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            PROLOGUE

          

          ENGLAND SUMMER, 1849

        

      

    

    
      Everyone called her Princess.

      Gabe called her brat.

      Of course, she weren’t no princess, only a duke’s daughter; still his Da said she was a “poor li’l thing” cause they kept her locked away in a schoolroom, where she learned to tally and read as though she were some bookkeeper.

      That’s what his Da said.

      Gabe kept his gob shut, because no one knew Maggie Willingham stole away from her studies every day to come play with him. How would they know? No one ever came searching for her, and Gabe supposed they were keeping her locked away in that schoolroom because her Da didn’t care to see her.

      That’s what Gabe believed.

      Her Da was a slimy toad, who croaked more’n he breathed, and Gabe didn’t like him anymore than he liked church or tight shoes.

      Sprawled, belly down over his brand-new pasteboard at the crest of their favorite hill, he peered through the tall, swaying grass at the girl seated below. His heart racing, he shimmied closer, parting weeds and windflowers to get a better look.

      Every day they met right here, same time, same place—ever since that day they’d met in the garden his father tended. He was eight, Maggie was seven, and they’d become fast friends, racing through the maze of her family’s garden and rolling beneath those prickly hedges, giggling as they escaped mythical beasts—mostly her bellowin’ da, with his puffed-out cheeks and bright-red nose. Only now that Gabe was thirteen... his heart was doing peculiar things when he saw her. It pounded so furiously he thought it might grow legs, explode from his chest, and bound away. And his lungs—hell’s bells—he could never seem to catch a breath anymore. It was happening again.

      Right now.

      He knit his brows as he watched Maggie, and drew in a breath, inhaling a tickling weed, only to sneeze it out again, and then he peered down the hill to see if she’d heard. He didn’t know why he was hiding here, like he was afraid to face her. She was his best friend in the entire world. But she was a silly little girl. And if his fellows ever discovered he still met with her daily, he’d never hear the end.

      In fact, he thought about leaving now—picking up his pasteboard and skulking away—until she slumped forward, and her heaving sobs reached his ears.

      Driven by concern over the thought of her distress, he drew himself up, slapped at his clothes to relieve them of dirt, and then abandoned his pasteboard, marching down the hill fast as his booted feet would carry him.

      She was fine, he reassured himself. Likely, she’d tripped over that stupid dress she was wearing. He missed the clothes she used to wear.... and even more so the way they used to play together, scuffling around in the dirt.

      She didn’t seem to notice him even once he was standing behind her, so preoccupied was she with her caterwauling and Gabe stood behind her, waiting for her to look up.

      Was it rude to interrupt a girl while she was crying?

      His mother and sisters did so little of that caterwauling; he didn’t know. Used to be he would have rapped Maggie on the head and run away. She might have chased him screaming. But now, he couldn’t even bring himself to touch her.

      Her hair was too pretty, her curls arranged in such a manner that even her earnest wailing couldn’t properly muss them.

      He stood, mesmerized by the way the sunlight glistened over her lustrous chestnut curls, and his heart did a few more annoying flippity-flops as he waited for her to notice he was standing behind her. All the while, he had the most disconcerting urge to sit down and hug her... stroke her beautiful hair… comfort her.

      It weren’t like her to cry.

      In fact, he couldn’t remember ever seeing her shed so many tears.

      One time, she’d scolded him for wailing after he’d turned and run into that naked statue in her father’s maze—the one with the leaf over his man parts. Afterward, he’d grown a knot on his forehead the size of an apple, but Maggie told him to grow up and boxed his ears for good measure.

      Devil take her. If she’d been a boy, he might have boxed her back. But, of course, she wasn’t a boy, and that fact was becoming more and more apparent by the day.

      Even now, his heart thumped faster, and his face grew warm as he stood waiting, wondering if he should speak up... or perhaps maybe tap her on the head to get her attention. For the first time in all the years he had known her, Gabe felt like running away before she noticed him.

      Longingly, he turned to gauge the distance to the crest of the hill and considered dashing back up and diving for cover behind the tall grass. But… he didn’t move; he stood, feet rooted to the ground, until she glanced up, and Gabe felt a disconcerting leap in his breast.

      Watery green eyes met his blue.

      Maggie gave a shriek, and he leapt back in surprise, responding with a yelp of his own. But then she didn’t move, and he thought it might be because she couldn’t get herself up in that stupid dress.

      “You scared me!” she complained.

      She didn’t look one bit grateful for his presence.

      “I... er...”

      Gabe glanced away, up the hill where his pasteboard lay hidden, waiting….

      He felt timid, as though she had caught him at something he wasn’t supposed to be doing—only that made no sense, because he wasn’t doing anything at all. He’d only wanted to show her his new pasteboard... and… he wanted to take her sliding, and maybe hear her giggle. Only now… the thought of snuggling so close to her, putting his arms around her middle… made his chest ache.

      “I saw you blubbering,” he said lamely.

      “Well…” Her brows drew together. Her hands went to her hips. It almost soothed him to see the spark of fury in her eyes—almost, but not quite, because there was something different about the way she was looking at him today.

      “Well, what?” he snapped, annoyed she was staring at him as though he had a wart-covered face.

      “You could have said something,” she said, then added plaintively, “I’ve been waiting for you all morning!”

      Precisely as she had without fail for the past four years, so why did that thought make Gabe feel so light-headed?

      Hells bloody bells.

      “Well,” he countered, trying to sound more collected than he was. “I’m here now, aren’t I?” He swiped a damp palm across his trousers and frowned at the catch in his voice. “Did you... um... fall? Is that why you’re crying like a baby?”

      “No.” Her voice sounded odd.

      Gabe scratched his head. “Are you hot?”

      She screwed her face, looking bemused. “Hot?”

      He knelt beside her in the grass. “You look overheated to me.”

      “No.” Tears pooled in her eyes.

      “Then why’s your face so red, and why are you crying?”

      Maggie shrugged, looking not at all like herself.

      “What’s the matter, brat?” he taunted, and then, once again, fat tears slid from her lucid green eyes and Gabe sobered. “Maggie? What’s wrong?”

      She wept earnestly now, casting her head into her hands, and Gabe, without another thought, sat and scooted close, placing an arm around her shoulders. He lowered his forehead to her wet cheek and whispered against her face. “What is it, Mags? It can’t be so awful as that?”

      “Oh, but it is!” Maggie cried, and then she cast herself down on the ground and buried her head into crossed arms.

      Gabe laid down beside her, heat rising into his face as he did so. She shrugged away, elbowing his cheek, and his face burned hotter as he realized how close he’d come. He winced but didn’t shy away. He wouldn’t leave her now—not when she needed him.

      Hell’s bells. She smelled so nice, like her father’s roses after a summer rain.

