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      “She’s a beautiful girl, Colin. No one could ever deny that.”

      Viscount Colin Wharton smiled as his cousin motioned across the crowded ballroom to Colin’s new bride. Jane stood at the edge of the fray, surrounded by friends offering well wishes on their union, which was only a few hours old now.

      When she noticed his stare, it was obvious. Her cheeks filled with a pink blush and she slowly let her gaze move to him. His smile broadened because the crowd did not know the secret they shared. No one else knew that he hadn’t been able to wait and had already made her his bride in body as well as spirit earlier in the afternoon, before their wedding ball had even begun.

      Her soft cries and passionate moans were a reward well-earned after months of erotic tension during their courtship. Although the match had been arranged, Colin had high hopes it would be a happy one. Jane was not just beautiful, but also witty and wise. Kind to all who met her and observant when it came to those she was close to. She was capable of softening him, taking the edges from his personality, and he couldn’t wait to escort his beautiful bride back to their marital bed and make her his over and over again.

      She smiled softly as her head dipped and the little tendrils of blonde hair that framed her slender face shivered. Her blue eyes swept away from him and back to her companions.

      “I’m happy you’ve found such a good match,” Arthur continued as he clapped Colin on the back. “After that mess with Cassandra, I thought you’d never recover.”

      Colin stiffened at the mention of that name. Cassandra had been his first love, a woman he’d once believed he’d marry. But when it came out she was bedding not only his former best friend but also any cavalry member who gave her a side glance, his world had been shattered.

      “I do not wish to speak of that today of all days, Arthur,” Colin said softly, clenching his fists at his sides.

      Arthur inclined his head. “Sorry, mate, that wasn’t well done of me. Of course you wouldn’t want to think of Cassandra’s betrayal. Certainly you can fully trust Jane, can’t you?”

      Colin shifted. Fully trust? Hell, he wasn’t certain he could fully trust anyone. Cassandra had taken that ability from him. He’d seriously considered never marrying at all, letting the title and all that went with it slip to Arthur or his future heirs. He might have done just that, except that his mother had gotten involved after watching him grieve for nearly a year. She’d told him to stop moping, convinced him to let her arrange a union. A few months courting Jane, and here he was.

      He let his gaze move to his wife again. She certainly seemed trustworthy, and there was no doubt she’d been an innocent when he claimed her earlier in the day. A passionate innocent, yes. He’d never seen someone so passionate.

      He frowned.

      “Didn’t she have another suitor before your mother intervened?” Arthur pushed.

      Colin folded his arms with a deeper frown. “Yes. Some rich, untitled fop. Martin, his name was. Her parents were happy to see them part, I think, in trade for a higher ranked match.”

      But now that Arthur had placed the thought in his head, Colin began to wonder…was Jane equally as pleased to end the flirtation? She’d never spoken of the man, nor seemed overly upset at their parting. She’d always seemed happy to spend time with Colin, as well, and her behavior today made him believe she cared for him…wanted him.

      Yet there was a niggle of doubt in his mind, an egg waiting to hatch. He scowled.

      “I’m certain it will all work out, old man,” Arthur said, apparently oblivious to the uncertainty he’d placed in his cousin’s head. He slapped a hand against Colin’s arm and squeezed. “Now I’m off to dance with the lovely Lady Amanda. She’s been making eyes at me all night.”

      Colin forced a smile as his cousin strode off through the crowd toward the lady in question. He remained in his place, watching Jane, but whereas before he had stared at her through eyes of excitement and anticipation, now it was with apprehension.

      Had he made a mistake? Could he truly trust this woman?

      As if in answer to his question, he watched as a man approached Jane. Colin’s eyes went wide. The man was one he recognized, the very one he’d just been describing to his cousin: Jane’s former suitor, Mr. Martin.

      Tall and handsome, the gentleman sidled up to her as her companions drifted away. Jane’s face read surprise for a moment, but she didn’t look unhappy to see the man she had once allowed to court her. She didn’t push him away, certainly. They spoke for a moment, then Jane nodded and allowed the other man to take her arm and lead her to the terrace doors. They exited, leaving Colin staring after them, his hands shaking at his sides.

      What was Martin doing here? Had Jane invited him? Was this a planned encounter? The very idea of it turned Colin’s stomach and pulled a veil of red anger over his eyes.

      He had to know. In that moment, he had to know what her intentions were, where her heart was. So he slipped from the ballroom and around to a parlor that also exited to the large terrace that wrapped around the entire back side of the house. He shut the door quietly behind him and stepped forward across the stone. There was a little bend in the terrace that offered him some protection from the eyes of those already outside, and he flattened against the wall as he peered around the corner and found his new wife and her former suitor standing at the wall, looking up at the full moon overhead.

      They were alone. No one else was on the terrace. Jane faced the other man, and in the moonlight, Colin examined him. Martin was handsome enough, he supposed. The kind of man some women wouldn’t refuse.

