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Also a very special thank you to my new editor, Carrie Feron, for everything.


Beyond Scandal

“I must have been crazy to stay away for four years,” he muttered. “What the hell was wrong with me?”

She was frozen as Dom kneaded her arms, pulling her even closer. Her breasts brushed against his chest. “I promised myself something,” he said, his eyes glittering, “but I cannot keep it. I would be truly mad to.”

“No.” Anne found her voice. “What are you doing?”

“Kissing you,” he said flatly. His arms went around her. His mouth covered hers.

Anne’s pulse rioted. Her mind went blank. It had been so long. The desire that crested in her so suddenly, so uncontrollably, became explosive. Hot, liquid, fiery. She moaned against his lips.
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Prologue

Essex, England—1852

This, surely, must be the most miserable day of her life. Anne tried to shut out the sounds of her cousin’s happy chattering as Felicity dressed for her engagement party. Although her betrothal to the Viscount Lyons would only be announced that night, the whole county and half of London already knew about the news. Anne wished she didn’t know and that she were anywhere but in her cousin’s bedroom. She had asked to go to her own chamber, a small, dark room which she hated, but her aunt had refused, insisting that they needed Anne’s help to prepare Felicity for the second most important evening of her life.

But they had not needed Anne’s help yet, because Edna’s French maid was handling everything. Anne watched as Felicity’s waist was cinched so tightly that she lost two inches. She had never been envious of Felicity before, but now she stared at her full breasts and round hips and almost hated her for being so utterly feminine and so utterly beautiful. Anne had felt small and dark and plain before, but today she felt ugly, unloved, and terribly alone.

Anne squeezed her eyes shut. Felicity didn’t guess that her every happy word was like a blade to Anne’s heart. Anne had loved Dominick St. Georges for more years than she could count. She had never tried to hide her feelings from anyone, but her aunt, uncle, and cousins all had been tolerantly amused or openly skeptical of Anne’s certainty that one day Dom would not only notice her, but marry her as well. But she could fall off her horse at his feet, she thought in anguish, as Felicity had done, and he would not even notice her then.

Anne’s heart felt as if it might burst. If only Felicity would stop going on and on about how handsome and rich Dom St. Georges was. “Oh, Mama,” Felicity gushed for the hundredth time, “I am so incredibly happy and so very excited!”

“As you should be, catching such a man,” Edna Collins said bluntly. “Thank God the duke and the marquis summoned him home and ordered him to marry. To think that, had another day gone by, you might have already been plighted to Lord Harold Reed.”

Felicity was the youngest of Edna’s five children and her only daughter. She had come out four years ago, and since then had a dozen offers of marriage. She had rejected them all. Anne had listened to numerous family debates about whom Felicity should choose and one and all had agreed that she must wed this year. Everyone had decided that she should accept Lord Reed, an older but very wealthy baron. Then Dom had come courting, and all other prospects had immediately been forgotten.

Anne swallowed, hard. She had not come out, not because she was only seventeen, and not because her aunt and uncle would never lavish the money necessary for a come-out, but because Anne loved Dom far too much to ever seek to marry anyone else.

She would remain a spinster for the rest of her days.

Oh, God. And would she continue to love Dom, forever, even though he was her cousin’s husband? Anne quickly wiped away seeping tears, before Edna or Felicity might see.

The French maid gave Anne a small, sympathetic glance.

But Edna did not notice, involved as she was now with her daughter. “You behave yourself and be a good wife to him and you won’t lack for a thing. You put up with all of his ways, be they good or bad,” she warned.

But Felicity, blond, beautiful, and blue-eyed, laughed almost slyly. “I know all about Dom St. Georges’s reputation. Mama. I know he has the most beautiful women in the world, and that he loves his racehorses far more than them, too. Do you think me a fool? I know how to be a lady, Mama. But surely I shouldn’t be too ladylike. I won’t have Dom running off to his mistress right after our wedding night! Nor will I have him fonder of a horse than me!”

Edna made a rough sound that might have been approval. “But if he does keep his mistress, or prefer his horses, you just ignore it.”

“I am up to the task of taming the reclusive and coldhearted Viscount Lyons,” Felicity laughed. Then her blue eyes gleamed. “I most certainly will not lose sight of the fact that one day I will be the marchioness of Waverly, and later the duchess of Rutherford!”

Anne could take it no more. In her mind’s eye she saw Dom, golden-haired and bronzed, smiling warmly at Felicity, his single dimple digging deep in his right cheek. She leapt to her feet, rushing across the length of soft blue Persian rug and past the frothy white bed to the oak door.

“Anne! Just where do you think you are going?” Edna called sharply. “Come back here right now, young lady.”

But for the first time in her life, Anne ignored her formidable aunt. She rushed from the room, holding on to her last bit of pride.

Anne stood alone by the wall in the ballroom of Waverly Hall, the primary residence of Dom’s father, the marquis of Waverly, Philip St. Georges. She stared across the crowd to where the St. Georges family stood with her aunt and uncle and her cousins on the threshold of the ballroom. Her gaze remained helplessly riveted on Dom St. Georges.

Clad in a black tailcoat and black trousers with a satin seam, the sapphire studs on his snowy white shirt catching the light from the five huge chandeliers overhead, he was a magnificent sight. He was the most beautiful man she had ever seen, his features straight and even and almost too perfect, but it was his incredible St. Georges coloring which so arrested everyone: the golden skin, the topaz eyes, the thick, gold-streaked brown hair. Anne, however, had always been overwhelmingly drawn to his eyes. Golden, mesmerizing, and hinting at secrets and, perhaps, tragedy, his eyes called to her the way a siren did to lost sailors at sea. They were the eyes of a lonely man.

Now he stood beside Felicity, who was ravishing and voluptuous in a pale blue evening gown. She glowed, but he merely nodded or gave a polite smile to the constant stream of guests who paused to congratulate him and his bride. But then he was not a demonstrative man.

Felicity, however, was beaming, laughing, and clinging to him. Anne had never seen her behave so shamelessly before. Dom remained attentive, yet somehow, he also seemed bored.

Their gazes suddenly met from opposite points across the room. Dom quickly looked away, but Anne did not.

This was not the first time that night that their glances had connected so precipitously and inexplicably. Tonight he had finally noticed her. Yet she could not think why. Her cheeks were pale, her expression lifeless, but her eyes were pink and swollen, the tip of her nose red. And she wore a plain and childish gown, one of Felicity’s hand-me-downs. It was navy blue, but that was not dark enough for Anne—she wished it were black.

He turned his head again and looked right past the vicar and his wife, across the entire length of the parquet floored ballroom, directly at Anne.

Anne did not look away. She lifted her chin. Dom broke eye contact and put his arm around Felicity while speaking with the vicar.