      Gabe tried to concentrate on her words, but somehow couldn’t.

      “Don’t you understand?” she was saying, and Gabriel blinked, confused. God knew he didn’t. He hadn’t heard a word she’d said.

      What was more, he didn’t recognize his own body—nor his voice—or even the girl he’d known for so long. He rubbed at his cheek to ease the sting from her blow.

      “I can never see you again,” she exclaimed. “Never! Don’t you understand?”

      Good grief, she was beginning to act like a dumb girl. “Hells bells, Maggie,” he said, reasoning with her. “You see me every day.”

      “Not anymore,” she said brokenly, and she shook her head sadly, sobbing as she lifted her gaze.

      Gabe frowned. He understood she was telling him something important, but he couldn’t concentrate on her words with those sweet green eyes focused on him so intently.

      “My father says never again—oh, Gabe!” she cried woefully. “He says I must never, ever see you again, and he’s going to make your papa send you away.”

      Her words registered at last.

      She was not overreacting to his spending more time with the boys.

      Gabriel blinked. “Send me away?” She nodded, her cheeks rosy and streaked with tears. He felt the blow of her words like a fist to his gut. “Why?”

      “Because he says ’tis unseemly to play with you—a boy—and if your papa wants to remain employed at Blackwood, he must send you far, far away.”

      Gabe felt numb. His gut roiled. “But… where will I go?”

      She shrugged. “Away… to school, I think.” Her brows slanted sadly. “He says your papa will do it because he knows what is best.”

      Gabe sank from his knees to his bottom and said, “My da would not send me away.” But even as he said it, he knew it wasn’t true. His Da had seven mouths to feed, including his own, and he would do whatever it took to be certain the entire family was secure. If the duke of Blackwood demanded he send Gabriel away... away, Gabe would go. He stared for the longest while at the windflowers dancing with a gentle breeze. “When?” he asked quietly.

      “I… I don’t know,” she said, and then she threw her arms about Gabriel, embracing him ardently. “Oh, my dearest, Gabe!”

      “Hell’s bloody bells,” he breathed, and sat, confused by a barrage of emotions he couldn’t untangle. He thought perhaps he hated her father, but he wasn’t about to say that. He put his arms about Maggie, returning her embrace, uncertain whether the tears that pricked at his eyes were for the family he knew he would leave so soon... or for the best friend he didn’t think he could live without.

      Together, they sat for a long, long while, embracing, and Gabe didn’t feel the least bit ashamed for the small kiss he bestowed on her cheek.

      She peered up at him, green eyes glistening with tears, and Gabe looked down into that familiar face he knew so well and stared, memorizing the contour of her face, the curve of her lips, every freckle on her nose.

      Maggie had been his best friend for more than five years, his confidant, his playmate. And now he realized with a terrible jolt that he was losing her... and in his heart, he’d begun to think of her as… something more.

      “Promise you will never forget me,” she implored as tears spilled from his face onto his shoulders and sleeves.

      “I promise,” he said dumbly. And regardless, he meant it with every fiber of his being. He plucked a windflower, pressing it into Maggie’s hand. “Promise you won’t forget me, Maggie.”

      She hugged him tight. “I Promise,” she said.

      His senses reeled. The scent of her teased him. The feel of her hair sticking to his face with her tears, the softness of her cheek against his own… it dizzied him. “I… I... I love you,” he said, with a bewildered sense of self-discovery.

      “I…I… love you, too,” she said in return.

      And together they sat, embracing when words were too difficult to speak.

      Someday, he would come back for her.

      Someday, he would be good enough—not simply a gardener’s son.

      Someday...

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June 1, 1862

        Dearest Mr. Smith,

        I realize it has been some time since our previous correspondence...

      

      

      Lady Margaret Willingham tapped her quill on a drying pad. Blotting the tip, she stared at the ink stain that remained.

      But, of course, if she’d had her druthers, she would be done with men. Moneyed or not, she didn’t especially enjoy being told what to do, when to do it, or how and why to do it. She saw enough “romance” between her father, mother and grandparents. Not a one of them had been enamored of their partners, and men could be despotic—her father being the worst offender.

      Thinking about the course of action she’d set in motion, and wondering what the devil was taking her agent so long, she rapped the tip of the quill on the old desk, uncertain why she was writing this silly letter. That poor man rarely responded. He didn’t know how to read. Dear George would often hold her letters until the parson came to visit, because the few times he’d replied, his parson had composed them. It was simply that, even after all these years, she felt a stronger connection with that silly old gardener than she ever had to anyone else.

      How sad was that? How utterly and despicably miserable.

      Frowning, she studied the room—her office now. It once was her father’s. All the somber colors—the deep-blue hues and dark golds—along with the heavy drapery had always given her a strange sense of ambivalence. On the one hand, they were familiar and comforting, on the other… they made her feel like marching across the room and ripping them down, if only to let in a bit of sunlight. At the moment, she had them open as far as they would go—not far at all—revealing the vivid green lawns and the sunlit rose beds, far less glorious now than they once were.

      She sighed wistfully. Once upon a time she would have braved that thorny weald, ripping her yellow taffeta gown on ravaging bushes, knowing good and well that, once she was situated behind them, despite all the pricks and scrapes, she and Gabe would be safe, and no one would come looking. They’d talked for hours and hours behind those prize roses, laughing behind their hands when his father came peeking through the garden searching for them—usually at the behest of her father. And, of course, that never boded well.

      She shook off her reverie, then set the pen down with a huff.

      Devil take that man. Why should she now have to wed only to keep what was already hers? All of this was unbearable. How could her father have put her in such an untenable position? How could he have cared so little? Lord knew, all Maggie had ever wished to do was please him—her mother, too, though neither of them were ever particularly satisfied.

      Or rather, to put it delicately, her mother had been a delicate woman, striving so hard to win her father’s affection, but never quite succeeding in the endeavor. Her greatest sin had been to bear the man a daughter, and then cock up her toes before she could bear him a son. Her father never forgave her for it—Margaret either. Until the day he’d breathed his last, he’d lamented his lack of a male heir to carry on the family name. With his dying breath, he’d wept for that nonexistent son. All the while Margaret had remained by his side, brushing the damp wisps of hair from his florid face. And regardless... not for an instant had she suspected he would turn against her so completely.

