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Dedication
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For the readers who live for corset-laced chaos, forbidden stares across candlelit ballrooms, and scandalous declarations whispered behind fans.

For the ones who believe love should be bold, brooding, and preferably wearing a cravat.

And for you, Francisca...
My eternal co-author in spirit, draping every story in gold.
Your laughter is stitched into every corset, your brilliance hiding in every scandal.
Even in centuries past, you still reign beside me.
We’re not just writing history. We’re rewriting it...together.


The Accident and the Impaired Marquess
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Chapter One: A Most Unusual Proposition
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Portia Underwood was having what could generously be called a philosophical discussion with a pig when her entire world tilted sideways.

"Listen here, Napoleon," she panted, crouched behind the chicken coop with mud squelching between her fingers, "just because you've got delusions of grandeur doesn't mean you can terrorize the hens into submission."

The enormous boar...named for his tendency to conquer neighboring gardens...snorted his disdain and charged straight for Mrs. Higginbotham's prize petunias. Again.

"Oh, for the love of..." Portia launched herself forward, skirts flying, and tackled Napoleon around his considerable middle just as he reached the fence line. They went down together in a spectacular tangle of limbs, squeals, and flying mud.

"Got you, you contrary beast!" She sat up triumphantly, Napoleon squirming in her lap like an oversized, disgruntled baby. Her wild auburn curls had escaped their ribbon entirely and hung in damp ringlets around her face. Her second-best dress...which was to say, her only dress without holes in unseemly places...was now decorated with artistic smears of earth and what she hoped was just more earth.

She looked, in short, like a woman who had never seen the inside of a drawing room, much less been invited to take tea in one.

Which made it rather inconvenient that she was apparently expected at Wychwood Hall within the hour.

"Portia Underwood, what in heaven's name..."

Her mother's voice cut across the barnyard like a blade through butter. Martha Underwood stood at the cottage door, still in her cleaning clothes, kerchief askew, looking as though she'd aged five years in the space of a morning.

"It's not what it looks like," Portia called, attempting to stand while still restraining Napoleon, who had resumed his campaign for freedom.

"It looks like you've been wrestling pigs."

"Well. Perhaps it's exactly what it looks like, then."

Martha hurried across the yard, wringing her hands. "Put that animal down and come inside. We need to talk."

Something in her mother's tone made Portia's stomach clench. She released Napoleon, who trotted off with wounded dignity, and followed Martha into their tiny cottage.

The main room served as kitchen, parlor, and dining hall all at once. The furniture was well-tended but worn, the kind that had been beautiful once and now simply persevered through sheer stubbornness. Martha sank into her chair by the window...the one with the loose leg that had to be propped just so...and fixed Portia with a look that could have stopped Napoleon mid-charge.

"Sit."

Portia perched on the edge of the bench, suddenly aware that she was dripping mud onto the clean floor. "What's happened? Is it Papa? Has something..."

"Your father is fine. He's down at the docks, same as always." Martha smoothed her apron with hands that trembled slightly. "It's about the Marquess."

"What about him?" Portia had seen Lord Alistair Blackwood, the Marquess of Wychwood, exactly twice in her twenty-two years. Once from a distance at the village fair, where he'd cut an imposing figure in his dark coat and gleaming boots. Once closer, when he'd ridden past their cottage and she'd been hanging laundry. He'd touched his hat politely, she'd bobbed a curtsy that nearly sent her face-first into the clothesline, and that had been the extent of their acquaintance.

"He... he asked after you today."

Portia blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

"When I was cleaning the morning room, he came in. Asked if I had a daughter. Asked your name, your age." Martha's voice dropped to a whisper. "Said he had a proposition for you."

"What sort of proposition?" But even as she asked, Portia felt heat creep up her neck. When titled gentlemen had propositions for village girls, they rarely involved anything a decent woman could discuss over tea.

"I don't know. He wouldn't say. Just asked me to bring you to the Hall this afternoon. Said it was a matter of business."

