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Philip Soulden glanced up from his papers as his butler Simon entered the room.

“Mr. Soulden, the Viscount of Cambridgeshire is here to see you,” Simon said.

Philip raised his eyebrows. Why was his fiancée’s father here? Although Philip adored his fiancée Caroline Wynn, he couldn’t say the same for her father. Viscount Wynn looked down on him because he had been born poor without a single drop of blue blood. Philip looked down on the viscount because he had been fortunate enough to be born into great wealth yet had squandered it due to foolish investments and a fondness for gambling.

However, it was because of the viscount’s lack of wealth that he had allowed Caroline to accept Philip’s proposal. He was a snob who hated anything to do with the common-born, but he hated being destitute even more. So when Philip, a wealthy shipping tycoon, had proposed to Caroline, the viscount had offered his reluctant blessing. Although Caroline was beautiful, she lacked a dowry, so no nobleman of means would ever marry her.

Not that Philip would have let Caroline go if the viscount had refused to give his permission. Philip was determined to have her for his wife, small-minded relatives be damned.

“All right,” Philip said. “Tell him that he may come up here.”

Simon said, “Will do, Mr. Soulden,” then left the room.

Philip tapped his desk. What could be the reason for the viscount’s visit? Could he have changed his mind about the engagement? Would he attempt to revoke his blessing? If he tried to do that, Philip would tell him, “I don’t need your blessing, you foolish nobleman. I will marry your daughter, whether you like it or not.”

Viscount Wynn came into the room without a hint of a smile on his face. “Hello, Mr. Soulden,” he said with cold politeness.

The viscount looked nothing like his daughter, and thank God for that. With his chalk-white skin and lifeless, sunken pale blue eyes, he looked not unlike a ghoul.

“Hello, Mr. Wynn,” Philip said, deliberately leaving out his title. He knew it annoyed his future father-in-law. When the viscount’s jaw tightened with irritation, Philip felt some petty pleasure. “What brings you to my humble abode?” He said the words “humble abode” with an undertone of sarcasm. His imposing mansion was bigger than the viscount’s house, which had been glamorous in its heyday but now only spoke of faded glory.

“Do you know where Caroline is?” the viscount asked.

Philip blinked, taken by surprise. “Isn’t she supposed to be at your shabby estate?” He had wanted Caroline to move into his home as soon as they’d gotten engaged, but she had said that wouldn’t have been proper and would’ve upset her father. Philip had wanted to growl, To hell with your father, but he had managed to bite his tongue, if barely.

The viscount clenched his jaw at the insult. “Do you really not know where she is?”

Concern began to creep into Philip. “I truly do not know.”

All the color left Viscount Wynn’s face. “Oh no...”

It took a great amount of willpower for Philip to not leap up from his desk and shake his future father-in-law. “Why is my future wife not at your home?” he asked in a low voice.

The nobleman suddenly found himself fascinated with the wallpaper. “Caroline may have run away.”

Philip jumped up from his chair, then marched over to the viscount, his hands trembling with the urge to hit him. “Why would she have run away?” he hissed.

The viscount had the audacity to sniff condescendingly. “Perhaps she got cold feet at the prospect of marrying a man who is beneath her social class.”

Philip’s fingers tightened into a fist. He agreed with Wynn that Caroline was too good for him, but it had nothing to do with social class. She could have been a commoner like Philip, and she would still be far too good for him.

Of course, it didn’t mean that he was any less determined to make her his wife.

“Bollocks!” Philip hissed. “Caroline never cared about my common blood.” Unlike you. “Tell me the truth.”

Wynn exhaled. “Caroline and I had an argument. She discovered something about her true heritage...”

“Get on with it,” Philip spat impatiently.

In a quiet voice, the viscount said, “I am not her biological father.”

Philip blinked. “What?”

Sounding pained, Wynn continued, “Her mother had an affair with a Chinese merchant.”

Philip stared at the viscount. He could not say that he was too surprised Caroline didn’t have the man’s blood running through her veins. Caroline had blond hair and almond-shaped brown eyes while her father had brown hair with streaks of gray and those lifeless pale blue eyes. Caroline’s true parentage also explained the relationship she had with the viscount. While the viscount did care about Caroline — it was the only reason that Philip even somewhat tolerated him — there was sometimes an undercurrent of resentment to his affection. Against his will, Philip felt some sympathy towards the viscount. It had to be difficult to be confronted with physical evidence of his late wife’s infidelity every day (the viscountess had succumbed to scarlet fever five years ago).

