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      Christopher Masters sat at the table with his closest friend and former ally, Alexander Cross, His Grace, the sixth Duke of Wellington. They were joined by His Grace’s cousin by marriage, Barrett Maddox, the Duke of Manchfield.

      Bloody bullocks, a man would think they were giving these titles away. But thanks to his two companions he had gotten into a very elite gentlemen’s club where the scotch was finer than he had ever had and the pockets of his fellow gamblers were deep. He’d won more money today than he had made all of last month as an officer in the fifth regimental army.

      He had formally retired, having served ten years in loyal service to the crown. Not a moment too soon. Winter was setting in and nothing could be more dreadful than a winter assignment.

      Alex threw a few more coins onto the table. “Have you given your prospects any more thought?” He glanced at Chris, who clenched his teeth in response. Alex had offered him a job, but it seemed to him like charity. He didn’t know a damn thing about farming land, how could he help Alex turn a profit out of his soil.

      Besides, after the month he’d had, he just wanted to sit back and relax. Two terribly strange accidents had befallen him that had nearly cost him his life. His training had taught him to move on when danger was near.

      “Don’t listen to him,” Barrett growled. “You’re not meant to be a farmer. Military experience like yours belongs with me.”

      “With you? I don’t know the first thing about sailing or ships.” Chris looked at the other man, trying to discern his point. Barrett ran one of the largest shipping companies in America and now England.

      “I don’t want you to be a bloody sailor. What I need is someone to guard my shipments once they arrive at the docks. More precisely, I need a man who can lead other men to do the job. An officer like yourself would be perfect for the role.” Barrett threw money into the kitty.

      Chris assessed him. He had done his fair share of time as a spy. And while Barrett had a face made of stone, one of his eyebrows ticked ever so slightly when he was bluffing, which he was doing now. Either he was lying about his hand or the fact that Chris was a good fit for the job. His instincts told him it was the hand of cards. “I’ll think on the prospect of the job, thank you for offering. Frankly, after being nearly killed on a ship last week…”

      “Bloody strange that was,” Alex nodded. “Almost as odd as you being run down by that horse. Did they find the rider?”

      “No, unfortunately not.” Chris grimaced, unsure of what it meant. But if he had guessed correctly, he was sure to win this hand. “I call. Cards down, gentlemen.”

      As each player laid out his hand, Chris knew he had won. Alex came closest with three tens but aces had him beat. Collecting up his winnings, Chris decided he may just be able to make a living off of poker. While it wasn’t the most admirable job, it had its perks. In any event, his winnings gave him time to make a decision.

      He’d give Barrett’s offer serious consideration despite his reservation to commit to anything. It was well suited to his skills, he imagined it paid well. A far cry less interesting than being a soldier but then, risking his life had lost a great deal of its shine.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he noticed a gentleman enter the club. He was a portly fellow, though well dressed. Chris smiled to himself, thinking he should be invited to this particular game. He looked like a good mark, well-funded and soft. Two other players, well into their cups, looked as though they would quit soon. Neither Alex nor Barrett ever stayed out very long. They were both sickeningly married to women they adored. Though he couldn’t fault them. Both Piper and Rose were exceptional specimens as far as females were concerned. Beautiful and loyal, they both loved their husbands with utter abandon.

      But it made their husbands poor companions at baser activities, neither ever wanted to be away from home for very long. Chris himself could never imagine being so connected to another person. After what he had seen and done, he didn’t know if he would ever connect to anything at all.

      The portly man spoke with one of the porters and then made his way over to their table. Chris felt a ripple of satisfaction. It looked as though this game might continue after all. “Mr. Masters?” The fellow’s eyebrows rose as he glanced at Chris.

      “Yes?” This was a twist to the plot, he had to admit, that he had not expected and he was rarely caught unawares. How did the man know his name?

      “Carl Manly, pleased to make your acquaintance. I’ve come to speak with you, sir, about a private matter.”

      “A private matter?” Chris’ own tone held a note a hard skepticism that would likely fill most men with unease. Even sitting, Chris was a large man. Well past six feet and rather heavily muscled. While his good looks made him popular with women, his frame made men just a touch uneasy.

      “Yes, sir, if you would follow me where we might speak in private.” The man’s voice rose a bit. Just enough for Chris to know his intimidation was working.

      The two other men rose from the table leaving Chris there with just Alex and Barret. It was decent of them to give him some privacy but Mr. Manly had abruptly ended his game and his potential earnings which would have sustained him till he could decide his next course of action. “We’ll speak here.”

      Manly glanced at the other two men, then cleared his throat and lifted a monocle to one eye. “Very well. It is my pleasure to inform you that after careful research, you are the next in line to inherit not only your great great uncle, Lord Rothenberg’s, lands and homes, both in Scotland and England, but his title of earl as well. Now if you would kindly follow me, I have all the details and paperwork for you to sign back at my office. Time is of the essence.”

      Well, bloody hell. They actually were giving those titles away.
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      Chris sat in Alex’s parlor while Rose poured him another drink. It was his third, or possibly fourth. He couldn’t seem to remember.

      “My lord?” Alex asked teasingly.

      “Please stop.” Chris rubbed his hands over his eyes, admiring the generous curve of Rose’s backside. Alex’s glance went from teasing to hard in a second. Chris closed his eyes. It was the alcohol. He would never normally look at Rose, though she was beautiful, and he was a rake by all measures. But even he had standards of decorum and his best friend’s wife was well below them.

      Besides, Rose only had eyes for her husband. She came to stand next to Alex, her finger’s idly soothing a scar he bore from the days when they were both spies. A rare twinge of jealousy rose in Chris’ chest to see the touch. So soothing.

      “So tell us what happened with Manly.” Alex asked swirling his still full glass. Chris would feel better if someone were drunk with him.

      “I knew it was too good to be true.” He scrubbed his face again trying to collect his thoughts. “There is a ward.”

      Rose gasped. “You? A guardian?”

      “Thanks for your vote of confidence.” He took a breath. “Lady Elizabeth Wright. She is of age but by some ridiculous stipulation, she has to marry in order for me to retain the title.”

      “What? That is absurd.” Alex sat forward in his chair.

      “Manly assures me it’s all completely legal. Though if you could look into it, I’d be grateful. Her father wanted to make sure she was properly settled. He gave the next earl a year to see it done. But it took Manly six months to find me which means I’ve only six more months to make it right.”

      “And if you don’t?” Alex grimaced.

      “The title goes to the next in line.” Chris picked up his drink again taking a generous swig.