Portia snorted. "Business. Right. What sort of business does a marquess have with a pig-wrestling girl whose greatest accomplishment is not burning the breakfast?"

"Mind your tongue," Martha snapped, but her heart wasn't in it. "He seemed... genuine. Serious. Not like..." She trailed off, but Portia knew what she meant. Not like the sort of man who cornered servant girls in dark hallways.

"Did he say anything else?"

Martha bit her lip. "He said it would be... financially beneficial. For all of us."

The words hung in the air like smoke. Portia looked around their tiny cottage...at the patched curtains, the carefully mended table linens, the empty space where a second chair should have been if they'd been able to afford one. Her parents worked from dawn to dusk and still counted every penny twice.

"I suppose I'd better find my good dress," she said finally.

"Portia." Her mother reached for her hand. "You don't have to do anything you don't want to do. No matter what he offers."

"I know, Mama." Portia squeezed her mother's fingers. "But I can at least listen. And if he tries anything ungentlemanly, I'll set Napoleon on him."

An hour later, Portia stood before the gates of Wychwood Hall feeling rather like a condemned woman approaching the gallows. She'd managed to scrub most of the mud off, wrestle her hair into a semblance of order, and locate her best dress...a simple blue wool that had belonged to her aunt and fit reasonably well if she didn't breathe too deeply.

The Hall rose before them like something from a fairy tale, all golden stone and gleaming windows. Portia had walked past it countless times but never really looked at it, the way one might not really look at the sun. Now, faced with actually entering the place, she felt rather overwhelmed.

"Steady on," she murmured to herself. "It's just a house. Granted, it's a house that could probably fit six of yours inside it, but still. Just a house."

The butler who answered the door looked as though he'd been pressed from starch and disapproval. He examined them with the kind of thorough disdain usually reserved for something unpleasant on the bottom of one's shoe.

"Miss Underwood," he intoned, making her name sound like a minor social disease. "His Lordship is expecting you."

They were ushered through hallways that seemed to stretch for miles, past paintings of stern-faced ancestors and furniture that probably cost more than her family saw in a year. Portia tried not to gawk, but it was rather like trying not to breathe.

"Sweet Mary," she whispered to her mother. "Do you suppose they polish the doorknobs? They're shinier than our best spoons."

The butler's spine stiffened further, which Portia hadn't thought physically possible.

They were shown into a library that made Portia's jaw drop despite her best efforts at dignity. Books lined every wall from floor to ceiling, more books than she'd known existed in the world. A fire crackled merrily in a hearth large enough to roast an ox, and beside it stood a man who made her forget about books, fires, and indeed most of her own name.

Lord Alistair Blackwood was not handsome in the conventional sense. His features were too sharp for prettiness, his dark hair unfashionably long, his jaw too stubborn by half. But there was something about him that made her pulse skip...an intensity in his grey eyes, a contained power in the way he moved. Even with the slight limp she noticed as he approached, he commanded the room effortlessly.

He was also younger than she'd expected. Perhaps thirty, though there were lines around his eyes that spoke of experience beyond his years.

"Miss Underwood." His voice was low, cultured, with just a hint of roughness that made her think of whiskey and winter nights. "Thank you for coming."

Portia managed a curtsy that only wobbled slightly. "Your Lordship. Though I confess I'm not entirely sure why I'm here."

His mouth quirked at one corner. "Direct. I appreciate that."

"It's more efficient than dancing around the point, don't you think?"

"Indeed." He gestured toward a chair upholstered in velvet that probably cost more than her father earned in a month. "Please, sit."

Portia perched on the edge, acutely aware that her simple dress looked rather shabby against the elegant furnishings. Lord Alistair took the chair across from her, moving with careful grace. Up close, she could see the silver handle of his walking stick, carved with intricate patterns that caught the firelight.

"I imagine you're wondering why I asked you here."