      They were talking, though Colin couldn’t make out the words on the breeze. Just Jane’s low voice murmuring softly and then Martin answering, his deeper voice obscuring hers. What he did know for certain was that they were standing too close together, and Colin’s blood began to boil.

      And then, slowly, Martin reached out and gripped Jane’s bare upper arm. He pulled her forward, dipped his head and kissed her.

      Colin caught his breath, staggering back into the darkness in shock. The last thing he saw before he spun away was Jane lifting her hands to embrace the other man.

      The egg his cousin had placed in his mind hatched in a terrible instant. Jane was betraying him. On their wedding night. A mere few hours after she had surrendered herself to him as his bride. She might look the part of a virtuous miss, she may have even kept her virginity intact, but clearly she was not innocent. Not if she would tryst so brazenly with a former suitor.

      He stumbled into the house, but didn’t return to the ballroom with the others. He careened down the long hallway to his offices, where he threw himself inside and slammed his hands down on the sideboard.

      “Cousin?”

      He froze at the sound of Arthur’s concerned voice behind him. “Not now,” he croaked past a suddenly thick throat.

      Arthur stepped inside and closed the door. “I was looking for you on your mother’s behest. What is wrong?”

      Colin looked up at him, hardly seeing his cousin’s face through the fog of betrayal and disappointment and humiliation. “A short while ago, you asked if I could trust Jane…well, it turns out I cannot.”

      Arthur arched a brow. “What are you talking about?”

      Slowly, Colin choked out what he’d seen on the terrace, watching as Arthur’s eyes grew wide and his expression grave. “Great God, Colin,” he said, shaking his head when Colin had sunk into a chair, covering his face with his hands. “I feel terrible that I brought up anything tonight about Jane’s trueness when this was to follow.”

      “Don’t be,” Colin whispered. “After all, without that doubt being named, I might not have followed her and it would have been Cassandra all over again.”

      Arthur nodded slowly. “It is better to know the truth, I suppose. But what will you do now?”

      “I have no idea,” Colin said. “I cannot end the marriage. It was…consummated.”

      Arthur drew back in obvious surprise. “Was it?”

      Colin felt heat rush to his cheeks. “Yes,” he said softly. “But what do I do? Confront her and her lover?”

      Arthur paced away. “It might be tempting to do so, I suppose, but what good would come of it? Perhaps there is a better solution.”

      “And that is?” Colin asked.

      “Send her to the country,” Arthur said.

      “Banish her,” Colin said, his tone flat and dull, even to his own ears. “That seems abominably cruel.”

      Arthur shook his head. “More cruel than what she did tonight, with no thought to how it would make you feel? How it would look were she discovered with her lover?”

      How it looked. Colin’s stomach turned. Others had known about Cassandra. Those whispers of her lack of fidelity had hurt him as much as the actual act had. And here Jane had been, still dressed in her wedding frock.

      His stomach turned and he lifted a hand to his lips as he tried not to cast up his accounts. “Send her away,” he repeated, the idea gaining merit with each moment he pondered it.

      “Your country estate is secluded enough,” Arthur encouraged gently. “If you were worried about her taking a lover there, you could have your servants report on her movements. It would allow you to move on with your life.”

      Colin winced. His life. The life outside of his marriage. He did have duties to perform, and he’d always taken them seriously. He served the House of Lords to his highest ability and he’d always planned on providing an heir if he married. But Cassandra had made him question that plan.

      Tonight, Jane had destroyed it entirely, and his old desire to lock himself away, body, heart and soul, returned with even greater urgency.

      He cleared his throat. “Sending Jane away is certainly far more palatable than listening to her lie to my face about what she was doing on the terrace tonight. Perhaps some time apart will help clear my head so I don’t respond in rage and do something foolish.”

      “Yes,” Arthur encouraged him. “It doesn’t have to be forever, does it? Just until you decide what to do. How to handle her terrible betrayal.”

      Colin drew in a long breath and nodded. This was the right decision. “Will you fetch her?” he asked softly.

      Arthur straightened his jacket. “Of course. I’ll get her right away.”

      His cousin left the room and Colin paced the length of the chamber, his hands shaking and his blood pumping hard. He had to gather himself, as to not show Jane his emotions. He had to be cold and calculating, he had to shove feelings aside and simply do this duty.

      This duty to send Jane away and with her, the pain that her betrayal had caused. Pain that exposed a weakness he had sworn he would never allow again.

      Now he wouldn’t. Now he had finally learned his lesson. And that lesson was that no woman was to be trusted. Not with his name, not with his future, certainly not with even a fraction of his heart.
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        Six Months Later

      

      

      
        
        All London is abuzz with news that a certain banished Viscountess is rumored to be returning to London this very day to celebrate some recent good news with her family. While no one knows exactly why Lord W. sent Lady W. away—and almost immediately after their marriage, no less—but that she is back may indicate a thaw in his wintery heart. We will all have to watch and see what happens in this salacious tale of marital discord.