      “Any idea if she is,” Alex paused and Chris put down his drink wondering where he might be going with this. Alex cleared his throat. “… attractive?”

      “Alex!” Rose gasped.

      “Well, darling. It’s sad to say but a truth nonetheless. She’ll be easier to marry if she is pretty.”

      “Manly doesn’t know. He’s only communicated with her through letter though he assures me she is very charming.” Somehow that fact made him feel worse. In his experience women with lovely personalities were rarely beauties.

      It seemed an impossible situation and he may as well just stay in London as the title would likely be lost anyway. Perhaps begin work for Barrett.

      “You have to go, Chris,” Rose said as her fingers continued their ministrations on Alex’s scar.

      “Why?” he asked, sharp, angry. He took a breath trying to sooth his tone. Rose didn’t deserve his ire.

      “Because she needs you and you are the type of man who helps women in distress.” Her other arm snaked around’s Alex’s neck.

      “She has a point,” Alex added, smirking.

      Chris gave Alex an unabashed glower. While he wouldn’t knowingly hurt Rose’s feelings he had no such concerns about his friend. Chris had helped Alex retrieve Rose when she had been kidnapped but he had done it out of loyalty to his friend and fellow spy. He did not go around saving damsels in distress. In fact, he generally made a point of involving himself with the fairer sex for one reason only.

      “Rose, you’ve a mistaken impression of my finer qualities,” he grumbled, leaning his head back and closing his eyes.

      “I don’t. You didn’t leave me and you won’t leave her. You’ll do the honorable thing by her. Find her a husband. Imagine whose hands she might fall in if you don’t. My father was desperate for me to marry Alex so that very thing didn’t happen to me. Imagine if I hadn’t…”

      Chris let a low growl rumble through his chest. It was a technique Barrett used often and it seemed to keep nearly everyone at bay.

      “Besides, can you really pass up an opportunity to become a member of the peerage? At just such a moment when you’ve retired. It’s almost as though it’s fated.” Chris could hear the grin in Alex’s voice. He was talking like a bloody woman simply to tease him.

      He grimaced again as he thought of his meeting with the solicitor. Bloody bullocks, he had to go.
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      Lady Elizabeth Wright stood in the empty foyer of Roselington Manor looking at the banners draped along the walls. Each lord who had sat in these halls had commissioned a banner of sorts that represented his life. Her father’s had only been half finished. It had been her mission these past few months to complete it.

      Finally finished, it was now being hung on the wall. This was the moment she had been working towards tirelessly for the past six months since his death, and it was of the utmost importance it be done. What she did with herself after this project was complete, she’d rather not think of. For the moment, having this tapestry perfectly hung consumed her.

      The workman put it in place. “Oh, it’s beautiful, Lizzie.” Her eleven-year-old cousin, May, bounced on her heels.

      Liz frowned as they began removing the ladders.

      Waving to one of the workers, she never took her eyes off the tapestry. “Leave it, please.”

      “Are you sure, my lady?”

      “Yes, yes.” She hadn’t taken her eyes off the tapestry to see the concern on his face. She was consumed with the perfection of this single piece and right now, one corner was curling slightly. Nearly indiscernible, it had a tiny wrinkle causing it to pucker.

      “May, hold the ladder.” She grasped the sides as she started to climb the rungs, the ladder wobbling as she went. Quickly, it became apparent skirts were less than ideal for such activity but she was determined to make this perfect and so she continued.

      “I don’t know about this, Lizzie. You don’t look like they did, going up that thing.” May’s voice wobbled a little too.

      “It will be fine, sweetheart. Just hold the ladder.” Liz kept climbing but a chill swept over her skin. Perhaps May was right but she was almost there now and it couldn’t hurt to give the tapestry a tiny tug to see if it straightened.

      Reaching her hand out, she was an inch from the corner she sought. If she could lean just a little, shift her weight, perhaps she could straighten the offending corner.

      At least that was what she was thinking as her slippered foot stepped off the edge of the rung and then for the span of a second there was nothing. No tapestry, no ladder, only air. With absolute certainty she knew the floor was really going to hurt and somehow, she nearly welcomed it. Perhaps then she could focus on recovery since Lizzie no longer had the tapestry to claim her concentration.

      It was nearly as hard as she expected but not nearly so painful. Not even aware her eyes had closed, they flew open. Why, she hadn’t hit the floor at all. Instead, she was being held captive by a hulking man with the handsomest features she had ever laid her eyes on.

      Blond hair framed blue eyes, crinkled at the corner. Full lips tilted in a small smile, only enhancing the strong line of his jaw. His arm muscles rippled under her back and a fluttering began somewhere deep inside her. She blinked, trying to understand. Where had he come from? Why was he here? And why were her insides fluttering around like there were butterflies inhabiting the space? “Unhand me, sir.”

      Giving her a rakish smile, he set her down on her feet. “You’re welcome.”

      He grinned wider as a blush climbed up her cheeks. She wasn’t trying to be difficult. He was right, of course, he had saved her. But he had also walked uninvited into her home and manhandled her.

      “Who are you and what are you doing at Roselington Manor?” Her hands shot to her hips as she assessed him. Confrontation was not her usual behavior but something about this man had her tied in knots. Lord, he was even larger than she thought, with broad muscular shoulders and narrow hips. She forced herself to look back at his eyes. A most perfect shade of light blue. The blush deepened.

      He cleared his throat and the smile slipped from his face. “Is this where you grew up?” he asked, looking around the halls.

      “I must insist, who are you, sir?” The blush began to drain from her cheeks, an inkling of his identity making her tremble. He couldn’t be….

      His blue eyes pierced into her, no laughter, no smile. He gave a slight bow, “I am the new Earl of Rothenberg.”

      Liz blinked twice. The same feeling overtook her as when she had been on the ladder. It was once again as though she was falling through air. The ground would hit her any second and, if she was lucky, she would not wake.
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      Chris cursed under his breath as he watched her fall for the second time that day. He hadn’t wanted to alarm her, falling from a ladder like that must have her body overset.

      Reaching out his hands, he caught her again easily and then picked her up, once again fitting her against him. She melded into him, seeming to fit in exactly the right places. He had caught it the first time but with her so close, he took another whiff of the scent of soap that surrounded her, honey and clove if he had to guess. As a spy, he had been trained to notice these subtleties. Intoxicating.

      Beautiful too. Though not in the obvious way of women who were very tall or blonde. She was of an average height, with rich brown hair that looked as though it would be a silky mass if let undone. The kind a man could get lost in. Her full lips were the most beautiful shade of shell pink. He’d once seen such a shade on the beaches of France.

