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	This is a fiction work. The characters, events, and places described are products of the author's imagination and are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to real people, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

	 

	
Constance Duvergier has learned to silence her heart, to suppress the impossible love she feels for a man she believes is beyond her reach. Marked by her mother’s suffering from unrequited love, she has chosen to protect herself and live with that secret longing. Yet an unexpected blow to the head changes everything: suddenly, Constance becomes the bold heroine of a romance novel she has just read, a woman unafraid to confess and show her feelings without restraint.

	Michael Pirard is tasked with finding Constance in the countryside and escorting her to London. When he sees her injured, fear paralyzes him, but nothing unsettles him more than watching her wake and declare her love for him with a passion he never imagined. This is not the reserved, cautious young woman he once knew.

	As fate further complicates the situation, Michael finds himself ensnared by the charm of this new Constance; bold, passionate, and uninhibited. The woman he once believed untouchable now becomes irresistible, stirring feelings in him he had tried to ignore.

	But this romantic outburst is not permanent, and when Constance regains her senses, she is faced with an unexpected reality: she has seduced the very man she never dared to love. Now she must confront not only her own heart but also Michael’s latent desire, a desire that could change everything.

	 

	When the heart speaks without restraint, fears fade. But can she face those fears and dare to love?
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Chapter 1

	 

	Leicester, England

	May 1790

	 

	The warm morning sun streamed through the window of the lady’s room, decorated in subdued shades of green, as discreet as its owner. The light filled every corner, illuminating a grand canopy bed dressed in pale green coverlets, flanked by a nightstand on each side. Near the door, a small sitting area upholstered in dark green velvet lent a cozy touch, while a matching fainting couch stood by a table near the window, its curtains in perfect harmony. Every piece of furniture evoked a refined French style and was undeniably elegant.

	Yet the most remarkable thing about the room was its occupant. Upon the fainting couch, directly in front of the window, a young lady struggled to concentrate on her reading. The book was not to her liking, more suited to her younger sister, Haydeé, but it was the only thing she had to combat the boredom imposed by her current situation.

	Constance lowered the book for a moment and lifted her head to glance at her left foot. She moved it slightly and still felt the pain. A grimace crossed her face, part irritation, part frustration. Three days earlier, she had slipped and fallen in the most foolish manner, injuring her ankle. The physician had recommended complete rest for two or three weeks, so she still had a long confinement ahead of her.

	With a weary sigh, she rested her head on the arm of the couch. She detested idleness, but had no other choice.

	Turning her gaze toward the window, she took in the beautiful morning. Summer was already in the air, arriving a bit early. In Leicester, the season tended to be warm and pleasant, perhaps much like it was in Paris.

	Paris, her beloved Paris. How she missed it!

	How could she not long for the home where she had lived for eighteen years, torn from her in a single night simply for belonging to the aristocracy?

	Her father, Antonine Duvergier, Marquis of Merteuil, had been one of the most esteemed and respected nobles in France. A favorite of both Louis XV and, later, Louis XVI, he had enjoyed prestige and recognition at court. Since his own father’s death, more than fifteen years earlier, he had skillfully managed the family’s fortune and title. But everything had crumbled a year ago, when the most chaotic revolution in France’s history erupted. The nobility not only lost their privileges; their lives, and those of their families, were suddenly in peril.

	The uprising had devastating consequences. One of the worst was the unchecked hatred the people began to harbor toward the nobility, especially toward the monarchs and those closest to them. Spurred on by the interests of the new bourgeoisie, the revolutionaries captured the king and queen, preventing their escape to preserve what they called “dignity.” They had attempted the same with many nobles, but Constance’s family had been fortunate.

	She recalled clearly that fateful morning of July 14 the previous year. That day, the insurgents had stormed the Bastille, and throughout Paris pamphlets circulated, placing a price on the heads of the queen and her favorites, her father among them.

	Urged, and nearly forced, by his son-in-law Richard, Antonine had agreed to abandon everything in Paris to save his life and those of his children. He had done so in the hope of returning soon, convinced that within a few months the situation would settle. But nearly a year had passed, and things had only worsened. Constance gave thanks to heaven that they had managed to escape in time.

	Now they lived in Leicester, where her father managed one of Richard’s estates. Richard was the husband of Madeleine, Antonine’s eldest daughter.

	Constance smiled at how fortunate they had been to have her brother-in-law’s help. Richard was a good man, brave and generous, who had even risked his life to save his wife’s family. It was nothing short of a miracle that both he and Madeleine had been in Paris at that very moment.

	The story of her sister and her husband was rather unusual.

	In the end, everything had worked out. Thanks to Richard, they had a roof over their heads, social standing, as relatives of a nobleman, and the chance to build a future. She and Haydeé had been granted dowries, should they marry before they could return to Paris, and their younger brother Julian was studying at Eton.

	Still, she longed for her homeland, its people, its language. She spoke English fluently and improved every day, but she missed the long conversations with her friends and the lively gatherings filled with poetry in her native tongue.