        

      

      Jane shifted in her seat as the carriage came to a smooth stop at the doorstep of her beloved older sister, Alicia. Although she was thrilled she would get to see her family, she couldn’t help but be nervous. After all, she had not been in London for half a year. Not since her husband had cruelly sent her to his country estate without so much as an explanation about why he didn’t want her anymore. There had been none since her departure either, and any letter she wrote to the man went unanswered.

      She shook her head as if that motion could clear the sting in her very soul. The carriage door opened and one of Alicia’s servants helped her down.

      “Welcome, Lady Wharton,” the butler said as he opened the door and motioned her inside. “Your arrival has been most anticipated.”

      “Thank you,” she said as she stripped off her gloves and handed over her hat.

      “Would you like a moment to gather yourself, or—”

      She laughed. “Cookson, I have not seen my sister in six months. I cannot wait another moment!”

      The butler smiled. “Mrs. Beckford said you might feel that way. Come, they’re waiting for you in her chamber.”

      Jane followed him up the winding stairs and down a twisting hall until they came to a tall door. Cookson knocked and said a few soft words into the chamber. When he moved aside, Jane took a long breath and stepped in.

      Alicia sat in her bed with her husband, Charles, at her side. And in her arms, she held a little bundle, swaddled up in blankets that covered the precious face of their child.

      “Darling!” Jane said as she moved forward. Alicia passed the baby to Charles, and Jane leaned down to embrace her as he stepped away. “You look wonderful!”

      “I look like I had a baby two days ago,” Alicia laughed.

      Jane frowned. “I’m sorry I missed the birth. That trip from Applegate Castle is awful in a carriage and there was mud on the road. These autumn storms have made everything more difficult.”

      The estate where she had been banished was an isolated one. And yes, it was beautiful, overlooking cliffs and a violent ocean below it, but it was also very lonely. It had taken her months to adjust, though now it was better. She had developed relationships with her husband’s tenants and ran the estate as best she could.

      She had no choice, for Colin did not make any effort to do so himself. It was like she and the estate were being punished together.

      “You are here now,” Alicia said, motioning to Charles. “And this is Matthew.”

      Charles smiled at Jane. “Hello, Jane.”

      She laughed as she realized she hadn’t even acknowledged her brother-in-law. “Oh, Charles, I’m sorry.”

      He moved forward and set the baby in her arms. “You had more important things to think about.”

      He brushed the blanket aside and Jane caught her breath in wonder at the beautiful, perfect, pinched and pink little face before her. “Alicia, he’s…”

      “Wonderful,” her sister said with an emotional sniffle. “Isn’t he?”

      Jane nodded, unable to form any other words as she stared at the baby. She was so very happy for her sister, but deep in her heart, she felt something else, too. Pain. She had always wanted to be a mother. She’d prayed her one night of passion with her husband might result in a baby, but it hadn’t. And Colin’s cruel rejection of her made her believe that would never happen.

      “You are crying,” Alicia said, reaching to touch her arm.

      Charles sent the sisters a quick look, then said, “I have a bit of correspondence to catch up on after the excitement of the past few days. Why don’t I leave you to catch up?”

      Jane smiled at his kindness and at the way he leaned in to gently kiss her sister before he left the room. Once they were alone, she shook her head.

      “I’m being silly, of course. Babies make me emotional—who knew?”

      Alicia speared her with a sharp look. “Why wouldn’t they? After all, you are being denied your right to be a mother by that bastard you married.”

      Jane caught her breath. “Such language in front of your child.”

      “Don’t tease,” Alicia said, her frown deepening. “You have been sequestered in that estate for half a year, and it’s ridiculous. What did you ever do to deserve such cruelty?”

      Jane handed over her nephew and then got up, pacing away from mother and son as she tried to regain her breath. “I have no idea. I have reached out to Colin over and over, but he refuses to respond to me. I don’t even know if he realizes I’m in Town.”

      Alicia made a little sound of distress and Jane turned to face her, finding her sister pale. “I-I don’t know how to tell you this…have you heard of the Scandal Sheet?”

      Jane nodded slowly. “I’ve had wind of it in letters from friends. It’s some little weekly gossip rag that only circulates in London, isn’t it?”

      Alicia pursed her lips. “No one knows who publishes it. It just shows up on the doorstep every Tuesday morning. Well, today is Tuesday and…you are featured in it.”

      “What?” Jane gasped.

      Alicia nodded at the table by the window and Jane rushed over to grab at the paper that had been left there. She read through it, finding the item about herself splashed across the front page.

      “The gossip is supposed to be blind,” Alicia said. “But it isn’t as if that’s a difficult code to decipher. You are obviously the Lady W. to whom it refers.”

      “How would someone know I was coming to London, down to the date of my arrival?” Jane asked, blinking as she read the item over and over again, like she could somehow erase it by staring at it hard enough.