      Her pert little nose was utterly kissable and was framed by her high cheekbones and flashing brown eyes. And the curves. Hells bells, the curves looked perfect for keeping a man warm and entertained through the long cold winter.

      “Sir?” a hesitant voice spoke from his right. “That is, Lord Rothenberg.”

      He turned to see an adorable girl with the same chocolate brown hair and eyes, with a matching nose.

      “Is Lizzie all right?”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s just had a shock. Lizzie is it?” He looked down at her again. He liked the name, Lizzie. It had an informal warmth, like everything about her.

      “Oh pardon me, I meant Lady Elizabeth.” A blush rose in her cheeks.

      “And who are you?” He gave her a grin of encouragement.

      “I’m her cousin, May. That is to say, Miss May Stanly.” The girl gave a curtsey.

      “Well, Miss May, how about you show me to a parlor where I can set Lady Elizabeth down.”

      “This way,” she waved and began to race from the entry down a hall.

      “And how did you come to stay with your cousin?”  he asked, hoping to find out that an aunt and uncle had swept in to rescue this situation. As lovely as Lizzie was, he would prefer to not have to deal with a ward at all.

      “Oh, Lizzie takes care of me. Well first Lord Rothenberg did, the former Lord Rothenberg that is, but now Lizzie does.  She has for a long time.”

      “And your parents?” His gut clenched. Manly had made no mention of a second ward. There was only supposed to be one.

      “Oh, I don’t remember them. They died when I was a baby. Carriage accident.” She continued her way down the hall without a stutter or pause and Chris marveled at the resilience of children. Who was May’s guardian?

      May turned into a parlor and reached for a cord near the door to ring for a servant. Chris stood for a moment deciding whether or not to set Lizzie down but then opted to sit on the settee with her still cradled in his arms. He reasoned, she was likely more comfortable with the heat of his body, noting just how much he also enjoyed the contact.

      He tried, and failed to remember when he’d enjoyed the feel of a woman this much. There wasn’t even kissing but somehow this entire situation seemed more intimate than any other he’d been in with a woman. The need to protect her, cherish her rose in his chest. He never developed feelings for the ladies he spent time with and he certainly wasn’t going to now.

      Not that he was, developing feelings of any kind. Because he wasn’t. He’d just met her. It didn’t matter that Alex had managed to settle down. Chris was too scarred on the inside to ever give his heart to a woman. Especially a lady like the one he held in his arms. Besides, he didn’t need the bother. Look at his friends. Women demanding their time, soothing their scars, warming their beds….

      He forced these thoughts away as the door opened. “Oh dear,” an older woman in a perfectly pressed uniform exclaimed as she took in the scene.

      “Mrs. Fairchild, this is the new Lord Rothenberg. Lizzie fainted when she met him.”

      “Lady Elizabeth,” the housekeeper said, wagging her finger as she spoke, “must have had quite the shock. Lord Rothenberg, it is a pleasure to make your acquaintance. I wish you had informed us you were coming, we would have greeted you in a manner more befitting. Please allow me to assemble the staff and—“

      “Perhaps you could first get some smelling salts to see if we can revive Lady Elizabeth?” He gave the woman a winning smile, though his request seemed rather obvious. And he had meant to inform them. A wheel had come off the carriage during the trip, nearly killing him in the process. It had to be repaired and while he was fixing it, he noticed that it had been sawed off rather than broken. For three days he had searched the nearby towns for clues but he didn’t have much to go on.

      “Of course, my lord, how silly of me. Right away.” She bobbed a curtsey and made to leave.

      Lizzie’s voice called out, though muffled slightly in his shirt. “Your concern is touching, Miss Fairchild, but it isn’t necessary. I am revived. Assemble the staff.” Lizzie hadn’t moved a muscle in his arms and yet he was surprised he didn’t know she had awoken. Normally he might have detected her change in breathing.

      “So glad, Lady Elizabeth. I will, right away.” Then Miss Fairchild disappeared out the door.

      “I find it odd that she was more troubled with greeting me than attending you. Do you faint often? Is she normally not concerned with your wellbeing?” Chris asked.

      “Of course not. I never faint and she is reasonably worried. But she is more concerned about retaining her post with you.” Lizzie did not open her eyes or move as she spoke.

      Chris was also content to leave her right where she was. Though mildly amusing, it was a touch unsettling that the housekeeper was more attentive towards him than with Lizzie. He wasn’t used to being so favored, unless of course, it was from a different type of woman entirely. “May. Would you fetch some tea for Lizzie please?”

      Lizzie started to protest, but he shifted her so that her words fell deafly into the muscles of his chest. The girl nodded happily to race out and do as he bid. Once the door clicked closed, he settled her back into position.

      This time she tried to get away but he could tell by her movements that her muscles were heavy and he easily subdued them. “Hush now. Just rest.”

      “I’m not supposed to be alone with you like this, I’ll be ruined.” Her voice held a pert note that her body hadn’t been able to muster. He appreciated the effort.

      “Firstly, there is no one here to see that you are ruined. But beyond that, as the new Lord Rothenberg, you have been made my ward. So it is perfectly appropriate for us to be together.” He would save the rest for another time. He did not want her to faint again. As it was, he worried what type of shock this news might be.

      “Your ward?” She sat straight up in his lap. Her arms grabbing his shoulders to steady herself. Then she glanced at them, frowning slightly. “You’ve the largest shoulders I’ve ever seen.”

      “Thank you,” he grinned reaching for her waist to further steady her. His hands landed on the curve of her hips and though Chris tried to stop it, he felt himself harden. Perfectly formed, they swelled under his fingers in the most provocative way.

      “What will you do with us?” He heard fear in her voice and her hands trembled on his shoulders.

      His lips pressed into a straight line. Annoyingly, Rose had been right. Lizzie and May needed him because women left adrift in the world were in danger and they knew it.

      She must have misinterpreted his silence because her shaking increased. “Please don’t turn us out. It’s winter and we’ve nowhere to go—“

      “Lizzie, I can’t turn you out. I’m your legal guardian.” He didn’t mean to do it but one of his hands left her hip to stroke her hair. It was meant to comfort but as his fingers came into contact with her silky strands, his body grew even tighter.