Anne stared. It was a strange moment, but one that meant nothing. The engagement had been announced. Dom had placed a magnificent eight-carat sapphire surrounded by rows and rows of diamonds on Felicity’s finger. The crowd had applauded, and when Dom had kissed her cheek, they had cheered as well.

Felicity was whispering in Dom’s ear. He had to bend slightly in order for her to do so. Her very bare bosom pressed against his arm. Dom made no effort to move away; his other arm was still around her waist. They were a stunning, ideal couple. Anne turned away abruptly—and crashed into a tall man.

“Whoa,” the duke of Rutherford said, reaching out to restrain her. The Rutherford ruby signet ring gleamed on his right hand. “Hello, Anne. Why are you not with your family and mine, receiving the guests?”

She stared up at the duke, a man who had always intimidated her, though he had never been anything other than kind to Anne. But he was one of the wealthiest, most noble and powerful men in the kingdom. Anne swallowed dryly. “I …” she thought frantically. “I do not feel very well.”

“I see.” His golden eyes were kind. “Is there anything I can do?”

Anne’s gaze had drifted back to where Dom and Felicity stood, Dom silent, Felicity chatting with some of the local gentry. “No.”

The duke followed her gaze. “They make an attractive couple. A pity that they do not suit.”

Anne blinked. Surely she had misheard him. “You—do not approve?”

“I am lucky my grandson is finally marrying. And, as he has pointed out, the Collinses are a fine family, their blood is actually bluer than ours, and they are not half as impoverished as the rest of our class. How can I disapprove? Dom is stubborn. He ignored me when I tried to tell him that she could not make him happy.”

Anne looked at him closely. How astute the duke was. “But … she is so very beautiful.”

“Beauty is in the eye of the beholder, my dear. Anne, you are far too pale. Perhaps you need a bit of air?” It was a mild command.

“Yes,” Anne gasped gratefully. “That is exactly what I need! Excuse me. Your Grace.” She turned away.

As Anne crossed the crowded ballroom, avoiding the guests, she thought she felt Dom’s eyes upon her back. She told herself she was imagining it.

Anne had just reached the open French doors which led to the terrace and gardens when a serving maid ran up to her and pressed something into her hand. Anne faltered as the maid fled, realizing she held a folded piece of parchment.

Curious, she moved to the threshold of the terrace and opened it. Her heart slammed to a stop.

The note was from Dom. He wanted her to meet him in the garden.

Anne was shocked, disbelieving. Was this a joke?

The night was warm and sultry. Perhaps later it would rain, but in that moment the sky was bright with a thousand glittering stars and a glowing crescent moon. Anne quickly crossed the tiled terrace, passing a white marble water fountain, and left the house behind. She paused in the garden, assaulted by the heady fragrance of lilac and wisteria and surrounded by beautiful, rainbow-hued blooms. What did Dom want? He was engaged to Felicity; why did he wish to rendezvous with her?

Anne laid her palm flat on her breast, as if she might ease the crushing pain there. But it did no good.

She did not know how long she stood motionless beside an ancient, full-bodied oak tree, feeling a loss so acute it reminded her of the day she learned of her father’s death. The warm summer air caressed her newly dampened cheeks. Anne felt as if she were suffocating from her heartache.

Then she became aware of the sensation of being watched.

Slowly Anne turned around. Dom was a shadowy figure standing on the stone steps of the terrace, the house lit up brilliantly behind him. “D-Dom?”

He stared at her, unmoving.

Anne’s heart went wild; disbelief laced her tone. This was not a joke. “D-Dom?”

Something dropped from his hand—a crushed white fragment, a handkerchief, perhaps—as he strode toward her.

Anne could not move. He paused in front of her, his expression strained, intense—unsmiling. Anne’s body seemed to sway slightly toward him.

His gaze was so penetrating that Anne thought it pierced to her very soul. “Anne.”

He had never addressed her by her name before. Anne failed to reply. She was trembling, wondering what he wanted with her.

“What is wrong, Anne?” he asked.

“I … am hiding.”

His jaw flexed. “This is a party.” His gaze remained fixed on her face. “Parties are supposed to be amusing.”

She bit her lip. “This one isn’t.”

His gaze was on her mouth now. “No, I guess it isn’t—not for you.”

Anne froze. Did he know? Had he sensed her thoughts? Could he know that she loved him? That she would die loving him? Anne quickly decided that she was imagining it. “I … I wish to offer con-congratulations,” she said huskily.

He stared into her eyes again. She could see the pulse beating in his temple. “Do you?”

“Y-yes.”

He suddenly jammed both of his hands into his pockets. The movement caused him to shift, and moonlight suddenly played on his sapphire studs. The row of precious gems glinted on his shirtfront. “You are too noble.”

Anne inhaled. He did know. “No. I … am not … not at all.” She wished she could stop stuttering. But she was so nervous—and the fact that he was staring at her mouth again did not help at all.

“How old are you, Anne?” he asked abruptly.

She licked her lips. “Eighteen,” she croaked, lying.

“You look younger. Far younger.” He turned his head away, so that she saw only his perfect profile in the shadows.

Anne felt the air leave her chest in a rush. “I’m seventeen,” she confessed in a whisper.

His head whipped around, his amber regard piercing. “You are only a child.”

“N-no!” Anne stammered. “I am n-not! I am al-almost eighteen, truly!”

“Tonight,” he said harshly, “you are seventeen, not eighteen—a child.” Suddenly, inexplicably, his expression softened. “This will pass, Anne. I promise you that.”

Anne stared into his hypnotic eyes. “No. This will never pass.”

He stiffened. His gaze slammed to her mouth, then quickly lifted. “Let me take you back inside, now. Before our disappearance together is commented upon.”

“Do you love her?” Anne heard herself ask. And then she wanted to kick herself, hard, but she also wanted, desperately, to know.

“No.” His hand lifted, was suspended in the air. Then ever so gently, he cupped her cheek.

Anne froze.

He had never touched her before. His touching her cheek was the most exquisite sensation Anne had ever felt. Her eyes drifted closed. She could not stop herself, and her face turned slightly, more fully, into the curve of his warm, callused hand.

“No,” Dom said hoarsely, again. “I do not love her.” His hand suddenly fisted. Anne’s eyes flew open, collided with his. Her breath caught; his eyes glittered in a manner she had never seen before. His knuckles brushed over her jaw. “Love is not, has never been, the issue.”

Then his knuckles brushed over her moist, parted lips.

Anne whispered his name.

“Have you ever been kissed, Anne?” he asked roughly. His fist, against her mouth, shook.

Anne shook her head wordlessly.