      Alicia shrugged. “It wasn’t a secret. I told people about it. I’m sure you told friends, too, so that you may make calls upon your arrival. Someone might have mentioned it off hand or a servant could have told someone else’s servant. Who knows how the publisher of this rag gets his information?”

      Jane set the paper down with a scowl. “I’m sure it’s not the first time I’ve been gossiped about since my exile. And I assume Colin gets this paper, too?”

      “Everyone in Society gets a copy,” Alicia said. “So I assume his lordship does, as well. We would be fools to think someone wouldn’t give him the news even if he didn’t bother to read it himself.”

      “Bollocks,” Jane said under her breath, then turned with an apologetic blush for her sister. “I suppose I shouldn’t scold you for language when I come in here like a sailor.”

      “Matthew is a baby—he has no idea what you’re saying,” Alicia said with a reassuring smile. “But what will you do?”

      “I don’t know that there’s anything to do,” Jane said with a sigh. “About this unexpected and very public humiliation or about my circumstances in general.”

      Alicia reached for her, and Jane allowed her sister to take her hand. She sat on the edge of the bed, feeling Alicia’s gaze search hers.

      “You’ve not seemed entirely unhappy in Applegate,” Alicia said slowly, like she was being careful to feel out the situation. “But you don’t…talk about…him. Has he truly made no effort to contact you?”

      Jane covered her face for a moment. It seemed it was easier to remain distant and strong when she didn’t have to look a most beloved sister in the face. Now she felt the truth bubbling up in her. Straining to be released.

      “At first I was in such shock at what happened,” she began with a long sigh. “It was like a dream…a nightmare. And I kept waiting to wake up or have him come to his senses. And then I got into a proper rage at him.”

      “He deserves no less,” Alicia said with a deep frown.

      “And yet I cannot forget the good times we shared,” Jane whispered. “During our courtship he was…good. Oh, he was often formal, but I saw glimpses, here and there, of a man with deep principles. With kindness. I came to care for him, very deeply. I have no idea what happened to turn that man away, but I am married to him. I still want a future and he is my only path to one, isn’t he?”

      “I wish it weren’t true, but yes.”

      “So I gathered myself and began to write to him. I have written the man thirteen times in the past three months. A letter a week.”

      Alicia’s eyebrows lifted in surprise. “And what does he say?”

      Jane bent her head and tried to ignore the pain that rushed through her. “Nothing. He has not responded even once. It seems he doesn’t care what I do. So why would he care about my being here…except that I went against his decree that I would go to the country and stay there?”

      Alicia’s eyes narrowed. “Someone ought to have a word with the viscount! He cannot treat you this way. I feel well enough to get up for a bit. I should march over there and—”

      “Oh no, please don’t!” Jane cried. “You are hardly recovered enough for that, and it wouldn’t make a difference. Whatever affection Colin once showed for me was obviously false. He pretended to care for me before we wed and he certainly pretended it on that day. For some unknown reason, his heart is hardened toward me. There is no fighting that.”

      She sighed as her mind traitorously took her to a sunny afternoon just after her wedding when Colin had been anything but cut off from her. He had made love to her and shattered her with pleasure unlike anything she’d ever imagined. She shivered at the memory.

      “And what will you do while you’re here?” Alicia asked softly.

      Jane shrugged. “I know where I stand, don’t I? He’s made it very clear. I plan to stay out of his way. And hope he stays out of mine.”
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      Colin tossed aside the little rag of a paper and clenched his hand on the table next to his plate. “She’s here,” he growled out loud.

      His butler, Simmons, was standing by, checking on the food left on the sideboard, and he looked up at those words. “I beg your pardon, sir?”

      “Nothing,” Colin ground out as he pushed back from the table and the food he would certainly not eat now.

      He stared out the window at the sunny autumn day that seemed to have been created to taunt him. Jane was in London. It was like a shot echoing in his mind.

      “Is there anything I can do for you, my lord?” Simmons pressed.

      Colin glared into the window. “What is on my schedule for today?” he asked through clenched teeth.

      Simmons straightened. “A meeting with Lord Grimley about the legislation you want to propose to the House of Lords, and then a lunch at your club with your cousin. You are also to meet with your solicitor this afternoon about the autumn maintenance at your estates.”

      Colin frowned. All those things were important, indeed, and normally he would not let anything sway him from performing his duties and obligations. But right now he could think of nothing but that Jane was here.

      And he needed to see her. No, not see her. Confront her.

      “Cancel it all,” he said, spinning away from the window. “And have my horse prepared. I have a call to make and I doubt I’ll be in any mood for company once it has been completed.”

      If Simmons was surprised by this sudden change of plans, he didn’t show it on his stern face. He merely nodded and exited the room with swift efficiency.