      Relief washed over her face for a moment but then she frowned. Taking a breath, her warm brown eyes turned to his. “What about May? Are you her guardian too?”
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      Lips that had been in a straight line, turned down at the corners. Lizzie knew he wasn’t. The butterflies that been beating around her stomach beat so fast she worried she might actually faint again. She had never swooned in her life and found the women who did dramatic and irritating, but here she was about to do it again.

      “May was not in any of the provisions of the will.”

      “My father left no instructions for her?” The blood drained from her face. Think, Lizzie. Her father lost himself before the end of his life. He became increasingly forgetful and filled with rage before he was gone entirely. But to have forgotten May? He couldn’t have. Anger she rarely let herself feel, bubbled up in her chest. May was a child, she needed to be cared for. How could her father make such an oversight?

      At least her distant cousin, Bernard Sinclair hadn’t inherited. While he claimed to be a lawyer, he did no work that Lizzie ever saw and had inserted himself in the family when her father fell ill. He’d hounded her to marry him. As relieved as she was, this man was an unknown. Could he be worse? Did it matter now? They were at his mercy.

      “There were none.” His hand trailed down the curve of her back and that was when she felt it. A protrusion against her bottom that had just pulsed.

      Lizzie was no wilting flower, despite that episode of fainting. Her father had been too ill to send her into society so she had educated herself here at the manor. Mrs. Banks, their nearest neighbor and friend, had assured her that with a dowry, she would still find a suitable husband. With no mother, and few female friends about, Liz had used books to learn the logistics of relationships between men and women.

      But still, she had never felt a man’s arousal. It was somehow harder and more exciting than she had expected. She shook her head, she had to focus. This was vitally important and she wouldn’t fail May as her father had. “But you must provide for May. She is all the family I have.”

      “I am under no obligation to do so—“

      She squeezed his shoulders. It was meant as a gesture to make him understand how important this was but instead she found herself admiring the hard muscles under her hands.  He returned the gesture by squeezing her hips. His man parts pulsed again. Excitement rippled down her spine. Shouldn’t she be afraid of him? Somehow, the fear was gone. This might be one of the strangest conversations of her life. How was she supposed to plead her case with him distracting her so?

      “But she is a helpless child. Please, we will be no trouble. I barely even have to eat, I’ll share my food with her. Don’t remove her from the house.”

      “Lizzie--” he grit out. He was getting angry. It wouldn’t do to anger him. This man had the vast wealth of the Rothenberg estates at his fingertips. What could she possibly give him to convince him to let May stay?

      Then she knew. She leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. She had never done that before, and she had no idea how to do it correctly but she knew what he wanted. It was her.

      He was still underneath her. He didn’t move a muscle and neither did she. Was this how it was supposed to be? It didn’t seem that interesting, unless you counted the softness of his flesh and the heat of his body.

      Long moments passed where absolutely nothing happened and then she finally leaned away.

      “Are you done?” He quirked an eyebrow at her.

      A blush rose up her cheeks and set her face to flame. She must have done it wrong because that was not the reaction he was supposed to have, except for that she felt his manhood twitch against her bottom again. “Yes?”

      “What are you trying to prove?”

      “May needs me. I need May. I’ll give you whatever you ask of me. Just let her stay.” In kissing him, she had leaned her whole body against his. His arms still held her tightly to him so that only her neck was pushed back, her back arching. The rest of their torsos pressed together in a most intimate way.

      “Have you ever even kissed a man before?” he asked, an exasperated sigh falling from his lips.

      “What does that have to do with anything?” Anger laced the words, each syllable louder than the last.

      “A woman as pure as you should never make an offer like that to a man like me. Now, allow me to finish. While I am not bound by any formal agreement, whatever my flaws are, they do not include turning defenseless children out. May will stay.”

      A sigh of relief fell from her lips as he gave her another squeeze. She somehow knew she needn’t be afraid and his words proved as much. Then his lips found hers again. His did not just sit on hers, instead they moved slowly, coaxingly, brushing against her skin till her face flamed a second time for an entirely different reason. Back and forth they whispered over her lips till she was breathless from the feel of it. Then he slowly pulled back his head. She couldn’t help it, Liz followed the movement so that the contact might last a few moments longer.

      Her eyes fluttered open to find his still achingly close to hers. “What did you mean when you said, a man like me?”

      Chris took a breath but before he could answer the doorknob rattled. May came in followed by a maid with a steaming cup of tea. The tea looked delicious but Liz found herself wishing they hadn’t been interrupted.

      She made to slide off Chris’ lap but he held her hips tight, keeping her on top of him. May bounced in, sitting down next to them and the kitchen maid had the decency not to stare at the unusual sight of her perched on a man’s thighs. She set the tea tray down, gave a courtesy and exited the room. Chris showed no sign of letting her go and so she leaned over and poured her tea into the waiting cup. Somehow she didn’t remember this being taught in finishing school, pouring tea from a gentleman’s lap. Though she doubted Chris was considered a gentleman. Well now he was a lord, so perhaps he was?

      Taking a sip, the steaming liquid fortified her. Turning to May she gave the girl a glowing smile. “May, this is wonderful. I feel so much better.”

      “Truly?” May bobbed up and down.

      “Yes, pet.” Liz reached out and stroked the girl’s hair. “A biscuit would make me feel entirely mended.”

      “Oh, I will get it for you.” And with that, she bopped out of the room again.

      “Where were we?” Chris’ deep voice rumbled through her, his hand sliding up her back to again burrow in the loose coif at her nape.

      “You were about to tell me what kind of man you were.” Liz closed her eyes for just a moment relishing the soft touch. She shouldn’t be allowing him to do this. Despite what she had just offered, now that she knew he would allow May to stay, the prudent thing would be to put some distance between them. He had been her guardian for mere minutes and she was fairly certain most guardians did not treat their wards as such. But something held her tongue. These past months she had been running the house, caring for the village, staying strong for May. Longer really. Her father had been slipping away for some time. Sitting in his lap relieved some of her burden.

      “The worst.” He murmured widening the strokes on her scalp.

      The lids of her eyes fluttered closed as she murmured the words. “It would seem so, rescuing women from falling ladders and protecting children from the cold.”

      His body rumbled with his laugh. “Don’t misjudge me, Lizzie.”

      “No one except May calls me Lizzie. And my father, of course, before.”

      “Take another sip of tea,” he said his voice quiet yet authoritative.

      She obeyed, letting the warm liquid slip past her lips while keeping her eyes closed. His fingers continued to work their magic.

      “It’s a family name only, is it? Well, we’re family of sorts.”

      “You’re supposed to wait for my permission to be so informal.” She wasn’t chastising. He could call her whatever he wanted provided he kept rubbing her hair in that fashion.