"The thought had occurred," she admitted. "Though I'm beginning to suspect I might not want to know the answer."

He leaned back, studying her with those unsettling grey eyes. "I have a proposition for you, Miss Underwood. One that I hope you'll find... mutually beneficial."

"When gentlemen start talking about mutual benefit, it usually means someone's about to be scandalized."

To her surprise, he laughed...a genuine sound that transformed his entire face. "You're not what I expected."

"What did you expect?"

"Someone more... conventional."

"Sorry to disappoint. I'm afraid I'm chronically unconventional. It's a terrible failing, according to the vicar's wife."

"I don't find it disappointing at all." The intensity was back in his gaze, making her feel rather like a butterfly pinned to a board...except not entirely unpleasantly. "In fact, it's precisely what I need."

"For what, exactly?"

He was quiet for a long moment, firelight playing across his features. When he spoke, his voice was carefully controlled. "I need an heir."

Portia blinked. "I beg your pardon?"

"The estate is entailed. Without a direct descendant, it will pass to my cousin upon my death." His jaw tightened almost imperceptibly. "That cannot be allowed to happen."

"So... marry someone. Produce an heir in the traditional fashion."

"It's not that simple."

Something in his tone made her lean forward despite herself. "Why not?"

He stood abruptly, moving to the window with that careful gait. For a moment, he was silhouetted against the afternoon light, and Portia found herself noticing the breadth of his shoulders, the lean strength in his frame.

"I am not... capable of marriage in the conventional sense."

"Because of your leg?"

He turned sharply, surprise flickering across his face. "You're very observant."

"I notice things. It's another failing, according to the vicar's wife." She tilted her head, studying him. "But I can't imagine any sensible woman would be put off by a limp. You're hardly decrepit."

Color rose in his cheeks...actual color, as though no one had ever spoken to him so plainly. "You don't understand."

"Then explain it to me."

He stared at her for a long moment, then moved back to his chair. "There was an accident. Two years ago. A riding accident that left me... damaged. In ways that make traditional marriage inadvisable."

Portia frowned, trying to work out his meaning. Then understanding hit her like a bucket of cold water. "Oh."

"Yes. Oh."

"But surely there are ways... I mean, doctors, treatments..."

"I've consulted the finest physicians in London." His voice was bitter now, edged with old pain. "The damage is permanent."

Portia studied his face...the proud set of his jaw, the carefully controlled expression that couldn't quite hide the vulnerability beneath. Her heart gave an unexpected squeeze.

"So what exactly are you proposing?"

He met her gaze directly. "I want you to bear my child."

The words hung in the air between them like a challenge. Portia felt her mouth fall open, then snapped it shut again.

"You want me to what?"

"Be my surrogate. I would provide you with a home, the finest medical care, and a generous compensation...regardless of whether the endeavor proves successful."

"Generous compensation," she repeated slowly.

"Five hundred pounds."

Portia's world tilted. Five hundred pounds was more money than her family would see in five years. It was security, comfort, a future without worry.

It was also completely, utterly scandalous.

"Let me see if I understand," she said carefully. "You want me to... to try to have your baby. Without marriage. Without any sort of respectable arrangement."

"I would provide a legal contract ensuring your protection and compensation. You would want for nothing during your confinement."

"And afterward? When the whole county knows I've had a child out of wedlock?"

His expression tightened. "I would ensure your reputation was protected."

"How?"

"We would say you were a widow. That you'd been married briefly to a soldier who died in service."

Portia stared at him. "You've thought this through."

"Extensively."

She stood abruptly, needing to move, to think. "This is mad. Completely, utterly mad."

"Perhaps. But it's also practical."

"Practical." She whirled to face him. "There's nothing practical about unmarried women having babies with marquesses!"

"Isn't there?" He rose as well, moving closer. Too close. She could smell his cologne...something woody and masculine that made her pulse flutter. "You need money. I need an heir. It's a business arrangement."