      Her father had never spoken an ill word to her, though he’d never been a doting father. He was a man who’d abhorred weakness of spirit and had determined that if he couldn’t have his male heir, he would, at least, force his only child to rise above abhorrent female failings—and, truly, Margaret tried so hard to rise to his expectations. She’d studied her letters and exercised her numbers until her eyes crossed and her head ached. Under her father’s tutelage, she’d even managed the household accounts—and managed them well. Her reward had been a handful of pats upon the head, and an occasional, “Good show, Margaret.” And much to her shame, every precious ounce of her self-worth had depended upon those rare pats of approval. On the day they read his will, she’d realized the utter folly of her pride. All his good shows had amounted to flapdoodle, and in the end, he’d preferred to entrust his estates—all of them—to a brother he abhorred, or some unworthy stranger, rather than to a daughter who’d labored all her life to be all that he’d wished of her. Quite simply, if Margaret should fail to wed before midnight on her twenty-fifth birthday, she would surrender every farthing to her uncle. Everything. Not only the inheritable estates—which had already been forfeit—but everything.

      But that wasn’t the worst of it; it was the fact that one way or the other, she would lose her freedom as well. So, then, her choice, it seemed, was to lose some of it now to a husband she no more wanted than she wanted chin hairs, or later, to an uncle who would take nearly as much joy in caging her as her own father had.

      Given such a straight comer, there was no choice to be made... none at all. At the stroke of midnight, precisely two weeks hence, for better or worse, Margaret would, indeed, be wed—but under her own conditions.

      And still...

      She worried her lip as she reconsidered, for she was far from finding a suitable candidate. She shouldn’t have put off the search so long. She had done so, knowing there were plenty of greedy souls out there, but time was growing short, and it simply didn’t seem fair that if a man chose to, he could live his life as he saw fit, answering to no one but himself, while a woman had few respectable options.

      Her brow furrowed as she lifted the quill, once again setting it to paper, not daring to consider the true reason she was writing. And nevertheless resolved, she finished drafting the letter to the old gardener, hoping that in detailing her abominable position to her sweet old friend, it might bring answers to light.

      
        
        … forgive me, dearest sir. It is not my intention to burden you. At times like this, like a mathematical equation, it helps me to see a problem drawn out upon paper. The solution should present itself shortly, no doubt. And I’ve an agent working on the matter as well. Never fear.

      

      

      Delicately tapping out a period at the end of her sentence, Margaret reached up to dip the quill again, and some movement caught her gaze on the lawn.

      Behind a distant oak, she spied two figures embracing. Lovers. Modesty should have compelled her to turn away, but curiosity held her fast. It was difficult to say at such a distance, but she thought it might be Robbie, the new stable boy, and perhaps Bethany, the cook’s daughter.

      Bethany ducked beneath and away from Robbie’s embrace, hiding herself behind a tree. The two of them circled that tree as Margaret watched, lovers at play, and her heart squeezed. She’d never been one to woolgather all that much, and she prided herself on her pragmatism, but at this very moment, she couldn’t help but feel wistful over all that could have been and now would never be—doubtless a result of her circumstances, because it had been a long, long time since she’d daydreamed of stolen kisses... or hiding behind rose bushes with devilish little boys.

      Glancing down at the pen in her hand, she chastised herself for a fool. Such things were better not even considered at this late hour. It was much, much too late for girlish fancies, and she wouldn’t be marrying for love, at any rate.

      Silly chit, she chided herself—Did she know anyone who’d married for love? Certainly not her mother or father.

      No, no, no… such musings were best left for giggling young schoolgirls—something she was no longer.

      Alas, but once...

      Her memories drifted to an age when she might have leapt from her bed every single morning, eager to be away and discover all the mysteries the day should hold... eager to share each jewel of discovery with a sweet boy with whom she’d fancied herself in love. Gabe. Gabe Smith. The gardener’s son—a black-haired boy with an adorably wicked face and eyes that twinkled with life and mirth.

      What a silly little twit she had been.

      Waving the memory away, she peered down at her meticulous script. Dare she ask after Gabe? Even considering such a thing, something like butterfly wings fluttered within her breast. But it wouldn’t be the first time, and such inquiries had never served her. Every time she’d ever asked about Gabe, George’s response was always the same: “He is well, thank you for asking.” And Gabe himself never sent regards.

      Margaret sighed heavily, her gaze returning to the window, to the sprawling lawns beyond the leaded glass. The faint, but distant ring of laughter reached her ears... laughter that brought a sting to her eyes.

      So much for promises.

      Blinking away the threat of tears, she forced her gaze away from the window, blaming the glare for her watery eyes, and then, shaking herself free of such pointless reverie, she penned a brief closing to her letter, signed her name, and finally sprinkled a bit of sand to set the ink, then set the letter aside. There was no time to waste with frivolity when she still needed to pen the letter to her agent.

      She trusted Mr. Goodman well enough to manage the inquiries and initial interviews. He was already aware of what she expected of a suitor; she needed only draw out a list of her requirements—foremost, he must be a commoner. If her father had imagined for one instant that Margaret would marry some distinguished bore, he’d been mistaken. After all her years of dealing with pompous men of every age—popinjays who wanted nothing more from her than quick, sweet smiles and dutiful silence, Margaret intended to marry whomever she damned well pleased. Call it revenge if you like, call it defiance, but there it was. Her father’s will hadn’t specified who she must wed, only that she must, and she intended to have the final say in this matter.

      Never again would any man manipulate her life. Not if Margaret could help it. She only hoped her father would turn in his grave over what she was about to do, and the thought of that made her giggle beneath her breath.

      Resolved, she opened a drawer and drew out another sheet of paper. Arranging it before her on the desk, precisely so, then she dipped the quill into the inkwell, and began a very explicit letter of instruction to her agent, after which listed her requirements…

      
        
        •He mustn’t be too attractive—only marginally so.

        She didn’t wish to be tempted, nor distracted.

        •He mustn’t have gambling addictions.

        •He mustn’t expect to share her private quarters.

        •He mustn’t expect children.

        •He mustn’t expect more than £4,000 per year.

        •He could, indeed, keep a mistress after a proper period, if he must, but only if he promised to be discreet.

      

      

      In the end, her list was quite extensive, but fair, with more than one hundred and fifty “concerns.”

      Yes, that was a better word than “requirements.” The last thing she wished to do was to trap a man in misery. But, then again, the last thing Margaret ever meant to do was fall in love. Love was the invention of innocents—not a reality of this world.
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          LONDON, JUNE 15

        

      

    

    
      One could take the man from the country, but one could never take the country out of the man.

      The London apartment was modestly furnished, with rugged pieces that emphasized Gabriel’s meager beginnings. He made no apologies for his provinciality. It was part of who he was. No matter the formality of his education, he was still a wee boy in ragged breeches, and he would go to his grave with imagined holes in the soles of his shoes. It annoyed him to no end to consider the betrothal prospects available to a man of means—most of them pea-brained twits, who were far more concerned with putting their breasts on display than they were about revealing just a wee bit of sexy wit.