	Her gaze drifted back to the English book in her hands, and her melancholy deepened, worsened by the frustration of being unable to do anything else because of her injury.

	She shifted to settle more comfortably on the couch, determined to continue reading. But before she could return to the page, she heard a knock at the door.

	“Come in,” she said, sitting up straight and setting the book on the side table.

	The door opened, and a young woman with black hair and violet-blue eyes entered, smiling. She wore a simple yet elegant pink muslin dress, so refined that no one would guess she was a marchioness.

	“How are you feeling today, Constance?” the newcomer asked.

	“Better,” Constance lied to Madeleine. She knew that if she admitted otherwise, her family would cancel the plans they had been preparing for months. “I imagine it will not be long before I can put weight on it again.”

	“I am glad to hear it,” Madeleine replied, taking a seat beside her sister’s couch. “Though, truthfully, I cannot help but worry about you.”

	Madeleine looked at her sister with concern. Though Constance did not appear pale or weary, Madeleine knew her foot must still be painful. Her heart ached to see her sister lying there so still, when she much preferred to be active.

	Physically, Constance remained just as beautiful. She was not tall; in fact, compared to other women, she could be considered petite. Perhaps that was why her figure appeared more curvaceous: her breasts stood out beneath the modest neckline of her dress, contrasting with her narrow waist. Reclining as she was, the skirt draped over her legs, subtly revealing their slenderness while accentuating the graceful lines of her hips. She had blonde hair and green eyes, a combination quite common, especially among French women. Yet in her, it was something special. Her hair had a unique luster, unlike that of any other woman. And her eyes… her eyes were mesmerizing. The discomfort from the accident had not managed to dull her lovely appearance. Still, Madeleine knew her sister was not feeling entirely well.

	Constance felt a pleasant warmth at how much Madeleine cared for her. Although they had not grown up together, from the moment they met, a sincere bond of friendship had formed between them.

	“I already told you I am feeling much better,” Constance said, smiling at her sister’s concerned expression. “However, the wisest course is to follow the doctor’s instructions and rest for as long as he deems necessary.”

	“On that, we are in agreement, and for that very reason, it is best to postpone the trip to London until you are fully recovered,” Madeleine replied.

	Constance frowned in defeat. That was precisely what she wished to avoid. For Madeleine and Haydeé, this trip was very important, and she did not want to ruin it.

	“I do not want all your careful planning to go to waste,” she insisted, taking Madeleine’s hand. “I know how excited you are, and how happy Haydeé is. I do not want anything to dampen her joy.”

	“We shall not be joyful unless you are with us,” Madeleine declared.

	For the first time in their lives, the Duvergier sisters would attend the London Season. They had experienced several in Paris, but this was different. The people, the atmosphere, the customs… everything was different. Haydeé was the most excited; what thrilled her most was that both she and Constance would be a novelty, just like the other countrywomen who had managed to escape. She was certain they would attract the attention of the most handsome young bachelors.

	Madeleine was happy too, though for other reasons. She would make her official debut as hostess of balls and soirées in her role as the Marchioness of Clarendon. In addition, she looked forward to presenting her beautiful sisters to London society, hoping they would marry English gentlemen and remain in the country for good.

	“You two can go ahead, and I will join you later, once I have recovered,” Constance suggested. “You have worked so hard on all of this, and I would hate for you to miss the first few weeks, just when you will receive the most attention.”

	“For me, my sister’s well-being and happiness matter more than anything else. So there is no more to discuss: the trip is postponed until we can all go together.”

	“For me as well, my sisters’ happiness is most important. Please, do it for Haydeé. I am sure she will be disappointed if she misses the first balls and the chance to make a strong first impression.”

	“Haydeé knows about your accident. She agrees with me that we should delay the trip a few days.”

	“I know,” Constance admitted impatiently. “But even so, she will feel disappointed… and so will you. Please understand: if I cannot take part in the first weeks, I want the two of you to go ahead. That way, I will feel less distressed. I can join you later and enjoy the rest of the Season.”

	Madeleine looked at her thoughtfully. Constance was a kind young woman, without a trace of selfishness; on the contrary, she always placed others’ happiness before her own. She knew that if they delayed the trip, her sister would feel responsible for the setback.

	“I do not like the idea of leaving you alone,” Madeleine said after a moment.

	“I will not be alone; the house is full of servants.”

	“Yes, but there will be no family here.”

	“Nothing will happen. I will stay in my room until I am well, and as soon as I am able, I will travel.”

	“How do you plan to join us afterward? I also dislike the thought of you traveling alone.”

	Constance smiled and gave her sister’s hand a reassuring squeeze.

	“That is the least of my worries. I could bring one of the trusted servants, or Father could come for me. The trip is not very long. We will see.”

	“But…”

	“No buts,” Constance insisted, heartened to see that she was winning this little battle. “Now go and pack everything you had planned.”

	Madeleine sighed and kissed her sister’s forehead.

	“You win. But I want you to know that I am doing this because I know you would feel guilty if we did not go, not because the idea of having fun without you excites me.”

