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Chapter One
 
 
 
Glancing at the note in his hand, Andrew Carlton frowned. The ball was in full swing, the glittering guests swirling in time to the music or crowding the edges of the vast room. Over the din, he asked, “Who gave this to you?”
A young footman in immaculate livery shrugged and said deferentially, “One of the maids, sir. Said a lady had asked for it to be given to you.”
“Seems a damned odd place to meet,” Andrew muttered in amused resignation. “But then again, women have the most remarkable notions over what consists of a romantic setting, don’t they?”
The boy flushed slightly. “I wouldn’t quite know yet, sir.”
“Take my word for it, they do. All right, I suppose then I need you to direct me toward the wine cellar.”
Obligingly, the boy took him through the crowd, their progress slow through the vast throng, until they gained the unobtrusive door through which the servants came and went to access the ballroom. The service corridor was long, mostly opening to hallways to the kitchens, but the steps at the end led downward, turning twice before reaching the bowels of the cellars under the mansion. There were various storage rooms, but the first door, undoubtedly normally locked against the pilfering of expensive bottles, stood open, the interior illuminated in a sort of gothic glow by several candles set in niches in the wall. Dismissing the footman with a generous tip and the subtle suggestion that he forget he had ever delivered the note just in case the mysterious lady who needed to see him so urgently was married, Andrew stepped inside.
The floor was dirt and the huge room smelled like wet stone and dust. Walking down the aisle lined by the candle sconces, he glanced around. Rows and rows of racks held thousands of bottles of different kinds of wine, stretching back into complete darkness. Lord Landry liked his liquor, Andrew realized, giving the rack closest to him an appraising glance. Many of the labels were fine French vintages. However, his lordship’s tastes were the least of his concerns at that moment and he was beginning to get truly intrigued. Clearing his throat, he said, “Hello?”
“Hello.”
Whirling around, Andrew saw a young woman stood only few feet away, the flickering light reflecting the uncertain expression on her lovely face. Ash blond and slender, dressed in a soft ivory gown that modestly displayed the creamy upper curves of her breasts, she looked out of place among the dark recesses of the cavernous room with her almost fragile, pure beauty. To say he was surprised was an understatement, and a small flicker of purely masculine alarm shot through his brain as he registered her identity. She too, seemed to be frozen and startled, her soft mouth slightly parted, wide dark eyes gazing at him from under their fringe of lush lashes.
What the devil, Andrew thought silently, does the young daughter of the Duke of Dunbarton want with me?
As if an echo of his own thoughts, the girl stammered, “Forgive me, but this is not at all proper. I know who you are, of course, but we have not even been properly introduced, and even if we had, my father would never approve of such a …clandestine meeting. Please excuse me.”
“My pleasure,” Andrew said almost fervently, the implications of being alone even for a few moments with the very ingénue Miss Hatton staggering. But as what she said actually sank in, he frowned. “Just a moment. Did you not send me a note, asking me to meet you here?”
In the very act of turning to hurry away back toward the door, the duke’s daughter stopped, checked for a moment, glancing back. “You, sir, sent me a note. It was a lapse in my judgment to come without knowing the identity of the sender, but it did say the matter was private and urgent and I suppose I was curious.”
Ignoring the prim reprimand in her voice, Andrew said flatly, “I sent you no note, my lady. In fact, rest assured, if I did desire a meeting, which I don’t, I would simply ask you face to face. You have my word that I sent you nothing. As you said, we have never even met.”
Confusion crossed her delicate features. “Then who did send me the note?”
“I have no idea,” Andrew said truthfully and grimly, “but I do not like this one bit. I think we had best get out of here as soon as possible.”
And even as he spoke, the door clicked shut loudly.
Bloody hell.
Dashing to the entrance, he found that it was indeed closed and the very solid, very heavy door, designed to keep the temperature even summer and winter, firmly barred somehow on the outside. Not having heard anyone come down the stairs or been aware someone had lurked there to deliberately lock them in, Andrew was both furious and troubled at the amount of stealth and trouble the person or persons that had trapped them there had taken.
“Damnation, I believe we just fell for a very old trick,” he muttered, tugging ineffectually at the door handle again, then setting his shoulder to the dark panel and heaving with all his might. It didn’t even shift a fraction. “It’s no use. I guess we need to hope that the wine steward didn’t plan well enough for the party and needs more bottles sometime soon.”
“I will be missed almost right away.” At his elbow, Miss Hatton looked more perplexed than frightened. “My father barely lets me out of his sight. I slipped away on the pretext I needed to…well, that is…” She blushed, her upper teeth sinking into her lusciously pink lower lip.
Lord save him from innocent young girls. Andrew said dryly, “Everyone answers the call of nature, my lady. However, the fact that your father will miss you isn’t all that encouraging. First of all, I have the feeling that whoever decided to make us captives here is a fairly organized individual. It is easy to guess if you have suddenly disappeared, your father will, at first anyway, search for you discreetly. After a few hours an alarm will be raised, and at that time the servants might be questioned. Until then, unless the crowd dancing above us is extraordinarily thirsty this evening, we are stuck here.”
“Together?” Her voice held a faint note that indicated her horrified realization of what potential disaster that might hold for her future. “I cannot be here alone with you for hours.”
“I’m afraid neither of us has a choice.” He wasn’t exactly amused either, knowing that she was right—his reputation was less than pristine. The truth was that society in general considered him a profligate rake of the first order. It was fact to a certain extent, since in the past he had indulged rather freely in some scandalous and public affairs. While mastering the art of seduction in the beds of England’s most lovely women, he had spent years avoiding permanence with his skillful choice of partners, making sure his lovers were also experienced and sophisticated.
Avoiding at all costs innocent young women with powerful protective fathers.
The candles flickered, one going out in a small hiss of smoke. It was very quiet, not even the sound of the music or laughter upstairs filtering through the thick stone walls. The bottles reposed silently in their wooden racks, gleaming and covered with dust. For a long moment they simply looked at each other in mutual consternation, Andrew seeing reflected in Miss Hatton’s beautiful eyes a similar dismay that seemed to grow each second. She should be dismayed, for ever since her debut weeks ago, she had been by all accounts the reigning belle of the haute ton, considered a diamond of the first water with her pale flaxen hair, ivory skin, and flawless features. Despite the gravity of their circumstances, Andrew was still male and he could not help but notice with a practiced eye her breasts were the perfect size under the bodice of her fashionable gown. Opulent but not too large, full, high, and firm, and her hips were graceful and womanly.  Not just beautiful, but actually stunning, the daughter of the Duke of Dunbarton would have her pick of any titled lord she might want to wed at the end of the Season.
Unless, of course, she was ruined by an unsavory association with the very notorious Andrew Carlton, he thought with enlightened realization.
“Someone did this on purpose,” he mused out loud, staring down at her. “It strikes me that one of us has an enemy, Miss Hatton.”
“No doubt there are dozens of irate husbands that want your blood,” she said sharply, pushing past him to brace her slender body and shove frantically against the door, rattling the handle. “However, I do not see how this going to affect you, sir.”
Having the uneasy feeling that her father would have an excellent idea over how this would affect him, Andrew said nothing, watching her futile attack on the solid wood barrier. After a few moments she desisted, her slim shoulders slumping in defeat. Her lips trembling, she gazed up at him, her dark blue eyes suddenly shimmering with tears. “What are we going to do?”
The only thing worse than being suddenly stuck in a compromising situation with a very marriageable young lady, was being stuck with a weeping marriageable young lady. Andrew said soothingly, “We are going to make ourselves comfortable and wait, of course. The outcome of this does not have to cause either of us any grief…after all, my brother is the Earl of Wenton and your father is a powerful man, as well, so don’t worry. Here, my lady, let’s sit down and please take my coat, for it is a bit chilly in here.”
Shrugging out of his jacket, Andrew placed it around her shaking shoulders and gave her his most persuasive smile, the one that had charmed legions of ladies in the past.
Luckily, it never failed him.
****
The man was beyond a doubt too handsome for his own good. Christa Hatton huddled in his jacket and observed Andrew Carlton from underneath her lashes, seeing him settle his wide shoulders against the cold stone wall, his long legs stretching out in front of him. Thick dark blond hair waved against his strong neck, his blue eyes were such a vivid color that they were almost startling, and his features classically formed: straight nose, high cheekbones, and that mouth…so well-modeled and capable of that infamous, wicked smile.
Capable of other things, if the rumors were true.
Minutes passed and she realized he was right, she should probably sit down and try to be as comfortable as possible until someone came to let them out.
His coat smelled wonderful and intriguing, like bayberry and whiskey mingled with a singular masculine scent and she clutched it around her as she sank down in an attempt to sit gracefully despite her long silk skirts. Wincing at the idea of the dirt floor and the ivory material of her new gown, Christa attempted to find a comfortable position, curling her legs under her body. The situation was bizarre, there was no doubt about it, but she was absurdly glad he was there, since the disreputable and devastatingly attractive Mr. Carlton exuded an air of confidence and calm in the face of their current disaster. The thought of being locked in the cellar with him was scandalous, but the thought being locked in alone was awful. She asked with credible evenness, “So tell me, sir, do you have any candidates for this little prank?”
 “I’m thinking,” he admitted, giving her a sidelong glance. “It seems to me that this indirect and inventively devious approach indicates a female perpetrator. If a man wished to challenge me, he would do it face to face.”
“You are legendary with a dueling pistol. Maybe he wouldn’t,” Christa argued thoughtfully. “What if he were older, someone who didn’t feel equal to an open confrontation with you, but instead wanted to embarrass you by embroiling you in a quarrel with my father?”
His mouth lifted at the corner and his dark blond brows rose slightly in cynical reproof. “I suppose, in your mind, I must have seduced his wife.”
“It does seem a logical conclusion.” Christa flushed a little under that steady blue gaze. “People…say things.”
“Gossip isn’t exactly a bastion of fact, Miss Hatton. I caution you not to give it too much credence.” The man sitting next to her actually looked a little grim. “I am not a saint, I have never pretended to be one. On the other hand, I am not quite the amoral libertine the whispers suggest, either. This is hardly a subject for your innocent ears, but the truth is, if I am involved in any way with a married woman, it is only if she approaches me first and with the understanding that her husband is indifferent to her indiscretions. Unfortunately in our shallow society, that is all too often the case.”
A little shocked but also able to register the solid conviction in his tone, Christa shifted uncomfortably. “Then why so many duels, Mr. Carlton?”
His smile was cynical, his gaze shuttered. “I was young and heedless at one time. I haven’t met someone on the field in almost six years. Why the rumors don’t die away is a mystery to me.”
She might be only nineteen and just launched into the social whirl, but even she understood exactly why women still whispered behind their hands over this man. It was more than just his compelling good looks. It was a unique masculine charisma that drew a woman like a beacon; a certain well-bred yet overtly sexual charm that was unmistakable.
And disturbing.
“What about you?”
The question made her start slightly. “I beg your pardon?”
“Any dire enemies, Miss Hatton? After all, you are very lovely and the toast of London society right now. Surely there are jealous young women and their equally petty mothers who begrudge the attention and success?”
It was astounding to think anyone would hate her enough to want to soil her reputation, but he had a point. She had heard enough catty remarks and endured more than a few killing glares from both young ladies and their sainted mothers. “I can’t think of anyone specific,” she said with a small shiver, “but you are right, this is a devious sort of thing to do. Luckily I kept the note, so we can at least prove we were lured here and deliberately locked in.”
“Yes, I’m sure everyone will be anxious to believe us.” He looked sardonically amused. “And since the note isn’t signed, it will be only my word to say I didn’t write it. Although, quite frankly, I do not consider this a very romantic location for a tryst.”
Considering the dim lighting and hard cold floor, neither did she. Christa said quietly, “No, but it was extremely easy to confine us, wasn’t it? And very unlikely anyone would hear us if we tried to yell for help.”
“Very,” he agreed with disheartening finality.
Lapsing into silence, Christa saw that another one of the candles had gone out, making the dank space even gloomier, the few sputtering stubs remaining sending fantastic shadows everywhere. She shivered at the idea of total darkness, for without a window or any other source of light, it would be pitched black. Knowing she would sound childish in front of the very urbane Mr. Carlton, she resisted begging him to see if there were more candles anywhere, but her shivering increased despite his jacket around her shoulders.
He noticed immediately with a small frown. “Are you still cold?”
“A little,” Christa confessed, more the dread of total darkness than the cold floor making her quake, but he didn’t need to know that. Before she realized what was happening, she felt herself being lifted suddenly in a pair of strong arms and shifted to his lap, her body resting across his thighs and cradled lightly against his wide chest.
Settling back against the wall, Andrew Carlton said calmly, “There. We’ll both be warmer.”
Not certain whether to be outraged or grateful, Christa said in a strangled voice, “This isn’t exactly proper, sir.”
“Neither is being together alone for hours. Don’t worry, Miss Hatton, your virtue is safe since I can’t really imagine anything less comfortable than ravishing you on a chilly dirt floor. Just relax.”
Relax? Suddenly being held in the arms of a strange man--no matter how gorgeously attractive--was not exactly relaxing. However…almost involuntarily she found she did relax eventually, mostly because he was right, his body was hard and warm, and though they were virtual strangers, she irrationally felt safe in his arms. Her head nestled perfectly against his muscled shoulder and Christa could hear the strong steady beat of his heart under her ear. No longer trembling, she actually felt a little sleepy after a while, having been at the ball a good three hours before the fateful note was delivered to her, dancing every dance. “What if,” she murmured, “the servants who brought us the notes and guided us down here were bribed to keep quiet?”
“Landry is a wine fanatic, hence this fine collection. Don’t worry, I don’t think for a minute that the purpose of this is to harm either of us except socially. The worst that will happen is that we will be here all night. In the morning, when the daily menu is set before the butler, he will send someone to retrieve the proper vintages for each course. With luck, we will be freed and can go discreetly on our way.”
“Surely,” Christa couldn’t help but muse out loud, “anyone who would go to such lengths as to trap us here together has made some sort of arrangement to make sure it becomes a scandal.”
The man holding her laughed, the sound not holding much mirth. “A solid deduction, Miss Hatton. You are not just beautiful, but also apparently intelligent. That has also occurred to me.”
“Being found like this isn’t going to help anything,” she said, but made no move to disentangle herself from his grasp, her body resting all too comfortably and easily against his. Her bottom was cushioned by his hard thighs, her cheek against the solid sinewy plane of his chest. The fine fabric of his lawn shirt was soft and warm.
“I don’t see how being cold and uncomfortable will help either,” Andrew said dryly. “I am not sure I know just what the proper etiquette when trapped in a wine cellar with a lovely ingénue is. Surely, as a gentleman, I am required to see to your comfort.”
There was something wrong with his logic and Christa was sure she resented being called an ingénue—though it was true enough, but somehow she was just too tired to care. Drifting a little, she let her eyelids shut, his scent and his embrace evoking a sense of well-being.
She was going to fall asleep, she realized incredulously.
In the arms of England’s most notorious, devilishly handsome, rogue.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Two
 