      Sighing, he struck a match, sinking back into his favorite chair as it flared. He lit the cheroot, then sucked the smoke into the back of his throat as he surveyed the familiar room—terrible habit he’d picked up. He ought to put it aside as swiftly as the Earl of Aberdeen seemed to put aside his lovers. But then, as had already been established; Gabriel couldn’t blame the fool man, as there was only one girl in all his life who hadn’t fantastically bored him, and she was long gone from his life—and no doubt he’d embellished that memory as well.

      As for the decor of his office… his father had taken up woodworking after retiring from his position with the Duke of Blackwood, as London hardly offered any occasion to “get the dirt under one’s nails.” A simple wooden rocker sat beside his hearth, evidence of his father’s labors. Draped over that chair was a plush quilt his mother had stitched for him years ago, “for those wintry nights at school.”

      It was only the two of them now—he and his Da—as his mother had passed away some years ago. His siblings were scattered to the winds—a sister in Boston, another in New York; a brother in India and another in Scotland. None were flush enough to care for their father, so the task fell to Gabriel, and it suited him well.

      However, he’d thought a move from the country would prove beneficial. Damned if his old man wasn’t behaving strangely of late. All day long, at intervals, he’d been coming into the room as though he had something to say, and then departing again, shaking his head like an absent-minded fool—something his wily old pop was not. At sixty-eight, his Da was shrewd as they came, and Gabriel supposed he must have something to say, although his father had never had much difficulty in speaking his mind. It wasn’t long before he peeped into the room again, and this time he entered, carrying a small box. “Busy, son?”

      Gabriel eyed his father curiously. It didn’t take a mastermind to deduce he was not. “No,” he answered anyway.

      “Good. Very good.” His father approached the desk with his strange little box, and as Gabriel watched him, he thought for the first time that his father appeared old. His mother’s death had aged him, truly, but somehow, in the space of these past few days, he seemed... wizened. He didn’t speak, nor did Gabriel, as he watched his father place the small carton on the desk beside him. But concern for his father’s health kept Gabriel’s attention from the box for the moment.

      He sat up, withdrawing the cheroot from between his teeth. And it was only then that he noticed the folded parchment clutched in his father’s fist. His gaze settled on that and somehow, intuitively, he understood the box’s contents must be the source of his father’s agitation.

      After a moment, his father pushed the parchment across Gabriel’s desk, then sat in a facing chair.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it.”

      Setting the cheroot down in the ashtray, Gabriel did as his father requested, lifting it and unfolding the parchment carefully. The date marked was only five days past, the scribble unfamiliar. He meant to turn the paper over to locate a signature, but his father shot up from his chair and prevented him with a hand. “Read it, Gabriel,” he said sternly.

      Gabriel’s brows drew together as he turned the paper back over to begin.

      “Dearest Mr. Smith,” he began aloud. “I realize it has been some time since our previous correspondence…”

      He lapsed into silence as he continued, the tone of the letter becoming painfully familiar.

      
        
        I am certain I don’t know why I am writing to you with this dilemma, dear sir, but you have ever been so inclined to listen to my ravings. Do you remember all those hours I rambled on whilst you tended my father’s roses? I must have worn your patience quite thin, and yet you listened so mindfully, imparting now and again such wonderful jewels of wisdom. Did I ever thank you properly?

      

      

      Brows furrowed, Gabriel peered up from the letter, eyeing his father with some bewilderment. He wasn’t certain he wished to continue, but curiosity got the better of him and he continued reading, his heartbeat quickening.

      
        
        It seems, once again, I must find myself babbling, albeit on paper—though I do hope you’ll bear with me. Dear me, how to begin... From the beginning, I must suppose. By the time you read this I will most likely be wed—not that I wish to, but it seems I’ve no choice. Already, I’ve written my agent with the terms, and he is conducting a rather unconventional search on my behalf—for a husband, you see...

      

      

      The letter expounded, explaining rather candidly the terms of her father’s preposterous will. She expressed with some vehemence, her distaste for the proviso, and her reluctance to comply. And yet, her tone was, in fact, resigned.

      Gabriel peered up once more, uncertain how it was he was supposed to react to the letter’s disclosure—or to his father’s apparently well-kept secret. “You’ve corresponded with her before?”

      His father nodded, nodding at the carton at his side. Half-heartedly, Gabriel peered into the box, finding the answer to his question. It was filled to the brim with crusty old letters. And though his brain went suddenly numb, his hand automatically reached into the carton, withdrawing a letter... addressed to his father... from Lady Margaret Willingham—and then another. And another.

      He cast an unsettled glance at his father as he removed a fistful of papers from the storage container.

      Through all these years, he’d never once dared seek Maggie out—not even for a fleeting glimpse—not since the day he’d left Blackwood at her father’s command. He’d been handsomely compensated for his departure—his father, too. In fact, it had afforded Gabriel an education the likes of which no lad of his station might ever have acquired. And for his part, they had given his father a substantial enough pension so that he, too, might enjoy the last of his days without working his fingers to nubs. And for all this, Gabriel might have been grateful, but he’d chosen anger as his balm and he’d wallowed in it day by day, year after year.

      All this while… his father had been corresponding with her.

      In Gabriel’s youthful pride, he’d vowed to eradicate Maggie from his memory, and to vindicate himself to the world. And so, he’d committed his years to furthering his assets and his influence, resolved to show Blackwood he could make money enough to provide for any man’s daughter. But somewhere along the way, he’d forgotten his raison d’ê·tre. Growing his business and his money had become objectives unto themselves, and he’d stepped on backs aplenty to gain what he’d desired. And even so, he’d never truly forgotten her—nor his anger. That much was achingly clear to him as he stared at the elegant scribble of her pen.

      “She spent a great deal of time after you left reading in the rose arbor,” his father explained. “I got to know her well.”

      Gabriel couldn’t be certain what he was feeling. But there was no denying the churning in his gut, or the anger he suddenly felt toward his father for keeping Margaret’s letters from him. “You never said.” His tone was clipped, cool, restrained.

      It was a long, long moment before his father seemed able to find his own voice. “I thought it best, son. He gave us so much money to leave her be. He didna even want me near her, and, as you know, he asked me to leave, as well. Your ma and I decided it was best to hide the letters.”

      Gabriel pursed his lips. What good would it do him to be angry now? What was done was done. The time to make things right with Margaret had long since passed. Even so, he felt a sense of emptiness as he reached into the box, his eyes scanning the addresses. So many letters.

      “You did nothing wrong, Da. These letters are all addressed to you, not to me. What concern are they to me?”

      Once again, his father shrugged. “Before you come to any conclusions, I think you should read them, son,” he said. “All of them.”

