
        
            
                
            
        

    
	...Joseph swiveled, facing her; cupped her head with both hands. “Lady Kendra Frazier, would you do me the greatest honor of becoming my wife, mademoiselle, s’il vous plaît?”

	Surprise lit her eyes, and a tremulous smile curved those full lips. No hesitation in tipping her head in a noble tilt. “I shall be most honored, Viscount Lawrie, Chevalier Joseph Pinetti Gray. Lord Hardwick’s Marriage Act was put in force in Scotland in fifty-four, so we’ve no need to post the banns.” A small hysterical laugh erupted. “Shall we escape to Gretna Green, my lord?”

	Her spirit touched him as nothing else could. Even in the throes of shock and danger, she managed to recall his full proper name and title. Heavy steps echoed on the wooden planks just beyond the door. He tugged her body into his. But for a last second he—they—could pretend a long and fruitful life lay before them. Children running about the grounds at Yarmouth. “Gretna Green suits my purposes, perfectly, love,” he whispered against her lips. Then crushed them beneath his own.

	The trunk so cleverly placed, slid violently across the room as the door splintered into pieces beneath the crash of a heavy booted foot.
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Dear Reader,

	 

	This is a difficult note for me to write. When I began writing in 2006, I was totally clueless! My cluelessness begins with having the series under a different name. I’ve also been very lucky with the friends I’ve made in the industry and the knowledge. Oh, my gosh, the knowledge! That being said, and my Cinderella Series being my first books, reading back through them was difficult. The cumbersome sentences, the errors. Ugh, the list goes on. However, with time comes wisdom and I’ve gone through—(at this stage)—all but The Price of Scorn: Cinderella’s Evil Stepmother. I’ve also recreated the covers to portray, the spirit of a fairy tale rather than a spicy romance. . Again, all but The Price of Scorn… I will also say, that while The Wronged Princess definitely is a retelling of the original Cinderella story, the rest of the series, veers into a twist, that in re-reading, made me laugh and made me cry. They really are fun. I hope you feel the same way. So please enjoy the re-edit versions under my actual name, Kathy L Wheeler.

	 

	Happy Reading!

	Kathy L Wheeler
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Chapter 1

	 

	Late 1700s

	 

	Her life was over. 

	All hopes and dreams of beautiful children with the love of her life—finished. What did it matter that she, Lady Kendra Frazier, daughter of the esteemed Earl of Macclesfield, distant cousin to England’s throne, was only eighteen in years? Reassurances in securing a splendid match were all for naught without the one man whose kisses would have made her knees weak, would have sent her pulse racing. Now married to another. Never would he realize how perfectly suited they were for one another. 

	That chance had flown south when the il nobile conte Alessandro de Lecce kissed his new wife, Lady Esmeralda, sister to Princess Cinderella of Chalmers Kingdom. Kendra wanted to stomp her foot but despair weighted down her limbs. 

	Lady Esmeralda’s fluttering eyes had not put Alessandro off one whit, Kendra fumed, depression momentarily lifting. What was it Lady Esmeralda offered that Kendra hadn’t? Only her batting-eye affliction. That alone should have deterred him. 

	Yet who was on a ship running away to…America, of all places? 

	Certainly not Lady Esmeralda—or rather the new Countess de Lecce. To be found wanting next to the likes of that… that she-devil…

	What alternative had Kendra but to run, as far and as fast as possible? She sunk her chin in her palm, tempted to jump overboard, but her one spark of energy had already deserted her. Just like Alessandro. 

	She brushed away a tear and gazed out over the vast gray-blue of the Atlantic Ocean, elbow resting on the wooden rail. She’d failed. She’d failed her father, and worse, herself. Despair was a painful companion. 

	“Milady, your bonnet?” 

	Kendra blinked and turned her head. Louisa, her officious, sometime pushy maid, stood gripping Kendra’s newest cornflower blue bonnet, specifically selected to match her eyes. Draped over her arm was Kendra’s heavy pelisse. 

	“You’ll catch your death, you will.” Louisa set the cloak about Kendra’s shoulders as if she were naught but a toddler. “’Tis chilly as a reptile’s beady eyes, I say.”

	“A reptile’s beady eyes,” Kendra repeated. “That’s somewhat melodramatic, I daresay.” The irony of was not lost on Kendra, but she straightened like a dutiful child, allowing Louisa to fasten the cloak at her neck. “The sun is out.” The words came out petulant. Kendra shivered and prayed she would not fall ill on the vast self-imposed journey.

