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CHAPTER ONE
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Amelia Beckwith paced the length of her bedroom. It was unfair for her mother to forbid her from attending the ball. The offending incident was insignificant to Amelia, no one saw her, and no harm was done. Her mother, Mrs. Victoria Beckwith, would have none of it. To her, once again, Amelia had shown a total disregard for the way a proper young lady should behave. However, this night was too important for Amelia to let a mere punishment stop her. The rebellious side of her wanted to just walk down the main staircase and join the party, but that would be beyond bold.

“Are you truly determined to do this?” Colleen, her maid, and companion asked.

“I must,” Amelia answered. “This is the only way.”

She gazed out her window to the gathering carriages in the drive below. There were enough of them now. Once more Amelia studied her reflection in the long mirror by her dressing table.

“I must go now. Wish me luck,” she said and gave Colleen a quick hug. 

Quickly and quietly, she left her room and moved down the hall to the servant’s stair.

“In for a penny, in for a pound,” Amelia said and drew a deep breath. At the last moment, she glanced over her shoulder to be sure she had not been seen and stepped through the doorway. With a little luck, no one would notice her peculiar entrance to the Beckwith Masked Ball from the alcove beneath the main staircase. 

As quietly as she could, Amelia slipped out of the servant stairs and into the darkness of the small curtained niche beneath the stairs. Peeking through the heavy drapes, she waited until several ladies gathered on the other side of the curtain before emerging from behind her cover. With the ladies back to her, no one seemed to notice from where she entered. So far so good, Amelia thought and smiled at her own ingenuity. Now, she was just another one of the cheerful masked participants making their way into the ballroom. It was easy to join the crush. Yet Amelia was sure anyone standing close enough could hear her heart pounding in her chest.

When she reached the large opened doors to the ballroom, Amelia stopped just for a moment to gaze at the sight before her. The room was beautifully decorated, the yellow and orange satin curtains covering the tall windows and French doors shimmered in the candlelight. Table linens of purple and blue covered the three long tables of savory dishes and delectable treats. The contrast of the colors against the silver of the candlesticks and plates was simply stunning. Tall arrangements of roses, lilies, snapdragons, and carnations brought a softer hue to every table. 

From the doorway, she could see her parents. Their costumes were of the Greek god Zeus and the goddess Hera, although Amelia had imagined Hera a bit thinner and Zeus with more hair. Mrs. Beckwith wanted her daughter to attend as the goddess Persephone, but Amelia decided weeks ago she did not want to portray the goddess of spring. After all the young goddess had been kidnapped by Hades, god of the Underworld, and was forced to be forever his bride. Instead, she and Colleen fashioned a different costume in secret.

With a slight nudge from a guest behind her, it was all too soon to face the hosts of the gathering. Amelia hoped she did not look as nervous as she felt. 

“Good evening, Mr. Beckwith, Mrs. Beckwith,” Amelia began with a slight curtsy. “Thank you for inviting me to your lovely home.”

Amelia spoke in a voice deeper and slower than her norm. For a moment, she had the desire to inquire after their absent daughter, as had other guests, but thought better of it. 

“Good evening!” Victoria Beckwith replied excitedly. “What a unique costume. It is some kind of bird that much I can tell from your mask. But your cape covers too much, and I cannot fathom a guess to your identity. Can you, Charles?”

“I cannot,” Charles Beckwith said, taking Amelia’s gloved hand and bowing over it. “Please, allow us the full measure of your masquerade.”

“Of course,” Amelia replied and untied the waist length cape that covered all but the skirt of the costume and handed it to the waiting servant. Amelia knew with her cape removed that not an inch was visible that could give her away. 

Her hair was tucked under a headdress of smooth, dark blue feathers so not one lock could be seen. Her neck and most of her face were hidden by an elaborate mask. It too was made of feathers, larger than the others, fanning away her face with a small copper beak that covered her nose. The headdress and mask were formed as one piece and secured beneath her chin. It was attached in such a fashion that it could not be removed without the aid of a sharp pair of scissors. 

The gown was made of an iridescent blue. Tiny shimmering dark blue beads in a swirling design covered the low cut, tight-fitted bodice. It was fitted snuggly over a flared skirt, again in the same iridescent blue and dotted with similar crystal beads. Two rows of feathers circled her small waist, and dark blue gloves went from fingertips to just past her elbows. There was but one other part to complete the ensemble. Amelia pulled the two hidden ribbons at her waist, and a fan of feathers flared open, framing her from neck to waist.

“How beautiful! A peacock!” Mrs. Beckwith exclaimed with glee. “I have never seen a costume which concealed so well.”

“Yet revealed beauty as no other this evening,” added Mr. Beckwith with a wide mischievous grin.

“Oh Charles, you are incorrigible,” giggled his wife. 

Suddenly Amelia felt naked but resisted the urge to cover her exposed cleavage. She had to remind herself that Mr. Beckwith did not know it was his daughter he was ogling. 

“I dare say,” Mrs. Beckwith continued. “I still cannot put a name to you.”

“Nor I, my dear,” her husband agreed. “You must tell us who you are.”

“Is it not the whole design of a masquerade to be mysterious?” Amelia replied smoothly. 

“It is true, but I’ll wager you will be discovered before the end of the evening,” boasted her father.

“We shall see,” Amelia said with a small smile.

She gave her hosts a deep curtsy and left them to the other waiting guests. The deception was complete. She was unrecognizable. 

The ballroom was filled to brimming with an array of costumes. The first she recognized was Mr. and Mrs. Thornby, their closest neighbor to the north. Mr. Thornby wore a high turban with a large green stone set in the center. He was laughing and put his long cape around his wife. Mrs. Thornby wore a sheer purple blouse with a darker purple vest that covered only enough for modesty. Her balloon pants that tied around the ankle had gold bells and beads that hung from her waist. Amelia guessed they must be a Persian prince and princess. She recognized others as well. They were dressed as pirates, medieval kings and queens, Roman soldiers and Greek gods and goddesses. There were even a few well-endowed dairy maids and tavern wenches. The musicians struck up a tune, and Amelia watched for a moment as masked partners took to the floor. Amelia slowly circled the room searching for the one she came to find. Several times she was stopped by one person or another wishing to make her acquaintance. When asked her name, she would only say they would know by the end of the evening. Despite the costumes and masks, Amelia recognized several of the guests, yet was careful not to reveal her own identity. 

In such an anonymous setting, many of the gentlemen, both young and old, married or not, flirted outrageously with her. More than one of the men made such indecent proposals that Amelia was glad her mask hid the blushes she felt rise to her cheeks. Thankfully each time she was able to escape gracefully. Each time she excused herself, she heard those left trying to guess her identity. Amelia thought of the fun that could be had in such an anonymous state, but the idea was quickly put aside as she was there for a solitary reason. 