He stared, his fist pressing against the curve where her neck met her shoulder. And suddenly his hand opened, wrapping around the back of her neck. “Then I have the great honor,” he whispered, bending toward her, “of being the first.”

Anne waited, unable to smile, quivering with expectation.

He brushed his mouth over hers, barely touching her lips. Anne was disappointed. And then his mouth whispered over hers again, as quickly, as briefly. Anne’s hands found his shoulders. He stiffened, his cheek against hers.

And then his mouth opened wide, took hers. Anne cried out.

He crushed her powerfully in his arms. His mouth held hers open, pressing, pulling, sucking on her lips. Anne stopped thinking. She pressed herself into him, against him, gripping him back as tightly as she could, taking every bit of his kiss, every way he offered it. Suddenly his tongue touched hers. As suddenly, it withdrew.

Anne gasped.

He ripped his mouth from hers, panting. “I must take you back,” he cried harshly. He tried to push her away.

“No!” Anne raised herself up on tiptoe and caught his mouth wildly with hers.

He froze. But only for a second. As she kissed him, awkwardly, frantically, his arm locked around her waist in an unbreakable grip. And then his mouth was open, hot, moist, devouring hers … and they tumbled to the grass.

A few moments later, Anne’s cries filled the night.


Chapter 1

Waverly Hall, 1856

It was a perfect summer day: warm, sunny, cloudless. Perfect except for one fact. It was the day of the marquis of Waverly’s funeral.

His death had been both sudden and unexpected. He had only been fifty years of age, and his health had appeared to be good. And his father was still hale at seventy-four. Then, very suddenly, he had become ill with the influenza. Within days he was dead.

Because Waverly was being buried in the country, only a hundred mourners now gathered at the grave. The local gentry, squires and tenant farmers, rubbed elbows with dukes and earls, and they in turn brushed up against the entire village population of Dulton: bakers, butchers and furniture makers, dairymaids and shepherds. No one had come out of affection for the late marquis. Philip St. Georges had been a reclusive scholar, one who had spent most of his time out of the country journeying to exotic places. Respect brought some. Duty brought everyone. Duty to Waverly—and duty to his father, the duke of Rutherford. Even the queen had sent her regrets.

But one and all murmured about how odd it was, that Philip had specified that he be buried in the country at Waverly Hall, instead of at the mausoleum at Rutherford House with his many illustrious ancestors.

Anne did her best to comfort the duke, who had become her support during the past few years. She slipped her arm around him while he wept for his only child, his only son. And although Anne had never been close to, or even fond of, Philip, she had become fond of his father. His grief became her grief. Her vision blurred as the pallbearers appeared, the coffin on their shoulders.

She had only attended one other funeral in her short life, and that had been her father’s, when she was ten years old. Anne remembered far too vividly the pain and anguish and grief. But that funeral had been nothing like this one. Her father had been a drifter and dreamer without means, and she had been completely alone, without any other family, and only a handful of neighbors she did not know had attended the brief, bare ceremony in Boston. No one had come to the grave except for the preacher. Soon after, she left America, never to return.

Anne gripped the duke’s arm more tightly, stealing a glance at his ravaged face. She sympathized with him completely, wished to take away his pain, even though she knew she could not. These past four years he had been her dearest friend.

Waverly’s wife, now the dowager marchioness, tossed a single white carnation into the grave. Clarisse’s face was as pale as the finest ivory, her blue eyes sheened with tears, but she held herself erect. No one approached her to comfort her, no one dared—not even Anne, who wanted to, in spite of their differences.

Dirt began to spill on top of the coffin.

The crowd rippled. Restlessly, or for some other reason? Anne did not care. She had been careful to ignore everyone all day, as they had ignored her for so many years, but because she stood at the duke’s side, it had proved impossible. The villagers who had laughed at her and condemned her through the worst period of her life, the gentry who gossiped about her but never came to call upon her, the nobility she had not ever met because she did not dare go to London, not even once, one and all now pressed her hand and murmured their condolences. Almost fascinated, Anne watched each mourner turn to the duke. Their expressions changed. The villagers were anxious, the tenants reverent but nervous, the gentry respectful but still, somehow, cautiously reserved. His own class was respectful yet openly concerned. More than a few of his peers embraced him warmly. Anne felt another surge of sorrow, but not for herself, for him.

The crowd seemed to shift uneasily. Or was it with curiosity? A murmur seemed to follow in its wake. Anne became aware of heads turning. Her gaze turned as well.

And for one instant, she thought her entire world had disintegrated.

On the ridge above the grave, Anne saw the black lacquer coach with the huge silver Lyons crest emblazoned upon its door. Four black horses champed at their bits in the traces. Two coachmen in black-and-silver livery held the reins, and two footmen, similarly uniformed, stood upon the back runner. The door was flung open.

Anne became utterly still. It seemed that even her heart ceased to beat.

And Dominick St. Georges stepped from the coach and paused, silhouetted sharply against the brilliantly blue sky.

Anne began to shake.

His golden head was bare and held high. His broad shoulders seemed impossibly wide, his legs longer than Anne remembered. He was too far away for Anne to discern his expression. But Anne did not have to see his face to recall his every feature. His was a face she would never be able to forget—no matter how much she wished to.

How she hated him.

Because of him, she had suffered for the past four endless years, accepted by no one, condemned as something she was not, considered an outsider, notoriety clinging to her like her very own clothes. Because of him.

And he had not shared her shame.

Anne could not move, she could not breathe. He had come back. She had not been sure that he would—not even for his own father’s funeral.

Her breathing was jerky now, small, sharp, hurtful little breaths. And she had thought he could not affect her any more, but no, she was wrong. He could still affect her, as much as ever.

Anne told herself that she would be strong now, especially in front of the crowd who had gathered to lay Philip St. Georges to rest. In front of the crowd who had accused her years ago of being an American adventuress. If she appeared shaken or distressed, everyone would think that she still loved him—perhaps he would even think it, too. Anne had learned the hard way how to be strong—it had been a matter of survival.

Heads were turning her way, gazes darting from Dom to herself. Anne could not help but feel a flash of bitter dismay. They had caused a scandal four years ago, but he had not suffered, oh no. She was the one who had been made an object of lewd speculation, a target of stares and whispers—she alone. She was the one who had been grievously betrayed. And now he had dared to come home.

Anne would not have it.

Dominick St. Georges stared down at the somberly dressed crowd standing at the graveside below him. He stared out of wide, shocked eyes, unable to believe what he was seeing.

The horses behind him were blowing, their hides coated with sweat and mud. Dom had been in Paris when his father had fallen ill. News of that illness had reached him two days ago. Dom had left France immediately. He had been traveling hard for two days and two nights.

But the missive had not said that his father might die.