      Gabriel longed to pick the carton up and push it across the desk, but he needed to read them. Some part of him regretted all this time, never knowing how she’d fared, never having asked, never daring to insinuate himself upon her life. He’d gone through his years shoving Margaret’s image from his memory, trying not to think of her—mostly because every time he did so, he saw her face as it was the day he’d left her at the foot of their favorite hill—and felt anger anew that he’d been judged and found unfit for the princess of Blackwood. They were only children... but Gabriel had fancied himself in love with the lass, and none of the proper lovers he’d known since—even in their maturity—had ever come close to filling the void Margaret left. And yet… so much time had passed…

      She likely couldn’t pick him out of a crowd, and he wasn’t too certain he would recognize her either… except he could… he’d kept track of her comings and goings… from a distance.

      Oblivious to his father’s presence, he began to read, commencing with the letter he held in his hand, and found that, in the most recent, written within the past two years, there was no mention of Gabriel at all.

      But he pulled out a few more and found one that was written soon after his departure. The entire letter was an inquiry of him: How did he fare at school? Did he ever ask about her? Did he like his new friends? Had anyone thought to send him a blanket? Because in winter one could never have enough blankets.

      He glanced up, his gaze drawn toward the rocker, to the blanket his mother had sent him that first winter after he’d gone to school and his eyes stung.

      His father seemed to understand what he was thinking. “Your mother wept for weeks after you left. When Margaret suggested sending a blanket, she commenced to stitching it at once, and she and your sisters worked night and day to complete it. It was a good idea.”

      Gabriel turned to look into his father’s eyes. They were red-rimmed over the memory he’d shared, but full of affection. “I’ve never said this to you, Gabe. Perhaps I’ll never have the chance to say it again... I love you, son. Anything we did, we did because we thought it was the right thing to do.”

      “I know, Da,” Gabriel said, as he reached into the box again, eager to learn more. He searched for and found a few more written about the same time: more of the same page-long inquiries, only vaguely aware that his father rose from the chair. “I realize it’s been a long time, but read them all, and I think you’ll know what to do. In the end, a man must do what he must, son. Ken?”

      Gabriel nodded, and his father left him to peruse the letters in privacy. The majority had been written during the first three years after his departure for Eton. And then, very slowly, they’d dwindled. By the final few years, her letters had grown sparse, nor had she asked after him any longer. A tinge of melancholy passed over him.

      If he closed his eyes... he could almost remember the way she’d looked that day when she’d told him she could no longer see him... the anguished expression on her lovely face... her beautiful hair shining beneath the noonday sun, her green eyes sparkling with diamond-like tears.

      He could not forget the way it made him feel.

      Somehow, through all their childhood together, he’d managed to overlook the disparaging differences in the sizes of their homes. He’d forgotten... every time she’d smiled at him... that he’d had holes in his breeches, and sleeves that were much too short. She, on the other hand, had worn silks with fragile white lace. He’d failed to comprehend what it had meant that whilst she’d had servants to tend her, his family did the serving. And then, for the first time in Gabriel’s life, he’d been made painfully aware of the differences between them… that day, in his innocence, he’d promised never to forget her. God knows he’d tried, despite his vow. She’d promised never to forget him, too…

      He stared at the letters scattered over his desk now—so many letters. She’d kept her promise for so long, and Gabriel realized that he’d failed her. But he could still make amends. It wasn’t too late.

      His father was right, he did know what to do. Margaret Willingham needed someone who would set her free once wed; he could be that man.

      First thing tomorrow morning, he’d speak to Philip Goodman. She didn’t seem to understand that whatever contract her agent might draw up for her, no matter how solidly worded, it would be much too easily breached. Any man with suitable connections could render her prenuptial bootless with so little industry it would make her head spin. As an attorney, Gabriel understood how effortless that undertaking could be. Even after the Hardwicke Marriage Act, which effectively tightened some of the conditions for marriage, once a husband and wife exchanged vows, the wife lost, for all intents and purposes, all rights over any property she possessed. All she owned came into the control and disposal of her husband—everything, even so far as herself—prenuptial be damned.

      Gabriel was suddenly determined to ensure that Margaret was well and duly protected. He refused to allow her to lose everything when she’d labored so long and hard to earn what little her father had bequeathed her.

      Neither did he need her money. Thanks to her father’s generosity and the success of his firm, he was more than comfortable.

      But, knowing Margaret, she was proud and wise and barefaced, and he determined it would take nothing short of cunning to coax her into accepting his help.

      Well, Goodman owed him, and with his help, Gabriel intended to present Margaret Willingham with a proposal she couldn’t refuse.

      Oh, he had no illusions. After all these years, he realized he wasn’t the man she would have chosen to wed were her circumstances different. But he wasn’t above employing whatever Machiavellian tactics were needed to bring about the one thing he hoped would redeem him. Whatever it took, before these nine days were through, he planned to be married to her, and, in fact, he decided it couldn’t wait until morning. He left the scattered letters where they lay, and found his coat, shrugging into it as he hurried out the door, with the express purpose of paying Philip Goodman’s London residence a midnight visit.
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      Margaret tried not to pace but couldn’t stop.

      The clock struck five, and they’d yet to arrive—Philip Goodman and her “spouse to be”—whoever he should be.

      Her stomach fluttered over the import of what she was about to do: wed a stranger. But it couldn’t be helped. There was no use fretting over it now. She only wished Mr. Goodman hadn’t waited until the eleventh hour to introduce this man; so much could go wrong!

      Goodman was supposed to have conducted the initial interviews, and then allowed Margaret to interview thereafter. And it had gone precisely so with the first three candidates, and then suddenly, Mr. Goodman had come into her house with an exclamation of glee, and he’d informed her that her search was over. Wonderful, she’d thought. Wonderful!

      But, of course, she was supposed to have interviewed him thereafter. Then, one mishap after another ensued—most notably, a delay in his arrival from London—and now she didn’t even know what he looked like.

      Pacing the hand-tufted fine-wool Persian carpet, she tried to recall everything Mr. Goodman had said of him—considering the circumstances, not much. Perhaps if she knew more, she wouldn’t be so ill at ease, but as it was, she only knew his name—Gabriel S. Morgan—and that he and Goodman were personal friends, acquaintances since their days at Eton. She also knew he was an attorney. That he was kind, if not precisely warm. He did not aspire to having children—one of her prerequisites—and neither did he spend time at White’s. He wasn’t old. He’d made himself a small fortune and would be quite satisfied with the sum she had offered. More than anything, he craved the distinction of her name.

      But she didn’t know much else about him.

      Evidently, Mr. Goodman went to Mr. Morgan for some counsel and left his office with the perfect spousal candidate—Mr. Morgan himself. In fact, Mr. Morgan had helped to draw up the necessary papers to ensure Margaret’s position in this conjugal union, and he had given her every concession and more. Margaret was not unfamiliar with legalese and there was nothing in the contract that gave her pause. Still, she might have doubted the arrangement, only because of who it was, except that she trusted Mr. Goodman’s judgement to the utmost degree and, well… she had a nose for such things. Moreover, she would never be so witless as to take a man’s word in this matter; she’d also had the papers looked over by an objective party, and despite that they’d been found to be in perfect order, she’d attached her own addendum. If he misrepresented himself in any way he would forfeit all monies.