“I must insist you dance with me,” a man’s voice came from behind her. 

Amelia turned and faced a most handsome man. Although he did not wear a mask, she did not recognize him. He stood an inch or two taller than her with curly blonde hair and sharp blue eyes. She hesitated, unsure whether she should dance with this stranger.

“You would not leave a recent visitor to your fair district standing alone so near the dance floor?” he asked, smiling. “If you refuse this one dance, I promise you I will not leave your side until you accept.” 

Amelia watched as his eyes turned from sharp to a playful daring, and she knew he would do exactly as he promised. Amelia had no wish to be followed around by this man all night. He could ruin everything. She smiled sweetly and took the man’s hand. One dance and one dance only, she told herself.

“Do you know you are the most intriguing woman here tonight?” the man asked with a crooked smile. He continued as they danced, “Permit me to introduce myself. I am Lord James Westcott.” 

Amelia missed a step when he mentioned his name.

“I have heard the name mentioned this evening,” Amelia said carefully.

“I hope you have heard all of my good qualities?” Lord James asked with a devilish grin.

“I have not heard anything. Good or no, only that you and your brother were visiting the district,” Amelia replied coolly.

“Then you are familiar with the Beckwith family. Perhaps you can assist me with some information,” James began. “Do you know Amelia Beckwith? I understand she is indisposed this evening. Is she very ill? Or do you think she has some other reason for being absent?”

“I am sure she did not wish to miss such a lovely party,” Amelia answered as sweetly as she could.

“You know her well then?” James asked.

“Not very well,” Amelia lied.

“I understand she has spent almost all of her time here in the country. One can only wonder what there is to do here year after year.” James made no effort to hide his disdain. Amelia did not like James’ tone and felt her anger rise.

“I am sure you would never want to spend too much time away from Town,” Amelia said with a laugh as the music stopped. She gave him a small curtsy and started to turn away.

“Will you save me another dance?” James inquired with a bow of his own.

“I am afraid the rest of my dances have been promised. Perhaps another time,” Amelia answered and quickly walked away. 

“You did not give me your name,” James called after her. 

But it was too late, Amelia did not look back. James shrugged, and a moment later his attention turned to another of the young ladies.

Amelia wanted to get as far away from that man as she could. Unfortunately, she did not get very far enough when once again she was stopped.

“My dear, you are the center of every conversation this evening.” Amelia froze. She recognized Lady Aurora Chadwick immediately. There was no mistaking her husky voice with or without a mask.

Lady Chadwick was a widow of these fifteen years past. It was rumored her late husband’s lineage could be traced back to one of King Henry VIII’s bastard sons. However, some thought that she herself had the rumor circulated. Her estate, Fairecott Park, was the largest in the surrounding three counties and abutted the Beckwiths’ own Keithwaite Manor on its western border. She was a kind and decent neighbor. It was without question that she was the area’s leading social matriarch. In fact, without Lady Chadwick’s friendship, the Beckwith family would never have been accepted into even the limited society of the country. Rarely a fortnight passed without a visitation or invitation from her Ladyship. 

Occasionally, as with this night, both her niece and nephew Penelope and Walter Hargrove accompanied her when she would visit. Mrs. Beckwith had been thrilled when Lady Chadwick and the Hargroves accepted the invitation. With them in attendance, the ball was a guaranteed success. Every prominent family within three counties followed suit, in hopes of winning favor with the Lady.

“Every young gentleman here wonders if you are eligible and in the market for a husband,” Lady Chadwick continued as she snapped open her delicate ivory fan. “Of course, the majority of those hapless dandies hope you have an absent husband and perhaps looking for some type of pleasant diversion.”

“Lady Chadwick, I assure you,” Amelia began, “I have no interest in any diversion.” 

“You sly thing, you have me at a disadvantage.” Lady Chadwick closed her fan. “You know me, so we must have familiar acquaintances.”

Amelia bit her lip and knew she had said too much. She glanced toward the French doors leading to the terrace, planning her escape. The combination of the warm crowded room and her tight corset left her feeling closed in and breathless. She longed to breathe in the cool night air. 

“The obvious would be Charles and Victoria, but let us see if there are any others,” Lady Chadwick continued and looked about the room. “Ah, perhaps you know my nephew Walter Hargrove?” she said and waved at Walter as he walked toward them.

“My apologies, Lady Chadwick,” Amelia tried to keep the panic out of her voice. “It is quite warm in here tonight, and I feel I am in need of some air.”

Amelia could not afford to be trapped with Lady Chadwick and the Hargroves, for she knew they would never quit until she was discovered. Amelia curtsied and quickly left through the doors to the terrace. 

The terrace, which ran the length of the house, was bathed only in the dim light that spilled out from the ballroom. Stone benches were spaced along the sides of the doors in shadowy, secluded spaces. Amelia leaned against the short wall and looked out over the pristine garden. Several well-spaced torches burned along the walkways for those who wished to stroll through the elaborate design of flowers and small shrubs. A few other torches were scattered within the high-hedged walls of the maze. A fine low-lying mist obscured the view of the lake beyond the formal garden and gave the scene an eerie feel. 

Amelia closed her eyes and tried to take several deep breaths. Between the heat and not having eaten anything since that morning, Amelia felt progressively lightheaded. Placing a hand on her stomach, Amelia tried once more to take a deep breath. The task became exceedingly difficult, and Amelia swore never to wear such a tight corset again. 

“Are you going to faint?” a masculine voice asked from behind her. 

Startled, Amelia quickly spun around and let out a gasp, for the man who stood before her was the very one she sought. The man whose small portrait was tucked in the hidden pocket of her costume and could barely remember stood before her... Lord Raine Westcott, her betrothed. 

Suddenly she could not breathe, her knees felt weak, and she clutched at the wall behind her. Dark clouds began to impair her vision, and a deafening buzzing noise echoed in her ears. 

“Hell’s teeth,” were the last words she heard before the darkness swallowed her. 

Amelia did not know how long she had been unconscious, but when she opened her eyes again, she was seated on a bench in a dark part of the terrace out of the view of the party. 

“Do not move,” Raine ordered. “I shall return in a moment.”

He disappeared into the house, leaving Amelia alone in the dark corner.

Amelia took in several deep breaths, and the dark clouds and noise subsided. It was then she noticed the fan of feathers once tied to her costume was now on the bench beside her. Her corset felt less confining, and she realized two of the large bone stays had been pulled out. It not only allowed her room to breathe, but it was the only way to release the pressure without damaging her gown. It was quite resourceful of him, yet it made her wonder how Lord Westcott knew so much of women’s undergarments.

“Ah, good, you are still here.” As he had promised, Raine returned with a glass and a cravat of wine. He filled a large glass and handed it to her. “Drink this.” 