"Business arrangements don't usually involve removing one's clothes."

Color flooded his cheeks again, and she felt a ridiculous surge of satisfaction at having flustered him. "That is... that would be handled with the utmost discretion and respect for your comfort."

"How romantic."

"Romance has nothing to do with it."

"No, I don't suppose it does." She studied his face, noting the tension in his jaw, the way his hands gripped his walking stick. "Tell me something, Your Lordship. Have you ever actually... that is, do you know for certain that you can't...?"

"The physicians were quite clear."

"But have you tried?"

The silence stretched between them, charged with something Portia couldn't quite name. When he spoke, his voice was rough.

"No."

"Then how do you know?"

"Because the damage..."

"Might not be as extensive as you think." She moved closer, close enough to see the flecks of silver in his grey eyes. "Bodies are funny things. They heal in unexpected ways."

"Miss Underwood." His voice was a warning.

"Portia. If we're going to be... business partners, you might as well use my name."

"Portia." The way he said her name made something flutter in her chest. "This arrangement would be purely practical. There would be no... emotional attachment."

"Of course not." But even as she said it, she felt a pull toward this complicated, wounded man. "Just business."

"Just business," he agreed.

They stared at each other across the space between proper and scandalous, between safety and adventure. Portia thought of her parents' tired faces, their worn hands, their worry over every coin. She thought of five hundred pounds and the freedom it would buy.

She thought of grey eyes and a voice like whiskey, and the way he'd colored when she'd spoken plainly about things decent women weren't supposed to mention.

"I have conditions," she said finally.

Relief flickered across his features. "Name them."

"I want it in writing that my pig comes with me."

"Your... pig?"

"Napoleon. He's part of the arrangement, or there's no arrangement."

"Very well."

"And I want to know everything. About the process, about what's expected, about what happens if I do get pregnant."

"Naturally."

"And if this works...if I do have your baby...I want assurance that I'll be allowed to see them. I won't be a broodmare who's turned out to pasture once the foal is weaned."

Something shifted in his expression. "You would want to remain involved?"

"Any child I bear will be mine too, Your Lordship. Title or no title."

He nodded slowly. "That... could be arranged."

Portia took a deep breath. "Then yes. I accept your mad, scandalous, completely improper proposition."

The smile that spread across his face was like sunrise after a long night. "Excellent."

"When do we start?"

"Tomorrow, if you're amenable. I'll have a cottage prepared for you on the estate. Somewhere private but comfortable."

"And the business part?"

The color rose in his cheeks again, but he held her gaze. "We'll take it slowly. At your pace."

Portia felt heat pool in her stomach at the implications. This was really happening. She was going to live in sin with a marquess, attempt to bear his child, and somehow emerge from it all with her reputation intact.

It was mad. It was scandalous. It was the most interesting thing that had ever happened to her.

"Well then," she said, extending her hand. "Partners?"

He took her hand in his, and the moment their skin touched, something electric passed between them. His hands were strong, calloused despite his station, warm against her smaller fingers.

"Partners," he agreed, his voice rougher than before.

As they shook hands in the golden light of the library, with the scent of leather and old books around them, Portia had the strangest feeling that she'd just changed the course of both their lives.

She couldn't wait to see where it led.
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Chapter Two: Learning Each Other's Worlds
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Portia had imagined many things about living at Wychwood Hall. She had not, however, imagined that she would spend her first morning trying to convince a chamber pot that it was not, in fact, a particularly elaborate soup tureen.

"But it's so decorative," she argued with Mrs. Beatrice Hartwell, the stern-faced housekeeper who had been assigned to her "education in proper deportment." The woman looked as though she'd been carved from granite and disappointment in equal measure.

"Miss Underwood," Mrs. Hartwell said with the patience of a saint addressing a particularly slow child, "that is a Sèvres porcelain chamber pot. It is worth more than most people earn in a year."

"All the more reason to eat soup from it, I'd think. Waste not, want not."