      Leaving Colin to ponder what in the hell he was doing. Jane had sent him no word she was coming to London. She obviously had no interest in seeing him. He should have had equally little interest in seeing her, and yet he felt a pulsing drive to go to her. To hear her voice and smell her scent and look her in the eye as he hadn’t for six long, tortuous months.

      A foolish notion, but as a husband, it was his right. And that is what he would tell her when she faced him. That and nothing more.

      “Sir?”

      Colin jumped as Simmons reappeared at the door. “Yes?”

      “Your horse is ready.”

      Colin nodded to the butler, collected his gloves and exited the house, his chin lifted and his shoulders back. He swung up on the mount and urged him forward, turning him toward the house of Jane’s sister and her husband. He had not seen either of them since the day of the wedding either. He could not imagine he would receive a warm reception.

      Currently he didn’t give a damn. Jane was his only thought now. Jane and her bright eyes. Jane and her gentle smile. Jane and her easy lies.

      He couldn’t forget that last bit. Not if he wanted to come out of this encounter unscathed.

      It took him a quarter of an hour to ride to the home of Mr. and Mrs. Charles Beckford, but his heart rate never slowed the entire ride. It still throbbed as he mounted the steps to their modest home and straightened his jacket before he knocked.

      A butler appeared in a moment and looked him up and down slowly. “May I help you?”

      Colin sniffed. “I’m aware that Lady Wharton arrived today from Applegate. I am here to see her.”

      The butler shifted slightly, guard entering his expression. “And who may I say is calling when I ascertain if Lady Wharton is in residence?”

      Colin held out a card. “Her husband.”

      The butler caught his breath almost imperceptibly and took the card being held out to him. He cleared his throat and then stepped back, allowing Colin entrance. “Let me inquire as to the lady’s whereabouts, sir. Follow me to the parlor to wait, if you will.”

      Colin shook his head as he followed the man. “You may let the lady know that if she sends you back with a claim that she is not in house, I will know she is lying and come to find her myself.”

      The butler was now bug-eyed, but he nodded just the same. “Certainly, sir. I will pass along the message.”

      He hustled from the room, leaving Colin to pace the chamber slowly. He had been here once, over a year ago, when he and Jane had celebrated an engagement luncheon at her sister’s home. He recalled sitting beside her at a long table, smiling as they were toasted by all in attendance. She had slid her hand into his under the table, and in that moment he had felt two powerful reactions. The first was a sense of peace unlike any he’d ever known. The second was desire that tore all propriety to shreds and made his body throb.

      He blinked away the images that danced through his mind and turned to pace in the opposite direction. When he did, he came to a full stop, for there at the parlor door was Jane. She was dressed in a pretty pink gown that brought out the porcelain perfection of her skin and the honey-blonde brightness of her hair. Her blue eyes were locked on him, and she took a shuddering breath before she stepped inside the chamber and firmly shut the door behind herself.

      Leaving them alone together for the first time in six long and lonely months.
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      Jane stared at Colin, her body trembling and her breath hard to find. He was here. He was here in her sister’s parlor, standing no more than ten feet away. And God, but he was handsome. He was impeccably dressed in a black jacket that accentuated his broad shoulders and a smart waistcoat interlaced with golden thread. His dark hair was cut close and not a lock of it dared to be out of place. His harsh jaw was smooth and clean, as if he had only just finished scraping his blade across any whisker that dared to make an appearance overnight.

      He looked every inch the proper, upright gentleman, but then he always did even when there was no need for formality. Only once had she seen him undone and that was the afternoon he made love to her so sweetly.

      She tensed her jaw and steeled herself against those thoughts. They would do her no good at present.

      “Colin,” she said softly.

      His expression, which had been focused so intently on her, now went hard and bored. She remembered that look all too well. It was the same one that had been on his face when he’d told her she was to go to the country and not return.

      “My lady,” he said, his tone as icy as his demeanor.

      She hardened herself in response, pushing aside her initial thrill at seeing him and reminding herself that not only had he sent her away so callously, but also ignored her for half a year.

      “You didn’t have to be so cruel to my sister’s butler,” she said, folding her arms as she glared at him. “You frightened the man half to death.”

      Colin arched a brow. “I wanted to make certain my intentions were clear.”

      “Well, you have done that in spades, my lord. As always, no one could possibly doubt your contempt for me. Now, what are you doing here?”

      He took a step toward her and her heart stuttered. She hated herself for it. Hated herself for reacting to him at all.

      “I could ask you the same thing, Jane,” he said in a low tone that was not at all gentle. “I thought I made myself very clear that you were to remain in the country.”

      She shook her head. “Oh, you did, my lord. But Alicia and Charles had a baby. You know how close I am to my sister. I couldn’t stay away—I would not, no matter what orders and edicts you gave.”

      His cheek twitched a little, but otherwise he remained impassive. “Perhaps you are right that I could not have expected you to stay away from your beloved sister at this happy time. Still, you could have let me know of your impending arrival.”

      She caught her breath at his arrogance. He had been ignoring her heartfelt letters for months and now he acted as if she had failed in her communication?