Dom felt dizzy. Disbelief overwhelmed him. The gentlemen in their black frock coats and hats, the women in black bombazine. The minister, standing over the open grave. Good god, the marquis was dead.

His father was dead.

Dom reeled. He was aware of someone coming up behind him—his valet, Verig. “My lord, sir,” the small blond man said.

“Leave me,” Dom said hoarsely.

Verig returned to the coach, his expression one of grave worry.

Dom had not been home in four years. Tears suddenly filled his eyes—and he was not an emotional man. He suddenly cursed himself for staying away, for everything—for not even knowing his own father.

He could not even claim to have loved Philip. He had been raised by nannies and tutors. He had seen his father every day for a precise ten-minute interval just before supper, but only to be interviewed about his studies, and only when his father was in residence at Waverly Hall, which was rarely. His father had been a scholar of antiquities who loved to travel. He had been abroad most of the year.

And Dom had gone away to Eton on his twelfth birthday, and from that moment, he came home as rarely as his father. Sometime just before Eton, or perhaps just afterward, he had become as indifferent to Philip St. Georges as Philip was toward him.

They were father and son. But they had not had any kind of relationship.

Dom did not feel indifferent today, though.

He rubbed his stubbled jaw with his hand. He felt ill, enough so to vomit, but fortunately he had not eaten anything since last night. How could this have happened? How could Philip have died? He had only been fifty years of age. He had been slim and fit, he had never suffered much illness during his lifetime, even though he had traveled so often to places as disease-ridden as Bombay.

With an effort, Dom moved his legs and walked to the very edge of the ridge. He stared down at the mourners.

Now he would never know his own father.

Dom did no! have to search his memory to recall their last encounter—on Dom’s wedding day. A day Dom avoided thinking about as a hard-and-fast rule—but today was an exception.

He stood with his father and grandfather on the steps of the small country church in the village of Dulton, greeting the guests—who numbered but two dozen relatives. Still, they were distant relations, already envious of what they did not have, and Dom was the object of numerous stares and whispers. He had already decided to pretend that nothing was wrong. To pretend to he oblivious to the scandal he had created, right there in the heart of Rutherford’s estates, right there in his very own home.

“Perhaps you might smile, Dominick,” Philip suggested under his breath as they began greeting their guests.

“What do I have to smile about?”

“You created these circumstances yourself,” Philip said calmly, ignoring the pointed accusation. “Perhaps you might think to cultivate a conscience, Dominick.”

Dom’s temples throbbed. He already despised himself. “You will not believe this, but I do have a conscience.”

Philip’s laughter was highly cultivated. “Perhaps you should have heeded it years ago—or at least during your engagement party to Felicity.”

He inhaled, turning very grim. The pounding in his head increased “Touché.” They had been careful never to discuss that night—not after he had first been discovered with Anne Stewart in a highly compromising position.

“Of course, your conscience or lack thereof does not matter to me. You will conduct yourself as you choose—you always have. I do hope, though, that one day, when I am dead, you will behave in a more fitting manner, one appropriate to your station.”

“I didn’t know that you were at all concerned about my behavior,” Dom said tersely.

“I am not,” Philip said. “Except for the fact that you are my heir, and all that you do reflects upon me.”

Dom was silent. What had he expected on his wedding day? A hearty embrace? Some sign of paternal affection—of real caring? “Isn’t it a bit late for fatherly advice, Father?”

“Undoubtedly.” Philip’s tone was bland.

The black-clad mourners in the cemetery below Dom suddenly filled his vision, sweeping him from the past. Dom tried to control his trembling. The last time he had seen and spoken with his father, his father had spoken of his own death. How ironic it was.

Dom forced his memories of those last few shared words aside. But the guilt remained, intensifying. And he already had enough guilt—and regret—to last an entire lifetime.

He inhaled deeply, fighting for equilibrium until he found it. His gaze moved over the familiar countryside. It was a warm and sunny summer day. The sky sharply blue, the grass lushly green, and flowers were in bloom everywhere one looked. The terrain was a series of gentle slopes, Waverly Hall a pink-and-white blur just visible in the distance. Several miles behind the Hall, one would find the Channel coast. To the north, the hills rose far more dramatically, laced with hedges and stone walls, dotted with sheep and cows.

Dom’s gaze returned to the grave. It appeared obscene. It was a dark, wet, reddish brown hole, and it seemed to Dom very much like an oozing, gaping wound in the fertile countryside. He was not given to prayer—he had stopped believing in God during the war—but the urge to pray overtook him now.

He whispered, “Dear God, rest my father’s soul, help him find peace—bless him. Amen.”

His gaze blurred thickly. Dom blinked furiously, until he could see. His regard riveted on one of the mourners. Taller by a head than those around him, the duke of Rutherford stood with his white head bowed, his black-clad shoulders shaking, a handkerchief pressed to his mouth. He was weeping visibly.

Dom swallowed. His grandfather had been far more fatherly toward him than his own father had ever been.

The coffin was already in the ground. It was a rich shining mahogany, polished to a high sheen, and wreathed in white carnations. Dom’s heart clenched. His mother had made sure the casket was displayed to perfection. She never erred when in the public eye. Sometimes he had sensed that she was afraid of committing some terrible and public mistake. She was always elegant and genteel, gracious and ladylike. He could not fathom how she kept up appearances so, especially now. But he understood why the endeavor was so important to her. Clarisse St. Georges had been born a vicar’s daughter, but to look at her now, no one would ever guess.

Had Philip lived, Clarisse St. Georges would have made a graceful duchess one day. Dom strained to see if his mother wept, but, as she wore a full veil, that was impossible. He did not think she would grieve openly. He was not sure she would grieve at all: she and Philip had lived apart for years.

Dom stared fixedly at the casket now being lowered into the grave. Too late, he regretted his soul’s emptiness—he regretted not loving his own father the way a son should. Too late, he regretted the past—all of it.

If only she could forget that one single moment of explosive passion on that long-ago sultry summer night in the gardens behind Waverly Hall.

But she could not forget. Nor would she, ever. Not until she herself died. It had been the culmination of all of her dreams, of her wildest fantasies. That night, Anne had known that he loved her the way that she loved him.

Only to find out two weeks later how horribly wrong—and naive—she herself had been.

Anne realized that she was staring. She had been staring at Dom St. Georges for far too long—while the mourners stared at her.

Anne squeezed her eyes closed, perspiring beneath the many layers of clothing she wore. She reassured herself that he was not intending to stay for very long at Waverly Hall.

She would not allow it.

But Anne could not help herself, and when her eyes opened, her gaze turned straight ahead in the direction she had avoided facing ever since arriving at the cemetery. Felicity had chosen to wear a dove gray dress instead of black, and she had never been lovelier. Or was it merely that, after four long years, Anne had failed to recall just how astoundingly beautiful her cousin really was? She was picture-perfect. Her presence made Anne feel shorter, darker, more childish, and far more awkward than she had felt in years.

