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	Dedication

	 

	To my amazing, wonderful husband, Grant:

	 

	For always being exactly yourself

	And never bowing to society’s expectations.

	 

	I love you most.

	 

	 


 

	 

	 

	About Bree Verity

	 

	Bree Verity grew up on a diet of tea and crumpets, dancing, Regency novels, old movies and musicals. It's no wonder she has ended up writing love stories.

	 

	She lives in one of the southernmost suburbs of Brisbane, Queensland with her long-suffering, patient and wonderful husband, and her two doggy writing buddies, Millie and Boofie. She keeps it very quiet from all of them that she is equally as much a cat person. 

	 

	She loves watching sci-fi and renovation shows (usually not together, however sometimes the Doctor redecorates…), has a bad habit of binge-watching shows she likes leaving her in a constant TV drought, reading historical and time travel books, hanging out with her writing community, and sleeping in.

	 

	Bree loves to hear from her readers and can be contacted on Facebook or at her website www.breeverity.com where you can also sign up for her monthly newsletter.

	



	
Chapter One

	 

	I should like it very much… that is, if you would be so kind…” 

	Lady Felicity Merryweather was making a mess of the most important question of her life. She was taking too long, and although Lord Edenburgh was trying to remain polite by giving her his attention, he kept surreptitiously glancing at the papers on his desk. She needed to come to the point, and quickly, before she lost her nerve, or he decided their conversation had gone on long enough.

	It was unusual, certainly, for a young woman to call on a gentleman with only her maid as chaperone. But Felicity had insisted it was a family matter that brought her out, and since she and Lord Edenburgh were such old friends, her presence in the house barely drew a raised eyebrow from the earl’s butler. Indeed, he had almost smiled when welcoming Felicity and Nora over the threshold.

	She had sent Nora to the kitchen while she faced the lion in his den. But it didn’t matter that she had prepared her speech thoroughly and practiced it a hundred times in her mind. It simply would not come out of her mouth. She had spoken of the weather, her family’s health, and the state of the season, yet she hadn’t been able to verbalize the reason for her visit.

	Shaking the mental cobwebs from her mind and the stutter from her voice, she fixed her pale blue eyes on the earl reclining behind the desk in his office sipping from his brandy glass. Drawing a deep breath, she lifted her chin.

	“I wish you to deflower me.”

	Lord Edenburgh coughed, choking on the amber liquid. He brought a fine linen handkerchief to his lips and for a few moments, was prisoner to a paroxysm of coughing. Felicity wondered if she should rush around the desk and slap him on the back. Then his watering, wide brown eyes lifted to meet hers. “You wish me to what?”

	“Deflower me. Take my virginity.” Her cheeks started to heat, and she worked to keep the blush subdued. It would not do for the earl to think she was embarrassed or ashamed. She had thought the matter through completely, and the plan was her only alternative. 

	“What, right now?” The earl was regarding her with all manner of horror. Had the situation not been so critical, Felicity may well have laughed out loud at the dismay on his face. 

	“No, of course not. I mean, at an agreed upon time and place, we would meet, and you would… deflower me.” 

	Standing before the incredulous earl, Felicity began to wilt. Perhaps this was not such a good idea after all. Her unbecoming flush rose again. Even the word—deflower—sounded unseemly all of a sudden. Clipping roses from the garden was one thing. This was very much another.

	And yet Felicity stood her ground, resolute in the decision she had reached after many years of consideration.

	How many times during those years had she pretended to go to sleep, and then re-lit her candle to read with wide eyes the romantic tales she had taken from the lending library, hidden under her skirt. Tales of damsels and ladies, stolen away by wicked pirates or slave-traders, only to be rescued by handsome ruffians, good men and bad. Or conversely, knights seduced by pure women and immoral. The common thread in these salacious tales was the mutual attraction between hero and victim, and how they satiated their desires.

	Some of the stories were light and carefree, containing only a chaste kiss. But others had brought Felicity to the blush with the detail of their passions.

	And all of them made Felicity yearn for that which she did not have.

	Once she had even borrowed a book that contained drawings of the male and female anatomy. And while she had blushed at every page and had to close the book several times to slow her beating heart, the details she had stored away in her mind, well aware that she should be ignorant of these matters, yet longing to understand and to be initiated into their intricacies.