 
 
Moving slowly, the erotic rhythm taxing with excruciating demand even his formidable self-control, Adam Carlton, the sixth Earl of Wenton, slid back into the heated silken passage of the woman beneath him on the bed. Thighs spread wide, she arched, and he was rewarded by a long, shuddering sigh of pleasure and acceptance and she whispered, “Oh…yes, yes.”
Ecstasy rushed through his body.  Imminent carnal release hovered in the insistent tightening in his testicles and he withdrew again, pulling almost completely out, his arms braced on either side of the slender yet lusciously ripe body of his partner, her signature light floral fragrance mixing with the more earthy scent of lovemaking. When he drove his pulsing erection back in, it was still with restrained force and she lifted her hips in an unmistakable signal for less finesse and more speed, wrapping her legs around his waist. His lips hovered over her soft pink mouth and he whispered, “Gently love, it’ll come, don’t be so impatient.”
“I won’t break, my lord.” Her voice was breathless and throaty, her lovely face flushed with sexual arousal. Against his bare chest he could feel the hardness of her taut nipples and full, quivering breasts. “A little more…urgency, if you please.”
He grinned, though his muscles were shaking with need. “If I can wait, so can you, my insatiable countess. Now, tell me, how close are you?”
“Close.” Her nails dug in and she arched, her pale slender throat exposed for the brush of his lips. “Adam!”
“Does this help?” He shifted position slightly between her open legs and drove his hard cock in a little deeper.
Her answering moan was his answer.
Obligingly, he increased the motion of his lower body, though in the back of his mind was always the fear, irrational or not, that impetuous, passionate lovemaking couldn’t be good for the child no matter what the doctor said…
Lush, liquid velvet began to tighten around his surging penetration and he could feel it in every inch of his cock, the sensitive inner muscles of her vagina rippling as her orgasm began. There was always a moment of no return, and he reached it when she cried out in abandoned open climax, her slim warm thighs clenching his hips, her body tensing and shaking.
His body selfishly, for that long pulsing moment before actual release, took over. As deep inside her as possible he ejaculated a torrent of hot semen, groaning her name as he found feverish and complete carnal joy.
For a few long moments, they both drifted, together and content.
Bright morning sunlight gilded the bedchamber, the clicking of the ornate clock on the mantle mingled with the soft sound of two people trying to catch their breath. Adam slowly resurfaced from a world of physical bliss, gently withdrew, and pulled Helena’s supple, damp body into his arms. Her auburn hair, lustrous in the golden light, spilled across his bare chest and he stroked it lightly. “I vowed this time we would have greater care,” he said reproachfully, “but you won’t cooperate, darling.”
Rising up a little, she arched one perfect brow, her silver eyes full of tender amusement. “I adore that you are worried, but truly, Adam, this is our second child. You know there is no harm in making love.”
“I’m not sure,” he told his wife truthfully, “that the doctor realizes the--err--extent of your amorous enthusiasm.”
Laughing, she lightly touched his jaw, a slender goddess with ivory shoulders; the subtle increasing curve of her belly signaling her pregnancy. “I thought you liked my enthusiasm.”
“Most definitely,” he acquiesced, teasing her yet with a note of wonder in his voice, adding, “I cannot believe you are mine and I love you with all my heart, you know that. I want another healthy child, that’s all.”
“Oh, Adam.” She kissed him then, a soft pressure of her mouth. “So do I.”
He kissed her back, holding her in his arms. “We’re agreed then, slower and more carefully next time.”
“Of course, if it will make you feel better, though I feel marvelous and you are worrying for nothing.” She smiled mischievously. “Umm, will next time be soon, by any chance? Pregnancy makes feel very…needy, my lord.”
“I’ll try to oblige, but give me a moment, can you? I’m weak as a kitten.”
“You don’t look weak.” Helena rubbed her hand across his torso, exploring the ridges of muscle and bone. Then wrinkling her brow, she said abruptly, “Andrew is still not home, I understand.”
Adam gave his beautiful wife an exasperated but affectionate smile. “It is not unknown for Andrew to stay out all night, darling.”
Helena frowned and said tartly, “Your brother’s propensity for licentious liaisons with lovely ladies is not exactly news to me, my lord. However, I have an uneasy feeling about his absence. You do realize that the Duke of Dunbarton’s daughter is also inexplicably missing? My maid told me so this morning. Apparently his Grace is tearing London apart looking for her.”
Sated and resting against the pillow, his body still humming in sexual aftermath, Adam murmured, “I realize she is missing, yes, and believe me, that can have nothing to do with Andrew. As far as I know, they haven’t even met, and in any case, he would avoid her like the plague. She is too young, too innocent, and infinitely too much in the market for a husband.”
Outside it was a lovely day, the sky a clear deep blue and the warm breeze coming in the open windows of the sunny room redolent with the heavy scent of blooming roses.
His wife looked thoughtful, half-resting on top of him, her long-lashed eyes narrowed in speculation. “I have been introduced to Lady Christa. She’s very beautiful.”
“So are a lot of young ladies that he hasn’t abducted. I tell you, Andrew is not involved in this.”
She countered, “Why then would he not even tell his driver he was leaving the ball? The poor man sat there half the night waiting for your brother to appear, only to finally inquire inside and be told that all the guests were gone. I agree that Andrew is a bit of a rogue at times, but he isn’t inconsiderate. If he left with someone for an illicit rendezvous, he would have told George to go on home.”
That was the only truly disturbing part of the whole thing. “I agree,” Adam said reluctantly after a moment, idly tracing his fingers down the graceful length of her spine. “However, I don’t think that Andrew would appreciate me making a big fuss over this in case there is nothing involved except a discreet night of pleasure with some unknown lady. There is surely a logical explanation.”
“Perhaps they eloped?” his wife suggested.
“My brother and the duke’s daughter? They don’t know each other, I tell you.” Lightly squeezing one of her delectable bare buttocks, he added. “And, quite frankly, if he were that enamored of anyone, he would tell me.”
“I suppose so,” Helena acquiesced, her silver eyes still speculative. “You two are very close, but then, as identical twins I suppose that’s natural. Just the same, with Andrew’s less than sterling reputation, perhaps he worried Dunbarton wouldn’t welcome his suit and the romance progressed in secret. You know the duke is a stickler for propriety and she is his only child.”
Adam muttered, “I agree, he would object to Andrew, I’m sure. Listen, love, the last thing we need to do is voice out loud a supposition of a connection between young Miss Hatton and my brother.”
“So you are going to simply let him stay missing and do nothing about it?”
“From the look on your face, my darling, I would guess I am not.” With resignation, Adam removed his hand from her warm, tempting bottom. “And where, pray tell, do you suggest I start looking for my wayward twin? I assume you have instructions.”
“Adam,” Helena said reproachfully, “you make me sound like some shrewish fishwife.”
“On the contrary, you are a beautiful, refined, and very persuasive lady.” He grinned and gave his wife a wink. “If you were not, would you be in the condition you are in? I believe you lured me into your bed, Madame, and had your wicked way with me.”
Laughing, Helena lifted a brow. “Is that how it happened? Odd, I seem to recall it being the other way around.”
“We could try it again and see just who—”
There was a light rapping on the door, stopping him in mid-speech. The servants seemed to know everything, and they certainly understood that any time he joined his wife in her bedroom--no matter the time of day--they were not to be disturbed.
Helena’s eyes widened slightly. “No one would knock unless it was important. You had better answer it, darling.”
“Bloody hell,” Adam muttered under his breath, sliding out of bed to step into his discarded breeches, jerking them up over his hips and stalking to the door. Glancing out to see the butler hovering in the hallway, he asked with uncharacteristic impatience, “What is it, Burks?”
“I’m terribly sorry to…that is…”
“Yes, yes, just what is so urgent?”
The man swallowed, plump and proper in his immaculate clothing, his employer’s half-dressed state obviously telling him he had interrupted at a very inopportune time. “The Duke of Dunbarton is here to see you, my lord. He is very insistent.”
 Damn Andrew, he thought in irritation. If he was somehow responsible for the errant Miss Hatton, Adam was going to wring his neck. Out loud he said with resigned acceptance of the situation, “Please show him to my study and tell him I will be there at once.”
Closing the door, he crossed to where he’d carelessly tossed his clothes in the heat of urgent sexual need and began to dress. “I guess you will get your wish, my dear. I fear Dunbarton is going to insist we launch a formal search, though I still say even if Andrew were somehow involved with the duke’s pretty daughter, he wouldn’t handle things this way.” He buttoned his shirt, gazing with unconcealed frustrated desire at where his wife still reclined naked, in delicious disarray amid the tumbled bed clothes. “Please excuse me.  I believe I have an irate father to soothe.”
Helena’s gray eyes were half-closed and she yawned sleepily. “Since you are abandoning me, I might just sleep a little. I am so glad we hired the new nanny for Chloe, for I vow I wish to nap all the time. Good luck, darling.”
“I’ll probably need it,” Adam predicted wryly as he left the bedroom and went down the stairs to the main hallway toward his study. The duke was apparently too agitated to sit, for he stood by the window and stared out into the garden, his hands laced tightly behind his back. Tall and broad with thick iron gray hair and piercing pale blue eyes, he was dressed with immaculate elegant precision, right down his perfectly tied cravat and polished boots. They knew each other fairly well and served in the House of Lords together and Adam knew that his wife was right, Dunbarton was very aware of his duties and power as a peer of the realm.
Neutrally, he said, “Good morning, your Grace. I believe I can guess what prompted this unexpected visit.”
The duke turned, his face impassive except for the deep lines incised near his mouth and the cold fury in his gaze. “Have you heard a word from your scapegrace brother, Wenton?”
“No. And please keep in mind, unless you are privy to information I do not have, there is no reason to believe your daughter’s sudden disappearance is connected to Andrew’s absence.” Crossing the room, Adam sat down behind his desk and returned his visitor’s stare with calm regard. “I am not even concerned over my brother’s failure to return home last evening for he is a grown man and is not accountable to me.”
“He’ll be accountable to me if he has so much as touched my daughter.” Raw worry coupled with fatherly anger laced the raspy words.
Leaning back in his chair, Adam lifted a brow. “I do not think they have even met. He certainly has never mentioned her, I have never seen them together even for a polite dance, and take my word, she is exactly the kind of female that would make him run for cover. Andrew has a legendary aversion to permanence, so your lovely daughter would hold absolutely no interest, quite the contrary. It’s true, my brother has had his share of love affairs, but they all hold the same theme; light-hearted liaisons with experienced women who are as uninterested in marriage as he is himself. Have you ever heard even a whisper of him ruining an innocent young woman?”
Dunbarton’s mouth was pinched. “Perhaps not. However, do not try to gloss over his less than angelic reputation. He seems to make seduction as much of a hobby as racing his horses, Wenton, and the truth is, both of them disappeared at the same time from last night’s ball. It is only logical to assume they are together. Christa is a proper young woman but he is an experienced, attractive older man. I am not so naïve to think it not possible that he turned her head and convinced her to do something foolish. Her nature is somewhat impulsive from time to time; my wife tells me it is some rubbish about her birthday being in July.”
Andrew was a lot of things; charming, hot-blooded, occasionally rash, but he was not a despoiler of virtuous young ladies, no matter when their birthdays were, so Adam didn’t believe that theory for a minute. “What do Landry’s servants say? I assume they have all been questioned.”
“One of the footmen gave my daughter a note, he says. I am very careful with Christa and make sure she is chaperoned constantly, but there are naturally certain times when she is out of my sight and I thought nothing of it for maybe a half hour. It was my wife who first noticed she had never returned to the ballroom.”
“No one saw her leave?”
“Her cloak was still there and the footmen who attended arrivals and departures swear she did not go out through the front door. It was later, when I was questioning them for the second time, that I learned your brother had left his carriage and driver, but also seemed to be mysteriously gone.”
Adam frowned, an uneasy feeling settling in his stomach. “It doesn’t make sense. Though I don’t believe for a moment he would do such a thing, if Andrew did want to lure your daughter into some kind of lover’s tryst, they would need transportation. Why not simply take the waiting carriage? And last evening was cool; he is a gentleman and would hardly drag her off into the night without her wrap.”
“Whether he is gentleman or not is still in question,” Dunbarton said icily. “Since there was no way to look for Christa without people realizing she was gone, all of fashionable society is no doubt abuzz. I promise you Wenton, if your brother is in any way responsible for what will undoubtedly be a scandal, he will answer for it.”
“I have a daughter as well and can imagine both your concern and outrage. However, before you issue threats, your Grace, we should find them both.” Adam got to his feet, rubbing his jaw in grim contemplation of the flimsy facts he’d heard so far. He said slowly, “It bothers me no one saw either of them leave. In fact, I think we should pay Lord Landry another call and perhaps even search the house.”
For the first time, the duke looked human, more like a worried father than an icy aristocrat. “An excellent notion. I need to do something before I lose my mind.”
****
He was cramped and fairly sure the lower half of his body was completely numb—except one crucial part—and Andrew shifted the woman in his arms carefully, hearing her small slumberous sigh in the inky darkness. She felt lax and soft against him, her sweet breath brushing his throat, the luscious curve of her bottom nestled against his prominent and uncomfortable erection. The moment she began to wake, he thought with inner wry amusement, he was going to have to move her so she didn’t notice the completely aroused state of his cock.
He’d been hard for hours, her soft full breasts pressed against his chest having a predictable effect, as did the delicate floral fragrance that drifted from the silken mass of her hair where it tumbled down her back and over his encircling arm. He removed the pins earlier, before the last candle had wavered and gone out, not comfortable being skewered as she rested against his shoulder, and certain she wouldn’t be comfortable either if she wasn’t so soundly and completely asleep.
The delectable Miss Hatton, Andrew mused, was capable of sleeping like the dead even when incarcerated with a reputed villainous rogue like himself. In fact, she hadn’t offered but the barest protest over scandalous perch on his lap, and he was a little envious of how easily and peacefully she had slept through the night.
For it must be morning, though in the tomb-like darkness, it was hard to figure the passing of time.
He was almost disbelieving when he heard the scraping sound, his arms tightening involuntarily. The first stab of light almost made him wince, even though it came from only a small lantern, filling the doorway opening with a meager glow. “Andrew?”
At the sound of Adam’s familiar voice, he sent a small prayer heavenward and got painfully to his feet, still holding the duke’s daughter and blinking as his eyes adjusted once again to illumination. “I’m here. Damnation, what took so long?”
His brother lifted the light, a relieved look on his face as he stepped inside. “We’ve found you…thank God. What the devil is going on?” His gaze focused on the girl. “Is she all right?”
“She’s just asleep.” Even as he spoke, Andrew felt Christa Hatton shift and mumble a little against his chest, her eyes lids fluttering. To his dismay, he saw the doorway was crowded with faces, one of which was the glowering countenance of the duke himself.
The sound of voices must have pierced even her deep slumber for the woman he held suddenly opened her eyes, confusion evident in those dark blue depths. “Oh,” she said in groggy recognition.
“Here, are you awake enough to stand?” As gently as possible he lowered her to the floor, taking her arm to make sure she was steady on her feet. “I told you they would come in the morning. Everything is fine now.”
“Not exactly fine,” her father snapped out as he strode forward, shouldering past Adam and grasping her free arm. “But we’ll discuss that later, Carlton.”
Not anxious to engage in a tug-o-war over the young lady, Andrew let her go and lifted his brows. He hadn’t exactly expected Dunbarton to be cordial, and since they both looked a little disheveled after their uncomfortable night—no doubt the duke thought the worst. Not to mention Landry’s servants, his lordship himself obviously amused at the drama unfolding in his household, and Adam looking both perplexed and concerned. With careful nonchalance, Andrew retrieved his coat which had slipped off Christa’s shoulders and fallen to the floor when he stood, and dusted it off with a careless hand. “I am sure your daughter can fill you in on what happened, your Grace.”
“I’m sure you both had better be prepared to offer me an explanation. I will expect you to present yourself at my home at two o’clock this afternoon.”
Not particularly enthused at being so caustically and summarily ordered to do anything, much less after spending such an uncomfortable night, Andrew felt his face tighten. It was Adam, ever the diplomat and no doubt only too aware of the listening ears, who said quickly, “I’m sure there is a reasonable answer for any questions you might have, your Grace, and Andrew will be happy to give it. In the meantime, however, there can be no doubt they are both tired and hungry and we have imposed on Lord Landry long enough.”
Never so glad to leave a place in his life, Andrew marveled at the bright fall sunshine once they were outside, climbing gratefully into the Wenton carriage and dreaming of hot tea and a hearty breakfast, then a good soak in a warm tub. Settling into the seat opposite his brother, he noted the grim look on Adam’s face with an elevated brow and weary sigh. “This particular incident is not my fault.”
“How the devil did you come to be locked in Landry’s wine cellar, of all places, with, of all people, Dunbarton’s beautiful daughter?” The words came out explosively and Adam looked openly concerned. “By the gods, Andrew, you may not slide easily out of this one in your usual fashion. The duke wants your head, understandably, and I cannot even argue that his sentiment is unreasonable.”
“I didn’t lure Christa Hatton to that cellar,” Andrew snapped back, “and I haven’t fucked her either. Do you think I’ve lost my mind? We were both given notes, neither one signed, asking us to meet the sender on some urgent matter there. Having no cause to be particularly suspicious, I went. So did she. Someone immediately and deliberately locked us in together. I had never even met the girl.”
“For someone you had never met, she certainly looked delightfully disheveled and comfortable in your arms.”
Not quite able to believe the vague note of accusation in his twin’s voice, Andrew explained furiously, “It was cold, damn you, Adam, so I held her so we both wouldn’t catch our death.  Don’t tell me you truly think I’d try to seduce her there on that dirt floor? Or at all, for that matter. If I touched her, I would have to marry her.”
Adam’s blue eyes were as cool as polished slate. He said slowly, “I think you are going to have to marry her anyway, whether you touched her or not. She’ll be ruined when it all comes out that she spent the night with you. Dunbarton is going to want to avoid as much disgrace as possible for his lovely daughter and the best way to do that is if you wed her immediately. I doubt you are the son-in-law he would have chosen, but his hand will be forced.” Adam added gravely, “And so is yours, brother.”
And having all those long black hours to contemplate what was going to come when he and the beauteous Christa were found, Andrew knew with a sinking feeling that his brother was absolutely right.
 