	Constance’s smile widened.

	“I know that. And for fun, you have your husband.”

	Madeleine smiled at the mention of Richard.

	“But I have him all year round. My father and siblings, only for a few months, and I want to make the most of that time.”

	“Do not worry. Once I reach London, we will make up for lost time and forget this dreadful fall that has me stuck here, reading nonsense,” the young woman said with a little groan, picking up the book she had been trying to read.

	“What book is that?” Madeleine asked with curiosity.

	“Something Haydeé found in the library. I know there are better options, but you know how she is… she thinks the only entertaining books are the ones she likes.”

	Madeleine took the book from her sister’s hands and read the title.

	“A Love’s Embrace, by Mrs. Beltly. I have never heard of it.”

	“Neither have I. Haydeé says she found it among the volumes of history and poetry. She thought it was wonderful; you know how she is, far too much of a romantic.”

	“And you are far too practical,” said Madeleine.

	Although Haydeé and Constance looked very much alike, their temperaments were quite different. While Haydeé was outgoing, Constance was more introspective. Haydeé enjoyed the bustle of life and the social scene, while her sister preferred calm and discretion. Haydeé saw the world with passionate romanticism, believed in love, and dreamed of finding a man who would love her as deeply as she hoped to love him. Constance, on the other hand, believed that the foundation of a successful marriage was respect and harmony. If she were ever to marry, those were the qualities she would seek in a husband, for she knew that love did not always bring happiness; sometimes, it only left deep wounds… and she knew that far too well.

	“You are right,” Constance concluded. “And for that very reason, Haydeé should not be bringing me books that do not suit my way of thinking. I am sure there are more interesting selections in the library, but she takes advantage of the fact that I cannot go look for them myself.”

	Madeleine laughed.

	“Perhaps she senses that you could use a small dose of her view on life. And perhaps she is right. Give the book a chance,” she suggested, handing it back to her.

	Constance smiled.

	“Perhaps.”

	A few moments later, Madeleine left the room to finish the travel preparations, which, according to their plans, would take place in just three days.

	It was for the best.

	Constance would remain in the comfort of her room long enough to make a full recovery and would then join them in London.

	With a resigned sigh, she opened the book again and began to read, certain that she would not enjoy it. Or at least, that was what she wanted to believe.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 2

	 

	London, England

	June 1790

	 

	 

	The night was warm. The home of Richard Arbuckle, Marquess of Clarendon, had been beautifully adorned to host one of the first balls of the London Season. In the grand yellow ballroom, lit by majestic chandeliers hanging from the ceiling, the guests drifted from one side to the other when they were not dancing, or gathered in small groups to converse.

	Michael Pirard could not help but admire Madeleine’s impeccable organization of the event. From the arrangement of the room to the décor and the food, everything was perfect. There was no denying that his best friend’s wife was an intelligent woman, as well as a beautiful one.

	The young marchioness was beginning her duties as a hostess, and though she had lacked experience and had seemed a bit nervous in the days leading up to the Season, she was handling everything exceptionally well.

	“What do you think, Monsieur Pirard?” one of the people in his small group asked.

	Michael had no idea how to answer. He had been distracted and had paid no attention to the chatter around him.

	The truth was that these types of events held little appeal for him. But tonight, he could not refuse to accompany his friends, least of all when it was Madeleine’s debut as a hostess.

	“Forgive me, my thoughts wandered for a moment. I believe I need a bit of fresh air. If you will excuse me...” Michael gave a polite bow and stepped away from the group.

	He wandered down one of the corridors and stopped when he saw Haydeé, Richard’s younger sister-in-law, dancing with a young gentleman.

	It was clear that the Season was proving to be a success not only for Madeleine as a hostess, but also for Haydeé as a debutante. Perhaps it was because she was one of the French refugees, or perhaps because of her beauty, or most likely, both, but the youngest of the Duvergier sisters was, at the moment, the biggest sensation. There was no ball to which she was not invited, and no young man who did not wish to be introduced to her.

	Yes, everything was going quite well.

	“Are you having fun?” asked a tall man with blond hair and blue eyes, dressed in an elegant black suit, as he approached.

	Michael smiled when he saw Richard playing the part of host.

	“Of course,” he replied.

	“You are a terrible liar and you know it,” Richard said. “You have always hated these sorts of parties. You only come to see which beautiful married woman might fall under your spell.”

	Michael smiled.

	He had known Richard nearly all his life. They had been schoolmates at Eton and then at Oxford, even though Michael was French and Richard English.

	Their story was rather unusual.

	Michael Pirard was the only child of an Englishwoman and the younger son of a French nobleman, making him half English, half French, a condition that many found charming, though he found rather tiresome, as in both countries he was treated as a foreigner.

	His father, Paul Pirard, youngest son of the Marquis de Saint-Clemond, had traveled to York as a young man for a holiday, where he met the beautiful Claire Buttler, a lady from a wealthy family, though without a noble title. They fell in love within days and, barely three months later, married and returned together to Paris.