	“Nay, not on a regular basis. Besides, the wind is likely as not to toss you overboard.” Louisa held out the bonnet. “One should be aware with as fair a complexion as yours, milady.”

	“Ah, mais oui, mademoiselle, so you should.” The deep familiar pitch startled Kendra so abruptly she failed in securing her grasp on her bonnet of which the wind took prompt possession. But instead of tearing out over the sea, it remained quite steadfast in its position, held with strong fingers by its delicate ribbons—much like a kite begging its flight to freedom.

	Viscount Lawrie, owner of that husky tone, brought the hat over her head and assembled the ribbons beneath her chin. Warm fingers sent a frisson of heat that brushed her chin, pitching her off balance. 

	She pushed his hands away to finish the deed herself. Not an easy task with gloved fingers. “What on earth are you doing here, my lord? I would have thought you nursing your broken heart over losing the fair Esmeralda to your old friend... Alessandro” she snapped. The words resonated breathless rather than angry. Really. She should jump. It would be just her luck for him to believe he wrought such emotion. How utterly mortifying.

	“Tsk, tsk, tsk. You sound jealous, Lady Kendra.”

	Kendra closed her eyes, hating to accede. She was jealous. But to admit it to a… a magician. “I wouldn’t lower myself,” she sniffed.

	He had the unmitigated gall to chuckle. “But of course.”

	Kendra’s eyes snapped open and she glared at the smug viscount. Due to Papa’s acquaintance, she had on occasion, met the viscount’s father, Gareth Gray, the Earl of Yarmouth. Their fathers were colleagues in the House of Lords, though she and Lawrie had only met for the first time in Chalmers.

	The man spent the majority of his time scandalously touring the continent as a renowned stage performer. Seeing the quite infamously Chevalier Joseph Pinetti, had both appalled and fascinated her. It was said his mother was French, his grandfather Italian. It showed in his dark hair, and firm lips. Lover’s lips. Ugh. The man was as confusing as his lineage. Trade was gauche enough, but treading the footboards? She shuddered.

	Such broad shoulders left little doubt of his ability to haul away some defenseless damsel with no argument. She could well imagine the sold-out crowds as he towered over an enraptured audience, bolstering his commanding ego to the heavens. Never would she admit how avidly curious she was about his life… No, she would harbor those questions in silence. She was much too sophisticated to succumb to a lesser woman’s baser desires. What concerned her was the depth of those obsidian eyes, and the brush of dark beard covering the strong jaw. The hint of danger was unmistakable. Irresistible to some she imagined. She pivoted her gaze back out to the open sea, uncomfortable under the scrutiny mirroring hers.

	Unfortunately, not so irresistible to Lady Esmeralda, she thought glumly. She narrowed her eyes back on him. “Were you following me, sir?” 

	He shrugged. “How was I to follow when you registered under a false name—Kate Faye?”

	She gasped. “You were!”

	Disapproval pursed those firm lips and she reveled in a bout of satisfaction. “Mercifully, you brought your maid along. So I gather you possess some sense. Your papa, by the bye, was devastated by your abrupt departure.” He garnered a half bow. “As the gentleman I am, I humbly offered my services to return you safely to the roost. I just want to know what fool allowed your escape in the first place.” This was said under his breath.

	“I am not a child,” she informed him blandly.

	[image: Image]“’Tis debatable,” he muttered.

	 

	Joseph watched brilliant fire sparkle from blue eyes that should have matched the icy depths of the Atlantic. They somehow more resembled the heated flame he used in some of his more daring experiments. 

	“Excuse me?” Kendra demanded. Havoc played freely upon the ribbons beneath her chin in the furious wind. She was a delectable piece with blonde curls dancing in their efforts to break free. Full skirts molded her slender body, compliments of the brisk breeze.

	Irritation surged through him. “Do you even realize the foolish risk you’ve taken?”

	“Foolish?” Outrage lit her features, effective banishing her calm façade. She was the epitome of an English lily with her white skin and delicate features. They gave her an air of delicacy. Instinct warned him, she would be a lot more trouble than the usual debutante. 