 
 
 
Chapter Three
 
 
 
Blinking back tears of aggravation and anger, Christa said flatly, “He won’t do it.”
“By the devil, he will do it,” her father argued harshly. “His brother says he’s a gentleman. Let’s hope that’s true, despite all the rumors.”
Wanting to scream with frustration, she whispered, “Don’t you understand, I don’t wish to be married like this…to a reluctant bridegroom who has no affection for me. Papa, we don’t even know each other.”
“At least he has a respectable fortune and I understand his new venture into breeding racing stock is making a nice profit. His bloodlines are also acceptable, and his brother, the earl, is a fine upright man.”
“You aren’t listening to me.”
“At least he’s as handsome as sin and dances beautifully. Gentleman or not, his manners are as impeccable as his reputation is not.” Her mother, always focused on the more shallow aspects of life, pointed out an entirely different aspect of the situation. Sitting on an elaborate settee embroidered in pale green vines on ivory silk and arranging her skirts in a delicate movement, her silvery blond hair caught at her nape, she pouted, “Though I could swear Lord Pennington was coming up to snuff and ready to offer for you. Someday, he will be a marquess and I always envisioned you with a titled husband, my dear. However, getting the gorgeous and reluctant Andrew Carlton to the altar is also a coup.”
“Mother! Getting him to the altar like this is not an achievement of any kind.” Shoving herself to her feet, Christa paced across the formal salon, her hands clenched into fists at her sides. Perhaps the only redeeming point of the disaster of the night before would be that she would not have to marry the very insipid Lord Pennington simply because her mother coveted one more title in the family. Controlling her tone as best as she could, she strived to say calmly, “Can’t we wait to see if anyone even notices this…unfortunate prank?”
“No, we can’t.” When her father spoke in that icy voice, he was unshakable and her heart plummeted. “The nightmare has already begun for my sister called here this morning, not long after we arrived home. She had heard about it from one of her friends, who heard it from another and so on. We need to face it, Christa. You spent the night alone with celebrated libertine and were found many hours later sleeping in his arms. Landry saw it, his servants saw it, and your reputation will be in tatters by nightfall.”
“It was chilly, as I told you,” she cried, the knowledge that it had been so innocent making the situation worse. “Would you rather I sleep on a cold dirt floor? He was being solicitous and had already given me his coat.”
Her father’s face was dark, his expression implacable. “Most certainly I would rather you slept on the floor and do not try to sell me on the notion of Carlton’s abiding kindness when it comes to lovely females.”
“Oh dear,” he mother murmured languidly from across the room. “All this arguing is giving me a terrible headache. Christa, darling, I know it is in your nature to be overemotional and moody, but you are also supposed to be intuitive. Can’t you tell this is upsetting to me?”
Feeling a scream of frustration threaten to erupt, Christa gritted out, “Mother, now is not the time for you to indulge your new hobby of equating zodiac signs with people’s personalities. This is serious.”
“Yes it is,” her father snapped harshly, “This is, in fact, a disaster and we need to take measures at once.”
Even as she opened her mouth to still stubbornly argue, there was a discreet rap on the door. One of the footmen cleared his throat noisily, trying without success to look impassive over their undoubtedly raised voices. “Your Grace, Mr. Carlton has arrived.”
“By all means, show him in.” her father said grimly, adding with a mutter, “At least he’s prompt.”
Christa stood there, her mouth going dry, humiliation vying with a strange unwanted desire to see the handsome and intriguing man who had held her so gently through the darkness. When he stepped through the doorway, his dark gold hair gleaming in the early afternoon sunshine coming in the tall, elegant windows, she was struck again by his undeniable masculine beauty. In better light, he was athletically built, wide-shouldered and lean—though his face seemed shuttered, none of that legendary easy charm evident. Which, she had to acknowledge silently, was not surprising under the circumstances. His clothes suited his appearance; expensive and well-tailored but understated, dark blue jacket, snowy cravat, doeskin breeches, and polished Hessian boots that hugged his long calves.
His compelling blue gaze simply brushed by her and formally bowed to her mother. “Madame de la Duchesse.”
“A pleasure to see you again, Mr. Carlton.” Christa watched her mother smile flirtatiously, as if her parents weren’t bent on cajoling their guest into an unwanted marriage.
His own smile was polite and slightly rueful. “The circumstances could be better, of course, but I agree, a pleasure.” Straightening his tall body, he gave Christa a decidedly impersonal similar greeting. “I trust you are none the worse for our…adventure, Miss Hatton?”
Compressing her lips, she replied tightly, “Not quite unscathed, or so my father seems convinced.”
 “Indeed.” Her father spoke coolly, “Perhaps, Carlton, we can retire to my study and discuss this man to man. Understandably, I am worried over my daughter’s future.”
Andrew Carlton gave her father an unfathomable look out of those vivid azure eyes. “As you wish, sir.”
“Absolutely not,” Christa burst out impulsively, her hands fisting in her silk skirts, crushing the material. “You will not go elsewhere and discuss what is going to happen to me without my participation.”
“She’s a Cancer, they are notoriously touchy and dramatic,” her mother explained kindly to their visitor, making him lift his brows, either in confusion or amusement, it was hard to tell.
“You have told me your tale, daughter. I want to hear his, if he has one.” Her father spoke with stark ducal authority, his face showing disdainful disapproval for her unladylike demand. “What happens to you has been my responsibility since the day you were born. Until you marry—which will be very soon if I have my way, it will continue to be so.”
“You cannot force two people who are the victims of a nasty trick to wed one another.” She gave the tall blond man across the civilized, lovely room an imploring look. “Please tell him how ridiculous all this is. I know you must be as opposed as I am to this--this farcical solution to a little scandal, Mr. Carlton.”
“I am afraid I don’t think it is ridiculous. In fact, your father is right. It is the only solution to an untenable situation.”
The calm reply from such a noted rake shocked Christa speechless for a moment, for she had been certain from everything she had ever heard about this man that he would fight the very idea of being shackled to a young woman he did not know—and had certainly never seduced. She finally stammered, “What?”
Her father nodded vigorously, his expression lightening a fraction in obvious relief. “Quite right. I’m glad you are being reasonable, Carlton. My solicitor is waiting for a summons and we can hammer out the marriage settlement between us quickly enough, I would guess. Christa’s dowry is generous. I think you’ll find it easy for us to come to terms.”
There was just the slightest tightening in Andrew Carlton’s well-shaped mouth. “I don’t want your money in any way, Dunbarton. Give it to her and she can do with it as she likes. Put it in a trust for our children…do whatever you wish, but there will be no marriage settlement. Make no mistake, while I see clearly enough that whoever wished to disgrace both your daughter and myself succeeded—and to fix it we must arrange a hasty wedding and pretend a clandestine romance that never existed—that doesn’t mean I am enthused by this situation.”
She had wanted him to agree with her, but not quite in such a vehement way. Why it should hurt her feelings that he didn’t wish to marry her was mystery, since she basically felt the same. Christa said almost painfully, “You see…neither of us wants to wed a stranger. Surely there is another solution?”
Andrew Carlton, the man who made legions of ladies sigh in both desire and capitulation with his hot blue eyes and easy seductive smile, looked at her with detached, cold practicality, and said flatly, “No, my lady, there isn’t.”
****
The room was ostentatious and almost stiflingly formal with rococo moldings, tapestry chairs, and French marquetry tables. Huge arrangements of fresh flowers sat in oriental vases and a gilt mirror the size of one of the huge windows hung against one wall. The duchess sat amid this splendor as if also on display, her dress the latest fashion; beribboned and beaded, even in the middle of the afternoon. The duke, on the other, hand favored severe tailoring and stark colors, a non-nonsense man apparently. Andrew wondered, with a jaundiced view of his class and a vast knowledge of the English aristocracy, if his Grace was more concerned for his daughter’s reputation, or his own disdain of being embroiled in scandal.
He watched Christa Hatton’s father examine the special license it had cost him a fortune—and Adam’s considerable connections—to obtain on such short notice. Andrew smiled thinly. “I assumed, naturally, that the sooner would be the better. This could be fait accompli by tomorrow afternoon.”
It was satisfying to realize that he’d shocked the hell out of the arrogant duke with both his compliance and foresight.
Unfortunately, it also shocked his unwilling and flustered bride-to-be, he thought with resigned cynicism. Christa stood rigidly by a long window that illuminated her dazzling beauty in the early afternoon sun, her long-lashed dark blue eyes wide and soft lips parted as she stared at him. She was lovelier than ever when he got to really see her. Shining pale hair the color of flax, her skin, true English rose—ivory and smooth, her features classically perfect and giving her an almost untouchable air, except for the voluptuous and earthy curves of her slender but decidedly female figure. In contrast to her mother’s icy air of fading beauty, she was warmth and glowing womanhood, her soft rose gown gathered enticingly under those full, tempting breasts.
He remembered a little too well how she felt in his arms. If there was any consolation to this whole macabre situation, Andrew had decided, it was that his bride-to-be was very beautiful and it would be his pleasure to initiate the lovely duke’s daughter to the pleasures of the flesh.
“Well done, Carlton.” Dunbarton actually gave Andrew a look of reserved approval. “I admit, I thought I would have a fight on my hands persuading you to do the right thing. You have a notorious aversion to settling down, by all accounts.”
Not bothering to address the latter part of that speech, Andrew said coolly, “Since neither myself nor your daughter have actually done anything wrong, sir, I’d say it isn’t so much the right thing, as they only respectable avenue open to either of us.” He added darkly, “Whoever perpetrated the hoax anticipated one of two things would happen. Your daughter would be ruined in the eyes of society, losing all chances of making an acceptable marriage, or I would be branded a man who seduced innocent young maidens and considered dishonorable. Both scenarios, of course, would actually occur, but the question is, which one of us was the actual intended victim.”
“I cannot see Christa having any enemies. You on the other hand…” The duke lifted a brow, and cleared his throat, apparently well-aware of his daughter and wife both being still in the room. “Well, no offense, but I think you know what I mean.”
Also aware of both Christa and her mother listening, Andrew said neutrally, “Whichever one it was, we could turn the tables. The bishop is not available to marry us until tomorrow morning. In the meantime, I think it best if you allow me to escort your daughter tonight, chaperoned by my brother and sister-in-law, to the Vollmer’s gala. If we appear there together and if you seem to give your approval, sir, we will avert at least the assumption of the ruined maiden and despicable rogue, but might instead appear to be truly romantically involved. When we marry so hastily, people will think it a love match, not a sordid liaison. It won’t completely avoid scandal, but it will be a scandal of a different kind.”
It was the duchess who clapped her hands and exclaimed, “Brilliant, my dear Lord Andrew. I can aid by mentioning the fact I knew my daughter was resistant to the offers of marriage my husband had received because she was enamored of someone her father might not approve of.  I’ll say so in earshot of Harriet Bosworth. The woman is a terrible gossip and the entire ton will know immediately.” It was clear Christa’s mother liked the idea of the intrigue of the situation, her aging but still lovely face showing some animation.
Finally speaking, still stiff by the window, Miss Hatton said slowly, “You appear to have thought this through, Mr. Carlton.”
“There wasn’t much else to do, now was there, in that dark cellar last night.” His reply was soft.
She blushed slightly then, obviously remembering their close embrace and the hours she slumbered in his arms, but her gaze did not waver. “So you are a practical man and have resigned yourself to the inevitability of our plight, is that it?”
“Let us say I refuse to let my life be ruined by someone else’s devious and vicious actions. If the enemy is mine, he or she did not care about ruining you in the process. If the enemy is yours, they cared little about how it might affect me.” He lifted a brow, gazing at her steadily. “Thwarting the culprit will be my pleasure.”
Though he was certain she was too innocent to catch his carefully hidden innuendo, he was wrong. Her eyes widened a fraction and she glanced away quickly, a small swallow rippling her slim throat. She said woodenly, “Since you all seem in agreement, I don’t suppose my arguing further will make a difference. What time will you arrive this evening to pick me up, sir?”
 