Mrs. Hartwell's left eye developed a distinct twitch.

Portia had arrived at Rosemoor Cottage...her new temporary home...the evening before with Napoleon in tow, a single carpet bag, and absolutely no idea what she'd gotten herself into. The cottage was charming in the way that things became charming when you could afford to find them quaint rather than inadequate. Two bedrooms, a sitting room with actual books in it, and...miracle of miracles...an indoor privy.

She'd spent a solid ten minutes marveling at the indoor plumbing before Napoleon had wandered into the kitchen and attempted to eat a decorative arrangement.

"The thing is," she continued, turning the chamber pot this way and that to admire the painted roses, "where I come from, if something's pretty and bowl-shaped, it holds food. Seems wasteful to use it for... other purposes."

"Miss Underwood." Mrs. Hartwell's voice could have frozen tea in July. "Put down the chamber pot."

"Right. Yes. Of course." Portia set it down carefully. "Though I still think it would make lovely soup bowls for a dinner party..."

"Miss Underwood!"

"...or perhaps a fruit bowl for the dining table..."

Mrs. Hartwell made a sound that might have been a suppressed scream.

The morning had begun with what Mrs. Hartwell optimistically called "a lesson in proper ladylike behavior," which apparently involved learning to identify every possible receptacle in a well-appointed household and understanding its intended purpose. So far, Portia had mistaken a finger bowl for a drinking cup, a decorative urn for a flower vase, and...most memorably...a bidet for a foot bath.

"Perhaps," Mrs. Hartwell said with the air of someone reconsidering her life choices, "we should move on to table manners."

"I know table manners," Portia protested. "Don't eat with your hands, don't wipe your mouth on your sleeve, don't put your elbows on the table unless you're trying to claim territory."

"Claim territory?"

"You know. When you're eating with your brothers and they're eyeing your portion of pie."

Mrs. Hartwell stared at her for a long moment. "Miss Underwood, you don't have any brothers."

"No, but I eat with the dockworkers sometimes when Papa brings me to work. Same principle applies."

The housekeeper sat down heavily in the nearest chair, looking as though she might need smelling salts.

A knock at the cottage door interrupted what was surely going to be another fascinating lesson in the differences between her world and theirs. Portia bounded toward it with relief, ignoring Mrs. Hartwell's scandalized gasp at her unseemly haste.

Lord Alistair stood on her doorstep, and the sight of him made her pulse stutter in that inconvenient way it had developed since yesterday. He was dressed more casually than she'd seen him...no formal coat, just shirtsleeves and a waistcoat that emphasized the breadth of his shoulders. His dark hair was slightly mussed, as though he'd been running his fingers through it.

"Good morning," he said, his grey eyes taking in her appearance with an expression she couldn't quite read. She was wearing her second-best dress...which was to say, her only other dress...and had made an attempt at pinning her curls into submission. Judging by his slightly bemused expression, the curls were winning.

"Your Lordship." She bobbed a curtsy that nearly sent her into the doorframe. "How lovely. Mrs. Hartwell was just teaching me about chamber pots."

The color that rose in his cheeks was really quite fascinating. "I... see."

"Did you know they make them with painted roses? Seems like a waste of good artistry, if you ask me."

"Miss Underwood," Mrs. Hartwell appeared behind her like an avenging angel, "perhaps His Lordship would like some tea."

"Oh yes! I know how to make tea." Portia brightened considerably. "Well, I know how to boil water and add leaves to it. The rest is just hoping for the best, isn't it?"

"That's... one approach," Alistair said carefully.

"Come in, come in." She stepped back, gesturing him into her sitting room. "I was just about to escape...I mean, conclude my lesson with Mrs. Hartwell."

He entered, moving with that careful grace she was beginning to recognize. The cottage seemed smaller with him in it, more intimate. She was suddenly, acutely aware that they were alone together in what was essentially her private chambers.