	The fact that Claire had no ties to the aristocracy was an affront to Paul’s father, who, outraged, withdrew all support and severed ties with him. Fortunately, Paul had a small fortune of his own and the assistance of his godfather, a wealthy landowner, which allowed him to maintain the lifestyle to which he had been accustomed.

	A year after their marriage, Michael was born. The birth had been difficult for Claire, so much so that she nearly lost her life, and Paul decided they would have no more children. Thus, Michael had the dubious honor of being their only heir.

	At his mother’s insistence, he had been educated in England, something he sometimes regretted, as his schooling had kept him away from Paris when Claire died seven years earlier of a lung illness. Her death had prompted his return and permanent settlement in France, something for which he later felt grateful, as only two years later he also lost his father, who had succumbed to grief over the loss of his beloved wife.

	However, the uprising that began in Paris the previous year had forced him to seek refuge in England. Though he was not a nobleman, his close ties to the aristocracy had made him fear for his life.

	In the years following his father’s death, Michael had increased his fortune through investments in land, businesses, and the purchase of several properties in England. For that reason, his escape from France had been relatively smooth and free of hardship, since he possessed his own means and did not depend on the charity of his acquaintances.

	Now, here he was, at the London residence of his friend Richard, attending one of the balls of the Season as an invited guest.

	“That is not the only reason,” Michael replied. “You know that if I failed to attend, your wife might take offense.”

	Richard smiled, his face lighting up at the mention of Madeleine.

	“Of course not, she is far too sweet. She thinks very highly of you. She knows that you are the only French acquaintance her father has here in England, and she values how attentive you are to him and to the family.”

	Michael nodded.

	Among the nobles who had fled the revolution in France was Monsieur Antonine Duvergier, Marquis of Merteuil, Richard’s father-in-law and the father of Madeleine, Constance, Haydeé, and Julian.

	It was thanks to Richard alone that Michael, Monsieur Duvergier, and his family had managed to escape France. It had been sheer luck that he had been in Paris at the time. A year ago, terror had descended upon the French nobility, and Richard had helped them flee unharmed when not only their status but their very lives, and those of their children, had been in grave danger. Using his position as a foreigner to his advantage, he had found a way to get them out of the country without raising suspicion about the true identities of those fleeing.

	Now Monsieur Duvergier was managing one of his son-in-law’s estates and was slowly adjusting to his new life in England.

	“I have known Monsieur Duvergier my entire life; he was a friend of my father. It was easy enough for me to adapt to this country, having lived here for many years, but it is more difficult for him, especially given how close he was to the French monarchs. I believe it is only right that I look after them and help them in any way I can.”

	“My wife is very grateful to you. It is easier for her father to adjust with the guidance of someone who is also French. Mady greatly appreciates all you are doing for them.”

	“And what exactly am I supposed to be so grateful for?” asked Madeleine, approaching quietly and catching them unaware.

	The beautiful young woman stopped beside her husband, who took her hand and kissed it tenderly.

	“It is rather impolite to eavesdrop,” Richard scolded her softly.

	“It is rather impolite to speak of someone behind their back,” she countered.

	“We were only singing your praises,” Michael interjected. “From your husband and from me, you shall receive nothing but compliments.”

	Madeleine smiled as they both admired her. It was no wonder, her elegant violet gown with white accents matched her lovely eyes and made her look especially radiant.

	“We shall see about that,” she said playfully.

	“I was just telling our friend how grateful you are for his support of your father now that he is living in England.”

	Madeleine’s expression reflected both gratitude and relief.

	“That is true,” she agreed. “When Father settled in Leicester, I feared he would not be able to adapt, but you have helped him so much. Not only him, my brothers as well. You cannot imagine how much that means to me.”

	Michael smiled and lifted her hand to kiss it with respect.

	“With that smile, my lady, I am more than repaid.”

	The three of them smiled.

	“My love, the party is a success,” Richard said, slipping an arm around his wife’s shoulders. “But... I do not want you to tire yourself too much. Remember, you must get your rest.”

	Madeleine looked at him knowingly, as if they shared a secret no one else was meant to know.

	“I am fine, I do not feel tired,” she replied.

	Michael watched them. They had fallen back into those playful little exchanges that had become more frequent in recent weeks, with Richard insisting she rest, and Madeleine, with her natural charm, always managing to have her way. Michael suspected the reason, but it would not be proper for a gentleman to comment on a lady’s condition, so he remained silent and pretended not to notice.

	As he observed them, he thought that he had never seen a couple so in love and so happy… or perhaps he had, his own parents, many years ago.

	Feeling somewhat like an outsider in the scene, he stepped back a few paces, watching them with a certain fascination for that feeling everyone called love, something he had never experienced and likely never would.

	It was not that women did not take an interest in Michael. Quite the opposite. The truth was that he had simply never met anyone who stirred anything deeper in him than desire.

	He was fully aware of his own charm and had never lacked for lovers, he made sure of that himself. From a young age, he had been pursued by countless women: young and old, rich and poor, single and married. And, as the considerate gentleman he was, he had always obliged most of them, especially the most beautiful. A bit of discreet pleasure harmed no one.