	On the outside, she remained quiet, docile and dutiful. And, to her dismay, unmarried and less and less likely to be so as the years pressed on. Yet inside her, passion burned ever stronger, dulling the necessity drilled into her of remaining virtuous, but understanding she must preserve her reputation at all costs. As she had begun to realise she would never make a marriage alliance an idea had germinated, at once terrifying and wonderful.

	 The plan must be executed with due care and secrecy. After all, this one action had the potential to ruin Felicity forever in the eyes of society. She must be wary and circumspect, ensuring all was done with the utmost discretion.

	She peeked up at the earl, who was even now shakily reaching to top up his brandy. Timidly, she asked, “Do you think you could accommodate me, my Lord?” 

	His rough laugh startled her. “Good God, Felicity, if you’re going to come in here and stand in front of my desk and ask me to bed you, at least call me Quincey, like always.”

	She smiled. “Quincey, then. What do you think?”

	He turned a serious face on her. “I’m surprised at how little regard you display for your reputation. Have you considered your parents?”

	She flushed. “I have every regard for my reputation, my Lord. And I have given serious consideration to how I shall achieve my aim without causing anyone to suffer.”

	“How do you propose to achieve that?”

	“By ensuring that only you and I need ever know it happened.” She decided against revealing that her friend, Lady Juliet Hampshire would also know. Felicity had required some assistance in determining the perfect partner. 

	Instead, she launched into the speech she had carefully crafted in the early morning hours when she couldn’t sleep. 

	“Quincey, I understand you might be a little surprised by my request. Stunned, even,” she added, in response to his incredulous look. “However, I have considered this course long and hard, and I do believe it is the correct one for me.”

	He slumped in his chair, rolling his eyes, and groaning, “‘Long and hard.’ God help me.” Felicity frowned at his words but pressed on.

	“It is quite apparent to me that I shall never marry. Unfortunately, I am a little too… plain and awkward to attract the kinds of gentleman I think I might like.” She grimaced, sweeping a hand down her front. At the earl’s weak protest, Felicity shook her head. “Oh, no, Quincey, it is quite alright. I am accepting of my fate. Except for one single facet.”

	“And so, we swing back around to it,” replied the earl heavily. 

	She nodded vigorously. “All I ask for is one night to experience what every other woman takes for granted. And then, you will go on to find yourself a lovely, society wife, and I will molder away into spinsterhood, with my memories to keep me warm.”

	Even when she spoke so blithely, Felicity hated the words. It hurt to know she had been rejected by so many men based entirely on her looks and only moderate fortune. Very few gentlemen had dug deep enough to meet the real Felicity, in fact they hadn’t even tried to scratch the surface. 

	Quincey, of course, didn’t count amongst the throngs of disinterested men. She had grown up with him as her closest neighbor, watched as he’d become Viscount Healey, and then the Earl of Edenburgh. Through it all, they remained family friends.

	Quincey never commented on her looks, neither to say she looked nice, nor that she didn’t. Felicity thought he simply didn’t see. She was a background ornament, a dreadful, hideous vase that sat on a pedestal in the back rooms of his life. 

	The realization that Quincey was now looking at her differently proved to be a little disconcerting.

	“Share your thoughts with me, Quincey?”

	 Felicity took a seat on a low sofa, placing her shaking hands in her lap and crossing her ankles demurely. She could no longer look Quincey in the eye, nor deny the riot of pink that flushed through her cheeks. She must look a sight-far from one of those lovely females whose blushes resemble the kisses of angels. No, her flush was more like a slap in the face from the devil himself. It burned bright pink, in dreadful combination with her bright red hair. 

	The earl scratched his head, his brows drawn and his mouth a hard line. Jumping up from his chair, he paced around the room. Then, he spun toward her, one finger pointed accusingly. “You must realize this is an enormous responsibility you wish to place on me, Felicity?”

	She nodded silently. 

	“You come in here, requesting this of me, when I’ve only ever thought of you as a neighbor and a friend.”

	She nodded again. That was something of which she was acutely aware. “I know.”