Amelia’s hand shook a little as she took the crystal glass and drank its dark red contents. This was her first taste of wine, and she felt its sweet warmth begin to spread through her body. She finished it quickly and handed him the empty glass. Raine did not take the glass from her, but covered her hand with his and refilled it. She looked up at him as she sipped the second glass. He did not say a word but seemed to study her as intently as she examined him. He wore no costume. Instead, he was dressed in formal evening attire and a long cape, which hung from one shoulder almost to the floor. 

“Raine!” a man called from the doorway. Amelia moved further into the shadows. “Do you plan to be out here all night?” 

Raine set the decanter down on the bench next to her and quickly went to speak with the man. It was his brother, James. Amelia finished the second glass of wine and filled the glass once more as she watched the two men closely. Their voices were loud enough to know they were in the midst of an argument, but Amelia could not hear the words that passed between them. James looked right at her, then retreated. 

“Can you stand?” Raine asked as he came toward her and extended an ungloved hand.

“I believe so,” Amelia replied and set the now empty glass down before accepting his hand. His hand was very warm for such a cool night and she noted how small hers looked within his much larger one. 

“Are you feeling better?” Raine asked.

“Much better, thank you,” Amelia answered. 

“The night air has cooled; you must be chilled. Allow me to escort you back to the party,” Raine offered.

“I would rather not go back in just yet,” Amelia said. “It is not too cold.”

“At least take my cloak.” He removed his cape and placed it around Amelia’s shoulders. His hands rested on her shoulders. Amelia had to look up to see his face. Raine was taller than her by nearly a foot. 

He had matured since the portrait she carried was painted. No longer did he have that innocent, boyish look about him. His head was crowned by thick, black, wavy hair. It was unfashionably long and fell across his forehead and eyebrows. His face was strong and angular with the look of a man that was used to giving orders and having them followed. 

It was his eyes that made her heart skip. They were fierce, gray eyes that reflected the dim light, much in the way she had read a wolf’s eyes do when stalking its prey at night. Yet Amelia thought she saw something else in his eyes. Perhaps it was sadness? 

She reached up with a gloved hand and brushed a lock from his forehead, exposing a very red quarter inch thick wound. The cut formed a straight line that started at his temple and stopped just above his right eyebrow. It was a new wound, and Amelia wondered how it had happened. Had he fought some romantic duel, or was it as simple as a fall from his horse? 

“Who are you?” Raine asked in a hoarse whisper. 

She did not answer and smiled up at him.

He cleared his throat and spoke in a very proper tone. “You should not be out here alone. I am sure the rest of your party will be concerned with your whereabouts.”

“I am here singularly, and there is no other company I would rather have,” Amelia said and placed a hand lightly on his chest. 

“I cannot believe you would not be missed,” Raine said and covered her hand with his own.

“There is no one that will miss me.” She watched his face carefully and removed her hand. “Perhaps we might walk through the garden?”

Amelia saw his one brow rise slightly and knew her suggestion was bold. Raine smiled and offered her his arm. She took it gladly. Neither spoke for a few minutes as they made their way down the stone steps and away from the house. 

“It is highly unusual for a young woman to attend a ball without escort or family. It has been my experience the majority of your sex traveled in packs,” Raine said to her with a broad smile.

“I was not exactly officially invited,” Amelia confessed, as the effect of the wine took hold of her. “Here I am nonetheless.”

Amelia bit her bottom lip to prevent her from saying too much. Raine stopped briefly and looked down at Amelia. He did not say a word, but he smiled. Amelia relaxed and smiled back. Her little slip did not offend him, and she was sure the rest of the evening would proceed just as she had imagined. 

Her fantasy of this meeting had always been the same. They would walk through the gardens and converse on her favorite subjects: art, history, and literature. From behind her mask, she would take the measure of the man she was to marry. Candidly, she would learn of his likes and dislikes, careful to always to keep him guessing as to who she might be. 

Then at the right moment, she would reveal her true identity to him. He was always both pleased and impressed by her ingenuity in her little dream. Wickedly Amelia even allowed Raine to kiss her in her fantasy, sometimes more than once. Of course, she would explain—and he would agree—that all of this night must be kept in the strictest of confidence, at least until after they were married. 

“We have not been properly introduced,” Raine said, bringing her out of her imaginings. “Even during a masquerade, a woman walking alone in the moonlight with a complete stranger would be cause for gossip.” 

“Perhaps we should take care to avoid any wagging tongues and not been seen,” Amelia suggested. “And you are not exactly a complete stranger to me.” 

“If I am no stranger, then we must have been introduced elsewhere,” he deduced and smiled as Amelia led him into the tall maze. 

“Perhaps we have met before,” Amelia teased him, “and you have forgotten me since then.”

“To be sure, I could not forget someone so lovely, but your mask conceals too much. I cannot even make out the color of your eyes.” Raine thought of all the women James had introduced him to since his arrival. They all seemed a blur. “You must at least tell me where or when we have met.”

“Even without my mask, I sincerely doubt you would know me,” Amelia told him with a laugh.

“Yet you do know me?” he asked. 

“I know much of you,” Amelia admitted, enjoying Raine’s confusion.

“Oh? Just how much do you know?” Raine asked 

“You are Lord Raine Edward Westcott,” she began, “eldest son of Lord Reginald Westcott, Earl of Cotham.”

Amelia paused, wanting to prolong this time before she revealed herself.

“You are nearly two and thirty years. Cambridge is where you were educated. You have a brother by the Earl’s second wife, ten years your junior, named James.” Amelia let go of his arm just long enough to adjust the cape around her shoulders as she spoke. “And I believe you have been visiting with the Thornby family since your arrival to the country.”

“You do know some facts,” he said. 

“I would wager my information is impeccable.” Amelia took his arm once more, leaned in close and whispered, “I have spies everywhere.”

Raine laughed.

“You have very meticulous recruits in your employ. You have captured my complete and devoted attention. Do continue,” he implored.

They turned another corner within the maze, and Amelia continued, “After your graduation, you traveled extensively. You came back to England about four years ago for only a short time, and I believe you were in Jamaica before now. Am I correct?”

“Completely correct. You have me utterly intrigued,” Raine replied in a soft, almost remorseful whisper. He continued in a more jovial tone, “Now, tell me something of yourself, for I am now resolved to make your better acquaintance.” 

“See if you can guess,” she teased him and giggled, fully feeling the effect of the wine.

“Ah, let me see,” he began. “You are not near thirty years of age. You were not educated at Cambridge. And you do not have a brother named James.”

“Facts I cannot deny, sir,” she laughed coquettishly.

“But have you a husband?” he asked.

“Not at the moment,” she replied with a light giggle.

“Ah, I am sure a woman of your beauty has been made many offers.”