Anne lifted her chin and held her head high. She was twenty-one. She would never be a child again. Dom had made sure of that. She need not be intimidated or anxious or even afraid now. Felicity would probably return to London soon, too. She hardly ever came to the country. Anne wished them both gone, immediately.

Felicity had also espied Dom and was staring openly at him. It was easy to read the emotions in her eyes. Anne’s heart sank. The past became the present with storming force. Felicity still wanted Dom. Anne told herself that it did not matter—that she did not care.

She was trembling now. She felt faint. She wished she were not there, at the graveside. She wished to be anywhere but there. If only Dom had not come home. But Anne was only deluding herself with such thoughts, and she knew it. The truth was that she had been waiting for Dom to return for a very long time. She had been waiting for four years to have her say—and her revenge.

She would never forgive him.

Anne’s arm was still around the duke and she knew the moment that he espied his disreputable grandson. Rutherford stiffened. In that instant, Anne realized that Dom was wearing a tweed hunting jacket, riding breeches, and muddy Hessian boots. Her eyes widened. Would he never cease to be irreverent—even at his own father’s funeral?

“He needs to be brought to heel, Anne,” Rutherford said pointedly. As if instructing her that she should be the one to take on the impossible task of taming such a man.

Anne felt her cheeks heating at the mere notion. “He needs to be horsewhipped,” she snapped. Her trembling was worse—she was actually shaking. “How could he come in such attire? Or is he planning on attending a foxhunt later today?”

The duke reached out and squeezed her hand, very briefly. “We’ve got plenty of whips in the stable. Feel free to choose one. If you want, I’ll help you.” But his tone betrayed his affection for his only grandchild.

Anne did not laugh even though the idea of whipping Dom as one might a very bad boy gave her a twinge of satisfaction. Anne realized that she was hugging herself.

He had come back. Surely he did not think to stay?

After all, four years ago he had left without even the slightest good-bye. Coldly, carelessly, callously. And in all the years since then, he had not bothered to return, not even once. He had not sent her a single message. Not even an apology, which was the least to be expected, even were it insincere.

If he intended to stay, Anne knew she would have a battle on her hands.

Grimly, Anne stole another look at Felicity—and was shocked to find her cousin watching her. Immediately Felicity looked away, but not before Anne had remarked both her excitement and her air of calculation.

Anne’s agitation knew no bounds. Dom’s return was distressing enough, but clearly Felicity thought to continue matters with Dom where she had last left them four years ago. She began to breathe harder now, watching as the final shovelfuls of dirt covered the grave. The crowd was dispersing, the ladies and gentlemen moving to their waiting carriages, a few men pausing to speak with the duke. Glances continued to be sent her way, though, too, and then at Dom, standing up there on the ridge. Anne knew that they were being talked about. She could not wait. The situation was untenable—impossible. Lifting her skirts, she ran to her own victoria and hurled herself inside. Picking up the reins, she cracked them, hard.

The victoria jerked off, the chestnut mare trotting briskly forward. Anne dared to look back over her shoulder. Her fear increased. The black lacquer coach with the silver Lyons crest was gone.

Anne leaned forward, slapping the reins again, urging the mare to a more rapid pace. The filly broke into a canter. The victoria jumped over the dirt road. Trees raced by. Waverly Hall appeared ahead of her, a large brick Georgian house with six plaster pillars supporting a huge temple pediment, set amongst stately oaks. There were already a few carriages and broughams in the circular drive in front of the grand residence, but the black Lyons coach was not among them.

A groom came running to take the mare’s bridle.

Anne leapt from the victoria, ignoring the startled looks of her neighbors as they ascended the front steps. Anne ran past them, skirts held high, giving everyone a glimpse of her white stockings and black leather shoes. As she careened into the wide foyer, the butler met her there.

“Bennet.” she shouted, “Lyons is here. Do not allow him into this house!”

Bennet turned a ghostly shade of white. “My lady, er, I beg your pardon?”

Anne was turning red now with her rage. Very carefully, so that there would be no mistake as to her meaning, she enunciated every syllable of every word. “Do not allow Lyons into this house. The new marquis is not to set a single foot inside. Dominick St. Georges is forbidden entry. Is that clear?”

The butler nodded, his eyes bulging, sweat appearing upon his brow.

And Anne strode down the corridor, fists clenched, hardly satisfied. Dom had better not dare to even try, she thought grimly. He was not welcome here. Not even now—especially not now.

Not after all that he had done.

And Anne did not give a damn that they were man and wife.


Chapter 2

Waverly Hall loomed before him, a stately brick home set amidst majestically groomed grounds. Towering elms shaded the long straightaway approach to the house. Perfectly manicured lawns slid away endlessly from the drive. In the distance, to the east, there was parkland filled with fine riding trails; in the west, fertile farmland given to barley and oat crops, and gentle green hills dotted with a few cows and grazing sheep.

The house itself was surrounded with lush gardens in full bloom. But as Dom’s coach rolled up the long graveled drive toward the front of the house, he did not see his home’s beauty, and he did not feel any warmth.

His memories of growing up there were not good ones. But memories could be forgotten. New memories could be made. Waverly Hall was his now. Everything had changed.

Because of Philip’s untimely death.

Dom forced his thoughts of Philip aside. He had guests to greet and he would not wear his heart upon his sleeve. As he stepped down from his coach he saw that the circular driveway in front of the house was packed with carriages and broughams and small country gigs, with liveried coachmen and grooms. He paused, mentally preparing himself.

The butler opened the front door a mere three inches in response to Dom’s knock. “My lord.”

Dom was surprised, for it was the footman’s duty to admit guests. But he greeted the family retainer with a brief smile. He had known the Waverly butler since he was born. “Hello, Bennet.”

Bennet did not smile. Nor did he open the door fully. Just behind Bennet’s head, Dom could see the wide, high-ceilinged foyer with its elaborate wainscoting and the chequered corridor that left off of it, traversing the house. He could hear the hushed conversation of the many guests inside. He wondered if anyone was truly lamenting the demise of the late marquis. Had Philip had any actual friends? He did not think so. The thought saddened him.

Philip had been a lonely man, Dom realized uneasily. Dom wondered if he would die as ignominiously. Without any friends, unloved, and so easily forgotten.

Bennet had yet to open the door. Impatiently, Dom said, “Bennet?”

“Sir, I …” Bennet trailed off. A portly man somewhere in his fifties, he was clearly dismayed.

“Is this my greeting?”

