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Chapter 1

Hertfordshire, 1867

“I should have tied you to a chair like my father said,” John Fordyce muttered beneath his breath as the snow fell harder with every passing minute. Except for the sleigh’s lanterns lighting the road in front of them, there was nothing else to see but white flakes swirling in the air. Charlotte winced at his fierce growl. He was right. If she’d not stubbornly threatened to go home on her own, they’d be safe and warm. John’s family had urged her to spend the night. But she’d convinced John to take her home.

“It was barely snowing when we left,” she said defensively as she stared straight ahead. “I didn’t want father to wake up alone in a cold house on Christmas morning.”

“Your father would have survived, Miss Charlotte Clayworth,” John snapped. “We might not.”

There was something in his voice that made her realize just how worried he was. Her heart sank. John was rarely uncertain about things. The fact that she was the cause of their woes made her feel even worse. Not that John would deliberately make her feel foolish for having put them in this mess. She excelled at making herself feel foolish on a regular basis.

Charlotte shivered and burrowed her hands in the heavy wool blankets laying across her legs. Even with gloves on her fingers were numb with cold. It was the last thing she was willing to admit too. It would only earn her another admonishment from John. One she deserved, but preferred not to hear at the moment. 

An abrupt jerk made Charlotte cry out and grab hold of the dashboard as their sleigh slid sideways off the road. The loud snap of leather was like a gunshot in the still night as Merrylegs’ trace strap broke away from the sleigh. The mare scrambled back to the top of the hill, while the horse-drawn sled plunged backward toward a gully at the foot of a steep incline. The vehicle’s swift descent was stopped by a small tree. Heart pounding, Charlotte sat frozen in the corner of the sleigh terrified to move for fear it would cause the vehicle to continue down the hill. 

“Damnation,” John mumbled. He looked at her and frowned. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” she said with her heart in her mouth. “Are you?”

“I’m fine.” His voice was harsh and clipped as he looked over his shoulder. 

She flinched at his abrasive tone as he slowly climbed out of the sleigh. The small vehicle shifted its position against the tree, and she cried out with fear. Terrified to move, her eyes widened in horror as John stretched out his hand to her.

“Come, Charlotte.”

Despite the stern order, she shook her head. A slight pop rang out in the air, and his features hardened into a cold, severe mask. She saw his gaze dart away from hers to the back of the sleigh before his piercing gaze locked with hers again.

“The longer you remain in the sleigh, Charlotte, the more likely you are to wind up in the gully below. Now give me your hand.” The quiet, autocratic note of command in his voice was as compelling as always. But she still found it impossible to move.

“I can’t,” she whispered with a mere shake of her head.

“Yes, you can,” he said gently, but with the familiar commanding tone she was accustomed too and rarely obeyed. “Give me your hand.”

Again, fear compelled her to remain where she was as she shook her head.

“Now, Charlotte.” 

The harshly spoken order made her obediently stretch out her hand to him. Her gaze locked with his, Charlotte slid her hand into his steady grasp. Strong and swift, he tugged her toward him and lifted her out of the sleigh just as the crack of splintering wood filled the air. The small tree holding the vehicle in place snapped at the base of its trunk and gave way. 

In a loud rush of powder and clattering, the sleigh flipped over and tumbled down the hill into the dark gully below. Charlotte’s knees wobbled as she stared down into the darkness and realized how close she’d come to being seriously hurt or even killed. The thought made her cling to John. Her face buried in the side of his neck, she breathed in the solid warmth of him to convince herself she was still alive.

 “You’re safe, Charlotte,” he said quietly as he stroked her hair.

His comforting voice resonated with words he didn’t say. They still weren’t out of danger. They were without transportation and halfway home. It was at least a three to four mile walk home. Still burrowed in his arms, she breathed in the spicy male scent of him. Had he always smelled this nice? Puzzled by her sudden awareness of how he smelled, she bit down on her lip in confusion. The delicious smell of him quickly receded from her senses as her frozen feet demanded her attention.

Rising just above her ankle, her shoes were no match for the foot of snow she was standing in. She shivered as the wet snow soaked her stocking feet to send an icy cold seeping into her bones. Charlotte broke free of John’s embrace and turned to begin her slow ascent up the hill to the road. In the blink of an eye, he threw her over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes.

“What in heaven’s name are you doing, John?” she cried out in surprise. 

“I put on a pair of boots before we left,” he snapped. “Did you?”

“No,” she replied quietly at the sharp rebuke.

“This is the easiest way for me to carry you up the hill without dumping you in the snow. Although I’ve half a mind to do just that,” he ground out.

She didn’t speak for fear he might follow through on his words. There had been plenty of times throughout their friendship when he’d followed through on a threat. Despite the slight discomfort, she was grateful not to have to climb up the slope in her shoes. When they reached the top of the slope, John set her down in the flattened snow track their sleigh had made before the accident. Despite the heavy snow fall, there was still enough light to read the grim expression on John’s face.