Well, alone except for Mrs. Hartwell, who was radiating disapproval like heat from a forge.

"Mrs. Hartwell," Alistair said with the easy authority of someone born to command, "thank you for your assistance with Miss Underwood's... orientation. Perhaps you could see about having some proper tea sent from the main house?"

It was politely phrased, but it was clearly a dismissal. Mrs. Hartwell curtsied stiffly. "Of course, Your Lordship. I shall return this afternoon to continue Miss Underwood's education."

"Lucky me," Portia muttered under her breath.

Mrs. Hartwell's spine went rigid, but she swept from the cottage without another word.

"You're going to give that poor woman apoplexy," Alistair observed once the door closed behind her.

"She started it. Who puts roses on chamber pots? It's like putting lace on a shovel."

His mouth quirked upward. "I believe the roses are meant to make them more... aesthetically pleasing."

"For who? The person using them certainly can't see the decoration, and anyone else looking has bigger concerns than artistic merit."

He laughed...that genuine sound that transformed his whole face. "You have a point."

"I usually do. It's another one of my many failings." She gestured toward the chairs by the window. "Please, sit. Though I should warn you, I'm not entirely sure I know how to play hostess properly."

"Just be yourself."

"That's what got me into trouble with the chamber pot."

He settled into one of the chairs, laying his walking stick across his knees. The morning light caught the silver inlay, and Portia found herself wondering about the accident that had left him needing it. About the pain he still carried, physical and otherwise.

"How was your first night?" he asked.

"Surprisingly comfortable. Though Napoleon wasn't impressed with the accommodations."

"Ah yes. Napoleon. How is he adjusting?"

"He's decided the kitchen garden is his personal paradise. I suspect your groundskeeper is less enthusiastic about this development."

"I'll speak with him."

She studied his profile as he gazed out the window. In the soft morning light, the harsh lines of his face seemed gentler, more approachable. "You don't have to do that. I can manage Napoleon."

"I'm sure you can. But this is your home now, at least temporarily. You should be comfortable here."

Her home. The words sent an odd flutter through her chest. "It's strange, isn't it? Yesterday I was chasing pigs in my own yard, and today I'm sitting in a cottage that's nicer than anything I ever imagined living in."

"Are you having second thoughts?"

She considered this. "No. Are you?"

"No." His answer came quickly, definitively. "Though I confess I'm not entirely sure how to proceed."

"You mean the business part of our arrangement."

"Yes." He turned to face her, his expression serious. "I want you to know that there's no pressure. We can take as much time as you need to... adjust."

"Adjust to what, exactly?"

Color rose in his cheeks again. "To the idea of... intimacy."

The word hung between them, charged with possibility and awkwardness in equal measure. Portia felt heat pool in her stomach, nerves and something else entirely dancing along her skin.

"I've been thinking about that," she said, surprised by how steady her voice sounded. "About how this would work, I mean."

"And?"

"Well, it seems to me that if we're going to attempt this business arrangement, we should probably be comfortable with each other first. As people, I mean."

"That sounds... reasonable."

"So perhaps we should spend time together. Get to know each other properly before we... before we attempt the more complicated aspects."

Relief flickered across his features. "I would like that very much."

"Good. Because I have questions."

"Questions?"

"Dozens of them. Starting with: what happened to you?"

His expression shuttered immediately. "That's rather personal."

"Alistair." She used his given name deliberately, watching his eyes widen slightly at the familiarity. "If we're going to be intimate enough to make a child together, I think we're past the point of polite social barriers, don't you?"

He was quiet for a long moment, his fingers working over the silver handle of his walking stick. When he spoke, his voice was carefully controlled.

"It was a riding accident. My horse threw me during a hunt. I landed badly, damaged my spine and..." He paused, jaw tightening. "Other things."

"Other things that the physicians say make you incapable of fathering children."

"Yes."

"But you haven't actually tried."

"The medical evidence..."