“In truth, I have had several offers made this very evening, yet none was for my hand,” Amelia said playfully as she quickened her step, enjoying this game. She wanted to know more. “You must be happy to be home again.” 

“It has been good to see James again,” he replied with less enthusiasm than Amelia expected.

“And your father?” she asked.

Raine did not answer, but took her arm and stopped her, “Will you not remove your mask?”

“Not yet,” Amelia said and ran off ahead of him the moment he released his hold. 

Amelia had always loved to play within the high walls of the maze and made her way through the dark twists and turns effortlessly. She stopped after the next turn and, with a smile, thought herself the most fortunate girl ever to be betrothed to such a dashing figure of a man. Their life together would be of total happiness. There would never be a cross word spoken. 

It took Raine several minutes to find her. They were far into the labyrinth and completely alone in the darkness when he finally caught up to her. The tall hedge surrounded them on three sides. There were no torches in this section. The only light came from the slip of a moon above them gleaming occasionally between clouds. 

She turned her back into a corner of the hedge as Raine slowly moved toward her. His hands gripped the tall shrub behind her, trapping her between his arms. Now his face was very close to hers, close enough that she could smell the strong wine on his breath and feel the warmth of it against her cheek. He stared at her intently with an expression she felt was akin to agony. 

Instinctively she wanted to comfort him. Not knowing what to say, she remained silent. Instead, she softly brushed the curls from his forehead once again and ran her fingertips across the scar then down the sides of his face. Her hands continued downward until they rested on his broad shoulders. Amelia had so little experience with men she did not know what to say or do.

“Who are you, my mysterious little peacock?” he whispered into her ear. “Have you come to save me or torture me?”

Raine leaned down a little further, he began to kiss the small crook between her neck and shoulder.

Amelia had opened her mouth to answer, but the words caught in her throat. Her heartbeat quickened, and her hands moved slowly upward from his shoulders to cradle his face. Raine encircled her waist with one arm and pressed her close to him. Something she had never felt before awakened inside her and all thought abandoned her. Gently his kisses continued from one shoulder, over the swell of her breasts, to the other bare shoulder. Heat spread from every place his lips touched. He trailed one kiss after another across her neck then up to her cheek. 

Then as suddenly as his kisses began, they stopped. His embrace softened, but he did not release her. 

“I want to see your eyes,” he asked in a soft husky voice.

Amelia could not speak or look at Raine. All she could do was shake her head. Amelia closed her eyes as he tenderly ran a finger over the soft skin of her cheek beneath her mask. Gently he tried to lift the mask from her face, but it would not budge. 

His fingers continued downward from her cheek to softly stroke her bottom lip. Amelia’s lips parted slightly, and she heard a low groan, almost a growl escape Raine. Slowly his fingertip traced a line from her lip down her neck to the curved swell of her breasts. 

Amelia took a sharp breath as his finger crept an inch inside her bodice and traced from one mound to the other, then fell away. Amelia opened her eyes and looked up into his. Raine’s gaze upon her was intense and questioning. She knew he waited for her to answer this silent query, but in her naiveté, she did not fully comprehend its meaning. All Amelia knew was she could not leave him now. An unyielding longing for more took possession of her senses. Boldly she drew his head down and kissed him.

The moment their lips met, Raine kissed her with a passion Amelia never knew possible. Every kiss was deeper and more intimate than the last. She drank them in like a woman dying of thirst. His hands explored every inch of bare skin. They moved up her back, down her arms, then up to her shoulders. Unconsciously she mimicked his movements and ran her hands over his shirt. She felt the hard muscles of his shoulders and back through the thickness of the fabric. She pressed against him and felt his heart beating in his broad chest. Raine deftly removed his cape from her shoulders and spread it on the ground. 

He kissed her again, and she did not resist as he gently drew her down to the ground with him. Amelia would have been happy just to continue as they were, lying next to each other kissing under the moonlight. Her mind was numb with the sensations. She was a puppet in his hands and moved her head in any direction he wished. Even when he released her breasts from the confines of her bodice, she felt no embarrassment. 

“Beautiful... lovely... perfect,” he whispered as he kissed her breasts. 

He thought her beautiful! Raine’s words made her feel as if she were one of the stars adrift in the dark night sky above her. No hint of protest formed in her thoughts as she felt the heat of his leg push her skirt up and move between her thighs, parting them. Amelia’s body quivered uncontrollably when his fingertips reached the open seam in her pantalets and danced among the curly thatch found there. This was sweet, frustrating, sensual torment for Amelia. She wanted to touch all of him as he touched her. Shyly her hands crept under his waistcoat but still could not feel his skin. Raine kissed her deeply once again. Amelia felt the cool night air on her thighs as he moved to adjust his clothing. 

“Touch me,” Raine spoke so softly, Amelia was not sure she had heard him. She was not sure what he wanted until he took her hand and slid it ever lower until she felt the length and width of his maleness. 

Amelia had not expected to find that part of a man so granite hard, yet velvety soft. Like a child with a new toy, she explored it with her fingertips, sliding them up the length to the wider tip. Raine groaned and flexed his hips. He muttered something unintelligible and quickly removed her hand. 

When Raine covered her with the length of his body it felt so natural to wrap herself around him. So, consumed by this new-found passion, Amelia wanted—no, needed to feel his body closer. She kissed him fiercely as he thrust forward and joined their bodies completely.

Amelia heard Raine’s shocked gasp the same instant she felt the stabbing pain. It shot through her body like a red-hot poker from her most inner core, up her spine, to her brain. Her eyes flew open and she cried out. All the hazy, sensual passion left her as quickly as tamping out a candle. 

“Stop!” she cried. “Please stop!”

Amelia pushed at his chest and bucked like a wild mare as she tried to dislodge him.

“Damn woman, don’t move!” Raine tried to hold her still, tried not to move, but it was too late. His back arched and his body went rigid. “Hell’s teeth!” he muttered and immediately moved off Amelia. He then stood and adjusted his clothing.

Amelia could not move. The final act of lovemaking was nothing like what she had imagined it would be. In all her prized books it was described as “rising to the pinnacle of desire, then floating gently back to earth,” or “riding the crest of a wave until it crashed against the white sands of the shore.” None of the passages mentioned the searing pain that made her feel as if her body had been split in two! 

Unless... unless it was she that did something wrong. 

Amelia stared up at the twinkling stars. Tears filled her eyes, and she wanted to cry. She could not look at Raine yet. She did not want to see the disappointment, or worse, the pity she knew would be in his eyes. With her back to Raine, she sat up and tried to right her costume, but it was damaged beyond repair. She did the best she could to cover her breasts and smooth her wrinkled skirt. When Amelia finally stood to face him, it was not disappointment or pity she found. It was anger!