 
 
 
Chapter Four
 
 
 
The weather was beautiful for October, warm, sunny days, and cool, chilly nights, the roses all still blooming, the trees holding their leaves like misers. All the doors to the terrace from the ballroom were wide open to the night, the stifling air inside occasionally relieved by a whiff of flowers from the darkened outside gardens. Inside, the crush of well-bred, well-dressed guests danced, ate, and--Christa realized with acute embarrassment and dismay--gossiped endlessly.
She and the infamous Andrew Carlton’s illicit romance was the obvious favorite topic of conversation. Her father had been absolutely right, for the pointed stares and whispers were too obvious to miss and she’d seen more than one man in the assembly staring at her with open, appraising speculation that was both shocking and mortifying. It seemed being mistress to the ton’s most hot-blooded rake made you very interesting indeed.
“Here you are.” Helena, the Countess of Wenton, married to Andrew’s equally handsome identical twin brother, edged next to her, smiling politely at a passing acquaintance. “You know it will not do, my dear, to cower in a corner. That makes it look like you have something to hide. I think the general consensus is that you and my audacious brother-in-law are an unlikely but romantic couple, and that Andrew finally pursued the wrong young woman if he wanted to continue his licentious lifestyle.”
The countess wasn’t actually more than a few years older than she was herself, but somehow managed to look both regally self-possessed and incredibly beautiful with her glossy auburn ringlets and enviable figure, her pregnancy still cleverly hidden by the cut of her gown. Eyes the color of melted silver gazed at Christa with both sympathy and concern. Christa managed to say with only a hint of bitterness, “I did not quite believe my parents that what happened would be of such interest to everyone, but apparently it is. And I am not even allowed to tell the truth, but instead they want me to let everyone believe we truly were caught in some sort of tryst and accidentally locked inside Lord Landry’s cellar.”
Lady Wenton plucked a glass of champagne from a passing tray held by a liveried footman and said calmly, “They have a little more experience in being bloodied by the ton, so trust how they wish to handle this. Andrew especially has suffered the rumors, for while he is not a saint, neither is he quite the disreputable rake he is painted. In fact, I have seen with my own eyes that women pursue him more than he does them--and who could blame them after all--he is undeniably a handsome and charming man. Perhaps not quite as handsome as Adam, but still rather wickedly attractive, wouldn’t you say, Lady Christa? Here, drink some of this.”
Taking the glass of wine, Christa laughed, a hiccup of sound, remembering the startling resemblance between the Carlton twins from the carriage ride over. “I think you might be a fraction biased, my lady. They look exactly alike as far as I can tell. Do you mean you can actually tell them apart?”
There was a flicker of something in the lovely Helena’s eyes and she said demurely, “Well…if they are together, yes. Apart, sometimes not. I have been fooled. However, though they are very different in personality, they are both fine men. This may not be of your choosing, but you are lucky to be marrying Andrew.”
“That is just my problem with this…situation,” Christa confessed, sipping the champagne obediently. “I don’t know him at all.”
The orchestra struck up a new tune, a slow lilting waltz. The countess elevated one russet brow and said, “Perhaps not, but you have spent more hours alone with him than I ever did with Adam before we were married. Surely you got to know each other a little, trapped there together.”
Recalling how she had sat on his lap and fallen asleep so easily in his arms, Christa flushed, taking another convulsive sip. “I slept mostly.”
“Rather comfortably, as I understand it from what my husband saw. Speaking of which, where is Andrew?”
“Behind you.”
At the sound of the deep voice, Christa took in a breath and her champagne glass wobbled a trifle in her hand. Turning, she glanced up to see him looming over both of them, a half-smile hovering on his well-shaped lips. Tall, in black formal evening dress, he was both striking and masculine and when he smiled at his sister-in-law, the open affection in his azure eyes was evident. “Thank you, Helena, for tending to my intended, but I think right now Miss Hatton and I should make an appearance on the dance floor and exhibit our enraptured interest in one another. Please excuse us.”
Christa had barely enough time to hand back the champagne flute, his hand insistent at the small of her back as he urged her into the whirling throng. Her mother was right, she discovered in moments, he did dance beautifully. Though his name might be synonymous with seduction and vice, her vain and superficial mother had obviously come to the conclusion that it was a social triumph that her daughter had captured the most wicked, reluctant bachelor in England.
He swung her in a graceful arc, his hand strong and sure at her waist, the other lightly clasping her fingers with polite pressure. “I don’t believe there is a person here not watching us,” he said under his breath. “Perhaps you could endeavor to at least smile at me.”
She tried; a tremulous curve of her lips. “I’m sorry,” Christa replied in the same low tone as they moved through the other dancers, “but I am not used to all the attention.”
“On the contrary,” his blue gaze was direct, his mouth faintly smiling, “I suspect you are extremely used to being looked at, my lady, for your beauty is incomparable.”
She did not have to feign a slight blush. “Thank you. However, I meant all the lascivious interest in my possible fall from grace in your arms.”
“Which never happened,” he murmured, staring down at her as they moved. Then he leaned forward a fraction, his lips close to her ear as he murmured, “At least not yet.”
Her blush blazed hotly into both cheeks at his suggestive comment, which had no doubt been his intention, for he looked amused. Christa said tartly, “I imagine you are so used to women falling into your bed you make no distinction between us. I would not have done what everyone thinks we’ve done. I place a greater price on my virtue.”
The man leading her so fluidly through the flowing steps, elevated one dark blond brow. “If you mean I am not used to innocent young debutantes, that is perfectly correct, Miss Hatton. I simply implied that tomorrow we will be married, so the matter is out of our hands.”
And once they were married, of course, she would have to fall into his bed, no seduction necessary. As her husband, he had every right to expect conjugal relations. Christa lowered her gaze a fraction, looking at his chin instead of into his eyes. “I suppose it is,” she admitted, an unfamiliar flicker of excitement deep inside her stomach, his close proximity disturbing. The subtle scent of his cologne was intriguing and she unwillingly remembered all too well the easy strength of his arms and the steady beat of his heart under her ear.
She hadn’t even met this man until yesterday.
“The music is ending and you look very flushed. Here,” Andrew swirled her to the edge of the crowd and stopped by the open French doors, “it’s bound to be cooler in the gardens. Let’s step outside.”
Her instinctive response was refusal, for going outside with a gentleman was strictly forbidden by her father, but Christa realized with chagrin that her already damaged reputation probably couldn’t suffer any more, and let him lead her out on to the flagstone terrace. He was right, too, the chilly autumn air felt good, the sky above velvety black and studded with stars, and she took a deep steadying breath. The events of the past twenty-four hours were so incredible she still felt as if she were about to wake from some fantastic dream.
There were several other couples taking advantage of the fresh air and semi-privacy and her escort steered her away from them, down a small flight of steps to the graveled path that led toward a large fountain, the tumbling water singing softly in the darkness. Christa murmured, “We probably shouldn’t disappear together again, though truthfully, I have no desire to return to the party.”
“We’ll only be a few, meaningful minutes, trust me. This,” Andrew Carlton strolled forward a few more feet still holding on to her elbow, stopping where a large ornamental tree hung shadows over the starlit path, “is probably far enough. We can still be seen from the terrace.”
In some confusion, Christa stared up at him, his devastatingly handsome face a mask of chiseled light and darkness. And when he turned toward her and put his hands at her waist to pull her close to his lean body, she resisted for a moment, realizing his intentions as he lowered his head. “What are you doing?” she demanded in semi-panic, never having been kissed in her life. “You just said they could see us.”
“Exactly,” he said, his breath against her lips just a fraction before his mouth captured hers.
His mystifying answer was forgotten instantly as she felt whatever objections she had fade into oblivion under the warm, beguiling pressure of his mouth. When he gently forced her lips apart and slid his tongue inside to brush hers, Christa felt the world tilt and spin away. Her hands went to clasp his broad shoulders, and she relaxed marginally, her body drifting into his as his hold tightened. It was scandalous but pleasurable, and she found that when she willingly parted further, he deepened the kiss in a way that made her knees weak. His tongue plunged deep in sensual forays that made her shiver with an unknown longing, skimming her teeth, lightly licking the delicate corners of her mouth.
Irrationally disappointed when he broke away, she felt the light wisp of his breath on her cheek, his lips tracing the line from her jaw upward to her ear. “One more time, I think,” he said in that husky but enticing whisper.
By the end of the second kiss, she was pressed against him, her arms around his neck, her suddenly aching breasts flattened against his chest. An unknown heat pooled between her legs and she could feel her heart beating wildly. She was shockingly disappointed when he gently detached himself from her grip and smiled lazily into her upturned face. “That was a nice start, my lady, and most certainly when everyone hears we snuck out for a short passionate interlude, whoever perpetrated the little deception last eve will wonder if instead of humiliating whichever of us they meant to strike out at, they did us both a favor.”
“Very clever,” Christa managed to say with some degree of aplomb, though she was trembling.
After that kiss, she suddenly wondered the same thing.
****
“Your bluff seemed to work,” Adam drawled, rubbing his finger along the rim of his brandy glass, a thoughtful expression on his face. “As far as I could tell, though our acquaintances knew better than to say anything in your disfavor in my presence, most of London’s fashionable society believes you and the undeniably lovely Miss Hatton have been carrying on a secret torrid affair right under her dear father’s nose. No one will be surprised at a hasty wedding, and at a guess, will be counting the days, expecting a seventh month child.”
Andrew took a fiery sip from his glass and grimaced. “How charming.”
His brother raised a brow in an elegant arch, comfortably slumped in a chair by the fire in his study, jacket off, cravat discarded, his shirt halfway unbuttoned. “Actually, she is charming. I refer, of course, to Lady Christa. Look at it this way, at least whoever trapped you in that dank cellar for all those hours didn’t choose a homely young lady but instead a gorgeous, and at first impression anyway, enchanting girl.”
Sitting opposite, watching the flames lick the logs as the fire crackled, Andrew mused, “That very point is why I think this entire malicious machination was not aimed at me. Dunbarton declares his daughter could have no enemies, and that could be true, but if someone wanted to punish me, why inveigle a scenario in which I am forced by honor to marry one of the most beautiful young ladies of the ton? True, I hadn’t exactly planned on marrying in this fashion, but there are certain parts of the arrangement that will not pain me.”
With a low laugh, Adam said dryly, “I can imagine just what parts without any trouble, brother.”
“Fucking the duke’s daughter,” Andrew said cheekily, “will be my pleasure as well as my duty. If the price I have to pay is a wedding vow, I plan to spend a lot of time between her legs, believe me.”
Adam grinned. “I’m sure. However, back to our discussion, the only trouble with your theory is that not even I was sure you would consent to marrying someone you hadn’t actually compromised. In that light, the perpetrator may have counted on your resistance to the duke’s pressure.”
“And Christa would be ruined.”
“Your already somewhat tarnished reputation would suffer also, just not as much. It is one thing to indulge in affairs with partners who are mutually as bent on disentanglement and casual pleasure, Andrew, but quite another to seduce and abandon the darling of a powerful peer. No decent hostess would receive you if Dunbarton denounced your honor and put pressure in the right places.” His brother looked thoughtful, his forehead furrowed. “It follows, then, that the person that sent the notes knew a lot about both of you. Can you think of anyone? A jealous lover, perhaps? One you dallied with and discarded?”
His eyes half-closed, Andrew snorted inelegantly. “You are as bad as Dunbarton. I do not leave scores of broken hearts in my wake, quite the opposite, you know that. The ladies I sleep with look for a simple game of physical distraction without ties. Unless the rules are clear going in, I don’t venture. They must be unattached or have an arrangement with their husbands. I don’t compromise on either point.”
“Commendable.” The heavy cynicism in Adam’s voice was echoed in his straightforward blue gaze. “And what about your new bride, Andrew, will you one day let her have an “arrangement” so you both can seek partners outside your vows?”
Andrew couldn’t help it, the image of his bride-to-be in his arms drifted back, her artless but enthusiastic response to his calculated kiss a nice surprise. A scowl came to his face at the implied criticism, much less the idea of sharing her favors. He shifted a little, muttering irritably, “Bloody hell, who are you, a priest? If I remember correctly, before you met Helena you weren’t exactly a virgin.”
“No,” his brother admitted, “but once I fell in love with her, I have never strayed in deed or thought. She is everything to me and not only do I desire no woman but her, but I would never betray her.”
A little stung, Andrew straightened slightly. Sarcastically, he said, “I am not quite as fortunate. This marriage is being thrust down my throat.”
His brother looked him intently, dangling his brandy glass in his long fingers. After a moment, he said quietly, “You have told me you envy me my happiness with Helena. As I can see it, fate or whoever the agent of this current situation might be has handed you a golden opportunity. In just hours you will wed a lovely, innocent well-bred young woman. Perhaps in the past you have perfected the art of keeping your sexual partners at arm’s length, leaving the moment there is the slightest hint of possession. However, if you would exert half that energy and charm to making your bride fall in love with you, I promise you will be rewarded beyond any expectations.” His brother added softly, “And who knows, perhaps you will fall in love with her as well.”