“Sir, I am glad to see you, I truly am,” Bennet said in a rush. “And let me offer my condolences for the death of your father. It’s a terrible thing, my lord, terrible!” Bennet’s eyes filled with tears. But he still made no effort to open the door so that Dom could step through. In fact, he seemed to be blocking the entrance with the angle of his body.

Dom stared. “Are you barring my entrance?” he asked in some amazement.

Bennet’s face began to grow red. “The marchioness has instructed me to do so! I beg your pardon, my lord!”

For a single moment, Dom was confused. But a scant instant later Dom realized that his mother had not been the one to order him barred from the house. Clarisse was now the dowager marchioness. His wife was the current marchioness of Waverly.

His wife. Anne.

Dom tensed. He did not want to be reminded of her. He had spent years avoiding all thoughts of her. But she was his wife, and very shortly, he would undoubtedly encounter her. How could he not think of her?

The guilt he had lived with for four long years rose up swiftly in a familiar tide, crashing over him. So did the anger. The fact that he had married her, giving her his name, a title, while supporting her without reservation, did not mitigate either emotion. Nothing was ever going to change the past. He had lost his head, allowed lust to rule him, seducing a young girl still in the schoolroom.

To this day, Dom could not understand himself. He was a man who prided himself on his self-control. Yet Anne had so easily pierced his defenses. Dom could still see the shock on his parents’ faces, and on the faces of the Collinses. He could still recall Felicity’s hysterical sobbing and her mother’s strident shrieks, and hear Anne’s soft, barely audible weeping. He would never forget the sound.

“Where is she?” Dom asked stiffly. He could not form the words my wife.

“Her Ladyship is with the guests in the gold drawing room,” Bennet replied.

Dom imagined her in a high-necked navy gown, braids wrapped around her head. His hands trembled; he shoved them into the pockets of his worn hunting coat. “Bennet, you have made an error. Madam would never think to keep me out of my own house. Please open the door.”

Bennet was unhappy. “Her Ladyship was very clear, my lord. I must not, under any circumstance, allow you inside the house.”

Dom could not believe his ears. Had Anne changed? Impossible. “Of course you can. You must merely move your arm backward while gripping the doorknob.” His tone grew menacing. “I am the marquis. I am pleased to see that you are loyal to madam, but I am her lord and master. I am your lord and master, Bennet.”

Bennet was stark white. “I am sorry, sir,” he croaked. Sweat beaded his brow.

Dom tried very hard to keep a rein on his temper. It was not easy. “Bennet, do you wish to be dismissed?” It was a bluff; Dom would never let the butler go.

“No,” Bennet whispered.

“Then open the door,” He moved forward—Bennet blocked his way.

Before Dom could assimilate this startling fact, Anne herself suddenly appeared behind Bennet. Their gazes instantly locked.

For just a moment, Dom was immobilized. He forgot the issue at hand. It had been so long.

And as Dom stared at his wife, images tumbled through his mind. Anne smiling at him, tremulously, worshipfully, so obviously in love with him; Anne thrashing in passion on a bed of grass as he loomed over her.

He was frozen, she was not. Anne shoved rudely past Bennet, blue eyes blazing, and slammed the door in his face.

An instant later he heard the bolt being rammed home.

Dom was shocked. And then he was incredulous, furious. He gripped the doorknob and rattled it. “Anne?”

“You are not welcome here,” Anne said in a muffled voice from behind the thick oak door.

He paused, trying to grapple with the sight he’d just had of Anne—she had been stunning and she had not been wearing a schoolgirl’s gown or braids—and the incredible fact that she dared to lock him out of his own home. Anne had changed. She had grown up. She was no child of seventeen anymore. But to lock him out? That was a very childish game. His tone distinctly dark, Dom said, “Open this door.”

“No.”

“Anne. This is my home. Open the door.” When there was no response from the other side of the door, he said, very low, “I am the marquis.”

“Go back to your London town house,” she said, her voice choked and thick. “Go back to your mistress.”

Dom stared at the heavy walnut door. For a moment he could not believe what she had said—surely he had misheard.

Wives did not speak in such a fashion. Nor did wives bar their lords from their homes.

Cursing savagely, he wrenched at the door, but quickly gave it up. It was bolted, and as long as Anne stood sentinel there, apparently Bennet would not open it.

He spun on his booted heel and strode down the front steps and around the side of the house. As he drew abreast of an open window, from inside the house, Anne drew abreast as well. Briefly his steps faltered. He could not take his eyes off her. Christ, she had changed so much! But Anne did not slow. She slammed the window shut. And glared at him.

Dom quickly recovered, but by the time he reached the next window, Anne was slamming that closed too. The look she sent him couldn’t have been more eloquent. Her eyes told him to go to hell and stay there.

Their gazes clashed and locked. Dom took his time. He had begun to warm to the fight. He need not rush—it was inevitable that he would win. She could not keep him out of his house—or stop him from doing anything else that he wished.

His gaze moved over her, taking a thorough inventory now. She was still a slender woman. But whereas once she had been coltish, now her body had developed beautiful curves. Whereas once her eyes had been too large, now they dominated her triangular face perfectly. He had known four years ago that she was going to become a stunning woman. He had been right.

His gaze moved back to her eyes. They were blazing blue. She was furious with him. But the longer he stared at her, the more flushed her cheeks became. In that small, heated moment, it pleased Dom to know that she was not immune to him as a man after all. Of course, this time, no matter what she did, he wasn’t going near her with a ten-foot pole.

Anne clenched her fists. “Go away,” she mouthed through the window.

Hands on his hips, Dom faced Anne through the closed window. His smile wasn’t quite pleasant. “Open the window, Anne,” he said softly, knowing that even though she could not hear him through the glass, she understood his meaning exactly.

She shook her head and mouthed, “No.”

He smiled, dangerously. Anne’s eyes widened and she skittered back a few steps. Dom moved quickly to the French doors, which were open. Anne had the shorter distance to travel, and she was far more determined than he to reach those doors first. She slammed them closed. Dom took his time. Her satisfaction was evident by the time he faced her—but so was her growing fear. She had finally realized that he was playing this game to win. Smiling now, without mirth, Dom raised one booted foot. Anne froze with comprehension—and Dom kicked the glass in.

It broke, shattering all over his knee and thigh and then upon the tiled terrace floor. Anne cried out. Dom kicked any lingering shards of glass free of the door’s frame. As quick as a snake, he reached through—and gripped Anne’s wrist. A second later he had pulled her up against the wood frame and they were nose to nose, eye to eye.

Anne did not struggle. She stared up at him.

“You can’t win, Anne, not against me,” he murmured. And then he let her go. He didn’t want to touch her, hold her, not even for a second. He did not trust himself, even now, when he was so determined to keep his distance from her.

“Look at what you have done!” she cried.