	The married ones were his favorites, as they demanded no commitments or lasting promises, something he had always appreciated. After all, the only place where a man and a woman truly understood each other was in bed. Why complicate matters with marriage and all that it entailed?

	There had been one time when he met a sweet and beautiful woman. From the very first moment, he knew he could fall in love with her and wanted to take that chance. But his hopes had quickly crumbled when he discovered that the charming lady was none other than Madeleine Arbuckle, Richard’s wife.

	That dream had ended swiftly, leaving him with a clear lesson: it was not worth the risk.

	Aside from that one occasion, he had never met anyone special enough to make him want to share more than a few hours of pleasure, much less imagine a life together. He was simply not destined to know love. And perhaps it was for the best. The kind of married life his friend now enjoyed was not for him.

	Moving away from the couple, he made his way to one of the French doors leading to the garden.

	He definitely needed some fresh air and a bit of peace to clear his mind.

	Outside, the night glowed beneath the light of a full, round moon. A warm breeze drifted softly through the air, filling him with calm.

	There was no doubt, balls were not for him.

	“Michael.”

	At the sound of the woman’s voice, he turned.

	“Ophelia?”

	If there was seduction in her voice, there was surprise in his.

	Ophelia approached him with a sensual smile on her lips.

	“Are you surprised to see me, darling?”

	“Of course I am,” he said. “It has been such a long time…”

	Michael could not finish the sentence because the woman pressed her body against his and captured his mouth in a heated kiss.

	The feel of those warm, soft lips took him off guard. His only instinct was to grasp her waist as she slipped her arms around his neck. Her kiss deepened with hunger, her tongue teasing his, stoking a fire that began to build inside him. But this was not the place.

	“Please, Ophelia,” he said, gently pulling her away. “Someone might see us.”

	She barely stepped back, her gloved hands still resting on his broad chest.

	“I missed you so much,” she whispered, her voice thick with longing. “You have no idea how happy I am to know you are back in London. It has been so many years without a word from you.”

	Michael’s mind snapped back to reality. What was Ophelia doing in London? How had she managed to slip into the party?

	He took a step back and studied her more closely.

	She was still the same stunning woman he had met seven years earlier. Her black hair was swept up in an elegant style, though he remembered vividly how it once tumbled in soft waves across her décolletage. Her slender figure had not changed, though she was not especially tall, and the pink gown she wore accentuated her curves. Her perfectly oval face was striking with those deep blue eyes and thin, red-tinted lips. Time seemed to have passed her by. She was as beautiful as ever.

	“Tell me, what are you doing here? How did you get in?”

	“I know one of the invited ladies and came with her. I wanted to surprise you,” she answered with a smile.

	Well, you certainly succeeded, Michael thought.

	“And your husband? Is he here with you?”

	Ophelia shook her head almost imperceptibly and lowered her gaze.

	“No… my husband… passed away a few years ago.”

	If Michael had been surprised to see her, the news of John’s death left him stunned.

	“No… that cannot be,” he murmured.

	“Yes, it is true.”

	“How did it happen?”

	“An accident. He fell from the window of his room.”

	Michael frowned, the shock clear on his face. John was dead. Ophelia was a widow.

	“I am sorry,” he said sincerely.

	“I… I… perhaps it was for the best… he… you know…” she faltered, her voice tinged with shame.

	“Yes, you are right,” Michael replied, suddenly remembering all too well the mistreatment Ophelia had endured at her husband’s hands.

	John had been much older than her, fiercely jealous. When they married, Ophelia had been barely sixteen. He was a wealthy Irish widower of forty-two. Her parents had forced her into the match for financial gain, giving her no choice. John had controlled her, belittled her, abused her both physically and emotionally.

	It was during one of the couple’s trips to London that Ophelia and Michael met. She was twenty-one, he was twenty-seven. The attraction had been immediate, overwhelming, and in no time they had become lovers.

	But the affair was short-lived. Within months, John had grown suspicious and placed servants to watch her. The abuse intensified, and their secret meetings became increasingly difficult until Michael finally ended the relationship.

	Ophelia had wept, begged, pleaded, but he had stood firm. They never even had a chance to speak about it again, for soon after, Michael’s mother passed away and he left for Paris, abruptly ending their romance. They had not seen each other since.

	“You have no idea how much I missed you, darling,” Ophelia whispered, her hands gliding over his chest. “You cannot imagine how many nights I dreamed of this moment… of having you in front of me again, all to myself.”

	Michael heard the yearning in her voice.

	Ophelia had always complained of her husband’s obsessive jealousy, but the truth was, she had been just as possessive. During their affair, arguments had often flared when she discovered he had met with another woman. Yet Michael had always known how to soothe her, how to turn those quarrels into passionate reconciliations.

	“Ophelia, someone could see us,” he said, glancing toward the house and gently taking her hands.

	“So what? I have been a widow for years now. No one would think ill of me for keeping company with a man.”