“You should have told me you were a maid,” Raine growled between tightly clenched teeth. “What game do you play at?” 

What game do you play at? His question repeated in her mind. He thought she had planned this! Fury replaced her self-pity at the implication of his question. Without hesitation, Amelia drew her hand back and slapped his face as hard as she could. “You thought me a trollop!” she spat out at him. 

Raine touched the spot where she hit him. 

“No!” Raine glared at her. “I never thought so meanly of you, but I am no blackguard who goes about deflowering innocent maids.”

“What did you think then?” she asked vehemently. “Did you think me an easy diversion for a boring evening?” 

“Do not dare try and rest this entirely at my door!” Raine glowered at her. He growled at her in frustration, “You came here alone and uninvited! The way you kissed me! You led me to believe you wanted ... you wanted...” 

He hesitated.

“Your actions were too wanton to be mistaken as innocent.”

His words hurt Amelia to her core and did nothing to quell her anger. “Perhaps my actions were too bold, but I did not think—”

“Obviously, you were not thinking at all!” Raine interrupted impatiently. “I am ill at ease speaking to you with your face covered. Remove that infernal mask and tell me your name.”

“I will not!” Amelia refused indignantly. “At this moment your ease is of no concern of mine.”

“I must assume that you are from a family of some standing,” he interrupted her again. “This is no light matter, and the consequences may be very dear indeed! Your reputation and that of your family may be ruined. If someday you were to be made a legitimate offer... No gentleman of rank wishes to marry a bride he finds less than virtuous. This was incredibly reckless of you!”

Uncontrollable anger boiled with rage in Amelia.

“You arrogant, pompous, self-righteous oaf!” she said, unable to hide the contempt in her voice. “You profess outrage and concern that I was a maid? If I were not, I venture your conscious would be clear then? Would there be no trace of guilt at having taken a woman at the home of your betrothed? I should ask you ‘What game do you play at?’”

“You knew?” Raine exclaimed. “You knew all along of my engagement? Yet you came out here with me?”

“Yes,” Amelia answered. 

“Were you sent here? Is this some calculated ploy with blackmail as its purpose?” Raine accused.

“You need not fear blackmail from me,” Amelia retorted. “I am of little threat to you.” 

“You may feel differently if you find you are with child. Then you may change your tune,” Raine charged as he scooped up his cape, draped it around her shoulders, but did not release his grip.

“I doubt there is any cause for alarm on that score,” Amelia said unconvinced. “You need not fear any obligation!” 

Amelia heard laughter from some guests in the garden as they came toward them and worried they might be found.

“I must leave now. Let me go!” 

“No cause for alarm? Of course, there is cause for alarm. Of course, there would be an obligation,” Raine insisted. “If you find you are expecting I would have to provide for you both.” 

He did not let go of the cape as he spoke. Amelia knew it would be too cruel to leave any man unsure if they had fathered a child.

“Very well, as to whether there is a child or not, I will find a way to have a message delivered to you,” Amelia promised in hushed tones. “Other than that, we must both forget this evening. Now let me go before we are discovered.”

Amelia’s panic rose as she heard the voices come closer.

“You must tell me your name!” Raine insisted. Amelia only shook her head. “You cannot leave me this way. Without knowing who you are...”

“If you care anything about my reputation, you will let me go.” Amelia tried to pull away, but Raine would not release his hold. Amelia begged, “We must not be seen together like this.”

“Tell me who you are!” Raine’s voice was as firm as his grip. 

The voices came even closer, and Amelia could wait no longer. Hard as she could, she kicked Raine’s shin. He let her go with a yelp, and Amelia quickly disappeared through the maze.

Raine rubbed the spot where she kicked him and watched as the mysterious creature that stirred both his desire and anger slipped deeper into the maze. 

“This is not over,” he promised. “I will find you.” 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Amelia reached the safety of her rooms and quickly closed the door behind her. Angrily, she tore off her damaged costume and underpinnings and tossed them into a heap on the floor. The headdress and mask were removed, and her long, blonde hair tumbled down in a tangled mass. She donned her nightdress and stood at her dressing table. She looked at herself in the mirror, and the reflection looked back. “What have you done?” it accused. 

Amelia threw the mask into her dressing table drawer and slammed it shut. Furiously she attacked her tangled hair with a brush as sat on her bed. The pain was welcomed. Just as it made her eyes shut, it also shut her mind to the fresh memories of the evening.

“You’ll tear it out by the root if you keep at it like that,” Colleen said as she entered the room. Colleen placed a tray she held on the small table next to the bed. “I’ve brought some tea and biscuits.” 

“Oh, Colleen,” Amelia cried when she saw the woman.

Colleen McKenna, five years Amelia’s senior, had been Amelia’s lady’s maid and constant companion for the last seven years. Amelia immediately liked the vivacious girl with her quick wit and infectious smile. At first, Colleen cared and tended Amelia as she would a younger sister. Over the years as they grew together, Amelia’s regard for Colleen grew as well. Amelia no longer saw Colleen as a servant, for she had become a loyal friend and trusted confidant. 

It pleased Amelia that Colleen adapted to this dual role with ease. When the two were alone, they abandoned formalities and treated each other with equal merit and affection. When in the company of family or visitors, Colleen behaved as servants were expected: respectful, quiet and invisible. This was how Amelia learned that even though servants may be thought of as invisible, they were neither deaf nor blind. 

It was through Colleen and her circle of other trusted servants in the district that Amelia learned of Lord Raine Westcott’s arrival at the Thornby estate. They were very resourceful, as Raine said.

“Let me do that for you,” Colleen said and took the brush from Amelia’s tight grasp. Gently she tended Amelia’s hair. “Tell me now, what has you so upset?” 

“I cannot marry that man,” Amelia stated without hesitation. “He is pompous, arrogant and loathsome... and unreasonable!”

“I see,” Colleen said and calmly continued to brush Amelia’s hair. 

“How can you be so unaffected?” Amelia asked, frustrated by Colleen’s calm composure.

“If I seem unaffected, it is because you have not explained what he did that made him so objectionable,” Colleen explained and set the brush aside. “Tell me what happened.”

Amelia explained how they met, the wine and the walk through the garden. 

“That hardly seems dreadful,” Colleen interrupted. 

“Later, when we were in the maze... he... he seduced me,” Amelia whispered the words as if someone might overhear what she had just admitted. “He hurt me, and then had the nerve to censure me as if the fault were mine! He called me a wanton!”

Colleen took Amelia into her arms.

“Do not fret. I dare say there have been many couples that have arrived at the altar after similar circumstances,” she reassured Amelia. “For certain, it was a shock for him to discover you were his own betrothed. Any man would be. I believe once he thinks about it, I am sure he will come around given a little time.”