      “Somehow, I think we’re past that already.”

      “We’ve only known each other a quarter hour,” she barely whispered. She couldn’t muster any indignation, try as she might.

      “We’ve kissed twice. You’ve been in my lap most of that time. If you knew better, you’d run.”

      She couldn’t help it, she smiled. “So you’ve said. And I see why I should be worried. You may relax me into a useless puddle on the floor.” All of her fear was gone. It was as though providence had delivered her from Sinclair, into somewhere warm and safe.

      “And then what might I do with you?” His breathing was growing faster and his manhood was decidedly poking into her again.

      “You just told me you didn’t want what I offered.” She refused to open her eyes. She didn’t want this moment to end.

      “I said I didn’t want it in exchange for keeping May safe. I didn’t say I didn’t want it.”

      Liz opened her eyes then. He no longer needed to tell her what type of man he was. She knew.
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      Slowly, she slid off his lap and Chris let her go. He missed her heat, the feel of her soft curves, the deliciousness of her smell, the silky caress of her hair. He wanted to feel his lips against hers again. But he was her guardian and she was an innocent woman that he was obligated to find a husband for. Therefore it was necessary to push her away, keep her at arm’s length.

      It flashed in his mind that he could marry her. But that was absurd. He wasn’t the marrying kind. Rather, he was the fight men in a dark alley kind. Nor was he truly an aristocrat. Both these facts made him ill-suited to be a husband.

      He had never taken a woman’s innocence, steered clear of ladies in general and virgins in particular. The women he spent time with understood what he offered. So why was he thinking this at all?

      May bounced back in with a tray of biscuits. “Clara said she would bring them but I told her that I could do it.”

      “Thank you,” Lizzie answered, tightness causing her voice to sound higher.

      Chris grimaced, wishing he had waited a little longer before he had delivered the verbal blow that had distanced them but then again, if he hadn’t done it, he may have found himself reaching a new personal low and committing one of the few sins he’d yet to indulge in, deflowering his own ward.

      “I’m so pleased to meet you, Lord Rothenberg. We thought Cousin Bernie might be the new lord and Lizzie doesn’t like him at all.”

      “Cousin Bernie?” His eyebrow quirked, but on the inside he felt a tug of unease. Lizzie didn’t like this cousin they had spent time with? Was glad he hadn’t become lord?

      Mrs. Fairchild entered the room. “The staff is ready to greet you, my lord.”

      Chris stood, casting aside the mystery of Cousin Bernie, a lump landing in his stomach. How did one run a household like this? He hadn’t the faintest idea. Lizzie did though. Turning to her, he held out his hand. “Are you well enough to accompany me, Lady Elizabeth?”

      “Of course.” She set down her tea and stood. He offered her his elbow and, after a moment of hesitation, she took it.

      Looking over at May, he offered his other elbow to the girl. She bounced into place, taking his arm. The trio followed Mrs. Fairchild back to the main hall where the staff had assembled.

      An hour later, Chris thought his eyes might cross. His work had often involved sifting through mundane facts but the level of detail that Lizzie was able to give as to each servant’s function was astounding. Setting them each back to task, the staff dispersed again.

      “How will I possibly remember all of that?” he asked in awe.

      “You won’t.” Her eyes cast down to the floor. “It will be your wife’s responsibility.”

      “And if I don’t marry?” He crossed his arms over his chest.

      She opened her mouth as if to say something then closed it again. Clearing her throat she answered, “Mrs. Fairchild is very skilled.”

      He nodded, rubbing his forehead with the palm of his hand. “And what of the estate?”

      She cleared her throat again. “The groundskeeper, gamekeeper, and estate manager can fill you in on whatever Mr. Manly did not.”

      “Did they report to Manly? He didn’t indicate that they did.”

      “Not to my knowledge.” She was looking at her feet again.

      “Then who?”

      “To Lizzie of course,” May chirped. “She’s always busy.”

      Lizzie’s face pinched. “That’s enough, May.”

      “Have you been running the entire estate?” Chris let his gaze slide back to Lizzie. She was the most innocently beautiful woman he had ever met. She was lush and appealing but rather than wearing a knowing smirk, she wore a look of sweet innocence. To think that she had been shouldering this burden was astounding.

      “It didn’t happen at once. My father slipped away slowly. I found myself taking on more and more.”

      His head spun and his voice came out harsher than he intended. “Did you convince your father to put the conditions into the will?”

      “What conditions?” Her wide eyes met his with innocent curiosity. Either she was the best liar he had ever met or she didn’t know. Somehow, he doubted she was skilled enough at deception to fool a spy.

      “Let’s get those biscuits.” Stepping up to her, he put his hand at her back and began propelling Lizzie down the hall. “May, we need a few minutes to speak privately.”

      “Very well.” She grinned, bopping off in the other direction.

      His hand settled into the curve of her spine, spreading across her entire back.  Such a tiny waist considering her other endowments. The heat of her body warmed him. Catching a whiff of her scent, Chris wanted nothing more than to bury his face in her hair. Had a woman ever affected him in such a way? So instantly and completely?

      Once again reaching the parlor, Lizzie settled herself back on the settee, her hands folded across her lap, ankles crossed. It was a primal reaction, but seeing her so demure made him long to settle her back on the settee, lift her skirts, and do several acts that were not at all proper.

      “What did you wish to speak to me about?” Her voice was tight again and fatigue hung about her face and shoulders. He sat next to her, burying his own desires.

      “Eat a biscuit first.”

      “I’d rather not.” Her hands flexed as she spoke.

      “You need some sustenance.” He picked up the tray and held it out to her.

      Her lips pursed and she pushed out an irritated breath through her nostrils but she took a biscuit. He bit back a smile. It was incredibly endearing that she protested while still doing as she was asked. He waited till she had taken a bite, a tiny nibble really, and then he began.

      “Your father placed some stipulations on my inheriting the property and title.”

      “How is that even possible?” Her eyes narrowed.

      “I can assure you, it is very possible. I looked into it before I left London. In any event, the primary stipulation is that I find you a husband in one year’s time from the date of his death, or forfeit the title and my position as ward to the next in line.”

      Her gasp stopped him from continuing. “That…that can’t be.” Her face had grown quite pale.

      Chris scooted closer and reached for her hands. “I’m afraid it is.”

      “But I’m not fit, and I’ve never even, and where might I begin…” her voice trailed off, desperation in her gaze.