      Therefore, once everything was settled, there had been no need to continue the search. Gabriel S. Morgan came highly recommended.

      Even so, Margaret would feel so much better had she at least been able to interview the candidate herself. And now here they were, and she had yet to set her eyes upon her “betrothed.”

      Perhaps the man was a horrid little troll? Short, squat, with a florid face and a bulbous nose?

      Indeed, perhaps he was afraid that, if she saw him, the prospect of marrying him would repel Margaret? Well, she would have set his mind at ease; she didn’t have any intentions of carrying on with him as though they were man and wife. She was wedding him for one reason, and one reason only: to save her inheritance. Once she was gone, she couldn’t care less what happened to her father’s money, and it would serve him right to have no legitimate heirs to inherit—wasn’t that his plan, anyway?

      Glancing up at the clock—one quarter after the hour—Margaret’s sense of unease intensified.

      Famous!

      For expediency, she had purposely arranged for him to arrive at Blackwood. But even as close as they were to the border, they wouldn’t be arriving at Gretna Green until near midnight. And that wouldn’t do. They must be wed before the midnight hour.

      At long last, there was a knock at the door, and the sound gave Margaret no small measure of relief. Praying it was Mr. Goodman with her unspeakably wonderful troll, she rushed toward the foyer, swinging the doors open to find that her manservant had already answered, and was even now allowing entry to her long overdue guests. Philip Goodman was the first to enter, brushing the night’s fine mist from his black wool coat. Her fiancé came next, and Margaret, much to her dismay, found she could but gape, slack-jawed, from the doorway of her father’s office.

      Oh, dear. He was no troll.

      In fact, whatever Gabriel S. Morgan lacked in breeding, he made up for in good looks. Much to her dismay, he was a fine, fine specimen of a man, with his shining head of black hair. Also, in total defiance of convention—something that rather appealed to her, truth be known—he wore his hair unfashionably long. But—and this was important—his physicality strictly violated the terms of their agreement. In no uncertain terms, she had specified that he must not be overly attractive, only marginally so. But she might have guessed a man might not be so fine a judge over another man’s looks.

      Or it was also possible that Goodman knew this violated her terms, and he had openly defied her. Now, what else should she worry over?

      Recovering herself from the shock, Margaret drew in a breath, unaware that she did so. Still oblivious to her presence, the two men bade Godfrey to announce them while Margaret attempted to find her voice—to reassure them it wasn’t necessary. She was already painfully aware of their presence. But, discombobulated as she was, words wouldn’t seem to form.

      Bronzed and quite well hewn, Gabriel Morgan’s face was a stunning contrast to the pristine white stock he wore. Dressed in a somber black evening coat and trousers, he cut a dashing figure. And, yes, good Lord, his eyes—he glanced her way—uncanny blue, they hinted at the most devilish of thoughts.

      Damnation, their sudden scrutiny left Margaret, once again, breathless.

      He smiled then, making Margaret feel just a wee bit disoriented—and warm!

      Indeed, with no more than a glance and a slight curve to his lips, he’d stolen her thoughts, made her head reel and her heart leap. She had the very sudden and disconcerting sensation of having walked straight into a brick wall. She, who’d sworn men were all little different, had somehow, in the space of only seconds, found herself abashed over how very different this man seemed to make her feel.

      Too warm.

      And heady.

      Dizzy.

      Oh, yes, undoubtedly dizzy.

      Goodness. She was going to have to work at remedying such things—perhaps build him a small house elsewhere on the property, where she wouldn’t have to see him each morning for breakfast. Because then, how would she eat?

      Even now, her stomach was in a roil.

      Resisting the urge to fan herself, Margaret pushed away from the door frame, focusing her gaze on Philip Goodman, giving him a scolding glance. “At last!” she said, admonishing both.

      “Do you gamble?” she asked her fiancé, without bothering to look at him. She snatched her gloves from the table and determined to wrest some measure of control.

      “No, I do not.”

      “Good.” She tugged on her white gloves. “Do you have any concerns at all over any of my provisions?”

      He gave her a single, exaggerated shake of his head as she finally addressed him. “Not unless you’ve added something I’m not aware of.”

      His voice was entirely too silky, and none of her questions had the least bit of effect to rattle him. His composure made her feel all the more hot and bothered. She longed to tug off her gloves and slap him with them, Mr. Goodman as well.

      “Well… do you now have one, or have you ever considered acquiring a mistress?”

      “Acquiring?”

      “Well, yes, isn’t that what you men do—acquire things?”

      He arched a brow. “No. No mistress for me,” he said.

      “Well,” Margaret countered. “You’d best be considering it, Mr. Morgan. I am not in the market for a lover and this arrangement does not include the marriage bed.”

      Both brows shot up at her plain-speaking, but Margaret didn’t give him time to respond. She turned to address her butler, keeping her gaze deliberately averted from Mr. Morgan’s face. “Please have the carriage brought about,” she directed him. “We’ve no time to waste.”

      “Yes, mum,” Godfrey said, and he bowed as he took his leave, completely unaccustomed to her temper and looking bemused.

      She turned again to address Mr. Goodman, all the while avoiding Mr. Morgan’s gaze, as she had already determined it to be most detrimental to her composure.

      It would have been far easier to deal with him had he been a toad.

      As for Mr. Goodman, she would cross words with him later.

      “Come now. We must take our leave at once,” she apprised both, trying to maintain some measure of aplomb, despite feeling scattered.

      “Lady Margaret, please forgive our tardiness,” Mr. Goodman appealed. He removed his hat, shaking it off, and clutching it before him as he said, “I’m afraid we managed to run into a bit of bedlam.” He peered up uneasily at his companion.

      Although she had the urge to, Margaret didn’t follow his gaze. “Bedlam?”

      Mr. Goodman’s brows lifted. “Well, yes, but no worries, Lady Margaret... ‘tis nothing for you to be concerned over. ‘Tis bedlam of a personal nature, I assure you. Quite personal—and tedious—and⁠—”

      “Never mind,” Margaret said. “I understand.”

      “Thank you, mum,” Mr. Goodman said. “And now I should be pleased to have you make the belated acquaintance of Mr. Gabriel Ssss...” He received a very sudden, but discreet and rude elbow to the ribs. “Morgan!” he finished.

      Margaret furrowed her brow. “Sssss Morgan?”

      “No, just S,” Mr. Morgan interjected, and Margaret barely had the nerve to peer at him out of the corner of one eye. “Gabriel S. Morgan.”