“That is the problem, he does not know it was me!” Amelia confessed as tears rolled down her cheek.

“You did not tell him?” Colleen asked, surprised.

“I could not. Not after all he said,” Amelia replied crossly. “It no longer matters, as I will not marry him!”

“Of course, you will marry him. You must marry him,” Colleen told her.

“But, how can I? He does not want me. He wants that woman,” Amelia said and pointed to the ruined costume on the floor beside her bed. 

“I dare say I believe you may already be in love with him,” Colleen said with a smile.

Amelia could not speak. Was she in love with him?

“My dear,” Colleen began, “if you believe he is fond of that woman, then he will care for you as well. After all, she is part of you.”

Colleen took Amelia’s hands and gave them a little squeeze.

“You have a great advantage, for you know a good deal more about him than he knows of you. I am sure you can find a way to use that knowledge. Now, get some sleep, and we will speak more of this in the morning.” 

“I am very tired,” Amelia admitted, though still too angry to be convinced this marriage was right. She knew Colleen meant well. “What would I do without you?”

“You would not be able to leave your room, for you could not fasten your own corset alone,” Colleen said with a laugh and a smile, then motioned to the heap of clothes on the floor. “What shall I do with those?”

Amelia looked at the crumpled costume.

“Burn them,” she ordered as she climbed into bed. “I never want to see them again.” 

Amelia did not mention the mask she had tucked away in her dressing table. She was not ready to dispose of the only remaining evidence of the evening. 

“Very well. Good night, Miss Amelia,” Colleen bid her formally. She picked up the bundle from the floor as she left Amelia’s chambers.

“Wait,” Amelia called to Colleen. Amelia pulled the skirt from Colleen’s grasp and searched it. “It is gone!”

“What is?” Colleen asked.

“The portrait of Lord Westcott, it isn’t here. I must have dropped it,” she cried.

“It is nothing to worry about,” Colleen tried to assure her. “Tomorrow you can retrace your steps. I am sure you will find it. Now get into bed and get some sleep. I will help you look tomorrow.”

Amelia watched Colleen close the door behind her. It was impossible to sleep. Her mind would not rest. I will find you! This is not over, the words repeated over and over. Amelia punched at her pillow and pretended it was Raine’s head. The thought that he wanted to find this woman infuriated her once again. It made her wonder how often he had liaisons with strange women. If this was the type of man she was to marry, she would rather be a spinster. Better alone than become a laughing stock. Colleen was wrong. She could not—would not marry this man. Her mind was set. 

* * *
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RAINE SAW THE TIP OF the broken peacock feather on the grass. He picked it up and ran his fingers along the soft edge, then tucked it away in his shirt. Then something else caught his eye. He picked up the small object and turned it over. It was a portrait of him—many years younger, but him nonetheless. Why would she have his portrait? Was she sent to find him? For over a quarter hour he kept himself hidden in the dark corner before he left the scene of their shared passion. Several scenarios filled his mind, yet he could not stop thinking of her. What have you done? He thought to himself as he walked back towards the terrace. 

He should have kept her captive and forced her to reveal her name. Perhaps he should have insisted he escort her to her carriage. He may have at least been able to find her through the coachman. It was obvious from the picture she had come to seek him out. But to what end? There were a few that did not want him to marry Miss Beckwith, among them, both his father and his brother, but would they stoop to such deviousness? 

“Did you enjoy the night air, Raine?” James said as Raine approached the steps of the terrace. James placed a hand on his brother’s shoulder and stopped him from passing. “You have been sorely missed.”

Raine tried to go around James, but his brother stepped in front of him and blocked the stairs.

“What do you want, James? I am no mood for any more of your games,” Raine growled out. 

“Yet wouldn’t life be such a bore without them?” James quipped. “I have found some games require vigorous participation. Participation such as with a willing partner in the servant’s quarters of Keithwaite Manor.”

With a flip of his hand, James motioned to the upper floors of the Beckwiths’ elegant home.

“Others... Others, I need only be a spectator to enjoy,” James said as he produced Raine’s cape from behind the terrace wall. “Unfortunately, I was only able to observe the last few minutes, but I imagine it was a very satisfying game. Were you satisfied, brother?”

“Your imagination has gotten the better of you,” Raine said as he took the cape and draped it over his arm.

“I doubt it, but the scene did light my curiosity. I actually found myself rushing out to intercept the lovely morsel,” James said in feigned amazement. “But she was nowhere to be found as if she had vanished like a specter, without a trace other than your cape. If not for this, I would have thought the whole affair a figment of my imagination.” 

“Spare me your dramatics,” Raine said calmer than he felt. 

“You must tell me, who is she?” James persisted, not allowing Raine to leave yet. “Does she have some ancient and feeble husband that has her looking for other pursuits? I have made some discrete inquiries about her, but no one seems to know a thing about her. It is as if before this night she did not exist.”

“I warn you, stay out of this,” Raine threatened. Did James truly not know the woman? 

James suddenly let out a short burst of laughter.

“You don’t know her name, do you? Well, well,” he said with a twisted smirk, “I do hope she is not a very close friend of your dear, sweet bride-to-be. That could prove most inconvenient.”

Raine said nothing, but pushed past his brother and walked toward the ballroom. James followed closely behind.

“I must admit, I am pleased,” James said sardonically to the back of Raine’s head. “You cannot fathom how satisfying it is to discover I am not the only Westcott son to inherit Father’s taste for variety.”

James slapped Raine on the back.

“And Father thought you a disappointment. ‘The black sheep, nothing like the rest of us’,” James quoted the Earl and mimicked his gravelly voice.

The comments were meant to wound, something in which James seemed to derive great pleasure since Raine’s arrival. Raine chose to ignore his brother’s attempts to provoke him. This was neither the time nor the place. He would deal with James later, in private, when his head was clear and he had time to think. 

“Ah, there they are!” Mrs. Beckwith said as she approached him. An older woman followed behind her.

“Lady Chadwick, I would like to present Lord Raine Westcott,” she said to the woman standing beside her. “Lord Westcott, may I present my dearest friend, Lady Aurora Chadwick. She has been most anxious to meet you all evening.”

“It is a pleasure, Lady Chadwick,” Raine said as he took her hand and bowed over it. 

“So, you are the one who will take our darling Amelia from us,” Lady Chadwick smiled. “You are a very fortunate man, for she is a most amiable young woman and dearly loved by us all.”

“I look forward to our meeting with enthusiasm,” Raine told the ladies. “I only wish Miss Beckwith could have joined us this evening. She has missed a most splendid gathering.” 

“And who is this with you?” Lady Chadwick asked.

“Allow me to introduce my brother, Lord James Westcott,” Raine replied as James took a step forward.