"Sometimes medical evidence is wrong." She leaned forward, her voice gentle but insistent. "Bodies heal. Sometimes in ways doctors don't expect."

"And sometimes they don't."

"True. But wouldn't it be worth finding out? Before we go through with this arrangement?"

He stared at her, something vulnerable flickering in his grey eyes. "You're suggesting that we..."

"I'm suggesting that we see what's actually possible. Together."

The silence stretched between them, loaded with implications. Portia could hear her own heartbeat, could see the rapid rise and fall of his chest.

"That would be..." he began.

"Scandalous? Improper? Completely beyond the pale of decent behavior?"

"All of those things."

"Yes, but it would also be honest. And practical, which you seem to value."

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "You're going to be the death of me, aren't you?"

"Probably. But what a way to go."

This time his laugh was startled, genuine. "Portia Underwood, you are unlike anyone I've ever met."

"I should hope so. It would be terribly disappointing to be ordinary."

He stood, moving to the window that overlooked the gardens. "There are things about me... about my condition... that you don't understand."

"Then explain them to me."

"It's not that simple."

She rose as well, moving to stand beside him. He was taller than she'd realized, tall enough that she had to tilt her head to meet his eyes. "Why not?"

"Because I haven't spoken of it to anyone. Not even the physicians, not fully."

"What haven't you told them?"

He turned to face her fully, and she saw something raw and unguarded in his expression. "That the accident didn't just damage my body. It damaged my... confidence. My sense of myself as a man."

Her heart clenched at the pain in his voice. "Alistair..."

"I haven't been with a woman since it happened. Haven't even tried. The thought of failing, of being unable to..." He stopped, jaw working.

Without thinking, she reached for his hand. His skin was warm, slightly rough, and she felt him tense at the contact.

"What if you don't fail?" she asked softly.

"What if I do?"

"Then we'll figure out another way. But what if you don't?"

He stared down at their joined hands, his thumb brushing unconsciously across her knuckles. The simple touch sent shivers up her arm.

"I don't know if I can take that risk."

"Then let me take it with you."

His eyes snapped to hers. "What?"

"The risk. Let me take it with you. We're partners in this, aren't we? That means we share the risks as well as the rewards."

"Portia, you don't understand what you're offering."

"Don't I?" She stepped closer, close enough to smell his cologne, to see the flecks of gold in his grey eyes. "I'm offering to find out, together, what's actually possible between us. Without judgment. Without expectations. Just... honestly."

"And if nothing happens? If I truly am incapable?"

"Then we'll know. And we can proceed with the original arrangement if you still want to."

He studied her face as though trying to memorize it. "Why would you do this?"

"Because you're scared," she said simply. "And I know what it's like to be scared of things you can't control."

"You? Scared? The woman who wrestles pigs and mistakes chamber pots for soup bowls?"

"Terrified," she admitted. "Of this whole arrangement, of living in a world I don't understand, of bearing a child I might not be allowed to keep." She took a shaky breath. "But I'm doing it anyway. Because sometimes the things that scare us most are the things most worth doing."

They stood there in the morning light, hands clasped, fear and possibility crackling between them like electricity.

"We would take it slowly," he said finally.

"As slowly as you need."

"And if at any point you want to stop..."

"Then we stop. No questions, no pressure."

He nodded slowly. "All right."

"All right?"

"All right." His grip on her hand tightened. "We'll try."

Relief and terror washed through her in equal measure. "When?"

"Now, if you're willing."

Her pulse jumped. "Now?"

"Not... not that. Just..." He lifted their joined hands, studying their intertwined fingers. "Just this. Getting comfortable with touching."

"Oh." The disappointment that flashed through her was startling in its intensity. "Yes. That makes sense."

His eyes searched her face. "Are you disappointed?"

"No," she lied.

"Portia."

"Perhaps a little," she admitted. "But you're right. We should start slowly."

"We have time."

"Do we?"

"All the time in the world."