      She narrowed her eyes further. “You have not acted like a husband, Colin. Why in God’s name should I act as a wife?”

      His jaw clenched and his entire body stiffened. His glare grew in intensity, sucking her into dark depths, dragging her to places she had convinced herself no longer existed. Perhaps they had never existed. And yet here she was, lost in his heat and his emotions and his obvious anger.

      What she had done to deserve such censure, she still didn’t know.

      “Rumors have begun,” he said after what seemed like an eternity had passed.

      She let out a bark of displeasure. “Are you referring to the Scandal Sheet?” she asked.

      He nodded once. “You have heard of it.”

      “Alicia showed me the paper when I arrived this morning. Surely you have enough discernment to see that it is drivel, Colin.”

      “Drivel or not, it does affect how I am seen. I cannot allow my reputation to be damaged. So you are correct, Jane. It is time for me to start behaving as a husband would.”

      She caught her breath. When he said that and his dark brown gaze flitted over her from head to foot, he almost looked like he…wanted her. Not that it was possible. Their one torrid joining had affected her, but clearly not done anything for him. He had walked away without so much as a backward glance while she woke sweating and aching, the covers tangled around her, her body pulsing with unfulfilled need.

      “What do you mean?”

      His gaze grew even darker and more intense. “Prepare your things, Jane. You shall move to my home today.”

      Her mouth dropped open in absolute shock and she stared at him, unblinking, as she tried to decide if she was losing her mind or her hearing.

      “What are you talking about?” She choked on the words, barely able to formulate them.

      “You heard me,” he said softly.

      She took a long step toward him and was hit by the spicy, warm smell of his skin. Her body began to tingle, but she shoved the reaction aside before it could overwhelm her and hissed, “You haven’t wanted me near you in six months. That fact had to have caused gossip aplenty. Why do you give a damn about it now?”

      “It is one thing to have a wife who remains in the country,” he growled. “It is quite another to have her in the same city as I am and not living under my roof.”

      “Colin!” she ground out.

      He shook his head. “This is ridiculous. Jane, you vowed to obey me—and you shall.”

      She flinched at the way he threw their broken vows in her face and snapped, “We both vowed a great deal. All of that means nothing to you.”

      She spun away from him, feeling his gaze hard and heavy on her back. But even though she was angry, so angry that she trembled, she recognized that arguing with him was futile. Colin got what he wanted.

      If he didn’t, he could make things difficult for Alicia and Charles. She wouldn’t put it past him to do just that.

      “I will go with you,” she murmured when she could find her breath again, “If you will allow that I may return and see my sister, Charles and little Matthew.”

      She faced him in time to see a barely perceptible flinch cross Colin’s expression. “Matthew. The child is a boy?”

      Jane nodded. “Yes. And he’s beautiful.”

      A slight softness entered Colin’s face and he cleared his throat. “You may visit as often as you like,” he conceded quietly. “I will send a carriage for you and a cart for your things after lunch.”

      He turned on his heel and made for the door, with her staring at him. She placed her hands on her hips. “That is all?”

      Her words stopped him short at the door, one hand held out to the handle. He turned and faced her. “For now. Good day.”

      He didn’t wait for her response, but marched out through the foyer, and then he was gone, leaving Jane to stare at where he’d last stood.

      And wonder what the hell had just happened.
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      Colin urged his horse faster and clung tight to the reins so he wouldn’t deposit himself arse over head into the gutter. He was shaking so hard he probably shouldn’t have even been riding.

      He’d had no intention whatsoever to demand Jane come live under his roof. He’d only come to chastise her, to see her and determine she was still the same as ever and then leave unscathed.

      But the moment he laid eyes on her, everything in his world had changed. He’d spent half a year pretending Jane meant nothing to him. Six long months trying to make that lie into the truth. But seeing her here, even more beautiful than ever, smelling her lemony scent and feeling her warmth when she came near…well, he couldn’t deny that he still wanted her.

      That desire was dangerous, of course. Desire had made many a man commit terrible mistakes. But one could take desire and never allow it to control one.

      Feelings were another thing entirely. And that was what made this situation with Jane worse. He saw her and he wished so desperately that he could go back in time. Back to before he saw her on the terrace with another man on their wedding night. Back to when he looked into her eyes and saw his future.

      Those were feelings he did not want.

      He turned his horse down a familiar lane and onto the drive of Arthur’s home. He’d canceled their meeting through his butler earlier in the day, but now he needed to see his cousin. Arthur had always been a voice of reason when it came to women. When it came to Jane.

      He needed that now.

      He was let in by Arthur’s butler and paced the room as he waited his cousin’s entrance. When the door opened, he turned in time to see a scowl on Arthur’s face. One that evaporated almost instantly as he stepped into the room, hand outstretched.

      “Colin,” he drawled, calling him by his first name, as always. Arthur had never called him Wharton or my lorded him. “I thought you wouldn’t be joining me this afternoon.”