 
 
 
Chapter Five
 
 
 
“Mine!”
 Helena watched as her darling young daughter, not quite two years of age, gave an impressive exhibition of the Carlton temper, screaming in outraged fury as the forbidden object—which happened to be Adam’s pocket watch, was pried from her plump fingers. Wincing at the sheer volume of the protest, Helena murmured, “She’s like a magpie. If it is shiny and within reach, she takes it and hides it more cleverly than any footpad, Miss Davidson. Do you suppose we’ll be taking her tea cakes in Newgate Prison someday?”
With a slight laugh, the governess replied, “I don’t think once she’s older, my lady, anyone will be able to catch her. She’s too clever. Please apologize to his lordship, but I had no idea Lady Chloe was so devious.” Handing over the pilfered item, she looked contrite, both of them trying to speak over the din. Chloe, her face red and her russet curls in disarray, had flounced down on the floor and continued her vocal demonstration, now punctuated by the kicking of her little feet on the nursery floor.
“Adam is a little distracted today and thinks he misplaced it.” Helena cradled the watch in her palm, noting gratefully that the disturbance was over as quickly as it started, subsiding to small sniffles and the occasional wail. “Not that his daughter could do wrong anyway, he indulges her far too much. I’m afraid she’s spoiled and you have your hands full, my dear.”
“Not at all.” With gentle competence, the young woman urged a tearful Chloe off the floor, dusted off her embroidered dress, and crouched down to wipe the tears off plump cheeks with a clean handkerchief.  “She’s a dear most of the time.” Straightening, she glanced up. “I understand that his lordship’s brother is getting married this morning, my lady. My congratulations to him and his new bride. I am sure she is very beautiful.”
There was some note in the young woman’s voice that caught Helena’s attention, and she said neutrally, “Yes, it’s rather sudden but we are pleased.”
“It is a surprise, I understand.”
“Everything with Andrew is a surprise. Speaking of which, I had better get going or I will be scolded for being late.” Leaning forward to kiss her daughter’s damp face, she ran her fingers lightly through the silken tangled locks of her hair and felt an overwhelming love for this child she and her husband had created. “We will be back mid-afternoon or so. Please see that she’s already taken her nap so we can take her to the park, please.”
“Of course, my lady.” Brown-haired, demure, plain dressed in a dove gray gown, the governess inclined her head. “She’ll enjoy that, I’m sure. Tell me, are Lord Andrew and his new wife going to reside here at Wenton?”
“When they are in London, I would think so. This place is enormous and Andrew has always had apartments here. Goodness, look at the time.” Leaving the nursery, Helena hurried down the hall, pausing before one of the gilt mirrors to check her hair. Frowning, she wondered abstractly if Miss Davidson, who was lovely in a reserved, unassuming manner herself, had caught Andrew’s eye. It didn’t sound much like her brother-in-law to become involved with someone like his niece’s nanny—a more likely scenario, she decided, tucking a wayward curl into place, was London’s most dashing rake as a target for the fantasies of any lonely young woman who came into his sphere. At twenty-five, penniless, and by her own admission alone in this world, Lily Davidson wouldn’t be human if she didn’t dream of some handsome prince sweeping her away from a life in which she tended other people’s children and lived in houses she would never be invited to socially.
Well, Miss Davidson needed to pine for a different gentleman to rescue her from her drab fate for it was too late for this particular prince. Today he would become a married man.
****
She’d worn pale blue, the gown chosen hurriedly due to the mitigating circumstances of swift engagement and hasty wedding. Christa should have felt cheated by the whole process, but she actually was amazed at how much of a relief it was to realize that for the first time in her life, she was not under her father’s thumb.
No, perhaps not, but now her future was in the hands of a man she barely knew.
Not just her future, but her body as well. They were legally married and it was her duty to pleasure him at his will.
The carriage rocked a little as they rounded a corner. Glancing up, she saw that Andrew watched her, his mouth slightly curved. “Am I amusing in some way?” she asked defensively, finding the open laughter in his blue eyes disconcerting.
“It is so easy to tell what you are thinking,” he responded with a small chuckle. “Especially when you blush so charmingly. Of course, I hear brides are supposed to blush, so perhaps you are simply following tradition.”
Naturally, her cheeks heated further, which in was mortifying.
“I suppose it is normal to feel trepidation over something that one has no experience with.” She added tartly, “Though I suppose you have experience enough for the both of us.”
“Perhaps.” Unfazed by her outspokenness, he simply lifted a brow. “Do tell me, for I am perishing to know, what did your mother have to say about the upcoming night? I am learning an astonishing amount in a short time about astrological signs and their influence on us mortals. Tell me, is being a Cancer likely to make you a passionate bed partner?”
He had every right to tease her on the subject, since he’d sat next to her mother during the luncheon following the ceremony. It had probably tested his ability to be polite to listen at length to his new mother-in-law’s enthusiastic lecture on the subject. Christa muttered, “Let’s simply say her advice left me a little in doubt as to why men and women desire to share a bed in the first place. It all sounds quite distasteful.”
“Does it?” His blue gaze grew intense, holding hers. Her new husband said softly, “I shall see what I can do to change your mind about that.”
An odd sensation shot through the pit of her stomach at simply the sound of his voice, for there was an underlying sensual promise that even in her innocence she could not miss. A little breathless suddenly, Christa changed the subject as best she could, asking, “Am I allowed to inquire where we are going?”
His eyes narrowed slightly. Sitting a cross from her, large, well-dressed in his wedding finery, and imposingly male, Andrew said succinctly, “I am not your father. To me you don’t in the least resemble a child, and I won’t treat you like one. In fact, quite the opposite, I promise. You are allowed to ask me anything you wish, my dear. As for our destination, I thought our first few days together would be more private if we spent them in the country. I have a small estate just north of here where I breed horses.”
“I love the country,” Christa admitted.
“Do you?” His smile was warm, inviting and potent. He shifted a little on the moving seat, his long booted legs outstretched. “What else do you like, Lady Christa? It seems to me, considering our situation, we should get to know one another.”
“I suppose you are right.” Looking at him from under her lashes, Christa gave her new husband a glimmer of a smile. “I like dogs, children, and sweets.”
“In that order?” His mouth twitched a little.
Not able to help it, she burst out laughing. “I don’t know. How about you? You must be fair and tell me what you like.”
“I like horses,” he said smoothly, “and beautiful enchanting young ladies in blue, with golden hair and tempestuous personalities ruled by the stars above.”
Not having a clue as to how to respond, Christa merely looked at her new husband, that treacherous excitement spiraling deep again.
He added with a wink, “And no, not in that order.”
****
Contemplating his glass of brandy, Andrew resisted the urge to glance again at the clock. Giving his bride time to ready herself was the gentlemanly thing to do, though he was a little mystified at just what the proper amount of time might be. In his opinion, letting him remove her clothing was ample preparation for the act of sex, and that would take him no time at all. If there was one skill he’d perfected in the past decade or so, it was unfastening female attire in record time.
In fact, maybe she needed his help.
Patience was not his best attribute and he got restlessly to his feet, seeing it had been at least twenty minutes since Christa had gone upstairs. If her nervousness during dinner was any indication of her trepidation over their forthcoming lovemaking, it was probably prudent to go ahead and go on up, rather than let her worry more over it.
The truth was, for someone trapped into an arrangement he had never wanted, he was damned anxious to fuck her.
Lust was a fairly straightforward emotion, one he was well-used to, but he really didn’t care to analyze the sense of possessive need he felt as he climbed the stairs. Perhaps it was because he’d never been married before, tied to one woman in the eyes of God and English law.
Or perhaps it was because his new wife was not only exquisitely beautiful, but had an underlying sense of adventure that he certainly hoped would extend into the physical aspect of their marriage.
Her mother would probably attribute it to some distant constellation. He guessed it was simply an innate sexuality Christa was too innocent to hide.
The manor house he had purchased a few years ago was not huge by any means, and he naturally kept a minimal staff since he wasn’t that often in residence. Christa hadn’t been put off by the dated furnishings he had never bothered to replace, but instead seemed pleased at the idea of getting redecorate the house. They had discussed it over dinner, an impromptu cold buffet put together by the startled cook, not expecting him, and certainly not with a new bride in tow.
It was going to take everyone some time, it seemed, to get used to the idea of him being a married man.
The shrouded upstairs hallway was utterly quiet. Andrew passed the doorway to his own room, and paused a moment before lightly rapping on the next door. “Christa?”
“Don’t come in.” There was a slight edge of panic in her response.
“Why not?”
Her answer was muffled. “I’m not ready.”
“Unfortunately,” Andrew said smoothly and opened the door, “I am.”
His young wife gasped at his abrupt entrance, whirling from her seat at the dressing table by the armoire, her hairbrush in hand. Contrary to her words, she was fully clad in nightdress and dressing gown, buttoned, cinched, and covered with concealing cloth from neck downward.
It was difficult not to laugh, and he didn’t try to stop himself. “You’re right,” he said, strolling in and closing the door. “You aren’t ready. Why don’t you start by taking off your clothes? That will help considerably.”
“My maid just helped me put this on,” Christa objected ridiculously, looking delectable despite her voluminous garments, her long pale hair shining and her smooth cheeks slightly flushed.
Andrew deliberately untied and discarded his cravat. “I’ll apologize most profusely in the morning to her for the wasted effort. Come now, making love is always better done when both parties are undressed.”
Luminous blue eyes gazed at him desperately. “Do we have to?”
“Make love? Yes, I’m afraid so, my dear. That’s what wedding nights are for. Believe me, without wedding nights, there would be no bridegrooms.” Sitting down calmly on the edge of the antique tester bed, Andrew tugged off a boot. If someone had told him even three nights before this that he would be soothing a frightened virginal bride into his bed, he would have told them they were utterly mad. “Now,” he added matter-of-factly, “take off your robe.”