She hoped he was right. Because standing here with him, his hand warm in hers, something had shifted between them. The careful distance of their business arrangement was cracking, revealing something more complicated underneath.

Something that felt dangerously like the beginning of real intimacy.

A sharp knock at the door interrupted the moment. They sprang apart like guilty children, and Portia felt heat flood her cheeks at her own reaction.

"The tea," Alistair said, his voice slightly hoarse.

"Right. The tea." She smoothed her skirts, trying to regain her composure. "I should..."

"Yes."

She moved toward the door, then paused. "Alistair?"

"Yes?"

"This afternoon, after Mrs. Hartwell finishes trying to civilize me... would you like to take a walk? Around the estate?"

His smile was soft, genuine. "I would like that very much."

"Good." She opened the door to reveal a footman with an elaborate tea service. "Because I suspect I'll need the fresh air after another few hours of chamber pot education."

His laughter followed her as she ushered the servant inside, and Portia found herself grinning despite her nerves.

They were going to try. Together.

She couldn't wait to see what happened next.
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Chapter Three: Scandal and Secrets
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Three weeks into her residence at Wychwood Hall, Portia had learned several important things: chamber pots were not soup bowls, Napoleon could escape from seemingly impossible enclosures, and Alistair Blackwood had the most beautiful hands she'd ever seen.

The last observation was particularly inconvenient, given that she was currently supposed to be focusing on the waltz steps he was attempting to teach her in the cottage's sitting room.

"One, two, three," he counted patiently as she stepped on his foot for the fourth time in as many minutes. "It's like breathing, Portia. Natural rhythm."

"Breathing doesn't usually involve coordinating four limbs and trying not to maim one's partner," she protested, but she was laughing. Everything seemed to make her laugh these days...his exasperated expressions when she deliberately misidentified household objects, the way he colored when she asked pointed questions about anatomy, the careful way he watched her when he thought she wasn't looking.

They'd grown comfortable with each other over the past weeks. Comfortable with casual touches, with sitting close together, with the kind of easy conversation that felt like they'd known each other for years rather than mere days. The business arrangement had evolved into something that looked suspiciously like courtship, though neither of them had acknowledged it aloud.

"Try again," he said, his hand settling at her waist. Even through her stays and dress, she could feel the warmth of his palm. "And this time, let me lead."

"I am letting you lead."

"You're anticipating the steps. Trust me."

She looked up into his grey eyes, seeing the patience there, the gentle humor that had emerged as his reserve melted away. "I do trust you."

Something shifted in his expression. "Do you?"

"Yes." The word came out more breathlessly than she'd intended. They were standing very close, his hand at her waist, her hand in his. The afternoon light slanted through the windows, turning the sitting room golden and intimate.

"Portia," he murmured, and there was something in his voice that made her pulse flutter.

"Yes?"

He leaned closer, close enough that she could see the dark flecks in his eyes, could feel his breath on her cheek. "I..."

A sharp rap at the door shattered the moment. They sprang apart, both breathing harder than the dancing warranted.

"Expecting someone?" Alistair asked, his voice rough.

"Mrs. Hartwell, probably. She's determined to teach me the proper way to arrange flowers today." Portia smoothed her skirts, trying to ignore the disappointment that flooded through her. He'd been about to kiss her. She was almost certain of it.

She opened the door to find not Mrs. Hartwell, but a footman in Wychwood livery looking distinctly uncomfortable.

"Begging your pardon, miss, but His Lordship has a caller. A Lady Cordelia Ashworth. She's... she's asking to meet you."

Portia felt Alistair go rigid behind her. When she glanced back, his face had gone carefully blank in the way it did when he was retreating behind his aristocratic mask.

"Lady Cordelia," he said






































































































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
Historic Love. Timless Power. Dynasties of

FOUR GILDED BILLIONAIRE FANTASIES -
- HISTORICAL ROMANCE DYNASTIES

Pat waDon





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