“Indeed,” Dom said coolly. But he did not feel cold now. His heart was racing and he could still feel her breasts crushed against his chest. Grimly he reached inside and unlocked the door and kicked it open. He stepped into his home. She was rigid now, eyes huge and riveted upon his face.

And suddenly Dom became aware of the silence surrounding them, and the fact that they were alone in the morning room. Completely alone. Four years slid away. His heart beat painfully. He understood then, with stunning clarity, the real reason he had abandoned her. The real reason was not guilt, or anger. It had nothing to do with his family, and everything to do with her—and himself. The real reason was fear.

He was afraid of himself—of his reaction to this woman.

He jammed his hands into his pockets, unnerved. “Hello, Anne.”

Her small bosom heaved. Her eyes sparked. “Hello, Dom.”

Dom wanted to apologize for all that he had done to her—but he didn’t dare. “You are looking well,” he finally said, hesitating. “How are you?”

Her small chin lifted aggressively. “I am fine, thank you.” Her tone was not as polite, or as composed, as his. “How nice of you to call, Dom.”

She no longer stuttered in his presence as she once had, he realized. “Surely you were expecting me.”

“No. I was not expecting you. As far as you are concerned, I am not sure of anything,” she said.

He felt himself flushing. He understood her barbs. He could not blame her, but was angry nevertheless. “I would never miss my father’s funeral.”

She eyed his riding boots. “Really? Are you sure you were not stopping by while on your way to the racetrack?”

“I don’t have to wear black to mourn my father’s passing, Anne. I was in Paris when I received news of his illness. I came as swiftly as possible.”

“Well, I do hope your trip was worthwhile,” Anne said tartly.

Dom wondered if she knew about his new mistress, a French actress. He hoped not. “You seem angry, Anne.”

“I’m not angry,” Anne said quickly. “Whyever would I be angry?”

His gaze narrowed. “You have little to complain of. I’ve provided lavishly for you and the servants are certainly devoted to you. There is no cause for anger.”

“Of course not,” Anne cried. She crossed her arms. “After all, every woman dreams of being seduced by the man of her dreams and abandoned afterward!”

“I married you. One day you will be my duchess.”

Anne choked on angry laughter and tears. “Lucky me!”

“I am sorry if I hurt you. That was not my intention.”

“What was your intention, Dom?”

She was challenging him, and he already felt as bad as he could. “My intention was to marry Felicity, as my family wished for me to do. What was your intention?”

She turned red. She spun on her heel, about to leave.

Dom reached out, spinning her back around. Immediately he dropped his hand from her arm. “But you don’t have to worry,” he said.

Her gaze was wide, but wary.

“I’m not staying. I won’t interfere in your life. Nothing will change.”

“Good,” Anne said, turning her back on him again. “Because I don’t intend to allow you to interfere in my life.” She stormed from the room.

Dom watched her go.

The mourners were congregated in the drawing room. As Dom entered, heads swiveled in his direction. His gaze immediately found Anne, who was standing on the far side of the room with her cousin, Patrick. He couldn’t help noticing that they looked good together, Patrick being blond and handsome. He turned his regard elsewhere.

His mother was surrounded by guests. If she had noticed his appearance, she gave no sign. Dom hesitated, wanting to go to her first, yet reluctant to interrupt her conversation.

The vicar saved the day. He grabbed Dom’s hand and pumped it. “My lord, how good to see you again, but how sorry I am that it is under these terrible circumstances!”

Dom nodded, well aware that the vicar was thoroughly drunk. The tip of his nose was bright red. The servants were freely serving up sherry, the before-supper choice of beverage. “Thank you, Mr. Almer.”

“Will you be staying now? Surely you will stay to take over the management of this fine estate! Not that your wife hasn’t done a good job, of course—”

“I am not staying,” Dom said flatly. But he had caught Almer’s drift. Surely the man was besotted, and had no idea of what he was saying. Anne could not be involved in the management of the estate. His gaze arrowed over the crowd, settling on Anne. She was staring at him, but when their glances met, she looked away immediately. Patrick remained at her side.

He was far too tense. Dom expelled his breath.

“Dom, how are you?” a woman gushed.

He stiffened, facing Felicity. As always, she was lovely, and as always, she stood so close to him that her voluptuous breasts brushed his arm. He shifted his body so they did not touch. “I did not know that you were coming to the country. Felicity,” he said.

Her smile was sultry. “How could I miss your father’s funeral, Dom?” She laid a gloved hand on his arm, gripping it, her thumb caressing his sleeve. “I am so sorry, Dom.”

Since the death of her husband two years ago, she had acquired the habit of chasing him whenever their paths crossed, which, fortunately, was not often. He was adept at putting her off without being overtly rude. Now, however, she was being brazen in his own home—in front of his own guests, in front of his wife. People were staring. Dom’s gaze found Anne’s again. She was staring at them. She seemed abnormally pale.

He bit back a curse, shaking Felicity off his arm. He did not feel like being at the center of another scandal. “I appreciate your coming all this way merely to offer your condolences,” he muttered.

Her lashes fluttered. “It was not a problem. Surely you know that, Dom. Surely you know that I would do anything you wish—should you wish something of me?”

Dom was exasperated. “My wishes are few and far between,” he said evasively, turning away—and he came face-to-face with his mother.

Her eyes were alight with anxiety. Pale and blond, small and slim, Clarisse was still a striking woman, her features perfect and patrician.

Clarisse gazed past him, but Felicity was already melting away. Instantly relief softened her features. She offered her cheek to Dom, and he bent to kiss it without quite touching her skin.

“Mother.” He hesitated. “Are you all right?”

Her mouth quavered. “How could I be all right? Philip is dead.”

“I am sorry.”

“Are you?” She studied him while twisting her crumpled handkerchief in her hands. “Perhaps you are. You cannot blame me for being surprised. You hardly knew your own father.”

“I am rather surprised myself,” Dom said grimly.

“Why is she here?” Clarisse gazed past several guests at Felicity Collins Reed.

Dom also stared. “Clearly she has come to pay her respects.”

“She has come to cause trouble,” Clarisse said uneasily. “I do not want any more trouble here at the Hall. Haven’t we had enough scandal already?”

“Yes.” Dom was terse. His seduction of Anne—and their wedding—had been an incredible scandal throughout the land. He was aware that he was flushing.

“What are your intentions, Dominick?”

He hesitated, his mind filling with Anne’s image. And perhaps, also, with regret. “I am leaving tomorrow.”

She appeared distressed by his declaration. Her gaze darted toward Anne. “I think you should defer any decision for a few days,” she said softly. “It might be better if you stayed awhile, Dominick.” She forced a smile, touched his cheek, and walked away.