“Delighted, Lady Chadwick, Mrs. Beckwith,” James said and bowed. “Mrs. Beckwith, I do hope Miss Amelia’s recovery is swift. I already think of her as my own little sister, and it pains me that she is feeling poorly.”

“That is most gracious of you, Lord James. Amelia will be very pleased to hear it,” Mrs. Beckwith said. 

“James,” Raine interrupted, “I believe you promised this dance to one of Mrs. Thornby’s daughters.” 

Raine saw the venomous look in his brother’s eyes, but James’ tone was light as he made his reply. “There are so many, and all of them equally delightful. I only hope I choose the right one.” 

“With six sons and six daughters, I would venture even Mrs. Thornby forgets which one is which,” Lady Chadwick said with a light laugh. James bowed and started to leave, but stopped and smiled wickedly at Raine. “Ah, in my haste I almost forgot, might I have a word, Mrs. Beckwith?”

“Of course,” she replied and followed him. James led Mrs. Beckwith a short distance from the others.

“Earlier I encountered one of your guests. She became ill and wished to leave. I took the liberty of escorting her to her carriage,” he whispered within earshot of Raine. “She asked I convey her apologies, but gave no name. Her costume was of a peacock. Do you know of her?”

“I know the costume. Our meeting was but brief with no time to properly obtain her name,” Mrs. Beckwith replied. “I hope it was not serious.” 

“I am sure it is nothing. The excitement of the evening combined with this unseasonable heat perhaps,” he assured her, then bowed and left.

Raine wondered why James lied and what game he was about now. It was difficult to tell if James’ conduct was purely for his own peculiar amusement, or if he had a deeper, more sinister motive. 

“Lord Westcott,” Lady Chadwick began as Mrs. Beckwith returned to the group. “Are you and your brother staying on here?”

“No, Lady Chadwick. I have some business to attend to in Town tomorrow that cannot be avoided,” Raine explained. “I shall, with Mrs. Beckwith’s permission, call as soon as it is concluded.”

“Of course, Lord Westcott, that would be wonderful. I am sure Amelia will be quite well by then and most anxious to see you,” Mrs. Beckwith replied.

“You must stop and break your journey at Fairecott Park when you return,” Lady Chadwick insisted.

“I would be delighted,” Raine said. “It is very kind of you.” 

“Come with me, Lord Raine,” Lady Chadwick said and took his arm. “Let us take a turn about the room. I must introduce you to the Honorable Lord Mayor. One can never have too many friends of good position.”

As Lady Chadwick led him away, Raine watched James disappear into the crowd. Again, he wondered to what extent James had seen of his earlier encounter had and the lie he had told Mrs. Beckwith. When he first arrived, Raine optimistically thought his reunion with his brother would be a joyous one, but the years had changed James. Since his arrival home, James’ attitude has been one of disdain and contempt. Raine knew he had stayed away too long. Lady Chadwick was true to her word. Raine spent a good deal of the evening being introduced to every man of note in attendance. 

“Lord Westcott, allow me to introduce you to my niece and nephew, Penelope and Walter Hargrove,” Lady Chadwick said as they stopped before a young man and woman. 

“It is an honor,” Raine said, then bowed his head.

“The honor is ours, Lord Westcott,” Penelope said sweetly. “I hope in time we will all become good friends”

“So, this is the gentleman that would take our dearest Amelia away from us,” Walter Hargrove said a little too loud and without a hint of a smile. “You are indeed a most fortunate man.”

Raine said nothing. He liked neither the remark nor the man.

“You will excuse my nephew,” Lady Chadwick apologized. “The hour grows late, and he is tired.”

“The hour is indeed late,” Raine said graciously. “I too must take my leave.”

“Please stay the night,” Mrs. Beckwith entreated. “The ride is long, and the roads dark. Would it not be better to leave in the daylight?”

“Your offer is very kind, but James and I have an early appointment in Town. We would have to leave before dawn in any case.”

* * *
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RAINE WAS THANKFUL James agreed to take rooms at the inn for the night. They could leave early for their appointment with little effort. Though he believed James was glad to get away from the Thornby girl’s incessant giggling, Raine had to agree the quiet and solitude the private rooms provided was very welcome. A large crystal decanter of brandy was thoughtfully left on the side table next to a humidor filled with fine cigars. With his brandy in one hand and a cigar in the other, Raine sat in one of the overstuffed chairs and propped up his feet on the matching footstool. He was tired, but even the warm amber liquor could not relax him enough for sleep. 

The music and the noise from the ball still rang in his ears. It seemed he received congratulations for hours from one guest after another on his upcoming nuptials. Each of them said the same thing: how lucky and fortunate he was to have Amelia as his future bride. Over and over they listed her attributes: so amiable, so kind, and so delightful. So proper... so ordinary, he thought to himself, nothing like the exciting, mysterious peacock.

She was a woman of fire and passion, even if she had not yet realized it herself. Raine noticed her from the moment she entered the ballroom. The costume she wore did everything to accentuate her perfect figure, unlike the straight lines of the style of the day that did all it could to hide a woman’s natural curves. Every movement she made seemed slow and deliberate, giving her an almost regal air. At the time he had hoped beyond reason that she was Amelia. It pleased him when he saw her leave James on the dance floor. Most women wanted to monopolize his younger brother’s attention. She seemed... indifferent. Raine took another mouthful of the liquor. He pulled the feather and the small portrait from his pocket and placed the feather on the table beside him. He looked at the portrait again. 

It bothered him that she had it, and he wondered from whom she received it... from James... or perhaps his father. Both his father and brother disapproved of the arrangement his grandfather had brokered. Was this some trick to prevent the marriage? 

Who was this woman that would agree to such a thing? He could still taste her on his lips and feel her in his hands. Her body was soft, supple and perfect. God forgive him, he had not meant for things to get so out of hand. She had bewitched him. He had never felt so inflamed by any other woman. 

She made him laugh, excited him and infuriated him all at the same time. Raine knew he should have left her alone, and he would have—he tried to—if only she had not kissed him. If only he had not drunk so much wine. Raine groaned, just thinking about her stirred his loins. If she were before him now, he would take her to his bed and let the consequences be damned. 

And Raine knew he would be damned. His hell would be a loveless marriage. It was ten—no, eleven years ago the last and only time he ever laid eyes on Amelia Beckwith. At that time the thought of marriage seemed a lifetime away. He was but a young man of twenty and just about to enter university. Amelia was a child of eight, all eyes and teeth, skinny arms and scraped knees. Except for her dress, which was muddy from the knees down, and the long braids down her back, one might mistake her for a boy. She was just a little country urchin he had given his word to marry. Raine took another sip from his glass and wondered if Amelia was truly ill, or if perhaps she felt just as disinclined to the marriage as he did. Lord knows he had stayed away purposely, in hopes she would send word that she could wait no longer and married another man. 