He dropped his boot on the floor, a little surprised at his own impatience. Already his erect cock filled his breeches uncomfortably, throbbing against the tight material, his hungry gaze taking in his wife’s lissome form as she reluctantly slipped her robe off her slender shoulders.
His breath caught abruptly in his throat and he suddenly understood her embarrassed hedging more fully.
Sheer fabric clung in provocative outline to every full curve and hollow. The gown was made from a fine lace, the pure pale color just a sheen over her flawless skin, and he could see every tempting detail of the body of the young woman before him in minute detail, right down to the triangle of downy hair at the apex of her thighs and the blush of her perfect pink nipples. As a garment, the nightdress did not qualify.
It was perfect.
Damn, her breasts were just as he imagined, full and lusciously high, begging for his hands and mouth.
His voice was a little thick as he asked, “Where did you get that gown?”
“Helena gave it to me.” Christa’s hands clenched into fists at her sides, as if she had to exert considerable control to keep from covering herself. Her chin lifted a little, the shimmering veil of her hair brushing her hips. “I can’t see it even serves a purpose but she insisted you would like it.”
“Oh,” his smile was dark, “I do.”
“Andrew,” she said his first name tentatively, “don’t you think it would be better if we got to know each other first?”
“No.” His answer was honest and completely male. He was hard as hell and unwilling to negotiate. “We can exchange words over the breakfast table for the next four decades. I’ll find out whether you like marmalade with your toast soon enough, but tonight is for a different type of discovery.”
“I didn’t think you’d agree.” She sounded a little disconsolate, her lush lashes lowering a fraction.
Pulling his shirt from his breeches and deftly unbuttoning it, he slipped out of it and tossed it aside. “You enjoyed our embrace last night.” It was a statement, not a question, because he well-remembered her surprisingly enthusiastic response.
One brow arched up and she stared at his bare chest as he walked toward her. “I have a feeling this will be a little different.”
“Yes, it will.”
Christa didn’t retreat, but he sensed that she wanted to run. Stopping in front of her, Andrew ran his hands lightly down her bare arms, catching her hands so their fingers intertwined. Gazing into her eyes, he said huskily, “I think you are very beautiful.”
Looking up at him, a small smile touched her soft tempting lips. “And you, of course, are very handsome and charming. Is this how you usually seduce women, by holding their hands and giving them compliments?”
“I’ve never had a wedding night before. This will be as unique to me as it is to you.” Considering he was rock hard and aching, assuring her he would go slow seemed overly optimistic, so he didn’t try. “Let’s move to the bed,” Andrew suggested persuasively, not waiting for an answer but effortlessly lifting her in his arms. Her body felt warm, and deliciously soft, and the subtle scent of her perfume was alluring. Through the almost nonexistent gown he could feel smooth female skin and ached to taste and touch it.
“You won’t need this,” he said as he laid her down, untying the bit of ribbon at the neckline so he could strip off the filmy garment. Nude, his young bride was every man’s carnal dream, those voluptuous breasts quivering as she stared up at him. Settling next to her, Andrew ran a fingertip down her face, tracing the curve of her cheek before he lowered his head and kissed her.
 Her mouth was sweet and receptive, and whatever her trepidations about the actual act of sexual intercourse, in seconds her arms came around his neck and Christa pressed closer. Andrew could feel the hardening of her nipples against his bare chest and he made a low, involuntary sound of approval deep in his throat. Tangling his tongue with hers, he stroked the curve of her hip, urging her closer until their bodies fully touched.
Heaven, he thought hazily.
****
Marriage had always been a vague concept of adjoining rooms, a box at the opera, perhaps several well-behaved children cared for by suitable nannies, of course…
Christa certainly hadn’t imagined a large predatory male, his half-nude body pinning her to the bed as he stroked his tongue in her mouth and cupped her breast intimately in his palm.
It was shocking.
It was exciting.
She felt hot everywhere, especially between her legs. Her breasts ached, and when Andrew skimmed his mouth down the curve of her throat, across her collarbone and lower, she couldn’t help but gasp when he lightly licked her right nipple. Her new husband murmured, “You have gorgeous breasts, Christa. Just the right size, large, but not too big. They overflow my hand, and are firm and smooth as silk.”
It was true, her molded flesh looked pale and opulent cradled in his long fingers, and the way he fondled and touched her was so pleasurable she couldn’t help but sigh, her lashes drifting lower. When he took a taut nipple in his mouth and began to suck, her sigh turned into a moan.
She barely knew him, she tried to remind herself, unable to stifle the sound of enjoyment.
At this moment, that didn’t seem to matter, for her wayward body responded to him anyway.
Andrew touched her as his mouth worked lazy, wondrous magic with her breasts. He touched her…everywhere. Across her shoulder and down the sensitive inside of her arm, the quivering muscles of her stomach, and lower, to brush her thigh and slide inward, between her legs. Christa couldn’t help but stiffen as she felt the glide of that sinful foray, his fingers parting her pubic hair and skimming the delicate folds between.
“Stop,” she said in sudden complete panic, trying to clamp her legs together. “Andrew!”
Lifting his head, he gave her a seductive smile, his azure eyes heavy with obvious desire. “Why should I stop?”
“I--I don’t like it,” she faltered, unsettled and uncertain.
“You don’t? I beg to differ.” His laugh was low and utterly masculine. “You are wet as hell, sweetheart.”
What did that mean? Staring at him, Christa wasn’t sure if she should be alarmed or humiliated.
“You’re aroused,” he explained, looking infuriatingly amused at her confusion. “Your body is getting ready for sex, my sweet little wife, and it’s a damned good thing because I’m about ready to explode just thinking about it. Now, open up and let me in. I promise you’re going to enjoy this.”
Her mother had carefully explained she was going to have to let her husband do what he wished in bed, it was her duty, her role in life. Her face on fire, Christa slowly relaxed her thighs and spread them slightly, her breath catching as Andrew took full advantage of her capitulation.
If she thought his caress outrageous before, she felt utter shock as he found her female opening and slid one finger completely inside her vagina. Christa lifted her hips a little, the motion instinctive, and as his thumb made a gentle circle between the moistened lips of her labia, she felt a glimmer of luscious sensation.
“Oh,” she breathed, her fingers threading through Andrew’s thick dark blond hair, her head falling back.
 “Yes,” he murmured against her neck, kissing her lightly, his heated breath beguiling. “Let me take you to paradise, sweetheart.”
His thumb moved again and sheer pleasure coursed through her body.
Paradise indeed.
As his finger began to withdraw and sink back between her legs in a gentle rhythm, he continued that sweet hot motion with his thumb. Christa moaned freely in moments, her legs falling apart as rapture gripped her body, centering around that erotic invasion and manipulation. Her breath came in short gasps as she climbed an invisible peak, Andrew finally pushing her off the top as he captured her mouth in a long, ardent kiss and increased the pressure.
She cried out against his lips as she climaxed. Pleasure so vivid and intense her muscles locked, her hands frantic on his wide shoulders. Convulsing, she shuddered and held his hand tight between her shaking thighs until finally the tremors died and away and her body relaxed.
Sliding his hand free of her still pulsing cleft, her husband stood and unfastened his breeches. A little dazed, Christa barely noticed what he was doing until she saw the long length of rigid flesh high up against his flat stomach, the dark color and engorged crest indicating his full arousal. “Dear God,” she said involuntarily. “That’s enormous.”
He laughed; magnificently nude, all sleek defined muscle and male power. “You are refreshingly candid, sweetheart. Is that also one of the traits of your particular birth sign?”
How it was possible to blush after letting him do the things to her he had just done, she wasn’t sure, but her face heated. “I have no idea. I don’t listen to my mother if I can help it.”
“Good.” Andrew leaned over her, hips lips brushing hers lightly. “Then if she told you that sex was a chore and a duty a woman owes her husband, you probably didn’t believe her, am I right? What just happened to you is even better when I’m inside you.”
Looking into his eyes, Christa ran her hands lightly over his chest, feeling the hard muscles with tentative wonder. “I got the impression that enjoying what happens in bed between a man and a woman is considered unladylike.”
“When you are naked in my arms, I don’t want a lady,” he growled, lowering his lean body over hers, his knees wedging her legs apart.
The pressure of his hard cock at her opening felt strange, the prod of it widening resilient flesh drenched with the fluids of her recent orgasm as he began to penetrate. His arms braced on either side of her, Andrew watched her face with heavy-lidded eyes as he pressed forward, his quickened breathing the only indication of his self-control. Christa felt it when that inexorable invasion was checked by her virginal barrier, for he stopped a moment, his lashes lowering a fraction. “This will hurt, but only briefly and only this once.”
“I understand.” She swallowed and clutched his shoulders.
He was right, the stinging pain was over quickly, replaced by a sensation of being so full and invaded that Christa felt the nudging tip of his splendid erection at her womb. Almost immediately he began to withdraw, and she silently protested, her hands sliding to his back to hold him deep.
“I’m not leaving,” he whispered in a sexy timber that sent shivers up her spine as he sank back in, his huge shaft widening her throbbing passage. “I wouldn’t if the hounds of hell were on my heels… Jesus, sweetheart, you are so tight I’m on fire.”
He was hot, large, and she decided deliriously a few moments later, well-deserved his reputation as a talented lover. For if what other women had experienced in his arms was at all equivalent to the rapture she felt with each long stroke, then it was no wonder he was so notorious.
It was decadent. But also utter bliss.
That wondrous sensation built again, her attention completely on the motion between her legs until it shattered and fell around her, making her scream in release. Andrew groaned at the same time, burying his face in her tumbled hair, a fine sheen of sweat all over his body. He went taut as he flooded her warmly and fully with his seed and it seemed like the moment hung forever.
Three days ago they hadn’t even been politely introduced.
Well, there was certainly nothing polite about what they had just done.


 
 
 
Chapter Six
 
 
 