      Mr. Goodman’s face was flushed. He looked chagrined, as well he ought to be. “At any rate, I am so sorry for the delay!”

      We’re all here now, aren’t we?” She smiled sweetly, turning to her husband to be.

      Mr. Gabriel Ssss Morgan smiled. “I’m afraid I cannot allow my good friend to take all the responsibility. I know you requested an earlier meeting, but it has been quite a chaotic week for me. But, as you say, we’re all here now…”

      Margaret dutifully proffered her hand, and Mr. Morgan clasped it within his own. His gentle touch sent a delicious shiver down her spine, and Margaret withdrew it quickly, for fear that he might actually dare to kiss it. Clearing her throat, she said, “Yes... thank you.” And then, she forgot what else she was going to say…

      Mr. Morgan’s lips curved into a singularly beautiful smile, and Margaret was flustered to find that her gaze focused unnecessarily on his mouth.

      Good Lord, what was the matter with her?

      She forced her gaze to lift to his eyes, feeling quarrelsome, though it wasn’t like her.

      “You are… as lovely as they say,” Mr. Morgan said too pleasantly.

      “Who… says?”

      “I did,” Mr. Goodman confessed a little nervously.

      “Thank you,” she said, uncomfortably, and her fiancé’s eyes twinkled with barely suppressed mirth. Margaret refused to allow herself the discomfiture of embarrassment. His eyes, up close, so vivid a blue, remained focused on her, and she had the strangest sensation of having looked into them before—a trick of the imagination, no doubt, as she would have remembered Mr. Gabriel Sssss. Morgan.

      “You are quite welcome,” he said pleasantly, and a shiver raced down Margaret’s spine at the timbre of his voice. Rich and low, it seemed to whisper straight to her heart, because the beat of it quickened unexpectedly.

      Calm down, she commanded herself. Calm down. None of this is anyone’s fault. If she was angry, who should be the recipient? How could she have ever expected Mr. Goodman to know who she might find appealing? “I—yes, well… it is my pleasure to finally make your acquaintance. However, now that we have made introductions, perhaps we should make haste?”

      Mr. Goodman cleared his throat. “As to that, Lady Margaret... I am afraid I won’t be going along,” he announced.

      Margaret tore her gaze away from Mr. Morgan. “Why not?”

      Philip Goodman fidgeted nervously. “Something has...” He peered up at Mr. Morgan uneasily. “Pardon me, Lady Margaret, but something’s come up—bedlam as I said.”

      “Something?” Panic gripped Margaret at the prospect of sharing a carriage with Mr. Morgan. Alone. All the way to Gretna Green. “Something like what?”

      “Lady Margaret, I promise to remain a perfect gentleman,” Mr. Morgan interjected, reassuring her. “And I always keep my word. But we’ll soon be husband and wife, and therefore, we should have no need of a chaperone, don’t you agree?”

      Margaret’s brows twitched. “Yes, well… of course,” she allowed, but she swallowed with difficulty. Certainly, if she could trust him enough to wed him, she should trust him enough to ride in a carriage with him. Alone. But that wasn’t really what concerned her. No, it was the prospect of being alone with those confounding blue eyes. It wasn’t until he winked at her she realized she was staring. Again.

      “Unless, of course, you feel we require a chaperon?” he suggested with a devastating smile.

      Margaret’s cheeks warmed. “No! Of course not.” She waved a hand dismissively, turning to Mr. Goodman. “We should manage fine without you, of course.”

      “Jolly good,” said Mr. Goodman. “I believe I hear the carriage coming about as we speak.” He extended a hand to Mr. Morgan. “Gabriel,” he said. “Be well, my friend.” And then he turned to Margaret. “The next time we meet, Lady Margaret, I expect you shall be Mrs. Gabriel Sssss...” With a slight brush of Mr. Morgan’s shoulder, Mr. Goodman’s eyes rolled back into his head, and he shook his head, looking annoyed with himself, as he finished, “Morgan! Demme!” he said as he popped his hat back upon his head. “Felicitations to the both of you,” he offered, turning away. “If you’ll excuse me, I will be out of your way.”

      He hastened to take his leave, and Margaret blinked as she watched him go, afraid that he was developing a stutter. Poor man. He was working too hard, and that was partly her fault. “Well, now,” she said to her intended. “Shall we go?”

      He smiled again—that devastating smile, and said, “Ready when you are, my lady.” And for some reason, his agreement sounded too suggestive. However, before she could say anything at all, her heretofore unseen fiancé moved to open the door for her. “After you,” he insisted, and Margaret had the sudden, most goatish thought that if she must stare perforce at another face across the breakfast table, it might as well be one so pleasing to the eye.

      She refused to feel guilty for entertaining such shallow-minded thoughts. Men were quite salacious and superficial all the time.

      Even so, her nerve nearly failed her. Resisting the urge to run screaming up the stairwell—to lock herself away for the rest of her natural life—she smiled as she retrieved her shawl from the banister and took a deep, fortifying breath, preceding her new fiancé out the door. Only belatedly, she wondered why he had agreed to her proposal, and she decided that, perhaps, he was a spendthrift, anticipating an endless source of funds. And if that were true, he would be sorely disappointed, as Margaret was quite frugal with her finances, and she wasn’t about to hand him an open bank draft to spend on his vices. £4,000. That was all he was getting from her, once each year.

      Or perhaps he was a womanizer who’d found a commitment-free marriage desirable. Fine, then. She couldn’t expect any man to remain faithful when she never intended to share his bed—her face burned over the very prospect. And, no matter, it was too late to turn back now. Marrying Gabriel S. Morgan was all there was left to do.
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      She didn’t recognize him.

      Gabriel hadn’t truly expected her to after so long. After all, it had been thirteen long years, during which they’d both gone through a metamorphosis from child to adult. Margaret hadn’t seen him even once since the day they’d parted, and the fact that man and boy shared the same given name shouldn’t be enough to give him away. Gabriel was a common enough appellation, and he’d made certain to use his mother’s surname.

      At any rate, the notion of true love for a twelve- and thirteen-year-old was ludicrous. They had but experienced a whisper of what might have been.

      Nor was love a matter of sexual satisfaction. If that were true, he’d had enough satisfaction throughout his lifetime to know that sort of gratification was just that: gratification. Not once since reaching his sexual maturation had he longed to sit about conversing afterward. Not once since leaving Margaret Willingham had he longed for hours upon hours hidden away behind an unpleasant nest of thorns, with earth-damp bottoms, and a plethora of scuffs and scrapes. Indeed, not once had he wished for a sunny day to drag his lover onto the slopes, only to hear her giggle. And now, simply because she still wrote his father occasionally, was no proof of her continuing affection. She had known his father longer than she’d known him, and for all Gabriel knew, she had by now forgotten him entirely. Even so, he’d anticipated some glimmer of recognition in her eyes when they met again.