 “The Stafford farm is about a quarter of a mile up the road. We’ll be safe there.”

“But father told me they’re in London for the holiday.”

“I doubt they’ll begrudge us our use of their fireplace in this snow storm, Charlotte.” The clipped response made her purse her lips in self-remorse as she looked away from his stern gaze. “Stay here, while I get the horse.” 

John’s command wasn’t one she was about to disobey even if she wanted too. The snow engulfed him for a moment before he emerged from the white powder like a black knight leading his charger behind him. Without a word, he lifted her up onto the horse’s back side saddle. She was adjusting her seat on the mare when John tugged off one of her shoes and handed it to her, followed by the second.

“What are you doing?” she gasped.

“You’re feet are soaked, aren’t they?” 

It wasn’t so much a question as it was an exasperated chastisement. Before she could protest, John slid his hands up under her skirts and along her leg to undo her stocking. With the hosiery released from the garter clip, he proceeded to roll the silk hose down off her leg. The warmth of his hands spread heat across her skin, while butterflies fluttered rapidly inside her stomach. The wickedly delicious touch of his fingers on her bare skin sent a shiver through her.

“You’ll be warmer in a moment,” he said as he misinterpreted her tremor. 

With one stocking off, he threw it over his shoulder and proceeded to remove her other one. As his fingers unsnapped the hosiery from her garter, the pads of his fingers left a trail of fire as he worked the stocking down off her leg. There was nothing seductive in John’s touch, but it singed her skin with a white-hot heat that sank its way down into her pores. 

She wanted him to go on touching her this way. The warmth consuming her was enough to melt the snow falling down on her. Another tremor streaked through her, and John lifted his head to meet her gaze. The concern on his face quickly evaporated as he narrowed his eyes. 

Charlotte jerked her gaze away from his. What on earth was the matter with her? She’d known John since she was five. He’d pulled her out of the pond near her father’s parish, and from that time forward, she’d followed him everywhere. When he’d grown older and gone away to school, she’d lived for the summers when he’d return. He was her best friend, and until this very moment, she’d never thought of him as anything else, but that.

A warm hand grasped her ankle as John dried her foot with the top part of a stocking. Fire streaked up her leg and reached the apex of her thigh. Charlotte swallowed hard. She was accustomed to touching herself alone in her bed, but this was the first time she’d ever wanted a man to touch her there. 

When John was satisfied her foot was dry, he performed the same ritual with her other one. Without a word, he pulled one of her shoes out of her hands and used the stockings to remove the snow and water from the ankle-high footwear. In a perfunctory manner, he slid the shoe onto her foot then repeated the action. 

“There,” he muttered in an odd voice. “That will keep you dry until we get to the farm.”

John threw the reins over Merrylegs’ ears then nimbly jumped up behind her. The heat of his body melted into hers, and she swallowed hard at the odd sensations coursing through her as John urged Merrylegs forward. Without the sleigh lanterns, the heavy snowfall made the road difficult to see, hampering their progress. It took them more than a half hour to reach the Stafford farmhouse. John didn’t speak the entire time. It was a sure sign she was in his bad graces. Even worse was her body’s reaction to him. 

It wasn’t the first time she’d ridden with John, but it had never felt like this before. The Stafford’s house was dark as they came to a stop in front of the small structure. John jumped to the ground then reached up to lift her off the mare. As she slid down across his chest, her gaze remained locked with his. 

There was a strange glint in his dark brown eyes that sent a wild pulse humming through her veins. With a small unintelligible oath, his face darkened, and he half dragged her up the steps to the farmhouse porch. His fist pounding on the door, he paused then pounded again.

“They’re not here, John.”

“Maybe someone stayed behind,” he bit out. 

She frowned. Was that a note of panic in his voice? Charlotte almost snorted at the thought. Impossible. John was the rock she clung to whenever her heart had been broken, she was sad, or needed advice. Advice such as whether she should accept her aunt’s invitation to visit New York. John didn’t really give her advice. He asked questions until she made up her own mind what to do. No, John couldn’t be in a state of panic. He was the most confident, self-assured man she knew. When no one answered his pounding, he tried to open the door. It was locked as she’d expected. 

His demeanor that of a man on the edge of an explosion, he immediately began to search for a key. It was as if he were possessed by something dark and wild. Alarmed by his unusual behavior, she remained quiet as she watched him hunt for the key. A grunt of success echoed in the stillness as he found what he was looking for on one of the porch’s support beams. 

The inside of the house was cold, but definitely warmer than outside. John quickly set to work building a fire in the parlor. Satisfied with his work, he turned to her. The brooding look on his face made her bow her head. It was never a good feeling when he was angry with her.