	“And now you want me to…” he waved his hand in her direction, “and then we would… it’s preposterous. Preposterous!” He glared at her and she regarded him, demeanor calm, waiting. 

	Quincey’s chest heaved in irritation, but Felicity merely allowed the question to hang in the air. Quincey turned once again to the brandy decanter, poured himself a measure, and drank it in one gulp. He leaned on the sideboard, staring out the window. 

	Felicity sat in silence, waiting.

	After a few long moments, Quincey came to sit beside her. Taking her hands, he asked in an even tone, “Is this really what you want?”

	Her eyes flew up to meet his, warm and tawny in his boyish face. Familiar eyes, that she had met many times before. Why had she never noticed the darts of copper running through them?

	“Yes.” The single word was solid, unaffected by her trepidation.

	“And you have considered all of the potential repercussions?”

	“I have. And ensured all parties will not be inconvenienced by the matter.”

	 He cocked one eyebrow as if not entirely convinced of her words. “And you are certain you shall not regret it afterward?”

	She gave a short laugh. “That I cannot answer. However, I do know that I will regret it my entire life should I not do it.”

	He nodded, then stilled, and his grip on her hands tightened. “Why me, Felicity?”

	She could have told him that she had always admired him. He was frequently cheerful and optimistic, if not a little reckless. As children, they had enjoyed adventure after adventure, always with Quincey taking the lead, and Felicity following behind. As they grew into adolescence, Quincey had continued to adventure, while Felicity was shaped into the young lady she was supposed to be.  

	She could have said she was attracted to him. Someone had once sniggered that he was stocky and dumpy, and she had roundly reprimanded them. Quincey was solidly built, it was true, but he was not fat, and certainly not dumpy. He matched Felicity in height, and wore clothing made for his comfort, unlike the dandies who preferred fashion over comfort. His nut-brown hair was stylish, but Felicity knew if he didn’t keep it cut, it grew out be almost as curly as her own.

	She could have told him that she loved him.

	Instead, she ran her tongue over her dry lips, and gave him a wavering smile. “Because you are my friend,” she replied simply.

	He strode back around to his desk chair and slumped into it. 

	“I cannot believe I’m considering this,” he groaned, head falling into his hands. Felicity waited.

	Then he looked up challengingly, directly into Felicity’s eyes.

	“Very well. I’ll do it.”

	 

	
Chapter Two.

	 

	Quincey almost groaned at the look of elation on Felicity’s face, as she jumped up from her sofa, and rushed toward his desk. Her request had sent all kinds of disquieting feelings to his nether regions, feelings he never expected, nor indeed wanted to feel for Felicity.

	“Oh, thank you, Quincey. Thank you. You have no idea how much this means to me.” 

	Alarmed, Quincey realized he had to quell her enthusiasm. And quickly.

	Lifting a finger, he said sternly, “There will be conditions. Now sit.”

	He pointed at the seat across the desk from him, and she sat, hands folded in her lap, once again feigning the demure spinster. 

	Quincey took a moment to slow the galloping of his heart and gather his spiraling thoughts. He could not have dreamed up a situation more unlikely than the one he was in right now. Dream? Say rather nightmare. For while he was not attracted to Felicity in any way whatsoever, his treacherous mind, even now, was considering the way her tall, overly skinny frame might curve against his, how she might feel, willing and pliable, beneath him.

	He shook his head. He must treat this as a business transaction, and nothing more. 

	The woman across the desk from him studied him with a coquettish smile playing across her lips. 

	Her lips. He had never even looked at them before. He had never really looked at Felicity before. Why, her lips seemed full and rosy. Kissable, certainly. They must always have been that way, only Quincey had never taken it upon himself to notice. He hurried past them now. It would not do to dwell on their luscious strawberry perfection. Stay in control, Quincey, he firmly reminded himself.

	Her hair had always been a wild mop of bright red corkscrews. Now she seemed to have gained some ability to tame it, however the odd strand still escaped her tight coiffure, as if making gentle mockery of her efforts.

	Her face was long, with a tapering nose and pale blue eyes with fine, blonde lashes. A good sprinkling of freckles crossed her nose, many fewer than when she was a child, but still well and truly in evidence. She had a strong chin, the kind of chin, Quincey reflected, that belonged more on a man than a woman. 