“He’s a beauty, isn’t he, sir?”
Running his hand along the leg of the colt, Andrew nodded. “He certainly is, Stevens. You can see Titan’s bloodlines in him plain as day. Let’s hope he is as fast as his sire.”
The stable lad grinned in agreement. “I won a months pay on Titan at Newmarket last year, sir. That black devil can run, even if he is hell to handle.”
“Let’s hope this one has his father’s speed and his dam’s disposition.” Giving the horse a final pat, Andrew straightened, glancing down the rows of stalls as he saw the young man’s eyes widen suddenly and a slight flush come to his thin cheeks.
Christa wore a pale pink gown trimmed with white satin, her shining hair gathered in a simple ribbon. The graceful sway of her skirts as she walked and her stunning feminine beauty were a decided contrast to the piles of hay, smell of manure, and the simplicity of the construction of plain stalls and mangers. His beautiful wife gazed at the colt with interest as she approached, and Andrew gazed at her.
They had been married for two weeks now and though when he’d first met her that fateful night in the wine cellar he’d thought she was breathtaking, that impression was even more potent, for now she had an aura of unmistakable sensuality. The change was intangible visibly, but it was certainly there and the impact was powerful. “Hello, my dear. I thought you were going for a walk in the gardens.”
“I did.” Christa gave him a dazzling smile. “But then I decided to come here and see why you find it so fascinating.”
He did spend a lot of time with his horses, it was true. The stables represented a sizable investment, but he also simply enjoyed working with the animals. His trainer and the lads, like one next to him who couldn’t stop staring at his beautiful wife, treated him with deference but familiarity, since he often worked by their side. Andrew said gallantly, “If I am neglecting you in any way, please accept my apologies.”
The slight flutter of Christa’s lashes matched her teasingly arch response. “This morning I did not feel neglected, but this afternoon…maybe just a little.”
They’d made love as the sun came up--more than once in fact--and fallen back to sleep in each other’s arms. Andrew lifted his brows and said softly, “I see.”
The stable lad mumbled something and led the colt away. Andrew barely noticed, his attention having shifted completely to the woman gazing up at him with open, unmistakable invitation. Once they were alone, Christa said tartly, “I am not sleepy, nor hungry, Andrew. I guess that means you should fuck me.”
Both amused and startled at the crude word he was surprised she even knew, Andrew said, “I certainly would never turn down such a charming invitation, but do you mind telling me exactly what prompted it?”
There was a slight hint of pink in her ivory cheeks as she said with obvious chagrin, “I was strolling in the gardens and there were two of the staff working there. I don’t suppose they knew I was anywhere nearby, for they were discussing us. According to them, all the two of us do is eat, sleep, and…well—”
“Fuck,” Andrew supplied with a laugh, pulling her into his arms, uncaring of who might see them.  “Did they also mention being immensely envious of me?”
Looking adorably flushed, Christa wound her arms around his neck. “They seemed to agree that you were living up to your reputation and that there several parts of my anatomy they approved of. It was most embarrassing.”
“I concur with them wholeheartedly, since I approve of every part of your anatomy.” Grazing her chin with his fingertips, Andrew tilted her face up to his and captured her mouth in a long, hot kiss. When their lips parted, he whispered, “And since you aren’t hungry or sleepy, sweetheart, come on.”
Andrew strode out of the stables, holding her hand. It was a crisp, lovely afternoon with an arch of blue sky and only a hint of a breeze, and he headed away from the house and stables, to where a thick patch of woods skirted a small stream. There was a path, and he tugged Christa toward it.
“Where are we going?” she asked breathlessly, lifting her skirts with her free hand as she hurried to keep up with longer stride.
“It’s not far,” he answered evasively.
“To where?” Inquisitiveness was obviously one of those characteristics determined by the date of her birth, for he had already learned that his pretty young wife was curious by nature.
“Someplace beautiful. And private.”
“Oh.” There was a slight provocative note to that single word response that made his cock swell further, his erection already at half-mast just from their kiss.
The clearing was shrouded, but warm from the filtered sunlight that touched the grassy bank. The stream rushed down a small run of mossy rocks, the sound of the water like soothing music. Around them, the woods crowded thickly in concealing shelter.
Call it the romantic in his soul, but he occasionally came to sit here, enjoying the solitude, and had admittedly thought it would be a wonderful place to make love.
“Let me undress you,” he said, softly touching her face, his fingers gliding downward to the buttons on her gown.
“We’re outside,” Christa said in protest, but there was a telltale lilt of excitement in her voice and her lashes drifted down a fraction.
“Imagine the cool grass on your bare back,” Andrew said persuasively, deftly and swiftly make short work of unfastening her clothing. Her gown first, sliding down over her breasts and slim hips. Then her chemise, the lacy garment discarded just as carelessly. She removed her stockings and shoes as he unlaced and pulled off his shirt, breeches and boots.
Spectacular at any time, he thought Christa was even more so with the sun dappling her flawless skin. Her glorious full breasts were already tight, the nipples peaked and hard, and the dainty triangle of fair hair gleamed between her legs. She pulled the ribbon from her hair and a tangle of loose golden silk framed her perfect beauty. Laying her down gently, Andrew lifted her legs so they were both bent at the knee, setting her feet down on the ground with her thighs wide apart.
Like most women, he’d already discovered she loved to be pleasured orally, and the change in her breathing when he lowered his head between her open legs was audible even with the singing of the bird and rushing water. He could smell the perfume of her arousal even before his tongue traced the delicate folds of her labia. Licking lightly, he delved into the satin tissue between, toying with the small bud that swelled slightly as he touched it, and then using his tongue to penetrate her enticing opening, thrusting it inside her.
Christa moaned freely, letting her thighs fall apart, her fingers raking through his hair. Her sex softened as he continued to savor and tease. Andrew could taste her growing orgasm and feel it in the quiver of her luscious body. Her climax burst quickly, wildly, and she twisted and arched as she cried his name. He kept her there as long as possible, until she begged him to stop and went lax.
Curbing his impatience to let her recover a little, Andrew shifted, holding her close. Relishing the primitive feel of the earth and grass as he stroked her silken hair and damp skin, he waited until her lashes lifted and Christa gave a weak laugh. Resembling a lush goddess, all tumbled pale hair and lissome curves, she said, “Perhaps being outdoors enhances the experience after all.”
His grin was full of wicked agreement. “I know I’m enjoying myself.”
Her gaze shifted, lower, to where his erection pulsed against his stomach. “You could enjoy yourself even more,” Christa said suggestively, “if you would put that here.”
When her fingers skimmed her wet cleft and she spread her legs, his breath felt as if it left his body. “I take it you’d like me to fuck you,” he said, not quite pulling off sounding blasé, his glittering gaze following the path of her slender fingers through her damp pubic hair.
“If you don’t mind.” Her coy response made him harden further, if that was even possible.
“Not at all, my lady,” Andrew agreed roughly, moving over her in one swift motion. Using his hand to guide his cock to her entrance, he penetrated her with one hard thrust, both their bodies sliding a little on the soft grass. Beneath him, Christa made a soft sexy sound, her passage stretching to accommodate his engorged size, those tantalizing inner muscles clenching the invasion.
For an innocent who had only been initiated a few weeks ago, his new wife certainly had learned quickly how to tease and tempt, he thought, as he closed his eyes in blissful melting sensation. Pushing deep, he withdrew to plunge inside her again.
It was exquisite sinful pleasure and he held off his own climax until she shattered and raked her nails across his back, the mingling of pain and sexual culmination both wonderful and startling. Ejaculation was a feverish explosion of sensation and he groaned involuntarily in response, shuddering and flexing as he came hard and forcefully.
    Afterwards, lazily content with her body nestled in his arms, the sounds of nature punctuated by their ragged breathing, he wondered if he wasn’t following his brother’s advice—whether he wished it or not—and was falling in love. Certainly he had never felt so connected to any woman sexually, or otherwise. There was no question that he liked her in his bed, but he also liked her.
He had to share his life, he reminded himself quickly, the notion of love startling.
Just as she had to share hers. They’d been caught in a compromising position and forced into marriage. Maybe that was the difference.
Maybe.
****
The letter looked ordinary enough, but Christa looked at it with a sick feeling in the pit of her stomach.
It was the third one she had received since they’d left London and she recognized the loops and swirls of the sender’s script, her name written neatly on the front. With what she hoped was composure, she said, “Thank you, Mrs. White.”
“Are you quite all right, my lady?”
“I’m fine.”
The housekeeper nodded and left the small parlor, giving her undoubtedly pale face a parting curious glance. As soon as she was gone, Christa opened the missive with slightly shaking fingers. Inside it was much like the others. This one however, made her knees wobble.
 
I carry your husband’s child.
 
No signature, but the others hadn’t been signed either. Sinking down into a chair, Christa fought a wave of nausea and tried to think. If this claim was true, Andrew certainly had a responsibility to this mysterious woman and the coming child. Perhaps he already knew about the baby and just didn’t care to tell her about it, though as his wife, Christa felt she had a right to know.
Or did she? After all, it wasn’t like he had wished to marry her and his personal life before their hasty, forced union was probably not something she could censure. It was well-known he was a rake of the first order, his sexual exploits were not exactly a secret. For all she knew, he had other illegitimate children, as it was not unheard of by any means.
That she should feel such a sense of betrayal was unreasonable, Christa told herself sharply, taking a deep, steadying breath.
But, God help her, she did.
Like some naïve foolish schoolgirl, she’d fallen for her new husband’s facile, devastating charm, and was ridiculously and completely in love with him. It had happened so quickly and easily that he would probably be amused if he knew how she felt, but nonetheless it was true.
“You’re white as a sheet.”
Starting at the sound of the deep voice, Christa glanced up guiltily, crumpling the piece of paper in her fingers. Andrew stood in the doorway, a frown of concern on his face. He said, “Mrs. White told me you looked unwell and I have to agree. Maybe I should carry you upstairs and send someone for the doctor from the village.”
Quickly, she shook her head. “No--no, please. I’m just a little upset.”
Not anyone’s fool, his gaze dropped to the wrinkled piece of paper in her hand, the envelope sitting on the small table next to her. “No one is ill, I hope.”
“Well, it has to do with a medical condition, but no, no one I know or care about is ill.”
Dressed for dinner, her husband looked incredibly handsome, his wide shoulders emphasized by a fitted jacket, his long legs in dark breeches, those vividly blue eyes slightly narrowed. “You are being cryptic, Christa. I won’t force you to tell me what is the matter, but you are my wife and I’m naturally worried.”
To her horror, she felt the bite of tears sting her lids and blinked, knowing if she started weeping in front of him she die of the humiliation of it. “Here,” she said abruptly, holding out the letter. “You can read it if you like.”
Crossing the room, he took the piece of paper from her hand, scanning it quickly and going very still. After a long heartbeat, he said coolly, “Who sent this?”
“I have no idea. That’s third one I’ve gotten.”
“The third?” His brows snapped together. “Why the devil didn’t you mention this before?”
Because, she wanted to say, I didn’t want ruin the idyllic magic of the past two weeks in your bed and your arms. Instead, she admitted softly, “The first two were different. One simply said ‘he won’t be faithful’, nothing more. The other was a carefully complied list of names, I am assuming of all the women you slept with before me.”
Andrew’s mouth tightened. “I see. Perhaps I’d better look at it and see if it is accurate.”
He was intensely angry, Christa sensed it, though his expression hadn’t changed since he first took the note from her hand. Not at all certain what to say, she sat there with her hands limply in her lap.
“This isn’t true.” Disdainfully tossing the note aside, Andrew moved restlessly to where decanters and glasses sat by a small pianoforte. There was a small fire lit against the evening chill, the clink of the glass as he poured her a sherry and himself a brandy coming over the low crackle of the flames.
Not wanting to anger him further but also desperately hoping he was right, Christa asked, “How do you know?”
Coming over to hand her the glass of wine, her husband gave her a cynical smile. “Contrary to popular gossip, my dear, I do not fornicate indiscriminately with every woman that catches my eye. Let’s just say there is no one that I have touched in the appropriate time period who is pregnant by me or any other man. Besides which, I am very careful to protect against that eventuality, so even if they were, I would be in great doubt I was the guilty party.”
He could only know this because he’d seen them recently, she guessed, which probably meant his latest mistresses were aristocratic ladies she knew, as well. That was disconcerting, but not as disturbing as the thought of someone else bearing his child.
She wanted to be the one to give him children.
“How can you protect against that?” Christa asked, her curiosity getting the better of her, relief at his conviction making her tension loosen a fraction.
“I’ll explain some other time, if you don’t mind,” he said wryly. Taking a sip of his brandy, he added quietly, “I hope you believe me.”
“Yes,” she said, squarely meeting his gaze, “I do. However, there is apparently someone out there who does not want me to trust you.”
“That certainly seems a reasonable conclusion, given the vicious nature of those messages.” Pacing restlessly across the room, Andrew said, “Our old enemy, the one that trapped us in the wine cellar is the culprit, I’m sure. I, for one, am becoming quite annoyed with his nasty tricks.”
“Or hers. The handwriting looks like a woman’s.”
“Or hers,” he agreed thoughtfully, rubbing his lean jaw. “Perhaps we should return to London tomorrow. I would recognize the young footman that passed me the note at Landry’s party. Maybe he can help lead us to whoever started all of this.”
“Actually, I’m not too upset over how it has all turned out so far,” Christa said demurely, glancing up at him teasingly from under the fringe of her lashes. “After all, you are infinitely more handsome than Lord Pennington.”
His mouth curving in one of his sinfully wicked smiles, her husband said, “I appreciate the compliment and will demonstrate my enthusiasm for our current situation gladly upstairs after dinner…” The smile faded quickly. “But I have a feeling that our happiness is not the goal of our adversary and God knows what will happen next.”


 
 
