like brandy and sin, a sweet forbidden fruit she’d now plucked and devoured.

      Heaven help her but kissing him was as magnificent as she’d always imagined. She could almost convince herself she was dreaming, and this was her dream version of Roderick. The sweeter, confident man who would see her as she wanted him to, as a woman who hungered for passion, for connection, for love.

      To be loved.

      Long ago Annette had buried a secret so deep, she could scarcely believe it was true anymore. But here in this darkness, he brought it out.

      She was a hopeless romantic, and she was equally and hopelessly in love with him.

      It was terrible and impossible, but like a shooting star, all her love burned hotly inside her right this moment. It was glorious, even though she was falling, hurtling dangerously toward the ground. She thought she might open her eyes and be able to light up the room.

      He slowly drew away, dragging his lips from hers.

      “Well, well. You kiss like a practiced courtesan.”

      And just like that all her light snuffed out. She slapped him so hard her hand stung through her glove. He staggered back, holding his cheek.

      “You pathetic wretch.”

      He leaned against the back of a sofa.

      “I meant it as a complithment.”

      He slurred the word, and rage and shame swept over her in pure heat.

      “How drunk are you Roderick?”

      “Pshhhh… I’m never drunk. I’m either miserable or happy. It all depends on the drink in my hand.”

      Anne folded her arms, feeling chilled despite the burn of her cheeks. “How many drinks have you had in your hand tonight?”

      He held up a hand before him and blinked at it. Then he brought up the other, which must have been supporting him because next he slid down the back of the sofa and sat on the floor.

      “I’ve had not enough,” he said.

      Disgusted, Anne bolted away from the wall and through the door into the gaiety of the wedding ball. She clung to the shadows of the room and made her way away from the guests as quickly and inconspicuously as she could.

      Her eyes were burning when she reached a quiet hall and frantically tried to remember how to reach her and Bernie’s room. She found her way through familiar landmarks and closed herself in their room, pressing her hand to her roiling stomach.

      Her first kiss and he had to ruin it.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, her memories terribly vivid of every moment of the kiss, including how much she’d enjoyed participating in it. Only to have it ruined by the same drunk louse that was so capable of such a kiss to begin with.

      It wasn’t fair.

      How could a man be so beautiful and perfect on the outside, only to be rotten on the inside?

      Was it traits from his terrible father coming through? Was it the drinking?

      She fisted her hands against her stomach and dropped to the floor, so angry she wanted to break something, to throw things and have a proper rage-filled fit.

      But she couldn’t do any of those things, first because she was a guest in someone else’s home, and second because she never wanted to lose control.

      But she’d done it tonight.

      She’d lost herself in that kiss.

      And now she needed to put herself back together by sheer will, or Lord knew what would become of her.

      She couldn’t let him ruin her like this or let him know how much he’d devastated her heart with that kiss.

      Above all else, she would have to show that brandy-soaked rogue that she was not affected by him.

      It was just a kiss, a stupid, horrendous, brilliant, and soul-shattering kiss.

      Anne pounded her fist on the floor. Just once. That was all she’d allow of her anger. She forced herself to stand and then she began to undress.

      Tomorrow they would leave. And that meant she had between now and then to put herself back together before Roderick and Chester escorted them home.

      Because that was how hilarious fate happened to be. She would have to share a carriage for four hours with the man who’d so thoroughly shaken her self-control.
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      Anne tossed and turned all night, finally giving up on sleep when the edge of the sky began to lighten. She got up and dressed quietly since Bernie had come to bed far later than Anne had. She had feigned sleep when her sister entered, so Bernie wouldn’t ask why she had disappeared early from the ball.

      That kiss had tortured all night long. Every time she closed her eyes, the darkness became his shadow leaning over her, his lips only a hand’s breath away. She could taste him in her mouth, the mint of her tooth powder only bringing him to mind again after she’d tried to brush the taste of his kiss away.

      But he was still there in her mind, taunting her, reminding her that sometimes the things you want most are the things that will hurt you.

      After dressing she paced the room, but she feared waking Bernie so she crept through the castle to the outside to watch the sun rise. The light was changing, the pitch black of a moonless night turning to sapphire with a hint of violet just over the trees.

      There was a serene quiet, which soothed Anne’s turbulent thoughts as she took deep breaths of cool morning air and walked across the clipped green lawn outside the stable yard of the castle.

      Coming to a wall of spruce trees, she spotted a gate. Intrigued, and feeling a bit wistful now that she was finally calm, she approached the gate and went inside. She didn’t expect to find a magical garden hidden there, a place she could only imagine in her dreams. Roses and ivy covered the walls, so thick the stone was invisible. This was not a rigidly kept traditional English garden. The shrubs and flower beds were over grown, but the chaos was wildly beautiful. The path urged her through a stone arch, the blocks crumbling on one side like ancient ruins.

      She followed a white gravel path deeper into the garden, searching for the source of the sound of trickling water. Somewhere a lark called out, and it startled her as she came around a tall blooming hydrangea and spotted the fountain.

      She froze.

      There a man sat on the edge of the fountain, hunched over as he scribbled in a small book.

      Anne stepped back, the crunch of gravel under her foot so loud it may as well be a pistol shot.

      The man glanced up, not at all startled.

      Anne’s heart leapt to her throat, and her anger returned full force.

      Of course it would be Roderick. Just when she’d found some peace, he would destroy it all over again.

      He stood, slipping the book into his pocket.

      “Anne.”

      His voice was as coarse as the gravel under her feet.

      She swallowed the emotion that threatened to choke her and nodded once in recognition that he spoke, but she couldn’t fathom what to say to him after last night.

      He took a hesitant step toward her and held out his hand.