	 He couldn’t see much past her neck, with her layers of walking gown, petticoats, stays, fichu and shawl, but memory discerned that under it all, she would be quite flat-chested. And he knew beyond that she was a thin, boyish thing, with few feminine accoutrements to recommend her. Still, it was a female body. And it was being offered. Quincey once again had to breathe deeply, to battle the blood rushing to his manhood.

	Her clothes. Think about her clothes. She was modishly dressed, however nothing she wore became her. The pale shades she chose did not accentuate her coloring, and she wore far too many frills and laces for a woman of her age. He wondered at that, wondered if she even cared that she looked so frumpy. Then he puzzled why he had never thought about it before. Felicity was just Felicity. And clothes were just the items one hung off one’s body to preserve one’s modesty. But now that he thought about it, Felicity had always dressed poorly. He made a mental note to ask her about it at a later occasion, when they weren’t discussing their pending sexual escapades.

	She waited silently while he perused, watching him with a curious expression. What exactly went on in that head of hers? Most of the time, he thought she was off in a world of her own, only coming back to reality when she was pressed upon to do so. How on earth did one control a situation when one had very little idea of what the other party was thinking? 

	Quincy cleared his throat. He had to take charge, and promptly, from the very start. Twining his fingers together he placed his elbows in front of him on the desk. “Very well. Condition number one. We never discuss this matter except when we are in private. I suspect neither of us would want to risk anyone accidentally overhearing.”

	“Of course.” Her voice, warm and quite deep for a woman, was one of her better features. He wondered how she would sound in the throes of ecstasy? Control, Quincey. Stay in control. 

	“Two. The event will happen when and where I specify. I will see to all of the arrangements, all that is required of you is that you appear at the designated time and place.”

	“Certainly.”

	“You will need to advise me when your monthly courses are due, so my efforts are not spoiled at the last minute by nature’s course.”

	She blushed, but swallowed and nodded, casting her eyes down. “My courses have just finished,” she replied in a whisper. 

	Quincey nodded, as uncomfortable with the conversation as Felicity obviously was. But his next statement would cause even more discomfort, yet it had to be addressed. Emptying his brandy glass again, he took a deep breath.

	“And then there is the possibility that we might conceive a child together.”

	Quincey observed she blushed even more fiercely. He knew the color in his own cheek was not just from the amount of brandy he had consumed. She peeked up at him, her wide eyes meeting his.

	“I can take precautions against that.”

	Quincey’s jaw fell slack and he stammered, “How do you know anything of the matter?”

	“I have studied relations between man and woman.”

	“Good god, Felicity, have you no delicacy of mind at all?”

	For a moment, Felicity looked furious. “Of course I have. But people continue to engage in such things, and children continue to be conceived, and I thought that perhaps even if I never got to experience it for myself, I should at least understand the workings.”

	Quincey blinked rapidly. It had never occurred to him that a lady might just be curious. He thought that perhaps, if he was in Felicity’s circumstances, he might have done the same. With a crooked smile, he continued.

	“I, too, can take precautions. Even so, there is a minor possibility of conception. You understand I shall insist on marrying you, should that occur?”

	“No.”

	Quincey bristled. “No?”

	“No. That is my only condition, Quincey. If a child is conceived, or even if word does get out, you must assure me you will never ask to marry me.”

	He blinked, his face creasing in confusion. “I beg your pardon?”

	She sighed, as if having to explain further irritated her. “You must remain faultless in this, Quincey. Were I to conceive a child, your name will never be mentioned. I am prepared to be pensioned off at the whim of my father, or even to look for domestic work, if my parents choose to disown me for not disclosing the name of the man who placed me in such a circumstance. But you are the Earl of Edenburgh. You must remain above reproach. And you need a lovely, accomplished, society wife who is also above reproach, which I could never be. Besides, I would not wish to be shackled to you under such circumstances.”

	“Shackled?” The earl didn’t know whether to be amused or offended. There were a great many young women who would give their eye teeth to be shackled to him. He was an earl, for goodness sake. With a fortune. And a good, strong family name that could be traced back generations.