“I’m sorry, John, truly I am,” she whispered. 

Remorse sailed through her at the thought he might not be as forgiving as he’d always been in the past. This was the worst predicament she’d ever been in, and this time he was a victim too. A warm hand captured her chin as he lifted her head. The moment their eyes met, a tingling sensation spread across her skin. 

There was something in his dark brown eyes she’d never seen before. It disappeared before she could define it. A sudden touch of humor tipped the corner of his mouth as he shook his head and released a sound of amused exasperation.

“You’ve been the bane of my existence since the day I pulled you out of that pond fourteen years ago, Charlotte Clayworth.” He chuckled softly.

“But you must admit that you have never been bored since.”

“True.” This time his laugh was warm and forgiving.

“Then you forgive me?” she asked in a pleading voice.

“Yes, you saucy minx, I forgive you.”

“Oh, thank you, John,” she exclaimed with relief as he smiled at her with affection. “I hate it when you’re angry with me.”

In an exuberant display of relief and affection, she threw her arms around his neck and pulled his head down to kiss him. John went rigid against her, and the moment her mouth touched his, a fire ignited in her belly and danced its way into every pore of her body. She was about to draw back, when his lips moved against hers. It was a delightfully warm sensation that made her sigh against his mouth. 

John’s firm lips pressed harder into hers until she was dizzy with excitement. The intensity of his kiss created a multitude of sensations as his arms wrapped around her and pulled her tight against his hard, muscular body. The tip of his tongue edged along the seam of her lips then gently forced its way into her mouth. She’d only been kissed twice before, but this was unlike the chaste kisses she’d received from her suitors. John’s tongue swirled around hers in a teasing, tantalizing manner. 

Eagerly she kissed him back, her tongue mating with his with equal fervor. A dark growl rumbled up out of his chest at her response. The sound made her heart skip a beat as she realized he liked kissing her as much as she liked being kissed by him. Pressed so tightly against him, her corset rubbed against her hard nipples. Stiff and rigid, they ached in the most pleasurable way possible. Suddenly, she wanted something more than his kiss. 

A fire built inside her as another tender ache took hold of her. This time it was between her legs, and she instinctively pushed her hips against his. Through the material of her dress and his trousers, she could feel how hard he was. She knew enough about the male body to understand he was aroused. If it were any other man she would be alarmed, but this was John, and it felt right to be in his arms like this. With a sense of daring, she slid her hand down his chest to the top of his trousers and touched him. 

Another low, primitive growl rolled up out of him as he jerked away from her. Bereft of his embrace, her body cried out for him. Every inch of her ached with a raw, passionate need that she knew he could satisfy. She was wet between her legs, and fire burned her cheeks as she envisioned his naked body on top of hers. 

She looked into his dark eyes as the oddest expression swept across his handsome features. He took a step toward her as if he were about to kiss her again, then quickly put even more distance between them.

“I’m going to put Merrylegs in the barn, I’ll be back shortly.” His voice was strangled as he walked away from her and disappeared through the parlor’s doorway.


 

Chapter 2

John ran down the porch steps, certain the hounds of hell pursued him. With a vicious swipe of his hands, he grabbed Merrylegs’ reins then turned the mare around and led her toward the barn. The weather should have made him cold, but that kiss had left him hot and harder than iron. God help him, when she touched him, he’d almost lost his seed. What the hell had he been thinking to agree to Charlotte’s pleas to return home this evening? He hadn’t been. From the moment he was ten and had saved her from drowning, he’d indulged her every whim. Tonight, however, had been a mistake of significant proportion. From the moment he’d seen the awareness in Charlotte’s eyes as he’d warmed her feet, he knew he was in trouble.

For the past year, he’d waited patiently for her to come to the realization that she cared for him as he did for her. It had become exceedingly difficult enough being alone with her for short periods of time. The prospect of spending the night alone with her was a new level of torture.

He threw up the wooden bar that held the barn door shut then led Merrylegs through the door before closing it behind them. The first stall he came upon was empty, and John led the mare inside.

“Well old girl, you’re entitled to a bucket of oats for getting us here safely.”

John patted the horse on the neck. If not for the mare’s sense of direction, he wasn’t sure he would have been able to find the farm. The mare turned her head to rub it up and down his sleeve. It reminded him of the way Charlotte had slid down the front of him when he’d lifted her off the horse a short time ago. Forcing himself not to think, he focused his attention on feeding and watering Merrylegs. While the horse ate, he rubbed her down and ensured there was enough hay in the stall to keep the horse warm. When finished, he closed the stall door. He stood for a moment watching the mare before he sank down into a wooden chair against the wall. Despite the cold temperature in the stables, his body was still on fire. The memory of that kiss was certain to haunt him for the rest of his life. It had been an innocent gesture of affection on Charlotte’s part.
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