	Joseph debated whether or not to enlighten her as to the reality on transatlantic crossings. Scare some sense into her. It was tempting to share what was said of criminal violence at sea and not spare her the graphic imagery—kidnapping, pillaging, rape—but they had a long voyage ahead. He’d promised her father her safe return, first and foremost. And Joseph was, at the very least, a man of his word.

	Which was exactly why he was neglecting to mention his other promise to her father—to bring her home a married woman. Her headstrong ways had tipped the scales in his favor. The earl was furious with his only child, which as Joseph understood, was quite rare. “I’m not the only one searching for you, you know.”

	She frowned. “I don’t understand.”

	“I believe Niccòlo de Lecce was neck to neck with me in his efforts to locate you.” Niccòlo was Alessandro’s younger brother. The schoolboy crush that boy had on her was an embarrassment to the male gender. Alas, he was only fifteen, sixteen at the most. Joseph doubted Niccòlo could handle someone of Kendra’s mettle. She was nothing but a spoiled child, used to having things go her way, pouting when they didn’t.

	Hence, her ridiculous actions in fleeing the bosom of her family—all because his friend, Alessandro, had married Cinderella’s flickering-eyed sister, Lady Esmeralda.

	Her palm fluttered to her chest. “Dear Niccòlo.” 

	He frowned. Did she have to sound so elated? “Indeed. I daresay the poor child will be heartbroken to discover you’ve escaped his boyish charms.” He fixed a pointed gaze on her. “How is it you managed to get aboard without a male escort, Lady Kendra? And coin… How did you pay your passage?” The more Joseph’s thoughts followed that line, the more his pulse throbbed in aggravation... and something akin to fear the silly girl would be so reckless.

	Kendra snapped straight up, rising only to his chin. Several unreadable expressions crossed her delicate features. She speared him with a lethal stare, her index finger poking him in the chest. “Not that I owe you any explanation, my lord, but I am an heiress.”

	“You mean Kate Faye is an heiress, as well?” He laughed. “I know for certain you did not use your father’s name.” It hadn’t occurred to him she would use a different name until he’d spotted a Kate Faye traveling with one maid on the passenger list. Taking a chance, he jumped aboard minutes before the ship launched. Now they were on a voyage that could last as long as seven or eight weeks, depending on the godforsaken weather.

	“Don’t be ridiculous, sir.” She let out an impatient breath. “What purpose would that have served?” After a short pause, her shoulders rounded. “I-I gave the captain my locket. It’s fashioned of gold… and, well, I mentioned I was with the other young ladies aboard.” She clutched her skirts up, prepared to spin away.

	He caught her arm before she made good her escape. “Do you have any inkling what can happen to a young woman traveling alone?” he hissed.

	“Of course I do.” She tried shaking off his hold, to no avail. “And if anything untoward should begin—” She stopped struggling and shot him a cheeky grin. The sight caught him by surprise, stunned him momentarily. “I’ll insinuate meself as one of the crew, matey.” Her voice slipped into the husky feigned accent of one of the crew.

	Incredible. Joseph had overheard the boatswain speaking to the first mate earlier. She’d adopted their inflections to near faultlessness.

	“Otherwise” —now adopting her prim and proper English— “I shall inform the captain of my true identity.”

	It took a moment for Joseph to find his voice. “And what good, pray tell, would that do?”

	“Plenty, as my father owns the blasted Cécile,” she informed him, hotly. “Now, if you will excuse me, sir, I should like to take my leave. Come, Louisa.”

	Surprised, his grip loosened. 

	She snatched her arm from him and marched across the deck, her slender form disappearing into the companionway. He let out a long breath realizing how fortunate he was to have found her as the damned ship had been about to set sail. 

	His gaze remained on the empty stairwell that went below long after her departure. 

	The chit had something he dearly needed. A large dowry. He let out another long-winded sigh. Oh, yes, he’d deliver the fair Lady Kendra Frazier back to her dear papa as a married woman, using the first eligible man available.

	Him.
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	Kendra sat on the edge of the small berth in her tiny cabin, studying an ancient doll. She didn’t quite understand Lady Esmeralda’s generously bestowed present. She smoothed her hand over its unusually thick, black silky hair and straightened its wispy, multicolored skirts of mixed oranges, greens, and blues, before resting her chin atop its surprisingly sturdy head. Kendra was bewildered by the gesture. Not only had Esmeralda married the man Kendra had designated as her own, but she had to turn out nice above it all so Kendra couldn’t even truly hate her.