      Admonishing himself that it was preposterous to be disappointed over something so utterly absurd, he closed the door behind them, realizing that in a short time he would return as master of this house. Now that was even more absurd.

      Lamentably, it was quite evident by the deepening crease in Margaret’s brow that she wasn’t particularly thrilled over the prospect of spending even five minutes alone with him, much less an entire carriage ride to Gretna Green, much less a lifetime under the same roof. And devil take the woman; she couldn’t have chosen a more effective way to get her point across than to wear a mourning dress to her own wedding. It had been all Gabriel could do not to howl with laughter as he’d spied her standing in the doorway of her father’s study.

      Not that it wasn’t a perfectly lovely gown, mind you. Black as coal, the cut of her décolletage sent his pulses skittering like a green boy over his first kiss.

      And nevertheless, if the truth be known, he was quite pleased to see shades of the mischievous girl she had been—if nothing else, in the fact that she'd chosen such a flippant manner in which to wed. Blackwood’s title and patrimony were not Margaret’s to give, nor to keep, but the unentitled estates alone amounted to a goodly fortune. She knew full well that with her father’s name and money, she could choose any husband at will, and she was doing so with glorious abandon. Flouting in the face of convention, she’d chosen a lowly commoner to marry. She’d chosen Gabriel—only after he’d offered her a contract she couldn’t refuse. In short, for a girl in her position, he was a dream come true. He would take her bribe so long as she would have him. He’d use that money for some altruistic affaire and stay out of her way. After all, why shouldn’t he give her this gift? He had no desire to wed or start a family—at least not under his present circumstances. And she had no qualms at all over sharing him with a mistress. Her good name would genuinely help him, and in return, he would give her absolute freedom—something he knew she’d coveted from the day she’d learned to run.

      And yet, there was a flaw with that plan. Having seen her up close—so close he could have brushed his lips against hers—he wasn’t any longer quite so certain he could agree to remove himself from her day-to-day routines, or to allow himself to consider the lady with her own stable of lovers, discreet, or otherwise. Lady Margaret Willingham—the woman she’d become—wasn’t merely lovely, she was positively delicious. Unfortunately, she didn’t appear to return the admiration. She led the way to the carriage, back straight, chin high, and he wondered what, specifically, was the source of her annoyance. Was it because he hadn’t allowed for a meeting beforehand? Or could it be because she was disappointed with the candidate she’d unwittingly chosen?

      The first possibility bothered him not at all.

      The second sat like a thorn in the sole of his foot.

      After helping her aboard the carriage, Gabriel mounted behind her, seating himself in the facing seat.

      With much aplomb, she cast him a haughty glance and knocked on the rooftop, signaling the driver to move along. Only for an instant beforehand, he had the feeling she was this close to calling it off—to bloody hell with her inheritance. He rested easier once they were on the way.

      Fortunately, they hadn’t all that long to travel. From London it would have been a tedious, four-day journey, but from Blackwood, it was only a six-hour trek. He withdrew the timepiece from his pocket, glanced at the hour and felt reassured there was time to spare.

      Silvery moonlight sluiced into the carriage as it turned onto the north road, illuminating Margaret’s face along with the blush of her cheeks. Even by the dim light in the carriage, it was more than apparent that her color was high, and he smiled, wishing he were privy to her thoughts.

      There was a time in their lives when he might have had to put a hand over her mouth to keep her from regurgitating all her thoughts, but even then, he’d longed to know more.

      He shifted in the seat, turning to stare out the window. But it wasn’t too long before his gaze returned to the woman occupying the facing seat—her features set firmly, no smile to be found. Gabriel could see in the stern lines of her face that she’d forgotten how to laugh. Perhaps the entire charade was something of a caprice. But, after all, what harm could there be in this? Margaret intended to marry, one way or the other, and he could more easily protect her this way.

      After a time, she dared to look his way, and Gabriel once again averted his gaze, worried that she would see the truth in his eyes.

      Of course, he fully intended she should learn his true identity, but he daren’t reveal it until after they were duly wed… just in case. Pride be damned, her father be damned. He wasn’t about to sabotage the evening—for her sake.

      Certainly, it wasn’t for his.

      But how was it possible he could feel such joy over this happenstance?

      Love?

      Good lord. What was love, anyway? He hadn’t spoken those words… but once… and it so happened they were spoken to Margaret, though, in truth, whatever they must have felt as younglings could be no more than innocent affection.

      Romantic love, he mused, was the stuff of faerie’s tales. Love was far staider and more practical.

      Love was an old man, sending his child off to Eton to provide him a better life.

      Love was a mother who labored over a blanket for hours on end, to send it to her exiled son.

      Love was… a young woman who wrote endless letters, year after year, without any promise of answer.

      Love was… a willing sacrifice without promise of thanks or recompense. And, well, if that were love, in truth, he supposed he still loved her.

      She was worried, he thought. She still had that telltale habit of picking her fingernails. The clipping sound filled the carriage, its cadence falling in time with the beat of his heart.

      How dearly he’d love to ease the stress from her brow.

      He’d love to be wedding her, in truth, not merely for the sake of convenience. The realization struck him as boldly as did the manner of her proposal.

      But why shouldn’t he aspire to something more?

      It had been years since they’d known each other, true, but he’d never once been tempted to marry before now, and that simple truth must account for something.

      Maggie needed someone to love her; He wanted to be the one to soften those creases about her lips.

      Tonight, lovely though she was, her hair was pulled back too severely, with every curl put properly into place, but, somewhere, deep in her heart, Margaret Willingham was still that carefree child, struggling to be free of her father’s constraints. And lord, what Gabriel wouldn’t give to hear the Elfin lilt of laughter and run his hands through her glorious hair.

      A familiar longing embraced him as he sat in the darkness of that carriage, studying the woman who was soon to be his wife, and as the journey progressed, he marveled that this… feeling… had remained so strong, so long—for his part.

      Once more, he shifted in the carriage seat, stretching his legs, pretending a languor he didn’t feel, and when their eyes met again, he forced a lazy smile, although the effect of her gaze, even under heavy shadow, sucked the breath from his lungs.

      Finally, after a long while, she deigned to speak. “Do you believe in being frank, Mr. Morgan?”

      “Over duplicity, and ambiguity?” he asked with a quick smile, wondering over such a pointed question. “Yes, of course.”

      “Then please forgive my plainspokenness… but I was wondering...” Her hand fluttered to her breast. “Well, you see... I know what it is I hope to gain from this union. And I know what it is Mr. Goodman claims you hope to attain, but I should like to hear it from your own two lips.”

      The abruptness of her question took him aback.

      “You must know, I was quite disappointed with the delay in our meeting because I fully intended to conduct my own interview prior to this engagement
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