	“Yes, but not like this. Not so recklessly. Remember, no one knows about us.”

	She smiled playfully.

	“Us… how sweet that sounds. We could bring it back,” she whispered, pressing her body against his, rubbing against him with shameless sensuality. “Do you remember our afternoons of passion? How good it was between us…”

	A rush of desire coursed through Michael.

	Of course he remembered.

	Ophelia had been fiery and imaginative. He had never grown bored of her in bed. Quite the opposite, she had known exactly how to ignite a man’s passion and satisfy it completely.

	She sensed his arousal, and with a triumphant smile, she looped her arms around his neck.

	“I am free now. Free to do as I please. Free for you, darling,” she murmured before kissing him again.

	All the fire and passion of their past seemed to surge back through him. Ophelia’s eager, skillful mouth knew precisely how to seduce him, how to stoke his hunger. He wanted to gather her in his arms, to spirit her away somewhere more private, but he knew he must not.

	“We are rushing things,” he said, pulling her back a bit and scanning the area to be sure no one had seen them.

	She laughed, with that familiar blend of mischief and wicked charm.

	“Rushing? Please, we were lovers.”

	“I know, but this is neither the time nor the place,” he replied, freeing himself from her embrace.

	“Very well,” she conceded. “I know you purchased a house here in London, and I know where it is. Tomorrow afternoon, I will send you a note with my address.”

	He nodded.

	“It is time to go back,” he said, starting to walk away. “Goodbye, Ophelia.”

	“See you soon, Michael,” she replied.

	As he moved away, Ophelia could not help but watch him with fascination, an enigmatic smile curving her lips.

	There was no denying that Michael Pirard was one of the most handsome men she had ever seen. Tall, easily six feet or more. But unlike many tall men she knew, he did not have a thin or fragile frame. Quite the opposite. Beneath those fine clothes, one could sense a powerful physique, with strong arms and legs and a well-sculpted torso. His dark blond hair looked soft to the touch, his gray eyes were piercing, and the combination of a straight nose and a firm jawline gave him an irresistible air of masculinity. He was the kind of man who drew every woman’s gaze the moment he entered a room.

	And he would be hers. Hers alone.

	Now that John was no longer in the way, she could make Michael not only her lover but something more, her husband.

	She paced impatiently. She had noticed how the unmarried ladies had devoured him with their eyes. But none of them would have him. Michael belonged to her.

	No woman would dare stand in her way. He would be hers, no matter the cost.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	


Chapter 3

	 

	The following afternoon, in the library of the Marquess of Clarendon’s London mansion, three men sat talking animatedly over a glass of brandy.

	“Everything is going very well,” Richard said, seated on an enormous sofa facing the armchairs occupied by the other two. “Mady is happy in her role as hostess.”

	The marquess’s deep voice reflected the pride and love he felt for his wife. His blue eyes sparkled at the mere mention of her. It was clear that Richard was deeply in love.

	“Of course. I am very proud of my daughter,” Antonine chimed in.

	Before taking another sip, the tall, distinguished-looking man, who still carried the presence of the authority he had lost in his homeland, raised his glass.

	“A toast to my daughter Madeleine, to the strong and confident woman she has become, and to her success as hostess.”

	The others joined him in the toast.

	“There is no doubt that Madeleine is exceptional,” Michael remarked. “When I first met her, I was half in love with her and even considered giving up my bachelor ways... only she was no longer available.”

	Richard frowned; it still unsettled him a little that his best friend had once fallen for his wife, though at the time, Michael had not known she was his wife.

	“For your sake and mine, it is best you forget that and turn your attention to another lady,” Richard said.

	Michael smiled, thinking of Ophelia.

	The night before, he had struggled to fall asleep, thoughts of her and their past together lingering in his mind. On top of that, the fact that she was still as beautiful as ever had made him realize just how long it had been since he had taken a lover. Perhaps too long, he could feel it in a very physical way. She had suggested rekindling their affair, and now he knew he would gladly do so.

	“Judging by your smile, it seems you have already chosen your next victim. Who is she this time?” Richard asked.

	“You do not know her,” Michael replied, taking another sip. He had not realized how clearly his thoughts were showing on his face.

	“It is about time,” Antonine added. “I think you have spent too long without feminine company.”

	Michael looked at the man who had once been the Marquis of Merteuil and nodded. He had known him since childhood, as Antonine had been his father’s closest friend, so the comment did not strike him as odd, rather, quite accurate.

	“Yes, with everything that happened over the past year, I have set aside anything that was not essential.”

	“In the past, you would have considered a lover essential,” Richard pointed out.

	“You said it yourself: in the past,” Michael replied, putting particular emphasis on the last words. “Back when I could travel freely between France and England without the risk of my head ending up separated from my body.”

	Antonine nodded sadly.

	“You are right. Life used to be very different,” he said, a touch of melancholy in his voice that seemed to spread to the others. “But let us give thanks to God that we did not suffer anything truly tragic... I know others were not as fortunate.”