Raine tried to picture what Amelia would look like now. “Amiable, delightful and kind” was the way she was described. Not one of them mentioned her physical appearance. It was not a good sign. Was she a beauty, or did she have the looks of a bulldog? Perhaps not beautiful, but just as plain as the other girls in the area, like the Thornby sisters. Not unpleasant to the eye, but ordinary. All of them were buttoned up tighter than a miser’s purse, filled with the fear of hellfire and damnation, courtesy of the local parish priest and their own mothers. Of course, those same mothers would sell their souls to marry off a daughter to an Earl.

Raine knew all too well of loveless marriages. Although he was just a boy, he saw it first hand in his parents. How they exchanged false smiles when they were obliged to entertain or be seen together. The humiliation he saw in his mother’s eyes when stinging remarks were purposely made about her husband’s latest liaison in her presence was heart-wrenching. His father did nothing to hide his preferences for other women, gambling, and drunkenness. It slowly tore the life out of her until it finally consumed her. After her death, his father’s rages towards him became worse. Even now, so many years later, he could almost feel the sting of his father’s crop across his back.

The rages subsided only after his father’s second marriage... especially after James was born. Raine did not resent James for the attention their father lavished on the little boy. When he left, Raine felt as if he had deserted the boy. Although they were but half-blood, Raine held him in true affection and always thought of him as a brother. 

It was obvious from James’ chilly reception upon his return that any brotherly affection they held in their youth was long gone. Optimistically, and perhaps naively, Raine hoped in time they could resolve their differences. 

“Thinking about the little bird that got away?” James asked from behind Raine. “Or trying to drown her out of memory?”

“You really should knock before entering a room, James,” Raine said calmly and took another sip from his glass. 

“I knew you would not be abed yet,” James began. “Knocking would be just a waste of time.”

“What is on your mind, James?” Raine asked trying his best to remain calm.

Raine watched his brother pour himself a drink and slump in the chair opposite him. James was barefoot and had changed from his evening clothes into plain brown trousers and white shirt. His sandy blonde hair was damp, uncombed, and curled about his head in an unruly mass. His expression was almost thoughtful. James shifted in his seat, then sat upright. 

“What do you think about this meeting with Turnbull and Grayson tomorrow?” he asked in a very serious tone. 

“I am not sure. I know as much as you do,” Raine replied cautiously. “Perhaps less.”

“What do you mean by that?” James retorted.

“Don’t get your back up,” Raine said. “I only meant since I have not been back very long, you may know more than I.” 

“I hate solicitors. They remind me of vultures waiting for something to die,” James told Raine and mimicked the bowed heads of the despised creatures. Raine laughed at his brother’s description of the family’s lawyers.

“They do seem that way at times,” he agreed as he put the cigar out in the porcelain ashtray by his side, “but I’m afraid they are a necessary evil. Turnbull and Grayson are good men. I am sure whatever the reason it must be important.”

Raine stretched and yawned.

“We will just have to wait until morning to find out.” 

Raine was pleased to have a conversation with his brother that was not filled with innuendo or bitterness. James acted more like the younger brother Raine had once known so well. Perhaps there was some hope yet. 

“Maybe a distant relative has died and left us a large inheritance... from Spain or France,” James said, then laughed out loud. “Yes, a great estate, which you have to inspect immediately. Then you would not have to marry the Beckwith chit.”

Raine gave James a curious look. He wondered if James wanted him out of the country, or just not to marry Miss Beckwith.

“Oh, don’t look at me like that. I always expected I would have to marry for money, but the thought of the next Earl of Cotham marrying a merchant’s daughter is utterly ridiculous,” James said and shook his head. 

“Why should bother you that she if she is a merchant’s daughter?” Raine asked. “You seem to have no problem with the company of women of all standings.”

“Dalliances with common women are acceptable—what else are they good for? But marriage is another proposition altogether. Your wife should at the least be of equal station. She should be a benefit to you and someone Society would admire,” James said seriously. “What could Grandfather have been thinking? For all the money they have, this country wench will never fit into Society.”

“Perhaps she does not wish to fit into Society. Your opinion seems very prejudiced, considering you have yet to meet her,” Raine reminded him. 

“I do not have to meet her. Just look at the mother,” James sneered. “I don’t understand you. You know Father suspects they acquired their fortune by some very questionable dealings. Do you really want to align yourself with such a family?”

“Yes, I have heard the stories of piracy or smuggling,” Raine said with a laugh. “Every time it is told, the fortune acquired increases in size, and the deeds become more gruesome. They are all but rumors. Miss Beckwith may surprise us. With Lady Chadwick as her benefactress, I think she may do well enough even for an Earl.”

Raine would not admit that he too questioned the marriage, although for other reasons.

“If you believed so, you would not have found yourself with that shapely bit in the garden,” James sneered and swallowed the rest of his drink. “I don’t blame you, though. With the thought of being saddled for life, I would also look for some other amusements. At least you will have the benefit of the house in Town where you can escape all this... this nature.”

“There is nothing wrong with simple living.”

“You cannot be seriously thinking of living elsewhere?” James asked incredulously. “Wouldn’t you miss the diversions of Society? Here I would go mad within a month. You must live in Town.”

“That is enough, James,” Raine warned, but held his temper. “It is a good thing it is not your decision to make.” 

“You are right. This is quite enough.” James’ face was somber as he stared down into his glass. 

“It is late, and we have both had too much to drink,” Raine said with a yawn. James rose from the chair and stared at Raine.

“Why, after so long away... why did you ever come back?” James asked. 

“I had no choice,” was all Raine said, but James had already left the room and did not hear his brother.

Raine thought of all the reasons he returned: duty, responsibility, and honor. They were all factors. Raine prided himself in being an honorable man, yet he felt no honor in his actions of this evening. What have I done? The words haunted him again. He tried to shake the question from his brain, but it was impossible. Never in all his years had he done anything so rash. By Society’s standards, the encounter would demand a marriage by special license, or both would be shunned by every decent family. From her speech and dress, she was from a family of means, or perhaps the daughter of a nobleman. How could she just leave and not demand he vacate his engagement? He had to find this mystery woman. 

Raine vowed he would find her. He had a few remaining acquaintances of not-so-honorable background that he could trust. With enough money, they could accomplish the near impossible and keep quiet in the process. But what would he tell them? That he wanted to find a woman with a good figure? He did not even know the color of her eyes or her hair. There had to be something. Raine mentally went over everything again. Yes! She had a scar on her arm, the right... no, on the left forearm. It wasn’t much, but it was all he had. He would begin the search tomorrow, immediately after his meeting.

Raine sat at the small desk in his room and penned a quick note. He rang for the butler and gave him the missive. He felt he was doing the right thing. If he was to ever have peace of mind, he had to find her.
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