 
Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Adam tapped the roof of the carriage and it lurched forward. “Well,” he said in his usual reasonable tone, “you have at least a modicum of a description.”
Giving him a wry glance, Andrew said in disgust. “Oh yes, I’m quite a sleuth. When we finally track down Landry’s maid who gave the footman the note to pass to me, she is able to tell me the woman that gave that fateful message to her had brown hair. That narrows it down to maybe a third of the female population.”
His brother laughed. “Come now, it has been three weeks and undoubtedly she thought very little of it at the time. She did say she didn’t think our quarry was one of the guests, for she wasn’t well-dressed enough.”
Contemplating the tip of his polished boot, Andrew agreed morosely, “I suppose I can’t blame the silly chit for not remembering more, but I was hoping for something solid to go on. This harassment is clearly malicious.”
“Yes.” Adam, settled on the seat across from him in the Wenton carriage, said neutrally, “I somehow doubt Helena would be thrilled to hear I fathered a child with another woman.”
“Christa was pale as a ghost and on the verge of tears.” Recalling how stricken his wife had looked made Andrew furious all over again. His hand clenched into a fist on his knee. “When I find out who is doing this, the perpetrator is going to be sorry indeed.”
“You seem terribly solicitous of your new bride. I take it the honeymoon went well.”
The smug note in his brother’s voice was impossible to miss. Andrew said dryly, “I don’t think you can take credit for the fact that miraculously enough, Christa and I seem to be well-suited.”
“But you did take my advice and made an effort to charm her. Helena tells me there is no question but that your bride is deeply infatuated with you. For your part, I don’t sense your usual indifference either.”
“I am not indifferent,” Andrew admitted, though slightly uncomfortable with the topic, the notion of love and fidelity not something he had contemplated at length before his hasty marriage. “She’s…my wife. But as far as her being infatuated, that could pass easily enough.”
“How jaded you are.”
“How practical.”
“If you want her to fall in love with you and things to stay that way, that’s something you must work at it every day of your life.”
Was that what he wanted? Andrew wasn’t sure precisely, but he did know that he certainly didn’t want to relinquish the open passion and growing companionship he felt with his bride. He growled, “You lecture more than a Cambridge Don, I swear it.”
Adam smiled slightly. “Only because I care.”
“Dammit, can we change the subject? To something useful, like what the hell I’m supposed to do now.”
“To protect Christa?”
“Of course.”
“I’m not sure. It’s a damnable situation, if you ask me.”
“That,” Andrew said in evident frustration, “it is.”
****
Lady Wenton was in the morning room, one of the footmen informed Christa, politely helping her with her cloak. The mansion was huge and since they’d only arrived the evening before, she had to ask to be directed to the room in question.
Earning its namesake, warm late morning sun poured in the windows. The walls were a lovely pale blue, the furniture dainty and elegant, and that this was the room the Countess of Wenton used for dealing with her correspondence was evident by the neat stacks of cards and papers on the surface of carved Louis Quatorze table. Helena glanced up at the light knock and smiled with her usual warmth. Her new sister-in-law looked slightly more rounded just in the several weeks that had passed while she and Andrew were enjoying their country sojourn, Christa’s noted, perhaps more glowing and lovely than ever.
“I hope I’m not interrupting,” she asked, eyeing the piles of envelopes.
Helena shook her head. “Not at all. I will always have time for my new sister-in-law. Tell me, how was your visit with your mother?”
Christa made a face and sat down in a delicate chair, admitting, “Excruciating. The truth be told, she and I are not very much alike.”
“But like a dutiful daughter you went to see her first thing. Very commendable.” Helena added sympathetically, “My mother likes to meddle in my life to the extent that I limit our visits to once a week. Otherwise, I vow she would be running this house in no time, and Adam would be ready to leave me and ship out to sea with the Royal Navy, or something near to it.”
Recalling the past two hours, Christa said, “I cannot see Andrew enduring much of my mother’s company either. I have learned enough about him to guess that while he is infinitely charming, he has no real use for frivolous conversation.”
“Neither does Adam. I like to tease him sometimes and say outrageous things, just to see if he is listening. The other day I could tell he was only abstractly paying attention to our discussion of what to name the coming child, so I suggested Maybelle Alfreida if it is another girl.” A dimple appeared in the countess’ smooth cheek. “He agreed that sounded lovely.”
Both of them burst out laughing, the sound filling the room. When she had controlled her mirth, Christa broached the subject that had brought her directly to see Lady Wenton in the first place. “My mother tells me that you planning a party to celebrate mine and Andrew’s marriage. Please tell me she did not force this on you, for she can be very good at getting her way.”
“Actually, she did suggest it, but I thought you might wish input, so I offered to plan it and play hostess. I hope that is fine with you.”
The idea of a party was not very appealing, the last one having made a lasting impression. “I am not anxious to endure another evening of people staring at me and whispering behind their hands,” Christa said frankly, feeling a faint wash of color in her face. “Shouldn’t we wait until the rumors all die away?”
“You and Andrew will squash all rumors effectively when London society sees you together.” Helena’s tone was firm. “Trust me on this, when the ton realizes this is a love match, they will lose interest. There is no scandal in two people happily sharing their lives, now is there?”
“No, I suppose not.” Christa smiled tremulously. “And though it seems optimistic after only a little over two weeks of marriage, happiness does seem to be a possibility. We are compatible in the important ways, it seems.”
“Which for him means in bed, and for you, that he is a decent, kind man who treats you well and will be a good father to your children.”
That succinct summation was almost accurate. Christa said without thinking, “I like the first part, too. It wasn’t at all what I imagined.”
“No wonder Andrew looks at you with a possessive gleam in his eye.” Helena seemed amused at her vivid blush. “I always imagined the woman who finally captured his heart would be both passionate and beautiful. You were right earlier though, he would not look twice at someone if they were not bright and sweet-tempered as well.”
 “Thank you for the compliment, though my mother will tell you that I am moody and emotional. All babies born between June 22nd and July 21st are destined to be so.”
“I made the mistake of offering up my birth date when she asked me,” Helena admitted dryly. “I have some unflattering traits as well. Apparently they are predestined and not my fault, which I suppose is a relief.”
“If one believes in mystical signs, I suppose that neither of us can be held accountable for our faults,” Christa said with a grin.
“That’s a healthy way to look at it.” Helena agreed, smiling back. “Now, please, back to the party. I am envisioning not a huge affair, perhaps a hundred carefully selected guests. Would you care to take a look at the list of people I wish to invite and add or delete anyone? Let’s see, ah yes, here it is.” Pulling it out from under a pile of papers, the countess offered it.
Since it seemed she had no choice but to agree to this soiree, Christa took the list and glanced down at it.
She stiffened at once, not able to believe her eyes. Glancing up, she took in Helena’s lovely features, the gray long-lashed eyes that offered only friendliness and warmth, and once again dropped her gaze to the piece of vellum in her hand. In an off-key voice, she asked, “Did you write this?”
“Yes…is something wrong? I just said you can take anyone off you don’t care for—”
Interrupting curtly, Christa asked, “This is your handwriting?”
Looking bewildered, Helena answered slowly, “Actually, no. I dictated it. Chloe was having one of her fits and wanted to be held by only me. I indulge her since it happens infrequently, you’ll understand when you and Andrew have a child.”
“Who wrote it?”
“Her nanny. I was in the middle of complying it and since I had Chloe, I asked if she wouldn’t mind jotting down the names. Christa, why on earth do you look so odd?”
“Because,” she explained tightly, “as bizarre as it may seem, I think we may have discovered our nasty prankster.”
“Miss Davidson?”
“I have gotten four of those nasty notes so far and her handwriting is very recognizable to me.”
“You are certain?”
“Absolutely.”
“But why on earth would she want to cause trouble for you, or Andrew, or both?”
Grimly but truthfully, Christa said, “I haven’t the slightest idea. I don’t even know her.”
“Just a moment.” A frown marred Helena’s smooth forehead. “This may mean nothing, but she did seem quite distracted the day of your marriage. I remember now wondering why she would be upset, and thinking perhaps she harbored a secret passion for Andrew. I was surprised, for I doubt they’ve ever exchanged more than a few words in passing.”
“If that was true, why trap the two of us in the cellar together?” Christa gazed at the telltale loops and circles of the inked names in front of her. “I can’t see the purpose of it.”
“There is one easy way to find out.” Reaching for a silken bell pull, Helena tugged at it and before long one of the maids came into the room. “Please go upstairs to the nursery and sit with Chloe for a few moments,” she instructed the girl. “Send down Miss Davidson so I can speak with her.”
“Yes, my lady.”
The young woman who came sedately through the doorway a short time later was a stranger. Christa rose to face her, the incriminating paper clutched in her hand, feeling a little ridiculous to accuse anyone of what she suspected, but also very convinced that distinctive script was exactly what she’d seen before. Miss Davidson was in her early twenties probably, with sleek light brown hair drawn back from her face, her features actually quite delicately lovely.
Almost carefully avoiding looking at Christa, the young woman asked, “You wished to see me, my lady?”
When Helena didn’t answer at once, Christa tore her gaze from the supposedly guilty governess and glanced at her sister-in-law. The Countess of Wenton looked disturbingly stricken, first looking at Christa and then back at Miss Davidson. In a faint voice, she murmured, “Oh, dear.”
****
The tableau was interesting, and it certainly called for a stiff brandy. Dashing a generous portion into a crystal glass, Andrew took a long swallow and surveyed the other occupants of the room.
Christa looked gorgeously lovely as always, but pale and upset. Adam also, held a glass in his hand, his expression shuttered as he stood by his wife’s chair. Helena seemed unsure how to handle the situation, her usually serene face troubled. The tension was so thick it could be cut with a knife.
The cause of all the angst sat in a velvet-covered chair, her hands folded primly in her lap. Her gaze, a crystalline light blue, was defiant and her mouth mutinous. Miss Davidson did resemble his beautiful wife, the similarities startling if one saw them together. Though Chloe’s errant nanny did not have Christa’s flaxen pale hair, the fragile shape of brow and jaw, the slender voluptuousness of their bodies; all of it signaled a close blood tie.
But the infuriating woman refused to explain anything. She didn’t deny writing the notes, quite the contrary, she freely admitted it. But she refused to divulge why until the Duke of Dunbarton was also present.
Interesting.
Hearing the sound of the duke’s arrival was a relief, since Andrew wasn’t sure he could endure the brittle silence any longer. When his Grace walked into the formal parlor, his expression grim and worried, it was almost comical to see him stop mid-stride. He took in the rigid postures and lack of conversation and his gaze traveled around the room to fasten on Christa. “Your note said there was an emergency and I came at once. Thank goodness you are safe, I was immensely worried.” Turning to Andrew, the older man said curtly, “When you are a father, Carlton, I trust you will understand that notes of that nature are not to be written lightly.”
“Nor was it,” Andrew drawled coolly. “We have a small situation here and I am not the one who desires your presence, your Grace.”
Dunbarton immediately looked at Christa. “What’s wrong? Your mother told me just a little while ago you seemed very well. Good heavens, child, you are wan.” His accusing gaze swung back to Andrew in challenge.
“I wanted you here.” The words were said very calmly, but there was an underlying quiver of emotion in Lily Davidson’s voice that could not be missed.
The duke swung around, registering the presence of the young woman sitting a few feet away. His brow furrowed. “Pardon me?”
“Do I look at all familiar, your Grace?” Her smile was a faint curve of her lips.
“Have we met?” Obviously puzzled, the duke looked disconcerted by the audience and the atmosphere in the room.
“No.”
“Then why on earth would you look familiar, young woman?”
“Because I am your daughter.”
Since he’d already guessed as much, Andrew felt an unkind glimmer of amusement at Dunbarton’s aghast expression. Considering he’d been personally derided as an unscrupulous rake by the very pious duke, he found it hard to summon up a lot of sympathy. He remarked neutrally, “We can all see the resemblance.”
The man blinked, the stunned look on his face increasing as he stared at Lily Davidson. Then he glanced at Christa. “Good God,” he muttered.
“He was twenty and my mother was an actress.” Miss Davidson spoke to the room at large. “Can you imagine his consternation at having his exalted bloodlines sullied by breeding a child on a girl from Liverpool who walked the stage?” Her mouth twisted. “Yes, he paid. All these years ago he paid her off to keep me a secret, like a regretful accident that can be cleaned up and forgotten. She took the money and kept her end of the bargain, but it was gone years ago and she died when I was twenty. Perhaps you can understand how I felt when I heard his beautiful daughter …his other daughter, was the toast of society while I cared for other people’s children and was little above a servant?” She stared at Christa. “I hated you all these years.”
Christa gave her father an accusing glance before looking back at her half-sister, her soft mouth tightening. “That might be understandable, yes. I take it that is why you decided to ruin me?”
“Of course. Who would think Andrew Carlton would actually marry you? From what I’d heard from the servants and other gossip, he would never agree to such a thing if it wasn’t of his doing.”
“The faith in my character is appreciated,” Andrew said darkly. “I suppose you also thought to make sure even if Christa was legally married and rescued from social ruin, that she would be unhappy.”
“Ah, the notes I sent to your country estate. It seemed reasonable that if men who portray themselves as having high moral fiber like my father have illegitimate children, surely a rake of your caliber would be a good candidate.” Miss Davidson gave him a glimmering look. “My faith was misplaced, it seems, and you are less disreputable than expected. Imagine my chagrin.”
Adam interjected, “Andrew isn’t really a part of this, except incidentally. It seems to me you should have approached your father directly, Miss Davidson, and not used such devious means to get even for the slights you have suffered.”
“She wrote to me.” The words fell like heavy stones. Dunbarton looked a little green as he admitted it, his normally arrogant, lofty expression completely gone as he gazed earnestly at Christa. “I tried to tell myself it was a ploy to wheedle money out of me and threw the letter away. I suppose I didn’t want to face that I had not only abandoned my own child years ago, but that my behavior about the whole matter had been juvenile and irresponsible. Had I gone to my father at the time and told him about Lila’s pregnancy, he would have been livid. I didn’t dare confess.”
“Don’t apologize to me, whom you have always protected and treated well.” Those soft words were vehement. Christa sat; her blue eyes stormy and her mouth set in a firm line. “Apologize to her and fix this. It isn’t too late. I, for one, would enjoy having a sister. I always wanted one, and it seems my wish is fulfilled. Despite Lily’s actions, Helena tells me she is a wonderful caregiver to little Chloe. I cannot think that anyone who can give love to a child is truly terrible, and to a very large degree, understand her anger. Also, no one has been truly harmed, for thanks to her interference, Andrew and I are married and I wouldn’t have things any other way.”
For the first time, Christa’s half-sister showed a crack in her veneer of cool disdain. “You would accept me?”
“Of course,” Andrew heard his wife say with a lilt of calm amusement in her voice. “I am a Cancer, and everyone knows how sentimental we are.”


 
 
 
Epilogue
 
 
 
Moonlight flooded the bedchamber. Stretching her nude body deliciously, Christa turned and rested her cheek on her husband’s chest. They were both damp, sated, and her body still tingled from making love.
“Andrew, are you awake?”
His lashes lifted a fraction. “Barely. You are insatiable, sweetheart. What are you trying to do, drive me into an early grave by fucking me to death?”
“I believe,” she said primly, “this last time you were the one who importuned me with such…amazing vigor.”
His teasing grin was a gleam of white teeth, his expression unrepentant. “You like it when I am importunate.”
“Maybe a little bit.” Christa ran her finger playfully down his stomach, loving the way he looked, tousled and so incredibly attractive. “Tell me, why did you agree to marry me so easily? I have been thinking about it ever since this afternoon and that scene with Lily and my father. Even Helena admitted she was surprised at your reaction to our confinement in Lord Landry’s cellar and the possible scandal.”
 His only reaction to her softly spoken question was the slightest flicker of a smile on his mouth. “So now you are analyzing my improved gentlemanly status like everyone else, is that it?”
“You have a legendary reputation for detachment.”
“Had,” he corrected, rolling her over suddenly so Christa was pinned beneath his very large, very male body. “Maybe this is why.”
His kiss was both tender and wonderfully arousing. Sighing into his mouth, she responded with enthusiasm, amazed to feel the hardening of his cock along her thigh so soon after intercourse. “Because you want me?” she asked breathlessly, the sensation of his mouth skimming her jaw to nip at her neck making her heart beat faster.
“Because of something mystical,” he answered, whispering in her ear. “I think it must be preordained by some distant constellation that we were destined to be lovers, both in bed and out of it, too.”
Fitting her body to his, she whispered back, “I think you must be right.”
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