      And while she hadn’t actually completed a sentence, Chris understood exactly what she meant. She had been here, running an estate, not attending balls or playing games. She didn’t know any would-be suitors and even if she did, how could she begin courting now? Sweet precious woman, didn’t she know she was too good for all of them, most especially him?

      “It’s not too late. You’re young and beautiful with an ample dowry.”

      She softened for the briefest second, then her back straightened. “Thank you but why would my father do that? He wasn’t mentally well, at the end, and he forgot May entirely, though he loved her like a daughter. But he added additional restriction on me? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “He must have. Manly informed me of them, which is why I travelled here with all haste to help you find a husband.”

      “What if I refuse?”

      “Then I will return to being a retired army captain and you will receive a new guardian in six months’ time.” His words fell like stones in the silent room. Lizzie was an intelligent woman, he knew that already. He didn’t need to explain that another guardian could spell disaster for her and May. His thoughts returned to the mysterious Cousin Bernie.

      Her back continued to be perfectly straight and her lips remained pressed together.

      “Apparently Mr. Manly knows you far better than myself because he sent me with a letter to give you.” Chris reached into his pocket and produced the note with Manly’s seal. He didn’t know what it said.

      Lizzie stood and crossed to a writing desk in the corner. Grabbing a letter opener, she sliced the seal and began reading. He watched as her hand slowly covered her mouth and tears formed in her eyes but her back remained straight as a board.

      “If you will excuse me,” she said and left the room without another word.
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      Over the next week, Chris attempted to learn how to properly run the estate. Never mind the house, he left that in Lizzie’s capable hands. But the reports from the gamekeeper and the groundskeeper conflicted. Manly wanted to know how to manage the assets to support the farm lands. Chris hadn’t any idea how to answer. Penning a quick note, he made a request that Alex and Barrett visit for the upcoming Christmastide. He needed advice on how to manage his property and how to begin husband hunting for Lizzie.

      He rubbed his eyes at the thought of her. He’d hardly seen her at all after that first day. She’d taken her meals in her room, kept to herself. Part of him was relieved, while another part desperately wanted to settle her into his lap again, preferably naked.

      When was last time he had been with a woman? Too long, apparently. Perhaps if he corrected that, this entire situation would be easier. Some faceless woman rose in his thoughts and annoyingly, his mind rejected it, replacing it with Lizzie’s details instead. How would he survive the next several months with Lizzie under the same roof?

      Pressing the heels of his hands into his eye sockets, he tried to shake the image out of his mind. There was enough work here to distract him for a lifetime. Who knew being a member of the peerage was so damned difficult?

      Putting his hands back on the desk, he surveyed the report from one of the farmer’s working his land. What to do about the pigs that were running roughshod over the last of the fall turnip crop? Somehow, he knew that Lizzie was just the person to ask for advice. So, despite his better judgement, he summoned her to his office.

      She walked in wearing a fine wool gown in a pale pink. It hugged her body and brought out the color of her cheeks and lips. His insides curled in response. She looked damned perfect.

      “You asked to see me?” Her tone was clipped, adding a chill to her countenance that her looks belied.

      “I did.” He took a breath. “Please sit.” And he gestured to the chair in front of the desk.

      “I prefer to stand,” she murmured, picking up a figurine of a small girl. She was dressed as a dancer with brown curls hanging down her back.

      He gave a nod, understanding her unease in his company. But his eyes were soon transfixed as her fingers smoothed over an object she obviously knew well. He frowned slightly. He had asked her to take a seat in her father’s study. It was his now, of course. But this was a place she had visited often and now it belonged to him. The unfairness of it struck him. “I was hoping you could help me with a problem we are having with the pigs.”

      She gave a nod. “Are they breaking through the fence?”

      “And eating the turnips.”

      “Probably the carrots too. Little buggers love the carrots.” She grinned. It lit her entire face in a way that caused his chest to tighten.

      “What do I do? The vegetable farmer is furious. The pig farmer swears it can’t be helped and the gamekeeper thinks we should sell all the pigs. The deer population will feed us for the winter.” He grimaced again.

      “Never listen to Chumley. He’s an excellent shot which makes him a good gamekeeper, but should he give you advice, you can rest assured the opposite course is the correct one.” She continued her light massage on the figurine. He found himself jealous of the small object.

      “I see. What’s to be done then?” He stood too and started walking slowly around the desk. He hadn’t meant to but she was like an invisible force pulling him to her.

      “First, the pigs never leave unless something pushes them out. My guess is the wolves have decided to stop chasing the deer and instead are focusing on the pigs. If you got rid of the pigs, as Chumley said, they would go back to chasing the deer. So both our food sources would be gone.” She took a breath, shifting the figurine to the other hand. “Instead, have Chumley kill a few of the wolves and chase them back into the forest.”

      “Why not get rid of all the wolves?” he asked, coming next to her.

      “You and Chumley should not be left alone together to run this place.” She wrinkled her nose at him. An adorable gesture that was followed by an impish grin that let him know she was teasing.  “Predators are necessary for every chain of life. They keep the rodent population down, rid the deer herds of the sick. Eat the rabbits that would devour all the carrots, not just a few of them. They are necessary. But, they must be kept in check.”

      “I’m beginning to understand.”

      “I have been trying to convince Peeves, the pig farmer, to build a stockade fence, rather than the silly split rail he has. It will eliminate the temptation. I suspect you will be much more successful at convincing him that is the proper course, should you choose to do so.”

      Chris tried not to stare at her openmouthed. It was as though he had been staring at a puzzle where none of the pieces seem to fit and just like that, she had come along and solved it. “Thank you.”

      “I’m happy to assist you in any way I can.” She gave him another grin. If she was upset about not running the estate, she did not seem to be. Rather, she looked lighter than the last time he had seen her. “Since I am here, I was hoping to speak with you on another matter.”

      His insides tightened but he jerked his head in agreement. He knew whatever she had to say was important to them both.

      “I have decided to pursue the possibility of marriage within the specified timeframe.” She let the words out in a rush, her cheeks coloring. “But I have one stipulation of my own.”

      Chris had found himself leaning on the desk next to her but her last words caused him to shoot up. “Stipulation?”

      She nodded her head, rubbing the figurine faster. “I ask that you provide a dowry and finishing school for May.”

      Chris blinked. He wasn’t sure what he had expected and he should have known her concern would have been for someone other than herself. But truth be told, he already planned to provide those things for May. The estate had more wealth than he could ever spend in a lifetime and the girl deserved a future. “Lizzie,” he began to explain.