	“That is true,” Richard agreed. “But let us turn to more pleasant, or at least more immediate, matters, like Michael’s new conquest. Tell us, who is she?”

	That enigmatic smile returned to Michael’s lips.

	“I already told you, you do not know her. She is a widow with whom I had an affair some years ago, and with whom I may rekindle the relationship. But it is not certain yet,” he lied.

	“I suspected as much,” Richard huffed. “Of course, it could not be a young unmarried lady.”

	“Do not be so sure. She is quite young. She was married off when she was little more than a girl. Her husband passed away, as I learned just yesterday.”

	“Then, if she is a widow, you could formalize things with her,” Antonine said, setting his empty glass on the side table.

	Michael followed suit, though he could not keep a flicker of doubt and reluctance from showing on his face. Formalize? For what? Marriage was not for him, and he had no intention of formalizing anything.

	“Judging by your expression, the idea does not appeal to you,” Richard commented.

	“The truth is, it does not. I like Ophelia very much and enjoy her company, but she is not the kind of woman I would ever consider for a wife,” he answered honestly.

	“Why not?” Antonine asked.

	“Well... she is... beautiful, yes, but she is also jealous and rather possessive. I do not think she is the kind of woman any sensible man would want as a wife.”

	“And even less so when that man has no intention of being faithful,” Richard concluded.

	Michael laughed.

	“You know me too well, my friend,” he said, leaning back in a relaxed manner, stretching his arms along the back of the chair. “Why settle for one when you can have many?”

	Antonine smiled a little sadly.

	“It is clear you have never been in love, my boy,” he said with a touch of nostalgia. “If you ever were, you would not want any other woman.”

	Michael thought that might be true. His parents’ marriage had been happy, and so was Richard’s. But he had never experienced such a feeling, and he was convinced that he never would. After all, few people ever lived a love that deep, and he did not believe he would be one of those lucky few.

	“Perhaps,” he conceded, simply to avoid further debate. “But for now, I prefer to be practical. Besides, I do not think I could ever feel something so strong for a woman that no other would tempt me.”

	“That is what I thought as well,” Richard said. “Yet here I am, completely in love with my wife. And, of course, fully loved in return.”

	That was another risk. What if the woman a man loved did not return his feelings? Perhaps that was even worse than falling in love. The best course was not to let oneself get involved with any woman to such a degree. It could be far too dangerous. Take Antonine, for example: he had spent his entire life in love with a woman he could never have. Distance and death had stood in the way. He was not a bitter man, for he had the love of his children, but every time he spoke of his beloved Audrey, his eyes would darken with sorrow. No, it was better not to take that kind of risk.

	“You are a lucky man,” Michael replied to his friend. “Although I still wonder what she ever saw in you.”

	“You are a fool,” Richard shot back, and the three men broke into laughter.

	Richard stood and refilled their glasses. The conversation was lively, and he did not want to lose the cheerful spirit of their gathering. It was rare that they had the chance to meet like this, and he relished these relaxed, joyful moments.

	“Now, back to what we were saying,” Antonine remarked, taking the glass his son-in-law handed him. “You really should think about settling down. A man needs a wife and children in his life. I may never have loved Helene, but Constance, Haydée, and Julian are my greatest treasures.”

	Michael gave a skeptical nod. Perhaps one day he might consider marriage, but that was no guarantee he would come to love the mother of his children. Besides, at thirty-four, he did not consider himself old. He still had many years ahead of him before he would need to tie himself to one woman.

	“I do not know... perhaps I will... but not yet. I want to enjoy my youth and bachelorhood to the fullest.”

	“Do you think you are some rooster in the spring?” Richard teased.

	“Let me remind you that I am only one year older than you,” Michael replied.

	“Yes, but I am married.”

	“And I still wonder what Madeleine ever saw in you.”

	Once again, the men burst into laughter.

	A light knock came at the door, and an elegant Madeleine peeked her head inside.

	“May I come in?” she asked from the doorway.

	“Of course, my love. You are always welcome,” Richard said, reaching out a hand and motioning for her to sit beside him.

	The young woman entered with a smile and settled next to her husband, who quickly wrapped an arm around her. Such informal gestures were common when they were among family.

	“Am I interrupting?” she asked.

	“Of course not,” her husband replied.

	“You are always welcome, my dear,” added Antonine.

	“We were just saying how this season is becoming quite famous, thanks to Haydée’s success as a debutante and your excellent performance as hostess,” Michael said.

	Madeleine smiled.

	“Yes, I am very happy. Everything is going well.”

	“Especially for Haydée,” Michael added. “I have seen more than one young man following her around and practically drooling over her.”

	“That is not counting all the formal requests I have had to handle... and turn down... to call on her,” Antonine grumbled.

	“Haydée is a very beautiful young woman with a charming personality,” Richard said. “It seems inevitable that the gentlemen would be drawn to her.”

	“However, she has shown no interest in any of them, which is why she refuses to go further,” Madeleine added. “She has very romantic ideas. She wants to fall in love with someone special, someone who will love her in return.”