“Why would that revelation cause Caroline to run away?” Philip asked.

“She wanted to tell you the truth. I told her to keep it a secret from you.”

“Why the bloody hell did you tell her that?”

The viscount widened his eyes. “Doesn’t this jeopardize the marriage?”

Philip badly wanted to shake the nobleman. “Why would the truth about her parentage jeopardize a damn thing?”

Wynn blinked, evidently confused. “Don’t you want to marry her for her blue blood? Since her birth was illegitimate, doesn’t that — ?”

Philip shook with the desire to pummel the idiotic viscount. He only managed to refrain from deference to Caroline. “You’re a goddamn fool. I’m not marrying Caroline for her blue blood. I’m marrying her because I bloody love her.”

Wynn became even paler, if such a thing were possible. “Oh my...I’ve made a mistake, haven’t I?”

“A gross understatement,” Philip hissed. “I know you nobles are used to seeing marriages as mere business transactions, but I didn’t care that Caroline was the daughter of a viscount, and I don’t give a damn that she’s the illegitimate daughter of some merchant.” Then he said, “I’ll find Caroline. Now get out of my sight before I do something I’ll regret.”

The viscount opened his mouth. Then he changed his mind and closed it before leaving the room.

Philip cursed, rubbing his forehead. Why had the viscount said such stupid things to Caroline and planted such doubts in her mind? And why had she let him? Didn’t she have faith in her future husband?

“Simon!” he bellowed.

Simon ran into the room. “Yes, sir?”

“Please get the carriage ready. I’m going to find my fiancée.”

“Do you want the footmen to go search for her as well?”

“Yes.”

The second he found her, he was going to tell her that he loved her, and that wouldn’t change even if her biological father turned out to be Lucifer himself. Then he was going to spank her for ever doubting him. His cock hardened as he imagined stripping her and swatting her bare backside.

Goddamn it, man, focus. He could come later, after he found his fiancée. And he would find her. When he wanted something, he acquired it. And by God, he wanted Caroline.
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PHILIP WENT TO THE train station, all of the shops, the constable, but no one had seen Caroline. Where the devil is she? Christ, he should have made her move into his home the second he’d put the diamond ring on her finger, propriety and her disapproving father be damned. If she had been under his roof, he would have never let her get away from him.

After he had talked to yet another shop owner who hadn’t seen her, he walked out onto the street. He cocked an eyebrow when he saw his footman Jonathan run toward him. 

Jonathan said breathlessly, “Sir, I...I...” He put his hands on his knees, panting. Rivers of sweat ran down the sides of his head.

“Well, Jonathan?” Philip asked, trying to hide his irritation but failing.

“I know where she is, sir.”

“Where is she?” Philip demanded, nearly shouting.

His footman winced as he answered, “The inn on Simpson Road.”

“What?” Philip shouted. The inn on Simpson Road was rumored to be a den for prostitution, opium-fueled indecencies, and criminals. Certainly not a place where his Caroline should be. “Are you sure?”

Jonathan winced again. “Yes, sir, the man I spoke to swore on his grandmother’s grave.” Then as if it were his fault that his employer’s future wife was in that seedy place, “I’m sorry, Mr. Soulden.”

“Thank you for your work, Jonathan.” Then without wasting another moment, Philip jumped into his coach and yelled at his driver to go to the inn.

***
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AT THE SIGHT OF THE Pearl, the inn on Simpson Road, Philip’s jaw tightened. The Pearl — it was one hell of a misnomer. The inn looked like it was one storm away from completely collapsing, and the walls looked like they had several decades’ worth of grime on them.

Once he was in the lobby, he said to the man with bloodshot eyes sitting at the desk, “You better tell me which room my future wife is in, or I’ll strangle you right here.”

The man held up his hands. “I want no trouble. However, at the Pearl, we do value the privacy of our guests...”

Philip wanted to beat the man, but that would take too much time, so he just threw a few coins onto the table.

The man nodded, satisfied. “What does your future wife look like? Is she a noblewoman with blond hair?”

“Yes.”

A lecherous grin appeared on the man’s face. “A pretty thing. Her eyes look Oriental, but what a nice bosom — ”

Philip seized his neck. “Do you have a longing for an early death?” he asked in a low voice.

The man gasped for air as Philip squeezed his throat. “My...my apologies, sir.”

Philip
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