      “Please don’t say no,” she begged. “I’m most relieved to have you here rather than someone else. I had no idea who might walk through that door, though I worried it would be...” She stopped herself. “I don’t want to risk May’s future by allowing another successor to take over. I have every intention of keeping you lord of this estate. But I need some way to make sure May is cared for.”

      He couldn’t help it. She looked at him with such an earnest expression, that before he could think, his hand reached out to that tiny waist and pulled her close. “Of course I will provide for May.”

      “Oh thank you!” she breathed as she wrapped her arms around his neck.

      That undid him. Without stopping to think, his lips found hers. This was not the light kiss he had given her last time. Instead, his lips demanded. Her response was to mold her body to his in a way that near set him on fire.

      He let out a groan and deepened the kiss, his lips slanting hers open to touch his tongue to hers. Her groan was swallowed by his mouth and he gathered her even closer. His hands roamed up and down her back and then into the loose coif he was growing terribly fond of.

      “Lizzie,” he moaned against her lips. His hand came round to her front and cupped her breast. Her sharp intake of breath was followed by her head tipping further back into his hand, allowing him greater access to the soft flesh.

      “Chris,” her breathy plea reverberated through him. Never had his name sounded so good. He wanted to hear her say it over and over again. Whatever resolve he may have had dissolved. Picking her up, he began carrying her to the sofa in front of the fire.

      “Say it again,” he demanded against her lips. “Say my name again.”

      She kissed him twice and then leaned her head back, her lips puckering in a toe-curling pout. As she opened her mouth to do as he bid another voice broke through the moment.

      “Lizzie?” May’s tiny voice called from the open door. “Are you all right?”

      Bloody hell, five more minutes and he would have stripped her naked with the door wide open. And he was the man that was supposed to be protecting her honor.

      “I….I…I’m fine. Just a little dizzy.” Her wide eyes flew to his, panic lighting them.

      “Perhaps we should call Dr. Phillips.” May stepped into the room looking concerned.

      “There’s no need, May. I was being overly cautious after what happened the last time. Lizzie is fine.” He tried to make his voice soothing, but he wanted to demand May leave the room. Then he wanted to lock it tight and finish what that kiss had started.

      But Lizzie had other ideas. She stepped out of the circle of his arms, slipping away. “Escort me upstairs.” She walked to May and put her arm around the girl’s shoulder. “Everything is going to be fine,” she said to May. “Don’t you worry, I’ll take care of everything.”

      Chris swallowed hard. Crossing over to the desk, he picked up the note he had been penning to Alex and added,

      

      Come right away.

      

      Folding it up, he poured the hot wax onto the crease and then stamped it with the seal of Lord Rothenberg. Crossing the room, he rang for the butler.
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      Trapped. Liz, for all intents and purposes, could not leave her own room. If she did, she risked seeing Lord Rothenberg. Not that seeing him was unpleasant. In fact, he was quite the most handsome man she had ever seen. But she was absolutely unable to refuse him. And as he was her guardian, who exactly was going to protect her virtue against him? Was he going to demand of himself that he marry her? It was absurd to even think.

      He had claimed to be a rake, been upfront in his desire for her. It had taken her by surprise. She was not beautiful in the way so many debutantes were. Her hair and eyes were brown, her dresses simple. Her hair did have soft barrel curls and her one vanity was to wear it in a looser coif to highlight its silkiness. As his hands were always tangled in the strands, he had clearly noticed.

      He must be lacking in female companionship. That was the only explanation. But in order to provide for May, she needed to keep her virtue and to keep that, she must stay away from the new Lord Rothenberg. So she had hidden in her room.

      The problem was it had been nearly two weeks since he’d arrived and she was beginning to go mad. Perhaps she could start a nocturnal schedule and move about the house at night to avoid him. But then how would she spend time with May?

      A knock at the door broke through her thoughts. “Yes,” she called moving towards it.

      “I’d like to speak with you.” It was him. Crum. She could not let him in.

      “I am not sure that is a wise idea.” She nibbled her lip.

      “I’m not really asking.” His voice held a slight growl.

      “Very well, perhaps we could meet in the great hall in five minutes?” she responded, a touch of nervousness creeping into her voice.

      “Open the door,” he commanded, then sighed.  “I’ll stay on this side of it.”

      “Very well.” She opened it a little and peeked one eye out at him, her brain working overtime. “If you ruin me, I’ll not marry anyone else.”

      “What?” His mouth hung open as he looked at her.

      She opened the door wider, stamping her foot. “Every time we are alone, we end up… you know very well. I’ve no one to insist you marry me, so I am forced to make my own ultimatum.”

      Understanding dawned on his face as his eyes scanned up and down her. “Lady Elizabeth,” his tone was brisk and it sent shivers down her spine. “The Duke of Wellington and his wife and child, along with The Duke of Manchfield and his family, are arriving tomorrow to visit. They are staying through Christmastide. I can assure you both men would take great pleasure in insisting I marry you, so rest assured, your virtue is safe.”

      “Oh, guests for Christmastide?” Happiness bloomed inside her. How decidedly wonderful.

      “Yes,” his own posture relaxed. “I apologize for the late notice but I’ve only just gotten the return letter to say that they are arriving. Barrett Maddox, Lord Manchfield, owns a shipping company. It would seem he can move about the world faster than the post.”

      “Well, not quite. At least the letter beat them by a day.” She stepped out of the room, skirting by him. His hand came to her waist.

      “I won’t kiss you,” he mumbled, pulling her close. “He has two children, ages three and one, with another on the way. Alex and Rose have a baby as well.”

      She could not contain her excitement. “Babies?” Then she grabbed his hand and began pulling him down the hall.

      He willingly followed, lacing her fingers into his own, her slippers flying over the thick carpet. “Mrs. Fairchild put you in the original master’s bedroom but my parents had a second made.” They turned down a hall. “Do you think Barrett and his wife will mind having the children next door?”

      “No, I would assume they would love it.” He gave her fingers a tiny squeeze. “They are marvelous parents, very involved. It’s how--” He stopped speaking then.

      She looked back, wondering if he would finish. He said nothing and she didn’t ask. He might share more after he saw the room. Reaching a set of double doors, she threw them open. Though much of the furniture was covered in sheets, it was one of the grandest rooms in the house. “The staff and I will get it cleaned up.” Then she continued to pull him towards another door. Opening it, she grabbed his hand again to pull him into the nursery. Toys of every kind softened the space. It was warm and inviting.

      “It’s beautiful” he exclaimed, looking around. “Why isn’t this room also covered in sheets?”