      Colin shook his hand and nodded. “Yes, I know. Something happened and I thought I wouldn’t be good company. But I have swiftly realized I need a friend’s ear and you have always been one of the best to me.”

      Arthur’s cheek twitched slightly and then he smiled. “I always shall be, Colin. Come, sit down. Tell me what has happened.”

      They took their places in front of the fire and Colin leaned forward, draping his forearms over his knees as he stared at the floor. “Jane is back in London.”

      He heard Arthur suck in a breath and looked up to see a troubled expression on his face.

      “I had hoped you hadn’t seen that particular item in the Scandal Sheet,” Arthur said.

      “I did.” Colin scrubbed a hand through his hair. “I went to see her.”

      Arthur jumped up at that, nearly flipping his chair over in the process. “You did what?”

      “I rode to her sister and brother-in-law’s house,” Colin admitted, his voice a moan. “God, it was stupid, I know, but I almost couldn’t help myself. Knowing she was here, a few miles away, I had to see her.”

      “Why?” Arthur asked, his tone tense and shrill.

      Colin shook his head. “She’s my wife.”

      “Hardly,” Arthur huffed out. “Need I remind you what she did on your wedding day of all days?”

      Colin ground his teeth. “Of course not. I recall everything that happened that horrible day with perfect clarity, I assure you. But damn it, Arthur, it was six months ago. She has stayed in the countryside, just as I demanded, without so much as a peep to defend herself or demand anything. Word from my estate is that she has taken on her role as lady there with great gusto and purpose. The tenants and staff adore her.”

      Arthur arched a brow. “I’m sure they do, especially the male ones.”

      It was Colin who pushed out of his seat now and took a long step toward his cousin before he realized what he was doing. He stopped, the two men nose to nose, and his lips parted. “I’m…sorry. I should not vent my anger at you,” he whispered. “You have every right to be so harsh considering what she did and how you’ve had to watch me suffer.”

      Arthur nodded slowly. “Yes. Your suffering has brought me no pleasure, cousin, I assure you. And I admit, I’m shocked that you would even consider seeing her again. Let her visit her sister and go back where she belongs.”

      Colin sighed and walked away from Arthur. He stared out the window, a hand clenched against the glass. “I told her she should come and stay at my home while she is in the city.”

      Arthur let out a great gasp and rushed up to Colin, grabbing his arm and spinning him around. “No!”

      Colin wasn’t surprised at his cousin’s reaction, though the strength of it certainly set him back a pace. “The Scandal Sheet shall make the entire ton talk endlessly,” he explained, even though the words seemed hollow to him. “My best course of action is to reduce their whispers by making it seem as though I want Jane here. That this is an invitation of my making, rather than a surprise sprung on me by my wayward wife.”

      “You and your reputation,” Arthur spit out, his tone far harsher than Colin had thought it would be.

      He held up his hands, almost as a defense. “My reputation is all I have, isn’t it? It’s how I manage to influence those in the House of Lords, it’s how I generate respect and initiate change in Society.”

      Arthur rolled his eyes and Colin bit his tongue. While he took his duties to country and kingdom, as well as to those with less power than himself, very seriously, he knew Arthur thought him a fool. His cousin had often told him that if he held the title of viscount, he would do things very differently.

      Arthur let out a long, put-upon sigh. “I know those things are important to you. But I worry about you in this situation, not whatever causes you have taken up this week. If Jane is coming to stay in your house, that doesn’t mean you should soften your position toward her. Keep your distance, Colin. Don’t get caught in her trap, for I’m certain she will try to seduce you with her wiles.”

      Colin tensed at the thought of Jane using her “wiles” against him. A very pleasing thought that was, actually. He often thought of the afternoon after they wed, when he’d stepped into her dressing room and dismissed her servant, and the two of them had passionately consummated their union.

      He’d often dreamed of doing that very thing again, despite how angry he was at her.

      And the fact was that she was his wife: he could certainly exercise his husbandly rights with her without forgetting what she truly was at her core. Perhaps it was his duty to do so, or so his mother kept reminding him by going on about heirs and Jane and the future.

      “I won’t fall into her trap,” he murmured, as much to himself as to respond to Arthur’s words.

      His cousin seemed relieved at that statement and clapped him on the shoulder gently. “Excellent.”

      But as Arthur retook his seat and Colin did the same, he knew one thing for certain.

      He didn’t intend to keep his distance from Jane either.
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      Jane stood in the lady’s chamber in her husband’s home less than six hours after he had called on her. She remembered this room well. It was where he’d first made love to her. It was where he’d left her to weep after he coldly dismissed her and told her she would be sent to the country only one day after their wedding.

      She stared at the bed and shivered.

      This was like returning to the scene of a crime.