	Quincey would need to marry eventually. As an earl, the imperative to provide ‘an heir and a spare’ was implied in the title. He only held the title because his uncle hadn’t followed convention and had only one son. And Quincy’s cousin Gerald had been foolish and far too carefree to adhere to the responsibilities assigned to the only son of an earl. His early death was unsurprising, considering his lifestyle. 

	But Quincy had never thought about marrying Felicity. Not ever. 

	He made a show of considering her request. “Yes, I see.” He slowly nodded. “Given the circumstances, I’m happy to agree to your condition,” he replied, perhaps a little too grandly. He modulated his tone before continuing, “although should a child result, you must allow me to make some arrangement for its upbringing. It would, after all, still be my child.”

	A frown descended on Felicity’s face. “Only if you are able to do so without leaving evidence of your benefaction.”

	“I’m certain I could organize that.”

	Felicity brightened. “Well, the likelihood of it being an issue is very minimal anyway.”

	“That is true, and especially if we are both taking the requisite precautions. Are there any additional matters you wish to raise before we conclude?”

	“No, I… I don’t think so.”

	“Shall we shake on it then?” He stood up and held out his hand. She looked at it with confusion.

	“Shake?”

	The earl threw Felicity a small, condescending smile. “When a business transaction is concluded, the parties usually shake hands over the matter.”

	“Oh.” A slight frown crossed her features, but she, too, stood and held out her gloved hand. He took it in a firm, warm shake, noticing her fingers were cold inside – the thin calfskin glove. 

	“Very well then, you may take yourself home and wait for my further instructions.” He sat - down again and picked up his quill, signaling her summary dismissal with a wave of his hand.

	When she -remained, he looked up questioningly. “Was there something else?”

	Felicity blushed. “I just wondered whether the deal would be better settled with a kiss? Or an embrace?”

	It was a churlish, and very feminine request. Quincey’s body immediately responded with a lurch in the groin. Certainly not an embrace, then.

	He stood and rounded the desk, maneuvering in such a way as to ensure his manhood didn’t betray his feelings. He took her by the elbows and placed a chaste kiss on her cheek, feeling the heat from her face under his lips.

	“That will have to satisfy you until our rendezvous,” he said with a smile. She produced a similar smile, though hers wavered, and then she turned and bolted from the room.

	As Quincy watched her go, his smile faded, to be replaced with a troubled frown. Poor Felicity. Forced by circumstances into such an extreme course of action. 

	A wave of sympathy washed over him, followed by a charge of something like desire. Not that he desired Felicity, of course, she was a family friend, an old acquaintance. But his body, male as it was, didn’t differentiate between his plump and beautiful Drury Lane mistress and the thin, awkward girl who had stood before him moments ago, head held high, defiance in her gaze. Animal instinct being as it was, the thought of either woman writhing beneath him was enough to excite him. 

	He plopped back down at his desk, crossed his arms and lay his head down on them.

	“God help me,” he said out loud.

	 

	 

	
Chapter Three.

	 

	A sense of breathless anticipation colored all of Felicity’s engagements over the next few days, bathing everything in a bright, rosy light. She could not keep her mind engaged for any length of time. Embroidery was impossible, and as for visitors, well, she dropped the thread of conversation almost as often as she dropped her teaspoon into her saucer—a breach of etiquette that had her sheepishly grinning at her frowning mother more than once. 

	Even the balls and routs, once the source of her greatest boredom, seemed less tedious. The music’s tempo now appeared more joyful and less austere, and the happiness on the faces of people all around had her smiling, and by some strange phenomena, drew one or two gentlemen to ask her to dance.

	It puzzled her enough that one evening she spoke to Juliet about it, after a second gentleman had handed her back into the care of her astonished mother, and neither of the men had been Quincey.

	“It’s because you seem brighter and happier,” declared Juliet, taking Felicity’s arm and ignoring the disapproving glare Lady Merryweather sent in her direction. “No matter how fusty your dress, when you exude happiness, people notice.” They walked a few steps away from Lady Merryweather, then Juliet turned to Felicity with a gasp. 

	“Have you already engaged in your tryst? Is that it?”

	Felicity shushed her, her face igniting. Now, she was rather regretting having asked for Juliet’s assistance in determining the
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