	It was strange, but she felt somewhat comforted by the odd gift. The lovely, decorated box containing the carefully packed gypsy doll had appeared in Kendra’s bedchamber at Chalmers just after Alessandro’s and Lady Esmeralda’s glorious spoken wedding vows. She and Lady Esmeralda were not what one could describe exactly as the dearest of friends. It was an odd gift. 

	But as Lady Esmeralda was now tied to Alessandro for life, there was nothing left for Kendra but to move forward. So she had. She had taken the doll and run.

	Restlessness and pride had chased her from Chalmers Kingdom. The action fell heavily on her shoulders; Her life felt empty and desolate. She needed... needed... She drew in a deep breath. Something. But what? 

	Each day grew more difficult to face. She was a disappointment to her beloved father. Poor Papa, his only child a girl, with no hope or brains to save her life. She’d heard enough snatches of the vicious tongues during her come-out.

	“Pretty little thing. ’Tis a shame she is so simple in the head.” 

	“One knows it doesn’t require wits to bear children.”

	“Yes, though the offspring would likely suffer, I fear.”

	The conversation from the retiring room at the Hamdens’ ball during debut played over and over in her head. Why, if someone were able to invent such a device as would accomplish the same auditory repetition, they’d likely be rich as Croesus. 

	She blinked away the familiar sting behind her eyes and lifted her chin. She’d left all that behind. A new life awaited her in the colonies. She was a woman grown, now. “What do you suppose Viscount Lawrie is really after?” she asked Louisa. But she wasn’t truly expecting any sort of rational answer. “Do you really think Papa sent out two search parties?”

	“I wouldn’t know, milady.”

	“I venture you would. You are just being tactful, as usual.” Kendra sighed, set aside the gypsy doll and stretched her aching shoulders. She did not feel well.

	“Aye, milady.”

	 

	
Chapter 2

	 

	The next morning, Joseph surveyed the gangway of the ship with a sharp eye. Sails at full mast were an impressive sight. Forty-nine guns reassured him. He prayed there was an adequate number of cannons, as well. The search for smaller vessels—should there be need to escape—proved not as productive.

	Busy deck hands spared him no more than a passing glance. The captain ran a pretty tight ship. But if pirates appeared, as they were wont to do on the open sea, Joseph feared they would not be so lucky. 

	Just the idea of Lady Kendra’s pedigree on board a ship at sea was enough to create havoc and spread like wildfire. His nights were plagued with looming disaster. Perhaps that was the reason she’d falsified her name. Bah, he couldn’t credit her with that much wisdom. She was eighteen, for God’s sake. Practically a toddler still. 

	Blast. Well, it wasn’t as if he had to marry her. 

	But he did. He needed coin, and lots of it. It irked, but he’d satisfy his father’s requirements for refilling their coffers and begetting an heir.

	The responsibility had fallen to him after his asinine uncle had sundered the Yarmouth estates then up and tumbled down the stairs, breaking his foul neck. He’d deliver Lady Kendra and her fortune to his father. Restore their holdings and good name, and continue his tour across the continent. Simple as pie. 

	Macclesfield didn’t appear too particular whom his daughter married, just that she did. Hell, Joseph was almost sorry for her. A block of iron loosened from his chest having some stratagem in place, no matter how inane. 

	He completed his unofficial inspection, tentatively pleased. Overall, the vessel seemed sound enough. It was surely too much to hope Lady Kendra would take her meals in her cabin, he supposed.

	Giving credence to his irritation, the diminutive blonde gem stumbled into his path. He put out a hand to steady her.

	“Oh. Lord Lawrie. There you are. I-I’ve been searching for you.” Her breathless tone teased him.

	 “You are quite the sleuth, mademoiselle.” He smirked. “It appears you have found me.” He offered a slight bow to offset the sting. Of course, she had no inkling of the dangers surrounding her. He managed to bite back his aggravation. “Tell me. How may I be of service?”

	A blinding smile raised his hackles, and his pulse. “I thought you might be inclined to escort me to breakfast.”

	He narrowed his eyes. “Certainly, I would be honored.” He held out his arm. She wore soft white gloves, but the heat of her palm burned as if they hadn’t a stitch between them. They walked in silence for a moment, but he had a point to raise. “Now might be a good time to mention your wisdom in keeping that false name, my lady.”