      “I’m so sorry,” he said, his eyes pleading to her in a way she’d never seen before.

      She licked her lips and took a deep breath. “For which offense are you apologizing? There have been many.”

      “Every single one.”

      He took determined strides toward her, and she was too stunned to move.

      “For every reason I ever gave you to hate me. For every cause of annoyance and pain. I wounded myself just as much as I wounded you and I am sorry.”

      Her mouth dropped open. Everything—his words, his harsh expression of defeat and sadness—obliterated her anger and brought something stronger and far more terrifying up inside her. Compassion and longing.

      She closed her eyes, drawing in a sharp lungful of crisp, damp dawn air.

      She held her eyes closed, waiting for her courage, her resistance, to resume control. He touched her, his hands taking her shoulder, first one and then the other, sliding to her neck, cradling her head. Then his lips touched hers for the briefest of kisses and slid away, burning a trail along her jaw line, to her ear. She shivered, though she didn’t feel the least bit cold in her wool cloak. Her internal temperature climbed swiftly as he made no move, his warm breath feathering her ear.

      “She’s quiet as a starless night, as still as waters deep.” He pulled away, meeting her gaze and holding it. His eyes were so dark as he held her stare, and he ran his thumb over her cheekbone and then her bottom lip.

      “What lurks therein, secrets? The bones of ships long sailed. Sailors entombed by a mermaid’s kiss?” He bent his head again, and Anne closed her eyes as he kissed her. This kiss was deeper. His lips molded to her mouth and held her captive for a moment, but then he pulled away.

      She didn’t know how she was still standing. She couldn’t feel her knees, but she could feel the savage heat that was spreading through her, an inferno of want and aching desire determined to consume her as she stood there, listening to his words and succumbing to them like a spell.

      She was entranced, held immobile by his dark stare, waiting for something—anything to happen.

      “I hear a siren’s call on the salty air, calling me to heel. You have speared my heart and before you now, I kneel.”

      And then he knelt before her, his head bowed into her abdomen.

      Anne bit back the urge to laugh. That last bit of his poem was rather terrible. But what could she say? No one had ever spouted poetry to her, not like this, not in such a devastating manner as he had, here in a private garden minutes before dawn. Never mind the bad poetry, she was lost to him, to the sheer wild romantic heart of hers that positively throbbed for him.

      She slid to her knees and cradled his face.

      “Roderick?”

      “I want to hold you, Anne.”

      She was already nodding her head before he finished. So he held her, and her heart danced a joyful reel, then he nuzzled her neck, and the kisses began again. Anne arched her neck, her skin burning for him.

      Their mouths clashed together, and a desperation Anne had never felt took hold of her. Her senses fled, and all she knew was that she needed more of everything, his lips, his hands, the firm pressure of his body as he pulled her tightly against him. They were a flurry of frantic motion. He whipped off his triple-caped coat off and spread it on the ground, and then he gently lowered her down. Anne’s heavy cloak became a nuisance, and she undid the strings from around her neck adding it to the layer of his coat beneath them. He came over her, taking her wrists and holding them above her head. Her heart pounded with exhilaration as he looked down at her, his eyes wild with passion and the glassy blue-green of the sea in the early morning light. Dawn was at last approaching, and she could clearly see his features, the smile creases bracketing his eyes, the stubble of his morning beard shadowing his jaw. It was the most intimate she’d ever seen him, a sight reserved for lovers and wives.

      With everything in her, she knew she wanted to be both to him, to be the only woman to tame his wicked heart and harness his unruly spirit.

      He let go of her wrists and held her face again as he kissed her. Anne took pleasure in bringing her greatest fantasy to reality and running her hands down his back, reveling in the feel of his hard muscles under her hands. Then she dug her fingers into his hair, unable to help taking a gentle tug of his silky light brown hair. He’d always worn it in such a devil may care way, softly curling locks just begging for her to run her fingers through and now she could.

      He groaned, and Anne felt a wave of triumph and glory. His kisses and touches became more frantic, pushing aside clothing and adjusting them. Anne arched her back as he ravished the tender skin of her neck with his lips and tongue.

      The friction of their bodies grinding together set her nerve endings alight, and she couldn’t help but squirm in return, answering the wants of her body, feeding the frenzy of desire. He parted from her for a moment, a flash of cold air separating them, but then he returned, and just as the inferno inside her built to a storm of furious sensation, a sharp sting between her legs startled her, and then Roderick was holding her, muttering beautiful words and sounds in her ear as he moved inside her. Her clawing need swiftly buried the pain. She shattered into raw bliss, slamming her eyes shut, sparkles of light filling the black void behind her lids. She cried out, a breathy moan she’d never heard herself make before, and Roderick did the same. Only then did he stop moving, shuddering above her, one hand cradling her head as he adjusted himself and fell to the side of her.

      Anne couldn’t open her eyes as she felt the wave of cool air on her cold legs. She pushed her skirts down, the overwhelming, heavy satiation that had claimed her only seconds ago quickly evaporating like beads of dew in the bright morning sun. Her breathing grew rapid as panic set in.

      Dear God, what had she done?

      She sat up, her heart pounding. Roderick lay beside her, thankfully his breeches fastened now, but he still looked every bit the seducer and she his seduced. His arm was thrown over his eyes, and he didn’t appear to be the least bit alarmed by their behavior.

      Her mind raced with the dozen different ways they would soon be caught, and she stood, urgently trying to fix her hair and clothing.

      When he still hadn’t roused, she nudged his arm with her booted foot.

      “Roderick,” she hissed. “We must leave this place at once and return separately to the house before we’re caught!”

      He didn’t move.

      She knelt beside him and shook him. His arm slipped from his face, and
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