	“Perhaps it will not be long. She is certainly the star of this season,” Richard said.

	“It seems everything is going perfectly for you, Madeleine,” Michael commented.

	“Not everything. There is one thing clouding my happiness,” she replied.

	“What is it?” Michael asked.

	“Constance,” Richard answered, showing just how well he knew his wife. “It was hard for Mady to leave her sister in Leicester while she was still recovering.”

	Michael thought of Madeleine’s other sister as the young woman nodded. Although his relationship with Constance was not particularly close, he remembered her as a beautiful, though very reserved young woman. She resembled Haydée physically, but her temperament was very different. She was quiet, introverted, and highly pragmatic. No doubt if she were in London, she would already have accepted the proposal of some equally steady gentleman.

	“It has been three weeks already. I imagine she must be doing better and should be able to walk now, do you not think?” Madeleine asked, a bit nervously.

	“I believe so,” Richard replied. “If she still has discomfort, she could come here and stay under our care.”

	“Do you mean that?” his wife asked.

	“Yes, my love. If you wish, we can send someone to bring her.”

	Madeleine fidgeted with her hands for a moment before replying.

	“I would prefer someone trustworthy. I would rather not entrust her care to a servant. What if something happens along the way?”

	Richard knew that was unlikely; his staff was diligent and loyal. However, if Madeleine preferred that her sister travel with someone close, he would not refuse her.

	“If that is what you wish, then so be it,” Richard said. “Shall I go for her myself?”

	She smiled.

	“No. Remember, we already have engagements for the next three nights.”

	“That is true,” Richard replied thoughtfully.

	“If you like, I will go, my dear,” Antonine offered.

	“Papa... I would love that, but with the bold advances of some of the gentlemen toward Haydée, I would rather they did not see her at a ball without you. You know... someone might think she is unprotected without her father, even though we are here, and we would not want any trouble.”

	They understood what she meant. On certain occasions, some ladies were allowed to attend balls accompanied by people other than their fathers or guardians, which often encouraged young men to act more boldly in their advances.

	“So what do you suggest?” Richard asked.

	Madeleine glanced at Michael and gave him a sweet smile as she lifted her shoulders.

	“I think perhaps Michael could go,” she said softly.

	Michael was taken aback. He had not imagined Madeleine would ask such a favor. He felt honored, understanding that this request was a sign of her trust in him.

	He straightened in his chair and set his glass on the table.

	“Of course,” he said. “I would be happy to help.”

	“Truly? You do not mind?” Madeleine asked, visibly relieved.

	“Not at all,” he assured her.

	“You will miss a few balls,” she hesitated.

	“As if he cared!” Richard exclaimed. “I believe you are actually doing him a favor.”

	In a way, that was true. The balls were full of debutantes and matchmaking mothers... A few days away would do wonders for his peace of mind.

	“Just tell me when I should leave,” Michael said.

	“Tomorrow,” Madeleine replied. “I have written a letter for you to deliver to Constance as soon as you arrive in Leicester. You will leave when she decides. I imagine it will be the next day if she is feeling well; if not, she will write a note and you can return to London.”

	Michael nodded.

	“I will bring you the letter,” Madeleine added before leaving the room.

	A few minutes later, she returned with the letter and handed it to Michael. After a few more instructions, some conversation, and several jokes, the young man left the Marquess of Clarendon’s house and headed to his own residence.

	It was a large and elegant home. He had purchased it a few months after arriving in England from a widow who had gone to live with her daughter in a small Scottish village. The lady had excellent taste, so he had kept the fine furnishings, which featured shades of blue and chestnut.

	“Sir, this has just arrived for you,” the butler announced, handing him a note as soon as Michael stepped through the door.

	“Thank you, John,” he replied, accepting it with a frown, as he had not been expecting any messages.

	He made his way to the library and sat down before unfolding the paper. At once, he recognized Ophelia’s handwriting.

	Darling,

	As I promised, here is my address.

	I will be waiting for you tomorrow night. It will be a reunion to remember.

	Yours,

	Ophelia.

	Good heavens, he had completely forgotten!

	Ophelia had told him she would send a note to his house, and it had entirely slipped his mind. He would not be able to meet his former lover because he had to travel to Leicester to fetch Madeleine’s sister.

	For a moment, Michael felt frustrated. He had spent the previous night yearning to once again enjoy Ophelia’s charms, and now he would have to wait a few more days.

	However, he had already promised Madeleine and Richard, and he could not let them down, especially when he had no truly valid excuse.

	He took a sheet of paper and wrote a short note explaining to his former lover that he would be away from London for at least four days, and that he would visit her as soon as he returned. No doubt Ophelia would be upset, but he would make sure to soothe her displeasure with all the necessary attention.

	With the letter in hand, he sought out one of the young footmen and asked him to deliver it. Then he asked one of the maids to prepare his luggage, as he would be leaving early in the morning.

	He went up to his room with a glass of port. As he drank, before going to bed, he hoped his stay in Leicester would be brief and without complications.

	 

	