	“Of course, I should,” she agreed. “I’m an heiress.” A grim smile touched her lips. “You must think me a complete ninny.”

	He wisely held his tongue. 

	The common area was dark and large, but appeared clean and well-scrubbed. It mollified him some. 

	“Grazie a Dio!”

	“Ah, hell.”

	“Niccòlo? I-I mean Signore de Lecce?” Kendra dropped Joseph’s arm and rushed forward.

	“Si.” Niccòlo grabbed her hands and brought them to his lips. 

	“What are you doing here?” She sounded—winded, of all things.

	“Yes, de Lecce, what are you doing here?” Joseph demanded. 

	“Looking for you, Lady Ke—”

	“Lady Kate is famished, I vow,” Joseph interrupted quickly. He disengaged Niccòlo’s hold on her and saw her seated.

	She flashed him a dimpled grin—the minx—before turning back to his friend’s younger brother—his very distinguished friend, whom the younger brother favored quite pointedly. He was tall—nearly as tall as Joseph with dark brooding eyes and longish midnight hair. Another three or four years and Niccòlo would have the breadth of shoulders that inspired the prose and pictures of poets and artists.

	“How did you find me, Nic—er, signore?”

	“It was not easy.” Niccòlo dropped into the chair beside her, forcing Joseph to sit across. He lowered his voice. “I stooped to asking questions dockside.” 

	Perfect. He’d like to rattle Niccòlo senseless for his less than subtle approach. Joseph quashed the inclination to roll his eyes and considered the Pandora’s Box Niccòlo had possibly unleashed. He should have the two of them marry. 

	Unfortunately, it was Joseph who needed her fortune, It left a bitter taste in his mouth. Another little hitch, if Joseph remembered correctly—Niccòlo was only fifteen. Not to mention how unfair it would be to poor Niccòlo. Kendra would chew him up, spit him out, and toss him overboard for fish food.

	Joseph studied the other patrons seated throughout the makeshift dining area just off the galley. To his annoyance, the male members of the group sat straighter, adjusting cravats, staring at Kendra’s generously displayed bosom with avid interest. Too much interest. 

	Particularly disgusting was the elderly rotund gentleman with calculating eyes and heavy gray beard filled with bits of gravy. Somehow Joseph didn’t think the earl would appreciate a son-in-law who might have twenty years on him. A shudder rippled up his spine.

	“Sir, there be trays of grub on the sideboard.” The statement filled the cabin from a snaggle-toothed seaman.

	“Merci.” Joseph stood and made his way to said sideboard and loaded a plate with eggs and rashers, even a scone. He glanced over his shoulder. Niccòlo and Kendra had their heads together like two children in a whispering contest. He sighed and filled another plate.

	“Your daughter?”

	Startled, Joseph’s gaze snapped up. Daughter? Gray-Bits Beard was asking… Joseph almost choked. Hell, he was all of nine-and-twenty!

	“Ah, I can see from your reaction she is not. Allow me to introduce myself.” His voice deepened. “I am the Marquis of Bute, John Trumball.”

	“My lord. Viscount Lawrie, Joseph Gray.”

	“Ah, I am aware of your father. Yarmouth, is it not?”

	“Yes.” Tension pinched Joseph’s shoulders. He could see the questions in the old man’s piercing stare.

	Oui. His mother was French. Oui. He was reared French. Oui. Not many approved. None of his English aristocracy counterparts. Joseph, however, took pleasure in the fact. But surfacing, was the minute issue of the Yarmouth Holdings, its lack of funds, and the neglect in which his late uncle had left the estates. 

	Joseph gave him a condescending smile, daring the old man to say what he was so clearly thinking. At times, Joseph dearly wished his father had been the youngest of the three sons rather than the second, thus leaving his cousin Seth to inherit. But, alas, that was not the case, and the line had fallen to his father and himself, and now, he needed, not only blunt, but an heir of his own.  

	Just as well. Seth was a selfish rogue, renowned for his scandalous outbursts in gaming and whoring.

	Bute cleared his throat and sipped his tea, his gaze riveted on Kendra. “She’s a lovely piece, no? I’m on the hunt for a new wife, myself. Thought I’d fine me something in the colonies. But”—He tipped his head in her direction—“She would do nicely. My last wife left me with three daughters and no sons. Died giving
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