      A blush crept up her cheeks. “I… I came here to think about my future. It’s my favorite room in the house.”

      “Why did this room help you decide?” His hand came to her waist again. She turned away but he pulled her back into his chest so that they were fitted together. His nose dropped into her hair.

      She cleared her throat. “I’ve been here for so long, just myself and May. If I marry, perhaps I can have a family of my own.”

      His hands squeezed her tighter. The longing she experienced whenever she was in his presence returned but so did the quiet comfort he also seemed to provide. How did he do that? For a man who had declared himself a rake, he made her feel so safe.

      “You will be the best mother,” he whispered.

      “How could you know that?” she asked, leaning deeper into him.

      “I see how you are with May,” he responded into her hair.

      “Thank you,” she breathed as his breath tickled her ear.

      “My friends, they will also be able to help you make a list of prospective bridegrooms.”

      His words were like a bucket of cold water being dumped over her. “That will be wonderful,” she responded but even she could hear the flatness in her voice. She didn’t want to think about another man’s arms about her, she wanted his arms around her making her feel safe.

      Crossing the room, she toyed with a beautiful porcelain doll her father had given her as a child. It was made by one of the finest toy makers and she had treated it with the utmost care. “My father returned with this doll from a trip to London. Actually he bought the figurine in your study on the same trip. Both reminded him of me. He gave one to me and kept one for himself.” Her voice trembled on the last word. It was a woman’s part in life to leave her home and make a new one with her husband but it filled her with sadness. She didn’t have her parents to come home to. This house was her connection to them. “Perhaps, after I am married, you will allow me to come visit you here. Just from time to time.” Her hands skimmed various objects in the room. Like the tapestry, she used the objects to keep her memories alive.

      “I lost my parents too, a long time ago.” His voice was so quiet, she almost didn’t hear it. There was a sadness there in his words that drew her back towards him.

      “I’m so sorry. What did you do?”

      “I suppose I did the exact opposite of you. I joined the army, left everything behind.”

      She had reached his side as he finished his words and he pulled her back into his embrace.

      She didn’t resist, though she knew it was a mistake. Though she would never leave May, part of her wished she could have done what he had. Her path had been weighted with responsibility. “Sounds nice.”

      “Why do you think that is?”

      “I don’t know. As a woman, what choice did I have but to stay? You have seen the world. But me, I have been here, discussing wolves and pigs and fences--” She bit her lip, a slight flush staining her cheeks. She had revealed something in those words. Her admiration for his strength, strength she would never have.

      “Oh Lizzie. Don’t lament staying pure. I told you the first day here, you wouldn’t want a man like me. I am stained from the actions I have done.” He was crushing her body to his, his nose buried in her hair again.

      “You want me to believe you’re not good? I won’t. Not many men would be as kind to May as you have been, provide for her.”

      “I’ve taken advantage of you. I am your protector, I shouldn’t kiss you.”

      “I may be innocent but I am not entirely ignorant to the wrongs of the world. I know there are far worse men who would have done more than kiss me.”

      “Don’t paint me as the hero, Lizzie. If you’re smart, you’ll stay far away from me.”

      “It would be easier if you didn’t pull me against you at every opportunity.” She smiled into his chest and Lord help her, she heard the rumblings of laughter building in his body. “Is this what you were referring to? Do you try to hold all ladies this way?”

      A deep rich chuckle erupted from his chest. “No, love, the women I spend time with know what they want when they step into my embrace and I rarely ever pursue them.”

      She believed him. He was the single most attractive man she had ever met. Just thinking of those other women in his arms filled her with jealousy.

      He had said that if he ruined her, he would marry her. An idea flashed in her mind. What if he did? He would be Lord Rothenberg and she could stay here forever. But even as she thought it, she dismissed it. As appealing as it was, she did not want an unwilling husband. And what would she do if he went back to his rakish ways after the wedding? It would break her heart. A chill ran down her spine. When had her heart gotten involved?

      Panic filled her and she tried to step away but he held her tight. “We’re not finished.” His lips swooped down and took hers. All thoughts of running flitted out of her mind.
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      The rational side of Chris told him this was a terrible idea. He should leave her be, let her walk back out of this nursery. But he couldn’t.

      He was more attracted to Lizzie than he had been to anyone ever. And there had been a fair number of women.

      At this moment, though, attraction was only a small piece of what was binding him to her. She had suffered the same losses, shouldered a large number of burdens and she, unlike he, had found a way to anchor herself. Retain her goodness in the face of devastating loss. The army had given him some measure of stability but it had stripped him of all the light. He hid this behind boyish charm and light-skirted women, but suddenly he wanted it back and he thought if he held her tight enough, he would be anchored too and be a better man for it.

      His hands slid into her hair. It was a temporary feeling, of course. She couldn’t rewrite his past choices. But he wouldn’t hurt her, wouldn’t do anything that might strip her of the beautiful innocence that surrounded her.

      For that reason, he would take this no further, but holding her and kissing her brought a connection that filled him with an undefined emotion. “Whatever you want, I will give it to you,” he murmured against her lips.

      She stilled beneath him. Her head tilting back to meet his gaze. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Of course, I do.”

      “I need a husband.” Her eyebrows lifted.

      “And that is why I am helping you to find one.” But his grip loosened. She stepped away from him and he understood that Lizzie had just outmaneuvered him. Hells bells she was smart.

      “It is very kind of you to enlist your friends in my aid. If you will excuse me, I have a great deal to do to prepare for their arrival.” And before he knew it, she was gone.

      He had attempted to give her a half measure of himself to fill his own need but she had firmly rejected it. She wouldn’t take half and he wasn’t whole.
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      Liz stormed out of the nursery and headed back into the bedroom. This room and another down the hall would accommodate their guests nicely.

      She might as well help the staff clean them. Between her pent up energy from being trapped in her room and her annoyance with Chris, attacking the dust would be a welcome change.

      If he thought finding another man to stand next to her was giving her whatever she wanted, he was mad.  Over and over he had repeated that she should stay away from him but now he wanted to give her everything—provided it wasn’t himself. It made no sense.

      Mrs. Fairchild arrived and called several other staff members to prepare the rooms. They worked most of the afternoon. May joined them as well, and like usual, Lizzie found solace in hard work. She had always enjoyed being busy, although the burden of decision making for the estate had often weighed heavy on her.

      Just as they were finishing the last room with fresh linens and every nook and cranny had been cleaned, the butler appeared in the doorway. “They’ve arrived.”
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