Dom knew he could not stay. He stared, wanting to comfort her—now that he knew that she was distraught over Philip’s sudden death. But how could he? He knew his own mother as well as he had known Philip, which was to say that they were almost perfect strangers.

Anne was flushed. And nothing Patrick did or said could calm her down.

“He has only just returned,” Patrick said harshly, “and already he has upset you so!”

Anne did not correct Patrick’s assumptions, but Dom had done far more than upset her. Her whole life, perfectly balanced for so long, had been tilted precariously on end. Anne felt as if she was about to slide off the edge of the world.

She closed her eyes, acutely aware of the fact that he stood on the other side of the room, where he was stiffly accepting the condolences of the guests. Even those ladies and gentlemen not surrounding him were turning again and again to look at him. People were also regarding Anne. How the countryside loved a scandal, and this, it seemed, was a scandal in the making.

“I feel as if this entire room is talking about Dom and me, instead of Philip,” Anne muttered tersely.

Patrick stroked her hand once. He was her cousin and her best friend. “They probably are. He hasn’t been home in years, and look at what happens when he does come home? Good Lord, he is a barbarian. To break down the door the way that he did!”

Anne gasped. “W-what did you just say?”

“One of the guests saw him break down the terrace door in order to get inside.”

“I locked him out,” Anne managed. She hadn’t realized that anyone had seen their exchange.

“I guessed as much.” Patrick grinned at her. “Probably not the best course to take.”

“No,” Anne said. “It was very foolish.” But she had been so angry she had lost all sense of decorum. Locking Dom out had been sheer insanity. And all that she had done was to anger him and make a scene, causing even more gossip about them. Her gaze found his yet again from across the room. This time he gave her a long, hard stare.

Anne’s heart skipped a beat and she glanced away. She had no idea what his look meant. But it had been very male and very direct. She did not want to know.

“The sooner he leaves the better,” Patrick growled.

“Yes,” Anne agreed breathlessly. She ignored his jealousy, Patrick had been her confidant these past four years, and Anne had known for some time now that he fell tenderly toward her.

“Did you see him speaking with my sister?”

“The whole room saw her flirting with him.”

“Well, she was in love with him herself, Anne.”

Anne folded her arms across her breasts. “If I recall, she had already had a dozen offers of marriage before Dom proposed. She was about to accept one of the suits.”

“I don’t remember,” Patrick said.

Anne looked down at her hands. She wore a simple gold band on her third finger. Patrick didn’t remember, but Anne did. Felicity had not loved Dom. She had wanted him—as she clearly still did—but more importantly, she had wanted to be the duchess of Rutherford one day.

“Has he mentioned what he intends to do now?” Patrick asked.

“No.” Anne lifted her hand, which was trembling very slightly, and tucked stray wisps of jet black hair behind her ear. “It doesn’t matter what he intends. I will not allow him to stay.”

Patrick looked at her with tolerant affection. “Dear, I am afraid that he is your master, not vice versa.”

Anne stared at Patrick. “Not in this case.”

“I beg your pardon?”

Anne’s voice was husky but firm. “In this case, I am master here. You see”—and she smiled without mirth—“Waverly Hall has been given to me.”


Chapter 3

When the guests were finally gone, Anne sank down onto the sofa. She made no move to leave the drawing room. Dom had left just moments ago, but not without sending her another long, penetrating glance, one she refused to comprehend. She was exhausted, emotionally drained. The sooner he left the better.

“This is going to cause another scandal.”

Anne jerked at the sound of Clarisse St. Georges’s strained voice. “I beg your pardon?”

“When word of this trust gets out, it will cause another scandal,” Clarisse said accusingly. She was standing in front of the door, which she still gripped. Her knuckles were white. A large ruby ring winked from her fourth finger. One of her Persian cats was rubbing against her skirts, purring loudly.

Anne straightened slowly. “I cannot control the gossips.”

“You don’t care about the gossips. I never saw anyone as hard as you, Anne. I did not see you shed even a single tear in all the time since your marriage.”

“That is unfair,” Anne said tersely. But she was not going to tell Clarisse about all the times she had wept privately over Dom and the loss of all of her dreams. Yet Clarisse had to know. Those first few months after the wedding, when Dom had failed to return, Anne had been crushed and unable to hide it.

“What is unfair is the fact that you married my son,” Clarisse snapped.

Anne stood up. Tension filled her body. She was fully aware of Clarisse’s dislike of her—she had been aware of it from the day of her wedding. “But I have more than paid the price, have I not?”

“And what price is that?” Clarisse asked. “Oh, let me see—being a marchioness? Having an annuity a princess would covet? Being the sole and legal master of this Hall?”

“I have spent four years in this house without a single caller, other than the duke. I cannot even present myself in the village without being snickered at behind my back. My life has not been easy,” Anne said.

“Well, what did you expect?”

Anne bit back a reply. She would never tell Clarisse what she had expected from her marriage—which was for Dom to love her for the rest of their lives.

“I dread the scandal we shall be confronted with again,” Clarisse said bitterly. “I have spent my entire life trying to live correctly, but for what good?” Tears filled her eyes. “This is all your fault!”

“You exaggerate,” Anne said, standing. “The trust is but a tiny ripple in the vast scheme of things. Dom will inherit the greatest patrimony in the land. Rutherford has eighteen estates. No one will blink an eye over the status of this house, and Dom still owns the land.”

“Dom was born in this house. This house has belonged to a St. Georges for three hundred years. Philip and I were married here. This house should be Dom’s.”

Anne hesitated. Rutherford had announced the terms of the trust naming her sole beneficiary to Waverly Hall just last night. Anne had been shocked. She was still very surprised. The trust also held a generous annuity for her. But Dom retained the land belonging to the estate. Anne could not fathom the duke’s motives. “What can I do? I did not ask for any of this.”

“No? I think that you did.”

Anne stiffened. “I do not know what you mean, Clarisse.”

“I mean that Philip is dead, Rutherford has lost his mind, I am now a mere dowager, and you have this house, a handsome allowance—and Dom will not be a bother to you. How clever you are, Anne, how clever and cunning and shrewd!”

Anne was taken aback. “Are you implying that I had something to do with all of this, Clarisse?”

“You planned all of this! You have been planning all along, from the time you seduced my son, to your marriage, up until now—when you are not just the marchioness of Waverly, but the sole legal mistress of this Hall.”

“No.” Anne shook her head, horrified. “Those are terrible accusations. You are wrong. I planned nothing. And there is nothing wrong with the duke giving me this house.”

“Do you deny that you have wheedled your way into the duke’s deepest affections? Causing him to devise that atrocious trust?”

“We are friends!”

“Friends,” Clarisse scoffed furiously, tears spilling down her cheeks. “You knew
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