      She’d done just what he asked of her that morning. Against her sister’s strenuous protests, she’d allowed her things to be placed in a cart, put herself in the carriage and ridden “home”. But once there, Colin hadn’t been in residence to greet her. For two hours, she had waited for him, feeling more and more foolish.

      She turned away from the bed and found herself looking at the door that led to the adjoining sitting room and through it, to Colin’s bedchamber. That room she’d never been in. She doubted he would want her to look, to snoop around in his things when he could clearly hardly stand her.

      “It’s his own fault,” she muttered to herself as she strode through the door, into the sitting room and right up to his chamber entrance. There she hesitated, then steeled herself and pushed the door open.

      The room smelled of him. That was the first thing she noticed. Something with a hint of pine and a whiff of masculinity. She shut her eyes and took a deep breath of that smell, then stepped farther into the room and turned in a circle.

      The chamber looked like him, too, as if someone had designed it to fit the cool, sophisticated man she hardly knew. The furniture was simple, the colors muted and everything was in its place.

      “Not a thing amiss,” she said with a shake of her head. “God forbid there ever be a mess in the life of the Viscount Wharton.”

      “Messes are complicated.”

      She froze at the sound of Colin’s voice behind her. She slowly turned to find him at the same door where she had entered not a moment before. He was leaning against the jamb, arms folded, eyes locked firmly on her.

      “I don’t like complications,” he said, but his voice was rough. His gaze was heated and hooded as it swept over her. Once upon a time, she wouldn’t have known what that expression meant. But now she remembered it well.

      He wanted her.

      She blinked at the realization and at the aching echo in her body that reminded her she wanted him, too, despite everything he’d done to her. Or hadn’t? God, but it was a jumble now, all her disappointments and regrets.

      “If you don’t like complications, why bring me here?” she asked, her voice barely carrying.

      He pushed off the doorframe and took a long step into the room. His expression still pulsed with wanting and her knees began to shake.

      “You are…” He trailed off, and it was like he was trying to fight what he said next. “You are beautiful, Jane.”

      She drew back a fraction at that unexpected compliment, given reluctantly, but still given. And returned, for when she looked at him she saw more than the cold man who had banished her for untold crimes. She saw more than the man who refused to answer her letters and set her free from the prison of his contempt.

      When she looked at him, she still saw the man she’d married with all the hopes in her heart. The man who had made love to her and woken her up to desires she’d never fully understood.

      If he could look at her and see beauty, want her despite his negative feelings, perhaps she could change his heart by following the path of his desires.

      She had to be bold enough to try if she wanted any kind of future at all beyond one locked away in a castle by the sea. Alone. Lost.

      She took a step toward him, keeping her gaze locked on him. He stiffened as she made her way across the small expanse that separated them. But he didn’t pull away, even when she stopped just in front of him.

      Even when she lifted a hand to his chest and placed it there. His heart pounded beneath his jacket and hers leapt to join it.

      “Is this why I’m here?” she whispered, lifting up on her tiptoes, going slowly as if daring him to pull away. He didn’t. He held perfectly still as her lips brushed across his, and then let out a groan that seemed to come from deep within his chest, his soul.

      His arms closed around her and he brought her up hard against his chest. His mouth opened and his tongue slid inside hers, sweeping across her, drawing her forward until her bones turned to water and her blood turned to fire.

      She wrapped her arms around his neck, leaning fully against him and feeling the hard, heavy length of him pressing against her stomach. Her body responded with needy desire, wetness flooding between her legs and letting her know how much she needed him in this charged, unexpected moment.

      As if he read her thoughts, he drew back, staring down into her eyes, seeking some kind of truth he’d never believed. She wasn’t sure what he saw there, but when he let her go, he didn’t leave. Instead, he reached behind himself and slammed the door shut, giving them privacy.

      She shuddered as he reached for her a second time, this time slower and gentler, as if before he had lost his senses and now wanted to savor the moment.

      So did she.

      He caught her hand and drew her across the room, toward the bed. His bed. He kept his gaze firmly on her face until they reached the edge, then he slowly turned her until her back was to him. She expected him to just open her gown, but instead he drew her back until she leaned against his chest. His arms came around her, hands cupping her breasts as he nuzzled her neck and pressed against her.

      She sank into him, reaching a hand up to wind her fingers around the back of his neck and reveling in the warmth of his mouth on her flesh. God, how had she gone so long without this? At present, it felt as imperative as breathing.

      He sucked at her skin and she gasped out his name on a broken breath. Only then did he slide his hands around to the buttons along her spine and open them one by one.

      The warm air in the chamber slid along the skin revealed there, stirred the thin fabric of her undergarments, and she let out a low sigh of pleasure. He pressed his lips along the edge of her chemise, his tongue darting out to taste her there.

      She shimmied to make the gown fall forward and clumsily pulled her arms free. He didn’t stop her, nor did he stop her when she turned back to face him as she shoved the gown the rest of the way off her body.

      His expression was still heated as he watched her do so, but she thought she sensed
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